
     

The Passivity of Perception and the Impassive Soul

. An Inconsistent Triad of Tenets?

In the De Anima, Aristotle seems emphatically to endorse three tenets
concerning the role of the perceptive soul that prima facie appear to be
mutually incompatible.

The soul is ‘the principle (ἀρχή) of living beings’ (An. ., a–),
and because living beings are distinguished from the non-living primarily
by moving in characteristic ways and by knowing the world around them,
the soul is to be understood, primarily, as the principle of these two
activities (An. ., b–). They can, and should, be further subdiv-
ided: first, into ‘motion with respect to nutrition, diminution, and growth’
(also characteristic of plants) on the one hand, and locomotion (specific to
animals) on the other; and, second, into perception (characteristic of all
animals) on the one hand and thinking (specific to rational animals) on the
other. The soul is then to be studied as ‘the principle of the [four]
enumerated phenomena’ (An. ., b–), for – to repeat once
more – the ‘soul is the cause and the principle of the living body’
(An. ., b–). This is the basic framework within which Aristotle’s
inquiry into perception is set, as Aristotle reminds us in its closing
sentence: ‘Concerning the principle on account of which the animal is
said to be capable of perception (αἰσθητικόν), let it be determined in this
way’ (An. ., a–). Hence, according to Aristotle:

[  ] The perceptive soul is the first principle of
perceiving: it is primarily on account of having perceptive soul that
animals, unlike non-living natural bodies and plants, can engage in
perception.

 See An. ., a– (with Section ., n. ).



use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009533829.007
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.16.135.185, on 08 May 2025 at 21:32:53, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009533829.007
https://www.cambridge.org/core


It is more difficult to say how exactly this claim should be developed – that
is, to spell out what difference exactly the soul’s presence makes and in
what way. The difficulty of this question is underlined by Aristotle’s
distinction (at An. ., a–) between three senses in which the soul
is the cause of life to the ensouled body.

It is by pondering these questions that one can arrive at what
appears to be a tension between two other tenets that Aristotle
endorses in the De Anima. We are by now sufficiently familiar with
the first of these:

[  ] Perceiving is a kind of being affected by
and assimilated to perceptual objects.

We have seen that Aristotle has ascribed a crude version of this claim to
most of his predecessors and that he explains how it is to be correctly
understood in An. .. It is a claim that is repeatedly reaffirmed through-
out his inquiry into perception in An. .–. and – building on its
results – within his inquiry into thinking in An. .–. We are also
familiar with at least two strategies for deflating this tenet, either by
interpreting the preservative πάσχειν in An. . as referring to any
transition from a second capacity to its fulfilment (Deflationary
Interpretation), or by understanding the perceptual affection and assimi-
lation as only a necessary condition or the material component of
perception (Material Interpretation). Furthermore, we are also acquainted
with the strategy of reading An. . as delimiting exactly the sense in
which the perceptive soul itself can be affected by perceptual objects
(Psychic Interpretation). We shall now see how these strategies of reading
An. . underlie different approaches to Aristotle’s causal account
of perception.

Let us begin from observing that the two tenets introduced thus far –
the Causality of SoulP and the Passivity of Perception – combine very
naturally into the idea that

[ ] Perception is a ‘change of the soul [occurring]
through the body’ (κίνησις διὰ τοῦ σώματος τῆς ψυχῆς).

 We shall return (in Section .) to Aristotle’s surprising insistence here that the soul is also an
efficient cause of perception (b–).

 See An. ., a– and ., b– (with Sections . and .).
 See Section ., n.  for references concerning perception.

. An Inconsistent Triad of Tenets? 
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The formulation comes from Somn. , a and is echoed at Phys.
., a–. I call it the Platonic Formula because it seems to
draw directly on how Plato describes perception in several of his
dialogues:

motions (κινήσεις) produced by all these [perceptual objects] are carried
through the body (διὰ τοῦ σώματος φερόμεναι) to the soul (ἐπὶ τὴν ψυχήν)
and fall upon it (προσπίπτοιεν) (Tim. c–)

both humans and non-human animals are from the moment of birth by
nature capable of perceiving all the affections (παθήματα) that penetrate
through the body to the soul (διὰ τοῦ σώματος ἐπὶ τὴν ψυχὴν τείνει) . . .
(Theaet. b–c)

By accepting this formula, one becomes committed to the claim that:

[  ] The perceptive soul is passive: it is itself the
subject of the change (κίνησις) caused by perceptual objects.

There is, to be sure, nothing obviously wrong with or inconsistent about
the Platonic Formula or the Passivity of SoulP themselves. The difficulties
arise from the fact that in An. .– Aristotle introduces a battery of
arguments against both. He argues that the soul in general cannot be the
proper subject of any change, and so that:

[  ] The perceptive soul is impassive.

This tenet appears to constitute an inconsistent triad in conjunction with
the Causality of SoulP and the Passivity of Perception. This is so at least as
long as we are committed to the following claim:

[/] The soul can only be the primary cause of φ-ing by
being the proper subject of ψ-ing in which φ-ing consists.

Cause/Subject makes the following implication valid: if perception consists
in being affected (Passivity of Perception) and the perceptive soul is the
primary cause of perceiving (Causality of SoulP), then the perceptive soul
must itself be affected (Passivity of SoulP).

 Cf. also Sens. , b– (although here Aristotle’s formulation is much more cautious). At APr.
., b–, Aristotle seems to be taking for granted a more general assumption (deriving
apparently from Plato’s Philebus) that some changes are common to body and soul in the
straightforward sense that both body and soul are their proper subjects.

 See further Phil. d–, a–, Tim. d–c, c–d, b.

 The Passivity of Perception and the Impassive Soul
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If this implication is in fact valid, then it transpires that there are
no more than two ways of dealing with the apparent inconsistency.

One can either deny the Passivity of Perception or affirm the Passivity
of Soul at least in the case of perception. In other words, one can
either infer by modus tollens that, despite what Aristotle seems to be
affirming throughout An. .–., perception cannot be passive, or
one can infer by modus ponens that, despite what Aristotle seems to
be arguing for in An. .–, the perceptive soul cannot be impassive.
The third possibility would be to reject Cause/Subject, and so the
validity of the implication based on it, and to insist that the whole
triad of the Causality of SoulP, the Passivity of Perception, and the
Impassivity of SoulP can, in fact, be endorsed in a consistent way. But
one would have to explain how this is to be achieved.
This analysis is admittedly very abstract and preliminary, and much

depends on how exactly each of the three tenets is spelled out. If, for instance,
one understands the Passivity of Perception, along with the Material
Interpretation, as concerning only a necessary condition or the material
constituent of perception, then there will not seem to be any inconsistency
to address. This interpretative manoeuvre, however, is far from innocent, for
Aristotle’s repeated claim that perception is a kind of being affected seems to
say something more than what Material Interpretation is ready to take on
board. Indeed, if the argument of the preceding chapters is on the right track,
it provides strong reasons for resisting this move.
One can also object that there is no need to choose among the three

options sketched out above: one’s interpretation can surely combine them
in various ways. I do not want to deny that. However, the truth is that
most existing interpretations can be characterized as leaning either towards
qualifying/denying the Passivity of Perception or towards endorsing a cer-
tain Passivity of SoulP. I hope to show that the abstract scheme introduced
above is helpful insofar as it provides a basic orientation about the main
directions in which one can go in seeking to resolve what emerges as a key
difficulty of Aristotle’s account.
In the remainder of this chapter, I shall explore this difficulty and the

three possible ways of resolving it in more detail. I begin by saying more on
how the claim that the soul cannot be the subject of any motion or change
(underlying the Impassivity of SoulP) is developed in An. .– and why the
strategy consisting in rejecting Cause/Subject is attractive but difficult
(Section .). I then discuss the remaining two strategies as developed by

 Assuming that there is no room for doubting the Causality of SoulP.

. An Inconsistent Triad of Tenets? 
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the first ancient proponents known to us, focusing on the difficulties
encountered by their interpretations (Sections . and .). It will turn
out that the scheme outlined above captures the structure of an actual
historical disagreement between Alexander of Aphrodisias and Themistius
that continues to dominate the discussion even today. In Section .,
I briefly reflect on an unorthodox medieval interpretative tradition that
may help us identify the ground on which Cause/Subject can meaningfully
be rejected even in the case of perception.

. The Impassivity of the Perceptive Soul

At the outset of An. ., Aristotle promises to show that not only is the
view according to which the soul is self-moved (endorsed by Platonists and
Aristotle’s other predecessors) false, but, more generally, that the very idea
of ‘a change (κίνησις) belonging to it [i.e. the soul] is utterly impossible’
(a–). He then goes on to develop an intricate argument throughout
An. .– against any attempt at ascribing change (κίνησις) to the soul
itself. He begins with a battery of general arguments against the idea of the
soul undergoing a change (., a–b) before then objecting in
more detail to Democritus’ and Plato’s versions of that idea (.,
b–b). Next, in a kind of digression, he formulates a more
general objection against Plato’s account ‘and, indeed, most of existing
accounts of the soul’ that do not pay sufficient attention to the kind of
‘community’ that each kind of soul must have with the specific kind of
body that it ensouls, likening the soul, for the first time, to art (.,
b–). Then, as a sort of antithesis to this negligence (typical for
the idea of a transmigratory soul), Aristotle discusses the notion of the soul
as a harmony of the body (., b–a). Only then does he
return to the leading question of whether the soul can be the subject of a
change (., a–) and he continues addressing it in a pair of dense
and difficult passages (., a–b, b–), the first of which
will be the focus of our discussion below. The entire argument is then
finally closed at An. ., b– when Aristotle reaffirms that (a) ‘the
soul cannot undergo any change whatsoever’, and that, therefore, (b) it

 For a painstaking reconstruction of the two dialectical contexts, see Carter a: – and
–.

