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Four Problems of Sensation

 In Plato’s Theaetetus, Socrates considers the way in which perceptions are 
experienced by each. When one perceives a table, there is an awareness of its brown color, 
its woody smell, its smooth texture, and so on. But what, asks Socrates, is the relationship 
between these various perceptions? He tells us that it would be strange if the way in which 
perceptions are present within us turned out to be similar to the way in which the individual 
Greek heroes were present inside the Trojan horse – some over here, others over there, 
but none of them sharing anything in common save for the fact that they were inside the 
vehicle.1 Socrates thinks that if this were the case, we would serve as a vessel for the 
various perceptions of our senses, but there would be no unifying factor that could turn 
this plurality of sense perceptions into the experiences of single objects with which we 
are familiar. To return to the initial example, if perceptions were present within me as 
the heroes were present within the Trojan horse, I would not perceive a single, unified 
table, but would instead have in my experience some patch of brown color, in addition 
to an unrelated woody smell, in addition to some smooth texture, etc. What allows me to 
experience all these perceptions as being attributes of one table?  Plato2 invokes the soul as 
the higher order agent responsible for organizing the plurality of sensations3 we encounter. 
More significantly, it is the rational part of the soul that supervenes on the senses and 
allows for the determination of things like ‘being,’ ‘similarity,’ and ‘difference.’
 After Plato, philosophers are still concerned with explaining how it is that we are 
able distinguish the various classes of sensible object and how we are aware of the activity 
of our own senses when in fact they are active. Chief among those who deal with this issue 
are Aristotle (384-322BC) and the Aristotelian commentator Alexander of Aphrodisias 
(circa 200AD). Unlike Plato, both Aristotle and Alexander think that sensation by itself 
is able to do things like determine differences between sensible objects before thinking 
(i.e. reflection or inferential acts) enter into the picture.4 Additionally, if the activity of 
distinguishing and unifying is an act accomplished by sensation itself, then the body plays 
a much more fundamental role in the sensation of unified objects than Plato envisaged for 
it. Aristotle and Alexander both hold what they call the ‘common sense’ (κοινή αἴσθησις or 
the sensus communis in the Scholastics) as responsible for the unified sensory experience we 
have of objects. The common sense is also on their account responsible for our cognizance 
of the differences between the five modes of sensation.5

 The foregoing is but one of the philosophical problems associated with sensation 

1  Plat. Theaet.184d.
2 As is common practice, I treat Socrates’ opinions as being also endorsed by Plato, while of course acknowl-
edging that these were two distinct individuals, historically speaking.  
3  Although later philosophers will make a distinction between perception and sensation, this is not the case in 
Aristotle or Alexander, and so I use the terms as if they had the same meaning.
4  From Arist. De An. III.2,  426b10 “With what do we perceive that they [sensible qualities] are different? It 
must be by sense...”
5  They also argue that the five modes of sensation are all the modes of sensation that there are. See below.
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that Aristotle and Alexander discuss following treatments by earlier Greek philosophers 
such as Plato and Socrates. This paper will compare and contrast Aristotle’s account of 
the common sense and other problems regarding sensation as they are found in De Anima 
III.1-26 and elsewhere with Alexander’s account of this subject as it is found in his own De 
Anima. I have distilled three additional philosophical problems addressed in both Aristotle’s 
and Alexander’s accounts; this paper will be a careful examination of the similarities and 
differences between Aristotle’s and Alexander’s treatments of each of these problems. 
Alexander is unique among the extant Aristotelian commentators in that he (apparently) 
has no ulterior philosophical agenda informing or guiding his reading of Aristotle.7 Still, 
Alexander’s handling of these problems does in some cases differ from Aristotle’s. While 
it is beyond the scope of this paper to detail precisely how Alexander’s own philosophical 
position differs from that of Aristotle, the interpretive bases informing Alexander’s reading 
of Aristotle can at least be gestured at by careful examination of the ways in which he 
departs from Aristotle’s text. Finally, I will explore some possible explanations for these 
departures.

