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ABSTRACT 

IMAGINING OURSELVES WITH ARISTOTLE 

Douglas Campbell Halls      Advisor(s): 

University of Guelph, 2021       Dr. Ken Dorter 

Dr. Peter Eardley 

 

On three occasions in Rhetoric I.11, Aristotle alludes to a notion of a ‘phantasia of the self’: a 
concept that is explicitly broached, as far as I am aware, nowhere else in the Aristotelian corpus. 
The allusions are so fleeting that it would strain credibility to suggest that Aristotle really had a 
concept of ‘self-imagining,’ especially since his discussions of phantasia found in his general 
psychology (i.e., De Anima and the Parva Naturalia) already leave so much to the imagination, as it 
were. This thesis draws on Aristotle’s natural, psychological, and anthropological works in order to 
develop an Aristotelian concept of self-image, or, if to use a neologism, an ‘autophantasma.’  

To determine the basic character of Aristotelian self-imagining, we proceed by determining 
Aristotle’s account of phantasia and phantasmatic images, on the one hand, and that of (human) 
selfhood on the other. While we look primarily to Aristotle’s general psychology to discern the 
nature of the phantasmatic and to the anthropological works (Nicomachean Ethics & Rhetoric) to 
account for the nature of self, we prioritize text that imbricates these orders of Aristotle’s thought to 
promote coherence in our model of Aristotelian autophantasma. 

The central aim of Part A (Prologue through Chapter 3) is to provide a comprehensive 
account of phantasia and phantasmata. Part B (Chapters 4 through Epilogue) then analyses the self’s 
structure, its most general animating object (the apparent good), its reception of that object 
through its ethos (character), and two registers of its social environment: one intimate, one 
political. Each dimension of our account of self shows not only that the work of phantasia is deeply 
and broadly implicated in its constitution and ongoing enactment but that self-relational exercises 
of phantasia already belong to the internal demands of many aspects of Aristotle’s thought. Thus, 
while the lines of the Rhetoric that reference the ‘phantasia of self’ may be at the margins of 
Aristotle’s thinking, they point to something that is, on the contrary, core and cardinal to the 
conceptual architecture underwriting his account of human selfhood. 
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PART A 

Prologue: Imagining the Self in Aristotle’s Rhetoric I.11 & Beyond 

Aristotelian philosophy, then, like (and as a part of) our human nature, exists in a continual oscillation between too 
much order and disorder, ambition, and abandonment, excess and deficiency, the super-human and the merely 
animal. The good philosopher would be the one who manages humanly, guarding against these dangers, to improvise 
the mean (and ‘that’s a job, in every area.’) In his lost work On the Good, Aristotle is said to have written, ‘You must 
remember you are a human being: not only in living well, but also in doing philosophy’1 
~Martha Nussbaum 
 
We must start with tradition, and we must end with tradition criticized, clarified, and enlarged.2 
~John Herman Randall  
 
To that he bends himself, 
To that each day allots most time, wherein 
He is indeed the best part of himself 
~Euripides frag. 183. & qtd in Rhetoric I.11. 

A.0. Preliminaries 

A.0.1.3 On three occasions in Rhetoric I.11 (1370b-71a), Aristotle alludes to a set of circumstances in which 

one’s behaviour might be shaped by having phantasmata of one’s self: that is, by entertaining certain 

‘imaginary’ appearances of oneself to oneself.4 This chapter, mainly concerned with examining sources of 

wrongdoing that can bear on matters of judicial rhetoric, describes how pleasurable phantasmata of oneself 

in particular – those which present us to ourselves as honourable, or superior to others, or generally 

endowed with fine qualities – can often motivate behaviours that can run contrary to virtue and to the law. 

 
1 Martha Craven Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness: Luck and Ethics in Greek Tragedy and Philosophy, Rev. ed 
(Cambridge, U.K.; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 263. 
2 John Herman Randall, Nature and Historical Experience: Essays in Naturalism and in the Theory of History (New York 
Chichester, West Sussex: Columbia University Press, 1958), 10, https://doi.org/10.7312/rand92096. 
3 I strongly encourage readers to consider reviewing & flagging Appendix I for a detailed guide of the numerical index 
(cf. 0.0.0.0. etc.) and make whatever use of it that seems appropriate. The guide provides a fine-grained map of this 
project’s entire argument and a quick reference for the frequent signposts made to earlier sections throughout. 
Though it is not considered a ‘defended’ part of the dissertation, it is meant to provide a valuable aid to follow its 
argument.  
4 In this project I generally avoid using the term ‘imagination,’ so as to fend off any preconceived notions about what 
the term phantasia means on Aristotelian grounds. While I will make more frequent and flexible use of the term 
‘image,’ we should similarly guard against automatically reading it as, for instance, something ‘visual’ in nature. We 
will see in Chapter 2 that phantasia, and phantasmatic ‘images’ are in Aristotle’s thinking far more broadly conceived 
than what our contemporary ears may hear in these terms.  
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The motivating quality of such phantasmatic ‘images’ is especially potent, Aristotle notes, when they are 

affected in us by the opinions of friends and respected fellow citizens (1371a9-14). The lines we are speaking 

of run as follows:  

Victory is pleasant, not only to those who love to conquer, but to all; for there is produced an 
image [phantasia] of superiority, which all with more or less eagerness desire (1370b32-4). 

Honour and good repute are among the most pleasant things, because everyone imagines 
[phantasian] that he possesses the qualities of a worthy man, and still more when those whom 
he believes to be trustworthy say that he does (1371a8-10). 

A friend also is among pleasant things, for it is pleasant to love – for no one loves wine unless 
he finds pleasure in it – just as it is pleasant to be loved; for in this case also a man has an 
impression [phantasia] that he is really endowed with good qualities, a thing desired by all who 
perceive it; and to be loved is to be cherished for one’s own sake (1371a18-21).5 

Three times in this cluster of remarks in Rh I.11, then, Aristotle alludes to a special kind of object cognized 

by the human soul: an image of one’s self, or, to deploy a useful neologism—an ‘autophantasma’.  

These three allusions to an image of one’s self, to an autophantasma, is unprecedented and singular 

in Aristotle’s corpus. 6 Nowhere else in his extant philosophy do we find him explicitly describing a 

circumstance whereby an individual applies their phantasmatic capacity back upon themselves, turning their 

own self into an object of their ‘imagination.’   

These allusions are also liminal, coming and going at the periphery of the main point of the text. 

Perhaps this is why, so far as I have been able to determine, the unprecedented singularity of these lines in 

the Aristotelian text have never been noticed and taken up by scholars. Besides the occasional throw-away 

line or two of commentary, I have seldom encountered more than a full paragraph of scholarly interest 

taken in them, and I have never read so much as a line that attested to their truly remarkable, unique 

status.7 

 
5 As we shall see later, there are other occasions in the Rhetoric when Aristotle nearly makes other explicit mentions of 
this concept, for instance in relation to confidence, anger, fear, and shame. 
6 I prefer to take license with this neologism rather than use something like ‘self-image’ (even if I occasionally find that 
expression to be useful and appropriate). The expression ‘self-image’ connotes familiar associations that, as we will see 
in what follows, should be kept at somewhat of a distance from what we are working up in Aristotelian terms. 
7 Of course, this is not to imply that these lines are entirely neglected – only that their unique status has not flagged. 
Jamie Dow, for instance, has an extended treatment of some 15 pages (cf. 163-177) on this chapter in Jamie Dow, 
Passions and Persuasion in Aristotle’s Rhetoric, First edition, Oxford Aristotle Studies (Oxford, UK: Oxford University 
Press, 2015). Other commentary on the ‘self-image’ lines can be found in: Jessica Moss, Aristotle on the Apparent Good: 
Perception, Phantasia, Thought, and Desire (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 82–84; Jose M. Gonzalez, “The 
Meaning and Function of Phantasia in Aristotle’s Rhetoric III.1,” Transactions of the American Philological Association 
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Perhaps this is simply because there is nothing much to say. Perhaps the overall significance of 

these lines is obvious, offering little depth otherwise. Perhaps: after all, it is neither difficult to understand 

nor accept their basic drift—that it is pleasant to ‘see oneself’ as superior or good and noble or fine, that 

such imaginings could easily stir up certain behaviours, that some of those behaviours will be better or 

worse than others, and that the opinions of our friends and familiars are particularly powerful in lending 

these self-imaginings their motivating power. None of this, one might say, points to anything that merits 

special attention, and that is precisely why special attention has not been given to these lines before.   

A.0.2.1. Yet even if the general idea driven at in these lines has an air of banality, it does not mean 

that the underlying phenomenon they describe—a self that phantasizes or ‘imagines’ itself—is, where 

Aristotle’s text is concerned, unremarkable, uncomplicated to conceive, somehow self-explanatory, or 

simply uninteresting. For each of the two elements that are brought together in a ‘self image’ or 

autophantasma—the self or person, on the one hand, and a phantasmatic image, on the other—are both 

consequential and controversial in Aristotle’s philosophy broadly speaking (which is to say, in terms 

available to us in works in the extant corpus taken as a whole, and not necessarily constrained to the 

Rhetoric alone). Working out the significance of these two important concepts in order to determine the 

character and possibility of their encounter in an event of ‘self-imagining’ can be taken as a preliminary 

(though incomplete) statement of what this project aims to achieve. To that end, the lines of the Rhetoric are 

taken as a prompt or inspiration but will not be our primary focus until the end of this work. This is not 

only because the straightforward meaning of those pages is relatively banal taken on its own, but because 

the best resources Aristotle offers us for developing the two elements we are interested in (self, image) are 

not solely (or even mainly) in the Rhetoric, but elsewhere in his writings. In the remainder of this section I 

want to set out some preliminary discussion concerning the strategic options that are available for 

researching Aristotle’s conceptions of phantasia and selfhood taken as independent subject matters and for 

thinking them together in the special case of a ‘phantasia of the self’. In emphasizing the different areas of 

 
136, no. 1 (2006): 125, https://doi.org/10.1353/apa.2006.0006; Nancy Sherman, The Fabric of Character: Aristotle’s 
Theory of Virtue (Oxford [England] : New York: Clarendon Press ; Oxford University Press, 1989), 169–70; Jamie Dow, 
“Feeling Fantastic Again - Passions, Appearances, and Beliefs in Aristotle,” in Passions and Persuasion in Aristotle’s 
Rhetoric, First edition, Oxford Aristotle Studies (Oxford, United Kingdom ; New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 
2015), 182–226; Martha Craven Nussbaum, “The Role of Phantasia in Aristotle’s Explanations of Action,” in Aristotle’s 
De Motu Animalium (griech. u. engl.) (Princeton: Princeton U. P, 1985), 265.; Debra Hawhee, “Looking Into Aristotle’s 
Eyes: Toward a Theory of Rhetorical Vision,” Advances in the History of Rhetoric 14, no. 2 (July 2011): 146–47, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/15362426.2011.613288. 
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inquiry that best establish Aristotle’s thinking on these two topics, we will also take this occasion to 

introduce some high-order methodological and hermeneutic issues that arise for these strategies. 

While in the Rhetoric, Aristotle offers only a glimpse into his thinking about phantasia by calling it a 

‘weakened’ or ‘residual’ kind of aisthesis (1370a), his most extended treatment comes in works of the Parva 

Naturalia (especially in De Anima [DA] III.3 and On Memory and Recollection [OM] 1-2). DA III.3, his longest 

and most direct discussion of phantasia, is nonetheless relatively brief – only a few pages long. It is also 

notoriously enigmatic—incoherent, some will say—and at any rate highly contested in the secondary 

scholarship. In addition, since Aristotle’s analysis of phantasia is the first in the history of philosophy (since 

even Plato thought it was only a ‘blend’ of sensation and opinion rather than a stand-alone)8, historical 

precedents offer but limited help in situating Aristotle’s thinking on phantasia. Despite the relatively few 

number of pages that Aristotle devotes to phantasia, however, those pages nonetheless make clear that he 

considered it indispensable to explaining the distinctive character of human thought, interpretive 

perception, desire, memory, and practical agency. These pages would seem to provide the best resource for 

determining Aristotle’s overall conception of phantasia, and so to understand the Rhetoric’s allusions to a 

phantasia of the self.   

Yet what assurances do we have that phantasia means the same thing in the Rhetoric as it does in the 

Parva Naturalia? Indeed, some readers of Aristotle might think there are none. They might think we should 

read the Rhetoric’s phantasia non-technically, meaning something like ‘mere show,’ or ‘fancy’ or ‘impression.’ 

These readings of phantasia are merely meant to attenuate the epistemic status of the object one is 

apprehending as a mere ‘fantasy.’ Although the term phantasia is used, it does not insist on designating an 

object cognized by the faculty of phantasia per se, the faculty described in works like DA and OM. 

Others, by contrast, might insist that the Rhetoric’s phantasia does indeed correspond to the 

technical meaning described in the Parva Naturalia. This position would entail that, in the specific context 

of RH I.11, that we would need to interpret the meaning of the autophantasma as being an object of the 

faculty of phantasia. This reading would seem to be supported, to offer but one reason, by the fact that even 

the Rhetoric’s definition of phantasia—which Aristotle offers a few pages prior to the autophantasmata lines—is 

rendered in terms of aisthesis, sense-perception of particulars. This could be taken to point us firmly in the 

direction of works like DA and OM in which the close relation between the two are emphasized also.9 

 
8 Cf. Plato’s Sophist 260c & 263e-64d.  
9 In this work, I say ‘psychological’ works and the term ‘psychology’ basically to refer to matters concerning or based in 
Aristotle’s theory of the soul (psyche), expressed especially in De Anima and the broader Parva Naturalia. It should not 
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Indeed in those works we are told that aisthesis and phantasia are really the same faculty disposed in different 

ways (ways we will discuss in detail in Chapter 2). The way phantasia is defined in the Rhetoric, then, seems 

of a piece with how Aristotle situates it in his psychological accounts given elsewhere. It seems that the 

burden of proof could just as easily fall to those who are skeptical of the continuity of terms in the first 

place than to those who presuppose it.  

There is also a range of meanings that one might use to characterize the objects (or products10) of 

phantasia, which is to say, the phantasmata or ‘images’ themselves.11 Some contexts seem best cashed out 

psychologically, others physiologically, or phenomenologically, or epistemically. In the Rhetoric, for instance, 

we seem to be given a psychological description, where a phantasmatic image is described as being some kind 

of weakened form of aisthesis (1370a28). This kind of claim is repeated in physiological terms when 

Aristotle will describe phantasmata as involving residual currents left in the blood alongside those which stir 

sense-perception (cf. 254a29; 428b30l 461a4-11). Often what Aristotle seems to have in mind by 

phantasmata are, at other times, something more like appearances: highlighting either what appears or how 

things appear. For example, we find this connotation at work in his discussions of the optical illusions in 

which the sun appears to be a foot wide (cf. 458b28-30 & 460b18-21). In instances like these, phantasmata 

could just as well be called interpretations, emphasizing the perceiving subject’s contribution to the apparent 

meaning of the objects of experience.12 Whether we think of phantasmata as quasi-perceptual ‘images’ or 

bodily ‘residues’ or phenomenal ‘appearances’ or experiential ‘interpretations’ may depend on the context 

and may, of course, share an overlapping nexus of meaning in certain ways.   

There are, then, a range of meanings that might be useful in characterizing what phantasmata are 

generally, and so how a phantasma of the self in turn might be understood. It could mean a quasi-perceptual 

trace of the self, grounded in or occasioned by some embodied residue of past experience; it could refer to 

the appearance of the self or the way of its appearing; it could refer to a kind of interpretation that the self 

 
be read as being equivalent, and not necessarily even close, to what we might commonly call psychology in the 
contemporary sense.  
10 As we will see, phantasia sometimes refers to the active and interpretive side of perception, contrasted with the 
passive reception of the sensible form through aisthesis of special sensibles. For that reason, the objects of phantasia are 
not just received but partly constituted and constructed, thus can be rendered ‘products’ in these cases. 
11 As it happens, Aristotle’s usage of these terms is not always consistent. Sometimes phantasia itself seems to refer to 
the faculty, other times to the object of the faculty, other times to the quality of a certain object. For our purposes we 
will generally use phantasia to designate the faculty, while phantasma and phantasmata will be used to designate the 
object(s). ‘Phantasmatic’ will name the general kind of thing of which both phantasia and phantasmata are instances. 
12 On thinking of phantasmata as ‘interpretations’ see Nussbaum’s essay, “The Role of Phantasia in Aristotle’ 
Explanation of Action” in Aristotle and Martha Craven Nussbaum, Aristotle’s De Motu Animalium (griech. u. engl.) 
(Princeton: Princeton U. P, 1985), 222, 248.  
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holds about itself. And indeed, it could also be developed in such a way as to connect the different vectors 

of meaning emphasized in each of these. So, even from this very preliminary survey of the meaning of the 

phantasmatic we can appreciate many possibilities for philosophical inquiry that are far less banal than what 

might otherwise be suggested by a straightforward reading of Rh I.11.  

A.0.2.2.1. In spite of its banal surface meaning, Rh I.11 also points to consequential research for 

the second element we are foregrounding: the nature of the self. A fair bit of the remainder of this Prologue 

will be spent carving out its possible sense and scope of meaning. As with phantasia, caution is needed 

around the notion of ‘the self,’ a term by which an Aristotelian could mean different things. 

One strategy for articulating the notion of a human self in Aristotle is to start with the intuition 

that it would instantiate (or be essentially related to the instantiation of) the human form. That is, if the self 

is (or is essentially related to) the individual human being, then we would need to understand both what 

belongs to the nature of any human being as well as what individuates one human being from another. But 

what defines the human form is given different locutions in the Aristotelian corpus. We are told, to 

enumerate the most familiar ones, that what marks the human form is its being the ‘rational animal’ (DA), 

the ‘animal with logos’ (EN), the ‘arche of choice’ (EN), the being-with (suntheton) of ‘perception and 

thought’ (EN) and the ‘political animal’ (PO). Each one of these well-known definitions points to 

something essential about the human form and so establishes what a human self, as related to the 

individual enactment of this form, would essentially be.  

A.0.2.2.2. As with our preliminary discussion of phantasia, we could ask in what sense the 

motivating lines of Rh I.11 are interested in the self that is being ‘imagined,’ and we could ask whether we 

ought to only draw on the resources of Rhetoric or to draw on a more expansive set of evidence from the 

corpus. Insofar as the Rhetoric is concerned with forms of public speech, we might take Aristotle’s 

descriptions of the human as ‘animal with logos’ (as the speaking animal) or the ‘political animal’ to orient 

the sense of self that is meant in these pages. Yet these key definitions of the human form can often be 

unpacked in ways that fundamentally implicate one another. Our nature as the ‘political animal,’ for 

instance, cannot be grasped without ultimately referring to our use of rationality and language in a world 

shared with others. That is, our being the political animal is not altogether separate from our being the 

‘animal with logos’ or the ‘rational animal.’ Yet the very togetherness of reason with animality advanced by 

these latter two descriptions is also expressed in the others we surveyed a moment ago. For when Aristotle 

says that a human being is an arche of choice, he is saying in a new way that he is a rational animal: for he 

defines choice as a suntheton (a being-with) of what characterizes animal life (the perceptual-conative) and 
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human life (the rational). Thus, when he calls choice ‘thinking desire, or desirous thought’ and the human 

being the arche of choice, he is obliquely calling him the rational animal, the animal with logos. Indeed, 

Aristotle’s blunt description in the EN of the human being as the togetherness of perception and thought 

attests to the same point. 

Without further belabouring the point, the idea is that Aristotle’s various definitions of the human 

form enclose and disclose one another. Because of this, sequestering them from one another may deprive us 

from appreciating the human form comprehensively, and in turn the individual self who instantiates that 

form. The strategy of working with these familiar definitions to get at the nature of selfhood, then, would 

benefit from a holistic and ‘synoptic perspective’13 on the human being rather than one narrowly construed. 

We can already see, given these preliminary remarks on the possible scope of research on phantasia 

and selfhood that the innocuous meaning of Rhetoric I.11 has the potential to motivate far more interesting 

and consequential research than it might suggest at the surface. The permutations of meaning become all 

the more expansive when we consider the interaction of these concepts in their meeting, that is, in the 

concept of an Aristotelian autophantasma. 

A.0.2.2.3. Let us return to discuss a few concerns about the ‘synoptic’ strategy of appealing to a 

broad range of descriptions of the human form to develop a comprehensive account of the Aristotelian self. 

Since the definitions of the human form come in quite different treatises of Aristotle, then this synoptic 

strategy may be at risk of succumbing to some high-order methodological and hermeneutic problems. One 

may worry, for instance, that we cannot simply—that is, without qualification, without a justificatory 

framework in place—move between or across different treatises by Aristotle, using concepts and arguments 

in one to clarify or develop those in another. Sometimes this is possible: when the archai (or ‘starting 

points’) that govern one area of inquiry (one ‘science’) set out in a treatise are the same as, or reducible to, 

those that figure another treatise. For instance, the texts of De Anima and Sense and Sensibilia may be read or 

seen through one another because they are dealing with the same sorts of thing albeit at different levels of 

focus. But sometimes the seamless integration of evidence across texts is not possible, or rather not simply 

 
13 This expression is borrowed from Irene Dal Poz. She thinks that we must encounter concepts in Aristotle from a 
‘synoptic perspective’ in which, for instance, ideas that arise in the Rhetoric (like the key notions of ethos and pathos) 
call on us to consider the ethical works, which in turn, by invoking terms that are worked out in the psychological 
works (De Anima, for instance) must all be thought together. Practical philosophy in particular is where we find 
metaphysical and psychological works being cashed out, such that “when we talk about a single concept we are at the 
same time engaging with connected concepts (e.g. the concept of ethos is necessarily linked with those of psyche, of 
physis, of polis, and phronesis)” Irene Dal Poz, “The Concept of Ethos: Aristotle and the Contemporary Ethical Debate,” 
Etica & Politica XVII, no. 2 (2015): 258. 
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possible: can we read the Poetics through the Prior Analytics, or the Eudemian Ethics through the Metaphysics? 

Perhaps, but not simply. Without qualification and justification, without some Rosetta Stone to permit the 

encounter, we might take concepts or arguments that are at home in quite different contexts and force 

them into a new one in which one, or neither, are any longer themselves. The synoptic strategy, which 

insists on developing Aristotle’s definitions of the human form through one another, and thus through the 

different treatises in which they are at home, solicits some meaningful concerns about methodological and 

hermeneutic license. In specific terms for us, the point of tension arises above all between the license we 

seek to read together, on the one hand, Aristotle’s natural philosophy and general psychology, and on the 

other hand, what is referred to at  EN 10.9 1181b15 as ‘the human things’, foremost of which are the 

ethical works and the Rhetoric. To work with this tension and justify a mode of reading these aspects of 

Aristotle’s work together, in the service of developing a comprehensive model of the human form and thus 

the individual self, is given more extended treatment in Appendix III of this project.  

It should be pointed out the high cost of not seeking out a way to justify this holistic approach for 

developing things. The heterogenous archai of different areas of Aristotle’s thinking (not to mention 

‘developmental’ concerns about the texts, the different audiences they might have been aimed at, the 

different editorial fingerprints that may mark each of them) all conspire to undermine a synthetic 

appreciation of Aristotle’s work. These pressures would have us work exclusively on one idea, one 

argument, one line or verse and would in doing so have us succumb to what Aristide Tessitore diagnoses as 

a “pervasive and debilitating fragmentation” in much Aristotle scholarship.14 To succumb to this 

fragmented approach would deprive us of the very notion of working as Aristotelians, that is, from a 

broadly Aristotelian point of view. The very notion of working in a certain way does not mean working with 

a heap of concepts and arguments that we treat as indifferent to one another, like tools thrown haphazardly 

into a toolbox. Working in ‘the way something does’ implies a higher degree of unity in perspective, skill, 

and method, where the tools used are in the end less important than the hands that use them. 

 A.0.2.2.4. Although there are different treatises that illuminate the basic character of the human 

being or individual self, the EN is arguably the most indispensable resource for capturing what the practice 

 
14 Aristide Tessitore, Reading Aristotle’s Ethics: Virtue, Rhetoric, and Political Philosophy (Albany: State University of New 
York Press, 1996), 7. In Deborah Modrak’s Aristotle: The Power of Perception (1987), she helpfully reviews some of 
the general approaches to determining whether Aristotle’s extant psychological work forms a unitary theoretical body, 
or rather must be divided into separate periods that reflect his intellectual development. The ‘developmental’ 
approach, advanced initially by Werner Jaegar, has had its proponents (Nuyen, Lulofs, Ross) but so has the ‘unitarian’ 
approach (defended by Modrak, Kahn, and Sorabji). Deborah K. W. Modrak, Aristotle: The Power of Perception 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), 9–14.  
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of human life is all about. Perhaps above all other works of Aristotle, the EN offers some of the most 

important insights into his views about the behavioural structure of the human soul, its motivating objects, 

its perennial struggle to bring our rational and non-rational comportments into concert with one another. 

For that reason, any account of the Aristotelian self that did not make the EN a central resource would 

surely be an impoverished one. Just as the Parva Naturalia—DA and OM especially—provides the richest 

resource to establish our thinking about phantasia and phantasmata, the ethical works, especially EN, 

provides the same for our thinking about the human self.  

A.0.2.2.5.  We have identified some high-order challenges for working holistically across Aristotle’s 

different treatises. But there are further challenges that pertain specifically to the attempt to join the 

insights of the Parva Naturalia with those of the ethical works in an attempt to discuss the notion of a 

phantasmata of the self. This strategy is beset by the fact that there is little in the way of a direct conceptual 

‘point of contact’ between these texts that is made explicitly in terms of phantasia. To put it plainly, Aristotle 

does not often directly use the language of phantasia (or its immediate cognates) in the ethical works. Thus, 

to claim an important role for phantasia in the constitution of selfhood as it is described in the ethical works 

presents an additional burden of proof for this strategy. It would require defending an expansive and/or 

implicit role that phantasia plays in the ethical writings about human selfhood.   

One prospect for making this defense is to note that for Aristotle, aisthesis, orexis (desire), and 

phantasia are all posited together (cf. DA II.3 414b).15 There is no perception that is not already interpretive, 

no interpretation that is not already the expression of some desire, no desire that is not prompted by 

something perceived. As we learn in the Parva Naturalia, there is, furthermore, no desire that has not been 

previously ‘prepared’ by phantasia (MA 8 702a5) and no thought that does not occur ‘without images’ or ‘in 

the images’ (DA 431a17-8 & 431b2-3; cf. OM 450a1). Insofar as phantasia underpins interpretation, 

desiderative behaviour, and even the characteristically human activity—thinking—it has a ubiquitous 

psychological function that ethical life demands. In other words, although phantasia does not often appear 

in the ethical works directly and explicitly, we might suppose it to be operative any time these associated 

concepts are at issue. Phantasia, we suggest, is thus both ‘nowhere and everywhere’ in the ethical treatises.   

Another approach would consist in defending a view that there is an essential connection between 

phantasia and phainomena, that phantasia is the faculty (or an essentially implicated faculty) through which 

 
15 As Terence Irwin puts it, “We must attribute perceptions, appearances, anticipations of pleasure and pain, and 
desire all at the same time, and we lack grounds for attributing any one without the others” Terence Irwin, Aristotle’s 
First Principles, Repr (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2002), 330. 
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phainomena come to appear. This would give a stronger textual connection to develop autophantasma on the 

basis of, as the language of phainomena, unlike that of phantasia, is more commonly found in EN. That 

language is also used to characterize some all-important concepts. The notion of the phainomenon agathon or 

apparent good, for instance, which figures at decisive moments of the text, might be seen to yield this 

connection. There is an established commentary tradition on Aristotle’s ethics that evaluates the idea that 

phantasia cognizes the apparent good and accomplishes heavy lifting in other important aspects of the EN 

(such as in the practical syllogism and phronetic perception). The recent volume Phantasia in Aristotle’s Ethics: 

Reception in Arabic, Greek, Hebrew, and Latin Traditions (2019) gives a sense of both the historical depth and 

range of interest taken in the prospects of conceiving phantasia in these ways (especially, in that volume, in 

relation to the apparent good).16 In her 2012 work Aristotle on the Apparent Good, Jessica Moss has also 

worked on establishing how phantasia forges a connection between the psychological and ethical aspects of 

Aristotle’s thought by arguing that it cognizes the phainonemon agathon. That there is an implicit but 

compelling basis for reading phantasia into the operation of phronetic perception is also argued for in 

Christopher Long’s 2004 book, The Ethics of Ontology. Thus, there are not only obstacles but already-

identified prospects for bringing together insights from Aristotle’s Parva Naturalia and his ethical works in 

order to establish phantasia in each of them, and so too, for us, to forge an Aristotelian account of self-image 

that draws their insights together.17  

What these preliminary comments have helped us clarify is that there is a choice to make if one 

wanted to articulate an Aristotelian model of self-image. One option is to produce an account of what a 

phantasmatic image is, and what a self is, from within the same domain of Aristotle’s philosophy while 

 
16 Jakob L Fink, ed., Phantasia in Aristotle’s Ethics: Reception in the Arabic, Greek, Hebrew and Latin Traditions (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2019). 
17 It is also worth noting that the ancient theory which most highlights the association between the self and the 
imagination must be that of Stoicism. Christopher Gill, for instance, reports A.A. Long’s account of the Stoic’s view of 
the relation between phantasmatic impressions and assent as the exercise of self. The stress on phantasia among the 
Stoics, for Long, represents “a new focus on consciousness, on the individuality of the perceiving subject, as the 
fundamental structure of the mental” Christopher Gill, Personality in Greek Epic, Tragedy and Philosophy: The Self in 
Dialogue (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), 52. Long suggests “[in so far as phantasiai are] appearances to this 
individual, they have an irreducible particularity – they are mental affections of this and only this person […] what it is 
for [a given] person to assent to [a given phantasia] will remain something unique […] how to deal with the 
representations one has is a matter for each person’s individual decision” Gill, 53. Long sees Epictetus’ emphasis on 
the Stoic idea of examining phantasmatic impressions as prefiguring a post-Cartesian emphasis on self-consciousness 
and reflexivity and as forming part of the pre-history of the idea of the person or self as one who possesses a uniquely 
“first-personal” viewpoint. Gill, 54. Richard Sorabji also points out that Plotinus seems to have ascribed self-awareness 
to a function of the imagination Richard Sorabji, Self: Ancient and Modern Insights About Individuality, Life, and Death 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), 212ff. 
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excluding the other domains. The advantage is that we evade the methodological and hermeneutic obstacles 

we have been identifying. The disadvantage is that since the best resources for clarifying the nature of the 

self, and of the phantasmatic image, belong to different arenas of Aristotle’s thinking, then exercising this 

first option would lead to an account that could only be impoverished, perhaps severely. 

Another option is to develop the notion of autophantasma through multiple and heterogenous 

domains of Aristotle’s thought. The disadvantage is that we would have to confront the methodological 

issues and also risk fidelity loss as we move between such areas of inquiry and synthesizing their findings. 

The advantage, however, is that the resulting account may yield a far more adequate and indeed meaningful 

portrait of the self and its imagining.  

A.0.2.2.6. In our view, the latter choice is preferable. For first, it accords with the holistic view of 

the human self that predominated among the ancients themselves. Indeed, in Pauliina Remes & Juha 

Sihvola’s introduction to the recent volume Ancient Philosophy of the Self, the authors note that modern and 

contemporary investigations into the self are usually contained in one of two silos. 18 First, there are those 

that offer a natural or metaphysical analysis that tries to locate the self among the basic elements of reality. 

Second, there are those that are broadly ethical, that is, concerned with describing issues pertaining to 

psychology and practical agency without commitment to any underlying metaphysics of the human being. 

But, as Remes & Sihvola remind us, for the ancients the metaphysical and moral are not essentially separate 

categories, as it were. For Aristotle in particular, there is a natural and metaphysical basis for ethics, and 

indeed an ethical basis for the acquisition of knowledge pertaining to the natural world. Thus we should 

find it unsurprising that “in antiquity selfhood has to be traced in the junctures of metaphysics, philosophical 

psychology, and ethics.”19 This perspective offers further impetus to develop our model of the self and its 

‘imagining’ through the holistic option, even if this requires us to take on the methodological issues we 

raised as well – issues we can defer to Appendix III.20  

 
18 Pauliina Remes and Juha Sihvola, eds., Ancient Philosophy of the Self, The New Synthese Historical Library 64 
(Dordrecht; London: Springer, 2008), 1–5. More contemporary accounts of selfhood that attempt to interlock a 
metaphysical and ethical theory of the self include Marya Schechtman, The Constitution of Selves (New York: Cornell 
University Press, 1996). In this work, Schechman attempts to work out the connections between metaphysical notions 
of selves with their ethical identities or persona. Something similar might be said of Paul Ricœur’s work Oneself as 
Another, in which we find him trying to show even the ‘thinnest’ accounts of self have internal demands to be 
developed into ‘thicker’ accounts of persons (using our terminology, not Ricoeur’s). Paul Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, 
trans. Kathleen Blamey (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992).  
19 Remes and Sihvola, Ancient Philosophy of the Self, 3. My emphasis. 
20 It is also worth saying that this choice comports with important aspects of Aristotle’s own philosophical method. 
Aristotle says, for instance, that just like the builders of Lesbos, that we must have our standards fit the subject matter 
in question (1137b29-33). Well what is the subject matter, Aristotle’s extant philosophy, like? As Nussbaum says so 



 

 

 

 

 

 

12 

A.0.2.3.1. In sum, what we can appreciate so far is that the autophantasmata lines in Rhetoric I.11 

open up lines of questioning that are more interesting than the surface meaning of that chapter might 

suggest. Pursuing those lines of questioning usher us toward difficult questions concerning method and 

interpretation having to do with the prospects of reading ‘across’ Aristotle’s treatises, in particular between 

those of the Parva Naturalia (DA, OM, wherein we learn the most about phantasia) and the ethical works 

(EN especially, wherein Aristotle gives his most revealing account of the human being). The 

autophantasmata lines invite us to consider what it might mean to have a phantasma of the self, upon what 

psychic constitution or structure would such an appearance be conceivable, through what objects it could 

be formed, under what conditions the self could be ‘imaginable’ at all, what place in human experience and 

behaviour we might see it operating at either explicit or implicit levels. 

There is not an insignificant amount of Aristotle’s text that one might appeal to in order to 

determine the nature of phantasia and the human self taken as two independent subject matters. But since 

only one chapter, Rh I.11, intervolves them in a scenario where the former cognizes the latter means that 

any attempt to model the concept of autophantasma would necessarily be a highly constructive endeavor. That is to say, 

the intimation of this concept is so fleeting, in the text merely as a passing nod, that there is virtually 

nothing to ‘reconstruct’ by way of simple exegesis. Indeed, we have effectively done that already in the few 

lines that opened this project (i.e. it is pleasant to ‘see oneself’ as a person of good qualities, and this can 

motivate our behaviour in various ways). The lack of direct evidence makes it quite difficult to determine 

how Aristotle himself might have conceived of an ‘autophantasma’ and considerably more difficult to 

establish that he even had such a concept. Therefore, endeavoring to provide a model on the Aristotelian 

 
nicely in the opening of this chapter, it is something that oscillates between too much ‘order and disorder, ambition, 
and abandonment, excess and deficiency.’ As Aristotle says of EN, it should be understood as a ‘sketch’ that someone 
else can later fill in the details for (1094b20-3; 1098a20-4). It is also worth saying that Aristotle’s texts are generally not 
the sorts of writings that were highly polished literary works, but instead were notes and notebooks accumulated and 
(re)arranged over time. Working on such texts, then, while insisting that they yield more precision than is inherently 
available in them, and insisting that our work should be highly precise, runs contrary to the Lesbian principle. 
Aristotle himself says that it is the mark of an educated person not to insist that there be more precision than is 
appropriate to the subject matter (1094b12-5; 24-5; 1098a27-b3). Constraining ourselves to narrowly construed 
problems and arguments in the text for fear of relaxing the precision of our work with an expanded scope of interest, 
is neither necessary nor beneficial to seeing the text with the sort of medium and large grained resolution that 
Aristotle’s text, itself, calls for.  
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autophantasma is destined to become something largely indirect and constructive, if not an act of 

interpretation then one of improvisation.21  

A.0.2.3.2. The very thin textual thread we have to pull on means that there is little one can claim 

about Aristotle’s thinking on the self’s imagining of itself. However, this does not mean that there is no 

prospect of developing and expanding on this idea on Aristotelian grounds, that is, on the basis of Aristotle’s 

writings, methods, philosophical positions or style of thinking. We are in no way prevented, that is, from 

developing this concept from the resources for philosophical thought and invention that Aristotle left for 

us, nor from then asking how such a developed concept might be seen, for instance, to supplement, or 

augment, or clarify, or disrupt, Aristotle’s philosophy. We can still ask how such a concept might look to an 

Aristotelian working with the affordances of the corpus and indeed also constrained by reasonable lines of 

interpretation of those aspects of Aristotle of which we can offer an interpretation. Even if the 

autophantasma is for all intents and purposes ‘beyond’ Aristotle’s text, we in no way surrender our ability to 

research it as an Aristotelian working with Aristotle and through his texts. After all, a project that calls itself 

Aristotelian cannot do without Aristotle even if it goes beyond the letter of his texts.  

A.0.2.4. Thus, any project that aims to model the concept of an ‘autophantasma’ on the grounds of 

Aristotle’s text can only do so from a broadly Aristotelian perspective. This project, to that end, takes the 

autophantasma lines in Rh I.11 as an invitation to devise a model of this concept using the resources of 

Aristotle’s extant philosophy. It nonetheless improvises this model on the foundation afforded to us by his 

texts. Our project is therefore as such constructive as it is reconstructive, as much improvisation as it is 

interpretation, as much a response to the text as it is an effort to be responsible to its intended meaning 

where possible. Thus, this project will not claim to model Aristotle’s concept of autophantasma but will 

instead offer an Aristotelian model of autophantasma that is articulated with Aristotle. Insofar as phantasia is 

both ‘everywhere and nowhere’ in the ethical treatises, such a model will not be a mere ‘fabrication’ so 

much as an improvisation within the text on the basis of its own immanent demands. Thus our aim is to 

make the psychological background of the ethical accounts of self explicit in terms of phantasia and to 

provide what might be thought of as an alternative ‘history’ of the human soul and self through the lens of 

phantasia and its distinctive functions.22 That is, at the most general level, the aim of this project, which is 

 
21 Indeed, in the history of philosophy these two concepts are not brought into an explicit relationship characterized by 
the self’s representation of itself until, say, Epictetus (for more on this point, see n. 12). However, the implicit basis for 
this relationship can still be drawn out of Aristotle’s work as we aim to do in this project. 
22 Here I mean to nod toward the first line of DA I.1, where Aristotle describes the study he is about to conduct in DA 
as a ‘history’ of the soul. 
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captured in its title: Imagining Ourselves with Aristotle.  The title is also meant to capture motivational, 

methodological, and substantive aspects of this project, though, which we will discuss shortly. 

A.0.3.1. Something should be said about this project’s desert. That is, why does this concept of 

autophantasmata—which is arguably not even Aristotle’s own, and if it is, is only on or just beyond the 

margins of his thought—deserve to be given serious and sustained attention? Why devote a project to 

something that went either basically unthought or barely thought by Aristotle, something barely perceptible 

in his corpus? Why should Aristotelians and philosophers care about this? 

Contrary to the suggestion this project is a mere sidebar to the real and rigorous work of ancient 

scholarship, I would suggest that the development of an Aristotelian autophantasma goes straight to the 

beating heart of the most venerable thematic of philosophical questioning. I am referring to that tradition 

that began in the vapors of Delphi, where gnothi seauton, ‘know thyself,’ became one of the Western 

philosophical tradition’s most productive, profound, and difficult imperatives. We should in general not 

underestimate the value of considering the distinct powers that the imaginary, in particular, brings to bear 

on our attempts to live up to that imperative. Indeed, in terms of Aristotle’s philosophy in particular there 

is reason to emphasize its importance in the development of self-awareness, self-knowledge, whether we 

understand this psychologically or ethically. For in Aristotle’s general psychological scheme, there is no 

‘knowing’ of the self (or anything else for that matter) that is not preceded or occasioned by some 

‘imagining’ of it: as we will see from DA III, all human thinking takes place ‘in the phantasms’ and ‘never 

without’ phantasmata. In terms of Aristotle’s ethics and for a lack of a better term ‘social psychology,’ there 

too we can find an implicit but nonetheless powerful basis for inferring the work of the imaginary in the 

development of human self-awareness. However, it is taken, ‘knowing thyself’ for an Aristotelian always 

demands the engagement of the intellect in some way, and yet this is always predicated on and occasioned 

by the work of phantasia. Thus, contrary to the impression one might have that this project has eccentric 

aims that are tangential to essential scholarship of ancient philosophy, in another respect it develops itself 

relative to concerns that were nothing short of cardinal in the ancient world.   

A.0.3.2. There is another, albeit indirect, way of making a similar point while also emphasizing that 

there are different modes of gaining knowledge of the self or of one’s self. That way can be appreciated 

through Plato’s Charmides and by situating Aristotle’s work on phantasia in terms of it.  

 One of the central problems of the Charmides has to do with scrutinizing Critias’ idea that the 

moral virtue of sophrosune could be a form of self-knowledge, a knowledge that would flow from a ‘science of 
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the self’ (164dff).23 In such a ‘science,’ the self would have to be both what knows and that which is known, 

and achieving it would result in the basis for harmonizing the elements of the soul. But can we make sense 

of a scheme in which a faculty is exercised in relation to itself, where it takes itself as its own object? For 

instance, the dialogue asks, can knowing know itself any more than sight can see itself or hearing hear itself? 

The dialogue ends in aporia: Socrates and Critias are unable to clarify how sophrosune is self-knowledge since 

it instantiates a more general problem concerning how to make intelligible the idea that the soul’s activity 

of knowing could itself be its own object.24  

 What is interesting here is the question over whether a ‘science of the self’ that aims to clarify an 

ethical dimension of human persons can be addressed through a psychological way of setting up the relevant 

problems. That is, the achievement of a moral virtue (in this case sophrosune) is grounded in the 

relationships and dynamic within the psyche. The Charmides, then, aims to determine the prospects for a 

science of the self with the end of clarifying something about the ethical makeup of human beings by means 

of analyzing the psychological ground that would make it conceivable.  

 By the dialogue’s end, Socrates says that the way they have gone about the question concerning the 

prospects for a ‘science of self’ has resulted in something empty and useless. For even if they could make 

intelligible the psychological economy in which the ‘self knows itself,’ we would be given only an empty 

shell where genuine self knowledge would still be lacking. It would be lacking because, broadly speaking, the 

self in the sense that is implicitly relevant to them is ethical and social. If that has always been the sense of ‘self’ 

that we have been after, then merely clarifying the formal structure of the psyche will not yield a satisfying 

account of the phenomenon of self. 

A.0.3.3. Charmides ends aporetically, with open questions as to the intelligibility of sight seeing 

itself, knowledge knowing itself, and of the relation between the psychological and ethical ways of 

approaching these questions as they bear on the prospects for a science of self. Charmides’ aporias 

concerning sensuous and thinking self-reflexivity, as other commentators have noted, are taken up by 

Aristotle in Bk II & III of DA. The notion of sensation sensing itself is discussed in DA III.2; the notion of 

thought thinking itself in DA III.4. Aristotle attempts to resolve the problem posed in the Charmides by 

appealing to the character and operation of the common sense which seems to grant second-order 

awareness (awareness that we are aware of x) to living things. But it should not escape our notice that 

 
23 For some helpful clarifications of what it can mean to ‘know thyself’ in the case of Socrates, see Christopher Moore, 
Socrates and Self-Knowledge (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015). 
24 The aporia gets its legs because self-knowledge cannot get off the ground if the object – the activity itself – is 1) the 
sole object of thought, or if it is 2) not ‘outside’ the knowing part of the soul to begin with. 
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Aristotle’s main discussion of phantasia is poised to bring Aristotle’s contribution to this form of the 

problem insofar as it marks the intervening chapter between them (in DA III.3). The problems of self-

knowledge, and what it might mean to have a ‘science of the self’ are all put in orbit around Aristotle’s 

discussion of phantasia, forming a constellation of relationships that, while not made explicit in Aristotle’s 

text, is nonetheless there to be pondered. 

Just as the Charmides includes a psychological and ethical way of clarifying the notion and 

possibility of self-knowledge, Aristotle, too broaches the same form of the problem not only in the 

psychology of the De Anima but in the Nicomachean Ethics too. For instance, Aristotle mulls over whether 

one can be ‘just to oneself’ or be a ‘friend to oneself.’ The answers he gives, like that of the Charmides, lean 

toward the non-committal. But he does suggest these are possible but only insofar as one is prepared to 

accept a certain account that the self, the human being, is ‘two or more’—that is, not a simple thing, but 

having a self-differentiated nature. Indeed, in Aristotle’s discussion of friendship he seems to develop the 

phenomenon in terms of the possibility of reflexive self-awareness in ways that point to the psychological way 

of investigating that possibility. In EN IX.9 in particular, we see Aristotle possibly comparing the ethical 

function of friends to the reflexive capacity that belongs to sense and thought. That is, friends enable a kind 

of ethical self-knowledge (that is, a knowledge of our goodness) that is modelled on the psychological 

possibility of ‘seeing ourselves’ and ‘knowing ourselves.’ As in the Charmides, Aristotle himself attempts to 

disclose the possibility of ethical self-knowledge (through friendship) via the psychological paradigm of the 

problem (marked out in DA III.2 & 4). What all this helps us do is to coordinate the theme of ‘self 

imagining’ in terms of the imperative to know thyself, the challenges to conceive a way to live up to that 

imperative, and the relation between psychological and ethical ways of approaching those challenges. In 

doing so, we can see a way of viewing our interest in self-awareness through phantasia as being central to, 

rather than at the margins of, ancient philosophy. 

A.0.3.4. These reflections also point us to a second strategy for developing an account of an 

Aristotelian autophantasma. The first was synthetic, parsing out its two main elements (self, image) in order 

to investigate them in isolation, to then allow the two accounts to interact. The second strategy is 

complementary to the first and inferential: complementary, because it would take up much of the same 

evidence as the first strategy; inferential, because it would look to other self-referential phenomena 

discussed by Aristotle to infer what, if anything, could be said about phantasizing the self from an 

Aristotelian point of view. In other words, this strategy would involve appealing to other forms of self-

regarding cognition that, unlike self-imagining, are more apparent in Aristotle’s writings. This ‘inferential’ 
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strategy might be pursued, for instance, by looking to the various examples we just discussed: the possibility 

of ‘seeing oneself’ and ‘knowing oneself’ either in psychological or ethical terms, or both. Indeed, in DA III, 

we have noted that Aristotle seems to subscribe to a direct self-perception at the level of aisthesis. That is, 

wherever there is some sense-perception, there also is a perception that the perception is taking place. 

Scholars of Aristotle differ as to whether this second-order perception is self-reflexive or merely 

propositional, and so whether the entity whose perception it is posits itself as a correlative object alongside 

the primary object that is being actively and explicitly perceived. The same form of debate can be found at 

the level of noesis, where events of thinking seem to be split between an awareness of some intelligible object 

and the awareness that there is such active awareness occurring for the self whose thinking it is. We have 

seen that this problem is also cast in ethical terms, where the possibility of being friends to oneself or just to 

oneself provides yet further self-regarding phenomena that may yield inferences about the character and 

possibility of self-imagining. We have now said something about textual motivation and justification of this 

project, two strategies (one synthetic, another inferential) for developing it, and some discussion of the 

benefits and potential problems that inhere in those strategies.  

A.0.4.1. We should, however, clarify something about our strategy of deriving the character of 

human selfhood through the general form of the human being. This clarification relates to a normative 

claim we made about this derivation when earlier we said that there is a ‘relevant sense’ of the self we want 

to develop, using terms that are ‘more appropriate’ to it. The intuition behind these qualifications is that a 

description of the human being given in, say, a purely biological or psychological perspective would not be 

one that did justice to the full, lived reality of being human.25 Whatever the self might be, we can 

immediately recognize that some descriptions will be better than others at capturing it as a bearer of the 

human condition rather than just as the instantiation of some abstract and essential form.  

Likewise, for this project: if we were solely to avail ourselves of Aristotle’s biological or general 

psychological writings in developing an account of human individual, we would likely not end with a very 

meaningful account of the human self. For we would be describing the self as though from the outside, as it 

were. While this perspective would enable us to say that a human individual is an animal that is marked by 

the potency for certain activities (speech & thought) or behaviours, it would do so without making 

 
25 To illustrate, one could describe a person’s grief as a kind of biological process (involving changes to neural 
chemistry or outward signs of weeping) to behavioural changes (for instance, to one’s sleeping or eating). But few of us 
are likely to consider these descriptions to get at what is meaningful to be in or live with grief. Grief in the sense that 
we are most likely to see as relevant would have to describe pain in some biological or behavioral way, but a distinct 
kind of pain in relation to the profound loss of something cherished. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

18 

reference to the very perspective on things that human beings live with and through. In other words, 

whatever else, the self is something with a point of view on things, and any account that did not make that 

point of view central to it may be entirely adequate as a description of the form of human being yet 

decidedly inadequate as an expression of being human. ‘From the outside,’ that is, as described from the 

point of view of a general psychology, we would be able to say very little about what it is like to live as a 

human being, to a subject of human experience. The relevant sense of the ‘self’ is what is given and enacted 

on the inside of such experience. As such, the terms that become available through what Aristotle called 

‘the human things’ (the ethics, politics, Rhetoric and poetics) must be appealed to if we are to offer a 

meaningful account of the self.26  

A.0.4.1. One of the consequences of adhering to this view is that it strains against an overly 

‘intellectualist’ reading of the Aristotelian self. While it is undeniably man’s mind that distinguishes the 

human form, we risk doing a disservice to the richness of Aristotle’s account of human nature if we 

hypostasize the mind and its activity. For it is not simply that we can think and speak that makes us what we 

are and inform our condition of life. It is that we are animals that can do so. Never disposed of the natural 

conditions of life, human beings think and speak only ever as embodied, empassioned, fragile, and fallible 

animals. Thus, while the form of the human being is marked by the mind, the reality of being human can 

certainly not be described with much adequacy solely by considering what our minds are like, or what they 

do. Even when the mind takes on the highest intelligible objects, human thought is always accompanied by 

images that root us to the world. Even the philosophers, Aristotle remarks in EN, can only entertain 

glimpses of truly timeless and dispassionate contemplation. In everyday life, as animals with logos, rational 

animals, being human means being fraught by passions and appetites that quite regularly resist or overcome 

our better judgment, by turns of fortune that test even the strongest among us and threaten the survival of 

our best qualities of character, and by inhospitable conditions which can strangle our ability to reach our 

fullest human potential. 

In all, then, the richness of ‘being human’ cannot be accounted for solely by considering what 

formally defines the ‘human being.’ Human reality, and whatever ‘selves’ are meaningfully produced 

therein, is far messier and more interesting than we might imagine if we thought about human beings in 

 
26 Some might deny that Aristotle has a theory of personhood at all, insofar as they allege his account of human beings 
does not contain elements that are irreducibly based on lived experience. The human individual, rather, is something 
cosmologically and biologically construed and exhausted by its terms. For a rebuttal to and discussion of this view, see 
also Mark K. Spencer, “Aristotelian Substance and Personalistic Subjectivity,” International Philosophical Quarterly 55, 
no. 2 (June 2015): 145–64. 
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ways that neglected the fullness of their condition. In addition to resisting an overly intellectualist reading 

of the human self, this also means that the definitions of the human form can only serve as signposts that 

point the way to a fulsome account of the human self rather than as fully formed destinations in 

themselves.  

A.0.4.3. A similar issue relating to the relative abstractness or concreteness of the ideas we might 

work with can also depend on the text one works with. For instance, it may matter quite a bit whether we 

understand the EN as a sort of descriptive psychology or rather as an ideal account of what man could be: 

the former is factual, the latter is aspirational. It may also matter quite a bit whether we think of the Rhetoric 

as a sort of ‘handbook’ on public speaking, or whether it is rather, as Heidegger once put it, more of a 

‘compendium of everyday doxa’ and a rhetorized psychology: the former is practical and pedagogical, the 

latter is phenomenological of the common ways things appear. How we understand the nature of these texts 

at these high levels of generality may shape not only our understanding of their specific claims but how 

those claims might be read together. Insofar as our interest is in producing a model of the self that 

resonates with our experience of being and living as one, we aim to tilt our model in the direction of the 

concrete rather than the ideal. This means, for example, that if we find that the ethics is an aspirational 

treatise (a finding that we will indeed maintain and defend later), then we must qualify our description of 

selfhood as concretely manifested accordingly. Likewise, if we find that a work like the Rhetoric describes 

human affairs, behaviours, and motivations, from the standpoint of our everyday shared reality (again a 

finding we will defend later), then our claims about human selfhood will follow from that text in that tone. 

Indeed, as we will see, while the EN is extremely valuable for drawing out the nature of selfhood, the 

Rhetoric gives us a comparatively realist portrayal of human beings and their motivational complexity. For 

the form of virtuous character and the perfection of eudaimonistic activity are not, I will argue, concrete 

possibilities for human beings but aspirational statements of the human form brought to its highest 

fulfillment under ideal conditions. What we have in the Rhetoric is, by contrast, a description of human 

beings being human: not only open and given to logos, but also and equally motivated by their pathoi and by 

the ethoi of their peers. Concretely, these three motivational vectors join in the production of shared 

appearances in which the self, likewise, appears to itself. 

A.0.4.4. Indeed as we will see, Aristotle helps us appreciate that the ‘self’ as borne out in everyday 

human affairs in some sense names the activity by which one struggles to ‘be somebody’ at all, that is, to 

realize most fully and determinately what is inherent in the human form and to live up to our ideals. The 

self, to give some indication of where we are headed, names the activity by which we attempt to be 
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consistent with ourselves and achieve seamless psychic and personal integrity. But this achievement is not, 

as I will argue, fully within reach for a mortal human life. Indeed, being human is marked by ceaseless non-

adequation and degrees of success or failure and the unending need for adaptation and transformation. It is 

precisely because we can become aware of or live with a sense of the standards by which this success or 

failure is measured that the drama of the human condition is largely constituted. Being the activity of a self 

means often living with the sense of non-adequation between what one does, or thinks, or feels, or wants, 

and negotiating the pull of contrary impulses, reasons, times, and so on, and facing up to the perpetual 

insistence to choose and choose again. As we will argue, it is primarily through phantasia and phantasmatic 

images that we contend with this ‘unfinished business’ of being somebody, which is to say, of negotiating 

our psychic self-differentiation and ethical non-adequation. 

A.1. Searching for the Self in Antiquity 

A.1.1. Having laid out the general motivations, aims, justifications, and orientations of this project, we 

need to acknowledge a further range of orienting questions concerning the Aristotelian self in particular. 

We can begin by doing that indirectly, by considering some of the main strains of thinking about the nature 

of selfhood in antiquity. After that we will offer our orienting questions concerning the Aristotelian self.  

At least since Homeric times, the question of what constituted man’s ‘real’ or ‘true’ self began to 

figure some of the most defining puzzles of the Western intellectual tradition. One starting point for 

discussing that tradition is the one taken by Richard Sorabji, in his work Self: Ancient & Modern Insights 

About Individuality, Life, and Death. There, he notes the following interpolation of Homer’s Odyssey II.601-3, 

which depicts Odysseus speaking to Heracles’ ghost or ‘shade’: “Then I spied the mighty Heracles—his 

shade, but he himself enjoys festivities among the immortal gods”27 This line, Sorabji explains, later became a 

recurring touchstone especially for Platonists who were concerned to clarify what the ‘real’ or ‘true’ self 

consisted in. For how, precisely, are we to appreciate the line’s meaning without specifying the difference 

between Heracles’ shade witnessed by Odysseus and something else—namely Heracles himself—who reveled 

elsewhere among the undying?28 Who is and what is the nature of that ‘himself’? How might the answer to 

that question shape our attitudes about the human soul and body, to our mortality or persistence beyond 

death, and to the locus of our identity as persons? 

 
27 Qtd in Sorabji, Self, 34. My emphasis. 
28 In Gill’s Personality he also finds a wealth of complex meditation on the self not only in Homer but also in theatrical 
works such as Euripides’ Medea and Sophocles’ Ajax.   
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A.1.2. In Plato’s work (for instance Phaedo, Republic, and—if it is his—First Alcibiades)29 we receive 

one kind of response to this most consequential question: that while the human being in one respect has a 

composite soul,30 in a more authoritative sense the true self must be identified with the part of the soul that 

thinks. The mind or intellect, in contradistinction to the perishable body and all that belongs to the 

sensible world, takes on the privileged status of being most authoritatively ‘us’ as human selves. The denial 

that our embodiment had anything essential to do with our ‘real self’ will be reiterated in different ways 

throughout the history of philosophy: Epictetus, Plotinus, Augustine, Aquinas, and Descartes will all in 

their turn renounce it. Epictetus, for instance, identifying the self with prohairesis (what we might roughly 

equate with the will in this context) said famously in his Dialogues: “What did you say, man? Put me in 

chains? My leg you will put in chains, but my will not even God can conquer.”31 What a person ultimately 

and essentially is, Epictetus is saying, is nothing that can be captured materially. Bodies can be bound by 

chains, while a person—localized in their inviolable will—cannot be limited by such brute restraint. No matter 

how much one’s body can be controlled, there is something else—namely, me—that is always free to will. 

What the sentry misunderstands when standing over the shackled prisoner is both what the prisoner is and 

hence where he can and cannot be. Similar views will resurface. Augustine, in On the Trinity, will hold that 

the self, understood as the soul, is in direct possession of itself and not mediated by the body. Descartes will 

in many ways suspend the essentiality of the body within the frame of his own distinctive skeptical 

methodology by forming a clear and distinct conception of the I without appeal to anything corporeal. 

A.1.3. However, a contrasting thread of thinking about the self developed both among the ancient 

Neoplatonists and Stoics, one that instead of excluding of the body from the nature of the true self 

embraced it. Porphyry (giving an account that no doubt will sound proto-Humean) said that the self is no 

more than a ‘bundle of qualities’; what separates one person from another is the unique combination of 

inherently enmattered properties. In a similar vein, Epicurus will hold that the soul is nothing else but 

 
29 Phaedo (63b-c; 115c) First Alcibiades (133c4-4); Republic IX (589a6-b6). The general argument is that the ‘true self’ 
is identified with the intellect. See also Sorabji, Self, 33ff. 
30 Gill has some valuable insights about the compositional self as found in Greek poetry as well as in Plato and 
Aristotle. See Chapter 3 ‘The Divided Self in Greek Poetry’ in Gill, Personality in Greek Epic, Tragedy and Philosophy: The 
Self in Dialogue, 175ff. Chapter 4 of that work is also helpful in its discussion of how reason unifies the personality in 
Plato’s Republic (240ff). 
30 See Plato’s Phaedo, 115c-e.  
31 See Epictetus and Christopher Gill, The Discourses of Epictetus, Everyman Library (London: Rutland, Vt: J.M. Dent; 
C.E. Tuttle, 1995), 1.1.2.3. 
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material atoms; Lucretius, his Latin expositor, would develop a similar view.32 The position that 

embodiment is an intractable part of who and what we are will find its allies among Spinoza, Merleau-

Ponty, & John Searle.33 

A.1.4. A third ancient position on the self could be called skeptical. In Sorabji’s contribution to 

Ancient Philosophy of the Self, he notes that Epicharmus, the 5th century BCE playwright, used the suggestion 

that there was no continuous self as a plot device, dramatizing the legal argument that one cannot be held 

responsible for one’s past actions since, the argument goes, a person is never the same as they grow older.34 

As a consequence, a person who commits a crime quite literally no longer exists if at some later date we 

wish to hold them responsible for it. And so it follows that later on one could only punish a person who 

bore the same name. But this is tantamount to punishing another person for the crime: a gross miscarriage 

of justice.  

Epicharmus’ philosophical contemporary Heraclitus was reputed to have searched for himself35 

only to famously declare: “We both step and do not step in the same rivers. We are and are not."36 We 

cannot step into the same river twice not only because the river is continuously dissolving the recomposing 

 
32 Marcus Aurelius also entertained the idea that the corporeal element in the essential constitution of the self, writing 
“whatever this is that I am, it is a little flesh and breath, and the ruling part [the mind].” Charles W. Eliot, ed., “The 
Meditations of Marcus Aurelius,” in The Apology, Phaedo, and Crito of Plato; The Golden Sayins of Epictetus; The 
Meditations of Marcus Aurelius, trans. George Long, The Harvard Classics (New York: P.F. Collier & Son Corporation, 
1937), sec. 2.2. However, I say ‘entertained’ because elsewhere he seems to take the true self to be identified with the 
rational element. e.g. 7.28: “Withdraw into yourself. It is in the nature of the rational directing mind to be self-content 
with acting rightly and the calm it thereby enjoys." 
33 One may argue that Spinoza does not belong in this list, since in Ethics V he seems to suggest that the truest self is 
identified with God, which is beyond the mind-body distinction (cf. VP23 says that there is an aspect of the human 
mind that can survive the death of the body, which complicates the parallelism of the previous argument, which seems 
resumed by VP30 & VP39). The suggestion seems to be that embodiment is only a part of the self when viewed 
through the lower forms of knowledge. Suffice it to say, however, that the status of the corporeal in relation to God in 
the Ethics is complicated and contested. The relation between substance and attribute, insofar as it is an ‘expressive’ 
relation in which the former has no existence outside of its expression in the latter, offer resistance to a simple 
rejection of the corporeal element. At any rate, the identification with God is precisely the dissolution of the human 
individual - yet it is precisely the identiy of the human individual that we are concerned with here. From that point of 
view, and as the order and connection of ideas and things are the same (IIP7), the object constituting the human mind 
is nothing other than the body (IIP13, cf. IIP13Cor, IIP14).  
34 Richard Sorabji, “Graeco-Roman Varieties of Self,” in Ancient Philosophy of the Self, ed. Pauliina Remes and Juha 
Sihvola, vol. 64, The New Synthese Historical Library (Springer International Publishing, 2008), 20. This point his 
account gives an early example of what would later be called the ‘Growing Argument’ that Chrysippus would take up: 
that just as the number 7 loses its identity when it is added to, becoming 8, anything that grows over time also has no 
continuous identity or self. For more on this, see Sorabji, Self, 83ff. 
35 Robin Waterfield, trans., The First Philosophers: The Presocratics and the Sophists, Oxford World’s Classics (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2000), 41. 
36 DK B49a 
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itself, but also, Heraclitus seems to be saying, because we are doing the same. Indeed, just as Plutarch reports 

that for Heraclitus the flow of a river “scatters and regathers, comes together and dissolves, approaches and 

departs,”37 Homericus reports Heraclitus’ thought that “everything gives way and nothing is stable.”38 If 

nothing is stable, then the identities of everything in reality—rivers and the persons who step into them—are 

tenuous at best.39 The human person, on this view, is very much like or rather the same as the river. It is the 

same in name only, but in all other respects it is only itself if it is in a constant state of substantial renewal, 

being what it is only if it is not, or no longer, itself. This kind of ancient skepticism about the existence of 

the self stands at the headwaters of a legacy of suspicion about the very being of the self, one that spills over 

and winds its way toward Hume, Kant, Nietzsche, Dennett, and Parfit.40 

 Beginning in antiquity, then, some basic coordinates are already apparent, ones which help us 

establish some general sense of the established topography on the nature of the self. In sum: some identify 

the self with something immaterial and simple (that is the mind or the will), others with the composition of 

soul and body, others with the body alone, while others still denied or at least doubted its very existence.  

We said earlier that generally speaking, for the ancients selfhood was both metaphysical and moral, 

a notion that made no sense elsewhere but in the junctures of these distinctions. But we should add that, 

again in general, these conceptions were also eminently practical.  The point of taking an interest in an 

individual’s underlying metaphysical constitution or their psychological makeup would have been by and 

large inane if not somehow related to their practical engagement with the world, with something other than 

themselves. Thus, what the self discovers when it ‘knows itself’ is not something ‘inside’ and accessible by 

an ‘inward turn’ to some private interiority, but on the contrary something ‘out there’ and a part of the 

 
37 Waterfield, The First Philosophers: The Presocratics and the Sophists, 41. (DK 22B91; W 31; M 40; K 51. Plutarch, ON 
the E at Delphi 392b10-c3 Babbit). 
38 Waterfield, 41. (DK 22A6; KRS 215. Plato, Cratylus 402a8-10 Duke et al). 
39 Plato comments upon this line of thinking between Theaetetus 152e-186e, ultimately ending in aporia upon closer 
inspection. 
40 Some are skeptical that there even is a true notion of the self until Augustine and Plotinus. See, for instance, Diskin 
Clay, “Missing Persons, or the Selfless Greeks,” in The Quest for the Individual: Roots of Western Civilization, ed. William 
Carol, John J. Furlong, and C. S. Mann (New York: Peter Lang, 1990), 13–22. The idea that the self is not posited as 
either an ‘idea or an ‘impression’ in Hume’s schema, but something we imagine being there, is alluded to in the 
following famous citation:  “There are some philosophers, who imagine we are every moment intimately conscious of 
what we call our self; that we feel its existence and its continuance in existence; and are certain, beyond the evidence of 
a demonstration, both of its perfect identity and simplicity…  But self or person is not any one impression, but that to 
which our several impressions and ideas are supposed to have a reference. If any impression gives rise to the idea of 
self, that impression must continue invariably the same, through the whole course of our lives; since self is supposed to 
exist after that matter. But there is no impression constant and invariable.” (Hume, Treatise of Human Nature , 
section 6 , part IV, book I). 
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world. As Remes & Sihvola say on this point: “the ancient philosophers had very little if any interest in the 

private and subjective aspects of human experience.”41   

A.1.5.1. Yet it may be helpful to qualify and meet this scheme according to which the ancient 

theories of self are divided in the contemporary discussion of that topic by Christopher Gill and Richard 

Sorabji. In multiple works of Gill, he advances some helpful distinctions that are meant to capture the 

different ways in which the self has been conceived through the history of ancient philosophy.42 There are 

four terms of his distinction. First, there are what he calls subjectivist theories, that is, ones that make the 

‘self-conscious I’ their privileged prism for theorizing selfhood. Here, personal experience and an 

individual’s perspective are authoritative over conceptions of selfhood. Second, to Gill there is a contrasting 

objectivist view among ancient views of self, where we are less interested in first-person conscious experience 

and instead centered on what is constitutive of human individuals in objective terms. From this perspective, 

we are directed to aspects of human beings that can be cashed out in third-person (and ideally scientific) 

terms and those defined by public engagement. The third common trope about selfhood is one that 

emphasizes the individual as the locus of identity and value, where the solitary agent becomes Archimedean 

for ontology, epistemology, and ethics. Fourth, Gill contrasts the emphasis on the individual with a 

participant view of the self. On this latter view, selfhood is conceived primarily in terms of shared forms of 

experience and communal relationships. These relationships and embeddings, and not the individual 

themselves, are taken to be the primary authors of human persons.  

We have, then, the subjectivist, objectivist, individualist, and participant tropes about the self. 

According to Gill, there is a natural filiation between subjectivist & individualist tropes, on the one hand, 

and objectivist & participant tropes on the other. This creates two rough categories that he thinks more-or-

less comprehensively marks out the topography of our theories of the self in antiquity that we can 

summarize as follows.43 

A.1.5.2. First, the subjective-individualist conception of the self tends to conceive it above all as a 

self-conscious ‘I,’ one that is the unified origin of thinking and willing, one that that grounds its practical 

life in a particular individual stance and in a self-conscious relation to its own unique personal identity. Yet, 

 
41 Remes and Sihvola, Ancient Philosophy of the Self, 3. 
42 For instance: Gill, Personality in Greek Epic, Tragedy and Philosophy: The Self in Dialogue; Christopher Gill, The 
Structured Self in Hellenistic and Roman Thought (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006); Christopher Gill, ed., The 
Person and the Human Mind: Issues in Ancient and Modern Philosophy (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990). 
43 Gill, Personality in Greek Epic, Tragedy and Philosophy: The Self in Dialogue, 11–12. 
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this conception also tends to maintain that the self is able to abstract itself from its local attachments in its 

moral reasoning and thus is fundamentally autonomous in establishing moral principles. 

A.1.5.3. Second, the objective-participant conception of the human being suggest that persons are 

constituted within shared forms of life that are thoroughly dialogical with others and within themselves. 

That is, whatever ‘interiority’ of the subject there is, it is due to the more or less a dialogical environment 

that is primarily and originally engendered through forms of participatory life. The fullness of participation 

in these shared forms of human experience, including the ongoing deliberation of the proper ends of 

human life, is on this view coextensive with the process by which a person can become ‘reason-ruled’ and 

reach their potential qua human. 

A.1.5.4. According to Gill, time and again the objective-participant view of the self turns out to be 

the best paradigm for thinking about selfhood among the ancients. Both in literature and philosophy, Gill 

argues, we find that the ancients’ thinking about the self is quite a bit different than our contemporary 

(which is to say, post-Cartesian and post-Kantian) inclinations. The subjective-individualist model of the 

self, some version of which has become nearly default starting-point of reflection in our time, has led to a 

persistent trend of misinterpretation about the ancients’ view of self, Gill argues. Indeed, in Alistair 

McIntyre’s After Virtue he maintains a similar view. He notes that in Homeric society, for instance, there is 

no fundamental distinction between what a man is and what he does; insofar as such enactments are 

performed in public, there is no room or at least no interest in any ‘interiority’ of the acting subject.44 

A.1.5.5. Sorabji, in his assessment of Gill’s approach, takes a moderate view.45 While he finds Gill’s 

four/two-fold classification helpful and instructive, he thinks that upon scrutiny we will find that most 

theories of self in antiquity cannot be adequately stated without some recourse to all four terms. He is, 

however, prepared to agree with Gill that it is usually the case that subjective-individualist conception of self 

in antiquity do indeed tend to presuppose the objective-participant. To the extent that we find an emphasis on 

‘inner’ self-reflection and individual self-realization, it is always because the right sorts of objective and 

participatory conditions have already been met.  

A.1.5.6. The sort of posture we will develop in this project bears some resemblance to Sorabji’s, but 

in a qualified way. On the model of Aristotelian self I develop, the potency of the self comes from the 

relation between the soul’s parts – i.e. its intra-psychic constitution – and that potency primes it for self as 

 
44 In addition to Clay’s article (n. 32) see Alasdair C. MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory, 3rd ed (Notre 
Dame, Ind: University of Notre Dame Press, 2007), 115. 
45 See Sorabji, Self, 48. And also his book chapter Sorabji, “Graeco-Roman Varieties of Self.” 
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an activity, but an activity that can only be triggered by being exposed to the world of others. So, while the 

potency of the self is produced through the parts of an individual’s soul and in that sense precedes its 

actuality, the actuality comes second in time but nonetheless has a fuller purchase on reality. Thus, selfhood 

is a potency of a human individual that is brought into the fullness of its being only through a common 

reality that exceeds it. In that sense, whatever leanings toward the individualist-subjectivist conception may 

appear in the course of this analysis, it is ultimately only to describe the psychic structure that is charged 

with the potency for selfhood, one that is only discharged in activity that is animated by participation in the 

world. Thus, as we will see especially in our discussion of friendship and then the ‘rhetorical’ enactment of 

the human self, that if there is an actual ‘interiority’ of the human subject it is only accomplished ‘in 

public,’ as it were. 

A.1.6. Before proceeding any further we should note the range of terms that are often in play, and 

sometimes treated as interchangeable, in discussions about selfhood generally. For instance, one can talk 

about ‘self,’ ‘person,’ ‘persona,’ ‘human being,’ and ‘agent’ often to emphasize different things about the 

being of a human individual.46 Talk of a ‘human being’ seems most amenable to carrying the broadest range 

of meanings, one that could point to the human as a biological concept (human being as homo sapien) just as 

well as it could designate, say, being a political subject. That is, we can talk about the neurology of a human 

being as readily as we can of a feline’s and we can also talk about the political structures in which human 

beings participate. But it is not obvious that we can talk about the neurology of a person, or at least in the 

same way as we might talk about the neurology of a cat. This seems to be because the concept of a ‘person’ 

resounds with a sense that cannot be captured solely through the terms of biology. Its meaning is distinctly 

social, something constructed in and through our dealings with others as we take up different relations to 

them. Being a ‘person’ seems not to be a description of natural fact, but rather gives us something 

normative, evaluative, and scalar. It is nonetheless at least a partially ‘objective’ concept to the extent that 

 
46 It is important to report the observation by Remes and Sihvola that, “although there is no direct equivalent of ‘self’ 
in Greek or Latin, terms such as autos (‘same’, emphatic ‘himself’) and the reflexive heautos (‘himself’) often come quite 
close. Aristotle’s description of a friend as ‘another self’, allos autos, is a paradigmatic example (EN IX, 4.1166a32; 
1169b7). Plotinus’ question of who ‘we’ (hemeis) are is a reflective turn towards an exploration on the nature of the 
inquirer, and involves distinguishing this study from the study of the soul (Plotinus, Enn. I.1 [13]; VI.4 [14] 16).9  It is 
also evident that anthropos  (‘human being’) is frequently used in contexts in which it does not denote species 
membership but something closer to ‘self’ or ‘person’ (e.g. Plato, Republic  IX, 589a–b). So it seems that, at least at the 
terminological level, the distance between the ancients and ourselves is not unbridgeable” Remes and Sihvola, Ancient 
Philosophy of the Self, 5. See also Bernard Williams, “Hylomorphism,” Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy, Oxford 
Studies in Ancient Philosophy, no. 4 (1986): 198–99. And also Paul Kockelman, “Agent, Person, Subject, Self,” 
Semiotica 2006, no. 162 (January 1, 2006): 1–18, https://doi.org/10.1515/SEM.2006.072. 
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personhood is at least partly constituted within and in terms of one’s social milieu. Indeed, the notion of a 

‘persona’ emphasizes precisely what is presented in and to the public: not just a person but a person’s style 

of presentation to others. Being an ‘agent,’ by contrast, emphasizes the deliberative and choice-making 

features of a human being and is a pre-eminently practical concept. The idea of a ‘self’ is probably, at least 

in its everyday connotation, something most emphatic of the subject’s subjectivity – that is, what is found or 

pointed to when a sentient and self-conscious being turns its awareness upon itself or what occasions that 

awareness (i.e. as ‘proprioperception’). If the self is understood this way, some philosophers will argue, it 

evades the order of sociality and is grasped in an unmediated, asocial and ahistorical way and is thus 

distinct from the notion of the ‘person’ as we have described it a moment ago. The self, on this line of 

analysis, becomes a comparatively ‘thin’ concept relative to what is often conveyed by ideas of person and 

personhood. That is, the thin concept of self often only specifies the immediate subject of natural change or 

psychological experience, while agency and personhood quite often bring in ethical, practical, normative, 

and social ways of describing the human individual.   

Indeed, as we have seen in our brief workup of the Charmides’ discussion of the ‘science of the 

self’, it seems both necessary and difficult to bring the psychological and ethical orders of description into 

concert with one another. In the present context this is reflected by the (difficult) necessity to maintain 

some cohesion between terms like ‘self’ and ‘person,’ ‘human being,’ and ‘agent.’ This is especially so, to 

repeat Remes & Sihvola’s insight that the ancients always ultimately sought to disclose the nature of the self 

in the junctures of metaphysics, natural philosophy, philosophical psychology, and ethics. As such, we should 

not expect that the characteristic ways of talking about any one of these terms will automatically, and on 

their own, adequately speak to the holistic account of the self we are after. For that reason, I will follow the 

terminological strategy of Gill, for whom these terms all participate in what he calls “an overlapping nexus 

of significance.”47 On such a strategy, while the terms are not be treated as equivalent by any means, they 

are nonetheless treated as marking out different intensities or emphases rather than different contents 

altogether. In following that approach, I will generally speaking use the language of ‘the human being’ to 

describe the human as described mainly through the lens of Aristotle’s natural philosophy, of ‘person,’ 

‘personhood’ through the lens of the ethical and political, that is the ‘outward facing’ aspects of the human 

individual. ‘Self’ and ‘selfhood’ will for our purposes be the most flexible, generally emphasizing an 

individual’s psychological makeup and intra-psychic constitution that provides the basic structure for them 

 
47 Christopher Gill, “The Ancient Self: Issues and Approaches,” in Ancient Philosophy of the Self, ed. Juha Sihvola and 
Pauliina Remes, The New Synthese Historical Library 64 (Helsinki: Springer, 2008), 38–39.  
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to have a reflexive relation to themselves in the first place. The language of ‘self’ will also be used, generally 

speaking, when we are working with descriptions where the overlap between the other two senses is at its 

greatest, that is, where we are working most fully within the junctions of Aristotle’s philosophical inquiries.  

 A.1.7.1. Now as to the terminology use by Aristotle in particular, we should heed what Sorabji, 

Gill and also Joseph Owens have all noted, which is that it is at least not self-evident that there is a term in 

Aristotle’s corpus that insists or demands on being translated as ‘self’ rather than say ‘person’ or ‘human 

being.’48 The word used most often to pick out the individual human is likely anthropos, which seems as 

general and as flexible as the way we have described ‘human being’ in the last section. As noted earlier, ‘self’ 

seems most preferable and closest to being insisted upon in the context of Aristotle’s analysis of friendship 

(as allos autos), and also in his four remarks in EN where he seems to say that nous is the ‘real’ or ‘true’ self. 

A full accounting of other moments where ‘self’ is the best translation in Aristotle would really have to be 

systematic and rigorous to the text, attending to all his uses of the intensive auto and the reflective heauto, 

but that cannot be my task here. For the purposes of this project, and given our adherence to the principle 

that there is an overlapping nexus of significance in which we can invest these terms, we will generally work 

with the terms as laid out in the last section acknowledging a less than perfect fit with what is demanded by 

Aristotle’s text. 

 A.1.7.2. Terminology aside, it is clear that Aristotle did not provide a ‘theory of the self’ as such. 

But it is possible that he lacked such a concept altogether, not by mere omission but because he adhered to 

the skeptical position we marked out earlier. Aristotle was certainly aware of these types of argument, 

embodied in Epicharmus’s play and in Heraclitan thought, that would undermine the very notion of 

identity persistence in a very fundamental way. For instance, in On Generation and Corruption I.5 

Aristotle wrestles with aporias about the persistent identity of things that grow over time.49 The argument is 

that just as the number 7 loses its identity in becoming 8, all things that grow are in a perpetual state of 

identity replacement. And so, just like the legal argument by Epicharmus that would exonerate a crime on 

the basis of the criminal no longer existing, Aristotle understands that kind of concern at the level of 

substance itself.  

A.1.7.3. But such concerns, by and large, do not seems to translate into worries about the existence 

(and persistence) of an individual’s identity in Aristotle’s writings about living things. Aristotle’s emphasis 

 
48 For further commentary on the terminological challenges, see Joseph Owens, “The Self in Aristotle,” The Review of 
Metaphysics 41, no. 4 (June 1988): 707–22.; Sorabji, “Graeco-Roman Varieties of Self.”; Gill, Personality in Greek Epic, 
Tragedy and Philosophy: The Self in Dialogue. Chapter 1.  
49 On Generation and Corruption I.5, 321a18–22; b26–8; 322a28–33 
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on living things as an unbroken enactment of form, bookended only by substantial genesis and destruction, 

gives us the natural basis of the psychological persistence. Indeed, being a substance does not demand 

permanence of its accidents; it is precisely the capacity to be open to receiving opposed qualities that 

persists and retains the identity of the substance in question. In his ethics, the fact that a person’s character 

(virtuous or not) is very difficult to change once established, speaks to the general resilience of personal 

identity. Indeed, the acquisition of new habits, and thus new forms of character, are slow to develop and it 

is surely not the case that a new ‘person’ springs up on the other hand even if their capacities and 

dispositions for dealing with the world have been transformed.  

Only in some extreme cases do we seem to find Aristotle flirting with a skeptical position on the 

persistence of personal identity. For instance, Aristotle’s allusion to Antiphon of Oreus, whose self-identity 

is disturbed by ongoing confusion about the distinction between real experience and dreams, might be 

taken in this direction. Moreover, his characterizations of non-virtuous persons (especially akratic agents) as 

being in some sense ‘strangers to themselves’ might provide another invitation for an argument in this 

direction. By and large, however, this should not be taken to suggest a general skepticism about the 

persistence of individual identity. Let us say, then, that Aristotle was neither a denier of or skeptic of the 

self or the person, and that he subscribed to some notion that a self, a person, exists and had a relatively 

persistent identity over time. 

A.1.7.4. Other preliminary questions arise about whether the Aristotelian self might be 

characterized according to the other camps we flagged at the outset of this section: as something immaterial, 

something embodied, something relative to the body, or something that must be thought in the 

conjunction of the soul and the body (cf. A.1.1-4). Surveying this range of possibilities will take some time 

and effort. It will require discussing some basic features, in the areas of Aristotle’s natural philosophy and 

metaphysics, concerning substance ontology, causality, and hylomorphism, and in his psychology and 

ethics, concerning his functionalism, the nature of the soul, and the formation of character. We will get a 

bearing on these topics in relation to the basis for thinking about the nature of the self in Chapter 1. 

A.1.7.5. Another orienting question involves asking whether the Aristotelian self is something 

simple or complex. On the one hand, if we assume that one’s self will in some way coincide with our having 

a soul, then the fact that a soul is a form, and a form is what unites the living body’s parts and powers into a 

functional whole, might be taken to suggest that the self, too, will also be simple. On the other hand, living 

things are psychically complex in ways that offer resistance to full integration of parts and powers. Whatever 

unity is achieved is not only temporary, it is invariably imperfect (cf. A.0.4.4). For a living body is always 
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needy, requiring upkeep precisely because it is not self-sufficient, thus precisely because it is not a simple 

self-establishing unity that lives only on its own terms. A living thing is fraught, in various ways, with 

internal caesura or self-differentiations that can be seen on different registers of analysis (natural, 

psychological, and ethical/practical). Questions about the simplicity or complexity of the Aristotelian self, 

then, can be approached through orienting questions like this. As we will see, some read the Aristotelian 

self as being identified with the thinking part of the soul alone, which is itself a simple unity, while others 

think of the self as a composite of mind and body, and thus a complex unity or even something more 

diffuse than that.  

A.1.7.6. A related set of questions turns on the relation between the self and the mind in 

particular. As we mentioned earlier, in the EN Aristotle on four occasions says that the mind is what 

appears to be ‘the real self’ or the ‘true self.’ If the mind is something simple, then the self is something 

simple too. But these passages, taken in context, can be taken in different interpretive directions that 

suggest a range of possible conclusions about the nature of human selfhood & personage. Moreover, the 

nature of the mind itself has a range of interpretations as well and brings us into some of the most 

contested terrain in the history of Aristotle scholarship. The nature of the thinking part of the soul has 

been argued to be something simple but also, on some accounts, something complex (divided into ‘passive’ 

and ‘active’ nous), something fully detatched from all material reality or rather something ‘hylic’ (and thus 

in some sense grounded in matter), something individual or rather something universal that individuals 

only participate in.50 There are, moreover, different forms of the mind’s application—in theoretical and in 

practical arenas, for instance—which might further shape our sense of what the relevant domain of the self’s 

activity is, even if we were to take it as being ‘the real self’ in an unqualified way. Thus, all told, the notion 

that the self should in some sense be identified with the thinking part of the soul invites further complexity 

and controversy. 

 A.1.7.7. We could also ask whether Aristotle’s self should be sought through a ‘cognitivism’ at all. 

That is, should we be thinking of the self primarily or solely in terms of something that is given only in its 

 
50 “[Prohairesis] is presented not only as the decisive factor in practical existence but as the true self, the inner man, the 
‘I’ of personal identity. By contrast, for Plato and Aristotle, the ‘I’ or true self was nous, the principle of reason most 
fully expressed in theoretical knowledge. This shift is a momentous one for the evolution of the idea of person and 
selfhood. For theoretical reason is essentially impersonal, and the Platonic-Aristotelian identification of the person 
with his intellect offers no basis for a metaphysics of the self in any individual sense. Epictetus, on the other hand, 
identifies himself with something essentially personal and individualized: not with reason as such but with the 
practical application of reason in selecting his commitments, in keeping his emotional balance, his serenity, by not 
extending himself to goals and values that lie beyond his control.” Gill, Personality in Greek Epic, Tragedy and Philosophy: 
The Self in Dialogue, 50. 
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self-consciousness, its self-awareness, and if so, does Aristotle subscribe to a strong or weak form of it? Different 

responses to this question arise in the work of Jessica Moss and Shaun Gallagher, for instance. Moss thinks 

that Aristotle offers a strong form of self-consciousness whereby we are necessarily aware of ourselves and 

posited as an object within our awareness whenever we are aware of anything at all.51 Gallagher, in his 

discussion of practical reason, suggests that increasing grades of self-awareness come with the development 

of phronesis.52 This means that self-consciousness would be scalar rather than binary and may decouple the 

existence of the self from its consciousness of itself. One could wonder, in this context, whether the being of 

the Aristotelian self is only given in its self-awareness, whether there could be a self formed in some degree 

without being given to itself in consciousness. 

 A.1.7.8. Further questions could be posed in relation to where the Aristotelian self might fit within 

Gill’s characteristic divisions: that is, to what extent what we find in Aristotle could be seen as ‘subjectivist’ 

or ‘objectivist,’ ‘individualist’ or ‘participant.’ As mentioned earlier (cf. A.1.5.6), it will turn out that this 

project is, where Aristotle is concerned, more or less aligned with Sorabji’s position on Gill’s categories. For 

while the structures of the human psyche do indeed contain the potency for the sort of selfhood that is 

emphasized by subjectivist-individualist strains of thought, they are not and cannot be brought into act 

without a prior engagement with a world that exceeds the individual – a world that is at once social, 

linguistic, intercorporeal, and crucially, a world made accessible to us no less by imagination than by thought 

or speech. Indeed, by ending the project by discussing the phenomena of friendship (from EN Bk VIII-IX) 

and the Rhetoric, we will find that exposure to the world of other people is required to trigger the activity 

that is latent in the soul’s powers and bring the self from mere potency into act. Consequently, the 

‘subjectivist’ and ‘individualist’ forms of selfhood are immanent in Aristotle’s account but turn upon a 

prior ‘objective’ enactment of one’s self in participatory forms of experience.   

 Having explained the motivation (A.0.2) and justification (A.0.3) for this project, a synthetic and 

inferential strategy for pursuing it, and coordinating its concerns relative to some general trends in 

scholarship on the self in antiquity, we can now take a further step forward. That step consists in what I 

take to be a methodological and hermeneutic issue that has a heightened level of urgency to discuss that is 

produced by the constructive aspect of this project (cf. A.0.2.3). 

 
51 Moss, Aristotle on the Apparent Good: Perception, Phantasia, Thought, and Desire, 215–20. 
52 Shaun Gallagher, “Moral Agency, Self-Consciousness, and Practical Wisdom,” Journal of Consciousness Studies 14, no. 
4–5 (2007): 1999–223. 
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A.2. Anachronism, Self, & World 

A.2.1. In the Republic, Plato invokes the myth of Glaucus as a metaphor for the difficulties of producing an 

image of man as he really, essentially is, and to express his optimism that philosophy can overcome these 

difficulties. The myth involves an everyday Greek fisherman, Glaucus, who falls into the sea and becomes a 

god, ossifies on the sea floor and then is dredged up to the surface. The recovered image of Glaucus, a 

monstration of mineral, vegetable, animal, and god accreted to the original form of man, looking “more 

like a wild animal than his natural self,” invites questions both about the body and soul of man. Socrates 

reckons that we must focus on the later while setting the bodily aspect aside, since it has been “beset by 

many evils” and can hinder us from seeing the truths about human essence. Socrates reckons optimistically 

that philosophy has the power to accomplish this knowledge of the human soul and, as it were, separate 

Glaucus as he really is from the sediment of time and affect that accretes to his form.53    

 But it is this process of historical accretion that Rousseau, while giving a parallel commentary on 

Plato’s telling of the myth of Glaucus in his introduction to the Origin of Inequality, withholds the optimism 

that Socrates seems to have had. Plato’s point was that if we want to know the nature of man, we should 

study his soul rather than his body. Yet for Rousseau, time’s very accretion to human beings, the way 

tempests turn it over and wear away and its original figure, means that we who inherit the form—who 

dredge up an image of man from another age—no longer have any guarantee that there is an original to be 

recovered. Rousseau writes: 

Like the statue of Glaucus, which was so disfigured by time, seas and tempests, that it looked 
more like a wild beast than a god, the human soul, altered in society by a thousand causes 

 
53 “But to see the soul as it is in truth, we must not study it as it is while it is maimed by association with the body and 
other evils—which is what we were doing earlier—but as it is in its pure state, that’s how we should study the soul, by 
means of logical reasoning… But the condition in which we’ve studied it is like that of the sea god Glaucus, whose 
primary nature can’t easily be made out by those who catch glimpses of him. Some of the original parts have broken 
off, others have been crushed, and his whole body has been maimed by the waves and the shells, seaweeds, and stones 
that have attached themselves to him, so that he looks more like a wild animal than his natural self. The soul, too, is in 
a similar condition when we study it, beset by many evils. That, Glaucon, is why we have to look somewhere else in 
order to discover its true nature. 
 To where? 

