ARISTOTLE ON THINKING*
Michael Fredet

£ Many people nowadays want to argue that animals can think. There also are
® nany people nowadays who even wanl to argue that machines can think.
Fortunatcly, we do know that we human beings are thinking. The question
just seems to be whether animals or even machines do anything sufficiently
like what we are doing when we are thinking to make it informative or even
enlightening to say that they are thinking.

Given the way we see or conceive of ourselves, we are in fact thinking
a lot. Tlence, one might think that it is at least perfecily clear te us what it
is to he thinking, In this assumption we might be encouraged by having a
ceriain view of the human mind according to which at lcast our thoughts are
transparent to us, in the sense that, if anything is immediately clear to us, it
is that we think and what we think, when we do think. But this sevins 10 me
to be a highly dubious assumption. And even if it were true, it still would
remain a question what it is Lo be thinking.

One might try to answer this question by studying the way we think of,
and talk about, thinking. But this would not necessarily settle the question,
cither, what thinking is, as there still might be room for the question: should
we think of thinking in this way? In fact, it is not clear that there is such a
thing as the way we think of, and speak about, thinking. And, even if there
were such a thing as the way we think of thinking, it would not immediately
fellow thai this was the right way to think about it

Historically, part of the reason why we came to pursue such questions as
whether anitmals or whether even machines can think, was in response Lo the
widespread view that it is distinctive of hurnan beings that they are rational,

This paper was rcad at the conference ‘Aristotle on Logic, Language and Science,
held in Thessaloniki in 1997. It was not published in the Proceedings of the
conference, because the author wanted to rewrile parts of it. Regrettably, he
never {ound time to do se.
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that they are endowed with reason. And good part of the reason why this was
a widespread view was that it had the authority of Aristotle. '
Atristotle assumes that il is distinctive of human beings - at least in
comparison ta other sublunary beingslike stones. plants, or animals — that they §
have something which these other beings do nat have, namely reason {Adyog
orvobg). According to Aristotle, rationality is not just a further property that |
human beings have but other sublunary beings Tack; it is a property which
turns human beings into beings which are radically different fram other
beings in Lhe way they function and behave. Mareover, it is because human
beings are rational thar, according to Aristotle, their behaviour is subject to :
moral evaluation. Henee, given the importance Aristotle attaches to reason §
or rationality, we might wanl to know what he takes reason or rationality
1o be, what he means to attribute to human beings, but to deny to animals, §
when he calls human beings ‘rational’ .
There is an easy and obvious answer Lo Lhis question. We might think |
that Aristotle, in attributing reason to human beings, means to attribuie to ]
them the ability to think. And we might leave the matter at that, as many §
interpreters have been glad to do for a long Ume, thinking that we know §
reasonably well what it is to think and hence what it is to be able 1o (hink.
What should give us pause, though, is that, if we actually study Aristotle,
it turns out that Aristotle himself seems to have the greatest difficulties in §
understanding and in explaining o us clearly what it is to think (vosiv), §
what it is ta cxercise one’s intellect (vobg) or reason (Adyog). This, of course, §
may be due te the fact that Aristotle completely failed ta understand a matter §
which as such is relatively clear and simple. T doubt this. Aud in any case, the
question here is whal Arislote meant W attibute to human beings when §
he attributed the ability Lo think 1o them. And o answer this question we §
have to know how Aristotle conceived of thinking, what he thought thinking |
was.

—

Aristotle quite definitely thought that his predecessors. in particular bis §
Preseeratic predecessors, had not understond at all what thinking was. And §
s0 perhaps a good way to begin our inquiry into how Aristotle conceived of
thinking is to look briefly al Aristotle’s criticism of his earlier predecessors. §
There are in particular three passages which are r
Metaphysics T.5 100938 ., De Anima 12 404227

