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Prologue of St. Thomas

p 1

Subject matter of this book.

p 1

1. As the Philosopher says in On the Soul III, the sciences are divided off in the same manner as things are 

— for all habits are distinguished by their objects, from which they are specified. Now the things 

considered by Natural Science are motion and mobile being. Thus the Philosopher says in Physics II that 

whatever things move, they themselves being moved, these belong to physical speculation. Consequently, 

it is according to the differences between motions and mobiles that the parts of natural science must be 

distinguished and ordered.

p 1

Now the first motion is local motion, which is more perfect than the other kinds, and common to all natural 

bodies, as is proved in Physics VII. Therefore, after the study of motions and mobiles in common in the 

book of the Physics, it was first necessary to treat of bodies as they are moved with local motion. This was 

in the book On the Heavens, which is the second book of natural science. What remains, therefore, is to 

consider the other subsequent motions which are not common to all bodies but are found only in lower 

bodies.

p 1

Among these motions, generation and corruption obtain the primacy. For alteration is directed to generation 

as to its end, and the end is by nature more perfect than what leads to it. Growth, likewise, is subsequent to 

generation, for growth does not take place without a certain particular generation, namely, that by which 

food is converted into the thing fed. Thus the Philosopher says in On the Soul II that food nourishes in so 

far as it is potentially flesh, but it produces increase inasmuch as potentially it is quantified flesh. Therefore, 

since these motions are in a certain way consequent upon generation, they must be studied along with 

generation and corruption.

p 1

2. Now it should be noted that whatever is found in a number of things should first be considered in 

common before coming to the specific cases. Otherwise the same thing will be frequently repeated, in that 

what is common will be repeated in each individual case, as the Philosopher proves in On the Parts of 

Animals I. Consequently, generation and corruption should be considered in common before coming to the 

parts [i.e., species] thereof.

p 1

Likewise, it should be noted that if in any genus there be found some first thing which is the cause of the 



Likewise, it should be noted that if in any genus there be found some first thing which is the cause of the 

other things in that genus, the study of the common genus and of that which is first in that genus will 

belong to the same study. For that first thing is the cause of the entire genus, and anyone who studies some 

genus must consider the causes of the entire genus. That is why the Philosopher in the Metaphysics at once 

studies being in general and first being, which is separated from matter. Now in the genus of generable and 

corruptible things there are found certain first principles, namely, the elements, which are the cause of 

generation and corruption and alteration in all other bodies. Hence Aristotle in this book, which is the third 

part of natural science, discusses not only generation and corruption in general and other consequent 

motions, but also generation and corruption of the elements.

p 1

With these prefatory remarks to show Aristotle's intention in this book, we now arrive at its exposition.



Lecture 1 (Aristotle's Text)

314a1-314a6

ON COMING-TO-BE AND PASSING AWAY

BOOK I

[1] OUR next task is to study coming-to-be and passing-away. We are to distinguish the causes, and to 

state the definitions, of these processes considered in general—as changes predicable uniformly of all the 

things that come-to-be and pass-away by nature. [2] Further, we are to study growth and 'alteration'. We 

must inquire what each of them is; [3] and whether 'alteration' is to be identified with coming-to-be, or 

whether to these different names there correspond two separate processes with distinct natures.

314a7-314a19

[4] On this question, indeed, the early philosophers are divided. Some of them assert that the so-called 

'unqualified coming-to-be' is 'alteration', while others maintain that 'alteration' and coming-to-be are distinct. 

[5] For those who say that the universe is one something (i.e. those who generate all things out of one 

thing) are bound to assert that coming-to-be is 'alteration', and that whatever 'comes-to-be' in the proper 

sense of the term is 'being altered': but those who make the matter of things more than one must distinguish 

coming-to-be from 'alteration'. [6] To this latter class belong Empedokles, Anaxagoras, and Leukippos. [7] 

And yet Anaxagoras himself failed to understand his own utterance. He says, at all events, that coming-to-

be and passing-away are the same as 'being altered': †1 yet, in common with other thinkers, he affirms that 

the elements are many. [8] Thus Empedokles holds that the corporeal elements are four, while all the 

elements—including those which initiate movement—are six in number; whereas Anaxagoras agrees with 

Leukippos and Demokritos that the elements are infinite.

314a20-314a24

[9] (Anaxagoras posits as elements the 'homoeomeries', viz. bone, flesh, marrow, and everything else 

which is such that part and whole are the same in name and nature; while Demokritos and Leukippos say 

that there are indivisible bodies, infinite both in number and in the varieties of their shapes, of which 

everything else is composed—the compounds differing one from another according to the shapes, 

'positions', and 'groupings' of their constituents.)

314a25-314a31

[10] For the views of the school of Anaxagoras seem diametrically opposed to those of the followers of 

Empedokles. Empedokles says that Fire, Water, Air, and Earth are four elements, and are thus 'simple' 

rather than flesh, bone, and bodies which, like these, are 'homoeomeries'. But the followers of Anaxagoras 

regard the 'homoeomeries' as 'simple' and elements, whilst they affirm that Earth, Fire, Water, and Air are 

composite; for each of these is (according to them) a 'common seminary' of all the 'homoeomeries'. †1

Lecture 1 (Aquinas' Commentary)



p 2

BOOK ONE

Lecture 1

Aristotle's Preface.

Various previous opinions on the difference between generation and alteration.

p 2

3. In this book, therefore, the Philosopher first prefaces an introduction, in which he states his intention; 

secondly, he carries it out (L. 3). In the introduction he does three things.

p 2

First [†1], he states what his main intention is. And this is in continuation with the end of the book On the 

Heavens, where he had said: "We have now finished our examination of the heavy and the light. . ." He 

now adds: "Our next task is to study coming-to-be and passing-away. Of all the things that come-to-be and 

pass-away by nature" i.e., of things that are naturally generated and corrupted, "we are to distinguish the 

causes of these processes considered in general," assigning, namely, one set of causes for generation and 

another set for corruption, or else distinguishing the common causes by assigning them to the particular 

species of naturally generated and corrupted things, "and state their definitions," i.e., either the definitions 

of generation and corruption or also of the things that are naturally generated and corrupted — for one 

must know the definitions of each, since Natural Science not only considers motions but mobile things 

themselves. He says, "of things that come-to-be and pass-away by nature," because the study of the 

generation and corruption of artificial things does not pertain to Natural Science.

p 2

Secondly [†2], he promises to reach conclusions on the other subsequent motions, namely, on alteration 

and growth, as to the nature of both.

p 2

Thirdly [†3] he promises to settle the matter of the comparison of the aforesaid to each other, namely, 

whether one should consider (or accept) the nature and notion of alteration and generation as being the 

same, or "separate," i.e., distinct, so as to differ in notion and nature, as they are "determinate," i.e., distinct, 

as to name.

p 2

4. Then [†4] he pursues his proposition.

First, he determines concerning generation and corruption in common and also concerning the consequent 

motions; Secondly, he determines concerning the generation and corruption of the elements. This in Book 

II.

p 2

The first part is divided in two:



In the first he determines concerning generation and corruption in common and concerning the other 

consequent motions;In the second he determines concerning certain things required for these, (L. 18).

p 2

As to the first he does two things:

First, he inquires whether generation differs from alteration. This was the third of the things brought 

forward; nevertheless it must be discussed first, because, since it is the difference that determines a species, 

the appropriate notion of generation and corruption could not be known, if this remained unknown; 

Secondly, he determines concerning generation and consequent motions (L. 3).

p 3

As to the first he does three things:

First, he cites various opinions of the ancients regarding the difference between generation and corruption;

Secondly, he gives a reason for these variances, there at 7;

Thirdly, he elucidates this reason at 10.

p 3

He says therefore first that some of the early philosophers said that what is called "simple," i.e., absolute, 

generation is the same as alteration, while others said that the two differ.

p 3

5. Then [†5] he assigns the reason for the aforesaid diversity. Concerning this he does three things. First, 

he explains why some identified simple generation and alteration. For there were some who posited there 

to be one material principle of all things — e.g., water, or air, or fire, or vapor. At the same time they held 

that the matter of a thing is its entire substance. From this it follows that the substance of a thing always 

persists. Hence generation does not in reality differ from alteration. In the words of Aristotle: all who say 

that everything, i.e., the universe, is one with respect to material substance, and who generate all things, 

i.e., cause all things, from one material principle — all such must say that generation is the same as 

alteration and that it is the same thing for something to be made "principally," i.e., absolutely, and to be 

altered.

p 3

6. Secondly [†6], he tells why others postulated that generation differs from alteration. For there were 

certain philosophers who posited several material principles, from the association and disassociation of 

which all things were said to come to be and to be destroyed. In this doctrine, association was called 

"generation," and disassociation "corruption." But alteration, they declared, came about in terms of any 

change affecting the parts. Thus Aristotle says: all who posited more material principles than one, as did 

Empedocles, Anaxagoras, Leucippus and Democritus — to all such it seemed that generation was one 

thing and alteration another.

p 3

7. Thirdly [†7], he makes an exception for Anaxagoras, who, Aristotle says, forgot his own words, as 

does a person who says things contrary to his own position. For although Anaxagoras, as the others, 

posited many elements, yet he singly declared that to be generated and corrupted is the same as to be 

altered. The reason for this difference is that, as is said in Physics I, Anaxagoras taught that things come to 

be by being abstracted from the compound. However, he placed not only elements but also accidents in the 

mixture. Consequently, he assigned the same manner of production to bodies, which come about through 



mixture. Consequently, he assigned the same manner of production to bodies, which come about through 

generation and corruption, as to accidents, which pertain to alteration — so that, just as flesh comes to be 

by being abstracted [from that mixture] so too whiteness. According to this, therefore, generation is no 

different than alteration.

p 3

8. Then [†8] he explains the above-mentioned reasoning.

First, by showing how some thinkers came to posit more than one principle; for in the case of those who 

posited but one, there was just one absolute way for things to come about;

Secondly, he explains why those who posited one principle denied a difference between generation and 

alteration, a difference which the others admitted (L. 2).

p 3

Regarding the first he shows wherein those who posited many principles differed.

First, he shows how Empedocles differed from all the others. And he says that the reason why we 

previously stated that the aforesaid philosophers posited several matters is that Empedocles posited the four 

elements as material principles, namely, earth, water, air and fire. These four, together with their movers, 

namely, friendship which combined, and strife which separated, he says to be in number 6. Consequently, 

he posited finite principles. But Anaxagoras and Democritus and Leucippus posited infinite principles.

p 4

9. Secondly [†9] he shows how Anaxagoras differed from Democritus and Leucippus. For Anaxagoras 

posited "homoeomerous" bodies, i.e., bodies with similar parts, to be the material principles — for 

example, infinite parts of flesh and of bone and of marrow and of other such, each part of which is 

"synonymous" with the whole, i.e., agreeing with the whole in name and notion. This theory has been 

explained in greater detail by Aristotle in Physics I.

p 4

But Democritus and Leucippus held that all sensible bodies are composed of certain indivisible bodies 

supposed to be infinite in multitude and "form," i.e., shape, for they said some were circular, some square, 

some pyramidic, and so on. But contrary to what Anaxagoras posited, they posited all these to be 

indifferent in nature and species. Yet, while these principles are indifferent in nature and species, 

nevertheless sensible bodies differ from one another depending on the different things out of which they 

are composed. However, this is not according to a difference in the species of nature, but in position and 

order — namely, as these are variously disposed in different bodies according to prior and posterior, 

before and behind, above and below, right and left.

p 4

10. Thirdly [†10], he shows how Anaxagoras differed from Empedocles, and he says that they seem to 

contradict one another. For Empedocles declared that fire, earth, air and water are the four elements, and 

that they are more simple than flesh and bone and such "homoeomerous" bodies, i.e., bodies of similar 

parts. The reason was that he posited that things come into being from the elements being assembled; hence 

those bodies that were assembled to form other bodies he called "elements."

p 4

Anaxagoras, on the other hand, posited bone and flesh and similar bodies to be the more simple, and the 

elements, namely, earth, water, air and fire, to be composite. His reason was that he held things to come to 

be through being separated from a mixture. Hence, since he saw that all other bodies are generated from 



be through being separated from a mixture. Hence, since he saw that all other bodies are generated from 

air, water, earth and fire, he believed that there was in these four bodies a maximum mixture, so that all 

other bodies could be extracted from them. Thus he [Aristotle] adds that he called these four bodies 

"panspermia," i.e., the universal seeds of all other bodies, in the sense that these four were a mixture of the 

seeds of all other bodies.

Lecture 2 (Aristotle's Text)

314b1-314b12

[11] Those, then, who construct all things out of a single element, must maintain that coming-to-be and 

passing-away are 'alteration'. For they must affirm that the underlying something always remains identical 

and one; and change of such a substratum is what we call 'altering'. [12] Those, on the other hand, who 

make the ultimate kinds of things more than one, must maintain that 'alteration' is distinct from coming-to-

be: for coming-to-be and passing-away result from the consilience and the dissolution of the many kinds. 

That is why Empedokles too †2 uses language to this effect, when he says 'There is no coming-to-be of 

anything, but only a mingling and a divorce of what has been mingled'. †3 Thus it is clear (i) that to 

describe coming-to-be and passing-away in these terms is in accordance with their fundamental 

assumption, and (ii) that they do in fact so describe them: [13] nevertheless, they too †1 must recognize 

'alteration' as a fact distinct from coming-to-be, though it is impossible for them to do so consistently with 

what they say.

314b13-314b25

That we are right in this criticism is easy to perceive. [14] For 'alteration' is a fact of observation. While the 

substance of the thing remains unchanged, we see it 'altering' just as we see in it the changes of magnitude 

called 'growth' and 'diminution'. Nevertheless, the statements of those who posit more 'original reals' than 

one make 'alteration' impossible. For 'alteration', as we assert, takes place in respect to certain qualities: and 

these qualities (I mean, e.g., hot-cold, white-black, dry-moist, soft-hard, and so forth) are, all of them, 

differences characterizing the 'elements'. The actual words of Empedokles may be quoted in illustration—

The sun everywhere bright to see, and hot;

The rain everywhere dark and cold; †2

and he distinctively characterizes his remaining elements in a similar manner. Since, therefore, it is not 

possible †3 for Fire to become Water, or Water to become Earth, neither will it be possible for anything 

white to become black, or anything soft to become hard; and the same argument applies to all the other 

qualities. Yet this is what 'alteration' essentially is.

314b26-315a3

[15] It follows, as an obvious corollary, that a single matter must always be assumed as underlying the 

contrary 'poles' of any change—whether change of place, or growth and diminution, or 'alteration'; further, 

that the being of this matter and the being of 'alteration' stand and fall together. For if the change is 



that the being of this matter and the being of 'alteration' stand and fall together. For if the change is 

'alteration', then the substratum is a single element; i.e. all things which admit of change into one another 

have a single matter. And, conversely, if the substratum of the changing things is one, there is 'alteration'.

315a4-315a18

[16] Empedokles, indeed, seems to contradict his own statements as well as the observed facts. For he 

denies that any one of his elements comes-to-be out of any other, insisting on the contrary that they are the 

things out of which everything else comes-to-be; and yet (having brought the entirety of existing things, 

except Strife, together into one) he maintains, simultaneously with this denial, that each thing once more 

comes-to-be out of the One. Hence it was clearly out of a One that this came-to-be Water, and that Fire, 

various portions of it being separated off by certain characteristic differences or qualities—as indeed he 

calls the sun 'white and hot', and the earth 'heavy and hard'. If, therefore, these characteristic differences be 

taken away (for they can be taken away, since they came-to-be), it will clearly be inevitable for Earth to 

come-to-be out of Water and Water out of Earth, and for each of the other elements to undergo a similar 

transformation—not only then, †1 but also now—if, and because, they change their qualities. And, to judge 

by what he says, the qualities are such that they can be 'attached' to things and can again be 'separated' from 

them, especially since Strife and Love are still fighting with one another for the mastery. It was owing to 

this same conflict that the elements were generated from a One at the former period. I say 'generated', for 

presumably Fire, Earth, and Water had no distinctive existence at all while merged in one.

315a19-315a25

[17] There is another obscurity in the theory of Empedokles. Are we to regard the One as his 'original 

real'? Or is it the Many—i.e. Fire and Earth, and the bodies co-ordinate with these? For the One is an 

'element' in so far as it underlies the process as matter—as that out of which Earth and Fire come-to-be 

through a change of qualities due to 'the motion'. †2 On the other hand, in so far as the One results from 

composition (by a consilience of the Many), whereas they result from disintegration, the Many are more 

'elementary' than the One, and prior to it in their nature.

Lecture 2 (Aquinas' Commentary)

p 5

Lecture 2

The basic reason for these differing opinions on generation and alteration.

p 5

11. In the preceding lecture Aristotle stated that the reason some ancient philosophers posited generation as 

differing from alteration, and others did not, was that some postulated one material principle and others 

more than one. He clarified above the root of this reason, showing how some posited many principles — 

for in the case of those proposing one principle, the exposition is more unqualified. Now he intends to 

elucidate this reason in itself. Concerning this he does two things:

First, he manifests the reason;



First, he manifests the reason;

Secondly, he objects to it, at 14.

p 5

About the first he does two things:

First, he elucidates the aforesaid reason as to those who posit one principle;

Secondly, as to those who posit several principles, at 13.

p 5

12. He says therefore first [†11] that all the philosophers who assert that all things are produced from one 

material principle are forced to say that generation and corruption are the same as alteration. For they 

posited their one material principle to be some actual being, such as fire or air or water; they also posited it 

to be the substance of all things generated from it. And just as the matter always persists in things made 

from matter, so they said, that this subject remains one and the same. Now we say that a thing is altered 

when, with the substance of the thing in act remaining, some variation occurs with respect to the form. 

Hence it follows that there can be no change called simple generation and corruption, but only alteration.

p 5

We, on the other hand, declare that there is of all generable and corruptible things one first subject, which, 

however, is not a being in act but in potency. Therefore, when this first subject acquires a form through 

which it becomes a being in act, this is called simple generation. But it is said to be altered when, after 

being made a being in act, it acquires any additional form.

p 5

13. Then [†12], he elucidates the aforesaid reason as to those who posited several principles. And he says 

that those, mentioned above, who assign many kinds of material principles, must say that generation differs 

from alteration. For according to those philosophers generation comes about when those material principles 

combine into one; when they are separated, corruption occurs. Hence Empedocles asserts that the "nature," 

i.e., the form, of a body composed of elements is none of the elements (for it is not of the nature of fire or 

of water or of the other elements), but it is solely a "mixture," i.e., it consists solely in a certain "mixed" 

nature, and the opposite privation consists in the separation of what was mixed. And since something is 

said to be generated when it acquires its appropriate nature, they posited that generation resulted from 

aggregation, and corruption from separation. But alteration, they said, takes place only through 

transmutation, as will be explained later. Therefore, since this explanation fits their supposition, and they 

do indeed speak thus, it is plain that they so speak of the difference between generation and alteration, as 

has been said.

p 5

14. Then [†13] he disproves what has been stated, with respect to those who posit several principles, for 

those who posit but one principle reach the conclusion with necessity once its root is supposed. 

Concerning this he does two things: First, he proposes what he intends, and says that those who posit 

many principles must admit that generation is different from alteration, as has been said. Nevertheless, this 

is impossible to maintain in consistency with what they say, as will easily be seen from what follows.

p 6

Secondly [†14], he elucidates his proposition with two arguments. In regard to the first, he presents an 

analogy and says that, just as, while the substance "rests," i.e., remains, we see a change occur in it as to 

size, called "growth" and "decrease," so too with alteration, which is a motion according to quality. For just 



size, called "growth" and "decrease," so too with alteration, which is a motion according to quality. For just 

as quantity is based on substance, so too is quality. But according to what is posited by those philosophers 

who assume many principles, it is impossible for alteration to occur in this manner. For they say that the 

"passions," i.e., the passible qualities, with respect to which we state this, namely, alteration to occur, are 

the proper differences of the elements, namely, hot and cold, white and black, dry and moist, soft and hard, 

and so on. For example, Empedocles stated that the "sun," i.e., fire, since he posited the sun to be of the 

nature of fire, is seen as white and hot; "rain," i.e., water, is seen always as dark, cold and cloudy, as is 

evident from the darkening of the air when it rains. He explained the other passions in a similar way, 

attributing them to the elements.

p 6

They said that it was not possible for water to be produced from fire, or earth from water, or for any one of 

the elements to be converted into another in any way whatsoever. For they did not posit such elements as 

composed of matter and form, so that out of the corruption of one, another could be generated. Rather they 

posited them as first matters that would not be resolved into some first subject. But whatever is to be 

converted into something else must be resolved into some first subject. Now it is impossible for the proper 

accidents of a thing to be anywhere but in their proper subject. Hence, if "hot" is the proper accident of fire, 

and "cold" of water, "hot" can be found only in fire and "cold" only in water, and so on for the others. If, 

therefore, fire cannot come to be from water, nor one element from another, then black cannot come to be 

from white or hard from soft. And the same goes for all other such qualities. Consequently, since alteration 

occurs only when one or another of these qualities varies in one and the same subject, there is no such 

thing as alteration. Therefore they have no grounds to posit a difference between generation and alteration.

p 6

15. He presents the second argument [†15] and says that it is necessary in any motion to suppose one 

nature for the contraries which are the termini of the motion, namely, whether something is being 

transmuted with respect to place, or growth and decrease. Likewise, this must be so in alteration, namely, 

that if there is alteration, there be one subject and one matter for all the things having such a mutual change, 

and that if those have one subject when alteration is looked for, it follows that there be alteration. But since 

the aforesaid thinkers do not posit one subject for all the qualities involved in alteration, but several, they 

cannot posit alteration. Consequently, they groundlessly say alteration to be different from generation.

p 6

This argument differs from the first in that it states the universal cause of the middle term used in the first 

one.

p 6

16. Then [†16] he disputes against Empedocles in particular, with two arguments. In the first of these he 

declares that Empedocles seems to be at odds not only with what our senses reveal, namely, the fact that 

we see that air comes to be from water and fire from air, but he seems to contradict himself also. For, on 

the one hand, he says that no element is generated from another, but all other "elemented" bodies are 

composed of them; and, on the other hand, he says that before this present world was generated, all the 

nature of things was assembled by Friendship into one, minus Strife, and that each of the elements and also 

each of the other bodies came to be out of that one through the influence of Strife, separating things. From 

this it is plain that through certain differences and passions of the various elements it was brought about by 

Strife out of that one that one thing be water and another fire.

p 7

And he gives an example of the "differences and passions" — thus he [Empedocles] says that the "sun," 

i.e., fire, is white and hot and light, but earth is heavy and hard. From this, it is evident that such 

differences are newly acquired by the elements. Now whatever is newly acquired can be removed. 



differences are newly acquired by the elements. Now whatever is newly acquired can be removed. 

