
Alessandro Bonello 

The Scope of Natural Teleology 
in Aristotle' s Physics II 

Tesis de Maestría bajo la dirección del Dr. Ricardo Salles 

Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México 
Facultad de Filosofía y Letras 

México, D. F., 2004 



 

UNAM – Dirección General de Bibliotecas 

Tesis Digitales 

Restricciones de uso 
  

DERECHOS RESERVADOS © 

PROHIBIDA SU REPRODUCCIÓN TOTAL O PARCIAL 
  

Todo el material contenido en esta tesis esta protegido por la Ley Federal 
del Derecho de Autor (LFDA) de los Estados Unidos Mexicanos (México). 

El uso de imágenes, fragmentos de videos, y demás material que sea 
objeto de protección de los derechos de autor, será exclusivamente para 
fines educativos e informativos y deberá citar la fuente donde la obtuvo 
mencionando el autor o autores. Cualquier uso distinto como el lucro, 
reproducción, edición o modificación, será perseguido y sancionado por el 
respectivo titular de los Derechos de Autor. 

 

  

 



Agradecimientos 

De febrero de 2002 a agosto de 2004 la Secretaría de Relaciones Exteriores me otorgó una 
beca que me permitió realizar mis estudios de maestría. La culminación de este trabajo fue 
posible gracias al apoyo de una beca del proyecto UNAM/PAPIIT-IN 401301. Sin estos 
apoyos este trabajo no hubiera sido posible. 

Agradezco infinitamente al Dr. Ricardo Salles, cuya cuidadosa lectura y valiosas 
observaciones han contribuido a lo bueno que hay en este trabajo. También estoy 
profundamente en deuda con el Dr. Rasmus Winther por sus agudos comentarios que 
enriquecieron mi estudio y mi trabajo. 



Contents 

Introduction - The Problem and the Aim of the Present Work 

Chapter l - Nature 

l. l The World of our Expetience 
1.2 The Definition of Nature 
1.3 Two Problems 
1.4 Nature as Matter 
l.S Criticisms to Antipho' s Argument 
1.6 Atistotle's own Account of Nature 
1.7 Conclusions 

Chapter 2 - Ends in Nature 

2.1 Organized Substances and Ends 
2.2 The Definition of End 
2.3 Ends and Organized Substances 
2.4 Conclusions 

Chapter 3 - The Defense of Ends in Nature 

3.1 The Mechanistic Account 
3.2 On Chance and Regulatity 
3.3 Art and Nature 
3.4 Animals' Behaviors 
3.S Conclusions 

Conclusions 

Bibliography 

9 

9 
13 
18 
21 
2S 
30 
3S 

37 

37 
42 
48 
S2 

SS 

SS 
S8 
63 
69 
74 

77 

81 



lntroduction - 711e Problem and the Aim of the Present Work 

The present investigation is an inquiry into the presence of the -rÉAo<;, the end, in the natural 

world, according to Aristotle's natural philosophy as presented in the second book of the 

Physics. According to Aristotle the TÉAo<; is a causal element that extends from the field of 

human intentional and deliberated actions, where it is embodied in sorne purposes or 

desires, to the field of natural things and natural changes, that is, among things that lack 

intentional behaviors. However, even if the presence of the TÉAo<; in the natural world has 

been recognized as one of the most famous Aristotelian thesis about natural philosophy, 

thcre is not general agreement among scholars about the scope of this presencc in the field 

of nature according to Aristotle. As sorne authors state, Aristotle defends the presence of 

ends in the changes of ali natural substanccs, from living organisms to inanimate objects, 

whilst according to other authors, Aristotle argues that ends are present only in a specific 

domain of nature - the biological realm. Thc present study tries to give an answcr to the 

following question: according to Aristotle, are ends in nature present in ali natural changes, 

or are cnds present only in the changes proper of living things? The purposc of this 

investigation is to show that, according to Aristotle, the TÉAo<; is a causal element in naturc 

not in ali changes, but only in the changes proper of any forrn of life. 

The problem of the scope of Aristotle's natural teleology <loes not start only because 

of a disagreement among Aristotelian scholars, but it seems to derive from the main 

character of the notion of TÉAo<; as a kind of cause (<únov) of something. An inquiry into the 

TÉAo\, in fact, is first of ali an inquiry into causes, aiTÍa, since the TÉAo<; is reckoned among 

one of the four kinds or species in which something is said to be an al1-1ov. But what is, 

according to Aristotle, an al1-1ov? The answer is given in Phys. IJ 3, where Aristotle is 

defining his inquiry about nature as an inquiry about causes. 

For since the aim of our investigation is to know (EÍ~Éva1), and we think we have lmowledge 

of a thing only when we can answer the question about it 'on account of what? ' (To~'ª TÍ) 

and that is to grasp the primary cause ('M)v rrpwT"l}v ahíav) - it is clear that we must do Lhis 

over coming to be, passing away. and ali natural change. 1 

1 Phys. II 3, 194 b 17 -22. 
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As nowadays ali authors recognize, the notion of 'cause' in Aristotle has a very broad sense 

and it faces very different problems with respect to the modem Humean notion of causal 

power and connection between earlier and later events. According to Aristotle, in fact, an 

a.iíwv is any answer to the question 'on account of what?' about a certain thing. Far 

example, in arder to have not only a simple experience about change, that is, if we want to 

know not only the fact (To 0T1) that change exists, but to have a real knowledge (ei~iva.1) of 

it, then we have to understand on account of what (To ~1ÓT1) change exists, and that means 

grasping its causes. The 'cause' of something, then, is the answer lo a question that points, 

not to a simple description of something, but rather to an explanation of it. Thus, the theory 

of the four 'causes' is, first of ali, a theory about explanation, and its formulation has, in the 

passage quoted above, an epistemological character2
• It is true that, as Wieland has pointed 

out3
, Aristotle's theory of the four causes is not a theory about four determínate entities 

(which is a departure from the inquiries into the causes of nature of his predecessors) bu! 

rather a theory about four kinds (TpÓ7ro1) or species (el~) of explanatory factors, and thus a 

theory about four 'universal concepts ' with whose aid we inquire into concrete natural 

phenomena. However, this does not mean that the four causes lack any ontological ground . 

Even if in their universal definition thc causes are general 'concepts ' or 'discourses' and 

not four 'things' or 'entities' 4
, with regard to the concrete and particular phenomena that 

are explained through these concepts, we are pointing towards ontological entities, that is, 

elements of reality that are as particular and concrete as the things explained by them: 

"your matter and fo1m and source of change are different from mine, while in their 

universal definition they are the same"5
. An Aristotelian cause, then, is not only the answer 

to a question, a concept ora discourse that explains a certain thing or a certain success, but 

also something present in the world that is responsible, in sorne way, for another thing, and 

that is something as concrete and determined as the thing explained. And the ways in which 

something can be responsible for a certain thing can be reduced to four kinds or species. 

2 Cfr. Moravcsik, J. [ 1991], p. 33. 
3 Cfr. Wicland, W. [1970]. 
4 Cfr. Metaph. /\. 5, 1071a19-20, "The uni versal causes, then, do not exist". 
5 Metaph . /\. 5, 1071a28-29. 
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According to one way of speaking, that out of which as a constituent a thing comes to be 

(To is o'& 'YÍ?VETaÍ TI lvU7TCÍpxovTOs) is called a cause; for example, the bronze and the sil ver 

and their genera would be the causes respectively of a statue and a cup. According to 

another, the form (El&s) or model is a cause; this is the account of what the being would be 

(Aó'Yº> ó TOÚ TÍ ~v eiva1), and its genera - thus the cause of an octave is the ratio of two to 

one, and more generally number - and the parts which come into the account. Again, there 

is the primary source of the change or the staying unchanged (am 'l'Í)> µ,eTa/3oAfi> T¡ TrpWT'I} ~· 

'l'Í)> T¡PEµ,TJ<TEW<;): for example, the man who has deliberated is a cause, the father is a cause of 

the child, and in general that which makes something of that which is made, and that which 

changes something of that which is changed. And again, a thing may be a cause as the end 

(TÉAos). That is what something is for (,.O o'& €veKa), as health might be what a walk is for. 

On account of what does he walk? We answer ' to keep fit' and think that, in saying that, we 

have given the cause.6 

According to Aristotle, then, when we explain something we are pointing to elements of 

reality that, in different ways, are responsible for other elements. One way to give the 

answer to the question 'on account of what' about something is pointing towards its 

material stuff, parts or constituents, characterized by Aristotle as "that out of which" 

something comes to be. For example, if we are asked "on account of what does a house 

exist?", we may answer that it exists because there are bricks and posts . In this way we 

explain the existence of a house pointing to elements or things present in reality that are 

responsible for the existence of a house as its material conditions. A second way to answer 

this question, and thus to grasp the al'Ttov of the existence of something, is pointing to the 

form or d?Jo<;. that is, the structure or organization in which the parts or constituents of 

something are organized. A house, for example, exists not only when there are bricks and 

posts, but when bricks and posts are organized in a certain way, and analogously a man can 

be accounted for not only by his interna! constituents, as blood, bones, and flesh, but also 

by the pattem under which these constituents are organized, that is, his anatomical 

structure. The organization of the house and the anatomical structure of the man, then , are 

two different and concrete configurations of elements present in the world that play an 

analogous causal role with regards to the thing explained. Another way, the third one, of 

6 Phys. 113, 194 b 23 - 35. 
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explaining on account of what something exists is to point out the clement or the factor that 

has produced or originated that thing, that is, what Aristotle calls the "source of change or 

staying unchanged" of something. Thus, a hoµse exists becausc of the activity of a builder, 

the patient is healthy because of the cures of a doctor, and someone lives because of his 

father. In this sense, then, the aí'Tiov as "source of change or staying unchanged" of 

something is a concept that expresses a certain causal relation that is played in each 

detennined case by concrete things of reality - the builder, thc doctor, and the father -

which are responsible for a certain thing as what acts over something, its movers, the 

producers or originators of a certain change. And, finally, it is the same for the concept of 

TÉA~, which is a form of explanation of something through a function, an aim, a purpose, 

but even in this case it is something really existent, determined and concrete, as 'health' is 

the concrete state of affairs which is responsible for the man's walking and 'a house' is for 

the actions of a house builder. 

Since we know something when we know its causes, and since our inquiry is about 

natural changes, it is clear that we must seek the four kinds of causes regarding "coming to 

be, passing away, and ali natural change". With his doctrine, Aristotle is not claiming that 

everything in nature has causes of all four kinds, but he is only showing the necessity of 

distinguishing the different mcanings of the term 'cause', and thus different ways in which 

something can be responsible for a certain thing7
. This distinction is very important in ali 

kinds of inquiry, since it prevents the student from errors and confusions, such as thinking 

that different factors that are reckoned as "causes" of something are responsible in the same 

way for that thing. Thus, the student of nature should seek and look for ali four types of 

things responsible for a certain substance's change, but it is no! certain that he will find ali 

four. In ali sorts of inquines, according to Aristotle, the number of kinds of causes must be 

in accordance with the thing of which they are causes, that is, the search for causes must be 

appropriate for the subject of inquiry. There is, as Gotthelf points out, an ontological basis 

for the use of a certain kind of explanation, and that means that there is something different 

in the world in those cases in which we use a certain kind of cause rather than another one8. 

The facts of mathematics, for example, are explained only by means of formal causes, that 

7 Cfr. Charlton, W. [ 1970], p. 99 and p. 114, and Berti, E. [1977], p. 313. 
8 Cfr. Gotthelf. A., [ 1997], p. 74. 
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is, by means of the definition of what a certain figure is . We cannot find in the field of 

mathematics the cause of something in the sense of its material constitution, since the facts 

of mathematics do not have per se a material constitution9
. Similarly, sorne events in 

history, like the beginning of a war, can be explained only by means of a purpose ("they 

fought for domination") or of a source of change ("because of border raids"), without 

reference to any form or matter. 

And even in the field of nature, then, we must look for the causes of something 

according to the thing or the kind of things into which we are inquiring, without being sure 

of finding ali four kinds. And thus even in this field we are allowed to ask whether a certain 

kind of cause, the TÉAoq, concems the whole field of natural changes or only a part of it. In 

this sense, our question about the scope of the presence of the TÉAoq in nature is a question 

about the kind of things that constitute the ontological basis for an explanation in terms of 

ends. The question whether the end in nature is responsible for ali natural changes or only 

for a certain kind of change, is a question about what there is, in the field of nature, that 

admits the TÉAoq as a factor responsible for a substance's change. 

Our study will be one that concems, first of ali, elements and configurations of 

elements in reality. It will be, primarily, an ontological inquiry. And it is properly within 

this framework that we shall study the problem of the scope of Aristotle's natural teleology 

in the second book of the Physics. We shall show that the TÉAoq is a casual factor 

responsible not for ali natural changes, but only for the changes proper of living things . 

In order to reach this conclusion, in the first chapter we shall deal with the definition 

of the term 'nature' (c/ivu1q) as it is givcn in Phys. II l. The purpose of this chapter is to 

show that in the field of nature there are two different kinds of change . To the first kind of 

changes belong the spatial movements of inanimate substances, whilst to the second belong 

the activities proper of living things (such as nutrition, growth, and reproduction). On the 

one hand, these two kinds of processes belong to the study of nature insofar as they are 

produced and originated by a principie that is interna! to the substance that performs the 

process - this is precisely what the 'nature' of something is -. On the other hand they 

constitute two different kinds of natural changes insofar as they are produced by different 

kinds of interna! principies. The interna! principie that produces the spatial movements of 

9 Cfr. Phys. 11 2. 
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inanimate substances is the matter of these substances , whilst the principie that originates 

the activities proper of living things is the specific way in which the matter of these 

substances is organized, that is , the form or E~o~ of these substances . 

On the basis of this, in the second chapter we shall investigate whether what 

Jicenses the use of TÉAoq as an explanatory factor is the simple presence in the substance of 

an interna] principie able to produce the change, or whether this interna] principie must 

belong to one of the two kinds found in Chapter l. In other words: is the TÉAoq present in 

the changes of ali natural substances by virtue of having an interna] mover, or is there 

something different, among natural substances, which constitutes the ontological basis for 

the use of the TÉAoq? In order to answer this question , in this chapter we shall inquire into 

the definition of the term TÉAoq as it is given in Phys. Il 2. The aim of this part is to show 

that the definition of the term TÉAoq only applies to the form of living things. According to 

Aristotle, in fact, the end of a process is first of ali its result or outcome. However, 

according to Aristotle, not any result of a process is an end. To be an cnd, the result of a 

process must be the same state of affairs that is able to produce the process, that is, it must 

be the 'nature' of the substance that changes. If this second condition is lacking the result of 

a proccss cannot be its end since it would have no causal role in the change. According to 

this definition, hence, the spatial movements of inanimate objects cannot have a TÉAoq since 

the result that they reach - the arriving al their natural place - is not the principie that 

originales the movement in those substances, whi ch is their matter. On the contrary, the 

outcome of the activities proper of living things - the preservation and reproduction of the 

form of the organism - is the same state of affairs that produces those changes. Only among 

living things, then, the outcome of a change has a causal role in the change since it is 

identical with the factor that originales it. Thus, only the changes proper of living things are 

due to a TÉAo~. 

Finally, having demonstrated that the 'end' is present only in biological changes, in 

the third and last chapter we shall try to refute sorne arguments deployed by sorne authors, 

according to whom the scope of Aristotle's natural teleology encompasses ali natural 

substances. For this purpose, we shall examine sorne passages of Phys. II 8 where Aristotle 

tries to defend the presence of ends in nature through a refutation of a 'mechanistic ' 

account, according to which nothing in nature is due to an end but ali things come into 
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being by necessity. Based on these passages, in fact, many authors concluded that through 

the refutation of the mechanistic account Aristotle wants to prove that nothing is due to 

necessity but ali natural changes are due to an end. The purpose of this chapter, then , is to 

cast doubt on this interpretation by showing that, on the contrary, ali the arguments 

proposed by Aristotle against his mechanistic opponents only show that not ali natural 

changes are due to necessity, but sorne changes are due to an end. According to our 

interpretation, then, what Aristotle does not accept is not the mechanistic account as a 

whole, but the generalization of this account, which holds for the movements of inanimate 

substances, to the domain of living things. 



Chapter 1 - Nature 

According to Aristotle, when we speak about 'natural things' or when we say that 

something 'is dueto nature ' , we show that we think of nature as a fundamental field of our 

experience, something unitary that possesses a distinctive characteristic . In the following 

chapter we shall inquire what nature is and what are, according to Aristotle's discussion in 

Phys. II l, its main characteristics. The aim of this first part is to show that in his account 

of nature Aristotle tries to preserve the unity present in our experience of natural changes 

and, at the same time, the original multiplicity, variety and diversity of kinds of change 

displayed by it. According to Aristotle, as we shall see, there are two kinds of natural 

changes: on the one hand there are the changes proper of natural inanimate objects, and on 

the other hand there are the activities proper of living things. Both kinds of changes are 

'natural', since both are produced by a principie that is interna! to the substance that 

changes. But while in the case of inanimate objects this interna) principie is the matter of 

which the substance is made, in the case of living things this interna) principie is identified 

with the way in which the matter of the substance is organized, that is, its form. 

1.1 - The World of our Experience 

The world of our experience, according to Aristotle, is a world originally characterized by 

multiplicity, variety, variability, and diversity. It is a world populated by many different 

kinds of substances, qualities, quantities, affections, dispositions, changes, relationships 

etc . Ali of them are different kinds of ways of being, irreducible to one another. But within 

this original variety, the world of our experience finds a certain order and a certain 

structure, which is given by one of these ways of being, the ouuía - substance -. 

An ouuía, according to Aristotle, is what possesses two main characteristics: first of 

ali it is something separated, that is, something that exists in itself and in nothing else. 

Second, it is something determined, namely, what Aristotle defines as a TÓ~E TI, a this1
. 

These are the concrete objects of our experience, individuals like a particular stone, a 

1 Metaph . Z 3, 1029 a 27 - 28 . 



10 Chapter l - Nature 

certain tree, a machine, a person , a house, a dog, etc. Ali of thcm, in fact, exist in 

themselves and in nothing else, that is, they have attributes but are not attributes of 

anything2
. And ali of them are determined things, namely, something particular and 

individual, always situated in a precise space and time . 

And these are the characteristics that give the ouuía the primacy among the other 

ways of being that constitute our world and that are the objects of OUT experience. A certain 

quality, a certain disposition, a certain action, foT example, is not capable of being 

separated, but it exists only as a quality, a disposition, oran action of an ouuía3
. Even these 

kinds of being, as objects of our experience, are determined and individuals. But none of 

them can exist in themse lves. Rather, in order to exisl Lhey have to presuppose the 

existence of an ouuía, an that is why they are called 01Jµ,/3E/3"t¡KÓTa , that is , ways of being that 

exist or happen only in relation or accompanying something else . 

The notion of ouuía, then, is what gives a certain order and structure to the original 

variety and diversity present in our world. But this original diversity and multiplicity is 

primarily displayed by our experience of change, which implies a passage, a succession of 

different items. Variability, changeability and fluidity, then, are also constitutive aspects of 

our world. And even these aspects receive an oTder and a structure through the notion of 

ouuía. According to a very famous Aristotelian doctrine, in fact, " theTe is no change apart 

from the thing that changes"4
: we do not say, for example, that whiteness comes to be 

darkness, or that smallness comes to be bigness, but rather that something white comes to 

be dark, or that something small comes to be bigger. The ouuía, then has a primacy over 

change with respect to its existence, since change exists only as a certain substance 's 

change. But the ouuía has a primacy over change also with respect to knowledge, since the 

knowledge of the causes of change is knowledge of the causes responsible for a certain 

substance' s change. 

