SCOT MILLER

P PP ———

Aristotle’s God, Thinking, and Friendship
Introduction

Anistotle’s theology addresses three main issues: first, the existence
of God; second, the activity of God; and third, the nature of God. In
answering the first two issues, Aristotle contends that an Unmoved Mover
and Final Cause for the universe must exist, and this ultimate reality is called
God. As for the third issue, Aristotle characterized the nature of God in
Metaphysics X11/9 as thought thinking itself: “Therefore it must be of itself
that the divine thought thinks (since it is the most excellent of things), and
its thinking is a thinking on thinking” (Aristotle, Metagphysics X11/9:
1074b34).! This paper will focus on Aristotle’s account of the nature or
essence of God and the way in which his characterization of the divine
nature brings together Aristotle’s metaphysics, epistemology, and ethics. In
particular, to understand the meaning of “thought thinking itself,” attention
must be given to chapters 7 and 9 of Metaphysics XTI, as well as to Anistotle’s
discussion of thinking in De 4nima and friendship in the Nicomachean Fithics.

Metaphysics X11/7 and De Anima I11/4: God and Thinking

Aristotle’s discussion on the divine activity begins in the second half
of Metaphysics X1, chapter seven. The first half of the chapter raises the issue
of the universality of motion in the universe. All sensible substances,
whether earthly and perishable or heavenly and eternal, are in motion, which
raises the question: “What is the origin of motion in the universe?” For
Anstotle the only plausible explanation of the origin of motion is the
necessary existence of a Prime Mover, that which moves things without
itself being moved. This unmoved mover must have ultimate value in the
universe, acting like an object of desire which gives rise to change and
movement to others without itself being affected by change. Hence,
Aristotle is able to establish that a Prime Mover (God) exists, and that the
divine activity 1s moving other substances without being moved.

He then turns to characterize the nature of the Prime Mover’s life
as a life of thought and contemplation:
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. .. 1t is a life such as-the best we enjoy, j

2 s:ho_l't Ume - - since its actuality is jls)c; ;nle(:t:tﬁzy. foi‘\i;idt
m Cihn }tsel't’ dgals with that which is best in itself, and
that which is thinking in the fullest sense with that v;hich
is best in its fullest sense. And thought thinks on itself
];:cause it sha.rf:s the nature of the object of thought; for it
Somf:s an ol?Ject of thought in coming into contac’t with
;10 tl})lmkmg its objects, so that thought and object of
mugmt are the.sgmg. . . Therefore the possession rather
e receptivity 1s the divine element which thought

seems to contain, and the act of contemplation is Wha% is
most pleasant and best. (Metaphysics X11/9: 1072b14 - 23)

E?gi; ilfrt[umﬁc?ir;t in this df::s.cr.ip?:ion is the connection Aristotle makes
Detwee bejﬂgsnv e and tht? divine hff:. The same language Arstotle used of
radonal bein in g;nﬂerai 1s now being applied to the divinity. With this
Comman Of&iuagg stotle bmngs together two issues. Not only does
ot offe al:a ?rmal description of God's activity as a “think ing on
hiny isg,thc erfsoc:c ‘\Ze_ﬁnd attempts to give substance to the statement that
oo s the l;t cc:i bcmg whom we imperfectly desire to resemble,” as
ches p W};:ah :.3‘ Serves (Stead_ 1977: 90). The divine nature, there’fore
mst}nntanckemgf ch 15 eternal and 1s pure actuality. It is the paradi tié
stance of #owus, .the rationality which is not limited to cognitive, axgljlm th
engagﬂunkmge inbsuut d\lvhm.h.engages one’s ‘whole being. Human beings can oynlc
cngage in sach acg‘?hty. fora shgrt time because of their contingency in thz
muable wor ;ﬂ etr potential for change, but they do seek to resemble
thoughtinM%;ap }y(j;)m}%a;nson can clearly be made, then, between divine
fhought in physics and the general theory of active thought found in
pmcﬁcaljlr‘l‘a?;kimtfga, ?nstotle reggrds thinking, whether speculative or
D akin to :re :ﬂnn of perceiving”(Aristotle, De Anima 111/ 4: 13).
A Nomnan cor: y argues that the paradigm of perception led
Notas 1976, 930 téuhnkng in terms of' the subject-object distinction
oty e 1:hﬂmsel) e five sense faculties (sight, heating, smell, taste,
it arc then ves neutt.'al S}ib;ects, having the potential to become
o cter with their object(s), but without actually becoming their
essenﬁal.fomp(zrcgpng the senses become actually identical with the
essental fon Obje(r:t; ;a tt:)rifsc?;?;zznsﬂcs) _of an object, but not with the
;1 away in percept
can become one with its object (Aristotle, {)e /?m}m:l;}ll?/rzks 3;9];1:1:)}]? ;:313‘3
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Although Aristotle is emphatic about the difference between
perceiving and thinking in De Anima, he does say that thinking occurs either
in the same way as perception, or in a different but analogous way (Aristotle,
De Apima 111/4: 429b13 - 14). In fact his theory is about two sorts of