Therefore, since these differences are removable inasmuch as they are newly engendered, it is plain that, 

once removed, it is necessary that water be made from earth, and earth from water, and, in general, each 

element from some other — and this not only "then," i.e., in the beginning of the world, but also now, 

coming about through the change of the passions.

p 7

That such a transmutation of passions can occur he proves in two ways. First, from the very nature of 

these passions. For, from what Empedocles says, it follows that they can be newly acquired, for example, 

when Strife separates, and then be separated from the elements when Friendship unites. He proves it in 

another way from the cause of those passions, because even now [their causes, namely] Friendship and 

Strife, are contrary to one another. And therefore "then," i.e., in the beginning of the world, the elements 

were generated from the one, with the differences being acquired, for it cannot be said that fire, earth and 

water, as actual existents, could constitute the one whole.

p 7

17. In the second argument [†17] he says that it is not certain whether Empedocles should have posited one 

principle or many, even though he did indeed posit many, namely, fire and earth and other things that co-

exist with them. He says it is uncertain because, in so far as there is supposed some one thing out of 

which, as from matter, fire and earth and water come to be through some transmutation caused by the 

separating action of Strife, it seems that there is one element. But in so far as that one results from the 

composition of the elements coming together into one through Friendship, and they, namely, the elements, 

come to be from that one through a certain dissolving caused by Strife, it seems rather that those four are 

elements and are prior by nature. And although this was more the idea of Empedocles, positing things as 

produced through Friendship and Strife, Aristotle nevertheless proves in the preceding argument the 

elements to be produced not by separation alone, but also by a certain change with the arrival of the 

differences of the elements. From this follows the contrary to what Empedocles intended; namely, that the 

one is more of a principle [than they].

Lecture 3 (Aristotle's Text)

315a26-315a33

[18] We have therefore to discuss the whole subject of 'unqualified' coming-to-be and passing-away; we 

have to inquire whether these changes do or do not occur and, if they occur, to explain the precise 

conditions of their occurrence. We must also discuss the remaining forms of change, viz. growth and 

'alteration'. [19] For though, no doubt, Plato investigated the conditions under which things come-to-be and 

pass-away, he confined his inquiry to these changes; and he discussed not all coming-to-be, but only that 

of the elements. He asked no questions as to how flesh or bones, or any of the other similar compound 

things, come-to-be; nor again did he examine the conditions under which 'alteration' or growth are 

attributable to things.

315a34-315b15

A similar criticism applies to all our predecessors with the single exception of Demokritos. Not one of 

them penetrated below the surface or made a thorough examination of a single one of the problems. 



them penetrated below the surface or made a thorough examination of a single one of the problems. 

Demokritos, however, does seem not only to have thought carefully about all the problems, but also to be 

distinguished from the outset by his method. For, as we are saying, none of the other philosophers made 

any definite statement about growth, except such as any amateur might have made. They said that things 

grow 'by the accession of like to like', but they did not proceed to explain the manner of this accession. Nor 

did they give any account of 'combination': and they neglected almost every single one of the remaining 

problems, offering no explanation, e.g., of 'action' or 'passion'—how in physical actions one thing acts and 

the other undergoes action. [20] Demokritos and Leukippos, however, postulate the 'figures', and make 

'alteration' and coming-to-be result from them. They explain coming-to-be and passing-away by their 

'dissociation' and 'association', but 'alteration' by their 'grouping' and 'position'. [21] And since they thought 

that the truth lay in the appearance, and the appearances are conflicting and infinitely many, they made the 

'figures' infinite in number. †1 Hence—owing to the changes of the compound—the same thing seems 

different and conflicting to different people: it is 'transposed' by a small additional ingredient, and appears 

utterly other by the 'transposition' of a single constituent. For Tragedy and Comedy are both composed of 

the same letters.

315b16-315b24

[22] Since almost all our predecessors think (i) that coming-to-be is distinct from 'alteration', and (ii) that, 

whereas things 'alter' by change of their qualities, it is by 'association' and 'dissociation' that they come-to-

be and pass-away, we must concentrate our attention on these theses. For they lead to many perplexing and 

well-grounded dilemmas. If, on the one hand, coming-to-be is 'association', many impossible consequences 

result: and yet there are other arguments, not easy to unravel, which force the conclusion upon us that 

coming-to-be cannot possibly be anything else. If, on the other hand, coming-to-be is not 'association', 

either there is no such thing as coming-to-be at all or it is 'alteration': or else †1 we must endeavour to 

unravel this dilemma too—and a stubborn one we shall find it.

315b25-315b30

[23] The fundamental question, in dealing with all these difficulties, is this: 'Do things come-to-be and 

"alter" and grow, and undergo the contrary changes, because the primary "reals" are indivisible 

magnitudes? Or is no magnitude indivisible?' For the answer we give to this question makes the greatest 

difference. And again, if the primary 'reals' are indivisible magnitudes, are these bodies, as Demokritos and 

Leukippos maintain? Or are they planes, as is asserted in the Timaeus?

315b31-316a4

[24] To resolve bodies into planes and no further—this, as we have also remarked elsewhere, †2 is in itself 

a paradox. Hence there is more to be said for the view that there are indivisible bodies. Yet even these 

involve much of paradox. Still, as we have said, it is possible to construct 'alteration' and coming-to-be 

with them, if one 'transposes' the same by 'turning' and 'intercontact', and by 'the varieties of the figures', as 

Demokritos does. (His denial of the reality of colour is a corollary from this position: for, according to 

him, things get coloured by 'turning' of the 'figures'.) But the possibility of such a construction no longer 

exists for those who divide bodies into planes. For nothing except solids results from putting planes 

together: they do not even attempt to generate any quality from them.

316a5-316a14

[25] Lack of experience diminishes our power of taking a comprehensive view of the admitted facts. Hence 

those who dwell in intimate association with nature and its phenomena grow more and more able to 

formulate, as the foundations of their theories, principles such as to admit of a wide and coherent 

development: while those whom devotion to abstract discussions has rendered unobservant of the facts are 

too ready to dogmatize on the basis of a few observations. The rival treatments of the subject now before 

us will serve to illustrate how great is the difference between a 'scientific' and a 'dialectical' method of 

inquiry. For, whereas the Platonists argue that there must be atomic magnitudes 'because otherwise "The 



Triangle" will be more than one', Demokritos would appear to have been convinced by arguments 

appropriate to the subject, i.e. drawn from the science of nature. Our meaning will become clear as we 

proceed.

Lecture 3 (Aquinas' Commentary)

p 8

Lecture 3

What must be treated. Opinions of Democritus and Leucippus.

p 8

18. After giving the opinions of the ancient philosophers concerning the difference between generation and 

alteration, the Philosopher here begins to determine about generation and alteration and the other motions. 

Concerning this he does two things:

First, he states his intention;

Secondly, he begins to carry it out, at 20.

p 8

As to the first he does two things:

First, he states his intention;

Secondly, he gives the reason for his intention, at 19.

p 8

He says therefore first [†18] that because the early philosophers doubted about the difference between 

generation and alteration, it is necessary for us to speak in a general way about simple generation and 

corruption, i.e., according to which something is said to be generated and corrupted absolutely 

[simpliciter], and to determine whether absolute generation exists or not. For according to those who 

declare that generation differs from alteration, absolute generation does not exist, but not for those who 

deny a difference between them. Moreover, if absolute generation does exist, we must explain how. And 

the same questions must be answered for the other motions that are in a certain way ordained to simple 

generation, such as alteration and growth, as was said above.

p 8

19. Then [†19] he assigns as the reason for his intention the fact that other philosophers have not 

adequately treated this matter. And he says that Plato investigated only the question of how generation and 

corruption occur in things, but in doing so he limited himself to generation of the elements and did not treat 

of how flesh and bones or any of the other mixed [i.e., composite] bodies are generated. Moreover, he 



neglected to discuss how alteration and growth exist in things. And in general, none of the other 

philosophers definitively stated anything except those things which appear on the surface — except 

Democritus, who seems to have been concerned to inquire diligently into every thing. But the basic 

difference is in the inquiry — none did so adequately. For none of them, neither he [Democritus], nor any 

other, said anything about growth, as to what it was, that any uneducated person could not have said, 

namely, that growth takes place by something akin to the original being added to it. But how something is 

increased by the addition of that which is similar, they did not say. Neither did they say anything of 

mixtures, nor of any of the similar things, so to speak — for example, of acting and being acted upon, 

namely, as to how, in terms of natural operation, this acts and that is acted upon.

p 8

20. Then at [†20] he begins to execute his plan.

First, he determines about generation and alteration, since they should be studied together;

Secondly, about growth (L. 11).

p 8

About the first he does two things:

First, he gives other's opinions about generation and alteration;

Secondly, he decides about them according to his own opinion (L. 6).

p 8

As to the first he does two things:

First, he states the opinion of Democritus, who had a concern for everything;

Secondly, he examines the truth of his statements, at 22.

p 9

About the first he does two things:

First, he states Democritus' opinion;

Secondly, he presents Democritus' argument, at 21.

p 9

He says therefore first [†20] that Democritus and Leucippus, who constituted the principles of things out 

of indivisible bodies of infinite shapes, used them as causes of generation and alteration. For they said that 

through the aggregation and separation of such figured bodies generation and corruption were caused; 

while it was through a change in the order and position of the aforesaid bodies that alteration was caused.

p 9

21. Then [†21] he gives the reason for the aforesaid position. And the better to under this, it should be 

noted that, as the Philosopher says in Metaph. IV, some of the early philosophers made truth to be in the 

way things appear, namely, as a thing appeared to someone, so was its truth — even to the point of holding 

contradictories to be simultaneously true, if both sides seem so to different persons.

p 9



p 9

So what the Philosopher says is that, because Democritus and Leucippus assumed that the true consists in 

appearance, and to different men contrary and infinite things appear, as the variety of opinions among men 

indicates, they therefore were led to posit infinite shapes in the first principles of things, in order to have an 

explanation for these infinite opinions. Consequently, any variation affecting something contributing to the 

composition of some whole, results in the same appearing one way to one and in a contrary way to 

another, — just as, from different vantage points, the color of a dove's neck seems to vary. Such a change 

of position or order is due to something slight that intervenes. Indeed, to state the matter generally, as one 

of these indivisible bodies changes [its position and order], the appearance of a thing changes. He gives an 

example of this in words, whose first indivisible principles are letters: by using the same letters and merely 

varying their order and position, different verbal compositions are produced, e.g., a comedy, concerned 

with pleasant things, and a tragedy, concerned with wars. This, then, is the reason why Democritus held 

that alteration is caused by a variation of order and position.

p 9

22. Then [†22] he investigates the truth of this opinion.

First, he shows the difficulties inherent in such an investigation;

Secondly, he begins to inquire into the truth, at 23.

p 9

He says therefore first [†22] that by this time the opinions of the first natural philosophers who identified 

generation and alteration, were almost entirely abolished, and nearly everyone seemed to agree that 

generation is different from alteration (generation and corruption deriving from association and 

disassociation, while alteration arose when, by a change of certain things, diverse passions were caused). 

One must, then, consider these matters in order to arrive at the truth. But they involve many problems, and 

ones challenging reason. For, if generation is nothing more than association, many impossibilities follow, 

as will be plain below. On the other hand, there are found other arguments, which appear cogent and not 

easy to answer, for holding that generation is not different from association, concluding that, if generation 

is not admitted to be association, then either there is no generation at all, or if there is, it is identical with 

alteration. Now even though it is difficult to solve this problem, we ought to attempt it.

p 10

23. Then [†23] he proceeds to solve the difficulty.

First, he prefaces two questions that are necessary in solving the aforesaid difficulty;

Secondly, he tackles them, at 24.

p 10

He says therefore first [†23] that the starting point in solving all the aforesaid must be first of all an inquiry 

into whether natural beings are so generated and altered and augmented and moved by contrary motions, as 

to require certain primary indivisible magnitudes; or whether there is no indivisible magnitude. The answer 

to this is most important. Secondly, one must inquire whether, if there be indivisible magnitudes, they are 

bodies, as Democritus and Leucippus would have it, or are "planes," i.e., surfaces, as Plato set down in the 

Timaeus.

p 10

24. Then at [†24] he pursues the aforesaid questions.

First, he pursues the second, which he covers more briefly;



First, he pursues the second, which he covers more briefly;

Secondly, he tackles the first (L. 4).

p 10

As to the first he does two things:

First, he shows that as far as natural science is concerned Democritus' position is more fitting than Plato's;

Secondly, he tells why, at 25.

p 10

He says therefore first [†24] that, as was said in On the Heavens III, to resolve bodies into surfaces is 

unfitting even in itself. Consequently, it is more reasonable, if there should be certain indivisible 

magnitudes out of which natural bodies are composed, that these magnitudes be bodies rather than surfaces 

— although even this involves great irrationality, namely, that there be certain indivisible bodies, out of 

which natural bodies would be composed, as was shown in part in the book On the Heavens and as will be 

shown in part below. Nevertheless it is more reasonable to posit indivisible bodies rather than surfaces, 

because those who posit indivisible bodies as the principles of natural bodies do assign a cause of 

generation and alteration, which alteration, as has been said, transmutes some one and the same thing by a 

certain "turning" of the indivisible bodies and by some manner of contact according to different positions 

and orders, and also according to a difference of shapes, as Democritus posited in assigning the cause of 

alteration. Hence Democritus posited that color and other such natural qualities are not something with a 

fixed existence in nature, but that a thing appears to be colored through a certain "turning," i.e., through a 

certain variation of the indivisible bodies according to order and position. For it is plain that certain things 

appear to us whose appearance is produced by some sort of reflection according to a certain order and 

position — for example, the form that appears in a mirror, or the colors of a rainbow, and so on. 

Democritus supposed that all the forms and qualities of natural things to be of that nature. According to 

this and in the light of his principles, he explained every variety of alteration in terms of differences in 

position and order.

p 10

But the Platonists, who resolved bodies into planes, were unable to assign a cause for any change in form, 

for when planes are united one to the other, nothing but solids can reasonably result. Seeing that points, 

lines and pure planes are mathematical things, they cannot of themselves cause any natural quality. 

Consequently, just as from points only a line results and from lines a surface, so from surfaces the only 

thing that can be caused is a body. But not even the Platonists try to explain, by a mingling of surfaces, the 

cause of any natural quality.

p 11

25. Then [†25] he shows why Plato failed more than Democritus in this matter. And he says that the 

reason why Plato could not see "confessed" things, i.e., things plain to all, was lack of experience; for, 

being intent on speculation, he did not turn his attention to sensible things, which are the basis of 

experience. Consequently, those philosophers who paid more attention to sensible and natural things were 

better able to discover principles to which they could adapt many facts of sense observation. But the 

Platonists who were untaught with respect to "existents," i.e., natural and sensible things, and considered 

solely the few sensible things that came their way, from many "discourses" or arguments, i.e., from many 

things they considered by reason on a universal plane, "facilely enunciate," i.e., offer a judgment on 

sensible things without a diligent examination.

p 11



The matter at hand affords us an opportunity to consider the difference between seeking the truth 

"physically," i.e., naturally, by examining natural things, as Democritus did, and seeking it "logically," i.e., 

by reason, attending to common reasons, as the Platonists did. For, in order to prove that some magnitudes 

are indivisible, the Platonists, proceeding "logically," say that otherwise it would follow that the 

"autotrigonum," i.e., the "per se triangle," that is, the idea of triangle, will be manifold, i.e., divided into 

many triangles, which is unallowable. For Plato postulated that, of all sensible things, there were certain 

separated "ideas," for example, of man and horse and so on. These ideas he called "per se man" and "per 

se horse," since, logically speaking, man, as a species, is something over and above material and individual 

principles, and thus, the "idea" contains nothing but what pertains to the notion of the species. And for the 

same reason he posited this in figures. Thus he posited the "idea" of sensible triangles, here called the 

"autotrigonum," to be indivisible — otherwise it would follow that it would be divided into many, which is 

contrary to the notion of idea, which requires that it be one existing outside the many. Thus it is not 

unacceptable for there to be many indivisible triangular surfaces conforming to the idea; and the same is 

true of other surfaces.

p 11

But Democritus is seen to argue for indivisible magnitudes, using proper and natural reasons, as will be 

plain in what follows.

Lecture 4 (Aristotle's Text)

316a15-316a16

[26] For to suppose that a body (i.e. a magnitude) is divisible through and through, and that this division is 

possible, involves a difficulty. What will there be in the body which escapes the division?

316a17-316a22

If it is divisible through and through, and if this division is possible, then it might be, at one and the same 

moment, divided through and through, even though the dividings had not been effected simultaneously: 

and the actual occurrence of this result would involve no impossibility. [27] Hence the same principle will 

apply whenever a body is by nature divisible through and through, whether by bisection, †1 or generally by 

any method whatever: nothing impossible will have resulted if it has actually been divided—not even if it 

has been divided into innumerable parts, themselves divided innumerable times. Nothing impossible will 

have resulted, though perhaps nobody in fact could so divide it.

316a23-316a34

Since, therefore, the body is divisible through and through, let it have been divided. [28] What, then, will 

remain? A magnitude? No: that is impossible, since then there will be something not divided, whereas ex 

hypothesi the body was divisible through and through. But if it be admitted that neither a body nor a 

magnitude will remain, and yet division †1 is to take place, the constituents of the body will either be points 

(i.e. without magnitude) or absolutely nothing. If its constituents are nothings, then it might both come-to-

be out of nothings and exist as a composite of nothings: and thus presumably the whole body will be 

nothing but an appearance. But if it consists of points, a similar absurdity will result: it will not possess any 

magnitude. For when the points were in contact and coincided to form a single magnitude, they did not 



magnitude. For when the points were in contact and coincided to form a single magnitude, they did not 

make the whole any bigger (since, when the body was divided into two or more parts, the whole †2 was 

not a bit smaller or bigger than it was before the division): hence, even if all the points †3 be put together, 

they will not make any magnitude.

316a35-316b6

[29] But suppose that, as the body is being divided, a minute section—a piece of sawdust, as it were—is 

extracted, and that in this sense a body 'comes away' from the magnitude, evading the division. Even then 

the same †4 argument applies. For in what sense is that section divisible? [30] But if what 'came away' was 

not a body but a separable form or quality, and if the magnitude is 'points or contacts thus qualified': it is 

paradoxical that a magnitude should consist of elements which are not magnitudes. [31] Moreover, where 

will the points be? And are they motionless or moving? And every contact is always a contact of two 

somethings, i.e. there is always something besides the contact or the division or the point.

316b7-316b14

These, then, are the difficulties resulting from the supposition that any and every body, whatever its size, is 

divisible through and through. [32] There is, besides, this further consideration. If, having divided a piece 

of wood or anything else, I put it together, it is again equal to what it was, and is one. Clearly this is so, 

whatever the point at which I cut the wood. The wood, therefore, has been divided potentially through and 

through. What, then, is there in the wood besides the division? For even if we suppose there is some 

quality, yet how is the wood dissolved into such constituents †1 and how does it come-to-be out of them? 

Or how are such constituents separated so as to exist apart from one another?

316b15-316b17

[33] Since, therefore, it is impossible for magnitudes to consist of contacts or points, there must be 

indivisible bodies and magnitudes. Yet, if we do postulate the latter, we are confronted with equally 

impossible consequences, which we have examined in other works. †2

Lecture 4 (Aquinas' Commentary)

p 12

Lecture 4

Democritus' argument that natural bodies are composed out of indivisible bodies

p 12

26. After showing that, with regard to the matter at hand, the opinion of Democritus is stronger than that of 

Plato, and that his argument is more appropriate, to show this, the Philosopher presents Democritus' 

argument.

First, he cites it;

Secondly, he answers it (L. 5).



Secondly, he answers it (L. 5).

p 12

About the first he does two things:

First, he presents the argument of Democritus, which leads to the impossibility that a body can be wholly 

divided, i.e., divided as much as it can be divided;

Secondly, he shows that this is impossible, at 29.

p 12

Concerning the first he does two things:

First, he presents the argument that leads to this impossibility;

Secondly, he shows the necessity existing in this argument, at 28.

p 12

27. With respect to the first [†26] it should be observed that one must hold either that a body is composed 

of indivisibles, or that it is "wholly," i.e., totally, divisible, according to every sign [point]. And therefore 

Democritus, in order to show that a sensible body is composed of indivisible bodies, tries to show that it is 

impossible for a sensible body, such as wood or stone, to be "wholly" divisible, i.e., according to every 

given sign [i.e., point] in the body. Consequently, he says that if you posit that such a body (for example, a 

sensible body), or any magnitude whatsoever (for example, a surface or a line), is "wholly" divisible, i.e., 

with respect to every given sign, and this is considered possible, the question remains: What is it that 

"escapes division," i.e., that remains after the division? For it is necessary that, when any divisible thing 

has been divided, there remain certain divisible parts, upon which division takes place.

p 12

Democritus says that such a question arises because if the body is "wholly," i.e., in its entirety, divisible, 

and this is possible, then there will be nothing to prevent it from being at one time divided as far as it can, 

even though the division does not take place all at once but successively — just as, if a man can arrive at 

some particular place, there is nothing to prevent his having arrived there, even though he should not do so 

all at once, but successively. If this is granted, no impossibility should follow, because, when something 

possible is assumed, nothing impossible follows, according to the Philosopher in Prior Analytics I.

p 12

28. Then [†27] he shows the necessity existing in the above argument. For if it should be granted that a 

body is divisible through the middle, and has been so divided, nothing impossible follows. And this is 

what he says: Hence, since, something possible having been laid down, nothing impossible follows, it will 

be something similar to this if something is supposed as divisible and actually divided in the middle. And 

universally, if a body is such as to be apt to be "wholly" divided, i.e., according to every sign [point], then 

"if it is divided," i.e., if it is assumed to have been so divided, "no impossibility will result," i.e., from this 

nothing impossible should arise — any more than if something is divisible into a thousand times a 

thousand parts and we assume that it has been so divided, no impossibility follows, even if no one has 

actually divided it.

p 13

Consequently, it seems that whether a body is divisible into a few parts or into a great many parts or 

totally, no impossibility seems to follow upon the assumption that it has been divided as far as it is 

divisible. Therefore, since, according to those who maintain that a natural body is not composed of 



divisible. Therefore, since, according to those who maintain that a natural body is not composed of 

indivisible bodies, it is totally divisible, let it be considered as totally divided. But this is impossible; 

therefore the first, namely, the assumption that it is totally divisible, is also impossible. Therefore, it is 

composed of indivisibles.

p 13

29. Then [†28] he shows that it is impossible for a body to have been totally divided, on the ground that 

one cannot posit anything as remaining after the division.

p 13

First, therefore, he shows that one cannot give anything as remaining from the division as a principal part;

Secondly, that one cannot give anything as remaining that might have fallen out of the division, at 30.

p 13

He says therefore first [†28] that if a body is assumed to have been totally divided, it remains to ask what 

is "left," i.e., what remains after the division — as in every division we are wont to see the things into 

which the divided object was resolved.

p 13

First he shows that a magnitude will not remain. For such a thing is impossible — since it would follow 

that some divisible part not yet divided was remaining or that a magnitude was something not divisible. But 

it was said that body was wholly divisible. Consequently, what remains after division cannot be divisible 

in any way whatsoever, and it is being supposed by the adversary that the magnitude is wholly divisible.

p 13

Secondly, he concludes that, if what is left after division is neither a body nor a magnitude, and yet a total 

division was made, it remains that the division will either be out of points, in such a way that the body will 

be finally resolved into points, and consequently, the things from which a body is composed will lack 

dimensions, or else it follows that what remains after division is utterly nothing.

p 13

Thirdly, he shows that the second alternative is impossible. For, since each thing is generated out of that 

into which it is resolved, then, if it is resolved into nothing, it will follow that it may be generated from 

nothing. But what is composed out of nothing, is nothing. It will follow, therefore, that the body in 

question is nothing, and for the same reason, the whole universe. Whatever there will be in nature will be 

there according to appearance only and not according to existence.

p 13

Fourthly, he proves the first alternative set down above, namely, that there is not resolution into points. For 

then it would likewise follow that a body is composed of points and it would further follow that the body 

would not be quantified. For, before the body was divided, and the points were in contact, in the way that 

the extremities of two lines are together, so as to form a single continuous magnitude, and the points were 

all together and not yet set off from each other, they did not make a greater whole. For a point is nothing 

other than a certain division of the parts of a line. By the fact of a thing's being divided into two or more, 

the whole is not made either greater or less than it was previously. A small body, just as a large one, may 

be divided into two or more. Thus it is plain that points, which are nothing but divisions, do not make 

anything greater. Hence it remains that if the points are assembled, they do not make anything greater. 

