CHAPTER 2

The Soul Itself in Aristotle’s Science of
Living Things

Klaus Corcilius

In this chapter I will offer an analysis of two correlative terms that to some
large extent structure Aristotle’s science of perishable living things in the De
Anima. They are the “soul itself” and the “accidents of the soul”. It will turn out
that the soul itself is the fundamental explanatory essence of the phenom-
ena of perishable living things generally. It consists of the so-called “parts of
the soul” nutrition, perception, and thinking. As such the soul itself in the De
Anima is not a really existing kind. It is a scientific postulate, an artifact at
the highest level of biological abstraction, more abstract than other and more
familiar scientific abstractions of such a kind, as e.g., blooded or locomotive
animals. However, in spite of from an ontological perspective being posterior
to actually existing kinds of living things, it is definitionally and explanato-
rily prior to them. That is why the science of living things ought to start with
the definition of the soul itself. The accidents of the soul, by contrast, turn
out to be the explananda of the science of perishable living things. I close the
chapter with the suggestion that the distinction between the soul itself and
the accidents of the soul either is, or involves, some version of the form/matter
distinction, albeit without being able to argue for this claim here.

1 Soul Itself vs. Its Accidents

Aristotle’s De Anima is a scientific inquiry into the “nature, essence and proper-
ties” of the soul (DA I 1.402a7f.). In the first chapter, I 1.402a7-10, it says:

T1. Our aim is to contemplate and understand its (i.e., the soul’s) nature
and its essence, and then all its accidents. Some of the latter seem to be
affections peculiar to the soul, whereas others belong also to animals on
account of the soul.
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Whatever the exact meaning of “all its accidents” (oo cuupéfnxe mepl adty)
here (we will soon discuss it), his aim, as the announced inquiry into the
essence of the soul puts beyond doubt, is at an inquiry about the soul itself:
This is confirmed three lines below where the search for the essence of some
X quite generally is identified with the search for its “what-it-is” (the ¢ estin,
gozanff.): To inquire into the what-it-is of the soul is to inquire into the essence
of the soul. And to inquire into the essence of the soul is to inquire into what
the soul itself is or what the soul is as such (kath’ hauto).

What is the counterpart of “the soul itself”? Outside of Aristotle’s philoso-
phy of science, the term sumbebékos should make us expect either contingent,
or somehow otherwise non-intrinsic attributes of the soul as counterparts.
These are the attributes of some X whose presence or absence does not affect
the being of the item in question.? But this is obviously not what happens here.
For, although the text counterposes the soul itself (kath’hautén), i.e., its essence,
with its accidents, Aristotle hastens to subdivide the latter into affections
proper to the soul on the one hand and affections belonging to living beings in
virtue of the soul on the other.2 So, the counterpart of the soul itself is not only
the non-essential properties of the soul but both the non-essential affections
of the soul itself and the affections that living beings have on account of their
soul. According to our passage, then, “accidents of the soul itself” can be pred-
icated in two rather different ways: either as non-essential affections (pathé)
of the soul itself, or as affections of living beings.# To be sure, from an ordinary
language point of view this latter mode of predicating seems a strange way of
predicating an affection of something, as in this case the subject of predica-
tion is not the bearer of that (non-essential) affection which is predicated of it.

1 On this very sentence, see also S. Kelsey'’s article in chapter 1 of this book.

2 See e.g, Metaph. A 30, first meaning; Top. 1 5.102a18-20, including propria. But there are
exceptions in which idion has a wider meaning which includes essential attributes (APo. 11
4.91a15-18 and Top. v 4.132b8-18).

3 The strong interception &l§'8ca in connection with the relative pronoun v makes it very
unlikely that what Aristotle has in mind here is an inclusive sense of “accidents” that relates
to both the essence and the non-essential attributes of the soul.

4 1. A (a non-essential affection) holds of B (the soul itself) and 2. A (an affection of living
beings) holds of B (the soul itself).
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Rather, the bearer of the corresponding property is a living thing, not the soul,
and it is predicated of the soul as one of its own, yet non-essential, affections.

On reflection, though, this is exactly as it should be: As will turn out in De
Anima111, the soul is an essence, namely the essence of living beings. Essences
do not have non-essential attributes in the same way in which things that ~ave
an essence have these attributes: essences just are essences; since they lack
a body or any other feature over and above the features that are specified
in their account, they cannot have affections over and above what they are
essentially. ‘“To be a circle and circle and to be a soul and soul are the same
thing’ is Aristotle’s expression for this fact. Essences aren’t possible subjects
for non-essential attributes, because what it is to be X and the essence of X
coincide (Metaph. Z 10.1036a1-2).6 Thus, essences cannot be ontological bear-
ers of non-essential properties. Living beings, humans and horses and the
like, by contrast, are things that have essences (their souls), and that makes
it that they, unlike essences, are bearers of other, non-essential, properties
in addition to their essential natures. Such non-essential attributes can be
either their contingent properties, say, the whiteness of a human being, or
other non-contingent and non-essential properties, as for instance earlobes
in human beings. However, if the soul is an essence, and the expression “acci-
dents of the soul” cannot refer to non-essential features of which the soul itself
is a bearer, what does this expression refer to?

Let us return to the text. The above sentence not only says that the aim of
the inquiry into the soul is to contemplate and understand both the soul as
such and the accidents of the soul, it also subdivides the latter into two groups:
the proper affections of the soul, and the affections that animals have in virtue
of having souls. Altogether, then, Aristotle mentions three items at the begin-
ning of De Anima. 1 shall go through them one by one:

(i) The soul as such. The soul as such, as the passage says, is the essence
and nature of the soul, which is to be expressed in the definition of its
“what-it-is” (¢ estin). As we have just seen, it will turn out in De Anima 111
that the soul is an essence, namely the essence of living beings. So much,
I think, is uncontroversial. And for the moment I will leave it there.”

5 Cp. Metaph. A 30.1025a30—34.

6 Aristotle’s target here are Platonists who posit ideas, things that is that are distinct from what
it is to be that thing (the idea of the soul being distinct from what it is to be a soul), see
Metaph. Z 6 and 11.1037a21ff.

7 That Aristotle at this stage is not committing himself to any particular view about what the
soul is (beyond being a sort of principle of living beings), can be seen in a passage in DA 11
1 (announced in 402a23-25), where he discusses the question in which category the soul
belongs arguing that it pertains to the category of substance. This suggests that the above



26

(i)

(iii)
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Secondly, the affections proper to the soul. The expression “proper affec-
tions of the soul’, as it turns out later in the De Anima, points to a problem
case. The problem is whether there are proper affections of the soul at all.
Such proper affections of the soul are affections of the soul alone with-
out the body (403a3ft.). So, at this stage of the argument, it is unclear
whether there are such proper affections of the soul in the first place. It
is, I think, more or less uncontroversial that the rest of the De Anima, after
having ruled out the so-called kinéseis tés psychés in DA 1 4, reserves the
status of ‘proper affection of the soul’ exclusively for a particular type of
non-bodily thinking. This is suggested by a number of passages through-
out the De Anima, most prominently in DA 111 4 and 5. So, regardless of
how we might spell out Aristotle’s response to the question of whether
there are affections peculiar to the soul, be it as an affection of the human
intellect over and above its essential features or not, it is clear that theo-
retical nous would be the only candidate for such an affection (see also
Hicks 1907 ad locum and Johansen 2006, 144f.).

Thirdly, the affections (pathé) that animals have in virtue of their soul. I
should start by saying that “animals” here, at this very early stage of the
argument, need not be interpreted as excluding living things other than
animals. It might very well only be alooser way of referring to living things,
i.e., things that have soul, generally. At this stage in the argument of the
De Anima Aristotle has not yet argued that “soul” for him has a wider
extension than human and animal soul, so as to include also the souls
of plants and growing things. So, it is plausible to take this expression
here as corresponding to all things that have soul.8 If this is correct, then
what Aristotle is interested in here, in the programmatic beginning of the
investigation into the soul, is to find out about all the features of all things
that have soul have in virtue of possessing soul (3Véxeivy, 402a9-10).