ing, the first passive or potential, the second active or actual (Norman
1978: 94 - 95; Elders 1972: 23 - 24). In the first place, passive or potential
thinking takes place in a way similar to that of perception. One
similarity between perception and passive thinking concerns the nature of
the subject of perception and thought. On the level of passive thinking, the
mind (that whereby a subject thinks and judges) is like the senses (that
whereby a subject perceives objects) because neither has its own nature as
such; each has only the capacity or potentiality to become identical with its
object (Anstotle, De Anima 1T1/4: 429229 - 24). * Further, both mind and
petception can be called “impassable.” However, the senses are not purely
“impassible,” for a severely intense stimulus (object) can momentarily @f not
permanently) hinder the proper function of a sense organ. The senses are
thus dependent upon the body. On the other hand, when the passive mind
is stimulated by 2 highly intelligible thought (object), it becomes even more
capable of thinking about less intelligible objects. Hence, the mind is
separable from the body and is truly impassible (Aristotle, De Anima TI1/4:
429229 - b4).
The second sort of thinking (i.e., active or actual) presupposes this
first sort in which the mind is a pure potengality. In the second sort of
i _ “the mind. . . is then able to think itself” (Adstotle, De AAnima
111/ 4: 429b5 - 10). Norman explains this to mean, «_ . having become the
objects of thought {through the potental intellect] it is now able to think
itself” (Norman 1978: 94). In the first sort of thinking, the mind is
potentially the form of its object; in the second, the mind is actually the form
of its object. Norman identifies the second sort of thinking as “theoretical”
or speculative (Norman 1978: 95). In this way is the mind able to “think
itself.” .
Aristotle extends this analysis to the activity of the Prime Moverin
Metaphysics X11/7, so that the divine mind is the supreme example of actual
intellect. Indeed, this being is the final cause of Asistotle’s entire system, -
which W. K. C. Guthrie characterizes as an “otganic unity” (Guthrie 1981:
263).% The purpose or goal of the cosmos is this supreme reality which is .
pure actuality, unchangeable, unaffected by potentiality, unencumbered by
matter (Guthrie 1981: 263; Ross 1923: 156 - 157). “The prime moverisnot
only form and actuality, but life and mind,” notes W. D. Ross, “and the term
God, which has not so far appeared, begins to be applied to i” (Ross 1923:
182). The Prime Mover is therefore the apex of his system, and if the
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analysis of DeAm'm_is correct, the form of its thinking s pure theoretical
thought (“thought thinking on itself”) (Metaphysics XI1/7: 1072b14).°

