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ARISTOTLE’S IDENTIFICATION OF THE PRIME
MOVER AS GOD

I. INTRODUCTION

There is a certain conventional interpretation of Aristotle’s argument, in Metaphysics
A.7, for the identification of the first unmoved mover as God, according to which that
argument has the following outline:

1. There is a Prime Mover (PM)! of the heavens.
2. The PM is the highest being.

3. The highest being is God.

4. Therefore, the PM is God.

But Aristotle clearly accepts the condition that any respectable candidate for
Godhood should be alive. According to the conventional interpretation, therefore, he
supplies the above argument with the following support:

5. If the PM is God it must be alive.

6. But the PM is purely actual (and eternal).

7. The only life-function possible for a purely actual (and eternal) being is thinking.
8. Therefore, the PM (God) is vois.?

My aim in this paper is to show that the argument that is in fact to be found in
Metaphysics /.7 is much more interesting and ambitious than the one just outlined.
Though I shall not address directly all the details of the conventional interpretation,
in order to set the stage for my more positive discussion, it will be useful to set out
the prima facie considerations which I take to render it unsatisfactory as an argument
and as a representation of Aristotle.

Even those who accept the conventional interpretation will admit that the syllogism
in 24 does not occur in the text of /.7; scholars generally supply it in the apparent

! By ‘Prime Mover’ I mean the first of the 47 or 55 unmoved movers of Metaphysics /.8, the
mover of the sphere of fixed stars. Of course, the presence of a multiplicity of unmoved
movers in Aristotle’s system affects how we view his theology. It need not, however, affect how
we interpret his argument for the existence of God, since none of the premises in this argument
requires that God be unique. Whether Aristotle’s overall metaphysics can consistently admit a
multiplicity of immaterial movers that are the same in kind but different in number is a different
question, which has still to be satisfactorily answered. The best treatment of the problem remains
that of P. Merlan, ‘Aristotle’s unmoved movers’, Traditio 4 (1946), 1-30. So far as I know,
none of the many recent discussions of individual forms in Aristotle’s metaphysics tackles
directly the problem of multiple unmoved movers, though one would think that this is a natural
testing ground for any interpretation of Aristotelian individual forms.

% Versions of what I am calling the conventional interpretation are advanced in G. E. R.
Lloyd, Aristotle: The Growth and Structure of his Thought (Cambridge, 1968), pp. 144-5;
L. P. Gerson, God and Greek Philosophy (London, 1990), pp. 125-6; implied by L. Elders,
Aristotle’s Theology : a Commentary on Book A of the Metaphysics (Assen, 1972), p. 187.

W. D. Ross, Aristotle’s Metaphysics (Oxford, 1924), vol. i, p. cxli, offers an interpretation
similar to the one I advance below in that he sees Aristotle inferring the PM’s identification as God
from its identity as vods. His précis has in common with the conventional interpretation that it
sees Aristotle offering no argument for attributing thinking to the PM: ‘All physical activity
being excluded by the immaterial nature of the first mover, Aristotle can only ascribe to it mental
activity....’
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absence of explicit support for identifying the PM as God. But if we grant that
Aristotle has something like 2—4 in mind, it should be clear that it is a very inadequate
argument without a detailed explanation of what is meant by calling something the
‘highest being’. If, for instance, God is called the highest being in virtue of possessing
such attributes as supreme pleasure and perfect wisdom, but the PM is so called in
virtue of its role as the cause of the heavens’ motion, then the syllogism is not
sufficient to identify the PM as God. There must be independent reason for supposing
that the PM is the highest being in the right way, viz. in the way that God is, before
one is justified in so identifying it. But the argument Aristotle uses to establish that
there is a first unmoved mover plainly does not supply such independent reason. If
the argument of 24, or something like it, is all Aristotle can offer to motivate the
identification of the PM as God, then this identification reduces to an unjustified
assumption.®

Nor does the support outlined in 5-8 alleviate this difficulty. In order to affirm the
antecedent in 5, one must have prior reason for supposing the PM to be God. But no
reason at all is forthcoming until we reach the conclusion in 8, which simply assumes
the antecedent in 5. Consequently, 5-8 leave room to doubt that the PM does qualify
as God, since the argument as it stands provides no justification for ascribing to it
such attributes as life, wisdom or pleasure.

In itself, the fragility of Aristotle’s argument according to the conventional
interpretation would be surprising. When combined with the fact that the crucial part
of the overall argument, 2-4, does not occur in the text of the Meraphysics, this
fragility favours the presumption that a better interpretation would supply Aristotle
with a sturdier (or at least more ambitious) line of thought. We can see the direction
in which such an interpretation will lie by noting some simple facts about the structure
of his reasoning in /.7.

The word feds, and hence the PM’s identification as God, does not occur until
1072b25, immediately after the PM has been defined as an actual vois at 1072b22-3.
Aristotle’s inference, therefore, seems to go from vois to feds, rather than from feds
to vois, as the conventional interpretation proposes. A parallel observation can be
made about the life of the PM. It is certainly true that in order to justify the belief that
the PM is God, Aristotle must be able to say plausibly that it is alive. But he does not
infer that the PM is vods from the fact that it is alive and eternal. He infers that the
PM is alive from the fact that it is vois: ‘And life certainly belongs [to it]; for the
actuality of vods is life, and it is the actuality [of vois]’ (1072b26-7). He then uses the
PM’s eternal life to justify its identification as God:

Loy a e Y . ” L NIRRT .,
dapev 81 Tov feov elvar {dov dibiov dpioTov, doTe {wm Kai aiwv ouvvexms kai aidios vmdpyet
7@ Oed TodTO Yap 6 feds.

We say that God is alive, eternal and best, and so life and a continuous and eternal period of
life belong to God. For this is God. (1072b28-30)

These observations indicate that Aristotle’s real strategy in Metaphysics /.7 is both
simpler and more demanding than the conventional interpretation suggests. It is
simpler because if the PM is vods, then the inference to its life and divinity is
straightforward, since the argument of /.6 has already established its eternal

3 Indeed, this seems to be Gerson’s point when he criticizes Aristotle for offering no argument
‘for the claim that the actuality of the unmoved mover is that of a life, specifically the life of
thought’ (op. cit., p. 126). As I shall try to show, however, this claim is precisely what 4.7
attempts to argue for.
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actuality. But it is also more demanding, for it requires him to show that the PM is
vois independently of its identification as God. If one is inclined to accept Aristotle’s
argument, the PM’s status as God will be more secure than it could ever be on the
conventional interpretation, according to which it is simply assumed. In the
remainder of this paper I shall attempt a positive account of how Aristotle employs
the notion that the PM is an actual object of thought (von7dv) and of desire (3pexTdv)
to show first that it is vods, and then in turn that it is God. The interpretation I offer
depends on understanding Aristotle’s argument in /1.7 in terms of the doctrine of the
self-thinking vods as it is articulated in De Anima 111.4.

II. THE PHYSICAL ARGUMENT

The general outline of Book /1 is well known. Chapter one begins with the simple
statement of purpose: ‘The investigation is concerned with substance; for the
principles and causes of substances are being sought’ (1069a18-9).* The book as a
whole sticks to this programme, examining in an abbreviated yet systematic fashion
the principles of the three kinds of substance. It divides naturally into two halves of
unequal length, the first (chs. 1-5) dealing with sensible substance, the second (chs.
6-10) with immaterial substance, the unmoved movers. That these two halves can be
treated as self-contained discussions is clear from Aristotle’s acknowledgement at the
end of chapter five that the principles of sensible substance have now been discussed:
‘It has now been said what and how many are the principles of the sensibles, both how
they are the same and how they are different’ (1071b1-2).