Consequently, it is seen to be impossible for a body to be divided through and through, because it is 

impossible to assign anything that remains as the residue of division, as a principal part of the divided 

body.



body.

p 14

30. Then [†29] he shows that it is impossible to show some residue of division on the hypothesis of 

something "falling out."

p 14

First, he shows that such a thing cannot be a body; Secondly, that it cannot be something incorporeal, at 

31.

p 14

He says therefore first [†29] that if, the whole bodily magnitude of the divided body having been divided, 

something comparable to a piece of sawdust should be produced, which falls out by reason of the division 

apart from the principal parts into which the wood is divided, and one should say that out of the wholly 

divided bodily magnitude some body comes out as though a residue, there follows the same argument as 

above — namely, how can those hold that body to be still divisible who hold no body to be indivisible and 

one is holding a natural body to be wholly divided?

p 14

31. Then [†30] he shows that such a residue cannot be any incorporeal thing, for three reasons. With 

regard to the first he says that if what slipped away from the totally divided magnitude is not a body but 

some "species," i.e., a form "segregatable," i.e., separable from the subject or also, as Anaxagoras says, 

some passion, since he taught that passions and habits can be separated and combined, and this passion 

which leaves a magnitude is after the manner of a point or contact, those who posit this fall first of all into 

this impossibility, namely, that a magnitude is composed of non-magnitudes. This is seen to be untenable, 

for each thing is constituted out of the things of its genus — colors are not composed from figures, nor 

conversely.

p 14

32. He presents the second reason [†31], in regard to which it should be noted that certain ones maintained 

that a line is composed out of points. This can be in two ways: in one way, out of moved points, in the 

sense of those who suppose that a point in motion forms a line, and a line in motion forms a plane, and a 

plane in motion a body; in another way, out of points not moved, so that a magnitude is composed out of 

points as out of parts.

p 14

However, in whichever of these two ways a magnitude is supposed to be composed of points, one will 

have to designate "where" the points are, i.e., what position they occupy in the magnitude, as can be done 

for each part of which a magnitude is composed. But [in this case] this cannot be designated, for a point is 

seen to be nothing other in a magnitude than a certain contact of a continuous line, or the division of the 

parts of a line that has been divided. But contact is always one [contact] of some certain two which, 

namely, are parts of a magnitude, possessing definite positions in a magnitude — as though that which is a 

part of the magnitude, having a definite position among its parts, is something over and above the contact 

and the division, and consequently something over and above the point. It is not therefore seen as possible 

that a magnitude be divided into points or contacts or divisions. If, therefore, someone should posit any 

body, or any quantity, to be wholly divisible, there will occur this unacceptable consequence which has 

been stated.

p 14

33. He presents the third reason [†32] and says that if after having divided a piece of wood or any other 



33. He presents the third reason [†32] and says that if after having divided a piece of wood or any other 

body, I put it together again out of the same parts, an equal and single body will be produced, since the 

things into which something is divided, and out of which it is composed are the same. Hence the case 

seems to be the same if I divide the wood according to "any sign [point] whatever" (which he above 

referred to as "wholly") so that, out of those things into which it is divided, it may be again composed. Let 

the wood then have been "wholly divided in potency," i.e., into all that into which it can be divided. What 

then will remain beyond the division? For every division must terminate at something. If we should say 

that the residue of the division is some passion, it would follow that the body would have been divided into 

passions — and consequently, will be generated out of them, which is impossible. For neither substance 

nor quantity is generated out of passions. Or how are passions able "to be separated"?

p 15

He further concludes his principal proposition [†33] saying that, if it is impossible that a magnitude be 

composed out of contacts or points, as the aforesaid arguments conclude, one must posit that there are 

certain indivisible bodies, and certain indivisible magnitudes — for, if a body should be wholly divisible, it 

would follow that it would be composed out of contacts or out of points, as is evident from what has been 

said.

p 15

Further still, after presenting the arguments of Democritus, Aristotle adds that, likewise for those who 

posit this, namely, the existence of indivisible bodies, no less an impossibility follows; and this was 

examined elsewhere, namely, in On the Heavens III.

Lecture 5 (Aristotle's Text)

316b18-316b19

[34] But we must try to disentangle these perplexities, and must therefore formulate the whole problem 

over again.

316b20-316b26

[35] On the one hand, then, it is in no way paradoxical that every perceptible body should be indivisible as 

well as divisible at any and every point. For the second predicate will attach to it potentially, but the first 

actually. [36] On the other hand, it would seem to be impossible for a body to be, even potentially, 

divisible at all points simultaneously. For if it were possible, then it might actually occur, with the result, 

not that the body would simultaneously be actually both (indivisible and divided), but that it would be 

simultaneously divided at any and every point. Consequently, nothing will remain and the body will have 

passed-away into what is incorporeal: and so it might come-to-be again either out of points or absolutely 

out of nothing. And how is that possible?

316b27-316b34

But now it is obvious that a body is in fact divided into separable magnitudes which are smaller at each 

division—into magnitudes which fall apart from one another and are actually separated. Hence (it is urged) 

the process of dividing a body part by part is not a 'breaking up' which could continue ad infinitum; nor 

can a body be simultaneously divided at every point, for that is not possible; but there is a limit, beyond 



can a body be simultaneously divided at every point, for that is not possible; but there is a limit, beyond 

which the 'breaking up' cannot proceed. The necessary consequence— [37] especially if coming-to-be and 

passing-away are to take place by 'association' and 'dissociation' respectively—is that a body †1 must 

contain atomic magnitudes which are invisible.

317a1-317a2

Such is the argument which is believed to establish the necessity of atomic magnitudes: [38] we must now 

show that it conceals a faulty inference, and exactly where it conceals it.

317a3-317a12

For, since point is not 'immediately-next' to point, magnitudes are 'divisible through and through' in one 

sense, and yet not in another. When, however, it is admitted that a magnitude is 'divisible through and 

through', it is thought there is a point not only anywhere, but also everywhere, in it: hence it is supposed to 

follow, from the admission, that the magnitude must be divided away into nothing. For—it is supposed—

there is a point everywhere within it, so that it consists either of contacts or of points. But it is only in one 

sense that the magnitude is 'divisible through and through', viz. in so far as there is one point anywhere 

within it and all its points are everywhere within it if you take them singly one by one. But there are not 

more points than one anywhere within it, for the points are not 'consecutive': hence it is not simultaneously 

'divisible through and through'. For if it were, then, if it be divisible at its centre, it will be divisible also at a 

point 'immediately-next' to its centre. But it is not so divisible: for position is not 'immediately-next' to 

position, nor point to point—in other words, division is not 'immediately-next' to division, nor composition 

to composition.

317a13-317a16

Hence there are both 'association' and 'dissociation', though neither (a) into, and out of, atomic magnitudes 

(for that involves many impossibilities), nor (b) so that division takes place through and through—for this 

would have resulted only if point had been 'immediately-next' to point: but 'dissociation' takes place into 

small (i.e. relatively small) parts, and 'association' takes place out of relatively small parts.

317a17-317a26

[39] It is wrong, however, to suppose, as some assert, that coming-to-be and passing-away in the 

unqualified and complete sense are distinctively defined by 'association' and 'dissociation', while the change 

that takes place in what is continuous is 'alteration'. On the contrary, this is where the whole error lies. For 

unqualified coming-to-be and passing-away are not effected by 'association' and 'dissociation'. They take 

place when a thing changes, from this to that, as a whole. But the philosophers we are criticizing suppose 

that all such change †1 is 'alteration': whereas in fact there is a difference. For in that which underlies the 

change there is a factor corresponding to the definition †2 and there is a material factor. When, then, the 

change is in these constitutive factors, there will be coming-to-be or passing-away: but when it is in the 

thing's qualities, i.e. a change of the thing per accidens, there will be 'alteration'.

317a27-317a32

[40] 'Dissociation' and 'association' affect the thing's susceptibility to passing-away. For if water has first 

been 'dissociated' into smallish drops, air comes-to-be out of it more quickly: while, if drops of water have 

first been 'associated', air comes-to-be more slowly. Our doctrine will become clearer in the sequel. †3[41] 

Meantime, so much may be taken as established—viz. that coming-to-be cannot be 'association', at least not 

the kind of 'association' some philosophers assert it to be.



Lecture 5 (Aquinas' Commentary)

p 16

Lecture 5

Resolution of Democritus' argument

p 16

34. Having presented Democritus' argument, he [the Philosopher] now proceeds to answer it. First he 

states his intention [†34], saying that one must attempt to solve the aforesaid problem. Consequently, the 

better to solve it, the question must be review from the very beginning, for when one gets a brief look at 

what the force of the question consists in, the easier it will be seen where to apply the solution.

Secondly, at [†35] he carries out his proposal.

p 16

First, he presents the truth;

Secondly, he presents Democritus' objections against the truth, at 37;

Thirdly, he answers them, at 38.

p 16

35. He says therefore first [†35] that it is not inadmissible to maintain both of these statements, namely, 

that every sensible body is divisible with respect to any and every sign [point] (denominated above as 

being "wholly" divisible), or that it is not divisible. For one of these is true in potency, namely, that a 

sensible body is divisible with respect to any and every sign; the other is true in "entelechy," i.e., in act, 

namely, that a sensible body is not divisible according to every sign in act.

p 16

36. Then at [†36] he presents Democritus' two arguments against this truth. Concerning the first of these, 

he [Aristotle] says that according to Democritus' objection it seems impossible for a sensible body to be all 

at once "wholly" divisible in potency, as was said above. For Democritus believed that whatever could be 

all at one time in potency, could be all at one time in act, and he argued that, just as it is possible for a body 

to be all at one time wholly divided in potency, this could also take place in act — not in the sense that it 

would be at one and the same time potentially divisible and actually divided, but in the sense that it would 

be divided in act according to every point. But this he showed to be impossible, because as is evident from 

what was said above, it would follow that nothing bodily would be left as a residue of division, and that 

the body would be dissolved into something incorporeal, and as a consequence a body would be generated 

from something incorporeal, i.e., from points or from absolute nothing. But this is impossible. Therefore it 

is not possible for a sensible body to be all at one time wholly divided. Neither, then, could it have been 

potentially so divisible.

p 16

But because our senses reveal that a sensible body is divided into parts that can be separated one from the 



But because our senses reveal that a sensible body is divided into parts that can be separated one from the 

other or even into divisible parts, and that a larger magnitude is always divided into smaller magnitudes, 

and that a connected whole is divided into separate and isolated parts, it is evident that that is the way 

things are. It is therefore not possible for there to be division to infinity "according to part," in such a way, 

namely, that part after part be separated from the whole sensible body; neither is it possible for a sensible 

body to be divided all at one time according to every sign. (Neither of these is possible since in both cases 

the same impossible situation occurs.) But one sees that the division of a sensible body can proceed up to a 

certain limit. Hence it follows that there must be certain indivisible magnitudes and certain indivisible 

bodies, according to Democritus.

p 17

37. The second argument [of Democritus] is presented [†37], in which he says that, for another reason 

also, it seems to be necessary that there be indivisible bodies, namely, if generation comes about through 

assembling, and corruption through separation. And Democritus was forced to posit this, because he laid 

down that the forms and natures of things are determined on the basis of position and order; for we see that 

a whole whose form consists in position and order, as for example a house, is generated only by 

assembling, and destroyed only by separating. Consequently, since it is not possible to proceed to infinity 

with regard to principles of generation and corruption, he laid down that there were certain first principles 

from which bodies are assembled and into which they are separated. And he said the indivisible bodies 

were such things.

p 17

Aristotle, summing up, concludes that the aforesaid exposition is that which seems to compel us to hold for 

indivisible magnitudes.

p 17

38. Then [†38] he answers the aforesaid arguments.

First, the first one;

Secondly, the second one, at 40.

p 17

With respect to the first [†38] it should be noted that the whole force of Democritus' first argument lies in 

this, that if a sensible body is all at one time wholly divisible in potency, it is all at one time wholly divided 

in act. But this consequent does not hold in all things. For there are some things in which to be in potency 

enters into their very notion. Hence in such things it is not possible to posit that to be all at one time in act 

which is all at one time in potency, since it would remove the very notion and nature of that thing.

p 17

This is manifest first of all in successive things. For, in the beginning of a day, it is possible all at one time 

for the hours to be, but it is impossible to posit all the hours of that day to exist all at one time in act, 

because that would destroy the very nature of time, in whose notion there is that it be the number of motion 

according to prior and subsequent. If all its parts existed at once, it would not be according to prior and 

subsequent.

p 17

Secondly, it appears in permanent things. For in the substance of air is matter, which is in potency to all 

forms, yet it cannot be posited that whatever can be generated from air has been generated therefrom. That 

would destroy the very nature of matter, which is always in potency to all forms. Consequently, it is 

against the notion of magnitude, for example, of a line, that it be at any time wholly divided in act. 



against the notion of magnitude, for example, of a line, that it be at any time wholly divided in act. 

Therefore, from the fact that it is all at one time wholly divisible in potency, it does not follow that it can be 

posited as all at one time divided in act.

p 17

That such a thing is against the notion of a line is plain. For the division of a line in act is nothing more 

than a point in act. If, therefore, a line were all at one time wholly divided in act, it would be necessary for a 

point to be everywhere in act in the line and, consequently, the points would have to be contiguous or 

consecutive in the line. But this cannot be: because, since points are indivisible, given many contiguous 

points, one would not extend beyond another, for one would touch another in its entirety. Thus all the 

points taken together would amount only to one point. Therefore, it cannot be said that the points are 

everywhere in act in the line. Consequently, it is against the notion of a line that it be all at one time wholly 

divided in act. And therefore it does not follow that, if something be all at one time wholly divisible in 

potency, one can posit it to be wholly divided in act.

p 18

39. Therefore the Philosopher says that Democritus is concealing a paralogism, i.e., that he commits a 

hidden fallacy, and that one must show where its defect lies hidden. Now, since one point cannot be 

contiguous to another, it is impossible for a line to be wholly divided in act. Consequently, the property of 

being everywhere divisible, although it belongs in some sense to magnitudes, i.e., in potency, yet in 

another sense it does not belong to them, i.e., in act. For when it [a line] is assumed to be everywhere 

divided, one implies also that it is everywhere a point, for a point in act is nothing else than a division of 

the line in act. But if a point is everywhere in act in a line, then the magnitude must be divided into points, 

since nothing else is found anywhere in the magnitude. Or else, according to another version, it must be 

divided into nothing, because nothing will remain but division, if everywhere there is a point, which is a 

division. Consequently, it follows that a magnitude will be constituted, either out of points, or out of 

contacts between parts of the line, or out of divisions of the line (which is the same thing) — for the 

assumption, according to the above, is that what exists everywhere in the line, if it be all at one time wholly 

divided, is either a point, or a contact, or a division.

p 18

But this cannot be, because it would follow that one single point would be "everywhere," i.e., in each part 

of the line, and that all the points of the line would occupy no more space than each one. Indeed, there 

would be no more than one point nor more divisions than one. For the points assumed to be present could 

not be consecutive in the sense of one being after another; neither could they be in contact as to their 

extremities only while being in other respects separated, because, being indivisible, they are in contact 

according to their wholes. Therefore all the points so conjoined are just one point. Hence, it is impossible 

for a point to be everywhere in a line. For if a line were divisible through its middle and point touched 

point, that line could also be divided according to a contiguous point, the line being wholly divisible. But 

this is impossible, because point is not contiguous to point nor "had," i.e., consecutive, nor is any sign so 

to another point. This point in act is nothing other than an actual division of the line, or the "composition" 

or contact of the parts of the line.

p 18

Hence it must be conceded that in sensible bodies combination and separation are found, but not separation 

into indivisible bodies or combination out of indivisible bodies (for otherwise many impossibilities would 

follow, as was said in On the Heavens III). Neither can a line be actually divided everywhere (which 

would happen, if point were contiguous to point, which is impossible as is evident from what has been 

said). But the separation of bodies is into certain small and lesser things, and combination is out of certain 

small and lesser things, but not out of least things which have to be indivisibles.



p 18

40. Then [†39] he answers the second argument of Democritus by destroying its foundation.

First, he destroys the notion that simple generation and corruption are instances of assembling and 

separation, as Democritus believed;

Secondly, he shows to what extent the dictum of Democritus can be verified, at 41.

p 19

He says therefore first [†39] that one should not say, as some have said, that simple and perfect generation 

occurs through assembling, and corruption through separating, and that any change which takes place in a 

permanent continuum, i.e., which is not assembled or disintegrated, is alteration. For they thought that this 

occurred in natural things as it does in a house and in all such things, whose form consists in position and 

order, because these things come to be only by assembling the parts, and are disintegrated only by 

separating the parts. Whatever other change occurs in such things, provided it is not a dissolving of the 

continuous, is alteration.

p 19

It is from this belief that the entire fallacy proceeds. For there is generation and corruption in natural things, 

whose form does not consist in position and order, not indeed through assembling and separating, but 

because there is a change "from this whole," i.e., from this whole not resolved into its parts, "into that 

whole," which is not an assembly of parts. But the early philosophers thought that every such change, that 

occurs while the whole remains intact, is alteration. However, this is not true. For at one time there can be 

simple generation and at another alteration. They differ in this: In a subject there is present something 

according to "notion," i.e., according to form, and something according to matter (for a natural body that 

exists in act is a composite of matter and form). When, therefore, there is a change according to matter and 

form, in such a way, namely, that the matter acquires a different substantial form, there will be simple 

generation and corruption; but when there is a change according to passions and accidents, it will be 

alteration.

p 19

41. Then [†40] he shows in what sense Democritus' dictum is verified. For it is plain that some things, by 

the very fact that they are assembled or separated, are rendered more easy or more difficult to destroy or 

modify. For if water be divided into very small parts, it is less able to resist the action of a contrary agent, 

and in this way, from the corrupted water, air will be more quickly generated. But if much water is 

assembled, it will offer greater resistance to an agent and thus will be more slowly corrupted so as to allow 

air to be generated from it. But this will be clearer in what follows.

p 19

Finally, as a summary, he says that so much can be taken as established, namely, that generation cannot be 

assembling, of the sort that some maintain, namely, that out of indivisible bodies.

Lecture 6 (Aristotle's Text)

317a33-317b6



317a33-317b6

[42] Now that we have established the preceding distinctions, we must first †4 consider whether there is 

anything which comes-to-be and passes-away in the unqualified sense: or whether nothing comes-to-be in 

this strict sense, but everything always comes-to-be something and out of something—I mean, e.g., comes-

to-be-healthy out of being-ill and ill out of being-healthy, comes-to-be-small out of being-big and big out 

of being-small, and so on in every other instance. [43] For if there is to be coming-to-be without 

qualification, 'something' must—without qualification—'come-to-be out of not-being', [44] so that it would 

be true to say that 'not-being is an attribute of some things'. [45] For qualified coming-to-be is a process 

out of qualified not-being (e.g. out of not-white or not-beautiful), but unqualified coming-to-be is a process 

out of unqualified not-being.

317b7-317b12

[46] Now 'unqualified' means either (i) the primary predication within each Category, or (ii) the universal, 

i.e. the all-comprehensive, predication. [47] Hence, if 'unqualified not-being' means the negation of 'being' 

in the sense of the primary term of the Category in question, we shall have, in 'unqualified coming-to-be', a 

coming-to-be of a substance out of not-substance. But that which is not a substance or a 'this' clearly 

cannot possess predicates drawn from any of the other Categories either—e.g. we cannot attribute to it any 

quality, quantity, or position. Otherwise, properties would admit of existence in separation from 

substances. If, on the other hand, 'unqualified not-being' means 'what is not in any sense at all', it will be a 

universal negation of all forms of being, so that what comes-to-be will have to come-to-be out of nothing.

317b13-317b14

[48] Although we have dealt with these problems at greater length in another work, †1 where we have set 

forth the difficulties and established the distinguishing definitions, the following concise restatement of our 

results must here be offered:—

317b15-317b17

In one sense things come-to-be out of that which has no 'being' without qualification: yet in another sense 

they come-to-be always out of 'what is'. For coming-to-be necessarily implies the pre-existence of 

something which potentially 'is', but actually 'is not'; and this something is spoken of both as 'being' and as 

'not-being'.

317b18-317b32

[49] These distinctions may be taken as established: but even then it is extraordinarily difficult to see how 

there can be 'unqualified coming-to-be' (whether we suppose it to occur out of what potentially 'is', or in 

some other way), and we must recall this problem for further examination. [50] For the question might be 

raised whether substance (i.e. the 'this') comes-to-be at all. Is it not rather the 'such', the 'so great', or the 

'somewhere', which comes-to-be? And the same question might be raised about 'passing-away' also. [51] 

For if a substantial thing comes-to-be, it is clear that there will 'be' (not actually, but potentially) a 

substance, out of which its coming-to-be will proceed and into which the thing that is passing-away will 

necessarily change. Then will any predicate belonging to the remaining Categories attach actually to this 

presupposed substance? In other words, will that which is only potentially a 'this' (which only potentially 

is), while without the qualification 'potentially' it is not a 'this' (i.e. is not), possess, e.g., any determinate 

size or quality or position? For (i) if it possesses none of these determinations actually, but all of them only 

potentially, the result is first that a being, which is not a determinate being, is capable of separate existence; 

and in addition that coming-to-be proceeds out of nothing pre-existing—a thesis which, more than any 

other, preoccupied and alarmed the earliest philosophers. On the other hand (ii) if, although it is not a 'this 

somewhat' or a substance, it is to possess some of the remaining determinations quoted above, then (as we 

said) †1 properties will be separable from substances.



Lecture 6 (Aquinas' Commentary)

p 20

Lecture 6

Does simple generation exist? Problem and solution.

p 20

42. After determining about generation and alteration according to the opinions of others, the Philosopher 

here begins to inquire about them according to his own opinion.

First, he asks whether there is any simple generation, according to which something is said to be generated 

absolutely;

Secondly, the difference between alteration and simple generation (L. 10).

p 20

With respect to the first he does two things.

