god as a necessary corollary
OF aristotle’s metaphysics

Aristotle’s discussion of the “Prime Mover” (to prôton kinoun) or “God” (ho theos) is one of the most controversial parts of his Metaphysics, with some commentators arguing that it is out of step with the rest of his otherwise
thoroughly “naturalistic” thought. In this paper, I argue that positing the existence of God is necessary in order to
complete the system of Aristotelian metaphysics, and that Aristotle himself saw it as a necessary corollary of his first
philosophy. If Aristotle’s argument in Book Lambda is sound, then anyone who accepts his general metaphysics (i.e.,
his ontology) must also be prepared to accept his special metaphysics (i.e., his theology). For Aristotle, the doctrine
of God was not some kind of accidental add-on, but a necessary corollary flowing from his earlier conclusions about
the principles of being.
By Øyvind J.V. Evenstad
Aristotle found it necessary to complete his metaphysics by the introduction of a Prime Mover—God…
The Greek gods who surrounded Aristotle were subordinate metaphysical entities, well within nature.
Accordingly on the subject of his Prime Mover, he
would have no motive, except to follow his metaphysical train of thought whithersoever it led him.
		

Alfred North Whitehead (1932:215)

A

ristotle’s discussion of the “Prime Mover” (to prôton
kinoun) or “God” (ho theos) is one of the most controversial parts of his Metaphysics, with some commentators
arguing that it is out of step with the rest of his otherwise
thoroughly “naturalistic” thought. In this paper, I argue
that positing the existence of God is necessary in order to
complete the system of Aristotelian metaphysics, and that
Aristotle himself saw it as a necessary corollary of his first
philosophy.
I. Two Notions of Metaphysics
Among the many points of interest in the Metaphysics is
the distinction that Aristotle makes between what has
been referred to as “general” and “special” metaphysics
(Frede 1987:81). In fact, Aristotle does not refer to me4

