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HEGEL AND ARISTOTLE

Hegel is, arguably, the most difficult of all philosophers. To find a way
through his thought, interpreters have usually approached him as
though he were developing Kantian and Fichtean themes. This book is
the first to demonstrate in a systematic way that it makes much more
sense to view Hegel’s idealism in relation to the metaphysical and epis-
temological tradition stemming from Aristotle.

This book offers an account of Hegel’s idealism and in particular his
notions of reason, subjectivity, and teleology, in light of Hegel’s inter-
pretation, discussion, assimilation, and critique of Aristotle’s philoso-
phy. It is the first systematic analysis comparing Hegelian and Aris-
totelian views of system and history; being, metaphysics, logic, and
truth; nature and subjectivity; spirit, knowledge, and self-knowledge;
ethics and politics. In addition, Hegel’s conception of Aristotle’s phi-
losophy is contrasted with alternative conceptions typical of his time
and ours.

No serious student of Hegel can afford to ignore this major new in-
terpretation. Moreover, because it investigates with enormous erudi-
tion the relation between two giants of the Western philosophical tra-
dition, this book will speak to a wider community of readers in such
fields as history of philosophy and history of Aristotelianism, meta-
physics and logic, philosophy of nature, psychology, ethics, and politi-
cal science.

Alfredo Ferrarin is Assistant Professor of Philosophy at Boston University.
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During the meal Goethe was comparatively quiet.
No doubt so as not to disturb the free speech of
his very voluble and logically penetrating guest,
who elaborated upon himself in oddly compli-
cated grammatical forms. An entirely novel ter-
minology, a mode of expression overleaping it-
self, the peculiarly employed philosophical
formulas of the ever more animated man in the
course of his demonstrations – all this finally re-
duced Goethe to complete silence without the
guest even noticing. The lady of the house like-
wise listened in silence, no doubt somewhat taken
aback, and glanced at “father” – as she always
called Goethe. After the meal had ended and the
guest departed, Goethe asked his daughter: “Now
did you like the man?” “Strange,” she replied, “I
cannot tell whether he is brilliant or mad. He
seems to me to be an unclear thinker.” Goethe
smiled ironically. “Well, well, we just ate with the
most famous of modern philosophers – Georg
Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel.”

—From Hegel in Berichten seiner Zeitgenossen
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INTRODUCTION

1

To bring latent reason to the understanding of its own possi-
bilities and thus to bring to insight the possibility of meta-
physics as a true possibility . . . is the only way to decide
whether the telos which was inborn in European humanity at
the birth of Greek philosophy – that of humanity which seeks
to exist, and is only possible, through philosophical reason . . .
is merely a factual, historical delusion, the accidental acquisi-
tion of merely one among many other civilizations and histo-
ries, or whether Greek humanity was not rather the first break-
through to what is essential to humanity as such, its entelechy.

(E. Husserl, Krisis der Europäischen Wissenschaften)

§1. Preliminary Notes

When Perrault, Fontenelle, Boileau, and Bayle inaugurated the quar-
rel between ancients and moderns, the confrontation with the ancients
had been a marginal topic confined to literary questions. At the end of
the 18th century, over a hundred years afterward, it was becoming a re-
current theme. Often such a confrontation was part and parcel of mod-
ern philosophy’s self-understanding; it helped define its identity by
gauging its proximity and distance from old models. More frequently
than in the previous two centuries, which were busy severing their ties
with tradition, we find appeals to revitalize ancient philosophy or civi-
lization. But all such appeals say less about the sources to which they re-
fer than about the purpose they served at the time, in the conditions in
which they arose, about the historical needs from which they origi-
nated. In other words, the proposal of resuscitating Greek or Latin
models was instrumental to the dissatisfaction or crisis that spurred it.



The slogan of a return to the classics acquired opposite functions de-
pending on how one filled the empty box which now came to be called
“Greece.” For example, it is significant that Robespierre longed for the
embodiment of virtue and frugality he found in the “free republics” of
Rome and Sparta against the ancien régime’s curbing of freedom while
forgetting, as his opponent Termidorian Constantin Volney pointed
out, how deeply the massive use of slavery was rooted in the political
structure of Greece itself.1

The Greeks were not studied as an object of critical historical
scrutiny; they were rather invoked in contemporary discussions, espe-
cially in political and aesthetic domains. This is even more the case in
Germany, where the tradition of Greek studies was more continuous
than in France (which was keener on the Latin tradition), and where a
few years later Wilhelm von Humboldt proposed the study of Greek as
a Bildungsfundament (foundation of education) for Germans in his proj-
ect of education reform (1808–9).2 The disputes in German classicism
and early Romanticism, from Lessing to Winckelmann to Schiller and
Goethe, were united by one trait: Greek art and society had experi-
enced a form of harmony that the scissions of modernity had made im-
possible.

In this connection Hegel, Hölderlin, and Schelling studied classical
antiquity, and Plato in particular, in a similar vein and with similar pur-
poses. Along with Spinoza’s thought, a certain image of Greece –
whether informed by Schiller’s ideal of beauty, Hölderlin’s hen kai pan,
Schelling’s and Hegel’s idea of a natural harmony between polis and na-
ture – had to be adapted to and brought back to life in the framework
of the crisis of post-Kantian philosophy. Reflection is intrinsically un-
able to grasp the original unity from which stem all its oppositions: this
primordial being is rather intuited as beauty. The fragmentation of uni-
tary bonds between individual and community, reason and sensibility,
nature and civilization, science and life, are for the young Hegel in-
dicative of the need for a popular religion in which classical and Chris-
tian elements, a new understanding of life and love as immaterial
bonds, are fused together.3
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2 P. Berglar, Humboldt (1970: 90).
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A study of the formation of Hegel’s thought cannot fail to take into
account his extensive readings in ancient philosophy in the context of
what he perceived as the spiritual needs of his time. A more difficult
task is that of delving into all the textbooks and handbooks used by
Hegel in various disciplines in his early years to detect the traditional,
Platonic or Aristotelian elements that he probably absorbed unwittingly
at Stuttgart and Tübingen and that later proved to be influential for the
genesis of his own thought on such diverse matters as logic and philos-
ophy of spirit and of nature.