To it’s philosophy, its love of wisdom. We must realize what is grasps and long to have intercourse with, 
because it is akin to the divine and immortal and what always is, and we must realize that it would become if it 
followed this longing with its whole being, and if the resulting effort lifted it out of the sea in which it now dwells, and 
if the many stones and shells (those which have grown all over it in a wild, earthy, and stony profusion because it feasts 
at those so-called happy feastings on earth) were hammered off it. Then we’d see what its true nature is and be able to 
determine whether it has many parts or just one and whether or in what manner it is put together” Plato, Complete 
Works, ed. John M. Cooper and D. S. Hutchinson (Indianapolis, Ind: Hackett Pub, 1997), bk. X Republic, 611c.  
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perpetually recurring, by the acquisition of a multitude of truths and errors, by the changes 
happening to the constitution of the body, and by the continual jarring of the passions, has, so 
to speak, changed in appearance, so as to be hardly recognizable. Instead of a being, acting 
constantly from fixed and invariable principles, instead of that celestial and majestic simplicity, 
impressed on it by its divine Author, we find in it only the frightful contrast of passion 
mistaking itself for reason, and of understanding grown delirious.54 

For Rousseau, the problem with knowing ourselves is not just that the layers of culture, history, and 

affective sediment stubbornly encrust our original nature. It is that our very nature has itself been ‘altered in 

society’ such that we are cleaved from whatever essence might have been and are ‘no longer acting from 

fixed principles.’ In other words, there is no longer anything that guarantees that the object of our inquiry 

(our selves, then) and the inquiring subject (our selves, now) are the same thing. And this uncertainty 

undermines Plato’s optimism that philosophical inquiry, prompted or coordinated by various images of 

man, can yield a true representation of some unchanging human nature. There is in turn nothing that 

safeguards us against the possibility that what we bring to light, under the accretions of time, is any less 

monstrous than what we started with.  

What if Rousseau is right and Plato is wrong, and the means by which our attempt to see ourselves 

as we ‘really’ are only produced, by their own necessity, another abomination? And what if, in the context 

of our own project, the extent to which we must construct given the mere imbrication we have in the text, the 

time from which we must work (our age, and not Aristotle’s), that fact that I am a self working from the perspective 

of a self on the topic of self, all combined to make a monstration all but inevitable? 

For in many respects, what we are recovering from the depths of Aristotle’s text is not like the 

statue of Glaucus pulled up from the sea. Glaucus had the shape of something fully formed in advance. 

What we have is something like a scaffold, only a partly formed suggestion that never was fully formed to 

begin with. It is more like we have dredged up a long-lost non-finito work of Michelangelo, which, like his 

‘Prisoners’ showed only parts of the human form emerging from unfinished marble. It is that sort of textual 

artifact which has then accrued with crustaceans, flotsam, and algae and been battered in the waves for 

millennia. There is no original to be recovered, on more than one register. What we have is something both 

overgrown but also inviting growth around it, and what ever results may be understanding grown delirious 

rather than the delirium of understanding. There is, in other words, only an invitation to create something 

new and abominable.  

 
54 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Discourses and Other Early Political Writings, ed. Victor Gourevitch, Cambridge Texts in 
the History of Political Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 122.  
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A.2.2. The possibility not only of interpreting a text from antiquity, but of doing something 

constructive with it, brings to light a triadic relationship between text, author, and world. Some like Paul 

Ricoeur, for instance, suggest that the success of a contemporary interpretation of an ancient text depends 

on the interpreter finding a way to become contemporary with the text so that the text is made familiar to 

him. This dual assimilation involves discovering a way to ‘conquer a remoteness,’ Ricoeur says, between the 

world(s) in which the reader and the text originate. 55 But this demands transporting oneself self-critically 

and self-conscientiously into a world that is not our own and being on guard against our drive to assimilate 

what is unfamiliar to our terms, instead of surrendering ourselves to the terms of the unfamiliar. That 

means interpretation demands and always essentially involves our self-understanding. As Ricoeur says, “[an 

exegete’s interpretation of a foreign text demands] the growth of his own understanding of himself that he 

pursues through his understanding of others. Every hermeneutics is thus, explicitly or implicitly, self-

understanding by means of understanding others.”56 

 A.2.3. But surely this general idea is all the more emphatic when it is precisely the self of the 

other—rather what Aristotle says of the self—that is being not just interpreted by someone in another era, 

but being constructed with that other. In working with a text that is like a non-finito work dredged from 

another text of another world, this work must self-consciously proceed with an understanding that what it 

can only create something that reflects the tools, hands, and techniques of the thinker (the self, now) as 

 
55 “The purpose of all interpretation is to conquer a remoteness, a distance between the past cultural epoch to which 
the text belongs and the interpreter himself” Paul Ricoeur, “Existence and Hermeneutics,” in The Philosophy of Paul 
Ricœur: An Anthology of His Work, ed. Charles E. Reagan and David Stewart (Boston: Beacon Press, 1978), 101. 
Consider Fran O’Roarke’s statement that assumes it is ‘the same world’ occupied by ourselves and Aristotle: “Despite 
the gap of two and a half thousand years, the world we inhabit is essentially the same as that experienced by Aristotle. 
We live in the same universe and, like the philosopher, yearn to discover its secrets. Nature flourishes and unfolds as 
in his time, performing ageless tasks of wonder. We are fascinated by the same realities; we marvel at the turning of the 
seasons and the cycle of growth, the world’s order and oddity, its beauty and variety” Fran O’Rourke, Aristotelian 
Interpretations (Kildare: Irish Academic Press, 2016), 1. Granted, we marvel at many of the same things as Aristotle did, 
we are bound up with the same natural processes he was, and the same sorts of questions motivate us that did him. 
But that is not the same as saying that we inhabit the ‘same world’ for a world includes more than what is observed in 
the cosmos or the turning of seasons. It presents itself in terms of culture, religion, technology, and language, all of 
which are historical insofar as they are among the inherited parameters that the past sets out for the way the present 
presents itself. On this view, the ‘world’ we inherit and thus inhabit is not the same, or entirely the same, as it was for 
Aristotle.  
56 A sentiment Ricoeur goes on to express, saying that all interpretation is in the end autobiography. The distance 
between ourselves and an ancient text can only be crossed by transforming what is interpreted, by making it into something 
that yields a reflection of our own self-understanding. Writes Ricoeur: “By overcoming this distance, by making himself 
contemporary with the text, the exegete can appropriate its meaning to himself: foreign, he makes it familiar, that is, 
he makes it his own. It is thus the growth of his own understanding of himself that he pursues through his 
understanding of others. Every hermeneutics is thus, explicitly or implicitly, self-understanding by means of 
understanding others” Ricoeur, “Existence and Hermeneutics,” 102. 
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much as what is being thought about (the self, then). The general problem of interpretation, then, is for us 

accompanied by a problem of content—generated by the topic of selfhood that we ourselves are—and one of 

construction, given the scaffold of a concept we begin with. 

 A.2.4. In addition, some scholars interested in ancient accounts of the self in particular think that 

the chasm between our world and that from which ancient texts issue is so pronounced that, as Remes & 

Sihvola write, “the doctrinal differences between ancient philosophy and the more recent discussions of 

selfhood are so great that they are no longer talking about one and the same concept or entity.”57 Some in 

this camp, “claim that the conceptual transformation has altered the philosophical landscape beyond 

recognition, even if there might be some superficial resemblances, e.g., at the level of terminology.”58 The 

notion of selfhood is particularly challenging to assess outside of the biases of our culture and intellectual 

history—of which we and Aristotle have, quite radically different ones—or indeed to imagine the self in any 

other way.  Indeed, as Sorabji writes, “It is impossible to imagine a self acting independently outside the 

inherited tradition and the community that upholds it.”59 Interpretation is itself one kind of action, one 

sort of activity, in which the relation between an individual and his or her world (‘the inherited tradition 

and the community that upholds it’) are fused into single lens through which an ancient text is inevitably 

encountered. 

 A.2.5. It was very much the issue of the experiencing subject’s relation with their world, and of our 

means to enter into that relation ourselves, that was central to the 1987 paper by Francis Sparshott called 

“Aristotle’s World and Mine.” In it, Sparshott describes how Aristotle’s cosmology in de Caelo was 

eventually supplanted by the celestial mechanics of Galileo. While for Aristotle the planets were made from 

perfect, unaffected substance, Galileo saw that they were planetary bodies not unlike our own. Moreover, 

for him stones no longer fell to the earth due to the Stagirite’s postulated attraction of ‘like to like’ but 

instead because of inertial forces. No longer were there two sets of physical laws—one for the cosmic and 

one for the chthonic—but instead one great clockwork that governed both heaven and earth.  

Yet in Galileo’s purely mechanical account of the heavens and earth, Sparshott says, the very 

phenomena of life and the living observer’s point of view as something with its own kind of reality, worthy of its 

own kind of accounting, was eliminated. Without a small measure of irony, Galileo’s observations through 

the telescope birthed a world-view that would discredit the authority and even the reality of a ‘point of 

 
57 Remes and Sihvola, Ancient Philosophy of the Self, 4. 
58 Remes and Sihvola, 5. 
59 Sorabji, Self, 50. 
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view.’ But the world of something with a point of view was precisely what Aristotle wanted to know about, 

remarks Sparshott. It was from the point of view of and as a living being that Aristotle philosophized: his 

task was “to find an explanation of the world he lived in and of himself as living in it”.60  A Galilean world 

can be theorized but not dwelled in; this is precisely because it is grounded in a world-view that cannot, as it 

were, accommodate the reality of a ‘view’ of the world.61 Thus Galileo’s world could never have been 

Aristotle’s because it could never have been anyone’s at all.   

 “The moral is that if a world-view leaves the view-holder out,” Sparshott writes, “it cannot put him 

back in again, and a world that excludes me is obviously not a world in which I live.”62 But if we and 

Aristotle are each put in our place, our world, then the question is whether we could be talking about one 

thing or whether it must be two? The problem resounds in the ambiguity of Sparshott’s title: “Do I speak of 

‘Aristotle’s World and Mine’ as I might speak to a friend about our two wives as ‘your wife and mine,’ or as 

I might speak to my wife of our one child as ‘your child and mine’?”63 Sparshott leaves the question 

ambiguously and productively open for the purposes of his essay. 

A.2.6. But if as Aristotelians we think that the world of a living thing is constituted in some 

measure by their holding of it, and likewise, if the very life of that thing is constituted in that dialogue with 

the world, then Sparshott’s question can be reimagined for us as follows: Do I speak of ‘Aristotle’s self and 

mine’ as though there were one thing manifested two ways, or instead two things as incommensurable as 

their worlds are? If it is the former, then we are Platonists on the issue understood through our brief 

discussion of Glaucus: that in principle, beneath the sediments of time there is a human form and essence 

that is the same then as now. If it is the latter, then grounds for Rousseau’s pessimism return. For if the very 

optics through which we, and Aristotle, might see ourselves are forged in incommensurable worlds, and the 

apertures, the number and kind of elements, the tints and prisms are fused into two fundamentally foreign 

lenses for doing so, and moreover if what is seen through these lenses are themselves fundamentally 

different, identical in name only, then we have nothing that guarantees that ‘Aristotle’s self and mine’ is 

any more commensurable than apples to oranges. A constructive work on the self in which we aim to 

 
60 Francis Sparshott, “Aristotle’s World and Mine,” in Aristotle Today: Essays on Aristotle’s Ideal of Science (Edmonton: 
Academic Printing & Publishing, 1987), 49. 
61 For those to whom the world is the experienced whole of a conscious, living being, the world and the living subject 
died together. 
62 Sparshott, “Aristotle’s World and Mine,” 50. 
63 Sparshott, 25. 
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imagine the self with Aristotle would in this case be destined from the beginning to be a monstration of 

apples mixed with oranges.  

What would Aristotle say about the idea that the self is paired with its world, and its world, as 

historical, makes ours and his incommensurable and so too, our selves? On the one hand, at the level of 

species life Aristotle offers no ‘historical’ account of the natural world or our place in it. For him, the 

species is eternal and necessary, its form unchanging, and so whatever is essential to our humanity in his 

time is the same as would be in ours. On the other hand, insofar as we are talking about the world as a lived 

reality, Aristotle well understood that the formation of different characters through our individual life-

histories develop quite different frameworks for seeing and understanding. And, while the species life is not 

historical, our uptake of social-cultural doxa nonetheless shapes how things appear to us through 

inheritance of historically changing modes of thinking. Thus, while at the species level we would share the 

very same form with Aristotle, at the doxastic level he would presumably think we inherit rather different 

traditions and, so, starting coordinates for understanding. Approaching the problems of anachronism as 

Aristotelians is compatible with recognizing that we inherit a different tradition than Aristotle did—even if we 

cannot think our own intellectual history in its fullness without his own.  

A.2.7. In discussing the prospects for research into selfhood across historical epochs, Gill suggests 

that some conception of ‘self’ or ‘person’ forms one of the primordial ‘bridgeheads’ that enable us to enter into dialogue 

with another cultural and intellectual epoch at all.64 On this idea, some general assumption of the existence of 

such bridgeheads must be presupposed by any work that brings together the insights about human 

experience of one world or cultural epoch and another, an assumption grounded precisely in a concept like 

‘self’ or ‘person.’ Thus, the notions of self and person may be both necessary to enter into meaningful 

dialogue with a text of another era but also necessarily lacking in assurance that they correspond to one 

another without loss of fidelity. We can only proceed with the supposition that both ends of the equation 

resonate with something in common, even if what precisely is held in common is never secured beyond all 

 
64 Gill, “The Ancient Self: Issues and Approaches,” 36. Further, in Personality, Gill writes: “I take seriously the claim 
that our interpretation of the texts and other material from another culture is, inevitably, informed by the concepts 
and concerns of our own historico-cultural situation. Other the other hand, I am resistant to the extreme version of 
this claim: that our interpretation of such material consists of nothing but the reflection of our concerns. Although I 
would regard the aspiration to a ‘definitive’ reading of ancient Greek (or any other) text as misconceived. I think it is 
wholly proper for us – in the terminology of this study –  to try to engage in dialogue with Greek culture, and to seek 
to evolve methods and attitudes which enable the texts, as thus studied, to ‘have a voice’ in this dialogue.” Gill, 
Personality in Greek Epic, Tragedy and Philosophy: The Self in Dialogue, 17–18. Some notion of the self, the person, 
according to Gill, is precisely one of those fundamental concepts that allow us to have a voice, to enter into dialogue 
with another culture, by becoming a ‘bridgehead’ that enables it. 
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doubt, indeterminacy, ambiguity or non-translatability. What is required of us, then, is to work 

philosophically in a way that puts these worlds, these selves, into proximity without insisting that one is made 

into the reduction of the other.  

A.2.8. Yet as we advance in this project, we hope to elicit the high-order idea that the imagination 

is precisely what allows us to bridge these heterogenous orders in a non-reductive way, preserving the 

openness of possible interpretations, and without insisting on reducing that polysemy into a single 

hegemonic order. Even if it is not often explicitly our focus, the content and method of this project are 

mutually reinforcing, and as such valorize the imagination as a philosophical organ. For the development of 

a concept of the self, in the service of developing the notion of a self-image and asking how phantasia might 

function in the constitution of the human self, demands an exercise of the philosophical imagination as a 

complement to interpretation and reason. 

Indeed, in the EN, Aristotle also himself invites the play of the imagination by his successors: by us. 

He calls that work a ‘sketch’ whose details might be filled in later by inheritors of his work and time, he 

says, is a good discoverer of the details of such things (EN I.6). Martha Nussbaum remarks that in 

portraying his work this way, Aristotle invites his successors into a historically evolving project of inquiry 

and fresh creation with his text and with him, a project, she writes, “that can only be done well if room is 

left always for the play of the imagination and for improvisatory responsiveness to the concrete flow of 

history.”65 Our project, then, takes up that invitation to create and improvise in the room left to us and to 

work out a theory of the auto-imaginary of the Aristotelian self while also using the affordances of our 

philosophical imagination to fill in the gaps, of which there are many. For in this way, the imagination is a 

philosophical organ that provides special means of reaching out to the other and to what is other, even 

across history and world and to an other self, an organ charged with the potential to work in the ellipses in 

ways that philosophical reason is not always permitted to.  

A.2.8. Earlier we said that the title of our work, ‘Imagining Ourselves With Aristotle,’ conveyed the 

idea that this project models the Aristotelian self and conceives the possibility and character of its self-

imagining, with Aristotle and through his texts (cf. A.0.2.4). But in saying a moment ago that the imagination 

has a special capacity to reach out to what is other, this points us to another inflection of our title. For in 

saying that this work ‘imagines ourselves with Aristotle,’ this could signal that we are interested in 

 
65 Martha C Nussbaum, “Aristotle on Human Nature and the Foundations of Ethics,” in World, Mind, and Ethics: 
Essays on the Ethical Philosophy of Bernard Williams, ed. J. E. J. Altham and Ross Harrison (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1995), 123.  
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imagining ourselves with an other, an other person, or it could mean that we are imagining our selves through 

someone else as a vehicle of imaginative self-awareness. In the first case, what is being imagined are two 

selves, together; in the second, it is one self imagining itself through an other. The ambiguity picks out a 

productive tension that is not unlike, and indeed was in large measure inspired by, Sparshott’s title 

(‘Aristotle’s World and Mine’). The ambiguity in that title, as we saw, involved leaving unresolved the 

question as to whether there is one or two worlds beings pointed to. Ours is intended to be ambiguous as to 

the question of whether the self can be imagined alone, whether it can imagine itself alone, or whether the 

conditions that make self-imagining possible exceed what the self can provide on its own. Thus, our title 

also attests to the question of whether the self could imagine itself without reference to others and without 

prior engagement with others. This question will form an important part of our backdrop but will by the 

end of the project become again explicit for us. All good beginnings must somehow foreshadow their ends, 

and to that end we name our beginning. 

 

A.3. Exposition of Thesis and Chapter Outline 

 

A.3.1. Having discussed the motivation of this project, its general aims, methodological vectors, strategic 

commitments, and having staked out its overall terrain of questioning, terminology, and set it in relation to 

contemporary debates about ancient theories of selfhood, we are now able to provide a synopsis of its 

ultimate claims. Our claims, though interrelated, all have to do primarily with one of these five general 

categories: 

 

I. The nature and being of the Aristotelian self insofar as it can be described as an individual and as relating 

to the intra-psychic elements of its natural, psychological, ethical, or practical constitution; 

 
II. The nature and being of the Aristotelian self in its constitutive relation(s) to what exceeds it (i.e., 

primarily the inter-psychic or social milieu in which it develops, grows, and functions); 

 

III. The relation between the being of the human self, human awareness, and self-awareness; 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

40 

IV. The role of phantasia & phantasmata in constituting and upholding the human self in its intra- and 

inter-psychic dimensions; 

 

V. The role of phantasia & phantasmata in constituting and upholding self-awareness in any degree or form 

that occasions human selfhood and, thus, what I–IV imply for our Aristotelian model of autophantasma. 

 

Before we begin working out these specific aspects of the project’s claims, we should begin with a compact 

set of statements about the overriding thesis we are pursuing here, which can be stated as follows.  

A.3.2. As for I-II, what we will see is that on natural, psychological, ethical, and social levels, the self is always 

something with a complex and relational identity that precludes us from identifying it with any ‘thing’ or ‘part’ (such as 

nous or the will). By this I mean that the self cannot be found so long as we are seeking to identify some numerically 

individual ‘thing’ or a standalone entity or ‘substance’ in its own right. Rather, the self is the very co-respondence or 

articulation, 1) intra-psychically, between the conative-perceptual and rational parts of the soul and, 2) inter-psychically, 

between the plurality of psychai whose witnessed activities constitute the self’s determinate form. The self is, moreover, 

constituted at and, in some ways, as the interstices of contrary categories, which in many ways shape the drama of the 

human condition. For the self is something always recalcitrant to simple assimilation as either one thing or many, 

individual or universal, embodied or abstract, to name only some such contrasts. 

With regard to III, there is a sense in which we cannot think of a human self on Aristotelian grounds in the 

absence of consciousness: there is no ‘other thing’ standing behind consciousness that is the self, in other words. Life, for 

human beings, is most authoritatively the activities of living – and our living amounts to our perceiving and thinking: 

our being conscious. Thus, human existence is broadly coextensive with being conscious. Yet it turns out that being 

conscious is also, in some form or another, a matter of being self-conscious. For as Aristotle makes clear in DA, for 

instance, even non-rational animals must have some self-awareness as part of every event of aisthesis, or sense-perception. 

However, as we shall see, there are various gradations and types of self-awareness that accompany all consciousness (and 

thus, belong to all enactments of self). While non-human animals, I argue, are capable of what we might call affective 

(& perhaps propositional) forms of self-awareness, human beings are also capable of becoming ‘subjectively’ and then 

reflexively self-aware. While subjective self-awareness is accomplished through philia relations, reflexive self-awareness 

comes about through social life more widely construed. These gradations of self-awareness invite a developmental 

approach to the question of self and self-awareness in the case of human life. 

Turning to IV-V then, human self-enactment and the coextensive developmental unfolding of self-awareness is 

both deeply and broadly indebted to a myriad of functions of phantasia and features of phantasmata. Quite simply, 
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phantasia is the core connective of human selfhood. Although it is human intellect that makes human beings the 

distinctive beings they are, it is insufficient to explain or describe what makes the human experience distinctive: it is 

because we are thinking animals that the human condition is as it is, and phantasia forms the domain in which that 

condition is played out. This applies just as much in describing how the individual self hangs together intra-psychically as 

it does in describing the self in its constitutive relations with others. Although phantasia’s implicit role in constituting 

and upholding the self in such ways is not foregrounded in Aristotle’s texts, the internal demands of their arguments 

require inferences made in that direction. Moreover, and finally, the internal demands of Aristotle’s philosophy also 

suggest that self-relational exercises of phantasia are central to explaining the character and conditions of human 

selfhood and experience. This is and must be so even if these autophantasmata are only implicit elements in the 

constitution of the self or experienced by the self in a liminal way.   

Before moving into our direct defense of these claims & characterizations, it behooves us to 

provide a little more thickness on these points to help anticipate our end here. 

  A.3.3. Earlier we said that the self will be conceived as the attempt to achieve perfect psychic unity 

between the disparate elements of the soul and of our character (cf. A.0.4). In emphasizing the attempt 

(rather than the complete achievement) to do so, we signal that the self is in one sense a functional, active 

unity and on the other hand something incomplete, unfinished. Described as a matter of natural 

philosophy, the self must be—or be essentially related to—the unity of activity that ultimately defines all life; 

yet, as a teleologically-directed process, the fullness of that definitive activity is not given all at once. Said 

otherwise, the self is marked by a living activity that is never able to bring its full potential into act, and is 

thus marked by a non-coincidence, a self-differing, at the level of its natural constitution. As a consequence 

of this position, our reading of the Aristotelian subject resists an understanding of the self simply as a 

functionally unified and present whole. 66  

In Aristotle’s account of human life in particular (the ethical works especially), we argue that 

something similar obtains: that the self can only aspire to a complete and seamless psychic integrity between 

the non-rational and rational parts of the soul: that is, between one’s reasoning, desiring, and consequent 

behaviour. While the ideal of the virtuous agent is one who has brought these aspects of the self into 

 
66 Aristotle himself will say that the self is always ‘two or more’ (1166a36) and refers to it as a ‘suntheton’ (1178a19-20) 
—something whose nature comes from multiple things being ‘laid down with’ others. There are, of course, many 
instances where Aristotle also emphasizes the unity of the living individual. For instance, in DA III.2 426b24-31 he 
says that what perceives the difference between special sensibles (like whiteness and sweetness) must be one. He also 
notes in the Metaphysics VII.17. that the unity of the soul is not that of a mere ‘heap’ of parts but a more integrated 
identity.  
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perfect agreement, there is reason to think (cf. 6.6; AIV.2.2.4; AV.1) that the ideal of virtue is never 

concretely embodied without remainder. Each of us, even those who we point to as exemplars of virtue, 

contain forces and traces of psychic non-coincidence. Only the virtuous person in the abstract surmounts this 

struggle for once and for all. Thus, as a lived reality, the self cannot be thought in isolation from the 

struggle (and ongoing degrees of failure) for perfect self-integrity, the struggle to be fully in agreement with 

and present to oneself. The identity of a self, on such an account, amounts to the very struggle to have, 

create, or discover a (stable, determinate) identity at all. 

Thus, what lends the human condition its distinctive drama are the failed attempts to realize 

oneself without remainder, to overcome the perpetual condition of being a self-differing identity. Portraying 

the Aristotelian self in this way is not without precedent. Other scholars have characterized it as a ‘dialogical 

self’67 or ‘dialectical self’68 or ‘structured self’69 or ‘relational self.’70 What these kinds of descriptions all 

point at, albeit in different ways, is the idea that the Aristotelian self is irrevocably articulated as a plurality 

of parts that are by nature striving to become a perfect, god-like unity. Likewise, the model of the 

Aristotelian self I want to argue for is one whose being is always being-with (a point that will be at its most 

emphatic, perhaps, in our discussion of the self’s relation to the philion, the ‘other self,’ in Chapter 7).  

One of the consequences of this characterization is that the self cannot be simply identified with 

what is continuous with ‘me’ nor with what is grasped in the first person. For there are elements of and ‘in’ 

our selves that seem to be both and neither ‘us,’ both and neither foreign to us. The appetitive part of the 

soul, for instance, provides motivation to our behaviour while also offering resistance to our best reasoning. 

 
67 Writes Ömer Aygün, “…human beings and of their political life as fundamentally dialogical: according to the Ethics, 
the human soul is structured as an environment of dialogue between the desiring part of the soul and the rational 
part, comparable to one’s relation to both one’s father and friends” Ömer Aygün, The Middle Included: Logos in Aristotle, 
Rereading Ancient Philosophy (Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 2017), 11. 
68 Comparing Aristotle’s view of self to contemporary literary analysis by T. Wren and H. Haker, Nicholas Pagan 
remarks that the common view of the self is that it is always caught up in relations, constituting "a node in a web of 
social or interpersonal relations and not an epistemically or psychologically self-sufficient subject [where not] the 
individual self but the relationships in which selfhood emerges” is most important. Nicholas O. Pagan, “Configuring 
the Moral Self: Aristotle and Dewey,” Foundations of Science 13, no. 3–4 (November 2008): 241, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10699-008-9137-8. 
69 This forms the basis of Gill’s title, The Structured Self, and he explained: “[I have developed a] new conception that I 
have characterized as that of the ‘structured self’. The core feature here is the combination of psychological (and 
psychophysical) holism and naturalism with certain radical ethical claims that have their roots in Socratic thinking” 
Gill, The Structured Self in Hellenistic and Roman Thought, 39.  
70 Roopen Majithia calls the Aristotelian self ‘relational’: “So the relational self, then, consists of the rational, 
emotional and appetitive aspects of the soul and this makes sense since both emotion and appetite interact with 
reason, whereas the nutritive aspect is independent of it” Roopen Majithia, “Self and Soul in Aristotle,” Transcendent 
Philosophy 5 (2004): 183. 
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Where ‘I’ begin and where I end, and where something else takes over, is not always altogether clear and 

determinate precisely because what makes me someone determinate in the first place is not ‘me’ but 

something else (most archaically, by the other’s activity ‘making an impression’ on me). 

A.3.4. Earlier we discussed the debate between Gill & Sorabji concerning Gill’s setup of ancient 

theories of self as subjectivist or objectivist, individualist or collectivist. While Gill thinks that the so-called 

‘subjectivist-individualist’ self is a later invention (of the 2nd century AD), Sorabji thinks that strains of this 

thinking always exist in a certain admixture with participatory and objectivist strains even in, and prior to, 

Plato. My general orientation, where Aristotle is concerned, is that the participatory and objectivist 

characterizations of self (or person, as may be more appropriate, cf. A.1.6) are indeed primary, and that it is 

through interaction with others that the individualistic and subjectivistic elements of self are brought from 

potency to act. While we may be foisting upon Aristotle some anachronism by suggesting that some 

‘interiority’ of human selfhood is produced through social participation, it is true, as Chapter 7 shall hold, 

that certainly the subjectivity of the self can be read this way. At any rate, the individual self-enactment (for 

instance, through the seizing of one’s individual agency through prohairesis) is thoroughly dependent on 

prior acquaintance with others, the experiences and habituation they make possible, and so forth (cf. 

A.1.5.6; A.1.7.8).71 

This idea will be developed, for instance, by considering the ‘proto-social structure’ of the human 

soul. By this I am referring to Aristotle’s ongoing habit of characterizing the parts of the human soul by 

analogy with familiar figures of political life. Indeed, the figures of the child, student, slave master, father, 

teacher, and household manager are used to illustrate the relations between the non-rational and rational 

parts of an individual human soul. The idea to present the polis at large as a sort of macro-organism whose 

various classes are thought of as ‘organs’ of the individual, and individuals, conversely, are like parts that 

embody political analogues of the society in which they live, was of course familiar to Plato, too. But the 

polis is always greater than, and prior to, any one individual. Individual human beings have an internal 

structure of the soul that is invested with the power for self, this is only brought to act through encounters 

with other people who precede, socialize, teach, and habituate them. As such, we shall find that even the 

intra-psychic relations we have with(in) our selves are always built upon and modelled after our uptake of 

 
71 Sorabji takes a similar view: “The first-person interest does not exclude, but rather requires, attitudes that might be 
called ‘objective’ or ‘participant’” Sorabji, Self, 49. We saw something like this in our discussion of the Charmides in 
A.0.3. Socrates effectively says, ‘look inside yourself to see whether you have such-and-such a moral quality that other 
people, who know you best after all, have already seen in you.’ So, there is a certain importance attached to inner 
reflection, but one that is in some way subservient to what others can discern. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

44 

the inter-psychic and the social. The actualization of those inner relations and structures depend on the 

right sort of object and thus environment that, for human beings, are above all and pre-eminently social 

and comprised of other people. The forces at work in an individual, which constitute whatever ‘inner 

world’ it may have, are expressions or manifestations of those at work in society at large (hence the broad 

view among the ancients that there is ultimately no distinction between someone’s ‘real self’ and what roles 

and relationships they have or perform). Aristotle’s account of philia in EN shall perhaps provide our most 

illuminating discussion of this idea, especially if we infer what the significance of ‘shared perception’ 

(sunaisthanesthai) is for early human development. While human beings are born with an innate psychic 

constitution that lends them the potency for self-enactment, self-awareness, and identity, these can only be 

brought into act in a distinctly human way if they are already caught up in relations with others (caregivers, 

in the first place).  

A.3.5. We shall find evidence (some direct, some indirect) that although phantasia is for the most 

part an underdeveloped concept in the Parva Naturalia and even more so in the anthropological writings 

(especially the ethical works), phantasia must be inferred to play a powerful and pivotal role in any account 

of the Aristotelian self, whether we are approaching it from general psychology or from anthropology. 

When we look at what establishes and maintains the self, we find that that the most ‘load-bearing’ elements 

of its architecture are supported by phantasia deployed in its various functions. Indeed phantasia, as I have 

come to think of it, can really be regarded as the core connective of human selfhood: it is a most central capacity 

that underwrites the nature of the self, that through which the disparate elements of our nature enter into a 

psycho-functional whole. That is obviously a counterintuitive claim given that human beings are 

distinctively what they are because of their intellect, not their imagination. But that is not the same as 

saying that it is what makes each of us who we are: and for that, we need to implicate not just the intellect 

but that which entangles us with our animality, our body, and our senses: and that is phantasia. Since we 

aim to understand the capacity of the mind in relation with the fullness of our existence, phantasia deserves 

special attention insofar as it is the most proximate of these capacities, that which enables thought to enter 

into an economy with sense-perception, memory, desire, and so on. Consequently, phantasmatic ‘images’—

whether we prefer calling them appearances, or interpretations, or what have you (cf. A.0.2.1)—will 

therefore be seen as the prime media through which a human being enacts itself even if its distinctive form 

is enacted through, say, language or thought. But this shift in emphasis is justified insofar as we are trying to 

get at the lived reality of being human and avoid being caught up in a strictly formal analysis of the 

constitution of human being (cf. A.0.4).  
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Coming at this from a slightly different direction, Aristotle’s definitions of the human being always 

implicate something that performs a ‘linking function’ between two orders that together comprise human life as lived: 

the animal with reason, perception and thought, desire fused with reason, the animal having logos. Indeed, 

phantasia—and its productions and varied functions—are always fundamentally implicated in the interstices 

of all these definitions. Phantasia is always involved—sometimes overtly and sometimes covertly—in 

Aristotle’s text whenever there is a difficult togetherness that needs to be conceived in the constitution of 

human life, where demanding modalities of joining—‘having,’ ‘and,’ ‘with,’ etc.,—heterogenous orders of 

some sort are being described. Phantasia names that linking function, and phantasmata name the common 

media, through which these core connections are accomplished at the heart of human life.  

A.3.6. We indicated above (cf. A.3.2.) that the notion of a self-image, though only explicitly 

broached in one chapter of Aristotle’s extant work, emerges as a decisive concept that is required by the 

internal demands of Aristotle’s oeuvre on human life and experience. One counterintuitive feature of this 

claim is that we are talking about the image of something that itself is held together by phantasia in the first 

place: indeed, as something that is itself made cohesive through the activities of phantasia. The self that 

appears to phantasia, to say it otherwise, is essentially something (someone) for whom appearances appear, 

or an interpretation of something that is essentially an interpreter of experience. For there is no appearing 

of the self to itself that is not the appearing of something (rather someone) that is something (someone) 

appeared to. On this account the human being that ‘imagines’ itself is only there to be imagined on the basis of 

(logically) prior and primordial acts of the imagination. Upon analysis, the very notion of an autophantasma 

is already ‘baked in’ to the self and central to understanding the active alchemy by which the human soul 

negotiates its disparate elements and attempts to bring them under the purview of a single synthesis. 

Thus, it turns out that the very thing we aim to model is already implicated in the internal structure and 

economy of forces at work in one of the very elements we would need to single out to generate that model – some notion 

of ‘self.’ The concept of an ‘autophantamsa’ is therefore sometimes explanans and at other times explanadum of this 

project; as we generate a concept of it, it become a luminary of the very concepts we relied upon to generate it. 

 Such images are a product of and elements within the struggle for psychic integrity we have alluded 

to as being central to the self. They rise in the ligatures that run between contrary orders presenting 

themselves as both central to self and yet in tension with one another in body and soul, sensation and 

thought, desire and reason, individual and universal, past and future, the habitual and the reflective. These 

pairs not only form meaningful dimensions of the struggle for psychic integrity that perpetually confronts 

human beings but reveal phantasia and phantasmatic images as that through which we confront what is often 
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the incommensurability and ‘unfinished business’ of being somebody, which is to say, of negotiating our 

psychic self-differentiation and ethical non-adequation.  

A.3.7. As for the inter-psychic aspect of our thesis (cf. A.3.2), the pivotal role phantasia plays in the 

constitution and upholding of self and self-awareness will be seen in two social contexts: that which marks 

the relations of philia and that which marks Aristotle’s ‘rhetorical psychology.’  What our analysis of philia 

will show is that phantasia & self-referential exercises of phantasia are essential to understanding how our 

relations with other people lift us into a state of self-enactment and active self-awareness. Indeed, in the 

context of early human development in particular, we shall see the necessary role that phantasia plays in 

interpreting and actively assuming the form of others (in mimesis). We will find that we must invoke the 

characteristic functions of phantasia to explain how we become determinate ‘selves’ by taking on other’s 

sensible form. It will turn out at the image of the friend, the other self, will have all along been the first and 

most archaic autophantasma. The image(s) of the philion becomes the first coordinate(s) for my phantasia of 

(my) self and provides a foothold for an explanation of how human self-awareness moves from the (merely) 

propositional, to affective, to subjective, to reflective forms that insist in the psychological, ethical, and 

social aspects of Aristotle’s philosophy, respectively. 

The account of familial and chosen friendship shows us the conditions under which the self is 

actualized in a developing person by other people. But since the familial others precede the emergent self— 

and since those other themselves are already embedded in a variety of social roles, relations, and dynamics—we must 

not think the genesis of self and self-awareness in relation to caregivers in a social vacuum.  For caregivers 

are already proxies for and exemplars of numerous complex social practices & relations are taken on by 

emergent selves. What the Rhetoric can be seen to provide is a ‘rhetorical psychology’ that outlines how 

adults already taken up into social communicative practices take on the ethos of their community through 

something like a public imaginary we equate with the endoxa: the way things seem to us, appear to us, as a 

people or society. Thus, we shall not only find that the friend (esp. caregiver) provides the first image of the 

self and is therefore the archaic origin of all autophantasmata but also that they are proxies for a public 

imaginary that maps out the first and most fundamental coordinates for the emergent self and self-

awareness. In overt but also subtle ways, this shared imaginary stakes out a sort of cartography for the 

emerging self, suggesting what is possible and valuable in the project to ‘become somebody.’ For the 

emergent self, this ‘political’ imaginary provides the basic resources for assembling, negotiating, or 

discovering itself. As a consequence, this affects a sort of diffusion of authority over ‘who one really is,’ and 

enjoins each of us to negotiate our sense of what is ‘real’ or ‘true’ about each of us. This means that the self 
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and the person are themselves two ways that the human being appears (to itself and to others) and that 

these appearances are both mutually enveloping and, often, in tension with one another and that phantasia 

is that through which this negotiation takes place. 

A.4. Chapter Outline of ‘Imagining Ourselves with Aristotle’ 

A.4.1. This project has a main division marked by Part A (Chapters 1 - 3) and Part B (Chapter 4 – 7, 

followed by an Epilogue). The division reflects a transition from one level of analysis to another, where each 

register is formed by texts that are either inclusive of human life (as one living thing among many) or 

exclusively about human life (i.e., the anthropological works). That is, Part A develops our argument at the 

intersection of Aristotle’s natural philosophy and general psychology. From this level of description human 

beings are regarded alongside all other living things, viewed from the outside as it were, as one species 

among others. Part B, on the contrary, develops our argument upon a register of analysis formed by the 

intersection of his general psychology and specifically human psychology (as expressed especially in 

Aristotle’s ethical works [EN & EE] and his Rhetoric). The transition into Part B is made continuous with 

Part A by working with key moments in Aristotle’s text that point across these registers. Prioritizing these 

moments of imbrication between the texts allows to proceed with greater assurance that the findings of Part 

A and B generally can be used to cohere with and elucidate one another (Appendix III works out in more 

detail the argument I presuppose in this work which permits us to work across these domains of Aristotle’s 

philosophy). 

A.4.2. Chapter 1, “The Nature of the Soul,” lays out some key concepts from Aristotle’s natural 

philosophy in order to apprehend Aristotle’s definition of the soul as the form of an organic body with the 

power for life and the arche of living things. This also lets us unpack and appreciate the nature of the 

various powers that different kinds of living things have or express. This exercise advances our project in 

two ways. First, it establishes a necessary foundation for understanding selfhood as something emergent in 

nature and as something relative to a living or ensouled body. Second, in describing Aristotle’s scheme of 

ascending life powers, this chapter also situates phantasia in that scheme and primes us for the next chapter, 

which looks at phantasia and phantasmata more closely. The chapter ends, in 1.4, by identifying several 

crucial touchstones for the rest of the thesis and sets up some key anticipations with respect to each of 

them. 

 A.4.3. Chapter 2 & Chapter 3 form a pair. Each is concerned with some core aspects of phantasia 

and phantasmata. In Chapter 2 (“Imagining the Phantasmatic I: Error, Presence, Aisthesis & Noesis”) I aim to 
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determine the central functions of phantasia and what phantasmatic images essentially are. First, I approach 

the issue negatively by working through Aristotle’s own arguments about why phantasia is not, for instance, 

belief, sensation, opinion, and so on. Then I look at DA III.3 in which Aristotle offers his most extended 

treatment of phantasia. I highlight the importance of the context in which phantasia is broached (to explain 

the possibility of error and to critique, I argue, a certain view that the present is ‘all present’). I continue by 

examining the intimate and complex relationship between phantasia and aisthesis & the common sense by 

looking at their differences, similarities, and possible dependency relations. I then turn to do the same in 

relation to nous, taking a special interest in Aristotle’s contention that phantasmata bears forth intelligible 

forms and that phantasia enables thought and provides its media of operation. 

A.4.4. Chapter 3 (“Imagining the Phantasmatic II: Memory, Desire, and Appearances”) aims to 

clarify some aspects of phantasia’s role in the ‘thickness’ of temporal perception by looking to its essential 

relation to both memory and desire. This influence in orienting living things to the past and future is 

extremely important to understanding why, I argue, phantasia is the faculty which cognizes the appearances—

the phainomena. Though phantasmata are always contracted in some previous moment alongside aisthesis— 

making them, ‘by default,’ objects of memory—they are also polytemporal: that is, able to proxy for objects 

projected in relation to the future. This is especially important for understanding Aristotle’s view in De 

Motu that phantasia ‘prepares’ desire. We look in particular at the structure of the practical syllogism for 

understanding phantasia’s role in soliciting desirous activity. Phantasia’s functions in relation to memory 

and desire lead us to consider how it relates to the production and perception of phainomena. This is an 

important argument for Part B, since phantasia contributes to ethical life largely through its cognition of the 

apparent good: the phainomenon agathon. Chapter 3 concludes by working out several transitional and 

provisional conclusions about the nature of the self, the role of phantasia in upholding the self, and what 

indications we might begin to discern for our Aristotelian model of self-image or autophantasma. 

 A.4.5. Chapter 4, “Imagining the Nature of Ethical Selfhood” begins to take up Aristotle’s 

anthropological works—the ethical treatises in particular—in an effort to clarify the self’s basic nature and 

form from that level of description. We look to Aristotle’s account of the tripartite soul in EN I.13 as an 

important departure point for determining the nature of ‘ethical selfhood,’ as we call it in this context. We 

explicate how the self, whatever else it may be, must be thought of as or in relation to the complex identity 

of both rational and irrational faculties that often exist in tension with one another. We assess four 

occasions in the EN where Aristotle seems to identify the self with nous (in EN IX.4 & X.7) and show that, 

upon inspection, these citations—taken in context—show that the self is not localizable in any one part of 
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the soul. By considering some of Aristotle’s allusions Plato’s Charmides in particular, we find that the self 

emerges in the dialogical relation between the rational and irrational (conative-perceptual) parts of the soul 

rather than in an identity relation with any one part. By considering Aristotle’s use of political analogies 

(which, as it will turn out, are not merely analogical) to disclose the nature of ethical selfhood to the reader 

(i.e., in the form of his trope about desire listening to reason as a child to ‘their father or friend’), we will 

begin to see how phantasia enables a dialogue at the ethical level between reason and desire. We will also 

begin to see ethical selfhood as something that does not abide by a firm distinction between self & other, 

inside & outside even. Rather, the ethical self starts to come into view as something constitutively relational 

and enabled by the imaginative uptake of social and political life. 

A.4.6. Whereas the last chapter gave an account of the basic tripartite structure through which we 

must conceive the ethical self, Chapter 5 (“Imagining the Self with the Apparent Good”) seeks to 

understand the self in its dynamic reality, which means knowing more about the fundamental object that 

motivates human activity. Since for Aristotle, capacities (like reason and desire) must be understood 

through activities, and activities through their objects, we need to grasp the self in relation to the ends it 

seeks or is animated by. We argue that the ultimate object that motivates all human conduct is the apparent 

good, which in one form or another is the highest-order motivating object (even more explanatory than what 

is, in fact, good) to account for human choice and action. In emphasizing that it is the appearance of 

goodness that constitutes the motivating object of the ethical self, we must account for the way that 

appearances always bear a signature of the individual to whom it appears. This means that the idiosyncratic 

history, embodiment, and point of view of the ethical self are always implicated in the appearances, the 

phainomena, and that there is a self-referential aspect to those appearances. Yet phainomena, as we establish 

in Chapter 3, are cognized through phantasia and so too, then, is the apparent good. Thus, although 

phantasia is not explicit on the surface of the EN it can be recognized as being central to the psychological 

architecture that complements and completes its argument. In closing this chapter, phantasia’s relationship 

to the apparent good and its centrality to ethical life is brought out in another way: in its relation to 

pleasure. We find that pleasure is a rudimentary form of self-perception that is cognized through phantasia.   

A.4.7. Chapter 6 (“Ethos as the Imaginative Organ of Ethical Selfhood”) concerns how the ethical 

self (structured through the relation between the conative-perceptual and rational parts of the soul) comes 

to both constitute and interface with its most general motivating object (the apparent good). That ‘interface’ 

is one’s ethos or character. Two illuminating descriptions of ethos come to coordinate much of its analysis: 1) 

that one’s ethos is a perceptual organ we acquire through our moral development whose object is the good 
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or the apparent good; 2) that an ethos can be understood as our ‘habit of choosing.’ Since choice (prohairesis) 

is in turn a fusion or suntheton of the basic parts through which ethical selfhood arises (desire & reason), 

our ethos must be thought of in terms of their persistent history of togetherness. Upon inspection of the two 

main elements of ethos - habits and choices - we will find that one’s character (and thus one’s view of the 

apparent good) is formed through a complex, goal-directed history that cannot be understood without 

phantasia—and, indeed, self-referential—phantasmata. These attributions to phantasia are made by considering 

again aspects of the formal production of choice through the practical syllogism in which, we find, that 

phantasmatic, evaluative self-interpretation must be invoked. Moreover, we find additional grounds for 

seeing phantasia doing deep ethical work in Aristotle’s overtures that choice involves ‘leading’ oneself 

through exemplary self-images that proxy for desired circumstances. Our examination of habits yields a 

similar finding: that if we reflect on our findings from Part A, we will see that phantasia has a powerful yet 

only intimated role in habit formation and persistence. Since choice is a future-oriented concept and habit 

is a past-oriented concept, we conclude that defining one’s ethos as a ‘habit of choosing’ introduces a 

dimension of temporal thickness and time-sensitivity to ethical selfhood.  

A.4.8. Whereas Chapters 4–6 looked at the intra-psychic elements of ethical selfhood, Chapter 7 

(“Friendship as Imagining the Other as Oneself”) completes our argument by looking at the social 

environment in which we cultivate relations of philia makes possible the genesis, development, and 

ultimately the ‘perfection’ of ethical selfhood. Here, an analysis of Aristotle’s two books on philia in EN (as 

well as EE VII and, to some extent, Magna Moralia) are our touchstones. The chapter is set up in terms of 

multiple questions and suspended assumptions about the nature of self and self-awareness: for instance, 

whether the self can even be considered an individual; what, on Aristotle’s view, we might be aware of when 

we are ‘self-aware’; what relation is there between being a self, being conscious, and being conscious of self. 

Our approach to such questions starts to take shape in this chapter against the backdrop of Aristotle’s 

claims that the self is in some respects ‘two or more’ and that the friend is an ‘other self’ or a ‘second self.’ 

These tensions become a question about what it means, exactly, for human beings to ‘share life’ and what it 

means for something to be one’s own (oikein). We resolve these lines of questioning by analyzing Aristotle’s 

concept of sunaisthanesthai (co-perception or joint awareness) which provides the conditions through which 

the self becomes determinate and subjectively self-aware. We then inflect this argument genetically, 

suggesting that some developmentally appropriate form of sunaisthesis needs to be inferred between infant 

humans and their caregivers (primarily) to explain how a subjective sense of self-awareness could ever 

become active in the first place. Such shared perception, combined with the naturally mimetic character of 
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human life, are necessary elements of such an account of self-enactment and self-awareness. However, so too 

is an actively interpretive capacity that enjoys natural ‘fit’ with the philion: a capacity, I will argue, that we 

must recognize as phantasia. The argument requires us to see that selves are both enacted and elevated 

through their distinct forms of self-awareness through a sort of public imaginary. 

A.4.9. Finally, the Epilogue revisits the Rhetoric and the lines of Rh I.11 that prompted this entire 

investigation.  It begins with the insight that although the first coordinates of the self and self-awareness are 

set out by caregivers (primarily), those adults are already taken up into a broader social structure and 

themselves are still living through an ongoing process of moral development and political influence. What 

emergent human selves internalize, therefore, is a social imaginary and system of values that has 

considerable depth, one constituted not just by individual outlook on the apparent good but by the 

endoxastic level of community value. Generally, Rhetoric provides the basis for an account of how, as 

‘political animals with logos,’ we move and are moved by one another though ‘ethopathological’ encounters 

one another. In such encounters what is happening is a sort of political sunaisthanesthai in terms of which 

we attempt to bring one another into line with the community’s values as enshrined in a sort of public 

imaginary.  

 As we shall see, both a speaker’s ability to move a listener and a listener’s receptivity to be moved by 

them depend on the relational and internal mediation of phantasia. This will be central to understanding 

why phantasia is central to Aristotle’s descriptions of several key emotions on the part of the listener and 

why it is central to the speaker’s efficacy. Moreover, we shall see that whereas the other forms of self-

awareness we will discuss in this project do not insist upon that awareness being reflexive, the emotions 

offered in Aristotle’s rhetorical psychology do. Only in this political life, then, are we given an account of 

reflexive self-awareness that is based in phantasia. Thus, our model of the autophantasma will be ultimately 

thought in concrete terms by thinking about the self as rhetorically enacted in a public shared with others. 

Because of this project’s argumentative arc and imbricated method, this final concrete illustration of our 

model will have resonance on the natural, psychological, and ethical-political registers of Aristotle’s thought. 

A.4.10. Appendix I, though not a defended element of this project, is in my view an indispensable 

aid to gain an overview of the work as a whole. It provides a nearly 20-page running index of the entire 

argument’s topic changes (represented numerically just as this paragraph—A.4.10—demonstrates). This index 

is also used to refer in a pretty general way to previous argumentative work and subsequent anticipations of 

work, noting such in parentheses such as: (cf. 1.2.3; 4.5; 6.7.8.9, etc.). Appendices are indicated with roman 

numeral endings to the part number: AI, AII, AIII, etc. 
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A.4.11. Appendix II can be taken as a supplement to Part A. It takes up the matter of time, 

temporality, and the time-sensitive soul from the point of view of the distinctive contributions of phantasia 

(in relation to memory and desire) and phantasmatic images. We look to the Physics, primarily, to 

understand the being of time and, in particular, the peculiar ontological status of the nun, the now. We find 

that the tensions inherent in Aristotle’s account of the nun—insofar, especially, as it is the temporal form of 

any possible experience of the self by the self—are revealed in a compelling way by appealing to phantasia 

and especially the ‘polytemporality’ of phantasmatic images. These findings, in turn, shed light on the 

temporally complex nature of the time-sensitive soul and its role in ‘realizing’ time understood as a power of 

motion. 

A.4.12. Appendix III, “Imagining Ourselves as Natural Object and/or Subject of Experience” 

provides a more robust ‘hinge’ between Part A and B than can be offered in the defended part of this 

project.  It deals with some important methodological challenges that arise from making the transition from 

Part A to B that are partly textual, partly conceptual in nature. Our focal point for discussing the issue is the 

way in which Aristotle’s subject areas and treatises allow us to consider human beings as objects that come 

under the purview of natural science and/or as subjects of their characteristic experience and active forms 

of living. This is a crucial topic for a project like this one, which relies on the credibility of a certain degree 

of conceptual overlap and commensurability between treatises and separate sciences. In making the turn to 

the anthropological works, we consider things from a broadly Straussian point of view: namely, a point of 

view that takes seriously the relation between the text and Aristotle’s different audiences to think about 

what permits us to move between texts, treatises, and their heterogenous archai. A flashpoint for this 

discussion is an analysis of Aristotle’s so-called ‘function argument.’ By taking up Terrence Irwin’s 

‘externalist’ reading of that argument and Nussbaum’s ‘internalist’ reading by contrast, we find that what 

Aristotle presupposes in his audience—and, indeed, what he presupposes about the condition of their imaginary as it 

can be applied to themselves—is central to understanding how we might relate to Aristotle’s areas of inquiry.  

A.4.13. Appendix IV (“Desire, Reason, [A]symmetry and the Archaic Status of Autophilia”) can be 

read either as an extension to ‘Sketch I’ in Chapter 4 (cf. 4.6) or as a prelude to Chapter 7. The purpose of 

this work is to investigate in more detail than in the defended dissertation Aristotle’s concept of autophilia 

or ‘self-love,’ especially as regards to the complex and possibly incompatible internal economies we can 

discern in Aristotle’s description of it. While the ‘marks’ of friendship discussed in EN make it clear that a 

perfected form of friendship (supposedly most pronounced in the self-lover’s relation to himself) must 

include equality and reciprocity, the model of maternal (and also paternal) love—which he also invokes as an 
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emblem of what the autophilic agent has going on in themselves—cannot, it would seem, be characterized by 

those marks. Moreover, the pleasure and/or pain that accompanies autophilia (and its opposite, self-

loathing) are taken up here to illuminate what it means for self-lovers to ‘accompany themselves’ and, 

conversely, what it means (for akratic individuals, for instance) to be ‘at variance with themselves.’ 

A.4.14. Appendix V (“The Virtues of Imagining Our Selves as Other”) extends our analysis of 

ethos (Chapter 6) by discussing what it means to have a good or well-functioning character and to ask what 

role phantasia seems to be playing. To that end, we examine Aristotle’s general definition of virtue (in EN 

II.6) and three specific ‘crowns’ of virtue (phronesis, megalopsychia, and dike). We do so to highlight that one 

of the core aspects of a well-functioning character is that it secures not only a correct and reliable agreement 

between appearance and reality, but also a correct and reliable agreement between how one appears to 

oneself and how one ‘really’ is. That is, the apparent good which animates the self’s dynamic reality really is 

good when the character, the ethos, is also good. But insofar as there is some contingent determination of 

what really is good from one individual to another (i.e., the ‘mean relative to us’ is formally universal but 

different according to the particulars), then for someone to correctly and reliably see what is good in what 

appears to be good, they will have to see themselves correctly and reliably. Thus, the nature of virtue attests in 

different ways to the idea that self-evaluative phantasmata belong to the inner demands of ethical selfhood 

even if such a position is not apparent in the letter of Aristotle’s text.
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Chapter 1: The Nature of the Soul & its Powers 

1.0. Preliminaries 

1.0.0. This chapter provides the first foundation stone for our Aristotelian theory of autophantasma by 

working out: 1) some of the basic concepts that we will need to understand what a ‘self’ is, if we are to 

understand a self as something that realizes the basic form of a human being; 2) the nature of the soul as 

that with respect to which phantasia is a power or faculty. While the form of the human being will receive 

different inflections and complications as this project proceeds, we start with the first ‘canonical’ definition 

(cf. A.0.2.2.1) that becomes available in the De Anima in particular—that a human is a living or ensouled 

being that is capable of or ‘with’ reason. To understand this basic description, this chapter has three main 

tasks: to understand what the soul is, how the soul is grounded in some key aspects of Aristotle’s natural 

philosophy, and what the soul’s characteristic powers are. In laying out these fundamental concepts, we will 

emphasize a feature of living things that will be reiterated and developed in new ways throughout this 

project: that living things cannot be understood without seeing them both as the unity of a certain kinds of 

functional activities yet also as complex and psychically differentiated beings that are never fully present to 

or adequate to themselves. That is to say, the idea that living things are ‘complete’ and identical in some 

respects while being ‘incomplete’ and non-identical in others is a motif that we will see throughout this 

project. This characteristic structure shall inform our conception of self and be instructive about what it 

might mean for a self to phantasize itself. We shall end by anticipating some general findings about the self, 

self-awareness, and the respective role of phantasia in constituting and enabling each of these. 

1.1. The Natural Foundations of Life 

1.1.1. In order to understand what it means to say that a human self is an individual that realizes the form 

of human nature as an ensouled being capable of reason or thought, we will need to discuss some key 

concepts from Aristotle’s natural philosophy that are operative in his definition of the soul in general. 

Aristotle offers three definitions of the soul in DA II.1 that each supplement and develop the other. He says 

it is the ‘form of a natural body potentially having life,’ ‘the first actuality [entelechy] of a natural body having 

life potentially within it,’ and ‘the first grade of actuality [entelechy] of a natural organic body’ (DA II.1 

412a20, 412a27, 412b4). For the sake of brevity, let us take these together to define the soul as ‘the form or 
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first actuality [entelechy] of a natural, organic body potentially having life.’ To work out the meaning of this 

general definition, we will need to get a hold on Aristotle’s ideas of actuality and potency, form and 

function, and what it means to be an ‘organic’ and ‘natural’ body. Let us start with some broad strokes on 

what ‘nature’ (physis) means. 

1.1.2. Writes Aristotle: “That nature exists, it would be absurd to try to prove; for it is obvious that 

there are many things of this kind, and to prove what is obvious by what is not is the mark of a man who is 

unable to distinguish what is self-evident from what is not” (Ph II.1 193a4-7).1 Nature exists. This brute fact 

is a starting point or arche for Aristotle’s study of physis, something self-evident that requires no 

demonstration. The proof of nature’s existence does not come from perceiving some one entity or element 

of reality that is nature, but from the ‘many things of this kind’ that have a nature: a characteristic way of 

existing. Nature, in the first place, names this multiplicity of individual beings, the many things that 

populate our familiar surroundings and beyond.   

1.1.3. Aristotle calls these individual things ‘primary substances’: they are the most ontologically 

and logically basic and authoritatively ‘real’ elements of the reality. A primary substance, in other words, is 

both the paradigmatic subject of a logical proposition as well as a numerically distinct individual entity: 

“substance has two senses, (a) the ultimate substratum, which is no longer predicated of anything else, and 

(b) that which is a ‘this’ and separable—and of this nature is the shape or form of each thing” (Metaphysics 

1017b23-25). As he puts in in the Categories, “A substance—that which is called a substance most strictly, 

primarily, and most of all—is that which is neither said of a subject nor in a subject, e.g. the individual man 

or the individual horse” (Categories 5, 2a13-15).2 Since for Aristotle language and nature exhibit one and the 

same order of intelligibility, the fact (at least as Aristotle sees it) that individual substances are neither said 

to be in another subject nor said of another subject (that is, predicated of a subject) confirms that we are 

dealing with things that are logically and ontologically ultimate. Primary substances are natural beings par 

excellence, and they support other kinds of being. Those other kinds include ‘secondary’ substances (like 

species and genera), as well as accidental beings (qualities).  

 
1 Aristotle adopts the methodological principle that we must start from such self-evident facts, “from the things which 
are more knowable and clear to us,” and then carry our investigation toward things “which are clearer and more 
knowable by nature” (Ph I.1 184a17-19).  
2 Moreover, “Every substance seems to signify a certain ‘this.’ As regards the primary substances, it is indisputably true 
that each of them signifies a certain ‘this’; for the thing revealed is individually and numerically one.” (Categories 5, 
3b10-12). ‘Secondary substances’ (which include categories of species and genera), as well as accidental beings 
(qualities), pick out aspects of reality that are neither ontologically nor logically basic. 
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1.1.4. The primary substances that abound in nature are not static objects. Individual things are, 

above all, processes whose essential properties designate characteristic dynamisms and ways of being moved or changed. 

Indeed, Aristotle defines the study of physis (nature) most generally as “the science of that kind of being that 

has the power of being moved” (Meta E.1 1025b19-29). ‘Motion’ (kinesis) is not just or primarily a change of 

place for him, but something that takes in several modalities of variation and transformation that can 

happen to a natural body. The most fundamental kinds of change are ones where new substances emerge or 

are destroyed. These substantial changes are, respectively, genesis and corruption, and this kind of change is 

really the whole concern of On Coming into Being and Passing Away. The Physics, by contrast (at least Books 

III – VIII), is mainly concerned with the changes or motions that substances undergo that do not create nor 

destroy them. These changes are quantitative, qualitative, and locational. These are the basic types of 

change that can occur within between the bookends formed by substantial genesis and substantial 

destruction. Individual things, then, essentially include kinetic processes that make them the sort of natural 

things they are and which support other (casual) categorical changes, i.e. that of quantity, quality, and 

location. Things are not, however, exhausted by their activities since their inactive capacities are part of 

what makes something what it is.3 

1.1.5. An individual substance is ‘natural,’ then, because it ‘has a nature’: a characteristic form or 

way of being by virtue of which it has a distinctive set of set of capacities for change or motion. Indeed, in 

Physics II.1 kinesis is identified as the very arche of nature.  Natural substances do not move or change 

arbitrarily but according to their nature. They all have their own “principle of motion,” their own ‘go’ or 

tendency for change (Ph II.1 192b14). When we say something ‘has a nature,’ we are pointing to this in-

dwelling tendency (horme). By ‘in-dwelling,’ we are contrasting this with loci of change or motion that are 

external or extrinsic to them. A piece of gold has an inherent tendency for having a certain weight, lustre, 

and so on—left to its own devices, it will tend to stay on the ground, and reflect light in the soft warm way 

gold does. But it has no inherent tendency to be formed into gold rings. Skilled jewelers can certainly 

leverage the natural characteristics of gold nuggets into becoming rings and broaches, but gold nuggets have 

no horme to take on such a form. Gold nuggets, plants, animals, and human beings—in short, all natural 

substances—have their own immanent principles for change: rocks tend to tumble because the nature of 

rock involves the tendency for tumbling. Fire rises, water flows, plants seek light, birds fly, and men speak, 

all for similar reasons. The rock, the oak, and so on, are the ultimate authorities on why they tend toward 

 
3 My appreciation for Prof. Rebekah Johnston’s help in clarifying some key points in this section. 
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whatever kinds of motion or change.4 Having ‘within itself its own principle of motion,’ the oak itself is 

responsible for tending to oak-like motions and changes, just as the tendency to speak inheres in the nature 

of human beings: men tend towards speaking just as naturally as rocks tend toward tumbling.  

1.1.6. Primary substances exist, they move, and tend to move from something into something: from 

river water into cloud’s vapour, from seedling into mature oak, from children into adults, and also from 

small to large, cold to hot, here to there. In other words, primary substances are capable, as Aristotle says, of 

receiving contrary qualities, quantities, and locations: “It seems most distinctive of substance that what is 

numerically one and the same is able to receive contraries… for example, an individual man—one and the 

same—becomes pale at one time and dark at another, and hot and cold, and bad and good” (Categories 5, 

4a10-21).5 In other words, a (primary) substance is not—as we said before—a static entity but a process 

defined by the tendency to undergo various sorts of alterations between contrary properties. The gold 

nugget is something whose being is defined by the tendency to take on certain patterns of change or activity 

relative to contrary qualities it is, by nature, able to receive: say, relative to how it takes on heat and cold, 

solid or malleable qualities, and so on. Nature, then, as the multitude of such substances that exist by 

having a nature, a way of going according to their nature, names the many ways of going.6 

1.1.7. Aristotle comprehends the many types of motion and change that abound in the natural 

world on the basis of two additional sets of concepts. The first is Aristotle’s ‘four causes’ (or really, ‘four 

ways that cause is said’), and the second is actuality and potentiality. It is easy to confuse Aristotle’s idea of 

‘cause’ with our more modern intuitions about what a cause is. We often think of a cause as some prior 

condition or body in motion that was necessary (and sometimes sufficient) to bring about some subsequent 

state of affairs as an effect. But this ‘billiard ball’ model of causality really only captures one sense of cause 

for Aristotle. For him, the four causes are perhaps better thought of as four explanations for why something 

is what it is, for the way it is, or for what it does (how it moves or behaves). In other words, there are four 

fundamental things we can ask about that explain what a thing is and why it is: four reasons for its being. 

Of any individual substance we find, we can ask about ‘what it is’ (the formal cause), ‘out of what it is made’ 

 
4 Except, perhaps, God. 
5 Unlike the conception of substance maintained by Modern philosophers such as Descartes and Spinoza), for whom 
substance names that which remains the same while only the attributes or modes of that substance change, Aristotle’s 
substance itself receives the change and is modified through the reception of contraries: “For in the case of substances 
it is by themselves changing that they are able to receive contraries” (Categories 5, 4a30-1 my emphasis). One important 
discussion about whether the persistence of an identity through changes of growth or diminution is even intelligible is 
had at CG I.5 3212a18-22; b26-8;322a28-33). 
6 As James Mensch neatly sums up Jan Patočka’s view of the Aristotelian doctrine: “Motion is what makes the existent 
what it is” James Mensch, “Self and Appearing: The Intertwining” (2018), 53.  
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(the material cause), ‘from which motion it issued’ (the efficient or moving cause), and ‘for what sake’ (the 

final cause).7 If we are able to answer these questions adequately, then we are able to say not only that 

something is so, but crucially for scientific wisdom, why something is so.8  

 1.1.8. Now the most familiar idea we probably have about ‘cause’ is what Aristotle would call the 

efficient, or moving cause. In everyday circumstances and ways of thinking, one is likely to pick out the 

efficient cause if one is asked ‘what caused x?’ They are the active preconditions or the antecedent 

circumstances that impart the concatenations of ‘motions’ that mechanically, as it were, result in some 

effect. Such an explanation of why something is the case can include aspects of that being itself, or external 

factors. The horme of a stone to tumble belongs to the active preconditions that make it possible to receive a 

push from another object that sends it tumbling. The in-dwelling nature of the stone combined with the 

right sort of external circumstances, belong to the total set of active preconditions that can result in a 

moving, tumbling stone.  

When it comes to living things, as we shall see, there is a more radical sense in which a horse, say, is 

its own efficient cause. Living things are ‘self-movers’ not just by having a set of innate tendencies as stones 

have.9 Their nature is to have a ‘start’ within themselves that has them reach out to their world and not 

simply stand by awaiting the world’s influences. While living things, too, require certain active 

preconditions in their environment to solicit their activity, the idea is that they are self-starters in a much 

more active way than inanimate substances. The efficient cause of the horse’s running is in a much more 

thoroughgoing way the horse itself since its nature to be a self-starter is immanent to it. 

Now when I say the efficient cause is in this case ‘the horse itself,’ I am already inflecting the point 

in terms of the second kind of cause—the second reason why—things are as they are: the form. The form of an 

 
7 See key texts on four causes: Physics II.2-3, and Metaphysics VIII 
8 This hearkens to the first chapter of the Metaphysics and the sort of knowledge Aristotle thinks humans ultimately 
aim at. There he contrasts knowledge of individuals through sensation and experience (knowledge that something is 
so) with the sort of knowledge that lets us understand why something is so (Metaphysics I.1 981a21-981b12). For 
instance, if over time I encounter many sick animals, I may become quite adept at recognizing that an animal is sick 
when I see one, and I might even come to know what sorts of things tend to cure their illness. But I can still be quite 
ignorant of exactly why they are sick, ie. the precise pathology involved in the distinctive physiology and immunology 
of a certain animal species. 
9 For more on this concept, Aristotle’s discussion in the De Motu 1-8 is most edifying. We will return to discuss some 
of the important points, in relation to phantasia in particular, toward the end of Chapter 2. Helpful resources on the 
notion of ‘self-movers’ include S Berryman, “Aristotle on Pneuma and Animal Self-Motion,” in Oxford Studies in 
Ancient Philosophy, 23 (Oxford Univ. Press, 2002), 85–97. And also D Furley, “Self-Movers,” in Self-Motion: From 
Aristotle to Newton, ed. Mary Louise Gill and James G. Lennox (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 1994), 3–
14. 
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individual thing, we might say, names its overriding identity: if I look around me and name what I see—  

‘dog,’ ‘cat,’ ‘plant,’ or what have you—I am picking out the forms of those things. When I pick things out 

this way, I am not identifying their different ‘shapes’ nor simply lumps of matter, but I am articulating their 

overarching, all-pervasive identities, their organizing principles that make their changes and motions 

continuous with their basis nature: their forms or ‘formal causes.’  

While this may seem to make the material aspect of an individual’s being irrelevant to 

understanding what it is, this answer to the ‘why’ question—the material cause—is still nonetheless 

indispensable. For we cannot adequately know why something is the way it is without considering the stuff 

out of which it is made: the matter is nonetheless relevant to the sort (thus the form) of things they are—at 

least where natural substances are concerned. In artificial substances like our gold ring, the form and matter 

are extrinsic to one another (since gold matter has no natural tendency to assume circular shapes, and 

circular shapes have no essential tendency to be assumed in gold). But in natural substances, the matter and 

the form pervade one another: an oak tree, for instance, is made of oak, and oak is never found unless an 

oak tree produced it. The matter is pervaded by the identity, the form, of this kind of plant, but 

coextensively the form of the oak is not realized without its oaky matter.  

Thus, when it comes to individual living things, the matter matters to understanding what a thing is 

and why it moves and changes as it does. This is especially true if we are interested in understanding the 

distinctiveness of some individual. For, whereas the form of a natural substance is shared by, or unites, all 

other members of that natural kind, the matter is what lends them their individuality—the matter is the 

principle of individuation, that through which we get numerically distinct entities in the world. A seedling 

oak or an ancient oak are, substantially, equally and identically ‘oak’ in their form. But numerically and 

materially, one oak differs from another in terms of their quantities, qualities, and places or locations that 

characterizes their matter.  

1.1.9. We said earlier that all natural substances have their own ‘go’ or horme, an innate tendency 

for certain kinds of change. But a tendency for what change, exactly? Most fundamentally, it is a tendency 

to change relative to or in pursuit of some end: in other words, toward a telos or final cause. To know why a 

seedling oak is as it is, we need not only answer the ‘what it is,’ the ‘from whence’ it came or ‘from what’ it’s 

made, but also determine that for the sake of which it has the tendency that it does: which is, primarily, the 

tendency to become an adult oak. As Aristotle famously puts it: “What grows qua growing grows from 

something into something. Into what then does it grow? Not into that from which it arose but into that 

which it tends” (Physics II.1).  
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However, directly after this remark he continues, “For nature is the form.” How do we make sense 

of the fact that he seems to be describing the end or final cause, but then takes this to reaffirm that primacy 

of form? There is an important interplay between form and end that informs the apparent shift. Earlier we 

said that primary substances are not static entities, but processes. And it is in particular by virtue of the 

interplay of formal and final causality that an individual’s ontology can be grasped as a process, as a being 

defined by its tendency to become something or other (even if that ‘other’ is a more fully realized version of 

itself).10  For Aristotle, the formal cause has primacy over the material cause11 (for as we said before, he does 

not seem to allows for the possible existence of ‘prime’ matter12), but also over the efficient cause, since in 

order to impart motion, an efficient cause must already have a determinate form of some kind.  

But there is some ambiguity in Aristotle about whether the formal or final cause ought to be 

considered primary, an ambiguity that results from the tricky business of thinking of natural things as 

being, above all, processes rather than ‘entities.’  So, on the one hand, Aristotle sometimes seems to identify 

something’s nature with its final cause: “Again, that for the sake of which’ or the end, belongs to the same 

department of knowledge as the means.’ But the nature is the end or ‘that for the sake of which.’” (Physics 

II.2). But on the other hand, and more often, it is the form that he takes to be ultimate: “The form is 

indeed the nature, since it is more properly ‘itself’ when it has attained fulfillment” (Physics II.1). Yet on 

other occasions still, he seems to identify in some way the formal and final causes: “Now, the causes being 

four, it is the business of the [philosopher of nature] to know about them all… the matter, the form, the 

mover, ‘that for the sake of which.’ The last three often coincide; for the ‘what’ and ‘that for the sake of which’ 

are one, while the primary source of motion is the same in species as these…’ (Physics II.7, my emphasis). 

Moreover:  

[The final cause] is operative in things which come to be and are by nature. And since ‘nature’ 
means two things, the matter and the form, of which the latter is the end, and since all the rest 

 
10 Processes are, as J.R. Randall observes by invoking Leibniz, ‘heavy with the past and big with the future.’ He 
explains, “We find that in a significant sense, every process is now what is will be. It has genuine temporal parts and 
relations which are essential to its being that process, and not merely incidental to it. The process cannot be 
adequately understood apart from this temporal character and pattern”  
11 “The form is indeed the nature rather than the matter; for a thing is more properly said to be what it is when it has 
attained to fulfillment [actuality] than when it exists potentially…” (Physics II.1).  
12 The Stanford Encyclopedia of philosophy points out that while Aristotle does indeed use the language of ‘prime 
matter’ and the ‘primary underlying thing’ on a few occasions, the meaning of the phrase is inconclusive (cf. Physics i 
9, 192a31, ii 1, 193a10 and 193a29; Metaphysics v 4, 1014b32 and 1015a7–10, v 6, 1017a5–6, viii 4, 1044a23, ix 7, 
1049a24–7; Generation of Animals i 20, 729a32). Thomas Ainsworth, “Form vs. Matter,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia 
of Philosophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta, Summer 2020 (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, 2020), 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2020/entries/form-matter/. 
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is for the sake of the end, the form must be the cause in the sense of ‘that for the sake of 
which’ (Physics II.8).  

Now the greater weight, on the whole, that Aristotle places on form over final cause might be explained by 

the fact that the end of some activity (say, a seedling’s growth) is nothing else but the realization of some 

form, or some form in a differently or more fully realized state (say, the mature oak tree). Nonetheless, we 

cannot make sense of, say, a seedling’s form or pervasive identity without reference to the ends that its 

motions are in pursuit of. In other words, the seedling already has a realized form, but the form is 

something directing a process of growth from one form of that form to another (and through intermediate 

forms of that form as well). The form invests a living thing with a natural tendency to bring the form itself 

to its most perfected, most actual state of embodiment. An oak seedling is, above all, the name of a 

structured process, a pattern of becoming, that by nature reaches out with its potencies toward its most fully 

actualized expression: the mature oak tree. The form, we can see, is something both directing the process of 

growth and that toward which the growth is directed,13 and this is one way of understanding why Aristotle 

seems to identify the final cause with the form. The explanations for why a thing is, then, are split between 

two ways of citing the formal cause: the form that is complete and present at any moment as its 

characteristic activity, and the form that it tends toward or has as its end, which is not present, or not 

present all at once. Such entities, then, are there, complete, and fully present to themselves in one sense 

and not-there, incomplete, and partially absent to themselves in another.14  

 1.1.10. In our analysis thus far, we have already been making use of another crucial distinction that 

will prepare us to understand Aristotle’s definition of the soul and for other topics that will arise 

throughout this project: the distinction between actuality and potentiality.15 The distinction marks 

Aristotle’s inestimable discovery that natural substances have two aspects to their being: what they are or are 

doing, and what they can be or do. That is, the actual being of natural substances is invested with various 

potencies for becoming, with things they can be or do (or have done to them). The river water we see before 

us has an ‘actual’ claim on reality, something we catch ‘in the act’ of being and ‘going’ as water. It has this 

claim because it has the form of water and its attendant teloi that tend to make water go on in water-like 

ways and tend toward water-like ends. But actual river water can be cloud vapour too: being vapour is a 

potentiality-for-being that inheres in it. Becoming vapour is a potency for a certain way that water can move, 

 
13 This valuable locution is found in Jonathan Lear, Aristotle: The Desire to Understand (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1988), 19–20, https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511570612. 
14 A useful discussion of ‘perfective’ and ‘imperfective’ motion occurs at Metaphysics IX.6. 
15 See Metaphysics V.12 & IX, which are among the most important texts on dunamis and energeia. 
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change, or become. In turn, (actual) cloud vapour has the potential to become river again, through 

condensation and precipitation. The water, whether vapour, liquid, or gas, maintains the form of water 

throughout such changes, while its qualitative, quantitative, and locational features undergo changes that 

move along the continuum established by the contrary properties which substances are capable of taking 

on. Thus, the superabundance of natural processes, the very multiplicity of being, moves and changes only 

by virtue of the modal interlocking, nesting, releasing, and transforming of actualities and potencies, of 

ways of being and going and becoming, in and through the intricating of the four causes.16   

1.1.11. Earlier we heard Aristotle observe that often the formal, final, and efficient causes are one 

and the same17 and we can certainly see how this is so in the case of living things especially. The form of the 

horse and its tendency to pursue ends relative to its form invest it with the capacity to move itself toward 

the objects it desires. But as Aristotle points out in the Physics, there is an important sense in which the 

identity of mover and moved that are materially and numerically distinct share an identity in a similar way. 

For in order that a resting stone be able to receive the motion of a boulder tumbling toward it, the resting 

stone must be potentially what the boulder is actually: moving. That is, they are both ‘movers,’ differing 

only as to potency or activity of motion and the different materials that numerically individuate them. But 

it is in the event of collision that each fully realize their identities as ‘moving-another’ or ‘being-moved-by-

another.’18 Insofar as all nature is unified by motion, it is the universal context through which all things are 

with one another.  

N.B. We flag this idea now, since in many ways we never leave this horizon even as we discuss human beings: 

what a human being is a characteristic way of being related to itself, of being with its world and others. The self, as we 

shall see, is always something that is or is relative to a human being’s way of being with. 

 
16 Perhaps the best example of this modal interlocking comes from Aristotle’s famous example of building a house, at 
Physics 201b6-15. There, we learn that the activity of house-building exists along with the potency for the various 
materials to become a house. The activity and the unleashing of potencies occur at the same time, but the being of 
each aspect of the activity is not the same. 
17 “Now, the causes being four, it is the business of the [philosopher of nature] to know about them all… the matter, 
the form, the mover, ‘that for the sake of which.’ The last three often coincide; for the ‘what’ and ‘what for the sake of 
which’ are one, while the primary source of motion is the same in species as these…” (Physics II.7). 
18 In On Generation and Corruption 7 we find this idea represented in Aristotle’s analysis of the way in which the agent 
and patient are in one way the same but in another way different (323b29). They are identical in kind insofar as each 
is bound by the common capacity to act or act on one another (which does not apply to any two things whatsoever), 
yet they are different in that one thing can only act on another if it is specifically different. The same thing, Aristotle 
says, marks the relation between mover and moved: each is the same in kind, insofar as each is a ‘mover’; each is 
specifically different, in that one thing is the source of motion while the other receives it. 
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One revealing illustration of this sort of logic comes from Aristotle’s famous example involving 

house building at 201b6-15. The bricks and timbers have the potency to become a house, and the person 

with knowledge of how to turn these materials into the house has the potency build one. But that person is 

not yet a builder until he or she builds the house, and the materials are not a house until they are 

assembled according to the skilled knowledge that the builder has. In other words, the identity of the 

builder as a builder (the ‘mover’) and the materials as house (‘the moved’) are only realized together in the 

activity of house-building. The activity and the unleashing of potencies of both occur at the same time, and 

the identities are produced in and through the other, even if the being of each aspect of the activity is not 

the same. Moreover, as Aristotle goes on to say, this means that not only are the identities of the materials 

realized as ‘building parts’ in the actual building, but the identity of the builder himself is likewise realized 

in the building, not just understood as the activity, but in the structure he builds. For other kinds of ‘makers,’ 

too: the poems embody the work of the poet, the melodies of the bard, and so on. This sort of logic is 

worth retaining for later stages of this project—for instance, in the next chapter we will see that something 

similar is going on in perception and thought, which both take on the formal identity of their objects in 

this sort of way. Having now established a general framework of Aristotle’s natural philosophy, we are now 

prepared to discuss Aristotle’s definition(s) of the soul and its powers.  

1.2. The Nature of the Soul 

1.2.1. Aristotle’s DA is an attempt to describe and account for the psyche, or soul, and the distinctive 

powers that soul has that define the distinct genera of living things.19 In DA I.1, he defines the soul most 

generally as the principle or arche of life: that by virtue of which the living is set apart from the non-living.20 

In Book I Aristotle provides an introduction to the work as a whole and a doxography of his predecessor’s 

opinions about the nature of the soul (DA I.1 -5). In Book II Aristotle provides his own definition(s) of the 

soul (DA II.1-3), characterizing it according to the three developing formulations we listed before: the ‘form 

of a natural body potentially having life,’ ‘the first actuality [entelechy] of a natural body having life 

potentially within it,’ and ‘the first grade of actuality [entelechy] of a natural organic body’ (DA II.1 412a20, 

 
19 Some key texts on Aristotle’s notion of the soul include: De Anima I.1, II.1, 2, 4; Physics II.8; Metaphysics VII.18; Parts 
of Animals I.1, 5 
20 Although we will not take this distinction up as its own theme, it is important to note the two different terms 
Aristotle uses to describe ‘life’: zoe and bios. Whereas zoe is more like the way of being that marks any kind of living 
life, i.e. a term that marks ‘bare life’ as Giorgio Agamben says, bios is one ‘shape’ that life takes, i.e. one characteristic 
way of living. 
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412a27, 412b4). Having reviewed some of key elements of Aristotle’s natural philosophy in the last section, 

we are now in a better position to unpack our synthetic, working definition of the soul which can be 

rendered as, ‘the form or first actuality [entelechy] of a natural, organic body potentially having life.’ 

 1.2.2. Insofar as the soul is defined as something relative to a ‘natural body,’ we know we are 

dealing with something that obtains to a primary substance, which is to say a process with inherent 

tendencies for change according to a distinctive set of opposed qualities that substances can receive. But we 

are told that the soul is the form of such a body, which is to say, the overarching or governing identity of this 

kind of natural body: its organizing principle. And indeed, this helps us begin to understand the 

significance of calling the soul the form of not only a ‘natural’ but an organic body, that is, a natural body 

with organs.21  

1.2.3. Now an ‘organ,’ a ‘tool,’ is something more than a mere ‘part’ of some whole. Aristotle 

analyses this idea in Parts of Animals I.1, where he famously says that a piece of bronze shaped like a hand 

is not really a hand, because it does not participate in the functional organization of a living body. That is 

why, similarly, no part of a dead body should be called a ‘hand’ or an ‘eye’ or what have you (PA I.1 640b18 

- 641a5).22 In Metaphysics VII.17, where Aristotle is considering in more general terms part-whole 

relationships in substances, he provides an analogy that draws this sort of point out again. He says that 

compound substances (that is, those which have a unity that pervades their heterogeneous elements) are not 

like a ‘heap’ of indifferent parts but built up from elements the way that syllables are built from letters. The 

syllable ‘ba,’ for instance, is not a heap of the letters ‘b’ and ‘a,’ that make ‘ba’ what it is by two standalone 

elements that happen to be put next to each other. Rather, the letters only have their distinct character in 

relation to the unified whole that gives sense to the letters that comprise it. The syllable is something more 

than the mere combination of letters, just as, he says, flesh is something more than fire and earth: “the flesh 

is not only fire and earth or the hot and the cold, but also something else” (1041b18-9). This ‘something 

else,’ he goes on to argue, is “that it is the cause which makes this thing flesh and that a syllable… And this is 

the substance of each thing; for this is the primary cause of its being” (1041b25-7). Now when the ‘this’ and 

 
21 ‘such a body will be one that possess organs [organikon]’ DA II.1 412b1. At DA II.1 412bff., Aristotle illustrates what 
he means: “the parts of plants are organs too, though very simple ones, e.g. the leaf protects the pericarp, and the 
pericarp protects the seed; the roots are analogous to the mouth, for both these absorb food.”  
22 “A dead body has exactly the same configuration as a living one; but for all that it not a man. So also no hand of 
wood or bronze or constituted in any but the appropriate way can possibly be hand in more than name. For like a 
physician in a painting, or like a flute in a sculpture, it will be unable to perform its function. Precisely in the same way 
as no part of a dead body, such I mean as its eye or its hand, is really an eye or a hand” (641a1). This point is also 
made in DA II.1, where Aristotle says that if the capacity for seeing were removed from an eye, it would be an eye in 
name only. 
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the ‘that’ is emphasized here, it is in order to underscore that what we are really talking about here is the 

form, the ‘what it is’ or the organizing principle that picks out the overriding identity. Likewise, the form of 

a substance is that by virtue of which its elements have their identities as participating in that larger identity. 

It is that by virtue of which a part is predicated of a whole substance, that by virtue of which a body part is 

an organ of an ensouled body and in terms of which a living body is organized. Just so, a living body is not a 

‘heap’ of mutually indifferent elements that just happen to be touching one another. It is, rather, an 

integrated assemblage of organs and ‘tools’ permeated by one identity, an identity in terms of which the 

parts have their own and not vice-versa.  

Nonetheless, insofar as the there is a sense in which, for Aristotle, a plant does not exist without 

the potency for certain life-activities (growth, reproduction, decay), or an animal without its own 

(perception, locomotion), or human beings for our part (reason), then there shall nonetheless be a way in 

which the form (of a plant, animal, human being) is not and cannot be realized in a body that lacks the 

organs that instantiate those potentials. And this means that we cannot underestimate how intimate is the 

relation between the form and whether or to what extent a body is informed by it. An organ without which 

a distinctive power is lost must be regarded as a prime characteristic of the soul insofar as the soul is a form 

actually and actively realized in an individual. Such an organ is an actuality in which the distinctive potencies 

of an individual are localized. In taking this further step in our understanding of the soul, we have already 

invoked the next set of terms in our working definition that needs explaining: actuality and potency. 

1.2.4. Now that have some bearing on the idea that the soul is the form of a natural and organic 

body, we can integrate two more elements of our working definition. First, Aristotle equates the form with 

what he calls a ‘first actuality’ or ‘entelechy’ of a natural organic body. Second, he says that such a body has 

the potential for life. When we say that some individual substance exists, we are saying that it is actual; and 

when we account for the fact that a substance is above all a process, we can say that it exists, above all, as an 

activity. Now actual things and activities only exist when the right sorts of potencies have already been 

realized: an actual or active seedling can only get up and running if the potencies of a seed meet the 

potencies in the surrounding nutrients, water, warmth, light, and so on. The co-activation of the potencies 

in the seed and surrounding elements or conditions realize the form of its living body. But the seedling, in 

turn, has a variety of powers (i.e. of growth, reproduction, and so forth) that were not available in the seed 

or surrounding elements taken discretely. These new powers, then, turn on the existence of a prior actuality 

or activity – and that is why the exercise of these new powers are what Aristotle would call ‘second 
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actualities,’ whereas the prior are called ‘first actualities.’23 As Aristotle illustrates, these grades of actuality 

describe the difference between having knowledge and exercising it: the exercise of knowledge (‘second 

actuality’) depends on having acquired knowledge (‘first actuality’) which in turn presupposes that 

something had the power to learn encountered something that could teach it.24 Another famous illustration 

consists in saying that wood and steel turned into an axe constitutes the first actuality of the axe, which has 

the power to cut, whereas the activity of cutting constitutes its second actuality. So when we say that the 

soul is the ‘first actuality’ (of a natural organic body) with the potential for life, we are saying that an 

organized (organic) and organizing context (a form) has emerged that has the power to exercise living 

functions or activities, which we enumerate shortly. 

1.2.5. The relationship we have described here between the soul and the body in terms of matter 

and form allows us to understand what Aristotle means when he says:  

The body cannot be the actuality of the soul; it is the soul which is the actuality of a certain 
kind of body. Hence the rightness of the view that the soul cannot be a body; it is not a body 
but something relative to a body. That it why it is in a body, and a body of a certain kind (DA 
II.2 414a15).  

The soul, that is, is inseparable from a body yet is irreducible to it as a mere ‘material thing.’ The soul is a 

certain way that living bodies are realized and organized such that they form a functional, living unity whose 

parts or organs are pervaded by that one identity. Hence Aristotle can say, “That is why we can wholly 

dismiss as unnecessary the question whether the soul and body are one: it is as meaningless as to ask 

whether the wax and the shape given to it by the stamp are one, or generally the matter of a thing and that 

of which it is the matter.” (DA II.2 412b6-9). The soul is not a body, but it makes the body the sort of 

bodily thing that it is: a living body. This entails, in turn, that if the soul is the form of a living body, then 

the body is the potential of the soul: ‘for matter is potentiality,’ as he says in DA II.1.25 Thus, an individual 

 
23 Having said this, because ‘unformed matter’ does not seem to be a possibility for Aristotle, then those materials out 
of which a seed are made are in turn first actualities with a variety of powers. In other words, actualities and potencies 
are ‘nested’ in one another any level of ‘micro’ or ‘macro’ formation. 
24 “Now matter is potentiality, form actuality; of the latter there are two grades related to one another as e.g. 
knowledge to the exercise of knowledge” (DA II.1). The idea is that an individual natural object has some kind of 
determinacy, and there is the determinacy of its basic shape and that of the activity of maintaining its being (even if 
that activity is simply continuing to exist as itself, in its present form). But the matter embodied in this form is what 
makes it open to new kinds of changes, i.e. new potentials. So, there are actualities that not only support other kinds 
of actualities (activities) but do so precisely by supporting the potentiality for such activities. 
25 Now, in Metaphysics IX.7, we can see that the sense in which a living body can be said to have potential is a little 
more complicated than this. While we cannot say that earth is potentially a man, but only earth once formed into a 
seed. The idea is that potency can only be ascribed on the basis of a pre-existing actuality in which the formal cause is 
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living thing is made determine not just by its form (the soul) since the form, the soul is precisely what it 

shares with other things of that same kind but by a form having been embodied in a determinate way.26  

The claim that Aristotle made in Physics II.7 (cf. 1.1.9) - that the formal, final, and efficient causes 

often coincide in living things—is reaffirmed in DA in his characterization of the soul. “The soul is the 

‘cause’ of the body in three senses… the origin of movement, the end, and the essence of the whole living 

body.” (DA II.4).  The matter, the body, is that which is ‘caused’ to be what it is and the sort of thing it is by 

the convergence of these aspects of what is responsible for its being. The actualized, active living body thus 

becomes a product of the coincidence of these ways of citing its cause: its structure, its motions, and what it 

moves toward. Yet the body, insofar as it is the material part of my being, is its potency (DA II.1)—thus we 

should not say that a living thing ‘has’ a body, as if it were an accidental possession. Rather, it has its body 

in the same way that it has a set of potentials or practical possibilities. This line of thinking can also be seen 

in PA I.5, where Aristotle writes:  

As every instrument and every bodily member is for the sake of something, viz. some action, so 
the whole body must evidently be for the sake of some complex action. Thus the saw is made for 
sawing, for sawing is a function, and not sawing for the saw. Similarly, the body too must 
somehow or other be made for the soul, and each part of it or some subordinate function, to 
which it is adapted.” (PA I.5 645b15-20, my emphasis).  

The living body is made out of organic (instrumental) parts geared toward certain tasks (grasping, seeing, 

running, pumping blood, and so on) yet the totality of the whole organic living body is charged with the 

potency for ‘complex action’ which is nothing other than living itself, or rather the living itself of a certain 

kind of life form. 

1.2.6. Aristotle uses two different words to characterize what is meant by ‘first actuality.’ The first is 

the standard for actuality—energeia—and the second is one he invented—entelechy. The term energeia helps us 

recognize that ‘actuality’ is really a kind of activity, as we have said: for the root erg- implicates the ‘work’ or 

ergon that is involved in something maintaining its form or in actively expressing its nature. When we talk 

about something’s actuality, we are pointing to the way its characteristic form is ‘at work’ in maintaining 

 
already operative (having taken on its own ‘motive principle’). What this shows is that the potency is only relative to 
‘what comes after it in the series’ of development (1049a23). We might understand this as saying that the potency of a 
seed to become an adult is only indirect or derivative: the potency properly speaking is for the seed to assume an 
intermediate form between it and adulthood. It should also be noted that that seed on its own cannot be said to have 
the potency to realize anything for the appropriate active preconditions in the environing world are also required for 
us to say the potency inheres in the seed (cf.1049a7). 
26 We shall return to the prospects of making intelligible the idea of an ‘individual form’ in Part B. 
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and showing its being. But Aristotle’s invented term, entelechy, which was probably derived from ‘enteles— 

meaning completion or perfection—signals to us that what he wants to emphasize is not just the work of 

maintaining a form of some kind, but that the very maintaining activity is already ‘at the end,’ that is, 

already something that is self-explaining. By this I mean that when we ask what the function or end of the 

activity that holds together the integrity of a living body, we have in a certain sense already arrived at our 

answer: it is for the sake of nothing other than life, or living, itself. Living is the ‘complex action’ toward 

which the body as a whole is directed. The two terms that Aristotle uses to talk about the form of the living 

body gesture both toward the ongoing work of maintaining a living identity and the goal-orientedness of 

life-activities as aiming at nothing else but life itself.   