First he states his intention [†42] and says that after having determined the foregoing, the first point in the 

inquiry into the truth is to see whether something is generated and corrupted absolutely, or whether 

"properly," i.e., absolutely or principally, nothing is generated or corrupted, but that always something is 

generated from something and into something — which seems to pertain to generation and corruption in a 

qualified sense. And he gives as an example the case when, from something "laboring," i.e., ill, something 

healthy comes to be. In this case absolute being is not produced, because it already existed, but 

"something," namely, to be healthy, is, since previously "healthy" was not, but "laboring," i.e., ill. And the 

same holds when something is made ill from healthy, or the small from the large, or conversely, and so on 

for all changes stated in this manner — for such generation in a qualified sense is found in every class of 

mobile being, as is plain in Physics VIII.

p 20

43. Secondly, [†43], he carries out his proposal:

First, he states a doubt;

Secondly, he resolves it, at 48;

Thirdly, he objects to the solution, at 49.

p 20

Regarding the first he does two things:



First, he states the doubt;

Secondly, he rejects one answer, at 46.

p 20

As to the first he does three things:

First he proposes a certain consequence [†43] saying that, if absolute generation should occur, it would 

follow that something would be generated from absolute non-being.

p 20

44. Secondly [†44] he shows that the consequent is impossible. For that from which something is 

generated can be called it; for example, if from wood a cabinet is generated, it can be said that the cabinet is 

wood. If, therefore, from absolute non-being being is generated, it will be true to say that non-being exists, 

i.e., that it is being — which is to have contradictories true at the same time. Consequently the antecedent is 

seen to be impossible, namely, that something be generated absolutely from non-being. Now this 

inadmissibility follows if something should be said to be produced from non-being absolutely, as from a 

permanent subject; it does not follow, however, if it is posited that something is produced from non-being 

absolutely according to order alone, i.e., that after non-being is produced being. But Aristotle is objecting 

here in a disputative manner.

p 21

45. Thirdly [†45], he shows the necessity of the first consequence. For just as some particular generation is 

related to some particular non-being, so absolute generation is related to absolute non-being. But a "certain" 

generation, i.e., a generation according to which something is said to be generated in a qualified sense is 

from a certain non-being, for example, from non-white, when something becomes white, or from non-

good, when something becomes good. Therefore, absolute generation, according to which something is 

said to be generated absolutely, is from absolute non-being.

p 21

46. Then [†46] he excludes a certain solution that could be given by distinguishing "absolute being." 

Hence he first presents the distinction and says that "absolute being" may be understood in two ways: in 

one way as meaning that which is the first among the predicaments of being, namely, substance; in another 

way as meaning universal being, which includes all the predicaments. According to these distinctions, 

"absolute non-being" may be said either of what is not substance, or of what is in no way being.

p 21

47. Secondly [†47], he shows that according to both senses something inadmissible follows. For if 

"absolute being" is taken to mean the first being, which is substance, then "absolute non-being" will be 

non-substance. If, therefore, absolute generation requires that there be absolute being from absolute non-

being, it will follow that there will be substance from non-substance. But when it is assumed that neither 

substance exists nor a "this" (which implies an individual substance), then it is plain that none of the other 

predicaments will remain, i.e., neither quality, nor quantity, nor "where" — because otherwise it would 

follow that "passions," i.e., accidents, would exist separated from substances, which is impossible.

p 21

But if it should be said that that from which something is generated absolutely is universal non-being, in 

the sense that "absolute being" is taken to mean common being, it will follow that the expression, "non-

being," means the negation of all beings. Hence it will follow that what would be generated absolutely 

would be generated from absolutely nothing. But this is against the notion of natural generation, and 



would be generated from absolutely nothing. But this is against the notion of natural generation, and 

against the doctrines of all the natural philosophers, who discussed natural generation.

p 21

48. Then at [†48] he resolves this doubt. And he says that this matter has been "more fully" discussed, i.e., 

discussed at greater length, also in other books, namely, in Physics I, with the difficulties presented and the 

determinations made. Therefore now it is enough to state more briefly that something is absolutely 

generated in a way from non-being, and in a way from being — for that which pre-exists to the generation 

must be being in potency but non-being in act. Consequently, what is said on both sides is true, namely, 

that absolute generation is from being, and from non-being.

p 21

49. Then [†49] he objects against this solution. Concerning this he does three things:

First, he presents the objection;

Secondly, he uses this as an occasion for asking another question and answering it (L. 7);

Thirdly, he answers the doubt under discussion (L. 8).

p 21

In regard to the first he does three things:

First, he states his intention [†49] and says that because the foregoing determination begets a wondrous 

question, it will be necessary once more to investigate how absolute generation takes place, i.e., whether 

from being in potency, or in some other way.

p 22

50. Secondly [†50], he raises a certain question: Is simple generation only of substance and of "this," i.e., 

the individual in the genus of substance, and not of quantity or quality or "where" or the other 

predicaments, which are not beings absolutely? And the same question can be put with regard to 

corruption. And it is to be supposed as a certainty that simple generation and corruption are of substance 

alone.

p 22

51. Thirdly [†51], he continues with the problem. And he says that if the only thing generated absolutely is 

the "what," i.e., something existing in the genus of substance, and if that from which something is 

generated is being in potency, as was said above, and not in act, it follows that that from which substance 

is generated, as well as that into which it is changed when corrupted, is substance in potency and not in act. 

Therefore it remains to inquire whether it is any of the other predicaments in act, such as quantity or quality 

or "where" or any of the other predicaments, while at the same time being potentially"this being," i.e., 

substance, which is being absolutely, although not existing "absolutely," i.e., in act, as "this," i.e., as 

substance or being.

p 22

Whichever part of this difficulty is conceded, something inadmissible follows. For if it is none of the 

others in act, but is all of the genera of the predicaments in potency, it follows first of all that non-being is 

separated, i.e., that matter, which is being in potency, is existing under privation, which is non-being, but 

without any form. Secondly, there follows what the first philosophers most feared, namely, that something 

be generated from no pre-existing thing: for what is not being in act, is nothing.



p 22

But if it is supposed that that from which substance is generated is not a "this something," i.e., an 

individual in the genus of substance, nor substance in act, but is one of the other predicaments in act, there 

follows the inadmissible consequence we adduced before, namely, that "passions," i.e., accidents, exist 

isolated from substances — which is plainly impossible.

p 22

Consequently, it seems that absolute generation cannot occur in this way, namely, that a substance be 

generated from what is non-being in act and being in potency, as the foregoing solution suggested.



Lecture 7 (Aristotle's Text)

317b33-317b35

[52] We must therefore concentrate all our powers on the discussion of these difficulties and on the 

solution of a further question—viz. What is the cause of the perpetuity of coming-to-be? Why is there 

always unqualified, †2 as well as partial, †3 coming-to-be?

318a1-318a12

[53] 'Cause' in this connexion has two senses. It means (i) the source from which, as we say, the process 

'originates', and (ii) the matter. It is the material cause that we have here to state. For, as to the other cause, 

we have already explained (in our treatise on Motion †1 that it involves (a) something immovable through 

all time and (b) something always being moved. And the accurate treatment of the first of these—of the 

immovable 'originative source'—belongs to the province of the other, or 'prior', philosophy: †2 while as 

regards 'that which sets everything else in motion by being itself continuously moved', we shall have to 

explain later †3 which amongst the so-called 'specific' causes exhibits this character. But at present we are 

to state the material cause—the cause classed under the head of matter—to which it is due that passing-

away and coming-to-be never fail to occur in Nature. For perhaps, if we succeed in clearing up this 

question, it will simultaneously become clear what account we ought to give of that which perplexed us 

just now, i.e. of unqualified passing-away and coming-to-be.

318a13-318a24

[54] Our new question too—viz. 'what is the cause of the unbroken continuity of coming-to-be?'—is 

sufficiently perplexing, if in fact what passes-away vanishes into 'what is not' and 'what is not' is nothing 

(since 'what is not' is neither a thing, nor possessed of a quality or quantity, nor in any place). If, then, 

some one of the things 'which are' is constantly disappearing, why has not the whole of 'what is' been used 

up long ago and vanished away—assuming of course that the material of all the several comings-to-be was 

finite? [55] For, presumably, the unfailing continuity of coming-to-be cannot be attributed to the infinity of 

the material. That is impossible, for nothing is actually infinite. [56] A thing is infinite only potentially, i.e. 

the dividing of it can continue indefinitely: so that we should have to suppose there is only one kind of 

coming-to-be in the world—viz. one which never fails, because it is such that what comes-to-be is on each 

successive occasion smaller than before. But in fact this is not what we see occurring.

318a25-318a26

[57] Why, then, is this form of change necessarily ceaseless? Is it because the passing-away of this is a 

coming-to-be of something else, and the coming-to-be of this a passing-away of something else?

318a27-318a29

The cause implied in this solution †1 must no doubt be considered adequate to account for coming-to-be 

and passing-away in their general character as they occur in all existing things alike.

Lecture 7 (Aquinas' Commentary)



p 23

Lecture 7

The cause on the part of matter why generation never fails.

p 23

52. After presenting an objection against the aforesaid solution, the Philosopher here introduces another 

question, the answer to which resolves the previous objection. About this he does two things:

First, he introduces the question and resolves it;

Secondly, he uses this solution to resolve the main question (L. 8).

p 23

With respect to the first he does three things:

First, he presents the question;

Secondly, he tackles the question, at 54;

Thirdly, he resolves it, at 57.

p 23

Regarding the first he does two things:

First he introduces the question [†52] and says that "these," namely, the previous objection should be 

handled to the extent that the proposition requires, and that, in order to get a better understanding, we 

should inquire into the reason why generation always exists, i.e., both absolute generation and generation 

"with respect to a part," i.e., generation in a qualified sense. Now those who posit that the world and 

motion are perpetual must also posit perpetual generation. What the force of Aristotle's arguments is with 

regard to the perpetuity of motion and the eternity of the world we have explained in Physics VIII and in 

On the Heavens I.

p 23

53. Secondly [†53], he explains the question he has introduced and says that one cause that may be 

assigned of the eternity of generation is that which is called "whence the principle [beginning] of motion 

comes," i.e., the moving or efficient cause; another cause may be assigned, which is matter. And this is the 

one to be assigned now, namely, the material — for the moving cause has been discussed in the "tract on 

motion," i.e., in Physics VIII, where it was said that there exists a certain immobile mover for all time, 

namely, the mover of the heavens, and a mover which is always moved, namely, the heavens.

p 23

To determine concerning one of these, namely, the first mover, pertains to another part of philosophy, the 

part which is first among all the parts; hence in Metaphysics XII the Philosopher determined concerning 

the cause of the perpetuity of motion and of generation. But regarding the other mover, namely, the mover 

which causes perpetual generation because it is itself continually being moved, it will later be assigned, at 

the end of the present book, how this is the cause "of each of the aforesaid," i.e., of the perpetuity of 

generation absolutely speaking and in the qualified sense.



generation absolutely speaking and in the qualified sense.

p 23

But now we must assign the cause why in perpetuity, generation and corruption do not desert nature, and 

which is the cause "classed under the head of matter," namely, the material cause. And lest this seem to be 

foreign to the proposition, he [Aristotle] adds that perhaps it will at the same time be shown both what 

must be said about this question and what must be said of absolute generation and corruption.

p 23

54. Then [†54] he pursues the question brought up.

First, he presents an objection that would deny perpetuity of generation;

Secondly, he rejects some answers to this objection, at 55.

p 24

He says therefore first [†54] that there seems to be sufficient reason to inquire as to the cause why 

generation is "folded around," i.e., eternally revolves in nature, if that which is corrupted absolutely falls 

into non-being. For just as what is generated absolutely comes to be from non-being absolutely, so what is 

corrupted absolutely would seem to fall into non-being absolutely, in the sense that this non-being would 

be absolutely nothing. For that into which it falls cannot be a "something," i.e., a substance, for since 

absolute corruption is of substance, what is corrupted absolutely must fall into non-substance. 

Consequently, neither can the non-being at which corruption ends be quality, or quantity, or "where," or 

any of the other predicaments, since accidents cannot exist without substance.

p 24

If, therefore, generation and corruption go on forever, it seems that some being will always be falling into 

non-being. Consequently, there is always being subtracted some one or other of the things having natures. 

Now, it is plain that whatever is finite will be consumed if something is continually removed from it. 

Hence, if the whole universe, from which each and every being is generated, is finite, and if generation is 

ab aeterno, then all being should have been exhausted long ago, so that nothing should be left now but 

emptiness, i.e., the void.

p 24

55. Then [†55] he excludes two answers. The first was that of the ancient natural philosophers who, in 

order to account for the perpetuity of generation, attributed infinity to the principles. For all who posited 

one principle, such as fire or air or water or something in-between, endowed that principle with infinity. 

Democritus however assumed infinite empty space, as well as an infinitude of indivisible bodies. Likewise, 

Anaxagoras posited an infinitude of similar parts as principles.

p 24

All these tenets are rejected by the Philosopher, who says that it cannot be that the reason why generation 

does not cease is because that is infinite from which something is generated, whether there be one principle 

or many principles. For such a thing is impossible, since, as was proved in Physics III and in On the 

Heavens I, there is in nature no infinite in act.

p 24

56. A second answer is now presented and refuted [†56]. For someone could say that, although there is 

not present in nature any infinite in act, there is nevertheless an infinite in potency, as is evident in the 

division of a continuum. Consequently, someone could say that, just as, even though it is not infinite in act, 



something can be taken ad infinitum by division from a continuum without its being consumed, so too, 

from natural body, out of which all things are generated, even though it is not infinite, something can be 

taken which, by corruption, falls away to non-being, yet without its ever being totally consumed.

p 24

But this is excluded. For if, from a finite continuum, as is said in Phys. III, the same quantity is always 

removed, it will, no matter how large, be finally consumed — for example, if one should continue to 

remove a palm's breadth from the diameter of the heaven. But a continuum is divided ad infinitum if 

subtraction is always made according to the same proportion — for example, if a continuum be divided in 

half, and the half into half, and so on infinitely. The same holds for any other ratio. Such a division having 

been made, it is plain that what is taken after the half will always be less than what was taken before — for 

the half of the half is always less than the half of the whole. Hence Aristotle concludes that, if this is the 

way that generation and corruption are to endure forever, i.e., in the way that a continuum is forever 

divided, then whatever is generated later will always have to be smaller in quantity, so that, by virtue of 

what is subtracted from natural body being always less, the original quantity will not be totally consumed. 

But we do not see this happen, namely, what is generated being always less. Consequently, the way 

generation and corruption endure ad infinitum cannot be similar to the division of a magnitude ad infinitum.

p 25

57. Then [†57] having rejected the false solutions, he concludes to the true one, namely, that the reason 

why the transmutation of generation and corruption must be unfailing, or "unresting," i.e., unceasing, is 

that the corruption of this is the generation of something else, and vice versa. For generation per se is 

indeed from a being in potency, i.e., from matter, which is as the subject of natural things — it is accidental 

to the matter out of which something is generated that it be the subject of another form, with respect to 

which it is being in act, and at the same time of the privation of the form to be induced, with respect to 

which it is non-being in act. On this account Aristotle in Physics I says that generation is per accidens 

from a being in act, but per se from a being in potency.

p 25

Similarly, a thing is per se corrupted into a being in potency, which indeed is now subject to another form, 

according to which it is a being in act, and to the privation of the previous form, with respect to which it is 

now non-being in act. Consequently it does not follow that what is corrupted departs completely from the 

whole nature of things, for although that which is corrupted becomes non-being, yet something else 

remains, namely, that which has been generated. Accordingly matter cannot remain without being subjected 

to some form. That is why, upon the corruption of one thing, another is generated, and upon the generation 

of one thing another is corrupted. Consequently, there is in generation and corruption a certain cycle which 

gives it the aptitude to last forever.

p 25

Finally he concludes with the summary that the aforesaid cause should be considered sufficient as to why 

there should be absolute generation and corruption with respect to each and every thing in perpetuity. This 

is true on the supposition that the world and motion are eternal — which, however, the Catholic faith does 

not suppose, as has been said elsewhere.

Lecture 8 (Aristotle's Text)



Lecture 8 (Aristotle's Text)

318a30-318a32

[58] Yet, if the same process is a coming-to-be of this but a passing-away of that, and a passing-away of 

this but a coming-to-be of that, why are some things said to come-to-be and pass-away without 

qualification, but others only with a qualification?

318a33-318a38

This distinction must be investigated once more, †2 for it demands some explanation. «It is applied in a 

twofold manner.» †3 For (i) we say 'it is now passing-away' without qualification, and not merely 'this is 

passing-away': †4 and we call this change 'coming-to-be', and that 'passing-away', without qualification. 

And (ii) so-and-so 'comes-to-be-something', but does not 'come-to-be' without qualification; for we say 

that the student 'comes-to-be-learned', not 'comes-to-be' without qualification.

318b1-318b12

[59] (i) Now we often divide terms into those which signify a 'this somewhat' and those which do not. 

And «the first form of» †5 the distinction, which we are investigating, results from a similar division of 

terms: for it makes a difference into what the changing thing changes. Perhaps, e.g., the passage into Fire is 

'coming-to-be' unqualified, but 'passing-away-of-something' (e.g. of Earth): whilst the coming-to-be of 

Earth is qualified (not unqualified) 'coming-to-be', though unqualified 'passing-away' (e.g. of Fire). This 

would be the case on the theory set forth in Parmenides: †6 for he says that the things into which change 

takes place are two, and he asserts that these two, viz. what is and what is not, are Fire and Earth. Whether 

we postulate these, †1 or other things of a similar kind, makes no difference. For we are trying to discover 

not what undergoes these changes, but what is their characteristic manner. The passage, then, into what 'is' 

not except with a qualification is unqualified passing-away, while the passage into what 'is' without 

qualification is unqualified coming-to-be. Hence whatever the contrasted 'poles' of the changes may be—

whether Fire and Earth, or some other couple—the one of them will be 'a being' and the other 'a not-being'. 
†2

318b13-318b17

We have thus stated one characteristic manner in which unqualified will be distinguished from qualified 

coming-to-be and passing-away: [60] but they are also distinguished according to the special nature of the 

material of the changing thing. For a material, whose constitutive differences signify more a 'this 

somewhat', is itself more 'substantial' or 'real': while a material, whose constitutive differences signify 

privation, is 'not real'. (Suppose, e.g., that 'the hot' is a positive predication, i.e. a 'form', whereas 'cold' is a 

privation, and that Earth and Fire differ from one another by these constitutive differences.)

318b18-318b26

[61] The opinion, however, which most people are inclined to prefer, is that the distinction †3 depends 

upon the difference between 'the perceptible' and 'the imperceptible'. Thus, when there is a change into 

perceptible material, people say there is 'coming-to-be'; but when there is a change into invisible material, 

they call it 'passing-away'. For they distinguish 'what is' and 'what is not' by their perceiving and not-

perceiving, just as what is knowable 'is' and what is unknowable 'is not'—perception on their view having 

the force of knowledge. [62] Hence, just as they deem themselves to live and to 'be' in virtue of their 

perceiving or their capacity to perceive, so too they deem the things to 'be' qua perceived or perceptible—

and in this they are in a sense on the track of the truth, though what they actually say is not true.

318b27-318b32

[63] Thus unqualified coming-to-be and passing-away turn out to be different according to common 



[63] Thus unqualified coming-to-be and passing-away turn out to be different according to common 

opinion from what they are in truth. †1 For Wind and Air are in truth more real—more a 'this somewhat' or 

a 'form'—than Earth. But they are less real to perception—which explains why things are commonly said 

to 'pass-away' without qualification when they change into Wind and Air, and to 'come-to-be' †2 when they 

change into what is tangible, i.e. into Earth.

318b33-319a2

[64] We have now explained why there is 'unqualified coming-to-be' (though it is a passing-away-of-

something) and 'unqualified passing-away' (though it is a coming-to-be-of-something). For this distinction 

of appellation depends upon a difference in the material out of which, and into which, the changes are 

effected. It depends either upon whether the material is or is not 'substantial', or upon whether it is more or 

less 'substantial', or upon whether it is more or less perceptible.

Lecture 8 (Aquinas' Commentary)

p 26

Lecture 8

Why, in mutual generation and corruption, there is sometimes absolute generation and qualified 

corruption, and conversely.

p 26

58. Having resolved the question which he had introduced concerning the continuity of generation, he [the 

Philosopher] here proceeds to resolve the question principally intended. About this he does two things:

First, he raises the question;

Secondly, he solves it, at 59.

p 26

He says therefore first [†58] that we must investigate once more why some things are said to be generated 

and corrupted absolutely and others not, in keeping with what was said in the determination of the 

preceding question, namely, that the generation of this is the corruption of that, and the corruption of this is 

the generation of something else. For this seems to require some explanation, for, from the fact that things 

are mutually generated and corrupted, there would seem to be the same reason explaining the absolute 

generation and corruption of one and the other. For we say in things that are not generated one from the 

other that something is corrupted absolutely, and not merely "this," i.e., in the qualified sense and not 

absolutely. For example, we say that one who is learning is indeed becoming a knower, and this is to 

become in a qualified sense; nevertheless he does not become absolutely, because he was existing 

absolutely before he was a knower. Consequently, attention must be paid to both: namely, as to why, in the 

case of things being generated one from another, some are said to be cases of absolute generation and 

others of generation in a qualified sense; and as to why this distinction also prevails in things that are not 

generated one from another.



generated one from another.

p 26

59. Then [†59] he answers this question.

First, in the cases where things are generated one from another;

Secondly, in the cases where things are not so generated (L. 9).

p 26

About the first he does two things:

First he answers the question;

Secondly, he summarizes, at 66.

p 26

Regarding the first he proposes three ways according to which, in things that are generated one from 

another, it happens that there is generation and corruption of one absolutely and of the other in a qualified 

sense.

p 26

With respect to the first way [†59] he says that, as has been determined many times, some things that are 

described affirmatively signify a "this something," i.e., a certain being, while some signify non-being. And 

this accounts for the present question, namely, why some things are said to be generated and corrupted 

absolutely and others in a qualified sense. For in this matter the difference depends on that into which a 

thing is changed through generation and corruption. For example, if we should follow the opinion of 

Parmenides and say that fire is being and earth non-being, then a change heading toward fire (for example, 

if from earth fire is generated) will be called generation absolutely (because it is headed toward being) but 

not corruption in the strict sense, but rather corruption "of this," i.e., of earth, which is a non-being. 