Chapter six begins with a proof that there must be an eternal and immovable kind
of substance (1071b5-22). The argument can be summarized as follows. Since
substances are the first beings, if they are perishable, then everything is (1071b5-6).
But it cannot be the case that everything is perishable. For, if everything had perished
(or not yet come to be) there would be no motion, which means there would be no
time.® To say, then, that everything had perished (or not yet come to be) amounts to
saying that there could be a time when there is no time, which is obviously impossible
(1071b6-10). There must, therefore, be continuous motion in the world. The only
motion, moreover, that can be everlastingly continuous is motion in a circle
(1071b10-11).% Aristotle then turns to consider the substance that causes this first

4 Similar characterizations of first philosophy: Metaphysics A.2, 982b7-10; 4.3, 983a24-b1;
I'2,1003b16-19; E.1, 1025b3; Z.1, 1028b2-7; K.8, 1065a23—4.

% On the essential connection between time and motion, see Physics IV.11, 218b21-219a10;
VIIL.1, 251b10-28; De Caelo 1.9, 279a14-16.

¢ De Caelo 1.9 gives an explanation in terms of natural place: kai dmavorov 8% xivnow
Kweitar €0AGyws® mdvra yap maverar kwovpeva 8tav €Oy eis Tov oikeiov Tdmov, ToU B¢
KUKkAw odparos 6 avTos Tomos fev fpéaro kai eis 6v Tedevrd (279b1-3). When compared with
Physics VIII and Metaphysics A, the De Caelo’s natural place explanation invites developmental
speculation, for it appeals neither to a heavenly soul nor to an external unmoved mover as cause
of the heavens’ motion. W. K. C. Guthrie, ‘ The development of Aristotle’s theology — I’, CQ 27
(1933), 162-71, sees the De Caelo as representing a ‘materialist’ stage in Aristotle’s thought,
when the natural motion of aether was sufficient to explain the continuous circular motion of
the heavens. According to Guthrie, the introduction of the unmoved mover in Physics VIII and
Metaphysics A is meant to complement the earlier De Caelo account by providing a
final/efficient cause of the heavenly motion. S. Waterlow, Nature, Change and Agency in
Aristotle’s Physics (Oxford, 1982), pp. 233-57, contends on the other hand that the De Caelo
account highlights a genuine difficulty for Physics VIII: in order to make plausible the idea that
the heavens are moved by something (viz. an unmoved mover), Aristotle must maintain without
empirical justification that the heavenly sphere is a self-mover analogous to animal self-movers.
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motion (1071b12). This substance must be a pure actuality. If it were not, its causal
influence on the first motion could cease. And if this were a genuine possibility, it
must actually have happened, given an infinity of time.” But it is not possible, since
the nature of time and its connection to motion precludes the cessation of the first
motion. Accordingly, there are some substances that are pure actualities, and
therefore eternal and without matter (1071b13-22).8

At the beginning of chapter seven Aristotle locates the eternal motion demanded
by the argument of chapter six in the ‘first heaven’ — the circle of fixed stars; he next
begins to examine more closely the kind of substance that can cause this unceasing
motion:

s sy o / \ N . Y , P , s sy \

émel 8¢ TO KwoUpevov kai kwodv [kai] uéoov, éaTi Tolvuy T 8 0V KwoUuevoy kivei, dlbiov Kal
ko

ovola kai évépyera odoa.?

Since what moves by being moved is intermediate, there is then something which moves without
being moved, being eternal, a substance and an actuality. (1072a24-6)

In positing an unmoved mover of the cosmos, Aristotle seems to be relying on the
intuitive implausibility of an infinite succession of moved movers. But his objection
cannot be that such an infinite succession is impossible. Since he accepts (i) that time
extends infinitely from the past and into the future, and (ii) that no event is uncaused,
he must also accept (iii) that there is in fact an infinite series of moved movers.'® His
inference that there is an unmoved mover must rather rest on the idea that no series
of moved movers, finite or infinite, can explain the eternal motion of the heavens.!!
As it stands, however, this inference is merely asserted without justification. We need
to see then what resources Aristotle can bring to bear to explain why there must be
an eternal unmoved mover separate from the infinite series of moved movers whose
existence he accepts.

? I assume here that Aristotle accepts the principle of plenitude for eternal objects. In De
Caelo 1.12 he advances detailed arguments for the position that a perishable entity cannot exist
forever (see esp. 283a25-9). For discussion see R. Sorabji, Necessity, Cause, and Blame (Ithaca,
1980), c.8, and L. Judson, ‘Eternity and necessity in De Caelo 1.12°, Oxford Studies in Ancient
Philosophy 1 (1983), 217-55.

8 Aristotle’s reference to a number of such substances shows clearly that he has in mind here
a plurality of unmoved movers, though he is not necessarily thinking of the specific account
found in chapter eight (pace Elders, op. cit., pp. 145-6). For two different accounts of how there
can be plural unmoved movers without a material principle to individuate them, see Merlan,
Traditio 4 (1946), 1-30, and J. Owens ‘The reality of the Aristotelian separate movers’, Review
of Metaphysics 3 (1950), 319-37, at 330-4.

® Following Ross’ (ad loc.) construal of the meaning of these lines I have ignored the second
xai in my translation (treating u€oov as a predicate of 76 kiwovuevov kai kwoiv), and printed
€oT. Towwy rather than rolvuv éo7i. These are minimal changes to the text of the MSS, and
express clearly what must be Aristotle’s thought here, that (in Ross’ words, op. cit., vol. ii, p.
374) ‘a kwoUpevov kai kwov is something intermediate, which presupposes 7t 6 00 kwoduevoy
KLVEL.

1% Indeed, the argument for the necessity of at least one eternal unmoved mover in Physics
VIII.6 proceeds from assuming an unbroken succession of finite changes. See the discussion in
Waterlow, op. cit. [n. 6], pp. 223-5.

' According to S. Sauve, ‘Unmoved movers, form, and matter’, Philosophical Topics 15
(1987), 171-96, no explanation in terms of moved movers alone will provide an intrinsic, and
hence non-accidental, cause of motion. We thus have one kind of straightforward answer why
Aristotle demands an unmoved mover of the cosmos: the eternal motion of the heavens would
otherwise be an accident. However, Sauve’s main contention — that forms are unmoved movers
whose exercise supervenes on the exercise of material moved movers — does not apply to the PM,
which is the heavenly sphere’s object of desire, not its form.
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At the risk of being somewhat dogmatic, we can propose the following argument
by importing premises from De Anima 111.10 and Physics VIII:

1. Motion is analysable into three terms (Physics VIILS, 256bl4ff.; De Anima
II1.10, 433b13ff.):
(a) The mover, which is either moved or unmoved.
(b) The ‘by which’, or instrument of movement, which both

moves and is moved (the moved mover).

(¢) The moved.

2. Everything moved has a mover (De Caelo 11.6, 288a28; Physics VII.1, 241b34;
VIIL.4, 256a2-3).

3. This mover is either itself or something else. If itself, it is further analysable into
moving and moved parts (or aspects) (Physics VIIL.5, 258a22-7).

4. If the mover is (a part or aspect of) itself, the moving part is either moved or
unmoved. If moved, then 2 and 3 apply to it again.!?

5. Inorder to avoid an infinite regress of explanation,!® all motions must ultimately
be caused by an unmoved mover.

This line of argument is sufficient to establish the necessity, for individual motions,
of a first mover which is unmoved. But it does not establish that this unmoved mover
exists separately from the first moved mover. In other words, the threatening regress
can be obviated by making the sphere of the first heaven (as well as each of the
subordinate spheres) a self-mover whose soul remains unmoved. If Aristotle wants to
avoid this result, as it seems he does, he must be able to show that the unmoved mover
of the first heaven is not merely one of its parts or aspects.

