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The word "dynamis" in ancient Greek philosophy began with physical 

power and political authority, evolved in Plato's thought into the capacity 

to affect or be affected, and became a central concept in Aristotle's system. 

This research examines its diverse applications in Aristotle's physics, 

psychology, ethics, and logic to demonstrate its significance and address 

the fundamental question: despite evident differences in instances (natural 

potentiality of bodies, psychic faculties, and logical possibility), what 

accounts for the unity of these applicationsðand is this unity gradational 

(mushakkik) or univocal? The answer is that the basis of unity lies not in 

a third objective entity, but in the primary meaning of "principle of 

change"ða single conceptual core present in all applications, yet realized 

at different existential levels in each domain. In physics, potentiality is the 

principle of motion and rest; in psychology, the perceptual and motive 

faculties are principles of voluntary and cognitive actions; and in logic, 

possibility is the principle of the truth-relation in propositions. This single 

"principlehood," despite conceptual unity, manifests with varying 

existential intensity and gradation; hence, the commonality of meanings is 

gradational, not univocal, and the diversity of applications expresses 

different modalities of a single reality in facing various actualities. This 

analysis enables precise differentiation between natural potentiality, 

psychic faculties, and logical possibility, and prevents common 

interpretive confusions. 
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Extended Abstract 

The concept of dynamis (ŭɨɜŬɛɘɠ) in ancient Greek philosophy initially signified physical 

power and political authority, later evolving in Platoôs thought into the capacity to affect or be 

affected, and ultimately becoming a foundational pillar of Aristotleôs philosophical system. 

This study undertakes a comprehensive examination of the diverse applications 

of dynamis across Aristotle's major works, including his physics, psychology, ethics, politics, 

and logic. The primary aim is twofold: first, to demonstrate the centrality of this concept within 

Aristotle's framework, and second, to address the fundamental question of whether these varied 

usages share a unified meaning or constitute disparate, unrelated notions. Against those 

interpretations, exemplified by Sajjadiôs dictionary-based approach, that treat dynamis as a 

purely homonymous term with entirely distinct meanings, this research argues, through 

rigorous lexical, etymological, and philosophical analysis, that the concept of dynamis in 

Aristotleôs corpus is neither univocal, in the sense of a single meaning applied identically to all 

instances, nor purely equivocal, but rather exhibits what is known in the Islamic philosophical 

tradition as a "gradational common meaning" (mushakkik). This term denotes a concept that 

applies to multiple instances in a single sense, yet with varying degrees of existential intensity 

and perfection. The basis of this unity, as the study demonstrates, is not a subjective mental 

abstraction but an objective referent in the external world: the "principle of change" (archǛ 

kinǛseǾs), which Aristotle explicitly identifies in Book Delta of the Metaphysics as the primary 

and foundational meaning of dynamis. This principle, however, is not realized uniformly across 

all domains. In physics, it appears as the principle of motion and rest in natural bodies, both as 

the active cause of change, the efficient aspect, and as the receptive capacity for being affected, 

the material aspect. In psychology, it manifests as the various faculties of the soul, nutritive, 

sensitive, appetitive, and intellectual, which are simultaneously receptive of external influences 

and active in producing cognition, movement, and life processes. In ethics, dynamis appears as 

the innate capacity for virtue, which remains merely potential until it is actualized through 

habituation, rational guidance, and deliberate practice, a process that transforms raw potential 

into stable character dispositions (hexeis). In politics, Aristotle extends this framework to the 

threefold powers of the state, the legislative, the executive (administrative), and the judicial, 

each of which exists as a potentiality that requires proper interaction, balance, and the common 

good to become actual and effective. In logic, finally, dynamis appears as possibility, 

understood as the openness between being and non-being, without any logical necessity toward 

either side, a meaning that is not tied to any material potentiality or internal principle but 

denotes the mere absence of impossibility. Despite their evident diversity in application and 

existential realization, all these meanings are connected through the core notion of being a 

"principle of change." However, this connection is not one of univocal identity, as if each 

meaning were identical in every respect, nor is it mere homonymy, as if they shared nothing in 

common. Rather, it is a gradational connection (tashkǭk), in which the same conceptual core is 

realized with varying degrees of existential intensity and in different ontological levels. This 

means that in lifeless matter, dynamis appears as mere passivity and receptivity; in plants and 

animals, as active faculties of growth, perception, and movement; and in humans, as rational 

and voluntary agency that combines both receptivity and spontaneity. The study critically 

engages with Sajjadiôs position, which treats dynamis as a homonymous term, arguing that his 
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approach overlooks the underlying conceptual unity that Aristotle himself explicitly affirms. It 

also draws on Brentanoôs interpretation, which emphasizes the primacy of the active principle 

of change as the foundational meaning to which all other uses are systematically related. 

Moreover, the research clarifies that this gradational unity is of the specifically philosophical 

type (tashkǭk-e khǕἨἨǭ), which preserves the independent reality and multiplicity of instances 

while affirming their conceptual coherence, as opposed to the mystical type (tashkǭk-e akhaἨἨǭ), 

which reduces all multiplicity to mere manifestations of a single reality. This philosophical 

gradation allows for a precise differentiation between natural potentiality, psychic faculties, 

ethical capacities, political powers, and logical possibility, thereby preventing the common 

interpretive confusion that arises from conflating these distinct levels. Ultimately, the study 

concludes that the concept of dynamis in Aristotleôs philosophy is not a sign of conceptual 

fragmentation or terminological looseness but rather embodies a dynamic, hierarchical 

structure of "being in the process of becoming" that permeates all levels of reality, from 

inanimate matter and biological life to ethical character, political order, and the very structure 

of rational thought. This understanding not only reveals the profound inner consistency of 

Aristotleôs philosophical system but also provides a powerful analytical tool for interpreting 

his works without falling into reductive or misleading readings. Thus, the research 

demonstrates that dynamis, far from being a peripheral or ambiguous term, is a central 

organizing principle that articulates the fundamental relationship between potentiality and 

actuality across the entire spectrum of Aristotelian philosophy, offering a coherent framework 

for understanding change, development, and perfection in nature, the soul, society, and thought. 

 

 

 

 

 

 