What could these features be? One first answer is given in De Anima 1 5:

Tz2. It is impossible not only that the definition of soul is such (i.e.,
self-moving number), but even (impossible) that it should be an accident
(of the soul). The point is clear if the attempt be made to start from this as
the account of soul and explain from it the affections and actions of the
soul, e.g., reasonings, sensations, pleasures, pains, etc.

announcement to inquire into the essence (ousia) of the soul in 402a7f. is likewise uncom-
mitted to any particular view of the soul’s essence, i.e., that it takes “essence” as corresponding
to whatever answer to the what-it-is question of the soul the discussion will end up with.

8 Ashas been pointed out by commentators, e.g., Ross, and others.
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This passage is directed against Xenocrates’ claim that the soul is self-moving
number. The argument is that self-moving number, apart from being impossi-
ble as a definition of the soul (as has been argued previously to this passage),
is also of no help in doing what the soul is supposed to do in the science of
living things, namely explaining actions and affections of the soul such as for
instance reasonings, perceptions, and pleasures and pains. The point seems
to be this. There is no explanatory connection whatsoever between phenom-
ena like thinking and perceiving (actions and affections) on the one hand and
self-moving number (a quantity) on the other. On that basis we can see the line
of reasoning behind the above claim that self-moving number cannot even be
an accident of the soul: if to be an accident of the soul is to be a feature that
living things possess on account of having a soul (cp. T1), then the soul or the
definition of the soul should be able to explain this feature. However, if we try
to account for features such as reasonings, sensations, pleasures and pains by
reference to self-moving number, as T2 invites us to do, then we will find that
this is impossible (indeed, in 4o9b17f. Aristotle says that it is not even easy
to guess what explanation this could be). However, if there is no explanatory
connection between self-moving number and these actions and affections,
the contrapositive should hold as well: whatever it is that explains reasonings,
perceptions, pleasures and pains and so on, it will be very different from what-
ever it is that is explanatory of self-moving number (cp. DA 1 1.402b16—403a2
quoted below). Hence, it is impossible that self-moving number will even be
an accident of the soul. So much for Aristotle’s argument against Xenocrates.
What is important for our concern is that T2, very much like De Anima 11 (T1),
not only contrasts the definition of the soul — the account of the soul itself —
with the actions and affections of the soul, but it also classifies the actions
and affections of the soul as accidents of the soul and clearly implies that the
account (logos) of the soul should explain these actions and affections. This
takes up the other feature attributed to the soul itself in T1, which is that the
accidents of the soul belong to living things “on account of the soul” (ta 8¢ v’
xeivy xai tolg {Boig dmdpyew). Now, one might object here that some of the
examples in T2, namely reasonings and sensations, are features that belong
to the soul itself and not to the things that have life on account of their soul.
After all, the imagined objector might say, reason and perception are parts of
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the soul itself as they are defined in the De Anima. But this objection misfires.
Firstly, Aristotle never uses, as far as I can see, the plural expression “sensa-
tions” and “reasonings” to designate the psychic faculties (parts) of the soul,
which are essences, i.e., what it is to be perceiving and what it is to be think-
ing; rather, he uses these expressions to designate sensations and reasonings as
they empirically occur in actual perceivers and thinkers. Secondly, T2 contrasts
sensations and reasoning with the definition of the soul. Sensations and rea-
sonings, therefore, clearly are the activities of perceiving and reasoning as they
empirically occur in living things. They therefore should be counted among
the accidents of the soul. Finally, in another passage, Aristotle includes sensa-
tions, along with pleasures and pains, in a list of actions common to body and
soul. This is in the beginning of the De Sensu:

T3. Having now considered the soul as such and each of its capacities
in turn, we must next make an investigation of animals and all things
that have life, in order to ascertain which of their actions are peculiar,
and which are common to them. What has been determined in respect
of the soul [sc. as such] must be assumed throughout. Let us talk of what
remains by starting with first things first. It is obvious that the most
important both the common and the peculiar (actions) of the animals
are common to body and soul, e.g., sensation, memory, spirit and gener-
ally desire, and in addition to these pleasure and pain. For these belong
to virtually all animals as well.

"Emel 3¢ mepl Ypuyiis xad’ adtiv Siwplatal TpdTepoy xal Tepl TGV Suvdpewy
EXATTY)G XATA UOPLOV AUTH, EXOMEVOV EaTL TTowgaabat Ty Emioxe mepl TGV
{wawv xai Tév Lwny xdvtwv dmdvtwy, Tives eloty 1ot xal tives xowal mpdeig
adT@Y. T& pév odv elpnuéva mepl Ppuyhis Omoxeiobw, mept 3¢ OV Aotm@y
AEywHEY, xal TPATOV TEP! TRV TPWTWYV. QaiveTal 3¢ T& MEYITTA, XAl TA XOWA
wail Té 180 TV {@wv, xovd ThS Te Puxis Svta xal tod cwparog, olov alcdyatg
ol vy xod Bupdg xad EmiBupior xat SAwg pe&ig, wal mpdg TovTog Ndovy) xal
AOTY)- xad yap tadta axedov dmdpyet tdat Tols {hotg. (Sens. 1.436a1-6,9 trans.
Beare, modified)

This is the same contrast between the soul itself (Yuyn xad’abt)v) “and” its
faculties (I shall return to the precise meaning of the xai later in fn. 32) and
things that have life, i.e., things that have soul (mept T@v {wv xal t@v {wiy

9 Cp. Sens. 1.437a17f.; MA 6.700b4—6; for a full list of cross-references in the Parva Naturalia and
De Anima, see King 2001, 34ff. and 152, fn. 15.
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gxévtwy amdvtwy) as in T1 and T2, only that here we have a slight variation
in expression, as T3 talks about actions (mpdéei) of the things that have life
instead of actions and affections as in T2. However, the common items in both
lists (sensation, pleasures and pains) strongly suggest that this is only a differ-
ence in linguistic expression.!® This is already by itself good evidence that the
distinction between the definition of the soul and its accidents in De Anima1 5
(T2) implies a conception of the latter, the accidents of the soul, that includes
the actions common to body and soul as they are mentioned in T3. This is
confirmed slightly later in the sequel of T3 where Aristotle explains why the
actions of things that have life are common to body and soul:

T4. That all the attributes above enumerated are common to soul and
body, is obvious; for they all either imply sensation as a concomitant
(meta), or through (dia) sensation. Some are either affections or states of
sensation, others, means of defending and safe-guarding it, while others,
again, involve its destruction or privation.

8t 8¢ mdvta o AeyBévta xowd ThHs e Puxiis oti xal Tod gwpateg, odx
adnAov. VT Yap T& ueV et alodnoews auppBatvel, Ta 3¢ Ot alobnoewg, Evia
3¢ Td pév dbn Tad g Gvta Tuyydver, Ta & EEel, Ta S puAanai xal cwTypiat,
Ta 3¢ pBopal xai atepyaeig. (Sens. 1.436b1-6, trans. Beare, modified)

The actions of things that have life are common to body and soul in virtue of
the fact that they all in one way or the other involve the activity of sensation.
This, I take it, implies that their accounts, whatever they will turn out to be, will
crucially depend on the account of sensation as one of the faculties of the soul
itself such as it is given in the De Anima. Living things will thus possess these
features (their actions common to body and soul) on account of possessing a
(perceptual) soul. Both, the actions common to body and soul in T3 and the
actions and affections of the soul in T2, therefore, are subspecies of accidents
of the soul as they are mentioned in T1. Note also that the fact that reasonings
(Aoylopots) are not mentioned in De Sensu's list of actions common to body
and soul is no evidence against the inclusion of reasonings in the group of
actions common to body and soul: the list in De Sensu makes no claim towards

10  Above I said that Aristotle at no point refers to the faculties of the soul itself by way of
plural expressions. However, it is important to note that the converse does not hold: the
abstract singular expression ‘sensation’ (aisthésis) or ‘pleasure and pain’ may very well
refer collectively to empirical occurrences of sensation or pleasure and pain (as it no
doubt does above in T3).
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exhaustiveness. It merely lists the most prominent actions of things that have
life (436a6f. Ta uéyiota). There is no obvious reason why the study of “reason-
ings” (Aoytopots) such as they empirically occur in human beings should not be
part of an investigation of the actions common to body and soul, especially in
view of the fact that their exercise involves phantasmata, which are bodily for
Aristotle, as well as other bodily features.!! There is excellent reason, then, for
asserting that (i) actions and affections of the soul in T2 (7ady xat T pya Tig
Yuxiis) are not an altogether different group of things than the actions of living
things common to body and soul in T3 (mpd&ets), and that (ii) both, actions and
affections common to body and soul in T2 and in T3, classify as accidents of
the soul in the sense given in Ti, i.e., they are all features or properties living
things possess on account of possessing a soul.

