ARISTOTLE’S
DEFINITION OF NATURE

SEAN KELSEY

ArisToTLE's definition of nature suggests that the special mark
of natural things {(by contrast with artefacts) is that they have an
internal principle of movement. In this paper I ask what this doc-
trine really amounts to: what does Aristotle think is the difference
between natural things and artefacts?

This is not usually felt to be very difficuit: *The difference is
that natural things have an internal principle of movement.” But
the question is really about this idea of an internal principle: zbout
what Aristotle 1s saying about natural things when he says that their
movernents have a principle, and that this principle is internal to
them. Even this is often thought to be more or less straightforward:
‘He means that a thing’s own nature is some kind of a causal-and/
orfi.e.~explanatory principle of its movement.” But while this is
true enough, it 1s not easy to make it articulate inx & way that really
does capture the difference between natural things and artefacts as
Aristotle sees it. One sort of account includes too little: for example,
it leaves out the inanimate parts of the world, the elements and the
inanirmate mixtures compounded of thern. Another sort of account,
sometimes felt to correct the shortcomings of the first, includes
too much: the criterion 1t offers would count artefacts as natural
too, leaving out only piles and heaps and other chance assemblages.
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Nor are these answers nearly correct, getting into trouble only with
bizarre and out-of-the-way counter-examples; rather they go wrong
over central and important cases. The first distinguishes-(if any-
thing) living from non-living; the second distinguishes incidental
collocations from genuine unities, or (as I would put it) the chance
from the real. Yet though both are interesting distinctions, neither
is the distinction Aristotle draws between natural thing and arte-
fact: for him, not only living things are natural, and not only natural
things are real.

This paper has two parts. I begin with a review of existing in-
terpretations, with a view to making clear what I regard to be the
fundamental difficulties (Sections I-I1I). I then turn to develop a
new proposal, which overcomes these difficulties in a way that seemns
to me at least both intuitive and promising (Sections IV-VI}.

The first proposal I want to consider is an intuitive one, and it
rests on a very natural interpretation of Aristotle’s definition of na-
ture. The definition states that nature is ‘a kind of principle {dpx7]
or cause of movement and rest’ (Phys. 2. 1, 192°21-2). Simplicius
comments that the kind of principle Aristotle means here is the
efficient cause ([n Phys. 264. 10 Diels), and I think that most read-
ers would at least initially be inclined to agree. It is not just that
Aristotle standardly uses the expression ‘principle of movernent’ to
refer to the efficient cause. Later in Physics 2, in the discussion of
the four causes, he introduces the efficient cause precisely as that
“whence [comes] the first beginning [dpy+] of change or rest’ (2. 3,
104°2g—30); it is hard to read this without being put in mind of
the definition of nature, and in particular of the thought that when
Aristotle defined nature earlier as ‘a kind of principle or cause’,
he was talking about the efficient cause. The view suggested by
such an interpretation, that natural things effect thetr own move-
ments, seemns plausible enough on its face; for (you might think}
while artefacts generally just sit there unless someone picks them
up and uses them, natural things move of their own accord, under
the influence and direction of sorne kind of internal force or im-
pulse (cf. dops éuduros, ‘native impulse’, at Phys. 2. 1, 192°18—19).
Moreover, such a view sits nicely with other features of Aristotle’s
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thought: for example, his frequent analogies between nature and
art {one of his star examples of the efficient cause), or his view
that living things, which he arguably regards as natural things par
excellence, cause some of their own characteristic movements (e.g.
growth and locomotion).! These considerations make it tempting
to conclude that Aristotle thinks the difference between natural
things and artefacts lies in the fact that natural things effect their
own movernent.?

Natural and intuitive though it may seem, however, I believe that
this proposal is untenable. The fundamental problem is that Aris-
totie believes there are many kinds of natural movement produced

- by efficient causes external to the things whose movements they

are.® I give three examples. First, the movement of uniform bodies
such as fire or earth to their natural place is natural, and has ex-
ternal efficient causes. For (Aristotle thinks) something must move
these bodies to their natural place; since they cannot move them-
selves there (being uniform, they lack the requisite complexity and
structure for this), they must be moved there by something else.*

' Beealso Metaph. © 8, 1040°8—10, where Aristotle characterizes nature as a motive
principle (dpxs xomrocd).

* See ¥ Solmsen, Aristotle’s System of the Physical World [System)] (Ithaca, NY,
1060}, 05 ., 232 fL, and also those scholars who feel that, at least prima facie,
there is a tension between Aristotie’s definition of nature and his view that uniform
bedies are moved to their natural place by an external mover (e.g. D. Furley, ‘Self-
Movers', in G. E. R. Lloyd and G. E. L. Owen (eds.), Aristotle on Mind and
the Senses (Cambridge, 1978), 165—79; 5. Waterlow, Nature, Change, and Agency in
Avristorle’s Physics [Nature] (Oxford, 1682}, zo4 f1.; 3. Cohen, ‘Aristotle on Elemental
Motion’ [‘Aristotie’], Phronesis, 30 (1994), 150~g; D. Graham, “The Metaphysics of
Motion: Natural Motion in Physics 11 and Physics VIIT' ["Metaphysics’}, in W
Wians {ed.}, Aristotle’s Philosopiical Development {L.anham, MD, 1996), 171—¢2; 1.
Bodnar, ‘Movers and Elemental Motions in Aristotle’ ["Movers'], Oxford Studies in
Ancient Philosophy {OSAP], 15 (1997), 8Bi—117; M. Matthen, ‘Holism in Aristotle’s
Cosmology’ [*Holism’}, OSAP 20 (zo01), 171-99).

* I would add that the proposal rests on an interpretation of the definition of
riature that does not sit very well with the subsequent course of Physics 2, 1, where
Acristotie discusses the respective claims of matter and form to be called nature. The
immediate shift to matter and form is perhaps a little surprising, on the assumption
that nature has just been identified with the efficient cause; definitely surprising is
the complete absence, in adjudicating their claims to be nature, of any appeal 10
their being efficient causes.

* The point 1s familiar; see e.g. Waterlow, Nature, 205-6; Cohen, ‘Aristotle’, 151.
For the idea that every movement is effected by something, see GC 1. 10, 337" 17—18;
Phys. 4. 1, 241°34 (also Plato at Tim. 37 & 3—g); for the idea that inanimate bodies
cannot move themselves, see Phys. 8. 4, 255520-31; B4 5, 700°16; 6, 700%; for
the rationale for this {they lack the requisite complexity and structure), see Phys.
8. 4, 255%1218; Metaph. @ 1, 1046"19~29; 14 3. 705" 19-25; De antma 1. 4, 4009*1~3,
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Second, Aristotle believes that uniform bodies change in other ways
as well (for example, water and oil change qualitatively when putto
fire); these changes are also produced by external efficient causes,
and at least some of them are natural (it is in part by their sus-
ceptibility to such changes that uniform bodies are differentiated
into kinds).* Third, Aristotle holds that living things also change
naturally under the influence of external causes; the clearest case of
this is perception, which he regards as a kind of ‘being affected’ on
the part of the sense organ by the agency of the sense object (see
e.g. De armima 2. 5, passim).

