authoritative sense true or false” — rather than signaling a “most authoritative” way of being. There
is no other support for the idea that what is true or false is the most authoritative way of being.3

(2) Still, the use of the expression t0 kvpidTOTO OV 1n this text gives no prima facie reason
to suppose this sense of the true and false differs from the one discussed in E.4. Indeed, Meta. A.29
introduces several distinct senses of the false that do not indicate an ontologically distinct way of
being and thus have no bearing on the discussion of either E.4 or ®.10 (e.g. the falseness of
humans). These other senses of false are presumably meant to be excluded by Aristotle’s
expression 10 kvpidTato dv aAn0eg §j weddog. But there is no clear reason to exclude the truth and
falsity of propositions and beliefs.

(3)In ©.10 (as in A.29) Aristotle discusses truth and falsity “in the case of things,” éni T®V
npayudatwv, while in E.4 he was clear that truth and falsity are “in thinking but not in things,” év
dwavoig AL 00K €v Toig mpdypact. But mpdypa is very generic and not a technical Aristotelian
term: much like the English “thing,” the word npdypa is flexible enough both to contrast with
mental items and to include mental items, depending on the context. The use of Tpdypa gives us
no reason to assume that Aristotle is either contradicting what he said in E.4 or changing the topic
from E 4.

(4) There is some editorial uncertainty over whether the text should read €oti 10 cuykeicOat
i dmpioBor or éoti T® ovykeiohor 1| dmpfcbar, that is, whether Aristotle is saying that the
authoritative sense of being true or false is to be combined or separated, or whether it is by
combination and separation.3*® But it does not really matter which of these is meant, because both

are right. The truth and falsity of propositions or beliefs consists in the combination or separation

335 See Crivelli Aristotle App.1 234-236.
3% See Crivelli Aristotle App.2 238.
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of the terms of the belief (“for what is true or false is an interweaving of thoughts™),37 but it also
depends on the combination or separation of things (“for both the false and the true concern
combination and separation”).3%

(5) Moreover, whether Aristotle is claiming that the authoritative sense of truth is
combination/separation or is by them, the added “such that” or dote-clause makes it clear that
truth and falsity require a twofold combination (or separation): thinking #ruly is thinking the
combined as combined, the separated as separated. Truth depends on an interweaving of thought
that reflects an interweaving of reality, and falsity arises when the weaves do not match.

(6) Let us also note that this ®ote-clause discusses the being-true and being-false of
thoughts, not of states of affairs. It is the one who thinks, oiouevoc, that either thinks-truly or
thinks-falsely. These clunky expressions translate forms of aAnfebev and yevdesbat, common
Greek verbs for being-true (or speaking-truly) and being-false (or speaking-falsely), which have
no perfect translation in English. That Aristotle begins ©.10, his longest and apparently most
definitive surviving discussion on truth and falsity, by using these verbal forms and referring them
to a thinker, oiopevog, again indicates that for Aristotle truth and falsity belong to thinkers, with
their beliefs and words, most of all.

(7) Finally, the passage at hand ends with a question: “when is it that what is called truth
or falsity is or is not?” Aristotle is asking what is responsible for truth and falsity, and we have
already seen his answer: “for it is not because we truly suppose you to be pale that you are pale,

but because you are pale that we are true when saying this.”3%° The truth or falsity of some speech

37 De An. 111.3 342a11-12, copmhok) yop vonuatov £6ti 10 dAn0ic §j weddoc.

338 Int. 1 16a12-13, mepi yap ocvvOeoty kol dtaipesiv ot 1O yeddo¢ Te kol 10 GAn0Le.

39 Meta. ©.10 1051b6-9, 0v yap S0 0 Mudg oiecOon GAnOdS oe Aevkov elvor €1 6D AeVKOG, GAALL S101 TO 6& Eivor
hevkov MUETS ol pavteg TobTo GANnOgbopey.
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or belief'is not causally responsible for — and has no priority over — the combination and separation
of things. Things make the true and false what they are, not vice versa.
For the remainder of ®.10 Aristotle considers how truth can change over time, and the truth
of non-composite beings. The only other passage perhaps relevant for us is when he says:
To be as the true, and to not-be as the false, in one way is: if it is combined, [it is] true, but
if it is not combined, [it is] false; but in another way is: if it really is [as true], it is in this
way, and if it is not in this way, it is not.3¢
This passage returns to the truth and falsity of composites to contrast this way of being with the
way of being of non-composite truths. But its articulation of the truth and falsity of composites is
too terse to establish a clear sense of Aristotle’s theory: the “it” which is combined or uncombined
could be any sort of object. Nothing in ®.10 supports the theory that there are non-mental non-
linguistic objects which are true or false. Instead, the text bolsters the idea that what is primarily

false are propositions or beliefs, and that their falsity is because they fail to correspond to things.

Ways of Being False: Metaphysics 4.29

Let us also consider the discussion of the false in Metaphysics A.29, what Crivelli calls the “most
unequivocal testimony of Aristotle’s commitment of states of affairs as bearers of truth and
falsehood.”3®! This is an important text for our goal of articulating how the false both is and is not.

But its place in A belies its status as a wholly comprehensive account.*®? I do not suppose that the

30 Meta. ©.10 1051b33-al, 0 82 elvar ¢ TO GANO4C, Kkai O [ £ivor TO O TO YeddoC, &v EV £6TLv, €l GUYKELTOL,
aAn0ég, 0 d' €l un ovykerTon, WeddOG 1O OF &v, gimep dv, oVTWG £0Tiv, €1 6 | obTmE, oVK E0TLV.

361 Crivelli Aristotle 46.

362 Book A seems to me to be a stumbling block for many otherwise thoughtful analyses of Aristotelian concepts —
whether through the overestimation or the underestimation of its contents. The simple solution — unpalatable to many
—is to read it as a part of the larger project of first philosophy, that is, as a chapter in Aristotle’s Metaphysics.
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later discussions of truth and falsity in the Metaphysics, the above discussed E.4 and ©.10, are
inconsistent with A.29. But there is also no reason to understand A.29 to be exhaustive, as if its
silences were absolute and its ambiguities absent — as if it indicated the limits of Aristotle’s theory.
This is Crivelli’s fundamental misreading of this text.
There are five major senses of the false discussed in A.29: (1) false things as uncombined
things, (2) false things as things that seem to be what they are not, (3) false Adyot both in general
and (4) as definitional, and (5) false humans. Only the first and third concern us here, and it is
plausible that these are what is meant by “being false in the most authoritative sense.”3% Earlier I
gave Crivelli’s translation of the discussion of false things as uncombined things, but here is my
own:
The false is said in one way as a false thing, and of this sense, one way is by not
being combined or it being impossible to be combined (just as it is said that the
diagonal is commensurable or that you are sitting; for, of these, the one is always
false and the other sometimes; for it is thus [i.e. always or sometimes] that these
are not-beings) [...] Things, therefore, are said to be false in this way, either by
them not-being, or [...]3%

Again, we have several points to make about this passage.

(1) Here Aristotle speaks about the false “as a false thing,” ¢ mpdypo yeddoc. We

discussed above that wpayua, “thing,” is a non-technical generic term, which can both include or

363 As in ©.10. It is also plausible that Crivelli is right that only the first of these, the “false things,” is really meant by
“being false in the most authoritative sense.” But as I will discuss, we need not think that these “things” are states of
affairs.

304 Meta. A.29 1024b17-21 24-25, To yebddog Aéyeton BAAOV HEV TPOTOV GG Tpaypa yeddog, Kol TOVTOV TO PEV T L)
ovykeichar | adHvortov elvan cuviedijvar (oocmsp Aéyetan TO TV StépeTpov sivan Gl)uusrpov 1] 10 o0& KabficOo TovTOV
yap wsu&og 70 p&v Al 10 88 moté: oBtm yip ovk Svia tadta) [...] TpdyuaTo pév ovv yevdti obtm Adyetan, §j T un
glvat avTa.
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exclude mental and linguistic things. Therefore, there is an uncertainty here about what sort of

thing is under discussion. There are four candidates.

(a)

The false things could be states of affairs — if there were not good reasons already

discussed for excluding such things from Aristotle’s ontology.

(b) Given that Aristotle does not in A.29 explicitly speak about false belief or thought,

(c)

it is possible that beliefs are the false things he is implicitly indicating here. In this
reading, we might suppose that he is being deliberately vague so that he can
decisively dismiss being as truth / not-being as false from the project of first
philosophy in E.4.

There is also a suggestion, given the parenthetical remark ®domep Aéyeton, “just as
it is said,” that these false things are linguistic expressions. This is made difficult
by the fact that Aristotle talks about false propositions later in A.29. Minimally, we
should note that Aristotle’s examples of “false things” are all “things said,” rather

than wholly non-linguistic items.

(d) Finally, it is possible that the “false things” under discussion are the ovciot and the

attributes that they do not have, which are the target of false (affirmative) beliefs
and propositions.?®®> These would be non-mental, non-linguistic items, but in the
already familiar categorical determinations that populate Aristotle’s ontology. This
candidate fits comfortably with the word mpaypa, as well as with the attribution of
not-being to false things. For what is not and is not combined, understood

categorically, are the ovoion and the attributes they lack. But in this case, Aristotle

365 A view held by Alexander 431.5-432.10.
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would indeed contradict this passage later in Meta. E.4 when he asserts that the true
and false are in thought, not in (non-mental) things. Further, given that in A.7
Aristotle postulates the false as a separate way of not-being, we need not read “not-
being” in this passage categorically.
Each of the readings (b), (c), and (d) have their advantages and disadvantages. Ultimately, the text
1s underdetermined, and we need not decide which one of these is meant and which others
excluded. In any case, we should recognize in this passage the often underappreciated Aristotelian
rhetorical strategy of writing vaguely enough that various potential rivals — perhaps the Platonists

who would want to understand the false as a principle of being3%¢

— would agree with his
articulation.

Anyone who holds (a), that in A.29 Aristotle is introducing states of affairs as a new kind
of thing, has a serious problem. Aristotle is clear in this passage that these “false things” are not,
insofar as they are not combined. So: what is the ultimate ontological status of false states of
affairs? Here, at the spot that would be their conceptual introduction, Aristotle appears to deny
them being. Either this denial is categorical, or it is a denial of veridical being. The first is untenable
— the same thing would both be and not-be. The second is possible, but then we have postulated a
set of entities whose only discernable feature is to lack veridical being — what will their categorical
status even be? This is not an impasse for the other candidates. If the “false things” are false
ovoio/attribute composites, then there is no special problem with denying them categorical being.

And if the “false things” are false beliefs or false propositions, then they can clearly lack veridical

being while still having their familiar categorical status as human beliefs, utterances, or writings.

366 Cf. Meta. N.2 10892a20-23.
122



(2) Aristotle only discusses these false things as not combined. Crivelli takes this to suggest
that states of affairs are only positive or combinatory. Given that Aristotle frequently links falsity
to both combination and separation (or to both affirmation and negation),3¢’ it seems more likely
that Aristotle is either being terse or taking cvykeicOat, “to be combined,” in a generic sense that
holds for both combinations and separations, akin to copmiokm, “interweaving.” Either way, there
is insufficient textual support to suppose that Aristotle is excluding any sort of negative or
separated falsehoods (like the belief that “the square is not a rectangle,” where these are separated
in the proposition but combined in things). Further, we have seen (for example in Meta. ®.10) that
falsehoods require a twofold combination/separation — what is combined (in thought) must be
separated (in things), or vice versa. Aristotle does not address this correspondence at all here,
undermining the presumption that this passage is meant to be a definitive or comprehensive
account of falsity.

(3) Aristotle adds a remark, made parenthetical in most versions of the text, to elaborate
the distinction he makes between (a) not being combined and (b) being impossible to be combined.
That this is the purpose of the remark is made clear by the two uses of yap, “for,” showing that
these clauses are meant to explain what comes before. The diagonal’s being commensurate is (b)
impossible to be combined, and is thus always false, while your being seated is (a) not combined
in some circumstances, and so only sometimes false. Aristotle ends this parenthetical remark by
saying “for it is thus [oUt®] that these are not-beings”; Crivelli takes ot to indicate “in the sense
of being false,”3% but given that this is explaining the distinction between what is sometimes false

and what is always false, obt® probably indicates “[b] always or [a] sometimes.”

367 Cat. 10 12b6-15, Int. 1 16a12-13, Meta. A.7 1017a31-35.
368 Crivelli Aristotle 46.
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(4) Nor does the passage as a whole “explain what it is for a state of affairs to be false,” as
Crivelli would have it.>* Instead, it introduces a vague, unfinished — but mostly uncontentious —
description of what it is to be false (whatever things happen to be so). It uses the idea of a failure
of combination to link the false to not-being. Thus, he concludes the discussion of false things by
saying “things, therefore, are said to be false in this way, either by them not-being [...].” He also
includes a brief modal consideration, because this not-being can be either sometimes or always,
and he adds some examples on this point.

