
 Aristotle’s psychology is a study of life and 
its properties and their various forms and 
gradations. It is principally expounded in his 
treatise, De Anima and supplemented by his 
other biological works such as, Generation of 
Animals, Generation and Corruption, History of 
Animals, Sleeping and Waking, On Parts of 
Animals. Psychology or the study of the soul 
meant for Aristotle the study of life or the life 
giving principle. 
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`Aristotle’s theories of the soul 
(psyche) and its relation to the 
body developed in three 
stages. 
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` At this stage, Aristotle accepts the full 
doctrine of Plato’s Phaedo that the soul is an 
immortal substance temporarily imprisoned 
or entombed in the body. It only enjoys its 
true being before birth and after death 
(Eudemian Ethics, 10, b). 
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`  His biological works adopt a wider 
conception of the soul. Under the soul they 
cover all animals and plants with an emphasis 
of the fine gradation (hierarchy) between 
different forms of life. 

`   
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` Aristotle holds a two substance view of the soul 
and body. However, this is not to be understood in 
Platonic terms. The soul and body for Aristotle are 
considered as two things completely adapted to 
each other. None is alien to the other as in case of 
Plato’s psychology. Contrary to epiphenomenalism 
the soul is not made of any corporeal elements 
such as fire, water, earth or air. It rather stands to 
all bodies as a carpenter to his tools ( PA 652, b 
13-14). Soul (life) utilizes bodily parts and 
processes but goes beyond them. However, at this 
stage in Aristotle‘s philosophy, the soul is still 
spoken of as being in the body with the heart as 
its specific dwelling place. 
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`  In his work De Anima (On the Soul); Aristotle 
brings psychology into line with the universal 
principles of his philosophy. He teaches that 
body and soul together form a unity of one living 
being which like everything else in the natural 
world must be compounded of matter and form. 
Of this single being (human), soul is just the 
form or actuality. It is at this stage that Aristotle 
parts company with Plato’s doctrine of the soul 
and even criticizes it together with his earlier 
doctrine. 
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` In the de Anima, Aristotle begins by raising difficulties 
concerning the nature of the soul such as: 

`  Is the soul a unity or is it made of parts?  
`   Are the passions such as fear, anger, and joy, etc. 

etc. affections of the soul or of the body? Or are they 
affections of the soul alone in so far as it is united with 
the body?  

`  Is it the whole of the soul or just part of it that is 
immortal? 

`  Can the rational (nous) part of the soul be regarded 
as so literally separable from the rest as to be capable 
of immortality if the rest cease to be? (D.A. 403, a, 3-
10). 

`  Are the attributes of the soul only peculiar to the 
soul or to the whole person? 
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` Aristotle points out that it is important to 
investigate on the soul and attempt to answer 
these questions. However, he acknowledges that 
it is a difficult problem for it is not possible to 
ascertain the right method to be followed. It 
would appear that in most cases, soul neither 
acts nor is acted upon apart from the body for 
example in the case of sensations anger, 
confidence and desire. On the other hand, there 
are activities that appear to be peculiar to the 
soul such as thinking. Nevertheless, thinking at 
times may be confused with imagination. 
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` 1. They fail to clearly perceive that the soul of an 
individual living thing is formally a unity though 
possessed of parts (faculties or powers) which 
differ from one another within the soul but have 
no separate existence.  

` 2. They fail to grasp the close relationship 
between soul and body. They speak of soul as 
something separate which may be detached 
whereas in truth not only is the soul a unity but 
soul and body form a single living creature. 
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` For Aristotle, a satisfactory study of life must be 
rooted in the study of the living body. Psychology 
must be based on physiology. The subject falls within 
the province of natural sciences. Therefore, the study 
of the soul (psuche) is part of the study of physics.  
Anger for example may be defined or understood in 
two ways.  (a)  a desire for retaliation, and (b) as a 
boiling of the blood around the heart. The first 
describes the form or essence of anger. The second 
the material in which it is realized. It is the scientist’s 
business to take both into account (D.A. 403, a 24 - 
b). The scientist must study all kinds of causes, the 
material, formal, efficient and final (Physics, 198a22.) 
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` The soul is the essence or substance. It is the form or the 
actualization of the living creature. Body is the material 
principle. This does not give soul the status of 
epiphenomena as an emergent characteristic of the body. 
It is not a result supervening on the physical constitution 
and arrangement of the bodily parts. This would make the 
soul both secondary in time and ontologically subordinate 
to the body. 

