
[Notes: 
1. This writing, one of Dr. Clark's papers housed at the PCA archives, appears to date from the mid to 
late 1920s. A church program of Nov 29th 1923 is contained within the pages of the document, setting 
this is as the terminus post quem. Additional support for this date is evidenced by the typeface used – 
Clark's early typewriter – and the nature of the paper as an assignment mentioning Dr. Edgar Singer of 
the philosophy department of UPenn. Dr. Singer became Clark's advisor following the 1926 death of 
William Romaine Newbold. An additional comment Clark has written in the margin comes from Prof. 
Isaac Husik, another philosophy professor at UPenn.

2. Clark uses the term “presuppositions” here earlier than in any known writing of his. This seems to 
predate any interaction with Cornelius Van Til.  - DJD, 20 Oct, 2014]

A R I S T O T L E,

in the light of a lamp. 

by

Gordon H. Clark 

Aristotle. 

Introduction. 

Aristotle is difficult. Anyone who has attempted the study knows that. The difficulty lies in a 
strange confusion, a confusion which Aristotle himself points out in reference to knowing a concrete 
object like this desk lamp before me as against knowing some abstract metaphysical principle. The 
thing which by its nature is most knowable is in fact hardest to understand, as the metaphysical 
principle for it is exact and authoritative. But the desk lamp is by nature less knowable for it is not 
exact, yet in a sense a child can know it. In a similar manner Aristotle's discussions contain the 
apparently complex but really simple along with the apparently simple but really complex. 

That he discusses what is apparently complex but really simple, in the sense that a first principle
is simple, is denied by no one who has found him difficult to understand. But the apparently simple 
element, which can be known as easily as this desk lamp, is not at first so obvious. Along with his 
profound thinking there goes a naïve acceptance of the world as it appears. And our scientific 
sophistication obscures the import of what must have been for his pupils the most obvious of 
implications. His technical phraseology half conceals half discloses concrete illustrations. The former is
the larger half. But in places we see his mind at work. There is one passage where he is laboring to 
explain the many ways in which things may differ, as opposed to Democritus who limited differences 
to three. One of the illustrations is the wind, which he says differs in place. Wind qua wind is of course 
the same, but the north wind differs from the east, south or west wind in place, since the north is where 
it resides.

This illustration not only shows the concrete meanings he had in mind, but also leads to another 
introductory remark which is important to consider in reading Aristotle. He clung tenaciously to the 



common opinions of men. It is a banality to draw attention to the fact that in order to understand a 
system one must understand the preceding systems out of which it grew and the succeeding systems 
which it caused. But an element sometimes forgotten and especially prominent in Aristotle is the 
substratum of common opinion, language and customs which a man must use even tho he try to free 
himself from them. Aristotle rather than trying to free himself, strove merely to bring out their essential
truth. Thus when you ask the ordinary man what things are truly real, he will answer, this desk lamp, 
this pen. So Aristotle in opposition to Plato whom he constantly attacks will by virtue of the answer of 
the ordinary man cling to the reality of the individual sense object; nor will a subtle argument about 
Matter or Form or Idea attempting to define what is meant by reality and sense object, drive him from 
the conclusion that this lamp is real. 

Destructive Work. 

Before constructing his system, Aristotle must clear the ground of Plato's. Aristotle may have 
misunderstood Plato, again he may have not; for he was no novice incapable of contemplating 
philosophic belief, nor was he a stranger whose information was unreliable. No one had a better 
opportunity to understand Plato than he unless he was unqualified by disposition. At any rate, Aristotle 
uncompromisingly attacks what he thought was Plato's doctrine. A complete analysis of the attack is 
unnecessary, but a summary of the arguments use may not be out of place. 

1. The arguments for Plato's Ideas do not prove their independent existence.
2. If they did, they would prove too much.
3. The Ideas are a purposeless duplication of things; for they are not the cause of motion, nor 

the cause of the existence of things, nor the cause of our knowledge of things.
4. If the Ideas is the essence of the thing, it cannot exist apart from it.
5. Participation, a necessary part of the theory, is a mere figure of speech.
6. The common property of the thing and the Idea requires a higher Ideas and so on to infinity.
7. The reduction of Ideas to number is still more preposterous.

To balance this destructive criticism is the constructive element that nevertheless the concept or 
idea in a non-Platonic sense has objective reality. This is dictated by epistemological considerations, for
if the concept is purely subjective how can an object be known? It also involves ontology since reality 
is that which exists. Thus, not too strictly, the explanation of how the concept has objective reality may 
be said to constitute his system of philosophy.

Presuppositions of a Science of Ontology
This desk lamp is green; also it is heavy; and again it is useful in shedding light on what I am 

writing. Thus the word “is” and therefore “the existent” have many meanings, nevertheless the 
investigation of them belongs to one science, for the various meanings have a common element that 
they are all related in one way or another to reality. 

In pursuing the study of existent we must state two axioms, which tho they cannot be 
demonstrated in the strict sense of demonstration must be established in some manner. The first axiom 
is the law of contradiction, which may be established by refuting its opponents thru a reductio ad 
absurdum. This is done in two ways, Λογιχως and Φυσιχως.

Λογιχως. First, Lamp must signify a single thing both in the real world and in consciousness. If 
it signifies a definite number of things such as a piece of furniture, an ornament or a paper-weight, a 
special name may be given to each signification and so each name would signify one thing. But if the 
signification be infinite, as those who deny this axiom must hold, then this lamp is also not a lamp, and 



since not a lamp is a calendar and also not a calendar, as well as both a book and not book. That is to 
say, since it designates nothing in particular, it designates nothing at all.