 For a convincing reconstruction of Aristotle’s argument, and the role ascribed to Empedocles
therein, see Betegh  (cf. also Carter a: – and Vogiatzi ). For the ἁρμονία
account as an antithesis to Plato’s theory, cf. An. ., a–.

 The Passivity of Perception and the Impassive Soul
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also cannot move itself in any other way than coincidentally – that is, by
being in the body that it moves.

It is interesting for our question that perception plays a discreet but
pivotal role in this intricate argument, despite the fact that the official
discussion of it has been reserved for An. .. This is because perception
is singled out as the best candidate for a change (κίνησις) belonging to the
soul itself: ‘One would most reasonably assume that the soul undergoes a
change (κινεῖσθαι) by the agency of (ὑπό) perceptual objects, if it can
undergo a change at all’ (An. ., b–). Aristotle returns to this
observation at the outset of the so-called Rylean passage (An. ., a–
b), where perception (together with passions and, a bit surprisingly,
discursive thinking) is introduced again as a phenomenon in whose case it
would be more reasonable than in the case of locomotion to assume that
the soul is itself undergoing a change. But Aristotle argues that this need
not be the case. Although the passage is firmly set in the context of An.
.– and Aristotle’s argument is mostly a negative endeavour aimed at
showing that a conclusion widely endorsed by his predecessors is not
necessary, it turns out to be important for understanding his own overall
strategy. Indeed, different approaches to this passage are intimately con-
nected to different ways of resolving the dilemma outlined in the preceding
section. Hence, it will be worth discussing the text in some detail.
After summarizing the established claim that the soul can be moved in

place only coincidentally insofar as the body – in which it is – is moved in
place (An. ., b–), Aristotle formulates and addresses the
following difficulty:

One could more reasonably be in doubt (ἀπορήσειεν ἄν) as to whether the
soul need not undergo a change (περὶ αὐτῆς ὡς κινουμένης) with a view to
the following cases. We say that the soul is sad (λυπεῖσθαι) and rejoices
(χαίρειν), that it takes courage (θαρρεῖν) and is afraid (φοβεῖσθαι), and also
that it is angry (ὀργίζεσθαί), that it perceives (αἰσθάνεσθαι) and thinks
discursively (διανοεῖσθαι). Now each of these [phenomena] seems to be a
kind of change (κινήσεις εἶναι δοκοῦσιν). And from this one could come to
the conclusion that the soul itself undergoes a change (αὐτὴν κινεῖσθαι).
But this [conclusion] is not necessary (τὸ δ’ οὐκ ἔστιν ἀναγκαῖον). (An. .,
a–b)

 For a detailed analysis of the whole argument, see Ferro : –.
 In line with An. ., b– (cf. Section .).  Cf. Carter a: .
 See Barnes : – for the label (cf. e.g. Frede ). I return to why this label is

misleading below.

. The Impassivity of the Perceptive Soul 
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The inference, which is here applied to (a) passions, (b) perception, and
(c) discursive thinking, closely resembles the above-mentioned implication
based on Cause/Subject. The main difference is that instead of the Causality
of Soul, we find here another premise based on how we talk about the soul:
‘we say that the soul φ-es’. The rest is identical: assuming that φ-ing is a
kind of undergoing a change, it seems to follow that the soul itself
undergoes a change – contrary to Aristotle’s earlier argument (.,
a–b). Now, why should we ascribe any importance to how we
talk about the soul? What makes this kind of talk (‘the soul φ-es’) at least
remotely plausible for Aristotle is apparently nothing other than the
Causality of Soul. If this is endorsed in conjunction with Cause/Subject, as
Aristotle takes his predecessors to have widely done, then the conclusion
(implying the Passivity of Soul) seems, indeed, unavoidable. This back-
ground becomes important for understanding how the argument unfolds.

In the first step, Aristotle begins to explain why the conclusion is, in
fact, not necessary at least for (a) passions and (c) discursive thinking:

For, even granting completely (i) that being sad and rejoicing and discursive
thinking are changes and each of them is a case of undergoing a change,
(ii) that [they are cases of] undergoing a change by the agency of the soul,
as, for instance, to be angry or to be afraid is for the heart to be changed [by
the agency of the soul] in such and such a way, (iii) that [even] discursive
thinking is perhaps something like this or something else [of this kind], and
(iv) that some of these [phenomena] come about in certain parts undergo-
ing a change in place, others in [certain parts undergoing] an alteration (it is
for another inquiry, though, to decide in which way exactly this or that
[phenomenon] comes about), (v) still: to say that the soul is angry is the
same as if one were to say that the soul weaves or builds a house.

εἰ γὰρ καὶ ὅτι μάλιστα (i) τὸ λυπεῖσθαι ἢ χαίρειν ἢ διανοεῖσθαι κινήσεις
εἰσί, καὶ ἕκαστον κινεῖσθαί τι τούτων, (ii) τὸ δὲ κινεῖσθαί ἐστιν ὑπὸ τῆς
ψυχῆς, οἷον τὸ ὀργίζεσθαι ἢ φοβεῖσθαι τὸ τὴν καρδίαν ὡδὶ κινεῖσθαι, (iii)
τὸ δὲ διανοεῖσθαι ἤ τι τοιοῦτον ἴσως ἢ ἕτερόν τι, (iv) τούτων δὲ συμβαίνει
τὰ μὲν κατὰ φοράν τινων κινουμένων, τὰ δὲ κατ’ ἀλλοίωσιν (ποῖα δὲ καὶ
πῶς, ἕτερός ἐστι λόγος), (v) τὸ δὴ λέγειν ὀργίζεσθαι τὴν ψυχὴν ὅμοιον κἂν
εἴ τις λέγοι τὴν ψυχὴν ὑφαίνειν ἢ οἰκοδομεῖν.

(An. ., b–)

 On this conjunction as a typical error committed by Aristotle’s predecessors, see An. .,
b–.

 Aristotle mentions only four out of five previously enumerated passions, but the argument would
work equally well for the omitted θαρρεῖν.

 Cf. An. ., a–.

 The Passivity of Perception and the Impassive Soul
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We can leave aside for now the complications relating to the case of
discursive thinking (διανοεῖσθαι) and focus instead on Aristotle’s argument
concerning passions. We are invited to grant (at least for the sake of
argument) that (i) each of them is a kind of ‘undergoing a change’
(κινεῖσθαι), apparently (iv) a kind of being altered, and that (ii) the soul
is directly involved in them, namely as their primary efficient cause.
Having done so, we should realize that this does not produce the conclu-
sion that the soul undergoes a change, because (v) saying that the soul is
angry and the like comes much to the same result as if one were to say that
the soul itself weaves or builds.
Along with most interpreters, I believe that the idea of the soul weaving

or building in (v) is intended to sound absurd. However, unlike many
readers, I do not think that Aristotle’s point is that we should evade the
puzzle from a–b by simply rejecting the first premise (‘the soul
φ-es’). Rather, I take the thrust of the argument to be that the first premise
requires reformulation in an appropriate way along the lines of the
Causality of Soul, as Aristotle suggests in what immediately follows (see
(vi) quoted below). This does not constitute on its own a solution to the
puzzle, but it is an important step forward, at least for phenomena (a) and
(c). Put very roughly, it allows Aristotle to accept the Causality of Soul
without thereby committing himself to Cause/Subject. Once the first
premise of the initial puzzle from a–b is reformulated in this
way, it can be spelled out – as an alternative to Cause/Subject – in terms
of the soul being the efficient cause of the phenomena in question along
the lines of (ii). In this way, Aristotle effectively subsumes the causal role of
the soul in these phenomena under the model of unmoved movers (to
which he already referred at An. ., a– as something taken for
granted): we can accept that (i) φ-ing consists in being changed, and that
(ii) the soul is the primary cause of it, without endorsing the conclusion
that the soul itself is being changed; rather, it is an unmoved mover of the
phenomena in question.
Indeed, as we shall see, this is exactly what Aristotle is suggesting in the

remainder of the passage (b–). However, there is more going on
here. Thus far, (b) perception has been left aside, and for good reason,
because it seems implausible to describe it as a change caused by the soul
(i.e. a case of κινεῖσθαι ὑπὸ τῆς ψυχῆς). Rather, it clearly appears to be a
change caused, first and foremost, by the perceptual object. So, the role of
the soul in perception cannot be subsumed under the model of unmoved

 Pace Carter .

. The Impassivity of the Perceptive Soul 
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movers in any straightforward way; in this sense, the passage confirms what
has already been claimed at An. ., b–: ‘One would most
reasonably assume that the soul undergoes a change by the agency of
perceptual objects [i.e. in perceiving], if it can undergo a change at all.’
But in the closing lines of the present passage, Aristotle returns to percep-
tion and insists that, in whatever way the role of the soul is to be exactly
spelled out, we should resist, even in this case, the conclusion pressed on us
by Cause/Subject – apparently because it is wrong even in the case of
perception. Aristotle begins from a suggestion for reformulating the first
premise of the puzzle from a–b:

(vi) For perhaps it is better not to say that the soul takes pity or learns or
discursively thinks, but that the man [does so] on account of the soul. (vii)
And this is not [to be understood] as if a change was [taking place] in the
soul, but [rather in the sense that] (vii.) in some cases the change extends
up until the soul, (vii.) while in other cases it starts from the soul; for
instance, (vii.´) while perception is from these [i.e. perceptual objects],
(vii.´) recollection is from the soul towards the changes or the states of rest
in the perceptive organs.