Later in A.29, Aristotle connects false Adyot, “propositions” or “accounts,” to not-being:

A false Adyog, as false, is of not-beings; hence every false Aoyog is of something
other than that of which it is true, as what is [true] of the circle is false of the triangle.
And of each thing there is a way in which a Adyog is one (of the what it is for it to
be), but in another way there are many [A6yot], since the thing itself and the affected
thing are somehow the same, e.g. Socrates and musical Socrates (but the false Adyog
is a Adyog about nothing simply).37

A06yog in this text is ambiguous,3”!

and thus we left it untranslated. Aristotle seems to equivocate
between full propositions (“Florence is our cat”) and predicates (“is our cat”). For it is a full
proposition that really indicates something and is really true or false,3’? but it is a predicate that

can be false of one thing and true of another (“is our cat” being true of Florence but false of

Aristotle). Further, he distinguishes between the Adyog that properly belongs to a thing — the

369 Crivelli Aristotle 47.

30 Meta. A 29 1024b26-32: Aoyog 8& Wwevdng 6 TV pn Sviav, 1| wevdig, S10 nag Abyog \|/81)8ng ETEPOL n ov £6Tiv
akn@ng, otov 6 Tod KOKAOV YELSHC rpwmvov £KAGTOV 88 AOYog EoTL Pgv MG €l¢, O Tod Ti v elva, £oTt §' Mg oMo,
gmel TanTd g avTod Koi adTd TETOVOAC, 0lov Tmkpdmc Kol Tmkpam Hovotkds (0 88 yevdig Adyog ovdevdg éotty
AmAGG AOYOG).

371 Cf. Ross Metaphysics 1:345-346.

372 Cat. 4 2a5-12.
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definition of what it is — and all the other things that can be truly or falsely said of something. But

no matter how we take Adyog, a false Adyog is of not-beings: it speaks about things that are not.

An Answer: What Propositions Refer To
With this we have returned to an earlier, still unresolved question: what are propositions, especially
false propositions, about? If we think they are about beliefs or some other mental states, we can
then ask to what these, in turn, refer. We have argued that they cannot be about states of affairs.
Instead, propositions (and beliefs) must be about the categorical things that populate the world:
ovoion and their attributes. We do not need — and Aristotle does not posit — some object in-between
thoughts and things; thoughts are about things.
Truth or falsity is a quality of a proposition (or a belief) that depends on the correspondence
or matching between the combination or separation articulated in the proposition and the
combination or separation in things. It is not itself a relation or relative, but instead is a quality that
involves a relation between terms and things.>”* Perhaps Aristotle’s best formulations of truth and
falsity is one of his most succinct:
This is clear foremost to those who define the true and false. For, to say that being
is not to be, or that not-being is to be, is false; to say that being is to be, and that
not-being is not to be, is true.3’*

By affirming (or negating) a predicate-term of subject-term a proposition indicates a combination

(or separation) of a subject-entity and predicate-entity. Among things, that subject-entity either has

373 For a compelling account of why truth and falsity are not relatives for Aristotle, cf. Crivelli Aristotle 189-191.
374 Meta. T'.7 1011b25-27, dfjhov 8¢ mpdtov uév oproapévolg T 10 GAn0c kol yweddog. O pév yap Aéyetv 10 Ov u
glvor i} 1O pm dv elvon weddog, o 88 O OV elvan koi O pr OV un) elvo aAn0ic.
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or fails to have the predicate as an attribute. When the combination or separation of terms matches
the combination or separation of things, the proposition has the quality of truth; when they fail to
match, it is false. A false proposition, or false belief, is thus about not-beings. That is, it articulates
combinations or separations which categorically are not: Lucy’s being a dog, Aristotle’s being
alive, red’s not being a color. These complex entities, taken in this way, do not have categorical
being — even if, as with Plato’s Sophist, the simple items being combined and separated are real

beings.

iii. How the False Is Not
In what way is falsity not? There are two answers, which ultimately coincide.

(1) Falsity is a way of not-being because it is about not-being. Insofar as it concerns
anything, as speech and belief do, false speech and belief concern things that are
not. It does not matter whether the falsehood is about a combination which is really
separated or a separation that is really combined: the true and false are “alike in the
case of affirmation and negation.”?”> Either way, it refers to complex categorical
beings that are not.

(2) Falsity 1s a way of not-being because it is not true. For Aristotle, outside of the
categorical (comprising both the in-itself and the accidental), there is a veridical
sense of being: something can “be” insofar as it is the case, it is true, it says or
thinks things as they are. We have argued that this veridical way of being is only

properly found “in thought,” év dwavoig, but it nevertheless establishes a separate

375 Meta. A.7 1017a31-31, 6poimg £mi Kata@loeng Kai ATopacemc.
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ontological register. In this way, to be true is to be, and to fail to be true, to be false,
is not to be.
Answer (2) ultimately coincides with answer (1) because to fail to be true is precisely to be about
not-being — these are different ways of saying the same thing.

Truth and falsity “do not reveal any being beyond of the nature of [in-itself] being.”37¢
Indeed, properly understood, they fit neatly within, and are wholly dependent on, categorical ways
of being. Truth and falsity are qualities of propositions and beliefs. These qualities are relational
without being relatives, that is, they depend on the relation of correspondence between the
combinations or separations of terms in the proposition (or belief) and the combinations and
separations of things. Finally, the objects they concern — what propositions and beliefs are about,
that make them true or false — are normal things, combinations and separations of ovciot and their
attributes.

Thus, not only do truth and falsity fit into the categorical register of beings, but they are a
somewhat minor determination therein. They are not ovoiot, and they are not even particularly
robust qualities, being so relational. This becomes important in the Categories, where Aristotle
argues that propositions and beliefs are not ovoioi, despite being capable of having contrary
determinations over time (something that seems to be a characteristic property of ovciat). Here he
argues:

For it is not because sentences and beliefs receive anything that they are said to be
capable of receiving contraries [i.e. the qualities of truth and falsity], but because

the affection has come to be about something different. For it is by the thing’s being

376 Meta. E.4 1028a2, ovk £m dnhodoty ovey Tvo, ehoty 1od dvtog.
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or not-being that the proposition also is said to be true or false, not because [the
proposition] is capable of receiving contraries [as ovcia is]. For simply not at all
by anything is the sentence or the belief changed, so that these would not be capable
of receiving contraries because no affection comes to be in them. Ovcia, by
contrast, itself receives contraries, and thus is said to be capable of receiving
contraries.’””
In this passage truth and falsity do not even reach the status of a d0oc, an affection or attribute,
because they are not inherent qualities of any given speech or belief. This seems to be because of
its relational character, for “a sign that a relative is least of all an ovcia and a being is that of this
alone there is neither coming to be nor passing away nor motion.”3’® A difference of relatives over
time, for Aristotle, is not a becoming, a change, or a motion; and so too with the qualities of truth
and falsity.3”"

Yet, this minor, tenuous determination of categorical being itself determines its own
veridical way of being. For us, and for other discriminative or cognitive beings, the status of truth
and falsity is vital. We are animals that speak and think, and speech and thought cannot remain
indifferent to truth. Further, while the veridical register does not determine the categorical one, it
does reflect it: we can go from a proposition’s being true to the world holding in the way articulated

by the proposition. Likewise with the false — the falsity of a belief implies the reality of the things

377 Cat. 5 4b6-14, 6 yap Aoyog kai 1) 86Ea o0 Td avta Séxecoi T1 TV Evavtioy lvor dektikd Adyetat, ALY 6 Tepl
Etepov T 10 TaOOC yeyEViioaL — T Yap TO Tpdypa elvauiy un elvar, 00T Kol 6 Adyog 6ANONC | wevdng etvon Aéyetau,
00 T® aDTOV SEKTIKOV EVOL THV EVaVTIOV GIAMG Yop 0VSEV DT 0DSEVOC obTe 6 AdYOg Kiveitar obte 1) §6&a, Hote oDk
av &in dextkd T@V Evovtiov undevog &v anToig yiyvopévou nabovg — 1 6€ ye odoia T@ ooty To Evavtia déyecbot,
TOUT® SEKTIKT] TMV EvavTimv AEyeTat.

378 Meta. N.1 1088a29-31, onpugiov §' &t fikiota 006t T1¢ Kol &V Tt 1O O TL TO HdVOL U Elvar YEvesty ovTod pmde
@Bopav unde kivnou.

37 For a comprehensive review of this topic, see Crivelli Aristotle 183-197.
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not being so. Trusting truthful people therefore gives one a path to generally accurate beliefs
outside of our own ken, while false persons mislead and confuse. For the philosopher, true,
speculative thinking is perhaps the primary goal. In these and countless other ways, truth and
falsity are fundamental for our lives.

Here, then, is the second of three ways of not-being: not-being as the false. Falsity is a
quality of a proposition (or belief) that is determined by the failure of correspondence between the
terms of the proposition (or belief) and the categorical things of the world. For something to be
false is for it to not-be because it is not true; for something to be false is for it to be about not-

beings.
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Chapter 8

Potentiality: Not-Being Actualized

i. A New Distinction

In this Chapter we turn to the final way of not-being Aristotle establishes in the Metaphysics. We
can find it in the Meta. ®.10 passage that began Chapter 5: “and since being and not-being are said
according to the figures of predication, but also according to the potency or actualization of these
or their opposites, and still further by being true or false in the most authoritative sense [...].” 3%
In Chapter 6 and 7 we considered not-being according to the figures of predication and not-being
as the false. What remains is what is or is not following the determinations of potency and
actualization.

These ways of being also follow the fourfold distinction Aristotle first articulates in
Metaphysics A.7. After speaking of what is accidentally, what is in-itself, and what is true or false,
he continues: “besides, to be and being signify, for the abovementioned cases, in one way
something specified by a potency, and in another way by an actualization.”*8! The distinction
between potency and actualization plausibly has its roots in Plato’s Euthydemus, where Socrates

emphasizes the difference between having goods and using them well, and in Plato’s Theaetetus,

where Socrates distinguishes having knowledge and using knowledge.*®? But the ontological

380 Meta. ©.10 1051a34-b2, "Enei 68 10 6v Aéyeton kai To pf) Ov T U&v Kol T0 oYfuate TV Katnyopidv, O 88 Katd,
dvvopy 1 Evépyela To0T®V 1 TavavTio, T0 8¢ Kupidtata Ov AAN0eg 1 webdog, ToDTo d' €Ml TV TpayUdTOV £0TL.

381 Meta. A.71017a35-b2, £11 10 glvan onpoivet kai 0 dv 10 v Suvépel pntov 10 8' dviekeyeia TV eipnuévov todtmy.
Let us briefly note that these somewhat clunky expressions, “by a potency” and “by an actualization,” translate the
datives dvvdpel and éviedeyeiq. Below I will discuss these terms.

382 Plato, Euthydemus 280b5-282a6, Theaetetus 197a8-b10. For a discussion of these passages, see Menn, “Origins”
81-83.
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distinction of being-potentially (what is according to a potency, 10 Ov dvvduer) and being-
actualized (what is according to an actualization, t0 Ov £vepyeiq), along with the development of

a complex terminology to articulate this distinction, all seems to be Aristotle’s own invention.

Potentiality and Actualization as Transcategorical

We should first notice that, although Aristotle’s examples of potencies and actualizations are
usually those of motions, ovciot, and activities (mpa&eig), he clearly asserts that the distinction
between what is potentially and what is actualized is transcategorical. So in Metaphysics A.7 he
says this distinction holds “for the abovementioned cases,”3® that is, the cases of being in-itself,
accidental being, and being as true. Further, in Meta. ®.10 Aristotle reaffirms that this distinction
holds across the figures of predication. Aristotle seems most of all interested in understanding
potency and actualization in terms of motions, ovciot, and activities: actualization is integral to his
definition of motion, it resolves some of the problems of the unity of form and matter in sensible
ovoiat, and it gives us a way to understand both human and divine activities. Yet we should not
lose sight of the fact that something as unspectacular as the quality cold can be determined either
as 10 Ov duvauel or TO Ov Evepyelq, that is, as being-potentially or being-actualized. This fact can
serve as an important antidote to any view that identifies évépyeia with “activity” in general,
whatever we mean by this English word. So, for example, the évépyewn of being alive should
plausibly be called an activity, but we have no reason to suppose that 10 v €vepyeiq, said of e.g.

being red or being six feet tall, indicates any activities.

383 Meta. A.7 1017b2, 16V gipnuévov todTov.
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In Meta. A.7, Aristotle elaborates the distinction between what is potentially and what is
actualized with several examples:
for we say that one is seeing both when one potentially sees and actually does,
likewise that one knows both when one is able to use knowledge and when one
does use it, and also that something is at rest both when rest already belongs to it
and when it is able to rest. Similarly in the case of ovciot: for we say that Hermes
is in the stone, that the half is of the line, and that what is not yet ripe is grain. 3%
Aristotle repeats the Platonists’ distinction between having and using knowledge, and analogically
extends this distinction to vision (having sight and seeing). The example of rest is notable, as
motion would perhaps be a more intuitive case. Perhaps Aristotle opts for rest here to make it clear
that something can actually-be (or be-actualized) while not necessarily actively-being. Actually
being in motion would indeed be identical to actively being in motion, but actually being at rest
should not be thought of as somehow “actively” being at rest. Aristotle’s three examples of ovciot
seem to be chosen to be comprehensive, as they include an artificial object (the statue and the
stone), a mathematical object (the half and the line), and a natural object (the seed and the plant).
(We can note that the half'is not really an ovcia, as some overly eager Platonists might have it, but
a relative.)*®® These examples make it clear: with sensation, intellection, or motion, but also with
things, whether artificial, mathematical, or natural, we recognize a difference between what is
present, existent, realized, developed, or operational, and what is implicit, pre-existent, latent,

germinal, or in reserve — a distinction between being-potentially and being-actualized.

