Aristotle on the Common-sense and the Unity of Perception 

I. The project: an overview
Recent work in Aristotle’s philosophy of mind often takes the form of disagreement about the details of his account; questions such as: ‘what is the nature of the “different kind of change” that occurs when one perceives?;’
 ‘what are the epistemological consequences of Aristotle’s distinction between perception κατὰ συμβεβηκός and καθ’ αὑτό?;’
 and ‘what physiological states, if any, underlie perception for Aristotle?’
 are widely discussed in the contemporary literature.  These debates are not framed in solely exegetical terms, for as philosophers we hope that Aristotle’s theoretical positions can be fruitfully exploited to shed light on both classical and contemporary problems.
  In general, just as new theories can help to resolve old controversies, so too classical theories can help to resolve new controversies.  
While many aspects of his theory of perception are widely and hotly debated, rarely does one see an extended treatment of Aristotle’s notion of the common-sense (κοινὴ αἰσθήσις).
  This is odd considering the central role that the common-sense plays in perception for Aristotle.  In the De Anima (DA), Aristotle attributes the unification of perceptions from distinct sensory modalities to the common-sense (DA 425a30-b4).  Additionally, almost all commentators agree that he there attributes καθ’ αὑτό perception of the common sensibles to the common-sense (425a27-30).
  In the treatises that compose the Parva Naturalia (PN), Aristotle claims that all perception occurs via the common-sense (De Sensu (DS) 449a9); that it is responsible for imagination (phantasia) (De Memoria (DM) 450a10), memory (DM 450a23), and sleep (De Somno  (De Som.) 454a22); and that it is the seat of self-awareness (De Som. 455a17).  

Yet despite the centrality of the common-sense to Aristotle’s theory of perception, commentators say little of substance about the underlying nature of the it.  Most refer to the common-sense when the topic under consideration is one of the above capacities, but each generally seems content to describe this capacity as the unity of the five senses.  Questions about the possibility of such a unity and its manifestation in Aristotle’s metaphysics of form and matter are rarely asked or answered.

Contrary to modern orthodoxy, I suggest that one can provide some real answers to these questions.  In particular, I contend that for Aristotle our perceptions themselves are the special objects of the common-sense.  The activity of the common-sense consists of a metaperception, and it is this metaperception that explains the possibility of the unification of the sensory modalities and the unification of consciousness more generally, i.e. the unification of the perceptual capacity with the desiderative and imaginative capacities.  While Aristotle does not come right out and say this as directly as we might wish, I contend that the conception of the common-sense as a meta-perception can be found in DA III.2 and De Som. II.  I will call this understanding the common-sense as meta-perception, or CMP, interpretation. 

Understanding the underlying nature of the common-sense in this way will, I hope, contribute to the solution of problems found both in Aristotelian exegesis and in philosophy more generally.  First and most obviously, I anticipate that CMP will enable me both to mediate disputes amongst theorists regarding the exact functions attributable to the common-sense and to resolve questions about the consistency of Aristotle’s treatment of this capacity in the DA and PN.  Second, given the centrality of the common-sense to the overall faculty of perception, I hope that a fuller understanding of this capacity will contribute to the resolution of questions about the mechanics of perception more generally—questions like those mentioned in the opening paragraph.  Third, and most significantly, I believe that a correct understanding of the metaphysics of perception in general and the common-sense in particular will show that Aristotle’s theory of perception is a viable candidate for truth.  Contrary to modern orthodoxy, I expect that a proper conception of Aristotle’s metaphysics of perception will show that his account is both distinct from contemporary views and independently plausible—it is here that we will see the philosophical value of exegesis.
II. Aristotelian terminology: an introduction to key notions

Before I consider secondary literature, it will be necessary to present Aristotle’s general philosophical commitments as they apply to his theory of perception..  In what follows, I will limit myself to non-controversial claims.  The objective of this section is to get clear on the terminology that will be used throughout the remainder of this project; controversies regarding the contours of his theoretical apparatus will be addressed as they become relevant.  Among the key terms to be reviewed are: matter; form; potentiality and actuality; the special senses and their objects; and the common-sense and its objects. 

In Physics (Phys.) II, Aristotle defines natural objects as those things that contain their own principle of motion and change.  Aristotle accounts for this ability by claiming that natural objects contain their own end (τέλος)—it is for the sake of this end that the object moves and is changed.  At this point, though, a question emerges as to what is responsible for this end; both natural and artificial objects are composed of matter (ὕλη), yet only the former contains its own impulse to change.  Matter cannot, then, be the only constituent of natural objects.
  Aristotle here exploits the analogy between natural and artificial objects, arguing that just as a maker imposes some form (εἶδος) on the designed object, so too natural objects are composed of form and matter.  In the latter case, we can view nature as already pregnant with form; there is no agent in Aristotelian metaphysics that plays the role which the maker does in the case of artifacts.  This form contains the end of the substance, the ‘that for the sake of which’ (τὸ οὗ ἕνεκα).  

The matter/form distinction dovetails nicely with Aristotle’s distinction between potentiality (δύναμις) and actuality (ἐντελέχεια).  Matter is potentiality; only enformed matter is anything in actuality,
 for it is the form that turns potentiality into actuality.  Natural forms are dynamic, however, and it is this dynamism that explains how a natural object contains its own end, and, accordingly, its own principle of change and motion.  A baby squirrel and a full-grown squirrel are both composed of squirelly form and matter, and it is the dynamism of squirelly form that explains the growth and maturation of the squirrel.  

Aristotle defines the soul (ψυχή) as the form of a natural body (DA 412a19), and, as noted above, it is the soul that turns the potential matter
 into an actual natural object.  Aristotle is not content with offering only this definition, however, for according to him there are distinct levels of actuality.  He clarifies this claim by analogy with knowledge and contemplation.  All humans have the capacity to know, this being a potentiality to possess particular knowledge (DA 412a22-28).  Once I acquire knowledge, I can be said to have actualized that potential, so the possession of knowledge is a first actuality, but it is also a second-potentiality, viz. the potentiality to use or manifest that knowledge.  The exploitation of specific knowledge—contemplation—is the achievement of a higher-level actuality.  For example, as a rational being I have the potential to know Greek, but this is a mere potentiality unless and until I learn Greek.  Once I know Greek, I have a first-level actuality, i.e. I actually know Greek.  Yet this actuality may also be thought of as a second-level potentiality, viz. the potentiality to speak or understand Greek.  This is a potentiality when I am asleep, speaking English, or doing anything else that does not involve me entertaining the Greek language.  When I am reading Greek, I exhibit a second-level actuality, and this actuality stands to my ability to understand Greek as contemplation stands to knowledge.  While the soul is form and therefore actuality, it is best understood as a first actuality since it also has the potential to be the bearer of higher-level actuality. The soul, then, stands to the potentially living body as a first-level actuality, i.e. as knowledge stands to a possible knower.  Qua ensouled animal,
 I have the capacity for perception, but this is also describable as a first actuality, for when my eyes are closed I still have the ability to see.  When I open my eyes and actually see, I am exhibiting a second actuality.  But since I need not be actually seeing in order to be an ensouled animal, clearly it is the first actuality by which ψυχή is defined.

To be an animal with a soul, then, suffices to make one a potential perceiver; the question of what happens when one actually perceives has yet to be addressed.  Before we can see how this works, we must review Aristotle’s general conception of change and his four senses of ‘cause.’  

After Aristotle’s introduction of the form/matter distinction in Physics II, he proceeds to distinguish four ways in which we speak of causes.  The Greek word here, ‘αἰτία,’ is a word for which English has no precise analogue.  It is usually translated as ‘cause’ when used in the Aristotelian sense but occasionally also as ‘explanation.’  In other contexts the word can mean ‘responsibility;’ when its adjectival form is followed by a genitive, it means ‘responsible for.’
  Our modern use of ‘cause’ is much narrower; in the post-Galilean universe, philosophers and scientists generally think of causes as material states that are sufficient for their effects, which are also material states.  When causes are understood in this way, they are extensional entities; accordingly, there can only be one such cause.  Aristotle’s discussion here is explicitly intensional—he is at pains to distinguish not different causes, but, rather, different ways we speak of causes.
 Some modern philosophers have argued for causes as intensional entities,
 but most retain the now-orthodox view.

