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PREFACE 

The purpose of this thesis is twofold. First, I 

want to discover what Aristotle's position is with respect 

to the reality of proper sensibles. That is to say, I want 

to show whether or not Aristotle regards the proper 

sensibles as being qualities existing in objects in the way 

our senses report them to us. I shall fulfill this purpose 

by presenting an analysis of appropriate texts from Aristotle's 

De Anima and De Sensu et Sensibili. The scope of my treatment 

of Aristotle's position on the reality of proper sensibles is, 

then, . confined to the material presented in the De Anima and 

the De Sensu et Sensibili. For these are the two works in 

which Aristotle gives a detailed account of his theory of 

sensation. 

The second purpose in writing this thesis is as 

follows. I want to take certain works by three modern Aris

totlian commentators in which they speak about Aristotle's 

position on the reality of proper sensibles as presented in 

the De Anima and the De Sensu et Sensibili and do two things 

with them. (1) I shall show that their presentation of 

1stotle 1s position on this topic misinterprets that position. 

(2) Then I shall show just exactly why it is that each of 

these three commentators has misinterpreted Aristotle's 

position. The three commentators and their respective works 

that I shall examine here are, Aristotle by John Herman 

11 
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Randall (Jr.), Aristotle by w. D. Ross, and Abstraction from 

Matter by Charles De Koninck. 

I would also like to point out here that any 

italicized (underscored) material or material inside square 

brackets found in any quotations appearing within this thesis 

have not been added by me unless explicitly stated to be so 

in the corresponding footnotes, but are found in the sources 

from which the quotations were taken. 

Before closing this short section I would like to 

thank the Department of Philosophy at Saint Mary's University 

for providing me with their generous financial, moral, and 

academic support without which this work could not have been 

completed. In particular I would like to extend my grateful 

thanks· to Doctor Arthur P. Monahan of that department. It was 

his course of lectures that I attended in 1965-66 that first 

introduced me to philosophy an~. especially to Greek and 

Mediaeval philosophy. It was thanks to Doctor Monahan's teach

ing ability that my interest was aroused in pursuing further 

studies in philosophy, studies which have culminated in this 

present work. 

I would especially like to acknowledge my indebted

ness and gratitude to Doctor Lawrence Dewan of the Saint Mary's 

University Philosophy Department. Both as my teacher and as my 

advisor on this thesis he has given freely of his time and 

knowledge. His insights have always been both enlightening 

and helpful. Doctor Dewan 1s grasp of Aristotlian Philosophy, 

particular, has made this present work, not only interesting, 



~ 

1 ' 

.. , ... 

c,...-

!.... 

t also possible. For without his assistance this work 

ould not have been attempted. To Doctor Dewan I owe much. 

Finally, I would like to express my thanks to Mr. 

and Mrs. Roy M. Moran, my parents. For they have suffered 

ch inconvenience and financial cost in order that I might 

pursue my studies and prepare this thesis. Without their 

unqualified support this thesis would have been impossible. 

o them I owe more than I can ever repay. 
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PART I: ARISTOTLE ON THE REALITY OF PROPER SENSIBLES 



CHAPTER I 

-A BRIEF SURVEY OF THE TREATMENT OF THE TOPIC 

BY MODERN COMMENTATORS 

I. How Much Is Available on the Topic 

In this chapter we want to survey, by way of intro

uction to this thesis, what has been written by modern 

nglish language writers on what Aristotle says in the De -
_ma and the De Sensu et Sensibili about the reality of 

proper sensibles. As this chapter will show, there has been 

very little said about Aristotle's position with reference 

to the reality of proper sensibles among these writers. This 

can be illustrated by pointing out that our research has un

covered a total of only seventeen books and articles in which 

anything at all is said on this topic. The books and articles 

being referred to are the following: 

(1) Takatura Ando, Aristotle's Theory of Practical Cognition 

(2) John I. Beare, Greek Theories of Elementary Cognition 
2 

from Alcmaeon to Aristotle 
/ 3 

(3) Etienne Gilson, Painting and Reality 

1 

4 
(4) D. w. Hamlyn, Sensation and Perception 

5 
(5) William Alexander Hammond (trans.), Aristotle's Psychology 

(6) George KJ.ubertanz, 

(7) Charles De Koninck, 

noe Potentia, 5.8: A Note on the 
6 

I'homist Theory of Sensation•:t 
7 

Abstraction from Matter 

2 



8) G.E.R. IJ.oyd, Aristotle: The Growth and Structure 

of His Thought 
9 

9) -G.R.G. Mu.re, Aristotle 
10 

0) John Herman Randall (Jr.), Aristotle 
11 

) David Ross, Aristotle 
12 

2) David Ross (ed.), De Anima 
13 

13) David Ross (ed.), Parva Naturalia 
14 

14) GoR.T. Ross (trans.), De Sensu and De Memoria 
15 

15) Clarence Shute, The Psychology of Aristotle 
16 

16) Yves R. Simon, 1•An Essay on Sensationtt 
17 

17) A. E. Taylor, Aristotle 

The available material by the above modern 

ommentators on Aristotle's notion of the reality of proper 

ensibles is much less than might first appear from even this 

ort list of publications. For each of these works is in

erested in doing much more than giving a discussion of 

ristotle 1s position with regard to the reality of proper 

ensibles. In fact, the works in the above list that were 

itten by IJ.oyd, Mure, Randall, David Ross (that is, at least 

Ross• book entitled Aristotle), and Taylor are intended much 

re as general introductions to the whole of Aristotle's 

oug~t than as detailed expositions on any one restricted 

area of his philosophy like his position on the reality of 

roper sensibles. To illustrate this point, here is how Taylor 

expresses the purpose of his book: 
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An Englishman who speaks of the 0 golden mean° or of 
"liberal education», or contrasts the ttmatter" of a 
work of literature with its ''form't , or the "essential" 
features of a situation or a scheme of policy with 
1 ts taccidents••, or "'theory" with "practice•• is using 
words which derive their significance from !he part 
they play in the vocabulary of Aristotle. The unam
bitious object of this little book is, then, to help 
the English reader to a better understanding of such 
familiar language and a fuller comprehension of much 
that he will find in Dante and Shakespeare and Bacon 
and Milton. 18 

s another illustration, take David Ross• book, istotle. 

expresses the purpose of this book when he says that, in 

iting it, he has"••• tried simply to give an account of 

.e main features of his philosophy as it stands before us 
19 

his works. I have written little by way of criticismn. 

It is not, then, surprising that, in the case of 

he works we have cited by Lloyd, Mure, Randall, Ross (that 

s, nis book, Aristotle), and Taylor, none of them is able to 

provide an extensive account of, say, ten or twenty pages on 

the topic of Aristotle's notion of the reality of proper 

sensibles, given the purpose that these authors had in writing 

their respective books. We can see this, for example, in the 

following text taken from the book, Aristotle, by A. E. Taylor. 

For this is all that he has to say concerning Aristotle's 

position on the reality of proper sensibles: 

In sense-perception the soul nTakes into itself the 
form of the thing perceived without its matter, as 
sealing-wax receives the shape of an iron seal-ring 
without the iron." To understand this we must 
remember that for Aristotle the sensible qualities 
of the external world, colours, tones, tastes, and 
the rest 1 are not effects of the mechanical stimu
lation or our sense-organs, but real qualities of 



bodies. 
piece of 
the wax. 
definite 
wax.20 

5 

The hardness of the iron, the redness of a 
red wax are all ~rimarily •in" the iron or 

They are •forms or determinations by 
law, of the "matter'' of the iron or the 

We can see from the above passage taken from Taylor's 

that he actually gives us no detailed discussion of Aris-

e's position on the reality of proper sensibles. Taylor had 

to devote to such a discussion. Thus, as can be seen 

the quotation, he simply comes straight out and says, with

giving any reasons or references to Aristotlian texts to sub

,.~i!:llltiate it, that, for Aristotle, proper sensibles exist in the 

ects of the world when those objects are considered in them

ves and that they are not just the result of the "mechanical 

of our sense-organst' • On the other hand, consider 

Ross' book, Aristotle. Although David Ross gives, in that 

one paragraph to stating what Aristotle says on the 

proper sensibles, he does try to give us as much in

::,nation as possible about what he is saying there by prresenting 

asons for what he states about Aristotle, including a reference 

an Aristotlian text to substantiate his remarks. Here is the 

xt from David Ross' book, Aristotle, in which he presents what 

considers to be Aristotle's position in the De Anima concerning 

e reality of proper sensibles: 

The actualisation of perception is at the same 
time the actualisation of the object. Actual sound 
and actual hearing are merely distinguishable aspects 
of a single event. Apart from actual hearing there 
is not actual but only potential sound. At the same 
time, Aristotle opposes the earlier view .:tJlat 'Without 
seeing there is neither white nor black' l2:t25b25-426a2.2]. 
His meaning must be that over and above their primary 
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qualities objects have in the absence of per
cipients a definite qualification in virtue of 
which they produce sensations when percipients 
are present. But into the difficulties pre
sented by these 'permanent po211bilities of 
sensation' he does not enter. 

As for nine of the remaining writers we originally 

namely, Ando~ Beare, De Koninck, Gilson, Hamlyn, 

aa.D.WlOnd, Klubertanz, Shute, and Simon, we can say the 

about how much they have to say on Aristotle's 

ion of the reality of proper sensibles in the De Anima 

the De Sensu et Sensibili. In the case of the works by 

of them, namely, Beare's Greek Theories of Elementary Cogni

from Alcmaeon to Aristotle and Hamlyn's Sensation and Per

they are confining themselves to giving historical 

of sensation and i:erception. However, while, as is 

dent from the title of his work, Beare•s historical treatment 

these topics extends only up to the time of Aristotle, Hamlyn's 

eatment of theme xtends up to contemporary times. Thus, while 

Hamlyn's book we have only one reference to Aristotle's posi-
22 

on on the reality of proper sensibles , we have several such 
23 

ferences in Beare•s book which is much larger in size and 

re restricted in scope than Hamlyn's book is. In the case of 

ute•s book, The Psychology of Aristotle, while it is restricted 

the one subject of presenting 11 ••• the way in which Aristotle 

self develops his treatment of behaviour as one aspect - and 
24 

at the most essential one - of living things in general,tt we 

111 have 

ality of 

· scussion 

only one reference there to Aristotle's notion of the 
25 

proper sensibleso On the other hand, De Koninck's 
26 

of this topic extends over several pageso However, 
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the instance of the works cited at the beginning of this 

by Ando and Klubertanz we find only a brief footnote 

of Aristotle's notion of the reality of proper sensibles 
27 

he latter and a slightly longer reference to it in a more 
28 

footnote in the former • Similarly, in the case of 

!t,istotle's Psychology (which is simply a translation 

Anima and the Parva Naturalia made by Hammond along with 

.e explanatory footnotes which he has added to the text and an 

¥roductory chapter) we find only one brief mention of Aristotle's 
29 

ion of the reality of proper sensibles in a footnote. Now, in 

on 1s article, intended to present his "o •• mature reflections 

~, and long familiarity with the role of the senses in the ac-
30 

"'sition of knowledge ,l• there is some limited discussion of this 
31 

ic e;.>etending over several IB. ges. Finally, in the case of 

son's Painting and Reality we again find only the briefest of 

.erences to Aristotle's position with regard to the reality of 

sensibles as the following text shows: 

What Descartes exploded once and for all is the 
illusion, common to so many people, that colors, 
for instance, such a s red or yellow, are found 
in material objects under the form of unperceived 
perceptions. Anistotle never made this mistakeo 
According to him 7 sense perception was the common 
act of the perceiving subject and of the perceived 
object. Both subject and object are necessary for 
a perception.32 

Even in the commentaries on the De Anima and the~ 

Sensibili that we listed at the beginning of this 

pter there is very little said concerning Aristotle's posi-

-~ with regard to the reality of pro?3r sensibles in those two 

In G.R.T. Ross' commentary on the De Sensu et Sensibili 
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s book, De Sensu and De Memoria, there are only five places 
33 

he even mentions Aristotle's position on this topic. On 

her hand, David Ross' commentary on the De Anima contains 

one reference to the reality of proper sensibles according 
34 

~istotle. Also, David Ross' commentary on the De Sensu et 

ibili in his book, Parva Naturalia, contains only two refer-

s to Aristotle 's position on the reality of proper sensibles in 
35 

Je 'Sensu et Sensibilio Thus, even in commentaries on the~ 

c::1.1 ,Q 1':fiP, De Sensu et Sensibili written by contemporary com

are no lengthy discussions of Aristotle 's notion 

h~ reality of proper sensibles as presented in those workso 

• The Positions Taken by Modern Commentators on the Topic 

Having now completed a look at just how much is avail

contemporary commentators on Aristotle's position with 

ard to the reality of proper sensibles !n the De Anima and the 

suet Sensibili, let us now survey the positions taken by 

commentators with respect to this topic. That is, let's 

see where each of the different commentators listed at the 

i.Ji~J..on o 

of this chapter stands on the subject of Aristotle's 

the reality of proper sensibles. 

Briefly , the fifteen commentators with whom we are 

in this chapter are almost evenly divided among them-

~ves in the positions they take on this topic. Eight of these 

~entator5 claim that Aristotle asserts that proper sensibles 

qualities inhering in the objects of the world independently 

our perception of them. On the other hand, the remaining seven 
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that Aristotle maintains the position that 

.~r sensibles do not exist in the objects of the world in 

way in which our senses report them to us as existing • 

We shall begin by considering those seven commentators 

say that Aristotle does not take the position that the proper 

ibles are qualities inhering in the objects of the world in 

same way in which our senses report them to us as existi3i. 
seven commentators being referred to here are De Koninck , 

37 38 39 40 41 
son , Hamlyn , Hammond , Randall , David Ross , and 

42 
• With the exception of De Koninck and Hamlyn, the rea-

given for saying that Aristotle denies the objective reality 

sensibles is Aristotle's application to sensation of a 

that he developed in the Physicao In Book III, chap-

r 3 of the Physica Aristotle develops the doctrine that ,in any 

ion or change the locus of the actualization of both the agent 

the patient is in the latter. Furthermore, the act of the 

the patient are the same, that is, they are 
~ 

st distinguishable aspects of a single event. Now, in the 

Anima, Aristotle says the following in applying this principle 

doctrine to sensation: 

The activity of the sensible object and that 
of the percipient sense is one and the same activity, 
and yet the distinction between their being remains. 
Take as illustration actual sound and actual hearing: 
a man may have hearing and yet not be hearing, and 
that which has a sound is not always sounding. But 
when that which can hear is actively hearing and that 
which can sound is sounding, then the actual hearing 
and the actual sound are merged in one (these one 
might call respectively hearkening and sounding).44 
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It is to these statements made by Aristotle that appeal 

by Gilson, Hamlyn, Randall, David Ross (that is, in his 

Aristotle, andl in his commentary on the De Anima), and 

in saying that Aristotle denies that proper sensibles are 

perties inhering in objects independently of our perception 

For example, here once again is how David Ross, in 

istotle, states what he considers to be Aristotle's position 

this point: 

-., 

The actualisation of perception is at the 
same time the actualisation of the object. 
Actual sound and actual hearing are merely 
distinguishable aspects of a single event. 
Apart from actual hearing there is not actual 
but only potential sound. At the same time 
Aristotle opposes the earlier view that 'wilh
out seeing there is neither white nor black' 
~25b25-426a2'Z]. His meaning must be that 
over and above their primary qualities objects 
have in the absence of percipients a definite 
qualification in virtue of which they produce 
sensations when ~rcipients are present. But 
into the difficulties presented by these 'per
manent 2ossibilities of sensation' he does not 
entero45 

We can see that, in the above quoted passage, Ross is .. 
referring to the text from A:istotle's De Anima that we 

unLea part earlier. Looking especially at the first two 

ntences of this passage from Ross it can be seen that they 

• 

• 

• 

e simply a paraphrase of what we quoted earlier from 425b26-

6al of Aristotle's De Animao Similarly, references are made 

this text of Aristotle's De Anima in the statements made by 

son, Hamlyn, Randall, David Ross (in his commentary on the 

Anima), and by Shute in which they say that Aristotle holds 

e position that proper sensibles are not qualities inhering 
¼ 

objects independently of our perception of them. To illus-
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te again, Gilson says that Aristotle doesn't think that 
I 

per sensibles exist in objects in the way our senses report 

to us because, 'lioe. sense perception is the common act of 

perceiving subject and of the perceived objecto Both 
47 

and object are necessary for a perceptionu • 

Thus, we can say that the reason that Gilson, Hamlyn, 

David Ross (in his book, Aristotle, and in his commen

Y on the De Anima), and Shute claim that Aristotle denies 

independent reality of proper sensibles is because he says 

425b26ffo that the activity of the sensible object - for our 

poses, the proper sensibles - and of the perceiving sense are 

and the same (i.e. are merely distinguishable aspects of a 

le event) and have their locus in the lattero 

On the other hand, Charles De Koninck, who also denies 

objective reality of JrOJ2r sensibles according to Aris

does so for reasons both the same and different from that 

commentators whom we have just examined. De Koninck 

es this denial for the following reasons. In the De Anima 

that, while a givens ense can discern its corres

proper sensible object without error, it can err about 

is that is, say, coloured or where it is, or what it is 
48 

~tis, say, sounding or where it iso De Koninck claims that 

qualification in the foregoing statement means that Aristotle 

~ saying that, while a given sense doesn't err in reporting how 

is affected, error can arise if we judge that the quality 

proper sensible) reported by that sense is in the object 

_rceived in the way in which our sense has reported to us. For 
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quality (i.e. proper sensible) we experience, says De Kon

the complex result of the union of the organ of sense 
1+9 

object affecting it. However, the other reason he 

ves for making this denial is the same as that given by the 

entators we have already examined. For, De Koninck points 

that, according to Aristotle, the sense quality we perceive 

the common act of both the sense in act and the object in 

, while the object, on its own, can never be more than sen-
50 

' "-,le in potency o 

In Hammond's translation of the De Anima, which is 

... tained in his book entitled Aristotle's Psychology, he says 

t Aristotle denies the objective reality of proper sensibles 

d he says this in a footnote that he adds to the Aristotlian 

ext at l+26bl+. In this footnote Hammond says that, in an act 

~ sensation, the sense involved converts what it receives from 
51 

e object sensed into a subjective qualityo Finally, in the 

ase of the two relevant instances in David Ross' commentary 

the De Sensu et Sensibili, in his book entitled Parva Naturalia, 

denies the objective reality of proper sensibles according to 

ristotle thereo His reason for taking this position in his 

terpretation of l+39al3-18 as saying that, * ••• there is one 

ingle event that can be properly described as a certain animal's 

eeing of a certain colour, the existence of the colour and the 
52 

xi stence of the sensing of it being inseparable 11 • However, 

~e must add that the reason for this denial reduces to the same 
' 

e as that given by the first group of commentators that we ex

ned. For, Ross also refers back to Aristmtle 's statements in 
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De Anima, that, in the sensing of a sensible object, there 

nly the one event having two intelligible aspects, in jus

!cation of the interpretation he gives of the present text 

De Sensu et Sensibili. 

The remaining eight commentators, namely, Ando, Beare, 

rtanz, Lloyd, Mure, G.R.T. Ross, Simon, and Taylor, all 

rt that, according to Aristotle, i:roper sensibles are qual

inhering in objects independently of our perception of 

Let us now, then, examine theBe eight modern Aristotlian 

entators individually. In the case of .Ando's book, Aris-

KJ.ubertanz's article, 

Thomist Theory of Sensation'", 

-Y little is said at all about the reality of proper sensibles 
53 

of PracticJ3.l Co 

ording to Aristotle. What we find in Ando 1 s book and in the 
54 

~icle by Ia.ubertanz is that they each affirm, in a footnote, 

objective -reality of the proper sensible, colour, according 

Aristotleo 

In the case of A. E. Taylor we can say the followingo 

explaining what Aristotle means in saying that we receive the 

rm of the object, in sensation, but we receive it without its 

ter in the way in which a piece of wax receives the shape of 

iron signet ring without the iron, Taylor simply says the 

llowing. nFor Aristotle the sensible qualities of the external 

rld, colour, tones, tastes, and the rest are not effects of the 

chanical stimulation of our sense-organs, but real qualities of 

ie~. The hardness of the iron, the redness of a piece of wax 
55 

e all primarily 1in 1 the iron or the waxo 0 Thus, we can see 

Ja 
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in Taylor's ease, he simply affirms the objective reality 

roper sensibles according to Aristotle without giving us 

reason to justify his attribution of this position to 

Oli.1..8 

cron,::, 

Like Taylor's mention of the topic of the reality of 

sensibles in Aristotle's philosophy, Lloyd's mention of 

also short, but it is more indirecto Lloyd simply says 

according to Aristotle, in sensation the sense-organ receives 

e JBrceptible form, without the matter, of the object being per

~ved, and he continues, the perceptible forms are primarily 
56 

a>-1.a sounds, smells, and the other proper sensibles. 

In Mure•s book, Aristotle, he affirms the objective 

of the proper 1sen-s.ible, colour, according to Aristotle, 

giving an explanation of Aristotle's remark that1 in a sense, 
. 5, 

ght makes potential colours into actual colours. Mure says 

at, according to Aristotle, colour as actualized by light, but 

t seen, is real in the same way that, for example, a man may 

said to be healthy even when, in sleep, the animal function 
58 

sin temporary abeyance. However, Mure later affirms the 

bjective reality of proper sensibles in general, according to 

istotle, more weakly, and he gives a reference to l+26a20ff. 

Aristotle's De Anima when he says of Aristotle that, "Against 

s predecessors' contention that without seeing and tasting there 

.s no colour and no flavour, he asserts the potential existence of 
59 

... he substrate of perceptible characters (!J2!.a. l;-26a20ff.). n 

~ 

In the case of Beare we find several places in which he 

_ays that, according to Aristotle, the proper sensibles exist 
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_ objects independently of our perception of them. Here is 

ta'!'J!.CJ of those places in which he affirms thiso Beare is speaking 

_ the object that causes the change in the percipient: 

. .,, 

• 

• 

The object which causes the change 
has its own actual existence in the worldi 
apart from the relation of sense. It wou d 
exist even if no one perceived ito It 
actually exists, and is potentially percep
tible. So conceived in relation to an ab
sent object, the sensory organ is perceptive, 
or capable of perceiving it. The object has 
its own actual qualities - its form, which 
sense finds in it at the moment of perception. 
Thust for Aristotle, the object is what Kant 
would call a Ding an sich, 60 

can see in the above quotation that Beare is saying that, 

ording to Aristotle, the qualities or proper sensibles we 

ceive of objects do exist in those objects independently of 

perception of them. According to what Beare is saying in 

s passage, for Aristotle, we perceive objects as they are 

themselves. We can express this in another way with the 

_lowing quotation from Beare, namely, " ••• Aristotle holds 

the unquestioning fidelity of a •natural Realist• that 

•common fa~t• is one in which the object is revealed in 
. 61 

s true, i. e o , independent, qualities. " 

G.R.T. Ross, in his commentary on the De Sensu et 

.sibili, asserts the objective reality of proper sensibles 

ording to Aristotle in more than one place. He always tries 

c , SUDS~an~ia·"" what he is attributing to Aristotle on this 

• IJ 

"'46 

D 

by giving references to texts in the De Sensu et Sensibili 

the De Anima or to botho To illustrate, in commenting on 

the De Sensu et Sensibili he affirms the objective 
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--•ity of the proper sensible , sound , according to Aristotleo 

_ G. R. T. Ross says there that sound is caused by a movement 

is fast enough to strike the air and make it continuous , 

that , 11 ••• this movement is sound , for Aristotle does not, 

modern physicists , think of sound as being merely a move-

• 

[I., .re 

~ outside the ear; its peculiar qual ity seems t o exist ob

~ivel y though entirel y rel ative to the act of hearing (cfo••• 
62 

• III, ch. 2 , 425b26 sqq. ) . 11 
Ml 

Finally, in the case of Simon ' s article , "An Essay on 

sation" , we can say the following . He asserts the objective 

ity of proper sensibles in saying that , nAristotlianism is 

-~ Dlll.lOSODllV wnicn D laces ide_as in the intellect, 

mE' ~emorv anu ~ne imagi na~io 
63 

but alsQ_ in the external~s~~sn 

ovn.1a, ,..,, ..,,0 he means here , Simon says that Aristotle held 

osition that ideas exist , not in the mini first , but in 

reality . ow , continues Simon , i t is , 

True, 111dea1
si designates preferably intellectual 

representations, and still preferably representations 
conceived as the patterns of things to be brought into 
existenceo Yet, our vernaculars allow the extension 
of the word ._idea•• to the whole set of the entities 
whose primary function is not to be but to represent. 
As soon as the division of entities into things and 
ideas is understood, the expression "sensorial idea11 

is no longer paradoxical ••• Human knowledge purely and 
simply remains unexplained so long as there is no 
answer to the question, "How did sense impressions 
get there," The Aristotlian answer is that just as 
remembering is made possible by two-sided realities 
that are called memories, so sensation 1s made possible 
by another instance or those two-sided realities whose 
primary function is not to be but to represent 1 and 
which are, in one way, states or the psyche and in. 
another way are the obJects that they stand for. b4 

The two-sided reality that Simon is speaking of is 

the sensible idea. Now, the sensorial idea is the form 

• 



,, l ~, 

ff j 

~ :~I 

~ r., rr 

.. ') ' ~ 

·A ea ---···---

~ ,. ... ,2 

'I 

- __::__'j1 

- .. r..J: 

r-tI 

~ ;:!:> 9 

17 

objects or things received in sensation, 11 ••• without the 

orm-to-matter relationship which characterizes its way of 
65 

sting in the thing." "It is the sensory quality itself 
66 

another way of bein.g.n Thus, what Simon is saying is that 

t through which we know sensible qualities of objects (namely, 

.e sensorial ideas) are the very sensible qualities or sensible 

rms of those objects, themselves, existing in us in a different 

de of being. The reason he gives for saying this is .Aristotle's 

atement at 424al7 of the De Anima that, in sensation, the sense 

ceives the sensible form of the object perceived without its 
67 

ttero 

III. Summary and Conclusion 

In summary we can say the following. In this chapter 

have seen that there is little available by modern English 

age commentators concerning what Aristotle says in the~ 

ffll'"'a and the De Sensu et Sensibili on the reality of proper 

We discovered a total of onky fifteen such commen

who had anything at all to say on this topic. However, 

survey of these commentators in this chapter has shown, 

y do not devote a great deal of space or attention in their 

to giving a discussion of what Aristotle 

s concerning the reality of pro~r sensibles. In the little 

these commentators did have to say on this topic we found 

they were almost evenly divided among themselves with eight 

them affirming and seven of them denying that Aritotle held 

t proper sensibles are qualities inhering in the objects of 

world in the way our senses report them to us as inhering. 
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concluding this chapter we can say that none of the fifteen 

entators surveyed here has attempted to give a detailed, 

tained account of what Aristotle says in the De Anima and 

De Sensu et Sensibili on the reality of proper sensibles. 

is one of the main purposes of this thesis to fill this gap 

providing such an account. This is the subject of Chapter 

of our thesis. 