(‘Ilf\":'ll'lt fous QU DUIposes,
I

1., und De Anima 1113, § . kind of pereeiving, failed to d
427417 . In these passages Aristolle tatks of the Presocratics” treatment of ‘ hence thought of both thinkin
three functions, purceiving (oie9évesfat), showing sense or being sensible passage in De Aninia L2 4042
{ppovetv), and thinking [voeTv). Of these three the second nbvionsly needs 3 Early on in the same chapter .
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Greek verb gpoveTy. Bul the noun ‘sense’ and its cognates, like ‘sensible’ and
even the verb ‘to sense), in some of their uses, capture some of what is meant
by ppoveTv. We say, for instance, 'the sense of the meeting was Lo do so-and-
50, or ‘he at least had the good sense ta do so-and-so; or ‘the sensible thing
lo assume is. .. or ‘he sensed that he had (o leave immediately? We, of course,
as students of Aristotle are mainly familiar with the use ol gpdvneg and
its cognates in Lhe sense of practical wisdom or prudence. And translators
and commentators have a tendency to think that this is what Aristotle must
be referring to even in passages in which the context or parallel passages
show that this is not what Aristotie can have in mind. Thus, in the case of
onc of our passages, De Apima 1113, Ross in his commentary (on 42717~
19), explains ppoveTv as referring to the exercise of the virtue of practical
wisdom. Bul, in many passages in Aristotle, including ours, it is clear thai
Avistotle is referring to something much more modest, like for instance
realizing, if one lives in this sort of climate and these surroundings, when ‘
winter comes that it is time to stack up on heating material and food and
whatever else it may be prudent to do when winter comes. 'The ability to
realize this sort of thing is a much more modest ability, indecd onc which
Aristotle in many places also attributes to animals. The virtue of practical
wisdom is just the form this ability takes in the case of huiman beings, if it is
perfected. But that Aristotle in the passage under consideration and hence in
the two other passages is not talking of the virtue, but of this more modest
ability, is apparent from the fact that Aristolle, a page down in the text, al
427"8, explicitly attribuies having sense or ppovely to some animals, and on
the basis of this distinguishes it from thinking.

Now what Aristotle says in these three passages about his predecessors’
reatment of these three functions is this. In De Anima 1113 we are told that
sensing and thinking are thought to be some kind of perceiving (427719-20),
and that the thinkers of oid actually identify perceiving and sensing (42721~
72). Aristotle refers to passages in Empedocles and in Homer about human
thought to sapport this, and continues by remarking that these thinkers
were encouraged in this identification because they supposed thinking to
be something corporeat like perceiving (427:26-27). Thus Aristolle here
presents things as if at least his early predecessors thought of sensing as some
kind of perceiving, failed to distinguish between sensing and thinking, and
hence thought of both thinking and sensing as some kind of perceiving. The
passage in De Anima 1.2 404°27 f peflects the same view on his predecessors,
Early on in the same chapler Aristotle has pointed out (403"25-27) that it is
thought that living things differ from manimate things in particuiar in two
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Anaxagoras fail to distinguish carefully between the ability to perceive, the

purposes.

makes the point that ‘Empedocles and Democritus and, we may say, each one
of the others' (1009%15-16) were caught in the assumption that perception
amounts to having sense, that percciving was a matter of being appropriately
altered, affected, struck by things, and that hence what seemed Lo us te be the
case on the basis of perception somehow had to be the truth,

What cmerges from the three passages taken together is that Aristotle
thinks that his catlier predeccssors assimilate thinking to sensing and both
to perceiving, in part because they do not see that thinking has a distinctive
feature which makes it radically different from both sensing and perceiving.
They have not understood thinking at all in its distinctive character. One
reason why Aristotle thinks that it is cleur that these three cognitive functions
are radically different from each other is this: all animals perceive, but only
some animals have sense, and enly human beings have thought (De Anima
111.3 42747--14).

The question then is: what according e Aristotle is so distinctive about
thinking that it radically differs from sensing and perceiving? And the

regards, they move and they perceive. Hence it is thought that an adequate g
account of the scul has 10 be such as to show why animate things move and
perceive. Now in the passage under consideration Aristotle claims that there %
is a difference between Anaxagoras and Democritus. Democritus simply :
identifies reason or intellect {vobg) with soul (Yyuy)). For he takes reality
just to be what appears to the senses (1o pouvopevoy). And so he has no 2
need to postulate an intellect as something distinet from the soul. The soul 3
will suffice for cur cognitive needs, since it allows us to perceive, and reality
just is perceptible reality. The case of Anaxagoras, Aristotle claims, is more
complicated. For Anaxagoras sometimes distinguishes between soul and
intellect, as when he claims the intellect to be the reason for things well and 3
rightly done, whercas sometimes he just scems to identify soul and intellect, §
as when he attributes intellect to all animals. He does not seem to realize, |
Aristotle says (404"5-6} that the intellect, even if the word ‘intellect’ is just 1
understood in the sense of ‘ppdévnoic’, dees not equally belong Lo all animals.
Again, the upshot of the passage is that philosophers like DPemocritus and

ability to show good sense, and the ability to think. Whether Aristotie s
fair to Democritus is another matter we do nat have to dwell on for our !