Nevertheless, on Aristotle’s view causes can be spoken of in four ways.  The first sense of ‘cause’ is material—it is the sense in which the wood is the cause of the bed.  The second sense is formal—it is the sense in which the soul is the cause of the animal.  Third, causes can be spoken of as that which is the source of change.  This third sense is usually understood as the efficient cause, and most philosophers hold that this notion is the closest to our modern notion of cause.
  Lastly, ‘cause’ can be understood as a final cause, in which case the cause is specificed in terms of the end that is served, the ‘that for the sake of which.’  
Notice that—given Aristotle’s definition of ‘ψυχή’—in the case of living things, the formal, efficient, and final causes will all be the ψυχή.  For remember that natural beings are defined as those that contain their own principle of change (i.e. the efficient cause), and this principle is explained as a consequence of the natural being’s form (i.e. the formal cause).  This form, in turn, provides the τέλος for the animal, thereby also supplying its final cause.  Since the ψυχή is defined as the form of the living animal, it will be the cause of the change in the latter three senses.
Aristotle defines change (κινήσις) as the actualizing of an object’s potentiality (Phys. 201a16-18).  When I come to learn Greek, I am changed in the sense that while I was once a potential knower of Greek, I now actually know Greek—it is both a first actuality and a second potentiality.  The movement from a mere potentiality to a first actuality is a paradigmatic example of a change.  Not so with the movement from first actuality to second actuality.  When I go from watching TV to reading a Greek text, I am changed from a potential reader/actual knower of Greek into an actual reader of Greek.  This is a sort of change, but it is distinct from other kinds of change in that the reading of Greek can be an end-in-itself;
 it is what Aristotle calls an activity (ἐνεργεία).  
Aristotle views the activity that occurs when one perceives as analogous to contemplation; both are second-level actualities, which accordingly makes them a different kind of change, viz. an activity.  The only real difference between contemplation and perception, according to Aristotle, is that the former can be done at will while the latter requires an object of perception (DA 417b22-29).  The sense faculty is, for Aristotle, part of the soul, which thereby makes it both a first-level actuality and a second potentiality; the individual is an actual perceiver and a potential possessor of perceptual experience.  Analogously, the sensible object can also be understood in two ways, both as the actual perceptible object and as the potential to be viewed as said object.
  A sensory experience occurs when the soul takes on the sensible form of the external object.  In such an activity, the second potentiality/first actuality of the perceiver and the sensible object’s potential to be perceived are jointly actualized.  This second-order actuality occurs within the perceiver; it is a numerically singular event with two distinct descriptions, one in terms of the sensible object and the other in terms of the perceiver (DA 425b26-28).  When one has a perceptual experience, that activity both fulfills the respective potentialities and embodies a higher actuality than the perceptible object and the perceiver are able to achieve alone.  

On a lower level, then, the sense faculty is part of the soul that is the actual form of the animate being.  Furthermore, it is itself not just an actuality, but also a potentiality for having concrete experience.  That potentiality is actualized when, for instance, it takes on the form of the perceptible object, which is itself subject to this two-fold analysis.

Aristotle’s account is, to this point, concerned with perception in general, but he goes on to argue that each sense is separately concerned with unique sensible forms.  Thus, sight is particularly equipped for experience with colored objects, sound with acoustic objects, and so on.  He calls these objects the special objects (τὰ ἴδια) of each sense, and he proceeds to give an account of each sense and object.  Each sense perceives its special objects in themselves (καθ’ αὑτὰ), but it also is able to perceive other objects coincidentally (κατὰ συμβεβηκός) (DA 418a8-11).

This is not to say, however, that distinct modalities cannot perceive objects in common.  Some of the sensible properties of objects are not unique to one modality, as, for example, one can feel or see an object in motion.  Aristotle acknowledges this, and denies that it is a problem for his account; he merely contends that each modality is for one kind of object, just as certain kinds of sensible properties are for specific senses (DA 418a24-25).  Claiming that the essence of each sense is naturally relative to particular kinds of objects does not preclude the possibility of the senses perceiving other kinds of objects; it just requires that an account be given of how the common forms are able to exploit the form of the sensory modality.  It is here where Aristotle reverts to the common-sense;
 the common-sense perceives the common-objects καθ’ αὑτὰ, and it does so insofar as the senses form a unity (ᾗ μία) (DA 425a27-425b4).
III. Background for discussion: Modern views on this common-sense

When we examine major modern accounts of the common-sense, two important facts emerge: (1) all recent accounts focus on one or both of the following issues: (a) the functions Aristotle attributes to the common-sense; and (b) the consistency or lack thereof between the account Aristotle offers in the DA and the PN; and (2) accordingly, as noted above, none of these authors offers a substantive account of the underlying mechanics of the unity that the common-sense affords.  Starting with (2), we will examine the definitions of the common-sense given by leading scholars. I expect that it will become clear at that point that all such definitions are vague and programmatic.  The lack of rigor that we see in this area explains why few commentators have seen that a detailed analysis of Aristotle’s notion of the common-sense gives us unique insight into Aristotle’s account of perception more generally.  In Section IV, I will begin to develop my positive account of the common-sense by reviewing the major passages on the topic and the interpretations offered by leading scholars.  As we shall see, a proper attention to those passages suggests that Aristotle offers a very specific formal definition of the common-sense, one that has heretofore been overlooked.
In the introductions to his translations of the DA and the PN Ross summarizes the nature of the common-sense by claiming that ‘κοινὴ αἰσθήσις,’ which he describes as ‘unspecialized perception:’

must be interpreted not as meaning a sense over and above the five and perceiving a more varied group of objects [sic], but as the common nature inherent in all the five.  We must think of sense as a single faculty which for certain purposes is specified into the five senses, but discharges certain functions in virtue of its generic nature.



He goes on to enumerate the different functions of the common sense, including the perception of both common- and coincidental-objects, self-consciousness, perceptual discrimination, and sleep.  But he fails to elaborate on the above-stated definition of the common-sense, a definition that—though correct—is uninformative.
For his part, R.D. Hicks contends that ‘there has been much needless mystification’ about the common-sense, which he describes merely as ‘the common function of sense as a whole.’
  The sentient soul is a single thing, he says, and as one thing it performs a variety of functions; his list includes the perception of the common-objects, self-consciousness, ‘pronounce[ments of] judgments of identity and difference,’ and sleep.  He is not troubled by what he takes to be the fact that the common-sense is capable of performing functions that differ ‘in degree, if not in kind’ from those that the special-senses perform, for ‘in sense we have something that is more than the sum of its parts.’
  He provides neither textual support nor an independent philosophical defense for this conclusion.  Indeed, the whole discussion takes up less than a page of his introduction.
D.W. Hamlyn’s recent edition of DA does not include any reference to the common-sense in its introduction, but his commentary includes a couple of disconnected remarks about its operation.  For instance, he distinguishes between the common-sense responsible for perception of the common-sensibles and the unity of the senses responsible for the other functions listed above, but he offers no detailed account of either.
  The former he defines as ‘a potentiality for perceiving objects which are perceptible by more than one special sense-organ and which are thus common to those sense-organs’
—an entirely uninformative recapitulation.  The latter he does not define at all, though he appears to think that, with the exception of the perception of the common-objects, all of the functions usually attributed to the common-sense actually belong to this distinct unity.


In the course of arguing for the developmental thesis that PN was composed after DA, Irving Block [1961] contends that DA makes no explicit reference to the common sense at all, though Aristotle does have ‘a vague notion of some kind of unifying sense,’ the function and nature of which is not fully worked-out until the Parva Naturalia.
  This claim is an important one in Block’s attempt to place DA at an earlier stage of philosophical development than PN, but it is prima facie undermined by Aristotle’s use of αἴσθησιν κοινήν at 425a27.  Modern translators render this as a reference to the common sense,
 but Block argues that it is better translated as ‘common perception.’
  While he denies that Aristotle has any clear conception of a common-sense in DA, Block does claim that Aristotle goes on to develop his account in PN, but at no point does he give any definition of the common sense beyond claiming that the special-senses differ only in aspect (τῷ εἶναι) from some single sense faculty.

More recently, Deborah Modrak addressed concerns about the functions ascribed to the common-sense.  As she sees it, unless those differing functions share some commonalities, Aristotle’s ‘conception of the common-sense will be ad hoc at best and arbitrary at worst.’
  Ultimately she does identify what she takes to be a common feature, viz. that each function is capable of being performed only when the senses act as one.
  But notice that ‘the senses acting as one’ is more or less a vacuous definition of the common-sense itself, so ultimately what all of these functions have in common is that they must be performed by the common-sense.  I think this is right; the best way to approach the question of what these diverse functions share is to first get clear on the underlying nature and mechanism of the common-sense.  But merely saying that it is ‘the point at which the special senses converge’
 will not get us any further into an understanding of how it is possible for those senses to converge.  
In his monograph on pcerception in Aristotle, Stephen Everson follows Hicks in thinking that the common-sense has capacities that go beyond those of the individual senses themselves.
  The common-sense, according to Everson, ‘is something which each sense possesses but not as that sense: it is a capacity it has in virtue of being part of the perceptual capacity as a whole and not of being that particular sense.’
  This conception is explicitly contrasted with Modrak’s: whereas Modrak thinks of the common-sense as something that arises from joint operation of the special-senses, Everson contends that it is ‘possessed in common by those senses and so is not specific to any.’
  Thus, for instance, sight can by itself perform some of the functions of the common-sense, but when it does so, it does so not as sight, but as instantiating a capacity common to all of the senses.  Everson repeatedly invokes this distinction between the sense acting as itself and acting as the common-sense, but he does not elaborate on what this aspectual difference comes to or how it is possible.  It is accordingly unclear whether the distinction he sees between his view and Modrak’s is a substantive one rather than just a difference in focus.
Even Pavel Gregoric, who wrote an entire book on the subject of the common-sense, fails to develop an account that addresses the mechanics that underlies its operation.  He, like Hamlyn, denies that one faculty is responsible for all of the above functions,
 but he defines the notion of ‘common-sense’ that interests him as the ‘higher-order perceptual power emerging from the unity of the perceptual capacity of  soul.’
  He describes perceptual unity as follows:

I submit that the unity of the perceptual capacity of the soul is achieved in the same way in which the unity of the soul is achieved.  We have seen that the soul is divided only conceptually, in the sense that we can analyse it into different parts or aspects according to the most salient activities of living beings, such that each part or aspect of the soul is responsible for one vital activity… Likewise, only at a lower level, the perceptual capacity of the soul is one single thing divided only conceptually, in the sense that we can analyse it into different senses according to different kinds of the special perceptible[.]..  However there is really only one single perceptual capacity of the soul, which ensures that it can operate not only as this or that individual sense, but also as one.

