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Marmodoro’s overview of Aristotelian physics

Summary

In her also otherwise quite excellent defense of the Aristotelian view that perception is uptake of form without matter,
Marmodoro ( ) gives a brief, and very readable overview of Aristotle’s physics and metaphysics. I find it interesting
because it connects an interpretation of Aristotle’s view to contemporary strands in metaphysics, and for this reason propose
it as an interpretive foil, to be ‘tested’ as we go along.

In her ch. , Marmodoro ( ) presents the hylomorphic account of change in terms of an underlying matter changing its
form between opposites. She attributes to Aristotle two main views of contemporary relevance ( : ):

• that all properties are causal powers ( δυνάμεις, potentialities);
• that causation is the activation of such powers ( ἐν ἐνεργείᾳ or ἐνεργείᾳ, actuality).

Contrary to many contemporary theorists (who normally think that the disposition does not ‘survive’ its manifestation),
Marmodoro’s Aristotle will accepts activated powers as such, i.e. things that are both powers and actual:

…the actuality of a power is to be interpreted as its state of activation; its exercising powerfulness. For Aristotle, a
power does not cease to be powerful while activated, nor is its powerfulness reducible tomere potentiality…The
powerfulness of a power is either the potentiality to bring about change, or the actuality of bringing about
change. (Marmodoro : – )

Marmodoro illustrates the point with the first vs. second actuality distinction from De Anima (cf. II. a - , - and II.
a - , b - ). I potentially know Finnish, because I have the capacity to learn Finnish which I would then actualise

by speaking Finnisch. Learning Finnish is the first actualisation of the my capacity to know Finnish, speaking it the second.
The potentiality to second-actualise my potential knowledge of Finnish (i.e. the capacity to speak) is not only compatible
with but presupposes its first-actualisation (my learning Finnish).

Marmodoro seems to generalise this account quite widely (though perhaps I’ve misunderstood). The potentiality of water
to break, for example, is first-actualised by its freezing, and second-actualised by its being crushed. When the ice is crushed,
it is no longer breakable (“brittle”), but its potentiality to break is retained at the stage of its first actualisation (when it is
ice). So this is a case where some power (to break) is actualised (by freezing) and retained as a power (at least at the stage
of its first actualisation).

Not only is the actualisation of the power (ie. the change it produces under the right circumstances) compatible with its
continued existence as a power, it is also intrinsic to the power:

Being activated is simply exercising the powerfulness that defines what the power is. (Marmodoro : )

While the ‘powerfulness’ of powers has to be distinguished from their activation, it is not in need of a categorical basis:
powers do not need to be grounded in something which is not a power – they are “pure”, in contemporary parlance.

The activation of a power is a state of it, an “activity” the power is “enganged in” (Marmodoro : ), either instantaneous
(energeia, praxis) or temporally extended (kinesis in the strict sense, process). The latter allow for a distinction between partial
and full realisation; only when fully realised does the product ‘follow’ and its end (telos) is realised; however, the process
is actualised already before and the change is taking place: the change is the house-building, the actualisation of the
potentiality qua potentiality (while, presumably, the house would be the actualisation of the potentiality qua actuality).

. An initial suspicion with respect to its overall interpretational adequacy arises from the quite startling fact that Marmodoro does not discuss the
matter-form contrast at all. While I think it is true that it serves the same, or at least a very similar purpose as the potentiality-actuality distinction, I still
surmise that both have to be taken into account to get the full picture. But we will have to assess this suspicion during what lies ahead.



The actualisation of a power depends on contact (thixei, Phys. a - ) with its correlative power, on which it is existentially
dependent. Powers are thus relative, but not for this reason relations: the power to heat, e.g., is ontologically dependent
on the power to be heated (if the second were not to exist, neither would the first, and vice versa), but this dependence
is grounded in some of its monadic properties. The power to heat and the power to be heated can only exist (i.e., for
Aristotle: be exemplified) together, but not because they are de-relativisations of a conceptually and ontologically prior
‘𝑥 heats 𝑦’ relation, but primitively so. To make it plausible that this applies not just to the activation of powers, but to
powers-in-potentiality, Marmodoro refers to Aristotle’s views of possibility:

…if there is nothing that can be so affected, how can there be a power whose nature is to bring about that
effect? Aristotle believes in some form of the Principle of Plenitude – namely, that what is possible will happen.
If so, then it follows that he believes that the end of each power in potentiality must be realizable. (Marmodoro

: )

When the activation conditions are fulfilled, the activation follows by natural necessity: unless something external interferes and
for the most part, both the active and the passive powers become activated. When the resulting powers are different from
those activated (but also: only then), we have change. When the active and the passive power come together, they become
activated: this mutual activation of the powers is causation (rather than: has a causal effect):

The interdependence of the relative powers translates into their mutual qualitative transition to exercising their
powerfulness, which is what their causal interaction consists in. (Marmodoro : )

In this causal interaction, Aristotle says, we have a transmission of a form from the active to the passive power (or rather:
from the thing exercising the active power to the thing (possibly itself, but qua another) exercising the passive power). The
transmitted form is then the “principle or cause” (arche or aition) of themotion (kinesis) (Phys. a - ). Even though causation
is symmetric (it is the joint activation of correlative powers), the form is transmitted from the one to the other, though
Marmodoro stresses that this is just a figurative way of talking (though also admitting that we cannot explain for what it is a
metaphor):

The transference of the form of the active power to the passive one is not a description of the mechanism of
causal efficacy, but only of the type of qualitative change that takes place in the passive power. Aristotle has
identifed a ground-level activity that cannot be explained by more primitive ontological tools. (Marmodoro

: )

While it is, in her view, inexplicable and only metaphorical, the ‘transmission of form’ has to be itself a process, which takes
time and may be interrupted before it is completed: the change is thus the gradual reception of the form by the passive
power (i.e.: the activation of a thing’s power to receive the form), itself a process.

The so-called ‘Actualities of Motion’ dilemma in Physics III may be understood as questioning the compatibility of sym-
metric causation with asymmetric (even anti-symmetic) transmission of form. We will come back to this argument when
discussing the third book.

Criticism

Non-exhaustibility of powers. Crucial to Marmodoro’s conception of Aristotelian powers is her conception of their
‘powerfulness’: that they become activate and produce change while at the same time remaining powers, i.e. powerful.
The first-vs.-second actualisation contrast does not quite do this, as it allows for a weaker reading according to which the
first potentiality is strictly speaking only the potentiality to acquire a certain skill (speaking Finnish, for example), which is
lost when activated, while it is only loosely describable as the potentiality to activate the skill (which, of course, is retained
when the skill is acquired). This may be corroborated by the earth-wood-casket case (Met. a - ) Marmodoro ( :
, fn. ) herself cites: while earth is potentially wood and wood is potentially a casket, earth, strictly speaking, is not a

casket.

Intrinsicness of the activation to the power. Though Marmodoro ( : - , fn. ) is right to distinguish her view
from the evenmore extreme position ofMartin ( : ) that not only the activation but the very manifestation of the power
is intrinsic to it, that ‘directedness’ is intrinsic is still a strong and somewhat implausible claim. Powers are not activated all
by themselves, but only under certain circumstances (the heater has to be turned on, for instance) – why should we not
then attribute this activation not partly to the other factors too?
It is true that Aristotle takes the cause of the activation (fulfilment, the passage from potentiality to actuality) to be something
he calls “contact” and conceives of it as something like (what we would call today) an “enabling” or “triggering condition”;

. This additional claim is made by Marmodoro on p. : , though on p. : she calls “change” the “actuality or activation of the passive
power”.

. The dependency on other factors is precisely what is missing from Marmodoro’s example of “the relation of a girl to the woman she becomes [said
to be] intrinsic to that person” ( : ).



it is equally true that the type of contact needed and the type of possible activation partners may be, perhaps even have to
be, mentioned in the definition of the power in question. But it still does not follow that the activation is intrinsic, for things
may be defined by extrinsic properties.
Presumably, the reason Marmodoro has not to think that powers are extrinsically individuated is that their telos, the form
they are able to ‘transmit’, is ‘given’ (specified? determined?) by their activation partners, the correlative passive powers, to
which they stand in a relation of ontological dependence which is not a relation. This is certainly true, but not a sufficient
reason. For they also also intimately related to their passive powers in another way: when power 𝑝1 becomes activated
together with its passive correlate 𝑝2, the process (or activity) which is the activation of 𝑝1 is (the very same thing as) the
activation of 𝑝2. Aristotle even says that this “sameness-in-actuality” grounds the ontological dependence:

