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On the Translation

The freshness and thought-stimulating power of Aristotle’s Greek has
been filtered and diluted over centuries by translation into Latin, by the
conventions of medieval scholastic debate, and by the adaptation of this
Latinate tradition to modern philosophical and academic uses by scholars
at Oxford, Cambridge and Chicago. While far from thinking that all this
amounts to a corruption of Aristotle, I have attempted to recover, as much
as possible, what I understand to be the immediate rhetorical impact and
associations of ideas Aristotle has tried to bring to bear in his innovative
philosophical Greek. In this I have been inspired by the outstanding
translations by Joe Sachs. While I have benefited from Sachs’ exemplary
fidelity to the text, I have not insisted, as Sachs does, on maintaining
Aristotle’s sometimes extraordinarily long sentences intact, since I do not
think that the English language has the kind of resources that enable Greek
to maintain clarity amid such extended complexity. I hope that what results
from my efforts is the most literal, readable and jargon-free translation into
English available.

Whenever I have thought it possible, I have tried to reproduce in my
English the ambiguities that I have found in Aristotle’s Greek. A lucid
formulation that is easier to pin down than Aristotle’s may satisfy a desire
for clarity shared by the translator and the reader; but puzzling over the
meaning of the text does more to render our thought active and open to
what Aristotle may be saying. In some cases, however, when there is a
range of possible translations leading to different meanings that cannot be
corralled together in English, I have naturally had to make choices based
on my interpretation of Aristotle’s thought. I have sometimes (though very
rarely) supplied words left out but implied by Aristotle when I thought that
leaving them out in English would make a sentence utterly obscure. On the
two occasions on which I have made my own conjectures about what the
Greek text ought to be, I have presented my rationale in the footnotes.

This is (as far as I am aware) the first English translation based on
the now authoritative Greek text edited by the French classicist Jannone.
I have profited enormously from the thorough and judicious commentary
by Ronald Polansky (Aristotle’s De Anima, Cambridge University Press,
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2 ARISTOTLE: DE ANIMA

2007), though I have not always followed his interpretations or textual
construal of particular passages.

I have usually left the Greek word “logos” untranslated, except where
it clearly refers strictly to a mathematical ratio or to a specific written
discourse. I discuss the range of its meanings in the Glossary.

Iamverymuch indebted to Keith Whitaker for inviting me to undertake
this translation for Focus, and to Ron Pullins for publishing it and for
extending me the benefit of his nearly endless patience. David C. Schindler
generously read the whole translated text and offered helpful comments,
and Jesse Couenhoven and Christopher Mirus provided valuable criticism
of my introduction; Rebecca Goldner, Brian Satterfield, Kevin Hughes, and
Marjolein Oele discussed some final details that were troubling me; and
Sara Brill read the whole penultimate draft. Where I have had the wisdom
to follow the advice of these judicious colleagues, the final product was the
better for it. I am also grateful to all my students (especially Keenan Lynch,
Ben Raymond and Kevin Ryan), colleagues, friends and relatives whose
encouragement and enthusiasm for this project helped see me it through,
and above all my wife Cristina, who has put up with the ever-increasing
clutter in the study.



Introduction

1. What is Soul?

A contemporary reader opening up a book about the soul will probably
be surprised to find a work of what might best be described as biology.
Examining the reasons for such surprise may reveal some very questionable
suppositions we moderns tend to bring to any discussion of “the soul”
as well as some very questionable suppositions about the character of
biological knowledge. We must try to become aware of these suppositions,
and so prepared to question them. Only then can we be in a position to
judge whether Aristotle presents us with an alternative understanding of
soul that deserves to be taken seriously, or whether his thought on this
topic should be treated as a mere historical curiosity.

We probably tend to think that biology examines the workings of
bodies, and that “soul” means something “spiritual” rather than material.
We may very well also think that questions about the soul belong to
religion, whereas biology is a science. Typically, the signs one will point
to as evidence of such a spiritual entity inhabiting the human body are
consciousness and free will. And possibly we also believe that bodies are
undeniably real, whereas there is room for dispute concerning whether
what we call “soul” really exists or not. Aristotle offers an account of soul
that does not begin from such assumptions.

According to Aristotle, an account is superior if it makes more sense
than rival accounts. But “making more sense” involves three different
aspects. First, it is simply more coherent in itself, less plagued with self-
contradictory claims or conceptions. Second, it makes better and more
complete sense of the phenomena it is supposed to explain. Third, it also
makes clear what it is about the phenomena that would lead one to find
those deficient alternative accounts plausible, and why those accounts
miss something important: it is not enough to understand the weaknesses
of rejected alternatives, but is necessary as well to understand how they
are partial glimpses of truth, and why they are only partial. The aim of
thoughtful examination is to make sense of our experience of things; and
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our efforts to understand them and the mistakes we make along the way
are inseparably part of that experience. Ultimately, however, the measure
of the adequacy of those efforts of understanding is the extent to which
they intelligently elucidate the full richness of the phenomena.

In the case of soul, the phenomena we must examine are living beings.
Right away, we encounter a chasm between the suppositions noted above
and the way Aristotle and his predecessors thought about living beings.
We think it sensible to ask: “Does the living being we are considering have
a soul or not?” We may think we can dispense with the idea of a soul if we
can account for all observable aspects of a living being in terms of material
processes. Aristotle did not think this. But what is more surprising is that
even the most materialist philosophers who came before him did not think
this. They thought that they were explaining soul in material terms, not
eliminating it by materialistic explanation.

This divergence between ancient and modern materialists suggests
that it is not simply because of its reduction of phenomena to material
explanations that modern biology tends to ignore or set aside soul. Two
possible explanations for this modern peculiarity immediately suggest
themselves. One possibility is that there is a particular feature of modern
materialism by which it differs from ancient versions, and that this
difference must be responsible for the different treatment of soul. The other
possibility is that the meaning of soul itself has changed. Or (as indeed
seems to be the case) maybe both of these have occurred, and are related.