However important such investigations may be for the reconstruc-
tion of Hegel’s early philosophy, I think it is more fruitful for the light
it would shed on the comprehension of the inner tensions in Hegel’s
thought, as well as philosophically more relevant, to focus on yet an-
other approach to the problem of Hegel’s confrontation with the an-
cients: his mature reading of Plato’s and Aristotle’s philosophy. This
runs throughout Hegel’s post-phenomenological works; unlike in his
formative years, this confrontation is from 1805 (or so) on less sporadic
and instrumental (whether simply predatory or enthusiastic) and is
based on a more attentive, thoughtful, and free, if periodical, study fo-
cusing on Greek philosophy in its own right.

Even if at first Hegel placed Plato higher than Aristotle but later re-
versed this order, he always coupled the two as “teachers of mankind”
and would have extended to Plato as well Dante’s famous characteriza-
tion of Aristotle as the “master of those who know.”4

This book will concentrate on Hegel and Aristotle. Aristotle is such a
recurrent figure in Hegel’s mature work that sometimes it is difficult not
to be misled by Hegel’s praise. Hegel’s panegyrics of Aristotle sometimes
tend to obscure the fact that his references must be understood in their
polemical function as directed to contemporary topics, or in their ped-
agogical role; elsewhere, they may have the character of historical re-
marks externally supporting points that had already been independ-
ently established. At other times, though, the impression is that Aristotle
is not quoted where Hegel develops his own thoughts, that is, where
Aristotle’s philosophy has a decisive influence on Hegel, whether as an
antecedent to theories developed by Hegel, a foil to his own thought,
or anyway as an alternative model to keep in mind in relevant contexts.

Obviously there is no easy way to determine such different inten-
tions; only a comprehensive study of the entirety of Hegel’s explicit and
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implicit references to Aristotle can help refine our hermeneutical skills
in this task. I hope this book will show in sufficient detail that Aristotle’s
importance for Hegel, over and above the heritage of 18th-century phi-
losophy, cannot be overestimated.

Why does Hegel claim that an adequate conception of spirit needs
the revitalization of Aristotle’s De anima? Why does Hegel write in the
preface to the second edition of the Encyclopædia that understanding
“Plato, and much more deeply Aristotle [. . .] is at once not merely an
understanding of that Idea, but an advance of science itself” (ENZ.B 18,
EL 17)? How does Hegel purport to retrieve the deep meaning of Aris-
totle’s Metaphysics? Is it necessary to keep in mind Aristotle for an un-
derstanding of Hegel’s notions of teleology, nature, time, the Concept,
thinking, sensation, passions, or ethical life? How does Hegel explain
the relationship between what he calls Aristotle’s finitude of thought
and what he takes to be its speculative culmination, the divine thought
thinking itself?

These are some of the questions this book will try to tackle. This work
does not merely intend to show the extent to which Hegel is indebted
to Aristotle or the degree to which his interpretation of Aristotle is at
times arbitrary or misguided. To be sure, it will also spell out such
points, but it is not intended simply to be an exposition of Hegel’s in-
terpretation of Aristotle. It can be characterized as a detailed analysis
of the relation between Hegel’s interpretation of Aristotle’s thought
and his usage and elaboration on it. Its main task is to show the tensions
that result from this contrast.

Even though an exact interpretation of Hegel’s relation to Aristotle
is far from being a matter of unanimous consent, his indebtedness to
Aristotle is common knowledge among Hegel readers. For example, ac-
cording to Nicolai Hartmann, “Hegel perceived himself as the Aris-
totelian who . . . recognized and completed the work of the master.”5

Likewise, Glockner writes that Hegel was “modernity’s only great Aris-
totelian.”6 The impression of a profound speculative affinity between
Hegel and Aristotle was common already among Hegel’s contempo-
raries: “in 1810 Bachmann, in his review of the Phenomenology of Spirit
in the Heidelberger Jahrbücher, compared Schelling to Plato and Hegel to
Aristotle.” Rosenkranz, who reports this judgment of Bachmann’s,
probably the first to express this similarity, continues without hiding his
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own skepticism on the matter: “from then on such a comparison has be-
come a stereotype.”7

This should cause no surprise. Hegel had always praised Aristotle’s
speculative greatness to his students. In the Lectures on the History of Phi-
losophy Hegel devotes to no other philosopher so much praise and such
extensive attention; there is nobody whom he seems to admire as much.

At the end of what is considered his system, after the three syllogisms
of the Berlin Encyclopædia, Hegel simply apposes one of the most fa-
mous passages from Aristotle’s Metaphysics; he does not translate the
text, which he quotes in Greek, let alone comment on it or explain it.
One can hardly imagine a stronger endorsement, especially given the
rarity of such unqualified approvals in the Hegelian corpus: Aristotle’s
passage on divine thought appears like an authoritative seal affixed to
the system of the true.

In his preface to the second edition of Hegel’s Lectures on the History
of Philosophy, Michelet reminds the reader of a note written by Hegel in
his Jena notebook, which was to provide the basis for all subsequent
classes on the history of philosophy, which says that the treatment of
Aristotle went well over the first half of the semester.8 Even a cursory
glance at the catalog of Hegel’s personal library (Verzeichniss) suffices to
show how in the list of books owned by Hegel the texts of ancient phi-
losophy and the studies on Greek thought were of a preponderant and
steady interest. The extent of Hegel’s debt and admiration for Aristotle
was very well perceived by Hegel’s pupils, who while divulging and pop-
ularizing their teacher’s thought unfailingly emphasized the Aris-
totelian origin of many of Hegel’s points. Gabler’s and Erdmann’s
books, intended as introductions, respectively, to the Phenomenology of
Spirit and the Science of Logic, are rich with references to Aristotle.9

According to Gabler, who audited Hegel’s classes in Jena, a thorough
study of Aristotle on Hegel’s part has to be dated back to 1805.10 Since
the publication of the Jena system projects in the critical edition (GW
6–8), many Hegel scholars concur on the necessity to shift back the
date. This is not a question of a chronological ordering that could be
the exclusive interest of philologists and scholars. What matters in this
is the determination of the range and extent of the influence of classi-
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cal metaphysics on Hegel’s thought in the most volatile moment of its
shaping. Hegel shows signs of intensive reading of Plato’s Timaeus and
Parmenides in the Differenzschrift and in the Verhältnis des Skeptizismus zur
Philosophie (1801–2).11 This last work “is dominated throughout by
nothing less than a myth of ancient thought as the golden age of spec-
ulation, but there is no trace of the preponderance of Aristotle which
will succeed shortly thereafter.”12