Two passages from De Partibus Animalium may serve to confirm and further
elucidate that picture. The first passage says that accidents of the soul are the
features, properties, and attributes that living things have on account of pos-
sessing a soul, while the second includes examples of actions common to body
and soul in a list of accidents of the soul. In the first passage Aristotle points
out how important it is that the natural philosopher knows about the soul:
knowledge of the soul as the essence of living beings is more important than
knowledge of matter, because the soul explains why the matter of the animal
is such as it is:

Ts. [...] it will be up to the natural philosopher to speak and know about
the soul; and if not about all of it, about that in virtue of which the animal
is such as it is. He will state both, what the soul or that very part of it is,
and speak about the accidents in accordance with the sort of essence it
has, especially since the nature of something is spoken of, and is, in two
ways: as matter and as essence. And nature as essence is both nature as
mover and nature as end. And it is the soul — either all of it or some part
of it — that is such in the animal’s case. So, in this way too it will be requi-
site for the person studying nature to speak about the soul more than the
matter, inasmuch as it is more that the matter is nature because of soul
than the reverse.

11 See Mem. 1.449b31—450a1; DA 1 1.403a9; 111 3.427b1s; 111 7.431a416f., b2; 111 8.432a8-10.
Moreover, De Memoria for example, which is part of the Parva Naturalia, gives an account
of recollection, which is an activity that involves the intellect. For a survey of bodily fea-
tures involved in human thought in Aristotle, see van der Eijk 1997 and Mingucci 2015.
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Here, the notion of accidents of the soul is applied to the material properties of
living beings. But this should not disturb us. For the point under discussion it
makes no difference whether the term “accident of the soul” applies to actions
common to body and soul or to the material properties (in this case the func-
tional body-parts) of living things; what is important is the general idea that
the accidents of the soul are those features, properties, or attributes of living
beings that are attributed to the soul (tév cupuBepnrdtwy xatd ™V ToladTHY AOTHS
ovaiav, sc. s Puxfs) and that living beings possess them on account of their
soul. Ty says that it is the task of the natural philosopher to know about the
soul as the form and essence of living beings and to know about the accidents
in accordance with the essence it has (xatd ™V ToladTYV adTg odaiav). This is no
doubt a way of saying that it is on account of their souls that animals have such
features. There is, in other words, an explanatory dependency of the accidents
of the soul on the account of the soul, and the natural philosopher has to be
aware of the precise nature of that dependency in order to adequately account
for the accidents of the soul. This dependency is exactly what we found in T1
and in T2 where Aristotle spoke about the actions and affections of the soul as
to be accounted for by the logos of the soul (gx tod Adyouv Todtov ... dmodidévar,
DA I 5.409b14-16, and 31’ éxeivyv in I 1.402a8).12 The second passage in the pa

12 Compare also PA I 5.645a1-6:
“It is necessary first to divide the accidents in relation to each kind that hold of the ani-
mals in itself and next to try to divide their causes. Now it has been said before that many
common [accidents] hold of many of the animals, some without qualification (such as
feet, wings, and scales and affections too in the same way) and others analogously.”
Avaryxaiov e mpdytov T& cunBeBnudta diehelv Tepl ExaaTov Yévog, Soa xaf’ abtd Tdaty DrdpyEt
ol {wotg, petd 8¢ tadta tég altiag adtdv melpdoBot SieAetv. Elpyron pév odv xal mpdtepov 8t
TOAAA xotvd TTOAAOTG DmrdpyEL TAV {pwv, Td Hév AmA, olov médeg mrepd Aemideg, xol by o
TV adTov TpdTIOV TolTOLS, Ta &’ dvdAoyov. (trans. Lennox, modified). Cp. Kullmann’s com-
mentary ad PA I 5.645a1-14. See also HA 1 6.491a7-11.
The meaning of “accidents” (sumbebékota) is the same throughout: features or attrib-
utes of living things (plants and animals) that pertain to them in virtue of possessing life
(soul), and that are therefore to be accounted for by reference to the soul.



32 CORCILIUS

uses these very same distinctions, and additionally provides us with a list of
more concrete examples:

T6. I mean, for example, should we take each essence singly and define
it independently, e.g., taking up one by one the nature of mankind, lion,
ox, and any other animal as well; or (should we take) the accidents com-
mon to all according to something common we have assumed? For many
of the same (accidents) are present in many different kinds of animals,
e.g, sleep, respiration, growth, deterioration, death, and in addition any
remaining affections and dispositions such as these.

Aéyw & olov métepov del AapBdvovrag plov éxdotyy odaiav mepl Tadg
Stopilew xaf’ by, olov mepl dvBpwmov pUTEwWS 1) Aéovtog 7 Bods 7 xal Tivog
HAhov % Exaatov TpoyeLpt{ouévous, 1 T xowf) cupPefnxéta Taat xatd Tt
wowdy Hrodepévous. IToAAd yap Tdpyet TadTd TOAAOTS Yéveaty ETépolg 0Daty
A AwY, olov Umvog, dvarvon, adEnats, @diots, Bdvaros, xal Tpds TovTols Soa
toladta TAV Aetmopévewy Taddv te xal Stabéoewy. (PA T 1.639a15-22, trans.
Lennox modified, cp. also I 4.644a24ff. and generally Phys. 1 7.189b31f.13)

Here, the question is whether the philosopher of nature should go about
explaining features that are shared by many different species for each species
separately, or else give them a common explanation on a “commensurately
universal” level (he will opt for the latter).!* Important for our present concern