3% Meta. A.7 1017b2-8, 6p@dv T& Yap elvai papey koi 10 Suvapel 6p@dv kol 1o viekeyeiq, kai [10] énicTocOom doodtmg
Kai 10 Suvapevov ypficBar Tij EmoTiun Kai T ¥pOUEVOY, Kai Hpepodv koi @ HdN Drépyel pepio kai T Suvapevov
NpeUeiv. opoing 8¢ kai &m TV ovo1®Y" kai yop Epufjv &v 16 AiBp gopsv ivar, kai 1o v tiic ypauufc, koi citov
TOV UNTI® GOPOV.
385 Cat. 4 1b25-2a4.
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Being-Potentially is a Way of Not-Being

While Metaphysics A.7 distinguishes between being-potentially and being-actualized as two ways
of being, of special interest for us is how being-potentially is yet another way of not-being. In ®.3
Aristotle is clear about this point: “for of not-beings, some are potentially: but they are not, because
they are not actualized.”*%¢ Further, in On Generation and Corruption 1.3, while discussing the
sources of coming-to-be Aristotle says “in one way things come to be from not-being simply, but
in another way from what always is. For being-potentially but not being-actualized must precede,
and this is said in both these ways [i.e. as being and not-being].”?%" Indeed, of the several ways of
not-being, what is potentially, or what is by means of a potency, is perhaps the most important for
Aristotle. So, in this Chapter, like those on privation and falsity above, I shall pursue two questions:

(1) how is being-potentially a way of not-being, and (2) how is it a way of being?

Some Issues Moving Forward

To pursue these questions, we must first review some methodological and terminological issues.
Methodologically, our focus is to get to an understanding of being dvvdypet as a way of not-being.
We will not consider any historical or developmental dimensions of these concepts in Aristotle. 38
Nor will we make much of the difference between the two terms évépyela and évieléyeta, insofar
as these are nearly elided in the text most relevant for our purposes — Aristotle’s discussion in

Meta. ® on being évepyeig and being dvvdapetl. Nor will we consider all the applications of potency

and actualization. Nor, finally, will we appeal to the distinction between “first” and “second”

386 Meta. ©.3 1047b1-2, Tdv yap ) dvtov Evia Suvapet £oTiv: o0k Eott 8¢, TL 00k &vieheyeiq otiv.

BT GC 1.3 317b15-18, &11 tpodmOV pév Tva, &k pry dvtog amhdg yivetat, Tpomov 8¢ dAlov &€ dvtog del- 10 yop Suvdpet
Ov évteleyeiq 68 pun OV AvayKn TPOVTAPYELY AEYOUEVOV AUPOTEPMG,.

388 For this cf. Menn “Origins.”
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gvépyeta, which, although (occasionally) important for the applying these concepts, is nevertheless
inessential (and, within Aristotle’s Metaphysics, unused) for articulating the basic ontology. And
indeed, this is our strict concern: the ontology of what potentially is.

Terminologically, a fair amount of clarification will be necessary. As noted above, the
words €vépyela and €vtedéyela seem to be Aristotelian inventions, as do some of the important
uses of otherwise more familiar terms (e.g. using dvvdypet as an adverb). We already mentioned
that much of this new vocabulary is transcategorical — potency and actualization can hold for
ovoio, or qualities, or relations, or actions, etc. — and thus necessarily equivocal. But even within
a given category, Aristotle suggests that there is some equivocation with these terms: a sleeping
cat and an awake cat are both potentially asleep, but not in the same way.3* Moreover, according
to Aristotle the terms dvvapig and évépyela, “potency” and “actualization” have primary, more
familiar senses associated with motion and change, separate from their general ontological
meaning.

Aristotle is cognizant of these semantic problems. Hence in Metaphysics ®, the major
discussion of these concepts, he begins with the more familiar term dOvaypug, in its more familiar
sense as a principle of motion, and from there develops an understanding of the less familiar
concepts and senses of being duvvapel, évépyetn, and évtedéyswo. But as heirs to a long and
somewhat sedimented Aristotelian tradition, interested as we are here in Aristotle’s finished
ontology, in my own review of the terms I will begin with the concept of “actualization,” which I
propose as an unorthodox but more faithful translation of the term évteAéyein and the related

évépyewn. From a consideration of actualization, we will move on to the expressions dOvaypig,

389 See Int. 13 23a7-18.
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dvvatov, Katd dvvapy, and dvvapel. With this accomplished, we should be able to pursue being

dvvdypet as a way of not-being.

ii. Actualization in Aristotle

The Sense and Provenance of EvteAéyeia and Evépyeio,

I am generally translating évteAéyeila as “actualization.” This word is ambiguous in English, as it
might indicate either an end of actualization (e.g. being a cat) or a process of actualization (e.g.
becoming a cat).?*° But, given the scholarly disagreement about the meaning of &vteléysio and
gvépyela, these ambiguities of “actualization” perhaps serve as an advantage. Certainly it is better
than the ad hoc translation of these terms variously with “activity” or “actuality” according to
some translator’s reading of a given passage. Still, I will generally be using “actualization” to refer
to the actualized-result, what is actualized, rather than the actualizing-process — a conception of
évteréyewn and the overlapping sense of évépyeia that I will defend below. I should also note: that
while I am looking to consistently translate évieléyeia, évépyelo, dvvapig and their cognates
according to a regimen, I frequently discuss these concepts with a host of terms that I take to be
rough synonyms, helpful for better understanding the underlying concept (e.g. “fulfillment,”

99 ¢

“completion,” “being-at-an-end” for évteAéyeln, and “capacity,” “power” for SOVOULCS).
The word &vteAéyela appears to originate with Aristotle, although he does not discuss

inventing it. There is some disagreement concerning the exact etymology of the word.*°! Joe Sachs

rehearses some major accounts of the word’s origins:

390 Cf. Kosman “Definition” 40, Activity 46.
31 Cf. Graham “Development,” and Blair “Reply.”
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[EvteAéyewn is] a fusion of the idea of completeness with that of continuity or
persistence. Aristotle invents the word by combining &évterég enteles (complete,
full-grown) with &yew echein (=€\g hexis, to be in a certain way by the continuing
effort of holding on in that condition), while at the same time punning on
évderéyera endelecheia (persistence) by inserting Téhog felos (completion).3%?
Others have proposed that the term derives from the phrase &v (€avt®) Téhog Exetv, “to have an
end in itself,”3% or from 10 &y 10 éhoc, “having the end” with év- added to teléyeia to suggest
“containing the end in itself.”*** Whatever the source of the term, all of these origin stories show
the basic semantic resonances of évieléyelo — what has its own completion, being at an end.
Indeed, the ancient commentators Alexander and Simplicius identify évteléyeia with teleldtng,
“completion.”?*> Thus &vteléyeia is opposed to dvvopuc, potency, not by excluding potency in
general — for something that is by means of évteAéycia can still have potencies — but by being the
actualization, production, accomplishment, or completion of some prior potency.3°
Aristotle also seems to invent the term évépyeia, which might in some case be understood

as “activity” or “operation,” but sometimes also as “actualization” more generally. The word is

99 ¢ 29 ¢¢

connected to the verb évepyelv, “to be in action,” “to operate,” “to be actualized,” or “to effect,”
and the adjective évepyng, “active” or “effective.”

Insofar as we are concerned with being-potentially, t0 dv dvvapel, and this is said in
contrast with being-actualized, we are mostly interested in évépyeia just insofar as its meaning

overlaps with évteAéyeio — évépyela as “actualization” — rather than évépyeia as distinguished from

32 Sachs Metaphysics 1i.

33 As in Graham “Development,” and Blair “Reply.”
3% Menn “Origins” 101 n38.

395 Cf. Menn “Origins” 100 n37.

3% Cf. Menn “Origins” 101.
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évtedéyeln. Fortunately, as he discusses what is évieheyeio and évepyeiq as ways of being, Aristotle
gives some clear indications on this convergence. So, in Metaphysics ©.3, he says: “the word
évépyeln, which is put together with évtedéyeta, has been extended from motions most of all, to
other things also; for évépyeia seems to most of all be motion.”3°” Here Aristotle indicates that
gvépyero is first of all thought of as the activity of motion3%® — an activity which is identical to the
évtedéyewn of the motion. But here Aristotle is asserting that one can use €vépyewa in an extended
sense, overlapping with évteléyeia, and holding of items that are not moving or changing. As
George Blair puts it: “there is no functional difference, one might say, between energeia and
entelecheia, though the different etymologies indicate a difference in what we might call
connotation or ‘flavor’ of the two words.”3%

Aristotle shares several reasons for connecting évépyeia to évtedéyela. One reason is that
gvépyela carries some of the term évtedéyela’s sense of accomplishment or being at an end. In
Meta ©.8 he explains: “for the work [Epyov] is an end [télog], and the évépyeia is the work [Epyov];
therefore the word évépyewn is said according to the work and is directed to the actualization
[8vtedéyerav].”4%0 So, given the analogous status of £€pyov and télog as the work, end, or fulfillment
of a power, so too will évépyela indicate, along with évtedéyela, the status of achieving this end,
or in other words, the accomplishment or actualization of such a power.

Another reason is that, while being évepyeiq pertains to more than kivnoig, being capable

of motion, change, or activity seems at least to be a sufficient condition for being-actualized. On

37 Meta. ©.3 1047a30-32, éAfAv0e &' 1) évépyeia Tobvopa, 1 TpOg TV éviedéyslav cuvtildeuévn, kai &mi o dAla €K
IOV KIVAGE®V PéAMoTo  SoKel Yap 1) évEpyela PGAoTa 1) Kivi|o1g elval.

3% Or perhaps we should read xivnoig in this context as indicating change generally, rather than locomotion, but this
is not relevant for our purposes.

3% Blair "Act” 104.

400 Meta. ©.8 1050a21-23, 10 yap &pyov Téhog, 1) 8¢ &vépyewa O Epyov, d10 Kai TovBvoua &vépyeia A&yeTal KoTd TO
EPYOV Kol GUVTEIVEL TPOG TNV EVIEAEXEIALY.
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this point, in Metaphysics ©.3 Aristotle argues: “and so people do not allow not-beings to be
moving [...] and this because while these are not-beings évepyeiq [or actualized not-beings], they
would be évepyeiq.”*! In other words, nothing is going to be évepyeiq in the sense of in-activity
if it is not, minimally, an actualized being, that is, if it is not évepyeiq in the sense that converges
with what is évteleyeiq. Every évépyeta is also an €viedéyeln, and so Aristotle will extend the
sense of &vépyewn from something like “activity” to something closer to évieAéyela,
“actualization.” Going forward, unless otherwise noted, I will generally use the terms as synonyms,
although I am guided here more by the sense of the term &vteAéyeia.

When thinking about these terms é&vépysio/évieréyela there is a danger of both
understatement and overstatement. Understatement: with the common translation of évteAéyeia as
“actuality,” the word loses some of the sense of “production” or “completion,” and might even
suggest synonymy with “reality” or a coextensiveness with what is in general. But this is wrong,
because there are real beings which are potentially, dvvauel, not actualized, évteleyeiq.
‘Evteléyelo must be understood not as actuality, but as a fulfilled actualization of a latent power
or process. Overstatement: we saw in the Metaphysics A.7 passage that being according to
éviedéyeln can equally hold of substantial items (ripe grain) or trivial ones (rest in a movable
body). Menn’s discussion on this is helpful:

Aristotle does not conceive actuality, EvieAéyeta, simply as ‘full, complete reality’
(LSJ’s translation) by opposition to some diminished sense of being, nor as

‘perfection’ understood without reference to the process of perfecting: évieAéyeia

1 Meta. ©.3 1047a32-b1, 810 xai Toig i) odov 0VK Gmodido6act T Kiveicho, [...] Todto 82 &1t 00K dvta évepyeia
goovtal Evepyeiq.
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has reference to the process of production, and indicates that the process has
reached its term.0?

Also, Gonzalez’s:
what is essential to energeia strictly speaking is completeness or being-an-end, as
a result of which we can designate non-motions like substantial forms as energeiai
because they are ends. The form of Hermes statues is an energeia not because it is
an action, but because it is an end like a (complete) action is.*3

So, a complete évteléyela, and the overlapping sense of évépyeta, is anything that is actualized, as

opposed to what is not yet actualized, or is on its way to actualization. This might be thought of as

loosely modal, as indicating an important way of being for Aristotle. But it is certainly not modal

in the stricter sense of distinguishing between possibility, actuality, and necessity.

Against Understanding Actualization as Actuality or Activity

It is worth staying with Gonzalez for a moment, because his 2019 essay is a compelling
reconsideration of Aristotle’s account of motion, actions, and the concept of évépysia/éviedéyeta.
He criticizes Frede,*** among others, for the choice of “actuality” as a translation for &vépyea,
contending that this is based on an anachronistic distinction between the actual and the potential,
one which makes being évepyeig equivalent to simply being real, and that it is generally
unmotivated by Aristotle’s own texts.4% Further, he finds inadequate any translation for &vépyeia

that switches between “activity” and “actuality”:

402 Menn “Origins” 101; he also proposes “that the effect exists outside its efficient and material causes.”
403 Gonzalez 162.

