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Hylomorphismpromises to explain howmaterials constitute a being with a nature
and a career of its own. Compositionalist accounts introduce a complex object
under a formal principle. But an object’s essential existence conditions need not
express the nature realized by itsmaterials. Explainingwhy the object is the subject
of that nature requires more than explaining why it exists. Aristotle’s distinction
between capacity and actuality suggests an alternative: amaterial thing’s being con-
sists in the realization of its material capacities. I develop this claim throughmate-
rial character, organized capacities, and nutrition. The resulting account explains
constitution and continuation together.

Material things can retain their identitywhile theirmaterials change. They can
also cease to exist while their materials remain. What persists in the first case
and disappears in the second? An adequate metaphysics must answer without
detaching the thing from its material reality. We need to understand how a
being can be wholly material and yet have a unity, a nature, and a career that
are not simply those of its present materials.

Hylomorphism promises an answer. Its distinction between matter and
form connects what something is made of with what it is. Matter accounts for
its material reality; form accounts for its being the kind of thing it is. Together
they should explain why these materials belong to this thing, which powers it
has, andwhat changes it can survive. Those questions ought to have connected
answers. They concern the constitution and continuation of one being.

Contemporary metaphysicians commonly develop this answer as a compo-
sitionalist account. Materials constitute a complex object under a principle spec-
ifying its organization and identity. The principle can be structural, functional,
causal, or historical. Form explains unity by determining what composes the
object and under what conditions it exists. I challenge this explanatory strat-
egy. Introducing an individual with distinctive existence conditions does not
yet explain why those conditions belong to the material nature it is supposed
to possess.
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I defend a realization account. Its central claim is that a material thing’s being
consists in the realization of its material capacities. Form identifies what that real-
ization is; matter identifies the capacities through which it is possible. Their
distinction belongs within one material being. Material things can have many
parts without owing their being to an operation combining matter with form.

An organism illustrates the proposal. Its existence consists in the body’s
living; the whole living body is the animalmaterially understood. Livingmust
then be explained through the capacities by which an animal takes up matter,
maintains itself, and develops. These capacities articulate what it is because
their organization is how it continues to exist. Nutritionmakes the connection
especially clear: some changes in material constitution are themselves acts of
preservation.

I first argue that the compositionalist explanation leaves a connection be-
tweenmaterial organization and subjecthood unaccounted for. Aristotle helps
locate the missing connection and develop an alternative. The final section as-
sesses that alternative and what accepting it would require of a composition-
alist.

1. What composition leaves unexplained

Form is supposed to explain why a material thing is one. We might ask what
distinguishes the whole from its materials. Or wemight ask what makes those
materials constitute that whole. The first question concerns a difference; the
second concerns a unity. Can a compositional account answer both?

Fine supplies a sophisticated compositionalist framework. Bread and ham
can exist separately on a plate; a sandwich exists only when the ham is be-
tween the slices. He treats the sandwich as a rigid embodiment: those particular
ingredients in that arrangement. In his notation, a, b, . . . /R, the letters name the
components and R their organizing relation. The relation qualifies the com-
ponents; it is not another item simply placed alongside them. The result is a
whole, the sandwich, rather than the fact that its ingredients are arranged that
way.

A variable embodiment allows the components to change. A car can remain
the same car when its engine is replaced, although the organized assembly of
these particular parts has been replaced by another. A principle F determines
which assembly constitutes the car at each time. The notation /F/ designates
the persisting car; each selected assembly is one of itsmanifestations. The prin-
ciple is a rule, not just a list of actual assemblies: it also determines what would
constitute the car under possible changes. Rigid embodiment accounts for or-
ganized parts; variable embodiment accounts for their replacement within
one continuing object (1999, 65–73).
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Koslicki instead treatsmatter and formas proper parts, with formal essence
specifying requirements on the materials. Evnine dispenses with forms as en-
tities but still asks whatmakesmatter constitute a distinct complex object. The
shared explanatory ambition is to understandmaterial unity through the con-
stitution of such an individual. The target here is that ambition, rather than
the mere claim that material things have parts.1

The familiar objection is a regress. Aristotle presents it in Metaphysics Ζ 17.
A syllable can cease to exist while its letters remain, so it must be something
beyond its letters. But adding another element leaves us with the letters and
that element. What makes these one syllable? The original question recurs.
Making the addition itself a complex of elements merely relocates the ques-
tion (1041b11–25).

