Pretace to Metaphysics A\




‘The inquiry is about substance.’

« Aristotle opens Metaphysics A with a terse preview,
undergirded by a somewhat cryptic explanation of his
rocedure:
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General Coherence

Because there is a general scholarly question about the relation of Metaphysics A to
the rest of the Metaphysics, it is worth emphasizing at the outset that in this respect at
least the work exhibits a general coherence about its objects and methods.

Already in Metaphysics A:

e Itis evident that this (viz. wisdom, codia) is a science (émtiotrijun) of certain
principles and causes (&oxat and aitiat). But since this is the science we are
seeking, this is what we must consider: of what sorts of principles and causes is

OR"




Requisite Background

o If the inquiry is about substance (oVoia), then to approach this inquiry, we
must know something about substance.

* There are five issues propaideutic to understanding substance, three of
which we can touch upon now, in one way dogmatically but in another way
only aporematically. Each issue in a way holds a promise and a problem:

» Categorialism




Requisite Background

o If the inquiry is about substance (oVoia), then to approach this inquiry, we
must know something about substance.
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A Linguistic Observation

* Aristotle’s preferred way of referring to substance is ousia (ovoia), an abstract noun formed off
the feminine participle ousa (ovoa) of the verb einai (etva), to be.

* One might as readily speak in this connection of beings or basic beings as substances.

* Indeed, although ovoia is traditionally translated as “substance”, this is a very misleading
rendering if it is taken to indicate, as it more often does than not does in English usage,

some stuff or quantity.




Principles and Causes

* Aristotle’s appeal to principles (doxai) and causes (or,
explanatory factors, aitia) reflects his deep seated

conviction that to know or understand something is to grasp




Knowing the Causes and Principles

* Having made these distinctions, we must examine causes, both what they are like and how many they
are in number. For since our work is for the sake of knowledge, but we do not suppose ourselves to
know something before we grasp that because of which it is (and this is to grasp its primary cause), it is
clear that we must also do this regarding generation and destruction, and for all the kinds of natural
change, so that, knowing their principles, we might attempt to lead each of the things we are
investigating back to them.

* One way in which cause is said, then, is as that out of which something comes to be and which is
present in it, for example, the bronze of the statue and the silver of the cup, and the genera of these.

e account of th . and their genera (fc




Some First Questions

* ...concerning Aristotle’s contentions and procedures pertaining to substance:
« Certain beings, substances (ovciat), are primary or basic.
e In virtue of what are they so?
e Are such beings uniform? Or do they themselves admit of further divisions?

« Some substances, but not others, we learn, change.




Type of Substance

* Met. A11069a30-36 affirms that there are three types of
substances, falling under to general headings:

* ‘There are three [kinds of] substance’ (ovoiat d¢ Toelg;
Met. A 11069a30)




Perceptible Substances

* The first thing we know about perceptible substances (the
existence of which ‘everyone grants’; Met. A 1 1069a30):

» ‘Perceptible substance is subject to change’ (17 0 aloOn
ovoia petapPAntr); Met. A 1, 1069b3).

» We also know, then, that the study of these substances




Two Phainomena about Change

* Accept as a sort of a datum: things change.

* Only slightly more controversially: things change in two ways:

* Accidental change (AC): one thing, remaining numerically
one and the same, is at t; ¢ and at t; not-




Two Problems about Change

 Copi (apud Gallois), on the assumption that there is change, we cannot
have both (1) and (2):

(1) If a changing thing really changes, there can't literally be one
and the same thing before and after the change.

(2) However, if there isn't literally one and the same thing before




Parmenides Rendered

(1) Necessarily, what is and what can be thought are co-extensive.
(2) Hence, it is not possible to think non-being.

(3) It is possible to think of generation only if it is possible to think of non-being.

(4) Hence, it is not possible to think of generation.




Either Or

» Either one or both of our phainomena must go

» Or we must produce an analysis of change
showing where these nay-sayers have gone awry.




A Continuity

e Itis easy to conceive of many kinds of change in the manner of the earliest
Presocratic philosophers, as occurring on a kind of continuum.

 Thus, in qualitative change, we readily conceive of a quality space, for instance
a colour spectrum with termini as light and dark, along which change occurs.

 Each change involves the supplanting and displacing of one quality on that
~spectrum by another: a leaf goes from green to red by being such as to




The General Picture

* A change involves two factors:

 The continuing existence of something underlying—call it
the subject or substrate of the change

e The loss of one feature in favour of another—-call this the




A Little Argument

» We can even offer a little argument to that effect:

(1) A necessary condition of (the possibility) of
there being change is the existence of matter




Change: Promise

* Aristotle’s account of change secures the
phainomena:

s come in and out of existence




Change: a Problem

* Once that basic picture is generalized, Aristotle seems to lose the continuity it bears to the Presocractic model.

« To begin, in the case of non-qualitative accidental change, there are no ready contraries delimiting some
sort of contiuum, say, a quantity space or a pair of locations.

 So, one way to go: generalize the notion of a quality space delimited by contraries to (what seem to be)
contradictories: not being-¢ and being-®, so, a privation, or still more generally, a lack, and a positive
trait.

