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METAPHYSICS ZR presents a number of apparently in..
. consistent statements concerning substance and defini­

tion. The problem of what sort of thing is definable and what

liUSt be included in the defi.nition is obviously an important

one for Aristotle. Both books, indeed, are coneerned almost as

much with definition as they are with substance, and the ques­

tion, what is suhstanee?, appears to be intricately linked with

questions concerning' definition. The specifie problem to be

addressed in this article is the following: what precisely is the

Aristotelian teaehing "concerning substance and definition in

NIetaphysics ZR? The thorniest ehapters relating to this ques­

tion are Z10 and 11 and R 6. Z 10 and 11, prohably the most

difficult chapters in the whole of ZR, appeal' to present a nUll­

her of mutually inconsistent theses side by side and call for a

more thorough study than they have generally been accorded.

H 6, for its part, has given rise to the problem concerning

whether 01' not the definitory genus designates matter in the

strict sense. l'hegreatel' part of the discussion, therefore, will

concentrate on these chapters. However, since an understand­

ing of the parts of the treatise presllpposes some comprehen­
sion of the whole, the discussion of these sections will be pre­

ceded by abrief account of what I take to be Aristotle's inten­

tion in ZR along with some indication of how my view differs

from that of other commentators. Because we are dealing with

,.nothing less than the central topic of these books, this article,

:indeed, might weIl be regarded as an attempt to bring into

.clearer foeus .both the nature of Aristotle's question in ZR aa
weIl as the 'nature of his answer.
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The Texts

Let us begin with a list of the principal passages in M eta­
IJhysics ZR in which Aristotle appears to be giving a direct
answer to the questions concerning what Bort of substance lS

definable and what the contents of the definition should be: 1

Tl: But is the matter an ele~ent even inthe formula' We certainly
describe in both ways what brazen circles are; we describe both the
matter by saying that it is brass, and the form. by saying that it is
such and such a figure; and figure is the proximate genus in which it
isplaced. The brazen circle, then, has its matter in its formula. (Z 7,
l033al-4)

T2: These [the material parts: the segments of a circle and the bones,
muscles,and fleshof a man] are parts of the concrete thing, but not
also of the form, i.e., of that to which the formula refers; wherefore
also they are not present in the formulae. (Z 10, 1035a19-20)

T3: In.one kind of forroula, then, the formulaof such. parts [the ma­
terial parts] will be present. (Z 10, 1035a21)

T4: In another [kind of formula, the formula of the material parts]
must not be present, where the formula does not refer to the concrete
object. (Z,10, 1035a22)

T5: Only the parts of the form are parts of the formula,and the
formula is of the univerasl. (Z 10, 1035b35)

T6: Definition is of the universal and of the form. (Z 11, 1036a29)

T7: To reduce -an things thus to Forms and to eliminate matter is use­
less labour; für SOlne things. surely are a particular form. in a par­
ticular matter, 01' particular things in, a particular state.... An animal
is something pel'ceptibl~, and it is not possible to define it wit~lout

reference to movement nor, therefore, without reference to theparts'
being in 'a eettain state. (Z 11, 1036b22-29).

T8: We ~ave stated that in thc fOTIllula of the substance the material
parts will not be present', (for they are not even parts of the substance
in .that sense, hut öf the concrete substance; but of this there is. ina
sense a fornlula, aIid in asense there isnot; fo-r there is no formlila

1 Unless otherwise indicated, all quotations are ffom .the translation, of
Aristotle's Metaphysics by W. D. Ross. .
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of it with its matter, for this is indefinite, but there is a formula of it
with referenee to its primary substanee-e.g., in the ease of man the
formula of the soul ...), but in the eonerete substanee, e.g. a snub nose
or Callias, the matter also will be present. (Z 11, 1037a24-33)

T9: If then the genus absolutely does not exist apart from the speeies­
of-a-genus, or if it exists but exists as matter (for the voiee is genus
and matter but its differentiae make the speeies, Le. the letters, out of
it), elearly the definition is the formula which comprises the differen­
tiae. (Z 12, l038a5-8)

TlO: Clearly the last differentia will be the substance of the thing and
its definition. . . . One differentia-the last-will be the form. und the
aubstanee. (1038a19, 26)

T11: Therefore one kind of substance can be defined and fornlulated,
Le., the. composite kind, whether it be pereeptible or intelligible; but
the primary parts of which this consists cannot be defined, since. a
definitory formula predicates something of something, and one part of
the definition nlust play the part of matter und the other that of forin.
(H 3, 1043b28-33)

T12: Of matter some is intelligible, some perceptible, and in a formula
there is always an element of matter as weIl as one of actuality. (H6,
I 045a34-35 )

Even a cursory look at these texts brings to light what seems
to be a number o:f inconsistent and, in some eases, even con­

tradictory statements. We are told that:

1) Definition is (only) of the form.-T2 (which appears to bemaking
an absolute statement)

2) Definition is only of the composite.-T1l
3) Definition is of either the form or the composite.-T3 with T4, T8
4) Definition is of the universal.-T5, T6'
5) Definition of the form includes only the parts of the fonn.-T2, T4,

T8
6) Definition of the composite ineludes only the parts of the form.­

T5 (the universal being. a composite, cf. l035b28-32), T9 along with
TlO, (where the definition is of the speeies man)

7) Definition of the composite includes matter as weIl f!S form.-TI,
T3,T7

8) Definition always ineludes matter.-T12
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This article will attempt to show that the texts concerning
substance and definition are in fact reconcilable despite these
apparent inconsistencies.

The Objective of ZR

Tobegin the discussion, let me set out very briefly, what, in
my opinion, is. the general thrust of ZR. Given the limitation
of space, I cannot call upon all the evidence that the text affords
to substantiate my view, but if the interpretation I suggest
helps to reconcile the apparent inconsistencies concerning sub­
stance and definition, that ,viII suffice for the purposes of ,thi~

article.
It is clear from the text that Aristotle's intention in ZR is

to answer the question, what is substance? But how' precisely
are we to understand this question ? As I read the treatise,
what he is asking is, what reality in his philosophy performs
the role that belonged to the Ideas in the Platonic system? The
Platonic Ideas were not only self-subsisting substances but t~e

causes of changing sensible things and the objects of science.
Aristotle in the Categories had long since laid it down that
individual sensible things were substances in their own right as
self-subsisting entities on which other things (aceidents and
secondary 8ubstances) depended, but, as the study of sensible
substances progressed, it had become clear that they themselves
were dependent on some more fundamental reality for both
their status as substance and their scientific intelligibility. It
is on this more hasic reality or substance that Aristotle fixes his
attention in ZR. The question is, then, what is the stahle,
Kae~ aVTo suhstance that is the cause of the heing of changing
sensible things and the object of natural science? N ow, when
~J\.ristotle speaks of 8ubstance as object of science in ZR, for the
most part he speaks in terms of definition. What reality, he is
asking, does definition express and how' are we to understand
the correspondence between the A6yo~ and the reality? It i8
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chiefly with this aspect of the question that we shall be con­
cerned in the present article.

What I take to he Aristotle's answer will be subjected to
further study in the following sections. To putit very briefly,
it consists, as I see it, in investigating foul' candidates to take
the place of the Platonic Forms, all of them derived from his
own philosophy, and all possible objects of science: the essence,
the universal, the genus, .and the substratum. Of these foul',
he shows that it is the Aristotelian essence (TO TL ~v eivat)

that is substance, and that it is substance in the sense of form
(Z 4-11). He rejects the universal and the genus (Z 13-16),

but the substratum he keeps (cf. H 1). (The question of how
andin what sense the substratum is substance, however, is a
topic for another article. )

But the problem, we have said, has to do, in large p'art, with
substance precisely as definable J and thus Aristotle must work
through the complexities that arise for definition from the char­
acter of Aristotelian form as distinct from the Platonic Form.
.As the principle of composite substance, form is without mat­
ter but essentially related to matter, it is one and not made up
of substances, and it is other than the universal (the species 01'

the genus). The chief questions that Aristotle must address,
consequently, are the following: whether the definition does 01'

does not ~nclude matter (Z 10 and 11); how we are to explain
the unity of definition which, unlike the definable reality, is
composite (Z 12, H 3 and 6) ; and, finally, how it is that defi­
nition is of the species and made up,of universals whereas the
suhstance is neither a universal nor made up of universals
(Z 13-16).

Throughout the discussion, therefore, Aristotle moves back
and forth between definition and suhstance, A6yo~ and reality.
Having ruptured the Platonicidentity between the logical and

the real, he has the more difficult task of working out their mode

of correspondence. His account of definition and substance is
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con1plete, in my opinion, only when form emerges in Book 11
as the actuality assumed by matter in the process of generation
and definition is viewed as mirroring this generative relation
of form to matter. Thus-and the point will be substantiated
more fully during the course of the article--I see Aristotle as
leading his readers from the " logicalism" typical of the Pla­
tonists to his o\vn brand of naturalism, a distinctly post-Pla­
tonic naturalism in which form, though essentially relational,
retains its primacy but in which matter 000 is ovo-ta insofar' as
it shares, as potentiality, in the unity and definiteness of the
form; a naturalisn1, moreover, which relates the logical genus
to the matter of generation, and in general, turns the PIatonie
metaphor on its head by viewing the A6'Yo~ or definition as an
jmperfect image of sensible reality.

