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Aristotle understands soul as the first act of a natural body that is potentially alive (412a27); as the first actuality of a natural organic body (412b5); and as substance that corresponds to the account (logos), the essence of the thing (b10-11).

These definitions not only fit the soul of the entire living being but also the “soul” of perceptual organs. Thus sight is the first actuality of the eye; hearing is the first actuality of the ear; etc.

When Aristotle says that soul is the first act of a natural body that is potentially alive, he doesn’t mean that the natural body exists prior to having a soul in it and being alive; he means that the natural body exists simultaneously with its having a soul but it is precisely able to be ensouled.  The relationship between the soul and the body is so intimate that a body that is really without its corresponding soul is, like a corpse, not entirely the right kind of body.

Moving along, Aristotle distinguishes between kinds of soul:

Nutritive soul – found in plants: it makes the plant alive and governs the process of growth, assimilation of foodstuffs, sunlight, and water, and, in the flourishing stage, the reproduction of the plant.

Something like the nutritive soul is found in animals and human beings, but animal souls are called sensitive souls and human souls are called rational souls. Animals and humans possess a nutritive faculty (“faculty” translates dynamis, which means power or capacity). The nutritive faculty does for nonplants what the nutritive soul does for plants.

The sensitive faculty is the capacity for perception, including pleasure and pain; closely associated with it is sense-related desire; the desire for pleasant things and the aversion to painful ones; sense memory and imagination are likewise closely associated with the sensitive faculty.

A soul receives the name of its highest faculty. The sensitive faculty is highest in nonhuman animals; the rational faculty is highest in human beings.

Understanding, sometimes translated as “intellect,” is found only in beings that have rational souls, at least among terrestrial animals. (Presumably the gods and the unmoved movers have a kind of understanding, but perhaps we should not speak of their souls as rational souls because they may not have desires or wishes like those of humans who also have sensitive and nutritive faculties.)

Aristotle lists several parts or powers of the soul: nutritive (414b1ff); perceptive (414b2); desiring (414b3); locomotive (414b17); and understanding (414b19).

Aristotle holds that the soul is a cause in three senses: what something is for (final cause); as the substance (understood as essence or formal cause, not as form-matter composite); it is the final cause because the organs of the plant or animal are for the sake of the soul, for the sake of the life activities characteristic of the soul; it is also the moving cause because in those that move from place to place, it is the source of this motion; growth is characteristic of beings with nutritive souls, and growth is a kind of movement.

Aristotle’s theory of perception is an example of a causal theory of perception. He would not be satisfied only to describe from a first-person point of view precisely what it is like to perceive something. Phenomenology, an important twentieth-century philosophical movement, treats perception in this way: it brackets, or leaves aside, causal explanation--because it is under the influence of philosophers who argue that we do not possess strict knowledge of the existence of the external world, where the causes of our perception would have to be located. 

Aristotle, by contrast, has no doubt about the existence of what modern thinkers call the external world. He wants to explain how aspects of the external or perceptible world outside the perceiver get into perceptual awareness and eventually contribute to scientific knowledge. He is an epistemological realist: he holds that knowledge of the real, external world is possible. Knowledge involves getting the intelligible form of the object known into the mind of the knower.  But before we can get the intelligible form of the object known in our minds, we must acquire their perceptible forms in our sensitive faculty.

Aristotle has a causal theory of perception and knowledge of the external world. He also has a multi-stage theory of how we acquire knowledge. In On Soul the major stages discussed are perception and understanding, although the latter has at least two stages. Elsewhere, in Metaphysics Book I and Posterior Analytics Book II, chapter 19, he distinguishes impressions, collection of impressions in memory, the formation of experience, and acquisition of universal ideas (intelligible forms). Imagination (phantasia) also appears to play an important role and, to judge by Aristotle’s own practice in many treatises, a form of dialectical method is at work in the development of scientific knowledge. The complete Aristotelian story of how knowledge is possible is not found in a single treatise.
When the perceiver or perceptual organ is being affected, it is potentially what the perceptible object is already, but it is in fact unlike the object. But when it has been affected, the perceptual organ has been made like the object and acquired its quality.  Thus, in seeing a red object, the transparent matter of the eye has become colored red!

Aristotle distinguishes proper objects of perception from common objects.  A proper object of perception is one that cannot be perceived by another sense.
Besides proper objects, there are also common objects of perception. They include motion and rest, number shape and size. Common objects are not perceived by just one sense, but by more than one. Motion, for instance, is perceived by sight and touch.

The sense organ itself is able to receive a range of perceptible qualities, because it itself is in an intermediate condition between the contraries associated with the sense. For example, we notice what is hot or cold, not what is intermediate with respect to touch. (cf. 424a3-11)

Each sense receives the perceptible forms of things without the matter. Aristotle compares perception to wax’s receiving the imprint of a signet ring. Just as the wax receives the design on the ring without receiving the metal of the ring, so the sense receives the perceptible form (roughly the image) of the thing perceived but without the matter (i.e., without the features of the thing not perceptible by the sense in question). (424a17-18)

The analogy is instructive in another respect: the signet ring loses neither metal nor shape in impressing its design upon the wax and the perceived object likewise loses nothing in being perceived.

In Book III, chapter 3, there is a discussion of “appearance” (phantasia). The term can also be translated as imagination, in the general sense of a mental capacity and also in the sense of an individual mental act of imagining something.

Aristotle distinguishes phantasia from perception.  He holds that all perceptions are true but most “appearances” are false.  (One can draw false conclusions from true perceptions, however, if false appearances intervene.) Some animals lack phantasia but all have perception, at least touch.

Aristotle also distinguishes phantasiai from belief, which implies conviction, which implies being persuaded, which in turn requires reason.  No nonhuman animals, in his view, possess reason.

Phantasia seems to be a sort of motion, which cannot occur without perception.

Chapter 4-5 of Book III have been extremely influential in the later history of Aristotelian philosophy.

Chapter 4 is primarily about the intellectual part of the soul. This corresponds to the rational faculty of the soul as it appears in the Nicomachean Ethics, but the emphasis here is not on reasoning but on the acquisition of the universals or intelligible forms without which human reasoning would not be possible. 

Aristotle says that “understanding” (noein) is unaffected and receptive of the (intelligible) form.  By unaffected, he means that the understanding is not modified when it acquires the form, perhaps on analogy with a mirror that does not appear to be inherently modified when an image appears in it; when we remove the thing that causes the image, the image disappears.

Not being modified is important to avoid distortion and inaccuracy. (If a mirror were bent as a result of receiving one image, that would interfere with its reception of the later images it received.)

Aristotle thinks that the sense organs are sometimes modified as a result of receiving perceptible forms; so the analogy between the understanding and sense-perception is incomplete.

At 429a18 Aristotle says that “intellect” (which translates nous, a noun derived from noein)

has the capacity to understand all kinds of things. He means general kinds of things, birds, oak trees, human beings, celestial objects, lines and planes, and numbers.

This makes Aristotle an epistemological optimist. Recent philosophers, who take evolutionary theory serious, may not be so optimistic. Human beings have evolved to understand the kinds of things that have been important in our part of the universe. The farther an object is from where we have evolved, the less likely our organs of knowing are well-adapted to understand it.

[to be completed later]