According to Heidegger, Hegel already construes his own concept of
time on that of Aristotle’s Physics in 1804/5.13 Walter Kern, who has ed-
ited and published a translation made by Hegel of De anima III 4–5, dat-
ing it around 1805, notes that in 1806 Hegel was too busy writing the Phe-
nomenology to have time to prepare the translations from Aristotle which
he used during his first course on the history of philosophy:14 hence
“Hegel’s study of Aristotle happened anyway even before 1804/5!”15 Ilt-
ing has studied Hegel’s confrontation with Aristotle’s Politics in the early
Jena years.16 According to Chiereghin, the section on Metaphysics of Ob-
jectivity in the Jena Logic, Metaphysics and Philosophy of Nature (JS II:
138–54) is already influenced by Aristotle’s notion of soul.17

Interpreters of different schools and orientations have repeatedly
noted many such affinities, which also constitute the subject matter of
several monographs, intended at times as an analysis of Hegel’s Lectures
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Unless otherwise noted, all references in this book are to be understood as references
to the original sources utilized. Whenever English translations of the works used are
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13 Heidegger, SuZ (1927: 428 ff.).
14 Kern, “Übersetzung” (1961: 60).
15 Ibid., 60 n. It appears actually that the translation edited by Kern stems from Hegel’s

Nürnberg years. Professor Pöggeler kindly informed me that the paper used by Hegel
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from the paper used by Hegel in Jena. In a private conversation, Professor Meist argued
that Hegel’s grammatical remarks in the margins of the translation can only be ac-
counted for if we remember that the manuscript was conceived for a lecture on Greek
language or philosophy to the students of the Nürnberg Gymnasium. For this reason,
as Garniron and Hogemann report (“Vorlesungen,” 1991: 114 n.), the critical edition
of the manuscript appears in vol. 10, Nürnberger Schriften. All this obviously does not rule
out Hegel’s knowledge and study of the De anima in or before 1805.

16 Cf. Ilting, “Auseinandersetzung” (1963).
17 “Griechische Erbe” (1991: 9–20), “Antropologia” (1995: 434–42).



on Aristotle and as a critical discussion of the plausibility of Hegel’s in-
terpretation, at times as an evaluation of Hegel’s use of Aristotle, more
rarely as a critical comparison of interpretation and assimilation of Aris-
totelian themes on Hegel’s part.18

§2. On the Object and Method of This Book

The leading thread of this book will be the notion of energeia. In con-
tradistinction to the existing literature, this book does not limit itself to
an analysis of Hegel’s lectures or even to a general discussion of energeia;
rather, this notion will serve as a guide to show how the idea of a self-
referential activity operates in the details of Hegel’s interpretation of
Aristotle as well as in particular contents of Hegel’s own thinking on
subjectivity.

Energeia, usually rendered in English as “actuality” after the Latin
translation “actus,” is by and large translated by Hegel as Tätigkeit (ac-
tivity) or as Wirklichkeit (actuality), even though in the context of single
works he will prefer different words (e.g., in the Philosophy of Spirit and
the Logic Aktuosität, actuosity, while in the Phenomenology a closely related
notion is that of Entwicklung, development). However he translates it,
though, he invariably means the same, an actualization of a potency
originally immanent in the subject of the process or movement. Hegel
interprets energeia as the self-referential activity that he finds at work in
its several manifestations: from the self-grounding of essence to the
Concept, from the teleological process to natural life, from the essence
of man to the forms of knowing and acting down to its most obviously
free and self-determining dimension, absolute thinking that has itself
as its object. This latter notion is for Hegel to be found in Aristotle’s noê-
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sis noêseôs,19 which is the prefiguration of absolute spirit and which as
we saw is used as the closing quotation of the Encyclopædia itself.

In this connection Hegel appropriates and transforms the meaning
of energeia to define spirit. Spirit is actuosity, the self or subject contain-
ing in itself its own movement and purpose and expressing in the ac-
tualization of its potentialities its identity with itself and its permanence
in its dealing with ever new and different contents. In the Lectures on
Aristotle Hegel says: “energeia is more concretely subjectivity” (VGPh 2:
154, my italics). This must sound striking to those who are used to the
modern idea – reflected in the philosophical lexicon only after Baum-
garten and Kant but originating roughly around Descartes – that sub-
jectivity is par excellence the cogito opposed to a realm of objectivity
standing over and against it. What we will have to discuss is therefore
the Hegelian notion of subjectivity in its relation with the Aristotelian
energeia.

Hegel’s exegesis of Aristotle found in the Lectures is naturally selec-
tive. Hegel does not write a commentary on Aristotle’s works or an es-
say on the unity of his philosophy. Yet his clear intention is that of pre-
senting his students with a genuine Aristotle, in opposition to the
philosophical historiography of his own age. His choice of some fun-
damental concepts is guided by what he sees as their convergence in a
unitary interpretation, in light of what he takes to be the new Aris-
totelian principle, subjectivity. For him the return to, and close study
of, the Greek text is crucial.20

If it is therefore necessary to follow Hegel’s methodical and system-
atic reading of the Aristotelian philosophy as it is expounded and un-
derstood by Hegel, and to forsake any analysis of textual stratifications
and any reconstruction of the evolution of Aristotle’s thought, we will
nevertheless have to examine also some pivotal Aristotelian concepts in
order to show the one-sidedness and the presuppositions of Hegel’s in-
terpretation.

I will follow the order of the Lectures, focusing especially on Meta-
physics, Physics, De anima, Nicomachean Ethics, and Politics. We will see how
Hegel emphasizes the centrality of energeia in his reconstruction of the
Metaphysics. Here Hegel finds a distinction of three types of substances,
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the sensible ousia (substance) as a substrate of change, the finite nous
(intellect) as a formative principle of a given externality, and the divine
nous, the absolute activity of thinking itself and of manifesting itself in
nature and spirit. If ousia is identical with its concept, and this is the sub-
ject of its own actualization, on the one hand God is, qua thought think-
ing itself, the complete identity of subject and object after which the en-
tire cosmos strives. On the other, Hegel finds in phusis (nature), in the
theory of the form which has in itself the drive to actualize itself or the
movement to reach its own telos, his own idea of natural subjectivity.
But if the peak of the Metaphysics is for Hegel represented by its specu-
lative Idea, God, and yet thought thinking itself and substances in the
sublunar world are two independent principles, then it is the De anima
which represents for Hegel the Archimedean point allowing for the
unification of natural subjectivity and spirit, from its finite to its ab-
solute forms.