C 
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CHAPTER II 

ARISTOTLE ON THE REALITY OF PROPER SENSIBLES 

I . The General Cognitive Realism 

In His Theory of Sensation 

In Book II of the De Anima Aristotle devotes chap

distinguishing between the three different kinds of 

objects , namely , the incidental , the common , and the 

objects of sense . In concluding that short 

~pter Aristotle, referring to the proper or special sen

the common sensibles , says the following: 

Of the two former kinds , both of which are in 
their own nature perceptible by sense , the 
first kind - that of special objects of the 
several senses - constitute ,2 objects of 
sense in the strictest sense of the term and 
it is to them that in the nature of things the 
structure of each several sense is adapted. l 

v can clearly see from this passage that , according to Aris

~tle , the structure of each sense is naturally adapted to 

s corresponding proper object . In this general way , then , 

-~ere is definitely a cognitive realism in Aristotle ' s theory 

~ sensationo In other words , Aristotle ' s position with re

ard to proper sensibles is that each sense is so structured 

nature as to be able to grasp and present to us its corres

~onding proper sensible object in the way that it actually 

~xists in objects . The question of the reality of proper 

sensibles is one of the general theory of sensation. That 

19 
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to say, Aristotle's treatment of the question about the 

ality of proper sensibles is developed within the context 

his _general cognitive realism as exemplified by his state.--

t that the senses are naturally adapted tog rasp their 

objects. It is, then, a question of the development 

the more specific details of this general cognitive realism. 

This general cognitive realism in Aristotle's posi

comes through again in his answer to the question of why 

senses do not perceive themselves. Here Aristotle says: 

He r e arises a problem: why do we not perceive 
the senses themselves as well as the external ob
jects of sense or why without the stimulation of 
external objec!s do they not produce sensation, 
seeing that they contain in themselves fire, earth, 
and all the other elements, which a re the d1rect or 
indirect objects of sense? It is clear that what 
is sensitive is so only potentially, not actually. 

. The power of sense is i;arallel to wnat is combus
tible, for that never ignites itself spontaneously, 
but requires an a gent which has the power of star
ting ignition; otherwise it could have set itself 
on fire, and w~uld not ha~e needed actual fire to 
set it ablaze. 

In the above text Aristotle asks, why do the senses 

sense themselves inasmuch as they contain the four elements -

th, air, fire, and water - Which comprise everything that is 

rceived by sensation? He replies that the senses are not 

pr-~ ...... -J like their objects, but are only potentially like themo 
[ 

the senses are analogous to anything _that is combustible. 

object which is combustible is not actuall1 on tire, but re

an external agent to set it on tire, For, if an 

having the dapaeity for combustion were actually on 
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fire, then, it would burn by itself without needing an 

external agent to ignite it. A combustible object is one 

that is potentially ablaze, and is reduced from this poten

tiality to being actually ablaze by a corresponding external 

agent which ignites it. Analogously, the senses are powers 

or potentialities which means that they are capacities to 

be affected by a specific (external) agento Just as a com

bustible object is, in respect to burning, a capacity to be 

ignited by a specific external agent, so the senses are 

capacities to be affected by specific external agents (i.e. 

objects of sense)o Now, it is paramountly the proper sen

sibles which"••• constitute~ objects of sense in the 
3 

strictest sense of the termu. Consequently, in saying that 

~he senses are capacities to be affected by specific agents, 

e again see Aristotle's view that the senses are naturally 

structured to their corresponding proper sensible objects, 

and hence, Aristotle's cognitive realism discloses itself 

ere tooo 

Aristotle's cognitive realism with regard to the 

reality of proper sensibles also shows itself in his often 

:-epeated statement that the, " ••• perception of the special 
l+ 

objects of sense is always free from error, 11 or, that, at 

:east, nperception (1) of the special objects of sense is 

.ever in error or admits the least possible amount of 
5 

:'alsehood" o Here, again, the senses are considered by 

ristotle to be so naturally adapted to grasping their 
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corresponding proper objects in the way that they really 

exist in objects that they almost never err in perceiving 

vhem~ 

In th is first short section we have merely tried 

to show that, in a general way, there is in Aristotle's 

~heory of sensation a cognitive realism with regard to proper 

sensibleso For Aristotle regards the senses as naturally 

adapted to grasping their corresponding proper sensible 

objectso Aristotle conceives of the senses as capacities 

that are so structured as to be able to grasp their corres

_onding proper sensibles in the way that they, in fact, do 

xist in objects. We have also pointed out in this section 

~hat the answer to the question of the reality of proper 

sensible s is developed within the context of this general 

cognitive realism of Aristotle's theory of sensation. We 

shall see this development taking place in the remaining 

sections of this chaptero 

II. Two Senses of 'Alteration': 

Sensation as Alteration 

According to Aristotle, "Sensation depends, as we 

ve said, on a process of movement or affection from without, 
6 

~or it is held to be some sort of change of quality~. On the 

other hand, Aristotle also says, 

In the case of sense clearly the sensitive faculty 
was potentially what the object makes it to be 
actuallYJ the faculty is not affected or alteredo 
This must therefore be a different kind from 
movement; for movement is, as we saw, an activity 
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of what is imperfect, activity in the 
unqualified sense, 1.e.i that of what 
has been 2erfected, is different from 
movement.'/ 

ristotle appears to be contradicting himself here. For, 

the one hand, he is saying that sensation involves an 

teration, while, on the other hand, he is saying that the 

enses are not altered or affected in sensationo How can 

ensation be said to involve alteration and not involve 

teration? As we shall now see, this is not a real contra

~iction in Aristotle's theory of sensation, but only a seeming 

contradiction. However, in examining this matter we shall 

iscover that it helps us to see once again the cognitive 

realism inherent in Aristotle's position on proper sensibles. 

Aristotle is, in fact, not contradicting himself 

vhen .he says that sensation involves alteration, affection, 

or being acted upon, and that it does not. For Aristotle 

distinguishes two senses of 'being acted up~n• or 'being 

altered'. Let's now examine in detail what these two senses 

are. We shall begin with the following: 

But we must now distinguish not only between what 
is potential and what is actual but also different 
senses in which things can be said to be potential 
or actual; up to now we have been speaking as if 
each of these phrases had only one sense. We can 
speak of something as 'a knower' either (a) as when 
we say that man is a knower meaning that man falls 
within the class of be-ings that know or have know
ledge, or (b) as when we are speaking of a man who 
possesses a knowledge of grammar; each of these is 
so called as having in him a certain potentiality, 
but there is a difference between their respective 
potentialities, the one (a) being a potential 
knower because his kind or matter is such and 
such, the other (b), because he can in the absence 
of any external counteracting cause realize his 
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knowledge in actual knowing at willo This 
implies a third meaning of 'a knower• (c), 
one who is already realizing his knowledge -
he is a knower in actuality and in the most 
proper sense is knowing e.g., this A. Both 
the former are potentiaf knowers who realize their 
respective potentialities, the one (a) by change 
of quality, i.e. repeated transitions from one 
state to its opposite under instruction, the 
other (b) by the transition from the inactive 
possession of sense or grammar to their active 
exercise.

8 
The two kinds of transition are 

distinct. 

In the passage we have just quoted Aristotle wants 

o distinguish and explain the different senses in which a 

thing can be said to be potential and actual. He does so by 

presenting an analysis of the different ways in which •a 

knower• (of grammar) is used. The phrase •a knower• (of 

grammar), says Aristotle, can be applied in three distinct 

senses: 

(a) A person is said to be a potential knower of 

grammar simply in virtue of his being a human 

being and even though he is presently com

pletely ignorant on the subject of, say, grammar. 

For, simply in virtue of his being a rational 

animal, he ipso facto is the type of creature 

who has a capacity to learn grammar. 

(b) A person is said to be a potential knower of 

grammar, if he has a knowledge of grammar 

which he is not actually using at the moment. 

(c} A person is said to be an actual knower of 

grammar who both has a knowledge of this subject 

and is actually utilizing this knowledge at the 



present time. This man, says Aristotle, is a 

knower of grammar in the fullest and most proper 

sense of the term. All three of these men, then, 

are called knowers (of grammar). 

A) and (b) are potential knowers of grammar, while (c) is 

actual knower. Now, (a) can realize his potential know

edge of grammar by being instructed in that discipline, 

.d thereby passing from his state of ignorance to the con

rary state, namely, to the possession of knowledge about 

~ammar. In doing so, (a) reaches the same state as (b). 

owever, f~r his part, (b) too can realize his potential 

owledge of grammar by simply exercising this knowledge 

vhich he already possesses. In so doing, (b) becomes like 

(c) • . Here, however, there is no passing from one state to 

its contrary, involving the destruction of the former state, 

t only the active use of something that is already possessed. 

... he two transitions are thus quite distincto The third man, 

the one who is actually utilizing his knowl'edge (i.e. the 

nower of grammar who is utilizing his knowledge by thinking 

about the fact that the first person singular of the future 

indicative active of the French verb parler ends in 'a', 

arlera) is the one who is most perfectly a knower. 

Thomas Aquinas very neatly sums up the distinctions 

between the various senses of potential and actual that Aris

~otle is drawing here in his commentary on this Aristotlian 

ext. Referring to Aristotle's example of the three senses 

in which someone can be called •a knower', Aquinas says, 
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Of the three, then, the third is simply in act; 
the first is simply in potency; while the second 
is in act as compared with the first and in 
potency as compared with the third. Clearly, 
then potentiality is taken in two senses (the 
firs! and second man); and actuality also in two 
senses (the second and third man)o9 

In the texts immediately following the one we have 

finished examining Aristotle makes distinctions analo

s to those we have just seen him draw. In those texts 

points out different senses of the phrase 'to be 

He says the following: 

Also the expression •to be acted upon' has 
more than one meaning; it may mean either (a) 
the extinction of one of two contraries by the 
other, or (b) the maintenance of what is poten
tial by the agency of what is actual and already 
like what is acted upon, with such likeness as 
is compatible with one's being actual and the 
other potential. For what possesses knowledge 
becomes an actual knower by a transition which 
is either not an alteration of it at all (being 
in reality a development into its true self or 
nature) or at least an alteration in a quite 
different sense from the usual meaning. 

Hence it is wrong to speak of a wise man as 
being 'altered I when he uses his wisdom, just 
as it would be absured to SJ.Bak of a bu1lder as 
being altered whei0he is using his skill in 
building a houseo 

According to Aristotle, •to be acted upon•, •to be 

tered', or 'alteration' has two different meaningso It may 

of one contrary by the othero This is 

.e ordinary meaning of being altered, or being acted upon, 

alteration. From our earlier analysis we can see that 

sis the sense of alteration that (a) undergoes in real-

ng his potentiality for knowing. In so doing, (a) passes 

om one state (ignorance) tb the contrary state (the possess

or knowledge), and becomes like (b). On the other hand, 
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ays Aristotle, this expression can also mean that what 

xists in potency is brought to actuality by means of what 

s like it and differs from that potency only to the extent 

four being able to say that, prior to this alteration, the 

atient involved was a potency, while the agent was an ac-

ality. To illustrate this let's return to our earlier 

analysis of the three meanings of 1a knower'. Consider the 

!l.an (b) who passes from the inactive possession of knowledge 

f grammar to the active use of it. There is really no al

eration - in the ordinary sense of the term which we have 

explained above - occurring in this man. On the contrary, 

·he most we can say is that the former state of that man 

(i.e. the inactive possession of knowledge) is in potential

ity in relation to the latter state (i.e. the active use of 

he knowledge he possesses), and, similarly, the latter state 

·sin actuality relative to the former state. In the same 

ay, in the case of a wise man who uses his knowledge or a 

builder who exercises his skill, there is no alteration in 

any ordinary sense. On the contrary, the most we can say 

about it is that, in each case, relative to each other, the 

former state (i.e. the inactive possession of knowledge or 

skill in building) is a potentiality, while the latter state 

(i.e. the active use of this knowledge or skill in building) 

is an actualityo To summarize the distinctions Aristotle is 

making here we can simply quote his own words on the subject: 

••• we must recognize two senses of alteration, 
viz. (i) the substitution of one quality for 
another, the first being the contrary of the 
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second, or (11) the development of an existent 
quality from potentiality in the direction of 
fixity or nature.11 

_ We have been examining, in this section, the various 

s of the terms, 'potentiality•, 'actuality•, and 'altera

, which Aristotle distinguishes. However, we have not as 

seen how this relates to Aristotle's theory of sensation, 

ore importantly, what it tells us about Aristotle's 

ption of the reality of proper sensibles. This is to 

task in the remainder of this section. Aristotle re

s the points which we have been examining to the issue 

ensation in the following words: 

In the case of what is to possess sense, 
the first transition is due to the action of the male 
parent and takes place before birth so that at birth 
the living thing is, in respect of sensation, at the 
stage which corresponds to the Rossession of know
ledge. Actual sensation corresponds to the stage 
of the exercise of know·ledge. But between the two 
cases compared there is a difference; the objects 
which excite the sensory powers to activityt the seen, 
the heard, etc., are outsideo The ground or this 
difference is that what actuals ensation apprehends 
is individuals, while what knowledge apprehends is 
universals and these are in a sense within the 
soul. Tha! is why a man can exercise his knowledge 
when he wishes, but his sensation does not depend 
upon himself - a sensible object must be there. A 
similar statement ·~ust be made about our kn,owledge 
of what is sensible - on the same ground, viz. that 
the sensible objects are individuals and external.12 

Aristotle is here relating what he says about sen-

to his earlier distinction between the three senses 

Concerning the power of sensation, Aristotle 

that the transition analogous to that of (a) becoming 

(b) occurs prior to birth. Now, at birth, with regard 

ing a sense perceiver, a ierson is in a state analogous 
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that of (b). Consequently, he continues, performing 

act of sensation is analogous to the transition involved 

(b) utilizing his potentiality. This means that in sen-

'ng the faculty involved is altered only in the second sense 

_ that term, that is, in the sense of a tt ••• development of 

existent quality from potentiality in the direction of ill 

• 

13 
xity or nature 0 

• This means that in sensation the sense 

.volved undergoes "•o•a development into its true self or 
14 

tuality, 0 that the sense involved is brought to complete 

under the agency of what is so like it that the 

prior to the act of sensation, only to the extent 

at - relative to each other - we can call the faculty of 

~nsation a power and the object (i.e. the proper sensible or 

oper sensibles which 11 ••• constitute the objects of sense in 
. 15' -

0 0 ,TTC 

I 

e strictest sense of the term•t ) an actuality o 

Here we can see clearly Aristotle's cognitive real

~- exhibited, and, speaking now of proper sensibles, his 

OSl~lO that the structure of each sense is naturally adapted 

grasp and present to us those proper objects in the way that • 
16 

•"' y actually do exist in external objedts. For Aristotle is 

• 

ing that, in sensation, the sense faculty involved is not 

tered in the sense of being affected by something that is 

Quite the opposite, the sense faculty is 

the sense of being brought to its true self, 

is, developed finally into the fulfilment of the nature 

ntrary to it. 

o .... oa 

it has~ Thus, we can see from this that there is a 

proportion existing, for Aristotle, between the sense ~1.,u....1.·c 
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and its corresponding proper sensible object: the senses are 

meant to be able to grasp the proper sensibles as they, in 

fact, are. Consequently, we can see that, for Aristotle, 

proper sensibles do exist in objects in the way in which our 

senses report them to us. 

It is not only in the similarity, which we have 

just examined, that Aristotle sees between knowing and 

sensing that we see his cognitive realism disclosed. For, 

it is also in the dissimilarity between the two which he 

.otes that his cognitive realism comes out. Let •s return 

-o the text from 417bl8-28 which we are examining to see 

hat Aristotle says regarding this dissimilarity. Actual 

sensation, he says, differs from actual knowing inasmuch as 

hat ·which actuates any given sense faculty is an external 

sensible object (e.g. colour, sound, etc.). This difference 

s caused by the fact that sensation is always of individuals, 

le scientific knowledge is of universals. Now, because 

e latter are in the soul (in an immaterial way) , the intel

ec t can contemplate them at will. On the other hand, sen

ation is always of external, particular, sensible objects, and 

nee, can occur only when such an object is presented to the 

ense~. The same can be said about the sciences which deal 

th sensible objects. For, here too, the sense objects are 
17 

ngular and are external to the senses. 

What we must note about all of the things we have 

the preceding paragraph is that Aristotle is pointing 

there that the senses are so structured as to sense, not 
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- we have already seen that Aristotle denies 

the senses sense themselves in the first section of 
18 

chapter - but the external objects which are pre

Here again, then, Aristotle's cognitive 

sm with regard to sensation comes through: the senses 

p, not themselves, but the objects which are presented 

in external reality. 

We began our discussion in this section with what 

to be paradoxical statements on Aristotle's part. For 

that Aristotle said that sensation both is and is not 

teration. We shall now conclude this discussion with the 

ements he makes in summarizing some of the distinctions we 

seen him disclose. After doing this we shall point out 

ristotle was not contradicting himself in saying that 

ation both does and does not involve alteration of the 

The text in question reads as follows: 

A later more appropriate occasion may be found 
thoroughly to clear up all this. At present it must 
be enough to recognize the aistinctions already drawn; 
a thing may be said to be potential in either of two 
senses, (a) in the sense in which we might say of a 
boy that he may become a general or (b) in the sense 
in which we might say the same of an adult, and there 
are two corresponding senses of the term •a potential 
sentient•. There are no separate names for the two 
stages of potentiality; we have pointed out that they 
are different and how they are different. We cannot 
help using the incorrect terms 'being acted upon or 
altered' of the two transitions involved. As we have 
said, what has the power of sensation is potentially 
like what the perceived object already is; that is, 
while at the beginning of the process of its being 
acted upon the two interacting factors are dissimilar, 
at the end the one acted upon is assimilated to the 
other and is identical in quality with it. 19 
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The term 'potency', says Aristotle, can be used 

i~ two different ways, as we have seen. To illustrate, 

consider the case of saying that a boy is potentially a 

soldier and that a man is potentially a soldier. The 

term 'potency' is used here, in each case, in a different 

sense. For, 

It is in one sense that we say that a boy mm 
be a soldier, i.e. by a remote potentiality. 
But in another sense we say that a grown man 20 
can be a soldier, i.e. by proKimate potentiality. 

Similarly, there are two senses of the expression, 'a poten

tial sentient•. This expression can refer to what is, by 

nature, due to have sense faculties, but has not got them 

yeto It acquires sense faculties by nthe action of the male 
21 

parent ••• before birth0 • The expression, 1a potential 

sentient', also refers to what possesses sense faculties, 

but is not actually using them at the present moment. Un

fortunately, 'There are nos eparate names for the two stages 
22 

of potential! ty•• • We are, therefore, required to use the 

imprecise terms, •to be acted upon' or 1being altered' to 

express the transitions in the reduction of each of these two 

types of potentiality to their respective actualities, even 

though the transition involved in the second case is not an 

alteration in the usual sense of the termo 

We can now see that Aristotle was not contradicting 

himself in saying that sensation both does and does not in

volve an alteration of the senses. For in so saying he was 

using the term 'alteration' equivocally. When he says that 
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nsation is not an alteration, he means that it does not 

volve, 11
0 .. the substitution of one quality for another, 

23 

• 

.e first being the contrary of the second1
t • This is 

teration in the ordinary sense of the term. However, when 

says that sensation is an alteration, he means that it 

volves, with regard to the senses, no •• the maintenance of 

at is potential by the agency of what is actual and al-

ady like what is acted upon, with such likeness as is 
24 

ompatible with one 1 s being actual and the other potential,i1 

r, n ••• the development of an existent quality to actuality 
25 

the direction of fixity or naturett • This is alteration 

the special sense of that term which Aristotle has dis

cernedo 

IIIo The Senses Are Potentially Like Their Objects 

The above view of sensation as, not being alteration 

f the senses in the ordinary meaning of the term, but only in 

especial sense of the term, means that we must take Aris

otle as saying that the cause of sensation, specifically the 

.roper sensible object involved, gets through to the af])pro

riate sense faculty in a way in which causes of alteration -

n the ordinary sense of 'alteration' - do not get through to 
26 

.eir patientso This can be seen in the last statement of 

.e text from 417b29-418a5 we were examining towards the end 

f Section II of this chapter. There Aristotle points out 

at the faculty of sense involved in any given act of sensa

~;on is potentially like what the object of that sensation 
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"'aa That is to say, prior to the sensation occurring, 

sense involved and the corr§sponding sensible object are 

W...1.......1....c However, even here, they are only dissimilar to 

that we can say that, relative to each other, the 

potentiality - a potentiality in the sense in which 

inactive possession of knowledge is said to be a poten-

ity - while the object is an actuality. On the other hand, 

the sense has been altered - in the sense of developing into 

true or full self or its full nature - then, we cannot even 

e this distinction between the sense and its object. For the 

now, once the sensation occurs, identical in quality 

the object sensed. This notion of the sense being poten-

ly like its object before sensation and actually like it 

er the sensation is often repeated by Aristotle. For example, 

comparing sensing with knowing, Aristotle says the following: 

Knowledge and sensation are divided to 
correspond with the realities, potential knowledge 
and sensation answering to potentialities, actual 
knowledge and sensation to actualities. Within the 
soul the faculties of knowledge and sensation are 
potentially these objects, ~he one what is knowable, 
the other what is sensible. 7 

Here again Aristotle points out that the senses are, 

• to sensation, potentially identical with their sensible 

ects, just as the knowing faculties are potentially iden

al with the intelligible, prior to knowing it. Or, con-

er this brief statement referring to the sensing of odours, 

~I IS come from what is dry as flavours from what is moist. 
28 

the organ of smell is potentially dry" • Once 

n Aristotle is saying that the sense becomes like its 
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esponding sensible object in sensation. Thus, we can see 

all of this that Aristotle is asserting that proper sensibles 

ualities inhering in objects in the way our senses report 

For, in sensation, the sense becomes identical in 

ty with what it is sensing. 

In order to better understand what Aristotle is saying 

that the sense becomes like its object in sensation, 

at some of the things which aristotle says about the 

r sensible, flavour. In so doing we shall see that this is 

her instance of his conviction that proper sensibles are 

perties which inhere in objects in the way our senses present 

to us. In his discussion of flavours Aristotle applies his 

ciple that any given faculty of sensation is potentially like 

its corresponding object already actually is, and that, when 

object has been sensed, the sense faculty involved becomes 

tical in quality with that objecto 

According to Aristotle, " ••• the flavoured and tastable 
29 

is suspended in a liquid matter• • Now, in applying the 

ciple we stated above, A~istotle says the following: 

Since what can be tasted is liquid the 
organ for its perception cannot be either la) 
actually liquid or (b) incapable of becoming liquido 
Tasting means a being affected by what can be tasted 
as such; hence the organ of taste must be liquified, 
and so to start with must be non-liquid but capable 
of liquification Without loss of its distinctive 
nature. This is confirmed by the fact that the 
tongue cannot taste either when it is too dry or 
·when it is too moist; in the latter case what 
occurs is due to a contact with the pre-existent 
moisture in the tongue itself, when after a fore
taste of some strong flavour we try to taste 
another flavour; it is in this way that sick persons 
find everything they taste bitter, ¥iz. because, 
when they taste, their tongues are overflowing with 
bitter moisture. 30 
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For Aristotle, then, as what can be tasted is 

. vourful liquid, the organ for tasting must be non-liquid 

start with. However, it must have the power of becoming 

uified in theact of tasting, that is, must be capable of 

oming like or identical in quality with what its sensible 

ect already actually is. But, in becoming liquified, it 

t not lose its nature of being an organ of taste; that is, 

becoming liquified, i"t ~ust retain its power to taste when 

is no longer actually (as it now is), but only potentially, 

1all.lr1ea To prove that the tongue becomes like the tastable 

ect qua tastable Aristotle cites the inability of the tongue 

taste when it is too dry or too moist. In the latter in-

ce what happens 1s that we end up tasting this excessive 

sture which is coating the tongue. This exp-lailns why sick 

ple find that everything tastes bitter. For their tongues 

coated with an excessive bitter tasting moisture • 

t Thus, we can see from this analysis of what Aris

saying about flavours in general that he is stating 

t flavours inhere in objects in the way our sense of t~ste -

n that sense is normally disposed and not abnormally disposed, 

in illness - reports them to us. For he has said that what 

be tasted is a flavourful liquid and that, in tasting, the 

croa_ oecoms 

becomes liquified. Now, all of this 1s in accor

general principle that, in sensing, the sense in

identical in quality with its corresponding sen-

111'.D _Le ooJe- uc Consequently, for ~iatotle, flavours (and each 

he other proper sensibles) inhere in objects in the way our 
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disposed sense reports them to us. 