This is, then, the basic structure of the world of OUT experience, and it is within this 

structurc that Aristotle inserts hi s inquiry about nature and natural changes. lt is, first of ali, 

an inquiry about substances and their changes. And since in each inquiry the search of 

causes must be appropriate for the subject of inquiry, it is obvious that, according to 

2 Cfr. Meraph. t:. 8, l017 b 13- 14. 
3 Cfr. Metaph . Z 1. 
4 Phys. l!I 1, 200 b 32 - 33. 
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Aristotle, the material and the fonn are two kinds of aiTÍa that must always be taken in 

consideration in the study of nature. The kinds of being that are the object of the study of 

naturc, in fact, are detennined and particular substances, that is, the concrete objects of our 

perceptions, material bodies as stones, plants, animals etc .. In this respect, matter and fonn 

are those aspects of substances that allow us to perceive, identify and know them. We can 

perceive something only if it is situated in a certain place at a certain time, and that is 

possible only when the thing possesses a certain material constituent. But this material 

constituent is not separable from a certain E~oq, that is , an aspect or form under which the 

material is organized and that is what allows us to know what kind of substance it is. 

In this sense, the material and the form are aiTía that must always be known by the 

student of nature because they are factors or elements that explain on account of what a 

certain substance exists. For example, we can say that a man exists because there are 

blood, flcsh and bones, and in this way we are pointing to the material conditions that 

constitute a man , and thus are responsible for his existcnce. But, according to Aristotle, the 

presence of a certain material, certain parts or constituents is only one possible answer to 

the question "on account of what <loes a man exist?". In another sense, in fact, we grasp the 

aií-1ov of something pointing towards its form or Ú~oq, that is , the structure or organization 

under which the parts and constituents are arranged, the factor that defines what a certain 

substance is . Thus, a man must be accounted for not only by his interna! constituents, as 

blood, flcsh and bones, but also by the pattem under which these constituents are 

organized, that is, his anatomical structure. A certain substance is a man not only when it is 

a mere collection of blood, flesh and bones, but when it is blood, flesh and bones organized 

in a specific way. 

This is, then, the sense in which matter and form play a causal role in the 

constitution of the objects of study of physics. But matter and fonn are also reckoned as 

playing a causal role in the change that involves substances. This is the main result of the 

investigation of the first book of the Physics, presented by Aristotle as an investigation 

regarding the 'causes' (aií-1a) and 'principles ' (0.PXai) of change5
. In this first book of the 

Physics the terms 'causes ' and 'principies' are regarded as those logically di stinguishable 

factors or elements that justify the possibility of change. In other words, the question 

5 PhJs. I 1, 184 a 10 - 16. 



12 Chapter I - Nature 

which Aristotle is trying to answer in his first book is : 'what rnust there be in the world if 

there is corning to be, passing away, displacernent, alteration and increase?' . But this 

question, which is a question about causes that rnake change possible, is a question that 

involves substances - the only things that can change - and thus it is a question like: 'what 

elements must be present in a substance to allow a change in that substance?'. This 

question needs a logical and philosophical analysis of coming to be, which Aristotle gives 

through an extensive discussion of his predecessors. And after reviewing the most 

important theories of his predecessors about the causes and principies of change, he 

presents his own solution to the problem claiming that these causes or principies are the 

same basic elements that constitute substances, that is, form and matter. Matter and form, 

in fact , are the elements that justify the possibility of change in that they allow 

distinguishing the permanent from the transitory aspects of change. Sorne substances, in 

fact, assurne different forms while their matter remains the same, as when clay is 

transformed into a vase, whilst other substances preserve their form and present a change 

in their rnatter, as when a tree changes the color of its leaves remaining the same tree or 

when someone loses weight. 

However, this causal structure of substances seerns not to be sufficient to account 

for nature. In the world in which we live there are many different substances. Ali of thern 

are of sorne quality, of sorne shape or size; ali of them possess dispositions , affections, 

functions , and ali of them are subject to change - and that rnight be in the sense of corning 

to be and passing away, alteration, increase and decrease or spatial rnovernent -. Ali of 

them, furthermore, are compounds of form and rnatter, which account for their existence 

and their constitution and which are identified by the philosophical analysis as necessary 

conditions for their changes . But we do not say about ali of them that they are natural 

~µbstances or natural things. In this way, we recognize nature as a particular field within 

the world of our experience. The question that arises is then, what is there in the world that 

allows us to speak about 'nature' and 'natural'? What are those factors or elernents on the 

basis of which we identify something as 'natural' and sornething as 'non-natural'? What is 

there, in the world of our experience, that we call 'nature'? 
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1.2 - The Definition of Nature 

In the second book of the Physics Aristotle approaches the definition of the term "nature" 

by means of a distinction, prescnt in our ordinary language, between things that exist and 

that are due to nature (~úcm), and things that exist and that are due to othcr causes 

(iiMa~ aiTíad. The difference between natural substances and non-natural substances is 

thus immediately introduced in a causal field. The point, in fact, is that when we say that a 

certain thing is 'natural', we want to say that there is an element or a factor that is 

responsible for its characteristics , and that distinguishes it from other things. Thus, it must 

be clear that 'nature' , according to Aristotle, is not a substance, or the object about which 

we have to investigate the causes, but rather a certain type of cause of the substances that 

populate our world, it is an answer to the question "on account of what <loes this substance 

exist?" . 

Among the things that we say that exist and that are dueto nature, Ari stotle includes 

"animals and their parts, plants, and simple bodies like earth, fire , air and water"7
, whilst 

among the things that we norrnally consider non-natural objects he includes such things as 

beds or coats, that is, artificial objects, things that come to be by art (TÉXV'TJ) or by another 

rational activity. As Berti points out, in this respect Aristotle is not claiming something 

absolutely new, but rather he is connecting with an earlier tradition, according to which the 

causes of coming to be were essentially ~vu1~ and TÉx,vr¡8. Now, what distinguishes objects 

dueto art from objects that we regard as due to nature, is that each of the substances that 

we classify as 'natural', as stones, animals, plants etc., "has in itself a source of change 

and staying unchanged "9
, whilst on the other hand what we call 'artificial', as a bed, a 

coat, ora house, "has no innate tendency to change" 1º. 
The element or the factor that is responsible for the difference that we establish 

between natural and artificial objects, then, is not found - at least not immcdiately - among 

the elements that are responsible for the existence of a substance in the sense of its material 

conditions or in the sense of its structure, form, or organization. Under this respect, in fact, 

6 Phys. Il l , 192b8-9. 
7 Phys. ll l, 192b9- ll. 
8 Berti , E. [ 1977]. p. 305 - 306. 
9 Phys. JI 1, 192 b 13 - 14. 
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both natural and artificial substances are compounds of forrn and mattcr in the same way: a 

chair exists because there is a ccrtain material and because this material is arranged in a 

certain way; analogously a dog exists because there is a certain matter organized under a 

certain anatomical structure. Rather, what distinguishes something due to art from 

something due to nature is an element responsible for the existence of a substance in the 

sense of its 'source of change' . The difference, hence, is found among those factors that 

are responsible for a certain substance in the sense that they produce and originare a 

change in that substance. 

Even this kind of aÍT1ov, the source of change, must be always taken into 

consideration by the student of nature. To account for changes that involve material bodies, 

in fact , we have to consider not only the elements responsible for the constitution of the 

thing or the factors that justify the possihility of change, but also we have to consider the 

elements that actually produce it, that actually bring something from a state of rest to a 

state of change, and vice versa. And it is within this kind of aÍTra - necessary to explain 

changes - that Aristotle finds the difference between natural and artificial objects. Natural 

objects, in fact, are those objects that exist by virtue of a source of change interna! to them, 

whilst objects due to art are those objects whose source of change is "in something else 

and extemal" 11
. 

Here the interna! 'source of change' of a substance is not only the interna) 'source of 

coming into being' of that substance, but also the interna! sourcc of ali the kinds of 

changes performed by a certain substance. The terrn 'change' is intended in a broad sense, 

that is , not only as generation and corruption, but also as movement, alteration , increase 

and decrease. A certain body like a stone, for example, has an innate tendency to move 

downward, and we do not have to look outside or beyond the thing - at least partly - in 

order to explain why it moves . We can simply give reason to its movement claiming thal 

"it falls because it is a stone", that is, it falls because it is a kind of substance which finds 

in itself the element that originates the movement; similarly, if we ask, for example, why 

an apple-tree grows its fruits in summer, or why a child grows his teeth in his first year of 

life, we may answer that it is the nature of an apple-tree to grow fruits in summer, and it is 

10 Phys. 11l .192 b 18-19. 
11 Phys. IJ !, 192 b 29 - 30. 
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the nature of a man to grow teeth in the first year of life. And with that answer we want to 

say that among the elements that originate the change lhere is somelhing that belongs 

inlrinsically to the substance that changes. Even in these cases we do not find - at least 

partly - that we have to go outside the substance in order to explain its changes. 

With this, Aristotle is not claiming that natural substances change only by virtue of 

an interna! principie. lt is importan!, in fact, to highlight that this interna! principie explains 

ar least partly the movements, the production and the functioning of a natural substance. 

Externa! conditions, in fact, are always required to account for natural changes. For 

example, it is true that the falling of the stone is accounted for by its interna! tendency to 

move downwards, but thi s interna! tendency is able to make the stone fa]] only when the 

stone is unsupported, or when it is removed from its natural place. Analogously, it is true 

that a certain seed has an innate tendency to grow into a certain plant, and that a child 

grows teeth during his first year of life according to an interna! principie, but the plant or 

the child also need externa! conditions in order to realize these actions: they need light, 

heat, nourishment, etc. This interna! principie of change, then, is not thought of as an 

absolute originator of change out of complete immobility; rather, nature is a lfvvaµ,1~ . il is a 

capacity or a disposition to change that also needs sorne externa! condition in order to 

aclually originate and produce that change. The characteristic of a natural thing, hence, is 

that it possesses a disposition which, under sorne externa! actions, responds by a change of 

its own 12
. Thus, natural substances are not things that owe their changes only toan interna! 

principie, but rather substances that owe their changes to externa! and a/so to an interna! 

principie, which is responsible for the proper changes of a certain substance. For example, 

heat, the earth and the sun are also factors responsible for the growth of apples in a tree. 

But the growth of apples is not accounted for only by these factors . To answer why this 

tree develops apples we also have to say "because it is an apple-tree", that is, we also have 

to point to a factor that is interna! and proper of the substance that changes. Thi s factor 

gives the substance a certain (fiJvaµ,1~. a power or a capacity that differentiates it from ali 

other substances that, under the same externa! conditions , are not able to develop apples. 

According to Aristotle, then , natural things have in themselves a source of their 

change, not the only source of their change. On the contrary, artificial objects are those 

12 This point is well illustrated by Wieland , W. [ 1970], p. 293 - 322, and Berti , E. [ 1977 J, p 304 - 319. 
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objects that owe their changes only to externa! factors: what properly differentiates them 

from natural things is that they lack any interna! source of change. It is through this basic 

distinction, then, that Aristotle formulates his definition of the term "nature": 

This suggests that nature is a sort of source and cause of change and remaining unchanged in 

that to which it belongs primarily of itself (Ka,g' a,i/ró), that is, not by virtue of concurrence 

(µ,'(¡ KG,Ta uvµ,{3E~'l}KÓ<;)U 

This is, then, what the nature of a certain substance is: first of ali nature is reckoned as an 

aiT1ov in the sense of 'source of change', that is, a factor that produces a change, an element 

that originates a variation in a substance. Now, since there are many factors that are 

responsible for a change in a substance, we cal! 'nature' the one that is interna\ to the same 

substance that undergoes the change. 

This point must be made more precise, since it might be objected that an artifact 

too, as a bed, ora chair, has in itself an innate tendency to fall, that is, to initiate a change 

of place if it is unsupported, or to give rise to a process of change of quality if, for 

example, time made the resistance of the bed weaker. Even these changes, in fact, can be 

regarded as changes due to a factor which is interna! to them. To avoid this kind of 

confusion, Aristotle distinguishes two ways in which the cause of change of something can 

be present internally in it: it can be interna! Ka6' avTÓ, that is, as a consequence of what the 

thing is - according to its structure or definition -, or it can be interna] KaTa 1TUµ,/3E/3'r¡KÓ~, 

that is, interna] accidentally, by virtue of sorne factors, elements or properties that belong 

to the thing but that do not define what the thing is. According to this distinction, then: 

A bed, ora coat, or anything else of that sort, considered as satisfying such a description, and 

in so far as it is the outcome of art, has no innate tendency to change, though considered as 

concurrently (111!µ.~É~'l}KEv) made of stone or earth ora mixture of the two, and in so far as it 

is such, it has 14
. 

13 Phys. 11 l, 192 b 21 - 23. 
14 Phys. II l. 192 b 16 - 20. 
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Thus, even if we can say that a bed has an interna! tendency to change, it does not have it 

by virtue of what defines itas a bed, that is , by the form or structure that has been given to 

it by the artisan; rather, it has this tendency because it is composed of simple bodies , that 

is, by virtue of sorne elements that are present in the substance but that do not define what 

the substance is. This is very importan!, for it means that we have to regard something as a 

natural object if it has as such an interna] tendency to initiate a change, and something as a 

non-natural object if it does not have as such an innate power to give rise to a variation. A 

chair, for example, does not have the capacity of changing by itself because it is a chair, 

but only because it is made of wood; in this case the interna] power of producing a change 

that we find in a chair is not determined by the structure that defines it as a chair - the 

arrangement of its parts -, but by an element present in that substance that nevertheless 

does not define what it is - its material -. On the contrary, an apple-tree has the capacity of 

growing apples during a certain season as such, that is, because it is an apple-tree; in this 

case the interna] capacity of giving rise to a change that we find in a natural thing is not 

given to it by any accidental element present in that thing: there are a lot of interna! 

elements that the apple-tree shares with other kinds of plants, but only apple-trees grow 

apples. In natural substances, then, this power is determined by the same structure that 

defines that kind of thing and it is responsible for the proper and specific behavior of that 

kind of thing. This is , then, what traces the difference between a natural object and an 

artifact: 

Similarly with other things which are made. None of them have in themselves the source of 

their making, but in sorne cases, such as that of a house or anything else made by human 

hands, the source is something else and externa!, whilst in others the source is in the thing, 

but not in the thing of itself (ov Ka8' alÍTá), i.e. when the thing comes to be a cause to itself 

by virtue of concurrence (KaTa (]"Vµ,/3E/3'1}K0~) . 15 

Under this respect, then, artifacts do not have such a principie for two reasons: on the one 

hand, if they have an interna! source of change, it belongs to them accidentally 

(KaTa (]"Vµ,/3E/3'1}Ko>) and not by virtue of what they are . On the other hand, the specific source 

15 Plzys. 11 l. 192 b 27 - 32. 
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of change that is responsible for their coming to be what thcy are, their proper operations, 

works or functions , is always externa! to them, that is, it resides in a substance different 

from them: a hammer, for example, comes to be and works as it does only by virtue of the 

disposition, capacity or ability present in the artisan . On the contrary, a natural substance 

like a plant, although needing externa! conditions to grow and act , nonetheless also has an 

interna] disposition, analogous to that of the artisan, which is responsible for the proper 

and specific changes of that substance, and which differentiates it from other subslances 

that, under the same externa! conditions, do not come to be, grow and work as it does. 

1.3 - Two Problems 

Sorne substances, then, undergo changes and perform actions that are originated by 

elements or factors that are interna) to the same substance that changes, and that belong to 

that substance Ka&' a&ró, thal is, by virtue of what the thing is. According to this definition , 

then, there is a very close relation between what a thing is and its nature. Nature is a 

disposition, a capacity, a power to make the substance change, that is present in a thing and 

that is determined by the same structure of the thing, and "anything which has a source of 

this sort - Aristotle says - has a nature, and such a thing is always an outTÍa" 16
. This is, 

then , the principie that binds ali natural substances together. 

According to this definition , we can notice two important and interrelated aspects 

of this disposition . First, it is interna/: it exists within the substance, it is an interna! 

element of the substance, something lhat constitutes the substance. Second, il is specific: it 

is always determined by the structure of the substance and hence it is responsible for the 

proper and specific changes of that substance. If we are asked why a pine grows such thin 

)caves, or why a stone falls to the ground if unsupported, we may answcr - among other 

reasons -pointing to "the nature of the pine" or "the naturc of the stone". With thi s 

explanation we are pointing to a factor which is intemal to the pine or the. stone, and which 

is specific of the substances that possess this factor, and thus , it is responsible for the 

specific behavior of the pine and the .1pecific behavior of the stone. 

16 Phys. Il 1, 192 b 32 - 33 . 
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Having pointed to these two basic characteristics of nature, its being an interna/ 

source of change and spec(fic to the kind of substance to which it belongs, the present 

inquiry - a study about the elements present in the world that are responsible for the 

changes of natural objects - must proceed giving a solution to these two questions about 

the nature of something: 

(1) With regard to its being interna/ to a substance: what is that element in a natural 

substance which originales the change? 

(2) With regard to its being specific to a substance: is that factor the same for different 

kinds of change performed by different kinds of substances? 

Let us proceed in order, and consider the first problem. Nature, we are told, is something 

interna! to an ouO"Ía, that is, it is a factor, an element which constitutes it. What is, then, this 

interna( element that constitutes an ouO'Ía and that gives it an interna( power of originating a 

change? The answer to this question presupposes that we know , first of ali, what the 

elements that constitute a substance are, and second, to look at them to see if, apart from 

constituting a substance, these elements are also able to produce a change in a substance. 

The first part of this inquiry, then, brings us back to the investigation about the factors that 

constitute a certain substance, that is, to form and matter. These two elements, as we saw, 

were reckoned as two kinds of al1-1a, that is, elements responsible for the existence and 

constitution of a certain substance. Thus, if ' nature ' is defined as a principie or cause of 

change intemal to a substance, asking what such a principie consists of and where it 

resides is asking what among the elements that constitute a substance - form or matter - is 

that principie. 

These two elements, moreover, were also reckoned as playing a causal role 

regarding a substance's change, in the sense that they were the factors that make change 

possible. But the question now is not about the mere possibility of change. Rather, what we 

want to know is which of these two elements is actually able to produce a change, to 

originate a variation, and to take effectively a substance from a state of rest to a state of 

change and vice versa. 

But there is another, related problem, with regards to the definition of the term 

'nature'. 'Nature', in fact, is not any interna( element that causes a change in a substance, 

but it is an element that belongs KaB' a&ró to a certain substance, which meaos that it is 
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related to the structurc of the thing and thus it is responsible for the proper and specific 

changes of that thing. But if we follow the examples of 'things that are dueto nature ' that 

Aristotle gives, we shall find that </iúiT1~ belongs to a very broad and heterogeneous set of 

things, which we can list in two wide groups: there is, on the one hand, the group of 

inanimate substances to which belong simple bodies like earth, water, air, and fire 17
, and 

inanimate compounds, like bronze and gold18
: these objects are 'natural' insofar as they 

have an innate tendency to move up or down. But, on the other hand, there is the group of 

living things, among which he includes plants (and their parts) 19 and animals (and their 

partdº, which not only are subject to these kinds of spatial movement, but are also subject 

to growth and decay, the development of their parts, nutrition, reproduction and, in the 

case of animals, locomotion and perception. 

