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Chapter Four 


Aristotle 


IMPORTANT DATES IN ARISTOTLE'S LIFE 


384 B.C. 
367 B.C. 


347 B.C. 


342 B.C. 


336 B.C. 
334 B.C. 


323 B.C. 


322 B.C. 


Aristotle is born in Macedonia 
Aristotle comes to Athens to study at 
Plato's Academy 
Plato dies; Aristotle leaves Athens, travels 
in Asia Minor, marries 
Aristotle returns to Macedonia to tutor 
Alexander 
Aristotle leaves Macedonia 
Aristotle establishes his university, the 
Lyceum, in Athens 
Alexander the Great dies; Aristotle leaves 
Athens 
Aristotle dies 


Aristotle was the first truly cosmopolitan thinker. He was interested in almost everything. He divided human knowledge into its basic cate-
gories and wrote systematically about most of them. In the words of 
British scholar G. E. R. Lloyd, "No Greek philosopher was gifted with 
greater originality than Aristotle. In logic, biology, chemistry, dynamics, 
psychology, ethics, sociology and literary criticism, he either founded the 
science or inquiry single-handed or else made a fundamental contribution 
to it. Yet he remained, of course, very much a product of his age and cul-
ture , as we can see when we consider some of the assumptions on which 
his philosophy is based and contrast them with our own ideas." 1 


1. G. E. R. Lloyd , Aristotle: The Growth and Structure of His Thought(Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press , 1968), 302. 
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Aristotle was born in 384 B.c., fifteen years after the death of Socrates and three years after the founding of Plato's Academy. Aristotle's life 
began in the Greek colony of Stagira. His father was court physician to 
the king of Macedonia, who was the grandfather of the young man who 
would become known as the Alexander the Great. When Aristotle 
reached the age of seventeen, he moved to Athens and began studies at 
Plato's Academy. It was not unusual for the children of wealthy Greeks 
living in outlying colonies to return to Athens for their education. After 
Plato's death in 347 B.c., his will assigned the leadership of the Academy 
to his nephew, Speucippus. Aristotle decided this was a good time to 
leave Athens. He traveled to Asia Minor, where he married. 


In 342 B.c. Aristotle received a call from Philip II , the king of Mace-
donia, to tutor Philip's thirteen-year-old son, Alexander. The relationship 
between the philosopher and the future conqueror lasted but three years. 
Philip was assassinated, and following a period of palace intrigue, Alexan-
der succeeded his father as king of Macedonia. 


Aristotle returned to Athens in 334 B.c. and founded his own school, 
the Lyceum, which functioned only during the last twelve years of his 
life. Aristotle's students were often called the peripatetics, due no doubt 
to his school's being located near a long covered walk called in Greek the 
peripatos (literally, the place to walk about). Much of the teaching 
occurred as the members of the school strolled in the pleasant sur-
roundings and engaged in philosophical discussion. 


Alexander the Great died in 323 B.c. Embittered by the sufferings they 
endured during Alexander's reign, many Athenians sought revenge 
against persons close to Alexander. Aristotle left Athens for the last time, 
justifying his sudden departure by saying that he wanted to spare Athe-
nians the embarrassment of sinning twice against philosophy, namely, by 
killing two great philosophers, Socrates and himself. 


After Aristotle's death, his library, including manuscripts of his own 
writings, passed to his successor, Theophrastus. When Theophrastus died, 
the library was hidden in a cave somewhere in present-day Turkey. The 
location of the buried library seems to have been forgotten, and about a 
hundred years later the library was finally recovered. During that time , 
the manuscripts suffered much damage. Incompetent handling did still 
more damage. Eventually Andronicus of Rhodes , working in Rome, 
undertook the task of putting the manuscripts in some kind of order. They 
were finally published in 70 B.c. 


Much that Aristotle wrote has been lost, including most of his dia-
logues, popular writings that may have rivaled the dialogues of Plato. 
What survives besides small fragments of the dialogues are Aristotle's 
technical works that reflect what he taught in the Lyceum. They are 
thought to be based on the notes of both Aristotle and his students. They 
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were heavily edited by Andronicus and later redactors; material from a 
variety of sources and manuscripts was combined, edited, and synthe-
sized. Whether or not the blame belongs totally to Andronicus, the prod-
uct of his cutting and splicing did little to ease the task of understanding 
Aristotle's thought. 


W hen a system is as complex and difficult as Aristotle's, it is good pedagogy to examine it from several different perspectives . In this 
section of the chapter, I will provide a brief overview that will be useful 
when later in the chapter I go into greater detail. 


One way to approach Aristotle's philosophy is to see it as a devel-
opment of what Plato began. In a sense, the essence of Aristotle's system 
is a rejection of Plato's more radical dualism. Aristotle rejected Plato's 
metaphysical dualism, namely, Plato's separation of the Forms from the 
material world. Aristotle objected to Plato's epistemological dualism, 
which had set reason in opposition to experience as an avenue to knowl-
edge. And Aristotle replaced Plato's anthropological dualism with a holis-
tic or unitary view of human beings . 


Aristotle's Rejection of Plato's Metaphysical Dualism 
As we saw, Plato's primaty reality was the unchanging world of Forms 
that exists apart from the world of particular things . For Plato, the most 
important things that exist belong not to the earthly world of bodies but 
to the strange, spaceless, timeless world of the Forms. As Plato himself 
recognized in his Parmenides, the most serious problems with his theory 
result from the extreme separation between his two worlds. Aristotle 
repeated many arguments found in the Parmenides against the separate 
existence of the Forms. To these he added the new charge that the world 
of the Forms is a useless duplication of the physical world. Aristotle 
believed he could avoid introducing this unnecessary duplication of the 
one and only world that exists and still explain everything Plato tried to 
explain with his separate Forms. 


The central issue in Aristotle's disagreement with Plato's theory of the 
Forms was Plato's insistence on their separate existence. Aristotle con-
tinued to believe that Forms or universals exist, and he believed that the 
Forms are the only proper objects of human knowledge. What Aristotle 
did-to describe his move in the rather crude way some professors 
adopt-was to bring Plato's Forms down to earth. Aristotle brought 
Plato's two worlds together. Although Forms exist, they exist in this 
earthly world as part of the particular things that constitute the world. 


Whereas Plato's primary reality was the separate world of the Forms, 
the primary reality for Aristotle was this world of particular things. Plato's 
thinking was always directed upward toward the ideal world. Because 
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Aristotle 's attention was directed toward this world, one benefit of his 
approach is the extent to which it encourages the development of scien-
tific thinking. Within this world, the primary reality is what Aristotle called 
a substance . By substance, Aristotle meant any given thing that exists or 
has being . Hence the chair I am sitting on, my computer, and the paper 
on which these words are printed are all substances. 


Aristotle believed that every being, with the exception of God and 
some other godlike beings, is a composite of two factors that he called 
form and matter. To put this distinction in its simplest possible terms , the 
matter of any given substance is whatever it happens to be made of. The 
matter of the chair on which I am seated happens to be wood, but it 
could as easily have been metal or plastic. The form of any given sub-
stance is the set of essential properties that makes it the kind of thing it 
is. Like Plato's Form, Aristotle's form is an unchanging essence. But unlike 
Plato's, Aristotle's form is an essential part of the substance it composes. 
For Aristotle , there are not two separate worlds; there is only one world, 
namely, the physical universe that we inhabit through our bodies. 
Although Forms exist, they exist in this earthly world as part of the par-
ticular things we encounter in this world. 


