
Aristotle’s De Anima: Aristotelian Colours

VL “The Metaphysics of the Mind”, HS , Philipp Blum, October ,

As he does in the case of change in the Physics, Aristotle starts his investigation of perception in De Anima
II. , which “seems to be a kind of alteration” (alloiosis), 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
the man 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 : )

Aristotle here contrasts two transitions, both from (some) potentiality to (some) actuality:

episteme Humans are by their nature potentially knowers, i.e. possessors of knowledge (episteme); their
being knowers is the actualisation of a potentiality which they have by nature, in virtue of man being
rational animal. In this sense, all animals are perceivers, in virtue of animal being perceiving living
thing. It is also in this sense that anything red is seen as red, for red is appearing red.

theoria Someone who has acquired knowledge becomes able to exercise it in contemplation (theoria):
when someone knowingly contemplates, e.g. by speaking or by solving a mathematical problem, she
actualises a skill she has previously acquired. In humans, such exercise is subject to the will, but not
so in other animals: in such animals, the capacity will be triggered autonomously in the absence
of interfering factors, in virtue of the capacity being natural, i.e. of the nature of the animal. It is
in this sense that animals see red, just by laying their eyes upon something red, in the absence of



interfering factors; and it is in this sense that something red comes to be seen as red, under the right
circumstances.

Even though the first change is grounded in the nature of the thing changing (the actualisation of the po-
tential is the realisation of the teleological function of the animal in question), it is a real change, “from
an opposite direction”, i.e. an alteration of the changing thing. The second change, which happens au-
tonomously in the absence of interfering factors, is not a real change, but the mere making manifest of a
pre-existing and prior ability. When my eye thus meets the red tomato, my seeing it and it’s being seen
by me are not real changes: I was already there to see it this way and it was there to be seen by me in this
way.

We have already seen that what actualises its potentiality to see red is not the eye but its potentiality (to see
red), i.e. sight. Interestingly, Aristotle draws a corresponding distinction on the object-side of the perception
relation: what is seen is not the object itself but its visible appearance, i.e. what Aristotle calls a “proper
sensible”:

Λεκτέον δὲ καθ’ ἑκάστην αἴσθησιν περὶ
τῶν αἰσθητῶν πρῶτον. λέγεται δὲ τὸ αἰ-
σθητὸν τριχῶς, ὧν δύο μὲν καθ’ αὑτά φα-
μεν αἰσθάνεσθαι, τὸ δὲ ἓν κατὰ συμβεβη-
κός. τῶν δὲ δυοῖν τὸ μὲν ἴδιόν ἐστιν ἑκά-
στης αἰσθήσεως, τὸ δὲ κοινὸν πασῶν.
λέγω δ’ ἴδιον μὲν ὃ μὴ ἐνδέχεται ἑτέρᾳ αἰ-
σθήσει αἰσθάνεσθαι, καὶ περὶ ὃ μὴ ἐνδέχε-
ται ἀπατηθῆναι, οἷον ὄψις χρώματος καὶ
ἀκοὴ ψόφου καὶ γεῦσις χυμοῦ, ἡ δ’ ἁφὴ
πλείους [μὲν] ἔχει διαφοράς, ἀλλ’ ἑκάστη
γε κρίνει περὶ τούτων, καὶ οὐκ ἀπατᾶται
ὅτι χρῶμα οὐδ’ ὅτι ψόφος, ἀλλὰ τί τὸ κε-
χρωσμένον ἢ ποῦ, ἢ τί τὸ ψοφοῦν ἢ ποῦ.
τὰ μὲν οὖν τοιαῦτα λέγεται ἴδια ἑκάστης
[…]
κατὰ συμβεβηκὸς δὲ λέγεται αἰσθητόν,
οἷον εἰ τὸ λευκὸν εἴη Διάρους υἱός· κατὰ
συμβεβηκὸς γὰρ τούτου αἰσθάνεται, ὅτι
τῷ λευκῷ συμβέβηκε τοῦτο, οὗ αἰσθάνε-
ται· διὸ καὶ οὐδὲν πάσχει ᾗ τοιοῦτον ὑπὸ
τοῦ αἰσθητοῦ.
τῶν δὲ καθ’ αὑτὰ αἰσθητῶν τὰ ἴδια κυρίως
ἐστὶν αἰσθητά, καὶ πρὸς ἃ ἡ οὐσία πέφυκεν
ἑκάστης αἰσθήσεως. ( a - )

We must speak first of the objects of per-
ception in relation to each senseA. But
objects of perception are so spoken of in
three ways; of these we say that we per-
ceive two in themselves, and one inciden-
tally. Of the two, one is special to each
senseA, the other common to all.
I call special-object whatever cannot be
perceived by another senseA, and about
which it is impossible to be deceived, e.g.
sight as colour, hearing sound, an taste
flavour, while touch has many varieties of
object. But at any rate each judges about
these, and is not deceived as to the fact that
there is colour or sound, but rather as to
what and where the coloured thing is or as
to what or where the object which sounds
is. […]
An object of perception is spoken of as in-
cidental, e.g. if the white thing were the
son of Diares; for you perceive this inci-
dentally, since this which you perceive is
incidental to the white thing. Hence too
you are not affected by the object of per-
ception as such.
Of the objects which are perceived in
themselves it is the special-objects which
are objects of perception properly, and it
is to these that the essence of each senseAis
naturally relative. (Aristotle a: )