Chris Shields, in his review of Gregoric’s book, says that talking in terms of conceptual parts is ‘exactly right—if it is interpreted correctly.  This proviso is necessary because Gregoric never makes clear what it means for a part to be conceptual.’
  
An objection of this sort, I contend, applies to all of the commentators’ conceptions of the common-sense—all of the definitions on the table are consistent with each other, and this because none really commits itself to a substantive, falsifiable understanding of the operation of the common-sense.
  Rather, each of the above conceptions is vague in the sense that each relies heavily on the use of theoretically-loaded vocabulary.  The definitions reviewed above are accordingly best described as glosses—where each author uses language that supports his/her substantive views on his general theory of perception, and where the consideration of the common-sense itself is at best an afterthought.  In contrast, I expect that going beyond noting conceptual connections and into the realm of the underlying metaphysics of the common-sense’s operation will prove quite fruitful in resolving other issues concerning Aristotle’s theory of perception, including its general plausibility.


Among these accounts, then, there are only two real points of divergence: (1) the relation between the κοινὴ αἰσθήσις of III.1 and the unity of senses found in III.2 and PN; and (2) whether the common-sense requires the joint operation of the senses or is merely an aspect of the individual senses.  Beyond that, we find uninformative definitions of the common-sense: ones that repeatedly affirm the claim that the common-sense is not a separate sense, is nothing over-and-above the special-senses, etc.  But there are important and difficult questions about how there can be some common sensory abilities; after all, Aristotle’s account of the special-senses is parasitic on that of its special objects.  How can one faculty cull the information from these distinct modalities, especially given how different the special-sense objects are from each other SORABJI NOTES? Put this way, the problem is reminiscent of the mind-body problem: given how these objects are, on what footing are they able to mingle together?  The short and simple answer to that question is ‘via the common-sense,’ but that answer is insufficient.  It merely frames another question, viz. ‘how does the common-sense, especially since it is not to be understood as a distinct sense, manage to integrate such disparate information into one cognitive state?  


It is my contention that an answer to this question can be gleaned from a close examination of the areas in DA and PN that focus on the common-sense.  Moreover, the view that these passages suggest will put further strictures on acceptable accounts of Aristotle’s general theory of perception.  I turn now to a consideration of some key passages. Each serves as an example of the sense in which I think that a more detailed consideration of the common-sense will prove enlightening, and each may be taken as an illustration of the method I intend to apply.
IV. Some Significant Passages
IV.A DA III.1, 425a14-b3
But again it is not possible for there to be some special sense-organ for the common-objects, which we perceive by each sense coincidentally, e.g. movement, rest, figure, magnitude, number, unity. For all these things we perceive by movement, e.g. magnitude (and thus figure, for figure is some [kind of] magnitude), what is at rest by lack of movement, number through negation of continuity, and also through the special-objects (for each sense perceives one thing).  Thus it is clear that it is impossible for there to be a special-sense for any of these, e.g. movement; for in that case it would be as we now perceive the sweet by sight, and this we happen to do because we have a perception of both, as a result of which we recognize [them] at the same time when they fall together.  If not, we would perceive [them] in no other way than coincidentally (e.g. [as we perceive] the son of Kleon, not because he is the son of Kleon, but because he is white, and the white thing happens to be the son of Kleon). But we have already a common-sense for the common-objects, not coincidentally. There is, then, no special [sense for them]; for if so we would perceive [them] in no other way than as stated (as we perceive the son of Kleon). The senses perceive each other’s special-objects coincidentally, not as they (the senses) [are] in themselves, but as a unity, when perception of the same object happens simultaneously, e.g.  of bile that it is bitter and yellow (for it is not the task of another [perception] to say that both are one.

This is a highly problematic and controversial passage, but, at least in broad outline, Aristotle’s motivation is clear—he is elaborating on a distinction in sense objects that he drew in II.6.  In addition to the special objects of each sense, which were explored in the sections between II.6 and the present passage, there are common-objects (τὰ κοινὰ )—objects perceptible by more than one sense and accordingly not unique to any—and coincidental objects (τὰ  αἰσθητὰ κατὰ συμβεβηκός), which he here presents as being of two different types.  First, there are coincidental objects of the type exemplified by the son of Kleon—objects that are partially constituted by special sense objects but not exhausted by them (or at least not by any single sense object, e.g. color).  Second, there are objects of the type exemplified by perception of the sweet by sight—objects that are the special objects of one sense, but which nonetheless appear to be coincidentally perceptible by other senses.
  Aristotle thinks it clear that perception of the common-objects is different from the perception of coincidental objects.  The common-objects, then, must be perceived καθ’ αὑτὰ, and so there must be some sense that perceives these objects non-coincidentally.  However, (1) it cannot be a sixth sense, since he has just argued (424b22-425a14) that there cannot be any other senses; and (2) it cannot be any of the special senses since each perceives the special objects of the others coincidentally but more than one sense can perceive the common sensibles.  Accordingly, Aristotle concludes that ‘we have already a common-sense for the common-objects, not coincidentally.’


Ross [1951], Hamlyn [2002], and Hicks [1907]
 all agree that Aristotle is here asserting that the common sensibles are perceived  καθ’ αὑτὰ by the common-sense.
  According to the standard picture, Aristotle begins this argument with the claim that the special senses perceive the common-objects κατὰ συμβεβηκός.  This claim stands in prima facie tension with his later assertion that the common-objects are perceived καθ’ αὑτὰ, which has led some commentators to want to follow Torstrik in adding an ‘οὐ’ before the ‘κατὰ συμβεβηκός’ in 425a15.
  In fact, however, the tension can be eliminated as long as the relation between the common-objects and the special senses is different from that between the common-objects and the common-sense.  The puzzle here is how the common-sense could stand in a different relation to the common-objects if it (i.e. the common-sense) is not a sixth sense.  The resolution of this tension requires that we clarify both the ontological status of the common-sense and the distinction between κατὰ συμβεβηκός and καθ’ αὑτό perception.  
On the latter question, a common modern interpretation of the καθ’ αὑτό/ κατὰ συμβεβηκός distinction has it that perception is  καθ’ αὑτό if the sense-object is the direct agent of change in the sense organ.  Thus Deborah Modrak writes: 

Certain features of the external object cause changes in the sense organ… These features also produce the awareness of other concomitant sense objects. Because they play a direct causal role, the former are perceived kath’ hauta; because they do not, the latter are perceived kata sumbebēkos.’

Steven Everson continues to develop this general line as follows:

In each case, the natural constitution of the sense organ is determined by its needing to be able to be affected by the relevant object so as to ‘become like’ it—to ‘receive its form.’ It should be clear from this why the proper sensibles are perceptible kath’ hauta. For, given that the sense organs are precisely constituted to be able to be affected by their proper objects, the proper sensibles will bring about perception in virtue of being what they are: they are intrinsically such as to produce the relevant changes in the organ.

This line is a plausible one, and proponents of it like to cite the consistency of this story about perception with Aristotle’s account of καθ’ αὑτό and κατὰ συμβεβηκός properties and causes in his other works.
  But the account runs into problems explaining the train of thought being developed in DA 425a14ff.  Aristotle repeatedly asserts that the common-sense is not some sixth sense; it is nothing over-and-above the fives senses, etc.  But if so, how can the common sensibles act directly on the common-sense but not act directly on the special senses, as would have to be the case if the special senses perceive those objects κατὰ συμβεβηκός while the common-sense perceives them καθ’ αὑτὰ?  Indeed, in the passage at hand, Aristotle explicitly denies that the common-sense has its own organ (ἀλλὰ μὴν οὐδὲ τῶν κοινῶν οἷόν τ’ εἶναι αἰσθητήριόν τι ἴδιον).  Of course, if there is no sense-organ dedicated to the common-sense, then there can be no changes to that (nonexistent) organ, yet both Modrak and Everson claim that καθ’ αὑτό perception occurs when the sense object is the direct cause of changes in the sense-organ.

Everson tries to resolve this tension by claiming that there are two different types of καθ’ αὑτό perception.  In the passage quoted above, Everson defines καθ’ αὑτό perception of the proper (or special) sensibles.  The case of καθ’ αὑτό perception of the common sensibles is, he thinks, somewhat different.  All special sensibles must have some underlying common-sensible property or other (e.g. a red thing must have some shape), but this fact is consistent with those special sensibles having any one of a variety of possible common-sensible properties.  On the other hand, to be perceived as a particular common sensible (say, to be perceived as being square), it is necessary that the object have that particular common-sensible property.  This incongruity is a result of the fact that there is always an accidental unity between proper and common sensibles, but squareness can still be perceived καθ’ αὑτό by the common-sense since ‘it is in virtue of being [square] rather than some other [shape] that the affection in the organ has the shape it does.’
  