The Special Senses

 What is the nature of our different powers of sensation? Are they just instruments, 
“looking glasses” for the soul by which we relate to the outside world? Or do they have 
some of their own internal structures, so that they would act on sensibles (αἰσθηταί) in their 
own right, delivering to the soul not some “bare givens,” but always an already structured 
item?  Alexander begins his discussion of the special senses (ἰδιᾳ αἰσθήσεις) by giving a 
definition of sense itself. “A sense is a power of the soul which, through the instrumentality 
of certain sense organs, receives and discriminates sensible species separated from their 
substrate matter.”8 This definition will be important for the problem concerning the 
perception of perception examined below. What is important at this point is the language 
of instrumentality. This language harks back to Plato’s Theaetetus, where Plato stated that 
the senses are akin to instruments used by the soul for the end of perception.9 I don’t point 
this out to argue that Alexander is harboring Platonist sympathies. Instead I mention this 
affinity because it will be relevant later when I try to distinguish Alexander’s stance on the 
status of the common sense from Aristotle’s. To foreshadow that distinction briefly, we 
can say that Aristotle’s common sense is simply the special senses acting as one unified 
whole at an undivided instant, as is Alexander’s. But Alexander, by using this language 
of “instrumentality” and by later speaking of the common sense as an “ultimate power”10 

6  Where a primary discussion of sensation takes place.
7  Richard Sorabji, Aristotle Transformed: the Ancient Commentators and their Influence (London: Duckworth, 
1990), 305.
8  Alex. Aphr. De Anima, 16.2.39, 20-24.
9  Plat. Theaet 185d.
10  Alex. Aphr. De Anima, 16.2.51, 30-31.
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that “employs”11 the special senses, gives a more robust and independent weight to the 
common sense. Aristotle’s views on the common sense in his De Anima, however, are quite 
minimalist and one will not find the language of instrumentality or ultimate power/faculty 
in the relevant passages. I will address this issue more fully below.
 For both Aristotle and Alexander, a special sense can by itself discern differences 
within the class of sensible objects for which it is specialized.12 This is an important point, 
whether they are differences between sensibles in the same class or differences between 
the special senses themselves, difference in both these cases is apprehended by sense, not 
by reason or thinking or something else that someone like Plato might suggest. This point 
having been made, Alexander is then concerned with the case of a particular specific sense 
perceiving contraries. He states that the special senses are like media such as air and water. 
Media can convey contraries like white and black without issue since the media itself 
is not a passive recipient nor is it a material subject that can be both white and black 
simultaneously.13 Alexander presumably thinks that the case of the media just described 
is analogous to the case of the special senses. They too are media and thus can perfectly 
well ‘convey’ contraries to the ultimate sense organ or ultimate sense power. Alexander has 
addressed the concern as to how the individual senses can perceive contraries. Contraries 
are in a way present in the individual senses but not in the way that one can predicate 
contraries of the individual specific senses, just as one cannot predicate black and white 
of air which serves as a medium for black and white. Though he solves the issue as it is 
found in the special senses, Alexander has pushed the real question back, for the contraries 
that the special senses (conceived as media) convey must end up somewhere. Indeed, they 
end up at the ultimate sense organ and thereafter the common sense14 and Alexander will 
wind up saying something along the following lines; the matterless form of the contraries 
is received by the common sense and although the common sense ‘is’ both of the contraries 
at one and the same moment, in another way the common sense that possesses these forms 
of the sensible object is not a subject of which we can really predicate black and white.15

 The most important point regarding the special senses is that sense itself is 
able apprehend difference. To answer the question which began this section, the senses 
themselves do not act as a transparent window into the world. Instead, like a prism, they 
structure and discriminate the items of perception before reflection begins to attend to them. 
Keep in mind, however, that the special senses can apprehend only differences within their 
respective class of objects. What enables perception of the difference between the special 
senses themselves is not as clear. We must perceive that we are one, individual being that 
nevertheless perceives with multiple, different special senses. Aristotle and Alexander both 

