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ARISTOTLE AND THE TWO TYPES
OF FORM

Dr. Rubina Kousar Lodhi

The word ‘form’! used in several passages of
Aristotelian works has variety of meanings 2. Mostly he
used the two puzzling expressions for the form of the thing3,
the one is the essence of the particular thing (the what it
was to be), 4 and the other is logos, formula or def.nition.
The well known Aristotelian terms, "morphy" and "Eidos”,
are used for the form. In Ross’s opinion, "Eidos" is the main
element in Aristotle’s notion of form 5. Thus logos (i.e.
morphy) (formula or definition) and "the what it was to be
so and so", i.e. essence, are constantly used as synonymous
for Eidos, 6 that indicates the real formal cause 7 of things.
Defining the essence, Aristotle argues that

“In one of these we mean the substance, i.e. the
essence (for the way is reducible to the definition)
and the ultimate why is a cause and principle.”’8

The substance in the sense of the \_':e"\ssénce 9 is the
primary element in the things that is always spoken
without matter 10, There are some passages in which he
explicitly calls form ‘a this logos (morphy)’ 1 (i.e. formula or
definition) and this "a this" in primary meaning of the
experession is something indivisible or one in number 12.
According to Aristotle the substance in its second sense, is
“that which" being ‘a this’ is also separable and of this
nature is the shape or form of each thing !3. As we stated
above that the essence, formula or definition is synonymous
and the essence of a thing is always given in a definition or
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formula and it can only be expressed in thought. Therefore
the form is an object of thought as well as the object of sense
and it is not always related to the matter concepts. In
Aristotle’s philosophy the form apart from matter is
included only the shape expressions, such as concave is an
expression that is distinctly exist from snubnosed, concavity
is the concept of definite thing or shape, while snubnosed
not, it indicates two things, nose and snubness:13. For the
expression of ratios, generally number two to one, 2: (1)
*requires the formula or pattern (that what it is to be) i.e.
the formal cause of octave.l4 The two expressions of word
"form" i.e. formula (morphy) and essence (Eidos) can be
distinguished very clearly in the case of artificial and
natural objects: (i) We find tht some times the word
expression indic;ttes the case of form for the composition e.g.
a house is a word for the covering consisting of bricks and
stones composed for the shelter in a certain way 15, (ii) Soul
is the form or essence of the natural bodies that has the
faculty of perception that is the reception of sensible forms-
without matter of the object perceived!®. so there are some
psychological terms i.e. only for formal expression, such as a
man who perceives, thinks, desires, gets angry as conscious
being only due to his soul that is the form or essence of his
body.17 Therefore Aristotle gives the psychological
definition of anger that leads towards a formal description
rather than a material one that "defines it as boiling of the
blood or warm substance surrounding the heat.1® The
psychological description of anger is the desire of retaliation
that is a purely formal state. Thus soul as the form or
essence of animal body we will discuss in the second type of
forms, i.e. forms of natural animated beings.

TWO TYPES OF FORMS

1.~ The Mathematical Forms: In our analysis of form
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we find that Aristotle distinguishes in two types of forms
i.e. (a) the mathematical forms, (b) the forms of natural
- objects, animate or inanimate or artificial objects. The
mathematical forms are distinct from the natural or
artificial forms, for the latter are always found with the
éo_njunction of matter of planes. While the mathematical
forms due to the division in geometry and arithmatics are
only found in fugures and numbers. All these forms are
related in intelligible matter that is completely different
from the sensible matter 12 of natural and artifical objects
such as bronze and wood and all movable matter. For this
reason he distinguishes between the subject-matter of
mathematician and physicist. Certainly the mathematician
does not deal with the things in this world because these
objects are different from the subject-matter of physical
sciences. '

-In Physics 11-2 he begins to define the
matheméticiari’s, activity by contrasting it with the study of
Nature. (i) Physical bodies actually contain surfaces,
volumes, lines and point’s and these are the subject-matter
of Physics 20. (i) The mathematician deals with the
surfaces, volumes, lengths and points of physical bodies. For
this reason he separates the surfaces, volumes, lengths and
points from their physical objects. This separation occurs
only in thought, the mathematical objects never change like
physical objects. And no falsity results from this separation
in the case of those thihgs which can be separated
legitimately. Here Aristotle criticizes Platonists who
believed in the theory of forms and in their unawareness
"~ they made the same mistake and separated the things in
thought, but unfortunately they chose for this separation
the physical objects which are less separable than those of
mathematics.



