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Abstract

Although the prevailing interpretation of Aristotle’s theory posits the identity
of existence (being) and essence, the opposing view—ithe distinction or
separation of essence and existence—is also evident in Aristotle’s texts.
Aristotle argues that in material beings, existence is distinct from essence.
Thus, he acknowledges both separation and identity. These seemingly
contradictory claims can be reconciled in various ways. For instance, the
subjects of these propositions may be differentiated. However, the theory of
the correlation of existence and essence, derived from Aristotle’s works,
offers a coherent synthesis of these perspectives. According to this theory,
Avristotle holds that complete existence corresponds to complete essence, and
contingent existence corresponds to contingent essence. The existence of an
entity is neither wholly distinct from nor identical to its essence; rather, they
are proportionally aligned. In this framework, the relationship between
existence and the entity mirrors that between existence and essence: existence
is neither separate from the entity nor identical to it. In this article, through a
close analysis of Aristotle’s texts and a library-based compilation and
interpretation of relevant materials, we aim to elucidate this Aristotelian
theory.
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1. Introduction

Aristotle is customarily presented as a staunch defender of the identity
of being and essence, stated clearly in Book Zeta of the Metaphysics:
the substance and essence of a thing are not separate from its being. The
thesis is first of all a denial of separation—between the intelligible and
the sensible, universal and particular, immaterial and material, stable
and moving—which Aristotle formulates as the separation of substance
and existent.

Yet in Zeta itself, the chief source of the identity theory, Aristotle also
says that in material beings being is distinct from essence, pointing to
an 'excess of being' and to the role of matter. In pure form (the unmoved
mover), by contrast, being and essence are wholly one. This raises two
questions: did Aristotle's thought develop, or can the two views be
placed in a single framework? The answer proposed here is the theory
of 'correlation’: the being of each thing is neither different from its
essence nor identical with it, but correlated with the determinacy of its
whatness. Our hypothesis is that, relying on motion and on degrees of
excess and unity, Aristotle regards being and essence as neither
identical nor separate, but correlated.

Because the excess of existence over quiddity is the basic theory of
Islamic philosophy on this relation, and because contingency is crucial
to it, Aristotle’s final view matters doubly to its students. Aristotle
defines contingency differently—in close relation to becoming and
motion—and this definition was marginalized from al-Farabi onward.
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Research Question(s)

1. How can the identity of being and essence (Metaphysics Z.6) and
their difference in material things (Z.11) be reconciled?

2. Do the two views indicate a development in Aristotle's thought, or
can both be placed in one framework?

3. What role do motion, contingency, and degrees of being play in
connecting them?

4. How does this clarify the relation between being (einai) and the
existent (on)?

2. Literature Review

Three main interpretive currents can, with some latitude, be
distinguished; they indicate major tendencies rather than placing every
commentator in a single class.

2.1. The Traditional Reading (Identity-Centered)

Ibn Rushd, in his commentary on Zeta, gives form and essence a central
role and, against the Avicennian distinction of existence and quiddity,
keeps a reading close to the unity of existent and substance (Ibn Rushd,
1377, pp. 821-830). Aquinas defends the unity of a thing and its essence
in Z.6 (In Metaphysicam, VI, lect. 5) and reserves the complete unity
of essence and existence for God (Summa Theologiae, |, g. 3, a. 4).
Among modern scholars, Ross (1975, pp. 176-177) focuses on the
identity of thing and essence, Jaeger (1390, pp. 263-265) on its place
in Aristotle's development, and Gilson (1389, pp. 108-110) on the
contrast with Avicenna's distinction of existence and essence. Wedin
takes form to be the substance of a thing as its essence and explanatory
principle.

2.2. The Critical Reading (Separation-Centered)

Bostock, analyzing Z.10-11, shows that the presence of matter prevents
the material composite from being unqualifiedly identified with its
essence (Bostock, 1994, pp. 172-176), and notes that Z.6 and Z.11
appear inconsistent (Bostock, 1994, p. 118). Charles criticizes the
reading of 'numerical identity’ between a thing and its essence, since
essence plays a causal and explanatory role.
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2.3. The Synthetic Reading

Owens proposes two ontological levels: identity of being and essence
in separate substances, and their separation in material substances
because of matter (Owens, 1978, pp. 348-365). He also stresses that
'being’ involves priority, posteriority, and a central meaning, so degrees
of being cannot be understood apart from degrees of substance and
essence (Owens, 2007, pp. 84-101, 115-150).

2.4. Position of the Present Study

This article claims that identity and difference are not two final,
conflicting theories but two functional aspects of a more comprehensive
theory—the correlation of being and essence—and it places in one
framework topics usually studied separately: identity and excess, and
motion and degrees of actuality.

3. Methodology

The study is theoretical and interpretive-analytical. Material was
gathered by library research and analyzed on the basis of Aristotle's
text, chiefly Metaphysics Z, with supporting passages from other books
of the Metaphysics and the Physics, cited by Bekker numbers.

