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DEFINING PHILOSOPHY II: THE SIX HORISMOI OF AMMONIUS’ 
INTRODUCTION TO HIS COMMENTARY ON PORPHYRY’S 

ISAGOGE (IN ISAG. 6.25–9.24 B.)1

by
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ABSTRACT: Building on the earlier exploration of the opening of Ammonius’ commentary 
on the Isagoge, the study explores the definitions of philosophy introduced in the proem. Their se-
quence, grouping and eventual overlapping are employed to demonstrate the philosopher’s control 
over his exposition, but also to hint at the all-encompassing nature of the philosophical wisdom, 
which through embracing all that is remains the most distinguished even if less-than-clear road to 
perfection (and thus, godhood).
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In its intent, Ammonius’ introduction to Porphyry’s Isagoge (Eisagōgē, 
known also under its Latin title Quinque voces) is addressed to a  beginner:2 
therefore, it is hardly surprising that it holds little appeal to scholars interested 
in the history of  logic, the reception of Aristotle, or even Porphyry himself. 
Indeed, for Jonathan Barnes, the proem is “several pages of waffle”,3 the com-
mentary becoming of interest only after it turns to a discussion of the actual con-
tent of the Isagoge itself. Still, as I strove to demonstrate in Defining Philosophy 
I, the text – due to its particular position in the cursus and the care exercised 
in its structuring – might be worthy of  more scholarly attention than it has 

1	 The present study originated as part of  research conducted under the terms of N ational 
Centre of Research grant NCN 2012/07/B/HS1/01609 (UKSW, Warsaw). This article builds upon 
the research detailed in Komorowska 2016, which highlighted the essential nature of  the horis-
mos within the wider educational framework as well as the importance of  Porphyrian Isagoge 
within the Neoplatonic curriculum. All quotations from the Ammonian treatise follow the transla-
tion by Chase 2020, which also provides basic data and critical apparatus on the text.

2	 A fact openly acknowledged by Ammonius himself In Isag. 1; 20.15–24 et al. One may 
also note that the Isagoge itself was conceived as an introduction to the Aristotelian Categories, 
whose standing as the start of Aristotelian corpus stems ultimately to Andronicus of Rhodes him-
self (on this cf. e.g. Griffin 2015: 29–32, Hatzimichali 2016). On Ammonius’ agreement with 
Porphyry’s view of  the Categories as intended for beginners cf. also Sorabji 1991: 2–3. On the 
philosopher’s life and scholarly activity cf. Watts 2006: 204–232.

3	 Cf. Barnes 2006: xv.


