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Uptake of Form

Perception, for Aristotle, is a natural phenomenon and as such its occurrence does not require an expla-
nation: it occurs when and because a sense-organ is altered, and thus a potentiality is actualised. For
Aristotle, there is no additional story to tell: perception just is this alteration of the sense-organ. We may,
however, ask about its causes: Perception (aisthēsis), an alteration of the perceiver (De An., II. ), is the effect
of being affected by an external object, which is actually so as the perceiver (or the respective sense-organ,
cf. Hamlyn ( : , ad a )), before being affected by it, is potentially.

The things initiating the causal process of affection which is the perceiving are the proper sensibles (colours
for sight, sounds for audition, flavours for taste, smells for olfaction) and, derivatively, so-called accidential
unities (such as Darius-qua-white) involving them. Each sense is a potentiality / capacity / power; its
essence is “naturally relative” to its objects, its proper sensibles, which (may) exist before the sense in
question exists (Cat. a - ), for “perception is hardly of itself – but there must be something else beyond
the perception, and this must be prior to the perception; since what brings about change is naturally prior
to what is changed, even if they are spoken of in relation to each other” (Met. Γ. , b - a ). Sight,
for example, is thus posterior to its proper sensibles, the colours.

. Psychology is part of biology because all affections of the soul (psychē) involve the body. Aristotle may be characterised as a
physicalist using a much broader notion of ‘physical’ as is customary today (cf. Burnyeat ( : ), but cf. Shields ( : ) for some
reservations).

. It is important to note that Aristotle’s question is not how perception can come about, or how it can provide us with a route to
the outside world. We start with an eye, which is already a part of the natural world, and note that its function, which it has essentially,
is sight, i.e. the uptake of colours. That (veridical!) perception occurs is part of the data.



In De Anima II. , Aristotle says that a sense (aisthēsis: sight, hearing, smelling, taste, touch), as distinct of its
sense organ (the eyes, the ears, the nose, the tongue, the skin), receives form without matter:

Καθόλου δὲ περὶ πάσης αἰσθήσεως δεῖ λα-
βεῖν ὅτι ἡ μὲν αἴσθησίς ἐστι τὸ δεκτικὸν
τῶν αἰσθητῶν εἰδῶν ἄνευ τῆς ὕλης, οἷον ὁ
κηρὸς τοῦ δακτυλίου ἄνευ τοῦ σιδήρου καὶ
τοῦ χρυσοῦ δέχεται τὸ σημεῖον, λαμβάνει
δὲ τὸ χρυσοῦν ἢ τὸ χαλκοῦν σημεῖον, ἀλλ’
οὐχ ᾗ χρυσὸς ἢ χαλκός· ὁμοίως δὲ καὶ ἡ αἴ-
σθησις ἑκάστου ὑπὸ τοῦ ἔχοντος χρῶμα ἢ
χυμὸν ἢ ψόφον πάσχει, ἀλλ’ οὐχ ᾗ ἕκαστον
ἐκείνων λέγεται, ἀλλ’ᾗ τοιονδί, καὶ κατὰ
τὸν λόγον. αἰσθητήριον δὲ πρῶτον ἐν ᾧ ἡ
τοιαύτη δύναμις. ἔστι μὲν οὖν ταὐτόν, τὸ
δ’ εἶναι ἕτερον· μέγεθος μὲν γὰρ ἄν τι εἴη
τὸ αἰσθανόμενον, οὐ μὴν τό γε αἰσθητικῷ
εἶναι οὐδ’ ἡ αἴσθησις μέγεθός ἐστιν, ἀλλὰ
λόγος τις καὶ δύναμις ἐκείνου. ( a - )