`  In Aristotle’s doctrine, form (eidos, logos, energia) 
occupies a very high status. It is both the actualization and 
the principle of intelligibility of being. The actual precedes 
the potential both chronologically and logically. A fully 
existent member of a species must exist before a new one 
can be created. The actuality of life is prior in time to 
matter (its potentiality). It is also superior in being. 
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` 1. In de Anima, the soul is first defined as 

substance (ousia) in the sense of the form of 
a body potentially possessed of life (DA 
412, a19).When a body, potentially alive 
(furnished with necessary organs) exists in 
actuality, the soul (life) is its form or 
entelechy (DA 412, a 21-22). 
 

12 



` Entelechy is the principle whereby each essence 
within the phenomenon realizes itself. It is the inner 
purpose, end, perfection, blueprint, energy, force, 
and power, in something to become actual or to 
attain its perfection. This is not meant to say that an 
organic body ever exists potentially, waiting as it 
were for God to breathe life into it. A living creature 
is a unity. But its elements of matter and form can be 
separated conceptually and even factually when the 
lifeless body continues to exist after death. But 
deprived of its psuche, the plant or animal is only 
homonymously such. A dead hand or other limb or 
organ has the name hand but not the reality hand. In 
the same way, the sightless eye is so homonymously 
but not in reality. 
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` 2. A refinement is made on the above 
provisional definition. There are different 
stages of activity. A man has life even when 
his vital faculties are not in activity (use) such 
as when asleep. From this fact, the soul 
manifests itself as the first or lowest stage of 
actuality of the living body.  
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` 3. Finally the potentially living body is organic. 
This is to say it is possessed of organa or 
members with a role or function to perform. 
Organon means literally a tool or instrument. All 
natural bodies of plants and animals are 
instruments of the soul in the sense that they 
exist for the sake of the soul (DA 415, b18-20). 
The definition may be shortened by substituting 
organic for potentially possessing life. Therefore 
the soul can be defined as the first actuality of an 
organic natural body (DA 412, b3-4). 
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Aristotle is mindful of the theory of form and matter. 
Matter is potentiality while form is actuality. He refers to 
soul as substance. Substance is most naturally applied to 
physical bodies which may or may not have life. Life is 
understood as the power of self-motion, nourishment, 
growth and decay. Every living being possesses these 
minimal requirements. There are other higher faculties 
that belong to some only (higher beings).Thus, a plant 
has life but not sensation. It lacks sensation because it 
has nothing more than the four basic elements namely, 
water, earth, fire and air. Sensation requires a principle 
higher than the basic elements. A living body is 
composite. We say that it is of a certain kind that 
possesses life. In this case, the body is the material 
principle or the subject or substratum of a thing. The 
soul is its form or predicate.  
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` Therefore, a working definition of the soul 
would be, a substance in the sense of form of 
a body potentially possessing life. 
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`  Though generally speaking soul must be 
regarded as a unity, it operates in various 
ways better known as powers of the soul. At 
times they operate as different parts. These 
powers are modes of activity of living beings 
as such since soul is properly described as 
the actuality of a living body.  
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` The powers of the soul are listed as five 
namely, nutritive, appetitive, sensory, 
locomotion and thinking. Sometimes the 
five are summarized into three where the 
2nd, 3rd and 4th are combined under 
sensation. It is important to notice that 
every living being possesses the lowest. 
Some combine it with the two or more next 
above it. Others are endowed with all the 
powers of the soul including the highest. 
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` Life is defined as self nourishment, growth 
and decay. Hence every living thing must 
possess the nutritive soul which includes 
the ability to reproduce one’s kind. Next on 
the scale is the sensory soul. Sensation 
implies capacity to feel pleasure or pain 
that imports appetency or reversion (DA, 
413, b23-24, 434, a2-3). 