There are a number of possible objections to this distinction in kinds of καθ’ αὑτό perception and its concomitant account of the nature of this difference.
  Firstly and most obviously, there is no textual evidence to back up the distinction he draws here.
  More importantly, however, this account is inconsistent with Aristotle’s claim that the special senses perceive the common-objects κατὰ συμβεβηκός.  Everson recognizes this and tries to explain it by noting that the special senses are defined by their capacity to be affected not by the common sensibles, but, rather, by the special sensibles.
  But earlier in the monograph, he refuses to make the relationship between a special sensible and its sense a conceptual one.
  Rather, he thinks it is an empirical matter what objects are the special objects of each sense:
 an empirical matter that would presumably be resolved by determining which properties directly cause a change in the relevant organ.  But as we saw above, Everson claims that the common-objects are direct agents of affections in the organs; it is this that secures the καθ’ αὑτό perception of the common sensibles.
  Everson is therefore unable to account for Aristotle’s claim that the common-sensibles are perceived κατὰ συμβεβηκός by the special senses. 
The general problem here should be understood as follows: any account of the καθ’ αὑτό/ κατὰ συμβεβηκός distinction that takes efficient causation (i.e. being the direct agent of change) as necessary and sufficient for καθ’ αὑτό perception will necessarily render Aristotle’s comments at 425a15 and a27 inconsistent.  At a14-15, Aristotle is making two primary assertions: (1) there is no sixth sense organ, and (2) the common-objects are coincidentally perceived by the special senses.  But at a27, Aristotle asserts that the common-objects are perceived in-themselves by the common-sense.  If a difference between coincidental and in-itself perception depends on a difference in the sense organ, then the only way that the common-objects could be perceived coincidentally by the special senses but in-themselves by the common-sense is if the common-sense had its own organ—a claim which he explicitly denies at the beginning of the passage at hand.  A close look at the text here undermines any attempt to identify the difference between καθ’ αὑτό and κατὰ συμβεβηκός perception as dependent on a difference in the way the objects affect the relevant organ.
Vasiliou [1996] examines this passage in detail, arguing that the best way to understand the καθ’ αὑτό/ κατὰ συμβεβηκός distinction is in terms of what each sense is for; he calls this ‘the teleological account.’
  On his view, ‘determining whether an object is perceived in-itself or coincidentally depends on whether or not the sense that perceives the object is for perceiving that object.’
  According to this interpretation, the common-objects are perceived κατὰ συμβεβηκός by the special senses because the special senses are not for perceiving those objects.  Aristotle can consistently affirm later on that the common-sense perceives the common-objects in themselves because perception of such objects is part of the τέλος of that faculty.  Such a conception of the common-sense, while incomplete, is certainly not in conflict with the fact that the common-sense is not a separate faculty, but merely the senses working in common.  For when they work in common, it is for a distinct end (perception of the common-sensibles, inter alia), and, according to the teleological account, as τέλη differ, so will the things perceptible in-themselves.  
In this section, we saw that the standard interpretation of 425a14-30, which has it that Aristotle is here asserting that the common-objects are perceived κατὰ συμβεβηκός by the special senses but καθ’ αὑτὰ by the common-sense, is in tension with the predominant account of the καθ’ αὑτό/ κατὰ συμβεβηκός distinction.  To resolve this tension, a teleological account of the distinction was invoked, which serves two purposes at this point in the project: (1) it helps to shed some light on the nature on the common-sense, viz. that it is for perceiving common-objects, inter alia; and (2) it shows that Aristotle’s remarks on the common-sense are fruitful areas of exploration in mediating more general disputes in Aristotelian exegesis.  Nonetheless, much still remains to be said about the common-sense.  While the teleological account suffices to render the passage in question consistent, it does not address the issue of how precisely the senses are even able to work in common.  Each sense operates through a distinct organ, and though all senses communicate with the heart, Aristotle is very clear here that the heart is not the organ of the common-sense.  On what footing is it that the senses are able to meet?  It is my expectation that attention to this question has ramifications for Aristotle’s physiology of perception,
 but first we much look at more passages for insight into the operation of the common-sense.
IV.B DA III.2 425b12-17
In this chapter, Aristotle finishes up his account of perception with a hodge-podge of observations regarding other functions of the common-sense.  He first notes that we perceive that we see and hear.  Most commentators take this metaperception to be a reference to some sort of consciousness, either of one’s perceptions or of oneself.
  Block [1961] interprets the comments that follow as implying that the sense we perceive is also the sense responsible for the metaperception (i.e., it is by sight that we see that we see), which is a position that Aristotle clearly rejects in De Somno.  First let’s look at the De Anima passage:

Since we perceive that we see and hear, it is necessary [that it is] by sight that one perceives that one sees or by another [sense]. (1) But [then] the same [sense] would be of sight and of the color which is the subject [of sight], with the result that either there will be two [senses] for the same thing, or [the sense] itself will be of itself. (2) Yet if the sense for sight were indeed different [from sight] either there will be an infinite regress or some sense will be of itself. So we should admit this of the first [in the series]. (425b12-17).

Although this passage seems to suggest that Aristotle ultimately identifies the perception that one sees as a function of sight, he goes on to immediately problematize this solution by introducing two complications, to which we will return below.  The issues introduced by this passage are provocative, and commentators are far from unanimous regarding the conclusion to be drawn at this point.  Block, as noted above, interprets this passage as straightforwardly asserting that this self-awareness is accomplished by sight, as do Hamlyn,
 Johansen,
 Kosman,
 and Modrak.
  If this were a correct reading of the passage, it would be in direct conflict with De Som. 455a17 where Aristotle says ‘for surely it is not by sight that one sees that one sees’ [οὐ γὰρ δὴ τῇ γε ὄψει ὁρᾷ ὅτι ὁρᾷ].  But as Charles Kahn notes, the argument presented from 425b12-17 is ‘inconclusive.’
 Aristotle’s remarks here are all conditional and expressed as dilemmas, none of which are explicitly resolved in favor of Block’s interpretation.  On this front, Hicks
 and Osborne
 argue that Aristotle makes no definite conclusions in this passage, and Ross attributes the metaperception to the common sense. 
  Thus we do not need to interpret the beginning of III.2 in a way that directly contradicts Aristotle’s remarks in parts of PN.


It is my contention that, rather than viewing DA and PN as inconsistent, if we view them as two stages in one line of thought, we will see some interesting possibilities open up regarding the common-sense.  Most significantly, we can regard the metaperception that begins III.2 not as Aristotle’s description of one’s conscious awareness, but as his gloss on the operation of the common-sense.  That is—and to answer the question that closed the last section—it is by perceiving our individual perceptions that the senses are able to act in common.  Let us call the traditional reading of 425b12ff whereby Aristotle is concerned with conscious awareness the ‘awareness reading’ (AR), and my alternative reading, whereby Aristotle is concerned with elucidating the mechanics of the common-sense the ‘common-sense reading’ (CSR).

My argument for CSR has two fronts.  First, CSR is able to make better sense of the two aporiai that follow the opening sentence of III.2.  Second, CSR resonates with some comments in PN, especially in DS VII where Aristotle makes an assertion that is remarkably analogous to the one in question.  On the first point, in the above-quoted passage, Aristotle finds two problems with the phenomenon of perceiving that we perceive.  The first, labeled ‘(1)’ is that the content of the metaperception will have to contain both the perception itself and the object of the perception.  But it is notoriously unclear why Aristotle assumes that the metaperception must be not just of the perception itself, but also of that perception’s content.  Hamlyn on this point writes:

It is not clear why Aristotle supposes this consequence to follow.  He seems to assume that if I perceive by sense Y that I see X, I must therefore perceive X by Y… [O]ne can clearly be aware that one is seeing without being aware of what one is seeing.

Notice that Hamlyn’s worry here trades on understanding the explanandum of this section to be some form of awareness, leading him to take the introspectively accessible fact that I can be aware of a perception without being aware of what it is a perception of as evidence that Aristotle is being sloppy on this point.  Any AR theorist, then, will need a direct response to this objection.  According to CSR, though, it immediately follows that the metaperception must take on the content of the lower-order perception.  For example,
 let us take the lower-order perceptions to be of the whiteness and sweetness of a sugar cube.  Applying my claim that the explanandum of the chapter is the common-sense indicates that what the metaperception is invoked to explain is one’s singular perception of a white sweet sugar cube.  In order to explain this, moreover, it is obvious that the whiteness and sweetness in the lower-order perceptions must be part of the metaperception in order to supply the requisite unity to the perception itself.
The second aporia, labeled (2) above is a regress argument.  If the metaperception is distinct from the lower-order perception, Aristotle says, that metaperception will itself be the object of a meta-metaperception, and so on.  But up to this point in III.2, Aristotle has only asserted that, as a matter of fact, we perceive that we see and hear.  In order for a regress to threaten, he must further be assuming that this metaperception is necessary,
 for any alternative that makes it contingent is vulnerable to refutation through merely empirical means—for instance by noting that the finitude of our minds precludes the actuality of such a regress. Unfortunately for the AR view, there is a deep tension between acknowledging Aristotle’s commitment to the necessity of the metaperception and taking that metaperception to be the metaphysical underpinning of awareness.  All AR views, despite substantial disagreement in the details, hold that the metaperception is the mechanism that makes us aware of some perception.  The first step of the regress—that is, the perception of the metaperception—would accordingly have to make us aware of another perception that is distinct in its account from the state that the original metaperception made us aware of, as would all further steps of the regress.  But why would Aristotle take being aware of a distinct perception as a precondition for being aware of the original perception?  It doesn’t seem to me that this question can be satisfactorily answered.  On the AR view, Aristotle is concerned in this aporia with cutting off a regress that would make us aware of endless iterations of each perceptual state.  Furthermore, he is concerned to do so because he assumes that being aware of any perception would somehow require us to be aware of these endless states.  AR theorists owe us an account as to why Aristotle would make such a strange assumption, but none succeeds.  

