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To what extent do creatures described as terata by Aristotle count as monsters?

It is clear to any who have read scholarship concerning Aristotle’s Biology that term ‘terata’ (plural) or ‘teras’ (singular) provokes negative connotations towards Aristotle’s biological works. Despite an inability to determine conclusively, without a great discussion on linguistics, it is reasonable to assume that this stigma is a product of not only the development of the word most used as a translation to terata, ‘monster’; but also as a result of modern concepts of equality (primarily between the sexes and disabled and able-bodied individuals). This view then tends to obscure the alternative translation which is rarely even mentioned in academia, ‘nonsense’. This paper will attempt to take an alternative route to previous scholarship in an effort to determine what extent creatures Aristotle labels ‘terata’ count as monsters and if alternatively it is more apt to call them ‘nonsense creatures’.  


Primarily it is integral to understand what conditions a creature has to meet (or, as we will see, fail to meet) to be labelled ‘terata’. Karen Nielsen, in her study focusing on ‘the Teleology of Sexual Difference’ devotes a short section to Aristotle’s conclusions in ‘Physics II’.
 Her discussion on ‘always, usually and coincidentally’, although for a different purpose, can be translated into this paper with few amendments. In this section of Aristotle’s work he categorises outcomes as either natural or unnatural dependant on their likelihood of occurring.
 Nielsen indicates that she agrees with Judson’s proposition (named ‘conditional frequency’) whereby an outcome, Y, is deemed natural if it is expected to occur given a specific condition, X.
 Nielsen states as an example:
Heavy rain usually occurs when it is winter, while heat waves usually occur when it is summer.

It would be abnormal for heavy rain (Y) to occur in summer (X). As mentioned above this can be translated to understand Aristotle’s categorisation of creatures as ‘terata’. In the context of summer heavy rain is abnormal weather, it is ‘monstrous’/ ‘nonsense’ weather, in summer heavy rain is teras. In the same vein, take this extreme example, a cat born of a dog is teras. Cats are not terata but in this context, when this individual cat is born of a dog, it is teras. Now to compare this to Aristotle’s use of ‘terata’:
Some take after none of their kindred, although they still take after some human being; others do not have the appearance of a human being, but that of a monstrosity. For anyone who does not take after their parents is really in a way a monstrosity, since in these cases Nature has in a way strayed from the generic type.

To understand the reason for brandishing children who do not look like their parents as monsters we need to reverse our analogy from earlier and determine the ‘X’ and ‘Y’ that lead to this conclusion. Y is abnormal when X. Here the Y is a human child that is not identical to its father and the X is when it is born.  This seems rather perplexing to a modern audience, as even with a limited knowledge of genetics a person can still explain why people aren’t all identical. This poses a question to scholars attempting to understand Aristotle’s logic. 
However, the answer is relatively simple and again we must refer to Aristotle’s other works to understand this concept.


Aristotle believed, like his teacher Plato, in the theory of forms, where every ‘thing’ that exists also exists in another plane/dimension where it is in its most perfect form. Subsequently every ‘thing’ in our world is an imperfect copy of the ideal ‘thing’ be it a chair, table, dog or human. Aristotle expanded and altered this idea and believed that these ideal forms did not exist in an inaccessible plane of existence but where tangible and present in this world, for Aristotle a person could meet the standard of the ‘ideal’ human, whereas Plato believed this was impossible to achieve and simply a goal. 

Consequently Aristotle’s ideas on ‘terata’ can be seen as a combination of his theories on forms and nature. For Aristotle a deviation from the ideal form is unnatural and therefor monstrous, nonsensical and ‘terata’. 

The debate as to whether he, when using the term ‘terata’, was meant in the derogatory manner that the modern conception of ‘monster’ holds or simply as ‘nonsensical’ implying something less negative and more unfortunate is of little significance for this discussion. The fact remains that he considers all humans imperfect, whether it is because they poses their mothers eyes, they are female or they were born with a birth defect. It remains fact to Aristotle that they are imperfect copies of the ideal human. Revisiting the earlier quote that states that ‘anyone who does not take after their parents is really in a way a monstrosity’ is phrased in such a manner that suggest he acknowledges the implications of his conclusion that all humans are imperfect but the tone also implies this is not significant type of change. It is only of significance if the creature is no longer recognisable as the creature it is. As long as a ‘Q’ looks like a ‘Q’ it is an unfortunate, but acceptable occurrence. However if a ‘Q’ looks like a ‘P’ it threatens the essence of the ‘Q’. ‘..the most natural act is the production of another like itself’.
  

It is apparent then that when Aristotle uses the word ‘terata’ he uses it in some cases to describe a monstrous creature, like a human who no longer resembles a human, a creature that can no longer stay true to its nature. And also to a nonsensical creature, a human that does not resemble it’s kin but still maintains its ability to stay true to its nature.     
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