The passage in Melaphysics I.5 in relevant regards is quite similar. It
refers to some of the same authors, quotes some of the same Lexts, and again
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Aristotle denies reason and thinking to animals. At this paint we have to take
note of the fact that it is not just difficult to adequately translate gpovelv,
bul also that ‘thinking’ is not really an adequate rendering of voeiv. We
just have to look at, and reflect on, the list of functions ‘perceiving, sensing,
thinking. In English it sounds like a list of helerogensous items. ‘Perceiving’
and ‘sensing’ seem to refer to some cognitive achievement, whereas ‘thinking’
does not. Perceiving and sensing seem to invelve that one recognizes ot
realizes something, thinking does not, and least not in the way we ordinarily
understand it. Perhaps we should be more careful, as Aristotle allows for i
the possibility that we misperceive something, that we fail to recognize or '
discriminate something, for instance a colour. So perhaps we should say that
the ability to perceive and the ability to sense arc abitities to recognize or to
realize something, to get something cognitively right, but that in a particular
exercise of these abilities we may nevertheless get things wrong. Even so
the ability to perceive is an ability to get things right, and so any particular
case of perceiving has to be understood as a case in which we would get
things right, if something did not intervene to prevent us from getting things
right. Analogously with thinking. If thinking were parallel with perceiving
and sensing, it should be a matter of normally getting things right, it should
be the exercise of an ability to get things right cognitively. And this does,
indeed, seem to me to be how the Greek words ‘voeTv' and ‘vol¢’ are used.
‘They refer to the ability to grasp or understand something. They can be used
in conlexts in which they could be replaced by ‘aic@avesBar’ or ‘ppoveiv.
‘voBg’ can mean something like ‘sense’ or 'wit’ And this, of coursc, goes a long
way to understand the confusion Aristotle ascribes to the Presocratics. But
the crucial point here is that the verb ‘voe1v) like ‘perceiving’ and ‘sensing’
comnotes a cognitive achievement whereas the word ‘thinking does not.
And it is this aspect of thinking which Aristotle focuses on, when he talks
about thinking. For in De Anima 111.3 427°20-21 he explains why one might
think that thinking and sensing are some kind of perception, by saying that
in both cases one discriminates something (xpivet) and thus comes to have
cognition {yvapiLe1) of what is. So perceiving, sensing, and thinking are all
there regarded by Aristotle as forms of cognitive discriminalion. As we saw
earlier, Aristotle in De Anima 1.2 403%24-27 says that the soul is thought to
be characterized by two things, it accounts for the motion of kiving things
and for their perception. When we come to the beginning of 111.3 4271719,
Aristotle still says that the soul is characterized by two things, namely {i)
motion, and (i) perceiving, and sensing, and thinking. Obviously the phrase
‘perceiving, and sensing, and thinking' is supposed to pick out the second
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unnamed characteristic of soul, cognitive discrimination. The mistake
which earlier thinkers made was to think that all cognitive discrimination,
all cognition, could somehow be assimilated o or reduced to perception.
We now know that we bave to distinguish at least three forms of cognitive
discrimination, and thinking is ane of them. When in De Anima 1114 Aristolle
urns to a systematic discussion of reason and thought, he will again regard
thinking as a form of discrimination (429*17-18}),

With this we can return to the question what Aristotle takes to be
distinetive of thinking as opposed to perceiving or sensing. Here taking
note of a piece ol Aristotelian methodology might help us to proceed at
least in the right direction. Aristotle, having discussed in De Anima 11.1-3
the notion of the soul and its constitutive abilities, at the beginning of 114
turns to some preliminary remarks about how we should inquire into the
constitutive abilities of the soul, for inslance the ability to absorb and process
nourishment, the ability to perceive, or the ability to think. And Aristotle tells
us that in each case we have Lo look al the activity the ability is an ability for,
that is to say, nuirilion, perception, and thought. And here again, Aristotle
tells us, we first have 1o consider the objects (avrikeipeva) these activities
are directed towards, and he explicitly mentions (41522} nourishment or
food, sensibles or perceptibles (aigSnra), and intelligibles (vontd). The idea
clearly is that to understand the ability to perceive we have to understand
perceiving, and to understand perceiving, we have to understand whal il is
that we cagnitively discriminate in perceiving, at least if things go well. Thus

