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ABSTRACT

Aristotle's Account of Sense-Perception in De Anima

I1.5, 11.12, and III.2,

E.R., Saks M. Litt,,
Corpus Christi College Filary 1961

The idea that Aristotle portrays perception as a kind of
conceptual activity is supported by this thesis, This
support is the result of a detailed consideration of
Aristotle's formal characterizations of perception in De
Anima II.5, II.12, and III.Z2. T

The first chapter considers Aristotle's doctrine that
actual sense and sense-object are 'the same, but different in
being' (DA TIII.2). This doctrine may amount to the
dispositional view that sense-gualities as sensed exist only
when sensed, or to the trivial view that sensed sense- '
qualities so exist,. Aristotle's treatment of his non-
Democritean predecessors, and his positive account of the
sense-qualities in DA and DS, cannot decide between these
interpretations. His rejection of the Democritean
dispositional theory on the-basis of features shared by all
dispositional theories, however, would seem to confirm the
trivial interpretation of the unity-of-actuality doctrine.

The second chapter turns to Aristotle's doctrine that
perception is a special kind of assimilation of the senser
to the object of sense (DA II.5). A change in the senser's
sense-organs is unlikely to be a case of the special kind
of assimilation, whose distinctive feature 1s 1ts status as
an energeia. The senser's cognitive assimilation to
the object of sense, on the other hand, might well be.

The view that Aristotle's assimilation doctrine identifies
such an assimilation, however, requires support from
Aristotle's form-without-matter doctrine.

The doctrine that sense receives the sensible forms
without the matter (DA II.12) is thus the subject of
the third chapter. Physicalist and unity-of-actuality
interpretations of this doctrine, antecedently implausible,
are in fact unsatisfactory. An acceptable non-physicalist
interpretation, however, may be based on the view that a
form-without-matter is a universal, On this interpretation,
Aristotle's form-without-matter doctrine (supplemented
by his assimilation doctrine) states that perception is the

reception of a particular sensible as a sensible. 1f
this interpretation is right, Aristotle would indeed see

perception as a kind of conceptual activity.
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LNTRODUCTIDS=

Aristotle’s formal characterizations of perception

in e Anima II.5, II.12, and III.2 stand out in a worl

on perception often occupied by scientific matters. In
these characterizations at least the philosopher may hope

to find an interesting, philosophical theory of percept-

ion. And although some philosophers have felt constrained

to surrender this hope, others, incdeed, have been confident

of its fulfillment, It is the contention of this thesis
that Aristotle's three characterizations, however contra-
dictory in their suggestions, do yield an interesting,
1f not wholly transparent, account of perception.
Aristotle's unity-of-actuality doctrine (Qé_III.Z)’
on one oI its interpretations, would anply confirm this
contention, For on thet interpretation, Aristotle's
view that sense and¢ sense-object, as actual, are
< \ > 7 . 73 Y - . ‘ ;
J| HEV Qury ' 1 Jeé'wu erepoy  cmounts to the view that ta
specilal sensibles, as we know them in experience, are
sense-cependent; apart from sensing, they are merely
powers oi ophysical objects. Iancd-in-hand with such a
dstinction betizeen potential and actual sense-qualities,
however, woula go a Lockean-style theory of percention.
If Aristotle's unity-of-actuality doctrine, then, makes
tnis distinction, it also supports & substantive, if
controversial, account of nerception.
fne question of how to Interpret the unitv-of-

actuality coctrine, nowever, 1s open, as will be seen

ln.'.-l

~ I wish to express 1y thanlis to Professor J.L.Ackrill

for nis hel»nful susgestions and criticisms.
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in the first chapter of this thesis, For Aristotle's
view might De nothlng more substantial then this, that
sensed sense-qualities depend on sensing; and this
view does not support any particular theory oI perception.
Unfortunately, as will be argued, Aristotle's statement
of his unity-oif-actuality doctrine is inceterminate
between these two interpretations; anc while other texts
micht seem to support the stronger, they cannot, in the
end, sustain 1t.

If Aristotle's unity-of-actuality doctrine must thus
be deemed trivial, the interpreter must turn to his
assimilation and form-without-matter doctrines. The
assimilation doctrine (DA II.5) that sensing is e
species of assimilation of senser to sense-object, has
fuelled the rejection of Aristotle's theory as unphilo-

sopirical. For this doctrine might be interpreted to

state the sense-orcans'assimilation to the sense-objects.
AMd Aristotle's foru-without-matter doctrine, tnat sense
is receptive of the sensible form without the matter,
micht then be interpreted in a similar way, But i this
is right, Aristotle is formally characterizing perception

- &

nis is clearly an

rr

2s a chance of a sense-organ; anc
inadequate view of the nature oI perception.
Aristotle's assimilation and form-without-natter
doctrines, however, are also subject to other inter-
pretations, Indeed, in stating his assimilation
doctrine, Aristotle introduces & refinec concept oL
assirilation, of which perception is a case; anc this
sort of assimilation, as will be seen in the second

chapter, is not likely to be a physical change. Hut
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although one would like then to interpret the senser's

assimlilation to sense-objects as cognitive, this

interpretation will be found difficult to confirm on

the basis of Aristotle's statement of this doctrine.