13 See also Lennox 2001 and Kullmann 2007 ad loc. I will comment on the translation below.
14  Generally, for Aristotle, each subject matter ought to be treated first with the most gen-
eral features and then the specific features later. More specifically, every science should
explain its explananda on a commensurately universal level (préton katholou, APo. 1
4.73b25-74a3; 5.74a32-b3), which is to say that it should provide explanations that are
as general as possible and as specific as necessary to cover each phenomenon at its
largest extension. Aristotle’s reasons for adopting this mode of procedure are methodo-
logical economy (i.e., minimization of explanatory work and avoidance of repetition, PA 1
1.639a15-bs; 4.644a25-b1s; cp. Phys. 1 7189b31-32; DA 11.402b8-10) on the one hand, and
a proper hierarchical sequence of explanations on the other: if the explanations within a
given science start with the most general features and then work their way towards the
more specific explananda, then they will stand in a sequence that makes sure that (ide-
ally) each explanandum is dealt with in only one place. Aristotle insists that only what is
known in this commensurably universal manner is scientifically, and therefore genuinely,
known. His stock example is the knowledge of the fact that triangles have a sum of angles
equal two right angles (2 R). To know 2 R in a commensurably universal way is to know
2 R as a proposition about triangles simpliciter. If, by contrast, 2 R is contemplated as a
proposition about figures it would be false, as this would include items for which 2 R is not
true (e.g. squares); similarly, if 2 R is contemplated as holding of specific kinds of triangles
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is that he calls these features common accidents (xowyj) copfefnxéta), and that
the examples sleep, respiration, growth, deterioration, and death all count
among the actions common to body and soul as they are listed in De Sensu
(T3) and discussed in the Parva Naturalia'> As T6 explicitly addresses them
by the name of accidents, the passage puts beyond doubt the above thesis that
Aristotle thinks of actions common to body and soul as accidents of the soul.
All of this is very strong evidence that when Aristotle talks about all the
accidents of the soul as the properties living beings have in virtue of soul in
De Anima 11 (T1), and about the accidents of the soul as actions and affections
of the soul in De Anima 1 5 (T2), and about the actions common to body and
soul in De Sensu 1 (T3) and, finally, about the accidents according to (kata)
the essence of animals in Parts of Animals 11 (T5 and T6), he is talking about
one and the same kind of thing: all these passages contrast the essence (or its
expression, the definition) of the soul, not with accidental or non-substantial
properties of the soul, but with the properties, actions and affections of living
beings, i.e., of things that have soul. The passages also agree that living things
possess these properties, features or attributes on account of having soul,!® and
they all either say or imply that these properties are to be accounted for by refer-
ence to the soul. With the possible (and problematic) exception of theoretical
nous, then, accidents of the soul are not properties that the soul possesses as
an underlying subject, but properties of things that have soul and that have
these properties on account of having soul. They are accidents of the soul in
the sense that the soul explains why living things have these properties. This
includes the material properties of living beings (their functional body-parts)
in PA, the actions and affections of the soul in DA 1 5, and the actions of liv-
ing things common to body and soul in De Sensu (of which I argued above
that they are the same). We have very good reason, therefore, to attribute to
Aristotle a conception of the distinction between the soul and the accidents of

(e.g., equilateral ones) it — though true — would still be unscientific to demonstrate 2 R on
the level of equilateral triangles, because it would be false to say that 2 R holds because, or
invirtue of the fact that triangles are equilateral triangles. As a scientific proposition 2 R is
true only and uniquely about triangles simpliciter (and only in virtue of this also of certain
kinds of triangles or certain kinds of figures).

15  To which the beginning of the De Sensu is an introduction. They are explicitly mentioned
in the immediate sequel of T3 in Sens. 1.436a14f: “waking and sleeping, youth and old age,
inhalation and exhalation, life and death”.

16 Apart from T4, T1 says this explicitly, and T2 too — if it is agreed that the actions and affec-
tions of the soul are accidents of the soul; T3, the beginning of the De Sensu, implies that
the actions and affections common to body and soul occur in the animals in virtue of the
fact that they have souls. See also D4 1 1.403a10f.; 3.407b17-19; 411226-b5; 1T 4.415b11-28.
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the soul that comprises all of these subareas, with theoretical nous as the only
possible candidate for a proper affection of the soul without the body and thus
for being an affection of the soul in a different sense.

2 The Extension of the Accidents of the Soul

According to the above, the following three classes of items may count as acci-
dents of the soul:
(i) the material properties of living beings qua being alive (understood as
their functional body-parts as discussed in the P4 for the case of animals)
(ii) the actions (and affections) of living things common to body and soul,
and
(iii) the, at this point at least problematical, theoretical nous.
I now will propose that (i)—(ii) should be understood as in a way covering
all accidents of the soul, i.e., that (i) and (ii) in a way cover a/l universal and
necessary features that living things exhibit insofar as they are alive, i.e., all
features that they possess on account of having a soul (as is said in T1) or, to
put it differently, all the features by which living things differ from each other
insofar as they are alive. As for (iii), I will not discuss theoretical nous here:
given the above tripartite distinction on p.25—26, it is either a proper affection
of the soul itself or an action common to body and soul. In the former case
this seems to imply the oddity, and indeed impossibility for Aristotle, that an
essence — the soul itself — has non-essential properties, while in the latter case
(iii) would fall under (ii) (both options are adumbrated in DA I 1.403a11-16). A
further option — the one I favour, but cannot argue for here - is that theoret-
ical nous is not an accident of the soul in the first place but somehow part of
the essence of the soul: nous seems special in this regard that it, while being a
kind of essence, has an act-character that can be exercised in a certain way in
separation from matter. But there is no room to go into this here. Returning to
(i), for the functional body-parts (matter) of living things, the case seems clear
enough. They are the material properties of living things that can be accounted
for by the latter’s possession of their souls. How these accounts would work, at
least in the case of animals, can be seen most conspicuously in the De Partibus
Animalium where Aristotle offers us chains of hypothetically necessary rea-
sonings to account for the presence of bodily features in animals, if they (i.e.,
their souls) are to exist in the physical world. The arguments on the basis of
hypothetical necessity in De Partibus have already received a good deal of
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scholarly attention in the past few decades.’” What requires discussion is (ii),
the actions common to body and soul. The question I want to ask is whether
Aristotle’s conception of actions common to body and soul covers all other
accidents living things possess on account of the soul apart from their func-
tional matter (which, as we have seen, is taken care of in the P4 and the 14).
However, I will only be able to say something about the extension of actions
and affections common to body and soul of animals and not about their coun-
terparts in other growing things. I have already argued for identifying actions
and affections of the soul in T2 with the actions and affections common to
body and soul in T3. That takes care for the processes and activities as they
are discussed in the Parva Naturalia. But does it cover a/l the explananda of
Aristotle’s science of living beings? According to the taxonomy of explananda
in the Historia Animalium, there are four groups of traits that animals possess
qua animals (leaving out the features of plants and growing things). These are
their functional body-parts (meré), their actions (praxeis), their ways of life
(bioi) and their character traits (éthé). If we subtract body-parts and actions,
which were already explicitly mentioned as explananda of the soul itself in
the De Anima, we are left with ways of life and character traits. How is the soul
itself explanatory of them? This is a difficult question. Fortunately, however, we
do not have to answer the question in full. For whatever the exact explanatory
relation that holds between the soul itself and the ways of life and charac-
ter traits of animals according to Aristotle (and it seems that for him they are
close, even though we will probably never find out), there is good reason for
thinking that character traits and ways of life are not independent from the
actions (praxeis) of animals. For it seems that it is only via their actions and
affections that we can identify, and also account for, the ways of life and char-
acter traces that animals exhibit. For it is by acting in certain ways that animals
exhibit their character traits and it is also, at least to some large extent, by act-
ing in certain ways that the lives of animals are constituted.

Regarding the ways of life of animals, James Lennox has made an excellent
case for the thesis that bios (“way of life”) for Aristotle is part of the essence of
particular species of living beings and that a way of life is not to be identified
with one single activity (praxis), but with a certain combination of a plurality
of praxeis of living things.!® That, if correct, confirms the point just made that

17  See, most prominently, Kullmann 1974; Lennox 2001; Kullmann 2007.

18  Lennox (2010). Bioi are constituted by praxeis but may well be (explanatorily) prior to
them (since a way of life may be conveniently thought of as the unitary structure that
underlies the diverse ways animals engage in activities: a bios determines where, when,
and how and animal engages in its characteristic actions).