(vi) βέλτιον γὰρ ἴσως μὴ λέγειν τὴν ψυχὴν ἐλεεῖν ἢ μανθάνειν ἢ
διανοεῖσθαι, ἀλλὰ τὸν ἄνθρωπον τῇ ψυχῇ· (vii) τοῦτο δὲ μὴ ὡς ἐν ἐκείνῃ
τῆς κινήσεως οὔσης, ἀλλ’ (vii.) ὁτὲ μὲν μέχρι ἐκείνης, (vii.) ὁτὲ δ’ ἀπ’
ἐκείνης, οἷον (vii.´) ἡ μὲν αἴσθησις ἀπὸ τωνδί, (vii.´) ἡ δ’ ἀνάμνησις ἀπ’
ἐκείνης ἐπὶ τὰς ἐν τοῖς αἰσθητηρίοις κινήσεις ἢ μονάς.

(An. ., b–)

Aristotle’s claim in (vi) was influentially interpreted as denying – in a
Rylean spirit – that the soul can be the subject of any φ-ing whatsoever.

But I take this idea to have been successfully disproven. What Aristotle
says is only that no phenomenon that can be defined as, or is in part
constituted by, undergoing a change can be ascribed to the soul itself.

However, this category of phenomena clearly does not exhaust all possible
kinds of φ-ing: even if we leave thinking (νοεῖν) aside, which, according to

 Aristotle distinguishes explicitly between two different senses of the dative (‘on account of’) later at
An. ., a–.

 See Barnes : –.
 While passions are apparently defined as certain ways of undergoing a change, weaving and

housebuilding – as productive activities – are surely not to be defined as such. However, they are
complex activities constituted in part by changes on the side of the weaver or the builder. I cannot
weave without moving my hands and I cannot build a house without undergoing some change
either (be it just the bodily changes involved in giving orders).

 The Passivity of Perception and the Impassive Soul
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Aristotle, is emphatically not a change or motion, his theory of agency
allows one to insist, comfortably, that X φ-es without implying that X is the
subject of a change. In the case of locomotion or passion, for instance,
‘on account of the soul’ will be spelled out as ‘by the agency of the soul’ –
that is, ‘on account of the soul moving the body’. Here, the way in which
the soul is the primary cause of φ-ing is understood in terms of the soul
being the proper subject of ψ-ing, which, however, is not a case of
undergoing a change. Thus, Aristotle does not reject – but rather presup-
poses – the idea of the soul as a subject.
I do not mean to suggest that this idea is clearly formulated here or easy

to tease out. But the notion of the soul as an unmoved mover of the
body is not new in our passage. In fact, Aristotle introduced it at the very
outset of his discussion in An. .– as an alternative to Cause/Subject
when applied to locomotion. Here, he presented the notion as something
that has already been established elsewhere: ‘that it is not necessary for
that which moves [i.e. the soul as the primary cause of animal self-motion]
to be itself undergoing a change has been said before’ (An. .,
a–). So, once the role of the soul in phenomena (a) and (c) is
subsumed under the model of unmoved movers in (ii), Aristotle’s prelim-
inary work is basically done. What is novel and, indeed, unique about
our passage – in the context of An. .– and beyond – is Aristotle’s
suggestion in (vii) that the same kind of analysis should be extended,

 This line of objection is suggested by the immediately following passage (An. ., b–). See
Shields  for a convincing refutation of the Rylean reading along these lines (cf. Shields :
– and Shields : –); see also Menn : –. For Aristotle’s denial that
undergoing a change could be constitutive of thinking (as it arguably is of perception), see
Roreitner b.

 Cf. Witt : – and Menn : –. This line of thought is also emphasized by Carter
: –, who goes one step further and argues that, according to Aristotle, the soul is itself the
subject of weaving and housebuilding. Although I agree with Carter that Aristotle is not done with
the puzzle by simply denying the first premise, I do not think that he is willing to accept the claim
in (v) as it stands; rather, as suggested above, he points to the need of reformulating the first premise
along the lines of the Causality of Soul – as is effectively done in (vi). This allows him to deny that
the soul is the proper subject of weaving and housebuilding (as complex activities constituted in part
by changes on the side of the subject, cf. n. ), without thereby committing himself to the more
radical (Rylean) claim that the soul – as a cause of weaving and housebuilding – is not the proper
subject of any φ-ing whatsoever.

 I return to the question of how this model is to be understood in the rudimentary case of nutrition
in Section ..

 See primarily Phys. . andMetaph. Λ.–; cf. Phys. ., a–; GC ., a–b; GC .,
a–; Metaph. Z., a–b; GA ., b–.

 For the idea rejected here as a sort of communis opinio, see An. ., b–, b–.
 Cf. An. ., b– where the role of the soul in nutrition is subsumed under this model as well,

with the nutritive soul being characterized as ‘that which nourishes’ the body, analogously to the art
of carpentry as the unmoved mover of the carpenter’s activity (cf. b–).

. The Impassivity of the Perceptive Soul 
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mutatis mutandis, to perception – although we know that this is the
most difficult case. One reason why it is difficult is that, in this case,
Aristotle cannot simply refer to any model already developed elsewhere –
owing to perception’s passivity, it cannot be straightforwardly analysed as a
case of the body undergoing a change by the agency of the soul as its
unmoved mover. Nevertheless, Aristotle maintains in (vii) that, after
reformulating the first premise along the lines of the Causality of Soul
(purified from Cause/Subject), we can accept the characterization of per-
ception as ‘undergoing a change’ – namely, as we know from An. ., as
‘undergoing a change by the agency of perceptual objects’, and yet we can
resist the conclusion that the soul itself undergoes a change. Aristotle
insists that not even in the case of perception does the change take place
‘in the soul’.

This important statement will be crucial for any attempt at resolving the
apparent inconsistency outlined in Section .. However, the achievement
of (vii) ought not to be overestimated. It is largely programmatic: while
claiming very clearly that the characterization of perception as a kind of
undergoing a change by the agency of perceptual objects does not commit
one to the view that the soul itself undergoes a change, Aristotle’s assertion
comes short of even hinting at what the alternative account of the soul’s
role in perception could be. He analyses perception as a change extending
up until the soul (μέχρι τῆς ψυχῆς), but he does not say how the soul itself
is involved. Furthermore, it is unsafe to read much into the preposition
here, for Aristotle is, effectively, just mimicking Plato, while insisting that
the conclusion drawn by Plato from this analysis of perception is a non
sequitur. In the Timaeus, Plato spoke of changes coming from both
coloured and sounding objects as ‘extending up until the soul’ (μέχρι τῆς
ψυχῆς); and he also described them as ‘falling upon the soul’, implying
apparently that these changes are received by the soul so as to become
changes of the soul itself, in line with the Platonic Formula. In (vii)
Aristotle seems to be claiming that we can take over the former character-
ization, while rejecting the latter. But at the present stage of inquiry, this

 Indeed, as we have seen, Aristotle seems not to have always believed that this is feasible, as revealed
by the fact that, in Somn.  and Phys. .–, he openly endorses the Platonic Formula.

 Contrast Corcilius : –, who insists that we should read ‘up until’ literally as implying that
the soul is literally in a place (or has a position) and is contiguous with the incoming motions. For a
discussion of this point, see Section ..

 See Tim. d–, b– (cf. Leg. a–, a–). See also Theaet. b–c (ἐπὶ τὴν
ψυχήν).

 See Tim. c– and Section . for further references.

 The Passivity of Perception and the Impassive Soul
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claim can be doing nothing more than laying down a key desideratum, as
there is not even the slightest hint at any alternative account of the soul’s
involvement. This, after all, is not very surprising given that we are still in
the aporetic Book .
Although we should certainly not overestimate the achievement of (vii),

it would be equally mistaken to underrate its significance. This is the
passage in which Aristotle addresses the most reasonable candidate for a
case of the soul itself undergoing a change flagged at An. ., b–
and, as such, it is the only passage that certifies the generality with which
he formulates the conclusion at An. ., b– that ‘the soul cannot
undergo any change whatsoever’ (restated again at ., a–).
Although Aristotle does not spell out how the soul is responsible for
perception as the unmoved principle ‘up until which’ the changes extend,
he seems to be staking a lot on the feasibility of this model. Effectively, his
stake is on a robust Impassivity of SoulP.

If the canvassed reading of An. .– is on the right track, then it puts
considerable pressure on the question of the consistency of Aristotle’s
account – particularly when combined with a non-deflationary under-
standing of the Passivity of Perception. By accepting these two tenets,
Aristotle seems to be committed to rejecting Cause/Subject in the case of
perception too. The problem is to see how he can do so. This difficulty,
however, has been rarely recognized as such, because, since antiquity,
interpreters have most often tended to compromise either the Passivity of
Perception or the Impassivity of SoulP – apparently because they believed
that, in the specific case of perception, it is impossible to abandon Cause/
Subject entirely. This, to be sure, is exactly what Aristotle seems to be doing
in An. .– (particularly in (vii)); but interpreters have often tended to
interpret the upshot differently, as if Aristotle was not aiming at overcom-
ing Cause/SubjectP, but at either essentially qualifying the Passivity of
Perception or accepting the implication that some kind of Passivity of
SoulP is unavoidable.
In the following two sections, I examine more closely these two strat-

egies, which can be traced back to Alexander of Aphrodisias and
Themistius, respectively.

 These two sections draw on an earlier study of how the dilemma outlined in Sections . and .
was approached in the late-ancient reception of Aristotle’s De Anima (Roreitner ), to which
I refer the reader for further details.

