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Chapter 1

The Metaphysical

Foundations of Perception

INTRODUCTION

One of the cornerstones of Aristotle’s theory of perception is that
the world is truly as colorful as it looks to us, as noisy as it sounds
to us, etc. By generalization, Aristotle holds that we perceive the
world through the senses as it is; in other words, the contents of our
perceptions are just like the real properties of the external objects
we perceive.! While there is scholarly consensus on Aristotle’s real-
ism with respect to perceptible qualities, a variety of ways of inter-
preting it have been put forward in the literature. This book makes
an original contribution to the debate by motivating the view that
Aristotle’s theory of perception is aligned with one of his most fun-
damental positions in metaphysics, namely that all properties are
causal powers (Svvdpeig, potentialities), and that causation is to be
accounted for in terms of powers and their activation (¢v évepyeia
or évepyeiq, actuality).? Thus, in the case of perception the percepti-
ble qualities of objects are real powers of the object to interact caus-
ally with the perceivers, and perception itself is the activation of the
relevant powers in the perceiver by the objects of perception. The
activation of the object’s perceptible qualities and the activity of

the corresponding perceptual experience in the agent are mutually
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dependent in a variety of ways, which are unique to Aristotle’s per-
ceptual realism.

Before exploring this view in more detail, it will be helpful to
briefly introduce the key terms that will be relevant for the fol-
lowing discussion. The Aristotelian scholar might indeed already
be surprised by my use of the terms ‘power’ for ‘potentiality’ on
the one hand, and ‘activation’ for ‘actuality’ on the other. These
are interpretative choices, and in some ways departures from the
received tradition; I will explain them presently. The Greek term
dvvapug, as Aristotle uses it, refers to a property whose nature is
defined in terms of the change it can bring about, or which it can
allow its bearer to suffer. The most common English translation of
dvvapig thus understood is ‘potentiality’. This translation, albeit
well established, is unhelpful when we embark on an investigation
of Aristotle’s views, for three main reasons. Firstly, it blurs the con-
ceptual distinction between the property itself, that is, the causal
power, and the state it is in, because they both end up being referred
to as ‘potentiality’. Secondly, it obscures the relevance of Aristotle’s
view to contemporary metaphysics: the term ‘potentiality’ does
not figure in the contemporary discourse, although what it refers
to in Aristotle is very much at the center of current discussion in
metaphysics.® Thirdly, it generates unnecessary difficulties for our
understanding of what an activated power is. I thus propose to use
the term ‘power’ as a translation of Sbvayug when it refers to causal
powers, and to use the term ‘potentiality’ when referring to the state
that causal powers are in when not activated.

Some powers, for Aristotle, exist in nature é¢v Suvapet or Svvdpet
and others év é¢vepyeia or évepyeiq. For these expressions I use the
current translation ‘in potentiality” or ‘potentially’, and ‘in actual-
ity or ‘actually’, respectively. While keeping to the standard trans-
lation, I offer however an original interpretation of what it is for a

power to be in actuality. I argue that the actuality of a power is to
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be interpreted as its state of activation; its exercising powerfulness.
For Aristotle, a power does not cease to be powerful while acti-
vated, nor is its powerfulness reducible to mere potentiality, as we
will see in more detail later. The powerfulness of a power is either
the potentiality to bring about change, or the actuality of bring-
ing about change. That the powerfulness and the potentiality of a
power are not reducible one to the other can be derived from the
following stance Aristotle takes. He differentiates three states a
subject s may be in in relation to a power: s may have a power in
potentiality (as in the case of a child having the power to learn to
play soccer); s may have a power in first actuality (when the child
has learned to play soccer); and s may have a power in second actu-
ality (when the child is playing soccer).* For Aristotle some powers
retain their potentiality only up to the state of first actuality, but
not in second actuality. For example, when water is freezing and
becoming an ice cube, in the first stages of this process the ice cube
in the making is not actually fragile but can acquire the capacity
to break if it cooled down more. When it is cooled down more the
ice cube becomes harder and brittle, and can potentially break (e.g.
by being crushed). Crushing it activates its brittleness, namely its
power to break. When the ice cube is actively breaking it loses the
potentiality to break. By contrast, other powers retain their potenti-
ality when in second actuality; for instance, the child’s potentiality
to play soccer is preserved while playing soccer, namely while the

power is activated. Aristotle explains:

Even the term ‘being acted upon’ is not used in a single sense,
but sometimes it means a kind of destruction of something by
its contrary, and sometimes rather a preservation of that which
is potential by something actual which is like it, as potency is
related to actuality. For when the one merely possessing knowl-

edge comes to exercise it, he is not altered (for the development
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is into his real self or actuality), or else this is a different kind of
alteration (DA 417b2—7)

o0k 0L & amhoBv 00dE TO ThoXELY, AN TO pév pBopd Tio
bmo Tod €vavtiov, 10 8¢ cwtnpia pdMov tod Svvaper dvtog
bd oD évredexeiq Gvtog, kai dpoiov odTwg Wg SVvapig éyel
oG évtedéxelay- Bewpodv yap yivetal T £xov THV émoThuNY,
dmep 1} odk EoTty dMotodoBar (gig adtd yap 1) éniSoots kal eig

gvredéyetav) i ETepov YEvog aNoLdoews.