Second, Further implications may be urged against rejecting this axiom. For instance all 
statements regarding my lamp would be accidental and the underlying reality would not be there for the
accidents to attach to. Again, if my lamp is not a lamp, it is also neither lamp nor not lamp. That is, he 
who rejects the law of contradiction must also reject the law of excluded middle, which we will discuss
presently. The result is that all judgments become purely subjective and man is the measurer of all 
things. Everything then is true, and that everything includes our axioms. Of course the opponents with 
their usual insistence on the laws of logic might call the above reasoning a petitio principii. 

Φυσιχως. We may find another method of establishing our axiom I seeing how some are led to 
deny it by virtue of their physics. This leads to a discussion of subjective idealism and sensationalism. 
That truth is determined by the senses, which makes everything true, is deduced from two false 
doctrines. First, that only sensible objects exist, and second no statement made of them is true for they 
are constantly changing.

Some have arrived at this first doctrine by identifying the judgment of the intellect with sense 
impression. But if this is logically followed out, it will result in waving good-bye to philosophic 
discourse as was the case with Kratylus. Now sense perception proper, free from all interpretation is 
infallible. It is an awareness of something not itself. The object of the awareness is a παθος of a real 
subject, υποχείμενον. The object of sensation, i.e. the greenness or the hardness, the distinct from the 
perception is dependent on the perceiver as well as on the real thing. For if either the percipient or the 
real thing changes, a different sensum is produced. That is to say, if ink splashes on my lamp I will no 
longer see green but blue, or if I become color blind I will no longer see green either. The mistake is to 
make a judgment about the thing, but the perception per se, that I see green, is infallible. Yet because 
the sensum depends on me as well as on the lamp, it does not follow that the thing does not exist, nor 
that man is the measurer of all things, for I have not chosen to see green, or have any perception. It is 
stimulated without me by something without, and altho the stimulator, the lamp, and the stimulated, 
myself, are relative terms, it does not prove that the lamp is non-existent when I no longer perceive it. 

And even if sensible objects are continuously changing, the very continuous change implies an 
existent of which a portion changes and of which a portion does not. If in the literary zeal which 
produces this paper, my ink splashes on the desk lamp so that it becomes blue rather than green, the 
lamp thruout the change possesses something of the quality which is being lost. When it no longer 
possesses any of that quality, the change has ceased. Then too, all during the change it has some of the 
quality it is acquiring. If not, the change would not have been begun. Thus on the lamp we distinguish a
portion which has and a portion which has not changed. Both exist. 

Again the change itself requires a cause. The blue lamp will be caused by the splashing of ink, 
and this by the literary zeal, which may have another cause, but the series cannot be infinite. 

Besides, qualitative changes are not continuous. The portion of the lamp becomes blue so 
immediately, and if the final result is a still deeper shade of blue, it is attained by discontinuous 
splashes. If those who hold the theories we are refuting reply that in nature the deepening blue sky of 
evening is continuous, in opposition to our illustration, we say the case is the same and the degree of 
instantaneous change is the minimum perceptible. 

Lastly, if nothing but presentations to consciousness exist, then the existence of the lamp 
depends on that of myself. But on what does my existence depend? For my sensations are not the 
objects of themselves; rather, they imply the existence of something prior which is not mere sensation.

Conclusion.  Therefore both by logical and physical analyses it has been shown that the law of 
contradiction is the most indisputable of all beliefs; from which follows the truth that contradictory 
attributes cannot attach to the same subject. 

The second axiom which is prerequisite for a science of ontology is the Law of Exclude Middle.



As long as judgments are true or false, the axiom holds, and to make it clearer there may be adduced 
the following considerations.

If there were a logical intermediate between x and x', (let x' be precisely not x) it would be 
either homogeneous or heterogeneous. (We notice that the discussion cannot take place without 
assuming the law in question.) If the second alternative be chosen and one say lamp is intermediate 
between calendar and writer, it is simply not an intermediate in the logical sense. On the other hand if 
the intermediate be homogeneous, as grey between white and not-white, then there could be a change 
to white from something that was not-white and everyone agrees that this could never be. Therefore 
grey cannot be a logical intermediate between white and not-white. 

But if nevertheless, this were maintained, there would be an intermediate for every pair, 
existent, and non-existent, genesis and dissolution etc., and the intermediate in turn would require 
another intermediate with each extreme and so on to infinity.

Finally the denial of the law of excluded middle implies that all things are false. Therefore the 
denial itself is false. Or if the denial alone be excepted and called true, then one true statement implies 
an infinity of truths. 

Having thus established his axioms, and before going on with the study of the existent, Aristotle
adds a final conclusion with reference to the nature of the universe. In the dialogue “Sophists” Plato, 
possibly spurred on by the insistences of his obstreperous pupil, finds that the World of Ideas cannot be 
immutable in every sense of the word. He argues that since knowing is a form of action and being 
known therefore a form of passion, since Reality or Being can be known it suffers passion. Therefore 
the totality of existents (or perfect Being = παντελως οντα) is not entirely devoid of motion, life, soul 
and thought. On the other hand if everything moves, intellect is impossible, for it requires a 
permanence which in turn requires rest. Therefore the All is neither all immutable nor entirely mutable. 
Here Aristotle draws the same conclusion. If all things are at rest, the statement, this lamp is green, will
always be true, for no ink will splash. If everything is in motion all statements will be false and 
knowledge will be impossible. Nor can this be interpreted to mean that each thing is sometimes at rest 
and sometimes in motion. For the First Mover must be unmoved. 

The Objects of First Philosophy
Metaphysics, or what Aristotle calls First Philosophy, has undisputed possession of its field; 

both because other sciences will have nothing to with this sort of investigation and because, especially, 
of the nature of the subjects involved. Science is divided like all Gaul, there are cognitive, the poietio 
and the practio sciences. The last two, since they contain subjective determinations are inferior to the 
cognitive sciences, the objects of which are certain orders of the existent objectively determined. 

