Aristotle’s Metaphysics
Book T': the study of being qua being

First Philosophy

Aristotle often describes the topic of thietaphysicsas “first philosophy.” In Book
IV.1 (I'.1) he calls it “a science that studies being ifies@s it is being” (10021).
(This is sometimes translated “being qua being.Natoes this mean?

“Sstudiesx quay” means thak is the subject matter of sciengeandy is the aspect of
x under whichS studies it.

Thus, physics studies natural objects—things treasabject to change. And it
studies thenm so far aghey are subject to change.

Metaphysics, on the other hand, studies beingemeigl (not just changeable ones)
and it studies them “qua being”—in so far as theyl®eings.

On this interpretation of “being qua being,” sed on 100821; Aristotle makes
clear at 100@10ff that this is the right interpretation.

“Being is said in many ways”

InT'.2 Aristotle reminds us (as he frequently saysvetgze) that “being is said in
many ways”. (There were intimations of this in ategorieswhere we learned
about the ten categories of being.) But this dadsmean that the terfreingis
“homonymous” (i.e., equivocal or ambiguous). Ratliee term is applied to one
centralcase, and all other uses of the term are exptloaith reference to the central
case. G. E. L. Owen has given the Idbehl meaningo this kind of multivocity.

Example: “healthy is said in many ways”

Take the ternmealthy Many different things can be called healthy: esps, a diet,

a complexion, etc. But they aren’t all healthyhe same sense. A person is healthy
because hbhashealth; a diet is healthy becauske#ds tohealth; a complexion is
healthy because it indicative ofhealth.
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Notice that in all cases there is referenckdalth. And what is the central case of
health? What is it that is healthy in the primagpse? Clearly, a person (or animal,
or plant). A diet is healthy only because it malggerson healthy, and a
complexion is healthy only because it indicates tha person who has it is healthy,
whereas a person is healthy becauskasdealth (and not because of his relation to
other things that are healthy in some more centsgl than the way a person is
healthy).

So one might say that persons are healthy iptimeary sense of the term, while
diets and complexions and the like are healthy onbecondarysenses of the term.

It is the same with beings, Aristotle tells us (38):
For some things are called beings because theguastances, others because they are

attributes of substances, others because theyraggldo substance, or because they are
perishings or privations or qualities of substamegroductive or generative of substance ....

This fits in perfectly with what we learned in tGategorieswhere primary
substances (individuals) were argued to be theagitally basic things. Beings in
other categories (e.g., qualities, etc.) owe tlgistence to the substances they inhere
in. Qualities are beings, too, but not in the waat substances are.

Sosubstancesare beings in the primary sense of the term ‘beitig “central cases”
of being. The study of being qua being must theebegin with a study of
substances.

Book Z: What is Substance?

In Z.1, Aristotle tells us that the question “Wibeing?” amounts to this question:
“What is substanceo(isig?” (10283-5). And all we know so far is that substances
(ousiai): thebasic (protd9 entities, that exist without qualificatiohgplos.

The population question vs. the definition question
a. Population: What are the substances? Whichgrang substances?

b. Definition: what is the nature of substancesZaWWsit to be a substance? What
are the criteria for being a substance?

In the Categories we got these answers:
a. Individual plants and animals: “a certain hoespatrticular tree.”

b. To be a subject that is not itself said of atheosubject (i.e., to be a
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particular); and not to bie a subject (i.e., to be ontologically independent).

But the matter/form distinction threatens ategoriesanswer. For a new subject
emerges—matter—that is not said of a subjectifisean “ultimate” subject) and does
not appear to be “ontologically dependent” as the-substances of ti@ategories

are.

Substance vs. substance-of
In the MetaphysicsAristotle starts using a new locution: “substaateAs in, “what
is the substancef x?” E.g., at the beginning of Z.3 (1055):

For the essence, the universal, and the genustseagrihe substance of a given
thing, and the fourth of these cases is the subject

This is connected with his new emphasis on thendfn question. In addition to the
question “What type of entity is basic?” Aristotlew asks “What is idbout a basic
entity that makes it basic?”