Let us consider first the difference between ancient and modern
materialist biology. Unlike ancient materialism, modern materialist science
generally accepts as evidence only what can be measured. One reason for
this is institutional. Science is understood as a widespread collaborative
research effort, and “scientific results” are those that can be verified by
other researchers. But verification is most typically understood in terms of
exactly reproducing the same or equivalent conditions and processes and
ending up with the same or equivalent results. This experimental uniformity
can only be achieved if the conditions admit of exact measurement. Thus
verifiable research is limited to what can be measured. “Insight” is not
reproducible this way, and so is not the essence of scientific knowledge,
though it may assist the advancement of theories and procedures. “Insight”
is much closer, however, to what Aristotle means by theoria (see Glossary,
“Contemplation”).

One reason the institutions of research have taken such a shape,
however, is that they have usually been guided by an understanding
of material being that differs from Aristotle’s. That understanding is
best articulated by Descartes: “Extension in length, breadth and depth
constitutes the nature of corporeal substance; and thought constitutes the
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nature of thinking substance. Everything else which can be attributed to
body presupposes extension, and is merely a mode of an extended thing;
and similarly, whatever we find in the mind is simply one of the various
modes of thinking.” What we most unavoidably know about the world
of “external” experience is that it is extended or “spatial”, and therefore
quantifiable and measurable; and we distinguish this external world from
the knower who stands over against it as a different kind of being.

Aristotle has a different account of perception and knowledge of
things in the world, and we will return to this shortly. For the moment,
what is important to see is that Descartes” conception (based on a method
of thinking that seeks to begin with what is most certain, clear and
distinct to us) divides the world of our experience into “matter” (external
and quantifiable or objectifiable) and “spirit” or “mind” (internal and
“subjective”). “Spirit” in this sense is not equivalent to what Aristotle means
by “soul,” and “matter” in this sense is not equivalent to what Aristotle
means by “material” (see Glossary, “Material”).

It is this Cartesian conception, or something like it, that underlies
the prevalent assumption that science (including biology) examines
matter, whereas soul (in the sense of “spirit”) belongs to non-scientific
thought—perhaps philosophy, but above all religion. Psychology—study
of psuche or soul—in modern times finds itself vacillating between these
polarities, in some cases restricting itself to quantifiable bodily motions
(whether “behaviors” or neural processes), in some cases examining forms
of consciousness as they are revealed in speech, and sometimes trying to
strike a middle path.

Because modern scientific biology generally treats living beings
in terms of the quantifiable processes peculiar to them, it has a strong
tendency to look at them as machines. The great problem in modern
science is to understand how life can originate from mechanistic, non-
living matter. As the philosopher of biology Hans Jonas has pointed out,
the nearly universal and natural human experience of the world (before it
is reshaped by modern physics, chemistry and biology) is that everything
is alive.” Post-Cartesian thought, by removing spirit from external beings
and looking upon everything external as dead, gives rise to a conception
of soul’s presence in things that has been described as “the ghost in the
machine.” Thus on this view, the question of whether soul is a necessary
concept for describing reality comes down to the question whether we
think the machine of the body needs a ghost to “animate” it.

1 Descartes, Principles of Philosophy, Part 1, Principle 53, in The Philosophical Writings
of Descartes, Volume I (Cambridge University Press, 1985)

2 Jonas, [Life, Death, and the Body in the Theory of Being,] in The Phenomenon of
Life: Toward a Philosophical Biology (Northwestern University Press, 2001)
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As we have seen, the ancient materialists saw the problem differently.
They did not think of soul in terms of a “concept” that was added by the
mind to the experience of living things, but as an observable aspect of the
phenomena. Living things differ noticeably from non-living things. “Soul”
refers to whatever is responsible for that difference. On this understanding
of “soul” it makes no sense to ask whether any particular living thing has a
soul or not, but only to ask what that soul really is. Anyone who has cared
for a plant knows that vitality is observable. A question one could raise,
and that Aristotle does raise in the first chapter, is whether soul is separable
from body. (Again, since we tend to think of soul in terms of “spirit,” we
may tend to assume that separateness from the body is already part of the
concept of soul.)

How do living things differ from non-living? As Aristotle observes
in the second chapter of Book One, most people who have considered the
question have typically pointed to two prominent features of ensouled
beings: they move themselves and they perceive. These criteria already
raise a difficulty if we understand soul as the principle of life. Plants clearly
have life, but do not clearly perceive. They do, however, move themselves in
a certain sense, by growing, blossoming, and so on. As Aristotle notes, the
tendency to emphasize these two criteria reflects an emphasis on animal
life and inattention to the life of plants. As we shall see, when Aristotle
chooses his own starting point at the beginning of Book Two, he remedies
this deficiency.

While the emphasis on perception and self-motion is a bit skewed, it is
not entirely unreasonable, since these are the most striking features of living
things, the ones that most readily set them apart at first glance. These marks
that most of Aristotle’s predecessors relied upon, in fact, may well remind
us of the ones we tend to associate with soul. Perception, as meant by his
predecessors, has about the same range as what we call “consciousness” or
“mind” (see Glossary under “Intellect” and “Perception”). Self-motion also
seems to bear some resemblance to free will and choice. The differences,
however, reflect different understandings of soul at work. Perception
implies something perceived, a relationship between the soul and things in
the world; consciousness belongs to the conscious subject, the “spirit,” and
raises the question whether it corresponds to anything “outside.” Likewise,
self-motion is something we observe in a bodily being, whereas “free will”
suggests a largely spiritual and interior phenomenon.

As a result, Aristotle’s On the Soul both is and is not about the things
we might expect. It does turn out to be about the sense in which soul is
incorporeal, but it articulates the non-bodily character of soul in terms
of the intrinsically related principles of material and form, rather than
in terms of the dualistically opposed principles matter and spirit. It does
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raise what we might consider a religious question about whether the soul
is immortal or not, but treats this as somewhat tangential to the main
line of inquiry, secondary to the question of what soul is. It does treat of
what we call “consciousness,” but does not assume that our starting point
must be our own inner world split off from the outer; and it argues for
the necessity of clear distinctions between perception, imagination and
thought. Finally, by investigating self-motion, it arguably gets closer to the
heart of the question of freedom than it is possible to get by starting out
from a supposed spiritual faculty of free will. In all of these respects, it
challenges modern formulations of the problem of soul, and requires us to
think more critically about what exactly is at issue.