. Perception Is Not Passive 

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009533829.007
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.16.135.185, on 08 May 2025 at 21:32:53, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009533829.007
https://www.cambridge.org/core


. Perception Is Not Passive (Alexander of Aphrodisias)

Alexander of Aphrodisias seems to have been largely in agreement with the
reading of An. .– sketched out above – at least insofar as Aristotle’s
commitment to the Impassivity of SoulP is concerned. On this point,
Alexander takes the message of An. .– to be unambiguous. The soul
‘cannot undergo any change in its own right (ἀκίνητον καθ’ αὑτήν)’, and
this concerns any conceivable kind of change (κίνησις), the perceptual
change included: ‘For neither the [changes] in perception and
imagination . . ., which are alterations, nor the spatial [motions], are
changes of the soul itself (τῆς ψυχῆς εἰσι κινήσεις καθ’ αὑτήν), but rather
of the compound.’ Nothing is taken away from this conclusion by
Aristotle’s analysis of perceptual κινεῖσθαι and πάσχειν in An. .–.:
in whatever way these notions are to be spelled out, they cannot be
ascribed to the soul itself.

However, it is far from clear on such a reading how the soul can be
involved in perception. Alexander thinks that this question can be answered
only if we realize that the identification of perceiving as a kind of undergoing
a change by the agency of perceptual objects (accepted in An. .–) is
strictly speaking incorrect. The perceptual changes or affections are only
bodily preconditions of perceiving proper – they are how perceiving ‘comes
about’. Perceiving itself, however – and this is crucial – cannot be classified
as any kind of being changed or affected. In this sense it is not passive,
although Aristotle might seem to be characterizing it that way. Alexander is
very clear about this point when correcting Aristotle’s numerous assertions
that perceiving is a kind of being affected. The fact that Aristotle begins from
such a claim in An. . (a–), for instance, is interpreted by
Alexander in the following way: neither νοῦς nor the perceptive soul is itself
affected (An. .–),

for even though perceiving (τὸ αἰσθάνεσθαι) comes about through bodily
affections (γίνεται διά τινων παθῶν σωματικῶν), perceiving itself (αὐτό τὸ
αἰσθάνεσθαι) is not being affected (πάσχειν), but discriminating (κρίνειν).
(An. .–)

 An. .–.  Mant. , .–; cf. An. .–; Mant. , .–; , .–.
 At An. .–., Alexander seems to understand the πάσχειν discussed in An. . as capturing

the way in which bodily organs are affected by perceptual objects. This differs from the reading
developed in Quaest. .– (cf. Section .). Both texts agree, though, that no genuine πάσχειν can
be ascribed to the soul itself.

 Cf. In Sens. .–: ‘even though perception appears to come about by means of an affection (διὰ
πάθους τινὸς γίνεσθαι), it is itself surely a discrimination (κρίσις)’.

 The Passivity of Perception and the Impassive Soul
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We must distinguish between ‘perceiving itself ’ (i.e. what perceiving
essentially is) and the preconditions of perceiving (i.e. how it comes about)
according to Alexander because, while the story of ‘coming about’ will be a
story of being affected and changed, perceiving itself must be defined as
something else – namely, discriminating (κρίνειν). And this distinction
leads us directly to Alexander’s answer to the question about the role of the
perceptive soul: while the perceptive organs are affected by perceptual
objects, the soul discriminates them without itself being in any way
affected. Alexander repeats this point time and again, especially in a long
stretch of his own De Anima (.–.) drawing on Aristotle’s De
Anima ., b–a.
This passage contains, among other things, Alexander’s considered way

of spelling out the model laid out at An. ., a–b, which holds
that the media ‘hand over’ (διαδιδόναι) the changes or affections to the
peripheral organs, which in turn ‘hand them over’ to the central organ,
although the central organ does not ‘hand them over’ to anything else,
but rather ‘sends’ (διαγγέλλειν) them to the soul. This terminological
difference seems to signal that the soul does not take these changes over,
but rather discriminates (κρίνειν) them and thereby discriminates the
perceptual objects causing these changes. Throughout the passage,
Alexander’s point seems to be that because perceiving itself does not
consist in being affected, nothing prevents us from ascribing it, under its
essential (or formal) definition as a case of discrimination, to the soul
itself.

A part of the motivation behind this claim may come from the
Hellenistic and post-Hellenistic intuition about being active (ἐνεργεῖν) as

 Alexander uses here the key phrase μέχρι τῆς ψυχῆς (.–).
 This is another Platonic catchword; see e.g. Tim. d–, b–.
 For ‘sending’, see An. .– and .–.; cf. Mant. , .–. and .–. For

‘handing over’, see e.g. An. .–, .–, .–; cf. An. ., In Sens. .–,
.–, .–, .–, .–. Alexander’s expression ‘sending and handing over to
the senses’ at In Sens. .– seems to reflect the ambiguity of ‘the senses’ referring indistinctly to
the perceptive organs and the capacity of the soul active in them.

 Alexander’s reading of An. ., a–b is thus not ‘Rylean’ (pace Caston : ).
Significantly, when referring to the ‘Rylean passage’ at An. .–., Alexander never mentions
‘discrimination’, or even ‘perception’: it is seeing, hearing, and the like that he characterizes as
belonging to the compound rather than the soul. However, he goes on immediately (An. .–)
to consider the soul as the cause of living, which is what opens space for specifying the way in which
it is involved in various activities (cf. .– where the soul is described as ‘what produces the
motions of life’, τῶν ζωτικῶν κινήσεων ποιητική). It is thus entirely consistent with Alexander’s
interpretation of the ‘Rylean passage’ when he later describes the soul’s involvement in perceiving in
terms of discrimination (κρίνειν) and claims that this is what perceiving essentially is.

. Perception Is Not Passive 
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the opposite of being affected (πάσχειν): as an activity – and, indeed, a
complete activity – perception cannot be itself a case of being affected. But
it is Alexander’s acceptance of Cause/SubjectP that seems to lie at the core of
his strategy. Taking Aristotle’s classification of perceiving as a kind of being
affected as it stands would imply that the perceptive soul is itself affected
by perceptual objects, and that cannot be so. Thus, Aristotle’s classification
must not be taken as it stands – in fact, it does not tell us anything about
what perception is, it only captures the way in which perception ‘comes
about’.

This strategy encounters obvious exegetical difficulties when it comes to
Aristotle’s numerous assertions to the effect that perception is a kind of
being affected by and assimilated to perceptual objects; so it is hard to
resist the impression that Alexander is engaged in a project of correcting
Aristotle. But Alexander’s strategy is also confronted with philosophical
difficulties; indeed, it helps to bring out difficulties that are not immedi-
ately obvious, but that any approach endorsing the Impassivity of SoulP as
defended in An. .– must face. To put it bluntly, any such approach
must face the following question: if the perceptive soul is to remain
impassive, how can it ever ‘get the message’ that the perceptive organs
are ‘sending’ to it? That is, first, how can it ‘understand’ the message, and,
second, how can it ‘know’ at all that some such message is ‘being sent’ to it
right now? Or, in a less metaphorical language: how does it come to be that
the perceptive soul discriminates an external perceptual object and that it
discriminates exactly the perceptual object that is now acting on the
organs, if the soul is itself in no way affected by it? The concern here is
directly related to the one raised by Aristotle against Anaxagoras: it is
unclear how something entirely impassive can come to know or discrimin-
ate anything and, a fortiori, to discriminate this or that particular object
right now.

One may think that there is a simple response to this kind of query: we
discriminate the object acting on our organs because discrimination is the
form of perceiving whose matter is exactly the perceptual affections received
by the organs. However, in fact, this is just another way of formulating
the question, for once discrimination as an ‘activity’ is contrasted with the
‘affections’ reserved to the body, the question is exactly how one can be ‘the

 This is eloquently expressed at Mant. , .–, as quoted in Section ., n. .
 These difficulties are especially repressed under the Rylean approaches to Aristotle. However, these

approaches seem to be mistaken (see Section .) and Alexander does not endorse any such
approach (see n. ).

 See Sections . and ..  Cf. e.g. Heinaman .

 The Passivity of Perception and the Impassive Soul
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form of’ the other. Furthermore, since discrimination clearly has to do
with the soul (as the primary cause of perception), the question is what
difference the soul makes – that is, how it is responsible for the fact that
the affections caused by perceptual objects and transmitted through the
body lead to a discrimination of those objects rather than, say, just to a
(failed) mediation. Alexander’s answer seems to be that it is the perceptive
soul itself that discriminates affections and, through these, the perceptual
objects. But this only begs the question. The most charitable reading of
Alexander’s claim seems to be that the soul is primarily responsible for the
fact that the bodily affections acquire the form of discrimination; again,
though, the question is exactly how.
At this point, readers who lean towards a Rylean understanding of

Aristotle may wish to say that I am making too much of Alexander’s talk
of ‘sending’ and that his assertions to the effect that the perceptive soul
itself discriminates, as numerous as they are, should be taken with a pinch
of salt: strictly speaking it is, of course, the man who discriminates on
account of the perceptive soul. That is fair enough. Perhaps Alexander
omitted any talk of ‘sending’ in his lost commentary on Aristotle’s De
Anima, and perhaps he even refrained from ascribing the activity of
discrimination to the perceptive soul itself (although I doubt the latter).
The point is that simply refraining from this would bring Alexander no
closer to a satisfying solution; it would merely make the key question less
apparent. Let us take for granted that it is not the soul itself that discrimin-
ates, but an individual man ‘on account of the soul’. This is a loss, not a
gain, because, before, we at least had a name for how the soul is involved
(albeit not a very helpful one). If we just say that the man discriminates
on account of the soul, we must then ask: on account of the soul doing
what? Aristotle is confident that he has an answer to this question with
regard to animal locomotion, and, mutatis mutandis, to passions or
nutrition (although the details are somewhat thorny): the animal moves
itself because the soul moves its body without itself being moved. But what
does the soul do when the animal perceives? It is a Rylean error to think
that one can save Aristotle by simply ignoring this question.

