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When zeroing in on the primary points in the Nicomachean Ethics at which
Aristotle explicitly discusses the nature of eudaimonia, Book 1.1-5; 7 and Book X.7-8 are
always singled out as the most crucial sections. While the entire text is filled with
discussions that variably shine light on how Aristotle conceives of eudaimonia, it is the
aforementioned passages that must be fully addressed and accounted for in any study of
this topic. The importance of Book X rests on Aristotle’s overt claims about eudaimonia,
such as “eudaimonia is coextensive with theoria” (NE 1178b28), and the argument that
the practical virtues' only attain a “secondary” form of eudaimonia (NE 1178a8). These
very clear statements about eudaimonia would rightfully puzzle a person initially
approaching this topic from the outside since it seems for Aristotle there is no ambiguity
about his characterization of eudaimonia, and if Aristotle had placed these passages at the
beginning of the Nicomachean Ethics, this would seem even more to be the case. The
controversy over interpretation arises, however, because of the characterization of
eudaimonia that Aristotle gives in Book I. Here Aristotle works through a discussion
about the relationship between activities and their ends to a conclusion that eudaimonia is
the highest of all possible ends, and that eudaimonia is ultimately “an activity of the soul
in conformity with excellence or virtue” (NE 1098a16), which Aristotle identifies with
the human ergon, translated as “function” or ‘“‘characteristic work.” Book I, then, seems

to argue for a broader characterization of eudaimonia that is composed of virtuous

' The phrase “practical virtues” will throughout this paper be used to designate the case of the active
exercise in a particular action of any of the practical virtues as this action arises from habit as per
Aristotle’s designation of virtue.
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2
activities in general, typically assumed to be a mix of theoria and the practical virtues,

and as the discussion continues over the intervening books, it is obvious that Aristotle
highly values the practical virtues. The claims about eudaimonia in Book X, therefore,
leave many readers puzzled as to why Aristotle singles out theoria, or contemplation, as
the pinnacle activity of eudaimonia while relegating the practical virtues to a secondary
position since prima facie both would seem to satisfy the description of eudaimonia
given in Book I.

Due to the unexpected manner by which Aristotle concludes Book X, as viewed
through the lens of Book I, interpreters have roughly divided themselves into two camps:
those that read Aristotle’s account of eudaimonia with an exclusivist sense and those that
read it with an inclusivist sense. Now what exactly is meant by each of these terms has
some internal divergence, sometimes significant, in how each sense is understood. In
general, however, the exclusivist reading takes it that eudaimonia is a single good,
emphasizing the claim made in Book X that “eudaimonia is coextensive with theoria,”
while the inclusivist reading takes eudaimonia as a composite of goods, namely, theoria
together with the practical virtues. The intent of this paper will be to reconstruct
Aristotle’s central argument about the well-lived life, or eudaimonia, as it is presented in
the Nicomachean Ethics for the purposes of clarifying why Aristotle comes to privilege
theoria in Book X. The course of this study, however, will be to reveal how the claims in
Book X are informed by Aristotle’s account in Book I and to demonstrate why Aristotle
concludes that both theoria and the practical virtues are able to attain eudaimonia. The
position that will be forwarded herein is then best represented with the designation of

being a “dominant inclusive” reading in which theoria and the practical virtues are both
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understood as being able to attain eudaimonia and are both necessary to the well-lived

life, but due to the nature of theoria it is able to attain a superlative measure of
eudaimonia and so will be favored, although not exclusively so.