In my view, this objection is decisive; still, there are ways one
might try to reply to it. The proposal again was that Aristotle
believes that the distinguishing mark of natural things is that they
effect their own movements (all of them);® the objection is that, on
the contrary, Aristotle regards some kinds of natural movement as
fundamentally passive in character, as produced by efficient causes
external to the things whose movements they are. The way to deal
with this objection is obviously by cases; in any particular case, one
may reply either by denying that Aristotle thinks the phenomenon
in question is natural movement, or by denying that he thinks it has
an external efficient cause. Below I consider four particular replies
which employ different versions of these two basic strategies.

Let’s begin with the locomotion of uniform bodies. One way to
deal with this example is to deny that this movement is natural—
that it is the perfectly natural movement of a perfectly natural

ro—14 {also Plato at Thm. 57 A 335, 57 £ 5~6). The point is not just that the natural
movement of inanimate bodies is not ‘self-rnovement’ in the narrow sense in which
Aristotle reserves this for the locomotion of animals; their movement is not “self-
movement’ even in the broader sense of being effected by the exercise of capacities
belonging to its subject. (For an entry into the literature on self-movement see
Furley, ‘Self-Movers’; M. L. Gill, ‘Aristotle on Self-Motion’, in M. L. Gill and
. Lennox (eds.), Self-Motion: From Aristotle to Newton (Princeton, 1994), 15—34;
and now S. Berryman, ‘Aristotle on Preuma and Animal Self-Motion’, OSAP 23
(zo02), 85-97.}

* Bee e.g. Decaelo 3. 1, 208°27-"5, where ‘alterations and reciprocal transforma-
tions” are explicitly counted as among the natural movements of simple bodies; also
Meteor. 4, e.g. 381%24—7: “The passive principles of bodies fal dpyei Tdv cwpdray af
mafyrucad] aré wet and dry, and the rest are mixtures of these, and whichever there
is more of, the nature will be more of that, e.g. some more of dry, others of wet.’

¢ I assume that Aristotle thinks nature is a principle of all natural movement,
and therefore disregard a5 unmotivated the possibility that he thinks the difference
between nataral thing and artefact lies in the fact that every natural thing effects
some of its own movements.
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thing—on the grounds that inanimate uniform bodies are not per-
fectly natural things. The idea here would be to argue that mani-
mate bodies such as fire and water are not really natural substances,
because (for example) they lack the unity and structure to be mw.mv-
stances of any kind (see Metaphy. Z 16, 1040°5—10). Such a view
can allow that these bodies are natural in an extended sense, thanks
to some relation they have (e.g. as parts or matter) to things that
are natural in their own right; the crucial point is to insist that
they are natural only in a derivative sense, because (uniike natural
things properly so called) they do not effect their own movements.”
Second, still on the locomotion of uniform bodies, another way
to go is to allow that this movement is perfectly natural and deny
instead that it has an efficient cause, strictly and properly speak-
ing. Here the idea would be to argue that although we must grant
that Aristotle does not think flames and stones move themselves up
and down, it is not as if he thinks something else moves them up
or down, except in an extended and attenuated sense; his view is
rather that they just do move in these ways, ‘of themselves’: that
is, they just move (intransitive), with nothing moving them. In this
way we might try to capture the spirit of the original Eo@owmr
even if these bodies do not move themselves, they do move (in-
transitive) ‘of themselves’, and this is the idea Aristotle is a&ﬁbm
at in the definition of nature.* Third, turning now to the qualita-
tive changes of uniform bodies (e.g. of iron or clay at the hands of
moisture or heat), even if cne allows that these bodies are perfectly
natural, and that these changes are wrought by perfectly good (and
perfectly external) efficient causes, there is still room to deny that
these changes are natural, on the grounds that they are not expres-

* So recently Matthen in ‘Holism’, who argues that the m_mim:ﬁm are natural in a
derivative sense because they are parts of the whole cosmos, which unlike them does
have the complexity and structure to effect its own movement. o

¢ See e.g. A. P D Mourelatos, ‘Aristotle’s “Powers” and Modern vadwwEmQ
[‘Powers'], Ratio, g (1967), g7-104; Waterlow, ..Z&E.m. .nr. v; OE:»B,., .Emﬁm-
physics’; also W. Wieland, Die Aristotelische Physik [Physik], 3rd edn. WOcnﬁmm?
1902}, § 15 (though without the ban on full-blown external movers which 1 «mmmﬂ.a
as characteristic of the line sketched here). The recent careful study by Bodnar is
difficult to classify; his leading idea is that natural movement ean have an mﬁ@.ﬂm__
meover, so long as the movement is ‘autonomous’, but it turns out that autonomy
here is incompatible with being constantly powered by an external mover (Bodnar,
“Movers’, 109—10). In this respect, he too shows a mmnmmwow. no.momnu évm"wm.cm_.
possible the sense in which the natural movements of uniform bodies have genuine,
full-blown external movers, as 2 way of protecting thelr status as natural.
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sive in the right sort of way of the nature of the things in question.’
Here the thought is that, for Aristotle, the ‘natural’ movements of
a thing are those whereby the thing ‘steps into its owrn’, attains a
kind of perfection as a specimen of its kind; by this standard, it is
hard {one might argue) to see why such changes as the rusting of
iron or hardening of clay would be reckoned as natural (indeed, in
some cases they represent a positive corruption, a falling away from
type). Fourth and finally, there is the case of perception. Here there
is no question but that Aristotle thinks that animals are natural,
and that perception is an expression of their nature, and that it has
an external efficient cause. Nevertheless, even here there is a way
out, inasrmuch as Aristotie does not think that perception is strictly
speaking and without gualification a kind of change or movement
(his reason is that, unlike changes properly so called (e.g. from here
to there or hot to cold), perception does not involve ‘the destruction
of a contrary’)."