It will be observed that this reading differs both from a gen­
eral version (cf. Ross, J aeger, Owens 2

) which takes Aristotle
to be showing that the form (or the essence) is substance, or
that it is primary substance, and which situates the conclusion
at the end of Z, I-I being regarded merely as an addendum. 8 lfy
account also differs from a second version 4 which takes Aris­
totle to be showing that the composite is substance and sees hirn
as reaching this cOl1clusion not before the end of H. l5

2W. D., Ross, Aristotle's Metaphysics (Oxford, 1948), I, pp. xei-exix;
W. Jaeger, Aristotle, Fundamentals 0/ the Histo'ry 0/ his Development
(Oxford, 1962), pp. 198,200,205,220; Joseph Owens, The Doctrine 0/
Being in the Aristotelian Metaphysics (Toronto, 1957), e.g., eh. 16.

3 Jaeger, op. cit., p. 201; Owens, ap. cit., p. 237; Ross, ap. cit., I, pp.
exiii-exiv.

4 C[ Riehard Rorty, "Genus as Matter: AReading of Metaphysics Z-H,"
in Exegesis as Argument, Supplementary Volume I of Phronesi8 (1973),
pp. 393-420.

5 ST. Thomas in his eommentary on the Metaphysics makes th~ point
that Book Z deals with substanee logieally by examining definition, and
other things that belong to logie, whereas Book H deals with sensible
substanees through their proper prineiples (VIII, i, 1681). It should be
remarkednevertheless, that BookH remains coneerned, right to the ~last

cha.pt~r, with the problem of definition.
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Contrary to both these interpretations, I· do not take Aristotle
in ZR to be arguing primarily that either the form or the com­
posite is substance. It appears to me quite evident that Aristotle
assumes throughout the treatise that composite, form, and even
matter (despite Z 3) are all three substance in one sense or an­
other. 6 What he is asking is whether the essence, the universal,
the genus, or the substratum is substance. N evertheless, I do
think that his answer results in identifying form, considered
precisely as essence, not as substance (thatidentity is assumed),
but as primary substance.

Insofar, then, as I understand Aristotle to be identifying the
essence, which he shows to be substance, with the form, there is
sorne point of contact between my interpretation and the first
version mentioned above. However, there is also a significant
difference. Because I see Aristotle to be concerned in ZR with

substance precisely as essence, I also see hirn as involved fron1
beginning to end with the problem of substance as a definable
entity, and Iperceive this problem to be not merely of second­
ary but of absolutely central interest. Precisely as essence, the
substance/form is not only the cause of being for the composite

but also and equally the intelligible substance, the definable
reality. Essencc (TÖ Tt ~v eivat) , incleed, is elosely eonneeted

throughout Aristotle with knowledge and definition. 7 Yet this
aspect is generally given short shrift as though it were at most
of merely secondary interest in ZR, and this despite the fact
that an even larger portion of the treatise is devoted to con­
sideril1g the definability of suhstance than to presenting form
as the causeof being. The discussion of definition occupies the

6 That there are three sorts of substance is recognized as early as I029a35
(note" the third 'kind of substance") and stated again at I035al-3 and
I042a25-31. That the composite of matter and form is reeognized to be
substance long before H 6 is evident also from I032aI9~20, I037,a26-, 2~, 31,
I039b20~22,I040b5, I043a30, I044b3.

7 Cf., e.g., 194b27-28, 642a26, l013a27, IOI7b22..23, I03IaI2-13,'1035bI3­
16,
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whole or large portions oi Z 10, 11, 12, 14, 15, H 2, 3, 6,

\vhereas the discussion of form as a cause of heing is pretty

mueh restricted to Z 17 and certain brief passages in Ir 2 and

H 3, passages which, it should 18 noted, are themselves directly

related to the investigation of definition. But if we take Aris­

totle's question, what is substance, to mean, in large part, what

is the stable reality that is the object of definition in natural

science, not only do significant sections of Z fall into place,

but the role of Book H becomes apparent. This latter book,

indeed, introduces distinctions in terms of which "re come to a

better understanding of how the substance must be designated

when considered as object of definition, what the parts of the

definition stand for, and how the unity of both object and defi­

nition is to be explained. Thus H comes to be viewed not as a

mere addendum, as it is for such commentators as J aeger, Ross,

and Üwens, but as the part of the treatise that provides the ulti­

mate conclusion to the argument. 1t follows that 1 agree with

the second version as to where the conclusion of the argument

lies, though I totally disagree as to what the conclusion iso

BookZ

1'0 show that essence is the substance of sensible things is, as

I see it, Aristotle's main task in Z. The discussion reaches its

culmination in Z 10 and 11, the two chapters that contain more

than half our texts. Before attacking" Z 10 and 11, however,

let us take a brief look at the chapters leading up to them.

Z 4 and 5 speak of essence in terms of KaO' aVTo predication

and definition. The essence, \ve are told, is what a thing is said

to be Ka(}' aVTo. Presumably, then, man would be the essence

of Socrates. We also learn that 1.he essence is what is expressed

in thedefinition and that definition expresses something one

and primary, a substance, that is, and not a compound of a

substance with an accident, such as pale man. The conclusion

1S that essence belongs prilnarily to substance. It could appear
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trom Z 4 and 5, then, that what Aristotle has in mind as sub­

stance and essence is the species or universal, such as man. In
Z 6 he goes on to establish that in the case of things that are
primary and Kaf/' aVTo, the essence is identical with that of

which it is the essence, but not in the case of KaTO:. CTVJLßeß'YJKoc;

compounds, such as pale man. One might suppose 8 that by

primary and Ka()' aVTo things he means, in line with Z 4, some­

thing like the species man. 9 However, he does not use man or

any Aristotelian s,pecies a.s an example but rather· works with

Platonic Ideas, the reason being that he wants examples now of

substan,ces that are primary, in the sense of having no sub...

stances or entities p,rior to them (1031a29-31). He ,vants ex~

amples of Ka()' aVTo substances, substances that are what they

are and are intelligible in virtue of themselves. Such are sub­

stances which do not have essences but are, so to speak, their

own essences. Then in Z 7-9, chapters which approach the

problem not from the standpoint of predication and definition

as in Z 4 and 5 but from the perspective of generation, Aristotle

isolates theforrn of the composite substance, distinguishing it

from the composite substance itself. This form he identifies as

the non-generable essence and the prinlary substance of sensible
things. Aristotelian form, then, as primary suhstance is what

corresponds to the Platonic Idea. It is the substance that does
not have an essence prior to it but is its own essence. Essence
is substance precisely in the sense of form. Man, on the other

hand, Aristotle teIls us (1033b25), is but the composite sub-

8 Ross understands Ta Kaf), aVTa AE'y6fJ-Eva in Z 6 to refer to either a sum­

mum genus or a species. (Op. cit, 11, p. 176.) What might appear to argue
against my position that Aristotle is not talking about the identity of a
species and its essence is that at 1031b28-1032a4 he speaks of the essence
of horse. But it is not always noted that what Aristotle is excluding in
that passage is an essence of the essence of horse, and hence ,vhat he is by
implication identifying as one and the same thing is not the horse and its
essence but the essence of horse and its essence.

9 To avoid anachronism I shall not use quotation marks to indicate the
difference bet,veen words designating realities and ,vords designating words
or concepts or objects qua conceived.
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stance considered generally. That form andnot the universal

or species is the substance as essence is theview that prevails

in Z 10 and 11, and throughout the treatise. This 'is the le8son

of Z 13, as I read it,1.0 and as late as H 3 we are told emphatical­

ly that the form and not man is the essence and, as such, form

is identical with its essence whereas man is not (1043bl-2, cf.
1037M-5).1.1

Eut why does Aristotle begin his discussion of essence in Z 4
by associating essence and species rather than essence and form,

a position which appears to be misleading at best ~ As' I see it,

.i\.ristotle is starting off from his logical teaching as given in

the Catego1·ies. If he is guiding his readersaw'ay from the logi­

cal view of the Platonists, as I think he is, his own logical posi­

tion \vould be the appropriate first step~ In the Categories~

Man, : the Platonic self-subsisting oVfTta, had become man the

predicate of Socrates, the predicate which expresses what he is.

This is where M etaphysics Z beging. the investigation oI essence,

but before the discussion is over, Aristotle, to mymind, has

moved several steps further beyond Plato. Ta anticipate cer­

tain points I shall make later in this article, I see Aristotle to

be· ·taking the position that species, and definition as weIl, ex~

press the essence of Socrates which essence is the form. That

is, as predicates, they express the essence but are not the essence.