Having given some initial clarification of the different perspective
Aristotle opens for us on the being of soul, we are better prepared to
consider how he unfolds his examination.

2. How to Investigate Soul?

On the Soul both is and is not like a Socratic dialogue. It does not
present us with the drama of Socrates posing vexing questions to other
characters who have something at stake in the answers they give. It does,
however, incorporate three vital features of the kind of dialogic inquiry
exemplified by Socrates. Aristotle motivates inquiry by arousing perplexity;
he engages in a kind of dialogue with earlier thinkers who have discoursed
about soul; and he gives priority to the guiding question of what the thing
under discussion really is. Attention to these three features brings to light
how they serve as orienting threads to Aristotle’s inquiry.

Perplexity. In Plato’s Meno, Socrates is famously compared (at 80a)
to a stingray who stupefies his victims. The odd thing is that, after being
subjected to questioning by Socrates, one suddenly knows less than one
thought one knew. This disorienting experience provides the orientation
for raising the formerly unasked questions about what one thought was
known.

This experience of perplexity is described in Greek as “aporia” or “lack
of resource.” A poros is, in its most concrete meaning, a bridge or ford
across a stream. In “a-poria” one is pulled up short and has no clear way
to go forward (thus Joe Sachs typically translates it “impasse”). Sometimes
perplexity results from getting oneself into a muddle of thought. It can also,
however, result from difficulties inherent to what one is thinking about.

In the first chapter of Book III of his Metaphysics, Aristotle offers a
striking explanation of the importance of beginning an inquiry with
carefully delineated aporiai; and in the rest of Book III he meticulously
develops the perplexities involved in understanding what it is to be a being.
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This reflection on the relevant aporiai comes after his discussion (in Book
I) of the teachings of his predecessors about the first principles of being and
intelligibility.

In On the Soul Aristotle does the reverse. After a first paragraph about
theimportance of investigation of soul, he launches straightinto articulation
of the perplexities involved, and only subsequently examines the teachings
of his predecessors. In each text, the order is appropriate to the inquiry. The
real perplexities about the first principles of being and intelligibility only
come into view after poets and philosophers have made initial efforts to
articulate such principles and the inquirer has attempted to see the world
in terms of the various principles articulated. The perplexities concerning
soul are more immediately available to us, for in some way human beings
naturally come to face questions about the relationship of body and soul
—especially when faced with the problem of mortality and of their kinship
with and difference from the other animals.

In Book I, chapter 1, Aristotle elaborates twelve perplexities:

1. How should one pursue the inquiry in the first place—with what
manner of proceeding and from what starting points?

2. What kind of being is soul in terms of the categories of being he
has elsewhere distinguished (see Glossary, “Categories”)?

3. Does it exist as potential or as fully itself (see Glossary, “Potential”
and “Being-fully-itself”)?
4. Is it divisible into parts?

5. Are all souls (especially of different kinds of living things) the
same in kind or different?

6. If different, are they different at every level of specification, or are
there groups of living things which have fundamentally the same
kind of soul within their grouping and differ as such from other
groupings?

7. Is there a single logos (see Glossary, “Logos”) for all soul as such?

8. Ifthereare parts of soul, do we begin examining it from the whole
or from the parts?

9. Ifthere are parts, what are their natural differences?

10. If examining parts, do we start from the parts themselves or from
their characteristic works?

11. If examining works, do we start from the works themselves or
from the things to which they are oriented?

12. How fundamentally and integrally connected are body and soul?
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Most of these perplexities attain some kind of resolution (or if not
resolution, then sharpening of the question and clarification of what a
resolution would require) in the first four chapters of Book II. Perplexity
9 (the natural differences of parts) attains its fullest clarification in IIL.9.
Perplexity 6 cannot be resolved within a general examination of soul, since
it requires more detailed and extended investigation of the kinds of living
things; the investigation of soul can, however, clarify what one must look
for in such examinations in order to address this perplexity. The treatments
of perplexities 1, 8, and 12 call for a few more extended observations.

The first perplexity, as Aristotle also states it, is whether there is a single
way to approach all questions of what something is. After articulating the
first eleven perplexities, Aristotle pauses to reflect upon this first one,
and suggests that it requires not a choice between alternative ways of
proceeding, but rather a circularly reinforcing combination of them: Not
only does understanding what a thing is make its distinctive attributes more
intelligible, “but also the attributes in turn contribute a great deal toward
understanding what it is” (402b18-403a2). This enriching and deepening
circularity is characteristic of what Plato called dialectical thinking.

Aristotle puts such enriching circularity to work in Books II and III,
and explains in I1.3 why he does so. In the first two chapters of Book II, he
articulates a general account of what soul as such is, but then in I1.3 explains
why this cannot serve as a proper starting point for detailed inquiry into
soul. What the attempt at a general account does show is that soul has to
be understood in terms of the characteristic activities of different kinds of
living beings. This, however, clearly entails that our investigation concern
itself with those activities. Thus the resolution of perplexity 8, whether to
start from the whole or the parts, is roughly as follows: Start from the whole
to understand more clearly why you must start over again from the parts
and their distinct activities (without ever forgetting the question of their
unity and relationships in the whole).

Perplexity 12, concerning the inextricability of the body-soul
relationship, clearly concerns the question of the separability of soul,
and hence of the possibility of the soul’s surviving the death of the
body. Aristotle immediately proceeds to reflect on this perplexity in
the remainder of I.1. Here he indicates already what a resolution of this
perplexity requires: “[I]f one of the works or affections of the soul is peculiar
to it, soul could be separate” (403a10). He already announces as well that
intellect is, at first glance, the best candidate for an activity of soul that
does not depend on embodiment. Thus, while the question of separability
is implicitly at issue all the way through the investigations of Books II and
I11, it is not surprising that Aristotle returns explicitly to this question in
I11.4-8, the chapters investigating contemplative intellect. These chapters
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do not provide an unambiguous resolution. They do, however, clarify
what such a resolution requires, namely an adequate understanding of:
a) whether contemplative intellect is ultimately independent in some way
of perception and imagination; b) how contemplative intellect is related
to the intelligibles it contemplates; and ¢) how to understand properly
the nature of and relationship between intellect as pure potentiality (or
receptivity) and intellect as active (or productive of the intelligibility of
what it contemplates).