* One worry here is that vacuity threatens: a change involves being not one sort of thing and then

~ beco ‘that sort of thing.




Change: Another Problem

 The analysis seems to require that in every change something persists.

* This was a plausible concession to Parmenides, namely that there is no generation from
nothing: ex nihilo nihil fit.

* So, there must be a substrate underlying every instance of substantial generation.

* If so, it seems as if SC collapses into AC, and one of our phainomena is lost atter all.




The Modalities: a Promise

 Perhaps this is part of the reason Aristotle introduces the
modalities of potentiality and actuality.

* This is one way of solving the difficulty [scil. regarding
change]. Another is to observe that the same things can be
spoken of in terms of potentiality and actuality’(Phys. i 8§,

191b27-29; cf. Met. A7 and Met. © 1-9,




The Modalities in Change

e A definition, of sorts:

» Since with respect to each thing, its being in actuality and
potentiality is distinguished, the actuality (¢vteAéxewx) of being in
potentiality, qua such, is change (dunonuévov d¢ kB’ ékaotov
YEVOG TOV HEV EvTEAEXELX TOV O& DUVALEL T) TOU DUVAEL OVTOG
evteAéxela, 1 tolovTov, kivnois éotwv; Phys. iii 1, 201a9-11).




The Modalities: a Problematic Question

 About this definition, of sorts, the French priest and scientist Pierre Gassendi
(1592-1655) grew positively dyspeptic:

 Great God! Is there any stomach strong enough to digest that? The
explanation of a familiar thing was requested, but this is so complicated that
- nothing is clear anymore ... The need for definitions of the words in the |




The Modalities: a Problem

e It is not immediately clear what these words mean.
* To start, the two words for actuality are both Aristotelian neologisms

 The neologism entelecheia (¢vteAéxewx) has a vexing and disputed etymology:

« Aristotle gives a clue in ® 8 (1050a21-3) that it involves the having a of an
end (telos), so ‘having an end in oneself,” or from the adjective enteles
‘having completion’ (t0 évteAng xew). |

. _(év’ceAﬁg) SO




The Modalities: another Problem

« Sometimes, as we have seen (Phys. iii 1, 201a9-11) change seems to be a kind of
actuality.

« Elsewhere, however, change and actuality are contrasted with one another:

* Of these processes, then, we must call the one set changes, and the other
actualities. For all changing is incomplete—reducing, learning, walking,
building; these are changes, that is, incomplete changes. For 1t is not true that at




The Modalities: a Deeper Problem

* Actuality is prior to potentiality:

» Since the several ways in which priority is meant have been distinguished, it is clear
that actuality (¢vépyewa) to potentiality. I mean potentiality not only as defined as what
is called a source of change in another [or in itself] qua other, but generally every source

of change or rest. For nature too is in this same class as potentiality; for it is a source of
change, though not in another, but in itself qua itself. Hence, actuality is prior to all this
sort of potentlallty both in account and in being, and in time it is in one way prior and




An Instance

» It is necessary, then, that the soul is a substance as
form of a natural body having life in potentiality.
But substance is actuality (évteAéxewa); hence it
is the actuality of this sort of body. (DA ii 1
412a19-22)




The Problem Comes Closer

The soul, as form, is predicated of the body, as matter.

When ¢ is predated of a subject S, then ¢ is posterior to S

So, the soul, as form, is both prior and posterior to its subject.

This, though, is not peculiar to souls, as forms; it holds of all forms.




The Modalities: a Problem

« If what is potentially ¢ is of necessity already actually some { or other, then there is
nothing which is potentially ¢ simpliciter.

» Circling back to our point about change and persistence:

« We were meant to wriggle out of our problem about the necessity of persistence,
and its attendant collapse of SC in AC, by appeal to the modalities.




Separation: Promise

 Perhaps, one might think, these problems result from not fully grasping the
priority of substance as a category.

e Substances are privileged, in that everything depends upon them: no substances,
no anything else either.

* Aristotle sometimes expresses this priority by saying that substances, as a
category, are separate (xwoLotév), by which he means that that are capable of
e R e | e .




Separation: Problem

* Yet it is difficult to capture the wanted asymmetry.

* Sometimes Aristotle speaks generally as if the asymmetry were somehow existential (so, e.g. Cat. 5 2a34-b6:
possibly substances can exist without other entities in other categories of being, but they cannot exist without
substance (so, e.g., every quality is a quality of some substance)

* Yet this is far too course-grained: substances cannot exist without their having some qualities or other, and
so forth.

* Sometimes Aristotle speaks as if the asymmetry turned on a priority in account (in Aoy®) (so, e.g. Met. H 1,
1042a26-31: possibly one can given an account of substance without reference to any other
1ecessarily, accounts of entities in other categories of bei ake ri

category

of being,
ubst e
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A Way Forward?

* One crucial claim which may help us move forward:

o If there is no substance other than those which are
constituted by nature, physics would be the first
science (1ot émiotnun); but if there is some
other, immovable substance, the science of this will