So, there are ways one might try to deal with the objection, by
denying in particular cases either that the phenomenon in ques-
tion is natural movement {e.g. because its subject is not natural, or
beecause it 1s not expressive of its subject’s nature, or because it is
not really movement), or that it truly and properly speaking has
efficient causes; it is possible that by some combination of these
strategies we might be able to rescue the original proposal. My
own view is that the proposal is not worth rescuing, for the follow-
ing reasons among others. First, there are many passages in which
Aristotle explicitly mcludes uniform bodies on his list of natural
things, not the least of which is Physics 2. 1 itself’’ In this chapter,
not only does he include ‘the simple bodies such as earth, fire, air,
and water’ on his list of ‘things due to nature’, and give ‘moving
upwards’ as an example of something that holds per se¢ of them
(sc. of fire);** in addition, the very last thing he says before giving
the definition of nature is that although artefacts as such do not

? Thereis 2 tradition that holds that the only movement natural to uniform bodies
is locomotion: see e.g. Themist. 35. 15~16; Alexander zp. Simpl, In Phys. 265, 1~2
Diels {contrast Simplicius himself at e.g. 261, 24-8, 264. 10~15). Among modern
commentators the view is explicit in Mourelatos, ‘Powers’.

' See D¢ anima 2. 5, 417°31 fL. {on this entire chapter see now M. Burnyeat, ‘De
Anima 11§, Phronesis, 47 (zooz), 28—go).

" See also De caelo 3. 1, 208°27-5; Metaph, Z 2, 1028°8-13; H 1, 1o42%—11.
' See also Phys. 8. 4, 255°2—4. These passages also tel] against the idea that it is

not natural to uniform bodies to move to their natural place, but only to rest there
{so Cohen, ‘Aristotle’}.
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have an internal principle of movement, in so far as they are made
of particular kinds of material, ‘of stone or earth or a mixture of
these’, they do (see Phys. 2. 1, 192°8-23). The immediate proximity
of this remark to Aristotle’s formal statement of the definition of
nature very strongly suggests that the definition is meant to cover
such bodies and their movements. This suggestion is confirmed (I
believe conclusively) by Aristotle’s discussion of these bodies in
Physics 8, where the definition of nature is invoked explicitly, and
in a context that emphasizes precisely their passivity in movement:
“That no funiform body] moves itself is clear; but they do have a
principle of movement—not of moving {xweiv] or acting Irowedy],
but of being affected [rdoyew]’ (Phys. 8. 4, 255°29—31).** At a mini-
mum, this passage shows that at some point Aristotle thought there
was a way of reading the definition of nature so as to accommodate
fundamentally passive natural phenomena; if you like, this is the
reading I am after.”* Second, if the proposal we are considering
were correct, then any theory on which uniform bodies are moved
by something external to them would be incompatible with the the-
sis that their movement is natural. But in those passages in which
Aristotle considers such theories, he says not that they are incom-
patible with such & thesis but that they need to be supplemented
by one.'® Thus even granting for the sake of argument that Aris-
totle does not think the locomotion of untform bodies has a proper

* Similar remarks apply to sense perception and the qualitative alteration of
uniform bodies. On sense perception, see P4 1.1, 641%4—10, where the invocation of
the definition of nature is explicit and the fundamental passivity of the phenomena
is not in question; ‘Not all soul is 2 principle of movement, nor are all its parts, but
of growth the part that is also in plants is, and of alteration the perceptive part, and
of locomotion some other part, i.e, not the intellective one . . . It is clear then that
it is not all soul that [the science of nature] must speak about; for not all soul is
nature.’ On the altaration of uniform bodies, see GC 2. 2, where Aristotle identifies
the ‘principles and forms’ (i.e. natures) of different kinds of body with the contraries
whereby they are liable to act on and be affected by one another; see also Meteor. 4. 8,
on the affections whereby uniform bodies arve differentiated into kinds.

1 For an entry into the literature on developmental accounts see Graham, ‘Meta-
physics’.

13 See De caelo 2. 13, 295°3-8, on Empedocles’ suggestion that it is some kind
of whir! that sends heavy bodies to the centre of the cosmos and light ones to the
periphery, and also De caelo 3. 2, 300°16-25, where Aristotle criticizes the Timaeus
for characterizing the pre-cosmic movement of the pre-elemental traces, which tend
o gather like to like, as ‘disorderly’. {In the latter passage there is a dispute about
the text, but on either reading Aristotle’s reasoning implies that certain movements
effected by a certain external mover would be natural; the textual dispute bears on

whether this ‘first’ mover moves itself, but not on whether the movement it effects
in other things is natura! to them, which is the peint at issue here.)
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efficient cause, neither does he think that the fact that it did would
undermine its status as natural,

For these reasons, | do not believe Aristotle can hold that the
distinguishing mark of natural things is that they effect all their
own movement. I turn then to consider other proposals.

11

Suppose we allow, as 1 believe we must, that Aristotle holds that
natural things sometimes play a passive role in the production of
their own movement. Even so, there remains a sense in which the
basic course and shape of their movement is primarily determined
and explained by reference to considerations that are in a way in-
ternal to them. For example, the reason that the ‘action’ of colour
on organisms of certain kinds (but not on stones) results in vision
has to do with special facts about the make-up and structure of
that kind of organism (at the crudest, that it has eyes). Similarly,
the fact that iron and clay react in the different ways that they do
to meisture and heat has to do with differences in their respective
natures, in the kinds of material they are (for Aristotle, these dif-
ferences will stem ultimately from differences in form, i.e. in the
proportion of elemental ingredients). Again, the reason earth falls
and air rises (Aristotle thinks) is that earth is heavy and air is light,
and that is what heavy and light things do: ‘this is what it is to
be light or heavy, the one being defined by up, the other by down’
(Phys. 8. 4, 255°15—-17). These considerations suggest that Aris-
totle’s definition of nature says not that natural things effect their
own movement, but rather that they move in the particular ways
they do thanks ultimately to facts about them, and in particular
about their form or kind (ef8os).

The basic idea here may be handled in different ways. For ex-
ample, we might draw attention to how we explain natural move-
ment, e.g. how we appeal to the ‘nature’ of the things that undergo
those movements, and how we refuse certain requests for expla-
nation beyond this as out of place: ‘asking why fire moves up and
earth down is the same as asking why the healable, when moved
and changed precisely in so far as it is healable, arrives at health
rather than whiteness’ (De caelo 4. 3, 310°16~10). Secondly, we
might point to facts about how the course of certain movements

Aristotle’s Definition of Nature b7

is determined out there in the world; here the idea is that even if
external factors play a role in producing natural movement, still the
basic shape and course of that movement (é.g. that it is hardening
or softening, or that it is perception) are fixed by a kind of struc-
ture internal to its subject. Third, we might highlight the fact that
natural movement is a kind of fulfilment of certain potentialities
characteristic of certain kinds of natural thing; here the thought is
that to call a movement natural is to say that it is normative for
its subject, that moving in that way {e.g. perceiving, or rising or
falling) constitutes 2 kind of perfection for it as a specimen of its
kind. Here I regard these as different ways of articulating a single
ides, that natural things move as they do ‘because’ they exemplify
certain forms or kinds;'® in what follows I consider the proposal
that Aristotle thinks this is distinctive of natural things.