the understanding of- colour-perception and the ability 1o perceive colours

invelves an understanding of colours. Colour-perceplion is what it is at least
in part in virtue of the fact that it is a certain kind of cognitive discriminalion
of colours. To enable us to discriminate colours it has to function in a certain
way. And Aristotle obviously thinks that to understand thinking we have o
understand that thinking is a certain kind of discrimination of intelligible
abjects. At this point it is important not to quickly dismiss and pass over
Arislotle’s talk of intelligible objects. It is also important to be patient and
not to immediately switch from Lalk about intelligibles to talk about objects
of thought. For we have to keep in mind that when Aristatle talks about
perceplibles he has something more specific in mind than just objecls we
can perceive or observe. It is crucial to Aristotles theary of perception that
perceptibles or sensibles first and foremost are the proper or specific objects
of cach sense, that is Lo say colours, sounds, flavours, ctc. Once we understand
how we perceive proper sensibles, we can also explain how, and in whal
sense, we perceive physical objects, or the so-called common sensibles like
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shape or motion. lience, we should also take Aristotle’s talk of intelligibles
seriously.

Now, when we actually turn te Aristotle’s chapters on reason or intellect i
in the De Anima, namely 1104 and following, Aristotle clearly begins by
following the method announced in 17.4. He immediately (429'12) begins
with a discussion of the activity to be explained by the facully or ability,
namely thinking. Indeed, he immediately asks "what is distinctive about
thinking, and almost immediately tells us that, if thinking, though different
from perceiving, is analogous W perceiving, it should be a matter of in some
sense being affected by an intelligible, just as in perception we arc affected
by a sensible. Whalever we make of the details of this, the suggestion again
is that, just as in perception we discriminate sensibles, in thinking we
discrirminate intelligibles. But if, on the basis of the methodalagical remarks
in De Anima 11.4, we expect Aristotle now to turn first to a discussion of
intclligibles, of what it is that the mind is supposed to be able to somehow
discriminate, before he goes on Lo discuss thinking und the intellect, we seem
to be disappointed. For Aristotle just goes on talking about thinking and
the intellect. But then, further down in the chapter, at 429°10-22, we get
a paragraph whose function is not immediately obvious from the chapler

itself, But il seems Lo me, though Aristotle does nol explicitly announce it as
such, to be Aristotlcs discussion of what the intelligibles are that the intellect
is supposed 1o discriminate. In fact, Aristothe within this paragraph explicitly
refers 1o the non-perceptual discrimination of a certain kind of item which
apparently is supposed to be not a sensible or perceptible.

Aristotle begins the paragraph distinguishing a magnitude and its feature
of being a magnitude or the feature in virtue of which it is a magnitude. 1
take il that Aristotle here by ‘magnitude’ (péye9og) means to refer to a body,
and hence distinguishes between a body and the feature of being a bady. 11e
then similasly distinguishes between water and the feature ol it in virtue af
which it is waler, and the same for flesh. The passage raises a good number
of difliculties, but it seems fairly clear that it is in cach case the second item
which is supposed to be an intelligible. And this seems 1o be confirmed by
Arislotle’s remark thal it is not by the ability ta perceive, but some other
ability that we discriminate the feature of fiesh in virtue ol which it is flesh.
This clearly is supposed to be an cxample of the intellects discriminating an
intelligible item.

Al this point 1 want to pretend, though in 2 way Aristotle himself refuses
to pretend (cf. 4291415}, that we have done a good deal of more work on
our account of perception and have got as far as having explained how we
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can perceptually discriminate not just colours, sounds, and the hot and the
cold, but also trees and human beings. So a human being will be a perceptible.
So will be a body, water, or some flesh. But what it is about a human being
which makes it a human being, its feature of being a human being is not a
perceptible itein, but an intelligible item. And the same for a body, water,
some flesh, or a tree. We may call this non-perceptible, inteliigible item, if we
wish, an essence, as Aristotle in fact seems to do a few lines further down, in
429419,

Before we even try to proceed any further, we have Lo counter a possible
objection. Somebody might object that Aristotle cannot possibly assume that
thinking is a matter of discriminating an intelligible item like the feature
of being a human being. After all, to account for thinking is to account for
such things as the thought that Socrates is a human being or the thought
that human beings are rational or a sequence of thoughts like: things which
can think have a father and a mother; machines do not have a father and a
mother; hence machines cannot think. So how can thinking be a matter of
recognizing an intelligible feature like that of being a human being?