11   Ibid. 16.2.48, 14-16.
12  Arist. De An. III.2, 426b8-10; Alex.Aphr. De Anima, 16.2.41, 10-15.
13  Alex. Aphr. De Anima, 16.2.47.
14  Whether the contraries are received by the ultimate sense organ, the heart, and then in a subsequent moment 
transmitted to the common sense or if said contraries are received by the common sense and the ultimate sense 
organ concomitantly is not clear, at least in the case of Alexander. Cf. Alex. Aphr. De Anima, 16.2.51, and 
16.2.52.
15  Alex. Aphr. De Anima, 16.2.41.
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believe that the faculty which allows for this unity in multiplicity is not in the soul. But 
before we can address the way in which they deal with that problem, we need to turn to the 
problem of the number of senses.

On the Number of Senses

 It is common knowledge that we have five modes of sensing the world – sight, 
smell, taste, touch, and sound – but what if there were some additional sense that could 
give us access to otherwise unknowable phenomena? If that were the case, there would 
be objects human beings were unable to know because they lacked the necessary sense. 
In order to avoid such a disheartening epistemological limit, Aristotle and Alexander will 
argue that there are no more senses than the ones human beings possess. The philosophers 
discuss this issue after having already examined the five special senses.16 Striking here is 
the fact that they have completely different arguments for why this is the case. Aristotle 
maintains that each sense-organ wherein a particular sense inheres can be composed out of 
either of two of the four elements, water or air.17 Aristotle thinks that if we have examined 
all the sense organs composed out of water and air and the sense powers which inhere in 
them then there will be no sense powers left unaddressed. This is because all unique powers 
of sense must have a corresponding organ, and there are no sense organs left unconsidered 
if our examination of water and/or air sense organs was exhaustive.18 Barring discovery of 
some fifth element, a possibility Aristotle does consider,19 there are no senses except the 
ones Aristotle had discussed in book II of his De Anima. 
 Alexander’s line of argument is quite different, although he does rely on some 
of Aristotle’s claims. He says nothing about the elements or about what the sense organs 
of the body are composed of in this context. It is worth remarking that his discussion of 
the number of senses is the very last section of his chapter on the senses and the sections 
preceding this discussion are largely unrelated. It seems as if Alexander did not have 
occasion to mention this issue and so he addressed it at the end merely for completeness’ 
sake. He gives three quick arguments for why his enumeration of the senses is complete.20 
For the first, he states that even a highly developed creature could not possess more sense 
organs than the most highly developed creatures (i.e. man) now actually possess. Relying 
on Aristotle’s claim21 that absence of a sense necessarily entails absence of a sense organ, 
Alexander concludes that if no more sense organs are possible than what there are now then 
there can be no more senses than those which now exist. There are a few issues with this 
argument. Most pertinent is the fact that Aristotle does not say at the referenced line that 