36 CORCILIUS

the ways of life are as it were properties of animals that supervene to some
large extent on what they do, i.e., that supervene on their praxeis.’® And the
fact that Aristotle, in introducing the differences by which animals differ from
each other in HA 11.487a14ff, treats bioi and praxeis in one go (487b33-35) by
presenting the ways of life in the form of certain combinations of their actions
(ways of nourishing, mating, locomotion, generation etc.),2° and the places
where their actions occur, further confirms the point. The same goes for the
passage in HA VIII 1.588a17-18, where Aristotle again groups together actions
and ways of life, this time adding that the ways of life differ according to the
animals’ characters and their food.?! Finally, in HA 1X 49.631b5-7, he says that
animals change their characters according to their actions.?2 This suggests that
the actions of animals are formative of their characters. My suggestion then is
that in the De Anima in T2 and T3 it is natural for Aristotle not to specifically
mention ways of life and character traits of animals as subgroups of the per se
accidents to be explained by reference to the soul. This is because in the De
Anima he is at a very earliest point of his investigation into the phenomena of
living things. And at this very early stage, it is not necessary to provide us with
an exhaustive list of all the types of differentiae that living things exhibit with
relation to each other; indeed, to have done so would have been pedantic. This,
if correct, leaves us with a fourfold distinction of accidents of the soul that per-
tain to living things on account of having soul: their functional body-parts, the
dynamic active and passive processes they undergo and engage in, the states
that result from these processes, i.e., their character traits and their ways of life,
and perhaps theoretical nous. These four kinds of phenomena would be the
four kinds of explananda of the soul as their primary formal, motive, and final
cause (cp. DA 11 4.415b7ff). What else could there be left to explain? But there is
no need to ask such rhetorical questions: there is textual support for the claim
that the accidents of the soul cover all the explananda of the soul itself:

19  This is not incompatible with the fact that Theophrastus in his Historia Plantarum 1 1,
attributes ways of life (bioi) to plants but neither characters (éthé) nor actions (praxeis).
On the contrary, since plants do not have actions, it will have to be their affections (pathé)
that determine their ways of life.

20  Cp. PA 15.645b33-646a1: Aéyw ¢ Tdby xai mpdkels yéveotv aliEnow dyelav eyphyopaty Hmvov
mopeiav, xai émédo’ dAka Totadta Tolg {Hotg VIdpXeEL.

21 al 8¢ npdEeig xal of Blot xatd té 16y xal Tdg Tpopds Swupépovaty. Strangely translated by
Thompson: “Their habits and their modes of living vary according to their character and
their food.”

22 "Qomep 8¢ tag mpdkels xotd o mddy cvpPaiver woteloban maat Tolg {wotg, oltw TdAW xal Ta
181 petaBaAiovot xatd Tag TPAEEL.
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T7. It seems that not only is having discerned the what-it-is is useful for
contemplating the causes of the accidents of substances, as for example,
in mathematics ascertaining what straight and curved are, or what line
and plane are, is useful for seeing how many right angles the angles of a
triangle equal, but also, conversely, that ascertaining the accidents plays
a great part in knowing the what-it-is. For when we can render an account
of all or most of the accidents according to their appearance, we will also
then be able to speak best about the substance. For the starting point of
every demonstration is the what-it-is, so that those definitions which do
not lead us to discern the accidents, or at least to conjecture about them,
will clearly and in every case be dialectical and vacuous.

Eoee §” ob pévov 1o Tl EaTL yv@var xpriotpov elvat Tpdg 6 Bewpioa Tég ailtiog
@V guuPePnxrdtwy Tals odaialg, bamep év Tolg pabuact Tl 6 08 xal o
wopTOAOV 1) T ypouuy xal éminedov mpog To xatidelv méoatg 6pbals al Tod
Tprywvov ywviat foat, GAAG xal dvdmaly To cupPePnxdta cupBaAieTal uéya
uépog Teog TO eidévart TO Tl EaTiv- Emelddy yap Exwpey dmodidoval xaTd TV
pavtaaiov Tepl TV TUUBERNROTWY, 1) TAVTWY 1) TV TAElTTWY, TéTE XAl TEp!
i obalag EEopev Aéyey xdAAoTa: Tdamg Yop dmodeifews dpxy) T Tl aTty,
@ate xab’ Sooug TRV 6pIaUY Uy aupupBaivel T aupuBePrrdta yvwpilew, dAAG
und’ elxdool mepl aOTAV EDpaPES, OTjAov GTt SlodexTidg ElprvTat xal Xevig
amovteg. (DA I 1.402b16—403a2, trans. Shields, modified)

Aristotle here introduces his investigation into the nature of the soul as an
instance of the more general kind of investigation into the what-it-is, i.e., the
essence, of some domain of inquiry. He says that the what-it-is (essences)
serves as starting points for the explanation of the accidents that belong to the
substances of their respective domains. He illustrates this point with a mathe-
matical example: knowing the what-it-is of the straight and the bent line and of
the surface will allow us to determine how many right angles equal the angles
of a triangle. What is important for us is that T7 clearly applies Aristotle’s gen-
eral scientific methodology from the Posterior Analytics, according to which
sciences explain the non-essential, yet universal and necessary attributes
that pertain to the scientific domain in question (the genos in Aristotle’s par-
lance) on the basis of the definition of its essence.?3 And there, in the Posterior
Analytics and elsewhere, he calls the non-essential, yet universal and necessary

23 “For a principle is not something we commonly believe, but what is primary in the genus
relevant to our proofs; moreover, not every truth is proper [to the relevant genus]” APo. 1
6.74b24f. “By ‘principles’ in each genus I mean the things whose truth cannot be proved.



38 CORCILIUS

attributes the per se accidents of that essence (kath’hauta sumbebékota). This,
as has long been observed,?* means that T7 assigns to the soul the methodo-
logical function of the essence of its corresponding scientific domain. What I
would like to add here is that this domain is all living things. Accidents of the
soul, despite Aristotle’s variations in verbal expression, are the per se acci-
dents of the science of living things. And if that is correct, the accidents of
the soul should exhaust the explananda of the soul. Moreover, T7 speaks of
the accidents as features that allow us to render accounts of the per se acci-
dents “according to their appearance” (xatd ™V pavrtacgiov). This I think makes
it clear that Aristotle here understands the accidents (= per se accidents) of a
science as the phenomena of that science. The phenomena are the “that” of a
science that scientists ought to explain with reference to the what-it-is as their
“on account of which” There is excellent reason, then, for thinking that the
accidents of the soul are all the explananda of the soul in Aristotle’s science of
living beings.

3 The Soul Itself

Now, with the account of the accidents of the soul in place, we can return to
the initial question and ask: what is the antonym of the accidents of the soul?
What is the soul itself? So far, I have said that in the pA the soul itself is the first
explanatory principle of the science of living things, and that this principle is
the first starting point for the explanation of the complete set of phenomena
of living things, the so-called accidents of the soul. But how does that role of
the soul as the first starting point of Aristotelian biological explanation match
onto what we find in the text of the De Anima? How does the De Anima make
good on the initial promise of defining the first starting point for the explana-
tion of the phenomena of living things?

To start with, a number of features of the soul itself should follow simply
from its generic explanatory role as a first principle of a science: it will have
to be the indemonstrable essence of its scientific domain, it will have to be
specific to this domain, and it will have to be explanatory of all of its per se

[....] and the truth of the principles must also be assumed; but the truth of the rest must
be proved.” 1 10.76a31-36.

24  Seee.g, Hicks ad 402a8 (our T1), p. 177, for a clear statement of the thesis that accidents,
affections, actions, actions and affections and so on are per se accidents of the soul in the
sense of the Posterior Analytics (although he confusingly enough calls them “essential
accidents”, which makes it hard to see that they are non-essential attributes).
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accidents, which in our case, as we have seen, are all the phenomena of living
things, i.e., their functional body parts, their actions and affections, their char-
acter traits, and their ways of life. As T7 makes clear, Aristotle thinks that the
explanatory power of such scientific starting points with regard to their per
se accidents may serve as a kind of test for the quality of their definition. He
says that “those definitions which do not lead us to discern the accidents, or at
least to conjecture about them, will clearly and in every case be dialectical and
vacuous”. Non-vacuous and genuine definitions, therefore, are the ones that do
allow us to understand per se accidents.