In contrast to AR, CSR provides a very plausible explanation for Aristotle’s assumption that the metaperception is a precondition for the lower-order perception.  Aristotle clearly believes that the common-sense must operate in all perceptions, for the common-sense, which is nothing over and above the unity of our five senses, provides the basis for the unity of our experiences.  In order, though, for that unity to be experienced as such, the operation of the common-sense must itself be unified.  If there were multiple simultaneous activities of the faculty of common-sense, then the common-sense would not provide that unity, and we would, accordingly, need another higher-order state to unify the activities of the common-sense, and so on.  A regress clearly threatens, then, unless and until there is just one state that provides the unity we find in our experience.  

Thus we have seen that if we look at the opening of III.2 with the expectation that we will get an account of awareness, we are unable to explain why Aristotle introduces these two aporiai.  Approaching it instead as an account of the common-sense allows us to make better sense of the worries that follow the opening sentence.  
Moreover, CSR allows for a significant parallel between the argument of III.2 and ones presented in PN at De Som. II and DS VII.  In De Som., Aristotle contends that perception, through the activity of the common-sense, is responsible for sleep.  His argument for this conclusion takes him back to the account of perception that he provided in DA.
  The senses each have some special capacity, he notes, but they also have ‘something [which is] common’ (τὸ τι κοινόν).  He goes on to describe this ‘common power’ (κοινὴ δύναμις) as that ‘by which a person perceives that he sees and hears’ (ᾗ καὶ ὅτι ὁρᾷ καὶ ἀκούει αἰσθάνεται )—language that strongly mirrors that in DA III.2.  Notice, though, that conscious awareness does not seem to be in the offing here.  While AR theorists would interpret this as a sudden and unexplainable shift to talk about awareness, on my account Aristotle is merely reiterating his formal description of the operation of the common-sense.
  Similarly, in DS 448bff, Aristotle considers the possibility that our perceptions may be experienced as a unity even though they are not.
  He goes through several possibilities, including the possibility that we “perceive different things simultaneously but with different parts of the soul” (ἅμα μέν, ἑτέρῳ δὲ τῆς ψυχῆς αἰσθάνεσθαι) (448b20-21).  He ultimately rejects this possibility, insisting that “there is some one [faculty] of the soul by which the latter perceives all [its percepts]” (ἕν τι εἶναι τῆς ψυχῆς ᾧ ἅπαντα αἰσθάνεται) (449a10), and he comes to identify this with the common-sense.
  On my account, both quotations are restatements of the mechanics of the common-sense, and both are found in places where it would be reasonable to expect Aristotle to provide some elaboration on the common-sense.
Thus we find ourselves at the crux of my overall argument.  While most commentators seem content to describe the common-sense merely as the senses working in common, or as some common power, I argue that we are provided in several places with a working formal definition of the common-sense.  It is by virtue of our perceiving our own perceptions that the common-sense is able to perform all of the functions ascribed to it without rising to the level of a distinct sense, and that formal description should also suffice, or so I shall argue, to resolve any apparent difficulties with the joint actualization of distinct sensory potentialities.  
V. The Thesis
My project will consist of six chapters, each dedicated to a distinct step in the argument.  I turn now to a brief survey of the aims and methods of each chapter.
V.A Chapter One: Theaetetus 
In the Theaetetus, Plato denies that perception is sufficient for knowledge.
  In the course of defending this claim, Plato seriously narrows the scope of perception; indeed, it is a matter of some debate whether he thinks perception by itself can even lead to a belief.
  In giving his account of common-sense, Aristotle endeavors to counter Plato’s contentions and enlarge the territory that perception covers.  While commentators have noted the strong relationship between Plato’s comments at 184bff and Aristotle’s considered position on the common sense in DA and PN (esp. DS), discussions about this relationship are curt at best.
  It is my expectation that a close review of the relevant passage will prove helpful in interpreting Aristotle’s remarks on the subject. 

Much of the Theaetetus is spent enumerating and rejecting the relativistic theories of Protagoras
 and Heraclitus that Plato thinks underlie the claim that knowledge is perception.  Plato, through Socrates, offers no alternative account of perception, but what perception is not becomes clear when he turns to the fundamental question of the dialogue: Is knowledge perception?  At 184b4-187e10, Plato contends that any theory of perception will be insufficient to play the role it must play if it is to constitute knowledge.  First, Theaetetus is made to agree that strictly speaking it is not the eyes that see but we who see by means of our eyes (184c8).
  This claim, when conjoined with Theaetetus's subsequent affirmation that the objects perceived by one power cannot be perceived by means of another power (185a3), leads to a puzzle concerning the discrimination of distinct perceptibles.  For if I perceive the white by means of my eye, then, on this account, I cannot perceive whiteness by tasting it.  The same holds for the sweet; since tasting is the power by means of which I perceive the sweet, it follows that I cannot perceive sweetness by sight.  What power, then, allows me to jointly perceive the sweet and the white?—for it would seem that I must be in some such state if I am able to distinguish the white from the sweet.
  Plato resolves this difficulty by insisting that, contrary to appearances, it is not our perceptual faculty that does the discrimination (185a1-7); rather, the mind considers (ἐπισκοπεῖν) our perceptions.  Moreover, this conclusion is taken to hold not just in the case of the discrimination of perceptible properties, for Socrates goes on to claim that our knowledge of the properties common to objects--Plato is here thinking primarily of being/non-being and the likeness/unlikeness earlier discussed--also cannot be understood as perceptually based.  The reasoning here is the same, viz. since both parties agree that that which is perceived by one perceptual power cannot be perceived by another, it is impossible for these common properties to be perceived at all.  Since knowledge of these things is foundational knowledge, Plato seems to have shown that perception is not sufficient for knowledge, for it is preeminently by means of our minds that we are able to grasp the perceptions themselves and their objects.  
V.B. Chapter Two: Aristotle’s theory of perception: II.5-III.1

Aristotle distinguishes humans from non-human animals in terms of the former’s possession of intellect or reason.  Nonetheless, he also attributes significant cognitive sophistication to non-human animals.  If animals are capable of engaging in sophisticated behavior without the benefit of intellect, perception and imagination must pick up the slack.  In other words, if Aristotle’s account of animal psychology is to work, he must enlarge the scope of perception by arguing that it is capable of performing the functions forbidden by the argument of the Theaetetus, and he uses the common-sense to accomplish this goal. 

We reviewed Aristotle theory of perception, inter alia in §II.  With an overview of the relevant section of the Theaetetus already completed, we will see that Aristotle’s account does share some important features with the Protagorean one under consideration in the Theaetetus.  Most notably, Aristotle also asserts that perception is the result of a change (though ‘a different kind of change’).  On his view, as we saw, perception occurs as the result of a single activity in which the second-level potentialities of the sensible object and the sense organ are jointly actualized.  Much of the argument against Protagoreanism in the Theaetetus focuses on the odd claims that result from the thesis that the products of the exchange between perceptible object and sense organ are unique to each interaction.  For Aristotle, on the other hand, the latent potential that is actualized in the act of perception is inherent to the enformed matter.  Thus there will be no difference in token perceptions (by token creatures) of perceptible types.  

Though the above is a significant improvement on Plato’s view, Aristotle’s responses to the concerns of 184e5-186d5 are the focus of this project.  As I argued above,
 in order to explain how perceptual discrimination and the perception of the common sensibles can be accomplished by perception alone, Aristotle posits a unification of the sensory capacities: the common-sense.  His most extensive discussions of this capacity are in DA III.1, De Somno 2, and De Sensu VII.  In DA III.1, Aristotle reverses the argument from the Theaetetus; whereas Plato begins his refutation from the case of perceptual discrimination before discussing common sensibles, Aristotle begins with the perception of common sensibles.

Aristotle and Plato both agree that the special senses should be defined with reference to their special objects.
  Each sense perceives its special objects in themselves (καθ’ αὑτὰ) and the objects of other senses coincidentally (κατὰ συμβεβηκός)
.  In the case of the common-objects (ὰ κοινὰ ) like magnitude, movement, and shape, the case is a bit different.  Clearly we can perceive the common-objects through a variety of senses, but whereas Plato argued from this fact to the claim that the common-objects are not perceived at all, Aristotle contends that there must be a common-sense that is able to perceive these objects καθ’ αὑτὰ.
  It is helpful to think of Aristotle’s argument here as transcendental—how must the perceptual part of the soul be structured in order to accommodate the seemingly-obvious fact that we can perceive the common-objects καθ’ αὑτὰ given that the special senses can only perceive their special objects in that way?