Metaphysics X1I 9; God and Friendship

Amistotle recognizes that portraying the formal nature of divine life

as thought thinking itself presents several problems, and he attempts to

answer these problems in chapter 9 of Mesaphysies X11. Aristotle consequently
changes_his starting point for discussing the divine. While Aristotle discusses
the First Being as Unmoved Mover in Book XTI, chapter 7, Elders obsetves
Fhat the argument in Meraphysics X11/9 “starts from the assumption that there
is 2 supreme #oxs in the universe” (Elders 1972: 249). 7

The main problem centers on the object of God’s thinking: why
d(?es Godthmk God? W. D). Ross interprets Aristotle as equating “thought
thinking itself” with theoretic thinking, which leads to the following
syllogism:

1. God always thinks the best.
2. God is the best.
3. Therefore, God thinks God. (Ross 1923: 182)

Is this consistent with Aristotle’s argument, however® A" more
carei:'ul reading of Aristotle suggests that God does not think God because
God is the best, but God thinks God because seff &nowledge is the best.

God cannot think nothing, says Aristotle, for then God’s status
would be as one who sleeps (Metaphysics X11/9: 1074b17 - 18). Divine
thqughF must have an object which is either (a) itself o (b} something else.
If_' it thinks something else, then it either thinks (c) that which is always
different, or (d) that which is atways the same. If it thinks (c), that which is
always different, then it must think (¢) of any random object. If it thinks (d),
thgt which is always the same, then it must think (f), of the highest thmgs,
If it MS (f), the highest things, its objects will either be (g), changing or
(h), without change (Metaphysics XI1/9: 1074b21 - 24).° In shot, if divine
thinking does not have (a), itself as its object, then it must cither think (¢),
any random object, (g), the highest things which are changing, or (h), the
highest things without change.

In the course of his argument, Aristotle rejects God’s thinking (e),
any random th(:lbjec}:,1 C{;(l)r God must think of “that which is most divine and
precious,” that which is not tainted with change, for “c would be
change {':or the worse™ (Mefaphysies X11/9: 1074b26 - 28; Eﬁ?:iei 972: 253).
For similar reasons, he rejects God's thinking (g), of the highest things
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which are changing, since it would imply potentiality and changeability in the
divine mind, and the divine mind would also be determined by its object
(Metaphysics X11/9: 1074b28 - 30; Elders 1972: 254).  Finally, God cannot
think (h), the highest things without change: “if this object would not be the
first being itself but something else, it would be of higher rank than the first
being” (Elders 1972: 255; Aristotle, Metaphysics X11/9: 1074b29 - 35). Elders
notes that the implication of this schema is that “self-knowledge is distinct
from the knowledge of intelligible objects other than the self” (Elders 1972:
253). This means that the divine “thought thinking itself” is not merely a
description of the theoretical character of its thought. Rather, God’s
thinking of itself carries a related significance not limited to theoretical
thinking,

This significance is seen in the notion of friendship in the
Nicomachean Ethics. For Aristotle self-love and self-knowledge are necessary
for the proper functioning of one’s virtue, for it is only in self-knowledge
that one is supremely happy (Aristotle, Niconsachean Fitbics VI11/3). Although
one has difficulty in perceiving the span of one’s life, the life of a friend can
be more easily understood. This friend, then, acts as a mirror for one’s life,
giving a picture of how virtues (excellences) occur in human life (Aristotle,
Nicomachean Ethics TX/8: 116ab30 - 1170b5; see Norman 1969: 30 - 31).
Aristotle thus holds that friendship proceeds from the desire to know
oneself (Aristotle, Nicomachean Fthics IX/4: 1166a1 - 3). '

Given this background in the Nicorrachean Eithics, God’s “thinking
on thinking” can now be seen as the supreme instance of self-knowledge
(Elders 1972: 33). Counter to Ross’s syllogistic argument, God is the object
of God’s thinking because self-knowledge is the highest pleasure and
because “this knowledge concerns the being of the First Principle” (Elders
1972: 33).°

Conclusion: “Thinking on Thinking”