1.2.7. While ‘life’ or ‘living’ is complete in one respect as an explanation of why an individual lives 

at all, it is incomplete in another respect. For one, as a consequence of the teleologically accomplished and 

directed state achieved by the soul, we cannot grasp what a living thing is without reference to what it has 

been or done or has yet to become or achieve. The soul invests a living thing with a temporal thickness - a ‘look’ 

to the past and the future—that cannot be omitted from view without losing sight of what the thing really is. 

As Ömer Aygün puts it in The Middle Included:  

This completion that distinguishes the soul from nature in general is then the achievement of 
an ‘unachieved’ state. There is an important sense in which ensouled beings are completely 
‘incomplete’. Beyond the fire’s stretch out toward the completion of what it is for it to be, the 
soul is stretched between the completion of its past development and its future exercise of vital 
function. The show of the soul is the show both of a ‘look’ toward the past (its preparedness) 
and a ‘look’ toward the future (performance).27  

This ‘incomplete completion,’ the achievement of a state that is working for or awaiting further 

achievement, belongs to all ensouled beings.28 And therefore, we cannot understand what a squirrel, say, is 

without reference to a temporally thick story that looks backward and forward from whatever present we 

observe it. For the very being of a squirrel is a characteristic way of becoming over time.29 In this way, an 

ensouled being is, on the one hand, primarily constituted as an activity that is structurally ‘complete’ at any 

moment; yet on the other hand, it is ‘incomplete’ and never fully present to itself insofar as it is dispersed 

over time. 

 
27 Aygün, The Middle Included, 150. 
28 See also Metaphysics IX.6, where Aristotle discusses incomplete and complete movements that would be valuable in 
further substantiating this point. 
29 Indeed, insofar as reproduction is the most primordial and universal of life’s capacities, it signals to us that the soul 
is always, at bottom, something we cannot understand without looking backward and forward.  
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1.2.8.  What are we able to suggest so far about the nature of the self (assuming that there is a self) 

it that it: i) is something relative to a living thing; ii) can be partially understood on the basis of its 

underlying natural ontology)? We offer four provisional starting points: 

1.2.8.1.  First, we cannot understand the self without understanding it as something essentially instantiated in 

relation to a living thing. Living things are primary substances which are, above all, activities or processes with 

characteristic tendencies for motion and capacities for change. Insofar as they can be identified with their activity, living 

things are complete and fully present to themselves. Yet insofar as they are defined in relation to their orientation to 

future states of fuller realization, their ‘completion’ is incomplete and not fully present. That is, living things are 

complete in one respect yet open to transformation in another. Insofar as the identity of a natural thing has to be 

grasped by looking both at its activities and processes along with its inactive powers (cf. 1.1.4), their identity with 

themselves is precisely the identity of something that is open to becoming something or someone else. It is the identity of 

something that naturally moves toward some future, fuller realization of their identity: thus, like all individual living 

processes the self will be (or be relative to) the basic character of being a ‘self-differing identity.’     

1.2.8.2.  Second, and as a distinct development of the first point, a self, as something that is or is relative to 

the being of a living thing, must be grasped as a goal-directed activity that is both complete at any moment yet 

incomplete or dispersed over time. The coincidence and complex relation between of formal and final causality is 

especially instructive for understanding the processual nature of living things insofar as they are defined by teloi that 

stand both ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ the process. A living thing’s activity can only be grasped in light of its form and its end, 

and its end will in some sense be nothing else but life and living itself. To anticipate, we cannot understand the 

character of human selves without understanding them as a dynamic reality in relation not only to life, but the good life, 

nor without accounting for the ways in which the apparent good appears to and motives individuals to behave as they 

do.  

1.2.8.3.  Third, insofar as we can assume that the self is something that instantiates, or is relative to, an 

individual (an assumption that will, by the end of this project, turn out to require some significant qualification to 

uphold), then it will also necessarily bear on the embodied character of living things. For matter in which individual 

living things are embodied is the principle by which they are individuated (cf. 1.1.8). The living body in many ways 

defines the idiosyncratic reality of one individual to the next by serving as the substratum repository for past experiences 

and as a platform for a distinct set of practical possibilities, invested in the body’s organs, and given one’s unique and 

non-repeatable situation in time and space.  

1.2.8.4.  Fourth, if the self is something we can only discover in beings with a soul, then one might begin to 

suspect that one might even be identified with the other. The problem with this, however, is that as the form of the living 
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body, the soul is precisely what unites one individual of a species with all others of its kind. If the soul is not individual, 

and if the self is, then one cannot be the other. (The degree to which this is a problem corresponds to the strength of our 

commitment to the idea that the self must be something individual, which is an idea we will test in various ways 

throughout this project). Yet, whereas the soul defines what I am (that is, the type of thing rather than the individual 

who I am), there is a qualified sense in which we can discuss an ‘individual’ soul insofar as we are referring to the 

unique history of ‘a’ soul - that is, as having a district and unique career through which it unfolds in one body. We can 

say, for now, that while the self cannot be identified with the soul tout court, one is also not ‘had’ by the other as though 

they were fundamentally alien to one another. Indeed, Aristotle will eventually seem to assert in EN that the self can be 

identified not with the soul, but with one characteristic function or ‘part’ of it—the mind—a claim that we will put in 

context later on.  

1.3. The Powers of the Soul 

1.3.1. In Aristotle’s Vision of Nature, Frederick Woodbridge observes that in the opening line of De Anima, 

Aristotle indicates that his work will provide a “history” of the soul (402a4). By picking up on this choice of 

term, Woodbridge suggests that Aristotle may not only be pointing to the doxography (the carefully 

collected opinions of earlier thinkers) that he is preparing to advance in DA Book I, but also to the idea 

that “the soul has a career. It begins with small things and grows to great things, and its growth has a 

continuity which can be examined”30. This helps us begin thinking about the powers of the soul not as a 

variety of discrete capacities, but powers for responding to the world that spring on the basis of others that 

have been already established. With his general definition(s) of the soul in place in DA II.1 that we 

unpacked in the last section, Aristotle begins to ascend through the functional enactments that characterize 

each phase of this ‘history’ of the soul, from the most universally expressed to the least common, dividing 

the living world into the plant, animal, and human genera along the way. The plant genus is marked by the 

sole expression of the first part of the soul, which governs nutrition, growth, and reproduction (DA II.4). 

The animal genus is also capable of these three activities but is distinguished by the additional capacities for 

locomotion and sense-perception (DA II.5-III.2). As we learn in DA III, human beings are capable of all the 

activities that mark the plant and animal worlds but also the distinctive power for receiving universal 

concepts, undergoing intuition, and executing rational thought & language.  

 
30 Frederick James Eugene Woodbridge, Aristotle’s Vision of Nature, ed. John Herman Randall (Westport, Conn: 
Greenwood Press, 1983), 27. 
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 1.3.2. In DA II.1, Aristotle defines life simply as “nutrition, reproduction, and decay.” The first two 

of these are usually taken to be the universal functions of all living things whereas the third really just notes 

that these are the functions of a mortal being. Nutrition and reproduction, then: the ability to maintain 

one’s individual being, and the ability to create another individual like oneself. As we observed in the last 

section, for Aristotle life is ultimately not lived for anything further than life itself and here we have a 

locution of that point: for the two universal faculties of the soul are those dedicated to preserving individual 

life and proliferating species life. They are two ways that life is prolonged as imitations of the eternal. That 

is one way of explaining why Aristotle sometimes presents nutrition as the most fundamental function of 

the soul (the nutritive part of the soul is “the originative power which leads us to speak of things as living at 

all,” DA II.2) and at other times seems to assign this status to reproduction instead.31 In the end, the 

functions are the same: the preservation, proliferation, and prolongation of life differing only as to whether 

it is the individual or the species that is in focus. The question of whether an individual lives for the sake of 

itself or another is for Aristotle a false dilemma: for through reproduction, “it remains not indeed as the 

self-same individual but continues its existence in something like itself—not numerically one but specifically 

one” (DA II.4 415b6-8). Indeed, in Physics II.8, Aristotle also explains how the functional relationship 

between a plant’s parts cannot be well understood without reference to reproductive goals as the plant feeds 

in order to grow leaves, and the leaves, he thinks, provide shade for the fruit. It is surely something along 

these lines why Aristotle says that, “nutrition and reproduction are due to one and the same psychic power” 

(416a19). We should retain this idea and its structure, for we shall see it repeated in several other contexts. 

For to understand the character of the human being and the self, we must understand it as something 

caught between, and responsible to, two orders of reality: the individual and the species or group. 

1.3.3. The powers of the soul that we have described so far account for Aristotle’s view, roughly 

speaking, of what characterizes the powers of vegetable life. However, they are also universal powers of all 

other living things as well. What are distinctive of animal life for him are two new powers of responding to 

or engaging with the world: locomotion and sense-perception. While these each represent new ways that a 

living thing can answer to the demands of nutritive and reproductive life (animals can perceive food and 

sexual partners from a distance and move toward them, for instance), they also open up novel forms of 

experience and capacities for action. Sense-perception and locomotion arise ‘together’ for good reason: an 

 
31 For in DA II.4 he calls reproduction “the most natural act” (415a28, my emphasis) and even says that, “…the first 
soul ought to be called the reproductive soul” (416b25). Participating in the eternal ‘divinity’ of species life through 
reproduction, he goes on to say, is “…the goal toward which all things strive, that for the sake of which they do 
whatever their nature renders possible” (DA II.4 415a29-415b1). 
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animal’s capacity to sense food far away would be in vain unless that animal were able to move toward it. 

Moreover, locomotion would have no purpose if the animal was set up to get all of its needs realized in 

whatever place it happened to be. Moreover, unless an animal can sense where it is going, it has little utility 

for locomotive powers.  

 1.3.4. Now aisthesis is the awareness of the forms of individual, sensible things and their 

differences. Whether we are talking about sight, or hearing, or taste (i.e., the ‘special senses’), these all name 

powers by which we make out individual things that are seen, heard, or tasted and experienced in 

differential terms. Whereas nutrition imposes the form of a living body on food matter, and whereas 

reproduction imparts form to the new species member, aisthesis consists in receiving the form of a sensible 

object (without its matter).32 Aristotle uses the well-known analogy of a signet ring imparting a seal to wax to 

describe what he has in mind by aisthesis, an illustration that has led to a variety of interpretations.33 Much 

of that disagreement consists determining the relation between, and relative importance of, the 

material/physiological or the psychological/functional accounts we get in various places across the Parva 

Naturalia in particular. The issue is considerably complicated, and we cannot claim to offer a 

comprehensive justification for coming down on this relationship in one way or another. We must, 

however, move forward on the basis of some credible way of thinking about this since it has rather 

significant purchase over our conception of phantasia (which is a species of aisthesis) and other important 

ideas we are working towards. 

 Our approach is to refer the issue back to that between the body-soul relation as the general 

problematic in terms of which the particular character of aisthesis and other discriminatory capacities may 

be understood. Just as the soul makes a body the kind of embodied thing it is, the imprinted seal makes the 

wax the kind of waxen object that it is. It makes no sense, Aristotle had said in the first case, to ask whether 

the body and soul are ‘separate’ things: they are ontologically one, but essentially (conceptually) distinct. 

Just so, we should not expect a purely physiological account of aisthesis to be any more complete than a 

 
32 “By a ‘sense’ is meant what has the power of receiving into itself the sensible forms of things without the matter” 
(DA II.12). 
33 One might be tempted to read this as a materialist, i.e. the sense organ literally takes on the perceptible quality of 
red, for instance. The object’s red colour activates the same material property (not just in a formally equivalent sense) 
in the eye itself: something in the eye becomes red, and if we were able to look into the eye we would see that it, like 
the object it’s perceiving, has a red colour. Some evidence for this reading might be seen to be available at 416b32; 
425b22; 423b29. Alternatively, there is a cognitivist reading that suggests that the sense is aware of the object without 
taking on the same material properties. What it means to be formally identical in this sense might be compared to the 
identity a set of blueprints has with the built building. They are the same thing insofar as one ‘encodes’ the other. 
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purely formal one. We can, nonetheless, emphasize one sort of account or another, or even provide a 

conceptually complete account that does not appeal to the terms of the other (for instance, I can talk about 

what it means to receive an audible sound without any reference to the material configuration of the ear). 

That is surely why Aristotle invoked a formula to explain the relation between the sense and its organ in 

DA II.12 that was nearly the same as his way of conceiving the relation between soul and body in general: 

“The sense and its organ are the same in fact, but their essence is not the same”. The material and formal 

aspects of aisthesis are, at any rate, two conceptually separate but materially united dimensions of one and 

the same event or activity: materially, it is a process involving the interaction of light, media, and sense-

organs, but formally it is the awareness or cognition occasioned by the reception of a sensible form. Each is 

describing from a perspective that is irreducible to any other what it means to sense objects in the world, yet 

there is still formally only one and the same event or activity of sensing that is occurring. 

1.3.4.1. Aristotle analyses sense-perception in terms of four factors of increasing importance: the 

organ of sense, the power of sense, the activity of sense, and the object of sense. In other words, we do not 

really grasp the nature of a sense-organ (an eye, an ear) until we know what capacity its material 

arrangement makes possible; we cannot explain that capacity without the activity that is shown and realized 

in and through it; and, above all, we cannot understand the activity without the object that solicits the 

awareness-response to begin with. In Aristotle’s analyses of sense perception (and thought, which we will 

discuss shortly), the object that solicits a response from the sensory power and which informs that power, is 

ultimate, that in terms of which the activity and powers and organs are grasped. And that sensory object is 

something of the world, other than and typically outside of the perceiver: “Sensation depends, as we have said, 

on a process of movement or affection from without, for it is held to be some change in quality” (416b33-

34). Having said that, that power of the object to be perceived is realized in an activity that happens in the 

perceiver. This is made evident twice in DA III.2, where Aristotle writes: “The activity of the sensible object 

and that of the sense is one and the same activity, and yet the distinction between their being remains… it is 

in the passive factor that the actuality of the active is realized.” And, “as the acting-and-being-acted-upon is 

to be found in the passive, not in the active factor, so also the actuality of the sensible object and that of the 

sensitive subject are both realized in the latter”. We saw a similar account like this earlier: that the powers of 

building materials and builder are realized in the activity of building, which means that the completed 

building is the builder’s potential realized, or that the building is the form of a house at its highest level of 

actuality. In perception, similarly, the power of the object to be sensed and the power of the sense faculty to 

perceive that object are realized in and through one and the same activity, but an activity that is happening 
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in the soul of the perceiver. Thus, the basic logic of sensation is governed by that of actuality and potency: 

just as we said earlier that for Aristotle the identity of the ‘mover’ and ‘moved’ are identical, only by one 

being modulated as actual and the other as potential and by the matter that makes them numerically 

distinct, the sense (what is ‘moved’) is potentially what the object (that ‘moves’ the sense) is actually.34 Thus 

the object has a certain actuality that includes the potency of being perceived, and the sense-organ too has a 

determinate form with the potency of perceiving sensible objects. But the being of a perceiver cannot be 

thought apart from the perceptible and perceptibility is meaningless without the notion of perception. The 

potencies of the soul and those of the world enjoy a natural ‘fit’ with one another and are identical in the 

sense that they are bound by having common domains of properties that allow them to interact. Moreover, 

the perceiver and perceived also require the potency of the other to have their own power in immediately 

accessible way.35 The potency to be perceived and that of perception are realized in the perceiver; yet, in 

turn, the perceiver is dependent on the powers of the environing world to actualize its own. Three 

anticipatory notes may be offered now. 

1.3.4.2.1. First, we can say something about the general conditions for self-knowledge and the way this 

suggests a method for disclosing them. The object, the ultimate explanans for activity, then power, then perceptual organ 

each in their turns, is other than or external to the perceiving subject; yet the activity, power, and organ that are each 

explained occur in and belong to the perceiving subject. This order not only can be taken to inform an important 

epistemological order, but a methodological principle for investigating the possibilities for self-awareness of different 

kinds. For what this prepares us to see is that all awareness, including that of self, will be revealed through and originally 

modelled on the sensible individual object.  

 
34 “It is obvious, then, that the capacity (dunameus) of acting and of being acted on are one and the same” (Meta VIII.6 
1045b19-21). In what sense is it obvious? It is obvious because we’re talking, first of all, about one happening, even 
though the constituents implicated in that event, and through which that happening happens, are multiple. Secondly, 
because to have the identity of an ‘acting power’ is precisely not to be adequate on its own to maintain that identity. To 
be an acting power, it entails a capacity acted on, which, in its turn, cannot uphold its identity as a ‘capacity’ without 
the acting power that exceeds it. Thirdly, they are also ‘one thing’ because even prior to becoming involved their 
shared dunamis, they are ‘like’ in that they are both ‘movers’ of a certain type, modulated only by location and actuality 
and potency. It isn’t just that dunamis and energeia are not opposed, it’s that they cannot be opposed, by the mutual 
entailment and invocation of the other from the identity of each. 
35 As Thomas Johansen explains by comparison with the nutritive part of the soul: “The nutritive capacity is related to 
the passive capacity of certain food stuffs to be made into nourishment, the perceptual capacity is related to the 
corresponding active capacity of the sense-objects to cause perception. There is thus a definitional relationship between the 
capacities of the soul and corresponding capacities in the environment.” Thomas Kjeller Johansen, The Powers of Aristotle’s Soul, 
Oxford Aristotle Studies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 77. My emphasis. 
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1.3.4.2.2. Second, the joint realization of the potencies of perceiver and perceived also requires the presence of 

a medium (say, in the case of sight, ‘the transparent’) and an agent (say, light). In most cases of perception, the media 

are some other factors than either the organ or the object, as air is in the case of transmitting light. In the next chapter, 

we shall see that phantasmatic ‘images’ can be seen as performing somewhat of an analogous function. They often 

function as intermediate media between sensible and intelligible orders, providing the common currency by which the 

sensible gives way to intelligibility and, conversely, by which intelligibility comes to inform and reconfigure our sense of 

the sensible.   

1.3.4.2.3. Third, earlier we discovered that an individual substance is a hypokeimenon that is capable of 

receiving contrary qualities and being moved and affected by other things (1.1.6; 4a10-21). But animals - those with the 

power of sense - are precisely those primary substances that are capable of being subject to an experience of such changes. 

A living thing is a special kind of substance that is the possible subject of an experience of change. For all aisthesis, as we 

shall discuss more of in the next chapter, is some activity brought about in concert with an object in the world and is 

always accompanied by a second-order perception: an awareness that there is aisthesis occurring. For instance, being 

cooled is a power that both living and non-living things have in common. But being subject to an experience of being 

cooled only is possible if the subject is capable of, at least, aisthesis.  

1.3.4.3. Aristotle’s analysis of the power of aisthesis distinguishes between three objects of sense (see 

especially DA II.6 418a7ff.). The first are the special objects, which are directly sensed by one sense faculty 

only: visible objects are the special objects of sight, audible objects are the special objects of hearing, and so 

on. Second are the common objects of sense, which are directly perceived objects but not specific to any 

one special sense: motion, for instance, can be perceived by sight, touch, and hearing. Finally, there are 

incidental objects of sense, which are not specific to one sense but are also not directly perceived by the 

senses either. To use Aristotle’s example, when I perceive the man before me as the ‘son of Diares,’ the 

relation by which we grasp this man as being ‘the son of so-and-so’ are not directly observable by any one 

sense. These are objects of sense that are grasped in terms of their overarching identity that cannot be 

discerned directly from their visceral presence. The ‘son of Diares’ example illuminates this point: when we 

look at some person, relationships like ‘being the son of so-and-so’ is not something we can ‘sense’ yet it is 

nonetheless thoroughly wedded to what, rather than who, we see before us. As Charles Kahn explains, 

“Since the sense faculty is, by definition, the capacity to receive sensible forms, it cannot be directly affected 

by properties that are not sensible in the strict sense [such as] incidental sensibles such as man, horse, or 
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son of Diares: the non-sensible properties presented to us in sense-experience.”36 As Aristotle himself writes, 

“that is why [the son of Diares] in no way as such affects the senses” (DA II.6 418a23, my emphasis) or as 

Aquinas, in his Commentary on Aristotle’s De Anima underscores, “He does not, as such, act upon the sense at 

all”.37 That is to say, the son of Diares, friends, cats, coffee cups as such are not “perceptible in themselves.” 

These are like posits of inferential knowledge that are directly insensible but indirectly sensible in terms of 

which we are able to grasp such complex features of individual identities. That is why, while the first two 

classes of sensible objects are “perceptible in themselves” (DA II.6 418a9) the third class, the “incidental 

perceptibles” are only indirectly or accidentally perceptible.  

1.3.4.4. By flagging the interpretive ‘as’ and ‘as such’ in the previous citations, we are beginning to 

establish an important context for understanding what phantasia is all about. For perceiving-as is, on the 

one hand, not something accomplished by simple (special, common, & direct) aisthesis; yet for Aristotle is 

also does not seem to require the full-blown noetic capacities that wielders of reason or language have. Just as 

we might see the ‘son of Diares’ in terms of an identity that surpasses the order of sensibility in making 

reference to social or institutional structures like the family, Aristotle makes a point in EN that might lead 

us to think that non-rational animals are capable of some kind of categorical, interpretive awareness that is 

not yet noetic. In III.10, he remarks that a lion is pleased by the sight of an ox, not because it is simply an ox, 

but because the lion experiences it as the prospect of a meal (EN III.10 1118a16-23). That is, the ox appears to 

the lion in terms of a set of practical interests concerning the lion’s interested comportment in nutrition. 

The ox appears in terms of a kind of act of categorization on the lion’s part that would make some things 

appear pleasing, in its seeming to satisfy the lion’s interests in being fed. That is to say, the lion brings 

something to the situation through which the ox is taken up in a certain way and yet it the ox whose status 

as a sensible object is reconfigured by it. As we will see in the next chapter, this active, interpretive power is 

one aspect of what phantasia accomplishes. What we will also see then is the intimate relation phantasia 

seems to have with the ‘common power of perceiving,’ which we will now only just touch upon for the 

purposes of completing this overview of the soul’s powers. We shall offer some more discussion about the 

common sense in the next chapter.  

 
36 Charles H Kahn, “The Role of Nous in the Cognition of First Principles in Posterior Analytics II.19,” in Aristotle on 
Science : The Posterior Analytics, Proceedings of the Eighth Symposium Aristotelicum (Padova, Padua: Editrice Antenore, 
1978), 402–3. 
37 Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, trans. C. I. Litzinger (Notre Dame, Indiana: Dumb 
Ox Books, 1993), 125. My emphasis. 
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1.3.4.5. For Aristotle, both common and incidental objects of perception are grasped by the 

‘common power of perceiving’. This is the power that allows us not only to grasp common objects and 

incidental objects, but also allows us to tell the difference between objects across different special senses. It 

may also, as we shall discuss, be central to Aristotle’s attempt at meeting the challenge of the Charmides for a 

‘science of the self’ in accounting for the possibility of self-awareness (cf. A.0.3.2). In DA III.2 Aristotle 

makes this argument that we need to invoke a united faculty of sense that can determine that different 

special objects of sense (like whiteness and sweetness) inhere in one and the same object (like sugar) (cf. 

426b17-22). Thus, the common sense is invoked to explain certain aspects of the synthetic quality of our 

perceptual experience; it is as though the five special senses were fingers on a hand, and the power of 

common sense was like the power of this hand to pull all the fingers together in the grasping of an object in 

its fullness. As we shall see in the next chapter, the common power has an intimate relationship with 

phantasia, and also memory and empeiria.  

1.3.4.6. There is an important aspect of the common power that we should highlight before 

moving on that has to do with second-order perception, which Aristotle attributes to the common sense 

and suggests in DA III.2 that accompanies all (or at least the vast majority) of special perceptions (i.e., of 

sight, sound, taste, etc.). As is clear from DA II.12 and III.2, Aristotle claims that the special senses cannot, 

each on their own and simply in terms of their special function, be responsible for the awareness that there 

is sense-perception occurring. That is, for instance, Aristotle finds it incredulous that sight sees itself, since 

that would mean that sight would need to have a colour to be seen, or that hearing hears itself, since that 

would mean that the hearing would need to make a sound. Now, as we discussed in the Prologue (cf. 

A.0.3), it has been noted that these chapters of DA (as well as DA III.4) can be seen as Aristotle’s attempt to 

take up the challenge of the Charmides: that is, to conceive of the intelligibility of a ‘science of the self’ as a 

way of characterizing a moral virtue (sophrosune). The general problem is the same as we find in Aristotle: 

how can sight see itself or hearing hear itself or knowledge know itself if each of these is in relation to a 

certain class of object that their activity of receiving that object does not seem to belong to? In the Prologue 

we discussed how the overriding problem, at least as Socrates saw it by the end of the dialogue, was that 

they had approached the notion of self and self-knowledge through a psychological schema that may not be 

adequate to the ethical concept they were aiming to work out in the first place. In other words, the self does 

not quite come into view to itself through a purely psychological analysis. 

Something like this is going on in Aristotle’s treatment of second-order perception: not only in DA, 

but, as we shall see by the end of this project, in EN IX.9 as well. To explain, we might flag two general 
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interpretations of the second-order perception going on in DA II.12 & III.2: one that is merely 

propositional and another that is reflexive.  

According to the first view, the second-order perception discussed in DA and achieved by the 

common sense is merely propositional: i.e., any sense-perception always takes the form ‘there is a perception 

that X is being perceived.’ What is not being perceived, according to this reading, is the perceiving or 

knowing subject themselves but only the awareness that there is perception or thinking or knowing 

occurring. On the other view, the perceiving or thinking subject does indeed perceive themselves along with 

the perceived or thought object and thus achieves a kind of self-awareness.38  

The trouble with the second reading is that these chapters of DA do not seem to posit the 

perceiving subject as a cognized whole. Aristotle’s concern is always to track whether one special sense 

might sense itself and not the overriding subject whose sense it is. While the first line of DA III.2 seems to 

be an exception (“Since we can perceive that we see and hear, it must be either by sight itself, or by some 

other sense”) the analysis then continues strictly within the bounds of the special senses. Pavel Gregoric 

suggests that the restriction to analysis in terms of the special senses is due to Aristotle having taken up the 

challenge of the Charmides on its own terms, determining whether the special senses could somehow sense 

themselves while not invoking some additional power that would not only reproduce the issue ad 

infinitum.39 The net result, as we find by the end of DA III.2, is that the common power is precisely a 

function arising from the integration of the perceptual part of the soul and not an additional faculty 

superimposed on it (cf. 426a8ff). As is sometimes said, the five senses are to the common sense what the 

five fingers are to the hand: the fingers do not have their grasping power without belonging to the hand as a 

whole any more than the hand can grasp without its fingers. When they are all working together as an 

integrated unity, the fingers assume the complete form of what it is grasping. 

By staying strictly within the bounds set out by the terms of the Charmides’ analysis, Aristotle 

provides some way of responding to the problem of whether and in what way a sense could ‘sense itself’ and 

so on. But we do not get enough from Aristotle to be sure that he is arguing for a strong form of self-

consciousness that occasions all sensing or thinking: a view that would suggest I am explicitly aware of myself 

 
38 Some valuable contributions to the status of self-reflection in this aspect of Aristotle’s theory of mind include: Victor 
Caston, “Aristotle on Consciousness,” Mind 111 (2002): 715–815; Charles H Kahn, “Sensation and Consciousness in 
Aristotle’s Psychology,” Archiv Für Geschichte Der Philosophie 48 (1966): 43–81; Deborah K. W. Modrak, “An 
Aristotelian Theory of Consciousness?,” Ancient Philosophy, 1981, 160–70. 
39 Pavel Gregoric, Aristotle on the Common Sense, Oxford Aristotle Studies (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 
2007), 177–78. 
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as sensing or thinking. What we get, at the most, is a self-awareness that is secondary, liminal, or somehow 

in the background relative to the explicit object of attention. Indeed, it may be along the lines of what he 

says in the Metaphysics: “Knowledge, perception, opinion, and reasoning are always of something else, but of 

itself by the way” (Met. XII.9 1074b33-6). The sort of ‘by the way’ self-awareness that occasions the exercise 

of the common sense may be more indirect and secondary than that of the object itself. This view is 

consistent with our earlier suggestion along with Owens (cf. 1.4.3.1-2) that the self may only know itself 

indirectly through and in terms of (or as ‘indexed to’) the objects it senses or thinks. The awareness that one 

has of oneself when confronted with ordinary objects of sense or thought is concomitant in a secondary 

sense to the primary objects of which it is aware. 

However, in the Prologue we also anticipated that the self will ultimately not be able to reflect upon itself until 

we invoke the role that perceiving others will play in disclosing the self to itself. We should anticipate that in EN IX.9 

we receive what can be regarded as Aristotle’s conclusion to the problems set out in the Charmides, then broached in 

DA, regarding the possibility of self-knowledge: that is, where we no longer have a thin, implicit, & merely propositional 

form of self-awareness described in DA but a thick, explicit, & reflexive form of self-awareness. In other words, just as 

Socrates complained that a ‘science of the self’ could not be worked out by thinking through the psychology of a single 

individual, that an ethical problem must receive an ethical solution, Aristotle will ultimately make the self explicit to 

itself in a subjective sense in the realm of the interpersonal and ethical: specifically, in the phenomenon of friendship. For 

in that analysis, Aristotle draws upon the analysis of second-order perception from the DA to suggest that the self only 

becomes explicit to itself in and through a shared life in which the goodness of existence is affirmed between friends. In 

other words, as the analysis of EN IX.9 reveals, friends accomplish something in the register of ethical life that the 

common sense does at the level of psychic life, and in doing so lifts the self from an implicit, secondary object to an 

explicit, primary object of attention: in other words, it raises the possibility of self-knowledge for the self. This means that 

there is only a self to be known, or a self that exists in a meaningful way, once we have entered the domain of human 

praxis & the pursuit of and affirmation of the good. 

 1.3.5.1. The nature of the mind (nous) in Aristotle is one of the most challenging and commented-

on in the history of philosophy and thereforecannot be my focus here.40 Aristotle’s account of (passive) nous, 

 
40 For the purposes of brevity and relevance, I will not speak to the so-called active or ‘poietic’ nous of DA III.5 since this 
seems to be a modality of the intellect that surpasses human thinking and belongs to the divine order of Aristotle’s 
thought. What Aristotle means by nous is obviously much more complicated and controversial than what I am able to 
work out here. In addition to the passive aspect of nous, which I am focusing on insofar as it seems to be a piece with 
Aristotle theory of aisthesis and is that which human beings seem uncontroversially capable of, there are other aspects 
of nous many of which must go neglected. In Posterior Analytics II.19, nous denotes the immediate insight responsible 
for providing apodictic, self-certifying principles (archai) for logos engaged in epagoge. In the Nicomachean Ethics VI, 
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or intellectual insight, is modeled on the basic logic of aisthesis: “Mind must be related to what is thinkable, 

as sense is to what is sensible” (DA II.4). Thus, we learn at 429a13-8 that the fundamental difference 

between aisthesis and noesis is just in terms of the sort of object they receive. Whereas aisthesis is the grasp or 

awareness of the form of a sensible individual, nous grasps the form of intelligible wholes, essences, or 

universals. Stated otherwise, aisthesis grasps the various sensible, individual differences in the world, while 

nous apprehends the insensible forms that unite individuals and render them particular. I see the individual 

horse before me as a numerically distinct substance, but nous provides the insight that lets me apprehend 

what it is that makes this animal (and this other animal) a particular horse. Moreover, as Aristotle makes 

clear at DA III.4 429b10-22, nous differs from aisthesis by its capacity to reckon with logos, “that by which the 

soul reasons and supposes”.41 That is, nous is that capacity to recognize and certify the truth of some 

reasoning by ‘seeing,’ in an immediate and undivided act of intellectual recognition, the truth offered up by 

some process of reasoning. 

 For Aristotle, anything that has an intelligible structure is a potential object of thought: the mind, 

in other words, is the power of thinking anything whatsoever is thinkable. When I say ‘any’ intelligible 

object, that can mean purely intelligible objects in abstract or formal terms, but it also includes ideas of the 

sensible objects as well. Aristotle’s point is not that nous is incapable of thinking about colours or sounds— 

 
nous provides insight into universal principles for action, while also grasping the specificity of the practical situation 
with respect to those principles. There, further, we learn that nous is integral to the good life, as it elevates human life 
to something like the divine (NE X.7-8). In the Metaphysics, Aristotle describes nous as a way that the essence of some 
things is ‘said’ or ‘touched’, and its character being united with itself but also united with the things it knows is drawn 
out (M XII.9; IX.6). Here, too, we learn more about Aristotle’s case that nous is a sort of divine cosmic force: nous in 
pure act being the distinguishing mark of God. While not a meditation on the cognition of human beings, of note 
also is a provocative comment in the On the Generation of Animals II.3. Here we learn that while aisthesis and phantasia 
are given in embryo from the male parent, nous, by contrast, ‘enters from the outside’ (GA II.3 736b27). For all the 
variation and terminological proliferation, it does not seem (perhaps with the exception of the divine mind) that there 
are different kinds of mind for perceiving different kinds of intelligible object. But one reason why we could start 
attributing such a view to him is because of the way the commentary tradition has worked up a vocabulary 
surrounding nous. Nowadays, we talk about such things as “potential” nous, the “material” or “hylic” nous, the 
“practical” nous, “theoretical” nous, the “habitual” nous, “thurathen” nous, and of course, the ‘nous poetikios,’ or “agent” 
nous or ‘making mind.’ On Pamela Huby’s (1991) analysis, Aristotle had a much simpler vocabulary than our inherited 
conventions may easily lead us to believe. With only a handful of exceptions, Aristotle himself does not differentiate 
nous, but employs it directly and without qualification. Pamela Huby, “Stages in the Development of Language about 
Aristotle’s Nous,” in Aristotle and the Later Tradition, ed. Henry Blumenthal and Howard Robinson, Oxford Studies in 
Ancient Philosophy, Supplementary Volume (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), 129–43. 
41 Though Aristotle does say at one point that aisthesis is a ‘logos tis’ (a kind of logos) at 424a28. The relation between 
nous and logos is usually conceived to be entirely distinct: nous is what allows us to grasp things in an apodictic, self-
certifying way (archai are grasped in this way), while the logos is grasped discursively. There are, however, analyses that 
question whether these two ways of deploying the intellect can really be separated. See Christopher Long and Richard 
Lee, “Nous and Logos in Aristotle,” Freiburger Zeitschrift Für Philosophie Und Theologie 54, no. 3 (2007): 348–67. 
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it’s that nous does not apprehend those things qua sensible, but qua intelligible. Nous apprehends two basic 

kinds of intelligible object: on the one hand, eidei—forms, essences, or perhaps ‘definitions’—and on the 

other hand, archai, or self-evident basic principles (DA III.6; PA II.19). Some think of nous as adding a 

propositional content to our experience of the world and a capacity to relate to things as such (to put it in 

the same language we used earlier in this section). Whereas aisthesis perceives something blue as a simple 

‘enunciation’ of blue,42 nous recognizes blue as such as being a category that sorts the world in a certain way 

and establishes a bond between all beings within that category.  

1.3.5.2. For the mind to be able to think any intelligible form whatsoever it must be radically open 

in ways that the special senses are not, which is to say, not limited to receive only one kind of special object 

other than it being an intelligible object. This has implications for how we are able to conceive the nature of 

the mind in relation to the body. Insofar as the special objects of sense are only perceptible when there is 

the right sort of bodily organ arranged in a certain particular way, this also means that the organs place 

limits on what can be perceived. The faculty of hearing, for instance, depends on the distinct configuration 

of the ear, which holds its parts in a kind of tension that makes it alive to the reception of audible objects.43 

But by that same stroke, this particular configuration makes it insensible to visible objects (qua visible), or 

olfactory objects (qua olfactory). Thus, the faculty of hearing cannot perceive any sensible object whatsoever 

(at least not directly), and the very material form that enables one kind of sensation limits or obscures other 

possible kinds.  

1.3.5.3. But the mind, by contrast, cannot be localized in some bodily organ. If it were, the material 

properties of that organ would place limits on the objects it could receive. The mind, for Aristotle, must 

therefore be, “pure from all admixture; for the presence of what is alien to its nature is a hindrance and a 

block” (DA III.4 429a20). The mind is thus one united ‘form for grasping forms’ or dealing with thinkable 

objects. And this means that it cannot rely on a determinate, enmattered organ.44  Thus in DA III.4, 

 
42 A ‘logos tis’ (a kind of saying) at 424a28.  
43 When I say ‘a kind of tension’ I have in mind DA II.12, where Aristotle compares the ratio (logos) that maintains a 
perceptual power in a magnitude is like the tension of a bow or a lyre. The equipoise between contrary qualities just is 
the sensory power, he says there. 
44 Apart from the question of whether there might be some determinate organ of thought, there is ample suggestion by 
Aristotle that the mind should not be regarded as dependent on or blended into the whole body either. In DA we are 
asked to regard nous as immaterial, impassive/unaffected (apathes), indivisible, and, since it ‘it nothing’ before it thinks, 
something that “cannot reasonably be regarded as blended with the body” (429a25). In the first chapter of DA he 
surmises that nous may not be subject to comprehension under the terms of natural philosophy, but rather should be 
considered under first philosophy (a suspicion that he continues to reiterate in Book II) (DA I.1 403a8-16). He 
cautions us that while there is nothing clear about the ‘theoretical part’ of the soul, he notes that it seems to be 
separate from the ‘perishable’ parts (DA II.2 413b24-7). Moreover, in Parts of Animals I.1 he indicates that not all 
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Aristotle tells us that nous has no other definitive feature other than its power to receive intelligible forms 

(DA III.4 429a22). To be capable of thinking everything, the mind cannot actually be anything; or, since 

“everything is a possible object of thought,” then the mind must not have any actual form of its own. At 

best, it can be considered a “the form of forms” (DA III.4, 8).45 This means that the mind cannot be 

anything else but the objects it is actively thinking (DA III.7).That is why Aristotle can famously say in DA 

III.4, that before the mind thinks “it is not actually any real thing” (429a24). 46 Since the mind has no form 

of its own, it is only the sheer potency for receiving any intelligible form. This character is what seems to 

inform Stanley Rosen’s characterization that for Aristotle the mind “is not, except when it is not itself” and 

the implication that for the mind to know itself it “would have to be entirely other than [what] it is”.47 The 

idea is that the mind, for it to be something actual, amounts to its being actualized by some intelligible 

object whose form it has received. But then the mind’s actuality is nothing other than the other’s form. The 

mind, in other words, is not ‘standing behind’ its activity of thinking but is constituted by the other: thus, 

the only time we can say ‘the mind is’ is when it is determinately not itself but something else. We shall 

return to this idea in a moment to reflect upon what it may indicate about the nature of the self (insofar as 

we might take the mind to be coextensive with the self) and the prospects for self-awareness or self-

knowledge.    

1.3.5.4. Yet it is important to say that the relationship between the mind and the ensouled body is 

perhaps more subtle than these some of these claims taken in isolation might be taken to suggest. For there 

is also some textual basis for thinking that Aristotle may have considered the mind ought to be investigated 

as a subject of natural philosophy and as something with a complex relationship to the enmattered nature 

of thinking, living things. Contrary to the view that nous is separate from what is perishable, Aristotle also 

says that it is one of the ways we can say that something is alive (DA II.1). How can nous be a mark of 

something that is alive if living is being ensouled, and being ensouled is something only a mortal body can 

be? Moreover, if nous is not somehow dependent on the body, then how can it be viewed still as a 

fulfillment of the soul, when soul is a certain actuality of a living body? Indeed, Aristotle at one point seems 

 
parts of the soul are origins of change, and that the intellectual part is not a candidate arche of change in the 
investigation of the soul suggesting again that nous must in some way exceed the domain of natural explanations (PA 
I.1 641b5-9). 
45 This is apparent not only in DA III.4 and 5, but in Metaphysics IX.6. If the mind must be regarded as a kind of 
form, then it is invisible and one “And all things which have no matter are without qualification essentially unities” 
(Meta. IX.6 1045b21-4). 
46 “What the mind thinks must be in it just as character may be said to be written on a writing tablet on which as yet 
nothing actual stands written; this is exactly what happens in the mind” (DA III.4) 
47 Stanley Rosen, “Thought and Touch, a Note on Aristotle’s De Anima,” Phronesis 6 (1961): 135. 
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to say nous is perishable after all, suggesting that nous loses its potency along with the actuality of a living 

body (430a24-5).  

1.4. Anticipating the Role of Phantasia in Self & Self-Awareness 

1.4.1. The first two sections of this chapter yielded four overarching indications about the nature of the self 

(cf. 1.2.8.1-4). We emphasized that self might be thought of as the identity of an individual substance: 1) is 

that of a process that is in one sense complete and at the end and incomplete in the present in another 

sense; 2) is a process that cannot be grasped without its teleology in view, which in the case of living things 

illuminates its goal-directed activities; 3) is essentially related to its embodied character, insofar as matter is 

that which individuates one thing from another; 4) cannot, in the case of living things, be identified with 

the soul (in a simple way).   

What does the last section contribute to our preliminary understanding about the nature of the self 

& that of the conditions and character of self-awareness generally speaking? How might we begin to 

anticipate phantasia’s contribution to each?  

1.4.2.1. First, we can observe that the split between aisthetic and noetic uptake of reality reflects an 

openness to a more general duality that we discussed in our Prologue (cf. A.0.4; A.0.2.2.1). Aristotle’s 

portrayal of human beings places human beings at the crux of a tension between heterogenous orders of 

reality: between their being primary substances that express the essence of secondary substances, between 

the category of animal which pulls one way while that of the divine pulls the other; between a reality that on 

the one hand directs us to the individual, corporeal, sensible differences in some ways and to the universal, 

immaterial, intelligible uniting principles on the other. Thus, the split between aisthesis and noesis reflects a 

very general characteristic about the being and the basic cognitive bearing of the self.  As we shall see, 

various manifestations of this duality - and other dualities that have a similar form - are often productive of 

the sort of tensions inform the human condition. Indeed, if we cannot simply identify the self with any one 

‘part’ of the soul—such as the mind or the will—then we must begin to think of the self as relational, 

compositional, or ‘synthetic.’ I flag this last descriptor since, later in this project we will pick up on 

Aristotle’s description in EN of the human being as a ‘suntheton’ – a conjunction or literally, ‘laying-down-

with.’ The structure of the self as suntheton, or together-with, is signaled in some of the ‘canonical 

definitions’ (A.0.2.2.1) of the human being. If human beings are what they are only by being ‘ensouled 

beings having reason,’ or ‘perception and thought,’ or an ‘animal with logos,’ then taking an interest in these 

connectives will be one way of taking us toward an understanding of the central terms of these tensions.  
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1.4.2.2. Phantasia is uniquely suited to work out our understanding of this compositional model of 

the self since it functions as a kind of mediating power between one’s aisthetic and noetic capacities. It is 

therefore poised in the structure of the soul to carry out these kinds of connective functions between the 

orders we have marked out and so is essential to understanding how the self is constituted and maintained. 

In various ways we will work out in this project, phantasia performs what we might describe as 

‘metaphorical’ powers that lever together the heterogeneous domains of aisthesis and nous, thus mediating 

sensible and intelligible experience. But this is tantamount to saying that it is what levers together our 

corporeal, embodied, and organic being with our capacity for thought, that through which our ‘animality’ is 

said to ‘have logos.’ Phantasia shall thus provide the core connectives of selfhood and contribute greatly to 

understanding the unity of human experience formed through the disparate poles toward which it is 

oriented. Thus, phantasia shall be recognized as the psychic capacity for concretely realizing the form of the 

human being as the particular sort of ‘difficult togetherness’ that it is.  

1.4.3.1. The idea that the self is both constituted by, and knows itself through, what is other—and as 

we will eventually be able to say, through others, other people—can start to be drawn out by considering Aristotle’s 

general psychological schema and the epistemological conditions for self-knowledge it establishes. We can 

expand on this point in both aisthetic and noetic terms to give some orientation to some ideas we will defend 

more thoroughly in the chapters ahead. 

The general schema of both sensible and intelligible awareness begins with a posture of passivity to 

received objects.48 Indeed, as we shall discuss more of in the next chapter (reflecting upon Posterior Analytics 

II.19), even the reception of intelligible objects as nous is the culmination of an ‘inductive’ process (epagoge) 

that always begins with the reception of sensible forms. As such, even intelligible reception is archaically 

rooted in our uptake of the sensible. Consequentially, this means that whatever sort of self-awareness a 

living thing is capable of, it will have to answer to the basic parameters and processes of the epistemological 

schema. Our openness to the sensible is the basic bedrock upon which all human cognition is built even if 

it is not distinctive of our cognition. While there is always some concomitant awareness (either or self or the 

propositional content that such-and-such is occurring, depending on how one understands Aristotle’s views 

 
48 Aristotle recognizes that there are active aspects of perception & thought, i.e. those interpretive or concept-wielding 
activities that are carried out by phantasia and the active aspects of dianoetic reasoning. To what extent the foundation 
of all cognition is purely passive will become a key issue for us to take up in the next chapter. The question, where 
aisthesis is concerned, is whether there is reception that is not already interpretation: aisthesis, that is, that does not 
already and necessarily happen alongside phantasia - what can be regarded as the active, interpretive power of 
perception. 
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on second-order cognition), the self cannot recognize itself or discern its own nature without the terms 

conveyed by the objects it receives. As Joseph Owens argues in “Aristotelian Soul as Cognitive of Sensibles, 

Intelligibles, and Self,” the awareness of self is always and only given along with our awareness of objects. As 

such the Aristotelian self cannot cognize itself immediately. Rather, it is given to itself indirectly, as indexed 

to the objects (and the terms of the objects) of which it is primarily aware. Writes Owens:  

Quite obviously, [awareness] involves immediate knowledge of both self and something other 
than self. There is no question whatever of reasoning from one to the other. Both are attained 
immediately. But epistemologically there is an order of priority. What exists first and foremost 
in one's cognition is the other thing, the sensible thing that is external to cognition and 
existent in itself.49  

As Owens puts it in “The Self in Aristotle,” although (perceiving) self and (perceived) object are given 

together, in one activity, “the object other than the self has epistemological priority over self-awareness.”50  

Insofar as our entirely cognitive apparatus is anchored in aisthesis, the awareness or ‘knowledge’ of 

self will always be modelled by our uptake of other sensible objects. Said otherwise, the sensed object tells a 

story about the sensing subject: the sort of thing it is, the basic parameters of its being.  As Owens puts it, 

the overriding structure of Aristotle’s epistemology entails that “all knowledge of self has to be represented 

in terms of sensible objects, the things upon which our cognition has its basic bearing.”51  

1.4.3.2. While the awareness of self, like anything else, is rooted in aisthesis, it is not given in a 

distinctively human way without having noetic content.52 But the idea that the self can only grasp itself 

indirectly, as an index of whatever object we are intentionally aware of, is the same here as with aisthesis. We 

can thus start to appreciate that on aisthetic and noetic grounds there will be important considerations about 

the nature of the self and the conditions for self-awareness that are, respectively, other-dependent and 

indirectly obtained.  For the notion that the mind is nothing actual until it has received the form of some 

other intelligible object is consequential for evaluating the nature of and prospects for self-knowledge. It is 

also consequential for assessing the nature of the self, since there is some textual basis for suggesting that for 

Aristotle the self should somehow be identified with the mind (especially in light of four occasions in the 

 
49 Joseph Owens, “Aristotelian Soul as Cognitive of Sensibles, Intelligibles, and Self,” in Aristotle, the Collected Papers of 
Joseph Owens, ed. John R Catans (Albany, N.Y.: State University of New York Press, 1981), 711. 
50 Owens, “The Self in Aristotle,” 97. My emphasis. 
51 Owens, “Aristotelian Soul as Cognitive of Sensibles, Intelligibles, and Self,” 711. 
52 What it means for the self to grasp itself in this way is complicated and possibly not coherent (since, for instance, 
grasping the intelligible form is precisely to grasp the form that many individuals share in common rather than 
something that picks out the distinctive identity of a single individual). We shall return to this problem later. 
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EN where it is tempting to see Aristotle as identifying nous with the ‘real self,’ which we shall discuss in due 

course).53 Insofar as nous is the reception of an intelligible form that presupposes a radically open, ‘formless 

form,’ the mind—to borrow Rosen’s expression— “is not, except when it is not itself” which entails that for 

the mind to know itself it “would have to be entirely other than [what] it is.”54 With aisthesis, the perceiving 

self comes to know itself through and in terms of the sensible objects it receives: through sight the self 

becomes aware of itself in terms of the visible, through hearing in terms of the audible, and so on. With 

nous, the self - to the extent that it can be identified with nous - becomes aware of itself as something 

intelligible, something articulate or articulating but also has become something actual only because it is 

thinking of something, something other than itself.55 If the mind is in some sense identifiable with the self, 

then it is not only that the self comes to know itself through its objects, it also in some sense comes to be 

what it is through them.56 Thus the ontological character of the intellect as only becoming actual when it 

takes on another’s form combined with the epistemological schema this establishes for self-awareness will be 

consequential for evaluating the prospects of regarding the mind as in some way coextensive with the self 

and for thinking through the possibility and meaning of self-awareness.   

That the mind is nothing actual besides or before the intelligible form of an object, an other, will thus have far-

reaching consequences. For it means that if the mind can be identified with the self, then the self is in some sense 

nothing actual beside the other’s form. And that means, in that sense again, that the self actually is the other.  

1.4.3.3. This locution is meant to begin shifting our attention to the possibility that we may 

question in a fairly radical way some natural, default assumptions that might prevent us from discerning the 

nature of self and self-awareness. One such assumption is that the self is something individual at all. 

 
53 As we will see in our discussion of these claims in light of the contexts in which they arise, Aristotle is not saying 
that the self can be identified with the intellect tout court but that it is more than anything else the ‘real self’ and that 
this real self, therefore, includes more than the mind alone. To anticipate, we shall see that the self is the very suntheton 
or composition of a thinking (but also desiring and perceiving) human being. 
54 Rosen, “Thought and Touch, a Note on Aristotle’s De Anima,” 135. 
55 As Owens puts it: “Despite the difficulties in explaining the nature of a self of which one has no direct knowledge, 
there is not the least doubt in the Aristotelian text regarding the immediate factual awareness of oneself as a unitary 
cognitive and moral agent” Owens, “The Self in Aristotle,” 708. 
56 This is not to say that only actualities have any real ontological status. In Physics 200b25-28ff. Aristotle discusses the 
‘grades of existence’ that belong to pure actualities (activities), pure potencies, or actualities that have potencies. All 
natural substances fall into the last category. For in nature there is no ‘pure potency’ that would mark some formless 
matter. Neither is there, in nature, a pure actuality since all things in nature must be individuated by matter, and 
matter always has various potencies for change. The only thing that is ‘fully actual’ in Aristotle’s system is God, that 
which exceeds the material and, in so doing, arguably exceeds the natural. The question about whether we ought to 
regard nous as within or beyond physis, then, is highly consequential for understanding its basic nature and what it 
could mean to suggest that the self is, or is more than anything else, identifiable with it. 
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Another is that the self can be firmly and unambiguously held apart from the other. We ought to remain 

agnostic about whether these assumptions can be maintained going forward and on guard against question-

begging where they are concerned. For certain phenomena we will look at in later chapters (including the 

centrality of habit to the self’s ethos and the essence of friendship) can only instruct us about the nature of 

the self and self-awareness if we have managed to hold these assumptions in abeyance.   

1.4.4.1. The question of whether, or in what respect, we may regard nous as being ‘in’ or ‘beyond’ it 

(see n.52) will considerably affect what relation we take it to have to the living body. The main way we will 

approach this question is through the human mind’s relation to - and, importantly, its dependence on - 

phantasia. For although Aristotle does not explain their relation in much detail, what he does say suggests 

unequivocally that there is an extremely important and indispensable relationship going on there. For noetic 

activity (at least among human beings) we are told in DA III always occurs ‘in the phantasmata’ or ‘not 

without phantasia.’ Yet phantasia, as a species of aisthesis, is quite squarely accounted for by the general 

psychology that Aristotle develops to explain the life of ‘common’ animals.57 If the intellect is enabled and 

constrained by phantasia, then it will be in some sense dependent upon one’s history of sense-experience 

and the way that experience is inscribed in the soul and encoded in the living body. Charles Kahn puts the 

matter this way, suggesting that there an ‘acquired’ kind of individual nous which is:  

the psychic faculty of an individual human being, dependent upon his bodily sense-apparatus 
for its phantasms and upon his particular life experience for it concept-getting. Such an 
intellect will be individualized by its particular stock of phantasms, the range of concepts it has 
assimilated and the degree of scientific training it has achieved (as well as by its broader 
connections with the emotional and sensory faculties in action and perception).58  

There would be, in this respect and through phantasia, a way of regarding the mind as ‘individuated’ in 

relation to a body and so too the self, to the extent that nous can be regarded as the ‘real self’ or, rather, the 

most important element of the self.  

1.4.4.2. The dual demands that the mind be both ‘unmixed’ from the body but also dependent on 

phantasia produces it as a complex juncture that figures the self, to the extent that the self is identifiable 

with the mind, as something poised between individual (embodied) and universal (abstract) orders of 

 
57 Whether or to what extent there may be some notion of self that we can discern in Aristotle’s account of non-
human animals is a worthwhile and interesting question of its own. Yet insofar as we are primarily interested, for the 
purposes of this project, in understanding the nature of the human self and the prospects for ‘imagining’ it, then we 
will ultimately need to account for the self as something that realizes the human form. The mind, our capacity for 
thinking, language, practical reasoning, and insight, will never be far from view on such an account.  
58 Charles Kahn, “Aristotle and Altruism,” Mind 90, no. 357 (1981): 36. 
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reality. As providing a bridge between the aisthetic and noetic orders of experience, and of mediating 

between the individual and universal orders of reality, phantasia will gradually come into focus as the core 

connective of the self and its self-awareness. The coherence of the self will turn on the special powers and 

deployments of phantasia in that they shall achieve a complex, functional bond between the life of 

sensibility and intelligibility. 

1.4.4.3. We shall also see how the specialized functions & characteristics of phantasia are central to 

explaining how we could be in a position to experience the coherent self-sameness of our identity over time, 

that is, to have an awareness of the self as something on a trajectory from some remembered past to some 

desired or anticipated future. The temporal thickness of self, in other words, will be part of what phantasia 

lets us account for and will become another way of supporting our characterization of phantasia as the core 

connective of self and self-awareness. Of course, in highlighting phantasia as a central and necessary 

condition for the being, integrity, and constancy of self over time does not make it sufficient. The co-

operation of phantasia with the common sense, with memory, with the solicitation of empeiria, with the 

different forms of desire, all combine to provide these ligatures of self.  

1.4.5. The notion that phantasia, in its various functional deployments, is the core connective of 

the self will be appreciated from the point of view of Aristotle’s writings on ‘the human things’ and the 

ethical writings in particular. While these writings provide the best resources for thinking richly about what 

it means to be a (human) self, phantasia and its cognates are, generally speaking, only sparsely present in 

those texts. In the Prologue we reviewed two basic strategies for claiming a fundamental but mostly implicit 

role for phantasia in those text (cf. A.0.2.2.5). First, we can look to concepts that, in the natural writings, are 

said to turn on the functions of phantasia (memory, desire, deliberation, and thinking); second, we can 

direct our attention to the association Aristotle makes between phantasia and phainomena, argue that the 

former is that by which the latter are cognized, and then hold that phantasia is the principal psychological 

faculty through which the apparent good appears to us. With that strategy in place, we would be able to 

infer a profoundly important role for phantasia in the ethical works - and relative to the portrait of the self 

we are given there. Both strategies provide a pathway for translating some of the findings we are anticipating 

now - about the nature of the self, of self-awareness, and of having an ‘imagination’ of oneself - into that 

register of analysis.  

1.4.6. Our primary aim is to conceive of a self-image, an autophantasma, on Aristotelian grounds. 

To that end, we have taken the strategy of trying to determine what the self is and what phantasmata are and 
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to ask what the character of self-imagining might be when our answers to those two questions are brought 

into concert with one another.  

This chapter has provided the foundation for each ‘arm’ of this strategy by unpacking the nature of 

the soul and its various powers. This supplies us with some necessary foundations for appreciating the 

nature of self, as something emergent within or in relation to the soul, and the character of phantasia, as a 

function of the (animal and human) soul. Phantasia, as we have begun to suggest, functions as something 

like a hinge between the domains of sense and thought. It has an intimate relationship with functions such 

as the common sense, interpretation, memory, and desire. Through those relations, as we shall discuss more 

of in the next chapter, the temporal thickness of the self and its self-awareness becomes conceivable. 

As we proceed to discover more about the nature of the self and the character of self phantasia, we 

will often see that the very thing we are ultimately trying to model—autophantasma—belongs to the 

underlying demands of selfhood and self-awareness. In other words, we shall see that the self is something 

that has its particular integrity only by virtue of the phantasmatic, and indeed by certain exercises of 

phantasia directed at the very self it contributes to constituting.
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Chapter 2: Imagining the Phantasmatic, I: Presence, Error, Aisthesis & 
Noesis  

Imagination is not a State: it is the Human Existence itself ~William Blake, Milton.1 

2.0. Preliminaries 

2.0. Now that we have an overview of the nature of the soul and its various powers, we are now in a 

position to discuss phantasia and phantasmata in more detail. By homing in on the specific features of 

phantasmatic appearances and their relation to the other powers of the soul—on the one hand, sense and 

thought (Chapter 2) & on the other hand, memory and desire (Chapter 3)—we will be able to establish the 

first characteristics of autophantasma in terms of Aristotle’s psychology. To that end, this chapter will 

provide some orientation to Aristotle’s account of phantasia & phantasmata by first clarifying this concept 

negatively (that is, by establishing what it is not) (2.1) and then, second, by working out the significance of 

the context in which Aristotle first introduces phantasia in DA III.3: that problem of error (2.2). Then, we 

shall discuss the complicated relationship between phantasia and aisthesis and the common sense (2.3) and 

finish by introducing some fundamental features of the relation between phantasia and nous (2.4). With 

these central features and relationships in place, we will be in position to discuss phantasia’s relation to 

memory and desire in the next chapter. 

2.0.1.1. Aristotle’s concept of phantasia2 is crucial to several spheres of his thought. Its influence is 

exerted in his accounts of dreaming, memory, and desire, but also in the key domains of perception and 

 
1 William Blake et al., Milton (Boulder, Colo.: Shambhala, 1978). II. 
2 As F.E. Peters explains in his historical lexicon, the English term ‘imagination’ is derived from the Latin imaginatio, 
the root of which is imago, meaning copy or likeness. Imago was taken as the transliteration of the Greek eikon – copy, 
or reflection – hence providing the root of eikasia, one term for ‘imagination,’ or “the state of perceiving mere images 
and reflections” Francis Edwards Peters, Greek Philosophical Terms: A Historical Lexicon (New York; London: New York 
University Press ; University of London Press, 1967), 51. Prior to Aristotle, phantasia (derived from phaino, ‘to appear 
or be apparent’ which, in turn, Aristotle notes at DA III.3 429a3-5, is derived from phaos, or light) was not as 
commonly used (by Plato, for instance), which apparently motivated Aristotle to take up phantasia and provide it with 
a new technical usage that emphasized the subjective side of the relation to images rather than the objective nature of 
the image itself (as does eikon and eikasia). As George F. McLean explains, “Neither phantasia nor eikasia originally 
referred to anything on the part of the subject rather than on the part of the object. However, through Democritus’ 
clarification of the distinction between sensation and its stimulus, there arose a greater consciousness of the work of 
the subject in imagining. From the time of Aristotle this was reflected in the technical use of phantasia, rather than 
eikasia, in discussions of the process of knowledge. Hence, though ‘imagination’ can be traced etymologically to the 
more objective eikasia, its meaning corresponds more properly to phantasia, as expressing a process of the soul or 
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thinking. Not only does he suggest that phantasia binds together yet differentiates perception and thinking, 

he also gestures to its pivotal role in human experience with his claim that thinking is always accompanied 

by phantasmata: the ‘images’ or appearances phantasia makes possible. This claim is made in DA III.7, where 

Aristotle says that “…the soul never thinks without an image [phantasmata]” and then later in the same 

chapter, “the thinking faculty [noetikon] thinks the forms in the images [en tois phantasmasi]” (431a17-8; 

431b2-3). The point is reiterated in the first chapter of On Memory: “Without an image thinking is 

impossible” (OM 450a1). 

2.0.1.2. In spite of the importance phantasia evidently had for Aristotle, there is little about his 

notion that is particularly well understood. This is so, firstly, because only one chapter of his extant works 

(DA III.3) makes phantasia its focus, and even there, its cryptic and abrupt analyses often raise as many 

questions as they answer. Second, Aristotle mostly defines phantasia by telling us what it is not rather than 

what it is, and even then, his positive statements are difficult to decipher in their own right, a factor 

compounded by the way that these statements arise in often shifting and unclear contexts. Third, phantasia 

is said to explain such a broad range of phenomena that it is hard to say what its core features or functions 

are supposed to be, whether it is a unified faculty at all or rather a ‘family’ of powers. At times Aristotle’s 

use of the term even makes it unclear whether phantasia refers to a capacity, an activity, or a product of 

some activity. Finally, the discussion of phantasia in De Anima is also, more or less, its first sustained analysis 

in the extant history of philosophy (for since Plato discussed phantasia as a ‘blend’ of sensation and opinion, 

he did not seem to consider it a faculty in its own right).3 As a result, there are few surviving writings that 

might otherwise better situate Aristotle’s account in a historical context.  

2.0.1.3. These factors, certainly among others, do not make it easy to determine what Aristotle had 

in mind for phantasia. Indeed, Aristotle himself seems to have confessed that he had not fully reckoned 

 
psyche” George F McLean, “The Imagination in Aristotle and Kant,” in The Imagination: Moral Imagination and Character 
Development, ed. George F McLean and John Kromkowski, vol. 4, Cultural Heritage and Contemporary Change Series 
VII Seminars on Culture and Values (Washington: The Council for Research in Values and Philosophy, 2003), 5.  
3 As M.D. Phillipe explains, “In the history of philosophy this study of the imagination in De Anima has the unique 
position of being the first philosophical study on this matter, since, although Plato spoke about imagination and 
sought its precise relations with sensation and opinion, he never dealt with the imagination itself” M.D. Philippe, 
“‘Phantasia’ in the Philosophy of Aristotle,” Thomist: A Speculative Quarterly Review 35, no. 1 (1971): 1–2.  As alluded 
to before, Plato did discuss eikasia in Republic, Sophist, and Phaedo – but seldom did he take up the faculty – or at least 
the terminology – of phantasia. However, in Sophist (at 260c and 263d) he characterizes phantasia as a blend or 
combination of sensation and opinion, and thus did not see it as a ‘stand-alone’ capacity in its own right but merely a 
confluence of the ‘proper’ faculties of aisthesis and doxa. As it stands, then, there is simply not a great deal of prior 
philosophical work on phantasia that would otherwise help situate Aristotle’s account. In that respect, Aristotle is both 
laying ground and breaking it in one fell swoop, leaving us with fewer footholds still. 
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with phantasia: his first reference to phantasia in DA mentions its ‘obscure’ nature (414b17). With respect to 

DA III.3 in particular, scholars have gone so far as to say that it constitutes a “reversal of his doctrine of 

sensation,” that it “may not represent his deliberate view”4, and that there is “clearly little consistency” in 

his account.5 It has been described as “notoriously difficult” and “extremely unclear”6. Malcolm Schofield 

puts it bluntly: “It would be a triumph of generosity over justice to pretend that he [Aristotle] manages to 

combine his different approaches to phantasia with an absolutely clear head”7. Thus, for all the importance 

Aristotle purports phantasia to have, finding answers to what it is, how it works, why it is necessary, and how 

it relates to the other faculties is an endeavor that has a lot left to the imagination, as it were. 

2.0.2.1. While these are considerable challenges (or even charges), I think we can recognize the 

core, unifying function of phantasia by attending to the common features of the phenomena he thinks it 

explains. I suggest that when these features are taken together, we can take phantasia to name the power by 

which we negotiate absences in our experience. There are four essential forms or moments of action that are 

captured by this one description: detachment from the sensuously present, retention of memories, recollection 

of memories, and projection of images that articulate our sense of or desires for the future and provide 

premises for complex action. Each moment of this ‘phantasmatic cycle’ is driven by a power that both 

engenders and brokers within an economy of objects that are absent from the sensuously given present. On 

this interpretation, the negotiations phantasia carries out are concurrently a letting go of the immediately 

present and an opening up to appearances of what is absent: appearances that phantasia itself returns to our 

present awareness in the form of memories, dreams, and expectations for the future, etc. Phantasia thus 

disengages us from the sensuously given present while simultaneously replenishing it anew, informing our 

experience with coextensive acts of detaching, retaining, recollecting, and projecting.   

2.0.2.2. Indeed, human life is shot through with experiences of, and relationships to, what is 

absent from the world of our sensuous involvement. We worry over people who are not there, we fantasize 

about situations that are not occurring and will never come to pass, we dream about faraway places that we 

will never have occasion to visit. We even have sensory experiences like these: of ‘after-images’ that remain 

present to us after looking at a bright light, of sounds we seem to hear yet which do not correspond to an 

 
4 David Ross, Aristotle (London: Methuen & Co Ltd, 1964), 143. 
5 The last, quoted in Gerard Watson, Phantasia in Classical Thought (Indreabhan: Galway University Press, 1988), 113. 
6 Krisanna M. Scheiter, “Images, Appearances, and Phantasia in Aristotle,” Phronesis 57, no. 3 (January 1, 2012): 251, 
https://doi.org/10.1163/156852812X641272. 
7 Schofield Malcolm, “Aristotle on the Imagination,” in Essays on Aristotle’s De Anima (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1992), 253. 
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audible event in the world, of olfactory sensations that arise with memories in the absence of the usual 

things that produce whatever tastes or smells. Even things of which I usually take to have direct experience—

the chair beneath me, the pen in my hand, my partner sitting beside me—are experienced in terms of 

realities that exceed what my immediately sensuous environment supplies me: of memory, habit, and 

anticipation, of concepts and language, of culture and history. All that is to say that the presentation of the 

present as we live it—or the manner in which the present appears to us—is simultaneously an opening up to, 

and engagement with, what is absent from our sensed surroundings. To account for the manner in which 

we experience the present we must, therefore, have some capacity not only to grasp what is immediately 

there before us, but also to let it go: to detach from what is given in, and by, our sensory enmeshment in the 

world.8  

An adequate theory of the soul must be one that reckons with its lived experiences. Such 

experiences are insinuated with absence in such ways, and it is only, “when we are able to give an account 

that conforms to experience” will we be in a favorable position to say truthfully what reality is like (DA I.1 

402b23). As we will see, phantasia is that capacity in Aristotle that he uses for just this sort of reckoning or 

‘negotiating’ with absences without which many familiar experiences would be impossible.  

2.1. What Phantasia and Phantasmata Are Not 

2.1.1. It will be helpful to say a few things about what Aristotle’s phantasia is not, before directly working 

out what it is, since this largely conforms to Aristotle’s own strategy. First, phantasia is probably something 

different than what our common intuitions about ‘imagination’ might be. For instance, whereas we tend to 

associate ‘the imagination’ with a faculty that has special contexts of application—for example, in artistic 

creativity—Aristotle’s phantasia has a much broader scope (even if it might be involved in ‘creativity’ as well). 

 
8 In saying this I imply a distinction between two kinds of absence, one ontological and another epistemic. By 
ontological absence I mean that something is not present to another thing either in space or in time; by epistemic 
absence I mean something that is not presently informing one’s experience. To illustrate, a flower in the garden may 
be spatially present and contemporaneous with us (thereby being present in both ontological ways), while also being 
epistemically present to us if we also happen to see, touch, or smell it. In the absence of an experience of the flower, 
however, it is epistemically absent even if it exists in spatial proximity or temporal contemporaneity. It goes without 
saying that there are innumerable things that are ontologically present to us while being epistemically absent. I may be 
a contemporary of a bridge that crosses the Ganges, yet fail to have any experience of it; I may share the same spatial 
locale of many things that do not register in my awareness, like the contents of the drawer behind me. There are, 
however, many cases in which something is ontologically absent while being epistemically present – and these, I venture, 
are the sort of things that are governed by phantasia. A memory of a flower, for instance, is present to my experience 
while the flower itself is either not in spatial proximity to me, or has ceased being my contemporary in the case of the 
flower’s perishing. 
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Indeed, the many contexts in which Aristotle invokes phantasia (dreaming, memory, desire, perceptual 

anomalies, etc.) not to mention its necessity for thought suggests that it is not only very widely enacted, but 

something so ubiquitously implicated that it may be considered a transcendental condition of human 

experience in general.  

2.1.2. However, and second, while it will turn out that phantasia is necessary for thought to occur, 

it is not something that only human beings are capable of. In DA II.3, Aristotle suggests that while some 

animals are not capable of phantasia, other animals live “by phantasia alone” (DA II.3 415a10-11). The idea 

seems to be that non-rational animals require some power of discrimination of the way things appear to 

explain, for instance, how a lion could be pleased by the sight of an ox because the ox is experienced as ‘the 

prospect of a meal’ (EN III.10 1118a16-23) and also, as we shall see, in phantasia’s relation to memory & 

desire. Having said that, DA III.10, Aristotle makes a distinction between what he calls ‘sensitive’ and 

‘deliberative’ phantasia, the former of which, he says, “in the latter all animals partake” (DA III.10 433b27-

29). So, it is somewhat unclear, then, whether all animals or only some of them have phantasmatic 

capacities, but what does seem clear is that non-human animals have (or can have) the ‘sensitive’ kind, 

whereas humans have the additional capacity for ‘deliberative’ imagination. While deliberative imagination 

seems to be that kind which enables discursive thought and complex planning, sensitive imagination seems 

to be involved in explaining a host of behaviours and powers we share with non-human animals, including 

memory, of desire, and aspects of sensory interpretation.  

2.1.3. Third, the products of phantasia—‘images’ or phantasmata—are probably not merely ‘pictorial’ 

representations for Aristotle. Even if sight and vision provide him with the paradigm of explaining what 

phantasmata are and how they appear (which he seems to suggest at DA III.3 429a3-5, for instance), it seems 

to me more credible to follow scholars like Martha Nussbaum, Malcolm Schofield, and Dorethea Frede in 

taking them more broadly as ‘appearances’ that are not merely visual or pictorial in nature. While the 

language of appearances will turn out to be more useful to capture the meaning of phantasmata than 

‘pictures’ of some sort, we will see that there is a sense in which phantasmata, while they are essentially 

related to the phainomena (appearances) they themselves do not necessarily ‘appear’ as an explicit object of 

cognition in every case in which they are operative. As we shall see, while phantasmata certainly can appear, 

they also seem to function in a rather liminal way for Aristotle—that is to say, in a way that can be operative 

in experience without being something we are fully aware of, or even aware of at all in many cases. For 

instance, it will turn out that phantasmata have a ‘self-concealing’ character both as they relate to certain 

operations of sense, but also insofar as they are the very media of thinking. To function as media, these 
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‘images’ must vanish just as the transparent must be invisible to convey light from illuminated objects. In 

this way, phantasmata are not always appearances but are conditions for some appearance or for some 

appearance to appear as something or another or as bearing some quality or relation. Phantasmata are 

proximate determinations of how things appear, but they themselves are not automatically, in themselves, 

appearances. Suffice it to say for the moment that when we talk about phantastmatic images or appearances, 

we do not commit to the view that these are ‘pictures’ nor even in every case ‘what appears.’  

2.1.4. Fourth, we ought to review Aristotle’s various claims about what phantasia is not (especially 

starting at 428aff.), since this makes up the better part of the entire chapter of DA III.3 on phantasia. In that 

chapter, Aristotle provides several highly compressed arguments to show that phantasmata are not 

perceptions, thoughts, beliefs, or judgments. Phantasmata cannot be sense-perceptions, since they can 

appear without an external sense-object informing our sense-organs while we experience them (459a15ff). 

Moreover, whereas we cannot will ourselves to have a sense-perception, at least some kinds of phantasmata 

can be brought before our conscious experience at will (427b15-21). Phantasmata cannot be opinions (doxa) 

either, since they are not intrinsically a form of judgment (that is, not hypolepsis, an assent to or denial of 

something being the case) (426b16).9 Nor, therefore, can they simply be a ‘blend’ of sense-perceptions with 

opinions, as Plato thought (428a25ff.). By extension, phantasmata cannot be articles of knowledge (scientia), 

since they do not inherently make a claim about the nature of reality consisting of a combination of ideas 

(DA III.3 426b16).10 Some of these arguments (especially those concerning the rather tricky relation with 

aisthesis) will be unpacked in more detail later. 

2.2. The Context of Aristotle’s Invocation of Phantasia in DA III.3 

2.1.1. We have indicated that the major function of phantasia, that which takes in its various kinds of 

application, is to reckon with objects that are absent from sensuous experience. In my view, this is one way 

of getting at the common feature that phantasia provides for dreaming, memory, complex desires, and 

thinking, for example. One way we can see the force of such a description is by considering the context in 

 
9 It should be pointed out that there may be exceptions to the non-hypoleptic nature of phantasmata. In On Dreams 1, 
for example, Aristotle seems to suggest that in our dreams the images we have do in some sense make an ‘assertion.’ 
10 Having said that, while phantasmata are not hypolepsis or claims about reality, they are nonetheless not ‘neutral’ 
interpretations of the world either. Despite the fact that Aristotle is at pains to distinguish phantasia and aisthesis in DA 
III.3 (he actually offers four arguments there to this effect), he nonetheless considers them to be essentially different 
but materially identical. This is important because aisthesis and phantasia are both taken up with some degree of 
pleasure and/or pain, which are the main barometers of an organic, living body’s interested comportment to its world. 
We will return to this later on. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

96 

which Aristotle invokes phantasia for its most sustained analysis, in DA III.3. For while we often say that 

this chapter is ‘about phantasia,’ the controlling context is actually motivated by the need to recognize that 

we cannot account for error if we over-commit ourselves to the category of presence and reduce thinking to 

perceiving a present object.11  

2.2.2. From DA II.4 to DA III.2, Aristotle’s main concern has been with the analysis of perception. 

The opening of DA III.3 suggests that we are now making a transition to the thinking part of the soul 

(427a18-22). He initiates this transition by remarking on the ‘ancient’ claim (he goes on to critique 

Empedocles and Homer) that sense-perception and thinking are fundamentally the same, on the grounds 

that such a view cannot account for the fact of error: “They all look upon thinking as a bodily process like 

perceiving, and hold that like is understood as well as perceived by like… Yet they ought at the same time to 

have accounted for error also” (DA III.3 427a18-427b5). The idea is that if thought is just becoming ‘like’ 

intelligible objects, as perception becomes like perceptible objects, then it would be impossible to explain 

how our thoughts, beliefs, and judgments about the world could ever diverge from the real, that is, how 

error could ever come about. Now the common sense of perceiving, even though for Aristotle it can be in 

error about its objects, is not brought to bear on this analysis because that would introduce a concept that 

seems to be foreign to the view he is critiquing. That is, Aristotle seems to be attributing to Empedocles the 

view that since all sensation of any kind of sensible object is ‘like coming in contact with like,’ then 

perceptual errors should be impossible. And if thinking, in turn, is just a kind of sensation, then we would 

be at a loss to explain how errors in thought could arise either. As Aristotle puts it, “either whatever appears 

[phainomena] is true (and there are those who accept this) or error is contact with the unlike: for that is the 

opposite of knowing like by like” (DA III.3 427b3-5). Now, without reviewing the ‘like by like’ or ‘like by 

unlike’ thematic in Aristotle’s analyses of perception earlier in DA (beginning in I.2 for instance), suffice it 

to say that Aristotle recognizes that it is manifestly true that we are often in error (“for error seems to be 

more natural to living creatures, and the soul spends more time in it” 427b3-5) and that we need some 

theory that allows for our beliefs, thoughts, and judgments to be in some way unlike the true world. We 

need to account for the basic fact of experience that not everything that appears to be true really is true: to 

 
11 Although is it often said that DA III.3 is devoted to phantasia, this is in some ways questionable. For the chapter is 
really concerned, primarily, with explaining how error is possible. Indeed, this is what Scheiter argues DA III.3 is really 
trying to achieve: how error occurs in our perception of common and incidental sensibles. Scheiter, “Images, 
Appearances, and Phantasia in Aristotle,” 265.   
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use Aristotle’s oft-cited example, we need to explain how the sun can appear to be only a foot wide even 

when we know that it far bigger.12  

2.2.3. A major component of Aristotle’s analysis of sense-perception that ends in DA III.2 has been 

the different kinds of sensed object that we discussed in the previous chapter: special, common, and 

incidentally sensed objects. Now one of the things Aristotle had drawn out while analyzing these objects is 

our propensity for perceiving them correctly or incorrectly (especially in DA II.6). On his view, we can never 

be in error with respect to special sensibles, as each sense, “never errs in reporting that what is before it is 

colour or sound” (DA II.6 418a14-6).13 Here Aristotle is saying that experience is authoritative over what 

special sensibles are perceived. Since ‘red,’ for instance, is a power of an object that is only brought to its 

fullest actuality in the soul of a colour-perceiver like ourselves, we cannot be mistaken that we see red. We 

can, however, be mistaken about whether the object really is red, but this is a kind of indirect or inferential 

knowledge that may be true or false. The possibility of error increases with common and incidental objects 

of sense. While we cannot be mistaken in regard to special objects of sense, Aristotle continues, we, “may 

err as to what it is that is coloured or where that is, or what it is that is sounding or where that is” (DA II.6 

418a16-7, my emphasis). In this remark Aristotle implies that the possibility of error increases when we start 

dealing with common sensibles (like spatial location of ‘where it is’) and incidental sensibles (which designate 

a thing’s overarching identity – ‘what it is’). So, while it is not possible to be in error about whether we 

perceive redness, we can be in error about the size of the object we are looking at, and about whatever 

incidental sensibles are perceived to be there: say, about whether the object is the son of Diares, or what 

have you. Whereas special and common sensibles act directly and presently on the sense-organs, and have 

no or only some possibility of error respectively, incidental perceptibles which, as Aristotle says, ‘do not act 

upon the senses at all’ are absent from direct sense-perception.14   

2.2.4. So, since for Aristotle the special senses are infallible with respect to their objects, then if 

thinking were just a kind of (special) perceiving, then thinking should always be infallible with respect to its 

objects as well. But surely this does not conform to experience. Aristotle unpacks one of the key arguments 

for the non-identity of sensation and thought in terms of the possibility of error, and this is where phantasia 

is explicitly introduced for the first time in DA III.3: 

 
12 For this example, see On Dreams 458b28-30 and 460b18-21. 
13 Reiterated at DA III.3 428b18-9. 
14 In Prior Analytics II.21, Aristotle makes the claim that we never ‘know’ any sensible, since knowing per se it is 
beyond the range of the sensible. 
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Further, thinking is also distinct from perceiving—I mean that in which we find rightness and 
wrongness—rightness in understanding, knowledge, true opinion, wrongness in their 
opposites; for perception of the special objects of sense is always free from error, and is found 
in all animals, while it is possible to think falsely as well as truly, and thought is found only 
where there is discourse of reason. For imagination [phantasia] is different from either 
perceiving or discursive thinking, though it is not found without sensation, or judgment 
without it (DA III.3 427b9-15). 

So phantasia marks the difference between sense-perception and thought, and part of that difference has to 

do the capacity for error. This abrupt introduction of phantasia (and the equally disorienting analysis of it 

that follows) led Schofield to suggest that, “the whole section 427b6-26 bears signs of being composed 

separately from the sections which follow” while he nonetheless casts no doubt on whether Aristotle 

himself was responsible for composing DA III.3.15 Caston, in dialogue with Freudenthal’s commentary, 

concludes that Aristotle did not write DA III 427b14-24 in context because of the difficulty of finding an 

appropriate position for this claim, relative to the analyses that precede and follow it 16  

In my view, however, the reason why phantasia needs to be invoked here is clear enough: he wants 

to make a transition to discuss the thinking part of the soul, but to do that he first has to contend with the 

view that thinking might just be a kind of sense-perception. Since sense-perception cannot be mistaken 

about special objects, whereas thinking can be mistaken, the two are not identical. But since thought, like 

aisthesis, will turn out to be passive with respect to its objects, then we need some other factor to explain 

how error could arise. And phantasia (along with the common sense), are the capacities that introduces that 

factor and thus the possibility of that experience. So, in Aristotle’s own view, there are two things we can 

point to that introduce the possibility of error in our experience: the common sense and phantasia. We will 

discuss the relation between these two faculties more later on. 

 2.2.5.1.  Now one of the main reasons it is important to emphasize the link between error and 

phantasia at this point is because of another link Aristotle makes in setting things up in DA III.3. For the 

possibility of error cannot be explained if the category of presence comes to dominate our epistemological 

schema. Said otherwise, Aristotle invokes phantasia to critique previous thinkers that failed to see how many 

experiences we have occur in the absence of a variety of objects: where our experience is ‘unlike’ the world as 

it presently given. By over-committing themselves to the category of presence, Aristotle’s predecessors could 

not account for phenomena such as dreams, desire, memory, and error. As we will see, the diverse 

 
15 Malcolm, “Aristotle on the Imagination,” 253. 
16 Victor Caston, “Why Aristotle Needs Imagination,” Phronesis XLI, no. 1 (1996): 20. 
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presentations of the present—which is to say, its many diverse qualities and significances—cannot be 

accounted for solely on the basis of what is presently given. 

What we see in DA III.3 is not only raising the problem of error and posing phantasia as being 

involved in the solution; we also see Aristotle thinking that problem with the categories of presence and 

absence. And indeed, it is appropriate that these should be discussed together, since, as Victor Caston puts 

it, the problem of error amounts to, “the problem of explaining how the content of mental states could ever 

diverge from what is actually in the world”17. Just before Aristotle introduces the problem of error in DA III.3, 

he remarked that for Empedocles and Homer, thinking is reducible to perceiving, as we have said. But part 

of what Aristotle finds objectionable is that this scheme over-privileges the category of presence, such that it 

would not leave any room for experiences directed toward objects that are not actually there – experiences 

that involve ‘diverging from what is actually in the world,’ as Caston said. This way of posing the problem 

of error begins when Aristotle sets up their view that thinking and perceiving are both ways of being, 

“cognizant of something which is” (DA 427a21, my emphasis). To substantiate this claim, Aristotle first cites 

what we refer to as Fragment B106 and B108 of Empedocles. The first reads, “For ‘tis in respect of what is 

present that man’s wit is increased” (B106, my emphasis)18 while the second reads, “Whence it befalls them 

from time to time to think diverse thoughts” (DA III.3 427a23-4 or, in the Curd translation,  “Insofar as 

they change and become different, so far are different thoughts always present in them”[B108, my 

emphasis]).  

2.2.5.2. Aquinas, in Commentary on Aristotle’s De Anima, helps us to understand the significance of 

these allusions to Empedocles in the following way. First, he recalls that for the ancients, no body can act 

on what is purely incorporeal, and, in turn, can only act on what is corporeal. Since the sense-organs are 

corporeal, they are, “subject to the influence of heavenly bodies”19 insofar as the disposition of heavenly 

bodies establishes the present time-context in which the corporeal can be acted on and undergo a diversity 

of changes. And in turn, it is the present that affords animals and humans their prompts for action (their 

‘wit’) and the content of both their perceptual and intellectual experiences. It is, Aquinas writes of 

Aristotle’s take on Empedocles, “the present moment that ‘always afford them,’ ie. to men and the other 

animals ‘new objects of knowledge’ [or ‘diverse thoughts’] for all the animals, men included, envisage things 

 
17 Caston, 21. My emphasis. 
18 Or from the Curd translation, “Wisdom grows in relation to what is present” (Empedocles B106). 
19 Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s De Anima, trans. Kenelm Foster and Silvester Humphries (Notre Dame, 
Indiana: Dumb Ox Books, 1994), 192. 
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differently at different times.”20 The claim that man’s will and intellect are influenced by the disposition of 

the stars not only commits the ‘ancients’ to the view that these faculties are corporeal (since a body can only 

act on another body), it also commits them to saying that our perception and cognition are both governed 

in terms of category of presence, which affords humans their changing thoughts and experiences.  

 2.2.5.3. Though Aristotle only cites one line from Homer’s Odyssey— ‘For suchlike is man’s mind’ 

(Odyssey XVIII 136) —he takes Homer’s point behind this allusion to mean the same as Empedocles’ (DA 

III.3 427a25). In the section of the Odyssey Aristotle points us to, the titular character declares: “Our minds 

are as the days are, dark or bright, blown over by the father of gods and men” (Odyssey XVIII 152-3). 

Aquinas fleshes out more fully what Aristotle is getting at here by invoking this passage from Homer. As the 

quote suggests, the human mind is ‘blown over’—at the whim or determined by—the ‘father of gods’ or the 

sun, since the sun is strongest in the daytime while it illuminates the world and makes it possible to 

apprehend. “So what Homer is saying,” suggests Aquinas, “is that the sun is the cause of understanding in 

men, and that their knowledge of things varies with the movement, situation, and appearance of the sun”21. 

Here in Homer, as in Empedocles, the intellect is held to be identical in kind with sensation, since both are 

held to be purely corporeal faculties that are enabled by the present sun-lit luminousness of the moment.   

 2.2.5.4. Now I do not think that Aristotle wants to deny that the present moment is not always the 

occasion for some experience. But what he wants to deny is that we can account for all our experiences on 

the basis of the present as something that is ‘all present’. Our experience, as we said earlier, is shot through 

with elements that exceed what is given in brute presence of our corporeal surroundings. Such experiences 

are governed by objects that are actually absent, but virtually present. Thus, it is only by unbinding ourselves 

from what is immediately given to us in our present sensuous experience that such phenomena become 

possible; only then could there arise a (false) disconnection between how something appears or what it 

appears as, and how something really is.22 We need some account of how we come be detached from or out 

of joint with the world, and phantasia names a factor in how that comes about. 

 We can see, then, how the problem of error, which situates the introduction of phantasia, is 

intertwined with a critique of presence or a certain view naïve view of the present or what it consists of.  

Aristotle wants to challenge certain epistemological schemas that characterize the present as a ‘pure 

 
20 Aquinas, 192. My emphasis. 
21 Aquinas, 192–93. 
22 Now whether or not we assent to the appearance or not is a further step that needs to be taken in order for us to be 
in a state or error (or truth), and, as I will discuss in what follows, this is why Aristotle denies that phantasia is a form 
of aisthesis, nous, or scientia, since all of these are types of hypolepsis, or judgment. 
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present,’ we might say. What we have seen is that the more indirect and wide-ranging our perceptions 

become (as in the shift from special objects of sense to common and incidental objects), the more we are 

dealing with perceptions based on things appearing as something not given to the senses directly. Not just 

appearing but appearing as something is just the sort of interpretive and perhaps inferential work that 

phantasia seems to be doing for Aristotle, something which starts to explain how the person we see before us 

could be perceived as the son of Diares, or what have you. The presentation of the present—which is 

interpretive and prone to mistakes—would simply be impossible to explain solely on the basis of a pure 

present. We will see, below, that this basic feature of phantasia also comes to bear on Aristotle’s analysis of 

dreams and sensory illusions (after-images and motion blur).23 

What we have learned, then, is that phantasia names the capacity by which we detach from 

sensuously given reality and, co-extensively, become open to objects of experience that exceed what our 

senses directly supply us. We have also learned that phantasia is not just involved in generating 

‘appearances’ full stop, but makes it possible for things to appear as something or another. For only on the 

condition that something appeared as something, and that some disconnection with the real was affected in 

and through this ‘as,’ would error be conceivable. And lastly, we have seen that phantasia is invoked as a 

mechanism of critiquing the view that the present is ‘all present.’  

2.3. The Complex Relation between Aisthesis and Phantasia  

2.3.0. So far, we have seen how Aristotle introduces phantasia in the context of explaining the possibility of 

error and critiquing other thinkers whose over-commitment to the category of presence prevented them 

from reckoning with the many experiences that intend or involve absent objects. But we have also indicated 

that introducing phantasia is offered in order to assert a distinction between aisthesis and nous. In the next 

section (2.4) we will look at this relation more closely, and we will see how phantasia functions as a complex 

sort of ‘hinge’ between sense and thoughts and how that connection is especially indebted to phantasia’s 

role in facilitating induction or epagoge. This will furnish us the basis for showing later how phantasia 

provides the core connective of human identity, that which accomplishes the ‘and’ and the ‘with’ of the 

human being as ‘perception and thought’ or the ‘first entelechy of a living body with reason’.    

 
23 For instance, the ‘after-image’ that remains of an object when we close our eyes is an example Aristotle gives of a 
phantasma in this case. In such a case, even though the object is no longer presently affecting the sense-organ, the 
power of phantasia enables the persistence of phantasmata of that object in consciousness (DA III.3 428a15-7). 
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For now, however, we need to understand more about a crucial relationship: that which obtains 

between phantasia and aisthesis. For although we have mentioned that Aristotle offers several arguments in 

DA III.3 to say deny they are the same, he seems to say precisely the opposite in other contexts. For 

instance, in Rhetoric he describes phantasia as “a weak sort of perception” (RH I.11 1370a28-9) and then 

goes on to submit phantasia to the general logic of aisthesis. Moreover, he says that phantasmata are motions 

in the ensouled body that are produced alongside the affects of sense-objects, suggesting a common 

physiological basis for each (428b11-18). Most tellingly perhaps, in On Dreams, he has this to say: “the 

faculty of imagination is identical with that of sense-perception, though the being of the faculty of 

imagination is different from that of a faculty of sense-perception (OD 459a15-22). The obvious question 

we are faced with is to determine how phantasia and aisthesis can be essentially different and yet identical in 

some other way. The aim of this section is to discuss these contrasting statements, since this will inform in 

both negative and positive terms how we must conceive of a self-image, an autophantasma. 