 Cf. again Charles’ criticism of non-reductive materialist accounts as failing to provide any answer to
this kind of question (e.g. Charles : –).

 This is, in fact, likely to be Aristotle’s view: see Sections . and ..
 Ascribing the discriminative activity to the soul itself risks falling prey to the fallacy that Aristotle

thought to be endemic to earlier philosophy. What seems to happen is that, in searching for the soul
as the ultimate explanans of a certain phenomenon, one in fact only adds to the number of
explananda by making the soul itself another instance of this phenomenon (cf. Section .).

. Perception Is Not Passive 
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When we take the question seriously, the most intuitive way of
answering it, on the same level of generality, will surely be this: the animal
perceives because the soul is changed or affected by the perceptual object. But
this is exactly what Aristotle seems to forbid us from saying in An. .–.
It is to Alexander’s credit that he has very much emphasized this point and
it is also to his credit that his texts bring out just how difficult it then
becomes to reconstruct Aristotle’s account consistently. In the following
section, we turn to the family of strategies that start exactly from rejecting
this point.

. The Perceptive Soul Is Not Impassive (Themistius)

The alternative starting point can be expressed by saying that ‘the soul [of
the perceiver] is involved in being affected along with the organs’: the soul
gets the message in the straightforward sense of receiving the changes or
affections into itself as a proper subject of them. This allows one to take
Aristotle’s classification of perception as a kind of being affected quite
literally: perceiving, indeed, is a kind of being affected and altered by
perceptual objects, but a very special kind of it, owing exactly to the fact
that ‘the soul is affected along with the organs’. On account of this
passivity of the soul, we may say, perception becomes a discriminative
kind of being affected, a way of being affected by perceptual objects such
that these objects are discriminated in it.

The quoted phrase comes from Themistius and encapsulates what is
distinctive of his approach to the seemingly inconsistent triad of tenets.
Like Alexander, he seems to be taking Cause/SubjectP for granted. Unlike
Alexander, he takes perception to be essentially passive. This unavoidably
leads him to conclude that the perceptive soul cannot be as impassive as it
first seems to be from An. .–. Themistius’ interpretation is interesting
because (unlike many later interpreters) he is acutely aware of how precar-
ious it is, both exegetically and philosophically. Indeed, it can be shown
that his reasons for compromising the Impassivity of SoulP go beyond
purely interpretative concerns and are motivated by developments in the
philosophy of perception close to Themistius’ own lifetime.

Throughout his paraphrasis of An. .–, Themistius is responding to a
Neo-Platonist account of perception that ‘a critic of Aristotle’ has defended
against Aristotle’s argument. The catchword of this opposing account is
that perception is ‘a self-motion of the soul’. The thrust of the critic’s

 In An. .–: συναπολαύει πως τοῖς αἰσθητηρίοις τοῦ πάθους.

 The Passivity of Perception and the Impassive Soul
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objection is that Aristotle was wrong to treat perception as a phenomenon
that ‘most reasonably’ suggests that the soul undergoes a change by the
agency of something else, namely of perceptual objects. Rather:

they [i.e. the critic and his associates] will say that it [i.e. the soul] is moved
(κινεῖσθαι) by its own agency with the motions (κινήσεις) of the soul . . . and
that these motions come from the soul’s essence and that it cannot be
moved with these motions by anything else . . . (In An. .–, trans. R. B.
Todd, modified)

The relevant changes or motions (κινήσεις) ‘of the soul’ coming ‘from the
soul’s essence’ are spelled out as ‘discriminations’ (κρίσεις). Furthermore,
the critic is reported to have likened perception to walking, where the
walker stands for the soul and the ground on which she walks stands for
the perceptual objects. In Themistius’ eyes, this account is ‘ridiculous’
and it only shows that the idea of an entirely impassive perceptive soul is a
non-starter. Themistius agrees that perception involves a ‘motion’ (κίνησις)
of the soul, and so he thinks that the only way to defend a genuinely
Aristotelian account of perception against the Neo-Platonist speculation is
by insisting that in perception both the body and the soul are ‘being
moved’ by perceptual objects.

When Themistius comes to the ‘Rylean passage’, he acknowledges that
his interpretative approach faces difficulties. He is perfectly aware that his
great predecessor, Alexander of Aphrodisias, took the passage as expressing
Aristotle’s commitment to the Impassivity of SoulP, and that the ‘critic’
seems to have followed Alexander’s lead. Themistius, however, opposes
this interpretative claim by referring to later chapters of De Anima,
particularly An. . introducing the preservative πάσχειν and An. .
where – on Themistius’ reading – Aristotle characterizes perception as ‘a
different kind of motion/change (κίνησις)’. In those later chapters,
according to Themistius, Aristotle distinguishes between two kinds of
‘being moved’, one of which can indeed be ascribed only to bodies, while
the other defines exactly the way in which one can talk about the soul itself
being moved by perceptual objects. The exegetical proposal is that, in An.
.–, Aristotle is considering only the first kind of motion. His endorse-
ment of the Impassivity of SoulP here thus requires strong qualification:

 See In An. .–.  In An. .–.  See In An. .–.
 See In An. .–., which refers to An. ., a–. The point is, regrettably, lost in Todd’s

translation because he understands the ambiguous phrase ἄλλο εἶδος κινήσεως at a differently
from Themistius, translating ‘a kind distinct from movement’.

. The Perceptive Soul Is Not Impassive 
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Clearly, then, he [i.e. Aristotle] cannot be directly contesting [here] that the
soul is moved (μάχοιτο ἂν οὐ προηγουμένως πρὸς τὸ κινεῖσθαι τὴν
ψυχήν), but only that it is moved with motions of the body (πρὸς τὸ
[[μὴ]] κινεῖσθαι τὰς τοῦ σώματος κινήσεις). These [issues] might be settled
without difficulty in this way, although it is not very easy to gain full insight
into them. (In An. .–, trans. R. B. Todd, modified)

To put it bluntly, whereas Alexander argued that An. .– necessitates a
qualification of Aristotle’s claim in An. .ff. that perception is a kind of
being affected, Themistius argues that An. .ff. develops such a notion of
being affected and being moved that it allows us to qualify the claim from
An. .– that the perceptive soul is unmoved and impassive and to
meaningfully assert, in Aristotle’s name, that the soul itself is moved by
perceptual objects.

Recent scholars have added further support to this approach developed
first by Themistius. It was argued that in An. . Aristotle is explicit about
intending to define precisely the kind of being affected and being altered
applicable to the perceptive soul: the subject of his discussion is τὸ
αἰσθητικόν, and τὸ αἰσθητικόνmeans the perceptive capacity of the soul.

I have already suggested that (a) comparison with An. . warrants caution
in expecting An. . to say something specific about the role of the soul
(Sections . and .) and that (b) the first occurrence of the expression τὸ
αἰσθητικόν in An. . suggests that Aristotle means more broadly ‘that
which can perceive’, prior to any hylomorphic analysis into the perceptive
body and the perceptive soul (Section .). As regards the wider context of
Aristotle’s use of the expression τὸ αἰσθητικόν: (c) it is noteworthy that
even in An. .–, which is cited as the crown witness of this approach,
Aristotle does not shy away from using the adjective αἰσθητικόν to refer to
perceptive bodies; (d) when Aristotle uses parallel expressions (τὸ
γευστικόν, τὸ ἁπτικόν, and the like) in An. .– and applies the
assimilation model to them, he seems always to refer to perceptive

 This is the position of προηγουμένως suggested by the Arabic translation (in Greek manuscripts it
comes after κινεῖσθαι). The Arabic translation also supports Heinze’s deletion of μή in what follows.
For the Arabic translation, see Lyons ; the present passage is helpfully analysed by Browne
: .

 See Lorenz : –; cf. Carter , – and Carter a, –. For a different attempt at
qualifying Aristotle’s commitment to the impassivity of the soul, see Tweedale .

 On one occasion (An. ., b–), Aristotle uses the expression to refer to the ‘whole perceptive
body qua perceptive’ (τὸ ὅλον σῶμα τὸ αἰσθητικόν ᾗ τοιοῦτον), which is said to be related to the
whole perceptive capacity (ἡ ὅλη αἴσθησις) as the parts of the former are related to the parts of the
latter. On another occasion (An. ., a–), τὰ αἰσθητικά mean ‘the animals endowed with
perception’. Cf. e.g. Cat. , a– where τὸ αἰσθητικόν is introduced obviously with the meaning
of ‘the perceptive being’, i.e. the animal.

 The Passivity of Perception and the Impassive Soul

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009533829.007
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.16.135.185, on 08 May 2025 at 21:32:53, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009533829.007
https://www.cambridge.org/core


bodies; (e) when summing up the inquiry of An. .–. Aristotle does
so in terms of asking about the principle on account of which the animal as
a whole is said to be perceptive (αἰσθητικόν). Interestingly, the forefather
of this approach, Themistius, agrees with these findings. There are, to be
sure, other passages in the De Anima that may seem to suggest that
Aristotle does, after all, allow the perceptive soul itself to be affected by
and/or assimilated to perceptual objects, but I shall argue that none of
them actually implies this. For now, I want to add a few comments on
why the Themistean approach is problematic, specifically with respect to
Aristotle’s argument at An. .–.
First, Themistius’ solution stands or falls with his distinction between

psychic and bodily motions/changes (κινήσεις). But not only is this dis-
tinction absent from An. .–, it also appears to be philosophically
dubious. It threatens to assimilate soul to bodies in the way in which
Plato arguably did and that Aristotle was eager to overcome. Moreover,
some of Aristotle’s arguments in An. . can be turned against Themistius’
view, beginning with the argument at a–: something can be itself
moved and altered only if it is itself in a place – but it is a category mistake
to ascribe a place to the soul.