Given these requirements, we can see that the digression that
constitutes much of the remainder of 1.1, on the question of the proper
character of inquiry into nature, is after all not merely tangential to the
question of the soul’s separability. Aristotle concludes that digression thus:
“The student of nature is concerned with all the works and affections of a
certain sort of body and a certain sort of material, ... and the practitioner
of first philosophy treats of separable things” (403b11-16). The question of
the separability of contemplative intellect straddles biological psychology
and first philosophy or metaphysics.” This is as true for us as it was for
Aristotle. The three challenges listed above for resolving the question are
still just as challenging; and it is still tempting to thinkers today (as it was
for many of Aristotle’s predecessors) to claim to have resolved the perplexity
by sidestepping one or more of these challenges—most commonly today by
asking us to believe that biological and psychological science can provide
adequate answers in isolation from metaphysics.

Predecessors. Even though certain perplexities naturally arise for
one who reflects on soul, at the same time one never starts from scratch.
Others have come before us and have had something to say about soul. In
1.2 Aristotle observes that reflecting upon what previous thinkers have said
about soul helps us in two ways: “[W]e may take up what has been well said
and be on guard against anything not well said” (403b23-24).

Everyone who arrives at reflective awareness does so within a
community of speakers, and their speaking is laden with and passes along
the thoughts of others on all matters of shared human experience. The
thoughts embedded in speech are a mixture of insight and error. In order
to disentangle insight and error, one must examine what is said with a view
to rendering explicit and more highly visible the thought within it. This
was always the initial aim of Socrates’ questioning.

The intention of Socrates and of Aristotle is not, however, simply to
sift out the insight and discard the error. What is “not well said” is not
simply something to be set aside, but something to “guard against.” We

3 Aristotle discusses the limited reach of natural investigation of soul when it
comes to treat of intellect in his Parts of Animals, 1.1, 641a33-b10. (I am grateful to
Christopher Mirus for reminding me of this passage.)
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are prone to certain kinds of errors when we think about something like
soul. Some are natural and commonly recurring while others are factitious
and merely part of our particular inheritance. Examining intently and
thoughtfully what predecessors have said and bringing their words into
higher focus helps us to see more clearly the errors to which we are prone
and the limited conceptions we may take for granted. We have seen earlier
that reflecting on a single passage from Descartes helps us bring into focus
a conception of “matter”—as characterized primarily by spatial extension
and as dualistically opposed to spirit—that is embedded in the whole way
of thinking about knowledge and nature that we moderns inherit and
that Descartes helped to shape. To take such an inherited conception for
granted is to lack critical self-awareness as a thinker and to fall short of
understanding fully the questions involved in reflecting on soul.

Aristotle’s predecessors, as we have noted, tend to identify soul as the
source of self-motion and of perception in living things. What almost all
of them attempt to do is find some material basis for these characteristics.
Those who think in terms of atoms ask what kinds of atoms would
plausibly cause such characteristics, and those who think in terms of four
or more basic elements identify one of them or some combination of them
as constituting soul. The atomists tend to think that the smoothest and
finest-grained atoms would be soul-atoms, while the elementalists identify
every element but earth as plausible candidates. Aristotle notes that, in
favoring such candidates, these thinkers also imply a third distinguishing
characteristic that guides their thought about soul: They are all looking for
something with a relatively incorporeal character (405b11-12). This involves
their approach in a paradox that goes unnoticed, namely the attempt to
arrive at a conception of the non-bodily by minimizing the bodily features
of bodies. (Those who think of soul as spirit have a parallel tendency, for
it is hard to imagine a spirit as anything other than a disembodied body-
like thing.) This implicit goal of articulating the incorporeal character of
soul points in the direction of the more adequate articulation Aristotle will
give in Book Two: Soul is best understood as form rather than in terms of
material.

Two other shortcomings of preceding thinkers point likewise toward
understanding soul in terms of form. The first is that these material
explanations try to account for the phenomena in terms of parts, and fail
to say anything about how the presence of soul is related to the wholeness
of a living thing. “The elements, at least, seem more like material, whereas
that which holds a thing together, whatever it may be, is the most decisive
factor.... Their conception of the soul as being in these elements seems to
rest on the homogeneity of the whole with its parts” (410b11-12, 411al6-
17). While a thing has soul, it continues to be the distinct whole that it is,
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and when soul “departs”, what was a body of that kind of living thing then
disintegrates back into elements.

The other shortcoming is that the focus on motion and perception
tends to ignore plants, which are certainly living beings. The principle life-
activity of plants is self-nourishment and growth, along with reproduction.
This kind of life-activity is fundamental to all living bodies on earth: they
are all unities engaged in sustaining their own unity, in attaining the
fullness of their form in growth and maturation, and in propagating that
form to be embodied in material other than their own. While the focus
on motion and perception rightly points to understanding soul in terms
of activity, it also indicates a failure to notice the less striking but more
universaland fundamentalactivity of ensouled beings, which is maintaining
and preserving their form. This characteristic of soul is fundamental
for Aristotle’s whole subsequent account. It is no coincidence, then, that
Aristotle concludes his reflection on preceding thinkers and makes his
transition to his “new beginning” that articulates soul as form with the
following thought: “The governing principle in plants seems indeed to be
some kind of soul, since this alone is shared by both plants and animals;
and while it does exist separately from the perceptive principle, nothing
has perception without this” (411b27-30). The activity of maintaining form
(including developing to maturity under its guidance and propagating it)
which plants exhibit is the key to understanding soul rightly.