In this connection it is useful to keep in mind that Aristotle thinks of animals as
self-movers whose souls (specifically, épefis or 76 dpexTikdv) are unmoved causes of
motion. But even in the case of animal self-motion, the soul is moved accidentally as
it accompanies the body (Physics VII1.6, 259b16-20). Aristotle might say that a
similar analysis would not provide a good explanation of the heavens’ motion, for
according to the argument of Metaphysics /.6 the first cause should not involve
potentiality of any kind: if the PM were susceptible to accidental motion in the
manner of animal souls, it would be subject to potentiality with respect to place
(1072b4-8).1* But one could reasonably object that on his own principles the PM’s
susceptibility to accidental motion would not by itself jeopardize its everlasting
causation of the heaven’s motion. For he believes in any case that the heavenly soul,

12 Thus, while the faculty of desire (76 dpexTikdv) is what moves the animal, its object of
desire (3pexTov) is properly speaking the unmoved mover, and this will be true even if nothing
external to the animal corresponds to what it desires. See De Anima I11.10, esp. 433b10-18.

13 The emphasis here is on ‘of explanation,’ since, as I have just noted, Aristotle must accept
the fact of an infinite series of moved movers.

14 F. Solmsen, Aristotle’s System of the Physical World (Ithaca, 1971), p. 178, claims that in
Physics VIII this point is motivated by Aristotle’s desire to rule out the possibility of Plato’s self-
moving soul being the first principle of the cosmos. L. Judson, ‘Heavenly motion and the
unmoved mover’, in M. L. Gill and J. Lennox (edd.), Self-motion from Aristotle to Newton
(Princeton, 1994) argues persuasively that in Physics VIII and Metaphysics /A the heavenly soul’s
susceptibility to incidental motion rules out its being the PM. S. Clark, Aristotle’s Man (Oxford,
1975), p. 180, sees a difference between the PM and the subordinate unmoved movers on this
count. He contrasts /.8, 1073a23-5 (the PM is dx{vyrov kai kab’ adTo kai kard guuPeBnros)
with 1073a33—4 (the subordinate movers are unmoved ka8’ atrd), and adduces Physics 259b211T.,
which attributes accidental motion to ‘certain principles (dapya() of the heavenly bodies, as many
as experience more than one motion’ (b30-1). Clark’s distinction will depend on the legitimacy of
identifying these principles with the subordinate unmoved movers of Metaphysics A.8.
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which is subject to such motion, does eternally desire the PM and eternally move the
heavenly body.

Thus, Aristotle’s argument that there must be an eternal unmoved mover does not
by itself disallow all kinds of potentiality from all such movers, even if we are
sympathetic to his desire to eliminate potentiality altogether from the being of the first
cause. Given Aristotle’s own implied analogy between heavenly and animal motion,
a model according to which the PM is simply the soul of the heavens naturally
suggests itself; the onus is on him to show that the specific kind of potentiality
involved in this model would be a potentiality of the PM as a cause.

Although he characterizes animals as self-movers, Aristotle does not allow that
they initiate movement from nothing. ‘Spontaneous’ movement is always either
preceded by some combination of internal motions and environmental influences or
stimulated by an object of desire, perception or thought (Physics VIII1.2, 253a7-20; 6,
259b7-16). Accordingly, an animal soul is never an unqualifiedly unmoved mover.*®
Its history includes motions which contribute to causing the ‘spontaneous’
movement; or, alternatively, one will be able to trace apparent spontaneity to an
object of desire, perception or thought, which is an unmoved mover relative to the
moving part of the soul. Aristotle therefore recognizes the intentionality of objects of
desire and thought, but he does not allow that objects whose existence is merely
intentional can provide a full explanation of animal self-motion.'® For he assumes that
there must actually be real objects corresponding to the intentional objects that cause
animals to move. One might object that humans at any rate are sometimes motivated
by imaginary or illusory objectives that have no correspondence to reality. Aristotle
does not offer an explicit refutation of this idea. But his view of the role of sense-
perception in concept formation suggests that any such illusory object must be
traceable to something real that exists independently of one’s thoughts and desires.!”

Given Aristotle’s assimilation of the heavenly motion to animal motion, we have
had to consider the possibility that the first heaven is a self-mover, and that there is
no unmoved mover separate from it. But Aristotle also denies that animals create

15 1 am deliberately avoiding the difficulties presented by De Anima 1.3—4, which denies that
the soul is moved, but rather makes the soul the source of movement and change in the body.
D. Furley, ‘Self-movers’, in A. O. Rorty (ed.), Essays on Aristotle’s Ethics (Berkeley and Los
Angeles, 1980), pp. 55-67 [originally published in G. E. R. Lloyd and G. E. L. Owen (edd.),
Aristotle on Mind and the Senses (Cambridge, 1978), pp. 165-79], argues that because its object
of desire is intentional, the animal may be regarded as a self-mover, although, since there must
actually be an external object, ‘the movement of an animal does not provide an example of a
totally autonomous beginning of motion’ (65).

16 T here follow the convention of using ‘intentional existence’ to refer to Franz Brentano’s
conception of ‘intentional inexistence,” according to which mental objects do not have to exist
outside the mind, and which he took to be the distinguishing mark between mental and physical
phenomena: ‘Every mental phenomenon is characterized by what the Scholastics of the Middle
Ages called the intentional (or mental) inexistence of an object, and what we might call, though
not wholly unambiguously, reference to a content, direction to an object (which is not to be
understood here as meaning a thing), or immanent objectivity. ....This intentional inexistence
is characteristic of mental phenomena’ (Psychology from an Empirical Standpoint, trans. A.
Rancurello, D. Terrell, and 1. McAlister, [New York, 1973], pp. 88-9). For a very interesting
discussion of how ancient interpretations of Aristotle set the stage for the medieval and
Brentanian conceptions of intentionality, see R. Sorabji, ‘From Aristotle to Brentano: the
development of the concept of intentionality’, in H. Blumenthal and H. Robinson (edd.),
Aristotle and the Later Tradition (Oxford, 1991), pp. 227-59.

7 Furley, op. cit. [n. 15], p. 67, makes a similar point: ‘ What about delusions, hallucinations,
etc.? Aristotle could reply that although animals may on occasion move in pursuit of a purely
imaginary goal, these cases are parasitic on genuine cases. They would not pursue the imaginary
goal unless there were similar goals in reality.’
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motion from nothing. Given uniform laws of the causal principles of motion, and the
impossibility of creating time, he is entitled to deny this of the heavens as well. He
would also be right to insist that it is not enough to say that the cause of the heavens’
motion is an intentional (in the Brentanian sense) object of desire, for there must be
a cause of any such object. On the other hand, if the cause were simply the heavens’
own act of thinking/desiring, the PM would seem nothing more than a fantasy, and
we are back to the heavens creating motion from nothing. As Aristotle puts it in terms
of his own mythological tradition, everything would come to be out of night and
chaos (1072a19-20).