A power is powerful because of its relation to change—it canlead to

change, or it engages in change that preserves it.°

1.1 ARISTOTLE’'S POWER ONTOLOGY

Aristotle’s power ontology, as briefly sketched thus far, bears on his
theory of perception. For him, the perceptible qualities that charac-
terize the world around us are real causal powers objects have, as we
will seein the next chapters. Why are powers so central to Aristotle’s
metaphysics, and consequently to all domains of his investigation,
including perception? How did he reach this view? Aristotle aims at
arational explanation of the world all the way down to the bedrock
of reality. In the De Generatione et Corruptione he states that at this
fundamental level of reality there are properties and bodies, and
there is a rationale to the number of bodies and the way the proper-

ties are distributed among them. He writes,

The [fundamental] differences [i.e., properties] are reasonably

distributed among the primary bodies, and the number of the

latter is consonant with theory. (GC 330b6~7, my emphasis)
eVAOYws SavépeoBal tag Stagopig Tolg TPWTOLG TWHATL,

Kkai 0 TAj0og adT@V elvat kata Adyov.
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In thinking about the properties that characterize the primary bodies,
Aristotle narrows down the candidates for this role of fundamental
property to the tangible contrarieties (GC 329b6-9), which for him are:

[Properties] ... capable of acting [and] being affected...said of
things in virtue of their acting upon something else or being
acted upon by something else. (GC 329b21-22)
. oM TIKA ... TadNTIKG. .. TQ TOLETY TL éTEPOV | TATKELY
b9’ éTépov AéyovTat.
Clearly then for Aristotle these properties are powers: they are prop-
erties whose nature is to bring about or allow their bearer to suf-
fer change. Aristotle goes through an analysis of the list of tangible
contrarieties, and concludes that they are all reducible to four pri-
mary or fundamental ones. These primary powers are heat, cold,

wetness, and dryness:

It is clear...that all the other differences reduce to the first
four, but that these admit of no further reduction...Hence
these must be four. (GC 330a24-29)

Afdov...81t macar ai &Mat Stagopai dvdyovrtar eig Tag
npwTag TéTTapag. Adtal 8¢ ovkETL elg EAGTTOVG. .. OOT AVAYKY

TéTTapAg eival TavTAG.

These primary powers do not exist separately each on its own; they
pair up and constitute the four simple elements: namely fire, air,

water, and earth:

Fire is hot and dry, whereas Air is hot and moist...and Water is
cold and wet, while Earth is cold and dry. (GC 330b3-5)

T piv yap nop Beppdv kai Enpov, 6 § afp Oepuov kai
DYpov... 108 B8wp Yoy povkalvypov,fj Sy Yoxpdvkainpov.
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Aristotle holds that there are no other primary properties that
any of the simple elements possesses in addition to the two con-
trary powers each simple element is qualified by. The simple ele-
ments can reciprocally transform into one another by gaining or
losing their powers.® For example the simple elements water and
fire have two contrarieties each, and when they come in contact
the interaction between them results in the heat of fire over-
powering the coldness of the water while the wetness of water
overpowers the dryness of fire, giving rise to what is hot and wet,
namely air. And when air loses its primary power of heat, which
is replaced by the power of cold, it transforms into water again.

Aristotle writes:

For these bodies [Fire, Water and the like] change into one
another (they are not immutable as Empedocles and other
thinkers assert, since alteration would then have been impos-
sible), whereas the contrarieties do not change. (GC 329a35-b3,
my emphasis)

Tabta pév yap petaPaMer eic dMndAa, kal ovy g
"EpmneSoxdfg kai étepot Aéyovory (0088 yap av v éMoiwotg), ai
& évavtiwoeig o0 petaaovory.

There will be Air, when the cold of the Water and the dry
of the Fire have passed away (since the hot of the latter and
the moist of the former are left); whereas, when the hot of the
Fire and the moist of the Water have passed-away, there will
be Earth, owing to the survival of the dry of the Fire and the
cold of the Water. So, too, in the same Way, Fire and Water
will result from Air and Earth. For there will be Water, when
the hot of the Air and the dry of the Earth have passed-away
(since the moist of the former and the cold of the latter are left);
whereas, when the moist of the Air and the cold of the Earth

have passed-away, there will be Fire, owing to the survival of
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the hot of the Air and the dry of the Earth—qualities constitu-
tive of Fire. (GC 331b14—24)

‘Otav pév yap tod ddatog eOapf) T Yvypdv Tod 8¢ TVpog
10 §npdv, anp otar (Aeimetar yap tod piv 1o Beppdv Tod 8¢
0 0YpoV), 8tav 8¢ Tod pEv Topdg 1O Beppodv Tod § Bdatog TO
0YpOV, Y1, i to AeimeoBat Tod pév 1 Enpov tod 8¢ 1o Yuxpov.
woadtwg 8¢ kal 2§ dépog kal YAg wop kal DSwp- Stav ptv yap
Tod dépog pBapf T Oeppdv T 8¢ YHg 1O §npov, Bdwp EoTal
(Aeimetar yap oD pév 10 Oypdv THg 82 0 Yoxpdv), dtav 8t Tod
uev aépog o DYpoOV TG 8& YTjg TO Yuypov, Top, St TO AeimeoBat

ToD ptv 10 Beppdv Tijg 8¢ 10 Enpodv, dmep Ay Topds.

The simple elements can combine between them in different
proportions to make up more complex kinds of stuff. Thus the
(instantiated) primary powers are the primitive (or basic) and
fundamental building blocks of reality. The primary powers are
primitive because they are not constituted of any further items as
their building blocks. There are no items constituting the primary
properties, and therefore there are no further items constituting
the simple elements—air, water, earth, and fire—apart from their
primary powers. On the other hand, they are fundamental because
the primary properties, to which the other properties are reducible,”
interact with each other in the cyclical transformations of the pri-
mary elements they constitute,® thereby making up a structure of
interacting powers that is the foundation of all there is in nature.
In view of the fact that for Aristotle everything in physical nature
is built out of the four simple elements and their mixtures, and the
simple elements are built out of the primary properties, it follows
that all there is in nature is built out of powers. All physical changes
in nature derive from changes in the combinations of the primary
powers. Since, on Aristotle’s view, powers require other powers

to activate them, this gives rise to a net of interdependent powers,
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which, ultimately, constitute everything in nature. It is a struc-
ture of dependences, not of relations between powers. Nor is it a
structure of relations that constitute powers; dependence does not
introduce relations or make powers relational entities in their con-
stitution. Furthermore, as we shall see, for Aristotle the manifesta-
tion of each power is intrinsic to the power itself. Being activated is

simply exercising the powerfulness that defines what the power is.”