What soul is. One of the inherited teachings about soul is, in certain
respects, similar to the one Aristotle will go on to articulate. This is the
notion “that soul is a certain harmony” (I.4). (Such a notion is defended
by the Pythagorean character Simmias in Plato’s Phaedo.) By making soul
a property of bodily interactions rather than a distinct kind of body itself,
this view both remains materialistic and at the same time grants soul a
kind of incorporeality.

Aristotle observes that the main weakness of this view is that, by
making soul derivative from body, it is unable to make any sense of the
causal role soul seems to have in bodily life. The ratio of elements and
relationship of parts in our body is the same the moment after we die as it
was before, so how can the “harmony” suddenly be gone? Nevertheless, the
harmony-view takes us a step closer to understanding soul as form, and to
understanding this form as intimately related to the body it informs.

Carrying the musical analogy further may help to clarify what it
means to speak of soul as a distinct being and as causal form. Consider
Mozart’s String Quartet number 16. It came into existence in Mozart’s
imagination, and he encoded it in musical notation. It has active existence
(or “life”) whenever four musicians get together and play it. It is not the
musicians who make the quartet exist. Rather, it is the existence of the
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quartet as a form that governs the coordinated actions of the musicians.
Any four capable musicians playing the relevant instruments can serve as
the material foundation for the life of that piece of music, but only because
the form of the music is already there to organize their movements.

Now consider a squirrel. Its life consists of certain activities, and to be
alive as a squirrel means to have the capacities to engage in those activities.
A squirrel that is not properly equipped for “squirreling” will not continue
to be a squirrel for long. It needs the relevant parts, and for these parts to do
their work it requires that they be composed of the suitable materials. Since
the materials come and go, it is not, strictly speaking, the materials that
are responsible for its being a squirrel. Rather, it is having the right kind of
materials in the right arrangement. In accounting for the squirrel’s being
what it is, the form has priority over the material. But it has that form (teeth
and claws and tail all shaped in particular ways and proportions) in order
to do well the things it does as a squirrel; thus “form” ultimately refers
to the complex of life-activities that constitute “squirreling.” But since the
squirrel continues to be a living squirrel although it can never perform
fully and all at once all the activities that constitute its squirrel-hood, it
is not the performance of the acts of squirreling, but rather maintaining
the capacities for those acts that constitutes its continuing to be alive as a
squirrel. It is in order to maintain these capacities that it incorporates the
materials it needs into its body and sustains the parts it needs for those
activities in a proper proportion to one another. Thus Aristotle says that
soul is the “being-fully-itself” (entelecheia) of an organized living body, in
the sense of its being fully capable of that living thing’s proper activities
and its sustaining itself in this form.

Thus we see why overlooking the life of plants leads to a failure to
recognize what soul is. The primary and most universal manifestation of
soul in a living thing is that this living thing matures toward the fullness
of its capacities for a characteristic set of life-activities, and also maintains
itself in that form. This is the work of what Aristotle calls the nutritive
power (which is also sometimes called the vegetative power; and since it is
the one power of living things that plants clearly have, they have come to
be called vegetables). He also remarks that reproduction is a work of this
same power: As nutritive, it brings to completeness the body that serves as
its material foundation, and incorporates new material to maintain that
completeness; as reproductive, it perpetuates that form in new material of
the same kind. In both aspects, the basic work of soul is perpetuation of its
complete form in appropriate material organized suitably.

It may be worth noting in passing that the discovery of DNA does
not in any way undermine this account, but might even be understood as
strengthening it. In the terms of the musical example, DNA corresponds
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to the musical notation; it encodes the form, or bears the “information”
that enables bodily material to become “in-formed” and active in a
particular way. Indeed, the Nobel Prize-winning biologist Max Delbruck
once suggested that the Prize Committee “should consider Aristotle for the
discovery of the principle implied in DNA.™

3. Perceiving and Discerning Beings

If, like Descartes, we start by supposing or imagining a radical
distinction between matter (extension) and spirit (consciousness), we will
encounter a difficulty in understanding the connection between the mind
and the world. Do the contents of our consciousness correspond strictly,
or even loosely, to anything real in the world? I see red; but because the
primary characteristic of external being is its quantitative extension, I can
only confidently say that what is out there corresponding to the redness I
see is some set of quantitative spatial relations among bodies. Furthermore,
it is not even clear (as Kant makes evident) that I can confidently say that.
Perhaps spatiality itself is merely the form of my apprehension of the
“external” and therefore is, as far as I know, only something “in me” that
may not correspond in any strict way to what is “out there” in “the thing
itself.” The challenge of accounting for how we can bridge this gap, or of
what we are entitled to say we know if we can’t bridge this gap, gives rise to
what comes to be called “epistemology” (a word invented in the nineteenth
century).

In this sense, Aristotle does not have an epistemology, because he does
not need one. The real being of a natural living body “out there” is not its
quantitative spatial relations, but its form. Form in the primary sense means
its self-sustained complex of potencies for its array of characteristic life-
activities (in other words, its soul, or the governing principle of the living
being that it continues to be). Form in this primary sense is responsible for
its having the bodily structure it has, so as to have a body serving as the
material cause or ground of these potencies and activities. Its bodily form or
shape is responsible for its visible form (and sensible form more generally).
Vision (and perception in general) is the receptivity to form without its
material. Hence the form that appears in my senses gives me access to the
form that is the very being of the living thing itself. Thus, though there is
frequent error and deception, there is no fundamental chasm between the
senses and the beings in the world. (An analogous account can be given for
non-living natural bodies, as well as for artificial bodies.)

4 “Aristotle-totle-totle,” p.55 (in Ernest Borek and Jacques Monod, Of Microbes and
Life, Columbia University Press, 1971)
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Perceiving as a form of being. To prepare us for his account of the
recognition of beings, Aristotle looks back again at his predecessors. They
tend to say that perception “is a case of like being affected by like” (IL.5,
416b35). This leads them to give a materialistic account of perception.
The same thing happens in modern materialist thought. If we follow the
dualism of Descartes, we end up with things radically unlike, and no
accounting for their relationship. In order to have a coherent account, we
may try to evict the ghost from the machine, and account for perception
purely materialistically as a process of particles affecting particles, which
“is a case of like being affected by like.”

