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METHODS IN EXAMINING
SENSE-PERCEPTION :
JOHN PHILOPONUS AND PS.-SIMPLICIUS
Peter Lautner
Institute of Philosophy, Faculty of Arts
Pázmány Péter Catholic University, Piliscsaba, Hungary
RÉSUMÉ : Le présent texte discute les méthodes utilisées par Philopon et Pseudo-Simplicius lorsqu’ils commentent la théorie de la perception sensible d’Aristote, et il marque leurs différences. Philopon fait un fréquent usage de théories médicales et de matériel empirique, empruntés
principalement à Aristote, afin de mettre en lumière non pas seulement les activités des différents sens, mais aussi une certaine conscience ainsi que la façon dont nous expérimentons nos
états intérieurs. Par contre, son contemporain Athénien, Pseudo-Simplicius, méconnaît complètement de tels aspects. Sa méthode est déductive : il fait appel à une thèse générale, empruntée
en partie à Iamblichus, dont il déduit des thèses relatives à la perception sensible. L’accent est
mis ici sur la doctrine de Philopon, car son recours à des perspectives médicales donne lieu à
un mélange intéressant de théories platoniciennes et de théories médicales empiriques.
ABSTRACT : The paper discusses the methods applied by Philoponus and Pseudo-Simplicius in
commenting on Aristotle’s theory of sense-perception, and indicates their differences. Philoponus frequently employs medical theories and empirical material, mostly taken from Aristotle,
to highlight not only the activities of the particular senses, but also a certain kind of awareness
and the way we experience our inner states. By contrast, his Athenian contemporary PseudoSimplicius disregards such aspects altogether. His method is deductive : He relies on some
general thesis, partly taken from Iamblichus, from which to derive theses on sense-perception.
The emphasis falls on Philoponus’ doctrine since his reliance on medical views leads to an interesting blend of Platonic and medical/empirical theories.
______________________

W

e have two extant commentaries on Aristotle’s De Anima in late antiquity, containing extensive passages on the theory of sense-perception. One is written in
Alexandria and has been attributed to John Philoponus, though the attribution of the
part discussing the third book is contested.1 The other was composed in the circle of
Neoplatonists at Athens, and has been traditionally ascribed to Simplicius. Again, the

1. See more recently, W. CHARLTON in the introduction to his translation of PHILOPONUS’ in De Anima III,
see PHILOPONUS, On Aristotle On the Soul 3.1-8, London, Duckworth ; Ithaca, Cornell UP, 2000 ; and
PHILOPONUS, On Aristotle On the Soul 3.9-13 with Stephanus, On Aristotle On Interpretation, London,
Duckworth ; Ithaca, Cornell UP, 2000. But the question of authorship of the commentary on Book III does
not affect the assumption that Philoponus is the author or compiler of the commentary on Book II.
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attribution is called into doubt.2 But even if the authorship of Simplicius is questionable, the fact remains that the work was written by an Athenian Neoplatonist. This
allows for a comparison between the methods and devices used in Athens and Alexandria to examine sense-perception.3 The comparison may indicate significant differences between the approaches of the two schools.
The Athenian commentary is considerably shorter than Philoponus’ work and
much more imbued with the Neoplatonic jargon of this age. This may give rise to the
assumption that the author’s primary aim was to explain Aristotle’s doctrines in the
light of the doctrines of the Platonic tradition, using terms that were not used by Aristotle at all. That might have led to a significant transformation of Aristotle’s doctrines as well. By contrast, Philoponus, and his teacher Ammonius in Alexandria,
aimed at clarifying the problems in the De Anima by remaining as close as possible
by the Aristotelian terminology.4 Hence it is understandable that the use of typical
Platonic terminology in this commentary is not something which could determine the
scope of the whole work.
On discussing the methodical principles followed by John Philoponus we have to
note that he seems to be relying more on empirical material.5 He used this kind of
evidence, however, not necessarily with the purpose of proving his case, rather for
supporting or illustrating it. As a preliminary to our investigation, we can also see
that reliance on empirical material is accompanied with a familiarity with Aristotle’s
zoological works as well. Throughout the commentary on De Anima II we find refer2. The other candidate is Priscian of Lydia, as has been argued by C. STEEL, “Introduction” to SIMPLICIUS,
On Aristotle On the Soul 2.5-12, trans. C. Steel, notes P. Lautner, published along with Priscian On Theophrastus on Sense-Perception, trans. P. Huby, London, Duckworth ; Ithaca, Cornell UP, 1997. The by now
classic statement of Priscian’s authorship has been made by C. STEEL and F. BOSSIER, “Priscianus Lydus
en de ‘In de anima’ van Pseudo(?)-Simplicius”, Tijdschrift voor filosofie, 34 (1972), p. 761-822 ; contested
in detail by I. HADOT, “Simplicius or Priscianus ? On the Author of the Commentary on Aristotle’s De
Anima (CAG XI) : A Methodological Study”, Mnemosyne, LV (2002), p. 159-199. For the most recent case
for Priscian’s authorship, see M. PERKAMS, “Priscian of Lydia, Commentator on the De Anima in the
Tradition of Iamblichus”, Mnemosyne, LVIII (2005), p. 510-530.