2.3.1.1. Let us return to where we were, then: the early statements in DA III.3, where Aristotle had 

been commenting on the double thematic of error and presence, when he had suddenly asserted, “For 

imagination is different from either perception or discursive thinking” (DA III.3 427b14). He goes on in 

this chapter to give four arguments for why perception and imagination are not the same, which we will 

review now. 

The first, we have already mentioned: whereas sensation is always present in animals, phantasia is 

not. If they were identical, then all animals should have imagination, but Aristotle submits that this is not 

the case: he thinks that ants, bees, and grubs, for example, do not have imagination but do have sensation, 

and therefore serve as counterfactuals for the claim that aisthesis and phantasia are identical faculties (DA 

III.3  428a9-11). And yet we hasten to note that Aristotle seems to suggest the opposite in other cases, that 

is, that all animals have phantasia in some form. In Movement of Animals and De Anima alike, phantasia is 

said to be required for all desirous movement. For the time being, however, we will suspend the issue.  

2.3.1.2. Secondly, there is a difference in terms of the way actuality and potentiality works for 

aisthesis and phantasia. Aristotle says, “That imagination is not sense is clear from the following 

considerations: sense is either a faculty or an activity, e.g. sight or seeing: imagination takes place in the 

absence of both, as e.g. in dreams” (DA III.3 428a5-7). To be in act, sensation (let us take sight as a 

paradigmatic example) depends on the presence of light and illuminated objects, whereas phantasia does 

not. Phantasia bears its own ‘light’ in itself, holding both the object and the environment of its appearance 
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in its own form, and thus has a degree of autonomy with respect to reality in a way that sensation does not, 

and thus confounds the potentiality/actuality distinction. As Philippe writes:   

It could be said that imagination is always in an intermediary state which is simultaneously 
actual and potential, since this power bears its forms in itself; hence it is not always 
determined, but it is not always in ultimate act as regards all the forms in it. The first reason 
given by Aristotle is therefore extremely profound. It indicates to us that, differing from 
sensation which is subject to the real and therefore to this distinction of potency and act, 
imagination, which is no longer subject to reality, escapes this distinction.24  

So, phantasia and aisthesis are not the same since because they have different ways of relating to the logic of 

potentiality and actuality. While aisthesis is strictly bound to this logic as it obtains in reality, it does not 

apply to phantasia, or at least in the same way. 

2.3.1.3. Thirdly, phantasia “lies in our power whenever we wish” (DA III.3 427b18) whereas we 

cannot willfully choose to perceive or not—even if we close or eyes, the sense is still ‘aflame’ as he puts it 

earlier in DA, and when they are open, we have no control over how our field of vision will be informed. 

But with phantasia, we can ‘call up’ various weakened sensible forms—a red triangle, for instance, or a 

friend’s face. 

 2.3.1.4. A fourth difference concerns their respective epistemic value. Whereas perceptions—and 

likewise opinions, thoughts, and judgments—are all forms of hypolepsis (‘acts of admission’ that make a claim 

about something being the case), phantasmata do not inherently make or contain such assertions. They are 

not pistis, belief, but rather appearances to which we have automatically neither assented nor denied the 

truth or falsehood of. As Aristotle writes, “phantasia is not the same as assertion and denial; for truth and 

falsehood involve a combination of notions” (432a8-13).25 In and of themselves, phantasmata neither 

endorse nor deny any belief in the way that a perception, opinion, or reasoned claim does. As Phillipe 

explains, “In opinion, then, there is an order to truth which does not exist in imagination; the latter is more 

basically indeterminate in reference to truth, since it does not permit the adhesion of faith”.26 Having said 

 
24 Philippe, “‘Phantasia’ in the Philosophy of Aristotle,” 9. 
25 See also 427b27-428b9, where Aristotle shows that imagination is not to be regarded as a power by which we 
discriminate truth from falsehood. There are four such discriminatory powers (sense, understanding, opinion, and 
scientific knowledge) and here he proceeds to show that imagination is none of these.  
26 Phillipe, 12.This seems to comport with experience: entertaining an appearance of a blue tiger in our awareness is 
not equivalent to perceiving that there is a blue tiger, having beliefs about a blue tiger, thinking about a blue tiger, or 
having knowledge about a blue tiger. The appearance makes no inherent claims about a tiger, or anything else. While 
it is true that Aristotle talks about phantasmata often being in error, this is contingent upon them already being taken 
up into a belief structure and thus is not an inherent feature of images themselves. 
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that, and as we will see in the next section, the situation is a little trickier. For even if phantasmata are not 

‘acts of admission,’ they are still not disinterested or neutral; they have an interpretive and affective quality 

that is based on interested comportment of an organism in and to its environment. 

2.3.1.5. Fifth, sensations only last so long as the sense-object is presently informing the sensory 

power, whereas phantasmatic presentations—in perceptual after-images, for instance, as well as dreams and 

memory—occur even after the sensory object is no longer informing the organs of sense.27 In this case, then, 

the difference between aisthesis and phantasia has to do with the locus of the immediate cause, being either 

exogenous to the perceiver or endogenous to them. So, unlike the process which gives rise to aisthesis—

which is realized when an external object activates a sensory power vis-à-vis a sense organ—phantasia is 

capable of presenting a sensible form without it presently affecting the sense organ. Now this way of putting 

it resumes in a certain way the critique of a naïve view of the present that we discussed before. And that 

phantasia is capable of reckoning with the present as ‘not all present’ starts to come into view when we 

consider that Aristotle also says that one essential different between phantasia and aisthesis comes from the 

fact that phantasia is ‘conditioned by a lapse of time.’ This not only draws out a further meaning to 

phantasia as the capacity to reckon with absent objects and detach from the present, but it also signals to us 

how and why the nature of time will become crucial to our undertaking in this project. 

2.3.1.6. Finally, we know that for Aristotle sense-perception is really about registering individual 

differences in the world, as the first lines of the Metaphysics testify to: the reason we delight in the sense of 

sight above all, Aristotle says, is that, “it makes us know and brings to light many differences between 

things” (Meta I.1). Yet the overriding function of phantasia seems to be to produce the unity of perceived 

individuals. We shall see this in a few ways. First, is it implicated in the formation of empeiria - the acquired 

capacity to see things as having a persistent identity over time. Second, as we shall see in the next section, it 

has a supplementary function relative to aisthesis that ‘completes’ imperfect perceptions with an aim to see 

things in their unity. Third, it has an interpretive function that submits individuals to some kind of 

category such that something could appear as something or another. The idea is, then, that whereas aisthesis 

picks up on sensible differences in the world, phantasia somehow unites the sensible differences so that we 

 
27 The question of how dreaming is possible when there is no external world presently corresponding to experience is 
touched upon at DA III.3 428a5-8; 428a15-7. See also On Dreams 1: “since imagination is the movement set up by a 
sensory faculty when actually discharging its function, while a dream appears to be an image (for which occurs in sleep 
– whether simply or in some particular way – is what we call a dream): it manifestly follows that dreaming is an activity 
of the faculty of sense-perception, but belongs to this faculty qua imaginative.”  
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may perceive individual things as integrated wholes—without, however, yet submitting it to a ‘concept’ that 

would be the work of nous.  

2.3.2.1. Now that we have reviewed some of the ways in which phantasia and aisthesis are different, 

we can try to figure out in what respects they are the same. In Chapter 1, we discussed how there were 

competing interpretations over what it means to receive a sensible form of an object on the model of a wax 

seal receiving an imprint. We alluded to the fact that there are readings of this that range from the 

‘materialist’ and ‘psychological’ readings (see 1.3.8 & n.26). The view I put forward there was to say that 

neither one of these extremes was adequate, for I take Aristotle to be saying that it makes no sense to ask 

whether the imprint in the wax is ‘something else’ than the wax. Rather, the imprint just makes the wax the 

sort of waxen thing that it is. The form and the matter, in other words, are numerically one (as a single 

hylomorphic compound) even if they are conceptually distinct. The process by which aisthesis arises, then, is 

one that has both psychological and material or physiological factors, neither of which can be excluded 

from the account as a whole if it is to remain cogent. While Aristotle often addresses these facets of our 

perceptual life in conceptual isolation from one another, this does not mean the passions of the soul can be 

divorced from the body in which they are realized. For in general, a soul is just a certain way that a body is 

organized (DA I.1 403a8-19).  

2.3.2.2. Sense-perception thus solicits two sets of descriptors that are conceptually distinct yet 

numerically entwined: one psychological, formal, and immaterial, the other physiological and enmattered. 

Thus, we hear Aristotle at times discussing the physiological side of perception. For instance, he says that 

perception is caused by a movement in the organic body (DA 416b32) —in a sense-organ, to be more 

precise—that comes about because of the movement of some physical object in its sphere of influence. 

Receiving this movement makes the organ ‘like’ the object that affects it, says Aristotle: “The perceiver is 

potentially what the perceptible object actually is already… When it is being affected, then, it is unlike the 

object; but when it has been affected it has been made like the object and has acquired its quality” (418a3-

6). And for that, it must receive the sensible ‘form’ of the object, without its matter, just as a signet ring 

imparts its form to wax without carrying across the iron or gold which make the ring itself up. 

Yet a movement and alteration of a sense-organ is, in itself, not sufficient for perception, since it 

must also be accompanied by the consciousness or awareness of that movement. Now the awareness is not 

some separate event than the impingement of a sense-object upon the body, it is a conceptually distinct 

description of what happens when a sense-object moves a body of this kind, that is a living and, in this case, a 

perceiving body. By invoking this psychological layer concerning the ‘awareness of’ a sensation, we are not 
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thereby pointing to two separate domains of the real; we are just describing two different ways that the real 

is disposed to description, different ways it lends itself to thought. Just as it would not make any sense to say 

that the wax and the impression it receives are two ‘things,’ it does not make sense to say that the 

physiological occurrence and the reception of the sensible form are two different things either. Indeed 

Aristotle invokes a similar logic to make this point in comparing the situation to descriptions of a curved 

line: we can take it up as a convex line or as a concave line—two seemingly opposed descriptions of one 

entity—but still have both predicated unproblematically to the same numerically distinct figure.28 In On 

Generation and Corruption the more general point is made that, “in all instances of coming-to-be the matter is 

inseparable, being numerically identical and one, though not one in definition (logos)” (GC 320b12-4). 

2.3.2.3. So, this often-employed logic whereby we can recognize how something can be both 

essentially distinct but really one provides a clue for understanding Aristotle’s similar claims about the 

relation between aisthesis and phantasia. For as we will see, there is indeed a common physiological basis that 

phantasia shares with aisthesis, but one that can be refracted according to the essential differences we have 

discussed already.  

Now on Aristotle’s account of the physiology of perception, the physical alteration of the sense-

organ is mapped into the circulatory system, carried in the form of currents in the blood by the arteries 

until it reaches the heart, which Aristotle identifies as the primary sense-organ (or the seat of the common 

power of perceiving, which we will discuss on its own in a moment) (PA 656a24-7; 678b2-4; GA 781a20-3). 

Aristotle’s descriptions of the production of phantasmata also conform to this basic account as well. 

Aristotle claims in De Anima that phantasia is a movement (kinesis) in a perceiving body that is initiated by 

an object when it affects a sensory power (DA III.3 428b30), and reinforces the kinetic aspect of phantasia in 

Physics, writing, “the imagination and opinion seem to be certain movements” (PH VIII.3 254a29).29 In On 

Dreams, the common physiological basis becomes even more apparent and more detailed. There Aristotle 

discusses the ways that dreams occur at night when there are changes to light and temperature conditions in 

and around the body, which invoke dream phantasmata which he refers to as “movements based on sensory 

impressions” (OD 3). He gives a beautiful illustration of these movements in the blood, saying that they 

 
28 As Scheiter notes as well: “In the Physics he talks about being a ‘man’ and being ‘musical’ as being the same thing 
(i.e., one in number) insofar as ‘man’ and ‘musical (man)’ consist of numerically identical matter (Physics 1.7 190a13-
21, 190b23-29). But ‘man’ and ‘musical’ are two in being since being a ‘man’ and being ‘musical’ are essentially 
different. One is a ‘man’ insofar as he has the capacity for rational thought, whereas one is ‘musical’ insofar as one has 
the capacity to produce music.” Scheiter, “Images, Appearances, and Phantasia in Aristotle,” 258. 
29 The kinetic aspect of phantasia is reinforced in Physics where Aristotle suggests that “the imagination and opinion 
seem to be certain movements” (PH VIII.3 254a29).  
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must be “like little eddies which are formed in rivers, so that the movements are a continuous process, often 

remaining like what they were when they first started, but often, too, broken into other forms by collisions 

and obstacles” (OD III 461a4-11).  Thus, later in the same chapter he characterizes phantasmata as ‘residues’ 

(hypoleimmata) or ‘residual movements’ or ‘remnants’—a vein that is picked up in Rhetoric I.11, where he 

describes phantasia as “a weak sort of perception” (RH I.11 1370a28-9). In On Dreams he expands on this, 

saying that an image is, “a ‘remnant’ of sensory perception taken when sense was actualizing itself, and 

when this, the true impression, has departed, its remnant is still there, and it is correct to say of it, that 

although not actually Coriscus, it is like Coriscus.” (OD 3). So phantasmata, taken up in terms of their 

physiological basis, are like traces of some past sensory event, stored in the body as small currents that are 

weaker than the original event and bears a likeness to the original. It is as though we were to think of this in 

the way that we think of fluid movements: strong currents of water, for instance, can form whirlpools, 

which often themselves produce subsidiary eddies that resemble the ‘parent’ phenomenon. And indeed, 

this is a helpful mechanism for thinking about what having an ‘image’ is like: unlike the richness, 

saturation, and precision of a direct perceptual experience, phantasmatic images are usually much weaker, 

less defined, and less stable, like the fleeting eddies that curl at the edge of a whirlpool. Hearing Aristotle 

use such metaphors make it impossible not to think of him sitting at the edge of some stream somewhere, 

watching it swirl and bubble by as he tried to imagine just what his imagination was.  

 2.3.2.4. When we say that phantasmata are ‘like’ the objects that originally caused them in 

sensation, we are saying that they are not perfect representations of them. This is tantamount to saying that 

they are prone to error, as we have discussed already. Indeed, Aristotle is clear to say that it is the same 

faculty that is responsible for illusions (including after-images, motion blur effects, and others) when we are 

awake as what makes us dream when asleep (OD 1). In On Dreams, Aristotle discusses these kinds of ‘errors’ 

in terms of the physiological basis of phantasmata. He seems to suggest that our propensity for different 

kinds of error varies with the regularity and integrity of the blood currents that carry the sensible forms. 

Disturbances in the blood can have a warping effect when they are ‘read off’ the body from the heart, which 

for Aristotle is the primary organ of the common sense. He notes how heightened emotions like fear or 

strong desire churns up the blood and leads to easy deception (OD 2). At some length he provides an 

analogy of seeing something in a mirror to describe the process. Indeed, he even seems to suggest that the 

reflective surface of the blood can be so violently disturbed that no image can form on it or be read off of it. 

(OD 3). Perhaps this would form the basis of his explanation of what we call ‘repression’ of traumatic 

experiences: for him, no repression would be necessary if no image could be formed in the first place. The 
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general idea seems to be that images are only ‘like’ their originals, and the physiological aspect of this 

phenomenon comes from the warping or rippling upon the surface of the blood.  

2.3.2.5. The idiosyncrasies of each person’s bodily matter (for, after all, the matter is what 

individuates members of the same species, same form) explain why one and the same thing can provoke fear 

in one person, and desire in another. Aristotle reiterates this sort of point in De Motu, when he says that 

phantasia can solicit changes in the qualities of the body (701b15), for instance when memories can make us 

feel hot or cold (702a5-7). This is one way of telling the story of how phantasmata are affective and 

interpretive, that by virtue of which something appears as something, even if they do not constitute the 

judgment of hypolepseis as Aristotle had argued, as we saw, in DA III.3. Indeed, Aristotle remarks in DA II.2 

(413b23) that sense-perception is always accompanied by a certain affect of pleasure and pain. Pleasure and 

pain may not indicate that an ‘act of admission’ (hypolepseis) has been made in the soul, but the affects are 

still barometers of value for a living organism: responses to what appears as good or bad. That is, sense-

perceptions are not simply ‘read off’ the world by a living being that is neutral with respect to it; rather, a 

living being experiences sense-perceptions in terms of pleasure and pain since it is fundamentally interested 

in the preservation of its being. Now phantasmata, as a species of aisthesis, are weaker motions in the body, 

but they are still affective and interpretive in this way. While, as we will see in more detail later on, the case 

of human beings is more complex, the point is that phantasmata, while not ‘judgments,’ are nonetheless 

given in terms of the interests of a living being as well. As Aristotle says in the Rhetoric, “And if pleasure 

consists in the sensation of a certain emotion, and imagination is a weakened sensation, then both the man 

who remembers and the man who hopes will be attended by an imagination of what he remembers or 

hopes” (RH I.11 1370a27-30). Phantasmata are, to hazard an expression, auto-bio-graphical: they are signs of 

one’s life, a kind of signification of one’s life in the body that lives it, affective interpretations of one’s life 

and circumstances. (We shall see in the next chapter and at key junctures of Part B how the intimate 

relation between phantasia and pleasures and pains is central to finding a basis in Aristotle’s texts to find 

that an interpretive exercise of phantasia in relation to the self belongs to the internal demands of Aristotle’s 

discussion of character formation).  

This gives us some idea, then, of how Aristotle is able to say on the one hand that aisthesis and 

phantasia are essentially different, but materially identical. Indeed, he makes an important qualification in 

saying that dreams are not affections “of the sense faculty in the simple sense” (OD 1, my emphasis). 

Imagination, he says, is a movement of a movement, “set up by a sensory faculty when actually discharging 
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its function [from which] it manifestly follows that dreaming is an activity of the faculty of sense-perception; 

but belongs to this faculty qua imaginative” (OD 1).30   

2.3.2.6. Aristotle emphasizes in On Dreams something we said earlier, about phantasia being a 

capacity for reckoning with absent objects. For he says that phantasmata persist in the body even after 

external sense objects have gone, or when they are no longer in contact with the sense-organs (OD 2). Not 

only does this help us see from a new angle how phantasia would provide the sort of ‘detachment’ from the 

sensuously given that would be needed for error to occur—not to mention dreams, perceptual illusions, and 

so on—it also further reinforces the way that there is a temporal dimension to our account that continues to 

develop. As we will see later in this chapter, Aristotle says that phantasmata are in themselves objects of 

memory, which he characterizes as sense perception, “conditioned by a lapse of time” (449b25). 

Phantasmata, having their material basis in ‘traces’ or ‘remnants’ of sense in the body, are the primary way 

that the past continues to exert a force on our experience. Indeed, our past experiences leave traces in the 

body—like persisting ‘currents in the blood’—that shape the quality of new experiences of many different 

kinds and structure our sense of the future. This is another way of discussing the ‘critique of presence’ from 

before: for the sense we have of the present cannot be explained simply in terms of what is presently given 

to us. The present cannot be conceived of as a ‘pure present,’ and phantasia will be constituted in such a 

way to enable many familiar experiences that bear themselves in relation to absent objects. 

2.3.3.1. There is another important aspect of the relation between phantasia and aisthesis that 

should be discussed, and that is between phantasia and the common power of perceiving or ‘koine aisthesis’. 

The notion of the common sense is spoken of only a handful of times by Aristotle (DA III.1 425a37; DA 

III.7 431b5; PA IV.10 686a31; OM 1 450a10) and so, like phantasia, Aristotle left much unsaid about it. In 

 
30 Aristotle often says that something is materially one but essentially (by definition) different (for instance, in the way 
that one and the same material road can support two distinct definitions, i.e., a path between Athens and Thebes or 
one between Thebes and Athens or, or one and the same person can be both a mother and a sister). This might be 
one possible way of understanding the physiological basis of aisthesis and phantasia: one current in the blood as an 
‘upstream’ and a ‘downstream’ direction, say, with one corresponding to passive (aisthesis) and another to active 
(phantasia). Yet it is unclear if that is the model we are getting here: for the blood current associated with aisthesis and 
that with phantasia are not strictly speaking one numerically distinct thing for they do not occupy precisely the same 
location. They would be numerically distinct but the specifically the same (as a dirt road and paved road are both 
‘roads’). And yet—the plasticity of fluids that makes one current flow into another (which is how the ‘parent’ [aisthesis] 
current imparts its form to the ‘child’ [phantasia] perhaps makes it somewhat a matter of perspective here and may 
depend on the moment under examination. At the instant of present aisthesis, the physiological correlate seems to be 
some disturbance of the blood that sends off similar disturbances that are directly flowing off its perimeter; as time 
proceeds, the ‘child’ current moves off on its own and the original dissipates. Perhaps there is some moment where 
both exist at the same time but in separate bodily locations (in which we are dealing with two) but quickly there is only 
one thing left: the phantasia in the form of memory.  
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turn, the relation between the common sense and phantasia is, as far as I am aware, never directly elucidated 

by Aristotle. About the closest indication of Aristotle’s view on their relationship comes when he suggests 

that a phantasma is, “an affection of the common sense” (450a12). In general, we are unable to offer an 

adequate explanation of their relationship here. 31 However, there are some key observations to make that 

might help us see some of the evidence that provide some overall coordinates for thinking these faculties 

together. 

First, both the common power and phantasia seem to be characterized by a certain kind of indirect 

or inferential perception: the common power, for instance, does this by taking on ‘incidental’ objects of 

perception and by somehow enabling perceptions to take on a propositional form (cf. 1.3.4.6). Such a 

function might make one suspicious that the common sense is really operating from the rational part of the 

soul. But something similar is also going on with phantasia, since by being responsible for something 

appearing as something, it takes up particulars in terms of an act of categorization about which one could 

have a similar worry. Each involves a kind of high-order perceptual discrimination in which experiencing 

‘that’ and experiencing ‘as’ seem to be involved. 

Second, we have noted above that unlike the special senses, the common power can be in error 

about its objects—a fact of experience we also know that Aristotle thought phantasia was responsible for.  

Third, both of these faculties seem to be crucial in explaining how we come to experience time: it is 

fairly clear that time is a ‘common sensible’ for Aristotle, that is, an object grasped by the common sense. 

Yet phantasia, as we shall see more about in the next chapter, is very much at the central of the story of how 

memory, desire, and deliberation are put into dialogue. For phantasmata are themselves inherently objects of 

memory (thus intend the past ‘by default’) but which can be projected ahead as the premises of future 

action. Phantasia, as we shall see, is responsible for our having a ‘thick’ experience of time and for 

producing images that have a complex temporal significance. 

2.3.3.2. Fourth, the physiological writings make evocative suggestions about the relation between 

the common sense and phantasia as though they share a kind of ‘interface’ at the heart (which we will 

discuss more of in the next chapter). Since the organs of the special senses are only set up to receive certain 

kinds of sensible form, then the capacity by which we tell whether a quality like ‘sweet’ is different from a 

quality like ‘white’ cannot be grounded in either the tongue or the eye (DA III.2). So, the argument goes, 

 
31 A recent and important contribution on Aristotle’s notion of the common sense - and the questions about whether 
there is a separability, overlap, or identification between it, the individual senses, and phantasia - is found in Pavel 
Gregoric, Aristotle on the Common Sense, Oxford Aristotle Studies (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2007). 
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there must be a controlling organ that does this sort of perceptual work, and that for Aristotle is the heart. 

Indeed, the surface of the heart (its softness or firmness) determines the quality and duration of images that 

are imprinted there, and the quality of the blood—its relative stillness or disturbance—determines the fidelity 

of the phantasmata to the past event in the world that originally produced it. But in On Dreams, he talks 

about how phantasmata are created in the blood, and then “are borne down to the source of sense-

perception [the heart], and there display themselves as the disturbance subsides” (OD 3).32 He notes that in 

the case of dreaming specifically, since dreams occur when the special senses are not active, then it must be 

an affection of the common sense through which dream images are elicited (OD 1). The physiological story 

seems to be something like the following, then: that phantasmata are produced alongside sensory 

movements at or around the sense-organs. They trail around with the parent ‘motion,’ and are kited along 

through the circulatory system, sometimes maintaining fidelity to the sensory form, and sometimes getting 

diminished and warped. The motions reach the heart, where the forms are ‘displayed’ and thus ‘read out’ 

by the common power of perceiving that is seated therein. So where the heart meets the blood seems to 

represent for Aristotle the material interface that in some way governs the psychological relation between 

the common power and phantasia, providing a physiological correlate to understand telling comments such 

as the one in DA that “the image is an affection of the common sense” (450a12).33 At any rate, the 

connections suggested here would clearly need much more time and rigor than we can provide here. But we 

will flesh out some aspects of this relation later, especially when we discuss the ‘temporalizing’ features of 

both these capacities. The rest will have to suffice as a sketch or a suggestion.    

2.3.3.3. Now, we said earlier that we wanted to resist the view (held for instance by Nussbaum, 

Schofield, and Frede) that phantasmata are necessarily ‘appearances,’ and now we can explain one source of 

that resistance. For unlike sense-perceptions, that always and necessarily are accompanied by the awareness 

of them, phantasmata seem to have a much more ‘liminal’ character for Aristotle (cf. 1.3.4.5. & Meta. XII.9 

1074b33-6). They can be explicit objects about which we are aware, but this is not necessary or essential to 

 
32 A neat discussion of the apparent relation between the perceptual and imaginative parts of the soul, as anchored in 
the heart (and shaped by the quality of the heart) can be found in Gregoric, Aristotle on the Common Sense, 2007, 88–
93. 
33 As Gregoric suggests of the relationship: “The quality and duration of images depend on the constitution of the 
sensory apparatus… It is reasonable to suppose that the constitution of the heart, the central sense organ, determines 
the quality and duration of images at least as much as the rest of the sensory apparatus. If so, it follows that the 
imaginative capacity of the soul also depends on the constitution of the heart, and with it also the capacity to store and 
retrieve things perceived or thought in the past by means of images, that is, memory. Since both the perceptual and 
the imaginative capacity of the soul depend on the constitution of the heart, it must affect also those complex 
cognitive abilities which combine perception and imagination.” Gregoric, Aristotle on the Common Sense, 2007, 90–91.  
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their nature. They can operate in ways that shift the qualities of experience quite dramatically, without us 

being aware of that fact or ‘making an appearance’ of their own. We will see this in both the case of aisthesis, 

and later, also of nous. Some of the evidence for suggesting that phantasmata are not necessarily 

‘appearances’ that we are aware of comes, again, in On Dreams 3. There, he suggests that phantasmata are 

not only operative in cases like dreaming, but alongside ‘regular’ or everyday cases of waking sense-

perception as well. For he says that:  

…while the senses and the intellect are working, they [images] are extruded and obscured, just 
as a smaller fire is beside a larger fire, or as small beside great pains or pleasures, though, as 
soon as the latter have ceased, even those which are trifling emerge into notice (OD 3 461a1-
4). 

What I take Aristotle to be saying is that just in the way that a small fire still contributes to the overall 

luminosity of a space without necessarily being noticed if next to large one, a phantasmatic image might also 

contribute to ‘how things appear’ without necessarily being noticed. In this way, an image might be 

something that qualifies what appears even if it does not itself appear or is not noticed to appear. That is 

one reason why it might not be quite right to call a phantasma an ‘appearance.’ Rather, it can be something 

quite the opposite—and we will see this idea again in terms of nous—that phantasmata are more often self-

concealing factors that shape what appears or how it appears without itself appearing. It is only in certain 

circumstances, as Aristotle says, where these images “emerge into notice” and become objects of which we 

are cognizant of having – but being noticed, or ‘appearing’ in this sense, is not an essential characteristic. 

 2.3.3.4. There is also another case where Aristotle seems to give phantasia a role of shaping sense-

perceptions without themselves necessarily ‘appearing’ (and in the next chapter we will look closer at the 

relation between phantasia and phainomena). In DA III.3, he seems to suggest that phantasia can perform a 

‘supplementary function’ in some cases of aisthesis. What he has in mind are cases where our perception of 

some object is imperfect or lacking in some way (perhaps due to being partly obscured by something or 

being challenged by poor lighting conditions). In cases like this, phantasmata seem to be woven into sensory 

experience in order to ‘complete’ such imperfect perceptions (DA III.3 428a12-4). Surely, we can think of 

examples to make sense of this idea, where things that are, say, visually obscured are still experienced as 

being whole without our actually seeing the whole thing. As Brentano might say, or as Husserl’s famous 

‘dice’ example illustrates, we intend the whole object even if we are only given a part in our direct sense-

experience. Surely such ‘supplementary’ functions occur pervasively in our experience without us being in 

the least aware of them, even if they provide the conditions for us being aware of things in a certain way or 
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as having a certain character. Surely there are good experiential and phenomenological grounds to 

reconsider thinking of phantasmata as always or necessarily ‘appearances’—for many of the elements that it 

builds into experience shape what appears but do not (always or necessarily) themselves make an 

appearance.  

2.3.3.5. Now having said this, images can and often do become the focus of our awareness and 

‘emerge into notice,’ as Aristotle put it. But, as he explains with a somewhat unusual metaphor, the images 

are like “artificial frogs in water which rise to the surface as the salt becomes dissolved” (OD 3 461b15). 

That is, it is only under certain conditions (ones we have willfully manufactured, it seems) that bring images 

into notice. If this is right, I think it is basically consonant with what is required in experience to notice 

images or foreground them. It can take a considerable amount of focus, for instance, to conjure up a fairly 

determinate image of a past event of some specific imagined scenario. But as Aristotle explains, this 

metaphor of frogs rising to water’s surface is also something meant to capture something about the 

transition from potency to actuality: 

The residuary movements are like these [surfacing frogs]: they are within the soul potentially, 
but actualize themselves only when the impediment to their doing so has been relaxed; and 
according as they are set free, they being to move in the blood which remains in the sensory 
organs, and which is not but scanty, and take on likenesses after the manner of cloud-shapes, 
which in their rapid metamorphoses one compare not to human beings and a moment 
afterwards to centaurs… Each of them… is the remnant of a sensory impression taken when 
sense was actualizing itself (OD 3 461b15-22).  

So when we say that phantasmata are self-concealing does not commit them to being anything too 

mysterious. For if they are potencies, powers, they are just as perceptible: which is to say, not very. Powers 

are everywhere shaping our sense of the real, but they are also nowhere: we cannot point to anything that is 

‘a power.’ In kind is nature itself, which is everywhere and everything but constantly withdrawing (as 

Heraclitus would say, ‘nature likes to hide’) and phantasmata abide by a similar logic. They are ubiquitously 

implicated in our experience as powers of the ensouled body, but they have a liminal quality, an conceal 

themselves just as powers vanish as powers when they become actual. In this way, phantasia overcodes the 

world, or undercodes our lived experience, in ways we do not typically notice.   

2.3.3.6. Another way of inflecting this point is by saying that phantasia is the way that the past 

maintains itself in the present: there is nothing we can see before us that is anytime else but ‘now,’ and yet 

the quality of how the present appears is conditioned by past experiences that are sedimented in the body. 

As before, the past is both present and absent, it is always informing our experience while withdrawing 
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from it. This is surely one way of understanding what it means to call phantasmata ‘traces’ and ‘residues.’ 

Such words aptly describe just the sort of withdrawal we are discussing here. And indeed there may even be 

a case to make (and there are passage in OD 2 in particular that suggest this) that when phantasmata do 

become conscious objects of sensory or thinking experience, they gain a new status of being sense-

perceptions that happen to originate inside the body rather than outside. On such a reading, then, not only 

would it mean that phantasmata are not necessarily ‘appearances,’ it might even mean that they cannot 

appear: for to appear is to become an object of sense or thought. But as we know, phantasia is neither one of 

these, strictly speaking. For my part, however, I am satisfied with making the weaker claim that phantasmata 

are not necessarily appearances, for I think this is, on the whole, more consonant with experience and 

highlights the liminal quality I think is right to ascribe to memories, dreams, and like. Just as tiny eddies 

whirl at the edge of larger vortices, I like to imagine that we are talking in experiential terms about the ways 

that our memories, our habits, our anticipatory structures, are all curling at the edge of the present moment 

in ways that are both right in front of us and yet hard to notice. I like to imagine that this is harmonious 

with Aristotle’s critique of a ‘pure present,’ and the acknowledgement that the present must be porous 

toward absence. If one turns to Appendix II “Temporality, Phantasia & the Time-Sensitive Soul” will see 

that Aristotle’s account of the nun (the now) implies an aporetic structure of the time-sensitive soul and 

complicates the notion of a ‘pure present.’ 

2.4. Phantasia, Nous, & Epagoge 

2.4.1.  In DA III.3 we heard Aristotle say that “imagination [phantasia] is different from either perceiving or 

discursive thinking, [for] thought is not found without sensation, or judgment without it” (DA III.3 

427b14-5). The basic pattern of argument here resembles the sort of thing Aristotle has said about the 

relation between some of the more fundamental parts of the soul. Locomotion, for instance, is found in 

every being that also has sense-perception, but not in every being that is capable of nutrition or 

reproduction. Phantasia, in the present case, is found everywhere that discursive thinking is, but not 

everywhere that sensation is. Indeed, he makes the point that while, “the former [sensation] is universal in 

the animal world, the latter [thinking] is found in only a small division of it,” thereby establishing a generic 

difference among living things through a refutation of the identity of sense and thought (DA III. 3 427b7-

8). Averroes, in his Long Commentary, suggests: 
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It is as if [Aristotle] indicated here the distinctiveness of those three powers according to the 
prior and posterior in nature. For if there is sensation, it does not follow that there is 
imagination, but if there is imagination, there is sensation. Similarly, if there is understanding, 
there is imagination and not the converse.34 

Aquinas, similarly, makes the point that Aristotle is framing phantasia as a kind of intermediary power 

between aithesis and nous, since, “To show that sensation and the intellect are not the same, we need only 

consider the fact that imagination presupposes sensation, but itself is presupposed by the understanding.”35 

Phantasia, therefore, is invoked to mark a difference between sense and thought. However, it is also a 

difference that joins or hinges the two domains together as well. That it has this function is essential: for 

otherwise, animals that can think—like ourselves—would experience the world in two entirely separate 

domains, and the testimony of our lived experience which tells us that our sensation and thoughts are 

directed toward the same world, would be inconceivable.    

2.4.2. Probably the most telling and provocative claims Aristotle makes about the relation between 

phantasia and nous come in DA III.7 and 8. In DA III.7, he remarks that, “To the thinking soul images serve 

as if they were contents of perception… That is why the soul never thinks without an image” (431a15-7) 

which he reaffirms later in the same chapter: “The faculty of thinking then thinks the forms in the images” 

(431b2-3). In DA III.8, he writes, “Hence no one can learn anything in the absence of sense, and when the 

mind is actively aware of anything it is necessarily aware of it along with an image: for images are like 

sensuous contents except in that they contain no matter” (432a9-14).36 Each of these remarks comes in the 

context of explaining the conditions of action, that is, how living things move toward or away from objects 

that appear good or bad. In DA III.10, he continues that discussion by trying to work out the relation 

between thought, desire, and phantasia in the production of movement. In the next chapter we will look at 

the role of phantasia in desire and animal motion, but for now I want to discuss what it means to say that 

thought always works our intelligible forms ‘in the images’ and to say that the images are like ‘contents’ of 

thought. 

 2.4.3. We know from Chapter 1 that nous is modeled on aisthesis: each is a capacity for receiving 

forms, one sensible and one intelligible, without any matter. Sensible forms are always characterized in 

 
34 Averroes, Long Commentary on the De Anima of Aristotle, trans. Richard Taylor (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2009), 278. 
35 Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s De Anima. II §18. 
36 Now even the idea of necessity is not one-dimensional. We could ask what kind of necessity we are talking about 
here. We see in On Generation and Corruption II.9-11, we discuss absolute, natural, hypothetical necessity (also Parts of 
Animals I.1 is relevant to this question). 
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terms of being individual differences: what we see in our vision, for instance, are a multitude of individual 

things and their different qualities, quantities, and locations. But intelligible forms are characterized as 

universal identities: that is, what we grasp with our mind has to do with what unites particulars rather than 

how individuals differ. Now in Chapter 1 we alluded to the fact that for Aristotle, one of the key differences 

between aisthesis and nous is that, whereas sensible forms come from external objects, intelligible forms are, 

he said, “in a sense, already in the soul”.37 Now the question is, how do these intelligible forms ‘get in’ the 

soul to begin with? In what sense are they already there? One possible answer is just to say that all the 

intelligible forms are in the soul potentially: for our mind just is the unrestricted power of becoming actual 

and identical with anything intelligible. But there is another, complementary, answer: that the intelligible 

forms are already in the soul because they are latent in the sensible forms qua phantasmatic. For in the 

citation given not long ago, we heard Aristotle say that we ‘cannot learn anything in the absence of sense’ 

but that it is the images (not sensible forms per se) that are like the mind’s contents. So, it is not sensible 

forms per se that are pregnant with intelligible forms, but only sensible forms as phantasmatically retained 

that puts the forms in the soul. This other interpretation of the sense in which the intelligible forms are 

already ‘in a sense,’ inside the soul, is an idea that gains further credibility later, when we take into account 

the concept of induction, or epagoge.  

2.4.4. One advantage of taking phantasia to answer the question of how intelligible forms ‘get in’ to 

the soul, is that we also get an answer to another question: namely, how to explain the unitary character of 

experience. The problem we stated before was: if our experience were only comprised of two radically 

different kinds of object (sensible and intelligible), then how can we give an account that conforms to our 

experience, which surely is not marked by it being split between radically separate ‘worlds’ of experience? 

Unless there is a common border or point of articulation between the two forms of experience, then it 

would stand to reason that our experience would be so divided, into a sensible and intelligible realm that 

do not seem situated toward the same world. But surely, we need to be able to account for the fact that we 

can and do think about the world we see, and that we can and do see things in ways shaped by what we 

think.  

2.4.5. So, the generic difference marked by separating sensation and thought still needs a common 

joint or interface, and phantasia names that capacity by which these radically different realms are brought 

into a relation of co-operation, of responsive togetherness. While non-human animals are capable of 

 
37 See DA II.5 417b18-417b29. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

117 

apprehending particulars, humans are marked by their ability to receive the intelligible form that 

phantasmata are pregnant with. Human beings, in other words, are set apart by their ability to apprehend or 

solicit the universal significance latent alongside the sensible form qua imaginative. In other words, 

phantasmata are sensible forms weakened but retained by time, circulating as powers in our bodies and 

primed to become expressive within thought and language.  Indeed, putting it this way, we are nodding to 

what Aristotle said of phantasmata in On Dreams: that they were potentials, powers, that, he goes on to say 

in that context, can, “make the dreamer think” and in some cases can “return answer to questions put to 

them in sleep” (OD 3). So, when Aristotle says that phantasmata are like the ‘matter’ of thought, he may, in 

part, have this sort of thing in mind: for matter is for him always associated with the concept of potentiality. 

Images have the power to solicit thought, and that is why we might characterize them as being sense-

perceptions, conditioned by time, but having latent intelligibility. Phantasmata are traces of the sensible world 

in our bodies that stand ready to be noticed by thought or given voice to in language. They are that which 

enables us to say what we see, and see what things say of themselves. In this way, phantasia is a kind of 

‘philosopher’s stone’: the faculty responsible for the delicate alchemy beneath human experience that makes 

its highly diverse and yet unitary features possible, by transmuting between the corporeal and sensory side of 

our being with the incorporeal and intelligible.  

2.4.6. We can see an indication, then, of the role that Aristotle seems to be asking phantasia to play 

in explaining the relation between the sensible and intelligible aspects of our experience. Both binding 

together yet separating these two spheres of significance, phantasia functions in the way that a lever does: 

not simply by bringing into relation two opposed weights, but by, as Christopher Long points out in 

Aristotle on the Nature of Truth, bringing into relation two profoundly different things: distance and weight.38 

Phantasia is a ‘metaphorical’ power in the literal sense, in that it ‘carries across’ meaning between two 

realms that are, or otherwise seem to be, contrary to one another. While sense-perceptions are of individual 

sensible forms, and thoughts are of universal forms, phantasia brings them into a co-operative encounter: 

the latent universality specified in particular phantasmatic appearances provide a site of co-ordination 

between the intelligible and sensible. We do not lend the image its intelligibility, nor do we ‘abstract’ the 

universal from the image in the way Aquinas, for instance, suggested, in Lecture VIII of his Commentary on 

Aristotle’s De Anima.39 On the contrary, since the intellect merely receives intelligible forms, we do not 

 
38 Christopher P. Long, Aristotle on the Nature of Truth (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 110. 
39 As Anthony Kenny puts it, for Aquinas imagery does not give ‘content’ to thought, but rather thought gives 
meaning to the phantasmata: “In the book of our thoughts, it is the intellect that provides the text; the mental images 
are only illustrations.” Anthony Kenny, “Body, Soul, and Intellect in Aquinas,” in Essays on the Aristotelian Tradition 
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‘bring’ meaning to the images or ‘operate’ on them in some constructive way. Rather, we find ourselves 

occupying a site where the intelligibility of things shows up or shines through the images, as though 

balanced on the fulcrum of this lever that coordinates the unity of our experience.  

2.4.7. We may begin to see, then, why it makes sense to view phantasia as functioning like a connective does 

in language, and indeed, why Aristotle’s definitions of the human as ‘a first entelechy of an organic body with reason’ or 

just ‘perception and thought’ implicate phantasia as having such a function. Phantasia is where various forms of 

‘difficult togetherness’ will be played out time and again in this project and will contribute to our understanding not only 

of what it means to an image of oneself, but what it means to be a self at all. Since being a ‘self’ must in some way 

answer as an individual instance of these general definitions, and since phantasia forms the connective tissue implied in 

those definitions, then this will mean in part that a self-image will be an image of something that itself is only held 

together by images. This should alert us that such a point will be taken up further later on, in the next chapter. 

2.4.8. Now one of the characteristics of phantasma that we can begin to make out is that they have a 

‘polysemic’ quality of sorts. For on the one hand, they are determinate images that at least resemble the 

individual sensible things that moved the body. But on the other hand, they have a potentially universal 

significance immanent in them as well. Aristotle speaks to this dual nature of the image in On Memory, 

where he writes, “the image is both something in itself and relative to something else. In so far as it is 

regarded in itself, it is only an object of contemplation, or an image; but when it is considered as relative to 

something else, e.g., as its likeness, it is also a reminder” (OM 450b24-27). That is, the image, while itself is 

a determinate appearance, is indeterminate with respect to what may come to specify or intend, through 

induction, as we will discuss shortly. The essential point for now is that an image has the power to oscillate 

between meanings that are sensible or intelligible: that is, whether it is an image of a particular thing or of a 

universal thing.  In other words, phantasmata can differ in terms of the content they proxy for. Thus, whereas 

sense-perception perceives individuals and thought perceives intelligible wholes, phantasmata, while they are 

determinate appearances in themselves, carry both particular and (potentially) universal significance. The 

image of my sister I entertain in my mind can refer to the individual being that she is, or it can proxy for 

the concepts latent in the sensible form that conveys her—concepts perhaps like ‘woman,’ ‘tall,’ ‘bipedal,’ 

and ‘kind.’ And indeed, for the image to be of my sister (and not just any sister) it must intend both the 

individual that she uniquely is, while at the same time carry the conceptual significance of the universal 

 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 82. It is important to note, as for the comment on Aquinas here, that I 
take it that for him when he thinks of having a universal as ‘abstracting’ from imagination, this connotes stripping 
away extraneous sense-data, being left only with the universal. But I am inclined to think that for Aristotle, when we 
grasp a universal it is not by seeing ‘less’ than is there, but more: some layer of reality in addition to the sensual. 
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kind, ‘sister.’ It seems that this polysemy of the image, its capacity for being inclined toward conveying sense 

or conveying thought, leads to an inherent ambiguity that makes a diversity of interpretations possible. Not 

incidentally, the possibility of having multiple interpretations would also be the condition of having some 

of those being errors, illusions, and dream, to tie our present point to what we have said before. Indeed, if 

phantasmata are the ‘matter’ of thought, then they are equivalent to what individuates one mind from 

another and begins to address some of the interpretations of Aristotle’s nous that sees it as something like 

an impersonal, cosmic force rather than something each of us ‘has’ on his or her own terms. Anthony 

Kenny illustrates this idea by suggesting that some intelligible form, say the proposition that ‘2+2=4’ is 

formally identical in each and every person who happens to know this. But what makes my knowing of this 

proposition different from yours is not the intelligible form per se, but the images that we bring to bear in 

our thinking as ‘illustrations’ of that proposition.40 I think it is true that phantasmata are essential to putting 

together an account of the individuation of the mind, and I think Kenny’s example is helpful. Yet we 

should not forget that images are not just ‘mental pictures’ (if that is what he means by ‘illustrations’) and 

we should also not, I do not think, commit to making phantasms necessarily objects of which we are 

cognizant. Earlier, I explained why we should not even view them necessarily as ‘appearances’ in the case of 

sense-experience, but I would also like to suggest a similar case should be make in for thinking as well.  

2.4.9. We said before that in the case of sensation, phantasmata can have a ‘self-concealing’ 

character (see 2.3.3.4-7). When we noted that in On Dreams Aristotle described images as potentials in the 

soul, we were prompted to ask how perceptive any ‘power’ is, and we answered: ‘not very.’ What we can 

experience are the effects of power per se, the traces of power, but not power itself: for pure potentiality, pure 

power, is an abstract concept for Aristotle. To experience something is to receive a form, but form is 

actuality: it is what something is, not what something can do. Thus phantasmata, like all powers, have this 

sort of self-concealing character. We saw this feature pointed to in some of Aristotle’s depictions of how 

phantasia functions to ‘supplement’ our waking experience in ways we do not necessarily notice, but which 

nonetheless condition how the world appears to us.  

A similar logic of self-concealment seems to be going on in the case of thought, as well, and this I 

think can be seen a few different ways though the ambiguities inherent in the analogies Aristotle uses to 

describe phantasia. Earlier, we heard Aristotle say that images are ‘similar to objects perceived except they 

are without the matter’—that is, these are like sense objects but are in the soul instead of being caused by 

 
40 Kenny, 89. 
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external things. So, in terms of the relation to the mind, then, the images are said to be like objects of 

which we are aware in sense-perception. However, in DA III.3, Aristotle makes an observation about the 

etymology of phantasia that complicates the analogy. He writes, “As sight is the most highly developed sense, 

the name phantasia (imagination) has been formed from phaos (light) because it is not possible to see 

without light.” (DA III.3 429a2-4). Contrary to comparing images to sensed objects, then, here he seems to 

be suggesting that phantasia is somehow analogous to light, i.e. the factor that illuminates objects, not the 

objects themselves. The model or analogy is thus unclear. Are we meant to think that phantasia has the 

name that it does because it illuminates the intelligible forms in the objects? I hardly think so. Such a feat 

seems within the compass of the active intellect perhaps, but it seems to be far too dignified a position for a 

faculty that is responsible for our errors and illusion. Perhaps, then, phantasia is not being compared to the 

source of light, but to light itself. This, too, is hard to see either, since phantasmata come from the sensible 

world and not caused by the intelligible world (non-human animals, after all, are said to have them too). 

Perhaps we may only get so far pressing Aristotle’s analogy, and we may get further by taking on a wider-

angle lens on this. My intuition is that the contrasting analogies concerning the factors involved in sense-

perception stem from the fact that phantasmata are both the product of one faculty (that of sense), and the 

medium of another (that of thought). For only when we start thinking of phantasia as a medium can we start 

to make sense of how images can only sometimes be things about which we are aware. For we cannot say this 

of aistheta or noeta, since both of them are precisely accompanied by awareness of having those objects. For 

if we think of something like light, or light within ‘the transparent’ as the comparison may require, we can 

start to make some sense about some unusual features of phantasmata. By thinking of phantasia as a 

medium, we can make better sense of its role in mediating the sensible and intelligible. But we can also get 

a better grasp of its liminal quality, so important in making out its experiential quality, and the idea that 

even if images are always accompanying thought, they only sometimes are apparent to us. For a medium is 

like this, too: for the air to transmit sensible objects from the world to me, it must be self-concealing, 

something I do not generally notice. But under certain conditions it does appear—not directly perhaps, but 

as traces or remnants—for instance, when I see detritus carried past my gaze while looking at some distant 

object, I am made aware of the fact of this intervening, transparent element. I notice something that must 

have been there all along, providing the conditions for seeing something far off, but which had to disappear 

for me to do so. And indeed, it is only by vanishing that a medium can have this function: when the 

universal is revealed through the persistence in the body of many images, it is not because we are aware of 

all the individual images all at once. In fact, they in some way must vanish into the background as the 
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universal comes forward. So when we hear Aristotle between describing phantasia as being similar to sense 

objects but then comparing it to light, and when he says that thought thinks the forms ‘in the images’ (en 

tois phantasmasi), it seems to me that the best overall model to account for these is to think of phantasmata as 

the media of thought, and as the common currency between thought and perception.41  

2.4.10. As with the case of sense-perception, I think it is best to consult with our experience to 

make sense of what is going on here. Does it conform to our experience to say that we are always aware of 

the images with which we are thinking? It seems to be something much more ephemeral, much less binary, 

that must be introduced to get this right. Our days are filled with images so fleeting that we can hardly say 

that we are ‘aware’ of perhaps most of them: fantasies, memories, plans for the future, all these slide by on 

liminal and ambiguous registers of experience. Indeed, even when we willfully try to focus on soliciting 

whatever images (a purple elephant, a memory from when you were ten years old, a conversation we would 

like to have with someone), can we really say that such appearances ever fully appear? In my estimation, we 

must be talking about a class of objects that almost never quite break through the surface of explicit 

cognition.  They are most often something we only see shadows of just under the surface, over which only 

few waves of full awareness break from time to time. The frogs, as it were, do not often pierce the 

meniscus—the bounding surface—of the water and when they do are often barely perceptible.  

2.4.11. But it is one thing to say that phantasia provides the common space where sense and 

thought are brought into correspondence, but another thing to explain all of how this happens in its precise 

mechanics. I think, however, that perhaps the most revealing way is to discuss it in term of time, or our 

experience of time (which, as we will see in the next chapter, are essentially intermingled). That is, it is 

crucial for our understanding of how phantasia facilitates the joinery of aisthesis and nous, the situation 

within which phantasmata become pro-vocative, to consider the temporalizing features of phantasia. For 

universals do not tend to spring from experience right away; insight generally takes time and experience to 

come about. Aristotle has a name for this process, by which sense-experience flowers into intellectual insight 

through the passage of time, and that is called induction, or epagoge. Indeed, while the intelligible principles 

that nous grasps are first in the order of explanation, they are last in the order of experience. And epagoge 

 
41 Mikko Telaranta writes that noetic activity “is in need of having something ‘there’ and therefore depends on 
phantasia, an ability to make something present for itself, either something actually present as the surrounding world, 
or maybe something coming from in-existence, coming, for example, into the present as a fleeting memory of a 
meeting with a long ago dead person. Therefore, for Aristotle phantasia is the ground of noeîn as making present that 
which is not actually at hand, and, therefore, a mental affection is a form expressed in matter, ‘an enmattered form’ 
[lógoi énuloí, DA I.1, 403a25].” Mikko Telaranta, “Aristotelian Elements In the Thinking of Ibn Al-’Arabí and the 
Young Martin Heidegger” (Helsinki, University of Helsinki, 2012), 312.  
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can be considered to name that ordering of experience. In Posterior Analytics II.19, Aristotle gives us his 

most important description of epagoge (though the basic trajectory of this process is also, importantly, 

described in Metaphysics I.1 as well) .  

So from perception comes memory, as we call it, and from memory (when it occurs in 
connection with the same thing), experience; for memories that are many in number form a 
single experience And from experience, or from the whole universal that comes to rest in the 
soul, the one form the many, whatever is one and the same in all those things, there comes a 
principle of skill and knowledge. (Posterior Analytics II.19 100a3-8). 

So, the idea runs as follows: aisthesis is the reception of a perceptible form, but when those forms 

accumulate in the soul as memories, we have ‘experience’ or empeiria. Empeiria is the recognition of the 

persistence of individual identities over time. And when enough of these persistent identities are realized in 

the soul, the conditions become ripe for the disclosure or illumination of intelligible principles that are 

grasped by the mind. And since the reception of these intelligible forms makes them actual in the soul of 

the thinker, we have in a certain respect not only the grasping of ‘information,’ but a reformation or 

transformation of the thinker him-or-herself. In other words, a new kind of knower is generated, someone 

that sees not ‘less’ than what was there in earlier phases of epagoge (as would be the case if thinking meant 

‘abstracting’ essences from particulars, as it may have meant for Aquinas) but ‘more’ of what was there all 

along. As Krisanna Scheiter observes, the intermediating ‘image’ that results from the agglomeration of 

sense-perceptions of many oak trees, say, is one that has never actually been experienced in the world even if 

it is based on nothing else but experiences of the world. And yet, until we have an image of ‘oak tree’ we 

lack the overall coordinating schema to sort our sense-perceptions of common sensibles. Before the 

acquisition of an image, we find only the special sensibles. And lacking the common sensibles we also lack 

the ability to grasp individual oak trees as such. Thus, only if there is an image are we able to grasp the 

individual beyond whatever flux of special sensibles they offer up.42 The key transitions, then, from aisthesis 

to nous, involve memory and empeiria, each in their own ways are inflections of phantasia. For memory and 

experience involve both the capacity to detach from the present moment, yet retain the sensible forms 

received from moment to moment. Thus, we can see some idea of how phantasia functions to bring together 

these two seemingly incongruous realms—of sense and thought—and how the intelligible forms are solicited 

from the sensible ones. The unity of things, we might say, is only revealed in time. It is only in time, 

through the passage of time, and being able to release but retain moment-to-moment sensual awareness, 

 
42 Scheiter, “Images, Appearances, and Phantasia in Aristotle,” 263. 
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that this can occur. This is one aspect of why we have said that phantasia provides the ‘joinery’ of our lived 

experience, and both differentiates and binds together these different forms of knowing the world. 

2.5. Summary and Setup  

2.5.1. Let us take stock of the arc of investigation about phantasia and phantasmata in this chapter. First, we 

have discovered that Aristotle’s account of phantasia is in many ways unlike what we might commonly think 

of as ‘imagination’ for it includes or is implicated in a broad set of functions related sense, thinking, 

memory, and desire (cf. 2.1). Second, the context in which phantasia’s main analysis occurs—in DA III.3— 

was highlighted since it established three important issues for Aristotle: i) to explain the possibility of error; 

ii) to critique an overcommitment to the category of presence; iii) to provide some way to assure that the 

realms of aisthetic and noetic experience will be unified (cf. 2.2).   

2.5.2. Third, we examined some aspects of the intimate relation phantasia has with aisthesis (and the 

common sense) by marking out some of their key differences, similarities, and dependencies (cf. 2.3.1-2). 

Through its intricate relation with aisthesis, we found phantasia to be affective, interpretive (i.e., 

‘autobiographical’) remnants of past sensory experiences that have a physiological correspondence as traces 

left in the organic, animal body. Such phantasmata have a liminal quality insofar as they do not necessarily 

appear as explicit objects of attention.  

 2.5.3. Fourth, we surveyed some of Aristotle’s claims about phantasia’s relation to thought and the 

thinking part of the soul. We found that phantasmata provide a hinge between sense and thought in that 

they deliver intelligible forms from the sensible to the rational part of the soul. The images themselves can 

be thought of as the media of thinking, which implies another way in which they are self-concealing—this 

time, relative to the faculty of thought. Because of the way that images have both a particular and latently 

intelligible quality, we determine that they are inherently ambiguous and polysemic. This is precisely the 

feature that makes error about them possible: that they are capable of sustaining multiple interpretations. 

2.5.4. The next chapter will look at phantasia’s essential relation to memory and desire. This shall 

provide a deeper inflection to our claim that phantasia is, in various ways, a negotiator of absence. By 

looking to the ‘polytemporal’ character of phantasmata, to their place among the conditions for animal 

motion, and to their relationship to appearances (and above all, in setting up our transition to consider the 

nature of self in ethical life, the apparent good), we shall be in a position, by the end of the next chapter, to 

describe a broad set of features that would have to be factored in to generate a model of self-image, or 
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autophantasma. Until we have worked out the nature of the self on Aristotelian grounds, however, we will 

not be able to complete that task. That is the primary task of Part B.
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Chapter 3: Imagining the Phantasmatic, II: Memory, Desire, & 
Appearance 

3.0. Preliminaries 

3.0.1. Having discussed Aristotle’s invocation of phantasia in DA in relation to the phenomenon of error, 

its relationship to both aisthesis and nous and its intermediate status between them, we have gone some way 

to disclosing the core set of functions phantasia has in its own right and its relation to other faculties. The 

analysis so far has generally been concerned with what we might call synchronic functions of phantasia: that 

is, those which speak to how it intersects with present acts of sensing and thinking. Yet it is telling that the 

phantasmata, as we shall discuss more of in a moment, are regarded by Aristotle as aisthesis ‘conditioned by a 

lapse of time.’ The way that phantasia is implicated in the experience of the present in terms of past and 

future - that is, through memory, recollection, and habituation on the one hand and desire, anticipation, 

and forethought on the other - points to what we might call a diachronic set of phantasmatic functions and 

what we shall call the ‘polytemporality’ of phantasmata. 1 This is important to work out if we are to 

understand not only the nature of phantasia but to make a meaningful transition into the ethical works 

where we shall try to discover the meaning of self on Aristotelean grounds. Indeed, since Aristotle himself 

announces in DA III.10 that only a being with a complex sense of time could ever be faced with the 

distinctive challenges of ethical life, coming to terms with the diachronic functions of phantasia will be 

crucial to make our way to the model of self and its self-imagining. Thus, in this chapter we shall aim to 

discuss: 1) the intimate relationship between phantasia, phantasmata, and memory; 2) the way that phantasia 

‘prepares’ desire and is central to the production of animal motion; 3) phantasia’s relationship to 

phainomena and (to anticipate a key component of our transition to the ethical works) the apparent good. 

 
1 It is worth noting that the relationship between actuality and potentiality can be thought of as the relationship 
between form and matter but conceived through diachronous categories of time: that is, whereas form and matter are 
synchronic, actuality and potentiality are diachronic. Thus, the component of the perceptual part of the soul can be 
divided accordingly: aisthesis in an unqualified sense is only directed at the present, to the synchronic aspects of being. 
Phantasia, by contrast, is that by virtue of which we are able to apprehend being as something temporally thick and 
dispersed in past and future. Phantasia is implicated in the experiences of past, present, and future in other words, 
providing a common bond that lends thickness to temporal experience. 
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3.1. Phantasia & Memory 

3.1.1. In various ways we have already brought out how phantasia is related to memory2 and signaled the 

importance of that relation. Certainly, we can see in the last section how phantasia has an ‘inductive’ 

function through its mediation of sense and thought, by way of facilitating memory and experience. Prior to 

that, we saw how Aristotle tries to describe the physiological story of phantasmata by talking about them as 

‘traces’ or ‘residues’ of past sensations in the body. Each of these descriptions is an aspect or outcome of the 

‘critique of presence’ that situates phantasia’s introduction in DA III.3, the idea that we cannot explain a 

host of familiar experiences unless we introduce some power by which we retain and reckon with objects 

that are sensuously absent and steer away from a naïve view of the ‘pure present.’ On such a basis, we 

characterize phantasia as the capacity by which we negotiate various sort of ‘absence’ in our experience 

(though not only temporal absences). Phantasia is intimately wedded to the manifold of lived temporality by 

imbuing it with what might be called a 'phantasmatic cycle': detaching from our immediate sensory 

experiences, retaining those experiences in memory, recalling them to our present awareness, and projecting 

them in ways that structure our anticipations about the future—expectations which in turn shape the 

immediate significance of new experiences. In this section, then, I want to discuss more specifically the role 

that phantasia plays in memory and in the next, desire and action. What we will see is that in addition to 

the several feature of phantasmata we have already identified (as being affective, interpretive, latently 

intelligible, and self-concealing or liminal), we will also say, finally, that they are ‘polytemporal.’ By this I 

mean they have plasticity with respect to the temporal meaningfulness they can take on: they can be taken 

up in ways that intend the past, present, or future. 

3.1.2. Now one of the most important statements Aristotle makes about the relation between 

aisthesis and phantasia comes in On Memory, where he says that phantasia is “sense conditioned by a lapse of 

time” (449b28) and reiterates the sort of language he uses in On Dreams by referring it to ‘decaying sense’ 

(OM 3 461b21). As Aristotle makes clear the power of memory would be unthinkable without phantasia 

retaining images of the past in the body (OM 1 449b30-464b8). Moreover, as we have seen, similar ideas are 

invoked in Aristotle’s attempt to delineate the physiological conditions for phantasia, suggesting a link 

 
2 At this point in the argument, I am not making a distinction between ‘memory’ and ‘recollection’ although the 
difference is important. Memory consists broadly with retaining past experiences in a way that shape individual 
(animal or human) experience of the present and set up anticipations for the future. A dog and a human being will 
both, for instance, have memories of when dinner is served and will without necessarily deliberate effort come to 
expect similar events in the future. Recollection may be, for Aristotle, restricted to human beings, however, for it 
involves the deliberate summoning of past experiences or rehearsing old memories in the mind’s eye. 
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between phantasmata and motions in the blood that are similar to, but weaker than, those produced in the 

sense organs, blood, and heart (DA III.3 428b30; PH VIII.3 254a29). The comparative way images are 

described (for instance, saying ‘weaker’) invokes the idea of the dominance of the present moment in which 

the sensible forms were first contracted in aisthesis. The language not only poses the relative power or 

strength of one faculty over another, but it also tells us something about the dominance of the category of 

presence and the fragile ways that the past continues to exert itself on it. We have already seen an 

indication of how phantasia names the power by which that the past maintains itself in the present: there is 

nothing we can see before us that is anytime else but now, and yet the quality of how the present appears, 

the ‘presentation of the present’ is conditioned by past experiences that are sedimented in the body. 

Phantasia, like the past, like nature itself, has a liminal quality: both present and absent, it is ubiquitously 

informing our experience while withdrawing from it. This signals why it is important to think about what is 

implied by calling phantasmata ‘traces’ and ‘residues’—such words aptly describe just the sort of withdrawal, 

yet persistence, we are discussing here.  

 3.1.3. One good way of seeing the connection between phantasia and memory comes from 

considering some of Aristotle’s comments about each of these relative to aisthesis. Despite his efforts to 

separate phantasia and aisthesis in De Anima, we will recall how this gets complicated in On Dreams, where he 

writes that, “the faculty of the imagination is identical with that of sense-perception, though the being of 

the imagination is different from that of a faculty of sense-perception.” (OD 1 459a16-18). We have already 

commented on this complex relationship, but a further dimension becomes apparent we compare this to 

what Aristotle says about memory. In On Memory, he makes it clear that memory and phantasia belong to 

the same part of the soul, and that the objects of imagination are in themselves objects of memory:  

Accordingly, if asked, of which among the parts of the soul memory is a function, we reply: 
manifestly of that part to which imagination also appertains; and all objects of which there is 
imagination are in themselves objects of memory (OM 1, 450a21-24, my emphasis). 

This point is further reinforced: 

All memory, therefore, implies a time elapsed; consequently only those animals which perceive 
time remember, and the organs whereby they perceive time is also that whereby they 
remember. The subject of imagination has already been considered in our work On the Soul. 
Without an image thinking is impossible (OM 449b28ff.) 

Memory and phantasia are functions of the same faculty, then, and the objects of phantasia are in themselves 

objects of memory. Since phantasia, we were told, is the same as aisthesis but differing in essence, we should 
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expect a similar account of memory’s relation to aisthesis. And that is precisely what we find. Aristotle says 

that memory essentially, “belongs to the primary faculty of sense-perception” but in the same chapter had 

also claimed that memory is, “neither perception nor conception, but a state or affection of one of these, 

conditioned by a lapse of time” (OM 1 450a13-4; 449b24-5). The decisive point, then, is that phantasmata 

are inherently objects of memory. Images are ‘residues’ or ‘traces,’ since they are remainders of the decaying 

present of sense-perception.  

3.1.4. Actually when he says that memories ‘belong primarily to the faculty of sense-perception,’ 

Aristotle qualifies this, saying specifically that it is the common sense we are talking about: “Thus it is clear 

that the cognition of these objects [time, magnitude, and motion] is effected by the primary faculty of 

perception, and memory even of intellectual objects involves an image and the image is an affection of the 

common sense” (OM 450a10-4). So, by specifying not only that phantasmata are objects of memory, but that 

it is the common sense that perceives them as temporal, we are led again to the various intersections 

between phantasia and the common sense we had drawn out in 2.3.3.3 The upshot of that relation, as we 

will recall, is that there are several overlapping features of both (related to the propensity for error, the 

capacity for indirect perception, a common physiological story). Two points of comparison that we took to 

be especially important were, first, that each seemed to be responsible for our experience of time, and 

second, that while the common sense was inherently a form of awareness, phantasia was not. Indeed, when 

we consider these features together, we may be able to see a way forward on a model of temporal experience 

that accounts for both the awareness that is constitutive of the present (which we will see in the next 

chapter) and a porous relation toward absent objects and the modes of the past and future as well. It would 

see that somewhere at the intersection of these capacities—somewhere where the heart meets the blood 

even—is where the present as ‘not all present’ gets figured.  

3.1.5. This sort of idea is also suggested by thinking of phantasia in relation to the ‘forgetfulness’ that 

allows us to move on from one moment of experience to the next. While phantasia is originally a sort of 

memory, each memory presupposes a release from some present moment in the first place: a sort of 

 
3 And, while we will not dwell on this point, it should be noted that it seems that not only do phantasia and the 
common sense enjoy a common physiological correlate in the heart (a relation we will discuss more of later in this 
chapter), but so too does the faculty of memory. Memory, phantasia, and the common sense are essentially different 
and yet densely integrated in the united faculty of perception. Moreover, this integration is necessary for having a 
continuous and integrated self. Some helpful discussion of this point is made at Majithia, “Self and Soul in Aristotle,” 
196. 
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forgetting.4 Insofar as phantasmata are always tending to move from the foreground to the background of 

our present experience (i.e. it is difficult to relive a memory in detail or imagine a geometrical shape for very 

long before it starts to fade away), there is a way in which phantasia is also involved in loosening the grip on 

the sensuously present as slides past and under the threshold of consciousness but retained in memory, as 

sand that falls through open fingers may be caught with another hand below.5 While we may not be able to 

say that this detaching from the present is a ‘function’ of phantasia it seems fair to say that it is a basic 

feature of phantasmata nonetheless.  

3.2. Phantasia, Desire, & Action 

3.2.1. As we have seen, phantasmata are inherently and archaically objects of memory. This is why, we might 

say, that phantasmata intend the past ‘by default’. As Aristotle writes of the objects of memory in relation to 

other temporal modalities: “To remember what is future is not possible… memory relates to what is past. 

No one would say that he remembers what is present, when it is present” (OM 449b10-25). Having said 

that, phantasmata, while rooted in past events of aisthesis and are as such inherently objects of memory by 

default, are nonetheless capable of taking on different modes of temporal significance insofar as they can be 

released of their archaic context and come to supplement the present, as we have already seen (cf. 2.3.3.4), 

but also intend the future in different ways. Aristotle makes it clear that images can operate in ways that 

structure our expectations of the future, cultivate our sense of the possible and, crucially, ‘prepare’ our 

desire by giving some fixity & affective motivation to the apparent goods we aim at. 6 Indeed, the centrality 

of phantasia to Aristotle’s conception of animal behaviour is often at its most emphatic in relation to desire 

and the conditions under which an animal can be a ‘self-mover.’ Some important claims in De Anima & De 

 
4This may be what Averroes, in his Long Commentary, had in mind when he was discussing Aristotle’s critique of 
Empedocles and Homer in DA III.3. For there Averroes characterizes the possibility of error as an act of 
“forgetfulness.” Averroes, Long Commentary on the De Anima of Aristotle, 274. 
5 Indeed, divesting oneself of the present moment would be required to recognize the persistence of our identity over 
time and think have a considered relationship to our own actions. Along these lines, Nietzsche writes: “a man who did 
not possess the power of forgetting at all and who was thus condemned to see everywhere a state of becoming: such a 
man would no longer believe in his own being [...]. Forgetting is essential to action of any kind.” Friedrich Wilhelm 
Nietzsche, On the Advantage and Disadvantage of History for Life (Indianapolis: Hackett Pub. Co, 1980). xi. I imagine this 
underlies Mikko Telaranta’s description as follows: “Imagination is an ‘isthumus’ between two seas; imagination allows 
us to connect with and depart from the constant renewal of creation at each instant; the whole cosmos becomes 
manifest only in imagination.” Telaranta, “Aristotelian Elements In the Thinking of Ibn Al-’Arabí and the Young 
Martin Heidegger,” 311.  
6 At this time, I am not distinguishing between the various forms of ‘desire’ there are for Aristotle, i.e. appetite 
(epithumia), ‘heart’ (thumos), and desire (orexis). 
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Motu point us in this direction and are essential to review if we are to understand the nature of the 

phantasmatic, especially in relation to an animal’s behaviour and, later in this project, human agency and 

selfdom. 

3.2.2.1. DA III.9-10 provides an important moment in establishing phantasia’s role in producing 

animal action. In these chapters Aristotle is trying to determine what is ultimately responsible for the 

movement of living things. There is a ‘subjective’ and ‘objective’ aspect to what Aristotle cites as being 

responsible for this: that is, a side having to do with the sorts of things in relation to which an animal 

pursues or avoids and a side having to with the faculties of the animal that i) enjoy a natural fit or co-

respondence with these objects and ii) have a motivated relationship to such objects, i.e. are solicitous of 

action being either good or possible. In more specific terms, we find in DA III.10 three discernable 

components which must be invoked to explain an animal’s motion: what imparts movement (i.e., the 

moving or efficient) cause, the instrument by which this cause produces movement, and the thing that is 

moved. As we shall see, while the first of these satisfies the ‘objective’ condition for a living thing’s motion, 

there is a sense in which phantasia is nonetheless partly responsible for how some motivating end appears 

and even what appears.  

 3.2.2.2. In understanding this schema, it is useful to recall Aristotle’s principle that an organ must 

be understood through its capacity, its capacity through its activity, and activity through its object (cf. 

1.3.4.1). For although there are subjective and objective aspects to what produces an animal’s motion, it 

seems clear that the object of desire enjoys a privileged position in the order of explanation and as its 

ultimate term. In DA III.9 Aristotle dispels the possibility that the nutritive (432b15), nor the sensitive 

(b20), nor the theoretical mind (b26) are sufficient to cause motion. Even if, in the case of the latter two 

most obviously, these contribute to what urges pursuit and avoidance, neither can be the proximate cause of 

action in the soul (433a3). Yet, desire cannot be responsible for movement in an unqualified sense since, as 

Aristotle notes at the end of DA III.9, a self-restrained person may desire x but still, at the behest of their 

reason, may not act on x.  

 3.2.2.3. DA III.10 begins with the assertion that desire (orexis) and intellect (nous) are capable of 

causing motion, “if, that is, one regards [phantasia] as some sort of thinking process, for men often follow 

their [phantasiais] contrary to knowledge, and in living creatures other than man there is neither thinking 

nor calculation, but only [phantasia].” (433a10). Aristotle wants to suggest that there is something like 

thinking going on with phantasia that we must posit among non-human animals. As the chapter goes on to 

show, an animal’s motion cannot be accounted for unless it has some end in view that motivates it. But to 
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have such an end involves submitting sense-perception to some kind of interpretation and thus to some 

schema of categorization that is not, in the case of non-rational animals, noetic in the ways that universals 

are. Nonetheless, some ability to categorize -to see something as pleasant, painful, advantageous, and so on—

must be posited among non-rational animals to explain the fairly reliable way that they, say, run from 

predators and seek out prey and so on.7 What the intellect and the imagination have in common, at least 

for the purposes of explaining animal motion generally speaking, is this categorical perception: seeing 

something as one sort of thing or another. 

3.2.2.4. But this is not to say that rational animals, human beings, do not also rely on phantasia for 

formulating ends and putting them in view. For it is important to recall that the analysis of DA III.10 

follows shortly after Aristotle’s repeated insistence of DA III.7 & 8 (431a15-7; b2-3;432a9-14) that thought 

is always occurs ‘in the phantasms’ or that it ‘never occurs without images.’ Phantasia, insofar as it activates 

an interpretive act of categorization, is a ‘sort of thinking’; yet thinking, in turn, always involves some 

corresponding act of phantasizing. Phantasia is perception made categorical (without being noetic) while 

noesis, mediated through the phantasms, is thought made particular (without being aisthetic). The practical 

intellect, as we indicated in 2.1.2, is beholden to the operations of what Aristotle will go on to describe in 

III.10 as the ‘deliberative imagination.’ That is, phantasia not only provides exemplary images of some end 

(that have been ‘combined from several images’) to fix our desire upon; it is also that which supplies the 

provisional, flexible, psychic environment in which we can entertain possible sequences of choice and 

action to realize such an end as well as to consider the possible impediments. The idea is that animals 

characteristically follow their imaginations whereas human beings characteristically follow practical intellect. 

However: 1) the practical intellect never operates without being mediated by images, by what is afforded by 

the deliberative imagination (cf. 1.4.4.1. and n.57 on Kahn); 2) ‘being human’ regularly involves failing to 

live up to what our characteristic functions demand of us, thus following imagination without rational 

scrutiny as well. That individual human beings regularly succumb to irrational appearances does not make 

them like brutes, however: the potency of their form remains unaffected even if they fail to convert their 

potential into actuality. Indeed, even living according to reason is what allows us to reach our human 

potential, it is often living with the failure to reach one’s potential that marks the human condition itself (cf. 

A.0.4)  

 
7 Consider EN III.10, where Aristotle says that a lion is pleased by the sight of an ox, not because it is an ox, but 
because the lion experiences it as the prospect of a meal. (EN III.10 1118a16-23). 
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3.2.2.5. In DA III.10 we find Aristotle discussing the conditions of animal self-motion and 

indicating that motion would be inconceivable without desire, and that desire, in turn, turns on having the 

capacity for the imagination: “inasmuch as an animal is capable of appetite it is capable of self-movement; 

and it is not capable of appetite without possessing imagination; and all imagination is either calculative or 

sensitive.” (DA III.10 433b28-31). (This claim, as we shall see in the next section, will be reiterated and 

developed in De Motu in terms that combine psychological and physiological explanations of animal 

behaviour).  

The ‘sensitive’ imagination of non-human animals seems to be directed at the more immediate 

categorical look of sorting present particulars whereas the ‘deliberative’ imagination is involved in forming 

choices though acts of foresight (i.e., prohairesis). Thus, what distinguishes the sensitive and deliberative 

exercises of phantasia has to do, at least in part, this the temporal focal length that is available for desire to 

fix upon. We find, in DA III.11 434a5ff, that the desiderative life of human beings is temporally complex 

in ways that are not for non-rational animals and the deliberative imagination is what allows for this.  Said 

otherwise, human desire can be structured in a more radical way in terms of what is absent, to resuscitate 

that motif from before (cf. 2.0.2.2 & 2.2.5). Certainly, we can attest from introspection that in the case of 

complex human desires, where the sorts of things we often want are far removed from anything we can 

point to in our immediate surroundings, images of absent things or states of affairs become surrogates for 

the things themselves. These desires in particular require, on the one hand, not presently having some 

desired thing, but on the other hand, still having our desire oriented to that thing not yet possessed or 

satisfied. But if there is to be action directed toward something that is actually absent, then we need 

something a substitution of that thing: we need it to be virtually present. In such cases, images of the 

desired thing become a proxy for the thing itself, and sets the desiring being into motion in pursuit of what 

is desired. As such, the image solicits in us a sense of anticipation of some future state of affairs. As Aquinas 

explains, “sometimes phantasms or ideas presented inwardly cause the soul to deliberate about things future 

or present, reckoning them to be desirable or horrible, as though they were actually seen here and now”.8 

 
8 Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s De Anima, 232. Moreover, as Jessica Moss writes of Aristotle’s analysis of goal-
directed animal behaviour: “Such movement only takes place when an animal pursues something not immediately 
present: something at a distance, or not in view, which it has to move to get. For when the animal is in direct 
perceptual contact with something she likes (actually drinking water, for example), she has no need to move around. If 
phantasia is what enables us to represent perceptibles in their absence, then it is clear why it should be necessary for 
locomotion: only through phantasia can an animal or person be aware of something not present to perception, making 
that thing available as an object of her desire, a goal” Moss, Aristotle on the Apparent Good: Perception, Phantasia, Thought, 
and Desire, 61. Simplicius also associates the exercise of phantasia as that which reckons with absence: "But even the 
least animals have an indefinite phantasia, so that they may desire that which is absent" Aristotle, Simplicii in libros 
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Sensitive phantasia is involved in fixing an end for desire that can be grasping in terms of spatial, 

synchronous kinds of absence (the desired food is at a distance from the fox, say, or the hare is partly 

hidden in the grass). But deliberative phantasia can determine an end beyond the present and the categories 

of presence by beholding the object of desire in diachronous terms: that is, not only in terms of spatial but 

of temporal absence. Each deployment of phantasia reckons with a kind of absence, a kind of being-at-a-

distance between the living thing and its object of desire: one spatial, the other temporal.9 

3.2.2.6. Now the categorizing look of phantasia or, alternatively, the (practical) intellect is capable of 

establishing something as appearing to be good, which is required to convert it into a practical end. Indeed, 

this end-directedness is what desire and practical nous (or phantasia in its stead) have in common (433a12-

15). For the object that is fixed upon as a desired end is, “the last step of the practical mind [and] the 

beginning of the action” (433a16). The combination of categorizing something as a desirable end with 

desiring that end is the very grasping of an apparent good and, where there is no impediment for doing so, 

the last condition to me met for the action to spring forward. The confluence of desire with phantasia or 

practical intellect is of utmost importance: one is a discerning, categorical capacity through which some end 

appears, the other is that which is motivated to that end. Thus, “that which moves, then, is a single faculty, 

that of appetite” (433a21) and neither phantasia (433a18) nor the practical intellect (433a24) produce any 

movement in the absence of desire.  

Having said that, it is clear from this schema as well as from Aristotle’s comments in De Motu in 

particular that desire, in its turn, has nothing to be motivated by, no end to aim at and thus nothing toward 

which to mobilize the living body, in the absence of some critical discernment of an end. And as we shall 

see, in that text Aristotle will specify that phantasia is directly responsible for ‘preparing’ desire in this way: 

no mention is given there that the practical intellect alternatively does so.  The salient point to anticipate is 

that there is a co-operative relationship between desire and discernment (understood, for now, as either practical 

reason or phantasia) that is at the center of the ‘subjective’ aspect of animal behaviour. As we shall argue, 

 
Aristotelis de anima commentaria, ed. Michael Hayduck, Unveränderter Nachdruck der Ausgabe Berolini: Reimer, 1882, 
Commentaria in Aristotelem Graeca 11 (Berlin: deGruyter, 1999). 102.8-9.  
9 It is worth saying that there is a sense in which the phantasmata - at least those which are generalized images formed 
from multiple past experiences - are objects that themselves have never been directly experienced. While the synthesis 
of past sense-perceptions brings about some rough form that each past individual might bear some resemblance to, the 
result is something that has never been present to or directly experienced by the subject. Thus DA III.11: deliberative 
phantasia compares possible actions to determine the greater good relative to a single standard roughly represented by a 
phantasm: for “one must measure by a single standard” and “this implies the ability to combine several images into 
one” (434a10). 
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practical reason drops out of focus precisely because phantasia is always implicated as that through which 

the apparent good is received and constructed while practical reason is not.  

 3.2.2.7. To clarify the scheme we have arrived at so far and return to the three-fold distinction of 

DA III.10 (of moved, moved, and instrument of motion):  

 

1) The ‘mover’ of an animal has an object and subjective component, i) Primarily (& objectively), this is the 

object of desire, that is some practical good that is real or apparent combined with ii) Secondarily (& 

subjectively), the subject’s desire for that object. The former is a mover in that it is desired without itself 

being moved; the latter is moved by the desired object but also, in turn, imparts movement to the animal.  

 

2) The ‘moved’ is nothing other than the living animal itself as a whole (or a part insofar as it is a functional 

unity), one whose capacities have been unified, organized, and mobilizes around some practical good or 

possibility. 

 

3) The third component involved in animal motion - the ‘motive instrument’ as Aristotle calls it - cannot be 

described purely by an appeal to Aristotle’s account of the soul nor of its animating object. In DA III.10, 

Aristotle merely notes that this instrument “belongs already to the physical sphere” and must be thought 

through, “the functions that are common to the body and soul” (433b19). The more detailed & parallel 

accounts of animal motion, of how the desiderative soul and the motived body attend one another, is given 

in De Motu, especially from chapter 6 onwards. But before leaving the topic in DA, he gives us a clue about 

what the motive instrument of desire will look like: it will be found:  

where a beginning and end coincide, as in a ball-and-socket joint. For there the convex surface 
(the ball) and the concave surface (the socket) are respectively the beginning and end of 
movement; consequently, the latter is at rest while the former moves. They are distinct in 
definition but spatially inseparable. (433b25). 

While De Motu will provide some analysis of the articulated body while emphasizing the importance of the 

joint, the analysis we find there also weaves the physiological and psychological (and cosmological, for that 

matter) descriptions of animal motion together. Yet as we shall see, the logic of the joint provides a 

template or reference point for understanding what is going on at the psychological level of Aristotle’s 

account and allows us to appreciate the function of phantasia in perhaps a distinct way.   
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3.2.2.8.1. Through Aristotle’s analysis we shall be able to see of phantasia 1) that it is essential to 

the ‘preparation’ of desire; 2) that this ‘preparation’ can be understood as having a physiological 

counterpart what involves affective & motile changes in (and at the center of) the body; 3) that this 

‘preparation’ can be understood psychologically in its relation to the reception and partial construction of 

the apparent good. Moreover: 4) the structure of the joint will be instructive for the logical form by which 

two heterogenous elements of sense and thought, desire and discernment, are brought into a relation of co-

respondence. The notion of co-respondence, patterned after the joint, provides a model for thinking about 

the relation of sense and thought and, crucially, the function that phantasia plays in constituting the unified 

agent.  

3.2.2.8.2. This correspondence between desire and discernment (sense, phantasia, and the practical 

intellect) is absolutely essential to remember when we turn to the ethical works and the characterization of 

what we shall call ‘ethical selfhood’ later on. For as we shall see, Aristotle’s definition of the human being as 

an ‘arche of choice (prohairesis)’ and choice, in turn, as the fusion or ‘suntheton’ of desire and intellect will 

invite on us to reflect back to these pages of DA & DM. It is worth observing of the text in DA III.10 that 

Aristotle’s coordination of desire, phantasia, practical intellect, real and apparent goods, are all being 

invoked just as he foreshadows how their different comportments and tensions with one another will set up 

the distinctive reality of ethical life (433b5-10). It is precisely because of this complex arrangement of parts, 

their default motivations and temporal focal lengths that we are able to be confronted with conflicting 

desires or between what appears one way but is known to be another. To cite but one important example: 

the phenomenon of akrasia—the condition in which someone experiences a conflict between rational and 

non-rational desires, chooses the rational desire, but ultimately acts according to the non-rational appetite—

is a testament to the sorts of challenges of ethical life that become possible by this. The possibility of conflict 

at the heart of ethical life has everything to do with what is allowed to inform one’s desires, choices, and 

ultimate actions: appetites that are directed at narrowly construed, generally present or nearly present 

apparent goods, or desires that are formed and framed in terms of one’s life as a whole and that are directed 

at things that really are good and conductive to such a life.  

3.2.3.1. In DA III.10, Aristotle indicates that the ‘motive instrument’ through which an animal 

moves must be thought in some common ground between body and soul. The comprehensive explanation 

of animal behaviour, then will be both psychological and physiological. In the concluding lines of DA 

III.10, Aristotle writes: “insofar as the living creature is capable of appetite, it is also capable of self-

movement; but it is not capable of appetite without imagination, and all imagination involves either 
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sensation or calculation.” (433b28). The dependency of desire on phantasia (deployed either as a function of 

aisthesis or of deliberation) that is indicated in these lines is reiterated in MA with almost the same sequence 

of presentation: “The organic parts are suitably prepared by the affections, and these again by desire, and 

desire by imagination. Imagination in its turn depends on thinking or upon sense-perception.” (702a5).10 

While the two quotations are very similar, there is an important difference. In the first, we are dealing 

strictly with a psychological description but in the second we have a sort of hybrid explanation that is both 

psychological and physiological. Phantasia, exercised either as a function of sense or thought, ‘prepares’ 

desire and in turn desire (psychological) prepares the organic parts (physiological).  

3.2.3.2. The affective changes to the body involve heating some parts, cooling others, which expand 

the former and contract the latter. This expansion and contraction mobilizes some parts and fixes others in 

place relative to one another and as such establish the dynamisms of pushing and pulling that control the 

body’s articulation. Indeed, the entirely of the De Motu text begins with a discussion of the joint, explaining 

that animal motion can only occur if we have what De Anima called a ‘motive instrument’—a joint—in 

which one part is at rest while the other moves around it. The joint is, “both one and two,” both a 

functional unity and a multiplicity in which one part is stationary and the other mobile, reciprocating roles 

through the modulation of their actuality and potentiality. (MA 1 698a15-20).11 As Aristotle put it in DA, 

the concave and convex surfaces of the joint are each ‘a beginning and an end’ of movement and are by 

definition distinct while also ‘spatially inseparable’ (433b25). Thus, what is mover and what is moved, in 

the scheme of the joint, are essentially distinct while also being mutually implicated by definition and also 

bound up in a functional unity that is instantiated at a shared spatial location.  

3.2.3.3. The possibility of articulated self-motion not only presupposes that living things are 

articulated in themselves but are able to articulate themselves as a whole relative to or against persistent and 

stable external world. Aristotle summarizes the argument while opening MA 2: “But the point of rest in the 

animal is quite ineffectual unless there is something outside it which is absolutely at rest and immoveable” 

(MA 2 698b7-8). The argument is pursued in biological/mechanical and cosmological terms over the next 

three chapters of MA, but the basic drift is that an animal cannot set up the sorts of oppositional forces in 

 
10 See also 703b20 on the way that images are said to bring about or ‘prepare’ the affections. While phantasia prepares 
desire is cannot move the animal without it, as Aristotle points out in DA III.10: “Imagination, too, when it starts 
movement, never does so without appetite” (DA III.10 433a21). 
11 Physics VIII.5 also provides some important discussion of the nature of the articulating joint. Something can only 
move itself if it is two things in one such that ‘self-motion’ is really a kind of other-motion, where there is within the 
whole entity a part that moves without being moved, a part that is moved, and a part that moves and is moved (cf. 
258a1ff. & 259b22ff.) 
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itself that are required for the dynamic articulation of their joints without anchoring itself against 

something firm and reliable on the outside.  

3.2.3.4. This is important for understanding both the subjective and objective requirements for 

animal motion that we began this section by discussing. For although the sort of mechanistic description of 

animal motion we receive in the early chapters of MA does not establish an account to which the 

psychological description can be reduced to, the former is nonetheless formally instructive about the latter. 

Indeed, it is important to recall that the ‘motive instrument’ discussed in DA, which is now being described 

in MA, must be thought in terms that are ‘common to body and soul.’ So, just as the animal body cannot 

generate the right sorts of internal forces between its articulated parts without an external anchor against 

which to push, the animal soul has nothing to rally its various parts or functions around in the absence of 

some unmoved end, some object beyond itself in the pursuit of which desire and discrimination stand in 

relation to. In other words, a formally similar structure to the joint must be set up in the soul—that is, 

between the desiring and discriminating parts—through which an animal’s activity is set out.12 And that 

articulation can only become motivating when set against some object to organize themselves around. On 

the psychological register of description, we can begin to see that there are subjective elements of the 

explanation involving the functions of desire and discernment and the objective element that is some 

motivating object.13 The correspondence of the former with the latter is an activity through which that 

object is beheld: this is nothing other than the appearing of goodness. We shall return to this claim in the next 

section of this chapter. 

3.2.3.5. Although the physiological and psychological aspects of describing an animal’s capacity for 

self-motion are not essentially reducible to one another (any more than a convex or concave line are), they 

are nonetheless always instantiated together and corresponsive to the other. As such, Aristotle’s descriptions 

of the articulation of various body parts may be instructive about the form of the relationship between 

psychic functions. For instance, in MA 7 Aristotle notes that relatively small changes at the center of a joint 

produce more dramatic effects at the perimeter. This kind of correspondence does not only occur between 

joints of bone and sinew, however, but even in relation to fleshy organs. The heart, Aristotle notes, exerts 

 
12 For this analogy to hold, the desiring and discriminating parts of the soul have to be able to reciprocate and 
exchange their roles between mover and moved. And while this is not apparent in the texts we are presently 
considering, we can anticipate our defense of this claim (partly in Chapter 3 and in 5) at the level of human agency 
when we consider the way in which desire and practical intellect co-operate in the production of choice (prohairersis).     
13 For an illuminating discussion on the concept of self-motion, see: D Furley, “Self-Movers,” in Self-Motion: From 
Aristotle to Newton, ed. Gill and Lennox (Princeton University Press, 1994), 3–14. 
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an especially powerful sort of leverage over the bodily affects of heating and cooling experienced at the 

limits of the body:  

it is not hard to see that a small change occurring at the centre makes great and numerous 
changes at the circumference, just as shifting the rudder a hair’s breadth you get a wide 
deviation at the prow. And further, when by reason of heat and cold or some kind of kindred 
affection a change is set up in the region of the heart, even in an imperceptibly small part of 
the heart, it produces a vast difference in the body - blushing, let us say, or turning white, and 
trembling and shivering and their opposites (MA 7 701b22). 