Aristotle's Rejection of Plato's Epistemological Dualism 
Aristotle recognized the difference between reason and sense experience . 
But whereas Plato denigrated the human senses and argued that they 
could never supply human beings with knowledge, Aristotle's account of 
human knowledge is more complex. Once Aristotle rejected Plato's doc-
trine of two separate worlds, he was released from Plato's major reason 
for grounding human knowledge on reason alone . According to Plato , 
the bodily senses bring humans into contact only with the things that exist 
in this world of particulars , and no particular can ever be a sufficient 
object of true knowledge; thus it is obvious why Plato was the kind of 
rationalist he was. But in Aristotle's system, the Forms (which for Aristo-
tle continue to be the only proper objects of knowledge) are not in some 
other world where they can be apprehended only by reason . The Forms 
exist as essential parts of the particular things that we apprehend through 
our senses. Thus Aristotle rejected Plato's extreme disjunction between 
reason and sensation, regarding them instead as integral parts of the 
knowing process . 


Aristotle's Rejection of Plato's Anthropological Dualism 
Aristotle also rejected Plato's radical separation between soul and body. 
Aristotle's understanding of human nature (which includes his view of 
the relationship between body and soul) is one of the more complex parts 
of his system . But this much is clear: Aristotle stressed a unified view of 
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human beings. Humans are not a composite of two radically different 
substances, body and soul. Humans are instead a holistic unit; both body 
and soul are essential aspects of a human being. 


Substance, Essence, and Accident 


I have already explained that Aristotle uses "substance" to refer to any given thing that exists or has being. Substances possess two kinds of 
properties: essential or accidental properties . An accidental property is a 
nonessential characteristic, such as size or color. A nonessential property 
of something is a characteristic that can be lost or changed without alter-
ing the essence or nature of the thing in question. 


Everything also has essential properties; an essential property is one 
that, if it is lost, means the thing ceases to exist as that kind of thing. If a 
knife loses its ability to cut, it is no longer a knife; it has lost its essence. 
Essence is one of the more difficult notions in Aristotle's philosophy. For 
Aristotle, essence and form are different ways of referring to the same tl1ing. 


Form and Matter 
Aristotle believed that every being, with the exception of God, 2 is a com-
posite of two factors that he called form and matter. To put this distinc-
tion in its simplest possible terms, the matter of any given substance is 
whatever it happens to be made of. The form of any given substance is 
the set of essential properties that makes it the kind of thing it is. Like 
Plato's Form, Aristotle's form is an unchanging essence. But contrary to 
Plato, Aristotle's form is an essential part of the substance to which it 
belongs. 


For Plato, grouping things into classes is possible because things 
share a fundamental similarity (notice the reappearance of Plato's Form 
of the Equal itself) to a separately existing universal. For Aristotle, each 
desk is a member of the same class because the essence or form of desk-
ness is present as a part of the being of each particular desk. Is there a 
form of a desk? Yes. Where does it exist? In each particular desk. The 
form of the desk is not in some separate world; it is present in each par-
ticular thing as a part of that thing. If we could somehow remove the 
form of the desk, we would no longer have a desk. The thing would be 
changed so completely that it would cease to exist as a desk. The wood 
(matter) that originally made up the desk might continue to exist as pieces 


2. Aristotle seems to have believed there was an unmoved Mover for every sphere of 
the universe. Each of them was an instance of Pure Form. Whether each member of this 
collection of Pure Forms was something Aristotle would regard as a god is a source of 
some dispute. But tl1is issue need not concern us in this introcluctoiy study. 
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of wood or a pile of lumber or something else. But it would no longer 
be part of a desk. 


Human beings are substances . We too are composed of form and mat-
ter. The matter is our body. Our form, that essential property that makes 
us a human being, is our soul. Naturally, we also have accidental proper-
ties. Hair is a nonessential property, as is the color of one's skin or eyes. 


Aristotle's Four Causes 
Aristotle used "cause" more broadly than we do. His search for the causes 
of a thing is a quest for its reasons or explanations. Whenever someone 
asks why, there are four different kinds of answers. 


(1) The material cause is the stuff of which a thing is made. In the case 
of a baseball bat, the material cause is the wood that composes the bat.3 


(2) The formal cause is the set of essential properties without which 
a thing could not be the kind of thing it is. In the case of our baseball bat, 
the formal cause is the essence of the bat. 


(3) The efficient cause is the activity that brought a thing into existence. 
In the case of our bat, the efficient cause is the work of the bat maker. 


( 4) The final cause is the purpose for which a thing exists. In the case 
of our wooden bat, the final cause is its use in hitting a baseball. 


Aristotle's four causes made a brief appearance in Plato's philosophy. 
Plato's material cause was the chaotic matter used by the Demiurge to 
make the world. Plato's formal cause included all of the Forms. Plato's 
efficient cause was the activity of the Demiurge in bringing the world into 
existence . And Plato's final cause was the Form of the Good. 


The notion of final cause has puzzled people, especially in the case 
of nonliving substances. We can understand final cause in the case of a 
manufactured object such as a house because it was made for a specific 
purpose. But what shall we say about the final cause of a substance like 
a rock? While human activity and the products of human activity do make 
sense when they are described in terms of purpose, what about things 
like sunlight, rocks, and air? Henry B. Veatch offers some helpful com-
ments about this difficult issue: 


Aristotelian final causes are no more than this: the regular and character-
istic consequences or results that are correlated with the characteristic 
actions of the various agents and efficient causes that operate in the nat-
ural world .. . . There is no reason at all why the final cause of an efficient 
action should necessarily be an end in the sense of a conscious purpose. 4 


3. Amateur athletes these days use bats made of aluminum. I am interested only in pro-
fessionals , such as the gentlemen who play for the Cleveland Indians. 


4. Henry B. Veatch, Aristotle: A Contemporary Appreciation (Bloomington, Ind.: Indi-
ana University Press, 1974), 48 , 49. 
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For example, sunlight on a hard surface typically causes that surface 
to grow warmer. Operating as an efficient cause, sunlight brings about a 
change that represents "no more than the characteristic product or achieve-
ment that goes with that particular kind of efficient action."s A final cause 
produces a result we should expect from the kind of thing it is. 


Aristotle's Doctrine of the Categories 
We normally refer to the categories of things by means of predicates . In 
any categorical proposition of the form "Sis P," we have a subject (S) and 
a predicate (P) linked by a verb . Take any subject and make a list of all 
the predicates applicable to the subject; they can be grouped into ten 
basic kinds of predicates (categories). These represent ten basic ways of 
thinking about anything 6 Veatch explains that Aristotle's categories are 
"the ultimate headings under which anything and everything in the world 
can be classified-that is to say, the basic kinds of things, or the funda-
mental varieties of entities that may be said to comprise the ultimate fur-
niture of the world."7 A category is a fundamental way of thinking about 
anything that has being or exists. 