16  Aristotle’s discussion of this runs from De An. III.1 424b20 until 425a12. Alexander’s discussion is in chap-
ter 16, section 2.56 of his De Anima.
17  Cf. Arist. De An. III.
18  Arist. De An., III.1, 425a6-7.
19  Ibid. III.1, 425a11-14.
20  Alex. Aphr. De Anima, 16.2.56, 5-25.
21  Arist. De An. III.1 424b25-26.
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absence of a sense organ necessarily entails absence of a sense, instead he says that absence 
of a sense necessarily entails absence of a sense organ.22 The former may very well be true, 
but it is not something Aristotle explicitly states there. 
 The second issue is less pressing but worth touching on. A modern reader would 
be struck by this argument’s anthropocentrism. Alexander assumes without question that 
man is the most highly developed creature because he is the only creature with reason 
(λόγος). While anthropocentric, this assumption is nonetheless still true today. Though 
other animals display signs of rationality and obviously possess communication capacities, 
no other known species possesses what the Greeks named with λόγος – the ability to make 
rational arguments and present grounds for assertions. While ascribing a unique function to 
human beings has been uncouth since the rise of Darwinism, which thinks of all differences 
between human beings and animals as being a matter of degree rather than kind, fear of 
being-uncouth is no good reason to deny plain truth. 
 The next argument Alexander offers seems to be an empirical one. It is just a fact 
that no animal has been found to have a sense other than any Alexander has discussed. Just 
as Aristotle’s argument described above is vulnerable to the discovery of a new element, 
so too is Alexander’s argument undermined if one day we should discover an animal with 
a never before seen mode of sensation (a bat or a dolphin, for example). The last argument 
Alexander employs to prove that his list of the senses is exhaustive is the most interesting. 
Alexander claims that the most perfect (τελειοτάτην) powers of the soul are only had if a 
being already possess all the complete forms (τελειότεραι) of lower order powers. In this 
argument, sensory abilities are lower order powers because they are more vulnerable to 
error than the higher order power of reason. Since sensation is a lower order power and 
we in fact possess reason, Alexander concludes that we must have the complete array of 
sensory abilities. 
 Providing multiple quick arguments in the place of one longer argument seems 
to be a consistent approach Alexander has with regard to this portion of Aristotle’s De 
Anima.23 Perhaps Alexander felt Aristotle’s argument from the number of elements to be 
unsatisfactory and felt he needed to justify the completeness of the list of senses by other 
routes. One hesitation Aristotle might have regarding Alexander’s empirical argument is 
the certainty with which he claims that there is no animal with a yet-to-be-discovered 
sense. Aristotle himself considers the possibility that a fifth element might be found and 
undermine his argument and I think he would suggest that Alexander similarly consider the 
possibility that an animal might be discovered which possesses a new sense. 

Simultaneity and Perceiving Perception

 How are we able to perceive the differences between our different senses? This 

22  Aristotle makes a similar move in De An. III.1. He states at 425a15 that we do not have a special sense 
organ for the common sensibles but then at 425a20 he writes as if he has argued for us having no special sense. 
Absence of a sense necessarily involves absence of a sense organ is what he states at 424b25 but does absence 
of a sense organ necessarily involve absence of a sense? If not, then proving that there is no sense organ will not 
necessarily entail the absence of a sense.
23  That is, Arist. De An. III.1-2.
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problem was introduced in the discussion of the special senses, where it was stated that the 
special senses are not able to apprehend the differences between classes of sensible objects. 
Aristotle and Alexander think that the faculty which unites our various special senses is the 
common sense. Unlike Plato’s rational faculty of the soul which unites the special senses at 
a level higher than sensation itself, the common sense unites the special senses at the level 
of sensation. What is at stake here is how much intellectual as opposed to bodily activity 
occurs before we perceive the unified objects around us. 

Both Aristotle and Alexander stress the important role simultaneity plays in the 
common sense’s ability to assess difference between special senses. The two philosophers 
go to great lengths to show why we must pronounce the difference between two sensible 
objects which are not in the same class, at one undivided time. Aristotle does this by stating 
that the time in which this difference is stated is not accidental to our asserting it. This 
means that if someone is to truly assert the difference between sensible objects which are 
not of the same class, it is essential that this person make this assertion at a time when 
both these sensible objects are present to her. If she does not, if she asserts this difference 
successively, the difference might then be viewed as a result of the sensible objects’ distinct 
temporal positions. That is to say, it will not be clear how white is different from sweet. This 
sensible object “white” might very well be different from sweet insofar as white appears 
in the morning (clouds in the sky) whereas sweet appears in the evening (dessert). But if 
the time wherein the difference between white and sweet is asserted is a time at which both 
white and sweet are present then the difference between white and sweet cannot be viewed 
as a matter of discrepancy in temporal position. This is because the times at which white 
and sweet appear are identical. Alexander makes a similar point.24

 In addition to these arguments, both Aristotle and Alexander put forward an 
example that is intended to demonstrate the validity of the following claim: that which says 
that two things are different must be one.25 They both offer the same example concerning 
two interlocutors. The first member of the two perceives sweet but not white and the 
second perceives white but not sweet. The interlocutors then presumably communicate 
their different perceptions to each other. Both Aristotle and Alexander assume without 
argument that the difference between the two perceived qualities will be readily apparent.26 
And both authors believe this scenario demonstrates that whatever perceives a difference 
between two must be one. Alexander even refers to this ‘perceiver of a difference between 
two’ as ‘some single agency.’ 