Second, Themistius’ interpretation of An. .– threatens to undermine
the core of Aristotle’s argument against Plato – exactly along those lines
intended by ‘the critic of Aristotle’. Aristotle complains that, by ascribing
motion/change (κίνησις) to the soul, Plato assimilates it to bodies (so that
his account can be treated on a par with that of Democritus). But this

 This is clear at An. ., b– (discussed in Section .). See also An. ., b– with
b–; or An. ., a–.

 An. ., a–. It can be further argued that, when Aristotle builds on his analysis of τὸ
αἰσθητικόν at An. ., a– to contend that νοῦς is not compounded with a body, he must be
taken to mean not the perceptive part of the soul, but the perceptive part of the animal, which
comprises both a soul and a body; cf. Caston : –.

 At least he seems to take τὸ αἰσθητικόν to refer, within An. ., broadly to perceptive beings, and
not specifically to their souls, see In An. .–..

 See An. ., a–; ., b–; ., a–, –; ., a–, b–a; .,
b–a; ., a–.

 See Sections . and . and the Appendix.
 The soul is in a place only coincidentally insofar as its body is in a place in its own right; cf. Phys.

., b–.
 See An. ., b–; for the anti-Platonic point of An. .–, see Menn : –.

Aristotle’s strategy here resembles his attack on Plato and the Academy in his Metaphysics (see
Β., b–; Ζ., b–a; Μ., b–). Plato promises to lead us to purely
immaterial ἀρχαί and to the soul as a non-bodily primary cause of life and, in both cases, Aristotle
thinks that this is a commendable aspiration. However, in his view, Plato fails on both counts to
deliver on what he promised: he conceives of the immaterial ἀρχαί as replicas of perceptual objects
with an added prefix αὐτο-; and, similarly, he conceives of the soul as a quasi-bodily agent.
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objection loses most of its power once Aristotle is read as himself relying on
a distinction between psychic and bodily motions with regard to percep-
tion. Plato obviously wants to ascribe psychic and not bodily motions to the
soul (as ‘the critic’ duly stresses). Accordingly, if Aristotle’s point in An.
.–, as Themistius argues, is just that the soul cannot be moved with
bodily motions, then his criticism of Plato is undermined, because Plato
would fully agree. This might be a welcome result for someone like
Themistius who aspires, to a large extent, to reconcile Plato and Aristotle,
but it does not offer a very charitable reading of An. .–.

One could attempt to resist this conclusion in the following way.

In An. .–, Aristotle’s criticism is not directed against the idea of
ascribing bodily motions or changes to the soul (as Themistius says
somewhat ineptly), but rather against the idea of ascribing ordinary
changes to the soul. This is what Plato does and what Aristotle prevents.
It is by failing to distinguish the kind of changes applicable to the soul
from the ordinary changes that Plato assimilates the soul to the body. But,
while Aristotle prevents ascribing ordinary changes to the soul, he is free to
ascribe non-ordinary changes to it as defined in An. .. In this way,
Aristotle would not be simply relying on a distinction between bodily and
psychic changes. Rather, he would be developing a distinction between
two kinds of changes that are defined independently of whether they
belong to the body or to the soul. Thus, his criticism of Plato could stand
insofar as the latter lacks Aristotle’s technical distinction between two
kinds of change.

Against this line of defence, one can imagine someone like Alexander
raising two kinds of objections. First, Aristotle’s argument in An. .–
would still be somewhat disappointing. Several of the concepts introduced
here would, to say the least, lose their power. The distinction between
undergoing a change in its own right and undergoing a change coinci-
dentally would play no significant role in the case of perception, for both
the body and the soul would be undergoing a change in their own right,
albeit a different kind of change in each case. Indeed, the point of the
‘Rylean passage’ concerning perception would verge on an empty truism:
stating that a perceptual change reaches up until the soul but is not a
change of the soul would simply mean that when it enters the soul it is no

 Aristotle could still, to be sure, insist that the soul as such need not be moved in order to move the
body, and that it cannot be essentially in motion. But he would be inaptly overstating his point when
claiming that the very idea of ‘a change (κίνησις) belonging to it is utterly impossible’ (a–).

 I owe thanks to Hendrik Lorenz for a discussion of this option.

 The Passivity of Perception and the Impassive Soul
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longer a change of the body but becomes a change of the soul. The way
Aristotle proceeds would be utterly confusing: instead of pointing out (as
Themistius would want him to) that there is no difficulty in saying that in
perception the soul itself is undergoing a change, once we realize that this
is a special kind of change, Aristotle would have to be understood as
gratuitously misleading the reader by flatly denying any change to the
soul, without bothering to indicate that he means only a certain kind of
change.

Second, some of Aristotle’s arguments in An. .– would still threaten
to undermine his own position. It is not clear why the non-ordinary
changes should be exempt from the requirement that the subject of a
change itself be in a place. After all, Aristotle never lifts the demand raised
in GC . that the subject of being affected must be in contact with the
agent; and being in contact presupposes being in a place. However, we
have seen that, by Aristotle’s lights, it is absurd to conceive of the soul as
itself being in a place. Moreover, at An. ., a–b, Aristotle seems
to anticipate the move that Themistius recommends, and he argues against
it. If the alleged changes of the soul are to explain the changes of the body
produced by the soul (as all sides agree), then, Aristotle argues, they must
be the same kind of changes, otherwise talking about ‘changes’ of the soul is
idle. Aristotle’s reasoning here will apply mutatis mutandis to perception:
if the involvement of the soul in perception is to be analysed in terms of
the soul itself undergoing the changes transmitted by the body, then what
is transmitted through the body and what is received by the soul must be
the same kind of change; otherwise, the assumption will be idle or will beg
the question. Aristotle can thus be understood as anticipating the idea of
distinguishing between ‘bodily’ and ‘psychic’ changes – and denouncing it
as a piece of sophistry.

 Cf. Ferro ,:– for a reading of An. ., a–b as a refutation of the Platonic
assumption that the soul’s causal role in explaining phenomena of life (including perception)
involves sui generis motions of the soul itself. Contrast the ‘interactionist’ reading of the passage
endorsed by Robinson : .

 See Phys. ..  See again An. ., a–.
 ‘Furthermore, since it [i.e. the soul] clearly moves the body, there is a good reason to assume that it

moves [the body] with the same kind of motions (κινήσεις) with which it is moved itself. And if so,
then it is also true to say, the other way round, that the soul is moved with the same kind of motion
that the body is moved with.’

 Are there no cases of one kind of change producing another kind of change that are taken for
granted by Aristotle himself, such as the idea of an alteration producing expansion, leading to
locomotion? My answer is: yes, there are innumerable cases of this kind, but the ‘transformation’ of
one kind of change into another takes place within one and the same entity, for example the pneuma
that is expanded by itself being heated. On this model the perceptive soul itself would still need to
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Accordingly, An. .– contains serious reasons against adopting the
Themistean strategy. What Themistius seems to be doing is effectively
returning – or at any rate coming very close to – the conception, encapsu-
lated in the Platonic Formula, that Aristotle set out to overcome in An.
.–. Another, independent, reason against adopting this strategy is
provided by An. . itself, at least if the interpretation of it developed in
Chapters – was on the right track. By spelling out the role of the soul in
terms if it being itself, together with the body, the subject of the relevant
kind of change resulting in a likeness to the perceived object, Themistius is
effectively giving up on understanding the dynamic nature of this likeness.
If what happens at time t of perceiving F is that both the organ and the
soul are F, there remains nothing that could explain how the perceiver can
be further affected by F at t, and so perceptual contact will be lost.

Alexander’s approach to An. .– appears to be more faithful to the
programme formulated in this portion of the treatise than Themistius’,
and he succeeds, unlike Themistius, in avoiding the problem of losing
perceptual contact. However, his interpretation gets into other kinds of
difficulties of its own, sketched out in the preceding section. Moreover,
I shall contend that it is in fact not sufficiently faithful to Aristotle’s
programme, either. This is the case because Aristotle not only aims at
advocating the Impassivity of SoulP but also intends – as rightly emphasized
by Themistius – to account for the Passivity of Perception. So, Aristotle’s
programme turns out to be more ambitious than either of the two sides
recognizes, as shown by his rejection (most explicit in the ‘Rylean passage’)
of Cause/Subject – even for the case of perception.

. The Soul as an Efficient Cause of Perception

The dilemma that divides Alexander and Themistius did not disappear
with antiquity. A very similar set of questions can be seen in the medieval
debate concerning the so-called agent sense. Inspired by an obiter dictum in
Averroes’ Long Commentary on De Anima, some Latin thinkers defended

undergo a bodily change by which it would be changed ‘psychically’. (I am grateful to Jason Carter
for this objection.)

 Alternatively, the idea could be that the organ retains its mediating neutrality, while the soul comes
to be F at t. That would explain why the organ can continue being affected but would still fail to
explain the soul’s continued involvement. As long as this involvement is conceived in terms of the
soul itself being affected, perception would become impossible once the soul had been assimilated to
the perceived object. Thus, the same kind of problem arises here on the level of the soul as it did on
the level of the perceptive organs for both the materialist and spiritualist approaches in Section ..

 LC .– (Crawford); the key portion is cited in n. .