Cognitive science also is similar to the land of Caesar. It comprises Physics, mathematics, and 
third science, which unlike Physics does not investigate the mutable and unlike mathematics does not 
investigate that which is dependent on matter. This third science is First Philosophy or Theology. It 
may be called theology because the independent and immutable must be divine if anything is, and 
because, it investigates the highest objects in the rank of existents of which God is the very highest. 

God, and the other existents, which First Philosophy considers, are both objectively existent and
also the highest universals. They are universals because they are first in the scale of existents, not first 
because universal.

Just how a science can be first because it investigates the highest rank of existent and because it 
investigates the highest universals is not quite clear, unless we assume that the highest universals are 
concepts in the mind of the highest Being. Plato does this explicitly. But Aristotle hardly gives so much
as a vague hint. 



There are four possible divisions of the existent. We may say, this lamp is a paper-weight. The 
use of “is” here is accidental. But the accidental is not an object of any science and really does not 
exists, for the statement is true, it is also true that this lamp is not a paper weight. Second, we may say, 
this lamp is perfectly useless, illustrating the True or False. This so-called division of the existent 
belongs strictly to judgments and not to things. Since then it attaches to thought, it does not constitute 
an order of the objectively existent. The third may be termed, the existents corresponding to the 
designations, or for short, the categorical existents. The lamp is green, it is metal, it weighs six pounds, 
it is low. To these various meanings of the word “is” which we call the categories, there correspond 
various kinds of existents. It is obvious that some of these meanings are dependent and that one is 
probably first. This first we will call Reality, and our problem is now, What is Reality? After examining
this we will return to the fourth kind of existent, the Potential and the Actual. 

We do not say, Green is the lamp, or metal is the lamp. Evidently then without much 
consideration we see first that the reality must be the subject of which other things or attributes are 
predicated. But this is an insufficient account of reality, for if we suppose that reality is identical with 
matter, which the above permits, it fails to give reality any positive content, for to get matter, all 
positive qualities must be abstracted. Now since matter is not a particular thing nor a certain quantity, 
reality cannot be identical with matter, for second, everyone is agreed that independence and 
individuality are chief traits of reality. These qualifications permit form to be reality. We tacitly omit 
the possibility that reality is form plus matter, for tho what is composite is individual and independent, 
it is posterior and reality must be prior. Since then form, or what is the same thing, the conceptual 
being, seems to have a prima facie claim to reality, let us first consider this solution. 

Our first method will be Λογιχως, i.e. by examining the usages of speech. By conceptual being 
or form, we mean that phrase or concept which can form a judgment of identity with the name of the 
thing. Let the exact definition of lamp be, “furniture for lighting.” This then will be the conceptual 
being of lamp for it is what we mean by the word lamp. But what sort of things can have a conceptual 
being or exact definition? Strictly speaking, and we must speak strictly, all accidents are barred. 
Therefore nothing but species have a conceptual being. And still more strictly only the first category, 
existent qua existent, has a conceptual being and may be said to be. Therefore only realities can have a 
conceptual being of definition. 

Next we must ask, is the conceptual being identical with the thing? Here too exclude accidents, 
and use words in their strictest sense as above indicated. As a preliminary observation, we point out 
that the common tacit opinion is that they are identical, and moreover the identity seems to be implied 
in the statement of the definition, for we say the lamp is so and so. We maintain in opposition to Plato 
that this identity must be asserted, for otherwise knowledge would be impossible and nothing would 
exist. 

It is obvious that what applies to one conceptual being holds for all. Thus if the conceptual 
being of Goodness is not an attribute of a good thing, or if the thing's being good is not an attribute of 
the conceptual being of goodness, then the conceptual being of the existent is not an existent thing. i.e. 
it does not exist, and if one conceptual being does not exist, neither does any other. 

To deny this identity makes knowledge impossible, for we know a thing only when we know its
conceptual being. Whether you are asked to prove that you know this lamp, or the conceptual being of 
this lamp, your answer must be the same, namely furniture or illumination. So we are forced to assert 
the identity of the thing and its conceptual being, or accept the consequences that knowledge is 
impossible and stop talking – which no one cares to do.

But here arises a peculiarly interesting problem. This real and individual object before me is 
defined as desk-lamp, and lamp is furniture for illumination. It is one object, yet it has several elements
in its definition. Now if reality is the same as conceptual being, will the parts of the latter correspond to



part of the thing? For surely the whole is the sum of the parts. At first glance it seems to in some cases 
and in others not. The circle does not contain the definition of its arcs, but rather vice versa. Yet on the 
other hand, the definition of a given syllable does contain the letters. Now we know that a definition is 
not merely the enumeration of the parts, but it would have to be if part of the conceptual being 
corresponded to a part of the thing. The base of this lamp is indeed a part of the lamp, but it is not a 
base until there is a lamp of which it is the base. We mean, as also in the case of circle above, that the 
parts are defined by the whole, and that the wholes can exist without the parts, but not vice versa.

Besides, the problem is really illusory, for “part” is ambiguous. It may mean a unit of measure 
or a constituent part, which again may be either matter or form. Strictly speaking the definition refers 
only to the form and does not contain the parts of the matter.

So far we have said, 
1. Reality and conceptual being are identical.
2. In a secondary sense, the composite is reality.
3. In the case of ultimate realities, the conceptual being is the thing.
4. In composites the conceptual being is not the thing.

But really we left unsolved the problem of parts and wholes. For the form is a single unitary 
whole, yet the definition implies parts. How then can the genus “lamp” and the differences “desk” 
blend into the logical, unity of the species, “desk-lamp?” Certainly they cannot be blended ab initic. 
For what is true in one case must be true in all. Then lamp would have to be blended ab initic both with
desk and with floor. Whence it would follow that two contraries, desk and floor, would coexist in the 
same species and every desk-lamp would be a floor-lamp.