Just as a rudder forms a kind of axis that brings about a correspondence of torque, direction, inertia, and 

distance of the sailboat, relatively small and imperceptible motions at the heart can set up major changes 

elsewhere. Such changes are not just physiological undergoings, however, for ‘blushing, turning white, and 

trembling’ are precisely the bodily affects of someone who is, Aristotle notes, in a state of fright (701b21). 

But fright is a state of the soul, not a state of the body. 

 3.2.3.6. There is a sense in which the concept of the rudder—more generally, a lever—is, both 

literally and figuratively, at the heart of the issue here. For, figuratively, what is being described is a way in 

which physiological and psychological descriptions between two heterogenous sides are brought into 

correspondence with one another: that is, themselves become relatable by sharing some sort of ‘joint.’ As 

the last quotation suggests, there is a process of bodily happening going on at the heart that conveys, at the 

surface of the body, various visible affects. But of course these are not any arbitrary affects that are 

mentioned: they are those which occasion certain psychological states: in this case, fear, as Aristotle noted.  

 The literal side of the story is that the heart, located at the center of the body, falls along a central 

axis around which inchoate motive forces are gathered and released. It is not a point of articulation made 

up bone and sinew, but it is formed—through tissue and the blood which envelops it—a system where 

processes of expansion and contraction, heating and cooling, is similarly carried out. Earlier, in the context 

of memory we discussed how Aristotle privileges the heart as the physiological correlate of the common 

sense and the blood as that which carries an ever-changing flux of stillness and disturbance, mixing together 

present perceptions with the residual traces correlated with the phantasmata (cf. 2.3.3.2). In MA, we can see 

a continuation of that point insofar as the sorts of pathe which are, as expressions of desire, oriented to the 

future, originate in relatively subtle changes at the center of the body which work themselves outwardly, by 

modulating the actualities and potencies of the intervening members, to the perimeter to more dramatic 

and noticeable effect. 
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 3.2.3.7. Noticeable by whom? It is safe to say that the individual whose affects they are often notice 

them more readily. But this is not necessarily true in all cases and the example Aristotle gives—blushing—

may escape one’s own notice. Indeed, on this occasion it is other individuals—those who stand outside but 

in close enough proximity to the affected body—who are able to perceive the affects in ways that the 

individual undergoing them often cannot or may be completely blind to. Where the surface or perimeter of 

a body meets perception: either the activation of the sense of touch belonging to the affected individual or 

the sight (at least primarily or paradigmatically) of another close by—provides the most apparent signs of 

how the affected individual is comported to their situation. In other words, it may be others that are often 

in a better position to determine the way in which their desires, and that which prepares their desires – 

phantasia—have been shaped according to some view of the apparent good. (After all, one blushes when they 

feel shame and shame only arises for one who feels perceived as having contravened a norm of some kind). 

This may help us anticipate the significance of EN’s claim that friendship is valuable for acquiring or 

correcting our self-understanding (which we shall discuss toward the end of this project) and also for 

resolving the epistemological schema as rooted in the passivity toward objects in the world (cf. 1.4.3.1). 

  3.2.3.8. The citation we provided that describes how small changes at the center of the body 

produces dramatic changes at the perimeter was preceded, a few lines before, by Aristotle’s attestation that 

phantasia is central to how these changes originate. The qualitative changes to the body, of heat and cooling, 

expansion and contraction, and so on:  

is caused by imaginations and sensations and ideas. Sensations are obviously a form of change 
of quality, and imagination and thinking have the same power as their objects. For in a 
measure the form conceived be it of hot or cold or pleasant or fearful is like what the actual 
objects would be, and so we shudder and are frightened merely by thinking (MA 7 701b16-23). 

Phantasia prepares desire; desire prepares the bodily affects. It is not a question of the psychological 

‘causing’ something physiological but, just as the relation between body and soul in general (cf. 1.2.5), two 

essentially different ways of describing one and the same living process. Each description, nonetheless, tells 

us formally about the other. The privileged place of the heart, at the center of the body, is correlated with 

the psychic functions that bind phantasia and the common sense and where desire, informed by them,  

initiates motions that impassion the body to shiver, turn white, run away, or fight, and so on.  

Indeed, we may recall the evocative portrayal of the process we pieced together earlier according to 

which Aristotle seems to be saying that, physiologically, phantastmata are like encoded traces of the past that 

swirl about in the blood and are ‘read’ out of the blood at the heart, by either the common sense or by 
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phantasia itself depending on how one conceives that relationship. The more the blood is disturbed, the 

more warped is its reflective surface. Psychologically, this is correlated with the degree to which a 

phantasmata reflect or departs from the real. A mismatch between appearance and reality—in short, error (cf. 

2.2.1-5)—becomes conceivable on both psychological and physiological levels were one to pursue this more 

fully. The more disturbed the blood is, the more compromised is one’s ability to see the real reflected in it. 

We must presume that the divergence from reality comes when one begins to mistake an endogenous image 

of the world with an exogenous one.   

And although Aristotle does not quite say so explicitly, it does seem as though the heart - more 

precisely, the surface of the heart - forms something at least analogous to a pivot which, in combination 

with the central axis which passes alongside it - forms a lever or something analogous to it. That overall 

arrangement not only makes it possible to conceive the transference of motion from the center to the 

perimeter of the body as emotional affects like blushing, but also for the very alternating oppositions of left 

and right that convey the articulated, desiderative body through space. That, “the origin of the moving soul 

must be in the middle” is thus established by the general logic of the joint (702b16). In MA 10 Aristotle 

suggests that desire “is in the middle” (703a5) —that is, between a desired object and a capacity that discerns 

such an object—and that this must correspond to some bodily arrangement (a7). While commenting on the 

function of breath (pneuma) in its relation to and meeting with the heart at the body’s center, he writes that 

this arrangement “seems to bear a relation to the origin of life-activities that is similar to that which the 

point in the joints, the one which imparts movement and is moved, has to the unmoved” (a13). Thus, he 

continues saying, the heart or something analogous to the heart will be at the center of the body where it 

shall meet the breath, whose swelling and releasing transmit strength to the heart’s motions and help 

convey them to the body’s appendages (a12-20). 

Thus, along the central axis of the body, where the boundaries of the heart meet the blood, there corresponds a 

hermeneutic activity between something that ‘reads’ and something that is read. The outcome, in physiological terms, is a 

cascade of bodily events that radiates qualitative changes throughout the body: ones that are less noticeable at the center 

but most apparent at the perimeter. Thus, the heart, whose outer surface runs along the central axis of the body, touches 

on the plane of left and right, front and back and is placed as though it were a kind of fulcrum around which the living 

animal as a whole turns, conveying the subtle and imperceptible changes at the heart into dramatic, publicly observable 

changes at the surface of the body. One might expect, then, that the correlated psychological functions, productions, and 

activities that are associated with the heart operate in some ways that are analogous to the heart and behave as though 

it were a fulcrum around which the whole living organism turns.  
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3.2.4.1. Insofar as the motive instrument that DA said connects the object of desire with the 

moving animal is ‘common to body and soul,’ then whatever can be predicated of one term can, at least by 

analogy, be predicated of another.  Aristotle himself enjoys the analogy this way in MA 8: “Now if the 

forearm were the living animal, somewhere in its elbow-joint would be its motion-imparting origin of the 

soul” (MA 8 702a31). If only by analogy, then, there is certainly a sense in which Aristotle seems to be 

saying that, at the psychological level as with the physiological, phantasia belongs to some kind of ‘lever 

mechanism’ between the parts of the soul that are responsible for animate behaviour. Where humans are 

concerned, it operates at the fulcrum of sense and thought by occupying and intermediate place between 

the conative-perceptual and rational parts of the soul. This certainly seems to be consistent with 

Christopher Long’s insight when he comments on De Motu in the following: 

Just as the joint of the lever relates two seemingly disjointed things together, so too is the 
movement of phantasia somehow able to relate the form of things presented through 
perceiving to affections of the soul. Just as the joint allows distance to show itself as naturally 
co-responsive to weight, so too does the phantasia allow perceptions to show themselves as 
naturally co-responsive to thoughts. 14 

What formally establishes phantasia as a ‘fulcrum’ between the conative-perceptual and rational parts of the 

soul, and, in turn, establishes community between objects of sense and that of thought, is perhaps best 

appreciated by Aristotle’s analysis of the ‘practical syllogism’ of MA, DA, and EN.  

While we provide some extended analysis of how phantasia is implicated in the structure of the 

practical syllogism later on (cf. Chapter 6 [6.2.3] & also Appendix V [AV.6.1-3]) we can offer in outline 

some comments that may give us a sense of how the syllogism helps us see how phantasia is implicated as a 

‘fulcrum’ of sense and reason in the production of action.  

3.2.4.2.1. The idea is this: if we want to make an animal’s activity intelligible, certain premises need 

to be satisfied. First, there needs to be some sort of generalized belief or concept called the major premise 

(for instance, that drinking water is healthful for human beings), a belief which includes some general, practical 

end (in this case, health) and some sort of action-guiding term that is appropriate to the achievement of such 

an end (drinking). Second, there needs to be a particular instance that is encountered in the world called the 

 
14 Christopher Long comments on this relationship while pointing to the metaphor of the lever that Aristotle deploys 
in De Motu as well, writing: “Just as the joint of the lever relates two seemingly disjointed things together, so too is the 
movement of phantasia somehow able to relate the form of things presented through perceiving to affections of the 
soul. Just as the joint allows distance to show itself as naturally co-responsive to weight, so too does the phantasia allow 
perceptions to show themselves as naturally co-responsive to thoughts.” Long, Aristotle on the Nature of Truth, 110. 
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minor premise (drinking this water, or what seems to be water, promotes heath). The ‘conclusion’ of these 

premises—that is, what happens when an individual with such a generalized belief encounters a particular 

instance that satisfies it—is nothing other than the animal’s action. The practical syllogism does not describe 

an ‘argument’ that an organism carries out privately and consciously in the soul. Rather, it is a heuristic for 

describing the intelligible structure of an action, i.e. intelligible in the sense that it is not arbitrary, but 

revelatory of some overarching beliefs or schemas of categorization and how their present circumstances 

appear to satisfy action-guiding criteria for some action. 

3.2.4.2.2. That the practical syllogism turns on how some particular appears to satisfy something 

general, some belief or some ‘take’ on things, which makes some concluding action intelligible places the 

whole nature of appearances and the faculty or faculties through which things appear right at the heart of 

animal life and, by extension, human praxis. What appears good, bad, painful or pleasurable, advantageous 

or disadvantageous, in other words, will be the ultimate horizon upon which desires and reasons and their 

corresponding powers come into correspondence with one another. In a moment, we shall conclude this 

chapter by suggesting that phantasia may be regarded as the capacity by which appearances, phainomena, are 

cognized.  

3.2.4.2.3. But there will also be another, crucial point about the practical syllogism as it bears on 

our effort to speak to the nature of autophantasmata in Aristotelian terms. For not only will phantasia be the 

central faculty which allows us to hinge together the minor and major premises of the practical syllogism by 

beholding the middle term as that which links some particular perception with a generalized belief or 

categorical schema. As Aristotle himself notes, to make sense of the middle term the acting agent must also 

have some self-awareness and self-evaluation that speaks to the practical possibilities that are relevant both 

to the ends and to the action-guiding components of the other premises. Indeed, Aristotle says in De Motu, 

while discussing the practical syllogism, that sometimes we are in too much of a hurry to notice the most 

obvious element that must belong as a term to the syllogism: an agent’s own self-interpretation, how they 

appear to themselves: 

And as sometimes happens in dialectical questioning, so here the intellect does not stop and 
consider at all the one proposition, the obvious one: for example, if walking is good for man, one 
does not dwell upon the proposition ‘I am a man’. And so what we do without reflection, we do quickly. 
(MA 7 701a25, my emphases). 

The ‘obvious’ element of the practical syllogism, Aristotle says, the one that we can only notice if we slow 

down an action and consider what must obtain in an agent’s system of beliefs or attitudes or perceptions. 
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When we do that, we are able to notice that the activity of some living individual—in this case, an individual 

human being—is only intelligible if they appear to themselves in a certain way, i.e. as embodying a certain 

nature and as having an idiosyncratic set of practical possibilities for action. This self-interpretive moment 

that forms the middle term of the practical syllogism, however, happens ‘without reflection’: it is not a 

proposition that enters an agent’s conscious awareness, and the ‘concluding’ activity attests to the agent’s 

having taken a stand on the world and on themselves. A similar point is made in DA III.11, where Aristotle 

is discussing the possibility of conflicting desires as an essential possibility of ethical life: 

Since one premise or statement is universal and the other particular (for the one asserts that a 
man in such a position should do such a thing, but the other asserts that this present act is 
such a thing and that I am a man in such a position, it is surely this latter opinion which 
causes movement, not the universal. (DA III.1 434a17). 

Here, the idea is that having some universal belief about human beings is not sufficient to produce action. 

We must also have certain beliefs about ourselves that links the present particular circumstances with some 

categorical, action-guiding belief. To have such beliefs, they must appear to be the case for the agent. And 

this means that certain self-interpretive appearances, again, belong to the underlying logic of the practical 

syllogism as that which ‘prepares’ desire and puts it in correspondence with an agent’s discriminating 

capacities. As we shall see, this implicit self-interpretive moment must be conceived through the same 

faculty through which the middle term is constructed: that is, as we shall argue later on, through phantasia. 

Said otherwise, we shall find that: 1) the practical syllogism gives us another kind of ‘joint’ that brings desire 

and discrimination into correspondence; 2) psychologically, this joint is formed by the operations of 

phantasia in the preparation of desire; 3) that self-interpretive exercises of phantasia belong to the implicit 

demands of the practical syllogism.  

3.3. Phantasia, Appearances, and the Apparent Good 

3.3.1. In 2.1 we pointed out the key phenomenon that Aristotle is trying to explain when he invokes the 

main analysis of phantasia in DA: the phenomenon of error. As we saw in that section, the possibility of 

error requires that a belief is formed in relation to an object that does not track reality but appears to, from 

the point of view of the perceiving subject. Error, in other words, can only arise for a being that is always 

confronted by the split between the apparent and the real and whose good functioning depends on their 

generally consistent, generally reliable, agreement. It also requires a subject that is actively interpreting their 

experience rather than being purely passive to sensible or intelligible objects (in regard to which the subject 
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is, we shall recall, infallible in Aristotle’s view). It is precisely because experience is ambiguous and 

incomplete in various ways that such an active contribution is demanded - whether to supplement 

experience in the present (cf. 2.3.3.5 & 428a12-4), to indirectly perceive across categories of object (cf. 

2.3.3.1) or to entertain what is no longer or not yet through memory or desire. These are all ways in which 

the soul reaches out beyond the given to shape the very sense or significance of the given: to make the 

present ‘presentable.’ Phantasia, as we have seen, is essential to every one of these ways that living things 

negotiate absences in their experience. 

3.3.2. Taken together, these ways of negotiating absence shape the overriding sense of how things 

appear, how they seem to a living creature. Indeed, phantasia’s four ‘moments of action’ we discussed earlier 

(detaching, retaining, recollecting, and projecting—cf. 2.0.2.2) open up a complex relationship to time 

which is presupposed by the sense or significance of the present. The presentation of the present is shaped 

by what exceeds it and thus what appears in the present appears in terms of memory and desire and the 

phantasmata that bind these together. In short, phantasmatic activities and productions can be seen at work 

in all these controlling factors over how things appear. Moreover, how things appear always expresses 

something about the world but also about the nature and idiosyncrasies of an individual, given how 

memories and desires comport it to the world. Indeed, we said earlier that the affective dimension of 

aisthesis means that there is no sense-experience that is not already interpretive and which does not already 

involve phantasia. As Long puts it: “To put it in terms of the earlier discussion of phantasia, the very 

encounter with the individual itself involves an act of interpretation.”15 Irwin, commenting on DA II.3 (cf. 

414b) puts it this way: “We must attribute perceptions, appearances, anticipations of pleasure and pain, and 

desire all at the same time, and we lack grounds for attributing any one without the others.”16 That is, the 

uptake of sensible particulars is always already an act of interpretation and the expression of an interested 

being oriented, at least by pleasure and pain, to the good or the apparent good.  

 3.3.3. In putting things together this way, a two-step claim comes into view. First, there is the claim 

that there is an essential relationship between phantasia and phainomena, i.e. that phantasia is the faculty 

which enjoys a natural correspondence with objects of this type and that through which appearances are 

produced and cognized. Second, if phantasia is that which produces and cognizes the phainomena, then we 

 
15 Christopher Long, The Ethics of Ontology: Rethinking an Aristotelian Legacy, SUNY Series in Ancient Greek Philosophy 
(SUNY Press, 2004), 146. 
16 Irwin, Aristotle’s First Principles, 330. 
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are in a position to defend the claim that it is also essentially responsible for the appearance of the apparent 

good, the phainomenon agathon.   

Establishing this connection is crucial for making the transition from Aristotle’s natural and 

(general) psychological works to the ethical works and for being able to carry forward our findings about 

phantasia into the domain of ethics, i.e. where Aristotle’s most illuminating discussions about selfhood are 

to be found. Moreover, insofar as Aristotle’s entire ethical project is about describing how human beings 

aim at and pursue what appears good or the good that appears and, moreover, how they themselves become 

good, then establishing this connection between phantasia and the phainomenon agathon provides one way of 

placing phantasia at the heart of Aristotle’s ethics despite its somewhat infrequent uses in the text.17  

Yet, as we shall see, phantasia is also deeply and crucially at work in Aristotle’s concept of ethos 

which he likens to an organ for perceiving goodness. Indeed, understood as a ‘habit of choosing,’ one’s ethos 

very much reflects what, in this chapter, we have attributed to the ‘phantasmatic cycle’ in terms of its shaping 

our sense of the present, its significance and value. For one’s ethos is formed by the repeated convergence 

and sedimentation of two functions of the soul that share phantasmatic activities in common—memory and 

desire—which shape the way things appear, especially in terms of their value: that is, their apparent 

goodness. 

Establishing that phantasia receives (and partially constructs) the phainomena is also crucial for 

establishing a commonality with the Rhetoric. For, if we may just assert this for the time being, the Rhetoric is 

entirely concerned over how things appear and how human beings appear to one another (especially in 

terms of the endoxa, which can be understood as shared appearance or belief coordinated by shared 

appearance of value, i.e. goodness, cf. 1404a1). The text is replete with concerns over how an individual’s 

 
17 The reader may wonder why we are not attributing this ultimate motivational status to the good, the real good, and 
instead suggest that the apparent good has this ultimate status. This issue will be taken up in Chapter 4. For now, we 
can anticipate that the ‘apparent’ goodness of some motivating object should not be seen to mark something that 
‘merely seems’ to be good (but which, by implication, probably isn’t). The apparent nature attenuates the epistemic 
strength of the object, certainly, but should not be taken to denounce, in advance, whether the object is as good as it 
seems. (cf. “Now mind is always right; but appetite and imagination may be right or wrong. Thus, the object of 
appetite always produces movement, but this may be either the real or the apparent good” [433a24]). For even things 
that are good, that is, in fact good, must appear to a person to be so if it is to motivate action. And apparent goods 
that are not, in fact, good, still motivate action. Apparent goods, then, are more highly explanatory of human praxis 
than are real goods. Real goods, after all, may not appear to the agent and may therefore not motivate any activity 
whatsoever. That motivation only comes when it appears to the agent and appears good to and for them. One 
supporting quotation comes in EN VII.2: “each person loves not what is really good for himself, but what appears to 
him to be so; however, this will not affect our argument, for ‘loveable’ will mean ‘what appears loveable’ (1155b25). 
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agency as a public actor depends on how they appear to others, how others appear to them, and therefore 

on how each appear to themselves in calibrating their activity in relation to others.  

3.3.4. Now the elements of this argument can only get started if we can give some reasons to think 

that phantasia has this special connection with phainomena and if we can regard phainetai, appearing, as “an 

index to the operation of phantasia,” to borrow a line from Malcolm Schofield.18 Aristotle’s etymology on 

phantasia in the concluding lines of DA III.3 is of course evocative: he notes in that chapter that he wishes 

to emphasize phantasia’s connotation of light, phaos, a term which also presides over phainos, appear. While 

this does not do much to establish a technical relationship between the two, Aristotle’s usage seems to 

square with this relationship. Yet scholars like Nussbaum, Owens, Schofield, Frede, and Moss, have all 

attested in their own ways to the overlapping semantic range of the terms and associated cognates.19 When 

he uses phantasia and related terms, it is clear, as Nussbaum writes in her commentary on De Motu that “the 

words serve in a very general way to indicate Aristotle's interest in the way a scene looks to the living 

creature, what his awareness of it is, what he perceives it as.”20  Thus, according to Nussbaum, Aristotle’s 

use of the verb phainesthai is closely related to phantasia and its cognates: “phantasia seems to be closely tied 

to his usage of the verb and suggests a very general interest in how things in the world appear to living 

creatures”.21 Or, as Moss asserts with respect to the apparent good in particular: “the variants on ‘appear’ in 

all these passages [about the apparent good] are meant in a narrow, technical sense: the apparent good is 

what appears good quasi-perceptually through phantasia.”22 Holistically, the point is that phantasmata and 

phainomena point to the same sorts of things: ‘appearances,’ ‘images,’ or ‘interpretations.’ They convey what 

is apparent: not just in the sense of what only seems to be such-and-such, but the appearing of such-and-

such.23 They are basically aorist (unmarked) categories that can be mean appearing as or the appearing of. 

 
18 Malcolm, “Aristotle on the Imagination,” 252. Schofield includes a valuable footnote (n. 11, p. 253) that outlines 
some of the etymological detail that establishes the relation between phantasia and phainomena both before and in 
Aristotle’s work. 
19 See Malcolm, “Aristotle on the Imagination.” Dorothea Frede, “The Cognitive Role of Phantasia in Aristotle,” in 
Essays on Aristotle’s De Anima (Clarendon Press, 1992), 279–95. See also Jakob L Fink, “Aristotle on Deliberative 
Phantasia and Phronesis,” in Phantasia in Aristotle’s Ethics: Reception in the Arabic, Greek, Hebrew, and Latin Traditions, 
Bloomsbury Studies in Ancient Philosophy (London: Bloomsbury, 2019), 129–47.  
20 Aristotle and Nussbaum, Aristotle’s De Motu Animalium (griech. u. engl.), 244–45. 
21 Aristotle and Nussbaum, 222. Nussbaum is keen to demote the importance of the ‘decaying sense’ theory presented 
in the Rhetoric and replace it with an account that sees the phantasmata as marking how things look, seem, or 
interpreted as from the point of view of an animal. 
22 Moss, Aristotle on the Apparent Good: Perception, Phantasia, Thought, and Desire, 5. 
23 K. Lykos even seems to prefer the language of appearing to that of imagining in its association with phantasia. In 
commenting on DA III.3, Lycos writes: “Aristotle’s concern in this chapter is to give an account of phantasia, i.e. the 
state or capacity in virtue of which we say we have an image, or, as I would prefer to say, ‘the state or capacity in virtue 
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Neither take a position on whether that which appears is merely apparent. Phantasia arises in the cleavage 

between appearance and reality attenuates the strength of the epistemic status of the phantastmata or 

phainomena (cf. 2.3.1.4). But this does not mean that they are any more likely, in and of themselves, to be 

truth-bearing or falsehood-bearing.24 Insofar as they are neither pistis nor hypolepsis, they are basically 

agnostic with respect to the truth—again, in and of themselves. They do not represent assent of the soul, but 

they nonetheless convey some interpretation that one could either be correct or mistaken about if assent to 

that appearance was given. Indeed, there would be no possibility of error unless we invoked some 

mechanism by which appearances were cleaved from reality and it is precisely phantasia which is invoked to 

account for error, as we saw.25 

3.3.5.1. If phantasia is at the root not only of our having phantasmata but also of beholding the 

phainomena, then we are in a better position suggest that it is that which cognizes (and partly constructs) the 

apparent good, the phainomenon agathon. The apparent good, as the most general object which animates an 

animal’s desiderative activity, thus returns us to the concern we had earlier to distinguish the objective and 

subjective components of motion. Now many of the most pertinent pieces of evidence for this connection 

between phantasia and the apparent good arise in Aristotle’s ethical works.26 Since these texts are outside of 

the current register of analysis (insofar as we are limiting ourselves to the texts on natural philosophy and 

psychology) we will put off our analysis of them until later. But since they tell the story so clearly about the 

sort of connection we can establish between phantasia and the phainomenon agathon, we may simply cite 

them without exegesis for the moment:  

(1) “All men strive for the apparent good (phainomenon agathon): but no one is in control of the 
appearing (phantasia): the way the end appears (phainetai) to someone depends on what sort of 
a man he is.” (EN III.4 1114a32). 

 
of which we are appeared to in such and such a way’” K. Lycos, “Aristotle and Plato on ‘Appearing,’” Mind, New Series 
73, no. 292 (1964): 496. 
24 For a useful comparison of the differences in whether ‘appearing’ has a component of affirmation or denial, see:  
Lycos, “Aristotle and Plato on ‘Appearing.’” 
25 In “Aristotle on Deliberative Phantasia and Phronesis,” Fink works with a useful distinction between an intellectual vs 
technical interpretation of certain passages in which phantasia is used. According to the former, sometimes when 
Aristotle talks about having a phantasia or a phantasmata, he is merely describing how things seem rather than 
something that is perceived or produced through the faculty of phantasia per se. Fink discusses this technical 
interpretation in light of passages that describe the physiological aspect of phantasia.  
26 For instance: EN III.4 1113a23-4; EN III.5 1114a31-b1; EN VII.2 1155b25; EE VII.2 1235b25-7. 
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(2) “Further, each person loves not what is really good for himself, but what appears to him to 
be so; however, this will not affect our argument, for ‘loveable’ will mean ‘what appears 
loveable.’” (EN VII.2 1155b25). 

(3) “Pleasure is desired, for it is an apparent good (phainomenon agathon). Some believe it is 
good; but to some it appears (phainetai) good, even if they do not believe it to be so — for 
phantasia and doxa are not in the same part of the soul.” (EE 1235b25-29). 

Without unpacking these citations now (since they will be more appropriately discussed in Part B), we can 

likely see that the close proximity of Aristotle’s analysis of appearing, the apparent good, and phantasia, 

invites us to closely consider their relationship(s). 

For if, as we shall argue, the apparent good is the ultimate motivating object for human activity and 

if, as we shall argue, phantasia is what cognizes and (partly constructs) the apparent good, then phantasia will 

also be in some sense the ultimate faculty for understanding the overall shape of ethical life and the 

different ways that individuals confront it. And if, moreover, the apparent good always points to a 

secondary, implicit object - which is to say, the self - then we will have found a concept of autophantasma 

operating quite at the center of Aristotle’s ethics. 

3.3.5.2. In Moss’s recent work Aristotle on the Apparent Good, in which Moss articulates a compatible 

thesis about the apparent good and phantasia. Moss notes that while some scholars take Aristotle’s use of 

‘the apparent’ in the above quotes—esp. EN III.4—to merely denote how something appears to a person with 

a certain kind of character, other scholars (including Moss) suggest that such instances point to a technical 

relation to phantasia: 

We desire things not precisely in virtue of their being good, but in virtue of their goodness (or 
seeming goodness) being manifest to us – appearing to us… that ‘apparent good’ in the 
passages on the object of desire should be taken in a narrower or more technical sense: as what 
we find good through one particular cognitive capacity, phantasia.27  

Moss defends the thesis that the apparent good is the ultimate motivating object of human behaviour and 

that phantasia is the faculty by which this object appears to us. This is done in three parts, the first of which 

discusses Aristotle’s psychological works and expounds on the centrality of what Moss calls ‘evaluative 

cognitions’ for animal behaviour. The idea is similar to what we attributed to the relation between desire 

and discernment: desire can only be motivated if something is discerned as good (that is, either is known to 

be good and has its goodness appear or simply appears to be good without being known as good). Thus, in 

 
27 Moss, Aristotle on the Apparent Good: Perception, Phantasia, Thought, and Desire, 48. 
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Moss’s words: “the object of desire is the good or the apparent good: all desire is for something the agent 

finds good, and therefore all motivation depends on evaluative cognition.”28 By showing how interpretation 

and evaluation is ‘baked in’ to animal perception by the pleasurable or painful affects which invariably 

accompany all acts of aisthesis, Moss suggests that even the non-rational parts of the soul are capable of 

having some cognition of value. Insofar as these cognitions of value depend on the exercise of (sensitive) 

phantasia, Moss lays the ground for arguing for a unified theory of phantasia that completes the story of how 

an animal’s perception motivates desire by discerning value in the world. 

 3.3.5.3. Pleasure and pain are central to the story of how phantasia can be seen operating at the 

center of animal behaviour. We may recall DA III.7, where Aristotle offers the following statement about 

pleasure and pain and its relation to the good: “To be pleasured or pain is to be active with the sense 

perceptual mean towards the good or bad as such.” (DA III.7 431a10-11).29 That is to say, pleasure and pain 

are, as we said earlier, ‘barometers of value’ that are activated to some degree even within the bounds of 

aisthesis alone insofar as they are related to a perceptual mean instantiated in a well-functioning (i.e., good) 

organ. Moss, for her part, reads the point this way: 

Just as to have a pleasurable perception of something is to ‘be active toward it as good’ with 
perception, to perceive it as good, so to have a pleasurable phantasia of something is to ‘be 
active toward it as good”  with phantasia—to have an appearance of it as good. The appearance 
of goodness is thus the representation through phantasia—the memory, anticipation, 
imagination, or other quasi-perceptual simulation—of perceptible goodness.30  

Thus, Moss argues that phantasia is that which interprets things in light of their apparent goodness, their 

value, and comport the animal’s desire to it. This entails that some cognition of value belongs to the non-

rational part of the soul (which will have considerable purchase over our consideration of ethical life and 

selfhood in the subsequent chapters). In sum, phantasia, in Moss’s view, is the fundamental capacity by 

which the pleasurableness or painfulness of perceptual objects that are not directly at hand appears to us 

and in their apparent goodness or badness.31  

 
28 Moss, 19. 
29 The precise way that sensed objects maintain or disrupt the sensitive mean is given some discussion in DA III.2: 
“That is also why the objects of sense are (1) pleasant when the sensible extremes such as acid or sweet or salt being 
pure and unmixed are brought into the proper ratio; then they are pleasant: and in general what is blended is more 
pleasant than the sharp or the flat alone; or, to touch, that which is capable of being either warmed or chilled: the 
sense and the ratio are identical: while (2) in excess the sensible extremes are painful or destructive.” (DA III.2) 
30 Moss, Aristotle on the Apparent Good: Perception, Phantasia, Thought, and Desire, 63. 
31 This returns the relationship between phantasia, absence, and a complex sense of time to the periphery of our 
discussion. As Moss indicates at this juncture of her text: “why phantasia is necessary for locomotion will also entail 
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Having said that, phantasia is also central to how the practical reason of human beings is involved 

in generating the conditions for action. Here, too, pleasure is central to preparing the affective charge that 

leads to action. Immediately after our often-cited moment where Aristotle says that thought thinks the 

forms ‘in the images,’ he associates this with the solicitation of action through pleasure or the anticipation 

of pleasure:  

The faculty of thinking then thinks the forms in the images, and as in the former case what is 
to be pursued or avoided is marked out for it, so where there is no sensation and it is engaged 
upon the images it is moved to pursuit or avoidance. E.g. perceiving by sense that the beacon 
is fire, it recognizes in virtue of the general faculty of sense that it signifies an enemy, because it 
sees it moving; but sometimes by means of the images or thoughts which are within the soul, 
just as if it were seeing, it calculates and deliberates what is to come by reference to what is 
present; and when it makes a pronouncement, as in the case of sensation it pronounces 
[interprets] the object to be pleasant or painful, in this case it avoids or pursues and so 
generally in cases of action. (DA III.7)32 

 3.3.5.4.1. In subsequent chapters, we shall be concerned with the role of pleasure and pain in the way that 

they provide a common basis for reading the psychological and ethical together. For not only are pleasure 

and pain cardinal motivators of animal behaviour, but they are also, as Aristotle says, the main ‘rudders’ of 

human moral development (cf. EN X.1 1172a21) and have been ‘since the cradle woven into the fabric of 

our lives’ (EN II.3). Life and pleasure are, he says in EN X.4, “yoked together” and hence unsurprising is 

Aristotle’s passage in the Physics, central to the perceptual basis of one’s character formation:  

Virtue and vice […] necessarily arise through the perceptive part of the soul undergoing 
alteration. This part will be altered by perceptibles. For all of ethical virtue is about pleasures 
and pains, and these are either in acting or in remembering or in expecting. The ones in 
actions act on the basis of perception, do that one is moved by some perceptible, while those 
in memory and in expectation are from this: for people are either pleased in remembering as 
they experienced, or in expecting as they will experience. So that it is necessary for all such 
pleasure to arise from perceptibles. (Physics 247a3-14). 

Virtue and vice—which is to say, those states of character which mark the full range of human agencies 

relative to their goodness or badness—come about through the perceptive part of the soul (and not the 

rational, mind you) undergoing alteration. Indeed, there is a way in which pleasure ‘perfects’ life (EN X.4) 

 
that phantasia is necessary for a range of complex human motivations: any desire or aversion directed at something 
not present to perception” Moss, 64. 
32 Thus: “To perceive then is like bare asserting or knowing; but when the object is pleasant or painful, the soul makes 
a quasi-affirmation or negation, and pursues or avoids the object” DA I.7. 
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but by the same token, too much pleasure (or pleasure of the wrong kind, anyway) or too much pain can 

also disturb or even destroy our ability to have the first principles of conduct from appearing to us (cf. EN 

VI.5 1140b15ff).33  

3.3.5.4.2. The range of human character types are formed in relation to pleasures and pains that 

are themselves, Aristotle notes in the above passage, oriented to time (memory, presence, and expectation): 

three modalities of time that we have shown all depend on the polytemporality of phantasmatic images or 

appearances. Indeed, this resonates with Aristotle’s claim in DA III.10 that only a being with a sense of time 

can be confronted with the conflicts that mark ethical life. That being, of course, is for Aristotle a human 

being: a living thing that takes on a second nature in time and itself has a complex relationship to time. 

Aristotle’s notion of character or ethos, whose very components speak to this complex relationship insofar as 

it is defined as a ‘habit of choosing’ (that is, a way that that the past makes a claim on the future) already 

attests to the human capacity for complex time-sensitivity and its centrality to ethics and, by extension, to 

the sort of self being accounted for in Aristotle’s ethics. Indeed, the appearance of things as good or bad 

means something different for a being who can think about their lives as a whole, as spreading out over 

time toward the horizons of one’s birth and death, and beyond those horizons to the depth of history and 

future legacy. The pleasures and pains human beings are able to take on in some ways related to their 

capacity for discerning value and values, goods and goodness, that are only apparent to those who 

apprehend their lives in such ways.34 

3.3.5.4.3. The character one acquires behaves, as we shall see, like its own ‘organ’ for perception 

whose object is precisely the good or the apparent good. Now we have already claimed that phantasia’s 

interpretive and evaluative uptake of sensible particulars makes it that through which the apparent good 

appears. But if something similar can be said about one’s ethos, then the question becomes what the 

relationship is between phantasia and character? As we shall see, an analysis of the concept of character (as a 

 
33 And Aristotle will say something similar at EN VI.12 1144a31-36 in relation to the practical syllogism in particular. 
The syllogism, he says, ‘has a principle, an end’ which “does not appear (phainetai) except to the good person. For vice 
perverts, and make us be deceived about the practical principles” 
34 Indeed, this is part of the reason why a ‘sense of time’ (433b6) not only explains the particularity of human desires 
and actions but creates new kinds of potential conflict in the soul that are characteristic of ethical life, due to the 
different temporal ‘focal lengths’ each of the soul’s part have (cf. DA III.10 433b5-11). As we find there, reason and 
desire are two parts of the soul come into conflict in light of their different temporal ‘focal lengths’ in relation to being 
motivated by different goods. Desire in the form of appetite, according to its own nature (that is, without being 
organized by reason) inherently looks toward the present and what is immediately gratifying; reason, by contrast, is 
able to consider the future resist certain momentary pleasures or undergo momentary pains because it understands the 
overall benefit of doing so. And this means that when one as life as a whole in view, then suffering short-lived pains 
can appear good and one can be motivated to endure them, as with painful training or habituation. 
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‘habit of choosing’) as well as analyses of its conceptual components (choice as a ‘suntheton’ of reason and 

desire) suggest that one’s character is formed on the basis of a complex set of phantasmatic activities over 

time that congeal into a second nature, an ethos. The ‘organ’ one forms for perceiving the apparent good 

grows out of the confluence of various deployments of phantasia. But to go any further in this direction 

would take us further afield of our present tasks and register of analysis. 

3.3.5.5. Several times in this section, we have referred to the way that phantasia beholds and partly 

constructs the appearances and thus does something similar to its relation to the apparent good. The reason 

for this qualification is partly to recognize that if phantasia has this role and if it is also, following 

Nussbaum, to be thought of as the ‘active side of perception,’ then we are attributing something of a 

constructive contribution to it simply through this association. But even if we were unconvinced that 

phantasia had this role, we have to think about what it is to appear at all. In Metaphysics IV.6, Aristotle 

observes that appearances are always the appearing of something and the appearing to someone and as a 

consequence we must recognize that,  “what appears exists for him to whom it appears, and when, and in 

the sense in which, and in the way in which it appears” (Meta. IV.6). This of course does not mean that 

whatever appears exists in actuality in a certain way, and so on, but only that the existence of the 

appearance itself and its features cannot be thought without the subject. In EN, Aristotle makes the 

experiencing subject partly an author of the appearance itself, indeed, the appearance of the apparent good 

in that case:  

But someone might say that while all people aim at what appears good to them, they do not 
have control over that very appearance; rather, the end appears to each according to whatever 
sort of person he is. He himself will somehow be the cause of the appearance of the good (EN 
III.5). 

These examples each attest to the structure of appearances and the contribution that different kinds of 

individual make to what appears and how. While we will discuss this feature of appearances later on, the 

salient bit is to note that the apparent good is at least in some measure caused by the perceiving individual 

themselves or what they bring to their perceptions. The account thus denotes some active contribution 

occurring at the level of sense-experience that would comport with the nature of phantasia. 

 3.3.5.6.1. An implication of this, to return to the concerns over the element that animates animal 

behaviour, is that the object of desire—that is, the apparent good—cannot be seen as something which 

entirely comes from outside the subject. It only has motivational force if the object is seen as an object of 

desire.  It is an object that is ‘outside’ in the sense that it is not presently had (otherwise it would not be 
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desired at all) but it is ‘inside’ in the sense that it exists, by proxy, in the soul and may or may not 

correspond to a feature of the real. But we may recall that this is just the way that Phillippe characterized 

phantasia, as that which bears its own ‘light’ in itself, holding both the object and the environment in which 

it appears in itself, lending it an autonomy with respect to reality that (unqualified) aisthesis lacks (cf. 

2.3.1.2).35  

3.3.5.6.2. Thus, we shall recall that there were three components to an animal’s motivated activity: 

the mover (the apparent good), the moved (the animal as a whole), and the composite of body and soul (the 

psycho-physical mechanisms worked out in De Motu). Aristotle also posited in his analysis of MA that in 

addition to the articulated animal body, motion requires something firm to push against: in the 

mechanistic case, the earth itself. At the psychological level, there must be an object of desire (an unmoved 

mover) toward which the animal moves, by articulating itself. While in some cases the object of desire is 

presently informing an animal’s sense-experience (say, a pond of water that is seen by a thirsty deer) in other 

and many more cases, an animal’s desiderative activity is in relation to something which exceeds what is 

presently given. A thirsty deer may walk for many miles and days looking for water all the while not 

beholding water presently before it. It must, then, have an object of desire that it carries in itself, something 

which exceeds the order of the presently given. But that is precisely what phantasia is able to accomplish, as 

we have seen. Not only is it able to proxy for objects that are not present (whether memorial or 

anticipatory), it also carries the environment in which its objects appear in the soul wherever it goes. 36 

Whereas, to be in act, aisthesis depends on the presence of light and illuminated objects in range of the eye, 

phantasia has to power to produce its own objects and light them up from within.37  

 
35 This offers some qualification to Furley’s remark in his chapter “Self-Movers” that: “An animal is correctly described 
as a self-mover, because when it moves, its soul moves its body, and the external cause of its motion (the orexton) is a 
cause of motion only because it is “seen” as such by a faculty of the soul. There must be an external object, however, 
and hence the movement of an animal does not provide an example of a totally autonomous beginning of motion” 
Furley, “Self-Movers,” 1994, 13. Physics VIII.2 253a9-2 & 259b222 also offer some valuable touchstones in on this 
topic. This also puts us in orbit around the matter of whether and how we can read Aristotle’s account of animal self-
motion with human voluntary action. Indeed, this discussion can also be grounded in the natural works (Physics 
259bff) with the distinction between motions that are ‘natural, ‘according to nature,’ ‘forced,’ or ‘contrary to nature.’  
36 The caveat that an animal’s movement is not only explained by having some object, but having some object in view, 
attests to this: “always has an object in view, and this is combined with imagination or appetite; for nothing moves 
except under compulsion, unless it is seeking or avoiding something” (DA III.9 432b15). Phantasia’s relation to desired 
objects can also be noted at DA III.10 433b29; 433a10. 
37 The move here between aisthesis and phantasia, then, is a little bit like what happens between the nutritive and 
locomotive parts of the soul. Plants, which only exhibit the nutritive part, must stay in one location to absorb nutrients 
from the soil around it. The soil acts analogously to a ‘stomach’: breaking down organic debris and making it suitable 
for uptake by the roots. With animal life, however, a stomach performs a similar function as the soil does for the 
plant, but it is contained entirely in the animal. Without a stomach, the animal would have no utility for locomotion, 
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Thus, it is precisely this characteristic which explains both the possibility of motivated activity in 

the absence of presently given objects (and, of course, by operating in a way that has become untethered 

from the real, introduces the perennial possibility of error). The animal thus is able to move in self-starting 

ways because it partly constructs its own objective, active preconditions which are invested in the object of 

desire: the apparent good. This provides another locution of what it means, then, to say that phantasia 

‘prepares’ desire: it prepares it by beholding, and partly constituting, the apparent good. While desire always 

establishes a relation between the subject and the world, some intentional way of reaching out beyond itself, 

this is always directed through the intermediate object of the apparent good, which connects what the 

subject is doing with what the world is offering. It is, in other words, partly inside and partly outside the 

soul, forming an intentional bond that entwines the subject with its world. 

3.4. Summary and Setup 

3.4.1. In this chapter we have seen additional ways in which phantasia, through its constitutive relation to 

memory and desire can be seen as a ‘negotiator of absence.’ This general description captures four moments 

of action: detachment from the present, retaining memories, recalling memories (& recollections), and 

projecting images in ways that govern a sense of the future. While in the last chapter we discussed the 

phantasia in relation to the synchronic functions of sensing and thinking, in this chapter we have looked at 

the diachronic functions: that is, phantasia’s role in relation to memory and desire. The polytemporal 

character of images, we found, is central to explaining how phantasia is implicated so deeply across these 

functions and the temporal focal length they each have by default. Since images are produced in and 

through the detachment from the present moment, they are indeterminate with respect to their temporal 

character, and free to take on whatever temporal significance despite intending the past by default. 

Phantasmata are thus ‘polytemporal’ in this way, capable of signifying past, present, and future and linking 

our experience of them together. Only if phantasmatic appearances have a plasticity in their available range 

of temporal significance could they come to proxy for past, present, and future in this way. Phantasmata, as 

sense-perceptions conditioned by a lapse of time, are inherently objects of memory. Though they intend the 

past ‘by default,’ however, we have seen that they may take on temporal significance that informs both the 

quality of the present and our sense of the future. Having this character allows them to be articulate our 

 
and without locomotion, there would be no need for perceiving things at a distance. Similarly, while aisthesis is always 
informed by something present to the organism in its environment, phantasia is able to inform the soul on its own, 
somewhat independently of what is happening in the circumventing world. 
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sense of the future and governs desire and complex planning as in the case of deliberative phantasia.  The 

polytemporal nature of phantasmata, then, upholds the possibility of this transformation of past images into 

those which intend the future, marking phantasia as that which provides the common currency of memory 

and desire.  Thus, we are in a better position to suggest that phantasia is at the of the sort of complex 

experience of & relation to time that, as we shall see, is characteristic of ethical life & selfhood.  

In discussing phantasia’s relation to the phainomena, to appearances, we have also found that the 

object of desire - which is paramount in Aristotle’s explanation of action - is partly received and partly 

constructed by the perceiving subject. The suggestion that phantasia cognizes the phainomena provides 

another way of making the transition to ethical life, since the apparent good, we shall argue, is ultimate in 

Aristotle’s analysis of human praxis and thus provides another coordinate for understanding the self in light 

of phantasia. At the ground floor of our experience phantasia both erodes and augments our living present 

with simultaneous and coextensive acts of forgetting (detaching) yet retaining the present, recalling past 

memories, and projecting images that bear on the future. The confluence of these functions determines, in 

large part, the quality and character of the phainomena, the appearances.  

N.B. Phantasmata all told then are affective, interpretive, latently intelligible, polysemic, self-concealing, desire-

inducing, and polytemporal traces of past events of aisthesis that persist in the soul and which are close cousins of 

phainomena, appearances. They are the common currency of sense and thought, memory and desire, the medium through 

which these become articulate to one another and come into correspondence. They are explanatory of desiderative 

behaviour in light of objects of pursuit and avoidance, i.e. apparent goods, that are not presently informing their sense-

experience. 

3.4.2. Although the best textual resources for discussing the nature of the self are in Aristotle’s 

ethical works, our investigation thus far as also proceeded with an eye toward discerning what we might be 

able to learn about the self from the vantage point of the natural and psychological works of Aristotle only. 

From this level of analysis, we have found that the self can be understood to be ‘self-differing’ as a natural, 

living process that is complete in some respect and incomplete in other respects. Something like this is 

mapped out in the structure of the articulating joint; all living things can only move and be moved if they 

are ‘jointed.’ We suggested, however, that this is not only something that can be said of the physiology of 

living things but of their psychological makeup as well. For the parts of the soul co-respond with one 

another according to a similar logic: one of them is the anchor around which the other moves, and then 

vice versa (i.e., especially in the logic of desire and discernment). We shall see something like this reflected 

in the relationship between the desiring and rational parts of the soul in the ethical works. Put simply for 
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now, the idea is that the powers of living things depend on their being articulated: not only in physiological 

but in psychological terms. The self, whatever else it may be, arises within or in relation to an articulated 

unity of a certain kind of living thing.  

3.4.3. One of the ways that the articulation of desire and reason can be inflected is through the 

relation between the sensitive and rational parts of the soul (cf. 3.3.2; DA II.2 414b). Phantasia, however, 

mediates the sensible and rational (indeed, sharing the same character that desire does as it is portrayed in 

EN in that it is in one way rational and in another way irrational). It is thus positioned as a kind of fulcrum 

in the soul, putting into co-respondence the sensible & intelligible, the individual & universal, the desired 

and the discerned, even the animal and divine orders. Or, as we anticipated in the last chapter (cf. 2.4.7) we 

might see it as a sort of ‘connective’ within a difficult togetherness of elements that are otherwise opposed 

to one another. Indeed, perhaps can anticipate how abundantly important phantasia is both for 

understanding the nature of the articulate unity of a human being and of a self, but also for recognizing 

that it has a natural fit to receive or cognize the sort of ‘object’ that a human being is. There shall be a sense 

in which phantasia both constitutes the pivot around which a human being exists and primes it for a sort of 

self-awareness that is able to register the human being in the fullness of its being human: which is to say, as 

one who actually lives with and bears the human condition. 

So far, we have been able to say relatively little about the nature of the self since we have not yet 

permitted ourselves to look to the ethical works to flesh out that side of our project. Thus, in turn, we have 

only a partial basis for determining what the characteristic nature of self-imaging, autophantasia, might be on 

Aristotelian grounds. However, now that we have some general features of phantasia, phantasmata, and their 

relation to other faculties of the soul, we may be able to offer some preliminary progress on this front. What 

characteristics of the phantasmatic might we anticipate will be salient in relation to our model of self-

imagining? 

3.5. Transitional Conclusions: The General Psychology of Autophantasma 

3.5.1.1. (I). First, we have seen that phantasia is invoked as a power that corresponds to the release from 

what is directly given in the present (that is, what is given in the form of special sensibles). It enters the 

picture, along with the common power of perception, whenever there is some indirect form of perception 

required to explain the manner in which things appear. Phantasia negotiates these indirect modes of 

perception by actively supplying interpretive functions at the level of sensibility (or thought, which we will 

discuss separately). Said otherwise, it actively negotiates meaning where there are certain absences in sense-
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experience (for instance, in its supplementary roles and its relation to non-present temporal modes of past 

and future). 

 3.5.1.2. Thus, whatever else an autophantasmata might be, we can anticipate that it will be: 1) some sort of 

active interpretation of the self (by the self) that is motivated by something not present (an ambiguity, lack, or absence) 

that demands supplementation; 2) something that submits the individual self to a schema of categorization through 

which such self-interpretation takes place; 3) therefore, insofar a self-image would be an interpretation of self according 

to an act of categorization, then it would exceed the terms of the first person perspective that marks (unqualified) 

aisthesis—or, what is the same—something that simulates a perspective on the individual other than its own. A self-

image, in other word, must be formed from a posture of virtual self-exteriority that could only arise by suspending or 

reaching beyond one’s first person perspective so as to relate to one’s self as though from the outside: as though, that is, 

we were had a perspective on ourselves that only another person or party could really have. In the enactment of such a 

posture, we would behold ourselves in a mode in which we are other to ourselves, and as it were, multiple within the 

purview of our own experience.  

 

3.5.2.1. II). Second, since phantasmata are not forms of hypolepsis that involve a combination of notions (cf. 

2.3.2.5) they are not in and of themselves forms of assent or constitutive of a belief in any epistemically 

strong way. Having said that, insofar as a phantasma can be understood as the product of an interpretive act 

of phantasia—which, in the first place, was shown through its constitutive relation to pleasure and pain (cf. 

2.3.2.5; 3.3.5.3)—it also presents a stance on the world which may constitute a belief were it assented to. 

3.5.2.2.  As such, the kind of self-interpretation an autophantasma will be will not necessarily underwrite a 

conviction or belief one has about oneself or to which one has either implicitly or explicitly assented (even if any belief 

about the self will, for its part, rest on some image of self). However, it still presents a stance on the self and is an 

interpretive ‘take’ on the self. That is, to have an image of oneself will always bear some affective charge that is 

interpretive of our way of being or living but not in itself constitute a belief or judgment.38 An image of the self would be, 

quite literally, ‘autobiographical’ in that it would bear a mark of one’s life, one’s own comportment toward one’s life. 

The pleasure or pain that accompanies all forms of aisthesis—including phantasia, albeit in a weakened form—is not 

 
38 The same would apply at the noetic level. Since ‘self-conception’ presumably means something that is constituted by 
certain beliefs or judgments (i.e., the sorts of combinations of notions involved in a hypolepsis, then a ‘self-conception’ 
is already beyond the nature of autophantasma per se. An autophantasma would not constitute a ‘judgment’ about 
oneself even if, as we said before, they remain affective interpretations that take a stand on the self and its 
comportment to the world.  
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only interpretive of something happening in the world. It is something happening to the affected organism and something 

for which the world has a certain meaning. As we will see later, pleasure and pain are also important because they track 

an organism’s relation to the good and the apparent good at the same time that they reflect the organism’s own 

capacities being brought to a good or bad state. In other words, pleasure and pain are inherently self-interpretive and not 

only interpretive of some state of things in the world. They therefore shall, in their connection to phantasia, provide an 

important way forward to conceive of the nature of autophantasmata. 

 

3.5.3.1. III). Third, the polytemporal nature of phantasmatic images means that they are able to signify past, 

present, or future. However, they are by default objects of memory since they are, Aristotle says, ‘aisthesis 

conditioned by a lapse of time.’ Thus, they are inherently ‘traces’ or ‘residues’ of the past by default but able 

to shape the appearance of the present and our desires and anticipations about the future. Said otherwise, 

they are ways that an animal’s past continues to linger in the present, the way that its history of the soul’s 

individual enactment of the animal’s form exerts its influence on its present and future. 

 3.5.3.2. Thus, autophantasmata will be formed on the basis of the past but will be able to shape our sense of 

ourselves in the present and future as well. They will be a sort of historical self-interpretation that maintains the force of 

our past interpretation of self in the present and toward the future. It would, then provide the sort of temporal thickness 

that a persistent sense of self would require; indeed, as we have seen in our preliminary indications of the nature of the 

self as something grounded in a persistent process of change spread out in time, the image of such would be the ongoing 

interpretation of a process. But this implies, importantly, that the very being of a self—as having a persistent identity over 

time—would be thoroughly dependent on phantasia’s underwriting of such an identity. In other words, this would imply 

that phantasia of the self are in some sense constitutive of the self if the self involves self-awareness at all. In other words, 

if there is a self, there is self-awareness; if there is awareness of self, there is awareness of something with a persistent 

identity over time and directed toward the future. And if there is such an awareness, then the distinctive characteristics 

of phantasia, exercised in relation to the self, are required to uphold the self in the first place. 

 

3.5.4.1. IV). Fourth, we have seen how phantasmata, while they are sometimes indicated as an explicit object 

of cognition (such as in deliberative recollection) just as often or even more so seem to be operating in a 

more implicit, or liminal way. We saw this in the case of supplementary aisthesis (cf. 2.3.3.5) and also the 

manner in which they shape how things appear without themselves, of necessity, appearing (cf. 3.3), 

attesting to what we have described as the self-concealing and liminal quality of the phantasmata (cf. 2.4.9-
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10).39 Phantasmata, like ‘frogs under the water’s surface’ as Aristotle described them (cf. 2.3.3), are powers in 

the body that are not automatically or necessarily brought to awareness. Sometimes they remain in the 

background, sometimes they come to just disturb the water’s surface without fully breaking through.  

3.5.4.2. If we were to conceive an autophantasma, then, it is not necessarily the case that this is 

something of which we are aware (even if there are occasions where phantasma itself may become the 

explicit object of cognition). Even if an image of the self can itself appear to us does not mean that it is part 

of its essential nature. What is essential to the nature of an autophantasmata would be, then, that it is an 

implicit or liminal interpretation of the self that we have not necessarily assented to, something which often 

conceals itself or puts itself into the background (just as the smaller fire becomes less visible next to a larger 

one, to borrow Aristotle’s example from the previous chapter, i.e., 2.3.3.3 & OD 3 461a1-4). Yet, insofar as 

it is something that is implicated in living with an awareness of oneself as having a persistent identity 

through time (as we alluded to in the previous point), then it would be something like a ‘take’ on oneself 

that implicitly anchors and coordinates experience as one’s own. It would coordinate the presentation of 

the present as something we ourselves are living, even if ‘we ourselves’ is not our explicit object of attention. 

It would be something whose withdrawal from the present would make possible the presentation of the 

present as it appears to us: as our own, as something we ourselves are subject to, involved in, and 

experiencing.40 Such traces of our past (as ours) that continue to exert a force over the appearance of the 

present without, necessarily, our awareness that it is having such an influence. To anticipate, our habits very 

much have this character. For in many ways they make us the distinct person we are, and yet they generally 

only operate when they are self-concealing—i.e. when we have stopped paying them attention. Moreover, 

habits are a way that the past continues to exert its force in the present, shaping how things appear to us 

without themselves appearing.  

All of the features of autophantasma we have indicated so far characterize the ‘aisthetic’ dimension of 

our concept. There are, however, a range of features of phantasia that bear on the thinking part of the soul 

that must be discussed to flesh in our model of self-image more fully, and of course will bear more 

 
39 This corresponds to the way in which things generally appear to us as though they were not ‘mere’ appearances at all 
but rather the things themselves. It is only occasionally that we are confronted by the apparent nature of the given. In 
everyday experience, one says “I see the cat” not “I see the appearance of a cat.” But because the possibility of error is 
persistent when it comes to recognizing complex identities, it is always appearance that forms the implicit horizon 
here. 
40 This duality of the phantasmata as appearing explicitly or as merely coordinating appearance implicitly invites a 
position on the matter of whether the second-order perception Aristotle discusses in DA (cf. II.12 & III.1-2) is 
reflexive or not. 
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specifically on what would be involved the autophantasma of a human being. In the last chapter we 

identified several features of phantasmata that relate to the thinking part of the soul. What might it look like 

to account for these features in the context of self-image, or autophantasma?  

 

3.5.5.1. V). Fifth, then, we must come to terms with the relation that obtains between phantasia and the 

thinking part of the soul. For instance, we have seen that phantasmata are latent with intelligible forms since 

nous invariably ‘thinks the forms in the phantasms’ and is ‘never without an image’ as Aristotle reported in 

DA. As we have seen, this means that phantasia provides the media of thought. As media, the phantasmata 

would have to be self-concealing in relation to the thinking part of the soul (though not necessarily in the 

same way that they are to the aisthetic part of the soul). 

3.5.5.2. To function as media for the thinking of self, these autophantasmata must retreat from explicit 

awareness for the intelligible form to come forward. Thus, this is predicated on the characteristic nature of phantasmata 

to be liminal and not necessarily present or fully present to the activity of thought even if it accompanies all such 

activity. But, as we shall see, another way of thinking about this is that the individual (one’s self, my self) must retreat 

for the thought (of the self) to come forward.  

 

3.5.6.1. VI). Sixth, while we have seen that phantasmata are not forms of assent (hypolepsis) they nonetheless 

offer an aisthetic interpretation, a take on something experienced in sense-perception. In relation to the 

thinking part of the soul, similarly, they cannot be regarded as something like a ‘belief’ or even a 

‘conception’ insofar as each can be understood to make some claim to truth about some matter. 

3.5.5.2. Thus, we would not want to confuse autophantasmata with ‘self-conceptions’ a person has about 

themselves. That is, an image of the self would not be what an individual ‘thinks of themselves’ as though it were 

something formed as a belief involving a combination of notions involved in any judgment Nonetheless, insofar as the 

thinking part of the soul is what makes a judgment that would uphold some conception of self, and insofar as that part 

depends on previous-formed images of the self, then the autophantasmata would provide a platform for forming beliefs 

and judgments about one’s ‘self-conception.’ An autophantasma, then, would be something that supported a multitude 

of possible interpretations. Thus, self-images would not be judgments or conceptions of the self, but the very ‘stuff’ with 

which those conceptions get constructed or articulated: the way the self seems to itself that becomes fodder for further 
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consideration and evaluation by the thinking part of the soul. The sorts of images we have of ourselves, then, determine - 

both enable and constrain - the sorts of ways we are capable of thinking of selves.41  

While the intellect can receive any possible intelligible object in principle, this is not so at any given moment (a 

child and an adult may have the same formal potential for thought but may not a share all concrete possibilities at any 

given moment). What differentiates one from the other are the universals that have already come to soul in a latent form 

as embodied in the phantasmata. Thus, past experiences determine what images already populate the soul and shape 

one’s current possibilities for thinking.  

 

3.5.7.1. VII). Seventh, a moment ago we began to make use of a subtle but important distinction between 

our self and the self. This is a distinction which corresponds to the sorts of object the aisthetikon and noetikon 

are open to. As Aristotle argues in the Metaphysics, the mind cannot think individuals, which are therefore 

fundamentally irrational.42 Individual beings can only be perceived, not thought; universals can only be 

thought, not perceived. Thus, while the individual man Callias is real in the superlative since he is a 

primary substance—an individual ‘thing’—he himself, in his being, is literally unthinkable. Another way of 

putting this is saying that the individual cannot be adequately captured in concepts for receiving an 

intelligible form is precisely not to perceive an individual thing even if the experience of individuals 

discloses the universal. 

3.5.7.2. Thus, it is fundamentally questionable whether one could ever make the idea of ‘thinking of oneself’ 

an entirely intelligible notion on Aristotle’s schema, since noetic reception and activity occurs with intelligible forms, and 

intelligible forms are what unites particulars under a certain class. Consequently, it would be impossible to ‘think of 

oneself’ at all - if, that is, the self is an individual in the first place (an assumption we shall need to be careful to accept 

 
41 In order for the mind in a general or unqualified sense to be capable of receiving any intelligible form, it must 
therefore be materially unrestricted (1.3.8.2). But since we are talking about what it means to be an individual self that 
does not instantiate the mind in a ‘general’ sense in a particular and materially differentiated way, the relation between 
thought and our embodiment is a little different. For a three-year-old and a fifty-year-old person both formally have the 
power to learn anything – that is, to receive any intelligible form – but their differences in experience and growth 
make for a difference in when they can learn it, how they learn it, and what enables that learning.  The conditions for 
insight grow with time (that is, through epagoge) and thus the sorts of insights an individual may have turn on the 
idiosyncrasies of their experiences, and thus their imaginative powers that are embodied powers. This means, in turn, 
that although nous is marked as the capacity to receive any (intelligible) form, thinkers are differentiated by their 
acquired capacity to think some things and not others depending on the sorts of phantasmata that have accumulated in 
the soul. What I am is something that has the capacity to think anything but who I am is someone that has the capacity 
to think whatever my imagination, given my distinctive past experience, happens to afford me. 
42 Metaphysics VII.14, 1040a. However, cf. PA II.19 100b which suggests that the universal has become present in some 
way by virtue of the perceived individual being received by the sensible part of the soul. 
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as we go forward). Conversely, it should only be possible to think of self if the self is somehow universal—but then it is 

only the self, not one-self. Intellect can grasp the self, but not one’s self; sense can grasp one’s self, but not the self. An 

intelligible form can express something about or of an individual thing, but in the end it never coincides with the full 

reality of the individual it aims to capture.43 Formally, I am something with the power to think, but concretely, I am 

someone with the power to think what the imagination affords me. But even though I have the power to think ‘self’ or 

yield the concept of ‘self’ I can only say ‘myself’ insofar as I am tethered to my individual being through phantasia.   

To the degree that the latent intelligibility of an autophantasma is submitted to a concept (of the self) then, it 

would resonate with this ambiguity between what is one’s own and what broader class of reality is shared with others. In 

phantasizing the self, there would be an actual, sensible relation to one’s self with the potency to solicit an intelligible, 

articulate relation to the self. That is, since phantasmata are embodied powers with latent intelligibility, they are powers 

to become articulate; in turn, a self-image, would be a power to become articulate about one’s self or at least about the 

self. Consequently, if the human form is marked by the capacity for reason, and actualizing that capacity realizes 

human nature in an individual more than anything else, but if that activity also cannot rationalize the very individual 

who is being enacted through it, then this means that distinctively human (i.e., rational) self-awareness will equally be a 

form of self-alienation: the self would be accomplished in its becoming other to itself. The idea that the self is somehow 

either not itself or accomplished through what it is not will have to be retained as a distinct (im)possibility.   

 

3.5.8.1. (VIII) Eighth, and as a continuation of the last point, phantasmata generally speaking are polysemic 

(cf. 2.4.8) in that they both individual and universal significance. Phantasmata establish the possibility of 

beholding things as marked by and pulled between the orders of sensuous individuality and intelligible 

universality. They do so, we have seen, by functioning not just as a ‘link’ between these orders but on the 

model of a fulcrum: putting into correspondence (or composition, cf. 1.4.2.1) two ways of taking up the 

world that are fundamentally heterogenous. This point has been manifested in different, though 

 
43 Perhaps this sort of idea is borne out by a common experience. Sometimes in our relationships, where different 
perceptions and interpretations of one another lead to turmoil, we may feel the need to ‘set the record straight,’ to try 
to convey to the other ‘who they really are.’ While such attempts may begin with some feeling of conviction that we 
can lay ourselves bare to the other, it commonly happens that we come to realize that our powers of articulation are 
not up to the challenge. Maybe we share aspects of our personal histories, our personal challenges and the principles 
we take to be integral to who we are. But sooner or later it often happens that we realize that no combination of 
words, however carefully composed, however forthright, however courageous, will ever be comprehensive enough to 
adequately disclose ‘who they really are.’ At some level, efforts to put the being of an individual into language always 
comes up short, always is condemned to circle the skies about or around their individuality without ever alighting even 
on the uppermost branches that descend to the ground, the roots, of their unique selfhood. 
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complimentary ways: as having to with the psychological, physiological, and formal (i.e., in light of the 

practical syllogism) ways in which sensible and intelligible orders are brought into correspondence. 

 3.5.8.2. Since phantasia presents individuals categorically and universals particularized, this suggests that a 

mode of relating to oneself through the imaginary would be the intermediate link between basic sense-awareness given in 

aisthesis and the more complicated awareness of the self in terms one’s humanity, one’s human form shared with all 

others. For if a self-image resonates both as an image of the individual that I uniquely am and as the image of human 

being as such, then it would convey my individual to the form of my species. Since images resonate with individual and 

universal significance, they provide the joinery between the sensible and intelligible, functioning as the core connective of 

the human being as it binds and separates sense and thought, the individual and the universal. It would, in other words, 

behold oneself as suspended between the orders of individuality and universality; and this is precisely to behold oneself as 

one really is - as caught and pulled between these two orders. In other words, since phantasmata are ambiguous as to 

whether they proxy for individuals or universals, they prefigure the possibility of being able to relate to ourselves as 

unique individuals and/or as species members (cf. 1.4.2.1). 

 

3.5.9.1. (IX) We have seen that phantasia is essentially implicated in both the functioning of memory and 

desire, underwriting the possibility of empeiria understood as the recognition of persistent identities over 

time. In other words, phantasia—and the polytemporal character of phantasmata themselves—makes it 

conceivable to see things with a ‘look’ to their past and future, to see things with the sort of temporal 

thickness that is required to see a living thing as it really is: as a dynamic, goal-directed process unfolding 

over time (cf. 1.1.9; 1.2.6-1.2.8.2). 

 3.5.9.2. We can anticipate that these feature of the phantasmatic will be extremely pertinent to consider in 

relation to self-imagining. For the self to imagine itself as a self is to imagine something with an identity that persists over 

time, something with temporal thickness, with a past and a present that exert themselves toward the future. Indeed, 

insofar as having a sense of time and the capacity to relate to one’s life as a whole are, for Aristotle, flagged as 

indispensable for understanding the distinctive character of ethical life, then phantasia should be recognized as upholding 

the underlying psychic scaffolding of ethical life. In Part B, we shall present ethos - defined as a habit of choosing - in 

terms of this characterization: for an ethos is formed through time, conceived in terms of time, and establishes a new 

relation to time and the value of time. 

 
3.5.10.1. We have seen that there are strong indications to conceive of phantasia as that which receives—but 

also partly constructs—the appearances, the phainomena. What is responsible for the appearances is partly 
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objective and partly subjective, occurring through the way a living thing (rather, an animal) meets up with 

its world (and vice versa).  

 3.5.10.2. The notion of imagining the self, then, would consist in something like an appearance of self to self, 

one that is partly received from the world and partly constructed by the imagining soul. It would be an appearance, that 

is, which is formed through the co-activation of the subject and what it finds around it. This is complementary to, and a 

development of, the epistemological schema we outlined earlier which have to do with the way that the self must 

somehow discover itself through its objects (cf. 1.4.3.1). The appearances or phainomena, as having the character of 

bearing the signature of both the world and the subject to whom the world appears, provides a promising route to 

discover how the self can come to be aware of itself from the original passivity of aisthesis and suggests a powerful role for 

phantasia in making this conceivable. But it would also suggest that we must not only look to the self ‘itself’ but to its 

world - which in the case of human beings is pre-eminently social - to understand the sort of domain through which the 

self could ever come to imagine itself. 

 

3.5.11.1. In this chapter we saw that all motivated action presupposes desire, that desire must be prepared 

by phantasia. Where it is practical reason that determines the end, phantasia is still that which provides the 

media of thinking: both in terms of contemplating alternative means to achieve that end and by providing a 

single image synthesized from past experience upon which desire can fix its motivation. The motivating end 

that is fixed upon is, ultimately, the apparent good: since even the good will also appear good to the good 

person who lives according to reason (a point that we will develop more in Part B). 

 3.5.11.2. But insofar as appearances generally and the apparent good in particular, will include the self as a 

secondary or liminal object, then appearances and the apparent good will provide an index of that self that is motivated 

to act. What this means is that considering which ends to pursue and coordinating the actions to realize them must be 

anchored by some appearance of the self to itself. In other words, an individual cannot be motivated to act in light of 

some apparent good unless that it appears good to and for them; thus, some appearance of self, some self-assessment of 

one’s capacity for acting and the sorts of ends that will be beneficial for them, is included in the appearance of an 

apparent good. And if it is phantasia that cognizes the apparent good, then it is that through which the self appears to 

itself in the secondary, liminal, and indirect way we have stipulated.  

3.5.11.3. Insofar as some view of an apparent good is a necessary condition for action, then some implicit 

view of the self will likewise accompany all action: an autophantasma will be, to use language some un-Aristotelian 

language, a transcendental condition undergirding all action, all human praxis. In his analysis of animal motion we 

reviewed earlier, Aristotle recognizes that one of the necessary conditions of locomotion is the earth itself: a stable world 
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against which to push and set off the articulated motions of the desiderative body (cf. 3.2.3.3). But this received a 

correlate in the form of the good or the apparent good: there needs to be something in terms of which the desiring animal 

strains, something fixed or relatively so. This need not be something that is ‘outside’ the subject, however, precisely 

because phantasia is able to behold and construct objects in its own environment. Just as the transition from plant to 

animal involves depending on the surrounding soul to carrying a functional equivalent inside it (in the form of a 

stomach), the transition from aisthesis to phantasia marks a dependency on the external environment for objects that 

prompt desire to a state in which the environment and its objects are both carried in the soul. Thus, an animal capable 

of phantasia is one that is able to carry out complex actions in the absence of an external object of desire and pulls itself 

toward something that it bears within. But this apparent good will always be structured along with the appearance of 

the self to itself: some ‘vision’ of the self now and in the future, a vision of the self satisfied by the apparent good it seeks, 

would belong to the implicit horizon of all action, all human praxis, which completes the ‘anchor’ that all desiderative 

activity presupposes. 

3.6. Concluding Part A 

We have now concluded Part A. In the Prologue we outlined the textual and philosophical motivations for 

this project, its method, hermeneutic orientation, justifications relative to ancient and contemporary 

scholarship, and the overarching theses of this project. Then in Chapter 1 we delineated the natural 

foundations of Aristotle’s account of the soul and the psychology of living things according to their 

characteristic powers. This provided us a framework for looking to the nature of phantasia and phantasmatic 

appearances, which we discussed in two chapters. In the first of these, Chapter 2, we looked to Aristotle’s 

main analysis of phantasia in DA III and focused on the significance of its being invoked to explain error 

before examining its relation to aisthesis and noesis. Then, in Chapter 3, we examined phantasia’s essential 

relation to memory, desire, motivated action, and the production of appearances. 

 For our project to fulfill its aims, we must now develop an account of the self. To do that, we shall 

pivot into Aristotle’s ethical works in particular. As we disclose new findings about the nature of ‘ethical 

selfhood,’ we shall aim to highlight the role of phantasia in constituting and upholding the self and show 

how exercising that capacity in relation to the self is essential to understanding how it is constituted an 

upheld. 

 Finally, we should direct the reader’s attention to Appendix III. There, I take up some important 

methodological concerns that arise in relation to the dialogue that we must take for granted, in the main 

part of this work, between the psychological and ethical works. By considering Aristotle’s so-called ‘function 
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argument’ through a Straussian lens (and by comparing Irwin’s and Nussbaum’s understandings of the that 

argument and its force), we establish not a commensurability between these registers of Aristotle’s work but 

a creative tension that permits a non-reductive way of bringing them into proximity with one another. 
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PART B 

 

Chapter 4: Imagining The Nature of Ethical Selfhood 

I searched for myself … We are and are not  
~Heraclitus1 

 
Socrates: Well, then, what is a human being? 
Alcibiades: I don’t know what to say. 
~Plato, First Alcibiades 129e 

4.0. Preliminaries  

4.0.1. Part A articulated some fundamental ideas about the aisthetic, noetic, and temporal dimensions of 

autophantasma. However, since we have only discussed the nature of selfhood from the resources of 

Aristotle’s natural philosophy and general psychology, our model of the self is inadequately developed. For 

the model does not yet account for many of the distinct features of selfhood that become accessible to us 

only through human life and experience as it is lived: that is, by our experience of selfhood disclosed only to 

those who bear the human condition (cf. A.0.4). To appreciate those features, we must move from an 

‘external’ account of the human being that Aristotle’s natural sciences allow us to articulate to an ‘internal’ 

account of being human that is disclosed in his ethics.2 Our impoverished model of the self, and so too of 

autophantasma, can be taken in a more adequate direction by doing so. 

4.0.2. To that end, this chapter works up an account of ‘ethical selfhood’ by homing in on 

Aristotle’s accounts of the tripartite soul and the decisive relationship between desire and reason the self’s 

basic constitution. By ‘ethical selfhood’ I mean the notion of the self as developed by some key insights 

from Aristotle’s ethical philosophy about the essential nature of human beings that are disclosed from 

within the experience of being human.  

I begin the chapter (5.1) by surveying some the basic categories of evidence from EN that we will 

appeal to in developing our Aristotelian model of selfhood: categories defined by reason, choice, ethos, 

 
1 Waterfield, The First Philosophers: The Presocratics and the Sophists. 41. (DK 22B101; KRS 246; W 8; M 15; K 28). 
2 Here, Appendix III may be useful in elucidating what I mean by ‘external’ and ‘internal’ accounts. See AIII.2-5. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

168 

virtue, and friendship. Then, in 5.2, we examine the first of these categories: four remarks in EN that seem 

to suggest the ‘true self’ is identified with reason. We will show how these claims must be qualified in 

important ways. When these qualifications are kept in mind, we will think of the self not so much as being 

identified with the rational ‘part’ of the soul, but more like a way that an embodied, desiring, sensing being 

is related to and organized around that part. An analysis of EN I.13’s account of the tripartite soul will help 

us confirm this and that is the focus of the remainder of the chapter from here. Section 5.3 shows how 

Aristotle’s allusion to Plato’s Charmides primes us to appreciate certain important aspects of the tripartite 

soul, especially the relation between desire and reason, that we otherwise might miss. In 5.4, we look at the 

relation between desire and reason and how Aristotle’s metaphors of the ‘paralytic limb’ and the ‘father and 

friends’ in EN I.13 illuminate the complex way in which desire may be said to ‘have’ reason. In 5.5, we 

appreciate how the application of phantasia toward the self reveals that the self is like a dialogical 

environment that is composed of elements that in a certain sense exceed the very dichotomy between self 

and its other. The ‘political analogues’ we discover in the soul—illustrated by Aristotle through the figures of 

the father and friend (but also teacher, slaver master, and household manager in other chapters)—are 

discovered by an appeal to the reader’s imaginary applied to themselves. These also reveal that prior 

acquaintance with the community is a prerequisite for this clarification of ethical selfhood. 

4.0.3. The suggestion that phantasia plays a significant, even central, role in ethical life is beset by 

the challenge of addressing the paucity of direct claims in Aristotle’s ethical works in support of it. Indeed, 

we cannot ignore the fact that phantasia is only explicitly mentioned four times in EN (three times in 

relation to the akratic agent and once in relation to the perception of the apparent good) and twice in EE 

(once about how virtuous people’s imaginaries are distinct from other as evidenced by their dreams [II 

1219b], and once concerning the perception of the apparent good [VII 1235b]). We may recall in our 

Prologue that we discussed this issue (A.0.2.2.5), noting that there is little direct ‘point of contact’ between 

the ethical and psychological works in terms of phantasia. We discussed two strategies for working with this 

limitation.  

One has to do with looking to other features of the ethics which are discussed more ubiquitously 

and that cannot be thought in the absence of some underlying story about phantasia. As we have seen from 

our analyses in Chapters 2 & 3, one such story is about desire; another is about (practical) reason. A 

phantasmatic basis for each is indispensable for thinking through them on their own, but also, as we shall 

see, for conceiving of their sunthesis in the phenomenon of choice, or prohairesis.  
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Another strategy, we said, would be to argue for an essential connection between phantasia and 

phainomena, i.e. that all phainomena are cognized through the faculty of phantasia. This would give us a way 

to argue for a decisive role for phantasia in ethical life insofar as it has a governing relationship to the 

reception and partial construction of the apparent good. In Chapter 3 (cf. 3.3) we established that 

relationship and will work through a further defense and characterization of it in the next chapter.  

These two strategies have put us in position to argue for the sort of deep, decisive, and ubiquitous 

role that phantasia has in Aristotle’s ethics and for the sort of characterization of ethical selfhood that we 

shall develop in those terms. Then, we shall be able to see not only something about the character of self-

imagining on Aristotelian grounds, but how the capacity for a self to imagine itself is central to the inner 

demands of Aristotle’s own ethical theory. Thus, the concept we are in pursuit of—the notion of an 

autophantasmata alluded to only in the Rhetoric I.11—shall turn out to be both beyond and at the center of 

Aristotle’s portrayal of human beings, selves. 

4.1. Vectors of Evidence for Self in Nicomachean Ethics  

We begin with a schematic overview of the evidence in EN concerning Aristotle’s basic view of the self, or 

what we are calling ‘ethical selfhood’: 

 

1. 4.1.1. Intellect (Nous). In EN we find four occasions (two in Bk. IX and two in Bk. X) where some 

interpret Aristotle as identifying the ‘true self’ or literally ‘what each of us is or seems to be’, with 

nous, or intellect. In EN IX.8, Aristotle associates the self with practical reasoning and in the latter 

two EN X.7-8 with theoretical reason. EN IX.4 seems to include both theoretical and practical 

aspects of nous. At any rate, for the time being we can observe that Aristotle seems to be saying that 

the self is identified or localized around one part of the soul: the mind. 

    

2. 4.1.2. Choice (Prohairesis). In EN VI.2, we have Aristotle identifying the essence of a human being 

not just with the intellect, but with its relationship to desire. There, Aristotle defines choice 

(prohairesis) as “either intellect marked by a certain longing or longing marked by thinking,” and 

then proclaims that “a human being is an arche of this sort.” A human being is an originator of a 

way that reason and desire are combined as a ‘suntheton’, that is, an origin of choices defined in this 

technical sense. Unlike point ‘1’ above, here we have Aristotle not so much localizing the nature of 

the individual self around one part of the soul but portraying it as something that establishes a 
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certain kind of relation between different parts of the soul. A human being, on this account, 

establishes a dialogue within itself between reason and desire. 

 

3. 4.1.3. Character (Ethos). We also learn in EN that choices, when repeated habitually, form the basis 

of an individual’s character or ethos: that is why Aristotle defines it as a ‘habit of choosing.’ While 

the general parameters of the human form establish what our ‘first nature’ is (that is, the basic 

characteristics whose expression tends to make humans act in some ways rather than others, i.e. in 

accordance with reason, and in association with other people), one’s unique history of activity 

formed from repeated choices and actions comes to form our ‘second nature’ or our state of 

character: the more-or-less stable behavioural tendencies that figure our idiosyncratic ways of being 

in, acting in, and taking up the world. Thus, while our ‘first nature’ is what we share with other 

humans just by virtue of sharing the same form, the idiosyncratic set of habits that make up our 

second nature sets us apart from one another, differentiating persons both by type and by 

individual. One’s ethos describes the overarching ‘shape’ of one’s individual way of being alive as 

the distinct individual one is. 

 

4. 4.1.4. Virtue. One’s ethos is a kind of norm in that it governs the ‘normal’ ways it is to be that 

person or kind of person. But that norm, relative to what the human form specifies, through its 

essential properties, as characteristics of good functioning, can be either good or bad relative to it - 

depending on whether it tends to lead an individual to realize their lives in a way that is best and 

most characteristic of their humanity. Having a good or bad character—which is to say, being 

virtuous or vicious, etc.—either supports or forecloses a human life led to its fullest by setting out 

the basic parameters of a person’s activity & functioning. Thus, the goodness of one’s character 

depends on the sort of habitual choice and actions alluded to in ‘3’: repeated courageous acts result 

in someone with a courageous character, while habitual cruelty results in a cruel character (cf. 

1103b1-2). Our ‘ethical selfhood,’ then, shall be profoundly determined by our ethos and the virtues 

are what allow us to evaluate the ‘shape’ of our ethical selfhood against the norms of species life.  
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5. 4.1.5. Friendship. Finally, in Books VIII and IX, Aristotle broaches selfhood in terms of philia: 

importantly, both with others and within or toward oneself.3 That is, Aristotle discusses the 

possibility of loving oneself and describes the friend as an ‘other self’ or a ‘second self.’ The full 

realization of selfhood, we learn in these books of EN, cannot occur by a solitary ‘I’: we discover 

that there is only a limited sense in which we can consider friends ‘external’ goods. This makes our 

relation to other people in some sense internal to the project and possibility of individual self-

realization and, in turn, that of self-awareness. Moreover, philia can be seen not only as an 

indispensable aspect of an individual’s ethical selfhood, but also as providing a point of entry into 

broader forms of human experience through their participations in a shared social, political, 

normative and linguistic communities bring human beings into the fullness of their form.   

 

These five interrelated topics—reason, choice, character, virtue, and friendship—will provide some of the 

main vectors in our thinking about the Aristotelian ‘ethical self’ in Part B of this project. The present 

chapter will take up the first two of these, while Chapter 5 will take up ethos (and its relation to the 

apparent good), Chapter 6 virtue (as the goodness of the human being by virtue of which the apparent good 

really is good), and Chapter 7 friendship (as that through which the being and goodness of the self is made 

most apparent to it).  

4.2. Nous as ‘What Each of Us is or Seems to Be’  

4.2.1. Let us briefly review the four instances in EN IX & X that have led some to think Aristotle was a 

Platonist about the self (cf. A.1.2) for seeming to identify the true self, or ‘what each of us is,’ with reason or 

the rational part of the soul. Afterwards, we will discuss why these should not be taken at face value—that is, 

why we should not take Aristotle as saying that the self is simply identified with the mind and in exclusion of 

the material aspects of our being. Understanding these claims, which occur in the later books of EN, must 

be understood in terms of some important features of selfhood disclosed in the early books. We will focus, 

in particular, on EN I.13 to discuss how this is so. The first two instances come from EN IX, where 

Aristotle is discussing the relation between practical reason and the possibility self-love:  

 
3 Although in the context of friendship Aristotle foregrounds the notion of self more than any other place in EN, it is 
probably somewhat of an overstatement to say, as Roopen Majithia does, that “Aristotle explicitly discusses selfhood 
only in the moral context in his discussion of friendship in the Nicomachean Ethics.” Majithia, “Self and Soul in 
Aristotle.” 181. My emphasis. 
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R1. “For this decent person is of like mind with himself and longs for the same things with his 
whole soul. Indeed, he both wishes for the good things for himself, that is, the things that 
appear such to him, and he does them (since it belongs to a good person to work at what is 
good)’ and he does them for his own sake, since he acts for the sake of the thinking part of 
himself, which is in fact that each person seems to be.” (EN IX.4 1166a14-6 my emphasis).  

R2. Aristotle continues, a few lines later: “Yet no one chooses to possess every good by 
becoming another—for even now, the god possesses the good—but rather by being whatever 
sort he is; and it would seem that it is the thinking part that each person is or is most of all.” (EN IX.4 
1166a21-4 my emphasis). 

And then, in EN X, Aristotle assesses what it might mean to live a life that gratifies what is best and most 

divine in us: the reasoning mind in its exercise of theoretical activity. He writes: 

R3. “So if the intellect is something divine in comparison to the human being, the life in 
accord with this intellect would also be divine in comparison to the human life…One ought 
to] live in accord with what is the most excellent of the things in oneself. For although that 
most excellent thing is small in bulk, in point of its capacity and the honor due it, it prevails by 
far over everything. And it would seem that each person even is this thing, if in fact it is what is 
authoritative and better in him.” (EN X.7 1177b30-a3 my emphasis).   

R4. Aristotle continues: “It would be strange, then, if a person should not choose the life that 
is his own but rather that of something else. What was said before fits well now too, for what is 
proper to each is by nature most excellent and most pleasant for each. And so for a human being, 
this is the life that accords with the intellect, if in fact this especially is a human being.” (EN X.7 
1178a3-8 my emphasis). 

These four moments in EN might lead one to believe that Aristotle maintains a Platonic position on 

selfhood, one that identifies the true or real self with the mind and excludes the body and its sensuous 

capacities from the self’s true nature.4 One way of supporting this view would be to argue, first, that the 

mind as it is discussed in DA is not dependent on the body and has a divine character, and second, that the 

mind discussed here in EN should be thought of in the same sense as DA and with the same implications.  

 4.2.2. As a consequence, our interpretation of the status of the mind in DA will decisively 

influence our interpretation of Aristotle’s ethical selfhood. Yet, this immediately thrusts us back into a 

quagmire of controversy about nous (cf. 1.3.5; 2.4). The status of nous in DA III.4-5 in particular is perhaps 

among the most long-standing of all textual controversies in the history of philosophy. Thus, in Part A, we 

could do little more for the purposes of this project than to outline some very general reasons why we take 

 
4 Plato held that the true self is the reason or intellect (e.g., Phaedo 63b–c; 115c; Alcibiades I 133c4–6; Republic IX, 
589a6–b6).  
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the position we do with respect to it. In 1.3.8 and 2.4, we argued that in spite of the fact Aristotle says the 

mind can itself have no material properties (that would be a ‘hindrance and a block’5 for its capacity to 

think anything), he also makes is clear that thought never occurs in the absence of phantasmata either. The 

mind is ‘nothing before it thinks,’ he says, but in its actuality, the mind’s activities always occur in and 

through the phantasmata, which in turn have their origin in the sense-experiences of a living, breathing, 

enmattered being.6 Moreover, the idea that the mind can receive any intelligible form in principle does not 

mean that all individuals are, at any given moment, capable of the same thoughts. The child and the adult 

have the same formal power but each is equipped with different experiences—retained in the phantasms as 

memory—that make some intelligible forms concretely available to receive and others not (cf. 3.5.5.2). On 

the basis of what we argued previously, then, we take the general position that the mind has a type of or 

qualified kind of material basis for Aristotle, one that is not entirely separate from the past occurrences of the 

living body that perceives and desires and so forth. We will see that this general position on Aristotle’s 

psychology in DA is consistent with what he says in EN. For, there are some important reasons to doubt 

that when Aristotle says that the mind is the true self, or ‘what each of us is,’ he means it in an unqualified 

way and as something separate from the embodied aspects of our being.   

4.2.3.1. For one, we should notice that in all four of these citations, Aristotle is reporting either 

what seems to be the case about the human self or making an assertion based on something hypothesized 

about it: R1. ‘which is in fact that each person seems to be’; R2. ‘it would seem that it is the thinking part that 

each person is or is most of all’; R3. ‘it would seem that each person even is this thing’; R4. ‘if in fact this 

especially is a human being.’7 Aristotle’s consistent qualification of this point should also lead us to expect, 

either that the true self cannot, after all, be identified with the mind, or that if it can be, it can only be so in 

some qualified way.8 Indeed, on the balance of Aristotle’s emphasis in his thinking—especially his 

hylomorphism—it is difficult to imagine that he would have denied, in an unqualified way, that 

 
5 The mind must be, “pure from all admixture; for the presence of what is alien to its nature is a hindrance and a 
block” (DA III.4 429a20; cf. 1.3.5.3). 
6 Sorabji, in Self, has a helpful series of summaries of how ancient commentators of Aristotle tried to grapple with the 
status of the mind in relation to the body in DA III.4-5, and also how these readings related to the Platonist view. 
Sorabji helpfully surveys several interpretations that differ in certain key respects: for instance, as to whether and 
where the line should be drawn between the individual or universal mind, between human or divine, between the 
material and immaterial aspects of mind. Sorabji, Self. 127-133. 
7 This observation also comes from Sorabji: “each of the four times he reports the doctrine, he reports it as something 
that is thought, rather than as something to which he is committed” Sorabji, 35. (See also Chapter 6 of that same 
work). 
8 The Metaphysics makes it fairly clear that if the mind is immaterial, then it must be essentially a unity: “And all things 
which have no matter are without qualification essentially unities” (Meta. IX.6 1045b21-4).  
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embodiment was also an essential aspect of who we individually, concretely are. Given the repeated 

insistence his philosophical oeuvre to think reality not only as form but form as only ever actualized and 

realized in enmattered individuals, Aristotle’s hesitant claim that the mind alone is the real self seems to 

require broad qualification and caution against reading it at face value. At any rate, Gill suggests that in R1 

and R2 Aristotle is not really suggesting that the mind ‘alone’ is the real self—for these emerge in the 

context of self-love where the whole soul must be engaged, and where the joint activity of practical and 

theoretical intellect is being discussed in relation to the human being as a whole.9 

4.2.3.2. A second observation on these passages, to rehearse an argument made by Sorabji, is that 

R3 and R4 occur in EN X.7, a chapter that we ought to read dialectically with EN X.8. For while EN X.7 

portrays the best human life as contemplative, Aristotle admits toward the end of that analysis that, “a life 

of this sort would exceed what is human. For it is not insofar as he is a human being that a person will live 

this way…” (1177b28).10 This shift continues in EN X.8, where Aristotle qualifies the position of the 

previous chapter by recognizing that human virtue is more than just the intellectual virtues, but bear on our 

nature as a composite being. While utmost happiness is coextensive with contemplation (1178b30) and moral 

virtue, according to Aristotle, only promotes happiness of a second order, a human being is never free from 

its composite being and its need for things like food and friends. The unachievable life of divine 

contemplation, that would free the human soul once and for all of its materiality, is only a kind of 

regulating ideal and never practically realizable. Thus, the EN ends, in Bk X, with a pure aspiration (X.7) 

followed by a description of the life practically within reach for us (X.8): one which specifies what the real 

self might be were one to become like a god, the other which recognizes that one is, after all, only human 

taken as a composite of reason with an enmattered, desiring, mortal, socially embedded and needy body. 