Fine has an answer: embodiment is a distinctive operation, irreducible to
collecting its arguments. Its predicative character is supposed to secure their
unity. The regress does not refute this answer. A compositionalist can distin-
guish two explanatory jobs: the realized organization explains how the mate-
rials are related; composition explains why there is a subject so organized.

The difficulty is that supplying an individual does not yet supply the subject of
the material nature under explanation. An operation can determine when an in-
dividual exists without explaining what those conditions have to do with its
materials’ capacities. This is not a request for a causal history of how the ma-
terials became organized. Grant all the organization. We still need to know
why the resulting individual’s career is the career of this material being.

Consider two principles. The first selects an animal’s successive material
manifestations. The second makes exactly the same selections until noon to-
morrow and none thereafter. Fine’s liberal ontology allows such restricted em-
bodiments (1999, 73–74). Both are single individuals. Both can change their
materials. Each has its principle essentially. But at noon the restricted individ-
ual ceases to exist while the animal continues to live. The material organiza-
tion need undergo no failure at all.

The example separates two facts that a compositional explanation can too
easily run together. A condition can be essential to an individual without its
loss being the destruction of the material nature present there. The temporal
restriction is essential to the restricted embodiment. Yet its expiry need de-
stroy no capacity for living. The contrast with death remains to be explained,
even after we have explained exactly when each individual exists.

1 Koslicki (2018, 349–354); Evnine (2016, §1.2). “Compositionalist” does not require form to be a
proper part or the inputs to be independent of the whole. Fine distinguishes composition from
noncircular analysis (1994a, 148–151).
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Thequestion iswhyoneprinciple expresses an animal’s continuationwhile
the other limits an object’s existence independently of that continuation. Call-
ing the first biological and the second artificial records the difference. Appeal-
ing to their essential status does not explain it: both have that status. Nor does
their generating objects explain it: both generate objects. A restrictive ontol-
ogy inherits the same burden. It must justify admitting one principle and re-
jecting the other through an account of material nature. Admission cannot
itself supply that account.

Now return to the division of labor. Suppose organization explains the life
and composition supplies its subject. Fixing the principle certainly fixes which
object is supplied. But why is that object the animal? Being a whole of these or-
ganized materials cannot be enough: the restriction is such a whole too. The
account must explain why the chosen individual has the living organization
as its nature, so that the organization’s continuation and breakdown bear on
its existence. It must establish what makes the output the relevant material
subject, not just which output there is.

Fine’s presentation acknowledges a distinction at just this point. Beyond
existence and parthood postulates, rigid embodiments require character postu-
lates, determining their descriptive properties. These depend on the property
and the sort of embodiment involved (1999, 67). Variable embodiments inherit
certain properties from theirmanifestations: those depending only on how an
object is at a time. This transfer rule does not explain why the manifestation
has those properties (71). Rules introducing a whole and its parts do not by
themselves establish what that whole materially is.

One could add a postulate assigning the appropriate nature to the chosen
embodiment. But if that assignment is primitive, the connection hylomor-
phism promised to explain remains primitive. The objection concerns this
particular stopping point. An account of the organization and an account in-
troducing an individual can each be complete in its own terms while leaving
unexplained why that individual is the subject of that organization. The miss-
ing explanation connects the two jobs; assigning them to different theories
does not supply it.