For Hegel, in the De anima (“the best or even the sole work of spec-
ulative interest ever written on the philosophy of spirit,” ENZ.C §378),
the subject of experience is understood as a hexis, an active potency, an
Aufhebung or negation of externality. Hegel argues that in this work the
different forms of life, knowing and acting, are unitarily conceived as
gradual moments in the actualization of the same process, the ent-
elechy of living spirit. Thus in the De anima Hegel finds the soul as life,
an activity inseparable from its manifestations and a self-development
in and through its relation to otherness (in the lexicon of the Logic, the
immediate Idea); the negativity of spirit, for which each finite form be-
comes matter for the superior form of considering reality; the necessity
for spirit to emerge from nature as the truth of the latter; sensation, qua
identity of perceiver and perceived, as an activity within receptivity, and
the actualization of the senses as spirit’s shaping of its own receptivity
in determinate directions; the notion of the I as an abiding and formed
power (potency) or hexis, which preserves and idealizes givenness in
memory, warranting the continuity of experiences; the intellect that
thematizes the inferior forms of knowledge, and in so doing comes to
know itself; finally, the unity of will and reason.

There is much to be questioned about this interpretation and ap-
propriation of the Metaphysics and the De anima, naturally, as will appear
in due course. What is important to note here is that Hegel takes Aris-
totle to have made nature, change, and all becoming intelligible in and
of themselves. We must not oppose substance as a passive substrate to
movement, nor form or essence to becoming. In fact, Aristotle’s
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progress over Plato lies solely in the concept of immanent form, in
which Hegel finds the principle of “pure subjectivity” that is “missing in
Plato” (VGPh 2: 153). Immanent form is for Hegel an archê or cause that
is not definable in abstraction and isolation; the cause does not also
happen to be subject to change, in addition to and independently of its
essence. Its very being consists in the process of its own actualization. If
the essence of the living being does not exist independently of it, it must
then be the form understood as end – Hegel calls this the concept –
that moves the living being in the process of attaining to its end or te-
los. Differently stated, in the living being the concept becomes con-
crete. Energeia is what Hegel means by subjectivity, the concept as a
cause of its being and movement, or self-actualizing form.

The concept exists realiter in nature, it is not our imposition; and yet
it is present in it only in a hidden form, in potentiality with respect to
its existence as an object of actual thinking. If the universal is the
essence of a natural being, of physical laws, and if it constitutes the ob-
jectivity of the living, it cannot at the same time be found as such in na-
ture. It is a moment of the Idea, a product of the activity of absolute
thought.

With a very arbitrary interpretive move Hegel identifies the existing
universal, the objective intelligibility of all that is, with the Aristotelian
passive nous, only to oppose to objectified thought-determinations the
active nous, self-consciousness, the concept as absolute I. The object as
a conceptual synthesis is produced in the I by the unity of thought; it is
posited by the Concept that in the object relates to otherness as to it-
self, and is the unity of itself with itself, the identity of subject and ob-
ject.

If in this relation between active and passive nous it is more difficult
to recognize Aristotle than the idealistic, especially Fichtean develop-
ment of the Kantian transcendental deduction, it remains true that for
Hegel Aristotle is retrieved as a model of Vereinigungsphilosophie (phi-
losophy of unification) over against the philosophy of reflection and
the scissions of modernity. The sensible is not opposed to reason; na-
ture is not opposed to spirit. It is rather its immediate substance (Grund-
lage), the otherness of the Idea, out of which spirit emerges to attain to
itself. It attains to itself in a process of actualization which is at the same
time God’s, that is, the self-thinking Idea’s gradual appropriation of it-
self. In all this spirit does not have to reach an end outside itself, for its
end is internal to it; if spirit is the movement of positing itself as its other
and of negating its otherness, then, in Aristotelian terms, its activity is

10 INTRODUCTION



complete (teleia) even when it is a production, for production, like the-
ory and practice, is for Hegel spirit’s self-production in reality. In the
words of the Nicomachean Ethics, we can say that spirit’s energeia is its own
eudaimonia (happiness), its activity is its own flourishing. “The eternal
Idea which is in and for itself actualizes, produces, and enjoys itself as
absolute spirit,” read the last words of the Encyclopaedia before the Aris-
totle quotation (ENZ.C §577, my transl.). In this Beisichselbstsein or be-
ing-at-home with itself, it seems then that Hegel makes a strikingly un
Aristotelian identification of Aristotelian theôria, praxis, and poiêsis
(knowing, acting, making).

The task of this book is to show why it is fruitful for a better under-
standing of Hegel to examine his thought against the backdrop of his
comments on Aristotle. This sheds light on many of Hegel’s presuppo-
sitions as well as on the relation between natural subjectivity and spirit
that I have just sketched.

In the remainder of the Introduction I discuss methodological ques-
tions surrounding the structure of this book (§2) before turning (§3)
to Hegel’s understanding of energeia as subjectivity on the basis of a re-
view of some attacks from its most prominent critics, and, subsequently,
of an examination of Aristotle’s employment of the term.

In Part I, I discuss Hegel’s conception of the history of philosophy
and its place within the system of philosophy. The relation between his-
torical and natural time, philosophy and history, as well as Hegel’s idea
of a history of philosophy will be scrutinized and critically assessed
(Chapter 1). Given the order and structure of the lectures on Aristotle,
which mirrors the order of the Encyclopædia, we will pass on to an ex-
amination of some systematic and architectonic questions turning
around the presence of the logical element (das Logische) in the phi-
losophy of nature and of spirit (Chapter 2). The very arrangement of
the material expounded in the lectures will prove to be significantly bi-
ased on a few substantial counts. This chapter, which discusses Hegel at
length, and in which textual and systematical exegeses are intertwined,
forms the basis for my further interpretations and for my eventual con-
clusions on Hegel’s relation to Aristotle. In other words, understanding
how Hegel conceives his system and the relation between thinking and
Realphilosophie (philosophy of nature and spirit) will later be of crucial
importance in helping us understand why Hegel misconstrues the
analogous relation between philosophy and sciences which he thought
he could find in Aristotle, and why he ignores that the De anima is not
a philosophy of spirit in his sense.
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In Part II, I examine the lectures on the Metaphysics and show to what
extent Hegel’s understanding of form as cause can be read back into
Aristotle (Chapter 3). After showing the tacit confrontation with the
Metaphysics taking place in the Science of Logic (Chapter Four), Aris-
totelian and Hegelian treatments of essence, concept, definition, and
composite substance are compared and contrasted (Chapters 5 and 6).