64

In answer he argues that it is evident from the
character of objects that they have different definites and
attributes from each other. The mathematical objects odd,
even, straight, curved, line and figure do not involve change
while the physical objects flesh, bone and human being
involve. He contrasts between mathematical and physical
“objects through his famous paradigm of snub nose and
~ curved. The snubness is not merely a shape but it is a shape
embodied in nose. Snub thing can not be conceived as
separated of physical change as a curved. The similar
example can be found in physical branches of mathematics,
such as optics, harmonic, astronomy. These are the converse
.of geometry while geometry investigates physical lengths
but not as physical optics investigates mathematical length:
but as physical not as mathematical 21.

Aristotle’s difference between the physicist and
mathematician makes this clear that there exist separate
forms differently from the Platonist’s separation of forms.

We have already seen in the definition of word ‘form’
that the first sense in which word ‘form’ is used for the
external figure or form of a thing. And according to
Aristotle the figure and shape is a fourth kind of quality
‘that is found in -every thing such as straightness,
curvedness. And to define thing in triangle or square is to
~assert a certain quality existing in it 22. Therefore all the
mathematical objects have a certain kind of quality existing
in them that is their specific shape and figure e.g. every
plane figure is either rectilinear or curvilinear. The
rectlinear is bounded by more than one line while the
curvilinear is bounded by only one and the circle is bounded
by one line, while in the case of natural objects the sphere is
~ bounded by one surface e.g. the square is a rectilinear figure
‘which is bounded by several lines. 23 Therefore in
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mathematical figures the circle is a complete figure while
the surface is among the solids. 24 4

Once we find that Aristotle defines the mathematical
objects separated from matter as intelligibles but on the
.other hand he says that these objects must not to be
considered mere abstractions far from reality, the
mathematical forms or plane figures such as straight,
curved, circular, triangular are represented by observation
in different meterials but are always conceived ' in
abstractions. For instance, we can get the definition of circle
or triangle by abstracting it from its material in thought as
well as with its material. The angles of a brazen isosecles
triangle are equal to two right angles but if we eliminate
brazen and isosecles there remain the attributes, that is a
three-sided figure only. 25

Therefore it means that the rﬁathematical objects are
the abstractions of natural entities because there can be
found a primary similarity between the plane mathematical
and solid figures. So the subject-matter of mathematics as
we understand is neither to deal with sensible things nor
with separate non-sensible things, but with the attributes
that belong to the sensible things qua involving lines and
- planes, these are inteligibles. 26 ‘

" In our analysis of form through the distinction of the
subject;matter of the physicist and mathematician it
becomes clear that if we want to know the nature of form
evidently then it is necessary to know the natures of form
and matter separately because if it is not evident that what
sorts of arts are of the nature of matter and what are not,
the formula or form of a thing cannot be known evidently.
Therefore to know the things evidently is to know their
matter and form separately. And it is only possible through
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the definitions of mathematical objects as we find that circle
is found in bronze, stone and wood but the bronze, stone and
wood are not the essential substance of the circle, the circle
can exist separate from this material. 27 But in physical
sciences the form and matter cannot exist separately from
one another e.g. the form of man is always manifested in
flesh and bones and sometimes it is difficult to decide
whether they are actually parts of form and formula or they
are his matter. 28 Lets decide them under the second type of
forms. '

2.1 The Form of Artificial or Natural Objects:

The second kind of form is divided into two classes (i)
as we see that in artificial objects the form is an essential
attribute for determining the nature of these objects e.g. the
saw is made of iron but has a special form in virtue of which
it can be called a saw, i.e. a certain sort of teeth made of
‘iron 29. In the same way in animals the configuration, color .
and the parts constitute their body as their form. But these
attributes can exist in artificial objects, hence the natural
objects are some thing different from the artificial and must
be different from them in having form too. Therefore it is
inadequate to say that the shape and colour constitute the
animal and it is similar to the case of wood carver who cuts
out a wooden hand and insists that it is a real hand . If
there is some thing that constitutes the form of living
beings it is their soul or a part of soul in virtue of which the
animal bodies are called animated and in the absence of
which they are not living bodies 31. So only the soul in the
real sense is the form of the animal body that distinguishes
him from inanimate material objects. For instance the dead
body of an animal is similar to a bronze statue and any part
of this dead body such as eye or hand cannot be called a real
eye or hand32. When some one speaks about different parts
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of body as physiologist he is not giving a good account of the
formal cause, with this account the physiologist seems very
. near to a craftsman who cuts the same parts in stone or.
statueds. Therefore we find the real definition of the formal
cause of animate bodies not in the biology of Aristotle,
where it is defined in very simple way, but more accurately
it is found in his psychological analysis of animal ‘body
where the soul is the formal cause of natyral living godies.