taphysics as such but to “wisdom” (sophia) or “first philosophy” (prôtê philosophia). In Book Gamma (IV) and
elsewhere, he describes it as “a science which investigates
being qua being” as opposed to the “special sciences,” like
physics and mathematics, which “cut off a part of being
and investigate the attributes of this part” (1003a). This is
Aristotle’s general notion of metaphysics as a science of the
“universal,” which we may also call his ontology (from the
Greek word for being).
The special notion of metaphysics is most evident in
Book Lambda (XII), which is known for Aristotle’s controversial discussion of the “Prime Mover” (to prôton kinoun) or “God” (ho theos). It is named, however, as theology (from the Greek word for God) in Book Epsilon (VI).
If there is a divine being that is eternal and immovable,
Aristotle says, it must be studied by the science of “theology”—which is then itself identified as “first philosophy”
(1026a). And as early as in Book Alpha (I), Aristotle describes “wisdom” as “the most divine science,” both because it deals with God as “a first principle” and because it is
the science that God himself has “above all others” (983a).
While some scholars argue that there is no real contradiction between Aristotle’s two notions of metaphysics,
others have reportedly found it difficult to square the
introduction of a divine being — seemingly like a deus
ex machina — into his otherwise thoroughly “naturalis-
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tic” (whatever that means) thought (Kosman 2013:185).1
There are undoubtedly those who admire Aristotle for his
detailed investigation and classification of nature, or even
for his explication of moral and intellectual virtues in the
Nicomachean Ethics, but who are made uncomfortable by
any mention of God or the divine in his work.2
This kind of reaction is perhaps understandable, as
many scholars agree that there does seem to be something
a bit “Platonic” about Aristotle’s doctrine of the Prime
Mover (Menn 1992:543). One may ask whether it is reasonable to believe that Aristotle, who had criticized Plato’s
theory of the eternal and immovable Forms on several occasions, would then turn around and posit his own theory
of an equally eternal and immovable God. Because of this
worry, some have wanted to explain away anything that
smacks of theology in the Metaphysics — either as the
work of a younger, not-yet-unplatonized Aristotle, or of
some later platonizing interpolator (Kosman 2013:185).
I argue that this is a wrongheaded move, one that
is seemingly based upon little more than a popular but
misleading dichotomy between Aristotle’s “earthy” naturalism and Plato’s “airy” supernaturalism — as in the popular interpretation of The School of Athens by the Italian
Renaissance painter Raphael, where Plato is pointing up
to heaven and Aristotle is pointing down to earth. The
only way to uphold this dichotomy is to arbitrarily overlook all the theological statements made by Aristotle, or to
blame them on some later corruption of the text. This was
the strategy adopted by the 19th-century German philosopher Paul Natorp, who followed an anti-theological
trend that was fashionable in his day (Frede 1987:84).
To say that Aristotle’s theology can be excised from the
rest of his work — as people like Natorp have done — is
to imply that there is no necessary connection between his
general and special notions of metaphysics. If there were
such a connection, an essential part of Aristotle’s metaphysical system would be lost by cutting God out of it. Only
if the connection were loose and separate enough would
it make sense to cut out his theology while holding on to
his ontology. In this paper, I hope to show that Aristotle’s
theological doctrine of the Prime Mover is not just an “accidental” (i.e., non-essential) addition to the overall argument of his Metaphysics, but that it follows as a necessary
corollary of his first philosophy.
Some scholars believe that the Metaphysics is really a
collection of different treatises, written at different times,
and that they were only brought together into a single
work by an unknown editor after Aristotle’s death (Ackrill
1981:116). One could conclude from this that the work
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is not at all a coherent whole, before going on to pick and
choose only those parts of it which can be taken to support
one’s own philosophical views. This is especially true in the
case of the infamous Book Lambda, which has been seen
as a self-contained treatise without any necessary connection to the other thirteen books.
Because of its perceived independence from the rest of
the Metaphysics, and because this is where the special notion of metaphysics reaches its summit in Aristotle’s discussion of the Prime Mover, Book Lambda stands in danger
of simply being ignored by the “naturalistic” interpreters
of Aristotle. However, the first five chapters of that book
can easily be seen as simply a short “summary” of books
Zeta, Eta, and Theta (VII, VIII, and IX) — which have
been identified as the “central books” of the Metaphysics
— with the sixth chapter picking up where the rest of the
main work left off (Politis 2004:260).
If Aristotle’s argument in Book Lambda does in fact
run parallel to the argument of the Metaphysics as a whole,
it is difficult to maintain that there should be no necessary
connection between them. In fact, some have even gone so
far as to say that Book Lambda constitutes the treatise that
the three central books were “meant to be” (Frede 2000:3).
If it can be shown that Aristotle posits the existence of
God as a necessary corollary of the groundwork that he
has already laid in books Zeta, Eta, and Theta, it will be
impossible to drop Aristotle’s theology without simultaneously dropping his ontology. In other words, they will
stand or fall together.
II. The Principles of Substance
At the beginning of Book Lambda, Aristotle declares that
he is seeking “the principles and the causes” of substance
(1069a). In Book Zeta, Aristotle identifies “substance”
(ousia) as “that which is primarily and is simply” (1028a).
“There are many senses in which a thing may be said to
be,” Aristotle says in Book Gamma, “but they are related
to one central point, one definite kind of thing” (1003a).
Substance is discovered to be the primary sense of being,
so that the question “What is being?” is equivalent to the
question “What is substance?” (1028b).
Substance has been referred to as the “focal point” of
being, since all the other senses of being are related to it
as to one central point (pros hen) and can only be properly
explained by reference to it as to a first principle (Frede
1987:87). In Book Lambda, Aristotle presents this doctrine by saying that substances are “beings in the unqualified sense,” while qualities and quantities are not (1069a).
Substances can “exist apart,” but properties like being
5