Aristotle’s account of the well-lived life is unique in that it seeks to unify two
initially disparate intuitions, namely, that eudaimonia is something that is aimed at, that
is, it is an end goal at which point there is nothing further to obtain, and that eudaimonia
is necessarily active and is therefore something that is engaged in, pursued, or, quite
simply, done. On this account, the well-lived life is, as it were, both the race and the
medal won. Understanding this unity, and understanding why Aristotle appeals to the
human ergon as the locus for this integration in Book I, is the crucial element for any
interpretive account of the well-lived life from the text because it reveals the necessary
and sufficient conditions for eudaimonia. Building upon the analysis of this unity, I will
argue that the claim made in Book X that “eudaimonia is coextensive with theoria” gains
meaning or significance only in light of Aristotle’s conception of the human ergon as
virtuous activity. This is meant to counter the problem with certain exclusivist readers of
eudaimonia that, in trying to find a place for the practical virtues, integrate them from the
starting place of theoria, that is, they seek to justify the practical virtues in light of
theoria. 1 will argue that instead the proper approach is to understand how theoria and the
practical virtues are both able to satisfy the necessary and sufficient conditions that
Aristotle enumerates for eudaimonia as virtuous activity, and in that sense both are able
to fully and independently attain eudaimonia. In doing so, it will, nevertheless, also be
important to point to why theoria is privileged, namely, because it is able to more fully

satisfy these criteria due to its particular nature. The practical virtues are eudaimonia in a
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“secondary” sense not because they are an analogue to theoria,” or because they are a

teleological approximation of theoria,® or because they promote theoria.* Instead, the
practical virtues are just as able to attain eudaimonia as theoria insofar as they instantiate
virtuous activity; however, they are only able to attain a “secondary” sense of eudaimonia
because they are not able to be consistently performed so as to satisfy the important but
often overlooked criteria of eudaimonia as something practiced over a complete lifetime
(NE 1098a18). On this account, the practical virtues, when taken alone, are understood as
being a satisfactory instantiation of eudaimonia insofar as they are a form of virtuous
activity, but they only attain a “secondary” form of eudaimonia because they are unable
to be continuously practiced. The person who is striving to attain a well-lived life then
has open to him or her two means for fulfilling the demand of eudaimonia that it be a
form of virtuous activity. When exercised in conjunction with theoria, the practical
virtues can then be understood as an alternative means by which the human person, while
striving to be divine by means of theoria but being unable to do so fully because of his or
her human nature, is nevertheless able to satisfy the demand that the well-lived life be
something continually and actively engaged as virtuous activity. Given human nature, the
well-lived life would then be one that is necessarily composed of both theoria, as the best
instantiation of eudaimonia, and the practical virtues, as the mode of virtuous activity

found in everyday sociality.

? David Charles, “Aristotle on Well-being and Intellectual Contemplation” Aristotelian Society
Supplementary Volume 73 (June 1999): 205.

’Gabriel Richardson Lear, Happy Lives and the Highest Good (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2004), 195.

* Richard Kraut, “Reply to Professor Roche” in The Crossroads of Norm and Nature ed. May Sim
(Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 1995), 145.
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With Aristotle’s conclusion in Book I that the highest good is eudaimonia, and

that eudaimonia consists in the “activity of the soul in conformity with excellence or
virtue,” it is important to first have a clear understanding of what Aristotle means by a
good. Aristotle takes it that all purposive human activities have some end that they are
seeking to realize in virtue of their particular natures as activities. Using the example of a
craft that Aristotle cites, bridle-making, this craft aims to produce bridles for riding
horses, and the craft of bridle-making is wholly determined by its product, the bridle.
When a person engages in an activity, in this case the craft of bridle-making, that person
is doing so in order to bring about a particular end, namely, the end that is determined by
its respective activity. While all activities have an end that they seek to bring about and at
which they aim, every end is also that for the sake of which the activity is chosen. The
ends of these activities are then the good that is sought by undertaking the activity. In the
case of crafts, the fact that we refer to their products as goods, that is, as material wares,
bolsters Aristotle’s conclusion that the end an activity seeks to realize is a good.
However, the sense of “good” that Aristotle is invoking is not merely a material good.
Rather, Aristotle is making a claim about human desires. When a person desires
something, again consider the example of a bridle, one is able to satisfy that desire by
engaging in activities that are aimed at attaining the object of desire, in this case engaging
in bridle-making to attain a bridle. The end at which an activity aims, the product, then
converges with the object that the human being desires, the good (NE 1094al8). The
observation that each activity has a particular good that it results in and that is that for the
sake of which a person engages in that activity is what yields the definition of the good as

that at which all things aim (NE 1094a3).
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While every purposive human activity has an end, and therefore every activity has