A CHART OF ARISTOTLE'S CATEGORIES 
Name 


of category Type of change 


substance generation/corruption 


quantity augmentation/diminution 
quality alteration 
place locomotion 


relation 
time 


posture 
state 


action 
passion 


Property type 


essential property 


nonessential 
nonessential 
nonessential 


If we consider the extremely large number of words or phrases that 
we could possibly predicate of a subject like Socrates (as in a sentence: 
Socrates is ), all of those predicates would fall into one of about 
ten basic kinds of predicates or categories. Consider these examples: 


5. Ibid ., 49. 
6. Over his lifetime Aristotle offered different lists of categories, sometimes citing as 


few as eight. 
7. Veatch, Aristotle, 23. 
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Socrates is a human being. (substance) 
Socrates is short and rotund. (quantity) 
Socrates is bald. (quality) 
Socrates is in prison. (place) 
Socrates is the husband of Xanthippe. (relation) 
Socrates is alive in 400 B.c . (time) 
Socrates is standing. (posture) 
Socrates is dressed. (state) 
Socrates is drinking hemlock. (action) 
Socrates is being poisoned. (passion) 


An important difference exists between the first category, substance, 
and the others . The reason is because the other nine categories are always 
dependent upon some existing substance . Adjectives always need a noun 
to modify. When we use adjectives like "red" and "tall, " there must be 
some thing that is red and tall . The last nine categories must have some 
prior substance to qualify or modify. Unless the substance existed first , the 
other categories would not exist in this particular instance. 


Potentiality, Actuality, and Change 
Aristotle defines change as the passage from potentiality to actuality. Since 
the two terms can be difficult to define , it is perhaps best if we contrast 
them with each other. 


Everything we're familiar with in our ordinary experience is poten-
tially many other things. The oak tree is a potential table or door or book-
case. But while a thing possesses several, perhaps many potentialities, at 
any given time , it possesses only one actuality. Whenever we ask what 
something is, the answer identifies the actuality of a thing. A thing's actu-
ality is determined by its form , while its potentiality is grounded in its 
matter. All change is the realization of one of a thing's potentialities. 


Aristotle distinguished four kinds of change, each related to one of 
the first four categories (see the chart of the categories): 


(1) Any change with regard to place is locomotion, such as moving a 
chair from one room to another. 


(2) Any change with regard to quality is alteration . For example, 
something cold becomes hot, or something green becomes red. 


(3) Change with regard to quantity is either augmentation or diminu-
tion, depending on whether the thing gets larger or smaller 


( 4) Change with regard to substance is generation or corruption, 
depending on whether an existing substance is destroyed or a new sub-
stance comes into existence . 


A change with regard to anything other than substance is an acci-
dental change. Even if a substance changes with respect to its place , size, 
or qualities, it remains the same kind of thing. But a chair can be changed 
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in another way that is so radical and complete that Aristotle calls it a sub-
stantial change. Anything that undergoes a substantial change is modified 
so completely that it becomes a new kind of thing. Aristotle calls this kind 
of change generation or corruption, depending on whether we focus on the 
beginning of a new substance or the cessation of existence of an old thing . 
Consider an acorn. When it is planted in the ground, it changes into an 
oak tree. The acorn ceases to exist (corruption), but something new (an oak 
tree) comes into existence; this is what Aristotle calls generation. 


In one of his more puzzling statements, Aristotle says that a thing's actu-
ality comes before its potentiality. This seems to mean that everything has 
a purpose built into it. If things are permitted to develop naturally, they will 
develop in the direction of that built-in purpose . Nature is a purposeful 
(telic) process . What Aristotle calls entelechy is the final form of anything, 
that toward which the thing aims, that toward which it naturally develops, 
what it will naturally become if nothing interferes with its development. 


Consider a developing human embryo. The embryo possesses poten-
tiality. It is on the way to becoming a mature human being. What it is 
destined to become is already present within the embryo . Our current 
way of designating what Aristotle has in mind is the genetic code present 
in DNA, which we know determines a person's eye color, height, intelli-
gence , race, and so on. If an acorn is allowed to develop naturally, it will 
grow into an oak tree. If the human embtyo is allowed to develop natu-
rally (if it is not aborted, for example), it will become a mature human 
being. The mature human being is the entelechy of the fertilized egg. 


Substances and Pro p erties 
The distinction between substances and their properties plays a central 
role in the philosophy of Aristotle. In the following chart, I note four 
important differences between a substance and a property: 8 


Substance Property 


1. A particular thing 1. A universal 
2. Can change 2. Cannot change 
3. Cannot be in other things 3. Is in other things 
4. Has causa! power 4. Does not have causal power 


Taking these four differences in order, we note first that a substance 
is a particular thing, like this apple , that table , this street sign, and that red 


8. My discussion owes much to material written by]. P. Moreland in two books: ]. P. 
Moreland, Scaling the Secular City (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1987), 79-80; and Gary R. Haber-
mas and ]. P. Moreland , Immortality: Tbe Other Side of Death (Nashville: Thomas Nelson , 
1992), 23-24. 
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light. To say that a property is a universal means at least two things: it is 
a characteristic of a particular thing, such as the color red of a sweater or 
the taste of sweetness of sugar or the diagonal shape of a street sign; a 
property can also belong to more than one thing at the same time. For 
example, the world is full of red things. Redness is a property of numer-
ous substances . This is why we consider redness a universal; it belongs 
to many things at the same time. 


Second, a property is immutable. The colors of red and green can 
never change. But the substances to which the colors sometimes belong 
can change. A red table can be painted green. And so the table can 
change with respect to its color, but a color cannot change. Redness will 
always be red. As]. P. Moreland explains, "a substance is a continuant-
it can change by gaining new properties and losing old ones, yet it 
remains the same thing throughout the change. A leaf can go from green 
to red, yet the leaf itself is the same entity before, during, and after the 
change. In general, substances can change in some of their properties 
and yet remain the same substance. That very leaf that was green is the 
same leaf that is now red. "9 


Third, properties can never exist by themselves but only as proper-
ties of a particular substance . None of us has ever experienced yellow-
ness or hotness or sweetness floating around a room. We experience such 
properties only as characteristics of particular things, such as a yellow 
ball, a cup of hot tea, or a sweet orange. Properties exist by virtue of their 
belonging to a substance. Substances exist by themselves; substances are 
never had by other things or exist in other things . 


Fourth, substances have causal powers. Substances can function as effi-
cient causes. A bat can hit a ball, a bulldozer can move a pile of rocks, a cat 
can meow, and so on. But prope1ties cannot act in this way. As Moreland 
puts it, "properties do not have causal powers. They do not act as efficient 
causes. Properties are not agents which act on other agents in the world." 10 


Matter as the Basis of Individuation 
We distinguish between kinds or classes of things. A clog is different from 
a cat, a horse , and a human being; see how easy philosophy can be? 
Things are grouped into such classes on the basis of their form (essential 
properties). But we also distinguish between particular members of a 
class. Consider five members of the class of human beings. What makes 
individual humans distinct members of their class? Matter is the basis 
of individuation, that which distinguishes you and me from the class of 
human beings. You and I are both members of the human species by 


9. Habermas and Moreland , Immortality, 23. 
10. Moreland, Scaling the Secular City, 79. 
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virtue of the form of humanness that we share. What makes us individ-
ual human beings is the matter that composes our respective bodies. 