In general, with regard to all sense-
perceptionA, we must take it that the
senseA is that which can receive percep-
tible forms without their matter, as wax
receives the imprint of the ring without
the iron or gold, and it takes the imprint
which is of gold or bronze, but not qua gold
or bronze. Similarly too in each case the
senseA is affected by that which has colour
or flavour or sound, but by these not in so
far as they are what each of them is spo-
ken of as being, but in so far as they are
things of a certain kind and in accordance
with their principleL. The primary sense-
organ is that in which such a potential-
ity resides. These are then the same, al-
though what is is for them to be such is
not the same. For that which perceives
must be a particular extended magnitude,
while what it is to be able to perceive and
the senseA are surely not magnitudes, but
rather a certain principleL and potential-
ity of that thing. (Aristotle a: – )

It is necessary to grasp, concerning the
whole of perception generally, that per-
ception is what is capable of receiving per-
ceptible forms without the matter, as wax
receives the seal of a signet ring without
the iron or gold. It acquires the golden
or the metallic seal, but not insofar as it is
gold or metal. In a similar way, percep-
tion is also in each case affected by what
has the colour or taste or sound, but not
insofar as each of these is said to be some-
thing, but rather insofar as each is of a cer-
tain quality, and corresponding to its pro-
portion.
The primary sense organ is that in which
this sort of potentiality resides. The sense
organ and this potentiality are, then, the
same, though their being is different. For
what does the perceiving is a certain mag-
nitude; nevertheless being capable of per-
ception is not; nor is perception a mag-
nitude, but is rather a certain proportion
and a potentiality of that thing. (Aristotle

: – )

Two features of the more general Aristotelian context make this claim less surprising that it otherwise could
be: First, we have here a straightforward application of the more general hylomorphic account of change.
Because the reception of the sensible form (e.g. the colour, the sound) by the animal is an alteration of
the animal (alloiōsis) (De An., II. , b ), it is, like any alteration, the acquiring of a new form by some
underlying thing. The underlying thing here is either the sense-organ or the sense, i.e. its capacity to sense,
and the acquired form is said to be perceptible and what is ascribed to the perceptual objects kata ton logon.
Second, that perception and all forms of knowledge more generally are ‘of the like by the like’ is an endoxon,
a plausible opinion put forward by some of Aristotle’s predecessors and as such discussed in the first book
of the De Anima.

When Socrates acquires the capacity to be musical, i.e. by learning to play the flute, Aristotle describes this
change thus in the Physics . :

οὐ γὰρ ταὐτὸν τὸ ἀνθρώπῳ καὶ τὸ ἀμούσῳ
εἶναι. καὶ τὸ μὲν ὑπομένει, τὸ δ' οὐχ ὑπο-
μένει· τὸ μὲν μὴ ἀντικείμενον ὑπομένει (ὁ
γὰρ ἄνθρωπος ὑπομένει), τὸ μὴ μουσικὸν
δὲ καὶ τὸ ἄμουσον οὐχ ὑπομένει, οὐδὲ τὸ
ἐξ ἀμφοῖν συγκείμενον, οἷον ὁ ἄμουσος ἄν-
θρωπος. ( a - )

For to be a man is not the same as to be
unmusical. One part survives, the other
does not: what is not an opposite survives
(for the man survives), but not-musical or
unmusical does not survive, nor does the
compound of the two, namely the unmu-
sical man. (Aristotle : )

The being of a man is not the same as
the being of ignorant of music[; a]nd the
one remains and the other does not. That
which is not opposed remains – the man
remains – but the not knowing music and
the ignorant of music do not remain, and
neither does the compound of the two, the
ignorant of music man. (Aristotle : )

We have three transitions, which together constitute the change:

. In his “Notes on the Translation”, Hamlyn ( : xvii) says that he uses the subscript “A” to flag occurrences of aisthēsis, which
“may be translated variously as ‘sense’, ‘perception’, perhaps ‘sensation’, etc., and is sometimes used even to refer to the sense-organ.

. According to his “Notes on the Translation”, any word subscripted with “L” translates “logos” ( : xvii).



matter a man, who is potentially musical and has the capacity to become a musician (to musikon, becomes
a musician; a musician comes to be from aman; a change happens to a man: he becomes a musician;

form musicality or musical ability (to musikon) comes to be, replaces non-musicality or absence, mere
potentiality, of musical ability;

compound a musical man (to anthropon musikon) comes to be, a non-musical man goes out of existence.

