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It could well be argued that no one influenced sindped our thinking about dispositions and
causal properties more than Aristotle. What he gvadiout powerdynami3, nature physig
and habit lgexi9 has been read, systematised and criticised agaragain during the history
of philosophy. In what follows | will sketch hisdabghts about dispositions and argue that it
can still be regarded as a good théeory.

1. It's all Greek to me

If asked to give an account of the thoughts of sd&neient thinker about some modern
concept, the first problem is: Which is the wottdalve to browse for in the index? The origin
of the problems connected to contemporary theafedispositions — be it of dispositional
predicates or of dispositional properties — dateklio the heyday of logical empiricism. The
problem of disposition arose from the quest forimiimate bound between experimental
observations and the explanatory theoretical lagpgudhis is very much a project of the
twentieth century and it is thus no trivial mattkat any Ancient thinker had any thoughts

about this at all.

Now it may give us some hope that the word “disppmsi itself has a Latin origin in the
word dispositio that, in turn has a Greek equivalediathesis But taken in this way,
“disposition” means something like “orderly arranggnt”, be it of things, of speeches, or of
soldiers in an attacking army. Aristotle, of coyrsas a theory about the correct arrangements
of the parts of a speech or of a drama, and ferwia have to consult his writings on rhetoric
and poetics. But this is not at all at stake when ave asked for Aristotle’s theory of
dispositions. In this question, “disposition” meaather something like “causal power”. Of
course, there is ample material on causal powtrainvritings of Aristotle, but this material is
connected to words likdynamis(“capacity”), physis(“nature”), orhexis (“habit”). In fact,
much of the theorising about causal powers routes,bone way or other, to Aristotle’s

thoughts aboudynamis physis andhexis In my discussion, | will start with presenting ath

I This article is a précis of my book on Aristotl&'®ory of dispositions (Jansen 2002).



Aristotle says aboudynameisand will later contrast with this his statement®ut physis

andhexis?

2. From Homer to Aristotle

When expounding his theory of causal powers, the werd for Aristotle isdynamis In
Aristotle’s time, this word was in common usage] drcan already be found in Homer. Here

are four quotes featuring this word:

[Odysseus:] but bring ye healing, my friends, fathwyou is thedynamis (OdysseyX
69; tr. Murray)

[Telemachos to Nestor:] O that the gods would @otiee with suckdynamis that |

might take vengeance on the wooers for their guswsin Odysseyll 205 sq.)

[Alexandros to Hector:] we will follow with thee gerly, nor, methinks, shall we be

anywise wanting in valour, so far as we hdyaamis(llias XIII 785 sqq.)

[Achilles to Apollo:] Verily | would avenge me omee, had | but thdynamis.(llias
XXII 20)

In Homer, thedynamisis something with or within a man, that allows Hionfulfil a certain
task or to defeat his enemy, and sometimesdihm@amisis thought to be given by a God.
Later, the word is to acquire a wide field of pbssimeanings. It can even mean the riches of
a wealthy man (cf. Plat®®epublic423a:chrémata te kai dynameisr the army of a kingdom

(cf. Plato, Menexeno240d: hé Person dynamighe army of the Persiangnd even the

2 That Aristotle’s theory oflynamisis a theory of dispositional properties has alsocsben
(among others) by Liske 1996 and Wolf 1979, whoth under the name of “possibility”)

discusses both Aristotle’s theory and modern tlesoof dispositions in her book.

3 There are six more occurrences of the word in Hothas VIII 294, XIll 786 andOdyssey
1 62, XX 237, XXI 202 and XXIll 128. Though the oo is quite rare, there are in all about
140 occurrences of words (including verbs and adges) containing the roatyna- It would

be worth to check our findings against this muabeder basis.



phonetic quality of a letter (cf. PlatGratylus412c:tén tou kappa dynamjiror the meaning
of letters and syllables (cf. Platdippias maior285d)#

From the sixth century BC onwards, we find the wdghamisin philosophical and
medical contexts.For example, Alcmaeon of Croton (ca. 570-500) ukesterm to define
health fiygieig as the balance of powerful thingsaghomia tdrdynameiy which means the
equal presence “of moist and of dry, of cold andhat, of bitter and of sweet” (DK 24 B 4).
Here it is not clear whether Alcmaeon ushsiamisto denote an abstract power or the
powerful thing itself, i.e. whether dryness or tihgy is thedynamis In a quotation from
Democritus (ca. 460-370), it is clear that thymamisto be healthy is not some concrete thing
but some property that resides in the human body B B 234) — which is the reason why
people should rather care for their health by anjgsheir diet than pray that health may be
given to them by the gods. This ambiguity may biéeceed in Anaximenes (ca. 580-520)
remark that neither the hot nor the cold are sulosts, but properties of an underlying matter
(DK 13 B 1 = KRS 143:pathé koina tés hylés epigignomena tais metaboldisr
Anaximenes, powers “interpenetrate the elementsodies” that are their bearers (DK 13 A

10 = KRS 145tas endiékousas tois stoicheiois € tois sOmasirdgiga’

3. Active powers

Thus, when Aristotle started to think about disposs, there was already ample material he
could draw on. There was the usage in languageaat kince Homeric times, and the word

had already entered medical thinking and naturdbgbphy — and there were also some

4 All occurrences oflynamisin Plato (and many in earlier authors) are codlécnd discussed
in Souilhé 1919.

5 For a survey oflynamisin the Hippocratic texts cf. Plambock 1964.

¢ There is also a special usedyinamisanddynatonin geometry, which Aristotle explicitly
mentions as a metaphorical use of the tévlatgphysics/ 12, 1019b 33-34; IX 1 1046a 6-9).
On this cf. Jansen 2002, 58-63 with further refeesn



beginnings of thinking aboutynamis though the first coherent treatise @ynamisthat we

know is the one by Aristotle, i.e. the ninth bodks Metaphysics

Considering the by then quite respectable histdrghe word, it does not come as a
surprise that, in his well-known manner, Aristotkeats dynamisas a word with many
different meanings, as @olachés legomengras something that is spoken of in many ways.
Though there are many meanings of the wiyndamis Aristotle thinks that nearly all of these
different meanings are related to one another, tthet make up a sophistically knit web of
meanings. In the centre of this web there is a megaguite close to the Homeric use of the
term: It isdynamisas an active power. Falynamisused in this way, Aristotle gives the

following definition:

“Dynams means a sourcar€hd of movementKinésig or changerfietabolg, which is

in something else or in itself as something el@détaphysicd/ 12)

The words featuring in this definition are all wiglaised Greek words, but in Aristotle’s
language they function as technical terms thatiramgant of an explanation. Thus | will, in
turn, explain what Aristotle means by the termsrgiple”, “change” and “movement”, and
what he wants to express by the strange phrassofimething else or in itself as something

else”.

To begin with, a principle (aarch® is defined by Aristotle as “a first thing [...Jam
which movement and change take their inceptidméta@physicsd/ 1, 1013al8). In this vein he
calls father and mother the principles of the gHikeicause the coming to be of a child takes its
start with an interaction between father and moth€hange and movementkifesisand
metabol@ are probably mentioned as a pair in the definitroorder to indicate that an active
power can be related to any of the different kinflghanges that Aristotle distinguishes at
other places (notably aategoriesl14, PhysicsV 2 and VII 2). According to Aristotle,

changes pair off in two main kinds. The first idbstantial change, which can be a coming-to-

7 Smeets 1952 carves WetaphysicdX 1-9 in many different passages of different ¢gn

distinguishing bits written by Aristotle at differetimes in his life, his students or even later
Aristotelians. Without doubt the text has its higtand developed over same time. However, |
show in Jansen 2002 that such a dissection ofdkei$ not necessary and that, on the

contrary, the whole text can be read as contrigutima single theory.



be or a passing-away of a substance, which is aty ¢éimat exists on its own, like a man, a
dog or a tree. Thus birth is the beginning of a 'miaxistence and death the end of his
existence; both are substantial changes. The kihéris the change of some accident, which
can be further differentiated according to the gatg the changing accident belongs to.
Aristotle acknowledges that there are three actadlerategories with irreducible changes:

quality, quantity and place. A change in quantéy either be growth or diminution.

4. Where is an active power?

The strange phrase “in something else or in itaslfsomething else” is still in want of
explanation. | will follow Aristotle’s own strateggnd explain its meaning through the
discussion of two examples. The examples | willcdss are, in turn, architecture and

medicine, i.e. the art of building and the art e&ling.

Now, whereis the art of building? It is not in the housebi® built, because this does not
yet exist and non-existing things cannot be beareesy properties. Nor is it in the building
material: logs and stones know no art. It is, afree, in the buildeMetaphysicd/ 12, 1019a
16f): He has the active disposition to bring abauthange “in something else”, i.e. in the
building material, from being mere logs and stoteebeing a new house. Thus the point of
the first part of our strange phrase (“in somethelge”) is that an active power causes

changes in something that is distinct from theghihmat is the bearer of that power.

The other part of Aristotle’s strange phrase caillbminated by the second example, the
art of healing. Where is the art of healing? ItaByiously, in the practitioner, for example in
Hippocrates. But what happens if Hippocrates beesontle himself? In many cases,
Hippocrates will be able to heal himself. It is theme ability that allows healing the flu of
other people and one’s own — there is no neceRsitidippocrates to learn something new.
But when he does indeed heal himself, Hippocrated the same time the bearer of the art of
healing and the object undergoing the change afrbaw healthy. This fact notwithstanding,
Aristotle wants to classify the art of healing asaative power. For it is true that Hippocrates
does not heal someone else, but, or so Aristotleldveay, he heals himself “as another”.
What he means by this becomes clear in Aristo#aglanation of the difference between

accidental and non-accidental happenings:

[...] it may happen that someone becomes his owsecditia) of health, if he is a

healer; but he has the art of healing not insadanais being healed, but it just happens



(symbebékegnthat the same person is a healer and is beiatpdheTherefore, [being a
healer and being healed] are at times separataddexh other. (Physics Il 1, 192b 23-
27)

Hippocrates’ ability to heal is independent frors being able to become healthy: His ability
to heal is due to his study of medicine, his apild become healthy is due to his being a
human with a certain bodily constitution. Therexgsintimate connection between these two
properties of Hippocrates — he can have the ongowitthe other. Thus it is only by accident
that Hippocrates can heal himself, and this istAtie’s rationale for saying that a practitioner
may be able to heal himself, but if he does soh&als himselfas anotheri.e. not as a
practitioner, but as a human being with a certadilg constitution. Thus even in this case
the art of healing is within the healed, but nohaaled {etaphysics/ 12, 1019a 18).

5. Extending the conceptual network

According to Aristotle, the wordynamishas many meanings. Most of them, or so Aristotle
says, are systematically connected with one ano#ret active powers are the core of this
conceptual network. Intimately connected with thame passive dispositions. To have a
passive disposition allows the bearer of this dimn to undergo a change. Thus, a passive
disposition is a principle of a change in the beark the disposition itself, caused by

something else or by itself as something else. dwary active power to be realised there

needs to be a matching passive disposition.

Next come qualified dispositions, which are prihegpto do something well or after a
decision to do so, as opposed to do something smmeh by accident. Aristotle illustrates
this by contrasting a drunkard’s ability to walktlwithe ability to walk of a sober person. It
should be clear that both can walk somehow, whilly the sober person can walk well, i.e.

without staggering and without pausing.