Is Pure Form Possible? 
Can form exist alone, without matter? Aristotle's answer is yes, and his 
major example of Pure Form is his God. Aristotle understood God's per-
fection in a way that made it impossible for God to change . This meant 
that for Aristotle, God possesses no potentiality, only actuality. Since the 
possibility of change resides in matter, a God who possesses no matter 
cannot change. Such a God must be pure form or pure actuality. 


Primary Matter 
Aristotle's universe has three levels, as shown in the following diagram: 


Substanc es 
( Form + Ma tt e r) 


Prim a r Matter 


The middle layer, by far the most extensive, includes every particu-
lar substance in the physical world, that is, everything composed of form 
and matter. The peak of Aristotle's universe would include God and the 
few other beings who are pure form. The bottom layer of the universe is 
what Aristotle calls primary matter. Aristotle's doctrine of primary matter 
can be summarized in five propositions. 


(1) Primary matter is a substratum common to all substances. 
(2) It cannot exist by itself, that is , without some form . Therefore it is 


a theoretical abstraction. 
(3) It has no distinguishable properties and is thus unknowable . 
( 4) It is eternal; it can never be created or destroyed. 
(5) It is the ultimate basis of individuation; it is what ultimately sets 


apart different chairs, desks, and people. 
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Aristotle distinguished between soul Cpsuche in Greek) and mind (nous). He then drew a distinction between two aspects of the 
human mind, calling them the passive intellect and the active intellect. 
The relevant text here is one of the most perplexing and most frequently 
debated passages in all of Aristotle's writings. 11 


There is a part of the mind, Aristotle taught, that is passive in the sense 
that it receives information from the senses. Another part of the mind is 
active in the sense that it acts upon that which is received by the passive 
intellect. Aristotle explained our knowledge of the world as a product of 
the interaction of these aspects of nous. The physical world, as we have 
seen, is the only world tl1at exists for Aristotle. Our knowledge of chairs and 
mountains and trees and humans is mediated by sensations that we have of 
those objects. The sensed object (a tree, for example) produces an linage 
(phantasm) witl1in the mind of the perceiver. This linage of a sensed object 
is received by the passive intellect. But iliis sensible linage of a particular 
thing is not yet knowledge; it is only potential knowledge. What is needed 
to turn this potential knowledge into actual knowledge is an additional 
process that is performed by the active intellect. The active intellect abstracts 
from the particular sensible image the form , or universal element, iliat alone 
can be the object of knowledge. Human knowledge, therefore, depends on 
two things: the passive intellect, which receives information from the senses, 
and the active intellect, which alone performs the crucial function of abstrac-
tion that isolates the form of the particular thing that has been sensed. 


The complexity of Aristotle's system makes it necessary for us to post-
pone any further discussion of the active and passive intellects until we 
first examine some related features of his psychology. 


W e have already noted the Greek word Cpsuche) that English trans-lations call soul in Aristotle's writings. The Latin word for soul is 
anima, from which such English words as "animal" and "animated" are 
derived . Wise students will recognize that whatever soul means for Aris-
totle, it will have something important to do with life. 


In the discussion that follows, I will focus on four basic issues: What 
does Aristotle mean by "soul"? What is his distinction among three levels 
of soul? What is the relationship between soul and body? What is the 
meaning of his distinction between the active and passive intellects? 


W h at Does Aristotle Mean by "Soul"? 
Aristotle's use of the word soul is quite different from Plato's. When Plato 
talked about the soul, he meant ilie essential and in1material part of a human 
being: the seat of intelligence and tl1e cause of motion. Plato thought of soul 


11. Aristotle De Anima 3.5.430al0-25. 
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and body as separate entities. Aristotle rejected Plato's notion of soul as a 
separate entity dwelling in a living body. Soul instead is the form that 
accounts for the creature's being alive. Body and soul are different dimen-
sions of the same complex substance . For Aristotle, the human soul is the 
form of a composite substance; the matter of this substance is the human 
body. Just as one cannot separate sight from the organ that is a human eye 
or sharpness from the steel of an ax, it is impossible to separate the human 
soul from its living body. As ]onatl1an Lear explains, "Soul is not a special 
ingredient which breathes life into a lifeless body; it is a certain aspect of a 
living organism, and a living organism is a paradigm of a functioning unity. "12 


What Is Aristotle's Distinction Between Three Levels of Soul? 
Aristotle believes there are varied levels of life: what distinguishes these 
levels is their respective function and the complexity of their structure. 
The simplest form of life is found in plants. A more complex level of life 
occurs in animals, and an even higher complexity of life occurs in 
humans . The functions of the nutritive or vegetative soul involve basic 
life processes, revolving around the acquisition of food, the digestion of 
food, excretion of wastes, and reproduction. Since animals can perform 
all of these functions, they possess a nutritive soul, which means that ani-
mals carry on basic life processes such as those already identified. But 
animals can perform functions that lie beyond the power of plants, such 
as perception and motion . These are functions of the sensitive soul. 


Human beings also have a nutritive soul; we perform essential life 
functions: digestion, respiration, excretion of wastes. Some believe that 
Aristotle's comments about the human possession of a nutritive soul was 
his way of explaining processes supported by the involuntaty nervous 
system, which keep the blood circulating, the heart beating, the lungs 
and kidneys functioning, and so on. Like animals, humans also possess 
a sensitive soul. We can perceive and move. We also possess a level of 
functioning not found on the animal and plant levels-reasoning. The 
following diagram helps to put all of this into perspective. 


humans (A+B+C) 


animals (A+ B) 


plants (only A) 
A 


B 


rational soul: reason 


sensitive soul: sensation, 
desire, locomotion 


12. Jonathan Lear, Aristotle: Tbe Desire to Understand (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press , 1988), 97. See Aristotle On the Soul2.1.412b6-9. 
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And so we have learned the following: (1) Human beings possess all 
three levels of soul; animals lack the rational soul; and plants possess 
only the vegetative soul. (2) Each lower level of soul is a necessary con-
dition for the higher levels. That is, a living being could not possess the 
sensitive soul without also possessing the vegetative soul. However, a 
plant possesses the vegetative soul without possessing the sensitive soul. 
(3) As one ascends the hierarchy of living forms, one encounters increas-
ingly complex life forms. 


Relation of Soul and Body 
What is Aristotle's view of the relationship between the human soul and 
body? This is not an easy question to answer. Aristotle thought the rela-
tion was much closer than did Plato. But interpretations of precisely what 
Aristotle meant have ranged from positions that see him as a physicalist 
to views that present his position as similar to the New Testament's holis-
tic view of a human being. It is clear that Aristotle believes the human 
soul and body are related in a much more integral way than they were 
in Plato's philosophy. The important question is whether human con-
sciousness in Aristotle's system ends when the body dies. 


Many contemporary philosophers believe that Aristotle's view of a 
human being entails that human consciousness and identity cease when 
the body dies. Most of Aristotle's De Anima seems incompatible with a 
belief in personal survival after death. 


The issue of physicalism deserves a closer look. It includes the fol-
lowing set of beliefs: humans are only physical beings; they possess no 
soul or mind that exists or can exist independent of the body; and when 
the body dies , all consciousness ceases; there is no personal, conscious 
survival after death. While a physicalist reading of Aristotle holds obvious 
appeal for people who are inclined to this way of thinking, Aristotle gives 
such people reason to claim him as one of their own. 