3. I have made an attempt to describe the methodical principles in the De Anima commentaries of these authors in “Status and Method of Psychology according to the Late Neoplatonists and their Influence during
the Sixteenth Century”, in C. LEIJENHORST, C. LÜTHY, J.M.M.H. THIJSSEN, ed., The Dynamics of Aristotelian Natural Philosophy from Antiquity to the Seventeenth Century, Leiden, Boston, Brill, 2002, p. 81109.
4. Philoponus’ commentary is based on Ammonius’ lectures, as the title of the commentary says. This is an
ἀπὸ φωνῆς commentary. On the genre, see K. PRAECHTER, “Die griechischen Aristoteleskommentatoren”,
Byzantinische Zeitschrift, 18 (1909), p. 516-538 ; M. RICHARD, “ἀπὸ φωνῆς”, Byzantion, 20 (1950),
p. 191-222.
5. Concerning the De Anima commentary, this feature has been pointed out by R.B. TODD, “Philosophy and
Medicine in John Philoponus’ Commentary on Aristotle’s de anima”, DOP, 38 (1984), p. 103-110. For
more recent studies on the connection between Philoponus and the medical tradition, see I. GAROFALO,
“La traduzione araba del commento di Ioannes Grammatikos al De pulsibus di Galeno”, in A. GARZYA,
J. JOUANNA, ed., I testi medici greci. Tradizione e ecdotica, Napoli, 1999, p. 197-216 ; I. GAROFALO, “Il
Sunto di Ioannes ‘Grammatikos’ dell opera del canone di Galeno”, in D. MANETTI, ed., Studi su Galeno.
Scienza, filosofia, retorica e filologia, Firenze, 2000, p. 135-151 ; and the studies of C. SCHIANO, “Il trattato inedito Sulle febbre attribuito a Giovanni Filopono : contenuto, modelli e struttura testuale”,
I. GAROFALO, “I Sommari degli Alessandrini”, and P.E. PORRMANN, “Jean le Grammairien et le De sectis
dans la littérature médicale d’Alexandrie”, in I. GAROFALO, A. ROSELLI, ed., Galenismo e medicina tardoantica. Fonti greche, latine e arabe, Napoli, 2003, p. 75-101, 203-233 (esp. 207-208), and 233-265.
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ences to these works.6 The reason why Philoponus recurred to the zoological treatises
was partly to back up the thesis he favored. He found arguments there which served
his purposes well. A few samples will suffice to illustrate the point. In claiming that
fishes can neither breathe in nor breathe out, and therefore they are not capable of
speaking either, he believes De Partibus Animalium on his side because it says
in 669a3-6 that fishes do not need cooling from air (384.25-26). One of the primary
functions of breathing is to cool the internal vital heat.7 Fishes, however, have water
around which supplies this need. But the capacity of breathing is considered vital to
producing voices. Furthermore, voice is a kind of sound, and sound is a change in the
air. Thus each animal that produces voice, makes it by the aid of the air. Unlike the
vast majority of fishes, however certain species produce voice, which calls for explanation. Philoponus believes to get support from De Spiritu, a work belonging to the
Aristotelian Corpus but not by Aristotle, where the author states that fishes make
sound not through a voice producing organ, but by some movement of the gills
(378.8-10). On closing their gills they emit water which gets disturbed in the process
of emission and catches up some air. This is what makes a sound. More importantly,
in arguing tacitly against Plato of the Timaeus that nothing goes out from the eyes to
grasp the visible object he alludes to De Generatione Animalium 780b21 where Aristotle mentions that in a clear sky if one climbs into a deep well one will see the
stars, although at the top of the well one will not see them at all (349.5-9). For Philoponus, the difference rules out that we see by emitting rays or fire particles that encounter the particles coming from the visible object. Supposedly, emission of such
particles takes place in both cases, which implies that we ought to see the stars at the
top of the well too.