404 Cf. Frede “Potentiality.”

405 Gonzalez 158.
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A translation must of course strive for clarity, but must also never allow this
otherwise commendable goal to prejudice the interpretation of the philosophical
argument, by, for example, introducing at the outset distinctions that are not found
in the language of the original and that are therefore justified only as the conclusion
of an interpretation.*%¢
These are compelling points: “actuality” does not seem to meaningfully convey the sense of
évépyelo, and it is no improvement to switch between “actuality” and “activity” ad hoc. Gonzalez
then opts for “activity” as a translation of évépyeia (and, it seems, tacitly also of évteléyeia):
To say that action in the sense of the Passage [ Merta. ©.6 1048b18-35] is the strictest
sense of energeia is not to say that all energeiai are actions. As already noted above,
if we should stick to translating energeia as ‘activity’ and the dative energeiai as
‘in activity’ or ‘actively’, rather than switching to ‘actuality’ and ‘actually’, then
‘activity’ must be understood broadly enough to encompass more than actions. 4"’
He follows the lead here of Kosman, whose work is committed to an interpretation of Aristotle’s
ontology “as an ontology that portrays being as activity,” against those who see this as “an
ontology of things, of inert static entites.”**® So Kosman will claim:
At the heart of the cosmos is that which is full act, total shining forth of being.
Substance, that is, obcia or be-ing, is an activity, an entity’s manifesting what it is;
to be a man is to shine forth with humanity, to act one’s manhood out in the

world.*%°

406 Gonzalez 159.

407 Gonzalez 162.

408 Kosman Activity 239.

409 Kosman “Definition” 60.
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And: “Thomas is right to see at the heart of Aristotle’s ontology the claim that actuality is activity,
and that being therefore is act.”*!? (p. 121, nl). We also find a version of this interpretation in Joe
Sachs, who uses the expression “being-at-work™ to translate évépyela, “being-at-work-staying-
itself” for évieAéyern, and contends of Aristotle that the “central thought is that all being is being-
at-work, and that anything inert would cease to be.”*!!

The problem here is that the term “activity” (or “being-at-work’) simply does not have a
broad enough sense to encompass all the important applications of évépyeia insofar as it overlaps
with évteAéyeia, and thus it is as question-begging a translation of évépyesia as “actuality” would
be of évtedéyeia. We should not be tempted by the poetic image of a world somehow constantly
buzzing with some silent manifesting activity. Set aside the fact that, contra Kosman, nobody
should be acting out their “manhood” in the world. A statue, a mathematical circle, the greyness
of Matelda the cat, or a ball at rest: each of these can be thought of as an actualization of some
potency, but there is no serious reason that any of them should be thought of as activities or
“beings-at-work,” no matter how broad and attenuated a sense of “activity” you might stipulate.
At least, Aristotle gives us no motivation for this thought. Certainly, Aristotle’s ontology is not
only of “inert and static entities” — the actualization of living beings, for instance, seem to require
a “more active and dynamic view of being.” But he nevertheless leaves room for thinking about
the inert and static as such. Aristotle’s ontology is an ontology of activities and things, where some

things indeed are on account of their activities (e.g. living things), some activities are not thinglike

at all (e.g. vision), and some things are inactive (e.g. mathematical triangles, the color grey).

410 Kosman “Substance” 121 nl.
1 Sachs Metaphysics 1i.
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Returning to Gonzalez’ paper, it is not especially clear what motivates his choice of
“activity” for the translation. Perhaps it comes from his overall focus on the well-loved
Metaphysics ©.6 1048b18-35 — a passage he convincingly establishes, contra Burnyeat,*'? as
correctly placed in the Metaphysics. This passage is focused on classifying actions (or activities,
npa&elc) into those that are complete (having their end in themselves, évépyeion or actualizations)
and those that are incomplete (having an end outside themselves, kivficelg or motions). But this
passage is using the concepts of évépyeia and kwvnoig to distinguish kinds of action, not using
action (or motion) to establish a concept of évépyeia.*!?> As we saw above, Gonzalez contends —
and here we agree — that the primary sense of vépyeia is “being-an-end.”*'* But the English word
“activity” does not suggest any sort of fulfillment, completion, being-at-an-end, or actualization.
You can only get this sense by stipulating it, with Gonzalez and others, as the best translation of
évépyeun, and working backwards from this stipulation to the claim that “an essential characteristic
of activity [is] its possession of an end within itself.”#'> Choosing “activity” as the translation is
hardly better supported than choosing “actuality,” and for this reason runs afoul of Gonzalez own
principles of translation, quoted above.

Of course, we can admit that “actualization” as a translation of évteAéyela and &vépyeta is
far from perfect — it is awkward, and not very traditional. Menn claims — without giving any
reasons — that “[actualization] is always wrong” as a translation;*'¢ I would not presume to know
what he thinks “actualization” means. For our own purposes, we must keep in mind that

“actualization” does not primarily indicate the process of actualization, even if there are cases

412 Cf. Burnyeat “Passage.”
413 Kosman “Substance” 123-127 interprets this passage as establishing a sense of évépysio that contrasts with xiviotc.
414 Gonzalez 160-162.
415 Gonzalez 140 n44.
416 Menn “Origins” 77 n7.
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where a process is its own result. Yet, as we already noted, given this apparent scholarly
disagreement about where exactly the senses of évtedéysia and évépyeia lie between these two
quasi-alternatives of actuality and activity, and given that there nevertheless is some scholarly
consensus that each of these concepts is meant to connote a sense of being-at-an-end or completion,
“actualization” to me seems to be the best translation here, ambiguities and all.

I should acknowledge one important caveat to this argument for ‘“‘actualization” as
translation. Because I am interested here in the ontology Aristotle is developing, the key concept
for us is évredéyeia, and only €vépyela insofar as it corresponds with évteAéyewo. If I were in the
unfortunate position of needing to distinguish évépyeia from éviedéyein, I would obviously be in
a bind. In that case “activity” (or “operation’’) might be more compelling for évépyea, as it does
seem to get at how Aristotle uses évépyela in some important parts of his corpus (including some
parts of the Meta. ® discussion of évépyeia, as I reviewed above). But this still may burden
Aristotle with an unnecessarily active world view. Perhaps one could render the distinction

between évtedéyela and évépyeila by “full-actualization” and “actualization” simply.

The Concept of Actualization and Motion

An actualization need not itself be active or in the process of actualization,*!” but it is something
that can be understood as the accomplishment, outcome, or fulfillment of a potency (granting that
there are several very important activities that are themselves their own ends — e.g. thinking, living,
seeing). Here is the true importance of évteAéyewn for Aristotle’s philosophy: a concept of

actualization as indicating what is in-itself an end. It is not that there is an ontological premium on

47 Contra Gonzalez 140 n44.
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activity over quiescence or on reality over possibility. Instead, the concept of évteAéyeia is used to
articulate the things in the world — actions or passions, motions or rest, mathematical, artificial, or
natural ovcion and their attributes — as the ends and products of latent processes and powers (and,
ultimately, to prioritize these outcomes and ends over the processes and powers). The Aristotelian
world should be understood in terms of powers and their actualizations.

This gives us a way to think about Aristotle’s famously troublesome claim that “the
actualization of what is potentially, as such, is motion.”*'® In contrast to actualizations, what is in
potency does not have its end in-itself. Thus, the actualization or being-at-an-end of what is in
potency as such is not a simple or complete actualization or being-at-an-end, and in Metaphysics
0.6 1048b18-35 Aristotle asserts that motions are not simple or complete évépyelat. Instead,
insofar as a potency can be said to have an end “in-itself,” this end is in becoming something else.
Kosman gets this right when he says “becoming [...] is for Aristotle the fully manifest being of an

»419 and:

entity’s capacity to be otherwise,
Motion, in other words, is not the actuality of a potentiality in the sense of an actuality that
results from a potentiality, but rather in the sense of an actuality which is a potentiality in
its full manifestation.**°

As the actualization of what is potentially, as potential, motion is not the fulfilled final product or

operation of a potency, that is, it is not the complete (or simple) actualization of a potency. Lucy

the cat, sitting downstairs, has the power to be upstairs — and insofar as that power is actualized as

apower, she is going up stairs. The complete actualization of this power would simply be her being

418 physics TIL1 201a10-11, 1) 10D dvvduer dvtog viehéyeia, 1) Tolodtov, Kivnoig éotiv.
419 Kosman “Substance” 129.
420 Kosman “Definition” 50
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upstairs, but at this point she only equivocally has the power to be upstairs (since she is already
there).*?! The actualization of the power as a power, though, where the power persists as
actualized, is the motion, or the incomplete actualization.**

The distinction between actualizations (either évépyelon or évteléyeiar) and motions is,
therefore, a consequence of the distinction between actualizations and potencies. Given that the
world, according to this ontology, is a world of powers and their fulfillments, and that these powers
and fulfillments admit of degrees of completion, motion falls out necessarily as the incomplete

fulfillment of the power, or the actualization of what is potentially as such.

Being-Actualized

Before moving on to potencies and being-potentially, we must acknowledge another
terminological distinction, which up to this point we have been mostly taking for granted: between
gvépyeln/évieléyela on the one hand, and what is évepyeiq, évtedeyeiq, Katd Evépyelav, or KoTo
gvtehéyewav, on the other. These latter expressions — the datives, évepyelg/évieleyeiq, and the
accusative prepositional phrases kot €vépysiav/katd éviedéyelav — act adverbially, typically
modifying a verb. Often, and most relevantly for us, they modify a form of the verb “to be.” We
see this adverbial use in the important programmatic remarks, discussed above, in Metaphysics
A7 (“besides, to be and being signify, for the abovementioned cases, in one way something
specified by a potency [duvduet], and in another way by an actualization [évteleyeiq]”)*> and in

0.10 (“and since being and not-being are said according to the figures of predication, but also

421 See Int. 13 23a6-11.
422 See Gonzalez 138. Cf. Physics VIIL5 257b8.
423 Meta. A.71017a35-b2, £11 10 sivan onpoivel kai 0 Ov 1O v Suvpel pntov 10 8' dviekeyeia TV eipnuévov TodTmy.
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according to the potency or actualization [kotd dvvopy §i &vépyeiav] of these™).4?* Here we see
that this adverbial use establishes a properly ontological dimension of évépyeia and évtedéyeia —
taking up actualization not as a substantive, but as marking a way of being. Further, Aristotle is
committed to thinking of this way of being as transcategorical and ontologically fundamental.
We will occasionally translate these adverbial expressions with the phrases “by an

9% ¢

actualization,” “according to an actualization,” or “in actualization.” But I also translate 10 dv
évepyeig/évieleyeia as “what is actualized” or “being-actualized.” With this [ am trying to capture
a way of being in terms of actualization, as opposed to one grounded in potencies and powers. In
some cases, we must take recourse to the adverb “actually” to translate these adverbial phrases;
this is perhaps the least awkward translation, but also furthest from our commitment to
understanding évteléyela as actualization. We should not confuse “actually” with “really,” or as
referring to a domain of “actualities” or “existences” somehow different from that of
“actualizations.”

There is a question of whether what is in actualization, évteAeyeiq, is so on account of its
own actualization or because of the actualization of something else. For example, if we say that
Lucy is according to an actualization, évteAeyeiq, does “actualization” here refer to her life as an
activity of a certain ensouled body, or to her parent’s capacity for producing offspring?4?> Another

way of asking this would be: when we say that something is évepyeig/évieleyeiq, does this

qualification refer to the thing’s formal or efficient causes?

424 Meta. ©.10 1051a34-b2, Enel 8& 10 Ov Aéyeton koi O iy OV 1O PEV KATé TO OYALOTO TRV KOTNYOopPI&Y, TO 88 KaTd
dvvapy 1 Evépyelay To0TOV.
425 Menn “Origins” 98 endorses the second answer, but I do not feel the evidence is overwhelming.
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I do not find Aristotle especially clear on this point. The first cause, god, which is

426 cannot be on account of the évteléyeio of any other thing. Further, in several key

évtereyeiq,
passages — Metaphysics A.7, ®.6 — Aristotle does not emphasize any major distinction between the
concept of €vépyeln and something’s being évepyeiq, which you might expect if the dative
construction was meant to indicate something’s efficient cause (while the nominative évépyeia
would indicate its formal cause). But below I will argue that, for the parallel construction of “what
is in potency,” the potency in question does not belong to what is dvvéypet, but rather is a potency
belonging to some actualized, capable thing (which would be an efficient cause of the 10 Ov
dvvadypet, if it came into being). Fortunately, I do not need to resolve this issue when it comes to
évepyeig/évieleyeia (plus, formal and efficient causes are often homonymous anyhow!). Whatever
these terms refer to, Aristotle clearly uses these to say that what is, or happens, is or does so in a
fully actualized way.

The words évteAéyewn and évépyela in the nominative simply refer to some actualization
itself. This might be an ovcia, or a certain quality, or an action, but it is not clear whether Aristotle
thinks that any item in any category can be an actualization. On this point, it is notable that he
never uses the plural évteAéyeion in his extant writings. By contrast, their dative/adverbial forms
évtedéyeln and évépyewa indicate that what they modify happens by means of, or according to, an
actualization. Aristotle has no problem claiming that (almost) everything across the categories can
be according to an actualization, or as actualized (the infinite, which is only potentially, would be
an important exception here).*?” Every actualization will actually be, that is, every évieAéyeio is

évteheyeiq. But potencies can also actually be — vision, for example, is a potency for sight, but it

426 Meta. A.5 1071a36.
427 S0 it is no surprise that Aristotle addresses this and similar cases in Meta. ©.6 1048b9-17
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is actualized in a suitable ensouled body. Or take something as meagre as a relation: it is doubtful
that this would be an actualization, but certainly we can call it actualized as opposed to merely
potentially. The concept of évteléysia is a significant invention of Aristotelian philosophy. But it
is the sense of 10 Ov évteheyeiq, what is actualized, that holds of beings broadly, and thus serves

as a more generic, ontological determination than évteAéyeia as such.

iii. The Language of Avvapig

While this discussion about actualization has been somewhat digressive, it is important to
articulate the correct sense of évteAéyela in order to understand dvvauig, which is said both in
reference to and by contrast with évteléyeia. So too we needed to understand the in-itself and the
true to make sense of the accidental and the false. As we recognize that, in its ontological,
transcategorical sense t0 Ov évtedeyeiq indicates what is actualized, what is complete and has its
end in-itself, we can recognize that the contrast with 10 6v dvvdauet is not the contrast between
actuality and possibility, or the narrow contrast between activities and the capacities thereof, but
instead should be understood as the contrast between an end, fulfillment, or completion, and its
sources or principle. And indeed, for Aristotle dOvopic indicates a kind of principle or source, an
apyf.