With respect to natural substances in general, there seems to be a general consensus 

between Aristotle and his predecessors in claiming that the upwards and downwards 

movement of ali s011s of things are dueto the matter of which they are made. lt is because 

earth and water, for example, have a tendency to move downwards, and because air and 

fire , on the contrary, have the power to move upwards, that ali substances, whether 

inanimate objects or living things, have this tendency too according to the material of 

which they are constituted, independently of their form. And thus, Aristotle says, "fire , 

earth , air, and water have been held to be the nature of things , sorne people choosing just 

one for this role, sorne severa!, and sorne making use of all" 21
. This is the general opinion 

shared by the presocratic tradition , according to which "the nature and the substance of a 

thing which is dueto nature is the primary constituent present in it, something unformed in 

itself'22
. This is, according to Aristotle, "one way of using the word 'nature"'23

, that is, this 

is certainly one thing, present in a natural substance, which is able to produce a change in 

it. But this , according to Aristotle, seems not to be the same element that is responsible for 

the specific changes proper of any form of life. Changes like nutrition, growth, locomotion, 

etc., seem rather to be due to the manner in which a substance is arranged, that is, its 

17 Phvs. 11l , 192b10. 
18 Plt).s. 11 l , 192 b 20. 
19 Phys. II l . 192 b 9- 10. 
20 Phys. It l. 192 b 9- 10. 
21 Pltys. JI 1, 193 a 21 - 23. 
22 Phys. 11 1, 193 a 9 - 11. 
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interna! structure or form. It is regarding these kinds of change, and thus the particular 

constitution of those substances that perform these changes, that Aristotle, as we shall see, 

develops his own account of nature claiming that the interna! mover or originator of 

change is not only the matter of a thing but also its e~o~. its form or structure. 

Thus, the investigation about which of the two elements of a natural substance, 

matter and form, must be considered its interna] source of change, seems to be 

subordinated to a more fundamental question, that is, whether different kinds of changes 

are originated by the same factor - matter - or by different factors - matter and form -. It is 

the original variety and diversity of kinds of change present in the natural world that 

constitute the main problem of Aristotle ' s inquiry about nature. And it is, as we shall see, 

his attempt to give unity and order to our experience of natural change without sacrificing 

its original diversity and variety that led him to hi s formulation of nature in tcrms of matter 

andform. 

1.4 - Nature as Matter 

The first step to determine what is the interna! element or factor that produces a change in 

a substance is the examination of the opinion of the presocratic tradition , according to 

which the nature of something is its material, the primary constituent present in it. Aristotle 

certainly agrees with this old opinion. As we have seen, in fact, he thinks that an artifact 

like a bed, or a chair, possesses an interna] source of change, and thus a power to originate 

a movement by itself, insofar as it is made of a certain material. A bed or a chair, for 

example, falls to the ground if unsupported not because it is a bed ora chair, but because it 

is made of wood, and thus the falling is attributed to the stuff of which it is made, not to 

the way in which the stuff is organized. And this is certainly true about severa! natural 

changes: the falling of a stone from a mountain, the falling of a leave from a tree, the 

movements of clouds, meteorological events etc. ; ali these changes are changes that 

involve natural substances, that is, compounds of form and matter, but in which the form 

or constitution is not responsible for the substance's movement. Rather, a stone, a leave, or 

23 Plrys. 11l . 193 a 28. 
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anything else of that sort fall because they are made of a mixture of earth and water, which 

have the innate tendency to move downwards. 

That matter is a source of change interna! to natural substances, then, seems not to 

constitute a very controversia! point. The examination of the presocratic tradition, then, 

seems rather to respond to the question "to which extent" matter can be considered the 

source of change and behaviours in natural things. More precisely, Aristotle's review of 

the thesis of this tradition is conducted in arder to discuss a more complex set of theses: (1) 

how and in which way matter is a source of change interna] to a natural substance, (2) if it 

is the only interna! source of change, (3) if it is the same for different kinds of change, 

from the simple spatial movemcnts of inanimate substances to more complex changes 

performed by living things and (4) how the old tradition denies that form plays any role in 

the production of change. To show and criticize this point, Aristotle ex poses an argument 

from Antipho as the representative of this thesis: 

It is an indication of this, Antipho says. that if you bury a bed, and the decomposition gets 

the ability to send up a shoot, what comes up will not be a bed but wood: this seems to 

show that the disposition of parts customary for beds and the artistry belong only by virtue 

of concurrence (KaÚ uuµ.{3E/3-t¡Koc;). and that the substance is that which persist 

uninterruptedly whilc being affected in these ways 24
• 

What is then, according to Antipho25
, the argument that shows that the nature of a thing is 

always and only matter? With a sort of mental experiment, Antipho says that if we were 

able to bury a bed, and if the decomposition wcre to put forth a shoot, this would be wood, 

and not a bed. This argument is based on what comes to be without the intervention of 

human activity. If we leave a certain substance under the earth, like a bed, and Jeave it 

completely alone to start a change, then what will result is the complete disappearance of 

its form , that is, the "disposition of its parts", and the persistence of its matter, wood, 

through changes that occur by virtue of wood itself. 

24 Phys.111 , 193a12 - 17. 
25 Antipho ' s identity has been the subject of endless scholarl y contro versy. Ali authors seem to converge in 
that Aristotle is referring to Antipho the Sophist, a contemporary of Socrates. But the controversy is whether 
Antipho the Sophist is the same man as the orator Antipho of Rhamnus, whose chronology is about the same. 
Regarding this contrnversy Cfr. Guthrie, W. K. C. [ 1971 ], pp. 285 - 294. 
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We have to pay attention to the way in which matter is considered as an interna! 

source of change in substances when no human aclion acts on them. The absence of a 

human intervention, in fact, does not mean that matter is able to originate a change without 

any kind of externa! intervention . Nothing in nature, in fact, can absolutely change itself, 

but whatever is subject to change is changed also by something else26
. In general, as we 

have seen, any change that affects something is due to the intervention of an externa! 

source of change, a mover, oran action, which activates a ~úva1.1.1s, a potentiality present in 

the thing and according to the 'nature' of that thing. To be more precise, then, we cannot 

simply assert that natural changes are due only to matter, but rather that they are due to the 

action of a certain externa! mover over a certain matter which, according to certain 

dispositions present in matter, give rise to a change that affects the substance. Certainly a 

stone falls to the ground because it is made of an earthy stuff, but it falls down when it is 

removed from its natural place. Analogously, a piece of wood, like a bed, a trunk, or 

anything else of that sort, is able to give rise to a process of decomposition when it is 

buried, that is, when sorne elements or factors - earth, water, humidity - act on it. In this 

way, then, we are able to explain the decomposition of wood as the result of the action of 

an externa! mover over a certain matter in accordance with the nature of this matter. 

Wood, in this case, is a certain matter that, under certain conditions, is able to give rise 

Ka6' aVi-ó, that is, by virtue of dcfinition, to sorne proper and specific changes. For 

example, wood can catch fire if it is near a flame, it can fall downward if it is unsupported, 

and it can decompose if it is buried. And ali these changes are changes of wood inasmuch 

as it is wood. Thus, if a trunk, a chair, or a bed catches fire when bumt, if it falls when 

unsupported or if it decomposes when buried, it is because it is made of wood, and in this 

process the form of the ouuía which is subject to change plays no role. 

This is, according to Aristotle, one way of using the word 'nature', that is, "the 

primary underlying matter in each case, of things which have in themselves a source of 

their movement and changes"27
• Sorne changes performed by sorne natural substances, 

thenl are the outcome of a disposition proper of their matter which, under the action of 

externa! sources of change, gives rise to sorne specific behaviors. This is an explanation 

26 Regarding this aspect ofnature, Cfr. Furley, D. [1980]. 
27 Phys. 111 193 a 29 - 30. 
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that, as we shall see, points to what Aristotle calls the "necessity" prcsent in matter28
: if a 

stone is removed from its natural place, it necessarily falls ; if water is heated, it necessarily 

boils and turns into water. Here the "necessity" present in a certain matter means the 

regularity with which a certain matter behaves when affected by a certain action or under 

certain circumstances. Saying that wood naturally decomposes when it is buried means that 

wood, under certain circumstances, always decomposes. 

If this is one way of using the word 'nature', then it means that we can explain a 

certain thing ' s change, among other causes, also by an interna! disposition or power which 

belongs to its matter. And this is true, according to Aristotle, about severa! natural changes. 

The spatial movements of inanimate objects or the chemical reactions of certain 

substances, for example, are dueto a disposition proper of the matter of those things. 

Up to this point in the discussion, as Aristotle points out , these considerations only 

show that "in one way" the nature of a thing is matter. But this argument is not sufficient to 

demonstrate that the nature of a thing is only and always matter, which is the main thesis 

of the ancient tradition. To reach this conclusion, we have to exclude that the other 

candidate for being the interna! source of change in a substance, the form, has in no way 

the power of giving ri se, by itself, to a change. And this is what Antipho wants to show 

when he claims that, if we buried a bed, it would come to be wood, nota bed. If we leave a 

bed free to initiate a change without human intervention, it would decompose, producing 

new wood, but it would never produce a bed, or a chair. And according to Antipho this 

proves that the forrn of a thing does not have a power to give rise to a change by itself: the 

disposition of parts possessed by the bed plays no role in the process of change that affects 

the bed by itself. And thus, Antipho concludes, the forrn , the structure, and the disposition 

of the parts of a substance are "mere affections, states, or dispositions"29 imposed on the 

wood from outside, which belong to a substance KaTa rrvµ,/3E/3-rJKÓ~ , that is, by virtue of 

concurrence, as a mere accidental and secondary result that is due only to the action of an 

externa! source of change over matter according to the particular dispositions present in its 

matter. 

28 An. po . Il 11. 94 b 37 - 95 a 3. Cfr. Chapter 3, sections 1 and 2 of the present work. 

29 Phys. 11 l. 193 a 25 - 26. 
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According to Antipho's view, then, the coming to be and the particular features of 

any substance, whether natural or artificial, are accounted for only by two factors : (a) the 

action of an externa! source of change and (b) the particUiar dispositions of the matter of 

the substance on which the externa! action acts. In ttiis scheme, then, there is place for 

form only in the first factor, that is, the externa[ source of change. This conclusion is 

drawn through an analogy between natural and artificial substances: natural objects and 

artifacts are both material bodies with a certain constitution, form, or shape. In artificial 

objects matter constitutes the only interna! source of change: if a chair or a bed fall to the 

ground, that is due to the stuff of which they are made, not to the way the stuff is disposed. 

On the contrary, the form and disposition is imposed accidentally on that matter through 

the intervention of an externa! force. And on this basis, Antipho concludes that even in 

natural things, which are material bodies structured in a certain way, the only interna! 

source of change is the underlying matter, and that the form belongs to them only by an 

imposition of externa! forces or actions. If Antipho is right , then, not only simple spatial 

movements of inanimate objects, or qualitative changes of sorne compounds, which seems 

an uncontroversial point, but also living things, their growth and their features can be 

explained by and only by the action of an externa! power on their matter. The analogy 

between natural substances and artifacts, in fact, is adopted by Antipho to put in the same 

field a process of manufacture and a process of growth, which is a kind of change proper 

only of living things. 

1.5 - Criticisms to Antipho 's Argument 

The point of the controversy between Antipho and Aristotle, then, is not the claim that 

matter is a source of change in natural substances. A stone, for example, naturally falls to 

the ground because it is made of earthy stuff. And this is, according to Aristotle, one 

appropriate way in which we use the word 'nature' . There are natural substances, then, 

who owe their proper movement to a power given to them only by their matter, and in 

which the form plays no role. And since all natural substances are compounds of form and 

matter, and since matter was proved to be a source of change, then we are right to conclude 
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that ali natural substances involve changes that are due to a power present in matter. Ali 

actions peñonned by natural substances, from inanimate objects to living things, involve a 

tendency of change which is present in their matter. In that respect, according to Aristotle, 

Antipho is right. 

But A.n'tipho also claims that natural substances involve only matter as their interna! 

source of change. According to him, ali actions perfonned by natural substances, from the 

movements of inanimate objects to the proper changes perfonned by living things, are due 

only to a power present in their matter. This is, then, the polemic point between Antipho 

and Aristotle. 

Antipho, as we have scen, argues that the source of natural changes is always and 

only matter, basing this conclusion on two considerations. The first is the experience of 

that which grows without the intervention of human activity, the second is the analogy 

bctween artifacts and natural substances. And these are the two points that Aristotle 

criticizes in Antipho's account. In fact, if 'nature' is what can grow without the 

intervention of human activity, then, Aristotle replics, this argument does not prove that 

the nature of a thing resides in its matter rather that in its fonn, in fact: 

Men come to be from men, but not beds from beds. That is why people say that the nature 

of a bed is not the shape but the wood, since if it sprouts, what comes to be is wood and not 

a bed. But if this shows that the wood is nature, nature is form too; for men come to be 

from men 30
. 

If we say that naturc is matter by considering thc fact that if a bed had cnough vitality to 

scnd up a shoot, it would produce wood, but not another bed, then on the same principie 

we have to conclude that fonn is also nature, since man comes to be from man . lt is 

evident that Aristotle is criticizing the range of experience of natural changes on which 

Antipho is basing his argument. The thing that is buried in Antipho's mental cxperiment, 

in fact, is a simple inanimate object, whether it is a simple piece of bark , a table, ora chair. 

And if we base our analysis on such a kind of substances, we rightly have to conclude that 

the only source of change is matter. But if we extend our experience to living things in 

30 Phys. 111, 193 b 8- 12 . 
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general, as in the case of a man, what persists in the process of generation is the forro : man 

does not give birth merely to organs and tissues, but to another man, that is, to a forro that 

organizes matter in a spec1fic way. Thus, if matter has an interna) power to be a source of 

change, sorne kinds of form - in this case the forro of living things - have this power too. 

But this counter-argument, besides showing that Antipho's argument does not 

prove that nature resides only in matter rather than in form, also makes clear the errors 

present in his use of the analogy between art and nature. Both artifacts and natural objects 

are compounds of forro and matter: a bed is a certain matter, organized under a certain 

forrn, with sorne specific functions; analogously, a man is a certain matter, organized under 

a certain forro and with sorne specific functions. This is what natural things and technical 

objects have in common, and Antipho based his argument on this analogy to conclude that 

forrn, both in natural things and in artifacts, is something accidental and superficial. But, 

according to Aristotle, the analogy between art and nature cannot be used to claim that the 

forrn is something that comes from outside the substance, as the case of the man clearly 

shows. Rather, the analogy between art and nature must be used to make clear first of ali 

the difference between natural things and artifacts, and the main difference is due to that 

aspect of the two kinds of things in which the analogy does not hold : "men come to be 

from roen, but not beds from beds". 

This observation brings us back to the definition of a natural object as stated at the 

beginning of the Phys. Il l : something due to nature is something that owes its proper 

changes - displacements, coming into being, growth, functions - to an interna! source of 

change. This interna) source of change belongs to a natural substance KaO' al.rró, that is, 

according to what a thing is. On the contrary, something dueto art is something that owes 

its coming into being and its functioning to a source of change externa! to it. An artificial 

object, considered KaO' al.rró, that is, insofar as ir is an outcome of art, has no innate 

tendency to change. The only interna! source of change that it possesses belongs to it 

because KaTa croµ,/3f/3rlJKÓ~ it is made of a certain stuff, that is, by virtue of sorne elements 

possessed by it but that do not define what lhe thing is. 

For these reasons, claiming that "the nature of a bed is the wood, of a statue the 

bronze"31 is to confuse what belongs toan artificial objecl KaO' al.rró and what belongs to it 

31 Phys. 11 1, 193 a 11 - 12. 
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Kami croµ,/3€/3-r¡KÓ~. A bed and a statue, insofar as they are a bed and a statue, are not 

instances of Ta c/¡úrm ovTa, of natural things, and thus they are not due to nature. Rather, 

they are due to art, and only because KaTa croµ,/3€/3-r¡KÓ~ they are rnade of wood or of bronze 

they exist by nature32
. As Ross has rightly pointed out, Aristotle's counter-argument makes 

visible that "even if the fact that a bed, if it had enough vitality to pul forth a shoot, would 

produce not another bed but rnerely a shoot, shows that its bedness is due to art and only its 

woodness is its nature"33
. 

Once we have rnade clear the difference between natural things and artifacts, the 

analogy between 'art' and 'nature', as causes that produce a change in a substance, can be 

used to show that, contrary to Antipho, both natural and artificial substances come to be 

and owe their functions primarily to their fonn: 

Just as that which is in accordance with art and artificial is called art, so that which is in 

accordance with nature and natural is called nature. And as in the one case we would not 

yet say that a thing is at all in accordance with art, or that it is art, if it is a bed only in 

possibility, and has not yet the form of a bed, so with things constituted naturally: that 

which is flesh or bone only in possibility, beforc it acquires the form which accords with 

the account by which we define what flesh or bone is, <loes not yet have its proper nature, 

and it is nota thing dueto nature. 34 

Once we have distinguished artificial substances from natural ones, we are able to analyze 

the manner in which the word 'art' as well as the word 'nature' are used with respect to the 

substances that, respectively, are said to be 'natural ' or ' artificial'. 

In the case of an artificial object, for exarnple, we identify the element of 'art ' or 

that which is 'artificial' not with its bare matter, but with the forrn imposed on il. We speak 

of 'art' and 'artificial', Aristotle says, not when a certain thing could be made into a house, 

that is, when it is a house only in possibility, but when it actually has the fonn that 

corresponds to the definition of a house. Here the matter of a thing is identified with the 

potentiality of being sornething and the forrn with its actual/y being something, and this is 

32 Cfr Ross, W. D. [ 1936] , p. 502 - 503. 
33 Ross, W. D. [1936] . p. 504 - 505. 
34 Phys. II !, 193 a 31 - 193 b 3. 
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very important to understand Aristotle's point. For example, a house is a certain matter, 

organized under a certain form , with a proper function, which is sheltering man and his 

possessions. Now, if we ask why a house shelters man and his possessions, then it would 

be absurd to answer "because it is made of bricks and posts" : a simple amount of bricks 

and posts, in fact , is not able to shelter people until it is organized under a certain form . 

Thus it is rather the form under which the bricks and posts are disposed which actually 

gives the house a certain function. But this is true not only about the proper functions of 

the house, but also with respect to its coming into being: a house comes to be not because 

the bricks ha ve the tendency to fall down and the posts, which are lighter, to go on top35
. 

Rather, the house comes to be by the action of an anisan, who performs an activity able to 

dispose bricks and posts according to a certain fonn, the form of the house that is present 

in the artisan's mind. At the very beginning of the process of realization of an attifact, 

then, there must already be a form, and it is by virtue of that fonn that the artisan is able to 

build a house. 

And this is what happens also with sorne natural substances, that is, with living 

things. Even here what we call 'nature ' or ' natural' in a substance like a man, is not the 

matter that in possibility could come to be a man , but the form of a man that , according to 

its definition , a certain matter has actually acquired . If it is right to claim that a stone falls 

to the ground because it is made of earth, it would be ridiculous to claim that a man walks 

because he is made of bones, flesh and tissues . A simple collection of bones, tlesh and 

tissues, in fact, is not able to walk just as an amount of bricks is not able to repair and 

shelter. Rather, the interna! element or factor that, under certain externa! conditions, gives 

a man the capacity of walking is his anatomical structure, that is, the way in which its parts 

are arranged. In this sense a man walks because he has legs, that is, because bones and 

flesh are organized in a certain way. And even in this case, the form is the interna! factor 

that not only originates the proper functions of the substance, but which is also responsible 

for the coming into being and the growth of that substance. Men, in fact, come to be from 

men. Even in the process of generation of a living thing, the specific form of a substance is 

present since the very beginning of the process. And it is by virtue of that fonn , which is 

35 Phys. 119, 199 b 35 -200 a 5. 
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transmitted to a certain matter, that a certain substance acquires a specific power to grow 

and work as it does. 