This first and merely preliminary account of the soul itself as a first scientific
principle already allows us to rule out one widespread interpretation of the
soul itself. According to that interpretation, the so-called commonest account
of the soul in DA 11 1 (the koindtatos logos) either is, or is part of, Aristotle’s defi-
nition of the soul.?5 If the above is correct, this cannot be quite right, at least
not on Aristotle’s conception of definitions in T7.26 The reason for this is that
the commonest account in DA 11 1 apparently does not explain a single of the
phenomena of living things. It thus does not pass the test for acceptable defini-
tions established in T7. So, whatever the role of the commonest account of the
soul in DA 111in Aristotle’s overall argument, it cannot be that of an account of
the soul itself as the explanatory first principle of living things. What is the role
of the commonest definition in the overall argument, then? The commonest
definition states that the soul is the form (entelekheia) and substance (ousia)
of the living body according to the logos. Given Aristotle’s views about formal
essences as causes of the being of the things whose essences they are, to say
that X is the essence of Y is to say that X is the explanatory principle of Y’s
being. With this the commonest account states that the soul is the essence
of the living body and that it is going to be explanatory of the living body as
its matter; it thereby situates the soul within the hylomorphic framework of
Aristotle’s natural philosophy. But it does not say what this essence and its
explanatory features consist in. It is fair to say, therefore, that the commonest
account of the soul operates on an extremely high level of abstraction. It gives
a job description of the item that Aristotle is going to define in the follow-
ing chapters. It characterizes the soul on a hylomorphic, yet metatheoretical
level, i.e., independently from Aristotle’s own positive definition of the soul
as he is going to offer it in the following chapters (see D4 II 2.413a14-16). The

25  E.g, Hicks1907, 305; Wedin 1988, 12ff.; Polansky 2007, 145ff. The two recent commentators
Shields and Miller are more careful. Bolton (1978) argues that the commonest account of
the soul is a nominal definition.

26  HereI find myself in agreement with Johansen 2012, 72.
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commonest account of the soul in DA 11 1, therefore, is more of a job descrip-
tion of the soul within a hylomorphic science of living things than a proper
definition of the soul, provided we understand “definition” as the account of
the essence.2” We should therefore not identify the commonest account of the
soul as definition of the soul itself.

Next come the so-called parts of the soul, the basic faculties or capacities
of the soul enumerated in DA 11 2, i.e., the nutritive, perceptual, and the intel-
lectual capacities plus, as Aristotle says in 413b13, motion (kinésis), i.e., animal
self-motion. Is the soul itself these parts of the soul, or a subset of them? The
short answer, I think, is “yes”, the soul itself as the first explanatory principle of
the science of living things is the set of the basic capacities of the soul. That the
soul is not something different from, or over and above, the parts of the soul
as the basic capacities of living things is clear from a number of different con-
siderations. To start with, at DA 1I 3.415a11-13, immediately before Aristotle is
going to embark into his systematic investigation of the soul and immediately
after his discussion of the capacities of the soul earlier in that same chapter,
he says that the definition of each of these capacities will constitute “the most
appropriate” account of the soul. Aristotle’s mode of procedure in the main
bulk of the DA confirms that this is indeed what he thinks. It consists in sepa-
rate investigations into each one of these capacities on the basis of accounts of
their correlate objects as announced in the beginning of DA 11 4 (415a14—22),
each of which will culminate in a definition. There is also no investigation of
the soul over and above the investigation of the capacities of the soul to be
found in the De Anima. To this extent the De Anima contains a methodolog-
ically coherent, transparent, complete, and successful investigation into the
nature of the soul. The only exception to this uniform mode of procedure is the
inquiry into the capacity responsible for animal self-motion (locomotion, to
kinoun kata topon). It differs from the previous investigations in many impor-
tant ways,?8 and it also fails to culminate in a straightforward definition of a
corresponding part of the soul as we find it in the other three cases.?® Instead,

27  The fact that the commonest definition of the soul in pa 11 1 makes use of Aristotle’s
hylomorphic framework by saying that the soul is the form of the living body does not
amount to a definition of the soul. Rather, at this point on his philosophy of natural
things, Aristotle takes the hylomorphic approach to nature as given (as he already has
donein DA 11).

28  Listed in Corcilius 2008, 44—45.

29  From a methodological standpoint, the investigation of phantasia in DA 111 3 is parallel to
the investigation of animal self-motion in 111 9—11. The chapters DA 111 1-2, 6-7, and 12-13
do also not, or not obviously, comply with the standard method Aristotle applies to the
investigation of the parts of the soul. It seems, though, that these chapters are immediately
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DA 111 1011 offers a causal account of animal self-motion in which self-motion
is explained not by way of a dedicated faculty of animal self-motion but by
way of a joint effort of other faculties that heave been discussed previously in
the treatise, notably desire, perception, phantasia and rnous. This, in my view,
is reason enough not to regard the capacity of animal self-motion a part of the
soul, that is as a basic and explanatorily primitive capacity of living things,
despite the initial mention of “motion” (kinései) as one of the candidates for
being a part of the soul (pa 11 2.413b13), but rather as a capacity of the living
body that is grounded in other capacities and psychic operations, namely in
desire, perception (which is a part of the soul), phantasia and nous.3° But be
that as it may, we are not interest here in the question of which capacities of
the soul should be counted as parts of the soul, but in the question of whether
the parts of the soul constitute the first explanatory principle of Aristotle’s
science of living things (and thereby the soul itself). And in this regard, the
answer is, I think, clearly positive. The parts of the soul, as they are defined as
the basic capacities of the soul in the De Anima, structure the entire body of
Aristotle’s biological writings, and P4 1 and the Pn in particular, and we can
find references to them throughout his biological oeuvre. Aristotle is working
with the definitions he provided in the p4 in the etiological of his biological
works and he is going to explain per se accidents of living things by reference
to them (for instance in the P4, he offers countless explanations of functional
body parts by way of hypothetical necessity with the perceptual part of the
soul functioning as their final cause).3! Also, there is no other conception of
the soul available in Aristotle’s biological corpus apart from the parts of the
soul that fulfils the function of an explanatory principle of the per se accidents
of living things. The definition of the parts of the soul is the only candidate for
an explanatorily powerful definition of the soul in Aristotle. All the same, the
view that the parts of the soul are the soul itself has been cast doubt upon by
authors such as Polansky (2007, 39f.), who considers the possibility that pa
11 1 provides the general definition of the soul itself, while the definitions of
the capacities of the soul in the rest of the pa provide the accidents of the
soul as somehow derived from the general account in 11 1. However, this view
does not have direct textual support and it does seems to conflict with the final

continuous with the investigation of the parts of the soul (see DA 11 4.415a14-16: Avaryxaiov
8¢ tov puéMhovta mepl TovTwy oxéPy moteloBon Aafely Exaotov adtdv Tl éotw, €18’ obtwg mepl
TGV Exopevwy xal Tepl T@Y dAAwv emilnTely).

30  On this see Corcilius and Gregori¢ 2010, 100-113; Corcilius 2008, 112; Johansen 2012;
Corcilius and Primavesi 2018, CLXXVII-CLXXXI.

31 On Aristotle’s conception of parts of the soul see Corcilius 2008, 21-5; Corcilius and
Gregori¢ 2010.
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statement in DA II 3 just mentioned according to which the most appropriate
account of the soul consists in nothing other than in the account of the capac-
ities of the soul, i.e., the nutritive, the perceptual, and the intellectual part of
the soul.32 There is, then, no good reason to abandon the view that the soul
itself is nothing but the set of basic soul capacities that Aristotle calls the parts
of the soul.33

This view of the soul itself as the parts of the soul, i.e., as the first explan-
atory starting points for the explanation of the phenomena of living things,
however, raises questions about the unity of the parts. How do the parts of the
soul make up a unitary first scientific principle if this principle is nothing but
the set of the basic capacities of living things? And how do the parts of the soul
in complex individual souls, in souls with more than one part that is, make
up a unitary principle of life? A brief discussion of these two questions will
help clarify the conception of the soul itself. The latter question is addressed
in DA 11 3 with a famous geometrical simile regarding both the ontology, and
the relation among, the parts of the soul The ontological side of the analogy
is this: in the same way in which there exists no abstract geometrical entity
of the name “figure” apart from actually existing specific geometrical figures
“triangle’, “square” and so on, there is also no abstract entity “soul” or “soul
itself” existing over and above the different particular kinds of souls that are
to be found in the individual species of living things (kath’ hekaston, 414b32ft.).
Regarding the relation among the parts, the geometrical analogy says that
the different parts of the soul (vegetation, perception, and thought) form an
ordered series in the same way in which the different kinds of geometrical fig-
ures form an ordered series of increasing complexity. Thus, each individual
kind of soul specific for a given species of living thing with more than one part
of the soul will not be a mere aggregate of soul-parts because complex souls
are unitary wholes similar to the way in which for instance squares are unified
geometrical wholes, even though they may be analysed into triangles, or in

32 Buchheim (2017) interprets Aristotle in such a way as to make the soul the bearer
(“Tréger”) of its capacities (p. 12). This requires the commonest account of the soul to be
a definition of the soul itself (see his discussion of the relation between the soul and its
parts on pp. 28-34).