It is an advantage of this proposal that Aristotle does think that
all natural things carry on as they do because they exemplify certain
kinds; even if Aristotelian kinds are (in the main) defined in terms
of their form or structure, generally this form is conceived as a kind
of capacity or power for certain kinds of activity or behaviour. The
problem is that form is also explanatory of the movement of arte-
facts. This appears to be true on all the variations of the basic idea
considered above. First, certain kinds of movement are normative
for artefacts; their characteristic ways of moving constitute perfec-
tion for them as specimens of their kind {axes that won’t chop and
ships that won't sail are less-than-ideal axes and ships). Second, not
only are certain kinds of movement normative for artefacts, but the
shape and course of these movemnents are determined by their form
and structure; it is thanks to this that axes chop (rather than pound)
and ships sail (rather than sink) when acted on by or reacting to
external forces in the normal way. Finally, in explaining why ships

-and axes move and rest in the ways they do, one appeals to their

structure and function; to ask beyond this why ships sail or axes
chop (rather than fly or slice or cook) is out of place—sailing and
chopping is just what ships and axes do. At least in the respects
mentioned, then, the form embodied in artefacts is explanatory of
their movement in just the ways that the form embodied in natural

* For the first, see Wieland, Physik, § 15; for the second, Waterlow, Nature, ch. 153
for the third, perhaps Zeller and Guthrie, who in this connection refer especially to
the talk of matter ‘yearning’ for form in Phys. 1. g, 1921625 (K. Zeller, Aristotle

and the Earlier Peripatetics (London, 1897), 368, 379; W. K. C. Guthrie, 4 History
of Greek Philosophy, vol. vi (Cambridge, 1081), 257-8).
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things is explanatory of theirs. This point is sometimes wmwmma. as an
objection to Aristotle’s definition of nature.” However, the primacy
of form in the explanation of nature is something the analogy be-
tween art and nature so pervasive in Aristotle is precisely supposed
to illustrate; this fact is difficult to square with the charge that he
has somehow overlooked or forgotten that we also appeal to form
in explaining the characteristic movements of artefacts, Thus I will
take the fact that artefacts move as they do because they exemphify
certain forms or kinds as an objection to the interpretative proposal
that Aristotle thinks this is distinctive of naturai things.

Here one might reply that although Aristotle does think form is
explanatory of the movement of artefacts in the ways mﬂmmmmn&.
he thinks of the ‘form’ we appeal to in giving such explanations as
located not in artefacts thernselves but rather in the psyche of those
who make or use them. (For example, in explaining the normal

movement of a rudder, we appeal to ‘art’ (one might argue)notasa

form embodied inn wood, but as an expertise ‘ensouled’ in a crafts-
man, e.g. a pilot or shipwright.) If that were right, the mmﬁ.“ that
explanations in art and nature are parallel in the ways mentioned
would be no objection to the propesal that nature is an mﬁ&mﬁm-
tory principle; for the point of Aristotle’s definition of nature is
not to deny this parslielism but precisely to grant it, except .éﬁa
the proviso that in nature the relevant principie is located Sn.”?.d
the things whose movement is to be explained, while in art it is
found outside of them. But although this reply appears to have
some pull—Aristotle does say that natural things have a niunﬁim
within them (call it an ‘explanatory’ principle if you like} which
artefacts have outside them—it misses the point of the original pro-
posal, which was precisely to transiate this difference in ‘location’
into a difference we can understand, by explicating it in terms of a
difference that surfaces in explanation: in explaining natural move-
ment we appeal ultimately to the form or kind of the thing moving,
while in explaining other kinds of movement we do not. The nm@.@
we are considering concedes that no such difference emerges (in
the respects mentioned, explanations in art and nature m:,.onmma n
parallel); it points to a difference not in ‘why’ natural things and
artefacts move as they do, but in ‘where' the forms we appeal to
in explaining their movements are located. But in conceding that

17 1. L. Ackrill, dristotle the Philosopher (Oxford, 1981), 34; W. Charlton, 4ris-
totle’s Physics Books I and IT (Oxford, 1970}, 8g.
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this difference in Jocation does not make itself felt as a difference in
explanation, the reply essentially abandons the original proposal.
It continues to say that nature is an explanatory principle, but now
the ‘explanatory’ does no work; that is, it no longer functions to
explain the difference between natural things and artefacts.

In saying this, I do not mean to imply that there is o sense in
which Aristotle thinks natural things have in themnselves a kind of
‘explanatory’ principle that artefacts do not—we may allow that
there is—Dbut just that we cannot explain what sense this is by
pointing to how natural movement is determined and judged and
explained by reference to natural form or kind. For Aristotle, this
is precisely a point of analogy between art and nature, whereas our
present task s to explain what he thinks the differences are,

I1X

If we lock at those passages in which Aristotle explicitly contrasts
nature and art, he appears to be thinking of art as a principle of
genesis, i.e. as a principle of the movements and changes whereby
artefacts are produced. In Physics 2. 1 he says that ‘none of {the
things produced by art] has the principle of production in itself’;
in a discussion of embryology he says that art, by contrast with
nature, ‘is a principle and form of what comes to be, but in another’;
in a discussion of natural teleology in Physics 2. 8 he writes, ‘if the
shipwright’s art were in the wood, it would produce [ships] similarly
[sc. to how it does now, except] by nature’ (Phys. 2. 1, 192°28-g; GA
2. 1,735"2~4; Phys. 2. 8, 199°28—9; see also Metaph. A 3, 1070°4—8;
NE 6. 4, 1140°10-16). Such passages suggest that nature likewise
is a principle of genesis, a principle whereby natural things come
into existence. It is true that, in Physics 2. 1, genesis is absent from
the list of movements of which nature is a principle (1 92°14-15);
indeed, this is just as we might have expected, given that it is hard

to see how something could have in itself the principle of a process
where the thing does not exist until that process is completed.’®

Still, the references to art as a principle of production are pervasive

enough to make the suggestion that nature is a principle of genesis

worth exploring a little bit further, In that case the first thing is to

get clear about what Aristotle could mean by this.

¥ Cf the dictum ‘nothing generates itself’ (G4 735%13; Deanima 2. 4, 416%16—17).
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case, but the case in which a doctor cures himself. This suggests
that Aristotle’s definition of nature is supposed to convey the idea
that what is distinctive about natural things is that the principle
and subject of movement are not just the same in kind but also the
sarne in number, Consequently, if Aristotle really does believe that
there is a sense in which natural things have an internal principle of
genesis, it appears as if we must understand him to mean that there
is a sense in which individual natural things have in themselves the
principle of their own genesis. How can this be?