We cannot presume, it seems to me, that the acquired form, to musikon, is what we would ordinarily think
of as a property – what Aristotelian forms are should be left open at this stage of our inquiry.

Psychological states generally have a hylomorphic structure: they are either “enmattered forms” (logoi enuloi)
or “forms in matter” (logoi en hulē) ( a ), depending on the reading of the ms. (cf. Shields : ). Such
affections (passiones, ta pathē) allow for two different descriptions:

διαφερόντως δ’ ἂν ὁρίσαιντο ὁ φυσικὸς
[τε] καὶ ὁ διαλεκτικὸς ἕκαστον αὐτῶν, οἷον
ὀργὴ τί ἐστιν· ὁ μὲν γὰρ ὄρεξιν ἀντιλυπή-
σεως ἤ τι τοιοῦτον, ὁ δὲ ζέσιν τοῦ περὶ καρ-
δίαν αἵματος λυπήσεως ἤ τι τοιοῦτον, ὁ δὲ
ζέσιν τοῦ περὶ καρδίαν αἵματος καὶ θερμοῦ.
τούτων δὲ ὁ μὲν τὴν ὕλην ἀποδίδωσιν, ὁ δὲ
τὸ εἶδος καὶ τὸν λόγον. ὁ μὲν γὰρ λόγος ὅδε
τοῦ πράγματος, ἀνάγκη δ’ εἶναι τοῦτον ἐν
ὕλῃ τοιᾳδί, εἰ ἔσται· ( a - b )

But the student of nature and the dialecti-
cian would define each of these differently,
e.g. what anger is. For the latter would de-
fine it as a desire for retaliation or some-
thing of the sort, the former as the boil-
ing of the blood and hot stuff round the
heart. Of these, the one gives the matter,
the other the form and principleL. For this
is the principleL of the thing, but it must be
in a matter of such and such a kind if it is
to be. (Aristotle a: – )

The natural scientist and the dialectician
would define each of these affections dif-
ferently, for example, what anger is. The
dialectician will define it as desire for re-
taliation, or something of this sort, while
the natural scientist will define it as boil-
ing of the blood and heat around the heart.
Of these, one describes the matter and the
other the form and the account. For this
is the account of the thing, but it is neces-
sary that it be in matter of this sort if it is
to exist. (Aristotle : )

Whether or not Aristotle claims at the end of De An. I. that all psychological states involve matter, he
certainly claims that some do, e.g. anger. Anger is given a hylomorphic structure: it is the boiling of the
blood (material cause) and for retaliation, and hence a type of desire (final cause).

Generalising this account to perception, we may say that of some perception of red, sight is the matter
and the red the form. The matter is not the eye, the sense-organ, but its capacity, sight. Whatever it is
that ‘receives’ the form, is ‘acted upon’ and ‘becomes isomorphic’, it certainly is not the sense-organ (the
aisthêtêrion), but it’s capacity or potential, i.e. the faculty of perception (the aisthêtikon):

same in being, different in account

In a process of perceiving, sight is the matter and what is perceived is the form. This is compatible, however,
with sight being the form of the eye, which is its matter:

( a - ) The eye is matter for sight, and if this
fails it is no longer an eye, except homony-
mously, just like an eye in stone or a
painted eye. (Aristotle a: )

The eye is the matter of sight; if sight is
lost, it is no longer an eye, except homony-
mously, in the way that a stone eye or
painted eye is. (Aristotle : )

Aristotle does not just say there that the stone eye is not an eye though it may appear to be one (in the way
in which a false friend is not a friend nor a fake promise a promise), but also that the stone eye is structurally,
with respect to its form, ‘almost’ an eye, except that it does not have the kind of matter it needs. We thus
have at least two hylomorphic layers: an eye is a pupil that sees (pupil+sight), and a seeing is sight that has
a perceptible form (sight+perceptible), in the same way in which Socrates is a body that lives (body+soul)
and his life is his soul that knows (soul+knowledge).