1.2 THE NATURE OF CAUSAL POWERS

In general terms, for Aristotle, a power is first and foremost the

capacity to bring about change:

All potentialities that conform to the same type are starting
points of some kind, and are called potentialities in reference
to one primary kind, which is a starting point of change in
another thing or in the thing itself qua other. (Met. 1046a9-11,
my emphasis)"

doat 8¢ Tpog TO avTo eldog, TAcAL dpxai TIvES iot, kal TPpOg
mpw TNy piav Aéyovtal, §| éotv dpxi petaPorijs év dMw
fj &Mo.

It is important to note from the start that Aristotle’s very explana-
tion of powers as being sources of change, and nothing other than
that, commits him, albeit implicitly, to the view that all there is to
a power is what it can do, or is doing. Nothing inert or impotent is
needed in the power’s nature to anchor the power to reality." This
commitment (which is shared by a number of contemporary power
metaphysicians)'? is not uncontroversial;'* however, it is crucial to
free Aristotle’s power ontology from any of the regresses that ensue

for other power ontologies, as we will see later.

10
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In addition to the primary type of powers just mentioned, that
is the active ones which can initiate change, for Aristotle there exist

passive powers that are capacities to suffer change:

For one kind is a potentiality for being acted on (i.e., the princi-
ple in the very thing acted on) which makes it capable of being
changed and acted on by another thing or by itself regarded as
other. (Met. 1046a11-13)

1 p&v yap tod mabetv éoti Svvapig, ) v adtd TY TATKOVTL

apyn petaPorijs wadntikic O’ &Mov f) fj &Mo.

Examples of such capacities or powers are, for example, fragility, or
malleability, or flexibility, etc. For Aristotle being able to change is
as much a capacity or power as being able to effect change, as he

states:

Inasense the potentiality of acting and of being acted on is one
(for a thing may be capable either because it can be acted on or
because something else can be acted on by it), but in a sense the
potentialities are different. For the one is in the thing acted on;
it is because it contains a certain motive principle, and because
even the matter is a motive principle, that the thing acted on
is acted on...for that which is oily is inflammable; and that
which yields in a particular way can be crushed; and similarly
in all other cases. But the other potency is in the agent (e.g.
heat and the art of building are present, one in that which can
produce heat and the other in the man who can build). (Met.
1046a19-28)

PavepdV odv &tL €0t puEv g pia dvvaplg Tod motelv kai
naoyew (Suvatov yap 2ot kai @ Exet adTd Svvapy Tod mabetv
kalT® &M o v7’ adTod), E0Tt 8 g &N 1) pevyap év T mdoxovTL

St yap 0 Exerv TIVA dpy1y, kal elvat kai Thv OANY dpynv Tiva
) )

11
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TACYEL TO TATKOV... TO MTapdV pév yap kavotov 10 & dreikov
@81 OhaoTdv, dpoiwg 8¢ kai éml TV dMwv), 1} § &v 1) ToloDvTL,
olov 10 Beppdv kai f) oikodoptkr, 1) pév év e Oeppavtik@ ) & év

TQ oikodopIKQ-

A notion that is distinctive to Aristotle’s account is conceiving of
passive powers as originative sources of change (see Met. 1046a11-13;
a23).Itis natural for us to think that an originative source of change
is a power to bring about change; but it is not as natural to think
that an originative source of change is a capacity to suffer change.
Yet Aristotle sees both active and passive powers as originative
sources of change, the one as a source that changes something, and
the other as a source of suffering change. In fact, Aristotle gives sev-
eral examples of originative sources of suffering change to make his
point clear, such as, for example, oil or brittle matter.'* Both active
and passive powers are mentioned in Aristotle’s definition of power
in Met. V 12:

Things which are called capable (Svvatév) in one sense will be
those which originate change or alteration...in other things or
qua other; in another sense, if something else possesses such
capacity over them. (Met. 1019a33-b1)

Kaito Suvatov éva pev tpomov AexOfoetalto £xov kivioewg
apxnv f petaPodis...év étépw N ) €tepov, Eva § éav éxn T

adTod &Mo Shvap TotavTny.

The former is the primary case for Aristotle; ‘the others are called
capable either from something else’s possessing a capability of that
kind over them, or from its not possessing it, or from its possessing
it in a particular way’ (Met. 1020a2-4).

AsIwill argue below, it is a fundamental tenet for Aristotle that

powers are dependent on other powers in order to be activated. For

12
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example the solubility of salt requires salt to be placed in an appro-
priate liquid in order for it to dissolve. The position was first put
forward by Heraclitus, endorsed by Plato,'> and then developed by
Aristotle; interestingly it is gaining consensus among contempo-
rary metaphysicians too.'® But it is a distinctive Aristotelian view
(and far from being a point of consensus among contemporary
power metaphysicians) that active powers depend on passive pow-
ers for their activation (and vice versa). Aristotle defines an active
power as one that exercises its powerfulness on a corresponding
passive one."” As I will argue below, the distinction between active
and passive powers is pivotal for a sound account of causation, for it