A stronger replymakes the formal principle explain the assignment. It says
which capacities are organized together, why some exchanges ofmattermain-
tain their organization, and why other changes destroy it. Rea moves in this
direction: a unifying nature coordinates subordinate powers, and not every re-
lation qualifies (2011, §3). Such an explanation could distinguish the animal’s
career from the arbitrary restriction. But noticewhat it would explain. It would
identify what counts as belonging to the animal and what counts as its contin-
uing to be. These are determinations of a material subject. They cannot be

4



dismissed as mere arrangement, leaving all the explanation of subjecthood to
composition.

The point is not that a biological description automatically entails an ani-
mal’s existence. A proposed explanation must justify the connection. But jus-
tifying it requires saying why this organized realization constitutes being an
animal. Adding an individual is insufficient; naming that individual an animal
assumes what needs explanation. Once a substantive formal account estab-
lishes the connection, composition may represent it. The explanatory work
cannot be credited to the production of an object before that account has been
given.

Aristotle’s formulationmakes the demand precise. In Ζ 17 he asks, “Why are
these, for example bricks and stones, a house?” (1041a26–27). He subsequently
requires us to articulate the question as tade tode: “these [are] this” (1041b1–3).
The plural picks out the materials; the singular identifies what they consti-
tute. His question concerns the cause by which the materials are this thing.
A theory that establishes a further individual while leaving that connection
unexplained has not answered it.2

That is why the conclusion of his regress matters. The cause must be an
archē, a principle, rather than a stoicheion, an element (1041b25–33). The con-
trast marks explanatory roles. Showing that form is an additional constituent,
or an argument of a special operation, cannot substitute for explaining how it
makes thematerials this determinate being. The regress blocks a crude answer;
the distinction identifies what even a sophisticated answer must accomplish.3

Hylomorphism needs to connect a thing’s being with its material require-
ments and powers. Formal composition can determine essential features and
a career while leaving that connection open. Appealing to composition as the
source of the subject does not close the gap: identifying the output as the rel-
evant subject requires the very connection at issue. The needed account must
explain why a determinate material realization constitutes being this thing.
Until it does, we have an ontology of complex individuals awaiting an expla-
nation of material being.

2 καὶ διὰ τί ταδί, οἷον πλίνθοι καὶ λίθοι, οἰκία ἐστίν; (1041a26–27); τάδε τόδε (1041b2). The com-
pressed phrase supplies no copula; the bracketed Englishmakes the predication explicit. This is
not an identity claim between a plurality and an object. At 1041b7–9 Aristotle asks for τὸ αἴτιον
... τῆς ὕλης ... ᾧ τί ἐστιν, the cause by which the matter is something. Translations follow Ross
(1924).

3 See Kosman (2013, 26–27). Aristotle denies that form is an element, not expressly every sense of
part. For a mereological reading, see Koslicki (2006, 720–727); compare Rotkale (2018, §§2–4).
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2. The realization account

Aristotle confronts this demand in Metaphysics Η 6. He begins with the unity
of a definition. Why does “two-footed animal” explain one being rather than
combine two? If animality and two-footedness are treated as independently
determined things, their combination merely reproduces the problem. His
alternative is to understand one as matter, the other as form, one in capacity
and the other in actuality (1045a12–25). The difference determines a way of
being the genus. It does not supply a second nature to attach to it.

The same diagnosis applies to matter and form. Aristotle discusses the
proposal that living is a combination or bond between soul and body. That
proposal, he observes, would make being healthy a similar combination, and
bronze’s being triangular a combination of bronze and triangularity. He re-
jects the demand for a further unifier:

The immediate matter and the form are the same and one, the one in capacity,
the other in actuality. (1045b17–19)

The distinction that was supposed to create the problem supplies its solution.
Properly understood, matter and form do not leave two beings awaiting a
bond.4

The Greek helps specify the alternative. Dunamis means capacity or po-
tentiality; energeia, actuality or activity. Here the forms dunamei and energeiai
function adverbially: they distinguish being something in capacity from actu-
ally being it. English nouns can suggest two items called a potentiality and an
actuality. Aristotle’s construction instead directs attention to a difference in
how something is.