Moreover, Aristotle mentions resistance disposgjowhich allow their bearers to resist
changes and stay unchanged. If, e.g., a rod igofext can resist breaking when being bent.

Thus, a resistance disposition is a principle farbreing changed by something else.

All of these differentdlynameisare ultimately related to an active power: Havingaasive
disposition means to have the disposition to bexgbd by something with a matching active
power, having a resistance disposition means te llae disposition not to be changed by

something with a matching active power, and hadngualified disposition means to have



any disposition in a qualified way, where this disiion is itself an active power or, again,
related to an active power. This is why Aristotéysthat active power is the core concept of
dynamis its kyrios horog(Metaphysics/ 12, 1020a4).

So far, the different varieties diynamisare tied together by a so callpbs henrelation:
they all share an (implicit) reference to one amel $ame core concept of active power. In
extending the conceptual network ebfnamis Aristotle does not rest with this, but uses his
second tool to extend conceptual networks: analBgyhis, he introduces a second family of
dynameisor dispositions, which no longer are dispositiéois change, but dispositions for

being something:

Our meaning [...] is as that which is buildingasthat which is capable of building, and
the waking to the sleeping, and that which is spémnthat which has its eyes shut but
has sight, and that which has been shaped oueoh#iter to the matter, and that which
has been wrought up to the un-wrought. [...] somketlhese] are as movement to
dynamis and the others as substance to some sort of rméiletaphysicsiX 6,
1048a35-b9; tr. R0oSS)

This second family is introduced by a set of exaspand the reader is invited to recognise
the similarity between these examples by considetaigether analogous caséd &nalogon
synhoran 1048a 37). Those cases that are “as substancesn® sort of matter” are said to
stand in an analogy to those cases that are “asmmawvt todynamis: Aristotle’s claim is
that, in a way, a substance relates to its makiera change relates to the respectlyramis
Here we see that Aristotle’s theory of dispositithesomes relevant for the very heart of his

ontology, the hylomorphic composition out of substs from form and matter.

6. The syntactical structure of adynamis ascription

It is revealing to have a closer look at the Grgdkases that Aristotle uses to ascribe
dispositions ordynameis$ He can, of course, simple say that something hdgnamisfor
something ¢chei tén dynamin tou.), but he can also use the velynasthaiand use either a

finite form of this verb likedynatai or the participledynameon.Or he can thus use the

8 For textual references cf. Jansen 2002, 20-26.



adjective dynaton of which Aristotle explicitly says that something dynatonto do
something, if it has thdynamisto do this MetaphysicdX 1, 1046a20-21). To express that
someone has the disposition to wadlldizeir), we can thus use either of the following Greek
phrases:echei tén dynamin tou badizein — dynatai badizeidyprameos badizein estin —
dynaton esti badizeirin the context of Aristotle’s metaphysics, thex@nother phrase that is
important heredynamei badizontos estifhis phrase uses the dative cdgeameito express

a certain respect (i.e. in its function dativus respectys saying that with respect to his

dynamis someone is a walker, traditionally translatetsasneone is a potential walker”.

The adjectivadynatoncan, however, also mean as much as “possible’handedynaton
estinas much as “It is possible that” — and thus gdmetimes used synonymously used with
endechestaivhich means “It may happen that”. Aristotle himsicusses this use dynaton
and he explicitly says that this usedynatonis ou kata dynamir{1019b 34), that it is not
based on dispositions. It belongs to the talk abpossibility, not to the talk about
dispositions. To be sure, there are intimate connections betwdisposition talk and
possibility talk. But there are important differeiscbetween them and thus they have to be
kept apart’ There is, first, an intriguing syntactical diffae that, or so | will argue, reveals

the crucial ontological difference.

Syntactically, “It is possible that ...” is a semte operator: It combines with a sentence and
forms a sentence again. The phrases that are osestiibe dispositions, on the other hand,
are predicate modifier$,both in ancient Greek and in modern languagesadeirlike “... has
the disposition to ...” or “... is able to ...” cbme with predicates and form new predicates.

They combine with, say, actualisation predicatesrder to yield disposition predicates.

9 Cf. Jansen 2002, 21-24 on the usayhatonin the context of modal logic and van Rijen

1989 on Aristotle’s overall theory of possibility.

10 ] argued for this in Jansen 2000. Buchheim/Kneerphsrenz 2000 is a collection of essays
that discuss the contrast between dispositionaatkpossibility talk from Aristotle through to
Heidegger. Cf. also Jacobi 1997.

11 Cf. Clark 1970. For more references cf. Janser2 208-34.
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7. The ontological structure of having adynamis

I do now claim that this syntactical difference mrs a crucial ontological difference. This
will be obvious if we have a look at the usual ploissworlds semantics for modal operators

like “It is possible that ...2 According to this approach, a sentence of the fdiris possible
that p! is true in the actual world if and only if there aspossible worldv such thatw is

accessible from the actual world and the sentgnte true in this possible world. The
truthmaker of such a sentence is thus not anytiirige actual world, but something in some

possible world.

A dynamis on the other hand, i.e. an ability or dispositi® something that is to be
encountered in the actual world. It is me in theualcworld that has or has not the ability to
speak Chinese. Such an ability is a quality tokiewlach | am the bearer. Thus a disposition

ascription of the formx has the disposition to do (or to B€) is true if and only if there is a

quality tokend such that (1xis the bearer af and (2)d allowsx to do (or to beJ.