 The Passivity of Perception and the Impassive Soul
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the existence of a sensus agens, parallel to the ‘agent intellect’ (from An.
.), as a necessary causal ingredient in any act of perceiving. The argu-
ment could proceed quite far along the lines already familiar to us from
Section .. The soul, as the proper cause of perception, cannot simply
be itself affected by the body, so perceiving (sentire) cannot be itself any
kind of ‘being affected’ (pati). Rather, it must be a kind of acting (agere) –
that is, ‘producing perception’ (efficere sensationem) or judging (iudicare) –
for which ‘being affected’ – that is, receiving the perceptual species – is only
an enabling condition. The soul is thus a productive cause (causa activa) of
perception. The most striking difference between this view and
Alexander’s position is the systematic employment of the idea of the
perceptive soul as a sensus agens, that is, as an efficient cause of perception.
However, in the form just outlined, this approach seems to face similar
kinds of difficulties to those faced by Alexander: we would like to know
what exactly the soul is doing as the primary cause of perception, but the
only answer we seem to get is that it produces perception, which makes the
approach look suspiciously circular.

On the opposite side of the medieval debate, we find thinkers such as
William of Auvergne and Thomas Aquinas who have little patience with
the idea of an agent sense. They claim, instead, that the only agent of
perception is the external perceptual object, and perception just is a way of
being affected by and assimilated to it (albeit a very special way). This
insistence on the Passivity of Perception then standardly leads to comprom-
ising the Impassivity of SoulP in a way that is also already familiar to us.
Indeed, in his commentary on An. .–, Aquinas seems basically to be

 What follows is a drastically simplified and schematic outline of the argumentative strategy put
forward at the beginning of the fourteenth century by John of Jandun. For the relevant texts, see
Jandun’s Questions about Aristotle’s On the Soul and Pattin : –. For a reconstruction of
Jandun’s position, see MacClintock . For an overview and the Averroist background, see
Brenet . For Jandun’s connection to Augustinianism, see Silva . There were, to be sure,
also other, quite different, readings of Averroes’ remark. Giles of Rome, for one, thought that
Averroes could have had celestial bodies, like the Sun, in mind – although that is hardly an agent
sense.

 For this principle in Jandun’s thought, see Brenet , .
 See e.g. Pattin : .–.; cf. Jandun, QAn. ., col. – and ., col. .
 The picture is further complicated by Jandun’s assumption of a passive sense next to the agent sense

(e.g. in QAn. . passim), implying that the perceptive soul becomes, in one of its aspects, the
proper subject of being affected – something that Alexander would never allow.

 For a list of references to Aquinas and his followers on this point, see Pattin : –. Some
passages in Aquinas suggest that there is an active ingredient in perception that is distinct from its
passivity. For the historical setting of this Middle View, see Martin : – (on Aquinas in
particular, see pp. –). This tendency is even more pronounced in William of Auvergne; see
e.g. Silva .
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repeating Themistius’ points. When it comes to the ‘Rylean passage’, he
insists, like Themistius, that Aristotle cannot intend to deny without
qualification that the soul can be moved. What he must mean, instead,
is that it cannot be moved with any ‘motion of a natural kind’ (motus
secundum esse naturale) such that only bodies can undergo. If this is the
point, it leaves open the option, to be developed in later chapters, that the
soul is in fact moved with ‘motions of a spiritual kind’ (motus secundum esse
spirituale).

This medieval debate is, obviously, even further beyond the scope of the
present study than the ancient debate briefly summarized in Sections .
and .. The reason for bringing it up is not only to show how the ancient
dilemma continued to divide interpreters of Aristotle; the thesis of the so-
called ‘agent sense’ is also interesting for us because it introduces into the
discussion a new element – with a more solid support in Aristotle than is
often recognized – which may open a path out of the dilemma that has
concerned us in this chapter. It is worth noting that Jandun’s version of
sensus agens, sketched out schematically above, takes a recognizably differ-
ent direction from the famous passing remark of Averroes. In Jandun’s
view, the reception of perceptual species is explained purely in terms of the
agency of perceptual objects, while the role of the agent sense is limited to
producing a ‘perceptual cognition’ of them. Averroes, in contrast, intro-
duced the idea of a second agent of perception – distinct from the
perceptual object – as a possible response to a doubt one may have about
the very idea of a species or ‘intention’ as a different mode of presence, in
the perceiver, of the form that is materially present in the perceptual
object. Averroes’ doubt can in fact be taken as an additional potent
objection against the Themistean strategy: saying that an ensouled organ,
or even the soul itself, receives the form in a different mode of being (i.e.
‘psychically’ or ‘spiritually’) merely begs the question, because this differ-
ence of being cannot be explained by a difference of what the form is
received in. What needs to be accounted for, instead, is how its mode of
being is transformed in the first place, so that it can be received in a

 Aquinas, In An. ., § (cf. ., §§–). For the heavy influence that Themistius’ In An.
(translated by William Moerbeke in ) had over Aquinas’ commentary (finished in ),
especially on An. , see Verbeke : vii–xix and Gauthier : – (cf. Fryde ). The
Themistean background can shed light on the dilemma whether, according to Aquinas, perceptual
forms are received by the organ or by the perceptive capacity of the soul (for a classical statement of
this dilemma, see Cohen , cf. Tweedale ). Themistius, as we have seen, holds that
perception can occur only when the form is received by both; and Aquinas seems to unreservedly
follow Themistius on this point – at least in his In An.

 See e.g. Pattin : .–.

 The Passivity of Perception and the Impassive Soul
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different kind of substrate. It is exactly because we must
explain how there can be something like a species or ‘intention’ that is
received by a perceiver that we need to posit, according to Averroes,
another agent – besides the perceptual object – which is responsible for
this transformation. This is the case because, on his view, only something
actual in the relevant respect, and not a merely potential substrate, can
actualize the potentiality on the side of perceptual objects for becoming a
species.

More than two centuries after the main debate, Jacoppo Zabarella still
finds it appropriate to dedicate an entire section of his commentary on
Aristotle’s De Anima to the question of the sensus agens. Furthermore, he
seems to come at least somewhat closer to Averroes’ original position than
Jandun in insisting that the form of the perceptual object is properly
received only once the soul has acted upon it and ‘absorbed’ it into its
discriminative act. Unfortunately, Averroes’ passing remark does not
allow us to extract any full-fledged account, and he himself acknowledges
the difficulty of the task. Moreover, the parallel with the ‘agent intellect’
from An. ., decisive for the whole Latin debate down to Zabarella, seems
unfortunate in suggesting that there are two different kinds of sense: a

 See LC .– (Crawford): ‘And one cannot say that this difference derives from a difference of
subject (accidit per diversitatem subiecti), so that intentions come about on account of a spiritual
matter (propter materiam spiritualem) which is the sense, not on account of an extrinsic agent
(propter motorem extrinsecum). For we should stick to the view that the cause of a difference of
matter (diversitas materie) is a difference of forms (diversitas formarum) rather than a difference of
matter being the cause of a difference of forms.’

 Jandun parts with this idea, arguing that the agent sense has nothing to do with the reception (this
contrast is helpfully brought out by Brenet ). A part of Jandun’s reasons for rejecting this
version of sensus agens may be a worry that it would bring Aristotle’s account too close to a kind of
Protagorean relativism according to which the object of perception is a common product of the
perceiver and the thing acting upon her (cf. Pattin , .–). If this is, indeed, the worry, it
is a good one; but there may be better ways of avoiding the relativist consequences (more on this in
Chapter ).

 See his Liber de sensu agente (Zabarella : fols. – ¼ Zabarella : –; the first part
of this book is not a commentary, but a systematic discussion of the question of sensus agens, see
Zabarella : fols. – ¼ Zabarella : –).

 ‘So once the form of a colour has been received in the eye (the efficient cause of this being the
external material colour), [an act] emanates from the very nature of the soul (emanet ab ipsa natura
animae), in order to absorb into its substance that form and to become spiritually that colour (ut in
sua substantia imbibat illam speciem, & fiat spiritualiter color ille), and this is called perceiving. In this
way, the soul is an efficient cause of perception through emanation (sensionis causa effectrix per
emanationem), and this act emanates from the soul (haec operatio emanat ab anima) but is received
(recipitur) both in the soul itself and in the whole ensouled eye.’ (Zabarella , fol.  ¼
Zabarella : D–E, cf. B–C).

 See LC . (Crawford): ‘But Aristotle was silent about this [agent/consideration] in the case of
perception because it is not obvious (quia latet).’
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passive and an agent one. What makes Averroes’ famous remark none-
theless interesting for our purposes is that we can disregard the idiosyncra-
sies of the Latin reception and see Averroes’ reflection as providing an
alternative framework for addressing the dilemma that has concerned us in
the present chapter.

Averroes’ insistence that a difference of substrate cannot explain a
difference of what is received in it, and that a second agent is required
already on the level of reception, can be read as perfectly neutral both on
whether the soul is itself affected, and on whether perception is essentially
passive. Accordingly, the idea of a second agent may allow us to develop
Aristotle’s account of perception in a way that would avoid compromising
either the Impassivity of SoulP, or the Passivity of Perception.

In fact, as noted above, there is solid support in Aristotle for the idea of a
second agency involved in perception and ascribed to the perceptive soul.
There are two passages in which Aristotle seems to describe the soul as an
efficient cause of perception characterized as a kind of alteration. One of
them comes as a part of Aristotle’s official statement in An. . on the
different senses in which the soul is to be understood as the cause of life in
ensouled bodies:

And the soul, for sure, is also that from which as first (ὅθεν πρῶτον) the
locomotion starts. Such a capacity (δύναμις) does not belong to all living
things. But there is also an alteration (ἀλλοίωσις) and a growth that are due
to the soul (κατὰ ψυχήν). For perception appears to be a kind of alteration
(ἀλλοίωσίς τις) and nothing can perceive which has no share in soul. And
similarly with growth and ageing, for nothing ages or grows naturally
without nourishing itself and nothing nourishes itself which has no share
in life. (An. ., b–)

Not surprisingly, Zabarella puts much emphasis on this passage as a key
support for Aristotle’s commitment to the idea that the perceptive soul is
an efficient cause of perceiving. It is also not surprising that interpreters
following the Themistean strategy are usually silent about this passage.