These considerations seem enough to warrant Aristotle’s belief that the PM must
be an actual object of desire that exists independently of the heavenly soul. In
addition, if we take into account his doctrine of vodos, it is clear that a merely
intentional object, a thought in the mind of the heavens, would not be the right sort
of entity to exert the causality for which the PM is supposed to be responsible. We
have seen that the argument of /1.6 requires that the cause of the first motion be in
essence an actuality, and that this requirement does not by itself exclude any and
every sort of potentiality from any and every eternal mover. But according to
Aristotle’s theory of voos, a thought in the mind of the heavens would not be subject
to a kind of potentiality that is harmless to its role as a cause. It would depend for
its existence on the activity of the intellect that is thinking it, and so unless something
else were causing it perpetually to be thought, nothing would ensure that it might not
be thought. And if something else were causing it perpetually to be thought, that
would be the purely actual cause we are seeking. To define the PM as an object of
thought within the heavenly intellect would mean, then, that the cause of the heaven’s
motion would depend for its existence on its being thought by the heavens.'® Such an
analysis might suffice for certain instances of animal motion in the sublunary world,
but when applied to the eternal heavenly motion it blurs the distinction between cause
and effect beyond recognition, and subjects the motion of the world to a contingency
that would be fatal to Aristotle’s argument. Accordingly, if the first motion of the
world is to continue unceasingly, the intellect of the heavens must forever be thinking
its thought-object, but there must also be an object existing independently of that
intellect. Otherwise, no actuality would ensure the everlasting motion and time that
are necessary conditions of the existence of the (Aristotelian) world. The implications
of this point, however, cannot be fully appreciated without examining the stretch of
A.7 that is intended to show the intelligibility of the PM, and to that I shall now
turn.

III. THE PM AS UNITARY OBJECT OF THOUGHT AND DESIRE

Aristotle’s characterization of the PM as a final cause in the sense of an object of love,
ws épdduevov (1072b3), is one of the most familiar doctrines from the Aristotelian
Corpus. But the PM is on Aristotle’s view not merely an object of desire. When he first

18 .7, by arguing for the actual existence of a transcendent PM, removes this difficulty from
occurring at the level of the heavenly soul. The conception of the PM as vods, however, will
invite its recurrence at the level of the PM itself. If the divine vods is a faculty like other voo(,
then either its object of thought is the cause of its actualization, in which case it is not the first
cause, or it produces its object of thought from itself, in which case it is thinking a fantasy. This
dilemma is faced in 4.9, and resolved with the characterization of the PM as 7 vdnots vorjoews
vonaus, which finally eliminates potentiality from the being of the PM, and thereby breaks down
the distinction between its essence and that of its thought object. I discuss the argument of /1.9
in greater detail in ‘ Ndnats vorjoews in Metaphysics /1.9° (unpublished).
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considers its nature, his assimilation of the cosmic motion to animal motion actually
provides him with two candidate descriptions for such an unmoved cause:

A Qy o * \ s \ (R ’ PR , ’ \ , \ > 4
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The object of desire and the object of thought move in this way. They move without being moved.
The first instances of these things are the same. (1072a26-7)
The crucial point occurs in the last sentence: ‘ the first instances of these things are the
same.’ Aristotle’s immediate purpose requires him to establish this result.’® If the PM
were an object of desire but not intelligible, the first heaven would not understand
what it desires. Conversely, if the PM were an object of thought but not of desire, it
would have no reason to move, since the vonrdv by itself gives rise only to noetic self-
motion, i.e. not everything one thinks of does one desire.?® Aristotle’s task, then, is
to show that the most desirable object is necessarily the highest object of thought.
His first move is to divide the object of desire (76 dpexTdv) into two species, 70
émbupnTdv and 76 BovAnTov. The former is an apparent good, the latter the object
of rational desire, i.e. what is genuinely desirable.?! This observation supports the
inference that in either case desire proceeds from an act of cognition that is causally
prior to it. Thus he says, ‘We desire because it seems rather than it seems because we
desire’ (1072a29). Aristotle can now conclude that the origin (dpx) of desire is
thought (a30), but this does not yet justify his assertion that the first objects of desire
and thought are the same. So far he has established only the intermediate conclusion
that the first object of desire originates in thought. This is enough to show that the
heavenly sphere must have a thought before it desires. But this is not the same as
saying that its object of desire is its object of thought, for the intelligible object that
causes a given desire to arise need not be the thing that is desired. One can see this
easily by imagining the highest object of thought to be a certain principle or system
of principles, the understanding of which would somehow provide one with the
ultimate understanding of the world, along the lines, perhaps, of the Unified Field
Theory in modern physics. Such a principle would be the ultimate description of the
world, and one would naturally want to acquire knowledge of it, but this knowledge
would not necessarily result in a desire to move toward any particular goal. Nor if it
did cause one to move would the goal have to be the principle itself. The PM, on the
other hand, must be desirable in such a way that merely understanding it will
necessarily motivate the heavens to rotate.?? If he is going to retain the idea that the

1% As we shall see, his ultimate purpose requires it too. Identifying the PM as an object of love
provides the requisite form of final causality for explaining it as an unmoved mover. But to show
that this unmoved mover is God, Aristotle must be able to demonstrate that it is vods, which
cannot be done simply from its status as dpexrov. Aristotle’s strategy is to identify the first
objects of thought and desire so as to show that if the PM is the first object of love, it is
necessarily the first object of thought; as I shall argue, from the PM as vonrov, he can get to the
PM as vods.

20 Cf. De Motu Animalium 6, 700b23-5: doTe Kiwei TpdTOV TO SpekToV Kai SavonTov: o
mdv 8¢ 76 StavonTov, dAAG T6 TV TpakTdv Téos.

1 Aristotle sometimes divides Spets into three species: émfuuia, Buuds, and BovAnais (De
Anima 414b2, De Motu Animalium 700022, Eudemian Ethics 1223a26-7). Elsewhere, as here, he
is content to divide desire simply into rational (BovAnous) and irrational (émBuuia and Guuds)
kinds (De Anima 432b5-6, 433a22-30). See M. Nussbaum, Aristotle’s De Motu Animalium
(Princeton, 1978), pp. 334-6.

22 The question naturally arises, why does the first heaven rotate if the PM is its goal? The
PM not only does not rotate, it does not move. We should recognize first that the heaven’s
rotation is not the PM’s only direct effect. It causes itself primarily to be thought and desired,
and this effect is more immediate than (though not temporally prior to) the heavenly rotation.
The first heaven’s contemplation of the PM is thus part of the way in which it maintains a state
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cause of the world’s motion is the supreme object of thought, Aristotle must now
advance a course of reasoning to show that this object of thought must also be the
best, and therefore the most desirable, thing.

Aristotle turns at 1072a30 to consider that which moves thought, the voyrov. Here
he makes use of the ovorouyia, the Pythagorean table of opposites, whose ‘positive’
members constitute the class of things that are intelligible in virtue of themselves.?* Of
this intelligible class of things there is a first member, substance; and of substance
there is similarly a first instance: simple and actual (i.e. immaterial) substance. The
kind of priority invoked here is not made explicit, but in a parenthetical statement
that is surely directed against positers of mathematical Forms, Aristotle rules out one
possible assumption:
€07 76 &v kai T6 dmAodv od T6 AT TO uév yap €v uérpov onuaiver, T6 8¢ amdodv mws Exov
avTo.

The one and the simple are not the same. For the one signifies a measure, but the simple how
something is disposed. (1072a32-4)

The priority involved is then not a matter of counting: immaterial substance is not
a unit by which we quantify beings. Rather, its way of being (mws éyov) is that in terms
of which other intelligible objects must be understood. Hence it is the first of
intelligible objects.

Aristotle’s importation of the Pythagorean overouyia is important for his overall
argument. The svorouyia provides a way of classifying all of existence according to
pairs of opposition. The positive side corresponds to what is in its own right, and is
therefore intelligible in itself, whereas items on the negative side are intelligible as
privations of their counterparts on the positive side. It is natural to assume that the
beautiful (76 xaAdv) occurs on the positive side, and furthermore that 76 xaAdv and
that which is desirable in itself (76 8.” adT6 aiperdv) occur on the same side as each
other (1072a34-5), since something is choiceworthy in itself only if it is kaAdv. Just
as Aristotle characterizes the entire positive side as intelligible in itself, he takes the
occurrence of 76 xaAdv on this side to imply that it too is predicated, at least
analogically, of the entire side. Thus he concludes that the first member is both the
most intelligible and the most desirable thing, for in any series the first member is
superior to those that follow it, and the ocveToiyia is a table not only of voyrd, but
of xaAd as well. If that which moves the heavens is supremely desirable, it must
therefore be supremely intelligible. Aristotle has now provided a justification (of
sorts) for his assertion above that rovrwv Ta mpddTa Ta adrd (1072a27).