Now that Aristotle has shown that we must have a common-sense, he turns to the case of comparison of special perceptibles.
  In the Theaetetus, Plato claims that the discrimination of one special-object from another must be a matter of judgment.  But Aristotle here (425a30-425b4) appeals to the common-sense, and it is also here where we get the first hint as to how the common-sense operates.  I noted above that Aristotle contends that each sense can perceive the objects of another sense coincidentally, and here Aristotle explains that capacity by claiming that the senses perceive each others’ objects insofar as the senses form a unity (ᾗ μία).  The unity of the senses would appear to be a reference to the common-sense,
 and it is this unity that Aristotle takes to explain our ability to perceive that one and the same object has distinct perceptible qualities.  It is clear, then, that Aristotle posits the common-sense to get around the two interrelated claims of Theaetetus 184-186, viz. that we can neither perceive the special sensibles nor compare those sensibles by perception.  Where Plato turns to judgment in explaining these abilities, Aristotle stays in the perceptual realm, thereby attempting to do justice to the complexity of these acts without appealing to the intellect.

It remains at this point unclear whether Aristotle has provided a substantive alternative to Plato’s conception since he has yet to spell out precisely how the common-sense will operate strictly within the perceptual part of the soul.  Aristotle’s argument in III.1 is largely transcendental—while it shows that there must be a common-sense if we are to retain the plausible belief that we are able to perceive the common-sensibles at all,
 he has not given any mechanistic explanation as to how such a unity is possible.
  If he cannot deliver such an explanation, Plato’s decision to turn to judgment in these cases will remain unimpeached.  

V.C. Chapter Three: The positive formal account of the common-sense
While most commentators view the remarks that open III.2 as exclusively concerned with perceptual or self-awareness,
 we have seen that I will contend
 that Aristotle is here primarily concerned with giving an account of the mechanism underlying the functioning of the common-sense.  He opens the chapter, on my account, with the locution he uses to pick out the workings of the common-sense, viz. ‘perceiving that we perceive,’ or, in this case, ‘we perceive that we see and hear’ (αἰσθανόμεθα ὅτι ὁρῶμεν καὶ ἀκούομεν).  Put briefly, Aristotle recognizes that the senses are distinguished by a difference in their potentiality, not solely by a material distinction.
  All senses use the relevant bodily organs, but the capacity for perception itself rests in the heart.
  The common-sense operates through of the joint actualization of distinct potentialities.  All commentators agree on this basic point concerning Aristotelian metaphysics, but none, as we saw, gives any formal account of how such a joint actualization is possible.  I argue, along the lines of De Som. II, that the soul effectuates this joint actualization by having a faculty that, in a single act, perceives all of its perceptions.  This is the common sense.

On this point, it is interesting to look again at the original concession made by Theaetetus around 184.  Here Theaetetus agrees that διὰ  plus a genitive of the sense organ better approximates the role of the sense organ in perception than a dative construction (presumably a dative of instrumentality) does.  Aristotle takes that insight
 and extends it—since the organs are not the things doing the seeing (alternatively: making the seeing happen), it makes perfect sense to think that there is some sort of unity that realizes the seeing, hearing, etc., and that this will be in some one part of the soul.  Plato’s comments on this are confusing, for if it is not the eye that sees, but, rather, we who see through the eye, why cannot it be the case that we can distinguish the things seen and heard through the different sense organs?  Presumably there will be some place in the soul where the seeing happens; why can’t hearing also be located there?  Again, the fact that it is not in virtue of the ear that the discrimination happens is no objection to the claim that the discrimination is perceptual since the soul hears through the ear, not with or by the ear.  On the surface, then, the dative alternative, which Plato does not adopt, would actually provide stronger motivation for his conclusions, for if we see with the eye and hear with the ear, then the difference between those sense organs is more germane than if we just see and hear through them.

V.D. Chapter four: Application to the question of what happens when one perceives
In Chapter Four, I will argue that the best way to understand how the common-sense is possible, i.e. how it is possible for the perceptual part of the soul to form a unity, is to adopt a position that is neither exclusively literalist nor spiritualist.  While the literalist is ultimately correct to think that Aristotle understands perception as necessarily involving a material change to the sense-organ, those that take this change to be constitutive of the perception itself—either by being identical to the perception or by serving as the material underpinning of a functional account of perception—exaggerate the role of the material change. 

First let us consider several points in favor of a broadly Spiritualist position.  On Aristotle’s account, perceptual unity is possible in virtue of the fact that all of perception truly rests in one central organ, the heart.  While the heart is able to become heavier or lighter,
 on no one’s account can it become yellower or more bitter.  Taking a simpler case first, let us reflect on perception by a single sensory modality.  How are we able to see more than one color at a time?  There would be a problem in explaining how we perceive several colors at once if the seeing is in the eye and the eye jelly must change to the relevant color, but this problem disappears when we see that for Aristotle the sensible form of red, e.g., is not materially red, and, relatedly, eye jelly turning red is not constitutive of seeing red.  If more than just a material process goes into the perception of red and green then, assuming some suitable account of what else is needed, there will be no problem in taking on both sensible properties at once.
 
In the more complicated case of simultaneous perception of distinct sensory modalities, the same account will hold.  Thus, when I simultaneously see the orchestra members and hear their music, it obviously cannot be that the heart literally takes on the relevant colors, shapes, and sounds.  If we expect that doing so is necessary for joint perception, then the fact that joint perception is possible will appear magical.  For how could one organ simultaneously and in the same respect take on such distinct properties?  Moreover, there would seem to be a need for some Platonic homunculus to judge that the properties are united and to determine their similarities and differences, inter alia.  After all, objects themselves are able to instantiate distinct properties, but it does not follow merely from that instantiation that the objects are able to recognize their unity: a table does not know that it is brown and square and tall.  Even if the common-sense worked partly by taking on the relevant sensory properties, then, that taking-on would not suffice to allow for the awareness of unity that is necessary for perceptual judgment.  The non-literalist is correct at least to insist that something else must happen if Aristotle is able to keep such judgments purely in the perceptual realm.

Despite this, I will depart in important ways from the view found in Burnyeat and others.  Firstly I will argue that concomitant physical change in the eye or elsewhere is consistent with the parts of the spiritualist story that I discussed above.  As I see it, the key insight of the spiritualist position is that such change would not be constitutive of perception—it would not be the material underpinnings of a functionalist view of perception.  Nonetheless, Aristotle does seem at some places to suppose that there is also a physical change accompanying perception
 and it seems fruitless and false to argue that the natural understanding of these passages is in error.
 

V.E. Chapter Five: The tenability of Aristotle’s theory of perception
After I show that a somewhat-modified version of the literalist view makes the most sense of Aristotle’s account of the common-sense, I will go on to argue, further pace Burnyeat, that the spiritualist underpinnings of Aristotle’s account do not make it untenable in the post-Galilean universe.  Burnyeat argues that Aristotle’s view, where colors and sounds have real causal efficacy apart from their material constitution, is inconsistent with what we now know about the world.  It is certainly the case that causes in our modern sense are most closely identified with what Aristotle terms ‘efficient causation.’  Nonetheless, while a formal cause may not be a cause in our modern parlance, the taking on of a form can still do good explanatory work in the modern era.  Lest one forget, Aristotle’s universe is teleological, so events are not explained or caused solely by prior material states and physical laws.  Rather, much of our intellectual understanding comes from teleological or normative explanations of why things should be the way they are.
  None of these explanations is inconsistent with the purely physical cum mechanical explanations that we find in the hard sciences; they merely approach the explananda in a different way.

V.F. Chapter Six: The unity of the perceptual soul

In my final chapter—after I have settled my account of the common-sense and its role in Aristotle’s theory of perception more generally—I will turn to the unity of the perceptual, imaginative, and desiderative capacities.  This discussion also has an analogue in the Theaetetus, for good and bad and beautiful and ugly are amongst the class of common-objects that judgment is needed to decide (186a8).  But in DA III.7, Aristotle says:

Perceiving, then, is like simply saying or thinking.  Whenever [the perceptible object] is pleasant or painful [the soul], as if asserting or denying, pursues or flees [the perceptible object].  And to feel pleasure or pain is to act with the perceptive mean towards the good or bad as such.  And flight and desire, in actuality, are the same.  And what is capable of desiring and what is capable of fleeing are not different, either from one another or from what is capable of perceiving, but their being is different.

While the reference to thinking may suggest a higher cognitive mechanism, here Aristotle is clearly claiming that one can, e.g., perceive something as desirable, for the feeling of pain is identified with the perceptive mean, and the thing capable of desiring is also identified with the thing capable of perceiving.  This unity will again be necessary for Aristotle if he is to explain how non-human animals are capable of desire even though they lack reason—it must be that the capacity for desire (and, similarly but distinctly, imagination) is somehow one and the same as the capacity for perception.  In Aristotle’s metaphysics, which recognizes both form and matter, the same thing can be said to have distinct capacities while still remaining numerically one.  We see the ramifications of that metaphysical conception in the above quote, as well as in his discussions of the common-usense and perception more generally, which at this point will have already been thoroughly rehearsed.  Thus, in closing, we will observe that the unity in Aristotle’s perceptual soul extends well beyond the boundaries set by the common-sense alone (in perceiving the common sensibles, binding, and perceptual discrimination, inter alia), and into the realm of imagination and desire. 
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� See, e.g. Burnyeat [1995a], Caston [2004], Irwin [1990], pgs. 307-308, Sorabji [1995].