. Shields ( : xxxiv) makes this quite clear: “Form reception results in perception only when it occurs in a living being enodwed
with the capacity of perception (aisthêsis).”



It is thus fitting that Aristotle begins his “new start” at the beginning of book II with a general statement
of hylomorphism:

( a - ) Now we speak of one particular kind of ex-
istent thing as substance, and under this
heading we so speak of one thing qua mat-
ter, which in itself is not a particular, an-
other qua shape and form, in virtue of
which it is then spoken of as a particular,
and a third qua the product of these two.
And matter is potentiality, while form is
actuality – and that in two ways, first as
knowledge is, and second as contemplat-
ing is. (Aristotle a: )

We say that among the things that exist
one kind is substance, and that one sort
is substance as matter, which is not in its
own right some this; another is shape and
form, in accordance with which it is al-
ready called some this; and the third is
what comes from these. Matter is poten-
tiality, while form is actuality; and actual-
ity is spoken of in two ways, first as knowl-
edge is, and second as contemplating is.
(Aristotle : )

Aristotle compares what is added to knowledge over contemplation to the difference between sleeping and
waking: unexercised knowledge is “prior in generation” to its exercise in contemplation, the latter is the
first actuality of the potentiality had by someone who has a capacity for knowledge, but does not yet know
(nor, a fortiori, exercise that knowledge). The soul is not just an actuality, i.e. a form, but a ‘first actuality’
of this type:

( a …the soul is the first actuality of a natural
body which has life potentially. (Aristotle

a: )

…the soul is the first actuality of a natural
body which has life in potentiality. (Aris-
totle : )

A body that has life in potentiality is a body which has organs, functionally determined parts the functions
of which are to sustain what makes the body natural, i.e its inner principle of change. Because soul and
body are related as form and matter and as actuality and potentiality, the question of their distinctness
does not arise:

( b Hence too we should not ask whether the
soul and body are one, any more than
whether the wax and the impression are
one, or in general whether the matter of
each thing and that of which it is the mat-
ter are one. For, while unity and being are
so spoken of in many ways, that which is
most properly so spoken of is the actuality.
(Aristotle a: )

For this reason it is also unnecessary to in-
quire whether soul and body are one, just
as it is unnecessary to ask this concerning
the wax and the shape, nor generally con-
cerning the matter of each thing and that
of which it is the matter. For while one
and being are spoken of in several ways,
what is properly so spoken of is the actual-
ity. (Aristotle : )

If we call some natural thing, with its own inner principle of change, like Socrates “one” or a “being”, it
is of this principle, his essence and substance that we speak most properly: it is because he has a soul that
he has being (is alive) and unity (is an organic, functionally determined body). When we speak of his body,
or what it potentially is, we speak of what he now is in actuality, i.e. we speak of a body human – absent
the soul (e.g. after dead) that body would no longer be what it is, and we would call it “body” or “human
body” only homonymously.

Aristotle distinguishes different capacities, according to how ‘life’ is said in many ways – of plants, animals
and humans. Nutrition, or rather the “motion in relation to nourishment, decay and growth” ( a ) is
common to everything that lives.

Perception is what is primarily responsible for something to be an animal, and among the perceptive
faculties mostly touch. “Touch” is understood by Aristotle in a much broader way than we do, as whatever



brings us into contact with what is solid in our environment, i.e. whatever is dry, wet, hot or cold. When we
perceive the dry and the hot and we desire it, we are hungry; when we perceive the cold and the wet, we
are thirsty. We desire them by our desiderative faculty, which is had by anything that perceives, i.e. every
animal.