This is then the Aristotelian conception of nature, asan interna! source of change of 

substances, with regards to living things. This conception is centered in the notion of form, 

which not only constitutes the interna! source of change within substances - thus being 

responsible for the proper functions of a substance - but also is the interna! source of 

change within the growth,formation and generatinn of substances. To understand this last 

point it is useful to look to the structural analogies between a process of manufacture and 

natural generation. There are then two main factors that art and nature have in common: 

first, they both are principies of generation of things that are intrinsically determined by a 

certain form - which gives the substance sorne proper functions -, and second, in both 

cases the form is transmitted to matter by something that , in sorne way, already possesses 

the form. But insofar as the analogy between art and nature can show us the identical 

structure underlying these two processes, it must also make clear the main difference 

between them. And the difference resides in that in the process of manufacture the form of 

the substance which is produced - the artifacl - is different from the form of the substance 

which produces it - the artisan -, whilst in natural generation the form of thc substance that 

comes into being - the son - is the same as the form of the substance which generales it -

the father. The difference betwcen natural substanccs and artifacts, then, is a differcnce 

betwcen things whosc form possesses an interna! powcr to produce a substance of the same 

kind, that makes them grow and function , and substances whose form docs not have, by 

itself, such a powcr but must take this power from an externa! source. 

1.6 -Aristotle 's own Account of Nature 

The controversy between Aristotle and Antipho, whose argument was taken to represen! 

the position of those who claim that nature is the primary underlying matter in cach object, 

does not lead to a simple opposition between two irreducible points of view. Rather, it 

reaches an articulate view about two different ways in which natural objects have in 

themselves an interna! principie responsible for their changes. In other words, the polemic 
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with Antipho is not a simple contrast of "matter vs. form" , but rather a confrontation with 

at least three different and interrelated theses which allow Ari stotle the construction of his 

own account. 

The first thesis holds that the nature of a thing, that is , the interna! source of change 

present in a substance, is its matter. This, according to Aristotle, is certainly true in many 

cases. In fact there are a lot of changes present in natural things in which we invoke an 

explanation in terms of their matter. This is the case, for example, with the movement of 

the simple bodies like eanh, water, air, and fire , which have an innate tendency to give rise 

to a spatial change. If we leave a stone unsupported, it wil\ fall; and if we bury a picce of 

wood, it will decompose. In this case, both the processes of falling and decomposition 

occur by virtuc of what the substances are made of. Hence, concludes Aristotle, matter is 

one way of using the word "nature". 

But this thesis is different from a second one, which holds that nature is always and 

only mattcr. This is, according to Aristotle, clearly false: a man produces not merely 

organs, bones and flesh , but a man , that is, what the organs, bones and flesh constitute36
. 

The fl aw in Antipho's argument is that he is considering only a limited range of natural 

changes - the changes proper of inanimate objects - without considering the original 

variety and diversi ty of kinds of change present in the natural world. Thus, we can well 

explain the behavior of inanimate natural things according to the matter they are made of, 

but this leads to absurdity if we try to generalize this explanation to the behavior of living 

things. The flaw of Antipho's argument, then, makes it clear that different kinds of changes 

cannot be originated by the same kind of causal factors - matter -, but rather they must be 

produced by different kinds of factors - the specific form of each substance and matter -. It 

is true that living things too are made of natural elements, but the innate tendencies of 

natural elements or their compounds is not able, alone, to account for complex behaviors 

of living organisms like reproduction, growth, nutrition, locomotion , etc. In order to give 

rise to such changes there must be a form, a structure that organizes matter and its 

tendency, and it is this organization which is the interna! factor responsible for the change: 

an animal owes the possibility of locomotion not simply to bones, nerves, and muscles of 

which it is made of, but rather to the way in which bones, nerves and muscles are an-anged. 

36 Cfr. Ross. W. D. [ 1936], p. 505, and Charlton, W. [ 1970], p. 91. 
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This leads us to the third thesis present in Antipho's argument: that the form or 

organization present in living things is only an accidental attribute due to a process that 

involves only matter and externa! conditions. lf this were right, then we could explain that 

living things grow and behave with the characteristics they do only by the action of 

externa! forces on their matter. Ponn would play no causal role in this process, being only 

a · superficial disposition due to accidental interactions. Here the causal role of form is 

denied not only within the substance, but also within the generation of a substance, which 

is the condition to be subject to any other sort of change. Again, Antipho's conclusion is 

drawn as a generalization of the model of generation and corruption of inanimate 

substances - the transforrnation from a natural element into another - to the field of living 

things. Water, for example, turns into air when heated. The process of transformation, in 

this case, is due to the action of an externa! force over matter, in accordance with the 

disposition of its matter. And the result, air, is the mere outcome due to the accidental 

conjunction of two independent processes: an externa! source of change - heat - and the 

necessity present in the matter of the thing affected - water -. But, again, this model is 

insufficient to explain ali kinds of coming into being of a substance. An example is the 

insufficiency of this model to account for processes of manufacture, which, as Antipho 

also admits, is a process strictly analogous to the process of reproduction and growth of 

living things. The coming to be of a bed, for example, is well accounted for by the action 

of an externa! source of change - the art of the carpenter - over wood. And this outcome is 

well accounted for, in this case loo, as the result of this action on a certain matter according 

to the necessity present in that matter (that is, inasmuch as the matter on which he is acting 

is wood, not water or wool). But in this case the forrn of the thing which is produced, the 

bed, cannot be regarded as a mere outcome due to the accidental conjunction of two 

independent things. On the contrary, the form is properly the element that explains why the 

artisan has acted in that way and why he has chosen wood and not another matter. Here the 

outcome - the form produced in a substance - is not a question of mere necessity and 

contingence, but it is the element or the factor that must be present in the source of change 

and that orients and determines this source of change from the very beginning of the 

process. 
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It is then through the analysis of these three different theses that Aristotle comes to 

fonnulate his own account of nature. According to Aristotle, there are two ways of using 

the word 'nature': one for "the primarily underlying matter (LÍA?)) in each case"37
, and one 

for "the shape (µ,op</ri¡) and form (i:~oi;) which is in accordance with a thing ' s account"38
. 

Even in this second sense in which we use the word ' nature', and which constitutes 

Aristotle's most novel contribution, we are not talking about a power to absolutely initiate 

a change, but rather a disposition, a capacity interna! to a substance that is activated by 

sorne externa! actions and that is present by virtue of the organization of these substances. 

Matter, in this case, does not disappear as a causal factor in producing a change: a house 

must be made of bricks in arder to shelter, and a man must be made of bones and muscles 

in arder to walk . Rather, the causal role of matter is subordinated to the configuration in 

which it is structured: bricks do not have the capacity of sheltering until they are arranged 

as a house, and bones and muscles do not have the capacity of walking until they are 

arranged as a man. Thus, concludes Aristotle: 

There is another way of speaking, according to which nature is the shape and form of 

things which have in themselves a source of their changes, something which is not 

separable except in respect of its account [ .. . ]. And the form has a better claim than the 

matter to be called nature. For we calla thing something, when it is that thing in actuality, 

rather than just in possibility.39 

And the fact that there are two ways of using the word 'nature' has, according to Aristotle, 

a strong ontological consequence, since it means that "there are two sorts of things called 

nature"40
, that is , there are two different kinds of natural substances. Nature, then, is an 

intemal source of change, that belongs to sorne substances KaO' aU.-ó, and that is 

responsible far the proper and specific changes of that substance. Ali things that posses this 

kind of principie are substances, and this is what binds ali natural substances and what 

constitute the subject matter of the Physics. But this interna! factor is not identical in ali 

natural substances. The world of nature is populated by different kinds of substances, 

37 Phys. 11 l , 193 a 29. 
38 Phys. JI 1, 193 a 30 - 31. 
39 Phys. II l, 193 b 3 - 8. 



34 Chapter 1 - Nature 

which perfonn different kinds of activities, and that cannot be reduced to one and the same . 

kind of cause. What accounts for different kinds of change, according to Aristotle, are 

different kinds of elements that originare change. On the one hand there are the upward 

and downward movements that belong to ali natural substances and are due to the matter 

they are made of, independently of their fonn. Both a stone and a man have the tendency to 

go downwards, and they owe this tendency only to the matter that constitutes them, not to 

the way in which matter is organized. Thus, in the case of inanimate objects - whose only 

change is the spatial movement upwards and downwards -, the interna! source of change is 

identified only with the material of which the substance is made. But this is not the case for 

living things: plants, in addition to perfonning this kind of movements, also have the 

power to grow and decay, to nourish and reproduce; and animals have the capacities of 

locomotion and perception. Ali of them, moreover, perfonn these kinds of changes in a 

specific way: a certain plant grows sorne specific parts, just as a certain kind of leaves or 

fruits, etc., anda certain animal reproduces itself a!ways asan animal of the same species, 

and always behaves in a certain way, etc. And ali these kinds of changes cannot be 

explained only by the matter a substance is made of: the capacity of barking of the dog and 

the capacity of meowing of the cat, for example, are not due simply to the material 

constituents and parts of a dog or a cat: the fact that they have a tangue, a mouth, lungs, 

and the fact that these parts are made of a certain material, for example, do not explain why 

the dog barks and why the cat meows . Rather, this capacity is do to their specific 

anatomical structure, the fonn under which these material parts and constituents are 

organized. 

Nature, then, is not a hornogeneous field. There is something that introduces a 

difference among natural changes. And this difference is not found in the elements that 

compound natural substances in general: both inanimate substances and living things, in 

fact, are compounds of fonn and matter in the same way. Rather, the difference is that the 

changes perfonned by inanimate things are dueto the material that constitutes thern whilst 

in the case of living things these changes are produced by the way in which their matter is 

organized, that is, by their specific fonns. 

40 Phys. 112,194 a 12- 13. 
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1.7 - Conclusions 

Aristotle ' s main effort in his account of nature in Phys. 11 1 is aimed at giving order and 

structure to our experience of natural changes without prejudice to the original variety and 

diversity present in it. On the one hand, when we speak about 'natural things' or 'things 

due to nature' we show that we consider nature as a fundamental field of our world, a 

unitary field of things which possess a distinctive characteristic that distinguishes them 

from other things that are not natural or dueto nature. And it is through the analysis of this 

characteristic that Aristotle establishes that what gives unity, order and structure to our 

experience of nature is that ali changes performed by what we call 'natural substances ' are 

caused by an interna! disposition or power. But on the other hand our experience of nature 

displays a heterogeneity, multiplicity, variety and diversity of changes. Anything in nature 

has an intemal principie to move up or downwards. But while this is the only kind of 

change performed by inanimate objects, living things also have a tendency to nourish , 

grow, decay and reproduce themselves. This distinction, then, marks the difference 

between two large kinds of changes: on the one hand upward and downward movements of 

inanimate objects, and on the other hand the changes proper of any form of life. But 

although it is important to establish the difference between these two kinds of change, it is 

no less importan! also to preserve the variety and diversity that our experience displays 

even among living things. Animals, for example, can move by their own and can perceive 

whilst plants cannot. Furthermore, also among animals we can find different kinds of 

changes that can be performed by substances of a certain kind and not by others: dogs, for 

example, bark, but cats do not, and birds fly, but snakes do not. And it is in order to 

preserve this original diversity that Aristotle comes to establish that different kinds of 

natural change are originated by different interna! factors. Thus, according to Aristotle, the 

changes shared by ali natural substances, such as upward and downwanl movements, are 

due to the stuff of which a certain substance is made of. But, on the other hand, al! the 

changes proper of living things are due to the way in which the matter of a certain 

substance is organized, that is, to their form . 
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At this stage of the inquiry we are finally able to start the investigation about the presence 

and the scope of the TfAO> in nature. Since the T€Ao> is reckoned by Aristotle as a factor that 

is responsible for natural changes, and since there are different kinds of changes, what kind 

of changes can be explained recurring to ends? The problem that we will try to solve in the 

present chapter, then, is whether the TfAO> is responsible for ali natural changes, which 

means that the T€Ao> is present in a substance simply because it possesses an interna! source 

of change, or whether it is responsible only for a limited range of changes, which means 

that it is present only when a substance has a source of change of a certain kind. Tn order to 

answer this question we shall first of ali see how Aristotle introduces his notion of TiAo>, 

then we shall look into the definition of the term TiAo>, and finally we shall argue - by 

means of a distinction between two ways in which the word TiAo> is used - that in nature 

the end is present only with regards to the formation , structure an functioning of biological 

entities . 

2.1 - Organized Substances and Ends 

The world of nature, as we have scen, is a world of substances that have in themselves a 

source of their change. This is the subject matter of the study of nature, and since in each 

inquiry the search of the k.ind of causes finds an ontological basis in the subject of inquiry, 

it is obvious that, according to Aristotle, there are three kinds of causes that must always be 

known by the student of nature. On the one hand, the student of nature must know the form 

and the matter of a certain substance, since these two elements are what primarily constitute 

any substance. But on the other hand, the student of nature must know the interna! cause of 

a substance in the sense of "source of change". This is properly what nature is , and this is 

the main subject matter of the Physics. But this interna! source of change is not identical in 

ali substances. Thc upward and downward movements of natural substances, for example, 

are due to the matter they are made of, independently of their form. According to Aristotle, 

in fact, different kinds of natural changes are due to different kinds of interna! principies: 
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on the one hand the downward and upward movements of inanimate objects originate from 

the matter of those substances, independently of their form; on the other hand the changes 

proper of any form of life originale rather from the way in which the material parts and 

constituents of those substances are organized, that is , their form 1
• Thus, matter and form 

must not only be studied as factors responsible for a certain thing's constitution, but they 

must also be studied as factors able to produce and originate a change in the same substance 

which they constitute. Now, as we have seen , the causal role of matter as a source of 

change has been recognized since the first thinkers who studied nature, and the way in 

which matter can originate a change <loes not seem a problematic issue. Rather, it is the 

causal role of form as source of change that constitutes the real novelty in Aristotle's 

account of nature, and thus it is the way in which form is able to produce a change that 

must be explained. 

For it is certainly a problem if there are two sorts of nalure, which of them the student of 

nature is concerned with. Perhaps with that which consisls of the two together. In that case 

he will be concerned with both. Will both, then, fall under the same study, or each under a 

different? If we had regard to the early thinkers, it might seem that the study of nature is the 

study of matter. [ ... ] But if art imitates nature, and it belongs to the same branch of 

knowledge to know the form and to know the matter up to a certain point (thus the doctor 

has knowledge of health, and also of bile and phlegm, the things in which health resides; 

and the builder knows the form of a house, and also the matter - that it is bricks and beams; 

and it is the same with other arts), then it belongs to the study of nature to know both sorts 

of nature.2 

The thinkers who first studied nature, according to Aristotle, have identified it only with 

matter. This <loes not mean that Aristotle's predecessors failed to recognize formas a kind 

of cause, namely, as what is responsible for the constitution of a certain substance. Rather, 

they did not recognize form as a source of change present in natural substances3
. This was 

the case of Antipho, who thought that form was a simple accidental outcome of the 

1 Cfr. Charlton, W., p. 91. 
2 Phys. 112. 194 a 15-27. 
3 Among the criticisms that Ari stotle advances in Metaph. A against Plato, who nevertheless is reckoned by 
him as the discoverer of forms, is that these cannot explain the change in sensible things . Cfr. Metaph . A 9 . 
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interaction between two independent processes: the action of externa) forces and a power 

intrinsically present in matter. However, this kind of explanation is appropriate only for a 

limited range of natural substances, namely, those substances whose fonn or constitution is 

not an interna! source of change and that owe their change only to matter. But this kind of 

explanation cannot be generalized to ali natural substances, and this is the case of living 

things. Flesh and bones, for example, are not able by their own to give birth to an animal; 

nor to give rise to the proper functions of an animal, like growing, breathing, locomotion, 

eating, perceiving; nor to be responsible for the specific behaviors of a certain kind of 

animal. Flesh and bones are able to grow, run, breathe, and perceive only when they 

actually are organized in a certain way, that is, as an animal. These kinds of change are 

possible only when matter and its proper dispositions are organized in such a way as to 

prornote sorne proper changes. Thus, with regard to living things we have to study the form 

not only as a factor responsible for the constitution of the living thing, but also as the 

interna) factor responsible for ali the proper changes performed by the living thing. This 

power, present in sorne kinds of form must not be thought of as something "obscure" which 

acts in a not well-known way within a substance. Rather, it must be thought of as having an 

analogous causal role to that of the coming into being of artificial objects . Even in the field 

of an, in fact, the dispositions present in matter are not able by their own to produce a 

certain object, nor are they able 011 their own to perform certain actions, works or functions; 

rather, there is something e/se that must be present, a form able to organize matter and its 

disposition in order to produce an object and to allow the object to work and function in a 

certain way. And the same applies to the case of living things: even here it is the organized 

matter which gives place to sorne actions that matter alone is not able to perform . The 

difference between things due to art and things due to nature is that in the first case the 

forrn that determines a certain art, like the art of house-building, <loes not have by itself the 

power to give rise to a change but it must take this power from an externa! substance, the 

artisan : the form of a house in the builder's mind cannot, by itself, dispose and arrange 

bricks and posts in arder to produce a house, but it needs the activity of the builder. On the 

other hand, the form that determines the nature of a certain substance, like the form of a 

man , has by itself the power to produce an activity - the form of a man gives him the 
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capacity of walking, perceiving, growing, etc. The explanation in terms of externa! actions 

over matter, then, is insufficient to explain the proper changes of living things because there 

is something e/se in those substances. And this "something else" is a capacity or a 

disposition present in a substance by virtue of the way in which its matter is organized. 

Thus, Aristotle concludes, if these are the objects of the study of nature, then it 

belongs to the same branch of study "to know the form and to know the matter up to a 

certain point". Here form and matter are regarded not in their causal role as factors that 

simply constitute a certain substance, but they are regarded as what constitute the nature of 

a substance, that is , in their causal role as "source of change" of a certain substance. Thus, 

since the interna! tendency to change present in natural substances is not only matter, but in 

sorne cases it is also the way in which matter is organized, then the student of nature must 

look for the organization of the substance and to its matler insofar as it is organized in a 

certain way. Even here the analogy between art and nature helps us understand the point 

"up to which" matter must be studied. 

Up to what point, then, should the student of nature know the forrn of things and what they 

are? Perhaps he should be like the doctor and the srnith, whose knowledge of sinews and 

bronze extend only to what they are for. 
4 

Here the matter and the form, with regard to their being interna! sources of change of 

natural substances, correspond to what stands in artificial substances in the relation of 

means to ends. But in this relation the form has the role of the end and "what something is 

for'', and matter that of the means. Thus, according to Aristotle, "it belongs to the same 

study to know the end (To TÉAo~) and 'that for the sake of which' (To ou EV€Ka.), and to know 

whatever is for that end"5
. As the builder must know the structure or the forrn of the thing 

that is going to be built - the house - as well as the means necessary to allow the realization 

of that form - bricks and posts -, in the same way, according to Aristotle, the student of 

nature must know the form of a natural substance - the man - and the material parts and 

constituents of that substance up to the point in which it allows the realization of that form 

- flesh , bones, organs, etc . Thus, concludes Aristotle, the student of nature must know "a 

4 Phys. 11 2. 194 b 9 - 12. 
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thing's fonn (p,opefyí¡) or what it is (To TÍ €o-r1v), for that is its end (TÉAo~) and what it is for 

(ov €vEKa)"6. 