Aristotle becomes even more specific in his asser

of the independent reality of flavours when he says the 
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The species of flavours are , as in the 
case'"'of colours, (a) simple, i.e. the two 
contraries, the sweet and the bitter, (b) 
secondary, viz. (1) on the side of the 
sweet 1 the succulent, (11) on the side of 
the bitter, the saline (111) between 
these comes the pungenl the harsh, the 
astringent, and the aciJ; these pretty 
well exhaust the varieties of flavours. 
It follows that what has the power of tasting 
is what is potentially of that kindt and what 
is tastable is what has the power or making 
it actually what it itself already is.31 

passage Aristotle lists what he considers to be most 

the different varieties of flavours. In so doing he also , 

these different species of flavours 

sts in objects in the way in which our sense of taste 

orts them to us. For he says that the sense of taste 

potentially identical with what each of these species 

flavour already actually is, while that which is called 

lavour is what can reduce the sense of taste from this 

entiali ty_. to a ctuali ty; + 

In concluding this section we can say the following. 

have been examining Aristotle's general principle that, 

or to an act of sensation, each of the senses is poten

ally identical in quality with its corresponding sensible 

We wanted to see what this implied regarding A.ris

position on the reality of proper sensibles inasmuch. 
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,, -.:amuch as the proper sensibles constitute~ objects of sense 

e strictest sense of the term. We saw that this principle 

ed that proper sensibles inhere in objects in the Wfi3 our 

es present them to us. In order to see this implication 

clearly we examined specific applications of this prin-

e occurring in Aristotle's treatment of some of the indi

senses, and especially in the case of the sense of 

In so doing we found that we were correct in our con

that, in this principle, Aristotle was again showing 

this position is that proper sensibles are independent 

ties inhering in objects in the way our senses report 

W3 

to us as inhering. Thus, we have in this principle that 

stotle enunciates yet another instance of his cognitive 

ism on the issue of the reality of proper sensibles. 

IV. The Senses as Ratios, and Sensation As 

Involving a Communication of Likeness 

Throughout all of this chapter up to this point 

ve been developing the cognitive realism inherent in 

011c sensation and seeing, more specifically, 

consequences that this realism has with regard to Aris

e's conception of the reality of proper sensibles. In 

s section we shall continue on With this line of thought. 

we shall see here further details of Aristotle's doctrine 

the senses are adapted by nature to be able to grasp and 

to us their corresponding proper sensible objects. To 

specific, we shall examine here, in some detail, the 111.Q'"C 
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owing 1,WO DCl First, we shall look at Aristotle's 

ption of sensation as involving a communication of form 

~ 

object and the sense. secondly, we shall examine, 

regard to Aristotle's doctrine that the senses are natur

adapted to grasping their proper objects, his conception 

senses as being ratios or proportionso · 

I 

• c 

The last chapter of Book II of the De Anima is 

• i;ea. 1,a a general summary of characteristics of the five 

-'rTla.L. senac Aristotle says the following of these gen

conclusions and then states the first one in this manner: 

The following results applying to each 
and every sense may now be formulated. 

(A) By a •sense• is meant what has the 
power of receiving into itself the sensible 
forms of things without the matter. This 
must be conceived of as taking place in the 
way in which a piece of wax takes on the im
press of a signet-ring without the iron or 
gold; we say that what produces the impression 
is a signet of bronze or gold, but its parti
cular metallic constitution makes no differ
ence: in a similar way the sense is affected 
by what is coloured or flavoured or sounding, 
but it is indifferent what in each case the 
substance is; what alone matters is what 
quality it has, i.eo in what ratio its 
constituents are combinedo32 

We can see here that Aristotle has developed his 

tll' r..-iv.c realism around a conception of the agency involved 

on the part of the object sensed, as a communi

to the sense involved from that object of~, and 

c ... <>a1,1a 

• 

of likeness or resemblanceo This stands out clearly 

ristotle's treatment of sensation as analogous to the 

on of a signet-ring impressing a piece of wax with the 
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likeness. Let's look at this analogy more closely. 

signet-ring impresses the piece of wax there is a 

> 111.1-cation from the former to the latter of a likeness of 

= is on the ring. It is a matter of indiff-

, insofar as the ring impressing the wax with 1 ts 

ss is concerned, whether the signet is made of bronze 

ld or some other metal. On the contrary, what alone is 

tant here is the~ that this metal takes as the design 

For it is only this !:Qm, this likeness - not 

bronze or gold or other material of which the signet is 

osed, and which is, thus, its matter, that is communicated 

to the wax. The wax, then, receives a likeness of 

signeto 

Now, according to ~istotle, we can give an account 

is analogous to that of the signet-ring impressing the 

e of wax in explaining what sensation involves. In sen

on what affects the sense involved - as distinguished from 

sense organ involved - is not the physical object qua 

object, that 1s, qua composed of form and matte_r, 

what affects the sense is only the form (minus the matter) -
lJ ;,,_L\.,Cl 

that physical object. Just as, insofar as impressing the 

with its likeness 1s concerned, it is a matter of indif

ence what the metallic constitution of the signet is, so 

sofar as affecting the appropriate sense is concerned, it is 

tter of indifference what the physical object, qua composed 

form and matter, is. For, in each instance, it is not the 

and matter together of the signet-ring or the form and DrIII 
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together of the sensible object ~hich affects the wax 

sense respectively. On the contrary, in each case, 

t affects and is communicated to the wax or to the sense 

appropriate f.21:m without the matter. Thus, in each 

case of the signet-ring impressing the wax and, 

example, the coloured object affecting the sense of sight, 

have a communication to the wax and to the sense of sight of 

the wadi: then takes on the likeness, the colour, of 

sensed. 

In the above comp:1.rison of sensation with a piece 

impressed by a signet-ring, we see the cognitive realism 

nristotle's development of his theory of sensation. His 

ry of sensation emphasizes the reception by the sense of 
33 

sensible forms of things without the matter~ • Aris-

e's theory of sensation conceives of sensation as a com

cation of~, a communication of likeness, from the 

ect sensed to the appropriate sense. In other words, in 

stotle's notion of sensation, we do perceive objects to be 

hey, in fact, really are. Moreover, this conception of 

entails that, for Aristotle, proper sensibles are 

ties inhering in objects independently of our perception 

that our senses present them to us as they, in 

We have taken as our point of departure in this 

sis Aristotle's statement that proper sensibles H ••• 

titute ~ objects of sense in the strictest sense of 

erm, and it is to them that in the nature of things the 
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34 
~cture of each several sense is adaptedu • Now it has 

the development of the realism inherent in that 

and what it means for Aristotle's position on the 

proper sensibles that we have been concerned 

oughout this chapter. We shall now take a look at just 

t Aristotle considers the structure of the senses to be 

In doing this we shall be examining the second 

t that we said we wanted to examine in this section. 

stotle pr-esents us with his view of the structure of the 

ses in his second general conclusion "applying to any and 
35 

ry sense•• • In this second conclusion Aristotle says the 

(B) By •an organ of sense• is meant that 
in which ultimately such a power is seated. 

The sense and its organ are the same in 
fact, but their essence is not the same. 
What perceives is, of course, a spatial mag
nitude, but we must not admit that either 
the having the power to perceive or the 
sense itself is a magnitude. This enables 
us toe xplain why objects of sense which 
possess one of two opposite sensible qual
ities in a degree largely in excess of the 
other opposite destroy the organs of sense; 
if the movement set up by an object 1s too 
strong for the organ, the equipoise of 
contrary qualities in the organ, which just 
!.§. its sensory power, is distunbed; it is 
precisely as concord and tone are destroyed 
by toQ

6
violently twanging the strings of a 

lyre.j 



"l 

'1 

Jj 

-1 

,0 

j 

1,1 

·.-rl 

~-:?l 

le?. 

;'I 

)1.! 

-
c:::.. ... ...1-0 

In this discussion we find a more detailed presen

of how the senses are structured in order to grasp 

ir proper sensible objects. We saw, in our analysis of 

e first of these two general conclusions, that sensation •"' 

a communication of likeness, of form without matter, 

object sensed to the appropriate sense. In this, 

second of his general conclusions about sensation, Aris

D ("(TC 

om rnc 

• ••c by defining what he means by •an organ of sense'. 

•an organ of sense• is meant that in which the capacity to 

sensible forms without their matter resides. However, 

(ll s .l. ~ not to say that the sense and its organ are two sep

c.ue oeing .... ~ No, it is, rather, to say that there is an 

telligible distinction between the sense and its corres

MJ:naing This distinction is based on the fact that 

e organ is a spatial magnitude, while the corresponding 

nse is a proportion or ratio or power of that magnitude. 

[I] ·s explains why excessive sensible qualities can destroy 

_ For each sense consists of a certain ratio or 

roportion or power, and, if the sensible object perceived 

~ssesses qualities in excess of what the organ can endure, 

ratio or proportion or power - which precisely!.[ 

- is destroyed and the organ along with it, since 

!]C c,cn c,c and its organ are identical in being. This relation 

-tween the organ of sense and the sense itself, and how they 

an be destroyed is summarized very succinctly by Thomas 

he comments the following on Aristotle's state-
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A sense-organ, e.g. the eye, shares the 
same being with the faculty itself1 though it differs 
in essence or definition, the facuLty being as it 
were the form of the organ, as was said above. ,So 

- he goes on to say 'an extended magnitude', i.e. a 
bodily organ, is what receives sensation, i.e. Is 
the subject of the sense-faculty, as matter is the 
subject of form; and yet the magnitude and the 
sensitivity or sense differ by definition, the 
sense being a certain ratio 1 i.e., proportion and 
form and power, of the magn1tude •••• If -sensation 
is to take place there must pre-exist in the organ 
of sense 'a certain ratio' or, as we have termed 
it proportion. But if the impact oft he sense
ob]ect is stronger than what the organ is natur
ally able to bear, the proportion is destroyed 
and the sense itself, which precisely consists, as 
has been said, in the formal proportion of the 
organ is neutralized. It is just as though one 
were !o twang cords too violently, destroying the 
tone and harmony of :the instrument, which is a 
certain proportion.37 

In this section we have been examining two points 

arding Aristotle's theory of sensation. First, we exam-

his conception of sensation as involving a communication 

and so, of likeness. We saw that this entails doc

for Aristotle the position that proper sensibles exist 

in the way our senses report them to us as exis-

• For it is the sensible form, and so, the sensible like

that is communicated from the object to the corres-

in sensation. Secondly, we examined Aristotle's 

of what he considered a sense to be in its structure. 

that he described it as a ratio or power capable of 

eiving forms without matter, and residing in its corres

organ from which it differs only in concept and not in 

It is just this ratio or power of which he speaks in 

statement we originally took as expressing the cognitive 

ism in his theory of sensation, namely, the statement in 
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he says that the _proper sensibles, " ••• constitute~ 

sense in the strictest sense of the term, and it 

o them that in the nature of things the structure of 
38 

several sense is adapted" • 

v. A Seeming Problem in His Theory of Sensation 

We have seen that ·, for Aristotle, sensation involves 

alteration of the sense faculty in the sense of ''•• .the 

lopment of an existent quality from potentiality in the 
39 

ction et t1x1ty or naturen • According to Aristotle, 

ration ia a spacias ot motion. This point comes out in 

following statements where Aristotle summarizes his po

regarding motion: 

What then Motion is, has been stated 
both generally and particularly. It is not 
difficult to see how each of its types will 
be defined - alteration is the fulfilment 
of the alterable qua alterable (or, more 
scientifically, the fulfilment of what can 
act and what can be acted on, as such) -
generally and again in each particular case, 
building healing, etc. A similar definition 
will apply to each of the other kinds of motion.l+o 

this text we can see that, for Aristotle, alteration is 

of motion. Aristotle says that, from his earlier 

nition of motion in general as, " ••• the fulfilment of the 

~ qua moveable, the cause of the alteration being con-
41 

t with what can move, lt we can see how each of its spe,cies 

to be defined. Accordingly, with regard to alteration, 

stotle says that it is to be defined as the activity of 

alterable i;recisely as alterable. 
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From the above we can see that, for Aristotle, 

is an alteration, and alteration, in turn, is a 

of motion. Now, the reason why we have introduced these 

into the present section is as follows. We shall now 

ow, in applying a principle that Aristotle developed 

erning motion to the specific instance of acts of sensa

' he eliminates what seems to be an obstacle to his making 

a.DDJ.l.Ca l.l.OIJ In eliminating this seeming difficulty 

11 see him putting forward the most explicit statement 

ve seen of his conviction of the independent reality of 

r sensibleso 

W3 

In order to see just what the above mentioned prin

that Aristotle developed concerning motion, consider 

ollowing passage: 

an" 

Cl] I .c, 

The solution of the difficulty that is 
raised about the motion - whether it is in the 
movable - is plaino It is the fulfilment of 
tbls potentiality, and by t he action of that 
which has the power of causing motion; and the 
actuality of that which has the power of 
causing motion is not other than the actuality 
of the movabl~, for it must be the fulfilment 
of ~. A tru.ng is capable of causing motion 
because it can do this· it is a mover because 
it actually does it. ~ut it is on the movable 
that it is capable of acting. Hence there is 
a single actuality of both alike, just as one 
to two and two to one are the same interval, 
and the steep ascent and the steep descent are 
one - for these are one and the same, although 
they can be described in differ~~t ways. So 
it 1s with the mover and moved."t'G 

Aristotle is here answering the question of whether, 

given motion, the motion is in the mover or in the 

object. The answer to this question, he says, follows 
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om his earlier definition of motion as, n ••• the fulfilment 

• the movable qua movable, the cause of the attribute being 
43 

-~tact with what can move" • The motion is, says Aristotle, 

in the mobile object. For, by definition, motion is 

of the mobile object's capacity to be moved, which is 

about by the movero This is not to say that the act 

the ' mgver is a different one from that of the mobile object. 

act of the mover and the act of the mobile object are 

in so far as the motion located in the mobile object 

s the fulfilment of the potentialmty of both the mover and 

e mobile object. In explaining this Aristotle says that it 

snot only the mobile object which has its potentiality ac-

alized in motion. On the contrary, there is also a certain 

otentiality in the mover which is also realized in that mo

ion. For a thing 1s said to be capable of causing motion be

ause of its power to move. However, it is said to be a mover 

cause it actually moves something. Thus, in motion there is 

realization of potentiality, not only on the part of the 

obile object, but also on the part of the mover. But, to 

uote the commentary of Thomas Aquinas on this text: 

••• what the mover causes by acting and what the moved 
receives by being acted upon are the same. He says 
that the mover acts upon the mobile object, i.e., it 
causes the act of the mobile object. Hence it is 
necessary that one act be the act of each, i.e., of 
the mover and the moved. For what is from the mover 
as from an agent cause and

1
.fhat is in the moved as 

in a patient are the same.'T'T 

In order to illustrate .how it is that the act of the 

_over and that of the moved are in the latter, Aristotle pre

ents us with two analogous exampleso In the first example, he 
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"'''s us to consider the distance from one to two and that of 

om two to one. In each instance the distance is the same, 

t there is still an intelligible difference between the two. 

r, if we compare the one and the two starting at two and 

we call it double. However, if we reverse the 

starting at one and going to two, we call it a 

Similarly, in the case of the distance between the 

a hill and the top of it: it is the same distance 

::iatter if we begin at the bottom and proceed to the top or 

at the top and proceed to the bottom. However, there 

intelligible distinction between the two. For, in the 

case, we call the procedure the ascent of the hill, 

in the latter, we call it the descent of the hill . 

•~ogously, in the case of motion, there is an intelligible 

be drawn. ''For motion insofar as it proceeds 

the mover to the mobile object is the act of the mover, 

~ insofar as it is in the mobile object from the mover, it 
45 

the act of the mobile object.' 

We have just seen Aristotle put forward the prin

that, in any motion or alteration - the latter being a 

of the former - the motion, the activity of the mover 

- the mobile object, has its locus in the mobile (or alter

We shall now examine in detail what Aristotle 

s about what, at first glance, appears to be an obstacle, 

application of this principle to all eases of sensa

In seeing this we shall, as we pointed out at the 
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0 inning of this section, see Aristotle give us the most 

licit statement we have seen so far that proper sensibles 

- qualities inhering in objects independently of our per

. tion of them and inhering there in the way in which our 

_nses report them to us. Aristotle puts all of this for

passage of the second chapter of Book III of 

De Anima. That passage reads as follows: 

C 

The activity of the sensible object and that of 
the percipient sense is one and the same activity, 
and yet the distinction between their being remainso 
Take as illustration actual sound and actual hearing: 
a man may have hearing and yet not be hearing, and 
that which has a sound is not always sounding. But 
when that which can hear is actively hearing and that 
which can sound is sounding, then the actual hearing 
and the actual sound are merged in one (these one 
might call respectively hearkening and sounding). 

If it is true that the movement, both the acting 
and the being acted upon, is to be found in that 
which is acted upon, both the sound and the hearing 
so far as it is actual must be found in that which 
has the faculty of hearing; for it is in the passive 
factor that the actuality of the active or motive 
factor is realized; that is why that which causes 
movement may be at rest. Now the actuality of that 
which can sound is just sound or sounding, and the 
actuality of that which can hear is hearing or 
hearkening; 'sound' and 'hearing' are both ambiguouso 
The same account applies to the other senses and their 
objectso For as the-acting-and-being-acted-upon is 
to be found in the passive, not in the active factor, 
so the actuality of the sensible object and that of 
the sensitive subject are both realized in the latter. 
But while in some cases each aspect of the total 
actuality has a distinct name, e.g., sounding and 
hearkening, in some one or other is nameless, e.g. 
the actuality of sight is called seeing, but the 
actuality of colour has no name: the actuality of 
the faculty of taste is called tasting, but the 
actuality of flavour has no name. Since the actual
ities of the sensible object and of the sensitive 
faculty are~ actuality in spite of the difference 
between their modes of being 1 actual hearing and 
actual sounding appear and disappear from existence 
at one and the same moment, and so actual savour and 
actual tasting, etc., while as potentialities one of 
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them may exist without the other. The earlier 
students of nature were mistaken in their view 
that without sight there was no white or black, 
without taste no savour. This statement of theirs 
is partly true, Jnrtly false: •sense• and 'the 
sensible object• are ambiguous terms, i.e. may denote 
either potentialities or actualities: the statement 
is true of the latter, false of the for~er. This 
ambiguity they wholly failed to notice.46 

This very long passage consists of two paragraphs 

which we must now examine in detail. In the first 
47 

ragraph , Aristotle is applying the principle concerning 

tion w,hichwe saw him develop in the Physicao Applying this 

~inciple to the specific instance of the alteration involved 

sensation, Aristotle says the following. The fulfilment of 

potentiality of the sensible object and the fulfilment of 

e potentiality of the corresponding sense that occurs in any 

• 

• c 

t 

• 

of sensation constitutes~ total actualization. However, 

·s ~ actualization has two intelligibly distinguishable 

To help convey what he means, Aristotle presents us 

illustration. Take the case of someone hearing a 

m1na nc sayso When someone hears a sound there is only the 

event, namely, the hearing of the soundo However, this 

• gle event has two intelligibly distinguishable aspects. 

~ tJ"'"C 

if we consider it from the point of view of the fulfil

of the potentiality of the faculty of hearing, then, we 

what is called hearkening. On the other hand, if we 

~ ~sider it from the point of view of the fulfilment of the 

tentiality of the sensible object to make a sound, then, we 

is called soundingo 
48 

In the second paragraph of that passage , Aristotle 
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0 ins by pointing out something else which we have already 

on ,,., rn.c first part of this section. What he points out 

that, in any movement or alteration, the actualization of 

I~ rnc mover and the mobile object has its locus in the 

• 

As we have seen, to return to our example, the 

tivity of what has the power to sound is called sound or 

ding, while the activity of what has the power to hear is 

hearkening. Now, in accordance with what we have 

c..J..a we must say that the fulfilment of both what can 

ouna anu wu.c hear has its locus in the latter. However, 

ys Aristotle, we must note that the terms •sound' and 1hear-

ng 1 are both ambiguous terms, and, in a sense, so are the 

applied to all the other senses and their proper objects. 

with this remark that we begin to see just why Aristotle 

o ,..ID 

[)CJ 

• 

s introduced this discussion concerning the actualization of 

th the sensible object and the sensitive subject in sensa

D the locus of that actualization as being in 

e latter. 

Aristotle is here explaining his doctrine that the 

ctuality of the sensible object and the actuality of the 

faculty are both realized in the latter in order to 

Cl.Ow v.u.c this is an adequate account of all cases of sensa

ion. He does this because verbally this does not seem to be 

rue in all such cases. Consequently, in order to prove that 

tis true in all such cases, he first gives us an example of 

ere his conception of sensation is in accord with the common 

ay of speaking. In the case of someone hearing a sound, his 
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ctrine meets the demands of language. For both intelli

ble aspects of the total actuality involved (which is 

_alized in the sense faculty) have a nameo 'Hearkening' 

s the term used for the actuality of the faculty of hearing, 

•sounding' is the name for the actuality of the sensible 

Thus, in this case Aristotle is correct in saying 

actuality of both the sensitive faculty and the 

object resides in the sensitive subjecto 

However, there are cases where his doctrine that 

aspects of the actuality involved in sensation have their 

sense faculty seems to be incorrect. This is 

istotle 1s reason for pointing out that the terms 'sounding' 

'hearing' as well as those referring to the other senses 

their proper objects have more than one meaning. This, 

o, is also his reason for pointing out that, while in some 

ses of sensation each of the two aspects of the total 

tuality involved has a distinct name - as in our example of 

eone hearing a sound - however, in some cases one or other 

_ these aspects of the total actuality has no name. For ex

le, in the case of someone seeing a colour, verballl Aris-

tle1s doctrine seems to falter. For it is sensibly evident 

t what we call by the term •colour' is on the surface of 

object sensed and not in the eye. Here, then, we have an 

stance where the actuality of the sensible object would not 

em to have its locus in the actuality of the sense faculty 

.volved and be identical with i to Consequently, in order to 

~spel this misconception, Aristotle points out that •colour' 
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-Snot the name foT the appropriate actuality here, on the 

.de of the sensible object. For that actuality has no 

ame. Or, consider the case of someone tasting a flavoured 

jecto Once again Aristotle's doctrine seems to faltero 

or it is sensibly evident that the flavour has its locus in 

object sensed and not in the sense of taste. So, here 

a 

[li:j 

o, the actuality of the sensible object does not seem to 

identical with the actuality of the corresponding sense and 

ve its locus in the latter. Consequently, says Aristotle, 

that, while the actuality of the faculty of sense in

'!!"OJ...vea here is called 'tasting', the term 'flavour' is not the 

applied to the actuality of the object tasted. For 

actuality is nameless. Consequently, Aristotle is 

mistaken in saying that, in every case of sensation, the 

[12.llle ~ o oe 

rre .1.a rrc 

of the sensible object and that of the corresponding 

its locus in the latter and is identical with the 

~tter, even though colours and flavours do not have their 
I 

:::J corresponding sense faculties of the one who sees 

tastes but in the objects seen or tastedo For flavours and 

are not the corresponding actualities of the objects CD_LQ 

CJ.T"l~OQCI 

Ill Cl 

l:ll 

From what we have seen so far we can say that, for 

istotle, terms such as 'colour' and 'flavour' are the names 

r qualities existing in objects which, when actualized in 

nsation, are namelesso Thus, terms like 'colour• and 1fla

ur' refer, not to actualities, but to potentialitieso Now, 

~s has important bearings on Aristotle's position as regards 
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reality of proper sensibles, as we shall now show. After 

:..nting out all that we have seen so far, the text we are 
l+9 

proceeds as follows. Since, as we have seen, the 

of the sensible object and the actuality of the cor

sponding sensitive faculty are only two intelligibly dis-

of the one total actuality involved (ioeo 

sensing of the object) in any act of sensation having its 

the actuality of the appropriate sense faculty, we 

the followingo The actuality of the sensible qual

objects comes into existence and ceases to exist 

,~u..1.taneously with the coming into existence and ceasing to 

the actuality of the corresponding sense faculties. 

says Aristotle, as potentialities the sensible quali

s can exist without the actuality of the corresponding 

se faculties . Now, as we have just seen, 'flavor' and 

lour' are the names of potentialities in sensible objects . 

sequently, we have here the explicit statement on Aris

le1s part that proper sensibles exist independently of our 

ception of them in the case of flavours and colours and, by 

lication from his statement that the terms referring to all 
50 

proper sensibles "may denote potentialities or actualities' 

the case of all the other proper sensibles. 

Aristotle concludes this discussion by applying 
51 

has said here to a critique of earlier ,hilosopherso 

•Jas through failing to realize the double meaning that the 

__ s referring to the sense faculties and the proper sensibles 

- as referring to either actualities or potentialities -

' 
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t the earlier philosophers erred, says Aristotle. 

•"' semen denied that there could be any white or black or, 

general, any colour in the absence of percipients, or that 

;l 

•-"' 

ere could be any flavours in the absence of percipientso 

at they failed to notice is that the terms 1sense 1 and 'the 

sible object' can be used to denote either potentialities 

ctualitieso For example, a man can be said to have the 

nse of hearing no matter whether he is actually using it at 

.e mome-:nt ( sense as actuality) or not ( sense as potential

We have already seen how 'the sensible object• can 

to potentialities or actualities, and so, further exam

0,,. a~o not necessary here. These men were, then, wrong, as 

~ have seen, to deny that, as potentialities, proper sensibles 

• 

• C the absence of percipients, but, as referring to 
52 

this denial was correct. 