Consider sight. Having sight differs from seeing. But seeing is not a perfor-
mance independently identified and subsequently joined to a visual capacity.
It is that capacity in exercise. The capacity remains present when exercised;
what disappears is merely its being unexercised. Thus capacity and actuality
admit a real distinction without requiring another operation that connects
them.

Their relation has an explanatory direction.We identify a capacity for sight
through what seeing is; vision is not an outcome incidentally associated with
an otherwise unspecified capacity. Aristotle extends this pattern to material
being. Θ 6 places seeing and having sight alongside finished things and their
materials, insisting that the cases are related by analogy (1048a25–b9). The
actuality determines what capacity is relevant.

4 ἡ ἐσχάτη ὕλη καὶ ἡ μορφὴ ταὐτὸ καὶ ἕν, δυνάμει, τὸ δὲ ἐνεργείᾳ. “Immediate” translates ἐσχάτη,
literally “last”; “the one” supplies an ellipsis. Aristotle calls the unity “one in a way” at 1045b20–
21. The passage does not license an unrestricted equation between two independently specified
objects. Translations are my own, following Ross (1924) and Hicks (1907).
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This does not yet explain any particular form. “Capacity for a house” would
be empty if we had no account of being a house. Correlativity supplies the
structure of the explanation; the determinate actuality must supply its con-
tent.5

We can now state the positive position more precisely. A formal account
says what a thing’s being consists in. A material account identifies the capaci-
ties whose realization that being is. In the actual thing, these are differentiated
aspects of one realization. Explaining their relation explains its material unity.
There is no further step from a completely realized nature to a subject that has
it.

Aristotle supplies a particularly clear instance: “For living things, living is
being” (DeAnima II.4, 415b13).6The contemporary proposal takes this equation
seriously. An animal’s living is neither a condition that an independently con-
stituted animal happens to satisfy nor a component from which the animal is
made. It is what the animal’s being consists in.

The equation concerns being, not numerical identity between an animal
and an independently identified event. Asking which animal this is distin-
guishes it from other animals. Asking what its being consists in asks what is
maintained while it lives and lost when it dies. We can answer the latter ques-
tion without turning the answer into another individual. Aristotle’s expression
to ti ēn einai, conventionally “essence,” invites just this question: what it is to
be the thing. In defining soul he applies it to being a body of this sort.7

The language makes the position available; it does not establish its truth.
Its case depends on showing that explaining a determinate actuality explains
the being of a subject, including its material requirements and continuation.

3. Matter within a realization

What does a material account identify? “The matter” readily suggests an ob-
ject standing beside the compound in our ontology. Aristotle offers another
grammatical model. A chest, he observes, is called wooden, not wood. He gen-
eralizes this distinction through ekeininon, an adjective meaning roughly “of

5 See Peramatzis (2023, §4.2) against treating correlativity alone as sufficient, and Peramatzis
(2018, §2) on formal explanation. The present account develops the interpretations of Kosman
(2013) and Beere (2009); their differences matter below.

6 τὸ δὲ ζῆν τοῖς ζῶσι τὸ εἶναί ἐστιν. The dative restricts the equation to living things. This is not the
claim that everything lives.

7 De Anima II.1, 412b10–11: τὸ τί ἦν εἶναι τῷ τοιῳδὶ σώματι. The dative specifies that for which the
account gives what being it consists in. The expression contains an imperfect, ἦν, literally “was”;
nothing here depends on explaining that tense.

7

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/rati.12370
https://metaphysicsjournal.com/articles/10.5334/met.2
https://metaphysicsjournal.com/articles/10.5334/met.2


thatmaterial,” contrasting it with ekeino, “that” (Θ 7, 1049a18–24). Beere renders
the invented adjective “thaten.”8

The adjective tells us something about the chest itself. It characterizes how
a chest is material. It does not answer the question what the chest is by replac-
ing the chest with a quantity of wood. Nor does it require us first to introduce
a second, chest-sized object and relate it to the first. Particular boards may of
course be parts of the chest. A material characterization and an inventory of
parts perform different tasks.