Sometimes, Philoponus referred to Aristotelian texts simply for illustrating the
point he is about to make. In such cases, the reference does not have any demonstrational force on its own ; it supports or elucidates the argument put forward by other
means. For instance, on discussing the capability of the particular senses to apprehend things that are far, and comparing hearing and sight in this respect, he draws attention to Meteorologica II 8, 369b7-9 where we read that we hear the thunder later
and see the lightning first because we can see quicker than we can hear. Sight is
quicker and apprehends things that are farther away.8
If we turn to more substantial matters and examine the method followed in sorting out the problems concerning sense-perception we can see that quite independently
from the material he could find in Aristotle’s zoological works, Philoponus also relied on other sources for support. At this point, however, we have to make a distinc6. 228.16-18 (GA II 1, 731b24-732a1), 261.28-29 (PA I 1, 641a33-34), 268.1 (HA VI 15, 569a10-13), 269.3-6
(GA I 18, 724b21-726a26), 349.7 (GA V 1, 780b21), 381.4 (PA I 1, 642a31-b4), 382.15 (HA II, 507a3-5),
384.25 (PA III 6, 669a3-6), 384.32 (HA I, 476a32-33), 387.15 (HA II, 505a35-b1, PA II 2, 648a17-19, 13,
658a3-10). One may also add 381.4-5 which explicitly refers to the PSEUDO-ARISTOTELIAN, De Spiritu
487a28-34, and there are passages where he shows familiarity with this work though the reference is
unnamed.
7. See also 381.1-6 with reference to PA 642a31-b4 and De Spiritu 478a28-34.
8. 385.10-11. He recurs to the point in 413.4-5.
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tion between empirical and medical theories. We shall see that he also draws on
medical theories that one may not label empirical by ancient standards. Although the
difference does not seem crucial when we compare Philoponus’ procedure to the
method followed by Pseudo-Simplicius, we still have to see clearly that in this case
reliance on medical theories does not involve empirical tendencies by all means.
To take one example, the description of visual process relies on empirical findings.9 Many facets of this theory have already been examined carefully, and I can do
nothing but emphasize again the influence of medical theories on the commentary.10
As a supplement to such investigations, I can show how medical material concerning
vision serves to underline a general point about sense-perception. The text I draw attention to is printed in the apparatus, not in the body text.11 It starts with a definition
of sense-perception, stating that it is nothing but discrimination (κρίσις) of the affection (πάθος) which is produced in the sense-organ by the object of sense.12 When the
objects of sense dispose the sense-organ in a certain way, the power in the senseorgan apprehends the affection brought about there, and it does it by using its own
substrate, the sense-organ. Since nothing is affected by itself, only by what is different and unlike, it is reasonable that we do not perceive the sense-organs in their natural state. It is only when they are affected by some humour contrary to their nature
that the sense apprehends the affection brought about there. At this point Philoponus
raises the following question : if the affection is produced within, and not by an external sense-object, why do we not see the affection in the sense-organ when our eyes
are shut ? One answer refers to the lack of medium for an explanation.13 One might
say that it is not clear why the inner source of stimulating the sense organ needs an
external medium. The other answer draws on the Galenic notion of optic pneuma.
Due to the influence contrary to its nature the optic pneuma is supposed to go out to
the air that is lit up. The pneuma has the perceiving power within and by using the air
as an instrument or medium it perceives the affection that has come about in its
proper substrate, the eye. Because the optic pneuma has gone outside the perceptive
power grasps the affection from without. This is why we do not perceive the affection
in the sense-organ when the eyes are shut. In that case the optic pneuma is not capa-

9. The commentary on De Anima I also contains references of this kind, as has been shown by P. van der EIJK
in his notes to Philoponus : on Aristotle On the Soul 1.1-2, trans. P. van der Eijk, London, Duckworth ;
Ithaca, Cornell UP, 2006 ; and to Philoponus : on Aristotle On the Soul 1.3-5, trans. P. van der Eijk, London, Duckworth ; Ithaca, Cornell UP, 2006. The references are to 50.24-51.32, 52.4-13, 155.4-34, 162.3334, 163.11-13, 27-34, 201.3-8.
10. See TODD, “Philosophy and Medicine in John Philoponus’ Commentary on Aristotle’s de anima”, p. 106107, with an emphasis on Philoponus’ knowledge of the theories on vision, including those on the diseases
of the eyes.
11. The passage is in ms. A (codex Vaticanus 286 [11th c.]), following 293.23, and Hayduck, the editor of the
CAG text puts it in the apparatus for no obvious reasons. It seems to me that there is no evidence for expropriating it from Philoponus.
