Aristotelian Vocabulary

Roughly Following the Order of Terms in the Greek Term List
Subject – The kind of thing that another “thing” can be present in or said of. Cf. the Categories.

Substance – (1) Primary substance; an individual thing, a “this,” which is neither present in nor said of a subject. See the Categories.

Substance – (2) Secondary substance; a species or genus in the category of substance, e.g., human or horse. This kind of substance is “said of” a subject, namely, primary substance. See the Categories.

Potentiality, capacity – that which can be actualized in a variety of ways; usually linked to, but different from, actuality or linked to, but different from, first and second actuality.

Actuality—a realization of a potentiality or capacity, perhaps by potentiality receiving structure or general predisposition (first actuality), perhaps by potentiality becoming fully actual or active (second actuality).  

Matter – the material cause of a compound consisting of formal and material causes, e.g., clay of a hydria (a specific type of Greek pot); matter corresponds to potentiality; see Form.

Form – the formal cause of a compound consisting of formal and material causes, e.g., the specific hydria shape. Form corresponds to first actuality; see Matter.
Compound – the result of a process by which matter is formed into an individual living being consisting of form and matter, or a quasi-individual, e.g., an bodily organ or an artifact, consisting of form and matter, or a uniform stuff, e.g., bone, that consists of, say, earth, water, air, and fire in definite proportions. In the latter, the rule of proportion is the formal principle, the EWAF elements are the material principles.
Soul—a first actuality of an organic body; soul is either nutritive (in plants); perceptive (in nonhuman animals); or rational (in human beings). Perceptive souls have a nutritive faculty; rational souls have nutritive and perceptive faculties as well as reason and intellect.

Nutrition—the essential characteristic of plant souls, makes possible development from early stages to maturity and reproduction; governs assimilation of minerals, water, and sunlight. A nutritive faculty governs development in animals, including humans.

Perception—the primary characteristic of animal souls, usually associated with desire or appetite and locomotion. The organs of perception are able to receive the perceptible form.
Rational souls—human souls, whose special function is reason, but which also include perceptive and nutritive faculties.  The highest forms of reason make use of intelligible forms (universals) that have been acquired by the intellect.
Possible intellect – the intellect as the “place” of intelligible forms; it is like a wax tablet on which as yet nothing has been written; not directly associated with a bodily organ.

Passive intellect – perhaps the possible intellect from another point of view; that which the productive intellect can “illuminate” when a person actually thinks what she knows.

Productive intellect – the active principle in the mind, also not directly associated with a bodily organ, which is operating upon the passive intellect by “illuminating” the intelligible forms already there so that the person can attend to them.
Feelings – this term covers both desires and emotions; the virtuous person will have appropriate feelings and want what he or she should want. Vicious people will have inappropriate feelings.

Motion – defined in Physics III.  The term “change” is a synonym. Aristotle recognizes four types of motion/change—corresponding to the categories of substance, quality, quantity, and place. 

Nature – a term with several meanings; perhaps the central meaning is an internal cause of [substantial] change specific to a being of a certain living type

Forms of life (bioi). Aristotle distinguishes three primary forms of life or activity to which the people of a city may be devoted: production, action, study.

Virtue – a praiseworthy state of the human soul; contrasted with vices, blameworthy states of the soul.

Virtue of character (moral virtue) – the product of a good upbringing, of habituation related to choice. MV orients the feeling part of the soul so that a person has the right values and is able to keep his feelings in line with right reason; to be complete, MV must be accompanied by the intellectual virtue of intelligence. (MV is more fully defined in Nic. Eth. II) There are many distinct moral virtues.
Virtue of thought (intellectual virtue) – the virtues of the rational part of the soul or intellect: they include craft, intelligence, scientific knowledge, understanding, and wisdom. The first three and the fifth involve reasoning. (See Nic. Eth. VI.)
Production – what craftspersons do; the process of making things by imposing form upon receptive matter.

Action or Conduct – the kind of action that can be morally or politically evaluated, praised or blamed. An especially central kind of action is civic or political action, such as political leaders engage in. A person with the moral virtues and intelligence will engage in excellent activity.

Decision – the result of [moral or political] deliberation about what is to be done; a decision is directly manifested in an action or deed, so Aristotle can say that action is the conclusion of a deliberation. 

Study – What the person with wisdom is doing when she contemplates, or attends to, what she knows; should not be confused with learning. Study is a second actuality, an activity; learning universal truths is a process that, if successful, makes study possible. Study is an actualization of “wisdom” that one has previously acquired. See “wisdom.”

Craft – knowledge related to producing or making things; involves reasoning from ends to means. Craft is a virtue of thought.

Scientific knowledge – knowledge that enables one to demonstrate (derive) the conclusions of a science from its primary premises or logical starting points.

Understanding – knowledge of the primary premises of a science.

Wisdom – the combination of SK and understanding.

Intelligence – the intellectual virtue that enables its possessor to deliberate well, that is, to correctly reason to decisions that express his or her moral excellence. (See Nic. Eth. VI, where the other virtues of thought are also distinguished and compared with intelligence.)