®t it might in the end be redeemable, for Aristotle

glosses this doctrine by his form-without-rmatter doctrine -
a doctrine arguably most suggestive of a non-physicalist

view of perception.

The form-without-matter doctrine (DA II.12), then,
will be the subject of the last chapter. This doctrine
seems amenable to at least four interpretations: a
physicalist interpretation, a unity-of-actuality-based
interpretation, end two non-physicalist inter»retations.
The first twec, antecedently implausible, will in fact
be found wanting. The third will be seen to share
the difficulty of the refined assimilation doctrine it
1s meant to exnlicate., The last, however, will be

seen to have some promise. And if richt, we must

indeed understand perception as the senser's cognitive
assimilatioﬁ to the object of sense: his reception of

the sense-quality as a sense-quality, In bringing the

use of concepts into his account of perception, Aristotle
(our investication will thus suggest) clearly also views
perception as sometnhing more than a physical change, even
if his wview is not as fully cdeveloped as one might have

liled.



L. THE UNITY-OF-ACTUALITY DOCTRINE

Introduction

Aristotle's doctrine at De Anima III.2 (425b26 -
£26a26) of the mutual dependence of actual sense and
sense-object is of great interest, His view here, more
precisely, is that the 'actuality of the sense-object
and of the sense is the same and one, but their being 1is
not the same' (425b26-27). His example of this doctrine
throughout this passage is of actual sound and hearing,
although he means it to hold at least of colour, flavour,
and odour as well, And he concludes from this doctrine
that it is necessary 'for hearing and sound, so understood =
i.e. as actual -'and flavour and tasting, and the others
likewise, to be simultaneously destroyed and preserved;
but in the case of those called in accordance with potent-
iality, this is not necessary' (426a 17-19).

Aristotle'sunity-of-actuality1 doctrine is subject
to two broad interpretations.2 The difference between
these interpretations turns on their understanding of the
notion of an actual sense-quality: on the first, for a
sense-guality to be actual is for it to be sensed; on the
second, less trivially, for a sense-cuality to be actual
is for it to be brought into existence (other than as a
DOwer) . Accordingly, the first interpretation takes
Aristotle's claim to be that sound 1s actualized as hear-
able only insofar as we are hearing; the second, that sound
is actualized as sound - as the item we are aware of

vhen hearing - only insofar as we are hearing. Hence



the interpretations differ crucially on the question of
whether an unheard sound is a sound or only the material
conditions for a sound proper, i.e. as heard; for the
stronger view asserts the latter and the weaker does not
deny the former.

This second view, if Aristotle's, would place him
in a recognizable tradition in the theory of perception
and its objects. In this tradition, the secondary or
special sensible qualities are held to be mind-dependent;
unperceived, they do not exist as such, Physical objects,
of course, have powers for producing perception of the
various secondarv cualities, but these powers are based
in actual qualities specifically or categorially differ-
ent from the qualities we are aware of, The idea, then,
that apart from perception the secondary qualities are
merely dispositions of things, whatever their actual bases

micht be thoucht to be, is definitive of theories in this

tradition, and hence we may conveniently refer to them as

' - @&

dispositional theories'’,

The grounds for adopting a dispositional theory are
various. Cpistemological considerations may be paremount:
the variability in our perceptions of the special
sensibles sucgests to some that there is nothing actually
existing in physical objects which is faithfully
represented by our percepts, Or acein the motivation
may come from a conviction, cderived from science, of the
sunerfluity of the actual existence oX the seconcary

qualities in objects: they might not themselves be

required for explanations of other phenomena and qualities,



and their actual bases might be sufficient to account for
our perceptions of them, But if it is possible, for

explanatory purposes, to do without these qualities, then

1t 1s desirable to do without them,

Aristotle, as is well known, is not drawn to
epistemological issues, He does, however, give proper
weilght to scientific considerations, and might have been
led to a dispositional view on their account., The
particular details of a dispositional theory, of course,
will depend on the scientific view the theorist subscribes
to; for it is science that will tell him what qualities
provide the actual bases for the secondary qualities as
dispositions. So Aristotle, hotly rejecting the
Democriteans' atomistic theories, also rejects their
particular version of the dispositional theory, which
bases the secondary qualities as dispositions in the
ficures, magnitudes, and motions of the atoms constituting
the objects of everyday experience. If Aristotle is a
dispositional theorist, his theory will look quite differ-
ent from the Democritean; but then so, in this way, might
a modern dispositional theory look different from, e.g.,
the TLockeen,.