gives metaphysical underpinning to its asymmetry.'®

1.3 CAUSAL POWERS IN ACTUALITY

Powers are capacities for change; the change is the end (té\og) they
are directed toward." For a power, reaching its end is exercising its
powerfulness, and thereby becoming actual. Most importantly, for
Aristotle the actuality of a power is its activation, namely a transi-
tion to a different status of the power itself.?° This new stage reached
by the activated power is the causal activity the power is engaged in.
For example, the power to heat when activated is heating something
else. Aristotle in fact distinguishes between powers whose activa-
tion is an activity in the strict sense (¢vépyeia, mpakig), and others
whose activation is a process (kivnoig). The powers whose ends are
activities are realized instantaneously, such as in the case of the
power to see; at any one moment one sees and has seen. The powers
whose ends are processes are realized in stages, such as in the case
of the power to build a house; while one is building a house, one has
not built a house. Processes have a natural completion point: when

the end of the process is reached, such as the completion of the

13
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house; activities do not have a natural completion point (e.g., in
the case of seeing). Strictly speaking Aristotle associates change
with processes only, because in the case of processes the resulting
state is qualitatively different from the initial state—as for instance
in the case of heating (process), but not of seeing (activity).”' To
make Aristotle’s point even clearer we might say that processes only
have an output, while both processes and activities have an effect.
Aristotle’s distinctions are mainly presented in the following text

from the Metaphysics:

Since of the actions which have a limit none is an end but all
are relative to the end (e.g., the process of making thin is of this
sort) and the things themselves when one is making them thin
are in movement in this way (i.e., without being already that
at which the movement aims), this is not an action or at least
not a complete one (for it is not an end); but that in which the
end is present is an action. For example, at the same time we
are seeing and have seen, are understanding and have under-
stood, are thinking and have thought: but it is not true that at
the same time we are learning and have learned, or are being
cured and have been cured. At the same time we are living
well and have lived well, and are happy and have been happy.
If not, the process would have had sometime to cease, as the
process of making thin ceases: but, as it is, it does not cease: we
are living and have lived. Of these processes, then, we must
call the one set movements (kv#jozig), and the other actuali-
ties (¢vepyeiag). For every movement is incomplete—making
thin, learning, walking, building—these are movements, and
incomplete movements. For it is not true that at the same time
we are walking [to a destination] and have walked [to the des-
tination], or are building and have built, or are coming to be

and have come to be—it is a different thing that is being moved

14
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and that has been moved, and that is moving [to alocation] and
that has moved; but it is the same thing that at the same time
has seen and is seeing, or is thinking and has thought. The lat-
ter sort of process, then, I call an actuality (¢vépyeta), and the
former a movement (xivnoig). What, and what kind of thing,
the actual is, may be taken as explained by these and similar
considerations. (Met. 1048b18-36)

"Enel 88 t@v mpdtewv &v Eoti mépag ovdepia Téhog aMa T@V
mepl 10 Téhog, olov TO ioxvaivewy [n ’Lo’xvaoia] [a0Td], adTa 8¢
6tav ioxvaivy obtwg EoTiv év KIVHOEL Ui DTTAPYOVTA OV EveKa)
kivnotg, o0k Eott TadTa Tpakig | o0 TeAeia ye- 0 yap T oG &N
gxetvn <> évomapyet T Téhog kai [1)] mpais. olov 6pa dpa <kal
Ewpake,> Kal Ppovel <kal TEPPOVNKE,> Kal VOEL Kal VEVONKEY,
G 00 pavOdver kai pepd®nkev 008 vytaletar kai vylaotat.
€D Cfj xal €0 €{nkev dpa, kal edSatpovel kal eddatpdvnkev. ei §¢
un, €8e1 &v wote TaveoOar domep Stav ioyvaivy, vov & ob, aa
i kal Elnxev. TodTVY 87) <8el> TG PEv KIvAoeLg Aéyety, Tag &
¢vepyeiag. maoa yap kivnog dtelrg, ioxvaoia padnog fadiotg
oikodounote adtal 37 kvioelg, Kal &teleig ye. o yap dpa
Padiler kai Pefadikev, 008 oikoSopel kai @rodounkey, 0vde
Yiyvetar kal yéyovev A kwvettal kai kexivnTat, W Etepov [kai
KLVel kal KSKWY]KSV]- gwpake 8¢ kal Opd dpa TO avTd, Kai voel
Kal VEVONKeV. THY pev oDV Totad Ty évépyelav Aéyw, Ekeivny 8¢
KivNotv. TO PEv o0V évepyeiq Ti T€ £0TL Kal Toiov, £k TOVTWY Kal

TOV 10100 TWY SHA0V Uiy €0Tw.

From the above text we learn that powers are actualized, accord-
ing to Aristotle, as either activities or processes. The difference
between them is that processes have a beginning and an end
which are different from each other, so completing the realiza-
tion of the end requires qualitatively different stages in a process;

while in an activity the beginning and the end are the same, in a

15
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continuous realization of the end. Since while a process is taking
place it has not reached its end point yet, it can be thought of asa
power in the process of being actualized, which is how Aristotle
thinks about it. A process is an actuality, because the unfolding
realization of its different stages is happening; but at the same
time it is not fully realized, in so far as it has not reached its end
yet. In that sense a change is an actual process in progress, real-
izing its remaining potential stages, as Aristotle explains in the

Physics:

The actuality of the potential, qua potential, is change (e.g., the
actuality of what s alterable as alterable, is alteration; of what is
increasable and its opposite, decreasable (there is no common
name for both), increase and decrease; of what can come to be
and can pass away, coming to be and passing away; of what can
be carried along, locomotion). That this is what change is, is
clear from what follows: when what is buildable, in so far as we
call it such, is in fulfillment, it is being built, and that is build-
ing. (Phys. 20129-18, transl. slightly modified)