The ovorouyia argument thus shows that the first objects of thought and desire are
the same. But this is more than Aristotle needs to show how the PM can move while
remaining unmoved, which is what 1072a24-6 demand. In order to show this, he needs
only to introduce the notion of the final cause as an object of love; this is in fact what
he does at 1072b3—4 when he introduces the distinction between a final cause for and
a final cause of something. We must now consider Aristotle’s purpose in arguing that
the PM is the first object of both desire and thought, the mpdTov vonrdv as well as

of being which is like the PM’s state of being. Indeed, from the perspective of the heavenly sphere
itself, this is the most important way, since it is by contemplating that it emulates the internal
nature of the PM. But since the first heaven is also a spherical body, its rotation causes its
material capacity — the capacity for circular motion — to be actualized as well. If the sphere did
not rotate, it would fall short of the PM as 7é)os, for at least one of its capacities would remain
unrealized.

3 For the ovarouyia see also Metaphysics A.5,983a23-6; I'.2, 1004b27-1005a5; Physics 1.5,
189a1; I11.2, 201b25-6 ( = Metaphysics K.9, 1066a15).
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the mpdTov dpextdv. 1 shall argue that this point enables him to transform his
argument for a first unmoved mover into an argument for the existence of God, for
it provides him with the grounds for asserting that the PM is thinking and alive, and
consequently for identifying it as God.

The physical argument of chapter six began from the idea that there must be a
cosmic motion that is continuous and incessant. If this motion is going to be truly
everlasting, its cause must be a pure actuality. Chapter seven establishes that this
cause must also be unmoved if we want to avoid an explanation in terms of an infinite
succession of moved causes. The unmoved nature of the cause can be explained by
appeal to the idea of the final cause as an object of love. But the fact that this cause
must be actual means that it cannot simply be an intentional object of desire — it must
have actual existence of its own. Moreover, the dependence of desire on thought,
along with the svoTouyia argument, shows that this object of desire must also be an
intelligible object. Accordingly, it cannot be that this intelligible object exists merely
as the content of the heavens’ thinking, for then its existence would depend on the
operation of the heavenly vods.?* This dependence would be undesirable for at least
two reasons: (1) the first intelligible object would not be a pure actuality, and we
would be left unable to explain the everlastingness of the cosmic motion; (2) as in the
case of animal motion, we should still want to know what causes the celestial vois to
think this object of thought.

I have thus far tried to show that while Aristotle recognizes the intentionality of the
heavens’ internal object of desire and thought, he thinks that the PM cannot have an
existence that is merely intentional. This would be contrary to his account of animal
motion as well as to the requirement of chapter six that the cause of the natural
world’s motion be an eternal, and therefore pure, actuality. A merely intentional
object, such as a vonrov in the celestial soul, depends for its actuality on the vois that
is thinking it, and this dependence is enough to discount it from being the sort of thing
that could cause the world’s eternal motion. The PM is, therefore, not merely an
intelligible object; it is an intelligible object that exists independently from the
motion(s) and actualization(s) of which it is the final cause as an object of love. The
question that now arises is, how can Aristotle plausibly explain the existence of such
an object?

According to Aristotle, intelligible objects, voyrd, are forms.?® If we ask about the

24 G. Lindbeck, ‘A note on Aristotle’s discussion of God and the world’, Review of
Metaphysics 2 (1948), 99-106, denies substantiality to God on the grounds that his ‘actual
existence cannot be inferred from the desire which the world has towards him’ (104). Aristotle,
however, does not infer God’s substantiality from his desirability, but from his inzelligibility.
Owens, Review of Metaphysics 3 (1950), observes brilliantly that the actuality of the first vonrov
would ‘be immediately identified with the substance held to be producing it’, and hence ‘would
have to be a thinking of itself, and so would be substance in its own right, with no dependence
whatsoever on the celestial soul’ (329). Owens also denies that this thought can be thought by
anything else, presumably because this would attribute to God the potential of being thought
by something else. This worry is a red herring, however, for such a potentiality would be harmless
to the PM’s actuality as a substance and, therefore, to its role as a cause. There is no reason why
the celestial soul, e.g., cannot think it, so long as the thought produced in the celestial soul is not
itself the PM.

% E. Ryan, ‘Pure form in Aristotle’, Phronesis 18 (1973), 209-24, argues that there are no
pure forms — including the unmoved movers — in Aristotle. As it applies to the PM, his argument
involves denying the equivalence, which I am assuming, between vontdv and eidos. Ryan claims,
contra Ross (op. cit., vol. ii, p. 380), that Aristotle’s statement at 1072b21, that vods is 76
SexTucdv Tod vonTod kai THs odalas, is not ‘parallel” to his statement at De Anima 429a15-16,
that vois is SekTikov oD €idous kai Suvduel TorodTov dAAG ut) TodTo. But his reason for denying
a parallelism between the two passages — viz. that the De Anima passage is about human
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ways in which forms may exist, we see that there are at least two: as the form of a
material, composite substance, and, presumably, as a pure form such as the unmoved
movers. But how is it precisely that these pure forms have their existence? If we start
from what we know about forms of sensible substances, it seems difficult to get the
idea of a pure form. In the sensible world, forms are always forms of a material
substance. Aristotle can infer that there must be objects that are pure forms from the
fact that his physical argument requires an eternally actual cause —such a cause
could not have matter without jeopardizing its actuality. While such a move is open
to him, however, it still would require a plausible explanation of the mode of existence
of such pure forms. But there is a well-known model for the existence of matterless
forms within Aristotle’s system, namely form as it is being thought. Indeed, since
Aristotle excludes substantial genera and species from his mature ontology
(Metaphysics Z.13), to say nothing of Platonic Forms, there seems to be no other
candidate mode for the separate existence of matterless forms.2

We are thus left with two ways in which forms may exist: either naturally, viz.
compounded with matter in sensible substances, or in vods as an (intentional) object
of thought. If we consider these two alternatives we see now that Aristotle has
available a way to get from the PM as an object of thought to the PM as vods. Sensible
substances considered as matter—form compounds are not in themselves objects of
thought, for they are intelligible only insofar as their forms can be thought. And
though the forms of sensible substances are in themselves potential objects of
thought, they are actual objects of thought only when being thought, at which point
they are in the intellect and separate from matter. Given these two ‘ formal’ modes of
existence — in nature and in voos —, and the fact that in the former mode the form is
only a potential object of thought, the identification of the PM as an actual (and
immaterial) object of thought, existing independently of the heavenly soul, requires
that it be an object of thought in an intellect (cf. note 24 above) — no other mode of
existence is open to it. And since, according to Aristotle’s theory of vois, an intellect
at the highest level of actuality is necessarily thinking itself, the PM is not simply an
object of thought, it is also the intellect that thinks this object.?” This last inference
will constitute the defining step in Aristotle’s argument for the existence of God, and
thinking — is insufficient, for there is nothing in Metaphysics 1072b18-21 that does not apply to
human thinking. In fact, the description there of vois becoming intelligible by ‘touching and
thinking’ does not strictly apply to the PM, which cannot become anything at all. As we shall
see, Aristotle is using his theory of human vods in /1.7 to argue that the vonrdv that moves the
heavens is vois in the first place. /1.9’s identification of the PM as 7 vonous vorjoews vomas will
then move beyond the theory of human vois by removing from the PM all implied potentiality.
So, far from the De Anima description not fitting into 4.7 or 9, the /1.7 argument will not work
without it. When we consider Aristotle’s unconscious assumption of an equivalency between
vonrov and eldos in De Anima 111.4 (429a15, a28, a29), there is no way of understanding o0
vonTod kai Tis ovaias at 1072b21 except as equivalent to Tod €idovs.