If dispositionalists may differ in the physical
details of their theories, they all share certain further
views and tasks. The dispositional theorist, for example,
must explain how our percentual beliefs are ever justified,
for his view commits him to the theory that nercention 1is
mediated bv iters numerically and often specifically

different from the items we perceive,



The dispositional theorist must also account for
the use of sense-quality terms on his view, for these
terms will have two uses, a non-disposi+tional and a
dispositional. They will be used, first,to refer to
the contents of our perceptions - so it must be plausible
for them to refer to such private entities. And, unless
the dispositional theorist wishes to deny altogether that
physical objects are sensibly qualified, they will also
be used to refer to the dispositions of these objects for
causing our perceptions., Hence the dispositional
theorist is also committed to finding an adequate trans-
lation of statements attributing sense-qualities to objects.
If Aristotle is a dispositional theorist, he, too, is
committed to these further views, and to the resolution of
these further problems,

Deciding which version of Aristotle's unity-of-
actuality doctrine is correct, then, is not without
importance, For if the stronger, dispositional inter-

pretation is correct, then Aristotle's view of perception

and its objects, though controversial, is also an interest-
ing and full philosophical theory. If, on the other hand,
the weaker interpretation is correct, then Aristotle's

view here will be of no interest. For the wview that

heard sounds exist only insofar as we hear them is

trivial, and, generalized, cannot rightly serve as a formula

xnressing the nature of percention and its objects.

The task of this chapter will be to decide between
these interpretations., The concern of tne first

section (i) will be Aristotle's doctrine in DA TIII.2 itself.



The finding of this discussion will be that DAIII.2 is
indeterminate between the stronger and weaker interpretations.
Hence, other sources will be considered in the remaining
sections: in the second (ii), Aristotle's assessment of

his non-Democritean predecessors' theories of perception
and its objects; in the third (iii), Aristotle's own account
of the sense-objects in De Anima and its continuation

De Sensu; and in the last (iv), Aristotle's criticisms of
the Democritean theory. Although every effort will be made
to establish the stronger, dispositional interpretation, it

will be found necessary, in the end, to support the weaker,



(1) DA IIT,2. 425b26 - 426a26

DA IIT.2 425b26 - 426a26 divides into a number of
sections, In the first Aristotle states his doctrine and
illustrates it by the case of sound (425b26-426al). Next
he establishes that the actual sense-object comes to be 1in
the senser, applying a principle of his Physics first to

sound (a2-8) and then to the other sense-objects (28-11).

.
——
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e then notes an asvmmetry between sound and colour or
flavour: the actuality of sound has a name, that of colour
or flavour does not (al3-15). And he finally establishes
the mutual dependence of actual sense and sense-object,
chastising earlier theorists for their bald claim that
there are no sense-objects without sensing; this 1s true
only of actual sense-objects, not of potential sense-
objects (al5-26).

Aristotle's principa]l claim in this passage is that

i

actual sense and sense-objects are 'the same, but different

L 1

in e(val . This relation is applied to all manner of

items in the psychological treatises: sense and sense-

orzan; primary sense-faculty and special faculties; that
which can perceive and that which can pursue and avoid;
: . : ; : : 4
perception and imagination; the sweet and the white.
It is unclear, however, whether items the same but

"

' a L &
different in €&t¥arL , are in fact one item, given under
different descripntions, or two items 'in a way the same '’

: 5 -
in sharing the same substratum. Is the nath rrom A to

\7J

andé B to A one path under different descriptions, or
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are they two paths which are accidentally the same in

sharing the same strip of land? Aristotle's formula has

been read in both wayvs, Zut on either readinz, the crucial
point 1s that items so related depend on each other for
their existence.

The central question for us, then, is what items are
so related: sense and sense-object or sense and sensed
sense-object? To answer this question we shall consider,
first, Aristotle's usage of 'potentiality' and 'actuality';
next, the evidence of our passage itself; and finally, two
arguments for the weaker view, the first basecd on Aristotle's
application of his Phvsics principle to our case, the second
on the nature of affection. It will emerge, however, that
none of these considerations is decisive.

A reflection on Aristotle's usage of 'potentiality' and
‘actuality' and their cognates in the rest of the corpus
would seem fruitless for our purposes, for Aristotle's
usage is not consistent, The 'Evgloge.lq of a sense-
quality', for instance, might be translated the 'actual-

ry

lzation or activity of the sensible quality', and be used

to refer to the sensible quality's beins sensed. But it

might also be translatecd 'the actuality of the sense-

*

quality', and be used to refer to the sense-quality's

coning into existence, i.e. being actually a sense-quality.
. /’ .

In the same way, a sense-quality 'kar’ évaf:yemv ' micht

be used of an actually sensec sense-quality, or it mirht be

used of a

)

actually eixzisting sense-quality.

Similarly unhelpful are Aristotle's discussions of

qualities which have different staces of actuality., 1In

Physics VIIT 4, it is true, Aristotle seems to suggest
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that there are different stages of actuality for properties

such as lightness and being 2' by 2':7

something may be
potentially light because it can be made actually light, or
because it is light but is prevented from rising. But a
light thing held to the earth is in a plain sense light,
even thouch it may be further actualized.8 So one might
try to assimilate e.g. taste to lightness; taste 1in
notentiality may be in a plain sense a taste; it simply has
a further stage of actuality: being a tasted taste.