Conversely, the generation of earth will be "a certain" generation, but not absolute generation, because it is 

the generation of non-being; but it will be absolute corruption, because it is the corruption of being, 

namely, of fire. Thus, indeed, did Parmenides posit two principles of things, namely, being and non-being, 

calling fire "being" and earth "non-being." Perhaps a reason was that among the other elements fire 

possesses more form and earth less.

p 27

This example, however, is not according to the opinion of Aristotle, who considered both to be being — 

therefore, he adds that whether one supposes such examples or others makes no difference as far as the 

proposition is concerned. For we are concerned, when we introduce examples, with the manner and not the 

subject, i.e., not worrying whether it is actually the case in these terms, or in any others. On this account, in 

the books on Logic also, he uses examples according to the opinions of other philosophers, but they are 

not to be introduced as though they were the words of Aristotle. Therefore from what has gone before, this 

much should be gathered, that absolute corruption is that which tends toward non-being absolutely, and 

absolute generation that which tends toward being absolutely. Therefore, let what has been said about 

absolute or qualified generation and corruption be considered as determined, whether in fire and earth, or in 

any other terms, provided they be so related that one is being and the other non-being, as if we should 

"living" and "dead," or anything else of the sort.

p 27

He concludes therefore that there is one way in which absolute generation and corruption differ from non-



absolute.

p 27

60. But it seems that this is not a suitable difference. For the road to absolute non-being, which he says is 

absolute corruption, cannot be understood as leading to what is absolutely nothing — since every natural 

corruption comes about by something being resolved into some certain matter. Similarly, absolute non-

being cannot be understood as pure privation without form — since matter is never divested of every form, 

so as to be under privation only. Therefore, the non-being into which simple corruption tends must be 

understood as a privation joined to some form. Now privation is conjoined to every natural form in things 

that can be generated and corrupted. Consequently, in those things which are mutually generated and 

corrupted, one thing will not be said to be more generated or corrupted absolutely than another.

p 27

Therefore, it should be said that absolute non-being is here understood to mean matter with the privation 

joined to some form. Form, however, is of two kinds: one is perfect and completes the species of a natural 

thing, as in the case of the form of fire or water or man or plant; the other is an incomplete form which 

neither perfects any natural species nor is the end of the intention of nature, but is something on the road to 

generation and corruption. For it is plain in the generation of composites, for example, of an animal, that 

between the principle of generation, which is the seed, and the ultimate form of the complete animal, there 

are many intermediate generations (as Avicenna says in his Sufficiency) which have to be terminated to 

certain forms, none of which makes the being complete in species, but rather an incomplete being which is 

the road to a certain species.

p 27

Likewise, on the side of corruption there are many intermediate forms that are incomplete: for the body of 

an animal is not, as soon as the soul is separated, immediately resolved into the elements; rather this takes 

place by means of many intermediate corruptions in which many imperfect forms succeed one another in 

the matter, such as the form of a dead body, then the form of a putrefied body, and so on. When, therefore, 

through corruption a privation is reached that is joined to such a form in matter, there is absolute corruption 

in the strict sense; when, from the privation to which is attached an imperfect form which was the road to 

generation, there is arrival at the complete form, there is absolute generation.

p 28

61. Then [†60] he mentions the second way and says that in another way there will be a certain generation 

which is not absolute, "no matter what the matter," that is, even if that into which there is corruption has a 

certain nature, provided it have some defect. For a thing whose [specific] differences signify more a "this 

something," is more a substance; while a thing whose [specific] differences signify more a privation is 

more a non-being: for example, "hot" is a certain "predicament," i.e., something affirmative, without a 

privation, and it is a "species," i.e., a form, while coldness is a privation. Now it is by these differences that 

earth and fire differ, for earth is naturally cold, and fire naturally hot. Therefore, fire is more substance, and 

earth approaches more to non-being.

p 28

62. First one must consider why coldness is here called a privation, since cold and hot are contrarily 

opposed, and both of two contraries are a certain nature; otherwise, they would not be in the same genus, 

for privation and non-being are not in any genus.

p 28

To this it must be said that, as was shown in Metaphysics X, the opposition of privation and having is the 

basis for the opposition of contraries. Consequently, one contrary is always by way of defect and a certain 



basis for the opposition of contraries. Consequently, one contrary is always by way of defect and a certain 

privation with respect to the other. Therefore coldness is called a privation, not because it is a pure 

privation, such as to be blind or naked, but because it is a quality that is defective with respect to heat. 

Hence, in this the present way differs from the first — for the first way was based on the difference 

between being and non-being absolutely, while the present way is based on the difference between perfect 

and imperfect being.

p 28

Secondly, it is necessary to consider how it may be said here that earth and fire differ with these 

differences, namely, in terms of cold and hot. For this must be understood of substantial differences — 

otherwise they would not pertain to generation and corruption, but rather to alteration. Now the principles 

of substantial differences, which are constitutive of species, must be substantial forms, which are specific. 

According to this, therefore, it follows that heat and cold are the substantial forms of fire and earth. This is 

wholly impossible.

p 28

This is so, first of all, because it is not possible that the same thing be in one thing an accident and in 

another a substantial form, unless one speak equivocally. But hot and cold are accidents in other bodies, to 

which they are referred univocally the same as to the elements, from the admixture of which such qualities 

are found in them [i.e., in the other, composite, bodies]. Therefore it is not possible that hot and cold in the 

elements be substantial forms.

p 28

Secondly, this is so because no substantial form is per se perceptible to sense, but to the intellect alone, 

whose object is the "what something is," as is said in De Anima III. The forms that are per se perceptible 

to sense are qualities of the third type, called for this reason, "passible," since they cause passions in the 

senses, as is said in the Predicaments. Since, therefore, the heat of fire and the cold of earth or water are 

perceptible to sense, they cannot be substantial forms.

p 29

One should say, therefore, that, as is had in Metaphysics VIII, substantial differences, when unknown, are 

manifested by accidental differences — consequently we frequently use accidental differences in place of 

substantial. And it is in this way that the Philosopher here says hot and cold to be the differences of fire 

and earth. For hot and cold, since they are proper passions of these bodies, are the proper effects of the 

substantial forms of the same. Consequently, just as other intelligible causes are made known through 

sensible effects, so by the perfection of the hot and the imperfection of the cold we judge that the 

substantial form of fire is more perfect than the substantial form of earth. For all substantial forms differ 

according to more and less perfect — hence in Metaphysics VIII there is stated that the species of things 

are as numbers, whose species vary according to addition and subtraction.

p 29

Likewise, one could doubt his statement that in the case of the thing whose difference signifies to a greater 

degree a "this something," such a thing is substance to a greater degree — since he says in the 

Predicaments that substance is not susceptible of "more" and "less." This should be answered by saying 

that he does not mean to signify increase and remission of substance in the predicament of substance, but a 

greater or lesser perfection in the species of substance according to the aforesaid difference of forms.

p 29

63. He gives the third way [†61], in regard to which he does three things:

First, he presents the manner according to which some explain the difference between generation and 



First, he presents the manner according to which some explain the difference between generation and 

corruption absolutely and in the qualified sense;

Secondly, he shows that they are mistaken, at 64;

Thirdly, he compares this third way with the second, at 66.

p 29

He says therefore first [†61] that it seems to many that absolute and qualified generation differ rather in 

terms of being more or less perceptible to sense, than according to perfection and imperfection of 

differences, as was explained in the second way. For they say that when something is changed into matter 

that is easy to sense, then something is generated absolutely — for example, when something is changed 

into earth or into water; but when something is changed into what is not manifest to sense, e.g., into air, 

they call this absolute corruption. And he introduces their reason, which was that they determined 

something to be being and non-being on the basis of whether it is sensed or not sensed, considering only 

what is sensed to be being. This is because, for them, there is no difference between sense and intellect, as 

certain ones laid down, and as is stated in De Anima III. Consequently they use sense observation as 

though it had the force of intellectual science, which has in some sense a capacity for all things. Hence the 

knowable is being, and the unknown, non-being.

p 29

64. Then [†62] he shows the falsity of this opinion. And he says that such men, just as they considered 

animals to live and exist, because they actually sense or can sense, so they also supposed things to exist 

because they are sensed or can be sensed — as though sense were the perfection of the sensible thing, just 

as it is the perfection of the one sensing. And in this they in a certain way pursued and destroyed the truth 

of things. For since something is said to be true from the fact that it is, then, if the being of things consisted 

only in being sensed, there would be no truth in things but only in the one sensing them. However, it is not 

true that no truth is in things. Hence in removing the truth of things, they assert something not true.

p 30

65. Then [†63] he compares this way with the second and says that absolute generation and corruption 

differ as considered "according to opinion," which pertains to this third way, and "according to the truth," 

which the second way touches. For spirit, i.e., wind, and air are less "according to sense," that is, judging 

the being of a thing from its being sensed. And therefore, whatever things are corrupted absolutely, are 

said to be, according to the third way, corrupted into things that are not sensed, and to be generated 

absolutely when they are changed into something that can be touched and felt, as when they are changed 

into earth. But in reality the contrary happens. For air is more a "this something" and a species than earth, 

and more perfectly a being. Therefore, according to truth there is more of an absolute generation if from 

earth air is produced than conversely.

p 30

66. Then [†64] he summarizes what has been said, and says the cause has been stated why one type of 

generation is absolute, although it be the corruption of something, and why one type of corruption is 

absolute, although it be the generation of something. For these differ by reason of the "matter," i.e., by 

reason of that into which something is changed through generation or corruption: either because it is 

"substance," i.e., being, or non-being, as was explained in the first way; or because this is "more" and that 

"not," because, namely, one is more perfect being than the other, which pertains to the second way; or 

because the matter from which and into which something is changed is more sensible or less sensible, 

which pertains to the third way. By "matter" he here means, not pure matter, but the thing from which 

something is generated or into which it is corrupted.



Lecture 9 (Aristotle's Text)

319a3-319a11

[65] (ii) But why are some things said to 'come-to-be' without qualification, and others only to 'come-to-be-

so-and-so', in cases different from the one we have been considering where two things come-to-be 

reciprocally out of one another? For at present we have explained no more than this:—why, when two 

things change reciprocally into one another, we do not attribute coming-to-be and passing-away uniformly 

to them both, although every coming-to-be is a passing-away of something else and every passing-away 

some other thing's coming-to-be. But the question subsequently formulated involves a different problem—

viz. why, although the learning thing is said to 'come-to-be-learned' but not to 'come-to-be' without 

qualification, yet the growing thing is said to 'come-to-be'.

319a12-319a16

[66] The distinction here turns upon the difference of the Categories. For some things signify a this 

somewhat, others a such, and others a so-much. Those things, then, which do not signify substance, are 

not said to 'come-to-be' without qualification, but only to 'come-to-be-so-and-so'. Nevertheless, in all 

changing things alike, we speak of 'coming-to-be' †1 when the thing comes-to-be something in one †2 of 

the two Columns—e.g. in Substance, if it comes-to-be Fire but not if it comes-to-be Earth; and in Quality, 

if it comes-to-be learned but not when it comes-to-be ignorant.

319a17-319a28

[67] We have explained why some things come-to-be without qualification, but not others—both in 

general, and also when the changing things are substances and nothing else; and we have stated that the 

substratum is the material cause of the continuous occurrence of coming-to-be, because it is such as to 

change from contrary to contrary and because, in substances, the coming-to-be of one thing is always a 

passing-away of another, and the passing-away of one thing is always another's coming-to-be. [68] But 

there is no need even to discuss the other question we raised—viz. why coming-to-be continues though 

things are constantly being destroyed. †3 For just as people speak of 'a passing-away' without qualification 

when a thing has passed into what is imperceptible and what in that sense 'is not', so also they speak of 'a 

coming-to-be out of a not-being' when a thing emerges from an imperceptible. Whether, therefore, the 

substratum is or is not something, what comes-to-be emerges out of a 'not-being': †4 so that a thing 

'comes-to-be out of a not-being' just as much as it 'passes-away into what is not'. Hence it is reasonable 

enough that coming-to-be should never fail. For coming-to-be is a passing-away of 'what is not' and 

passing-away is a coming-to-be of 'what is not'. †5

319a29-319b2

[69] But what about that which 'is' not except with a qualification? †6 Is it one of the two contrary poles of 

the change —e.g. is Earth (i.e. the heavy) a 'not-being', but Fire (i.e. the light) a 'being'? Or, on the contrary, 

does 'what is' include Earth as well as Fire, whereas 'what is not' is matter—the matter of Earth and Fire 

alike? [70] And again, is the matter of each different? Or is it the same, since otherwise they would not 

come-to-be reciprocally out of one another, i.e. contraries out of contraries? For these things—Fire, Earth, 

Water, Air—are characterized by 'the contraries'. †1



319b3-319b5

Perhaps the solution is that their matter is in one sense the same, but in another sense different. For that 

which underlies them, whatever its nature may be qua underlying them, is the same: but its actual being is 

not the same. So much, then, on these topics.

Lecture 9 (Aquinas' Commentary)

p 31

Lecture 9

The cause of the difference between absolute and qualified generation in things not reciprocally generated.

p 31

67. After explaining why, in the case of things that are reciprocally generated, some are generated 

absolutely and others in a qualified sense, he [the Philosopher] here shows the reason for the difference 

between absolute generation and generation in a qualified sense in things that are not reciprocally 

generated.

First, he determines the question principally intended;

Secondly, he determines certain questions connected with this, at 70.

p 31

With regard to the first he does three things:

First, he raises the question;

Secondly, he answers it, at 68;

Thirdly, he summarizes, at 69.

p 31

He says therefore first [†65] that some things are said to be generated absolutely, some only in a qualified 

sense, not according to reciprocal generation, as was said above, in such a way, namely, that one of the 

things reciprocally generated is generated absolutely, the other in a qualified way. For this is what was 

determined above, namely, why, since every generation is the corruption of another, and every corruption 

the generation of another, generation and corruption are not attributed in a similar way in those things 

which are reciprocally generated, but one of them is said to be generated or corrupted absolutely, the other 

in a qualified way. But that is not the subsequent question, which concerns why it is, in cases in which 

things are not reciprocally changed, one thing is said to be generated absolutely and the other in a qualified 

sense: for example, why is the learner who is becoming a knower not said to be absolutely generated, but 

only in a qualified sense, i.e., as knowing, whereas a man or an animal, when born, is said to be generated 

absolutely, while it is plain that the learner and the newly-born are not instances of reciprocal generation?



absolutely, while it is plain that the learner and the newly-born are not instances of reciprocal generation?

p 31

68. Then [†66] he answers the question now raised and says that those things, some of which are said to 

be generated absolutely and some in a qualified sense, belong to distinct predicaments, in such a way that 

one signifies "this something," i.e., substance, another a quantity, another a quality, and so on. Things that 

do not signify substance, therefore, but quantity or quality or one of the others, are not said to be generated 

absolutely but in a qualified sense, whereas things that signify substance are said to be generated 

absolutely.

p 31

The reason for this is that generation is a road from non-being to being. Consequently, that is generated 

absolutely which acquires a being to which another being is not presupposed. For that which is, is not 

made. Hence what already exists cannot be generated absolutely but only in a qualified sense. Therefore 

those things whose being presuppose another being are not said to be generated absolutely, but in a 

qualified sense. Now the being of accidents presupposes another being, namely, the being of the subject, 

but the being of the substance does not presuppose another being, because the subject of substantial form 

is not a being in act, but a being in potency. Consequently, by receiving substantial form a thing is said to 

be generated absolutely, but in receiving an accidental form it is said to be generated in a qualified sense.

p 32

However in "all," namely, in both substances and accidents, absolute and qualified generation are 

diversified according to a different order, either of being to non-being, or of perfect being to imperfect 

being or of the sensible to the non-sensible. Hence in the case of substance, in a certain sense there is said 

to be absolute generation if fire is generated, but not if earth is generated; and in the case of a quality, there 

is said to be absolute generation if a knower is generated, but not if a non-knower is generated.

p 32

69. Then [†67] he summarizes what has been said, stating that there has been a universal discussion of 

accidents and substances, as to the fact that some things are generated absolutely and others in a qualified 

sense. It has also been stated that the cause of the continuity in generation, so far as the matter is concerned, 

is the subject which is changed into contraries. For that is the reason why in substances the generation of 

one is always the corruption of some other, and vice versa, for matter is never found under the privation of 

one form without having another form. However, in some accidents that does happen, for a transparent 

body exists under a privation of light without being subject to a contrary form.

p 32

70. Then [†68] he determines three consequent questions. The first of these asks why something is always 

generated from things corrupted, which is implied in his statement that the generation of one is the 

corruption of another.

p 32

He answers this question by saying that because corruption tends into non-being, and generation is from 

non-being, therefore generation must be from things corrupted. This he also proves from the opinions of 

others: because just as men say that something has been corrupted when it arrives at being imperceptible, 

which state they regard as non-being, according to the third way posited above, so too they say that 

something has been generated when it arrives from what is imperceptible and non-being at the state of 

being perceptible. It is plain, therefore, that, according to this way, that which is the terminus of corruption, 

is the beginning of generation. Consequently, whether there is, or is not, some subject from which 

generation arises, the generation of something must always be from non-being which is the terminus of 



corruption — for it is of the very nature of generation that it proceed from non-being; but the fact that such 

non-being be joined to something else which exists, is accidental to generation. Wherefore, it is plain that 

something is simultaneously generated from non-being and corrupted into non-being, no matter how non-

being may be said. Consequently that into which corruption is terminated is the very same as that out of 

which generation proceeds. It is for this reason that generation proceeds from what is corrupted. It is in 

keeping with this, therefore, that the succession of generation and corruption never fails, as was said 

above; because generation is a certain corruption of non-being, and corruption a certain generation of non-

being. Thus one is always conjoined to the other, since one terminates in that which the other begins.

p 32

71. The second question [†69] consists in the fact that someone can ask whether the non-being from which 

generation proceeds and into which absolute corruption is terminated, and which is in some sense being, is 

one of two contraries. For example, are earth and "heavy" non-being, as Parmenides said, and fire and 

"light" being? And he solves this by stating that it is not so, but rather earth is being, since, namely, earth 

comes to be by virtue of matter's receiving a certain form, which makes it to be in act. Non-being, 

therefore, is the matter of earth and of fire. However, matter is not non-being per se, as Plato believed, but 

it is non-being per accidens, by reason of the privation to which it is conjoined.

p 33

72. The third question [†70] asks whether, namely, the non-being which is matter is common to the things 

that are reciprocally generated one from another. And he says that if the matter of both, i.e., of fire and of 

earth, were diverse, they would not be generated one from the other, as happens for those who posited 

both fire and earth as first matters. For things that are mutually generated one from the other must have a 

common subject capable of acquiring the form of both. Consequently no change could take place between 

things mutually contrary, as was said above, since contrarieties exist first and per se in the above 

mentioned elements, namely, fire and earth, water and air. Hence if nothing were changed from fire into 

water or from air into earth, or vice versa, neither would anything be changed from hot to cold, or vice 

versa, as was said above.

p 33

He adds, however, that the matter of things that are reciprocally changed is in one sense the same, and in 

another sense other. For they are the same as to subject. And this is what he says, namely, that the subject 

is the same, whatever its status as being (since, indeed, it is not being in act, but in potency). However, it is 

not the same according to existence or notion. For it takes on another notion and another existence 

according as it exists under various forms, and also according as it is ordained to diverse forms, just as 

body is other as to notion according as it is subject to sickness, and as it is subject to health, although it is 

the same as to subject.

p 33

In summary, then, he concludes, saying, "So much for these topics."



Lecture 10 (Aristotle's Text)

319b6-319b7

[71] Next we must state what the difference is between coming-to-be and 'alteration'—for we maintain that 

these changes are distinct from one another.

319b8-319b24

[72] Since, then, we must distinguish (a) the substratum, and (b) the property whose nature it is to be 

predicated of the substratum; and since change of each of these occurs; there is 'alteration' when the 

substratum is perceptible and persists, but changes in its own properties, the properties in question being 

opposed to one another either as contraries or as intermediates. The body, e.g., although persisting as the 

same body, is now healthy and now ill; and the bronze is now spherical and at another time angular, and 

yet remains the same bronze. [73] But when nothing perceptible persists in its identity as a substratum, and 

the thing changes as a whole (when e.g. the seed as a whole is converted into blood, or water into air, or air 

as a whole into water), such an occurrence is no longer 'alteration'. It is a coming-to-be of one substance 

and a passing-away of the other—[74] especially if the change proceeds from an imperceptible something 

to something perceptible (either to touch or to all the senses), as when water comes-to-be out of, or passes-

away into, air: for air is pretty well imperceptible. [75] If, however, in such cases, any property (being one 

of a pair of contraries) persists, in the thing that has come-to-be, the same as it was in the thing which has 

passed-away—if, e.g., when water comes-to-be out of air, both are transparent or cold †1-the second thing, 

into which the first changes, must not be a property of this persistent identical something. Otherwise the 

change will be 'alteration'.

319b25-319b31

Suppose, e.g., that the musical man passed-away and an unmusical man came-to-be, and that the man 

persists as something identical. Now, if 'musicalness and unmusicalness' had not been a property 

essentially inhering in man, these changes would have been a coming-to-be of unmusicalness and a 

passing-away of musicalness: but in fact 'musicalness and unmusicalness' are a property of the persistent 

identity, viz. man. †2(Hence, as regards man, these changes are 'modifications'; though, as regards musical 

man and unmusical man, they are a passing-away and a coming-to-be.) Consequently such changes are 

'alteration'. †3

319b32-320a2

[76] When the change from contrary to contrary is in quantity, it is 'growth and diminution'; when it is in 

place, it is 'motion'; when it is in property, i.e. in quality, it is 'alteration': but when nothing persists, of 

which the resultant is a property (or an 'accident' in any sense of the term), it is 'coming-to-be', and the 

converse change is 'passing-away'.

320a3-320a7

[77] 'Matter', in the most proper sense of the term, is to be identified with the substratum which is 

receptive of coming-to-be and passing-away: but the substratum of the remaining kinds of change is also, 

in a certain sense, 'matter', because all these substrata are receptive of 'contrarieties' of some kind. [78] So 

much, then, as an answer to the questions (i) whether coming-to-be 'is' or 'is not'—i.e. what are the precise 

conditions of its occurrence—and (ii) what 'alteration' is: but we have still to treat of growth. †1



Lecture 10 (Aquinas' Commentary)

p 34

Lecture 10

The difference between generation and alteration

p 34

73. After showing why there is a certain absolute generation and a certain qualified generation, the 

Philosopher here inquires into the difference between generation and alteration.

First, he states his intention [†71] and says that we must discuss generation and alteration and indicate how 

they differ, for we have stated above that these are different types of change;

Secondly, he carries out his intention, at 74.

p 34

First he shows the difference between generation and alteration with respect to that according to which 

both are changes;

Secondly, with respect to the subject of each, at 79.

p 34

Regarding the first he does two things:

First, he shows the difference between generation and alteration; Secondly, he removes a difficulty, at 77.

p 34

About the first he does two things:

First, he shows in what things alteration occurs;

Secondly, in what things generation occurs, at 75.

p 34

74. With respect to the first [†72] he supposes two things. The first is that the subject is one thing and the 

passion which is apt to be said of a subject is another, just as in the case of substance and accident. The 

second is that change occurs in both of these; for sometimes the change is in the very substance of the 

subject and sometimes in the accidents.

p 34

With these suppositions in mind he says that it is alteration when the same perceptible subject remains, i.e., 

when, with no change having taken place in the substance, a change occurs in its passions, i.e., in its 

qualities. And it makes no difference whether the change involves contrary extremes or intermediates — 



qualities. And it makes no difference whether the change involves contrary extremes or intermediates — 

for example, whether it is from white to black or from red to pale. He gives two examples: the first is when 

the body of an animal, while remaining the same, is first healthy and then sick; the second is when bronze 

or some other metal, while remaining the same, is now round and now angular, or possessing angles.

p 34

And it should be noted that the first of these examples pertains to the first species of quality and the second 

example to the fourth species. Yet the Philosopher proved in Physics VII that there is no motion of 

alteration in the first and fourth species of quality but only in the third, which is called "passion or passible 

quality" — for which reason he perhaps advisedly said that alteration is a change in the "passions."

p 34

But it should be said that alteration is primarily and per se in the qualities of the third species, through 

which alteration subsequently occurs also in the other species. For example, by reason of some change 

within the sphere of hot and cold a man is changed from healthy to sick, or vice versa; and through a 

change within the sphere of soft and hard a body is brought to some shape.

p 34

75. Then [†73] he shows when generation occurs. About this he does two things:

First, he states when there is generation;

Secondly, when there is generation par excellence, at 76.

p 35

He says therefore first [†73] that when a change affects not only the passions but the entire substance of a 

thing, in so far, namely, as the matter acquires another substantial form so that nothing perceptible remains 

as though the being in act were the same subject as to number — for example, when from the whole seed, 

there is generated what is wholly blood, or when from what is wholly air there is generated what is wholly 

water, without any gatherings or separatings playing a part as Democritus posited — such a change is the 

generation of one thing and the corruption of another.

p 35

76. Then [†74] he explains when there is generation in the highest degree. And he says that according to 

the third way laid down above and which is taken according to the opinion of many, above all is something 

said to be generated when the change proceeds from something not easily perceptible to something clearly 

perceptible, either to touch, which, among the senses, is more gross and material (hence among the people 

it is according to this sense above all that something is judged as perceptible — in so far as it may be felt), 

or to the other senses — as, when water is generated from air, there seems to be, according to this outlook, 

generation which is absolute, or when it is corrupted into air there seems to be absolute corruption. For air 

is only slightly perceptible, both because it is so rarefied and because it has no excelling active quality, but 

only a passive one, namely, moistness; while in fire, which is more rarefied than air, an active quality, heat, 

does excel. But water is both denser than air and there excels in it an active quality, coldness; earth, finally, 

is the densest of all the elements.

p 35

77. Then [†75] he removes a difficulty. For since he had said that the subject remains when a change has 

taken place with respect to its passions, someone could believe that in the case of everything with respect to 

which something is changed while something other remains, that which is changed is a passion of that 

which remains.



p 35

But he excludes this when he says that in those bodies that are reciprocally changed one from the other, 

sometimes there remains some one and the same passion in the generated and in the corrupted thing, as 

when from air is produced water — for both are "diaphanous," i.e., transparent, or cold (although air is not 

cold by nature but accidentally); yet this does not mean that the other thing, in which the change takes 

place, namely, the air or the water, is a passion of that which remains, namely, the diaphanous or the cold. 