This argument is obscure and is only a few sentences in length in either author. I 
make sense of it in the following manner, although the reader should be forewarned that 
there is a dearth of scholarly consensus on this passage. The case of the two interlocutors 
perceiving different qualities is analogous to the case of two special senses perceiving 
their respective qualities in the body of a single person. In the former the different 
perceptions are ‘made one’ by the fact of the interlocutors’ communication. Informally, I 
am thinking of communication here as an exchange and combination of perceptions; the 

24  Alex. Aphr. De Anima, 16.2.44.
25  Arist. De An. III.2, 426b18-20; Alex. Aphr. De Anima, 16.2.42.
26  Ibid.
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two individual interlocutors’ separate perceptions become one and the same in the medium 
of discourse (and I take this discourse to in some sense be Alexander’s ‘single agency’). 
This is similar to the special senses’ separate perceptions becoming a unified experience in 
a single individual. From the perspective of the single discourse between the interlocutors 
the difference between each interlocutor’s respective perceived quality is apprehended. 
In both cases, that which says that two things are different is itself one.27 I take it that 
for Aristotle and Alexander, only an individual or multiple individuals participating in a 
single discourse can assert difference. If this is true, showing how in both those cases what 
asserts difference in one is in fact an exhaustive demonstration that what asserts difference 
between two must always be one. With this accomplished, both Alexander and Aristotle 
further examine the nature of the entity that asserts a difference between the special senses.
 One necessary condition for the assertion of such a difference is self-perception. 
How can I tell the difference between my sense of sight and my sense of smell if I don’t 
perceive my sense of sight or sense of smell? Aristotle deals only with the self-perception 
of seeing but it is likely that he thought that such an account of sight’s self-perception 
could be extended to the rest of the senses. Aristotle takes it as given that we do see that 
we see,28 and he sets out to explain how this is possible. Either something else sees that 
sight is seeing or sight sees itself seeing. We can choose either the former or the latter but 
in either case we will need to eventually suppose some sense which is aware of itself, 
otherwise we will have to keep positing entities ad infinitum. Aristotle says that given this 
disjunction we must assume this ‘in the first case’29 i.e. the first to be aware of itself, i.e. 
the sight that originally visually perceives objects is able to see itself seeing. But this leads 
Aristotle to ask the following question: is that which originally sees itself coloured? If it 
is “seen” by itself and all that can be seen is what is colored, then it itself must be colored 
if it is to see itself. Aristotle presents two possible solutions to this issue. The first solution 
has to do with there being a different meaning of “perceive by sight” applicable to the case 
of sight perceiving itself, and this different meaning does not necessarily entail that the 
object perceived by this kind of “seeing” is in fact coloured. The second proposed solution 
does not suggest a different meaning of ‘perceive by sight’ but instead proposes a different 
meaning of ‘coloured.’ In receiving the form of the sensible object without its matter, sight 
in some sense “has” the sensible object and would thereby have its colors as well, and the 
sight which sees seeing would presumably see these colors as possessed by the form of the 
sensible object as it is “in” seeing. Aristotle here offers a short justification for his claim 
that sense organs receive the form of sensible objects without the matter by arguing that 
this would explain how the sensing of an object can continue even when the sense object is 
absent.

27  In some sense it is the case that the example of the interlocutors will ‘decompose’ into two instances of a 
single individual apprehending the difference between the perceptions or experiences of his own special senses. 
The qualification here being that one of the perceptions was in some sense acquired or given through discourse, 
rather than direct sensation. Spelling my thoughts on this out in great detail is not relevant to the purposes of 
this paper.
28  Arist. De An. III.2, 425b11.
29   Ibid. III.2, 425b16-18.