Here we have to keep in mind that Aristotle also thinks that, to account
for perceiving, one has to account for a great deal more than just the
perception of proper sensibles. One also has to account for the perception
of observable objects and even for the perception of observable facts about
observable objects. Nevertheless, his rather detailed account of perception in
De Anima 11.5-111.2 is entirely focused on the perception of proper sensibles.
Obviously Aristotle assumes that the ability to perceive first and foremost is
an ability to perceive proper sensibles, and that once we have understoad how
we perceive Lhem we can go on to explain in terms of their perceplion how
we can perceive objects and facts about objects, for instance that something
is red. So we will, for the time being, just hope that Aristotle in the case of
thinking similarly assumes that the ability to think first and foremost is the
ability to think, that is to discriminate, intelligible features, and that we then,
on the basis of this, will be able to explain what it is to think that something
is the case or even ta infer that something is the case.

So let us stay with the hypothesis that Aristotie does, indeed, assume
that thinking first and foremost is a matter of discriminating intelligible
features. Now, one reason why we insisted that this talk of intelligibles should
be taken seriously, and not regarded as just a way of talking about objects
of thought or objects thought about in some loose sense, is that, as is well-
known, Aristotle actually believes that there are such intelligible iterns, that
they are crucial constituents of reality, indeed crucial constituents ol objects
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like stones, plants, animals, or even human beings. They exist independently
of our thinking about them, for instarce as substantial forms of objects.
1hey are not perceptible, but they can be grasped by reason. Against his
background it is much easier to understand why Aristotle is so convinced
that his Presocratic predecessors .did not recognize what is distinctive
about thinking. He knows that they in their theories did not postulate such
inteiligible items. And so it is obvious that they could not have assumed,
let alone recognized, that thinking essentially is a matter of discriminating
such itemns. This becomes particularly clear in the part of Metapfivsics I.5 we
have been looking at. In this passage, as we saw, Aristotle, rather forcedly,
atiributes to Democritus and others the view that whal appears to us in
accordance with how we pereeive things must be true. But the whole passage
is preceded by the rernark that the Presocratics will have te grant, what they
failed 10 assume, namely that there is an entire sel of entities of an altogether
different kind, namely items not subject to any change, and hence, we might
add, incorporeal and imperceptible. 1L is because they failed to recognize
such items that reality reduced itself to phenomenal reality, the part of reality
accessible to the senses.

Stressing the metaphysics involved in Arnistotle’s account of thinking
helps to clarify what Aristotle has in mind and what he says. But it would
be a mistake 1o just dismiss this account, because we do not accept the
metaphysics involved. And so [ want to try to draw a distinclion belween
sensible and intelligible which does not at all, oy at least not openly, appeal to
the metaphysics of forms and essences. Suppose that on the basis of Aristotles
account of the perception of proper seinsibles we could arrive at an account
of perception of cbjects and even of kinds of objects of the following sort.
We can perceive a proper sensible, let us say a visual feature of an object. We
can, according to Aristotle, perceive incidentally the object which happens to
have this feature. We can perceive any number of visual features incidental
to the same objecl. With rich enough a cognitive apparatus we can perceive,
or learn to perceive, the different visual features together, or, put differently,
the look of the object. We can learn to perceive the characteristic look of
the object. And we ultimately can learn to perceive the characleristic look
of a kind of object, for instance a tree. It obviously is the case, and Aristolle
obviously assumes, that animals can perceptually discriminate particular
objects and kinds of objects, for instance by their characteristic look. But,
obviously having the look of a tree or the look of a lion is not the same thing
as being a tree or being a lion. We do not even have to assume that looking
like a lion always has to coincide with being a lion. Animals still would be
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able to discriminate kions by their look to the extent that looking Hke a lion
and being a lion do coincide. But even when they coincide it is one thing
to look like a lion and another to be a lion. And the claim is that animals
can discriminate lions by perceptually discriminating their loolk, something
perceptible, whereas human beings can discriniinate lions by intellectually
discriminating whatever it is such that being that is to be a lion, something
imperceptible and only accessible to reason and inlellect, hence intelligible
as opposed to perceptible.

