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PHYSICS

. In Physics II.8 Aristotle claims that the type of necessity found in 

natural processes is not simple necessity as the ancient physicalists maintained, 

-

ceptual apparatus, nature and necessity. It considers his understanding of nature 

the location of this source within the very entity whose source it is. Next, it 

the sense of necessity that is at work in the ancient physicalist account of natural 

natural domain of the simple necessity that he elsewhere explicitly reserves to 

the realm of the unchanging and eternal. 

: Aristotle, ancient philosophy, metaphysics, teleology, hypothetical 

necessity, nature, physicalism.

with necessity in nature. 5. Conclusion.

Aristotle opens Physics II.8 with a statement of the view of thinkers 
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-
1 

generation. In opposition to the physicalists, Aristotle invokes and gives 

primacy to a necessity which he calls hypothetical: the necessity that the 

the whole which they constitute. 

to the division of the four Aristotelian causes or modes of explanation 

-

and their motions. The proponents of hypothetical necessity, however, 

more fundamental and all natural processes, particularly those of living 

organisms, are directed internally to the good of the product.2 

The aim of the present paper is to set out the overall framework of 

Physics and point out some 

of nature in the Physics and then turn to his understanding of necessity 

in general and its particular application in nature. 

1 haplôs) necessity is not mentioned explicitly in Chapter 8. 

 Physics II.9 

2 Such an interpretation of Aristotle’s position, in which form is ultimately irredu-

Aristotle’s Conception of Final 

Causality
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Physics, 

3
 These 

things have in common a feature that distinguishes them from those 

a principle of motion and of rest. 

Nature is the name he gives to this principle and it acts in those 

their activity once constituted. Thus the growth of a plant from a seed 

the form of a house according to a plan he possesses, so too nature, 

also acting according to a plan, causes the tree to take in nutrients and 

arranges them into the form of a living tree. 

Organic parts, however, cannot exist independently and do not possess 

natures properly speaking. Apart from the organism the parts cannot 

3 Aristotle, Physics
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nature. Nevertheless, although the parts do not have their own natures, 

them in existence. 

do not originate from a source external to them. Earth, for example, is 

piece of earth, on the other hand, is not natural since it will not take 

of the planet earth which acts externally upon the stone, we can still 

similar in it causes it to rise or move horizontally. Thus earth and the 

themselves principles of motion. 

is, through the activity of a craftsman. These are all made or constituted 

-

tuents. They do not have any inner principles of motion insofar as they 

Such things, of course, are not entirely unnatural either, for the ma-

terials out of which they are made are natural, and the wholes do pos-
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4
 

in Physics II.8, is whether the reality to which the term nature refers is, 

the material constituents. In the latter case, however, while the reality 

as an account of one

of Aristotle’s notion of nature in her work Nature Change and Agency 

in Aristotle’s 

per se 

per accidens

elements, where accidentality means that there is no one distinct factor 

5 Paradoxical as it may seem, the 

4

5 Nature, Change, and Agency in Aristotle’s “Physics”, Clarendon 
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physicalists in the end claim that apart from the elements there are no 

per se

in fact to deny the existence of nature as Aristotle understands it, for 

they claim that there is no one

and activity. 

Susan Sauvé Meyer’s interpretation of the argument in Physics II.8 ta-

kes this issue one step further. In Aristotle, Teleology, and Reduction she 

claims that what the physicalists propose is not merely the reduction of 

the reductive claim that such natures consist of the collective simply 

necessary activity of the elements. The true rival, she argues, is the more 

-
6 

-

6 S. Sauvé Meyer, Aristotle, Teleology, and Reduction, The Philosophical Review 

101(1992), 825. 
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-

ception of nature, I would like to call attention to one serious ontological 

this principle consists of, of precisely how and where it is present in 

the inner structure and workings of living organisms. It might appear 

-

that take place in living things. Such accounts would seem on the one 

an internal principle or source of the motion and rest that are proper to 

progressive results of the developmental process. This sense of nature 

refers more to the phenomenal features of a given thing and has more 

in the essential sense, though it is the synthetic noetic counterpart of 

-

itself a well-known fact and is usually expressed in terms of causes: in 

source, the form or reality, and the end or consummation. In particular, 
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natura naturans natura naturata.7 

The term necessity (anankê, to anankaion) has several senses, and 

Aristotle considers these in the philosophical lexicon in Metaphysics V.8 

those things without which a thing cannot live, and secondly the con-
9 

hypothetical necessity. 

is that of the compulsory or the forced: anything that hinders something 

from acting according to its natural tendency (in non-human entities) 

or according to its purpose (in the domain of human activity) imposes 

this kind of necessity upon the thing.10

7 -

8 Necessity, 

Cause, and Blame. Perspectives on Aristotle’s Theory, Cornell University Press, Ithaca 

9 Aristotle, Metaphysics 
10



63[9]

11 

the action is contrary to his choice or purpose. This kind of necessity 

In the Posterior Analytics, however, Aristotle mentions another sort 

12
 

This type of necessity also appears in De Partibus Animalium, where 

-

that are involved in it.13 The latter kind of necessity is the same as what 

the Posterior Analytics, for in the example given there the tendency of 

a stone to fall is natural, that is, it results from the kind of thing it is. 