white or snub-nosed have no independent existence and
must therefore be predicated of some substance or other
— Socrates, for example.
Importantly for the rest of the discussion, Aristotle
distinguishes between three kinds of substance (1069a-b).
First, sensible and perishable substances, such as plants
and animals, which are susceptible to generation and destruction. Second, sensible and eternal substances, later revealed to be heavenly bodies like stars and planets (Politis
2004:258), which are not susceptible to generation and
destruction. Third, substances that are eternal and not sensible (but intelligible), which some — like the Platonists
— identify with the Forms, others with mathematical objects. “The former two kinds of substance are the subject of
natural science,” Aristotle says, “but the third kind belongs
to another science” (1069b). That is, to theology.
A similar enumeration of sciences corresponding to
different kinds of substance can be found in Book Epsilon.
Aristotle says that natural substances like plants and animals, which are neither eternal nor immovable, must be
studied by “natural science” (i.e., physics). Certain objects,
like numbers, are both eternal and immovable but are not
“separable” (from matter). These must be studied by mathematics, the second of three sciences listed by Aristotle.
“But if there is something which is eternal and immovable
and separable,” Aristotle says, “clearly the knowledge of it
belongs to … theology” (1026a). This example shows that
the Metaphysics is suffused with theological language, so
that a consistent strategy of excising all “God talk” from it
will only result in a mangled text.
In his discussion of sensible substances, Aristotle says
that they are “changeable” (kineton) — either substantially (as in generation and destruction) or otherwise. For
Aristotle, change involves a thing going from one state to
a new and different or “contrary” state, like when a black
thing becomes white. But “there must be something underlying which changes into the contrary state; for the
contraries [themselves] do not change” (1069b). When a
black thing undergoes change and becomes white, then,
it is not one or other of the contraries that is changed, but
some third thing which underlies them both.
There are, as it turns out, four kinds of change. First,
generation and destruction (i.e., coming into being and
ceasing to be), which involves a change of substance.
Second, increase and diminution, which is a change of
quantity. Third, alteration, which is a change of quality.
And fourth, motion, which is a change of place. In each
case, there is something that underlies the change and receives a new state, which Aristotle identifies as “matter”
6
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(hulê)—implying that “all things that change have matter”
(1069b). And, as we have seen, all changeable things are
also sensible. This fits perfectly with Aristotle’s statement
in Book Eta, where he says that “sensible substances all
have matter” (1042a).
To explain how change is even possible, Aristotle says
that “things are said to be in two ways” — referring to his
well-known division of being into “actuality” (energeia) on
the one hand and “potentiality” (dunamis) on the other.
When something undergoes change of any kind, it “changes from that which is potentially to that which is actually, e.g., from the potentially white to the actually white”
(1069b). This division offers a solution to the “puzzle”
(aporia) of certain pre-Socratic philosophers, who held
that change is impossible because it must involve something coming to be from that which is not. Aristotle shows
that “all things come to be out of that which is, but is
potentially, and is not actually” (1069b).
Another, perhaps even more well-known Aristotelian
division, is that of substance into matter and “form”
(morphê or eidos).3 In Book Eta, Aristotle discusses which
of matter, form or the compound of matter and form is
most properly said to be substance. Aristotle gives the
standard answer of so-called hylomorphism (“matter-formism”) when he states that it is the compound of matter and
form that “is, without qualification, capable of separate
existence” (1042a). The hylomorphic division between
matter and form is in reality just a specific case of the
more general division between actuality and potentiality,
as Aristotle makes it clear that matter is “that which exists
potentially” (1042b) — and, in Book Theta, that “form is
actuality” (1050b).
In order for something to change from potentiality to
actuality, the potential in it must be actualized by a “moving” (or efficient) cause, as when the heat of fire causes
water to boil. Aristotle says of efficient causes that they
“exist as things preceding the effects,”, for example as a
man who is the cause of his own son. It is widely known,
however, that Aristotle operated with four different kinds
of causes. The formal, final, and material causes were parts
of his account in addition to the efficient cause. Of formal
causes or “formulae,” Aristotle says that they “are simultaneous with their effects,” as when “the shape [or form] of a
bronze sphere exists at the same time as the bronze sphere”
(1070a).4
Foreshadowing a central point of his theological doctrine, Aristotle asks “whether any form also survives afterwards,” i.e., after the destruction of a compound substance, when the form is separated from the matter it belonged