If we think about the reproduction of living things, at least from
one point of view, it appears that the ultimate goal of generation is
the production of a mature specimen of the kind; from this perspec-
tive, there is 2 sense in which the generative process is not really
over until the offspring reaches maturity. It is true that it is difficult
to deny that we are faced with specimens of a kind long before they
reach maturity; there is a sense in which the process of generation
is over much earlier, perhaps once the thing satisfies certain mini-
mum requirernents for being of the kind. Even s0, it still seems as
if there is a sense in which we may regard the changes typical of
already existing living things—at least those that take place before
they reach maturity~—as advanced stages of their generation. From
this perspective, we might say that, in whatever sense it is that liv-
ing things have in themselves a principle of their own movements,
in that sense they also have in themselves a principle of their own
genesis; for from this perspective these Inovements just are stages
of their genesis (albeit very advanced ones). Of course, the closer

a thing gets to maturity, the more difficult this perspective is to
sustain; still there are certain stages in an organism’s life for which
it is a natural and intuitive one, e.g. in embryological development.
Asitturns out, Aristotle occasionally adopts just this perspective,
not only in discussions of embryology (as in G4 . 4, 740°3011),
but also in certain discussions of inanimate bodies (De caelo 4. 3;
Phys. 8. 4). It is true that, in the case of inanimate bodies, Aris-
totle adopts this perspective in order to explain how these bodies
really are moved by external movers (appearances to the contrary
notwithstanding); his strategy Is to assimilate their movement—
e.g. of heavy things down and light things up—to stages of their
genesis, and then to identify what moves them with wh
them. That is, in the case of inanimate bodies, Aristot]
perspective not when he wants to argue that these b

at generates
e adopts this
odies have a
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principle of genesis from within, but when he wants to argue that
they have an efficient cause of movement from without. 5till, the
fact remains that Aristotle does at times adopt this perspective,
from which we could say that in a certain sense the principles of
a thing’s movement (whatever they are) are also principles of its
genesis. Perhaps, then, Aristotle thinks that natural things have in
themselves a principle of genesis in just the sense that they have
in themselves a principle of movement, in so far as we are willing
to assimilate certain of their movements or behaviour to genesis.
This idea strikes me as promising, considered as a2 way of explain-
ing how Aristotle can think that natural things have in themselves
a principle of their own genesis.?’ Unfortunately, it does not bring
us any closer to answering our original question. We are trying to
determine what Aristotle is saying about natural things when he
says that their movements have an internal principle. The enguiry
is not much advanced by the suggestion that he is saying they have
in themselves a principle of genesis, if the only way he can think this
is on a kind of assimilation of movemnent to genesis. For in that case
he will think natural things have an internal principle of genesis in
just the sense (whatever it is) that he thinks they have an internal
principle of movement-—precisely what we are trying to discover.

v

I have argued that, for Aristotle, the difference between natural
things and artefacts lies neither in the fact that natural things effect
their own movements nor in the fact that, in certain respects, they
move as they do because they exemplify certain forms or kinds, The
problem with the first view is that Aristotle thinks many natural
movements are effected by causes external to the things whose
movements they are; the problem with the second is that, in the
respects mentioned, he thinks artefacts also move as they do because
of their form or kind—for him, this is a point of analogy between
art and nature. As for the third proposal, it may well be correct that
Aristotle holds that natural things differ from artefacts by having
an internal principle of genesis; the problem is that the only tenable
way of explicating this leads us right back to our original question:

* Compare the discussion of the same problem in A. Code, *Soul as Efficient
Cause in Aristotie’s Embryology’, Philosophical Topics, 15 (1987), 51-0 at 55=8.
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comes from its father and its mother, and a fight from abusive language.
(1013710, trans. Ross, Metaphysica)
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The suggestion that Aristotle thinks of nature as a kind of ‘au-
thority’ runs immediately into the problem that (human beings
excepted) Aristotle does not think of natural things as possessed of
choice or decision or will (rrpoaipeais); this makes it very difficult to
see how he could think of nature as ‘that in accordance with whose
will what is moved is moved and what is changed is changed’, It
is true that Aristotle does not think there need be choice or deci-
deliberation, but in the arts, at least to the extent that they are
more perfectly developed, there is no room for deliberation: how
to proceed is already settled by the rules of the art (see Phys. 2. 8,

199°28). However, even if Aristotle does not think of the arts as

especially marked by decision or choice, he does think of them ag

capacities of reasen (pera Adyov, NE 6. 4, 1140°3—-5). By contrast, if
we are to speak of authority in nature, we must first strip the idea
of authority of those connections to reason and chojce S0 essential
to it in its primary applications. The problem is that it is difficult
to see how this is even possible,

Authority in Aristotle is said in many ways.* T'here is the author-
ity of monarchs over subjects, of fathers over children, of husbands
over wives, of masters over slaves, teachers over students, captains
over sailors, doctors over patients, and so on. Yet although none of
these is quite the same, Aristotle believes they can all be brought
under one of two basic heads. The first, which I will call ‘despotic’
authority, is typified by the kind of authority that masters have
over slaves; Aristotie characterizes it as for the advantage of the
ruler. The second, which I will call ‘non-despotic’ authority, is ex-
emplified by the kind of authority that citizens in certain kinds of
political constitution have by turns over their free fellow citizens;
Aristotle characterizes this kind of authority as for the advantage of
the ruled (see esp. Pol. 3. 6, 1278%301f.). At least intuitively, these
characterizations are fairly straightforward. Obviously masters give
instructions to their slaves with an eye to what will benefit them, the
masters; if it is not obvious that political authorities give instruc-

™ Aristotle’s remarks about the nature and varieties of authority are scattered

throughout the Politics and elsewhere, The principal texts I rely on are Poi. 1, esp,
chs. 47, 12~13; 3, esp. ¢hs. 4, 6; 7, esp, chs. 3, 8.
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hoids that it is the master craftsman who is the proper subject of

their common work (e.g. building houses): © i

as before, this observation suggests that one reason the good of the
relationship between worker and master craftsman might belong
primarily to the master craftsman is that it is the master craftsman
who is the proper subject of the undertaking in which that goodness
consists: for exarmple, he is the one that is most properly said to build
houses 2
By contrast, turning briefly now 1o non-despotic authority, we
can make exactly the opposite observation; here, the proper subject
of the enterprise common to ruler and ruled appears to be the ruled.
For example, the good life that governments are in the business of
providing is that of their citizens, and likewise for the getting fit that
is the business of physical trainers, the recovery of health that is the
business of doctors, the safe passage that is the business of pilots—
all examples of non-despotic authority (see Pol. 3.0, 1278%30 ). It
is true that, when there is an active and passive side to the business,
there is a sense in which, considered in its ‘active’ side, the business
is properly ascribed to the ruler; for example, governing, healing
(transitive), training (transitive), and ensuring a safe passage are alj
\ nors, doctors, trainers, and

aspects of a single proceeding, a proceeding moreover that is to be
located precisely in the subject of its passive side (the locus classicus
is Phys. 3. 3). Thus the observation appears to stand: in cases
of non-despotic authority, the proper subject of the enterprise in
which ruler and ruled are united is not the ruler but the ruled. This
suggests that in non-despotic authority, even if ruler and ruled both
find their good in the success of a single enterprise, one sense in
which this good might belong primarily to the ruled is that they