33 Since the soulitself as the first explanatory principle of the science of living things is noth-
ing but the parts of the soul, we should read the statement above quoted in T3: “Having
now considered the soul as such and each of its capacities [...]” (Emnel 8¢ mepi Ypuyiig xab’
abTiv Swplatal TPOTEPOV xal TEPL TAV SUVAUEWY ExATTG XaTd Hoplov adTi [...]) in such a
way as to take the “and (xat)” as limitative, thus rendering the following sense: “Having
now considered the soul as such, i.e. each of its capacities [...].” Similarly, Johansen 2012,
258f.
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the way in which each item in the series of natural numbers “contains” the
previous ones in the series. For the lower and more basic parts of the soul are
present in the “higher” and more complex parts only as potential parts and not
as actual parts (potential inclusion).3* Aristotle further suggests that the lower
parts do not only precede the higher parts in the series but they also exist for
their sake, i.e., for the sake of the higher parts in the series (teleological sub-
ordination, see GA II 3.736a37-b1). Thus, the basic vegetative soul-capacity of
nutritive and sexual self-preservation in living things that possess more than
one part of the soul is not only potentially contained in their perceptual fac-
ulty, but it also exists for the sake of the perceptual part preserving a living
body that is capable of perceiving. Hence, to some important extent what it
is to be nutritive self-preservation will differ in essence according to whether
the object of self-preservation happens to be a perceptual or just a nutritive
living thing.3% These three structural features of complex souls (serial order,
potential containment and teleological subordination) should give us an idea
of how Aristotle thought about the unity of the parts of the soul in complex
souls. However, he does not think that the analysis of the specific kinds of souls
in terms of combinations of parts of the soul is sufficient for an understanding
of what these individual kinds of souls are. There may very well be additional
features that enter the definition of specific souls that are not contained in
the definitions of the nutritive, the perceptual, and the intellectual parts of
the soul. It is also important to note that the reduction of complex souls into
their components in the way suggested by the geometrical analogy in pa 11 3
does not amount to an ontological reduction of specific (complex) souls to the
parts of the soul. Aristotle surely does not want to suggest that specific souls
are ontologically reducible to combinations of parts of the soul. Specific souls
are the essences of the living things whose souls they are, and as such, they, as
all essences, should be ontologically irreducible. There is no way for Aristotle
in which ontological simples such like the essences of living things can be
derived from ontologically more fundamental entities. Although it remains
true for Aristotle that their definitional accounts, which are universal, can have
parts, but they are “parts” only insofar and inasmuch as they jointly consti-
tute the definition of one and the same soul, while their respective definitional
accounts do not make reference to each other (are separable in account).
Hence, to be part of the soul of a given species of living thing is to be a defi-
nitionally separable part of the definition of that specific soul.3¢ Such parts

34  On this see Corcilius 2015, 42—45.
35  See previous fn.
36  See Corcilius and Gregorié 2010, 109ff.
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of the soul, due to their definitional separability, then, will be prior in account
with relation to the definition of the whole and complex souls whose parts
they are, yet at the same time they will be posterior to them in being (ousia).
Now this, as far as the first question in regard of the unity of the soul itself as
the first explanatory starting point of the scientific explanation of the phe-
nomena of living things is concerned, suggests the following picture: to be a
part of the soul itself is to be part of the generic essence of the highest genus of
living things generally, and to be such a part is to be a definitionally separable
component of the account of that most universal generic explanatory prin-
ciple of living things. There are three such parts: vegetative self-preservation,
perception, and the thinking part. These parts, to be sure, are not ontologically
prior to the specific souls of individual animate kinds. But they enjoy explan-
atory and definitional priority over them3” — because their definitions refer
neither to the definition of any other part of the soul itself nor to the definition
of any particular animate species, while the definitions of these particular ani-
mal species will contain either one or a plurality of these parts.

What does this brief discussion tell us about the ontological status of the
soul itself? In the first chapter of the De Anima Aristotle raises the question
of whether there is one common definition (logos) of the soul or only par-
ticular accounts for the particular species of souls each of which ought to be
defined separately:

T8. And we must be careful not to neglect to consider whether there
is one account of the soul, as of animal, or whether there is a distinct
account of each (for example, of horse, dog, human, god) — animal, the
universal, being either nothing or posterior. And similarly, if there is any
other common thing predicated.

evhaPyréov 8" Smwg i) AovBdvy métepov el & Adyos adTis €oti, xabdmep
Zepov, 1) xaf’ Exactov Etepog, olov tmov, xuvés, dvBpwov, Beod, T 8¢ {Qov
76 xaBoAov itol ovBEv oty 1) Uotepov, ouolwg 3€ xdv el Tt xovov dAho
xotyopoito. (DA I 1.402b5-8, trans. Reeve)

The question here is whether the scientist of living things ought to render a uni-
versal definitional account of each of the different animal species separately
or not and give a common account instead that holds for all of their common
features; the latter alternative, though more economical from a methodologi-
cal perspective, comes at a price. The subject of these common features, their

37  Johansen 2012, 70—72, points out as well that the parts of the soul are definitionally prior
with relation to the whole souls of living things.
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common subject “animal’, will lack in ontological status: there is no species
“animal” that exists over and above the particular species of animals (very much
in the same way in which there is not geometrical figure that is just a figure and
not any particular figure). Hence “animal” will either be nothing at all or it will
be posterior to the individual species of animals (hysteron). Regarding his sci-
ence of animals and of living things generally, Aristotle will go with the latter
alternative. The different species of animate beings do indeed have different
accounts because their essences differ from each other. However, whenever
there are commonalities in their accounts, then these commonalities ought to
be attributed to a common subject at the highest possible level of generality,
even if this should require a degree of theoretical abstraction that goes beyond
any of the actually existing species and genera that we find in nature. There is,
for instance, no actually existing genus “animal” that is just that and not also
a specific kind of animal. However, what counts for Aristotle is that there are
many things that are true of all sorts of specific kinds of animals in virtue of the
fact that they are animals, not any particular kind of animal, but just animals.
It makes good methodological sense, therefore, to isolate a common subject
for all of the features that hold of animals qua animals and to demonstrate its
per se accidents on a commensurate universal level, i.e., on a level as general as
possible and as specific as necessary to provide explanations for each phenom-
enon at its widest possible extension.3® Very similar things can be said about
a good many other such like fictitious genera, for example, “blooded animals’,
“cloven footed animals” and so on. Ontologically, each of these scientific arti-
facts will be posterior to any of the actually existing species and genera of living
things: they do, after all, not occur as such in nature. From an ontological point
of view, they are merely “something common” (# koinon) that we as scientists
postulate (hupothitetai) at the appropriate level of universality as the generic
subjects of the per se accidents that extend farther than any of the species that
actually exist in nature. Due to their generality and definitional independence
from any particular species, they are definitionally separable from, while onto-
logically dependent upon, them. Indeed, Aristotle says more than once that
the generic features that enter the definition of a given thing change their very
being in accordance with the specific essences whose generic features they are.
Thus, what it is to be, for example, an animal, “animality” itself, will be differ-
ent in particular kinds of animals such as dogs, horses, and humans.3? Hence,
the very being of such generic artifacts of science will turn out different in