12. See also 350.25-26 where discrimination is due to the optic pneuma in the chrystalline moisture. Philoponus refers to dissections supporting the assumption.
13. In 305.5 he stresses that lack of medium renders sense-perception impossible.
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ble of leaving the eye. As it turns out later, Philoponus rejects the theory, but he accepts that the method of the approach is legitimate.14
We can see that the general thesis on sense-perception gives rise to a problem.
Two answers are offered. One is a rehearsal of the Aristotelian doctrine of the medium, with some reference to medical material as well. The other is completely unAristotelian, recalling Galenic notions that are not empirical in the sense that Galen
himself does not seem to rely on observations regarding the thesis.15 He also draws
on medical theories when mentioning that it is by nature that water lacks flavour.16
It may be more interesting, however, that the author’s medical knowledge extends not only to the account of the functioning of the particular senses. He is also
familiar with an explanation of another type of perception in physiological terms. He
raises the question whether the fact that we are aware of ourselves (συναίσθησις)
when we are in a too hot or in too cold a state, is due to our perception of the bad
mixture of the elements in us. As an answer he refers to the assumptions of the doctors. The relevant text runs as follows :
Λέγουσι πρὸς τοῦτο κάλλιστα καὶ οἱ ἰατροί, ὅτι πυρεττόντων ἢ ψυχομένων ἐν ταῖς
νόσοις ἑαυτῶν αἰσθανόμεθα, οὐκ αὐτῶν τῶν αἰσθητικῶν νεύρων ἢ τῶν σαρκῶν
τεθερμασμένων, ἀλλὰ τῶν ὑγρῶν αἵματος τε καὶ πνεύματος. ἐπεὶ οὖν ἡ αἰσθητικὴ
δύναμις πρώτως ἐν σαρξίν ἐστι καὶ νεύροις, εἰκότως τῶν ὑγρῶν δυσκράτως ἐχόντων,
πνεύματος λέγω καὶ αἵματος, παρακειμένων τε τοῖς αἰσθητικοῖς μορίοις τῇ θίξει
ἀντιλαμβανόμεθα αὐτῶν, ὥσπερ καὶ τοῦ ἀέρος τεθερμασμένου ἢ κατεψυγμένου τῇ
θίξει διὰ τὴν παράθεσιν ἀντιλαμβανόμεθα. κἂν αὐτῶν δὲ τῶν στερεῶν ἅψηται ὁ
πυρετός, ἐπειδὴ μὴ ὁμαλῶς θερμαίνεται ἀλλʹ ἀνωμάλως, πάντως εἰσί τινα μὲν μόρια
κατὰ φύσιν ἔχοντα, τινὰ δὲ παρὰ φύσιν. συμβαίνει οὖν τὰ ἔτι κατὰ φύσιν ἔχοντα
ἀντιλαμβάνεσθαι τῶν παρὰ φύσιν διακειμένων· ἀδύνατον γὰρ ὁμαλὴν γενέσθαι τὴν
δυσκρασίαν· τότε γὰρ ἐπὶ φθορὰν λοιπὸν τὸ ζῷον ὁδεύει. αὕτη οὖν αἰτία τῆς
συναισθήσεως.17
The doctors too say well in reply to this that when we are suffering fever or chill in disease we perceive ourselves, not [through perceiving] the perceptual nerves themselves or
the warmed flesh, but the liquids made up of blood and pneuma. Since, then, the power to
perceive is primarily in flesh and nerves, it is reasonable that when the liquids, I mean
those consisting of pneuma and blood, are in a badly mixed state, since they lie near in the
perceiving parts, we should apprehend them by contact, just as too we apprehend warmed
and chilled air by contact because of its being near. Even if the fever touches the solid
[parts] themselves, since the warming is not even but uneven, there must be some parts
that are in their natural state and some in a state that is contrary to nature. It happens, then,
that the parts which are still in their natural state apprehend those that are in a state contrary to nature. For it is impossible that the bad mixture should occur evenly, for then the
rest of the animal would be on the way to destruction. That is, then, the cause of selfawareness.18

14.
15.
16.
17.
18.

338.10-12, 339.1-6.
See PHP V 306.20 De Lacy, where Galen mentions ἀκουστικὸν πνεῦμα as well.
399.31-32, 434.16.
in DA 293.3-16.
Translation is by W. Charlton in PHILOPONUS, On Aristotle On the Soul 2.1-6, London, Duckworth ;
Ithaca, Cornell UP, 2005, slightly modified.