Zeta 3: the subject criterion
Avristotle considers four candidate criteria for stamcehood:

Essence

Universal

Genus

Subject (“substratum”upokeimenon

and spends the rest of Z.3 considering where thestucriterion leads.

The most obvious place it leads isatter. For if you remove all of a thing’s
predicates the only thing you are left with is somethingtthanderlies” all the
predicates: something which is a pure subject, natlproperties of its own. This is
matter.

But, Aristotle tells us, “this result is impossilil€or substance has two crucial
characteristics that matter does not have. A sobstss:

I. Separabledhoristor)
ii. A *“this” (tode t)

What are these characteristics? Why, and how, chadier fall short with respect to
them? Some commonly accepted glosses:

Copyright © 2008, S. Marc Cohen 3 Revised 3/1/08



» Separablaneansndependent This leaves room for a couple of varieties:
(a) capable of independestistence being able to exist on its own.

(b) indefinition: x is separable from iff x can be defined without
reference tg.

» Tode tiis usually translated “individual”. The problemtivimatter would
then be that it is not an individual, but jgsuff. Matter comes imoreand
less not inmanyandfew. (Matter-terms are mass terms, not count nouns.)
On this account, the characteristiendividuality .

* Another way to reatbde ti “this somethingor other”. (l.e., ar, for some
appropriate value df). On this account, the characteristib&ng of a
determinate kind. (This leaves open the possibility of being anvitiial,
but does not entail it.)

Now it may seem puzzling that matter should be g ao fail the
“separability/thisness” test. For:

« Separability: It seems that the matter of a compound is capafdgisting
separately from it. (The wood of which a tree ismposed can continue to
exist after the tree has ceased to exist.)

* Thisness The matter of which a compound is composed séers in some
sense an individual. The wood justone might say, the tree (or desk, or
table) that it composes.

So it appears that matter can be separable, anthdtter can be #his. But perhaps
Aristotle’s point is not that matter reither separable nor a this; all he is committed to
saying is that matter fails to ®th separable and a this. That is:

« Separate from a substance, matter fails to besa thi
» Considered as a this, matter fails to be separate $ubstance.

Explanation: The wood of which the tree is compasdithough it can exist
independently of the tree) is nper se an individual. It's jusstuff. It can, of course,
constitutean individual (i.e., be the matter of which aniindual is composed). But it
is then an individual only because it composesdividual tree (or desk, or table).
The matter that exists separately from a substesnoet an individual; and the matter
that is an individual is not separate from substanc
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Possible objectionThe claim that matter is notthis seems to hinge on the fact that
matter-terms (e.g., ‘bronze’, ‘water’) angassterms, whereas substance-terms are
count-nouns(e.g., ‘statue’, ‘tiger’).

[Count-nouns take plurals, the indefinite artiead the modifier ‘many’; mass
terms don’t pluralize (except when they mean ‘kandype of ..."), don’t take the
indefinite article, and take the modifier ‘muchgtrimany’.]

But can't we get around this by putting a prefkeliquantity of ... or ‘collection of

..." or ‘thing made of ..." in front of a matter ternThis converts it into a count-noun,
and gives us, effectively, a way to pick out matitext is both separable and a this—
something with a kind aérsatzunity and individuality.

Possible reply:Aristotle would resist this suggestion, denyingt tieems like ‘quantity
of bronze’ or ‘collection of bricks’ or ‘thing mad# wood’ pick out anything that is a
genuine unity. For example, a collection of bricks, as suchyhat he would call a
“heap” (cf. 104912 and 1043), and heaps do not count as genuine individuals.
(They have no clear conditions of identity and walliation. E.g., move one brick in a
heap of bricks to a different place in the heap#-sgsill the same heap? What about if
you remove one brick entirely?)

So matter fails the separability/thisness requirgnjen our interpretation, this means
that matter canna@imultaneouslybe both separable and a this). Therefore, Arsstotl

concludes, matter cannot be substance. Substamstemerefore be either form or the
compound of matter and form.