* Aristotle does not take this as a point about what
1s clear from the following remark about a difference be
and enacting particular decrees: “The master part of po
legislature, while the part concerned with particulars
both, “politics™; jtis of 2 kind to manifest itself in action
are enacted as the last step, That is why [those who pra

0 practise politics; they alone acr as manual labourers’ (NE 6. 8, 1141"

. 24-9). For
Aristotle’s own view, which is just the reverse, see e.g. Pol. . 3, 1 325%21-3.

people ordinarily think, as
tween framing general laws
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are the proper subjects of the wmnﬁ.ﬁmwmw in which it ocmwwm.ﬁw“ MMH
examnple, it is not the governor WMM ﬂwm citizens who actually live the
i i roper concern of both. .
EMMW MWMMMMWE@@S@R asking how to fit the En.c:?m &ﬂwbovov
Aristotle draws between despotic and non-despotic authorities into
a theoretical framework according to which the good of .mwd.,mgnm
lies in its functioning; for if we suppose Em.ﬁ the functioning of
both ruler and ruled lies in a single enterprise common to m.w@mo
both, it would appear as if the wwwnowm.a of authority is E,Eﬁqu
a good of both. In pursuing this question, we observed that mf.W-
totle does not think that ruler and Bhnn.ﬂ are mﬁ.ﬁm:% party to the
enterprise that constitutes their functioning. In mmm@.oﬂn authority,
where ruler and ruled appear to be on the same side of the en-
terprise (the ‘active’ side), the enterprise belongs most properiy to
the ruler, who is most properly said to undertake it. By contrast,
in non-despotic authority, where ruler and .:.:@m appear to be on
different sides of the enterprise, the mamu..wﬁmm belongs B.Omﬁ mu.m.ouﬁﬂ
erly to the ruled, who is most properly mma. to undergo this mo\nmSJ
considered in its passive side. On the basis of Q.%mm wvmm?wﬂw:mu
we made the suggestion that the way to fit the EE:.:E aammn-
tion Aristotle draws between despotic m:m.bo?ammwoﬂn authority
into a more theoretical framework is to assign the woom.%wm comes
of these different kinds of authority to the proper m:.Ean of the
functioning in which that good oonmwmmm.. If this wcmmnm.ﬂow were cor-
rect, everything would come out .wz.m» right: the exercise of Qm.wvoﬂa
authority would be a good primarily of the mcﬂronnmmm, aﬁim the
exercise of non-despotic authority would be a good primarily of the
1 erned by it.
ﬁvwmm”cmmwwﬁ what M\Eﬁwaw for our purposes here is not the correct-
ness or otherwise of this suggestion, but rather .ﬁwm ow,mm?mﬁobm on
which it rests. Our problem was to see if ﬁvmwn 18 muwﬁwﬁm .8 ,Qm.wm
of the suggestion that natural things have a kind of ‘authority” wit
respect to their own movements, analogous to that had by w.zbwmb
artisans with respect to the movements o.m artefacts, Ha.vmﬁunc ar,
the problem was to separate somehow the .&mm of authority as .?..5-
totle conceives it from its essential ooHSwnwowm to reason and &.58@“.@
The ncaumamb then is whether this Emm. of being me. @ﬁ&vma.ﬁ@m&. o
a proceeding, which we drew on i trying to explain the mumgnﬁmow
between despotic and non-despotic authority, allows 5.8 do that;
and it appears that it does. For although reason and choice are pre-
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conditions for being the proper subject of certain kinds of activity,
they do not appear to be necessary for being the proper subject of
any kind of activity at all, of any kind of movement. Thus one thing
it might be for natura! things to be ‘authorities” with respect to their
own movements is simply for them to be its proper subjects; this is
something that can literally take hold of them, despite the fact that
they are not generally possessed of reason or choice.

Vi

The suggestion then is that when Aristotle says that natural things
have an internal principle of movemnent, he means that they are the
proper subjects of their movements; by contrast, to say that arte-
facts have an external principle of movement would be to say that
the proper subject of their movement is precisely not they them-
selves but something else distinct from them. I believe that this
proposal fares better than any we have considered 50 far in captur-
ing the distinction between natural thing and artefact as Aristotle
sees it.

As we saw, the problem with the proposal that nature is an ef-
ficient cause of movement was that Aristotle does not believe that
all natural things effect all their own rnovements; sometimes, he
thinks, natural movements are effected by something other than
the things whose movements they are. The current proposal avoids
this problem, inasmuch as you do not need to effect or produce a
movement in order to be the subject of it, considered in its passive
side. For example, the fact (as Aristotie sees 1t) that animals do not
perceive unless they are ‘acted on’ by perceptible objects in their
environment—just as what is combustible does not burn itself of
itself without something capable of burning it' (De anima 2. 5,
417%7-8)does not prevent them from being the proper subjects
of perception; when animals perceive, It is unqualifiedly they who
are doing the perceiving. The same thing is true of the natural
movements of inanimate bodies. For example, although oil may
only combust when put to heat or Hame, it does not follow from this,
nor is it true, that oil is not the proper subject of the burning it does
when so acted upon. Analogous remarks apply to the Jocomotion
of inanimate bodies, e.g. to the rising and falling of fire and earth;
though Aristotle appears to think that these changes are effected by
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external efficient causes, he need not and does not believe they are
undergone by anything other than fire and earth themselves.

These considerations suggest that Aristotle thinks it is at least
characteristic of natural things to be the proper subjects of their
own movements; but does he also think that this 1s distinctive of
them? Recall that the problem with the proposal that natural things
are ‘explanatory’ of their own movement was that part of the point
of the analogy Aristotle draws between art and nature is precisely
to highlight the fact that in this respect art and nature are alike;
does the current proposal run into a similar difficulty? I think not,
though the point is in some respects a complicated one.

