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Summary

The central thesis and its significance

My central thesis in this dissertation is this: Aristotle’s Metaphysics Theta is an 

argumentative unity, both in itself and within the overall project of the Metaphysics. What 

unifies Theta and links it to the rest of the Metaphysics is the project of searching for the 

arche of ousiai. This dissertation will defend the above thesis by focusing on some key 

issues surrounding the argumentative structure of Theta. Through offering solutions to 

these puzzles, a clearer and more precise picture of Theta will emerge.

It is traditionally supposed by readers and critics of Aristotle that the Metaphysics, 

especially books Zeta, Eta and Theta (the so-called ‘Central Books’), is addressed to the 

question of what it is for something, anything, to be an ousia. On this view, Zeta is the 

‘heart’ of the Metaphysics, and Eta and Theta are subordinate to it. More specifically, 

according to this view, after Aristotle has addressed the question of what it is for something, 

anything, to be an ousia in Zeta, what is left to be addressed in Eta and Theta are some 

issues that remain unresolved in Zeta. On this traditional, ow^/a-based account of the 

Metaphysics, Theta contributes to the overall project of the Metaphysics by analysing the 

concept of ousia through two notions, namely, dunamis and energeia. On this reading, 

Theta belongs to, and can be understood as a part of, the project that the traditional view 

ascribes to Aristotle, that is, the project of searching for ousia. The aim of this dissertation 

is to examine some key issues regarding the structure of Theta, and, in particular, to show 

that the traditional view fails to do justice to the argumentative structure of Theta.

There is a continuous line of argument in Theta

A major claim of this study is that Theta is an argumentative unity. That is, there is a 

continuous line of argument in Theta. This is, however, not how Theta is generally read in



the current scholarship. A considerable amount of effort has been dedicated to clarifying 

the argumentative structure of Theta 1-6 and to addressing some particular issues in Theta 

7-9. However, with the exception of Menn (ms.), no other critic carefully examines the 

unity and coherence of the argumentative structure of Theta. Through a careful reading of 

the text, and a critical engagement with the current scholarship, this study shows that the 

line of argument of Theta can be summarized as follows: In Theta 1-6, Aristotle employs 

the dunamis-energeia schema as a means of, first, analysing dunamis kata kinesin, and 

then, by extending the schema, uses it to analyse the concept of ousia. In this way. Theta 

1 -6 is preparatory for searching for the arche of ousiai. In Theta 7 and 8, Aristotle searches 

for the arche of ousiai in two ways: (1) by searching for the dunameis of ousiai', and (2) 

by searching for the energeiai of ousiai. The first approach, as Aristotle shows in Theta 7, 

cannot reach the desired arche. Eventually, however, in Theta 8, through addressing the 

priority of energeia over dunamis in respect of ousia, Aristotle demonstrates the possibility 

of reaching the desired arche. In Theta 9, Aristotle further clarifies some important features 

of the desired arche by revealing the teleological dimension that he has already, implicitly, 

assumed in Theta 7 and 8.

This line of argument is not difficult to state, but it requires considerable effort to 

defend. This task will be addressed in the individual chapters. Before we go into the detail 

of each chapter, let me summarily indicate how this line of argument supports the arche- 

based reading of Theta. On the arche-has^d reading of Theta, the central aim of Theta is 

to examine whether dunamis and energeia can lead us to the desired arche, that is, the 

arche of ousiai. Aristotle first invokes the twin notions, dunamis and energeia, to analyse 

the concept of ousia. He then initiates the search for the desired arche by searching for 

both the dunameis of ousiai and the energeiai of ousiai. Finally, Aristotle reveals a way of 

reaching the desired arche by searching for the energeiai of ousiai.



Acknowledgements

My first thanks go to Prof. Vasilis Politis, who was my thesis supervisor. Through 

conversations with him, I learned an enormous amount about Aristotle and Plato. Most 

importantly, he showed me how to do philosophy by reading Aristotle and Plato.

1 thank all the members of The Trinity Plato Centre, in particular. Prof. John Dillon 

for his encouragement and guidance, and Pauline Sabrier, Peter Larson, Keith Begley, 

Nilufer Akcay and John Nugent for their friendship. 1 must also thank Pantazis Tselemanis 

for not only teaching me Greek but also showing me an exemplary way of doing research.

1 thank Prof. Minli Nie, Wei Liu and Lian Zhou at Renmin University of China for 

for their constant support and guidance over many years.

1 thank my friends both in China and aboard for their friendship. They include: Li 

Zhang, Tiegen Sun, Wei Feng and Chen Liang.

1 thank the Newman Educational Trust, the Department of Philosophy at Trinity 

College Dublin, China Scholarship Council and Irish Research Council for making my 

study financially possible.

Last but not least, 1 thank my mother and sisters for encouraging me to pursue a 

scholarly life, and my wife Xinghua for her support, kindness, patient and love.



Table of Contents

Introduction............................................................................................................................ 1

Chapter 1.............................................................................................................................. 25

What Does ‘The Most Useful Sense of Dunamis-Energeia’ Refer to?........................ 25

1. Three Readings in Detail.................................................................................................29
2. Aristotle’s Programmatic Statement in Theta 1............................................................ 35
3. Aristotle’s Programmatic Statement in Theta 6............................................................ 39
4. Crucial Evidence against the First Reading................................................................... 41
5. Aristotle’s Account of Dunamis and Energeia in Theta 6............................................. 43
6. Against Kosman’s and Gill’s Interpretations of Text 3.................................................48
7. Another Shortcoming of the First and the Third Readings......................................... 51
Conclusion.......................................................................................................................... 53
Appendix: Why Does Aristotle Start with Dunamis kata Kinesin?................................... 54

Chapter 2.............................................................................................................................. 57

Seeing as Kinesis and Seeing as Energeia in Metaphysics Theta 6.............................. 57

1. The Puzzle.......................................................................................................................58
2. Seeing as a Kinesis.......................................................................................................... 62
3. Seeing as an Energeia in Theta 6.................................................................................... 74
4. Seeing as kinesis and Seeing as such: A Tentative Solution........................................... 79
Conclusion.......................................................................................................................... 88

Chapter 3.............................................................................................................................. 90

Searching for the Arche of Ousiai: Theta 7 and 8.......................................................... 90

1. Theta 7: Searching for the Arche of Ousiai.................................................................... 91
2. Theta 8: Searching for the Arche of Ousiai.................................................................. 100

2.1 Priority of Energeia over Dunamis in Logos and in Time......................................101
2.2 Priority of Energeia over Dunamis in Ousia...........................................................106

Conclusion.........................................................................................................................114

Chapter 4............................................................................................................................ 116

What Does Aristotle Mean by ‘Priority in Ousia’?.......................................................116

1. Aristotle’s Formulation of‘Priority in Ousia' in Delta 11........................................... 120
2. Aristotle’s Formulation of ‘Priority in Ousia' in the Categories and in the Physics... 127
3. Aristotle’s Formulation of‘Priority in Ousia' in Theta 8............................................ 132



Conclusion.........................................................................................................................144

Chapter 5............................................................................................................................ 146

The Further Clarification of Arche in Theta 9.............................................................146

1. Different Readings of Theta 9 1051a4-2l.................................................................... 149
2. Textual Evidence in support of the Qualified Claims?............................................... 151
3. An Analysis of 1051al7-19............................................................................................ 157
4. Why does Aristotle Need to Discuss Goodness?...........................................................162
Conclusion......................................................................................................................... 165

Chapter 6............................................................................................................................ 167

The Basic Project of the Metaphysics and How Theta Relates to This Project...... 167

1. Interpretations of the Basic Project of the Metaphysics.............................................. 167
2. What is the Basic Project of the Metaphysics'!..............................................................172
3. Searching for ‘the ArcAe of Ousiai' as A Shared Project............................................. 182

3.1 Plato’s Approach of Searching for the Arche of Ousia...........................................182
3.2 The Physicists’ Approach of Searching for the Arche of Ousiai............................ 183
3.3 The Mathematical Approach of Searching for the Arche of Ousiai...................... 184

4. The Distinction between Arche and Stoicheion and Aristotle’s Account of the Arche of
Ousiai.................................................................................................................................186
5. Against Frede’s and Patzig’s Interpretations...............................................................189

5.1 Against Frede and Patzig on the Metaphysics as a whole.......................................189
5.2 Against Frede and Patzig on Metaphysics Theta.................................................... 196

6. A Clearer and more Precise Picture of Theta...............................................................198
Conclusions.......................................................................................................................200

Bibliography....................................................................................................................... 202



Table of Greek Terminology

In this dissertation, I leave some key Greek terms transliterated rather than 

translated into English. I have two reasons for doing so. First, there are so many different 

English translations for these terms in current scholarship. To better understand Greek 

terminology and understand the secondary literature, it is beneficial, in my opinion, to 

always have the original Greek in mind. Secondly and more importantly, some of the 

Greek terms cannot be satisfactorily translated into English. For example, ixtpyem can be 

taken to mean either “actuality” or “activity”, and icupicx; can mean either “in a well- 

established sense” or “strictly”. In these and other cases, instead of giving seemly 

uncontroversial translations, 1 give my preferred translations but at the same time 1 also 

want readers to decide themselves.

I have collected some of the current translations for these terms in the table below. 

I hope readers can consult the translations in the table while reading my dissertation.

Greek terms Transliteration English Translations
apxn arche principle; origin; beginning; starting- 

point
aiTiov aition explanation; cause
Sovapu; dunamis capacity; potentiality; power; being-in­

capacity
^epyeia energeia actuality; activity; htm^-'m-energeia
onaia ousia primary being; substance; entity
KivTiaiq kinesis change; motion; movement
Kupicoc; kurids in a well-established sense; strictly



Introduction

1. The aim and central thesis of this dissertation

My central thesis in this dissertation is this:

Aristotle’s Metaphysics Theta is an argumentative unity, both in itself and within 

the overall project of the Metaphysics. What unifies Theta and links it to the rest of 

the Metaphysics is the project of searching for the arche of ousiai.

This dissertation will defend the above thesis by focusing on some key issues 

surrounding the argumentative structure of Theta. Through offering solutions to these 

puzzles, a clearer and more precise picture of Theta will emerge.

Let me briefly clarify, at the outset, what 1 have in mind in claiming that the project 

of Theta is to search for the arche of ousiai. There are three requirements for this project: 

ultimacy, universality and transitivity. First of all, the concept of arche is explanatory, that 

is, if A is an (the) arche of B, then, A is explanatory of B. When Aristotle characterizes 

the project of the Metaphysics as the search for the arche of all things (e.g., 982a8-10), the 

very concept of arche is addressed to, precisely, the possibility of an ultimate explanation 

(i.e., the ultimacy requirement). In other words, searching for the arche of all things 

requires searching for the first principle of all things, i.e., something that is not itself subject 

to further explanation (cf. 982b2-4). Secondly, since the desired arche is the arche of all 

things rather than of one kind of thing as opposed to another, it must also be universally 

explanatory. That is, each and every thing must be explanatorily related to the desired 

arche (i.e., the universality requirement). Thirdly, if A is an (the) arche of B, then, A must 

explain B in precisely that respect in which A and B are related. It follows from this that



if A is an arche of B, in a certain respect, and B is an arche of C, in the same respect, then 

A should be able to explain C in that very respect. In other words, the concept of arche 

that we are looking for must be transitive (i.e., the transitivity requirement). This 

requirement, 1 shall argue, emerges out of Aristotle’s argument that the dunameis of things 

are non-transitive - that is, it is not the case that if A is dunamei B and B is dunamei C, 

then A is dunamei C - whereas the energeiai of things are transitive.

After introducing the three requirements for the project of searching for the arche 

of all things, 1 shall turn to Aristotle’s account of the relation between all things and 

primary things, namely, ousiai. Here 1 shall argue that, for Aristotle, searching for the 

arche of all things is ultimately reducible to searching for the arche of ousiai (cf. 1071a34- 

35).

If the view articulated above is correct, then the central aim of Theta, 1 shall argue, 

is to examine whether the desired arche of ousiai can be reached through an analysis of 

dunamis and energeia.

2. How much unity should be attributed to the Metaphysics!

In this dissertation, especially in the last chapter, 1 try to clarify the basic project of the 

Metaphysics. In so doing, it seems that 1 owe readers an account of how much unity I have 

attributed to the Metaphysics. After all, it is by no means clear that all fourteen books of 

the Metaphysics are intended by Aristotle to have been transmitted in the form that we 

have them today. The clearest examples against a Unitarian reading of the fourteen books, 

one might argue, are little Alpha and Kappa. With regard to the former, it is very unusual 

to have this book title after Alpha. Indeed, this phenomenon is so unique that no similar 

title can be found in the rest of ancient Greek literature. Furthermore, Kappa cannot be 

Aristotle’s intended book given the fact that it consists of two parts which repeat, nearly 

word for word, what he says elsewhere: the first part is a short version of Beta, Gamma,



Epsilon, and the other is a summary of some books of the Physics. These two examples 

are so obvious that any scholar who wants to address ‘the problem’ of the Metaphysics 

owes readers an explanation of how he or she can take the fourteen books of the 

Metaphysics as a unity.

In view of this, 1 will, in what follows, provide an explanation and a justification 

for my approach. In my view, two considerations are relevant here: the first is the internal 

textual references which one book of the Metaphysics makes to another; the second is the 

connection of the thought. Let me clarify a little bit more. My general principles in reading 

the Metaphysics as a unity are two: first, I will show that all books of the Metaphysics 

except little Alpha and Kappa belong together based on a careful examination of the 

internal textual references. The second principle concerns the unity and coherence of 

thought. Suppose that not all the books of the Metaphysics belong to a single piece of work, 

still 1 think that we can reasonably talk about the basic project of the Metaphysics if there 

is sufficient evidence to establish such a project, and if there are no other texts that are 

incompatible with the established basic project. On the second principle, I think that even 

if little Alpha and Kappa are not part of the Metaphysics, they are still compatible with 

what Aristotle says in the other books.

Based on these two principles, 1 will argue that a basic project of the fourteen books 

can indeed be established. In this section, 1 will only address the first principle. The 

justification of second principle will be carried out in detail in the last chapter of my 

dissertation. To argue that the fourteen books of the Metaphysics except little Alpha and 

Kappa have some textual unity, 1 gather some textual evidence. It should be clear, however, 

that what I will do in what follows cannot do justice to all of the complexities of the 

question at issue. For 1 will not provide a complete and systematic account of all the 

internal references Aristotle makes in those books. I will only list some of them which I



take to be sufficient for my task. Before doing so, let me briefly anticipate what I will argue 

in Chapter Six.

The argumentative unity of the Metaphysics

In my view, even though Aristotle gives several different descriptions of what the basic 

project of the Metaphysics is about, all those descriptions are reducible to two projects: 

searching for ousia and searching for the arche of ousiai. The former project can be 

understood as a preparation for, and hence a part of, the latter project. What unifies these 

two projects is Aristotle’s search for arche, or more specifically, the arche of ousiai. It is 

fair to say that the term, arche, for Aristotle, has at least two meanings. When arche is 

construed in terms of ontological dependence, to ask what arche is amounts to asking what 

ousia is, whereas when arche is construed in terms of explanatory dependence, to ask what 

arche is amounts to asking what is the ultimate explanatory arche among ousiai. In other 

words, it is precisely the twofold meaning of the term arche that allows Aristotle to unify 

these two projects into a single project. In this way, it lays the foundation for the 

argumentative unity of the Metaphysics.

The textual unity of the Metaphysics

1. Alpha is an introduction of the subject matter which Aristotle wants to address 

in the subsequent books, that is, a study of arche. This is clear even from the first two 

chapters of Alpha. At the end of the second chapter, Aristotle says: ‘we have stated, then, 

the nature of the science we are seeking, and the aim of our concern and of our entire 

inquiry’.

2. Little Alpha refers to no other books, and is not referred to in any other books. 

The authenticity of Little Alpha is accepted by all critics.



3. Beta refers back to Alpha at 995b4-6 (‘the objects discussed in our introduction’), 

996b8-l 0 (‘our previous description of the sciences’) and 997b3-5 [‘in our first discussion 

of them (sc. form as being both causes and substances)’].

Before moving on to Gamma, 1 would like to make a very short comment: Beta 

and Delta are particularly important in our understanding of the textual unity of the 

Metaphysics in the sense that the later books rely heavily on them. Beta provides the 

difficulties (aporiai) that are addressed in the later books; Delta provides initial analyses 

of some key notions on which the relevant discussion of the later books is based. In this 

way, these two books represent a sign of the unity of the Metaphysics. However, not all 

later books refer to these two books explicitly. Later books that clearly refer to Beta are:

4. Gamma refers back to Beta at 1004a31-34 (‘this was one of the problems we

listed’).

5. lota refers to Beta at 1053b 10 (‘as we did in the discussion of difficulties’).

6. Mu refers back to Beta at 1076a39-bl (‘in our discussion of difficulties’), 

1076b39-1077al (‘to solve the difficulties raised in our list of problem’) and 1086bl5-16 

(‘in the discussion of the difficulties’).

Up to now, five books are linked by internal reference: Alpha, Beta, Gamma, lota 

and Mu.

7. Epsilon contains no formal reference to the problems of Beta. However, as Ross 

points out, the connexion between ‘Epsilon and Alpha, Beta and Gamma is set at rest by 

the fact that the first part of Kappa, which is certainly very old and may well be a pupil’s 

notes of a course of lectures by Aristotle himself, is a continuous parallel treatment of the 

topics discussed in Beta, Gamma and Epsilon’ (1924, p. xviii).

Like Beta, Delta is also referred to in many other books. In general, there are two 

ways to refer to Delta in the Metaphysics: the first way of referring to Delta is ‘the various 

senses oi ierms (pari ton posachdsY (e.g.. Epsilon 1028a4-5; Zeta 1028all;Iota 1052al5-



16); and the other is ‘we have determined elsewhere {en alloisy (e.g., Theta 1046a5-6; Iota 

1055a2; 1055b6-7; 1056b34-1057al). Later books that clearly refer to Delta are:

8. Zeta refers back to Delta at 1028al0-l 1; Theta refers back to Detla at 1046a5-6 

and 1049b4; Iota refers back to Delta atl052al5-16.

After listing the references to Beta and Delta, we have one continuous group of 

books: Zeta, Eta, Theta. They are considered by all critics to be continuous. Two signs can 

support this claim. First, there are connecting particles at the beginning of Eta and Theta 

which indicate that these three books should be read continuously. Secondly, Zeta refers 

forward to Eta (1037a20), Eta begins with a summary of Zeta, and Theta refers back to 

Zeta in language that implies a close connexion (e.g., I049b27-28: ‘we have stated in our 

discussion of substance that everything which is being generated is being generated from 

something and by something’). Furthermore, lota also refers back to Zeta at 1053bl7 (‘in 

our discussion of substance and of being’).

Up to now, we have ten books linked by internal references: Alpha, Beta, Gamma, 

Delta, Epsilon, Zeta, Eta, Theta, lota and Mu.

9. Lambda refers back to Theta 8 at 1072a4. However, some critics disagree with 

this view. For example, Ross (1924, p. xxvii) thinks that ‘now to regard potency as prior 

to actuality is in one sense right and in another sense not right; and we have already stated 

how this is so’. In his view, 1072a4 refers back to Lambda at 1071b22-26 rather than to 

Theta 8. On this reading. Lambda refers to no other books of the Metaphysics. This reading, 

however, is not convincing: 1071b22-26 does not say in which sense potentiality is prior 

to actuality and in which it is not; rather, this topic is addressed in detail in Theta 8.

10. Nu2 1090al3-15 and 1090a28 refer back to Mu 3.

The upshot of the above textual examination is that the twelve books of the 

Metaphysics can be read as a unity. Lastly, let me say a few words about little Alpha and 

Kappa. As mentioned before, the authenticity of little Alpha is accepted by all critics, and



more importantly, it can be read, as has been pointed out by many critics, as an alternative 

introduction, though no better than Alpha, to the subject of the Metaphysics. Like little 

Alpha, Kappa is not referred to in any other books (see also Ross, 1924, p. xxv). However, 

unlike little Alpha, the authenticity of Kappa is controversial. The textual status of Kappa, 

however, does not undermine my Unitarian reading the Metaphysics. For Kappa is heavily 

based on some other Aristotelian texts. Its first part, 1059sa 18-1065a26, is a shorter version 

of Beta, Gamma and Epsilon; and its second part, 1065a26-1069al4, contains some 

extracts from Physics Beta, Gamma, Epsilon.

To conclude, there are only two books in the Metaphysics which do not refer to, 

and are not referred to in, any other books. Other books of the Metaphysics can be read as 

a unity based on a careful examination of the internal textual references. Furthermore, if 

we take a philosophical approach, even these two books can be read as part of the basic 

project, if these two books do not contradict what Aristotle says regarding the question of 

what the basic project of the Metaphysics is.

3. Is the concept of arche essentially explanatory?

Critics might get the impression that my reading of Aristotle’s conception of arche needs 

some further clarification. For some critics might wonder whether this conception is 

essentially explanatory or not; after all, one basic meaning of arche is beginning, and a 

beginning, one might argue, does not necessarily have any explanatory force. To respond 

to this question, one passage of the Metaphysics needs to be carefully examined. For in 

this passage Aristotle takes the concept of arche as extensionally overlapping with that of 

aition, and this seems to imply that the concept of arche is essentially explanatory. In this 

passage, we read:



[Text 1] Causes (aitia) are also called in the same number of ways; for every cause 

is an origin. {Metaphysics Delta, 1013al6-17; trans. Kirwan) 

iaaxcc)(; 8e kuI xct al'iia Xs'ye'cai- Tidvra ydp xct aixia dpxoti.

After listing six senses of arche and before concluding this chapter, Aristotle adds 

the above comment. It seems that this text confirms my reading, that is, the concept of 

arche is essentially explanatory. For these two concepts have, to use a modem terminology, 

the same denotation. As Apostle puts it, ‘the two terms have the same denotation; that is, 

what is a cause is a principle, and conversely’ (1966, p. 296).

There are, however, some critics who do not read the text in the same way as 1 do. 

Basically, they think that every aition is an arche, but it might not be the case that every 

arche is also an aition. It is clear that these two different readings hinge on different 

readings of the Greek particle, ydp. On my reading, ydp is explicative rather than 

justificative. The other reading, however, takes it to be the other way round. The other 

reading is clear from Kirwan’s commentary on this passage. He writes: ‘even so, from the 

fact that every cause is an origin it does not follow that two words apply to the same things, 

and in fact nothing under “cause” in Delta 2 corresponds with e.g. the second sense of 

“origin”’ (1993, p. 123). Two things need to be considered here:

With regard to his reading of [Text 1], were the first sentence of the text not there, 

his reading might be worth considering. However, given Aristotle has explicitly said that 

aition are said in the exact same number of ways, the alternative reading is not plausible. 

For if ydp is used justificatorily as Kirwan thinks it is, then the second sentence would 

contradict the first sentence. Hence, the use of the particle, ydp, should be understood 

explicatively.

With regard to his comment on how the senses of arche correspond to those of 

aition, his comment is not convincing, either. The second sense of arche can be interpreted



as ‘the final cause’ (‘the point from which each thing would come to be most satisfactorily’, 

trans. Kirwan).

In a similar way, Ross also questions the correspondence between the senses of 

arche in Chapter One and the senses of aition in Chapter Two. As he points out, ‘only the 

fourth sense (sc. the efficient cause) here recognized coincides with one of those 

recognized in A.3. The material, formal, and final principles, however, find a place in the 

rough list he gives at the end of the chapter (1013a20, 21)’ (1924, p. 290). It is worth 

pointing out that even though Ross doubts the correspondence, he does not question the 

extensional overlap of the two concepts, namely, arche and aition. As he writes, 

‘sometimes Aristotle distinguishes arche from aition as being the first in a series of causes 

{De Gen. et Corr. 324a27, a. 994a 1) but much more often they are treated as synonymous’ 

(p. 290).

In my view, however, all the senses of arche that Aristotle listed in the first chapter 

of Delta can be analysed through his more famous four classifications of the causes (cf. 

Alexander, p. 16). Below is how 1 read the examples of Delta I.

The first example belongs to the formal cause (‘That part of a thing from which 

one would first move; for example, of a line or a road, there is a principle from which one 

moves in one direction, also another principle from which one moves in the contrary 

direction’). The second example corresponds to the final cause (‘It means that from which 

each thing would best be generated; for example, in learning, sometimes we should not 

begin from what is first and the principle of a thing, but from what one would learn most 

easily’). The third example is an example of the material cause (‘That from which as a first 

constituent a thing is generated’). The fourth example is an example of the efficient cause 

(‘The first from which, not as a constituent, a thing is generated, or the first from which 

motion or change by nature begins; for example, a baby is generated from its father and 

mother, and a fight from abuse’). The fifth also is an example of the efficient cause (‘That



in accordance with whose choice that which is in motion moves or that which is changing 

changes’). The sixth is an example of the material cause ('That from which a thing is first 

knowable is also said to be a principle of the thing, for example, the hypotheses in 

demonstrations’).

Some critics might ask: If these two terms can be used interchangeably, then why 

does Aristotle even bother to have two separate chapters, one on arche, the other on aition? 

Ross thinks ‘that the chapter (sc. chapter two) belongs originally to the Physics is suggested 

by the fact that the classification of the senses of aition does not follow that of the sense 

of arche, thought Aristotle has said in ch. 1 that iaaxox;... ^^yexai (1013a 16). Bz. (Bonitz) 

thinks that the reference to aitia in ch. 1 makes ch. 2 superfluous, and that it is an 

interpolation from the Physics' (p. 292).

Ross’ comment, however, is misleading. In my view, these two chapters differ only 

in terms of the divisions. This is related to the fact that those two terms, arche and aition, 

have different meanings, even though they have the same denotation. In fact, Aristotle does 

provide some reasons for analysing these two concepts differently. One passage in Gamma 

is especially important for us to understand their difference. In this passage, we read:

[Text 2] Suppose it true, then, that that which is and that which is one are the same

thing - i.e. one nature - in that each follows from the other as origin and cause do,

not as being indicated by one formula. {Metaphysics Gamma, I003b22-25; trans.

Kirwan)

ei Sf) TO 6v Kai to ev TaiJTOv xai pia cpboK; tw dKoX-ouGeiv dXA.f|Ax)i(; ©anep dp^p

Kttl atTiov, akl! oux )t6ycp driAxidpeva.

In this passage, Aristotle thinks that arche and aition are not ‘indicated by one 

formula’ (I003b24-25). Before addressing this phrase, it is also worth noting that [Text 1[ 

can also support our view that arche and atition can be used interchangeably since Aristotle
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says that arche and aition are the same and are of one nature in the sense that they follow 

each other.

What does Aristotle mean by saying that these two notions are not ‘indicated by 

one formula’? Clearly, here logos does not mean definition. For according to Aristotle, 

being and unity have no definition (cf also Apostle, 1966, p. 282). To understand 

Aristotle’s view, Alexander’s and Aquinas’ commentaries are crucially relevant.

[Text 3] Principle is spoken of insofar as it is primary relative to that whose 

principle it is, and insofar as the things whose principle it is proceed from it, while 

cause is spoken of insofar as that whose cause it is is no account of it; that from 

which (to on) is different from that on account of which (to 8i' 6). (Alexander’s 

Commentary on the Metaphysics, 247.13-15; trans. Dooley) 

q prw ydp dp^q Ka06 Tipcoxov eoti ton on eaiiv dp^q, xai xaGo 8^ adioi) xd cov 

eaxiv dpxq, x6 5e al'xiov Ka06 eaxi 5i' auxo x6 on aixiov ahlo 8e x6 on eoxi xal 

aKko x6 8i' 6)

[Text 4j Now it should be noted that, although a principle and a cause are the same 

in subject, they nevertheless differ in meaning; for the term principle implies an 

order or sequence, whereas the term cause implies some influence on the being of 

the thing caused. (Aquinas’ Commentary on the Metaphysics, Section 751)

In [Text 3], the difference between arche and aition is formulated as the difference 

between ‘from which’ (x6 on) and ‘on account of which’ (x6 8i' 6). It is worth noting 

that even though these two terms have different meanings, their denotations, according 

both Alexander and Aquinas, are the same.

The above discussion shows that Aristotle uses these two concepts, arche and 

aition, interchangeably, and the concept of arche is essentially explanatory. That is, if A 

is an (the) arche of B, then A is explanatory of B in some respect. With regard to our initial 

question, that is, that one meaning of arche is beginning, and a beginning does not 

necessarily imply explanation, 1 would like to say that this may sound strange to our
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modern ears, but may well be what Aristotle believes. Thoroughly addressing this question 

goes beyond the scope of the present study, but I think that enough has been said for now 

and this is sufficient for my task.

4. Why is the study of ousia subordinated to the study of archil

Some critics might ask why 1 take the study of ousia to be subordinated to the study of 

arche. After all, it might be the case that Aristotle is pursuing both ontology, i.e., the study 

of ousia, and the search for the arche simultaneously, and of equal standing, rather than 

subordinating one of these aims to the other.

Let me clarify what I mean by the phrase ‘the study ousia being subordinated to 

the study of arche'. It means that the latter, ‘the study of arche', is a conceptually wider 

notion than the former, ‘the study of ousia'. The term, arche, for Aristotle, has at least two 

meanings: it can refer to what is ontologically independent; it can also refer to, more 

generally, what is explanatorily independent. Since the latter concept is a broader notion, 

it includes, but is not equivalent to, the former notion. It should be noted that, this phrase, 

‘the study of ousia being subordinated to the study of arche', does not imply that the study 

of ousia is any less important; it only means that this study is not self-standing but, 

ultimately, serves a wider purpose.

There are two textual reasons and one philosophical reason for my claim. The 

philosophical reason will be provided in Chapter 6. The two textual reasons are as follows: 

the first textual reason is to better understand Aristotle’s description of his project in the 

Metaphysics-, the second one is to consider how he describes the project of the Metaphysics 

in his other works.

With regard to the first, it is worth noting how often Aristotle talks about the study 

of being qua being or the study of ousia in the Metaphysics. It turns out to be very 

surprising to many critics that Aristotle speaks of the study of being qua being or the study
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of ousia very rarely outside Gamma. In fact, there are only few places where Aristotle 

speaks of the study of being qua being or the study of ousia: they are Epsilon 1 and Zeta 1 

respectively (and in the short version of Gamma and Epsilon in Kappa). In contrast, 

Aristotle talks about a science of arche repeatedly. This should give us some reason to 

reconsider the traditional, OM5/a-based reading of the Metaphysics.

Historically, since Brentano published his well-known book. On the Many Senses 

of Being in Aristotle, in 1862, most modern critics attempt to understand the basic project 

of the Metaphysics by analysing the first sentences of Gamma, where Aristotle says that 

‘there is a science which investigates being qua being and what belongs essentially to it’ 

(1003a21-22). It should be noted, however, that Aristotle does not begin his discussion of 

the science he is searching for there, but, on the contrary, much earlier. It is worth noting 

that at the end of the second chapter of the first book of the Metaphysics, Aristotle already 

says that: ‘we have stated, then, the nature of the science we are seeking, and the aim of 

our concern and of our entire inquiry (983a21-23)’. It is clear from these two chapters that 

this science is exclusively about arche and aition.

With regard to the second textual reason, it should be noted that, outside the 

Metaphysics, Aristotle never describes the subject matter of wisdom as being qua being, 

he always describes it as a study of eternal, divine, unmoved and immaterial beings, which 

is the subject matter of the study of arche. The following texts are relevant in this regard: 

Physics Alpha 1, 192a34-b2; Physics Beta 2, 194B9-15; Physics Beta 7, 198a27-31; De 

Caelo Gamma 1,298b 19-20; On Generation and Corruption Alpha 3, 318a5-6; De Anima 

Alpha 1, 403bll-16; De Motu Animalium 6, 700b8-9; Nicomachean Ethics Zeta 7, 

1141a34-b7; Magna Moralia Alpha 34, 1197b7.

These two textual observations, in conjunction with a philosophical analysis of the 

basic project of the Metaphysics, which will be carried out in Chapter 6, should provide us
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sufficient reason to think that an orc/ye-based reading of the Metaphysics is on the right 

track, and the study of being or of ousia is subordinated to the study of arche.

5. The traditional, OM5/a-based account of Theta and its shortcomings

It is traditionally supposed by readers and critics of Aristotle that the Metaphysics, 

especially books Zeta, Eta and Theta (the so-called ‘Central Books’), is addressed to the 

question of what it is for something, anything, to be an ousia. On this view, Zeta is the 

‘heart’ of the Metaphysics, and Eta and Theta are subordinate to it. More specifically, 

according to this view, after Aristotle has addressed the question of what it is for something, 

anything, to be an ousia in Zeta, what is left to be addressed in Eta and Theta are some 

issues that remain unresolved in Zeta.

On this traditional, ousia-based account of the Metaphysics, Theta contributes to 

the overall project of the Metaphy.sics by analysing the concept of ousia through two 

notions, namely, dunamis and energeia. It is for this reason that Theta is taken to be a 

further contribution to the science of ousia. For example, most critics think that by 

introducing these twin notions in Theta, Aristotle is primarily concerned with resolving 

the difficulty of the unity of ousia, since ousia has been understood as consisting of two 

elements, namely, matter and form. On this reading. Theta belongs to, and can be 

understood as a part of, the project that the traditional view ascribes to Aristotle, that is, 

the project of searching for ousia.

The aim of this dissertation is to examine some key issues regarding the structure 

of Theta, and, in particular, to show that the traditional view fails to do justice to the 

argumentative structure of Theta. There are both philosophical and textual reasons to 

question the traditional, ousia-based account of the Metaphysics, in general, and of Theta, 

in particular.
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One thing that needs to be clarified is whether Aristotle is only or primarily 

concerned with searching for ousia, given that he also describes the project of the 

Metaphysics as searching for arche and aition. Generally speaking, to ask what an ousia 

is is to ask what is ontologically independent, whereas to ask what an arche or aition is is 

to ask, more generally, what is explanatorily independent. It is not immediately clear 

whether these two searches are equivalent, and, if so, how they are related. Critics who are 

committed to the traditional view, I shall argue, owe us a satisfactory explanation of this.

It is not clear that the traditional view can accommodate certain parts of Theta. This 

is especially true of Theta 8 and 9. In Theta 8, Aristotle argues that energeia is prior to 

dunamis in three respects - namely, in logos, in time and in ousia. It is clear that this 

priority claim contributes to the search for arche, because if X is prior to Y in ousia, then 

X is an (the) arche of Y. It is not clear, however, that it contributes to the search for ousia, 

because it is possible to understand the priority as, precisely, an explanatory priority 

between two ousiai. This, I shall argue, is indeed the correct interpretation. Given that 

Theta 8 is the longest passage in Theta, it seems that we have to take Aristotle’s priority 

claim into account when we consider the overall structure of Theta. In Theta 9, Aristotle 

argues that energeia is more valuable than dunamis, and this discussion ends with the 

conclusion that the things that ‘are from the arche and eternal’ are not a source of anything 

bad (1051al9-21). I shall argue that this discussion serves to clarify some important 

features of arche rather than of ousia.

These considerations should already provide us with a basis for questioning 

whether the traditional, oM^/a-based account can fit the Metaphysics, in general, and Theta, 

in particular. Why have critics been so confident about the OM5/a-based reading of Theta? 

It seems to me that this confidence is not based on a close study of Theta, but rather on 

general considerations about the place of Theta in the overall argument of the Metaphysics. 

One source of this confidence is Delta 7. In Delta 7, Aristotle claims that being is said in
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four ways: accidental being,se being, potential-aetual being, and being in the sense of 

true and false. Without being sufficiently careful, proponents of the traditional view take 

per se being, which is based on Aritotle’s theory of categories, to be the most important, 

and accordingly, take the study of potential and actual being to be subordinate to that of 

per se being. This assumption, however, is grounded in their categories-based, and 

ultimately, owi/a-based reading of the project of the Metaphysics.

By arguing against the traditional, ousia-hased account of Theta, 1 propose an 

arche-hasQd reading of Theta which fits much better with the text. To further understand 

the aim and the argumentative structure of Theta, 1 also consider, at the end of the present 

study, how my reading of Theta is linked to the Metaphysics as a whole. I argue that what 

unifies Theta and links it to the rest of the Metaphysics is the project of searching for the 

arche of ousiai. In so doing, my interpretation of Metaphysics Theta has far-reaching and 

radical consequences for the interpretation of the aim of the text as a whole.

6. Is there a continuous line of argument in Theta?

A major claim of this study is that Theta is an argumentative unity. That is, there is a 

continuous line of argument in Theta. This is, however, not how Theta is generally read in 

the current scholarship. A considerable amount of effort has been dedieated to clarifying 

the argumentative structure of Theta 1-6 and to addressing some particular issues in Theta 

7-9. However, with the exception of Menn (ms.), no other critic carefully examines the 

unity and coherence of the argumentative structure of Theta. Through a careful reading of 

the text, and a critical engagement with the current scholarship, this study shows that the 

line of argument of Theta can be summarized as follows:

Step One: In Theta 1-6, Aristotle employs the dunamis-energeia schema as a 

means of, first, analysing dunamis kata kinesin, and then, by extending the schema, uses it
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to analyse the concept of ousia. In this way, Theta 1-6 is preparatory for searching for the 

arche of ousiai.

Step Two: In Theta 7 and 8, Aristotle searches for the arche of ousiai in two ways: 

(1) by searching for the dunameis of ousiai; and (2) by searching for the energeiai of ousiai. 

The first approach, as Aristotle shows in Theta 7, cannot reach the desired arche. 

Eventually, however, in Theta 8, through addressing the priority of energeia over dunamis 

in respect of ousia, Aristotle demonstrates the possibility of reaching the desired arche.

Step Three-. In Theta 9, Aristotle further clarifies some important features of the 

desired arche by revealing the teleological dimension that he has already, implicitly, 

assumed in Theta 7 and 8.

This line of argument is not difficult to state, but it requires considerable effort to 

defend. This task will be addressed in the individual chapters. Before we go into the detail 

of each chapter, let me summarily indicate how this line of argument supports the arche- 

based reading of Theta. On the arche-hased reading of Theta, the central aim of Theta is 

to examine whether dunamis and energeia can lead us to the desired arche, that is, the 

arche of ousiai. Aristotle first invokes the twin notions, dunamis and energeia, to analyse 

the concept of ousia. He then initiates the search for the desired arche by searching for 

both the dunameis of ousiai and the energeiai of ousiai. Finally, Aristotle reveals a way of 

reaching the desired arche by searching for the energeiai of ousiai.

1. The task of each chapter, and how it contributes to the overall project

Chapter one-. In this chapter, I show that one’s interpretation of the argumentative structure 

of Theta 1-6 bears crucially on the way in which one interprets the overall aim of Theta, 

and how one understands the relation between Theta and the overall project of the 

Metaphysics. By analysing some programmatic statements, and other related passages in
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Theta 1 and Theta 6, 1 argue that ‘the most useful sense’ of dunamis-energeia refers to 

maXXQx-ousia, rather than to potential-actual being or to dunamis-energeia in the strict sense. 

1 also suggest that the reason why ousia, in the sense of energeia, is the most useful sense 

is because Aristotle’s project in Theta is to search for the arche of ousiai. Only by first 

introducing the twin notions, energeia-dunamis, as a means of analysing the concept of 

ousia, can the study of the arche of ousiai be initiated.

This chapter contributes to the overall aim of this study in the following way. By 

arguing that ‘the most useful sense’ of dunamis-energeia refers to maXitr-ousia, I reveal 

that Theta 1-6 is preparatory for searching for the arche of ousiai. In so doing, I argue 

against two influential readings, according to which Theta 1-6, in particular, and Theta, in 

general, have different aims. One of these two readings argues that the most useful sense 

of dunamis-energeia is used to modify the concept of being, and accordingly, the general 

aim of Theta is to study being from two new perspectives - namely, from dunamis and 

energeia. What this means, with regard to the question of the overall argumentative 

structure of Theta, and of its place in the Metaphysics, is that Theta is concerned with the 

question of what it is for something, anything, to be potentially a being. This reading, 

therefore, is associated with a general view of the Metaphysics, according to which 

Aristotle’s central project in this work is to investigate being qua being, and to investigate 

ousia as a means to this end.

The other reading relies on Aristotle’s distinction between kinesis and energeia. 

Critics who defend this reading think that the relation between matter and form is 

analogous to the relation between the ability to see (i.e., dunamis) and the actual activity 

of seeing (i.e., energeia). So understood, matter and form are one. For form is nothing 

more than the activity of that which is in potentiality. On this reading, the general aim of 

Theta is to address an unresolved problem in Zeta and Eta, namely, the problem of the 

unity of matter and form. Since it is commonly thought that Zeta and Eta are addressed to
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the investigation of ousia for the purpose of, and as part of, the investigation into being 

qua being, this reading is more likely to be associated with a general view of the 

Metaphysics, according to which Aristotle’s central project in this work is to investigate 

being qua being, and to investigate ousia as a means to this end.

I suppose, quite generally, that there are, at least, two views of the overall project 

of the Metaphysics, and that these two views are such that we have to choose between them 

and cannot either have both at once or simply remain neutral. The two views are as follows. 

The first holds that the basic project of the Metaphysics is to investigate being qua being, 

and to investigate ousia as a means to this end. The second view, in contrast, holds that the 

basic project of the Metaphysics, is to investigate the arche of all things, and, consequently, 

of ousiai, and that the investigation of being qua being, and of ousia as a means to that end, 

is only a necessary part of this project. It is evident that the only reading of the phrase ‘the 

most useful dunamis-energeia' that is compatible with the second view of Aristotle’s 

overall project in the Metaphysics is the reading that I defend in this chapter.

Chapter two: In this chapter, I argue for the thesis that whether an event is a kinesis 

or an energeia in the strict sense depends on the perspective we take. When viewed from 

the point of view of the efficient cause, all energeiai are kineseis, whereas when viewed 

from the point of view of the formal cause, only some kineseis, those that have 

completeness in respect of their forms, are energeiai in the strict sense. As a crucial step 

towards this overall conclusion, I argue that kinesis should be understood more broadly to 

include both ordinary alteration and special alteration, whereas energeia in the strict sense 

should be interpreted as only focusing on the formal cause of the event. The upshot of my 

interpretation is that seeing, as well as many other events, can, simultaneously, be called 

both kinesis and energeia in the strict sense.

This chapter contributes to the overall aim of this study in the following ways. First 

of all, by arguing, against most critics, that Aristotle, deliberately and without
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inconsistency, characterizes a number of events, including seeing, both as a kinesis and as 

an energeia in the strict sense, I provide significant support for my overall thesis, which 

says that book Theta is a continuous and coherent argument. In particular, it is an upshot 

of my reading that in Theta 1 -5 Aristotle is focusing on the kinetic aspects (or the efficient 

cause) of energeiai, namely, action and passion. In this sense, 1 think it is fair to say that 

the efficient cause is already highlighted at the beginning of Theta. This also explains why 

Aristotle includes seeing in his examples of kineseis. In contrast to this, when the formal 

cause is emphasized in the second half of Theta 6, seeing meets the criterion for being an 

energeia in the strict sense because it has completeness in respect of its form.

It is worth adding that my reading also provides a solution to the vexed question of 

the textual status of Theta 6, l048bl8-35. Irrespective of whether this passage originally 

belongs here, in this place in Theta, it follows from my reading that the passage is indeed 

well placed as it is, and contributes to the overall argument of Aristotle chapter.

This chapter also contributes to my overall claim that Theta is not primarily 

concerned with the project of ousia, that is, the project distinctive of Zeta and Eta. Many 

critics argue that the kinesis-energeia distinction in Theta 6 is addressed to the issue of the 

unity of matter and form; an issue which, certainly, belongs to the project of ousia as 

developed in Zeta and Eta. If my argument in this chapter is correct, then this reading 

cannot be right. This reading supposes that the kinesis-energeia distinction is addressed to 

a single thing, in the sense of substance, and that it corresponds to a distinction between 

two elements in that thing, namely, matter and form. But, if my argument is correct, then 

the kinesis-energeia distinction is addressed, rather, to events - not substances - and to 

two ways of considering an event, from two different explanatory angles.

Chapter three’. On a very common reading. Theta 7 and 8 are addressed to the study 

of being as such. I argue that this reading is questionable, because the aim of these two 

chapters is to search for the arche of ousiai rather than to address ousia per se or being in
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general. In Theta 7, Aristotle argues that the dunameis of ousiai are non-transitive\ that is, 

it is not the case that, if A is dunamei B and B is dunamei C, then A is dunamei C. By 

contrast, in Theta 8, Aristotle argues that the energeiai of ousiai can be transitive. It 

follows from these considerations that we cannot find the arche of ousiai along the line of 

searching for the dunameis of ousiai, and only by searching for the energeiai of things, 

can we have a chance of arriving at the arche of ousiai. Furthermore, I point out that in 

these two chapters Aristotle has already assumed a teleological dimension. This topic, as 1 

shall argue in Chapter 5, will be taken up properly in Theta 9.

This chapter contributes to the overall aim of this study in the following ways. First, 

Theta 7 and 8 introduce a new dimension to Aristotle’s metaphysical searching, namely, 

his searching for the arche of ousiai, and this is also related to the overall project of the 

Metaphysics, which, in many places, is characterized by Aristotle to be searching for the 

arche of ousiai (e.g., 1003b 18 and 1069a18-19). Secondly, it clarifies the way in which 

the desired arche can be found by revealing that the concept of arche that we are looking 

for should meet the transitivity requirement.

Chapter four: In the current scholarship, there are two ways of reading Aristotle’s 

priority in ousia claim in Theta 8. Most critics adopt the ‘modal-existence reading’; that is, 

X is prior to Y in ousia if and only if X can exist without Y existing, but not vice versa. It 

is crucial to recognize here that this reading is non-explanatory; that is, on this reading, the 

existence of X does not explain the existence of Y. Other critics adopt the ‘explanation- 

essence reading’; that is, X is prior to Y in ousia if and only if Y is what it is (i.e., Y’s 

essence) because q/its relation to X, but not vice versa. Clearly, this reading is explanatory. 

Against these two readings, I argue for the ‘explanation-being reading’ of the priority claim. 

By ‘the explanation-being reading’, 1 mean the following: X is prior to Y in ousia if and 

only if X’s being (i.e., existence or essence, or both) explains Y’s being, but not vice versa.
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In this chapter, I argue that: First, by considering one example Aristotle cites in 

Metaphysics Delta 11, ‘priority in ousia' should be understood through the explanation­

being reading. Secondly, if we carefully take into account the relevant passages in the 

Categories and the Physics, it seems clear that ‘priority in ousia' can never be understood 

through the modal-existence reading; this leads me to conclude that ‘priority in ousia' can 

only be understood through the explanation-being reading. Thirdly, in the case of Theta 8, 

I argue that Aristotle provides two reasons for the priority of energeia: on the one hand, it 

is because the concept of energeia provides a teleological explanation that a priority 

relation is established; on the other hand, it is because eternal things provide a sufficient 

reason, or explanation, for the being of the perishable things that another priority relation 

is established. The priority claim, construed through the explanation-being reading, allows 

these two priority claims to be brought under the same label, namely, ‘priority in ousia'.

This chapter contributes to the overall aim of this study by offering an alternative 

reading of Aristotle’s priority claim (i.e., priority of energeia over dunamis in ousia). I 

defend a reading, which is distinctive in its being explanatory, rather than modal, and in 

its being neutral with regard to existence and essence. Furthermore, on this reading, if X 

is prior to Y in ousia, then, X is an (the) arche of Y. Clearly, this reading confirms my 

general reading of Theta, which says that the general aim of Theta is to search for the arche 

of ousiai.

Chapter five: In this chapter 1 argue that the first half of Theta 9 has two related 

aims. One is to clarify the teleological dimension, which Aristotle has implicitly assumed 

in Theta 7 and 8; that is, all dunameis are directed at good ends. In this sense and for this 

reason, bad energeiai are understood as merely resulting from some obstruction of good 

dunameis. To put it differently, bad energeiai need further clarification, whereas good 

energeiai do not. All these considerations support the idea that the first half of Theta 9 is 

not a new beginning. It is, rather, a further clarification of what was implied in Theta 7 and

22



8. Another related aim of the first half of Theta 9 is to clarify one crucial feature of the 

desired arche, namely, the desired arche as Goodness. In so doing, Aristotle is also 

preparing for the climax of the Metaphysics, namely, book Lambda.

This chapter contributes to the overall aim of this study in the following ways. First,

I argue that Theta 9, by further clarifying the teleological dimension implied in Theta 7 

and 8, is closely connected with Theta 7 and 8. This provides significant support for my 

overall thesis, which says that book Theta is a continuous and coherent argument. Secondly, 

Theta 9 also clarifies one feature of the desired arche, namely, that the desired arche is 

Goodness and contains nothing bad. In this sense, and for this reason, this reading also 

lends some support to my central claim, which says that the project of Theta is to search 

for the arche of ousiai.

Chapter six: In this chapter I argue that Aristotle’s Metaphysics has two projects - 

searching for ousia and searching for the arche of ousiai - as its subject matter. The former 

project can be understood as a preparation for, and hence a part of, the latter project. What 

unifies these two projects is Aristotle’s search for arche, or more specifically, the arche of 

ousiai. It is fair to say, I think, that the term, arche, for Aristotle, has at least two meanings. 

When arche is construed in terms of ontological dependence, to ask what arche is amounts 

to asking what ousia is, whereas when arche is construed in terms of explanatory 

dependence, to ask what arche is amounts to asking what is the ultimate explanatory arche 

among ousiai, and this is exactly what Aristotle does in Theta and Lambda. In other words, 

it is precisely the twofold meaning of the term arche that allows Aristotle to unify these 

two projects into a single project.

Meanwhile, I also clarify the distinction between 'arche of ousiai' and 'stoicheia 

of ousiai'. It is only through understanding this distinction that the Aristotelian arche can 

be substantially differentiated from that of the physicists, mathematicians and Platonists. 

In Aristotle’s view, their approaches to searching for the arche of ousiai are on the wrong
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track; for what they are searching for are "stoicheia of ousiai' rather than "arche of ousiaV. 

Of these three approaches, the Platonists’ understanding of arche is the most relevant to 

Aristotle’s enquiry: both Aristotle and the Platonists think of form as ousia (even though 

they have different views with regard to how this should be understood). For Plato, finding 

the arche of ousia is accomplished through searching for the dialectical elements of form 

and, accordingly, Plato’s ultimate arche will be the most abstract dialectical elements of 

form, namely, being and one. For Aristotle, on the other hand, finding the arche of ousiai 

is accomplished through searching for the energeiai of ousiai.

Finally, by arguing against Frede’s and Patzig’s interpretations of the Metaphysics, 

in general, and of Theta, in particular, 1 show how my interpretation is preferable to theirs 

in some crucial respects. The crucial difference between our interpretations is as follows: 

Whereas Frede and Patzig take the basic project of the Metaphysics to be addressed to what 

it is for something, anything, to be a being (or an ousia), I take the basic project to be a 

search for the arche of ousiai. Through a critical analysis of the difficulties that Frede’s 

and Patzig’s interpretations face, a clearer and more precise picture of Theta emerges.