Perhaps surprisingly, Aristotle dismisses the campla(102931-32), and proposes to
investigate the third and “most difficult” possibjt substance as form.

His method is to consideensible(i.e. perceivable) objects, since these are better
knownto us. So the next topic will be to discover how ith&t form can be the
substance of a sensible object.

Zeta 4: Substance as Essence

The phrase (not a single word!) that Aristotle usesessence’ is peculiaf.o ti én
einai, literally, “the what it was to be.” This phragenormally used with a noun (or an
adjective) in thelative (indirect object) case. For example ti én einai hippg “the
what it was to béor a horse” This is sometimes shortenedTo hippgeinai, literally
“being for a horse.” English translators rendesthphrases as “essence of horse.”
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Aristotle says that the essence of something ig e thing is “in virtue of itself”
(per sd. And his account gber sepredication (irPAPo 73834 - 735) is this:

x belongsper setoy if x is part of the definition oy.

But Aristotle realizes that this alone will not gian adequate test for being a
substance. For even qualities ligale or smoothcan have definitions. Yet Aristotle
wants to say that, in some sense, only substarmsesdssences.

Cross-categorial compounds

A definiensis typically a compound expression (ergtjonal anima). So Aristotle
investigates cross-categorial compounds, sugaksmanand considers whether
such things have essences.

There are two different things he might have inanin
I. Does a (given) pale mdrave an essence?

ii. Does ‘pale manspecifyan essence? That isjising a pale mathe
essence of anything?

It is probably (ii) that Aristotle has in mind, lattugh he may run (i) and (ii)
together. In any event, his answer seems to b@#katmans not an essence.

But he realizes that this may be thought to begusiccident of usage. Since we
don’t have a single term that means ‘pale man’might not realize that there is
anydefiniendunof which ‘pale man’ could be thaefiniens

So, suppose the name ‘cloak’ meant ‘pale man’dag, ‘tailor’ means ‘man who
sews’, etc.) Then couldn’t we have

cloak 7y pale man?

Aristotle considers whether or not this qualifissaper sepredication, and
(apparently) ends up not being able to rejectdtgiounds that it is nqter se So he
turns to a different objection to the proposedmadn.

An essence is “just what something is”

Considerations gber sepredication seem inadequate to explain whle mancan’t
be an essence. So Aristotle develops another tifeeiare of essences: beijugt
what something is(hoper tode )#—10333.
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What Aristotle seems to have in mind is that, dagmanis just what some animals
(e.g., Socrates) are, ahdrseis just what some animals (e.g., Nashua) are].etc¢.
wherex is an individualto be just whatx is to be thespecies of x. Hence pale
manis not just what anything is (sinpale mans not a species).

From this Aristotle concludes (103(1) “essence will belong only to species of a
genus and to nothing else.” By this he probablyihasind that it is only the
species of (what th€ategoriesclassified asyubstanceghat have essences.

A qualification

Aristotle backs off from this, however. For theseaisense in which things other
than substances are definable (you can deiimee, for example, as a certain kind
of quality). So there is a sense in which thinggeothan substances have essences.

But “definition and essence in tipeimary and simple sense belong to substances”
(103(4). Why is this? Aristotle throws out the followimigrk hint: for the formula
of a thing to be a definition in the primary senbedefiniendunmust be ainity :

“. .. not by continuity like thdiad or the things that are one by being bound
together, but in one of the main senses of ‘onaétlwhanswer to the senses of
‘is’.” (103009)

But what makes something a unity in the requiretss@ Aristotle says nothing
here, but returns to the topic of unity in two imjaot places:

« Z.12, where it once again appears that only a spdas opposed to an
“accidental compound”) will have the required unity

* H.6, where he says that the problem of unity isebby noting that matter
and form are related as potentiality and actudlMatter and form are one
and the same thing, the one potentially, the cdlarally” (104918).
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