78 HIRUNDO 2013

Alexander discusses similar issues in his De Anima.30 We are faced with the 
same aporia arrived at in the previous section on the special senses. There the issue  was  
concerned with a special sense receiving contraries. The problem was that the same subject 
(the special sense) would have to be white and black at one and the same time. Alexander 
sees a solution in asserting that the sense powers do not take on the properties of sensible 
objects when active, and therefore neither do the sense organs. The pupil itself does not 
become black or white because sight is not matter that can assume qualities contrary 
or otherwise. Right away we should notice that this leads Alexander into conflict with 
Aristotle’s aforementioned claim that sight is in some sense colored. Aristotle of course 
does not think that sight has matter either, but sight does seem to undergo some kind of 
change when it receives the form of sensible objects without the matter. Alexander seems to 
conclude more strongly that sight cannot be colored, perhaps not even in the sense in which 
Aristotle says it is. But if this is so, then Alexander will have to deal with the same problem 
Aristotle faced if he is to account for the fact of self-perception; either sight sees itself or 
some other sense faculty sees sight seeing. Alexander too would then be forced to explain 
where self-perception comes in to stop the infinite regress Aristotle warns us about at the 
beginning of De Anima III.2.The simple fact of the matter is that Alexander does not come 
to an obvious solution of this dilemma.31 Not only does he not seem to see the problem of 
the infinite regress Aristotle mentions, but Alexander also equivocates on the way in which 
we receive sensations. Alexander says the qualities of sensible objects come to exist in 
sense organs just as a reflection of a color comes to exist on the surface of a lake or in a 
mirror. But he also says32 that the presence (as a reflection) of a color in a mirror departs 
as soon as the sensible object bearing this color is removed. If this is true, Alexander here 
seems to be contradicting Aristotle’s claim that sensations continue to occur even when the 
object has been removed.33 Alexander will address this34 by saying that mirrors and lakes 
are inanimate bodies as opposed to living bodies. He states that living bodies are affected 
by objects in a different manner, so perhaps he is taking back the claim we started with, 
namely that sensibles’ way of being present in sense organs is analogous to a reflection’s 
way of being present in a mirror or water. Indeed, at the end of section 2.49, it is through 
the use of the imagination (φαντασία), he says, that sensibles can occur in the body even 
when the original object that they originated from has been removed. Whatever the case, it 
is evident that Alexander may have missed the infinite regress problem Aristotle mentions 
in connection with self-perception and later tries to get out of the problem by altering 
the definitions he starts with. He does not want sight to be coloured in any sense and yet 
he needs there to be something like the form of color in the eye in order to explain how 
sensibles can continue despite the absence of an object. Aristotle’s solution was to simply 
say that sight is in some sense coloured, but he does not spell out exactly what this entails. 

30  Alex. Aphr. De Anima, 16.2.46.
31   It is arguable that Aristotle does not do so either. For how satisfactory is the answer “The sight is in some 
sense colored and in some sense not?”
32  Alex. Aphr. De Anima, 16.2.47.
33  Arist. De An. III.2, 425b24-25.
34   Alex. Aphr. De Anima, 16.2.49.
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This discussion has allowed us to catch sight of Alexander’s attempt to work out Aristotle’s 
claim that we see our seeing without resorting to Aristotle’s solution.

Common Sensibles and the Unity of the Common Sense

 The final theme that I will examine deals with the nature of the common sensibles 
(κοιναί αἰσθηταί) and the common sense that is responsible for perceiving them. The 
common sensibles are qualities which we perceive, but not on the basis of any special 
sense. So, while we perceive the special sensible ‘visual quality’ on the basis of sight, we 
do not perceive the common sensible ‘unified quality’ on the basis of any of the five special 
senses. Other common sensibles include being, similarity, and difference. Aristotle will 
claim that I am able to perceive a thing’s being and its similarity to others only on the basis 
of the common sense.

