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Abstract

The diversity of opinions regarding determinism stems from the multidimensional
nature of Aristotle’s works and thinking. In Aristotle’s ethics, despite the presence
of a general principle of necessity, determinism is treated differently than it is in
his logical, physical, and metaphysical works. Metaphysics E 3 suggests that if
the generation of all things is not necessary, then there exist principles and causes
that arise and perish without undergoing a determined process of generation or
decay. The fact that not everything is necessary implies that some causes and
principles lack the dunamis (power) as a necessary condition for their generation
and destruction, and thus their occurrence is accidental. Aristotle’s road map for
negating strict and absolute necessity within the causal chain is to appeal to the
possibility of incidental and accidental things or events. To this end, Aristotle
adopts the strategy of acknowledging the necessity of incidental causes or, as it
might be expressed, "the necessity of the unnecessary." Accidental events also
aim to achieve a purpose, and according to Frede, they do not fall outside the
realm of definite prediction. This article seeks to depict the contribution of both
efficient and final causes within the causal structure of reality through the
framework of causal necessity. The relationship between efficient causation and
necessity, as well as the concept of efficient causal necessity in Aristotle’s
metaphysics, can be understood through the concept of causal powers. If one
analyzes the causal chain from the future to the past, an unrealized final cause, by
virtue of final causality and causal influence, renders earlier events in the causal
chain logically and predictably necessary. Ultimately, we aim to demonstrate that
the interpretation of Metaphysics E 3 is consistent with both the analysis of the
necessity of efficient and final causes, based on different assumptions, and the
arguments supporting teleological determinism, including the imitation of nature
by art.
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1. Introduction

This article aims to elucidate the contribution of both efficient and final causes within the causal
structure of reality, with a particular emphasis on causal necessity. The inquiry into Aristotle's
determinism hinges on addressing several secondary questions, including the perspective from which
his philosophy should be approached. The divergent interpretations of determinism stem from the
multifaceted nature of Aristotle’s works and intellectual trajectory. While Aristotle addresses the
principle of necessity across his ethical, logical, physical, and metaphysical writings, his treatment of
determinism varies, yet no sharp division exists between theoretical and practical sciences or between
science and ethics in his thought. Ultimately, we aim to demonstrate that the interpretation of
Metaphysics E 3 is consistent with both the analysis of the necessity of efficient and final causes,
based on different assumptions, and the arguments supporting teleological determinism, including the
imitation of nature by art.

2. Causal Determinism and Interpretations

Avristotle's stance on determinism, despite variations in its presentation across his works, largely
depends on the interpretation and analysis derived from different readings. The extent to which the
principles of "necessity” and "determinism" are defined and understood determines the recognition of
their parallels and contradictions. The principle of necessity concerns the inherent modality of
causality, dictating the behavior of causes. But in opposition to this principle, determinism suggests
that future events are predetermined, leaving no room for alternatives, in such a way that it is not
possible to do anything other than what is already inevitable, thus stripping the world of potentiality
and change. However, the existence of contingent or indeterminate elements does not contradict the
necessary operation of causes when effects do occur.

3. Accidental Causes in Physics and Metaphysics E 3: Teleological Determinism

Meta .E 3 suggests that if the generation of all things is not necessary, then there exist principles and
causes that arise and perish without undergoing a determined process of generation or decay. The fact
that not everything is necessary implies that some causes and principles lack the dunamis (power) as a
necessary condition for their generation and destruction, and thus their occurrence is accidental.
Aristotle’s road map for negating strict and absolute necessity within the causal chain is to appeal to
the possibility of incidental and accidental things or events. To this end, Aristotle adopts the strategy
of acknowledging the necessity of incidental causes or, as it might be expressed, "the necessity of the
unnecessary." Frede highlights the importance of accidental, and therefore "uncaused,” causes in
Aristotle’s escape from determinism as undeniable, and she does not think Aristotle consents to a
system of mechanical, Democritean necessities: “What would be established is not the hegemony of
necessitating efficient causes but rather the totalitarian regime of the téhoc. If there were no
interference by accidental causes, the télog would always come about, both in nature as well as in
human actions. But for such interference everything would always reach its proper end and could be
predicted with certainty” (Frede, 1985: 220). Aristotle, in Physics II, states: “... and what exists by
nature. For those things are natural which, by a continuous movement originated from an internal
principle, arrive at some end” (199b17). Thus, the naturalness of an object depends on the realization
of its TéAog (end), underscoring the importance of the final cause in teleological determinism. When
analyzing the causal chain retrospectively—from future to past—final causation can render preceding
events necessary. Frede’s 1985 article further explores this aspect of teleological determinism,
emphasizing the centrality of the final cause in Meta. E 3.