In this section it has been our purpose to examine 

implications Aristotle's principle that the activity of 

e mover and the mobile object are realized in the latter and 

e identical with one another, differing only in concept, as 

plied to sensation, has for his position on the reality of 

~oper sensibles. We saw how Ar istotle showed that this prin

DIC is an adequate account of all cases of sensation. In so 

~ing we found that he said that the terms I sense I and I the 

ensible object' can refer to potentialities or to actualities, 

d hence, are ambiguous words. Furthermore, as referring to 

~ctualities, the denial of the existence of (proper) sensibles 

_s correct. However, as referring to potentialities, such a 
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ienial is incorrect. In addition, we have Aristotle's explicit 

""tatement that terms, such as, 'colour', 'flavour', etc. are 

ot the names of actualities, but of potentialitieso Thus, 

olours, flavours, etc., being sensible potentialities, can 

,a.J.l exist in the absence of percipients. Consequently, we can 

say that, in this section, we have discovered the most explicit 

tatement we have seen of Aristotle's cognitive realism as re

-afds proper sensibles. Proper sensibles are, for Aristotle, 

~ualities inhering in objects independently of our perception 

f them, and inhering in the way our senses report them to us. 

"'ara 

0 mu 

VI. The Proper Sensibles Are Not Reducible 

to Common Sensibles 

In the last section we saw that Aristotle clearly 

proper sensibles as being qualities inhering in ob

Now, this same position also comes through quite 

within the context of Aristotle's criticism of the 

to account for flavours - a proper sensible - by means 

: common sensibles. This takes place in the De Sensu et SenOIII] 

D Aristotle's remarks here can be divided into two parts. 

criticizes the attempt to account for all the proper 

nsio, 0 in terms of one of them. Secondly, he criticizes any 

tempt to reduce proper sensibles to common sensibles. With 

c.ra the former, he says the following: 

Democritus and most of the natural philosophers 
who treat of sense-perception proceed quite irrationally, 
for they represent all objects of sense as objects of 
Touch. Yet, if this is really so, it clearly follows 
that each of the other senses is a mode of Touch; but 



j 

-
one can see at a glance that this is impossibleo 

Again, for they treat percepts common to all the 
senses as proper to one. For [.the qualities by which 
they explain taste, viz::] Magnitude and Figure, Rough
ness and Smoothness, and, moreover, the Sharpness and 
Bluntness found in solid bodies, are percepts common 
to all the senses, or if not to all, at least to Sight 
and Touch. This explains why it is that the senses are 
liable to err regarding them, while no such error 
arises respecting their proper sensibles; e.g. the 
sense of Seeing is not deceived as to Colour, nor is 
that of Hearing as to Sound. 53 

To begin with, then, Aristotle argues against trying 

o account for all objects of sense in terms of the objects of 

Aristotle gives two reasons for rejecting such an 

First, if what these philosophers claim is true, then, 

ach of the other four senses must also be a mode of the sense 

D 

0 mu 

~ touch. However, it is obviously impossible that this should 

_ the case. Secondly, the position Aristotle is rejecting 

the objects that are common to all the senses - or, at 
~ 

common to sight and touch - as proper to one, namely, 

• For size, shape, roughness, smoothness, sharpness, and 

are qualities of bodies perceived by all five - or, at 

D 

• c 

two - of the senses. In fact, it is precisely because 

se qualities are common sensibles and not proper sensibles 

~t explains why the senses sometime err in perceiving them, 

'le no sense errs in reporting its proper object, which ob-
55 

perceptible only by that senseo 

Aristotle now turns to giving a specific refutation 

If arJ attempt to reduce the proper sensibles to the common 

D "'' - Here he says the following: 
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On the other hand, they reduce the proper to com
mon sensibles, as Democritus does with white and Black; 
for he asserts that the latter is Cg mode of th§] rough, 
and the former ti.mode of thfil smooth, while he reduces 
Savours to the atomic figures. Yet surely no one sense, 
or, if any, the sense of Sight rather than any other, 
can discern the common sensibles. But if we suppose that 
the sense of Taste is better able to do so, then - since 
to discern the smallest objects in each kind is what marks 
the acutest sense - Taste should have been the sense which 
best perceived the common sensibles generally and showed 
the most ~rfect power of discerning figures in general. 

Again, all the sensibles involve contrariety; e.g. 
in Colour White .is contrary to Black, and in Savours Bitter 
is contrary to Sweet; but no one figure is reckoned con
trary to any other figure. Else, to which of the possible 
polygonal figures U9 which Democritus reduces Bitterl 
is the spherical figure [Jo which he reduces SweeO con
trary? 

Again, since figures are mnfinite in numbers sav
ours also should be infinite; (Jhe possible rejoin&er -
1 that they are so~nly that some are not perceived' -
cannot be sustaine~ for why should one savour be per
ceived and another not? 56 

Aristotle presents us with three arguments against 

to reduce the proper sensibles to common sensibles. 

the Greek atomists claim that colours, for instance, 

~~e forms of roughness and smoothness of the atoms of which 

erything is composed, while flavours are due to the shape 

~ these atoms. However, retorts Aristotle, if shapes were 

ot common sensibles - common sensibles being observed most 
57 

~stinctly by sight - but were primarily objects of taste, 

en, taste should be the sense capable of perceiving the fin

distinctions among all the common sensibles. For it is 

e ability to discern the finest differences among objects 

'ch defines the sharpest senseo However, this is not true 

~ taste. For, as Aristotle says elsewhere, " ••• sight is the 
58 

ost highly developed sense ,lt and, in speaking of sight 
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he says, " ••• it is through this sense especially that 

perceive the common sensibles, vizo figure, magnitude, 
59 

~, numbern • Secondly, while there is contrariety among 

._.. proper sensibles of each sense (e.g. in the case of colour, 

contrary to black), among the common sensibles (e.g. 

there is none. Thirdly, while there are an infinite 

of figures (a common sensible), there are a finite 

of flavours (a proper sensible). Nor could it be argued 

there are an infinite number of flavours ', but we are only 

to perceive some of them. For there is no reason why we 

ould not be able to perceive every kind of flavour that exists. 

What is the point of all this discussion for our 

The point of it is that it shows the cognitive reali:Sill 

r1stotle's conception of the proper sensibles. Aristotle 

allow the possibility that the proper sensibles can 

reduced to modes of the common sensibles in the manner of the 
60 

eek atomists or of, say, John Locke • Aristotle argues here 

=ongly against any such attempted reduction. Proper sensi

are, for Aristotle, unique - unique in the sense of not 

reducible to anything else qualities inhering in ob-

Thus, once again, we see that, for Aristotle, proper 

~sibles are qualities belonging to objects independently of 

perception of them. 

VII. Summary and Conclusion 

It has been our purpose in this chapter to set forth 

_istotle's position regarding the reality of proper sensibles. 
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question we have had to answer can be expressed as fol

Does Aristotle regard the proper sensibles as quali

external objects in the way -our senses re-

_t them to us? In order to answer this question we examined, 

detail, several points in Aristotle's -theory of sensation. 

began by pointing out (Section I) that there is a general 

realism in Aristotle's theory of sensation. For 

011.c regardsthe senses as naturally adapted to present 

us their respective proper sensible objects as they really 

We took this as our point of departure, as being that 

ound which the question of the reality of proper sensibles 

s developed by Aristotle. It is, then, a question of the de

ailed development of the cognitive realism of his theory of 

au.LO With this in mind, we saw (Section II) how Aris

considered sensation to be an alteration only in the -QT IC 

that, in perceiving its proper object, the sense ts de

ll'P, ooea into its true or complete self. In this natural pro

ortion that exists between the sense and its proper object we 

"iscovered that this implied doctrinally the view that the 

ause of sensation (the proper sensible object) gets through 

-o the sense in a way that other agents don't get through to 

-neir patients. This is so true that, as we later found (Sec-

-1on V), the actuality relative to colour or to flavour goes 

nameless, implying that so much better known is the colour or 

-he flavour (i.eo the potentiality). The view that the cause 

o: sensation gets through to the sense in a wa1 that ordinary 

agents don't get through to their patients also comes out in 
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.stotle's claim (Section III) that, in sensation, the senses 

ome identical in quality with their respective proper sen

This notion of the identity between the senses 

- their proper objects was continued in our examination (See

the details concerning just exactly what happens in 

Here we saw that sensation involves a communication 

_ form, and so, of likeness, from the object sensed to the 

ropriate sense. We saw that the sense, in sensing, takes 

the form, the likeness. of the object sensed. Then, re-

to the notion of sensation as alteration in only a 

sense of the term, we saw (Section V} that Aristotle 

lved what seemed to be a problem regarding his doctrine that, 

any alteration, the activity of the active element and of the 

~ssive element have their locus in the latter. In seeing Aris

solve what appeared to be a problem in applying this prin

to sensation, we found that his cognitive realism with re

rd to sensation came through again. For the seeming problem 

here because Aristotle saw that it was sensibly evident 

for example, colours and flavours exist in external ob

and not in the corresponding actualized sense faculties 

at are experiencing those objects. Aristotle solves this 

ifficulty by pointing out · that 'flavours• and 'colours• are 

erms denoting potentialities, not actualities. Moreover, he 

aid that proper sensibles, as potentialities, can exist in the 

~~sence of percipients. Finally, in examining Aristotle's re

:usal to allow the proper sensibles to be reduced to common 

ensibles (Section VI), we saw that he regards the proper sen-
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~bles as unique qualities of objects. 

What conclusion are we to draw from all of the above 

egarding Aristotle's position on the reality of proper sensi

~es? We must conclude that Aristotle has, within his theory 

: sensation, a general cognitive realismo Furthermore, the 

~estion of the reality of proper sensibles is one that is 

-ndled within the context of this general cognitive realism 

: his theory of sensation. That is to say, it is treated as 

art of the more detailed development of his theory of sensa-

-~on. From what we have seen in this chapter of both his gen

~ral theory of sensation and the more specific development of 

-ome of the details of that theory we must draw the following 

onclusion. According to Aristotle, the proper sensibles are 

alities inhering in objects independently of our perception 

f them. Moreover, for Aristotle, proper sensibles inhere in 

bjects in the same way that our senses report them to us as 

·~eri~. 
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CHAPTER III 

CRITICAL STUDY OF JOHN HERMAN RANDALL (JR.) 

I. He denies the Independent Reality of Proper Sensibles 

According to Aristotle 
1 

In his book, Aristotle, Randall says of Aristotle 's 
2 

of "the power of sensing or perceiving11 that, 

This power exists "potentially" in the organism, 
until it is set in operation or "actualized" by 
some sensible object in the environment, some 
aistheton. Then the usenseu (he aisthesis) con
ceived as the functioning of the sense organ, iQ. 
aistheterion - that is, the sense as the sensing of 
the sense organ - becomes "like 11 the sense object.3 

is in the context of explaining what he means in saying 

for Aristotle, the sense becomes like the sense object 

an act of sensation that Randall introduces his discussion 

~ the reality of proper sensibles according to Aristotle. He 

his explanation, then, as follows: 

The sense quality which the object potentially 
possesses becomes actual in the sensing of the 
sense organ. For example, the wall is poten
tially white, it has the power of being seen as 
white. The power of vision (onsis)can, by means 
of the eyes, see nwhiteness"o For Aristotle , we 
do not see "in" our eyes, we see nwith" our eyes. 

In the process of sensing, there is a co
operation of these two powers , in which the power 
of the wall to be seen white and the power of 
vision to see whiteness receive a common fulfillmento 
The potential whiteness of the wall, and the poten
tial whiteness of the power of vision, are actual
ized in a single process, "seeing the whiteness of 

64 
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the wall.u The uactual" color has its locus in 
the seeing of the eye, not in the wall; that is, 
in the co-operation of the two powerso But the 
color of the object, and the color in the seeing 
of the eye, are one and the same. Just so, the 
axe has the power of cutting, and the tree has 
the power of being cut. But the actual cutting 
takes place, in Aristotle 's way of formulating it, 
in the tree. In general, the activity of the mover 
has its locus in the thing moved , not in the mover 
itself. "For the operation of the agent and the 
mover occurs in what is acted upon; that is why that 
which causes motion (to kinoun) need not itself be 
movedu [Pe Anima III, cho 2: 426al+-fil. This is a 
functional, not a mechanical conception: it is Whpt 
makes possible the notion of an uunmoved moveru. 4-

According to Randall, then, Pristotle says that the 

becomes like the object sensed in an act of sensation 

as much as the sense quality that the object sensed poss

(potentially) becomes actual in the sense that is sen

This is what Randall is saying in the first sentence 

passage quoted aboveo The rest of the material we have 

oted presents us with an elaboration of what he is trying to 

ay in that first sentence. Now, this elaboration is given by 

eans of a specific example from the realm of visiono Randall 

~resents us with the example of someone seeing a white wallo 

:he wall, considered in itself, is potentially white. That is 

-o say, states Randall, the wall has the power of being seen 

s white. For its part, the power of vision, by using the eyes, 

'sable to see whiteness. 

Now, all of the above doesn't take us very far. For 

it can still be made clearer, and Randall does this in the 

ext paragraph. This is the second paragraph quoted above. 

~ere, continuing on with his example, Randall says the fol-
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-owing. In an act of seeing the colour of the wall the 

--·o powers we pointed out in the preceding paragraph £.Q.-

nerate to receive a common actualization. In other words, 

-he single process of seeing the whiteness of the wall is 

-he actualization of the potential whiteness of the wall and 

-he actualization of the potential whiteness of the visual 

senseo There is, then, the~ process (seeing the whiteness 

f thev-.a.11) which has .:!ili.Q. distinguishable aspects (the actual

::.zation of the potential whiteness of the wall and the actual

ization of the potential whiteness of the power of vision). 
5 

Randall's next remark is that "the 1actual'colorn 

s located on the operation of the sense of vision. Randall 

explains what he means here by presenting us with a somewhat 

alogous example, and then subsuming that example and the one 

·e have been discussing under a general principle. Take the 

case of an axe and a tree, says Randallo Now, the axe has the 

ower of cutting and the tree has the power of being cut. 

~owever, when these two powers are being actualized (i.e. when 

-he axe is cutting the tree), then, the actual cutting is lo

cated, not in the axe, but in the tree. Indeed, he continues, 

subsuming this example and the other example under a principle, 

'In general, the power of the mover has its locus in the thing 
6 

oved, not in the mover itself". Randall refers us to two 

passages in Aristotle's writings by way of justifying this last 

remark. First of all, at the end of that statement, he gives a 

reference to footnote 2 on page 82 of his own book where he 

uotes the following words from Aristotle: 
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'For just as acting and being acted upon are in the 
thing acted upon so also the operation of the sensed 
object (to aistheton) and of the power of sensing 
(to aisth-e--tikon) are in the power of sensing (to ais
thetikon)1. De .Anima III, cho 2: 426a9-ll r 

~econdly, immediately following his statement that, "In gen-

Eral, the power of the mover has its locus in the thing moved, 

ot in the mover itself, 0 Randall quotes the following words 

~rom Aristotle: u 'For the operation of the agent and the 

over occurs in what is acted upon; that is why that which 
8 

:auses motion (to kinoun) need not itself be moved' u . 

We must now examine more closely the things which we 

ave seen so far only superficially in the preceding para

-raph. Essentially, what we want to examine is Randall ' s 

~laim that, to return to one of his examples, for istotle , 

he 1actual 1 color has its locus in the seeing of the eye, 
9 

-~ot in the wallo 1
" We shall do this by examining the two 

_assages that we have seen were taken by Randall from Aris

-otle in justification for saying this . 

The two passages Randall took from Aristotle, namely , 

26a9-ll and 426a4-6 , are only separated by a few lines . Now, 

~hese two short passages are part of a whole section which must 

~e considered in its entirety if a correct understanding is to 

e had of any part of it . The section in question is as follows: 

The activity of the sensible object and that of the 
percipient sense is one and the same activity , and yet 
the distinction between their being remains . Take as 
iililustration actual sound and actual hearing: a man may 
have hearing and yet not be hearing , and that which has 
a sound is not always sounding . But when that which 
can hear is actively hearing and that which can sound 
is sounding then the actual hearing and the actual sound 
are merged in one (these one might call respectively 
hearkening and sounding)o 
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If it is true that the movement , both the acting 
and the being acted upon , is to be found in that which 
is acted upon , both the sound and the hearing so far 
as it is actual must be found in that which has the 
faculty of hearing ; for it is in the passive factor that 

- the actuality of the active or motive factor is realized; 
that is why that which causes movement may be at rest . 
Now the actuality of that which can sound is just sound 
or sounding , and the actuality of that which can hear is 
hearing or hearkening ; ' sound' and ' hearing ' are both am
biguous . The same account applies to the other senses 
and their objects . For as the-acting-and-being-acted
upon is to be found in the rassive , not in the active 
factor '.]: so also the actuality of the sensible object and 
that o the sensitive subject are both realized in the 
latter . But while in some cases each aspect of the total 
qctuality has a distinct name , e . g . sounding and hearken
ing, in some one or other is nameless , e . go the actuality 
of sight is called seeing , but the actuality of colour 
has no name: the actuality of the faculty of taste is 
called tasting , but the actuality of flavour has no name . 
Since the actualities of the sensible object and of the 
sensitive subject are ~ actuality in ~pite of the dif
ference between their modes of being , actual hearing and 
actual sounding appear and disappear from existence at 
one and the same moment , and so actual savour and actual 
tasting 1 etc . while as potentialities one of them may 
exist without the other . The earlier students of nature 
were mistaken in their view that without sight there was 
no white or black , without taste no savour . This state
ment of theirs is partly true 1 partly false: ' sense ' and 
'the sensible object ' are ambiguous terms, i . e . may de 
note either potentialities or actualities: the statement 
is true of the latter , false of the former . This am
biguity they wholly failed to notice . 10 

Let us now take a close look at this entire passage 

see if the two selections from it to which Randall refers 

given the interpretation he gives them. We shall begin 

~th the first of the two paragraphs from Aristotle ' s text that 
11 

e have qµoted . Aristotle begins this paragraph by saying 

-"at the activity of the sensible object and that of the per

~eiving sense constitute~ event in which can be distinguished 

He then gives us an example to help convey what he 

eans o Take the case of someone hearing a soundo When someone 

ears a sound there is only the one event , namely, the hearing of 
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~~ sound. However, this event can be looked at from two 

~ferent points of view. Looking at it from the viewpoint 

_ the actualization of the faculty of hearing,we have what 

_ called 1hearkening 1 o On the other hand, looking at this 

om 

ti· 1onr i: .. ,c 

the viewpoint of the actualization of the sensible 

have what is called •sounding'. 

• 

12 
Aristotle begins the second paragraph by saying 

actuality of both elements involved in any movement 

i.e. the actuality of both the active and passive elements) 

ocated in the passive element of the movement. Consequent-

in the case of someone hearing a sound, the actuality of the 

_,c,!)y>, 'nC faculty and its corresponding object is located in the 

• 

13 
faculty. Now, given these remarks in the section of 

14 
e De Anima we examined in the preceding paragraph , it would 

em that we ought to agree with Randall's claim that, uithe 

ctual 1 color has its locus in the seeing of the eye, not in 

wall; that is, in the co-operation of the two powers. But 

color of the object, and the color in the seeing of the eye, 
15 

e one and the same color. 11 However, this is not true. For 

or•c makes some important points in the section immediately 

llowing those parts of 425b26-426a26 that we have so far ex-DLLO 

i:I:c.1nAa s we shall now see, that section has an important bear

on how Randall ought to have interpreted Aristotle's posiC 

0 the reality of proper sensibleso 

Immediately after saying that the actuality of both 

omc in any type of movement is located in the passive ele

nt. Aristotle says the following. First, continuing on with 
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example he used at 425b26-426al, he says that the terms 
16 

a.· ana 'hearing' are both ambiguouso Secondly, he 

the terms used to refer to each of the other senses 
17 

their proper objects are also ambiguous. Aristotle ex-

"' 

ilE!a L 1l 

means here at 426a9-20. We have already seen 

ristotle says that the actuality of both the proper sen

object and the corresponding perceiving sense faculty is 

ated in the latter, and he no~ reiterates that position. He 

following as his reason for saying this. An act of 

is just a specific instance following under the prin

le that, in any action, the actualization of both aspects of 

ti 

OTTO 

D 

.. 
- action (namely, the active and passive elements), is loca-

18 
in the passive factor of that action. Aristotle next 

out that in some cases of sensation we have distinct 

rms which name each aspect of that total actuality. For in

in the case of someone hearing a sound, we call the ac

of the sound 'sounding' and the actuality of the faculty 

'hearkening 1. 

<1,PQ ~0 

Continuing on with his explanation of why the terms 

refer to the various senses and the proper sensibles are 

biguous because they have more than one meaning, Aristotle 

[l 

19 
oceeds as follows. He gives some specific examples wherein 

D 

aspect of the total actuality involved in an act of sensa-
20 

does not have a name. For instance, take the case of 

• meoV'lc colour. Here the actuality of the faculty 

: sight has a name, •seeing', but the actuality of colour, the 

.,, ctive factor involved, has no nameo gain, take the case of 
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_eone tasting something. The actuality of the faculty of 

ste is called 'tasting', but the actuality of flavour, the 

~iv~ factor involved, has no nameo Thus, for Aristotle, 

olour' and 'flavour' are not the names of actualities. For 

e actuality of the active factor involved in seeing a colour 

_ tasting a flavour has no name. As they are not the names 

actualities,'we must take Aristotle as saying that they 

names for potentialities. 

As a result of all of this we can say that Randall 

in saying, as we saw earlier, that Aristotle claims 

L\In general, the activity of thenover has its locus in the 
21 

moved, not in the mover itself" • Furthermore, he was 

quoting 426a9-ll and 426a4-6 in justification for 

However, Randall was quite mistaken in drawing 

principle the inference that, "The •actual' color has 

in the seeing of the eye, not in the wall; that is, 

the co-operation of the two powers. But the color of the 

· ject, and the color in the seeing of the eye, a re one and the 
22 

The reason why we must reject this inference is 

s followso Randall has failed to notice the remarks that Aris

otle makes about the terms used to refer to each of the senses 

their respective objects at 426a8-15. ~e have seen that it 

s indeed true that, for Aristotle, the actuality of the proper 

has its locus in the actuality of the sense perceiving 

~, and, that it is identical with it, being just another aspect 

f ito However, we have also seen that, in the case of someone 

eeing a color, the actuality of the proper sensible involved, 
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e actuality which has its locus in the actuality of the 

··~culty of sight and is just another aspect of the latter, 

s n~eless. 'Colour' is the name, not for the actuality of 

-fte proper sensible relative to the faculty of sight, rather, 

- is the name of the potentiality on the side of the object 

ensed by sight. For, as Aristotle says, 
23 

It ••• the actuality 

f colour has no name,u that is, 'colour is the name for 

made actual - on the side of the 

bject - in an act of seeing and what is so actualized:, is-,· of 

urse, a potentiality . Consequently, contrary to what Ran

-all says, 'actual colour' is not the name for the actuality 

~ the proper sensible having its locus in the actuality of 

e faculty of vision. For that actuality has no name. 

Given our analysis of 426a8-15, we must interpret 

-26al5-26 in accordance with Pristotle 's teaching that terms 

~ch as 'colour' and 'flavour' are the names of potentialities. 

, when Aristotle says that, as the actualities of the sensible 

bject and the sensitive faculty are just different aspects of 

e same actuality, actual hearing and actual sounding appear 

disappear from existence simultaneously, as do actual 

avour and actual tasting, etc., while as potentialities sensi

and sensitive subjects can exist independently of 

ach other, we must take him to mean the followi~. As 'colour', 

.:'lavour ', e tco are all names for potentialities, colour~, fla

ours, etco, can all exist independently of being perceived. Re-

~ ~erating the doctrine he developed at 426a6-20, Aristotle then 

oints out that earlier philosophers missed the ambiguity in-
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lved in the terms 'sense' and 'the sensible object• when 

ey denied that, in the absence of percipients perceiving 

om 

CF..,.. no 

there is, for instance, no black or no white (or no colour) 

flavouro Now, 'sense' and 'the sensible object' can re-

r to either potentialities or actualities. Consequently, as 

~olour' and 'flavour', etc. are the names of potentialities, 

• ey were wrong to deny that colours, flavours, etc. could 

'st in the absence of percipients. Although, if we are len

nt with them and take them as denying the actualities corres

o~aing these potencies, they were correct in what they saido 

::l 

ll'!:;'TC 

II. Randall on Aristotle's Two Senses of 

Alteration' 

We shall return, in Section III, to the analysis we 

just given of 426al5-26. For, as we shall see later, Ran

gives a misinterpretation of this section by failing to 

ao 
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it in the light of the statements made at 425b26-

However, we must first consider the next thing Randall 

his analysis of Aristotle's position on the question of 

e reality of proper sensibleso The next comment he makes on 

's issue is contained in the paragraphs immediately follow-

g those we dealt with in Section I of this chapter. They 

0 aa follows: 

Hence for Aristotle sensing is a being acted 
upon, a "passion"o It is a kind of "alteration., 
(alloiosis tis), or "qualitative change0 • But there 
are two kinds of ,alteration''• nsometimes it means 
a sort of destruction by the contrary; sometimes it 
means rather a preservation of what exists as a 
power by what exists as an operation and is like it, 
so far as a power can be like an operationl' Ille 
Anima II, ch. 5: 417b2-I} • Sensing is an t11alteration11 



or qualitative change in this second sense: as the 
functioning of a power o 

Thus sensing is a becoming like the object 
sensed . "In one sense what is acted upon is acted 
upon by what is like it , i n another sense by what 
is unlike it •••• While being acted upon it is un
ike, after it is acted upon it ip like the agentt 
De A ima II, ch. 5: 417al8-~ . 24 

Here Randall points out that there are two senses 

._ the term 'alteration ' or 'qualitative change' for Aris-

He quotes 417b2-5 where Aristotle spells this out . 

teration' sometimes refers to the destruction of something 

its contrary . H9wever, sometimes it means the actualization 

~ what exists as a power through the agency of what exists as 

operation and is like that power to the extent that a power 

like an actualityo Sensing is an alteration only in the 

sense of the term. Sensing entails that after the sense 

s been altered - in the second sense of that term - the sense 

what has altered it . 