Therefore he regards it obhgatory for the physiologist to
treat soul as the essential charactor of the animal body and
to discuss the attributes that attach to this essential
character34. ‘

Besides this he must also -keep tinl mind the two
senses of naure, one of which is the form or essenée the
other is matter; and the soul in the sense of essence is the
nature of animal. '

2. Soul as the form of natural living body:r

In order to present a more precise definition of
formal cause in animate beings he gives a more general |
definition of soul in the sense of form. For this purpose first
he contrasts the three senses in whlch the term substance is
used.

a) Matter which in itself is not ‘a this’. - |

b) Form or essence in virtue of which matter is
called ‘a this’.

c) The composite of matter and form.33

And secondly he explaine matter and form in the
sense of potentiality and actuality3¢ and claims that it is an
alternative formula to solve the problem of distinction
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" between matter and form.37 Now we are concerned only
with actuality.

~ Act or Actuality: In metaphysics 9-6 first the gives a
general explanation of the notion of energia as opposed to
dunamis according to which the actuality is the existence of
a thing oposed to the way in which the potentiality exists,
e.g. if the capability of studying, building or unwrought
material is potentiality then studying, building and statue
is the actuality of this potentiality38. Here actuality in
connection with change means exercise and actualization of
‘a power or dunamis it is its original meanings and the term
orignally signifies movement while the other meanings are
derviative; satatic that shows the end of this movement e.g.
the work is act or energia but in the same time it reaches to
its end or it is enthelecia3. The term Enthelecia we find in
the following passages of Aristotelian corpus i.e. De Anima
11.5 417 b 6-7 where he states (being in reality a
development in to its true self or actuality) and the physics
8-3. 257 b 7-8 (but the potential is in process to actuality).
Here the use of term signifies the static meaning in which
the process terminates i.e. the state of having arrived at the
end%. Now we are concerned with the static meaning of
term Energia i.e. Enthelecia and used by Aristotle in
application to form and soul. And enthelecia. In
Metaphysics 9-8 can notes as it were both ergo and telos it is
a exis which is at the same time energient!. The term
~energiea is used by Aristotle in two senses.

4 Kinetic Sense.
Energeia
Static Sense.

In application to form
Static sense
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Entheletia . ‘
In application to soul.

As we understand by term enthelecia it is a complete
reality. Now we will see how it is used in the case of the
definition of form and soul.

Form as Enthelectia : In Metaphysics, H, Aristotle
gives two ways, in which the form as actuality could be
defined by some one. In first way it is composition of matter
in a certain order e.g. the threshold means wood or stone in
such and such a position. Further for defining a house we
say that bricks and timbers in such and such position make
a house. In the same way ice is the frozen water in certain
way and harmony is blending of high and low. In all such
cases actuality is used in its full sense i.e. composite or
mixture which changes by the change of matter. In the
second way the form or actuality indicates the attributes of
something'e.g. in this case the house does not mean only
the arrangement of certain material in a certain position (it
is a potential house) while the actual house means a shelter
for cattles and individual beings and that is the purpose or
end for which it is built. Therefore the form and actuality
means the formula of something?2.

Composite or mixture
Form = actuality
formula

SOUL AS ACTUALITY

In Metaphsics he defines animals as the composite of
soul and body, his soul is the substance and actuality of his
- body43. Thus is general we can define soul as the formal
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cause of the body because the substance in a sense
corresponds to the definitive formula or essence of :a thing*4,
And the soul in the sense of form is a substance of a natural
living body that has life in potentiality within it. Further
the substance in the sense of form is actuahty, therefore the
soul is actuality of a body.