Artikkel

samtale & kritikk

spalter

brev

Fotografi av Martin Nyberg

øyvind j.V. evenstad

7

to. Aristotle seems to think that the soul — “not all soul
but the reason” — is the kind of form that could possibly
remain even after the death of a human being (1070a).
But if life after death is a possibility, then the rational part
of the soul cannot be entirely dependent upon the body
for its functioning. Reason or mind (noûs) is apparently
something that can exist on its own, entirely separate from
matter.4
Aristotle goes on to investigate whether the principles
and causes of substance are the same as for all other kinds
of being. If so, then discovering the principles and causes
of substance would be the same as discovering those of being in general. “The causes and the principles of different
things are in a sense different,” Aristotle begins. But “if
one speaks universally and analogically, they are the same
for all” (1070a). This, then, is the conclusion of Book
Lambda so far: the first principles of substance, which are
studied by metaphysics or first philosophy, are equivalent
to the first principles of being in general. For everything
that is not a substance, but “affections and movements,”
are merely predicated of substances and “do not exist” without them (1071a).
After a process of dialectical reasoning over the course
of five chapters, Aristotle has delivered what he promised
his readers at the beginning of the book — namely, an account of the principles and causes of substances. A naturalistic reader of Aristotle might want the buck to stop here.
No explicit mention of God has been made so far, which
means that we are still in the realm of general metaphysics
or ontology. If Book Lambda had ended at this point, the
view that there is no necessary connection between ontology and theology in Aristotle’s metaphysical system might
have been feasible. But from the sixth chapter and onward,
Aristotle turns from substance in general to look for the
primary kind of substance.
III. From Ontology to Theology
Aristotle has reached the conclusion that “substances are
the first of existing things,” so that “if they are all destructible, all things are destructible.” But that is impossible,
Aristotle says, for neither movement nor time can come
into being or cease to be. Therefore, he concludes, “it is necessary that there should be an eternal unmovable substance” (1071b). If time came into being at some point in the
past, there would have to be a time before time. And if time
ceased to be at some point in the future, there would have
to be a time after time. But that is quite absurd. Therefore,
Aristotle believes that time must be eternal.
But if time is eternal, movement must also be eter8