 The finale of EN thus bookends Aristotle’s analysis of the good in EN Bk I, where we learn that 

the EN is written in the service of political ends to promote goods that are relative to human life and 

achievable in terms of such life: it is, after all, the good for us is what Aristotle says at the outset his work is 

aiming to describe. For human life is not just the activity of the mind, but that activity in com-position with 

 
9 Gill, Personality in Greek Epic, Tragedy and Philosophy: The Self in Dialogue, 365. 
10 As Sorabji puts it: “At the very least the human needs the social and practical intellect, along with the theoretical 
intellect. I think that he puts the case dialectically for Plato’s view of the true self as theoretical intellect in 
Nicomachean Ethics X 7, but then in the next chapter, X 8, puts his case for the human as embodied social being who 
always needs to eat, although the more he uses theoretical reason, the happier he is”. Sorabji, “Graeco-Roman 
Varieties of Self.” 18. J.A. Stewart observes, similarly: “the vegetative does not contribute directly to logos, yet since they 
are for the end that is conscious activity, they do…. It is materially necessary for the consciousness of logos” J. A. 
Stewart, Notes on the Nicomachean Ethics, vol. II (Oxford: Oxford, Claredon Press, 1892), 165. (165). 
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sense and through a corporeal body that is sensuously available to the world and to others. This remains 

intractable even if the ultimate telos of human life is to strive for a state of divine transcendence that would 

finally overcome its intractable composition with(in) itself in all the forms of its articulation, its self-

differentiation (cf. 3.2.2.8.2). A life of the pure exercise of theoretical intellect, Aristotle admits, ‘exceeds 

what is human’ and, not only that, no one would even choose such a life anyway, since that would be to 

choose to be something and thus someone that one is not: a god. To wish for such a thing would not be to 

wish something for one’s self, one’s life, but on the contrary would be a sort of death wish since it would be 

wishing the destruction of one’s own life & identity. The political life, then, shall become the best life for 

human beings not because it is intrinsically best of all lives, but because it is what is the best life that is 

practically within reach for mere human mortals. The Aristotelian self, hardly being something immaterial 

and mysterious is, Sorabji contributes, “an embodied self that is plain to see,”11 living through a body with 

practical possibilities and embedded in a social world and as a constitutively social being. The context 

surrounding R3 and R4, then, also gives us reason to doubt that Aristotle meant simply, exclusively, and 

without qualification that the mind alone is the ‘true self.’  

4.2.3.3. In admitting that human happiness is not only contemplative but also, says Aristotle, “knit 

together with the passions [and is] concerned with what is composite in us,” he recognizes that the human 

being is above all, he goes on to say, “a composite [suntheton] thing” (1178a19-20). The term Aristotle uses 

here, suntheton, is both instructive and evocative and shall become an ongoing touchstone for us going 

forward from here. To be suntheton means that the human self is the result of some multiplicity of things 

that are ‘laid down’ (-theton) ‘with’ (sun-) one another. This expression already signals that the mind is just 

one thing that belongs to a larger whole that is the human being—and while it may be the most important 

and distinctive, and even if a well-functioning human being is one whose intellect is running the show as it 

were, that does not mean it is the only thing there is to human beings nor the only thing that is important. 

Nussbaum will say something similar about what it means to live virtuously, or ‘according to 

reason’: it is not a life whose activity consists solely of thinking. It is a life that is thoughtfully organized such 

that our way of living takes on a particular shape: that of living well.12 Majithia writes something similar: 

 
11 Sorabji, Self. 32. 
12 In Nussbaum’s article, “Aristotle on Human Nature and Natural Foundations of Ethics” she suggests that the idea 
that virtue is a characteristic activity of the species according to or with logos does not mean that the mind’s activity is 
one ‘part’ of life held off from others and that things like eating, reproducing, perceiving, etc. are somehow ‘non-
human’ activities. Instead, a characteristically human life is organized around reason such that such activities are 
permeated by intelligence. There are human ways of doing what is not characteristically human: even if the mind is the 
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“Saying that the mind is the real self isn’t saying that the mind is all there is to the self; it’s just the most 

authoritative element.”13 Even if in some way ‘what each of us is’ is localized around the mind, it is the mind 

of a sunthetic being: that is, composed of more than just an intellect, something that is an embodied, socially 

needy, endowed with perceptual-conative complex of faculties. Moreover, even Aristotle recognizes in EN X 

that even a human being engaged in the highest intellectual practices depends on the prior good order and 

satisfaction of other demands of living things: to think we must imagine; to imagine we must perceive; to 

perceive we must eat. The Aristotelian self cannot be thought of simply and without qualification as the 

intellect, as if pure and separated from the fullness and complexity of their being, indeed their self qua 

suntheton as a mode of being-with or self-accompaniment. Thus, in describing ethical selfhood as sunthetic or 

compositional (cf. 1.4.2.1), we are starting to develop in ethical terms we laid out earlier by anticipating this 

direction in Chapter 1 (cf. 1.4) and also in Chapter 3, when we noted that the whole drift of Aristotle’s 

characterization of living things (whether psychologically, or physiologically, etc.) is modelled on the logic of 

the articulating joint or the fulcrum and lever (cf. 3.2.2.8; 3.2.3.4; 3.2.4.1; 3.4.3).  

Indeed, we also can start to discern the way that the ethical relation of oneself to oneself can only be 

conceivable if the self is sunthetic. Aristotle seems to concur: for instance, a few lines after R2, Aristotle 

maintains that the possibility of self-love is granted on the basis of recognizing that the human individual is 

already “two or more” (1166a36), which presumably is meant to recall theory of the tripartite soul. For, as 

we will discuss at greater length momentarily, the tripartite soul is sometimes thought of as a theory of three 

parts (vegetative, conative, and rational), but sometimes it is thought of as two parts (rational and 

irrational). Reminding us that human beings are ‘two or more’ thus recalls the ambiguity of that distinction. 

We shall see, moving forward, that being a human suntheton means, primarily, living as a togetherness of 

desire and reason and an arche of choice, prohairesis, which Aristotle defines precisely as this togetherness. 

These latter points will be developed more fully in Chapter 6.  

For the moment, in directing us to the notion that a human being is not simple but ‘two or more,’ 

we flag the importance of never forgetting that the human being is articulated by its parts that in one sense 

is capable of forming a unity yet in another sense always marked by self-differentiation. Thus, the discussion 

over what to make of Aristotle’s remarks that the mind seems to be the ‘true self’ but also that the human is 

a ‘composite thing’ puts us on a heading toward a familiar problematic: to think both the unity and the 

 
dominant part, there are intelligent ways of eating, reproducing, and so on. Nussbaum, “Aristotle on Human Nature 
and the Foundations of Ethics,” 113. ff. 
13 Majithia, “Self and Soul in Aristotle,” 184. 
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complexity of Aristotelian life in general (cf. 1.1.11; 1.2.3; 1.2.7; 1.2.8.1), that is, life as exhibited in entities 

that have self-differing identities, a problematic that we are now seeing reflected at the order of ethics. Even 

if ‘what each of us is’ can be localized around our distinctive capacity and its activities, it cannot be done so 

simply. Our thinking is that of a sunthetic being that can never fully divest itself of sensuous world, and our 

psychic unity and ethical integrity is, in life as it is lived, never rid of that caesura.  

 4.2.3.4. A fourth reason to be cautious about taking at face value Aristotle’s remarks that the mind 

is ‘what each of us is’ comes from considering the intellect’s relation to phantasia. We already know that 

where the psyche is divided is also where it is joined, and that phantasia serves the function of being the 

human soul’s ‘core connective’ (A.3.4; 1.4.4.2; 2.4.7). We know this already, in part, because of the 

relationship Aristotle establishes between the noetic and the phantasmatic: there is no thinking, we will 

recall, in the absence of images. The mind is famously ‘nothing before it thinks,’ so if the self is the mind 

then it is either, also, ‘nothing,’ or it is identified with its exercise (cf. 1.3.5.3; 1.4.3.2). While the mind, in 

thinking, becomes formally identical with what it thinks, human thought never occurs without lingering 

reference to the sensuous world, retained phantasmatically as memories in the soul. Whatever phantasmata 

linger in the soul will thus individuate one mind from another and provide the media of thought (cf. 

1.4.4.1; 2.4.5; 2.4.9). Thus, if or to the extent that ‘what each of us is’ is our self, and this is a thinking human 

being rather than a god, then we should expect that the individuation of one actual mind to the next, and 

thus one self to the next, is due to phantasia and phantasmata. Thus, if we expect that the self is individual at 

all, we should find that it could only be in terms of the phantasmatic that the mind is, also, ‘what each of us 

is’ in the first place. If we are safe in assuming that the Aristotelian self is something individual, and if we are 

also committed to retaining a sense in which it could be true for him that the mind is the ‘real self,’ then we 

must also be committed to some take on the mind as individuated, and thus as bearing on our matter as the 

principle of individuation.  

 But by presenting all this in the hypothetical—if; to the extent that; if we may assume—we are nodding to our 

earlier question from 1.4.3.3: how committed are we or must we be to conceive selfhood as automatically, essentially, 

and exclusively individual? As we shall see with Aristotle’s analysis of friendship and the formation of habits in 

particular, that insofar as is through other people that individuals realize themselves most fully precisely by softening the 

contrast between self and other then this commitment, this assumption, may not be tenable in the long term.   

Aristotle’s apparent inclination to see the mind as the true self, then, should be taken with some 

caution alongside the practical necessity that thought requires something about which to think, that it is the 

phantasmata which lend that possibility, phantasmata which, in turn, are the ‘images’ retained in an ensouled 
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animal body that senses and desires. 14 There is a way in which the mind, as a potential belonging to the 

human form, is simple and universal and another way in which the thinking, which is to say actual mind, is 

individuated and related complexly to the underpinnings of sense.  

For this to have significance for our understanding of what is happening in the EN, however, we 

would need to find some sort of correspondence between the ‘parts’ and powers described in his general 

psychology and those described in his ethical works, such that phantasia could at least be implicated in this 

way. Many significant challenges obtain in making this connection robust, too many to take on here: 

Appendix III does more work in that area than we are able to make central to our main task. It is 

important, after all, not to lose sight that a ‘synoptic’ strategy—one that crosses metaphysical, psychological, 

and ethical categories—is consistent with the way in which the self was approached in antiquity (cf. 

A.0.2.2.6). This provides an impetus to read Aristotle holistically rather than in silos marked out by the 

different areas of his thinking. Such a reading is valuable and appropriate if we are to appreciate one 

important correspondence across the psychological and ethical works, which we shall turn to momentarily, 

that which concerns the ‘parts of the soul’ as discussed in EN I.13.   

4.2.4. Through that correspondence we shall see (both in this chapter in certain ways the next) that 

for Aristotle the self cannot simply be identified with one part or power of the soul (such as the mind), but 

rather emerges in the manifold of relations between it and other ‘parts’ and powers.  It is not just the mind, 

say, but the mind individuated phantasmatically and in dialogue (and often tension) with the other elements 

of the soul - primarily desire - that constitutes the nature of the self. It is, as we put it in Chapter 3, the co-

respondence of desire and discernment (cf. 3.2.2.8.2; 3.2.3.4; 3.2.4.1). Thus, ethical selfhood must be 

thought in terms of a new form of ‘difficult togetherness’ that characterizes the articulated unity of one’s 

parts, powers, and behavioural comportments.  As we will see, Aristotelian self is constitutively relational, 

emerging in the dialogical milieu of the human soul through a plurality of parts, powers, and behavioural 

dispositions. Whatever the ‘true self’ is, for Aristotle, it is not the intellect tout court but a self-differentiated 

or articulated unity that includes reason as its most authoritative element.  

 
14 Remarking on DA III.8 432a4-9 (in which Aristotle claims that the objects of thought ‘reside in the sensible forms’ 
and that no one could understand anything without perception, and, in turn, without ‘having some phantasmata of 
which to think’) Owens writes: “No matter how one cares to explain the nature of the intellect that is of itself in 
actuality, one has to regard its activity in the thinking process as taking place within the objects perceived by the sense. 
The ordinary course of human thought, for Aristotle, allows it no other range. Human cognition, as we know it 
philosophically, originates in sensible things, with no other object functioning as the source of what it know” Owens, 
“The Self in Aristotle,” 709. 
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As we shall see in Chapter 7, to the extent that reason pervades and organizes the rest of the soul, 

the greater its extent of unity; to the extent that it does not, the greater its self-differentiated nature 

threatens to pull it asunder (hence Aristotle’s expression that the virtuous is ‘of one mind with himself’ 

while the akratic agent, for instance, exemplifies one whose soul is ‘rent by faction’). Since only the virtuous 

are characterized in the former way, the lot of human beings must be thought of in terms of the degree to 

which we are practical multiplicity aiming at, by nature, an ideal unity. 

4.3. Priming the Tripartite Soul 

4.3.1. In Part A, we argued that Aristotle’s natural philosophy and his psychology both indicate that 

selfhood would have a structure of self-differing and articulated, something that is never in full possession 

of itself or present to itself (cf. 1.1.11; 1.2.3; 1.2.7; 1.2.8.1). The self, that is, must be something marked by 

an ongoing and dynamic struggle to bring heterogenous elements into a functionally integrated unity (cf. 

A.3.2). That unity of heterogenous elements was developed by Aristotle’s account of the soul in DA: as the 

form of the living body, the soul is the unity of the body, but it is a unity of organons (tools) that are in many 

ways incommensurable to one another until they are brought into the service of the ‘complex action’ that is 

life itself. Thus, each part of the body has its own immanent tendencies for change and motion that the 

soul perpetually overcomes until death dissolves that functional integration. Similarly, each power of the 

soul is correlated to an object in the world that is typologically distinct and cannot be derived from the 

others; yet, lived experience presents these objects in a highly unitary way.  

In this section, we will see that this pattern also obtains in Aristotle’s ethical theory of the tripartite 

soul. Despite Aristotle’s remark in EN that the underlying natural ontology of the soul (i.e. the ‘parts’ of the 

soul given in the psychological works) is not of direct concern to his division of the soul there, we can still 

see a familiar pattern that resonates between them.15 We can, moreover, see how the complex form of the 

 
15 The difficulty in comparing the tripartite soul of EN with the divisions of the soul in DA is that the former is 
describing comportments of human behaviour while the latter is talking about powers of animal life. Yet Aristotle does 
not say they are unrelated; he only says that one does not need the latter to know what is important about the former. 
Some of this, presumably, as to do with the different audiences these works are aimed at: while the works of the Parva 
Naturalia have in mind natural philosophers as its primary audience, the latter seems more aimed at noble youths who 
may not have fully made up their mind whether the philosophical or political life is best or whether virtue is genuinely 
worth pursuing. Yet the EN is replete with moments that seem like Aristotle is taking his natural philosopher audience 
aside to point to alternative ways of understanding the subject matter. As but one small but important example, the 
classification of soul according to different organisms follows the same pattern (cf. EN 1097b33-1098a5 & DA 
414b32-415a12) and the function argument refers to the ‘exoteric’ text that underwrites it which many take to be DA 
(cf. AIII.2.3.2; AIII.4-5). Another example, which shall become decisive toward the end of this work, occurs in EN 
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human soul in its metabolic (or ‘vegetative’), desiderative, and rational behaviours can nonetheless be seen 

an evolution of earlier descriptions of the soul from Part A (esp. Chapter 1). We shall do so while 

developing a few essential aspects of human selfhood that have necessarily gone neglected until now: first, 

the mind’s role in that ongoing struggle for functional cohesion; second, the way our reason makes us alive 

us to norms in terms of which that struggle plays out. In other words, the heterogenous ‘parts’ of the 

human being are bound up in an ongoing struggle for psychic cohesion, a struggle to hold each other 

accountable to the norms that are naturally immanent to each ‘part’ of the soul. This section, then, 

develops what we have called before the ‘difficult togetherness’ of human being in a way that begins to take 

account of man’s distinctive capacities for reasoning (and apprehending reasons) and for holding itself 

accountable. As we will see, in many ways the individuation of self stems from the idiosyncratic ways that 

the metabolic, desiderative, and rational parts intersect with one another. Thus, here we are interested in 

what we have called the ‘intra-psychic’ constitution of ethical selfhood, since for the time being we are working in 

the relations between parts of an individual human soul.16 

4.3.2.1. Aristotle was by no means the first to articulate a composite view of the human being and 

neither was Plato. As Christopher Gill shows in Personality in Greek Epic, Tragedy, and Philosophy, the trope of 

the ‘divided self’ characterizes the stories of Odysseus, Achilles, Ajax, and Medea.17 In such stories, psycho-

ethical conflict or inner division of the soul is used to dramatize that aspect of the human condition that 

comes from our being pulled in contrary directions: contrary desires, reasons, or allegiances, for instance. In 

part, what Homeric and Greek tragedies convey is the idea that, “human psychological life centres on the 

interplay or ‘dialogue’ between parts and functions.”18 Indeed, the subtitle of Gill’s book—‘the self in 

dialogue’—is meant to have us attend to the way that Greek thought that the human being is constituted as 

 
IX.9, where the ethical function of friends seems to complete a story and a problem about self-knowledge that was 
broached in DA II.12-III.2 - which, as we know already, is a response to an earlier problem in the Charmides. Moments 
such as these are given privilege in this project as per our method of imbrication (cf. A.0.2.2.6; AIII.6.5). 
16 The very notion of an ‘individual soul’ may sound specious precisely because a soul is a form, and a form is shared, 
not individual. Later on in Chapter 6 (6.4.2) we will address this concern. 
17 Indeed, Gill also finds the trope in the mythologies of the Upanishads. The Ratha Kalpana is, like the image of the 
soul in the Phaedrus, a ‘chariot image’ used to describe the tripartite structure of the human soul and the hierarchy 
between levels of existence (cf. Katha Upanishad 1:3:3ff.).  
18 Gill, Personality in Greek Epic, Tragedy and Philosophy: The Self in Dialogue, 175. Prof. Ken Dorter offered me the 
insightful challenge that it is unclear in such accounts how we move from the idea of ‘talking to ourselves’ in the form 
of an inner dialogue (where we assume different ‘voices’) to some notion that what is ‘speaking’ and what is ‘listening’ 
are distinct levels or functions in the soul. This certainly presses us to consider the question of just how literal or 
metaphorical these types of accounts are and what commitments about the nature and structure of the psuche they rest 
on. 
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“a complex set of functions which are unified (in so far as they are unified) by their interaction, rather than 

as constituting the locus of a unitary ‘I’”.19 From Homer onwards, Gill suggests, psychological processes 

were more or less always conceived on the basis of an inner dialogue. 

4.3.2.2. In Book 4 of Plato’s Republic, we receive a philosophical development of this basic idea 

broached as a tripartite division of the human soul. Here, we are counselled to put the desiring part of our 

soul under the control of reason and spirit, since desire is the most pervasive and insatiable part of the soul 

and prone to ruining one’s life if not managed correctly by the other two (Republic 442a6-b3). For Gill, the 

Republic thus, “presents intrapsychic activity as an internal dialogue: one part (or the person himself) ‘rules’ 

or ‘persuades’ other parts, which do or do not ‘agree’ with this rule.”20 In Phaedrus 246a–254e, Plato gives us 

his famous allegory of the human soul as a charioteer guiding two winged horses, one representing our 

rational and moral desires and the other our irrational appetites. The charioteer’s task is to bring the horses 

into lockstep in order to ascend toward an enlightened state of being. These metaphors attempt to forge a 

connection between the metaphysical and moral, between a view of fundamental structure of reality and 

what it means to live a good life within and in terms of that reality. As we will see momentarily, however, 

Aristotle’s allusion to another Platonic dialogue (the Charmides) in his own account of the tripartite soul 

expresses a more cautious take on whether the relationship between these orders of reality must be brought 

into contact in order to grasp what is most meaningful to human life as lived. 

4.3.2.3. EN I.13, the chapter in which Aristotle provides his initial characterization for the 

tripartite soul, can be described in broad strokes as follows. It is initially concerned with trying to answer 

the question of what virtue is (1102a5), and in particular what virtue is as it pertains to the human soul 

(1102a14-6). He illustrates that the health of the virtuous soul will be promoted by rulers in a similar way as 

doctors who take into account the whole person and the whole soul, and not just a particular part of a 

person (an argument we will look more closely at momentarily) (1102a17-25). It is not necessary, from 

Aristotle’s point of view, to decide upon whether we consider these ethical parts to reflect the ontological 

divisions of the soul in general (1102a25-30; see also n.16). The ethical ‘parts’ nonetheless fall along similar 

lines, having some that are rational while others not. The soul, considered ethically, is divided first into the 

irrational or vegetative (1102a32-b4) part, second the non-rational or desiderative part that can ‘listen’ to 

reason (1102b11-29), and thirdly the rational part. He illustrates the ‘listening’ of the desiderative part to 

the rational part by using the metaphor of someone who heeds the advice of their father or friends 

 
19 Gill, Personality in Greek Epic, Tragedy and Philosophy: The Self in Dialogue. 5. 
20 Gill. 252. 
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(1102b33-4). 21 When our desires ‘listen’ to logos in this way the conative part of our soul becomes 

intelligently organized and we are said to have ethical virtue (1103a5-10). Thus, what it means to be an 

animal with logos for Aristotle, at least in the context of ethical praxis, will have much to do with how we 

understand the relations between these parts of an individual’s soul, especially between desire and reason. It 

is in terms of this relation in particular that we understand selfhood as being related to the ways we find 

ourselves accountable to norms, conveyed or recognized by reason, at work in ourselves. 

4.3.3.1. Immediately before Aristotle makes his tripartite distinction in EN I.13, he invokes Plato’s 

Charmides22 at 1102a14-25 with an analogy we will discuss in a moment – but before that, it is important for 

us to have a sense of what is principally under discussion in the Charmides as a whole, as well as the 

particular moment in that dialogue Aristotle points to. The focal topic of the Charmides is the nature of 

sophrosune. Often translated as ‘temperance,’ the term generally conveys the idea of harmonious agreement 

between parts of the (tripartite) soul that are also worked up in Republic and Phaedrus (cf. at Republic 430e-

432a, sophrosune describes the harmony between two desiderative parts when they are ‘harnessed’ by reason; 

at Phaedrus 237e-238a, it describes a harmony between the two parts of desire only).  

 4.3.3.2. One of the central problems of the Charmides, as we know from our earlier work in 

relation to this dialogue (cf. A.0.3.2; 4.3.3), has to do with scrutinizing the definition that Critias gives of 

sophrosune: as a ‘science of the self’ that lives up to the Delphic directive to ‘know thyself’ (164dff). The 

problem, as we have seen, is that this definition seems to require something contradictory given what we 

know about the faculties of sense and thought, their objects, and the ways in which the latter might be 

conceivably received by the former. This definition of sophrosune seems to instantiate the more general 

problem that comes when the object of the soul’s activity is that activity itself. The aporia gets its legs 

because self-knowledge cannot get off the ground if the object—the activity itself—is 1) the sole object of 

thought, or if it is 2) not ‘outside’ the knowing part of the soul to begin with. This poses problems for 

 
21 The motif of listening and speaking is a central motif in Aristotle’s depiction of moral virtue especially, especially in 
terms of how it is acquired through habits (cf. The soul of the listener must be prepared by good habits is broached in 
Bk. I (c13) and again near the conclusion of the work in X.9. It has been observed that the whole ethics makes a 
division along these lines: that Bks. III-V are concerned with the ‘listening part of the soul’ (desire) whereas Bks. VI-X 
with the ‘speaking’ part of the soul.  
22 It is of course not surprising that in the lines immediately preceding Aristotle’s tripartite division, he alludes to a 
Platonic dialogue in which such a division is crucial to the expressive value of the dialogue. What may be surprising, 
however, is that the Charmides seems to be the operative background. For while Plato’s Phaedrus (246a-254e) and 
Republic (Book IV), for instance, both provide explicit accounts of the tripartite soul written (as it thought) in the later 
and arguably more mature period of his philosophical activity, Aristotle instead nods to a dialogue written (again, as is 
often thought), by a younger Plato in which only an implicit account of the tripartite soul is operative. 
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Socrates, who tries to make sense of Critias’ definition. Ultimately, the dialogue ends in aporia without a 

clear resolution as to the cogency of this notion that sophroune could be a ‘science of the self.’23   

 4.3.3.3. Thus, in the Charmides, the clarification of what is ostensibly an ethical concept having to 

do with the harmony of desires and reason, is broached in terms of an epistemological problematic that 

emerges from consideration of the psuche’s underlying constitution. An attempt is made to understand our 

struggle to harmonize our desiderative and rational behavioural comportments in terms of the psychic 

capacities that underwrite them. Critias attempts to undertake a diagnostic of the self and its self-cognition 

by insisting upon an intersection of ethics and psychology made by ‘intra-psychic’ relationships that obtain 

between them. However, the aporetic ending of the dialogue leaves unresolved whether such an approach is 

conceivable.   

4.3.3.4. Aristotle, for his part, will do something similar in EN. While in DA III.2 and 4 Aristotle 

will attempt to take up the challenge of the Charmides to conceive of ‘sensing sense’ and ‘thinking thought’ 

respectively, in EN I.13 he evades committing to a position on whether the ‘ethical’ parts of the soul and 

the ‘psychological’ parts described in DA can elucidate one another, as was central to the way the issues 

were set up in the Charmides. This non-committal posture is indicated at 1102a, just after Aristotle 

introduced his distinction between the rational and irrational parts of the soul in EN. He writes: 

Whether these two parts are really distinct in the sense that the parts of the body or of any 
other divisible whole are distinct, or whether though indistinguishable in thought as two 
concave sides of a curve, is a question of no importance for the matter at hand. (EN I.13 
1102a30-4). 

It is valuable to note that Aristotle is not denying that the ethical ‘parts’ of the soul have a relation to the 

divisions that mark out the soul’s underlying natural ontology. He is only saying that it does not matter, for 

the purposes of his project in EN, to make a determination on that issue. Though the issue of self-

knowledge is not at issue at this particular moment of EN, is as if we can envision Aristotle standing at the 

crossroads of the Charmides’s aporia with Socrates and Critias, agreeing with them to leave the issue as to 

whether any problem that requires us to bridge the psychological and ethical unresolved for the purposes of 

the moment.  

 
23 For a valuable discussion about the Charmides as a precedent for the discussion of the tripartite soul in EN, see Frans 
de Haas, “Know Thyself: Plato and Aristotle on Awareness,” in Ancient Perspectives on Aristotle’s De Anima, vol. 41, 
Ancient & Medieval Philosophy 1, 2009. 
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4.3.3.5. Now the allusion to the Charmides that Aristotle specifically points to runs as follows. 

Aristotle reiterates that the main importance for giving an account of the soul is to provide the political arts 

with the means to cultivate good citizens, “just as also someone who is going to treat the eye must know the 

whole body as well” (1102a19-20). The remark has been a clear nod to Charmides 156ff., in which Socrates 

offers to tell his interlocutors the proper way to cure a headache: 

I daresay you have yourself heard good doctors say, you know, when a patient comes to them 
with a pain in his eyes, that it is not possible to attempt a cure for his eyes alone, but that it is 
necessary to treat the head too at the same time, if he is to have his eyes in good order; and so 
again, that to expect ever to treat the head by itself, apart from the body as a whole, is utter 
folly. (156b-c). 

Paraphrasing what he had learned from the Thracian doctors of the king Zalmoxis, Socrates continues: 

But Zalmoxis, our king, who is a god, says that as you ought not to attempt to cure eyes 
without head, or head without body, so you should not treat body without soul. (156e).  

Aristotle’s allusion to these passages in Plato prepare us for his characterization of the tripartite soul, and 

our conception of ethical selfhood, by developing four themes that we itemized a moment ago, which we 

will now elaborate on.24   

4.3.3.6. First, this moment of the Charmides works up a tension between a portrait of the human 

being as a unity but one that is articulated by heterogenous elements. Not only must the treatment of some 

body part or symptom be taken in concert with the whole body, it must also be taken in relation to the 

person’s soul as well: that is, in relation to the complex totality of the human being. Indeed, Socrates 

explains that the Thracian doctors he admires were critical of Greek doctors, because the latter “neglected 

the whole, on which they ought to spend their pains, for if this were out of order it was impossible for the 

part to be in order” (156e). This speaks to the opening sentences of EN I.13, where Aristotle remarks on 

the Lacedaemon constitution and its relationship to education. Aristotle says the Spartan’s provisions for 

education are wanting because they are based on a one-dimensional view of human psychology, alleging that 

they only cultivated the warlike virtues of their citizens while neglected the fullness of human virtue.25 This 

 
24 Aquinas observes that while medicine is the analogy here, political analogies will ultimately be more complete since 
it account for the whole of man and not just the body Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, 75. Or as 
Claudia Baracchi puts it: “politics is more architectonic than medicine, for it comprehends the human being as a 
whole, not merely as a bodily organism, however much ensouled or animated” Claudia Baracchi, Aristotle’s Ethics as 
First Philosophy (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 109.  
25 The importance of the whole person is also found in Politics II.6. This motif of the treating the ‘whole person’ may, 
in both Aristotle and Plato alike, be reflected in the principles of medicine laid out in Hippocrates’ Prognostic. While 
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comes just before Aristotle announces his three-fold distinction about the (ethical) parts of the human soul. 

He therefore shows what sort of portrayal of the human being he is resisting and what sort he is building 

toward. The human being as a complex unity of body and soul, not only a thinking being comprised of a 

simple unity of a mind, but a complex that includes sensuous, conative, and rational capacities.26 The 

ethical integrity of our psyche hinges both on harmonizing the elements we find within ourselves and 

reckoning with the difficult way they go and work together. In other words, we have the beginnings of a 

new description of the human self as a self-differing, articulated identity being advanced now in ethical 

terms. This lays the foundation for the idea that human beings struggle—and in many ways are identical 

with the activity struggling—for self-coincidence through their choice and actions, by finding concord 

between the reasons they have for acting and the desire to act in light of good reason.  

4.3.3.7. Secondly, by implicating this moment of the Charmides, Aristotle is portending the idea 

that a human individual’s virtuous integrity and excellent activity of the soul will not be unrelated to a story 

about the right sort of bodily preparation. Aristotle will argue that to host reason well, we must be made 

into good listeners (akroates) for logos by priming the body in the right way. After all, the young, Aristotle 

says in EN I.3, are not by nature good ‘listeners’ (akroates) for logos (1095a3). Lawmakers must cultivate the 

listening part of the soul among its citizens to attune their sensitivity to logos, since humans are not by 

nature set up to ‘hear’ reason without the right sort of environment and education. In the Charmides we 

have a similar idea: Plato signals to us that the organic part of human life is a necessary element in the 

proper reception of logos.27 For just as there would be no cure for Charmides’s headache without the right 

words or reasons, so too would there be none without the right plants to apply to the body and ease its ill 

affects. It is significant that in Plato’s dialogue, the remedy for the titular character’s headache is said to 

involve the joint application of both plants for the body and ‘charms’ for the soul that he calls or ‘words of 

 
there is apparently only one direct reference to Hippocrates in the surviving works (De Sensu 436a20), it is clear that 
such a general principle as found broadly in the medical arts would have informed the background of discussions like 
these. For Hippocratic doctors in particular, however, the salient point is that a physician should not treat a symptom 
or body part in isolation from his whole body, and neither, as Stewart nicely observes, from his practical rapport with 
this environment. Stewart, Notes on the Nicomachean Ethics, 1892, II:160–61.  
26 This theme also anticipates some of Aristotle’s commitments throughout EN that our well-being depends on living 
with a view to a ‘complete life.’ What it means to lead a ‘complete life’ will in some way depend on how the ‘whole 
soul’ is brought to bear on the living of life, since the soul is the very principle of life as an act of integration, where life 
itself is called a ‘complex action’. 
27 The parallel between these accounts should not be all that surprising, given the similar view of the stages of 
education for both thinkers, emphasizing, for instance, the role of physical education and music at key moments of 
moral and intellectual development. 
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the right sort’ (157a); Socrates advises that, “if one uttered the charm at the moment of [the plant-remedy’s] 

application, the remedy made one perfectly well; but without the charm there was no efficacy in the leaf” 

(155e).  

Thus, at this moment in Aristotle’s text, before the decisive introduction of the tripartite soul, we 

are made to see the imperative to understand ourselves a composite or ‘sunthetic’ being that must be cared 

for as such, in the fullness of not only our intellectual but organic being, in order that a virtuous life may be 

lived. A person, we are being told, is exhausted neither by their psychology nor their physiology, neither by 

their intellect or that which is mixed with the body. We would miss the mark (though not entirely) if we 

thought we could facilitate someone’s ‘listening for logos’ by manipulating their ears or eardrums just so. But 

we would also miss the mark if we did not recognize that it is through sensuous encounters that the soul 

comes to listen: hence the importance, for Aristotle and Plato alike, of music in education. The tricky part 

is where to locate or how to conceive the relation between these facets of our nature such that there can be 

efficacy without identity between them. Aristotle’s functionalism and hylomorphism helped us develop an 

answer to that in Part A (cf. 2.3.2; 3.2.3; also see AIII.1). Aristotle’s theory of the tripartite soul will help us 

to do the same in Part B. 

4.3.3.8. Third, the analogy primes us to appreciate that ethical life is not only something that bears 

on our nature as a complex of body and soul, but as beings with a soul that is itself articulated into 

metabolic or ‘vegetative,’ desiderative, and cognitive parts. In Plato’s dialogue, Socrates has just returned 

from military campaign where many of his friends had been killed. Rejoining the safety of his home, he asks 

about the Athenian youth and whether any have recently distinguished themselves while he was away. In 

response, Critias, a politician, notes his cousin Charmides, who is reputed to be of astonishing physical and 

intellectual beauty. Then Charmides arrives, who elicits both noble and carnal desires in the guests and 

Socrates himself. Critias, aware that his cousin has a headache, suggests that Socrates could meet him by 

telling Charmides he knows a cure. The suggestion works: Charmides joins them to hear the therapy. 

Socrates explains the ‘leaf-charm’ remedy, in which a leaf is applied to Charmides’ head while ‘beautiful 

logoi’ are sung over him. Thus, here we have a holistic therapy that has a vegetal element (the leaf) and a 

rational element (the incantation), applied to a character that embodies that solicits complex desire of both 

noble and carnal types. Now Aristotle’s tripartite soul, which he is in the process of introducing in EN I.13 

when he alludes to this scene in the Charmides, will have vegetal, desiderative, and rational elements as 

well. And, as we will say more about momentarily, the desiderative can likewise be influenced by both 
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rational and appetitive objects of desire; the formation of ethical virtue will consist in having desire 

habitually listen for and obey reason. 

4.3.3.9. Fourth, in both the analogy of EN I.13 and the context of the passage from Charmides 

Aristotle alludes to, the metaphor that is chosen to convey the complex nature of the soul is ocular in 

nature, centering on the health of the eyes and their capacity for well-functioning vision: in other words, by 

putting the organ that is paradigmatically associated with the appearances at the center of the issue.28 Is there 

something important that this metaphor conveys about the human being and the need for a holistic view of 

their well-being? I suggest that Aristotle’s choice is meant to prime us for understanding another key 

metaphor later on, which will be significant to us in Chapter 6: that an individual with a good character, a 

good ethos, is one whose past experience “has given them an eye to see correctly” (EN 1143a25-b13). The 

idea is that one’s character is a sort of organ, formed over time by experience, training—in short 

habituation—whose object is the apparent good. The trope—which resonates on both psychological and 

ethical registers—conveys the idea that if one (in particular one’s desire) listens and depending on how one 

listens and what one listens to, then what comes about is a new way of seeing. If one listens to reason or to 

those who embody an intelligent way of living, then what appears will be so—and, decisively—what appears 

good will in fact be good. The motifs of listening and seeing, invoked at this important moment in the text, 

portends that the good functioning of human beings shall turn on way both the body and soul have been 

brought up. 29   

Moreover, if all goes well the result is the ability to see things as they really are - without pain. 

Indeed, it seems to me that there are at least four different persons a doctor might treat with respect to their 

eye: someone who cannot see at all, someone who cannot see things with distinction or veracity but is not 

 
28 To recall: 1) “just as also someone who is going to treat the eye must know the whole body as well” (EN 1102a19-
20); 2) “…it is necessary to treat the head too at the same time, if he is to have his eyes in good order.” (Charmides 
156b-c); 3) “…you ought not to attempt to cure eyes without head, or head without body, so you should not treat body 
without soul.” (Charmides 156e).   
29 This is not to insinuate, however, that moral virtue is a virtue ‘of the body.’ For Aristotle clearly says, “the virtue 
distinctive of a human being is not that of the body but that of the soul” (1102a14). Yet, moral virtue is that of the 
desiderative part of the soul, which is grounded in the conative-perceptual part which has no actual reality outside of 
its actualization in embodied forms. The backdrop of our nature as a body-soul composite (since the soul is the form 
of a certain kind of body) affords the horizon and enabling conditions of virtue even if virtue itself is, strictly speaking, 
not ‘of the body.’ Indeed Sorabji, for his part, thinks that the correct view of the Aristotelian self is as an essentially 
embodied owner of experiences that is ‘plain to see.’ Sorabji, “Graeco-Roman Varieties of Self,” 13–14. That said, 
while the self is not ‘a body’ it likewise cannot be strictly identified with the soul: we shall discuss the latter distinction 
in Chapter 6 (6.4.2). 
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in pain, someone the same as the last but who also has pain, or someone who can see perfectly well but 

experiences pain while doing so. The overall goal of the medical art as applied to eyesight, then, is to help 

people see things as they are without pain – and this is used by Aristotle as a preparatory illustration of what 

virtue, the chapter’s opening theme, will consist in (1102a5). Thus, if this metaphor is to prepare us for the 

significance of the tripartite soul and Aristotle’s account of virtue more generally, we can see already 

indicated the idea that the virtuous functioning of a human individual is going to relate to the veracity the 

appearances and to the health of the organ through which we receive the appearances.  (Indeed, as we will 

discuss later on, megalospychia, one of the ‘crowns of the virtues’ as Aristotle calls it, describes this cardinal 

virtue as characterizing someone who appears to himself as he really is. And phronesis, also called by Aristotle a 

‘crown of virtue’ will similarly depend on a perceptual refinement that shapes how things appear).  

4.3.3.10. Aristotle’s allusion to this moment of the Charmides, then, in preparing his tripartite 

distinction of the soul, readies us to appreciate how human beings not only are hylomorphic complexes of 

body and soul, but also behavioural and dispositional complexes of vegetative, desiderative, and rational 

capacities. Moreover, the good functioning of this complex picture of the human being is laid out in terms 

of the related metaphors about learning how to listen for logos and how to secure a correspondence between 

appearance and reality. Through this allusion to the Charmides, Aristotle is inviting us to consider the way 

that the appearance of the world—our ‘seeing’ of it—is conditioned by the way our body and soul and desires 

have been organized the logoi we have previously listened to.  

4.4. Aristotle’s Tripartite Soul and Ethical Selfhood 

4.4.1. Having introduced EN I.13 in terms of the need to investigate the nature of virtue and in particular 

the virtue of the human being’s soul, Aristotle is prepared to make his tripartite distinction, which in some 

way is going to clarify the nature of virtue. The first part of the soul is ‘irrational’ and identified with what 

we might call the metabolic or vegetative aspect of our being. This is the aspect of our being that is 

responsible for nutrition and growth and is held in common with all living things whether fully formed or 

embryonic (1102a32-1102b3). It is, as Claudia Baracchi puts it, the “physiological stratum shared by all that 

is alive.”30 This part is ‘irrational’ in the sense that it cannot be directly influenced by the mind’s rational 

will: no amount of effort by the mind can (again, directly) compel the heart or pancreas or stomach to 

 
30 Baracchi, Aristotle’s Ethics as First Philosophy, 110. 
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perform their function in one way or another.31 One’s liver is irrational, then, in that it cannot ‘listen to 

logos,’ but rather carries on its organic processes in ways that reason cannot immediately enter into. It is also 

irrational in the sense that, for the most part, these are organic processes about which we have little 

perception; they operate without sensation or reason’s direct control and cannot be intervened into by it in 

any straightforward sense.32  

4.4.2. The irrational or vegetative part of the soul is opposed, in absolute terms, by the rational or 

intellectual part of the soul: that capacity to receive organizing logoi and intelligible archai. This part of the 

human soul is precisely what makes our soul human, as we have discussed at various points throughout this 

project already in terms of Aristotle’s general psychology (cf. 1.3.3; 1.3.5; 2.4). The rational capacity is 

divided according to its objects: theoretical reason apprehends the truth of necessary and timeless objects 

whereas practical reason apprehends the possible and the goodness related to objects that are related to 

praxis. In the practical realm of ethics, that is, this part of the soul is that which is responsible for 

apprehending reasons for choice and action and for the ability to articulate reasons to others. It is, in short, 

that part of the soul by which we find ourselves accountable in various ways, beholden to what is true and 

good and whose exercise fulfills to the highest extent our nature as animals with logos. As we learn in EN 

VI, there are distinct kinds of virtue that correspond to the intellect’s different arenas of concern or 

application: sophia, episteme, and nous marking the theoretical intellect, techne the productive intellect, and, 

the one concerned with human praxis—phronesis. The last of these is central to the work of Appendix IV.  

4.4.3. But ethical virtues concern a third part of the soul – the desiring part – and we say that 

desire is virtuous when it is intelligently organized: when it has listened to reason. Thus, the relation 

between desire and practical reason will be in many ways decisive over the sort of person we are, the kind of 

‘ethical selfhood’ that is ‘ours.’ The desiderative part is also where the ‘animalistic’ side of our nature is, in 

the best circumstances, ‘with logos’ and in the worst, subject to a hostile takeover of our base appetites. This 

desiderative part of the soul, then, locates another way in which the human being is articulated into a 

‘sunthetic’ being that is a composite, above all for the purposes of ethical life, of desire and reason. The 

relation between desire and thought shall be paramount over Aristotle’s account of ethics and for 

 
31 We might question whether Aristotle is right about this. Meditative practices, for instance, seem readily capable of 
exerting some influence over bodily processes like heart rate, for instance. Of course, there are senses in which the 
vegetative processes can be overseen by reason, i.e. for instance, in maintaining a healthy diet that is rationally and 
willfully chosen for its benefits to the body, one exerts an influence over what enters and, in some measure, results 
from vegetative processes. (See n.12 for a similar point made by Nussbaum). Still, this is still only an indirect 
intervention over organic process by the intellect. 
32 cf. n.10 
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understanding how it intersects with the psychological works. The theory of animal motion that we 

analyzed in DA III.10 and MA III.9-10 (cf. 3.2) implicate desire and discernment (reason or phantasia) at the 

center of the story over how and why animals are motivated to act as they do. Thus, later on, we shall see 

that Aristotle’s discussion in the EN about the human being as an arche of choice, where choice is 

understood as a suntheton of desire and reason, will be of great importance for understanding the nature of 

self and for arguing for a decisive role for phantasia.  

4.4.3.1. The desiring part of the soul in one way belongs, along with the vegetative, to the irrational 

part of the soul since does not essentially or intrinsically bear in itself a rational principle. In another 

respect, however, Aristotle says that desire “shares in reason in a way” (1102b13) (or: “that part 

characterized by desire [epithumetikon], and by longing [orektikon] in general, shares somehow in reason” 

[1102b30-1]). 33  Desire ‘shares in reason’ not intrinsically, but to the extent that it can be swayed toward 

reason. Desire shares in reason only because it can listen to reason, to resuscitate that themes of Charmides 

(cf. 4.3.3), as it has the “ability to entertain an exchange with logos, to hear it.”34 Using a metaphor that will 

be highly significant for us later, Aristotle says that desire can listen to reason as a child listens to their 

father, and not, he says, “in the manner of someone knowledgeable in mathematics” (1102b32-35). The 

unusual juxtaposition of these metaphors can be clarified in the following way. It is not by having 

internalized (and thus having become coextensive with) the organizing forms of mathematics that the 

desiderative part of the soul is able to be ‘rational.’ Rather, it is by being able to receive ordering principles 

from the outside, as from one’s father or friends, that desire can become intelligently organized. That is, 

someone knowledgeable in mathematics already has the body of knowledge in them. The organizing 

principles of such knowledge already have organized the soul of the mathematician; when they apply that 

 
33 The scheme makes the number of parts some matter of interpretation. What we have is a two, three, or fourfold 
distinction, depending on how one prefers to tally. There is, first of all, the two-fold distinction between the absolutely 
non-rational (vegetative) part of the soul and, on the other hand, those parts which can in some way or another be 
claimed by reason. Then there is a three-fold distinction between the absolutely non-rational, the accidentally rational 
(the desiderative part that can listen to reason), and the absolutely rational, or the intellect – that which is intrinsically 
rational by virtue of its very nature. But we could also count four parts or at least facets of the soul since the 
desiderative part of the soul can equally be described as intrinsically non-rational or, by contrast, as extrinsically 
rational. That is, this part of the soul is characterized as desiderative without qualification about the rationality of its 
end, as Aristotle uses both the terms epithumia (appetite) and orektikon (longing) in characterizing it at 1102b30. But 
insofar as this part can listen to reason, and thus receive and be persuaded by its organizing principle from without, it 
is extrinsically rational. We shall note the ambiguity in terms of Aristotle’s metaphors of the way that desire listens to 
reason ‘like a child does his father’ and not ‘in the way that the mathematician has’ in a moment. On the question 
over the number of parts, see Ross, Aristotle, 192; Francis Sparshott, Taking Life Seriously: A Study of the Argument of the 
Nicomachean Ethics (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1994), 71–75. 
34 Baracchi, Aristotle’s Ethics as First Philosophy, 111.  
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knowledge, they draw on their logoi of that knowledge from within. But in the first metaphor, the child can 

apply reason only by appealing to something outside themselves. In listening to others, they borrow reason 

‘from the outside.’ This contrast is reiterated at the end of EN I.13, where Aristotle again compares one as, 

“having [ekhein] rational principle [logon] in the proper sense” (1103a2-3) with the part that is, “apt to listen 

as one does to one’s father” (1103a4).35  

4.4.3.2. So, desire may listen to reason and come to ‘have’ logos in the sense that it can be open to 

it, receive it, and become organized in terms of something that is outside of itself. The notion of ‘having 

logos’ is of central importance to Aristotle’s characterization of human life. Desire comes to ‘have logos’ to 

become organized in a distinctively human way; indeed, this is one way of expressing what it means to be an 

animal with logos, to invoke another of Aristotle’s ‘canonical’ definitions of the human form (cf. A.0.2.2.1). 

Both J.A. Stewart and Martin Heidegger have commented on what they see as an important double-

entendre of this ‘having’ of logos. Ekhein logon can mean, on the one hand (in the context of ekhein logon ton 

mathematikon) to have mathematical concepts and proofs in one’s intellect, to comprehend it oneself and 

have already one’s soul formally organized along with it and its knowledge at our disposal. But, as Stewart 

points out, there is another sense of ‘having’ here which would be something like ‘to take on authority,’ and 

this seems to be closer to the meaning of the expression having to do with receiving the commands of the 

father (ekhein logon tou patros).36 The logos of the father is something borrowed, whereas “for the logos of the 

mathematika is the logos of the mathematikos himself.”37 In other words, in one sense logos is something had 

or possessed by the soul – yet in another sense it is something that comes from outside, that is other, that in 

a sense has taken over possession or put under command.  

4.4.3.3. Heidegger sees the same double meaning in the ekhein logon, of what it means to ‘have’ or 

‘possess’ logos in the expression ‘zoon logon echon’ (the ‘animal with logos’). While often associated with 

Aristotle, that precise phrase does not literally appear in the extant works.38 Nonetheless, Heidegger 

cautions against a one-dimensional reading of the expression and meaning of ekhein for similar reasons as 

Stewart does, noting that humans not only ‘have’ logos in the sense that we possess it, but also in the sense 

 
35 Aquinas seems to think that the distinction has more to do with the contrast between moral and theoretical 
instruction: “Hence we say reason holds the place of a father giving guidance and of friends offering advice. But reason 
here does not play the role of a mere theorist like the reason of a mathematician, for the irrational part of the soul 
does not partake in any way of reason understood in this sense” Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, 
80. 
36 Stewart, Notes on the Nicomachean Ethics, 1892, II:166. 
37 Stewart, II:166. On this point, compare to DA III.4 430a2. 
38 Usually we are directed to Politics I.2 to substantiate the expression, where at 1253a10 Aristotle says that man is the 
only animal that has reason. 
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that we are possessed by it.39 Heidegger supports this reading by drawing on the Metaphysics’ diagnostic of the 

term ‘ekhein,’ in which it can mean the activity of the ‘haver,’ the activity of the thing had, a dispositional 

state (hexis), but also the way in which a tyrant ‘has’ a city, holding it in his power. Thus being ‘with logos—as 

desire is, or as human animals are—must be taken not only as a positive ‘having’ of their own, but a being-

had-by: a dual claim by which the human as zoon echon logon possesses logos in the same measure as becomes 

the animal possessed by logos. The double entendre of the ‘ekhein’ in our being the animal with logos—as 

glossed in the Politics—insinuates that human beings are animals that are ambiguously both possessors of a 

capacity to receive logoi that in turn come to possesses them—indeed, through the establishment of a hexis. 

But as animals we are directed to EN I.13, where it is desire ‘has and is had by’ logos; that is, where logos is 

had in a kind of dialogue between the desiderative (animal) and rational (human) parts of the soul. In being 

open to this dialogue and in ‘listening out’ for reason, desire is able to become virtuously organized within 

the sort of animal we are: as an animal alive to the summon of reason to order their desires intelligently in 

what is both passive submission to an ‘outside’ as well as an active accomplishment of an ‘inside.’ Of 

course, the fact that desire can be and regularly is swayed by the irrational comportment if our behaviour is 

what constitutes the drama of ethical life. In our makeup as a compositional, sunthetic self, there are aspects 

of our being that regularly resist our better angels. That desire can be pulled in both directions speaks to the 

human condition lived by not only rational animals, but rational animals.40  

4.4.3.4.1. The duality of desire’s ‘having’ or ‘being had by’ reason is further illustrated by Aristotle’s 

discussion of the psychic constitution of the akratic agent in EN I.13.41 This agent is someone who knows 

the right thing to do, chooses to do it, but their choices are not converted into action: irrational desires to 

the contrary overtake them and, in the end, they cannot consistently translate their good reason into the 

appropriate action. The akratic or incontinent person knows what logos demands and recognizes that their 

compulsions do not answer to that demand, but actions that satisfy their irrational appetites spill forth 

 
39  Heidegger GA 63, 21-22. Moss also picks up on the double sense in which logos is ‘had.’ Moss, Aristotle on the 
Apparent Good: Perception, Phantasia, Thought, and Desire, 168–69. Baracchi goes so far as to say that “In a certain sense, 
logos is a possession of a body, a having, ekhein, of an animal—a having that, as it were, comes to be had.” Baracchi, 
Aristotle’s Ethics as First Philosophy, 127. 
40 We shall see in Chapter 6 that there is a fundamental reciprocity that must be discerned between desire and reason, 
which has been prefigured by noting the double-entendre at work in ekhein (4.4.3.2-3l. This shall become reflected in 
the description of a human being as a suntheton conceived by Aristotle’s expressions of it as ‘desirous thought’ or 
‘thinking desire.’ 
41 While it is not the right moment to take this up as its own central topic, it is noteworthy to say that it is in relation 
to akrasia that some of the strongest connection to phantasia are made in the ethical works. For instance, EN VII.3 & 7 
establish the often-conflicted relation between desire and reason in terms of phantasia. Cf. VII.3 (1149a); VII.7 
(1149b); VII.7 (1150b).  
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anyway.42 While we exhort their reason because it compels them “toward the best things,” there is 

something else in them that “battles with and strains against reason” (1102b15-19).43 Aristotle illustrates the 

akratic agent by drawing a parallel with someone whose limbs respond to the mind’s commands, but only in 

a spontaneous or unpredictable and irrational way:  

For just as when we choose to move paralyzed parts of the body to the right and they are, to 
the contrary, borne off to the left, so also with the soul: the impulses of those lacking self 
restraint [that is, those who are akratic agents] are toward things that are contrary [to their 
reason] (1102b19-22). 

The basic phenomenon of the akratic person is like that of someone with a paralyzed limb, except that the 

conflict between the rational and irrational parts of their soul is not visible or public in the same way.44 Like 

the paralytic limb that “resists and opposes” reason, there is, in the soul of the akratic person, spontaneous 

elements that act out in ways that are contrary to our best judgment and even our choices and whose desire 

is subject to a ‘hostile takeover’ as it were. As with the holistic point of the eye doctor in the Charmides, we 

have here in Aristotle’s paralytic limb metaphor a concern about the relationship between some part of the 

body not participating in the harmonious organization or interests of the whole. We have, instead, one part 

‘doing its own thing’ as it evades control - or filiation - with the other parts and becoming the animating 

principle of behaviour. In the case of ‘normal’ functioning, one’s limbs are more or less continuous with 

one’s powers for acting; the borders of what I experience as ‘me’ and those of my body happen to align. But 

as the paralytic must go out of their way to deal with the limitations posed by their uncooperative limbs, so 

must akratic or enkratic persons outwit the spontaneous and uncontrolled elements in their soul in order for 

their resulting action to be in accordance with reason. This illustrates well, but in another way, the idea that 

human beings are susceptible to coming under the control—being ‘had’ by—various forces that preside over 

behaviour. In the case of the akratic agent as well as the contrasting case of ‘listening to logos’ (and the 

 
42 An important and related example is the enkratic agent, who has the same intellectual commitment and desire as the 
akratic agent, but in the end is able to translate their reason into action. The enkratic or continent person is able to 
overcome their irrational compulsions (epithumia) as the desire (orexis) to act according to logos is stronger than the 
former. 
43 The precise tension at work in the akratic and enkratic agents, as Stewart observes, is between epithumia and logos. In 
the former epithumia prevails, in the latter does logos. In the temperate person (the sophron) there is no struggle, because 
one principle has gained total supremacy over the other. Stewart, Notes on the Nicomachean Ethics, 1892, II:164. 
Compare to Republic 440, where Plato also discusses the opposition between logos and epithumia. 
44 Aquinas picks up on the visibility/invisibility contrast, noting that the whole underlying process is not so apparent. 
He refers to this invisible factor as the ‘sensitive appetite’ (epithumia): “But seemingly in both there is something innate 
in them other than reason, and this something conflicts with reason and resists or hinders reason in the execution or 
choice… the sensitive appetite… would be such a thing” Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, 79.  
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relation to being an animal with logos), the idea here is that desire is open both to intelligent organization 

and to hostile takeover by appetite.   

4.4.3.4.2. One way of taking up this portrayal of the tripartite soul via Aristotle’s deployment of the 

akratic agent is in terms of what counts as or is experienced as the limits of an individual’s agency. That is, 

for the paralytic person, where ‘they’ start and ‘something else’ takes over may be something that is 

nonetheless in their soul. What does the possibility of akratic agency tell us about the boundaries of where a 

self might begin and end? For one might naturally think that what marks its limit, in the case of the 

paralytic, has at least something to do with their body’s acting as a functional unity. But if one’s limb does 

not perform as we command, then in an important sense it has stopped being ‘ours’ at all for what operates 

beyond the will seems also beyond that we take to be ‘us’ in some vital way. Only if we somehow tacitly 

accepted this would we be able to understand and find credible someone saying ‘it wasn’t me’ who 

performed some involuntary spasm of the body. Rather, what moved the limb was a force operating inside 

us ‘from outside,’ as it were. On the other hand, in another sense there is nothing else to turn to but oneself 

to locate the source of the spastic action, if, that is, we take what is bound inside the body’s envelope to be, 

if anyone’s at all, ‘mine.’ The ‘whole,’ then, that we are interested in here (which was focal in the 

Charmides as well) is experientially equivalent to my sense of ‘me,’ my ‘self.’45 As with the paralytic limb, 

there is a loss of normal functioning for the akratic agent to the extent that they encounter and are 

frustrated by a limit within themselves: a division or mark of dysfunctional self-differentiation that prevents 

them from achieving psychic integrity of the virtuous.  

What Aristotle’s paralytic limb example helps us appreciate, then, is that the boundaries of the self may need to 

be thought of as being somehow mobile and elastic, not necessarily in alignment with the individuation of the organic 

body as a singular whole, marking the possibility that the self ‘itself’ has limits that oscillate between (it)self and 

something (or someone) other, between inside and outside, even if the ‘outside’ turns out to be ‘inside’ (it)self. Selfhood 

can, to put it in the language of ‘having’ or ekhein, be something that possesses or something possessed by an other—

perhaps by others—something that is in possession of itself only if it is itself possessed by something that exceeds it from 

 
45 Here Christine Korsgaard’s offers a helpful clarification: “To regard some movement  of my mind or my body as my 
action, I must see it as an expression of my self as a whole, rather than as a product of some force that is working on me 
or in me. Movements that result from forces working on me or in me constitute things that happen to me[…] For a 
movement to be my action, for it to be expressive of myself in the way that an action must be, it must result from my 
entire nature working as an integrated whole.” Christine M. Korsgaard, Self-Constitution: Agency, Identity, and Integrity 
(Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 18–19.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

195 

within. There is, then, a possible dimension of ethical selfhood ‘with’ a difference from itself and in itself, the self, that is, 

as a self-differing identity on the register of ethical life.   

 4.4.3.4.3. Now of course if Aristotle’s description of the akratic person only picks out only one way 

in which human agency is realized—just one possibility—then it does not characterize what holds universally 

about human life.  

Yet: what if the sort of self-difference we are pointed to here was not the exemption but the rule of 

being human or as bearing the human condition? What if the ostensibly ‘normal’ condition of being in full 

possession of oneself qua virtuous was only a regulating ideal of human life rather than a description of a 

way of living that is actually within reach – that is, if even the concretely virtuous person was not one who 

had overcome its psychic multiplicity?46 What if non-coincidence inescapably figured the basic structure of 

the human psuche always in some measure? What if we take Aristotle literally when he says a human being, 

even a self-loving one, is always ‘two or more’—that is, two (the irrational and the rational) or three (a body 

that has metabolic-vegetal capacities as well as perceptual-conative capacities along with a mind that reasons 

and is possessed by reasons?) What if, as we have asked before (cf. 1.4.3.3; 4.2.3.4), we are willing to 

radically question the presumption that the self is or must be an individual—a ‘one’—in the first place or 

that the terms of ‘oneness’ were fundamentally inadequate to think the self in the fullness of its reality?  

Then: this self-differentiating structure of the human soul would be elevated to a universal feature of 

selfhood as it is lived or experienced; then the self would always be figured along boundaries that may be 

thought of with elasticity and which may not coincide with the boundaries of an individual ensouled body; 

then, moreover, the self would universally be constituted by having an outside and perhaps an other inside 

itself; then the self would possess itself only in the measure that it is already possessed by something else. 

4.4.3.4.4. Determining this complex hypothetical will have to wait. If we discover that perfect 

virtue in particular remains an abstraction (a ‘regulating ideal’) rather than a good that is actually achievable 

by choice and action, then the hypothetical we have set up will be answered, and the sort of self-differing, 

articulated structure of the human soul we have argued for in Part A will have a cousin here in Part B. For 

perfect virtue would be the complete occupation of one’s nature qua human; it would mean reaching one’s 

full potential as human. As Baracchi explains, “What is at stake [in virtue], then, is self-realization without 

residue. It is important to notice that such a complete self-enactment, if it ever were attainable, would at 

 
46 Indeed, even if perfect virtue was concretely attainable, this might not depend on such a person become a sort of 
psychically homogeneous entity. All that is required is that such a person overcame the multiplicity of soul-parts by 
bringing them under complete and perfect control as they are subordinated to a single principle. Passages where 
Aristotle may suggest that virtue is actually attainable may include EN II.5.1114b6 & EN VII.8.1151a17. 
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once pertain to the human being as that particular individual and to the human being as such. It would 

involve no contrast between singularity and humankind.”47 So long as a ‘residue’ remains, then a human 

self will be perpetually marked as a struggle for self-identity or, to put it in language more pertinent to Part 

B—personal integrity—between one’s rational capacities and principles, one’s desires, and ultimately one’s 

actions. As Aquinas puts it, in the ideal of the virtuous man, “in these men nearly everything—both external 

actions and internal desires—harmonize with reason.”48 Or, in Sparshott’s language, the ideal situation for 

human life is one where there is no longer any tension between what is desired, and what reason 

commands.49 But the ideal of perfect virtue, we will argue, is never concretely embodied without any 

remainder, for human life does not reach its full potential without exceeding what is human in the first 

place: the lesson of EN X.7-8. Those of us who fall short of the human ideal—which is precisely, I shall 

argue, all of us—would seem to have, in some measure, the residual traits of the akratic and enkratic types of 

person. What is universal of the human condition is the intractability of internal strife in the face of an 

ideal perfect unity that sets forth the animating telos of practical life. And for that reason, there will always 

be aspects of who we are that are ambiguously ‘me-and-not-me’ that resist us but also determine us from 

within, forming us a as a composite of elements that are both as familiar and as alien as paralytic limbs 

are.50 

4.4.5. In this section we have begun to see how the paramount relation of desire and reason forms 

the character of our ‘ethical self’ even if we have not yet unpacking the meaning of ‘character’ (ethos) itself. 

We have also seen how Aristotle’s discussion of the paralytic limb in relation to the tripartite soul has set up 

the possibility that non-alignment or self-difference may be the form of ethical selfhood. As we will see in 

the next section, this idea that Aristotle’s analysis of the tripartite soul in EN I.13 leads us to conceive the 

self as a composite of ‘me-and-not-me’ that establishes an ‘outside inside me’ comes to take on a personified 

‘proto-political’ dimension in the soul. Indeed, at the end of EN I.13 and in other chapters of EN, Aristotle 

will describe the relations between the desiring and reasoning parts of the soul through common social 

relations within the polis: of the child & father, of one person and their friend, of the student and teacher, 

and of the slave & master. In asking the readers of his ethical works to imagine the different parts of the 

 
47 Baracchi, Aristotle’s Ethics as First Philosophy, 112. 
48 Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, 79. 
49 Sparshott, Taking Life Seriously: A Study of the Argument of the Nicomachean Ethics, 73. 
50 Compare this to Republic VIII: the oligarchic person is ‘never free from internal strife’ and is, Plato writes, a ‘double 
person’: “Such a man, then would not be free from internal dissention. He would not be really one, but in some sort a 
double man… But the true virtue of a soul in unison and harmony with itself would escape him and live afar” 
(Republic, 554d9-10). 
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soul relating to themselves in these terms, the ‘outside that is inside me’ takes on a new range of 

significance. Now, we will have to consider the nature of ethical selfhood as being formed through a way of 

relating to myself as other and personified in terms of others, others that are somehow in me and part of me, 

who are both claimed as my own and who make a claim on me. In other words, we will see how in 

Aristotle’s analysis of the tripartite soul the contrast between ‘inside and outside’ turns into the more 

ethically salient contrast of ‘self and other—that is, where the ‘outside inside me’ becomes framed as (though 

there were) others we find in ourselves.  

However, we should also suspend our assumptions about whether Aristotle is merely using helpful metaphors to 

describe the inner structure of the individual’s soul. The idea that we somehow carry the other or others in our selves, 

even at a constitutive level, may be more than metaphorical. Indeed, the notion that the individual psuche is somehow 

the polis writ small, and the polis the psuche writ large, is familiar to Aristotle (as well as to Plato). In Movement of 

Animals, for instance, Aristotle writes: “And the animal organism must be conceived after the similitude of a well-

governed commonwealth” (MA 10 703a29). It is merely a loose ‘similitude’ that secures the reflection of one in the 

other? Let us leave that question open for now. 

4.4.6. When we parenthesize ‘as though there were’ others in ourselves a moment ago, we are also 

in some measure anticipating the role that phantasia will play in our Aristotelian account of self. For, in the 

next section we will discuss the significance of Aristotle’s appeal to the imaginative capacities of those who have 

already received a certain kind of moral habituation from the polis in the closing lines of EN I.13 in order to have 

us grasp the different parts of our soul as analogues of intersubjective relations found in the polis.51 I will 

suggest that it precisely by virtue of the characteristic powers of phantasia that we are able to behold this 

resonant link between the inter- and intra-psychic domains of human life and feel our way into the 

indeterminacies at the heart of our selves where other (selves) are already and constitutively implicated. It is, 

in the final analysis, by having us imagine ourselves as other that Aristotle brings ethical selfhood out of its 

potency for his readers and toward its activity of fulfillment. That is, it is instructive that Aristotle augments 

his argument about what we are calling ‘ethical selfhood’ by having his readers imagine their various ‘parts’ 

and their behavioural comportments as though they were analogues of social roles found in the polis. 

Insofar as we can, by our imagination, localize our ‘selves’ around one part or another and then imagine 

how it stands in relation to others, Aristotle’s description only has (its argumentative) force if his readers 

 
51 The significance of what Aristotle expects of his audience and how his argument proceeds - not only with respect to 
EN I.13 but in the function argument - is discussed at some length in Appendix III. The relation between the text and 
the reader—most powerfully emphasized by Leo Strauss—is discussed at AIII.3 and may be of value to understand my 
orientation to some aspects of the proceeding argument in the remainder of this chapter. 
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can access their capacity to imagine themselves (and others). And since imagining anything means to cognize 

as an object, then imagining oneself is precisely to imagine ourselves already as what we, as ‘selves’ are not, 

as subjects. The phantasmatic capacity for ‘self-exteriority’ that we have entertained earlier and the ability to 

exceed one’s first-person perspective (cf. 3.5.1.2) is only conceivable through phantasia’s capacity to detach 

from the presently given (cf. 2.3.2.6 see also 6.3.2.3; AIII.5.3.1). Here, we shall begin to develop that point 

in terms of ethical life insofar as it requires opening ourselves to the perspective of another, indicated here, 

in an inchoate basis, between the parts of the soul.  

4.5. The Tripartite Soul & Imagining Oneself (as Other)  

4.5.1. Gill suggests that a generalizable feature of Greek thought on the human self is that the soul is a kind 

of dialogical environment that mirrors one’s engagement with the community of other persons.52 He 

subtitles his work Personality in Greek Epic, Tragedy, and Philosophy ‘The Self in Dialogue’ to convey the idea 

that the human soul “constitutes a complex set of functions which are unified (in so far as they are unified) 

by their interaction, rather than as constituting the locus of a unitary ‘I’”.53 This complex set of functions 

becomes, as we have said ‘personified,’ thus (at least) metaphorically conveying the idea that, “the dialogue 

within the self is closely connected with the dialogue between persons or ‘selves’; and the character-type that 

emerges is a product of the combined outcome of these two types of dialogue.”54 Thus, Gill argues, in order 

to understand Greek thinking about the self we need to grasp the link between, “intra-psychic interplay and 

socio-ethical engagement.”55  

4.5.2. Aristotle exemplifies this trend with his metaphor of the ‘father and friends’ in EN I.13.56 

The basic idea there is that the human soul is constructed as though it were a space of dialogue where some 

‘parts’ speak to lead and persuade and command while others, in the best of cases, make themselves 

available to being lead, commanded, and persuaded by listening. This idea is not only represented in EN 

I.13; it resurfaces in different forms in EN 1102b30-1103a1; EN 1103a2-3; 1119b12-14, all of which vitalize 

the link between interpersonal and intrapsychic dialogue.57  The metaphor of the father and friends is 

 
52 Gill, Personality in Greek Epic, Tragedy and Philosophy: The Self in Dialogue, 15. 
53 Gill, 15. 
54 Gill, 265. 
55 Gill, 179. 
56 A familiar trope is found in Freud: the superego, which suppresses the urges of the id, comes about through the 
child’s internalization of the father’s voice and directives. 
57 Gill, Personality in Greek Epic, Tragedy and Philosophy: The Self in Dialogue, 246. 
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joined by other metaphors in these passages, in which Aristotle says, for instance, that desire should listen 

to reason as a child to their teacher, or that reason ought to order the soul as a ‘household manager’ does 

(EN V.11 1138b8), or command it like a ‘slave master’ (EN V.11 1138b8). He writes: "Metaphorically and 

in reference to a certain similarity, there is something just that pertains, not to a person in relation to 

himself, but to certain parts of himself; this is not the just in every sense of the term but rather that peculiar 

to the slave master or household manager” (EN V.11).58 Thus, Aristotle’s appeal to common figures in the 

polis to disclose to readers of the EN relations between parts of themselves is hardly a one-off moment in 

EN I.13 but a reiterated thread throughout EN. His allusion to the ‘friend and father’ in that chapter opens 

a trope that he often returns to throughout the work (indeed, often at the ends of entire books, whatever 

significance that may have). While the trope of man as a the ‘political animal’ does not get explicitly 

broached until the Politics, one can see Aristotle ‘politicizing’ the intra-psychic relations of the individual 

soul even in his ethical works. 59  

4.5.3. In all these cases, it is significant that readers of EN must take up Aristotle’s ‘personification’ 

of the tripartite soul’s parts by the imagination deployed in and in relation to themselves. For the appeal is made 

on (at the very least) metaphorical and thus imaginative grounds, to these ‘political analogues’ in the soul, 

each of which speak to the relation between reason and desire which is of utmost important relationship in 

determining the shape of ethical selfhood. But it is through an appeal to the reader’s imaginative capacities 

turned upon themselves and in themselves that the comparison is able to be forged between the political 

relations and the intra-psychic relations. Indeed, the force of the description is only compelling to a reader 

who, a) has already cultivated enough virtue to be the right ‘listeners’ to the ethics, which is, Aristotle says, 

like a preamble to the ‘architectonic’ craft of political science; b) has already been inaugurated into the 

world of the polis to a sufficient degree to understand the sorts of roles and powers that are invested in 

 
58 The quotation, which centers of the prospect of making justice to oneself intelligible, continues, “In these sorts of 
arguments, the part of the soul possessing reason is set apart from the nonrational; hence to those who look to these 
considerations, there does in fact seem to be injustice in relation to oneself, because in these parts of the soul, it is 
possible to suffer something contrary to their respective longings. Just as for ruler and ruled, then, there seems to be 
something just in relation to each other, so also in the case of these parts of the soul” (EN V.11). 
59 We could surely spend a great deal of time thinking through the significance of these political relations in Aristotle’s 
examples and how it contributes to our understanding of the tripartite soul among other things. The strategy of 
comparing parts the soul to certain roles or classes in society is also of course not Aristotle’s invention. Plato’s Republic 
also uses metaphors of ruler/ruled and the figures of the priest, king, warrior, and peasant in describing the different 
aspects of individual human existence (such as vegetative/economic, executive/warrior, and intellectual/king parts). 
For discussion on this, see Stewart, Notes on the Nicomachean Ethics, 1892, II:165; Gill, Personality in Greek Epic, Tragedy 
and Philosophy: The Self in Dialogue, 262; Sparshott, Taking Life Seriously: A Study of the Argument of the Nicomachean 
Ethics, 76. 
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fathers and friends (and teachers, slave master, and household managers) as well as the sorts of relations 

that obtain between these and other members of the polis; c) has developed an imaginative capability and 

plasticity to make sense of the dynamics they find in themselves such that they could recognize the 

resonance in the social relations they find outside of themselves. That is, reading EN makes explicit 

something implicitly at work in readers who are prepared to hear it.60 What is explicated is not a ‘theory’ 

but something already there in the readers themselves, waiting to be discovered and drawn out by an 

engagement with the imagination. For Aristotle, those with the right (moral and intellectual) upbringing, 

not to mention well-developed imaginative capacities, will already have in themselves what will validate the 

theory. In reading EN at this juncture it would have us read ourselves: which is to say, bring forth an 

interpretive, imaginative exercise in relation to our selves to certify the description of the text.61 No one who 

had lived alone, outside the polis, would be able to make this certification.  

As we will see in Aristotle’s analysis of choice, pleasure, and in his discussion of friendship as well, 

there are similar appeals made to the (self)imaginative powers of his readers. In each of these cases, 

Aristotle’s development of the self comes about by asking his audience to inspect themselves for themselves, 

from an unapologetically human perspective, and not by casting a scientific eye on human life ‘from the 

outside,’ as it were (cf. AIII.1). Unlike the account given in Part A, then, where the features of selfhood 

were worked out from ‘outside’ of human being, here, in Part B, we are disclosing the nature of selfhood on 

the basis of being human—that is, from a perspective internal to human life as it is lived.   

4.5.4. If we consider how the metaphor of the ‘father and friend’ and that of the ‘paralytic limb’ 

illuminate one another in EN I.13, we can start to anticipate the idea that a certain sort of concord will 

name the bond that maintains individual social integrity alike - the bond of  philia. While philia is not our 

focus now, it is still timely to note the following. First, philia is not a relation that merely obtains between 

‘peers’ of some sort, intimate familiars we spend time with (although it includes such relations as well). It 

obtains also between parents and children, between members of a political community who are of similar 

mind. It is, second, something like a relationship of common concern, co-operation, or mutuality between 

things that are otherwise separate that is grounded in homonoia (concord, commonality, similarity or 

identification). Such a relation is fairly broad, broad enough also to characterize the bond between the parts 

 
60 Again, for a fuller discussion of the relation between Aristotle’s text(s) and the reader - or rather between different 
kinds of reader, different audiences, see Appendix III. 
61 The very same sort of thing, I argue in Appendix III, is going on in how the ‘function argument’ is supposed to 
work, as well as in other occasions (in EN VIII that has to do with imagining ourselves as being something other than 
we are and being unable to rationally wish it, a thought experiment similar to the Philebus). See AIII.5.4 
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of the soul: for it shall become key, in Bk VIII and IX, for describing the relation between desire and reason 

in both self-loving (autophilic) or ‘self-loathing’ (akratics above all) individual selves. Likewise, it is essential to 

understanding the way that individuals who realize themselves well are also those who feel a less intense 

contrast between self and other, as we have been suggesting. Philia shall also be essential to understanding how a 

self could ever emerge in a developmental context in the first place.  

Now in both metaphors of EN I.13 (father/friend and paralytic limb, that is), what is at issue is 

how some ‘part’ or some subordinate (a limb, a child) may or may not participate in an integrated whole 

that is organized around something else that is superior (the body, the father). 62 The penumbral meaning 

shared by the metaphors suggests that the integrity of the whole depends on filiation between the parts. 

When paternal control organizes the family, the metaphor suggests, there is philia among its members. But 

when a child ‘does their own thing,’ they act as though they were a paralytic limb: something both inside 

and outside the family, part and not part of its integrated identity as a whole. Recognizing and following the 

father figure depends on a common ground established by the bonds of filiation rather than bonds, say, of 

common reasoning.63 Thus one could recast the paralytic limb analogy in these terms: a lack of co-operation 

is precisely what is lacked between the limb and the whole living body. This lack of philia prevents the 

identification of one in and with the other; as such, the limb cannot be made continuous with the living 

body’s overarching powers. So, the picture we are given about the rational and irrational parts of our selves 

is given in terms of philia—to understand our self, we must come to terms with the way these parts hang 

together in an integrated way. Aristotle’s analogy of the child who will not heed their father, then, similarly 

suggests that the integrity of the self shall depend on the bonds of filiation one has toward and within one’s self. 

When we talk about the ‘intra-psychic character of ethical selfhood,’ this is essential to our meaning: the 

self is constituted in the bonds or lack of bonds of philia between parts of the soul.64 This is a different 

 
62 There is also a taxonomy of friendship between ruler and ruled that we have not taken into consideration here and 
which may not be consistent in Aristotle anyway. In EN VIII.7 we find Aristotle stressing that the philia of father and 
son is not quite the same as ‘ruler and ruled’ but in EN VIII.10 the father who has sons is compared to a king instead 
of a tyrant. In EN VIII.11 we are told that the rule of the father is by nature and based on superiority. Working 
through these to see if a single and coherent meaning is available would be valuable in some other context.  
63 The reason on Aristotle’s analogy to think that children obey their father is not, as I take it, because, first, the child 
listens to the father and then, second, deliberates for themselves about the parental command to draw out what makes it 
rational or not. It is enough to know that they are to follow the commands; knowing why they should follow it or 
coming to a common reasoning is not necessary. 
64 This idea comes out at the end of EN I.13, where Aristotle begins to consider whether there can be justice in 
relation to oneself (a similar trope will come up when discussing the possibility of self-love). He writes: “Metaphorically 
and in reference to a certain similarity, there is something just that pertains, not to a person in relation to himself, but 
to certain parts of himself; this is not just in every sense of the term but rather that peculiar to the slave master or 
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model than localizing the ‘self’ in one part (such as the intellect) and instead supposes that it is relational or 

‘dialogical,’ as Gill calls it (cf. 4.5.1), emerging precisely through the manifold of psychic relations (cf. 4.2.4).  

4.5.5. Moreover, the relationship between these two metaphors also brings out, in a new way, how 

reading the EN has us not only discover that the self contains otherness but, by an exercise of the 

imagination of those reading the text, others as well. For the ‘outside inside the self’ that is expressed 

through the paralytic limb example becomes, through an ascent of the imaginary, an ‘other in the self’: a 

father, a friend, a child or teacher, a slaver master, or household manager occupying and constituting one 

from within. The quality of each relation, in its own way, becomes a testament to the presence or absence of 

philia within the very structure of one’s self. The trace of self-differentiation that we have suggested will 

always obtain in some measure in the soul would, then, mean a lack: of self-coincidence, of complete philia 

with(in) one’s self. The lived tension between desire and reason, the irrational and rational, may be grasped 

as or as though (which is to say, in either case, by imagination) it manifested the imperfect, unstable bonds of 

philia in one’s polis.65 

4.5.6. The relation between the child and father, then, forms half of Aristotle’s metaphor in EN 

I.13 meant to describe the relation between desire and reason and becomes reciprocally illuminating with 

the metaphor of the paralytic limb. But Aristotle also says that desire should listen to reason like one listens 

to their friends—that is, presumably, virtuous peers in the community with whom they are friendly for the 

metaphor to make sense.66 This is important not only because it reaffirms and confirms the importance of 

the motif of philia we just discussed with the analogy of the father, but because it further suggests—in light of 

 
household manager. In these sort of arguments [cf. Republic 435a], the part of the soul possessing reason is set apart 
from the nonrational; hence to those who look to these considerations, there does in fact seem to be injustice in 
relation to oneself, because in these parts of the soul, it is possible to suffer something contrary to their respective 
longings. Just as for ruler and ruled, then, there seems to be something just in relation to each other, so also in the 
case of these parts of the soul.” (EN V.11 1138b7-15).  
65 Sparshott points out that the Republic contains a similar model that is then offered up as a model for 
understanding the ‘intra-psychic’ dynamics of the human soul:  “The conceptualization of the imaginary society in the 
Republic is inherently (and fascinatingly) unstable, fusing incompatible notions of human community […]The 
complexities to which the instabilities leads are endless, and form a large part of what lies beneath the detailed 
treatments of ‘virtues’ in both Plato and Aristotle” Sparshott, Taking Life Seriously: A Study of the Argument of the 
Nicomachean Ethics, 76. Noteworthy is his own emphasis on this being an imaginary society, though that is not to 
suppose he is stressing that point for reasons similar to mine.  
66 Here, the analogy is surely a little different: the advice we take from friends is not like the ‘commands’ a child takes 
from parents. Presumably, that is, Aristotle must conceive the relation between desire and reason in the second part of 
the analogy on the basis of two adult friends – for otherwise, he would be saying that desire should listen to reason as a 
child might listen to other children. So, the implicit posture of desire relative to reason conveyed by the ‘friends’ 
analogy changes between child/adult (father) to adult/adult (friend). And of course, it is only if the adult friend is a 
good or virtuous friend that, again we must presume, that one’s desire ought to listen. 
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the two books on friendship in EN which are certainly not ‘metaphorical’—that we may be dealing with 

something more literal. In other words, having desire listen to one’s friends, one’s father, and so on, may be 

an idea that is both figurative and literal: something perhaps both imaginary and real.  

4.5.7. N.B. It is also timely to anticipate three additional points.  

First, each of these (father, friend) will be, in the friendship books, called ‘other selves’—an idea of first order 

importance for us later. Such other selves will in certain respects ‘complete’ ethical selfhood and express outwardly and to 

its fullest degree the philia we have with(in) ourselves.  

Second, friends and parents both inaugurate us into the life of the broader political community, forming vital 

intermediate links between individual and species life. The father and friend have a transitional role between one’s 

household, one’s immediate network of peers, and the broader engagement with the city. The father and friend are thus 

emblems of all those who initiate us into the world of the community: not only by reproducing the family unit and 

engaging us in ongoing forms of civic life, but by preparing us for that shared life by imparting its conventions upon and 

demands to us.67  

Third, insofar as the father and friend have the function of being ‘other selves’ who link the individual with the 

species, then we are invited to consider whether phantasia—as that which beholds objects that have just this character 

and which has a natural fit with objects of this type—might be determined to have a powerful set of functions in 

friendships. For phantasmatic images, like friends and fathers, in a certain sense proxy for and join the individual and 

the universal (cf. 1.4.2.1; 2.4; 3.5.7.1-2; 3.5.8.1-2). After all, it is by a feat of the imagination that we are able to 

behold ourselves as straddling these contrary categories, and due to the unique characteristics of phantasmata that this is 

made possible. The ambiguous identities of the father and friend as ‘other selves,’ that we imagine in us and as us, 

function like third terms that oscillate between the individual and universal orders of human reality and provide the 

means from developing in the direction of the latter. 

4.5.8. So, in EN I.13, the ethical self is disclosed to us by a metaphor (that will be repeated 

throughout EN) that we must grasp with our imaginative powers turned inwardly upon our desire and 

reason. This exercise of the imagination has us populate, within ourselves, not just a plurality of ‘parts’ but 

of persons or personifications—a dialogical, ‘proto-social’ environment made available by the imagination. 

Moreover, the personas we are asked to imagine ourselves in terms of are precisely those figures that 

 
67 Second, the shift in analogy from parents to friends also invokes a shift in the presence or prevalence of choice in the 
analogy. We do not choose our birth family, but we do choose, by and large, our friends. Insofar as choice is a 
characteristic of the latter but not the former, then it will include the all-important phenomenon of proharesis through 
which individuals take on their character, ethos: their ‘habit of choosing.’ This sets up a sort of privilege with the way 
in which chosen friends facilitate or realize one’s selfhood in ways that biological parents cannot.  
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Aristotle will elsewhere call ‘other selves,’ figures who are both ‘us’ and ‘not us,’ forcing us to confront an 

elastic and relational conception of self through which we can comprehend the mediation of our individual 

life with species life. Just as the paralytic limb is something that is in one sense ‘mine,’ but in another sense 

a sort of alien element in me that I cannot identify with my self or my powers, the father and friend are 

‘other selves’ that assume this sort of ambiguity as well. This ‘community of images’ in ourselves that 

Aristotle conjures up in his readers reveals, in a new way, a certain plasticity and indeterminacy in the 

borders that run between self and other, private and public, individual and universal.68 Indeed, by situating 

others—the friend and the father—at the heart of ethical selfhood, the tripartite soul of EN I.13 already 

prefigures the idea that the ‘individual’ self will always have been more than itself, already more than an 

individual thing by being a kind of thing as well, already having the potency of a ‘we’ before it has been 

actualized as an ‘I’. The friend and father metaphors emblematize, through an access to a social imaginary, 

the unstable separation of egoical solitude on the one hand and the public identity formed in civic life on 

the other. Through this appeal to our imaginary, and by directing it upon ourselves and in ourselves, 

Aristotle helps us appreciate the indeterminate way in which our selfhood is always straddling seemingly 

contrary categories, holding a dialogue with(in) itself that is lived as an interminable struggle for self-

coincidence, for ‘self-realization without remainder.’ Aristotle has us perform this imaginary operation with-

him-but-in-ourselves that heightens and makes ethically salient the indeterminate ‘me’ and ‘not-me’ within me: 

as before, the outside of selfhood that is inside itself, but turned into an other, an other person or self that 

is in me yet that exceeds me from within, that possesses me and makes a demand on me in the same 

measure that I possess it and am in possession of myself.69  

4.5.9. What we can see again, then, is the idea that a self shall not so much be identified with a 

single part of the soul but constituted within a set of relationships to itself that are normative and social but 

never simply so. For it is not just ‘I’ that relates to ‘me’ as ‘my self’ in some neutral way but rather it is ‘I’ as 

or in the mode of something or someone that relates to ‘me,’ again, as or in the mode of something or someone 

 
68 That the self, in the way we are conceiving it, seems to trouble if not escape the distinction between privacy and 
publicity, individuality and universality, may challenge Gill’s separation of ancient accounts of self into four categories 
and, perhaps, justifying a way of endorsing Sorabji’s view that they must be regarded as overlapping and mutually 
implicating.  
69 Another way of appreciating this point comes phantasia’s function of detaching from the immediately given by 
virtually bracketing our own first-person sense-experience (cf. 2.3.2.6; 3.5.1.2). Phantasia negotiates the absence of 
intelligible wholes in the strictly sensible world, just as much as it negotiates the absence of individuals in the 
intelligible world. We might expect, then, that phantasia enjoys a natural fit with the philion, since it is suited to 
cognizing that which is both individual but also more than individual. The image, in other words, escapes the 
dichotomy of individual and universal in very much the same way that friend does. 
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(cf. 2.3.2.5; 3.3.1; 3.5.3.1; AIII.5.3.1-2). Aristotle has us apprehend ethical selfhood by simulating these social 

roles in oneself and alternating which ‘persona’ the self is localized around from one moment of our 

reflection to the next: chiefly, from desire to reason and back again. Thus, the idea that selfhood rises not 

in a single faculty but in the seams of a composite being, a suntheton that never fully coincides with itself, is 

operative in these acts of self-interpretation according to the social roles we have become acquainted with. 

Said otherwise, the force of the description is only impactful if one 1) assumes a reader with prior 

acquaintance with the bonds of filiation found in the polis more generally and 2) has a self-differentiated 

psychic structure to construct the analogy. Thus, the relations between children and parents, between 

friends, teacher and student, and so on, become our models through which we understand what it means 

for one’s desire and reason to ‘have’ one another and, by extension, for understanding an inflection of what 

it means to call oneself an animal with logos. These tropes dramatize, politicize, and make explicit the 

complex forms of ‘difficult togetherness’ that we have with(in) ourselves. Yet all this requires a faculty 

empowered to perform interpretive work that beholds the connectives between the terms: something that 

fulfills the connectives ‘and,’ ‘with,’ and ‘having’ (cf. A.3.4; 1.4.4.2; 2.4.7; 3.4.3). That is to say, all this calls 

for phantasia as that which speaks the common tongue of the personas comprising our tripartite identity, of 

desire and reason above all. 

4.5.10. In describing how ‘proto-social’ metaphors of EN have us relate to ourselves as someone 

through the lens of a social figure, we have noted that this suggests that the access to the self is not given by 

an immediate grasp of cognition but mediated by an interpretive act that is contingent upon our lived 

experience in a community. In relating to oneself always as or as if something or another—father, friend, 

child, teacher, student, etc.—our relationship to ourselves is formed through a phantasmatic act of 

interpretation and not grasped immediately by an ‘innocent eye.’ As such, we cognize our selves through 

these metaphors in ways that are already value-laden and mediated by everyday doxa embodied in roles of the 

community. The self that is accessed, then, is not so much an entity or thing with a stable identity operating 

‘behind the scenes’ as it were, but instead arising in a flux of relationships embodied in a community of 

images, of interpretations.  

Perhaps with this we can begin to see a way to address a problem we posed in Chapter 1: that self-awareness is 

only granted through objects encountered in the world because at the root of all experience is the aisthetic passivity to the 

world (cf. 1.4.3.1). While some of the pieces are in place now to address this issue, it will not be until we discuss 

friendship that we can explicate it adequately.  
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4.5.11. We have argued before that the very notion of having a self-image involves a tacit assertion 

that one thing—‘I,’ a subject—is identical with something else - ‘me,’ an object. For an I to relate to itself as 

an object, however, is to relate to it as something it is precisely and by definition not. On the ethical register 

of analysis, we have been working with, such a feat would involve relating to oneself as an other. Yet 

beholding this perspective means beholding the impossible, which is to say, the structurally and 

permanently absent perspective of another person. But with the advent of the philion taken as an ‘other self’ 

there is an individual who I cannot entirely relate to as foreign, but as somehow coextensive with me, 

roughly because of my good will towards them. The friend, as we shall see, is not entirely ‘not I’: and in the 

relaxing of the contrast between self and other there is a solution, in ethical life, to a problematic that 

otherwise may seem intractable as a matter of epistemology. For, to put it bluntly, the friend is an other self 

who has an outside perspective on me, the first self.   

4.5.12. Thus, if the complex hypothetical we outlined earlier in this chapter (cf. 4.4.3.4.3) can be 

defended, then it may also provide a way of conceiving the possibility of relating to oneself as an object: of 

being self-aware. In other words, to take our cue again from the Charmides, we would fail to address a 

certain form of the problem of self-awareness if it were only treated as an epistemological one. The solution 

is basically practical, ethical, and—as we shall eventually see—intercorporeal. Moreover, the solution, insofar 

as we aim to find its corresponding form in Aristotle’s psychology, will depend on the distinct 

characteristics of phantasia. For phantasia is uniquely set up to behold objects that are polysemic (cf. 2.4.8), 

ambiguous, self-exteriorizing (AIII.5.3.1), primed to take up the world in the second person (cf. 3.5.1.2). 

Phantasia escapes all sorts of ‘natural’ constraints that otherwise render impossible even the awareness that 

other perspectives might exist in the world. And so, phantasia shall be found as uniquely capable of 

receiving and thus befriending the friend in beholding them as an ‘other self’: one who evades a strict 

separation of ‘me and not me.’  Such an encounter with the philion, made possible by phantasia’s distinct 

features, prepares us to live in a world with other points of view.   

4.5.13. That the possibility of disclosing ethical selfhood to itself is granted on a prior exposure to 

and engagement in the political community means that the self is only a potential of the individual, one 

that can only be actualized by living with others (cf. A.3.3). After all, Aristotle is addressing his readers, 

those who are the right akoulastes, listeners, who can come to terms with what they are because of the world 

they have already been exposed to. Along these lines, and to return in a fashion to our earlier discussion 

about ‘what each of us is or seems to be,’ Gill puts it this way: 
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But the full intelligibility, and credibility, of these ideas [about ‘what each of us is’] (and their 
effectiveness in helping to improve ethical life by understanding it) depend on the pre-existing 
recognition of the interpersonal and intrapsychic norms characterized this way. The 
effectiveness of true reflective discourse depends on the fact that the motivational patterns of 
the audience (conceived as interplay or dialogue within the psyche) have been shaped by 
action-guiding interpersonal and communal discourse so as to enable them to recognize, and 
respond to, the psycho-ethical norms theorized this way.70  

Gill restates the issue a few pages on, writing:  “Aristotle’s innovation presupposes (and engages in reflective 

debate with) an audience which already possess the kind of pre-reflective virtuous understanding of ‘what 

each of us is’.”71 Thus, Gill reinforces that what we have been calling ethical selfhood would only be a 

potency of the human soul that is brought into actuality on the basis of something like ‘political personhood’ 

– the human being taken up beforehand as a community participant before it is ready to be delivered to 

itself. Aristotle’s description of man as the political animal, then, would become the ultimate horizon of 

upon which human selfhood can be apprehended. And that is precisely the sort of claim we aim to make by 

the end of this project. 

