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At the very start of VII. , Aristotle gives a somewhat curious argument for the conclusion that everything
moving is moved by something else than itself. Let 𝑎 be something that moves, and “𝑝” abbreviate the
desired conclusion that 𝑎 is moved by something different than 𝑎:

. If it is not the case that 𝑎 has the source of its motion in itself, then 𝑝.

. Let us suppose 𝑎 has the source of its motion in itself.

. A sufficient condition for 𝑎 is moved by 𝑏: necessarily, if 𝑏 were to stop (“cease from its motion”),
then this would cause 𝑎 to be at rest.

. 𝑎 has a proper part, 𝑐 (“everything that is in motion is divisible”).

. If 𝑐 were not in motion, then 𝑎 would not be in motion, or at least it would not be in motion
“essentially and primarily”.

. So 𝑎 is moved by 𝑐, hence 𝑝.
From the irreflexivity of “…is moved by …”, Aristotle argues for the existence of a first mover:

P Nothing moves itself.
P Something, 𝑎1, moves.
P Whatever it is that moves anything, must also be in motion.
C 𝑎1 is moved by 𝑎2, which is moved by 𝑎3, etc. 𝑎𝑛 being moved by 𝑎𝑛+1, the series is infinite. (from

P -P )
P The motions of all members of the series are simultaneous.
C Eachmotion of a member of the series lasts for the same (amount of) time than the motion of 𝑎1. (from

P ?)
C The motion of the whole series is infinite, because it contains infinitely many numerically different

sub-motions. (from C and C )
P There can be infinite motion in a finite time only if it is done by (attributable to) many things.
P Being moved by something requires being either in contact with it or continuous with it.
C All members of the series are in contact or continuous with each other. (from C and P )
C Hence they are not “many things” in the sense of (P ). (from C )
C The time of the motion of the whole series in finite. (from C ?)

We derive a contradiction and have to deny one of the premisses. Aristotle thinks that we should deny
(P ) and stop the regress with a first mover which is unmoved. There are, of course, plenty of gaps in the
argument. Here are some of them:

• It does not follow from the irreflexivity of “…is moved by …” that there may not be circles, i.e. that
there may not be some 𝑖 < 𝑛 such that 𝑎𝑛 is moved by 𝑎𝑖. This violates reflexivity only if the relation
is also transitive and if for every thing in the series there is just one thing it is moved by.

• It is not clear why we should think that the combined motion of the series takes up a finite time (or
even the same time as motion of 𝑎1, as Aristotle seems to think).

• What justification is there for (P )? Will not (P ) lead to Zenonian paradoxes?

In VII. , Aristotle explicates the requirement that for 𝑎 to move 𝑏, 𝑎 and 𝑏 have to be ‘together’ (to hama)
or in contact (to haptomenon), for the three types of motion:



local, i.e. wrt place if 𝑏’s locomotion is ‘from 𝑎’, 𝑎 imparts it and so 𝑎 must be adjacent to 𝑏. There
cannot be something in between 𝑎 and 𝑏, because 𝑎 is changing 𝑏’s position with respect to its own
place (pushing it away or pulling it towards it)

qualitative if 𝑏’s alteration is ‘from 𝑎’, then, because 𝑏’s alteration could occur in animate things, 𝑎 is a
sensible thing that changes the sensible characteristics of 𝑏 or their degree. If 𝑎 changes 𝑏’s sensible
characteristics, it is either continuous with it (via air in hearing and smelling, via light in sight) or
adjacent to it (as the flavour is in tasting).

quantitative if 𝑏’s increase/decrease is ‘from 𝑎’, 𝑎 either starts the increase by becoming attached to 𝑏
and one with 𝑏 or 𝑎 starts the decrease by being a part that becomes detached from 𝑏, and in both
cases 𝑎 is continuous with 𝑏.

VII. is a defense of the presupposition made just before that alteration is always ‘from’ sensible things,
and only of things that are “said to be essentially affected by sensible things”. The argument is, at first
sight at least, a blatant non-sequitur. Aristotle discusses two cases of change, argues that none of them are
alterations and notes that, in many cases at least, changes of the second kind (acquisitions of states of the
soul) occur in sensible things, more particularly in the sensitive part of the soul, concluding from this that
alterations always occur, except accidentally, only in the sensitive part of the soul.

• When form or figure are changed, this change is not an alteration. When the bronze is sculpted
into a statue, or the wood into a bed, this is not a qualitative change, attributable to the wood or the
bronze. Rather, we have a bronzen statue and a wooden bed. When a quantity of iron is melted
into a bronze and changes its figure, this is also no qualitative change, attributable to the hot fluid.
Rather, we now have bronze (and not just iron in a different shape). In substantial change generally,
what comes into being is not altered (changed qualitatively), and the coming into being is not an
alteration, even if there is an underlying thing (which perhaps necessarily there is).

• The acquisition of a state is also not an alteration, for the state is either perfect or less than perfect
and more or less corrupt. If it is perfect, its acquisition is not gradual: only the endpoint is the
perfect state. If it is less than perfect, it falls short of its thing’s nature and this is again not a gradual
transition, but a binary change from perfect to less-than-perfect. This binary change depends upon
particular relations to other things, and whether or not these relations hold is a yes-no question, even
when alterations in the other relata are necessary for the relation to hold.

VII. discusses the commensurability of motions. and notes first that local, qualitative and quantitative
changes are pairwise incommensurable, for lengths (of local mouvements), affections (of qualitative change)
and magnitudes (of quantitative change) cannot be equal to each other. With respect to locomotion, he
discusses at some length what diagnosis can be given of the (assumed) incommensurability of the length
of a straight and the length of a circular line. To assess questions of commensurability of motions of a
given type (local, qualitative or quantitative), we have to divide the type into species, and these species are
derivable from the species of things that undergo these motions naturally and primarily.

For alterations (qualitative changes), this recipe is applied thus: a becoming white and a becoming healthy
cannot be compared with respect to their speed because white and health are specifically different, i.e. dif-
fer as species (of affections).

VII. observes that among motive force, restive force (e.g. weight), time and distance, the last three are
pairwise directly proportional to each other, but that motive force is not, as it is subject to a threshold
principle: it must be of some quantity to be able to move at all. The same is then said to be true of
alteration: the amount, the extent of alteration and its time are pairwise proportional (half the alteration
in half the time; alteration of half the object in half the time; half the time for half of the alteration or for
alteration of half of the object; double the alteration for half of the object; half of the object altered for
half of the alteration), but this does not hold for that which causes the alteration: it must meet a certain
threshold to cause any alteration at all.