god as a necessary corollary OF aristotle’s metaphysics

nal, for “time is either the same thing as movement or an
attribute of movement” (perhaps Aristotle would agree
that time is merely our way of measuring movement; see
Ackrill 1981:130). Only “movement in place” can truly be
eternal, Aristotle reasons, and “only that which is circular” (1071b). This makes sense, at least on a surface level,
because the point at which a circle begins is also the point
at which it ends. Continuous movement in a closed circle, for ever going around and around, is the only kind
of which Aristotle can imagine that it could go on for all
eternity.
On the assumption that movement is eternal, Aristotle
concludes that there must be, of necessity, an eternal
unmovable substance that has always been involved with
moving things. “But,” he says, “if there is something which
is capable of moving things or acting on them, but is not
actually doing so, there will not be movement” (1071b).
In other words, it is not sufficient merely to posit a realm
of eternal substances, such as Plato did with his theory of
the Forms, if these are not actually acting. The only way
to explain how movement can be eternal is, for Aristotle,
to posit that the eternal unmovable substance has always
been fully actualized. For, he reasons, “that which is potentially may possibly not be” (1071b).
Aristotle concludes that there must be “a [first] principle whose very substance is actuality,” and that this principle must be without matter. For we have already seen that
matter is potentiality, and hence it cannot be eternal. But
the principle of which Aristotle speaks must be eternal, “at
least if anything else is eternal.” We have already seen that,
for Aristotle, both movement and time are eternal. The
first principle must therefore be eternal and immaterial,
hence not in any way potential, and thus it must be purely
actual (1071b).
Aristotle makes the important point that no potential
can change itself and become actual, unless some outside
cause acts to “actualize” it: “For how will there be movement, if there is no cause? Matter will surely not move
itself ” (1071b). On the grounds that “there is a constant
cycle” of movement, of things coming into being and
ceasing to be, Aristotle says that “something must always
remain” (1072a). That is, something must always be actual in the same way to keep the cycle of movement and
change going. But none of the things which are themselves generated and destroyed can be the cause of the constant cycle, since none of these have existed for all eternity.
Therefore, there must be something else that is the cause
of eternal movement.
Everything in the world around us is moved by somet-
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hing else that is itself “always moved with an unceasing
motion, which is motion in a circle” (1072a). This thing
(whatever it is) must be moved by what Aristotle calls “the
first heaven” (ho prôtos ouranos). However, there is “also something which moves it [i.e., the first heaven].” For “that
which is moved and moves is intermediate,” so there must
be something else that “moves without being moved, being eternal, substance, and actuality.” If there were no such
immovable mover, we would be faced with an infinite regress of “intermediate” things, forever moving and being
moved.
Since it has been shown that the Prime Mover is
unmovable, Aristotle says that it must cause movement in
the same way that “the object of desire” and the “object
of thought” do so — for “they move without being moved” (1072a). Efficient causes are assumed to be moved
together with the movement they cause, but the primary
object of both desire (or appetite) and thought (or wish)
is a final cause: “For the apparent good is the object of
appetite, and the real good is the primary object of wish.”
Everything is attracted to the Prime Mover, either voluntarily or involuntarily, because it appears good or because
it really is good.
The Prime Mover is immovable, as it “produces motion by being loved, and it moves the other moving things”
(1072b). Therefore, it is not capable of change (it “can in
no way be otherwise than as it is”). Since it produces circular (i.e., eternal) motion, the Prime Mover “of necessity
exists; and in so far as it is necessary, it is good, and in this
sense a first principle.” Aristotle explains that the Prime
Mover is necessary in an absolute sense, which means that
it “cannot be otherwise.” Not only is it necessary to posit
the Prime Mover to explain the cycle of eternal movement
and change, but the Prime Mover exists necessarily in the
sense that its being is not contingent upon anything other
than itself.
Having established that there must be a Prime Mover
— a first principle upon which “the heavens and the world
of nature” depend — which he famously calls “God” (ho
theos), Aristotle goes on to say that the “life” of God is
“such as the best which we enjoy” (1072b). Namely, the
life of thought (noêsis). It is interesting that Aristotle refers
to God as a living being; his stated reason for doing so is
that “the actuality of thought is life, and God is that actuality.” We have already seen that Aristotle allows for the
possibility of disembodied minds, and it does not seem
unreasonable to conceive of God in this way.
God is said to be “always in that good state in which
we sometimes are” (1072b), which means that he (if we
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can allow ourselves the use of personal pronouns) is always actually thinking.5 But what is God thinking about? Aristotle identifies God with “thought in itself,” and
his famous statement that “thought thinks itself ” has
led many to conclude that God is the object of his own
thought. However, some — like Richard Norman — have
contested this interpretation, arguing that it makes God
out to be some sort of “divine narcissist” who is only ever
thinking about himself (1973:93).
Gazing up into the starry sky above him, Aristotle observes that “there are other spatial movements — those