Putting the physicalist question aside for a moment, some believe that 
a properly formed Christian view of humanity would be closer to Aristo-
tle's view of the soul than to Plato's. In this view, the New Testament 
emphasizes the wholeness of the human being. The New Testament does 
not picture the human body as a useless appendage that can be dis-
carded. The New Testament does not teach that the body is an inferior 
and unnecessary part of a human. Humans after death are not disem-
bodied souls but rather resurrected persons, body and soul. 


What Did Aristotle Teach About the Active Intellect? 
The subject of Aristotle's theory of the active intellect was introduced ear-
lier and then shelved briefly. We are now in a position to return to this 
subject. Aristotle went on to say some mysterious things about the active 
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intellect.13 For instance, he declared that the active intellect is "separable 
and immortal." Coming from Plato, such words would not have raised so 
much as an eyebrow . But since so many scholars are convinced that the 
entire drift of Aristotle's psychology was away from a Platonic soul that 
could exist forever in separation from the body, this sudden turn in direc-
tion cannot be ignored. What could Aristotle have meant when he 
referred to an active intellect present in every human soul that is both 
separable and immortal? 


Aristotle's argument in book 3 of De Anima can be summarized rather 
quickly; a little repetition in a matter of such importance will help rather 
than hmt. (1) Just as we find form and matter making up everything else 
that exists in the physical universe, we should not be surprised to find the 
form-matter, actuality-potentiality distinction within the human soul. Aris-
totle calls them the active intellect and the passive intellect. 


(2) It then becomes clear that Aristotle is distinguishing between soul 
and two aspects of mind (nous) existing within the soul. A part of the 
mind is passive in the sense that it receives information from the senses. 
Another part of the mind is active in the sense that it acts upon that 
which is received in the passive intellect. The passive intellect fulfills the 
function of the mind's matter, while active intellect will be akin to form. 
Aristotle believes that our knowledge of the world is dependent upon 
our having sensations of the world . The sensed object produces an 
image (phantasm) within the mind of the perceiver. The passive intellect 
is that part of the human mind that receives this information from the 
senses. 


(3) But the images in the passive intellect are not yet knowledge; they 
are only potential knowledge. What is needed to turn that sensible infor-
mation into actual knowledge is some other process performed by the 
active intellect. The active intellect abstracts from the particular sensible 
image the form or universal element that alone can be the object of 
knowledge . In this way, potential knowledge is changed into actual 
knowledge. Aristotle then adds another point. Since that which acts is 
always superior to that which is acted upon, the active intellect is supe-
rior to the passive intellect. 


At this point Aristotle introduces the analogy of light, an important 
feature of Plato's allegory of the cave. Without light we could perceive no 
color. In a totally dark room, the color of an object could only be poten-
tial color. Light is required to turn potential color into actual color. In a 
similar way, when the active intellect begins to work on the potential 
knowledge present in the passive intellect, it changes potential knowl-
edge into actual knowledge. 


13. Most of this material appears in Aristotle De Anima 3.5. 
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(4) This brings us to Aristotle's mysterious declaration that the active 
intellect is "immortal" and "separable. " Does Aristotle mean to teach that 
the active intellect can exist apart from the body? That it is immortal? The 
challenge for Aristotle's interpreters is to understand how all of this can 
be reconciled with the rest of Aristotle's psychology. He seems to be say-
ing that while the soul per se cannot exist separate from the body, one 
faculty of the soul (reason or the active intellect) can. While the passive 
intellect perishes when the body dies, the active intellect is different. 
There have been three major attempts to interpret Aristotle's doctrine of 
the active intellect in a way that would avoid any contradiction in his sys-
tem. It is interesting to realize that these three interpretations played major 
roles in the three major systems of medieval philosophy. These three sys-
tems constructed by Plotinus, Augustine, and Thomas Aquinas are dis-
cussed in the remaining chapters of part 1. 


Three Interpretations of the Active Intellect 
(1) About A.D. 200, Alexander of Aphrodisias, greatest of the ancient inter-
preters of Aristotle, identified Aristotle's active intellect with God. Accord-
ing to this view, the active intellect, or light within the soul that makes 
knowledge possible, would not be a part of the individual human soul 
but a presence of God within the soul. As an interpretation of Aristotle, 
Alexander's view must be rejected because the immanent view of God it 
requires is incompatible with the transcendent, if not deistic, God of Aris-
totle 's Metaphysics. 14 The God required to complete this interpretation is 
one present immanently in the world, a God actively and personally 
involved in every act of human knowledge. However, Alexander's work 
resonates with some ideas that showed up centuries later in the thinking 
of Augustine (354-430). We will examine this theory in more detail in 
chapter 6. 


(2) During the third century the philosopher Plotinus (205-270) inter-
preted the active intellect as a cosmic principle of intelligence to which 
every human intellect is related. At death, the intellects of individual 
human beings are absorbed back into the cosmic mind (nous), which is 
eternal and impersonal. (This will make a great deal more sense after you 
have read chapter 5 on Plotinus.) Centuries after Plotinus, his theory 
appeared in the thought of such medieval Arabic Aristotelians as Averroes 
and the Christian Averroists whom Thomas Aquinas debated. According 
to this view, personal survival after death is denied in favor of an imper-
sonal continuation of existence. As Aquinas would show, this doctrine is 


14. Aristotle 's notion of God can be difficult to understand. The point in this last para-
graph is that Aristotle 's account of God is so far removed from any direct contact with the 
physical universe that it cannot fit the demands of Alexander's interpretation. 
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incompatible with Christianity because it leads to a denial of personal sur-
vival after death. 


(3) The third major interpretation of Aristotle's active intellect was pro-
posed by Thomas Aquinas as an alternative to the heretical teachings of 
certain Christian disciples of Averroes at the University of Paris. Aquinas 
identified the active intellect as something individual and particular in each 
human being. If Aquinas was right and the active intellect is a separate 
part of each human mind, then Aristotle's claim that the active intellect is 
both separable and immortal could only mean that the great Aristotle 
believed there is something within human beings that is immortal. 


Aquinas developed his interpretation as part of an attempt to make 
Aristotle 's philosophy compatible with Christian thought of the time . 
When he wrote, the Christian church was suspicious of Aristotle's phi-
losophy because it had entered the Christian world via certain Muslim 
interpretations. These Muslim influences made it appear that Aristotle's 
philosophy was incompatible with such Christian beliefs as creation and 
personal survival after death. Many leaders of the church in the thirteenth 
century thought Aristotle was an enemy of the church. Aquinas thought 
this philosophy could be made compatible with Christian belief. One of 
his clever moves was to argue that De Anima 3.5 taught human immor-
tality. It was part of a brilliant public relations gambit to make Aristotle 
acceptable to the medieval church. 