The notion of TÉAo~, as the analogy with a process of manufacture shows, is introduced by 

Aristotle in his discussion about nature through the consideration of the causal role of fonn 

as source of change interna! to a substance. Furthennore, the TÉAm; is explicitly identified 

with the µ,opefyí¡, the fonn of a substance, and more precisely with the realization of the fonn . 

And these considerations would be sufficient to argue that, according to Aristotle, the ends 

are present in nature only in those substances whose nature is fonn and matter - living 

things -, not in those substances whose nature is only matter - inanimate objects . It is only 

when fonn and matter have the capacity of producing a change that, according to Aristotle, 

the form produces the change as the end and matter as 'whatever is for thal end' . 

Furthermore, this conclusion would have the support of ali Aristotle ' s biological works, 

which , as Ross points out, adhere to the program of knowing the form of a living thing as 

an end, and its material structure, parts, and constituents and functions insofar as they allow 

the realization of that end7
. 

However, the mere claim that the form of a natural substance is its TÉAo> is not yet 

sufficient to understand the basis on which Aristotle grounds this identification and how he 

intends this relation. There is no doubt that , according to Aristotle, form and end are strictly 

bound together, but they continue to be different. This is clear, for example, in the case of 

an artifact. Here the form of a thing is certainly bound together with its end: a house, as we 

have seen, can shelter primarily by virtue of its form , and matter in this case is an 

instrumental factor that allows the realization of that end. But the two items continue to be 

different things: the form - the arrangement of parts that makes a certain thing a house -, 

and the end - sheltering -. How, then, can Aristotle bind together the form and the end in 

nature so as to identify them ? 

Aristotle gives a first indication in his introduction of the term TÉAo> as seen above. 

Here Aristotle states that the student of nature should study the form of something as its 

TÉAo> exclusively in those cases in which the form is not only the constituent of a substance, 

but also an intemal source of change of that substance. And that means thal the end is not 

5 Phys. 112, 194 a 27 - 28 . 
6 Phys. 11 7, 198 b 3 - 4. 
7 Cfr. Ross, W. D. Ll936], p. 35 . 
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identical with the form in ali natural substances, but only with the form of those natural 

substances in which form has also a capacity of producing and originating a change. Thus, 

according to Aristotle the form is identical with the end only in the case of what we have 

defined as organized substances. But this indication gives us only a clue to understand in 

which cases the form and the end are identified, not why they are identified. Again, in 

organized substances the notion of f~O) and the notion of Tf.Ao) remain distinct: the E"RSo) 

explains the constitution of a certain substance as what the substance is , whilst the Tf.Ao) 

explains a certain substance's change as what the change is for. How, then, do these two 

different notions converge together, in organized substances, in the same thing? According 

to our study as an ontological inquiry, we will try to see what there is in an organized 

substance that identifies its f01m with its end. To achieve this point, we have first to see 

what the Tf.Ao) is , and which are the characteristics that identify it with the form of an 

organized substance. 

2.2 - Th e Definition of End 

As we have seen in the introduction , the TÉAo) is considered as one of the four kinds of 

aiTía, that is, as a factor or element in reality that can explain something. For example, 

Ari stotle says, 'health' might be what a walk is for. If we are asked on account of what a 

man walks, we may answer ' to keep fit ' and with th is answer we have given a cause, that 

is , an explanation of the man's walking pointing to what the walk is for .8 In a first 

approach, then, the TÉAo) is a form of explanation of something by means of something el se 

that is chronologically posterior to the thing explained, its result or outcome. But not any 

result or outcome of a process can be considered the Tf.Aa) of a process. For example, if the 

man walks down a street and he is robbed, we do not say that the man ' s walk is 'for the 

sake of being robbed ' . The robbery, in this case, is what we can call an ' accidental result ', 

that is, an outcome or result of the man's walk that nevertheless is not the state of affairs 

that the man wanted to achieve with his walk . In this sense, then, the result does not have 

any causal role in the action and thus it cannot be ' that for the sake of which' the man 

8 Cfr. Plrys. 11 3, 194 b 32 - 35. 
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walks. Hence the outcome of the action, in arder to be responsible for an action as 'that for 

the sake of which', must be something present, in a certain way, since the very beginning of 

the action, a principie that orients, guides and determines the behavior and that must, in a 

certain way, produce and originate the change. 

This mode of causation , as the example shows, characterizes human actions: here 

the TÉAoc;- the result or outcome - explains a certain person's change, action, or behavior as 

'that for the sake of which' insofar as this TÉAo<; is embodied in desires and purposes, which 

are motives, motors and originators of change. However, according to Aristotle, this mode 

of causation regards also natural changes. But there is a problem: how can this mode of 

causation enter in the natural world, as in the development and behaviors of living things, 

where actions take place through no desire or purposes? 

Actually in the second book of the Physics the notion of TÉAo<; is introduced and 

defined befare the distinction of the four kinds of aiTía. And what is more importan! is that 

herc the terrn TÉAoc; is defined in relation to nature. Here Aristotle says: 

Now nature (c/>vcnc;) is an end ( TÉAo>) and what something is for (oli i!vEKa) . For whcnever 

there is a definite end to a continuous change, the last thing (..0 i!uxaTov) is also what it is for 

(To ou É'vEKa); whence the comical statement in the play 'He has reached the end for which 

he was bom ' - for the end should not be just any last thing, but the best (..O /3€ATtUTov).
9 

The notion of TÉAoc; here is defined through three concepts. First of ali , Aristotle introduces 

the term TÉAoc; claiming that it is c/iúcnc;, nature; second, the TÉAo<; is defined as the last 

terrn (To €oxaTov) of a process and, finally , it is characterized as the bes! terrn (To (3€/..wnov) 

of a process. Let us proceed with the last two characterizations. 

The TÉAoc;, Aristotle says, is the last thing or terrn (To €uxaTov) in a process of 

change, that is, its result or outcome, the situation in which something arrives at the end of 

the proccss, or the state of affairs in which something stays in the conclusion of its 

growing, changing, or moving. But Aristot le observes that not any last condition of a 

change is the TÉAoc;, but only the best (To {3iATtO'Tov) . In this way, Aristotle is claiming that 

we cannot simply establish what a change is for by observing where or how it ends; we 

9 Phys. 112, 194 a 27 - 33. 



44 Chapter 2 - E11ds i11 Nature 

must know if there is a 'best' or a 'good' term of that change. Thus, Aristotle is here 

identifying the TÉAo> of a process with its good (aya8óv), which is explicitly stated in a later 

passage, where Aristotle claims that "there are things which stand as the end (TÉAo>) and the 

good (Taya8ov); for what the other things are for tends to be the best (To ¡3€,\T1UTov) and their 

end" 1º. We will see later on what he intends precisely as 'good' ; for the moment it is 

sufficient to say that the term 'good' must not be understood in a moral sense, bur rather as 

the perfection reached by the process itself, a state of completeness and full realization of 

an action. For example, when we say that the end of the art of building is the house, we 

mean that the action performed by the builder is 'complete', 'finished' or 'perfect' only 

when it has produced a house; in this sense, the action of a house builder is 'good' when it 

realizes a house. 

However, these two characterizations are not yet able to explain in which way and 

in which cases the TÉAo> - as the last and best term reached by a natural process - plays a 

causal role in the process as 'that for the sake of which' and why, on the contrary, it is nota 

mere accidental result. In the case of human deliberated actions, in fact, the result is 

considered a TÉAo> when, in a certain way, it acts since the very beginning of the action 

through believes, desires, and purposes, which produce and orient the action ; but natural 

substances do not owe their changes to desires or purposes. How, then, can the result of a 

natural change determine and orient the change since its very beginning? 

To solve this problem, the most important characterization present in the definition of the 

term TÉAot; is the first one, that is, the identification of the end of a process performed by a 

substance with the c/ivut>. the interna! source of change of the process performed by that 

substance. In the natural world, then, the outcome of a process performed by a substance is 

not a simple accidental result but plays a causal role as TO oíl Í'vEKa only when it is identical 

with the nature of that substance, that is, when it is the same state of affairs that produces 

and originates the change in that substance. It is only through this identity, then, that 

something that is chronologically posterior to a process - its outcome - can produce, 

determine, and orient the process since its very beginning. 

According to Aristotle, then, ali changes performed by natural substances have a 

termination, an outcome ora 'last term'; but this does not mean that every termination or 

'º Phys. lI 3, 195 a 23 - 25. 
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' last term ' is the TÉAos of the change. The result or outcome of a process undergone by a 

natural substance can be regarded as a TÉAos only when it possesses two characteristics: 

first, it must be something 'good', that is , something that represents the completion and 

perfection of the change, and second, it must be identical with the nature of the substance 

that undergoes the change. 

In this respect we cannot say, as the comical remark, that death or disease is ' that 

for the sake of which' living things grow, live, and reproduce. Even if death is always the 

conclusion or termination of that process that we call life, it does not represent the 'good' 

of that process, that is, we do not say that life reaches its completeness or perfection when it 

is over. But this condition is not yet sufficient to guarantee that the state of affairs that 

constitutes the result of the process is 'that for the sake of which ' and not a mere accidental 

result. In order to be responsible for a change the TÉAos must be prcsent si nce the very 

beginning of the process, and this is possible only when it coincides with the same state of 

affairs that has the capacity to produce and originate the process. When this second 

condition is lacking - when the result of a process does not coi ncide with the c/>vcns of the 

thing that performs the process -, even the 'good' and 'hest' term must be considered asan 

accidental result , that is, a result that does not play any causal role in the process. For these 

reasons, then , the TÉAos is excluded from playing a causal role in the movement of 

inanimate objects, natural substances that owe their changes to the matter that constitutes 

them. The proper movements of inanimate objects , in fact, have a direction ora last term, 

which is represented by their natural places, but thi s last term, the achievement of a spatial 

position, is not identical with the interna! source of change of that substance. 

Rather, these two conditions show that the only result or state of affairs that can be 

regarded as the TÉAos of a natural process is the form or constitution of living things . On the 

one hand, in fact , the outcome or result of the good functioning and operating of sorne 

activities - like growth, nutrition, reproduction , and ali other activities that are necessary 

for these changes, like breathing, perceiving, etc. - is the realization and preservation, both 

in the individual and in the species, of the form of a living thing. A certain acti vi ty like 

nutrition, for example, is ' good ' when it gives a substance - a living thing - the 

nourishment necessary to survive and preserve itself, that is, to realize and conserve its 

form, and analogously in ali other activities . But on the other hand, as we have seen , the 
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fonn or structure of a living thing is not only the result or outcome of these processes, but it 

is also the interna! factor that gives the living thing the capacity of producing and 

originating these changes. The result of the process, in these cases, has a causal role since 

the very beginning of the process, it produces and originates the process and thus must be 

regarded as 'that for the sake of which' the processes take place. 

We can now understand why, according to Aristotle, the student of nature must 

study the form of living things as their end, and thus why, only in living things, these two 

different notions are bound together until their identification. In a living thing, in fact, the 

· · EllJor; of a substance, the factor that defines what a certain substance is, is identical with the 

TÉAor; of the activity petformed by that substance because (l) it is the result, the last and best 

tenn of that activity and because (2) it is the same element or factor that produces and 

originates that activity. 

In organized substances, then , the dlJor; - apart from its causal role as "what a thing 

is" -, also plays a causal role in the changes undergone by that substance in two senses: on 

the one hand it is what stands at the beginning of the change, the "mover", that is, the factor 

that produces and originates the change, and on the other hand it is what stands at the end 

of the change, the "TÉAo(, that is, that for the sake of which the change happens. This point 

is well illustrated at the end of Phys. II 1, by means of a confrontation between the way in 

which the end is present in nature and in art. 

Nature (c/>úu1r;) in the sense in which the word is used for a generation ( -yÉvEu1r;) proceeds 

towards nature (eir; c/>úu1v). It is not like doctoring, which has as its end not the art of 

medicine but health. Doctoring must proceed from the art of medicine, not towards it. But 

the process of growth does not stand in this relation to nature: that which is growing, as 

such, is proceeding from something (h wor;) to something (Eir; Ti). What, then, is it which 

is growing? Not the thing it is growing out of, but the thing ít is growing into. So the form is 

nature.11 

Here Aristotle is inquiring the meaning of the word 'nature' from an etymological point of 

view. Under this respect the word 'nature' means rivEutr; - generation -, since the tenn c/iúu1r; 

comes from the verb c/iú€1lfJa1 - to be bom, to grow -, which is a synonym of the verb 
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'Yi7VEO-~a1 - to generate -. Now, the process of generation , as well as the process of 

manufacture, proceeds from something (iK Ttvoq) to something (Eiq Ti). It is clear that , on the 

one hand, the term from which (iK Ttvoq) a process proceeds means the thing from which 

the process is originated, that is, its source of change; and on the other hand, it is clear that 

the term or condition towards which (Eiq Ti) it proceeds, is its last and best term that 

Aristotle identifies with its TÉAoq or TO ov EVEKa. Now, as we have seen, in a process of 

generation, growth , or birth of a substance, the term 'from which' it proceeds is the 'nature' 

of the substance in the sense of its form . But in these kinds of processes, as Aristotle 

observes, 'nature ' in the sense of form is also the term 'towards which' the process 

proceeds. The process of generation , as well as any other manifestation of life, proceeds 

Eiq c/ivo-1v, towards nature itself. The anatomical structure of an animal , in fact , is the interna! 

factor that gives the animal the capacity to produce sorne proper changes and, at the same 

time, it is also the outcome or result of these changes 12
. In organized substances, and only 

in them, the form of a thing is both what originates a change and the good term of that 

change. And this is not the case of a technical process. In the process of 'doctoring', for 

example, the term towards which it proceeds - its last and best term - is health, not the art 

of medicine from which it proceeds. Here the form that constitutes the TÉAoq of the process 

11 Phys. 111, 193 b 12- 18. 
12 It may be objected that this is not always true, espec iall y in the cases of the growth of a living thing from a 
seed. Far example, in the process of growth of a rose we may say that the term ' from which' the growth 
proceeds is the seed, and the term 'towards which ' it proceeds is a rose. In thi s case, lhen , the two terms do 
not coincide, and thus we may conclude that the rose is not the TÉAo> of the process. And this kind of objection 
may be extended to ali the processes proper of life : actua lly, as Ari stotlc points o ut in Phys. I 5 - 7 , in arder to 
have a change there must be a difference between 'that from which' and 'that towards which ' : an animal too, 
far example, has changed befare and after eating si nce it has assi milated food, and thus the term 'from which' 
and the term 'towards which ' are not identical. But Aristotle 's point is that in this way the animal has changed 
with regards of its matter, whilst its farm persists fro m the bcginning to thc end of the process, since it 
remains the same kind of animal throughout the process. Thus, the animal can change its size, shape, quality, 
or surface configuration during its existence, but not itsform, which is identical at the beginning or at the end 
of the process. The farm or e~o, that is identical from the beginning to the end of a process, then, is ' what it is 
to be a living thing of that kind ' , or the li vi ng thing's specific difference within its genus. And this is what 
happens in the case of the growth of a seed into a plant: "what, then, is it which is growing? Not the thing it is 
growing out of, but the thing it is growing into. So the fa rm is nature". In thi s way, Aristotle is pointing out 
that the seed 'from which' the growth starts is a seed of something determined , that is, a substance of a certain 
kind: it is, far example, a 'rosc-seed ', that is, a living thing with a specific nature or farm. According to 
Aristotle , then, what is responsib le far the seed's growth as its TÉAo> is not the fully developed organi sm, but 
theform ofthe developed organism. which "in sorne way" (Phys . II l , 193 b 20), that is, potenti ally, is present 
since the very beginning of the process. Regarding this point Cfr. Ross, W. D. [1936] , pp. 505-506; Berti , E. 
[1958), pp. 477-505 ; Nussbaum, M.C. [1 978] , pp. 67-74; and Furley, D. [1996], pp. 69-70. 
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is present in the source of change of the process, but it is not identical with it. Thus, 

according to Aristotle, we can say that art has an end, but that only nature is an end. 

2.3 - Ends and Organized Substances 

Only the forrn of an organized substance, then, can be considered a TÉAos in nature since it 

is the 'good' of the changes perforrned by the substance and since it is the outcome of the 

changes produced by the same forrn of the substance. According to Aristotle's account, 

then, the TÉAos of a natural change is only and always the realization and conservation of 

the forrn of the same substance that perforrns the change, and thus it is only and always 

something interna/ to the substance that undergoes the process. On the contrary, as the 

quote above shows, the TÉAos of a technical activity is always something externa! to the 

person who perforrns that activity: the art of building performed by the builder is good and 

complete when it produces a certain thing - the house - which is externa! and different 

from the builder, while the natural behavior of an animal is good and complete when it 

allows the survival and reproduction of the animal itself, that is, the realization and 

conservation of its own fonn. 

However, Aristotle is aware that cven in the field of nature we occasionally speak of 

ends meaning something externa! and different from the substance that perforrns the 

change. For example, when we say that the sun and its heat allow the growth of animals 13
, 

that the rain makes the corn grow 14
, or that plants and animals, which constitute the 

nourishment of men, allow their growth, survival, reproduction , etc. 15
, we are tempted to 

attribute a TÉAos to these substances. Thus the sun would heat for the sake of animals' 

growth, the rain would fall for the sake of the corn, and plants and animals would come into 

being for men's survival. In ali these cases, as we can see, the TÉAos would be the 

realization of a forrn which is different and externa! to the substance that performs the 

actions, and furthermore this kind of end would regard indistinctly both inanimate objects 

(as in the case of rain) and living things (as in the case of plants and animals). 

13 Phys. lI 2, 194 b 12. 
14 Phys. 11 8, 198 b 16- 19. 
"Poi. 1 8 1256 b 15 - 20. 
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In order to give an account of this way of speaking about the cnd in nature, Aristotle 

recalls in Phys. ll 2 a distinction , introduced for the first time in his lost dialogue De 

Philosophia and frequently present in other Aristotelian treatises, according to which "there 

are two sorts of things that may be called ' that for the sake of which' (To ov €vfKa)"
16. 

Again, this distinction results from the analogy between art and nature: in a technical 

process, for example, the end is represented by thc work (€nov) 17
, as when we say that the 

end of the art of building is the house; but in the field of art, Aristotle adds, "we use ali 

things as if they whcre for us" 18
, and thus Aristotle concludes, "we too are ends of a sort" 19

, 

as when we say that the end of the art of building is the man who is going to live in the 

house. 

As Ari stotle says in De Anima, then, the terrn 'end' - both in art and in nature - is an 

ambiguous one, and it may mean (a) the result for the sake of which something is done 

(To µiv ov)2º and (b) the person or the thing that is benefited by this result (To ~E 4')21
, that is , 

the beneficiary of the result of a process. And in the first sense , Aristotle specifies in the 

Metaphysics, we speak about TÉAos as (a) the end or the good of something (mód2
, whilst 

in the second sense the same terrn meaos (b) the end or the goodjor something (T111t)
23

. 

Thus, when we speak about externa! ends in nature, as when we say that the sun is 

for the sake of living organisms, that the end of the rain is to make the corn grow, or that 

plants and animals are for men, we are using the terrn TÉAos in thi s second sense, that is , we 

are speaking about the mere beneficiary of a process. But in this sense we are using the 

terrn TÉAo~ in an improper way, probably derived from our ordinary speech24
, since in this 

sense it does not correspond to the definition of TÉAos as the cf¡úu1s of the substance that 

perforrns the process. As we have seen, the TÉAos is responsible for a natural process as 'that 

for the sake of which' only when it coincides with the factor that produces and originales 

16 Ph vs. lI 2. 194 a 35 - 36. 
17 Phys. JI 2, 194 b 8. 
18 Phvs. 11 2, 194 a 34 - 35. 
19 Phys. JI 2, 194 a 35. 
20 De An. 114, 415 b 2. 
21 De .411. JI 4. 415 b 2 - 3. 
22 Me1aph. A 7, 1072 b 3. 
23 Me1aph . A 7, 1072 b 2. Regarding this distinction Cfr. Ross, W. D. [ 1936], p. 509; Berti . E. 11977]. p. 3 11 -
312; Berti , E. [1989-1990], p. 15-18, and Kullmann, W. [1985 ], p. 169-175. 
24 Cfr. Berti. E. [1989-1990] , p. 16. 
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that process. Otherwise the 'last term' of a process is a simple accidental result, that is, a 

result that hasn't any causal role in the process. 