.Now, from what we have already seen of Randall in 

ection I , we must not take him here as saying that proper sen

in objects in the way that our senses present 

us as inhering . For , to return to Randall ' s earlier 

that we discussed in Section I , "The 1actual 1 colour 

locus in the seeing of the eye , not in the wall; that 

, in the co-operation of the two powers . But the colour of 

e object, and the colour in the seeing of the eye, are one 
25 

the same colour . 11 For , Randall , then , colours, for ex-

exist in the objects see~l rather, the object just 

;; s '-~he power of being seen as whi teu • However, we certainly 
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--ot want to quarrel with the distinction Randall says that 

~stotle draws between the two types of alteration. For we 

e already pointed out the same thing , e arlier in Section II 

hapter II of this thesis . What we want to point out here 

that, given Randall's earlier (mistaken) remarks about the 

tlity of proper sensibles according to Aristotle , we must not 

e Randall as saying here that the proper sensibles inhere in 

.,ects in the way our senses present them to us as inhering . 

the contrary, we must see him as emphasizing here the dis

between the way we perceive proper sensibles as exis

and the way they do; in fact, exist . Thus, when Aristotle 

quoted by Randall as saying , at 417al8-20 , that , after an 

sensation the sense is like its (proper) sensible object , 

are not to interpret Randall as taking this to mean that the 

sensibles are presented to us by our corresponding senses 

the way that they really do inhere in the objects of the 

On the contrary , we must take Randall as thinking that 

s remark means that the sense and its corresponding object 

come somewhat alik2? but onlyu • ••• so far as a power can be 

., 1'e an operation I n o Randall ' s intention here, then , is to 

int out that, for Aristotle, there is a difference between 

way proper sensibles appear to us as inhering in objects 

the way they really do inhere in objects . (It will be re

embered that we pointed out , at the beginning of this chapter 

Randall ~ that it was in the context of explaining what Aris

~otle means when he says that , in sensation , the sense becomes 

-·ke the object sensed that Randall introduced the topic of the 
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of proper sensibles for Aristotle. We see that he 

finished that explanation). 

_ However, although giving two quotations from Chap-

- 5 of the second book of the De Anima to back up his re

Randall has, in fact, misinterpreted what Aristotle is 

there as regards the reality of proper sensibles . In 

er to point out Randall's mistake we must now examine some 

the passages from that chapter. We shall begin with the 

:.lowing one: 

But we must now distinguish not only between what is 
potential and what is actual but also different senses in 
which things can be said to be potential or actual; up to 
now we have been speaking as if each of these phrases had 
only one sense. We can speak of something as 1 a knower' 
either (a) as when we say that a man is a knower, meaning 
that man falls within the class of beings that know or 
have knowledge, or (b) as when we are speaking of a man 
who possesses a knowledge of grammar; each of these is so 
called as having in him a certain potentiality but there 
is a difference between their respective poten!ialities , 
the one (a) being a potential knower because his kind or 
matter is such and such, the other (b) because he can in 
the absence of any external counteracting cause realize 
his knowledge in actual knowing at will . This implies a 
third meaning of 'knower' (c), one who is already realizing 
his knowledge - he is a knower in actuality and in the most 
proper sense is knowing, e.g. this A. Both the former are 
potential knowerst who realize their respective potential
ities, the one (a) by change of quality 1 ioe . repeated 
transitions from one state to its opposite under instruc
tion , the other (b) by the transition from the inactive 
possession of sense or grammar to their active exercise. 
The two kinds of transition are distinct . 28 

In this text Aristotle, having just finished dis

inguishing between what is potential and what is actual, now 

ants to explain different senses in which a thing can be said 

·o be potential and actual . He does this bye xplaining the 

"ifferent ways in which the expression 1a knower' (of grammar) 

·s used . Aristotle explains that there are three ways in which 
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can be used. (a) A person is said to be a potential knower 

crawaar simply in virtue of his beinc a hWlan beinc and even 

paaoUJ::;h he is presently completely ignorant on that subject. 

, simply in virtue or beinc a hWl.an beinc, he automatically 

the capacity to learn it. (b) A person is said to be 

or gr&J1J1&r, if he has a knowledce of it which 

is not actively usinc at theiloment. (c) A person 1s said to 

an actual knower of grammar who has such a knowledge and is 

tually utilizing it at the present time. This last man 1s 

of gr8llllar in the fullest and most proper sense or the 

Now, (a) can realize his potential knowledge or 

r by being instructed in that subject, and so passing from 

of ignorance to the contrary state (i.e. possession or 

or gr811.11ar). In so doing, (a) becoJl8s like (b). 

part, (b) too can realize his potential know

ge of gr8JIIl8.r by simply exercising this knowledge which he 

possesses. In so doing (b) becomes like (c). The tran

involved in actualizing their respective potentialities 

, thus, each or a distinct kind. 

On the other hand, the different senses of actual 

t Aristotle is distinguishing here can be stated as follows. 

third 11&11 (c), who is utilizing his knowledge, is in act 

olutely speaking. However, the second man (b), who is not 

esently utilizing his knowledge, is in act as compared with 

first aan (a), who as yet possesses no knowledge, and in 

tency as compared with the third man (c). 
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Iwaediately following the passage which we haTe just 

Aristotle goes on to make some distinctions analagous 

above ones. Here he points out different sense.s of the 

•to be acted upon• or •to be altered': 

Also the expression •to be acted upon• has more 
than one meaning; it may mean either (a) the ex
tinction of one of two contraries by the other, or 
(b) the maintenance or what is potential by the 
agency of what is actual and already like what is 
acted upon, with such likeness as is compatible 
with one's being actual and the other passive. For 
what possesses knowledge becomes an actual knower 
by a transition which is either not an alteration 
at all (being in reality a development into its true 
self or actualit1) or at least an alteration in a 
quite different sense from the usual meaning. 

Hence it is wronc to speak of a wise man as 
being 'altered' when he uses his wisdom, just as it 
would be absurd to speak of a builder being altered 
when he is using his skill in building a house.29 

The phrase •to be acted upon• or •to be altered' has 
-

·o distinct meanings. It may mean the destruction of one 

trary b7 the other. From our anal7sis or 417a21-417bl we 

see that this is the kind of alteration that (a) undergoes 

actualizing his potentiality and thereb7 passing rroa one 

ate (ignorance) to its contrary (the possession of knowledge) 

becoJli.ng like what (b) is. On the other hand, it can also 

in potene1 is brought to actualit7 by 

of what is like it and differs from it only to the extent 

prior to this alteration, we can say that the patient is 

potency and the agent was an actuality. For instance, take the 

(b) who passes frm the inactive possession of knowledge of 

to the active use of it. There is really no alteration 

curring in this man in any usual sense of the term; rather, 

most we can say is that the former state of that man is in 

l 
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tiality in relation to the latter state, and the latter 

e is an actuality relative t0 the former state. Similarly, 
-

he case ot a wise man using his knowledce or a builder using 

skill he possesses, there is no alteration in any ordinary 

e, the most we can say about it is that, in each case, rela-

to each other, the former state is a potentiality while the 

state is an actuality. 

Aristotle relates what we have seen so far to the issue 

sensation in the folloWin~ passaie: 

In the case of what is to possess sense, the first 
transition is due to the action ot the male parent and 
takes place before birth so that at birth the living 
thing is, in respect of sensation, at the stage which 
corresponds to the possession of knowledge. Actual 
sensation corresponds to the stage of the exercise of 
knowledce. But between the two cases compared there 

. is a difference; the objects which excite the sensory 
powers to activitJ, the seen1 the heard, etc., are out
side. The ground of this dirference 1s that what actual 
sensation apprehends 1s individuals, while what knowledge 
apprehends is universals, and these are in a sense within 
the soul.30 

Aristotle relates what he 1s saying about sensation to 

s earlier distinction between the three senses of •a knower•. 

1th regard to the power ot sensation, the transition analogous 

o that or (a) becoming like (b) occurs prior to birth. At 

irth, With regard to being a sense perceiver, a ierson is in a 

tate analogous to that of (b). So, performing an act or sensa-

1on 1s analogous to (b) becoaing like (c). This means that_ in 

sensing the racult7 involYed is altered only in the second sense 

of that term, namely, being brought to complete tulfillaent under 

the aceney of what is so like it that they differ, prior to the 

act of sensation, only to the extent or being able to sa1 that, 
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lative to each other, the faculty of sensation 1s a power 

id the object {i.e. the proper sensible) 1s an actualit7. 

or cou.rse, the case of sensation differs from that of the.-.. ex

rcise or the knowledge that someone possesses in that the ob

ects grasped in sensation are external to the one sensing them 

. d are individuals, while knowledge is present in the knower's 

concerns universals.) 

Given this description er sensation as alteration 

yin the sense of the development of a power into its com

the agency of what 1s so like it that they 

ffer, prior to the aet of sensatien, only to the extent that, 

lative to each other, we can call the sense faculty involved 

power and the corresponding object (1.e. proper sensible) an 

ctuality, we must give the passage at l+l'7a18-20 that Randall 

oted the following interpretation. Before the act ot sensa-

1on, the sense power and its corresponding proper sensible 

ffer only to the extent that we can say that the sense power 

s potentially like what the proper sensible actually 1s already. 

owever, after the act is completed, then, we can no longer dis-

1nguish between it and its corresponding proper sensible, not 

ven in the wa1 that we did prior tot he completion or the act • 

Instead of quoting 1+17a18-20, Randall would have chos-

a better passage that presents Aristotle's pesition more 

learly, if he had quoted 1+18a3-;. For this latter passage 

s like the former except that it occurs after Aristotle has 

awn the distinctions between the two senses ot 'to be acted 

upon' or 'altered' and the different senses of 'potentiality• 
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.d •actual! ty'. It is after he has made these points that 

says that, after an act of sensation is completed, 

faculty and the proper sensible it has grasped are 

alike that they can be said to be identical. Now, prior to 

act, they do differ, but only in the way we have already 

is, only to the extent that the sense faculty can 

said to be as yet only potentially such as the proper sen

ble already is. This, then, is what we must take hia to mean 

.en he says: 

As we have said, what bas the power of sensation is 
potentially like what the perceived object is actually; 
that is, while at the beginning of the process of its 
being acted upc,n the two interacting factors are dis
siDilar, at the end the one acted upon is assimilated 
to the other and is identical in quality with it. 31 

sequently, Randall was wrong to interpret lt-17b2-; and lt-17al8-

as in any way implying that the senses do not perceive proper 

ensibles as they really are, that there is a difference between 

e way that we experience proper sensibles as inhering 1n ob

the way they, in fact, d0 inhere. On the contrary, 

is doing just the opposite ftere. He is trying to show 

t there is Q2 difference between the way we experience proper 

as inhering in objects and the way they actually do 

objects. Randall has failed to interpret the two 

ssages he quotes in the light or what is said in the neighbor

passaces we have been dealing with in this section, passages 

ca condition how the passages he does quote are to be inter-

We can bring out Aristotle's intentions here even 

tter when we combine what we have seen here or sensation as 
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alteration only in a special sense of 'alteration' with the 

ysis we gave of the text at 425b26-426a26 in Section I or 
s chapter. For, in the latter analysis, we saw Aristotle 

32 
for example, "the actuality of eolo~ has no name" 

33 
actuality of flavour has no name• • Now, as sensa-

on is an alteration or being acted upon only in the special 

' 

nse of the term we have been discussing, we must take Aristotle 

saying that the cause of sensation gets through to the sense 

cul.ty in a way in which causes or alteration, in the ordinary 

of the term, do not get through to their patients. This 

true that, tor example, the actuality relative to colour 

d the actuality relative to flavour each goes nameless, ill

ying that so much better known is the potentiality in each 

se (i.e. the colour and the flavour) on account of ~t. 

III. Aristotle and Locke Are in "Formal Agreement .. 

About the Reality of Proper Sensibles 

The final point Randall puts forward regarding how, 

••• Aristotle tries to deal with the problem that has vexed 

em philosophy since Galileo, the problem of the subjectivity 
34 

~ sense qualities,• 1s to say .ot !that problem that, • ••• it 
35 

posed for h11I by Democritus," and to give the follow-

quotation from the De Api•a: 

'Now, as the operation of the sense-object and 
.the power or sensing are one and the same, 
alth0ugh in their being the two powers are 
different hearing and sound thus understood 
as operatlons must simultaneously cease to be 
or simultaneously continue in being, and so 
also with flavour and taste, and similarly 
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with the other senses and their objects. But 
when they are understood as powers, there is 
no such necessity. On this point the earlier 
natural philosophers spoke unwisely when they 
supposed that without seeing there ls neither 
white nor black, and without tasting no flavour. 
The statement is in one sense correct, in another 
incorrect. For sense and what is sensed are said 
in two ways, as a power and as an operation. In 
the latter sense, as operations, the statement 
holds tood; in the former, as powers, it does not.• 
CDe Anima III, ch. 2: 42oa15-25_J.3o 

Randall offers no explanation of this passage he 

except to say of it the fellowing: 

Aristetle 1s position here is clearly that sense 
qualities .are in bodies as powers, not as oper
ations. Renee Locke is in formal agreement with 
hill in taking secondary qualities as powers of 
bodies. Where he differs 1s in the purely mechan
ical account of how those powers aet.37 

We have already given our analysis or 426al5-26 in 

last paragraph of Section I of this chapter. There we 

11nted out that, as 426al5-26 is part of a long passage ex

ding from 425b26 to 426a26, it must be interpreted in accor

ce with the section or that passage which precedes it, 

ely, 425b26-426al5. In accordance with that we took Aris- . 

tle as saying at 426a15-26 the following. Since the actuality 

both the sensible object and the sensitive faculty are only 

fferent aspects of one actuality, hearing as actual and sound 

actual, to take but one ex8.Ilple, come into existence and pass 

t of existence simultaneously. However, as potentialities, 

y can exist independently of each other. Now, among the things 

analysis of ~25b26-426al5 showed was that terms such as 

'flavour•, etc. are each the name of a potentiality, 
. 

,t an actuality. Consequently, we must take Aristotle as saying 



~26al5-26 that the terms 'sense' and 'the sensible object• 

each refer to potentialities or to actualities, and hence, 

ambiguous words. Now, as referring to actualities, the 

existence of sensible objects when percipients 

absent is correct. However, as referring to potentialities, 

colours, flavours, etc., this denial is incorrect. 

s, for Aristotle, colours, flavolll"s, etc., being the names 

potentialities, do exlst independently of being perceived. 

We can say, then, that Randall has failed to interpret 

6al5-26 in the light of the material contained in ~25b26-

6al5 which conditions the meaning of the former text. For 

draws out the conclusion from ~26al5-26 that Aristotle is 

formal agreement with John Locke on the issue of the sub

ectivity of proper sensibles. This raises the question of just 

t exactly is John Locke's position with regard to the sub

proper sensibles, or, as Locke calls them, "see-
38 

qualities• ? Locke's position with regard to the sub-

otation: 

. 
secondary qualities can be seen from the following 

••• the ideas of primary qualities of bodies are 
resemblances of them, and their patterns do 
really exist in the bodies themselves, but the 
ideas produced in us by these secondary qualities 
have no resemblance of them at all. There is 
nothing like our ideas, e x1st1ng in the bodies 
themselves. They are, in the bodies we denominate 
from them, only a power to produce those sensa
tions in us: and what 1s sweet, blue, or warm in 
idea is but the certain bulk, figure, and motion 
of t~e insensible ~arts, in the bodies themselves, 
which we call so.39 

For Locke, then, only our ideas of primary qualities 

the object as it 1s in itself. Our ideas ot secondary 



I 

85 
ities, on the other hand, bear no resemblance to the 

ject as it is in itself. All that exists in the object 

n considered in itself, besides the primary qualities, 

produce in us the ideas of secondary qualities 

ough the operation of the bulk, shape, and motion of the 
( 

ect•s minute particles on our senses. Consequently, we must 

that Locke and Aristotle have different conceptions or 

'er With regard to the reality or proper sensibles (or secon

Y qualities). For Locke, all that really e Xists in objects, 

sidered in themselves, are the primary qualities - Aristotle 
ltO 

s them 'common sensibles' - and the power these primary 

!ties have to produce the ideas or colours, flavours, etc. 

us, ideas having no resemblance to anything in objects con

themselves. On the other hand, as we have seen, for 

•colours', 'flavours', etc. are precisely the names 

the powers possessed by objects. This difference can be seen 

more clearly from the following text: 

The particular bulk, number, figure, and motion of the 
parts or fire or snow are really in them, - whether any 
one's senses perceive them or no: and therefore may be 
called .£2!1 qualities, because they really exist in 
those bodies. But light, heat, whiteness, or coldness, 
are no more really in them than sickness or pain is in 
manna. Take away the sensation of them; let not the 
eyes see light or colours, nor the ears hear soundsj 
let the palate not taste, nor the nose smell, and a.Ll 
colours1 tastes, odours, and sounds, as they are such 
tarticUJ.ar ideas, vanish and cease, and are reduced to 41 heir causes, i.e.,~, figure, and motion of parts. 

Here we see Locke saying that, in the absense ot per

all that exists in bodies are their primary qualities 

ch have the power of producing the ideas or seeandary quali-
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sin the presence of a µercipient)o Thus, in the absence 

percipients, for Locke, colours, flavours, etc. do not exist. 

, t.1:1).s position should be compared with what we have been 

ng about the meaning of the Aristotelian text at 426al5-26. 

Aristotle says there that •colours', 'flavours', etc., . 

ng the names of powers in objects, do exist in those objects 

the absence of :rrercipients. Consequently, Randall was wrong 

conclude that Aristotle and Locke are in formal agreement 

question of the reality of proi:er sensibles. 

This attempted identification of Aristotle with Locke 

the question of the reality of p:-oper sensibles is more ama

yet when one considers Aristotle's notion of sensation - a 
~ 

ion of which Randall is clearly aware - as involving a com-

'cation of form, and so, of likeness. According to Aristotle, 

(A) By a 'sense' is meant what has the 
power of receiving into itself the sensible 
forms of things without the matter. This must 
be conceived of as taking place in the way in 
which a piece of wax takes on the impress of 
a signet-ring without the iron or gold; we say 
that what produces the impression is a signet 
of bronze or gold, but its particular metallic 
constitution makes no difference: in a similar 
way the sense is affected by what is coloured 
or flavoured or sounding, but it is indifferent 
what in each case the substance is; what alone 
matters is what quality it has, i.e. in what 
ratio its constitutients are combined.43 

Aristotle treats sensation here on an analogy with a 

gnet-ring impressing a piece of wax with its likeness. When 

wax is impressed by the ring there is a communication from 

to the former of a likeness of the signet. As far 

impressing the wax is concerned, then, all that affects and 

communicated to the wax is the~ or likepess of the signeto 

nee, it makes no difference what the matter of the ring is 0 



:> 

87 

logously, we can say the same or sensation. In sensation, 

t affects the sense involved is not the physical object as 

is, as composed of form and matter. On the contrary, 

affects and is eOIIDlUllicated to the appropriate sense 

the .t:.2m, and so, the likeness of that object. Aristotle, 

conceives of sensatien - not as a mechanical movement, 

as a eODU1Unication of form, a communication of likeness, 

object to the sense. Now, this means that, for Aris

tle, we do perceive objects as they really are, and that, 

sequently, proper sensibles do exist in objects in the way 

sense~ report them to us. However, this, as we have seen 

is quite different from Locke's conception of proper sen

as not resembling anything that is, in fact, in objects. 

he reason why Randall still identified Aristotle with Locke 

the subject of proper sensibles, even though he knew of Aris

otle's conception of sensation as involving a communication of 

forms to the senses from the objects sensed 1s as 

ollows. The arguments he brought forth from Aristotle's 

itings - which we have been examining in this chapte~ -

·h1ch he thought proved Aristotle's rejection of the indepen-

ent reality of proper sensibles prevented Randall from using this 

onception of sensation as involving a communication of form as 

a proof that Aristotle held that proper sensibles do exist in 

the way our senses report them to us. 
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IV. Swm.ary and Conclusion 

In conciuding our treatment of Randall's analysis 

Ar~statle's position on the reality of proper sensibles 

can say the following. We can summarize what Randall eon

.ers Aristotle 1s position on this topic to be by quoting 

passage trom Randall, himself: 

Aristotle's position here is clearly that 
sense qualities are in bodies as powers, 
not as OJB rations. Hence Locke is in formal 
agreement with him in taking ses;:pndary 
qualities as powers of bodies. ¥1-

~ 

saying that Aristotle and Locke are in formal agreement over 

question of the reality of proper sensibles Randall shows 

he has missed the whole point of what Aristotle is 

For Aristotle, terms such as •colour•, 'flavour', etc. 

tne names tor powers existing in objects. On the other 

d, for Locke, those terms are the names tor ideas which bear 

resemblance to anything in the objects which operate on our 

nses to produce them in us. The basic source of Randall's 

sinterpretation er Aristotle's position is the following. 

Randall does give references to alliquotations trom pas-

in the De .Anima to support his interpretation of ..Ar1s

tle1s position on the reality of proper sensibles, he fails 

interpret those passages in the light of neighbouring passages 

ch help to determine, in important ways, how those fortier 

ssages must be interpreted. 



CHAPTER IV 

A CRITICAL STUDY OF W. D. ROSS 

I. He Denies the Independent Beallty or Proper 

Sensibles According to Aristotle 

The text trom Ross' book entitled Arist0tle which 

the reality of' proper sensibles according to Aris

as follows: 

The actualisation of perception is at the same 
time the actualisation or the object. Actual sound 
and actual hearing are merely distinguishable as
pects of a single event. Apart from actual hearing 
there is not actual but only potential sound. At 
the same time, Aristotle opposes the earlier view 
that 'wlt;hout seeing there is neither white nor 
black' L!t25b25'-426a2.z:t. His meaning must be that 
over and above their primary qualities objects have 
in the absence of percipients a definite qualifica
tion in virtue of which they produce sensations 
when percipients are present.1 

In the above passage that we have quoted from Ross' 

is saying that, according to what Aristotle states in 

Anima, the proper sensibles are not qualities inhering 

the objects or the world independently of our perception or 

in the way that our senses present them to us as in

For the actualization or a sense faculty and the actual

zation of its corresponding proper object are not two separate 

On the contrary, they are simply one single event which 

,ur minds are able to look at from two different points or viewo 

To illustrate what he is saying Ross presents us with 

89 
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example of someone hearing a sound. In this case, says 

ss, there aren't two different events of which one is called 
-

ctual Sound', while the other is called •actual hearing'. 

st the opposite, there is only one event, the hearing of the 

The terms •actual sound' and •actual hearing' are, 

s Ross, just terms applied by us to the two different intel

that we cam find in that single event, the hear

of the sound. Consequently, Ross concludes that, for Aris

when no one is perfom.1ng an act of hearing, " ••• there 

actual but only potential sound". That is, apart from 

actually performing an act of hearing, there are no 

but only the potentiality for sounds. 

However, Ross next points out that Aristotle does 

the view that there is no white or no black when no one 

s performing an act of seeing a colour. In view of the ex

iven of Aristotle's position in his remarks 

'hich we have examined so tar, Ross must give the following 

terpretation of Aristotle's words here. Ross, then, using 

,ntemporary terminology, says that, when Aristotle criticizes 

s view that was held by earlier philosophers, he is saying 

objects, not only have primary qualities - Aristotle, 
2 

·-elf, calls them " 'common sensibles 1 • -, but there is in 

independently of anyone perceiving them, a definite 

etermination which causes them to produce what we experience 

as the various proper sensibles of these objects when we are 

erceiving them. 

From what we have seen of Aristotle's position, as 
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erpreted by Ross, we can say that Ross is definitely 

that, for Aristotle, proper sensibles inhere in 

in the way that our senses report them to us as 

For, in addition to their primary qualities (or, 

Aristotle calls them, common sensibles), objects have only 

t Ross terms "a definite qualification 11 which causes them 

produce our sensations or proper sensibles. It is implied 

re that this "definite qual1fication11 is something quite 

fferent from the proper sensibles as experienced by us in 

That is, Ross does not consider it to be Aris

that these permanent possibilities of sensa

on exist in objects in the way that our senses present them 

existing. 

II. The Error Made by Ross in His Exposition 

In support or what he is saying about .Aristotle's 

sition in the passage from his book we quoted at the beginning 

this chapter, Ross gives a reference to De An;J.ma 425b25-3 I 

6a2?. Now, the first two sentences from the text in Ross' 

ok with which we are dealing are as follows: uThe actuali

ation of perception 1s at the same time the actualisation or 

Actual sound and actual hearing are merely disting-
1+ 

aspects or a single event." These two sentences are 

summary of what Aristotle says in the first short para

the two-paragraph passage running from 425b26-426a26 to 

·hich Ross gives reference, namely, 1+25b26-426al. 

As we pointed out in our analysis of 1+25b26-426al in 
; 

.e preceding chapter of this thesis , Aristotle is indeed say-
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here that actual sound and actual hearing are merely the 

e event as seen from two different viewpoints. For the 

ctuality of the object sensed and the actuality of the per

iving sense are one and the same activity. Thus, as this is 

claims that Aristotle is stating in those first two 

from Ross' book we quoted above, we cannot argue with 

on this point. However, the conclusion that Ross draws 

"Apart from actual hearing there is not actual 

t only potential solilnd". Now, it is with this conclusion that 

must disagree. For, in this conclusion, as we have already 

en in Section I, Ross is saying that, according to Aristotle, 

proper sensibles - he speaks specifically of sound, but he 

s just g1v1ng this as one example to illustrate the general 
. 

int about all the proper sensibles - are not qualities which 

ere in objects in the way that our senses present them to us 

s inhering • 

It is true that Aristotle says, as we have seen, that 
6 

actual hearing and the actual sound" are merely disting-

aspects of a single event in 425'b26-426al. Further-

is also true that, immediately following that passage, 

ristotle goes on to say the following. In so far as the sound 

it exists in the hearer. For both aspects ot any 
7 

ction are realized in the passive element of that actiono Now 

as Ross has, easily draw from this the conclusion 

at, as sound as actual exists in the hearer and as it is only 

aspect of the single event of the hearing of the sound, there

ore, all that exists in the objects of the world, considered in 
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hemselves (i.e., considered independently or being perceived), 

s some kind or qualification which is quite different from 

[lal. W"' experience (as the various proper sensibles) in the 

[]"' 

or, in this case, hearing. In what follows we shall see 

it is wrong to draw this conclusion. 