The perceptual faculty presupposes the nutritive faculty in many ways: ontologically, in that nothing that
perceives is unable to grow; object-wise, because the most basic form of perception (touch) is the perception
of nourishment; but also constitutionally, in that the nutritive faculty is present in the perceptive one in
potentiality in the way the triangle is present in potentiality in the bisectable square. Though in humans,
the nutritive faculty has its actuality in perception, it is separable in plants and it is in virtue of it that they
are alive. Already in plants, it makes for some kind of ‘desire’, though Aristotle is quick to point out that it
is a kind of teleological function, not an exercise of the desiderative faculty:

( b Hence too we should not ask whether the
soul and body are one, any more than
whether the wax and the impression are
one, or in general whether the matter of
each thing and that of which it is the mat-
ter are one. For, while unity and being are
so spoken of in many ways, that which is
most properly so spoken of is the actuality.
(Aristotle a: )

For the most natural among the functions
belonging to living things, at least those
which are complete and neither deformed
nor spontaneously generated, is this: to
make another such as itself, an animal an
animal and a plant a plant, so that it may,
insofar as it is able, partake of the everlast-
ing and the divine. For that is what ev-
erything desires, and for the sake of that
everything does whatever it does in accor-
dance with nature. (Aristotle : )

How are we to understand perception as uptake of form? Here is Shields’ account:

A perceiving subject S perceives some sensible object o if and only if: (i) S has the capacity
C requisite for receiving o’s sensible form F ; (ii) o acts upon C by enforming it; and (iii) C
becomes isomorphic with o’s sensible form by becoming itself F . ( : xxxiv)

Several questionable and/or anachronistic features should be noted: it is unclear, first, whether there is
some one unique thing which is the sensible form of o; “acts”, second, should be understood in line with
Aristotle’s general (and complicated) account of causation; third, “isomorphic” should not be understood
as “related by some structure-preserving one-to-one mapping”, as it is understood nowadays, but as “iso-
morphic”, i.e. co-formed; fourth, “becoming F” is not necessarily a good account of what it is to become
enformed by the sensible form F (and it may thus be highly misleading of speaking of the eye, or sight,
exemplifying redness; on this, more below).



Aristotelian Colours

As he does in the case of change in the Physics, Aristotle starts his investigation of perception in De Anima
II. by a distinction between potentiality and actuality – when speaking about potentiality, it is true to say,
as some do, that only like affects like; whereas with respect to actuality, unlike affects unlike:

διαιρετέον δὲ καὶ περὶ δυνάμεως καὶ ἐντε-
λεχείας· νῦν γὰρ ἁπλῶς ἐλέγομεν περὶ αὐ-
τῶν. ἔστι μὲν γὰρ οὕτως ἐπιστῆμόν τι ὡς
ἂν εἴποιμεν ἄνθρωπον ἐπιστήμονα ὅτι ὁ
ἄνθρωπος τῶν ἐπιστημόνων καὶ ἐχόντων
ἐπιστήμην· ἔστι δ’ὡς ἤδη λέγομεν ἐπιστή-
μονα τὸν ἔχοντα τὴν γραμματικήν· ἑκάτε-
ρος δὲ τούτων οὐ τὸν αὐτὸν τρόπον δυνα-
τός ἐστιν, ἀλλ’ ὁ μὲν ὅτι τὸ γένος τοιοῦ-
τον καὶ ἡ ὕλη, ὁ δ’ ὅτι βουληθεὶς δυνατὸς
θεωρεῖν, ἂν μή τι κωλύσῃ τῶν ἔξωθεν· ὁ
δ’ ἤδη θεωρῶν, ἐντελεχείᾳ ὢν καὶ κυρίως
ἐπιστάμενος τόδε τὸ Α. ἀμφότεροι μὲν οὖν
οἱ πρῶτοι, κατὰ δύναμιν ἐπιστήμονες<ὄν-
τες, ἐνεργείᾳ γίνονται ἐπιστήμονες,> ἀλλ’
ὁ μὲν διὰ μαθήσεως ἀλλοιωθεὶς καὶ πολλά-
κις ἐξ ἐναντίας μεταβαλὼν ἕξεως, ὁ δ’ ἐκ
τοῦ ἔχειν τὴν ἀριθμητικὴν ἢ τὴν γραμμα-
τικήν, μὴ ἐνεργεῖν δέ, εἰς τὸ ἐνεργεῖν, ἄλ-
λον τρόπον. ( a - b )