a good, for Aristotle, not all goods are equal. Instead, activities can be grouped into
hierarchies depending upon whether the goods that they are seeking to realize are
subordinate to some further activity and its respective good (NE 1094a6-15). For
example, Aristotle understands the good of bridle-making, namely, a bridle, to be
subordinate to the good of the activity of horsemanship due to the fact that a bridle’s
purpose is to be used for riding horses. The value of each activity can then be measured
by the place its particular good occupies in a hierarchy of goods. The higher the activity
in the hierarchy, the higher its good is relative to other goods, and so the designation of
the highest good would, then, be the end of the best activity. Aristotle identifies
eudaimonia as the highest good (NE 1095a15-17), and so the principal focus becomes
what human activity aims at or has its end in eudaimonia, that is, what activity is the
highest or best activity. The analysis, however, is not that simple as a problem arises with
the fact that eudaimonia does not relate to an activity in the same way that a product
relates to its craft. Instead, Aristotle points out that eudaimonia is itself an activity, it is
“the same as “living well” and “doing well”” (NE 1095a19). If living-well is the highest
thing a person can desire, as per its nature as the highest good, eudaimonia is equally a
living, that is, it is something actively exercised by a person since living implies activity
of some kind. Paradoxically, it would appear that in order to determine in what
eudaimonia consists, Aristotle will need to discover an activity that, unlike most activities

that aim at some end or product, instead aims at further activity.’

> It is important to point out that the relationship in eudaimonia of an activity aiming at activity is not the
same sort of relationship that is found in the case of the crafts in which, for example, the activity of bridle-
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Metaphysically, Aristotle is able to appeal to his concept of energeia, or actuality,

as a means for satisfying the need for something that is both an activity and an end. In the
Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle first references the idea of energeia when he is discussing
the varying ways in which ends relate to their respective activities (NVE 1094a3-4),° but
his independent treatment of energeia occurs in Metaphysics Theta 6. Corresponding to
the division between a kinesis and an energeia, Aristotle asserts that an end can relate to
its activity in one of two ways. In the first case, that of a kinesis, or motion, the end is a
product that exists outside of the activity and is something towards which the activity is
working to complete (Metaph. 1048b19). The activity-end relationship of a kinesis can
most readily be seen in productive activities such as house-building and, to use
Aristotle’s example from the Nicomachean Ethics, bridle-making. In these cases, the end
that the activities are aiming at is the completed product of a house or a bridle,
respectively, and the activity is undertaken for the sake of the end product. The activity
itself is not complete until the end product is complete; one cannot say that one has built
a house until the house is complete in all of its parts, and the same goes for a bridle.
Contrasted with a motion, or kinesis, an energeia, or actuality, has its end internal to the
activity itself and the end is realized in each instantiation of the activity (Metaph.
1048b22-25). Rather than working towards some end beyond the activity, the end of an

energeia is just the activity itself, and the activity is pursued for its own sake. In this way,

making aims at the activity of horsemanship insofar as the product of bridle-making, the bridle, is used by
the horse rider. In the case of crafts, the activity aiming at activity relationship is only indirect by means of
the intervening good. For eudaimonia, the activity aiming at activity relationship is a direct one; the initial
activity is only chosen for the sake of the activity and not because it has a product that is used by the further
activity.

® Aristotle also utilizes his concept of energeia at length in his discussion of pleasure in NE Book X. 4.
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simply doing the activity is enough to claim that one has attained the end for which one

has sought by engaging in the activity. One example of an energeia that Aristotle cites is
that of “seeing,” in which the end of having had a perception of something is always fully
contained within each instance of seeing. One cannot, as it were, see more than what one
is already seeing in any individual moment; subsequent acts of seeing may allow a person
to get a better view of some particular object or scene, but each moment of seeing does
not contribute to a further, more complete perception in the way that each moment of
building contributes to a more complete building. Seeing, as with all other energeia, fully
attains the end that is sought in each instance of that activity.

