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Aristotle
Selections from On the Soul and Sense and Sensibilia

ON THE SOUL

Book II

1 . Let the foregoing suffice as our account of
the views concerning the soul which have been
handed on by our predecessors; let us now
make as it were a completely fresh start, endeav
ouring to answer the question, What is soul?
i.e. to formulate the most general possible ac
count of it.

We say that substance is one kind of what
is, and that in several senses: in the sense of
matter or that which in itself is not a this, and
in the sense of form or essence, which is that

precisely in virtue of which a thing is called a
this, and thirdly in the sense of that which is
compounded of both. Now matter is potenti
ality, form actuality; and actuality is of two
kinds, one as e.g. knowledge, the other as e.g.
reflecting.

Among substances are by general consent
reckoned bodies and especially natural bodies;
for they are the principles of all other bodies.
Of natural bodies some have life in them, oth

ers not; by life we mean self-nutrition and
growth and decay. It follows that every natural
body which has life in it is a substance in the
sense of a composite.

Now given that there are bodies of such and
such a kind, viz. having life, the soul cannot be
a body; for the body is the subject or matter,
not what is attributed to it. Hence the soul
must be a substance in the sense of the form of

a natural body having life potentially within it.
But substance is actuality, and thus soul is the
actuality of a body as above characterized. Now
there are two kinds of actuality corresponding
to knowledge and to reflecting. It is obvious

that the soul is an actuality like knowledge; for
both sleeping and waking presuppose the exist
ence of soul, and of these waking corresponds
to reflecting, sleeping to knowledge possessed
but not employed, and knowledge of something
is temporally prior.

That is why the soul is an actuality of the
first kind of a natural body having life poten
tially in it. The body so described is a body
which is organized. The parts of plants in spite
of their extreme simplicity are organs; e.g. the
leaf serves to shelter the pericarp, the peri carp
to shelter the fruit, while the roots of plants are
analogous to the mouth of animals, both serv
ing for the absorption of food. If, then, we have
to give a general formula applicable to all kinds
of soul, we must describe it as an actuality of
the first kind of a natural organized body. That
is why we can dismiss as unnecessary the ques
tion whether the soul and the body are one: it
is as though we were to ask whether the wax
and its shape are one, or generally the matter
of a thing and that of which it is the matter.
Unity has many senses (as many as 'is' has), but
the proper one is that of actuality.

We have now given a general answer to the
question, What is soul? It is substance in the
sense which corresponds to the account of a
thing. That means that it is what it is to be for
a body of the character just assigned. Suppose
that a tool, e.g. an axe, were a natural body,
then being an axe would have been its essence,
and so its soul; if this disappeared from it, it
would have ceased to be an axe, except in name.
As it is, it is an axe; for it is not of a body of
that sort that what it is to be, i.e. its account,

is a soul, but of a natural body of a particular
kind, viz. one having in itself the power of set-
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ting itself in movement and arresting itself.
Next, apply this doctrine in the case of the parts
of the living body. Suppose that the eye were
an animal-sight would have been its soul, for
sight is the substance of the eye which corre
sponds to the account, the eye being merely the
matter of seeing; when seeing is removed the
eye is no longer an eye, except in name-no
more than the eye of a statue or of a painted
figure. We must now extend our consideration
from the parts to the whole living body; for
what the part is to the part, that the whole fac
ulty of sense is to the whole sensitive body as
such.

We must not understand by that which is
potentially capable of living what has lost the
soul it had, but only what still retains it; but
seeds and fruits are bodies which are potentially
of that sort. Consequently, while waking is ac
tuality in a sense corresponding to the cutting
and the seeing, the soul is actuality in the sense
corresponding to sight and the power in the
tool; the body corresponds to what is in poten
tiality; as the pupil plus the power of sight con
stitutes the eye, so the soul plus the body
constitutes the animal.

From this it is clear that the soul is insepa
rable from its body, or at any rate that certain
parts of it are (if it has parts)-for the actuality
of some of them is the actuality of the parts
themselves. Yet some may be separable because
they are not the actualities of any body at all.
Further, we have no light on the problem
whether the soul may not be the actuality of
its body in the sense in which the sailor is the
actuality of the ship.

