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Abstract

According to the privation theory of evil, evil is the privation of something
that a thing should naturally possess on account of its species. This definition
of privation is introduced by Aristotle, but Aristotle himself has never
explicitly equated evil with privation. In Categories, Aristotle has clearly
stated that evil is the contrary of good. This is despite the fact that according
to the privation theory of evil, good and evil are an instance of possession and
privation, with evil being the privation of good. However, certain passages in
Avristotle's Metaphysics appear to support the privation theory of evil. This
article will examine the evidence both for and against the privation theory of
evil in Aristotle's works. It will argue that (1) the evidence from Metaphysics
regarding the privation theory of evil should be considered in the light of the
intricate relationship between the opposition of contrariety and the opposition
of possession and privation in Aristotle's philosophy, and (2) the evidence
supporting the existential approach to evil in Aristotle extends beyond just
Categories.
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1. Introduction

The privation theory of evil is the most prominent theory regarding the
nature of evil in ancient and medieval times. This article addresses
Aristotle's relation to this theory. According to the privation theory of
evil, evil is the lack of an item that a thing must naturally possess
according to its kind. This definition of privation belongs to Aristotle,
but Aristotle himself has never explicitly equated evil with privation.
On the other hand, Aristotle clearly states in Categories that evil is
contrary to good. In Categories, Aristotle examines various types of
opposition, and his main example of contrariety is the opposition
between good and evil. The contrariety between good and evil means
that both good and evil are existent and one cannot be the lack of the
other. However, Aristotle does not explicitly admit to the contrariety
between good and evil in Metaphysics. Some passages even suggest
that Aristotle considers evil as the lack of good. For example, Aristotle
speaks sympathetically of the Pythagorean table in some books of
Metaphysics. The Pythagorean table has two columns, and the items in
the second column are the privation of the items in the first column.
One of the rows in this table is good and evil. Based on this, it can be
concluded that Aristotle, like the Pythagoreans, considers evil as the
lack of goods. As another example, Aristotle in Theta argues that evils
exist only in the material realm, and immaterial and eternal entities are
free from evil. Furthermore, he considers the actuality of evil as
posterior to the potentiality of evil, whereas regarding goods, the
actuality of good precedes its potentiality. From these passages, it can
be inferred that evil is a formless thing for Aristotle, and it should be
considered as a lack of goods.

2. Literature Review

Sanford has discussed the privation theory of evil in Aristotle in an
article (Sanford, 2017), but his focus is on the book Theta of
Metaphysics. However, in this article, an attempt has been made to
address all relevant sources on the privation theory of evil in Aristotle.
Furthermore, Sanford believes that Aristotle regards evil as privation.
On the contrary, the claim of this article is that the privation theory of
evil cannot be attributed to Aristotle.

3. Methodology
The research method in this article is library-based, based on the
analysis of Aristotle's works.
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4. Conclusion

Aristotle explicitly introduces evil as the contrary of good in Categories,
but the passages supporting the privative nature of evil in Metaphysics
are not explicit and can be interpreted in another way. Aristotle
understands the opposition of contrariety in Categories as an instance
of opposition between existent and non-existent, but in Metaphysics, he
introduces contrariety as a specific kind of possession and privation.
This statement is in conflict with the fact that contrariety seemingly
occurs between two existing things and possession and privation
between an existent thing and a non-existent one. Aristotle also shows
this complexity in his understanding of black and white. He considers
black and white as contraries in Categories, but in Metaphysics, he
introduces black as the lack of white. If we understand privation as
opposition to existence, it is not clear how Aristotle recognizes a color
(black) as a non-existent thing. Based on these explanations, it is
difficult to understand Aristotle's exact goal of the redefinition of
contrariety and possession and privation in Metaphysics. Therefore, the
passages supporting the privation theory of evil should be understood
in light of the complex relationship between contrariety and possession
and privation in Metaphysics. For example, Aristotle sometimes states
in Metaphysics that the two columns of the Pythagorean table have the
opposition of possession and privation, while at other times he says that
these two columns are contrary to each other. There are also other
passages in Metaphysics where Aristotle simultaneously presents good
and evil as having both the opposition of contrariety and opposition of
possession and privation. Given that Aristotle in Metaphysics
introduces contrariety as a kind of possession and privation, it can be
concluded that Aristotle in Metaphysics, like in Categories, considers
evil as contrary to good. However, the understanding of contrariety in
Metaphysics by Aristotle is different from his understanding of
contrariety in Categories. Based on what has been said, it cannot be
definitively affirmed that Aristotle's intended meaning of the privative
nature of evil in some passages of Metaphysics is the same as the
meaning that later developed in philosophical traditions and came to be
known as the privation theory of evil.

Keywords: The Privation Theory of Evil, Aristotle, Contrariety,
Possession and Privation.
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