Predicates and definitions belong to the realm of thought and

'10 My understanding of Z 13 dift'ers from others that have been sug­
gested in recent articles. Cf., e.g., Michael Woods "Problems in Meta­
physics Z, Chapter 13," Anstotle: A Oollection 0/ Oritical Essays, ed.
J. M. E. Moravcsik (Ne\v York, 1967), pp. 215-238; Reinaldo Elugardo,
"Woods on Metaphysics Z, Chapter 13," Apeiron, IX, 1 (1979), pp. 30­
42; D. K. Modrak, "Forms, Types, and Tokens in Aristotle's Meta­
physics," Journal 0/ the History 0/ Philosophy, XVII, pp. 371-381. I can­
not, however, discuss the differences in the present article.

1.1 That the primary and ICa8' aUT6 things in Aristotle's philosophy are
his forms is the conclusion to "rhich he is moving, in my opinion, even in
Z 6 where he says: "For it is enough that they are this [KaU' aUT6 and
primary], even if they are not Forms [Platonic] or all the more so per­
haps if they a·re forms [Aristotelian]" (1031b14-15, my translation).
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langllage. (This, it would appear, is the point of 1029b13 in
Z 4.) Thus in Z 4-9 Aristotle leads his readers from the essence
qua expressed to the essence as reality. In doing so, we might
remark, he moves from the logical eiöo~ of the Ca.tegories~ which
is the species, man, to the eiöos that is the substance and the
reality, vize the soul. These two senses of eiöos Aristotle takes
pains throughout IJ{etaphysics Z to keep clearly distinct.12

We come now' to Z 10 and 11, ,vhich include seven of our
texts, T2 through T8. Having introduced essence in Z 4 and 5
and associated it with substance by way of a discussion of the
A6'Yo~ or definition, in Z 7-9 he turned to view essence from
the perspective of generation and identified it with a reality,
substance in the sense of form. N ow in Z 10 and 11 he en­
quires about the correspondenee between A6yo~ and the reality.
The question takes the following form: do the parts of the defi­
nition correspond to the parts of the thing defined? Z 7-9 iden­
tified the essence and primary substance with the form, which
would imply that definition includes only the parts of the form.
Z 10 and 11, as I read them, agree with this position, though
with some important qualifications. Aristotle's exposition, how­
ever, is far from clear. We are told that definition is of the
form (T2); it is either of the form or the composite (T3 and
T4, T8); it is of the universal (T5 and T6), which, to make
matters worse, Aristotle denies is a substance; whether of the
form, the composite, or the universal, it contains only the parts
of the form (T2, 1'4, T5, also T9 and Tl0) ; whether of natural
or mathematical objects, it must include the material parts as
weIl (T3, T7 et sqq.~ cf. also 1036bl0). Besides these texts,
there is also Tl which occurs in Z 7 but which looks ahead to
the problem of Z 10 and 11. Tl appears to be saying that
composite things, such as the brazen circle, include matter in

12 Note that in Z Aristotle refers to the species not merely as d30s as he
does in the Oategories hut as Ta 'Yf 1l0VS exaos cf. I030a12, I038a5) or more
generally as TO lCa86'Xov. His intention would appear to be to avoid con·
fusing the two senses of ezaos. Cf. I035b28-32.
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their definitions. How are we to make sense of such incons-lst­
encies?

Let us begin by considering the various things which are in~

troduced as objects of definition in Z 10 and 11: ,the form, the
composite, and the universal, and to these we might add the
species presented as a definitory object in Z4. Concerning the

composite, ho\vever, it must be noted that it is not merely the

composite that is given as an object of definition but the com­
posite considered with reference to the form (T8, cf. 1035a7).
But the composite taken with reference to the form, is a uni­
versal, since the form is alike in all members oi the species; it
is, in logical terms, a species. Callias considered merely with
respect to his form is Callias considered as man. Consequently,
this leaves us with only two objects of definition: the form, on
the Olle hand, and, on the other, the composite taken with re­
spect to its form or the universal or the species.

Only one of these,however, is substance, vize the form. This
point is of some significance since the general question under
discussion is, what is substance, and in Z 4-11, the more spe­
cific question is, is essence substance. Besides, in Z 4 Aris­
totle's cOl1clusion ,vas that definition, strictly speaking, is of
substance alone. That the universal predicate of individuals is
not the substance of sensible things but rather soul is, is stated
quite explicitly in Z 10 (1035b14-16, b28-32) and later a whole
chapter (Z 13) is devoted to the point. The soul is the sub­
stance, the principle and cause of the composite; the universal,
on the other hand, cannot be a principle and cause (1038b7);
it is merely a predicate. The universal in other words, does not
establish a thing in its heing, it is merely an expression of its
being. Besides, the universal is itself a composite of matter
and form (1035b28-32) ; it is but the composite taken univers­
ally (cf. 1033b25, 1035b28-31, 1037a5-7).

The' universal, then, is not the substance of' the sens~ble c~m­

posite but it is not the substance as composite either, since the
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composite suhstance is the individual. When Aristotle dis­
tinguishes the three types of substance as the matter, the form,
and the composite of both, the example he gives of the composite
substance is an individual, Callias (cf. 1035a33, 1037a32,
1070a13). Moreover, in Z 15, where t,vo types of substance are
mentioned, the composite and the A6yo~, the composite is again
explicitly characterized as an individual. It is true that Aris­
totle in the Categories identified the species as a secondary sub­
stance, but even there he feIt compelled to point out that the
species is more like a quality that is predicable of the substance
(3b15-21). In"kIetaphysics Z, Aristotle refines his termin-
ology; the status of species has· becolne clearer. He now refers
,to the species not as a secondary substance but as the composite
substance taken universally. In other words, there exists only
one sort of composite suhstance, viz.) the individual. The spe­
cies (or genus) is thai same suhstance conceived in a certain
way, i.e., universally. The universal, after all, Aristotle teIls
us in the De ~4.nima (417b24), exists in the mind. Since the uni­

versal, or the species, or the composite taken with respect to
the form, considered precisel;y as such, is not a reality, it is
neither substance in the sense of the form nor suhstance in the
sense of the composite (cf. also 1053b17-18, 1060h20-23).

But if the species is not as such a substance, we have to ex­
plain the apparent identification of species with substance and
essence in Z4:. The species, we have seen, is the composite sub­
stance conceived in a certain way, but now I wish to suggest
that for Aristotle the species is also the form and essence con­
ceived in a certain way. In other words, insofar as the species
term expresses the composite with reference to the form/3 it
also expresses the form indirectly by way of the composite. (It
is for this reason, I suspect, that Aristotle allows species terms,

18 Even in. the Oategories the secondary substance designates the sub­
stance as qualitatively differentiated (3b20), though there is no indication
in that work of a prinaiple of this qualitative differentiation~
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and genus terms as weIl, to designate either the form or the
eomposite-ef. l043a29-37). When we say Socrates is a man,

we are not merely speeifying what sort of substanee he is but
we are also indieating what sort of form he has. Thus, insofar
as the term man signifies the ",vhat," it ean also be said to
signify indirectly the essenee or form. Indeed, if the definition
of man expresses the form, as Z 12 teIls us it does (cf. T10), it
would seem only reasonable that nlan, too, should express the
form. 1fan, then, designates the essence, or even ean be said to

be thc essenee qua eoneeived and expressed in a certain way.
Still, man is not the essenee tout court. As we have seen, nlan

is not the substanee. In fact, for Aristotle, man is not a reality.

In the order of substanee, the realities are the pareel of matter,
the form, and the individual composite, and that is all. l\{an
is not a reality i'n the individual, either.14 !{an, for Aristotle,
is not a nature ante remJ in reJ or post rem. !fan is indeed post

rem} but is not a nature or essence, for, in Aristotle, a nature or
essenee is a reality, and that reality is the form.

