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The treatment of finality in the history of philosophy has been a task reap with pitfalls.
Much criticism of the final cause has been a criticism of the thinker’s own conceptions of
finality, rather than of that which the object of the critique actually writes. Indeed, and
more specifically, much criticism of Aristotle’s conception of the final cause is a critique
of what later philosophers have read into the conception of finality rather than of what

Aristotle himself wrote about it and how he understood it.!

On this background, then, some kind of “heuristic scheme” would be necessary to have
in order to somehow sort out the different conceptions surrounding finality that differ-
ent thinkers have. In this article, one such scheme will be worked out. The basic differ-
ence between the conceptions of finality will be that between an intentionalist and a non-
intentionalist conception. According to an intentionalist conception of finality, a (ration-
al) agent is necessary for there to be an end or an operation for an end. Given a non-

intentionalist conception, no such intentional agency is needed.

1 See, e.g., a classic example in Bertrand Russell’s History of Western Philosophy: “The atomists,
unlike Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, sought to explain the world without introducing the notion
of purpose or final cause. The ‘final cause’ of an occurrence is an event in the future for the
sake of which the occurrence takes place. In human affairs, this conception is applicable. Why
does the baker make bread? Because people will be hungry. Why are railways built? Because
people will wish to travel. In such cases, things are explained by the purpose they serve. When
we ask ‘why?’ concerning an event, we may mean either of two things. We may mean: ‘What
purpose did this event serve?’ or we may mean: ‘What earlier circumstances caused this event?’
The answer to the former question is a teleological explanation, or an explanation by final caus-
es; the answer to the latter question is a mechanistic explanation. [ do not see how it could have
been known in advance which of these two questions science ought to ask, or whether it ought
to ask both. But experience has shown that the mechanistic question leads to scientific
knowledge, while the teleological question does not. The atomists asked the mechanistic
question, and gave a mechanistic answer. Their successors, until the Renaissance, were more
interested in the teleological question, and thus led science up a blind alley.” (Russell 1961
[1945], pp. 84-5; emphasis added)



Connected to this, a distinction will also be made regarding different basic conceptions
of the nature of reality, here called for short “metaphysics”?, namely between Dynamic
and Boolean conceptions, respectively. A Dynamic metaphysics is one where change is
understood on an act-potency-scheme, and where things have potentialities that become
actualized. In a Boolean metaphysics, on the other hand, the radical division between
that which is or exists, on the one hand, and that which does not, on the other, is empha-
sized; change is, hence, rather understood as the replacement of one thing (a substance

or an accident) with another.

[t will be argued that these divisions shed light on the difference with regards to the
problems that different thinkers face with regards to finality, and that their proposed
solutions will therefore also differ (and that the problems different thinkers themselves
have with finality are often projected on to other thinkers, that actually do not have

them, from their own starting points).

To concretize the different treatments of finality, three different thinkers will first be

presented that have different combinations of the above views. These will be:

e Aristotle (non-intentionalist understanding of finality combined with Dynamic
metaphyisics);

e Buridan (intentionalist understanding of finality combined with Boolean meta-
phyiscs); and, finally,

e Averroes (intentionalist understanding of finality combined with Dynamic meta-

phyiscs).3

2 Thus, the “metaphysics” of a thinker can be found in the metaphysics as well as the natural
philosophy and theology (and possibly also other subjects) of a thinker, depending of how the
subjects are divided. Special attention will be given, though, to the understanding of reality as it
pertains or relates to nature. When the word “metaphysics” is used in some other sense (e.g., as
opposed to natural philosophy or theology), this will be noted.

3 The missing combination - a non-intentionalist understanding of finality combined with a
Boolean metaphysics - would presumably amount to an eliminationist view of finality, i.e., that
there is no genuine finality at all in the world. Ancient Epicureanism would presumably come
close to this position.



As is seen, these three thinkers are not treated in chronological order. The reason for
this - and this will be argued for in the presentations below - is that the two first combi-
nations (Aristotle’s and Buridan’s) represent “clean” solutions and views on finality. The
third view, on the other hand, seemingly introduces a tension or a complication, as a
Dynamic metaphysics presents a kind of final explanation in itself (in terms of actualiza-
tion of potentialities) that at least partly covers the same explanatory space as the inten-
tionalist account of finality does. Hence, we are here presented with a question - regard-
ing how God’s intentions and the actualization of potentialities, respectively - relate to
one another. Therefore, it seems fitting that Averroes is presented as the last thinker of

the three.

However, let us now in turn look at the three thinkers, and how finality are embedded in

their three respective world-views.

Change and Finality in Aristotle

Let us start in Aristotle’s Physics to understand what role finality* plays in his philoso-
phy?, and especially in his philosophy of nature. In his introduction to his treatment of

causes (aitiai) in the Physics, Aristotle writes that

Knowledge is the object of our inquiry, and men do not think they know a thing
till they have grasped the ‘why’ of it (which is to grasp its primary cause). So
clearly we too must do this as regards both coming to be and passing away and
every kind of natural change, in order that, knowing their principles, we may try

to refer to these principles each of our problems.6

4 This term is here preferred over the term “teleology.”

5 On the importance of the notion of telos for Aristotle’s philosophy and on its connection to the
act-potency-scheme in his metaphysics, one recent commentator has concluded that “Aristotle
can only really make sense of ousia, in relation to its basic intelligibility, through the concepts of
telos (end) and entelechy (fulfilment)” (Brook 2015 p. 521).