Among activities, every energeia is its own end, and the active exercise of an
energeia never fails to realize its end. This characteristic of energeia is then the essential
element in understanding why Aristotle ultimately identifies the human ergon, or virtuous
activity, as the highest good. When setting out the necessary characteristics of an agent
performing virtuous actions, Aristotle argues that the person “must choose to act the way
he does, and he must choose it for its own sake” (NE 1105a32). Virtuous actions are their
own end, that is, in order to engage in a virtuous action one must intend to perform the
virtuous action for no other reason than that it is virtuous. The human ergon, then, is
unique in that it is both an activity and an end; by engaging in virtuous activity, one is
also aiming at successfully completing virtuous activity insofar as one must chose to do it
for its own sake. Virtuous action can, then, never fail in realizing its end because each
instance of acting virtuously is completely fulfilling the end that is sought by engaging in
it. If a virtuous action were somehow to fail to fulfill its end, which is what would occur

if the action were engaged with the intention of some material gain, for example, then it
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would cease being an instance of virtuous activity. By focusing on the human ergon,

Aristotle puts his analysis in the singular position of being able to identify something that
will both respect eudaimonia’s active element and also satisfy the condition that
eudaimonia be an end, which satisfies the need for an activity that, while aiming at its
end, is in fact aiming at further activity. Yet thus far the appeal to the nature of the human
ergon as an actuality or energeia has only satisfied the dual demands of eudaimonia
being both an activity and an end. Aristotle’s overall argument is not just that virtuous
activity aims at some good but rather that it aims at the highest good, and in aiming at the
highest good also is the highest good. What is it about the nature of the human ergon that
leads Aristotle to conclude that it will bring about eudaimonia for that person?

Clues about why Aristotle singles out virtuous activity for eudaimonia can be
found just prior to his presentation of the ergon argument when he first introduces the
idea of a human ergon (NE 1097b33-1098a7). Here Aristotle considers various
candidates for the ergon of man that echo his hierarchy of the soul in De Anima (DA
413a20-b26). In this text, Aristotle singles out and identifies various faculties, or
dunameis, of the soul that living things possess dependent upon their level of complexity.
At the most fundamental level, all things that are living are considered as being ensouled,
and so the first dunamis of a living thing is simply living. Aristotle then works up from
this most basic dunamis to identify the faculties of nutrition and growth, which all plants
and animals share, and then sense perception, which distinguishes animals from plants, as
subsequent levels in the hierarchy of the soul. The top of Aristotle’s hierarchy is

inhabited by nous, or mind, which is the distinctive faculty that humans possess over and
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above the other dunameis of plants and animals and is what allows a person to know and

understand.

The argument for a human ergon in the Nicomachean Ethics relies heavily upon
this psychological framework. Aristotle considers each faculty in turn as a possible
candidate for the human ergon but rejects those dunameis of the lower hierarchy because
they are not peculiar, or idion, to humans. It is only the rational soul, of which nous is a
part, that is distinctive of humans, and it is specifically the active exercise of the rational
element that Aristotle identifies with the human ergon (NE 1098a5-7). The qualification
that it be the active exercise and not merely the possession of the rational element is of
course crucial for satisfying the requirement that eudaimonia be something that is
actively done.

The fact that the human ergon resides at the top of the hierarchy of the soul also
discloses that of the various activities of the soul with which a person can be engaged, it
is the active exercise of the rational element that is the best activity a person can
undertake. In the case of the human ergon, Aristotle not only identifies what is distinctive
of humans but he also points out what is the best activity that can be done by a person.
Although engaging in the activities of nutrition, growth, movement, and sense perception
are crucial to a person’s well-being, if this is all that a person does he or she would fail to
be truly human. The reason is that these other operations of the soul do not depend upon
or require the exercise of the rational part of the soul, while the active exercise of the
rational element is the best activity in a hierarchy of activities because the rational
element is the highest faculty of the soul. Yet Aristotle adds a caveat. It is not just the

active exercise of the rational element that is the best activity, but rather it must be the
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active exercise of the rational element “in conformity with excellence or virtue.”” While

performing the human ergon is good, it is only the well performed ergon that can be
considered best. It is now apparent why Aristotle turns towards the human ergorn in order
to further clarify eudaimonia. If eudaimonia is the highest good obtained through action,
then it would be most reasonable to assume that the best activity performed in the best
manner possible would aim at the highest good. Aristotle’s purpose in discussing the
human ergon is then to establish the best activity of a human being so that we can better
understand its characteristic aim. In this manner, Aristotle’s analysis reflects another
important methodological feature of the De Anima in which, having identified the faculty
of the soul, Aristotle goes on to analyze the activity of the faculty and its respective
object. In the case of the Nicomachean Ethics, the faculty of the soul that is of concern is
the rational element, which furnishes the activity of the human ergon and its object,
eudaimonia, as a central concern of his text.