In drawing any conclusion from 425b26-426a26 on 

nat Aristotle's position is in regard to the reality of proper 

ensibles, we must consider, not only what is said at 425b26-

26al and at 426a2-6, as we have just been doing, but also what 

s said at 426a6-20. For these three texts are all closely re-

each other. 
8 

In the last or the above mentioned texts Aristotle 

some extremely important statements concerning his posi

the issue of the reality of proper sensibles. In that 

from Ross' book with which we are dealing in this chap

shows no evidence of having taken into account what 

says here at 426a6-20, even though this is part of the 
9 

ext in the De Anima to which Ross gives reference. Conse-

rnJ.en-r: I V IC examine some or the pertinent things that 

is saying hereo 

The first thing to note in the passage at 426a6-20 is 

at Aristotle says that the terms 'sound' and 'hearing' are 
10 

biguouso The second thing to note here is that he says that 

he· terms referring to all the other senses and their proper ob-
11 

also ambiguous wordso Exactly what does Aristotle 

ean when he says these things? Aristotle goes on to explain 
12 

s meaning as follows • First or all, he reiterates his posi-
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on that, as we saw earlier in examining l+26a2-6, the activ-

1 has its locus in the perceiving subject. For an act of 

is just a specific instance falling under the gen

that, in any action, both aspects of the action (i.e. 

acting and the-being~acted-upon) are located in the passive 
13 

lement involved in that action. Aristotle then points out 

at in some cases of sensation we have distinct terms which 

can apply to each of these two aspects (i.e. the active and 

e passive aspects) of the total acting-and-being-acted-upon 

For example, in the activity of someone hearing a 

Aristotle, we call the active aspect by the name 
11+ 

sounding' and the passive aspect by the name 'hearkening' • 

Now, it is true that it is to the example or someone 

a sound that Aristotle gives most space at l+25b26-

26a20 and that this includes most of the section in the De -=1.ma to which Ross refers in justification for what he says of 

istotle's position on the reality of proper sensibles. How

ver, Ross would have not drawn the conclusion that Aristotle 

enies the independent reality of proper sensibles, if he had 

aid more attention to the other examples that Aristotle peints 

t at 1+26a13-15. For, after pointing out, a s we saw, that 

ach aspect of the total actuality involved in someone hearing 

sound has a separate name, Aristotle, at l+26a13-15, points 

ut examples where this is not the case. Thus, in the case or 

omeone seeing a colour, the actuality of sight has a name, 

'seeing', but the actuality of colour, the active element 

volved, has no name. In other words, •colour' is the name 
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or a potentiality. Similarly, in the ease of someone tasting 

flavour, the actuality of the passive element 1s called 

tast~ng', but the actuality or flavour, the active element 

volved, has no name. In other words, 'flavour' is the name 

or a potentiality. 

As a consequence of what we have just seen, 426al5-20 

be interpreted in view of Aristotle's remark that terms, 
15 

as, •colour• and 'flavour' are the names of potentialities. 

hen Aristotle says that, as the actuality of the sensible ob~ 

ject and the actuality of the sensitive faculty are just differ

nt aspects or one actuality, •• ••• actual hearing and actual 

disappear from existence at one and the 

actual savour and actual tasting, etc., 
16 

le . as potentialities one of them may exist without the other," 

aust take him to mean the following. As •colour• and 'fla

ur1 are the names of potentialities~ colours and flavours can 
1/ -

xist in the absence of percipients. Ross shows no e videnee 

f having noted this. In fact, the conclusion that we have seen 

draw shows that he has missed this important peint completely. 

Now, given, as we pointed out, that Ross draws the in

conclusion that Aristotle denies that our senses present 

e proper sensibles to us as they, in fact, exist in objects, 

·e must now examine how Ross carries this mistaken conclusion 

his interpretation of 426a20-26. In that passage 

ristotle says the fellowing: 

The earlier students of nature were mistaken 
in their view that without sight there was no 
white or black, without taste no savour. This 
statement of theirs is partly true, partly 
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false: •sense' and 'the sensible object• 
are ambiguous terms, i.e. may denote either 
potentialities or actualities: the statement 
is true or the latter false or the former. 
This ambiguity they wAolly tailed to notice. 

After concluding that Aristotle denies the independent 

reality of proper sensibles, Ross quite consistently takes Aris

totle as saying here that, " ••• over and above their p:-imary 

qualities objects have in the absence ot percipients a definite 

qualification in virtue of which they produce sensations when 
18 

percipients are present. u Now, given Ross I denial of the in-

ependent reality or proper sensibles according to Aristotle, 

e can say that these definite qualifications, as Ross calls 

hem, are, in tact, quite different from how they appear to 

the senses as being; or, at any rate, that we cannot say that 

hese definite qualifications are like what our senses report 

hem to us as being like. While this is consistent with Ross• 

earlier conclusion, it, like that conclusion, is incorrect. 

or Aristotle is here, in fact, merely reiterating the doctrine 

developed at 426a6-20. Aristotle is pointing .out that earlier 

philosophers missed the ambiguity involved in the terms •sense• 

sensible object• (which may each refer to potential-

to actualities) when they denied that, in the absence 

r someone seeing or tasting, say, there was no black or white 

or·; more generally, no colour) or no flavour. As 'colour ' 

.d 'flavour' are the names of potentialities, not actualities, 

.ey were wrong to deny that colour and flavours could exist in 

he absence et percipients. 
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III. Summary and Conclusion 

In summarizing our examination of w. D. Ross• inter

of Aristotle's position on the reality of proper sen-

bles, we can say the following. Ross does grasp Aristotle's 

that the actualization of the proper sensible is, at 

time, the actualization of the perceiving subject's 

nse faculty, and that it has its locus in the latter. For 

e two are merely distinguishable aspects of a single event. 
19 

,wever, Ross, like Randall , fails to grasp the doctrine de-

loped by Aristotle at ~26a6-20, although this passage is part 

f the Ar1stotl1an text to which he refers as the source for the 

ews of Aristotle which he claims tobe presenting. That is, 

fails to grasp Aristotle's position that terms, such as, 

and 'flavour• refer to potentialities. Consequently, 

oss mistakenly concludes that Aristotle says, fer example, that, 

the absence of someone performing an act of hearing, only the 

otentiality for sound exists. For only sensible potentialities , 

exist in the absence of percipients. We, on the contrary, found 

that what eXists in such a case is the same as what our senses 

had reported to us as existing when we were sensing the object. 

The incorrect conclusion drawn by Ross leads him to misinterpret 

426a20-2p as saying that all that exists in the absence of per-
20 

cipients, besides primary ~~alities (or common sensibles) is 

•a definite qualification' in objects which, in the Jresence 

of percipients, appear to the senses as the proper sensibles. 

We, on the contrary, showed that Aristotle was here saying that 
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h things as colours and flavours do exist in objects in the 

in which our senses present them to us as existing, even 

n percipients are no longer present. 

f 



CHAPTER V 

A CRITICAL STUDY OF CHARLES DE KONINCK 

I. He Denies the Independent Reality of ,.,Proper 

Sensibles According to Aristotle 
1 

On page 169 of his work, Abstraction from Matter , 

rles DeKoninek quotes, in its entirety, chapter 6 of Book 

of Aristotle's De Anima. It is to part of this quoted text 

at DeKoninck refers when he later says: 

After remarking that "each particular sense can 
discern these proper objects without deception; thus 
sight errs not as to colour, nor hearing as to sound, 
Aristotle qualifies this statement by adding: "though 
it might err about~ is coloured, or where it is, 

. or what it is that is sounding or where it is.• What 
is meant by this qual fication St. Thomas explain~ 
when he distinguishes D de Veritate 1 q.l, a.11.J 
between the sense as a thing reporting to the mind 
how it itself is affected and that same sense as one 
thing indicating another ihing; as 'I have a bitter 
taste in my mouth while eating this apple',.as opposed 
to 'the apple has a bitter taste•. As a tru.ng repor
ting on itself, the sense does not err; but when in
dicating something else it may be responsible for a 
mistaken judgment. One might object that the apple 
is actually sweet, but tastes bitter when the tongue 
is coated by illness. However, even when this differ
ence in taste is accounted for by the unusual dispo
sition of the organ - which gave rise to an incidental 
error concerning what the apple normally tastes like -
we still deceive ourselves if we attribute the quality 
perceived as belonging to the other thing (the apple) 
in the way in which the sense reports it, even when 
normally disposed. Spontaneously we do believe that 
the taste of an apple is wholly in the apple; yet in 
believing this we go beyond what the sense reports as 
its own. affection. In other words, if my judgment 
goes like this: 'I s~nse things as if the quality which 
I perceive were present in the thing itself as my sense 
refers to it,' then my judgment is unassailably true. 

99 
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And there is surely some quite determinate reason 
why the sense reports the other thing in that way. 
How the apple and my sense of taste contrive to 
produce this kind of sensation is not revealed in 
sensation. The knowledge which allows me to 

- verify the word •taste• throws no light on this.2 

In the above passage De Koninck is giving an inter

of Aristotle's statement that, "Each sense has one 

d of object which it discerns, and never errs in reporting 

t what is before it is colour or sound (though it may err 

it is that is coloured or where that is, or what it 
3 

sounding or where that is)•. According to De Kon-

ek, what Aristotle means by the bracketed part of that state

nt is - as De Koninck says Aquinas correctly discerns - the 

When considered as reporting to the intellect how 

is affected, the sense never errs about its corresponding 

Considered in this way, there is no error in

the sense reports that, for example, 'I have a bitter 

aste while eating this apple', even though the sense be in an 

.bnormal condition at the time due to illness. For the sense is 

erely reporting to the intellect how it is itself affected, and 

nether tae organ of sense involved here is in a normal or abnor

condition makes no difference. 

On the other hand, when considered as indicating some

thing else, the sense ean cause an erroneous judgment about its 

corresponding proper sensible object. To illustrate this, let's 

return to De Koninck's example of the taste of the apple. Even 

if the sense is normally disposed, says De KGninck, we would be 

wrong to think ~hat the taste of the apple we experience belongs 
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that apple in the same way in which our sense reports it 

We do tend, when not really thinking about it, to be-

a given proper sensible (e.g. the sweet taste of the 

,ple) 1s in an object {the apple) in the same way as our sense -

n normally disposed - reports it to us. However, we are wrong 

o believe this. For, while there is no doubt that there is 

~ reason why the sense reports the object to us in a given 

ay {e.g. reports the apple to us as being sweet), the content 

r our sensation is the complex result of the interaction of 

th_ the sense involved and the object involved, and the re

sulting sensation we experience does not let us know just what 

tis in the object that interacted with the sense faculty to 

produce this sensation. 

It is clear from the above that, for De Keninck, 

istotle is not saying that the proper sensibles exist in ob

jects in exactly the same way in which our senses report them 

to us. De Koninck continues his exposition as follows: 

Hence it would be idle to suppose that the senses 
could be detached from things sensed to the point where 
they would be as faithful. in reporting on these things 
as they are in reporting their own affections. To put 
such a demand on them would destroy their very nature 
as senses inasmuch as some kind of physical union of the 
organ with the object, occurring in a way which sensation 
does not convey, is a prerequisite of sense knowled~e. 
What and how the things which sense refers to are out 
there simply cannot be known by the senses themselves 
when, by their very nature they are org.anic faculties, 
operating by, and inseparat1e from~ instruments ent1ta
tively part of material reality. ~ven the organ of our 
most detached external sense, sight, is being physically 
affected when we see. Not that the mere physical affection 
is the act ~f knowing, but the sensation cannot take place 
without it. 

This passage gives some expansion to De Koninck's 

earlier remark that, a ••• there is surely some quite determinate 

reason why the sense reports the other thing in that way. How 
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.e apple and my sense of taste ·· contrive to produce this 
5 

d of sensation is not revealed in sensation. u In the 

aragraph we have quoted above De Koninck points out that the 

ensew are organic faculties which, as such, must operate 

rough the agency of their respective physical, material 

rgans, namely, the eyes, the ears, the nose, etc. When a 

iven sense experiences an object this occurs, then, through 

e intermediacy of the object's physical operation upon the 

rgan of sense. However, of courwe, while this physical affec

ing of the organ by the object is a necessary condition for 

ving sense perception, it is not a sufficient condition for 

For De Koninck is clearly aware that, for Aristotle, sen

ation involves a special qualitative alteration of the sense 

concerned: 

Let it be repeated that sensation cannot, of course 
consist in this mere entitative involvement. The material 
change by itself is no more than a prerequisite, during 
which the sense power is still only in potency to true 
sensation. Sensation as knowledge is a change of a rad
ically different kind. This is a subject for rational 
psychology, taken up by Aristotle in the De Anima, Book 
II, chapter 5 and 12 (St. Thomas's Commentary, feet. 11, 
12 and 24); Book III, chap. 7 (leet. 12).6 

De Koninck is fully aware that the physical union of the organ 

of sense with its object is only a necessary prerequisite in 

order for sensation to occur. His references to the De Anima 

clearly show that he r~alized that, for Aristotle, sensation 

involves an alteration of the sense in the special sense or 
7 

'alteration•. However, this is not to say that he has accur-

ately or correctly grasped what this implies as regards Aris

totle's position on the reality of proper sensibles, as we shall 

see. 



t, 

103 

De Koninck summarizes what he has been saying here 

says the following: 

To put it briefly error with regard to proper 
sensibles is incidenlal to them in two ways: (a) 
the typical examples are the eolour-Qlind who be
lieve that the way they see colours is the way in 
which all or most people see them; or the sick, 
who attribute the bad taste to the food. Such 
errors consist in deciding what is normal by means 
of sense equipment that is abnormal, so that a 
difference which is only incidental is ascribed 
to the things the sense refers to. (b) When mll, 
quality is judged to belong to the thing indicated 
by the sense as an absolute property or that thing 
in exactly tAe way the sense is affected by it. 8 

There are, then, two possible ways in which we can 

err with regard to perceiving proper sensibles. One of these 

ays of so erring occurs when a person possessing an abnormally 

disposed sense organ judges what he perceives through the cor-

respGnding sense to be the normal state of an object so per

ceived • .An additional example of this type of error occurring 

which is not cited by De Koninck is found in the ease of a per

son who judges ammonia to have no odour when his nose is abnor-

ally disposed due to a cold. We do not wish to argue with De 

Koninek on this point. For Aristotle would undoubtedly agree 

with him. See, for example, De Anima, 422bl-9 where Aristotle 

notes how everything tastes bitter to sick people. The point 

at which we must take issue with De Koninck as a commentator on 

Aristotle 1s in what he says about a second way of erring al,out 

proper sensibles. The second way of erring about them, says De 

Koninek, occurs whenever anyone believes that a given proper 

sensible exists in an object perceived in exactly the same way 

as the sense reports it to us. In the following paragraphs we 
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o Aristotle. 

As we pointed out at the beginning of this section, 

on page 169 of his essay De Koninck quotes, in .full, Book II, 

chapter 6 of the De Animao We have been presenting, up to this 

point, De Koninck 1s interpretation of a part ot that text, 

namely, Aristotle's remark that, "Each sense has one kind of 

object which it discerns, and never errs in reporting that what 

is before it is colour or sound (though it may err as to what 

it is that is coloured or where that is, or what it is that is 
9 

sounding or where that is).'t It is with the adequacy and cor-

rectness of the interpretation that De Xoninck gives of this 

statement of Aristotle's, insofar as it relates to Aristotle's 

posit~on on the question of the reality of proper sensibles, that 

we must now deal. The first thing we should point out is the 

following. In the last sentence of Book II, chapter 6 of the 

De Anima Aristotle, referring to proper sensibles and common 

sensibles respectively, says the following: 

Of the two former kinds, both of which are in their 
own nature perceptible by sense, the first kind -
that of special objects of the several senses -
constitute~ objects of sense in the strictest 
sense of the term and it is to them that in the 
nature of things the structure of each several 
sense is adapted.10 

From this short passage we can see that, for Aristotle, the 

structure of each several sense is naturally adapted to its 

corresponding proper sensible object. In this general way, 

then, there is certainly a cognitive realism in Aristotle's 

philosophy. This passage is interesting also when we consider 
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it is part of the text quoted by De Koninck on page 169 

r his essay and upon which he is commenting. De Koninck has 

mpletely neglected this important passage at ~18a24-25, and 

so doing has missed the basic cognitive realism in Aris

otle's theory of sensation. In other words, he has missed 

ristotle's position that each sense is naturally strudtured 

to grasp and present to us its corresponding proper sen

ible object Ln the wa,y that it actually exists in objects. 

De Koninck, on the other hand, has definite doubts 

the realistic structure of the sense organs. This comes 

quite clearly in the following: 

For instance this water may seem warm to my right 
hand but colA to my left. What ll the water, then, 
warm or cold? The trouble is, or course that my 
two hands were at very different tempera!ures when 

· I plunged them into the water. But no such problem 
arises when a thermometer is used to measure the 
temperature. Even sight, a more detached sense, does 
not entirely escape such relativity: I have the im
pression that this surface is red, while another may 
see it as a shade of grey• and the surface which, to 
the naked eye, appears white becomes a shade of green 
when I wear green glasses. The first difference is 
explained, to some extent, when it is learned that 
the man who sees only a shade of grey is colour-blind; 
but the second example shows that any colour we spon
taneously attribute to a thing may also have something 
to do with the structure of the nerma1 organ of sight 
in such a way that we always misjudge when in an abso
lute way we attribute the colour as we see it, to the 
thing to which our sight refers. This relativity of 
sensation is something from which there is no e scape.11 

From the example presented by De Koninck here we can see that he 

is aaying the following. The physical or pre-cognitive condi

tions of sensation are such as to make it impossible to regard 

what is sensed - even when the sense is normally disposed - as 

belonging to this body rather than to that body. In other words, 
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sense is a complex result of the interaction of the 

of the sense with the sensible form of the object being 

we and other objects are too tied in together tor the 

se-knower to locate the quality experienced as belonging 

...-~~~V-~J to the object sensed. Thus, for example, says De 

nck, any colour we experience is the complex result of the 

of the form of the sense of sight with the sensible 

of the object. Consequently, we are always mistaken to 

tribute absolutely the colour, as we experience it, to the 

ject which we are seeing. Nevertheless, as we have already 

en, De Koninck is not saying that there is nothing in the 

bjects sensed which contribute to the percepts we experience, 

~en though we don't experience what is in them exactly as it is 

itselfo 

The point we want to draw from the above analysis is 

Koninck is certainly not presenting Aristotle's theory 

of sensation correctly here. For, on the one hand, we have seen 

that there is a definite cognitive realism in Aristotle's notion 

of the senses as being naturally structured to grasp their proper 

objects as, in fact, they do exist in objects. However, De 

Koninck, on the other hand, views the physical preconditions of 

sensation, as we have just seen, in a very different wa:y than 

this, and so, says De Koninck, we cannot say that we experience 

or perceive proper sensibles exactly as they are in themselves. 

For what we perceive is the complex result of the interaction of 

the forms of both the sense and its corresponding object. This 

difference between Aristotle's position and De Koninck's presen-
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tion of it can also be seen from the following. The cognitive 

alism in Aristotle's posi:tion comes through again in this 

swer he gives as to why the senses don't sense themselves: 

Here arises a problem: why do we not perceive 
the senses themselves as well as the external objects 
of sense or why without the stimulation of external 
objects do they not produce sensations, seeing that 
they contain in themselves fire earth, and all the 
other elements 1 which are the d!rect or indirect ob
jects of sense7 It is clear that what is sensitive is so 
only potentially, not actually. The power of sense is 
par,a-llel to what is combustible, for that never ignites 
itself spontaneously, but requires an agent which has the 
power of starting ignition; otherwise it could have set 
itself on fire1 and would not have needed actual fire to 
set it ablaze. 2 

Aristotle 's approach can be seen to be unlike De Koninck I s in 

this passage. Aristotle asks why it is that the senses don't 

sense themselves. To this question he replies that the senses 

are analogous to combustible material. That is to say, just as 

combustible material has a capacity or potency to be affected by 

a specific external agent, so analogously the senses are powers 

or capacities to be affected by specific external agents. Thus, 

says Aristotle, we don't sense the senses. Now, this is a 

different position from the one De Koninck has been presenting. 

For we have seen that De Koninck says that what we sense is the 

complex result of the interaction of the sense with its object, 

and consequently, we cannot say that we don't sense the senses. 

Moreover, instead of grasping the basic cognitive 

realism in Aristotle's position with regard to proper sensibles, 
. 13 

De Koninck has, as we have seen, taken hold of a text which 

deals with truth and error in sensation from Aristotle's~ 

Anima and developed this into a presentation ot what he considers 
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o be Aristotle's position on the issue of the reality of 

roper sensibles. In doing so De Koninck has again missed 

he whole approach in Aristotle's doctrine of sensation. For 

he question about the reality of proper sensibles is not a 

question of truth or error of sensation; rather, it is a ques

ion of the general theory of sensation. That is to say, 

istotle's treatment of the question of the reality of proper 

sensibles is developed within the context of his general cog

nitive realism, as examplified by hiss tatement that the senses 

are naturally adapted to grasp their proper objects. It is, 

then, a question of a development of the more specific details 

of this general cognitive realism. This development can be 

seen in, among others, the follt>Wing texts: 

The sense and its organ are the same in fact but 
their essence is not the same. What perceives ls, of 
course a spatial magnitude, but we must not admit 
that e!ther the having the power to perceive or the 
sense itself is a magnitude; what they are is a certain 
ratio or power !n, a magnitudeo This enables us to ex
plain why objects of sense which possess one of two 
opposite sensible qualities in a degree largely in ex
cess of the other opposite destroy the organs of sense; 
if the movement set up by an object is too strong for 
an organ, the equipoise of contrary qualities in the 
organ, which just!§. its sensory power, is disturbed; 
it is precisely as concord and tone are de$troyed by too 
violently twanging the strings of a lyre.14 

In this passage we can see Arlstotle giving a more de

tailed development of his general doctrine that the, " ••• special 

objects of the several senses - constitute~ objects of sense 

in the strictest sense of the term and it is to them that in the 
15 

nature of things the structure of each several sense is adapted•• 

There is, says Aristotle, an intelligible distinction between the 

• 
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sense and its corresponcling organ. The organ is a spatial 

agnitude, while the sense is a power of that magnitude. This 

power is a ratio or proportion such that it can become iden

tical in quality with its corresponding proper sensible object 

in sensation; and this is what he means when he said a little 

earlier that, Q ••• what has the power of sensation is potentially 

like what the perceived object is actually; that is, while at the 

beginning of the process of its being acted upon the two inter

acting factors are dissimilar, at the end the one acted upon is 
16 

assimilated to the other and is identical in quality with it." 

In sensation a sense which is potentially like its correspond

ing proper sensible object becomes actually like, or identical 

with, it. 

From the above we can see that .Aristotle concentrates 

his emphasis on the ability of the sense to grasp its proper 

object as it, in fact, exists in objects, and this is quite 

different from the way we have seen De Koninck present Aristotle's 

position. That is to say, Aristotle develops his cognitive 

theory here around an emphasis on a view of the agency involved 

in sensation, on the part of the object sensed, as a communica

tion to the appropriate sense of form, and so, of likeness or 

resemblance. This can be even better seen in Aristotle's treat

ment pf sensation as analogous to the action of a signet-ring 

impressing a piece of wax with its likeness. Here Aristotle says: 

The following results applying to any and every 
sense may now be formulatedo 

(A) By a •sense• is meant what has the power of 
receiving into itself the sensible forms of things 
without the matter. This must be conceived of as 
taking place in the way in which a piece of wax takes 
on the impress of a signet-ring without the iron or 
gold; we say that what produces the impression is a 
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signet of bronze or gold, but its particular 
metallic constitution makes no difference: in 
a similar way the sense is affected 9y what is 
coloured or flavoured or sounding, but it is 
indifferent what in each case the substance is; 
what alone matters is what quality it has, i.e. 
in what ratio its constituents are combined. 17 

According to Aristotle, then, an act of sensation 

can be considered to be analogous to a piece of wax being im

pressed by a signet-ring. When the signet-ring impresses the 

piece of wax there is a communication from the former to the 

latter of a likeness of the signet on the ring. It makes no 

difference, as far as the ring impressing the wax is concerned, 

whether the signet is made of bronze or gold or some other 

metal. What alone 1s important is the .!:,Qm_ that this metal 

takes as the signet on the ring. For it is this !.21:!!, this 

likene·ss - not the bronze or gold or other matter of the signet

ring - that is communicated by the ring onto the wax. The wax, 

then:t receives a likeness of the signet. In an analogous fash

ion, the same thing can be said of an act of sensation. In sen

sation what affects the revelant sense - as diatinguished from 

the sense organ - is not the physical object qua physical ob

ject, that is, precisely as composed of form and matter. No, 

what alone affects the sense is the !:.2£!! of that object. Just 

as, insofar as impressing the wax with its likeness is concerned, 

it is a matter of indifference what the metallic composition of 

the signet is, similarly, as far as affecting the sense is con

cerned, it is a matter of indifference what the physical object 

involved, as composed of form and matter, is. For, in each case, 

it is not the form and matter of the signet-ring or of the sensed 
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ject which affects the wax or the sense respectively. On 

e contrary, what affects and is c0mmunicated to the wax or 

the- sense is the appropriate form without the matter. Thus, 

each case, in the signet-ring impressing the wax and, for 

ample, the coloured object affecting the sense of sight, we 

~ea communication to the wax and to the sense of sight of 

likeness: the wax takes on the likeness of the signet-ring 

d the sense of sight takes on the likeness, the colour, 0£ 

object. 