The distinction involved here is that between a reality and a
reality qua expressed. We find something similar in 4""1feta­

physics A (1071a17-23), where the point is made that the uni­
versal eause as such does not exist; only the individual exists
and funetions as a cause. "Your matter and form and moving
eause," we are told, "[are] different from mine" (1071a28);

they are the same only " if one speaks universally or analogieal­
ly" (1070a32-33). In other words, the universal eause, as uni­
versal, belongs to the realm of thought and language. So in Z 4
the universal Kaf}, aVTo predieate, as weIl as the definition, be­

long to the reallll of thought and language, whieh is to say they

14 Ross speaks of man as something existing in the individual; cf. op.
cit, I, p. ci. Chung-Hwan Chen claims that Aristotle, with his universal
concrete (universal composite), is as guilty of duplication as Plato, the
only difference being that for Aristotle the universal concrete is immanent
in sensible things. Cf. "Universal Concrete, A Typical Aristotelian Dupli-
~~~ion of Realit!," PhronesiB IX (1964), pp. 48-57 ~ .
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belong to logic. It is for this reason, in my opinion, that Z 4 is
charaeterized as a logical diseussion (1029b13). Arguing by
way of these logical entities, however, Aristotle is able to ad­
vanee the argument by bringing essenee and substanee into elose
assoeiation. The essenee of a thing, he teIls us, is what that
thing is said to be Kaf}, avro, the "what" expressed in its defini­
tion. Oonsequently, insofar as there is definition primarily of

substance, essence must be said to belong primarily to substance.

Later in Z 7-9, he will view essence from the perspeetive of

generation and will determine that essence is substanee, that it
is substance preeisely in the sense of form. So while both man
and two-footed aninlal express the essence, the form alone is

the essence. Aristotle, I think was far more sophistieated rc­
garding the distinction between reality and reality q1.la known
and expressed than we give hirn credit for. It is this distine­
tion, after all, that constitutes his fundamental divergenee from
Plato.

For Aristotle, then, there are but three sorts of substanee, the
matter, the form, and the individual eomposite. But of these
three the form alone is the intelligible substance. Indeed,
throughout Aristotle's works, form is presented as the substance
KarO. rov AOyOV, and is even identified as the AOYO~ itself. Fonn
and form alane, .Ve fln,ima teIls us, enters into the Illind; it is
hoth the known and the knowledge. And now in 'Aletaphysics

Z we are told that form alone is primary and Ka()' avro; form
is what it is in virtue of itself and sensible substances are what
they are in virtue of form; fornl is knowable in virtue of itself
and sensible substances are knowable in virtue of forIn; in

short, form i8 suhstanee precisely as essence.15 Aristotelian

fornl has taken upon itself the funetion assigned in the Platonic

15 This .view of essenee obviously differs from the Thomistic vie"r as ex­
pressed in De Ente et Essentia, eh. 2, aceording to whieh the essence of a
sensible substanee, taken as that which is expressed in the definition, COD­

sists not of form alone but of form and common matter.
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system to the ideas (cf. Z 6). This, in my opinion, is the chief
lesson of Book Z, and Z 10 and 11 are to be understood within
the context of this doctrine.

Ta return now to Z 10 and 11, Aristotle, we have seen,- is
addressing a problem concerning the correspondence between
definition and suhstance defined. The definition has parts and
so does the substance. Does this mean, he ask in Z 10, that the
definition is composed of the A6yo~ of the parts of the thing
defined? In some eases, he points out, the definition does in­
clude the A6yo~ oi such parts, but in others it does not. The
definition of the syllable, for instanee, includes the A6yo~ OI
the letters whereas the definition of the eircle does not include
the A6yo~ of the segments, and yet both letters and segments
are parts into which a thing dis.solves.

Aristotle's answer in Z 10 and 11, however puzzling it might
be in some respects, nlakes one thing absolutely clear: of form,
matter, and composite, the form alone, as the essence, as prior
to both matter and eomposite, is that to which the definition re­
fers (T2, T5, T6, T8). The parts into which a thing dissolves,
on the other hand, are material parts, parts which helong to the
composite and not to the form. As such, they are not pa~ts of
the definition (T2). This idea is clearly asserted at the hegin­
ning of his answer in Z 10 and even more clearly repeated at
the end of. the discussion in Z 11, in the final passage that sums
up the ""vhole treatment oi essence. It is, in other words, what
I take to be the principal point of the two chapters. However,

before an answer can he giyen to the puzzle concerning the
circle and the syllable, certain qualifications and precisions
have to be introdueed.

The chief qualifieation is the following: despite that fact
that the form alone is the essence expressed in the definition,
there ean be definition, Aristotle teIls us, of the composite and

.thai definition does contain theA6yo~, of the material parts (T3

and T4). It is in connec'tion with this qualification that arise
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most of th,e interpretative problems for the reader of Z 10 and
11.

First of all; one might wonder why, if form alone is the
essence, Aristotle allows the thing defined to be either the form
or the composite. In fact, as I shall argue in a moment, I think
that, given the nature of the Aristotelian form, Aristotle is
going to have to hold that definition in the primary sense can be
only of the composite. But, for the time beil1g, it will be suffi­
cient to point out that the composite defined is the composite
considered qua having form (1035a7), that is, the composite
taken with reference to the form (T8), and thus the rea.lity that
is being considered is still the form. The composite considered
solely with respect to the form is not as such a reality and must
be distinguished from the composite substance as such. l'he lat­
ter is a reality but not a definable reality because of its mate­
rial instability (1'8, also 1039b20-31).

But there ·are further problems. First, rr3 and T4 seem to be
saying that whenever the object of definition is a composite,
the matter into w'hich a thing dissolves i8 included, and yet
Aristotle will not allow the segments of the circle to be in­
cluded in the definition even though, as we learn in Z 11, the
circle must be considered to be a composite. Obviously, some
further precision is called for.'16

.The precision required, it seems to me, is given a few lines
earlier. At 1035all-13, Aristotle comments that the letters are
parts of the A6yo~ of the form and not matter. That the letters
of the syllable are not its matter, however, flatly contradicts
what he explicitly holds elsewhere (cf. 193a15-21). Even in
Z 10 he takes pains to explain that the parts .into which a thing
dissolves are its matter. So what ean he inean by the statement
at 1035a11-13? The point Aristotle' is making,as I see it, is
that the letters viewed precisely as ,included in the conception

. If;SRoss considers Aristotle to be vacillating. on .. the question \vhether
m'atter is to be included in definition; cf. op. cit., I pp. 'ciii-civ.
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of the form are not matter, that is, they are not the materials on
which the form super,renes or into which the composite dis­
solves. The segments of the circle, on the other hand, are ex­
pressly identified as the matter on which the form supervenes
(1035a13) and the matter into which the composite dissolves
(1035a18,35). And that is all they are. The continuous, not
the segments, is part of the notion of the form. So what Aris­
totle means to say in ~r3 and T4 is that such material parts are
included in the definition of the composite as are part of thc
A.6yo~ of the form. This would make perfectly good sense inso­
far as the composite is defined exclusively with reference to the
fonn.

But even so qualified, T3 and T4 still seem to be a.t odds,
with T2, which appears to state without qualification that ma­
terial parts are not included in adefinition. What should be
noted, however, is that T2 excludes from definition the mate­
rial parts whereas T3 and T4 include the A.6yo~ of such parts.
In other words, the material parts are included in the A.6yo~ of
the composite (if, that is, they belong to the A.6yo~ of the form),
but not as existing realities. They are included as conceived
and expressed, and they are conceived and expressed in their
relation to the form, i.e. as the substrate of the form, for matter
qua matter (but not, of course, qua brass or qua earth) is in
itself unknowable. Oonsidered in relation to the form, they are
conceived as universal. Whether, then, definition is of the form

alone or of the composite taken with respect to the form, the
material parts as they are in their iull individual reality are
not included, and T2 can be taken as absolute. It is for this
reason that the object of definition, even when cOllsidered as
composite, is not subject to generation and corruption but
shares in the stability of the form (cf. 1035a23-35). It is also
for this reason that the object of definition is a universa.l ('r5
and T6) .

.A..s for the parts of the definition, according to Z 10, they
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mustbe said to correspond to the parts of the form (T5). But
in the case of the composite objeet each part of the form would
imply matter in the same way as does the composite itself. In
the ease of the definition of man, animal \vould refer to the
sentientpowers (cf. 1035b18) and two-footed to a eertain mode
oi locomotion, but· in 10th eases the powers of the soul are eon­
ceived in conjunction with their material embodiments. As for
the bodily part 01' organ, it is conceived wholly in relation to
the function, that is, to the form (cf. 1035b16-18, T7 and
1036b29-31). The bodily parts considered as that into whieh
a man dissolves, heing with respeet to the soul uninformed mat­
ter, are not the parts of the definition, since, as such, they are
not implied in the notion of the soul. For Aristotle, dead feet
are really not feet at all, nor is dead flesh really flesh. Feet and

flesh, properly speaking, are bodily parts eonceived precisely
with respeet to eertain activities of soul.

So far wehave been speaking of the definition of the com­
posite taken with reference to the form, but what about the
definition of the form taken by itself? There are difficulties