6 Physics, book II, ch. 3; 194b18-23. ‘¢mel yap toD eideval xapiv 1) mpaypoateia, eideval §° ov
TPOTEPOV OLOPETH EKATTOV TPV (v Adfopev TO S Tl mepl EkaoTov, ToUTo 8’ €0TL TO AaBElV TV
TpwToV aitiav, 8fjAov 0TL Kal 1TV vOUTO TTOMTEOV Kal Ttepl YEVESEDG KAl (BOTIAS Kl TTAOTES TT|G
(PUOLKTIG LETAPBOATG, OTIWG EIOTEG VDV TAG APXAG AVAYELV E(G AVTAG TELPWUEDA TAOV
{ntovuévov EkaoTov.’



So, first of all, causes and causation have to do with an explanation of something.” With
what? With change (metabole). So the fundamental question that causal accounts in nat-
ural philosophy are meant to answer is not of the kind “Why does this thing exist?” but

rather “Why has this come into being?” or “Why did this thing change color?”.

So causal explanation involves spelling out the principles of change. Or, alternatively put,

causation has to do with explaining change.

It is a salient feature of this entry into causation, also, that it leads to a certain “causal
pluralism.” Not that whichever explanation is a good explanation, but one good explana-
tion does not preclude other good explanations. As Aristotle writes, “[a]s things are
called causes in many ways, it follows that there are several causes of the same thing
(not merely accidentally).”® Of course, the question “why?” can be understood in many

different ways, and so there are many different explanations of the same change.

It is also important to remember that we are now dealing with nature, as this is the book
on nature (physis); it is the “student of nature” who is to investigate into the principles of
change - change being significant for nature - and make the proper distinctions with

regards to the different meanings of “why?”.

Now, the causes being four, it is the business of the student of nature to know
about them all, and if he refers his problems back to all of them, he will assign the
‘why’ in the way proper to his science - the matter, the form, the mover, that for

the sake of which.?

However, although proper distinctions are to be made, this does not mean that the prin-

ciples in the final analysis have to differ in the individual case. Actually, in the case of the

7 In a recent study, Nathanael Stein (2011 p. 707 n. 8) enumerates a list of scholars who have
held that “Becauses,” “explanations” or “explanatory factors” would be a better rendering of
aitiai than “causes,” mentioning i.a. Julia Annas, Jonathan Barnes, Richard Sorabji, and Michael
Frede.

8 Physics, book II, ch. 3; 19524-5. ‘cupfaivel §& ToAAoy®dG Aeyopévov TV aitiwv kal ToAAX ToD
avtod aftia gfvat oV katd cupPePexds, ’

9 Physzcs book II, ch. 7; 198222-25. ‘¢mel & al aition ‘tsrtapsg, nspt TGV T00 cpvcucov eibévay,
Kot SLg TMéoag avdywv 0 81 Tl dToShoel PuOIk®dS — THY VANV, TO £180g, TO Kivijoav, TO o0
gveka.’



paradigmatic example for Aristotle - that of the organism10 - the last three of the above

kinds of causes really coincide.

The last three often coincide; for the what and that for the sake of which are one,

while the primary source of motion is the same in species as these.!1

Hence, it would seem, in organisms - which are “self-movers”12 — the form (which de-
termines what a thing is) is identical with the finality (“that for the sake of which”) and

to that which moves (or “the principle of motion”).

At this stage too, Aristotle in an interesting way balances on the limits of physics, and
delineates where that which transcends physics begins. This has to do with cases where
the example of a human being begetting another human being is changed in such a way
that that which causes such a change does not itself move. We here, then, have to do

with the unmoved mover, or God13.

[A]nd such as are not of this kind [i.e., those who do not move by being themselves
moved] are no longer inside the province of natural science, for they cause motion
not by possessing motion or a source of motion in themselves, but being them-

selves incapable of motion.14

Here, we thus have a case where the principle of change in or of nature is not itself part
of nature, and is therefore not the study object of the Physics but rather that of the Meta-

physics, to which we will come below.

Hence - paradoxically, it would seem at first - the study of change in nature leads us
both to principles that are themselves in nature (and therefore studied in the present
context) and to principles that are not themselves part of nature (and therefore are not

treated in the Physics). This is further stressed by Aristotle:

10 See Shields 2014, p. 96.

11 Physics, book 11, ch. 7; 198325-26. ‘€pyetat 8¢ Ta Tpla €ig Ev €T, TO §° 00¢eV 1) KivnoLg TPpdDTOV
T €(deL TaTo TOVTOLG.

12 Cf. Shields 2014, p. 324. “According to Aristotle, unlike artefacts, living systems engage in their
activities spontaneously. He thinks that living beings are spontaneous in the sense that they have
an internal source (arché) of change. While many things move, only some things are self-
movers.”

13 This identification will be argued for below.

14 Physics, book 11, ch. 7; 198328-30. ‘6oa 8¢ 1), OUKETL (PUOLKTG. OV Yap €V aUTOIG EXoVTa KIVEDLSG
oU8’ apx1MV KWW oews KIVET, AL dkivnta dvta.



Now the principles which cause motion in a natural way are two, of which one is
not natural, as it has no principle of motion in itself. Of this kind is whatever caus-
es movement, not being itself moved, such as that which is completely unchange-
able, the primary reality, and the essence of a thing, i.e. the form; for this is the
end for the sake of which. Hence since nature is for the sake of something, we

must know this cause also.15

The principles that move without themselves being moved, then, are in Aristotle’s short
enumeration (i) the ultimate reality, and (ii) the form (morphé) or essence (ti esti) of the
thing. In the case of (i), moreover, it is described as “completely unchangeable,” implicit-
ly stating the changeableness of forms or essences (when things come into being or per-

ish, presumably).

