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What- and why-questions
The so-called Socratic ‘method’, famously, is to ask, of a large number of phenomena 𝑥, what 𝑥 is. In this way, the
Charmides asks, “What is temperance [sôphrosunê]?”, the Laches “What is courage [andreia]?”, the Euthyphro “What is piety
[hosiotês]?”, and the Meno “What is virtue [aretê]?”. Beaney ( : appendix I) writes:

On the whole, commentators agree that what Socrates is seeking are real rather than nominal definitions,
definitions that specify the essential nature of the thing concerned rather than the properties by means of which
we can recognise it or the meaning of the term used to designate it. But there has been more controversy over
precisely what the presuppositions of the elenctic method are, and how to respond, in particular, to the charge
that Socrates commits the so-called Socratic fallacy. Socrates appears to be committed to the principle that if
one does not know what the 𝐹 is, then one cannot know if 𝐹 is truly predicable of anything whatever, in which
case it seems pointless to try to discover what the 𝐹 is by investigating examples of it via the elenctic method.

According to Beaney, theMenomay be read as presenting (or at least: working on) a solution to this problem. Alan Silverman
describes the method of the early, “Socratic” dialogues as follows:

At the heart of the Socratic elenchus is the ‘What is X’ question (where ‘X’ typically names an ethical property).
The answers offered to these questions fail usually because they are too narrow or too wide. An answer is too
narrow if it fails to include all cases. An answer is too wide if, while it includes all cases of, for instance, piety,
it also includes other things, cases of justice or impiety. We can infer from these failed definitions a set of
conditions Socrates places on an adequate answer to his ‘What is X’ questions. He is seeking an answer which
picks out a Socratic Property, e.g., Piety, that is a universal such that: it is found whenever and wherever there
is an instance of Piety; and it ‘causes’ or ‘makes’ the instance to be such as it is. Piety’s power to make, e.g.,
Socrates, pious derives from Piety’s itself being pious. Piety self-predicates: Piety is pious. Because it is pious,
when Piety is present to/in Socrates, Piety causes Socrates to be pious. (Silverman : sct. )

In this set-up, an important strand in Aristotelian theoretising may be understood as aiming at removing the ‘scare quotes’
from “ ‘causes’ ” and “ ‘makes’ ”.

Eutyphro and the direction of explanation
Philosophy, in my view quite generally, is concerned with Euthyphro questions; Euthyphro questions ask for a specific kind of
explanation, they are requests to 𝜙 some 𝑥, where

• 𝜙 is some explanatory relation such as account for, make intelligible, analyse, make conceptual room for, provide for
the possibility of,

• 𝑥 is some very general phenomena of the word: (the nature of things belonging to) very general metaphysical cate-
gories [particulars, properties, substances, tropes, events, states of affairs, agents, God, space, time] and their (essen-
tial) relations, (the nature of) important classes of properties [modal, aesthetic, normative, moral, epistemic, mental,
quantitative, colours, vectors, ], (the nature of) a broad range of mental and bodily states [belief, desire, knowl-
edge, expectation, hope, emotions, feelings, sensation, perception] or processes [most importantly, qualitative and
substantial change]

Examples:

• the mental is grounded in the physical
• the normative is grounded in the non-normative



• the dispositional is grounded in the non-dispositional
• the legal is grounded in the social
• the moral is grounded in the non-moral
• the semantic is grounded in the social
• determinable properties are grounded in their determinates

Quite often, and without apparent awareness of heterogeneity, philosophers also say things such as:

• wholes are grounded in their parts
• sets are grounded in their members
• holes are grounded in their hosts

Platonism and Aristotelianism

Physical mathematics vs. mathematical physics

Plato’s conception of mathematics may, with some qualifications, be called ‘Pythagorean’: mathematics describes an eternal
and unchanging, entirely formal but self-subsistent structure of entities that are not dependent on, nor grounded in, nor
abstracted from the objects of empirical knowledge (if we have such knowledge at all).

Aristotle has an entirely different conception: he finds mathematical structures within the empirical world, not just mir-
roring but grounding its law-governed dynamics and making it intelligible. The way mathematical structures are present
‘in’ the empirical world is the explanandum of the form/matter distinction. While matters are certainly very complicated,
forms are certainly not ‘in’ the things they are forms of in a way that would make them separable. Form/matter compounds
should not be thought of as just thereby (i.e.: just in virtue of being compounds) complex, i.e. not as composites of two in-
dividually identifiable components – their matter and their form – but as matter-that-is-formed, where the form is not a
what-is (by itself), but a special type of a how-something (i.e. the matter)-is, namely the what-it-is-(for-the-matter-)to-be-the-
kind-of-thing-this-is. While this contrasts ‘immanent’ Aristotelian forms with ‘transcendent’ Platonic ideas, it leaves open
the type of immanence, inter alia the question whether Aristotelian forms are (general) universals or (particular) tropes.