Nor can a series of descending differences blend, as furniture, lamp, desk; for these too are 
logically distinct. Yet the definition of form is unitary and must have a unitary object. 

Let us examine the question by taking a definition with two terms as desk lamp. One term then 
must refer to the genus and one must be the difference. Now the genus lamp has no existence apart 
from the species, and is related to species as matter is to form. Then since the definition refers only to 
the form and the last difference is the form of any species, we have a unitary definition of a unitary 
form. Thus the problem has proved an illusion. 

Need it be mentioned that it is Aristotle's solution that is the illusion, or delusion. He himself 
recognizes this, for in other places he gives three more solutions to the same question. 

In our search after reality we have now examined the subject, and the conceptual being. Let us 
turn to the universal. Now if anything in the world is real, these things around us are. Since then reality 
in its primary sense is peculiar to an individual, and the universal is common to many things at once, 
and is therefore no more the reality of one of them than of all, the universal cannot be reality. Besides 
we have shown that reality is never a predicate but that to which all predicates are attached. The 
universal however is always a predicate. If the universal term lamp is the reality of this object before 
me, and the reality of lamp a higher genus, the higher genus will be the reality of many things. But if 
the individual is the reality the universal cannot be; for it is a mere quality. Similarly since reality is 
individual it cannot have other realities as components, for then it would not be one. But this brings us 
to another difficulty. If reality has no components and is an individual it cannot be defined, altho we 
agreed that nothing but realities can be defined. 

No individuals can be defined. For all components of matter and form suffer genesis and 
dissolution, but no definition does. This lamp now exists, but owing to the labor of illumination this 
rather dark paper it may collapse and no longer be a lamp. Since then any concrete object is contingent 
and uncertain it cannot be the object of definition or demonstration. For the object of demonstration is 
necessary and a definition conveys true knowledge. Yet a so-called definition of an individual object 
will soon become false.

Again there is a still deeper criticism which applies to necessary individuals as well as to 



concretes. The words of a definition express universals, as desk and lamp or circle and man. Nor could,
one coin a new word to express the individual for such a word of unique meaning would be 
unintelligible. Nor does the combination of two, or any number of, universals as desk plus lamp and so 
on designate an individual. 

Further in our search for reality we must concede that most of what goes by that name is not 
true reality, but merely a power or function. Illustrations are the organs of animals and the four 
elements.

Neither is existence nor unity reality. For tho they may be said to have better claims to reality 
than other attributes, yet the same criticisms hold here as against universals.

Since beginning our discussion on parts and wholes we have shown that
1. No universal is reality.
2. No reality consists of realities.

But these two conclusions  conflict with the four points of the preceding summary. We 
must therefore undertake to harmonize them. 

This can be done, thinks Aristotle, by pointing out a reality which is independent of sensible 
realities. The Cause is Reality. 

For in asking why these pieces of metal before me are a single lamp, why these bricks are a 
house, we seek the cause. Now the cause, when expressed in logical terminology is none other than the 
conceptual being or formal cause, tho it may also be the final cause or the efficient cause accidentally. 
The latter, efficient cause, explains only genesis and dissolution, but the first two, formal and final 
causes, explain existence as well. 

The final cause is the purpose anything serves, and appears to be Aristotle's substitute for the 
Idea of the Good in Plato. The formal cause is sometimes the same as the final. The final of this lamp is
to give light, but this was also the formal cause in the mind of the maker. Or, the final cause of this boy 
is to be a man, but man is his formal cause, viz. His father. Byproducts, such as using this lamp as a 
paper weight, have no final cause and are explained mechanically by reference to a moving cause. Even
that which is due to a final cause is also due to a mechanical cause. For the lamp has both purpose and 
manufacturer.

Let x and y be the components of an object. Then the form is not identical with the components,
for these may be resolved and still exist tho the form would be not. Therefore form is a distinct 
something. If the form is a component of the object so that Objects = x+y+F, the same argument which 
inserted the F will insert F' and so on ad inf. If the form itself is a compound, then it is similar to the 
object and has components as p+q which require an F' and so on ad inf. Therefore this form is not an 
element of the object nor composed of elements, but is the cause, the reason why these elements make 
a unity. It alone is the reality for it is the proximate cause of the being of the thing.

Indeed the only true realities are dynamic forces, so Aristotle seems to imply. The highest 
reality must be that which is the ultimate cause of all. Lower realities descend then in rank. 

Let us now consider the whole question from a different viewpoint. We shall ask what makes an
individual reality, is it matter or form, since in sensible realities we distinguish beside the composite 
theses two. This discussion in Aristotle is rather unsatisfactory for it is nowhere wholly treated in 
systematic fashion but bits of the matter are in one place and bits of the form in another.

Sometimes, says Aristotle, the distinction between form and matter is obvious, as is the case 
with this lamp – for the form of lamp may be imposed not only on the matter bronze as here but on 
many other kinds of matter. But when a form always occurs connected with the same matter, as is the 
case with the form man  on the matter flesh, the distinction is difficult to make. In one sense the form 
man includes the matter, for it implies the notion of parts of a definite kind capable of producing the 
functions the form requires. Everything but pure form has that kind of matter which is capable of 
locomotion; other kinds of change are change in quality, in quantity, genesis and dissolution. These last 
three cannot exist without the first, tho in the case of the heavenly spheres the first exists without the 



others. 
Usually however when we say matter we do not mean the primary matter but rather the 

proximate matter appropriate to the object in question. So, loosely speaking there may be many matters
of any one thing, each underlying the succeeding one. Descending from the matter bronze of this lamp, 
thru the matter of which bronze is but the form, to the primary matter, we find that this too is further 
resolvable, mentally at least if not objectively. We will call it intelligible matter as distinct from primary
matter which is yet capable of locomotion. We arrive at it by abstraction for it has no separate 
existence. To quote, 1036a9 η δ υλη αγνωστος καθ αυτην.  Υλη δ'η μεν αισθητη εστιν η δε νοητη, 
αισθητη μεν οιον χαλκος κτλ,  νοητη δε η εν τοις αισθητοις υπαρχουσα μη η αισθητα,  οιον τα 
μαθηματικα.