It seems impossible for the soul to be the subject of an alteration of which

 This is the main point on which Zabarella (rightly, I think) criticizes Jandun. Zabarella’s view is that
there is a single sense that both acts and is affected; see Zabarella : fol.  ¼ Zabarella :
A–D.

 Zabarella : fols. – ¼ Zabarella : D–E.
 When Themistius and Aquinas come to the passage they duly repeat what Aristotle says, but

without adding a single word of clarification, let alone drawing implications from the statement.
The passage is mentioned by Lorenz :  n. , in the context of his argument that, in An.
., Aristotle ascribes ‘quasi-alterations’ to the perceptive capacity of the soul itself, but without
explaining how exactly it is supposed to fit within that argument.
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it is an efficient cause, at least if we stick to Aristotle’s account of agency in
Phys. . as an activity of the agent in the patient (and unless we commit
Aristotle to Jandun’s idea of two distinct kinds of sense).
The context of the quoted passage from An. . is worth emphasizing.

Aristotle begins from his official quadripartition of causes and, excluding
material causality as a role that would be inappropriate for the soul, he
works through the other three kinds one by one. It is obvious that he
wants to communicate something by insisting that over and above being a
formal and a final cause, the soul is also an efficient cause and is so even
in the case of perception. Nor should we be discouraged by Aristotle’s
cautious formulation that perception is a kind of alteration that is ‘due to
the soul’ (κατὰ ψυχήν) – as if he were backing away from classifying the
causality in question as genuinely efficient. First, he uses exactly the same
phrase to capture the relation of the soul to growth, and he treats growth
and diminution (together with nutrition) here as directly parallel to
perception as far as the kind of causality of the soul is concerned. This
confirms that ‘being due to the soul’ is nothing short of describing the soul
as an agent acting on the body, for this is unambiguously the role that
Aristotle will ascribe to the soul in nutrition later in An. . (b–).

Second, Aristotle repeats the same point in PA ., where his expression
contains no such ambiguity: the perceptive part of the soul is characterized
as a principle of change (κινήσεως ἀρχή) – namely, a qualitative change
(ἀλλοιώσεως). Against the background of An. ., it appears very likely
that the kind of qualitative change Aristotle has in mind is just the one that
perception was identified with at b (and elsewhere).

Given Aristotle’s general reticence in the De Anima with regard to
spelling out the precise role of the soul in the relevant activities, the

 Discussed at b– and b–, respectively.
 In line with the strategy of effectively reducing the efficient causality of the soul to a kind of formal

causality, for which see e.g. Frede . For a critical discussion, see Fernandez and Mittelmann
: –; cf. Miller b and Witt . More on this in Section ..

 Cf. PA ., b–.
 ‘However, it is not the case that all soul is an origin of change (κινήσεως ἀρχή), nor all its parts;

rather, of growth the origin is the part which is present even in plants, of alteration the perceptive
part (ἀλλοιώσεως δὲ τὸ αἰσθητικόν), and of locomotion some other part (φορᾶς δ’ ἕτερόν τι), and
not the thinking part’ (PA ., b–, trans. J. Lennox, slightly modified; cf. Le Blond : 
n. ). The only alternative to identifying the alteration in question with perception itself would be
to interpret it in terms of the thermic reactions to perception (for which see MA – and an
illuminating discussion in Corcilius and Gregoric : –); but those are already a part of the
self-moving mechanism of the animal, and so it would be strange for Aristotle to raise a separate
question regarding the part of the soul responsible for locomotion (φορᾶς δ’ ἕτερόν τι . . .).

 Even in the case of nutrition, where the situation seems to be relatively clear, Aristotle’s
pronouncement is limited to a single succinct sentence: τὸ μὲν τρέφον ἐστὶν ἡ πρώτη ψυχή (An.
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present passage (combined with PA .) should be taken very seriously as
providing strong evidence of his considered view on the matter. However,
this has rarely been done, which seems largely to be because of the
difficulty inherent in the issue. The idea of understanding the soul as an
efficient cause is challenging and controversial on its own, and the
difficulties multiply exponentially when we start to ask specifically about
the way in which Aristotle intended to apply the model of impassive
efficient causes to the perceptive soul, particularly because an efficient
cause of perception has already been identified in the perceptual object.
Accordingly, it is not very surprising that little has been written on the
matter since Zabarella.

On the one hand, we find accounts in which an efficient causality is
ascribed to the soul in relation to perception, but not in the sense of
making the perceptive soul an efficient cause of perception itself. Thomas
Johansen developed such a view, wherein the perceptual range of each
sense is being actively adjusted (when, for instance, on a bright day one
enters a dark cave), and he offered a minimalistic interpretation of how
the soul is indirectly an efficient cause of perception, drawing on An. .,
b–. From the observation that the development of the perceptual
apparatus is initiated by the sperm, but once the heart has been formed it is
the individual soul that governs and completes this development, Johansen
infers that ‘the sense-object only brings to the final stage of activity a series
of changes in the animal of which the animal has itself, from conception
on, been the efficient cause’. Moreover, Klaus Corcilius and Pavel
Gregoric have offered a detailed account of how perception can be the
efficient cause of thermic alterations around the heart that lead to animal
locomotion.

On the other hand, some scholars have affirmed that, according to
Aristotle, the perceptive soul is, indeed, an efficient cause of perception
itself, but without spelling out the details or at least showing how this
could be done. The only exception in this respect, to my knowledge, is a

., b–). In the case of perception, no passage within An. .–. obviously answers the
question about the role of the perceptive soul. In Sections . and ., though, I argue that the key
clue is contained at An. ., b–a.

 More on this in Section ..  Johansen .
 Johansen b: – (for the quotation, see p. ).
 Corcilius and Gregoric : –.
 See Diamond : –, who suggests that we should look for a model of the soul’s efficient

causality in Aristotle’s account of the discriminative mean in An. . (as I shall also suggest we do
in Chapters  and ), but without spelling out what kind of model that could be (moreover,
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paper by Klaus Corcilius: although he does not explicitly refer to the
idea of the soul being an efficient cause of perception, he does offer
a detailed, non-circular account of, as he puts it, the soul’s ‘causal role
in the production of phenomenal content’. One advantage of
Corcilius’ account over Zabarella’s (which is based on the ambiguous
notions of ‘emanation’ and ‘absorption’) is that it draws on Aristotle’s
own notion of a discriminative mean, as introduced in the final passage of
An. ..

The aim of the cursory overview of the history and the textual basis for
the idea of an agent sense provided in this section was to suggest that this idea
may open a perspective on our dilemma that is yet to be systematically
explored. It is true that the idea can easily collapse into a position akin to
Alexander’s, with all its difficulties and perhaps evenmore, but this need not be
the case. The mark of progress on this topic, I submit, would be if we
succeeded in spelling out the agency of the soul in a non-circular way. That
is, if we succeeded in describing – in at least as informative a way as that which
is provided by the conception of the soul as the unmoved mover of locomo-
tion, passions, and nutrition – the soul’s role in perception. The task would be
to explain by doing what the soul is responsible for animal perception without
compromising either the Impassivity of Soul or the Passivity of Perception and
without taking anything away from the status of perceptual objects as the

Diamond :  seems to assume that the soul itself receives perceptual objects and he does not
explain how this could be compatible with its role as an efficient cause). Aristotle’s claim that the
soul is an efficient cause of perception is also emphasized by Patricio Fernandez and Jorge
Mittelmann when they maintain that ‘the craft analogy is applicable to perception, making it fit
within a general “instrumentalist” picture of soul’ (Fernandez and Mittelmann : ).
Unfortunately, they do not explain the way in which it is supposed to fit, and one might wonder
whether their commitments elsewhere leave any room for it to do so. They suggest that we should
read An. ., b– in light of An. ., b–, which they interpret in a deflationary way as
implying that ‘the so-called alteration will consist only in the faculty’s transition from inactivity to
activity’ (p.  n. ). Accordingly, what the soul seems to be an efficient cause of is, apparently,
just the transition of its perceptive capacity from inactivity to activity. That may still fit the
characterization of efficient causality as primarily ‘a relation between a psychic capacity and its
acts’ (Fernandez and Mittelmann : ), but, if so, it seems to make this characterization too
broad to successfully express any specifically efficient kind of causation. One would expect, in line
with Phys. ., at the very least, that the ‘acts’ will be acts of the agent in something else (or in itself as
something else); but once the alteration is reduced to the faculty’s own transition, it seems impossible
to comply even with this minimal requirement.

 Corcilius : ; cf. Corcilius : .  See n. .
 Cf. Miller a, who emphasizes the idea of the perceptive soul as being an efficient cause of

perception. He identifies its agency with discrimination along the lines of Composition (cf. Section
.). Discrimination, on Miller’s epigenetic account, seems to be a primitive act of the soul that
eschews explanation. However, there are reasons to doubt that discrimination is, in Aristotle’s view,
uniquely psychic (cf. Caston : ).
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primary agents of perception. This is exactly what Chapter  will attempt
to do.

However, before embarking on this endeavour, we must further prepare
the ground by inquiring into Aristotle’s notion of discrimination (κρίνειν)
and of the ‘discriminative mean’ in Chapter .
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