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Now, as it turns out in the subsequent passage, Philoponus has nothing to object
to this interpretation, and thus he is ready to account for perception of the internal
states in a way that differs from what Aristotle says about the various forms of senseperception in the De Anima. 19 The new thesis is elucidated with reference to the
change in the pneuma and the blood. There are two questions to be settled. The first
is terminological. What is the meaning of συναίσθησις in the passage ? Does it mean
consciousness in general, or perceptual awareness, or joint-perception ? To start with
the last option, I do not think that we are dealing with joint-perception here. Philoponus does not mention that perception of bodily states must accompany perception
of external objects. Instead, he speaks about a direct perception of a certain disordered state in the body without alluding to any other component in the process. It is
equally unlikely that he is referring to perceptual awareness. Talk about the awareness that we perceive is entirely missing from the passage. He seems to dismiss it altogether when saying that we perceive ourselves not by perceiving the nerves, which
are the seat of the power to perceive. The theory he is alluding to might say that at the
level of physiology perceptual awareness takes places when we somehow apprehend
the activities of the nerves. It is also important to bear in mind that the term does not
play any role in the discussion of perceptual awareness in the commentary on
De Anima III 2.20 Philoponus does not talk about consciousness in general either. The
context is very specific since it is about the way we perceive ourselves when we are
ill.
These options being excluded it seems that Philoponus talks about a kind of
awareness of bodily states, although he introduces the whole passage with the statement that we perceive ourselves. He is not going to convince us that we perceive ourselves by perceiving that our perceptual power is at work. Rather, the thesis he puts
forward concerns the perception of our inner states that contribute to what we are.
After all, he is discussing how we perceive ourselves. We apprehend these states
when our natural condition is deteriorating. It is important that Philoponus says not
that we apprehend our inner states, but that we apprehend ourselves.21 The formulation may be somewhat vague, but so much is clear that the author does not make a
radical shift between body and soul, assuming that the latter is what makes out our
self. On this thesis, changes in bodily state also make an impact on the way we can
apprehend ourselves by way of perceiving the badly mixed states of pneuma and

19. He says in 293.16 that it is true and uses a term and its cognates which are central in such a context :
συναίσθονται (293.22), συναίσθησις (293.19, 294.1) and συναισθανόμενον (294.3).
20. It is of some significance even if one assumes that the Greek commentary on Book III in the CAG XV volume is by Stephanus of Alexandria since a few points aside, there is not much difference between the doctrines in these works. The term συναίσθησις and its cognates turn up first in the commentary on III 8, discussing the consciousness of time, for instance (580.2, 5, 6, 7, 15, 20, 22, 32-33). Furthermore, the Latin
commentary on De Anima III 4-7, called De intellectu, does not contain reference to the use of this term.
The De intellectu has been ascribed to Philoponus.
21. In his note 181, following a suggestion by R. Sorabji, Charlton raises the possibility that the term refers to
the awareness of something within the organism. This may well be true, although we also have to bear in
mind that this awareness is described by Philoponus as pertaining to us. Thus, for Philoponus, apprehension of the inner states may belong to the apprehension of the self.
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blood. In the same vein, perception of such ingredients may also amount to selfperception. In sum, the “ourselves” seems to extend to certain bodily processes as
well.
But the crucial question concerns the description of this kind of self-awareness. It
turns out that we perceive our internal states by the aid of touch. As a kind of inner
sense, touch enables us to discern the disturbed state of the liquid consisting of blood
and pneuma, which leads to a certain kind of awareness. The sense of touch resides in
the flesh and the nerves and they contact the liquid mixed from pneuma and blood.
The process of perception is based on the difference between parts in natural, and
parts in unnatural state. The lack of balance between those parts initiates an alteration ; the part in its natural state apprehends those which are in a state contrary to nature. Thus this kind of self-awareness is due to an inner disharmony among the parts
of the moisture in the body.