The major difficulty with Aquinas 's interpretation-which should be 
kept distinct from its merit as an independent theory-is its obvious con-
flict with the picture of humankind presented in Aristotle's work On the 
Soul. Aquinas's interpretation is hard to reconcile with the rest of Aristo-
tle 's system. For this reason , even Roman Catholic interpreters of 
Thomas's position , among them Frederick C. Copleston, admit that as an 
interpretation of Aristotle, Aquinas 's position is wrong and that the Aver-
roist interpretation is probably the correct reading of Aristotle. 1' Unless a 
better reading of Aristotle turns up, it seems wise to concur with those 
who argue that the most plausible interpretation of Aristotle's puzzling 
words about the active intellect is the one proposed by Plotinus and mod-
ified by Averroes during the Middle Ages. 


Aristotle was not an especially religious man. His God did not fulfill any particularly religious function; Aristotle did not worship or pray 
to his God. Aristotle believed in a supreme being because he thought cer-
tain things about the world could not be explained without the existence 
of a God. His God was a metaphysical necessity, a concept required lest 


15 . See Frederick C. Copleston, A History of Philosophy (Westminste r, Md.: Newma n 
Press, 196o), 1:330-31. 
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the rest of his system contain some huge holes. His system forced him to 
questions that he could not answer without postulating the existence of 
a perfect being who is the unmoved Mover of the universe, a being who 
is also Pure Actuality. Aristotle believed that there had to exist an 
uncaused and unchanging being who is the ultimate cause of everything 
else that exists. If this ultimate cause itself moved or changed in any way, 
it could not then be the ultimate cause, since we would be forced to ask 
why it changed and what changed it. Aristotle's God cannot act upon the 
world as an efficient cause because this would imply potentiality within 
God. Trapped by his own system, Aristotle is forced to say that his 
unmoved Mover can bring about change in the world only by being a 
final cause, that is to say, as an object of desire. 


Because of Aristotle's earlier discussion of form and matter, he was 
forced to conclude that the ultimate cause of the universe had to be Pure 
Form unmixed with any matter. Matter, Aristotle thought, is synonymous 
with potentiality. But potentiality implies the possibility of change and 
hence imperfection. Therefore , Aristotle's God would have to be Pure 
Actuality, in other words, Form without Matter. 


Aristotle's doctrine of God as Pure Form has raised all kinds of prob-
lems in the histories of philosophy and theology. For one thing, what can 
a God who is Pure Form, the unmoved Mover of the universe, do? He 
cannot do anything that entails change in his own being or knowledge , 
because he is perfect and incapable of change. To shorten and simplify 
a rather long and complex subject, the only thing Aristotle's perfect God 
can do is think. But since he is immutable perfection, it follows that he 
can only think about something that is itself perfect and unchanging. This 
means that he can think only about himself! We noticed how Plato's 
reflections about God led many of his followers to a concept of an 
unknowable, transcendent God. Aristotle 's reflections have brought us to 
the same spot: the concept of a radically transcendent, wholly other God 
who, it appears, can have no direct, personal, and essential relationship 
with people or the world. The Christian God is transcendent. But in oppo-
sition to thinkers like Aristotle, the God of the Christian faith is also imma-
nent in the sense that he is with his people and his creation. 


Aristotle's view of God is an excellent example of how a philosopher 
can be trapped by his system. We have come a long way since we started 
talking rather innocently about form and matter, potentiality and actual-
ity. Once Aristotle starts down this path, once he accepts certain presup-
positions, he is stuck with the view of God that follows from these prior 
commitments. Moreover, we are stuck with an unknowable God who 
cannot know anything about us or the world in which we live. While 
Aristotle was not an atheist, he could hardly have moved to a spot more 
distant from the God of Judaism and Christianity. 
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I n the first book (chapter) of his ethical treatise, Tbe Nichomachean Ethics, probably named after his son, Nichomachus, Aristotle begins by observ-
ing that all human action is directed at an end or a goal. When we act inten-
tionally, we act with the ain1 of accomplishing a particular objective. Aristotle 
wonders if we can discover any single goal toward which all human beings 
aim. Is there any single goal so superior to every other goal that it is what 
evety human being desires? Aristotle decides tl1e answer is yes and identi-
fies this supreme good as happiness. The Greek word usually translated as 
happiness (eudaemonia) means· more than the word usually connotes for 
most people. It carries with it the idea of the truly good life. 


Saying that the supreme good is happiness doesn't help us much, 
since people disagree over the nature of happiness; there are too many 
conflicting notions of what happiness is. Some confuse it with pleasure, 
money, fame, position, or power. None of these attempted identifications 
is correct, however. One problem with these identifications of happiness 
is that all of them are but means to an end. Whatever happiness is, it must 
be intrinsically good, good in itself instead of merely being good as a 
means to something else. The opposite of an intrinsic good is an instru-
mental good, something that is desired because it is a means to an end. 
True happiness must be good as an end in itself. For this reason , Aristo-
tle rejects money as the ground of happiness. Money possesses only 
instrumental value; it is good only as a means to other things. Nothing can 
be the highest good if it is chosen for the sake of something else. Hap-
piness is the supreme good because it is sought for itself; it is self-suffi-
cient, and it is that toward which all humans aim. 


Whatever the supreme good is, it must also be self-sufficient. This means 
that it must be so good that nothing can be added to it to make it any bet-
ter. This criterion disqualifies virtue as the essence of happiness. It is possi-
ble for a person to be virtuous but still be miserable because of bad health 
or poverty. It is possible to add other things to virtue to improve the qual-
ity of life. But this cannot be true of the supreme good. Eudaemonia must 
also be connected with humankind's distinctive feature , reason. Eudaemo-
nia is acting in accord with a human being's highest virtue, reason. 


Aristotle never identifies what he believes happiness is until the end 
of his book. It is impossible to judge a life happy until that life is over. 
One swallow does not make a summer, Aristotle says; likewise, one 
happy moment or day does not make a happy life. Only after a life is 
over can one evaluate that life and judge whether the person was happy. 


According to Aristotle, Lear writes , "man has a nature: there is some-
thing definite and worthwhile that it is to be a human being. Happiness 
consists in living this noble life: in satisfying the desires that are necessary 
for man to have in order to live a full , rich life. "16 


16. Lear, Aristotle, 155. 
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The Virtues 
Aristotle's ethical theory has nothing to say about moral law, commandments, 
and their relationship to God. Aristotle focuses instead on human traits of 
character, upon dispositions to behave in certain ways, that he discusses 
under the heading of virtue. As Lear explains, "The virtues are stable states 
of the soul which enable a person to make tl1e right decision about how to 
act in the circumstances and which motivate him so to act. It is tl1ese stable 
states of the soul that we think of as constituting a person's character."17 Aris-
totle does not write about rules, which would tell virtuous people how to live. 


In book 2 of the Nichomachean Ethics, Aristotle distinguishes two 
kinds of virtue: moral and intellectual. They are virtues or excellences of 
different parts of the soul. There are two distinct ways in which a person 
can be said to excel, with respect to morality and with regard to intel-
lectual matters. A part of us is concerned primarily with thinking and the 
acquisition of knowledge. Another part of us is concerned with doing 
what our reason tells us to do, with choosing or willing. Moral and intel-
lectual virtues are acquired in different ways. Moral virtue is acquired by 
habit, while intellectual virtue is acquired by teaching. 