1 Tod Svvdper Svrtog évredéxeia, fj TotodTov, kivnoig
¢aTwy, olov oD pév dMotwtod, fj dMowwTtédv, dMoiwatg, Tod 8¢
avéntod kai Tod avtikepévov ¢Bitod (008EY yap dvopa Kooy
én’ appotv) adénoig kai @Biotg, Tod 8¢ yevnTod kai pbapTod
Yéveotg kai ¢Bopd, Tod 8¢ popnTod Popd. Tt 8¢ ToDTO £0TIV 1)
kivnotg, évtedBev Sijdov. dtav yap o oikoSountodv, fj Totodtov
adTO Aéyopev elval, évtedeyeiq f), oikoSopeitat, kai éoTv TodTO

oiko8opnoic:

Some confusion might arise in reading the passage: it might appear
that a power is potential before it is actualized, and again potential

after it is actualized, as if there were unactualized and actualized

16
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potential. To avoid confusion it is important to bear in mind the
distinction drawn by Aristotle between the activation of a power—
that is, its realization—and the completion of the process of its real-
ization. Thus, the power of house building becomes actual when
activated at the beginning of the house-building process, and con-
tinues to be in actuality until all the stages of house building are
completed. Although in activities the end is reached as soon as the
activity occurs, and sets no limits to the duration of the activity, in
the case of changes the end is complex; the process has to be ini-
tiated and continue activated until the end point of the process is

reached, completing the process:

While in some cases the exercise is the ultimate thing (e.g., in
sight the ultimate thing is seeing, and no other product besides
this results from sight), but from some things a product follows
(e.g., from the art of building there results a house as well as the
act of building), yet none the less the act [of seeing] is in the
former case the end and in the latter [the act of house building
is] more of an end than the mere potentiality [to build] is [even
if it is less of an end than the completion of the house]. (Met.
1050224-27)

¢mel § 2ol TV piv Eoyatov i} xpiiots (olov dyews 1) paats,
kal 0002V yiyvetar mapd TadTny ETepov amd TG dVews), 4’
éviwv 8% yiyvetai Tt (olov amd tfjg oikoSopikis oikia Tapda TNy
oiko8ounory), dpwg 0008V fATTov EvOa piv télog, EvBa 8t paXov

TENOG TG SuVApEDS E0TIV-

The contrast is between the potentiality for building a house when
nothing is being built, and the potentiality for building a house
while a house is being built. The latter potentiality is the activa-
tion of the former potentiality, and has an end point that marks its

full actualization. This is what the actuality of the potential qua
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potential is—the actual process of building the house. During the
building process, the power to build is as activated (and as actual)
as is the power to see when one is seeing. Thus, when the power is
actively doing what it is in its own nature capable of doing, then the
power is actualized. Prior to this it exists but in a potential state.
Thus the actuality of a power, whether for an activity or a process, is

the activation of that power:*

That which is in the primary sense potential is potential
because it is possible for it to become actual (e.g., I mean by
‘capable of building’ that which can build, and by ‘capable of
seeing’ that which can see). (Met. 1049b12-16)

T Moyw ptv obv 81t mpotépa, SHhov (1@ yap 2viéxeoBat
gvepyfioat dvvatév éott TO TpWTwg Svvatdv, oiov Aéyw
oikoSopikov TO dvvdpevov oikoSopely, kal 6patikdV O Opav,

Kai dpatov 1o Svvatdv opacdat.

Aristotle further distinguishes the activation of a power from the
realization of the power’s end. The end of a power is given in the

power’s definition:

That which is capable is capable of something and at some time
in some way—with all the other qualifications which must be
present in the definition. (Met. 1047b35-104822)

¢mel 88 10 Suvatdv Ti Suvatdv kal ToTt kal Tws kai oa dMa

Avayky Tpooeivat év TQ StopLopd.

Asmentioned above, for Aristotle, the actuality of a poweris notanew
property that comes about.>® Rather, it is the activation of the power,
either as it is exercising its causal influence on the passive power or as
the passive power is suffering that influence. For example, if a peach

has the power to ripen in the heat, the ripening is the actualization
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of active and passive powers at play in the environment and in the
peach. The ripe state of the peach that comes about is the aftermath
of the activation of the powers, not their manifestation, which is the
ripening process. Similarly, in the case of a builder who has the power
to build a house, the built house is the output of the activation of the
active and passive powers in play in the circumstances.

For Aristotle a power in potentiality is the same power as that
power in actuality (i.e., when it is activated). In other words, the
difference between potential and actual power is not a numerical dif-
ference. This is a very important and distinctive tenet of Aristotle’s
metaphysics, whose philosophical soundness shows up clearly if we
consider it in relation to three debates in the recent literature on
power metaphysics. In brief, these issues are: firstly, whether pure
power ontologies of the kind Aristotle endorses (where there is
nothing categorical anchoring the powers to reality) are commit-
ted to a world of mere potentiality; secondly, whether powers have
an essentially relational nature; and thirdly, in what sense a pow-
er’s directedness toward its manifestation is intrinsic to the power
itself. I shall now examine each of these debates, showing in each
case how Aristotle’s view makes a fresh contribution, and advances
the contemporary debate.