Rut however true that there are models for the weaker
interpretation of potential sense-qualities, there are also
models for the stronger. Indeed, Aristotle most custom-
arily makes his 'stages of actuality' point of what we
would call dispositional properties: knowledge, the virtues,
and soO on.9 And perhaps rightly so: one might be most
temnted to say that a property has two stages of potential-
ity if it can both potentially exist - a man, for example,
can acquire virtue - and if its actual existence 1s ag
power or disposition - a virtuous man 1s one who 1s disposed
to acting virtuously. Rut if the sense-qualities are
assimilated to this model, then the sense-qualities as

(second) potentialities ought to be seen as powers to

stimulate sense. Yet since models for both views exist,

wve are left with the question of which model the case of
the sense-qualities follows.

General considerations such as these, then, cannot
he involked to solve our difficulty. Put DA III.2 itself
is indeterminste between the stroncer and weaker views.

The evidence for the strongerresides in Aristotle’s

i1lustration of his doctrine by the case of sound: the



12

'actuality of the sense-object and of the sense is the
same and one, but their being is not the same; I mean,
for example, actual sound and actual hearinc: for it
is possible for that which has hearing not to hear, and
that which has sound does not always sound; but when
that which is capable of hearing is in act, and that
which is capable of sounding sounds, then the actual
hearine comes to be at the same time as the actual sound,
of which one might say the one is hearkening and the
other sounding ' (425b26-426al).

Aristotle, here, illustrates the notion of an actual
sense-object by the case of an actual sound. More

important, he gives the notion of an actual sound sense by

10

contrasting it with potential sound™ - or the sound a

thine can make, but is not now making, It would seem,

then, that an actual sound is the sound a thing does make,

This is also sugcested by the fact that it is the sounding
of that which is capable of sounding, so referred to by
Aristotle in 425b30, that is to stand in the unity-of-
actuality relation with hearing. But if this 1is right,
then for a thine to make a sound is for it to be hearc;
for this is just what the unity-of-actuality relation
288EY LS.

Jence, Aristotle's language here suggests that for
sense-auality F to be actual is for it to be F (anc
sensible), and not for it to be sensed F, For if the
latter were meant, surelv Aristotle would have illustrated
the idea of a notential sound by the case of a nearable,

but unheard, sound; and, more important, he would have
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illustrated the idea of an actual sense-object by the case
of an actually heard sound, described as such.

r o
)

Minor in:

N

elicities perhaps weaken this view. It

1s true, for example, that Aristotle's clairm is that when

someone 1s hearinc wnen a sounding thing sounds, then
actual sound, which stands in the unity-of-actuality
relation with hearing, comes into being. But in fact
it cannot be inferred from this that a thing can sound

when no one is hearing, any more than it can be inferred

from this that someone can hear when there is no sound to

hear.

It is also true that a thing can emit air waves in the
absence of perceivers, a case Aristotle seems to neglect.
But these air waves, if Aristotle is a dispositional
theorist, are only potential sound; they are not sound
proner, i.e. as heard, unless received by the sense of
hearing. Fence the case oL, e.g., a clanging bell in
the absence of perceivers, is, with the case of an un-
clanging bell, a case of a thing's only potentially making
a sound proper. No doubt the former is closer to
actuality than the latter., But so is an illuminated
object closer to actually displaving a colour than an
unilluminated. Yet since both are only potentially

sensibly qualified in the relevant sense - viz, potentially

i ——

displaying the quality we are aware of in exXperience - an

explicit distinction between the two potential cases is

not necessarily called for.
Indeed, Aristotle micht have haa good reason for

ienoring the case of unheard sounds. For in one sense

of the word 'sound' the unclanging bell is making a

'sound' even when no one is within earshot. Rut if at
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this stage of his exposition Aristotle had introduced the
case of unheard sounds, and called such potential sounds
'sounds', his readers micht wrongly have concluded that
such sounds were potential only in not being heard - not

in not actually being sounds as we hear them.

DA III.2 supports the stronger interpretation of
the unity-of-actuality doctrine, then, in its treatment
of sound. Unfortunately, however, this passage also
sunports the weaker interpretation in its brief treatment
of the other sense-qualities. For Aristotle claims at
DA 426al1l3-15 that the actualities of colour and flavour

are nameless; and this must be to say that, apart from

perception, there are qualities called 'colour' and

'flavour' whose action on their corresponding senses 1is
nameless. But if Aristotle's restriction of 'sound' to
the quality we are aware of in experience is taken to

suggest that sounds as we know them do not exist apart

'colour'

from experience, then Aristotle's application of
and 'flavour' to object-properties apart from experience
must be taken to suggest that they exist as such apart

from experience.