- Two grades of actuality: Till here we have not found any
difficulty in following the concept of form as actuality and
then its application to soul as form and éetuality. But in his
further analysis he divides actuality in two grades in order
to distinguish the "actuality of soul from the other
actualities of body. This distinction is found in De Anima
11-1 412 a 27-b5 as first actuality and second actuality
which respectivly correspond to the possession of knowledge
and excercise of knowledge e.g. a person has actuality of

knowledge even when he is not using it. Similarly the soul
is called the first actuality or the perfection of the body
while its excercise of function is its second or fuller
actuality. A man possesses soul during the sleep though he
is not fully actual except his vegetative functions which are
continuous?>. In an other way we can say that the first
actuality and the second actuality is the distinction between
energeia and entelectia. Now Aristotle maintains his
. famous definition of soul as first actuality of a natural body
that has life in potentiality. Because he observed that
natural organic body is a well-organized body. Even if we
take the simplest organisms such as plants we see that they
have a well-organized system of organs that functions in a
systematic way e.g. the different parts of the plant exist to
fulfil different purposes: the leaves serve to shelter the
pericarp, the pericarp to shelter the fruit, while the roots of
pants are analogous to the mouth of animals that serves for
the absorption of the food*6, Therefore a simplest and
complicated system of organs can only be defined through a
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general formula that is their soul. Both actualities are
internally related with each other if the soul as first
actuality is separated from its function or second actuality,
the body no loriger is called an actual body. For example, if
we suppose an axe as a naitural body its form, essence or
soul is its sharp edges in virtue of which it is called an axe.
If the sharp edges are taken away that have the power of
cutting as second actuality then its essence or form is taken
away. Lets turn to another example of natural organism e.g.
“the eye of an animal is live body; its sight or the power of
seeing is its essence or form. An eye which is not
functioning as second actuality is an eye by name like the
eye of a statue or of a painted figure. If the same example is
extended to the whole parts of the living body, that body
can be said to have functions only in so far as its parts do.
But the body has function in virtue of the soul. Here we can
understand very well the difference between the two grades
" of actuality. The life functions such as waking, thinking,
correspond to the power of cutting and seeing, while the
soul is first actuality in the sense which possesses these
powers. Therefore the body corresponds to what exists in
potentiality; as the pupil plus the power of sight constitutes
the eye, so the soul plus the body constitutes the animal?’.

These examples clearly »sh'ow that the two grades of
actuality are used to distinguish the soul and the function
of the soul. As we understand apart from its parts the soul
in general is the form, essence of the actuality of the body
and particularly every orgainism as an individual body of
its class has the specific form i.e. its function which is the
part of its soul. Thus to understand soul through its parts
and powers is to define a specific form or soul of a specific
body. The knowledge of soul then is completed by the
knowledge of its different parts and powers namely by the-
three main parts, nutritive, sensitive and intellective. The
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intellective part of the soul is different from all these parts;
it is capable to exist in separation from all other powers of
soul. All the organisms heing different parts of soul as their
specific form and divided in the higher and lower classes e.g.
the plants share only the vegetative or nutritive part while
the animals with plants share the nutritive and one more
i.e. sensitive part in virtue of which they are superior to the
plants. The man shares the vegetative parts with plants,
the sensetive with animals, while he alone has the
intellective part and only through this part he is superior to
the other classes?3. And through the activities of these
animals which occur from them as the power of the soul we
know their soul. Therefore we can say that all these actions
are attfibuted to the natural bodies because of a power and
that which has this power i.e. their soul and the body. A
human being is capable of living, perceiving and thinking
because of the nutritive, sensitive and intellective powers of
his soul. The body in any case cannot be the actuality of the
soul but only the soul that is the actuality of the body, the
body is in potency to the soul or the actuality4d.

Animal

Soul. Form Body

|
| |

Substance - Actuality

First actuality = Second actuality

. Soul life actions

From our investigation the two things are clear; first



73

if we know the nature of form it is necessary to study the
nature of matter and form separaely and the separate study
of form is only possible in ‘mathematics. Secondly, we
observe that Aristotle avoids to repeat the mistake of
Platonists who separated the physical forms from their
objects, while on the otherhand he affirms that the
mathematical objects are not only abstraction, because they
can be represented by observation in different materials,
but are always conceived as intelligibie forms. The reason
for this separation is that the mathematical objects are
easily separable than the physical objects. Therefore we find
that the form of a thing is definable separatly only in
mathematics. ' |
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