Thus, when we say that the heat emanated from the sun is for the sake of organisms 

we are ,using the tenn TÉAos in an improper way, we are saying that the sun is goodfor an 

organism, which is the mere beneficiary of a process; but this beneficiary is an accidental 

result of the process, not a factor responsible for it. Organísms, in fact, have no causal role 

in producing the heat in the sun, since the sun would shíne even if there weren't any 

organisms in Earth. Analogously, the process of growth of anímals and plants is something 

goodfor men, but it would take place even if there weren't any men since man is not the 

c/ivrn~ of plants and anímals, that is , is not the interna! factor that produces and originates 

plants and animals. For this reason, then, the man is the externa! beneficiary of the growth 

of plants and animals but he does not play any causal role in this process, and thus he 

cannot be 'that for the sake of which' plants and animals grow25
. 

When we speak about externa) ends in nature, then , we are not speaking about a real 

TÉAo~ present in natural substances. ln the example above, in fact, Aristotle says that "we 

too are ends of a sort", that is, as beneficiaries of the result of certain processes, because 

"we use ali things as (f they where for us". For example, we use the wood of trees to make 

the rudder, and we use stones to make the house, but trees and stones do not exist and come 

to be for our own sake. It is we who interpret these substances as if they carne into being for 

us because we 'use ' them, that is , because we take benefit and advantage from them. But 

that means that when we speak about an externa) end in nature - with which we are 

denoting the mere beneficiary of a certain process - we are speaking about an apparent 

TÉAo~, not something really present in nature. It is we who 'import' externa) ends in nature 

because we see a benefit, an advantage, ora goodfor something, but this sort of end is nota 

factor responsible for a certain process since it does not correspond with its interna! source 

of change. It is 'we' who regard the rain as falling for the sake of the corn' s growth because 

the com takes benefít from the rain; but actually, in nature, the corn's growth is in no way 

25 According to these considerations we can agree with Sed ley, D. [ 1991 ] that man is the ultimate beneficiary 
of natural actions. However, since man is an externa! bcncficiary, and thus an acc idental result, according to 
our view we cannot agree with his anthropocentric interpretation of Aristotle's telcology: although a 
beneficiary, man is not the aim for the sakc of which natural changes takc place. 



Chapter 2 - Ends i11 Nature 51 

responsible for the rainfall, but is it a mere outcome that follows the pure necessary 

connections between antecedents and consequences. 

The term TÉAo), then, is used in its proper sense - as a factor responsible for a 

certain change - not when it means the mere beneficiary of a process, but when it means 

the result or state of affairs for the sake of which a process takes place, and that Aristotle 

defines as the end or good of something. In order to ha ve a causal role in the process, as we 

have seen , the TÉAo) must be a state of affairs that acts since the very beginning of the 

change, and that is possible only when it is the c/iúu1) of something, that is, same state of 

affairs that produces the change in a substance. And in this sense, as we have seen, the 

. TÉAo) in nature can be present only among living things and it can be only the form of those 

substances. The form or organization of a living thing, in fact, is the result of the process 

undergone by the living thing, and this process is produced by the way in which the living 

thing is organized, that is , the same form of the substance. Here the end is intemal to the 

substance that performs the actions, and by virtue of its identification with the ' nature' of 

that substance it is someching real, that is, a principie that directs and organizes the changes 

since the very beginning of the process. 

But the identification of the form of an organized substance with its end and the 

discussion about the two senses in which the word TÉAo) is used highlights another 

importan! aspee! of living things, which helps us understand what there is, in nature, that 

grounds an explanation in terms of ends. 

The fact that the survival of a living thing is the outcome or result of the changes 

performed by the living thing itself implies that these processes are good for the living 

thing. In this sensc, then, the living thing is the benefi ciary of the result of thc growth of its 

parts or the right functioning and operation of its organs, and thus it is a TÉAo) in what we 

call an 'improper sense'. 

But in this case the organism is not the bcneficiary of an accidental result of the 

process. The state of affairs that constitutes the result of che process is che same state of 

affairs chat produces the process . In other words, living things are substances that owe their 

proper changes to the way they are organized. And this organization <loes just only produce 

any change, but a change that allows the realization and conservation of the organization of 

the substance. And it is by meaos of this self-orga11izatio11 that the organism is the 
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beneficiary of the result of the process. Living things, then , are self-organized substances, 

substances that by virtue of their organization perfonn a process that benefits themselves . 

To sum up, both inanimate and anímate substances can have externa! beneficiaries. 

With this expression we mean that the result of natural changes - whether it is a TÉAos as in 

the case of living things ora simple termination as in inanimate objects - can be something 

that as an extemal source of change can help the production and realization of the form of 

another substance. Ali natural things, as we have seen, need in fact externa! factors in order 

to givc rise to a change on their own. Here the externa! beneficiary is a mere result of an 

externa! source of change over a certain thing. But in addition to an externa! beneficiary 

living things and only living things have an 'interna! beneficiary'. And with this expression 

we mean that the result of a change performed by a living thing, which is a TÉAo<; in the 

proper sense of the word, is something that benefits the same substance that performs the 

change. As we shall see in the next chapter, this does not mean that if a substance performs 

an action that benefits itsel f, then the action is for the sake of something, but rather that if in 

nature an action is due ' for the sake of something' , which is possible only in living things, 

then this action benefits the same substance that performs the process. 

What constitutes the ontological basi s for the use of explanation in terms of ends, 

then, is the presencc in nature of self-organized substances . This seems to be the meaning 

of Aristotle ' s remark that in nature often (rroMáK1<;) "what a thing is (TÍ É1JT1) , and what it is 

for (To o~ EVfKa) are one and the same"26. In nature, in fact, there are substances whose form 

or constitution is the TÉAo<; of the processes performed by that substance because often , that 

is, in the case of living things, this form or constitution is also the nature, the interna] 

source of change of the processes performed by that substance. 

2.4 - Conclusions 

Aristotle nowhere maintains that everything that is due to nature is for an end. Ali natural 

substances , according to Aristotle, under certain circumstances and with the intervention of 

26 Phys. 117, 198 a 25 -26. 
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externa! actions, respond by a change of their own. This change is due to the 'nature' of a 

substance, that is , an interna] factor that gives them the capacity to realize a specific tP'Yov, a 

specific work, a state of affairs, a result or outcome. Inanimate substances , when 

unsupported, have the capacity of realizing a locomotive movement that makes them reach 

their natural places. Anímate substances, under the action of heat, air, nourishment, etc. , 

have the capacity of performing certain activities that make them realize and preserve their 

proper form, structure, or constitution. In both cases 'nature' is, on the one hand, a capacity 

or tendency present in a substance to be changed by other things, and, on the other hand, a 

capacity or tendency present in a substance to respond to these changes by a change of their 

own - to change its spatial position orto realize and preserve its proper form. But it is only 

when the nature of a certain substance responds to externa] changes with an activity that 

realizes, preserves, and reproduces itself, that Aristotle sees the presence of ends in nature. 

Only in these cases, in fact , the tp7ov, the result or outcome of a certain process, is also 

what has the power of producing and originating the process. Thus, the presence of the 

TÉAo~ in nature is not extended to ali natural changes . The simple fact that a change reaches 

a certain outcome or result , in fact , is not sufficient to conclude that this outcome is 'that 

for the sake of which ' the change takes place. Rather, the presence of the TÉAo~ in nature is 

a conclusion reached by Aristotle from the observation of a special kind of change, namely, 

the change proper of any form of life, the activity of those substances that have in 

themselves a capacity of realizing, preserving, and reproducing ~1 'aÚToC, by themselves. 
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Having demonstrated that, according to Aristotle, the TÉAos is present only in the biological 

realm, we have now to take into consideration a possible objection to our conclusions . As 

we have seen in the introduction, the scope of Aristotle's natural teleology is a very 

controversia! issue: according to sorne authors, in fact, it would embrace not only the field 

of living things, but the whole natural world. This conclusion, according to these authors, 

would be supported by sorne passages of Phys. II 8, where Aristotle defends the presence of 

ends in nature against the objections of opponents who claim that 'ali things that come to be 

due to nature are the result of necessity', that is, of undesigned processes. Here, according 

to those authors, Aristotle would reject the rival thesis showing that 'ali things that come to 

be dueto nature are the result of end-directed processes ', that is, showing the truth of the 

contrary proposition 1
. However, I shall argue that Aristotle refutes the rival thesis only by 

showing that 'sorne things that come to be due to nature are the result of end-directed 

processes', that is, showing the truth of the contradictory proposition2
• Thus, I shall show 

that Aristotle's rejection of the opponent's thesis is compatible with the view that only the 

changes proper of living things are due to an end, whilst sorne other things - the 

movements of inanimate substances - are not due to a TÉAos. 

3.1 - The Mechanistic Account 

Phys . II 8 is one of the most notorious chapters in the Aristotelian Corpus entirely devoted 

to the defense of the presence of ends in nature. For this purpose, Aristotle sets up three 

lines of argument in arder to refute the position held by ali the physicists (</ivo'IOAÓ701) that 

had previously investigated naturc - especially Democritus, Anaxagoras, and Empedocles -

according to whom ali natural changes result from necessity, that is, from the interaction of 

1 Cfr. De. lnt . 7, 17 b 20 - 22: "Propositions are opposed as contraries when both the affirmative and the 
denial are universal, as in the sentences 'every man is white', 'no man is white' , 'every man is just ', 'no man 
is just"'. 
2 Cfr. De. /111. 7, 17 b 16 - 20: "An affirmalion is opposed to a denial in the sense which I denote by the term 
'contradictory', when, while the subject rernains the sarne, the affirrnation is of uni versal character and the 
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material elements and their qualities3
. I shall refer to this as 'the mechanistic account', 

according to which there is no place for ends in nature, but ali natural phenomena are the 

result of undesigned processes. The objection of the 'mechanistic' opponents to the thesis 

of the presence of ends in nature is sketched as follows: 

The problem thus arises: why should we suppose that nature acts for something (€v€Ká TOv) 

and because it is better? Why should not everything be like the rain? Zeus does not send the 

rain in order to make the corn grow: it comes of necessity (él; avá7K7JS'). The stuff which has 

been drawn up is bound to cool, and having cooled, turn to water and come down. It is 

merely concurren! that, this having happened, the corn grows. Similarly, if someone's corn 

rots on the threshing-floor, it does not rain for this purpose, that the corn may rot, but that 

carne about concurrently. What, then, is to stop parts in nature too from being like this -the 

front teeth of necessity growing sharp and suitable for biting, and the back teeth broad and 

serviceable for chewing the food, not coming to be for this, but by coincidence? And 

similarly with the other parts in which the 'far something' seems to be present. So when ali 

tumed out justas if they had come to be for something, then the things, suitably constituted 

as an outcome of chance (TOO at'.rroµ.áTOv), survived; when not , they died, and die, as 

Empedocles says of the man-headed calves.4 

If the mechanistic account were right, then we could explain ali natural changes - from the 

movements of inanimate things, as the rainfall , to the changes proper of living things, as the 

growth of teeth in an animal - as the result of undesigned processes. In this way, then, what 

we call an 'end' would be only the result of accidental interactions of the necessary 

behavior of matter and its dispositions. According to this account, then, the rain does not 

. fall to make the com grow, but it follows from necessity from previous conditions, like the 

action of the cold over air: clouds, when cooled, must fall as rain, and the com 's growth is 

the accidental result or outcome of the falling of the rain . And the fact that the com's 

growth is an accidental outcome would be proved by the fact that when the com is on the 

denial is not. The affirmation 'every man is white' is the contradictory of the denial 'not every man is white' , 
or again, the proposition 'no man is white' is the contradictory of the proposition 'sorne menare white"'. 
3 Phys. ll 8, 198 b 12-14: "Foreveryone brings things back to thiscause [the necessary], saying that because 
the hot is by nature such as to be thus, and similarly Lhe cold and everything of that son, therefore these things 
of necessity come to be and are". Regarding this position Cfr. Owens, J. [1968], Gotthelf, A. [1976], and 
Meyer. S. [1992]. 
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threshing floor , it just happens that the rain spoils it , but it clearly does not fall for the sake 

of spoiling it. In the same way the growth of the parts of animals - that are so well adapted 

to their functions that they seem to be for the sake of the anirnal's growth and survival -, 

actually is an outcome of an undesigned process, and the anirnal's survival is a mere 

accidental result of this process as well as the com's growth is of the rainfall. Again , the 

fact that the survival due to the growth of parts rnust be considered as an accidental 

outcome would be proved by the presence of 'monsters' in nature, that is , by the fact that 

sometimes - as in the case of the man-headed calves mentioned by Ernpedocles - animals 

grow parts that are not so suitably constituted, and that do not allow an anirnal's survival: in 

this case we do not say that these parts come into being for the sake of the anirnal's death , 

but only that death is an accidental outcome. 

In order to refute this account, Aristotle sets up three different arguments, which we 

shall examine in the following three parts of the present chapter: the first is based on the 

regularity present in nature, the second on the analogy between art and nature, and the third 

on the observation of the behavior of living things. The most interesting point of Aristotle's 

arguments with regard to our work - an inquiry about the scope of the presence of ends in 

nature - is that they have traditionally been taken (especially the first of the three) as proof 

that the TfAO>, according to Aristotle, is a principie that works in ali natural changes, frorn 

inanimate objects to living things. This interpretation has a very long tradition, starting 

from the comrnentary of Simplicius5 and Aquinas6
, but also present in a recent paper by 

David Furley has clairned that Aristotle's refutation of the 'mechanistic account', 

particularly with the argument based on the regularity in nature, shows that the TiAo> is a 

principie that applies to ali natural substances7
. I shall refer to this interpretation as ' the 

traditional interpretation ' , according to which Aristotle would prove the falsity of the whole 

mechanistic account showing that both the changes that involve inanirnate things - as the 

rainfall - and the changes proper of any form of life - as the growth of organs in animals -

are for the sake of something. 

4 Ph vs. 11 8, 198 b l6 - 32. 
5 Si~plicius , In phys . 347 .18ff. 
6 Aquinas, De physico auditu . ii, lectio XII. 
7 Furley, D. (1985], pp. 177 - 182. 
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In the following section, I shall h1ghlight that this interpretation is built upon two 

misleading assumptions; in this way, I shall proposc an altemative interpretation of 

Aristotle's refutation, showing that the falsity of the mechanistic account is proved not by 

the fact that ali natural changes - both the changes of inanimate and animate substances -

are for the sake of something, but only by the fact that sorne natural changes - the changes 

proper of any form of life - are for the sake of something. In this way, then , I shall argue 

that Aristotle's objecl of refutation is not the 'whole ' mechanistic account , but the 

generalization of this account, which holds for the movements of inanimate objects, to the 

behavior of living things. 

3.2 - On Chance a11d Regularity 

The first line of argument that Aristotle advances in order to show the falsity of the 

mechanistic account, according to which what we cal! an 'end ' in nature actually is a mere 

resu lt of accidental interactions of the necessary behavior of matter and its dispositions, is 

based on a reflection upon the rcgularity with which everything or almost everything in 

nature comes to be. 

This, or something like it, is the account which might cause a difficulty. It is impossible, 

however, that this should be how things are. The things mentioned (mirra.) , and ali things 

which are due to nature, come to be as they do always or for the most part, and nothing 

which is the outcome of luck (amo TÍiX'1¡q) or chance (a1To Ta.ti-roµ,aTOv) does that. We do not 

think that it is the outcome of luck or coincidence that there is a lot of rain in winter, but 

only if there is a lot of rain in August; nor that there are heatweaves in August, but only if 

there is a heatweave in winter. If, then, things seem to be either a coincidental outcome or 

for something, and the things we are discussing cannot be either a coincidence or an 

outcome of chance, they must be for something. But ali such things are due to nature, as the 

authors of the view under discussion themselves admit. The 'for something', then, is present 

in things which are and come to be dueto nature.8 

8 Pliys. II 8, 198 b 32 - 199 a 8. 
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This is the argument that, according to the traditional interpretation, would prove that 

Aristotle's use of teleological explanation embraces the whole natural world. According to 

this interpretation, in fact, Aristotle's argument must be read as follows : Aristotle offers 

only two altematives for things that come to be by nature: things come into being either by 

chance or for the sake of something. But the fall of the rain in winter, as well as the growth 

of teeth in animals, cannot be an outcome of chance, since they are regular events and 

nothing that comes to be regularly can be an outcome of chance. Therefore, according to 

the traditional interpretation, Aristotle concludes that both the rainfall -a change undergone 

by an inanimate substance - and the growth of teeth in animals - a change performed by 

living things - are for the sake of something. Even if at first sight this interpretation may be 

attractive, T believe that it is misleading in two points. 

First of ali, the traditional interpretation does not distinguish between the dialectical 

demonstration of the contradiction to which thc mechanistic account leads- and thus the 

demonstration of its falsity -, and Aristotle 's own position with respect to this issuc. The 

falsity of an universal proposition like "ali things are dueto undesigned processes", in fact, 

does not imply that "nothing is dueto undesigned processes" (or, what is the same, that "ali 

things are due for the sake of something"), but only that "not ali things are due to 

undesigned processes" (or, what is the same, that "sorne things are due for the sake of 

something"). Under this respect, then , the demonstration of the falsity of the mechanistic 

account by means of showing the contradiction to which it leads, cannot be, by its own, thc 

demonstration of the contrary proposition, but only of its contradictory one. 

Thus, the dialectical refutation of the mechanistic account can be sketched as 

follows. First of ali, the main premise of Aristotle 's argument is that (i) "everything that 

comes to be by nature is either an outcome of chance or for the sake of something". Now, 

the fact that Aristotle takes this disjunction as the main premise of his argument does not 

necessarily imply that he thinks that this proposition is true. Rather, this proposition is 

taken as the main premise of his argument because it is implied by the opponent's thesis: 

the mechanistic opponent, in fact , holds that nothing in nature is for the sakc of something 

but that "everything that comes to be is an outcome of chance", and thus he must accept the 

disj unction that "everything that comes to be by nature is either an outcome of chance or 

for the sake of something". Second, the opponent must agree that (ii) "everything (or 



60 Chapter 3 - The Defense of E11ds i11 Nature 

alrnost everything) in nature comes to be regularly in the same way". This is what our 

experience of natural phenomena displays and what both parties must accept: rain, for 

example, falls regularly in winter and animals regularly grow teeth. Third, the opponent 

must also agree that we do not cal! a thing the outcome of chance if it comes to be regularly 

in the same way. We do not say that it is an outcome of chance if there is abundan! rain in 

winter. Rather, it is in the nature of chance events to be exceptional. Thus, both parties must 

also accept that (iii) "nothing which is regular is an outcorne of chance" . It would be 

ridiculous if the opponent, in order to save his account, denies an opinion so widely 

accepted. Thus, Aristotle argues, since (ii) "everything in nature comes to be regularly in 

the same way" and since (iii) "nothing which is regular is an outcome of chance", then (iv) 

"nothing in nature is an. ourcome of chance". But then, he concludes, since (i) "everything 

that come to be by nature is efrher an outcome of chance or for the sake of something" but 

(iv) "nothing in nature is an outc'ome of chance", therefore (v) "everything that comes to be 

by nature is for the sake of something". 