This conflict might, of course, be resolvea under

pressure, for Aristotle's language is in any case only
sugrestive, not binding. A proponent of the dispositional

view, for example, micht suggest that by 425al3-15 Aristotle

is usinc the sense-quality words of the sense-qualities
as dispositions, For just as one might say 'Socrates
thinks', and mean 'Socrates can think', so one might

say 'suzar has a sweet flavour' and mean "sugar can produce

perception of a sweet flavour'. Hence, the cases of

flavour and colour would be assimilated to the case of
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sound, as originally understood.

But though these manoeuvres may give this passage
consistency, they cannot tell us which reading is to be
preferred, for that is a prior question. e may now
consider an argument, however, which purports to answer
that question in favour of the weaker interpretation.

This argument derives from Aristotle's application of his

principle of Physics III.3 - that tne actuality of an
agent comes to be in the patient L to the case of

sense and sense-object.

Aristotle's argument for his principle is as

follows. If the actuality of the agent came to be in
the agent, that of the patient in the patient, then there
would be movement in the mover, and all movers would be
moved; for to say that the movement is in the mover is at

least to say that the mover is moved (202a26-31). Rut

if both actualities cannot come to be in the agent, as 1is
obvious, then the actuality of the agent must come to be
in the patient. Nor is there anything unreasonable
about this, for the agent's potentiality is a potentiality
for changing the patient, which is, at once, the patient's
being changed; its actuality, then, is 'of this in this’
(202b5-8).

The relationship between the actualities of the
acent and patient is established in a further argument.

These actualities could not be different, for if they

were, the patient would suffer two actions to the same end,

which is absurd (282a34-36). The acts then, must be

the same, though they must not be the same 1in eLval ;

for in that case they would share all predicates, and
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it would be necessary for the teacher to learn everything,

and the agent to be affected, Hence the acts must be

the same, but different in elval, as are the slope up

anc down and the interval from A to B and B to A (202b8-22).

Aristotle's Physics principle, then, is developed
for the case of interacting entities: a's diny of b comes
to be in b, and is the same as, but different in e@vqt
from, b's being é-ed by a. But its application in NA
thus suggests that an actual sense-object is a sense-
object acting on sense, which would amount to its beinz
sensed, Jence Aristotle's claim would be that a sense-
object's being sensed comes to be in the senser. It
vvould follow that the actualities of the sense-ohject
anc senser are the same, but different in C%VQ(.; for this
was just the relation established to hold between an

agent's action and a patient's affection in the Physics.

In short, the fact that Aristotle invokes his

Physics principle to support the view that the actual

sense-object comes to be in the senser suggests that

'actual sense-object' means 'actually sensed sense-object',

and that actual sense and sense-object are asserted to
stencd in the unity-of-actuality relation for the same
reasons as are all other action and affection.

Sut this case for the weaker interpretation of
DA T1I1.2 may be challenged. For let us suppose, for
the sake of argument, that Aristotle's notion of an
actual sense-object in TI7I.2 is the stronger one:
‘actual sound’', then, means 'hearable sound', i.e,

'sound and hearable', and not 'heard sound'. Never-
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thelegs actual sound, or hearable sound, exists only in
being heard; hence, the actuality of the potential sound
is at once the actuality of the sound's hearability.

But this means that for sound to come to exist is for it
to fulfil a role in an action-affection pair. And this
in turn allows Aristotle to use his Physics principle to

establish thet the sound which is the same as, but different

.
in e{vat from, the hearing, since it is also the agent-

term in an action-affection pair, takes place in the
hearer. Aristotle's application of his Physics prin-
ciple to our case, then, may be designed to maeke a further
point about actual sense-objects; it need not be taken

|

to be illustrating the meaning of 'actual sense-object'.

If this view is richt, Aristotle will have independ-
ent reasons for assertinc the dependence of sound on
hearing;but these may be the reasons for which philosophers
down throuch th2 acges have supported a dispositional
theory. AMoreover, tne relation of sound and nearing will
then be describable by the unity-of-actuality formula,
which, as we have seen, is applied not exclusively to
action and affection, but to any items the same, but
conceptually distinct. But such are sound and hearing,

on this view, for while sound is minc-depencent, 1t 1s

» . L ; o “1 d 1
different in &tvatl from hearing; the souna, but mnot the
hearing, may be piercing, the hearing, and not the sound,
may be painful.

The arcument from Aristotle's application of his

Phvsics principle to sense and sense-object fails, then,

because his Physics principle does not require the action
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of the F to be posterior to its existence as F. And this
is to leave open the possibility that 'theactual F°
means ' the actually existing F', althouch the F will
also have to be acting for the Physics principle to go

through,

An argument may now be made, however, which
purports to show this possibility to be closed in the
case of ordinary affection. The concept of affection is
such that F must exist as such prior to acting; if the F,
then, is an agent in ordinary affection, 'the actual F'
must mean 'the actually acting F',

Ordinary affection, for Aristotle, is, more fully,
an assimilation of a patient to an agent: the potentially
F is made actually F by an agent already actually F - the

cold, or potentially hot, e.g.,is made actually hot by

12

the already hot. But in these cases, Aristotle's claim

that the actuality of the agent is the same as, bhut
different in EEVUI from the actuality of the patient,

must apply, not to the actuality of the agent's (ostensible)
potentiality for being F, but merely to the actuality of

its potentiality for changing the patient. The hot

thing's heating of the cold thing depends on the cold
thing's being heated; but it must be hot prior to its
action on the cold, in order to assimilate the patient

to itself in terms of heat.