Aristotle’s “causal pluralism” comes to the fore also in the above quote. To ask whether
finality is internal or external to the thing misses the point.1¢ As in the case with the four
kinds of causes, it depends on what “why?”-question one is asking, and the way in which
one cashes it out. Surely, the essence itself is a final cause of the thing. In change, the
thing actualizes its potentialities, which are inherent in its form or essence. But change is
also an actualization (full stop), where pure actuality is the unmoved mover. That which
is fully actualized cannot actualize any “more” and cannot, therefore, change or be

moved - hence unmoved mover, which is “completely unchangeable.”1”

Just to spell this out more fully, though, we need to go outside physics - according to
Aristotle himself - to the discipline that deals with this, the area later labeled metaphys-
ics. The treatment in the Metaphysics is strikingly parallel in some parts to that in the

Physics, but for that reason, the differences also stand out all the more clearly.

15 Physics, book 11, ch. 7; 198236-198b5. ‘Arttai 82 ai dpyal ai kvoloal QuUOkdS, wv 1} £Tépa oV
PUOLKT. 0V Yap EXEL KLVOEWS ApXTV €V AUTH]. TOLOTTOV 8" £€0TLV €L TLKLVET U1} KLVOUPEVOV, WTIEP
TO T€ TAVTEAGDG AKIVETOV Kal TO TTAVTWV TP@TOV Kol TO Tl £0TL Kkad 1) pop@1. TEAoG yap Kai oV
EVEKA. WOTE EMELT PUOLG EVEKA TOV, Kal TaUTnV ldévat Set’

16 On this point, Monte Ransome Johnson (2005) is wide of the mark when he pits these against
each other in his otherwise brilliant study on Aristotle’s teleology (Johnson 2005 pp. 284-6). It
would seem that Johnson works from the presumption that “external” finality would have to
involve some kind of “intentionalist teleology,” a case in point with regards to interpreters read-
ing their own conception of finality into, in this case, Aristotle. For this term, and for an argu-
ment for the view that Aristotle places himself between an eliminativist (Democritus et al.) and
an intentionalist (Anaxagoras) stance on teleology, see Shields 2014, especially pp. 86-87.

17 See also Metaphysics, book V, ch. 1.



In the first chapter of book VI (or E), for example, Aristotle writes:

We are seeking the principles and the causes of the things that are, and obviously
of things qua being.18
So that which Aristotle seeks to do here is strikingly similar to his search for different

kinds of causes in the Physics, except that he here will go beyond physics.

Beyond? Yes, whatever Aristotle calls what he does here - and despite him not using the

word “metaphysics” - this is an investigation taking him beyond the physical realm.

But if there is something which is eternal and immovable and separable, clearly
the knowledge of it belongs to a theoretical science, — not, however, to natural sci-
ence (for natural science deals with movable things) nor to mathematics, but to a

science prior to both.19

So we have here come to the principle, or principles, of the highest kind - not, though, of
course suspending the natural, but being the principles on which the natural principles,
in their turn, are based, at least partly (as music is partly “based” on mathematical prin-

ciples).20

And here we also find a textual basis for claiming that Aristotle understands himself as

considering God or the divine here. He writes:

There must, then, be three theoretical philosophies, mathematics, natural science,
and theology (theologikeé), since it is obvious that if the divine is present any-
where, it is present in things of this sort. And the highest science must deal with
the highest genus, so that the theoretical sciences are superior to the other sci-

ences, and this to the other theoretical sciences.21

18 Metaphysics, book VI, ch. 1; 1025b3-4. ‘ai dpyal kal Ta aitia (NTeltal Tov Ovtwy, Sfjdov 6€ 0Tl
7 Svta.’

19 Metaphysics, book VI, ch. 1; 1026a10-13. ‘el 8¢ Tl €oTv A1S10V Kl AKivTOV Kl XWPLETOV,
PAVEPOV OTL BEWPNTIKTG TO YV@AVL 0V HEVTOL PUOLKTG YE (TIEPL KLV TGV YAP TLVWV 1] UOIKY)
oU8¢ HaBNUATIKHG, GAAX TPOTEPAG GUPOTV.

20 Here, though, Aristotle expressly writes that we search for principles of things, rather than of
change, which is logical given the content of discourse, as physics deals with mutable things,
whereas metaphysics also (or even exclusively?) deals with immutable things.

21 Metaphysics, book VI, ch. 1; 1026218-22. ‘®ote TPelS &v elev @Aoco@ial BewpnTikai,
pHaOnuatikn, @uoiky, Bgodoykn (o yap ddniov OtL €l Tov To BTov Vapyey, €V Tf) TolavTn
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Also - to clarify his position - he gives a counterfactual argument that if nature were
everything that existed, natural science would be the highest science (as is indeed held

by many, if not most, thinkers today?2).

We answer that if there is no substance other than those which are formed by na-
ture, natural science will be the first science; but if there is an immovable sub-
stance, the science of this must be prior and must be first philosophy, and univer-

sal in this way, because it is first.23

Why is this important? Because, as was seen in the physics, this highest principle also
comes in when dealing with natural change, in order to explain it, also with regards to

finality.

Let us, finally, look at how human beings enter into this scheme of things. In the course
of asking about the good of or for human beings, Aristotle places human beings exactly

in the view of nature and other natural things:

Life seems to be common even to plants, but we are seeking what is peculiar to
man. Let us preclude, therefore, the life of nutrition and growth. Next there would
be a life of perception, but it also seems to be common even to the horse, the ox,
and every animal. There remains, then, an active life of the element that has a ra-

tional principle.24

What interests us here, particularly, is how Aristotle searches for the finality of human

beings in line with how other things in nature fulfill their ends, namely, by realizing that

@VOoELVTEPYEL), Kal THY TYULWTATNY ST Tepl TO TLOTATOV YEVog Elval ai pév oDV BewpnTikal
TOV AAAWV ETOTNU®OV alpeToTATAL AUTN 6 TOV BeWpPNTIKGDY.