The divine life is characterized by Asstotle as thought thinking
itself. According to Aristotle, all thinking is based on the paradigm of
perception which distinguishes subject and object. The choice of nows ot
“rationality” as the central image for God is the logical outcome of
Aristotle’s conception of the world as an organic hierarchy which converges
in this one purpose and goal (Guthrie 1981: 263; Ross 1923: 156 - 157). Not
only is God conceived as the final cause of the world, but God’s activity of
thought thinking itself is the supreme example and goal of human thought.
The supreme or virtuous activity of God is thus linked to the supreme
activity of humanity.
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“Thought thinking itself” is the highest type of pleasure available
for rational beings. Human beings can have this type of pleasure through
thinking, Human intellect is both potential (passive intellect) and actual
(active intellect). Through potential intellect, the mind is potentially identical
with the form of its object; through actual intellect, the mind is actually (if
only temporarily) one with its object. When one with its (formal) object, the
mind is engaged in theoretical thinking. The divine mind, on the other hand,
shates in no potentiality but is rather purely active, actual intellect, more
identical with its formal object than human theoretical thinking because
God’s thinking is eternal.

Not only is the divine activity theoretical thinking, the object of
God’s thinking is itself. Aristotle stresses the pleasure of self-knowledge in
the Nicomachean Etbics, for it is in self-knowledge that one is able to live a life
of virtue or excellence. Although human beings need virtuous friends
to be mirrors for self-knowledge, God needs no one other than God
for self-knowledge: God knows God directly, non-contingently, and
theoretically. God’s “thought thinking itself” is therefore the goal of human
life worthy to be sought because it is (a), the pleasure inherent in theoretical
thinking, and (b) the pleasure found in self-knowledge.

Notes

1. All citations from Aristotle are from The Basic Works of Aristotle, Richard
McKeon, ed. 1941. New York: Random House: De Anima. Trans. |. A.
Smith (pp. 534-603);, Metaphysics. Trans. W. D. Ross (pp. 682 - 926), and
Nicomachean Ethics. Trans. W. D. Ross {pp. 927 - 1112),

2. Norman’s article first appeared in Phronesis 14 [1969]: 63 - 74. Norman
finds the paradigm of perception a “misleading model.” See also Elders
1972: 255, #32.

3. For Anstotle’s extended discussion on the five senses, see De_Anima 11/
5-12: 416b32 - 424b19,

4. See Guthrie 1981: 262, and Ross 1923: 182. Guthrie summarizes,
“Aristotle explains sensation and thought as assimilation by the psyche of the
form (sensible or intelligible as the case may be) of something without its
matter. (“Intelligible form,” as we know, is its definable essence.).”
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5. See also Owens 1951: 443, and Ross 1923: 156 - 157. Ross identifies a
hierarchy of three “orders of entity,” each with a corresponding sciem?e.
Thus; (1) Physics studies those entities “which have separate substm.nslal
existence but are subject to change,” (2) mathematics studies those entities

“which are free from change but exist only as distinguishable aspects _of
concrete realities,” and (3) theology or metaphysics studies those entities
“which both have separate existence and are free from change.”

6. Norman equates “thought thinking itself” with “theoretical” or
speculative thinking (pp. 95 - 98).

7. Elders says, “The assertion that man’s noblest pass-time or activity is that

of God, is appatently based upon the assumption of an analogy between
man and God, that is, on the conviction that man shares in the moxs” (Elders

1972: 181).

8. Elders renders this schematically on p. 252

volg or vomglg

@ ")
thinks of itself thinks of something else
© @
which is always which is always
different the same
© ®
of any random of the‘ highest
object things
:
@ ()
changing without change

9. Norman’s article was written apainst this “Syllogistic Proof” inits attempt
to equate “thought thinking itself” with theoretic thinking. His point is
correct but incomplete, as Elders shows by linking “thought thinking itself”
with self-knowledge. Both theoretic thinking and self-knowledge seem to be
involved in Aristotle’s discussion.
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