Part III deals with Hegel’s Realphilosophie in its relation to the Aris-
totelian supposed philosophies of nature and of spirit. While Chapter
7 focuses on teleology in nature, and on questions such as motion, mat-
ter, space and time, mechanics and organics, Chapter 8 concentrates
on the teleological (self-)constitution of spirit. This ranges from the
most elementary and seemingly heterodetermined forms in which
spirit’s activity acts as an entelechial impulse (notably sensation, but the
entire Anthropology in general), to knowing qua recognition of reality
as the existence of the Concept, and then up to the self-referentiality of
thought and the unity of intelligence and will which eventually finds in
ethical life its second nature. Given Hegel’s extraordinary praise of the
De anima, a good deal of attention will be devoted to the philosophy of
subjective spirit. Finally, we turn to Hegel’s usage of the Politics in the
Objective Spirit and Philosophy of Right and to his judgment on the
difference between Greek and modern States (Chapter 9).

After, and thanks to, the comprehensive analysis developed up to this
point, the conclusions (Chapter 10) show both the originality and le-
gitimacy of many of Hegel’s points, but also the reasons why his implicit
assumptions – such as a different “ontology,” a different concept of
truth, a relation between divine intellect or absolute thinking and finite
nous into which Hegel reads more than Aristotle was willing to concede
– induce him to separate speculation and finitude in Aristotle’s philos-
ophy in a way that should be called in question.

In Chapter 11 I discuss the historical question of the pictures of Aris-
totle during the time of Hegel’s formative period. I try to determine
when and how Hegel comes to acknowledge a deep elective affinity be-
tween his positions and Aristotle’s, and thereby to revitalize before
Bekker, Bonitz, Brandis, Trendelenburg, Zeller, and Brentano a phi-
losophy that had been largely neglected in the previous two centuries.

Before we pass on to §3, let me dwell on some methodological points
and clarify at the outset that this study shares some Hegelian assump-
tions, specifically the following three.

A first preliminary remark has to do with the usage in the history of
philosophy of categories such as that of “influence.” Hegel can be said
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to have been “influenced” by Aristotle on some relevant points. Yet we
must be clear about the meaning of such influence. The employment
of categories such as causality or external determination in the history
of philosophy postulates the polarity of an active cause and a passive re-
cipient; in this relation the recipient is understood as a matter shaped
by a form imposed on it from without. However important genetic stud-
ies sometimes are, this often is the presupposition: namely, that
through the reading of or exposure to a text a philosopher shapes his
views on a determinate subject before eventually reaching his own po-
sition. This approach often seems to me to tend to bracket, if not insult,
the philosopher’s intelligence and freedom; more importantly, it runs
against the truth. A given author cannot influence me unless I let him
or her speak to me, unless I have made myself recipient to his or her
message. But even if and when I do, whatever I assimilate is transformed
within the preexisting framework of my thought.

Hegel has shown that external causes only work in mechanism; liv-
ing nature and especially spirit can only accept something from with-
out once they are disposed and ready to do so. All talk of external
causes, writes Hegel, should be banished and rephrased as an occasion,
an external stimulus, if applicable at all (WL 2: 227–9, SL 561–3). Spirit
transforms causes into stimuli for its own development; by inwardizing
a cause, it transforms it into something else and eradicates it from its
externality. Differently stated, Hegel is “influenced” by Kant or by Aris-
totle in the sense that he adapts and assimilates what he reads in them
within the framework of his own thinking. Hegel does not arrive at
thought’s self-consciousness because he reflects on Aristotle’s noêsis
noêseôs; rather, he can at most find in Aristotle help for his own think-
ing once he is already on his way there. And what he finds is what he is
looking for. At the risk of sounding trivial, what I mean to say is that dif-
ferent authors who may have been influenced by Kant or Aristotle find
very different motives of inspiration in them, and no two of them come
to the same conclusions.

Second, as Hegel put it in the Phenomenology, it is easier to judge and
dismiss philosophers – that is, point out limits that only an external and
cleverer observer can see – than to do them justice by understanding
comprehensively and sympathetically the essence of their thought (W
3: 13, PhS 3). Whether Hegel actually practiced this teaching is a dif-
ferent question that we need not take up now.

A third point taught by Hegel is that thinking is by nature critical, in
the sense that it negates the absolutization and self-subsistence of any
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of its determinate contents. Thought affirms, denies, and then unites
speculatively the first two moments it has produced. Again, whether one
emphasizes the third moment at the expense of the second, turning
thought into a ratification of the existent, as the Left-Hegelians thought
Hegel eventually did, or one simply stops at the second moment sup-
pressing the third altogether, as does Adorno’s negative dialectics, is a
question to be left unanswered in this book.

Any serious study in the history of philosophy, as well as any com-
parative study and fruitful approach to similarities and differences be-
tween historical figures, must take its bearings with these three points
if it does not want to run the risk of futility and externality to the thing
itself. Accordingly, what I try to do in this book is to read critically Hegel’s
appropriation of Aristotle while trying to remain fast to the thing itself,
that is, without stepping above Hegel or denouncing his mistakes,
thereby pretending to a superiority over him that I think nobody can
claim. If one stands on the shoulders of giants, one must not forget why
it is that one sees farther.

Thus Aristotle is often examined in a different light than is Hegel, as
well as contrasted with his reading. I believe the latter to be a very in-
structive and interesting overinterpretation, if not distortion, and an
important chapter in the 23-century-long history of Aristotelianism.
But my aim here is not that of chastizing Hegel for his supposed blun-
ders, let alone that of opposing a truer Aristotle to Hegel’s. What I try
to do is understand the reasons and contexts behind certain choices,
interpretations, or transformations of Aristotle on Hegel’s part.