But wemust make distinctions concerning
potentiality and actuality; for at the mo-
ment we are speaking of them in an un-
qualified way. For there are knowers in
that we should speak of a man as a knower
because man is one of those who are know-
ers and have knowledge; then there are
knowers in that we speak straightaway of
th eman who has knowledge of grammar
as a knower. (Each of these has a capac-
ity but not in the same way – the one be-
cause his kind, his stuff, is of this sort, the
other because he can if he so wishes con-
template, as long as nothing external pre-
vents him.) There is thirdly the man who
is already contemplating, the man who
is actually and in the proper sense know-
ing this particular A. Thus, both the first
two, < being > potential knowers, < be-
come actual knowers >, but the one by be-
ing altered through learning and frequent
changes from an opposite direction, the
other by passing in another way from the
sate of having arithmetical or grammati-
cal knowledge without exercising it to its
exercise. (Aristotle a: )

One must also draw a distinction concern-
ing potentiality and actuality. For we have
just now been speaking of them without
qualification. In the first case, something
is a knower in the way in which we might
say that a human knows because humans
belong to the class of knowers and to those
things which have knowledge; but in the
second case, we say directly that the one
who has grammatical knowledge knows.
These are not in the same way potential
knowers; instead, the first one because his
genus and matter are of a certain sort,
and the other because he has the poten-
tial to contemplate whensoever he wishes,
so long as nothing external hinders him.
Yet another sort of knower is the one al-
ready contemplating, who is in actuality
and strictly knowing this A. In the first
two cases, then, those knowing in poten-
tiality come to be knowers in actuality,
but the first one by being altered through
learning, with frequent changes from a
contrary state; and the other, from hav-
ing arithmetical or grammatical knowl-
edge and not actualizing it to actualizing
in another way. (Aristotle : )

The proper sensibles are specific to each sense and are, by that sense, always perceived veridically and
kath’hauto; they determine, but are not determined by their sense, the essence of which is “naturally rel-
ative to them” (De An., II. , a ). While perception and the perceptible are correlatives (Cat. ), the
relation is not symmetric, but directed from the perceptible objects to the perception, because the former,
but not the latter, could exist in the absence of the other one (Cat. a - ): the perceptible objects themselves
are the agents of perception (Met., Γ. , b - a ), and the capacity they actualise when they act upon
perceivers is grounded in non-dispositional properties: “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 organs”
(Everson : ).

To posteriority of the senses to their kath’hauta objects, the proper sensibles, does not make the latter in any
way ‘internal’ to or ‘subsist in’ the former. It rather constrains their material constitution:

The organ [of sight] needs to be transparent because […] it is the transparent which, because
it is colourless, is receptive of colour […]. Coloured substances and transparent substances
thus stand as agents and patients kath’hauta: it is the nature of colour to produce change in
what is transparent – just as it is in the nature of what is transparent to be affected by colour.
(Everson : )

. (Everson : – ) argues against Hamlyn (cf. his comments on p. of Aristotle ( b)) and Sorabji ( : ) that the
dependence of the sense on its objects is not definitional, logical or grammatical, but causal. This also defuses the worry that
Aristotle’s priority claim is implausible for the case of touch, the objects of the latter to be too varied to define the sense of touch
(Hamlyn ( b: – ) and Sorabji ( : )).



The proper sensibles are thus kath’hauto causes of a change in a perceiving body – a change which is the
perception. In all types of perception, the medium is that of a transmission of form. It is a form that is
taken on in the alteration of the sense that is the perception. This is put in terms of “things in so far as
they are of a certain kind” in passage quoted above (De An., II. , a ).

In the visual perception of a red surface, e.g., the eye is the matter, and redness its form. Redness, however,
as the proper sensible of sight, is an external object, and a particular (De An., II. , b ). It is “capable of
setting in motion that which is actually transparent, and this is its nature” (De An., II. , a ). That only
the form, but not the matter of the red object is received, makes it a form of perception; plants, which do
not perceive, lack this differential ability because they do not have sense-organs and thus no senses.