This gradation in existents implies the abolition of any real ultimate distinction between matter 
and form. The intelligible matter he again mentions in K 1059b15 and calls it the matter of the objects 
of mathematics. If we are to insist literally on his statement in Z 1036a9 that intelligible matter is 
present in sensible objects but not qua sensible, and consider it to be space as it seems it might be, then 
empty space would be a contradiction, and if there were a distance between two proximate bodies there
would be a space in which there was no space. Yet Aristotle differs from Plato who in Tim.50c-52a says
that a race is the stuff or matter things are made of.

 The lamp and the other one on the counter which I did not buy have the same form but are 
differentiated by matter. CF.1034a5-8 and 1035b30,31. But if matter is principle of individuation in 
composites, what differentiates forms? If one form be distinct from another, that is, if each be 
individual, they must possess unique differentiae and each will be a sole member of a lowest species. 
But tho in fact it may be the sole member of that class, how may it be distinguished from other 
thinkable members of that same class? It can be by neither matter nor form. The problem is difficult 
enough with composites, for we have rested on that which is unknowable. 1036A8. Then that which we
have said to be the most real of all objects, namely this concrete thing, is unknowable. In other words 
we arrive at the same difficulty mentioned in the preceding search after reality – individuals cannot be 
defined. Since Aristotle is forced to omit definitional knowledge of individuals, he must give us 
something to take its place. This is intuitive thought or perception. 1036A2-8. And this applies to the 
unitary form as well as to the composite of matter and form. The nature of the individual is grasped by 
a single not.

Neither matter nor form passes thru the process of genesis and dissolution. If then matter is 
eternal, is form also? In a sense, yes; but sometimes not. Form is like a point or a contact. It either 
exists or does not, and the change from one state to the other is not a process but occurs 
instantaneously. Form never exists apart from the individual. Therefore it is eternal in the sense that 
there are always some individuals which have that form. It is the composite of matter and form which 
has gone thru the process of genesis or dissolution. But to explain why the composite is so requires a 
knowledge of the causes. And a cause is also individual, for universal causes do not exist. Man general 
is the cause of the universal man to be sure, but then the universal man does not exist. The individual is
always the cause of the individual. Therefore as he will say later, the prime cause of the universe is not 
a general principle but as individual spirit. 

Potentiality and Actuality.
Bosanquet in his History of Aesthetic begins one section with the sentence, “It is difficult to get 

a net result out of Hegel.” This might also be said without impropriety of Aristotle's discussion of 
potentiality and actuality. 

This or some other principle has been necessary. Throughout the preceding discussions he has 
been referring to a solution which would solve all the difficulties he has raised. Form and matter are not
sufficient; these distinctions hold of an object at a given moment in time. But in considering that which 



is relatively formed or unformed; that is, things in the process of manufacture, a distinction between 
potentiality and actuality becomes necessary. 

But the difficulties attending may be sense when it is known that the only word which is more 
ambiguous than potentiality is actuality. The two meanings of potentiality with which we have to deal 
are 1) a power to do something or to produce a change in another thing, 2) the power to be changed. 

My friend and I come to this desk. Neither of us sees anything for it is dark. I push the button 
and light my lamp. Then I see the desk, but he does not for he is blind. Tho there was apparently no 
difference between us in the dark, in that neither could see, the fact that later I see but he does not, 
indicates that in the preceding state appearances were deceitful. In other words, I had a potentiality 
which he had not. But potentiality is not the sole explanation. To us another illustration; to say this 
bronze metal was potentiality a lamp does not entirely explain why it is now an actual lamp. There 
must be a cause which initiates the change, and this cause must be an actuality. We cannot define 
actuality, but we can show what it is by means of a mathematical proportion. As he who is awake is to 
him who is asleep; and as he who is seeing is to him whose eyes are shut, (but not blind); and as that 
which is wrought is to that which is unwrought, so is actuality to potentiality. Therefore, logically and 
temporally as well, actuality is prior to potentiality. The chicken is prior to the egg. It is prior in 
definition, for the potential or power is defined by the actual or the activity. It is prior in time, for the 
potential is preceded by something exerting the same kind of activity, tho this actuality is in another 
individual. But most important of all, actuality is prior to potentiality in reality. For it has been shown 
that things posterior in genesis are prior in form and reality; that is, the completely manufactured lamp, 
which is the last step in the genesis process, is the form which preceded the process of manufacture, it 
was in the maker's mind before he began his work.

Permit me to state that this section, especially 1050a3-1050b1, is somewhat overburdened with 
contradictions, which do not render material assistance in interpreting it. But the conclusion is that 
actuality is prior to potentiality is reality.

Analogous to primary matter, there is also a first actuality which is prior to all others. Each 
actuality is preceded by a cause which is also actual and since this regress cannot continue for ever we 
end in an eternal first mover. This first mover will for similar reasons be prior in reality to all others. 
For the eternal is prior to the perishable. Nothing is eternal by virtue of potentiality. Therefore God is 
pure actuality and has no unrealized potentiality. Form is also actual. No specific form ever passes thru 
genesis, but only is actualized again in new individuals. Even matter which in one sense is pure 
potentiality is actual in that it is incapable of not existing, and so eternally existent. 