If on the preceding points the approach here adopted can be called
Hegelian, two counts on which it is somewhat less so are the following:
as I said, this work is not merely an exposition of Hegel’s interpretation
of Aristotle; rather, it tries to bring together his interpretation of Aris-
totle with his elaboration and to highlight the resulting tensions of
which Hegel was often unaware. Here my procedure is comparable to
a study in chiaroscuro bringing into relief otherwise hidden similarities
and differences by contrast. Contrasts are valued as a means for a better
understanding of the specific arguments of each author, and for the
identification of what sets them off from one another. For example, if
Hegel says that only Aristotle has understood the nature and workings
of sensation, and he, Hegel, must revitalize Aristotle’s doctrines, our
task is to go beyond this simple assertion to test whether Hegel correctly
understands Aristotle, and if he does, whether he simply repeats Aris-
totle while revitalizing him or significantly departs from him on matters
of greater or lesser importance.
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Part of this procedure involves a task that is definitely non-Hegelian
in view of the way Hegel practiced his history of philosophy, but that
could not be more Hegelian if we keep in mind his definition of truth
as the adequation of a reality to its concept. I mean to say this: we will
have to see how and why Hegel often neglects what conflicts with what
he is interested in finding in Aristotle and does not evaluate whether
there corresponds to some incidental programmatic assertions an ac-
tual, univocally and conclusively proven argument that in fact carries
out such a program on Aristotle’s part. Differently stated, if Aristotle
clearly wants, say, in the Metaphysics (E 1) a theory of being that is also
a theory of pure actuality, but upon closer scrutiny it turns out that
this synthesis is fraught with difficulties, then appealing to Aristotle
for an “onto-theology” does not work – for Hegel or for us. Hegel of-
ten rests content with programmatic assertions that he does not test
critically, judging philosophers more for their intentions than for the
realization of those intentions. We have to do otherwise if we want to
judge Hegel’s interpretation of Aristotle fairly: if Hegel taught us that
the only internal criticism is one that brings to its consequences the
principle under consideration, then the only way to read Hegel criti-
cally is to judge his accomplishments against the standard of his in-
tentions.

§3. Can Energeia Be Understood as Subjectivity?

An illustration of this kind of procedure is offered in this section. It has
been repeatedly pointed out that Hegel’s translation of energeia by “ac-
tivity” misconstrues the Aristotelian meaning. I agree it does in some
crucial respects, most notably in the interpretation of the Aristotelian
God. Hegel interprets, as we shall see in our examination of the Lectures
on the Metaphysics, God’s pure energeia as an actuality that contains po-
tentiality sublated in itself and includes reference to movement. How-
ever, if we try to understand the rationale and motives behind his re-
construction we perceive the importance of his connection between
natural and spiritual subjectivity for a reading of Metaphysics Θ−Λ.

The first thing to clarify in this regard is the precise meaning of
Hegel’s “activity,” which as I said is not his only translation of energeia.21

Kant had drawn a distinction between Handlung and Tätigkeit (Critique
of Judgment, §43); nature operates (agere, Handeln), while man (vis-à-vis
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art or technê) makes (facere, Tun). Hegel reverses the meaning of these
words: activity (Tun) is a generic name applying to whatever change is
initiated, no matter by whom or what. Thus it can denote both natural
and spiritual transformations provided they do not happen, to use Aris-
totle’s language (Phys. I 4–6), by chance or automatically. An action
(Handlung), in turn, is the result of deliberation and is that for which
the agent claims full responsibility; it is the expression of rationality and
spontaneity, or, in Kantian terms, of causality through freedom. Unlike
in Kant, however, I am not only responsible for the maxims of my ac-
tions but also for their consequences. We see in Chapter 8 (§8) the
measure of Hegel’s indebtedness to Aristotle’s theory of eupraxia, suc-
cessful action; the stress on the importance of the deliberation of the
means marks all the difference between Aristotle and Kant. But in
Hegel’s theory of activity there is certainly nothing like Aristotle’s con-
trast between praxis and poiêsis, action and production; activity is often
used synonymously with Hervorbringen, Erzeugen, Wirken (different ways
of emphasizing production or efficient causality).

We can say that the distinction is both about the end and about the
beginning of the action; thus it is both Aristotelian and Kantian, and
neither. Activity, in sum, has to do with directed processes initiated by
an agent as opposed to mere change happening to a patient. Further,
it is not distinctively human: human beings can be patients (say, subject
to sudden meteorological change), and an animal can be the agent of,
say, its growth, reproduction, etc.

The second thing to notice is that Hegel’s translation of energeia as
Tätigkeit is the same as that adopted by Humboldt in the same years.
When he compares language to the infinity of an organic form against
those who take it as a finished product (ergon), Humboldt – in a more
Schellingian than Hegelian vein – advocated for this reason a genetic
definition of language.22

This understanding of energeia as including process came very soon
under attack. Back with a vengeance, Schelling poked sarcasm at
Hegel’s absolute as a God who knew no Sabbath. Hegel’s God is an eter-
nal incessant activity and not a simple final cause like Aristotle’s.23 On
the occasion of the award of a prize on essays on the Metaphysics in the
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1835 contest organized by Victor Cousin in Paris, which crowned
Ravaisson and Michelet, Schelling protests against the “condescend-
ing” award to Michelet, “one of the most limited heads generated by
Hegel’s school.” The comparison between Hegel and Aristotle, contin-
ues Schelling, could only be established by “some ignorant people in
Germany.”24 Even though Schelling, just like Hegel, sees the progress
from Plato to Aristotle in the notion of energeia over simple essence
(Philosophie der Mythologie, 498),25 he takes great care to show that Aris-
totle’s God is not moved, but is to prôton kinoun akinêton (“the first un-
moved mover,” Münchener Vorlesungen, in Werke 5: 138). And on this
score he is obviously right.

It is all the more striking how Kierkegaard wants to preserve this im-
mobility while denying it. In the Philosophy Crumbs, he writes that “God
must move Himself and remain what Aristotle says about Him, akinêtos
panta kinei.”26 In a note of his diary Kierkegaard writes: “as far as I re-
member Schelling drew attention to this in Berlin.”27 In any case,
Kierkegaard’s study of Aristotle is no more inspired by Schelling than
by Trendelenburg, as is his criticism of Hegel’s integration of move-
ment in the logic in the Conclusive Unscientific Postscript.