But properly speaking, perception is the act of apprehending certain
kinds of qualities (and the capacity for such acts of apprehension). This
is its formally distinct being, which is quite distinguishable from its
material basis, however dependent it may be on that material basis. Each
perceptual sense is oriented toward its particular range of qualities, and
this orientation governs the development of the organs whose activity is
the kind of perception in question. Perception exists as potential for its
characteristic being-at-work, which is the apprehension of perceptible
form. The vision is potential for seeing red; the cardinal is at work being
red, and brings the vision into the being-at-work of seeing red. Thus the
perceptive power is initially unlike, and becomes like (417a20).

But in thus becoming like the object, which is what it is oriented to
do, the sense becomes fully itself, or fulfills its characteristic form as the
sense that it is. This requires us to understand “being acted upon” in a
rather different way than we are accustomed to. If we think in terms of
extended matter, being acted upon is being changed from one measurable
state (position, frequency) to another. But if we think in terms of a thing’s
nature, being brought into full activity is “the preservation of what has
being in potential by what has being as fully itself and is like it” (417b3-4).
The sight, brought into its characteristic being-at-work by color, becomes
fully what it is, or achieves and enacts its natural form. The activity of the
sense becomes one with the activity of what is sensible. Both attain the
fullness of their being in the act that unites them.

Thus, just as, by the nutritive power, the animal matures into being
fully itself and actively sustains this form, so also the exercise of the senses
is a way of being fully itself as a being capable of such sensing. Just as
nutritive thriving is a kind of vitality and fulfillment of a distinct potential,
so is the exercise and enjoyment of the senses (for their healthy exercise is
pleasurable, just as thriving bodily health is). Aristotle’s account of the soul
consistently identifies it as the being of the living thing as form, and form
as the sustained potential for the characteristic activities that fulfill the
thing’s distinct nature.
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Perception and thought. As we have seen, Aristotle’s predecessors
do not tend to divide consciousness from the world of beings. They do,
however, like Descartes, tend to identify perception and thinking, so that
whether they speak of perception (aisthesis) or intellect (nous), the meaning
usually extends to both the phenomena distinguished by these terms, and
so might be translated in either case as “mind” or “consciousness” (but
without the dualistic implications those bear after Descartes). Thus, when
Aristotle concludes the account of perception and begins to pass on to
intellect, he reminds us that “the ancients say that understanding and
perceiving are the same thing” (II1.3, 427a21). To clarify what intellect is,
Aristotle “must investigate what distinctive difference it has, as well as how
thinking ever comes about” (III.4, 429a10). How thinking comes about
entangles it intimately with perception and imagination, so that one can
understand how “the ancients” (or anyone else) would fail to recognize
intellect’s distinctive difference. Here again, Aristotle brings to view both
the more satisfactory account and why we tend to miss it.

Perception and intellect are alike in that they are both powers of the
soul that attain their fullness of being when they are brought into activity
by their proper objects, and are united with these objects in such a way that
the forms of things are present in the soul without their material. Thus, “as
what is perceptive is related to the perceptibles, so must the intellect bear a
similar relationship to the intelligibles” (II1.4, 429a17-18). This seemingly
simple formulation already implicitly contains the solution to the whole
question. The two are alike by analogy; they are the same, yet different.
After two chapters in which Aristotle examines the power of intellect to
apprehend intelligibles as such (II1.4-5), he will go on to consider how the
intellect apprehends wholeness and unity together with division, sameness
together with difference (II1.6), and then how it renders things intelligible
as a whole through its recognition of analogy, which is the very union of
sameness and difference (II1.7). Reflection on the analogy of perception
and intellect, which involves their sameness and their difference, is at the
same time the enactment of the intellect’s distinctive difference: its ability
to understand what things are, and the sameness and difference among the
things that are.

But the analogy between the senses and intellect is mediated in crucial
ways by two other intermediate powers: the “common sense faculty” and
imagination. Before Aristotle passes from the senses to intellect, he has to
tease out the distinct differences of these overlooked powers (in IIL.1-3).
The chapter on intellect that treats of analogy (II1.7) is primarily concerned
to clarify the analogies among these four kinds of “consciousness” and in
this way to provide an integrative account of them. Only after this is done
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can Aristotle safely speak summarily of perception and intellect in parallel
terms (II1.8).

Sensus communis and phantasia. Each sense recognizes qualities in
its range: visibles, sounds, tangibles, flavors, odors. But in addition to these
“proper sensibles” there are “common sensibles” which we also recognize:
“the things called ‘common’ are motion, rest, number, shape and size, since
such things are not proper to any one of them, but common to all” (IL6,
418a16-18). Aristotle initially justifies calling these sensibles “common” on
the grounds that we apprehend them by way of each of the different senses.
After discussing the various senses, he comes back to these common
sensibles and adds the important observation that we relate the different
kinds of sensible qualities to one another, especially when they come to
us from the same entity. Accordingly, in addition to the sensibles listed
the first time round, he includes “unity” in the second list (II1.2, 425a16).
By virtue of relating a variety of proper sensibles to one another, we more
adequately perceive the common sensibles, and especially the unity of
the substantial beings to which the proper sensibles belong as qualities.
(Modern neurological science confirms this role for sensory integration,
and more accurately locates it materially in the central nervous system
rather than, as Aristotle did, in the heart.)

It is, thus, what came to be called in the Latin Aristotelian tradition the
“sensus communis” that first enables us to recognize the distinct unity of
distinct beings. Even animals without reason can do this, distinguishing,
for example, the different prey that require different hunting tactics.
Humans can go further and give an accurate and intelligible account of
what each substantial being distinctively is (as this book attempts to do
more generally for soul). The common sense faculty plays an intimate role
in this exercise of reason; and the intimacy of this involvement further
explains why it is so easy to conflate perceiving and thinking.