here too. Arjstotle maintains that the A6yo~ of the form, as
distinct from the composite, does not include matter (T4) but
he also claims that the letters oI the syllabJe are apart of the
A6'Yo~ of the form. Is he contradicting himself? Not necessar­
ily. The letters are part of tbe A6'}'o~ of.the form, but since they
are not part of tbe form, they are included in tbe A6'}'o~ only by

addition, as is the proper substrate of an attribute (cf. Z 5).
Consequently, the A6yo~ of the material parts is not an integral
part of the A6'}'o~ of the form as it is of the A6yo~ of the com­
posite (cf. the definition of soul in De Anima 11). This, I
take it, is what Aristotle means in 'f4.

But the upshot of this is a paradox: the sole definable reality

in the Aristotelian systern~ when taken by itself~ does not admit

of de finit-ion, in the strict and p'rin1ary sense. This, nonetheless,

to my mind, is Aristotle"s position (cf. l039alÜ-22)~ 1;: t4ink
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his 'point ultimately is that form alone is" the definable reality
but, given its relational nature, it ean be defined, in the primary
sense of definition, only by way of the composite, the eomposite,
that is, taken with respeet to the form and universally. Such
adefinition would inelude nlatter as an integral part and not
merely hy addition. Thus the definition of the form expressed
by way of the eomposite would avoid the difficulty associated
with the definition of an attribute, which definition must in­
clude 'something other than the attribute, namely, the proper
substratum (cf. Z 5). As not definable in the striet sense in
arid b~ itself the Aristotelian form differs from the Platonic
Form. But thePlatonie ~"orm, for Aristotle, is really only the
eomposite taken universally, and henee is a definable objeet,
but not the definable reality~ 'Iihat the form is not definable in
the prima;y sense but only by way of the eomposite is not a
point he explicitly makes in Z. There his main objeetive is to
isolate form as the' definable suhstance. He has to p·ay atten­
tion along the way, nevertheless, to the peculiar nature of the
Aristotelian form, that is, its essential' relation to matter, and
the eonsequenees this .has for definition. It is preeisely this
character of form that allows us to think of the objeet of defini­
tion 'as heing a eomposite.Aristotle takes pains, furthermore,
to Point out in Z 11 that although the form is the definable
substance, neither natural nor mathematical things ean be re­
dueed to form (T7 et sqq.). So, though form does. not have
matter, the things we are dealing with in natural andmathe­
matieal seienee do have matter and must be deTI.ned with 'matter.
Besides, he speaks of definition as being of the form and the
un:iv-ersa.l~ whieh eould be taken to mean that definition is of
the form as expressed by way of the universal. Also, whenhe
giv'es ex~mples of objects of definition, they are not forms, but
speeies, such as man (ef~ Z 12). Such considerations as these
would support the view that what Aristotle has in mind ia

tbat f9rm is, indeed, the sole definable 'substance bllt it: ean be
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defined, at least in the primary sense of definition, only by way
ofthe composite. This view is corroborated later in H 3 (Tl1)
where Aristotle asserts quite explicitly that only one kind of
suhstance can be defined, the composite kind (taken universally,
of course) .,-

Wehave seen that the essential relation of Aristotelian form
to matter gives rise to problems concerning definition. But, as
I suggested earlier, Aristotle also has to deal with problems
concernil1g both the unity and the universality of definition.
Before leaving Z, let us look briefly at two other instances
where the problem of the correspondence of substance and defi­
nition comes to the 'fore. The first has to do with the problem
of the unity of definition. This problem becomes the main topic
of Z 12, where two of our texts occur (T9 and Tl0). 1t is
solved, at least as far as Book Z is concerned (it will he taken
up again in H), by reducing the two terms to one, the dif..
ferentia, which, we are told, designates the form. As the rea­
son why definition can be reduced to the differentia, Aristotle
states that either the genus absolutely does not exist apart from
the species or, if it does exist, it exists as matter (T9). What I
take hirn to mean by the first alternative is that, contrary to the
Platonic conception, the genus, considered as one nature predi­
cable of the several species (cf. 1057b35-38), is not, nor does it
designate, some reality thät exists apart from the species.
Animality never exists simply as such but as humanityor
equinity (1058al-7). In other words, it exists only as differen­
tiated in the species. Thus thc differentiatedgenus designates
not two things but one. What it desi~nates is the substance as
form (signifying it by way of the composite taken with re­
spect to' the form). His conclusion that "definition is the
formula' which comprises the differentiae" (T9) does not mean
that genera are to be dropped from definition. Differentiae can­
not be dissociated from their proper genus. He means rather
that the role of definition is to make explicit the differentiation
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of the genus. Aristotle goes on to deal with the multiplicity
found among the differentiae, pointing out that when there is

a seri~s of differentiae such as footed and two-footed, the seeond
being a non-aeeidental differentia of the former, the last dif­
ferentia alone is adequate to express the one reality whieh is
the substanee 01' form.. This is the point of TI0. As für the
second alternative presented in T9, insofar as definition is seen

to be an expression of form, matter qu.a matter, it would ap­

peal', "rould add nothing to the definition. The idea of genus as
designating matter, however, is a possibility that will reeeive
due consideration only in Book H.

The question, eoneerning the eorrespondenee between defini­
tion and substance is raised onee again at the end of Z 13, but
this time the problenl is viewed as residing in the objeet rather
than the definition. How ean there be definition of a substanee,
the question goes, if no substanee consists of universals and no
substanee is eomposite, that is, eOlnposed of other substanees in
aet? After attending in Z 14 to the diffieulties that arise für
the Platonists who take universals to be substanees, Aristotle
turns his attention in Z 15, to that part of the problem whieh
concerns the universality of definition. He establishes that
den.nitions are universal insofar as they are of the A.6yo~ (in
this context, the being 01' essence of a thing-1039b24) eon­
sidered apart from its individual pareel of matter and thus eon­
sidered oA.(r)~ (1039b21). So, though the form/substance is not

a universal, i.e. a speeies 01' a genus, and does not consist of
universals, nevertheless, it gives rise to universals. Aristotle
does not explieitly make this point in Z 15 but by now the eon­

nection .is fairly obvious. The forIn gives rise to universals

insofar as even ,vhen eonsidered universally apart from the

nlatter of individuals, it is not eoneeived entirely apart fronl
Inatter, as rr7 had already indieated. This relation of form und
u.niversal, indeed, was already implieit in T5 and T6. As for

the eomposite nature of definitions, further developments eon­

cerning that problem must await Book H.
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rfhus Aristotle in Book Z has established that essenee is sub­

stanee, that it is substanee in the sense of form. N either the
universal nor the genus (not even Being or One) is substanee
aa a prineiple and eause of sensible things. The most taxing

problem for Aristotle, however, has to do with the eorrespond­

ence between the Aristotelian form and definition. And, though

he has gone a long way in solving these difficulties, his answer
is not eomplete, in my opinion, until he views the issue from

1.he stand point of form as a prineiple of nature, whieh he will

do in BookH.

BookH

With M etaphysics R there is adefinite shift in perspective.

Form is still viewed as the essence and A6yo~ (1043b1,

1044b12), hut it is now situated squarely in the realm of na­

ture and presented as the differentia, not of the genus, as in Z

12, but of the matter. As such, it is identified for the first time

in ZR as actuality, the actuality assumed by matter in the

process of generation. Correspondingly, matter is identified as

potentiality. As potentiality, matter is to be viewed not merely

as a subject of which the form is predicated, a subject distinet
from the form and thus lacking in itself all the characteristics
of substance, as in Z 3, hut as that "rhich shares in the unity
and intelligibility, in the very being of the form. (It would ap­
peal' indeed that the sort of predication involved presupposes
a subject already sharing in the form, cf. 1031b15-18). Pre­
cisely as potentiality, matter is recognized in R to be substance.

Aristotle in H appears to be taking issue not only with the

materialists, by insisting that natural things are not to be ex­
plained solely in terms of the addition of material elements, but

also with the Platonists, by insisting that natural things are

not to be explained solely in terms of the addition of Forms.

Re is taking the position that the substance/form is required

as the cause of the very heing and unity of the thing, but as

such it is not a component. This same point, of course, had
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been made inZ 17. What comes to light in H is just how it is
such a principle without being a componellt. It is a principle of
being and unity precisely aB the differentiation oi the matter
and the actuality of the composite.

Aristotle in H, however, is stillvery much concerned with
substance precisely as definable. We learn in Tl1 (H 3) that
definition must be solely of the cOlnposite substance and be
made up of one part that is as matter and one part that is as
form, of which the latter is predieable of the former. In other
words, definition must reflect the relation of form to matter.
That definition in the strict sense mnst present the form by

,vay of the composite (taken, of course, with reference to the
form) was already implied in Z, if my reading of that book is
correct. This positionis now made explicit. The rest oi T11,
however, presents something definitely new. In Z 10 (T5)
definition was viewed as made up of the parts of the form, e.g.
sentience and a certain mode of locomotion. The parts of the
form were taken in conjunction with their material counter­
parts, it is trlle, but both parts ofthe definition were viewed,
nevertheless, as parts of the form. N O\V it i8 suggested that one