� See, e.g. Block [1961b], Irwin [1990], pgs. 314-318, Modrak [1987], Chapter 3, Vasiliou [1996].


� See, e.g. Burnyeat [1995a] & [1995b], Caston [2004], Johansen [2007], Sorabji [1995] & [2001].


� For example, Caston [2002] argues that Aristotle’s view on consciousness has applications to modern debates on consciousness and qualia, and Vasiliou [1996] contends that Aristotle’s approach to perception manages to avoid the threat of skepticism. 


� To my knowledge, there is only one contemporary book-length treatment of the topic (Gregoric [2006]).  Recent books on Aristotle’s theory of perception vary in the attention they pay to the topic; while Modrak [1987] dedicates a chapter to the topic, she confines her discussion to the function of the common-sense and the physiological underpinnings of it.  Only one paragraph, on pg. 66, is spent discussing the formal aspect of the common-sense.  Johansen [2007] does not discuss it at all, and Everson [1999] provides a very minimal treatment.  All of these accounts, limited though they are, will be discussed in §III.B.  For now, it is enough to show that relatively little attention has been paid to the details of Aristotle’s account of the common-sense, especially in comparison to the ink shed on other elements of his theory of perception.


� Block [1961a] is a notable exception.


� Many commentators will note that perception is seated in the heart, but most say this to call attention to the centrality of the heart in Aristotle’s physiology of perception.  While what happens in the specialized sense organs when one sees the special objects is an oft-discussed topic (cf. fn. 3), no one asks what happens in the heart when one perceives a common sensible, is self-aware, etc.


� Indeed, Aristotle ultimately concludes that no objects, natural or otherwise, are composed merely of matter.  The exact status of artifacts is not relevant for our overall discussion, though, since perception is a faculty possessed only by animals, which are themselves paradigmatic natural objects.


� Aristotle notes, as should be obvious, that matter is relative to what it is matter for.  So, for example, wood as matter is potentially a bed, but it is also actually wood, where wood is conceived of as the underlying elements of matter (earth, air, fire, and water) together with the wood form. 


� Note that it is at this point that the analogy between natural and artificial objects becomes problematic. Though wood does generally exist before it is turned into a bed, natural bodies do not exist potentially before they exist in actuality.  Strictly speaking, then, there is no potential matter just sitting around waiting to be enformed by a soul.  For more on this problem, see Whiting [1992].


� While both plants and animals are natural beings insofar as both contain their own principle of change, animals are distinguished from plants by the former’s ability to perceive.


� For more on ‘αἰτία,’ especially as it connects with responsibility, see Frede [1989].


� See Annas [1983], Sorabji [1980] CF SORABJI OBJ


� See especially Anscombe [1975].


� Contemporary Aristotle interpreters have serious reservations about identifying the third sense of ‘cause’ and efficient causation, but this simplified picture will suffice for my purposes.


� Aristotle also defines activities as being complete at every moment.  Ordinary changes cease when the desired end is achieved.


� The sensible form of an object is not to be confused with the form of that object.  While the sensible form is obviously part of the more general form, external objects cannot be understood solely in terms of their perceptible properties without reverting to a very unattractive metaphysics—a move that Aristotle is not making.   On this, see Lear [1988], 101-102.


� It seems clear that Aristotle interdefines the sense modalities and their special objects (see esp. Sorabji [1971]), but the exact relation between the special senses and their objects, and its implications for the epistemology of perception is unclear.  Many commentators understand κατὰ συμβεβηκός perception as a kind of second-class perception, one that would be best understood not as perceptual, but, rather, as inferential (Irwin [1988], 317), and understand the relation between a sense and its object as causal (Modrak [1987], 62).  See §IV.A below.


� Block [1961] contends that Aristotle does not refer to the common-sense here, see pg. 62.  No one to my knowledge has followed him on this point, and I will argue against it below, cf. §III.B.1 


� Ross, ed. [1955], 35 and [1961], 33.


� Hicks [1907], lii.


� Ibid.


� Hamlyn [2002], 128-129.


� Hamlyn [2002], 118.


� Hamlyn [2002], 120, 122, 126, 128.


� Block [1961], 68.


� See e.g. Hamlyn [2002], Ross [1961]


� Block [1961], 62. We will return to this below in fn 46. 


� Block [1961], 67.


� Modrak [1987], 62.


� Modrak [1987], 62-71.


� Ibid. Here she refers to DA 426b17-427a14.  This is a key passage for it is the only attempt in the DA to explain how one capacity could simultaneously actualize a number of discrete potentialities.  It is also notoriously difficult to interpret, and she doesn’t have much to say about the passage beyond referring to it.


� Everson [1997], 156. For Hicks, cf. III.A.2 above.


� Everson [1997], 155 n. 26.


� Ibid.


� Note that it is only on this superficial level of description that Gregoric’s treatment is like Hamlyn’s.  The two authors disagree substantially in details. 


� Gregoric [2006], 59.


� Ibid., 38-39.


� Shields [2009]. Notice that the talk of conceptual parts is reminiscent of Everson’s account, which makes a lot of hay out of the distinction between sight qua sight and sight qua common-sense.


� This is not to say, of course, that there are no points of disagreement, especially on the topic of the functions of the common-sense.  These differences do not apply to the most general definitions each gives of the common-sense.
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�That these coincidental perceptibles are indeed perceptibles is doubted by many commentators, cf. fn. 18.  Many, including Ross [1961], Hamlyn [2002], and Irwin [1990], think awareness that this white thing is the son of Kleon, or that this white thing is sweet would best be understood as a kind of inference.  For instance, Ross [1961] says ‘[i]n both cases modern psychology holds that memory and association are involved, as well as perception’ (34).  Such an argument fails to note the motivation that Aristotle has in this section and others, and it also fails to observe the tight connection between memory and perception, both in Aristotle and in modern psychology.  In any event, as we will see below, Aristotle is attempting to counter Plato’s argument that most so-called ‘perceptions’ are actually ‘judgments.’  Of course this doesn’t suffice to show that Aristotle is right to assimilate these to cases of perception, but it does show that he has thought-out this claim and considers himself strongly committed to it.  One needs a real argument, then—not just assertion—to show that he is wrong to understand coincidental perception as perception.  On this, see Vasiliou [1996], esp. pgs. 102-109.


� Note that ‘οὐ κατὰ συμβεβηκός’ at 425a28 appears to be modifying the having of a common-sense (ἔχομεν αἴσθησιν κοινήν).  Aristotle is here discussing not κατὰ συμβεβηκός perception, but the κατὰ συμβεβηκός properties of the Physics and Metaphysics.  In other words, a non-literal translation of a 425a27-28 would go as follows: ‘For the common-objects, it is not an accidental property of ourselves that we have a common-sense.’  It is correct to infer from this that the common-sense perceives those common-objects  καθ’ αὑτὰ, but it is wrong to assert, as most commentators do, that the passage in question explicitly makes this latter claim.


� Hicks translates ‘αἴσθησιν κοινήν’ as ‘common sensibility,’ but in his commentary he is clear that he takes the reference to be to the common-sense.  His choice of translation is a result of what he takes to be the modern associations of the term ‘common-sense.’


� Block [1961] claims that the reference to ‘αἴσθησιν κοινήν’ at 425a27 is not a reference to the common-sense, but rather, to some sort of generic common perception.  He provides no argument for this novel translation, and while the noun ‘αἴσθησις’ can refer either to the faculty (i.e. the sense) or to the perception itself, it seems clear that the faculty is meant throughout this passage.  Aristotle is here concerned with distinguishing κατὰ συμβεβηκός perception from the way in which we perceive the common sensibles, and the κατὰ συμβεβηκός relation is certainly a relation between a sense-object and a sense, not between a sense-object and a perception.  Though Block’s claims in his [1961] have been subject to much controversy and comment (see especially Hardie [1964] and Block [1966]), to my knowledge no one has adopted his alternative translation.


� Kahn [1966] takes a different approach.  While he does think that the special senses perceive the common-objects καθ’ αὑτὰ (and not κατὰ συμβεβηκός as Ross, et al. would have it), he does not adopt Torstrik’s emendation, saying that ‘that “which we perceive coincidentally by each sense” at a15 is part of the hypothesis which Aristotle is rejecting’ (9fn).  Ultimately, though, his argument here turns on thinking that if common-objects are καθ’ αὑτὰ objects of perception at all, then they must be perceived καθ’ αὑτὰ by the special senses.  The most straightforward reading of the passage takes it that common-objects are perceived κατὰ συμβεβηκός by the special senses and καθ’ αὑτὰ by the common-sense.


� Modrak [1987], 77.


� Everson [1997], 29.


� Modrak [1987], 203-204, 64fn, Everson [1997], 36-45.


� Everson [1997], 153.


� In what follows, I am indebted to Vasiliou [1996] and [1999].


� Everson thinks that he finds some evidence in Aristotle’s claim at 418a24-25 that the special sensibles are ‘properly’ (κυρίως ) the objects of perception (τῶν δὲ καθ’ αὑτὰ αἰσθητῶν τὰ ἴδια κυρίως ἐστὶν αἰσθητά), but this consideration seems insufficient warrant for his conclusion.