22 See, e.g., the article “Naturalism” in Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, where it is stated that
the term “naturalism” as used today is used to designate the view that “reality is exhausted by
nature, containing nothing ‘supernatural’, and that the scientific method should be used to inves-
tigate all areas of reality, including the ‘human spirit’.” It goes on to state that “[s]o understood,
‘'naturalism’ is not a particularly informative term as applied to contemporary philosophers. The
great majority of contemporary philosophers would happily accept naturalism as just character-
ized—that is, they would both reject “supernatural” entities, and allow that science is a possible
route (if not necessarily the only one) to important truths about the ’human spirit’.” (Papineau
2016)

23 Metaphysics, book VI, ch. 1; 1026227-31. ‘el p&v oOv 1) €01 TIG £Tépa oVoia Tapd TAG PUCEL
ouveSTNKLLAG, 1] QUOLKT Qv €N TTPpWTN EMoTNUN: €1 6" €0TL TIG oVCla dxivnTog, Al TN TTPpOTEPQ Kal
@Loco@ia TpwTN, Kal kaBoAov oUTws OTL TPpW TN’

24 Nicomachean ethics, book I, ch. 7; 109732-109823. ‘10 pev ydp {ijv kovov elvat @alvetal kal
TOTG PUTOTG, (NTeTTaL 8¢ TO (6L0V. APOoPLaTEOV Apa TV TE BPETTIKNV Kol TNV a0ENTIKNV {wv.
gmopevn 8¢ alobntkn tig av g, @aivetal 8¢ kal avTr ko kal (mmw kat ol kal Tovtl {ww.
Aetmetan 81 mpakTikn TI§ Tod Adyov €xovtog’



which is proper to them. That which is most proper to human beings is their rationality,

and living in accordance with this, realizing this, is to live a good (or the best) life.

However, there are also dissimilarities, of course, to how other things in nature realize
their capacities. For one thing, this end is - in one sense - already realized in human be-
ings. Placing the Nicomachean ethics next to the De anima, one can find this remarkable

feature of human life here and now:

Thought in this sense of it is separable, impassable, unmixed, since it is in its es-
sential nature activity (for always the active is superior to the passive factor, the
originating force to the matter). / Actual knowledge is identical with its object; in
the individual, potential knowledge is in time prior to actual knowledge, but abso-
lutely it is not prior even in time. It does not sometimes think and sometimes not
think. When separated it is alone just what it is, and this alone is immortal and
eternal (we do not remember because, while this is impassible, passive thought is

perishable); and without this nothing thinks.25

Many of the properties accorded to the active intellect here are identical to those of the
unmoved mover or highest principle. We need not here establish the exact relation be-
tween these; suffice it to say that since rational thinking is most proper to human beings,
being her end and constituting (at least partly) that which is truly good for her, she also
stands in a special relation to the overarching good, that highest principle which is - in
one sense - the ultimate end of everything (not precluding, as has been stated, that all

things also have their own internal proper end as well).26

The main point of this sketch is to draw a picture where Aristotle has a story about final-

ity that does not, at bottom, draw on an intentionalist understanding of this phenome-

25 De anima, book 111, ch. 5; 430218-26. ‘kai 0UT0g 6 VoUig xwpLoTdg Kai &madng kai &y, Ti
ovola @V évépyela. el Yap THLOTEPOV TO ToloDv ToD Ttdoyovtog Kol 1) apxM T VANG. To &' aitod
€0TLV 1) KAT' EVEPYELAV ETLOTNHN TG TPdypaTL 1] §& Katd SUVapLY XpOvw TpoTEP €V TG €V,
O0AwG 8¢ 0VSE XpOVE, AAL' 0V) O0TE peV VOET OTE &' 0V VOEL XwpLoBelg &' éoti povov todB' Omep
£oti, kal To0To povov aBavatov kal didlov (00 pvnuovevopey 8¢, 0TL ToUTO pev ATabeg, O 8¢
TadNTIKOG VoG BapTdG). Kal Avey TOUTOU 0VBEVY VOET

26 For an account of human mental activity as related to motion and change in Aristotle, see
Shields 2007. There, Shields also points to some problems Aristotle ends up with in his account

of this, in relation to his general account of change and action (see especially pp. 159-160).
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non.?” Rather, intentionality in general, and rational intentionality in particular, are
placed within this more overarching story of finality, involving the explanation of

change, and where change is fundamentally understood as actualization of potentialities.

Buridan, Metaphysics and Finality

Buridan famously never left the arts department for the higher theological studies.
However, some parts of his philosophy are shaped by a close contact with theological
themes. One such area of his philosophy is his understanding of the status of accidental

forms and, thereby, his understanding of change and motion.

As Paul Bakker has convincingly argued, Buridan’s discussion of the status of accidental
forms is very much informed by theological concerns.?® More specifically, it is the doc-
trine of the eucharist, and the preservation of the accidental forms despite the change of
the substantial form in it, that to a large part drives his discussion in this area.?? The re-
sulting view is one which could be called a “substantialization of accidental forms,” as on

this view accidental forms are able to exist without inhering in a subject.30

In contrast to the Aristotelian conception of the ontological status of accidental
being, Buridan offers a different theory by taking into account the point of view of
the faith. Referring explicitly to the subsistence of the Eucharistic accidents sine

subiecto, he takes his point of departure in an affirmation of Gods [sic!] power to

27 Indeed, the highest principle is itself though (nous), according to Aristotle. However, this is
only thought on thought itself (i.e., it thinks itself), and does not think about something else.
Hence, this thought is not per se involved in some “directing” of the natural world, as it is, as an
intentionalist understanding of ends in nature would have it. “Therefore it must be itself that
thought thinks (since it is the most excellent of things), and its thinking is a thinking on think-
ing.” (Metaphyiscs, book XII, ch. 9; 1074b33-34. ‘atoOVv dpa voel, elmep €0TL TO KpATIOTOV, KAl
£0Tv 1) VO 01G VOT|0EWG VONOLG.")