Aristotle distinguishes four types of ‘causes’ and criticises Plato for focussing solely on one – the formal (type of) cause.
When a builder builds a house out of bricks according to a plan, we can ask four (types of) why-questions, all variants, with
different emphasis, of the question “why did the house come about?”:

efficient cause how does the house come about? by the initiation of the (activity or process of) building, rather than, e.g.,
by the initiation of a process of growing.

material cause out of what does the house come about? out of the bricks that then constitute it, rather than, e.g., some
wooden planks.

formal cause what makes it a house that comes about? a plan, account, definition of what a house is, rather than, e.g.,
a plan, account, definition of what a church is.

final cause for what does a house come about? to provide shelter, rather than, e.g., to embellish the landscape.

Even at this high level of abstraction, however, the account has to be made more complicated than this:

• The theory of efficient causality has to take into account the distinction between potentiality and actuality, which
applies to (efficient) causes and effects symmetrically: in the same way as the (process of) building actualises a way
for the bricks to be a way they previously were only potentially, it also actualises a way for the builder to be (being
such as having built a house) she antecedently was only potentially.

• The theory of material causation has to take into account the relativity of the matter/form distinction: while the
bricks are matter-for the house, they may themselves have been formed out of mud, i.e. be themselves formed matter.
Whether the distinction ‘bottoms out’, ie. whether there is ultimate, or ‘prime’ matter, is a disputed question.

• The theory of formal causation has to take into account that one and the same form explains why the house is a
house and why the house-builder is a house-builder, i.e. the ‘transmission’ and resultant commonality of the form
along relations of efficient causality (the problem is hairiest with respect to the conception of perception as ‘uptake
of form without matter’).

• The theory of final causation has to take into account that what it is for a house to be (to be a house) is both what
explains why the builder acts in the way she does and determines her success in doing so. Among other things, it has
to explain why a three-legged dog is possible, being both a dog and a less-than-optimal dog, and why a house is for
providing shelter and may still fail to do so (perhaps because it is incompetently built).

Aristotle thinks of these four causes (or perhaps better: reasons, explanations, grounds, process-aspects?) not on the model
that contemporary theorists use when they talk, e.g., about causal overdetermination (different causes being individually
sufficient for one and the same effect) or the ‘causal closure’ of the physical (that effects of a certain – physical – type can only

. Perhaps “why did the house come about?” can be heard as a question about the efficient cause, where “why did the house come about?” would ask for
the material, “why did the house come about?” for the formal and “why did the house come about?” for the final cause.



have causes of that same type). Rather, it is an, at least in principle, open-ended taxonomy for talking about the dynamics
of things in the broadest sense, including not just qualitative change, but motion, qualitative hetereogeneity, coming into
being and ceasing to exist.

Ideas & participation vs. form and matter

I find it an attractive interpretative hypothesis that the complexity of Aristotle’s system is motivated by his perceiving a need
to make certain distinctions in order to avoid the roughly ‘Parmenidean’ account Plato gives of fundamental reality. One
major problem of such an account, in my own words, can be put as follows: it is not possible that the changing reality (or
at least the changing of reality) is only apparent because in order for us to be mislead in this way (to falsely think reality
changes) we ourselves (or the appearances we have) must be assumed to change. Immutabilism is metaphysically possible,
but dialectically self-undermining: if it were true, we could never take it to be false; but we do; hence it is false.

Perhaps it is this consideration that leads Aristotle to give so much critical attention to the relation Plato postulates between
the world of ideas and the empiricial world. A beautiful rose, for Plato, is beautiful in virtue of participating / partaking
in the idea beauty (or perhaps: the idea of beauty). Aristotle objects (i) that the relation of participation is mysterious, (ii)
that it does not explain what it was introduced to explain and (iii) that it leads to a vicious regress. It is mysterious because
it is external, i.e. not uniquely determined by how its relata are. It is explanatorily impotent because it does not show how
beauty makes the rose beautiful, but only states that it does: not only does the relation just by itself provide no basis to
distinguish different ideas, nor (what could come to be the same thing) does it explain their potency in making things, e.g.,
beautiful. It also does not seem to be of the right kind to provide such an explanation: the mere existence of a further thing
will not ‘tie’ the rose appropriately to the idea; we need the relation ‘as relating’, or ‘insofar as it relates them’, but this
invites a further why-question (why does it relate the rose to the idea?) which has not yet received an answer.