`   
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` On the life’s hierarchy, plants have the lowest or 
simplest sort of soul or life principle. Animals apart 
from possessing the power of growth and nutrition have 
the power of sensation. Consequently they have the 
powers of motion in order to satisfy their desires. These 
form the class of animals as distinguished from plants 
and human beings. Humans are the highest in the life’s 
hierarchy. They are en-souled. They have a rational soul 
that possesses reason. Therefore, the powers of the 
soul in the body of the living being are the powers of 
nutrition (growth, reproduction, and decay), sensation 
(desire, appetite, locomotion) and thinking (reason). 
Each of the two higher classes possesses all the powers 
of the class below it. An animal is all that a plant is and 
more. A human is all that an animal is and more.  
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` However, in every case, there is a unity. It is not the 
soul by itself or the body by itself that possesses 
these powers. It is the en-souled living body, the 
concrete substantial entity of which the body is the 
matter and the soul is form. This is the doctrine of 
hylomorphism. Matter and form cannot exist 
separate; they are two aspects of one thing only 
separate in thought but not in reality. For Aristotle 
there cannot be disembodied immortality. There is 
no life for soul after death of the living creature of 
which it is the form and actuality. However, he 
makes an exception for the highest part of the 
soul, the separable reason.  
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` Among sensation, touch including taste is primary. It 
can exist without the others. The others cannot exist 
without it. It is most necessary for recognition of food. 
Locomotion does not necessarily accompany sensation. 
However it presupposes sensation because movement is 
a response to the stimulus of appetency. Within 
appetency, the scale rises in levels whereby, there is, 
mere animal desire, then high spirit (ambition) and 
finally the rational will. Reason is the highest. It is nous- 
an intellectual infallible intuition by which we grasp 
truth at first hand. This is not only confined to men but 
to many other higher beings and the highest of them all 
(God).  
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` The functions of the soul are ordered in a 
series on the principle that in the physical 
world, the presence of a higher faculty in a 
creature necessitates the presence of those 
below it. Therefore, man having reason 
must have the faculties of the lower forms 
of life including, nutrition, reproduction, 
sensation, desire and locomotion. 
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`  The enumerated faculties of the soul display gradualness of 
development. The basic characteristics of life are same in 
animals as well as plants. From this beginning, the scale rises by 
slow degrees, with creatures existing at all levels along the scale. 
Some overlap the three biological classes of plants, animals and 
humans. Notice that Aristotle’s doctrine of the graduation or 
hierarchy of life would be supportive of evolutionary theory 
where life is said to begin from simple to complex lives. 
However, he does not support the evolutionary theory. He holds 
on to the platonically inspired conviction of the permanence of 
form and its priority to matter in his doctrine of act and potency. 
For Aristotle, the whole cosmic structure and the species and 
genera that it contains were fixed from and to all eternity. More 
than once he notes that while mortal creatures cannot live for 
ever as individuals, they share a kind of collective immortality in 
the permanent and invariant reproduction of their kind (DA 415, 
a26-b2).  
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Plants and animals Animals in General Animal man 
Nutritive 
Nutrition + 
Reproduction 

Sensitive 
Touch + taste 
Sight +hearing +smell 

Rational  
Practical 
+Theoretical 
Reasoning + 
calculation, 
intellectual intuition 
(Nous Proper). 

 Physical desire + 
courage 
________________________ 
Sensitive +  

Rational will     
 ___________________ 
Deliberative  
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` In Aristotle’s account of sensation, we see the 
same principle of act and potency applied as 
in case of body and soul relation. 
 
 