* Partisans of a species-form interpretation of primary substance in Metaphysics Z will no
doubt object that the species-form itself has such a way of existing. While my own sympathies
lie much more with those who defend particular forms, my interpretation here depends on
neither view. For even if one believes that Aristotle accepts such things as species-forms and
identifies them as the primary substances, there is nothing to suggest that he would plausibly
consider the PM to be a species-form.

7 Thus the PM as intelligible object is numerically identical with the vods thinking it. It will
have to be essentially identical as well to satisfy the argument of chapter 6, but this issue is not
settled until chapter 9, with the definition of the PM as a pure actuality (cf. note 18 above). At
this point in /.7 Aristotle is using the De Anima’s conception of self-thinking vods to establish
that the PM is a thinker as well as a thought. See R. Sorabji, Time, Creation and the Continuum

(London, 1983), pp. 144-5, for a discussion of the numerical identity of the intellect and its
object.
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enables him at last to move beyond physics and into theology. For even in Physics
VIII he could prove the necessity of an eternal PM; but this proof alone does not
entitle him to assume that the PM is God, however natural such an assumption might
seem after two and a half millennia of western philosophical theology. God must be
alive, and Aristotle cannot attribute life to the PM until he can reasonably ascribe to
it a function that is characteristic of life.

IV. THE PM AS A THINKING, LIVING GOD

At 1072b13-14 Arristotle signals that he has finished his discussion of the PM as the
first cause of the natural world and shifts the focus of his examination to internal
features of the PM:

ék TowaUTNs dpa dpxTs NpTYTAL 6 0¥pavds Kkai 1) ¢Uois. Saywyr) 8’ éaTiv oia 1) AplaTY pikpov
Xpovov nuiv kTA.

On such a principle therefore depend heaven and nature. Its way of life (8taywy) is such as our
best is for a short time, etc.

The occurrence of the word Siaywy1} intimates that the PM is the sort of thing that
can be said to be alive and therefore to have a way of life, or at least something
analogous to a way of life. But if we consider the logical structure of the entire
passage, which extends to 1072b30, we can see that Aristotle’s mention of the PM’s
dwaywyj is not based on an assumption that the PM is God (and therefore has a life).
This mention serves to announce the topic of b14-30, which is an examination of the
internal nature of the PM, not to provide a premise in its argument. Indeed, at the
end of the passage he offers a reason for ascribing life to the PM and accordingly
identifying it as God:

kai {w) 8€é ye bmdpxer 1) yap vod évépyera {wri, éxeivos 8é 1) évépyeia: évépyera 8¢ 7 kal’ avriy
éxelvov Lw1) dplan kat didios. dapev 87 Tov Beov elvar {dov dibiov dpiaTov, date fwn kal
alwv cuvexns kai didios vmdpyel 7)) Bedd: TodTo Yap 6 feos.

And life belongs to it; for the actuality of voos is life, and it is the actuality [of vods]. Its actuality
is in itself a life that is best and eternal. And we say that God is alive, eternal and best, so that
life and a continuous and eternal duration belong to God. For this is God. (1072b26-30)

Aristotle concludes that the PM is God from the fact that it is alive and eternal. Its
eternality was inferred from its causal relationship to the first heaven’s motion. but
its life is established by its activity, which is here characterized as the actuality of vois.
What we have seen thus far is certainly enough to call into question the conventional
interpretation I sketched at the beginning of this paper. For it is clear that Aristotle
takes himself to be providing some reason for identifying the PM as God, namely that
it is vods and is therefore alive. I now want to argue that this characterization of the
PM’s activity is also not merely assumed by Aristotle, but is supported by what the
De Anima has to say about vods and its relation to vonrd.

First consider the lines in which the topic of vods is introduced, and which
immediately precede the passage just quoted:
7 8¢ vomous 1) kab’ avTy Tod kad’ avTo dpiaTov, Kal 1 pdAtoTa Tod udAtoTa. avTov 8¢ voei 6
vods KaTd; pueTdAnfv Tod vonTod: vomTos yap ylyverar Qiyydvwy kai vodv, doTe TadTov vois
KaL vonTov.

Thinking in itself is of what is best in itself, and the purest thinking is of the purest good. And
vovs thinks itself through participation in the intelligible. For it becomes intelligible by touching
and thinking, so that vods and its object of thought are the same. (1072b18-21)



PRIME MOVER 405

Thinking in itself is of what is best in itself. ‘In itself’ (kaf’ adr7v) recalls Plato’s
Phaedo (66a) and suggests thinking in abstraction from the senses and sensible
objects, an appropriate association for a vods that is completely separate from
matter.?® The fact that its object is best draws support from the ocvorotyla argument,
which intends to make sense of the idea that the first objects of thought and desire are
the same. The appeal to the purest () pdAwsra) thinking and its object, the purest
good, re-emphasizes the notion of priority/supremacy that is a crucial element of the
ovoToiyia passage. In other words, the first sentence here is simply an application of
the principle that the primary objects of thought and desire are the same. The next
sentence then attempts to unify the object and subject of this act of thinking. Note
first that neither the statement that ‘vods thinks itself through participation in the
intelligible’, nor what precedes it applies only to the special case of God’s thinking.
Indeed, the word feds has not yet been used in the chapter. This sentence along with
what follows it down to line 24, is a statement by Aristotle of part of his theory of vois
in De Anima I11.4. Thus, we should understand his comments here as drawn from the
De Anima discussion in order to establish that since the PM is an actual object of
thought, it is numerically indistinguishable from the intellect thinking it.

According to De Anima 111.4, vots in and of itself does not have a particular nature;
it is merely a kind of potential, without actual attributes of its own (429a21, 430a8).
As such, it is conceived of as a featureless receptacle for form (429al5, Metaphysics
1072b22 [with note 25 above]).?* The absence from voos of specific properties of its
own enables it to think forms without interference from its own nature. It is just the
intellect’s lack of specificity that enables it to think, and in some sense to be, all things
(429a18, 431b21),® though it is not actually any of the vonrd until it thinks (429b30).
Aristotle even goes so far as to say that the mind does not exist before the activity of
thinking (429a24). The last statement seems intended primarily to have a certain
rhetorical effect, to emphasize strongly the intellect’s original state of pure potency.
Though he cannot mean this literally, one can understand why he puts the point this
way. For Aristotle, the only actually existing immaterial substance is a thinking voos.
If we remove its activity, we are left with an immaterial potentiality. In Aristotle’s
ontological scheme there is a sense in which such an object does not exist. This is not
to say that vods comes into existence when it thinks, and goes out of existence when
it stops thinking. Rather, the point is that since vois is separate from matter, there is
no material entity, such as a body organ, that stands as matter to the form of vois’
actualization, and which would be present even when vois is not actualizing (as for
instance the eye is present even when one is not seeing).®!

28 SV 5~ s € v s A A , ’ 5\ s e\ s .
... AN’ ad77) kal’ adTyy eldikpivei T Suavola xpdpevos avTo kal’ aiTo eidikpwes ExaaTov

émuxepoi Onpevew v SvTwy, draldayels 6T pdAiata dplaludv Te kai drwy kai ws émos
elmeiv ovumavTos Tob OWUATOS, WS TAPATTOVTOS Kai OVK édvtos TNV Puxny krioaclat
aXijfewdv Te kai ppovnaw 6Tav kowwvyj; (Phaedo 66al-6).