4.6. Sketch I: Desire, Reason, and the Archaic Status of Autophilia  

4.6.1. Many of the observations we have made in this chapter form a sort of constellation concerning a 

theme we have only in passing brought to the surface: that of self-love, or autophilia. This topic, which 

comes up in Bk VIII and especially IX of EN, is very much central to some of the passages we have been 

linking together. For instance, it is while assessing the intelligibility of self-love that Aristotle will claim that 

it is only conceivable if, somehow, the self is ‘two or more’ such that one thing, a lover, could have philia 

toward another, their beloved. That is a principal reason why the human being must be conceived as a 

suntheton, a composite being (of desire and reason above all). Moreover, it is in this context that Aristotle 

makes two of the claims that seem to say ‘the mind is the real self’ that we reviewed earlier (R1: EN IX.4 

1166a14-6; R2: 1166a21-4). It is also where, Aristotle will say more than once, that other friends are in 

some sense ‘other selves.’ Additionally, of course, the trope of desire and reason relating as a child to their 

‘father and friends’—each of which is a paradigmatic example of philia in Bks VIII & IX—so prominent in 

 
70 Gill, Personality in Greek Epic, Tragedy and Philosophy: The Self in Dialogue, 363. Aristotle’s reliance, not only on the 
moral and intellectual character but imaginative capacities of a certain kind of audience also, as one may read in 
Appendix III, also underwrites his ‘function argument’.   
71 Gill, 371. 
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EN I.13 and repeated several times in later books, puts the notion of philia squarely at the center of the 

EN’s conception of the self.  

 Now part of the reason we have not foregrounded the notion of autophilia at this point is because 

autophilia is a moral virtue. But would be remiss to say much about moral virtue without discussing the 

notion of character, and so we cannot establish much about autophilia in the absence of these primary 

concepts. While we will offer a full discussion about character or ethos in Chapter 6, a similarly full 

discussion of virtue can only be made available outside the main arc of this project, in Appendix V (of 

which we shall offer a sketch at the end of Chapter 6). Consequently, our comments here on autophilia will 

have to be taken without the sort of defense that it deserves. However, we should at least lay out a general 

sketch of this concept even if it requires making some undefended assertions about it.  

4.6.2. In 4.5.4., we observed that philia is a more general term for Aristotle than ‘friendship’ might 

typically usually be for, say, English speakers. For philia does not only mark a bond of affection with, for 

instance, our intimate friends or those within our peer group. Rather, for Aristotle philia delineates a range 

of relationships that can also be had between parents and offspring, between sibling and kin, between 

superiors and inferiors such as those in authority and those who follow them: it is non-romantic, reciprocal 

love. ‘Perfect friendship’ - that is, reciprocal, equal, and jointly aware goodwill between decent persons, and 

directed at the goodness of each person - is said to be that which all other forms emulate to one extent or 

another (VIII.4). This explains the sense in which we can say that philia obtains in relationships in which 

there are inequalities and asymmetries of the various kinds that Aristotle catalogues in EN: they are philia-

relations only by resemblance to its perfected form.  

4.6.3. What holds perfect friendships together and discloses the ‘marks’ of ideal friendship 

generally speaking, is first itemized in EN VIII.2. More properly, this list itemized what seems to be the 

marks of friendship: i) they are based in some likeness in view concerning what is good, useful, or pleasant 

(1155b18-23); these all become reducible to something ‘apparently loveable’ (phileton phainomenon) (b24-7). 

The desire for the friend’s good marks the lover’s good will, and in perfect friendship this goodwill must be: 

ii) for the friend’s own sake (b31); iii) mutually desired from each friend to each (b33); mutually known 

between them (b34).72 “there is a saying ‘friendship is equality’ and this is most fully realized in the 

friendships of the good” (EN VIII.V 1158a1). Since these are presented as what ‘seems’ to mark friendship, 

we may worry that we have grounds for knowing Aristotle’s positive position. But in IX.4, we are presented 

 
72 A summary is provided at the end of VIII.2. See 1156a1-5. 
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with two marks of friendship that are now presented as factual: the friend i) wishes and promotes by action the 

other’s real or apparent good; ii) desires the existence and preservation of the friend. Three other possible criteria that 

“some also set down” (1166a7) bears some resemblance to what seemed to mark friendship in VIII.2: friends 

iii) spend time together; iv) desire the same things; v) share in joys and sorrows.  

From EN IX.4, what we can say with relative certainly about Aristotle’s considered view is that the two 

principal features of philia are two desires expressed toward the friend: 1) for the real or apparent good and 2) for their 

existence and preservation.  

4.6.4. Yet at a decisive moment of EN IX.4 and in Aristotle’s argument about philia in Bks VIII & 

IX generally, Aristotle makes three highly consequential claims:  

First, the philia we have toward ourselves sets the tone for the sorts of philia we are able to extend toward 

others. That is, the philia we have with others makes visible and brings into its fullest expression relations of 

philia we have with(in) ourselves that are in some sense prior (1166a1-5;31-4, cf. IX.8 & IX.12). Aristotle 

writes: “The forms which friendly feeling for our neighbors takes, and the marks by which the different 

forms of friendship are defined, seem to be derived from the feelings of regard which we entertain for ourselves” 

(IX.4, my emphasis. cf. also IX.8 & IX.12).73 

Second, he tests the very intelligibility of self-love and finds that it is only “insofar as a person is two or 

more” (1166a26) that it can be conceived (for the reason we gave a moment ago). But he sets himself the task 

of addressing the problem further.  

(Third, to note this before moving on, after surveying the ways in which the marks of friendship 

appear to be most emphatic in the self’s relation to itself, he reiterates and develops a characterization that 

the friend is, in turn, an ‘other self,’ a concept first broached in EN VIII.12, where it was used to characterize 

what children are to their parents: ‘other selves’ (heteroi autoi) (1161b27).74 This last claim will be a central 

focus later on, in Chapter 7). 

4.6.5. So, we have two principal marks of friendship—two desires, one for the friend’s ‘real and apparent good’ 

and the other for their ‘existence and preservation.’ And, we have two conditions for friendship with others: first, that the 

ground for friendship with others must be found in a person’s relation to themselves; second, that self-love can only be 

 
73 The first allusion to this claim is made in VIII.3, where Aristotle says that in complete (i.e., virtuous) friendship, all 
the marks of friendship will be, “present in the friends themselves.” The friendship that each has with(in) each friend 
then forms the likeness according to which friendship can be unfolded in the direction of others who we find similar 
to ourselves. 
74 The expression will return in EN IX.9. The expression ‘alter ego’ appears in the (pseudo?)Aristotelian Magna 
Moralia, II.15. 
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conceivable if the human being is somehow ‘two or more.’ Note, however, that we must presume that a lover can only 

desire the real or apparent good for their beloved if the beloved appears good to them in the first place. Good things and 

continued existence above all are desired for the beloved precisely because they are an apparent good for the lover. 

Between individuals in a perfect friendship, we should expect, each will appear good to the other: that is, to the other 

self; within an individual, how they appear to themselves will be crucial to determine whether they are autophilic or not. 

Moreover—and this takes us somewhat afield into the topic of virtue, which we are keeping to the side for brevity—good 

individuals will appear good to one another, which is to say, they will achieve a correspondence between appearance and 

reality in their perception of the other. Likewise, a truly autophilic person would be someone ‘two or more’ with elements 

that in some sense ‘see one another’ as good, which will be a correct perception of the other. 

4.6.6. But to return to the main sketch we are producing - autophilia taken on its own—it seems 

relatively clear (though not conclusive by any means) that when Aristotle says that the self-lover will be ‘two 

or more’ he is referring to the tripartite soul. The likelihood is supported precisely by the fact, as we noted 

before, that the tripartite distinction could be counted in different ways: according to a two, three, or even 

four-fold division (depending on how one counts the rational and irrational parts of the soul and their areas 

of overlap). The autophilic soul, therefore, seems to be a way characterizing a specific way that the parts of an 

individual’s tripartite soul relate to each other. For if the self were simply nous (and, of course, on the 

condition that the mind cannot be multiple, which Aristotle affirms in DA) then the self could never have 

been identified with the mind and also been ‘two or more’ at the same time.75 If the self had been one and 

the ‘two or more’ claim had been an aberration, then self-love would be unintelligible by Aristotle’s own 

admission and there should be no true friendship between anyone.76 This is supported by some aspects of 

the surrounding context of EN IX.4, in which the rational and non-rational (i.e. desiring, mostly in this 

context) parts of the soul are described in different relationships of agreement or strife. Thus, self-love is 

just another name for a certain way that desire and reason, above all, have correspondence with one 

 
75 In a recent preprint called “Aristotle on the Self and Self-Love,” Michael Withley corroborates the general strokes of 
such a position. In order to reconcile what he suggests are two distinguishable economies of philia in EN (one of co-
operating, another of beneficence), we must postulate that the self retains what he calls its ‘multiplicity condition’: the 
necessity the self is, in fact, ‘two or more’ in itself. Withley argues that the marks of friendsip cannot be realized within 
a reflexive relationship of the self as a unified whole in relation to itself but instead “presupposes the psychic 
multiplicity of the agent.” Michael Withey, “Aristotle on The Self and Self-Love,” Academia.Edu (blog), 2–3, accessed 
April 20, 2021, https://www.academia.edu/37714413/Aristotle_on_the_Self_and_Self_Love. 
76 i.e. One way would be to track whether the fact that friendship exists between human beings validates that Aristotle 
does, in fact, believe that a person is ‘two or more.’ That is: there is friendship among people; such friendship is 
possible only if one can be friends with oneself; therefore, some people are, in fact, friends with themselves. If there is 
friendship with oneself, the self is ‘two or more’; therefore, since there is friendship among people, the Aristotle 
should in fact believe that the self is two or more.  
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another: a good and virtuous way, we might add, without defining what virtue is. The concerns over 

whether the self can be simply identified with nous we discussed earlier resulted in taking the position that 

we must think of it instead as arising in the manifold of desire and reason: their very co-respondence. 

Aristotle’s remarks on the plural structure of the soul that must underwrite the possibility of autophilia 

reinforce this. Thus, Aristotle’s characterization of the human being as a suntheton of rational and non-

rational elements gives us a platform for understanding the ‘two or more’ claim in the context of autophilia. 

4.6.7. However, the suggestion that the self is ‘two or more’ also invites a more radical interpretation (or if it is 

no longer an interpretation per se, then an improvisation) that would have us think the self as ‘two or more’ in relation 

to its nature as the political animal. While this is not, in all plausibility, what Aristotle had in mind in EN IX.4, 

improvising such an idea is not outside the constellation of concerns going on there either and shall help us appreciate 

this ongoing question of whether we may be forced to consider the self as an elastic concept that may be more than an 

individual. Most recently, we have seen overtures of this idea in the previous main section (cf. 4.5). We have shown that 

it is only on the basis of a prior exposure to one’s community that we could come to be self-aware in the terms Aristotle 

asks of us: by applying the ‘proto-political analogies’ (cf. 4.5.2) to the parts in ourselves. And it would only stand to 

reason that any self-loving individual could only in the first place arise in some kind of community and relationships; 

indeed, a community that always, in any event, precedes the individual it in time and exceeds it in greatness. Such issues 

are also part of the vectors of argumentation in EN IX.4 even if they are not arranged into a focus; but it will become 

our focus in Chapter 7 and in our Epilogue. 

But pursuing such an argument would mean that we have to reconsider the archaic status of self-love: that is, 

whether the love for others originates from the individual themselves is somehow self-explaining or sufficient. For 

although Aristotle says that the philia toward others derives from that which we have toward ourselves, it is also true 

that we are not born ‘self-lovers’ (indeed, if this is a mark of the virtuous person it may be quite rare). Self-love must 

therefore be acquired, developed, originating somewhere. And, as we shall see in Chapter 7, it is precisely because we are 

‘other selves’ for others - for caregivers, first - before anything like autophilia could arise in the first place. Indeed: we are 

‘other selves’ before we are even are selves for ourselves. Even if autophilia is individually archaic in relation to the 

friendships we extend to others, it is not self-explaining or independently conceivable without someone else who loves us 

first. For self-love involves the concord of our reason and desire and this comes about through moral development, 

imitation, and habituation. Only when reason and desire correspond in this way, as we shall see, can we ‘see ourselves’ 

with some fidelity. That being said, it is still only when that relation of philia with(in) ourselves is extended outwards 

can our self-realization be most fulfilled and the perspicacity of our self-awareness become most discerning. According to 

our radical interpretation (or improvised re-imagining) of the notion that we are ‘two or more,’ the intra-psychic and 
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inter-psychic aspects of ethical selfhood will be mutually enveloping and Aristotle’s ‘politicization’ of the psyche will be 

both metaphorical and real. Thus, being compelled by this sort of interpretation (or improvisation) may very well depend 

on whether both our rational and imaginative capacities are working together in ourselves, on our selves, and with 

Aristotle.  

4.7. Summary and Setup 

4.7.1. We began in 4.1 by reviewing the main evidence in EN for Aristotle’s discourse on what we are 

calling ‘ethical selfhood.’ In 4.2 we took up one important part of that evidence: Aristotle’s four remarks in 

which he seems to say that the rational part of the soul is ‘what each of us is or seems to be.’ We argued that 

this claim must be qualified considerably because of the way human beings must always be treated as 

‘sunthetic’ beings: not just ‘minds’ but thinking animals with complex capacities for sensing and desiring as 

well. The complex nature of human selves is described for us through Aristotle’s account of the tripartite 

soul, which helps us appreciate how the relationship between desire and reason governs the basic context in 

which the self arises. We discussed (in 4.3) how Aristotle’s allusion to the Charmides in his introduction of 

the tripartite soul primes that three-part distinction in EN I.13 in four significant ways that shed light on 

what is at stake in Aristotle’s distinction. Then in 4.4 we elaborated on Aristotle’s tripartite soul in EN I.13, 

focusing especially on the relationship between desire and reason. We brought out some powerful 

implications of the way in which reason is ‘had’ by desire, illuminated by two metaphors—the paralytic limb 

and the ‘father and friends.’ Our examination of these metaphors and the underlying way in which reason 

is ‘had’ by desire, and Aristotle’s appeal to our imagination of ourselves in disclosing the nature of selfhood, 

allowed us in 4.5 to appreciate that the ethical self must be regarded as a dialogical environment with 

indeterminate and flexible limits, comprised by elements that exceed the separation of inside and outside, 

self and other. Moreover, the ‘political analogues’ we discover in the soul, by an appeal to our auto-

imaginary, clarify and make explicit the form of human selfhood. That is, Aristotle’s metaphors are only 

forceful to those who already have grown up into a community with these familiar roles. The prior exposure 

to the life of the polis (including that of the family) affords a potential self a ‘political imaginary’ through 

which the possibility of actual selfhood, through others, comes into view. In 4.6 we provided a sketch of an 

argument that is more fully expressed in Appendix IV that puts a name to the (well-functioning) 

correspondence of desire and reason—autophilia—and highlights the probable significance of the idea that 

the self is ‘two or more’ while anticipating a radical revision that idea. 
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4.7.2. Through this enterprise in Aristotle’s ethics, we have taken a first step in exceeding the terms 

of his natural philosophy and general psychology in order to provide a more adequate account of the self. 

This adequacy has come from disclosing the self from within the perspective of human life rather that from 

treating it as an object of ‘scientific’ study given from a point of view that is external to human life. In doing 

so, we have also started to provide the basis for advancing a model of autophantasma that may be of some 

adequacy in light of the condition of being human. In discussing the phenomenon of choice—which 

Aristotle says human beings are essentially originators of and which can be defined as ‘syntheses of desire 

and reason’—and character or ethos (which is formed through habits of choice), we will be able to develop 

our model of the self more fully over the next two chapters. We will also, in turn, be in a position to 

explicate our model of autophantasma and to show how it is implicated at the heart of Aristotle’s ethical 

philosophy. 
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Chapter 5: Imagining the Self with the Apparent Good 

“But if not all things are relative, but some exist in their own right, not everything that appears will be true; for that 
which appears appears to someone; so that he who says all things that appear are true, makes all things relative. And, 
therefore, those who ask for an irresistible argument, and at the same time demand to be called to account for their 
views, must guard themselves each time by saying that the truth is not that what appears exists, but that what appears 
exists for him to whom it appears, and when, and in the sense in which, and in the way in which it appears” 
(Metaphysics IV.6) 
 
 “But someone might say that while all people aim at what appears good to them, they do not have control over that 
very appearance; rather, the end appears to each according to whatever sort of person he is. He himself will somehow 
be the cause of the appearance of the good.” (EN III.5). 

5.0. Preliminaries 

5.0.1. In the last chapter, we discussed the basic form of ‘ethical selfhood’ conceived through the tripartite 

soul. The tripartite structure of the soul maps three (but primarily two) types of capacity that 

characteristically belong to human beings, which each has its own behavioural disposition and innate 

motive. However, to take Aristotle’s lead when he says that the capacities of the soul cannot be understood 

without the way they act, nor the acts without the objects that solicit them, then we must discuss the 

object(s) that ultimately prompt the ethical self into action if we are to understand the nature of the self in 

the fullness of its dynamic reality. 

 5.0.2. As we will see, that object is the good—or, more precisely, the apparent good. What appears to 

be good is, I will argue, the ultimate object that on Aristotelian grounds motivates human choice and action. 

In Chapter 3 (cf. 3.3.) we have provided some analysis of the central place of the apparent good from the 

perspective of DA and MA and have argued that we ought to regard phantasia as the faculty through which 

appearances are cognized (cf. 3.3.1-4) and, in turn, that through which the apparent good appears (cf. 

3.3.5). Thus, in stressing that it is the appearance of goodness that has this motivating quality, we are already 

taking a position that not only implicates phantasia at the center of our account of ethical selfhood but also 

implicates its operation in a specifically self-referential way. For, to paraphrase Aristotle’s crucial 

observations from the Metaphysics and EN in the quotations that head up this chapter, appearances have 

what we might call an objective and subjective component to them: appearances always embody a relation 

between that which appears and some subject to whom it appears. For as we have found in Part A, 

appearances provide a liminal (which is to say not explicit) index to the self to whom something appears; 

the apparent good, we argued, takes the self as a secondary object through phantasia (cf. 1.3.4.6; 3.5.11.2).  
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In other words, the nature of appearances is such that what appears and in the way it appears will always bear 

a signature of the self to whom it appears. And, in respect of Aristotle’s second quotation above (EN III.5) there 

is, where the apparent good is concerned, an important way in which the individual themselves is 

responsible for the way the appearance appears. The appearance of the good and the self to whom it 

appears are thus intertwined, we might way. That is not to say that there are two separate objects that are 

explicitly cognized in every appearance of the good; rather, the appearance itself is structured between their 

two intentional poles. Moreover, the self to whom an appearance appears is not a subject-cum-tabula-rasa, 

but one with idiosyncrasies that shape the apparent goodness of what appears. Emphasizing this aspect of 

appearances, moreover, makes the perceiving subject an inextricable component in the story of human 

motivation rather than something that receives the world neutrally.  

N.B. This makes correlates out of one’s overall appearance of the good life that frames all particular 

appearance of goodness and one’s overall appearance of oneself to oneself. If this appearance of oneself to oneself can be 

understood as occurring through phantasia in particular, then the dynamic reality of ethical selfhood can be imagined 

more adequately.  

The self-referential aspect of the apparent good will be reinforced by considering some of Aristotle’s 

remarks on pleasure and pain. Pleasure and pain, we have already said (cf. 2.3.2.5) are like ‘barometers of 

value’ for animal life and may in some qualified sense be the non-rational soul’s cognition of value (cf. 

3.3.5.3-4). In the ethical works, pleasure and pain are intimately related to the process by which one 

becomes good (i.e., virtuous) or not, that through which we become alive to the appearance of goodness 

and, when we are good, to goodness itself. But insofar as the self is implicated in every appearance as a 

secondary object, the ‘evaluative cognitions’ (to borrow Moss’s expression) embodied in pleasure and pain 

are also forms of self-evaluations, as we shall see. That is, pleasures and pains will be found to be self-

interpretive as much as they are evaluative of whatever objects they relate to. Insofar as phantasia will 

underwrite the possibility of such an interpretive cognition of value, pleasure and pain will involve 

phantasmata that are essentially self-referential. 

5.0.3. In conducting this exercise, then, we will give an account of the most general motivating 

object of human choice and action—that which, at the most basic level, solicits a response from the human 

being and moves them to behave as they do. In the next chapter, we will see in more detail how self-

referential phantasmata are implicated in the way that the soul and the motivating object interface with one 

another in our discussion of ethos, which can be understood as an ‘organ’ we acquire with experience that 

has (apparent) goodness as its object. Our character, it will turn out, is the organ through which goodness 
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appears to us and through which our goodness appears to ourselves. Chapters 4 through 6, then, will 

complete our account of ethical selfhood by giving an account of its formal capacities, the objects that 

motivate its action, and the organ through which such objects come to motivate it. After that, we will see 

how different forms of friendship both originate and ‘perfect’ ethical selfhood precisely by desaturating the 

contrast between the individual self and the other.  

5.1. Being Open to the Goodness of Beings 

5.1.1. For Aristotle, each natural kind of living thing is not only defined by the distinctive capacities of 

those living beings themselves, nor even the activities that those capacities make possible. For capacities are 

both defined and discovered by their activities, and activities are in turn defined by the object(s) that solicit 

them. Thus, the kinds of life must be understood on the basis of the natural correlations between the 

capacities for being open to the world and the objects in the world to which they are open. For instance, 

plants are characteristically open to the solicitation of nutritive objects and animals are open to perceivable 

objects. The worlds of plant and of animal are respectively defined by these compositions: between object 

and openness. They are ‘compositional’ in the sense that the activity that realizes the power of the object 

and the power to be open to the object is a composition of both powers entering into active concert with 

one another. Life—or rather living—is an emergent activity and an act of integration that occurs when the 

powers of objects and the powers of the living compose (with) one another.  

5.1.2. Plants, for instance, are open to nutritive objects: say, sunlight, water, dissolved minerals, 

and what have you. Sunlight also happen to be perceivable or make things perceivable by sight, but plants 

are ‘blind’ to those objects qua perceivable as illuminated bodies—they have no uptake of the world in the 

way it gives itself to sense-perception. Thus, plants, on Aristotle’s view, seem to be closed or blind to those 

aspects of the natural world that animals can distinctively grasp (the visual, the sonorous, olfactory, the 

tactile, and so on).1 This does not imply, of course, that plants are unaffected by perceivable objects: the tree 

that falls on a smaller plant surely affects the plant and is surely perceivable. But the plant has no means of 

being open to the big tree in its perceivability. A plant may also take up water as nutritive, but not according 

 
1 This account may not be satisfactory to us, however. As Ken Dorter has pointed out to me, some plants do seem to 
respond to both tactile and sonorous stimuli: the Venus Flytrap is one example of the former, and as to the latter there 
are many who suggest that plants respond to sounds in ways that affect their growth and vitality. Whether Aristotle 
can accommodate such instances in his schema or whether it troubles the entire system deserves serious reflection.    
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to whatever perceivable modality it might be said to have: say as wet, cool, or some hue of bluish-

transparent. 

5.1.3. Something similar can be said about how certain kinds of objects affect (non-human) animals 

without affecting them qua the types of object that they are. For instance, let’s say that there are certain 

foods that are, in general, good for bears—let’s say blueberries. That is to say, blueberries are a kind of food 

that generally contributes to a bear’s health and in that sense, are good for it. Now for Aristotle, all animals 

generally aim at what is pleasurable and avoid what is painful and if they are well-functioning—which is to 

say, their soul’s capacities and their body’s health are in good condition—then the pleasurable things that 

move them also tend, as a general rule, to be good for them.  

5.1.4. But, on Aristotle’s schema, it is probably not right to say that the blueberries are not good to 

the bear. When a bear finds blueberries and is moved to eat them for the pleasure of being fed (or absence 

of pain, like starvation), it is likely to eat something that happens to be good for it as well.2 Just because 

blueberries happen to be good for bears does not mean that bears are open to the goodness of berries, that is 

the berries as good. The bear cannot find the berries good; the berries cannot be found good to the bear 

even if they are good for the bear. Thus, the bears do not pursue things that are good for them as good: bears 

are open to the pleasure of eating blueberries but not to their goodness as such. While De Anima states: “To 

feel pleasure or pain is to act with the sensitive mean toward what is good or bad as such” (DA 431a10-12)3, 

this ‘being toward’ goodness is not the same thing as cognizing the pleasant as good. If any ambiguity is still 

sensed in DA, in the Politics Aristotle unequivocally says at 1253a15-8 that humans are the only animals 

that are aware of good and bad (as such), as distinct from the merely pleasurable and painful.4 An animal in 

good health and order naturally ‘tracks’ goodness by moving toward pleasurable things, and those 

 
2 Of course, it is only likely that the berries are in fact good for it, since they can turn out to be poisonous.  
3 The fuller quotation continues: “To perceive then is like bare asserting or knowing; but when the object is pleasant 
or painful, the soul makes a quasi-affirmation or negation, and pursues or avoids the object. To feel pleasure or pain is 
to act with the sensitive mean towards what is good or bad as such. Both avoidance and appetite when actual are 
identical with this: the faculty of appetite and avoidance are not different, either from one another or from the faculty 
of sense-perception; but their being is different” (DA III.7). 
4 Irwin suggests that the desire for some apparent good must, in the case of well-functioning human agents anyway, be 
submitted to rational scrutiny: “Desire for something as a good requires—so Aristotle assumes—the agent to consider 
and evaluate different options and to judge this or that is better than that, not simply to be aware that he desires this 
more than that. To do this an agent must be able to reflect and deliberate about the different considerations affecting 
the desirability of this action. Since animals cannot do this, they have no desire for things as goods. They still, 
however, desire things as pleasant – they are aware of characteristics of things which make them desired. Animals, 
then, on Aristotle’s view, have no full conception of their good: they are just aware of some things as pleasant and 
desire them for their pleasure.” Irwin, Aristotle’s First Principles, 44. 
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pleasurable things happen to regularly secure something good for them. This tends, on the whole, to 

promote an animals’ nutritive and reproductive ends. As Moss writes: 

pleasure functions as a way of tracking the good: when all goes normally, animals and people 
can get what is good for them by going for what pleases them. This is the teleological role of 
pleasure, its function in furthering the survival and flourishing of the creatures who experience 
it.5  

Just as plants are open to nutritive objects that happen to be perceivable, animals are open to pleasurable 

perceptions that happen to secure goodness as well. But animals are not open to goodness as such any more 

than plants are open to the perceivable as such.   

5.1.5. Now it should be noted that while this chapter draws upon Moss’s book that works out the 

intimate relation between phantasia and the apparent good (the central findings of which we surveyed in 

Chapter 3, cf. 3.3.5), my deployment of her claim, a moment ago, that pleasure serves as a way of tracking 

the good does not mean that I am prepared to accept her position that this means non-human animals can 

cognize the good as such on Aristotelian grounds. Moss suggests that pleasure is already cognition of value 

where this means being aware of something as good.6 Yet to accept this, we would also have to accept that 

the good is cognized through the non-rational part of the soul. This I find difficult to accept. The trouble, 

as we will see in the next chapter especially, is that the good is a certain kind of object that requires a 

specific kind of organ for perceiving it. Such an organ is ethos or character. Yet ethos is not given by nature—

it is a formed and trained into disposition to act on the basis of choices. Yet choices, in turn, are for 

Aristotle only intelligible on the basis of an animal with reason; and reason, clearly, belongs to the rational—

and not the irrational—part of the soul. So, to say that animal pleasure is a cognition of the good as such is 

not, in my estimation, quite right. Now, perhaps one could resist my objection by saying that the cognition 

of value which does belong to the perceptual/non-rational part of the soul (which I have also suggested there 

 
5 Moss, Aristotle on the Apparent Good: Perception, Phantasia, Thought, and Desire, 29. 
6 For instance: “Animals and people are active toward their food as good nutritively, in the same way that plants are, 
but they also have a more complex way to be active toward things as good. Through perception, they can become aware of 
something as good, not only having it as an end in the way that a plant can have an end, but being aware of it as an end, 
discerning (krinein) it as an end. That is, there is a special state a perceptive agent can be in, a special kind of awareness 
such an agent can have, in which an object impacts her faculty of perception not simply as e.g. blue or sweet or in 
motion, but as to-be-gone-for” Moss, 34. This claim is also announced earlier in her book. The meaning of the idea 
that the pleasant object of desire ‘appears good,’ Moss writes, “might be interpreted to mean simply that when we take 
pleasure in something, we thereby come to find it good, but Aristotle is often taken to hold a stronger view: that to feel 
pleasure in something is  to find it good, i.e. that pleasure is a mode of value-cognition. I will defend that 
interpretation, arguing that even perceptual pleasure – the most basic form of pleasure, and that which forms the basis 
for nonrational appetites – counts as literal, though very primitive, cognition of value” Moss, 21.  
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is some, cf. 2.3.2.5; 3.3.5.3) that is, the value that perceptual pleasure cognizes, is not the good per se but 

rather something like goodness. Moss herself seems to attenuate her position in this direction anyway, 

writing: “even perceptual pleasure—the most basic form of pleasure, and that which forms the basis for 

nonrational appetites – counts as literal, though very primitive, cognition of value”7 This caveat—‘though very 

primitive cognition of value’ signals, perhaps, a tension in Moss’s account. For it suggests that whatever 

perception of value the perceptual/non-rational part of the soul is capable of, it will not be the good as 

such. Goodness, which we might think of as some sort of qualitative, evaluative conception seems to be 

more apt that the good. Such an intermediate, intensively or even typologically distinct perception of value 

is admitted to pleasure, then, without the full-blown, rationally apprehended good as such. Just as plants are 

affected by sunlight without being affected by it qua visible, so may it be permissible to think of non-human 

animals as affected by goodness but not as good.  

5.1.6. On our interpretations, human beings, by contrast to plant and animal life, and by virtue of 

their capacity for reason, are open to two fundamental kinds of object that Aristotle thinks all other living 

things are closed or blind to in the full sense. First, the rational capacity in its function as the ‘theoretical 

intellect’ is open to grasp purely intelligible objects that are eternal and necessary and necessarily true. 

Second, when reason discharges its function as the ‘practical intellect,’ it does so by opening us to objects 

that convey to us the contingent matters of praxis or action which always have some view of apparent good. 

Here, the ‘practical intellect’ is not directed at abstract objects that convey timeless and necessary truths, but 

instead with concrete, contingent, and temporally bound matters that in some way or another reflect our 

concern for living an (apparently) good life. Thus, the good is a feature of the world that only human beings 

can enter into a relationship with qua good; human animals are those beings open to the goodness of being 

as such.  

5.2. Goodness as Reason for Choice & Action 

5.2.1. And so begins the EN as a whole: “Every art and every inquiry, and similarly every action [praxis] as 

well as choice [prohairesis], is held to aim at some good” (1094a1-2). In his first line Aristotle portends what, 

in one form or another, the rest of his ethical system will be in the service of discussing: the ways that 

human beings open upon, aim at, choose and act toward the good. One way of reading this line involves 

seeing it as Aristotle circumscribing the sort of ‘motion’ that the ethics will attempt to deal with in 

 
7 Moss, Aristotle on the Apparent Good: Perception, Phantasia, Thought, and Desire, 21. 
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comparison to other more general areas of the natural philosophy.8 For a choice is a sort of motion within 

the human soul (or between parts of the soul) that is peculiar to our form of life; an action moves that 

choice out into the world, and thus externalizes or expresses what has been chosen ‘inside’. Actions per se 

only issue from a preceding or attending choice; behaviours without choice are only ‘motions’ in the sense 

that they are not caused by what is distinctive of the form of human life.9 The ‘inner’ choices and ‘outer’ 

actions are, on this description of human beings, their characteristic ways of moving and being moved in 

that they are not only intelligible but intelligent: As Christine Korsgaard writes, “An action is an essentially 

intelligible object that embodies a reason the way a sentence is an essentially intelligible object that 

embodies a thought.”10 Yet as we know, such a description will have to be joined by another and quite 

different description of the same thing that comes from considering how the phenomena of choice and 

action are experienced: what their phenomenal content looks like. This latter description will become our 

focus in the next section. But to continue on our initial line of interpretation, we could say that the 

distinctiveness of human ‘motions’ comes from the involvement of and opening to reason in our way of 

life: that is, reason taken both as a capacity of ours and a type of object to which we are open. Said 

differently, the characteristic motions of human beings turn on the activation of reason and our openness to 

reasons. As we will see, the relation between the good, the apparent good, reason (qua capacity), and reasons 

(qua objects) are intimately and importantly related. For Aristotle’s ethics attempts to describe both what is 

good for human beings as well as the many ways in which goodness appears to them generally and 

individually and the way that what appears good motivates our reasons for choice and action.  

5.2.2. Shortly after asserting in EN’s first line that all choice and action is directed at some good, 

Aristotle notes an important controversy: that although all things aim at some good (that is, it will turn out, 

something that appears to be good), what actually is good for human beings is a matter of dispute. In EN 

I.6, Aristotle will review and dismiss the Platonic model of the Good, citing its abstraction from the 

particularity of human affairs and individuals. Plato’s form of the Good cannot act or be acted on 

(1096b20-34), Aristotle notes, yet it is precisely goods that are achievable by action that he wants to get at in 

his ethics. Aristotle seeks the nature of the good for us and achievable by us, we human choosers and actors 

 
8 For some additional context and consideration about my thinking on the relation between the sort of ‘motion’ under 
analysis in the natural philosophy as compared to that which marks human life, see Appendix III, esp. AIII.2. 
9 For Aristotle action (praxis) is distinct from other kinds of ‘motions’ we find in natural in that actions are essentially 
determined by choice (prohairesis). ‘Motions’ or behaviours are not chosen are thereby not actions; actions, properly 
speaking, only follow when one chooses what to do. 
10 Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 14. 
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who live real human lives and aspire for the best life of practical possibility (1096b35-a4). He makes this 

point while echoing EN’s opening line: “But in every action and choice, [the good] is the end involved, 

since it is for the sake of this that all people do everything else. As a result, if there is some end of all 

actions, this would be the good related to action” (1097a21-3, my emphasis).   

5.2.3. To gain further traction on the debate over what is practically good for human beings 

Aristotle distinguishes between things that are instrumentally good as means to ends and those that are 

intrinsically or absolutely good (1096b8-14; 1097a26-25). Since we value instrumental goods by virtue of 

something extrinsic to those goods themselves, their value flowing instead from something else, then we 

cannot give a self-explaining account of why we value pursuing such goods in the first place. To determine 

the end that ultimately motivates all choice and action, we must find something that is “the simply chosen 

thing [which is] always chosen for itself and never on account of something else” (1097a34-36). In order to 

avoid pain of reductio, the value of instrumental goods must ultimately flow from intrinsic goods, which are 

valued for themselves alone. Only intrinsic goods have value that is not only self-explanatory, but also 

explanatory of the value of non-intrinsic goods. Only intrinsic goods, moreover, will offer a complete 

explanation for choice and action.  

  5.2.4. So, of all the goods that we human beings aim at and pursue, which of them is pursued 

purely for themselves alone, thereby offering the most comprehensive explanation for our behaviour? 

Aristotle, agreeing with common doxa on this question, submits that above all it is happiness (or 

flourishing, eudaimonia) fits the bill. That is, people want to flourish or be happy not for any other good or 

benefit that flourishing secures apart from itself. Happiness is the self-explanatory end, the intrinsic good 

that that is valuable to us just for its own sake and not for anything else: “happiness above all seems to be of 

this [‘simple and complete’] character, for we always choose it on account of itself and never on account of 

something else” (1097b1-2). 11 Consequently, happiness is the comprehensive good in terms of which all 

other instrumental goods are hierarchically ordered.12 Describing not only what happiness or the good life 

 
11 However, this is not to say that happiness is the only intrinsic good. When I say that eudaimonia ‘above all’ has this 
character, I mean to make room for the fact that Aristotle will say that there are many things we value for themselves 
that also have instrumental value of some sort or another. As Nussbaum puts Aristotle’s position in Fragility of 
Goodness, “As Aristotle reminds us, something can be an end in itself and at the same time be a valued constituent in 
a larger or more inclusive end. The question whether something is or is not to count as part of eudaimonia is just the 
question, whether something is a valuable component of the good life” Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness, 297. 
12 This also provides a criterion for the sorts of sciences that are most worthwhile. At the end of EN I.1 (1094a7-19), 
Aristotle posits a hierarchy of sciences that become more valuable as the ends of those sciences become more choice-
worthy. Political science, it turns out, will be the architectonic science, since it’s aim is to make people good and put 
happiness within reach. Thus, politics is the architectonic science because its end is the most comprehensive good.  
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consists in, but how such a life is secured, becomes two of the high order aims of Aristotle’s ethics. The two 

questions are closely related, though it is a matter of controversy not only how to characterize Aristotle’s 

answers to each of them but also how, precisely, to think through their relation. More specifically, the 

relationship between eudaimonia (as the end), virtue (those states of character that dispose us to reach the 

end – and whose exercise is in some measure the end), as well as the external goods that are necessary 

preconditions for each, are key to Aristotle’s responses to these questions.  

5.2.5. Now in Appendix III, we discuss how Aristotle’s function argument is used to arbitrate 

competing claims for the good or happy life by asking us to consider what it is to live, characteristically and 

to the greatest fulfillment, as a human being. The simple answer, for our immediate purposes, is that the 

human function is brought to its fullest expression ‘by living in accordance with reason.’ But how we 

understand this expression is important. On some readings, this means basically a life devoted to 

intellectual pursuits (a position seemingly supported by EN Bk X’s elevation of the philosophical life). On 

other readings, the expression means something like, a life organized in an intelligent way—which may or 

may not involve living a life ‘of the mind.’ On further readings still, this could mean a life organized around 

reason—that is, where the nutritive, desiderative, and perceptual aspects of our life are controlled by or in 

harmony with the excellent use of reason. 

5.2.6. But this expression can also help us appreciate a feature of human life in general, that is, not 

only pertaining to those who flourish ‘according to reason.’ That universal feature is simply that human 

beings have reasons for what they do; some of those reasons are good ones and others poor. That is, it is a 

brute fact of human experience that few live their lives in a way where the excellent use of reason steadily 

and consistently leads the way and has us choose and act toward what is best. As we have said, only a being 

with the capacity for reason can have something appear to be a reason.  And among the reasons we have for 

choice and action, some will be better than others. But poor reasons are still reasons of a sort and living 

according to those reasons is to live as some sort of human: it is just to live not very well as a human. Living 

according to the excellent use of reason may be the characteristic of the human function but living 

according to poor reasons at least some of the time is, while not characteristic of our form, thoroughly 

characteristic of our condition. Living in a way that is less than we are is, indeed, all too human.  

5.2.7. We have now said that the apparent good and reasons are ultimate motivating objects of 

human motion, or behaviour. But these are not two kinds of object: our reasons for choice and actions are 

precisely what appears good to us just as what appears good will seem to be a fine reason to act in light of it. 

The possibility of acting on the basis of poor reasons is granted by the nature of appearances themselves 



 

 

 

 

 

 

223 

precisely because they admit of the possibility of error (cf. 2.2; 3.3.1). Not everything that appears to be a 

good reason for choice and action—whether it be relative to a particular desired object of everyday 

experience or an entire way of life—is actually so. But it nonetheless remains true that what appears to be a 

good and happy life establishes a generalized and intrinsically valuable end, however indeterminately, that 

provides the framework against which particular objects and possibilities for action appear to be 

(instrumentally) good, as being conducive to or a part of that life, and thus appear to be reasons for choice 

and action.  

5.2.8. Thus, characteristically human behaviour is motivated by objects that appear to be reasons for 

choosing some thing or acting in some way and for something to appear to be a reason for choice or action 

is for it to appear as good. This gives way to an expanded meaning of being an ‘animal with logos’—one of the 

‘canonical’ definitions that we are having guide our investigation of the human self (A.0.2.2.1). The animal 

with logos is the sort of animal that is open to reasons and capable, in principle, of articulating what they 

are—and in the realm of human praxis, the appearance of the good is synonymous with the appearance of a 

motivating reason. Our bear, who not only lacks ‘having’ logos but is also unpossessed by logos (cf. 4.4.3.2) 

perceives the blueberries and pursues them, but not only does it not perceive the goodness of the berries, it 

also does not perceive their goodness as reasons for pursuing them. Just as non-human things are not open 

to the good, then, they are also not open to reasons. 13 But the human being that camps nearby perceives 

warmth as something good, and the goodness of warmth as a reason to gather firewood. Being an animal 

with logos entails living as a being that is open to the apparent goodness of beings (cf. 5.1.6) which is 

equally, it turns out, being open to the reasons that motivate and coordinate choice and action.14  

5.2.9. Finally, when we say that goodness appears to individuals, as we have seen, we can mean either 

the goodness that appears—that is, something that is in fact good ‘making an appearance’—or we can mean the 

seeming of goodness, the appearance of something that ‘looks’ good (cf. 3.3.5). The appearance of something 

that seems good can of course be good as well. Yet something need not actually be good to seem good; while 

the good that appears must be good (and will, as a general rule, appear good to a person whose faculties are 

 
13 Indeed, nothing remarkable is likely to occur if one reads a newspaper to a stone in the garden because stones 
cannot be moved by neither reasons nor words. But read the newspaper to one’s neighbor the next yard over: they 
smile, grimace, turn away in disgust, laugh, or ponder, because they are alive to its reasons in ways that stones are not. 
But the rock is nonetheless ‘alive’ to the newspaper as paper material: I can move it a little bit by swatting or fanning it. 
14 Moss notes the helpful equation ‘cognizing-as-good’ with ‘cognizing-as-end’ is owed to Alexander of Aphodisias, who 
argued of Aristotle that the appearance of goodness is the same as appearing ‘to be chosen’ or ‘to be done’ – in other 
words, the same as a reason for choice or action. The apparent good has a preeminently practical meaning, but it also 
has meaning that is rational for it is rational to pursue what appears to be good. Moss, Aristotle on the Apparent Good: 
Perception, Phantasia, Thought, and Desire, 35. 
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in good order). Thus, the former (that which is fact good that appears) requires agreement between the way 

things seem and the way things are, but the latter (that which looks or seems good) does not. Now what is 

good does not always seem good: broccoli might be outstanding for someone’s health and yet not be in any 

way appetizing to them. Yet whether something that seems good is or is not good, the seeming of goodness, the 

apparent good, is universally motivating. Writes Aristotle:  

Now it appears that each person loves what is good for himself, and that while what is really 
good is loveable absolutely, what is good for a particular person is loveable for that person. 
Further, each person loves not what is really good for himself, but what appears to him to be 
so; however, this will not affect our argument, for ‘loveable’ will mean ‘what appears loveable.’ 
(EN VIII.1 1155b22-a2) 

Thus, what is in fact good only sometimes motivates human choice and action—just on those occasions when 

it also seems good as well—whereas what appears good always will. And that means that the apparent good is 

more highly explanatory of human behaviour than what is in fact good (cf. 5.2.3). The appearance of being good 

(rather than the being-in-fact-good that appears) is, then, ultimately what motivates the desires, choices, and 

actions of human individuals.15  

5.3. The Individuation of Appearances & The Appearance of the Individual 

5.3.1. Our discussion of the object that ultimately moves human beings—that without which we cannot 

grasp the self’s dynamic reality—has led us to home in on apparent goodness as the fundamental reason for 

choice and action. In stressing the appearances, we not only lay emphasis on one of Aristotle’s more 

important methodical commitments to work within and ‘preserve’ the appearances (cf. 1145b1), but we also 

end up implicating the human subject in the constitution of the motivating object itself as a secondary object or 

intentional pole as we have seen before.16 As Aristotle makes clear in the opening quotation from 

Metaphysics IV.6 that leads this chapter, the human individual is implicated in the constitution of what 

appears true since appearing-of and appearing-to are intermingled in a one manifold of appearing.   

 
15 Indeed, only through the appearances of goodness can we make intelligible the possibility of practical errors that 
require a wedge between being and seeming. To the degree that this wedge is driven in or withdrawn, as we will see in 
the next chapter, on the basis of the configuration of our character. In Appendix V we argue that Aristotle’s account 
of megalopsychia and phronesis, the two ‘crowns’ of virtue, are characterized in part by overcoming this wedge. For both, 
albeit in different contexts, establish a generally reliable correspondence between being and seeming.  
16 cf. 1.3.4.6; 1.4.3.1-2; 3.2.4.2.3; 3.3.4; 3.3.5.5; 3.5.11.2. 
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Something like this seems suggested in two consecutive chapters of EN III. In III.4, Aristotle 

distinguishes between those who believe that people wish for what is good from others who think we wish 

for what appears good (1113a15). What is clear is that different things appear good to different people (a22) 

and what appears good to the good person (the serious person, to be more precise) will truly be good while 

what appears base to the base person is not a reliable guide to what is truly good. Thus, the serious person is 

one who judges correctly what appears, indeed in “seeing what is true in each case, just as if he were a rule 

and measure of them.” (a33). He is the measure of the good, we shall learn later on, because he himself is 

good: discerning what is good in what appears good will always be an indirect form of self-awareness, 

awareness that the appearance of the self as good will be a reliable testimony that one is, actually, good in 

the same measure that the appearance of good in the world will track what is, in fact, good. Thus, in the 

next chapter, Aristotle will write:  

But someone might say that while all people aim at what appears good [phainomenon agathon] 
to them, [but] they do not have control over that very appearance [phantasia]; rather, the end 
appears [phainetai] to each according to whatever sort of person he is. He himself will somehow 
be the cause of the appearance of the good (EN III.4 1114a31-b2). 

According to this view, the apparent good, which is to say the end of some action being considered or 

actively sought out, does not appear to everyone the same way but will depend on the type of person they 

are. That is to say (and as we shall discuss in more detail next chapter) it depends on the functional 

characteristics of their individually realized ‘organ’ for perceiving the apparent good: one’s ethos. This is 

what makes one, in practical terms anyway, the ‘type of person’ one is. One’s character is relatively stable 

and fixed and operates primarily through habit and that is one reason why ‘no is in control’ of the phantasia 

of the end. The straightforward point for our purposes is that human individuals come in a good deal of 

variety and that each individual has idiosyncratic features that influence what shows up as worthwhile 

pursuing – which is to say, what shows up as apparently good, a reason for choice and action.   

And although this is a matter of considerable controversy, this should not be taken to imply, as we 

shall note later on, that we do not necessarily choose the ends that we seek out (say by rational 

deliberation). It is not up to us to have apparent goods or practical ends show up as (to borrow Moss’s 

expression) ‘to-be-gone-for.’ (cf. 5.3.4.4. & n.25 for contrasting views on the role of reason in the 

determination of ends). Reason is pivotal not in grasping ends or rationally considering them, but in 

choosing to act in this way or that and forming whatever character that, in turn, ‘sees’ the end, some 
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apparent good. And that ‘seeing’ is accomplished through the operation of phantasia, as its association and 

persistent pairing with phainomena & phainomenon agathon shows. Sparshott puts the issue this way:  

Even if the ‘end’ is a mysterious product of the imagination over which we have no initial 
control, it is still true that choices involve saying yes or no, that whoever says yes can say no 
and vice versa, and that chosen activities become habitual and thus generate states of 
character, the rightness and wrongness of which are determined by a logos. The most we can 
concede is that if the imagined end is ‘natural’ we are only ‘somehow partly responsible’… for 
our characters, instead of being totally responsible.17 

It is in that sense that, “the end is in some respect dependent on the person himself” and in another respect 

given by nature (in the case of the serious person, who voluntarily, by second nature sees the good as it is - 

1114b13ff). 

Our attempt to constrain ourselves to discuss the self’s motivating object in this chapter thus can 

only go so far before we must include the self again – for the object that appears is never ‘just the object’. In 

sum, we have sought to orient our analysis of human ‘motions’ (choice & action) in terms of the ultimate 

object that motivates them: the good. But while, by nature, human beings tend to pursue what is in fact 

good for them, not all human behaviour aims at what is (in fact) good. Yet all human behaviour does aim at 

what appears to be good in some way. The analysis of the object of human choice and action must therefore 

move from goodness to apparent goodness, as the ultimate and most highly explanatory motivating object. 

But the apparent good provides an index not only of the object taken to be good, but also of the perceiver 

to whom it appears. For an appearing of an object is always also the appearing to someone. And so, the way 

that the appearance manifests itself is not only due to the nature of the object taken in itself, but also due to 

the peculiarities of an individual’s way of being open to the appearance, to the phainomenon.18 Appearances 

of goodness express a cooperative encounter between a human individual and a perceived object; 

 
17 Sparshott, Taking Life Seriously: A Study of the Argument of the Nicomachean Ethics, 134. 
18 Thus, although we have followed Aristotle in giving the object the ultimate analytic priority (since without the object 
we cannot grasp its activity, and without the activity we cannot grasp the capacity) we discover that there is no 
ontological priority between the capacity and the object. One might object here by saying that there is an ontological 
priority after all: the capacity of the perceiver only has the reality of a dunamis, whereas the object, as actual, has the 
reality of an energeia. But an object’s appearing as good depends on its prior capacity to appear as good, a capacity not 
realized without an appropriate perceiver. Its appearing is an event or activity through which its power to be perceived 
as good is realized along with the perceiver’s capacity to perceive it as good. So, the appearing co-actualizes both the 
person’s and the object’s capacities in one and the same event. But it is more than this: for the object’s capacity to 
appear good is realized in the perceiver, for the same reason we have seen before by accounting for Aristotle’s claims 
about the relation between mover and moved (cf. 1.1.11; 1.3.8.1; 4.1.3). Recall on this Aristotle’s famous example of 
the house and the housebuilder, 201b6-15. So, the capacity to appear as good, while it must be grounded in a pre-
existing actuality, is nonetheless realized along with an in a being that is open to its apparent goodness.  
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‘appearances’ are the middle term between the object and the subject of this encounter. Thus, the 

appearance of goodness bears a signature not only of the object, but also of the contingencies of the 

experiencing subject. In the next chapter we will discuss Aristotle’s concept of character, or ethos, to further 

understand how the object of desire (the apparent good) and subject of experience (the self to whom it 

appears) are dynamically (co-)constituting. For now, we give an important precursor to that discussion by 

talking about two aspects of how the apparent good is individuated from one person to another: an 

‘internalist’ or psychological account and an ‘externalist’ or physiological account.   

5.3.2.1. In Chapters 1, 2, & 3 we presented in various ways Aristotle’s dual description of animal 

life and activity: one that has a functional-psychological aspect that characterizes their capacities, activities, 

and motivating objects, and their correlative biological-physiological aspect of the corporeal events that 

occasion the psychological occurrences (cf. 1.1-3 2.3-4; 3.2.2-3). In 2.3.2.5, speaking of the physiological 

realization or correlate of phantasmata in particular, we discussed the ways in which one animal’s uptake of 

the world may differ from another, on the basis of or in relation to their bodily matter – that all-important 

principle of individuation. We found that this uptake is governed, in its physiological aspect, by a process 

by which previous events that impinge upon the body leave residual marks within it and shape an 

organism’s tendencies to move and be moved in subsequent events (cf. 2.3.2.5; 2.4.5). Put psychologically, 

events of aisthesis leave phantasmatic traces in the body that correspond to an individual’s particular affective-

hermeneutic framework that condition what, in new experiences, appears good or bad, making painful and 

pleasurable affects ‘auto-bio-graphical’ as we put it earlier. Through this development of its interpretative 

frameworks, the animal body thus becomes always already charged in the enterprise of sorting the world 

out: especially in terms of what is valuable for the purposes of living. The affects of the body—especially its 

pleasures and pains—become, through these frameworks, ‘barometers of value’ that reflect an organism’s 

interested comportment in and toward its world. We saw, as well, that the ‘preparation’ of the affectively 

charged body that conveys desiderative action depended on phantasia’s presentation of an apparent good 

and the physiological complement of that explanation (cf. 3.2.2-3). The physiological account given in the 

Parva Naturalia generally speaking, then, already provides us with some starting point for conceiving how 

the animal body is not just a passive and neutral recipient of its world, but one whose underlying processes 

contribute to an animal’s sense of its situation and the good it apparently should pursue. 

5.3.2.2. The motivating objects for human animals can also be understood in these terms, as we 

have seen in this chapter. Complementary points can readily be drawn out about the way, for instance, a 

range of factors related to our retention of previous experience—including the contingencies of our situated 
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embodiment—individuate the way things appear to us and thereby interweave the apparent good with the 

experiencing subject (cf. 3.3). For while the human form is what unites member of a species, bodies 

differentiate us as numerically distinct members (cf. 1.2.8.3). It does this not only by introducing a 

separation between the spatial being of one body and another, but, in terms of psychological experience, by 

individuating present experience and past memory. That is: our bodies exist at a determinate time and 

place, which in principle excludes other bodies19 from having precisely the same history of experience and 

informs an irreducibly perspectival and contingent aspect of our experience. Human bodies, situated 

uniquely in place and time, become repositories of those past non-repeatable events as bodies do for any 

animal. Our bodies thus deepen the idiosyncrasies of one person to another as they aggregate as our 

personal histories and which shape our sense of the present and the future (cf. 3.3.2). 

5.3.2.3. The story Aristotle tells in On Dreams & in De Motu (which we reviewed in A.0.2.1, 2.3.2.3; 

3.2)—gives us some idea of how this is supposed to work at psychological and physiological levels: 

experiences of present aisthesis leave phantasmatic traces in soul, which correspond, in the living body, to 

sensory events that deposit imprints in the blood—like ‘eddies’ that resemble the original phenomenon (cf. 

2.3.2.3. & OD 461a4-11). Yet the character of some bodily occurrences (such a traumatic events) can 

produce warps and violent currents in the bloodstream that, insofar as they no longer resemble the original 

experience with much fidelity, are correlated with a widening of gap between what appears to be and what is 

(cf. 2.3.2.4-5; 3.3.2.7). Indeed, we know from Chapter 2 that this is precisely why phantasia is invoked in 

DA: to explain the possibility of error, which is to say, the possibility of a wedge being driven between 

appearance and reality (cf. 2.2.1-5). Such an account of the physiology of the formation of an animal’s 

interpretive frameworks invites us to translate this story into one concerning human experience: previous 

experiences shape our expectations and selective attention to new features of the situation. Some 

experiences may shake us violently and introduce a ‘warp’ into our very personality as the blood is upset 

with retained trauma. Each is a way of describing the process through which we are or are not able to see 

what is there before us, and accounts for the possibility that what appears good or bad may not actually be 

so. Both immoderate exposure to pleasure (at least those sought by appetite) and extreme pain as well can 

corrupt our capacity for seeing things as they are just as  sensuous objects that are too bright, too loud, and 

so long, can destroy the sensitive ‘mean’ that maintains a faculty’s good functioning.20  

 
19 For some important analysis of the concept of ‘place’ and body, see Physics IV.1-5. 
20 Consider: “To the serious person, then, the object of wish is to be in a true sense, whereas to the base person, it is 
whatever chances to appear good, just as it is the case also with bodies: to whose who are in good condition, things 
that are truly healthful appear to be such, whereas to those who are sick, the healthful things appear to be different 
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5.3.2.4. An individual’s physiology is also correlated with individual appearances that concern the 

anticipation of future events. Not only do one’s past experiences set expectations for new ones, but the 

body itself, as the ‘matter’ of the living organism, is always essentially invested with an organism’s power or 

dunamis as set forth by their form. Yet powers are always inclined toward the future; they only inhere in the 

present in a second-order way—powers become realized in an activity-to-come (cf. 1.1.9; 4.1). The body must 

therefore be regarded on both a psychological and natural-physiological basis as a platform for future choice 

and action and as that which shapes the appearance of what is possible for choice and action. We can see 

some idea, then, of how the nature of the lived body will be central to a story over what appears to an 

individual and how it appears. The body’s exclusion of other bodies, its role as repository of past 

experiences, and its nature as a platform for future action, are all correlated to the individual’s contribution 

to the character of its own lived experience.   

5.3.3.1. Turning back to the individual pursuit of happiness, then, we can now see some of the 

depth behind the more or less obvious facts that i) human beings have a multitude of factors that shape 

what sort of life appears good to them and ii) that these ideas are concocted in part by personal experience 

and history. Of course, virtually all people, to one extent or another, stray from the sorts of lives that might 

actually count as truly happy or flourishing. Some of this has to do with the presence or absence of certain 

external goods that are necessary for individuals to do so (the most architectonic of which being a polis 

organized by just laws that act as a trellis for correct moral development). But some of this also has to do 

with how the confluence of one’s formal nature with our individual peculiarities can produce 

misalignments between what appears good to pursue and what really is, which, in turn, can underwrite 

quite different choices and actions. For we are just as naturally inclined to follow pleasure and flee pain as 

we are to follow reason, and we are just as prone to falling for illusory appearances as we are primed to see 

truth of things. In other words, we follow many things that only appear to be good, which are not altogether 

reliable guides for securing actually good things in life (cf. 3.3; 4.3.3.9; 5.2.7).   

Thus, while eudaimonia as it is determined as a function of the human form (i.e., a characteristic, 

functional activity governed by the essential properties of the human form) establishes the general shape of 

human life’s proper end, it only does so as an ideal case that is at best only rarely satisfied under favorable 

conditions. In the messy reality of human life as it is lived, however, under all the imperfect conditions in 

 
from these, as is similarly the case with what is bitter, sweet, hot, cold, and each of the rest. For the serious person in 
each case judges correctly, and in each case what is appears to him. For with respect to each characteristic, there are 
noble and pleasant things peculiar to is; and the serious person is distinguished perhaps most of all by his seeing what 
is true in each case, just as if he were a rule and measure of them.” (EN III.5 1113a25-35). 
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which we grow and find ourselves, what appears good and find worth pursuing is a highly individual matter 

and contingent on some constructive contribution by individuals themselves (cf. 2.3.2.5; 3.3.1; 3.3.5). An 

individual’s exposure to pleasure and pain, their habituation in the family and with friends, their cultural 

and institutional backdrop, are among the many dimensions of a person’s life that they are originally 

passive toward but which nonetheless come to inform their tendencies for action: in their interpretations, 

perceptions, thoughts, choices, and actions. 21 That is, these dimensions come to inform the very lenses and 

powers through which the world appears individually to them as a domain for them to enact themselves 

according to some vision of the apparent good (cf. 3.3).  

5.3.3.2. An individual’s idiosyncrasies not only shape what appears good but determine ranges of 

specific content over what actually is good for them. Between Appendix III & V we discuss this somewhat 

through in the course of our assessment of the function argument but then, primarily, in terms of 

Aristotle’s definition of (moral) virtue: especially in terms of the all-important phrase, ‘the mean relative to 

us’ (cf. AIII.3-4; AV.3-4).   The general point is that the individuating features of one person to the next 

influence both what it can be for them to live a good life as well as what it can appear to be. While the form of 

the flourishing life is always the same, idiosyncrasies bear on the particular content of such a life from 

person to person. 22 For instance, Aristotle’s remarks in EN II.6 about what constitutes an appropriate diet 

for Milo the wrestler makes it clear that the ‘mean’ for each individual will be formally equivalent but 

contingently tailored to each person. Just so, individuals might achieve eudaimonia through somewhat 

different life-contents: one’s flourishing in political life need not look exactly the same as another’s 

flourishing in the contemplative life. While there are different bioi—ways of living—that are compatible with 

flourishing, these ways all share a common form that is obtainable in practice (a life that accords with 

reason used to its best potential through the consistent choice and enactment of the virtuous mean).  And 

 
21 Even if human beings naturally tend toward eudaimonia, considering that happiness can only occur with virtue, and 
virtue only thrives in the right conditions, with the right upbringing, under the right institutional nurturing - and 
considering, moreover, Aristotle’s thesis about the unity of virtues (that one cannot have one without the others) - it 
seems at best that virtuous people must be extremely rare and happy people even rarer.  
22 That is, while the form of the good life is common to all human beings – say, an active life that accords with reason 
used to its best potential – it does not mean that the specific content of the good life will be shared by all. The ‘doctrine 
of the mean,’ discussed in Appendix V, shows that the form or structure of the good life that is common to all, yet the 
application and content of that form will vary, within limits set out by species membership, from one virtuous person 
to another. Although you and I may have different answers to the question of what is ‘good for me,’ the form of those 
answers, thinks Aristotle, should look about the same. The form of a happy life will always accord with reason used 
well and this will always strike some sort of mean between extremes. Thus, the individual fulfillment of eudaimonia 
both universal and circumstantial, both absolute and relative. As I believe Nussbaum puts it in Fragility, individual 
happiness is anthropocentric but not relativistic.   
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indeed ethics, as a discourse about human praxis, is concerned with the contingent rather than the necessary 

in the first place. In other words, there are universal-formal and individual-contingent aspects to an 

individual’s realization of a happy life. Moreover, there are appearances of particular goods, of entire ways 

of life that govern the particular appearances that the individual themselves is partly responsible for 

producing.  

5.3.4.1. Just as the appearance of something that seems good can in fact fail to be good, an 

apparently good life—that is, an overarching vision of the good life, a vision of life ‘as a whole,’ to use Aristotle’s 

important expression from the EN—can truly represent or may fail to represent a life that, were it lived, would 

be a happy one for the one whose vision it is. While some think pleasure or honour will lead them to a 

happy life, for instance, others think the life of moneymaking will do the same. Individuals do, in fact, 

pursue these things under the misconception that their life will be a happy one and that they will be happy 

in doing so or obtaining those ends. 

The point is that each individual has some overall vision of the good life that at least implicitly, and of course 

at other time explicitly, guides their choices and actions. We are, after all, trying to determine what is the ultimate object 

that motivates human behaviour, the dynamic principle of the self’s activity. Since particular appearances of goodness 

get their force from some more general framework, a total way of life that seems or appears good, then we can 

understand the self more adequately if we understand it in relationship to and as a secondary object posited along with 

this overarching vision.  

5.3.4.2. Thus one’s ‘vision’ of the good life provides the overarching aim in terms of which the 

objects to which particular choices and actions are directed receive their own apparent goodness. In taking 

up the language of ‘visions’ in connection with the appearance of goodness, we are tacitly reflecting a shift 

in terminology that Aristotle adopts in EN to describe the particular kind of purposefulness involved in 

human choice and action as compared to other forms of life. For human beings are capable of relating to 

their ends in ways that no other living beings can, according to Aristotle. As Sparshott helpfully observes, 

human beings are distinct in their capacity to convert their telos into a skopos: a goal that is ‘scoped’ or 

‘sighted’ in advance of one’s present circumstances.23 In spatial metaphors, a skopos may be thought of as a 

target aimed at (paradigmatically by sight) by seeing something far off at a distance, something not identical 

 
23 The lineage of concepts that convey the ‘directedness’ of the natural, living, and human world, then, moves from 
horme to telos to skopos: horme expresses natural tendencies of material bodies (cf. 1.1.5); telos expresses the implicit end 
to which living beings strive and which in another sense is embodied in their activity qua entelechy (1.1.9); skopos 
expresses the end made into something that explicitly guides behaviour: a ‘vision’ of what one is trying to achieve 
through their choice and action. 
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with one’s present location. Whereas all living things’ activities are goal-oriented, that is, are best explained 

in terms of some causally relevant telos, human beings are capable of becoming aware of that implicit goal, 

raising it to an explicit objective, and revising it to some degree. Human beings are distinct in this regard on 

Aristotle’s way of thinking in that they can shift their goals into the foreground of their awareness by a feat 

of the deliberative imagination, through which their desiderative affects are prepared, readied (pre-pared: 

arranged or made ready beforehand) for the future that one either actively strives toward or anticipates. (cf. 

3.3.2.4).24 Long, for his part, connects the desiderative function of phantasia with its interpretive and 

constructive role in relation to the apparent good: “Humans are able to construct the object of desire by 

deliberative imagination; that is, part of seeing that which presents itself as desirable involves the ability to 

determine what is best by looking to the past and future.”25 Such skopoi—objects of desire that are not 

presently at hand—are not only ends but ends-in-view, which is to say, apparent goods of which we are 

explicitly aware, which are always implicated in all the ways human beings choose and act: the way they 

move and are moved according to their nature.  

Thus, the skopos of the apparently good life—as the overarching aggregate vision of the life one aims 

to realize—is that in terms of which particular things appear to us as good, that is, as a reason and motive for 

any particular choice and action. We must suppose a hierarchy of ends thus obtains among the appearances 

of goodness just as much as it does among goods in themselves. Hence, individual appearances of goodness 

flow from a hierarchy of apparent ends that terminate in some vision of an (apparently) good life. It is really 

that overarching view of the good life that must be understood as the ultimate horizon and motivating 

object of choice and action, that which invests particular or local alternatives for choice and action with 

their seeming value and reasonableness for choosing. What gives any particular possible choice or action its 

apparent goodness, then, is a holistic and generalized vision of some apparently good life: some total (yet 

often indeterminate) sense of the whole of one’s life from which flows the apparent goodness of the minor 

 
24 Particular things appear to us on the basis of some at least implicit vision of the good life (for if we recall, sensations, 
interpretations, desires, pleasures and pains, are all laid down together in an integrated action of perception, cf. DA 
II.3 414b cf. A.1.2.2.5 & 3.3.2). That is, we must suppose some overarching framework, however vague and not 
consciously apprehended, in terms of which things show up as valuable and meaningful, in short, as apparently good. 
Aristotle’s notion of ‘life as a whole’ or a ‘complete life’ points in this direction: to life as an intelligible whole through 
which the goodness of particular things become apparent. We know already that all appearances are cognized by 
phantasia, but now this is confirmed in another way: for it means that the relation between ‘the apparently good life’ as a 
whole and the particular apparent good will only be able to stand in an action-guiding relationship through the activation of a 
faculty which negotiates the intelligible & universal with the sensible & particular (such as in linking the major and minor premise 
of the practical syllogism cf. A5.6; 3.2.4 & later, 6.2-3).  
25 Long, Aristotle on the Nature of Truth, 25. 
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matters of everyday living: something like what Sparshott calls in relation to this topic in Aristotle, “a 

controlling image of what the good life is.”26  

5.3.4.3. Aristotle’s notion of a ‘complete life’ or ‘life as a whole’ as an practical and a temporal 

meaning: (a) Practically, it can refer to all the different facets of life: play, work, sex, eating, sleeping, 

socializing; (b) Temporally, it signifies the totality of one’s birth, past, present, future, and death. Each, in 

different ways, requires the noetic capacity to apprehend particulars in relation to the whole such different 

normative vectors come to shape the sense and value of present experience: say, as pertaining to what might 

be pleasurable (or painful) in the moment versus in relation to one’s life taken holistically. I can diffuse the 

pleasurable appearance of something I know is unhealthy for me, perhaps, only if I see it in relation to its 

possible long-term consequences: that is, in terms of the pain it might bring me and my family, for instance. 

Only with respect to taking one’s life as a whole into consideration that our present circumstances can be 

understood in terms of good and bad, instead of pleasure and pain only. Thus, although pleasure 

accompanies well-functioning activity and even ‘perfects’ such activity (as in the pleasures of intellectual 

activity in EN X), and although it is even through pleasure and pain that moral virtue comes about, pleasure 

and pain are not the same as good and bad. Human beings have the capacity to recognize that pleasures and 

pains do not always map goodness and badness: I might find fried chicken, cocaine, or cigars pleasurable 

without believing that these are in any way good for me. That humans can be pulled toward something 

immediately or apparently pleasant without, at the same time, believing that having whatever pleasure is 

necessarily also good for us tends human experience some of its characteristic tensions. 

 5.3.4.4. While something that presents itself as an apparent good might be presently at hand, 

available in my immediate surroundings, the apparently good life is of course an overarching end that is 

not—and cannot be—given all at once. Indeed, to the extent that the good life might only be truly conferred 

on me until the closure of my death, it may not ever be fully given at all (at least not to me!). This is to say 

that the vision of the good life is always the vision of something only partially given and at best mostly 

absent, a constitutively ambiguous and indeterminate sense of the whole that nonetheless gives meaning 

and value to the appearance of the present’s opportunities for choice and action. In other words, having a 

skopos or end-in-view does not necessarily mean that I am always explicitly and self-consciously directed by or 

toward it, but rather something that operates as what we might call a transcendental: a condition for any 

 
26 Sparshott, Taking Life Seriously: A Study of the Argument of the Nicomachean Ethics, 133.Says Hamlet to Horatio in 
Hamlet, Act 5 Scene 2: “There’s a divinity that shapes our ends, rough-hew them how we will” William Shakespeare 
and David M. Bevington, Hamlet, A Bantam Classic (Toronto ; New York: Bantam Books, 1988), 132. 
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possible (practical) experience and a necessary ingredient in satisfying the conditions of human choice and 

action (cf. 3.2.2.1). Indeed, having such an overarching sense of an apparently good life as a whole,  as 

roughly hewn and liminal as it may be, is like the ‘earth’ that is required for animal life to operate: a 

generally reliable platform for action that is persistently available and which, owing to the way that phantasia 

carries its ‘light’ and objects in itself, is testified to in each choice and action (cf. 3.2.3.3; 3.3.5.6). For 

sometimes we pursue certain goods or even whole ways of living without being totally aware of them or 

what we are doing. Even direct contemplation of what our goals in life are does not always furnish clear 

answers. As Irwin puts it: “Even if someone avows no such [explicit] goal, it may guide his behaviour… Even 

if he does not realize that he conceives his ends this way, he will find evidence that he does in his actions 

and views of them”.27 Irwin continues shortly after:  

rational agents have some implicit, partial, not always completely coherent overall end 
reflecting a rough structure and order in their desires. [But] this is not enough for Aristotle’s 
purposes in the Ethics. The rational agent is supposed to aim at an overall end guided by some 
systematic reflective conception of the good.28 

The question about whether a well-functioning human individual is one who has developed a rational, 

critical, and self-conscious relation to one’s ends in life is of some debate, however. For Aristotle it is, after 

all, habit which seems to replace the role of reason in the grasping of practical ends. Habits may be formed 

 
27 Irwin, Aristotle’s First Principles, 46. See also n. 3. For a rebuttal to Irwin on this point, see Nussbaum’s Fragility 
Chapter 10 and also Paul Ricœur and Kathleen Blamey, “The Self and Ethical Aim,” in Oneself as Another, Nachdr. 
(Chicago, Ill.: Univ. of Chicago Pr, 2008), 169–202. Of course, the very fact that some overarching view of one’s life as 
a whole is more like a backgrounding condition rather than something we generally register in a (self)conscious way 
reinforces from a further way still the distinctive role of phantasia in human praxis. These are significant questions 
about Aristotle’s practical philosophy as a whole but we probably need not come to further resolution on it for our 
purposes here. In our view, is only important, for the appearance of the good life to retain its latent intelligibility (cf. 
2.4.5) that it is possible to be elevated to explicit object of intellectual consideration. For otherwise there would be no 
possibility of developing a self-critical relationship to one’s ends in life at all, and thus the enterprise of revising one’s 
life-plans would never even occur to us. But it does, in fact, occur to us from time to time to reflect upon our lives as a 
whole and scrutinize the value or wisdom of our plans. It would seem, then, that reason has at least can some role to 
play in the determinations of ends (as well as the means for realizing those ends). Some take this question in the 
direction of presenting Aristotle through Kant or through Hume: that is, whether reason’s role is to set the end 
through a desire to universalize reason, or whether it is merely to serve desire and determine the best way to realize 
desired ends which may ultimately be irrational (some suggest, for instance, that in EN III, Aristotle denies reason the 
role of deliberating about life’s ends and confers on it a merely instrumental role in realizing those ends. Ricoeur’s 
chapter cited above pursues such a case). One reason to support a deflationary position on the role of reason, as James 
Mensch points out, comes at 1105b1 where Aristotle says that “for the mastery of virtues… knowledge of little 
importance” and indeed, that many “take refuge in argument but fail to do the things he prescribes.” James Mensch, 
“Ethics and Selfhood” (n.d.), 102. On Mensch’s reading it is habituation, not reason, is what grasps the end of action 
and guides the will. 
28 Irwin, Aristotle’s First Principles, 47. 
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through choice which involves the rational preference of one thing over another yet the final result is 

something that grasps the ‘whole’ in a quite unreflective way. For habits continue to shape our sense of 

things precisely when we are not aware of them. 

 5.3.4.5. If, however, such an appearance of the good life operates as a transcendental of human choice and 

action, and the individual to whom this appearance appears is an intrinsic component of such an appearance (that is, a 

secondary object that coordinates the appearance cf. 3.3.5.1), then the appearance of the good life always contains a 

correlative vision of the self as living such a life. The subject of such an experience includes itself by necessity in the vision 

of the good life as indeterminate as it may be. The self is included as a liminal element in the appearance of the good life 

as one pole of the process, even if it is indeterminate, not all present all at once, an aspiration to future perfection and 

integration. The self is thus given to itself as an index to, a corelate of some vision of the good life. Thus, the appearance 

of goodness is determined by the overarching vision of the good life, and this overarching vision is a correlate of our 

appearance to ourselves. What appears to be good, that is, bears a signature of my individuated comportment toward the 

world, and more generally one’s vision of the good life reciprocates an overarching grasp of oneself. Appearances are the 

articulation the self and its world: for, as we said before, the appearance of goodness is always an index and correlate of 

the self to whom goodness appears (cf. 3.3). The sorts of ends we have in view as apparent goods correspond to a certain 

way we take up the world in relation to a way we tacitly take up ourselves. The appearances of the world and the self 

offer ways of ‘reading’ each other, then.  

For, as we established in Chapter 1, there is a cooperative logic between mover and moved (cf. 

1.1.11) that remains the last horizon for thinking about how natural substances actualize themselves in the 

world: and that is, by co-operating with powers at work in the world that actualize themselves, in turn, 

through the other. It is the activity that has the ultimate ontological status, though, that through which, for 

instance, both builders and buildings become what they are. In terms of the psychological rapport 

organisms have with their world, however, the appearing is accomplished in the soul of the subject to whom 

it appears. The activity of co-operation is reciprocal in one respect, but asymmetrical in another (just as, 

similarly, the completed building is the realization of a kind of structure but also a manifestation of the 

builder - without something having been built a builder would not be, cf. 201b6-15 & 1.1.11 & Chapter 1 

n. 83).  

In the present context, similarly, the activity through which appearances appear involves the co-

operation of the soul’s (phantasmatic) powers and those in the world, but it is in the soul that those 

appearances appear. Appearances, and the apparent good in particular therefore, always arises at the joinery 

of this cooperation between a motivating object and a human person who is moved. Yet, like the ‘earth’ 
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that is carried in the belly of the animal as a functional analogue of soil, animals carry appearances through 

which their desires are prepared and actions, in turn, discharged. Human animals carry apparent goods in 

this way as well, but also have some apparently good life that is the categorical ‘whole’ in terms of which 

particular apparent goods have their value. As such the ‘constructive’ contribution of the human soul (cf. 

3.3.5) means that apparent goods are not only the product of receiving the world but of the world’s 

intertwining with the individual subject, with their characteristic and idiosyncratic way of being open to the 

world and taking it up. The appearance of the world, the appearance of the good, the appearance of a good life, and 

the appearance of the self to itself, are all co-constitutive factors. For the life that one wants and the person one wants to 

become cannot be separated any more than the world which appears to us can be separated from the normative vectors 

we bring to it.  

 5.3.4.6. In establishing this essential relationship between the ethical self and its most general 

animating object—the apparently good life—we have established a mode by which the self as a whole, likewise, 

becomes an indispensable coordinate behind all human praxis and all desiderative cognition. Insofar as we 

have already established, in Chapter 3, that phantasia is central to the capacity by which value is cognized by 

the non-rational part of the soul (if not the good then goodness), as well as that which cognizes the 

appearances generally (cf. 3.3.2-4) and the phainomenon agathon in particular (cf. 3.3.5), we can appreciate a 

way of making this association between the psychological and ethical levels of our account through which 

the decisive role of phantasia can be interpolated. 

5.4. Pleasure as Phantasmatic Self Perception 

5.4.1. While this reconstruction has so far taken a rather indirect path to disclose how a phantasmatic image 

of the self is essentially implied in the human individual’s relation to its most general animating object (the 

appearance of the good life), there is another way to confirm this same point from another direction. In the 

introduction to this chapter (5.0.2) we intimated that the self-referential aspect of the apparent good and its 

cognition through phantasia would also be seen by considering what Aristotle says about pleasure and pain. 

These affects permeate both animal and human life, serving, as we have said in Chapter 2, as something 

akin to ‘barometers’ of value: “To be pleasured or pained is to be active with the sense perceptual mean 

towards the good or bad as such” (DA III.7 431a10-11). But the value reflected in these affects does not 

only reflect an evaluative interpretation of the objects they relate to, but also bear an evaluative perception of 

one’s self insofar as the affects reflect the condition of one’s capacities. That is, in the appearance of 

goodness the self to whom it appears reveals itself to itself in the pleasure taken in it, as we will suggest. 
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 5.4.2. Experiences of pleasure and pain are an integral aspect of animal life insofar as they provide 

a sort of ‘assertion’ as to what seems good or bad, what things seem worth pursing and avoiding (cf. DA 

I.7). Indeed, we saw in Chapter 2 & 3 the idea that pleasure and pain always, in some form and degree, 

come with aisthesis and its different forms (such as phantasia). These affects, we noted, are not just the result 

of mechanical ‘pushes and pulls’ in a living body as it is impinged upon from objects in the world. Rather 

bodily pleasures and pains are also intentional in that they reflect the desiderative interests of the organism 

in relation to its environment (2.3.2.5). Thus, pleasure and pain are ‘baked in’ to the same set of affective 

capacities as aisthesis, phantasia, and orexis (desire) and provide a sort of narrative of the perceptual part of 

the soul (insofar as it is integrated) about its circumstances. Writes Aristotle in DA: 

To perceive then is like bare asserting or knowing; but when the object is pleasant or painful, 
the soul makes a quasi-affirmation or negation, and pursues or avoids the object. To feel 
pleasure or pain is to act with the sensitive mean towards what is good or bad as such. Both 
avoidance and appetite when actual are identical with this: the faculty of appetite and 
avoidance are not different, either from one another or from the faculty of sense-perception; 
but their being is different.” (DA III.7).  

Pleasure and pain are not disinterested but, as we heard from Moss in Chapter 3, are ways that animals 

track apparent goodness in their world or, in the case of humans, track the apparent good (cf. 3.3.5.3; 5.1.4). 

For there is no perception that does not come with pleasure and pain, no pleasure and pain that comes 

without desire, and no desire comes without being rooted in perception.29 To experience pleasure is to be 

active toward something as good: which is to say, to interpret something as good and have it appear good: 

thus, Moss: “to have a pleasurable perception [is] to ‘be active toward it as good”  with phantasia— to have an 

appearance of it as good. The appearance of goodness is thus the representation through phantasia… of 

perceptible goodness.”30  

 
29 Commenting on a similar comment in DA II.3 414b that bespeaks the equiprimordiality of these faculties, Irwin 
explains it this way: “We must attribute perceptions, appearances, anticipations of pleasure and pain, and desire all at 
the same time, and we lack grounds for attributing any one without the others” Irwin, 330. A helpful remark comes in 
Majithia (2004), on the necessity to justify the unity the self through the unity of the perceptual faculty, i.e. sense and 
desire, and how pleasure and pain provide that justification: “If the task of unifying Aristotle's conception of self is to 
be successful, it is not enough to point out that sense and desire are attributable to the same faculty in different 
capacities, but explain why Aristotle makes this specification. The justification comes in terms of Aristotle's position 
on pleasure and pain, where he says: ‘for that which has sense perception there is both pleasure and pain and both the 
pleasant and painful: and where there are these, there is also wanting: for this is a desire for that which is pleasant.’ 
(DA 11.3 14b3-6, cf. also DA II.24l3bl6-24). Majithia, “Self and Soul in Aristotle,” 189.  
30 Moss, Aristotle on the Apparent Good: Perception, Phantasia, Thought, and Desire, 63. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

238 

 5.4.3. EN reinforces and develops, in the context of human life in particular, the constant 

conjoining of pleasure with the activity and character of the conative-perceptual complex: the part of us, 

that is, which is concerned with moral virtue. In EN II.3, Aristotle says that pleasure and pain permeate the 

whole of human life ‘since the cradle’ and is, he says, ‘woven into the fabric of our lives,’ extending from 

the beginning to the end. EN X.4 says something similar: that life and pleasure are ‘yoked together.’ Moral 

development in general is guided by the ‘rudders’ of pleasure and pain (X.1). Aristotle gives serious 

attention to pleasure in two main segments of EN’s extant text, one in EN Bk. VII and the other in EN Bk. 

X. EN VII’s assessment comes in the context of explaining akratic behaviours and the value of 

understanding the nature of pleasure for politicians, since they set down laws that inform the sort of ends 

people are encouraged, largely through education, to pursue. EN VII includes a doxography on pleasure 

and Aristotle provides some argumentative work on assessing those positions as he goes. But Bk. VII, while 

it includes some revealing analysis, is in many ways trumped when we reach EN X.4. For in that chapter 

that Aristotle says he will offer a ‘fresh start’ on the topic of pleasure, which we may presume reflects the 

beginning of his considered view on the matter (which for the most part ends a chapter later, in EN X.5). 

 5.4.4. In EN X.4 (1174a15-b7), Aristotle argues that pleasure cannot be a motion, a kinesis.31 While 

kinetic change is characterized by never being complete in any single moment (for instance, the finished 

house is not fully present in the process of building it over time), pleasure is always formally ‘perfect’ or 

‘complete’ in any moment that it occurs. He compares the fulfillment of pleasure to the sense of sight: there 

is no ‘coming to see’ in the sense that the visual field, when active at all, is always complete and ‘fully 

aflame’ in its form (even when it is dark). Instead, pleasure is like the activity of building a house: while the 

final end of the building is only present once the kinesis has finished, the activity of building (qua building) 

is always—when it occurs—lacking nothing. Pleasure is an activity, then, that is always complete in its form.  

 5.4.5. This does not mean, however, that all pleasure is the same intensity or quality. When the 

pleasure attends to the conjoining of good objects with a faculty in good condition, it is heightened 

(1174b17-25). The pleasure taken in this conjoining, Aristotle says, ‘completes’ the activity—but not in the 

sense that it is for the sake of pleasure, and not in the sense that the object and perceiving subject ‘complete’ 

(actualize) each other. Rather, the pleasure is, “a certain end that supervenes on” the activity (1174b35)—in 

that sense, Aristotle will say lines after, serious people also aim at pleasure but not as the primary end of 

their choices and actions. But the pleasure that serious people aim at is not the same as that which is aimed 

 
31 For one of Aristotle’s main analyses of kinesis, see Physics Bk. III. 
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at by the base.32 As Aristotle says opening EN X.5, pleasures differ from one another in relation to different 

kinds of object—for instance, bodily or intellectual (1175a22-7)—and different people will be inclined to 

pursue some of these and forego others.  

5.4.6. The tendency to find some pleasures attractive and others not depends on the individual in 

question and their character type. For differences on the individual level can make one and the same object 

appear pleasurable to one person and painful to another: for instance, that which appears pleasurable to the 

serious person is in fact, in its nature, pleasurable while it may seem painful to others (1176a16-23). In 

other words and as we have anticipated before, the serious person is one who enjoys a harmonious 

alignment in their soul that secures a generally correct and reliable agreement between what appears to be 

good and what is good (and by contrast, what appears pleasurable to individuals who are ‘maimed and 

ruined’ is not, in its nature, pleasurable—it only appears so) (cf. 2.2.1-5; 3.2.3.8; 3.3.4; 4.4.3.2). In justifying 

this typology of pleasure in Bk. X, Aristotle hearkens back to the function argument (which we discuss at 

length in Appendix III), noting that just as the sensible faculties are attuned to higher or lesser objects 

(1176a1), there is a proper object that corresponds to the characteristic work of each animal (1176a3-5). For 

each animal, in turn, there is a pleasure that accords with its distinctive ergon. For human beings, then, 

pleasures that do not accord with human nature also fail to be bona fide pleasures. But serious individuals 

have pleasure when their perceptions and activities conform to the formal characteristics of their humanity 

through which they themselves come to embody universal humanity at the same time that their faculties of 

appearing are aligned with reality. In other words, pleasure experienced by the serious person supervenes on 

their human ergon being done well and such work done well is what secures a reliable correspondence 

between appearance and reality.33 

5.4.7. We noted in 3.3.5.4.1 that pleasure provides an important way in which Aristotle’s general 

psychology and his ethical writings can be understood side-by-side. Indeed, Aristotle’s development of the 

 
32 For a valuable analysis of (merely) apparent pleasure and pain, see Klaus Corcilius, “Aristotle’s Definition of Non-
Rational Pleasure and Pain and Desire,” in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics: A Critical Guide (London: Cambridge 
University Press, 2011), 117–43.  
33 Cf. “The absolutely good is absolutely choiceworthy, but for each person what is good for him; and these should be 
in harmony. And virtue makes this happen… And one who is a human being is suited and on the road for this… but 
the road is through pleasure” (EE VII.2 1237a1-5). Thus, in EN X.5 we shall find that the true pleasure of each animal 
is determined by their characteristic work - such that, in the case of human beings, while individuals differ as to what 
appears to be pleasurable only those who are living according to reason will see as pleasurable what actually is. 
Moreover, in EN X.6 Aristotle will say that asking what the pleasures of a decent man are is the same as asking what 
the pleasure are for human beings in general. Thus, this resolves and clarifies what Aristotle said in EN I.8: that the 
pleasures of the hoi polloi ‘do battle with one another’ because they are not pleasant by nature. 
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importance of pleasure in the EN is often done in close association with moves that point beyond the 

treatise alone and in the direction of the natural and psychological writings. Its relation to the function 

argument, its explicit development in terms of the categories of kinesis and energeia, and illustrations set 

against comparisons between species, Aristotle often works up the significance of human pleasure 

‘objectively’ or ‘from the outside’ – that is, in terms of natural philosophy and general psychology. 34 This 

sets up an overriding continuity between the analyses of the Parva Naturalia & those in EN in terms of the 

status of pleasure in relation to the good development of the soul. As Ortiz de Landazuri puts it: 

There is pleasure when the natural faculties develop in the right way: because they are being 
healed or because they perform their activities properly. Pleasure only happens when the 
natural powers of a living being reach their perfection, and this is the objective aspect of 
pleasure: the perfection of natural activity.”35  

But on the other hand, by presenting pleasure in the EN in terms of appearances, Aristotle automatically 

includes a parallel, ‘subjective’ account—that is, explaining the nature of pleasure in a way that can only be 

appreciated from the lived experience of one who experiences pleasure. We take pleasure in some object, 

but not only this: we also take pleasure in our own experience of being pleased by it, of ourselves as subject to 

such an appearance. 

 5.4.8. To tie this point a little more robustly in terms of the earlier work of this chapter, we should 

note the vital relationship between pleasure and the apparent good. First, Aristotle makes it clear that 

pleasure is not the same as the good (X.3), since there are many things that promise us pleasure that are not, 

in fact, good for us. But, on the other hand, Aristotle is more than willing to admit that pleasure always 

appears good (for instance EN III.4 1113a33-b2, EE II.10 1227a39, EE VII.2 1235b26-29). And, at the 

‘objective’ level of description we cannot remind ourselves often enough of the remark that: “To feel 

pleasure or pain is to act with the sensitive mean towards what is good or bad as such.” (DA III.7). In other 

words, pleasure and pain give an orientation to the good as such (which does not mean that the good as 

 
34 We should note that in Appendix III we develop ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’ ways of reading the function argument: 
that is, as an argument that either depends on thinking about human beings as ‘one species among others’ and 
described from a broadly scientific point of view or by appealing to the ‘inside’ of human life. Pleasure and pain, as 
being highly significant and persistently operative in both Aristotle’s psychology and ethics provides some means of 
bringing into proximity, and securing some degree of continuity, between Aristotle’s general psychology and ‘the 
human things.’ Features of Aristotle’s philosophy that allow this dialogue between the treatises & areas of 
investigation are important insofar as they facilitate a correspondence between the descriptions of the human 
individual as both an object of natural science and as a subject of experience (cf. AIII.2; A.1.4.1).  
35 Manuel C. Ortiz de Landázuri, “Aristotle on Self-Perception and Pleasure,” Journal of Ancient Philosophy 6, no. 2 
(December 8, 2012): 3, https://doi.org/10.11606/issn.1981-9471.v6i2p1-17. 
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such is reliably picked out when pleasure of any kind is experienced, of course). Pleasure, in appearing to be 

good, points to the good. When one’s being-toward-the-good is oriented by a sensitive mean that is correctly 

attuned, then pleasure will appear good because it maps what really is good. When the mean of this faculty 

for perceiving the good (that is, one’s ethos as an ‘organ’ for perceiving the good) is preserved rather than 

destroyed in receiving an object, the pleasure (as Moss puts it):  

serves as a way of tracking the good: when all goes normally, animals and people can get what 
is good for them by going for what pleases them. This is the teleological role of pleasure, its 
function in furthering the survival and flourishing of the creatures who experience it.36  

When Moss says ‘normally,’ this means: when the perceiving subject, whether human or non-human 

animal, is in good condition such that their perceptual-desiderative complex is operating as it should. When 

the soul is in such a condition, and its sensitive mean is so described, pleasure tracks the apparent good 

(whether goodness or the good).   

This means that the pleasure one takes in desired objects not only reveals their apparent good but, crucially: the 

pleasure makes apparent our own apparent goodness to us, albeit in an indirect and not necessarily noticed way. Thus, 

the good (i.e., well-functioning) individual comes to discern some feature of the world and some feature of themselves at 

the same time, even if the primary object is something other than the self and the secondary object is the self ‘itself.’ 