He tackles another problem in 403.18-36, which is related to the problem of perceptual awareness but cannot be equated with that. He comments on Aristotle’s use
of the term “cannot be seen” (ἀόρατος). The term may refer to what cannot be seen
by nature, but it may also to what is by nature such as to be seen, although it is not
seen actually. The reason why it is not seen is a certain lack. Philoponus’ example is
a transparent object which cannot be seen when light does not fall upon it. He claims
that in this case “sight apprehends that what cannot be seen cannot be seen”.22 It is
supported by the thesis that non-rational animals also discriminate incidentally by
sight that it is dark for they are affected by visible objects. This is why they are remaining in their lairs. One might think that it is a typical line of thought starting from an
empirical observation (non-rational animals remain in their lairs in the dark) and
leading to a thesis that explains the initial observation. The conclusion, in turn, serves
to illustrate a general point on sense-perception, that it is the sight that grasps that
what cannot be seen cannot be seen. As all sorts of analogical reasoning, this one also
has its own limitations. It does not respond to the objection that the senses may be
inactive when they are not affected. Sight cannot function in the dark for we do not
see colours in the dark, black being not a colour. The failure may be responsible for a
new proposal : it is perhaps φαντασία and not sight that apprehends that which is not
seen by virtue of a lack of any proper object. Alternatively, one might suggest that the
sense can function independently from the impact coming from the sense object.23
It also seems that Philoponus has a general view in the commentary that justifies
the frequent recurrence to empirical material. One may ask for the reason for such a
procedure. A possible explanation is found in 307.33-308.2 where he puts forward
the following thesis :
[…] because the existence of universals too is in particular, but when they are taken as
universals and common they come to be in the soul. For their existing as common consists
in this, that their commonness is thought of, and thoughts are in the soul. “That is why
22. 403.27 : ἀντιλαμβάνεται οὖν τοῦ ἀοράτου ἡ ὄψις ὅτι ἀόρατον (trans. W. Charlton).
23. This proposal brings the theory closer to the suggestion made by Pseudo-Simplicius, put forward in the text
to be discussed below.
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thinking rests with the person himself”, not with the soul, that is, with the person who has
the soul.24

This is clearly an Aristotelian thesis, but it is interesting to see that Philoponus
does not distance himself from the formulation. It is all the more important because
he in this way seems to dissent from the view endorsed by his fellow Platonists at
Athens that certain universals belong to the core of the soul and are not empirically
acquired. If all the universals are in the particulars and the soul only acquires them as
common to many particulars, then the only way to get hold of universal notions
(νοήματα) is to grasp them via sense-perception. Such a methodical principle justifies
recurrence to medical material, and also explains Philoponus’ effort to seek empirical
evidence for some of the theses proposed in the commentary.25
To see the difference in detail, we can now turn to Pseudo-Simplicius’ commentary. We find a completely different approach there. The author has nothing to say
about the physiological processes that might accompany the activity of senseperception.
First we have to draw attention to the formal differences. On discussing sense
perception in general, the Athenian commentator seems to ignore medical material
whatsoever. More strikingly, he hardly makes any reference to the biological treatises
of Aristotle.26 His examination of the matter is centred around the general questions
of alteration and the role of judgment in sense-perception. That led over to the question about the extent to which reason is involved in sense-perception. He prefers the
examination of concepts and strict exegesis of Aristotle’s text with frequent comparisons with Plato’s doctrines. There is no attempt to reflect on questions posed by empirical observations and medical theories.
The method he follows in examining the functioning of the particular senses is
appropriate to these principles. We might take the paradigmatic case of sight first. If
we examine how this commentator discusses the question of seeing in the dark, we
see that methodical differences result in different views. As we have seen, Philoponus
cannot rule out that the sense of sight itself is unable to perform this task. It is perhaps φαντασία that is responsible for the lack of impact on the senses. By contrast,
Pseudo-Simplicius insists that sight is capable of perceiving in the dark. To put it
more precisely, he says that sight on its own can judge that it is dark.27 The argument
is peculiar and has an important result. Darkness is deprived of colours, which are the
primary objects of sight. Since sight does not apprehend any colour in the dark, it
24. The Greek runs as follows : ἢ ὅτι καὶ τῶν καθόλου ἡ μὲν ὑπόστασις ἐν τοῖς καθ᾿ ἕκαστά ἐστιν, ὅταν δὲ
ὡς καθόλου καὶ κοινὰ λαμβάνηται, ἐν τῇ ψυχῇ γίνεται· τὸ γὰρ κοινῶς αὐτοῖς εἶναι ἐν τῷ νοεῖσθαί
ἐστιν τὴν κοινότητα αὐτῶν, τὰ δὲ νοήματα ἐν τῇ ψυχῇ. τὸ δὲ διὸ νοῆσαι μὲν ἐπ᾿ αὐτῷ εἶπεν, ἀλλ᾿ οὐκ
ἐπ᾿ αὐτῇ, τουτέστιν ἐν τῷ ἔχοντι τὴν ψυχήν (trans. Charlton, in loc. cit.).
25. It may be of some interest to note that Philoponus has nothing to say about substantial notions (οὐσιώδεις
λόγοις). He only makes a distinction between substantial and non-substantial qualities (295.4-7).
26. At 149.3 he refers to PA III 6, 669a16-23, and De Spiritu 13, 477a14-33, at 150.29 to PA III 6, 669a2-5,
20-23. In the first passage he discusses the function of breathing to cool the heat around the heart. In the
second, he refers to PA for a discussion of the lack of breathe in fishes.