Aristotle immediately connects the adjective with capacity: the wood is the
chest in capacity. This connection gives the grammatical contrast metaphys-
ical force. The wood must be suitable for the relevant realization. A material
is not immediately the matter of everything into which it could eventually
be transformed. Wet clay may become bricks that become a house, but wet
clay cannot replace the bricks simply because that sequence is possible. Θ 7 ex-
pressly distinguishes such remote transformability from immediate capacity
(1048b37–1049a18).

A material account therefore identifies capacities under constraints im-
posed by what the thing is. Timber outside a house and timber supporting
its roof may have the same intrinsic properties. Only the latter presently con-
tributes to the house’s realization. Material suitability explains what can serve;
material organization explains what is serving.

The house now supplies a worked example. A shelter must exclude rain
while sustaining an accessible enclosure. Its coverage needs support; its sup-
ports must leave usable space; its openingsmust permit access without defeat-
ing protection. A roof that seals the enclosure but crushes its walls frustrates
the same achievement it partly advances. The requirements aremutually con-
straining because they belong to one determinate capacity: sheltering.

The formal account explains this connection. The material account ex-
plains how it is possible: these members can bear these loads, these surfaces
resist water, these joints hold the members together. This is what I mean by
material articulation: the differentiated capacities throughwhich a determinate
actuality is realized. It marks why an account of several capacities can be an
account of one thing’s being.

Notice what follows. A sound replacement timber can preserve the house
because it restores the same organization. A change that preserves every tim-
ber but destroys their supporting relations can destroy the house. Painting
normally affects neither. The account of material unity already explains why

8 οὐ ξύλον ἀλλὰ ξύλινον; ἐκεῖνο and ἐκείνινον. See Beere (2009, 263–283). English has particular
material adjectives but no ordinary general adjective with this role. The proposal extends their
grammatical possibility; it does not infer an ontology from a suffix.
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these changes differ. It does not need to import three unrelated verdicts about
persistence.

An empty house can also be fully actual. Its capacity to shelter has been
achieved even when no one uses it. Building is a kinēsis, a change directed
toward an outcome; being a house is not an indefinitely prolonged building
process. Actuality therefore cannot uniformly mean present performance. It
can consist in the achieved possession of further capacities.9

This distinction is crucial. If form were simply another occurrence, we
would have exchanged a structural ingredient for an active one. The realiza-
tion account instead identifies what existing as this thing consists in, which
can include capacities currently unexercised. Its most revealing application is
to beings whose material organization must itself be maintained.

4. Constitution that continues itself

An organism persists by taking in, transforming, and releasing matter. An
ontology can represent this by assigning it different materials at different
times. But the assignment alone misses something important: the activities
that change its matter also help make that matter its own. Constitution and
continuation are connected within the activity being represented.

Begin with the difference between food inside an animal and material as-
similated into its body. Location does not settle membership. Assimilation
recruits material into operations that sustain the animal’s capacities. Those
operations in turn require organs and tissuesmaintained through assimilation.
The animal’s material organization participates in renewing itself.

Aristotle isolates the relevant explanatory difference in his account of nu-
trition. Food promotes growth insofar as a living thing is a quantity. It nour-
ishes insofar as the living thing is “a this and a substance,” since it “preserves the
substance” (De Anima II.4, 416b11–15). The same transformation can increase
an animal’s quantity and nourish it. Yet increasing its quantity and preserving
its being are different achievements.10

Aristotle’s phrase heteron ... einai, “it is different to be,” distinguishes what
being nourishment consists in fromwhat being growth-promoting consists in.
The distinction gives two accounts of onematerial transformation. It does not
multiply the transformations or turn either account into an extra ingredient.