If what we now say were not so, it would follow that when water comes to be from air, it would be 

alteration; for we always see that when that which is changed is a passion of what remains, we have 

alteration, but when that which is changed is not a passion of what remains, it is generation.

p 35

He shows this by means of an example. We say that "musical man" has been corrupted when man loses 

the habit of music, at which time "unmusical man," i.e., man having the privation of music is generated. 

The reason for this is that music is not a passion of "musical man," since it is of its notion; likewise, 

unmusical is of the notion of "unmusical man." Hence musical man does not remain; but the same 

numerical man does remain. Therefore, if music and "lack of music" were not passions of "this," i.e., of 

man, but were part of his notion, then the change of "musical" and "unmusical" would constitute the 

generation of one thing and the corruption of another. But because this is not so, therefore music and "lack 

of music" are passions of man. But there is a generation and corruption of musical and unmusical man; and 

because man remains, as is evident, it follows that music is a passion of that which remains [namely, man]. 

Therefore alteration occurs with respect to "such," i.e., the passions of things that are permanent. If, 

therefore, water and air were passions of the transparent, as of something permanent, it would follow that 

the change of water from air would be alteration.

p 36

78. But there is a problem as to whether the same numerical passion which is at one extreme of a set of 

contraries could exist in the generated and in the corrupted, as was said above. For if it does not remain the 

same, then the transition into each other of things that are similar will not be easier, since on both sides it 

will be necessary to remove everything. Similarly, it seems to follow that like is destroyed by like, for the 

generator destroys that which previously was present. But if one supposes the same numerical passion to 

remain, it follows that even though that which was prior, namely, the subject, has been removed, that 

which was subsequent, namely, the passion, remains. Moreover, the same numerical accident would be in 

two subjects.

p 36

It should be answered, therefore, that the same numerical passion does not remain, but that what existed 

previously is corrupted per accidens with the corruption of the subject, when the form which was the 

principle of that accident departed, and that a similar accident comes, following on the newly-arriving form. 

And because, with respect to this accident, there was no conflict between agent and patient, the change was 

easier. Nor is it unacceptable for like to destroy like per accidens, i.e., by reason of corrupting the subject 

or matter — this is the same way in which a larger flame consumes a smaller.

p 36

79. Then [†76] he shows, from the side of the subject, how generation differs from alteration and from 

other changes.

First, he shows how all of them are related to the subject which is a being in act;

Secondly, how related to the subject which is a being in potency, at 81.



p 36

He says therefore first [†76] that, as was said, alteration is according to the passions of something that 

remains. And this same thing occurs in other changes, which take place with respect to accidents which 

occur to a subject existing in act. When, therefore, a change is from contrary to contrary according to 

quantity — for example, from large to small, or vice versa — we have "growth" or "decrease" of the same 

permanent subject, since quantity occurs to a subject existing in act. But when the change is with respect to 

contrariety of place — for example, up or down — it is "latio," i.e., local motion, of the same remaining 

body, since "where" accrues to a body existing in act. When the change is with respect to a contrariety in 

passions (i.e., primarily in passible qualities, and in other qualities as a consequence), we have "alteration" 

of the same permanent being, because quality too accrues to a subject existing in act. But when nothing 

remains existing in act, of which that which is changed might be a passion or some accident, it is 

universally "generation and corruption," since the substantial form, with respect to which generation and 

corruption occur, does not accrue to a subject existing in act.

p 36

80. Hence it is evident that the opinion is false which Avicebron handed down in the book Font of Life, 

namely, that in matter there is an order of forms, in the sense that first matter acquires a form making it a 

substance, and then another that makes it a body, and then another which makes it living body, and so on. 

For since it is one and the same thing to constitute a substance and to make a "this something," which 

pertains to particular substance, it would follow that the first form, which constitutes the substance, would 

also make it a "this something," which is a subject existing in act. Consequently, the subsequent forms 

would accrue to a permanent subject, and with respect to them there would be alteration rather than 

generation, according to the doctrine which Aristotle here transmits.

p 37

Therefore one should say, as was said above, that substantial forms differ according to more and less 

perfect. But the more perfect can do all that the less perfect can do, and more; hence the more perfect form 

that makes a thing "living" can also make it "body," as does the more imperfect form of non-living body. 

Consequently, no substantial form accrues to a subject existing in act, nor does it presuppose some other 

common form really distinct from it, which would be the object of Natural Philosophy, but only one 

distinct according to reason, and which pertains to the consideration of Logic.

p 37

81. Then [†77] he compares all the above-mentioned changes to the subject which is only being in potency. 

And he says that it is above all "hyle," or first matter, which is the proper subject of generation and 

corruption, because, as has been said, it immediately underlies the substantial forms, which come and go 

by generation and corruption. But in a certain sense, i.e., consequently and mediately, it also underlies all 

the other changes, because all the subjects of the other changes are susceptible of certain contrarieties 

which are reduced to the first contrariety, which is that of form and privation, whose subject is first matter, 

as is said in Physics I. And therefore all the other subjects partake in some sense of first matter in so far as 

they are composed of matter and form.

p 37

In summary [†78] he concludes that so much, then, has been determined concerning absolute generation, 

as to whether it exists or not, and what are the precise conditions of its occurrence, and in a like manner 

concerning alteration.



Lecture 11 (Aristotle's Text)

320a8-320a10

[79] We must explain (i) wherein growth differs from coming-to-be and from 'alteration', and (ii) what is 

the process of growing and the process of diminishing in each and all of the things that grow and diminish.

320a11-320a24

[80] Hence our first question is this: Do these changes differ from one another solely because of a 

difference in their respective 'spheres'? In other words, do they differ because, while a change from this to 

that (viz. from potential to actual substance) is coming-to-be, a change in the sphere of magnitude is 

growth and one in the sphere of quality is 'alteration'—both growth and 'alteration' being changes from 

what is-potentially to what is-actually magnitude and quality respectively? [81] Or is there also a difference 

in the manner of the change, since it is evident that, whereas neither what is 'altering' nor what is coming-

to-be necessarily changes its place, what is growing or diminishing changes its spatial position of 

necessity, [82] though in a different manner from that in which the moving thing does so? For that which 

is being moved changes its place as a whole: but the growing thing changes its place like a metal that is 

being beaten, retaining its position as a whole while its parts change their places. They change their places, 

[83] but not in the same way as the parts of a revolving globe. For the parts of the globe change their 

places while the whole continues to occupy an equal place: but the parts of the growing thing expand over 

an ever-increasing place and the parts of the diminishing thing contract within an ever-diminishing area.

320a25-320a27

[84] It is clear, then, that these changes—the changes of that which is coming-to-be, of that which is 

'altering', and of that which is growing—differ in manner as well as in sphere.

Lecture 11 (Aquinas' Commentary)

p 38

Lecture 11

Growth differs from generation and alteration both as to subject and to manner

p 38

82. After concluding concerning generation and alteration, the Philosopher here determines concerning 

growth and diminution.



p 38

First he states his intention [†79] and says that after generation and corruption, something must be said 

about growth, about which there are two things to consider:

First, in what it differs from generation and alteration;

Secondly, in what manner augmentation and diminution take place in things augmented and diminished.

p 38

Secondly, he carries out his intention:

First, he shows how growth differs from generation and alteration;

Secondly, he inquires how augmentation takes place (L. 12).

p 38

About the first he does two things:

First, he assumes one difference;

Secondly, he inquires about another difference, at 84.

p 38

83. He says therefore first [†80] that the first point of inquiry about growth is that one must ask whether it 

differs from generation and alteration only with respect to "that about which," i.e., the genus in which these 

changes occur. For this difference is plain, namely, that the change which is "from this into this," i.e., from 

substance that is being in potency into substance which is being in act, is generation; while the change that 

respects magnitude is growth (through which something is changed from small into large) and diminution 

(through which something is changed from large into small); while the change that respects "passions," 

i.e., passible qualities, is alteration.

p 38

And because he had said that generation is a change from substance in potency into substance in act, then, 

that the same may be understood of the other two changes mentioned above, he adds that the change of 

both the aforesaid, namely, of magnitude and passions, proceeds from potency to act — for motion is the 

act of a thing existing in potency, as is said in Physics III.

p 38

84. Then [†81] he assigns another difference, i.e., one based on the manner of change.

First, he mentions the difference;

Secondly, he explains it, at 85.

p 38

He says therefore first [†81] that in the above-mentioned changes, the manner of change also differs. (And 

it does not matter whether the statement is read interrogatively or rhetorically.) For the mode of the 

aforesaid changes differs in that what is altered does not necessarily undergo a change of place and neither 

does a thing that is generated. But anything that is augmented or diminished must undergo a change in 

place. The reason for this difference is that place is co-extensive with the thing in place, and this is 

according to magnitude [size] and not according to quality or substance. Consequently, it is necessary that, 



according to magnitude [size] and not according to quality or substance. Consequently, it is necessary that, 

when the magnitude [size] of a thing in place is changed, there be a change according to place, but not 

when something is changed in substance or quality.

p 39

Now just as the commensurateness of that which is in place to the place which contains it is in terms of its 

size, so the connaturality of the thing is in terms of the substantial form, and consequently, of some quality 

— for example, of heaviness or lightness. Consequently, although generation and alteration can occur 

without any change of place, yet in certain cases generation and alteration are the cause of a thing's being 

moved naturally with respect to place, as, when for example, when fire or earth comes to be, something 

light or heavy comes to be.

p 39

But the difference between growth and the other changes, with respect to local motion, is not entirely per 

accidens, for it has been shows in Physics VIII that local motion is the first and chiefest of motions, as 

well as the cause of the other motions.

p 39

85. Then [†82] he shows what he had said, namely, that whatever is augmented or diminished is changed 

with respect to place.

First, he manifests this in rectilinear local motion;

Secondly, in spherical local motion, in 86.

p 39

He says therefore first [†82] that a thing which is increased or decreased changes place differently from 

that which is "carried," i.e., moved with a rectilinear motion. For in the case of that which is carried, 

namely, in rectilinear motion, the thing "universally," i.e., in its wholeness, changes place. But something 

changes its place "like that which is drawn out," for example, like metal by beating or also something liquid 

as poured into a receptacle, or any other body of this sort. In these cases, while the object remains in the 

same place, its parts are changed with respect to place either by extension or in some other way.

p 39

86. Then [†83] he manifests what he had said by the difference with respect to spherical local motion. And 

he says that the parts of a thing which grows do indeed change their place, but not in the same way as the 

parts of a sphere. For the parts of a sphere are changed while the whole remains in the same place, namely, 

as to subject (although the whole too changes its place conceptually, as is said in Physics VI, but the parts 

change their place even as to subject, as when the part of the heaven which is now in the east, comes to be 

in the west. However, such a change of the parts of a sphere takes place in a place that is "similar," i.e., 

neither larger nor smaller. But the parts of a body that is growing are always extending into a larger place, 

while the parts of a body that is diminishing are always being contracted so as to occupy a smaller place.

p 39

In summary he concludes [†84] that it is clear from the aforesaid that these changes — the changes of that 

which is generated and altered and grows — differ not only with respect to "that about which," i.e., the 

genus in which the changes take place, but "thus," i.e., in the manner of the changing.



Lecture 12 (Aristotle's Text)

320a28-320a32

[85] But how are we to conceive the 'sphere' of the change which is growth and diminution? The 'sphere' 

of growing and diminishing is believed to be magnitude. [86] Are we to suppose that body and magnitude 

come-to-be out of something which, though potentially magnitude and body, is actually incorporeal and 

devoid of magnitude? And since this description may be understood in two different ways, in which of 

these two ways are we to apply it to the process of growth? Is the matter, †1 out of which growth takes 

place, (i) 'separate' and existing alone by itself, or (ii) 'separate' but contained in another body? †2

320a33-320b12

[87] Perhaps it is impossible for growth to take place in either of these ways. For since the matter †3 is 

'separate', either (a) it will occupy no place (as if it were a point), or (b) it will be a 'void', i.e. a non-

perceptible body. But the first of these alternatives is impossible. For since what comes-to-be out of this 

incorporeal and sizeless something will always be 'somewhere', it too must be 'somewhere'—either 

intrinsically or indirectly. †4 And the second alternative necessarily implies that the matter is contained in 

some other body. [88] But if it is to be 'in' another body and yet remains 'separate' in such a way that it is in 

no sense a part of that body (neither a part of its substantial being nor an 'accident' of it), many 

impossibilities will result. It is as if we were to suppose that when, e.g., air comes-to-be out of water the 

process were due not to a change of the water, but to the matter of the air being 'contained in' the water as 

in a vessel. This is impossible. [89] For (i) there is nothing to prevent an indeterminate number of matters 

being thus 'contained in' the water, so that they might come-to-be actually an indeterminate quantity of air; 

†5[90] and (ii) we do not in fact see air coming-to-be out of water in this fashion, viz. withdrawing out of it 

and leaving it unchanged.

320b13-320b14

[91] It is therefore better to suppose that in all instances of coming-to-be the matter is inseparable, †1 being 

numerically identical and one with the 'containing' body, though isolable from it by definition.

Lecture 12 (Aquinas' Commentary)

p 40

Lecture 12

The subject of growth is not something incorporeal or lacking size



p 40

87. After showing how growth differs from generation and alteration, the Philosopher here begins to 

inquire into the manner in which growth takes place.

First, with respect to the subject which grows;

Secondly, with respect to that by which something grows (L. 14).

p 40

About the first he does two things:

First, he raises a question;

Secondly, he investigates the truth of the question, at 88

p 40

About the first he does two things:

First [†85], he sets forth what is evident about growth and asks around what the change of growth and 

diminution occurs. And he answers that the motion of growth and diminution is seen to be concerned with 

magnitude [size].

p 40

Secondly [†86], he shows what still remains to be investigated and says that we must further decide how 

growth and diminution take place. And as to the subject of growth, he first raises this question: Are we to 

suppose that by growth there is produced both magnitude and body out of that which is in potency to 

magnitude and corporeity, in such a way, namely, that it [this source] is incorporeal in act and without 

magnitude? Then he subdivides the first part of the question. For there are two ways in which there may be 

said to be some matter existing in act without corporeity and magnitude. Hence it is reasonable to ask, if 

such matter is the subject of growth, how growth is produced from it. Does the matter that exists without 

corporeity and magnitude have a separate existence by itself, or is it in some body but not a part of it (for if 

it were a part, it would be subjected to its corporeity and magnitude)?

p 40

88. Then [†87] he answers the question he raised:

First, with an argument based on the matter or subject;

Secondly, with an argument based on growth (L. 13).

p 40

About the first he does two things:

First he answers the aforesaid question with a reason based on matter, as he views it;

Secondly, based on matter as viewed by the Platonists (L. 13).

p 40

Concerning the first he does three things:

First, he rejects the first member of the second division, namely, that matter without quantity should exist 



as an isolated entity;

Secondly, he rejects the second member of the second division, namely, that matter existing without 

magnitude be present in some body, at 89.

Thirdly, he concludes to his proposition, at 90.

p 40

He says therefore first [†87] that both members of the second division are impossible. First he shows this 

as to the impossibility of matter existing without magnitude, having a separated existence. If it were 

separated, one of two things would have to follow. One is that it would possess no place, as in the case of 

a point, which has no place, since every place has some dimension. Or else, if the matter existing without 

quantity should occupy a place, it would have to be an empty place (for we call "void" a place not filled 

with a perceptible body); or it would have to be a certain imperceptible body (for some hold that the void is 

nothing but an imperceptible body). It is indeed necessary to call the void a body on account of the 

dimensions of space, yet an imperceptible one, on account of the emptiness. Of these two, one is 

impossible, namely, that there be a void or an imperceptible body.

p 41

Likewise, it is impossible for separately existing matter to possess no place. For matter is that from which 

sensible bodies are generated. But that from which sensible bodies are generated must exist in some place. 

For we always observe that whatever is generated from it is "somewhere," i.e., in some definite place: that 

which is generated out of something is in the same place where that out of which it is generated was. 

Therefore that from which something is generated, namely, matter, must be somewhere, either per se or 

per accidens: per se, indeed, according to the opinion of the early philosophers who posited the matter of 

natural bodies to be some body in act, such as fire or air or water; per accidens, however, according to the 

opinion of Plato and his own, who assumed that matter is being in potency.

p 41

89. Then [†88] he rejects the second member by showing that matter separated from magnitude is not 

present in anything. First he states his intention and says that, if matter existing without magnitude should 

be in a body separated from the substance of the body in such a way as not to pertain to the body either per 

se or per accidens, then many impossibilities follow. And he gives an example of this manner of 

assumption: for example, we might posit that when air is generated from water, this does not take place by 

means of a change of the water, in such a way that the matter of the water loses the form of water and 

receives the form of air, but as though the matter of air were in the water as in a container.

p 41

Secondly [†89], he presents arguments that lead to impossibility. The first is that, if there is in the water not 

only its own matter but also the matter of air, then for the same reason other matter could be there, and so 

on ad infinitum, especially since it is possible from one to generate an infinitude successively. 

Consequently, there would be nothing to prevent an infinitude of matters in water. But given any matter 

whatsoever, something can be generated in act. Therefore, it would follow that an infinitude of things could 

be generated in act out of one and the same water, on the basis, namely, that whatever is able to be 

generated in potency, can be all at one time generated in act.

p 41

The second argument is at [†90]. And he says that we do not observe anything being so generated out of 

anything (for example, air out of water) as that which comes out of something permanent, in the way, for 

example, that wine flows out of a cask that remains unchanged. For we see things being generated from 

what has been corrupted, as was said above. But one must take that which is evident to sense as the 



what has been corrupted, as was said above. But one must take that which is evident to sense as the 

principle [starting-point] in natural science.

p 41

90. Then [†91] he concludes to the truth and says that it is better to say that matter is present in all things, 

in such a way as not to be separated from them, as though being no part of them, and that the matter of all 

things is numerically one and the same and differs only in conception, as was said above. According to 

this, it will not be separated from magnitude but will be subject to magnitude in act in each and every thing.

Lecture 13 (Aristotle's Text)

320b15-320b17

[92] But the same reasons also forbid us to regard the matter, out of which the body comes-to-be, as points 

or lines. [93] The matter is that of which points and lines are limits, [94] and it is something that can never 

exist without quality and without form.

320b18-320b25

[95] Now it is no doubt true, as we have also established elsewhere, †2 that one thing 'comes-to-be' (in the 

unqualified sense) out of another thing: and further it is true that the efficient cause of its coming-to-be is 

either (i) an actual thing (which is the same as the effect either generically—for the efficient cause of the 

coming-to-be of a hard thing is not a hard thing †3-or specifically, as e.g. fire is the efficient cause of the 

coming-to-be of fire or one man of the birth of another), or (ii) an actuality. †4[96] Nevertheless, since 

there is also a matter out of which corporeal substance itself comes-to-be (corporeal substance, however, 

already characterized as such-and-such a determinate body, for there is no such thing as body in general), 

this same matter is also the matter of magnitude and quality—being separable from these matters by 

definition, but not separable in place unless Qualities are, in their turn, separable. †5

320b26-320b34

It is evident, from the preceding †6 development and discussion of difficulties, that growth is not a change 

out of something which, though potentially a magnitude, actually possesses no magnitude. For, if it were, 

'the void' would exist in separation; but we have explained in a former work †7 that this is impossible. [97] 

Moreover, a change of that kind is not peculiarly distinctive of growth, but characterizes coming-to-be as 

such or in general. For growth is an increase, and diminution is a lessening, of the magnitude which is 

there already—that, indeed, is why the growing thing must possess some magnitude. Hence growth must 

not be regarded as a process from a matter without magnitude to an actuality of magnitude: for this would 

be a body's coming-to-be rather than its growth.

Lecture 13 (Aquinas' Commentary)



Lecture 13 (Aquinas' Commentary)

p 42

Lecture 13

Matter, even as conceived by Platonists, cannot lack size and be the subject of growth.

p 42

91. Above [in the previous lecture] the Philosopher showed that it is not possible for the subject of growth 

to be something having no quantity in act but only in potency as in the case of matter. And since some 

philosophers posited the matter of bodies to be something mathematical, the Philosopher therefore here 

shows that no such thing which lacks magnitude can be the subject of growth.

p 42

Now, in the genus of mathematical things, a point lacks quantity absolutely, a line does so according to the 

dimensions of width and depth, a surface according to depth. Body, however, has magnitude in every 

dimension: hence it is a perfect magnitude, as is said in On the Heavens I. He shows therefore that none of 

the things lacking magnitude in any whatsoever way can be assumed to be the matter which is the subject 

of growth, in three ways.

p 42

First of all, for the reasons given above. Whence he says [†92] that neither should points, which entirely 

lack size, be posited as the matter of body which is, namely, the subject of growth, nor should lines, which 

lack size in some respect. And this for the "same reasons," i.e., the reasons presented above — for points 

and lines either have to exist separately by themselves or be in some body. Consequently the same things 

as before would follow.

p 42

92. Secondly [†93], he disproves this by the very position of the Platonists, who asserted that mathematical 

things were the substance of natural bodies. And since points and lines are the termini of dimensions, as 

form is the terminus of matter, they posited that whatever was bounded by things of this sort would be the 

matter of bodies, while the termini themselves are more in the order of form. And this is what he says, 

namely, that "that," namely, dimension or magnitude, of which "these," namely, points and lines, are the 

extremes, was matter according to the Platonists.

p 42

93. Thirdly [†94], he shows in common that none of these can be the matter of bodies: namely, because 

according to them, mathematical things exist separated from natural forms and sensible passions — as they 

are according to the intellect, so they are according to reality. But matter cannot be separated from natural 

forms and sensible passions. Therefore it is impossible that any of those mathematical things be the matter 

of natural bodies.

p 42

First of all, therefore, he presents the middle term of his argument, when he says that "it," namely, matter, 

cannot be without "passion," i.e., passible quality, or without form, or "morphe" (which is the same thing), 

without which, however, according to the Platonists, mathematical things do exist.



p 42

94. Secondly, he proves what he had supposed.

First, that matter cannot be without form;

Secondly, that it cannot be without passion, at 95.

p 42

He says therefore first [†95] that as was determined in other books, for example, in Physics I, one thing is 

generated absolutely out of some other things. For each thing comes to be from a subject which is matter. 