Thus, according to Aristotle, who claims that "nothing in nature is for the sake of 

something but everything is an outcome of chance" must conclude that "nothing in nature is 

an outcome of chance but everything is for the sake of something", but in this way he is 

contradicting himself and thus, he is wrong. But the fact that the opponent's claim is false, 

<loes not imply that the contrary proposition (v) "everything that comes to be by nature is 

for the sake of something" is true, buí only that "sorne things that come to be by nature are 

for the sake of something". 

We must then distinguish the dialectical refutation of the mechanistic view from the 

truth of (v). The proposition (v), in fact, is the valid conclusion of the premises (i), (ii), and 

(iii), but this <loes not imply that (v) is true. The proposition (v) is true only if premises (i), 

(ii), and (iii) are true. Now, the mechanistic opponent must accept ali these three premises: 

particularly, as we have seen, he must accept the disjunction (i) "everything that comes to 

be by nature is cither an outcome of chance or for the sake of something", because he holds 

that "everything that comes to be by nature is an outcome of chance". Thus, if we accept (i), 

(ii), and (iii) , then we have to conclude that (v); and since the mechanistic opponent must 

accept (i), (ii), and (iii), tlzen he must conclude that (v). But the question is then: does 

Aristotle also accept the disjunction (i)? 
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This is, then, the crucial question in order to understand if, through the refutation of 

the mechanistic account, Aristotle proves that everything in nature is for the sake of 

something. According to the traditional interpretation, in fact, Aristotle himself would 

conclude (v) because he also accepts (i). But why would Aristotle accept the disjunction (i) 

that "everything that comes to be by nature is either an outcome of chance or for the sake of 

something"? These considerations lead us to the second error made by the traditional 

interpretation. According to this interpretation, in fact, just as the opponent agrees to this 

disjunction because he accepts the first disjunct , so too Aristotle himself would agree 

because he accepts the second disjunct, that is, that "everything that comes to be by nature 

is for the sake of something"9
. Particularly, according to the traditional interpretation, 

Aristotle would treat both the processes undergone by inanimate substances - as the case of 

the rain - and processes performed by living things - as the case of the growth of teeth in an 

animal -, as two instances of end-directed processes 10
. But this conclusion is based on the 

assumption that, according to Aristotle, the mechanistic opponent would be giving an 

inadequate explanation both in the example of the rainfall and that of living things, which is 

a mistaken assumption. 

According to the distinction between the two ways in which we use the word TÉAo-;, 

in fact, the rainfall is an example of something that Aristotle himself takes as due only toan 

undesigned process. Here the rain is a substance that performs a process which realizes a 

form of another, different substance, the com. The growth of the corn by means of the 

action of rain, then, is an example of an externa! end, and in this sense the corn is merely an 

externa! beneficiary of the fal ling of the rain, not its real TÉAo-;. A result of a certain process, 

in fact, is the TÉAo-; of that process only when it coincides with the 'nature ' of the substance 

that performs the process, that is , with its interna! source of change. It is only through this 

identity that we can say that the result is a principie that has a causal role in the production 

of the process. But the corn's growth plays no causal role in the production and falling of 

the rain - which is preved by the fact that it can rain even if the corn is on the threshing 

floor, or even if there were no corn on Earth. Thus, Aristotle agrees with his opponent that 

the corn's growth is a mere 'concurrent' result of the rainfall, since it is something that 

9 Cfr. Code, A. [ 1997], p. 129. 
'ºCfr. Furley, D. [1985], p. 177 . 
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happens by virtue of the rain but that cannot have any causal role in the production of the 

rain , and therefore he agrees that rain does not fall 'for the sake of something' . 

Thus, according to Aristotle rainfall in winter is neither 'for the sake of something' -

since its outcome is not the same state of affairs that produces its falling - nor ' an outcome 

of chance' - since it is a regular event. But then the regularity of the changes undergone by 

inanimate substances, as the case of meteorological phenomena, proves that, according to 

Aristotle, "sorne things are neither an outcome of chance nor for the sake of something" . 

And hence Aristotle does not accept the premise (i) "everything that comes to be by nature 

is either an outcome of chance or for the sake of something" that leads to conclude that 

"everything that comes to be by nature is for the sake of something". 

The argument based on the regularity present in nature leads only to 

demonstrate the falsity of the mechanistic account. But from the falsity of the claim that ali 

things come to be from undesigned processes we can only conclude that "sorne things are 

for the sake of something", not that "ali things are for the sake of something" . Aristotle, in 

fact , agrees with his opponent that there are processes due to undesigncd results . Jf we look 

carefully at the structure of his argument, we shall see that the real controversia! issue 

between Aristotle and his opponent is given by the question "why should not everything be 

like the rain?", that is, by the attcmpt to explain everything that happens in nature according 

to the same pattem that is correct only for a limited range of changes, namely, changes 

proper of inanimate objects. What constitutes the object of refutation of Aristotle ' s 

argument, then, is not the whole 'mechanistic' account of natural changes, but the 

generalization of this account from the behavior of inanimate substances to the behavior of 

living things . Thus, it is the attempt to explain not only the changes of inanimate objects, 

but also the changes proper of living things, as the growth of teeth in animals, that 

constitutes the real controversia] point between Aristotle and his mechanistic opponents. 

The mechanistic opponent is in fact asking: if we agree that rain <loes not fall in order to 

make the com grow but that it comes from necessity, what, then, is to stop those "parts in 

nature", Jike teeth, from coming into being in the same way? 

The problem thus arises when we try to generalize this pattem of explanation to the 

behavior of living things wh ich, according to Aristotle, is a very different kind of change. 

Here the process realizes and preserves the organization , structure, or forrn of the same 
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substance that performs the process. It is in this particular field that the mechanistic account 

"might cause a difficulty" . Here the survival of an animal by means of the growth of its 

parts, like the growth of teeth, is not a simple accidental result, as the com was in the case 

of the rainfall; the animal is also the substance that produces and otiginates the growth of 

teeth. And it is through the consideration of these kinds of changes, as we shall see in the 

following two sections of the present chapter, that Aristotle concludes that the TÉAoq is 

present in nature. 

3.3 -Art and Nature 

The second line of argument followed by Atistotle to refute the mechanistic position held 

by Empedocles is based on the analogy between the process by which art and nature 

respectively produce their products . In Phys. Il 1, Aristotle used this analogy in order to 

show that in both fields, art and nature, the form is what primarily defines the process and 

the result of the process. The word "art", as well as the word "nature" were defined as a 

principie of change inttinsically determined and structured by the form. 

However, in Chapter l Aristotle merely asserted the analogy, without explaining the 

elements on which it is based. This seems to be the novelty that Aristotle offers in Phys. I1 

8; and it is properly upon this basis that the analogy can count as an argument in favour of 

the presence of ends in nature. 

Again, where there is an end, the successive things which go beforc are done for it. As 

things are done, so they are by nature such as to be, and as they are by nature such as to be, 

so they are done, if there is no impediment. Things are done for something. Therefore they 

are by nature such as to be for something. Thus if a house were one of the things which 

come to be due to nature, it would come to be just as it now <loes by the agency of art; and 

if things which are due to nature come to be not only due to nature but also due to art, they 

would come to be jusi as they are by nature. Art activity, then, is for the sake of what is 
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natural. In general, arl either imitates the works of nature or completes that which nature is 

unable to bring to completion. 11 

The first line of the argument recurs to the definition of the term "end" as given in 194 a 

28-30, that whenever there is a definite end to a continuous change, the last (To €oxaT011) 

and the best (To ¡3Dmcrro11) thing is also that for the sake of which the process takes place 

(To oú EllEKa). This is manifest in the case of processes of manufacture. There is no doubt , in 

fact, that the actions of craftsmen, peasants, physicians etc. are for the sake of something. In 

this field, where "the things are done", there is a precise terminus to a course of action, 

which is represented by a certain work (i!p7011). Now, as we have seen, this work represents 

not only the 'last' term , the result, but al so the ' best' term of the action or its 'good'; for 

example, the cures of a physician are 'good' - in the sense of 'complete ', 'finished' or 

'perfect' - only when they produce health in a body. Health, in this case, is the TÉAot; of the 

cures of the physician, that is, the state of affairs for the sake of which ali the earlier stages 

of hi s actions are. But, according to Aristotle, "as things are done, so they are by nature". 

And that means that the course of nature, according to him, corresponds to the course of a 

process of manufacture. Thus, concludes the argument, the course of nature also is for an 

end. 

Aristotle illustrates this analogy with an example: if a house were a natural 

substance, it would be produced in the same stages by which it is actually constructed by 

the art of building; and conversely if a natural object were produced by an artisan , it would 

be produced in the same stages by which it is produced by nature. Therefore nature, like art, 

is a process in which all the earlier stages are for the sake of an end. 

Al first sight the parallel between the stages of the production of an artifact and of a 

natural thing refers to lhe chronological priority and posteriority in which the process takes 

place. In this sense the carlier stages of a process were thought as a preparation or 

precondition for the next 12
. Aristotle, then, would be asserting that if a house were a natural 

object, its parts would be formed in the same chronological order in which they are formed 

by the action of a builder: in this case, the order would be foundations , walls, roof etc. And 

conversely, if a tree were an art ifact, its parts would be formed in the same temporal order 

11 Phys. 118,199 a 8- 17. 
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in which they are naturally fonned , for example, first roots , then trunk, branches, leavcs 

and lastly fruits. But as Charlton points out, even if in his biological works Aristotle is 

certainly interested in the arder in which the parts of living things are formed, nonetheless 

he <loes not think that the parts of a man or of a tree develop precisely in the same 

chronological way as the parts of houses or ships do under the action of a craftsman. 

Rather, Aristotle seems to be concemed with the causal or logical priority and posteriority 

present in the subordination of means to end. As we have seen, the result of a process -

which is chronologically posterior to the process - can have a causal role in the process 

only if it acts since the very beginning, producing, orienting and determining ali of its 

stages. But in this case, then , the earlier stages of an action are not thought of as simple 

preparations or preconditions for the last term of an action, but rather as means necessary to 

the full realization of the last and best tenn . 

From this perspective the relation between the parts and the whole stand in opposite 

arder: in the chronological order of the production of an artifact, for example, the complete 

realization of the fonn of an object is certainly posterior to the realization of its parts : a 

house is completely realized only after ali its parts are built. But from a logical point of 

view the form of the house is what is previous to ali the stages of the process. It is the form, 

in fact, which is present since the very beginning of the process, which organizes and 

directs the craftsman ' s movements, dictating what parts are to be built and in which arder 

they must be built. Seen from the logical subordination of means to end, then, the parts are 

posterior to the form that is to be realized. 

lt is this logical arder, not the chronological one, which traces the correspondence 

between the productions of art and those of nature. In this case, in fact, the point would be 

that if nature were the cause of the coming into being of a house, that is, of a shelter 

preventive of destruction by wind, rain etc., it would select and organize its parts in the 

same way as the builder <loes ; thus, it would construe foundations , walls , roof in such a way 

and with such stuff as to allow thc protection and preservation of men and their possessions 

from the action of wind, rain, etc . In that case, nature would build salid foundations and 

walls with bricks in arder to prevent the destructive action of wind, anda roof for the sake 

of the prevention of the destructive action of stark sun or of storms. And conversely, if a 

12 This is the opinion, for example of Apostle, H. G. [1980), p. 219 . 
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craftsman were to make a tree, he would make roots to allow the tree to take nourishmcnt 

from earth, a strong wooden trunk to prevent thc destruction of wind, leaves to protec1 

fruits etc . 

Thus, when Aristotle claims that the course of nature corresponds to the course of a 

technical process, his point is that both processes follow the same pattem of action, the 

same logical order of activities, not the same chronological stages. And this is just what 

Aristotle means when he claims that "art imitates the works of nature" . Here the relation of 

µ.Íµ11¡G"1t; that art sets up with nature does not mean that the products of art imitate those of 

nature, as if a house were an imitation of a natura\ shelter. The point of this relationship is 

rather that the structure of a technical process is identical to the structurc of natural 

generation . In both cases the activities are perforrned in order to realize a certain form in a 

certai n matter. And in both cases art, or nature, select matter and organize it in a certain 

way for the sake of the realization of that end. But the relation of µ.Íµ.'Y}G'tt; implies not only 

that the structure of the two processes is identical , but also and mainly that the end-directed 

structure of natural generation is ontologically prior to the structure of technical production. 

Tf art imitates nature, then art tries to follow a pattem of action that is already present in 

c/>úG"1t; . Aristotle, then , considers nature not as a form of art , but on the contrary he thinks 

that nature precedes art and is the ontological foundation of it. 

If, then, that which is in accordance with art is for something, clearly so is that which is in 

accordance with nature. The relation of that which comes after (Ta VG'TEpu) to that which 

goes before (Ta rrpÓTEpa) is the same in both. 13 

Aristotle's argument, then, which starts from the consideration of the presence of ends in 

technical activities to conclude the presence of ends in nature, follows the prescription of 

the methodological rule of any good inquiry, namely, starting from what is clearer and 

more knowable to us, to what is more knowable and clear by itself. And what is clearer and 

more knowable for us is the presence of ends in our technical activities , because we carry 

them out and are aware of them. But this is only the methodological order that must be 

followed by our arguments, which does not imply that we are imposing a technical 

structure on the operations of nature. On the contrary, according to Aristotle, from an 

13 Plrys. 118,199 a 17 - 20. 
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ontological point of view what is first and prior by itself (Ta rrpÓTEpa) , is thc presence of the 

TÉAo~ in natural processes: the teleology present in nature precedes art and is imitated by the 

conscious activity of men, which is ontologically derived and posterior (Ta Üo-rEpa) . 

But the relation of ¡Úµ.71cr1~ is justified and finds its reasons in another, more 

fundamental relation . Art, Aristotle says, "either imitates the works of nature or completes 

that which nature is unable to bring to completion". Art and nature, according to Arislotle, 

are two different sources of change that can divide the world in which we live in two 

different fields; but these two fields are not thought of as absolutely distinct and 

incommunicable, without any possibility of relation 14
• Nature, first of ali , is the structure, 

constitution, or f~o~ of a certain substance which has in itself an intemal power of 

originating a change. Therc is hence no incompatibility in claiming that the natural 

constitulion of a certain substance needs sorne complementation in order to bring about the 

full realization of its funclions. These complements are given through certain activities (e.g. 

medicine, agricullure) or certain instrumenls (houses, cups, ships, etc.), but they are always 

relative to the needs and functions related to a natural constitution . In the same notion of 

complement there is the idea that there is already a given constitution; and il is lhis previous 

constitution that requires help to bring to completion what it is unable to bring. The field of 

technical activity, then, depends and is determined by the natural constitution of the 

producer 15
; it is a continuation or prolongation of the activity already given with his natural 

structure. This is the meaning of the claim lhat "art activity is for the sake of what is 

natural"; art is not in opposition with nature, but it emerges from it, continuing and 

complementing those aclivities that are already performed by certain substances according 

to what is natural in them, imitating the same structure of actions performed by natural 

subslances. But we clearly know that what is in accordance with art is for something, and 

thus, concludes Aristotle, we have to admit that nature, which comes first (Ta rrpÓTEpa), is 

for something. 

There is no doubt, and Aristotle is aware of it, that there is a big difference between 

technical activities and natural changes . The teleological activity of art entails 

14 Cfr. Repellini , F. F. [ 1996] , p. 142. 
15 Cfr. Repellini, F. F. (1996], p. 143. 
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consciousness and intentionality, but these things are absent in nature. However, according 

to Aristotle, this is nota good argument to deny the presence of purposiveness in nature. 

lt is absurd not to think that a thing comes to be for something unless the thing which 

effects the change is seen to have deliberated. Art too does not deliberate. If the art of 

shipbuilding were present in wood. it would act in the same way as nature; so if the 'for 

something' is present in art, it is present in nature too. The point is clearest when someone 

doctors himself: nature is like that. 16 

It is completely absurd, then, to argue that in nature nothing is for the sake of something 

because we do not find any deliberation there. Aristotle, in this passage, reconfirms the 

priority of natural teleology over that present in art: art, when it is well developcd, can 

imitate so well the activity propcr of nature in such a way as not to require any deliberation, 

just as nature does. The grammarian, for examplc, does not deliberate about how to spell a 

certain word 17
: the process of deliberation , we have to suppose, is something happening 

during the formation and the leaming of the art, not during the activity of the art already 

possessed. If we deny purposiveness because of the absence of deliberation, then we have 

to exclude much that is exercise of art, since art too does not deliberate. A technical process 

consists in the execution of certain operations able to realize a certain form: but the 

presence of the form is the condition of the process itself, not a deliberated consequence of 

it. Art, then, is the production of certain forms that are previously constituted by the mind, 

that is, that exist before the activity, not within the activity, and this is what makes art 

something interna] to nature, not against it. 

The main difference between art and nature, then, is not in the presence or in the 

lack of deliberation , but in the fact that art is a principie of change present in sorne 

substances - men - which produce changes in other substances, whilst nature is a "source 

and cause of change and remaining unchanged in that to which it belongs primarily of 

itself' 18
, that is. a power present In a thing that effects certain changes in itself. Art, then, 

differs from nature in that the mover or the source of change is not in the thing moved or 

16 Phys. II 8, 199 b 26 - 32. 
17 Eth . Nic. III 3, l 112 b 2. 
IR Phys. 11l , 192 b 21 - 22. 
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affected by the change. The art of shipbuilding, for example, is present in a certain agent -

the carpenter - who effects changes on a patient different from himself - the wood. But if 

this capacity or disposition were present not in the carpenter's mind but in wood, that is , if 

the agent and the patient were conjoined in one individual, its activities would be Jike those 

of nature. 

The working of nature, then, is something like a technical disposition present in the 

same substance that is affected by the activity of that disposition, as when a doctor heals 

himself. Nature is like an interna! physician who instinctively, without deliberation, and 

without a specific knowledge, heals himself. It is a principie of change present and 

performed by certain substances, that returns over itself, preserving the health of the same 

substance that performs the activity, preventing the bad operation of its organs and 

functions. 

Even here, then, we have the confirmation that Aristotle does not deny the whole 

mechanistic account about ali natural substances, but only the generalization of this account 

from inanimate objects to a special kind of substances, namely, substances that have in 

themselves a disposition of giving a benefit to themselves, a capacity of producing 'health' 

to themselves realizing and preserving their forms . But this confirms, once again, that the 

end is present in nature only among living things, that is, only among those substances that 

manifest a self-organization, an interna] structure that gives the substance the capacity of 

realizing, preserving, and reproducing this structure. 

3.4 - The Behavior of Animals 

Finally, the argument that most clearly shows that Aristotle's polemic with Empedocles 

regards the generalization of his mechanistic account to living things, and not the whole 

account, is the third, where Aristotle argues from the observation of sorne kinds of animals. 