Here again, in this comparison of sensation to a piece 

being impressed by a signet-ring, we see that De Koninck 

has missed the whole approach in Aristotle's development of his 

beory of sensation. De Koninck emphasizes an interaction of 

forms ·from both the sense and its object, and says that what 

we experience is the complex result of this interaction. It 

is this emphasis that leads him to make the statement that, 

••• we still deceive ourselves if we attribute the quality per

ceived as belonging to the other thing (the apple) in the w~i 

in which the sense reports it, even when normally disposed'• • 

Or, to state it differently, UWhat and how the things which 

sense refers to are out there simply cannot be known by the 

senses themselves when, by their very nature, they are organic 

faculties, operating by, and inseparable from, instruments en-
19 

titatively part of material reality.M It is, then, this 

stress that leads De Koninck to Sif that we are deluding our

selves in believing that proper sensibles we experience are in 

objects sensed in the~ way in which our senses report them 
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Aristotle's approach in his theory of sensation is 

ch different from this, as the likening of sensation to a 

piece of wax being impressed by the resemblance of a signet 

on a ring shows. His theory of sensation emphasizes more the 

reception by the sense of'the sensible forms of things without 
20 

he matter" • Aristotle's theory of sensation emphasizes a 

communication of form~ •a communication of likeness, from the 

object sensed to the appropriate sense, and does not talk of 

any interferenee with this communication by the form of the 

(normally disposed) sense involved. His theory of sensation, 

then, emphasizes that we do perceive objects to be as they, in 

fact, really are. Moreover, this entails that, contrary to 

what De Koninck says, for Aristotle, the proper sensibles SQ. 

exist -in objects in the~ way as our senses referring to 

them report them to us as inhering. 

From all the above we can conclude that De Koninck 

has not given a correct account of Aristotle's position with 

regard to the reality of proper sensibles. De Koninck develops 

what he considers to be Aristotle's position on this topic within 

the context of explaining a remark made py Aristotle concerning 
21 

truth and error in sensation. We on the contrary, have tried 

to show that the question of the reality of proper sensibles, as 

treated by Aristotle, is not a matter of truth or error of sen

sation, but of the general theory of sensation. What we mean 

here is that, for Aristotle, the proper sensibles, • ••• consti

tute~ objects of sense in the strictest sense of the term and 

it is to them that in the nature of things the structure of each 
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everal sense is adapted 11 • From this statement it is appar-

ent that Aristotle conceives of each sense as being so consti

uted as to be able to grasp their proper sensible object as 

it, in fact, is. Thus, in this broad way, we see that there 

s a cognitive realism in Aristotle's theory of sensation. Now, 

it is within the context of this cognitive realism that he 

handles the question of the reality of proper sensibles: the 

question of the reality of proper sensibles is part of his devel

opment of the more detailed specifications of :h,1s cognitive 

realism in his theory of sensation. 

As we have seen, according to De Koninck, Aristotle I s 

remark at 418a21+-25 means that, while the senses never err in 

reporting how they are themselves affected with regard to their 

proper sensible objects, they can make us err with regard to the 

proper sensibles, 'When .w_ quality is judged to belong to the 

thing indicated by the sense, as an absolute pro~rty of that 
23 

thing in exactly the w ay the sense is affected by it" • For 

what it is in the object which combines with our senses to pro

duce a given sensation of a pro~r sensible is not revealed in 

sensation, and so cannot be known by us. We, on the other 

hand, have shown that Aristotle's treatment of the reality of 

proper sensibles centers around the notion that each sense 

·• •• has the power of receiving into itself the sensible forms 
24 

of things without the matter;~ that is, that Aristotle talks 

about a communication of likeness from the object to the sense, 

which sense is naturally adapted to grasp forms (i.e. sensible 

forms) as they, in fact, exist in objects. In a word, Aris-



totle holds the position that proper sensibles do exist in 

objects in the way that our senses report them to us. Thus~ 

we must conclude that De Koninck's interpretation of 418a15-17 

is incorrect. 

The .above still leaves us with the problem of what 

the correct interpretation of 418al5-17 is. When Aristotle 

says, ''Each sense has one kind of object which it discerns, 

and never errs in reporting that what is before it is colour 

or sound (though it may err as to what it is that is coloured 

or where that is, or what it is that is sounding or where that 
25 

is),u he means the following. Whenever any sense encounters 

its proper sensible object - conditions of normalcy in both 

the sense and the medium being presupposed here - then, that 

sense ~lways reports that proper sensible to us as it truly 

exists in the object sensed. Thus, for example, the sense of 

sight never errs in reporting to us that the object it is 

sensing is, in fac~, . of a given colour. Similarly, the sense 

of hearing is always correct when it informs us that the ob-

ject being sensed is making a given sound. However, the sense 

of sight can be said tobe responsible for a mistaken judgment 

on our part about what it is that has that colour it has sensed: . 

as, for example, when the sense of sight is said to cause us to 

judge that the white object in the distance is a man when, in 

fact, it is a pillar of marble. This is an error in the realm 
26 

of the incidental object of sense. or, again, sight is com-

monly said to be responsible for an error when it causes us to 

make a mistaken judgement about where that coloured object is: 
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as, for example, when the sense of sight is said to be respon

sible for our Qiistaken judgment that the white object is at a 

distan-0e of fifty feet from us when, in fact, it is at a dis

tance of one hundred feet from us. This is a mistake in the 
27 

area of common sensibles. In an analogous way hearing or . 
the other senses can be said to be erroneous • 

It would seem that we have now completed our dis

cussion of Charles De Koninck 1s handling of Aristotle's posi

tion on the question of the reality of proper sensibles. For 

ve have examined the Aristotlian text which he is commenting 

on. We showed that it was an improper selection to make as a 

point of departure from which to discuss Aristotle's position 

on this question. We then showed how De Koninck should have 

handled this topic if he was to give a correct picture of Aris

totle's position. Finally, having eliminated De Koninck 1 s in

terpretation as being incorrect, we gave the correct interpre

tation of that text of Aristotle's With which De Koninck had 

begun his discussion. However, we have not finished dealing 

with De Koninck yet. For there is one important point which 

is to be found in De Koninck's discussion of Aristotle's posi-

tion on the reality of proper sensibles which we have not, as 

yet4 looked at. The point we are referring to is as follows. 

On the one hand, we have seen that De Koninck denies that Aris

totle holds the position that the proper sensibles exist in ob

jects sensed in the way that our senses report them to us. On 

the other hand, as we shall see, De Koninck also says that the 

proper sensibles we experience in sensation are, in fact, real 
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d that they are outside the knower. It, thu.s, seems that 

e are faced with a contradiction in De Koninck's discussion 

of proper sensibles. For it apJBars that he is both asserting 

and denying the objective reality of proper sensibles according 

o Aristotle. In order to understand, and so, eliminate this 

apparent contradiction we must now discuss what De Koninck 

,eans when he says these things. This is the topic of the 

following seetiono 

II. A Seeming Contradiction in De Koninck's 

Exposition 

In his discussion of Aristotle's position on the 

reality of proper sensibles, De Koninck says, among other things, 

the fellowing: 

No matter what the conditions of sensatibn 
may be, I cannot doubt, when I see a surface 
as green, that I truly see green, nor doubt 
that I see it a~ being in that surface. But 
whether it is there in the way which my 
sight reports it is another mat t er. In 
fact, the more we learn about sensation 
the better we realize that qualities are 
not simply there as we sense them. But this 
does not change the really relevant fact that 
we do perceive qualities, that the perception 
of them is real, and that the term 'reality' 
refers first of all to the kind or

8
being attained 

in actual and external sensation.2 

According to De Koninck, no matter whether the organ 

of sense is normally or abnormally disposed, there can be no 

doubt that, for example, when I see some object as green, I do, 

in fact, see green and see it as being in that object. For, in 

so doing, the sense is merely reporting how it is itself being 
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affected, and in reporting this it never errs. However, 

this is not to say, continues De Koninck, that this quality 

(green) is, in fact, out there on the surface of that object 

in the same way that my sense reports it to me. For, u ••• the 

more we le~n about sensation the better we realize ' that qual-
30 

ities are not simply there as we sense them" • However, adds 

De Koninck, this is not to say that we don't have a~ per-
-

caption of qualities. For the term •reality' designates prim-

arily what is attained by us in our acts of external sensation, 

and proper sensibles are, of course, among what is so attained. 

From what De Koninck is saying here we can see, to 

the extent that the question of the reality of proper sensibles 

is concerned, the following. For De Koninck, to call the proper 

sensibles 'real' is not to assert their being spatially outside 
. 

the knower in the same way as our senses report them to us. 

No, it is rather to assert that they are outside - in a non

spatial sense of that term - the cognition considered precisely 

as a cognition. That is, it is to say of them that they are 

outside the knower inasmuch as they are representative of some 

kind of qualities - which we are never able to know in them

selves - which exist in objects. This is made clearer later 

on when De Koninck resumes the discussion of this point as 

follows: 

When asked to convey what •warmth' stands for, 
as the name of a proper sense-object, we define the 
word by referring to an experience that another must 
be able to share, e.g., by approaching the fire, or 
by putting his hand in this water that feels warm to 
me -provided his hand has approximately the temperature 
of my own. Iii..~doing this we are not 'pointing out• the 
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warmth as we would a number or a figure. The 
w~rmth I point out is not 'there' in exactly the 
way the figure of the billard-ball is 'there•. 
It is because tangible qualities and tastes cannot 

- be pointed out as common sensibles are pointed out, 
that they are sometimes held to be less real. Yet 
it is not possible to doubt the reality of this 
sensation of warmth, not only as a sensation, but 
precisely as a sensation of warmth; for the sensation 
is not received as the sensation of a sensation, but 
as the sensation of a warmth as real as anything 
that I am aware of; nor can I do,..ubt that this wa:ter 
that I now feel to be warm really has something to 
do with this sensation of mine. However, this does 
not imply that I believe the warmth to be in the water 
in the way I feel it· the sensible warmth in act is 
the sense in act, and not the water, which is never 
more than sensible in potency.31 

Unlike common sensibles, proper sensibles cannot be 

pointed out as being out there in the world in the way that, 

say, the figure of a billard-ball is out there. In the case 

of COJl!DlOn sensibles they are 'out there' in the sense of being 

spatially outside the knower. On the other hand, proper sen

sibles cannot be said to be outside the knower in the same 

sense. To quote De Koninck further on this point: 

In connection with common sensibles 'out there• 
takes on a special meaning and so does the expression 
•outside the knower'. Wha! is said to be •out there• 
can be verified by a process of measurement: while 
•outside the knower' now conveys a spatial meaning, 
that is, the known is outside the knower as this 
billard-ball is outside that one. It is often 
assumed that •outside the knower' must always convey 
this kind of outsideness; but the assumption is un
warranted, for the independent reality of what is 
known in sensation of proper objects is not diminished 
by the fact that I cannot point it out as I can the 
figure of the bil+ard-ball.32 

This latter short passage helps us to better understand the 

longer text from pages 179-180 that we are examining. The 

phrase, 'outside the knower', With reference to proper sensibles, 
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oes not mean that the proper sensibles exist spatially out

side the knower in the way that one billara-ball exists spa

tially outside another billard-ball. However, to return to 

the text from pages 179-180 that we are examining, this is not 

to say that proper sensibles are any less r~al than common 

sensibles. However, if proi:er sensibles do not exist spatially 

outside the knower (in the way that we sense them as existing), 

how can De Koninck make the claim that they are just as real 
33 

as common sensibles and have n1ndependent reality!' ? We can 

answer this question by examining the example of the water 

feeling warm to the sense of touch that De Koninck presents. 

Proper sensibles can be said to be real and have independent 

reality inasmuch as, when one has a sensation of warmth (for 

example), what one experiences is a real external sensation .Q!. 

something. What is this something that one experiences here? 

It is not a sensation of a sensation. No, it is precisely a 

sensation of warmth. That is to say, in any sensation of a 

proper sensible we can distinguish between the fact of exper

iencing a sensation as the experience of having a sensation 

and what the content of that sensation experienced is. It is 

with the latter that De Koninck is dealing here. As far as the 

content of that sensation of the proper sensible involved is 

concerned, it is not another sensation, or, to return to De 

Koninck 1s example, the content of our sensation of warmth is 

not another sensation whose content is warmth. On the contrary, 

as far as the content of a real or actual sensation of a proper 

sensible is concerned, it (i.e. the content of that sensation) 
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is precisely that proper sensible, or, to return to De Koninck's 

example, the content of our real or actual sensation of warmth 

is the- warmth so perceived. 

The above helps to give us some understanding of the 

distinction that De Koninck is drawing between proper sensibles 

as not being outside the knower as entities which exist spa

tially in objects in the way our senses report them to us and 

proper sensibles as being outside the knower's cognition pre

cisely as a cognition. According to him, proper sensibles are 

not outside the knower in the sense that they are entities ex

isting spatially outside of that knower in the way his senses 

report them as existing. However, they are outside the knower 

in the cognitive sense of that phrase: they are outside the 

knowep inasmuch as they are the content of real external sensa

tions, which sensations are, as such, representative of reality. 

For, as we have seen, the term 'reality' means primarily that 
3>+ 

which is attained in external sensation. 

The reason that DeKoninck gives here for denying that 

the proper sensibles are spatially external to the mind, exist

ing in objects in the way our senses report them to us, is very 

interesting. For it shows that he has misinterpreted Aristotle's 

position on another important point in the Aristotlian theory of 

sensation relating to the reality of proper sensibles. Contin

uing on with the example of the water feeling warm, De Koninck 

says the following. He cannot doubt that the water which he is 

feeling as warm has something to do with the sensation of warmth 

that he is experiencing. How~ver, he adds, this must not be 
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taken to mean that he believes the warmth to be spatially 

located in the water in thew ay his sense of touch reports 

it to himo For, says DeKoninck, 11 • •• the sensible w armth in 

act is the sense in act, and not the water, which is never more 
35 

than sensible in potency" • The reason he has given for 

denying that proper sensibles are entitatively located in ob

jects in the way the senses report them to us is that the pro

per sensibles, as actualized, are identical with the corres

ponding senses, as actualized, while all that ewer exists in 

objects, as far as proper sensibles are concerned, are the po

tentialities for producing the various proper sensibles in per

cipients. 

It is quite true that Aristotle explicitly says that, 

"The activity of the sensible object and that of the percipient 
36 

sense is one and the same activity," and that he also says, 

If it is true that the movement both the acting 
and the being acted upon, is to be lound in that which 
is acted upon, both the sound and the hearing so far 
as it is actual must be found in that which has the 
faculty of hearing: for it is in the passive factor 
that the actuality of the active or motive factor is 
realized.37 

From these two passages it would appear that De Koninck was just 

reporting what Aristotle, himself, said in the reason he (De 

Koninck) gives here for denying that propers ensibles exist in 

objects in the way our senses report them to uso For, to quote 

Aristotle again, 11
0 •• as the-acting-and-being-acted-upon is to be 

found in the passive, not in the acti~e factor, so also the 

actuality of the sensible object and that of the sensitive sub-
38 

jeet are both realized in the latter~ • Consequently, we must 
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admit that DeKoninckwas right in saying that, for Aristotle, 

the warmth in act is identical with the sense in act and that 

the water can only be sensible in potency. H0 wever, we do not 

think that this can be used, as De Koninck has tried to use it, 

as a reason for saying that proper sensibles do not exist in 

objects in the way that our senses report them to us. For, 

immediately after making the remarks we have just quoted at 

426a9-ll, Aristotle goes on to say this: 

But while in some cases each aspect of the total 
~ctuality has a distinct name, e.g. sounding and 
hearkening 7 in some one or other is nameless, e.g. 
the actuality of sight is called seeing, but the 
actuality of colour has no name: the actuality of 
the faculty of taste is called tasting, but the 
actuality of flavour has no name. Since the actual
ities of the sensible object and of the sensitive 
faculty are one actuality in spite of the difference 
between their modes of being actual hearing and 

· actual sounding appear and d!sappear from existence 
at one and the same moment, and so actual savour and 
actual tasting, etc., while as potentialities one of 
them may exist without the other. The earlier students 
of nature were mistaken in their view that without 
sight there was no white or black, without taste no sa
vour. This statement of theirs is partly true, partly 
false: 'sense' and 'the sensible object' are ambiguous 
terms, i.eo may denote either potentialities or actual
ities: the statement is true of the latter, false of 
the for~r. This ambiguity they wholly fal.led to 
noticeo 

In this long passage we find Aristotle explaining 

further his doctrine that the actuality of the sensible object 

and the actuality of the sensitive subject are both realized 

in the latter by showing that this is an adequate account of 

all cases of sensation. He does this because verbally it would 

appear not to be true in all such cases. He first gives us an 

example where his doctrine agrees with the common uses of 
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language. In the case of someone hearing a sound, both 

aspects of the total actuality that are realized in the 

sense faculty have a name: 'hearkening' for the actuality 

of the sense involved and •sounding' for the actuality of 

the object h~ard. Thus, here ne is correct in saying that 

the actuality of both the sensitive subject and the sensible 

object are realized in the former. However, Aristotle then 

points out some examples where, at first glance, his doctrine 

doesn't work. In the case of someone seeing a colour, ver

bally his doctrine appears to falter. For it is sensibly evi

dent that what we call by the name •colour• is not in the eye, 

but on the surface of the object sensed. Thus, here the actual

ity of the sensible object would not seem to be one with the 

actual~ty of the sense faculty involved. Consequently, Aris

totle points out that •colour• is not the name for the appro

priate actuality - on the side of the object - here. For that 

actuality has no name. Similarly, in the case of someone tas

ting a flavoured object, Aristotle's doctrine seems to fail. 

For again it is sensibly evident that the flavour is not in 

the sense of taste, but in the object tasted. Thus, here too 

the actuality of the sensible obiect would not appear to be 

one with the actuality of the sense faculty involved. Conse

quently, says Aristotle, notice that 'flavour' is not the name 

of the actuality of the sense object here. For the appro

priate actuality here is nameless. Thus, though what we call 

•colour' or 'flavour' is not in the one who sees or tastes, 

nevertheless, it can still be said that the actuality of the 
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sensible object is one with the actuality of the corresponding 

sense and has its locus in the lattero 

We have just seen that, for Aristotle, •colour• and 

1flavour 1 are the names for properties existing in objects 

which, when actualized in sensation, are nameless. Consequent

lj., we must conclude that, for Aristotle, 'colour' and 'flavour• 

are each the name of a potentiality. Thus, when Aristotle says, 

at 426al5-25, that because the terms •sense• and 'the sensible 

object• can referl to potentialities or to actualities, they are 

ambiguous we must interpret all of this as follows. As refer

ring to actualities, the denial of the existence of sensible 

objects in the absence of percipients is correct, For they are 

here identical with the actuality of the appropriate sense fa

culties, and so, e xis t only so long as those fa cul ties are 

actualized. However, as refering to potentialitiesik)namely, 

to colour.:, flavours, and the other proper sensibles , this 

denial is incorrect. Thus, for Aristotle, colours, flavours, 

etco, as they denote potentialities, do exist (spatially) in 

objects in thew~ that our senses report them to uso 

From the above analysis we can conclude that De Kon

inck was wrong to interpret Aristotle's doctrine that the sen

sible object in act is identical with the sensitive subject in 

act and that the object can only be, in itself, sensible in 

potency as a denial of the objective entitative existence of 

prope~, sensibles, as a denial that proper sensibles exist in 

the object in the way that our senses report them to us. For, 

as we have seen, Aristotle's point is that what our senses re-
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port to us is the object's sensible potency; or, to state it 

another way, Aristotle is saying that the names for the various 

proter_sensibles are the names of the sensible potencies in ob

jects. From this we can see that De Koninck has made here the 

same misinterpretation of this Aristotlian passage that we saw 
41 

Randall and David Ross make earlier in this thesis. 

It has been our purpose in this section to dispel an 

apparent contradiction in De Koninck's exposition. For we saw, 

in Section I, that De Koninckstated that Aristotle denied that 

proper sensibles exist in ob~ects in the way that our senses 

report them to us; nevertheless, we also saw that De Koninck 

said that these proper sensibles are •outside the knower• and 

are •real'. In this section, then, we have examined in some 

detail • just what De Koninck meant when he said the latter. We 

have seen here that what De Koninck was saying here didn •t, in 

fact, contradict his other statements about proper sensibles. 

For we found that he was not claiming here that proper sensibles 

exist spatially outside the knower. On the contrary, what he 

had done was to draw a distinction between different senses of 

•outside the knower•. This expression could mean that some-

thing exists entitatively outside the knower in a spatial way. 

In this sense of the term, De Koninck continued to deny that 

proper sensibles exist outside the knower according to Aristotle. 

(However, as we have seen, this is precisely the sense in which 

Aristotle asserts that proper sensibles exist outside the knower.) 

On the other hand, 'outside the knower' could also mean that some

thing was the content of a given real external sensation on the 
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knower's part. It was in this way that De Koninck said that 

proper sensibles exist outside the knower, and that, as such, 

they were real. For, " ••• the term 'reality• refers first of 

all to the kind of being attained in actual and external sen-
~ 

sationtt • In discovering this we saw that there was no real 

contradiction involved in saying that proper sensibles do not 

exist (spatially) in objects in the way our senses report them 

to us and saying that proper sensibles are real and are (in a 

non-spatial sense) outside the knower. 

III. Summary and Conclusion 

In this chapter we have examined Charles De Koninck •s 

exposition of what he considers to be Aristotle's position on 

the question of the reality of proper sensibles. We saw that 

De Koninck used, as his point of departure for developing this 

position, Aristotle's remark that, t'Each sense has one kind of 

object which it discerns, and never errs in reporting that what 

is before it is colour or sound (though it may err as to what 

it is that is coloured or where that is, or what it is that is 
43 

sounding or where that is) • t• We noted that De Koninck took 

this to mean that, while the senses never err in reporting how 

they, themselves, are affected, they can cause us to err if they 

lead us to judge that the proper sensibles exist in objects in 

the way that these senses prevent them to us as existing. Thus, 

we saw that De Koninck thought that Aristotle did not hold the 

position that proper sensibles exist in objects in the way we 

sense them as existing. Our sensation of any given proper sen

sible is the complex result of the interaction of the form or 
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structure of the sense involved with the sensible form of. the 

objecj being sensed. Thus, aside from being able to say that 

proper sensibles don't exist in objects in the way our senses 

report them to us, we can't know what it is that is in objects 

that interacts with out senses to produce our sensations of 

proper sensibles. 

In criticizing De Koninck's interpretation of Aris

totle's position we first pointed out that the issue of the 

reality of proper sensibles, as treated by Aristotle, is not 

a ~uestion of truth or error of sensation, but of his general 

theory of sensation. That is to say, we showed how Aristotle 

held the view that each sense is naturally adapted to present 

to us its corresponding proper sensible object, and how this 

entailed that, in this general way, Aristotle held a position 

of cognitive realism. We then showed that it was within the 

context of this cognitive realism - not, as De Koninck had pre

sented it, within the context of truth and error in sensation -

that Aristotle developed his position on the question of the 

reality of proper sensibles. In doing so we presented several 

specific arguments -aimed at showing this development. Finally, 

having ruled out De Koninck 1s interpretation of Aristotle's 

statement at 418a15-17 as incorre~ we gave our interpretation 

of this passageo 

In the second section of this chapter we dealt with 

the apparent contradiction that arose when we saw that, while 

De Koninck said that Aristotle denied that proper sensibles 

exist in objects in the way our senses report them to us, he 
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nonetheless said that they were outside the knower and were 

real. This apparent contradiction vanished when we saw that by 

•outs~de the knower•, as used in reference to proper sensibles, 

he meant that the proper sensibles existed as the content of 

actual external sensations and, as such, that they could be 

said to be real inasmuch as the term •reality• refers primarily 

to what is attained in such sensations. Thus, De Koninck 

affirms the extracognitional or pre-cognitional reality of 

proper sensibles, but not in the way Aristotle does. For 

Aristotle holds the position that proper sensibles exist spa

tially in external objects in the way that our senses report 

them to us as existingo 



CONCLUSION 

The objective of this thesis has been twofold. First, 

to µresent, in detail, Aristotle's position on the question of 

the reality of prOP,?.r sensibles as presented in the De Anima and 

the De Sensu et Sensibili. Secondly, to critically examine what 

three modern Aristotlian commentators say is Aristotle's posi

tion on this topic. In order to facilitate the handling of 

these two items, we divided this essay into two parts. Part I 

dealt with Aristotle's position on the reality of proper sensi

bles, while Part II examined what three of his modern commen

tators say of his position on this topic. 

We began our handling of Aristotle's position on the 

reality of proper sensibles as presented in the De Anima and the 

De Sensu et Sensibili by briefly surveying the treatment that 

has been given to this topic by modern English language Aris

totlian commentators. This was the subject of Chapter I, and 

we found that there was very little available on this subject by 

such commentators. We discovered only fifteen commentators who 

had anything at all to say on the issue. These commentators 

were almost evenly divided among themselves with eight affirming 

and seven denying that Aristotle held that proper sensibles are 

qualities inhering in objects in the way our senses report them 

to us. 

In C0apter II we accomplished our first objective by 

examining in detail what Aristotle, himself, says in the Q2. 

129 
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Anima and the De Sensu et Sensibili - the two works containing 

the detailed presentation of his theory of sensation - about 

the question of the reality of proper sensibles. We found that 

there is a general cognitive realism in his theory of sensation. 