Let us review some of Aristotle’s terminology of the “dynamic.” The four especially
relevant expressions are (1) the noun dvvapg, (2) the verb ovvacOar, (3) the adjective (often used
substantively) ovvatdv, and (4) the phrase 10 6v dvvdpuet. There are also several negative terms
derived from these — e.g. advvapio, adOvatoc — that we do not need to dwell on.

(1) The word dvvapg means something like power, strength, capacity, might, or force. As

we will see, it comes to have a more specific meaning for Aristotle, and for this reason I will
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standardly translate it as “potency.” The English “potency” has the connotations of power,
strength, or capacity, while also being cognate with the important adverb “potentially,” and thus it
connects to later ideas of potentiality that develop out of the Aristotelian concept of dvvoapic.
Although I will avoid using words like “power” or “capacity” to translate ddvauc, I will (and
have) used them to discuss, characterize, and exemplify the concept of dvvapic.

(2) The cognate verb ovvacOou relates to this concept of power or strength by indicating
that the subject is capable of doing something, that it has the power to do something, and generally
that it can or is able to do something. It often complements another verb, in the infinitive. We do
not need an especially regimented way of translating this term.

(3) The adjective/substantive dvvatov is hard to precisely translate into English and is
ultimately equivocal for Aristotle. As an adjective, it means powerful, strong, capable, mighty, or
forceful. This adjective can also go with a verb in the infinitive, indicating that the modified noun
can accomplish something. “Potential” is an often used but misleading translation, because usually
for Aristotle to say that something is duvatdv means not that it is potentially, but that it has a
potency**® Some translators thus opt for “capable” for duvatov, a translation that is much better
than “potential” but unfortunately loses the important direct connection with “potency.” Often
translators will go between these two options depending on context — a decision which ultimately
makes Aristotle’s arguments more, rather than less, opaque.*?® Beere tries to resolve all these
difficulties by opting for “capable” for duvatdv, “capacity” for dvvauic, and “in-capacity” for

Suvapet. $0 Beere thus gets the sense correct, but by being burdened with some strange expessions

428 See Meta. A.12 1019a32-b3.
429 Both Sachs Metaphysics and Barnes’s Metaphysics in The Complete Works are guilty of this.
430 Cf. Beere Doing and Being.
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(“in-capacity”), and at the expense of some felicity of connecting these concepts to the later
conceptions of potentiality growing out of an Aristotelian tradition.

Our difficulties with dvvatoév are compounded by the fact that it has an important,
philosophically relevant, secondary sense for Aristotle. After establishing, in Metaphysics A.12
1019a32-b3 that the dvvatov is what has a potency, Aristotle then says that dvvatdv also indicates
“what is not necessarily false” or even “what admits of being true.”#}! He goes on to clarify that
this sense of Suvatodv is not said primarily in reference to a potency.*? Here duvatdv is clearly
“possible.” It seems to come into play when it modifies things which can be true or false, like
propositions. Further, when Aristotle considers modal propositions and their negations in De
Interpretatione 12, he is primarily talking about duvatov eivar, what is possible to be.

Across Metaphysics ® and elsewhere Aristotle often quickly goes from talking about
duvaypg, potency, to talking about the dvvatdv, what has a potency. These terms do not get elided,
but they are convertible: everything dvvartov will have its corresponding dvvapig, and everything
duvapg will belong to some dvvatdv. We cannot understand the ontological status of dvvayug, or,
all the more, the ontological determination of what is potentially, 106 ov dvvdpet, without
recognizing the underlying dvvatd. Generally, the importance of this term is underappreciated by
scholars. Going forward, we will generally leave duvatdv untranslated, although we will speak

29 ¢

about it as “capable,” “possible,” “able,” etc. when appropriate.
(4) Avvapet is the dative of dvvapug, “potency,” but it comes to have a somewhat technical

sense for Aristotle’s philosophy, paralleling the adverbial uses of the datives évepyeiq and

évtedeyeig. Thus, this adverbial dvvauel means that something is accomplished or happens by

B Meta. A.12 1019b31-33, 10 pny €€ dvarying weddog [...] 8¢ 10 dvdeyopevoy dAnbeg etvar.
432 Meta. A.12 1019a2-4.
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means of a potency. There is also the accusative prepositional phrase, kata dvvauy, which means
something like “according to (a) potency.” The expression 10 Ov dvvauel would then mean

99 ¢¢

something like “what is by a potency,” “what is in potency,” or “being in potency.” We will use
these translations, but we will also translate dvvapet as “potentially,” so we can say that to ov
dvvdayet is what is potentially or being-potentially.

Note: I do not use “potentiality” to translate any dOvoug terms or their cognates. But [
have and will use the word “potentiality” as a way of capturing being-potentially, T0 Ov dvvdypet,
as a way of being which Aristotle is the first to develop. As with 10 6v évteleyeiq, TO Ov duvdpet
is an ontological determination that can hold for nearly every item in every category, with a few
important exceptions (e.g. god). The remainder of this Section will focus on 10 v dvvapet, how it

is a way of being, how it is a way of not-being, and what this means for Aristotle’s philosophy.

Yet to understand being in potency, we must clarify the being of potency.

iv. Potency
In the last Chapter we saw that, even though the categories exhaust what is, Aristotle still posits
and discusses other ways of being (e.g. the true) to account for how we approach being, and to
resolve all sorts of philosophical problems. So too with being-actualized and being-potentially:
these determinations do not add to the categories, but instead distinguish ways of talking and

99 ¢¢

thinking about items in any of the categories. Thus being “according to potency,” “potentially,” or
“in potency,” is a primary, transcategorical way of being for Aristotle which is coordinated with

all the other ways of being (being in-itself, being accidentally, being true). Aristotle is perhaps the

first to accept potentiality as a fundamental way of being.
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Yet there is no independently subsistent potentiality (let alone possibility) in Aristotle’s
ontology. Being-potentially is coupled to, contrasted with, and ultimately subordinate to being

99 ¢¢

“according to actualization,” “actualized,” or “in actualization.” We will discuss this subordination
when we consider why being-potentially is a way of not-being, in Section vi below. But, aside
from the general subordination of potentiality to actualization, what is potentially, or is in potency,
is also concretely dependent on potencies and dvvatd. There is no potentiality of, say, a dissertation
(or a “potential-dissertation”) separate from the power to write a thesis, belonging to one who has
this power, and the power of some object has to preserve this writing. Or, for a more morbid
example, as Virgil the cat has passed in the long course of writing this dissertation, there is no
potential-Virgil upstairs, as there is no Virgil. What is potentially does not have any potency to be
in-itself. We should not be misled by the simplicity of “potentially” as a translation of dvvdypet. To
be potentially is to be due to the potency of something: potencies themselves, along with the dvvatd

to which potencies belong, prop up this virtual way of being.*3? So there is no way of understanding

how things are said to be in potency without an appreciation of what potencies themselves are.

Potency in Plato

Potency, duvaypig, is already significant term for Plato. We saw in Chapter 3 that Socrates, in Book
V of the Republic, distinguishes knowledge and belief as kinds of potencies, adding an
epistemological component to this Eleatic ontological distinction. But potency itself becomes a
significant ontological concept for Plato. In the Sophist the Eleatic Stranger claims that whatever

has any potency, however slight, to do (moieiv) or be affected by (mabciv) something will “really

433 Cf. Menn “Origins” 98.
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be,” dvtoc sivol.** Not only is potency a sufficient criterion for something’s being, but the
Stranger goes as far as positing, as a definition (6pog), that “beings are nothing other than
potency.”#3* This is proposed while the Stranger discusses the so-called gigantomachia over ovcia.
In this battle of giants and gods over being, the “giants” are those physicalists who hold that only
sensible bodies are, while the “gods” are those formalists who insist that the real beings are
insensible, incorporeal, intelligible forms. This account of being is put forward in order to
articulate a shared ontological commitment between these two positions, and indeed a commitment
that anyone would have. Thus this is one of Plato’s most programmatic claims about being, perhaps
rivalled only by Socrates saying in Republic VI that “the good is not being, but is beyond being in
seniority and in potency.”3® Yet even in this latter claim we see the centrality of potency to Plato:
although the good is not being, it is nevertheless superlatively potent. Taking these two claims
together, we see that potency is perhaps the most general and a supreme determination for Plato —
holding of being in general (a claim, for the Stranger, that would be endorsed no matter what one’s
ontology is) and of the good that transcends being. Aristotle, at least, seems to endorse this
understanding of Platonic philosophy, as he asserts that the separate ideas are potencies.*’

The first cause of beings, for Aristotle, contra Plato’s idea of the good, will not be
superlatively potent, but even impotent, given that it is fully actualized at all time, and incapable
of any cessation or change. Generally, in contrast to Plato, as well as his physicalist giants and
formalist gods, for Aristotle potency and being-potentially will turn out to be much narrower

concepts, subordinate to the concepts of actualization. But with narrowness comes

434 Plato Sophist 247d8-€3.
435 Plato Sophist 247e3-4, 10 dvia G EoTiv 00K GALO TL TATV SHvapc.
436 Plato Republic VI 509b8-9, o0k ovsiog dvrog tod dyabod, GAL' Tt énékeva tfig odoiog mpeoPeiq kol Suvdpet.
7 Meta. ©.8 1050b34-a2.
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determinateness, and the concepts of potency and being-potentially are carefully articulated in the

Metaphysics.

Aristotle’s Concept of Potency
In Metaphysics ©.1, Aristotle says that he will begin by discussing the “most authoritative,”
pdioto kvpiwg, sense of potency, and from there move on to the sense that is “most useful,”
ypnowotdt, for the project of first philosophy.**® The most authoritative sense of potency,
already established in Meta. A.12, is the concept of potency as a principle (épyn) of motion
(kivno1c)®? or, more generally, change (petafoin).44

Potency is further specified as the principle of change in something else (or, of a change in
itself as if it were something else — where it is accidental that the change is only initselfaccidentally
— as a doctor can heal themselves insofar as they are a patient).**! The fact that potency is directed
outward, toward the change of another, distinguishes potencies from natures, which are instead
inner principles of motion or change.**> More than that, it means that this primary sense of potency,
the active (moumtikn) potency to change, necessitates a secondary concept of potency, that is, the
passive (mafntikn) potency to be changed by another (along with a tertiary concept, which we will
not dwell on, of the impassive (arnadnc) potency to resist change). This distinction between the
potency to produce (moieiv) change and the potency to suffer (mafeiv) change is already present,
although undeveloped, in Plato’s Sophist. For Aristotle any change that occurs from the

interactions between things will be on account of determinate active and passive potencies of these

48 Meta. ©.1 1045b35-al.

49 Meta. ©.1 1045al-2.

40 Meta. ©.1 1046a10-11.

1 Meta. ©.1 1046a10-11; also see Sachs’ Metaphysics p. 167 n. 3.
442 Phys. 111 192b9-34, Meta. A.4 1015a13-19, ©.8 1049b8-10.
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things. So: fire has an active potency to burn (that is, to ignite), and wood the passive potency to
burn (that is, to be burned); Florence has the power to strike, and the cat toy has the capacity to
roll across the floor. Further, a thing will be dvvatov in either case, whether it has an active or a
passive potency.**

Moving on from this “authoritative” sense of potency, there is some scholarly disagreement
about what exactly the “useful” sense of potency is. Many readers take the “useful” sense to be
that of potentiality, the adverbial dvvapetr.*** This is plausible insofar as the supposition that
something can be characterized as potentially-being is interesting, this way of speaking appears to
originate in Aristotle, and it is the topic of Metaphysics ®.7. Against this, Anagnostopoulos has
compellingly argued that the more useful sense of potency is the potency for ovcia.**> This does
seem to fit the programmatic statements in Meta. ®.1 and 6, and it also fits the larger first-
philosophic project of knowing the causes and principles of ovsio. Ultimately, what the “useful”
sense of potency is does not much matter for our purposes: / am interested in 10 Ov dvvapetl as a
way of not-being, but we cannot understand this without appreciating the broader sense of potency,
beyond the potency for change.