2 Cp. De Anima 11.2, 414a10, and the senses as receptacles: 11.12, 424a18; III.1, 425b23.

30 Aristotle was certainly influenced on this point by Plato’s arguments in the Timaeus for the
featurelessness of the vmodoy1j, which would otherwise obscure the sensibles coming to be in it
(50d2—4, cf. 51a6-b2). For Aristotle the intellect can only be forms. But insofar as the actuality
of anything in the world (even down to the four elements) is expressed by the account of its form,
the intellect can think the essence of anything. Thus a stone cannot be in the soul, but its form
can (431b29). Cf. Alexander, De Anima, 84.18-21.

31 See M. Wedin, Mind and Imagination in Aristotle (New Haven, 1988), c. 5, esp. p. 166, for
a very clear discussion of what Aristotle means by saying that vods is nothing actual before it
thinks. D. Modrak, ‘The nous-body problem in Aristotle’, Review of Metaphysics 44 (1991),
755-74, discusses the general problem of vois’ separateness from matter.
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Correspondingly, Aristotle does not conceive of this activity of thinking (expressed
by the verb voeiv and the noun vdnais) as one in which the mind focuses its attention
on some object or issue and then produces ‘thoughts’ about it. The object of thought
is the form which the mind becomes in the act of thinking, so that within this act
subject and object are numerically indistinguishable. Metaphysics 1072b19-21 is an
appeal to this doctrine. Its purpose is to establish that the PM, as the supreme object
of thought, is necessarily the object of an act of thinking that is not separate from it.
In order to understand more clearly what this doctrine amounts to, we will have to
consider more of what the De Anima has to say about vois’ self-thinking.

Near the beginning of De Anima 111.4 Aristotle explains that the largely helpful
analogy between the intellect and the senses breaks down at a certain point. An
indication of its failure is that vods does not suffer from any blunting effect after it
thinks something ‘vehemently intelligible’ (o$ddpa vonrdv), as the senses do after
they have received an especially intense sensation (429a31-b3).22 Indeed, not only is
the intellect not blunted by strong impressions, they render it more sensitive to weak
ones. It turns out, however, that there are two levels of actuality at which vods may
receive impressions, and it is at the second of these that it is said to think itself:

" . v p , Y , ; sy NS ,
8Tav 8¢ olTws éxaata yévnrar ds 6 émoTiuwy Aéyerar 6 kat’ évépyeav (ToiTo 8¢ aupBaivel
6Tav SUvnTar évepyeiv 81 adTod), €oTL uév kai ToTe Suvduer Tws, 0d uNY dpolws kal mwpiv
pabeiv 7) edpeiv: kai adTos 8¢ avTov ToTE Svvarar voeiv.®?

Whenever it becomes each thing in this way, as the one who is called a knower in actuality (this
happens whenever one is able to think through oneself), it is even then somehow potential, but
not in the same way as before it learned or discovered. Then it is able to think itself. (429b5-9)

The first thing to notice is that éxaora in line six refers back to 7a €8y in 429a29
above, so that Aristotle is describing the condition of the noetic soul when it has
learned some subject matter. At this point it has moved from being purely a
potentiality with no actual nature of its own to having, at some time, learned
something. It has received the appropriate forms and become them. This is how we
describe the man with scientific knowledge: he might not now be exercising his
knowledge, but he is still actually a knower (émiomjuwr) because he may exercise it
without having to change by learning something. Yet when vods is in this condition
it is still in a state of potentiality. This potentiality, however, is a potentiality of vois
with respect to itself. It is able to think the form that it had become at some previous
time and preserved as a disposition of itself.3* When it actually does think this form
itis said to think itself. But note the meaning of the verb *think’ (voeiv) in this context.

%2 This is a consequence of his theory of the sense as a Stvaus and a Adyos of the sense-
object. Sensory excesses destroy the proportion which is needed for the sense to function (I1.12,
424a25-32; 111.2, 426a27-b7). Cf. 422a21-3, 31-3; 424a14-15.

%2 On retaining the manuscript reading (8¢ adrov) of 429b9, and for a thorough history of the
editing of this line, see J. Owens, ‘A note on Aristotle, De Anima I11.4, 429b9°, in Aristotle: The
Collected Papers of Joseph Owens, ed. J. R. Catan, (Albany, 1981), pp. 99-109 (originally
published in Phoenix 30 [1976], 107-118).

3 The details of how this is supposed to work are controversial. From the De Memoria it is
clear that human habitual knowledge is mediated by images (¢avrdouara), which are the
proper objects of memory (450a24; cf. 450a14). Thinking, in turn, requires images, within which
the objects of thought are somehow located (De Anima 431al16-17, 431b2, 432a12-14; De
Memoria 449b31). Since memory is associated with perception and imagination rather than with
the intellect (449b30—450a25), the memory of scientific knowledge must be preserved through
the images produced by the faculty of imagination. For discussion of how the De Memoria may
shed light on Aristotle’s theory of thinking, see R. Sorabji, Aristotle on Memory (London, 1972),
pp. 2-8, and Wedin, op. cit. [n. 31], pp. 136-41.
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It does not seem to represent an obvious sense of what we would call discursive
knowledge, or knowing about something— viz. knowing propositions about an
external object. When Aristotle says that vois thinks a form he means that vods is
constituted for the time being by the essence which that form is. When this reception
of form is a matter of exercising one’s habitual knowledge, we say that vods thinks
itself. It thinks forms that constitute part of its capacities.*®

R. Norman has argued in a seminal paper that the self-thinking described in De
Anima and appealed to in Metaphysics /1 cannot be understood as a species of what
we might normally call self-knowledge or self-awareness.®® His basic point is
supported by the fact that Aristotle relies heavily on the theory of the self-thinking
vobs later on in the same chapter of the De Anima when he explains how voos is
intelligible :
Kai adTos 8¢ vonTds éoTw oTEP T vOqTd. émi puév yap TdV dvev UAns TO adTO €0TL TO VOOV
Kal T vooUuevor: 1 yap ématiun 7 BewpnTiky kai T6 obTws €mOTYTOV TO AVTO 0TIV

And it is itself intelligible just as the intelligibles. For in the case of things without matter the
thinking thing and the thing being thought are the same. For theoretical knowledge and its
object are the same. (430a2-5)

In the case of theoretical knowledge — knowledge of immaterial forms, or forms qua
immaterial — the intellect becomes the form in question. Knowledge is identical with
its object actually in the moment of being exercised, and potentially qua habit of the
intellect. In this way vods need have no potentiality relative to forms immanent in
sensibles, as it must during the period before it has learned something. Saying of voos
that it ‘thinks itself” is Aristotle’s way of expressing both the identity of the
actualizing intellect with its object, and the fact that the intellect need be potentially
related to nothing external to itself once it has acquired habitual knowledge.

We can now see that within the Aristotelian noetic self-thinking is not reducible to
self-awareness, and indeed that it cannot usefully be explained in terms of the concept
of self-awareness. In turn, by identifying the PM as a self-thinking vods in
Metaphysics A.7, Aristotle’s concern is not to restrict the object of God’s thought to
himself because of the unworthiness of other objects. The concept of vodis’ self-
thinking provides him with a way of identifying an actual immaterial object of
thought as the content of an intellect that is thinking it, and with which it is
numerically identical. Accordingly, the external object of thought and desire that is
the Prime Mover of the heavens is a thinking that is identified with its own thought
content. This is what it means in Aristotle’s system to be a self-thinking unmoved
mover.