There are many textual issues regarding Aristotle’s discussion of the common 
sensibles.35 Although he does say36 that the common sensibles are perceived incidentally 
(κατὰ συμβεβηκός), he also says that they are perceived directly (καθ’ αὐτὰ).37 Since he 
seems at De Anima III.1 425a20-26 to be attacking the idea that the common sensibles 
are ever perceived incidentally38 I read the text as supporting the idea that the common 
sensibles are always perceived directly.39 The special senses perceive directly their own 

35  Pavel Gregoric, Aristotle on the Common Sense (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 68ff. gives a thor-
ough account of the complexities involved in interpretation here.
36  Arist. De an. III.1 425a15.
37  Arist. De an. II.6 418a8.
38  He also seems to distinguish two kinds of sensation κατὰ συμβεβηκός, the first kind is like that of the case 
where we perceive what is sweet by vision and the second kind is like the case where we perceive the son of cleon 
via what is white.
39  Moreover I take it that incidental perception in the sense of perceiving what is sweet by vision is only 
possible because the unified nature of the five senses. Aristotle says something in support of this at 425a30. 
This unified nature demands that the there is an incidence of the special perceptions upon each other. But why 
is that? Is it because in being unified the senses are in some sense contiguous?  It seems that in completing a 
perception of multiple qualities in one and the same moment the five senses are directed as a whole. This em-
ployment of the whole can result in the concomitant arrival of multiple sense qualities and this can sometimes 
lead us to not realize which special sense is responsible for which sensible quality. The special senses are all 
activated at once and in the simultaneity of activations we may find it difficult (at first) to determine what is 
related to what. When the whole strikes us in a single moment it is difficult to determine the causal and the inci-
dental (or perhaps coincidental) relations. If we were to observe a man raising his arm, a truck backing up, and a 
tree falling all at the exact same moment we might at first think that the man’s arm being raised caused the fall-
ing of the tree or that the falling of the tree caused the backing up of the truck etc. But with adequate reflection 
we’ll discover that the man was simply gesturing and that the truck was pulling the tree down with a previously 
unobserved rope. We determine that the relation between the man’s arm and the other two events is one of mere 
coincidence and that the relation between the truck and the tree is one of cause. Likewise, when we reflect on 
our perception of bile we see that the relation between bitterness and seeing is one of coincidence whereas the 
relation between yellow and seeing is cause.
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proper objects and also the common sensibles. The common sensibles are less easily 
apprehended however, because it is difficult for us to not conflate the proper sensible of 
a specific sense with the common sensibles it also apprehends. That is why there would 
be a serious problem if we had only one sense. In fact, Aristotle supposes such a scenario 
for the sake of argument.40 If we had only sight and only white as an object everything 
would merge into “an indistinguishable identity.” This does not happen for us because the 
variation of our senses allows us, if we are careful, to see that the common sensibles are the 
object of no specific sense alone. In fact, Aristotle even speculates that the reason for the 
plurality of senses might be to prevent a failure to cognize common sensibles. For it is only 
by varying that we are able to distinguish what is a common and what is a special sensible. 
What I have tried to convey here is the very minimalist concept of a common sense that 
Aristotle has in the context of the De Anima. The phrase common sense refers to two 
psychological phenomena: (1) the common sense or ability that all five special senses have 
to perceive common sensibles, and (2) the unified activity of the five senses. What allows 
for perception of the common sensibles is not a general sensibility, as Smith41 translates it, 
for that sounds like something over and above the special senses. Rather it is the use of the 
special senses at once and as one in the manner of an interdependent network.
 I emphasize this point because I think it will serve as a contrast to Alexander’s 
notion of the common sense. As stated above, Alexander uses language that would make 
one think that the common sense is something much more independent than the unity of the 
special senses Aristotle has described. Furthermore, Alexander states42 that the common 
sense is power higher than the special senses which has as its correlate the common 
sensibles. The impression of a power standing over and above seems closer to the role 
played by Plato’s soul than that of the common sense in Aristotle’s De Anima.43 I will 
venture some hypotheses as to why Alexander may differ from Aristotle’s De Anima in this 
respect in the conclusion of this paper. 
 It is also important to note the similarities in Aristotle’s and Alexander’s account 
of the common sense. Alexander selects several apt examples to explain the phenomena 
with which both he and Aristotle are concerned. For example, both philosophers use a 
geometrical analogy to demonstrate how something like the common sense can be both 
one and many.44 Alexander’s discussion seems to improve upon Aristotle’s point in that 
his example explains by analogy better how it is that the common sense can at once unify 
and distinguish multiple special senses, whereas Aristotle’s example, going purely by the 
text, can help us to understand this process only if two special senses are involved. While 
they both do compare the common sense to a point, Aristotle states that the point is used 