This must suffice as our sketch or outline
of the nature of soul. ...

7 . The object of sight is the visible, and
what is visible is colour and a certain kind of

object which can be described in words but
which has no single name; what we mean by
the second will be abundantly clear as we pro
ceed. Whatever is visible is colour and colour

----._--

is what lies upon what is in itself visible; 'in it
self' here means not that visibility is involved
in the definition of what thus underlies colour,
but that that substratum contains in itself the

cause of visibility. Every colour has in it the
power to set in movement what is actually
transparent; that power constitutes its very na
ture. That is why it is not visible except with
the help of light; it is only in light that the col
our of a thing is seen. Hence our first task is to
explain what light is.

Now there clearly is something which is
transparent, and by 'transparent' I mean what
is visible, and yet not visible in itself, but rather
owing its visibility to the colour of something
else; of this character are air, water, and many
solid bodies. Neither air nor water is transpar
ent because it is air or water; they are transpar
ent because each of them has contained in it a
certain substance which is the same in both and

is also found in the eternal upper body. Of this
substance light is the activity-the activity of
what is transparent qua transparent; where this
power is present, there is also the potentiality
of the contrary, viz. darkness. Light is as it were
the proper colour of what is transparent, and
exists whenever the potentially transparent is
excited to actuality by the influence of fire or
something resembling 'the uppermost body'; for
fire too contains something which is one and
the same with the substance in question.

We have now explained what the transpar
ent is and what light is; light is neither fire nor
any kind whatsoever of body nor an efflux from
any kind of body (if it were, it would again it
self be a kind of body)-it is the presence of
fire or something resembling fire in what is
transparent. It is certainly not a body, for two
bodies cannot be present in the same place. The
opposite of light is darkness; darkness is the
absence from what is transparent of the corre
sponding positive state above characterized;
clearly therefore, light is just the presence of
that.
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Empedocles (and with him all others who
used the same forms of expression) was wrong
in speaking of light as 'travelling' or being at a
given moment between the earth and its enve
lope, its movement being unobservable by us;
that view is contrary both to the clear evidence
of argument and to the observed facts; if the
distance traversed were short, the movement

might have been unobservable, but where the
distance is from extreme East to extreme West,

the strain upon our powers of belief is too great.
What is capable of taking on colour is what

in itself is colourless, as what can take on sound
is what is soundless; what is colourless includes

what is transparent and what is invisible or
scarcely visible, i.e. what is dark. The latter is
the same as what is transparent, when it is po
tentially, -not of course when it is actually trans
parent; it is the same substance which is now
darkness, now light.

Not everything that is visible depends upon
light for its visibility. This is only true of the
'?roper' colour of things. Some objects of sight
which in light are invisible, in darkness stimu
late the sense; that is, things that appear fiery
or shining. This class of objects has no simple
common name, but instances of it are fungi,
horns, heads, scales, and eyes of fish. In none
of these is what is seen their own proper col
our. Why we see these at all is another ques
tion. At present what is light colour remains
invisible. Its being colour at all means precisely
its having in it the power to set in movement
what is actually transparent, and the actuality
of what is transparent is just light.

The following makes the necessity of a me
dium clear. If what has colour is placed in im
mediate contact with the eye, it cannot be seen.
Colour sets in movement what is transparent,
e.g. the air, and that, extending continuously
from the object of the organ, sets the latter in
movement. Democritus misrepresents the facts
when he expresses the opinion that if the
interspace were empty one could distinctly see
an ant on the vault of the sky; that is an im-
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possibility. Seeing is due to an affection or
change of what has the perceptive faculty, and
it cannot be affected by the seen colour itself;
it remains that it must be affected by what
comes between. Hence it is indispensable that
there be something in between-if there were
nothing, so far from seeing with greater dis
tinctness, we should see nothing at all.

We have now explained the cause why col
our cannot be seen otherwise than in light. Fire
on the other hand is seen both in darkness and

in light; this double possibility follows neces
sarily from our theory, for it is just fire that
makes what is potentially transparent actually
transparent. .