This chapter contributes to the overall aim of this study in the following ways. First, 

I locate my interpretation of Theta within the context of the Metaphysics, as a whole. I 

argue that searching for the arche of ousiai is not only the basic project of Theta, but also 

the basic project of the Metaphysics. At a more general level, I point out that searching for 

the arche of ousiai is the shared project of a variety of philosophers as Aristotle 

understands them - these include the Physicists, Platonists and mathematicians. Secondly, 

by arguing against a highly influential Unitarian reading of the Metaphysics, I show why 

the arche-h&SQd account of the Metaphysics, in general, and of Theta, in particular, is 

preferable to the traditional, ousia-hastd account.
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Chapter 1

What Does ‘The Most Useful Sense of Dunamis-Energeia’

Refer to?

In interpreting the Metaphysics, it is often the case that critics disagree over not only 

particular arguments within a single book, but also over the argumentative structure of 

each book, and, more generally, over how each book is related to the overall project of the 

Metaphysics. This is true, no less, of Theta. The current scholarship concerning the 

argumentative structure of Theta centres on questions surrounding Theta 1-6.^ As 1 will 

show in this chapter, one’s interpretation of the argumentative structure of Theta 1-6 has a 

crucial bearing on the way in which one interprets the overall aim of Theta, and of its place 

in the Metaphysics, more generally. The aim of this chapter is to consider the 

argumentative structure of Theta 1-6 by analysing some programmatic statements and 

other related passages in Theta 1 and Theta 6}

The most controversial issue concerning these programmatic statements is what 

Aristotle has in mind when he speaks of‘the most useful sense (chresimotate) of dunamis' 

(1045b35). Let me explain this in more detail. In Theta 1, Aristotle claims that he will not 

give a direct account of dunamis, but will first address dunamis in respect of change

^ One major finding of this thesis is that we cannot have a proper understanding of the general aim of 

Theta unless we also take Theta 7-9 into consideration. I will come back to this point later.

^ Most critics agree that Theta 1,2 and 5 are closely related. Theta 1 inaugurates the topic by introducing 

dunamis kata kinesin, and Theta 2 and Theta 5 are further clarifications of this concept. Theta 3 and 4 

are often taken to be a digression (cf Menn ms., Illa2, p. 1 and p. 4) in which Aristotle defends the 

existence of dunamis and clarifies some logical aspects of dunamis. In view of this, in considering the 

argumentative structure of Theta 1-6,1 will not address Theta 2-5.
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{dunamis kata kinesin), which he takes to be ‘the most kurids sense of dunamis' ^ Later in 

Theta 6, Aristotle seems to fulfil his promise, arguing that the sense of dunamis and 

energeia that we are interested in can be clarified by an analogy between two sets of 

examples: one is kinesis-dunamis, the other ousia-hule. The analogy, he argues, is that in 

some cases energeia is to dunamis as kinesis is to dunamis, whereas in other cases energeia 

is to dunamis as ousia is to a certain hule. Critics take this analogy to be addressing ‘the 

most useful sense’ of the dunamis-energeia distinction although they disagree about how 

this analogy should be understood.

Thus, Aristotle’s strategy seems to be to move from ‘the most kurids sense of 

dunamis' (1045b35-36) to ‘the most useful sense of dunamis' (1045b35). It is clear that 

the most kurids sense of dunamis is an arche that has an external origin of change (1046a9- 

11).^ For example, in the case of house-building, the capacity of building (i.e., dunamis) is 

external to the final product, namely, a house. It is not, however, clear what Aristotle means 

by ‘the most useful sense of dunamis'. This is a controversial issue and three competing 

readings are available in the current scholarship.^

^ 1 leave the word kurids untranslated; for it is controversial whether kurids means ‘the strict sense’ or 

‘the well-established sense’. I am inclined to think that the latter is more plausible.

‘‘Aristotle thinks that this kind of dunamis includes active dunamis (1046al0-l 1), passive dunamis 

(1046al 1-13), dunamis to resist being changed (1046a 13-14) and dunamis to change something well, 

or be changed by something well (1046a 17). But, of these dunameis, active dunamis is the primary one. 

As Aristotle says, ‘[the potentialities that are said] with reference to the same form are all origins of 

some kind, and are said with reference to one primary [potentiality], namely, origin of change in another 

or [in itself! qua other.' ooai 5e npdq to auto eiSoi;, Ttaoai apyai Tivec; eioi, xai Tcpoi; Ttpcbiriv piav 

keyovToi, t] sotiv ctpyi) pEiapokfji; ^ ctkkcp t] fj aXXo {Metaphysics Theta, 1046a9-l 1; trans. Furth). To 

avoid undue complexity, in this chapter, I will only discuss the primary sense of dunamis kata kinesin, 

namely, active dunamis.

^ It is worth noting that Ross takes ‘the most useful sense of dunamis' as referring to a kind of arche 

whose origin of change is internal. Ross says the following; ‘Power he (sc. Aristotle) explains as 

primarily a power in A to produce a change in B, or in A, considered in one respect, to produce change 

in itself in another respect (1046al 1). Potentiality on the other hand is a potentiality in A of passing
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Before we go into the details of these readings, let me indicate summarily how 

critics read the transition from ‘the most kurids sense of dunamis' to ‘the most useful sense 

of dummis\ and why the reading that one adopts matters for one’s interpretation of the 

overall argumentative structure of Theta, and of its place in the Metaphysics, more 

generally.

The first reading takes Aristotle’s strategy to be a transition from "dunamis kata 

kinesin' to "dunamis kata to on' (being). According to this reading, the most useful sense 

of dunamis-energeia is used to modify the concept of being, and accordingly, the general 

aim of Theta is to study being from two new perspectives - namely, from dunamis and 

energeia. What this means, with regard to the question of the overall argumentative 

structure of Theta, and of its place in the Metaphysics, is that Theta is concerned with the 

question of what it is for something, anything, to be potentially a being. This reading, 

therefore, is associated with a general view of the Metaphysics, according to which 

Aristotle’s central project in this work is to investigate being qua being, and to investigate 

ousia as a means to this end.

into some new state or engaging in some new activity (1048a32). This activity may be the production 

of a change in B but the notion of a B to be acted on is not necessarily implied in the notion of 

potentiality, as it is in that of power’ (1924, p. 240; also cf cxxiv). 1 will set this view aside in the 

following discussion; for it does not bear close scrutiny. Many critics have criticized this view. For 

example, Menn argues: ‘Ross thought that Aristotle was here contrasting the criterion for when X is 

dunamei Y in the case where Y is an artefact (or where X becomes Y through art) from the criterion in 

the case where Y is a natural being (or where X becomes Y through a natural process). In the first case 

(1049a3-12 and a 17-18), Ross thinks the criterion is a conjunction of two clauses (that (a) X will become 

Y if the artisan wishes and if nothing external prevents, and (b) nothing internal to X prevents it from 

becoming Y), whereas in the second case (1049al3-17) the criterion is just a single clause (that X will 

become Y if nothing external prevents). But closer attention to the stmcture of the passage shows that 

Aristotle intends no such contrast. His stress is rather that just as in the first case, so too in the second 

case’ (ms., Illa3, p. 3). For a similar criticism of Ross’ view, see also Beere (2009, pp. 243-234 n.21).
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The second reading takes Aristotle’s strategy to be a transition from dunamis kata 

kinesin to dunamis as matter in relation to ousia. According to this reading, the ‘most useful 

sense of dunamis-energeia' is not used to modify the concept of being, in general, but to 

modify a very specific relation, that is, the relation between matter and ousia. This reading 

makes room for the view that I shall defend in this thesis; and it is, we shall see, the only 

reading that does so. According to my overall reading of Theta, and its place in the 

Metaphysics, the reason why Aristotle adopts this particular strategy is that introducing 

these twin notions, energeia-dunamis, is a useful first step in analysing the concept of ousia, 

and the study of the arche of ousiai, he thinks, ought to begin in this way. Why this is so 

will become apparent later, especially in Chapter 3; and it has been indicated also in the 

Introduction.

The third reading takes Aristotle’s strategy to be a transition from dunamis kata 

kinesin to dunamis kata energeian in the strict sense. This reading relies on Aristotle’s 

distinction between kinesis and energeia. The reason why I call it energeia in the strict 

sense is because sometimes Aristotle takes kinesis and enegeia to be equivalent (e.g., in 

Theta 1-5). However, when they are contrasted (in 1048b 18-35), energeia in the strict 

sense is different from kinesis in that it has an internal end, whereas kinesis has an external 

end. For example, house-building is a kinesis whereas seeing is an energeia in the strict 

sense; for, according to Aristotle, house-building aims at an external end, namely, a house, 

whereas seeing does not aim at an external end. Critics who defend this reading think that 

the relation between matter and form is analogous to the relation between the ability to see 

{dunamis) and the actual activity of seeing {energeia in the strict sense). In this way, matter 

and form are one. For form is nothing more than the activity of that which is in potentiality. 

On this reading, the general aim of Theta is to address an unresolved problem in Zeta and 

Eta - namely, the unity of matter and form. Since it is commonly thought that Zeta and Eta 

are addressed to the investigation of ousia for the purpose of, and as part of, the

28



investigation of being qua being, this reading is more likely to be associated with a general 

view of the Metaphysics, according to which Aristotle’s central project in this work is to 

investigate being qua being, and to investigate ousia as a means to this end.

1 will be supposing, quite generally, that there are (at least) two views of the overall 

project of the Metaphysics-, and that these two views are such that we have to choose 

between them and cannot either have both at once or simply remain neutral. I will defend 

this supposition in Chapter 6. The two views are as follows. The first view holds that the 

basic project of the Metaphysics is to investigate being qua being, and to investigate ousia 

as a means to this end. The second view, in contrast, holds that the basic project of the 

Metaphysics, is to investigate the arche of all things, and, consequently, of ousiai, and that 

the investigation of being qua being, and of ousia as a means to that end, is only a necessary 

part of this project. It is evident that the only reading of the issue at the opening of Theta 

that is compatible with the second view of Aristotle’s overall project in the Metaphysics is 

that which 1 have referred to above (pp. 16-17) as the second reading.

In this chapter, 1 will defend the view that ‘the most useful sense’ of dunamis- 

energeia refers to maHer-ousia (i.e., the second reading), rather than to potential-actual 

being (i.e., the first reading) or to dunamis-energeia in the strict sense (i.e., the third 

reading). In order to do this, I will first give a detailed account of these three readings so 

as to identify the issues that need to be addressed. Then, by analysing some programmatic 

statements and other related passages in Theta 1 and 6, I will argue that only the second 

reading can fit these texts. Finally, I will point out another shortcoming of the first and the 

third readings.

1. Three Readings in Detail

The first reading (Frede 1994, Witt 2003, Makin 2006 and Beere 2009) takes Aristotle’s 

strategy to be a transition from 'dunamis kata kinesin' to 'dunamis kata to on (being)’.
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Those critics who are committed to this reading share what Anagnostopoulos (2011, p. 

393) calls the ‘Terminological Principle’; that is, ‘to call something a dunamei on 

(potential being) by employing the adverbial dative construction is to employ the “useful” 

sense of dunamis'. To put the matter differently, the first reading of ‘the most useful sense 

of dunamis’’ relies on a syntactic feature of the word dunamis.^ Critics who defend this 

reading think that, by using the adverbial-dative form of dunamis - namely, dunamei - 

Aristotle intends to modify the concept of‘being’, for example, in the phrase, dunamei on. 

In this sense and for this reason, Witt (2003, p. 46) refers to this use of dunamis as the 

‘ontological sense of dunamis' J This reading is supported by the following observation.

® As Anagnostopoulos says, ‘the terminological principle specifies the useful sense of dunamis by 

reference merely to a certain syntactic use of the word dunamis. It does not imply any distinctive 

semantics for dunamis in its useful sense’ (2011, p. 394).
^ It is worth pointing out that among the critics who are committed to the first reading, Witt’s view is 

slightly different from the other three (Frede, Makin and Beere). On Witt’s view, all the other critics 

hold a Unitarian reading of these two senses of dunamis, which she rejects. Witt argues that the Unitarian 

reading derives the second sense of dunamis, i.e., potentiality, simply from a new way of understanding 

the first sense of dunamis, that is, by understanding dunamis as conferring a certain degree of reality to 

its bearer. But she thinks that the second sense of dunamis, i.e., what she calls ‘the ontological sense of 

dunamis', is not derived from this new way of understanding the first sense of dunamis. As she says, 

‘Unitarians like Frede read book IX as exploring the ontological consequences for substances of their 

possession of a range of causal powers. In contrast, I read book IX as introducing the distinction 

between being X potentially and being X actually as the necessary ontological underpinnings of causal 

powers themselves. An inactive causal power exists potentially, and an active one exists actually’ (2003, 

p. 11). However, 1 think that Witt misunderstands Frede’s view. Let me explain. On Frede’s view, even 

something with a capacity for change can be described by using the term dunamis in the second sense. 

As Frede says, ‘to attribute a doing to something is to attribute a degree of reality to it’ (1994, p. 184; 

cf p. 182). For similar remarks, see also Beere (2009, p. 24). In other words, positing the second sense 

of dunamis does not require the introduction of any new capacity in addition to capacity for change. 

Rather, the second sense of dunamis ‘ranges over’ both the first sense of dunamis and other cases (cf 

Frede 1994, pp. 179-180, p. 182 and p. 184). But, this does not show that Frede derives the second sense 

of dunamis simply from a new way of understanding the first sense of dunamis. It only shows that the 

second sense can cover both the first sense and other cases.
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In Theta 6, where Aristotle starts to talk about the most useful sense of dunamis, the 

adverbial-dative use of dunamis appears after a near total absence in Theta 1-5, where 

dunamis kata kinesin is addressed.

It is worth noting that almost all of the critics who hold this view are also committed 

to the view that Theta is mainly concerned with the study of being.® They think that, by 

invoking these two notions, Aristotle is now viewing being from a different perspective - 

namely, from dunamis and energeia. In other words, Theta is concerned with the question 

of what it is for something, anything, to be potentially a being.® On this reading, the most 

useful sense of dunamis is the concept of dunamis when used to modify the concept of 

being, whereas the most kurids sense of dunamis is understood as a capacity to initiate a 

change. (In Frede’s terminology, the former is ‘potentiality’, whereas the latter ‘capacity’.)

Other critics (Anagnostopoulos 2011 and Menn ms.) hold that in Theta 1-6 

Aristotle’s strategy is a transition from dunamis kata kinesin to dunamis as matter in 

relation to ousia (or, as Aristotle puts it: from kinesis pros dunamin to ousia pros tina hulen; 

1048b8-9). These critics argue that the most useful sense of dunamis is the capacity of

® As Frede says, ‘Aristotle thinks that we can not only make claims of the form “A is F” or “A is an F” 

in the sense that A is F actually or that A is an actual F. It also matters greatly to him that we can make 

claims of the form “A is F potentially” or “A is a potential F’” (1994, p. 173).

® Among those critics who are committed to the first reading, Witt is an exception. She thinks that the 

task of Theta is not to ask what it is for something, anything, to be potentially a being (or an ousia). Cf 

Witt: ‘In this book I argue that book IX has an ontological task different from the one guiding the 

investigation of substance, and that the picture of reality which emerges is also importantly different. 

Roughly, the difference in purpose is between an analysis of being into its kinds or categories, and an 

analysis of being into ways of being. The development of the idea that there are ways of being as well 

as kinds of being allows Aristotle to construct a developmental, hierarchical, and intrinsically normative 

conception of being. If I am right then it is a mistake to equate Aristotle’s metaphysics or ontology 

exclusively, or perhaps even primarily, with his answer to the question: What is substance?’ (2003, p. 

2).
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matter in relation to ousia}° Against the first reading, Anagnostopoulos argues that in 

discussing ‘the most useful sense of dunamis', Aristotle is not giving a distinct sense of 

dunamis as potentiality - derived from the adverbial-dative use for modifying the concept 

of being - in contrast to capacity/^ Rather, on this reading, the adverbial-dative construal 

of dunamis is implicit from the beginning of Theta; that is to say, it is not achieved in the 

transition from the most kurios sense of dunamis to the most useful sense of dunamis, but 

is present all along.In other words, the adverbial-dative use of dunamis is not only 

applicable to the most useful sense of dunamis, but is also assumed in discussing the most 

kurios sense of dunamis.

Based on this reading, Menn (ms.) interprets the general aim of Theta differently. 

He thinks that Theta serves the overall project of the Metaphysics, which, on his reading, 

is the study of the arche of being, or, more precisely, the arche of ousiai.^^ According to

° As Anagnostopoulos says, ‘The term dunamis in its useful sense (paradigmatically) picks out the 

kind of capacity characteristic of the pre-existent matter for a substance, the matter that is to be 

generated into a substance’ (2011, p. 390; cf also p. 411). See also Menn, who says, ‘some are related 

as kinesis pros dunamin, others as ousia to some matter (1048b8-9): this makes it clear that the kind of 

dunamis that is not pros kinesin is pros ousian, and that the “most useful” kind of dunamis will thus be 

dunamis pros ousian" (ms., Illa2, pp. 2-3).

As Anagnostopoulos says, ‘while the term dunamis can, of course, be used to talk about being 

potentially, this use appears to be taken for granted in Metaphysics Theta, and does not involve a distinct 

sense of dunamis as potentiality in contrast to capacity’ (2011, pp. 389-390). And ‘The adverbial dative 

dunamei does not involve any special meaning of the word dunamis beyond what is needed to refer to 

the capacity involved’ (p. 403).

As Anagnostopoulos says, ‘Still, although the philosophical innovation of using Svvapig to talk about 

a mode of being is a substantive one, it is not achieved in the move from the Kvpiog to the useful sense 

of Svvapig" (2011, p. 404).

This is also one of my major theses which 1 will argue for in the following chapters. Cf Menn: ‘Thus 

Aristotle’s procedure in Theta is to begin from his predecessors’ discourse about dunamis, and then to 

extend it, recapitulating his own discovery of the “more useful” concepts - “more useful” not just 

because somehow ontologically deeper, but because more useful for getting at the archai" (ms., IIla2, 

p. 3; cf also llla3, p. 1).
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Menn, by analysing the concept of ousia through the concepts of dunamis and energeia in 

Theta 6, Aristotle is preparing for the discussion of the arche of ousiai in Theta 7-8.

A further group of critics (Blair 1967; Kosman 1984, 1994, 2013 and Gill 1989, 

2004) take Aristotle’s strategy to be a transition from dunamis kata kinesin to dunamis 

kata energeian in the strict sense.They think that the most useful sense of dunamis that 

Aristotle is at pains to point out is dunamis as it is involved in a particular kind of activity 

- namely, energeia in the strict sense. According to the distinction between kinesis and 

energeia, kinesis has an external end, whereas energeia in the strict sense has an internal 

end. For example, house-building is a kinesis, while seeing is an energeia in the strict 

sense.On this reading, Aristotle, by adopting this strategy, is contrasting two kinds of 

activity - namely, kinesis and energeia in the strict sense. In arguing for this, these critics 

think that Aristotle solves a difficult problem to which he has tentatively given a solution 

in Eta 6; that is, the difficulty of how form (i.e., ousia) and matter can be united as one 

thing. For example, Kosman claims that dhe problem of Theta’ is ‘the problem of 

explaining (the very possibility of) the unity of substance-being’ (1984, p. 144; 1994, pp. 

200-201; cf. also Gill 2004, p. 7; emphasis added). According to this view, Aristotle solves 

the difficulty by introducing the concept of energeia in the strict sense. Let me explain this 

in more detail.

According to these critics, in the case of kinesis, one dunamis has to be replaced by 

another, whereas in the case of energeia in the strict sense, things are actively expressing

Cf. also Randall (1960, pp. 129-133) and Chen’s 2011 dissertation for a similar view.

In 1048bl8-35, Aristotle gives a clear account of the distinction between kinesis and energeia in the 

strict sense. 1 will clarify the philosophical significance of this distinction in Chapter 2.

It is worth noting that critics who are committed to other readings can also hold this view. For 

example, Frede (1994, p. 175) thinks one aim of Theta is to explain the unity of form and matter.
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what they already are/^ For example, in the case of house-building, the timbers have to be 

transformed properly so as to form a house, whereas in the case of seeing, the ability to see 

is most manifest when we are engaged in the actual activity of seeing. These critics think 

that the relation between matter and form is analogous to the relation between the ability 

to see {dunamis) and the activity of seeing {energeia in the strict sense). Or to put it 

differently, they take the relation between matter and form to be analogous to that between 

Aristotle’s first and second levels of actuality as formulated in the De Anima}^ In this way, 

matter and form are one.^® For form is nothing more than the activity of that which is in

' As Kosman says, ‘In the actualization of the potentiality that an entity has in this sense, then, in an 

entity’s manifesting forth its being, the potentiality is not consumed; it is precisely preserved and made 

manifest, is called forth into the full and active presentation of its being, so that actuality does not 

replace potentiality, but is potentiality, and is the occasion for the fullest and most real expression of 

the potentiality that it is’ (1984, p. 134; cf also p. 121). Similarly, Gill says, ‘the first (sc. kinesis) is a 

transition to a state other than the one that the subject is presently in; the second (sc. energeia in the 

strict sense) is a transition to the same state that the subject is already in’ (1989, p. 223).

However, Kosman also thinks that this analogy could be misleading. As he says, ‘In this respect, to 

be sure, substance may be said to be more like a second-level realization than like first, more, in other 

words, like the activity of seeing than like being able to see. But this way of speaking is misleading in 

suggesting that substantial activity is to be understood only as second-level realization. In the activity 

of seeing, however, the ability to see is still present, as the ability to think is in the activity of thinking; 

indeed those abilities are in their exercise most fully present. Activities such as seeing and thinking, 

activities to which Aristotle applies the term energeia in the stritest sense, are as activities the most 

complete expressions of their abilities. Seeing, after all, just is being able to see in operation and 

therefore most fully active. It will therefore be mistaken to characterize substance as a mode of second- 

level realization if by that characterization we are led to suppose that it was not at the same time a first- 

level realization’ (2013, p. 177). Kosman also says; ‘for where ability and exercise are always and of 

necessity together, the distinction itself becomes otiose’ (1994, p. 209). Cf also Kosman (1994, pp. 

207-208).

According to Kosman: ‘The analysis of activity in book Theta, however, seems to point us in the 

other direction. For it reads the relationship between dunamis and energeia, which is meant to explain 

the unity of matter and form, as a relationship between first- and second-grade realization, that is, 

between energeia as a form of dunamis (which is the realization of a prior of ability) and energeia in 

the full sense of activity, energeia as the exercise of such an ability. We should therefore read our master
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potentialityAs we can see, one aim of this reading is to deepen our understanding of 

ousia, and even more generally, our understanding of being. On this reading, the concepts 

of ousia and being should be understood in the active sense, i.e., in the sense of energeia 

in the strict sense.

2. Aristotle’s Programmatic Statement in Theta 1

To see which of these three readings fits the text of Theta, let us first read Aristotle’s 

programmatic statement in Theta 1. After saying that the discussion of ousia from the 

categorical point of view is complete, Aristotle starts to advance an apparently new project 

which studies being through two notions: dunamis and energeia. It seems that this project 

echoes the four classifications of being in Delta 7 - namely, the accidental being (to 6v 

Kaxct CTupPcPriKOi;), the per se being (to 6v Ka0' afiTo), the potential-actual being, and 

finally, being in the sense of true and false. As we know, Aristotle briefly discusses the 

accidental being in Epsilon and he discusses the per se being at length in Zeta and Eta.

text - “as ousia in relation to some matter” - to mean “as some mode of second-grade realization - 

activity - in relation to something analogous to first-grade realization - ability”. On this view, 

substantial being - ows/a - is an activity in exercise; what Aristotle clearly has in mind is, specially, the 

activity of an entity’s being what it is’ (1994, p. 207). Cf also Gill (1989, p. 218; 2004, pp. 10-11).

Gill claims that: ‘An organism’s activity is much more than an expression of what it is’ (1989, p. 219; 

cf also 2004, p. 12). One might wonder whether this is only true of organisms; for it seems that only 

organisms are capable of self-moving, but it seems that, according to this reading, this is also true of 

inanimate things. As Gill says, ‘When the house performs its function of protecting goods and bodies, 

the composite house has a second-level actuality: it is actively being what it is’ (2004, p. 13). Cf also 

Blair: ‘This means that matter is “power” not in the passive sense of ability to receive a form, but rather 

in the sense of the ability to “do” form’. And ‘The form of a thing is really a special kind of activity of 

its matter’ (1967, p. 109).

As Kosman says, ‘A proper understanding of the connection between substance and activity makes 

clear the sense in which Aristotle’s ontology is finally a theory of being in its full verbal activeness, a 

theory, that is, of the activity of things being that they are’ (1994, p. 205).
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Hence, it seems that, at the beginning of Theta, Aristotle suggests that we should turn to

the third classification of being.As he says:

[Text 1] And since that which is is in one way said by being what or something and 

qualified and quantified, but in another way with respect to potentiality and 

completeness, and with respect to function, let us now make determination 

concerning potentiality and completedness; and first concerning potentiality in its 

strictest sense, even though it is not the sense that is most useful for what we are 

now after; for potentiality and actuality are said in more cases than those regarding 

change alone. But when we have talked about the sense, we shall then, in the 

determination of actuality, shed light on the others also. {Metaphysics Theta, 

1045b32-1046a4; trans. Furth)

ercei be Xiyexai to 6v to pev to xi q tioiov q nooov, to 5e Kaxd bwapiv Kal 

t\!rzktyy.\a.\ Kai Kaxd to epyov, biopiocoiaev kui Ttepi buvdpecoc; Kal evTc^exelag, Kal 

Tipc&TOV Tiepi 5uvdpeco(; q Xiyexai pev pdXiaxa Kuplcoq, ou pqv xpqovpwxdxq ye eaxi 

Tipoq 6 Poo^topeGa vOv eril riAiov ydp eoxiv q bwapiq Kal q evepyeia xmv povov 

Xeyopevcov Kaxd Klvqoiv. dX,X,' elrtovxeq irepl TauTqq, ev xotg Ttepi xqc; evepyelai; 

Siopiapoiq SqXxbaopev Kal Ttepi xcov dW^cov.^^

As mentioned earlier, the most puzzling and controversial issue in interpreting 

[Text 1] is determining what ‘the most useful sense of dunamis' refers to. With regard to 

this issue, we already have three competing views, summarized above. However, apart 

from this major issue, there are also some more particular issues with regard to how to read

^ Cf Menn: ‘It is obvious that the beginning of Theta 1 is not describing the investigation of potentiality 

and actuality as part of a continuing investigation of ousia (though many scholars persist in interpreting 

these lines in this way), but rather is passing from one branch of the investigation announced in Epsilon 

2, the study of being as said of the categories, to another, the study of being as actuality and potentiality’ 

(ms., lllal, pp. 3-4).
23 There are two readings with regard to how ‘useful’ should be read in the manuscripts: xpqoipcoTdrri

(A“) or xpqoipr) (E and J). It seems, however, that nothing important hinges on the distinction between 

these two readings. In view of this, I follow Jaeger’s and Ross’ reading in adopting xpqoipa)TdTr|.
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[Text 1]. In the current scholarship, only the first reading and the second reading address 

this text in a detailed way. As we will see, different readings of these particular issues are 

also strongly in favour of different interpretations of‘the most useful sense of dunamis\ 

For this reason, a proper understanding of these particular issues is called for.

The first reading (Frede 1994, Witt 2003, Makin 2006 and Beere 2009) takes the 

most useful sense of dunamis to be derived from the adverbial-dative use of the term. To 

recall, critics who defend this reading think that when dunamis is used in the adverbial- 

dative form, dunamei, it is used as an adverb to modify the concept of being, for example, 

in the phrase, dunamei on. However, they also disagree with each other over some 

particular issues in [Text Ij.

There are two related points of contention. The first issue concerns how to read 

1046a 1 -2 in which Aristotle claims that dunamis and energeia are said in more cases than 

those in respect of kinesis. In other words, this issue concerns the extension of the concept 

dunamis. The second issue concerns what ‘the rest’ refers to in the phrase peri ton alldn at 

1046a4.

With regard to the first issue, Frede (1994, p. 181 and pp. 183-184) and Makin 

(2006, p. 19) think that in 1046al-2 Aristotle is claiming that the most useful sense, i.e., 

potentiality as used to modify the concept of being, is broader than the most kurids sense 

of dunamis, i.e., capacity for initiating a change.In contrast, Beere (2009, pp. 23-24 and 

p. 27) thinks that dunamis at 1046al only refers to capacity in general, including both the 

capacity for initiating a change and other capacities, i.e., capacities that do no have ‘the

As Frede says; ‘In Theta 1, 1046al-2; dunamis extends beyond the kind of dunamis which is so- 

called with reference to some change. Again, dunamis in its first occurrence here should refer to 

dunamis in the sense in which we speak of potential beings’ (1994, pp. 183-184).
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usual agent-patient structure’ (i.e., natural change) and ‘capacities for doings that are not 

changes’ (e.g., ‘exercising one’s knowledge to understand a geometric diagram’)/^

With regard to the second issue, the question is why Aristotle uses the plural form 

here (peri ton alldn) and what ‘the rest’ refers to. Consistent with their readings of 1046a 1- 

2, Frede (1994, p. 180) takes ‘the rest’ to refer to the most useful sense of dunamis-energeia 

-namely, potentiality and actuality (in Frede’s terminology) - as used to modify the 

concept of being,^® whereas Beere (2009, pp. 23-24) thinks that ‘the rest’ only refers to 

other capacities.

The second reading interprets these two issues differently. To recall, 

Anagnostopoulos (2011) thinks that Aristotle in Theta 1-6 is arguing for two kinds of 

capacity: the first is a capacity to change, and the second is the substantial matter’s capacity 

for becoming a substance. He argues against the first reading (2011, pp. 396-397). The 

most serious criticism of the first reading is that it is very unnatural; that is, if we accept 

this reading, Aristotle’s readers will be asked to change the meaning of these terms in the 

same passage. For example, it appears that at 1045b35 Aristotle uses dunamis in its general 

sense, and if Aristotle uses the same word, dunamis, to refer not to its general sense, but 

only to the most useful sense at 1046al, we would expect an indication of this change from 

him.

In contrast to the first reading, Anagnostopoulos thinks that Theta does not involve 

a distinct sense of dunamis - understood as potentiality - in contrast to capacity. Rather,

^ For a different view, see Anagnostopoulos: ‘I will argue in section 2 that the kurios sense also 

includes capacities for certain end-containing activities, such as seeing and contemplating, which are 

elsewhere contrasted with change, as well as an agent’s capacity to generate substance, but excludes 

substantial matter’s capacity to become a substance’ (2011, p. 392). I will discuss these two views in 

Chapter 2.

However, it is very unnatural to read ‘the rest’ as referring to ‘potentiality’ since ‘the rest’ is plural. 

For a similar criticism, see Anagnostopoulos (2011, p. 398).
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he thinks that the sense of potentiality is what Aristotle has assumed from the very 

beginning of Theta. Based on this reading, he (2011, p. 396) thinks that dunamis and 

energeia at 1046al-2 refer to the words themselves (‘blank kinds’, as he puts it), they do 

not exclusively refer to potentiality, as Frede understands it.^^ Consistent with this reading, 

Anagnostopoulos (2011, p. 399) takes ‘the rest’ to refer both to other capacities and to the 

most useful sense of dunamis.

When taken together, this evidence strongly supports the second reading as 

Anagnostopoulos defends it; for it accommodates the text and is the most natural reading 

of [Text 1]. On this reading, the notions of dunamis and energeia at 1046a 1-2 are used 

generally. Aristotle starts to analyse these two notions by first addressing dunamis kata 

kinesin, and then through an analogy he introduces the most useful sense of dunamis - 

namely, dunamis as matter in relation to ousia.

3. Aristotle’s Programmatic Statement in Theta 6

Having analysed the programmatic statement in Theta 1, let us now turn to Theta 6. It 

appears that the beginning of Theta 6 echoes Theta I. In Theta 6, we read:

[Text 2] Since potentiality with respect to movement has been discussed, let us 

now determine of actuality, both what actuality is, and what kind of thing. In fact 

the potential too will at the same time become clear as our analysis proceeds, in 

that we do not call potential only that whose nature is to move another, or to be 

moved by agency of another, either simpliciter or in some particular way, but also 

in the other sense; and it is on account of this [other sense of potentiality] that in

' As Anagnostopoulos says: ‘Aristotle motivates the idea that there is a sense of dunamis besides the 

kurids sense by stressing that dunamis is “broader than” (er/'/^/eon) (1046a 1) the kurids sense. Aristotle 

later uses language that suggests this extensional difference’ (2011, p. 410).
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the course of our inquiry we have discussed these [cases of potentiality for 

movement] as well. (Metaphysics Theta, 1048a25-30; trans. Furth)

’Ertei 58 Ttepi tfjq Kaxd Kivqoiv Xsyopsvriq SovdpECoq eipritai, Tiepl svepyetac; 

Stopiacopev ti te eaiiv f| dvepyeia Kai tioIov ti. kuI ydp to Suvatov dpa SfjXov eaiai 

Svaipooaiv, 6xi od povov xodxo Xiyopev Suvaxov 6 TtecpOKe Kiveiv oKko q KiveiaOai 

vn' akljov q anyshc, q xpoTiov xivd, bXkb. Kai exepcoq, 5i6 ^qxouvxeq Kai nepi xodxcov 

5vq>,0op8v.

Clearly, [Text 2] refers back to (Text 1]. Different readings of this passage hinge 

on the different understandings of the following two issues: first, what 'to dunaton' at 

1048a28 refers to; secondly, how to understand 'heteros' at 1048a30. Again, it appears 

that only the first reading addresses these issues in a detailed way. Hence, let us take a 

close look at how this reading addresses these two issues.

Consistent with his interpretation of Theta 1, Frede (1994, p. 182 and p. 185) thinks 

that to dunaton at 1048a28 refers to the most useful sense, while ‘in another way (heterds) 

refers to both the capacities other than the capacities for change’, i.e., energeia in the strict 

sense, and other forms of actuality, e.g., substantial forms (1048b9).^®

This reading, however, should be rejected, because it conflicts with the sentence 

that immediately follows. At 1048a30, Aristotle claims that ‘it is on account of this [other 

sense of potentiality] that in the course of our inquiry we have discussed these [cases of 

potentiality for movement as well]’. Here Aristotle thinks that the reason why we need to 

discuss dunamis kata kinesin is because it holds out promise of leading us to the most 

useful sense of dunamis. If this is so, then, dunamis understood in another way (heterds)

Frede says: ‘So if we follow the intuition that anything which is actually doing something or other 

must as such be real and, what is more, actual, it is evident that the term “actuality” in its relevant use 

extends beyond mere changes to items like seeing, intellectually grasping, there are yet other forms or 

kinds of actuality in the relevant sense: for instance, substantial forms (cf 1048b9)’ (1994, p. 182).
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must refer to the most useful sense. As Anagnostopoulos rightly points out, ‘this “other 

way” appears to be the useful sense. But in that case, dunaton at 1048a28, which is said 

both of things capable of change and in this “other way”, cannot {contra Frede) be an 

instance of, or refer to, the useful sense’ (2011, p. 401).

In contrast to this view, Beere thinks: 'dunaton at 1048a28 spans both the kurids 

and the useful senses, while “in another way” refers to the useful sense’ (2009, p. 26 and 

pp. 170-171). However, like Frede, Beere also takes the useful sense to refer to the 

adverbial-dative construal of dunamis.

Hence, it seems that even though we can reject Frede’s reading based on a natural 

reading of [Text 2], it is not easy to see whether Beere’s reading is plausible. In view of 

this, 1 will, in the next section, proffer some additional evidence against the first reading.

4. Crucial Evidence against the First Reading

As mentioned in the previous section, in order to reject the first reading, more evidence is 

required. Suppose that one accepts all of the criticisms of the first reading as indicated 

above, still one can find a way to avoid these criticisms while still holding that the most 

useful sense of dunamis is the adverbial-dative construal of dunamis. For example, one 

might argue that dunamis and energeia at 1046al -2 are ‘blank kinds’ (as Anagnostopoulos 

has), and that in Theta 6, ‘another way’ only refers to the adverbial-dative construal of 

dunamis-energeia (as Beere has). Hence, it seems that critics who are committed to the 

first reading can, after all, find a way to defend their view. For this reason, I think that 

some more substantial reasons against the first reading are called for. I shall put forward 

two pieces of crucial evidence presently.

First, it appears that from the beginning of Theta, Aristotle already thinks that 

dunamis is related to the concept of being. Hence, it seems that there is no need for 

Aristotle to argue for the most useful sense of dunamis, understood as modifying the
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concept of being. As Aristotle says at the beginning of Theta, ‘And since that which is {to 

on) is in one way said by being what or something and qualified and quantified, but in 

another way with respect to potentiality {kata dunamin) and completedness, and with 

respect to function, let us now make determination concerning potentiality {dunameds) and 

completedness {entelecheias)' (1045b32-35).

Secondly, it is true that Aristotle frequently uses the adverbial-dative form of 

dunamis in Theta 6. For example, he says: ‘in fact, actuality is the belonging of the thing, 

not in the manner we call “potentially {dunamei)"' (1048a30-32). A close reading of the 

text of Theta shows, however, that he already used the adverbial-dative form of dunamis 

in Theta 1-5. For example, Aristotle says in Theta 3: ‘for of things that are not, some are, 

potentially {dunamei)', but [still] they are not, because they are not in completedness 

{entelecheiaiy (1047b 1-2). Furthermore, the word, dunaton, is used both in Theta 1-5 (e.g.. 

Theta 3, 1047a20ff.) and in Theta 6 (e.g., 1048a27ff). In the former, it is related to dunamis 

(i.e., the nominative case), whereas in the latter, it is related to dunamei (i.e., the adverbial- 

dative form). Hence, it seems that we cannot derive a different sense of dunamis simply 

from different syntactic uses of the term.^®

Taking these two pieces of evidence into consideration, it seems that the first 

reading should be rejected. That is to say, we cannot take the useful sense of dunamis as 

simply derived from the adverbial-dative use of that term. In my view, this evidence is 

already sufficient for rejecting the first reading. However, I think that Aristotle’s analogical 

examples in Theta 6, when properly understood, also strongly support the second reading 

and, therefore, give us an additional reason against the first reading. These examples.

29 For the statistics of the use of these terms, see Bumyeat et al. (1984, p. 49).

42



however, are quite controversial and subject to a variety of interpretations. Let us now turn 

to these examples.

5. Aristotle’s Account of Dunamis and Energeia in Theta 6

Having argued that the first reading should be rejected, we still need to address the third 

reading, which takes the most useful sense of dunamis-energeia to be equivalent to 

dunamis-energeia in the strict sense. Since the following passage is crucial for the third 

reading, let me quote it in full. In this passage, Aristotle says:

[Text 3] In fact, actuality is the belonging of the thing, not in the manner we call 

‘potentially’; we speak of‘potentially’, e.g., (I) ‘a Hermes in the wood’, and (2) 

the ‘half-line in the whole’, i.e., it could be separated out, and (3) [we call] 

‘knowledgeable’ even him who is not theorizing, if he’s capable of theorizing. One 

the other hand, [there is the manner we call] ‘actuality’. What we mean to say will 

be clear from the particular cases by induction; and one must not look for a 

definition of every thing, but must survey the analogy: that as (4) what is house­

building is to what can build, and (5) as what is awake is to what is asleep, and (6) 

as what is seeing is to what has its eyes shut but has sight, and (7) as what has been 

shaped out of the matter is to the matter, and (8) as the wrought is to the unwrought 

- of this difference let one member be defined as the actuality the other as the 

potential. ‘Actually’ is not said in every case in the same way, but by analogy: 'as 

this is in this or in reference to this, so that is in that or in reference to that’. In 

some cases [=actuality] is as movement in relation to potentiality; in other cases it 

is as substance in relation to some particular matter. {Metaphysics Theta 6, 

I048a30-i048b9; trans. Furth)

eoTi Sf) ^epyeta to viTcdpxeiv to Tipaypa pq ooTcoq obaTisp Aiyopev buvdpev ^yopev 

5e 6t)vdpei oiov ev tco ^i3>tcp 'Eppfjv xal dv tt) 6>.q Tqv fipiaeiav, oti dcpaipcGeiq dv, 

Kal eTTiaTTipova xai tov pq BeraponvTa, dv dwaToq q Gscopqaai’ to Se ^epyeia. 

Sq>tOV 5' ETii Tcov koG' SKaoTa Tq ETTayrayq 6 PooAdpEGa XiyEiv, Kai on 6eT navzdg 

opov i^qTEiv aVia Kai to dvdloyov cruvopav, oti a)(; to oiKoSoponv Tipot; to 

oiKodopiKov, Kttl TO Eypqyopoq Tipoq to KaGEtiSov, Kal to opcov Ttpoq to pnov pev
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6v|/iv 5s s^ov, Kai to dnoKSKpifi^ov ek tfi<; 5X,riq Ttpoq xfiv a3>Lriv, Kai to 

aTteipyaapevov Ttpoq to dvspyaaxov. xai3xT|(; 5e xfjt; Siacpopaq Gaxspco popicp eaxco 

T] svspysia dcpcopiapsvri Gaxspco 6e x6 6ovax6v. Aiysxai 5e svEpysig od Ttdvxa 

opoicoc; a}J.' q xm dvd>toyov, cbi; xodxo sv xodxco fj Tipoq xodxo, x65' sv xcoSs f) 7ip6(; 

x66e' xd psv ydp 6(; kivtiok; Tipoq 5ijvapiv xd 6' cbc; odaia npoq xiva d>^riv.

The most controversial issue in interpreting [Text 3] is how to classify and interpret 

these eight numbered examples (first three examples at 1048a32-35, the other five 

examples at 1048a37-lG48b4). My aim in this section is to argue against the third reading 

of the argumentative structure of Theta 1-6 - namely, the reading famously defended by 

Kosman and Gill.

Before I address this reading, let us also consider how the other two readings 

address these examples. The first reading (Frede 1994, Witt 2003, Makin 2006 and Beere 

2009) maintains that all these examples illustrate the most useful sense of dunamis, that is, 

the adverbial-dative construal of dunamis as used to modify the concept of being.^° 1 have 

argued against this view in the previous section. However, apart from the reasons that I 

have already mentioned, a natural reading of these examples in Theta 6 also gives us an 

additional reason for rejecting this reading. For, at 1048b9-10, Aristotle clearly indicates 

that all these examples can be understood under two models: the first is dunamis-kinesis, 

which is the subject matter of Theta 1-5; the second is hule-ousia. On my view, a natural 

reading of the second model - namely, hule-ousia - is the most useful sense of dunamis- 

energeia, which Aristotle is at pains to introduce.

° Of those who are committed to the first reading, Witt’s view is representative: ‘In the view I develop 

here all five examples (n.b. Witt only discusses the five examples at 1048a37-104864) are intended to 

illustrate the relationship between being X actually and being X potentially. They are all examples of 

different ways of being: as an active dunamis is in relation to an inactive dunamis, so is a complete (or 

perfected) substance in relation to an incomplete (or imperfect) substance’ (2003, p. 40).

44



In my view, the most natural reading of these examples is the second reading, 

which divides them into two groups, one is dummis-kinesis and the other hule-ousia. As 

Anagnostopoulos rightly points out: ‘1 claim that the change-dunamis heading is meant to 

capture the kurids sense, and the substance-matter heading the useful sense’ (2011, p. 407).

Let us now turn to the third reading. The critics who are committed to this view 

(Blair 1967; Kosman 1984, 1994, 2013 and Gill 1989, 2004) accept the second model - 

namely, hule-ousia - as instantiating the model of dunamis-energeia in the strict sense.

To recall this view, first, both Kosman and Gill think that, in the case of dunamis- 

energeia in the strict sense, a thing is actively expressing what it already is. More precisely, 

the form (or the ousia) is actively what it already is. They take the relation as analogous to 

Aristotle’s first and second levels of actuality as formulated in the DeAnima. For example, 

knowledge is a first energeia, whereas theorizing a second energeia. It is in the activity of 

theorizing that the ability of knowing is most manifest.^^ Secondly, Kosman and Gill think 

that the dunamis-energeia aims at solving the problem of the unity of form and matter.

With regard to their interpretation of [Text 3], their views are exemplified in their 

classification and interpretation of the eight examples. To avoid undue complexity, let us 

concentrate on the five examples at 1048a37-1048b4 (the first three examples can also be 

classified accordingly). There are, however, some differences between Kosman’s and 

Gill’s classification of these examples.

Kosman (1984, 1994 and 2013) thinks that, of these five examples, the first three 

belong to the second model - namely, dunamis-energeia in the strict sense - whereas the 

last two belong to the first model - namely, dunamis-kinesis. He claims that, by the

^ As Kosman says: ‘matter is related to form as the eye is to (the power of) sight; but both of these 

relationship may be understood in terms of the relation between that power and its active exercise in 

seeing’ (2013, Chapter 3, pp. 74-75, esp. p. 81). Kosman: ‘matter is form in the same way that (the 

power of) sight is seeing’ (1984, p. 145).
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formulation ‘substance to matter’, Aristotle has the second model in mind. It is crucial to 

recognize, however, here that in order to hold this view, Kosman (1994, pp. 208-209, p. 

211; 1984, p. 136; 2013, p. 178) has to take ‘matter’ here as referring to concurrent matter, 

as opposed to pre-existing matter; for otherwise the matter will still need to be transformed 

by a kinesis. To put the issue differently, only concurrent matter can be involved in the 

second model.

Gill takes all five of the examples as indicating the second model, that is, dunamis- 

energeia in the strict sense,^^ although she admits that there are some difficulties in 

classifying the examples.In contrast to Kosman, Gill (1989, p. 215) does not think the 

last two examples belong to the first model. She thinks that all the examples belong to the 

second model.^'* But in order to hold this view. Gill, like Kosman, also has to take the 

matter in these examples to refer to what she calls ‘functional matter’ (i.e., concurrent 

matter), that is, a distinction needs to be drawn between pre-existing matter and functional 

matter. She thinks that pre-existing matter is involved in the model of dunamis-kinesis.

As Gill says, ‘1 propose that Aristotle clarifies his second model by giving a series of examples, all 

of which belong to the second scheme. He then points out that, like the first model, some of the 

actualities are related to potentiality as change to potentiality, and some as substance to a certain matter’ 

(1989, p. 217).

One difficulty is as follows. As Gill says, ‘but among the first three examples...only the first seems 

to mention an actuality that is proper change. The so-called changes listed in examples (2) and (3) (sc. 

the fifth and sixth examples) are paradigmatic activities.. .Although building is listed later in the chapter 

as a paradigmatic change, on one occasion in DeAnima 11.5 building itself seems to count as an activity. 

It seems possible, then, that all three examples that display the relation of change to potentiality illustrate 

the second system (sc. energeia in the strict sense) rather than the first’ (1989, p. 215).

As Gill says, ‘Although some of the examples resist an easy interpretation, it may be that all five 

examples exhibit the second scheme’ (1989, p. 216).
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whereas functional matter is involved in the model of dummis-energeia in the strict

35sense.

It is also worth noting that Gill admits that her reading of those examples is not the 

only plausible reading, but she thinks that her view is also supported by Theta 8.^^ In fact, 

she takes Theta 8 as independent evidence in support of her reading. Thus, Gill’s reading 

depends heavily on a particular understanding of the concept of nature. Let me explain this 

in more detail. In Theta 8, Aristotle introduces the concept of nature by saying: ‘I mean by 

potentiality not only that definite kind which is called “origin of change in another or [in 

itself] qua other”, but quite generally, every origin, movemental or static. For nature is in 

the same genus as potentiality; for it is a movemental origin, only not in another, but in 

[the thing] itself^Mo itself (1049b5-10;trans. Furth).^^ Gill holds that:"Metaphysics 

8 describes a dunamis that Aristotle contrasts with the active potentiality familiar from 

Theta 1’ (1989, p. 218). She thinks that in the case of nature, things are expressing what 

they already are (i.e., their natures), whereas in the case of kinesis, one thing has to be 

replaced by another.

^ As Gill says: ‘On the first scheme, some of the actualities stand to potentiality as change to 

potentiality {kinesis pros dunamin) and some as substance (the product) to a certain (preexisting) matter 

{ousia pros tina hulen)...\\kt the first model, the second too involves two sorts of actualities - one 

related to a potentiality as change to potentiality (e.g., what is seeing to what has its eyes shut but has 

sight), the other as substance to a certain (generic or functional) matter (e.g., what has been separated 

out of the matter to its [generic] matter)’ (1989, pp. 216-217; also Kosman 1984, p. 136).

As Gill says: ‘This is not the only possible interpretation of the analogy passage, and fortunately my 

proposal concerning Aristotle’s second potentiality-actuality model need not rely on this text. In 

Metaphysics Theta 8 Aristotle offers the key to his second system (sc. dunamis-energeia in the strict 

sense)’ (1989, pp. 217-218).

Xey(o be Suvapswi; ou govov Tfi(; (bpiagewt^q f] Xeyexai apyi) gETapktiTiKf) ev aXkui i] fj aXko, dkV bXiaq 

7:dar|(; dpxfi(; KivTiTiKfi(; i] aiaTiKflq. xai ydp f) (puaiq es/ lauTCp [yiyvexai- ev lauTcp ydp] y^ei ifi SuvagEi- 

dpyf) ydp kivtitiki), dkV ouk ev dkkq) dkX' ev auicp fj amo.
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6. Against Kosman’s and Gill’s Interpretations of Text 3

As mentioned earlier, I think that the only natural reading of [Text 3] is the second reading. 

In this section, 1 will argue that both Kosman and Gill are mistaken in identifying hule- 

ousia with dunamis-energeia in the strict sense. Here are some reasons.

First, methodologically speaking, Kosman and Gill use a later text (the second half 

of Theta 6, namely, 1048b 18-35 and the concept of nature in Theta 8) to explain the earlier 

text. One might think that this is not a serious criticism; for if we take Aristotle’s thought 

as Unitarian and systematic, it does not matter very much whether we use what comes first 

to explain what comes later in the text or the other way around. However, this, 1 think, is 

not true of Theta 6. For some examples in the earlier text (the first half of Theta 6) are 

taken as kineseis, whereas in 1048b 18-35 (the second half of Theta 6) they are taken as 

energeiai in the strict sense.If we, like Kosman and Gill, use the second half of Theta 6 

to explain the first half of Theta 6, we have to think that Aristotle is not consistent in his 

use of terminology, or worse, that he simply confuses these two concepts.

Secondly, 1 will give a detailed analysis of 1048bl8-35 in Chapter 2, but it is 

important to recognize here that Aristotle says explicitly that this passage is concerned 

with praxis (1048bl 8). Hence, it is very likely that the two halves of Theta 6 address two 

different questions.^® If 1048bl8-35 is exclusively concerned with praxis, then Aristotle’s 

distinction between kinesis and energeia in the strict sense seems to be a distinction

® Furthermore, Kosman cannot explain the fact that in Theta 1-5 Aristotle has already used the 

examples of perception (at 1047a5-8 and at 1047b32), which, according to the kinesis-energeia 

distinction in Theta 6, belong to energeiai in the strict sense, but in Theta 1-5, those examples are 

considered as kineseis.

Note that in Kosman’s early papers (1984 and 1994), he did not acknowledge the troubled textual 

situation of this passage, namely, 1048b 18-35.
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between two kinds of activity {praxis). When Kosman argues that ousia should be 

understood as energeia in the strict sense, a confusion seems to arise: an ousia can be 

involved in a praxis but is not itself a praxis.