It may help to get clearer about what Aristotle has in mind when he talks
aboul the discrimination of an intelligible feature, if we look at the chapter
with which Aristotle introduces the Mefaphysics. The point of Metaphysics
A.} is that human heings naturally find knowledge desirable, but that there
are higher and lower, and hence more and less desirable forms of cagnition,
the lower ones giving rise to the higher ones, and that the highest, and
henee most desirable, form of cognition is wisdom, the grasp of the ultimate

principles of reality in terms of which we have a gencral understanding of,

reality. In the course of this discussion Aristotle tries to pinpoint the precise
place at which we cross the divide between lower forms of cognition and
higher forms of cognition, in which we move from what might be called
experiential knowledge ta knowledge properly speaking. the knowledge
which characterizes somcbody who has mastered a true art {Téyvn) or
science [Emati). This point is precisely the point where we discriminate
a crucial intelligible feature, i.e. the point at which the intellect and thinking
comes in.

But Aristotle Lakes some time to get to this point, as he begins with the
lowest forms of cognitive discrimination, perception, to pass in review how
we can observe in nature that animals and human beings, on the basis of
perception, display ever more camplex cognitive capacilies Lill we come 1o
the experience of human beings which ¢an be cognitively so pewerful that,
for instance, somebody experienced in matlers of health, for all practical
purposes, knows as well as the most learned doctor what 1o do to remedy the
affections of his patients. What is alsa of particular interest in this account is
that Aristotle finds it important to vefer to the cognitive abilities of animals,
and that, at least in this account Aristotle presents things in such a way, as
il we could get amazingly far without reason and thought, with just those
abilities which al least some animals share with us to some degree.

Aristotle begins by poinling out that we like to perceive things, even
if this does not serve any immediate practical purpose, because we like
cognilion of things as such. We in particular like visual perception, because
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visual perception is discriminative of a large number of features in virtue
of which things differ from each other and hence contributes more than
other senses to our cognition of things. Hence, the suggestion is, we are
constructed in such a way as to naturally dispose of a large and varied basis
from which eur experience and our knowledge can emerge. But we share
perception with all animals. Now the crucial difference, as far as cognition
is concerned, between animals is that some also have memory and some
do not; that is to say some have the ability to somehow store and process
perceptions. And those living beings which have memaory, because of this,
also have sense (ppovnaig). Indeed, those animals which have not only some
senses and memory of what they have perceived, but specifically the sense of
hearing, are even capable of learning. But the gpdvneig animals can develop
is only rather limited, since the experience animals can develop by retaining
through memory what they have perceived is rather limited, By contrast,
human beings are able to develop a very rich experience. This experience is
so rich that one might mistake it for art (téyvn) or knowledge (émotiun). [t
does not by itself constitute knowledge, but it does give rise 1o knowledge.
This Aristotle tries Lo explain by considering the following example. To
understand the example we have to keep in mind that Aristotle, as he also
insists in this passage, thinks that knowledge, properly speaking, is knowledge
ol a genuinely universal truth (981715-24) and involves the knowledge of the
explanation for what one knows to be true, that is to say it invelves also the
widerstanding of whal one knows, The example, then, is this: anc has had
the experience that Socrates suffering from'this discase responded positively
to this treatment; one also has had the experience that Calliag suflering from
this disease responded positively to this treatment, and so forth for many
cases. S0 one has the experience that in all these cases somebody who has
suffered from this disease benefited from this treatment. Now remembering
that in all these cases a palient with this complaint was cured in this way
obviously does not constitute knowledge, properly speaking. There is no
universal truth known, and we have no understanding of why these patients
were cured in this way. Bul the crucial difference between inere experience
and real knowledge will come out more clearly, if, in addition we consider a
further detail of the example which Aristotle presupposes when turning to
describe what in a case like this would constitute real knowledge (981°10-12).
He presupposes thal only patients who, in addition to having Lhis disease,
satisfy a further condition are benefited by this treatment. Tlence we may
suppose that the experienced person has a more differentiated experience.
Indecd, we have to suppose this, il the example is to bear out Aristotle’s
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claim that for alt practical purposcs the experienced person will do as well
as the knowledgeable person. For, if it is known that not all patients respond
positively to this treatment, the experience that all these patients (Socrates,
Callias, etc.) have responded positively will not suffice to decide how to treat
the next patient with this disease, So let us assume that the experienced
person also can say thal in his experience all patients which, apart from
this discase, also displayed certain further observable features, for instance
a certain colouring of their complexion, benefited from this treatment. The
experienced persan even can say that in his experience all persons with this
ailment benefit, if they have this complexion. This will help to decide how
to treat the next patient with this aitment. But it still will be the case that the
experienced person has not gained cognilion of a truly universal fact, nor
does he have understanding of why things should be so. It is at this point thal
reason and thinking come in to move us beyond mere experience. We have
to grasp, as Aristotle puts it, the universal (981°16; 21) or the form {981°10)
which ail those patients who benefit share and of which the colouring of
their complexion or whatever perceptual feature differentiates them, is
just a symptom. for instance their being phlegmatic or bilious or having a
certain kind of fever. It is anly then that we will begin to understand that
people of this condition, when suffering this ailment, cannot but benefit
from this treatment. Dxiscriminating, discerning, or grasping this universal,
being phlegmatic or being bilious, puts us into a position Lo grasp a truly
universal fact and its explanation, because we can see the relations between
the various universal features involved. We will get even clearer about the
line af demarcation between reason and mere expericnce, if we describe the
case of a person who just relics on experience more precisely (as we are
perhaps supposed to by Aristotle, when fe refers to ‘this’ (tqvéi} disease and
‘this’ (zo8i) trealment. So let us suppose that all that the cxperienced person