‘Jow the imnortance of this observation is that

percention, for Aristotle, is a species of assimilatiomn:
' 1 - 1. 1 g & . 3

And that which can perceive is potentielly such as the
object of perception already is actually, as has been

said; it is affected ,ther, not being like it, but having

been affected, it has been made like it and is such as
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that is' (DA II.5- 418&3—6).13 This must suggest, then,

that Aristotle's claim that the actual sense-quality
exists only in being sensed_pertains to the sensed sense-
quality - the tasted flavour - and not to the sense-
quality as such - flavour as tasted; for clearly an object

must already have a flavour for a perceiver to be assimi-

lated to it in respect of this flavour.l4 If Aristotle's
unity-of-actuality doctrine is not to be in conflict with
his assimilation doctrine, then, he must be taken to be
asserting the weaker version of that doctrine.

Rut this argument is not altogether compelling. For
even on the stronger reading of the unity-of-actuality
doctrine, there is a way in which the senser may be made
like the sense-object, and a reason why Aristotle may mave
supposed this assimilation to be necessary for perception.

On the dispositional theory, even though flavour (say)
does not exist as tasted apart from perception, it will
senerally be held to exist in physical objects nonetheless;
for physical objects will have the power, based in further
actual qualities, of stimulating perception. Indeed, to
say that a physical object is flavoured will mean roughly
that it has a disposition, based in certain actual qualities,
for producing certain characteristic effects on percipients,

But if this is richt, then there is a clear sense 1in
which percipients may be assimilated to sense-objects in
perception. Sunpose e.g. that the actual basis of an
object's power to produce a sweet flavour 1is F-ness. Then
Aristotle's view will be that for perception of a sweet
flavour to occur, the percipient must be made F by tne

object. This is not to sav that the intentional object
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of perception is F-ness, But Aristotle may believe
that for a perceptual state to be of an object's sweet
flavour, the actual qualities of the object, on which
its power to produce perception of the sweet flavour is
based, must be transmitted, coded or uncoded, to the
percipient. Such a causal chain between object and

percipient must exist, Aristotle would be saying, for

-y 15
perceptual events to be cognitive.

If this is right -
and evidence that purely physical properties of sense-
qualities are transmitted in perception will appear later
- then the stronger, dispositional version of the unity-
of —actuality doctrine is not in conflict with Aristotle's
assimilation doctrine.

DA TII.2, then, is subject to both a stronger anc
a weaker reading. For the doctrine of DA TIII.Z is

expressed in terms which are used variously in the corpus

as a whole. And the evidence in the passage itself pulls

in both directions. Jor can an argument based on
Aristotle's doctrine that the action is in the petient, or
that perception is a form of assimilation, break this
deadlock; these arguments are not decisively in favour of
the weaker view,

A careful consideration of Aristotle’'s wview of the

sense-qualities thus seems called for: if Aristotle 1is

a non-dispositional theorist, the weaker view of DA III.Z
will be compellins, and if he is rather a dispositional
theorist, the stron~er will be supportec. Anc wnile a
ceterrination of Aristotle's view cannot guvarantee the
correctness of one's interpretation of DA TII.Z2 -

Aristotle is not zlwavs consistent - the cquestion of

his view must have independent interest.
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(ii) Aristotle's Predecessors: Met.IX.3, Met.IV.5, DA III.2

mm‘———-_-—“—.___m-“

Aristotle discusses his predecessors' views of the

sense~qualities in various places. The passages we shall
now consider are representative of those of Aristotle's
arguments not explicitly directed agzainst the Democriteans;
his anti-Democritean arguments will be considered later.
In each of these passages, as will be shown, Aristotle is
best seen as arguing from a dispositional theory. On

the basis of these passages alone, then, it is tempting to
conclude that Aristotle is a dispositional theorist. But
ceducing Aristotle's true position from his treatment of
opponents is fraught with difficulty. So at this stage
of our discussion, such a conclusion can only bte provis-
ional.

But let us turn to these passages. In Met.I¥.3
Aristotle is arguing against the Megarian view that 'a
thine is capable of acting only when it acts, and when
1t does not act it is not capable of acting'(1046b29-30).
If this is true, Aristotle says, 'nothine will be either
cold or hot or sweet or in general perceptible unless
people are perceiving it; so that the pnroponents of this
view will heve to hold the Protagorean doctrine'

(1047a4-7) - the doctrine, according to Aristotle in

(100%28) .