The same account holds also of sound and

smell; if the object of either of these senses is
in immediate contact with the organ no sensa
tion is produced. In both cases the object sets
in movement only what lies between, and this
in turn sets the organ in movement: if what
sounds or smells is brought into immediate
contact with the organ, no sensation will be
produced. The same, in spite of all appearances,
applies also to touch and taste; why there is this
apparent difference will be clear later. What
comes between in the case of sounds is air; the

corresponding medium in the case of smell has
no name. But, corresponding to what is trans
parent in the case of colour, there is a quality
found both in air and water, which serves as a
medium for what has smell; for animals that

live in water seem to possess the sense of smell.
Men and all other land animals that breathe.

perceive smells only when they breathe air in.
The explanation of this too will be given later....
SENSE AND SENSIBILIA

•••

That without light vision is impossible has
been stated elsewhere; but, whether the medium

between the eye and its objects is air or light, vi
sion is caused by a process through this medium.
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Accordingly, that the inner part of the eye
consists of water is easily intelligible, water be
ing transparent.

Now, as vision outwardly is impossible with
out light, so also it is impossible inwardly. There
must, therefore, be some transparent medium
within the eye, and, as this is not air, it must be
water. The soul or its perceptive part is not situ
ated at the external surface of the eye, but obvi
ously somewhere within: whence the necessity
of the interior of the eye being transparent, i.e.
capable of admitting light. And that it is so is
plain from actual occurrences. It is matter of ex
perience that soldiers wounded in battle by a
sword slash on the temple, so inflicted as to
sever the passages of the eye, feel a sudden onset
of darkness, as if a lamp had gone out; because
what is called the pupil, i.e. the transparent,
which is a sort of lamp, is then cut off....

ON THE SOUL

Book III

4 . Turning now to the part of the soul with
which the soul knows and (whether this is sepa
rable from the others in definition only, or
spatially as well) we have to inquire what dif
ferentiates this part, and how thinking can take
place.

If thinking is like perceiving, it must be ei
ther a process in which the soul is acted upon
by what is capable of being thought, or a proc
ess different from but analogous to that. The
thinking part of the soul must therefore be,
while impassible, capable of receiving the form
of an object; that is, must be potentially iden
tical in character with its object without being

( the object. Thought must be related to what is
....Jhinkable, as sense is to what is sensible.

Therefore, since everything is a possible
object of thought, mind in order, as Anaxagoras
says, to dominate, that is, to know, must be
pure from all admixture; for the co-presence of

what is alien to its nature is a hindrance and a
block: it follows that it can have no nature of

its own, other than that of having a certain ca
pacity. Thus that in the soul which is called
thought (by thought I mean that whereby the
soul thinks and judges) is, before it thinks, not
actually any real thing. For this reason it can
not reasonably be regarded as blended with the
body: if so, it would acquire some quality, e.g.
warmth or cold, or even have an organ like the
sensitive faculty: as it is, it has none. It was a
good idea to call the soul 'the place of forms',
though this description holds only of the think
ing soul, and even this is the forms only po
tentially, not actually.

•••

5 . Since in every class of things, as in na
ture as a whole, we find two factors involved, a

matter which is potentially all the particulars
included in the class, a cause which is produc
tive in the sense that it makes them all (the lat

ter standing to the former, as e.g. an art to its
material), these distinct elements must likewise
be found within the soul.

And in fact thought, as we have described
it, is what it is by virtue of becoming all things,
while there is another which is what it is by vir
tue of making all things: this is a sort of posi
tive state like light; for in a sense light makes
potential colours into actual colours.

Thought in this sense of it is separable, im
passible, unmixed, since it is in its essential na
ture activity (for always the active is superior to
the passive factor, the originating force to the
matter).

Actual knowledge is identical with its ob
ject: in the individual, potential knowledge is
in time prior to actual knowledge, but abso
lutely it is not prior even in time. It does not
sometimes think and sometimes not think.

When separated it is alone just what it is, and
this above is immortal and eternal (we do not

remember because, while this is impossible, pas
sive thought is perishable); and without this
nothing thinks.