The point is most evident (µ,áA1CTTa tf¡avEp0v) if you look at those animals other than men, 

which make things not by art , and without carrying out inquiries or deliberation. Spiders, 

ants, and the like have led people to wonder how they accomplish what they do, if not by 

mind. Descend a little further, we observe that even in plants convenient things appear 
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(c/iaÍvETa1) to be generated for the sake of an end, for instance leaves for the protection of 

fruit. If, then, the swallow's act in making its nest is both duelo nature and for something, 

and the spider's in making its web, and the plant ' s in producing leaves for the sake of its 

fruit and send their roots not up but down for nourishment, it is evident (c/iavEp0v) thal this 

sort of cause is present in things which are and come to be dueto nature.19 

The decisive argument in favour of thc presence of ends in nature, then, comes just from 

the observation of the behavior of animals and plants, which do not make things by art, nor 

by inquiry or deliberation. But nevertheless their works and operations are so closely 

similar to the technical operations made by men that we are led to believe that they do it by 

mind. Art, in fact, is always determined by the natural farm of its producer, men, and it is 

aimed at complementing needs and functions associated to his natural structure. From this 

point of view, then, the nests made by swallows or the webs made by spiders are not so far 

from the houses made by men. But even if they do not make things by ait, knowledge, or 

deliberation, it is evident (c/ia.ívem1) that the movements of these animals are far the sake of 

something. But ends in nature are present not only among animals like spiders, bees, ants, 

and swallows, that is, among animals able to produce things (nests , webs, shelters, etc .) that 

are similar to those produced by men's art , but "descending a little further" we observe that 

even in plants the useful parts come to be far the sake of an end. According to Aristotle, 

then, the end in nature is present not only among sorne special kinds of living beings, but it 

is present wherever we can speak of farms of life. 

In plants, far example, it is manifest (c/ia.vepov) that leaves come to be for protecting 

fruits and roots far nourishment, and similarly spiders and swallows manifestly do things 

far something. But ali these things, which clearly are far something, are due to nature, and 

thus the 'far something' is clearly present in things that are and come to be due to nature. 

And this end is the growth of a certain substance (as thc nourishment of the plant given by 

its roots); its preservation (as in the case of the swallow's nest or of the spider' s web); and 

its reproduction (as in the case of the plant ' s fruits), that is, the ful! realization of the farm 

and its preservation through time.20 

19 Plrys. 11 8, 199 a 20 - 30. 
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And sincc nature is twofold, nature as matter and nature as form, and the latter is an end, 

and everything else is for that end, the cause as that for thc sake of which must be the 

latter. 21 

The most evident (µ,á/..urra </iavEpov) point in favour of the presence of the TÉAos in nature, 

then, is the experience of the behavior and movements of plants and animals, such as the 

physiological function of nourishment and reproduction, or any other adaptive behavior 

present in living beings. And ali these behaviors clearly result in the survival of the 

individuals and species, that is, the realization and conservation of the form. But this form 

is also the "nature" of living things, that is, the factor or element that originales the changes 

in living things . Thus, the form is not the simple result of the behavior of living things, but 

it is the TÉAos, that for the sake of which the plant or the animal behaves as it does . Thus the 

TÉAo; in nature is responsible only when there is self-organization, that is , a capacity of 

sorne forms of preserving and reproducing themselves through time. But not ali natural 

changes are of this kind. The spatial movements of inanimate objects, for example, are due 

to the matter of which they are made of, and the result of these movements is the simple 

achievement of a certain spatial position , the natural place of a certain substance. But then , 

in this case, the form of the substance is neither the result of the process nor the source of 

change of this process, and thus, in this case, the form cannot be considered the TÉAos of the 

process. 

These considerations lead Aristotle to retum - in this last part of Phys . II 8 - to an 

aspee! considered in his first argument, namely, the regularity present in natural 

phenomena. Both processes that are due to form and processes due to matter give rise to 

regular outcomes: heavy things always fall into the ground and seeds of a certain sort 

always grow into things of a certain sort "if there is no impediment"n With this expression 

Aristotle is pointing out that there might be exceptions to the regularity present in nature . 

As we have seen , Empedocles based his account of nature - in terms of undesigned 

processes - on the consideration of these exceptions: the com's growth, for example, is an 

accidental result of the rain because sometimes, when the com is on the threshing floor , the 

2º Cfr. Berti. E. [ 1989-1990] , p. 25. 
21 Phys. II 8, 199 a 30 - 32. 
22 Phys. 11 8, 199 b 26. 
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rain makes the com rot. Analogously, according to Empedocles, the parts of animals do not 

grow far the sake of survival but they are accidental outcomes because sometimes animals 

grow parts that are not so suitably constituted and make them die, as in the case of man

headed calves. 

However, according to Aristotle, the presence of exceptions is not the proof that a 

certain outcome is an 'accidental result' . Rather, what makes a certain outcome, like the 

com's growth, a mere accidental result of the falling of the rain is the fact that the com has 

no causal role in the production of the rain, since the rain would fall even if there were no 

com on Earth. But the same argument cannot be applied in the case of living things, like in 

the growth of teeth in an animal. Hcre the outcome - the animal - is the same substance 

that produces the teeth, and thus it <loes play a causal role in the growth of teeth. The com's 

growth and the animal's survival, then, are the results of two absolutely different kinds of 

change. But then, in the same way, the com's rotting and the monster's death must be 

considered as two absolutely different kinds of exceptions. The com on the threshing floor 

has no causal role in the production of the rain whilst the 'man-headed calve' <loes have a 

causal role in the production of its defarmed parts. These kinds of exceptions that occur in 

living things, then, are not simple 'accidental results', as the com 's rotting is an accidental 

result of the rain; rather, these exceptional outcomes are called "errors", and the presence of 

errors in nature cannot be accounted far as a lack of ends, but rather as the confirmation of 

the presence of end-directed processes. 

Errors occur even in that which is in accordance with art. Men who possess the art of 

writing have written incorrectly, doctors have administered the wrong medicine. So clearly 

the same is possible also in that which is in accordance with nature. It sometimes happens 

over things which are in accordance with art, that that which goes right is far something, 

and that which goes wrong is attempted far something but miscarries, it may be the same 

with things which are natural, and monsters may be failures in that which is for something. 

When things were originally being constituted, man-headed calves, if they were unable to 

reach a certain limit and end, carne to be as a result of a defect in sorne principie, as they 

now do as the result of defective seed.23 



Clwpter 3 - The Defense of E11ds in Nature 73 

Exceptional outcomes or errors, then , can occur even in nature, and the presence of 

mistakes cannot be accounted foras a lack of ends in naturc as well as mistakes in the field 

of art cannot be accounted for as a lack of end in the artist. Aristotle cites the example of 

the grammarian who writes incorrectly the dictated word, or of the physician who gives the 

patient a wrong medicine. In both cases, according to Aristotle, the mistake or error 

(áµ,a.pTía) occurs only when there is a definite TÉAo~ that is aimed at (the correct word, the 

health in the patient) but the artist fails to reach it. In the same way, Aristotle admits that 

errors can happen in the field of nature, where there is a definite end but sorne externa] 

impediments, like sorne material conditions, do not allow its realization. It is not a surprise, 

then, that the example cited by Aristotle refer to living beings, like animals bom with 

deformities or big disabilities . lt is only within the field of living beings, in fact , that nature 

operates for the sake of something, and thus it is only within this field that errors, like a 

certain corruption in the seed, can occur. And this is further confirmed by the following 

passage. 

Again, the 'for something' is present in plants too, though it is less articulate. Was it the 

case, then, that as there were man-headed calves, so there were olive-headed vinelets in the 

vegetable kingdom? It would seem absurd, but there should ha ve been, if that is how it was 

with animals.24 

The presence of monsters among animals, like the man-headed calves mentioned by 

Empedocles, but in general ali animals bom with deformities, anomalies, or big disabilities, 

offer evidence of the presence of errors in nature. But these phenomena cannot count, as 

Empedocles holds, as a proof that in nature ali comes into being by chance. In general , 

animals come to be regularly in the same way: men come to be from men and calves come 

to be from calves, which excludes that they come to be by chance. But monsters, like the 

man-headed calves, do not come to be with the same frequency as men or calves. The 

presence of these exceptional beings only attests the presence of errors in the work of 

nature. Now, since errors occur where there is a definite end but we fail to reach it, then we 

have to admit errors or monsters within ali the things in nature in which the for something 

23 Phys. II 8, 199 a 33 - 199 b 7. 
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is present, that is, among living things. Errors can be present not only among animals, 

regarding which we possess evidences, but also among plants, although it might seem 

absurd because we don't have evidence of it. 

The idea of the presence of monsters among plants, then, is notan impossibility, but 

only something that seems absurd or paradoxical. And its paradoxical character derives 

from the fact that our thought explores the limit of the logical consequences of the presence 

of ends in nature, even in absence of empírica] evidence. Reasoning "in principie", then, we 

have to admit that errors in nature occur in ali phenomena that happen "for the sakc of 

somcthing"; not only in those about which wc have the testimony of experience, animals, 

but even where this testimony is lacking. And this is the inferior limit, the field of plants, 

where the self-organization that attests the presence of an end is present although "Jess 

articulated", that is, simpler and easier to reach, and where errors are consequently more 

difficult to make. Therc is a limit to the presencc of ends in nature - the field of things and 

processes of life -, and this is the same limit to thc presence of errors in nature. Wc cannot 

speak about errors where nature does not act 'for the sake of something' : it would be 

nonsensical to claim that the exceptional rain that falls in summer is an "error". 

Again, even this third line of argument, based on the observation of the behavior of 

living things and on the exceptions present in these kinds of behavior, shows that the object 

of refutation of Aristotle is not the whole account of nature given by the mechanistic 

opponent, which holds for the changes proper of inanimate substances, but rather the 

generalization of this account to the behavior of living things. Thus, according to Aristotle, 

Empedocles is wrong in thinking that no change is 'for the sake of something'. However 

this does not mean that ali changes are 'for the sake of something', but only that sorne 

changes are for something, and these changes are the changes proper of any form of life . 

3.5 - Conclusions 

Both Aristotlc and Empedocles agree that phenomena that involve inanimate objects, like 

the rainfall, happen only by virtue of externa! actions over matter, and not 'for the sake of 

24 Phys. 118,199 b 9 - 13. 



Chapter 3 - The Defe11se of E11ds i11 Nature 75 

something'. Basing his argument on this agreement, then, Empedocles tries to convince his 

opponent that also phenomena that involve living things happen as the result of undesigned 

processes. Empedocles, in fact, thinks that, if phenomena that involve inanimate objects 

happen by virtue of an undesigned process, therefore also the phenomena that involve 

living things must happen in the same way. What licenses Empedocles' generalization of an 

explanation in terms of undesigned processes from a limited range of changes to the entire 

field of nature is , then, the assumption that the field of nature is something homogeneous, 

and that ali natural changes must be caused by the same kind of principies. In his defense of 

the presence of ends in nature Aristotle shows Empedocles that the assumption on which 

his argument is based is wrong. According to Aristotle, ir is true that phenomena that 

involve inanimate objects happen by virtue of an undesigned process, but ir is false that 

phenomena that involve living things happen in the same way. Therefore, according to 

Aristotle, the assumption held by Empedocles "if phenomena that involve inanimate objects 

happen by virtue of an undesigned process, therefore also the phenomena that involve 

living things must happen in the same way" is false 25
. Empedocles, then , is considering 

only the aspect of nature according to which it is a unitary field, somethi ng that possesses a 

distinctive characteristic, something with an interna] order and structure. But in this way he 

is harming the original variety, diversity, and multiplicity that our experience of nature 

displays. 

25 
We can formalize the argument in this way: 

A: '"phenomena that involve inanimate objects happen by virtue of an undesigned process". 
B : "phenomena that involve living things happen by virtue of an undesigned process". 

1 (1) A-? B Assumption 
2 (2) A Assumption 
1,2 (3) B ( l), (2)MP 
4 (4) -,B Assumption 
1, 2,4 (5) ª"'ª (3), (4) !" 
2, 4 (6) -,(A-? B) (1) , (2). (4) RAA 

The proposition (1) is Empedocles ' assumption that "i{phenomena that involve inanimate objects happen by 
virtue of an undesigned process, tlierefore also the phenomena that involve living things happen in the same 
way", based on the principie that ali natural changes must be caused by the same kind of principies . Then , 
Empedocles shows in (2) that the antecedent is true, and thus, vio Modus Po11em he concludes that (3) also 
the consequent is true. Aristotle does not deny the proposition (2). since he also thinks that "phenomena that 
involve inanimate objects happen by virtue of an undesigned process". Rather, with his arguments he shows 
in (4) that the consequent of the implication is false. But then there is a contradic tion in (5) , which, according 
to Aristotle, shows in (6) that Empedocles' assumption in (1) is false . 



Conc/usions 

The present work has concentrated on the problem of the scope of the TÉAo~ in the second 

book of Aristotle's Physics. It may be dueto this restricted area of study that it becomes 

difficult - if not impossible - to draw conclusions of a certain generality regarding the 

TÉAo~ . The notion of 'end', in fact, may be the notion spanning the whole of Aristotle's 

philosophy, rightly defined by Düring as "the philosophy of the TÉAo~". Discussions 

regarding the end are found, in fact, in the treatises on ethics; in different books of the 

Physics; the end is the central concept in ali the biological woks, and up to the highest 

summits of the Metaphysics. 

Nevertheless, despite the impossibility in drawing general conclusions regarding the 

TÉAo~ in Aristotle 's philosophy, the present work has been guided, from the beginning, by 

the desire to understand certain general aspects of the ways in which Aristotle conducts and 

understands philosophical work. In other words, is it possible, after treating a very 

particular aspect of Aristotle's philosophy, to learn something of the way in which Aiistotle 

himself approaches the philosophical enterprise? With this, the present work does not 

mean to give an original response to this question, hut only to give a small contribution in 

the reaffirmation of ali that has already been concluded by other scholars of Ari stotle's 

philosophy 1
• 

Upon conducting a retrospective view of the work developed in the preceding 

pages, I believe that certain fundamentally relevant aspects in understanding the 

Aristotelian investigations of the TÉAo~ in nature can be highlighted. First of ali, it seems to 

me that the main result we have achieved is that , for Aristotle , the concept of TÉAo~ is not an 

a priori elaborated principie, beyond the realm of experience, that we impose on it in arder 

to understand it. On the contrary, the presence of the telas in nature is a conclusion at 

which Aristotle arrives through the observation of a special kind of natural change, namely, 

the change that takes place in living things. According to Aristotle, nothing is more evident 

than that natural substances change, in other words, that they are - in a certain way -

1 1 am alluding in particular to Prof. E. Berti and Prof. F. Chiereghin, whose research has guided my readings 
on philosophy in general and the philosophy of Aristotle in particular. 
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different at different moments. And what binds them ali and distinguishes them from other 

types of substances is that they ali change in virtue of an interna! principie, which is the 

proper <f¡ú0"1q of each natural substance. And nature, Aristotle says, "is in the same genus as 

~ú11a¡i.1( 2 , and inasmuch as it is a kind of ~Ú11a,µ,1q, it is a capacity which conjoins the 

characters of passivity - the power to be changed by something 3 
- and activity - the power 

to respond with a change of their own4
. Inanimate things, under certain externa! 

circumstances, possess in virtue of their nature the capacity to change into each other 

reciprocally and to move themselves from one place to another: air tends to move upwards, 

and there, once cooled, tums into water and falls. In the same fashion, living things, under 

the action of heat, air, water, etc . have the capacity to grow, obtain nourishment, and 

reproduce themselves. It is this mixture of passivity and activity given by the nature of 

each substance, this possibility of being different at different times, what characterizes the 

natural world. 

Nevertheless, while si mple bodies, under certain externa] circumstances, constantly 

and reciprocally change into each other - air, when cooled, tums to water -, living things 

manifest a particular type of change. Through the movements owed to its own nature, a 

living thing is capable of elaborating and organizing material aspects - both the materi al 

aspects proper of its condition (tlesh, bones, blood, organs) and the externa! material 

aspects acting on it (air, heat, nourishment) -, in such a way as to promote and maintain its 

specific organization, and perpetuating it beyond the individual through its reproduction. At 

any point of the process of a living thing, therefore, there is something that does not 

change, an organization that resists - within certain limits - the transformations of matter, 

and that overcomes - within certain limits - the passivity given by its nature . It is only this 

type of change , where a certain forro or organization is present without changing 

throughout the entire process , from the beginning until the " last term", that, according to 

Aristotle, the end is present as a causal factor. lt is only in these types of change, in fact, 

that the outcome of the efforts and activities proper of a living thing - the form shared by 

individuals with other members of their species - has the capacity to produce, direct, and 

orient a change. 

2 Metaph . 0 8, 1049 b 8. Regarding this passage, Cfr. Chiereghin, F. [2000], p. 122. 
3 Cfr. Metaph. D. 12, !Ot9 a 20. 
'Cfr. Metaph. D. 12 , 1019 a 15 . 
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Therefore, Aristotle's claim that this type of change, in the effort to maintain and 

generate a being in likeness to itself, is what brings living things closer to the divine and 

eternal, <loes not seem to be a mere metaphor. The form of living things - their nature - is 

for Aristotle a particular kind of (Jú11aµ,1~, a capacity to produce the ful! realization of the 

same form, an activity that tums on itself. And nevertheless, this divine aspect <loes not get 

rid of the intrinsic passivity and the limits given by the forms of living things inasmuch as 

(Jú11aµ.1~, which is witnessed in the experience of the individual's death . The simple presence 

of a capacity to realize themselves <loes not imply a full self-sufficiency on behalf of living 

things, this is, it is not enough to produce the same activity, rather, it requires a prior 

EllÉpyEta, a previOUS and pre-existing activity5. 

If we now cast a comprehensive look at the way in which Aristotle deals with the 

problem of the telos in nature, I believe it is not an exaggeration to claim that there has 

probably not been another philosopher in the history of human thought that, like Aristotle, 

has been able to give sense, structure, and organization to our experience while preserving 

its most original and irreducible aspects. For Aristotle, in fact, philosophy is bom as a 

question that looks to investigate into experience in its totality and complexity, an 

experience that originally manifests multiplicity, diversity, variety, and with them, tluidity, 

variability and mobility. Ali these aspects should not be denied, according to Aristotle, nor 

reduced to a forced, static, and outwardly imposed unity, but should rather be appreciated, 

preserved, understood, and made intelligible. And it is properly in order to preserve and 

appreciate this richness and to understand it in its most original aspects, that Aristotle tries 

to give a certain flexible order, a versatile unity, not a rigid, but an "open" structure to our 

experience6. It is thus, that Aristotle refuses to forcefully impose upon our experience 

concepts, structures, and categories that are elaborated a priori , but rather tries to integrally 

accept experience in order to obtain from it the concepts, categories, and structures with 

which to inte1vret it. 

It is, therefore, because of the desire to understand experience in ali of its 

complexity that we must understand the careful distinction between the different ways in 

which we use the word 'being' - in regards to the categories, or in regards to the distinction 

5 Cfr. Meraph. 0 8. 
6 Berti , E. [ 1992], p. 261 . 
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between 'potency' and 'actuality ' -, among the four different ways in which something is 

responsiblc for something else, and the two different ways in which we use the word TÉAo~. 

Ali this reflects the variety of kinds of change displayed in nature - in quality, quantity, 

place, or in regards to generation and corruption -, but also the diversity of outcomes to 

which the changes give rise - ends or accidental results -, or the kind of regularity that 

derives from the material necessity or the regularity that derives from an end -, or, finall y, 

the different kinds of exceptions or novelties - chance, errors -. 

Ali this is part of the Iichness nature displays to our experience, in other words, 

upan ali we see, hear, and say. And it is precisely because it is considered in its totality, 

originality, and complexity that experience manifests , together with its more divine aspects, 

its limits, its lack of self-sufficiency, its inability to be explained entirely from within itself. 

And it is, again, in arder to preserve, appreciate, and understand these limits as an integral 

and original part of our experience, that philosophy must, at a certain point, inquire into a 

transcendental principie, an €vÉp7t:1a which is previous and pre-existing to change and 

multiplicity. 
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