PhilRelShanghai 10 Aristotle

Aristotle and religion

Some preliminary remarks  concerning the importance of religion in Aristotle’s philosophy. 

Strictly speaking, his works do not contain a systematic treatise on religion from a philosophical point of view.  Not even he speaks in terms like that. Such a mindset is commonly shared also by other thinkers of the classical Greek era, included first of all Plato.  
Simplifying this topic , it is possible to frame the question as follows:
1) Aristotle and his contemporaries generally assume the factual presence of a divine sphere as the ultimate  warrant of the cosmos and of the existent world
2) They do not either justify or reject this traditional vision, but try instead to understand it beyond the confused world of deities commonly believed
3) In doing so, they start from their main philosophical tenets, so that a kind of implicit philosophy of religion, even  though no major philosopher considered his reflections on religion a specific branch of his philosophical thinking. 
4) In other terms, in the past there is no true philosophy of religion. Moreover, it looks like that not even of religion we could properly speak for that time, as the ‘sphere of the divine things’  was  not assumed in that separate form we are accustomed to take into account in modern times. 

5) All the more so because philosophy was standing in close relation with religion, if not assumed itself as a kind of religion. 
6) This was the case in particular of Platonism, especially in its last schools,  and of some Stoic philosophers.
7) The close relatedness between some main characteristics of philosophy and religion is proved by the scope of philosophy itself, which aimed at leading moral and spiritual life, not  being conceived as a mere speculative operation.

8) Criticizing some popular beliefs, some philosophers try to explain in a symbolical way the myths  referring to scandalous behavior attached to some traditional deities. 
9) However they usually take part in the current expressions of religious worship and maintain their value for the moral and civil welfare of society.
That said, there are important differences among philosophers in approaching ‘the divine sphere’.

Aristotle is much less inclined to grant a religious tone to his philosophy. It seems that the focus of his research is moral, scientific more that religious. It seems that his main purpose remains to relate events to their  natural causes. In Plato, instead, the stress of his discourse was laid on the ultimate causes. Of course, also Aristotle presuppose the natural causes rifer to the ‘Pure Act’ as the ultimate cause, but as it does not imply a direct influence on the ordinary events, it does consequently remain on the background, there is no vital communication with it. In Plato, on the contrary, the ‘divine sphere’ appeals often directly the interior life of man.
Aristotle shares with Plato the conviction that the ultimate cause, the divine essence,  of the universe has a super-natural nature, is not corporeal, but spiritual and perfect.  He demonstrates this view in an even more consequential way,  avoiding any mythological language. 
The first Book of his Metaphysics 
 gives a systematic approach to the divine being starting from a question : which is the highest level of knowledge that characterizes the attainment of wisdom?
1. Senses are necessary to perceive reality and to build up a useful experience, but the pleasure of perceiving reality goes beyond its usefulness
2. Art in turn goes beyond experience: "With a view to action experience seems in no respect inferior to art, and men of experience succeed even better than those who have theory without experience… But yet we think that knowledge and understanding belong to art rather than to experience, and we suppose artists to be wiser than men of experience (which implies that Wisdom depends in all cases rather on knowledge); and this because the former know the cause, but the latter do not. For men of experience know that the thing is so, but do not know why, while the others know the 'why' and the cause… And in general it is a sign of the man who knows and of the man who does not know, that the former can teach, and therefore we think art more truly knowledge than experience is; for artists can teach, and men of mere experience can not … This is why the mathematical arts were founded in Egypt; for there the priestly caste was allowed to be at leisure …”
3. If we ask ourselves who is the highest level of art, we have to measure it with the different levels of knowledge, because is knowledge that qualifies wisdom. The first assumes that he is a  person who knows all things as far as possible; the second supposes one who is capable to learn the most difficult things; the third considers a wise man “he who is more exact and more capable of teaching the causes … in every branch of knowledge”. This is definitely the more perfect knowledge, in the sense that encompasses the first two, adding as deeper insight into relaity: “Because that which is desirable on its own account and for the sake of knowing it is more of the nature of Wisdom than that which is desirable on account of its results, and the superior science is more of the nature of Wisdom than the ancillary; for the wise man must not be ordered but must order, and he must not obey another, but the less wise must obey him” 