Book Φ chapter 10, at which we have now arrived, presents peculiar difficulties. Beginning 
Book E, Aristotle sketched his problem of the existent and named the four uses of the word. He has 
now about completed discussing the fourth, potential and actual. The first two meanings of existent 
were accidental and true and false, both of which he discarded as being figures of speech and not real 
existents. But here he seems to introduce a fifth sense of the existent which he calls χυριωτατον. This 
strictest sense of existent appears to be truth and falsity, the same which he rejected in Book E. True he 
does not discuss it very fully in E, true he says he will discuss it later (in  Φ) but he does say, ου γαρ 
εστι το ψευδος και αληθες εω ταις πραγμασιν . . . αλλ εωδιανοια. And he also calls this existent lower 
in the scale than the existent in things. In other words there seems to me to be a [blatant] contradiction 
between E 4 and Φ 10.

In this letter book he calls truth and falsity existent in the strictest sense. In the case of things 
this consists in conjunction or disjunction, so that he is true who thinks the disjoined to be disjoined 
and the conjoined to be conjoined. This does not mean that this lamp is green because I truly think so, 
but I truly think so because it is green. Since then some things are eternally conjoined and sometimes 
disjoined, their existence is: their conjunction their non-existence their disjunction. If the connection be
contingent the judgment will sometimes be true and sometimes false; if the connection be necessary the
same judgment will always be true or always false. 



So much then for those things which are conjoined or compounded, but what of the simple and 
non-compounded? In what does their existence consist? In this case, truth consists in “touching” or 
uttering them. This is true of the simple rational elements and non-compounded realities. They all exist 
in actuality and not potentiality. And it is impossible to be in error about them, one may only think 
them or not think them. To think them is truth, not to think them is not falsity but merely ignorance.

In spite of the dense fog, this chapter is very important as a necessary step to his theology. He is
trying to show that existence in actuality is existence in consciousness. Is problem is to get from a 
mechanical to an intelligent first cause and this is accomplished thru the ambiguity of ενεργεια. If the 
first cause is the highest existent and therefore the highest actuality, and the highest actuality is 
existence in consciousness, Aristotle has found an intelligent first cause. But in my opinion, in showing
that existence is existence in thought, he is somewhat inferior to Berkeley.

Aristotle's Theology.

Bits of Aristotle's theology are found in E 1026 and 1064. But the most important section is 
Book Λ and of this book especially chapter six to ten. The first five chapters rehearse some of the 
important conclusions on reality, matter and form, actuality and potentiality. Chapter six begins that 
proof for the existence of God the main points of which neither Kant nor anyone else – so far as I can 
see – has shown to be invalid. The argument as Aristotle puts it is as follows.

There must be some sort of eternal immutable reality, for of all the existents reality is the first. 
If all realities were destructible, all things would be destructible. But it is impossible that motion be 
either generated or destroyed for it always was. Similarly time must be eternal. Motion in the same 
manner as time is continuous. For time is motion, or at least an attribute of it. The only continuous 
change is locomotion, and that circular. (Circular it must be, because Aristotle believed that space was 
finite and a circle of finite radius was the only possible path for continuous eternal motion.) But if that 
which is capable of producing motion is not functioning there will be no motion. This is the trouble 
with Plato's Ideas. They are indeed eternal realities but they cannot produce motion. But even if it does 
function, it is not enough, for perhaps its nature is mere potentiality. Then motion would not be eternal, 
for that which exists potentially may possibly not be. There must be therefore such a principle existing 
in actuality. Moreover these realities (he here uses the plural, later he will show that there is more than 
one) must be immaterial. 

Early philosophers had only potential causes. Leucippus and Plato however introduce eternal 
motion. But they do not sufficiently explain it, they do not tell its cause. For nothing moves by chance. 
All motion requires a cause. So far, Anaxagoras has given the best solution by introducing mind, which
is an actual cause. 

Chaos has not always existed, but rather the world process is an eternal succession of cycles, or 
something on that order. But if the same things always exist, going thru the changes of cycles, there 
must be something constant which always acts in the same way. Yet genesis and dissolution requires a 
cause which acts in different ways, that is, it must act by its nature and in another way due to something
else. This something else may be a tertium quid or the first cause. As a matter of fact, it is the first 
cause. These two principles are necessary and also sufficient to explain the universe. One is the cause 
of eternal motion, one of variety; both together cause eternal variety. Study the stars and the truth of 
this explanation will be evident. τι ουν αλλας δει ζητειν αρχας;

In passing note that this “sufficient” explanation of the universe is a purely mechanical one, 
depending on the cog-wheel arrangement of the orbits of the planets and stars. No mind or purpose is 
yet evident. Briefly the argument so far is; If all realities are perishable, all things are perishable. 
Change and time are not perishable but eternal; therefore there must be an eternal reality capable of 
producing motion.



There is then something moves unceasingly in a circle. This is true both in theory and in fact. 
Merely look up and see the stars revolving about the earth. The first heaven therefore is eternal. And 
something must cause this motion. This something, which must be eternal reality and actuality, must 
cause change without changing. There are any number of such causes, motionless causes of motion, 
viz, any object of desire, they all so act on the thinker. 

We have seen how Aristotle posited two mechanical principles which he said were sufficient to 
explain the universe. And such a mechanical explanation seems to be in harmony with the general tone 
of the Metaphysic. But, for what reasons we do not know, whether it be because he had not fully 
emancipated himself from Plato's influence and common opinion, and therefore could not give up the 
idea of God, or whether it be because he was forced into a mechanistic conception of the universe 
which he would have preferred to explain away in favor of a theistic conception; he felt himself 
compelled to introduce thought and goodness into the being of the Unmoved Mover.

The line of argument is not logically continuous from beginning to end, I mean, it is fallacious. 
We have mentioned the ambiguity of ενεργεια; further gaps in the reasoning appear here. And for this 
reason it is quite difficult to follow the argument unless one have clearly in mind the purpose of the 
author.