An Aristoteliandynamisis thus something in the actual world, atyshamisascriptions are
about the actual world. They ascribe actual progeto actual things. By no means do they
constitute a “ghost world” of merpossibilia We can sum up Aristotle’s stand in this
question by formulating two principles, the BeaRemciple and the Principle of Actuality.
The Bearer Principle says that, like all propertigispositions always have a bearer. There
cannot be a disposition without a bearer, and podison exists, if and only if there is a
bearer having that disposition. The Principle ofuadity says that nothing has only potential

properties or dispositions.Xfhas at the disposition to be or to dg then there is at least one

12 Cf. Weidemann 1984, Hughes/Cresswell 1996.
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G, such thak is att actually realisindgs.!> The Principle of Actuality has a somewhat trivial
instantiation, because for Aristotle the dichotolmgtween actuality and potentiality (or
between categorical and dispositional propertiegsdnot make up distinct classes of things
but is meant to clear up ambiguities in languagee @nd the same property like mathematical
knowledge is both a disposition and a realisatibis the disposition to solve mathematical
problems, but at the same time it is the realisatod the disposition to learn about
mathematics (cfDe animall 5, 417a 22-b 2 withPhysicsVIIl 4, 255a 33-b 5). Thus a
disposition is itself the realisation of anothespisition, and a potentiality something that is
actual. Thus we get a trivial instantiation for tRanciple of Actuality, if we choose “the

disposition to be or to d&” as an instantiation fo®.

8. Hartmann and Hintikka: Two influential interpretati ons

We are now prepared to review two recent interfimeta of Aristotle’s teachings about
dynamis which were probably the most influential in theentieth century: those by Nicolai

Hartmann and Jaakko Hintikka.

In his ontology of modality, Hartmann distinguishegween two kinds of possibility: total
possibility and mere partial possibilityln Hartmann’s eyes, it is total possibility thatthe

only serious candidate for a rigorous treatmeranrontology of modality: A state of affaiss

consequence of Hartmann's own determinism that rteeessary conditions are jointly

sufficient. For this reason, in Hartmann'’s thedrgre is a collapse of modaliti€Sontrary to

13 Cf. Kosman 1969, 43: “[...] for anything which pstentially A, there is some B which at
the same time that thing is actually.” Menn 1994, rteglects the principle of actuality,
although he seems to be conscious about it (ch.22) and thus ascribes Aristotle a theory
of possibilig i.e. a theory about non-being but possible thif@fs also Stallmach 1959, 79,
argueing against Hartmann 1938: “Auch bei Ariseetekommt keine Moglichkeit vor ohne
eine Wirklichkeit, die sie tragt, nur ist diese htic- wie die Megariker wollen — schon die

Wirklichkeit dessen, dessen Mdglichkeit sie erst is

14 Cf. Hartmann 1938. On Hartmann’s modal ontology ldfintelmann 2000, on his
interpretation of Aristotle cf. Seel 1982 and Ligk¥95.
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intuition, there no longer is an extensional défere between the possibility and necessity:
All and only totally possible states of affairs amecessary. Hartmann accepts this
consequence, while it is a very much unwanted re@suhy eyes. But more important for his
interpretation of Aristotle is Hartmann’s conceptpartial possibility: A state of affairs is
partially possible if and only if at least one nesagy condition fos is given. Hartmann now
accuses Aristotle that he has only dealt with tiferior concept of partial possibility and
rejected the Megarian concept dfnamis (to be discussed in the next section), which
Hartmann sees as a precursor of his own viéBsit of course there are many different kinds
of necessary conditions fey even if we take only those necessary conditints account for
which it is a contingent matter whether they obtimot!¢ Thus it is clear that Hartmann’s
interpretation is far too unspecific as an intetqien ofdynamis -while having adynamis
for F certainly is a necessary condition tolowe do not do justice to Aristotle’s account of

dynamisif we treat it on a par with the obtaining of jasty necessary condition.

While Hartmann interprets Aristotle in terms of leisncept of partial possibility, Jaakko
Hintikka’s interpretation draws on the so callethpiple of plenitude. In Hintikka’s wording,
the principle of plenitude says that “[n]Jo unqualif possibility remains unrealised through an
infinity of time”.1” The principle of plenitude is closely related ttemporal interpretation of
the alethic modalities, i.e. of possibility and essity. According to such a temporal
interpretation, a propositiopis necessary, if and only if it is always the ctsdp, and it is
possible, if and only if it is at least at one tithe case thgi. Now it is normally not disputed

that it is always the case thatf p is necessary and that whatever is the case at goimiin

15 Cf. Hartmann 1937. Hartmann’s interpretation oisfatle is influenced by the — different —

position of Zeller 1882.

16 As any necessary proposition is implied by antest&nt, a necessary statement like “1 + 1
= 2" may be seen as expressing a condition thatégssary for any other statement. If seen
thus, there are no states of affairs that are adiglly possible, even impossible states of
affairs are partially possible when we take “neagssondition” in the logical sense and

allow necessary propositions to be included withmset of conditions.

17 Hintikka 1973, 96.



13

time must be possiblé.lt is, however, not that clear that all possitebtwill or even could

be realised at some point of time. It is both dassihat | sit at noon and that | stand at that
time, but of course | can realise only one of thesssibilities at noon. Even if we skip the
reference to a certain time, there remain problémspossible that, in the future, my son will
marry and found a family, but it is as well possitthat he remains a bachelor for all his life.
But, of course, not both possibilities can be sesmli To discard such obvious counter-
examples to the principle of plenitude, Hintikkdk$aabout “unqualified possibilities”
Unqualified possibilities are such possibilitieattisan, in principle, be realised at any point of
a maybe eternal history, like the possibility teaimething red is round or the possibility that

there exists an animal that is able to fly.