In Metaphysics ©.6 Aristotle moves from his discussion of potency to introduce the
concept of actualization, but in so doing he also establishes a more expansive concept of potency.
Potency should be understood not only in reference to motion or change, but indeed to actualization
across the categories. Aristotle establishes this by means of examples:

e the person building / the person who can build;

3 Meta. ©.1 1046a20-21.
444 Ross Metaphysics, Frede “Potentiality”, Witt Ways of Being, Makin Metaphysics, Beere Doing and Being.
45 Cf. Anagnostopoulos “Dunamis.”
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e the awake / the asleep;
e the seeing person / the sighted person whose eyes are shut;
e what is separated from the matter / the matter;
e the complete / the incomplete.*4¢
In each case, the former is an actualization and the latter is duvatév, that is, what has a potency.
These examples include both active (the builder) and passive (the matter) potencies, but they also
include items in several categories: actions (building), qualities (completion), and ovciot (what
comes from matter). For the category of relation, we can note that earlier in ®.6 Aristotle mentions
that the half is potentially in the whole.**” For Aristotle it is important to recognize that what it
means to be actualized will differ — although be analogous — for different ways of being.*** So too,
on the other side of this analogy, for potency: potencies can be for items in any category of being.
The potency for motion and change thus becomes just one sort of the generic potency for being.
The expansion of the concept of potency from change to all sorts of beings does not seem
to entail any major conceptual revisions. Potencies are still understood as principles, apyai, and
we can still distinguish active and passive potencies. So “scratched” is a quality of furniture; Lucy
has the active potency to scratch, and the couch has the passive potency to be scratched. “Cat” is
an ovcia; cats, according to Aristotle, come about through the active and passive potencies of the
appropriate matter of their parents. “Upstairs” is a location; I have an active capacity to throw

small items upstairs and the cat-toy has a passive capacity to be (thrown) upstairs.

46 Meta. ©.6 1048a37-b4.
447 Meta. ©.6 1048a33. See also Cat. 4 and our discussion of Meta. A.7 1017b2-8, above.
448 Meta. ©.6 1048b4-9.

156



Natures and Potencies
Yet, as we review Aristotle’s more expansive list of duvatd, we see that not all of the relevant
potencies are oriented outward. So a sleeper has a potency to be awake, and a sighted person with
closed eyes has the potency to open their eyes and see — but these are natural, inner principles,
where the power to act and to be acted on are the same power, in the same entity. Moreover, as we
are working toward an ontological determination of potentiality, our discussion must include the
many sorts of things that are both potentially and natural. Indeed, despite the narrow sense of
potency under consideration in Metaphysics A.12 and the first portion of ®, Aristotle often does
not follow this restriction, using the adverbial dvvdypet, the adjective/substantive duvatdv, and even
the nominative dUvag in his discussions of natural capacities and ends. To incorporate the
concept of nature into our examination, we need to understand (1) how natures stand with regard
to the potency/actualization distinction, and (2) how natures stand with regard to the active/passive
distinction.

(1) Natures, for Aristotle, are inner principles of change. At the beginning of Metaphysics
0.8 he tells us that nature and potency are in the same genus, as both are principles.** Yet, insofar
as this is an inner principle, the fulfillment or result of a natural principle will be in the same natural
being that has that principle. A nature thus acts as both a principle and an end — indeed, it 1s its
own end in-itself. But this is how we understood actualization. So, as an inner principle of change,
a nature is both a potency (speaking generically) and an actualization. This should be expected by
those familiar with Aristotle’s psychology: the soul (the nature of a living being) is the

actualization of a certain body, but is also the power for further actualizations — living, growing,

4 Meta. ©.8 1049b8-10.
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sensing, moving, thinking, etc. Potencies and actualizations are not mutually exclusive, and natures
(especially souls) are perhaps the best example of this.

(2) Because a nature is an inner principle, a natural being is both the agent and patient of
any natural change. Aristotle understands this achievement of natural ovcion by distinguishing
their formal and material components. The form of a natural ovcia is most properly called its
nature, and this is also the active component. The matter of a natural ovcion is only equivocally a
nature, and it is passive to the actions of the form. This distinction is important for Aristotle, as it
undermines the supposition of self-moving beings. Still, Aristotle contends that it is appropriate to
think of the composite natural being as active.** This latter preference fits with the priority he
gives to the active generally — even though passive potencies are as necessary as active potencies,
we saw that Aristotle makes active potencies primary.

Given (1), we should think of natural principles as included in our discussion of potencies
and being-potentially, even if they are also actualizations. Florence, the cat who is sleeping, is
potentially awake; yes, this is on account of her nature, but it can also be described as a potency
for being awake or waking (thus she is duvatov of waking). Given (2), we should think of natural
principles as active, although the matter of these principles is passive. We should take care not to
lose the active/passive determinations when thinking about potentiality, even for natures. It is an
important distinction, that follows from (and, I would hold, partially motivates) Aristotle’s narrow
definition of potency from the beginning of Metaphysics ®. In Section v we will see that this

distinction is operative in the ontology of what potentially is.

0 Meta. ©.1 1046a28-29.
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The Relations of Potency to Actualization

Potencies, taken either narrowly in reference to motion or broadly in reference to being generally,
and natures, are principles or sources. They are contrasted with actualizations, things that are at an
end, but they are also directed to these ends. We still must better understand the relation between
these two determinations. There are three important points here: (1) there are unactualized
potencies; (2) potencies must be genuinely actualizable; (3) potencies depend on dvvatév and
ultimately on actualized ovoiou.

(1) As explicated in Meta. ©®.3, the Megarian philosophical position is that a being is
capable of doing something only when it is actually doing it.*>! This position would elide the power
to do something with the actualization of doing it.#3? Aristotle argues that this position is
incoherent. He makes this point in several ways, but the guiding idea seems to be that if one did
not have potencies, capacities, or powers, separate from the actualizations they brought into being,
one would be unable to explain how change comes about. If opium lacked a dormitive virtue, it
would not put anybody to sleep (of course, if we cannot further explicate what it is “to have a
dormitive virtue” then we are not saying all that much!).43

The upshot for Aristotle’s argument against the Megarians is that potency and actualization
do differ from one another even in reference to the same end. The power to sleep is different from
the fulfillment of sleep. In other words, potencies can be (and indeed often are) latent. Aristotle
concludes from this difference between potency and actualization that “thus it is possible

[évdéxetar duvatdv] for something to be and yet to not be, and it is possible [kail dvvatdv] for

1 Meta. ©.3 1046b29-32.
432 Meta. ©.3 1047a19-20.
433 See Moliere’s The Imaginary Invalid.
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something to not be and yet to be, and similarly with the other categories.”** This apparent failure
of the principle is tied to the distinction between potency and actualization, and, as I consider
below, to being-potentially as a way of not-being.

(2) Although potencies have a separate being from their actualizations, in Meta. ©.4
Aristotle denies that there are potencies incapable of being actualized. In other words, something’s
potency to X excludes the incapacity to X.43

We should clarify here what it means that something is incapable (&ddVvartov) or has an
incapacity (advvapia). Just because something does not happen, does not mean that it was
aovvatov or impossible for it to happen: if this were the case, everything would happen by
necessity.*¢ At the same time, Aristotle does not restrict ddvvarov to things that are “logically” or
“mathematically” incapable of being. Things that are presently happening or have already
happened are advvatov of happening or having happened otherwise (I am currently incapable of
having finished this project in 2016, although I might have been capable of doing so at that time).
Further, if something never comes about — cats never have grown wings — even if it is logically
possible for it to happen, this would be ddOvatov according to Aristotle.

So to say that something is dvvatov to X or has a potency to X is to say that it really can
come about that it happens to X. Generally, ad0vatov and dvvatov are contradictory predicates,
and something cannot both have the potency to X and lack the potency to X.*7 If this were not

true, everything would be possible, even impossible things — a position Aristotle finds evidently

4 Meta. ©.3 1047a20-22, Hote vagyeton Suvatov pév Tt stvar pn etvar 8, koi Suvatov pn elvar glvar 88, opoing 88
Kol €ml TV MA@V KaTnyoptdy.
455 Meta. ©.4 1047b3-14, cf Int. 12 21b10-24.
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untenable. Avvatov cannot be indifferently held of any meaningful phrase whether it refers to
something real or not: some things are ddvvartov, incapable of being, and whatever is so simply is
not.

(3) Perhaps the most important determination of potencies, relative to actualizations, is that
potencies always ultimately belong to actualized oboion. To fully understand this, we need to
appreciate that ovoion themselves are actualizations — we will discuss this further point in Section
iv. But given that ovsion are indeed actualized, we can see that potencies depend on actualization
in order to be. This is clearest in the argument that actualization is prior to potency in account:

For it is by admitting of being in actualization that dvvatdv is the primary sort of
dvvatdv, e.g. I mean by the house-builder what is capable of house-building, and
by the one with sight what is [capable of] seeing, and by the visible what is dvvatov
of being-seen; and the same account holds for the other cases, so that it is necessary
for the account and cognition [of the dvvatdv] precedes the cognition [of the
potency].*3®
In every case, a potency is by belonging to some dvvatév. A duvatdv is an actualized being that
has a potency. There are no potencies independent from dvvartd, and there are no dvvatd without
potencies. Further, while the arguments of Metaphysics ® focus on potency, dOvapug, itself, here
Aristotle acknowledges that epistemically the actualized dvvard are prior.

Another illustration of the dependence of potency on the dvvatd or ovcion to which they

belong can be found in Meta. ®.5. This chapter mostly concerns when and how potencies get

438 Meta. ©.8 1049b13-17, 16 yap £vdéyecOar Evepyoot Suvatdv £6TL TO TPAOTOEC SUVATOV, 0lov Adyw oikoSoutkdy o
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actualized. Here we can recognize the ontological dependence of potencies on actualized ovcion
by considering what Aristotle says about the actualization of potency. Generally, non-rational
potencies come to become actualized when there is some proximity between the agent and
patient.*>° In contrast, rational potencies, like the technical arts, are actualized according to the
desire or choice of the agent.* In every case, the actualization of a potency happens through some
determination(s) of the underlying ovciot. There are no “free-floating,” independently real
potencies for Aristotle: potencies are, and become actualized, through the actualized beings to

which they belong.

v. Potentiality as a Way of Being

Potentiality Depends on Potencies
Potencies are principles or sources of change, but also generally of being, distinguishable into
active and passive kinds. They differ from actualizations, they exclude their corresponding
impotencies, and they are by belonging to some actualized being (dVuvartov). What is in potency,
what is potentially, being-potentially, T0 &v duvdypet, has its being on account of some determinate
potency. Note: the pertinent potency of what is in potency is not some power or capacity it has.
Thus being-potentially, or potentiality, has a highly attenuated ontological status: it is a way of
being that is grounded in potencies, which are themselves dependent on and subordinate to
actualized beings.

It is important to appreciate that, when we say that being-potentially depends on some

potency, we are not saying that being-potentially has any independent power or potency of its own.

49 Meta. ®.5 1048a5-8.
460 Meta. ©.5 1048a10-15.
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What is in potency is in the potency of some actualized thing. Lucy is potentially asleep on account
of her own waking potency, not the potency of Lucy-asleep. Or, for another example, there is
potentially a dissertation on not-being in Aristotle and his predecessors only insofar as / have the
capacity to produce it. It certainly has no power to write itself.

We saw a similar case of ontological-importance-cum-dependence with the true and false:
these are a way of being and not-being which have no independent being, but rather depend on
other beings. The true and false are grounded in speaking and thinking beings; potentiality
depends, a bit more broadly, on the potencies of things. By contrast, being-actualized directly holds
of being in-itself, that is, obcion and the other categories: it is not as much dependent on being in-
itselfas it is a way of characterizing being in-itself, as an end of a process and in contrast to being-

potentially.

What Is-Potentially Can Be Said to Be Without Qualification
One of the reasons that Aristotle introduces potentiality into his ontology is that people in fact will
simply say that X is, or that Y is Z, when they mean that it is so because of some potency. Consider
again Aristotle’s examples in Metaphysics A.7:
for we say that one is seeing both when one potentially sees and actually does,
likewise that one knows both when one is able to use knowledge and when one
does use it, and also that something is at rest both when rest already belongs to it
and when it is able to rest. Similarly in the case of ovciat: for we say that Hermes

is in the stone, that the half is of the line, and that what is not yet ripe is grain.*¢!
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By developing the ontology of being-potentially, Aristotle is showing how these simple or
categorical propositions can make sense, or even be true, when not holding of actualized beings.
So “Florence terrorizes Lucy” is true even when Florence and Lucy are both peacefully sleeping,
on account of the potencies of Florence and Lucy (often actualized when Florence sees Lucy
sleeping in the cat-tree). Further, we want to be able to distinguish this from the same sentence
understood as holding-actually, while Florence chases Lucy up and down the cat-tree. We have

the same things, perhaps articulated with the same words, but clearly two differing ways of being.

Potentiality is Wholly Determined by Potencies
The ontology of potentiality is not some further thing above or beyond the potencies themselves.
To say that Matelda is potentially on the table, or that there is potentially dinner, is to say no more
than that Matelda has the potency to be on the table, or that someone has the power to make dinner
(respectively). There are dvvard, and thus potencies, and thus things that potentially are — these
are, when properly understood, equivalent.