40  Arist. De an. II. 425B5-10.
41  See J.A. Smith’s translation.
42  Alex. Aphr. De Anima, 16.2.55.
43  With the obvious qualification that the common sense is not at all a thinking or rational entity like what Plato 
is discussing in the Theaetetus.
44  Arist. De an. III.2, 427a10-15; Alex. De Anima, 16.2.50.
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“twice”45 and also compares it to a boundary (πέρας). He likely does this because he is 
thinking of a difference between two special senses, i.e. sight and taste. If we permit a 
visual simile, sight and taste are like two contiguous windows separated by a boundary. By 
Aristotle’s language the boundary is the common sense. As a limit, it is in some sense two 
by being part of both the special senses, and it is in another sense one in that it divides the 
two special senses. Alexander’s example, on the other hand, is that of a point as is found 
in the center of a circle. It is one in that it is the common terminus of not only two but an 
infinite number of radii extending from the circumference to the center. But this center 
point is also many in that it can be taken as part of any radii in particular. Alexander’s 
example is an improvement of Aristotle’s in that it clarifies how multiple senses can be 
related and integrated in something that is one and undivided.

Conclusion

 We have examined four problems that arise in the context of Aristotle’s and 
Alexander of Aphrodisias’ respective discussions of sensation. It has been shown that 
Alexander for the most part follows Aristotle, though on a few notable occasions he departs 
from his line of thought. Alexander uses different examples, different arguments, and even 
brings up different arguments in the course of his discussion. Why is this?
 To begin with, Alexander lives centuries after Aristotle. He inhabits a world where 
the great Hellenistic philosophies reign far and wide and Aristotle has been largely neglected. 
It is in Alexander’s best interest to temper Aristotle’s text to the demands of his times, 
and this often means ignoring some points Aristotle makes in order that Alexander may 
emphasize others. For example, instead of discussing methodology as Aristotle does in the 
opening of his De Anima, Alexander takes this opportunity to remark on the excellence of 
the body in an effort to argue against (likely Platonist) detractors of Aristotle’s philosophy. 
We also have evidence that Alexander engaged in polemics with other philosophers such 
as Galen during the course of his philosophical career.46 By these points we might venture 
to explain some of the differences observed between Alexander’s writings on the soul and 
Aristotle’s.
 Additionally, Aristotle sometimes uses language in other texts that would give 
the impression that the common sense is an independent faculty acting over and above 
the special senses. The De Somno certainly uses language along these lines. It is quite 
possible that Alexander would have known the order of the Parva Naturalia and thereby 
that the De Somno came after the De Anima. This may have led him to think that Aristotle’s 
account as presented in the former was the more mature theory. Even though Alexander’s 
text is explicitly relying and modeling itself on the De Anima, it would not be implausible 
to suppose that he took materials from other Aristotelian works with greater authority. 
If this is the case, then what is required is a more comprehensive account of Aristotle’s 

45  This is obscure but I read it meaning something along the lines of a point counting for two lines on a grid.
46  See Nicholas Rescher, The Refutation by Alexander of Aphrodisias of Galen’s Treatise on the Theory of Mo-
tion (Islamabad: Islamic Research Institute, 1965), and Robert Todd, Alexander of Aphrodisias on Stoic Physics: 
A Study of the De Mixtione with Preliminary Essays, Text, Translation and Commentary (Leiden: Brill, 1976), 
ix.
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discussions of the problems of sensation as they appear elsewhere in his corpus.47 With 
such an account on hand, one could readily see where Alexander on the common sense 
departs from Aristotle proper and not just from Aristotle’s De Anima. Such an undertaking 
is obviously beyond the limits of this paper but is nevertheless an endeavor to which the 
author hopes to contribute.

Lewis Innes-Miller
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