Moreover, that which is generated has to be generated by some agent in act which is either "homogeneos" 

i.e., of one form or species (and he gives the example that fire is generated by fire as by an agent of one 

species, and as man is generated by man). Or else it is required at least that something be generated by 

something existing in act, or by the action of something existing in act, even though the agent be not akin to 

the thing generated in genus or species, as when something hard is generated by something not hard — for 

example, when milk is solidified by fire.

p 43

Now, it comes about that something produced is not akin to the agent in respect of form, in one way, 

because the thing produced does not primarily and per se correspond to the agent, but per accidens, or 

subsequently. One has per accidens generation, for example, when the musician causes health, not in so 

far as he is a musician but in so far as he is a doctor — for the likeness of health does not belong to 

musician as musician, but in so far as he is a doctor, who, through the form of health which he has in his 

mind, produces health in a body. One has "subsequent" generation, for example, when the quality 

produced is consequent upon one of the primary qualities, as when health is caused by some hot 

medication, through the heat it produces in the body, although the form of health is not in the medication 

itself.

p 43

In a second way this [absence of likeness] occurs because the agent acts through instruments. For an 

instrument does not act in virtue of its own form but in so far as it is moved by the principal agent, which 

acts through its own form. Hence the effect is akin in form not, indeed, to the instrument, but to the 

principal agent — as a house which is produced in matter is assimilated to the house in the mind of the 

builder and not to the axe or hatchet, and as a man who is generated is assimilated in species to the father 

generating and not to the seed.

p 43

One has a third way, when the matter of the patient is not proportionate to receiving the form of the agent, 

because of its excellence, but receives something less, as is evident in the case of animals generated without 

seed by the power of the sun. Hence it is also that the effect is not assimilated in species to the remote, but 

to the proximate, agent, as man is assimilated to man but not to the sun, although "man is begotten by man 

and by the sun as well," as is said in Physics II.

p 43

Now, just as each thing is generated by an agent in some way similar as to form, so something is corrupted 

by an agent that is contrary. And because a thing is generated from what has been corrupted, as was said 

above, the matter from which something is generated and into which something is corrupted, must always 

have some form through which it is similar or contrary to that which generates or corrupts.

p 43



95. Then [†96] he shows that matter is not without some passion. For matter belongs only to corporeal 

substance, incorporeal substances being immaterial. Hence it follows that all matter belongs to "such" a 

body, i.e., an individual body; for there cannot be a common body which is not determined to some species 

and to some individual. But every such body must have some passion, either following on its specific 

form, as in the case of a proper passion, or occurring in any other way, as in the case of individual 

accidents. Therefore, the same matter that is the subject of magnitude must also be the subject of passion, in 

such a way, indeed, that the matter which is the subject of magnitude is conceptually distinct from the 

passion (as the notion of "man" differs from that of "white"), while they are not distinct "locally," i.e., as to 

subject — unless one were to maintain that passions are separable from substances, which is impossible.

p 44

And because the Philosopher appeared to have somewhat digressed from his proposition, he collects it 

from all the foregoing and says that it is plain from everything investigated that growth is not a change 

produced out of something which is in potency to magnitude, in such a way as to have no magnitude in act. 

For it would follow that the common subject, namely, first matter, would be separated per se, existing 

without any form. And this is something which has been proved impossible both now, and also previously 

in other books, as, for example, in Physics I.

p 44

96. Then [†97] he shows his proposition with an argument based on growth. And he says that such a 

change, one, namely, that would be produced out of that which was solely in potency to magnitude would 

not properly pertain to growth, but more to generation. For it is of the very nature of growth that addition 

be made to pre-existing magnitude: for a thing is said to grow, because it acquires greater magnitude, 

which would not be the case if it did not first have magnitude. On the other hand, it is the nature of 

diminution that a lessening of a pre-existing magnitude occur. Hence it is plain that what grows must have 

some magnitude. Consequently, when growth takes place, it cannot be in such a way that matter having 

previously no magnitude in act now arrives at having magnitude in act — for that would be not growth of a 

body, but generation, to whose notion it pertains that something be produced in act which previously was 

in potency.

Lecture 14 (Aristotle's Text)

320b35-321a2

[98] We must therefore come to closer quarters with the subject of our inquiry. We must 'grapple' with it 

(as it were) from its beginning, and determine the precise character of the growing and diminishing whose 

causes we are investigating.

321a3-321a9

[99] It is evident (i) that any and every part of the growing thing has increased, and that similarly in 

diminution every part has become smaller: also (ii) that a thing grows by the accession, and diminishes by 

the departure, of something. [100] Hence it must grow by the accession either (a) of something incorporeal 

or (b) of a body. Now, if (a) it grows by the accession of something incorporeal, there will exist separate a 

void: but (as we have stated before) †1 it is impossible for a matter of magnitude to exist 'separate'. If, on 



void: but (as we have stated before) †1 it is impossible for a matter of magnitude to exist 'separate'. If, on 

the other hand, (b) it grows by the accession of a body, there will be two bodies—that which grows and 

that which increases it—in the same place: and this too is impossible.

321a10-321a29

[101] But neither is it open to us to say that growth or diminution occurs in the way in which e.g. air is 

generated from water. For, although the volume has then become greater, the change will not be growth, 

but a coming-to-be of the one—viz. of that into which the change is taking place—and a passing-away of 

the contrasted body. It is not a growth of either. Nothing grows in the process; unless indeed there be 

something common to both things (to that which is coming-to-be and to that which passed-away), e.g. 

'body', and this grows. The water has not grown, nor has the air: but the former has passed-away and the 

latter has come-to-be, and—if anything has grown—there has been a growth of 'body'. Yet this too is 

impossible. For our account of growth must preserve the characteristics of that which is growing and 

diminishing. And these characteristics are three: (i) any and every part of the growing magnitude is made 

bigger (e.g. if flesh grows, every particle of the flesh gets bigger), (ii) by the accession of something, and 

(iii) in such a way that the growing thing is preserved and persists. For whereas a thing does not persist in 

the processes of unqualified coming-to-be or passing-away, that which grows or 'alters' persists in its 

identity through the 'altering' and through the growing or diminishing, though the quality (in 'alteration') 

and the size (in growth) do not remain the same. Now if the generation of air from water is to be regarded 

as growth, a thing might grow without the accession (and without the persistence) of anything, and 

diminish without the departure of anything—and that which grows need not persist. But this characteristic 

†1 must be preserved: for the growth we are discussing has been assumed to be thus characterized.

321a30-321b10

[102] One might raise a further difficulty. What is 'that which grows'? Is it that to which something is 

added? If, e.g., a man grows in his shin, is it the shin which is greater †2-but not that 'whereby' he grows, 

viz. not the food? Then why have not both 'grown'? For when A is added to B, both A and B are greater, 

as when you mix wine with water; for each ingredient is alike increased in volume. [103] Perhaps the 

explanation is that the substance of the one †3 remains unchanged, but the substance of the other (viz. of 

the food) does not. For indeed, even in the mixture of wine and water, it is the prevailing ingredient which 

is said to have increased in volume. We say, e.g., that the wine has increased, because the whole mixture 

acts as wine but not as water. A similar principle applies also to 'alteration'. Flesh is said to have been 

'altered' if, while its character and substance remain, some one of its essential properties, which was not 

there before, now qualifies it: on the other hand, that 'whereby' it has been 'altered' may have undergone no 

change, though sometimes it too has been affected. The altering agent, however, and the originative source 

of the process are in the growing thing and in that which is being 'altered': for the efficient cause is in these. 

†1 No doubt the food, which has come in, may sometimes expand as well as the body that has consumed it 

(that is so, e.g., if, after having come in, a food is converted into wind †2, but when it has undergone this 

change it has passed-away: and the efficient cause is not in the food.

Lecture 14 (Aquinas' Commentary)

p 45



p 45

Lecture 14

Problems on the nature of that by which something grows.

p 45

97. After discussing growth from the viewpoint of that which grows, the Philosopher here inquires into 

that by which something grows.

p 45

First he states his intention [†98] and says that, since it is of the notion of growth that it be an addition of 

magnitude, what would seem to be more appropriately taken up in the present inquiry, as being more 

difficult and affording some beginning for the question, would be to inquire into the nature of that by 

which something grows or diminishes, so as to find appropriate causes for growth and diminution.

p 45

Secondly [†99], he pursues his inquiry:

First, he states the main question;

Secondly, in the course of this investigation he proposes another question, at 102;

Thirdly, he resolves the main question (L. 15).

p 45

About the first he does three things:

First, he proposes two suppositions;

Secondly, he raises the doubt, at 99;

Thirdly, he excludes an objection, at 100.

p 45

98. The first supposition which he proposes, therefore, [†99] is this: When something grows, every part of 

it grows; likewise, in diminution, every part of that which is diminished is seen to have become smaller. 

The reason for this is apparent from what is said in Physics V. For that whose part is being moved is said 

to be moved with respect to a part and not absolutely, as for example, a man whose hand has been 

wounded is said to be wounded with respect to a part. But in order that a thing be moved per se and 

absolutely, it is required that each and every part be moved. This must also be observed in growth and in 

all other motions, as our senses testify.

p 45

The second supposition is that whatever grows, grows by reason of something added to it; similarly, 

something is diminished by reason of something's leaving it. The reason for this is that things must be 

reduced into act by something already in act. Hence, that which is in potency to a greater quantity is 

brought into the act of that quantity by something that has that quantity in act. And this is what is added to 

the thing that grows.

p 45

99. Then [†100] he presents the difficulty which follows from these two suppositions. For if every part of 



a growing thing has to grow and all growth is produced by the addition of something, then something has 

to be added to each and every part of the growing thing. Therefore whatever is added, by which a thing is 

said to grow, has to be either incorporeal or corporeal. If it should be said to be incorporeal, then it follows 

that the "common" [base] of all generable and corruptible things, namely, first matter, exists separated from 

all corporeal quantity. But, as was shown above, it is impossible for matter to be separated from 

magnitude. Consequently, that by which something grows cannot be incorporeal. Moreover, if it were 

incorporeal, it would not be quantified in act and consequently it would not make the thing to which it was 

added larger according to quantity.

p 46

On the other hand, if that by whose addition something grows should be said to be corporeal, it would 

follow that two bodies are occupying the same place at the same time, namely, the body which is increased 

and the body added which does the increasing. For it cannot be held that the body increased and the body 

which increases are set separately side by side, because addition must be made to each and every part of the 

increased body, as follows from the suppositions stated above. But this also is impossible, namely, that 

two bodies occupy the same place at the same time. Consequently, an impossibility follows from both 

alternatives.

p 46

100. Then [†101] he rejects a certain solution. For someone could say that growth occurs without anything 

being added, just as, when air is generated from water, there appears to be a certain growth, since a greater 

quantity is produced. But that is not the way growth and decrease take place. For such a change [as that 

mentioned in the example] is not growth. It is rather the generation of that into which the change is made, 

namely, air, and the corruption of that which is changed, namely, water, which is contrary to air, by the 

contrariety, namely, of coldness and warmth. It cannot therefore be called growth either of air or of water.

p 46

But if it is not growth of either, it will perhaps be growth of that which is common to both (if there be such 

a thing) as, for example, of body, which seems to be common to air and water, so that it could be said that 

the water has not grown nor the air, since the water has been corrupted and the air generated, but that it is 

body that grows, if anything has grown there. But this is impossible. For in order that something be said to 

grow, those things must be accounted for which pertain to what grows and diminishes. These are three.

p 46

The first of these, which was also posited above, is that each part of the magnitude which grows must 

become larger — for example, if flesh is increased, each part must become larger. Secondly, as was also 

posited above, the thing must grow by something's being added. The third requirement is something which 

he now posits for the first time and it is that the thing increased be preserved and remain in its being. For, 

since generation and corruption are changes with respect to substance, when a thing is generated or 

corrupted absolutely, its substance does not remain. But other changes are not with respect to substance, 

but with respect to things that occur to the substance — for example, changes regarding quantity or quality. 

Therefore, when something is altered, or grows or is diminished, that which grows or is altered remains 

the same in number as to substance, but "here," namely, in alteration, the passion does not remain the same, 

and "here," namely, in growth and decrease, the magnitude does not remain the same, but becomes larger 

or smaller. If, therefore, the aforesaid change, by which out of water air is produced, were growth, two 

things contrary to the aforesaid suppositions would follow.

p 46

First of all something would grow without anything's being added and be diminished without anything's 

leaving. The other is that that which grows does not remain, since neither does the water remain nor does 



body, which appears to be common, remain the same in number. Hence he designedly said above, "If there 

be such a common thing" — since, namely, nothing which is being in act, remaining the same in number as 

to substance, is common to that which is corrupted and generated. But it is necessary for the aforesaid 

suppositions to be accounted for in everything which grows — it being supposed, in the manner of a 

principle, that growth is a change of the sort that has been stated above.

p 46

101. But nothing seems to prevent something from growing without anything's being added. For in 

Physics IV the Philosopher proves that just as a thing becomes whiter not by some other white's being 

added to it, but by the previous whiteness' being intensified, namely, through the subject's being reduced to 

a state of more perfect whiteness, so also something can become larger without the addition of some body 

possessing magnitude, through the matter, which previously was subject to small dimensions, being 

afterward made subject to large dimensions. For the same thing is the subject of large and small and of 

white and black. And this is clearly apparent in rarefaction, for rarefaction takes place not only when there 

is a change of species, as when air is generated from water, which Aristotle speaks about here, but also 

when the same species remains, as when air is rarefied or condensed.

p 47

However, it should be replied that such a change cannot be properly called "growth," but is alteration. For 

it takes place in terms of a change of passible qualities, namely, of rarity and density, with a variation of 

quantity being consequent upon this — just as when, as the result of a motion with respect to place, there is 

a change in motion according to right or left; this is nevertheless not referred to as a motion according to 

position — since the change of position is consequent upon the changing of place.

p 47

102. Then [†102], before solving the aforesaid difficulty, he raises another question.

First, he proposes the question;

Secondly, he solves it, at 103.

p 47

He says therefore first [†102] that, since a thing grows by the addition of something, the question still 

remains as to what it is that is increased: whether only that to which something is added, but not what is 

added, or whether both are increased. For example, if something, namely, food, is added to the leg of an 

animal, does the leg grow and become larger while the food which is brought in and added does not grow 

but causes growth? Why have not both grown? For both become larger, both what is added and that to 

which it is added, just as, when water is mixed with wine, both are seen to be increased, because both 

become larger in the same way.

p 47

103. Then at [†103] he answers this question in the light of what has been set down above, namely, that 

the thing which grows must remain the same in substance. Therefore the one is said to be increased and not 

the other, because the substance of "that," namely, the leg, to which addition is made, remains, while the 

substance of what is added, namely, the food, does not remain — for the food is converted into the 

substance of what is nourished and increased. But because in the objection mention of a mixture was made, 

he shows that the same is true in a mixture. For that whose substance remains is said to be dominant in the 

mixture — as we say something to be wine, when only a little water is added to much wine. And this 

appears from the proper operation, which is an evident sign of the species — for the whole mixture 

performs the operation of wine, namely, by warming and giving strength, and does not do the work of 

water. A like situation occurs in alteration: for if the flesh remains in its substance and "what something 



water. A like situation occurs in alteration: for if the flesh remains in its substance and "what something 

is," i.e., its essence or species, and some passion, of the number of per se accidents, occurs to it, which 

was previously not present, that which remains is said to be altered. Similarly, that which grows must 

remain.

p 47

But that by which something is altered, namely, that which alters, sometimes undergoes no change, either 

in quality or substance, as occurs in things that act and do not undergo, such as heavenly bodies; but 

sometimes that which alters itself undergoes and is changed, as occurs in the lower bodies, which mutually 

act and undergo, as will be manifest later. However, in the motion of growth, the alterating power, and that 

which is the starting-point of motion, is on the part of that which grows — which, however, alters in a way 

that also involves its own alteration. For in things that grow, exists a principle of the motion of growth, 

namely to alter and convert the food which is added. If this were not so, the food entering the body would 

thus be generated greater and would take into its nature the body into which it was entering — as, for 

example, when spirit, i.e., air, enters a bladder and makes it larger, or when "spirit," i.e., a soul enters a 

body and conforms it to itself. But that is not what happens. Rather the food enters the body and, after 

being acted upon by the body of the animal, is converted into the body of the animal; and the originative 

source of this change is not in that which is added, but in that to which the addition is made.



Lecture 15 (Aristotle's Text)

321b11-321b16

[104] We have now developed the difficulties sufficiently and must therefore try to find a solution of the 

problem. Our solution must preserve intact the three characteristics of growth—that the growing thing 

persists, that it grows by the accession (and diminishes by the departure) of something, and further that 

every perceptible particle of it has become either larger or smaller. We must recognize also (a) that the 

growing body is not 'void' and that yet there are not two magnitudes in the same place, and (b) that it does 

not grow by the accession of something incorporeal.

321b17-321b21

[105] Two preliminary distinctions will prepare us to grasp the cause of growth. We must note (i) that the 

organic parts †3 grow by the growth of the tissues †4(for every organ is composed of these as its 

constituents); and (ii) that flesh, bone, and every such part †5-like every other thing which has its form 

immersed in matter—has a twofold nature: for the form as well as the matter is called 'flesh' or 'bone'.

321b22-321b27

[106] Now, that any and every part of the tissue qua form should grow—and grow by the accession of 

something—is possible, but not that any and every part of the tissue qua matter should do so. [107] For 

we must think of the tissue after the image of flowing water that is measured by one and the same measure: 

particle after particle comes-to-be, and each successive particle is different. †1 And it is in this sense that the 

matter of the flesh grows, some flowing out and some flowing in fresh; not in the sense that fresh matter 

accedes to every particle of it. There is, however, an accession to every part of its figure or 'form'.

321b28-321b32

[108] That growth has taken place proportionally, †2 is more manifest in the organic parts—e.g. in the 

hand. For there the fact that the matter is distinct from the form is more manifest than in flesh, i.e. than in 

the tissues. That is why there is a greater tendency to suppose that a corpse still possesses flesh and bone 

than that it still has a hand or an arm.

321b33-321b35

[109] Hence in one sense it is true that any and every part of the flesh has grown; but in another sense it is 

false. For there has been an accession to every part of the flesh in respect to its form, but not in respect to 

its matter.

Lecture 15 (Aquinas' Commentary)

p 48



p 48

Lecture 15

Solution of the difficulty proposed in the previous lecture

p 48

104. After raising a question concerning that by which something is increased, and solving this question, 

which he had interposed, the Philosopher here undertakes to solve the main question.

First, he solves the question;

Secondly, the difficulty having been removed, he shows how growth takes place (L. 16).

p 48

About the first he does two things:

First, he shows what is required in the solution;

Secondly, he presents the solution, at 105.

p 48

A true solution must preserve whatever belongs to the notion of a thing in question and exclude all 

impossibilities. Consequently, he first shows how he intends to save everything that pertains to the notion 

of growth [†104]. And he says that, since we have paid sufficient attention to the foregoing, it is time now 

to "try," i.e., to apply effort, to find a solution to our question such as will preserve the three things stated 

above of the notion of growth. The first of these is that the thing increased remain; the second is that 

growth take place by means of something coming, and diminution by means of something departing; the 

third is that each "sensed sign," i.e., each perceptible part, of that which grows, become larger in the case of 

growth, and smaller in the case of diminution.

p 48

Secondly, he shows how he intends to avoid three impossibilities: first, that we not posit the body which 

grows to be void; secondly, that we not posit two "magnitudes," i.e., two bodies, to be in the same place; 

thirdly, that we not posit growth as taking place by the addition of something incorporeal. For it seems that 

after one has laid down the aforesaid suppositions, some one of the impossibilities will necessarily follow. 

For if every part grows of that which grows, and nothing grows save by something coming to it, it is 

necessary that, to every part of that which grows, something come. If, then, that which comes is not 

incorporeal, two bodies must be in the same place — unless the body which grows is assumed to be void.

p 48

105. Then at [†105] he solves the difficulty.

First, he states certain things needed for solving the question;

Secondly, he gives the solution, at 106.

p 48

In regard to the first he proposes two things. As to the first of these, he says that a cause that will both 

preserve the three things aforesaid and avoid impossibilities must be taken. But we must do this after first 

determining certain things. One of these is that "anomoemera," i.e., members having dissimilar parts, for 

example, the hand or foot, or similar things, grow by means of the growth of their respective similar parts, 

which he calls "homoeomera," such as bone and flesh and other such. He gives the reason for this, which 



is that each member of the dissimilar parts is composed of those things which have similar parts as, for 

example, a hand is composed of flesh and bone and sinew. Therefore, the whole must be increased by the 

increase of the parts.

p 48

Secondly, he posits that flesh and bone, and each of such parts that he says to grow first, are twofold, as 

occurs in all things that have a species in matter: for flesh and bone can be considered either as the matter 

or flesh or the species of flesh.

p 49

Now some look at this statement as meaning that there is one signate flesh which is according to matter and 

another which is according to species. For they say that flesh and bone and whatever is such, are said to be 

according to species in so far as they are generated from the prime seminal moisture in which the power of 

the species was, but flesh and bone are said to be according to matter in so far as they are generated from 

the nutritive moisture. This latter comes to the first seminal moisture as a certain matter thereof, in that the 

first moisture is extended through the other members, the second moisture having been mixed with it, in 

order to complete the quantity of the living thing and of all its parts. This was the view of Alexander (as 

Averroes says in his explanation of this passage), and several later followed him.

p 49

But such a view does not agree with the words Aristotle uses here. For he says that "flesh, bone, and every 

such part has a twofold nature as do other things whose form [species] is immersed in matter." Now it is 

plain that not only things that are generated from seed and are nourished, in which the aforesaid meaning 

could be to some extent sustained, but also inanimate things, such as stones, gold and silver, have their 

form immersed in matter. Therefore, Aristotle intends that "species" and "matter" be taken in flesh and 

bone, just as in stone and gold, in which there is no seminal and nutritive moisture. Therefore, it should be 

said that, according to Aristotle's intention, one and the same flesh is stated according to species in so far as 

there is considered in it that which pertains to the species of flesh, and according to matter in so far as we 

consider in it that which is of matter. And the same goes for all other things composed of matter and form.

p 49

106. Then at [†106] he presents the solution:

First, he presents it;

Secondly, he manifests it with an example, at 107;

Thirdly, he concludes by summarizing the solution, at 109.

p 49

He says therefore first [†106] that the statement made above, namely, that each part grows of that which 

grows, and that each thing grows by the advent of something, is true if "part" is considered from the aspect 

of the species. For to each part considered according to species something is added as to something 

permanent. Consequently each part considered under the aspect of species is increased. But an addition is 

not made to each part considered according to matter; nor does each part, considered according to matter, 

grow. For it was said that what grows must remain. But each part considered according to matter does not 

remain, but only as considered according to species.

p 49

107. Then [†107] he manifests the proposed solution by examples.



First, he gives the examples;

Secondly, he shows in which parts the aforesaid solution is more evident, at 108.

p 49

He says therefore first [†107] that what has been said about flesh according to species and according to 

matter should be understood as though someone were to measure water with the same measure, but in such 

a way, however, that the water was always other and other — for example, if from a vessel full of water, 

water were to flow out drop by drop and were to be constantly poured in drop by drop. It will always be 

the same so far as the measure of the water is concerned, but not, however, as to the matter of the water. 