28 Bakker 2001, especially pp. 252-3.

29 For this question as it regards Buridan, see also Sylla’s (2001) contribution in the same an-
thology. The impact on philosophy from questions concerning the Eucharist, especially on the
question of the status of accidental forms, is an important factor in the philosophy of the Late
Middle Ages at large. Buridan was quite typical, then, in this respect. See Pasnau 2011, especially
chs. 10 and 20.

30 There is, of course, no necessity in this conclusion. In Marsilius of Inghen, for one, accidental
forms do not acquire this status. This comes at the price, though, of more clearly separating the
fields of natural philosophy, on the one hand, from the field of theology, on the other. Marsilius
of Inghen thus upholds a distinction, closer to Aristotle, between substances (quid), on the one
hand, and accidents as modifications of substances (quale), on the other, in his natural philoso-
phy. (Cf. Bakker 2001, pp. 257-262, especially pp. 260-2)
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separate accidents from their substances. From this, he deduces that whiteness, in
order to exist on its own (per se), must be a real being, and hence that it possesses
the status of a being not only while existing separately from a substance, but also

while inhering in a substance.3!

This understanding of the status of accidental forms is combined, in Buridan, with an
emphasis on the distinction between that which exists, on the one hand, and that which
does not exist, on the other. This can be seen, e.g., in his arguments for the actuality of

prime matter.

The second conclusion is that [prime matter] is a being in act, not only in potency,
because to be in potency only is not to be, but to be possible; but prime matter not

only can be, but is, as was said.32

Indeed, for matter to be able to account for anything, it needs to be real, it has to exist.

As Buridan writes on causes in general:
That which is nothing is the cause of nothing.33

Together with the understanding of the status of accidental forms, one can here see how
accidental change is not so much the realization of a potentiality as it is the successive
replacement of one accidental form with another. In line with accidents becoming more
like substances, accidental change also becomes more like substantial change (or gener-

ation and corruption).

Calvin Normore has accounted for the difference between Buridan and Aristotle’s ac-

count of change in the following way:

Aristotle allows three kinds of change: generation/corruption, alteration, and mo-
tion. We can conceive of these in two fundamentally different ways. The first way
(Aristotle’s way!) is to think of them as different kinds of processes which a single
thing, Socrates say, may in some sense suffer: Socrates was born, can move, can
change size, can die. A second way is to conceive the different types of change as

involving the creation and destruction of different kinds of things - in generation

31 Bakker 2001, pp. 252-3. The quote goes on to note that Buridan has a univocal understanding
of the term “being.”

32 Buridan, In Physicorum, bk. 1, g. 20; p. 202. ‘Secunda conclusio est quod ipsa est ens in actu,
non solum in potentia, quia esse solum in potentia non est esse, sed posse esse; materia autem
prima non solum potest esse, sed est, ut dictum est.’

33 Buridan, In Physicorum, bk. 11, q. 7; p. 294. ‘Quod nihil est nullius est causa.’
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and destruction substances are created and destroyed, in movement, motions, in
alterations, qualities, quantities, etc. This second picture does in a sense unify
change by bringing them under the description “creation or destruction of some-
thing”. Professor Adams has argued that Ockham understands the project of ac-
counting for change in accord with the first picture. I want to argue that Buridan,
on the other hand, is guided by the second and that this leads him to multiply enti-

ties but reduce modes.34

In this unified understanding of change, connected to a univocal conception of being, all
change is characterized by the destruction of one being and the introduction of anoth-
er.3> Once again, this view also precludes Aristotle’s understanding of change as the real-
ization of potentialities, as the potential just does not exist and therefore cannot have

any role to play in a causal explanation.

This is also connected to Buridan’s understanding of modalities, and specifically on un-
realized possibilities. Buridan underscores not only that unrealized possibilities have no
kind of existence, but also - and here we are entering the questions of final causation -

that talk of unrealized possibilities only makes sense in relation to agents with free will.

As for the unrealized possible beings (possibilia), Buridan states that they have no

kind of existence and are not founded on anything.36

In describing the behavior of created things, the notion of unrealized alternative

possibilities is relevant only with respect to agents which have a free will.37

We have, thus, entered the question of final causation. As Henrik Lagerlund has pointed
out, final causation only takes place where there is a rational agent, according to Buri-

dan.

Obviously nothing in nature acts for the sake of the good other than humans. [...]

Ends are just intentions of rational agents.38

[t remains, though, for Buridan to give an account of this final causation, and how it fits

with the other causes.

3¢ Normore 1985, pp. 195-196.

35 For Buridan’s understanding of change, see also his Super octo libros De generatione et corrup-
tion, bk. I, qq. 6-9 (Buridan 2010, pp. 77-104).

36 Knuuttila 2001, p. 71.

37 Knuuttila 2001, p. 72.

38 Lagerlund 2011 p. 600.
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Buridan does this by distinguishing what he calls “first intentions” from “second inten-
tions.”3 When someone performs an act for an end, we can distinguish two senses of the
word “end” here: (i) the end in the sense of the one for the sake of which the action is
performed (finis gratia cuius), on the one hand, and (ii) the end in the sense of that
through which something is achieved (finis quo), on the other. The end in the first sense
is the primary sense of the word “end”, and it is only here that we find true final causa-
tion.4? The end in the secondary sense is rather the result of efficient and formal causa-

tion.#?

[t is therefore to be conceded that an end said in first intention is truly a cause [...]
But it is also to be conceded that it is not fitting that an end said in the second in-

tention is, properly speaking, a cause of its agents or the acts preceding it [...]42

[ therefore declare that the intention and will of the physician willing to heal Soc-
rates does not depend on the coming about of Socrates’ health. First, because this

is nothing. Second, because it might be impossible for Socrates to be healed.43

[t is, thus, important to note that Buridan does not reject final causation, but that - on
the other hand - he accepts final causation of a very specific kind, connected to rational

agents and rational agency.