It has been a matter of debate whether Aristotlesdwr does not accept the principle of
plenitude. While Lovejoy, in his great study on grenciple of plenitude; claimed that Plato
accepted the principle but Aristotle did not, Hikia takes the opposite stand and attributes
the principle to Aristotle, but not to Plato. | Wwilot argue for any of these alternatives here,

but rather draw attention to two important obseoret

(a) If Aristotle subscribed to the principle, it svaothing he took for granted. For in bie
Caelol 12 he presents a rather lengthy (and maybe fallag proof of this principle for the
very special case of eternal entities. The clainardgees for irDe Caelais: If it is possible for
something to exist eternally, it will exist eterdgalvhich in turn implies that all eternal beings
are necessary beings. If the principle of plenitwdeld be some tacit background assumption
of the semantics oflynaton or dynamis he would not have needed such an elaborated
argument for this claim. Thus, for Aristotle, thangiple of plenitude cannot be a trivial

element of the semantics @ynaton

18 Of course, these two observations corresponddattes of medieval logic that (a) it is
valid to conclude actuality from necessigb(necesse ad esse valet consequgeatid (b) to
conclude possibility from actualityap esse ad posse valet consequégntiais, however,
disputable, what is the range of the rules fornadan the main text. For there are necessary
propositions like “1 + 1 = 2” or “At twelve o’clock is twelve o’clock” which may be said to

be true at no point of time but rather in some késg manner.

19 Lovejoy 1936.
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(b) Even if it were such an element, the “unquedifipossibilities” that feature in the
principle of plenitude are not the topic MetaphysicdX, but rather the dispositions of finite
things and people. IMetaphysicdX, Aristotle talks about architects and peopleotifer arts
and sciences, about blind and seeing animals, abibiihg and standing men, about
fluitplayers, sperms and wooden boxes. These afeni things having finite dispositions,
i.e. dispositions that do not have all of etermityheir disposal for realising themselves. Thus
a principle about “unqualified possibilities” woulte of no help at all in explaining the
teaching ofMetaphysicdX. Therefore, the principle of plenitude is ne&itha plausible nor a

helpful starting point when we are to make sensiristotle’s theory odynamis

As different as Hartmann’s and Hintikka’s interateins are, they do have something in
common. Both Hartmann and Hintikka analyse Arisfotlynatonsolely in terms of modal
operators, i.e. as being the Greek equivalent ofesloing like “It is possible that ...” or, in
logical notation, Op”. As | have argued in the last two sections, sadnanslation is both
syntactically and ontologically misleading, if ware about thelynatonthat is related to a
disposition. Who, like me in this paper, cares abnistotle’s theory of dispositions, has to
analysedynaton as a predicate modifier, which is both truer t@ Greek syntactical
constructions that Aristotle uses to ascribe digjoos and more appropriate for representing

the ontological structure underlying these as@iHi

9. The Megarian challenge

Aristotle himself has to defend his theory of disiions against an alternative position put
forward by a group of philosophers called “Megasiathat has some similarities with

Hartmann’s account of total possibilRyAristotle describes this position as follows:

There are some who say, as the Megarians do, thaigacan act only when it is acting,
and when it is not acting it cannot act, e.g. ti@tvho is not building cannot build, but
only he who is building, when he is building [.(JWetaphysic$X 3, 1046a 29-32)

The Megarians, that is, regard the realisationoofiething both necessary and sufficient for

having the disposition for doing thisthas a disposition to do or to Beatt if and only ifx is

20 On the attempts to identify these philosopherdamisen 2002, 139-143.



15

actually F at t. Aristotle formulates no less than four argumeagsinst this position,

showing which strange conclusiorsdpa 1046a 33) such a position would entalil:

(1) Learning a craft is different from (and mordfidult than) merely switching from non-
employing to employing a craft. If the builder wdulot have any building disposition when
not building, there would be no difference betwaemon-building builder and someone who

is not a builder at all.

(2) Also, there would be no difference betweeniaghbeing perceivable and that thing being
perceived (and Protagoras would be right). For théiming would be perceivable if and only

if it would actually be perceived.

(3) Also, people would many times become blind dedf when closing their eyes or entering

a silent room.

(4) Finally, Megarians do away with change and b@ng (and Parmenides rejoices), because
if there is no principle of change to become somegthot yet existing, nothing can ever come

into existence that is not yet presént.

To be sure, none of the strange consequences nilaketessary for the Megarians to
withdraw their claim. They could as well (and maybey did) embrace the Parmenidean and
Protagorean implications. However, any philosopliko, like Aristotle, sees some value in
common-sense opinions and rejects positions theatare revisionary than necessary has
plenty of reasons to reject the Megarian claim.sTikithe lesson Aristotle learns from the
discussion of the Megarian position. Contrary ® hegarian claim, terms for the possession
of a disposition and terms for their respectivdisation usually have different extensions.
This is possible, because, as a rule, dispositayes“two-sided”: It is possible to have a

disposition and not to realise it at the same time.

Therefore it is necessary to distinguish betwees time at which something has a
disposition and the timir whichthis disposition allows a realisation. An owl d@d®ady at
daytime possess the disposition to realise an esusmisual perception when it is dark at
night. Here, daytime is the at-time, i.e. the tiabevhich the owl has that disposition, whereas

the night is the for-time, i.e. the time for whitttat disposition allows a realisation.

21 For a formal account of this last argument cfs@an2002, 146-149.
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Disposition ascriptions in natural language corgexdrmally do not contain any reference
to a for-time. Thus it should come as a surprisé $bme criticise such an analysis because “it
does not make sense to speak of a capacity fodiatgat-t, but only for standing? But
there is help on the way: We can get rid of thetifoe without falling back in the Megarian
mess. The syntactical trick that | will employ esttirn the free variable that the reference to
the for-time has been in our previous formulatiorie a bound variable. The ontological idea
behind this is that as a relevant causal factorit®orealisation, a disposition precedes its
effect. Thus, the realisation of a hitherto uniseadi disposition could happen at some time in
the future, given that the disposition does notlgetin between. Hence if something has at
a disposition to do or to bE, this disposition at least allows its bearer teptiy the
realisation ofF at some t* immediately after This means that we interpretdgnamisas a
causal factor that precedes its effect and that (bay need not) be co-present with its

realisation.