27 



` Aristotle raises the question whether we know like from like or 
unlike from unlike. He says that both cases apply in sensation. 
The sense organ (e.g. Eye) is unlike the object perceived. But it 
is potentially like it and becomes actually like it by acting as 
matter to its form. The sense organ receives the form of the 
perceived object into itself. The sense organ has the 
potentiality of perceiving an object. Its potentiality is 
actualized when it perceives the object. Therefore, it formally 
becomes what it perceives.  
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` Notice that the object perceived by another sense 
organ is not another concrete substance as a 
whole (matter and form), but the particular sort 
of accidental form which it is the business of that 
organ to perceive. For example, color is an 
accidental form that is received by the eye as the 
organ capable of sight. The eye perceives the 
color white by perceiving the form white which 
actualizes a particular potentiality in it. It makes 
it white at the moment of perception. The organ 
acts as matter to the perceived form.  
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` Each organ has only a limited range of 
possibilities which can be actualized in this 
way. Any sense object falling outside the 
range either passes unperceived or destroys 
the organ. Thus, too soft a sound would pass 
unheard while too loud a noise (sound) would 
destroy the organ of hearing. 
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` For Aristotle, sense qualities in their actual 
reality belong to the sentient subject. The 
object which causes the sensation has the 
sense quality only potentially. Touch is the 
most basic (the primary, primitive) sense. It is 
diffused over the whole body and not 
confined to a particular sense organ. The 
other organs are considered as highly 
specialized forms of touch.  
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` Something to note about the basic principle of 
sensation is that the concrete living substance, 
the body-soul unity comes into conscious 
contact with the world of other substances or 
even with the sense data by which it knows them 
only through the actualization of certain 
potentialities in itself through acting as matter to 
forms coming into it from outside. The organ 
perceives by becoming what it perceives while 
the mind knows by becoming what it knows. 

`   
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` However, we do not go straight from 
perception by particular sense organs of 
accidental forms to the knowledge, judgment 
and formation of concepts in the mind. There 
are two very important intervening stages 
before we can form concepts, namely; 
common sense and Imagination. 
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` This falls within the region of sense perception. It 
is the activity of sense perception acting in an 
unspecialized way, and not another sense over 
and above the five senses of touch, taste, sight, 
hearing and smell. There are certain kinds of 
perceptions that cannot be attributed to any of 
the five senses separately or exclusively but 
which are present in every act of sense 
perception which belongs to the realm of 
sensation. These are what are referred to as the 
common sensible. Thus, every object we perceive 
is perceived as having size, shape, duration, rest 
or motion, unity or numbered etc. yet we do not 
perceive these by any of the special senses. 
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` (e.g. comparison of one thing to 
another as when you associate a piece 
of candy with sweetness even without 
having tasted it). When we see 
something white and perceive that it is 
an object having some other quality 
which we have perceived before 
through another sense (e.g. Sweetness 
in case of a piece of candy), or that it is 
a substance we know e.g. it is a friend.  
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` It seems obvious that memory and 
association are at play here. However, 
Aristotle does not say so. It is by the 
common sense that we perceive and by 
which we are able to have a sensation. 
We thus distinguish the object of two 
senses which neither sense acting alone 
nor both acting differently can achieve. 
The incidental sensible is an object of 
more than one sense. It is an object of 
two or more senses. 
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Imagination: the link between sensation and 
thought: 

The link between sense perception and intellect is 
provided by the image forming faculty that 
sometimes seems to take over many of the 
functions of the common sense. The boundary 
between imagination and sensation is not clear. 
Its particular work is thought of in a more active 
way than that of sensation and forms the next 
stage in the movement of the soul through the 
body which starts with sense perception. What it 
does is to form sense images or mind pictures.  
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` Aristotle gave the memory images the name 
phantasma. They are the pictures of the 
appearances revealed to us by senses. They 
are reproductions of the pictures presented 
by the whole complex occurrence of 
sensations, by the action of both common 
and specialized senses. But images differ 
from sensations in being entirely in the mind. 
They last even after the sensed object has 
passed out of the ken of the sense organs 
and sensation has therefore ceased. They are 
less vivid and less trustworthy as guides to 
objective facts.  Error can start as soon as we 
get beyond particular sensations.  
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` Senses are infallible in the sense that we can 
be quite certain that we are actually 
experiencing at present. However, we can be 
wrong about common sensible for example 
when something at rest may be confused 
with something moving by senses. We can as 
well be wrong about the incidental sensible 
where one may perceive something white to 
be sweet when it is not. In the process of 
making images of things sensed, there are 
most varied possibilities of error.  

`   
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` Images are neither thoughts nor concepts. 
They are the raw materials for thought. 
Thought is impossible without images. Images 
are the content of memory. A memory image is 
distinguished by being apprehended as an 
image of something past. Aristotle’s accounts 
for recollection as the deliberate re-actualizing 
of a memory image which has become merely 
potential or in other words that which has been 
forgotten.  Recollections done by means of a 
chain of association which are interesting and 
true to experience. Images are also what we 
perceive in dreams. 