To begin with, is Aristotle’s account vulnerable to the criticism
that all there is or can be is potential, and that change is simply
a transition from one potential state of the world to another such
state? This is a problem faced by many contemporary power ontol-
ogies, sometimes referred to as the “Always packing, never travel-

ling” problem.** David Armstrong formulates the problem thus:
Given purely dispositionalist accounts of properties, par-

ticulars would seem to be always repacking their bags as they

change properties, yet never taking a journey from potency to

act. (1997, 80)
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The problem stems from the position held by contemporary power
ontologists whereby the manifestation of a power is a new power.
This position commits them to a network of powers in potentiality,
as the activation of each power in potentiality is a transition to a new
power in potentiality. Thus, nothing ever seems to be actualized.
Avoiding a commitment to worlds of mere potentiality is precisely
the worry that Aristotle’s position avoids. On his view, and in contrast
to alternative views in the contemporary literature, the transition a
power makes from being in potentiality to being in actuality does not
amount to bringing about another power in potentiality. It is rather
a transition the power makes to its own activated state. An activated
power is the very same power as the power in potentiality, but is now
manifesting (e.g., the power to heat actively heating something). A the-
ory of powers that did not allow them when activated to exercise their
powerfulness would be rather odd indeed. For Aristotle powers that
are exercising their powerfulness are actively bringing about change,
and result in a new configuration of powers. But the exercise of power-
fulness is not the result, but rather the process toward the result. From
this discussion it follows that for Aristotle the powerfulness of a power
is not reducible to mere potentiality. (This addresses the first of the
three issues in contemporary metaphysical debate mentioned above).
Powerfulness is the potentiality to bring about or suffer change, but
also the activity of bringing about or suffering change. Additionally,
the activation of a power is neither the end of that power, nor does it
render the power inert. On the contrary, the power is actively being
powerful by engendering change or suffering change.

Thus, the relation between a power and its actuality is intrinsic
to the power itself, in the way that, for example, the relation of a
girl to the woman she becomes is intrinsic to that person.*® It is a
common assumption, after Aristotle, that powers are defined in
terms of their actuality. Contemporary power ontologies take the

manifestation of a power to be a further power, thereby establishing

20

acprof-9780199326006_Marmodoro.indd 20 @ 3/13/2014 6:00:44 PM



OUP UNCORRZ@TED PROOF — FIRSTPROOFS, Thu Mar 13 2014, NEWGEN

THE METAPHYSICAL FOUNDATIONS OF PERCEPTION

a network of relations whereby each power is defined in terms of
its relations to something different from itself, namely other pow-
ers. By contrast, on Aristotle’s view the actuality of a power is not
another power that the original power is related to. (The actuality
of the power to heat is the power’s heating up something else—and
not another power.) It follows that Aristotle’s ontology is not rela-
tional; a power is not defined in terms of its relation to other powers.
Rather, a power is defined in terms of its own state of activation,
which is an intrinsic state of the power itself.

It remains now to investigate whether powers for Aristotle have
an essentially relational nature on account of their dependence on
other powers for their activation. To consider this point, we need
to look at the conditions for activation of powers that Aristotle sets
out. For Aristotle, the activation of causal powers requires two sets
of conditions to obtain. On the one hand there is a variety of what
we would call enabling conditions pertaining to the right time, the
right situation, the right external conditions. Aristotle summarizes
them in saying that the mover is capable of something ‘at some time
in some way (with all the other qualifications which must be present
in the definition)’ (Met. 1048a1-2). On the other hand, he collec-
tively describes what triggers powers in the right circumstances into

causal activity generically, in terms of ‘contact’ between powers:

To act on the movable as such is just to move it. But this it does
by contact, so that at the same time it [the mover] is also acted
on. Hence motion is the fulfilment of the movable as movable,
the cause being contact with what can move, so that the mover
is also acted on. (Phys. 202a5-9)

TO Yap mpog TodTO EvePYETY, f) ToloDTOV, ADTO TO KIVETY
¢oT1- TobT0 8¢ motel Oifer, dote dpa kal mhoyer S1d 1 kivnolg
évteléyeta ToD k1vNTOD, fj KIvNTOV, ovpPaivel 8¢ TovTo Biket Tod

KN Tikod, ©od’ dpa kai Tdoxet.
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What we learn from this passage (and others already quoted) is the
following. First, powers for Aristotle are dependent entities. As we
will see in more detail later in this chapter, for Aristotle powers are
co-activated with their partner-powers. For example A’s power to
heat (p) requires B’s capacity to get hotter (p’) in order to be able
to achieve its manifestation, that is, heating. Hence, every power
is dependent on other powers for actualizing its nature by reach-
ing its full activation state. But dependence is not a relation; it is
rather a condition for existence.”” Thus, as we will see later in the
chapter, powers are not for Aristotle relations or relational proper-
ties. Secondly, contact is the triggering condition, with all the other
conditions mentioned in the definition determining the enabling
conditions for causal efficacy to take place. It is therefore impor-
tant to understand what is involved in the contact between the
active power and the passive power it operates on. Aristotle tells
us that: “Things are said to be in contact when their extremities are
together’ (Physics 226b23). He further explains that, “Things are
said to be together in place when they are in one primary place and
to be apart when they are in different places™® (Physics 226a21-3).
So things that are in contact have their extremities in the same
place. For the purposes of causation, having the extremities in the
same place will have to be understood as either touching or being
in proximity. (It must have been as clear to everybody in antiquity
as it is to us that there is causal impact even when things are merely
proximate, namely, in the same place in the sense of same spatial
region.) For example, proximity to a fire is sufficient for heating,
and even for catching fire. So for Aristotle ‘contact’ is a key factor
for causal efficacy. It does entail a type of proximity or sameness
of place, but more importantly, in a causal context, it has come to
mean, for him, trigger of the change, allowing that there is some kind
of ‘touching’ even in situations where the touching is not physical

and not even reciprocal:
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If anything imparts motion without itself being moved, it may
touch the moved and yet itself be touched by nothing—for we
say sometimes that the man who grieves us touches us, but not
that we touch him. (GC 323a31-33)

‘Qote € TL KWl axivntov 8v, ékelvo pév &v dmtorto Tod
KINTOD, €keivov 3¢ 00dEV- Qaptv yap éviote TOV AvmodvTa

dnteoBat udv, &N ovk avTol ékeivou.