part, the genus, designates the matter and the other part, the
differentia, designates the form. T11is reinforced hyT12 of H
6 which states that in the formula there is always an element of
matter. Here, then, it ,vould appear, Vle have the second alter- '
native introduced in 1'9 of Z 12.

A common interpretation of T12, however, has if that Aris­
totle in this text is not thinking of matter in the strict sense
but only of matter in an analogons sense, merely as something
undetermined and determinable (cf. "\V. D. Ross and J.
Owens 1.7). Proponents of this view point to the fact that Aris­
totle in T12 distinguishes sensible from intelligible matter.

17 Cf. W. D. Ross, op. cit. I, pp. ci-ciii; 11, p. 233, note at 1043b29; p.
238, Dates at 1045a25 and a34; J. Owens, op. cit., p. 210; and also M.
Grene, "18 Genus to Specie8 as Matter to Form? Aristotle and Taxo­
Domy," Synthese 28 (1974), p. 66.
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The intelligible matter they take to be a sort of logical matter,
the matter of definition.

My öwn position is that Aristotle is talking abo·ut matter in
the strict and literal sense. Richard Rorty also holds this
view,18 but for totally different reasons,reasons with which I
cannot agree. Before presenting my own account, let me brief­
ly discuss. Rorty's argument. According to Rorty, Aristotle in
ZR is attempting to establish that the composite is substance
and does so by arguing for the identity of the sensible individ­
ual with its essence, which identity he shows. by determining
that matter must be included in the fornl ör essence, which mat­
ter isrepresentedby the genus in the formula. This argument,
'Rorty informs us, leaves .A..ristotle with three unsolved prob­
lems. First of all,insofaras he identifies the genus with mat­
ter, he wouldhave to say that· genus terms do not stand for a
collection of qualities and thus they have no meaning. The
second problem has to do with accidents. According to Rorty,
Aristotle has not really succeeded in explaining the identity be­
tweenSocrates with his accidents and the form man. Aristotle,
Rorty's !account goes, identifies the ensemble of accidents in a
particular substance with the matter in it and the matt,er in it
with the proximate material cause of its generation, and thell
claims that this last is either only a mere potency or is de­
stroyed during the process of generation. This, in Rorty's view,
i8 Aristotle's way of telling us' that accidents do not count and
it results, he says, in absurdity. And thirdly, according to
Rorty, Aristotle undermines his solution concerning the unity
of sub,stance, which js estahlished in terms of potency and ac-

18 Opa eit. For a sUlllnlary of the argument see p. 417. Cf. also R. Rorty,
"Matter as G,oo; Comments on Grene's Paper," Synthese 28 (1974), pp.
72-73. St. Thomas, "Tithout identifying the genus with matter in the striet
sense,' saw' them as elosely assoeiated. Cf. hi~ eommentary on the Meta­
physics, VIII, ii, 1697. In the De Ente et Essentia, eh. 2 he says, "The
genus signifies the whole as a name expressing what is material in the
thing without the proper form's determination."
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tuality, by uSlng the potency-actuality distinction to explain

non-substantial unities.

That my account is radically different from Professor Rorty's

is already apparent. Contrary to Rorty's position, I take Aris­
totle in ZR to be establishing that the essence is substance and

that it is substance as form, that form, in other words, is both

the cause of being and also the definable reality of the sensible
composite. Against Rorty and others,1.9 I do not think that

Aristotle in Z 6 is arguing for the identity of the sensible in­

dividual and its essence but for the identity of a substance and
its essence, which substance turns out to be form. As far as I

ean see, Aristotle does not include nlatter in the form or essence,
but is everywhere most careful to exclude it. 20 What he does

establish, in my opinion, is that the form must be defined with

matter, and thus be defined by way of the composite considered

with reference to the form. The reality that is bein~ defined,

however, is still the form. (Since both definition and composite

object are universal and the matter included in 10th is matter
considered universally, there is no reason to downplay the uni­
versality of the genus, as Rorty feels compelled to do.) As for
the problem concerning the accidellts, I cannot agree that the
ensemble of accidents. is to be identified with the nlatter; acci­
dents, after all, are formal determinations. Their association
with matter consists in the fact that they belong to the individ­

ual by virtue of its matter, as distinct from the essential prop­

erties which belong to the individual by virtue of its form.

Furthermore, the accidents of the individual are not to be iden­

tified with the material cause of the generation. It is true that

19 Cf. Edwin Hartmann, "Aristotle on the Identity of Substance and
Essence," The Philo8ophical Review, LXXXV, 4 (1976), pp. 545-561;
W. D. Ross, op. cit., I, p. 176; J. Owens, op. cit., pp. 216-221, who admits
that the identity is not perfect. Aristotle, however, nowhere explicitly
affirms such an identity and at 1037b4-5 he explicitly denies it. At 1043b2
and 1037a34-b4 he explicitly affirms the identity of the forn-t and its
essence.

20 Cf., e.g., 1032b14, 1035b20, 1037al, 1037b27, l039b21.
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Socrates' whiteness ean be the result of the individual ehar­
acteristics of the material cause of the generation, but they ean
at least to an equaldegree be due to the individual eharacter­
istics of the moving cause (cf. De Gen. An., 768a2 et sqq.).
This obviously does not mean that the whiteness is an attribute
of the menses or the sperm, or that the menses or the sperm re­
main unehanged in the produet of the generation. And, in any
case, the matter designated by the definitory genus would not
be the matter of the individual, the matter which is the source
of 10th the aecidents and the instability of the composite, but
matter considered solely in relation to the form and universally.
Finally, as I shall attempt to show before the elose of this
article, the fact that Aristotle assoeiates genus and matter does
not mean that the genus is without determinate characteristics,
and the fact that Aristotle establishes unity in terms of potency
and actuality does not mean that he establishes substantial

unity (required for definition) i11 terms of potency and aetu­
ality alone.

Although I have serious misgivings about Professor Rorty's
argument, I do think, nevertheless that there is something to
his point that the genus represents matter. In my opinion,
Aristotle's position in H is that, in the case of natural sub­
stances, the genus term in adefinition ean be viewed as desig­
nating universally the material substratum of the differentia.
It goes without saying that a distinction must be made between
animal as a logical genus and animal as designating matter. To
this a11d other distinctions we shall turn our attention later.
First I would like to give my reasons for thinking that Aris­
totle is associating the genus with matter.

We know that Aristotle in several places links genus with
matter. The association ean be seen, i11 partieular, in ß 28
(1.024b8-9) where the genus of the definition and the matter
appear to be identified; in I 8 (1058al) where Aristotle speaks
of the genus "whether as matter or otherwise," and later
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(1058a22-24) where the states that" the genus is the matter
of that of which it iscalled the genus ... in the sense iIl which
the genus is an 'element in a thing's nature"; in Z 12 (T9)
which, as we have seen, suggests the possibility that the genus
exists as matter; and finally, in a passage, which to my knowl­
edge has not been cited in this connection, ß. 18, 1022a32-34,
vvhich speaks of aninlal and two-footed as causes of man.

What above all leads me to opt for the view that Aristotle-is
speaking of matter in the strict sense, however, is the whole
thrust of Book H. As I see it, the objective of H is to estab­
lish form 'as a principle of nature, specifically as the actilality
\vhich corresponds to the potentiality of matter, and to estab­
lish definition as presenting form considered according to this
function. In both H 2 and H 3, Aristotle moves directly from
a· discussion of the potential and actual principles of things to
the constituents of the definition of these things. It is striking­
ly obvious in H 2 (cf. l043blÖet sqq.) that he is taking the
constituellts of the definition to be exactly the same, as the con­
stituents of the" thing. He is saying that definition gives thc
form and the matter, and the examples. he offers of matter are
wood alld stones, bricks and timber, water, in other words, mat­
ter in the strict sense. As' for H 3 (cf. Tll), he again speaks
of the definition as giving the matter and the form, and though
this time there are no examples, there is no reason to believe
that' he is not thinking of matter in the strict sense, especially
since just beforehe had 'been talking about matter as a' COIl­

stituent of the sensible thing. That he does have matter in the
strict sense. in mind becomes even more obvious when we 'con­
sider the sequence of Aristotle's thought concerning definition
from H2 to 'll 3. In I-I 2,Aristotle' refers to people who de­
fine things:in terms of the matter 01" potential principle alone, 01"

in terms of' the form 01" actual principle alone, Öl" in terms of

both, and then in H 3 he gives his. own view: definition mustbe

af the cömposite thing and have oue part that is as matter arid
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one part that is as form. Since in H 2, the matter given in the
definition was matter in the strict sense, one would naturally
expect the same in H 3. Moving on to H 4 and 5, we see
Aristotle talking abo'ut the principles of generation and espe­
cially the material principle, which, of course, is matter in the
strict sense. Finally, in H 6 he turns to the probleIn of the
unity of definition. It is to be noted that in this chapter Aris­
totle talks as much about the unity of the object as he does about
the unity of the definition, and he relates the unity of the defini­
tion directly to the unity of the ohject. The definition and the
object (e.g., man) are one for the same reason, because of the
potency-actuality relation that obtains between their constit­
uents. When he gives examples of definition, moreover, he uses
the principles of the object, the matter (in the strict sense) and
the form: bronze and roundness, plane and figure (shape). In
sum, in my judgement, all the evidence in Book H points to the