Truly virtuous persons in the moral sense have over time developed 
certain traits of character or dispositions. This is done by repeating cer-
tain kinds of behavior, thus establishing a habit. If we repeat cettain kinds 
of conduct often enough, it becomes easier to do them. Only when a per-
son's conduct flows from a fixed and constant disposition can we regard 
that person as morally virtuous. 


The Golden Mean 
Moral virtue normally relates to behavior that is a mean between two 
extremes. This is sometimes called Aristotle's doctrine of the Golden Mean. 
Moral virtue is a mean between two extremes, botl1 of which are vices. Con-
sider the matter of amusing other people. One extreme kind of behavior in 
such cases is buffoonery. This kind of person goes much too far in an attempt 
to make himself popular. The other extreme, also a vice, is boorishness. 
Somewhere between boorishness and buffoonery is tl1e proper mean, some-
thing Aristotle calls wittiness, namely, knowing when to be entertaining and 
funny and when to be serious. Other examples of the Golden Mean include 


too much 
rashness 
prodigality 
flattery 
bashfulness 


17. Ibid , 164. 


just right 
courage 
liberality 
friendship 
modesty 


too little 
cowardice 
illiberality 
moroseness 
shamelessness 


Figure 4.5 
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Aristotle seems involved in a contradiction. We must do virtuous acts 
in order to establish a virtuous disposition. But we cannot act in a virtu-
ous way unless our action flows from a fixed and constant disposition. 
How then can we ever make progress toward attaining the virtuous dis-
position we seek? His answer: We should perform acts that resemble vir-
tuous acts, that resemble what we would do if we had the disposition. In 
this way we build up the right habits . If the disposition I wish to acquire 
is liberality, the way to acquire it is to ask how I would behave if I pos-
sessed the habit and continue to behave that way. 


Aristotle does qualify his doctrine of the Golden Mean in some cases. 
Some actions are always wrong. One example he gives is adultery. In 
such cases, there is no golden mean. 


Pleasure and the Paradox of Hedonism 
The single-minded pursuit of pleasure is self-defeating. 18 Imagine a per-
son whose entire life is directed toward the attainment of pleasure. He is 
totally uninterested in books, sports, music, art, companionship; all the 
person wants is pleasure. Will such a person ever experience much plea-
sure? Pleasure accompanies other activities. The more a person seeks 
pleasure, the less pleasure he will experience. It is the person who for-
gets pleasure and loses himself in other activities who suddenly finds him-
self experiencing pleasure. 


Pleasure is an ingredient of the good life; it is a part of the good life, 
but it doesn't make up the whole of the good life. One cannot bake a 
cake without putting baking soda in it. But few of us would enjoy eating 
cake composed entirely of baking soda. 


Concluding Thoughts 
Happiness is not money, success, or pleasure . Aristotle thinks happiness 
is contemplation, an activity in accordance with man's highest function 
(reason), that is intrinsically good, only intrinsically good, and self-suffi-
cient. Contemplation is the only activity that satisfies all of these criteria. 
It is also a nice coincidence that contemplation, Aristotle's recommended 
way of attaining happiness, happens to be the one activity God engages 
in. When humans contemplate, they engage in the same kind of activity 
as does God. True happiness consists in thinking about God. It is also 
comforting to know that the person most likely to achieve happiness is 
a philosopher like Aristotle . That coincidence may be more than some 
people can tolerate. 


18. I owe this way of phrasing Aristotle's point to Dr. Joel Feinberg. 
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A !though Aristotle was an empiricist in the sense that he believed 
fiknowledge of universals arises by abstraction from observation of 
particular things, he nevertheless made an important contribution to ratio-
nalism.19 He argued for a parallelism among thought, being, and lan-
guage. One of rationalism's basic convictions is the belief that the world 
is rational. This means that a basic conformity exists between the struc-
ture of human reason and the structure of the world. The human mind, 
rationalists insist, is not involved in a struggle to understand a nonrational 
world. The laws that govern human thought are a reflection of the neces-
sities that can be found in nature. 


A ristotle 's philosophical system is an impressive piece of work. But we must not allow this imposing structure to blind us to its prob-
lems, some of them serious. Aristotle's view of God falls far short of being 
satisfactmy. Not only is Aristotle's God a kind of afterthought, a deus ex 
machina slipped in to account for motion in the physical universe; it also 
falls short of being either philosophically, morally, or religiously satisfy-
ing. One cannot help thinking that if Aristotle had forgotten to add God 
to his worldview, nothing much would have been different. If one's 
worldview beliefs about God are the most fundamental part of a world-
view, Aristotle's system has little or nothing to offer. 


Aristotle's ethical observations are commendable in many respects. As 
I noted earlier, the notion of virtue (good character) appears prominently 
in the ethical passages of the Bible. Not only is it important what we do 
(commands), but also it is important what kind of people we are (virtue). 
But is Aristotle's advice about how we attain virtuous dispositions ade-
quate? Can we attain virtue by repeating the same kinds of behavior until 
we realize that we possess the virtuous habit? The New Testament claims 
that at least nine important Christian virtues (love, joy, peace, patience, 
kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control) are fruit of 
the Holy Spirit. Many wise students of Scripture understand that to mean 
that we can attain those virtuous dispositions only through the aid of the 
Holy Spirit (see Galatians 5:22-23). Surely much more remains to be said 
about becoming a virtuous person. The Christian answer to this question 
is included in the central Christian doctrine called sanctification. 


If I am correct that Plato refuted Aristotle's kind of position in his 
Phaedo, Aristotle didn't advance the cause of empiricism; his attempt to 
explain our knowledge of universals such as the Equal itself by abstract-
ing the common idea from many particular examples of equal things is 
disappointing when compared with Plato's critique of this position in the 
Phaedo. 


19. See chapter 8 for details about how Aristotle did this. 
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Aristotle's metaphysics (in the sense of the word introduced in chap-
ter 1 of this book) appears impressive at first glance. The emphasis upon 
potentiality versus actuality can have important repercussions , as can his 
distinction between essential and nonessential properties (see the appen-
dix to this chapter). Aristotle's theory of primary matter may be the 
Achilles' heel of his metaphysical system. The apparent inconsistencies 
and points of vagueness in his theory of human nature are also weak-
nesses within his system. 


In chapter 7 we'll examine the attempt of the medieval Christian 
thinker Thomas Aquinas to eliminate some of Aristotle's difficulties and 
to move Aristotelianism closer to important Christian concerns. 


Essential Properties and the Incarnation 
Aristotle's distinction between essential and nonessential propetties is one 
of the more important elements of his philosophy. One way to demon-
strate its value is to see its use in solving what many people regard as 
one of the more difficult problems in Christian theology, the frequently 
alleged inconsistency between the human and divine natures of Jesus 
Christ. 


Christians believe that Jesus Christ is fully God and fully man . Many 
people respond by saying that these two claims look like a contradiction. 
Just as no object can be both round and square at the same time , they 
think, so no being can be both God and man without violating the law 
of noncontradiction. Such thinking is mistaken. Correct thinking about 
Jesus Christ diminishes neither his full and complete humanity nor his 
full and complete deity. Jesus Christ is God-let there be no mistake 
about this. But he is also human. Any wavering on either claim results in 
a defective understanding of Jesus Christ. 