10. Dispositions, realisations, and their conditions

In the Megarian picture, their was a intimate iotégmection between having a disposition or
dynamisand realising it: According to the Megarians, stmmg has adynamiswhen and
only when realising it. In this picture, displayirge realisation is both necessary and
sufficient for having the respectivdynamis Now Aristotle had struggled hard to argue
against the Megarian position, and to establishptissibility of unrealised dispositions. This
means that the display of the realisation can mmdo be regarded as being a necessary
condition for having a disposition. Nor can it begarded to be a sufficient condition for
having a disposition, if co-presence with its reatiion is only a contingent and not a

necessary feature ofdgnamis

As he disposed of with the Megarian position, Arilet presents a new necessary condition
for having a disposition: Fax to have a disposition to do or to Be it must be logically

consistent to assume thatactually does or i.2> Such an assumption will lead to

22 Waterlow 1982, 40.

23 On this principle cf. Weidemann 1999.
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contradictions if we, e.g., assume that the diagohthe square has the disposition to be

measured with the same unit as the length of ae@si

Now, when does a disposition become realised? fhbestion does not arise in the
Megarian picture, because thereymamisdoes not exist at all before it is realise®ut as
Aristotle allows for unrealised disposition, thésea real question for him. He answers it by

referring to the conditions that have to be mairuher for a disposition to be realised:

[...] as regardsddynameisof the latter kind [of the non-rationalynamei§ when the
agent and the patient meet in the way appropriathe disposition in question, the one
must act and the other be acted on [..NlefaphysicdX 5, 1048a 5-7)

In this passage, Aristotle draws on the contrastdsen rational and non-rational dispositions.
This distinction and its relevance for this passagké be discussed in the next section.
Meanwhile it suffices to say that Aristotle heréksaabout non-rational dispositions only, i.e.
such dispositions that can also be had by nongitlings, plants or beasts. Such dispositions,
or so Aristotle says in this passage, are realigdan the bearer of the active power (the
“agent”) and the bearer of the complementary pasdigposition (the “patient”) meet in an
“appropriate way”, which normally includes a sphtiginity of the bearers of complementary
active and passive dispositions, but may also declurther appropriate marginal conditions.
Note that these conditions are conditions for gaisation of a disposition, not for having the
disposition. Otherwise Aristotle would not have raged to evade the Megarian problems.
Moreover, the realisation conditions ofignamisbelong to the definition of théynamisin
question: If we talk aboudynameiswith different realisation conditions, we talk albou
different kinds ofdynameis For this reason Aristotle does not need to irelad'if nothing
external interferes” phrase into his account whetymamisgets realised Two standard

realisation conditions are that tHgnamisdoes not cease to exist and that no hindrances lik

24 The proof is to be found in EuclielementsX 117; it is alluded to iAnalytica Prioral 23,
41a 26-7 and | 44, 50a 35-38). For the detailhefargument cf. e.g. Jansen 2002, 159-162.

25 Within the Megarian picture it may, however, b&ets how and when dynamisor its
realisation can come into existence at all. We kiwdwo answer from the Megarian side on

these questions, nor do we know whether the Megmbathered about these questions at alll.

26 On this cf. Moline 1975.
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antidotes are present (and thus Aristotle has awemto some problems of the theory of

dispositionsy’

Finally, we may wonder whether the non-realisatsonecessary for having a disposition or
not. l.e., are ,being F according to the dispositiand ,being F according to the realisation”
compatible or incompatible predicates? There ar@iody incompatible cases, like having a
disposition for automatic self-destruction: Havsugch a disposition surely is not compatible
with its realisation, for if it is realised, then® longer is a bearer that could be the bearer of
this disposition. On the other hand, there are c<agigere having a disposition clearly is
compatible with realising it. A medical practitionéor example, does not loose his power to
heal his patients when he actually does so. Otkerive would be constantly loosing and re-

gaining his power when beginning or ending thetineat of his patients.

11.Rational dispositions

A very special variety of dispositions are the asfled rational dispositiongdynameis meta
logoy, cf. MetaphysicsIX 2, 1046b 2). There are several reasons foingalihem rational
dispositions. First, Aristotle describes these asjions by saying that they are present in the
rational part of the soul. This means that theynoare had by non-living things, plants or
mere beasts. Second, these dispositions are acon@dday alogos a rational formula like a
definition of the realisation. Third, the acts tleat realisation of these dispositions come
about by means of ratiocination, i.e. by meansratfical syllogisms. What this means can be
illustrated with the help of the art of medicindjieh is Aristotle’s stock example for this kind
of dispositions. The “rational formula” that accoampes the art of medicine is thmgos or
definition of health. Starting from such a defiartiof the form “Health is XYZ” the medical

practitioner can deliberate which means he hab®osge to heal his patients:

Health is XYZ.

XYZ will come about if | doF.
| can doF.

Thus | will doF.