35 This interpretation of vods’ self-thinking originates with Alexander. See De Anima 86.5-29,
and also the section on voos in the work Bruns published as De Anima Libri Mantissa, 108.2-9,
109.4-23.

36 ‘Aristotle’s philosopher-god’, Phronesis 14 (1969), 63-74. This is not to say that the self-
thinking vods is not aware of itself, which is entirely another issue. This means only that, on
Aristotle’s theory, vois’ self-thinking is not its self-consciousness. Indeed, nowhere in the
technical discussions of vods does he ask the question, ‘how do we know that we are thinking?’
(He does, of course, ask the equivalent question for the senses: De Anima I11.2, 425b12-15, with
which compare De Somno 455a15-20.) Thus, I see no textual evidence for K. Oehler’s claim,
‘Aristotle on self-knowledge’, Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society, 118 (1974),
493-506, that, ‘ Mind thinks itself not because it thinks the forms which it has become but insofar
as it is conscious of its object, i.e. of the forms. Self-consciousness is consciousness being con-
scious of itself by means of the consciousness of its object’ (498). Indeed, Wedin, op. cit. [n. 31],
pp. 265-8, offers an interesting argument to the effect that the PM is not capable of thinking
first person propositions and hence is not capable of self-consciousness at all.



408 JOSEPH G. DEFILIPPO

It is, however, a natural corollary to the conventional interpretation that God’s
self-thinking is simply the result of locating a thought-object that is worthy of Him
— this, one expects, would be Himself. There are two further considerations that make
this view of God’s thinking unlikely.

(1) Aristotle’s remarks about vois at 1072b18-21 apply equally to human and to
divine vods, and human voos’ self-thinking is something that occurs at the highest
level of actuality, regardless of the content of its thinking.3” Moreover, what the
conventional interpretation lacks is a justification for the idea that the PM is vois in
the first place. The De Anima doctrine of the self-thinking vods provides such a
justification, and is introduced into the text at the exact point where it is needed to
do so.

(2) It turns out too that vois’ self-thinking as vods is an idea that cannot be made
sense of in Aristotelian terms. I have already pointed out that the human intellect has
in itself no actual nature besides the capacity to receive forms. ‘ Receiving’ forms is
what constitutes thinking them. But for Aristotle form is actuality.®® This view is
clearly developed as part of his examination of sensible substance in the middle books
of the Metaphysics, particularly in H.2-3 and ©.8. Form is the actuality of sensible
substance, and is contrasted with matter, which is merely potential until actualized by
an appropriate form: ‘Thus it is clear that substance, i.e. the form, is actuality’ (0.8,
1050b2 [cf. H.2, 1043a26-8; 0.8, 1050a15-16]). Now, if objects of thought (vonrd)
are forms, and form is actuality, then the potential nature of vois precludes it from
being the kind of actual form that could be the object of its own thought.® It must
first become a form, an actuality, before it can be intelligible. Even then, however, it
is not intelligible as vods, but as the actual thing, the form. Since vois by itself is not
actual, it cannot be an actual form, and it therefore cannot be the object of its own
self-thinking in the absence of an enforming content. Self-thinking in the absence
of an intelligible form would, on Aristotle’s theory, be entirely without content.*°

37 At this point, one might object that if this is what Aristotle has in mind for God’s self-
thought, then why would the apparent problem of /.9 arise at all, i.e. why would he have to
argue that God thinks of himself rather than something else? I address the details of 4.9 in a
paper currently in progress, but the short answer is that he does not argue there that God thinks
of himself, if by this is meant anything other than the De Anima notion of self-thinking. 4.9
seeks to examine aporiae about the vois-God of /1.7 that arise from the conception of vois itself’;
specifically, the problematic notion is vods’ nature as a faculty, which may be exercised or not.
The different candidates for vods’ thought-object proposed at 1074b22-3 (itself, one other thing
always, different things at different times) are possible answers to the question 7{ voei; only as
itis posed at 1074b21, independently of deciding whether the nature of God is vods ( = 8vvauis)
or vonous (= évépyeta). 1074b28-33 then outlines the undesirable consequences that follow if
we identify the nature of God as vois ( = 8vvaucs), and the conclusion at 1074b33—4 redefines
it as vonois vorjoews — the actuality of an actuality, i.e. a pure actuality - in order to avoid these
consequences. God’s self-thought is a corollary of this redefinition, but it is not to be understood
in any terms other than those available from De Anima (pace Modrak, Review of Metaphysics
44 [1991], 772).

38 J. Owens, The Doctrine of Being in the Aristotelian Metaphysics, 3rd ed. (Toronto, 1978),
pp. 457-60, discusses the wider implications of this feature of Aristotle’s metaphysical thought.

3% This statement of course applies only to an individual vods’ relationship to itself. vods as
a natural entity is an actual form and can be studied as part of the overall project of studying
the soul, as Aristotle himself does in the De Anima. Clearly, though, the kind of understanding
one possesses after having studied the intellect in the manner of De Anima I1I is no more to be
described as self-knowledge or -awareness than the knowledge of other functions of the soul.

40 Indeed, it is sometimes raised as a criticism of Aristotle’s conception of God that His
thought is contentless. Consider the eloquent statement of B. Fuller, ‘The theory of God in
Book XII of the Metaphysics’, Philosophical Review 16 (1907), 170-83, at 176-7: ‘God’s essence,
we are told, is thought of thought. But thought of thought of what? By draining thought and
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Such lack of content, however, should not be viewed as a bizarre and unsatisfying
result of Aristotle’s theory. A contentless act of noetic self-awareness is ruled out by
De Anima, which makes the ontology of the intellect in an important sense dependent
on its object of thought. For the object of thought enforms and actualizes the merely
potential human intellect.*! If there is to be even a loose univocity of reference in the
use of ‘vods’ to denote both human and divine thought, then the self-intellection of
vods qua vois — in the case of God this would be some kind of pure self-awareness
—is disallowed by the very conceptions that allow Aristotle to identify the PM as vods,
and therefore as God.

V. CONCLUSION

If I am right about Aristotle’s application of the De Anima account of self-thinking
to the PM in Metaphysics /1.7, then we are in a position to confirm that the dialectical
strategy of the chapter is quite different from the one scholars have usually found
there. Far from assuming the PM’s identity as God and then being concerned with
limiting the object of God’s thought to himself, Aristotle is tackling what must be
considered a more fundamental and more difficult task: he is trying to show in the
first place that the PM required by his physical system is God. This demonstration
proceeds from the PM’s role as an actual object of thought and desire that is not
defined in terms of its intentional status. The De Anima’s theory of the functioning
of the mind is then rung in to support the inference that, since it is actual, this object
of thought must be the content of a vois at the second level of actuality, a self-thinking.
Finally, since thinking is a life function —indeed, the supreme life function — it is
obvious that the PM is God, for what is God but eternal, purely actual life ?*

University of North Dakota, JOSEPH G. DEFILIPPO
Grand Forks

form of its filling of sensible reference, we have apparently deprived it of all that gives it value
and relevance. It is reduced to mere reflection upon itself, with no other self than the barren act
of reflection to reflect upon.... It is like consciousness without anything but its mere name to
be conscious of, and therefore meaningless.’

41 Cf. Metaphysics ©.8, 1049b18-29, and De Anima 111.4, 429a13-15. See also the passages
cited in note 29 above.

2 An earlier version of this paper was delivered in October 1990 at the New York meeting
of the Society for Ancient Greek Philosophy; I am grateful for questions and comments I
received on that occasion. I would also like to thank Michael Frede, David Furley, Lindsay
Judson and Steven Strange for their generous and helpful criticisms.
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