4. This is just the purpose of the philosophers. Their most honorable attainment from the very beginning of the philosophical research was due to their thirst for knowledge so that they may be considered truly wise men. Knowledge about certain principles and causes is, actually, wisdom and the philosophers are consequently the true wise men.  “For it is owing to their wonder that men both now begin and at first began to philosophize; they wondered originally at the obvious difficulties, then advanced little by little and stated difficulties about the greater matters …”
5. Among the sciences that investigate causes and principles will be superior the science which investigates the first principles and the first causes, the ‘supreme good in the whole of the nature’. To afford oneself such a highest point, man should have solved and satisfied the basic needs of life, because the quest for the supreme cause and the supreme principles must not be sought “for  the sake of any other advantage; but as the man is free … for his own sake and not for another's, so we pursue this as the only free science, for it alone exists for its own sake.”

6. This is the metaphysical context in which Aristotle introduces his vision of God. He asks himself who can be called in a proper sense the wise man par excellence, in quest of the supreme causes and principles? The answer is that God is the only one who can exist for his own sake and not for another’s. Yet from this premise he concludes that such a divine privilege represents a strong appeal to strive for imitation, because the divine power is not jealous to see that man who pursues the highest level of knowledge:
7. “For the most divine science is also most honorable; and this science alone must be, in two ways, most divine. For the science which it would be most meet [convenient] for God to have is a divine science, and so is any science that deals with divine objects; and this science alone has both these qualities; for (1) God is thought to be among the causes of all things and to be a first principle, and (2) such a science either God alone can have, or God above all others. All the sciences, indeed, are more necessary than this, but none is better.”

This is the typical way in which Aristotle conceives the divine sphere, on one hand giving it the highest appreciation from a philosophical point of view and on the other awarding philosophy a divine attribute. It could be said that according to Aristotle, in some way, the philosopher who attains the metaphysical heights of knowledge is at the same time a wise man, a theologian, sharing the divine nature of the Supreme. The superior philosophy, the metaphysics attains the sphere of knowledge that is concerned with the Supreme Being, namely God.
What does Aristotle say precisely about this Supreme Being, who is the typical object of superior philosophy, of metaphysics?

Aristotle faces this ultimate question in different parts of his system of thinking. 

In Metaphysics, book XII, he starts by saying that substance belongs to those principles and causes philosophy is dealing with: quantity, quality and other accidents of everything may change but substance is the permanent factor. Change simply presupposes that the substance can exist in potency (Greek, ‘dǘnamis’) or in actuality (Greek ‘entelécheia),  but always according to itself as it happens in various kinds of generation in nature. Change of substance can only occur when there is an external agent, f. e. by means of art. Substances’ potency is called ‘matter’ and its actuality ‘form’. Therefore Aristotle’s metaphysical system took the name of ‘hylomorphism’, from the Greek terms ‘hūle’ (matter) and ‘morphē’ (form).
There are two different kinds of substances when we refer them to the movement: the first is movable and moved, the second must be unmovable and not moved. The very cause that proves and shows to be reasonable anything in change and in movement is the existence of an ultimate Being who does not to be moved or changed just because he is actually the fullness of Being as a whole, a perfect existing actuality, with nothing in potency. And this is the metaphysical definition of Aristotle’s divinity:
“ … if we follow the theologians who generate the world from night, or the natural philosophers who say that 'all things were together', the same impossible result ensues. For how will there be movement, if there is no actually existing cause? Wood will surely not move itself-the carpenter's art must act on it; nor will the menstrual blood nor the earth set themselves in motion, but the seeds must act on the earth and the semen on the menstrual blood…This is why some suppose eternal actuality…”
Aristotle tries even to outline how can be conceived such an actuality of perfection in God. This passage is, maybe, the deepest insight he ventured into God’s inmost nature:

“On such a principle, then, depend the heavens and the world of nature. And it is a life such as the best which we enjoy, and enjoy for but a short time (for it is ever in this state, which we cannot be), since its actuality is also pleasure. (And for this reason are waking, perception, and thinking most pleasant, and hopes and memories are so on account of these.) And thinking in itself deals with that which is best in itself, and that which is thinking in the fullest sense with that which is best in the fullest sense. And thought thinks on itself because it shares the nature of the object of thought; for it becomes an object of thought in coming into contact with and thinking its objects, so that thought and object of thought are the same. For that which is capable of receiving the object of thought, i.e. the essence, is thought. But it is active when it possesses this object. Therefore the possession rather than the receptivity is the divine element which thought seems to contain, and the act of contemplation is what is most pleasant and best. If, then, God is always in that good state in which we sometimes are, this compels our wonder; and if in a better this compels it yet more. And God is in a better state. And life also belongs to God; for the actuality of thought is life, and God is that actuality; and God's self-dependent actuality is life most good and eternal. We say therefore that God is a living being, eternal, most good, so that life and duration continuous and eternal belong to God; for this is God… It is clear then from what has been said that there is a substance which is eternal and unmovable and separate from sensible things. It has been shown also that this substance cannot have any magnitude, but is without parts and indivisible (for it produces movement through infinite time, but nothing finite has infinite power; and, while every magnitude is either infinite or finite, it cannot, for the above reason, have finite magnitude, and it cannot have infinite magnitude because there is no infinite magnitude at all). But it has also been shown that it is impassive and unalterable; for all the other changes are posterior to change of place.”

In this passage Aristotle assumes a positive idea of the infinite. In other parts of his works it was instead understood in a negative way, connected with the idea of imperfection, of something always open to, indefinitely unaccomplished:
“The infinite turns out to be the contrary of what it is said to be. It is not what has nothing outside it that is infinite, but what always has something outside it. This is indicated by the fact that rings also that have no bezel are described as 'endless', because it is always possible to take a part which is outside a given part. The description depends on a certain similarity, but it is not true in the full sense of the word. This condition alone is not sufficient: it is necessary also that the next part which is taken should never be the same. In the circle, the latter condition is not satisfied: it is only the adjacent part from which the new part isdifferent. Our definition then is as follows: a quantity is infinite if it is such that we can always take a part outside what has been already taken. On the other hand, what has nothing outside it is complete and whole. For thus we define the whole-that from which nothing is wanting, as a whole man or a whole box. What is true of each particular is true of the whole as such-the whole is that of which nothing is outside. On the other hand that from which something is absent and outside, however small that may be, is not 'all'. 'Whole' and 'complete' are either quite identical or closely akin. Nothing is complete (teleion) which has no end (telos); and the end is a limit.”

After outlined the plenitude of the Perfect Being, the Unique Subsistent, Aristotle gives a general map of the universe, of the heavens, with planets and stars, that receive from him their relative divinity. They are actually endowed with the perfection of movement, the circular one; they are eternal, incorruptible (so looked like the skies until the times of Galileo’s discoveries). They depend on the a first sky , which is unmovable because he has to move all other skies (the planets), yet it is moved by the perfect unmovable unmoved, t. i. the above mentioned Perfect Being. Then follow discussion about the characteristics of the planets and stars, assumed to be held up by spheres: how many they are and how they receive and transfer their movements. Because of their participated perfect nature, the skies are inhabited by divine substances. 
This is the context in which Aristotle takes a stand against the traditional religion which looks at the skies as the place where live and work the deities of the fanciful, often queer and puzzling mythology. The position of the philosophers represents a well-balanced critical appreciation of tradition and a rather unusual (for that time) example of historical sensibility:
“Our forefathers in the most remote ages have handed down to their posterity a tradition, in the form of a myth, that these bodies are gods, and that the divine encloses the whole of nature. The rest of the tradition has been added later in mythical form with a view to the persuasion of the multitude and to its legal and utilitarian expediency; they say these gods are in the form of men or like some of the other animals, and they say other things consequent on and similar to these which we have mentioned. But if one were to separate the first point from these additions and take it alone-that they thought the first substances to be gods, one must regard this as an inspired utterance, and reflect that, while probably each art and each science has often been developed as far as possible and has again perished, these opinions, with others, have been preserved until the present like relics of the ancient treasure. Only thus far, then, is the opinion of our ancestors and of our earliest predecessors clear to us.“