Thirdly, it seems that both Kosman and Gill unnecessarily distinguish between two 

kinds of matter in interpreting the examples of Theta 6. However, as Gill (1989, p. 215) 

admits, this is not the only possible reading of Aristotle’s examples.^® In other words, the 

concept of matter as used in the seventh and the eighth examples can be interpreted in two 

ways: either one can take them as pre-existing matter, or, one can take them as concurrent 

or functional matter (cf. also Makin 2006, pp. 139-140). Based on the text, we have no 

good reason to choose one view rather than the other.

Fourthly, Gill argues that in the model of dunamis-kinesis, Aristotle is thinking of 

the relation between the pre-existing matter and ousia. However, it seems that the first 

model does not concern matter-o«.s’zo at all; of course, an active capacity needs to act on 

some matter, but matter is not Aristotle’s primary concern there. Rather, the first model 

only concerns two concepts: dunamis and its exercise - namely, kinesis.

Fifthly, Gill uses the concept of nature in Theta 8 (1049b5-10) in contrast with the 

concept of dunamis in Theta 1 -5.1 will argue in an Appendix that the reason why Aristotle 

does not mention the concept of nature in Theta 1 -6 is not because he tries to contrast these 

two concepts, as Gill thinks, but because the concept of nature is less easily accessible: in 

the case of artefacts and other similar things, the external archai (i.e., the efficient causes) 

are easily recognizable, whereas in the case of nature, this is not so.

As Gill says: ‘Example (4) (sc. the seventh example) could specify either the preexisting or the 

generic matter; there was some preexisting matter out of which the product was separated, but there is 

also, now that the product has been separated, some generic matter, which modifies the product. 

Example (5) (sc. the eighth example), on the other hand, especially if translated as it usually is, as “the 

worked-up to the unworked”, seems to refers to the preexisting material’ (1989, p. 215).
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Finally, both Kosman’s and Gill’s classifications of the examples of Theta 6 are 

very unnatural. This is especially true of Kosman’s classification. It seems that Kosman’s 

classification is just the opposite of Aristotle’s classification. According to Kosman’s 

account of Aristotle’s examples (in his 1984 paper, pp. 135-136), what Aristotle intends 

is:

Examples of Kinesis, understood as a process of change by which a potentiality is 

replaced by an actuality which is its contrary: (Example 1) Hermes in the wood; 

(Example 2) half-line in the whole; (Example 7) the shaped; (Example 8) the 

wrought.

Examples of Energeia, understood as the preservation by which an unmanifest 

potentiality is made manifest: (Example 3) the potential knower; (Example 4) 

building; (Example 5) being awake; (Example 6) seeing.

The problem with this account is that, according to Aristotle’s express words in 

Theta 6, examples 1,2, 7 and 8 are of ousiai rather than of kineseis, whereas examples 3- 

6 are of kineseis rather than of ousiai.^^ It appears, therefore, that Aristotle’s classification 

of examples is opposite to that in Kosman’s account.

These criticisms, taken together, render the third reading highly implausible. Hence, 

it seems that the only reasonable reading of the argumentative structure of Theta 1-6 is the 

second reading.

^ A clear piece of evidence against Kosman’s classification of the examples comes from Delta 7, where 

Aristotle first gives the examples of seeing, knowing, and resting, and then says ‘equally in the case of 

ousiai also; for both Hermes in the stone and the half of a line and the grain which is not yet ripe we 

assert to be’ (Delta 1017b6-8; trans. Kirwan, slightly modified). Clearly, in this text, Aristotle takes the 

examples of Herms and half-line as examples of ousiai’, it would, therefore, be reasonable to think that 

he also does so in Theta 6. Cf Menn, (ms., IIIa2, p. 36).
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7. Another Shortcoming of the First and the Third Readings

Before concluding this chapter, let me, finally and briefly, re-emphasize how one’s 

interpretation of the argumentative structure of Theta 1-6 bears crucially on the way in 

which one interprets the overall aim of Theta, and point out another related shortcoming 

of the first and the third readings.

As mentioned, the first reading, in arguing that the most useful sense of dunamis- 

energeia is used to modify the concept of being, holds that the general aim of Theta is to 

study being from two new perspectives - namely, from dunamis and energeia. In other 

words. Theta is primarily concerned with the question of what it is for something, anything, 

to be potentially a being. The second reading suggests that the concept of ousia, as analysed 

through the two concepts, dunamis and energeia, is what we are looking for. It is 

considered to be ‘the most useful’ in the sense that only by first introducing these twin 

notions, energeia-dunamis, as a means of analysing ousia, can the study of the arche of 

ousiai be initiated.''^ The third reading takes the most useful sense of energeia to be 

energeia in the strict sense. This reading thus takes Theta as addressing an unresolved 

problem in Zeta and Eta - namely, the unity of matter and form.'*^

In addition to the inability of the first and the third readings to accommodate the 

text of Theta 1-6, there is another shortcoming of these two readings. Both of these 

readings focus exclusively on the argumentative structure of Theta 1-6 and do not consider

^ Cf. Menn: ‘Aristotle is studying dunamis and energeia in Theta, not as a means to ousiaology, but as 

a means to archeology’ (ms., IIla2, p. 37).

Menn doubts whether the unity of form and matter is a real question after Eta. As he says; ‘Although 

Kosman takes Eta 6 passages about matter as dunamis and form as energeia as indicating a further topic 

that must be explored in Theta in order to solve the aporia of the unity of a substance, Aristotle seems 

instead to be saying that for us, who take as matter for X what is dunamei X and as the form the energeia 

of that dunamis, there is no aporia and no need to look for a further explanation of unity’ (ms., Illa2, 

p. 37). For a similar view, also see Beere (2009, p. 311 n.38).
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Theta as a whole. In support of this, let me provide two striking examples. In his classic 

1994 paper, Frede scarcely mentions Theta 7-9 and in his 1984 paper Kosman makes no 

mention of Theta 8.'^'* This neglect is particularly striking if we note that the number of 

lines in Theta 8 - the longest chapter in Theta - is almost twice that of the second longest 

chapter. If this signifies anything, it would be that Theta 8 might be a very important 

chapter for understanding the general aim of Theta. As we shall see, however, the subject 

matter of Theta 8 is not primarily ousia or being in general, but is the priority of energeia 

over dunamis.^^ Furthermore, in Theta 9, Aristotle argues that energeia is more valuable 

than dunamis, and this discussion ends with the conclusion that the things that ‘are from 

the arche and eternal’ are not a source of anything bad (1051al9-21). It seems clear that 

this discussion serves to clarify some important features of arche. This indicates that we 

may not be able to properly understand Theta if we ignore the other chapters. One major 

finding of this thesis is that we cannot have a proper understanding of the general aim of 

Theta unless we also take Theta 7-9 into consideration.

^ Gill does mention Theta 8, but she takes it to be still addressed to the issue of ‘the most useful sense 

of dunamis-energeia' as she understands it. As she says, ‘Theta then divides into two main sections. 

Theta 1-5 investigate potentiality and actuality as they apply to change. Here Aristotle is particularly 

interested in the potency (casual power) of the agent, which brings about a change, and the potency of 

the patient, which can be changed, and the conditions under which their potencies are actualized. If the 

change is successful, the patient comes to be in a state other than the one in which it began. Theta 6-8 

then turn to the second potentiality-actuality model, which (on his view) tackles the outstanding 

problems of Zeta and Eta, showing how material composites are unified according to the frame work 

of Eta 6’ (2005, p. 244).

It is worth noting that in Theta 8 Aristotle refers to Zeta as a book dedicated to the discussion about 

ousia (TCEpi tfjq oiiafai; koyoiq, 1049b27-28) and he seems to think that that discussion has finished.
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Conclusion

In this chapter, 1 have shown that one’s interpretation of the argumentative structure of 

Theta 1-6 bears crucially on the way in which one interprets the overall aim of Theta, and 

how Theta is related to the overall project of the Metaphysics. By analysing some 

programmatic statements and other related passages in Theta 1 and Theta 6,1 have argued 

that ‘the most useful sense’ of dunamis-energeia refers to matter-oM5/fl, rather than to 

potential-actual being or to dunamis-energeia in the strict sense. 1 have also suggested that 

the reason why ousia, in the sense of energeia, is the most useful sense is because 

Aristotle’s project in Theta is to search for the arche of ousiai. Only by first introducing 

these twin notions, energeia-dunamis, as a means of analysing the concept of ousia, can 

the study of the arche of ousiai be initiated. Besides, in arguing against the reading put 

forward by Kosman and Gill, 1 have also suggested that the second part of Theta 6, 

1048b 18-35, does not contribute directly to our understating of ousia. There are, however, 

some remaining puzzles concerning this passage. For example, why does Aristotle at times 

call some examples kineseis, while, at other times, he calls the same examples energeiai 

in the strict sense? 1 will clarify this passage and dispel some misunderstandings in Chapter 

2.
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Appendix: Why Does Aristotle Start with Dunamis kata Kinesinl

It is still very puzzling why Aristotle, in discussing dunamis kata kinesin, chooses a 

particular kind of kinesis, which has an external origin of change. On the surface, the term, 

dunamis kata kinesin, is quite general; it should include both the aforementioned kinesis - 

namely, kinesis whose origin of change is external - and the other kind of kinesis - namely, 

kinesis whose origin of change is internal, i.e., Aristotle’s concept of nature. But dunamis 

kata kinesin in Theta 1-6 only refers to the former kind of kinesis and Aristotle only 

officially introduces the latter kind of kinesis - namely, nature - in Theta 8 (1049b8-9) (he 

implicitly mentions the concept of nature in Theta 7 at 1049al3-14). One question 

naturally arises: why does Aristotle start with a kind of kinesis whose origin of change is 

external rather than internal?

Aristotle’s strategy reminds us of his two exemplary changes: one is natural change, 

the other is manufactured change (techne). In many places, a comparison is made between 

these two changes. Here are two examples. In Metaphysics Lambda, Aristotle says: ‘art is 

the principle in a thing other than that which is generated, nature is a principle in the thing 

itself; f] ouv texvri dp^fi ev aXkea, f| 8e (puau; dpxq ev aux®’ (1070a7-8; trans. Apostle). 

In Generation of Animals Beta, Aristotle says: ‘For the art is the starting-point and form 

of the product; only it exists in something else, whereas the movement of nature exists in 

the product itself, issuing from another nature which has the form in actuality; f) ydp xe^vri 

dpxf) KOI ei8o(; ton yiyvopdvou, all! ev exepcp- q 5e xfjq cpuaewq Kivqaiq ev aux® dcp' exepaq 

ouaa (puae®(; xfjg exouoriq x6 eiSog evepyeiq’ (735a2-4; trans. Platt).

The comparison between art and nature also reminds us of another famous text, 

where the so-called ‘art-nature analogy’ is addressed. In Physics Beta, Aristotle points out 

that: First, for art, the origin of change is external, whereas for nature it is internal (192b 13- 

19). Secondly, for art, the final cause is easily recognizable. At the beginning of an art, the 

final cause exists first in the mind of a craftsman, then, in the product, whereas for nature,
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the final cause is less recognizable. For this reason, in 199a8-20, Aristotle argues that ‘if, 

therefore, artificial products are for the sake of an end, so clearly also are natural products; 

ei ouv Tct Kaxd xs^vriv EveKd too, SfjAxiv oti kuI id Kaxd (puatv’ (199a 17-18; trans. Hardie 

and Gaye). It is through the ‘art-nature analogy’ that we understand the concept of nature 

better. For the concept of art is more accessible to us. In art, the four causes are clearly 

distinguished, whereas in nature, as Aristotle says, three of the causes - formal, efficient 

and final cause - often coincide {198a22-25).

One might ask: does Aristotle also use dunamis kata kinesin, as opposed to dunamis 

as involved in the concept of nature, as a more accessible concept in Theta? 1 think that the 

answer should be affirmative.

From the point of view of the efficient cause, dunamis kata kinesin is more 

accessible. In the case of art, the origin of change is external to the product, we can easily 

recognize how a dunamis moves other things, whereas in the case of nature, this is less 

clear.

From the point of view of the final cause, dunamis kata kinesin is also more 

accessible. In the case of art, the final cause is easily recognizable, whereas in the case of 

nature, this is less so. To better understand this point, let us consider another analogy that 

Aristotle uses in Theta 6. In Theta 6, Aristotle thinks that we can grasp the concept of 

dunamis-energeia by an analogy. This analogy tells us that dunamis-energeia can be 

instantiated into two more concrete models: the one is dunamis-kinesis, the other hule- 

ousia. 1 think that Aristotle gives us a clue for understanding this analogy. As he says latter 

in Theta 8, ‘the actualization is the completion, and it is for the sake of this that potentiality 

is acquired; xtljoq 6' f] ^epyeta, Kai toutou xdpvv f| dovapu; ^axppdvexai’ (1050a9-10; trans. 

Furth). Hence, it is the relationship to the end that determines which one can be considered 

to be an energeia. Compared to dunamis, kinesis is closer to the end, compared to hule, 

ousia is closer to the end. The same relation holds between all the analogues of these two
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models, and for this reason, they deserve to be classified under the more general model - 

namely, dunamis-energeia. If my reading of the analogy of Theta is plausible, then, it 

seems, again, that, like the ‘art-nature’ analogy, dunamis kata kinesin is more accessible 

to us and allows us to grasp the teleological dimension of the concept of energeia. Hence, 

the reason why Aristotle chooses dunamis kata kinesin rather than dunamis as involved in 

the concept of nature is that the former is more accessible to us than the later.
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Chapter 2

Seeing as Kinesis and Seeing as Energeia in Metaphysics Theta 

6

In the previous chapter, I argued that ‘the most useful sense’ of the dmamis- 

energeia distinction refers to the hule-ousia distinction and, in so doing, 1 also argued 

against the interpretation put forward by Kosman and Gill, according to which the most 

useful sense of dunamis-energeia is in contrast with dummis-kinesis. Furthermore, 1 have 

indicated that there are, indeed, some oddities in Aristotle’s use of terminology. For 

instance, he characterizes the same example both as a kinesis and an energeia in the strict 

sense. In Metaphysics Theta 6, 1048b 18-35, however, Aristotle distinguishes between 

kinesis and energeia in the strict sense, suggesting that these two concepts are mutually 

exclusive. There is, therefore, an apparent tension that calls for explanation and 

clarification. We must explain how Aristotle can use two concepts that he considers to be 

exclusive in nature to characterize the same example. Providing this explanation will also 

allow me to shed more light on the criticism of Kosman’s and Gill’s interpretations of 

Theta 1-6.

The aim of this chapter is to explain what this distinction between kinesis and 

energeia amounts to. 1 shall do this by considering one example in which Aristotle deploys 

the distinction, namely, seeing. My purpose is to explain why Aristotle at times 

characterizes seeing as a kinesis, while, at other times, takes it to be an energeia in the 

strict sense. 1 will argue that, for Aristotle, whether an event is a kinesis or an energeia in 

the strict sense depends on the perspective we take. When viewed from the point of view 

of the efficient cause, all energeiai are kineseis', whereas when viewed from the point of 

view of the formal cause, only some kineseis - those that have completeness in respect of

57



their forms - are energeiai in the strict sense. On this reading, characterizing a single event 

as both a kinesis and an energeia in the strict sense does not lead to a contradiction.

1. The Puzzle

In the first half of Metaphysics Theta 6 (1048a25-b9), seeing, which Aristotle includes in 

a set of examples of energeiai in the loose sense, is characterized as a kinesis (1048b2). 

However, just a few lines later Aristotle considers seeing to be an energeia in the strict 

sense (1048b23). Taken together, these lines are perplexing, for by referring to seeing as 

an energeia in the strict sense Aristotle implies that it is not a kinesis at all. This is because, 

if understood as an energeia in the strict sense, seeing would have an internal end, whereas 

a kinesis, for Aristotle, aims at an external end.^ An illustrative example of Aristotle’s 

concept of kinesis is house-building (1048b29-31 and 1050a26-29; cf. also Physics2t)\a\% 

and 201b7-14). Unlike seeing, house-building is clearly a kinesis, for it has an external end, 

namely, a house. It would seem, therefore, that, on the face of it, one event cannot be both 

a kinesis and an energeia in the strict sense, since Aristotle takes these to be mutually 

exclusive concepts. We must ask, therefore, if there is an incoherence here. Can Aristotle 

consistently hold that seeing is both a kinesis and an energeia in the strict sense? If he 

cannot, then we must consider how he could have contradicted himself in the same

^ Here 1 use the phrase "energeia in the strict sense’ to distinguish it from "energeia in the loose sense’, 

which includes both kinesis and substance in the first half of Theta 6 (see section 2). But substances as 

energeiai are not part of our present discussion (except at the beginning of section 2) since I will focus 

on Aristotle’s distinction between two kinds of events, namely, kineseis and energeiai, rather than on 

his discussion of substances. For sense-perception as a kinesis, see also Physics 244b 10-12; De Anima 

408b 1-4,428b27-429a2; De Somno 454a8-10, etc. For seeing as an energeia in the strict sense, see also 

Nicomachean Ethics 1174a 14-15, 1174b27-30, etc.
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chapter?^ Some possible answers can be found in the current scholarship addressed to this 

puzzle.

(1) Aristotle is speaking loosely (Menn ms., Illa2, p. 25, pp. 33-34; also cf. Gill 

1989, p. 217; Menn 1994, p. 76, pp. 106-107 and Anagnostopoulos 2011, p. 

409) in categorizing seeing as a kinesis in the first half of Theta 6. Here seeing 

should be viewed, as it is in the second half of Theta 6, as an energeia in the 

strict sense (note that Menn holds that this is Aristotle’s earlier view, i.e., all 

energeiai are kineseis). According to Menn, this is ‘Aristotle’s earlier view' 

versus ‘His mature view’.^

(2) Aristotle thinks that seeing is a kinesis in the first half of Theta 6, but he changes 

his mind abruptly and without further explanation (as Beere 2009, p. 228 

thinks) and then takes seeing as an energeia in the strict sense later.

^ With regard to the question of whether they belong to the same chapter, see section 3.

^ As Menn says: ‘It is possible (though in my view very unlikely) that when Aristotle wrote 0a (sc. the 

first half of Theta 6) he still believed that sensation was a kinesis, but it is also possible that here he was 

just speaking loosely, in accord with his own earlier views and with general philosophical opinion (as 

we will see, he would have had a good reason for choosing to speak in this loose way here). Either way, 

in 0b (sc. the second half of Theta 6) he is saying that, at least when we are using language strictly, we 

ought to restrict what range of activities we call kineseis, and, in particular, we ought not to call 

sensation (or being awake) a kinesis' (ms., IIla2, p. 25; emphasis added). Also cf Anagnostopoulos: 

‘What we should conclude from the fact that Aristotle mentions seeing and contemplating is that the 

kurios sense of dunamis invokes a notion of kinesis that is in one way broader that we might expect. 

The kurios sense of dunamis covers certain capacities for (effecting, suffering, resisting, etc.) both end- 

exlusive change and certain activities that contain their ends, which may reasonably be taken not to be 

changes in the strictest sense’ (2011, p. 409; also cf p. 411).

59



(3) Both kinesis and energeia have a generic use for Aristotle, as Burnyeat (2008, 

p. 263) says."'

(4) Contrary to Aristotle’s wording, Frede(1994, p. 182, p. 185) writes that seeing 

in Theta 6 is not a kinesis at all.^

It is very hard to take (4) as a possible answer to our puzzle unless we think that 

Aristotle is careless, or even incorrect, in characterizing seeing as a kinesis. If this is the 

case, then (4) becomes close to (1), according to which Aristotle is speaking loosely when 

writing Theta 1-5 and the first half of Theta 6. Both (2) and (3) are more like reformulations 

of our puzzle rather than real explanations. This is clearly true of (2), but it seems to me 

that it is also true of (3), i.e., Burnyeat’s suggestion, because it still does not tell us how 

exactly these two concepts, kinesis and energeia, differ from and are related to each other. 

It seems, therefore, that, of the four possible answers, (1) is the most plausible answer to 

our puzzling question. Like many commentators, Menn, who supports (1), is committed to 

a developmentalist reading of Aristotle’s distinction between kinesis and energeia (cf. Rist 

1989, pp. 105-120).

Whatever the merits of that reading, I will not follow that approach in this chapter. 

Quite the opposite, I assume a Unitarian stance as opposed to a developmentalist attitude 

in reading Theta, as well as several relevant passages elsewhere in the corpus with which

^ Ross in his commentary on Metaphysics Theta 6 writes that ‘At one time Aristotle includes energeia 

in kinesis (Rhet. 1412a9); at another he includes kinesis in energeia {Phys. 201631, De An. 431a6, E.N. 

1154627); at another he speaks of the two as mutually exclusive (1048628). Kinesis is said to 6e an 

energeia 6ut ateles (Phys. 201631), or to differ from energeia 6ecause it is ateles (1048629). The 

variations of language need not disturb us. Kinesis and energeia are species of something wider for 

which Aristotle has no name, and for which he uses now the name of one species, now that of the other’ 

(1924, p. 251). Burnyeat disagrees with Ross concerning the relation in which these two generic uses 

stand to one another (cf Burnyeat 2008, pp. 263-265). But, for present purposes, 1 take their views to 

be similar in the sense that both of them hold that kinesis and energeia have a generic use.

^ Frede (1994, p. 185) puts both kinesis and seeing under a more general concept: doing.
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I will deal in this chapter. I adopt this attitude on the grounds that, as I shall argue, in Theta 

Aristotle has good reasons for treating seeing first as a kinesis and later as an energeia in 

the strict sense. If my approach succeeds, then I think that we should not adopt the 

developmentalist reading of energeia. For this purpose, I will argue (section 2) that when 

seeing is considered from the point of view of the efficient cause, it is a kinesis, whereas 

(section 4) when considered from the point of view of the formal cause, seeing is an 

energeia in the strict sense. In arguing for my position, a deeper understanding of 

Aristotle’s concept of sense-perception and of the kinesis-energeia distinction, in general, 

which is of major significance in Aristotle’s philosophy, will emerge.

Before we begin our investigation, I should clarify at the outset why I have chosen 

seeing, rather than any of Aristotle’s other examples of energeiai in Theta, such as 

understanding, thinking, etc., as my prime example. First, seeing is the only shared 

example in the two halves of Theta 6.® Secondly, seeing is also an example of sense- 

perception, which is used in Theta 1-5 (specifically, at 1047a5-8 and I047b32) as part of 

Aristotle’s discussion of dunamis kata kinesin (1046a2). By examining Theta 1-5 and 6 

together, we can arrive at a better grasp of Aristotle’s strategy in writing Theta, and this, 

as we shall see, will, in turn, shed some light on our puzzle. Thirdly, seeing is also 

Aristotle’s favourite example and it is, as one of the five sense modalities, at the centre of 

current debates about Aristotle’s theory of sense-perception. This last point allows us to 

use a number of other texts and to take advantage of the scholarly literature on this topic 

in explicating Aristotle’s distinction.

° Note that in the first half of Theta 6 the example of contemplation (0£copia) as a kinesis is mentioned 

(1048a34), while in the second half of Theta 6 Aristotle gives us the examples of‘understands’ (cppovEi) 

and ‘thinks’ (voeT) as energeiai in the strict sense (104823-24). Although there might be a close internal 

connection among these three concepts, 1 leave them aside for the moment and focus exclusively on the 

example of seeing.

61



2. Seeing as a Kinesis

To begin with, let us recall our puzzle. Does Aristotle carelessly confuse the kinesis- 

energeia distinction in writing Theta 1-5 and the first half of Theta 6, and thereby take 

seeing as a kinesis in these passages? To answer this question, we must take a closer look 

at a related question, that is, whether Aristotle, in one way or another, distinguishes kinesis 

from energeia in these passages. As mentioned earlier, the difference between kinesis and 

energeia in the strict sense consists in their differing relationships to ends. For kinesis has 

an external end, whereas energeia in the strict sense has an internal end. Or to put it in 

Aristotelian terms, kinesis is incomplete (dTe>.f|(;) energeia. Whatever this means, the claim 

itself, i.e., that kinesis is incomplete energeia, is frequently mentioned in Aristotle’s 

writings (e.g.. Physics 201b31-32, 257b8-9; De Anima 417al6-17, 431a6-7; Metaphysics 

1048b 18-22; Nicomachean Ethics 1174al 9ff., etc.). Thus, on the face of it, there is nothing 

special about this claim. Our present task, however, is to consider whether Aristotle has 

this claim in mind when writing Theta 1-5 and the first half of Theta 6. 1 will argue that 

Aristotle provides a prima facie similar, though ultimately quite different, distinction in 

both Theta 1 and Theta 3. For simplicity, let us now focus on Theta 3. In one passage of 

Theta 3, we read: ‘that which is named “actuality” (evspysia), which is connected to 

“completedness” (evTsAi^sva), has been extended, from chiefly [applying to] the 

movements (kivtiok;), to other things too; for it seems that actuality is especially (|xd>.iota) 

movement (kiv^ok;)’ (Theta 3 1047a30-32, also cf Theta 1 1046al-2; trans. Furth).^ The 

relevant question for our puzzle is: Is Aristotle’s reference to energeia here, which he has

’ eXr|>.u0£ 5' f| rvepysia louvoga, f) Ttpoq Tf)v evie^Exeiav ouviiGep^ri, xai eni ict aXka ek irov kivtioecov 

pdXioTa- 5okeT ydp r| CTspyEia pd^iota f| kivt^ok; Eivai.
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disconnected (8A.fiA,n08) from kinesis, a reference to energeia in the strict sense? If it is, 

then the kinesis-energeia distinction is already presupposed before its use in Theta 6.

However, the matter is not so straightforward. For the extended use of the term 

energeia is most likely to cover, as we shall see, the concept of substance (onaia) in Theta 

6 (1048b9). In other words, by extending the concept of energeia Aristotle proposes that 

the general dunamis-energeia schema should be capable of instantiation in two more 

concrete sub-schemata: dunamis-kinesis, on the one hand, and matter-substance, on the 

other.* Confirmation of this interpretation comes in Theta 6, where Aristotle says, ‘some 

(sc. energeiai) are as movement to potentiality (KwriaK; npdg Svvapiv), and the others as 

substance to some sort of matter (ouma Ttpoq tiva nXriv)’ (1048b8-9).* For this reason, both 

kinesis and substance are energeiai. If this is the case, then the most plausible candidate 

for the extended notion of energeia is substance, rather than energeia as contrasted with 

kinesis. If this is correct, then Menn (ms., IIIa2, pp. 25-26) is quite right to point out that 

in Theta 1-5 and first half of Theta 6 Aristotle presupposes that kineseis and energeiai are 

identical, or, at any rate, that there is no significant distinction between them.

Having clarified this point, let us return to our initial puzzle. If seeing, considered 

strictly as an energeia, is characterized as a kinesis in Theta 1-5 and in the first half of 

Theta 6, how should we explain this apparent contradiction? To answer this question, let 

us first break the puzzle down into the following two questions, which I shall address in 

this section and the next sections respectively: (1) In what sense is seeing a kinesis? (2) In 

what sense is seeing an energeia in the strict sense? It is fairly clear, 1 think, that a proper

I have argued for this reading of extension in Chapter 1.

' Tct p£v ydp (bq KivT|oi<; Ttpoq Suvapiv id 6' (bq ouoia Ttpoq tiva ukr|v.
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answer to our puzzle depends on whether we can give a coherent response to these 

questions. Let us first take up question

In the Physics and the De Somno, we read:

[Text 1] For in a way even the senses undergo alteration, since actual perception is 

a motion through the body in the course of which the sense is affected in a certain 

way. {Physics Eta, 244bl0-12; trans. Hardie and Gaye)

dX,>tOiobvTai ydp ticoc; kuI ai aiaGfiacK;' q ydp aiaGqCTiq f) kut' dvepyeiav Kivqoiq 

Ean 5rd xou a®p,ato<;, Ttaayouaqc; xr xfjc; aia0f|a8®(;.

[Text 2| The subject of actuality is identical with that of potentiality, and what is 

called sense-perception, as actuality, is a movement of the soul through the body. 

{De Somno 454a8-IO; trans. Beare)

on ydp q SiivapK;, xodxoo Kal q dvepyeia' q Se A^yopsvq aia0qai(; dix; Evepysia 

Kivqoiq xi<; 8id xou acbjiaTog xqq vi/nxqf; eoxi.

In these two passages, Aristotle says explicitly that sense-perception is a kinesis 

understood in a certain way (as indicated by the Greek words: 7rro(;, xi and xiq). Now we 

cannot help but ask again: In what sense is sense-perception a kinesis? Indeed, Aristotle 

already hints at the answer to this question in [Text 1[, in which he says that the senses 

‘undergo alteration (dX2.oiowxai) in a way (nwq)’ and sense-perception ‘is affected in a 

certain way (7iacTxodcrq(; xv)’. Before we go into the detailed analysis of what these two 

expressions mean, it is worth noting that, contrary to Aristotle’s striking thesis here that 

sense-perception is a kinesis, commentators conventionally take sense-perception to be an 

energeia in the strict sense rather than a kinesis (cf. Frede 1994, p. 185). But we might ask: 

What prevents us from taking seeing as a kinesis? The obstacle, I think, is the fact that

Note that the Metaphysics is not the place for a detailed analysis of seeing and sense-perception in 

general. It is necessary, therefore, to consider some passages outside the Metaphysics in order to develop 

a more detailed analysis of Aristotle’s account of sense-perception.

64



kinesis, as classically defined and analyzed in the Physics, takes place in just three 

categories, that is, quality (tioiov), quantity (tiooov), and place (tiotj) (e.g., 226a23-bl)/^ 

Since it is by no means clear that the kinesis in sense-perception could belong to any of 

these categories, sense-perception is not usually considered to be a kinesis. It is called 

dXloicoaic xiq {a kind q/’qualitative change), rather than dXlovcoau; simpliciter {De Anima 

416b34). In order to understand the way in which sense-perception is a kinesis, we must 

read further in Aristotle. Note, however, that it would be better to read kinesis-re]e\ar\i 

passages in the De Anima, rather than Aristotle's other works; for, as we shall see, the 

concept of kinesis seems to be more clearly expounded and further refined in the De Anima. 

In one passage of the De Anima, we read:

(Text 3] If it is true that the movement, i.e. the acting, and the being acted upon, is 

to be found in that which is acted upon, both the sound and the hearing so far as it 

is actual must be found in that which has the faculty of hearing. {De Anima Gamma, 

426a2-4; trans. Smith)

ei 5fi eanv f] kivtiovc; koi f] Ttoirjovq Kai to 7td0O(; dv tm Kivoupevco, dvdyicri Kai xov 

\|/6cpov Kttl xfiv dKoqv tfiv kot' dvepysiav ev xm Kaxd ddvapiv eivav

If we read the first occurrence of the conjunction ‘kui’ in the phrase ‘f| KivTiaiq Kai 

f) noiqaiq Kai x6 TidOog’ epexegetically,^^ then the concept of kinesis is here explained in

^ Aristotle sometimes refers to the processes of coming-to-be (ycvECJii;) and passing-away (cpGopd) as 

kineseis (e.g.. Physics Gamma 1), but in the more exact analysis of kinesis, they are not considered as 

kineseis (e.g., Physics Eta). Cf also Ross (1936, pp. 7-8 and pp. 45-48).

Ross, however, does not take ‘the being acted upon’ as concerning kinesis. He reformulates the 

passage as follows, ‘If, then, the causing of movement (i.e. the acting) and the being acted on take place 

in that which is acted on, then (as a particular case of this) actual sound and actual hearing take place 

in that which is in a state of potentiality’ (1961, pp. 275-276). But I am not convinced by Ross’ 

interpretation; he does not provide us with a solid argument for reading the passage in this way.
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terms of action (f] 7:oir|oi(;), and passion (to TidGoq) (cf also 417al4ff.)/^ Construed in this 

way, it seems that to say that sense-perception is a kinesis, as it is said to be in the above 

example of hearing, amounts to claiming that (1) sense-perception is affected by sensible 

objects, and (2) it undergoes alteration in a way or it is affected in a certain way (as 

indicated in [Text 1] and [Text 2[). Indeed, even in the Physics, a close relationship 

between the concept of kinesis and that of action and passion has been established (e.g., 

202a22-24, 202b26-27).^^

Provided that kinesis is understood in this way, we are naturally led to ask: Does 

Aristotle change or extend the concept of kinesis in the De Animal For in the Physics, 

kinesis, as classically analyzed, can take place only in three categories as we have 

mentioned. But in the De Anima, kinesis is understood in terms of two more general 

concepts, action and passion (f| 7ioir|ai(; xai to tkxOoc;), albeit action and passion of such a 

restricted sort as to be understood only in a certain way. Thus we may infer that kinesis 

may have some wider applications than those attributed to it in the Physics. I think this 

point is further confirmed by the following passage.

In [Text 1| and (Text 4| (see below), Aristotle uses the term ‘to itdoxEiv’ instead of ‘to 7id0O(;’ to 

express the idea of‘being acted upon’. And since these two terms (and also ‘to Jioietv’ and ‘ij iroiiiaiq’) 

are directly related, 1 take them to be equivalent in this chapter (except when Troiqoiq is used in a 

technical sense, i.e., in the sense of production). For convenience, I translate ‘fj noiqoK;’ and ‘to TrdGoq’ 

as ‘action’ and ‘passion’ respectively, and take them to be the standard translations when I want to 

express the ideas of‘acting’ and ‘being acted upon’ hereafter in this chapter.

Plotinus (Enneads VI. 3.28) equates the concepts of action and passion with that of kinesis. As he 

puts it: ‘to ttoieTv koI to Tudoxeiv KivfioeK; X,eKT£ov’ (action and passion are to be called movements). 

But note that kinesis does not simply amount to action and passion. As Broadie (2007a) points out, 

action and passion are necessary but not sufficient conditions for kinesis. Consider, for instance, a tennis 

ball held in one’s hand. In this case, the tennis ball is not in kinesis even though the hand is, actively, 

holding the ball and the ball is, passively, being held.
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[Text 4] Also the expression ‘to be aeted upon’ has more than one meaning; it may 

mean either the extinction of one of two contraries by the other, or the maintenance 

of what is potential by the agency of what is actual and already like what is acted 

upon, as actual to potential. For what possesses knowledge becomes an actual 

knower by a transition which is either not an alteration of it at all (being in reality 

a development into its true self or actuality) or at least an alteration in a quite 

different sense. {De Anima Beta, 417b2-7; trans. Smith)

oi)K eatv 8' dTiXxtbv obSs to Tida/eiv, ahlh. to pdv cpGopd tk; utco too dvavTioi), to 

5e ocoTTipia pdA,A,ov uno too evTeX£X£i<7 ovToq too Sovapei ovToq xai opoioo ooTcog 

(bq 5bvapi(; ex£i npdq evxeXex^mv Gecopobv ydp yiveTai to ttiv eTiioTfipriv, 

OTiep f) ooK eoTiv dWioiobaOav, (eiq aoTo ydp f| ettiSoaK; Kai eii; evTeXdx^tav) f) 

ETepov yevoq aXXoKoascoq.

As [Text 4| clearly shows, Aristotle extends his concept of ‘to be acted upon’ (to 

Tida^eiv) to cover another case, in which ‘to be acted upon’ is not ‘the extinction of one of 

two contraries by the other', but rather, ‘the maintenance of what is potential by the agency 

of what is actual and already like what is acted upon, as actual to potential’. Aristotle’s 

example of the knower in [Text 4] serves to illustrate this extension (also cf. 417a21-b2). 

As he says, the transition from possessing knowledge to using knowledge, or 

contemplation (Geropia), is a special alteration, i.e., special in the sense that it is a transition 

from the acquisition of a natural disposition or faculty (the so-called ‘first energeia') to its 

exercise (the so-called ‘second energeia')}^ Transitions of this sort cannot be captured by 

the concept of alteration as laid down in the Physics, in which alterations as qualitative 

kineseis are typically characterized as happening between two contraries (e.g., 226a25-32, 

226bl-8; let us call this ordinary alteration). Bumyeat (1992, 2002) is right to infer from

Bowin (2011) has argued convincingly that (1) this special alteration is identical with the transition 

from the first energeia to the second energeia', (2) this special alteration is a subset of (but not identical 

with) the preservative alteration. For an excellent analysis of these two alterations, see Bowin (2011, 

2012).
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this that this kind of special alteration is exactly what happens in sense-perception. The 

well-known disagreement between Burnyeat and Sorabji (1992, 2001), as 1 see it, centres 

on whether or not this special alteration is literal, but not about the special alteration per 

se (cf. also Caston 2005, pp. 265-269).^® Commentators expand this debate beyond the 

domain of sense-perception to the domain of the higher cognitive capacity, thinking 

(voug).^^ Just as in the debate about sense-perception, there is no consensus among scholars 

as to whether literal alterations (or physiological alterations) are necessarily involved in 

thinking (voi)(;) (cf. Sisko 1995). But whatever kind of alteration is involved in thinking 

(vou(;), it is still different from ordinary alteration. For it may be thought that the alteration 

in thinking happens not between two contraries, as in the example of contemplation 

(Oecopia) in [Text 4). The example of contemplation (Gecopia), as we will show later, is 

characterized by Aristotle as a kinesis in Theta 6 (at 1048a34). This further confirms, it 

seems to me, that in the De Anima, Aristotle is using a wider concept of kinesis, which 

includes both ordinary alteration and special alteration. To understand this point better, 1 

will now address three problems in Aristotelian scholarship, which are closely related to 

these two types of alteration. I think that these three problems all stem from some 

confusion about these two alterations, in one way or another. Since these confusions play

As to what this affection is, we have mainly two different interpretations, the ‘spiritualist 

interpretation’ versus the ‘literalist interpretation’. Burnyeat (1997, 2002) is a representative of the 

spiritualist interpretation, holding that this affection is not the affection as described in the Physics 

because there is no physiological process underlying this alteration. Against this interpretation, Sorabji 

(1997) argues that what happens in sense-perception must involve a physiological alteration. For more 

discussions and criticisms of these two interpretations, see also Everson (1997), Magge (2000), Caston 

(2005), Heineman (2007), Lorenz (2007).

If 1 understand him correctly, Sorabji, like Burnyeat, also does not think that there is any physiological 

alteration necessary for contemplation (Oscopia). As Sorabji puts it; ‘every mental process, with the 

possible exception of intellectual thought, requires a physiological process’ (1992, p. 211; emphasis 

added). So, it seems to me that the famous disagreement between Burnyeat and Sorabji lies in their 

different interpretations of sense-perception, but not of other activities such as contemplation (Bempia).
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a key role in our proper understanding of the sense in which seeing and other events are 

kineseis, they deserve special attention here.

(i) Some commentators such as Gill (1980, p. 136; 1989, p. 222; 2004, p. 8, p. 11), 

Waterlow (1982, pp. 183-186), Hagen (1984, p. 278) and Kosman (1984, p. 136 n.32; 2013, 

pp. 65-66) identify ordinary alteration in the patient with kinesis, while holding that what 

happens in the agent is (or ‘resembles’, as Waterlow puts it) an energeia in the strict 

sense.We may use Aristotle’s favourite example, teaching {esp. in Physics Gamma 3), 

to illustrate this point. Teaching, as an event, is classified by Aristotle as a kinesis. What 

happens in the teacher (the agent), however, is puzzling, given that, according to Aristotle’s 

classical doctrine, a kinesis happens in the patient (the student, in this case). We can see 

that the student, in this example, goes from being uneducated to being educated. These 

commentators think that what happens in the teacher is an energeia in the strict sense 

because it appears that in the event of teaching the teacher does not change at all. Instead, 

as expounded in Physics Gamma 3, change (kinesis) happens in the student. Following this 

line of reasoning, they hold that the teacher’s goal is internal to himself or herself, namely, 

teaching, and for just this reason, it is an energeia in the strict sense (since energeia in the 

strict sense is said to have an internal end).

However, it seems to me that this view cannot be right.^^ Having stated the reasons 

for thinking this, I shall argue for a different account, according to which energeia in the

* For instance. Gill says that ‘the transition from a first-level potentiality to a first-level actuality is a 

change; but the transition from a second-level potentiality to a second-level actuality is not a change. 

This transition is simply a switch from inactivity to activity, just as the beginning of a change is a switch 

from rest to motion’ (2004, p. 8).

Heinaman (1985, p. 150) has argued against this interpretation. He maintains that if teaching is an 

energeia in the strict sense, then walking will be an energeia too, on the grounds that walking, like 

teaching, is an ability we must acquire before we perform that very ability. Moreover, for Aristotle, an 

event or an activity is individuated by its end. This is why Aristotle holds that the energeia of the agent 

is the same as that of the patient (cf Physics Gamma 3). If this interpretation is right, then teaching,
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strict sense should be considered from a quite different perspective, that is, from the point 

of view of the formal cause of an event.^° First, it seems to me that critics who defend the 

view 1 am objecting to confuse energeia as an event with energeia as involved in an event 

- regardless of whether it is in the agent or in the patient.In the example of teaching, the

being an energeia in the strict sense, will have a different end, such as to enjoy one’s knowledge. 

Consequently, there will be two ends of this event: to exhibit the teacher’s nature (or to enjoy one’s 

knowledge) and to teach the knowledge to the student. This interpretation must be wrong. My own view 

is that for Aristotle there is only one end for any event, which means that the teacher is just changed 

from not-teaching to teaching, whatever this change may consist in. But the end of the teacher in this 

kinesis is the same as that of the student taught, that is, to transmit knowledge from the teacher to the 

student. This is also the reason why Aristotle says that the energeia of the agent and the patient is the 

same {Physics 202a 13-21). On this issue, also cf Coope (2004, pp. 208-209).

For the purpose of brevity, I will not mention this point in (ii) and (iii) (see below).

Their confusion can be nicely illustrated by the following passage. In Metaphysics Theta, Aristotle 

writes: ‘And while in some cases the exercise is the final thing (e.g. for sight, the seeing, and nothing 

else besides this comes-to-be from sight), in other cases something does come-to-be (e.g. from the 

house-building, a house, besides the house-building), all the same, [the exercise] is in the former case 

no less the completion, and in the latter case more completion than is the potentiality; for [the act of] 

house-building is [realized] in that which is being house-built, and comes-to-be, and is, at the same time 

as the house.’ ETtEi 5' eotI twv psv eoxotov ij xpfjoiq (oiov 6\(/E(i)q ij opaoiq, koI ouGev ytyvEtai Jiapd 

Tttuxqv ETEpov diTro Tqi; oxj/Eroi;), diTt' ^icov 6e ytyvETai ti (oiov diTro xfjq oiKobopiKxjq oixia irapd xqv 

oiKobopqoiv), opcoq oiiGw rjxxov £v0a ptv xs^oq, ^0a be. paA.Xov XE^oq xfjq buvdpEMq Eoxiv f| ydp 

oiKobopqoiq ev xm okobopoupEvcp, kdI dpa yiyvExai xai eoxi xfj okia (1050a23-29; trans. Furth). As 

is clear, building, as Aristotle’s paradigmatic example of kinesis, could involve an energeia in the thing 

being built, namely, a house. This is because building aims at an external end outside the activity of 

building itself Contrary to building, seeing has no external end, and therefore ‘the actualization is 

present in them [= the agents], e.g. the seeing is in the seer.’ tv auxoiq UTidpxEi ij evEpyEia oiov f| opaoiq 

tv x(p opmvxi (1050a35-36; trans. Furth). According to the above passages, an energeia could be 

involved in an event, be it a kinesis or an energeia, but note that, according to this doctrine, an energeia 

is located in the patient of a kinesis and the agent of an energeia respectively. As a result, those 

commentators cannot be right in simply identifying what happens in the teacher in the activity of 

teaching with an energeia', for the energeia, on this view, is located in the patient (cf also Broadie 

2010) - given that teaching is a kinesis {contra Ackrill 1965, pp. 140-141). (We may also note that, if 

we take Aristotle’s theory articulated in the DeAnima Beta 5 into consideration, then it seems that there 

will be two energeiai involved in a kinesis, e.g., in the case of building, both the builder and the house 

are said to be energeiai.) But, at any rate, from the claim that an energeia is involved in a kinesis, it
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teacher is entitled to be called ‘in energeiai' whenever his or her ability of teaching is 

exercised (cf. De Anima Beta 5), but this by no means renders what happens in the teacher 

an energeia in the strict sense. For, the concept of an energeia in the strict sense only 

concerns an event as a whole, rather than what is involved in an event. Secondly, like 

Aristotle’s example of contemplation (Gecopia), teaching, on its own, does not involve an 

ordinary alteration in the teacher, but it does not follow from this that teaching is an 

energeia in the strict sense. For kinesis in teaching could be understood simply as involving 

an alteration or an affection, regardless of whether it is special or ordinary. The upshot of 

our argument, then, is that, generally speaking, to say that one event is a kinesis amounts 

to claiming that it always involves: (I) both the agent and the patient, and (2) either a 

quantitative kinesis, or a spatial kinesis, or an alteration (whether special or ordinary).

(ii) In contrast with our interpretation above, Heinaman (1990, p. 92), Everson 

(1997, p. 255) and Chen (2011, esp. pp. 120-125) claim that there are two alterations 

involved in sense-perception, identifying ordinary alteration with kinesis, and special 

alteration with energeia in the strict sense.In their view, special alteration supervenes on 

ordinary alteration. They constitute the formal and material elements in sense-perception 

respectively. This view is not convincing for the following two reasons. First, directly 

against Everson, Magee (2000) has argued that sense-perception does not necessarily

does not follow that the event as a whole is an energeia; for there is, it seems to me, a significant 

difference between energeia as an event and energeia as involved in an event.

In fact, Heinaman holds a more general view which says that in all psychic events except thought (sc. 

voi)(;) a composite of activity {energeia) and change {kinesis) is involved; ‘The activity (form) takes 

place in the soul of a living thing and the change (matter) occurs in its body’ (1990, p. 92). However, it 

seems to me that Heinaman cannot explain Aristotle’s example of learning as a kinesis, which is a 

psychic event but not an energeia in the strict sense. On this issue, also cf Polansky. Unlike Heinaman, 

Polansky limits the scope of energeia to include ‘only certain psychical activities of animals’ (1983, p. 

165).
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involve an ordinary alteration.We may disagree with Magee on this particular issue, for 

it still needs close scrutiny, but the conclusion I would like to draw from this on-going 

debate - as famously initiated by Burnyeat and Sorabji - is that it would be better if we 

do not simply base our understanding of the kinesis-energeia distinction on a most 

controversial thesis regarding the nature of sense-perception. Secondly, granted that an 

ordinary alteration is involved in sense-perception, the relation between ordinary alteration 

and special alteration, such as whether the ordinary alteration is a necessary or a sufficient 

condition for the special alteration, still needs to be clarified (cf Caston 2005, esp. pp. 248- 

256).

(iii) Different still from the view just outlined, Bowin (2011, p. 157; 2012, p. 88, 

pp. 90-91, p. 103) distinguishes activation from activity in his discussion of sense- 

perception, claiming that, strictly speaking, sense-perception in De Anima Beta 5 only 

refers to the activation of the sense faculty rather than the activity of sense-perception itself 

(cf. also Blair 1967, p. 106 and Bowin 2012, p. 88 n.3). For instance, it refers to the 

transition from not-seeing to seeing, rather than seeing itself Bowin thinks that on 

Aristotle’s considered view (such as the view he articulates in the kinesis-energeia 

distinction passage of Theta 6), only the activation is a kinesis, whereas the activity of 

sense-perception is an energeia in the strict sense. This view is untenable for at least two 

reasons. First, it is not clear that the distinction between activation and activity is relevant 

to the mechanics of sense-perception; for if sense-perception essentially involves being 

affected by sensible objects, as Aristotle thinks it does, then this affection will relate both

^ Magee argues against Everson, but he also thinks special alteration is energeia in the strict sense 

(2000, pp. 318-319).
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to the activation and to the activity.^'* Therefore, if the affection is a kinesis, the same will 

be true of both the activation and the activity. Secondly, further evidence that Aristotle 

thinks this can be derived from his discussion of sense-perception {De Anima Beta 5), in 

which, as Bowin (2011, p. 157; 2012, p. 91) has argued, he conflates the activation with 

the activity of sense-perception.

Let us summarize the conclusions that can be drawn from the discussion in this 

section. First, kinesis in the Physics can be distinguished into three kinds: qualitative, 

quantitative, or spatial kinesis. Secondly, kinesis in the De Anima covers a further kind, 

that is, special alteration.^^ It is worth noting, however, that kinesis, thus understood, can 

still be explained by the definition of kinesis as laid down in the Physics (e.g., ‘f] too 

Suvdpev ovToq evTaX^xeta fj iovoutov kIvtiok; eoxiv’: the fulfillment of what is potentially, 

as such, is motion, 201 al 0-11). In other words, the definition of kinesis is still applicable

^ A confirmation of this claim comes in the second book of the De Anima, where Aristotle says, ‘To 

begin with let us speak as if there were no dijference between being moved (tou KivsToGai) or affected 

(too TrdoxEiv), and being active (too EVEpyeiv)’ (4l7al4-16; trans. Smith, emphasis added).

This is also supported by a passage in De Anima Gamma, in which Aristotle writes: ‘In the case of 

sense clearly the sensitive faculty already was potentially what the object makes it to be actually; the 

faculty is not affected or altered. This must therefore be a different kind of movement', for movement is 

an activity of what is imperfect, activity in the unqualified sense, i.e. that of what has been perfected, is 

different.’ cpaiveTai Se to pw aio0r|T6v ek 8uvdpEi ovtoi; tou aioGpiiKou CTEpyeia noioiiv on ydp 

TtdoxEi 01)5' dXXoiouTai. 5i6 alXo eiSog tovto Kivtjascog' i) ydp kivtiok; tou dtEkouq evEpyeia, q 5' dttXdic; 

EVEpyEia ETEpa, f| tou teteXeopevou (431a4-7; trans. Smith, emphasis added). Similar to the above 

translation, Hett translates ‘dXXo EiSoc; touto KivijoECOi;’ as ‘it is motion of a distinct kind’ (1957, p. 

175). However, Ross (1961, p. 301), Ackrill (1965, p. 140), Hamlyn (1978, p. 63, p. 145), Owens 

(1978b, pp. 127-128) and Polansky (2007, pp. 482-483) take ‘dXXo EiSoq touto KivijoEOK;’ as implying 

that ‘this is different from movement (sc. not a different kind of movement)’. As we see, a seeming 

inconsistency arises here, namely, whether the so-called energeia, which involves special alterations, 

is a sub-species of kinesis or is completely different from kinesis. But, grammatically speaking, 1 think 

that Smith’s and Hett’s readings are more reasonable. Therefore, 1 take the so-called energeia as a sub­

species of kinesis, rather than as different from kinesis.
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to this special kinesis (or more precisely, special alteration).^® Thirdly, one might ask: Why 

does Aristotle need to develop further his concept of kinesis? One possible reason is that 

the description of kinesis in the Physics is derived from his analysis of a simple model as 

spelt out in Physics Alpha 7, whereas in the De Anima a complex psychic model is 

developed, and, as a result, Aristotle adapts the account of kinesis from his physical works 

to meet the needs of his psychology (cf. Burnyeat 2002; 2008, p. 273). 1 suspect that this 

is also at least one reason why Aristotle, at the opening passage of the De Anima, claims 

that the study of the soul contributes ((TU|ipd>c>L£i) to our understanding of nature (402a5- 

6). Clearly, one benefit of studying the soul is that it deepens our understanding of a more 

complex kind of kinesis, as shown in the De Anima}^ Fourthly, kinesis only concerns the 

two concepts of action and passion (f) Troiriaic; Koi x6 TidGog). In this sense, if action and 

passion are involved in an event, along with a quantitative kinesis, a spatial kinesis, or an 

alteration (whether special or ordinary), both the agent and the patient can properly be said 

to be ‘in kinesis'. Thus understood, kinesis is considered from the point of view of the 

ejficient cause of the event.