view that the matter expressed in the definition is the matter
of the thing defined, the matter out of which it came to be, mat­
ter in the strict sense.

Certain commentators, we ·have noted, take his use of thc
phrase " intelligible matter " in H 6 (cf. 1'12) to indicate that
he is speaking of the genus as a sort oi purely logical matter'
peculiar to definitions. But surely "intelligible matter" in H
6 Il1eans the same thing as intelligible matter in Z 10 (1036a9­
12) and Z 11 (1037a4), that is, the matter of mathematical ob­
jects. The point of T12, to my mind, is clearly that not only
sensible objects but even mathematical objects have an ele­
ment of matter, not sensible but intelligible, suchas the plane
in the case of the circle (cf. 1024bl-9) . Indeed, it is surely
the ,plane and not figure (pace Rorty and Ross 21.) that is the

21 Rorty states that figure expresses the matter (" }fatter as Goo," p.
76). Ross takes both terms, plane figure, to express the material element
in the definition (ap. eit., 11, p. 238, n. l045a35). Rorty also dra"ws an
analogy between animal and figure, but figure, unlike animal (cf. below),
does not represent a stage in areal process and is not something in real
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matter in the definition of circle (cf. 1024bl-9). Even though
plane is presented as differentiating the figure, it differentiates
figure in mueh the same way as sanguineous differentiates
animal in sanguineous animal or brazen differentiates circle in
brazen circle. The definition of the mathematical eircle could

just as ,vell be worded in such a way as to put the matter in the
genus place: a plane shaped in a certain way. Intelligible mat­
ter, then, has the same general sense as sensible matter: that
from whieh something is made. As far as I ean see, therefore,
there is no evidence at all for the view that Aristotle has ab­
ruptly and without warning shifted to another sense of the
term matter. In fact, such a view ap'pears to run quite con­
trary to the very aim of Book H.

I am not claiming, however, that in every context the genus
term designates matter. It seems perfeetly clear that Aristotle
generally takes the genus term to designate a formal determina­
tion, albeit indeterminate. In the Categories both species and
genus are presented as expressing what the thing is (2b8,30-34)
and as stating substance as qualitatively differentiated (3b20).
Furthermore, 11 3 (1043a29-35) states explicitly that the term
animal could be taken to mean either the form 01' the composite
but it says nothing about animal signjfying the matter. And
finally animal is predieated of man without any change in the
form of the word, such as the change from wood to wooden,
whieh would not be the ease for Aristotle if the predicate ani­
Inal designated matter (1033a5-7, 1049a19-24). Animal, con­

sequently, would appeal" to designate form, or something as
having form, rather than matter. As I see it, however, in H
Aristotle is not contradicting his general doctrine concerning

genus terms. His point there is a limited one. He is merely
saying that in one eontext, that of the definition of a natural

potency to an ultimate determination. It is only an indeterminate way of
thinking of the form. St. Thomas, on the other hand, takes intelligible
matter in H 6 to be the matter of mathematical objects. Cf. his com­
mentary on the M etaphy8ics, VIII, v, 1760, 1761.
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substance, the genus term, precisely when taken in relation to
the diffel'entia, signifies matter. When used aa a predicate, this
same term W011ld still signify a formal determination.

Further, I am not even clalming that for Aristotle the genus

term of every definition designates matter. Definitions some­
times present the form alane, in which ease the genus term ob­
viously does not designate matter. Examples of such definirory

genera are receptacle in one of the definitions of house given
inH 2 (1043a16) and desire in one of the definitions of anger
given in De An,in'lta (408a30-31). Similarly, figure in the defi­
nition of the circle at 1033bl4-the figure whose circumference
is at all points equidistant from the center-designates the form
indeterminately, and so does figure in Tl. And even animal in

the definition of man, when it is viewed from theperspective
of Z rat.her than H, signifies the form. Indeed, though animal

in Z is not conceived apart from matter, it is certainly not con­

eeived as matter.

I-Iaving made these qualifications, let me now state more pre­
eisely what I take to be Aristotle's point concerning definition
in H. Aristotle is certainly not identifying the genus as such

with matter, as Rorty in places appears to claim. The genus is
a nature universally cOllceived which abstracts from the differ­
entiae. It is a common nature that is predicable of thevarious
species. This is the genus of which Aristotle speaks in Z 12.
There he points out that. the genus does not exist except as
differentiated in the species (cf. rr9). That is, the reality it­
self, ,vhieh is conceived apart from the differentiations, always
exists with one or other differentiation. In Z 10, however, Aris­

totle makes the point that the definition presents the parts of
the form (T5). According to this view thc term animal would

designate apart of thc soul, 'Vl~Z. the sentient part. As such,
anin1al, strictly speaking, would not be a genus. But there is a
elose connection between thc two senses. Insofar as the genus

animal designates a thing having a sentient nature it would be
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derived from the sentientpart of the soul. Thusinsofar as the
term animal designates a nature qua having sentient powers,
it designates indirectly the sentient powers themselves. N OW,

in H, as Aristotle directs .his argument to its conclusion, he pre­
sents the genus term as sjgnifying not merely apart of the form
but asmatter having,that part of the form and potential to the
ultimate determination. l'he point of Z 12 now becomes clear.
The reason why animal in reality is never just animal but is,
always differentiated is that animal represents but a material
component in man, and, further, the reason why two-footed
anin1al is not two things but one is precisely this potency-actual­
ity relation. It is not correct then simply to identify without
qualification the genus with matter. Animal qua genus is not
matter hut is derived from matter, yet the term animal in the
definition of man can be viewed as designating the matter from
which the genus was derived.

On the other hand, ...t\.ristotle is not merely making the point
(pace Ross and Owens) that the relation between the genus and
the differentia is analogous to that between matter and form,
simpl~y insofar as 10th matter and genus are determinable. In
my view, he is establishing a much stronger connection: the
genus and the differentia are related as potency and actuality
precisely because the genus term designates the matter in the
strict sense and the term expressing the differentia designates
the form (i.e., the ultimate determination of Jorm). Thus ob­
ject (the composite substance universally conceived) and defini­
tion are one for the same reaSOD.

The basis for H's position concerning the definitory genus of. '
natural substances can best be seen in the Aristotelian teaching
concerning generation. According to Aristotle, the elaooration
of the form of man starting with the menses is a continuous
process, one stage being material for the next. ' But in this proc­
ess, Aristotle teIls us i11 De Gen.eratione Ani1nalium (736bl-5,

778b32-34:), the generic characteristics appear beiore the ·more
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specific ones. Thus the embryo has certain fundamental animal
characteristics, such as same degree of sentience, before it has
the charaeteristics of a given species. The embryo with animal
fea.tures, though already endowed with some parts of the form,
will function as Inatter with respect to determinations yet to be
developed. What must be noted, however, ia that even in this
context, animal refers not merely to matter but to matter pre­
eisely as having a eertain formal determination. It designates
not so much the matter of animals as matter qua having animal
eharacteristics. It is only in relation to the differentia or the
ultimate determination that it signifies matter. And it is pre­
cisely because, for Aristotle, animal signifies form insofar as it
signifies ,matter qua having form, and not merely form, as
Plato thought, that it' ean designate matter at all.

Definition, of COllrse, ia not to be seen as presenting an ac­
count of the -process of generation but rather as presenting the
nature of the fully cOllstituted substance. But the constituted
substance is a product of generation and retains in its nature
an element of that from whieh it came (cf. l058a22-24).
'Though animal has become man, animal as such remains some­
thing other than the species. In the man matter is still, rela­
tive to the final determination now possessed, a potential ele­
ment. It is llot poteney in the sense of an unfulfilled capacity
but in the sense of a capacity now fulfilled. !fatter has been
actualized in the sense that it has been given form and the man
nowexists actually, but the matter qua matter is not itself the
actuality. Animal and two-footed, then, from the perspective
of Ir, stand for real elements in man, elements that can be
separated in time but when united still retain their relation oi
real-potency to real actuality.

What Aristotle has done in,H, in- my opinion, is to re-in­
terpret such definitions as two-footed animal in such a ,vay as
to bring them into explicit conformity with the requirements
of natural science~ T4e whole inquiry of ZR, indeed, as Aris-
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totle takes eare to clarify, is about sensible substanees and the
objeetive is to determine the substanee that the philosophy 0/
nature roust express in its definitions (cf. 1037a13-18,
1029a35). (It is still a metaphysieal in-vestigation, of course,
insofar as the topie is substance.) In Z, the definition of man,

redueible to the differentia, is viewed as expressing the form.
In this respeet, it is like the seeond definition of house given
in H 2. Considered in this way it is a logieal definition like
the first definition of anger in De Anima I (403a30-31). In

H, on the other hand, the definition of man is viewed as a eom­
plete physieal definition, presenting both form and matter as
distinet parts, like the third definition of house ill H 2 and the
third definition of anger in De A.nima (403b6-8) Ineidentally,

to my mind, Tl in Z 7 looks ahead to the three types of defi­
nition given in H 2. The brazen cirele, it says, can be viewed