The end in the first intention (prima intentione) is that which is first in the order
of being, goodness, and perfection. It is that for which, or for the sake of which

(gratia cuius), something or someone acts. For example, it can be the man for

39 In In Physicorum, bk. 1], q. 7; see especially pp. 296-298.

40 Suarez would call this kind of end the finis cui, “the end for whom,” reserving the term finis
cuius for something coming close to Buridan’s finis quo (confusingly, in this context). Cf. e.g. DM
XXIIL.2, 2. ‘nam finis cuius dicitur cuius adipiscendi gratia homo movetur et operator, u test sani-
tas in curatione; finis cui dicitur ille cui alter finis procurator, ut test homo in intentione sanitas’
41 Cf. Lagerlund 2011, especially pp. 596-600. “It is ends in the second sense that Buridan dis-
misses since they come about through ends in the first sense, which means that they are effects
and not causes.” (Lagerlund 2011, p. 598)

42 Buridan, In Physicorum, bk.1l, q. 7; p. 298. ‘Sic igitur concedendum est quod finis prima inten-
tione dictus vere est causa [...] Sed concedendum est etiam quod non oportet finem secundaria
intentione dictum esse proprie loquendo causam suorum agentium vel actionum praecedentium
ipsum [...]’

43 Buridan, In Physicorum, bk.1l, q. 13; p. 345. ‘Declaro igitur quod intentio et voluntas medici
volentis sanare Socratem non dependet ex sanitate Socratis producenda. Primo, quia illa nihil
est. Secundo, quia forte impossibile est Socratem sanari.’
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whom the house is constructed. If we consider the whole universe, it is God who is

in this sense the end of everything.44

Final causation, then, cannot really be used to explain what takes place within nature

(outside human agency, one could add).*> Here, other kinds of causes are at play.

But as far as natural things are concerned, I believe that a swallow mating, nest-
ing, and laying eggs does not cognize any more when it produces chicks than a
tree does when it produces branches and flowers. Nor do the mating, nesting, and
egg-laying activities of the swallow depend for their being and order on those
chicks. Rather, the converse is true. And those chicks do not determine the swal-
low to act in this way, but the form and nature of the swallow, celestial bodies at
certain times of the year, and supreme God in his infinite wisdom, together de-
termine the swallow to mate, from which the production of eggs consequently fol-
lows. [...] All of this comes about by divine artifice, celestial bodies, and particular
agents, both extrinsic and intrinsic [to the subject of the action], which are the

substantial forms of these same natural agents.46

Even though God ultimately creates and upholds everything for a final end, then, when
studying nature, it is formal and efficient causation that are the relevant causal catego-

ries.

44 Biard 2001, pp. 86-7. [From where, etc.?]

45 There is a problem here, though, that Buridan does not seem to address. For if a cause has to
exist in order to be a cause, how do we understand the situation in which a doctor is motivated
to heal a patient that actually does not exist? In the above example, on Socrates, the patient does
exist. But it could be the case that the doctor falsely assumes someone to exist, and is motivated
in his or her actions to heal this person. The there is nothing that takes the place of the final
cause. Hence, should we rather say that it is the mental conception, or something like that, that
takes the place of the final cause, rather than the thing itself (e.g. Socrates)? It is questions and
worries such as these that will shape the debate on final causation in the later Middle Ages. It
should be noted, though, that in the most important case - that of God directing everything to-
ward Himself as a first intention, this worry is not present, as God does exist (and if He didn’t, He
would not act, so the problem would not be present).

46 Translation in Biard 2001, p. 88, of In Physicorum, bk. 11, . 7 (p. 347 of edition used here,
based on slightly different text variant). ‘Sed de naturalibus ego credo, quod hirundo coiens, nid-
ificans et ovificans nihil plus cognoscit pullos generandos quam arbor fronds et florens pro-
ducens cognoscit fructum generandum. Nec hirundinis coitum, nidificatio et ovidificatio de-
pendent in esse et ordine eorum ab illis pullis sed e contra. Nec illi pulli determinant hirundinem
ad sic operandum, sed forma et natura hirundinis et corpora celestia determinatis temporibus et
Deus supremus per suam sapientiam infinitam determinant hirundinem ad coitum, ex quo con-
sequenter sequitur generatio ovorum [...] Haec ergo omnia proveniunt ab arte divina et corpor-
ibus caelestibus et agentibus particularibus tam extrinsecis qum intrinsecis, quae sunt formae
substantiales ipsorum naturalium.’
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Averroes on Ends, God’s Agency and the Act-Potency-Scheme

In Averroes, we find a combination of God as an intentional agent freely creating and
upholding the world, endowing it with its structure and therefore also its ends, on the
one hand, and an analysis of at least the sub-lunar world in accordance with the four-

fold scheme of causes, thereby also incorporating final causes, on the other.