We noted earlier that in those passages where Aristotle compares
and contrasts nature and art as principles, he appears to be thinking
of art as a principle of artefact production; that is, he appears to be
thinking of art as a principle of the movements whereby artefacts
are produced, rather than as a principle of the movements that con-
stitute their actual functioning. Let’s begin then by asking whether
he thinks artefacts are the proper subject of these movements, the
ones that constitute their production. Obviously he does not think
they are the proper subjects of these movements considered in their
active side; so considered, their proper subject is not the artefacts
that are produced but rather the craftsmen who make them. How-
ever, neither should he think that artefacts are the proper subjects

of these movements considered in their passive side. It is true that
we say that it is an artefact of such-and-such a kind that is being
produced (e.g. that it is a house that is being built). Nevertheless,
Aristotle’s considered view is that when something comes to be or
is made into something, the thing that properly speaking ‘comes to
be’ or ‘is made into’ the thing we end up with is no? the very thing
we end up with, but rather the rnaterials that things of that kind are
made from, which are things of that kind only potentially (seeing
this is supposed to be the great achievement of Physics 1}.** And we

* Put another way: arts do not have authority over what they produce. Cf NE
6. 13, 1145°6—9: ‘However, [practical wisdom] is not sovereign [rupia] over wisdom
nor over the better part, just as the art of medicing is not over health; for it does not
use health, but sees 1o its coming about; it issues commands then for the sake of is, but
not to it.” See also Phys. 2. 2, 194>36-"2, where Aristotle speaks of arts that ‘rude the
matter and invoive knowledge of it’ {af &pyouoar rijs FAns wa! yvwpilovoar réyvas). (It
is true that in the immediate sequel Aristotde identifies these arts as the art of using
a thing and the {master) art of producing 1t, and that it seems wrong to say that the
using art rules matter (see below}. But note that Aristotle goes on to contrast these
two arts by saying that the using art mvolves knowledge not of matter but of form;
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Wm<w seen the rationale for this already: things cannot be the proper
subject of their coming into existence because they do not properly
speaking exist until that process is completed.

So far, then, so good; Aristotle does not appear to think of arte-
facts as the proper subject of their own production, whether con-
sidered in its active or in its passive side. However, we should not
put too much weight on this result, because it appears that natural
things are not the proper subjects of their own production either
mbm for exactly the same reason: they do not properly mvmmru‘bm“
exist ﬂ.:,ﬁ._ the generative process is over. It is true that there is a
sense in which natural things might be said to be the proper sub-
.umnﬁ.m of their own production or genesis, if we consider certain of
their movements as stages of their genesis; in that case, they will
be proper subjects of their genesis because they are proper subjects
of those movements. This shows how the current proposal can ac-
mowduooamﬁm those passages that suggest that natural things have
S.EQOm?mm a principle of genesis, However, the considerations
raised above do not show that Aristetle thinks it is distinctive of
natural things to be proper subjects of genesis, if only in this ex-
tended sense; this is because they do not show that artefacts are not
proper subjects of genesis, even in this extended sense, For that we
must argue either that Aristotle would not tolerate the assimilation
of artefact movement to artefact production, or that he does not
ﬁ?.bw.&mﬁ artefacts are the proper subjects of the movements that
constitute their functioning.

I will argue the second point (we must argue it anyway), there
are at least three considerations that speak in favour of it, F mmm.ﬁ we
know already that Aristotle does not think that assistants wmmEo,uNmm
by gmﬂww craftsmen are proper subjects of their characteristic work:
‘speaking unqualifiedly, the work belongs to the master craftsmaan’
(Pol. t. 13, 1260°18). We also know that he thinks that artefacts play
arole in the movements that constitute their functioning analogous
to that played by assistants in the undertakings of master craftsmen
namely that of instruments or tools: u

m.wc_ﬂn. tools are living, others non-living; for example, for the pilot, the
tiller is 4 nom...rﬂbm tool, the look-out a living one; for in the arts servants
are to be classified as tools. {Pol. 1. 4, 1253%27-30)

Mm}m_um we are to ﬁwrm this apparent correction as to what the using art ‘knows’ to
tmply a corresponding correction as to what it ‘rules.’)
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From these points we would expect that just as Aristotle does not
think that servants are proper subjects of their work, neither does he
think that artefacts are proper subjects of theirs, because they play
analogous roles in the proceedings (e.g. piloting) that constitute
their functioning.?” Second, there is much to be said for the idea
that artefacts are not the proper subjects of their own movements,
Consider some familiar examples: houses, statues, rudders, axes,
cloaks, beds. These can all be plausibly regarded as instruments or
tools in activities primarily ascribed to the human beings who em-
ploy them. This is clearest in cases of artefacts whose characteristic
movernent consists in 2 kind of manipulation, as with rudders and
axes; part of what it is for a rudder to steer or an axe to chop is
for somebody to use them to steer or chop, for someone to steer or
chop with them. But it is also plausible in cases where the artefact’s
characteristic activity or functioning does not consist in any kind
of sustained manipulation or handling, such as houses or statues.
Houses and statues are not manipulated by human beings in (say)
sheltering goods or representing an ideal; by and large they can
play their part just sitting there. None the less, it does seem as if
part of what it is for themn to function in these ways, to shelter or
represent, is for human beings to use them; a sign of this is that
although abandoned houses may be functional, they do not seem
to be functioning, precisely because no one is using them to shelter
anything (and perhaps likewise for statues in storage). In all these
familiar cases, then, the idea that artefacts are not proper subjects
of their normal movements seems straightforward and appealing, ?®

** Note that we can specify a thing’s normal functioning more or less broadly (e.g.
as piloting or as looking-our). This allows us to distinguish between a stronger and
wesaker version of the current proposal; on the stronger version, natural things are
the proper subjects of their normal functioning on every specification of it, while on
the wealer version they are its proper subjects only on the narrowest specifications of
it. Deciding besween these is not easy, because setting out particular cases involves
taking a stand on substantive questions about the nature of the phenomena in
question, where Aristotle’s own stand on these questions is not easy to determine.
{For example, bees live in hives, and play a role in the functiening of households,
of cities, of ecosystemns. How broadly does Aristotle think we should characterize
their normal functioning? And what bearing does he think this has on their status
as natural ?}

* Itis true that artefacts often change in the course of normal use, and that they
appear to be the proper subjects of these changes. For example, cloaks not only
keep bodies warm, they also stay warm themselves (on the ingide); likewise, beds
support the weight of sleeping bodies precisely by yielding and resisting in certain

ways. These examples might be taken to show that artefacts are the proper subjects
of at least some of their own movements; but even here there are things that might
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Finally, the idea seems implicit in various remarks Aristotle himself
makes throughout the corpus. Here I take Jjust one example, a pas-
sage where he is criticizing earlier thinkers for inadequacies in their
conception of the efficient cause. His cornplaint is that the particu-
lar things they call causes are ‘excessively tooi-like’ (Aav dpyavicds)
o be given credit for, i.e. to be fairly and properly accused of, pro-
ducing certain effects: ‘they act just as someone would who allotted
the responsibility [drovéuos 74y airlav] for things coming into being
to the saw and to each of the tools’ (GC 2. 9. 336™~9). Implicit in
this comparison is the idea that although saws may have a role to
play in building (say) tables or houses, they do not actually ‘bring
into being’, i.e. build, tables or houses: their contribution is ‘too
instrumental’ for them to be given credit for that.