Of the nature of (some particular) redness, a proper sensible of sight, we are, I think, given the following
picture: it is a form of an external object, which exists prior to and independently of our perceiving it.
Because it is capable of setting air, which is a medium of sight, into motion, it may be received by a sense,
ie. sight, the nature of which it is to be receptive to it, ie. potentially red. When the red object is perceived,
it shares its form with the eye – the sense (sight) is affected by the essence of the proper sensible, while the
sense-organ is affected in the sense of being of a certain extended magnitude. The sense-organ (eye) and
the sense (sight) are “the same, although what it is for them to be such is not the same” (De An., II. , a ):
sight is a potentiality of the eye, its function and essence; it is sight that becomes red, i.e. is affected only
be the form (of the red object), while the eye, which is affected in a different way, is in relation not just to
the form, but also the matter of the red object, the bearer of e.g. the reflectance properties that causally
explain why it is red I see. –

So redness is a way for sight to be!

Such a conception of colours as the proper sensibles of sight is realist in at least three different, interlocking,
ways:

• The form red is a form of mind-independently existing objects and is the actualisation of a power
they have independently of being perceived.

• The actualisation of the form red does not depend on and is not brought about by perception; red
is actualised by light, the medium of sight, and the way it is actualised is ‘reciprocal’ to the power
of light to make things visible, not the power of perceivers to see; red is essentially visible, but not
essentially seen.

• In perception, the perceiver is passive; the change that is perception occurs in the perceiver; the
perceived object and its colour do not change in perception: nothing mind-independent is altered
when and because perception occurs.

Aristotelian colours are not, however, objective in Burge’s sense. They are ‘constitutively explained’ by
what it is to see them; the account of their nature essentially mentions human perception, and human
perception is essentially veridical:

The constitutive explication takes the direction of the constitution relation to be asymmetric.
The standards for being veridical that are parts of the natures of perceptual states are consti-
tutively dependent on attributes in the environment. The attributes in the environment are
not constitutively dependent on those veridicality conditions. (Burge : )

. This interpretation makes best sense of the otherwise quite enigmatic beginning of II. , of which I have not been able to find
a convincing interpretation. Hamlyn’s use of scare quotes is telling: “Aristotle goes on to ‘explain’ the reception of form in terms of
the affection of a sense by things in virtue of their form, i.e. in perception the sense is affected by an object just in so far as it is of the
relevant form and not because it is what it is.” (Aristotle b: , ad a )

. Rather than of colours we should speak here of “chromatic profiles”, so as to preserve Aristotle’s claim that they are the proper
sensibles of sight: we also see black and white things, transparent things and things that do not have surfaces, such as shadows, holes,
holograms and rainbows. I will ignore this complication in the following.



In contrast to this picture, an Aristotelian view will hold that what is seen and the seeing of it are not just
mutually interdependent, but that they stand in a relation of mutual grounding: what is seen is essentially
visible and of a nature fully actualised only in normal human perception, while normal human perception
is what it is in virtue of its power to fully realise what is there to be seen.

This essential interdependence of colours and normal human sight is compatible, however, with human
perception being objective in the sense in which objectivity is produced by the visual system itself:

Objectivity is the product of separating what occurs on an individual’s sensory surfaces from
the significance of those stimulations for specific attributes and particulars in the broader en-
vironment. In this way, perception is the product of objectification. (Burge : )

From an Aristotelian perspective, objectification occurs in incidental perception, in the step from the seeing
of the white of Darius to the seeing of white Darius, via the seeing of Darius-qua-white.