Exactly how the different parts of Averroes’ philosophy and theology do or do not go

together is of course the subject of very much debate, and has been since his own life-
time.#” However, in this context it suffices to argue for the view that Averroes does in
fact combine what is here called a Dynamic metaphysics with an intentionalist under-

standing of finality, although the details of this combination will be left out.*8

To specify a bit further: Averroes analyzes change in the sub-lunar world in accordance
with the four-cause-scheme. Hence, there are ends in nature which can be understood

on the act-potency-scheme. These ends, viewed just in themselves, are something inher-

47 Barry Kogan, for example, in his Averroes and the Metaphysics of Causation from 1985, sug-
gests that there is an esoteric reading of Averroes, that can be extracted if more independent
works such as the Tahdfut al-tahdfut are combined with the readings of Averroes’ commentaries
on Aristotle, especially the later, longer commentaries. (See especially p. 24 and, for a summary
of Averroes’ “real” view in four points, p. 232.) Oliver Leaman, on the other hand, in his book
Averroes and His Philosophy from 1988, expressly rejects an esoteric reading (pp. 127-128) and
argues that the traditional reception of “Averroism” in the Latin west represents a fairly accu-
rate understanding of Averroes’ own views (see especially pp. 104 and 163-164). However, ac-
cording to Leaman, the inherent tensions in Averroes’ thinking were not as acute for him as it
would become in a later Latin context, as philosophy and theology for Averroes was more about
the organization of a good society, and about leading a good life, than about coming to an ab-
stract, theoretical truth per se (pp. 144, 167-169, the latter with a comment on Pomponazzi’s
reception of Averroes). Furthermore, terms used in philosophy and theology, respectively, are
used analogically (or equivocally pros hen), as they are used in different contexts and for differ-
ent purposes, and so seeming inconsistencies between these two areas are only surface phe-
nomena (pp. 183-184, 196). Leaman makes a strong case for his reading, but accepting it will
also make the project of understanding Averroes’ view (in singular) on some one issue problem-
atic. To these two readings can also be added a third, later one, from Ruth Glasner in her Aver-
roes’ Physics from 20009. In this, she rather tries to show a development in Averroes’ physics,
where what she calls an “Aristotelian atomism” (first mentioned on p. 2 in Glasner 2009) is de-
veloped over time. This reading, if accepted, ought also to have repercussions on the under-
standing on Averroes’ natural philosophy as a whole.

48 The basis for the interpretation of Averroes’ view here will be his Tahafut al-tahafut (“The
Incoherence of the Incoherence”), written in his “middle period” (cf. Urvoy 1991, pp. 36-38).
This work, written in the late 1170s in response to al-Ghazalt’s Tahafut al-Falasifa (“The Inco-
herence of the Philosophers”), is often taken as an expression as Averroes’ own view. See, e.g.,
Kogan 1985 p. ix, Leaman 1988 p. 10, Urvoy 1991 p. 71.
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ent in the things.#? If understood under the name “wisdom”, as Averroes sometimes

does, the things have this “wisdom” in themselves.

For the philosophers believe that there are four causes: agent, matter, form, and

end.50

His [i.e., al Ghazali’s] assertion that not every cause is called an agent is true, but
his argument that the inanimate is not called an agent is false, for the denial that
the inanimate exhibits acts excludes only the rational and voluntary act, not act
absolutely, for we find that certain inanimate things have powers to actualize
things like themselves; e.g. fire, which changes anything warm and dry into an-
other fire like itself, through converting it from what it has in potency into actuali-

tyl51

[W]hen one observes this sublunary world, one finds that what is called ‘living’
and knowing’ moves on its own account in well-defined movements towards

well-defined ends and well-defined acts from which new well-defined acts arise.52

One of the most interesting arguments for the view that there is actually real causation
taking place among things in the world is that without this, knowledge would be impos-
sible. For we come to know of things’ natures through their operations - we do not have
any “direct insight” into the nature of things. Hence, if the operation - or real causation -
of things would be denied, so one would also have to deny the possibility of coming to

know them.

That a stone moves downward through a quality which has been created in it, and
fire upwards, and that these qualities are opposed - this is a self-evident fact, and
to contradict it is pure folly. But it is still more foolish to say that the eternal Will
causes the movement in these things everlastingly — without any act He deliber-

ately chose - and that this movement is not implanted in the nature of the thing,

49 One can here also note how, for Averroes, potency or potentiality precedes possibility, where
the possible is grounded in the actual (Leaman 1988 p. 29). Averroes develops this view in ex-
plicit opposition to Avicenna and al-Ghazali, for whom the possible precedes the potential. Aver-
roes develops his view in continuation with Aristotle and his “principle of plenitude”, where
everything that is possible will also at some point be realized. (For the principle of plenitude in
Averroes, and the interpretative history of this with regards to Aristotle’s philosophy, see Kuk-
konen 2000, especially p. 336 n. 23.)

50 Averroes, Tahafut al-tahafut, Discussion three; vol. [, pp. 89-90; 150:15-151:8. (The last item
in the reference refers to Bouyges’ edition, in the Bibliotheca Arabica Scholasticorum series, vol.
iii, Beyrouth, 1930.)

51 Averroes, Tahafut al-tahdfut, Discussion three; vol. I, p. 92; 154:8-14.

52 Averroes, Tahafut al-tahafut, Discussion three; vol. [, pp. 112-113; 187:15-17.
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and that this is called constraint; for if this were true, things would have no na-
ture, no real essence, no real definition at all. For it is self-evident that the natures

and definitions of things only differ through the difference of their acts.53

Averroes thinks that causation, and thereby the act-potency-scheme or -structure, is
something actually “laid down” in the things themselves, and are not merely extrinsic to

them, on account of God’s agency.

In line with this, Averroes also often underscores the indirect way in which God oper-
ates on the sub-lunar world. This agency in many ways takes place primarily through

the heavens, which are themselves endowed with knowledge as well as will.

As to the second hypothesis, that God moves the heavens without having created
a potency in them through which they move, this also is a very reprehensible doc-
trine, far from man’s understanding. It would mean that God touches and moves
everything which is in the sublunary world, and that the causes and effects which
are perceived are all without meaning, and that man might be man through an-
other quality than the quality God has created in him and that the same would be
true of all other things. But such a denial would amount to a denial of the intelligi-

bles, for the intellect perceives things only through their causes.54

And this is one of the arguments through which it is established that the heavenly
bodies are provided with intellect and desire; and this is clear also from various

other arguments.55

And here we come closer to the question of final causation, more specifically. For it
seems that things in the sub-lunary world act for ends they have in and of themselves.
However, more proximately than from God, these ends are given by the heavens and the
way in which these - the living heavenly bodies - move the world. With a division that
Buridan would later have®é, Averroes makes a distinction between the end of the heav-
ens as a first intention - which is God - and the end of the heavens as a second intention

- as they give ends to the sub-lunary world.