Met. IV, that 'everything thought or imasined is true'

Aristotle’'s argument here seems to sunpose a

disnositional theorv of the sense-qualities. For his

conclusion that nothing will be sweet unless tasted
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i1t powers exist only when actual requires that cweetness
exist only as a power apart from perception. If sweet-
ness existed as such apart from perception, then the
PMegarian view would at most imply that sweetness would
not exist as tasteable apart from being tasted. On a
non-dispositional view, after all, the sense-qualities
are actual as qualities apart from perception, and so do
not fall within the scope of the Megarian's claim.
Aristotle would have drawmn the proper conclusion,
one must suppose, if he were a non-disnositional theorist:
the perceptible gualities exist as perceptible only when
perceived, That he is not merely speaking loosely, of
the qualities as such instead of as percentible, is
confirmed by his imputation of the Protagorean doctrine
to the iMegarians: for if an object were sweet, but not
tasteably sweet when untasted, then the truth of one's
nerceptions woulc not be guaranteed, but would depend on
the objective nature of the object; to render the sweet
quality tasteeble by tasting it 1s not to render it sweet,
Met. IX.3, then, is best understood as supposing a
dispositional theory. It is true that other, more
comnlicated views of the sense-qualities might equally

sunport Aristotle's conclusion: sensibility, e.c. is

)

essential for the existence of the sense=-qualities =as
cualities, But Aristotle's argument moves straicht from
the Yecarian claim to his conclusion, sugcesting that he

talze sweetness to be a nower in a strzishtforward way,

The girmlest anc most satisfvinc hypothesis about Aristotle's

view here, then, is that it 1s disnositional.
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Further evidence for this Interpretation is to be

|

round in Metathsics IN,S. Aristotle closes this

chapter, a refutation of the Protagorean doctrine that

vhat is imagined is true, in this way: 'In ceneral, if

in fact the perceptible alone exists, there would be
nothing without the ensouled things; for there would
not be percention, Yow 1t is no doubt true that
nelther the sensibles nor the sense-impressions would
exist (for these are affections of the perceiver); but
that the substrata (urmkeimeva ) which make the perception
would not exist, even without perception, is imnossible,
For perception is certainly not itself of itself, but
there is somethine also besides the perception, which is
necessarily prior to the percention; for that which moves
something is by nature prior to that which is moved, and
even if they are called these things with reference to
each other, this is no less so ° (1010b30-1011a2),
Aristotle, here, is makine a familiar poiﬁt about
the dependence or not of objects of sense on sensing, Only

o'

here he uses language, which, unlike the languace of

ba I11.2  is not ambicuous, and forcefully sugszests the
h 7
cdispositional view, If "potential a¢r977ﬁv' ' may suggest

8 sensibly qualified object not actually sensed, as well

& "

as an object not actually sensibly qualified, 'vrokelMevoy |,

when contrasted with

a.Equ Tov , Must suggest only the
» 7 ) ” 5
latter, And if "actual Atd‘aq 70V mey sugeest an
actually sensed sense-object, as well as an actually exist-
- ¢ 2 5 = ) .
Inz sense-oblect, "atoUnrov ' must suceest only the

latter, Tnis passage, then, supports the view that the

sense-qualities themselves, for Aristotle, exist only in

heine sensed,
e
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It might be objected, however, that Aristotle's

language here could be misleading, 'UAOREI ME VoY .

after all, is a relative term, and might be used of an
actually existing sense-object relative to the actually
sensed sense-object, So, too, 'dffﬁqfﬁf’ ' might be
used to mean 'sensed object' rather than 'sense-object',
But if these points are taken, then we can no more deduce

Aristotle's position from this passage than from DA TIIT,2,

But this objection is not persuasive, Surely
Aristotle's languace could not, without violence, be
construed as this objection requires.l6 Rut even if it
could, the case for the dispositional reading of this
passage does not rest on terminolorical considerations
alone, For Aristotle's argument for the claim that, if
the aifaqfa. do not exist without perception, the
VITokeiMeva at least do, is not justified if these
{}"O-‘L’zfﬂf-"’ﬂ are understood as objects endowed with
unperceived, but otherwise actual, sense-qualities, For
if perception is not 'of itself', and therefore requires
an external cause-object, this is not to say it requires
a cause-object with cqualities like the percepts
presented to sense; it would be enough for the cause-object
to be some external vmoKsiMevo¥ whose nature could be
correlated in some wav with these percepts, Ar istotle's
arcument, then, is best taken as restine on a dispositional
view of the sense-qualities,

If this is right, Metanhvsics IV,5 would seem to

support the dispositional interpretation, It is true that

Aristotle only a2rgues aceainst a Rerkleien view of the

sense-wobjects, not for a Lockean or disnositional, Yet
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Aristotle has been attempting to undermine the sceptical

reasonine of upholders of both Berkleian and Lockean

views of percention in this chapter - Democritus, a

fter
211, is explicitly cited in the main passage reporting

the arcument from illusion (1009238 - bl2) - so if he

had held a non-Lockean view of perception, there is no reason

to think he would not have defended this view explicitly,

It is perhaps unclear what he would have gained by doing

so, but so is it unclear what he gains by denying the

. . 1
Perkleian vliew, /

There is another passage in which Aristotle deals

with his predecessors' views - namely, our own in DA III.Z.