The general line of attack on the two natures of Christ goes something 
like this: The Christian God has attributes such as omnipotence, omni-
science, incorporeality, and sinlessness. God also exists necessarily, which 
means, among other things, that there can be neither beginning nor end 
to his existence. Moreover, these properties belong to God essentially or 
necessarily, which is to say that if God were to lose any of these essen-
tial properties, he would cease to be God. A being cannot be God if he 
lacks omnipotence, omniscience, and the like. 


But when we reflect on the nature (essence) of humanness, we 
encounter creatures without such properties. Human beings are not 
omnipotent, omniscient, incorporeal, or sinless. Nor do we exist necessar-
ily. Our existence is contingent-that is, dependent on many things other 
than ourselves. Given these seemingly obvious incompatibilities between 
God and man, how could any being possibly be both God and man? 
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This is a serious difficulty. Developing an appropriate answer to this 
challenge will require hard thinking about complex issues. Thomas V. 
Morris, a former philosophy professor at Notre Dame, has sought a solu-
tion that leaves the two-natures doctrine intact. 20 


It is one thing for a doctrine about the eternal God to surpass human 
understanding (Romans 11:33-35; Job 11:7-8; Isaiah 55:8-9); it is another 
for that belief to lack logical coherence. Because something is above rea-
son, it does not follow that it is against reason. 


According to Morris, we can work our way out of the supposed log-
ical inconsistency of the two natures of Christ if we first understand and 
then properly apply three philosophical distinctions, namely, 


Aristotle's distinction between essential and nonessential properties; 
the distinction between essential and common properties; and 
the distinction between being fully human and being merely human. 


Essential and Nonessential Properties 
As we know, a property is a feature or a characteristic of something. 
Everything has properties, and one way we refer to those properties is by 
using them as predicates applied to a given subject. As we also know, 
properties come in two types, essential and nonessential. Consider a red 
ball. The color of the object is nonessential in the sense that if we 
changed the color to yellow or green, the object would still be a ball. But 
with a ball, the property of roundness is an essential property. We can-
not have a ball that is not round. 21 If we change this feature of our object, 
it is no longer a ball. 


Put in its simplest terms, an essential property is one that cannot be 
changed or lost without the object in question ceasing to be the kind of 
thing it is. Roundness is an essential property of being a ball. When an 
object that once was a member of the class of all balls loses its roundness, 
it also loses its membership in that class. 


A number of properties are essential to tl1e being of God, including at 
least the following: necessary existence, omnipotence, omniscience, and 
sinlessness. Any being lacking these and the other essential properties of 
deity could not be God. Obviously, then, when Christians affirm that Jesus 
is God, they are also affirming that Jesus Christ possesses eternally and 


20. Morris's argument appears in both a book, The Logic of God Incarnate (Ithaca , N.Y.: 
Cornell University Press, 1986), and a more popular article, "Understanding God Incar-
nate," Asbury Tbeologicaljourna/43 (1988): 63-77. 


21. Some people at this point wonder about an American football (as opposed to a ball 
used in soccer matches). While we Americans call a football a ball, it is not round. Perhaps 
we can evade this essentially irrelevant objection by calling an inflated ellipsoid made of 
pigskin a ball because it is close enough to a real ball to show us how analogies work. 
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necessarily all the essential properties of God. That much is easy and 
should be obvious. 


Matters become more difficult when we try to identify the essential 
properties of a human being. Aristotle thought that rationality (thinking 
and reasoning) is an essential property of humans. Rationality seems to 
be one property among others that makes up the essence of a human 
being, that sets humans apart from other creatures on our planet. 


The mistaken critic of the Incarnation assumes that such properties as 
lacking omnipotence, lacking omniscience, and lacking sinlessness are 
also essential in some way to humanness. But to proceed further with 
our argument we must first introduce the distinction between essential 
properties and common properties . 


Essential Properties and Common Properties 
What Morris calls common properties are often mistaken for essential 
properties. This error is the basis for believing that the doctrine of the 
Incarnation entails a contradiction . A common property is any property 
that human beings typically possess without also being essential. Morris 
gives the example of having ten fingers. Because almost every human 
has ten fingers , it is a common human property. But having ten fingers 
is not essential to being a human being. A person can lose one or more 
fingers and still be a human being. Therefore the common human prop-
erty of having ten fingers is not an essential property. 


Likewise, we could say that being born on planet earth is a common 
human propetty. But it is conceivable that at some time in the future , some 
people will be born and live their entire lives on other planets . So once 
again, a property that we have found common to all humans turns out 
not to be essential. 


Now, we could say that all of us-each human being apart from 
Jesus-are characterized by properties that are the counterparts of such 
divine properties as omnipotence and omniscience. But on what basis 
can we say that these limitations are essential to our humanness? These 
limitations are possibly common human properties, not essential ones. 


Being Fully Human and Being Merely Human 
Morris explains tl1at "an individual is fully human (in any case where] that 
individual has all essential human properties , all the properties composing 
basic human nature . An individual is merely human if he or she has all those 
propetties plus some additional limitation properties as well, properties such 
as that of lacking omnipotence, that of lacking omniscience, and so on."22 


22. Morris, "Understanding God Incarnate ," 66. 
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Orthodox Christians, Morris adds, insist on the claim that "Jesus was 
fully human without being merely human." 23 This means two things: Jesus 
possesses all the properties that are essential to being a human being, 
and Jesus possesses all the properties that are essential to deity. Morris 
also suggests that the properties critics of the Incarnation make so much 
of and insist are essential to humanity (such as lacking omniscience) are 
being confused with common human properties. 


Once Christians understand these distinctions about properties, they 
are equipped to counter challenges to the logical coherence of the doc-
trine of Christ's two natures . The historic understanding of the Incarna-
tion expresses the beliefs that Jesus Christ is fully God-that is , he 
possesses all the essential properties of God; Jesus Christ is also fully 
human-that is , he possesses all the essential properties of a human 
being, none of which turn out to be limiting properties; and Jesus Christ 
was not merely human-that is, he did not possess any of the limiting 
properties that are complements of the divine attributes . In the face of 
these distinctions , the alleged contradiction in the Incarnation disappears. 


23. Ibid . 
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OPTIONAL WRITING ASSIGNMENT 
Without using your book or notes, write an essay to a friend who has 


asked you to provide one example of the usefulness of studying Aristo-
tle's philosophy. Either select some aspect of Aristotle's philosophy your-
self or use his distinction between essential and nonessential properties 
as it relates to the human and divine natures of Jesus Christ. 


FOR FURTHER RE A DI N G 
Aristotle, The Basic Works of Aristotle, ed. W. D. Ross (New York: Ran-


dom House, 1960). 
Aristotle, A New Aristotle Reader (Princeton, N.J .: Princeton University 


Press, 1987). 
Renford Bambrough, Philosophy C<f Aristotle (New York: New American 


Library, 1963). 
Jonathan Barnes, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Aristotle (New York: 


Cambridge University Press, 1995). 
Abraham Edel, Aristotle and His Philosophy (Princeton, N.J.: Transaction, 


1995). 
David Ross, Aristotle, 6th ed . (New York: Routledge, Kegan, Paul, 1995). 
Henry B. Veatch, Aristotle: A Contemporary Appreciation (Bloomington, 


Ind.: Indiana University Press , 1974). 
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