4. Determinism, Metaphysical Possibility, Luck, Deliberation, and Moral Responsibility
Concepts such as free will, agency, and desire are addressed similarly in both Aristotle’s Metaphysics
and ethics. The relationship between luck and chance, particularly in voluntary human actions, reflects
a parallelism between Aristotle’s natural and moral philosophy. For a more detailed discussion on luck
and chance, see:
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Johnson, M. R., 2015, “Luck in Aristotle's Physics and Ethics”, In Devin Henry & K. Nielson (eds.),
Bridging the Gap between Aristotle's Science and Ethics, Cambridge University Press. pp. 254-275.

Luck and chance, categorized as incidental causes, result from the operation of both intelligent and
natural movers, and belong to the efficient cause. These concepts, emerging from specific possibilities,
are crucial in understanding determinism within both Aristotle's Physics and ethics.

In Nicomachean Ethics HLI11, Aristotle asserts: "We deliberate about things that are in our power
and can be done.” Since deliberation is a cause, and if every cause entails necessity, then deliberation
also entails causal necessity. However, if necessity is understood as predestination or fate, deliberation
and moral responsibility lose meaning. Aristotle’s assertion that "things within our power" suggests
the existence of free will and moral responsibility. He later classifies causes, including nature,
necessity, and chance, as well as thought and human agency, into separate categories: “For nature,
necessity, and chance are thought to be causes, and also thought (Nous, Intellect) and everything that
depends on man. Now, every class of men deliberates about things that can be done by their own
efforts” (Nicomachean Ethics, 1112a31-34).

If determinism is defined strictly as causal determinism, Aristotle’s acknowledgment of
deliberation, will, and moral responsibility may seem contradictory. This study, however,
differentiates between determinism and causal necessity, arguing that Aristotle’s non-deterministic
causality accommodates deliberation, desire, will, and moral responsibility. Aristotle’s causal
explanation of events allows for the violation of permanent necessity in the realm of voluntary human
actions without negating moral responsibility.

Aristotle’s final interpretation, based on Meta. E 3, posits that everything that has a cause is
necessary. Therefore, human actions are both caused and necessary, yet Aristotle maintains that
humans act voluntarily and responsibly. Just as teleology coexists with causal necessity, moral
responsibility, from Aristotle’s perspective, is also compatible with causal necessity. The concept of
"deliberation” as a cause, mentioned in Nicomachean Ethics 1112a31-34, implies that deliberation, as
a cause, must also entail necessity in its causal and moral dimensions. Since deliberation is one of the
causes, and a cause without necessity is forbidden from a philosophical and metaphysical conceptual
point of view, therefore the causal necessity belonging to every cause belongs to deliberation in terms
of causality and also moral responsibility in the position of deliberation's branches. Misinterpreting
necessity as synonymous with determinism risks conflating Aristotle's nuanced understanding of
causation, necessity, and moral responsibility.

5. Conclusion

The relationship between efficient causation and necessity, as well as the concept of efficient causal
necessity in Aristotle’s metaphysics, can be understood through the concept of causal powers. The
interpretation of Meta. E 3 aligns with analyses of both efficient and final causation under different
assumptions. Accidental events also aim to achieve a purpose, and according to Frede, they do not fall
outside the realm of definite prediction. Efficient causality is apparent in the causal chain of events
leading to the murder of Nicostratus, even with the inclusion of accidental causes. Contrary to some
interpretations favoring determinism in Meta. E 3, Aristotle’s commitment to causality does not equate
to a deterministic outlook. He acknowledges moral luck and the metaphysical possibility of
contingency, opposing the notion of strict determinism in ethical contexts. Aristotle’s theory of
possibility, grounded in logical and metaphysical principles, supports his rejection of determinism in
the domain of ethics.
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