Situating the ergon argument in the context of Aristotle’s understanding of
energeia reveals how Aristotle was able to consider eudaimonia as both an activity and
an end. Furthermore, by understanding how the human ergon is situated in the hierarchy
of the soul, it becomes clear why Aristotle considered virtuous activity as the best activity
and as the highest good, namely, eudaimonia. The major turns in the argument of Book

I.1-7 can then be set out in the following manner:

7 All actions involving the rational element are such that they can be done in conformity with virtue or
excellence because, unlike digestion, for example, activities like bridle-making require an element of
decision for their exercise. Digestion happens whether one thinks about it or not, while activities such as
crafts can be undertaken with the requirements of excellence in mind, namely, that they be done by one
“who sets high standards for himself” (VE 1098a8). Virtuous actions are, then, necessarily actions that
involve the rational element.
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[E1] The human ergon is an activity of the soul in accordance with excellence or
virtue.

[E2] Virtuous activity is an activity of the soul in accordance with excellence or
virtue.

[E3] Virtuous activity is chosen for its own sake and can only be chosen for its
own sake (by definition of virtue).

[E4] Virtuous activity has its end in successfully acting virtuously (on account of
being an energeia).

[ES] Virtuous activity is the best activity that a person can engage in (due to its
place in the hierarchy of the soul as the human ergon).

[E6] The highest good is the end of the best activity (parity of activity and ends).
[E7] The end of the best activity is acting virtuously (from E4 and ES).
Therefore, the vision of the well-lived life that Aristotle is forwarding in Book 1.1-7 is:

The highest good is acting virtuously, and the well-lived life consists in and aims
at virtuous actions.

Aristotle made significant strides in providing a determinate content to
eudaimonia by appealing to the human ergon; yet, curiously, upon concluding the ergon
argument in Book 1.7, he thinks that the most that he has provided is an outline or sketch
of the good, the details of which can be filled in at another time (NE 1098a20). The
shortcoming with the analysis up to this point is that even though Aristotle has identified
the specific type of human activity that will attain eudaimonia for a person, which is
virtuous activity, he has still not sufficiently concretized the activity in a particular action
that can be engaged in. Virtuous activity is only a type or category of action, but it in
itself is not something that can be actively done by a person; in the same way a living
being cannot simply be a mammal, but instead it must be a particular type of mammal

such as a dog. The actions that a person performs may be a virtuous action, but one
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cannot do virtuous activities simpliciter. To call a particular action virtuous is to claim

that it has certain features, or more precisely, the agent performing the action must have
certain characteristics, namely, that the agent deliberately chooses to act in that way and
that the action is chosen for its own sake (NVE 1105a32). Yet these types of characteristics
can be applied to a person performing a number of different actions, including facing an
enemy that is threatening one’s homeland, contributing to the benefit of one’s friends and
neighbors, or thinking about the relationship between a triangle’s sides, to name just a
few. Although these activities are similar in kind insofar as they can all be performed
virtuously, and would thus be acting courageously, being generous, and contemplating,
respectively, one could not and would not say that therefore they are the same actions.
Virtuous activity needs to be sufficiently concretized in particular actions that a person
can undertake. Eudaimonia, then, needs to be realized in particular virtuous actions since
virtuous activity, as a type of action, cannot itself be undertaken.