� Everson [1997], 154-155.


� Everson [1997], 30-36.


� ‘…Aristotle himself elucidates the relationship between the senses and their objects in a quite different way.  The proper objects of sight are said to be visible kath’ hauta because they are able to bring about changes in the eye: “The visible, then, is color, i.e., that which lies upon what is kath’ hauto visible—kath’ hauto visible not by definition [logos] but because it has in itself the cause of its own visibility” (418a29-31),’ Everson [1997], 32.


� Vasiliou [1999]  puts the point as follows: ‘[W]hy should an eye not be defined by its relationship to shape, if, as Everson claims, one determines the definitions of the senses empirically in terms of what causally affects a sense organ?’ (282).


� Here Vasiliou is following a line discernible in Sorabji [1971] and explicit in Sorabji [1995], where he writes: ‘…[T]he reason why color is said to be essential to sight is that sight is defined as the perception of light, shade, and colour.  By contrast, the son of Diares is not essentially related to the colours seen, and hence not to sight. It is this that accounts for his being called a coincidental object of perception.’ (197).


� Vasiliou [1996], 88.  Note that while his objective is to show that there is no reason to understand coincidental perception as somehow epistemologically inferior to in-itself perception, mine is to show hat attention to Aristotle’s account of the common-sense can help to mediate disputes in other areas of Aristotle’s theory of perception.  As Vasiliou himself notes (99), the teleological account is consistent with a variety of positions about the epistemology of perception in Aristotle.  


� See §V.D below.


� Block [1961], Caston [1999], Hamlyn [2002], Hicks [2009], Johansen [2002], Kosman [1975]. 


� Ἐπεὶ δ’ αἰσθανόμεθα ὅτι ὁρῶμεν καὶ ἀκούομεν, ἀνάγκη ἢ τῇ ὄψει αἰσθάνεσθαι ὅτι ὁρᾷ, ἢ ἑτέρᾳ. ἀλλ’ ἡ αὐτὴ ἔσται τῆς ὄψεως καὶ τοῦ ὑποκειμένου χρώματος, ὥστε ἢ δύο τοῦ αὐτοῦ ἔσονται ἢ αὐτὴ αὑτῆς. ἔτι δ’ εἰ καὶ ἑτέρα εἴη ἡ τῆς ὄψεως αἴσθησις, ἢ εἰς ἄπειρον εἶσιν ἢ αὐτή τις ἔσται αὑτῆς· ὥστ’ ἐπὶ τῆς πρώτης τοῦτο ποιητέον. 








� Hamlyn [2002], 122.


� Johansen [2002], 5.


� Kosman [1975], 500.


� Modrak [1987], 66.


� Kahn [1966], 11.


� Hicks [2009], 434.


� Osborne [1983], 402-403.


� Ross [1961], 35.


� Hamlyn [2002], 121-122.


� Here I invoke the common-sense’s role in binding our perceptions, i.e. in allowing for joint perception of the sensory objects of distinct modalities.  Aristotle’s discussion of joint perception takes up the last third or so of DA III.2 (426b8-427a14) but is first mentioned in III.1 at 425a30-b4.


� Johansen [2002] denies this, claiming that the regress can arise from the mere possibility of endless metaperceptions (11).  Kosman rightly objects to Johansen’s overall account on this front, contending, as I do, that such a possibility will not introduce the threat of a regress (Kosman [2002], 5ff).  The problem with Kosman’s AR view, I will argue, is that, even on its own terms, it doesn’t succeed in showing how the metaperception is necessary—at best what he shows is that awareness is necessary for perception, not that an infinite series of perceptions is necessary for awareness.


� There is an explicit reference to DA at 455a8.


� Note that immediately following the quoted passage we find Aristotle asserting that it is not by sight that one sees, a claim that is inconsistent with a common reading of III.2.  I argued above (cf. §IV.B) that III.2 need not be interpreted as implying that it is by sight that we see that we see.


� His target here is clearly Plato’s Theaetetus, to which we will turn below.


� Notice the suggestive locution of this section, which mirrors the phrasing of III.2.  Moreover, Aristotle notes here that this has been “stated before;” the suggestion of this paper is that he may be referring to his discussion of metaperception in De Anima. 


� The original claim, at 151e1-3, is that perception is constitutive of knowledge; in other words, perception is necessary and sufficient for knowledge.  Plato never directly addresses the question of whether perception is necessary for knowledge—though he does suggest that perception is what leads to the metaphorical wax imprints used in judgment (191d3-e2), he also includes our own conceptions (ἐννοίαις) as amongst the causes of the imprints.  Whether perception is necessary for knowledge on this model depends on the nature of these conceptions, i.e. whether they are themselves judgments or, rather, some sort of perception of internal states.


� On the surface, Plato seems pretty clearly to deny that perceptions have any propositional content, and it seems that it is at least partially for this reason that Plato rejects the so-called ‘Protagorean’ view that perception is knowledge.  On this, see Cooper [1970] and Burnyeat [1976].  Modrak [1981], however, contends that perception can contain simple judgments of the type ‘this is F’ where F is a special sensible. 


� Gregoric [2006] discusses the Theaetetus on pgs. 2-5 of his book-length treatment on the common-sense; Modrak [1987] dedicates two sentences to this part of the Theaetetus, one on pg. 67 and the other on 100; Everson [1997] does not connect Aristotle’s account of the common-sense to the Theaetetus at all.  The best treatment I have found is in Sorabji [1995] 195-197, but this is also quite limited. 


� Much of Plato’s argument against Protagoras seems to rely on anti-relativistic premises, which renders the argument circular.  At 170-171, for instance, Socrates claims that the man who judges that others disagree with his opinion must also acknowledge that those who disagree are right to do so.  A paradox would ensue in this case only if we understand the man as judging that it is right to disagree with his opinion tout court, which is presumably not what Protagoras has in mind.  Rather, in this case he would likely say that the man must judge that for his opponent it is right to disagree. 


� In other words, he rejects a dative construction in favor of διὰ  plus a genitive. For an excellent discussion of the import of this move, see Burnyeat [1976].


� Socrates in this passage concentrates on distinguishing perceptible properties themselves.  In this example, then, the question would be how we distinguish whiteness from sweetness, not, say, how we distinguish the white object from the sweet, nor how we can determine that the white and the sweet coincide in one object.  In general, Plato seems to think of the immediate object of perception as the perceptible qualities themselves, not the objects they inhere in (on this, see especially McDowell [2004], 137).  Nonetheless, one could reject this focus while still retaining the puzzle just as long as she accepted the claim about the powers. In that case, the same puzzle would hold for the perception of these qualities as they inhere in objects.  


� Cf. §IV.A


� Notice that this approach fits with Aristotle’s general tendency to get to sense faculties by first investigating their special-objects.  See Sorabji [1971].


� There is a vast literature on this, but see especially Sorabji [1971]


� Notice that the claim that the special senses can perceive each other’s objects at all is a significant departure from the claims in the Theaetetus; as we shall see, it is by means of the common-sense that such a feat is possible, so it is yet again clear that the common-sense is Aristotle’s mechanism for avoiding the conclusions of the Theaetetus.


� DA 425a14-30


� The case that Aristotle takes up is an instance of perceptual binding—how we can tell that the bile is bitter and yellow.  But it is clear that the same sort of account will work for any instantaneous perception, including that of difference amongst the special perceptibles.  The latter is the case that Plato focuses on.


� Block [1961] and Hicks [2009] agree that this is a reference to the common-sense, but Hamlyn [2002] disagrees.  On the latter, cf. §III.A.3.. The mechanism of the common-sense will be the subject of the discussion in Chapter Three below.


� As we saw above, coincidental perception also requires reference to the common-sense if we retain the assumption that the special senses only perceive their own objects kath’ hauta.


� Nor, I have argued, do any of the commentators. Cf. §III.


� See Caston [2000], Johansen [2002], Kahn [1966], Kosman [1975], Modrak [1987]. 


� Cf. §IV.B.


� He does think that the relevant organs need to have an appropriate material constitution in order to take on the special sensibles, but that constitution is not sufficient for perception.


� Block [1961] takes Aristotle’s failure in DA to note the role of the heart as a further indication in favor of his particular developmental approach.  Kahn [1966], fn. 50 responds to this contention by noting the difference in approach in the two works; I view his response as successful. 


� To make this point, I will need to look in a lot more detail at the Greek.  In the above quoted passage from DS Aristotle uses the dative construction, but in the clause following the quoted one, he uses the διὰ constructions.  Whether he accepted this concession on Theaetetus’s part is unclear to me, then.  The following comments on this are suggestive at best and will need to be explored further.


� See for instance PA 686b27-8


� Presumably the extra bit will be something like awareness of red and green, where eyes are taken as an organ of a living body that has a primitive potentiality for such awareness. 


� The instances of which have been well-noted by Sorabji and others.


� A similar argument can be found in Caston [2004], Lear [1988].


� The importance of teleological explanation/causation for Aristotle is especially pronounced in biology since Aristotle contends that hypothetical necessity reigns in that domain.  See especially Parts of Animals I.1.


� DA 431a8-14.  The translation is from Whiting [2002].
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