27.0n “finkish” (i.e. disappearing) dispositions dartin 1994; on antidotes cf. Bird 1998.
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A special feature of rational dispositions is ttiey can have contrary realisations. Medical
knowledge is normally used to heal patients, butesih doctor can use the very same
knowledge to kill people. Thus the art of medicoan have effects as distinct as health and
death. Therefore, the realisation of rational désfpans cannot be triggered as simply as the
non-rational dispositions discussed in the pregediection. It is clear that spatial vicinity
between a medical practitioner and an ill patiemgsdnot automatically lead to a realisation of
the practitioner’s healing disposition. First theagditioner has to decide to activate his
medical knowledge. But this is not enough: The {itianer has also to decide on his goal:
Does he want his patient healthy or dead? Only ikeme able to ratiocinate on possible
means to the end chosen by him, which will evehtdahd to appropriate actions that may

bring about the patient’s health or the patiengattiz

12.Natures and habits

The different kinds oflynameighat | discussed up to now are not the only capisglerties
that Aristotle knows of. Other causal properties @atures and habitshyseisandhexeis But
what are natures for Aristotle? Aristotle often eeks that a nature,@hysis is a principle of
movemen®’ Physisthus has the same genusdgsamis But what is its specific difference?

Aristotle spells this out in the following passage:

And | mean bydynamisnot only that definite kind which is said to beg@anciple of
change in another thing or in the thing itself relgal as other, but in general every
principle of movement or of rest. For natugghysig also is in the same genus as
dynamis for it is a principle of movement — not, howevier something else bun the
thing itself qua itself (MetaphysicsIX 8, 1049b 5-10, tr. Ross, italics mine; e
Caelolll 2, 301b 17-19)

Thus whereas an active power is a principle of gedim another or as another’playsisis a

principle of change in a thing “in itself qua it8elAnd whereas an active power needs a

28 For a more detailed account cf. Jansen 2002, 78-92

29 Cf. Physicsll 1, 193a 28ff; Ill 1, 200b 12De Animall 1, 412b 17Metaphysics/ 4, 1015a
15-19; X1 1, 1059b 17f.
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complementary passive disposition in order to ladiged, there is no such need fgolgysis.
If something has physisto do or to bd-, the realisation is only dependent on the appabgri

marginal conditions, but not on the spatial vigiraf the bearers of other causal properties.

Another kind of causal properties goes under thmenaf hexis Like dynamis hexisis a
word with many different meanings, to which Aristotledicates a chapter in his dictionary of
ambiguous philosophical termdétaphysicsv 20). The nourhexisderives from the verb
echein “to have”. As this etymology indicates, hexisis in general either the having of
something or that what is had by something. Asréhén possible meaning, Aristotle proposes

the following definition:

Hexismeans a dispositiomli@thesig according to which that which is disposed iseith
well or ill disposed, and this either in itseldath’hautg or with reference to something
else pros allg). (Metaphysics/ 20, 1022b 10-12)

What is of particular interest for us, are tmexeisof the non-rational faculties of the soul,
which determine both our emotional reactions andyr@ our actions. Traditionally, these
hexeisare called virtues and vices: Virtues, if theypdise for good acting, vices, if they

dispose for bad acting.

On first sight, a virtue like justice has a struetgimilar to adynamis At a given time,
someone can have the virtue without acting juslg,, when sleeping. And when the just
person is acting justly, the virtue of justice heught to have a causal influence. Thus virtues
(and vices) are also realisable and causal preserthut Aristotle take great pain in
distinguishing non-rational virtues from ratiorthinameisFor we have seen that in the case
of a rationaldynamis like the art of medicine, one and the sadgeamiscan be the cause of
contrary realisations, i.e. of health and deathe &t of calculating just prices is such a
rational dynamis— but like medicine, this art can be used to dateuand to charge just as
well as unjust prices (cNicomachean Ethic¥ 1; Plato,Hippias minoj. He who has the
virtue of justice does not only know what is jusg is also inclined to do so. Thus while a
rational dynamisallows for contrary realisations, a virtue is diexl to one realisation only.
And while a rationaldynamisneeds an appropriate will and goal in order to dsdised, a
virtue informs the will by itself and does not neth@ addition of a goal of action from the

outside.
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13.Does the unmoved mover possess dispositions?

Finally, | want to turn to one of the most promihefements of Aristotle’s metaphysics, the
godly unmoved mover, who keeps the heavens inlation. Now we may ask whether the
unmoved mover possesses any dispositions, dymameis In MetaphysicsiX 8, where

Aristotle argues for the priority of realisationyeo dispositions, we find contradictory

evidence on this matter. There (in 1050b 8-11)statle says the following:

(Z1) “Everydynamisis at the same time fynami$ for the opposite.”

(Z2) “For, while that which is not capabldyfator) of being present in a subject

cannot be present,”

(Z3) “everything that is capabldynator) of being may possiblyefidechetginot be

actual.”

Taken together, (Z1) and (Z3) suggest that whatesnal has nadynamis because for him
everything that is eternal is necessary and camotdbe De Caelol 12). But if we accept this,
then we are forced to say that whatever eternagghdo is not based ordgnamisto do this.

But in between of (Z1) and (Z3), we find evidencetlhe contradictory claim. For (Z2)

formulates the following principle of enabling:

Everything that happens happens because therelemradlynameisthat enabled this

happening. Otherwise it would not have happened.

If this is universally valid, all things eternaltéies are or do are based dynameistoo. We

are obviously faced with a trilemma:

(Al) What is eternally, is necessarili.
(A2)  What is eternally, has thelynamisto beF.

(A3)  All dynameisare two-sided.