In order to dispel more decisively the apparent sameness of sensing
and thinking, Aristotle has to distinguish another previously overlooked
faculty, that of imagining (II1.3). Whereas the common sense faculty is really
the ultimate seat of the act of perceiving, and thus is not a separate faculty
distinct from perception, imagination (phantasia) arises from perception,
but works in a very different way. Imagination is, simply put, “that through
which some image comes about for us” (IIL.3, 428al). It enables us to
present images to ourselves. Aristotle is only concerned here with this mere
presentational role, and not with questions about the retention and recall
of images; these he investigates further in On Memory and Recollection.
These latter faculties are in some sense modes of imagination, and all are
ultimately derivative from the common faculty of sense (On Memory and
Recollection 450a9-15).
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This ability to make images be present to oneself in the absence of the
things of which they are images is crucial to thinking, both for deliberative
or practical intellect and for contemplative intellect. Deliberation requires
that we hypothetically connect images sequentially to sketch out a possible
course of action. Aristotle has early on, in considering how to go about
inquiring into soul, given an indication of the role of imagination in
contemplation: “when we are able to give an account of all or most of the
attributes in accord with our mental image [phantasia], then we will also
be able to speak most excellently about the distinct being” (I.1, 402b22-25).
To understand something better is, in part, to progressively fine-tune the
relationships of the being and its attributes as they stand in our imagination,
bringing them into greater accord with the relationships that really exist in
the beings themselves.

As imagination is crucial to gaining understanding of the distinct
being and attributes of things, so also is it essential for recognizing analogy.
Aristotle gives a practical illustration of this in II1.7, when he asks us to think
ofitemsina certain proportional relationship, and then to alter the positions
of the terms (i.e. images) and consider what new relationship comes to light
(431al4-bl). After putting us through this exercise, he observes: “So then it
is in the images that the intellective power thinks the forms” (431b2). The
analogy that we recognize is not exactly an image, but rather an intelligible
relationship among images; the distinct intelligible being we contemplate
is not exactly an image either, but is somehow the intelligible content of
the image. Hence Aristotle concludes his contemplation of contemplative
intellect by saying: “But in what respect will the primary thoughts differ
from being images? These are not images, but are not present without
images either” (II1.8, 432a12-14).

Any animal with a perceptual system sufficiently diverse to have what
can properly be called a common sense faculty relating different senses will
almost certainly have imagination as well. Imagination, arising from the
being-at-work of perception, may be always involved to some degree in the
act of perception. The most reliable distinguishing mark between the two
is that the senses apprehend what is present, while imagination presents
images also of what is not present. While the sensus communis registers
differences and relates perceived qualities to the unity of the being to which
they belong, phantasia makes such recognitions available for thought to
reflect actively upon at all times. This reflection apprehends intelligibles
that go somehow beyond the mere images, but nonetheless are barely if at
all separable from the images; and the results of this reflection enter into
and inform our subsequent perceptions and imaginings. While careful
reflection can distinguish these faculties, in our experience they remain
intimately bound up together, and so are easily equated with one another.
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The error of conflating thought and perception is perennial, common
to both the materialism of Aristotle’s predecessors and the idealism of
Descartes and Kant that begins from “consciousness”. But the terms of the
conflation are different. Aristotle’s predecessors, not having distinguished
out the faculty of imagination, use either perception or thought as the
comprehensive term. In either case, they still assume some connection of
our awareness to the things of which we are aware. Descartes and Kant,
thinking in the wake of the philosophical tradition that had incorporated
Aristotle’s insights, tend in effect to interpret all thinking and perceiving
primarily as “consciousness”, which is arguably to reduce both to
imagination. Thus consciousness is primarily the presence in us of images
with no immediate mooring to the things of which they are images (if in
fact they are images of anything). Nietzsche’s thought, in which we can
trust neither the senses nor the intellect to tell us anything about the world,
would seem to be a natural result of this development.

At the same time, by defining the intelligible being of the external
world as res extensa, extension and its measurable magnitude, Descartes
elevates Aristotle’s “common sensibles” to primary status as the intelligible
principles of material beings. For Aristotle, the common sensibles are
secondary from both directions. They are characteristics belonging
incidentally to bodily beings whose primary principles of being are form
and the material in which form is realized. Nor are they the primary objects
of sense perception, but always come along with the perceptions of the
proper sensibles. While they necessarily accompany the bodies in which
form is at work, and are directly implicated in perceptions of bodily things,
the common sensibles are secondary and derivative in both cases.

Thus one might plausibly say that the key to the Cartesian revolution is
thatitturns Aristotle’spsychologyinside out. Imaginationbecomestheinner
reality, the common sensibles become the outer reality, and perception and
thoughtare thrown entirely into question as ways of recognizing beings. The
one common sensible that retains no credibility after Descartes is unity: it
is because of its form that a thing is a unity, so that if the apprehended form
is cast entirely into doubt, so is the unity of the thing. Thus, in Richard
Dawkins’ Cartesian account of biology, an organism is no real unity, but
a “colony of genes.” (The dissolution of unity into extension is expressed
in Descartes’ algebraic geometry, in which numbers are not “multitudes of
units” as they were for the ancients, but expressions of relations between
extended magnitudes, or locations on a “number line.” Thanks to the place
it has attained in our educational curricula, both in mathematics and in

5 Richard Dawkins, The Selfish Gene (Oxford University Press, 2006), p.46
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the sciences, the Cartesian coordinate system has come to dominate the
modern imagination of external reality.)

4. Self-motion and Freedom

I suggested at the beginning of this introduction that the question
that we tend to pose in terms of free will might in some way correspond
to the question Aristotle poses in terms of self-motion. For us, the most
typical way for this question to arise is from the “ghost in the machine”
problem. If we look at the external world in terms of measurable extension
and quantitative relations, we will tend to see its operations as mechanical,
since the quantitative relations seem to follow patterns of necessity that, in
modern times, have been called “laws of nature.” If our acts of choosing
represent some gap in this mechanical account, then there is a need
for a ghost in the machine; if we can explain every thought and act in
mechanical terms, maybe we don’t need such a ghost. We tend to assume
(as Descartes seems to have been the first to do) that animals are simply
complicated machines, and that humans, who experience themselves as
making free choices, may or may not be the exception. Shall we hold on
to the Cartesian dualism (perhaps in the more satisfactory articulation in
terms of “nature” and “freedom” worked out by Kant), or shall we accept the
tidier materialistic and mechanistic explanation of our being (which rejects
the experience of free choice as merely “subjective” or “epiphenomenal”)?
Do our actions issue from “us” or from the mechanical effects of material
structures and forces?