Since the actualities of the sensible object [passive] and of the sensitive faculty [active] are one in actuality,
while different in their modes of being, actual hearing and actual sounding appear and disappear from exis-
tence at one and the same moment, and so actual savor and actual tasting, etc., while as potentialities one of
them may exist without the other. (DA a - , cited in Marmodoro ( : ), emphasis added)

Purity of powers. While it is certainly an acceptable interpretative hypothesis to take Aristotle’s powers to be pure, it is
not mandated by Aristotle’s characterisation of them as originative sources of change inMet. a - . Indeed, Marmodoro
herself allows for cases where a power (such as weight) is exercised without there being any change (neither a process nor
an activity), such as with the the floor sustaining my weight ( : ).
  To me, the ‘purity’ of powers, their lack of non-dispositional properties, makes the existential dependence between recipro-
cal powers quite mysterious. The power to heat and the power to be heated, Marmodoro says, are existentially dependent:
neither could exist without the other. This existential interdependence applies to powers also in their merely potential
state: even for some piece of wood to have the capacity to heat, there must be things that can be heated. This is quite
startling: why could there not be things that are see-able, in principle, such as rocks, without there being anything that has
the capacity to see them (e.g. because no eyes have evolved)? This makes only sense to me if see-able things have another,
non-dispositional or categorical property that makes them see-able, present already before the evolution of the eye and in
virtue of which things become see-able once an eye has evolved.
Marmodoro’s invocation of the ‘principle of plenitude’ does not help: even if everything that is possible will eventually
happen (i.e.: what never happens could not have happened) and thus forever unactivated powers are impossible

The topic of the Physics: kinesis
The Physics is a “lecture concerning nature” (physike akroasis) and what is characteristic of natural things (things that exist by
nature) is that they have in themselves a source or principle (arche) of kinesis (Phys. II.i b ). CHECK, OR BOOK ? It
is often remarked that the customary translation as “movement” or “motion” is too narrow and that “kinesis” applies to all
kinds of changes. Together with its contrary (stasis, sometimes translated “rest” or “stability”), it covers any time-occupying
physical process (cf. Yavetz : xii).

Absolute and relative fundamentality
It is an important, albeit sometimes not sufficiently recognised fact about many of the crucial concepts of Aristotelian
metaphysics that they have both a relative/comparative and an absolute/maximalist form. We thus speak of “the essence
of ”, “the substance of ”, “the form of ” and “the matter of ” some things, but also of “essences”, “substances”, “forms” and
“pieces of matter”. We may take either of these as prior, and then try to define, or at least characterise, the other in terms
of it:

(rel) 𝑥 is an essence/substance/form / 𝑥 is matter def ↔ ∃𝑦(𝑥 is the essence/substance/form/matter of 𝑦)

Alternatively, we may also choose to take the other direction of explanation:

(abs) 𝑥 is the essence/substance/form/matter of 𝑦 def ↔ 𝑅(𝑥,𝑦) ∧ 𝑥 is an essence / a substance / a form /
matter to degree 𝑛1 ∧𝑦 is an essence / a substance / a form / matter to degree 𝑛2 ∧𝑛1 < 𝑛2

While (rel) is certainly more natural, it is not without problems. If the relation being the essence (substance/form/matter) of is
irreflexive (i.e. never relates a thing to itself), then there are essences/substances/forms/pieces of matter only if it bottoms
out – i.e. if there are things that have essences but are not essences, have substances but are not substances, have forms but
are not forms and have matter but are not themselves matter.

. Marmodoro is clear about this implication of her interpretation of the ‘powerfulness’ of powers : , fn. ; , though she also very misleadingly
says: “Pros ti prioerties are monadic properties such that their manifestation or activation depends counterfactually on the activation of their correlatives.”
( : ) – it is not just their activation, but their very existence which so depends!



Constructional ontology
As Bostock ( : – , cited after reprint) has remarked, Aristotle, unlike his predecessors, is not so much concerned just
with listing the basic the ‘ultimate ingredients of the world’, but rather to explain the generation (genesis) of the world as we
know it from more fundamental elements.
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