of the planets — which are eternal” (1073a), presumably
because of their circular motion around the earth. Since
“eternal movement must be produced by something eternal and a single movement by a single thing,” Aristotle
concludes that the movement of each heavenly body “must
be caused by a substance unmovable in itself and eternal.”
What should we make of this statement, which — contrary to what Aristotle has said up to this point — seems
to imply the existence of a plurality of immovable movers?
Aristotle makes it quite clear that “the unmovable
Prime Mover is one both in formula and in number”
(1074a), and he has always been interpreted in this way.
It seems reasonable to suppose that even though there is
an eternal mover assigned to each planet, and that these
may resemble the “gods” (lowercase “g”) of Greek mythology, there is only one God over all the other movers who,
by being loved by them, produces their motion. Aristotle
even speaks of them in this way: “Our forefathers in the
most remote ages have handed down to us their posterity
a tradition, in the form of a myth, that these [eternal] substances are gods” (1074b).
Aristotle describes God as the ultimate “cause” of everything on several occasions, but never as an efficient cause
(because he thinks that would involve God himself being
moved while moving). Instead, God is seen as the final
cause and highest good of the whole universe. Aristotle asks
if the good of the universe could really be “separate” from
it in the way that God is, or whether it consists in the
order of its parts. He suggests that both are probably the
case, and that God is like the general of a well-ordered
army. For “the good is found both in the order and in the
leader,” but “more in the latter; for he does not depend on
the order, but it depends on him” (1075a).
As early as in the second book of the Metaphysics, the
so-called Little Alpha, Aristotle presents an argument for a
first cause of everything. He argues that the series of causes
cannot go back to infinity, but that there must be a first
cause to get the whole series going to begin with — so that
øyvind j.V. evenstad
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“if there is no first [cause], there is no cause at all” (994a).
Aristotle applies this argument specifically to final causes.
For if there is no ultimate end toward which reasonable
men may act as toward a purpose, there is no reason in the
world whatsoever. Therefore, Aristotle asserts that “those
who maintain the infinite series [of final causes] destroy
the good without knowing it” (994b).
Although Aristotle himself did not argue that God was
necessary as an efficient cause, later commentators — like
Thomas Aquinas — certainly have. This is not very surprising; what is surprising is the fact that Aristotle seemingly
did not give an argument to this effect. For to be an efficient cause is to be the actualizer of some potential, and
we read in Book Theta that “one actuality always precedes
another in time right back to the actuality of the eternal
Prime Mover” (1050b). One could argue, on this basis,
that God is the “unactualized actualizer” or the efficient
cause that set the planets of the first heaven in motion.
What prevented Aristotle from presenting this as an argument for God’s existence was, presumably, his conviction
that both movement and time are eternal in the past.
At the very end of Book Lambda, Aristotle takes a few
paragraphs to “observe how many impossible or paradoxical results confront those who hold different views from
our own” (1075a). Among these are the philosophers who
deny that there is just one principle of cosmic order in
the universe. Rather, they “give us many principles.” But
Aristotle points out that “the world must not be governed
badly.” Therefore, he provides the Homeric quotation that
closes off the whole book: “The rule of many is not good;
let there be one ruler” (1076a). Aristotle was convinced
not only that there is a God, but that there is only one
God. In other words, he was a staunch monotheist—quite
contrary to the general tendency of his polytheistic age.
Conclusion
It seems clear to me that if Aristotle’s argument in Book
Lambda is sound, then anyone who accepts his general
metaphysics (i.e., his ontology) must also be prepared
to accept his special metaphysics (i.e., his theology). For
Aristotle, the doctrine of God was not some kind of accidental add-on, but a necessary corollary flowing from his
earlier conclusions about the principles of being. Joseph
Tighe has remarked that “Aristotle … found it necessary
to posit the existence of God in order for reality to exist as
his system understands it” (Tighe 2008:220). The science
of being qua being finally converges with the science of
God, then, when the latter is discovered to be the true and
first principle of being.
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NOTES
The exact meaning of terms like “naturalism” and “naturalistic” is, of
course, itself a subject of considerable controversy.
2
For example, Aryeh Kosman states that Aristotle’s treatment of the
Prime Mover “feels difficult” to some readers, “not least because it
seems so at odds with the robust naturalism characteristic of Aristotle’s
thought” (Kosman 2013:185). However, as Flannery O’Connor once
said: “The truth does not change according to our ability to stomach it
emotionally.”
3
J. O. Urmson explains that while eidos has a variety of meanings, the
word is used by Aristotle to mean “form in a wider sense in contrast to
hulê — matter” (Urmson 1990:48). Concerning morphê, Urmson says
that “in philosophy it is commonly used … as a synonym of idea and
eidos” (Urmson 1990:111).
4
The possibility that the rational part of the soul is immortal and hence
survives death is also discussed in Aristotle’s On the Soul, 403a.
5
In Book X of the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle identifies the life of
thought or contemplation as the very best. Therefore, it makes sense
that he would ascribe this kind of life to God.
1
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