3. Seeing as an Energeia in Theta 6

Having clarified the sense in which seeing is a kinesis, I now wish to explain in what sense 

seeing is an energeia, as opposed to kinesis. Let us first read the well-known kinesis- 

energeia distinction passage in Theta 6.

® A related question is this: Is this also the reason why Aristotle uses the same terms, dunamis and 

energeia (or entelecheia), which are the defmiens of kinesis in the Physics, to describe this special 

kinesis in De Anima Beta 5? I leave this as an open question.

Cf Burnyeat thinks that ‘biology often requires more refined notions of alteration than were needed 

for the elemental level of De Generatione et Corruptione 1.7 and the very general discussion of Physics 

III. 1-3’(2002, 65/7. p. 65).
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[Text 5] Since among actions (tcov Tipd^scov) that have a limit, none is a completion 

(t8A,0(;), but each is the sort of thing relating to the completion, - as e.g. slimming 

is to slimness; the [bodily parts] themselves, when they are slimming, in that 

respect are in movement (ev Kivfiaei), though those things which the movement is 

for the sake of [whose presence constitutes slimness] do not yet belong to them - 

these things are not action, or at least not complete, just because it is not a 

completion. But that [sort of action] in which its completion is contained is a [real] 

action. E.g. in the same moment one is seeing (opa) and has seen (eropuKe), is 

understanding ((ppovet) and has understood (TiEcppovrjKs), is thinking (voeT) and has 

thought (vEv6r|KEv). But if you are learning (pavGdvEi), it’s not the case that in the 

same moment you have learned (pEpdGriKEv), nor if you are being cured (uyid^Eiai), 

that in the same moment you have been cured (uyiaaxai). However, someone who 

is living well (eu ^fj), at the same time has lived well (eu e^pkev), and someone 

who is happy (EuSaipovEi), has been happy (EiiSaipovriKEv). If that were not so, 

[the living well, e.g.] would have had to come to an end at some time, as is the case 

with slimming. But in fact it does not; you are living and have lived. Of these 

[actions], then, one group should be called movements, and the other, 

actualizations (cvEpyEiaq). For every movement is incomplete (dTE)if|(;) - slimming, 

learning, walking, house-building; these are movements and are incomplete. For 

one cannot in the same moment both be taking a walk (Pabk^Ev) and have taken it 

(PEpdbiKEv), nor be house-building (oiKobopEv) and have house-built 

(cpKoSopriKEv), nor be coming-to-be and have come-to-be, nor being moved 

(KivEixai) and have been moved (KEKwrixai); they are different, as [in general] are 

moving (kiveT) and having moved (kekivtikev). But at the same moment the same 

thing has seen and is seeing, and is thinking and has thought. This sort of thing, 

then, I call an actualization, the other sort, a movement. {Metaphysics Theta, 

1048bl8-35; trans. Furth, slightly modified)

In the above passage, through the distinction he draws between kinesis and

energeia, Aristotle groups several examples of action (xcov npd^Eov) into two camps:

seeing, understanding, thinking, living well and happiness are examples of energeiai, and

slimming, learning, curing, walking and building are examples of kineseis. Their
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difference consists in the fact that kinesis is incomplete (dxsXfig) energeia, i.e., incomplete 

in the sense that the ends are external in the examples of kineseis, whereas they are internal 

in energeiai in the strict sense.As mentioned earlier, the claim that kinesis is incomplete 

energeia is very common in Aristotle’s writings. However, what lesson we should draw 

from this claim, in particular, and the kinesis-energeia distinction, in general, is open to 

dispute.

Before analysing this passage, we must face a difficulty concerning its textual 

status. According to Burnyeat (2008), this passage does not belong to Theta 6, but was a 

later marginal annotation, which was eventually incorporated into the main text.^® Despite 

thinking that this passage was not originally written as part of Theta, Burnyeat still 

maintains that the doctrine it expresses is genuinely Aristotelian (also cf Ross 1924, p. 

253). As he says: ‘My argument has not tried to deny that they are the Philosopher’s (sc. 

Aristotle’s) thoughts. Only to affirm that they derive from some very, very special context 

about which we can only speculate’ (2008, p. 279). Following Burnyeat’s lead, Makin 

(2006) and Beere (2009), in their respective commentaries on Theta, also hold that this 

passage does not fit well with its context, and does not contribute to the main arguments

* For similar distinctions between kinesis and energeia, see also Topics I46bff.; Sophistici Elenchi 

178a9ff.; De sensu 446b2ff

As Burnyeat puts it: ‘Ignoring context is usually a fault. But not here, for the good reason that the 

passage does not fit into the overall programme of Theta, was not written for Theta, and should not be 

printed in the place we read it today’ (2008, p. 220, also cf p. 253).
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of Theta.Nevertheless, no commentator, as far as 1 know, questions the authenticity of 

this passage. In light of this, 1 think that, regardless of where the passage is placed, we 

must at least explain, if at all possible, the seeming contradiction already pointed out at the 

beginning of this chapter. In this respect, I think that Menn (ms., IIIa2, p. 23) is quite right 

in arguing that the more important question is to ask ‘why’, rather than ‘when’, Aristotle 

(or some latter editors) put this passage in its current place. It is to the philosophical 

implications of this distinction that I now turn.

Since 1965 when Ackrill published his seminal paper on this passage, it has drawn 

much attention and has been the subject of intense study and debate. In that paper, Ackrill 

argues that Aristotle’s kinesis-energeia distinction in this passage is not successful, and he 

accuses Aristotle of creating a serious confusion through this distinction (1965, p. 135).

° See Makin (2006, pp. 150-154) and Beere (2009, pp. 227-228). In his commentary, Beere gives 

several philosophical reasons for downplaying the importance of this passage. 1 do not, however, think 

his reasons are defensible. Let us analyze his views one by one. (1) Beere claims that ‘it (sc. 1048bl8- 

35) specifies which putative actions are in fact actions strictly speaking. But Metaphysics Theta shows 

no concern of any kind with action in this sense’. And, ‘This is part of the inquiry into being, not part 

of an inquiry into actions’. These two reasons are untenable because, as we know, the essence of God 

is characterized by Aristotle as a kind of action (activity). So, for Aristotle, the inquiry into being and 

the study of action are completely compatible. (2) The second reason Beere gives is that, as we have 

said, Aristotle in Theta takes seeing first as a kinesis and later as an energeia in the strict sense. Beere 

thinks that Aristotle changes his mind abruptly without explaining why he does so. But, as I have said 

at the opening of this chapter, and will argue in the rest of this chapter, Aristotle has good reasons to 

change his mind. So, it is fair to say that Aristotle does change his mind, but not abruptly] (3) Beere 

says that ‘Theta 8 is important for another reason, as well. It seems to draw the same distinction as the 

passage between events that are identical with their own end and events that are not (1050a23-b2). But 

Theta 8 blithely ignores the terminological restriction central to the passage: that only complete events 

are energeiai. Theta 8 treats the distinction between complete and incomplete events as a distinction 

between complete and incomplete energeiai, as if this were no problem at all’. According to Beere, 

Aristotle’s other similar distinction in Theta 8 is between complete and incomplete energeiai, rather 

than between kineseis and energeiai. But the question is: Are these two claims incompatible? As I see 

it, they do not contradict each other at all, especially when Aristotle has already clarified that kinesis is 

incomplete energeia in Theta 6.
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Ackrill uses the examples of walking and enjoying, to illustrate this confusion. If walking, 

as Aristotle’s example of kinesis, is always from placeA to placez, then likewise, enjoying, 

understood by Aristotle as an energeia in the strict sense, can also be characterized as 

enjoying, for instance, from the first movement of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony to its 

fourth movement. Thus construed, the kinesis-energeia distinction seems doomed to 

collapse. For there appears to be no clear-cut distinction between those activities that have 

external ends and those that have internal ends. Furthermore, this calls the so-called ‘tense- 

test’ into question. According to the ‘tense-test’, if the present tense of some verbs entails 

the perfect tense of these verbs, they designate energeiai; if not, they designate kineseis}^ 

In the case of enjoying as energeia in the strict sense, Aristotle holds that it is compatible 

to say ‘enjoys’ (or ‘is enjoying’) and ‘has enjoyed’ at the same time. However, if there is 

no such clear-cut criterion for distinguishing kinesis from energeia, as noted above, then 

it seems that the ‘tense-test’ is, at the very least, not a sufficient condition for the kinesis- 

energeia distinction. In view of this, some commentators question the ‘tense-test’ approach, 

holding that the kinesis-energeia distinction is grounded in some other consideration, 

rather than simply in linguistic considerations.^^ My own view on this issue is close to this 

approach. But at the moment, I take the kinesis-energeia distinction at its face value, that 

is, two kinds of action (xwv Tipd^ecov) differ only in terms of their relationship to the end 

(Te>LOq), as [Text 5] explicitly shows. I will give a detailed explanation of what exactly this 

means in the next section. For the moment, let us simply keep in mind that through the

^ As noted by Bumyeat (2008, p. 246), the present tense and the perfect tense could be mutually 

entailing. For at 1048b33-34, Aristotle claims that ‘one has seen’ (ewpaKe) entails ‘one sees’ (opa). It 

is not the case that the present tense entails the perfect tense, but the other way around.

See e.g., Mamo (1970), Pickering (1977), White (1980), Polansky (1983), Hagen (1984), Stone 

(1985), Heinaman (1995), Cleary (1998) and Menn (ms., Illa2, pp. 31-33). For those who think that the 

kinesis-energeia distinction is based on the ‘tense-test’, see e.g., Kenny (1963, Chapter 8; 2003, pp. 

120-130), Penner (1970, p. 393), Graham (1980) and Mourelatos (1993).

78



kinesis-energeia distinction, seeing is taken to be an energeia in the strict sense. Before 

we move on to the next section, let us remind ourselves of the initial problem: If seeing is 

viewed as a kinesis in Theta 1 -5 and in the first half of Theta 6, then we must explain why 

Aristotle, in the second half of Theta 6, takes seeing as an energeia in the strict sense.

4. Seeing as kinesis and Seeing as such'. A Tentative Solution

Having pointed out the difficulty, it is now the time to put forward our solution. My 

tentative proposal is based on a certain distinction between seeing as a kinesis and seeing 

as an energeia in the strict sense. Their difference consists in the fact that seeing as a kinesis 

focuses on the kinetic dimension of seeing. What I mean is that, if action and passion (f) 

7toir|oi<; xal to 7id0O(;) are involved in the event of seeing, and if sense-perception consists 

in being affected in a certain way, then this event can be properly called a kinesis. In other 

words, seeing is viewed from the point of view of the efficient cause of the event. In 

contrast to this, seeing as an energeia in the strict sense focuses on the seeing as such, i.e., 

it only concerns its relation to its end (teA-og), or more precisely, to the completeness of its 

form. Simply put, it is viewed from the point of view of the formal cause of the event. 

Thus construed, seeing as an energeia in the strict sense does not concern the particular 

contents of the event. Of course, I am not saying that we can see without any particular 

sensible objects, but rather, we can consider seeing as such, the event itself, without its 

particular contents. Confirmation that this proposal is on the right track comes from the 

following passage.

[Text 6] For seeing seems to be complete at any time, since it has no need for 

anything else to complete its form by coming to be at a later time. And pleasure is 

also like this. {Nicomachean Ethics Kappa, 1174al4-17; trans. Irwin, emphasis 

added)

79



8oKeT yap f) 6paai(; Ka0' ovtvvow xpovov TsA^ia eivai' ou ydp eoiiv ev8ef|(; 

ou88v6(; 6 eiq uaxspov yivopevov reXemaei avTtfg to eiSog' toioutco 8' eoiKe Kai f] 

il8ovfi.

In this passage, Aristotle thinks that pleasure is analogous to seeing in that it has a 

complete form. As such, it has completeness in respect of its form (auxfjc; x6 ei8o(;). Thus 

understood, to claim that seeing is complete amounts to claiming that seeing as such has 

complete form. On this point, Urmson (1995) provides us with a very illuminating 

distinction, which, unfortunately, has not drawn enough attention in Aristotelian 

scholarship.^^ In that paper, Urmson distinguishes the internal end from the external end 

of an event.^'' Their differences are as follows.

First, the internal end of an action has nothing to do with the agent’s intention, but 

is determinable a priori (p. 524). Urmson’s example is tennis. As he puts it: ‘Anyone with

^ However, I disagree with him on the following issue. According to Urmson, whether an event is 

called a kinesis or an energeia in the strict sense depends on how we describe the event. As he puts it: 

‘I doubt whether there is any bit of doing or making that could not be described as either a process or 

an activity at will. For instance, “drinking wine” is an activity, whereas “drinking down a glass of wine” 

is a process’ (1995, p. 527). But this view cannot be right for at least two reasons. First, as I will show, 

Aristotle never focuses on the different objects, such as ‘wine’ and ‘a glass of wine’, in order to 

distinguish energeia from kinesis. In fact, he never uses any objects in the kinesis-energeia passage of 

Theta 6. Secondly, Aristotle’s classifications of kinesis-\erbs and energeia-\erbs are independent of 

how we describe the objects that modify the verbs (cf also Heinaman 1995, pp. 199-200). For instance, 

according to Urmson, building, as Aristotle’s example of kinesis, could be an energeia in the strict sense 

if we describe it as ‘building something’ rather than ‘building a particular house’. But this is 

unacceptable because Aristotle never takes building as an energeia in the strict sense. Rather, he takes 

it as a A/nex/j without exception. Similarly, Kosman (1984, p. 127; 1994,p.211 and 2013,p. 180)wants 

to distinguish walking from strolling. He thinks that the former is a kinesis whereas the latter is an 

energeia in the strict sense. However, Aristotle does not have such a distinction, and he also takes 

walking as a kinesis.

This is similar to the Stoics’ distinction between teA.oi;, virtuous activity, and OKottoq, the external 

object of this activity. On this issue, see Long (1967, pp. 78ff) and Bumyeat et al. (1984, p. 129).
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a command of the concepts applicable to the game of tennis knows that success in playing 

a rally consists in being the last to hit the ball into his opponent’s court. Such a success is, 

in my terminology, the internal end of playing a rally at tennis. Any persons on a tennis 

court not aiming at this success may be practicing, or giving or taking instruction, or many 

other things; but they are not playing a rally’ (p. 524). In other words, the end of playing 

tennis is internally determined by the very nature of the event. In this sense, its end is 

determinable a priori (cf. also Ackrill 1965, p. 138; Heinaman 1985, p. 151; 1987, p. 318, 

p. 322; 1996, p. 95).

Second, the external end of an action is whatever the agent wishes to achieve by 

performing that action (p. 524).

As we see, Urmson’s use of the terminology is, prima facie, quite different from 

ours. From the beginning of this chapter, I have been using internal and external end as a 

means of distinguishing energeia from kinesis. As mentioned earlier, kinesis has an 

external end, whereas energeia in the strict sense has an internal end. But if energeia in 

the strict sense is said to be complete only in respect if its form, as indicated by the example 

of seeing in (Text 6] above, then the distinction between kinesis and energeia in fact falls 

under Urmson’s distinction of the internal end of an action. It has nothing to do with the 

agent’s intentions, and, in this sense, it is determinable a priori. Construed in this way, let 

us now go back to the kinesis-energeia distinction passage of Theta 6, and some other 

relevant texts, to see whether these passages can justify our interpretation of energeia. I 

think that there are at least four good reasons in support of our interpretation.

First, the concept of end (xsA,0(;) in Theta 6 by itself is at least compatible with the

idea of completeness. The end of an event could mean the completeness of that event itself.

It has nothing to do with the event’s particular contents, much less the intentions of the

agent. This point is, I think, also supported by Aristotle’s examples. Slimming, learning,

curing, walking and building are the examples of kineseis. Of these examples, building, as
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one kind of art (Te^vri), is a classic example of production (tiovtiok;). But, as we can see, 

other examples are also similar to Aristotle’s concept of production (Ttoirioic;), which are a 

priori determined by their very nature to have external ends (cf. Nicomachean Ethics Zeta 

4 and Metaphysics Theta 1050a23-29). In contrast to these, the ends of other activities such 

as seeing and thinking are not conceptually determined and, in this sense, they have 

complete form and, therefore, qualify as energeiai in the strict sense. For example, unlike 

building, which by its very nature is determined to have an end, namely, a house, there is 

nothing about seeing, as such, that determines a particular end for it.

Secondly, in addition to [Text 6] and the above examples, a particular grammatical 

phenomenon also lends some support to our proposal. It is worth noting that in the passage 

in which Aristotle makes the kinesis-energeia distinction, there are no objects after the 

verbs that he uses; for instance, he says to see, rather than to see some particular thing}^ 

This may suggest that Aristotle is considering seeing as such, namely, the very nature of 

the event in so far as it is an event of, precisely, seeing. As we have said, seeing, thus 

understood, does not concern its particular contents. In this sense, 1 think that Burnyeat 

(2008, p. 252) may be wrong in adding the objects, though in brackets, in his translation 

of the passage.

Thirdly, if seeing as such is understood as the very form of that activity, then it 

makes perfect sense to claim that two adverbs, ‘quickly’ and ‘slowly’ - another criterion 

for specifying kinesis-verbs (cf. Heinaman 1985, p. 146) - are not applicable to the 

description of energeiai in the strict sense {Nicomachean Ethics Kappa 3). For, as is well- 

known to the student of Aristotle, form is not subject to generation and destruction (cf.

In fact, in Sophistici Elenchi, Aristotle does add predications after verbs. As he says, ‘it is surely 

possible to be seeing and to have seen the same thing (to outo) at the same time and in the same respect’ 

(178al0-l 1; emphasis added). But clearly, Aristotle is not emphasizing the content of seeing, but seeing 

itself
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Metaphysics Zeta 8). Furthermore, our interpretation is compatible with the thesis that 

energeia in the strict sense has homogeneous parts, whereas kinesis has heterogeneous 

parts (cf. Polansky 1983, p. 166; Hagen 1984, p. 270, p. 272; Stone 1985, p. 15, p. 17). 

The reason is that the form of kinesis will be determined by what comes to be later in that 

very kinesis, most importantly, by its end-point (cf. 1174a 19-23), whereas the form of 

energeia in the strict sense will not, because it has completeness in respect of form.

Finally, the perfect tense in the ‘tense-test’, as many commentators on Theta 6 have 

noted (e.g., Penner 1970; Pickering 1977; White 1980; Stone 1985) should be interpreted 

aspectually rather than temporally. For instance, according to the temporal interpretation 

of the Greek perfect (cf. Ackrill 1965, pp. 126-127), ‘Socrates has drunk the hemlock’ is 

true if and only if there was a time t anterior to the present such that ‘Socrates drinks (is 

drinking) the hemlock’ was true at /; whereas according to the aspectual interpretation, if 

‘Socrates has drunk the hemlock’ is true, all that follows is that this event is complete or 

finished in the now. As we can see, our interpretation of the ‘tense-test’ as focusing on the 

form of the event can perfectly capture this characteristic of the perfect tense; for energeiai 

in the strict sense, on our interpretation, have completeness with reference to their forms 

at any time during their existence.

The arguments presented so far have aimed at clarifying the sense in which seeing 

is an energeia in the strict sense. In my view, seeing as such concerns only the form of the 

activity, it is not concerned with its concrete contents. It is called a kinesis only when 

considered from the point of view of the efficient cause, as we have argued in the second 

section of this chapter. Equipped with this distinction, let us now go back to the several 

difficulties stemming from the kinesis-energeia distinction to see whether our 

interpretation can successfully obviate them.

Recall Ackrill’s examples of walking and enjoying. If we try to complete these two

activities by adding more concrete descriptions after the verbs ‘walk’ and ‘enjoy’, then we
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will very probably find that the kinesis-energeia distinction collapses. If walking 

understood as a kinesis is walking from placcA to placez, then 1 cannot reasonably say that 

1 have finished my walking before 1 arrive at placez; by parity of reasoning, if enjoying is 

described as a particular event, say, enjoying a symphony, then 1 cannot say that 1 have 

enjoyed the symphony when the symphony is still playing. Enjoying, thus understood, is 

no longer an energeia in the strict sense, as Aristotle takes it to be, but a kinesis. The 

difficulty, therefore, seems to be that there is no strict criterion for us to take walking as a 

kinesis, while at the same time taking enjoying as an energeia in the strict sense.

One might argue, as Ackrill suggested, that we can remove the difficulty by 

showing that Aristotle had in mind only such cases as enjoying a scent, hearing a single 

sound, dwelling on a single truth, not things as complex as a symphony (1965, pp. 132- 

133). In response to this suggestion, Ackrill himself replies that ‘such a restriction on the 

meaning of the terms would be utterly alien to ordinary Greek usage and not supported by 

Aristotle’s usage elsewhere. Indeed, the point about enjoyment in the Ethics is embedded 

in a discussion which assumes - of course - that one can enjoy all sorts of complex 

activities and experience’ (1965, p. 133). So, it appears that we cannot save Aristotle’s 

kinesis-energeia distinction by limiting the content of energeia. Alternatively, Pickering 

(1977, p. 42) proposes that whether an event is an energeia in the strict sense or not 

depends on the nature of its object. For instance, enjoying a pleasant smell and seeing a 

cat will be energeiai in the strict sense, whereas other unpleasant activities are kineseis. 

However, this cannot be right. For Aristotle never postulates that his concept of energeia 

depends on the nature of its objects. Also, it seems to me that Pickering confuses the

° Mamo also has a similar view. He says that ‘The real difficulty is that if we insist on a complete 

description (sc. adding the contents or the objects after the verbs) then we must include the what, the 

object of activities which seemed limitless to Aristotle, and the kinesis-energeia distinction would 

collapse’ (1970, p. 30).
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internal and external end of an action (as Urmson’s distinction suggests). For if our 

interpretation is right, the concept of energeia in the strict sense has nothing to do with the 

preferences or the intentions of the agent.

Let us now say a few more words about pleasure (f)5ovfi), and 1 think this will 

further confirm our interpretation of energeia. Pleasure is a standard example of energeiai 

in the strict sense (as in [Text 6j), but can also be found in kinesis, as Aristotle claims in 

the following passage.

[Text 7] That is why the god always enjoys one simple pleasure. For activity 

belongs not only to change but also to unchangingness, and indeed there is pleasure 

in rest more than in change. {Nicomachean Ethics Eta, 1154b26-28; trans. Irwin, 

slightly modified)

8i6 6 0e6(; del piav xai d7i>ifiv f)8ovfiv ou ydp povov Kivijoecbi; eonv dvepysia 

aEkix Kttl dKivTiaiac;, xai fi5ovfi paA.Ax)v ev fipepia eotiv ij ev KivijaEi.

Though found less in kinesis than in rest, still there is some pleasure in kinesis. 

What does this mean? It seems to me that Bumyeat’s vivid example (2008, p. 271) can 

nicely illustrate this point: a crossword puzzle offers people pleasure - until you have 

completed it! Like Ackrill’s example of enjoying a symphony, pleasure, thus understood, 

is a kinesis. Only when considered as pleasure as such does it have complete form and.

therefore, meet the criterion for being an energeia in the strict sense. 37

It is worth noting that pleasure (f)5ovfi) can also be characterized as a kinesis (e.g., Rhetoric 1369b33- 

35; cf also De Anima 408bl-18 and Magna Moralia 1204b20-28). So, it seems that whether fiSovr) is 

a kinesis or an energeia in the strict sense also depends on the perspective we take, viz., when considered 

from the point of view of the efficient cause, f|5ovf) is a kinesis, whereas when viewed from the point 

of view of the formal cause, it is an energeia in the strict sense. Clearly, this also confirms our 

interpretation.
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As mentioned earlier, Ackrill (1965) takes the difficulty of offering a coherent 

interpretation of the concept of energeia as indicating some confusion in Aristotle’s 

thinking. As I have shown, however, if we can distinguish, for instance, in the case of 

seeing, seeing particular things and seeing as such, then this difficulty is avoided. For as 

I have argued, when Aristotle takes seeing as an energeia in the strict sense, he is claiming 

that seeing as such has complete form, independent of its particular contents.

To sum up, I would like to draw several conclusions. First, from the point of view 

of the efficient cause, all energeiai are kineseis}^ Secondly, from the point of view of the 

formal cause - i.e., considering all energeiai as such - not all kineseis are energeiai in the 

strict sense. Only those kineseis that have completeness in respect of their forms are 

energeiai in the strict sense. Thirdly, the above two conclusions, 1 would like to propose, 

are also applicable to other cases of energeiai in Theta 6, such as ‘understands’ (cppovei), 

‘thinks’ (voeT), ‘lives well’ (eo ^fj) and ‘is happy’ (enbaipovei). For the purpose of brevity, 

I will now give particular attention to the examples of‘understands’ (cppovei) and ‘thinks’ 

(voeT). It is worth noting that contemplation (Becopia) in the first half of Theta 6 (1048a34) 

is considered as a kinesis, while in the second half of Theta 6 Aristotle takes ‘understands’ 

((ppoveT) and ‘thinks’ (voet) (at 1048b23-24) to be examples of energeiai in the strict sense. 

This is puzzling for Beere, who argues that ‘This is worrisome enough, but contemplation 

is particularly important, since it (sc. Gecopia) is God’s essence (ouaia; Lambda 6 1071bl9- 

20). If contemplation (sc. Gecopia) is a change, then the very essence of God would be 

change’ (2GG9, p. 227) (cf. also Bumyeat 2GG8, p. 243). (Also note that in Nicomachean 

Ethics 1177a 19-21 Aristotle describes Gecopia as the most significant of human energeiai.) 

But as we have seen, the puzzle emerges only when Aristotle’s concept of kinesis is not

Like Menn, Rist (1989) also holds that, in Aristotle’s early writings, all energeiai are kineseis. As we 

said earlier, both of them adopt a developmentalist reading on this problem. But, if my interpretation 

succeeds, we have no reason to adopt such a strategy in reading Theta.
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properly understood. If contemplation also involves action and passion (f] tioitiok; Kai to 

7td9oq) between objects and subjects of thought, and the subject of thought is affected in a 

certain way (as indicated in section 2), then in a broader sense contemplation is a kinesis?^ 

However, like other similar cases, once contemplation is considered from the point of view 

of the formal cause, it is an energeia in the strict sense.'^” Furthermore, our interpretation, 

as we might expect, is also compatible with the famous Aristotelian doctrine that God 

thinks nothing but himself (Metaphysics 1074b33-35; also cf. Politis 2004, pp. 281-288).

Before concluding this section, I would like to raise a further question to which 1 

think no easy answer can be found at the moment. The example of building as a kinesis is 

not hard to understand; for without referring to an external end, we cannot know the nature 

of the activity that a craftsman is engaged in, because it is a kind of production (TiovriaK;). 

There remain, however, some puzzles as to what exactly makes some events, and not others, 

energeiai in the strict sense. We can illustrate this if we consider the examples of seeing 

and walking. Seeing is, according to Aristotle, an energeia in the strict sense, whereas 

walking is just a kinesis. What renders them different? For, on the face of it, these two 

activities could be seen to have the same structure.

Seeing as such : Without a reference to a particular external end, we can understand 

what the activity of seeing is. For example, seeing as such, rather than seeing a 

long painting.

® Note that the kinesis of mind is thinking (vou ydp Kivr|oii; v6r|oi:;, De Anima 407a20), and mind 

is said to be moved by the object of thought (vou^ 5e utio tou votitoC Kivsixai, Metaphysics 1072a30). 

Also cf Wedin(I989).

White (1980, pp. 258-263) raises the question as to how to reconcile the kinetic aspect of Ocupia with 

the non-kinetic aspect of OECopta. He provides us with a good summary of what has been proposed for 

resolving this difficulty and puts forward a proposal of his own. As 1 have argued thus far, however, 

the difficulty arises only when the kinesis-energeia distinction has not yet been properly understood.
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Walking as such: Without a reference to a particular external end, we can 

understand what the activity of walking is. For instance, 1 am just strolling without 

any further purpose.

Unlike the example of building, which is, by its very nature, the activity of building 

a particular thing, we can conceive of walking as having only an internal end, that is, 

walking for the sake of walking, or walking aimlessly. Now it may be thought that, for 

Aristotle at any rate, walking is always for some external end, for instance, walking after 

dinner is for health {Metaphysics 1013a33-34). Or, like Aristotle claims, walking is always 

from some place to some other place. The ‘whence’ and ‘whither’ will constitute the form 

of walking (‘to 7i60ev not eidonoiov’, Nicomachean Ethics 1174b5).

Accordingly, we might wonder: Is Aristotle’s distinction of kinesis-energeia 

ultimately based on his particular views concerning the nature of each activity? Or, as 

Mamo (1970, p. 31) puts it, does the kinesis-energeia distinction presuppose a distinction 

between activities in need of explanation and activities that are self-explanatory? This 

reminds us that Aristotle’s preference for seeing as an energeia in the strict sense is 

probably grounded in some other consideration, as suggested in the well-known opening 

passage (980a24-27) of the Metaphysics, ‘We prefer, as the saying goes, seeing to the other 

sensations. The cause of this is the fact that, of all the sensations, seeing makes us know in 

the highest degree and makes clear many differences in things’ (trans. Apostle).^^

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have argued for the thesis that whether an event is a kinesis or an energeia 

in the strict sense depends on the perspective we take. When viewed from the point of view 

of the efficient cause, all energeiai are kineseis', whereas when viewed from the point of

For a more detailed analysis of Aristotle’s preference for seeing, see Cambino (2012, pp. 4-5).
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view of the formal cause, only some kineseis, which have completeness in respect of their 

forms, are energeiai in the strict sense. As a crucial step towards this overall conclusion, I 

have argued that kinesis should be understood more broadly to include both ordinary 

alteration and special alteration, whereas, energeia in the strict sense should be interpreted 

as only focusing on the formal cause of the event. The upshot of my interpretation is that 

seeing, as well as many other events, can, simultaneously, be called both kinesis and 

energeia in the strict sense.

Let me, finally and briefly, point to the textual context of the kinesis-energeia 

distinction; for this also confirms our interpretation. In Theta 1-6, Aristotle embarks on his 

discussion of dunamis and energeia by first tackling dunamis kata kinesin (1046a2). 

Indeed he distinguishes between active dunamis and passive dunamis and also their 

corresponding kineseis in Theta 1 (1046a9-13).''^ That is to say, Aristotle in Theta 1-5 is 

focusing on the kinetic aspects (or the efficient cause) of energeiai, namely, action and 

passion (f) Tcoiriau; Kai to ndBog). In this sense, I think it is fair to say that the efficient 

cause is already highlighted at the beginning of Theta. This explains why Aristotle includes 

seeing in his examples of kineseis. In contrast to this, when the formal cause is emphasized 

in the second half of Theta 6, seeing meets the criterion for being an energeia in the strict 

sense because it has completeness in respect of its form.

Aristotle also distinguishes another dunamis, i.e., dunamis for resistance (1046al3-15). But, of all 

these dunameis, active dunamis is thought to be the prime one.
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Chapter 3

Searching for the Arche of Ousiai: Theta 7 and 8

Most of the current scholarship on Metaphysics Theta, as 1 have shown in the previous two 

chapters, centres on Theta 1-6. Critics disagree about how Theta 1-5 are related to Theta 6 

and how Aristotle distinguishes energeia from kinesis in Theta 6. Unlike Theta 1-6, the 

subject matter of Theta 7 and 8 is not very controversial in the current scholarship. These 

chapters are commonly thought to be addressed to dunamis and the priority of energeia 

over dunamis} Several papers and book chapters have been written on Theta 7 and 8, 

almost all of which deal with some particular issue in these two chapters. For example, a 

lot of effort has been dedicated to clarifying the sort of priority Aristotle has in mind when 

he attributes the privileged status to energeia over dunamis in respect of ousia in Theta 8.^ 

Valuable as these contributions are, it seems that most of these critics do not present the 

whole picture of the argumentative structure of Theta 7 and 8, and how these chapters are 

related to the rest of Theta. To understand Theta 7 and 8 better, I think, a comprehensive 

study of these two chapters is called for.

In this chapter, I want to answer the following three questions. First, what does the 

argument of Theta 7 and 8 amount to? Secondly, what is the relationship between Theta 

1-6 and Theta 7-8? Thirdly, what does the argument of Theta 7 and 8 contribute to 

Metaphysics Theta, and even to the whole of the Metaphysics! By analysing the

^ For example, Frede says: ‘For chapter 1-5 deal with dunamis in the basic sense. In chapter 6 Aristotle 

turns to actuality and, in the course of this discussion, begins to talk about potentiality. In fact, chapter 

7 is devoted to the question of when something can be said to be something or other potentially, and 

chapters 8-9 are devoted to a discussion of the priority and great worthiness of actuality over dunamis' 

(1994, p. 180).

I will address this issue in Chapter 4.
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argumentative structure of Theta 7 and 8,1 want to argue that, first, the argument of Theta 

7 and 8 aims to show that the arche of ousiai can only be found through searching for the 

energeiai of ousiai rather than the dunameis of ousiai. Secondly, Theta 1 -6 prepares for 

the discussion of Theta 7 and 8; that is, it is through Theta 1-6 that the two concepts, 

dunamis and emrgeia, are invoked in analysing matter and ousia, which is crucial in the 

discussion of Theta 7 and 8. Thirdly, Theta 7 and 8 extend and deepen the discussion of 

Theta 1-6; that is. Theta 7 and 8 introduce a new dimension to Aristotle’s metaphysical 

searching, namely, his searching for the arche of ousiai, and this is also related to the 

overall project of the Metaphysics, which, in many places, is taken by Aristotle to be the 

search for the arche of ousiai (e.g., 1003b 18 and 1069a 18-19). In defending these theses, 

I will also argue against the dominant reading which takes Theta 7 and 8 to be concerned 

with the study of being (or ultimately, of ousia) as such, rather than with the study of the 

arche of ousiai.

1. Theta 7: Searching for the Arche of Ousiai

In this section, I will argue for the following claim: the project of Theta 7 is to search for 

the arche of ousiai.^ In doing so, 1 will argue against the ‘Dominant Reading’. By 

‘Dominant Reading’, I mean the following:

In fact, Aristotle does not ask what it is for something to be potentially an ousia in Theta 7; rather, he 

asks what it is for something to be potentially an individual (eKaoiov, 1048b37). 1 take these to be the 

same question in view of the fact that Aristotle has argued that an individual is identical with its ousia 

in Zeta 6. On this issue, I agree with some representative views in the current scholarship. As Makin 

says, ‘the capacity-change relation has received a good deal of attention in the first part of Metaphysics 

Theta. Aristotle now clarifies the more difficult and novel application of the schema: matter-substance 

relation' (2003, p. 155; emphasis added; also cf p. 158). Also, as Beere says: ‘the example (sc. being 

a human being) suggests, and the chapter as a whole bears out, that Aristotle is especially interested in 

substance predicates, such as “human being”, and in quasi-substance predicates, such as “house” and 

“box’” (2009, p. 233; emphasis added).
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[Dominant Reading]: the project of Theta 7 is to search for what it is for something, 

anything, to be a potential ousia!^

The problem with the Dominant Reading is not that this reading is simply mistaken, 

but that it is misleading because, by itself, it cannot distinguish the following two readings:

[Dominant Reading-Qualified]: The project of Theta 7 is to search for what it is 

for something, anything, to be a potential ousia, if this search is understood as merely 

searching for the proximate matter.

]Dominant Reading-Unqualified]: The project of Theta 7 is to search for what it 

is for something, anything, to be a potential ousia, if this search is understood broadly to 

include both searching for the proximate matter and searching for the remote matter.

I take it that the Dominant Reading-Unqualified is the same as my reading, but the 

Dominant Reading-Qualified is not. Of course, the Dominant Reading-Qualified is 

compatible with my reading in the sense that searching for what it is for something, 

anything, to be a potential ousia can be understood as searching for an arche of an ousia. 

For example, if the wood, as the proximate matter for a box, is potentially a box (an ousia), 

then, the wood can be understood as an arche of a box.^

However, my reading may not be compatible with the Dominant Reading-Qualified 

in the sense that searching for the arche of ousiai is not limited to the search for what it is 

for something, anything, to be a potential ousia, if this search is understood as merely 

searching for the proximate matter. For example, if the wood is the proximate matter for a 

box (an ousia), then, the wood is potentially a box. This, however, may not be a satisfactory 

answer if someone is searching for the arche of a box, for he or she might think that the

Beere takes the subject matter of Theta 7 to be more general. As he says, ‘the goal of Theta 7 is to 

give roughly this kind of criterion (sc. the criterion of determining when things are potentially F) for all 

cases of being-in-capacity’ (2009, p. 240).

^ Matter is taken as a kind of arche in Theta 1 (xai eivai koI Tf)v u^rjv dpxijv riva, 1046a23).
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wood is not the ultimate arche of a box. The ultimate arche of a box, one might argue, is 

not the proximate matter of a box (in this case, it is the wood), but some remote matter 

(say, fire, as Aristotle suggests later at 1049a27).

One might wonder why the distinction between proximate matter and the ultimate 

matter is relevant here. It is relevant because searching for the ultimate matter is related to 

searching for the arche of ousiai, whereas searching for the proximate matter is only 

related to searching for an arche of an ousia. The point is that, quite generally, searching 

for the arche of ousiai is searching for the ultimate arche, whereas, even if the proximate 

matter is an arche, it is not an ultimate arche.

It is crucial to recognize here that the Dominant Reading-Qualified is closely 

related to a general view concerning the question of what the basic project of the 

Metaphysics is. What lies behind the Dominant Reading-Qualified is that the basic project 

of the Metaphysics is the study of ousia. It is only with regard to this project that we need 

to address the question of what it is for something, anything, to be a potential ousiai If

® If we take Theta 7 as addressed to the question of what it is for something, anything, to be a potential 

ousia (or a potential being in general; i.e., Dominant Reading-Qualified), we will have many difficulties 

in understanding the line of reasoning in Theta 7 and will miss the continuity between Theta 6 and 7, 

and will ignore the guiding question to which Theta 7 is addressed. To my knowledge, this reading goes 

back to Frede’s seminal paper from 1994. More generally, Frede thinks that one of the reasons that 

Aristotle is led to a study of dunamis-energeia is this: ‘Aristotle in the Metaphysics is concerned with 

the question what it is to be a being. And since he thinks that there are also, ineliminably, potential 

beings, he naturally thinks that a complete answer to the question, what it is to be a being, will also have 

to involve an answer to the question what it is to be a potential being, as opposed to an actual being, 

and hence his theory requires some elucidation of the notions of potentiality and actuality’ (1994, p. 

171). With regard to Theta 7, Frede thinks that ‘in fact, chapter 7 (sc. Theta 7) is devoted to the question 

of when something can be said to be something or other potentially’ (1994, p. 180; also cf p. 187). 

Other representative views in the current literature are as follows. Beere says: ‘In Theta 7, Aristotle 

shifts the focus of his discussion from being-in-energeia to being-in-capacity. The mere fact that being- 

in-capacity receives a separate discussion is noteworthy. We might not have expected this ... Nothing 

Aristotle has said thus far, commits him to giving a further separate discussion of being-in-capacity’
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this is so, then the Dominant Reading-Qualified of Theta 7 is all we need; for, as we will 

see shortly, Aristotle argues that only the proximate matter is potentially an ousia. In other 

words, to find the proximate matter of a particular thing is sufficient to answer the question 

raised by the Dominant Reading-Qualified of Theta 7.

However, in what follows, I will show that this reading should be rejected, for this 

reading cannot accommodate the text of Theta 7. In contrast, 1 propose that the project of 

Theta 7 is to search for the arche of ousiai (or the Dominant Reading-Unqualified). If this 

is correct, then it will also lend some support to the overall claim of this thesis - namely, 

that the basic project of Theta is the study of what the arche of ousiai is, rather than the 

study of what a potential ousia is.

At the opening of Theta 7, Aristotle claims that the aim of this chapter is to discuss 

when each thing is potentially, and when not (I048b37; and at the end of Theta 7, namely, 

1049b2-3, he thinks that he has finished this discussion). On the surface, we might take 

this claim as simply concerned with what it is for something, anything, to be a potential 

ousia (Dominant Reading-Qualified) rather than as concerned with what the arche of 

ousiai is. Furthermore, one might argue that this impression is immediately confirmed by 

what follows in the text.

After setting up the project of Theta 7, Aristotle draws a distinction between things 

that have external moving causes (e^coBev q dp^q Tqg yevEaeocK;; 1049a 12) and things that 

have internal moving causes ([sc. q dp^q Tq(; yEVEoeccx;] ev aiiicp rep exovti; 1049al3).

(2009, p. 231; emphasis added). Also Beere: ‘there is an indeterminacy about being in capacity an F 

that does not occur for being in energeia an F. This explains why being-in-capacity requires an extra 

discussion, whereas he\ng-in-energeia does not’ (2009, p. 236). Beere’s reading is not convincing; as 1 

will argue later, Aristotle is not considering being-in-capacity as such. Certainly, Menn is an exception 

to these readings. As he says, ‘the function of the chapter, in the ongoing argument of Theta, is to 

criticize the claim of dunamis to be an arche, and to prepare for the positive account of energeia as a 

prior arche' (ms., Illa3, p. 6; also cf p. 2).
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Accordingly, he argues that what it is for something, anything, to be a potential ousia 

should be understood in these two different ways.

(1) [Things that have external moving causes]: Aristotle argues that, in the case 

of artefacts, A is potentially B if and only if {a) A will become B if the artisan wishes and 

if nothing external hinders, and {b) nothing internal to A hinders its coming-to-be B;^ 

[Aristotle’s examples: a house (1049a9) and a statue (1049al7)].®

(2) [Things that have internal moving causes); Aristotle argues that A is 

potentially B if and only if {a) A can become B through itself (8v' abiob)® and {b) nothing 

prevents it (epTtoSi^ovxoq); [Aristotle’s examples: a human being (1049al; 1049al4)].^°

From Aristotle’s reasoning here, we can derive the following principle:

^ How to understand the relationship between a and b is controversial. Beere argues against the 

traditional view which takes a and b as two independent and complementary conditions for being-in- 

dunamis. The reason why Beere thinks this is that, on his view, b is redundant. As he argues: ‘suppose 

b is, in some particular case, false, i.e., suppose that something in A does prevent its becoming B. Then 

it is also false that A becomes B if an artisan wants to make it B and nothing external to him or A 

prevents him’ (2009, pp. 243-246) (to be consistent with my formulation, I use my own terminology in 

this quotation). Also note that in the example of a house (I949a9), which clearly falls under the cases 

of ‘these that have external moving causes’, Aristotle formulates the conditions for being a potential 

house as follows; (c) nothing in A hinders its coming-to-be B and (d) there is nothing that has to be 

added (TtpooyEVEaGai), or taken away (cuioyEveaGai), or changed (pETaPaA.ETv). Menn (ms., IllaS, p. 4) 

takes both conditions, c and d, as equivalent to b (as we formulated above); that is, Aristotle, in the 

example of a house, does not mention condition a.

* Note that Aristotle also introduces the example of being healthy at I049a3. It seems that in this 

example Aristotle is not interested in the arche of ousiar, for being healthy is an attribute of ousia, 

rather than an arche of ousia. But given the fact that this example is introduced by the oionEp, it seems 

that Aristotle takes this to be a mere example. Nothing substantial hinges on this example.

® Here I follow Jaeger and Ross’ reading (6i' auiou; A** Al.* *^) rather than the alternative reading (5i' 

ai)TOu; EJ).

One thing to be noted: in the second case - namely, in the case of these that have internal moving 

causes - if A is potentially B, A is not the matter for B as it is in the first case. It seems to me that 

Aristotle clearly recognizes this; for he avoids using the concept, matter, in the second case, whereas 

he uses it in the first case (1049a 10).
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|Non-Transitive Principle of Dunamis\ \ It is not the case that: If A is potentially 

{dunamei) B and B is potentially C, then A is potentially

To borrow Aristotle’s examples to illustrate this principle: if earth is potentially 

bronze and bronze is potentially a statue, then, it does not follow that earth is potentially a 

statue; for the earth needs to be changed; that is, the earth needs to be changed into bronze. 

The same principle is also true of the example whose moving cause is internal (e.g., a 

human being). As Aristotle puts it:

(Text 1] But the former (sc. semen; Aristotle’s example) is in need of another origin, 

just as earth is not yet potentially a statue - for it’s got to change over, and it will 

[first] be bronze. {Metaphysics Theta. 1049a 16-18; trans. Furth) 

eksTvo 6e STspac; dp^fjc; beuai, ©artep f| yfj outi© dvbpiac; buvdpEi (peTaPa^Lonoa 

ydp saxai xoi^koc;).

It is crucial to recognize that Aristotle thinks here that what underlies the Non- 

Transitive Principle is the lack of another arche; that is, an arche by which a thing should 

be changed into a proper state. This is important, for from this it follows that we cannot 

find the arche of an ousia along a single line of searching for the dunamis of that ousia. In 

Aristotle’s example, earth is not potentially a statue, because it needs another arche that 

can change it into bronze.

^ But one might ask: can we think of at least one case in whieh dunamis is transitive? Beere (2009, p. 

274) offers an example: a small child and an adult who has learned (but is not using) geometry are both 

in capacity geometrizing. He thinks that this is the only case in which the being-in-capacity is transitive. 

This, however, is not a proper example, for Aristotle here is mainly concerned with the matter-ow^/a 

relation.

96



If, as many critics assume. Theta 7 is concerned only with the question what it is 

for something, anything, to be a potential ousia (i.e.. Dominant Reading-Qualified), then, 

it seems that what Aristotle has argued up to now is sufficient (textually, it is from 1048b37 

to 1049a 18). That is to say, as Aristotle has argued, to search for what it is for something, 

anything, to be a potential ousia is to search for some relevant potential beings that can 

meet either requirement (1) or (2). But it appears that, as we will see shortly, Aristotle in 

the remainder of Theta 7 has more to say. He seems to have some further issues in mind 

beyond merely the question of what it is for something, anything, to be a potential ousia 

(i.e.. Dominant Reading-Qualified).

1 will argue in what follows that, in the remainder of Theta 7, Aristotle’s aim is to 

argue against the view which says that the arche of ousiai is the prime matter.^^ Aristotle 

argues against this claim by arguing that:

[Thesis of the Remainder of Theta 7]: The prime matter is not an ousia. 13

Let us now return to the text. From 1049al8 onwards, Aristotle appeals to some

linguistic phenomena to support the above thesis. 14

Beere thinks that ‘in the latter part of Theta 7 (sc. what I refer to as “the remainder of Theta 7”), 

Aristotle uses the notion of being-in-capacity to make two contributions to the science of being. First, 

he shows, in part how generated substances are possible...second, Aristotle presents a definition of 

ultimate matter on which ultimate matter need not be anything over and above ordinary perceptible 

stuff (2009, p. 283). This reading is not simply mistaken, but is misleading in the sense that it misses 

the continuity between the two parts of Theta 7 and ignores the guiding question to which Theta 7 is 

addressed.
13 This shows that Aristotle is clearly against some physicists who take the prime matter to be ousia.

^ Of course, the linguistic phenomena that Aristotle invokes here is not essential for us to grasp what 

it is for something to be a potential thing. As Makin says, ‘the metaphysics (that the immediate matter 

of an F is potentially an F) could be explicated independently of the linguistics’ (2006, p. 175).
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[Text 2] it seems that what we call not "this' but "thaten'- e.g., the box is not wood 

but wooden, and the wood is not earth but earthen, and once again if earth is 

likewise not another [that] but thaten - [it seems, then, that] always the that is, put 

simpliciter, potentially the adjacent thing up in the sequence. {Metaphysics Theta, 

1049al8-22; trans. Furth)^^

eoiK8 58 6 >,8yop8v 8ivai ou t658 dXA,' SK8ivivov - oiov to KvPmxtov oi) ^i3>tOV bXkb. 

^ijX,ivov, oi)5s TO ^u?iov yfj aXka. yf|ivov, TidXtv f) yfj 8i ouico^ pq aklxy aXka 8K8ivivov 

- d8i 8K8Tvo 5t)vdp8i anXibc, to uaT8p6v sctxvv.

It appears that, in the text quoted above, Aristotle is not only interested in searching 

for what it is for something, anything, to be a potential ousia (Dominant Reading- 

Qualified), but is also interested in searching for what a potential ousia is within the context 

of a sequence: a sequence of being potentially something, e.g., earth is potentially wood, 

and wood is potentially a box. If we follow this sequence, we will ultimately arrive at the 

prime matter.^® This is exactly what Aristotle does in what follows. As he says:

(Text 3] But if there’s something primary, which is not yet called ‘thaten’ with 

respect to another thing [‘that’], then this is a prime matter; e.g.: if earth is [not air 

but] air-y, then air is not fire but fiery, and fire is prime matter, since it is not an 

individual ‘this’. {Metaphysics Theta, 1049a24-27; trans. Furth)

8i 58 xi saxi Ttpcoxov 6 pqKexi Kax' aXha XLyziai SK8ivivov, xouxo Tcproxq uA,q- oiov

8i q yfj d8pivq, 6 5' dqp pq Txup aXXh Txupivoq, x6 Txup t3A,q np6xq ou x658 xi ouaa. 17

15

16

Another passage in which Aristotle argues the same point is Zeta 7, 1033a5-7.

Makin (2003, p. 167) thinks that in 1049al8-24 Aristotle is concerned with the idea that the matter 

composing an F is also potentially F, for example, the wood is still potentially a box when it has been 

made into a box. This is not convincing, given that in the following passage Aristotle is interested in 

finding the prime matter.

An alternative reading is suggested by Ross. Fie thinks that ‘we should read ou tode ti ousa or ou lode 

ti kai ousia' (1924, p. 257). But, as far as I can see, nothing substantial hinges on the choice.

98



As we know, matter, for Aristotle, is a kind of arche (e.g., 1046a23). To search for 

the prime matter is to search for the ultimate arche or, more specifically, the arche of 

ousiai. If we clearly recognize such a move, i.e., a move from simply searching for the 

proximate matter to searching for the prime matter, it strongly suggests that in Theta 

Aristotle is not only interested in the question of what it is for something, anything, to be 

a potential being (Dominant Reading-Qualified), but is also interested in the question of 

what the arche of ousiai is.

Aristotle’s claim that Ttpcbiri is not tode ti (1049a27) is significant, if we recall 

what he argues elsewhere in the Metaphysics. In Zeta 3, Aristotle claims that a necessary 

condition for something to be an ousia is to be tode ti (1029a28).^® In other words, to say 

that Tiprotri bXq is not tode ti amounts to saying that prime matter is not an ousia. This is 

significant if we also consider what Aristotle says at the end of Theta 7.