This was seen, first of all, in his remark that the senses are 

naturally adapted to present their corresponding proper sensi

ble objects to us as they, in fact, exist in objects. We then 

went on tp show that the question of the reality of proper sen

sibles, as treated by Aristotle, is developed within the con

text of this general cognitive realism in his theory of sensa

tion: it is handled as part of the more detailed development 

,, 

of that theory of sensation. In examining this development we 

saw that Aristotle's cognitive realism with regard to proper 

sensibles continued to show itself. From all that we saw, then, 

of Aristotle's treatment of the reality of proper sensibles we 

reached the following conclusion. For Aristotle the proper sen

sibles are qualities inhering in objects in the way our senses 

report them to uso 

Having accomplished our first objective, we then pro

ceeded, in Part II, to our second objective. Here we examined 

what John Herman Randall (Jr.), in his book entitled Aristotle 

(see Chapter III of this thesis), w. D. Ross, in his book en

titled Aristotle (see Chapter IV of this thesis), and Charles 

De Koninck, in his work entitled Abstraction from Matter (see 

Chapter V of this thesis), had to say about Aristotle's posi

tion, in the De Anima and the De Sensu et Sensibili, on the 

reality of proper sensibleso These three commentators had two 



131 

things in common, in their treatment of this topico First, 

they each claimed that Aristotle denied that the proper sen

sibles exist in objects in the way our senses report them to 

us. Secondly, they each used Aristotle's doctrine that the 

sensible object in act and the sensitive subject in act have 

their locus in the latter and are, in f~ct, merely different 

aspects of one single event as justification for attributing 

this denial to Aristotle. That is to say, in the cases of Ran

dall and Ross, at least, this was~ reason given for attri

buting the denial of the independent reality of proper sensi

bles to Aristotle. For De Koninck this was the second of the 

two points he put forward in justification for what he said of 

Aristotleo De Koninck had earlier interpreted Aristotle's 

remark at 418al5-17 as meaning that Aristotle did not consider 

the proper sensibles to be qualities existing in objects in the 

way our senses report them to us. In each case, after seeing 

this,we showed in detail how the commentator being examined had 

misinterpreted Aristotle's position on the question of the 

reality of proper sensibleso 
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this ent re thesis, unless otherwise stated, we are 
using J. A. Smith's translation of the De Anima as 
it appears in, The Works of Aristotle Translated into 
English (London: Oxford University Pres~t 1908-1952), 
under the editorship of J. A. Smith and w. D. Ross. 
Smith's translation of the De Anima is contained in 
volume III of this twelve-volume translation of Aris
totle's works. 

We would like to point out here that any itali
cized material or material enclosed by square brackets 
that is found in any quotations contained in this chap
ter of our thesis has not· been added by us, but occurs 
in the sources from which the quotations were taken. 

Ibid., 417a2-9. 

Ibid,, 418a24-25. 

Ibid,, 427bl0-ll. 

Ibid., 428bl8-19. 

Ibid., 416b32-34. Cf. also 1 ibid., 415b24-25: "Sen
sation is held to be a qualitative alteration, and 
nothing except what has soul in it is capable of sen
sation.u 

lQ.!.g,., >+31a>+-8. 

Ibid,.1 417a21~417bl. Cf. also, ibid,., 412al0-ll and 
412a22-27, where the twos enses of actuality are also 
distinguished. 

Saint Thomas Aquinas, Aristotle I s "De Animan in the Ver
sion of William of Moer"bake and the Commentary of St, 
Thomas Aquinas (London: Routledge and Kagan,. Paul Ltd., 
1951), p. 241, section 361. English translation by 
Kenelem Foster and Silvester Humphries. 

De Anima, 417b2-9. 

Ibid., 4l?bl5-17. 

Ibid,, 4l?bl8-28. Cf. also, De Sensu et Sensibili, 
446b2-5 and MetaEhysica, l048b9-34. 

De .Anima, 417bl6-17. 

ill.!!•, 417b6. 

136 



137 

15 Ibid., 418a24-25. 

16 er. ibid,, 418a24-25. 

17 Cf. Aqu.inas 1 op. cit,, PP• 249-251, sections 375-380 
for a description of how universals exist in the soul 
and a detailed commentary on 417bl9-28. 

18 Cf. Chapter II, PP• 18-19 of this thesis. 

19 De Anima, 417b29-418a5. 

20 Aquinas, on. cit., p. 251, section 381. 

21 De Anima , 417bl8. 

22 

23 

24 

25 

26 

27 

28 

29 

30 

31 

32 

33 

34 

35 

36 

Ibid., 1+18al. 

I!l!!!•, 417bl5-16. 

~., 417b3-5. 

Ibid., 417bl6-17. 

This is so true that 7 for example! the actuality relative 
to colour and the actuality relat veto flavour each goes 
without any name, implying that so much better known is 
the potentiality in each case (i.e. the colour and the 
flavour) because of it. Cf. ibid,, 426a2-26 and our 
analysis of it in Section V of this chapter of our thesis. 

De Anima, 43lb24-28. er. also,lli,g,., 43lal-8. 

ill,g,., 422a6-7. er. also, ~. 1 423b27-424a9 on the 
sense of touch and its corresponding object. 

Ibid., 422al0-ll. 

filg,., l+22bl-9o 

~., 422bl0-17. 

ll2!.,g_ • , 424al 5-23. 

Ibid., 424al7. Cf. also, !,Q!g_., 424bl-3, 425b23-24 1 429al2-18, and 43lb24-30, where the same principle 1s 
also stated. 

filg,., 418a24-25. 

Ibid., 424al6. 

~l 424a24-32. Cf. also, ibid., 423b27-424a9 and 
426a2·t-426b8. 

\I 
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Aquinas, op. cit., p. 341, section 555-556. 

De Anima, 418a21t--25. 

~., 417bl6-17. See also our complete analysis of the 
sense in which sensation does not involve alteration in 
Section II of this chapter of our thesis. 

Pfgsica, 202b24-29. The translation of this work used 
t oughout this thesis is that of R. P. Hardie and R. K. 
Gays appearing in volume two of, The Works of Aristotle 
Trcyislated into English (London: Oxford University 
Press, 1908-1952), under the editorship of J. Ao Smith 
and w. D. Ross. 

41 ~., 202a7-8i· the emphasis is Aristotle's. er. also, 
ibid., 20la10- 1. 

42 

43 

l+4 

45 

46 

47 

48 

49 

50 

51 

52 

llis,., 202all-21. er. also,!.,Q!g_., 202a22-202b23, where 
Aristotle raises and answers objections to the doctrine 
he is presenting at 202all-21. The same principle con
cerning motion put forward at 202all-21 is also enun
ciated at Metaphysica, l066a26-34. 

Ibid., 202a7-8; the emphasis is Aristotle's. Cf. also, 
ibid., 20lal0-ll, where Aristotle says of motion that, 
l1¥iie fulfilment of what exists potentially, in so far as 
it exists potentially, is motion"; the emphasis here is 
Aristotle I s. 

Saint Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle's 11Physicsn 
by St, Thomas Aquinas (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul 
Limited, 1963) 2 p. 145, section 306. English transla
tion by Richard J. Blackwell, Richard J. Spath, and w. 
Edmund Thirlkel. 

!12!§.,., p. 145, section 307. 

De Anima, 425b26-426tt26. 

I.e., lli,g,., 425b26-426al. 

I ••• , the part of it from !l2.!,g,., 426a2-15. 

I.e.,~., 426al5-20. 

!.12!,g_., 426a24-25. 

I.e., !1219.., 426a20-26. 

It is to the distinctions we have been examining at, 
~., 425b26-426a26, that Aristotle refers when he 
says of the proper sensibles in the De Sensu et Sensibili, 
at 439a13-18, the following: 
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Now, each of them may be spoken of from two points 
of view, i.e., either as actual or as potential. We 
have in the De Anima explained in what sense t~ colour, 
or sound, regarded as actualized Cfor sensatiou..J, is the 
same as, and in what sense it is different from, the correl
ative sensation, the actual seeing or hearing. The point of 
our present discussion is, therefore, to determine what each 
sensible object must be in itself, in order to be perceived 
as it is in actual consciousness. 

From this passage we can see that the cognitive realism in 
Aristotle's theory of sensation as regards proper sensibles is 
continued in the De Sensu et Sensibili~ where he says that he 
intends to tell us what their essentia~ nature is. 

53 De Sensu et Sensibili, 4lt2a30-4lt2b9. 

54 er. also, De Anima , 418al8-19. 

55 er.,~., 418al5-17. 

56 

57 

58 

59 

60 

De Sensu et Sensibili, 4lt2bl0-24. 

er.,~., 437a8-9, where Aristotle says of sight that, 
u ••• it is through this sense especially that we perceive 
the common sensibles, viz. figure, magnitude, motion, 
number". 

De Anima , 429a3. 

De Sensu et Sensibili, 437a8-9. Cf. also, Metaphysical 
960a27-28, where Aristotle says that sight, u ... most 01· 
all the senses, makes us know and brings to light many 
differences between thingsn. 

For some detailed discussion of Locke's treatment of 
proper sensibles - or secondary qualities, as Locke 
calls them - and a criticism of any attempt to identify 
that position taken by Locke with Aristotle 's position, 
see Section III of Chapter III of this thesiso 
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NOTES - CHAPTER THREE 

John Herman Randall (jr.), Aristotle (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1960). Paperback edition, 1962. Ran
dall's development of Aristotle's position on the reality 
of proper sensibles runs from the bottom of p. 81 to the 
bottom of p. 83. 

Ibid., p. 81. 

lli,g.. 

1!2!,g_., pp. 81-82; the reference in square brackets is 
given by Randall at the foot of p. 82, and we have 
placed it inside the text for the sake of convenience o 

Of the quotations from Aristotle that Randall uses in 
his book, he says the following in the Forward (pp. v-vi ) : 

It is an indication of the role of 
precision of language in Aristotle's thinking 
that no student of that language is ever com
pletely satisfied with any English saye his 
own. Yet it would be presumptuous folly -
indeed, hybris - for one who has not enjoyed 
the training of a classical philologist to fail 
to make full use of the skill of competent Greek 
scholars of our day. The outcome in this volume 
is a compromise. In the main there have been 
employed the English translations of the Aristot
lian texts - with the Physics, the superior French 
of M. Carteron - that in each particular passage 
seemed closest to the meaning of the original. 
But there has been no hesitation to alter them, 
usually in the interest of bringing them nearer 
to what the Greek actually says. A 11 teral trans
lation is undoubtedly closer to Aristotle than a 
more polished English version. 

We, on the other hand, having been using the English 
translations of Aristotle (especially J. A. Smith's 
translation of the De Anima) as they appear in:~ 
Works of Aristotle Translated into English (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1908-1952), under the editor
ship of J. A. Smith and w. D. Ross. Consequently, for 
the sake of uniformity in this thesis anytime we give 
Randall's translation of any passage from Aristotle's 
De Anima mn the body of this chapter of our thesis, we 
shall also give J. A. Smith's translation of that same 
passage in our footnotes. (All other passages from 
the De .Anima in the body of this thesis are from Smith's 
translation.) Thus, Smith's translation of 426a4-6 
reads as follows: R ••• fob it is in the passive factor 
that the actuality of the active or motive factor is 

14o 
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realized; that is why that which causes movement may 
be at restu. 

Randall, op, cit., P• 820 

Ibid. -
We have given Randall's rendering of this text here. 
The Smith translation of that passage is substantially 
the same and reads: 

For as the-acting-and-being-acted-upon is to be 
found in the passive, not in the active factor, 
so also the actuality of the sensible object and 
that of the sensitive subject are both realized 
in the latter. 

De Anima, III cho 2: 426a4-6, as quoted by Randall on 
p. 82 of his book. The Smith translation reads as 
follows: 

For it is in the passive factor that the 
actuality of the active or motive factor is 
realized; that is why that which causes movement 
may be at rest. 

Randall, op, cit., P• 82. Obviously this is intended 
by Randall as one example that can be extended by anal
ogous reasoning to all the proper sensibles. 

De Anima, 425b26-426a26. In addition to what we are 
about to say about this passage here, see also Chapter 
II 1 Section V of this thesis for a more complete anal
ysis of it. 

That is, De Anima, 425b26-426alo 

That is, De Anima, 426a2-26. 

Cfo De Anima 1 426a2-6; while Aristotle puts what he says 
here in the 1·orm of a hypothetical statement, he clearly 
accepts this doctrine as can be seen from Physica, III, 
Chapter 3. 

De Anima, 425b26-426al. 

Randall, op, cit., P• 82. 

er. 1>e Anima, 426a8-9. 

Cf. ibid., 426a9. At this point the reader is advised 
to see'""'c'hapter II, Section V of this thesis to see just 
why Aristotle has introduced this discussion at 425b26-
426a26. 

er.~., 426a9-11. 
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19 It shouldn't be thought that the theme of ambiguity 
of terms being developed here is a kind of topic of 
425b26-426a26. On the contrary the discussion of 
the namelessness of certain of !he actualities in
volved in sensation is meant to help the reader see 
that Aristotle's doctrine that the actuality of the 
active and passive elements in any alteration differ 
only in concept and reside in the passive element is 
an adequate account of fil cases of sensations. The 
idea is that verbally this doctrine does not™ to be 
true. For it is sensibly evident that, say, colour is 
not in the eye, but on the surface of the coloured 
object. Thus, the actuality of the sensible object 
would not seem to be one with the actuality of the 
perceiving sense. Consequently, Aristotle says, 
notice that •colour' is not the name of the appropriate 
actuality here. Thus, even though what we call •colour• 
is not in the one who sees, nevertheless1 it can still 
be said that the actuality of the sensibie object is 
one with the a~tuality of the sense of sight. Cf. 
further, pp. 45rf. of Chapter II, Section V of this 
thesiso 

20 Ibid., 426al3-15. 

21 Randall, op, cit., p. 82. , 

22 Ibid. -
23 De Anima, 426al3-14o 

24 

25 

26 

27 

Randall, op, cit., pp. 82-83; the references contained 
in S'.}Uare brackets are given by Randall at the foot of 
p. 82 and p. 83, and we have placed them inside the 
text for t he s ake of co:rv enience. Smith I s t ransla t 1 on 
of 417b2-5 reads as follows: 

•••• lt may mean either (a) the extinction of one 
of two contraries by the other, or (b) the main
tenance of what is potential by the agency of what 
is actual and already like what is a cted upon, with 
such likeness as is compatible with one's being 
actual and the other potential. 

Smith's translation of 417al8-20 reads as follows: 
Hence it is that in one sense ••• what acts and what 
is acted upon are like, in another unlike, i.e. 
prior to and during the change the two factors 
are unlike, after it like. 

Randall, op, cit., p. 82. 

Ibid. -
Ibid. -

ii 
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De Anima , 417a21-417bl. 

~., 417b2-9. 

Ibid., 417bl8-24. 

Ibid., 418a3-5. For a more complete analysis of all 
~Aristotlian texts we have been discussing in this 
section, see Chapter II, Section II of this thesis. 

Ibid., 426al3-14. 

Ibid., 426a14-15. 

Randall, op, cit,, P• 83. 

Ibid. -
Randall, op, cit,, P• 83; the reference in square 
brackets is given by Randall at the foot of p. 83, 
and we have placed it at the end oft he text for the 
sake of convenience. Smith's translation of 426a15-25 
reads as follows: 

Since the actuality of the sensible object and 
of the sensitive faculty are one actuality in 
spite of the difference between their modes 
of being, actual hearing and actual sounding 
appear and disappear from existence at one and 
the $ame moment, and so actual .savour and actual 
tasting, etc., while as potentialities one of 
them may exist without the other. The earlier 
students of nature were mistaken in their view 
that without sight there was no white or black, 
without taste no savour. This statement of theirs 
is partly true IR rtly false: •sense I and 'the 
sensible objec!• are ambiguous terms, i.e. may 
denote either potentialities or actualities: 
the statement is true of the latter, false of 
the former. 

37 Randall, op, cit., P• 830 

38 John Locke, A Essa Concernin H n U dersta (New 
York: Dover Publications, 19 9, vol. I 7 p. 170; Book II, 
chap. viii, section 10. This Dover edition is a two
volume set containing the complete text collated and 
annotated with biographical, critical and historical 
prolegomena by Alexander Campbell Fraser. 

In this book Locke distinguishes between two types 
of qualities, namely, primary and secondary qualities, 
and he divides the latter kind into two subdivisions: 
thus .: 

'i 
! 
I 
~ 
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Beside those before-mentioned qualities in 
bodies , viz. bulk, figure e xtension, number, and 
motion of their solid iarls; all the rest, whereby 
we take notice of bodies, and distinguish them one 
from another are nothing but several powers in 
them, depending on those primary qualities; whereby 
they are fitted, either by immediately operating on 
our bodies to iroduce several different ideas in us; 
or else, by operating on other bodies, so to change 
their primary qualities as to render them capable 
of producing ideas in us different from what they 
did before. The former of these, I think, may be 
called secondary qualities immediately perpeivable: 
the latter, secondary qualities mediately perceivable. 
Ool. I, PP• 181-182; Book II, chap. viii, section 
2[] 

Colours, sounds, smells 1 tastes, etc., says Locke, belong 
to secondary qualities immediately JBrceivable (see vol. I, 
PP• 178-179; Book II, chap. viii, section 23). 

Locke, op. cit., vol. I, p. 173; Book II, chap. viii, 
section 15. 

er. De ~ima~ Book II, chapter 6. er. also, Chapter II, 
Section I or this thesis where we saw that Aristotle 
refuses to allow that proJB r sensibles can be reduced 
tp any modes of the common sensibles (as Locke claims 
they can). Randall has not taken notice of this. 

l+l Locke, op. cit., vol. I, p. 171+; Book II, chq> • viii, 
section 17; the italics are Locke's. 

1+2 er. Randall, op. cit,, PP• 83-81+. 

1+3 De Anima,, l+2l+al7-23. For a more detailed analysis of 
this text than we are giving here, see Chapter II, 
Section III of this thesis. 

l+l+ Randall, op. cit., P• 83. 

.. 
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NOTES - CHAPTER FOUR 

David Ross, Aristotle (London: Methuen & Co. Ltd., 1964), 
p. 138. F1fth edition, revised 19490 

De Ap.ima 418al7. er. the whole of De Am,n:a, Book II, 
chapter t where Aristotle distinguishes between proper 
sensibles, common sensibles, and the incidentally sen
sible. Proper sensibles, in contemporary terminology 
are called •secondary qualities', while common sensibles 
are called !primary qualities•. 

Although Ross places this reference in a footnote at 
the bottom of P• 138 of his book, we have placed it in
side the text within square brackets for the sake of 
convenience. It should also be noted that in that same 
footnote Ross gives additional re~erences to the C~te
gories, 7b35-8al2, Metaphysics, 1010b31-10lla2, and to 
p. 162 of his own book, Aristotle, where he is dealing 
with part of the Metaphysics. However, as all of those 
additional references fall outside of the scope of this 
thesis (which is to deal with the De .Anima and the De 
Sensu et Sensibili and with comments made by, in this 
case, Ross on them), we shall not be considering these 
additional references. Thus, we are interested in the 
text we have quoted from Ross here only in so far as 
it claims to be explaining a given passage in the De 
&l,ima. -

Ross, op, cit,, Po 138. 

I.e. Chapter III 7 Section I of this thesis, er. also, 
Chapter II, Section v, of this thesiso 

~•, 425b30. But cf. the whole of 425b26-426alo 

er. ibid., 426a2-6. 

I.e. ibid., 426a6-2o. For a more detailed analysis of 
this text than we shall give here, and to see just why 
Aristotle has introduced all of this discussion at 425b26-
426a26, see Chapter II, Section v, of this thesis. 

er. Ross, op, cit,, P• 1380 

er. De Anima, 426a8-9. 

er. ibid., 426a9. 

er.~., 426a9-20. 

er. ibid., 4~6a9-ll. 

145 
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er. ibid., 426all-13. It is with what is being said here 
in mind that the example at 425b2f-426al should be 
interpretedo 

Aristotle only deals specifically with the proper s en
sibles, sound, colour, and flavour at 426aS:.15. Howevert 
he does say that what he is saying here concerns, not 
only the terms, 'sound' and 'hearing 1 , but that, "The 
same account applies to the other senses and their 
objects" (426a9)o 

16 ~e Anima, 426al7-20. 

17 Remember that this also applies to the other propers en
sibles corresponding to the other senses,e ven though 
they aren't specifically mentioned here. er. our 
footnote 15 supra. 

18 Ross , op, cit 9 , P• 138. 

19 er. Chapter III, Section I of this thesis. 

20 Leaving aside the consideration of the incidentally 
sensible object here. 

21 Ross, op, cit., p. 138. 



1 

OTES - CHAPTER FIVE 
~ Charles De Koninck, Abstraction from Matter (Quebec: 

Les Presses Universitaires Laval). This is a two
pamphlet reprint of an unfinished article ap:i:earing 
in the following issues of the Laval Theologigue et 
Philosophigue, XIII N. 2 (1957) and XVI No. 1 and 2 
{1960). All page refgrences to !his work of De Kon
inck1s appearing in this thesis are to those of 
pamphlet I of these two pamphletso 

The purpose of this work by DeKoninck is, "••• 
to provide a general introduction to a philosophy of 
nature ancient by more than two thousand years," and, 
" ••• to set forth what Aristotle had in mind as St. 
Thomas understood it" (p. 134, 0 footp.ote). He does 
this by way of commenting on this :i;:aragraph of st. 
Thomas' commentary on Aristotle's Physica, which+.reads, 
as quoted by De Kmninck (p. 134), as follows~ 

'Since the treatise called the Physica, which it 
is our purpose toe xplain, is also the one that 
comes first in the study of naturei we must show, 
at its very beginning, what natura science is 
about - viz. its matter and subject. To this end, 
we should point out on the one hand, that inasmuch 
as every science is in the intellect, and since a 
thing becomes intelligible in act insofar as it is 
more or less abstracted from matter, things, since 
they are diversely related to matter, are the con-
cern of different sciences. Again, since science 
is obtained by demonstration, and the middle term 
of demonstration is the definition, it follows of 
necessity, that the sciences will be distinguished 
according to a difference in their mode of definition. 1 

It is in explaining what Aquinas means in saying that a 
thing becomes intelligible in act to the extent that it 
is abstracted from matter that leads De Koninck even
tually into a discussion of sensation and its relia
bility. For De Koninck points out that, " ••• science 
abstracts from the individual sensible matter attain
ed in sensation" (p. 166). However this raises the 
question, 11Why ••• retain the adjectlve sensible to 
describe an abstract matter which cannot be actually 
sensed?'-• (p. 167). The reason is, he says, as 
follows (p. 167): 

Unless anchored in sense experience, the study of 
nature can never keep to the right track, nor lead 

towards truth. 
If such a beginning and end in sensation are 

necessary, and if it is the 'sensible individual' 
matter that this science must abstract from while 
not abstracting from the •sensible matter' that 
enters into the definition of sensible things, 

147 
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we will first have to look more closely into what 
is meant by 'sensible' in this context. 

It is in order to . see just what is meant by 1sensible 1 

in the phrase 11 sensible matter" that is the immediate 
cause of De Koninck's entering into a discussion of 
Aristotle's theory of sensation and, as part of that 
discussion, into Aristotle's position on the reality 
of proper sensibles (cf. PP• 167ff.). 

2 Ibid., P• 175. The reference in square brackets has 
been added by us; in De Koninck 1 s work it app:ears at 
the foot of the µi.ge. 

3 De Anima, 418al5-J?7; Smith translationo 

4 De Koninck, op, cit., P• 176. 

5 Ibid., Po 175. 

6 W,g,., P• 187, footnote 2. 

7 For a detailed discussion of this notion of sensation 
as alteration and what we consider it to mean for Aris
totle •s position on the reality of proper sensibles, 
see Chapter II, Section II of this thesis. 

8 De Koninck, op 9 cit., P• 176. 

9. De Anima, 418al5-17; Smith translation. 

10 !12,!g,., 4l8a24-25; Smith translation. 

11 De Koninck, op 9 cit., PP• 174-175. 

12 De 0 Anima, 417a2-9. For a more detailed discussion of 
this passage than we shall give here, see Chapter II, 
pp. 18-19 of this thesis. 

13 Namely, De Anima, 418al5-17. 

14 1.12.!s,. 1 424a25-424a32. For a much more detailed analysis 
of this passage than we shall give in what follows, see 
Chapter II, Section IV of this thesis. 

15 lli,g_., 418a25. 

16 .ills.•, 418a3-5o 

17 De Anima, 424al6-23. 

18 De Koninck, op, cit., p. 175. 

19 llig_., P• 176. 
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De Anima, 424al7. 

Namelylt the statement made at 418al5-17 of the De Anima 
that, 'Each sense has one kind of object which it dis
cerns, and never errs in reporting that what is before 
it is colour or sound (though it may err as to what it 
is that is coloured or where that it, or what it is 
that is sounding or where that is)." 

De Anima, 418a24-25. 

De Koninck, op 2 cit., p. 1760 

De Anima, 424al7o 

!J:2!.g,., 418al5-17. 

Cfo ibid., 418a20-24o In addition, cf. also, ibid., 
428b20-22 and 432b29-30. -

er. ibid., 418a18-19. In addition, cf. also,~., 
428b~. 

De Koninck, op, cit., p. 176. 

Cf.~., Po 175. 

~., P• 176. 

Ibid., pp. 179-180. 

ill.!!•, PP• 181-1820 

Ibid., P• 182. 

or. ibid., p. 1760 

!.12,!g., P• 1800 

De Anima, 425b26. 

Ibid., 426a2-5. 

lli.,g., 426a9-ll. 

ill,g,. 7 426all-26. Cf. also, Chapter II, Section V of 
this thesis. 

Aristotle clearly says that what he is saying here 
applies to all the senses and all the corresponding 
proper sensibles: cf. De Anima, 426a9. 
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Cf. Chapter III, Section I and all of Chapter IV of 
this thesiso 

De Koninck, op 9 cit., p. 176. 

De Anima, 1+18a15-17. 
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