Even though colours are not response-dependent in the usual, counterfactual way, they are still essentially
tied to how they look to us, to objective but relational appearance properties:

The reference-fixing responses in us a priori associated with a secondary property are consti-
tutive of the essence of the property; the property is, constitutively, a disposition to actually
cause those properties. (García-Carpintero : )

The reference-fixing responses in us are appearance-properties, properties had bymind-independent things
in virtue of how we see them. Such perspectival appearance properties will not not features of perspective-
independent things, but rather of appearances, appearances of perspective-independent things, to be sure,
but not things that are themselves independent of perspectives. It is the appearance of the stick half-
immersed in water that looks bent-from-here and the same appearance that may look straight-from-here
with respect to some other location or observer. It is the change in appearance that is responsible for the
fact that once the stick is taken out of the water and seen by both of us in clear air, it may no longer be said
to appear bent in any sense. Because appearances are grounded in the things appearing, together with
their environment, they are appearances of things – things with which we are in perceptual contact when
we perceive the appearances.

There is still a distinction between proper and common sensibles to be drawn, however:

“What puts vision apart from hearing, smell, and taste is that we do not conceive of the visible
world as offering us objects of visual awareness and attention distinct from (but coincident
with) the concrete objects that we also see.” (Martin : ), citing O’Shaughnessy ( :

– )

The chromatic profile of a coloured thing (its visual appearance, its look) is more closely tied to it than its
taste or its visual shape: the being-the-appearance-of relation here is not causal, but constitutive. Looks
are nothing but looks of things, i.e. things looking a certain way. In other terms: for a to have a visual look
that appears red is both, for the look to be red and for the thing itself to appear red. Two possible sources
of error present in the case of taste are thereby eliminated: it is not possible that only its look, but not the
thing looking a certain way appears red, and the look itself cannot just appear red but fail to be red.

Representation by Assimiliation

If perception is alteration, then in what does this alteration consist? It is on that question (which, for
reasons laid out above, is quite tangential to Aristotle’s main interest in De Anima) that an influential debate
of interpreters has focussed:



• According to the ‘literalist’ interpretation of Aristotle (Slakey ( ), Sorabji ( , ), Everson
( )), “when a sense organ is activated and perception occurs, the organ is altered so that it literally
becomes like its (proper) object: it takes on the property of the sensible which affects it” (Everson

: ). The material alteration of the body by perception is either identical with (Slakey : )
or constitutes (Sorabji : ) the perceptual activity.

• According to the ‘spiritualist’ interpretation (Burnyeat : ), the change is a “becoming aware of
some sensible quality in the environment”. Shields ( : ) says that the sense organ will symbolize
sensible qualities in one way or another.

But what does this mean? How does the eye do its symbolising?

Contrary to Perler ( : ), this is not primarily the question whether perception is an at least partly
physiological or entirely immaterial transmission of form. Neither do I think that it is helpful to contrast
the literal with the ‘representational’ becoming red of the sense organ (Shields : ): the choice is
between two types of representation: by exemplification, or by some other, less direct, means.

I also think that it is beside the point to point out that exemplification is not sufficient for representation
(Shields : ): of course it is not, only exemplifications of red in some kind linked to others represent
something as being red.The question rather is: in virtue of what does the perceiving animal, or its eye(s),
represent the apple as red? Aristotle’s answer is: because of the nature of redness, and the eye’s nature of
being receptive to it.

It is not immediately clear that this very un-orthodox theory of perception is afflicted by the main problem
of its contemporary descendant: the argument from illusion, which crucially depends on ‘finding a home
for’ what we merely seem to see in illusionary cases.

At this point, it may be useful to compare the contemporary paradigm – perception as uptake – with a
very different conception: perception as assimiliation.

This theory combines two very attractive features: a naturalistic account of the experience we undergo
when and because we perceive, and an explanation how perception and its objects may be mutually de-
pendent and ‘correlative’, without making the objects ‘subjective’ or dependent on their being perceived.

Burnyeat ( ) thinks that the Aristotelian theory of perception needs not to be taken seriously because it
presupposes something like perspectival facts:

One might say that the physical material of animal bodies in Aristotle’s world is already preg-
nant with consciousness, needing only to be awakened to red or warmth. ( : )

. The circularity of Burnyeat’s ‘spiritualist’ account becomes apparent when he says (italics mine): “…receiving the warmth of a
warm thing without its matter means becoming warm without really becoming warm; it means registering, noticing, or perceiving the
warmth without really becoming warm” ( : )
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