53 Averroes, Tahafut al-tahafut, Discussion 14, p. 289; 475:4-11.
5¢ Averroes, Tahafut al-tahafut, Discussion 14, p. 291; 479:1-7.

55 Averroes, Tahafut al-tahafut, Discussion 14, p. 292; 480:16-18.
56 See above.

17



This movement, however, does not occur according to the philosophers in first in-
tention for the sake of this sublunary world; that is, the heavenly body is not in
first intention created for the sake of this sublunary world. For indeed this move-
ment is the special act for the sake of which heaven is created, and if this move-
ment occurred in first intention for the sake of the sublunary world, the body of
the heavens would be created only for the sake of this sublunary world, and it is
impossible, according to the philosophers, that the superior should be created for

the sake of the inferior.57

This theologian [i.e., al Ghazall] wants to indicate the cause of this from the point
of view of the final cause, not of the efficient, and none of the philosophers doubts
that there is here a final cause in second intention, which is necessary for every-
thing in the sublunary world. And although this cause has not yet been ascer-
tained in detail, nobody doubts that every movement, every progression or re-
gression of the stars, has an influence on sublunary existence, so that, if these
movements differed, the sublunary world would become disorganized. But many
of these causes are either still completely unknown or become known after a long
time and long experience, as it is said that Aristotle asserted in his book On Astro-

logical Theorems.58

So, the sub-lunary world - operating in accordance with an act-potency-scheme - are
more proximately given its ends, and its general ordering, from the heavens, which op-
erate in accordance with reason and desire. Ultimately, though, it is of course from God

that the ends, the structure and the ordering come.

It also becomes clear from the fact that all the spheres have the daily circular
movement, although besides this movement they have, as the philosophers had
ascertained, their own special movements, that He who commands this move-
ment must be the First Principle, i.e. God, and that He commands the other princi-
ples to order the other movements to the other spheres. Through this heaven and
earth are ruled as a state is ruled by the commands of the supreme monarch,
which, however, are transmitted to all classes of the population by the men he has
appointed for this purpose in the different affairs of the state. As it says in the Ko-

ran: ‘And He inspires every Heaven with its bidding.” This heavenly injunction and

57 Averroes, Tahafut al-tahafut, Discussion 15, p. 295; 484:13-18.
58 Averroes, Tahafut al-tahafut, Discussion 15, p. 299; 491:13-492:5.

18



this obedience are the prototypes of the injunction and obedience imposed on

man because he is a rational animal.>9

Above, then, we have seen how Averroes combines an act-potency-scheme in his analy-
sis of nature with an, at bottom, intentionalist understanding of finality, or - more pre-
cisely - an analysis where the end must ultimately be given by a rational agent.®? This
would, then, be what is here called a Dynamic metaphysics with an intentionalist under-

standing of finality.t1

Now, it does not seem that Averroes anywhere problematizes this specific combination.
However, whereas the combinations found in Aristotle and Buridan, and presented
above, represent more “clean” solutions to how metaphysics and finality are combined,
it seems that we with Averroes’ combination have a situation where two different ac-
counts compete for the same “explanatory space”. When accounting for a change in
terms of the end, we can either explicate it along more traditionally Aristotelian lines as
the actualization of a potentiality, or we can refer it to the will of some rational agent (to
a celestial agent or to God). And although a basic answer to this can be given along the
lines of the Liber de causis, with its distinction between first order and second order cau-
sation, there is a tension in this account of the end that is not present in Aristotle’s and
in Buridan’s thinking. This tension, or the questions that it gives rise to, would later play
a major role in the developments of the Latin, broadly speaking “Aristotelian,” philo-

sophical tradition, as will be seen.

Conclusions

Whereas Aristotle understands finality in a non-intentionalist way as the actualization of
a potentiality, and whereas for Buridan finality only enters the picture by the operation
of a rational agent, for Averroes the act-potency-scheme used in order to explicate the
workings of especially the sub-lunar world and its ends is combined with an intentional-
ist understanding of finality, where the whole order of the world is ultimately dependent

on the intentions and commands of God.

59 Averroes, Tahafut al-tahafut, Discussion three; vol. [, pp. 111-112; 185:12-186:5.

60 With all the caveats given above of how to exactly understand his combination of the philo-
sophical and the theological perspectives.

61 See also Cerami 2015, especially the conclusion on pp. 672-675.
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We thus get the following “four-fielder”:

Conception of finality

Non-intentionalist Intentionalist

Dynamic Aristotle Averroes

Conception of reality
Boolean ---62 Buridan

In the later, Latin Middle Ages, a purely Aristotelian conception of finality was not really
accessible. Thus, what we have are understandings of the question that oscillate around
“Buridanean” or “Averroist” expressions and solutions, in the sense of combining a basi-
cally intentionalist understanding with a Dynamic metaphysics (where ends can also be
understood to be inherent in nature) or a Boolean metaphyiscs (where the ends tend to

be understood as being extrinsic to things in the world).

The reason for setting up this scheme, though, has not been so much to give an interpre-
tation to the above thinkers, but rather to have a background scheme on which to treat
thinkers dealing with finality in the later Middle Ages. As will be seen, these thinkers
very much do this in dialogue with the above thinkers (and others), and so hopefully the
above treatment will also serve as a background for understanding these discussions in

this way also.
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