Metaphysics -

plains the fourth sense of necessity, which he maintains is the primary 

one and the one from which the other senses are derived. The necessary, 
14 In order 

some respect. In the strictest sense, what is necessary coincides with 
15 This primary 

haplôs) necessity.16 

11 Aristotle, Posterior Analytics
12

13 Aristotle, De Partibus Animalium I.1 642a34. 
14 Aristotle, Metaphysics 
15 Aristotle, De Generatione et Corruptione
16

Metaphysics
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necessity, the necessity of force, and logical or demonstrative necessity. 

it have an internal source. One may ask, however, whether the sort of 

-

Metaphysics

-

17

-

the second category seems to refer merely to the agents of necessity at 

and almost trivially complementary. 

-

intrinsic relationship to anything else.18

to their nature attaches to them.19 -

17

18 -

Aristotle, Categories
19 Aristotle, Metaphysics
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20 its exi-

-

and not in themselves.21

kind, in that it already possesses the constitutive features that permit 

the characteristic activity of a thing is also one of its features, as is the 

way its acts or reacts in the presence of other things. It is in this sense 

-

20

(sumbebêkos

of their mode of inherence in a particular case. 
21
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-

rily according to its nature. 

two derivative senses, one of which is hypothetical necessity. It refers 

if

that are necessary in this sense owe their necessity to something other 

22 This applies to all of the examples 

attainment of a good, and for the elimination of evil are not necessary 

In the case of simple necessity, a thing either exists necessarily itself 

-

are necessary primarily for the sake of -

existence of some other thing. 

As in the case of Aristotle’s notion of nature, so too with his con-

-

22 Aristotle, Metaphysics
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As we have seen, the manifest philosophical issue in Physics II.8 is 

-

of the random and simply necessary activity of the material elements. 

the need for explanations in terms of hypothetical necessity in the case 

In other words, does he think that the two explanatory modalities are 

This issue is not explicitly present in Physics II.8 or indeed in any 

passages, such as Physics De Partibus Animalium 

in De Generatione et Corruptione

the existence of necessity in the natural realm. On the other hand, in 

other passages that are of a more practical nature he explicitly makes use 

of explanations in terms of simple elemental necessity, giving concrete 
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examples of such explanations. In De Partibus Animalium I.1 (642a32

necessity. In De Generatione Animalium -

De Ge-

neratione Animalium

necessity.23 

scholars have argued that for Aristotle the two forms of explanation are 

necessity are really disguised forms of hypothetical necessity, thus 
24 Others have admitted that some 

-

of complex natural wholes explanations that make use of hypothetical 

sort.25

23 Necessi-

tarianism and Teleology in Aristotle’s Biology

n.1. 
24 Aristotle’s De Partibus 

, Clarendon 

Press, Oxford 1972 and A. Preus, 

Works
25 Aristotle’s Conception of Final 

Causality

Hypothetical Necessity and Natural 

Teleology, in: Philosophical Issues in Aristotle’s Biology
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with simple elemental necessity in that, while the natures of complex 

an organization of the elements makes use of those elements and hence 

of simple elemental necessity.26 

-

tions in terms of simple elemental necessities, are not explanations of 

those very phenomena in terms of hypothetical necessity, teleological 

-

one examines Aristotle’s doctrine and attempts to produce a consistent 

which offer ever more precise accounts of the mechanisms that stand 

27 

26 Teleology and Necessity, in: Phi-

losophical Issues in Aristotle’s Biology

Meyer, Aristotle, Teleology, and Reduction
27 The Problem of Teleology, trans. 

Articles on Aristotle, vol. 1, 

Aristotle on Teleological 

Explanation, in: Aristotle’s De Motu Animalium, text with translation, commentary, 

 Necessity, Cause, and Blame. Perspectives on Aristotle’s 

Theory, Cornell University Press, Ithaca 1980. 
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concerns not so much the need for hypothetical necessity as opposed 

the very nature of simple necessity and whether it has a place in nature 

-

necessity notwithstanding, in which we saw that natural necessity can 

haplôs) necessity, we may 

-

De Generatione et Corruptione 

domain, how can we nonetheless condone it in nature and rest easy as he 
28

of any kind of necessity in nature, while in other places he allows for it 

and even gives examples of its operation. The denial in De Generatione 

et Corruptione II.11 is after all categorical. 

Aristotle makes the general claim in Physics II.8 that the type of 

Physics devoted to the issue of nature. 

28

De Generatione et Corruptione

haplôs anankê. 
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natures of the material parts out of which such organisms are made and 

the Metaphysics.

the Posterior Analytics and in De Partibus Animalium

haplôs) necessity. Yet his use of the 

Aristotle’s Physics. Translated with 

Commentaries and Glossary

Aristotle’s De Partibus Animalium I and De Genera-

. Oxford: Clarendon 

Press, 1972. 

Philosophical Issues in 

Aristotle’s Biology

The Complete Works of Aristotle: The Revised 

Oxford Translation. 2 vols. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

1991. 

-

History of Philosophy Quarterly 1.2 (Apr. 1984): 

Apeiron
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phical Review
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