40 



` Thought is the highest activity of the most 
complete type of ensouled being. It is the 
reception of the intelligible form. It is the 
actualization of potency. In thought the 
mind becomes what it thinks. When we think 
of a thing, what happens is that the form of 
the thing entirely abstracted from its matter 
enters our minds and actualizes the 
potentiality of thinking that thing. The form 
becomes actually present and existent in the 
mind.  
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` Our thought seems to have no positive character of 
its own but a mere potency waiting to be actualized 
by any forms that enter it through the complex 
process of perception. However, this is not the 
complete Aristotle’s account of our thinking. A 
better understanding of the process of thinking 
requires a better understanding of the object of 
thought.  
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` Objects of our thoughts are concepts. Concepts 
are essentially abstract. They are complete 
immateriality of the form of a material 
substance in abstraction. A concept is an 
intelligible form. It is thought by itself in 
separation from its matter. But remember that 
the division of form and matter is not a physical 
separation. It is a purely mental analysis. It is a 
division or separation made by and in the mind. 
This is what we mean by abstraction. All our 
thinking is built up on the foundation of the 
concepts which are formed by this analytic act 
of abstraction. 
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` In thinking we may think a single concept in isolation. 
Such as, man, tall, running. We can as well build 
different concepts into judgments or statements which 
involve a combination of concepts such as, this tall man 
is running. We can also link judgments (statements, 
propositions) together into syllogistic arguments 
according to formal rules of logic in order to arrive at 
new truth. Just as in case of image formation, 
there can be error in combination of judgments. 
There can be a possibility of combining them 
wrongly resulting in error as a consequence.  
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` The basic process of forming concepts in the 
mind is not a simple passive reception of 
forms. It is a very definite activity of the mind.  
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` The image forming faculty presents the 
thinking intellect with mental pictures. These 
pictures are not ready made concepts ready 
to go. Rather they are reproductions (at times 
a little imprecise and vague) of the individual 
concrete substances and their accidents by 
the faculty of sense. From the mind pictures, 
the intellect has to look for the intelligible 
form so that this form may actualize the 
potentiality of thought. 
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` Thinking involves an active principle 
and a passive principle. These are 
respectively referred to as active and 
passive intellect.  
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` Passive intellect is all things potentially. It has no 
definite character of its own to start with other than 
that of being a mind. It is pure and unmixed. It is like 
a blank tablet ready to be inscribed on. However, 
potentiality can never precede actuality. Pure 
potentiality is inconceivably unintelligible. There must 
be some sort of actuality before potentiality. But the 
actuality is not given by the external sense 
perceptions because they do not issue intelligible 
forms. Sense perceptions are only the raw material of 
sensations that produce mind pictures. There must 
be some actually existing and active power that 
illuminates and actualizes forms potentially existing 
in the mind. 

`   
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` It is the active power existing in the mind that 
actualizes forms potentially existing in the 
mind. This active intellect is said to be 
separable. It is comparable to Plato’s idea of 
the Good. Its activity in causing knowledge is 
compared to that of light. It makes the forms 
actual by illuminating them as light makes 
colors actual by shining on them.  
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` The power of active intellect is always in act 

without potentiality. It is unchanging, 
everlasting and able to exist apart from the 
body. It is one of that class of separate 
substances all of which are intellects. The 
others include the unmoved mover and the 
intelligences which form the highest order of 
being in Aristotle’s universe. This part of the 
soul is the active nous that alone is divine in a 
person. It is capable of existing independently 
of the body and it alone survives after death. 
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`Pneuma or hot air made of 
aether or the fifth 
quintessential element is the 
active material principle in the 
body. It is a pure essence that 
is an element of the heavenly 
realm found in the body.  
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` Pneuma is the soul’s agent that causes bodily 
movement under the influence of desire. The 
movements produce the necessary qualitative 
changes in the parts of the body affected by 
the activity of pneuma. Pneuma is present in 
sense organs and in the channels and veins 
that connect them to the heart. It is the 
material vehicle through which sense 
perception reaches the soul. It is present in a 
seed and it is the principle of generation and 
corruption. 
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