These considerations suggest that Aristotle does not think that
artefacts are the proper subject of their own movements. In the case
of movements that constitute their production, the proper subject
is either (considered on its active side) the craftsman who produces
them or (considered on its passive side) the rnaterials they are made
from. In the case of movements that constitute their functioning,
the proper subject is, again, either the craftsman who uses them or
(considered on its passive side, if such there be) the materials they
are used to shape or change or make into something. By contrast,
Aristotle does appear to think that natural things are always the
proper subjects of their movements, even when those movements
are effected or produced by things outside of them.

VII

I have suggested that when Aristotle says that natural things have
in themselves a principle of movement, he means that they have a
kind of ‘authority’ over their movernent, title to which comes not

be said. On the one hand, if we consider the yielding that beds do as a complete
change in its own right, in isolation from the contribution it mazkes to the support
of sleeping bodies, ther: while this change does have the bed for its proper subject,
it is not in the relevant sense characteristic of beds, because it does not constitute
the proper functioning or use of 2 bed (a sign of this is that discarded beds under
piles of junk are no more functioning than abandoned houses). On the other hand,
if we consider the vielding as essentially part of the work of support, then while
this activity, supporting sleeping bodies, is characteristic of beds—and beds piled
with junk are not even parely accomplishing it—it doss not have a bed for its proper
subject, because it consists in a kind of use of a bed by something else.
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with being 1ts efficient cause, but with being its proper subject.
Read this way, the definition of nature implies that the difference
between natural things and artefacts is that natural things are the
proper subjects of their characteristic movernents; that is, the nor-
mal movement or functioning of artefacts consists in a kind of use
of them by other things, while that of natural things does not. This
idea is at least as intuitive as the suggestion that natural things move
themselves, or that they move as they do because they exemplify
certain forms or kinds; moreover, it has the advantage over these
suggestions of appearing to sort the cases correctly (by Aristotle’s
Iights). For Aristotle does not think that natural things always move
themselves, or that they alone exemplify the kinds in terms of which
their movements are explained; but he does appear to think that for
artefacts to move normally is for them to be used by other things,
while for natural things it never is. Finally, this interpretation also
accommodates those passages that say nature is an internal prin-
ciple of genesis, while at the same time saying something definite
about the sense in which this is true: natural things are proper sub-
Jects of their own genesis, because and in so far as they are proper
subjects of their own movement,

Here sormne may object that, however all that might be, the fact is
that it is difficult if not impossible to read Aristotle as saying that
natureis akind of ‘authority’; the word ‘principle’ (dpy7} as it is used
in the Physics does not carry the requisite political connotations. It
is true that Aristotle thinks of nature on 4 kind of analogy with art,
and that he thinks art is a kind of authority (indeed, he speaks of it as
an authority even in Physics 2).2® It is also true that Aristotle thinks
part of what it is to be an authority of the kind artisans have over
tools is to be the proper subject of the undertakings in which the
movements of those tools consist. We may even grant that, at least
in Aristotle, this idea of being the proper subject of a proceeding
is not essentially connected to the notions of reason or choice and
so inapplicable to nature in general. Nevertheless, the fact remains
that when one returns to Physics 2. 1 and reads through it again, it
is hard to overcome the feeling that the word ‘principle’ (dpx#), as
it occurs in the definition of nature, simply lacks the associations
with authority that the present interpretation seems to require.

This seems to me a fair objection, deserving of more careful
consideration than I can give it here. But I would point out in

** 1 have in mind the use of dpyew and dmrdrrew at Phys. 2. 2, 1933627
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closing that there are respectable ways of reading Fhysics 2 that
would soften it considerably. To take just one example: it was once
common to understand Aristotle’s definition of nature against the
background of the Platonic concéption of soul, particularly as it is
developed in Laws 1o, where soul is explicitly called a principle of
movement.’® Atissue in this part of the Laws is whether the various
hallmarks of cosmic order——the system of the heavenly bodies, ani-
mals and plants, the four seasons, and so on—are to be ascribed to
something like reason or art, or rather to something called ‘nature’,
here conceived as the primary unreasoning stuffs of the universe.
The view argued for in the Laws is that these phenomena are to be
attributed to soul and the things associated with soul:

My friend, virtually everyone fails to recognize soul, both what it is-and
what power it has, and particularly its genesis, how it is one of the first
things to come to be and is prior to all bodies, and that it more than
anything else governs [dpye] their every change and rearrangement. And
if this is so . . . judgement and attention and reason and art and law
would be prior to hards and softs and heavies and lights, and in particular
the first and greatest works and actions would arise from art, since they
are among the first, while nature—I mean what they (incorrectly) call
nature®’—and things due to nature would be later and governed by art and
reason [dpxdueva & réyms wal voi].*? (Laws 892 A-B)

In this passage, as elsewhere in Laws ro, the idea that soul 1s an
authority over the movements earlier thinkers ascribe to nature is
explicit and on the surface. Suppose then we follow those scholars
who read Aristotie’s definition of nature against the background of
this discussion in the Laws, perhaps as marking a stand with respect
to the uncompromising criticisms made there of ‘everyone who has
ever put his hand to the investigation of nature’ (891 D). Read this
way, we might take the definition to articulate a conception of nature
that, although it retains some affinities with that of earlier thinkers
{enough to be called a conception of ratre),” is sufbciently like

* So e.p. A. Mansion, Introduction & la Physique Aristotélicienne, and edn. (Paris,
1046), 83 ff.; Solmsen, Svstem, o3 ff; Wieland, Physik, 234, 240 ff.

¥ 1 mean what they (incorrectly) calf nature”: incorrectly, because it is not the
bodies they call nature but rather soul that is the original and first thing to come to
be (see 892 C).

* For dpyeofac éx Twos 8s ‘governed by someone’, see Soph, EL 264, Ant. 63
{references from LS] s.v dpyw, 11.4). Another possible translation is: ‘beginning
from’.

*? Although the Athenian does say that soul deserves the name ‘nature’ more than
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Plato’s conception of art and reason and soul to serve like them as
a kind of principle and source of order: ‘for nature is a cause of
order for everything [4 yap ¢idois airie mdow rdfews] (Phys. 8. 1,
252°12).% If a reading along some such lines as these could be made
to work, perhaps the idea of ‘authority’ (apy%) would not seem so
alien to the definition of nature after all.”® But that is matter for
another time.

University of California at Los Angeles
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