goes by is a set of observable symptoms when he talks about this discase

and a set of observable featurcs by means of which he identifies, say, the
drug administered. if he acts purely on the basis of experience, he has no
idea, as we might say, of what the pathological condition really consists in,
nor of what the relevant feature of the drug consists in. He just knows from
experience that in such-and-such cases the drug works.

Now, it surely is no accident that Aristotle is using a medical example.
For long belore Aristotle there had been doctors, as we can tell [rom the
Hippocratic De Prisca Medicina, who claimed that the art of medicine is a
matter of mere experience and should not be confounded by physiological

- speculation. And not leng after Aristotle a school of thought in medicine
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arose, the Empiricists, according to whom the good doctor relies entirely on
experience, and who explicitly denied that there was any legitimate place in
medicine for reason, thought, or inference.

This at first might seem difficult to understand. For surely even the
doctor who is an orthodox empiricist will allow himself such thoughts as
this: T have seen patients with this condition before; in their cases such-and- -
such a treatment helped; so this treatment also might help in the case of this
patient” But the claim is that this is not a bit of thinking. This is a string of
impressions {pavzaciat) a person with a certain kind of experience will have
upon encountering a patient in this condition. It is a matter of being reminded
of similar cascs in the past and one’s memory suggesting a way out of the
present difficulty. All we need to appeal to in order to understand this train
of impressions is the ability to perceive, the ability to store and process our
perceptual impressions in memory, and the capacity of memary to produce
impressions, based o memory, occasioned by present perception, for instance
impressions like | have seen this before, 'this was pretty frightening, T got out

‘of it by doing so-and-se;, 'so the thing to do is so-and-so

. Ttake it that Aristotle in this passage, in order to bring out Lhe distinctive
contribution of thinking, is appealing to such a conception of experience and
of what experience can do. If we look at matters in this way what Aristotle
has to say about animals appears in an entirely different light. Aristotle does
say that animals cannot think. But by this he does not mean that animals
cannot have a string of impressions like ‘it is pretty cold) ‘the light has a
certain quality’ ‘it is about time to fly south’ In fact this is what Aristotle is
attributing to animals when he attributes sense (ppévnoig) Lo them and says
{980"26} that they live by their impressions and their memories. Aristotle
is not denying to animals the bit of what we might call ‘thinking’ which
the empiricist doctor engages in, because they cannot think. Aristotle has
ne difficulty whatsoever to accept that animals can display extraordinary
ingenuity in getting hold of a banana. What Aristotle is denying to animals is
the power of memory and the rich experience human beings have. And what
Aristotte is claiming is that this sort of memory and this sort of experience
does not yel in itself give you the ability to think. What Aristotle is willing
te say {De Anima 111.10 433°10-12) is that one might think of impression as
a sort of thought (d¢ vénoiv Tiva), but he is denying that the impressions
of animals are thoughts. And they fail to be thoughts because they do not
involve an exercise of the ability to grasp a universal. Animals do cognitively
respond in a differential and perhaps highly complex way to phenomenal
fealures, but they cannot respond cognitively to intelligible features. They
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cannot,as we can, discriminate the biliousness of those patients who suffering
this discase will benefit from this treatment.