In the case of each sense, it is necessary
to speak first about perceptible objects.
Perceptible objects are spoken of in three
ways: in two cases we say perceptible ob-
jects are perceived in their own right, and
in one co-incidentally. Of the first two,
one is exclusive to an individual sense and
the other common to them all.
By exclusive I mean what cannot be per-
ceived by another sense and about what
one cannot be deceived. For example,
sight is of colour, hearing is of sound, and
taste is of flavour, whereas touch has a
number of different objects. In any case,
each sense discerns these and is not de-
ceived that there is colour or that there is
sound – as opposed to what or where the
coloured or sounding thing is. […]
Something is said to be an object of per-
ception co-incidentially if, for example,
the white thing should be the son of Diares.
There is co-incidental perception of him,
because he coincides with the white thing,
of which there is perception. For this rea-
son, one is not affected by an object of per-
ception insofar as it is such a thing as the
son of Diares.
Among things perceived in their own right,
exclusive objects are properly perceptible
objects; and it is to these that the essence
of each sense is naturally relative. (Aristo-
tle : - )

Aristotle here draws a threefold distinction in terms of two distinctions, between per se (kath’hauto) and
incidental (kata sumbebekos) perception, and between its proper (idion) and common (koinon objects:

kath’hauto, idion These are the so-called “proper sensibles”: they are perceived in their own right (di-
rectly, not by their appearances being perceived) and by just one sense only. While we can both
hear, smell, taste and touch the tomato, the colour of the tomato is such that it can only be seen.



kath’hauto, koinon Of these so-called “common sensibles”, Aristotle lists here five: motion, rest, num-
ber, shape, magnitude. Motion, for example, is “an object for perception for both touch and sight”
( a - ).

kata sumbebekos Things seen ‘incidentally’ or by ‘coincidental perception’ include things such as the
son of Diares. The son of Diares is white – coincidentally, that is: accidentally and by way of having
the white as a quality. The white or perhaps this white is a proper object of perception, and as it
coincides with the son of Diares, ‘through it’ the man is seen as well.

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 : )

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

. Everson ( : – ) argues against Hamlyn (cf. his comments on p. of Hamlyn ( )) and Sorabji ( : ) that the depen-
dence 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 ( :

– ) and Sorabji ( : )).



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!

It is not strictly speaking true that colours are the proper sensibles of sight:

Οὗ μὲν οὖν ἐστιν ἡ ὄψις, τοῦτ’ ἐστὶν ὁρα-
τόν, ὁρατὸν δ’ἐστὶ χρῶμά τε καὶ ὃ λόγῳ
μὲν ἔστιν εἰπεῖν, ἀνώνυμον δὲ τυγχάνει ὄν·
δῆλον δὲ ἔσται ὃ λέγομεν προελθοῦσι. τὸ
γὰρ ὁρατόν ἐστι χρῶμα, τοῦτο δ’ ἐστὶ τὸ
ἐπὶ τοῦ καθ’ αὑτὸ ὁρατοῦ· καθ’ αὑτὸ δὲ
οὐ τῷ λόγῳ, ἀλλ’ ὅτι ἐν ἑαυτῷ ἔχει τὸ αἴ-
τιον τοῦ εἶναι ὁρατόν. πᾶν δὲ χρῶμα κι-
νητιἑαυτῷ ἔχει τὸ αἴτιον τοῦ εἶναι ὁρατόν.
πᾶν δὲ χρῶμα κινητικόν ἐστι τοῦ κατ’ ἐν-
έργειαν διαφανοῦς, καὶ τοῦτ’ ἐστὶν αὐτοῦ
ἡ φύσις· διόπερ οὐχ ὁρατὸν ἄνευ φωτός,
ἀλλὰ πᾶν τὸ ἑκάστου χρῶμα ἐν φωτὶ ὁρᾶ-
ται. ( a -b )

That of which there is sight, then, is visible.
What is visible is colour and also some-
thing which may be described in wordsL,
but happens to have no name; what we
mean will be clear as we proceed. For the
visible is colour, and this is that which over-
lies what is in itself visible – in itself visible
not by definitionL, but because it has in it-
self the cause of its visibility. Every colour
is capable of setting inmotion that which is
actually transparent, and this is its nature.
For this reason it is not visible without light,
but the colour of each thing is always seen
in light. (Aristotle a: )

That of which there is sight is the visible.
The visible is both colour and something
which it is possible to describe in words,
but which has no name. (What we mean
will be clear as we proceed.)
The visible is colour, and that which is on
the surface of what is visible in its own
right – in its own right not by definition,
but because it contains within itself the
cause of its being visible. Every colour is
capable of setting in motion that which is
actually transparent; and this is its nature.
Consequently, nothing is visible without
light. Rather, the colour of each thing is
always seen in light. (Aristotle : )

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 : )

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

. 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.” (Hamlyn : , 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.



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.
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