As we have seen, for Aristotle the world of nature is not an external
realm of mathematical necessity opposed to an inner realm of spirit and
freedom. As he explains in Physics I1.1, for something to have a nature is for
it to be guided by an internal principle of motion and rest (192b21-23). This
nature of the thing is properly its form; in living things, at least, it is the
form that guides the development from inside (193b6-8). On the Soul makes
clear that, for living things, that formal principle is what we mean by soul.
To be alive is to be continually oriented toward and engaged in sustaining,
enacting and fulfilling that form in its suitable material. Whereas modern
dualism attempts to locate soul as a non-mechanical point of origin for
a mechanical process (because it conceives of the self as spirit), Aristotle
has a different understanding of the self in “self-motion” and of how it
originates motion.

Some things originate motion without themselves being in motion,
such as objects of desire. The soul, as the form that a living being is oriented
toward enacting, is what guides that living being’s development; and for the
sake of perpetuating this enactment of the form that they are, living things
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“do whatever they do according to nature” (On the Soul 11.4, 415b1-2). Soul
in this sense is an unmoved mover for all living beings, the natural inner
principle in accord with which they are self-moved. Soul moves as an end or
telos, and this is the cornerstone of Aristotle’s “teleological” understanding
of nature.

While this natural self-orientation of all living things is a kind of desire
built into them, animals have desire in a more emphatic sense, because
they have perception, and hence experience pleasure and pain; and they
have imagination such that those pleasures and pains are associated with
the images of the things that occasion them. The “desires” of animals and
plants are rather unproblematically ordered to guide their motions toward
the fulfillment and sustaining of their natures; and it is desire that Aristotle
settles on as the “part” of soul that accounts for the motion of animals
(II1.10, 433a31-b1). The ultimate cause of a movement is the thing desired,
but this has both an immediate sense (the present object that incites desire)
and a more comprehensive sense (the continued being of the animal’s own
soul).

Humans, on the other hand, do exhibit something like a dualistic
character. Aristotle brings this out, here as in Book VII of the Nicomachean
Ethics, by examining the phenomenon of lack of self-command (akrasia or
“incontinence”). We desire to do A when we know it is better to do B, and
in the end we act on the desire rather than the knowledge (II1.9, 433al-3).
This seems like a dualistic opposition between reason and desire. Aristotle,
however, argues that this is a misleading interpretation, since “intellect is
manifestly not a mover without desire; for wish is desire, and whenever one
moves according to reasoning, one moves according to wish as well” (III.10,
433a22-25). The opposition between reason and appetite results from an
opposition between our desires for two different ends; this state of affairs
“comes about in beings that have perception of time, since intellect bids us
resist on account of the consequences, while appetite is on account of the
immediate (for the immediate appears pleasant, and simply pleasant, and
simply good, on account of not seeing the consequences)” (III.10, 433b6-
10).

Humans can, however, choose between A and B; we can reflect on
both A and B, comparing them as objects of desire that have different
consequences. We can do this because, unlike animals which are limited
to “sensory imagination,” we have “deliberative imagination,” the ability to
imagine different courses of action and the results to which they maylead. A
and B can hold the same place in two hypothetical exercises of imagination.
This is due to our possession of reason: “For the question whether one will
do this or that is already a work of reasoning, and it always requires a single
measure; for one pursues what is better, so that out of many images it is
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able to produce a single one” (I11.11, 434a7-10). Reason’s ability to recognize
analogous relations enables us to recognize both A and B as the same kind
of thing, namely as goods, and to compare them as such so as to determine
which is better and ought to be pursued.

Becausehumanshavereasonanddeliberativeimagination, the ordering
of our desires toward our natural fulfillment is not so unproblematic as it is
in the animals. A variety of possible goods enter into our deliberations, and
we do not always look to the consequences or imagine them adequately.
Since we compare goods in terms of what is better and less good, we arrange
goods in a hierarchy in our imaginations, and deliberative thought invests
theimages we bear in our imaginations with different degrees of desirability
(III.11, 434a10-11). As we come to understand more fully the comparative
weight of competing goods, that hierarchical ordering is subject to revision.
What it is that fulfills our nature and enables us to fully enact the capacities
of our souls is something we have to discover by rational reflection; and
this comprehensive good, the active being-fully-itself of our own souls,
necessarily puts all the other goods in our imaginative hierarchy into
perspective. Aristotle undertakes such comprehensive rational reflection
on the fulfillment of our natures and the ordering of our desires (which is
to say on the good life) in the Nicomachean Ethics.

In one sense, then, it is the Nicomachean Ethics that is really about
“freedom of the will” as self-motion. If self-motion means taking our
own soul in its thriving condition as the object of desire that moves us,
it is Aristotle’s ethical inquiry that clarifies what that object of desire is,
and what is required for it to become effectively the unmoved mover that
moves us and orders the desirability of other goods in our imagination.
The freedom that this provides is liberation from falsehood in our thoughts
and desires. This is what one might call the classical understanding of
freedom, as dramatically depicted in Plato’s cave allegory at the beginning
of Republic Book VII: the ability to recognize, choose and pursue what is
truly good.

The contribution of On the Soul to this understanding of self-motion
consists primarily in clarifying the basic psychic powers that make it
possible for humans. In the first place, Aristotle provides an alternative
to the mechanical model that would depict perception as an external
compulsion exercised on the soul by the motions of elemental bodies.
Rather, in his account the perceptible thing is the occasion for enabling the
sense to be active as fully itself, or what it is oriented toward being. In the
second place, the motions incited in an animal through sensing, imagining
and desiring are for the sake of enacting and sustaining the being that it
is, so that, whatever the material process by which the motion is incited,
the ultimate cause is the soul of the animal itself. Finally, in the case of
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humans, our deliberative imagination and rationality give us the distinctive
ability to bring differen