Heidegger reiterates the same critique: “energeia has nothing to do
with actus or with Tätigkeit, but with the ergon as experienced by the
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24 Letter to Cousin of April 1838, quoted by Courtine, “Critique Schellingienne” (1991:
217–18). Cousin was Hegel’s longtime correspondent and admirer. When he was ar-
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decades of the century and is echoed even in the works of many interpreters who do
not share his views. For example, Zeller (cf. Chapter 4 below, n.1) and Haym agree that
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against Hegel, compare Samonà, Dialettica (1988: 51–92), and Courtine’s essay quoted
in note 24 above. For a Hegelian response to Schelling, cf. Brinkmann, “Schellings
Hegelkritik” (1976: 121–210); Horstmann, “Logifizierte Natur” (1986: 290–309).



Greeks and with its being-brought-forth in presence [Her-vor-gebrachtheit
in das An-wesen].”28 In other words, the couple kinêsis-ergon (movement-
work or finished product) is the paradigmatic context for the definition
of energeia.

A few distinctions are in order here. First of all, when Hegel under-
stands energeia as subjectivity he means nothing less and nothing more
than what I have argued in §2: energeia is the actualization of a poten-
tiality originally internal to the subject of the process. Hegel is quite
adamant that Aristotle did not know the infinite subjectivity and the ab-
solute value of individuality that were only affirmed by the Christian rev-
olution in the post-Greek world (e.g., PhR §124 A, §185 A). “The prin-
ciple of modern states has prodigious strength and depth because it
allows the principle of subjectivity to progress to its culmination in the
extreme of self-subsisting personal particularity, and yet at the same
time brings it back to the substantive unity and so maintains this unity
in the principle of subjectivity itself” (PhR §260). The modern state is
far more complex and profound than the Greek city-state for the sim-
ple reason that it holds together dispersed individuals and is not shat-
tered by differences. That means that individual freedom, the pursuit
of individual ends with all its arbitrariness and potential conflict with
the common good, is a principle internal to modern society, unlike in
Greece. And this is not a necessary evil but a deeper, more pervasive and
concrete existence of freedom and subjectivity: the reconciliation of
metaphysics and politics.

Aristotle opposed such freedom that would pursue particular ends,
calling it the random life appropriate to slaves; genuine freedom is
only that of citizens caring for the common good (Met. Λ 10, 1075a
16–25). This is clear, and there is no way that this pivotal difference
might be downplayed or underestimated (Hegel goes to the point of
calling philosophy a “science of freedom,” ENZ.A §5). But it should be
no less obvious that Hegel uses “subjectivity” in a general, “metaphysi-
cal” (“logical,” in Hegel’s words) sense and in a moral-historical (“ob-
jective,” in Hegel’s words) sense. (In the Lectures on Aristotle, he dis-
tinguishes between “particular” and “pure” subjectivity and says that
the latter is proper to Aristotle: VGPh 2: 153.) The two concepts need
overlap as little as the Hegelian concepts of in-itself and for-itself; the
former acquires individual existence in the latter at a particular turn
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in history (for Hegel, Christianity).29 I can only refer the reader to
Chapter 1 for a closer discussion of the question; this should suffice,
however, to counter the shallow argument so pervasive in the second-
ary literature on Hegel that subjectivity was in principle absent from
Greece and that Hegel’s identification of energeia with subjectivity must
have been a careless slip of his tongue, or pen, inconsistent with his
standard doctrine.

A second remark necessary in this context is the following: that
Hegel’s interpretation of Aristotle is in many points arbitrary can hardly
be doubted; but he certainly is no incompetent translator. Hegel reads,
and correctly understands, the Greek edition edited by Erasmus.30

Hegel’s knowledge of Greek is quite remarkable. According to
Rosenkranz, he loved Greek much more than Latin. At the age of nine
he translated the Letters to the Thessalians and to the Romans from the
New Testament (Dok.: 12, 20); at 15 Epictetus, and at 17 excerpts
from Euripides, the Nicomachean Ethics, and Sophocles; then, in Bern,
Thucydides (Rosenkranz, Leben 1844: 11–13). According to Clemens
Brentano, when Hegel was teaching at Nürnberg, he translated the
Ring des Nibelungen into Greek. His competence was so well known
that Friedrich Creuzer, professor of classical philology at Heidelberg,
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physique d’Aristote is printed in Paris in 1835, and the following year Michelet’s book Ex-
amen Critique de l’Ouvrage d’Aristote intitulé Métaphysique is printed, again in Paris.



agreed to translate Proclus’ Theôlogikê Stoicheiôsis (Elementatio Theologica)
“provided he could be assisted by Hegel.”31

The third, and in this context the most urgent, remark concerns en-
ergeia and the criticisms of Hegel’s translation and understanding of it.
Hegel understands, for example in the Philosophy of Nature, energeia and
entelecheia in line with a long tradition from Cicero to Leibniz, namely,
as endelecheia and thus abiding self-motion (see Chapter 7 below). This
affects his reading of Met. Λ and of Aristotle’s God. It is certainly true
that divine energeia is beyond all potentiality, and that Hegel misinter-
prets God’s life (hê gar nou energeia zôê, Met. Λ 7, 1072b 27) as a princi-
ple that repeats itself in the sublunar world. I show in Chapter 3 how
Hegel is misled in making this move by the Erasmus edition.

But more important for the purpose of an evaluation of the plausibil-
ity of Hegel’s interpretation and his possible contribution to our under-
standing of Aristotle, I believe we should reverse the question of the cor-
rect interpretation of energeia: Is it possible at all to understand
Aristotelian energeia starting from its pure instance in first substance, an
actuality (and activity, that of thinking itself) that is exempt from poten-
tiality? Save in first substance, which is pure actuality and a simple undi-
vided being, potentiality and actuality are always correlative concepts in
Aristotle; actuality is always the actuality of a potentiality. If pure energeia
is not directive for the standard understanding of actuality in Aristotle,
then what should we take our bearings with when we interpret energeia?