To recapitulate, the conditions under which the actualization of
powers takes place are determined in the very definition of the pow-
ers. The definition of a power specifies the type of power it is, namely
what it is that it can bring about or suffer; the appropriate occasion
on which the power can do this; the way in which it can do it; and
any other conditions that need to obtain for it to do what it does.
When all the conditions set out in the definition are met, including
the appropriate pair of powers coming into contact, in the relevant
sense of contact for the type of power they are, then necessarily the

agent power acts on the passive power and brings about its effect:

Since that which is capable is capable of something and
at some time in some way—with all the other qualifica-
tions which must be present in the definition,...as regards
potentialities of [those things that are non-rational, (e.g.,
fire)]...when the agent and the patient meet in the way
appropriate to the potentiality in question, the one must act
and the other be acted on...For the non-rational potenti-
alities are all productive of one effect each. (Met. 1047b3s—-
1048a8; my emphasis)

émel 8¢ 10 dvvatov Ti Suvatdv kai TotTE Kal Twg kal doa
dMa avaykn Tpooeival v T@ SLopLop®, kal T pév katd Adyov
dovatat kwvelv kal ai Svvdpelg adT@V peta Aoyov, Td 8¢ dAoya
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The modality is natural necessity, stemming from the nature of the pow-
ers themselves. When Aristotle says, in the quotation above, that
‘when the agent and the patient meet in the way appropriate to the
potentiality in question, the one must act and the other be acted
on’ he is stating what is in effect a most general law of nature. That
is, he is stating what a power is in terms of how it behaves. When
nature follows its course, according to Aristotle, it develops as its
potentiality dictates, unless something external interferes. He says
about the natural development of an organism (e.g., an acorn) in
Book VIII of the Metaphysics:

In the cases in which the source of the becoming is in the very
thing which comes to be, a thing is potentially all those things
which it will be of itself if nothing external hinders it. (Met.
1049a12-14)

kol owv 81 &v adT® T@ ExovTL [} dpxT) THS YevETEWG], [ToDTO
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This is how nature operates: there are physical tendencies, which
unfold, unless something gets in their way and prevents their course.
This may happen in the case of causal interaction, or in the case of
the natural development of organisms according to their nature.
This is why Aristotle describes the latter as being such-and-such for
the most part in Book VI of the Metaphysics:

Physics must be a theoretical science, but it will theorize
about such being as admits of being moved, and about

substance-as-defined for the most part. (Met. 1025b26-28)
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Both change and development are the results of unfolding potenti-
alities, which follow their own course, for the most part, if nothing
hinders.

Aristotle’s characterization of this type of physical modal-
ity is a landmark in metaphysics, demarcating what has come to
be thought of as physical necessity.”” Again in the Metaphysics,
Aristotle explains the notion of being for the most part, contrasting

it to absolute necessity, as follows:

Since, among things which are, some are always in the same
state and are of necessity (not necessity in the sense of compul-
sion but that which we assert of things because they cannot be
otherwise), and some are not of necessity, nor always, but for
the most part...For instance, if in the dog-days there is wintry
and cold weather, we say this is an accident, but not if there is
sultry heat, because the latter is always or for the most part so,
but not the former. (Met. 1026b27-35, my emphasis)

—énel 00V £0°TlY €V TOlG 0D Ta PEV del WoadTwe ExovTa Kal
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What characterizes the notion of being for the most part is regular-
ity, the type of regularity that one finds in nature, under the domain

of natural laws, which are not exceptionless.*
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To recapitulate the discussion so far, causal change for Aristotle
involves the mutual activation of active and passive powers, brought
about by the contact between ontologically interdependent pairs of
powers, such as what can heat and what can be heated. The mutual
activation of interdependent powers may result either in activity
(e.g. seeing) or in a process of change (e.g., being heated) All that
happens in Aristotle’s world is that powers in potentiality come
to be activated, either as agents of change or as patients of change.
What is distinctive about the view (in contrast with the versions in
contemporary metaphysics) is that it takes the activation of a causal

power to be the exercise of that power (i.e., an activity or process).

1.4 RELATIONS AND RELATIVES

Powers for Aristotle are not relational properties. There is no (exter-
nal) relation connectinga power in potentiality to its actuality (rather,
the actuality is the very same power in a different state, namely
engaged in an activity). There are good reasons for not treating pow-
ers as relations, even if Aristotle does not discuss them explicitly.
On the one hand, if a power is defined in terms of its actuality, where
the definition defines the power’s nature (e.g., the power to heat) it
should be the case that the power is one with its essential nature; the
essential nature of a power should not be a different entity to which
the power is related. This we know from Aristotle’s arguments in
Metaphysics VIII 6. Nor should a power only tend towards its pow-
erfulness—as if its powerfulness were external to the power itself—
because this latter view would not make philosophical sense. That is,
it would divide a power from what it is. Furthermore, there is no rela-
tion connecting mutually dependent powers. Rather, for Aristotle
powers are relatives. Aristotle’s powers are dependent on other pow-

ers in order to be activated, but ontological dependence is grounded

26

acprof-9780199326006_Marmodoro.indd 26 @ 3/13/2014 6:00:45 PM



OUP UNCORRZ@TED PROOF — FIRSTPROOFS, Thu Mar 13 2014, NEWGEN

THE METAPHYSICAL FOUNDATIONS OF PERCEPTION

on monadic properties, such as y being a father’ and ‘x being an off-
spring’, that belong to interdependent entities. Aristotle’s powers
are not related to other powers through polyadic relations, such as x
being the father of y’. Aristotle explained the ontological dependence
between relatives reductively, as a counterfactual dependence (e.g., if
there is no master there is no slave).*! If we apply this understanding
of ontological dependence to the case of causal relata, it follows that
taking causal relata as ontologically interdependent amounts to the
view that if there is no patient of change, there is no cause of change
(there is no power to heat if there is no power for being heated up).*
I will begin by offering what I think is the rationale for this approach,
by sketching an intuition that stems from Aristotelian metaphysical
principles.* I submit that this rationale motivates Aristotle’s reduc-
tive account of relations in terms of monadic properties.