We had followed to the point where it was pointed out how a thing could cause motion without 
moving.; by being the object of thought or desire. If we reduce the objects of thought and desire we 
find that they ultimately coincide. That which seems good is the object of desire; that which is good is 
the object of will. For we desire a thing because it seems good to us, not vice versa. Therefore an 
intellectual apprehension – νοηςσις – is the first principle. 

Now mind is moved by the thing though, but thinkable things are found in the positive column 
of opposites, in which reality, in all its purity and actuality, stands first. Therefore such causes are 
actual.

The good and that which is intrinsically preferable are in the positive column also and therefore 
the first member of this column is the best, or absolute good, since the good is a subsidiary to it.

We have shown that the end or aim is something motionless, tho there is a sense in which the 
end of final cause is not motionless, for it has two meanings. It is either someone's sin and therefore 
relative to the actor, in which case it is not motionless; or it is the thing aimed at; in which case it is 
motionless for it is independent of the actor. 

This final cause then causes motion by being loved, and the objects which it immediately causes
to move in turn cause other things to move. 

Whatever changes, might be otherwise than as it is. Locomotion is the first of all changes. 
Therefore in respect to place at least the first heaven changes. But the Unmoved Mover, an existent 
actuality, since it does not itself have, but only produced locomotion, is absolutely immutable.

This mover exists of necessity, and in so far as necessary, it exists καλως. And thus it is a first 
principle. 

So far we have shown that the Immutable Mover which causes motion by being the object of 
thought is absolutely actual, intrinsically preferable, the absolute good and necessarily existent.

Aristotle now wishes to discuss the consciousness of God. But the Greek language furnished 
him with no such term. So he uses words like διαγωγη = course of life, εγρηγορσις = perception, 
νοησις = thinking. We shall translate the combination by “consciousness.”

Man attains to a certain state of consciousness which he calls the highest for a short time only. 
But God is always in such a state. Man sleeps and is unconscious or even in waking hours loses 
himself. But God always thinks is always alert, and this actuality is pleasure, for consciousness is the 
most pleasurable of states. And the more worthy the object toward which thought is directed, the more 
pleasurable is that state.

Mind minds itself by participating in the thing thought, for by the act of thinking the mind itself 
becomes an object of thought. Thus mind and the thing thought are the same. For mind only is capable 



of receiving the object of thought and its reality and when mind has this object it is functioning. The 
mere capability of reception is not, while the functioning or actuality is, the divine element in mind. 
With us contemplation is most pleasant and best. Now if God were a being who was always 
contemplating it would be wonderful, but in fact he contemplates not only always, but in a way so 
superior to ours that he is transcendent. Moreover God is living for the actuality of thought is life and 
God is that actuality, and that actuality in the sense of being life most good and eternal. We define God 
therefore as a perfect eternal being who possesses life and continuous duration. Φαμεν δε τον θεον 
ειναι ζωον αιδιος υπαρχει τω θεω ταυτο γαρ ο θεος.      Δ 1072 b 29, 30. 

The Pythagoreans and Speusippus who claim that perfection and beauty did not exist in the 
beginning because they are the final terms of an evolutionary process are mistaken. For the egg is 
posterior to the chicken, and the perfection is the first (as well as the last) term.

We have shown now that there is an eternal motionless reality independent of sensible objects. 
This reality is without extension, without part and indivisible. It causes motion thru infinite time and 
nothing finite can do this. (Note, The argument for the first mover does not depend on a temporal series
of causes leading back to a first before the world began, but it is an ascending series possibly quite 
short compared to any temporal series and this permits the world to be eternal which a temporal series 
would not do.) Since every extended object is finite – for infinite extension does not exist – and God is 
infinite; he cannot be extended. He suffers neither passion or change, for all other changes are posterior
to changes of place. These then are the attributes of God. 

Now we must not omit the question, as our predecessors have done, whether there is a number 
of such realities or only one, and if a number how many. Since there are other spacial movements 
besides that of the sphere of the fixed stars which the first mover moves, there must be just as many 
other unextended realities to move them. The planet, the sun, the moon, each require a mover.

When we consider that the first heavens are moved by loving or thinking God, and therefore 
must possess a soul but that the motions of the other spheres can be accounted for by mere cog-wheel 
machinery, the postulation of movers for the planets seems unnecessary. But Aristotle is trying to say 
that there are more motions in the sky than can be accounted for by a first circular motion plus cog 
wheels, and therefore the other movers are needed to explain these motions. But why the should of a 
planet should wish to move that body any other way than in imitation of the  first and perfect motion of
the first sphere is not quite evident. However this astronomical portion is not so important for 
metaphysics and may be passed over briefly.

Since each planet has more than one motion, the number of movers must be more than the 
number of planets. The number of moving spheres and therefore the number of movers is estimated by 
the astronomers to be forty-nine or fifty-five. All ultimate locomotion contributes to the motion of the 
stars and all ultimate realities must be an end or a cause of motion ως ορεκτον. Now since there are 
precisely the number of motions we have mentioned there can be no more realities than these. 

If there were more than one universe there would be more than one prime mover and this would
not differ in form but in matter only since matter is the principle of individuation. But the first mover 
has no matter and is therefore one both in definition and in number. Therefore there can by only one 
universe. 

The traditions of the ancients in the form of myths teach us that the stars are gods. To this 
tradition have been added various elements with the view of advancing the welfare of the state. But we 
see that the essential element of the tradition is true, (The commonly received opinions τα δοκουντα are
always true); and the cycles of civilization have come and gone, this inspired belief has always been 
preserved.