We can see this in Aristotle’s discussions of being-potentially in Meta. H.5, 1044b29-a6.
This text is concerned with some impasses about form-matter composites and potentiality. The
first is whether matter is potentially opposite predicates — a question we will address in the next
Section. The second impasse, more pertinent here, is about “why wine is neither the matter of
vinegar nor potentially vinegar (even though vinegar comes to be from it), and why the living is

not potentially dead.”#%? Aristotle’s answer is that the wine and living being do not, in themselves,

Npepeiv. opoing 8¢ kai &m TV ovo1®Y" kai yop Epufjv &v 16 Aifp gopsv ivar, kai 1o v tiic ypauufc, koi citov
OV uNTT® dpov. Aristotle also uses similar examples in Meta. 0.6 1048a32-35.
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have the potency to be destroyed. The problem is that the forms of these composites are directed
toward being-wine or living, not decaying or dying. And as go the forms, so go the composites:
the wine and the living being do not have, in themselves, the potency to be destroyed. A composite
changes its form by means of its matter — thus it is this material component that has the potency
for the destruction of a form. This potency only accidentally belongs to the composite. Thus, it is
not the wine that is potentially-vinegar or the living being that is potentially-dead, but the matter
of each that has this status. The ontology of potentiality does not extend beyond the reality of
potencies.

An easy consequence of this is that, as potencies can be of all sorts of being, being-
potentially is a transcategorical determination. This is just like the complementary determination

of being-actualized. Ovcio, qualities, quantities, relations, can all be-potentially.

Aristotelian Potentiality Differs from a Modal Ontology of Possibilities

Above we contrasted Aristotle’s concept of actualization as the fulfillment or result of some
process with a generic modal notion of actuality as what happens to be the case. Likewise we can
see that there is some distance between Aristotle’s ontology of potentiality from a generic modal
notion of potentiality as the domain of possibilities, or things that might be the case. There is no
separate genus of possibilia alongside actualities. There are no unactualized essences or possible
worlds. Unsupported possibilities may be linguistically meaningful, but this does not mean they
have any important ontological status for Aristotle. It cannot be taken for granted that something
is-potentially because it is loosely possible (maybe we think Aristotle goes wrong here, but loose

possibility is not a way of being in his corpus).
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When Something Is- Potentially: Metaphysics 0.7

This rather narrow concept of potentiality is perhaps clearest in Metaphysics 0.7, where Aristotle

says that “when each thing is potentially and when not must be distinguished, for [it is] not just at

any time.”#%3 This question is less about time, and more about being, that is, what conditions must

be met in order to establish something’s being-potentially. Aristotle thinks through this question

by considering several cases, which are mixed up in the text, but which would be helpful to review

separately.

Case 1: What becomes actualized from thinking out of being-potentially.*6*

Curiously, in this example, Aristotle asks about when this hypothetical being-in-
potency of human thought becomes actualized. Since this discussion is supposed to
address the question of when something is-potentially, we should take the former
question as near to the latter. Thus we recognize that Aristotle is looking to hew
being-potentially as close as possible to actualization while still differentiating
them. His answer to the former: something from thinking becomes actualized when
(a) it is desired and (b) nothing external prevents it. From this answer, we can take
(b) and leave (a): something from thinking is-potentially when nothing external
prevents it (if it is also desired, then it will become actualized).

Case 2: What is potentially healthy.*®> For Aristotle, not just everything can be

healed, even by the best medicine. A body must itself be in the right condition, or
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else it will be incapable of being healed. So this will be potentially healthy
whenever nothing internal prevents it from being healed.

Case 3: What is potentially a house.*® What is potentially a house is only
genuinely so if “there is nothing necessary to add or subtract or change.”*¢
Analogously to the potentially healthy, the housing materials are only potentially a
house when nothing internal prevents them from being a house.

Case 4: The earth and the seed as not-yet potentially human.*® While case 2
and 3 are examples of passive potencies, and Case 1 is an active potency, in this
case the earth, seed, and human are exemplary of natural ovciot. The question then
is at what point are such natural ovciot like earth or seed potentially a living ovcia,
specifically, a human. Aristotle is confident that earth is not potentially human, as
it is not yet even a seed, let alone the fully developed seed. But it is perhaps
surprising that Aristotle asserts that even the seed or sperm is still not yet potentially
human. The “seed” under discussion here must be unfertilized, as Aristotle says
that it would “need to be in another thing, and to change” 4% for it to be potentially-
human. The seed has its potency for being in-itself, like case 1, and like that case it
must have no external impediments in order to support a being-potentially. Once

these impediments are gone, and the seed is in the required place with the necessary

changes, it will be potentially-human.
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Note: for Aristotle seed exemplifies something that an internal principle of
change, and thus he connects it to external impediments — fair enough. But above
we recognized in natural beings active and passive components. Thus, following
cases 2 and 3, we might expect that the seed has infernal impediments to being
actualized. And it is clear, in this text, that seed does indeed have internal
impediments, as Aristotle says it needs to change to be potentially-human.

e Case 5: The earth as not-yet potentially a statue.*’° This last example is minor
and meant to clarify the situation of the seed. The earth is not potentially a statue
because it is not the appropriate material for a statue. The earth might potentially
be bronze, which could potentially be a statue, but it is not itself potentially a statue.

It is immediately clear from each of these cases that something is potentially only when there are
no relevant obstacles or impediments. A few bricks are not potentially a house, Venus Williams is
not potentially playing tennis if she cannot access any rackets, a court, and tennis balls, I am not
potentially a PhD without a dissertation, and these pages are not potentially a dissertation if I do
not finish them. In each case there are serious obstacles to actualization, and hence obstacles to
being in potency.

This narrowly determined character of potentiality, and the closeness of being-potentially
to being-actualized, further establishes that potentiality is far from possibility. But it is also more
compatible with Aristotle’s elision of being-potentially and simple categorical expressions of
being in the Metaphysics A.7 passage quoted above. It would be wrong to say that “earth is a

human” because “earth is potentially unfertilized-seed which is potentially fertilized-seed which

410 Meta. ©.7 1049a17-18.
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is potentially a human” — but Aristotle seems fine with saying that “fertilized seed is a human”
even if it is not an actualized human, but only one in potency.

We should also recognize that the cases in Metaphysics ®.7 can be divided into two classes,
with a different criterion for being in potency in each.

1. In every case where the principle of change is external to the thing changed, for it
to be potentially X is for it to have no internal impediments to actually being or
becoming X. This would be whenever something is a patient, or has a passive
potency (cases 2, 3, 4, and 5).

2. In every case where the principle of change is internal to the thing changed, for it
to be potentially X is for it to have no external impediments to actually being or
producing X. This would be whenever something is an agent, or has an active
potency (cases 1 and 4).

With these criteria, we see how the distinction between active and passive potencies determines
what is in potency. Agents are potentially doing, producing, or being something when there are no
obstacles outside the agent; patients are potentially being something when there are no obstacles
within the patient. Seed — case 4 — needs to meet both criteria to be potentially-human, because it
1s a natural being whose change will have both active/formal and passive/material components.
Speculatively, we might wonder whether being an impediment is something that admits of
degrees. It certainly seems like there is less of impediment for seed being human than there is for
earth being human, or of these many pages being a dissertation than just my prospectus. If being
an impediment does admit of degrees, perhaps so too would being-potentially. Maybe, but

Aristotle does not develop any support for this hypothesis.

169



Being-Potentially as Being

With this we see how potentiality is a way of being for Aristotle. To be potentially is to be on
account of a determinate potency of a dOvarov thing, without there being any pertinent external or
internal obstacles. Potentiality has no separate power or being from the power and being of the
potencies that support it. Hence this way of being is informed by the characteristics of potencies,
and their relations to actualizations: potentiality is separate from actualized being, yet is articulated
in reference to it, and is ontologically dependent on it. Being-potentially can be expressed with
simple categorical statements, even though these do not refer to actualized situations, if the relevant
potencies are present and obstacles absent. This way of being, narrowly determined as it is, ends
up being quite useful for Aristotle’s philosophy, involved in topics as abstruse as the unity of form
and matter, the status of motion, and the need for a first mover, but also as concrete as our ethical

character and psychological life. Yet this potentiality also, somehow, is not.

vi. Being-Potentially as Not-Being
Being-Potentially is Not-Being-Actualized
How is being-potentially a way of not-being? Well, Aristotle gives us an easy answer: “for of not-
beings, some are potentially: but they are not, because they are not actualized.”*’! Actualization is
prior to potency. Because being-potentially is not being-actualized, it must be a way of not-being.
I think this is Aristotle’s reason for why potentiality is not-being. But this is less obvious than we

may first suppose.
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We must recall that actualization — a concept apparently invented by Aristotle — is not
actuality. Aristotle is not saying that being-potentially is not actual: there is no concept of the
actual in Aristotle’s corpus, and being-potentially certainly is a real, determinate, “actual” way of
being. The distinction between potency and actualization is less modal, and more concerns the
difference between origins and ends. But why should the power for being be ontologically
subordinate to the fulfillment of being? We can recall that for Plato it is potency that has
ontological pride of place (a commitment he suggests would be shared by both physicalists and
formalists).*’> Further, Aristotle himself gives some arguments for why one might think that
potency might be more fundamental than actualization. Potentiality seems more encompassing
than actualization: everything that is actualized is capable of this actualization, while not
everything capable is actualized.*’3 Plus, it seems like every actualized thing comes about from
some temporally prior potency,*’* so we might expect this temporal priority to translate to an

ontological priority.

The Priority of Actualization to Potency: Metaphysics 0.8

Hence Aristotle needs to argue that it is in fact actualization that has priority over potency, which
he does in Meta. ©.8. In this text, Aristotle considers actualization and potency broadly, including
potencies for being and natural potencies. He claims that actualization is prior to potency in (1)

account, (2) time, and (3) ovoio.
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(1) We noted above Aristotle’s reason for why actualization is prior to potency in account:
because potencies are potencies of actualized dvvatd. For him, this is evidence enough of the
epistemic priority of actualization over potency.*”>

(2) When discussing time, Aristotle accepts that actualization is not absolutely prior to
potency. As I just said, potencies temporally precede their actualizations. But, as Aristotle points
out, these potencies are themselves preceded by actualizations that are formally (although not
numerically) the same as the later actualizations.*’® So, Lucy the cat comes from some potency,
but this potency belongs to her parents that were also cats. Aristotle points out that this temporal
priority is very important in all sorts of human capacities: one cannot be a harpist (that is, have the
capacity to play harp well) without actually playing harp.4”” So there is an important way that
actualizations have temporal priority to potencies, even if in another way they are not.

(3) Neither epistemological nor temporal priority are sufficient for the sort of ontological
claim we need. Instead, most important for our purposes (and Aristotle’s), is the priority
actualization has to potency in ovcic. This ontological priority will make sense of why potentiality

is not-being. Metaphysics ©.8 gives four reasons for why actualization is ontologically prior, or

has priority in ovcia, to potency, and these each demand some attention.

The Ontological Priority of Actualization as Later in Time
The first reason for the ontological priority of actualization is that “what comes-into-being later is

prior in form and obdoio.”*7® Aristotle gives two examples: a man comes to be later than a boy, and
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a human later than a seed. This reason is, perhaps, not especially compelling. “what comes-into-
being later” is a vague status — would a corpse not come into being later than a man, boy, and seed?
Surely this is not the actualization in question. Plus, only lines before Aristotle had made the point

that there is a way in which potency itself is later than actualization!

The Ontological Priority of Actualization as Final Cause
The second reason for the ontological priority of actualization is better developed and more
compelling. Aristotle says:
everything that comes-into-being goes to a principle and end (for that for the sake
of which [something is] is a principle, and coming-into-being is for the sake of an
end), and the actualization is an end, and it is for the gratification of this that potency
is taken up.4”
This argument reflects larger teleological commitments: ends, for Aristotle, are directive and even
in some way causally efficacious. Thus here he even talks about them as a principle, dpyn, of
coming-into-being, while earlier he characterized potencies as a kind of principle. Yet not only are
these end-principles different from potencies, really they are actualizations. Repeatedly we have
insisted that being in actualization must be understood as having an end in-itself — in this passage
we see that for Aristotle this means that actualizations are also a certain sort of principle. Further,
between these two principles — the principle of actualization and the principle of potency — the

latter is taken up or pursued to achieve the former.
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Aristotle illustrates this precedence of the actualized-end through a number of plausible
examples. Animals have vision (a potency) in order to see (an actualization); people learn how to
build houses so that the houses get built; I have a contemplative power so that I can contemplate. 43
Many philosophers like to knock teleology — understandably so — but they would need a fairly
complicated explanation of why, say, animals have vision, when Aristotle can easily account for
this in teleological terms. The actualization of seeing is (ontologically) primary, and animals have
the power of vision for the sake of seeing. The more technical matter/form distinction is also
brought up here: “besides, the matter is potentially because it goes to form; whenever it is
actualized, then it is in that form.”*¥! This example builds on the ongoing discussion about matter
and form in the Metaphysics, and so, as interesting as it is, it is well beyond the scope of our
questions. Still, in this case we see that being-potentially is subordinated to being-actualized (and
formal being) as the genuine direction or end of the potency. After all these, there is one more
charming example, of the teacher showing-off their students in action, because this is the goal of
teaching.*®? According to Aristotle, in this case the end is a motion,*$3 which we can recall is a
qualified actualization, not a full actualization with the end in-itself: nevertheless the motion of
learning is better than the mere capacity to learn. A teacher wants to put their (students’)

achievement on display, and, according to Aristotle, “nature does similarly.”*%

The Ontological Priority of Actualization as Ovoia and Form
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The third reason for the ontological priority of actualization is that “the ovcia and the form is
actualization.”*® Obviously if ovcion themselves are actualizations, and indeed in the primary,
formal sense of ovoia, then actualization must be prior in ovcia to potency.