Now species is compared to matter as the measure to what is measured, because the form is the end of 

matter, as is said in Physics II. Therefore, we must understand that the species of flesh remains the same, 

as a certain measure, but the matter in which such a species is received does not remain the same. The case 

of a river is similar — it always remains the same so far as the species of river is concerned, but the 

material water is always other and other. Fire is also similar — whose species and figure always remains 

the same, although the pieces of wood in which the fire burns materially, are consumed and other and other 

pieces are added. The same also appears in the populace of a city which always remains the same as to that 

which is of its species, although, of the men who constitute the populace, some die and others take their 

place. In like manner, that which pertains to the species of flesh always remains, although the matter in 

which that species is based is little by little consumed by the action of heat and other matter newly arrives 

through food.

p 50

Thus, therefore, when a body grows, so indeed does the matter of the flesh, since more is generated by 

food than is lost by the action of heat, and so, as the matter is multiplied, the augmentative power, which 

pertains to the species, proportionally spreads out the whole matter into greater quantity. Yet the matter of 

flesh is not increased in such a way that to each part of the matter something is added — for not every part 

of the matter remains but some falls away, having been consumed by heat, and some comes, having been 

restored by food. Therefore, there is no need for things to be increased by something incorporeal, nor for 

two bodies to be in the same place, nor for the body that grows to be void. For if what is renewed through 

food does not exceed what has been consumed by heat, the natural power, which pertains to the species, 

restores what comes in the place of that which was lost. But if what is generated from the food exceeds, the 

natural power extends it into a larger quantity according to some dimension, and thus it occupies a greater 

place. But because the species remains constant, we must say that something comes proportionally to each 

part of the form or species and that each part is increased proportionally. But it does not follow from this 

that there are two bodies in the same place, because place is not assigned to form or species except by 

reason of the matter in which it is based and which is properly the subject of dimensive quantity.

p 50

But if one should understand by "flesh according to species" that which is generated from the seminal 

moisture, and by "flesh according to matter" that which is generated from the nutritive moisture, as 

Alexander posited, then this statement of Aristotle, namely, that flesh according to matter flows out and 

comes in, but not flesh according to species, appears to be more in the nature of something probable, than 

as having any necessary foundation. For, since it is necessary for both moistures to be combined into one 

mass in order to perfect the quantity of the whole body and all its parts, one cannot prove with necessity 

that heat so consumes the one in such a way as to leave the other always remaining. But it is not easy to 

think that Aristotle in such a matter would state something without a necessary reason, as Averroes says in 

his exposition of this passage.

p 50



p 50

108. Then [†108] he points out the parts in which this solution is more evident. And he says that what has 

been stated is more evident in "anomoeomera," i.e., members that possess unlike parts, such as the hand, 

which we observe to grow proportionally — for the entire hand and each finger and also each joint grow 

proportionally. The reason is that the distinction between species and matter is more plain in these members 

than in flesh and bone and other similar members. For the closer the members are to the whole the more 

fully they receive the perfection of the form which is principally the act of the whole. Consequently, the 

operations of the soul are more evident in members whose parts are unlike than in those that are alike. And 

therefore, although after death (in which the soul is separated from the body) not only does the animal not 

remain but no part of the animal remains, except equivocally, as is said in On the Soul II; yet flesh and 

bone would seem to remain more after death than hand or arm, in which the operations of the soul are more 

evident.

p 50

109. Then [†109] he concludes by giving a summary of the solution, namely, that in a certain sense each 

part of flesh is increased, i.e., if flesh is considered according to species; but in another sense each part is 

not increased, i.e., if flesh is considered according to matter.

Lecture 16 (Aristotle's Text)

321b36-322a3

[110] The whole, however, has become larger. And this increase is due (a) on the one hand to the 

accession of something, which is called 'food' and is said to be 'contrary' to flesh, but (b) on the other hand 

to the transformation of this food into the same form as that of flesh—as if, e.g., 'moist' were to accede to 

'dry' and, having acceded, were to be transformed and to become 'dry'. For in one sense 'Like grows by 

Like', but in another sense 'Unlike grows by Unlike'.

322a4-322a16

[111] One might discuss what must be the character of that 'whereby' a thing grows. Clearly it must be 

potentially that which is growing—potentially flesh, e.g., if it is flesh that is growing. Actually, therefore, it 

must be 'other' than the growing thing. This 'actual other', then, has passed-away and come-to-be flesh. 

[112] But it has not been transformed into flesh alone by itself (for that would have been a coming-to-be, 

not a growth): on the contrary, it is the growing thing which has come-to-be flesh «and grown» †1 by the 

food. In what way, then, has the food been modified by the growing thing? †2 Perhaps we should say that 

it has been 'mixed' with it, as if one were to pour water into wine and the wine were able to convert the new 

ingredient into wine. And as fire lays hold of the inflammable, †3 so the active principle of growth, 

dwelling in the growing thing (i.e. in that which is actually flesh), lays hold of an acceding food which is 

potentially flesh and converts it into actual flesh. The acceding food, therefore, must be together with the 

growing thing: †4 for if it were apart from it, the change would be a coming-to-be. †5 For it is possible to 

produce fire by piling logs on to the already burning fire. That is 'growth'. But when the logs themselves 

are set on fire, that is 'coming-to-be'.



Lecture 16 (Aquinas' Commentary)

p 51

Lecture 16

How growth takes place. Its difference from generation.

p 51

110. Having solved the questions which concerned the nature of growth, the Philosopher here determines 

the manner of growth.

First, he determines how growth takes place;

Secondly, how diminution takes place (end of L. 17).

p 51

About the first he does two things:

First, he shows how that which comes is related to that which is increased by its coming;

Secondly, he compares growth to the other operations of the vegetative soul, at 111.

p 51

He says therefore first [†110] that after settling the question of the parts of that which grows, namely, 

whether each part grows or not, it is now plain that the whole becomes larger as a result of something 

coming to it — for example, food. Now although that which comes is in the beginning contrary to what it 

comes to, yet later it is converted into the same species. For example, if something originally moist comes 

to what is dry, it is changed and made dry. Consequently it is in a sense true to say that like is increased by 

like; but it is also in a sense true to say that something is increased by what is unlike. For that by which 

something is increased is in the beginning unlike but at the end like, as has been said.

p 51

111. Then [†111] he compares growth with the other operations of the soul, whose operations are three, as 

is stated in On the Soul II, namely, generation, nutrition and growth.

p 51

First, therefore, he compares growth to generation; Secondly, to nutrition (L. 17).

p 51

About the first he does two things:

First, he shows how growth and generation are alike;

Secondly, how they differ, at 112.



Secondly, how they differ, at 112.

p 51

Therefore [†111] he asks, concerning the first, "of what sort," i.e., of what form, must that be by which 

something is increased. And he concludes that it is plain from the foregoing that that by which something 

is increased is in potency to what is increased; for example, if flesh is what is increased, that by which it is 

increased must be flesh in potency, because, as was said above, that by which it is increased must be unlike 

in the beginning, but like at the end. And since nothing is in potency to one thing without being something 

else in act, then that by which flesh is increased and which is in potency to flesh, must be in act something 

other than flesh, e.g., bread. But what is something in act does not become something other but by the 

corruption of the former and the generation of the latter. Therefore growth must take place following the 

corruption of that which previously existed in act, e.g., bread, and the generation of that which grows, e.g., 

flesh. Thus it is plain that, in some manner, generation concurs in growth.

p 51

112. Then [†112] he shows how growth and generation differ. And he says that, since growth involves a 

certain generation of flesh, but growth is different from generation, it follows that there is not generation of 

a thing "according to itself," i.e., separately, when something is thus generated (for that would make it 

generation and not growth). Rather flesh must be generated into the flesh which grows. Consequently that 

which becomes flesh in the growing thing, undergoes, in so far, namely, as it is made like that which is 

increased, and by means of this, namely, of what has undergone and been changed, that to which it is 

added, or the whole compound, is increased. A similar situation occurs when water is poured into pre-

existing wine in such a way that the wine, by its power, is able to convert the added water into its own 

nature; in such a case there is said to be an increase of wine, but not generation. But when some liquid is 

converted into wine according to itself, for example, the juice of grapes, there is then generation of wine.

p 52

He gives another example, that of fire which burns combustible material added to it. For that is what 

happens in a growing thing, which is flesh in act, and whose augmentative power makes that which comes, 

and which is flesh in potency, to be flesh in act — in such a way, however, that it is with the pre-existing 

flesh. For if, out of something potentially flesh, flesh were produced separately, there would be generation 

of flesh, not growth. This is what happens when, by the power of the seed, the menstrual blood is changed 

into flesh. This also happens in the case of fire: sometimes pieces of wood are ignited upon being added to 

an already-existing fire — and this is an increase of fire; but sometimes the pieces of wood are ignited 

apart, not added to other burning pieces — then there is generation.



Lecture 17 (Aristotle's Text)

322a17-322a28

[113] 'Quantum-in-general' does not come-to-be any more than 'animal' which is neither man nor any other 

of the specific forms of animal: what 'animal-in-general' is in coming-to-be, that 'quantum-in-general' is in 

growth. But what does come-to-be in growth is flesh or bone—or a hand or arm (i.e. the tissues of these 

organic parts). †6[114] Such things come-to-be, then, by the accession not of quantified-flesh but of a 

quantified-something. [115] In so far as this acceding food is potentially the double result—e.g. is 

potentially so-much-flesh—it produces growth: for it is bound to become actually both so-much and flesh. 

But in so far as it is potentially flesh only, it nourishes: for it is thus that 'nutrition' and 'growth' differ by 

their definition. [116] That is why a body's 'nutrition' continues so long as it is kept alive (even when it is 

diminishing), though not its 'growth'; [117] and why nutrition, though 'the same' as growth, is yet different 

from it in its actual being. For in so far as that which accedes is potentially 'so-much-flesh' it tends to 

increase flesh: whereas, in so far as it is potentially 'flesh' only, it is nourishment.

322a29-322a34

[118] The form of which we have spoken †1 is a kind of power immersed in matter—a duct, as it were. If, 

then, a matter accedes—a matter, which is potentially a duct and also potentially possesses determinate 

quantity—the ducts to which it accedes will become bigger. But if it †2 is no longer able to act—if it has 

been weakened by the continued influx of matter, just as water, continually mixed in greater and greater 

quantity with wine, in the end makes the wine watery and converts it into water—then it will cause a 

diminution of the quantum; †3 though still the form persists. †4

Lecture 17 (Aquinas' Commentary)

p 53

Lecture 17

Comparison of growth to food. How diminution occurs.

p 53

113. After comparing growth with generation, the Philosopher here compares growth with food.

First, he shows how that which grows is related to that which nourishes;

Secondly, how growth is related to nourishment, at 117.

p 53

With regard to the first he does three things:



First he shows what is the nature of that which is increased, namely, that it is something quantified. And he 

says [†113] that there is not generated or produced a universal quantum, any more than a universal animal 

or a universal man or "any of the singulars," i.e., any of the singular species — for example, neither a 

universal lion, nor a universal ox. But just as the universal is generated in these, namely, in some individual 

— for example, when this animal or this man is generated — so too here, i.e., in growth, a quantum is 

generated, not in the universal, but in something determinate, as when there is produced a certain quantity 

of flesh or bone or hand, and similar things.

p 53

114. Secondly, at [†114] he shows what that is which causes increase — for increase comes about by the 

accession of something, as was said above. But if by growth there were produced quantity in a universal 

way, the acceding thing would have had to have been quantified in potency and in no way in act. But 

because there is not generated quantity in a universal way, but this quantified thing — for example, flesh 

— the acceding thing has to be something quantified in act, but not, however, quantified flesh, except 

potentially.

p 53

115. Thirdly [†115], he concludes to the difference between that which increases and that which nourishes. 

First he sets down the difference and says that in so far as the acceding thing is in potency to both — for 

example, to being a "quantity of flesh," so that it is not only capable of receiving the species of flesh, but 

also of being extended to a greater quantity — in this respect it increases. For in order for growth to take 

place, there must be produced both quantity (so as, namely, to produce a greater quantity), and flesh (since 

the acceding thing must become "like" at the end, as was said above.) But in so far as the acceding thing is 

in potency only to become flesh, in this respect it nourishes. Thus do food and growth differ according to 

notion: for food nourishes in so far as it is converted into flesh, but in so far as it takes on a greater 

quantity, i.e., produces it in the thing nourished, it increases.

p 53

116. Secondly [†116] he states a certain corollary flowing from what has been said, namely, that a thing is 

nourished "so long as it is preserved," i.e., so long as it is kept alive. For it is always necessary to restore 

by nourishment that which is continuously lost — that is, that which diminishes has to be nourished. But 

an animal is not always growing, but only so long as the food converted into flesh can be extended into a 

greater quantity.

p 53

117. Then [†117] he shows the difference between growth and nourishment. And he says that 

nourishment is the same thing as growth, but they differ in being — as if to say: they are the same as to 

subject but differ in notion. For in so far as the acceding thing is in potency to both, i.e., to quantity and to 

flesh, in this respect there is growth of flesh; but in so far as it is in potency only to flesh, it is nourishment 

or food, as was explained above.

p 54

118. Then [†118] he shows how diminution occurs. And the better to understand what is said here, we 

should reflect that the power of the species is otherwise in living things which are properly nourished and 

grow, and in things without life which are neither nourished nor grow. For living bodies move themselves 

not only with respect to local motion but also with respect to the motion of alteration, as when an animal is 

naturally healed, and with respect to the motions of growth and generation, especially in the sense in which 

nourishment is a certain generation, as was said above, in so far, namely, as, although flesh is not 

generated in itself, it is generated into the already existing flesh. Now whatever moves itself is, as was 



proved in Physics VIII, divided into two: one of which is the mover, and the other is moved. 

Consequently, it is necessary that in a living thing there be something moved, namely, whatever is 

converted into the nature of the species; and something moving, namely, the power of the species, which 

does the converting. This explains why the virtue of the species in living things does not appropriate to 

itself some certain signate matter, since one part flows out and another arrives, as was said above. Yet the 

virtue of the species cannot be without any matter, but indeterminately in this or that, since, as was proved 

in Metaphysics VII, the virtue of the thing that generates is a form existing in this flesh and in these bones.

p 54

Now, in non-living things no such condition is found except perhaps in so far as there is in them some 

likeness of growth and nourishment, as, for example, in fire and in wine because of the efficacy of their 

active power. Consequently, the virtue of the species in flesh or in anything similar, in so far as it does not 

designate for itself any signate matter, but is now preserved in this, now in that, is as a certain immaterial 

species.

p 54

This, therefore, is what the Philosopher here shows, namely, that "this," i.e., the virtue of the species of 

flesh, is a species without matter, as though it were a certain immaterial potency in the respect that it does 

not determine for itself signate matter. Yet it is always in some matter.

p 54

What has been said applies also to every other organ, such as bone or sinew and anything similar. 

Consequently, if there should accede some matter which is in potency not only to this species which is in a 

sense immaterial, but also to greater quantity, then there will be "greater immaterialities," i.e., the virtues of 

the species that exist in flesh and bone and so on are extended to a greater quantity.

p 54

But this cannot always occur: for the virtue of the species becomes weakened (since it is present in a matter 

subject to contrariety), by continually acting and being acted upon, and by the accession of extraneous 

matter which does not receive the virtue of the species as perfectly as before. Consequently, when the 

virtue of the species cannot do this any longer, i.e., convert, of the food which is in potency, not only not 

as much as is required for the species and a greater quantity, but not even so much as is required for an 

equal quantity, then diminution of quantity occurs, although the virtue of the species is still preserved in the 

smaller quantity. But at last even the species ceases, just as, if more and more water should be mixed with 

wine, it will become watered wine, and then finally the wine will be corrupted, and there will be wholly 

water.

HERE ENDS THE EXPOSITION OF ST. THOMAS.

Endmatter

Footnotes



†1 Cf. fr. 17 (Diels, pp. 320-1).

†1 Aristotle's point (from 314a11 to 314b1) is that Anaxagoras, Empedokles, Leukippos, and Demokritos 

are all pluralists, and therefore logically bound (whatever they may say) to distinguish coming-to-be and 

'alteration'. They are all pluralists, though their theories differ, and though the theory of Anaxagoras is 

actually 'contrary' to that of Empedokles.

†2 i.e. as well as Anaxagoras: cf. above, 314a13-15.

†3 Cf. fr. 8 (Diels, p. 175), and the paraphrase in MXG 975a36-b16.

†1 i.e. as well as ordinary people: cf. b13 ff.

†2 Cf. fr. 21, ll. 3 and 5 (Diels, p. 180).

†3 i.e. according to Empedokles.

†1 i.e. at the period when Empedokles himself appears to recognize that his 'elements' come-to-be.

†2 i.e. the motion of dissociation initiated by Strife.

†1 And in variety of shape also: cf. above, 314a22-3.

†1 i.e. if we still wish to maintain that coming-to-be (though it actually occurs and is distinct from 

'alteration') is not 'association'.

†2 Cf. e.g. de Caelo 299a6-11.

†1 i. e. by progressive bisection ad infinitum.

†1 i.e. 'through and through' division.

†2 i.e. the sum of the now separated parts.

†3 i.e. all the points into which the body has been dissolved by the 'through and through' division.

†4 Cf. above, 316a24-5.

†1 i.e. points-of-division and quality.

†2 Cf. Physics 231a 21 ff.; de Caelo 303a3 ff.; de Lin. Insec. 969b29 ff.

†1 i.e. every perceptible body: cf. above, 316b21.

†1 i.e. all change ' in what is continuous'.

†2 i.e. a 'formal' factor.

†3 Cf. 328a23 ff.

†4 The second main topic of investigation is formulated below, 317b34-5.

†1 Physics {A}. 6-9.



†1 Cf. above, 317b10-11.

†2 'Unqualified coming-to-be' = substantial change.

†3 'Partial' = 'qualified' coming-to-be, i.e. change of quality, quantity, or place.

†1 Physics {Theta} 3 ff., especially 258b 10 ff.

†2 i.e. {prote philosophia} or {theologike}.

†3 Cf. below, II. 10.

†1 i.e. the material cause, in the sense of {prote hyle}: cf. 319a18-22.

†2 'Once more': for it was from this same peculiarity of linguistic usage that Aristotle started (317a32 ff.) to 

establish the being of {haple genesis}.

†3 I have inserted this sentence in view of what follows: cf. 319a3-11.

†4 i.e. not merely 'this is passing-away and that is coming-to-be'.

†5 See note 3.

†6 The theory is put forward by Parmenides (fr. 8, ll. 51 ff.; Diels pp. 121-2) as the prevalent, but 

erroneous, view. See Burnet §§ 90, 91.

†1 sc. as the things into which the unqualified changes take place—as the contrasted 'poles' of unqualified 

{genesis} and {phthora}.

†2 i.e. one will be 'a positive real' and the other 'a negative something'.

†3 sc. between the unqualified and the qualified changes.

†1 'In truth', i.e. according to Aristotle's own view which he has just stated (above, 318b14-18).

†2 sc. without qualification.

†1 i.e. without qualification.

†2 i.e. in the Column containing the positive terms: cf. above, 318b14-18.

†3 Cf. above, 318a13-23.

†4 A 'not-being' in the popular sense of the term, i.e. an 'imperceptible'. The imperceptibility of the material 

is irrelevant to the question of its reality.

†5 'what is not' = what is imperceptible.

†6 The matter of substantial change, according to Aristotle's own theory, is {me on haplos}—i.e. it is not, 

unless you qualify 'is' and say it 'is-potentially'. Cf. above, 317b15-18.

†1 Cf. below, II. 1-3.

†1 Aristotle is not saying that water and air are in fact 'cold', but is only quoting a common view in 

illustration.



illustration.

†2 I follow Philoponos in transposing {nyn} . . . {hypomenontos} (which the manuscripts read after 

{phthora} in l. 30) to l. 28 after {tou de phthora}.

†3 Aristotle's doctrine is: (i) If 'musicalness and umnusicalness' were not a property of man, the change in 

which 'a musical man becomes unmusical' would be a {phthora} of musicalness and a {genesis} of 

unmusicalness. But (ii) since 'musicalness and unmusicalness' are a property of man, the change is in fact 

an 'alteration' of man from a state of musicalness to a state of unmusicalness. At the same time, (iii) the 

change is a {phthora} of musical man and a {genesis} of unmusical man.

†1 Cf. above, 315a26-28.

†1 i.e. the supposed incorporeal and sizeless matter.

†2 It is clear from what follows that the incorporeal and sizeless matter is assumed to be 'separate'—to be 

real independently of body—under both alternatives.

†3 i.e. the supposed incorporeal and sizeless matter.

†4 i.e. either as itself occupying a place, or as contained within a body which itself occupies a place.

†5 The original is obscure owing to its extreme compression: I have expanded it in accordance with 

Zabarella's interpretation.

†1 'inseparable' from the actual body in which it is contained.

†2 Cf. Physics {A}. 7; Metaph. 1032a12 ff.

†3 The efficient cause of the coming-to-be of a hard thing (e.g. of ice or terra-cotta) is something cold or 

hot (a freezing wind or a baking fire); cf. Meteor. 382a22 ff. Such efficient causes are only generically, not 

specifically, identical with their effects. I have transposed the words {skleron gar ouch hypo sklerou 

ginetai} so as to read them as a parenthesis after {homogenous} in 320b 19.

†4 An 'actuality' or 'form': cf. Metaph. 1032a25 ff.

†5 i.e. unless Qualities or Adjectivals are separable from Substances.

†6 Cf. above, 320a27-b12.

†7 Cf. Physics {D}. 6-9.

†1 Cf. above, 320a27-b25.

†1 viz. the third characteristic—that the growing thing 'persists'.

†2 i.e. has 'grown'.

†3 i.e. the substance of the shin.

†1 And therefore it is these which are said to grow or to be 'altered'.

†2 Aristotle may be thinking of the conversion of a flatulent food into wind. But more probably he has in 

mind the maintenance and growth of the {emphyton} (or {symphyton}) {pneuma}: cf. de Spiritu 481a1 ff.



†3 The Greek is {ta anomoiomere}, i.e. those parts (of the living thing) whose texture is not uniform 

throughout.

†4 The Greek is {ta homoiomere}, i.e. those parts whose texture is uniform throughout: cf. above, 

314a19-20. In living things such parts correspond roughly to 'the tissues'.

†5 i.e. every 'homoeomerous' part (or every 'tissue').

†1 I think this clause refers to the matter of the tissue, not to the water. In Aristotle's simile, the 'measure' 

corresponds to the tissue's form, and the 'water' to its matter. The matter is a flux of different particles 

always coming-to-be and passing-away, always 'flowing in and out' of the structural plan which is the 

'form'.

†2 i.e. by an expansion of all parts of the 'form'.

†1 All the manuscripts read {euxethe} after {toutou} in 322a9. We must either delete it, or correct it into 

{euxesen} (cf. Philoponos, ed. Vitelli, p. 117, l. 12), or transpose it so as to read it after {touto} in a8. I 

have adopted the last alternative in my translation.

†2 i.e. 'been modified' so as to be transformed into flesh.

†3 i.e. 'lays hold' of it and converts it into fire.

†4 i.e. 'must be together with' it when this conversion takes place.

†5 i.e. an independent coming-to-be of flesh, not a growth of the already existing tissue.

†6 i.e. what comes-to-be in growth is so-much flesh or bone, or a hand or arm of such and such a size: not 

'quantum-in-general', but a 'quantified-something'.

†1 i e. the form which grows in every part of itself: cf. above, 321b22-34.

†2 i.e. this form or power immersed in matter.

†3 i.e. a diminution of the size of the tissue whose form it is.

†4 For the reading and interpretation of 322a28-33 see my text and commentary.