 But let us return to the more important question of the nature of divine consciousness. First 
why is thought regarded as the most divine thing we know? If mind thinks nothing it might be called 
unconscious, and if it thinks something then the object of thought is superior to it. For in this case its 
reality would be a potentiality, i.e. the power to think if an object be presented to it, and not, as the most



divine thing must be, an actuality. 
But (God's) mind must think that which is most divine and most honorable, nor can it suffer and

change. For if that which is best changes, it is for the worse, and change is motion but the divine mind 
cannot move. The reality of the divine mind cannot be a potency, for then continuous thinking would 
tire it. Thus the object would be superior to the potency, and thinking an object of higher rank would be
better than thinking a mean object, in which case it is not the thinking per se but the object which is 
highest. Therefore it must be itself that the divine mind thinks, which means that its thinking is a 
thinking about thinking. αυτον αρα νοει ειπερ εστι το κρατιστον και εστιν η νοησις νοησεως νοησις.

But usually cognition has some foreign object and itself only incidentally. And again thinking 
and being thought are different; which causes the good to attach to thought? To the first objection we 
reply that in the case of the productive sciences, abstracting the matter, the reality and the conceptual 
being is the object of thought, and in the case of the theoretical sciences the definition and the thinking 
is the object of thought. Aside from matter the object and the mind are the same and in the divine mind 
we need not consider matter. 

Finally is the object of thought a composite? If it were, the divine mind would change in 
passing from one part to another. But it is impossible that the divine mind change at all. As human 
thought at a given moment when it is in a state of unitary apprehension, so is the divine mind 
throughout eternity. 

Book Λ, the theology, is concluded with a chapter on the highest good of the universe. Is the 
good of the universe something separate from it, or is it simply the order of the parts, or is it both, as in 
the case with an army where both the general and the discipline are said to be good? The universe is 
similar to the army, tho it must be noted that in the army the general is more strictly the good than the 
order, for the order depends on him and not vice versa. But we must here point out that Aristotle's God 
whom we have been discussing is in no sense a general of the universe. This section is quite 
inconsistent with the rest. Perhaps it was part of an early discussion which was left among his notes and
when he died the editors published along with the other notes. But before discussing Aristotle's God it 
is right to mention that the chapter ends with a brief critique of all rival systems. This critique is and 
must be identical with the attitude of every honest philosopher: all other theories are mistaken, I alone 
have found the truth, (For if one does not believe this, why write?)

But one cannot pass over Aristotle's theology with a mere exposition. Anyone who is the least 
interested is forced to make some criticism.

The first set of criticism is directed agains Gods knowledge. That God is immaterial and his 
activity therefore mental and mental without requiring a process such as a syllogism i.e. it must be 
direct and intuitive knowledge, cannot be objected to; but that mind has no character of its own and is 
therefore characterized by what it knows at the moment, leaves the divine mind which knows only 
itself quite characterless. 

Then since the sole object of God's knowledge is itself he is ignorant of the universe. Aristotle's 
God is not omniscient. When Aristotle says that God must either know himself or something else and 
rejects the something else he implicitly denies to God a knowledge of things. Explicitly he states that 
there are some things which it is incredible that God should know. Λ 1074 b 25-32.

Thus God has a knowledge which is not a knowledge of the universe. He has an influence on 
the world that does not proceed from his knowledge – Indeed his influence on the world can hardly be 
called an activity at all for any inanimate object could exert this influence on a person as a statue does 
on an admirer.

This leads to the criticism that Aristotle's God is in no sense theistic. First there is no creation. 
This is expressly stated. Of course one might say that matter tho not created is eternally sustained by 
and dependent on God, but Aristotle does not say so, and besides there are other gods uncreated and 
independent. The movers of the celestial spheres are beings of the same kind as the first mover. Tho 
inferior in rank, Aristotle never shows their dependence on the Supreme Being. God then is 



transcendent and deistic, but not immanent, except in that last section of Book Λ. If the god is God and 
God exists both separate from and within the whole then he is also immanent. This section, even if not 
an early draft and therefore to be discarded, does teach the immanence of the good but there is no 
reason given for identifying the good with God. God, according to Aristotle, is the first cause which 
introduces order into the world by sitting apart and letting things love him. He has as little to do with 
the world as possible. 

Second, God is not theistic because there is no providence in Aristotle. There is teleology a 
plenty. Everything has an end, but in what sense is one thing an end for another? Is history the 
fulfillment of a divine plan, or is it the conscious working of individuals, or is it a blind unconscious 
tendency? The first possibility is decidedly out of keeping with the whole tone of Aristotle's 
philosophy. It is a decidedly religious viewpoint and Aristotle never betrays being burdened by religion.
Aristotle has no providence of God, no definite belief of rewards or punishments, no interest in 
justifying the ways of God to man.

The second interpretation of teleology, that of the conscious working of individuals, is ruled out
because teleology in nature is opposed to the workings of thought. (Phys. 119 b 26) And so the third is 
the only one left, unconscious purpose. To me this is well nigh meaningless. If an action is to be viewed
as not merely producing a result but aiming at it, there surely must be conscious purpose. 

[this following paragraph is crossed out in Gordon Clark's original manuscript]
Dr. Edgar A. Singer Jr. does not feel the force of this criticism and says he is quite willing to 

bear the onus of supporting unconscious teleology and so be in the class with Aristotle and Leibniz. 
The average common result of an action, as a statistical method for determining unconscious purpose, 
appears to me to be a failure, for what is to prevent a number of average common results to the same 
action. Why should the production of an apple tree be the purpose of the apple any more than the 
production of apple sauce? The average common result determines the use, to be sure, but to call use 
purpose is to run the risk of ambiguity.

To me the purpose of no mind is no purpose. If we hesitate to say that the apple has a mind and 
consciously aims at producing apple trees, then we must say it has no purpose at all – except in a 
metaphorical sense – and the purpose we attribute to it is the purpose of a transcendent immanent, 
omniscient God. Such is the God of Abraham but not of Aristotle. 