27. 134.23-135.1. The term for judging is κρίνειν.
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must turn to other resources for apprehending that it is dark. It is capable of judging
it, not by seeing anything, by not seeing. It becomes aware of the dark by the attempt to
see. The thesis can be generalized : all kinds of primary sense-perception can work in
this way. The wording makes it also clear that perceptual judgment pertains to a state
of affair, not to a quality, since there is no quality around to be perceived.28 Hence it
is obvious that Pseudo-Simplicius’ explanation is radically different from the one proposed by Philoponus. His argument is straightforwardly deductive. He takes over Iamblichus’ doctrine that the soul is fully permeated by reason. Hence sense-perception is
also rational in an appropriate way.29 As one of the hallmarks of rationality is reflection, sense-perception must also be capable of reverting to itself. Reversion amounts
to the apprehension of the activity of its own, which in the case of sense-perception
results in perceptual awareness.
The commentator connects perceptual awareness with the capacity of apprehending that the special sense-objects are not around. The passage immediately follows the one discussed above. It runs as follows :
οὐ τῷ ὁρᾶν τι τὸ σκότος ἡ ὄψις κρίνουσα, ἀλλ᾿ αὐτῷ τῷ μὴ ὁρᾶν ἐν τῷ πειρᾶσθαι ὁρᾶν
συναισθανομένη αὐτοῦ, διὰ τοῦτο μόλις ὁρώμενον. καὶ τοῦτο ἴδιον τοῦ ἄνευ φωτὸς
διαφανοῦς τὸ ὁπωσοῦν ὁρᾶσθαι, εἰ καὶ μὴ κατ᾿ ἐπιβολήν· ὡς τά γε χρώματα ἀόρατα
μὲν καὶ αὐτὰ χωρὶς φωτός, ἀλλ᾿ οὐδὲ πειρωμένοις ὁρᾶν παρέχεται ὁποιανοῦν ἑαυτῶν
συναίσθησιν.30
Since sight does not judge that it is dark by seeing anything, but by just not seeing, becoming aware of the dark in the attempt to see. So it is “scarcely something seen”. This is
proper to the transparent without light, to be seen in some way, even if not through intuition. Just as colours are themselves invisible without light, but yet when one is trying to
see them, they do provide a kind of awareness of themselves.31

The fact that the issues are intimately connected is another sign of difference
between the two commentators. Furthermore, the crucial terms are used unambiguously by Pseudo-Simplicius to delineate the connection. By συναίσθησις he means
perceptual awareness, that the sense is capable of apprehending its own activity.
What the sense of sight apprehends in the dark primarily is the activity of its own,
which is its attempt to see. Similarly, the use of κατ᾿ ἐπιβολήν underlines the possibility that the intellect may be involved in this process. As elsewhere in the commentary, the term may mean an act of the intellect which makes use of senseperception and does not pertain to intelligible entities.32 This possibility is denied
with the claim that we somehow apprehend colours, the proper object of seeing,
vaguely and indirectly. They provide a certain awareness of themselves. The thesis
28. 134.36-135.1 : ἐπεὶ δὲ ὅλως ὅτι σκότος ἡ ὄψις ἐστὶν ἡ κρίνουσα. Although it may be quite promising, I
do not think at the moment that we can make a stronger distinction between perceiving a quality and perceiving a state of affair in this commentary.
29. See 187.35-188.3.
30. 135.2-7.
31. Translated by C. Steel in SIMPLICIUS, On Aristotle On the Soul 2.5-12 (trans. C. Steel, notes P. Lautner),
published along with Priscian On Theophrastus on Sense-Perception (trans. and notes P. Huby), London,
Duckworth ; Ithaca, Cornell UP, 1997.
32. For other occurrences of the term in the section on sense-perception, see 131.37, 134.36, 156.3, 14.
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seems to be the upshot of a deductive reasoning. The commentator never refers to observation or experience to support that claim.
Another result of the inquiry is the thesis according to which the sense can work
without being acted on by the sense object. If the sense is capable of attempting to
perceive in the absence of the any proper sense object then it must be capable of
functioning independently of the influence of the sense object. This seems to signal
an important dissent from the Aristotelian theory where the sense is activated by the
form of the object of sense. On the other hand, it reminds us of Plato’s theory in the
Timaeus, that visual perception takes place by the aid of the rays emitted by the eye,
with the implication that emission visual rays may go on and on even if sense perception does not come about.