38  Seeabove fn. 14.

39  See Metaph. 1 8.1057b38-1058a4: “For I give the name of difference in the genus to an oth-
erness which makes the genus itself other (Aéyw yap yévoug dtagopdv £tepdTa 1) Etepov
motel todto adtd).” Cp. Metaph. Z 12.1038a25-30.
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accordance with the particular existing species of living things in which they
actually occur. I now would like to suggest that this same kind of status, on an
even higher level of abstraction, holds also of the soul itself: I claim that the
soul itself is the common subject of the most general essential features of liv-
ing things in general. In this sense it is the subject of the most common per se
accidents of living things on the most general level of biological abstraction. It
is ontologically posterior to any of the actually existing essences of the differ-
ent species of living things, as there is no actually existing kind “living thing’,
while it, due to the definitional separability of its parts, has definitional and
explanatorily priority over any of the particular kinds of living things. From
the standpoint of the organization of the science of living things, it is not only
economical but also good scientific practice to account for all features that are
common to any plurality of species on the highest possible level of generality.
And this, I suggest, also holds for the most general features that are shared
by all living things across all of their actually existing kinds and genera. They
should thus be accounted for in one common account on the highest possible
level of generality, wherever this is possible. This mode of procedure is what
the methodological precept of commensurate universal definitions requires.*°
For the science of animals Aristotle recommends it explicitly:

Tg. I mean, for example, should we take each essence singly and define it
independently, e.g., taking up one by one the nature of mankind, lion, ox,
and any other animal as well; or (should we take) the accidents common to
all according to something common we will have assumed? For many of the
same (accidents) are present in many different kinds of animals, e.g., sleep,
respiration, growth, deterioration, death, and in addition any remaining
affections and dispositions such as these.

Aéyw & olov mérepov del AapPdvovtag piav éxdomy odolay mepl Tadg
Stopilew xaf’ by, olov mept dvBpwmov pUTEWS 1) Aéovtog 7 Bods 1) xai Tvog
dAhov % ExaaTov TPoYELpI{oMEVOUS, 1) T& xowf) cupPePnxbta TaaL xaTd TL
wowdy Hrodepévoug. IToAhd yap Ordpyet TadTd TOAAOTS Yéveaty ETépolg oDaty
Ay, ofov Brtvog, dvarvon, aliEnatg, @diotg, Bdvatog, xal Tpdg TovTols Eoat
toladta T@V Aetmopévawy Taddv te xal dabéoewy- (PA T 1.639a15-22, trans.
Lennox, modified, emphasis mine)

40  See fn. 14 above.
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Aristotle here asks whether in cases where there are common attributes (ta
xowf) oupuPePnréta mdat) which are shared across different genera of living
things while there is no common underlying essence (£tépoig 0oty dAMAAwWY),
we should posit a common subject for these attributes or not (xatd Tt xotvov
bmtoBepévoug). Now, even though in the immediate context of the p4 he doesn't
answer that question directly, the series of examples (breath, growth etc. all
of which are discussed in the P~ by way of a common account) leaves no
doubt as to what he thinks the correct answer is. ‘Yes, if there are common
features that hold of animal kinds across species, then we as scientist ought
to give them a common explanation on the appropriate and commensurate
level of universality’. And the way Aristotle’s science works this requires postu-
lating an abstract subject as the bearer of these common attributes (tt xowév
UmoBepévoug). Other, even though less general, examples of abstract subjects
of common per se features that transcend the actually existing animal kinds
are, for example, the postulated genus of locomotors, which is the generic sub-
ject of the functional account of locomotive body parts in the 74 and of the
causal account of animal self-motion in the »4.#! These ‘genera’ are theoreti-
cal fictions that comprise such heterogeneous animal species and even genera
such as humans, land-animals, birds, fishes, and insects. It is safe to say, there-
fore, that Aristotle applies his general precept of postulating such common
underlying subjects (koinon ti in Tg and ti koinon in T8) also in cases where
there is no actually existing living species or genus that corresponds to it.#?
Exactly this, I suggest, holds also in the case of the soul itself, albeit on the
highest possible level of universality within the domain of living things. The
soul itself is a mere koinon ti, namely the postulated subject of the set of the
most universal essential features of living things generally. While being onto-
logically posterior to any of the actually existing living things, its definition
is definitionally and explanatorily prior to them, rendering an account of the
most common essential features of all living things.3 The further details of the
relation between the souls of actually existing species of living things and the
soul itself are unclear, apart from the fact that the soul itself is definitionally

41 See also the discussion in PA 1 1.639a25-bs, and the discussion in Corcilius and
Primavesi 2018, 67—70.

42 See APo. 1 g.74a17-25 (katholou hupothitetai huparkhein). See also APo. 11 14.98a13—23
(with APr. 1 35); cp. furthermore Metaph. M 3.1077b17 sqq. for a discussion of the claim
that abstract scientific postulates of such kind do not imply ontological commitments
(see also Angioni 2007, 20. fn. 19).

43 It would be wrong, therefore, to look for a corresponding body of the soul itself. The defi-
nition of the soul itself as the first principle of the science of living things is an abstract
generic definition; it does not have a body. See following fn.
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and explanatorily prior and ontologically posterior to them. Aristotle has not
given us examples of definitions of actually existing species of living things.

4 Conclusion and Epilogue

The soul itself is the postulated abstract common subject of the most universal
features of the essential forms of living things generally. It is the proper object
of the inquiry of the De Anima, the treatise devoted to the definition of the
soul as the highest generic essence of living things that is going to be founda-
tional for the corresponding science of living things. As such the soul itself is
the common subject for features the existence of which we have to assume if
we want to render scientific explanations of the phenomena of living things. It
consists of the parts of the soul, the nutritive, the perceptual, and the thinking
part. The antonym of the soul itself is the per se accidents of the soul. These
per se accidents are the universal and necessary features that hold of living
things insofar as they are alive, i.e., insofar as they have a soul. They are the
phenomena of living things insofar as they are explicable by reference to the
soul itself.4+

On this conception, the distinction between the soul itself and the actions
and affections common to body and soul that structures the division of labour
between the De Anima and the Parva Naturalia should fall under that same
general distinction between the soul itself and its per se accidents, i.e., the
attributes living things have in virtue of having soul (the per se accidents of the
soul) However, given Aristotle’s general hylomorphic view according to which
the soul is the form of the living body and the living body is the matter of the
soul, that distinction must — at the bottom — either straightforwardly be, or at
least crucially involve, a distinction between matter and form. Thus, by impli-
cation, both the distinction between the soul itself and its per se accidents
on the one hand and the distinction between the soul itself and actions and
affections common to body and soul on the other should either be instances
of, or crucially involve, the form/matter distinction. Now as far as the mate-
rial attributes of living bodies are concerned, this seems unproblematic. It is
trivial that the parts of the animal body are the matter of the soul. But this is
not immediately clear with respect to the actions and affections common to
body and soul (see T4 which contains the methodological introduction to the

44  APo. 11 14.98a20-23 says that such scientific abstractions may well constitute analogi-
cal unities that cut cross genera. The same goes for P4 1 (see chapter 1.639a29-bs, and
5.645b2ff.).



THE SOUL ITSELF IN ARISTOTLE’S SCIENCE OF LIVING THINGS 49

Parva Naturalia in the beginning of the De Sensu). This is all the more so since
the traditional view (going back at least to Alexander, Comm. in Sens. 4), that
the distinction at work in the relation between the De Anima and the Parva
Naturalia basically is, or at least crucially involves, a distinction between form
and matter, has come under fire in the recent literature.4> I think the tradi-
tional view is basically correct. However, I shall leave the discussion of that
question to another occasion.*6
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