We know from Aristotle’s Categories (chapter 1) and from the
Metaphysics (book VII chapter 4) that even incidental proper-
ties (e.g., being pale, or being hot) have essences and definitions.
Furthermore, properties cannot exist unattached, on their own,
but they have to belong to a subject (see Categories chapter 2). If we
then consider a relation between two things, for example, Marco
being the father of Pietro, and we try to think of this relation as a
single polyadic property that conjoins the two, Marco and Pietro,
decisive difficulties follow. On the one hand, this polyadic property
would belong to both subjects, since it can only exist by belonging
to something(s) as subject, and both subjects have a claim to it by
being conjoined by it. On the other hand, although Marco is related
to Pietro as a father, Pietro is not related to Marco as a father, but
as a son; hence, either the polyadic property would belong to Pietro
without being true of him; or the polyadic property would have
two different natures, endowing each of the two conjoined enti-
ties with different qualifications, of being a father and being a son,

which is incompatible with the property being one and the same
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property (i.e., relation). The asymmetry of the relation introduces
a plurality of natures; the relation is these natures, and this plurality
undermines its oneness. Conceiving of relations as polyadic prop-
erties was not even entertained by Aristotle. For Aristotle, what we
consider relations are accounted for in terms of monadic properties
that are ontologically interdependent—that is, relatives. They are
monadic properties of a special kind, which he called the pros ti (the
‘toward something’) type of property: such properties in themselves

point toward something other than themselves. Thus, Aristotle says:

We call relatives all such things as are said to be just what they
are, of or than other things, or in some other way in relation to
something else. For example, what is larger is called what it is than
something else (it is called larger than something); and what is
double is called what it is of something else (it is called double of
something); similarly with all other such cases. (Cat. 6a36-b2)
Ipog T1 8¢ T Totadta Aéyetat, Soa adta dmep €0Tiv ETEPWY
elvat Aéyetar ff 6Twoodv dMwg Tpog Etepov- olov TO peilov
1000’ dmep ¢aTily ETépov AéyeTal, —TvOG Yap pellovéyetal,—
Kai 10 SumAdatov étépov Aéyetat Tov0’ dmep éativ, —TIvOG Yap

Surddotov Aéyetar— woavtwg 8¢ kai doa dMa TotadTa.

(Aristotle does not distinguish between relatives and relations.
I take it this is for the reason given above: that neither relatives nor
(asymmetric) relations can be single polyadic properties with a
single nature belonging to each of the two relata it is true of.) What
does Aristotle mean by taking relatives to be pros ti—toward some-

thing? He explains it as follows:

All relatives are spoken of in relation to correlatives that recip-
rocate. For example the slave is called slave of a master and the

master is called master of a slave (Cat. 6b28-30)
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Pros ti properties are monadic properties such that their manifesta-
tion or activation depends counterfactually on the activation of their
correlatives. Someone is actually a master only if there is a slave of
whom he is master, and vice versa for the slave. The relation between
the reciprocating correlatives is not a linguistic or a semantic rela-

tion. Itis an ontological interdependence, as Aristotle states clearly:

If there is no master, there is no slave either...When there is a
slave there is a master; and similarly with the others [sc. other
relatives] Also, each carries the other to destruction; for if there
is not a double there is not a half, and if there is not a halfif there
is not a double. So too with other such cases. (Cat. 7bs—22)
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So the ‘pointing’ nature of relatives is Aristotle’s way of depicting
ontological dependence. This is what binds monadic properties
into reciprocal pairs for their activation (e.g., being a master and
being a slave). But ontological dependence is not a polyadic relation
between relata. Just as there is no polyadic connection binding a
species to its genus, in spite of their ontological interdependence,
similarly, for Aristotle, there is no polyadic connection binding
one activated monadic property to its correlative property.** The
same holds for the relation between matter and form, and subject

and property, where Aristotle is explicit that there is no (polyadic)
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entity unifying them into one.* The relation between the recipro-
cating correlatives is not a linguistic or a semantic relation. It is an
ontological relation of interdependence, as Aristotle states clearly
in the last passage quoted. So the ‘pointing’ nature of relatives is
Aristotle’s way of depicting ontological dependence. This is what
binds relative monadic properties into reciprocal pairs (e.g., being
a master and being a slave): that the correlatives are ontologically
interdependent. The last quotation above is important for under-
standing Aristotle’s notion of dependence, as it applies to relata. He
says that each relatum carries the other relatum ‘to destruction’. He
is therefore clearly describing an existential dependence between
relata: if there is no master there is no slave. (Some dependencies
are expressed in generic terms, and some in specific terms, with the

dependencies specified respectively.)*

1.5 CAUSATION WITHOUT GLUE

The two pillars of Aristotle’s theory of causation are his account
of powers and his reductive account of relations. In a nutshell,
for Aristotle, causation is the activation of reciprocal causal powers.
Aristotle considers causal powers as relatives; namely, the agent and
patient in a causal pair are causal relatives. In Metaphysics book V

Aristotle explains the term ‘relative’ or ‘relation’ as follows:

Things are relative [pros ti] (1) as double to half, and treble to
a third,...and that which exceeds to that which is exceeded;
(2) as that which can heat to that which can be heated, and
that which can cut to that which can be cut, and in general the
active to the passive; (3) as the measurable to the measure, and
the knowable to knowledge, and the perceptible to perception.
(Met. 1020b26-32, my emphasis)
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