4. Results

4.1. The Doctrine of Separation

In Z.11 Aristotle conditionally accepts separation (chorismos).! First,
unless a thing is pure form, it has matter, sensible or intelligible
(1037a1-2). Second, and more fundamental, in things that are in any
way material the essence is other than the existent: the thing and its
essence are the same in primary substances, but things that have the
nature of matter or contain it are not identical with their essence
(1037b1-7). In all existents other than pure form—the unmoved mover,
or God—essence is thus other than being.

4.2. Reconciling Identity and Separation

One may say Aristotle retreated toward Platonism, or that his thought
developed (the separation view appearing the later one). The best
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answer is to combine the views: Aristotle sets them side by side and
finds either alone inadequate. The doctrine of separation is a
specification following the generality of the identity doctrine, placing
identity in pure form and difference elsewhere. But merely dividing
their domains is unfaithful to Aristotle; judging that beings whose being
and essence differ are separated from a being in which they are one
would submit to separation again.

4.3. Aristotle's Final View

Aristotle himself notes the difficulty (1086b16-20). His final view
therefore fits none of the simple dichotomies—separate or not, identical
or not, immanent or transcendent.

4.4. Motion and the Theory of Correlation

Avristotle's theory of motion is where he combines the two views.?
Forms too are perishable or imperishable in degrees: the universal form
is relatively imperishable, the forms of the stars and the movers of the
spheres are eternal, and the unmoved mover is pure actuality without
matter (1040b30-32; 1071b20). Motion needs both identity and
difference. Denying identity would deny the end toward which every
motion tends (1050a6-8); denying excess would deny the imperfection
of what moves, which is incomplete actuality (1066a19-20). Insofar as
a thing moves, its being differs from its essence; yet it moves toward an
end in which they are one, and this unity is graded.

Being and whatness are neither separate nor simply one: a thing has
whatness in the same way as it has being. The being of what is
becoming is intermediate, and so is its essence. Essential independence
is thus concomitant with existential independence, and dependence
with dependence. Being and essence never separate; they are correlated
in each thing.

4.5. Contingency, Becoming, and Degrees of Identity

A contingent being is relational and dependent on a necessary being,
and a contingent whatness likewise on a necessary whatness.
Contingency describes both being and essence and their relation, and
Aristotle links it to becoming (1051b14): the moved stands to the stable
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as the contingent to the necessary, and physics to metaphysics. Not only
this tree but being-a-tree is becoming and intermediate.

In the divine being, existence is necessary (1071b3) and so is essence;
Everything else lies on a spectrum from unity to difference of whatness
and being. In a material thing, identity holds only through its connection
with the whole and the form; having matter, it admits several essences
and is neither one nor simple (Z.11). Things other than pure form both
are and are not themselves, because their potentiality carries the
possibility of not being (1019a15). Degrees of being thus correspond to
degrees of essence (1030a20-30).

5. Discussion

5.1. Correlation, Being, and the Existent

‘Correlation’ reminds us that neither being nor essence alone is decisive,
but their relation; the gradation of beings makes sense in the unity and
difference of the two. Being cannot be understood apart from the
existent: Aristotle holds that no universal exists beside its particulars
(1040b27-28) and that the divided whole is nothing apart from its
divisions (1054a17-18). Yet being cannot be reduced to the sum of
beings. With sheer separation, being becomes one existent alongside
others; with sheer identity, it becomes an empty sum, and first
philosophy is reduced to the sum of the particular sciences. The theory
of correlation explains the unity of being without Platonic separation
and without numerical reduction.

Hence first philosophy studies being universally, but never as a Platonic
universal: we know being only through the existent, which is a
phenomenological entry into the question of being, and the Aristotelian
approach is accordingly a regional ontology.

6. Conclusion

The theory of correlation, centered on change and contingency, shows
that being and essence in each thing are neither identical nor different,
but correlated with its ontological level. Motion leads material beings
toward the unity of being and essence, which is complete only in pure
form.
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This reading redefines the traditional opposition between Aristotle and
Plato, showing his effort to complete rather than merely reject Plato. It
also prepares a critical rereading of parts of Islamic and modern
philosophy based on the correlation of being and essence, on motion,
and on the belonging of incomplete essence and being to their end.

Notes

1. In Aristotle's view, the thesis that a thing's essence is separate
from its actual existence is another formulation of the Platonic theory
of ldeas.

2. Correlation does not add a third logical value between 'A = A’
and 'A # A'. It concerns the manner in which a composite of matter and
form, or potentiality and actuality, is realized. Motion is 'incomplete
actuality' (1066a19-20), so a moving thing exists in actuality yet is not
complete with respect to its end.

Keywords: essence (to ti &n einai), being (einai), correlation, substance
(ousia), existent (on), separation (chorismos), identity (tautotes),
motion (kingsis), Aristotle
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for as becoming is between being and not being, so that ol 1 uly 4 5 4 shu,l &)le

which is becoming is always between that which is and that which is not; and the
learner is a man of science in the making, and this is what is meant when we say that

from a learner a man of science is being made (Aristotle, 1995: 3383).
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