Jere Aristotle uses his unity-of-actuality doctrine, as will

be recalled, to correct the claim of his predecessors tnat

there is 'nothing either white or black without sight, nor

flavour without tastinc' (426221-22), This claim,

Aristotle contends, is true only of actual sense-qualities,

not of notential sense-qualities,

This passage, it seems clear, 1s best understood on

the stronger version of the distinction between potential

and actual sense-qualities, For then Aristotle's aim. .

would be to correct the reasoning of those arguing from
the dependence of tastes as we know tnem on tasting to

: , s 18
the absence of tastes in physical objects, True, he

would be saying, physical objects cdo not have tastes as

we know them apart from tasting; but they do have various

-

cifferent rowers, based in real difrerences of the thincs,

to procuce the rance of tastes as we know them; anc¢ these,

too,- are entitled to be called 'tastes' - 'tastes in

potentiality', On the stroncer reading of DA III.Z,

then, Aristotle's point would be perfectly just and
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intelligible,

This cannot be said, however, of his point on the
weaker readins of III, 2, For if Aristotle means to be
arguing for the plainly actual existence of unperceived
sense-qualities, against those who assert their actual
existence only as perceived, his arcument lacks all force,
For the dispositional theorist would simply denv that,
in Aristotle's sense, potential sense-qualities exist: and
he would not be impressed, nor mollified, by the concess-
lon that actually sensed sense-qualities depend on sensing,

Nor is it plausible to suppose that, by means of
the distinction between potential and actual sense-
qualities, so understood, Aristotle hopes to sort out the
confused reasoning of disvositional theorists. For only
i someone had initially argued from the observation that

tasted tastes depend on tastinge, to the conclusion that

tastes, as we know them, so denend, would Aristotle's

observation have any point, Rut can we seriously believe
that anyone could have drawn such a controversial and
substantive conclusion from such a trivial observation?

It these points are taken, then the arsument of DA ITT,2

itself is best understood on the stroncer version of the

distinction between potential and actual sense-qualities,

These nassages, then, all sucgest thet Aristotle
1s a dispositional theorist, They are not, however,
conclusive, For Aristotle rmizht not bhe exnressine his

true nosition in “et, IV A

b
3

V: in the first he may

(t

simnly be assuming the disnositionel position in order

more forcefully to exnose thea folly of the Mesarian view;
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in the second, in order to gain support against the

Protagoreans - support that would not otherwise be forth-
coming from, e.g., the Nemocriteans. Nor can we simply
deny the possibility in DA III.2 that Aristotle's
predecessors did draw an unjustified conclusion from

the dependence of sensed sense-qualities on sensing -

or were taken by Aristotle to have done so - and so seemed

to require Aristotle to set them straicht, If this is right

then we must turn to other sources for Aristotle's

true view,
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(iii) De Anima and De Sensu

Aristotle's discussion of the sense-qualities

in DA and . its continuation Eﬁ_holds out the most

nromise for the resolution of our issue. For here,
at least, Aristotle is speaking in his ovmn voice.
And as Aristotle's topic, in central chapters of
these works, is explicitly the nature of the special
sense-qualities, we should hope to find some evidence
of whether he holds a dispositional account of them,

Unfortunately, however, it is difficult to draw
anv firm conclusions from Aristotle's discussions.
This will emerge as the discussions in question are
seen as amenable now to a dispositional, now to a
non-dispositional reacing. Dur first subject will
be Aristotle's discussion of the individual special
sensibles in DA TI. 7/-11. This discussion will be
seen to be compnatible with both dispositional and
non-dispositional views, Next we shall consider a
passage in DA IT.12 where Aristotle seems to argue
for the disnositional view. But Aristotle's argument
here, it will be claimed, even if concerned to show
the dependence of sense-qualities on sensing, does
not clearly support the dispositional over the non-
dispositional view of the sense-qualities., Ancd 1in
any case, it will be suggested, Aristotle's argument
here is hest seen.to be concerned with a waellyv

Aifferent issue.
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At this point we shall turn to DS 3-5, There
is a good case for the dispositional view in these
chapters, both in Aristotle's introductory comments
and in his actual procedure. But having stated this
case, we shall see that Aristotle's discussion is
also subject to a non-dispositional reading. If
both of these readings are plausible, then DA and
NS must fail to present us with a clear picture of

Aristotle's wview.
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De Anima II.7-11

In DA II.7-11 Aristotle treats the individual
special sense-qualities in turn. The dispositional
interpreter will not exvect to find much evidence for
his theory here, for Aristotle's concern, as he later
poilnts out in DS 3,43%a7-19, is with the sense-qualities
as acting and actual: with their modes of operation and
their nature as revealed to sense.19 Hence, statements
of or references to the dispositional position are few:
the project e.g. of classifying the different smells we
are aware of (421a7-16) does not involve one in a consider-
ation of the nature of sm<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>