[Text 4] So it turns out to be the right result that ‘thaten’ is said with respect to 

both the matter and the afflictions; for they’re both [in contrast to the substance] 

in-definite. {Metaphysics Theta, 1049a36-b2; trans. Furth)

Kai opBccx; 8fi crupPaivei to cksIvivov XsyeoGai Kaxct tfiv bX.riv Kui id TtaGp • dpcpco 

ydp dopiata.

In [Text 4], Aristotle claims that both matter and afflictions (id ndGri, 1049bl) are 

indefinite (dopioia, 1049b2). This suggests that matter cannot be the desired arche and 

that the desired arche should itself be an ousia. Let me explain this in more detail. Just as 

afflictions themselves, being indefinite, have to depend on something definite - namely, 

ousia - so too matter, being indefinite, has to depend on something definite - namely.

“ In Zeta 3, Aristotle says: ‘for in fact “separate” and “this” seem to belong above all to substance.’ xai 

ydp TO xwpioTOv Kai to T66e ti imapyeiv 5oKeT pdkiaTa Tfj ouoia (1029a27-28).
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ousia. If this is the case, then, ousia itself seems to be a more proper arche than matter. In 

other words, the desired arche should itself be an ousia.

The upshot of this section is the following. First, since the dunamis of ousiai is 

non-transitive, we cannot find the desired arche of ousiai along the line of searching for 

the dunamis of ousiai. Secondly, prime matter is itself not definite, and, therefore, cannot 

be the desired arche. These I take as the most important conclusions that Aristotle wants 

to draw in Theta 7.

2. Theta 8: Searching for the Arche of Ousiai

It is worth noting that Theta 8 is the longest passage in Theta (even though the division 

into chapters was not made by Aristotle himself)- As I have pointed out in Chapter 1, the 

number of lines in Theta 8 is almost twice that of the second longest chapter of Theta.^® If 

this signifies anything, it would seem to be that we should take the central claim of Theta 

8 seriously when we consider the argumentative structure of Theta, as a whole. As I will 

show in this section, the central claim of Theta 8 is not primarily about ousia, but about 

the priority of energeia over dunamis. It appears, however, that the discussion of priority 

can be easily translated into the language of arche-, that is, if there is a priority and posterity 

between two things, then the prior thing may be understood as an (the) arche}°

® Metaphysics Theta is divided as follows; Theta 1: 45 lines; Theta 2: 30 lines; Theta 3; 46 lines; Theta 

4; 28 lines; Theta 5: 29 lines; Theta 6: 30/49 lines; Theta 7: 40 lines; Theta 8: 108 lines; Theta 9; 30 

lines; Theta 10: 48 lines.

Cf. Menn: "Metaphysics Theta 7-9 draw the conclusions from the clarificatory work of Theta 1-6. 

Theta 7-9 generally avoid speaking explicitly of archav, instead, these chapters frame their main 

conclusions in terms of priority, including the main conclusion of Theta, namely, the energeia is prior 

to dunamis. But these conclusions about priority can be almost immediately converted into conclusions 

about the archai, and they are so converted in Lambda’ (ms., IIla3, p. 1).
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As I have argued in the previous section, the subject matter of Theta 7 is to argue 

that the dunameis of ousiai are non-transitive', that is, it is not the case that, if A is dunamei 

B and B is dunamei C, then A is dunamei C. It follows from this that we cannot find the 

arche of ousiai along the line of searching for the dunameis of ousiai. By contrast, in Theta 

8, as I will argue in this section, Aristotle argues that the energeiai of ousiai can be 

transitive. We might, therefore, arrive at the arche of ousiai in this way, that is, by 

searching for the ultimate energeiai of omiai.

In one sense, the central claim of Theta 8 is quite straightforward. As Aristotle puts 

it in the opening line of Theta 8: ‘actuality is prior to potentiality’ (Ttpotepov ^epyeia 

bovdpewc; eoxiv; 1049b5). Aristotle thinks that energeia is prior to dunamis in three 

respects. As he continues;

[Text 5) To all this sort of [potentiality], then, actuality is prior, both in formula, 

and in substance; but in time, [it is prior] in one sense, but in another not. 

{Metaphysics Theta, 1049bl 1-12; trans. Furth)

Tidoric; 8f| Tfjq Toiauxrit; Trpoxspa eaxiv f] evepyem Kai >a3ycp Kai xfj odaia- xpovcp 5' 

eoxi pev diq, eoxi Se coq ob.

By analysing these three kinds of priority, I will argue in what follows that in Theta 

8 Aristotle is examining whether there is a path through which we can arrive at the arche 

of ousiai. To anticipate, Aristotle thinks that there is, indeed, such a path; that is, only by 

examining the priority of energeia over dunamis in respect of ousia, can we have a chance 

of arriving at the arche of ousiai.

2.1 Priority of Energeia over Dunamis in Logos and in Time

Let us now turn to Aristotle’s discussion of the priority of energeia over dunamis in logos 

and in time. I will treat these two kinds of priority somewhat cursorily because they are
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quite straightforward. I will give a detailed account of the priority in ousia in Chapter 4, 

but I will also discuss this kind of priority - namely, the priority in ousia - in this chapter, 

insofar as it is related to the study of the arche of ousiai. Another more important reason 

for a brief treatment of the priority in logos and in time is that they are not, as I will argue, 

the most important kinds of priority for Aristotle’s project in the Metaphysics', for these 

two kinds of priority cannot lead us to the desired arche of ousiai.

Aristotle takes the priority in logos as quite obvious (as indicated by Sfj^tov, 

1049bl3). As he says:

[Text 6] For what’s potential in the primary sense is potential because it admits 

becoming active. {Metaphysics Theta, 1049b 13-14; trans. Furth)

TCp yap ^8execr6cu ^Epyfjaav Suvaxov eaxi x6 Tipcoxcoc; 5uvax6v.

Aristotle gives several examples to illustrate this kind of priority (house-building 

at 1049bl4; seeing at 1049bl5; visible at 1049bl5).^^ To borrow one example from 

Aristotle: when we say ‘capable of house-building’ {dunamis), we already have an 

understanding of what house-building means (energeia). Clearly, this kind of priority 

cannot lead us to the arche of ousiai. First, this kind of priority is related to how we know 

things rather than how things are prioritized in themselves. Secondly, this kind of priority 

is restricted to one particular thing, whereas the desired arche should be of any and every 

ousia and, hence, should be of all ousiai.

Let us now turn to Aristotle’s argument for the priority in time.

One might ask: why is it that Aristotle does not use ousia as an example? For example, a potential 

desk already includes an understanding of what it is to be an actual desk. On this issue, Makin thinks: 

‘all Aristotle’s illustrations concern capacities and their exercise. But it would be easy to provide 

examples to cover a broader range of cases: we define grain as wheat seed, whereas we do not define 

the mature wheat as sprouted grain’ (2006, p. 183).
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[Text 7] In time, it is prior in the following sense: that which is active, which is 

identical in species, though not in number, is prior. {Metaphysics Theta, 1049bl7- 

19; trans. Furth)^^

T(p bk xpovcp TipoTspov co5e- x6 xco el'6ei x6 auxo ^cpyouv npoxepov, dpiOpco 8' ou.

In this passage, Aristotle claims that energeia is prior to dunamis in time. But it is 

worth noting that the phrase, ‘xco eiSei x6 auxo’ (also xobxo xco eibei x6 abxo at 1049b29), 

indicates a restriction. That is, this kind of priority should be limited to the same species; 

it is the priority between two different items of the same species. This also explains why 

Aristotle said earlier that: ‘but in time, [it is prior] in one sense, but in another not (xpovcp 

5' eaxv pdv ex;, saxi Se cog on, 1049b 11 -12)’. It seems quite obvious that this kind of priority 

cannot lead us to the desired arche either, for this kind of priority is restricted within a 

particular species. This is also clearly shown by Aristotle’s examples (an individual man 

at 1049b 19; wheat at 1049b20; seeing at 1049b20). Let me borrow two examples from 

Aristotle.

[Text 8] For always out of that which is potentially, that which is actually comes- 

to-be, by agency of that which is actually, e.g. man out of man, musician by agency 

of musician, always when some thing is moving first; and the mover already is 

actually. {Metaphysics Theta 8, 1049b24-27; trans. Furth)

del ydp 8K xoij Snvdpei ovxot; yvyvexai x6 dvepysla 6v uTto svepysia ovxog, oiov 

dv0pco7ro(; dvOpcoTiou, p,ouaiK6(; utio pouaiKon, del Kivoi)vx6(; xvvoc; Tipcbxou- x6 

8e Kivouv evEpysig q8q eoxiv.

Two things are worth noting in the above passage: First, Aristotle’s examples seem 

further to confirm my claim: that is, the priority in time is within a particular species. For

Cf. Metaphysics Delta’s discussion of priority in time at 1018bl4-21 and also Physics Delta 223a4ff.
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example, ‘man out of man’ (dvGpcoTcoc; 8^ dvGpcoTiou at lG49b25-26) and ‘musician by 

agency of musician’ (ponoiKoc; bno pouaiKob at lG49b26). That is, if we follow the line 

of priority in time, we will never arrive at the arche of ousiai, all we get is a prior energeia 

that belongs to the same species as the corresponding dunamis. In the case of ‘man out of 

man’, it seems that by tracing back in time, we are searching along the line of ancestry 

within a species. More importantly, we know from elsewhere that, for Aristotle, species is 

eternal (e.g.. Generation of Animal 731 a30ff.). It follows that there is no first member even 

within the same species. To put the matter differently, we cannot find the arche even within 

the same species.

Secondly, it is also worth noting that in this priority relation, two related items must 

be related in one process. For example, we do not need an actual corpse in order to have a 

potential corpse, for an actual corpse cannot generate a potential corpse. This is confirmed 

by the following passage:

[Text 9] But then, in this too it is clear that actuality is also in this sense prior to 

potentiality, i.e. in respect of coming-to-be and time. {Metaphysics Theta 8, 

1050a2-3; trans. Furth)

bXK ouv Ktti tautp ye dfjAov on f] evepyeia xai obxco Tipoxepa xfji; dwdpecoi; xaxd 

yeveavv xai xpdvov.

In [Text 9[, it seems that Aristotle takes the priority in time (xaxd xpdvov) and 

priority in generation (Kaxd yeveoiv) to be equivalent (cf. ‘e^ (bv xanxa eyevexo’ at 1049b24, 

1049b25, 1049b28 and 1049b35). This indicates that there is an ordered process, indeed a 

teleological process, involved in Aristotle’s discussion of priority in time. Recall the 

example of a corpse. In Eta 5, Aristotle argues that a human being is not potentially a 

corpse (1044a29-1045a6). If this is so, it implies that even in Theta 7 Aristotle has already
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assumed a teleological dimension (cf. Beere 2009, p. 234). 1 will argue in Chapter 5 that 

in Theta 9 Aristotle takes up, clarifies, and develops this notion.

Suffice it to say here that, along these lines, we cannot find the desired arche, 

understood as the arche of ousiai. The reason is that this priority is within the same species 

(at 1049bl 8 and b29). In other words, the priority of energeia over dunamis in respect of 

time is transitive but only within a particular species.

One might wonder why, if these two kinds of priority cannot lead us to the desired 

arche, Aristotle even bothers to talk about them. On this issue. Menu’s comment is acute:

Aristotle has good reasons for discussing priority in time and in logos as well. The 

physicists justify their archai by arguing that they are prior in time to everything 

else, and Platonist dialecticians Justify their archai by arguing that they are prior in

logos, (ms., Illa3, p. 7)24

Since both of these approaches fail to arrive at the desired arche of ousiai, let us 

now turn to the third kind of priority to see if this kind of priority can lead us to the arche.

^ Cf. Witt: ‘just as an actual human being generates an embryo so, too, the pure actuality of the Prime 

Mover is the origin of all change in the sublunar realm. If this analogy can stand, it seems that by 

examining the priority in time we can arrive at the arche. Unfortunately, however, this analogy does 

not work’ (1994, p. 216).

Cf Mu 2, 1077b 1-4 where Aristotle says: ‘but it is not always the case that what is prior in formula 

is also prior in substance. For A is prior in substance to B if A surpasses B in existing separately, but A 

is prior in formula to B if the formula of A is a part of the formula of B; and the two priorities do not 

belong to the same thing together.’ aXk' oi) Tidvra ooa rip 76ya) Tiporspa xai rfl ouoia Ttpoispa. rfj pev 

ydp ouoi^ TtpoTspa ooa x^pi^opeva iffi eivai U7t£ppd77ei, rm ^oyco M oomv oi 76yoi ek tcov 

76yci)V lauxa 5e ouy dpa ujiapyei (trans. Apostle).
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2.2 Priority of Energeia over Dunamis in Ousia

In this section, 1 shall argue that, of the three kinds of priority, the priority in ousia is the 

most important for Aristotle, for only this kind of priority can lead us to the desired arche 

of ousiai}^ However, as it will emerge, there are two kinds of priority under this label: the 

priority of energeia over dunamis within perishable things; and the priority of energeia 

over dunamis between eternal things and perishable things. 1 will argue that only the 

second kind of priority can lead us to the desired arche. Critics disagree about how to 

understand these two kinds of priority. For example, one controversial issue is whether 

these two kinds of priority are the same and, if not, how they can both be brought under 

the same label, that is, priority in ousia. I will address these issues at length in Chapter 4. 

For present purposes, 1 will address this kind of priority only insofar as it is related to the 

study of the arche.

In my view, the first kind of priority in ousia, like the priority in time, can only 

lead us to a restricted arche, that is, an arche within a species. Only the second kind of 

priority in ousia can lead us to eternal things; for according to this kind of priority, eternal 

things will be archai of perishable things. Let me provide a preliminary clarification of 

what Aristotle means by priority in ousia and how this priority is related to the study of 

arche.

To begin with, we must cite two passages from Delta, since Aristotle in Theta 8 

does not provide an account of what he means by ‘priority in ousia' and of what it is to be 

an arche.

(Text 10] Besides things called prior and posterior in this way, a thing is prior in 

respect of its nature and substance when it is possible for it to be without other

The importance of this kind of priority is even reflected in the length of the passage: 6 lines for 

‘priority in logos'-, 23 lines for ‘priority in time’; 71 lines for ‘priority in ousia'.
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things but not them without it: this division was used by Plato. {Metaphysics Delta, 

IOI9al-4; trans. Kirwan)

Tct gev 5fi ouTCO Xfiyeiai Tcpotepa kuI uatepa, xct 6e Katd (puaiv kuI ouoiav, oaa 

ev5exetat eivai dveo aA,>tCov, eKEiva de av£u skeivcov fi diaipEOEi EXpfjoaTO

riAtxTcov.

[Text 11] It is common to all principles, then, to be the first from which a thing is 

a being or is generated or is known. {Metaphysics Delta, 1013a 17-19; trans. 

Kirwan, slightly modified)

Tiaacbv psv ow Kotvov xcov dp^rav x6 rcpcbxov Eivai 60ev f] soxiv f] ytyvExai t] 

yiyvcboKExai.

In [Text 10], Aristotle’s formulation of‘priority in ousia' can be characterized in 

the following way: if A’s being implies B’s being but not vice versa, then, A is taken to be 

prior to B in nature and in ousia. In [Text 11], Aristotle thinks that to be an arche is to be 

first in being or in generation or in knowledge. From these two passages, it follows that if 

A’s being implies B’s being but not vice versa, then, A is taken to be an (the) arche of B.

Two important things should be clarified here. First, I translate the verb Eivai (or 

Eoxiv in [Text 11]) as ‘to be’, leaving as an open question whether it is used existentially 

or predicatively, or both. 1 will address the ambiguity of the verb Eivai in Chapter 4. 

Secondly, it seems that Aristotle’s concept of arche is explanatory; that is, if A is an arche 

of B, then, A is explanatory of B.^^ I think that in [Text 11], Aristotle is clearly aware of 

this crucial feature of the concept of arche. This awareness is indicated by his use of the 

word 66ev. If this is correct, it seems that in order to argue that priority in ousia is related 

to the study of arche, we have to take this concept of priority as explanatory. This is exactly

It seems that the two concepts, arche and aition, are closely related. As Aristotle says: ‘If now, being 

and unity are the same and are one nature in the sense that they follow each other in the same way in 

which a principle and a cause do... ’ ei 5fi to 6v xai to ev toutov xai pia ipuaiq tw ctKo^ouGeiv dX7.r|7oii; 

oioTUEp dpxf) KOI aiTiov {Metaphysics Gamma, 1003b22-24; trans. Apostle).
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what I will argue in Chapter 4. For present purposes, without going into the detailed 

argument, let us merely assume that the concept of priority in ousia is explanatory.

For lack of a better name, let me, for the time being, call the priority in ousia an 

ontic-explanatory relation (since it is related to the verb, sivai, and hence to the noun, 'to 

on’). In [Text 10] and [Text 11], Aristotle argues that if we can establish an ontic- 

explanatory relation between two items, then, the one that is prior is an (the) arche of the 

other.

As we will see, there is indeed such an ontic-explanatory relation through which 

we can arrive at the arche; that is, an ontic-explanatory relation between eternal things and 

perishable things. According to Aristotle’s argument in Theta 8, eternal things are prior to 

perishable things in ousia. This means that eternal things, taken together, are the arche of 

perishable things. This is a crucial move, for it allows us to find the arche of perishable 

things among the eternal things. Further, if we can establish an explanatory relation within 

eternal things, then we may have another chance of arriving at some even higher archai, 

and probably, the desired arche of ousiai. 1 propose that this is exactly what Aristotle will 

do in Lambda; by establishing a further kind of explanatory relation, Aristotle finally gets 

to the arche of ousiai - namely, the Unmoved Mover.

This is crucial for our proper understanding of Aristotle’s concept of arche. 

However, this chapter has a more limited aim. In this section, I want to dispel some 

misunderstandings surrounding the first kind of priority in ousia, and briefly show that the 

second kind of priority in ousia, on my reading, can lead us to the desired arche.

It is clear that the first kind of priority in ousia cannot lead us to the arche of ousiai. 

One crucial argument that Aristotle offers for this kind of priority is as follows: What 

comes later in a developmental process is prior in ousia to what comes earlier, because
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what comes earlier aims what eomes later.^^ Given this argument, it follows that, like the 

priority in time, the first kind of priority in ousia is also limited within a particular species. 

For example, the adult is prior to the child in ousia, because the former is a (the) telos of

the latter 28

However, one passage located at the end of the argument raises some controversy.

[Text 12] So that it is evident that the substance and the form are actuality. Indeed, 

according to this argument it's evident that actuality is prior to potentiality in 

substance, and as we have said, in time one actuality always precedes another, one 

before another until the [actuality] of that which firstly and always causes 

movement. {Metaphysics Theta, 1050b2-6; trans. Furth)

waiE (pavepov oti f) obofa Kai to ei8o<; evEpyeid eotiv. Kata te 6f| Tobiov tov hbyov 

(pavEpov 6x1 TipoTEpov Tfi obaia EVEpyEia SnvdpEcoc;, Kai ©aTiEp EutopEv, xob 

Xpovon dEi TipoXapPdvEi EvspyEia Exspa npd Exspai; ecoc; xfji; xon dEi Kivobvxoi; 

Trpmxcoq.

In this passage, after concluding that energeia is prior to dunamis in ousia, Aristotle 

thinks that, through tracing a chain of actuality back in time, we can, ultimately, arrive at 

a mover. Two related questions arise here. The one is what kind of priority Aristotle has 

in mind when he claims that the priority can lead us to a mover; the other is what exactly 

‘x6 dEi Kvvobv Ttproxcog’ refers to.

' Cf. Peramatzis: ‘the relevant types of child, seed, or matter, their being what they are, are 

ontologically dependent on what it is to be an adult, a human, or a form respectively. This point should 

be understood on the basis of considerations about processes of coming-to-be, teleology, and 

hypothetical necessity’ (2011, p. 285).

Cf. Menn: ‘clearly the claim that “the things that are posterior in coming-to-be are prior in form and 

ousia" needs some restriction: decaying tooth is not prior in ousia to healthy tooth, and flute-playing 

man is not prior in ousia to man. But Aristotle seems to be restricting his attention to cases of the natural 

coming-to-be of something in its normal mature state’ (ms., IllaS, p. 14). Clearly, Aristotle here also 

implies some teleological notion.
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Two different readings are available in the current scholarship. Some critics (Furth 

1985, p. 74; Makin 2006, pp. 203-204; Beere 2009, p. 313) think that this priority repeats 

Aristotle’s discussion of the priority in time (as indicated by ‘too xpovou’ at i050b4);^® if 

this is so, it seems that ‘x6 dev kvvouv TtpMxcoc;’ refers to a prior energeia within a species. 

But other critics think that ‘to del kivouv Tipcbiox;’ refers to eternal things - either to 

immaterial movers (Apostle 1966, p. 360; Reale 1980, p. 223 and pp. 242-243 n.l34) or 

to heavenly bodies (cf Menn ms., Illa3, p. 10).^°

These two readings are incompatible. On the one hand, if Aristotle has in mind the 

priority of energeia over dunamis in time, then all we get is the priority relation within a 

species, we cannot have either immaterial movers or heavenly bodies in this picture. 

Furthermore, as 1 have pointed out earlier, if Aristotle is also committed to the doctrine of 

eternal species, then it seems that there is no arche even within a species, for there is no 

first member within a species. On the other hand, it seems that the phrase, ‘i6 dei KivoCv 

Tipcbxcoq’, strongly suggests that Aristotle refers to some eternal movers.In what follows, 

I will argue for the former reading by proposing an alternative reading of the phrase, ‘x6 

dei Kivouv Ttpcoxcoq’.

30

As Beere says: ‘Last, he reiterates, in new terms, the conclusion he has already argued for, that being- 

'm-energeia has priority in time’ (2009, p. 313).

As Menn says: ‘In Aristotle’s view the last phrase should really refer to an immaterial mover of the 

heavens, but apparently nothing in Theta 8 rules out the possibility that the first heaven is itself the first 

mover. What matters for Aristotle’s argument is that there is an eternal efficient cause regulating the 

cycle of generations: whether this is simply the heavens (or one particular heavenly body), or something 

beyond the heavens that regulates the sublunar world by means of the heavens, can be left to be 

determined later’ (ms., Illa3, p. 10 n. 19).

In view of the incompatibility of these two readings, Dancy says: ‘I cannot bring myself to believe 

that all of these words (sc. 1050b4-6) are Aristotle’s. If the reference is to the earlier discussion of 

priority in time, as it should be, the fact is that “we” said nothing of the kind’ (1980, p. 94). Also, cf. 

Ross: ‘woTtep cutogEV, 1049b 17-29. That passage, however, contained no explicit reference to the 

primum movens' (1924, p. 264).
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There are two readings of Aristotle’s use of the adverb, aei in the current 

scholarship. The dominant reading translates it as ‘eternal’ (Ross, Apostle and Reale). This 

reading is clearly in favour of the view which takes the phrase ‘to del kivouv npcoTox;’ to 

refer to some eternal movers. In contrast to the dominant reading, Burnyeat et al. (1984, p. 

144), Makin (2006, p. 12) and Beere (2009, p. 313) translate it as ‘in each case’.^^

Given that Aristotle is clearly discussing the priority of energeia over dunamis in 

time in [Text 12], 1 think that Burnyeat’s reading is more plausible.Furthermore, I think 

that ‘Tiproxcoc’ at 1050b6 need not refer to ‘the first mover’, but can be read as referring to 

‘an earlier mover’ that moves in a primary way. If this reading is correct, then, the 

difficulties surrounding [Text 12] disappear.

One might object to my reading on the grounds that it seems that, in some cases, 

by tracing the efficient cause (or the moving cause), we can find, at least, an eternal mover, 

for example, the sun. Let me explain this objection in more detail. In one passage of the 

Physics, we read:

[Text 13] For a man and the sun generate a man. (Physics Beta, 194bl4; my 

translation)

dvGpcoTtoc; ydp dv0pco7iov yewfi xal fj>uo(;.

As Burnyeat et al. says: ‘1050b6 aei: “eternal” according to Alexander, Ross, Reale, Apostle, but 

better “in each case”. See 1049b26 for the exact parallel. This removes the supposed reference to the 

Prime Mover, whose activity should in any case not be temporally prior’ (1984, p. 144). Cf 1049b24- 

27: ‘For always out of that which is potentially, that which is actually comes-to-be, by agency of that 

which is actually... always when some thing is moving first; and the mover already is actually’ (trans. 

Furth).

Cf Dancy: ‘There is certainly no temporal chain that leads back through Socrates to his ancestors 

eventually to arrive at that Unmoved Mover’ (1980, p. 95).
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In this passage, Aristotle thinks that a man is generated by another man in 

conjunction with the sun. We know from elsewhere that Aristotle takes the father as the 

efficient cause of the child (e.g., Delta 2, 1013a31). Hence, presumably, Aristotle in [Text 

13] is claiming that both the father and the sun are the efficient causes of the child. It seems 

that the sun is simultaneously working with other causes, in this example, the father.^" In 

this sense and for this reason, the sun is also an arche of the child.

I agree with the above analysis, but it is clear that this kind of priority has nothing 

to do with the priority of energeia over dunamis in time. In time, the sun may be prior to 

a particular man, but the sun is not prior to man as a species. More importantly, the sun is 

working simultaneously with the father (i.e., an energeia). Given that Aristotle in [Text 

12] clearly claims that his topic is ‘priority in time’, this objection is not convincing.

Having argued that the first kind of priority in ousia cannot lead us to the arche of 

ousiai, let us now turn to the second kind of priority in ousia. I will propose, in what 

follows, that, first, Aristotle thinks that, of the two kinds of priority in ousia, only this kind 

of priority can lead us to the desired arche, and secondly, that this is also the reason why 

Aristotle takes it to be in the stricter sense (kurioterds, 1050b6).

With regard to the latter issue, two readings have been proposed.^^ The dominant 

reading (e.g., Ross 1924; Dancy 1980, p. 97; Panayides 1999, p. 341; Makin 2003, p. 237

'* Cf Menn: ‘since each corruptible living thing is generated by a temporally prior conspecific 

corruptible living thing, and so back ad infinitum, there is no hope of reaching an arche by going further 

back in time; “the first eternal mover” - more literally, the thing which is always primarily moving 

(something else) ([// tvepyeia] tou del Kivouvioq Tipcbiraq) - will be found not as a first in the series of 

ancestors, but as a cause which operates simultaneously with the entire series, and which is a primary 

cause sustaining the existence and operation of the series of corruptible causes’ (ms., IIIa3, p. 17). 1 do 

not agree with Menn’s interpretation of aei, but 1 agree with him in thinking that there might be some 

causes that operate simultaneously with the sublunary things.

Aquinas takes the priority in ousia to refer to different degrees of value, and he thinks that this is 

clearer in the relation between eternal things and perishable things. As he says: ‘he (sc. Aristotle) says
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and 2006, p. 208) takes it that because the modal-existence reading is more applicable to 

the priority between eternal things and perishable things, this kind of priority is taken to 

be stricter.^® By ‘the modal-existence reading of the priority claim’, 1 mean the following; 

X is prior to Y in ousia if and only if X can exist without Y existing, but not vice versa. In 

the case of eternal things and perishable things, these critics think that eternal things can 

exist without perishable things existing, but perishable things cannot exist without eternal 

things existing. Other critics think that it is because this priority is related to the study of 

arche that Aristotle takes it to be ‘in a stricter sense’.

It should be noted that these two readings are not compatible. For it seems that the 

modal-existence reading cannot lead us to the arche at all. This is because being an arche.

that his thesis is proved in a more proper way by this argument, because actuality and potency are not 

considered in the same subject but in different ones, and this makes the proof more evident’ (1961, p. 

619). However, as 1 will argue in Chapter 4, this reading does not hold up under close scrutiny. Hence, 

I will set this reading aside for present purposes.

Ross says: ‘now the eternal can exist without the perishable and the perishable cannot exist without 

the eternal, and though Aristotle does not explicitly put the matter in this way (except incidentally in I. 

19), it seems that this is the “stricter” sense of “prior in substance” which he has in mind’ (1924, p. 265). 

Dancy says: ‘the previous argument(s) for priority “in substance”, that took off from the Principle of 

the Priority of Ends, made no explicit mention of substantial priority; we had to fill that in if we wanted 

to see it there, and it was a tenuous business. This one is different: in 1050b 19 we shall be told outright 

that necessary beings are “primary, for if they were not, nothing would be”. It is in that sense that we 

are here proving that actuality is prior “more strictly’” (1980, p. 97). Makin also thinks that two kinds 

of ontological dependence relation are involved in Theta 8: ‘but when the issue is the priority of eternal 

to perishable things (1050b6 onwards), it is not appropriate to think about the way in which an actual 

outcome could come about (there is no coming about for eternal things), and so the distinction between 

possibility kata genesin and kata phthoran does not arise; thus [IC] (sc. what I call the modal-existence 

reading) will apply to those cases in a more straightforward way (as signalled at 1050b 19)’ (2003, p. 

237).

Menn says: ‘there remains the claim that energeia is absolutely [KvpicotepcoQ, 1050b6] prior to 

dunamis in ousia, that is, prior with the priority of an eternal individual to temporal things and not 

merely with the priority of one eternal type, instantiated by temporal things, to another. Only this 

“absolute” priority leads to the arche of first philosophy’ (ms., IIIa3, p. 17).
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it must be explanatory, whereas the modal-existence reading is not. I shall return to and 

defend this point in Chapter 4. It is crucial to recognize that the modal-existence reading 

is non-explanatory, i.e., the existence of X does not explain the existence of Y. In my view, 

the reason why the priority of energeia over dunamis between eternal things and perishable 

things is considered to be ‘in a stricter sense’ is that it provides us a way of arriving at the 

arche of perishable things. In other words, one group of things is ontic-explanatory of the 

other.

Conclusion

The dominant reading takes Theta 7 and 8 to be addressed to the study of being as such. I 

have argued that this reading is questionable, because the subject matter of these two 

chapters is to search for the arche of ousiai rather than to address ousia per se or being in 

general. In Theta 7, Aristotle argues that the dunameis of ousiai are non-transitive-, that is, 

it is not the case that, if A is dunamei B and B is dunamei C, then A is dunamei C. By 

contrast, in Theta 8, Aristotle argues that the energeiai of ousiai can be transitive. It 

follows from these considerations that we cannot find the arche of ousiai along the line of 

searching for the dunameis of ousiai, and only by searching for the energeiai of things, 

can we have a chance of arriving at the arche of ousiai^^ Furthermore, as I have pointed 

out briefly, in these two chapters Aristotle has already assumed a teleological dimension. 

This topic, as I will argue in Chapter 5, will be taken up in Theta 9. One issue that I have

As Beere says: ‘the crucial assumption is thus not that there are eternal things, but that if there are, 

then they are the principles of the perishable things’ (2009, p. 315). This seems to be tending in the 

right direction. However, Beere also says: ‘Theta 8 is the culmination of Aristotle’s discussion of being- 

in-capacity and be\ng-'m-energeia, where he draws conclusions that constitute a contribution to the 

science of being’ (2009, p. 285). It seems that these two views are not consistent with each other, for 

one says that Theta 8 is related to searching for the the arche of ousiai, whereas the other says that 

Theta 8 is related to the study of being (and ultimately, of ousia).
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not addressed properly in this chapter is what exactly Aristotle means by ‘priority in ousia'. 

Let us now move on to this controversial issue in the next chapter.
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Chapter 4

What Does Aristotle Mean by ‘Priority in Ousia^l

The central aim of Theta 8 is to argue that energeia is prior to dunamis in three respects: 

in logos, in time and in ousia. As most critics have recognized, the first two kinds of 

priority are straightforward. As Aristotle himself says, it seems clear {delon\ 1049b 13) that 

in order to give an account (logos) of what a potential thing is, we must invoke an account 

of what the corresponding actual thing is, e.g., to give an account of what potential seeing 

is, we already invoke the corresponding actuality, namely, seeing (1049b 15). It also seems 

obvious that, within a species, an actual thing is prior to a potential thing (priority in time), 

e.g., a child always comes from an adult (1049b 19).

However, the third kind of priority - namely, ‘priority in ousia' - is still exercising 

most critics, and, accordingly, is subject to a wide variety of interpretations. The objective 

of this chapter is to clarify what Aristotle means by ‘priority in ousia ’ (‘the priority claim’, 

hereafter). What still puzzles most critics is that in Theta 8 Aristotle argues for ‘priority in 

ousia' in two passages, and it seems that two kinds of priority, rather than one, are involved. 

The relevant passages that concern us here are 1050a4-1050b6 and 1050b6-1051a3 

respectively. In the first passage, Aristotle argues for the priority of energeia over dunamis 

with respect to perishable things (‘priority within perishable things’, for short), whereas in 

the second passage he argues for a priority claim between eternal things and perishable 

things (‘priority between eternal things and perishable things’, for short). Deciding 

whether in these two passages Aristotle argues for one and the same kind of priority, or 

two, and if so, how they differ from and are related to each other, is of major importance 

for a proper understanding of Aristotle’s concept of‘priority in ousia'.
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A close survey of the secondary literature reveals that there are, generally, two 

different views on this issue. The dominant interpretation (Ross 1924, pp. 262-265; Dancy 

1980, pp. 88-89 and p. 97; Bumyeat 1984, pp. 133-134 and p. 144; Panayides 1999, pp. 

335-343; Beere 2008 and 2009, pp. 294-294) adopts a splitting reading of the two passages, 

claiming that Aristotle invokes two different kinds of priority in these passages.^ Other 

critics (Aquinas 1961, pp. 615-619; Witt 1994 and 2003, pp. 77-78, p. 79, pp. 81-82, pp. 

92-93; Makin 2003 and 2006, pp. 192-215; Peramatzis 2008 and 2011, pp. 278-300) hold 

that one and the same kind of priority is employed in the two passages.^

For those critics who are committed to the splitting reading, it is clear that Aristotle 

is employing the modal-existence reading (in Kit Fine’s terminology) of the priority claim 

in arguing for the priority between eternal things and perishable things.^ By ‘the modal- 

existence reading of the priority claim’, 1 mean the following: X is prior to Y in ousia if 

and only if X can exist without Y existing, but not vice versa. It is crucial to recognize here 

that this reading is non-explanatory, that is, the existence of X does not explain the 

existence of Y.

When it comes to the priority within perishable things, however, these critics think 

that Aristotle is employing a different kind of priority. Given the fact that Aristotle uses 

teleological language to argue for this priority, most critics attempt to make sense of it by

^ Beere’s view is representative of those who are committed to a splitting reading: ‘I will argue that two 

distinct but related criteria for priority in being are used in Theta 8. One is used to compare the class of 

eternal things with the class of perishable things, and one is used to compare perishable things with 

perishable things. The former comparison relies on a criterion for priority in being that Aristotle states 

explicitly in several passages. But this criterion is not applicable to perishable things among themselves, 

so we have to work out for ourselves what he means by priority in being for perishable things’ (2009, 

pp. 293-294).

^ Makin (2003 and 2006) claims that his reading is non-splitting, but, as 1 will point out later, by refining 

the priority relation in the relevant passages, he is in fact committed to a splitting reading.

^ Cf Kit Fine (1995); Lowe (1998, Chapter 6; 2010).
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appealing to a goal-directed process, e.g., a child normally grows up to be an adult if 

nothing external hinders it (1049a 12-14), and, adults, ybr this very reason, are prior to 

children. By invoking teleological language to argue for this priority, these critics are 

committed to an explanatory reading; that is, X is prior to Y precisely because X is a (the) 

telos of Y. The reason why this reading is called ‘splitting’ is clear; for, according to this 

reading, two different relations - one non-explanatory, the other explanatory - are involved.

For those who are committed to a non-splitting reading, two approaches have been 

proposed so far in the current literature.'* One approach aims to interpret both kinds of 

priority in terms of the modal-existence reading (e.g., Witt 1994 and 2003; Makin 2003 

and 2006), consequently, this approach attempts to read both kinds of priority in a non- 

explanatory way. In contrast, the other approach tries to interpret both kinds of priority 

through the explanation-essence reading (Peramatzis 2008 and 2011). By the ‘explanation- 

essence reading of priority’, I mean the following: X is prior to Y in ousia if and only if Y 

is what it is (i.e., Y’s essence) because q/its relation to X but not vice versa^ Clearly, this 

reading is explanatory.

In this chapter, 1 will argue against the splitting reading and argue for a different 

non-splitting reading of Aristotle’s priority claim. My position, while similar to that of 

Peramatzis, is also substantially different from his in the following three ways. First, 

Peramatzis claims that Aristotle’s priority claim, in its own right, is neutral between the 

modal-existence reading and the explanation-essence reading, and that only by invoking 

Aristotle’s examples in the relevant contexts can we arrive at the explanation-essence 

reading of Aristotle’s priority claim. By contrast, 1 will argue that the priority claim, even

^ Aquinas also holds a non-splitting reading of Theta 8. However, 1 do not think his reading is 

convincing. So I set his approach aside here, but will come back to his view later.

^ This is not Permatzis’ own terminology, but, as it will become clear later, ‘the explanation-essence 

reading’ is a more proper label for his view.



in its own right, is not neutral between these two readings, for it can never be understood 

through the modal-existence reading. Secondly, Peramatzis argues that the reason why 

eternal things in Theta 8 are considered to be prior is in virtue of their role as those things 

that fix the essences of perishable things. Against this, I will argue that the way in which 

eternal things are taken to be prior is that eternal things provide a sufficient reason for 

perishable things to be as they are. Thirdly, and related to the previous point, it seems to 

me that Peramatzis’ formulation of the priority claim is overly hasty, when he supposes 

that the explanatory relation it involves concerns essence, and essence as opposed to 

existence. I will show later that a significant distinction can be drawn between the 

explanation-essence reading of the priority claim and what 1 call the explanation-existence 

reading of that claim. I will show that in order to argue against the modal-existence reading 

of the priority claim, all we need is an explanatory reading, whether it is the explanation- 

essence reading or the explanation-existence reading. An explanatory reading, thus 

understood, leaves room for the explanation-existence reading. In my view, the difference 

between these two readings is as follows. Whereas the explanation-essence reading 

attempts to establish an essence-fixing relation between two items, the explanation- 

existence reading focuses on only the explanatory relation between two items in respect of 

their existence. That is to say, if X explains the existence of Y, then, X is taken to be prior 

to Y in ousia, regardless of how these two items are related in respect of essence. 

Terminologically speaking, the concept of being is more general, including both the 

concepts of essence and existence. Hence, I shall avoid all unnecessarily misleading 

formulations by calling my reading of the priority claim, the explanation-being reading; 

that is, a reading that is neutral between explanation regarding existence and explanation 

regarding essence.

In general, I will argue in this chapter that what unifies the priority claims in the

two passages is the explanation-being reading of the priority claim. In I050a4-I050b6,
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Aristotle argues for the priority of energeia over dunamis within perishable things by 

appealing to a teleological explanation; in 1050b6-1051a3, on the other hand, he argues 

for the same priority claim between eternal things and perishable things by appealing to a 

sufficient reason. In both arguments, an explanation regarding existence or essence is 

called for, and precisely for this reason, they deserve to be brought under the same label, 

namely, ‘priority in ousia'.

1. Aristotle’s Formulation of ‘Priority in Ousia' in Delta 11

To begin with, let us first analyse one controversial passage identified by most critics as 

directly relevant to Aristotle’s priority claim in Theta 8. Most critics think that it is this 

passage to which Aristotle refers at the beginning of Theta 8 (1049b4), since this is the 

only passage in the Metaphysics where Aristotle gives an account of what ‘priority in ousia’’ 

means. In this passage, Aristotle writes:

(Text 1] Besides things called prior and posterior in this way, a thing is prior in 

respect of its nature and substance when it is possible for it to be without other 

things but not them without it: this division was used by Plato. {Metaphysics Delta, 

1019al-4; trans. Kirwan)

Tct 8fi ouxci) >,£y£iai npoiepa xav uaiepa, id 5e Kaxct cpuaiv xai oiioiav, ooa 

evSexEtoii sivai dveu bXheav, exeiva Se dveu skeivcov pf|' fj SiaipEOEV Expfiaaxo 

nXxxxcov.

The major problem in interpreting this passage is partly due to the ambiguity of the 

verb, einai, and partly due to the unclarity of the preposition, aneu. With regard to the verb 

einai, it is not clear whether it is used existentailly or predicatively, or both;® with regard

° As Fine (1995, p. 274) says: ‘For it does not seem right to identify the “being” of an object, its being 

what it is, with its existence. In one respect, existence is too weak; for there is more to what an object
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to the propostion aneu, it is not clear whether these two items are related non-explanatorily 

or explanatorily.

Without, it seems to me, being sufficiently sensitive to these distinctions, the 

dominant interpretation adopts the modal-existence reading of [Text 1] (Ross 1924, vol. 

1: pp. 317-318 and vol. 2: p. 265; Owen 1960/1986, p. 171/p. 186; Kirwan 1971, pp. 155- 

156; Dancy 1980, p. 88; Burnyeat 1984, p. 133; Cleary 1988, p. 45, p. 48 and p. 50; Witt 

1994 and 2003, p. 81 [p. 13, pp. 77-78, p. 138 n.2]; Panayides 1999, p. 328; Makin 2006, 

p. 192; Beere 2008 and 2009, p. 294; Frey 2015, p. 91 n.7 and p. 93; Menn ms. Illa3, p. 

11). As [Text 1[ clearly necessitates, critics who are committed to the modal-existence 

reading of [Text 1[ also have to attribute this distinction (Siaipemc;) to Plato, that is, the 

distinction based on the modal-existence relation (e.g., Menn: ‘Plato’s Test’; Beere and 

Frey: ‘Plato’s Criterion’). But it should be noted that no critic, so far as 1 know, has 

successfully identified a single text in Plato to support this claim.^ The lack of textual 

evidence renders their reference to Plato conjectural. We might say that this already

is than its mere existence. In another respect, existence is too strong; for what an object is, its nature, 

need not include existence as a part’. Also cf. Cleary (1988, p. 50): ‘the trouble with using “existence” 

as a translation of to einai is that it gives a false impression of univocity and thus tends to mislead us in 

interpreting Aristotle. It is for this reason that I prefer to talk about “being” and “modes of being” rather 

than “existence”’. Unfortunately, Cleary did not spell out what he means by the ambiguous phrase, 

‘modes of being’. For an excellent analysis of the ambiguity of the Greek einai, see Brown (1994). It is 

also worth noting that even though the verb einai can be used predicatively, only the essential 

predication is of philosophical significance here. As Peramatzis says: ‘In the first instance, “to be” 

{einai) is open between its existential and is predicative uses. In its predicative use “to be” signifies 

“being thus-and-so” but not straightforwardly “being what something (essentially) is”. However, the 

merely predicative use would yield philosophically uninteresting results if applied to the notion of 

ontological priority’ (2011, p. 205).

^ For example, Ross cannot find the textual evidence in Plato and he, therefore, has to attribute this view 

to Plato’s oral teachings. As he says, ‘Aristotle is thinking doubtless of an oral utterance of his master’ 

(1924, p. 317). Also cf Kirwan (1971, p. 155) and Panayides (1999, p. 328).
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renders their reference questionable, unless there really is a reason to attribute this 

distinction to Plato.

Now, it seems that we do indeed have reason to think that Plato is clearly aware of 

the modal-existence distinction. The question, however, is whether Plato is himself 

satisfied with this distinction and prepared to use it. It seems that, on the contrary, he 

immediately recognizes a weakness in this distinction. In Euthyphro 9-11, Socrates asks 

Euthyphro, to think hard about the following question: if, necessarily, things that are pious 

are desired by the gods, and things that are desired by the gods are pious, is it because of 

things’ being pious that they are desired by the gods or is it because q/things’ being desired 

by the gods that they are pious (cf. Politis 2004, p. 46 and p. 202; Politis 2015, pp. 52-55)? 

In this passage, it appears that Plato carefully distinguishes between the modal-existence 

reading and the explanation-being reading, and he clearly recognizes the weakness of the 

former reading and asks for the latter reading.® Let me explain this in more detail. In this 

example, things being pious and things being desired by the gods imply the existence of 

each other. Clearly, the modal-existence reading of this example cannot offer us an answer 

as to which one is explanatorily prior. Socrates is not satisfied with this non-explanatory 

reading and asks for an explanatory reading.

In addition to the dominant reading of the passage, there are two other readings 

available in the current scholarship: Peramatzis (2008 and 2011, pp. 204-205) argues that 

in Delta 11, Aristotle’s formulation of the priority claim is neutral between the modal-

A similar passage appears in the Republic, where Plato says: ‘Therefore, you should also say that not 

only do the objects of knowledge owe their being known to the good, but their being is also due to it, 

although the good is not being, but superior to it in rank and power’. Kai roTq yiyvcoaKop^OK; roivuv 

pf) povov TO yiyvrooKEoGai (pdvai imo tou dyaGou Ttapeivai, d^^d xai to eivai te xai ttjv ouoiav utt' 

EKEivou auToii; TipooEivai, ouK oucjia(; 6vto<; tou dyaGou, dXk' eti ETtEKEiva Tfi(; ouoiai; TtpEoPEiot Kai 

SuvdpEi UTTEpEyovToq {Republic 509b6-10; trans. Grube, rev. Reeve, emphasis added).
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existence reading and the explanation-essence reading. However, Peramatzis (2011, pp. 

219-228) also thinks that Aristotle’s examples lend some support to the explanation- 

essence reading. In contrast to Peramatzis, Owens (1978a, p. 320) holds that the Platonic 

priority should be understood only through the explanation-essence reading.

On this issue, my view is similar to that of Owens, for we both think that the priority 

claim as formulated in [Text 1], even in its own right, is not neutral between the modal- 

existence reading and the explanation-essence reading. However, as 1 have suggested 

earlier, I am also sensitive to the existence-essence distinction, for 1 think that the priority 

claim as formulated in [Text ![ can be understood through either the explanation-essence 

or the explanation-existence reading, or both, and that, for present purposes at any rate, we 

do not have to choose. In view of this, I think that a more general label is needed here, and 

for this reason, I call my reading of the priority claim the explanation-being reading.

In this section, by invoking one of Aristotle’s examples in Delta 11,1 want to show 

that the priority claim should be understood through the explanation-being reading; and 

that, indeed, the label, ‘the explanation-being reading’, is less misleading than the 

explanation-essence reading. The example we are going to focus on comes immediately

® For example, Peramatzis says that ‘the formulation of 1019a3-4, by itself, is open as to what the exact 

ontological relation between A and B is (sc. two items which are ontologically related)’ (2011, p. 204).

As Owens says: ‘The third type of priority sketched in Book Delta (sc. 1019al-4) is said to follow 

Platonic lines. The prior in this sense is what can be without the other. The posterior is that which cannot 

be without the prior. Since the setting is Platonic, Aristotle should be thinking in terms of notions or 

definitions, for he considers that the Platonic philosophy proceeds from logoi. In such a background, 

this priority corresponds quite exactly to the priority in definition or notion {logoi) of Book Zeta. The 

notion of accident cannot be had without the notion of Entity, but the notion of Entity is not dependent 

upon that of accident. The definition of an accident presupposes the notion of Entity’ (1978a, p. 320).
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after [Text Ij. As Peramatzis rightly recognizes, in this example Aristotle seems to be 

committed to an explanatory reading of the priority claim/^ In this passage, he says:

[Text 2] Since there are many ways of being, firstly, the subject is prior, and for 

that reason the substance is prior. {Metaphysics Delta, 1019a4-6; trans. Kirwan) 

enel 5e to eivai TioX%ja.y&q, npcoxov x6 UTioKeipevov Tipoxapov, 5i6 p ouaia 

Tipoxepov.

First, it is worth noting that Aristotle in [Text 2[ clearly recognizes the ambiguity 

of the verb einai (‘to be’) since, as he says, ‘it is said in many ways’. This has to be 

important given that in [Text 1[, which immediately precedes this text, the verb has been 

crucially used in his argument (1019a3). This also suggests that those critics who are 

committed to the modal-existence reading of [Text 1[ are too quick to assume that, by 

using the verb ‘'einai', Aristotle must take 'einai' to mean ‘to exist’.

Secondly, it is also worth noting that in [Text 2j Aristotle does not merely assume 

or assert the priority of ousia but argues for it (as suggested by the particle dio). However, 

the reason Aristotle offers here suggests that he is not considering the modal-existence 

reading of the priority claim, for he claims that it is because the subject is prior that ousia 

obtains its priority. Clearly, he is endorsing an explanatory reading of that claim. 

Moreover, the reason Aristotle provides, in its own right, has nothing to do with the modal-

^ Makin thinks that Aristotle, by invoking these examples, is merely refining the modal-existence 

reading. I will come back to his reading later.

Recall Aristotle’s account of what ousia is in the Categories: ‘Thus all the other things are either said 

of the primary substances as subjects or are in them as subjects. So if the primary substances were not, 

it would be impossible for any of the other things to be.’ woxe xd aXka Ttdvia t^xoi Ka0' UTtoKEinevrov 

xtbv Jtptbxcov odoioiv ^dyexai tj bj imoKEip^aK; auxaiq eoxiv. pf] oiiacbv ouv xmv Trpcbxwv odoicov 

dduvaxov xtbv d^^cov xi Eivai {Categories 2b3-6; trans. Ackrill). It is also worth noting that, in Zeta 3, 

Aristotle does not reject the notion of subject, rather, he thinks that simply being a subject is not 

sufficient (kavov; 1029a9) for being an ousia.
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existence reading of the priority claim. Let me explain this point in more detail. Suppose 

we assume the modal-existence reading of the priority claim. It will then seem that we 

must assume that the existence of the attributes implies the existence of ousia, whereas the 

ousia's existence does not imply the existence of attributes. But this is impossible since it 

will commit us to the view that ousia can exist without attributes existing.

Thirdly, it also seems misleading to interpret the priority of ousia through the 

explanation-essence reading, for the essences of the attributes have nothing to do with the 

essence of the subject. For example, just as a thing’s being a human being seems to be 

independent of a thing’s being white, so too the essence of white (a certain kind of colour) 

seems to be independent of the essence of a thing’s being a human being.One might 

argue against this point by supposing that Aristotle is thinking of some kinds of 

particularized properties (cf. Peramatzis 2008, p. 202). For example, if Aristotle thinks that 

properties must be particularized by the subject to which they belong, then it seems that 

properties cannot be independent of the essence of the subject. But I think that we cannot, 

without conclusive argument, appeal to this very controversial reading of the Categories. 

Based on [Text 2] itself, I think that we have to interpret Aristotle’s priority claim through

However, Peramatzis attempts to make sense of the priority claim by appealing to the explanation- 

essence reading. This renders his view less convincing. He says: ‘in my view, by contrast, particular 

substances operate in a “generic” causal or grounding mode of identity-fixing. For their ontological 

priority over non-substances does not consist in the claim that a specific particular substance makes a 

given non-substance the determinate kind of being that it is. It is not true that (e.g.) Socrates is prior to 

being red in that he (or his essence) makes red the specific type of colour that it is. Not even 

determinable non-substance attributes, such as being coloured or being a quality, seem to have their 

nature in virtue of what a concrete particular substance, such as Socrates is. Rather, the view is that 

particular substance, in general, or any particular substance whatsoever makes non-substance attributes 

the general kinds of being that they are. The generic nature of particular substance (some or other), its 

being in the primary, subject-mode, grounds the generic nature of non-substance entities as derivative, 

qualifying-beings belonging to some subject or other of this sort’ (2011, p. 246; also cf p. 241 and p. 