He returns to the problem in the discussion of taste.33 He examines in general
terms what happens to the sense if the impact coming from the sensible object is not
moderate. Even if a sense does not perceive its proper object when it tries to do that,
by the fact of not perceiving, it is also aware of the lack of its proper object. This object cannot be perceived because of deficiency since the perceptible form is not present in the substrate. Following this logic, unlike Philoponus, Pseudo-Simplicius also
asserts that the sense can recognize the excessive sensible object, an object exerting
excessive, and thus harmful, influence on the sense.34 The sense cannot adjust itself to
the sense object as it is either deficient or excessive. But that does not mean that it
cannot recognize it. The overall claim is that imperceptibility is said in two ways.
Something is imperceptible if it has such a nature as to rule out perceptibility. As an
example of a limited range, the commentator mentions voice which is invisible. On
the other hand, we call a thing imperceptible if it lacks the perceptible form, although
it is of a nature to have it. In the latter case, the sense is capable of recognizing (but
not perceiving in the strict sense) what is imperceptible. Thus one can say that the
taste is both of the tasty and of the tasteless. Again, the method he follows in this inquiry is strictly confined to conceptual analysis (two senses of the “imperceptible”)
and devoid of any reference to medical material. It is by such means that he reaches
the conclusion that the senses can work even if no sensible object proper to them is
around or cannot be perceived because of the feature of the medium, which is the
case when we enter a dark room from a sunny place.
If we want to make a short comparison between the methods used by the two
commentators, the first thing to note is the difference in the material they rely on. The
Alexandrian commentator draws both on the material collected in Aristotle’s biological works and on the medical ideas to be found in later authors. By contrast, PseudoSimplicius never claimed to get support from such sources. On explaining the theories in the De Anima he uses deductive arguments, the premises of which are mostly
in Aristotle’s psychological works. Furthermore, he constantly makes use of theories,
worked out for the most part by Iamblichus, which do not show much affinity to
33. 156.2-32.
34. This may run against what Aristotle says in De Anima II 12, 424a29-30, that excessive impacts can destroy
the αἰσθητήρια although it is unclear whether the term signifies sense or sense organ.
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medical or biological theories. Using different theories as source of inspiration was
accompanied with to different methods of inquiry. It has been shown that Philoponus
relied on medical material extensively, and sometimes used it to illustrate, sometimes
to underpin theses concerning the features of the soul.35 Discussion of sense-perception
is characterized by frequent references to medical theories and observation. That does
not mean, however, that he accepts them all uncritically. Rather, they offer the background against which Philoponus has to formulate his own ideas. Speaking in Aristotelian way, they form part of the ἔνδοξα. Pseudo-Simplicius does not seem to have
made any effort to employ such devices in the commentary on the De Anima.
We can see, then, that the two approaches are very different. Philoponus reflects
on problems raised by medical authors and uses empirical material extensively, either
to illustrate the point he is about to make, either to employ it as an independent argument. By contrast, his Athenian contemporary Pseudo-Simplicius passes up every
chance for including medical findings in the discussion of Aristotle’s theory. His approach is deductive insofar as he takes a few general doctrines as guidelines by the
aid of which to explain the text. As a conclusion, it seems that the examination of this
peculiar subject might give the impression that there is still something relevant in
Karl Praechter’s characterization of the Alexandrian versus Athenian Neoplatonism
in the 5th and 6th century. It does not mean that we are entitled to draw such a clear
line between the two schools again. But there seems to be a difference in nuances that
should be spelled out. The distinction itself cannot be dismissed altogether.36

35. See R.B. TODD, “Philosophy and Medicine in John Philoponus’ Commentary on Aristotle’s de anima”,
note 5 ; and P. van der EIJK’s notes, in Philoponus : on Aristotle On the Soul 1.1-2 and 1.3-5, London,
Duckworth ; Ithaca Cornell UP, 2005, 2006.
36. PRAECHTER’s characterization is found in his “Richtungen und Schulen im Neuplatonismus”, in his Kleine
Schriften (hrsg. von H. DÖRRIE), Hildesheim, New York, G. Olms, 1973, p. 165-216. Doubts about the
full-scale dismissal of Praechter’s thesis have been raised, on different lines, by K. VERRYCKEN as well,
see his “Introduction” to Johannis Philoponi Commentariae Annotationes In Libros Priorum Resolutivorum
Aristotelis, übersetzt von Guillelmus Dorotheus, Neudruck der Ausgabe Venedig 1541 mit einer Einleitung
von Koenraad VERRYCKEN und Charles LOHR (CAGL 4), Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt, Frommann-holzboog,
1994, p. VI.
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