The next question then is how do we manage to discriminate such
features and thus 1o have thoughts, as opposed to mere impressions. Here the
most important text in the Aristoteltan corpus perhaps is Lhe final chapter
of the Pasterior Analptics, 1119, which in various ways is the closest parallel
to Metaphysics A.]. What is at issue in this important chapter is how we
manage o know the first principles of sciences. We had been arguing up to
this point that ta know, preperly speaking, to know scientifically, is to know
an immediate truth, i.e. an axiom, or to know by deduction from axioms a
theorem. We had said a lot about what such proofs have to look like. But we
now, understandably, want to know how we manage to know the axioms.

Aristotle’s answer in short is thal there is a disposition of the soul such
that being in this disposition is to have the right conception or the right
concepts of the items which make up a certain domain, and of the features
in terms of which we will deseribe and explain the items in this domain.
We will in particular have the right concepts of the basic items which arc
constitutive of the domain, for instance in the case of geametry, of points
and lines. To say that we have the right concepts is to say that we have a
grasp on the nature of the items or features falling under these concepts,
that for instance we have a grasp on what a point or a line is. Thus having
these concepts also is to have the basic knowledge about the domain which
these concepts, beings correct or true to the nature of the things they are
concepts of, encapsulate, And so having these concepts and thus having this
knowledge will enable us to grasp the axioms.

Now, if we have the correct concept of a line and thus know whal a line
s, il is not surprising if we can discriminate or discern something’s being a
line. More gencrally, if we are in this privileged disposition of having the right
concepts concerning a domain, we can discriminate or discern the intelligible
features in terms of which the items in this domain are to be understood.

To avoid confusion it may be emnphasized thal the idea is not that we have

same concepl or olher of a human being according to which something, in
order to be a human being, has to satisfy certain conditions, and that il we
encounter something which satisfies these conditions we recognize it as a
human being. The idea rather is that to be a human being is to satisfy certain
condilions, that we can grasp what these conditions are and that, in doing so,
we come 1o have the right concept of a human being.

The question then is how we come to have this privileged disposition
of the soul. And here Aristotle assumes Lhat there is a natural development
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which begins with our being thus disposed as to be able to discriminate
perceptual features and culminates in our abitity to discriminate these
intelligible universals. The story of this development is one we are largely
familiar with from Metaphysics A.1 referring o perceplion, memory, and
expericnce, the cognitive abililies of animats and their cognitive limitations.
But Analytica Posteriora 11.19 adds some important further details.

One important new detail is this. Aristotle insists, against Plato, that this
privileged disposition is not cne with which we are born, but one which we
only acquire in the course of a devclopment. He also insists that we could
nol develop this dispesition in which we vave knowledge, properly speaking,
of things, unless we already have some cognition Lo begin with, and hence
some cognilive ability which could develop into this high-powered cognitive
capacity, He identifies this cognitive ability we start out from a5 the ability to
perceive, Now in the course of describing this development Aristotle explains
thal at some point we come 1o have reason {Adyog, 10072},

So Aristotle, against Plato, is denving that we are born with reason.
Reason only arises in the course of the cognitive development beginning
from perception. In fact, given the place ip Aristotle’s discussion at which
he mentions the emergence of reason, one is very much tempted to assume
that Aristotle identifics reason with this high-powered cognitive disposition
in which we have all the right concepts and hence can grasp the immediate
wruth of the axioms. For, having mentioned the emergence of reason
ultimately from perception, Aristolle, instead of continuing o explain how,
ance we have reason, we can come to know the axioms, returns to perception
to explain all over again in somewhal different terms how, on the basis of
pereeption, we can come to be in this privileged state i which we know the

axioms.

On the other hand, this seems to be an enormously strong assumpion.
For it amounts Lo the claim that we can only think once we have got atl the
concepts in terms of which one will know and understand really right. And
this does not leave any room for the assumption that thinking must already
be involved in reaching the state in which we have a grasp of the principles
or axioms governing a domain, because we have a grasp of the basic items or
fealures constitutive of this domain.
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