9 Η 2 distinguishes material and functional accounts of a house (1043a14–21). Beere (2009, 200–
207) challenges the postulation of separate powers for being and becoming. The proposal need
not duplicate powers: capacities exercised in making something can differ in explanatory role
from those sustaining the result. Beere himself considers the latter at 202.

10 ἔστι δ’ ἕτερον τροφῇ καὶ αὐξητικῷ εἶναι· ᾗ μὲν γὰρ ποσόν τι τὸ ἔμψυχον, αὐξητικόν, ᾗ δὲ τόδε τι καὶ
οὐσία, τροφή· σώζει γὰρ τὴν οὐσίαν. The opening distinguishes what being nourishment and be-
ing growth-promoting consist in. It need not introduce two foods or two events. At 416b16–17
Aristotle distinguishes preserving an existing substance from generating it.
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Nourishment is preservation through a change of constitution. Material
replacement is not always a disturbance that an organismmanages to survive.
It can be how the organism survives. What remains is not a quantity or an
inventory. It is a living organization maintained through the transformations
of its material realization.

This gives substance to the claim that an animal’s capacities articulate what
it is. A list of powers would not suffice. The account must explain their orga-
nized relations: acquisition supplies what maintains the organs of acquisition;
assimilation supports the tissues that assimilate; repair restores capacities on
which further repair depends. These relations make the maintenance of one
operation relevant to the continuation of the others. They are features of what
the animal materially does, not consequences of calling it a unified object.

The formal account identifies this organization as the animal’s living. Ma-
terial explanations show how its operations occur. Together they explain why
recruitment and expulsion of matter can both belong to the animal’s contin-
uation.

Reciprocal causal support is not sufficient. Two animals can feed one an-
other while maintaining distinct organizations that assimilate the food. In as-
similation, incomingmaterial is transformed into the bodilymeans of further
living and enters the operationsmaintaining thosemeans. Contributing to an-
other life differs from being recruited into its bodily realization. Difficult cases
of symbiosis require finer accounts of these operations.

Development extends the point. Consider a young mammal whose feed-
ing supports the development of teeth and digestive capacities appropriate
to a later diet. Its current organization enables a change in the organization
through which it will feed. Preserving this animal cannot mean preserving an
unchanging arrangement of powers. Its life includes capacities for transform-
ing its capacities.

Yet the young animal is already actual. It does not become more of an
animal as its teeth emerge. Aristotle’s distinction between having a capacity
and exercising it helps us understand this. Soul is a first entelecheia, fulfillment,
analogous to possessing knowledge rather than presently using it (De Anima
II.1, 412a22–28). Accordingly, actual animal being can include capacities that
are dormant or still developing.

A developing tooth need not yet be capable of chewing to belong to the
animal. Its place is fixed by the development through which that capacity is
normally acquired. A malformed tooth can occupy that place without acquir-
ing the capacity. Failing to function as a part differs from failing to be a part.
The actual life includes development that can succeed or fail in particular re-
spects.
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As Kosman emphasizes, the animal remains actual when particular capaci-
ties are unused, impaired, or immature. Its being is the life within which these
differences occur (2013, 174–182). Losing an ability and losing one’s existence
are different kinds of loss.

Aristotle even says that the body potentially alive is the body that has soul,
not the body that has lost it (412b25–26).11 The living body is not less actual
because it is the animal in capacity. Its material capacities belong within the
actual life. A corpse is consequently not the same material organization with
one further performance switched off. The organized capacity for living has
been lost.

The proposal draws an ontological consequence: the whole living body is
the animal understood through its material capacities. Organs are parts; the
whole body is not an additional proper part merely because its material ac-
count differs from the account of its living. A quantity of the animal’s mate-
rials may be a different object, but that quantity is not its body in this consti-
tutive sense. At death, materials remain while the bodily realization through
which they belonged to this animal ends. That contrast supplies no reason to
insert a complete bodily object between the materials and the animal. This
commitment is supported by the account of living matter, not dictated by an
adjective.