In Book X of the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle works to develop his conception
of eudaimonia further by identifying the best concrete action that satisfies the criteria of
the best type of activity — virtuous activity. Toward this end, Aristotle opens chapter
seven of Book X by looking for the highest human virtue since, if eudaimonia is activity
in conformity with virtue, “it is to be expected that it should conform with the highest
virtue” (NE 1177a12). The concern with virtue, and in particular a highest or best virtue,
directly harkens back to the conclusion of the ergon argument in Book 1.7 where
Aristotle indicates that eudaimonia is not only an activity “in conformity with excellence
or virtue,” but he also added the stipulation, “and if there are several virtues, in

conformity with the best and most complete” (NE 1098a16). By discovering the highest,
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or best, virtue of the human soul, Aristotle reasons that one can identify the best activity

that a human can engage in by singling out that activity that is associated with the best
human virtue. Aristotle then looks to identify the highest virtue by relying upon his
teleological reasoning. Assuming that the highest virtue would correspond to the highest
faculty of the soul, Aristotle identifies the part of the soul that “is itself divine or most
divine thing in us” (NE 1177al5), namely, the intellect or nous, as the highest part of the
soul. From this, Aristotle deduces that it is the activity of this part of the human soul, the
best part, in conformity with its particular virtue that would constitute eudaimonia.
Aristotle then singles out theoria as the activity of the highest part of the human soul,
namely nous, and therefore theoria is the activity that best realizes eudaimonia as a
virtuous activity (NE 1177al8). Since theoria is an activity of the soul that arises solely
from the intellect, or rational element, then it seems that Aristotle has easily identified the
concrete activity that will attain eudaimonia for human beings. It was pointed out earlier,
however, that all virtuous activity involves the active exercise of the rational element in
some sense, and thus the concern voiced by some commentators as to why Aristotle
uniquely privileges theoria since many other actions would be able to fulfill the criteria
for eudaimonia set out in Book I, especially the practical virtues. The comparisons that
Aristotle provides between theoria and the practical virtues in Book X will rise to the
forefront in determining why Aristotle privileges theoria, and the conclusion argued here
will be that the most substantial argument that Aristotle has for favoring theoria is that it
can be more easily practiced continually, and thus it can more easily satisfy the demand

that eudaimonia is coextensive with the active exercise of virtuous activity.
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Now before continuing, it is important to be clear what Aristotle has in mind

when he argues that theoria is the best human activity. The typical translation of theoria
as contemplation brings with it particular connotations that exist for the English word
“contemplation” that do not exist for “theoria.” Aristotle indicates that the activity of the
intellect, or theoria, is the most divine thing that a human being can engage in, and he
considers it as divine both because it is the action that is attributed to the gods (NE
1178b21) and because the objects of theoria are the most divine things (NE 1177a20).
These divine objects are commonly identified with the fundamental principles of what
Aristotle considers the contemplative sciences, such as theology, mathematics, and
physics. For example, theoria would be concerned with such things as the stars and their
motions or the basic properties of numbers or figures and their relationships such as are
found in geometry. In this regard, Aristotle appropriated the noun theoria as a technical
term developed from the more commonly used verb theorein, which had the meaning “to

"8 Theoria translated as

speculate” in the sense of “to observe a spectacle.
“contemplation” is accurate insofar as it indicates a manner of gazing thoughtfully upon
an object, but is inaccurate at least insofar as contemplation can indicate one’s thoughtful
reflection upon any number of different objects. For Aristotle, nous, of which theoria is
the activity, is only concerned with the most fundamental principles of the universe (NVE

1141a9-20) and not, for example, a pleasant ocean vista. However, understanding the

particular objects of theoria is only a part of what Aristotle has in mind when he invokes

8 Andrea Wilson Nightingale, Spectacles of Truth in Classical Greek Philosophy: Theoria in its Cultural
Context (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 6.
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theoria as best activity; it is also important to understand the metaphysical underpinnings

of theoria’s operation.

In De Anima 115, Aristotle distinguishes various degrees of potentiality and
actuality in his metaphysics and applies this schema to human knowledge. At the lowest
level, that of first order potentiality, a human being has knowledge in the sense that a
human being is capable of having knowledge (DA 417a22-23). The person does not yet
have any particular piece of knowledge, but he or she has the potential to know things in
virtue of being a human who has the proper faculties of soul for knowledge. At the next
level, that of a second order potentiality-first order actuality, a human being has
knowledge of a particular discipline, such as geometry. In this case, the human being
actually possesses a particular piece or collec