248).
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the explanation-existence reading; that is, it is the subject that explains the existence of 

attributes. To put the matter differently, the subject-attribute model provides the 

explanatory device for explaining the priority of ousia.

The upshot of this section is as follows. First, it is likely that Aristotle is sensitive 

to the ambiguity in his use of the verb einai, which does not have to mean ‘to exist’. 

Secondly, the example we analysed shows that two items may mutually imply each other’s 

existence, in which case the supposition of a priority of the one item over the other cannot 

be understood modally in terms of an existential dependence, but may be understood if it 

is supposed that the existence of the one item explains the existence of the other item (e.g., 

in the case of subject and attributes, it is because of a subject that attributes exist). This 

shows that if we take into account Aristotle’s examples in Delta 11, we cannot read the 

priority claim in the modal-existence way. It also shows that in arguing for the priority of 

ousia over attributes, Aristotle has the explanation-existence reading in mind rather than 

the explanation-essence reading. In view of this, I think, to repeat, that the priority claim 

should be understood either through the explanation-existence reading or, as 1 shall go on 

to argue, through a more general reading, that is, through the explanation-being reading, 

which is explanatory, rather than modal, and is neutral with regard to existence and essence.

There might be some doubts as to whether merely invoking Aristotle’s examples 

is sufficient to determine that the priority claim should be understood in terms of the 

explanation-being reading. In what follows, 1 attempt to silence these doubts by arguing, 

further, that Aristotle’s priority claim, even in its own right, is not neutral between the 

modal-existence reading and the explanation-being reading {contra Peramatzis 2008 and 

2011); that is to say, when Aristotle says that X is prior to Y in ousia (or in nature), he 

always has some version of the explanation-being reading in mind.
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2. Aristotle’s Formulation of ‘Priority in Ousia^ in the Categories and in 

the Physics

To clarify further what Aristotle means by ‘priority in ousia', 1 will argue for the following 

claims in this section. First, 1 will show that Aristotle himself is clearly aware of the 

difference between the modal-existence reading and the explanation-being reading of the 

priority claim. I shall do this by considering two passages from the Categories. Secondly, 

1 will argue that the two formulations, ‘priority in ousia' and ‘priority in nature’, are 

equivalent.^'* and that both of them can only be understood through the explanation-being 

reading. Thirdly, I will dispel some misunderstandings concerning one passage in the 

Physics, which could be taken as potentially undermining my overall argument.

Let us first read two passages in Categories 12; I quote them here in full due to 

their importance for my argument.

(Text 3] Secondly, what does not reciprocate as to implication of existence. For 

example, one is prior to two because if there are two it follows at once that there is 

one, whereas if there is one there are not necessarily two, so that the implication of 

the other’s existence does not hold reciprocally from one; and that from which the 

implication of existence does not hold reciprocally is thought to be prior. 

{Categories 14a29-35; trans. Ackrill)

Aeuiepov 5e to pf] dvxiatpecpov xaid tfiv tou evvai dKoXxDij6r|avv, oiov to sv tcov 

5uo Tipotepov 5u81v ydp ovtcov dKO>LOU08T 8ij0T)q x6 ev 8ivai, tvbq 5e 6vxo<; ouk 

dvayKalov Suo 8ivai, ©0X8 ov)k dvxvaxps(p8i dno xou dvog f) dK0>L0u6riaiq xou 8ivav 

x6 X-OiTtov, 7i:p6x8pov 8s 8oksT x6 xoiouxov sivai dip' ou pf] dvxiaxpscpsi fj xoi) sivai 

dKO>.oi39riai(;.

(Text 4] There would seem, however, to be another manner of priority besides 

those mentioned. For of things which reciprocate as to implication of existence.

14 Recall that in Delta 11 at 1019a2-3 Aristotle mentions ‘priority in ousia' together with ‘priority in 

nature’, treating them as the same.

127



that which is in some way the cause of the other’s existence might reasonably be 

called prior by nature. And that there are some such cases is clear. For there being 

a man reciprocates as to implication of existence with the true statement about it: 

if there is a man, the statement whereby we say that there is a man is true, and 

reciprocally - since if the statement whereby we say that there is a man is true, 

there is a man. And whereas the true statement is in no way the cause of the actual 

thing’s existence, the actual thing does seem in some way the cause of the 

statement’s being true: it is because the actual thing exists or does not that the 

statement is called true or false. {Categories 14bl0-22; trans. Ackrill)

86^ei£ 8' dv xal Tiapd tobc; eiprip^ouc; etepoq eivai Tipotepot) xpoTtot;- tcov ydp 

dvTiaTpecpovTcov Kaxct xfiv xob eivai ctKoAxjijGriaiv x6 a’lxiov oncaaonv Gaxepco xoC 

eivai Jtpoxepov siKoxmq (pboet ^tsyoix' dv. oxi 8' eaxi xivd xoianxa, 8fj?LOv x6 ydp 

8ivai dvGpcoTiov dvxiaxpecpei Kaxd xfiv xon Eivai dKo>toij0r|aiv npog xov dX,r|0fi Tiepi 

adxoij 'koyov ei ydp eoxiv dvGpcoTioc;, d5ir|0f|(; 6 'kbyoc, m Xiyopsv 6xi eoxiv 

dvGpcoTtoc;- xal dvxiaxpeipEi ye, - ei ydp dX.ri0fi<; 6 >Ayo(; cp >ueyopEV 6xi eaxiv 

dv0pcD7iO(;, EOXIV dv0p(O7ro(;- - eoxi 8£ 6 pev dX.ri0f)(; ljbyo(^ ou8a|xco(; aixiog xou eivai 

x6 Tipaypa, x6 pevxoi npaypa ipaivexai ttolx; ai'xiov xon eivai dXriGfi xov Xoyov x® 

ydp eivai x6 Tipaypa fj pf] dX,r|0f|(; 6 >^6yo<; fj v|/et)8f)(; Aiyexai.

In these two passages, Aristotle distinguishes two kinds of priority relation. In the 

first case, two items do not imply each other’s existence reciprocally, but the one does 

imply the existence of the other, ([Text 3]). In a case such as this, the item that does not 

imply the other’s existence is thought to be prior.^^ In the second case, two items imply 

each other’s existence ([Text 4[). In a case such as this, the item that can explain the other 

is thought to be prior (cf. Menn ms., Illa3, p. 11).^® In my view, these two kinds of relation

^ Ross (1924, p. 317; also cf. Kirwan 1971, p. 153) takes this priority (i.e., in the case where two items 

are non-reciprocal as to implication of existence; [Text 3|) as the same as that of Delta 11 ([Text Ij). 1 
will show below that this correspondence cannot be correct: the priority claim in Delta 11 is the same 

as the priority in [Text 4| rather than [Text 3[.
Witt takes this priority as priority in time. She says: ‘if we use this text (sc. [Text 4[) to explain 

priority in being of actuality, Aristotle would be claiming that potentialities and actualities mutually
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correspond exactly to the modal-existence reading and the explanation-being reading of 

the priority claim. If this is correct, then these two passages indicate that Aristotle is clearly 

aware of this distinction.

It is worth noting here that the formulation of the priority in [Text 4] is called 

‘priority in nature’ (14bl3). I have suggested in section I that ‘priority in ousia" should 

only be understood through the explanation-being reading. Remarkably, ‘priority in nature’ 

in [Text 4[ is also interpreted by Aristotle through the explanation-being reading (as 

indicated by the word aition). If there is textual evidence suggesting that these two kinds 

of priority are indeed the same priority, then this lends additional support to my view. A 

brief survey of some Aristotelian texts reveals that there is indeed some strong evidence 

suggesting that ‘priority in ousia' and ‘priority in nature’ are equivalent.

First, these two priorities are treated together in Delta 11 (Kaxct (puoiv Kai ouoiav), 

indicating that they are the same (if we take the kai as explicative). Secondly, in some 

passages, Aristotle contrasts ‘priority in nature’ with ‘priority in generation’ {Metaphysics 

989a 15-16; Physics 261al4).^^ He claims that what is posterior in generation is prior in 

nature.^® But in other passages, he contrasts ‘priority in ousia' with ‘priority in generation’ 

{Metaphysics 1050a4-5, 1077al 8-20 and XQll a26-21\ Generation of Animals lA2d2Q-22).

imply the existence of each other, and that actualities cause the existence of potentialities. We cannot, 

however, use this text to explain the priority in being of actuality because it conflates priority in being 

and priority in time instead of providing an independent explanation of priority in being’ (1994, p. 271 

n.3; also cf 2003, p. 138 n.3). This is incorrect due to her narrow understanding of the causal relation; 

for she thinks that two casually related items must be in a temporal order, whereas Aristotle has a more 

general understanding of causation.

Panayides (1999, p. 338) thinks that in Physics 261al3-20 Aristotle takes the expressions ‘priority in 

ousia' and ‘priority in nature’ to be equivalent. Also cf Beere (2009, p. 332).

For example, ‘what is posterior in the order of becoming is prior in the order of nature.’ wore to Tfj 

yevEoei uoiepov Tfj (puoEi npoiEpov Eivai {Physics 261al4; trans. Hardie and Gaye).
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He claims that what is posterior in generation is prior in ousia}^ These two contrasts 

indicate strongly that priority in nature and priority in ousia are the same.

If these two priorities are equivalent, then Categories 12 confirms my interpretation 

of the priority claim in Delta 11, which argues that the priority in ousia should be 

understood through the explanation-being reading and cannot be understood through the 

modal-existence reading. Further to support my argument, let us now turn to one passage 

in the Physics. This passage is interpreted by some critics (e.g., Panayides 1999) in a way 

that would potentially undermine my overall argument.

[Text 5] Furthermore, from the following observations too it will also be apparent 

that locomotion is primary. For the primary in the case of motion as well as of other 

things is said in many ways. For that is said to be prior without which other things 

will not exist, while it can exist without them, and there is also priority in time and 

priority in ousia. {Physics Theta, 260b 15-19; trans. Graham)

ETi Kai ^tenOev ejiiaKOTioOaiv eotai cpavepov on f| (popct Tipcbtri. to yctp TipcoTov, 

oiaTiEp ecp' eiepcDV, obxco Kai enl Kivf|aeco(; dv ^leyoiTO nXEOvaxcoq. ^yexai 5e 

Tipoxepov oij xe pf] ovxoi; ook eaxai xaA,Xa, ekeTvo Se dvEU xcov dXA.cov, Kai x6 x® 

Xpovcp, Kai x6 Kax' oijoiav.

The issue in interpreting [Text 5[ lies in the fact that the formulation of the priority 

claim in this passage bears some similarity to the priority claim as formulated in Delta 11 

([Text 1[), but in addition to this kind of priority, Aristotle suggests in [Text 5] that there 

are other kinds of priority, such as priority in time and priority in ousia. Accordingly, some 

critics (e.g., Panayides 1999, p. 336) think that priority in ousia must be different from the

For example, ‘For there is a difference between the end or final cause and that which exists for the 

sake of it; the latter is prior in order of development, and former is prior in essence.’ to te yctp ou evekq 

Kai TO TOUTOU ^exa biatpcpEi, xai to Tfl yeveoei TtpoTEpov auTcov eoti to bs Tfj ouoia {Generation 

of Animals 742a20-22; trans. Platt).
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priority claim as formulated in Delta 11.^° Let us consider Panayides’ view (1999) as an 

example. For the sake of clarity, I will summarize his view as follows.

[Premise 1] He reads the priority claim in Delta 11 (i.e., in [Text 1[) through the 

modal-existence reading.

[Premise 2[ He also reads the formulated priority in [Text 5] through the modal- 

existence reading.

[Premise 3[ Aristotle in [Text 5] distinguishes the formulated priority from priority 

in ousia.

[Conclusion[ Priority in ousia must be different from the formulated priority in 

[Text 5[, namely, the priority claim understood through the modal-existence 

reading.

I agree with Panayides’ conclusion, for 1 do not think that priority in ousia can be 

understood through the modal-existence reading, but, since 1 do not accept the modal- 

existence reading of Delta 11 ([Premise Ij), 1 do not think that the priority in ousia of 

[Text 5[ must be different from that of Delta 11. As an argument against Panayides’ 

reading, 1 will mention just one difficulty with it. There is good reason to think that if we 

accept Panayides’ interpretation, it will commit us to the view that Aristotle is inconsistent 

in his use of terminology (Panayides 1999, p. 342; also cf. Dancy 1980, p. 88; Beere 2009, 

p. 298 n.21; Witt 2003, p. 138 n.2), for on his interpretation, Aristotle is using the same 

formulation to refer to two different kinds of priority.

As Panayides says: ‘it is fair to claim that in Meta. 1050a4-l 1, as in Phys. 260bl5ff., Aristotle takes 

it that priority in substance is not ontological priority (sc. the modal-existence reading of the priority 

claim)’ (1999, p. 340).

As Panayides says: ‘it is clear that Stagirite is not very consistent with his terminology. There are 

places, like Meta. IX 8, where he is prepared to use ‘priority in substance’ as a label for both ontological 

priority, as well as the priority of the end over its corresponding end-directed entity’ (1999, p. 342).
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If 1 do not agree with Panayides’s reading (in particular, [Premise Ij), then the 

burden of explanation falls upon me. 1 need to explain why the formulation of the priority 

claim is so similar to that of Delta 11, while nevertheless maintaining that, for Aristotle, 

there is still another priority in addition to this one, such as priority in ousia.

The solution to this difficulty, which 1 propose, is as follows: when the priority 

claim formulated by the verb einai is contrasted with priority in ousia, the former is 

understood through the modal-existence reading whereas the latter is understood through 

the explanation-being reading. In other words, we need to contextualize these two kinds of 

priority. It seems to me that in [Text 5[ Aristotle is simply arguing that other kinds of 

motion imply the existence of locomotion, whereas the reverse is not the case. If this is so, 

it seems obvious that this is not priority in ousia (i.e., the explanation-being reading), since 

this kind of priority has nothing to do with explanation regarding either existence or 

essence, or both. Read along these lines, it is fair to say that, in [Text 5[, Aristotle is also 

aware of the difference between the modal-existenee reading and the explanation-being 

reading of the priority claim (i.e., priority in ousia). The conclusion of this section is that 

Aristotle is clearly aware of the distinction between these two readings, and by ‘priority in 

ousia', he is thinking of the explanation-being reading.

3. Aristotle’s Formulation of ‘Priority in Ousia"' in Theta 8

Having argued that ‘priority in ousia', as this notion is introduced in Delta 11, can only be 

understood through the explanation-being reading, I think that we are ready to go back to 

Theta 8. Let us see whether my interpretation of the priority claim can successfully avoid 

all of the difficulties that have puzzled critics. Aristotle begins his discussion of priority in 

ousia by saying:
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[Text 6] however, [actuality is also prior] in its very substance, (1) first because 

the things that are posterior in coming-to-be are prior in form and in substance... (2) 

and because everything that comes-to-be goes toward a first principle and a 

completion (for the for-the-sake-of-which [of something] is a first principle, and 

the coming-to-be is for the sake of the completion), and the actualization is the 

completion, and it is for the sake of this that the potentiality is acquired. 

{Metaphysics Theta, 1050a4-10; trans. Furth)

AAM p,f|v Kai oiiaiq ye, (1) npcoxov on Tct xfj yeveoei uaxepa x® eibei Kai xfj 

oiiaiq Tipoxepa.. .(2) Kai 6xi cxTtav en' dp^qv Padl^ei x6 yiyvopevov Kai xe^toq (dp^ 

ydp x6 on eveKa, xon xeA-onc; 5e eveKa f| yeveavq), xe>uOC 8' f] evepyeia, Kai xodxon 

Xdpiv f] Sovapiq >axpPdvexai.

This is Aristotle’s statement of the priority of energeia over dunamis in ousia 

within perishable things. Aristotle first claims that what comes later in a developmental 

process is prior in ousia to what comes earlier, and, then, he relates this statement to the 

concepts of energeia and dunamis, claiming that what comes later is energeia understood 

as the completion (telos) and what comes earlier, dunamis, is for the sake of it. For present 

purposes, let us not go into the details of Aristotle’s controversial argument for these two 

claims.Suffice it to say here that in arguing for the priority of energeia over dunamis in

^ Here 1 follow Menn’s reading of [Text 6). For a summary of an alternative reading, see Menn: ‘Bonitz, 

following the pseudo-Alexander, thinks that 1050a4-7 are a complete short argument for the main 

conclusion that energeia is prior to dunamis in ousia, so that 1050a7-b6 would be a much longer but 

formally parallel argument for the same conclusion; in support of this reading, “and because” [xai oxi] 

in a7 seems to pick up “first, because” [rtpcoTov pev on] at the beginning of the passage in a4, so that 

they would naturally introduce two parallel arguments’. Menn argues against this reading. As he says, 

‘The first part, 1050a4-9, says nothing about energeia, but argues for the thesis that the developmentally 

later stage (the telos) is the arche of the developmentally earlier stages, i.e., is prior to them in ousia, 

since it is that for the sake of which they come about; then 1050a9-10 states the thesis that the energeia 

is the telos for the sake of which the dunamis is acquired, and 1050al0-b3 argues for this thesis, both 

in substance and in non-substance cases; and then Aristotle puts the two theses together to conclude 

that the energeia, since it is the telos, is prior to the dunamis in ousia' (ms., IllaS, p. 13; emphasis 

added). There are other readings. For example, Aquinas’ reading of Theta 8: ‘and since to be prior in
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respect of ousia, Aristotle appeals to a certain kind of explanation, namely, teleological 

explanation; that is, to repeat, it is because dunamis is for the sake of the telos that energeia 

obtains its priority over dunamis.

As many critics have recognized, it seems impossible to interpret this passage 

through the modal-existence reading. For, it seems clear that, conceptually, the child and 

the adult mutually entail each other’s existence; there is no priority or posterity between 

them. This is puzzling for critics who are committed to the modal-existence reading of the 

priority claim. In the current literature, they have proposed three ways of avoiding this 

difficulty. Flowever, I will show that none of these readings is plausible, for they either 

revise the modal-existence reading in such a way that they are, in fact, proposing the 

explanation-being reading of the priority claim, or they do not do so, in which case their 

approaches will face even greater challenges.

The dominant reading of [Text 6] (Dancy 1980, pp. 88-95; Cleary 1988, p. 59; 

Irwin 1988, p. 237; Beere 2008 and 2009, pp. 304-313; Menn ms., IIla3, p. 11 and p. 14) 

interprets this passage from a teleological point of view. According to this view, the 

teleological order explains the priority of energeia. Of those critics who endorse this view, 

Menn and Beere clearly hold that, by appealing to teleology, Aristotle is thinking of the 

priority claim in Categories 12 as formulated in [Text 4[ - namely, the explanation-being 

of the priority claim.Other critics like Ross (1924, p. 262) and Aquinas (1961, p. 615)

substance is to be prior in perfection, and since perfection is attributed to two things, namely, to the 

form and to the goal [or end], therefore in the first part he uses two arguments to prove his thesis. The 

first of these pertains to the form, and the second to the goal, given at the words, “and because’” (1961, 

p. 615). I will come back to this reading later.

As Menn says: ‘Aristotle’s argument at Theta 8 1050a4-b6 seems to apply this test (sc. the causal 

test) to show that actual-X is more properly the cause of being to potential-X than vice versa’, and ‘The 

argument of 1050a7-9 is causal, that is, it applies the causal test to break the tie left by Plato’s test: 

neither the mature nor the immature state can exist without the other, but the mature state is the final
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appeal to the concept of degrees of perfection; they think that compared to dunamis, the 

corresponding energeia is more real or perfect.^'' Despite the variety in their modes of 

expression, 1 think that, generally speaking, all these critics belong to the same camp.

It is worth noting that Panayides (1999) distinguishes ‘priority in substance’ from 

‘ontological priority’ (what I call the modal-existence reading of the priority claim), and 

he thinks that priority in substance should be interpreted by appealing to teleology. As I 

have pointed out earlier, he is, therefore, committed to thinking that the concept of priority 

in ousia in Aristotle is not consistent (Panayides 1999, p. 342; also cf. Dancy 1980, p. 88; 

Beere 2009, p. 298 n.21). When Aristotle uses the priority in ousia to argue for the priority 

of energeia within perishable things, he is endorsing a teleological reading of the priority 

claim rather than the modal-existence reading. 1 have shown that this approach does not 

do justice to Aristotle’s careful distinction between the modal-existence reading and the 

explanation-being reading. In fact, this is a serious problem for all splitting readings.

Some other critics try to revise the modal-existence reading, aiming to 

accommodate Aristotle’s examples in Theta 8. Of these critics, Makin (2003 and 2006 pp. 

192-204) is representative. 1 think, however, that by revising the modal-existence reading

cause of the existence of the immature state’ (ms., IllaS, pp. 11-12 and p. 14). Also cf Beere (2008 and 

2009, pp. 298-299).

As Aquinas says: ‘Those things which are subsequent in generation are “prior in substance and form”, 

i.e., in perfection, because the process of generation always goes from what is imperfect to what is 

perfect; for example, in the process of generation man is subsequent to boy, because man comes from 

boy; and human being already has a perfect form, whereas boy and seed do not yet have such a form. 

Hence, since in numerically one and the same subject actuality is subsequent to potency both in 

generation and in time, as is evident from the above, it follows that actuality is prior to potency in 

substance and in intelligibility’ (1961, p. 615).
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of Delta 11, he is in fact committed to the explanation-being reading, for he has to appeal 

to teleological explanation.^^

In contrast to Makin, Witt (1994, 2003, pp. 82-85) attempts to accommodate 

Aristotle’s examples in Theta 8 in two steps. First, she thinks that individuals are 

existentially dependent on their corresponding species, e.g., an individual man is 

dependent on human being (the species). Secondly, an individual man is ultimately 

dependent on other individuals since human being (the species) is also dependent on its 

particular members.^® It is worth noting here that Witt also argues against the explanation­

being reading of the priority claim. Witt suggests that we might construe priority in 

substance as explanatory priority (1994; 2003, p. 82 and pp. 87-88). She thinks, however, 

that there is no textual evidence supporting this interpretation. She argues that when 

Aristotle defines priority in substance, viz., in Metaphysics Delta 11, 1019al-4, he 

describes it as ontological and not as explanatory priority. As she says, ‘Further, where he 

explicitly describes the priority of explanations of natural changes in terms of ends, form, 

and definitions over material explanations, he connects explanatory priority with priority

^ Makin, by analysing Aristotle’s examples, revises the modal-existence reading as follows: ‘Fs are 

prior in substance to Gs so long as it is possible for there to be Fs without Gs, but not vice versa: that 

constitutes the connection between priority in substance and [IC] (sc. the Independent Condition). What 

establishes the possibility of there being Fs without Gs is that there is some process which in normal 

conditions results in Fs and not in Gs - a process of which the unhindered outcome is Fs and not Gs; 

whereas in contrast the way to get Gs and not Fs is to interfere with, interrupt, or hinder that process’ 

(2003, p. 229; cf also 2006, p. 195).

As Witt says: ‘The mature Sally is just one way of filling the teleological blank, and it is not the most 

perspicuous formulation of Aristotle’s position. What is important for Aristotle is not a particular telos 

- Sally as an adult - but rather the idea that the child exists for the sake of being a mature person. Sally’s 

telos is the type of species which she will realize, and not the token or individual she will become. On 

this view, the end or actuality in question is the species...Species are existentially dependent on the 

existence of their individual members...Ultimately, then, the existence of young Sally, or any other 

potential human being, is dependent on the existence of individual actual, adult human beings’ (1994, 

pp. 224-226).
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in time and definition’ (1994, p. 220). In my view, her argument is questionable because 

it is based on a narrow understanding of the causal relation. She thinks that, for Aristotle, 

a causal relation has to be temporal; but this is certainly questionable. Apart from this 

narrow understanding of Aristotle’s notion of causal relation, there are two additional 

reasons to argue against Witt’s reading of the priority claim within perishable things. First, 

as Beere observes: ‘1 do not see how this view can give a satisfactory account of the 

argument Aristotle gives for his view. That argument hinges on the teleological relation of 

capacities and energeiai, which has nothing to do with the existence-conditions for 

universals’ (2009, p. 298).^^ Secondly, it seems that Aristotle here is dealing with the 

relation between types (between children and adults) not between token and type (between 

a particular child and human being; cf. Menn ms., Illa3, p. 11).

Bumyeat (1984, p. 144) also endorses an explanatory reading of the passage, but 

he goes so far as to claim that this is not priority in ousia.^^ Owen has a similar suggestion, 

claiming that ‘the opening, 1050a4-7, which includes the examples on which much of my 

discussion focuses, may be no more than a conjunction of priority logoi and priority 

chrondi' (Bumyeat 1984, p. 134).

Finally, we come to Peramatzis’ reading. He holds an explanation-essence reading 

of the passage (2011, pp. 278-291). He thinks that the energeia explains why the

' Cf Witt: ‘Aristotle explains the priority in being of actuality in relation to potentiality not in terms 

of ontological priority, but rather in terms of a teleological relationship between the two. And there is 

no obvious connection between the teleological relationship which unites potentiality and actuality, and 

the idea that potentialities are ontologically dependent upon actualities’ (1994, p. 218). But this is due 

to her narrow understanding of the priority claim. She understands it through the modal-existence 

reading.

As he says: ‘The trouble is that the emphasis of the section (sc. 1050a4-b2) is on ways in which form 

as TE^oq is prior in explanation, not prior rfi ouata in the sense at issue 6 ff (sc. the priority of eternal 

things over perishable things), viz. that X must exist if Y is to exist but not vice versa (50b 19, Ross ad 

loc.y.
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corresponding dunamis is as it is. Moreover, he thinks that even though Aristotle’s 

formulation of the priority claim, in its own right, is open to both the modal-existence 

reading and the explanation-being reading, Aristotle’s examples suggest that he is 

endorsing the latter reading rather than the former.

My view is similar to that of Peramatzis, for we both think that it is the teleology 

that provides an explanatory device to explain the priority of energeia. Potential things are 

what they are (i.e., their essences) because of their relation to the corresponding actual 

things; this is a version of the explanation-being reading of the priority claim. All other 

approaches fail to do justice to Aristotle’s texts both in Theta 8 and elsewhere. But, unlike 

Peramatzis, I do not think that the formulation of the priority claim is neutral between these 

two readings. As 1 have argued, priority in ousia can only be understood through the 

explanation-being reading.

Having examined the priority claim within perishable things, let us now turn to 

Aristotle’s argument for the priority claim between eternal things and perishable things.^® 

All critics take the following text as a clear statement of the priority claim, but they 

disagree about what this priority amounts to.

It should be noted that here Aristotle’s strategy of arguing for the priority of energeia over dunamis 

is as follows. He first argues that eternal things are prior to perishable things; then he claims that the 

attributes of prior things - namely, energeiai - are prior to dunameis, which belongs to perishable things. 

As Menn says: ‘Aristotle’s main argument in this section (1050b6-34) is as follows: “eternal things are 

prior to corruptible things in ousia" (1050b6-7); “but nothing dunamei is eternal” (b7-8, and then 

supported further down), so that eternal things are not dunamei but purely energeiai', so energeia is an 

attribute of things that are prior to the things of which dunamis is an attribute, and therefore energeia is 

prior to dunamis (using the sense of priority at Delta 11 1018b37-I019al)’ (ms., Illa3, p. 17). (Cf 

1018b37-1019al; trans. Apostle: ‘Again, the attributes of prior things are called ‘prior’; for example, 

straightness is prior to planeness. For the first is an essential attribute of a line, the second of a surface’). 

In view of this strategy, 1 will focus only on Aristotle’s argument for the priority of eternal things over 

perishable things.
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[Text 7] But then, [actuality is prior] in a stricter sense also;^° for eternal things are 

prior in substance to perishable things, and nothing potentially is eternal. aX}jb. pfiv 

Kal Kupicoxepcog- id pdv ydp dv6ia Tipoispa xfj ouaig xcov cpBapxcov, eaxi 8' ou0dv 

Snvdpsi dt5iov...Nor can any of the things [be potentially] that are of necessity. 

These are primary; for if these were not, nothing could be. ouSe xcov 8^ dvdyrcrii; 

ovxcov (Kaixoi xauxa Tipcbxa- eiydp xauxa pf] riv, oi)9ev dv pv). {Metaphysics Theta, 

1050b6-8 and bl8-19; trans. Furth)

In the current scholarship, there are four readings of the above priority claim.^^ 

First, most critics (Makin 2003; 2006, p. 209; Beere 2009, p. 296; Witt 1994; 2003, p. 82 

and pp. 90-92; Ross 1924, p. 265; Dancy 1980, p. 89; Burnyeat 1984, p. 144; Panayides 

1999, p. 341; Frey 2005, p. 91 n.7 and p. 93 n.lO) take the modal-existence reading of 

[Text 7]; that is, if the eternal things do not exist, the perishable things cannot exist, but 

not vice versa.

Secondly, Peramatzis (2011, pp. 291-300) interprets this priority claim through the 

explanation-essence reading. He also thinks, however, that the formulation, in its own right, 

is open between the modal-existence reading and the explanation-essence reading. Only 

by invoking Aristotle’s examples can we endorse conclusively the explanation-essence 

reading.

“ In my view, in order to understand why Aristotle takes this kind of priority to be ‘in a stricter sense’, 

we have to have a proper understanding of what project Aristotle is carrying out in Theta. 1 suggested 

in Chapter 3 that it is because this priority can lead us to the desired arche of ousiai that Aristotle takes 

it to be ‘priority in a stricter sense’.

Judson argues: ‘I take premise (2) (sc. eternal things are prior to perishable things, because without 

the former the latter would not be) to be concerned, instead, with dependence involving efficient 

causation’ (2016, p. 150). He, therefore, takes [Text 7| to be about the causal dependence relation (cf 

p. 151). I think, however, that his view is unconvincing, for Aristotle here is concerned with explanation 

regarding existence or essence rather than with explanation regarding efficient causation. I will come 

back to this issue in Chapter 6.
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Thirdly, pseudo-Alexander reads the priority claim in terms of degrees of value. 

That is, it is because eternal things are more valuable than perishable things that the former 

are prior to the latter.^^ This, however, cannot be right, for Aristotle does not say anything 

like this. He does think energeiai are more valuable, a topic that he explicitly addresses 

only in Theta 9.

Lastly, it is worth mentioning that Aquinas draws a distinction between eternal 

things and necessary things. He thinks that the modal-existence reading is only applicable 

to necessary things. Aquinas’ view is a little bit complex: first, he thinks that eternal things 

are prior to perishable things in perfection. Secondly, by introducing a distinction between 

eternal things and necessary things, he thinks that the modal-existence reading of the 

priority claim only explains the priority of necessary things rather than eternal things.No 

other critic, so far as 1 know, draws such a distinction. All other critics take the necessary 

things and eternal things in this passage to be equivalent. Furthermore, it would be 

strange if Aristotle were abruptly to change topic from eternal things to necessary things 

in a continuous argument. However, even setting aside Aquinas’ distinction, 1 do think

^ Pseudo-Alexander thinks that Aristotle is committed to a fourth sort of priority here (in Met. 591.12- 

14): ‘having shown that actuality is prior to potentiality in account, in time, and in substance, he now 

shows how it is prior not just in those ways, but also “more importantly”, or more worthily {alia kai 

kurioteros etoi timioteros)'.

As Aquinas says: ‘second, he comes to the same conclusion about necessary things as he did about 

eternal things, because even in corruptible things there are certain necessary aspects; for example, man 

is an animal, and every whole is greater than its part. Hence, he says that nothing necessary is potential; 

for necessary things are always actual and incapable of being or not being. And those things which are 

necessary are the first of all things, because if they ceased to exist, none of the others would exist; for 

example, if essential predicates, which can be present and not present in some subject, could not be 

present in any subject. It follows, then, that actuality is prior to potency’ (1961, p. 620).

As Gill says: ‘'Metaphysics Theta 8 contrast perishable sublunary bodies with the celestial bodies in 

the superlunary sphere’ (1989, p. 235). For a similar view, see also, Witt (2003, p.92), Ross (1924, p. 

265) and Frey (2015, p. 91 n.7).
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there are some oddities in Aristotle’s use of terminology. It seems that the concept of 

eternal things is wider than the concept of non-sublunary things, for Aristotle does think 

that there are some eternal things within the sublunary sphere, e.g., species {Generation of 

Animals 731a30ff.).^^ But it seems that here Aristotle treats sublunary things as a group, 

setting them against heavenly things (e.g., 1050b23).^®

After a brief analysis, it seems clear that, of these four readings, the last two do not 

bear close scrutiny. In what follows, 1 will argue against the modal-existence reading of 

|Text 7] and advance a version of the explanation-being reading. But first let me explain 

why the dominant reading is not convincing.

According to the modal-existence reading of priority, it follows that all things will 

be ultimately dependent on eternal things (cf Peramatzis 2011, p. 234). For example, if X 

is an eternal thing, then, for any other thing, Y, its existence must imply X’s existence. As 

I have mentioned, the concept of eternal things is wider than the concept of non-sublunary 

things, for Aristotle does think that there are some eternal things within the sublunary 

sphere. Hence, it seems to me that we have some good reasons to suppose that Aristotle’s 

perishable world as a whole is eternal, even though each and every perishable individual 

is not (cf. De Generatione et Corruptione Beta, 338bl Iff.). If this is the case, then eternal 

things and perishable things will be on a par in terms of ontological priority.

^ According to Aristotle, many of the attributes possessed by perishable things are eternal. For example, 

Aristotle says: ‘the equality of angles to two right angles so belongs to a triangle. And such accidents 

[attributes] may be eternal’ (1025a33; trans. Apostle). Also cf ‘now all causes must be eternal, and 

these most of all; for these are the causes of what is visible among things divine’ (1026al7; trans. 

Apostle).

As Beere says, ‘rather than consider the eternal things and the perishable things severally, he 

considers them as groups’ (2008, p. 431).
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If the modal-existence reading of priority is not convincing, one might wonder: 

what kind of priority does Aristotle have in mind? Let us now see what argument Aristotle 

provides.^^

[Text 8] Here is the reason: every potentiality is at the same time [a potentiality] 

of the contradictory; for whereas that which is not capable of belonging can’t 

belong to anything, yet everything that is potential still admits of not being actual. 

Therefore, being capable admits both [actually] being, and [actually] not being; 

therefore, the same thing is capable of both being and not being. {Metaphysics 

Theta, 1050b8-12; trans. Furth)

Xdyoc; 8e 65e- Tiaoa 5i3va|a.i<; apa xfiq dvTicpdae6<; eativ to pev ydp pf] Suvaxov 

oTidpxeiv oi)K dv oTidp^eiev ox)0evi, x6 bovaxov 5e nav dvSexexai pf] evepyeTv. x6 

dpa 5ovax6v eivai dvda^exai xai eivai xai pf] eivav x6 auxo dpa 5ovax6v kui eivai 

Kai pf) eivai.

[Text 9] Yet there is a difficulty; for it seems that whatever is in actuality also has 

the potency for it, but that whatever has a potency need not actualize it, and so 

potency seems to be prior to actuality. But if this is so, nothing will be; for 

something may have the potency to be and still not be. {Metaphysics Lambda. 

I071b22-26; trans. Apostle, slightly modified; cf also. Metaphysics Beta, 1003a2- 

3)
Kaixoi driopia • SokeT ydp x6 pdv Evepyodv nav SdvaaOai x6 Se SuvdpEvov of) nav 

dvEpyEiv, maxE npoxEpov Eivai xfiv 5f)vapiv. dDdt pf|v Ei xooxo, of)0Ev soxai xcov 

ovxrov EvSEXExai ydp 8i3vao0ai psv Eivai pfinco 5' Eivai.

Frey thinks that: ‘Aristotle does not defend this claim (eternal things are prior in substance to 

perishable things) in Theta 8’ (2015, p. 91). I do not agree with him, since 1 think that Aristotle does 

provide an argument. Also, Menn thinks that ‘that there must be such a cause (sc. an eternal mover) is 

not argued here, but elsewhere, notably in Physics Vlll 6, Aristotle does make the argument that an 

eternal cycle of generation requires an eternal sustaining cause, and he will draw on this argument in 

Metaphysics Lambda’ (ms., IllaS, pp. 17-18). I think, however, that Aristotle does argue for the 

existence of eternal things in Theta 8, and this argument is compatible with that of Physics Vlll 6, where 

the argument is based on an analysis of the eternity of motion.
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It appears that in [Text 8] Aristotle does provide some reason for the priority claim 

(as indicated by logos at 1050b8). He thinks that perishable things (or potential things) are 

capable of both being and not being actual. If we take [Text 8] together with [Text 9], it 

seems that Aristotle is proposing some version of sufficient reason: we might think that 

perishable things are capable of both being and not being actual. This is a ‘brute fact’, and 

this is all we need, but Aristotle seems to think that if this were so, it might be the case that 

everything is merely in capacity and nothing will be in actuality ([Text 9[); that is, it is 

possible that there is nothing at all!^® But the perishable world as we experience it is not 

like this; there is something rather than nothing. Hence, an explanation is needed here. 

That is, a sufficient reason must be provided to account for why the perishable world is as 

it is. It seems that Aristotle thinks that eternal things can provide such an explanation.

One might wonder how exactly eternal things are related to perishable things. 

Peramatzis (2011) thinks eternal things determine the essences of perishable things, more 

specifically, he thinks that it is through the final cause and the efficient cause that eternal 

things fix the essences of perishable things.^® But, as Peramatzis (2011, p. 296) also 

recognizes, it seems nonsensical to think that eternal things can determine the specific 

essence of each individual perishable thing. In view of this, Peramatzis proposes that 

eternal things only fix the generic identity of sublunary species insofar as they are species.

38 For a similar reading, see Elders (1972, p. 146) and Aquinas (1961, p. 798).

® As Peramatzis says, ‘moreover, it is possible to conceive this modal claim as being based on the 

notion of identity-fixing or making something what it essentially is. Because eternal actual beings 

somehow determine the nature of perishable beings (but not conversely), they can be what they are 

without them but not the other way around...Without some underlying real-world relation of the 

efficient, final, or material grounding causation eternal actual being could not play the identity-fixing 

role’ (2011,p. 295 and p. 298).
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That is, it is in virtue of eternal things that every sublunary species is eternal ‘as it cannot 

fail to be constantly replenished with new members’ (2011, p. 297).'*°

However, the text of Theta 8, in its own right, does not tell us anything about how 

such a supposed essence-fixing function might work. It only provides, in my view, a 

version of sufficient reason to account for the priority of eternal things over perishable 

things. Lacking further evidence, I do not have a conclusive view with regard to how this 

sufficient reason should be understood. Hence, in interpreting Theta 8, I disagree with 

Peramatzis on the following issue; whereas Peramatzis thinks that it is in virtue of essence­

fixing that eternal things explain the being of the perishable things (the explanation- 

essence reading),'^^ 1 think that it is in virtue of a sufficient reason, whether it is understood 

through the explanation-essence reading or the explanation-existence reading, or both.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have argued for the following conclusions. First, by considering one 

example Aristotle cites in Metaphysics Delta 11, ‘priority in ousia' should be understood 

through the explanation-being reading. Secondly, if we carefully take into account the 

relevant passages in the Categories and the Physics, it seems clear that ‘priority in ousia' 

can never be understood through the modal-existence reading. This leads me to conclude

Peramatzis (2011, pp. 297-298) thinks that the text of Theta 1050b28-30 supports his argument since 

in this passage Aristotle claims that sublunary elements imitate the eternal things. More specifically, he 

thinks that the eternal transformation of elements depends on the eternal things. However, this is not 

convincing for two reasons: first, this passage is itself controversial, e.g., it is not clear whether Aristotle 

here is thinking of the constant transformation or the natural movement of elements (cf Ross 1924, pp. 

265-266); secondly, Aristotle does not argue for the priority claim in this passage, rather, he argues for 

it earlier.

Again, it seems to me that Peramatzis’ terminology is misleading; for ‘the explanation-essence 

reading’ might lead us to think that eternal things could determine the essences of perishable things, 

which, as 1 have pointed out, might not be so.
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that ‘priority in ousia' can only be understood through the explanation-being reading. 

Thirdly, in the case of Theta 8,1 argued that Aristotle provides two reasons for the priority 

of etiergeia: on the one hand, it is because the concept of energeia provides a teleological 

explanation that a priority relation is established; on the other hand, it is because eternal 

things provide a sufficient reason for the being of the perishable things that another priority 

relation is established. The priority claim, construed through the explanation-being reading, 

allows these two priority claims to be brought under the same label, namely, ‘priority in 

ousia\ To put the matter differently, the explanation-being reading of the priority claim 

has many versions, and it is this flexibility that unites the two parts of Theta 8.
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Chapter 5

The Further Clarification of Arche in Theta 9

In the previous four chapters, I have argued for the following four theses. First, Theta 1-6 

should be read as preparing for the discussion of arche, which will be taken up in Theta 7 

and 8, by introducing the twin notions, energeia-dunamis, as a means of analysing the 

concept of ousia-, for it emerges in Theta 7 and 8 that the arche in question is, precisely, 

the arche of ousiai. Secondly, Theta 7 and 8 take up the search for the arche of ousiai. 

Aristotle argues here that the desired arche can only be found within the context of the 

search for the energeiai of ousiai, and it can only be found within the sphere of eternal 

things (i.e., eternal energeiai). Thirdly, Theta 7 and 8 already assume a teleological 

dimension; that is, the concept of genesis should be understood as coming-to-be-towards- 

good-ends. Fourthly, I have argued that the priority in ousia should be understood through 

the explanation-being reading: X is prior to Y if and only if X explains the being of Y, 

meaning either the existence of Y, or the essence of Y, or both; but not vice versa. This 

reading, as we shall see in this chapter, is also crucial for our understanding of one 

important claim in Theta 9, according to which the bad is posterior to dunamis in nature 

iphusei).

Theta 9 is usually read as consisting of two parts: the first half of Theta 9, 1051 a4- 

21, centres on the evaluative priority of energeia over dunamis, and the second half of 

Theta 9, 1051a21-33, concerns the epistemic priority of energeia over dunamis. In this 

chapter, I will discuss only the first part of Theta 9.

With regard to the first part of Theta 9, several issues still need to be addressed. 

First, how is the first half of Theta 9 related to Theta 7 and 8? Is the first half of Theta 9 a 

new topic (as many critics think; e.g., Ross 1924, Makin 2006, Beere 2009), or is it
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continuous with Theta 7 and 8 (or more properly, is it a further clarification of what is 

implied in Theta 7 and 8, namely, the teleological dimension)? Secondly, how does the 

first half of Theta 9 contribute to the overall aim of the Metaphysicsl

To begin with, let us take up the first question. As 1 have summarized at the opening 

of this chapter, it seems that the answer to the first question is quite straightforward. Recall 

that Theta 7 and 8, as I have pointed out in Chapter 3, have already presupposed a 

teleological dimension; that is, dunamis and energeia as involved in genesis are always 

directed toward good ends.^ Since the first part of Theta 9 is about the evaluative priority 

of energeia over dunamis, it seems that Theta 9 is, in a obvious sense, continuous with 

Theta 8 in this respect.

^ Let me explain this in more detail. At the beginning of Zeta 7, Aristotle distinguishes three modes of 

generation - namely, by nature, by art, and by chance (‘of things which are generated, some are 
generated by nature, others by art, still other by chance.’ Tcov 6e YiyvopevMV id cpuaei yiyvExai tct 

6e TEyvTi id Se djto TauTopatou. 1032al2-13; trans. Apostle; cf also On the Part of Animals, 640a27- 

33). Let us now analyse these three modes of generation one by one. First, nature seems always to be 

directed toward good ends as Aristotle argues in Physics, Beta 8. Secondly, it seems that art is also 

directed toward good ends. Let me explain. In Theta 2, Aristotle claims that rational dunameis (ai pEtd 

A-oyou) are of contrary results, but there is an asymmetry between them; that is, of the two results, one 

is in its own right (kuG' auto), whereas the other is not in its own right (pfj kuG' auxo). For example, the 

medical art can produce both disease and health. Of the two results, to heal is koG' auto, whereas to 

harm is pp kqG' auto. One question arises: what makes one art always incline to one of the two results, 

rather than to the other? After all, art is considered as value-neutral in Nicomachean Ethics (1140b21- 

25). In Theta 5, Aristotle claims that the inclination of an art is determined by the desire (opE^iq) or 

choice (TtpoaipEoii;). I think that Broadie (2007b, p. 98) is right in arguing that art will not occur alone, 

the practice of arts is accompanied by the practical wisdom (phronesis). That is to say, behind every art 

is practical wisdom. It is precisely because of practical wisdom that the direction of an art is determined. 

Also, cf Beere: ‘there is some reason to think that Aristotle presupposes all arts have good ends (see, 

e.g., the first sentence of the Nicomachean Ethics)' (2009, p. 342 n.26). Lastly, Aristotle argues that 

chance is posterior to nature (Physics, 198a 10). 1 will clarify what ‘posterior to nature’ means later in 

this chapter. Suffice to say here that the concept of chance is understood through the concept of nature. 

Taking all these considerations into accounf it seems that generation is always directed toward good 

ends.
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There are also two additional points in favour of the above claim. First, Theta 9 

begins with the conjunction ‘on Se’ (1051a4), which probably signifies at least some 

grammatical connection with ‘on pev’, which is located in the last sentence of Theta 8 

(1051a2-3). This connection may suggest a continuity between these two chapters. 

Secondly, at 1051al9-21 of Theta 9, Aristotle discusses eternal things, which is also a 

central topic of Theta 8. More importantly, it is worth noting that the argument in Theta 9 

is based on a conclusion that Aristotle draws in Theta 8. The argument runs as follows: (i) 

the bad is posterior in nature to dunamis\ (ii) eternal things are not dunameis but energeiai 

(note that this claim is the conclusion that Aristotle draws at 1050b7-8 and 1050b 16-18 in 

Theta 8);^ the conclusion being that there are no bad things in eternal beings. Again, this 

argument shows that there might be a close connection between these two chapters.

All this evidence taken together strongly suggests that Theta 9 is a further 

clarification of the implications made in Theta 7 and 8. However, in the current scholarship, 

this is not the dominant view, and the topic is subject to many interpretations. To the best 

of my knowledge, only Katz and Polansky (2006) and Menn (ms.) claim explicitly that 

Theta 9 and Theta 8 have a close connection (but they do not argue for it and do not 

mention Theta 7 in their argument). The dominant reading of Theta 9 (Ross 1924, Makin 

2006 and Beere 2009) takes it to be raising and considering a new topic. For example, Ross 

(1924, p. 268) is representative, he holds that whereas Theta 8 is about the priority of 

emrgeia over dunamis in logos, in time and in ousia. Theta 9 is a new beginning, which 

addresses the priority of energeia over dunamis in value.^

^ Strictly speaking, it means that there is no unexercised dunamis in the case of eternal things. As Frey 

says: ‘Aristotle’s conclusion is that it is necessary that eternal things have no unexercised capacities’ 

(2015, e.g. p. 90, p. 92, p. 115; also cf Menn ms., Illa3, p. 19).

^ Further, Ross accuses Aristotle of confusing the priority in ousia and the priority in value. 1 will come 

back to this point later. Makin takes Theta 9 as a ‘folder’ because he thinks Theta 9 is relatively 

unintegrated with the preceding chapters of Theta. As he puts it, ‘The reason to think of Theta 9 as a
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In this chapter, I will argue against the dominant reading of the first part of Theta 

9. 1 will argue that Theta 9, by further clarifying the teleological dimension implied in 

Theta 7 and 8, is closely connected with Theta 7 and 8. Theta 9 also clarifies one feature 

of the desired arche; namely, that the desired arche is Goodness, and that it contains 

nothing bad." In this sense, and for this reason, this reading also lends some support to my 

central claim, according to which, the project of Theta is to search for the arche of ousiai.

1. Different Readings of Theta 9 1051a4-21

To resolve the controversy concerning the problem of whether the first half of Theta 9 is a 

new beginning, a careful reading of it is called for. In one sense, the aim of the first half of 

Theta 9 is straightforward; for even a quick reading of it will allow us to recognize 

immediately what Aristotle wants to establish in this chapter; that is, to ascribe priority to 

energeia over dunamis in worth. But due to Aristotle’s terse style, it is difficult to grasp 

precisely what his argument is for this claim. Consequently, many controversies have 

arisen in the scholarship. These controversies are centred on three claims. The first claim

folder is that it lacks an overarching internal structure, and it does not continue the line of argument 

from the preceding chapters: we would not be able to tell that something was missing from Theta if the 

book ended with Chapter 8’ (2006, p. 232). Beere holds that ‘they (sc. the conclusions in the first half 

of Theta 9) extend the results of Theta 8 into the realm of the metaphysics of value, and thereby make 

a further direct contribution to the science of wisdom’ (2009, p. 325; emphasis added).

^ Cf Menn: ‘this (sc. The first half of Theta 9) does not immediately sound like a thesis about the archai, 

and indeed it may sound like a digression from the more serious discussion of the logical and 

metaphysical priority of energeia to a looser priority in value. But the point becomes clear from the 

consequences Aristotle draws at the end of the section, that “that there is no evil para ta pragmata, for 

the evil is posterior in nature to the dunamis, therefore, in the things which are ek arches and eternal, 

there is no evil or anything which has gone wrong or been corrupted’’ (1051al7-21). This is clearly a 

thesis about the archai, namely that there are no evil archai (whether an evil-itself or something else 

which happens to be bad)’ (ms., IIla3, p. 22).

149



is that energeia is better than dunamis. Such a claim, on the surface, seems neither clear 

nor accurate; for, on closer analysis (Makin 2006), this claim can be broken down into two 

related claims, each of which is concerned with a more concrete issue:

(a) Good energeia is better than good dunamis.

(b) Bad energeia is worse than bad dunamis.

If we invoke Makin’s terminology, then, the claim, 'energeia is always better than 

dunamis' can be referred to as ‘the unqualified claim’; whereas the above two propositions, 

(a) and (b), can be referred to as ‘the qualified claims’. Critics dispute which of the two 

claims Aristotle is making in Theta 9. Witt (2003, p. 94), Katz and Polansky (2006), Beere 

(2009) and Menn (ms.) think that Aristotle argues for the unqualified claim, whereas Ross 

(1924, pp. 266ff.) holds that the qualified claims are Aristotle’s position.^

The tension between these two views is that if the qualified claims (a) and (b) can 

both stand, then it seems that we cannot have a general claim that says that energeia is 

always better than dunamis', for, obviously, bad energeia, on the qualified claims, is worse 

than bad dunamis^

To decide which of the two claims Aristotle has in mind, or whether Aristotle is 

simply confused (as Ross argues), a careful reading of the text is called for. According to 

Makin (2006, p. 222), Aristotle advocates claim (a) at 1051a4-5 and 1051al5 and he

^ Beere does not clearly say that he endorses the unqualified claim, but as I will show later, this is in 

fact his view.