Third and most importantly, postulating (the relation of) participation for explanatory purposes leads to vicious regresses,
commonly called ‘third man’ problems. One of them may perhaps be put as follows: A minimal requirement for beauty
to bestow, in some sense, beauty on the rose is for it to be itself beautiful (perhaps this is an instance of “nothing can come
from nothing”?). The commonality between the beautiful rose and beautiful beauty is then part of what explains that the
rose is beautiful (or, perhaps better: what it is for the rose to be beautiful). This commonality, however, is in itself in need of
explanation, for it is of the same kind as the commonality between two beautiful roses – which to explain beautywas invoked
in the first instance. No other way of explaining the commonality between the rose and beauty is available, however, than
in terms of yet another super-form super-beauty, itself beautiful, in which both the rose and beauty participate. Unless and
until we have explained this super-form (and all the infinitely many on top of it), we have not explained the initial datum,
which is just to say that Plato’s participation account of quality-possession has no explanatory power at all.

Plato, of course, had his reasons to introduce ideas. Only ideas, hemight say, explain (i) howwe can have knowledge of things
(the problem being particularly pressing, but not limited to, a priori knowledge), (ii) why things are not just coincidentially
how we take them to be, but really do exhibit the patterns and structures we observe them to have with some robustness
or ‘necessity’, and finally (iii) that there are, or at least could be, eternal and unchanging things. To the extent that the
interpretative hypothesis sketched above is on the right track, we may expect Aristotle to address these problems.

Mere appearance vs. the reality of change

Plato is an anti-realist or at least a reductionist about change: change is, or even must be, wholly explainable in terms
of unchanging things and is, at least to this extent, only apparent. Aristotle’s world, on the contrary, is fundamentally
dynamic: he takes the actuality of qualitative change (from red to non-red), intensification (from slower to faster), growth
(from thinner to fatter) and of substantial change (coming to be, ceasing to be) as a datum, but also accepts that all change
is change of something, something happening to something else, i.e. that in all change, something must ‘underlie’.

His hylomorphic account of change in terms of an underlying matter changing its form between opposites aspires to
reconcile these opposing tendencies by providing a middle way between (i) the atomists who have unchanging things and
cannot explain how change emerges from their interaction because they falsely suppose that all change is qualitative and
(ii) the Platonists who admit only opposites, and nothing underlying and hence are committed to construe all change as
either extrinsic or existential (and hence, given further Parmenidean assumptions, impossible). Here too, the details are
murky: to satisfy the incompatibility condition on change, we need a succession of two different things; to satisfy the proper
subject condition, you need an unchanging thing. If we have only one of them, we do not have change. But do we have
change if we have both? We call the first “form”, the latter “matter”. Crucial question: in what sense does changing form
+ unchanging matter result in changing compound? Two subquestions:

(i) what are the relations between (i-a) form and the compound, (i-b) matter and the compound, (i-c) form and matter?
they must be of the type that underwrites our epistemic right to infer what happens with the compound from (and,
more ambitiously, explain by) what happens with matter and form;

. It is also quite difficult to see how anyone could ever become convinced of immutabilism, if she was not so convinced already.



(ii) in what sense is the situation asymmetric enough to ascribe change to the compound? why do we privilege the change
in the form over the constancy in the matter?

“Parthood” as an answer to the first two questions of (i) has problems with (ii). This has to do with it’s not directly answering
(i-c), ie. it’s not giving us a real, direct, relation between the form and the matter. But if the form is not part of compound,
in what way is it its form?

Aristotelian dynamics operates with a crucial, but unfortunately quite opaque, distinction between two modes of being:
potentiality, power or ground of possibility – dunamis – on the one side, and actuality, realisation or reality – energeia – on
the other. Though the distinction is supposed to have a much more general application (and its difficulty is partly due to
its very high degree of generality), perhaps the clearest case of the dunamis/energeia distinction is the relation between a
capacity for change and the changes to which it gives rise. All change is due to a capacity for change, a dunamis: what there
is constrains what must have been possible. Conversely, the dunamis also explains the energeia it is a dunamis-for: what
can be constrains what there is. Even in this perhaps simplest case, however, the distinction is not the one we are perhaps
more familiar with between a disposition (dispositional property, ‘potentiality’, ‘power’) like fragility and its manifestation,
the shattering of a particular glass. Dunamis and energeia are correlative, and the dunamis by itself explains or grounds
its actualisation. Neither does Aristotle have a simple counterfactual analysis: the dunamis is not what a thing would be
under such-and-such circumstances, but a way the thing is in the here and now.

Aristotle’s realism about change is also a realism about our perception of it: when we start to see the redness of the rose, we
become related to redness – in a similar, though different way in which the rose becomes related to redness when it itself
becomes red. Cashing out the sense in which redness figures in its perceiver not just apparently, but really, is in my view
one of the hardest problems of Aristotle exegesis.
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. As with the matter/form distinction, the issue is further complicated by the fact that this distinction too is relative: something may, e.g., have a
dunamis to have another dunamis.