Heidegger’s thesis that energeia is being-at-work should be under-
stood literally to refer to the world of production, poiêsis.32 Other senses
of energeia are derivative from this being brought forth. In this he is fol-
lowed by Strauss (Natural Right, 1953: 127 ff.), Arendt (Human Condi-
tion, 1958: 301–2), Aubenque (Prudence, 1963: 175 ff.), just to name
some distinguished and authoritative philosophers. By this interpreta-
tion, Heidegger suppresses any sense of finality from energeia: actus is a
faulty translation just because it suggests an actualization, not to say a
self-actualization, which is absent from Aristotle’s understanding of en-
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ergeia. In a similar vein, Aubenque stresses that for the Greeks any no-
tion resembling a causa sui or self-determination is absurd.33

That causa sui or self-determination is absent in the Greeks sounds
at first quite right. To contemporary eyes, accustomed to celebrating
the novelty of Spinoza’s self-enclosed substance, or the autonomy of
reason as discovered by Rousseau and Kant, this is hardly questionable.
But let us briefly inquire to what extent this can be maintained. Obvi-
ously self-creation is absurd, but not only for the Greeks; Freud studies
it as the core myth of psychotics. What is probably absurd is to look for
a Spinoza in Greece. Yet self-movement and self-motion are not at all so
absurd or non-Greek; the soul’s self-motion is actually at the core of
Plato’s Phaedrus and Timaeus and is as such criticized by Aristotle. But if
one were to restrict Aubenque’s remark to say that self-motion is a no-
tion to be found in Plato but which Aristotle showed to be absurd, we
would still be off the mark. For one thing, it may well be far-fetched to
read into Aristotle the existentialist idea that in his life man projects his
most proper finite possibilities in a groundless void. Yet how one can
make sense of the Ethics without taking action as a self-determination,
an actualization of one’s potentialities with respect to the kind of life
one chooses, is hard to see;34 happiness and virtue are identified with
activities and the exercise of one’s excellences at one’s best. Besides, re-
flexivity should not be driven to absurdity for the sake of an argument.
In ethics, for example, self-determination need not be reason’s deter-
mination of itself; both Hegel and Aristotle would say that reason in-
fluences passions, and that thereby the self shapes its life.

Movement, or change (kinêsis), is a good showcase for Aubenque’s
point. Aristotle shows at first that movement is never self-movement.
But, Aristotle asks, does not a physician cure himself? When such a
phrase is used we must indicate that what we actually mean is that the
physician heals himself qua patient, not qua physician. Here the doc-
tor is an active principle of change in another thing or in the same qua
other. The distinction of respects is crucial, and such examples can be
multiplied. Yet Met. Θ 8 proves that this does not extinguish the ques-
tion. This “active principle of change,” dunamis, must mean generally
“every active principle of change and rest. Nature . . . is an active prin-
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ciple of change but not in another thing but in the thing itself qua it-
self” (1049b 5–10). So there do seem to be cases in which agent and
patient are the same, and in which different respects cannot be distin-
guished. Such cases still have to do with becoming, but with a highly
qualified notion of becoming. If I use a tool, say, a saw to cut a piece of
wood, here agent, means, and patient fall asunder; but in the case of a
living being, agent and patient are identical; the animal acts on itself
qua itself. Such cases have to do with a peculiar kind of activity, an ac-
tivity in which the end and the agent are the same; but in such cases the
idea of a self-actualization of sorts, a becoming that is not external to
the patient because it is effected by and directed to itself, is central.

Heidegger’s thesis eliminates any relevance of movement, telos, and
finality because it rightly emphasizes the gap between movement and
its result. In movement, energeia is the actuality of the end to be achieved
and must not be confused with the process of getting there, which is
only instrumental; in this case actualization differs from actuality, and
energeia clearly indicates the latter, not an activity. As in Marx’s famous
phrase “production is extinguished in the product,” here potentiality dis-
appears once it has reached its end. Movement “is and is not energeia” (K
9, 1066a 25–6; compare Phys. III 1); it is energeia atelês or incomplete ac-
tuality, for it is directed outside itself. A potential state of something is
replaced by another state (for example, the body, a stone falling, is now
at rest, has reached the completion of its motion; I have lost five pounds
and reached my standard weight). Here actuality supersedes35 a po-
tentiality and brings it to being; the potentiality is defined with refer-
ence to the state to which it is directed.

However, if movement draws its meaning from its clearly identifiable
end, there are also energeiai that consist in perfecting and completing or
revealing the being of something. “All things are not said to exist in ac-
tuality in the same way, but by analogy; . . . for some are as movement in
relation to potentiality, others are as substance to some sort of matter”
(Θ 6, 1048b 6–9, my transl.). Dunamis and energeia are said with respect
to movement or to substance (a duality announced at Θ 1, 1046a 1–2).
In the latter case, a quite different sense of bringing to being is at stake.
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Kinêsis, energeia, dunamis are all said in different ways. Paschein, to suf-
fer or be acted upon, is in this respect synonymous with the passivity of
a dunamis and must be understood in the same duality of senses. For ex-
ample, even sensation is a kinêsis, an alloiôsis (“alteration,” literally a “be-
coming other”); yet it is not the same alteration we have in movement,
an exchange of states, and it is not sheer passivity; the medievals called
it “alteratio perfectiva.” They were inspired by a passage that I here quote
at length:

Also the expression “to suffer” is not simple but may mean a destruction
of one of the contraries by the other, or rather the preservation (sôtêria)
of what is potential by an actual being which is like it as potentiality is like
actuality; for the knower becomes an actual knower either by something
which is not an alteration (this is a progress into its self and into its entelechy
[eis hauto gar hê epidosis kai eis entelecheian]), or by an alteration of a dif-
ferent kind.36

Clearly, here Aristotle wants to distinguish a becoming-other from a self-
development. And this distinction is in accord with the one on which Aris-
totle insists most in Met. Θ, that which pertains to perfect and imper-
fect energeiai. It is in light of this distinction internal to ends that we can
understand movement as an imperfect actuality, not the other way
round. If we started from the opposition kinêsis-ergon, we would never
reach that comprehensive concept of which Aristotle wants to show the
internal articulation and differences. In sum, I think that Heidegger’s
claim on the priority of meaning of energeia should be reversed.

In the De anima passage, the relation between potentiality and actu-
ality is that between a capacity and its excercise; the actuality is the
strengthening or actualization of the potentiality, not a change or a be-
coming other as in movement or in production. Here the end, the telos,
is internal to the subject of the activity.

Obviously the Nicomachean Ethics is the paramount locus of such per-
fect or complete activity. Virtue or excellence is a purposive disposition
and is reached through habituation; habituation is nothing other than
the repetition of activities addressed to an end, so that dispositions de-
rive from and are directed to activities. Activities are ranked according
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36 De an. II 5, 417b 2–7 (transl. and emphasis mine). Probably because of an error in the
Greek, Jannone and Barbotin’s edition has eis auto (instead of eis hauto). I follow Ross’s
text, which rightly understands the line as reflexive; on the other hand, the French
translation is correct even though it is of an incorrect text.