“The material articulation of a life” thus means an organization of bodily
capacities whose activities maintain and develop their own realization. Their
coordination, rather than their simultaneous exercise, constitutes the animal’s
being. The account explains how its material differentiation can change with-
out its becoming another animal.

Fine faults Aristotle for failing to distinguish the structural and diachronic
roles of form (1999, 70). Nutrition gives us a reason to connect them. The ca-
pacities that make something living tissue include its participation in renewal.
Abstracting from the organization of renewal does not leave a complete ac-
count of that tissue’s role in the animal at an instant. Constitution and contin-
uation remain distinct without requiring independent formal principles.

Continuation is not recurrence of a pattern. Fine’s earlier puzzle concerns
two animals with the same materials at different times and the same generic
form (1994b). Material migration does not transfer a life. What matters is
which ongoing organization assimilates the material and carries its capaci-
ties forward. Generic form explains the kind of continuation; it is not an
individual-making function whose other argument is currentmatter. Difficult
identity cases require further accounts of continuity. Reuse of materials and
recurrence of organization are insufficient.

11 ἔστι δὲ οὐ τὸ ἀποβεβληκὸς τὴν ψυχὴν τὸ δυνάμει ὂν ὥστε ζῆν, ἀλλὰ τὸ ἔχον. Compare Kosman
(2013, 98–108, 178) on matter in generation and matter in an existing substance.
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The capacities that make up an animal’s constitution are also the capaci-
ties throughwhich that constitution continues. Treating its organized living as
its being explains why assimilation, membership, maintenance, and develop-
ment are connected. That is the central evidence for the realization account.

5. Beyond living things

Life makes the realization account vivid because its material realization sus-
tains itself. But self-maintenance is not the general definition of actuality. The
house’s organization depends on external production and repair. Aristotle also
identifies the frozen condition of water and the stillness of air as actualities (Η
2, 1043a7–8, 22–25). Neither needs to be understood through a function it
serves.

The general relation is between a determinate actuality and the material
capacity understood through it. What varies is what the actuality consists in:
a condition, a capacity possessed, an activity exercised, or a life maintained.
Aristotle explicitly calls some of the determinations in Η 2 analogues of sub-
stance rather than substances strictly speaking (1043a2–5). The generality is
therefore analogical. Different applications preserve the explanatory relation
without erasing their differences.

This yields a consequence for the scope of hylomorphism. Suppose an ex-
tended material simple, having no proper parts, could sustain different con-
figurations. Its determinate configuration could be explained through its ma-
terial capacities. Such an explanation would distinguish material possibility
from actual determination without explaining how several objects compose
another. Composition would be absent; the capacity–actuality relation would
remain.

One could introduce a further object, the simple under its configuration.
But its introduction would presuppose the realization of the simple’s capaci-
ties. Whether we need another individual is a further question; the material
determination does not wait for its answer.

The consequence is significant even for metaphysicians who reject mate-
rial simples. A theory of form concerns how material being is determinate. A
theory of composition concerns when and how things constitute other things.
The latter addresses one application of the former. It cannot define its entire
subject matter.

Nor is the realization account simply the view that wholes are prior to their
parts. Reversing priority still relates objects alreadydistinguished aswhole and
parts. Here the primary distinction concerns what a being’s actuality consists
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in and how its material capacities realize it. An account of that relation may
explain why certain parts belong to the being at all.12

Capacity and actuality also need not divide properties into exclusive
classes. A house’s capacity to shelter is already an actuality relative to its mate-
rials. Rea worries that a world of dispositions all the way down would leave no
meaningful act–potency distinction, and is prepared to sacrifice it (2011, §2).
The present conception preserves the distinction even in such a world: having
a further capacity can itself be the determinate realization under explanation.
The distinction concerns the role of capacity and realizationwithin an account
of being, not whether the world’s properties are dispositional or categorical.