He resulted a Supreme Living Being, endowed with a pure, perfect knowledge with no other possible object that himself,  whose action has no immediate reference to all other beings, except through the impulse he gives to their movement. Yet properly it is the cosmos that moves attracted by the perfection of the Pure Act. Pure Act does not love the cosmos and all what it is composed by, precisely because the Pure Act has nothing to love than himself. He the supreme yearning of the entire cosmos, but he does not need to yearn for anything else. What else had he to look for or to want? Had he a desire that would mean an imperfection, a potentiality. Then it would be necessary to thing of another more accomplished being to yearn for. However this trend cannot go on without end. It is necessary to put an unmovable first principle in order to justify whatever moves in the universe. Moreover it is consequently impossible to assign life to the Pure Act except the contemplative one, of contemplative of himself: knowledge of knowledge itself (nóesis noéseos): what truth  could he find outside in what he is lacking.
This way of thinking goes back to a basic view of the classical Greek mentality, t. is the conviction that the best values are not connected with the efforts one makes to attain a goal, but on the contrary the less some purpose requires in action, the higher is of value. Mental activity is the higher than manual work,. Hence it is not surprising that so many current of the classical Greek philosophy were marked by terms voicing detachment, for example: a-taraxía  (not being excited), a-ponía (not feeling pain), a-diáphora (things being indifferent), a-pátheia (not feeling passions). With different accent all there denominations will play an outstanding role in the whole of the Greek way of thinking. Their basic inspiration hints to the preeminent power and value assigned to man’s will and thought in front of reality: things and reality depend definitely on what man thinks and decides of them .
And God speaks out the self-sufficient plenitude of this spiritual vision.

to the most outer spheres of the cosmos. The only true causality in this world is confined inside the laws of nature. These laws of course are connected with a final design assigned to them by the Supreme Being. It belongs to this design the possibility for men to attain wisdom and morality. However at  present  humanity and world do achieve their goal following the normal course of natural ‘providence’. All the more so because Aristotle does not take into account any last judgment of man’s life after death.  Reason and contemplation are the only way man has at disposal to conceive and to venerate him. But the answer remains the impersonal appeal of the nature and its laws.
That said, Aristotle’s understanding of religion presents other nuances.
Starting from his vision of history, for example. He supposes that mankind and cosmos  are eternal alike. History implies change non in the sense of permanent evolution in progress. It implies instead a kind of corruption, of renewed barbarism,  which saves, however, some traits of the previous achievements in civilization. Hence appears that the mythological heritage could be seen as a deposit of some tracks of the truths reached  by other histories. Yet myths require to be decoded by reason’s interpretation. Towards the popular religious traditions with their typical polytheistic equipment ,  a philosopher should assumes an analogous attitude of critical insight.
Moreover  Aristotle thought that the religious beliefs, of which history permanently bears witness,  enjoy the privilege of what he calls the ‘universal consent’, in his opinion a special mark of truth. Inside their variety he sees the tracks of an ancient science, in some ways proving that they are according to the reason, testifying both the existence of God and the divine nature of stars and sky. The fact that the popular traditions have entangled the pure essence of this divine nature by means of strange adventures of deities giving them anthropomorphic features is only a matter of man’s illusion and corruption. All the more so as those mythical attributions might be a useful tool to teach people whatsoever.
But the wise man, the philosopher, to direct his life, to find out inspiration for his ethical behavior should stand firm on a mere rational position.

� Aristotle’s production, according to the tradition, was supposed to reach the huge amount of one thousand works. Most of them are lost. They were intended to reach both a broad audience (essoterical works) and the disciples of his Peripatetic School (or Lyceum), then called acroamatic works, a Greek term that stresses their character as they resulted of notes taken during his lessons. Most of the extant Aristotle’s works belong to the acroamatic production. The collection of his works underwent a very complicated succession of events and owners until the Roman dictator Silla let  it be transferred Rome, where Apollonion of Rhodes put them in order. The Book of Metaphysics were called so because it was arranged after the Aristotle’s works of Physics. Their contents however is better highlighted by thet of ‘Philosophia prima’, in the sense of the highest and deepest philosophical insight of reality. In this precise meaning following the contents of the book the term ‘Metaphysic, qualified since then this branch of philosophy. 


� Metaphysics, book I, 1-2. Quotations according to the English version in: http://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/metaphysics.1.i.html





� Ib,, XII, 7


� Physics, Book III, 6. See:  http://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/physics.3.iii.html


� Ib, XII, 8.