® As Beere puts it, ‘these two claims are in grave tension with one another. For the restricted claim (sc. 

the qualified claim) strongly suggests that some capacities have bad energeiai. And it says that, if so, 

then the energeiai are worse than the corresponding capacities. But the unrestricted claim (sc. the 

unqualified claim denies that the energeia of a capacity is ever worse than the capacity’ (2009, p. 330).
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defends this view at 1051al0-15; Aristotle states claim (b) at 1051al5-16, and the 

argument for it is at 1051al6-17. There is no statement of the unqualified claim and the 

only support for this claim is found at 1051al7-19. However, this is controversial; some 

critics (e.g., Katz and Polansky) think that Aristotle never holds the qualified reading, 

whereas others (e.g, Ross) think that Aristotle holds the qualified claims, and that when 

Aristotle argues for the unqualified claim, he is confused.

In this chapter, 1 will defend the unqualified claim. Let me begin by considering 

the details of these texts to determine whether they support the qualified claims or the 

unqualified claim.

2. Textual Evidence in support of the Qualified Claims?

•Against Makin, Beere (2009, pp. 330-331) does not think the texts that Makin mentions 

support the qualified claims; for, in these texts, 1051a4-5, 1051al5 and 1051al5-16, 

•Aristotle does not claim explicitly that good energeia is better than good dunamis and that 

bad energeia is worse than bad dunamis.

In these texts, we read:

|Text 1] a That the actuality is also better and more valuable than the good 

potentiality, is clear from the following considerations.

"Otv Se Kai PE>LTicov xai Tipicotepa Tfjc; ajionSaiai; bovapEcoc^ q ^epyeia, ek xcov5e 

dfjXov (1051a4-5) 

b Therefore the actuality is better. 

f| dpa ^Epysva Pe^lTicov. (1051 a 15)

c Necessarily also in the case of bad things, the completion and the actuality are 

worse than the capacity; for the same thing is ‘capable’ of both contraries alike. 

dvdyKTi 5e koI etii tcov Kaxcov to teXxx; xal Tf|v EvspyEiav Eivai x^tpov xfji; 

5uvdp,£(o<;' x6 ydp SnvdpEvov xaiixo dptpco xdvavxia. {Metaphysics Theta, 

1051al5-17; trans. Furth)
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As Beere rightly observes, Aristotle does not explicitly claim that good energeia is 

better than good dunamis and bad energeia is worse than bad dunamis; for Aristotle does 

not use either the adjective ‘good’ or ‘bad’ to describe energeia in these passages. He 

simply refers to the term, energeia, in these texts.

Hence, in order to understand these passages, we have to read these texts in their 

context. After a careful analysis of these texts, it seems that although Aristotle does not 

describe energeia as either good or bad in (a) and (c), the only adjective that could be used 

in (a) is ‘good’, and the only adjective that could be used to describe energeia in (c) is 

‘bad’. The reason for this is simple. This is the only way to make sense of these two 

sentences, i.e., if the bad energeia is better than the good dunamis or the good energeia is 

worse than the bad dunamis, then those two claims would not make sense at all. With 

respect to {h), we should read it in its surrounding context. In its context, we read:

[Text 2] The being-capable of contraries, then, is present at the same time; but the 

contraries at the same time is impossible, and the actualities belonging at the same 

time is also impossible, e.g. being healthy and sick, so that necessarily the good is 

one or the other of these, but the being-capable is of both alike, or neither; therefore 

the actuality is better. {Metaphysics Theta, 1051al0-15; trans. Furth) 

to ouv 6i3vaa0av tdvavtia dpa UTidpxei" td 8' evavtia dpa dSuvatov, Kai xdq 

8V£pyeia(; Se dpa dSuvaiov OTidp^Eiv (oiov uyiaiveiv Kai Kdpveiv), ©ax' dvdyKi^ 

xonxQV Gdxepov eivav xdya06v, x6 5e 5i3vaa0ai opoimc; dpcpoxepov fj ouSexepov ij 

dpa evcpyeia p£>ixi©v.

This is the passage that immediately precedes b. From this passage, we can infer 

that when Aristotle comes to the conclusion that energeia is better, he is thinking that ‘the 

good is one or the other of these’. Hence, presumably, he is also thinking of the ‘good’ 

energeia.
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Hence, it seems that the three sentences I quoted above lend some support to the 

qualified claims. But the matter is not so straightforward; for the important question, as we 

shall see, is not which of the two adjectives, ‘good’ or ‘bad’, we can put before energeia, 

but rather which of the two adjectives can be used to describe dunamis. As is clear, the 

only adjective that Aristotle uses, throughout the whole of Theta 9, to describe dunamis is 

aTToobaioq (excellent, at 105 la4). Whereas it is easy to infer, from the texts quoted above, 

which adjective is used to describe energeia, it is not obvious whether Aristotle thinks only 

of good dunamis, or whether he also thinks of bad dunamis in writing this text. This is 

crucial; for those critics who are committed to the unqualified claim think that there is no 

bad dunamis per se for Aristotle.

There are, roughly, three different readings related to this problem in the current 

scholarship. First Reading: Ross (1924) and Makin (2006) think that Aristotle has the 

concepts of both good dunamis and bad dunamis in mind, on the grounds that, strictly 

speaking, dunamis, on their reading, is neutral in worth.^ Both Ross and Makin think that 

1051 al 0-15 lends some support to their view. In this passage, Aristotle claims that dunamis 

is of contraries. It can be toward either good or bad ends. Hence, it seems that the qualified 

claims are more convincing; that is, a good energeia is better than a dunamis or a good 

dunamis (in the loose sense; for they would argue that dunamis is neutral in worth), and 

this is also the case with bad energeia. But the matter is more complex than these critics 

think. On an alternative interpretation, which 1 favour, 1051al3-14 does not say anything 

about dunamis being neutral in worth, it only says that dunamis could be of contrary results. 

Hence, on this reading, 1051al3-14 does not immediately lend support to the qualified

^ As Ross puts it, ‘the only mistake is in calling one thing better than another when the other is strictly 

speaking not good at all but neutral’ (1924, p. 268). Makin (2006, p. 226) does not use the word 

‘neutral’, but he thinks that in these passages the results of actualization of dunamis are produced 

‘symmetrically’ between good and bad results.
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claims. Makin (2006, p. 227) also argues that ‘the symmetry considerations’ between good 

dunamis and bad dunamis are suggested by 1051al3-14, where Aristotle claims that 

‘necessarily the good is one or the other of these, but the being-capable is of both alike, or 

neither’.® But a careful reading of the text shows that Aristotle does not employ ‘the 

symmetry considerations’ in this text. The text says only that ‘being capable is equally 

both or neither’, not ‘being capable is symmetrical between good and bad dunamis'.^

It should also be noted that although both Ross (1924) and Makin (2006) hold the 

same view, namely, that dunamis, strictly speaking, is neutral in worth, they have different 

views with regard to which of the two claims, unqualified or qualified, Aristotle has in 

mind. According to Ross, Aristotle is simply confused when he tries to establish the 

priority of energeia over dunamis in worth (the unqualified claim). On Ross’ interpretation, 

Aristotle establishes the unqualified claim at 1051al8-19 when he says that ‘The bad is 

posterior in nature to the potentiality’.Ross thinks that at I051al 7-19, Aristotle commits 

a fallacy of equivocation. As he puts it:

For actuality is prior to potentiality, according to Aristotle’s view, in reality or 

substantiality (this was what was argued in 1050a4-1051a3), while potentiality is 

prior to the bad in worth (this was what was argued in lOSlal 5-17). When the bad 

is shown to be posterior to the potentiality (in worth), it is treated as one of the 

contrary actualizations of the potentiality. But then it must be prior to the 

potentiality in reality, according to the argument of 1050a4-1051a3. (1924, p.

268) 11

' wot' dvayKTi toutcov OdTspov sivai rdyaGov, to 8e SdvaoGai 6goia)i; dgcpoTEpov q ouSsTEpov.

As Katz and Polansky say: ‘in fact Aristotle says here that potentiality is similarly both contraries, e.g. 

healthy or sick, of which it is the potentiality, or neither of the contraries (cf 1051al6-17). He is not 

saying that potentiality is similarly both good or bad or neither’ (2006, p. 239 n.l5). 

lioTEpov ydp Tfj (puoEi TO KOKOV Tfjq SuvdpEO)^. 1 will come back to this claim later.

For a similar view, see Bumyeat (1984, p. 150).
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In contrast to Ross’ view, Makin thinks that Aristotle holds different views in 

different places. As 1 have mentioned, on his view, Aristotle argues for the qualified claims 

at 1051a4-17, whereas he holds an unqualified claim at 1051al7-19.

A second reading, which differs from that of both Ross and Makin, is put forward 

by Katz and Polansky (2006; also cf Menn ms.). They think that dunamis, for Aristotle, is 

not neutral in worth at all. It always aims at good ends, and this is so even in its first 

occurrence at the very beginning of Theta 9.^^ In fact, they think that this is Aristotle’s 

position throughout his philosophical work. Accordingly, for Katz and Polansky, the bad 

things are only the results of bad actualizations of some good dunameis. This, 1 think, is 

also supported by the fact that Aristotle uses only one adjective, ‘excellent’ (anooSavoq), 

to describe dunamis throughout Theta 9.^^ So, according to their view, Aristotle only 

argues for the unqualified claim, and nowhere does Aristotle argue for the qualified claims. 

On this reading, 1051al7-19 is merely a natural conclusion that Aristotle draws; it is not a 

different argument for the unqualified claim.

A third reading, posited by Beere is also worth noting. According to Beere (2009, 

p. 334), there is not one, but two meanings of the word ‘bad’. Its first meaning is similar

As Katz and Polansky say: ‘a potentiality capable of contraries is directed primarily towards one of 

its contraries, the better one...thus none of the potentialities for any possibly good end seems merely 

neutral, and potentialities for bad ends, such as vice, crime, sickness, vomiting, etc., seem either 

deformations, privations, or correlatives of the potentialities for good ends’ (2006, p. 239).

Cf Katz and Polansky say: ‘to prevent confusion about this, Aristotle speaks of the good or serious 

potentiality (tfjq attouSaia:; SuvdgEoq)’ (2006, p. 234).

One might argue against this reading. The difficulty for this approach is how to interpret the word 

‘rekoq’ (end) in 1051al5-16 where Aristotle says that lekoi; could be worse than dunamis. This passage 

might be in tension with Katz and Polansky’s interpretation because only the good rekoq, as their 

interpretation implies, is strictly qualified as rzkog, for the excellent dunamis only aims at good rskoi;. 

To this objection, 1 propose that lekoc; does not have to be good. It can simply refer to the end of a 

process. See Metaphysics Delta 16 for the multiple meanings of iskoc;.
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to Katz and Polansky’s (2006) interpretation. On this interpretation, to claim that 

something is bad is merely to say that it is a bad actualization of a good dunamis. To invoke 

Beere’s example: ‘what it is to be engaged in bad doctoring derives from what it is to have 

the art of medicine, a capacity whose end is health, not sickness...for these cases, at least,

I think that Aristotle’s claim that the bad is posterior in being to capacity (sc. the 

unqualified claim) is attractive’ (2009, p. 340). The second meaning of bad is not a bad 

actualization of a good dunamis, but simply an actualization of a bad dunamis. Beere (2009) 

thinks that this view is supported by 1051al5-17. In this passage, as quoted above, 

Aristotle says: ‘the end and energeia is worse than the dunamis'. On Beere’s view, this 

implies that, in contrast to the first meaning of bad, some bad energeiai are simply the 

actualizations of some bad dunameis. Examples of the kind meaning of bad dunameis that 

Beere offers are: ‘instruments of torture and deception; the things in question have to have 

torture and deception as their ends (pp. 340-341)’. Further, Beere thinks that, of these 

examples, ‘perhaps the most interesting cases are vices’ (2006, p. 341). Vices, on Beere’s 

interpretation, are dunameis that aim exclusively at bad ends. As Beere puts it, ‘The vicious 

person acts according to their decision, and must thus be committed to the pursuit of some 

ends that are bad’ (2009, p. 341). Beere also traces these vices back in time. As he puts it:

The newborn had a so-called first potentiality for virtue: a capacity to undergo a 

change (the acquisition of virtue), whose end is in a way the state of being virtuous 

and in a way the energeia of that state (the living of a virtuous life). Because this 

is a capacity for undergoing a change that results in a capacity, and because the 

change can go badly wrong, there is the possibility for the product of the change 

having a bad end. This is the key to seeing how the badness of vice is posterior to 

capacity. (2006, p. 342)
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In view of the above argument, however, I think that Beere’s view is similar to 

Katz and Polansky’s; for, taken sufficiently widely, even bad dunameis are derived from 

good dunameis. To put it differently, there is no bad dunamisper se. As Beere concludes: 

‘every case of badness derives (directly or indirectly) from a capacity whose end is good’ 

(2009, p. 345; also cf. p. 29).

To sum up, the tension among these three different views can be summarized as 

follows: In what sense do we think that some energeiai are bad? Are these energeiai only 

of good dunamis (as Katz and Polansky, Beere and Menn think)? Or, are these energeiai 

also of bad dunamis (as Ross and Makin think)? On Katz and Polansky’s and Beere’s 

interpretations, we do not need a further argument for the unqualified claim at 1051al7- 

19, whereas on Ross’ and Makin’s interpretations, Aristotle only argues for the unqualified 

claim at I051al7-I9.

It seems that, based on the text of 1051a4-17, we cannot produce a conclusive 

argument for either the unqualified claim or the qualified claims; the text is open to these 

two readings. Hence, in order to determine which claim(s), unqualified or qualified, 

Aristotle has in mind, we also need to provide a careful reading of 1051 al7-19, which is 

taken by some critics (e.g., Ross and Makin) as the only passage in which Aristotle argues 

for the unqualified claim.

3. An Analysis of 1051al7-19

In 1051 a 17-19, we read.

[Text 3] It is clear therefore that there is no bad apart from the [bad] things; for the 

bad is by its nature posterior to the capability. {Metaphysics Theta, 1051al7-19; 

trans. Furth)

SfjXov apa 6x1 ouk eaxi to kukov Ttapd xot Ttpctypata' uoxepov yap tfi (poasi to 

KttKOv xfjq Suvapecoi;.
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There are two issues involved in interpreting [Text 3], The first issue concerns the 

sense in which we should take the phrase ‘posterior in nature (noTepov Tfj (puaei)’. The 

second issue concerns whether [Text 3[ is the only place in Theta 9 where Aristotle argues 

for the unqualified claim.

Let us take up the first question. Katz and Polansky (2006, p. 237 n.l2), Makin 

(2006, p. 229) and Beere (2009, p. 332) think that ‘in nature’ ((pnasi) has the same meaning 

as ‘in ousia'-, that is, they think that ‘priority in nature’ and ‘priority in ousia’’ are 

equivalent.^^ Recall that in Chapter 4 I argued that X is prior to Y in ousia if and only if X 

can explain the being of Y but not vice versa. In [Text 3|, Aristotle argues that the bad is 

nothing other than the actual bad results (td Ttpaypata) of dunameis.^^ To put it differently, 

in the order of explanation, dunamis is prior to the bad. For example, a foetus (a dunamLs) 

is directed at becoming an adult (an energeia). If it fails, the unsuccessful foetus (the bad 

result) is still understood as a not-yet-fully-developed foetus (a dunamis) and this, in turn, 

can be understood as a potentially non-successful human being (an energeia). If this is the 

case, then it seems that we can only understand a bad result through a dunamis that itself

The passages they provide as evidence for this are: 1019a2-3, 1077a36-b4, 14a29-35, 1014635-6 and 

1015al 1-13. It is also worth noting that although Makin thinks that ousia andphusis are equivalent, he 

thinks that this argument is defensible only for the irrational dunameis, but not for the rational dunameis 

(2006, pp. 230-231). Let me explain. Makin thinks that in the case of irrational dunameis, it might be 

that bad energeiai are merely due to interference. In the absence of interference, only good energeiai 

result. Makin thinks that if this is the case, then, it lends some support to the unqualified claim. But 

Makin thinks that this is different in the case of rational dunameis because they are of contraries and 

the bad results of rational dunameis can be simply actualizations of bad dunameis. However, as 1 have 

suggested in footnote 1 of this chapter, this might not be so.

Here I take TtpaypaTa to refer to actual bad results. On this reading, bad things are only in the results 

of dunameis.
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is in turn understood through its corresponding energeia. If this reading is correct, it also 

lends some support to my reading of the priority in ousia in the previous chapter.^^

The second issue concerns whether [Text 3] is the only place in Theta 9 where 

Aristotle argues for the unqualified claim. Or, to put it differently, is this passage an 

independent argument for the unqualified claim, or a conclusion of the preceding argument, 

which starts at the very beginning of Theta 9? This is crucial for a proper understanding of 

the first part of Theta 9. Let us take a closer look at the structure of this argument.

(1) The bad does not exist in addition to bad things (8fi>^ov apa otv ook can x6 

KUKOV Tiapct TO TipdypaTO ) (I051al7-18).

(2) The bad is posterior in nature to the potentiality (baxepov ydp xfj (puaei x6 kokov 

xfjt; Suvapecoq.) (1051 a 18-19)

The first thing we need to consider is how these two sentences are related to the 

previous discussion (1051a4-l 7). Does dpa at 1051al7 introduce a conclusion drawn from 

the previous discussion? As is clear, the above dispute is immediately related to the 

question of whether (1) and (2) are the conclusion of an earlier argument, or whether they 

constitute a new argument.

(1) If we, like Ross and Makin, think that Aristotle only argues for the unqualified 

claim in this passage, then we have to take (1) and (2) as a new argument.

(2) If we, like Beere and Katz and Polansky, think that Aristotle supposes the

An alternative reading comes from Aquinas. He explains that ‘evil itself is subsequent in nature to 

potency, because it is worse and is farther removed from perfection. Hence, since a potency cannot be 

something existing apart from a thing, much less can evil itself be something apart from a thing’ (1961, 

p. 623).
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unqualified claim from the very beginning of Theta 9, then (1) and (2) only 

clarify what Aristotle said before.

A natural reading of the text favours the Beere and the Katz and Polansky reading; 

that is Aristotle intends these two sentences to conclude the first part of Theta 9. If this is 

correct, then it seems that the unqualified claim is more convincing.

The second thing we need to take note of is the conjunction ‘ydp’ between the two 

sentences. There are two readings of the function that ydp plays in this passage.

(i) Beere takes this ydp as Justificative, not as explicative. As he puts it, ‘There is 

no need to take the gar in 1051al8 as explicative, as Makin suggests. It 

introduces a justification, as it usually does’ (2009, p. 333 n.l6). If we take the 

ydp as justificative, as Beere does, then it implies that (1) is justified by (2).

(ii) If we take the ydp as explicative, as Makin (2006) does^*, then it implies that 

(1) is not justified by (2). Quite the opposite; (2) can be taken merely as a further 

clarification of what is implied by (1).

However, this issue is less important if these two sentences, taken together, are 

thought of as a continuation and conclusion of 1051 a4-17. In that case, nothing substantial 

hinges on which reading of ydp we choose.

After taking all these disputes into consideration, it is now time to propose an 

answer to the question. It seems to me that, of all the readings of the first half of Theta 9 

on offer, Katz and Polansky’s is the most consistent with the text. If we take the first half

® As Makin says, ‘claim [5] (sc. 1051al8-19) is intended to confirm [4] (sc. 1051al7-18): “for” at 

1051al8 is explicative’ (2006, p. 228).
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of Theta 9 as a whole, it seems that Katz and Polansky’s interpretation is more reasonable 

for at least two reasons.

First, the meaning of the concept of dummis, on their view, can have a consistent 

interpretation. We do not need to assume that Aristotle changes the meaning of dunamis 

in this short passage, whereas according to the alternative interpretation, dunamis is first 

taken by Aristotle as value neutral (1051a4-17), but later as not value neutral (I051al7- 

19).

Secondly, considering this passage in conjunction with Theta 7 and 8 provides 

further support for Katz and Polansky’s reading.^® As we have argued in the previous 

chapter, dunamis is not neutral in worth even in Theta 7 and 8; for genesis is directed at 

good ends rather than bad ones. In this sense, the first half of Theta 9 is continuous with 

Theta 7 and 8.

Hence, we may conclude that the debates over this topic are generated by the failure 

of those critics who are committed to the qualified claims to reach an in-depth 

understanding of a crucial dimension of Aristotle’s metaphysics - namely, his teleology. 

For the concept of dunamis, in Aristotle’s view, is always end-directed. Take a tree, a 

natural substance, as an example. A growing tree has two possible outcomes - to be a 

healthy tree (a good energeia), or to be an ill tree (a bad energeia). These outcomes, 

however, are not of equal status, one is a per se outcome for a tree, while the other is not

Katz and Polansky recognize the continuity between Theta 8 and 9. As they say, ‘chapter 9 does not 

introduce a new sense of priority useful for equivocation, but rather, as indicated, it clarifies that priority 

in ousia of actuality to potentiality applies just for good actuality and not for bad actuality’ (2006, p. 

240). Also cf Menn: ‘A consequence of this analysis is that there are no bad dunameis, but only bad 

energeiai of dunameis which are naturally directed toward good energeiai, but which are sometimes 

obstructed from reaching their natural lelos. A further consequence is that all the types of priority of 

energeia to dunamis which were described in Theta 8, in logos and in ousia and (in a sense) in time, 

apply only to the good energeia' (ms., lllaS, pp. 22-23).
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a per se outcome for a tree. In the example of a tree, to be a healthy tree is to be a tree per 

se whereas to be an ill tree is not. In this sense, and for this reason, only the healthy tree 

can properly be called an emrgeia. It seems that this also clarifies a puzzling passage in 

the Physics, where Aristotle claims ‘for the end should not be just any last thing, but the 

best’ (194a32-33).^'’

4. Why does Aristotle Need to Discuss Goodness?

Having argued for the unqualified claim, let us now turn to the following question. Why 

does Aristotle need to discuss Goodness in Theta 9? One might answer this question by 

merely pointing out what 1 have argued; that is, that the discussion of Goodness in Theta 

9 is just a further clarification of what is implied in Theta 7 and 8. But this can hardly be 

considered a satisfactory answer, because it does not get to the bottom of the question. For 

the question is not about what the first half of Theta 9 actually does, but about why the 

theme of the first half of Theta 9 - namely, the discussion of the Goodness - must come 

into view and be addressed in its current place. This question can, obviously, be broken 

down into two questions, with which I will deal sequentially in what follows. (1) Why do 

we need a discussion of Goodness in the Metaphysics! (2) Why do we need this discussion 

here (i.e., in Theta 9)?

With regard to question (I), two answers come immediately to mind: the reason 

why we need a discussion of Goodness is, first, to meet the requirements of Aristotle’s 

own philosophy; and secondly, to argue against his rivals, for example, Plato. There are 

many passages in the other books of the Metaphysics that may be cited in support of the 

first answer. As Menn (ms.) and Beere (2009) have pointed out, the discussion of Goodness

20 Pou^Exai yap oii ;rav eivai to eoxo^tov te^oi;, aXka to pEX,TiaTov.
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is intrinsically required by the science that Aristotle is searching for. For example, in book 

Alpha of the Metaphysics, we read:

[Text 4] And that which is knowable in the highest degree is that which is first or 

the causes, for it is because of these and from these that other things are known, 

and not these because of the underlying subjects. Finally, the supreme science, and 

superior to any subordinate science, is the one which knows that for the sake of 

which each thing must be done, and this is in each case, and, in general, the highest 

good in the whole of nature. From all that has been said, then, it is evident that the 

name which is sought applies to the same science; for it is this science which must 

investigate the first principles and causes, and or final cause is one of causes. 

{Metaphysics Alpha, 982b2-10; trans. Apostle)

pdA,iaxa 8' E7iioTT|xd xd npcoxa xai xd aixia- 8id yap xauxa xai ek xonxcov xaHn 

yvcopi^Exai dX2^' on xauxa 5id xcbv otiokeipevcov, dp%iKcoxdxri 5e x®v EJiiaxqptbv, xai 

pdXXxjv dpxiKT] xfjq i)7tripExodcn](;, f] yvcopi^ouaa xivoq &vekev saxr TtpaKxsov 

EKaaxov xouxo S' Eaxi xdyaBov SKdaxon, oAxoq Se x6 dpiaxov dv xfj cpdoEi 7idcrr|. e^ 

dTtdvxcov ouv xwv EipripEvcov crri xf]v anxfiv £7iiaxf|pqv tiitcxei x6 ^qxoijpEvov 

ovopa- 5ei ydp xauxriv xmv rcpmxcov dpxrov Kai aixicbv Eivai GECopqxucriv Kal ydp 

xdyaGov Kai x6 ou eveku ev xcbv aixicov saxiv.

In [Text 4], Aristotle emphasizes the importance of the knowledge of Goodness 

for his inquiry.Similar remarks can easily be found elsewhere in the Metaphysics}^ 

Hence, it seems that the discussion of Goodness constitutes a necessary or even an essential 

part of Aristotle’s metaphysical project. Indeed, as is familiar to readers of the Metaphysics,

As Menn says, ‘Aristotle infers that the good-itself has no contrary evil arche, agreeing with 

Anaxagoras against Empedocles and Plato, and preserving both the promise of Alpha 2 that the good 

will be an arche and the claim of Theta 9 that there is no evil para la pragmata' (ms., Illy3, p. 1; 

emphasis added).

For example, in the first aporia of Beta, Aristotle considers seriously how one science can deal with 

the four causes - namely, material, formal, efficient, and final causes.

163



in Book Alpha Aristotle is at pains to convince his readers that the discovery of Goodness 

as a principle, or a cause is his own contribution to philosophy (cf. Alpha 7).

Now we come to the second answer. According to Ross (1924, p. 268), Aristotle 

takes Plato’s theory of the Bad as his rival, and refutes Plato’s principle of the Bad on two 

grounds: first, the Bad does not exist apart from individual bad things; secondly, there is 

nothing bad among the eternal principles of the universe.” It is also worth noting that 

Aristotle does not explicitly discuss or refute the principle of the Bad in the so-called 

‘climax of the Metaphysics", namely. Book Lambda. Why is this so? Beere (2009, p. 328) 

gives us an illuminating answer. In his view, the reason why, in Book Lambda, Aristotle 

does not deny that the bad is a principle is because he has accomplished this task in Theta

249.

Having addressed question (1), let us now turn to question (2); that is: why do we 

need a discussion of Goodness in Theta 9? Recall my interpretation of Theta 7 and 8 in 

Chapter 3. According to my interpretation of Theta, its aim is to grasp archai in two 

different ways. One way is to search for the arche of ousiai by investigating the ultimate 

dunameis of ousiai (in Theta 7). The second way is by studying the ultimate energeiai of 

ousiai (in Theta 8). Given that the search for the ultimate dunamis, as I have shown, cannot 

reach the desired arche, Aristotle must consider whether the energeiai of ousiai can lead 

us to the desired arche. After he has already found a way to grasp the ultimate arche of

^ Cf. Ross: ‘The former contention (1) is directly against the Platonic belief in an Idea of evil {Rep. 

476a, cf 402c, Theaet. 176e); the latter contention (2) is directed against the Platonic belief that the 

first principles of the universe, the one and the indefinite dyad, are good and bad respectively (A. 988a 14, 

A. 1075a35, N. 1091b31); Aristotle may have the bad world-soul of the Laws (896e, 898c) especially 

in mind’ (1924, p. 268, also cf 984b32-985a7).

Cf Menn; ‘And the asymmetry between good and evil, leading in Lambda 10 to the posting of a 

separately existing good arche without an evil contrary, will be a crucial part of his resolution of the 

disputes and difficulties about the good as an arche raised already in Metaphysics Alpha’ (ms., Illa3, 

p. 23).
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ousiai, in Theta 8, it seems appropriate to clarify some further features of the desired arche. 

Furthermore, this echoes Aristotle’s requirements for the science he is searching for; 

because the science, according to Aristotle’s expectations in book Alpha and other books 

of the Metaphysics, should take Goodness into account. This, 1 submit, explains why 

Aristotle’s discussion of Goodness is located immediately after Theta 8. This reading is 

also supported by the following passage.

[Text 5] Therefore, in the things that are from the beginning and eternal, there is 

nothing either bad or failed or destroyed - for destruction is a bad. {Metaphysics 

Theta, 1051al9-21; trans. Furth)

oi)K dpa ouS' sv Toiq “POT? aiSioiq ouOev eoxiv obie kokov outs

dpdpTqpa outs SiecpOappevov (xal ydp f| 8ia(p0opd xcov KaKwv soxiv)

It is worth noting that in [Text 5] Aristotle concludes that the things that ‘are from 

the arche and eternal’ are not a source of anything bad.^^ This amounts to saying that the 

desired arche must be good. By clarifying this crucial feature of the desired arche, 

Aristotle is concluding Theta and preparing for the discussion of Lambda.

Conclusion

In conclusion, I have argued that the first half of Theta 9 has two related aims. One is to 

clarify the teleological dimension, which Aristotle has implicitly assumed in Theta 7 and 

8; that is, all dunameis are directed at good ends. In this sense and for this reason, bad 

energeiai are understood as merely resulting from the obstruction of good dunameis. To 

put it differently, bad energeiai need further clarification, whereas good energeiai do not.

If we take the kai as explicative (cf. Katz and Polansky 2006, p. 236), then, presumably, eternal things 

are considered by Aristotle to be archai; if so, this also confirms my reading of Theta 8, defended in 

Chapter 3. There 1 argued for the same point; namely, that eternal things are archai of perishable things.
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All these considerations support the idea that the first half of Theta 9 is not a new beginning; 

it is, rather, a further clarification of what was implied in Theta 7 and 8. Another related 

aim of the first half of Theta 9 is to clarify one crucial feature of the desired arche, namely, 

the desired arche as Goodness. In so doing, Aristotle is also preparing for the climax of 

the Metaphysics, namely, book Lambda. In the next chapter, I will situate the thesis of 

Theta within the wider context of the Metaphysics as a whole. I will highlight the 

importance of Theta for the basic project of the Metaphysics. To anticipate, I will argue 

that Theta, by introducing two notions, dunamis and energeia, allows Aristotle to find a 

path that can lead to the desired arche.
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Chapter 6

The Basic Project of the Metaphysics and How Theta Relates to 

This Project

My aim in the previous five chapters has been to argue that the basic project of Theta is to 

search for the arche of ousiai. In this chapter, 1 want to consider my interpretation of Theta 

within the context of the Metaphysics, as a whole. I shall argue that searching for the arche 

of ousiai is not only the basic project of Theta, but is also the basic project of the 

Metaphysics. At an even more general level, I shall argue that searching for the arche of 

ousiai is the shared project of a variety of philosophers as Aristotle understands them - 

these include the Physicists, Platonists and mathematicians. Finally, by arguing against a 

highly influential Unitarian reading of the Metaphysics - namely, Frede’s and Patzig’s 

reading - I attempt to show how my reading of the basic project of the Metaphysics is 

preferable to theirs in some crucial respects.

Let us begin by considering some influential interpretations of the basic project of 

the Metaphysics.

1. Interpretations of the Basic Project of the Metaphysics

fSr\stoi\Q's, Metaphysics, as it has come down to us, consists of fourteen books. Critics have 

proposed a variety of possibilities to clarify the nature of these books, e.g., whether they 

are lecture notes, and what the chronological order of these books is.^ Without going into

^ For a chronological study of the Metaphysics, see, e.g., Jaeger (1948, Chapter VII and VllI) and Rist 

(1989, Chapter 12); and also cf. Owens’s summary (1957, pp. 39-47) of many critics’ views (e.g., 

Jaeger, H. v. Amim, Nuyen and Oggioni). For an overview of Aristotle’s philosophical development, 

see Wians, ed. (1996).
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the details of these controversial issues, it seems fair, 1 think, to say that there is general 

agreement among all critics that the fourteen books of the Metaphysics, as we now have 

them, do not have an easily recognizable theme. This naturally prompts the question, which 

is all-important for a proper understanding of these fourteen books, what the basic project 

of Aristotle’s Metaphysics is.

Traditionally, Aristotelian scholars have identified two themes in the Metaphysics, 

namely, metaphysica specialis and metaphysica generalis. Metaphysica specialis studies 

a special part of being (i.e., a departmental discipline), namely, God, and in this sense and 

for this reason, it could be properly labeled as ‘theology’. Metaphysica generalis, on the 

other hand, studies being in general (i.e., a universal discipline), and in this sense, to 

borrow a seventeenth century term, it could be labeled as ‘ontology’.^ As many critics have 

suggested, there seems to be a tension in unifying these two themes in the Metaphysics', 

for, clearly, theology and ontology have subject matters of two different kinds: the one 

departmental and the other universal. And no one science, at least on the surface, can have 

both as its subject matter. The question of how to reconcile these two themes has been 

hotly debated since critics fully recognised this problem in the nineteenth century.^ There 

are three main interpretations in the current literature, all aiming at resolving this tension.^

^ See e.g., Frede (1987a, p. 83); also cf Loux (2006, Introduction) for a brief account of the history of 

the subject matter of metaphysics.

^ For some more comprehensive and detailed accounts of how critics deal with this problem in the 

history of Aristotelian scholarship, see Owens (1957, Chapter 1), Leszl (1975, Chapter 1), Chen (1976, 

Chapter 1) and Reale (1980, Introduction and Appendix C).

There are also other readings: e.g., Chen (1976, esp. pp. 367-369) thinks these two themes are 

irreconcilable because there is no connection between them in Aristotle’s philosophy; Aubenque (1962; 

reported by Leszl 1975, pp. 25-26) thinks that metaphysica specialis and metaphysica generalis focus 

on different subject matters: the former studies the supersensible (to some extent also stars) whereas the 

latter studies the sublunary world; Shields (2012) holds that metaphysica generalis studies the per se 

features of being, i.e., the features that belong to all beings in so far as they are beings, and, only as a 

consequence, metaphysica generalis studies ousia in general and the Unmoved Mover in particular.
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Natorp, considered by critics as the first modern scholar who fully recognizes the 

importance of this issue, holds that ontology and theology are two incompatible elements 

in Aristotle’s Metaphysics. He conjectures that the theological part of the Metaphysics was 

inserted later by early Peripatetics. He, therefore, excises these parts of the text on the 

grounds that they do not belong to the real theme of the Metaphysics, which, according to 

him, is ontology.

Some other critics rightly recognize that there might be some potential conflict 

between Aristotle’s theology and ontology. They think, however, that, in order to make 

sense of this conflict, we must take these two subject matters - namely, theology and 

ontology - as belonging to two different stages in the development of Aristotle’s 

philosophy. Accordingly, they suggest several accounts of this development. There are two 

representative readings of this development in the current scholarship. Jaeger (1948) uses 

a developmentalist reading to reconcile the potential conflict between these two themes. 

He thinks that the theological part of the Metaphysics belongs to Aristotle’s early period, 

when he was still under the influence of Plato, whereas Aristotle’s mature view, according 

to Jaeger, takes ontology to be the subject matter of Metaphysics.^ Another influential 

developmentalist reading comes from Owen (1960). Owen claims that Aristotle first takes

However, it seems to me that their views cannot bear close scrutiny. Besides, also for the reason that 

their views are not influential in the current literature, I will not discuss their views in my thesis.

^ Jaeger says; ‘at first he (sc. Aristotle) proceeded strictly in the direction indicated by Plato, that is, he 

retained the supersensible world as the object of first philosophy, as we learn from the manifesto On 

Philosophy, and merely replaced the transcendental Ideas with the first mover, which being unmoved, 

eternal, and transcendent, possessed the properties that being must have according to Plato. This, his 

earliest, metaphysics was exclusively a science of the being that is unmoved and transcendent, i.e., 

theology. It was not the science of being as such’ (1948, p. 219). And latter, Aristotle ‘treats being not 

as a sort of object separate and distinct from others, but as the common point of reference for all states, 

properties, and relations, that are connected with the problem of reality’ (p. 215). See Randall (1960, 

Chapter VI) for a similar view.
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theology as the subject matter of the Metaphysics, but he gradually becomes sympathetic 

to Plato’s philosophy, and, eventually, he takes ontology as the subject matter of the 

Metaphysics. Owen argues that what causes Aristotle to change his view is his recognition 

of the ‘focal meaning’ (as Owen terms it; 1 will call it the ‘focal structure’ hereafter) in 

book Gamma of the Metaphysics.^ It is worth noting that both Jaeger and Owen take 

Aristotle’s thought to have developed from theology to ontology, but they have different 

views as to how this development is to be construed. For Jaeger Aristotle’s development 

is a departure from Plato, whereas, for Owen, it is a return to Plato.^

In addition to developmentalist readings, there are also two influential Unitarian 

readings in the current literature.^ One Unitarian reading (e.g., Patzig, 1979, Frede, 1987a 

and Owens, 1957) takes theology and ontology in Aristotle as completely reconcilable.®

® Owen says: ‘It seems to show that when Aristotle wrote Metaphysics IV he had returned to, or newly 

arrived at, a belief in the possibility of a general metaphysics after a period in which he had denounced 

any such project as logically indefensible and castigated Plato and the Academy for pursuing it. It was 

in this period that for reasons of logic he confined his interest to the special sciences (of which theology 

was one)’ (1979, p. 13).

However, ‘focal meaning’, is not a good term since it may suggest a semantic connotation; therefore, 

throughout this chapter, I will translate 'pros hen' as ‘focal structure’ instead of‘focal meaning’. On 

this issue, see Politis (2004, p. 105).

^ As Owen says: ‘Seen in this perspective the kind of inquiry that is introduced in the fourth book of 

the Metaphysics (sc. ‘focal structure’) looks more like a revival of sympathy with Plato’s aims (or what 

Aristotle took to be these aims) than like a new departure from them’ (1979, p. 14).

* Reale (1980) also holds a Unitarian reading; he identifies four basic components in Aristotle’s 

Metaphysics: aetiology, theology, ousiology and ontology. Reale argues that ontology is reducible to 

ousiology and theology can be understood as a kind of aetiology. Although Reale takes a Unitarian 

stance towards the interpretation of the Metaphysics, I think that Reale does not clearly address the 

relation between aetiology and ousiology, so, 1 will not discuss Reale’s reading here.

® Their readings are not exactly the same, but they are similar to each other in one crucial respect; that 

is, all of them appeal to a double pros hen structure in interpreting Aristotle’s Metaphysics.
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Basically, they appeal to not one, but two "pros hen' structures to unify these two themes/° 

They claim that just as ousia is the focal structure of being - which is famously introduced 

by Aristotle in Metaphysics Gamma 2 - so too the Unmoved Mover is the focal structure 

of ousiav, or more specifically. Just as all other categories of being depend on ousia for 

their being, so too other ousiai depend on the Unmoved Mover for their being.As we 

can see, according to this reading, the project of the Metaphysics will be to analyse the 

concept of ousia,^^ and since ousia is the focal structure of being, by analysing the concept 

of ousia, we can eventually grasp what it is for something, anything, to be a being.

In contrast to the above Unitarian reading, Menn’s reading (ms.) does not appeal to 

the double 'pros hen' structure. He thinks that what unifies these two themes in the 

Metaphysics is Aristotle’s project of searching for the arche of ousiai. Construed in this 

way, theology will be the basic subject matter of the Metaphysics, and ontology, which

° But, it is important to note that Aristotle only formulates one pros hen structure, not two, in Gamma 

2; this, as I shall argue later in this chapter, is crucial.

For example, Patzig says: ‘he (sc. Aristotle) must plainly be able to say that theology, properly and 

rigorously understood, is at the same time nothing but the study of being qua being, or ontology. And 

“the only possible basis of demonstration” for such an assertion must, according to our previous 

reflections, lie in the proof that God is the first substance among substances, the genuine substance, the 

ousia ousion, on which all other substances rely for their being and which preserves their being just as 

substance itself is the “first being”, on which all other beings that are not substances depend as the basis 

of their being. We should therefore postulate a relation of paronymy on two levels as far as being is 

concerned: first, the relation of substance to the other beings (qualities, relations, etc.), which rest upon 

it, and secondly the relation of the unmoved and independent substance of God to other substances. 

Ontology is therefore a doubly paronymous science’ (1979, pp. 41 -42). Cf also Frede (1987a and 2000), 

Owens (1957) and Veatch (1974).

I will take up this reading again in the section 5 of this chapter and give a more detailed analysis.
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focuses on the study of ousia, is subordinate to, and can be understood as a part of, theology 

(or the study of arche)}^

My aim in this chapter is to propose and tentatively defend a Unitarian reading of 

the subject matter of the Metaphysics. My reading will be similar to Menn’s, though 

significantly different on one crucial point (section 2). Compared with Menn’s 

interpretation, my reading has the following advantages. First, methodologically speaking, 

my approach to dealing with the issue will be more systematic and philosophical. As far 

as 1 am aware, no critic has systematically identified and developed these ideas in the way 

in which I will do so here. Secondly, to further support my reading, I will offer a more 

comprehensive account of Aristotle’s project in the Metaphysics, including how Aristotle 

understands the related projects of other philosophers.

After giving a general account of Aristotle’s project in the Metaphysics, 1 will relate 

my Unitarian reading of the Metaphysics to the theme of my thesis - namely, the 

argumentative structure of Theta. I will compare my reading with that of Frede and Patzig, 

who also offer a Unitarian reading of the basic project of the Metaphysics, in order to show 

that my reading is preferable to theirs in some crucial respects. I shall also clarify how my 

reading of Theta contributes to the basic project of the Metaphysics.

2. What is the Basic Project of the Metaphysics!

In the Metaphysics, Aristotle gives several descriptions of what his project is. These 

descriptions can be summarized as the following six projects:^''

Cf. Menn: ‘Lambda will always be disappointing if it is read as a contribution to ousiology or 

ontology. But it is very interesting when it is read as what it is, a contribution to archeology’ (ms., llipi,

p. 11).

Cf. also Owens (1957, p. 6) for a similar summary of the different descriptions of what Aristotle’s 

Metaphysics is about.
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1. First causes and principles of all things (Alpha 98lb28, 982a8-10, 982b9)

2. Being being (Gamma 1003a21; Epsilon 1025b3; Kappa 1060b31, 1061b4, 

1061b26,1061b31)

3. First causes and principles of being qua being (Gamma 1003a31; Epsilon 

1028a3-4)

4. A certain part (but not all parts) of reality, namely, the Unmoved Mover (as we 

know in Lambda) (Epsilon 1026al5; Kappa 1064b4; Lambda 1069bl; cf 

Physics 192a34, \94h\4; De Anima A03h\5)

5. OMs/r? (Zeta 1028b4)

6. First principles and causes of ousiai (at dpxai Kai td aiTia Tcbv odoidtv) 

(Gamma 1003b 18; Lambda 1069a 18-19)^^

Based on this, critics have wondered: If Aristotle’s Metaphysics has a unified 

project, then how should we reconcile these six seemingly different descriptions, so as to 

fit them together? A purely conceptual reflection reveals the following conclusions:

1 and 3 are reducible to 6 via the concept of ontological dependence/®

Likewise, 2 is reducible to 5 via the concept of ontological dependence/^

One might wonder why the first causes and principles should be of ousiai. The reason is that, 

according to Aristotle, the causes and principles of ousiai are, in one sense, the causes and the principles 

of all things. As he puts it, ‘in another sense, the causes of substances are in some manner the causes of 

all, in view of the fact that when substances are destroyed all other things are destroyed.’ d)5i id tcov 

oiiGimv aiTia (b(; auia TtdvTcov, oti dvaipEixai dvaipoup^wv (1071a34-35; trans. Apostle). Cf also 

1071b5-6.

1 take ‘all things’ and ‘being qua being’ here as equivalent: the concept of Being qua being denotes 

the scope of generality; it covers everything in so far as it is a being; hence, in this sense and for this 

reason, it covers all things.

Owens (1957, e.g., p. 153) takes ‘being qua being’ to be directly equivalent to ousia. This cannot be 

right since ousia is only one part of being.
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4 seems to be equivalent to 6. (As we know from Lambda, Aristotle claims that he 

is searching for the arche of ousiai, and the Unmoved Mover is taken to be the 

arche of ousiai.)

Hence, ultimately, it seems that we have two projects left: 5 and 6.

As we can see, projects 5 and 6 correspond to ontology and theology respectively. 

The long-standing debate over what the subject matter of the Metaphysics is can be 

reformulated as the potential conflict between projects 5 and 6. Hence, if we want to defend 

a Unitarian reading of the subject matter of the Metaphysics, all we need to do is to reconcile 

the potential conflict between these two projects. This requires a systematic analysis of all 

possible ways of reconciling projects 5 and 6. We need to proceed carefully, based on 

philosophical reflection and Aristotle’s texts, so that we may make our interpretation as 

exhaustive as possible. Simply on conceptual reflection, it appears that to say that the 

Metaphysics is about both projects 5 and 6 is puzzling. Here is the reason:

The concept of ousia itself can be understood as a kind of arche (Delta 1013a21; 

Zeta 1041a9 and 1041b31).^®

If this is correct, then, to say "arche of ousiai' seems to be saying "arche of archai', 

which is a puzzling phrase.

As we know, in Lambda the ultimate arche is the Umoved Mover, which is also 

itself an ousia, indeed, the most divine and the best living thing as Aristotle puts it 

(1074b 16 and 1072b28-9 respectively).

If so, then, to say "arche of ousiai' seems to be saying "ousia of ousiai', which is 

also a puzzling phrase.

In Delta 1, Aristotle explains several meanings of arche', it is precisely that arche is ambiguous with 

regard to these meanings that allows Aristotle to call ousia a kind of arche.

For simplicity, I will use a single term, arche, as a short way of saying "arche and aition" hereafter; 

for arche and aition are used interchangeably.
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These puzzles naturally invite us to consider what, exactly, Aristotle has in mind 

when he formulates his project as both a search for ousia and a search for the arche of 

ousiai. In my view, properly to understand this apparent puzzle is precisely the key to 

grasping what, exactly, Aristotle’s Metaphysics is about.^° Let me explain this.

As we know, the concept of ousia is essentially related to the notion of ontological 

independence. Ousia is precisely the notion that designates what is ontologically 

independent. In this sense and for this reason, to say that ousia is a kind of arche is 

equivalent to saying that this very thing is ontologically independent.^^ To be clear, what 

I mean by ‘ontological independence’ is the following:

[Ontological Independence] X is ontologically independent if and only if X is a 

being simply because of itself and not because o/its relation to any other thing.

Y. 22

It is easy to see that the difficulty for interpreting the two phrases, "ousia of ousiaf 

and "arche of archai", lies in the ambiguity of the genitive preposition, ‘of (tcov). 

Conceptually speaking, there are three possibilities for interpreting these two phrases.

° Reale proposes that these two puzzling phrases might indicate a tension between concrete substance 

{ousia in the weak sense) and form {ousia in the strong sense). As he says: ‘the signification of 

“ousiology” will also be twofold due to this twofold signification of the term ousia. Ousiology will be 

either the inquiry concerning substance as cause or the inquiry concerning the causes of substance" 

(1980, p. 31; emphasis added). But this way of understanding the difference between ousia and the 

arche of ousiai is not convincing; for, strictly speaking, concrete substance is not ousia for Aristotle.
21 This is precisely what Aristotle calls a ‘pros hen" structure (cf. Gamma 2).

On the notion of‘ontological dependence’, see also K. Fine (1994 and 1995) and Lowe (1994; 1998, 

Chapter 6; 2006, Chapter 3; 2010); with regard to how this notion is invoked in Aristotle’s Metaphysics, 

see Politis (2004, pp. 198-203), Corkum (2008) and Peramatzis (2011, Part II). There are also other 

influential readings of Aristotle’s notion of ‘ontological dependence’, which, I think, are not true of 

Aristotle; see e.g., G. Fine (1984) and Morrison (1985).
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First possibilty: 'arche of archaf or 'ousia of ousiai' could mean that there is a 

two-tier relation of ontological dependence;^^ that is, just as the very concept of ousia itself 

designates what is ontologically independent, so too the phrase "ousia of ousiai' signifies 

further what is ontologically independent among ousiai. In other words, there is a relation 

of ontological dependence between the highest ousia (let us for present purposes suppose 

that there is one^'') and other ousiai; that is, all the other ousiai are ontologically dependent 

on the highest ousia for their being.

The second possibility for interpreting these two phrases is that there is no two-tier 

relation of ontological dependence. Instead, there is just a one-tier relation of ontological 

dependence; that is, a relation of ontological dependence between things other than ousia 

and ousia. If this is the case, then these two phrases, "ousia of ousiai" and "arche of archai", 

would not signify that which is ontologically independent among ousiai, but some other 

relation. Recall what 1 have pointed out in Chapter 4: if X is an arche of Y, then, X is 

explanatory of Y. In view of this, the second possibility for interpreting these two phrases 

holds that there is not a relation of ontological dependence between the highest ousia and 

other ousiai; rather, the highest ousia is explanatory of other ousiai through some relation 

other than the relation of ontological dependence.

Tahko is not fully aware of the ambiguity of the genitive proposition, ‘of (tmv). According to his 

interpretation, the reason why Aristotle takes metaphysics to be the first philosophy is because Aristotle 

is searching for what is ultimately ontologically independent. As he says, ‘In what sense could 

metaphysics be the first philosophy? Let me take the liberty of applying the technical jargon of 

contemporary metaphysics to answer: The first philosophy is an account of what is, or what it means to 

he, fundamental. Things that are the most fundamental are not grounded in anything more fundamental, 

they are ontologically independent’ (2013, p. 49). On this topic, cf also Schaffer (2009).

As we know, in Lambda 8 Aristotle calculates how many Unmoved Movers we should postulate. It 

is not clear how these Unmoved movers are related to each other (cf Frede 2000, p. 37). But it seems 

clear that Aristotle thinks that, ultimately, there is a final Unmoved Mover, which is the final arche. In 

view of this, let us suppose that there is just one highest ousia in Aristotle’s philosophy.
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The third possibility for interpreting these two phrases lies in between; that is, it is 

not clear whether there is a relation of ontological dependence between the highest ousia 

and other ousiai, but nevertheless the highest ousia is still explanatory of other ousiai.

Given that these two phrases, ‘ousia of ousiai' and ‘arche of archai', can be 

interpreted in these three ways, there are correspondingly three ways to reconcile the 

potential conflict between ontology (project 5) and theology (project 6).

If there is a two-tier ontological independence relation existing between the 

Unmoved Mover (understood as arche) and other ousiai, then, project 5 - namely, 

searching for what it is for something, anything, to be an ousia - will necessarily lead us 

forward to project 6. For, on this reading, only the Unmoved Mover is, strictly speaking, 

ontologically independent.

Alternatively, we might think that there is no relation of ontological dependence

between the Unmoved Mover and other ousiai in Aristotle. But this view needs to be

refined in light of what I have argued in the Chapter 4. Let me explain this in more detail.

In my view, there is a relation of ontological dependence between eternal things and

perishable things; that is, perishable things are dependent on eternal things for their being.

In this sense and for this reason, eternal things are taken to be the archai of perishable

things. But this still leaves the relation between the Unmoved Mover and other eternal

ousiai unexplained; that is, it is not clear whether there is a relation of ontological

dependence between the final arche - namely, the Unmoved Mover - and other eternal

ousiai. Hence, strictly speaking, this view holds that there is not a relation of ontological

dependence between the Unmoved Mover and other eternal ousiai. Nevertheless, on this

reading, project 6 - namely, the search for the arche of ousiai - will also include project 5

as a necessary part; for, as Aristotle clearly states, the arche that we are looking for is the

arche of ousiai. In this case, the analysis of what ousia is (project 5) will naturally leads

us to project 6, if there are some other explanatory relations existing between the Unmoved
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Mover and other ousiai. For, strictly speaking, only the Unmoved Mover is explanatorily 

independent.