6. Realization and its subject

Section 1 required an explanation of why a determinate material organiza-
tion constitutes the subject of a nature. The realization account answers by
identifying what the subject’s being consists in. This is stronger than assign-
ing it the organization as a property. The organization explains its material
membership and continuation because realizing that organization is what its
continued being amounts to.

For the animal, assimilation makes the claim substantive. Food becomes
bodily material through its recruitment into operations that renew themeans
of living. Replacement can preserve those operations; their irreversible break-
down can end them while materials remain. These are connected conse-
quences of what the organization does. We do not first select a career and
then decree which exchanges count as preserving it. The ongoing realization
explains why they do.

This also explains the difference exposed by the temporal restriction. The
animal’s capacities continue across noon; their organized realization need not
continue across death. The restricted embodiment’s arbitrary boundary ex-
presses no corresponding failure of living. We may admit that embodiment,
but the account explains why its expiry is not the destruction of the animal
whose materials it shares. The difference between these endings now follows
from what being that animal consists in.

12 Compare Schaffer (2010, §1). The present account also differs from assigning an activity the
constituent role of form: see Koons (2014, §§2–3) and Skrzypek (2021, §§IV–V). These com-
parisons concern explanatory structure, not whether those authors recognize dependence or
activity.
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An objection remains. Have we explained the being of a subject or merely
redescribed some processes as its life? The account would be empty if it stip-
ulated that whatever preserves the animal counts as living. Instead, it identi-
fies operations of acquisition, assimilation, repair, and development, and ex-
plains their dependence on the bodily means they maintain. Their continua-
tion supplies a reason for judgments about membership and survival; it does
not merely borrow those judgments. Difficult cases remain, but a complete
decision procedure for identity is not required for this explanatory direction
to be informative.

The proposal also preserves the distinction between the animal and what it
does. A particular meal or act of repair can end while the animal continues. Its
being consists in the organized capacity for living within which these particu-
lar activities occur. The material account articulates that capacity; the formal
account says what its realization is. Neither adds a second subject to a first one.

Can a compositionalist accept all this? Yes, but the resulting explanation
gives form a role that introducing a complex object did not supply. Its con-
tent explains why realizing thesematerial capacities is being an animal, rather
than merely a condition for an embodiment to exist. Composition can then
articulate parthood or represent a career. It cannot replace the explanation of
what makes that career the continuation of this material being.

This concession leaves genuine disagreements. Rea’s account of a nature’s
uniting subordinate powers is distinct from his thesis that it enters a com-
pound with an individuator (2011, §§3–4). The first does not entail the second.
Similarly, Koslicki argues that if complete matter is a proper part of the com-
pound, weak supplementation requires another disjoint proper part; form can
fill that role (2018, 351 n. 29). The realization account rejects the inference from
a completematerial account to a further object that is a proper part. Thewhole
living body is the animal materially understood. Different explanations of its
being do not establish different constituents.

The dispute thus concerns both explanation and its ontological interpre-
tation. A hybrid may preserve an ontology of embodiments. It accepts the
present proposal insofar as it treats the material and formal accounts as ex-
plaining one realization, without requiring their difference always to be a dif-
ference between constituents. An ontology that insists on the latter require-
ment still owes an argument for it.

The account does not derive animals from an inventory of particles that a
nihilist also accepts. Its warrant is the explanatory connection amongmaterial
membership, activity, and continuation. Nor does it introduce an additional
efficient cause. Explaining a transformation as nourishment and as growth
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distinguishes what the transformation accomplishes. Explaining a house’s or-
ganization through shelter identifies the connected requirements that its ma-
terials satisfy. In each case, form makes a material determination intelligible.

Material things can outlast their present materials and perish while those
materials remain. A compositional rule can assign these outcomes without
explaining their connection. The realization account explains them through
what being the thing consists in. Material explanation identifies the capacities
through which that being is realized; formal explanation identifies the realiza-
tion. Hylomorphism, so understood, concerns how something is materially a
determinate being. Composition concerns one way of representing its com-
plexity. The distinction opens a metaphysical possibility that identifying the
two conceals.
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