These three propositions are jointly incompatiNew (Al) is no topic inMetaphysicdX,

but is being argued for iDe Caelol 12 and Aristotle nowhere presents any doubts.nvig
thus reject (A2) or (A3). To reject (A2) is to refehe principle of enabling, to reject (A3) is
to admit “one-sided” dispositions, i.e. disposiBoinat are necessarily realised. That we do

indeed have these options is confirmed throughsaguge irDe Interpretationel3:
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For the terndynatonis not said with one meaning onlyuk hapl6$ but at one time it
is true that it is realised, as when someone [ $a be able dynator) to walk because
he walks, and generally when something is abléftcomething] because that which it
is said to be able of is already realised; but sones because something may be
realised, as when a man [is said] to be able td&k Wwatause he may walk. The latter
belongs only to that which is changeable; the fornsan also belong to the
unchangeable things. [...]. Now, while the one wapedynatoncannot truly be said of
things being necessary in the unqualified senseother [way to be&lynatoncan be

predicated] truly.De Interpretationel3, 23a7-16; my translation)

The author here clearly distinguishes between alusive an exclusive predication of being
dynatonto do or to be something. In an inclusive manids said, even unchangeable and
necessary things (like the unmoved mover) can ioetededynatonto do or to be something.
Thus whoever wants to ascrildynameisto the unmoved mover has to accept that these
dynameis are never unrealised. Otherwise we shefildin from ascribinglynameigo the
unmoved mover. This would still not imply that wh#dte unmoved mover does is
inexplicable, for, as we have seen, Aristotle kngwisciples of change and being like natures

that go beyond the spheredyihamis

14.1s it a good theory?

Aristotle’s philosophy has often been criticisedotdbly Hobbes dismissed Aristotelian
thinking as “vain philosophy” and claimed “that smaany thing can be more absurdly said in
naturall philosophy than that which is called Asit#’s Metaphysics?? In particular,
Aristotle’s theory ofdynamishas been the object of many disputes. There age #tandard
objections against it: (1) Aristotle’s powers, disiions and potentialities create a ghostly
world of possiblilia, (2) they are explanatory idle (thigtus dormitivaobjection), and (3) they

are empirically inaccessible. | will discuss angceeach of these objections in tdrn.

30 Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. Tuck, 461.
31 Cf. also Jansen 2001, 276-278 and Jansen 2004.
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The first objection attacks the purportedly dubionsological status alynameis They
are said to form a “ghost world” in between beimgl anot-beinét or to be a kind of “half-
being3. In fact, | have already answered this objectidremexplaining the Bearer Principle
and the Principle of Actuality. A power or dispait is nothing ghostly nor something that
has only half-being: It is a full-fledged propedya full-fledged thing. It is, however, a full-
fledged property with a certain peculiarity: Itrslated to some action, passion or another
property, which it enables or causes, and whick thalled the realisation of the disposition.
Now it is possible, that a disposition occurs withbeing realised, but this does not diminish
the ontological status of the disposition itselut(brelates only to non-occurring of the

realisation at this time).

The second objection says that referring to digjprs does not explain anything, but
rephrases in new words the problem in questioriedus it is claimed, science has rather to
explain phenomena by describing the world’s midmucture. This objection is often put
forward in connection with Moliere’s joke at thepexse of the medical profession in bes
Malade Imaginaire There a to-be doctor of medicine answers durisgdbctoralviva voce

examinatiors+

| have been asked by the learned Doctor to namgecand reason why opium makes
sleepy. To this | answer: Because there is a slespiing disposition (avirtus

dormitiva), whose Nature is to lull to sleep.

Though in the play the examination board is fulpadise for this answer, it is not apt to raise
admiration for the medical profession on behalthaf spectator. Obviously, this answer does
indeed only rephrase the problem. It is not infdiv@aat all. But this does not imply that
science can do without dispositions. First, thengmds not informative because the question
already presupposes that it is the opium whicthés relevant causal factor. If asked, why
someone fell asleep after a dose of opium, it wadlially be informative to point out that

the job had been done by the opium and not by satfmer thing around in this situation.

32 Hartmann 1938, 5 (“Gespensterdasein”).
3 Tegtmeier 1997, 36-40 (“Halbexistenz”).

3 On this scene and its background in the philossphaind theological discussions of

Moliere’s time cf. Hutchinson 1991.
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Second, how could an informative answer to theimaigquestion look like? We could point
out that opium consists out of 37 alkaloids, amahgch is morphine. But this would only be
a satisfyable explanation if we know that morphmas avirtus dormitiva Of course, we can
also ask why morphine has such a dormitive virAred we could refer to some molecular
structures in our nervous system and to the maeaitucture of the morphine. Again, this
answer can only be satisfyable, if we know sometlbout the dispositions of the molecular
structures in question, e.g., that the morphineemdés have the disposition to bind to and
thus to activate certain receptors in our nervossem, and that the respective parts of our
nervous system have the matching passive disposi#@ain, we do not have totally
eliminated the talk about dispositions, but onlylaeed the talk about one disposition through
the talk about another disposition. This shows Weicannot explain anything by referring to
properties of microstructures by using categorigadperty terms only. We always need

dispositional property terms, too.

The third objection claims that dispositions arepgioally inaccessible, because we
perceive realisations only. Therefore, ttaeg a monster of bad metaphysics. Obviously, we
should be careful with this kind of argument, for & similar token of argument the whole
‘external world’ would be empirically inaccessitdé@d thus a monster of bad metaphysics,
because we are acquainted with ‘internal’ sensa daly. The natural reaction to this would
be to say that we perceive the wotldough our senses and sense data. In a similar way,
dispositions are not only described in terms ofrtrealisations, but also recogniséatough
them. Along such lines Aristotle admits the epistéagical priority of the realisation, through
which thedynamiscan be recognisedVietaphysicsX 8, 1049b 13-17). But although the
realisation is prior, the@lynamiscan nevertheless be recognised: By showing hidests
calculating, a teacher of mathematics can giveeswdd that his students have acquired the

dynamisfor calculations and thus prove the efficiencyisftuition (1050a 17-19).

Hence Aristotle needs not to be impressed by thlesse objections. His account of
dispositions can still be regarded as a consisterdlogy of causal properties with an

enormous explanatory appeal.
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