in terms of' its matter or in terms of its form (with figure as
the genus) but eoneludes that it has its matter in its formula.
What is interesting in the ease of the definition of man is that,
unlike the other eases, the sam.e definition is taken as either a
logical or a physieal definition. In this respect, it eorresponds
to the definition of letter with voiee as the genus, the example
given in T9 to illustrate a genus taken as matter. 22 In H, then,
'Aristotle is saying that the definition of form, expressed as the
definition oi the eomposite (taken with referenee to the form)
and understood as presenting matter and form as distinet eom­
ponents is decidedly preferable and even de rigueu,r in the study

of natural seience. In H, in other words, he has moved from

Z's logieal mode of defining to a mode of defining more ap­

propriate to natural substanees taken as such.
It seems elear that even in Book Z Aristotle had in 'mind

another eoneeption of definition. In Z 12 he gave as his in-

22 Although its status as matter probably cannot be illustrated by' way
of generation, voice, nevertheless, is the physical matter' formed into th~

spoken letter. It can a..leo be con13idered as a logical genu8~
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tention to inquire first about definitions reached by division and
went Oll to speak about the division of logical genera by differ­
el1tiae. IIe makes the point that the differentiated genus desig­
nates the form. 'fhen at the end of the chapter he characterized

his remarks as a first attempt at stating the nature of defini­
tions reached by the method of divisions. The problem with
this is that nowhere in ZR does he appear to return to the topic.
In my opinion, however, the continuation of the discussion is
to be found in Book R. What he was reserving for later treat­
ment was his idea that for a natural substance the genus is

derived from the matter and the genus term in adefinition can
be taken to designate that matter. Z 12, of course, had sug­
gested this view of the genus (T9), but did not develop it since
in Z the emphasis was on form. Thus, from the physical per­
spective of H, we view sensible substances not merely in terms
of species made up of genera and differentiae, nor merely in
terms of difIerentiated genera designating Aristotelian forms,
but precisely as matter differentiated in certain determinate
ways, and we view their definitions as presenting matter thus
differentiated.

It is worth noting that Aristotle, though he makes no men­
tion of it, has in fact answered the question of B 3: is it the
matter or the genus that is the principle of the thing? We have
learned that for sensible substances tbe matter is that from
which the thing begins, and the genus, with which the defini~

ti-on begins, is derived from and expresses the matter (cf. the
conflation of tbe two senses of genus in ß 28, 1024b8-9).

Furthermore, by the association of genus and matter, .i\ristotle
has brought together the two t~ypes of definition put forward in
B 3 (998b13-14): definition by the genera and definition which
states the constituents. In ZR, however, Aristotle has a further
and most important point to make: neither the matter nor the
genus (nor any universal) is the principle of the being of the
sensible thing. That principle is form and form is the in-
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telligible reality that we attempt to express in our definitions,
even though we must express it with its relation to matter.

Thus Aristotle is confrontingat the same· time the logieal vie\v

of the Platonists and the materialistic view of the naturalists.
He is, in other words, clarifying his o\vn position as a post­
Plat.onie naturalist.

Let us turn now to the question of the unity of definition

conceived in the manner ofBook H. It is, of course, the view
of form as actuality that solves the riddle. However the point
has been made that the poteney-aetuality relation alone eannot

ground the particular kind of unity eharactBristie of substance

and its definition since this relation holds as we.ll between .S11b­

stanee and accident. But, in my opinion, Aristotle never claims
that it can. He is not talking in H 6 about the potency-actuality
relation in general but the poteney-actuality relation that exists

in the composite between the form that is the substance/essence
and the corresponding matter. '1~he fundamental reason why
the definition is oneis beeallse the form is one (cf. 1044a2-10}.
The fornl alone is one whole essence (1044a9).This means
that in the ease of natural substances, matter, considered in it­
self, precisely as the substrate of the form, the form heing taken
in its entiretYJ contributes nothing in the way of essence. This
was the lesson of Z 3. Of itself matter has no separate identity.
Even H identifies the essence solely with the form and' actuality
(1043b1). Furthermore, H 6 teIls us that form is, by virtue

of itself, a kind of being and a kind of unity.At least that,
to my mind, is the most reasonable reading of 1045a35-b6 and

b25, though it is not a standard one. The " things which have no
matter," to which Aristotlerefers to these passages, are not, in
my opinion, immaterial substances'and they are not the ultimate
genera or the categories (pace W. D. Ross and J. Owens 28) ;

28 Cf. Ross, ,op. cit., 11, p.237,. note at I045a36; Owens, op.qj..t.; p. 225.
St. Thomas takes Aristotle in these passages ,to be speaking of im~aterial­
substances. Cf. his' cominentary on the Metaphysics, V111,'v.,1762.
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they are forms (cf. 1037a2)~24 And it is because they have no
.matter that they are what they are and are unities (i.e., de­
finable unities) in virtue of themselves and without qualifica­
tion (cf. 1052a32-34). 1'his, after all, is just another way of
saying that they, unlike thc composites of form and matter, are
identical with their essences. Thus, it is not merely the potency­
actuality relation between the matter and the form that makes
the composite a den.nable unity. Rather it is a definable unity
because the form to which the matter is related, as purely po­
tential element to actual, is the definable substance brought to
light in Z, the essence which, heing one, holds within itself the
total intelligibility of the composite. Aristotle's insistence in
TI 6 that the' potency-actuality relation alone is sufficient to
ground the unity is meant only to exclude some third element
that would connect the potency and the actuality. The potency­
actuality relation by itself constitutes a unity, but it does not
necessarily constitute a substanlial unity. That matter and
form constitute the most perfect and hasic instance of a potency­
actuality. unity is due precisely to the nature of the things
related.

Let me hasten to add, however, that the definitor~T genus ob­
viously does not designate the matter that underlies the form
taken in its entirety, but rather the matter considered with
some p·art.of the form. The genus term, therefore, signifies
something of the essence. And thc differentia, for its part, does
not express the whole form; it is hut the final determination of
the matter, the final feature of the form that distinguishes one
species from the others. Thus. the determinations expressed by
the genus and the differentia represent together only one form.

In the definition, the form is, as it were, divided into p'arts.

24 Even an accident, for Aristotle, if. my reading of I045a35-b6 is cor­
rect,is distinct from a composite insofar as it is a kind of being anda
kind of unity by virtue ofitself. This does not, of course, preclude the
f~ct that its defin.ition must include its proper subject and is not a defini­
tion in the primary ·sense.
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This, oi course, is also the view of Z 10. But in Z, even though

the form, as object of definition, was in fact expressed by way

of the species (cf. Z 12), and hence by way of the composite,

still there was no question of a potency-actuality relation. With

the potency-actuality relation of H 10th the unity and the dis­

tinctness of the parts of the definition are accounted for.

N evertheless, were it not for the fact that only one form is in­

volved there would be no substantial and therefore no definitory

unity.

The unity of form expressed in the definition of substance

also explains how Tll ean maintain, seemingly against the doc­

trine of Z 4, that definition is of parts of which one is predi­

cable of the other. (Two-footed, of course, is not predicated of

animal as such but only of this animal 01" of this sort of animal.)

What Z 4 wanted to exclude was the compound made up of a

substance and its accident, such as pale man. Its conclusion

was that definition is of something one; it is only 01" primarily

oi substance. It is quite obvious, however, that the predicative
relation between animal as matter and two-footed as form is
of quite another order and does not exclude the unity of sub­
stance 01" essence required for definition.

In conclusion, then, in Z Aristotle singled out the definable
reality, distinguishing it from species and genus, from merely
logical entities, and now in H he has advanced beyond Z to

place this reality in its full natural setting, showing it to be
the actuality of matter. But since he is concerned with sub­

stance precisely as definable, he must attend to the problems

relating to definition. Accordingly, the A6yo~ is seen to pre­

sent the substance/form, not merely as an essence, but as an

essence that is the culmination of a process of generation, the

logical genus and the material principle of generation heing

thereby intinlately linked. Hence H, without totally rejecting

Z's more logical view of definition, moves beyond the prior book

to sho'v how the definable reality is most appropriately ex·
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pressed in natural science and how the parts of the definition
are best understood. Once seen from the perspective of the
potency-actuality relation, the problems concerning the proper
place of matter in the definition 01 natural substance as weIl as
the unity of such definitions are finally solved. Such, in SUli,

is the schema into which the texts listed at the outset of this

article can be seen to fit without inconsistency.

And so Aristotle has made his way from the \vorld of Ideas
to the conceptions into which the Ideas have been transformed,
and finally to the realities of nature which these conceptions are
meant to designate. The post-Platonic naturalist, in othe1'

words, has accomplished his aim: to lead his readers from the
shadowy world of the Platonists into the full light of nature.

University 0/ Notre Dame,
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