Finally, we might think that it is not clear whether there is a relation of ontological 

dependence between the Unmoved Mover and other ousiai in Aristotle. Neverthelss, 

project 6 will also include project 5 as a necessary part; for the arche that we are looking 

for is the arche of ousiai. Again, a clarification of what ousia is (project 5) will also 

naturally lead us to project 6, if there is an explanatory relation existing between the 

Unmoved Mover and other ousiai, irrespective of whether this is a relation of ontological 

dependence or some other relation, or both. For, strictly speaking, only the Unmoved 

Mover is explanatorily independent.

Taking these three possibilities into consideration, it seems that, philosophically 

speaking, we do not have to accept the developmentalist readings (e.g., Natorp’s, Jaeger’s 

and Owen’s readings) of the two subject matters (i.e., ontology and theology) of the 

Metaphysics', for these two themes are completely compatible and we do not have to appeal 

to a particular chronological ordering to make sense of the two subject matters. On the 

other hand, if we adhere to the text of the Metaphysics, as we now have it, it seems that it 

is necessary that we accept a Unitarian reading, in one way or another; after all, Aristotle 

clearly claims in many places that what he is looking for is the arche of ousiai.

The two different Unitarian approaches (as I formulated them in section 1) to 

reconciling the potential conflicts between ontology (project 5) and theology (project 6) 

can be reformulated as follows:

One Unitarian approach (e.g., Patzig 1979, Frede 1987a and Owen 1957) claims 

that there is an ontological independence relation between the Unmoved Mover and other 

ousiai', in other words, according to this reading, there is a two-tier ontological

25,Cf also, Peramatzis (2011, pp. 291-299).
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independence relation (a ‘double pros hen structure’ in their terminology ) in Aristotle’s 

Metaphysics. It is this two-tier ontological independence relation that unifies Aristotle’s 

ontology and theology.

Another Unitarian approach (Menn ms.) strongly suggests that there is no two-tier 

ontological independence relation existing between the Unmoved Mover and other 

ousiai;^^ according to this reading, it is true to say that, when Aristotle asks what ousia is 

(e.g., in a memorable sentence at 1028b4 of Zeta), he is asking what is ontologically 

independent; whereas when he asks what the arche of ousiai is, his question does not imply 

that one ousia can be ontologically independent of other ousiai, rather, he is simply asking 

whether there is an ousia which is explanatorily independent of all other ousiai}^ On this 

reading, it is the searching for the arche of ousiai that unifies Aristotle’s ontology and 

theology.

This leads naturally to the question of how exactly the Unmoved Mover is related 

to the other ousiai. Again, given that 1 have argued that perishable things are ontologically 

dependent on eternal things for their being, the Unmoved Mover, as a member of the class

® Menn says that ‘it (sc. Lambda) argues that efficient causes of being-as-e«e/-ge/a lead to the arche, 

and that other kinds of causes, of being in other senses, do nof (ms., llipi, p. 11; cf also 2001, p. 95). 

Also: ‘To find such an arche we have to proceed through extrinsic causes, i.e. efficient causes, and 

more particularly through efficient causes which are not conspecific with their effects’ (IIipi, p. 26; cf 

IIipi, p. 36, p. 38, p. 42, and llip2, p. 1, etc.). Also: ‘it (sc. the Unmoved Mover) does not seem to be a 

substance or a being in any stronger sense than other substances are’ (2012, p. 423; cf also 2005, p. 

276). Also: ‘But Lambda does not in fact draw on Zeta’s discussion of the status of immanent forms as 

ousia (in arguing, say, that immaterial forms are ousiai in a yet stronger sense - but Lambda breathes 

no hint that God is ousia in any different sense from other ousiai)' (2001, p. 93; cf also p. 126 and p. 

134).

Menn: ‘it says nothing about a special sense of being or of ousia that would apply only to these 

immaterial things (let alone about how other things’ ways-of-being might be understood as derived 

from this primary sense)’ (ms., Hal, p. 4). Also, ‘good-itself in Lambda 10 are not the ousiai of the 

manifest things, but are entirely different ousiai, and are causes of the manifest things only as causes of 

motion and actuality’ (p. 11).
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of eternal things, may, therefore, be ontologically related to perishable things. But, for 

present purposes, let us concentrate on the relation between the Unmoved Mover and all 

other ousiai, not merely perishable ousiai.

As we know from Lambda, the Unmoved Mover is sometimes characterized by 

Aristotle as the final cause (e.g., 1072b 1-4, 1074a20) and sometimes as the efficient cause 

(e.g, 1071bll, 1075b31). Critics have been engaged in a long-standing debate about 

whether the Unmoved Mover is the efficient cause or the final cause, or both.^* However, 

more relevant to our discussion here is that it is not clear whether there is a relation of 

ontological dependence between the Unmoved Mover and other ousiai}^ More generally, 

it is not clear whether there is a relation of ontological dependence between two items 

which are related by the efficient cause or the final cause: we may think that the efficient 

cause is not necessarily related to a relation of ontological dependence at all; and clearly, 

not all items, which are related by the final cause, have a relation of ontological dependence.

In my view, Aristotle in Lambda does not explicitly tell us whether there is an 

ontological dependence relation existing between the Unmoved Mover and other ousiai. 

However, it seems that we cannot immediately rule out that possibility. That there exists a

® As Miller says, ‘this gives rise to a further question: if Aristotle’s prime mover is both an efficient 

and final cause, how are these two modes of causation related? ... if Aristotle believes that his divine 

cause is both efficient and final, which is more fundamental: Is it an efficient cause because it is final, 

or a final cause because it is efficient?’ (2013, p. 279). Also, see Miller’s excellent summary of several 

possible interpretations of this issue. Also see Owens (1979); he thinks that the Unmoved Mover is the 

final cause of other ousiai. Cf. also Ross (1937, p. 181); he thinks that the Unmoved Mover is the 

efficient cause by being the final cause.

^^There are also some other interpretations of how the Unmoved Mover relates to other ousiai. Sorabji 

(1988, pp. 249-285) (Chapter Fifteen: Infinite Power Impressed: The Neoplatonist Transformation of 

Aristotle) provides an account of Neo-platonists’ interpretation of Aristotle’s Unmoved Mover; they 

take it as both the sustainer (preservation of their existence) and the mover of the universe. Also cf 

Menn’s summary of the views of Avicenna and Thomas Aquinas: ‘God is a cause of being, to what 

would otherwise be a non-existing essence, of the fact that it exists’ (ms., 111(31, p. 3).
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relation of ontological dependence between the Unmoved Mover and other ousiai is not 

simply a logical possibility; after all, textually speaking, the Unmoved Mover is taken to 

be the final cause of other ousiai^° One might think that some version of the final cause 

will necessarily imply a relation of ontological dependence. For example, through the final 

cause, the Unmoved Mover may determine the being (i.e., the essences) of other ousiai}^ 

Hence, unlike Menn, 1 think that there might be a two-tier relation of ontological 

dependence between the Unmoved Mover and other ousiai.

Let us summarize the results of our discussion so far, In this section I have shown 

that Aristotle’s Metaphysics carries out both projects - namely, searching for ousia and 

searching for the arche of ousiai. As I have argued, however, the project of searching for 

ousia is subordinate to, and can be understood as a necessary part of, the project of 

searching for the arche of ousiai', for in order to address the latter project, we must first 

consider what is ontologically independent. Only after giving a proper answer to the 

project of ousia, can we proceed to ask whether there is an ousia which is explanatorily 

independent of other ousiai. In this sense and for this reason, searching for the arche of 

ousiai should be taken to be the basic project of the Metaphysics.

° Aristotle claims that all corruptible things imitate the incorruptible, (Theta 8, 1050b28) and that all 

sensible things, both corruptible and incorruptible, depend upon the Unmoved Mover as upon their final 

cause (Lambda 7,1072b 13-14). However, Charles (2012) argues for a more complex view of Aristotle’s 

teleology. According to Charles, even though sometimes Aristotle uses the language of teleology to 

explain some phenomena (e.g., elemental cycles and global teleology), it is not necessarily that he takes 

those phenomena as requiring the presence of genuine Aristotelian teleological causation. It seems to 

me that whether there is an ontological independence relation existing between the Unmoved Mover 

and other ousiai is partly dependent on how Aristotle’s final cause is understood. Since I do not have a 

clear view on this issue, 1 shall leave this issue unresolved for now.

E.g., Peramatzis says; ‘The goodness of the Prime Mover’s essence, then, can be conceived as the 

moving and final cause which determines the nature of the Heavenly Intelligences as eternal actual 

beings’ (2011, p. 298; emphasis added).
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3. Searching for ‘‘iht Arche OusiaP as A Shared Project

In the previous section I argued that searching for the arche of ousiai is the basic project 

of the Metaphysics. In this section, to further strengthen this conclusion, 1 will show that 

this basic project is not Aristotle’s invention, but, is a shared project for a variety of 

philosophers as Aristotle understands them - these philosophers include the Physicists, 

Platonists and mathematicians.

3.1 Plato’s Approach of Searching for the of Ousia

(Text 1] Since the Forms are the causes of all other things, he (sc. Plato) thought 

the elements of Forms are the elements of all things. As matter, the Great and the 

Small are the principles; as substance, it is the One. For from the Great and the 

Small, by participation in the One come the Forms, and there are Numbers, (trans. 

Apostle, 987bl8-22)^^

[Text 2) Further, the most difficult of all and containing the most aporia, whether 

one and being are, as Pythagoreans and Plato used to say, not something different 

but rather the substance of beings, or not, but the subject is something else, as 

Empedocles asserts it is friendship, someone else fire, someone else water or air. 

(trans. Madigan, 996a5-9)^^

[Text 3) For the Forms are causes of the essence of the other things, and the cause 

of the essence of the Forms is the One. (trans. Ross, 988a 10-11, slightly modified; 

cf also 988b4-6)^^

OTEi 6' aiTia ict 8l'6r| Toiq a7,X,oii;, idKEivov OTOxyEia jtdvTwv cbijOTi xoiv ovtcov eivai aTOiysia. cbc; 

ouv uX,Tiv TO gEya Koi to giKpov Eivai dpydq, (b^ 6' ouoiav to bj- e^ ekeivmv ydp koto g£0E^iv too ^oq 

[to EiSt^] Eivai Touq dpiGgouq.
ETl hk TO TidVTWV yaXETtWTaTOV KOi 7tX,EiaTT1V dltopiav E^OV, TtOTEpOV TO £V KOi TO 6v, KaGdTtEp 01 

noGayopEioi Koi FIMtuv ekeyev, odx ETEpov t( eotiv akV ouoia tcov ovtcov; ij od, d>.A.' ETEpov ti to 

UTTOKEigEvov, woTCEp 'Eg7rE5oKA.f)(; (pt^cji (pi>.iav dX,Xo(; ds tk; nup 6 6k ddcop ij dspa'

TO ydp Ei'dri too ti eotiv auia toi(; dA.^oi(;, toTc; 5' ei'5eoi to ev.
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[Text 4] But because it is the One that they (sc. Platonists) posit as a principle, and 

a principle in the sense of an element, (trans. Apostle, 1091b2-3; cf.l092a6-7)^^

From these texts, we can draw the following conclusions: (1) Plato is searching 

for the elements (axoixeta) of forms ([Text 1[); (2) We know from other texts that form is 

precisely ousia for Plato (e.g., 991 bl-3); (3) Hence, Plato is searching for the elements of 

ousiai [from (1) and (2)]; (4) Plato takes the One to be the arche ([Text 1] and [Text 4]);^® 

In particular, Plato thinks that the One is the arche of forms and forms are the archai of 

other things ([Text 3]) {aitia and to ti en einai are archai according to Delta 2); (5) Plato 

is searching for the arche of ousiai. ([Text 1[ and [Text 4]); (6) the One is also itself an 

ousia ([Text 1], [Text 2] and also cf. 1053bl6); (7) the One is the arche understood as an 

element ([Text 4]).

Hence, to summarize, Plato is searching for the arche of ousiai - namely, the arche 

of forms; and Plato is searching for the elements of om.wo/- namely, the elements of forms.

3.2 The Physicists’ Approach of Searching for the Arche of Ousiai

[Text 1] That is why, though most thinkers and the earlier thinkers thought that 

substance and being were body and other things were modifications of body, so 

that the principles of bodies were also the principles of being, (trans. Madigan,

1002a8-ll;cf. 1001b29-1002a4, 1002a26-28)37

aXka 5ia to :6 ev apxhv xa'i apyiiv a)(; aioixelov.

One might ask: Why does Plato think that the One and Being are elements? Aristotle thinks that Plato 

takes the One and Being as belonging to “many or to all or to most” (1014b6-9) and as intelligible 

elements in our process of understanding (1070b7-8).

Siortsp oi pr/ 7uo>.^oi xai oi npoiepov Tf)v ouoiav xai to 6v wovto to acbpa sivai Tot be toutou 

7id0r|, moTE Ktti Taq dpxd(; Tdc; twv ocopaTov tmv ovtwv eivai dp/di;-
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[Text 2] From what has been said, then, and from the wise men whose account 

concerning these matter has by now been considered, we gather this much: the first 

philosophers posit a corporeal principle (for water and fire and such things are 

bodies) (trans. Apostle, 987a2-5)^®

[Text 3] Those who say that the universe is one and posit as matter some one nature 

which is corporeal and magnitude clearly err in many ways; for they (sc. Physicists) 

posit the elements of bodies only, not of incorporeal things, even though 

incorporeal things exist (trans. Apostle, 988b22-25; cf 988a28-32, 985a29-b3).^^

From these texts, we can draw the following conclusions: (1) The physicists take 

body as ousia ([Text 1]); (2) The physicists are searching for the arche of body ([Text 1[); 

(3) The physicists are searching for the arche of ousiai ([Text 1]); (4) The physicists take 

arche as corporeal ([Text ![ and [Text 2]); (5) Like Plato, the physicists are also searching 

for the elements of ousiai ([Text 3[).

Hence, to summarize, the physicists are searching for the arche of ousiai - namely, 

the arche of bodies; and the physicists are searching for the elements of ousiai - namely, 

the elements of bodies.

3.3 The Mathematical Approach of Searching for the Arche of Ousiai

[Text 1] They came to the belief that the elements of numbers are the elements of 

all things (trans. Apostle, 986a 1-2).'^°

EK gCT ouv Tcbv eipr||XCTcov Kui Ttapd twv owTiSpEUKOxcov 1)611 tm X,6y(i) aocpcov rauTa TtapEikficpapev, 

napd gEV Tcov TtpcoTOJV aojgaiiKiiv te xfiv apyxiv (u6cop ydp xai TuOp koI xd xoiauxa awgaxd Eoxiv).
'Daoi g£v ouv £v XE x6 Ttav xai piav xivd ipuaiv (bq u^Tjv xiGsaoi, Kui xauxriv ocopaxiKfiv kuI gEyEGoi; 

Eyoucav, 5fjA.ov 6x1 Tro^kaxw; agapxdvouoiv. xcuv ydp ocogdxcov xd oxoixeta xiGsaoi govov, xcov 5' 
dotogdxcov oi).

xd xcov dpiGgdiv oxoixeia xcov ovxcov oxoixEia Ttdvxcov U7r£>.aPov Eivai.
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|Text 2] Contemporaneously with these thinkers and even before them, the so- 

called Pythagoreans, who were engaged in the study of mathematical objects, were 

the first to advance this study, and having been brought up in it, they regarded the 

principles of mathematical objects as the principles of all things (trans. Apostle, 

985b23-27).^'

[Text 3] The Pythagoreans, however, spoke of two principles in the same manner 

but added this much (which is peculiar to them), that the Finite and the Infinite and 

the One are not to be regarded as being other natures, such as fire or earth or some 

other things of this sort, but that the Infinite itself and the One itself are the 

substances of the things of which they are predicated, and hence that numbers are 

X):\e substances of all things, (trans. Apostle, 987al3-19)'‘^

[Text 4[ [sc. Plato agrees with the Pythagoreans] in believing that the Numbers are 

the causes of the substance of all other things... (trans. Apostle, slightly modified, 

98^b24-25)''^

[Text 5[ Since, then, some thinkers say that Ideas and the Numbers are such 

substances, and that the elements of these are the elements and principles of things, 

we must inquire what these thinkers say and how they say it. (trans. Apostle, 

1086a26-29)^"

From these texts, we can draw the following conclusions: (1) The elements of 

numbers are the elements of all things ([Text 1[. (2) The principles of mathematics are the 

principles of all things ([Text 2[). (3) The elements of numbers are the elements and

’Ev 5£ toitok; koI Jipo toutiov oi Ka^ougsvoi nuGayopeioi tcov paGripaTiov dv|/dpEvoi TipioToi lauid 

T£ 7ipof|yaycv, koi evipacpeviei; £v ai)ToT(; idq toutwv dpydq tmv ovtcov dpydf; uriGriaav eivai Ttdvxcjv.

oi 5e OuGayopsioi duo psv idq dpydq Kurd tov adiov £ipf)Kaoi xpoTiov, xoaoOxov dd ;ipoo£7t£G£aav 

6 Koi I'diov iaxiv auxwv, 6xi x6 7t£7i£paap£vov Koi x6 d7t£ipov [xai x6 £v] odx EXEpai; xivd(; wfiGrioav 

Eivai cpdoEic, oiov rrup i] yfjv tj xi xoiouxov £X£pov, d^^' adxo x6 dnEipov xai adxd x6 ev odaiav Eivai 

xodxcov (ov raxriyopoOvxav, did xai dpiGpov Eivai xfjv odoiav Ttdvxiov.

Ktti x6 xoiq dpiGpodq aixiouq Eivai xoii; aXkov; xfjq odoiai; iboauxioq ekewok;

oteI ouv ^youoi xivEq xoiauxac; Eivai xd^ idca^ xai xoix; dpiGpouq, xai xd xodxcov axoiyEia xcov ovxiov 

Eivai oxoiyEa icai dpydi;, oketixeov TtEpi xodxcov xi Myouai xai ncoi; >.£yoaaiv.
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principles of being ([Text 5|). (4) Numbers are the ousiai of other things ([Text 3[ and 

[Text 4|).

Hence, to summarize, the mathematicians are searching for the arche of ousiai - 

namely, the arche of numbers; and the mathematicians are searching for the elements of 

ousiai - namely, the elements of numbers.

The upshot of this analysis of Aristotle’s understanding of the projects of other 

philosophers is as follows. First, Plato, the physicists and the mathematicians are all 

searching for the arche of ousiai. And this, as 1 have argued in the second section of this 

chapter, is also the basic project that Aristotle carries out in the Metaphysics. Hence, in 

Aristotle’s view, the project of searching for the arche of ousiai is not his invention, but is 

a project shared by a variety of philosophers. Secondly, these other philosophers have 

different understandings of what ousia is: for Plato, it is form; for the physicists, it is body; 

and for the mathematicians, it is number. Thirdly, these other philosophers have a shared 

assumption, that is, searching for the arche of ousiai amounts to searching for the stoicheia 

of ousiai.

In the next secion, 1 will show that this shared assumption is exactly what Aristotle 

will argue against. As we shall see, Aristotle will argue against this shared assumption by 

drawing a distinction between arche and stoicheion. This shows that the Aristotlian 

conception of arche is crucially different from arche as conceived of by other philosophers, 

in particular: Platonists, physicists and mathmaticians.

4. The Distinction between Arche and Stoicheion and Aristotle’s 

Account of the Arche of Ousiai

As 1 have argued, searching for the arche of ousiai is, for Aristotle, a project shared by a 

variety of philosophers. We shall now see that, unlike the Platonists, physicists and
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mathematicians, Aristotle does not think that arche can be found in the elements of things, 

whether understood as physical, dialectical or mathematical. In fact, he clearly 

distinguishes arche from stoicheion. As he says:

[Text 1] The substance of these would appear to be this nature, which is not an 

element but a principle, (trans. Apostle, 1041b30-31)‘’^

[Text 2] From our inquiry it appears that the constituents of a syllable are not its 

letters plus their combination, nor, in the case of a house, are they bricks and 

combination. And this is right; for a combination or blend does not consist of those 

objects of which it is the combination or the blend. And in the other cases, it is 

similar; for example, if a threshold exists by virtue of its position, the position does 

not consist of the threshold, but it is rather the threshold which is composed of the 

position. Nor is a man animal plus two-footednedss, but there must be something 

which exists besides these, if these are matter, and this something is neither an 

element, nor does it consist of elements, but is the substance; and it is this that some 

thinkers leave out and state only the matter. So if this is the cause of the existence 

and of the substance, then it is this that they should be calling a ‘a substance’, (trans. 

Apostle, 1043b4-14/®

In these texts, Aristotle clearly contrasts ousia (and arche) with stoicheion. 

Aristotle argues that ousia should be understood as arche rather than stoicheion; for 

stoicheia themselves need to be united and ousia is the cause of that unity.

45 (paveiri av [kuI] auir) f| (puaii; ovaia, fj eoiiv oi) oioixeiov aXX' dpxil-

oi) (paiveiai 8f) ^riiouaiv i) cn)^>.aPij ex twv aioixeicov ouoa xai oovGeoso));, oi)5' ij okia Ti^ivBoi te 

Ktti (jovGeok;. xai toOto opGcoq’ oi) ydp eotiv t) ouvGeoii; oi)5’ i] pT^iq ek toutcov tov eotI ctuvGeok; f] 

pi^n;. opoico); Se ouSe tcov aXXov ouGev, oiov Ei 6 odSoq Geoei, ouk ek too oi)5oi) i) Geok; aXXa pa^kov 

oi)TO(; EKEivTiq. ouSe Sf) 6 dvGpwTtdi; eoti to ^uov ko'i Sitioov, dXXd xi 5eT Eivai 6 rcapd tadid eotiv, Ei 

toOG' u^t], oute Se OTOixeiov out' ek oxoixeiou, d^' i) ouoia- 6 E^aipouvxEc; Tr)v uA.r|v XEyouoiv. Ei ouv 

tout' aiTiov Tou Eivai, xai ouoia touto, ai)Tf)v dv Tf|v ouoiav X,£yoiEV.
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It is worth noting that Aristotle in the sixth aporia of Beta articulates a difficulty 

in choosing between a physical account of the elements of ousia and a dialectical account 

of the elements of ousia. This aporia W\\\ be taken up in Zeta 10-16. In those lines, Aristotle 

argues that essences (ousiai) are not reducible to their elements.'*^ This argument is clearly 

expressed in Zeta 17. Moreover, in Zeta 13 and 16, Aristotle also argues, more generally, 

that ousia cannot be composed of ousiai.'^^ This amounts to claiming that ousia cannot be 

composed of elements which are themselves understood as ousiai. In addition to this 

general argument against the stoicheia approach to the arche of ousiai, Aristotle also thinks 

that the approaches of the Platonists’ and mathematicians’ are untenable because they have 

an incorrect concept of ousia.

On the surface, like Aristotle, Plato is also searching for the arche of forms; for 

both Aristotle and Plato take form to be ousia. However, they have different views of what 

form is.'*^ In Aristotle’s view, Plato’s forms are not ousiai at all (cf. Z 13; and in 1059b3 

Aristotle claims boldly that Platonic forms do not exist at all). Hence, for Aristotle, our

It is worth noting that Aristotle uses the term ‘part’ rather than ‘elements’, almost exclusively. In this 

context, however, I think they are used interchangeably.

As Aristotle puts it, ‘But further, the following is also clear. Namely, it is impossible that substance 

be [composed] “out of’ substances that are present in it as in completedness; for things that are in 

completedness two in this way are never in completedness one, though if they are potentially two they 

can be one (as the double is “out of’ two halves, only potentially, for the completedness [of the halves] 

separates [the double, i.e., destroys it]). So that if substance is one, it can’t be [composed] “out of’ 

substances that are present in it and [present] in this sort of way, which Democrites correctly formulates; 

for he says it is impossible that there “come-to-be, out of two, one, or out of one, two” - he’s identifying 

the substances with his “atomic magnitudes”. Moreover, it is clear that it will hold likewise in the case 

of number also, at least if number is a “synthesis of units”, as is said by some; for either the dyad is not 

one, or else there is no “unh”, in completedness, within if (1039a3-14; trans. Furth; also cf Zetal6).

According to one wide-spread interpretation (e.g., Frede, 1987b), Aristotle, unlike Plato, does not 

take form as universal. But, according to another wide-spread interpretation (e.g., Woods, 1967, 1974 

and 1991), Aristotle does take the infmima species, which is universal, as form. Cf also Yu’s (2003, 

Chapter 5) summary of different views on this issue.
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search for the arche of ousiai cannot begin from these forms. Furthermore, Aristotle thinks 

that objects of mathematics cannot exist in their own right (e.g., 1078a21-23). This 

amounts to the claim that mathematical objects are not ousiai.^° Hence, we cannot start 

here in the search for the arche of ousiai, either.

5. Against Frede’s and Patzig’s Interpretations

5.1 Against Frede and Patzig on the Metaphysics as a whole

My interpretation of the basic project of the Metaphysics is not uncontroversial. In order 

to defend my interpretation, 1 must set it against a standard interpretation, that is, the 

interpretation famously defended by Frede (1987a) and Patzig (1979).^^

In what follows, I will argue that: first, philosophically speaking, Frede’s and 

Patzig’s interpretations fails to recognize two potentially different independence relations, 

the one ontological independence, the other explanatory independence in general. 

Secondly, textually speaking, Frede’s and Patzig’s interpretations fail to accommodate 

Aristotle’s texts; for example, there is no textual evidence for one of their major claims, 

according to which Lambda should also contribute to our understanding of what it is for 

something, anything, to be an ousia. Thirdly, their interpretations {esp. Frede’s 

interpretation) fail to do justice to the argumentative structure of Theta. In particular, they 

fail to recognize the philosophical significance of Theta 8 and the transition from Theta 1- 

6 to Theta 7-8. As I have argued in the previous chapters. Theta 1-6 should be read as 

preparing for the discussion of arche, which will be taken up in Theta 7 and 8, by 

introducing the twin notions, energeia-dunamis, as a means of analysing the concept of

For a detailed account of Aristotle’s philosophy of mathematics, see Bostock (2012).

I have ignored the developmentalist readings of the basic project of the Metaphysics because 1 have 

shown in section 2 of this chapter that, philosophically speaking, these two projects are fully compatible.
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ousia; for it emerges in Theta 7 and 8 that the arche in question is, precisely, the arche of 

ousiai. Theta 7 and 8 take up the search for the arche of ousiai. Aristotle argues in Theta 

8 that the desired arche can only be found within the context of the search for the energeiai 

of ousiai, and it can only be found within the sphere of eternal things (i.e., eternal 

energeiai). If my approach succeeds, then my interpretation of the basic project of the 

Metaphysics will be preferable to that of Frede and Patzig in these crucial respects.

Frede and Patzig think that Aristotle’s overall project in the Metaphysics is 

concerned with searching for ousia, understood as, the study of what it is for something, 

anything, to be an ousia. Accordingly, they interpret Aristotle’s theory of the Unmoved 

Mover in Lambda as also concerned with the same project. They think that a proper 

understanding of the Unmoved Mover should also contribute to our understanding of what 

it is for something, anything, to be an ousia^^

^ As Frede says: ‘We shall achieve a full understanding of the substantiality of sensible substances 

only when we have understood the substantiality of non-sensible substances’ (1987a, p. 88). Duarte 

(2007) also claims that to understand the Unmoved Mover is necessary for us to understand what it is 

for something to be a being, but he gives different reasons. As he says, ‘since scientific understanding 

of an object requires an understanding of its causes, both proximate and remote, the science that studies 

these first things will be universal in the sense that an understanding of them will be involved in the 

understanding of any being - either because that being is one of the first beings or because it is causally 

dependent on them’ (p. 313; cf also p. 315). However, Duarte does not offer a clear picture of how the 

Unmoved Mover relates to other ousiai. This makes his argument less convincing. For, suppose that 

the relation between the Unmoved Mover and other ousiai is not a relation of ontological dependence. 

I cannot see why the understanding of the Unmoved Mover is necessary for understanding what it is 

for something to be a being. So, it seems to me that until we have a clear picture of how the Unmoved 

Mover relates to other ousiai, we cannot think generally that to understand the Unmoved Mover is 

necessary for us to understand what it is for something to be a being (or an ousia).
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Based on this reading, they think that in one passage of Epsilon, which is arguably 

the most important passage for all Unitarian readings, Aristotle has a double pros hen 

structure in mind.^^

[Text 11 One might raise the question whether first philosophy is in any way 

universal or is concerned merely with some genus and some one 

nature; ...Accordingly, if there were no substances other than those formed by 

nature, physics would be the first science; but if there is an immovable substance, 

this would be prior, and the science of it would be first philosophy and would be 

universal in this manner, in view of the fact it is first, (trans. Apostle, 1026a23- 

3lf^

As we have pointed out in section 1 of this chapter, both Patzig and Frede think 

that there is a double pros hen structure in Aristotle’s Metaphysics^^ That is to say: just as

^ Clearly, Aristotle is fully aware of the potential conflict between ontology and theology and he tries 

to reconcile these two subject matters.

d;iopf|OEie ydp dv x\q Ttoiepov 7to0' f) rtpd»Tr| (pi^ooocpia Ka06X,ou egtiv tj TiEpl ti yevoc; koI cpuoiv xivd 

plav... El ouv pf) EOTi Tiq ETEpa ouoia Jiapd idq ipuGEi GUVEGirpcuiaq, ij ipuGiKij dv Eir| Tipibiri 

£7riGTf|pr|' eI 6' egti tk; ouGia dKtvr|TO<;, auir] TtpoiEpa Kui ipAoGOipia repdiTit, kuI Ka06^ou ouiioq on

TtpiblT)-

1 have quoted Patzig’s view on this issue in section 1 (see footnote 11). Here is what Frede says about 

the pros hen structure: ‘it would seem to be part of the essence of separate substances that all other ways 

of being depend on their way of being, just as it seems to be essential to natural substances that the way 

of being of accidents depend on their way of being’ (1987a, p. 92; cf also p. 87 and p. 88). Veath holds 

a similar view. As he says, ‘Analogously, we can now begin to see how Aristotle’s theology, in turn, is 

entirely reconcilable with his ontology in terms of this same sort of pros hen equivocation’; ‘the being 

of all things other than god can only be and be understood with reference to god’ (1974, pp. 160-161).

It is notable that when Aristotle argues for the pros hen structure in Gamma (1003a33-b 19), it is the 

ontological independence relation between all attributes and their corresponding ousiai that he has in 

mind; there is no textual evidence whatever for supporting a double pros hen structure in Aristotle, i.e., 

there is no textual evidence for supporting the claim that there is also a pros hen structure between the 

Unmoved Mover and the other ousiai.
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all other non-substantial entities are dependent on their corresponding ousia for their being, 

so too all other ousiai are dependent on the Unmoved Mover for their being. It is precisely 

this double pro hen structure that is supposed to unify the two projects.Accordingly, in 

interpreting I026a29-31, Frede and Patzig think that the reason why the separate ousia is 

said to be first is because all other ousiai are ontologically dependent on it. To put the 

matter differently, all other ousiai are derived, in regard to their substancehood (in Frede’s 

terminology), from the highest ousia, namely, the Unmoved Mover. It is this relation - 

namely, the ontological independence relation between the Unmoved Mover and other 

ousiai - that unifies the two projects; for, according to their reading, the project of 

searching for the arche of ousiai also contributes to project of searching for ousia.

It is worth noting here, as Patzig (1979, p. 45) does, that Aristotle uses the same 

word, ‘depend’ {ertetai), to describe the two kinds of dependence relation in Gamma and 

Lambda: in 1003b 17, Aristotle argues that attributes are dependent on their corresponding 

ousia', in 1072b 14, Aristotle claims that heavens and nature are dependent on the Unmoved 

Mover. As I have argued in section 2 of this chapter, these two relations are not 

necessarily the same, but Patzig does not distinguish between these two potentially 

different kinds of dependence. Both Patzig and Frede (Patzig 1979, p. 41; Frede 1987a, p. 

92) take these two kinds of dependence as identical. But as I have argued in section 2 of

Based on this understanding, Patzig holds that: ‘the so-called “books on substance” of the 

Metaphysics (vii-ix) cannot be fitted into the account of a doubly paronymous ontology that I have 

outlined. It is true that in these books beings in the other categories are still related to substance as the 

“first being”; but there is no trace of an essential reference in the analysis of natural substances to the 

doctrine of the “prime mover”. The artificial unity of theology and ontology appears to be ruptured; at 

any rate we see no more of it. This fact is, of course, open to various interpretations. We might incline 

to the view that VIl-IX, which are, as a literary whole, linked closely with each other and scarcely at all 

with the other books of the Metaphysics, are also distinct in content from the rest of the Metaphysics'. 

as an analysis of natural substance, they really belong to the Physics' (1979, p. 46).

According to Patzig (1979, p. 45), Aristotle uses this word only twice in the Metaphysics.
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this chapter, this is not necessarily so; for one is the ontological independence relation and 

the other can be read as the explanatory independence relation, in general. I think, it is 

precisely because of this potential confusion that both Frede and Patzig take Aristotle’s 

Metaphysics to be concerned only with the project of searching for ousia, and not with the 

project of searching for the arche of ousiai.

As Frede specifies, the Unmoved Mover is first also in the sense that, compared to 

other ousiai, the Unmoved Mover is exemplary in its being an ousia. However, this is a 

controversial issue, i.e., what exactly the exemplary status of the Unmoved Mover is, is

subject to very different interpretations.^^ To some extent, it seems to me, that the

58 Frede (1987a, pp. 89-91) thinks that the Unmoved Mover is exemplary as an ousia in the following 

respects: (1) There is a scale of perfection and all other things imitate the Unmoved Mover since it, 

alone, is perfect. (2) The Unmoved Mover is without potentiality whereas sensible ousiai must have 

potentiality and are, thus, less real than the Unmoved Mover. (3) Separate substances do not, in any 

sense, need matter and non-substantial characteristics (in this sense, separate substances exist for their 

own right, which is the most important characteristic for being an ousia). (4) The second most important 

condition of substances is that they should be particular or individual and only the Unmoved Mover 

satisfies this condition straightforwardly. (5) The Unmoved Mover is eternal whereas the objects of 

physics do not exist eternally, but go in and out of existence instantaneously. (6) In the case of separate 

substances, form and essence are straightforwardly identical.

Like Frede and Patzig, Owens (1957) also thinks that there is a double pro hen structure in Aristotle’s 

Metaphysics-, that is to say, there is a two-tier ontological independence relation in Aristotle. As he says: 

‘Being in the Metaphysics is expressed in many ways according to the pros hen manner. Its nature is 

the nature of its primary instance, Entity. But Entity has also primary and secondary instances. The 

primary instance of Entity in sensible things is the form. The absolutely separate form is also referred 

to as the primary Entity’ (p. 290). Also, ‘The philosophy is a science of pros hen equivocals, and so 

studies the nature of the primary instance, which is expressed in all the others’ (p. 298). But, unlike 

Frede, Owens’ interpretation of how the Unmoved Mover is related to the world is slightly different. 

According to Owens’s reading: ‘When sensible things are called by their own names, their proper nature 

is expressed. When they are called Being, it is not their own nature, but the nature of the separate 

Entities which is primarily designated, just as the health in the body is expressed when medicine is 

called healthy. Separate form is Being and is universal to all Beings. It is the cause of Being, it is the 

Entity to all, by way of final causality. Because it is the highest type of reality it is the most universal’ 

(p. 295). There are also other relations existing between the Unmoved Mover and other ousiai: (1) ‘all
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interpretation of how the Unmoved Mover is exemplary in so far as it is an ousia runs the 

risk of being arbitrary; critics, based on their different understandings of this relation, can 

correspondingly acribe whatever characteristics they like to the Unmoved Mover, and 

claim accordingly that the Unmoved Mover is exemplary in these respects. In this way, 

they run the risk of attributing some unnecessary attributes to the Unmoved Mover.

The issues just enumerated are only the philosophical problems that Frede’s and 

Patzig’s interpretations face. What is more, this way of interpreting the Unmoved Mover 

does not fit well with Aristotle’s text in Lambda, as Frede and Patzig themselves observe.^®

sensible things, both corruptible and incorruptible, depend upon a separate Entity as upon their final 

cause. The goal sought by all things, and the purpose of all natural actions, is the “eternal and the divine”. 

The two terms seem employed synonymously and explicatively’ (p. 293); (2) ‘being - the divine - 

eternal duration - life - act, all these in their highest expression are synonymous with separate Entity’ 

(p. 294) (form is act; e.g., impart knowability to the composite sensible things; p. 291).

Frede says: ‘there would, of course, be something missing in the execution of the programme the 

central books of the Metaphysics seem to envisage for their inquiry into substance. The central books 

begin their inquiry into substance with a consideration of sensible, material substances, but give us to 

understand that, on the basis of this, we are going to proceed to a discussion of non-sensible, immaterial 

substances, to fully understand what is to count as a substance and what it is to be a substance (cf 

1028bl3-15; 28-31; 1029b3-12; 1037al0-14)’ (2000, pp. 1-2). ‘And this discussion of non-sensible, 

immaterial substances we would never get in the Metaphysics, unless there was book Lambda. But it 

cannot be said that Lambda precisely fills the gap which we would have, if Lambda had been removed, 

or separated, from the Metaphysics. For Lambda in many ways does not provide the kind of discussion 

of separate substances the central books seem to promise’. Also ‘But there is no indication in Lambda 

that Aristotle himself, on the basis of this, means to give an account of what it is to be a substance or 

what it is to be a being. A fortiori there is no indication that he conceives of his enterprise as an attempt 

to set out what can ne said about beings quite generally, about beings in so far as they are beings. What 

is conspicuously missing from Lambda is a doctrine concerning the systematic ambiguity of the term 

“being”, let alone the conception of focal meaning which would allow Aristotle to give a unified account 

of substancehood or of being as such’ (p. 50).

Cf Owens: ‘Lambda shows no interest in setting up a science of separate Entity which treats 

universally of all Beings. It makes no attempt to show how separate Entity is expressed in every 

predication of Being, as the science outlined in Epsilon 1 would seem to require’ (1957, p. 287; cf. also 

p. 289). On this issue, also cf Frede (1994, p. 175) and Gill (2005, p. 246).
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Frede (2000), therefore, takes Lambda as an independent, and self-contained, text and they, 

Frede and Patzig, expect a text in which Aristotle will explain how the Unmoved Mover 

is an exemplary ousia in so far as it is an ousia and how other ousiai derive their 

substancehood (in Frede’s terminology) from the Unmoved Mover. This text, however, is 

nowhere to be found in the Aristotelian corpus as we now have it.®°

These two unsatisfactory aspects of Frede’s and Patzig’s interpretations call for a 

new' interpretation of what the basic project of the Metaphysics is, and of how we should 

read 1026a29-31 in particular. My reading of 1026a29-31 is as follows: the reason why 

the Unmoved Mover is called ‘first’ is because the Unmoved Mover is explanatorily 

indepedent; that is, each and every ousia is explanatorily related to the Unmoved Mover; 

the Unmoved Mover has, therefore, the widest explanatory power. It is, in this sense and

for this reason, that the study of it is also universal.61

° The following is what Frede expects Lambda to do: ‘We might then explain substancehood and being 

as in the first place a matter of being a pure actuality, an actuality not based on potentiality and matter, 

then go on to explain the substancehood of items whose actuality does presuppose potentiality and 

matter, and finally turn to the substancehood of items composed of matter and form’. ‘But Lambda does 

not do any of these things. It is concerned with what kinds of substances we should postulate, but not 

with the question of what it is to be a substance or being, nor does it explain that being a substance is 

matter of being a certain kind of actuality, and that there are radically different kinds of substances 

because there are radically different forms of actuality’ (2000, p. 2; emphasis added).

Cf Menn: ‘the highest cause will be the causes of the most universal effects’ (ms., ip2, p. 8). Cf. also 

Duarte: ‘according to Aristotle, then, there are two senses in which a cause can be universal. In one 

sense, a cause (e.g., matter) can be universal because it is itself a universal under which various species 

of cause (e.g., the matter of a horse, the matter of a human being) are subsumed. In another sense, a 

cause can be universal with respect to some domain, not because it is itself a universal, but because of 

its position in some order of causes (e.g., prime matter, which is first in the order of sublunary materials 

and thus a more or less remote material cause of all perishable substances) - and this despite the fact 

that such a cause will invariably be a universal, at least if it qualifies as an explanation in the context of 

scientific inquiry’ (2007, p. 278).
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It seems that my interpretation of how Aristotle carries out both projects in general 

and how we should read 1026a29-31 in particular has at least one crucial advantage over 

Frede’s and Patzig’s interpretations; that is, we can coherently explain both why Aristotle 

does not mention the exemplary status of the Unmoved Mover in so far as it is an ousia in 

Lambda, and also why Aristotle does search for what it is for something, anything, to be 

an ousia in Zeta. The reason is simply that there are two projects involved: when Aristotle 

was thinking of the Unmoved Mover in Lambda, he was thinking of the project of 

searching for the arche of ousiai, not the project of searching for ousia to explain what 

being is; that is, he was thinking of the Unmoved Mover as explanatorily independent of 

other ousiai (there is no need for him to argue for the exemplary status of its being an 

ousia). Of course, the Unmoved Mover is itself ontologically independent in so far as it is 

an ousia\ for the very concept of ousia designates that which is ontologically independent. 

But, given this fact, we are still not clear whether there is an ontological independence 

relation existing between the Unmoved Mover and the other ousiai.

5.2 Against Frede and Patzig on Metaphysics Theta

Frede’s and Patzig’s interpretations are not only subject to both philosophical and textual 

difficulties concerning the reconciliation of Aristotle’s discussion of ousia (i.e., Aristotle’s 

ontology) with the Unmoved Mover (i.e., Aristotle’s theology), but they also fail to explain 

the argumentative structure of Theta and its function in the Metaphysics.

Frede (1994) takes Theta as addressing the question of what it is for something, 

anything, to be a being - namely, the project of searching for ousia^^ (cf also Makin 2006 

and Beere 2009). Let me explain in more detail. First, on Frede’s interpretation, after

^ For the reason we have pointed out - namely, that the question of what it is for something, anything, 

to be a being can be reduced to the question of what it is for something, anything, to be an ousia.
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Aristotle has treated ousia in Zeta. he is now dealing with not only what it is (actually) for 

something, anything, to be a being, but also with what it is (potentially) for something, 

anything, to be a being.®^ So, according to Frede, the only difference between Zeta and 

Theta is the difference between that which explains what it is for something, anything, 

actually to be a being, and, that which explains what it is for something, anything, 

potentially to be a being. Secondly, Frede (1994, p. 175) also holds that another function 

of Theta is to argue for the unity of substance, in so far as substance is understood as 

consisting of two elements, namely, form and matter. The relation between form and 

matter needs to be explained in terms of potentiality and actuality: Aristotle uses dunamis- 

energeia to explicate these two concepts, i.e., form and matter are actuality and potentiality 

respectively (cf. also Kosman 1984, p. 144; Gill 1989, p. 171 and 2004, p. 7).®'* Thirdly,

^ As Frede says, ‘Aristotle in the Metaphysics is concerned with the question what it is to be a being. 

And since he thinks that there are also, ineliminably, potential beings, he naturally thinks that a complete 

answer to the question, what it is to be a being, will also have to involve an answer to the question what 

it is to be a potential, as opposed to an actual, being’ (1994, p. 174).

^ As Kosman says, ‘if we are to sustain the notion that substance-being is hath ’ hauto in this sense, and 

consequently sustain the analysis which avoids the separational pitfalls of Platonism, we will need to 

be able to give a proper account of how in substance, matter and form, subject and being, are one. This, 

then, is what 1 have called “the problem of the Metaphysics Theta”, the problem of explaining (the very 

possibility of) the unity of substance-being’. And Gill (1989, p. 171): ‘Although Zeta and most of Eta 

regard forms alone as primary substances because they alone are definable unities, Eta 6 suggests that 

the solution for forms can be extended to material composites if their matter is viewed as potential and 

their form as actual. The problem in such cases is to determine the cause of unity. Metaphyscis Theta 

takes up the topic of potentiality and actuality, giving special attention to the role of potentiality as 

active cause, in order to explain the being and persistence of sensible substances’ (1984, p. 144). Also 

‘what precisely does Aristotle mean when he says that the proximate matter and the form are the same 

and one, the one in potentiality, the other in actuality? One main task of Metaphysics Theta is to flesh 

out this statement through its analysis of potentiality and actuality’ (2004, p. 7).

But the question of this approach is this: Does Aristotle have to address the unity of substance in 

Theta? Or is it rather, as Menn suggests, that Aristotle simply takes the unity of substance for granted 

after he has pointed out a solution to this problem in Eta 6; to put the matter differently, the unity of 

matter and form will no longer seem to be an aporia. On this issue, see Menn (ms., lllal, p. 2).
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Frede (1994, pp. 175-176) also thinks that Theta is a preparation for the study of immaterial 

substances, which, according to Aristotle, are energeiai in nature.

This interpretation, even if it is plausible, can only, at its best, explain Theta 1-7.®^ 

What is worse, this interpretation cannot explain very well the connection between Theta 

1-5 and Theta 6-8, and, in particular, it cannot explain the argumentative force that Theta 

8 has in the overall picture of Theta. It is striking that Frede, in his classic paper (1994), 

barely addresses the content of Theta 8 at all. This is especially striking given Theta 8 is 

the longest passage in Theta, and, more importantly, as Menn (ms.) has acutely observed. 

Theta 8 has strong argumentative force even considered in its own right: in Theta 8, 

Aristotle argues that energeia has a priority over dunamis in three respects; and this can be 

understood as arguing that the desired arche should be an energeia rather than a dunamis. 

I shall come back to this matter presently.

All these unsatisfactory aspects of Frede’s interpretation of Theta and Lambda 

come from his misconception of the project that Aristotle has in mind when writing Theta 

and Lambda. As 1 have shown, if we take Aristotle’s project in Theta and Lambda as 

belonging to the project of searching for the arche of ousiai rather than to the project of 

searching for ousia, a clearer and more precise picture of the overall argumentative 

structure of Theta emerges.

6. A Clearer and more Precise Picture of Theta

Having pointed out the unsatisfactory aspects of Frede’s and Patzig’s interpretations of the 

Metaphysics, in general, and of Theta, in particular, let me spell out, finally and briefly, 

what I take to be a better interpretation of Theta.

' As we have seen in the previous chapters, it does so in an unsatisfactory manner.
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As 1 understand the argumentative structure of Theta, Aristotle starts from the 

discussion of dunamis-energeia as related to kinesis in Theta 1-5 and moves to that of 

dunamis-energeia as related to ousia in Theta 6. The reason why Aristotle employs this 

strategy when moving from Theta 1-5 to Theta 6 is that dunamis-energeia, as it relates to 

kinesis, is a more accessible way for us to understand these two concepts (for it is familiar 

from its ordinary use). Furthermore, and more importantly, it is because Aristotle’s project 

in Theta is to search for the arche of ousiai that Aristotle has to apply these two concepts, 

dunamis and energeia, to the case of ousia, i.e., ousia understood as energeia and matter 

understood as dunamis^^ After this, Aristotle has two ways available for searching for the 

arche of ousiai. One approach is to search for the arche through searching for the dunameis 

of ousiai, and this is exactly what Aristotle does in Theta 7.®^ But, this approach fails 

because matter as dunamis is not transitive; that is, if we suppose that A is the matter of B 

and B is the matter of C, we will find that A is not necessarily the matter of C (e.g., the 

matter of the wood, say, some basic elements, is not the matter of the table). Following 

this way of searching for the arche, we cannot find the desired arche. Another approach 

available for searching for the arche is through searching for the energeiai of ousiai, and 

this is exactly what Aristotle does in Theta 8. And, this approach, as we have seen, succeeds; 

that is to say, the desired arche should itself be an energeia. This approach will ultimately 

lead us to search for the final arche - namely, the Unmoved Mover - as we know from 

Lambda, whether understood as an efficient cause or a final cause, or both. Theta 9 is just 

a further clarification of a teleological dimension already implied in Theta 7 and Theta 8.

1 have addressed the famous kinesis-energeia distinction in Theta 6 and argued against Kosman’s 

interpretation in Chapter 2; Kosman takes this distinction to be a contribution to the study of ousia 

whereas I think it is not. On this issue, cf Kosman (2013) and Politis & Su (2015).

Reale takes Theta 8 as concerning arche, but he does not notice that Aristotle’s search for the arche

begins in Theta 7. See Reale (1980, pp. 221-224).

199



Hence, if the interpretation laid out above is on the right lines, then Theta is not primarily 

addressed to the project of searching for ousia or being, in general, as Frede and other 

critics (e.g., Makin 2006 and Beere 2009) claim; rather. Theta is concerned with the project 

of searching for what the arche of ousiai is.

Conclusions

To conclude, I have argued in this chapter that Aristotle’s Metaphysics has two projects - 

searching for ousia and searching for the arche of ousiai - as its subject matter. The former 

project can be understood as a preparation for, and hence a part of, the latter project. What 

unifies these two projects is Aristotle’s search for arche, or more specifically, the arche of 

ousiai. It is fair to say, 1 think, that the term, arche, for Aristotle, has at least two meanings. 

When arche is construed in terms of ontological dependence, to ask what arche is amounts 

to asking what ousia is; whereas when arche is construed in terms of explanatory 

dependence, to ask what arche is amounts to asking what is the ultimate explanatory arche 

among ousiai, and this, as 1 have shown, is exactly what Aristotle does in Theta and 

Lambda (he does this in Theta in a preparatory way, whereas he does this in Lambda in a 

detailed and comprehensive way). In other words, it is precisely the twofold meaning of 

the term, arche, that allows Aristotle to unify these two projects into a single project.

Meanwhile, I have also clarified the distinction between "arche of ousiai' and

"stoicheia of ousiai'. It is only through understanding this distinction that the Aristotelian

arche can be substantially differentiated from that of the physicists, the mathematicians

and the Platonists. In Aristotle’s view, their approaches to searching for the arche of ousiai

are on the wrong track; for what they are searching for are "stoicheia of ousiai' rather than

"arche of ousiai'. Of these three approaches, the Platonists’ understanding of arche is of

more relevance for Aristotle; they both think of form as ousia (even though they have

different views with regard to how this should be understood). For Plato, however, finding
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the arche of ousiai is accomplished by searching for the dialectical elements of form and, 

in this way, Plato’s ultimate arche will be the most abstract dialectical elements of form - 

namely, being and one - whereas for Aristotle, finding the arche of ousiai is accomplished 

by searching for the energeiai of ousiai.

Finally, by arguing against Frede’s and Patzig’s interpretations of the Metaphysics, 

in general, and of Theta, in particular, 1 have shown how my interpretation is preferable to 

theirs in some crucial respects. The crucial difference between our interpretations is as 

follows: Whereas Frede and Patzig take the basic project of the Metaphysics as addressing 

what it is for something, anything, to be a being (or an ousia), I take the basic project to be 

a search for the arche of ousiai. Through a critical analysis of the difficulties that Frede’s 

and Patzig’s interpretations face, a clearer and more precise picture of Theta has emerged.
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