History of Philosophy: Renaissance through Enlightenment (650:103)
Handout on Aristotle’s Physics and Metaphysics
Substance (ousia): an individual thing (the “focal meaning” of being).

Cause (aitia) of a substance: an answer to the question “Why is this substance as it is?”

The four causes of substances:

1. material: that out of which a thing comes to be 

2. formal: the shape, model, or definition

3. “efficient”, or “moving”: the primary source of the change or the staying unchanged

4. final (telos): what something is for: the purpose, goal, or end. 

All substances but God have all four of these causes.  God has just a formal and a final cause.

Motion (kinesis, really “natural, or orderly, change”):

= the change in a substance’s final cause from potentiality (dynamis) to actuality (energeia)

= the change in a substance’s formal cause so that it becomes identical with its final cause

substances (as such are the topic of metaphysics, or first philosophy)

undergo change




don’t undergo change:






(= God, the topic of theology)

undergo goal-directed “motion” (kinesis):

undergo accidental, “unnatural”, or “violent”, change

(= the actualization of the substance’s final cause)
(not the topic of any science)

moves itself toward its final cause

moved by something else toward its final cause

nature (the topic of physics)

(arts, crafts, tools, medicine, etc.)

final cause lies outside the moving body

substance whose final cause is in the moving substance
(mere bodies)
itself = substances possessing first entelecheia (actuality)
(e.g., nutrition, growth, perceiving, knowing, etc.)

living things (= things with souls), the topic of biology
bodies of living things

souls of living things

(the topic of anatomy)

(psychology)





souls of good human beings





(ethics)

straight (imperfect)






circular (perfect):

of the terrestrial (earthly) elements (= “simple bodies”)

of the celestial (heavenly) element: aether

earth, water, air, fire

Change in place:

1. Diachronically (= through time) infinite: there has always been movement, and thus moving things.

Argument: every motion is caused by an earlier motion.  Thus there’s an infinitely long chain of motions causing motions.  The universe has therefore always existed; it was not created.

2. Synchronically (= at any single point in time) finite: there must be a first motion.

Argument: There can’t be an infinite number of motions, each affecting another, in a finite amount of time.  Thus at some point, there must be a first motion.