To reach this conclusion, Aristotle distinguishes two sorts of ways that an end or

99 7

actualization can be “ultimate,” Zoyatov. (1) Some ends are in the exercise or use (ypfioig) of some
capacity. (2) Others are in some product or work (2pyov) beyond the activity.*3

(1) Seeing is the paradigm of an exercise that has no other end, but Aristotle also mentions
contemplation, life, and happiness as other kinds of unproductive employments.*®’ These
activities, complete in-themselves, are identical to their actualizations. Aristotle tells us that “the
actualization belongs in these things,”*%8 that is, belongs in the things that are exercising a capacity:
seeing is an actualization of the animal with sight, contemplation is in the philosopher, Lucy’s life
is in her soul, and my happiness belongs to me.

(2) A house is the paradigm case of an ultimate product that comes out of the exercise of a
capacity, namely the activity of house-building.*® Aristotle also gives the examples of something
woven coming out of the activity of weaving, and generically the moved thing as coming out of
motion.*” In each of these cases there is a potency, an incomplete activity or motion, and a final
product. Even the incomplete activity is more of an end than the mere potency: “for house-building

is in the built-house, and both comes-to-be and is at the same time as the house.”*°! But the real

end, the actualization, is in the product.
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It is this second type of actualization that is critical for Aristotle’s argument here. This case
shows that ovcio and form, insofar as they are the end of some production and movement, should
be thought of as being in actualization. And again, if ovoia is actualization, then actualization must

be prior in ovoia.

A More Authoritative Reason.: The Ontological Anteriority of Potentiality as Corruptible

The fourth reason for the ontological priority of actualization gets at something “more
authoritative.”*? Namely, everything in potency is destructible, while necessary and everlasting
things must be in actualization, and the everlasting is prior in ovcia to the destructible. The
argument to defend this claim has three stages, with the first and second particularly important for
clarifying the sense of potentiality as not-being.

?493 There is an intuitive

First stage: “every potency is simultaneously of contradictories.
sense to this claim: when I say I can finish this dissertation, or have the potency to, [ am also tacitly
allowing that I might not finish this dissertation, and have the potency not to — otherwise I would
have to say that I must finish this dissertation. Yet on the face of it, this seems to say that what is
potentially, potencies, and dvvatd do not follow the principle of non-contradiction. This is
especially so for Aristotle’s formulation here, as it directly affirms simultaneous contradictories.
So how can potency be of contradictories?

Here is Aristotle’s justification in 0.8, with some numbers and letters added to help us

navigate the passage:
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For (1) what is not duvatov of belonging [to something] would belong to nothing,

(2) but everything that is dvvatdv [of belonging to something] admits of not being

actualized. (3) Therefore, what is duvatov of being admits of both (a) being and (b)

not-being. (4) Therefore, the same thing is duvatdv of both being and not-being.***
Let us attempt to unravel this obscure argument. (1) Aristotle starts by addressing and eliminating
what has no power to belong to anything — this is simply not. (2) Instead, the focus is on things
that do have some potency to be. But the potency of being is neither identical to nor necessarily
involves the actualization of being: a potency need not, in virtue of itself, be actualized. (3a) It is
a tautology to say that what is duvatdv of being must admit of being. (3b) But how does Aristotle
get from a dvvatdv admitting of not being actualized, to the conclusion that it admits of not-being
simply? It would beg the question if this inference relied on the conclusion we are working towards
— namely, that being in actualization is ontologically prior, and so what is not-actualized is not-
being. But I do not think you need such an assumption here. Instead, we must recall that potency
is in-itself directed toward being in actualization: to say that Matelda is dvvatov of meowing, or
she has the potency to meow, is to say that she can actually meow. But as only duvatév of
meowing, Matelda can also fail to actually meow: but here we can just drop the “actually” and
assert that she admits of not meowing. And as goes Matelda’s meowing, so goes being: if
something is capable of not being actualized, because of the concept of potency we can drop the
“actualized” and say that it is capable of not-being simply. (4) The last point of the passage follows
without any difficulty. What is dvvatov of being also admits of not-being, so the same underlying

thing is dvvatov of being and not-being.
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If that is not enough for us, we might also glance at De Interpretatione 12. Here too
Aristotle wonders that the same thing is dvvatév of being and not-being in the same respect. Here
he says “the account for this is that everything duvatov [of being] in such a way is not always [so]
in actualization, so that the negation would also belong to it.”#*> In this abbreviated argument,
which presumably does take for granted the priority of actualization, we again see that the crucial
issue is the distinction between the dvuvatdv and its actualization, a distinction that requires a
negative component to potentiality. Following this passage, Aristotle clarifies that this “negation”
of potency, i.e. that the potency to be something is also the potency to fail to be it, cannot break
the principle of non-contradiction. The contradictory of “potentially X” is not “potentially not-X,”
but “not-potentially X,” and the contradictory of “potentially not-X" is “not-potentially not-X,” or
“necessarily X” (that is, as we recognized above, the contradictory of a potency is an impossibility
or a necessity).

We should pause here to notice that the reason potencies are of contradictories is the same
as the reason why being-potentially is a way of not-being: because being-potentially is not being
actualized. This makes sense: potentiality admits of contradictories because, in some fundamental
way, it is not. There is no harm in Matelda potentially meowing or not meowing; she just better
not find a way to actually do both simultaneously.

We might also worry, before moving to the second stage of the argument, that some dvvatd
are not capable of contradictory things. The simple bodies, for example, seem to be capable of
only one thing (which they are always actually doing, as fire always heats).*° Aristotle proposes

that these simple bodies indeed are necessarily in actualization — fire heats necessarily. But fire
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need not be necessarily, and thus it admits of destruction, transformation, and (accidentally at least)
other sorts of potencies. This can remind us of how living beings do not in-themselves have the
capacity to die: this capacity is accidental to the form-matter composite, coming as a result of the
matter and the destruction of the being in question.

Second stage: whatever admits of not-being in some respect is destructible in that respect.
This stage of the argument is much easier, given that Aristotle has already shown that what is
dvvatodv of being is dvvordv of not-being. Being duvatov of not-being is equivalent to admitting
of not-being, and admitting of not-being is equivalent to being destructible.*” Now, this
destructibility needs to be qualified: it only extends as far as the potency itself. For instance,
Aristotle supposes that even though the stars have the potency to move in a circle, their ovcia is
not destructible because this ovoia is wholly on account of actualization, and in no way in potency.
Likewise with the case of fire, mentioned in the last paragraph: it is has a simple potency for a
qualitative change that would lead to its not-being, but whenever it is, it heats by necessity. So
wherever there is potentiality, in that respect there will be destructibility. We should also recall,
on this point, that potencies in some way must be actualized — Aristotle would not accept that pigs
can fly unless at some point a pig takes wing. So we are led to the poetic conclusion about the
ephemerality of the (sublunar) world: whatever comes to be must at some point be destroyed.

Third stage: “nothing, then, that is simply indestructible is simply in potency [...]; they are
therefore all in actualization.”**® Given the argument so far, it is clear that what is in potency
cannot be eternal, necessary, or indestructible. So if there are such eternal, necessary, indestructible

beings, their ovcio will not be potentially. Instead, their obsia would have to be in actualization,

7 Meta. ©.8 1050b12-13.
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without any potency, complete in themselves for all time. This is, of course, a central tenet of
Aristotle’s theology. As opposed to the concept of potency, the concept of actualization has no
negation, no supposition of contradictories, and no inherent destructibility built into it. Every
sublunar actualization will — for the reasons just discussed — come to an end, but actualization in-

itself can persist eternally, so long as potentiality is absent.

The Not-Being of Potentiality

With this we have our fourth reason why actualization is prior to potency. Actualizations are the
ends that potencies are directed to, they are the ovcion that potencies produce, they are eternal
beings that potential beings can only imitate. Because of this priority of actualization over potency,
being-potentially is a way of not-being. Potentiality as such is not-actualized. But being-actualized
is the fundamental transcategorical ontological determination. Potentiality is thus diminished. But
it is also highly productive: potencies are not eclipsed by their respective actualizations, but are a
fundamental way of being, and our sublunar lives would not get off the ground without the potency

to live, the power to be happy, and the capacity to contemplate.
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Chapter 9

Some Conclusions

i. A Synopsis of Aristotle’s Several Ways of Not-Being
Not-being always ultimately belongs to some ovoia, which is in-itself and actualized. Insofar as
something lacks ovoia, it is simply not. If we can speak about such a thing, we do so only
accidentally, by means of other ovoiot.

Not-being must always be said in a certain respect. There are four ways that things can be
— in-itself, accidentally, as true, and according to potency and actualization — of which the latter
three allow for ways of not-being. These three ways of not-being are not-being as privation, not-
being as false, and not-being as potentiality.

The in-itself, understood as the categories taken affirmatively, does not as such allow for
not-being. Yet any being which has various predicates will also accidentally lack certain other
predicates. This is more meaningful in cases where the being would naturally have the predicate —
it is more significant when a cat lacks claws than when they lack hair — and generally Aristotle
calls these cases privations most of all. But insofar as something is said to lack a predicate, in this
way we have our first sense of not-being.

Falsity is a quality that can belong to some declarative propositions, speeches, and beliefs.
Assertions and beliefs ultimately refer to things in the world. Insofar as this reference is successful
— the combination in speech and thought match the combination in things — these are true and
establish veridical being. But when the reference is not matched by the things themselves — when
what is said of things differs from what is of things — then these assertions and beliefs are false and

lack veridical being.
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The distinction between potency and actualization is developed by Aristotle to understand
the world in terms of principles and ends. Being-potentially, or in potency, is a way of being
determined by the real potencies of capable things. But potency is anterior to actualization in all

sorts of important ways. So being-potentially, as it is not being-actualized, is a way of not-being.

Not-Being, Elsewhere in Aristotle

The topic of not-being certainly comes up beyond these ontological concerns — in particular, the
discussions of change and coming-into-being in Physics 1.8 and Generation and Corruption 1.3
feature not-being prominently, and it is also relevant in several discussions of the predecessors
beyond those we have touched on — but I would propose that these three ways of not-being provide
the foundation for how Aristotle generally thinks about what is not. So, when we ask whether
something comes-to-be from being or not-being, or perishes to being or not-being, we must
understand that being and not-being have these several senses. I would also propose that this
understanding of privation, falsity, and potentiality as not-being might give us insight into other
Aristotelian teachings. For example, when thinking about the real possibility of future
contingencies, as in Int. 9, we should think of this as determined by being-potentially as a way of

not-being.

ii. Being, Not-Being, and Determination
There is no single sense of being-itself for Aristotle, and thus there is no dualistic idea of not-being
that is meant to serve as a principle of multiplicity or difference. Instead, both being and not-being
are already structured and determined in multiple overlapping ways. One does not need a principle

of multiplicity or difference when they are built into the structure of ontology itself.
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In Aristotle’s structured ontology, not-being is derivative of, subordinate to, and
determined by being. We might also note, in passing, that Aristotle claims not-being is worse than
being.*® Not-being always belongs to some being, and it is relative to some way of being.
Moreover, as not-being is determined in several ways, not-being itself gets elided into these
different more determinate senses. Why talk of not-being as such when one can talk of privations,
or falsehoods, or potencies? Why pick the less determinate, when the more determinate is now
available?

Still, for Aristotle, not-being is ineliminable. No matter how determinate our concept of
privation, falsehood, or potentiality might be, for Aristotle these ways of being are also necessarily
ways of not-being. Further, even if, for Aristotle, not-being as-such cannot be an object of
investigation, it still will inevitably come up in one’s investigations, and he will still have ways
for thinking about what is not.

In Chapter 4 we characterized Aristotle’s position with regard to the predecessors as
stepping beyond their debate by refusing a single Eleatic sense of being, and thus not needing to
posit not-being as a first principle (a la Democritus’ void or Plato’s idea of not-being). But here
we might also think of Aristotle as striking a compromise between Plato and Parmenides on not-
being. Like Plato’s Eleatic Stranger, Aristotle acknowledges the need to accept not-being into his
ontology: without not-being, we could not make sense of a host of problems, including the
ontological status of falsehood, differences, and change. Yet like Parmenides, Aristotle prefers to

not write about not-being as such, and not-being is in every case subordinate to being. By eliding

499 GA 1.1 731b24-732al1, GC 11.10 336b25-34, Meta. ©.9 1051a4-21.
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not-being into more determinate concepts, Aristotle comes closer than Parmenides himself to

achieving the Eleatic goal of a way of truth that does not speak of not-being.

iii. The Silent Legacy of Aristotle on Not-Being
In part, the legacy of Aristotle’s thinking of not-being is the continuing importance of these
determinate concepts — privation, falsity, potentiality — in the history of philosophy. But, treading
lightly here, we can also hypothesize a more general consequence of the peripatetic philosophy of
not-being.>® Aristotle removes not-being from its pride of place in ontology. From Parmenides’
On Nature, through Gorgias’ On Not-Being, and to Plato’s Sophist, questions of being necessarily
involved questions of not-being. After Aristotle not-being is no longer a central topic in ontology.
It is not that later philosophers do not think about not-being — just consider the Epicurean void,
Stoic incorporeals, Neoplatonic matter, theological apophatics, etc. Yet, after Aristotle thinkers
can investigate being, ways of being, and ontological priority, and so on, all without needing to
decide on — or even speak about — what is not. This, I take it, is one of the great silent successes of
Aristotle’s philosophy. Perhaps Parmenides would be pleased with this result — even if he would

be unhappy with my project!

30 See also Chapter 1 Section ii.
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