Thus, pleasure affords the self a mode of self-awareness, a kind of self ‘knowledge’ through the twinning of object (which 

appears to be good) with the subject (who appears good to themselves) (cf. 1.4.3.1).  

 5.4.9. Aristotle comes close to saying this outright. He says that, “an index of our dispositions is 

afforded by the pleasure or pain that accompanies our actions” (EN II.3) that they become the norms by 

which our actions are regulated (II.3) and that pleasure and pain are relative to the condition of the 

individual person (EN X.5). Thus, pleasure and pain will ‘help us recognize our inclinations and see if we 

are, as it were a ‘warped ruler’ that needs correction (II.9).37 Yet it is not only that these relative or 

idiosyncratic inclinations are discernable by, say, external observers. The force of Aristotle’s argument is 

that pleasure involves a rudimentary form of evaluative self-perception, a perception of oneself as or appearing as 

good. This idea is echoed by both Ortiz de Landázuri and Moss. From de Landázuri: 

 
36 Moss, Aristotle on the Apparent Good: Perception, Phantasia, Thought, and Desire, 29.  
37 “[We must] notice what are the errors to which we are ourselves more prone (as different men are inclined by nature 
to different faults) – and we shall discover what these are by observing the pleasure or pain that we experience – then 
we must drag ourselves away in the opposite direction, for by steering wide of our besetting error we shall make a 
middle course. This is the method adopted by carpenters to straighten warped timber” (EN II.9). EN X.3 & 5 each 
discuss the way that things which seem pleasurable but are not is analogous to things seen with poor eyesight, to revive 
that theme from before (cf. 4.3.3.5-9).  
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But, on the other hand, there is another condition required in order to feel pleasure: we must 
experience that our natural powers come into perfection, which is to say that some kind of 
consciousness or awareness must be present when the natural activity reaches perfection. 
Animals differ from plants in that they have sensations and awareness, they can feel if their own 
life and activities are in a good or bad state, and so, their activities are accompanied by pleasure 
and pain: ‘where there is sensation, there is also pleasure and pain, and, where these, 
necessarily also desire’. Plants, on the contrary, develop their natural capacities without feeling 
them, and they do not experience pleasure or pain. Thus, here is the subjective aspect of pleasure: 
the consciousness or awareness by which the activity is felt, and it is in this consciousness where pleasure 
occurs. 38 

From Moss: 

Pleasure is the characteristic feeling of performing one’ s natural activities excellently: perceptual 
pleasure is what arises when, with senses in good condition, we perceive excellent objects; 
intellectual pleasure is what arises when, with intellect in good condition, we contemplate 
excellent objects. Thus pleasure is by its very nature connected with awareness of something 
good.39  

Indeed, though it cannot be part of our main itinerary here, Appendix V discusses—along with Moss—how 

the virtue of megalopsychia involves taking pleasure in having what Moss calls ‘prideful self-perception’ of 

their apparent goodness (there understood as honour). Indeed, the mark of this person is that they basically 

appear to themselves as they really are and they value themselves accordingly and proportionately with that 

perception (cf. AV.7). In some inchoate form, all pleasure (that is, true pleasure) has a similar characteristic 

but only in an implied form: for that which we are aware of as good in pleasure includes both some object 

and ourselves and pleasure, as de Landázuri, writes, “is a feeling of self-perception in the conscious activities 

and] a self-perception or feeling of the right development of conscious living… This conception of pleasure 

as the consciousness of the perfect development of one’s own life.”40  

 5.4.10. We have seen, then, that pleasure—taken in the unqualified sense—always appears good and 

this its apparent goodness involves an objective and subjective component or facet. That is, we take pleasure 

in an object and in the feeling of our own capacities being lifted into an active state. When the object and 

 
38 Landázuri, “Aristotle on Self-Perception and Pleasure,” 4. My emphases. 
39 Moss, Aristotle on the Apparent Good: Perception, Phantasia, Thought, and Desire, 31. 
40 Landázuri, “Aristotle on Self-Perception and Pleasure,” 9–10. Speaking to the objective and subjective facets of life-
activity in general, de Landázuri continues: “An activity is not only that which is done, but also involves that which is 
felt while we were doing something. Ἐνεργεια is human action as a whole: the activity, not only from the outside 
(what is done), but also from the inside (how it is felt). The conclusion is that pleasure is a feeling of the conscious 
activity, the feeling of goodness of the ἐνέργεια in which our acts of perception, sensation and knowledge consist.” 
Landázuri, 9.  
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the faculty are both in good condition, then the appearance of the self included as s secondary object in the 

pleasurable experience directed at some apparent good will discern, in the apparent goodness of the self, 

something that is in fact good about the self. When either component fails to be (actually, functionally) 

good, there is nonetheless an appearance of goodness of each. In both cases, pleasure presents oneself to 

oneself as appearing to be good.  

Insofar as pleasure is the non-rational cognition of an apparent good (which is indexed to the self to whom the 

appearance appears) and insofar as it is interpretive not only of some object but of the condition of the subject’s own 

faculties, pleasure can be seen as the work of the phantasmatic capacity exercised in relation to the self ‘itself.’ For 

pleasure involves a subjective element of self-perception and it is an evaluative cognition of the apparent good. Our 

engagement with the world is always a way of reading oneself as living in it, as trying to negotiate meaning within it. 

Pleasure and pain are the most primitive signifiers of that phantasmatic reading, that ‘take’ on the world and on 

ourselves in it. 

5.4.11. By invoking the distinction between those individuals whose pleasures map what is actually 

good—in the world and in our selves—and those who do not, we have in large part set up the work of the 

next chapter, which finds further evidence that phantasmatic self-perception belongs to the underlying logic 

of Aristotle’s account of character or ethos. In Appendix V, the same point can be confirmed from a close 

analysis of Aristotle’s conception of moral virtue and the significance of and mode of perceiving ‘the mean 

relative to us’ as well as from the ‘cardinal’ virtues of phronesis, megalopsychia, and dike. Our brief survey of 

autophilia in Chapter 4 also provides us with some coordinates for understanding the way that pleasure or 

pain marks the different ways that individuals of different sort of ethoi relate to themselves: virtuous 

individuals take pleasure in their own philia & company41 whereas the non-virtuous (akratic and enkratic 

individuals in particular) try to flee themselves because of the pain they experience toward themselves42 . 

Indeed, Aristotle says early on in the EN that, “The whole affair both in virtue and in the political art is 

about pleasures and pains” (1105a10-12, my emphasis) and in the Physics, he reinforces this idea while 

connects virtue and vice with the underlying operations and alterations of the perceptual faculty: 

Virtue and vice […] necessarily arise through the perceptive part of the soul undergoing 
alteration. This part will be altered by perceptibles. For all of ethical virtue is about pleasures 

 
41 “Such a man wishes to live with himself; for he does so with pleasure, since the memories of his past acts are 
delightful and his hopes for the future are good, and therefore pleasant” EN IX.4. 
42 Corrupt people ‘flee living and do away with themselves’ for they are trying to evade painful memories and 
anticipations. Their soul is ‘torn by faction’ and is always feeling a conflicted mix of pains and (false) pleasures. EN 
IX.4. 
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and pains, and these are either in acting or in remembering or in expecting. The ones in 
actions act on the basis of perception, do that one is moved by some perceptible, while those 
in memory and in expectation are from this: for people are either pleased in remembering as 
they experienced, or in expecting as they will experience. So that it is necessary for all such 
pleasure to arise from perceptibles. (Physics 247a3-14). 

In addition to reaffirming the full intertwinement of virtue and vice with pleasure, the relationship 

Aristotle establishes here—between his account of general psychology and ethics—not to mention invoking, 

albeit implicitly, a set of phantasmatic capacities in the form of memory and anticipation, should give us 

notice of some of the main vectors of our analysis of character (and virtue, should one read Appendix V).  

While Chapter 4 described the basic tripartite form of ‘ethical selfhood,’ and Chapter 5 looked to 

describe the self’s motivated reality by account for the apparent good (the human individual’s most general 

animating object), Chapter 6, next, shall try to discern how the ‘ethical self’ and the apparent good come 

into their dynamic relationship. This account will, as Aristotle’s lines of the Physics have just suggested, 

focus on the way that our experience—anchored in our perception (and interpretation) of the world—

develops a kind of organ through which things come to seem to have whatever value. That ‘organ’ for 

perceiving value, goodness, is none other than ethos, or character. Writes Aristotle in EN VI.11 when 

discussing why we must take seriously the wisdom of older persons, “for experience has given them an eye 

to see things, and so they see correctly” (EN 1143b13-6). As we will see, character is like an organ for 

perceiving the apparent good, one that forms through time and experience through a complex set of 

phantasmatic activities in the formation of habits and in the production of choices and actions.  

5.5. Summary & Setup 

5.5.1. To understand the nature of the self, as described by Aristotle’s ethics, we needed to understand it as 

a dynamic reality—as something, that is, in rapport with its motivating objects. We have found that the 

ultimate object that motivates the human being is the apparent good. In emphasizing the appearance of the 

good, however, we have been required to include the subject as partially responsible for constituting the 

very objects it is motivated by and as a secondary object that coordinates the appearance itself. Thus, the 

apparent good bears the self to whom it appears as an element in the very appearances it partially 

constitutes. Moreover, in finding that the apparent good is cognized through phantasia, we have discovered, 

albeit indirectly, another instance whereby the self phantasmatically cognizes itself that is already at work in the 

internal demands of Aristotle’s account of human praxis. By retelling this account in terms of phantasia, we 

are able to explain the possibility of error about what is (merely) apparently good and the way that 
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appearances are individuated (both in psychological and physiological aspects). The inextricable relationship 

between the apparently good life and the appearance of oneself as bearing toward that life’s realization has 

been in this way established. This idea was reinforced and developed by noting how some of Aristotle’s 

analysis of pleasure and pain has an objective and subjective element; this latter element consists of a 

rudimentary kind of self-perception. Pleasure and pain, moreover, were found to be evaluative and 

interpretive in such a way as to bind it to the phantasmatic. These affects bear a sign of one’s evaluative self-

cognition, that is, one’s appearance to oneself in terms of one’s apparent goodness. 

 5.5.2. Our account of ‘ethical selfhood’ has therefore received two important planks (its basic 

tripartite structure and its general animating object). But the means by which these two planks are joined 

has not been established clearly. To do that, the next chapter will discuss character, ethos, as that which 

functions as an organ we acquire for perceiving things—the world and our selves—in their apparent 

goodness. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

246 

Chapter 6: Ethos as the Imaginative Organ of Ethical Selfhood 

“Experience has given them an eye to see correctly” (EN 1143a25-b13). 

6.0. Preliminaries 

6.0.1. Our aim is to produce an Aristotelian model of self-imagining or autophantasma. The paucity of 

Aristotle’s direct and explicit claims about this notion has required us to develop that model through three 

lines of interpretation & improvisation. First, we need a credible theory of phantasmatic images in general, 

which Part A provided in Chapter 2 & 3. Second, we need a comprehensive account of the Aristotelian 

self, which could only be developed inadequately on the basis of Part A and is now, in Part B, under 

construction in terms of human life and selfhood in particular. Third, we need to bring the first two lines 

of reconstruction together, which we have been able to do with each chapter of Part B. We have discovered 

that the very thing we are trying to model—the image of self—is essentially implied and operative, obliquely 

but nonetheless powerfully, in the constitutive logic of the self. Thus, our workup of an Aristotelian 

autophantasma has produced some conceptual elements that are explanans and others explanandum of the self 

and the means by which it is produced or solicited. 

6.0.2. Chapter 4, in laying out the basic form of ‘ethical selfhood,’ established a crucial step in our 

workup of ethical selfhood: namely, the decisive relationship of correspondence that obtains between the 

conative-perceptual and rational parts of the soul. Yet in recognizing that the fullness of an individual’s 

reality cannot be grasped without seeing it as a process, a dynamic reality (cf. 1.1.4; 1.2.8.1), we had to see 

that form as it is animated by its most general motivating object—the apparent good—a claim we begun to 

make in Chapter 3 (esp. 3.3) and which we concluded in Chapter 5. But precisely how the self and its 

motivating objects come into this rapport has not been clarified and so neither has the full nature of ethical 

selfhood. Only by establishing the mediating mechanism that facilitates their encounter will we be able to 

understand the self as something emergent in the dynamic relation between the parts of the soul in rapport 

with the apparent good.  

6.0.3. We have already indicated that Aristotle’s notion of character, or ethos, will illuminate (and 

be illuminated by) this relationship. That is, by considering Aristotle’s depiction of ethos as a ‘habit of 

choosing’1 and by understanding the sense in which it acts like an ‘eye’ for perceiving the apparent good, we 

 
1 This description, which we will review later on, is formulated in both EN II.6 and VI.2. 
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shall be able to see more clearly its role in receiving (but also partly constructing, cf. 3.3.5) the apparent 

good. 

Now one may notice that in suggesting that one’s ethos is like an organ for perceiving the apparent 

good, we may be seen to have suggested that there are multiple faculties for perceiving the apparent good. 

For, in Chapter 3, in discussing Aristotle’s discussion of the ‘preparation’ of desire in relation to the 

reception and partial construction of the apparent good, we cited that it was phantasia or practical reason 

which perceives the apparent good. So, in saying that one’s ethos perceives the apparent good, are we saying 

that there are separate things which perceive it? No: at the level of general psychology, phantasia is that 

which receives & constructs the apparent good and ‘prepares’ the desiring part of the soul (cf. 3.2.3); at the 

level of ethical life, as we shall see, ethos does very much the same. And indeed, as we shall see in this 

chapter, the elements of ethos can only be conceived in themselves and in their relation with one another by 

virtue of the distinctive functions of phantasia. And this means that one’s ethos is not something else than 

one’s phantasia but rather partly but fundamentally constituted by the sedimentation of phantasmatic 

activities that coalesce into an organ for perceiving the apparent good. The main distinction at work here is 

that phantasia is something all animals have by nature, whereas one’s ethos comes about over time and 

development and in many ways can be see as the result of a history of complex phantasmatic functions 

coalescing into an organ for perceiving the apparent good.  

6.0.4. What we will find in this chapter, moreover, is that we must suppose that the formation and 

subsequent functioning of an ethos necessarily turns on the presence of phantasmata of the self as part of its 

internal logic: that is, by considering the elements of ethos—habits and choices—and their relationship with 

one another. The result is an organ for perceiving the apparent good, which, as we have already seen 

through the general nature of phainomena (cf. 3.3), bears a signature of the self to itself within the domain of 

the appearances. Both the internal constitution of an ethos and its way of receiving something else, namely, 

the apparent good, testifies to the decisive role that phantasia plays in ethical selfhood. Moreover, insofar as 

one’s ethos is the organ of perceiving the apparent good, then it will also be that through which we perceive 

and interpret ourselves ethically: that is, that through which we appear to ourselves as good. Finally, what 

the coalescence of habits and choosing in our character comes from two different deployments of the 

phantasmatic capacity that, it will turn out, form a parallel function to the ‘phantasmatic cycle’ we described 

in Part A (2.0.2.1).2 Thus, we will see how character develops a new, ethical and temporally complex 

 
2 It also adds an additional valence to the temporal complexity of selfhood we aim to work out in Appendix II, which 
is on time, temporality, phantasia, and the time-sensitive soul. 
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inflection of the claim that phantasia is the ‘core connective’ of human identity that we suggested in Part A 

(2.4.7; 3.4.8; 4.3.1; cf. B.6.3.4). As we will see, the development of ethical selfhood turns on a pre-reflective 

but nonetheless evaluative self-interpretation that occurs through phantasia. 

6.1. Human Ethos as a ‘Habit of Choosing’  

6.1.1. In Chapter 4, we argued that instead of regarding the self as being simply and exclusively identified 

with one ‘part’ of the soul we should see it as something arising as the co-respondence of the psychic 

manifold, especially between the desiring and discerning parts of the soul. On this basis ‘ethical selfhood’ 

comes into view as something compositional, a ‘suntheton’ of ‘non-rational’ desires and ‘rational’ functions 

of the mind (along with, perhaps, irrational metabolic processes) (cf. 1.4.2.1; 4.2.3.3). Thus, a particular 

human individual emerges from, and lives out of, not only a plurality of psychic powers that can be 

appreciated from the level of psychology, but a tripartite set of behavioural dispositions that are meaningful 

to ethical life. But there is another kind of ‘compositional’ dimension of the ethical self that, while not 

identifiable with the self strictly speaking, is intimately wed with our unique way of being who we are. That 

dimension is formed through the acquisition of practical dispositions that ready our behaviour. While 

many of these are acquired without our choice (which will be important to discuss later on), many others, 

and those which come to constitute our character, are chosen. Both the habits which are the result of what 

others start off for us and the ones we actively cultivate ourselves combine into our overall ethical character: 

our ethos or our habitual way of choosing. 

 6.1.2. From childhood, we become increasingly and poignantly faced with the ongoing need to 

make choices about how to organize our lives relative to the ends we have come to believe are worthwhile. 

Taking hold of our free agency and making determinate the indeterminate range of possible options also 

sets patterns of behavior that then in many ways, ironically, bind us to modes of living that are difficult to 

change merely by subsequent acts of will. Yet, disposed as we become to familiar ways of living, we are never 

without life’s insistence that we choose and must choose again what to do with ourselves - indeed, and what 

‘selves’ we want to make in the process. 

6.1.3. The sedimentation of free choice into the persistent patterns of habit helps describe what 

ethical ethos is all about; your character is not ‘you,’ not your ‘self’ per se, yet it is thoroughly woven into 

what makes you yourself in the distinctive way that you are. Your ethos ‘characterizes’ who you are, 

individually, setting your style of getting on in life apart from those of others. But at the same time, the ethoi 

also designate common types of individual, i.e. conventional styles of being one sort of person instead of 
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another: virtuous, vicious, incontinent, or continent, courageous or cowardly. What we share with others at 

the broadest level is the potency for rationality, but with the exercise of (practical) reason in the production 

of choices, we form a character that is in some ways the mark of our distinctly individual way of being but 

also that which is shared among smaller subsets of human beings. Indeed, Aristotle says in EN VI.6 that a 

human being is by definition an ‘arche of choice’ (one of Aristotle’s ‘canonical definitions’ of the human 

form, cf. A.0.2.2.1). The idea that an ethos can be shared in some respect will be important for the next 

chapter when we discuss the phenomenon of friendship. The salient point for now is that while one’s ethos 

is sharable insofar as it picks out common types of person, it also separates individuals (inter alia) by its 

particular ways of being active to our particular circumstances and environment not to mention as it comes 

forward from an individual’s life history. That is, the range of choices that present themselves are 

themselves partly the result of past choices that become sedimented as our individual habits and histories.3  

6.1.4. The unique combination of choices available and habits acquired indicate that the 

individual self’s ethos invests it with a new form of difficult togetherness, to resume that motif - that of 

freedom and constraint - where the former relates to what is future while the latter to what is past yet 

converge, on one’s character, which determines the uptake of the present. That is, the components of ethos 

as a ‘habit of choosing’ already announce the complex temporal nature of human beings according to which 

what ‘characterizes’ who we are is a certain way of finding ourselves in the present:  that is, as being faced by 

the imperative to choose, that is, to exercise one’s free agency, and being faced by the momentum of our 

personal history that has reified our personality into something relatively predictable, something with an 

inertia from the past that insists upon the present. Indeed, besides our having a human form - which marks 

out a range of expectations based on limit cases of human behaviour - it is our ethos or character that 

provides our individually persistent identity (& to anticipate phantasia’s role in upholding this, recall 

3.5.3.2; 3.5.9.1). Indeed, one’s ethos develops through time (since it is acquired as a second nature); over 

time it lends an individual their own persistent, practical identity; and, finally, it also develops one’s 

capacities to relate to time itself in an ethically salient way (which is to say, as something that is valuable). 

Thus, the overarching point about ethos in ethical life is, as we shall see, similar to that of phantasia in 

psychological description for the latter is, as we have shown, that which undergirds the possibility of 

 
3 Irwin includes some insightful discussion about the relation between one’s character and the persistence of one’s 
identity through its relation to the persistence of form Irwin, Aristotle’s First Principles, 376.ff. (see also sections §197, 
§198, & §202 ‘self-realization,’ ‘self-realization and the human good’ and ‘self, essence, and character’ in that same 
work). 
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temporally ‘thick’ experience of the world and of the things in it - including ourselves (cf. 1.4.4.3; 3.5.9.1).4 

In the case of the latter, it is due to the polytemporal functions of phantasia and the unity of those 

functions in what we called the phantasmatic cycle that upholds such a possibility (cf. 3.1.1; 3.4.1; 3.5.3.1-

2). 

In order to show this resonance between what phantasia accomplishes at the psychological level and 

what ethos does at the ethical level, let us unpack some of these ideas about ethos as a ‘habit of choosing’ in 

more detail, first by focusing on Aristotle’s work on choice or prohairesis. Importantly, we will see that the 

phenomenon of choice not only depends on the exercise and co-operation of desire and reason, but that 

phantasia may be regarded as the medium in which that fusion occurs. We will see later on that the second 

component of ethos – habit – occurs through the same medium, thus advancing in new terms the idea that 

phantasia is the ‘core connective’ of human identity. 

6.1.5.1. First, some terminology. At 1103a17-8, Aristotle forms a tight association between the 

terms for ethike & ethos, suggesting that the former (i.e., moral virtue) proceeds from the latter (habit).5 

While in this case the terms designate features of an individual, they generally are thought to carry a 

probable environmental connotation, i.e. pointing, in the case of human beings, to the customary ways of 

living together. That is, it can mark the custom of a particular people or locale, a haunt or abode or 

gathering place, for instance, a range of connotations which may be more emphatic in case where the 

lengthened ñthos is used.6 The general idea conveyed by this set of terms is the notion of a customary way of 

living: one’s ethos designates something about how they are accustomed to live, think, perceive, and act in 

the world - a (social) world which has its own customary ways of doing the same.  

 6.1.5.2.1. However, the degree to which Aristotle intends for this range of meanings to circulate in 

these terms can only be guessed at. What is more explicit is that Aristotle wants to understand the nature of 

ethos by considering it through the terms of natural philosophy and general psychology. For instance, in EN 

II.5, Aristotle considers whether ethical character is a capacity (dunamis), a passion (pathe), or an acquired 

disposition (hexis). Since we know that ethical character is something that we praise or blame, it cannot be a 

passion, since we do not praise or blame people simply for having whatever pleasurable or painful feelings 

 
4 See also AII.2.3-4 for a discussion of this point in terms of the structure of the nun, the now. 
5 Though the first time this term occurs in EN is in I.3. cf. Plato’s Laws 792e. 
6 The lengthened form appears 23 times in EN & a handful in EE as well. Aquinas emphasizes this while commenting 
on this passage of Aristotle: “the name ‘moral’ differing somewhat from ‘custom’ is taken from it. In Greek ethos is 
spelled with an epsilon—a short e [ἔθος] —means having or moral virtue, while ithos spelled with eta—a long e [ñθος]—
signifies custom.” Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, 80. Liddell & Scott point to the social or 
‘environmental’ connotation that sometimes accompanies ñthos in their entry in the intermediate lexicon. 
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they happen to have (it is only when our feelings are somehow related to choice that we say they are noble 

or shameful) (1105b32-3).  Similarly, with our capacities: we do not say that someone is good or bad simply 

for their capacities, for “we are possessed of capacities by nature, but we do not by nature become good or 

bad” (EN II.5 1106a9-10). As with the passions, capacities are not praised or blamed because, as natural 

givens, we do not choose them. Thus, whatever pertains to our ethical character must arise from choice, or at 

least “not without choice” (1106a3-4). This means, by process of elimination, that our ethical character is a 

hexis: a disposition or readiness to act that is acquired through choice.  

6.1.5.2.2. Now in calling it a ‘disposition,’ we should not understand a hexis to be some inert 

capacity that sits back, as it were, waiting to become active. In DA, Aristotle is clear to distinguish a passive 

disposition (diathesis) to be affected from the active readiness that belongs to the proper nature of a hexis (DA 

417b15-7). Whereas diathesis (as a form of alloesis, ‘becoming other’) involves the destruction of some state 

through the movement from potentiality to actuality, the activation of a hexis is not destructive but 

perfective: a nature is realized, not destroyed, by the change of its activation.  In other words, the enactment 

of a hexis does not result in the becoming of something else, but on the contrary, the fulfillment or 

perfection of its nature. The difference maps onto the respective alterations that characterize the 

actualization of a ‘first potential’ versus that of a ‘second potential.’ Aristotle illuminates the difference 

between them by saying that the being of something with the potential for acquiring knowledge is changed 

when it acquires knowledge.7 This reflects the movement from a ‘first potentiality’ to a ‘first actuality,’ a 

movement in which a nature is fundamentally changed. But this acquired actuality has its own potential: 

namely, the potency for its actual use. When this ‘second potentiality’ is actually used, the nature of the 

knower, in this example, is not destroyed, but on the contrary brought to its fullest realization as a knower. 

They merely actualize knowledge that was already latent in their soul. Now a hexis, as an acquired potency, 

must belong to the level of ‘second potentiality’ since it is not a natural capacity.  

 6.1.5.2.3. A hexis must be thought of as a second potential in order to capture the way that it is not 

a mere passivity but something maintained by a certain underlying active labour that keeps it ready as a 

condition for it becoming actively exercised (as a second actuality). The activity of maintaining an acquired 

state is a kind of ‘holding ready’ for the conditions that call for the active realization of that state in a 

second actuality, in an activity. Thus, rather than a passive ‘disposition,’ a hexis might be better characterized 

as an acquired inclination, since this term conveys the idea of assuming of a posture that leans toward the 

 
7 Indeed, Aristotle says in the Categories that knowledge and virtue exemplify what ‘hexis’ means (8b29), and notes that 
these hexeis are a kind of disposition but marked by the fact that they are persistent and stable. 
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world, projects itself into it, as it holds itself ready for the appropriate context for it to become active in a 

perfected way. In the way that assuming even an unmoving bodily posture involves an underlying exertion 

of holding oneself in a certain way, a hexis similarly involves a kind of work that readies the organism in 

relation to its world. Indeed, since a hexis is a ‘first actuality,’ it belongs to the category of being-at-work or 

energeia; thus, to have a hexis is to have acquired a way of ‘working to be ready.’ Thus, if an ethos is a hexis, 

then our character names some kind of work involved in holding oneself ready, a readiness to choose, act, and 

interpret the world accordingly.  

 6.1.5.2.4. Thus, a hexis is not a passive trait but rather an active inclination that maintains a state of 

readiness. Insofar as an ethos is a hexis, it refers to the way we hold ourselves, our overall posture of selective 

(yet, as habitual, largely automatic) comportment. What I mean by ‘selective comportment’ is the way that a 

habit inclines us to take up fairly specific conditions that launch it into action. This means that the 

acquisition of a habit involves becoming sensitive to and on the lookout for such conditions. For example, 

by habitually paying attention to the different flora in my neighbourhood gardens, my sensitivity to the 

varieties of vegetation becomes finer and more discriminating. Prior to such sensitivity, I may see the 

passing greenery as part of a very generalized notion that there are plants, but with experience I become 

ready to notice the difference between, say, dogwood and holly, a sugar maple and a red maple. But my habit 

of noticing these things is not a mere passivity toward the vegetable life I encounter; it involves being 

inclined to the world, projecting toward it, open and ready to encounter the meanings at work in the world 

of living things around me. However, this is not to say that I am necessarily aware that I am doing so. 

Indeed, if I have acquired the habit of paying attention to plants, it means that my inclination toward them 

may not even be something I notice I am doing: without ‘cognizing’ the differences or naming them, it is 

just by second nature that I take up the neighborhood hollies, maples, and pines. Said otherwise, habit 

forms character, and character gives me a ‘take’ on things, an inclination toward things.  

6.1.5.2.5. Aristotle’s identification of ethical character with hexis invites us to make another 

etymological note, for the term, insofar as it is a cognate noun of the verb ekhein (which we discussed earlier, 

cf. 4.4.3.2) expresses a similar idea as ekhein’s logic of dual or reciprocal possession. As we shall recall from 

Chapter 4, J.A. Stewart & Heidegger each pointed out the way in which the human animal both possesses 

and is possessed by logos, and this double or reciprocal claim is the mark of human life. Whether Aristotle 

may have intended to insinuate a similar dual-possession for hexis insofar as it, likewise, is something we 
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‘have’ and something that ‘has us’ in its own way is not important to make a determination on.8 For the 

terminological association nonetheless helps us think about and appreciate an important duality of habits 

along these lines. For on the one hand, the particular set of habits that we take on in many ways come to be 

what is most definitive of our individual character; they are our most intimate inclinations for choice and 

action that give us some measure of a persistent identity. Yet on the other hand, once established, they in 

many ways they end up running the show—not only because they operate largely beyond our awareness but 

because they can even oppose our subsequent attempts to control them by fresh acts of the will. Indeed, this 

is very much the same sort of idea as the akratic limb example from Chapter 4, which was significant in 

clarifying the duality of ekhein: that in the soul of the incontinent person, there is something which resists 

our commands and acts ‘with a mind of its own,’ defying the functional unity of the whole organism, and 

yet is still nonetheless not ‘something else’ besides that individual. As in that case and in the present 

description of our character as a hexis formed through habit, we can see that the notion of an ethos will be 

something that is both claimed as our own (precisely because it lends us the distinctive sense of what is ‘our 

own’ in the first place) and something, once established, that continues to make a claim on us. Our 

character takes on a life of its own, a kind of autonomy that is—to resume our earlier motif—both ‘me and 

not me.’ It does so through the inertia of our personal histories that continue to make a claim on the 

present and plot their own trajectories into the future. This point reflects, as we said in the introduction to 

this chapter, a new kind of ‘difficult togetherness’ that figures the human soul: that of freedom – of choice, 

directed toward the future—and of constraint—that is of habit, as the result of a history of repetition. 

6.1.5.3. The final thing we should say about the notion of ethos by way of introduction is that, for 

Aristotle, it is concerned with and formed through pleasure and pain and, once formed, shapes what we 

find pleasurable and painful subsequently. In Chapter 3 (cf. 3.3.5.4.1) we presented some of Aristotle’s 

statements on this association in which he notes that pleasure and pain, being ‘yoked together’ with life 

itself (EN X.4) and ‘woven into life since the cradle’ (EN II.3) are the main ‘rudders’ of moral education 

(EN X.1). Insofar as we are interested in facilitating a dialogue between the ethical and psychological layers 

of his projects together (such that the best evidence about the nature of phantasia, in the psychology, can be 

brought into concert with the best evidence about the nature of self, in the ethical works), the status of 

pleasure and pain in character-formation is especially important. Indeed, pleasure and pain, as we argued, 

 
8 Although some discussion of this point can be taken up in Simplicius and Barrie Fleet, On Aristotle’s “Categories 7-8,” 
Ancient Commentators on Aristotle (Ithaca, N.Y: Cornell University Press, 2002), 158. n.7 and in Alexander, On 
Aristotle Metaphysics 5, trans. William E. Dooley, Paperback edition, Ancient Commentators on Aristotle (London 
New Delhi New York Sydney: Bloomsbury, 2014), 154. n.275. 
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are at the psychological level accomplishments of phantasia insofar as it is what enables the non-rational 

cognition of value (cf. 3.3.5.3).  This provides a line of sight for making the case that it is central to moral 

development and the formation of ethos. Indeed, Aristotle’s remark in the Physics is worth revisiting:  

Virtue and vice… necessarily arise through the perceptive part of the soul undergoing 
alteration. This part will be altered by perceptibles. For all of ethical virtue is about pleasures 
and pains, and these are either in acting or in remembering or in expecting. The ones in 
actions act on the basis of perception, so that one is moved by some perceptible, while those in 
memory and in expectation are from this: for people are either pleased in remembering as they 
experienced, or in expecting as they will experience. So that it is necessary for all such pleasure 
to arise from perceptibles (Physics 247a3-14). 

Under psychological description, memory and expectation, we know from Part A, are underwritten and 

brought into concert by phantasia. At the level of ethical life and as embodied in one’s ethos as a ‘habit of 

choosing,’ i.e., that which establishes a relationship between the past and future, we shall see a similar 

development of that point and be able to infer a deep but powerful role that phantasia plays in character 

formation.  

6.2. Choice as a Suntheton of Desire and Reason  

6.2.1. We aim to establish two things about the phenomenon of choice as conceived by Aristotle. First, we 

will discuss what he means that choice is a ‘fusion’ or suntheton of reason and desire, those two ever-so-

important aspects of the human soul Chapter 4’s reading of ethical selfhood. Second, we will bring out how 

some of Aristotle’s remarks on choice also reveal a self-referential component to it—which is to say, one that 

looks to our selves both as agents of choice and inhabitants of the possible future circumstances that our 

choices might create. It will by now come as no surprise that this sort of relation to oneself in terms of the 

possibilities of the future will, we will suggest, be understood through the complementary psychological 

picture in which in the distinctive qualities of phantasia may be seen at work here. 

 6.2.2.1. In Chapter 4 (esp. 4.4.3.), we discussed the relationship between desire and reason in 

Aristotle’s tripartite view of the human soul and the way in which we can say that desire ‘has’ reason. There, 

since desire is inherently non-rational, it can only ‘have’ reason by (again to recall Stewart and Heidegger) 

being commanded by it, by receiving the ordering principle from without. The emphasis here might suggest 

an asymmetrical relation between desire and reason - that is, a way in which desire is simply commanded by 

reason while reason remains possessed by itself alone.  
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6.2.2.2. Yet as we have seen, the logic of ‘having’ would suggest some inverse relation must be 

considered: that in which desire makes a claim on reason, in turn. Is there evidence for reading things this 

way, that is, where the relation between reason and desire is not simply one of one-sided domination? I 

think there is such evidence, as it is enshrined in perhaps the most evocative description of prohairesis, 

choice: “Hence choice [prohairesis] is either intellect marked by a certain longing or longing marked by 

thinking [orektikos nous… orexis dianoetike], and a starting point [arche] of this sort is a human being” (EN 

VI.2). This description would suggest that choice, of which the human being is an arche, manifests a kind of 

symmetry, the idea that choices or not every kind of choice is one that involves reason ‘dominating’ desire, 

but also makes room for choices in which it is reason that comes to take on desire. The idea seems to be 

that good choices are ones where reason convinces desire, and bad choices ones where (irrational) desires 

convince reason. In the former case, desire becomes motivated and organized by reason while in the latter, 

reason becomes, to use a Humean phrase, a ‘slave of desire’: functioning only instrumentally rather than as 

that which critically reflects upon and certifies the value of practical ends.  There may be, then, a kind of 

asymmetry at the limit-cases of choice. However, the general phenomenon of choice, since it can go both 

ways, is one that can only be explained if both reason and desire are originally open to one another and so 

if the double-claim suggested by ekhein is, indeed, at work here. To work out this suggestion a little more, we 

may see evidence for this dialogical relationship psychologically, phenomenologically, and through the 

formal structure of action captured by the practical syllogism, as we shall see. In each case we may catch a 

glimpse of the corresponding psychological account in which phantasia and its functions can readily be 

apprehended as providing the correspondence between reason and desire.  

6.2.2.3. In DA III.9-10, Aristotle speaks to the intimate relationship between the conative and 

rational parts of the soul. Indeed, there we find clear statements to the effect that desire (orexis) not only 

exerts an influence, but in some sense permeates the whole soul including its rational functions. For 

instance, in DA III.9, Aristotle will say of the appetitive, emotional, and rational wishing parts of the soul 

that “it is surely unreasonable to split this up; for there is will in the calculative, and desire and passion in 

the irrational part; and if the soul is divided into three, appetite (orexis) will be found in each” (DA III.9 

432b). In the next chapter, too, he reiterates the notion that in some sense orexis, in its various forms, will 

be found in all the parts of the soul—including the rational part. The idea is that all the functions of the 

soul—perceiving, thinking, imagining, judging, wishing, feeling—all exhibit in one way or the other the way 

that a living thing reaches out relative to its ends. These comments confirm a double possession in the sort 

of ‘having’ that obtains between desire and reason: desire ‘has’ reason in the sense that it can be open to 
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receiving its order, but also ‘has’ reason in the sense that it, in some way, possesses reason in return. The 

way in which desire may be said to ‘have’ reason has sometimes been given a Humean reading, where desire 

sets the ends of action and reason becomes, as Irwin says, merely a ‘slave of desire’9 But the expression of 

choice as ‘thinking desire’ or ‘desirous thought’ suggests, Barrachi says, that desire and logos can entertain 

some relation of mutual affection and communion rather than one of domination.10  

6.2.2.4. We may recall from Part A the following, which may be seen reflected in the present 

concern over the relation between the desiring and reasoning parts of the soul and what it means for them 

to ‘lay down together’ (as a sun-theton) in the phenomenon of choice.  

First, we know that aisthesis is not separable from the active interpretation of phantasia and affective 

interpretation of pleasures or pains (cf. 2.3.1; 2.3.2.5; 2.3.3). In other words, the perceptual part of the soul 

is united through desire, which brings the passivity of aisthesis together with the activity of nous. Pleasures 

and pains are the signs of that this synthesis of passivity with activity is evaluative in nature, cognizant of 

goodness in a non-rational way. But phantasia also mediates this part of the soul with the rational for there 

is no rational activity, no thinking or insight, that does not occur ‘in the phantasmata’ (1.3.5; 2.4). In other 

words, at the level of psychological description, phantasia forms an intermediate link between the conative-

perceptual and rational parts of the soul: the correlates of the ‘parts’ of the soul depicted as ‘fusing’ in the 

phenomenon of choice.  

6.2.2.5. In particular, this function is exercised by what Aristotle called in DA the ‘deliberative 

imagination’ (cf. 2.1.3; 3.2.2.5). In Chapter 3 we found that the deliberative imagination is involved in 

what opens human beings up to a more complex sense of future possibilities and sets up phantasmata that 

proxy for things which are absent to us (that is, not only spatially absent but synchronous, but absent 

diachronically as well). What phantasia presents (in their absence) seems to be twofold: first, as Aristotle 

indicates as DA 434a10, a ‘single standard’ that results from combining several images into one generalized 

image of the end one seeks; second, various possible sequences of action that one may entertain in reaching 

that end, given up to practical reason for reflection and critique.  

6.2.2.6. Second, phantasia not only forms the basis and media of noetic activity, it also—as we know 

from Chapter 3’s discussion of phantasia’s role in desire and action (cf. 3.2)—is that which must be regarded 

as ‘preparing’ desire (since even practical reason is itself enabled by phantasia). It does so by taking things up 

 
9 Irwin, Aristotle’s First Principles, 334. However, the expression seems to have originated in be found in Plato’s 
Protagoras, 325b-c: “while knowledge is often present in a man, what rules him is not knowledge but [emotions] … they 
think of his knowledge as being utterly dragged around by all these other things as if it were a slave.’ (Cf 352c). 
10 Baracchi, Aristotle’s Ethics as First Philosophy, 111. 
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as something or another (as good, as pleasurable, which is to say, as apparently good, that is, a reason to 

choose it). In other words, psychologically phantasia underwrites the association both desire and of reason 

and, in its production of phantasmata, provide the common currency of that relationship.  

6.2.2.7. Thus, phantasia can be regarded as that through which the very togetherness of the sun-

theton of human beings is achieved, insofar as it establishes a shared economy between objects of desire and 

those of practical reason. At the level of ethical description, choice names the creation of a shared economy 

in which desire and reason come into dialogue (i.e., come together in a common language that is 

presupposed if one is to listen to the other, cf. 4.3.3.7; 4.4.3), but phantasmata provide the underlying 

psychic medium of that fusion, their common tongue. In choosing, we have another locution of the way 

that phantasia mediates the sensible and the rational and provides a third term through which we can 

conceive how desire exerts an influence on reason, and reason upon desire. Phantasia, in its various forms 

and deploying according to its various descriptions, is the Rosetta Stone of the sensible and rational, of 

reason and desire.  

6.2.2.8. At the level of psychological description, the phantasmata are the ‘tokens’ of this shared 

economy between desire and reason. At the level of ethical description, it is primarily in the language of 

appearances or phainomena that we can see the same (cf. A.0.2.1; 3.3). That is what, in Chapter 5, secures 

the convertibility between appearing good and appearing to be a reason for choice and action (cf. 5.2.7) and 

the correspondence between the desiring and rational ethical parts of the soul (cf. 3.2.2.8.2). For saying that 

something appears to be good is tantamount to saying that it is reason for choice and action; for something 

to appear good just is for it to appear as a reason to pursue it. In relation to the choice that results from this 

appearance (having motivated a desire to choose and act insofar as, at the psychological level, it has been 

prepared by phantasia) it makes no phainomenological sense to ask which ‘part’ of the choice is based on 

reason and which is based on desire (even if it may make sense to ask about this as a matter of good or bad 

functioning, cf. 6.2.2.2). The two, in one shape or another, well-functioning or not, are in some 

correspondence and coordination with one another. If what one wants is the ultimate reason for their 

choosing x, then the relationship between one’s desires and what one thinks of as reasons for choice and 

action cannot be separated. Here we may recall Moss’s discussion of Alexander of Aphrodisias, who had 

stressed that the appearances of desirable objects establish a correlation between ‘appearing to be good’ and 

‘appearing to be a reason for choice’ (c.f. 5.2.8 & Chapter 5 n.13). The idea is that, on the level of 

appearances, desire and reason are ‘fused’ in the phenomenon of choice because in choices, one becomes 

active toward something as apparently good and appearing good is tantamount to appearing to be a reason 
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to become active toward it. Indeed, in the case of serious choices, Aristotle says in EN VI.2: “What 

affirmation and denial are in the case of thinking, pursuit and avoidance are in the case of longing… If the 

choice is a serious one, “what the reasoning asserts must be the same as what the longing pursues” (EN VI.2 

1139a25-7). 

 6.2.2.9. Indeed, when we consider two of Aristotle’s ‘canonical’ definitions of the human being—as 

‘arche of choice’ & ‘animal with logos’ (cf. A.0.2.2.1)—we can see how they are mutually implicating in this 

‘communion’ of desire and reason. For being an origin of choice, where choice designates the suntheton or 

togetherness of desire and reason, is another way of describing the human being as an animal (characterized 

by its conative-perceptual complex of functions) as being ‘together with’ and answerable to an organizing 

principle of logos.11 In the phenomenon of choice, desirous animality is ‘laid down alongside’ human 

rationality. To frame the same point in the language of ekhein, we are animals whose desire ‘has and is had 

by’ logos which, in turn, is always held onto by some desire in turn. Each of these ways of defining what is 

essential to the human being involves seeing the human soul as a site of dialogue, mutual exchange, 

correspondence, or answerability. The appearances, at the ethical level of description, and phantasmata, at 

the psychological, form the site of this exchange establish the core connective or fulcrum that brings them 

into correspondence (cf. 3.2.3.4; 3.2.4.1; 3.4.3).    

6.2.3.1. There is another important concept of Aristotle’s that speaks to the communion of reason 

and desire, and that is through ‘practical syllogism’: a concept we first discussed in Chapter 3 (cf. 3.2.4.2.1). 

Now insofar as Aristotle invokes the syllogism in both the psychological and ethical works (MA 7 701a25, 

DA III.1 434a17 & EN VIII.3) it provides an important moment where the psychological and ethical 

arguments are imbricated. 

In Chapter 3 we provided a very rough sketch of what the practical syllogism involves, noting 

especially: 1) that we are discussing a heuristic that explains how desire and discernment, i.e. practical 

reason, formally come into relation in the production of choice and action; 2) that the middle term which 

binds the sensible/particular and intelligible/universal registers of the syllogism is precisely the appearance 

 
11 We might also appreciate how these definitions of the human being are intervolved with one another. Being an 
animal with logos & being an ‘arche of choice’ each highlight the way in which we are accountable and can experience 
things as beings accountable. With choice, however, that answerability is rendered in a distinctly practical way - and 
also a temporally inflected way. Recall, only a being with a sense of time could be faced with the tension of opposed 
desires (as DA III.10 says). For being an originator of choice is to be an agent who is answerable for what future they 
have brought into being through their voluntary activity. But to be an animal with logos does not just mean being a 
wielder of language, say, but of being one who can behold things (and themselves) as accountable, answerable to one 
another. The motif of ‘answerability,’ in other words, can be derived from both of these definitions but choice makes 
that answerability in part a matter of time. 
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of something good or bad, pleasurable or painful, advantageous or not; 3) that in forming the middle term, 

there is a self-evaluative exercise of phantasia—i.e. a phantasmatic self-interpretation—that is baked into the 

practical syllogism, one which Aristotle himself points out is something we generally do not notice or reflect 

on (cf. MA 7 701a25).  

Thus, we found that an interpretation of the self, mediating the minor and major premises of the syllogism and 

carried out through the level of appearances, belongs to the formal structure of all choice: all those occasions where desire 

and reason are ‘fused’ in prohairesis.  

6.2.3.2. The idea of the practical syllogism is that any human action—which is to say, a choice 

moved into action—can be made intelligible through the form not unlike a syllogistic argument. If someone 

has some generalized belief—say, the belief that eating vegetables is good for health—then they are primed to 

perceive particular instances in which the presence of something (say, a carrot) is interpreted to be 

something that falls under a class that satisfies the belief and motivates the appropriate action (eating the 

carrot). So, for the example where one has the general belief that vegetables are good for health, perceives 

that this carrot is a vegetable, and so eats it, we can formally say that:  

 

Major Premise (Vmiddle à Hmajor) 

Minor Premise (Cminor à Vmiddle)  

Concluding Chosen Action (Cminor à Hmajor) 

 

To unpack this in fuller language: 

 

The ‘major premise’ [Maj. P] of a chosen action is constituted by two parts: 

 

1) The ‘major term,’ [Hmajor] identifying a general end 

2) The ‘middle term,’ [Vmiddle] specifying the major term relative to a particular kind of action 

 

The ‘minor premise’ [Min. P] of chosen action also has two parts: 

 

1) The ‘middle term’ [Vmiddle] again, which designates the particular individual that is perceived to 

satisfy the particular kind whose satisfaction, if acted upon, is the efficient cause of the major 

term 
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2) The ‘minor term’ [Cminor], specifying the action undertaken relative to the minor term, an 

action that is the efficient cause of the satisfaction of the major term 

 

Conclusion: [Cminor] is acted upon to satisfy the end specified by [Hmajor] 

 

And now with an example: 

 

Maj. P: To secure good health [Hmajor] one must eat their vegetables [Vmiddle] 

Min. P: To eat this carrot [Cminor] is a way of eating one’s vegetables [Vmiddle] 

Concluding Choice: I choose to eat this carrot [Cminor] to secure good health [Hmajor] 

 

6.2.3.3. Just as the psychological and phenomenological ways of describing the communion of desire and 

reason show that phantasia provides the media of their interaction (and ‘fusion’ in the phenomenon of 

choice), the practical syllogism shows the same in the form of action. In Chapter 3, we noted how 

Aristotle’s metaphor of the fulcrum illuminated the way that phantasia functions between the conative-

perceptual and rational parts of the soul, putting these heterogenous domains into a relation of co-

respondence (cf. 3.2.4.1). In Chapter 5, we found that the appearances (which themselves, as we argued in 

Chapter 3 are produced and cognized by phantasia) function very much the same way, i.e. in establishing a 

common tongue for the rational and non-rational parts of the soul to enter into dialogue. In the case of the 

practical syllogism, likewise, some particular must appear to be some instance of a generally held principle 

or belief: in other words, there must be an appearance that mediates the relation between 

sensible/individual and intelligible/universal orders. This, we know, is precisely the sort of function that 

phantasia offers at the level of psychological description. But an action-guiding appearance, that is, the 

appearance of something with a potentially motivating quality, is that which conveys the appearance of 

something pleasant or painful, advantageous or not: which is to say, some apparent good. Indeed, all of 

Aristotle’s examples of the practical syllogism relate to some end that appears good: drink, health, clothing, 

and so on. Since phantasia is that which receives and partly constructs the apparent good (cf. 3.3.5), we 

have its crucial role in the practical syllogism confirmed from another direction.  

 6.2.3.4. The specific term of the syllogism that phantasia must be seen to form is the middle term, 

for this is the term that establishes an interpretative appearance that joints a sensible particular with an 

intelligible universal. In other words, the crux of this description is to behold some individual thing as some 
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instance of a general kind and thus taking the individual up as particular. Moreover, beholding an action-

motivating particular ‘in the province of perception’ involves not just passive reception, but active 

interpretation of the individual that considers it in a state of suspension between its individuality and its 

exemplification of universality. Yet we know from Chapter 2 & 3 that on the level of our psychic capacities, 

it is phantasia that provides such interpretive perception of an individual (2.3.2.5), one embossed with latent 

universality (2.4) and as such cognizes it in its ambiguous polysemy between the aisthetic and noetic orders of 

experience (2.4.8), and one, finally, that operates through the appearances. As such, we should regard 

phantasia as the appropriate faculty for cognizing the middle term of the practical syllogism. Long, in Ethics 

of Ontology, makes a similar argument along these lines, complementing several of the points we have just 

made:  

This awareness of the thing as a particular sort is precisely what is required of the minor 
premise in the practical syllogism if it is to serve as a middle term linking the major premise to 
the conclusion. It is not enough merely to perceive the object; there must also be an imaginative 
synthesis that recognizes the individual as something or other, whether it be a member of a more 
generic class […] as with the ‘this is a drink’ example [in MA]. Indeed, in De Anima III.8, there 
is evidence that Aristotle himself saw the action of the imagination as a condition for the 
possibility of thinking itself. This account of the imagination subverts the naïve belief that 
singulars are immediately accessible to cognition.12 

On Long’s analysis then, phantasia becomes central to how the sensible and intelligible orders converge in 

the production and motivation of choice. It takes up the individual as an instance of some general class and 

holds it there as a particular that links those two orders and fuses the conative with the rational. Thus, since 

Aristotle’s use of the practical syllogism is a common feature of the psychological and ethical works, we can 

see that phantasia has a powerful, essential role to play in the production of human choice and action and 

stands at the center of the story about how we might understand how reason and desire are ‘laid down 

together’ as a suntheton of reason and desire. 

6.3.1.1. In Chapter 3 we reviewed some of Aristotle’s examples of the practical syllogism as they 

occur in De Motu. If one believes that everyone ought to walk, and one also perceives they are human being, 

they walk (701a12). If one believes houses are good they build a house (a17), if one needs a covering and 

determine that a coat is a covering they make or acquire a coat (a19), or if one needs to drink they drink 

when they perceive there is drink to be had.13 These examples all have to do with some generalized (and 

 
12 Long, The Ethics of Ontology: Rethinking an Aristotelian Legacy, 138. 
13 Recall: In the first, at 701a13-23, Aristotle sets up the major premise as ‘It is necessary for all humans to walk,’ and 
the minor premise as ‘I myself am a human’ with the concluding choice resulting in walking. A few lines on, he gives 
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thus rationally grasped) end concerned with some apparent good that has come to motivate a desiderative 

pursuit of that end. The pursuit of some desirable end is made rational, the reasons for choice are made 

desirable; the choices and actions that are made can be seen as an intelligent expression of some desire and 

a desirous expression of some intelligence. The practical syllogism, as we have seen, thus provides a heuristic 

for understanding how reason and desire run together in the production of choice and its externalization 

into action in light of some apparent good.  

6.3.1.2.  But the examples also consistently relate to an evaluation of the acting individual’s 

apparent goods as they relate to general beliefs about the world & human beings and to particular 

perceptions of their circumstances—and, crucially, of themselves as individual human beings. In all these 

examples, the middle term is constructed not only in relation to the general, universal belief one has about 

some object of possible choice but bears a self-interpretive moment that forms an action-guiding link 

between the particular and universal. Thus Aristotle himself notes that it is not as though in choice and 

action we stop to cognize what he calls ‘the most obvious’ element of the proposition—namely, that ‘I am a 

man’—yet it remains an indispensable background assumption to make any ‘concluding’ human action 

intelligible.  

6.3.1.3.  In EN VII.3 Aristotle reaffirms and elaborates on this point in the context of trying to 

explain in what sense akratic agency involves a kind of ignorance. He writes: “Now it is quite possible for a 

man to act against knowledge when he knows both premises [particular and universal] but is only exercising 

knowledge of the universal premise and not of the particular; for action has to do with particular things” 

(1147a1-4). Here, the idea is that one can possess knowledge of both particular and universal but fail to 

actualize one of them. He continues: “Moreover, there is a distinction as regards the universal term: one 

universal is predicated of the man himself, the other of the thing” (a4-6, my emphasis). The idea is that the 

major premise, formed by universal or general beliefs, includes certain general beliefs about the ‘man 

himself.’ The perception of oneself as a particular instance of that general belief forms the middle term, 

hence: “For example, he may know and be conscious of the knowledge that dry food is good for every man 

and that he himself is a man, or even that food of a certain kind is dry, but either not possess or not be 

actualizing [that] knowledge” (a6-9, my emphasis). Thus, there is a general belief about human beings and a 

‘universal about the man himself’—but, to form the middle term, one’s action also testifies to one having taken 

 
us another example, writing: “Desire says: ‘It is necessary for me to drink’; ‘This is a drink’ said sense-perception or 
phantasia or nous. Immediately he drinks.” 
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account of oneself as a particular. And this can only occur, as Aristotle continues by saying, in the “province of 

perception [aisthesis]” (a26).  

6.3.1.4. Thus, some perception of oneself, one occurring in some form at the level of sensibility, one however 

that we are not necessarily actively cognizing (thus something more liminal in nature), one, moreover, that mediates the 

minor (perceptual) and major (intelligible) registers of the syllogism, one through which appearances which mediate 

reason and desire in the fusion of choice, is presupposed in every human action. Said otherwise and at the level of 

psychological description, then: a phantasia of the self is presupposed in every human action. The phenomenon of choice, 

as the fusion of desire and reason and as our first cardinal element of ethos, can be formally represented by the practical 

syllogism. As we have seen, the syllogism hangs together at the psychological level by the operation of phantasia – and so, 

appropriately, brings to light another way that it is the core connective of human identity, insofar as our choices realize 

our individual agency and make us who we are. In slowing down the phenomenon of choice to reveal ‘the most obvious’ 

proposition (i.e., a self-referential, self-evaluative moment is baked into every human act), we have seen that the middle 

term not only is formed through phantasia but through a phantasmatic activity that takes account of the self (cf. 

3.5.11.1-2). Thus, Aristotle’s examples of the practical syllogism in MA & EN alike reveal a moment of phantasmatic 

self-interpretation that bridges the major and minor premises through the formation of the middle term. While this is not 

a cognized ‘argument’ that gets played out in the soul of the agent, it is what must obtain structurally in the soul of any 

agent: a way in which the agent takes account of themselves through a pre-reflective understanding of themselves in 

which what they are (specifically) and who they are (individually) have converged in a middle term. 

6.3.1.5. As we have seen, for one’s actions to embody the intelligent convergence of desire and 

reason as formalized in the practical syllogism requires positing certain background assumptions related to 

how things appear to us given the kind of thing and individual we are. These assumptions cash out in the 

way things appear, i.e. in the reception and production of some apparent good. The active, interpretative 

side of perception—phantasia—contextualizes what appears good and what appears to be our present 

opportunities for choice. Long says, while discussing Aristotle’s ‘drink example’ of the practical syllogism 

drink example, that it illustrates:  

in part the role that phantasia plays in the very act of aisthesis, for it accounts for how the 
subject recognizes an object as desirable. This recognition is itself, however, contextual. It is 
dependent on the presence of the desire for drink; in another context, for example, one in 
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which an abundance of fluids has been recently ingested, the appearance of a drink will not 
lead to action.14 

Indeed, in the absence of some self-interpretive moment in the preparation of choice, then there would be 

unreliable criteria for determining whether something—even something as generally healthful as water—is in 

fact good. For someone who has ingested several liters of water such that any more may damage their 

internal organs, then an additional pint of water is not good for them and should not appear good to them. 

There may be different ways of conceiving how the practical syllogism might reflect this change. One might 

have different major premises that start to become relevant to the context as one’s needs are satisfied such 

that more of the same might present injury. The belief that ‘to secure good health one must stay hydrated’ 

becomes eclipsed once one is hydrated by the belief that ‘to secure good health one must have their bodily 

organs in good condition.’ If perceiving that more water is adversarial to this second belief, given the 

context of an individual’s own fullness or perceived fullness, then (minor premise) ‘to drink this water (at 

this time, in this condition) is adversarial to good health.’ The outcome is that the water is not and does not 

appear good to a well-functioning person and results in the concluding choice not to drink the water.  

The fact that the self need not appear in a deliberative process such as this explicitly only adds 

additional credibility to the idea that phantasia is running the show here (owing to its liminal, self-

concealing characteristics). So, insofar as all action turns on the establishment of a middle term, one that 

binds the sensible particular with the general belief or universal related not only to the objective side of 

things but ‘in relation to the man himself,’ and indeed, that this for the most part happens through the 

appearances without the self ‘appearing’ as a cognized object, suggests that a phantasmatic self-interpretation 

of the self is at the crux of all human choice and action (cf. 3.5.11.1-2). 

 6.3.1.6. Indeed, we came into proximity with this idea from another angle in the last chapter, i.e. 

while discussing the dual nature of appearances. Since appearing-of and appearing-to are essential elements 

in the very logic of appearing (cf. 5.3 & recall also 3.3.1; 3.3.5), the appearance of something particular that 

motivates action through some generalized belief bears within it a signature of the self to whom it appears. 

 
14 Long, The Ethics of Ontology: Rethinking an Aristotelian Legacy, 140. Indeed, a similar idea comes in EN II.6 where 
Aristotle tries to clarify the nature of the mean that is relevant to matters of action: that concerning the appropriate 
diet for the famed wrestler Milo when compared to novice athletes. Put simply, the right amount of food for an athlete 
versus a novice might be different and the mean each should aim for will depend on their own contingent dietary 
needs. If Milo chose to eat on the basis of some completely generalized rule that obtains to some average notion of 
human dietary needs, he would not eat appropriately for the contingent reality of his own body and level of physical 
activity – he would not enact the syllogism with his self correctly in view. What is required is that Milo knows himself, 
then - that he has the right kinds of general principle about human diet, applied to himself appropriately. For an 
extended discussion of the crucial concept ‘the mean relative to us,’ see Appendix V (esp. AV.4). 
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With the practical syllogism, the middle term appears as some instantiation of the general end which is thus 

paired in correspondence with individual to whom it appears. 

 6.3.1.7. The idea that human choice attests to some pre-reflective sense of what (specifically) and 

who (individually) one is can also be developed through the notion of wishing. The relationship between 

choice double sense of what and who one is broached in another way in EN VIII.7. There, Aristotle asks 

whether, in wishing our friends the greatest things, we could wish them to become gods. Yet to wish 

something good for a friend, “the friend would have to remain himself, whatever that may be; so that he 

will really wish him only the greatest goods compatible with his remaining a human being”; Aristotle continues, 

“and perhaps not all of these, for everybody wishes good things for himself most of all” (1159a9-14). Now since the 

sphere of what we can wish for is larger than the sphere of what we can choose, then what we can choose 

will be constrained by what we can consistently conceive of wishing.  

In the example from EN VIII.7, Aristotle says that we cannot wish things for our friends without, a) 

not being cognizant of their nature as a human being and the sorts of things that can conceivably be good 

for the friend as such; b) accounting for the friend  in their individual being in some ways is even more 

authoritative over the goods one can wish for than our what our species membership might generally 

suggest.  

Now insofar as Aristotle believes that we are our ‘first friend’, the intelligibility of some wish or 

choice for oneself also applies here. Nussbaum, in Aristotle on Human Nature and the Foundation of Ethics, 

comments on these same lines of Aristotle by clarifying that the general idea here is that “we can only wish 

and choose for good things that are continuous with the sort of thing we are.”15 Though we cannot develop 

this idea fully here, in Appendix III we observe that Nussbaum’s agenda in this article (through her 

observations that Aristotle, in EN I.7 & EN VIII.7 and with precedents set in Philebus) ground the force of 

such thought experiments squarely in the reader’s imagination (cf. AIII.4.4). For our immediate purposes, 

we can see a glimpse of that sort of argument as it relates to the prospects of making some wish, and thus 

some choice, intelligible:  

These passages restrict ethical aspiration by bringing in considerations of personal identity and 
kind membership. How do they do this? When I imagine a picture of a good and valuable life, 
and think of wishing it for myself or for another, I ought to get clear on the relationship 
between that valuable life and the conditions of my (my friend’s) continued existence. I ought, 
that is, to ask closely whether this imagined life is a life that could be lived by a being such that 
I am – by a being, that is, who shares with me all those characteristics that I consider to be 

 
15 Nussbaum, “Aristotle on Human Nature and the Foundations of Ethics,” 91. 
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truly constitutive of my (my friend’s) identity. For it might emerge that the life was so remote 
from mine that I could not imagine in it a person whom I could accept as identical with 
myself. Certain changes in a person and a way of life are compatible with continued personal 
identity; others are not.16 

My practical aspirations for myself and the range of options I can wish for and choose, depends on a dual 

sense of oneself as both an individual with certain unique characteristics and as a kind of thing—a human 

being—whose form sets out limiting cases for the kinds of things I can wish for without contradiction. 

Imagining my self into some future life, some other state of affairs, makes possible for one to entertain these 

limit cases.  

Indeed in Bk. X, Aristotle says something similar about a person who we are to suppose might 

choose to live without his intellect. On the supposition that, “this is the true self of each,” says Aristotle, “it 

would be a strange thing if a man should choose to live not his own life but the life of some other than 

himself” (EN X.71178a2-5). It would be strange because it is self-defeating: a choice is precisely that which 

engages the rational part of the soul, so to choose not to have an intellect (at least an active one) would 

involve relying on, and thus valuing, the very thing that one wishes not to have or have active, the very 

thing one’s wishes would have created the pretension of devaluing. Indeed, a similar example comes up in 

EN X.3, where Aristotle again refuses to accept that someone could choose to be someone else if that meant 

‘having a child’s mind.’ In relation to our main thrust of argument then, the idea here is that choices are 

bound to a limited range of what can be coherently wished for. And what can be wished for must be 

continuous with me remaining myself, which presumably involves me at least remaining the kind of thing 

that I am. 

6.3.1.8. Notably, baked into all this is some notion that there is a right or correct way to appear to 

ourselves such that our actions are appropriate embodiments of intelligent desires, reflecting what is 

consistent with the species form and tuned to the idiosyncrasies of the agent themselves. Correct self-

interpretation, beholding oneself as we are in terms of both individual and universal aspects of our being, 

would be central to the story about what it means to act well. Yet insofar as it is phantasia which interprets 

the self in a way that testifies to this duality, then we come into some complexity. For this would mean that 

correctly appearing to oneself as we are we simultaneously involves appearing to oneself as something or 

another. Yet, in appearing to ourselves as something, we have already made our individual being into a 

particular of some broader category than we are as an individual. Taken up by the interpretive 

 
16 Nussbaum, 91. 
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categorization of phantasia, in other words, in appearing to ourselves even ‘correctly’ already means 

occluding our singular being. As Long puts it, again with reference to the practical syllogism & the middle 

term: 

without the capacity to see the individual as something or other, either, in the case of the 
practical syllogism, as desirable, or, in the case of the theoretical syllogism, as related to the 
universal in the requisite manner, the middle term will be incapable of linking the major 
premise to the conclusion. But to see something as something, to deploy phantasia, is to engage 
in an act of categorization; it is to violate the pure singularity of the being under consideration. 
This act of appropriation is in fact a condition for the possibility of knowledge.17 

Seeing something ‘as’ this or that is required to form the middle term of the practical syllogism: that is, to 

see something as desirable. But this means seeing something, through phantasia, as something more than it 

is as a singular individual in the world. It is, therefore, to see the singular in terms of some categorizing 

schema that both lends us the possibility of knowing something as this or that but also does so at the 

expense of seeing singularities in their being. Yet insofar as a phantasmatic appearance of the self is also a 

propositional element in middle term, the same can be said of any phantasia of the self. For it involves 

‘seeing ourselves as’ this or that as well, submitting ourselves to a mode of perception that unites the various 

differences of aisthesis into a determinate unity. It would therefore actively construct a self to be known at 

the same time that such an act would eclipse the self, in its singularity, rendering it unknowable. Indeed, for 

Aristotle individuals are irrational, unknowable; thus, any form of self-knowledge could not be true 

knowledge so long as we are committed to the view that the self is individual, an assumption we have pointed 

out before and which we will ultimately contest (cf. 1.4.3.3; 3.5.7.1-2; 4.2.3.4; 4.5). For the time being, 

however, what we can see is that self-imaging, as a feature of the internal demands of the practical syllogism, 

is required to form the middle term and link the individual with the universal. However, this same feature 

is what makes it produce the media of thought (cf. 1.3.4.2.2; 3.5.5.1) and so provides the basic platform for 

self-knowledge. This means, however, that the very this which produces the possibility of self-knowledge is 

something which forecloses such knowledge, if, that is, we start with the assumption that the self is an 

individual. 

6.3.2.1. In EN III.3, Aristotle makes a provocative remark about choice, writing: “Each person 

ceases investigating how he will act when he traces the origin [of an action] back to himself and to what it is 

in himself that leads the way, since this is what chooses.” (EN III.3). The idea here echoes with his 

 
17 Long, The Ethics of Ontology: Rethinking an Aristotelian Legacy, 140. 
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definition of the human being as the arche of choice: as the ‘origin’ of prohairesis, there is really nothing one 

can look to beyond the human individual to discern the source of a chosen action. When deliberating 

about what to do, that same limit is encountered when one discovers that the choice must emanate from 

oneself and what ‘leads the way’ from within us. 

 6.3.2.2. Aristotle comments upon the meaning of prohairesis, choice in these terms, commenting on 

the term itself in EN III.2:  

Perhaps we may define it [choice] as a voluntary action preceded by deliberation, since choice 
involves reasoning and some process of thought. Indeed, previous deliberation seems to be 
implied by the very term prohaireton, which denotes something chosen before other things.  EN 
III.2 1112a15-17.  

Aristotle’s etymological comment suggests that choice involves ‘taking something beforehand’ of the action; 

that is, when a choice is made, one prefers some outcome over others and chooses it prior to the action that 

attempts to bring it about. The notion of priority is also expressed in the quote which opened this section, 

i.e. that choice ‘leads the way’ for actions that follow. This understanding of prohairesis seems confirmed, in 

this citation, by the first sentence: voluntary action occurs after deliberation and this is used, presumably, to 

clarify the meaning of choice as pro-hairesis. Choice, at least at this moment of the text, can be understood as 

a temporal and futural concept, ‘leading’ one beforehand on a path set out by desire; indeed, choice is 

futural because desire is. One can only desire, and thus formulate choices, with reference to what has not 

occurred yet: hence, “but nothing that has already come into being is an object of choice.” (EN VI.2 

1139b7).18 

6.3.2.3. But if a human being is the origin of choice, and being such an origin is definitive of what 

a human being is, and if the human being has not become a definitive agent without having chosen, and if 

choice is what ‘leads the way,’ then, to take some license in reconstituting Aristotle’s point, the human 

being is in an essential way ahead of itself. That is, some part or aspect of the self leads and another part is led. 

Owens makes this point as well in his reconstruction of Aristotle’s point conveyed by the idea that human 

beings ‘lead themselves’ in the phenomenon of choice. To be more precisely, such an idea, according to 

Owens is not Aristotle’s per se, but the Aristotelian text nonetheless provides the resources for making this 

 
18 This interpretation - which emphasizes the futural notion of prohairesis - is contrasted with those who think Aristotle 
just means preference. Wei Lui provides a strong and compact summary of those who advocate these two readings 
(and those who offer third alternatives as well) and the textual evidence for each. Lui suggests that there is a greater 
emphasis on the preferential reading in EE while EN, by contrast, is best read temporally.   Wei Liu, “Aristotle on 
Prohairesis,” Labyrinth 18, no. 2 (December 30, 2016): 50, https://doi.org/10.25180/lj.v18i2.47.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

269 

point. Owens writes that the idea “by which oneself as guiding is set up in contrast to oneself as guided, is 

not found in Aristotle. But the basis for it is there. Obviously both the guide and the guided come under 

the general notion of what we today would call ‘self.’ One is guiding oneself”.19 Thus in step with Owens 

here, our reconstruction of the Aristotelian point (if it is not Aristotle’s) is that the human being leads itself, 

through choosing, beyond the present and toward some wished-for future. In that regard, the self - since, 

again, it is something that differs with itself in time, i.e. divided between one part that leads and another 

that follows. In other words, this develops a self-conscious relationship to its underlying ontology as a 

natural thing, i.e. as being a process spread out over time (cf. 1.1.5; 1.2.8.1), one that is not only teleologically 

directed (cf. 1.2.8.2) but skopologically so (cf. 5.3.4.2): that is, one that is directed by and toward some sense 

of an apparent good and an apparently good life that raises one’s end to our awareness and self-

consciousness. This begins to put us in orbit around another, crucial theme for our account of the self and 

the role of phantasia in its constitution and character, i.e. that the self is something that must be conceived 

alongside the way in which human beings are spread out over time - not just temporally, but also 

developmentally and self-consciously. We shall return to this shortly, when we discuss the nature of habit. 

6.3.2.4. However, since choice contains—at the psychological level of description—a phantasmatic 

reference to the self that chooses—as our last section has shown via the practical syllogism and especially the 

middle term—then that reference to oneself must also be understood on as temporal basis. That is to say, 

the practical syllogism helps us appreciate that choice not only requires an interpretive awareness of oneself 

in one’s current contingent situation, but a prospective vision for what one hopes to achieve and become 

through their choice and action. And this means, in turn, that the practical syllogism bears forth an image 

of oneself to come as the agent who is choosing to act and thus to live in the legacy of that choice. There is a 

sense in which the deliberation that leads to choice involves a middle term that is bound up in some present 

circumstance and present self-interpretation but projects something forward through an anticipated image of 

what is to come. The exercise of the ‘deliberative imagination’ (cf. 3.3.2) includes an ongoing calibration of 

the agent’s self-interpretation in the present and projected result in the future. A function of the 

deliberative imagination would involve the production of images that embody present and future oriented 

 
19 Owens, “The Self in Aristotle,” 715. Owens continues on the same page, with reference to the controversy over 
whether the mind is the ‘real self’ (cf. 4.2): “To restrict the notion of guiding to the intellectual part does not 
necessarily imply a corresponding restriction of the notion of self. The identification of the individual agent with the 
intellectual part of the soul, as asserted in the text just quoted from Nicomachean Ethics 10.7, seems to mean that the 
self as guide is set up in focal reference as the primary instance of self in its proper nature, while the self as guided is 
regarded as a secondary though proper instance.” This description comports with our earlier suggestion that the self 
cannot be identified with any one part exclusively, but is instead localized, relational, and plastic. 
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calibrations of one’s capacities, desires, and future plans. Thus the Aristotelian notion (if it is not 

Aristotle’s) that one ‘leads oneself’ can be thought of as leading oneself by an exemplary image of oneself 

inhabiting the future and being the first inheritor of one’s choices. Choosing involves exercising the 

deliberative imagination and entertaining images of oneself as acting in the chosen way and bearing the 

future that choice would bring into reality. 

Insofar as a human being is essentially an arche of choice, they are, essentially, a being who leads 

their life. What this suggests at the psychological level is that present circumstances are taken up though the 

deliberative imagination in terms of exemplary images that we have not yet realized or embodied, but which 

interprets and proxies for the goods we find choiceworthy. As choosers, we human beings lead ourselves by 

example, as it were, in terms of phantasmata that express the sort of person we wish to become or 

circumstances we would like to realize. Phantasia, in its polytemporality and projective functions (cf. 3.2; 

3.4.1) links present desire to specific courses of action and proxy for the future one desires: which is to say, 

for some state of affairs one finds apparently good and which is currently absent, unrealized (cf. 3.3.5.6.2).  

6.3.2.5. Earlier, we discussed how the definition of the human being as an arche of choice and as an 

animal with logos are mutually implicating (cf. 6.2.2.2-3 & 9) and in the present context we can see that this 

association is reinforced along temporal lines. For in leading ourselves by an exemplary image, we take on 

the possibility of being accountable to ourselves, of holding our present actions against a standard that our 

future goals set for us. Only an animal capable of phantasia could ever hold their lives in the present 

accountable to some other, as yet unrealized, exemplary image that proxies for the lives they desire (cf. 

3.2.2.5). A ‘sense of time’—to resuscitate that all-important idea from DA III.10—endows human being with 

the capacity to organize the manner in which their orexis unfolds and explicate what it imagines for itself 

among its desired ends. Thus for an image to be an image of our selves, in terms that are full and 

meaningful to the desiderative pursuit of such ends, it must be the image of something with a temporal 

thickness, something with a ‘look’ forwards and a ‘look’ backwards in time (cf. 1.1.4). That is, an 

autophantasma could not be just a static appearance of ourselves fixed against the backdrop of the 

immediately lived present—it must convey something of the ongoing enactment of our growth and 

development, our pursuit of the good, and our inevitable decay that belongs to life in general, and human 

life in particular. Thus, the way we appear to ourselves in choice is inherently relative to something like an 

autobiography, since it can be interpreted as an image of me only if it says something about the unfolding 
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enactment of my being, the past and future horizons of its development that makes sense of the activity that 

I essentially am.20 

6.3.2.6. The phenomena of choice and action are, then, what we might call ‘automimetic’. For 

mimesis not only something like an ‘impersonation’ but, as David Gallop notes, more primordially an 

activity by which a likeness of some original is produced.21 Such a capacity for the production of likenesses 

is essential to understanding human beings, who Aristotle says are thoroughly mimetic and naturally 

disposed to create and embody likenesses (an idea that will be absolutely cardinal in our next chapter) 

(Poetics 4 1448a6). Used in the context of the present illustration, then, the idea is that an action is the 

active manifestation of a choice, a manifestation that aims to embody that choice as a likeness of it. After 

all, that the action is not necessarily an embodiment of choice is attested to by the phenomenon of akratic 

agency. For the production of action involves deciding upon some future circumstance and some way of 

acting that would realize it, thus operating on the basis of or in terms of what we ourselves are (specifically 

and individually), what our capacities are desires are, and then converting choice into action that imitates 

the exemplary image. Bearing ourselves toward some overarching vision of the good life and toward 

particular apparent goods, we act in such a way that hopefully brings about a likeness to the vision our 

choices are based upon. Action, in other words, is the externalized mimesis of internal choice: in my action, 

I attempt to imitate some exemplary image of myself as acting in a certain way or bringing about a certain 

difference in the world.  

Thus, we might say that mimesis is both motivated by and productive of a kind of image or 

representation of and for the self. For instance, if I choose to become a trumpet player, I will have to 

 
20 This is not to suggest that Aristotle subscribes to a ‘narrative view’ of self. Sorabji argues that such a view is only 
clearly laid out by Plutarch (with some suggestion that Seneca may have provided an important precursor to the idea in 
an undeveloped form) See especially Chapter 9 in Sorabji, Self, 172–80.Even if this is not Aristotle’s idea, there is an 
Aristotelean basis for this idea. One way of understanding what it means to be an animal with logos, for instance, is 
that human beings are those who can account for things and themselves. This means being able state something about 
the ‘that’ and the ‘why’ and in the explanation of why we get forms of explanation that have a beginning, middle, and 
end in some form. Insofar as life develops, grows from small things into great things (indeed Aristotle says at the 
beginning of DA that he is providing a ‘history’ of the soul in that work) then the natural philosopher would be one 
who can tell a story about such development from good observations and good explanatory principles. The idea that 
the self is a kind of story we tell about ourselves is not Aristotle’s but nonetheless there are ways of generating this kind 
of point. Perhaps a fruitful way to approach this topic would be to seek entry through the Poetics. For there Aristotle, 
for instance in discussing the important elements of tragedy, suggests that the characters cannot be well understood in 
the absence of plot, which he says is the life and soul of this form of theatre (Poetics 6 1450a38). Yet it is not just a 
form of theatre, but an imitation of life itself (1447a14) and tragedy (unlike other forms of theatre) needs to have a 
beginning, middle, and end (cf. Poetics 7-8). 
21 David Gallop, “Aristotle: Aesthetics and the Philosophy of Mind,” in Routledge History of Philosophy, ed. D Furley, 1st 
Edition, vol. II (London: Routledge, 1999), 76. 
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convert that choice into actions that imitate what being a trumpet player seems to entail. I will have some 

image of what trumpet-playing appears to involve, and through repeated attempts to embody that image I 

will develop a feel for what it really requires to play. My actions testify not only to some implicit self-image 

required to form the middle term, they also attest to what we might call an exemplary or ideal self-image 

that proxies for something presently absent: what I am aspiring to become.  

6.3.2.7. McIntyre makes a similar point in After Virtue, writing the following while emphasizing the 

central role of the imagination in deliberating about what choices to make given human beings’ complex 

sense of time: 

The movement from awareness only of the present to awareness informed by an imagined 
future is a third dimension of the transition from infancy to the condition of an independent 
practical reasoner. This, too, like our ability to evaluate our reasons for action and the ability 
to distance ourselves from our present desires, is an ability that requires language and the 
capacity to put language to a wide range of different uses… How we structure our 
understanding of the future depends in part of course on the established use of clocks, 
calendars, and modes of scheduling of the culture in which we find ourselves. But as a 
practical reasoner I have to be able to imagine different possible futures for me, to imagine 
myself moving forward from the starting point of the present in different directions. For 
different or alternative futures present me with different and alternative sets of goods to be 
achieved, with different possible modes of flourishing. And it is important that I should be 
able to envisage both nearer and more distant futures and to attach probabilities, even if only 
in a rough and ready way, to the future results of acting in one way rather than another. For 
this both knowledge and imagination are required.22  

Sparshott expresses a similar idea this way:  

The point of a ‘sense of time’ is not just that comparisons are possible, but that a framework is 
established within which course of action can be framed, compared, pursued: the ‘deliberative 
imagination’ reduces alternative possibilities to a single standard (On the Soul 433b29-434a1). 
It follows that humans, unlike all other animals, being able to formulate alternatives and 
envisage courses of action with the limited span of a lifetime, can think of themselves as living 
‘a life’ and are faced with the question of how to organize that life’; and this is an aspect of the 
general ability to formulate, articulate, and calculate – their possession of the articulate speech, 
logos.23 

Here, McIntrye and Sparshott both help us notice and reaffirm in their own words that our practical 

reasoning about the future and thus our choices are constrained by what phantasia is capable of showing us. 

That is, our sense of the possible or probable, our beliefs about what is conceivable for our lives, are 

 
22 MacIntyre, After Virtue, 74–75. 
23 Sparshott, Taking Life Seriously: A Study of the Argument of the Nicomachean Ethics, 8. 
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originally constrained by what is imaginable. We know this obtains at the psychological level in that 

phantasia provides the media of thought and prepares our desire through the presentation of apparent 

goods. The operation of phantasia is decisive in the production of images that become the media for 

deliberation, planning, and instrumental thinking. Thus, the difference between leading one life or 

another, which is to say, leading oneself by this choice—this pro-hairesis or that—involves following certain 

exemplary autophantasma. The shape that our lives take, in other words, will not only depend on success or 

failure of reasoning, but, even more primordially, on success or failure of the imagination.  

 6.3.2.8. Now, it will turn out that we practical reasoners are really not sufficient on our own to 

explain, at the most fundamental and developmental level, the origin of exemplary images that lead them 

on in life. It is, for Aristotle, within the life of the polis that we encounter examples of others that we take 

on and imitate. This is certainly so in the case of the moral development of youth in the polis: if you want 

to become virtuous, so not appeal to some theory or ‘take refuge in argument’—rather, simply try to 

recognize the phronimon and do as they do. Through imitation, we develop a history of action; through that 

history, habits; through habits, character. In the end, one’s character, one’s ethos, will be that which lets us 

see what it is to be done.24  

But as we shall see in the next chapter, all this starts with exposure to the community and taking 

notice of others. Observations of other people are, on Aristotle’s schema, fundamental in moral 

development and provide the most archaic premises for subsequent choice and action. The development of 

one’s ethical imagination begins in philia-relations. In such relations, the ‘friendship’ between individuals 

depends on imagining the other as oneself and imagining oneself through the eyes of the other. This prior exposure 

to political life, in which one’s imaginary is first cultivated, and the reversibility of the imaginative capacity 

will be fundamental to understanding how friendship in many ways ‘perfects’ the ethical self. That 

argument will bring about further clarity the way in which the self is, in many ways, more than something 

belonging to an individual and the way that the imaginary of self is irrevocably determined through our 

uptake of social life. In this way, the force of the ‘proto-political’ metaphors that Aristotle uses to discuss the 

tripartite soul (cf. 4.5) will be shown to depend on someone who has already been formed in relationship 

with others in the polis. 

 
24 A more adequate discussion of the nature of the phronimon (and its relation to other ‘first order’ virtues (dike and 
megalopsuchia) can be found in Appendix V. 
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6.4. Phantasia and Habituating the Individual’s Ensouled Body 

6.4.1.1. Ethos, the ‘organ’ for perceiving the apparent good and that which above all ‘characterizes’ ethical 

selfhood, is comprised of two principal elements: choice and habit. Upon analysis of choice as a suntheton of 

desire and reason, through its formal representation in the practical syllogism, and as a temporal concept 

(as pro-hairesis), we have seen how, at the psychological level, complex and self-referential exercises of 

phantasia are central to the first element of ethos. 

 We shall see that the other element of ethical character—habits—likewise can be understood 

through a correlated psychological story that pivots on the exercise of phantasmatic functions. To anticipate, 

whereas choice deals with possible avenues of action for the future (thus working in the domain of 

deliberative imagination), habits relate to what is past: indeed, they are one way that the past continues to 

exert itself on the present. They are, in other words, akin to a form of memory that requires the sort of 

detachment, retention, and recollection that we know are wedded to phantasia in various ways especially 

through its association with the common sense (cf. 2.3.2.6; 2.3.3; 3.1). Habits and choices both, in other 

words, shall be seen to each depend on the polytemporal characteristics of phantasmata. Insofar as the sort 

of ‘memory’ involved in habits is often not something we are consciously aware of, anticipating phantasia as 

the psychological complement to habits makes sense in that each operate with a similar ‘liminality’. 

Moreover, our habitual ways of getting on in the world work by and large automatically, by ‘second nature’ 

as it were, shaping our sense of things—which is to say, how things appear—in a pervasive and ongoing way. 

One of the primary ways it does this, in the context of ethical life, is that it disposes us to take pleasure in 

some things and pain in others. Indeed, as we shall see, pleasure and pain are important for showing the 

path between habituation and phantasia, between the ethical and psychological registers of the self.  

6.4.1.2. Developing a habit is, we often, like taking on a ‘second nature.’ But only some things can 

take on a second nature. To recall the famous example from Nicomachean Ethics II.2: if a stone is thrown up 

in the air repeatedly, it will repeatedly fall back to the earth. Its nature is coextensive with its tendency (cf. 

the concept of horme, 1.1.5) for a kind of motion and potency for being moved, which in this case is the 

tendency to fall back to the earth. So long as it remains a stone, no number of repeated tosses will make it 

any more inclined to move upwards, and no less inclined to move back down when up. The stone will not 

retain the repetitions in such a way as to develop a new in-dwelling inclination for upward motion, a new 

horme. Moving upwards, that is, will never become ‘second nature’ to a stone as long as it is a stone, since a 

stone is just not the sort of thing that can ever take on a nature other than its own while remaining itself.  
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6.4.1.3. But living things, by contrast, do change such inclinations based on repetitions of past 

events whose influence persists into the present while, importantly, still remaining what they are. Living 

things, in other words, develop themselves in a way that combine a primary nature (shared with other 

species members) with a secondary nature (which contributes to making them the distinct individual that 

they are). By repeatedly associating the chime of a bell with the promise of dinner, a dog will salivate at the 

sound alone—but salivating when bells ring is not a natural response for a dog, or, I suspect, for anything 

else. Yet by taking on this new association, the dog becomes no less a dog.  

6.4.1.4. In human behaviour also, the cultivation of a ‘second nature’ is not adversarial to our 

nature as human. In fact, it is the contrary: humans realize their primary nature only by developing a second nature. 

That is so because only the right sorts of habits can bring human beings from infancy to adulthood in such 

a way that their ‘primary’ nature (as animals with logos, as political animals, as archai of choices) can be 

realized to its full potential. Thus, what we are by nature are the sorts of beings that are compelled to develop 

in ways that are not naturally given. Our ethical character arises in both its uniqueness and universality 

through the joining of our first and second nature. As Amélie Rorty says, “A person’s character consists of 

those long-standing actively dispositional qualities and traits—his natural capacities and habits—that (by 

setting the general direction of his desires and the range of his passions) direct his choices. It is his nature 

and his second nature.”25 Developing our ethical character through ‘long standing actively dispositional 

qualities and traits’—in other words by hexeis—occurs in large part by acquiring habits. Choices that happen 

to be good ones, when repeated often enough, lead to a good character which is, “perfected by habit” (EN 

II.1 1103a24-6). The word for ‘perfected’ here is teleioumenois. The idea is that the distinctive ergon of 

human beings is brought to fulfillment only through actions that are made habitual. Thus, whereas the 

stone would have stopped being a stone altogether (having lost its nature) if it took on a horme for upward 

motion after so many tosses in the air, a human being who perfects their nature through habit in many 

ways achieves its very nature, in its fullest expression. Indeed, as Aristotle puts it in Book VII of the Physics, 

the virtues of character do not take hold of us in a way that alters the being of what we are any more than 

we alter a house by topping it with a roof. The roof, rather, completes or ‘perfects’ the nature of the house 

(Physics VII.3. 246a14-b3). Thus, we might say, the acquisition of the right kind of second nature is how 

human beings ‘perfects’ their first nature. 

 
25 Amélie Rorty, “Structuring Rhetoric,” in Essays on Aristotle’s Rhetoric (Berkeley: Univerity of California Press, 1996), 
12. 
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6.4.1.5. There is an important difference between the ‘conditioning’ of the dog who salivates for 

the bell and the development of ethical character in humans, however, and that has to do with the active 

presence of choice. While even in the conditioning process of the dog there is an attentive interest that 

must be involved on their part (and thus not just a stance of ‘passivity’ toward the food, the chime, etc.), the 

kind of active & volitional engagement is different in the case of the development of human ethos via 

habituation. For human ethos is something we praise or blame people for having and acting upon; but this 

tells us that ethos is something we take them to be responsible for. But we only hold people responsible for 

what they choose voluntarily; and voluntary choice involves an exercise of choice and thus practical reason, 

which humans alone (thinks Aristotle) are capable of doing. So, the active involvement of choice must be a 

factor in what sets ‘conditioning’ apart from the development of character.  

6.4.1.6. Now, the acquisition of habits that form the basis of our character does begin, in human 

infancy and childhood, with a scenario that hardly involves voluntary choice in any full-blown sense. When 

we are young, our caregivers instill habits in us that we unreflectively carry forward in life that in many ways 

become the platforms for developing into adults of one sort or another. But we hold children no more 

accountable for their early experience with their caregivers than we would hold our pets for having received 

good or bad trainers. It thus makes little sense to confer praise or blame on either of them for habits, 

however beneficial or harmful, that they had not voluntarily chosen to develop. Nonetheless, in the course 

of human development there comes a period when the individual becomes the locus of voluntary action—

that is, where their nature as an arche of choice becomes actively expressed—where their choices inform their 

ethical character in such a way that we can praise or blame them for who they have become. Aristotle 

emphasizes among adolescent learners, something of this activity must start to be drawn out. The efforts of 

the teacher or parent cannot suffice for the development of a student’s character since the student must get 

himself into an ‘active state’ for the lessons to make any difference.26 Children are not habituated by simply 

 
26 This presents a quandary, however, for it seems to beg the question: a hexis of listening is something one acquires, 
yet we cannot acquire it, it seems, unless there is already a kind of listening that is characteristic of human nature and 
does not need to be developed. The universal desire to know (which Aristotle asserts in the opening pages of the 
Metaphysics) provides part of the solution: an innate reaching out for higher forms of experience in which their human 
nature is drawn out in its best form. The other part, which we will return to in the next chapter, is the fact that human 
beings are naturally the most mimetic of all creatures: which is to say, the most capable and pulled toward imitation. It 
is worth noting that the form of this problem is the same as that concerning recognizing (and thus imitating) the 
phronimon. That is, if the identification of the phronimon already depends on the sort of correctly attuned perception 
that the phronimon themselves uniquely possesses, then it would seem difficult to explain how one explains how 
anyone but the already established phronimon would be able to become wise in that way. The form of this problem is 
also reminiscent of the ‘seekers paradox’ in Plato’s Meno, which describes a kind of knowing that depends neither 
solely on the authority of the teacher and the memory of the student. Instead, what we need to explain learning is a 
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submitting to the directives of others but, as Aristotle writes in the Physics, in order to learn anything not 

only must their teachers help them settle down from their natural ‘disorderly condition,’ but the students, 

too, must, “get themselves into an active state” in order for the teacher’s work to have any effect (Physics VII 

247b17-248a6). In this co-operative encounter of learning, the teacher settles down the student’s confused 

condition and the student works themselves up and open for the teacher. The general picture is that in 

learning there is a handoff of agency where more and more is left to the student to figure out for themselves 

just as more and more of their own individual choice drives their own learning. Something similar can be 

said for the whole of moral development: an individual becomes more authoritative over who they will 

become as their capacities for active agency are developed by others (caregivers, teachers, laws) and then 

‘perfected’ when they become habits of choice. They become determinate human selves, in other words, 

insofar as they become loci of agency: individuals who are self-starters, who are their own moving causes.  

Yet as we shall see in the next chapter, the fact that by and large it is other people who start us off in life, in 

our habits, will mean that in some sense our character - that which defines ethical selfhood more than anything else - is 

not strictly identifiable with ‘me’ as an individual. Hence, the ‘softening’ of the contrast between self and other, the need 

to non-reductively accommodate some ambiguity in the very distinction of ‘me’ and ‘not me,’ will return to the fore.  

6.4.2.1. The acquisition of habits involves a complex set of functions that belong to the soul: 

perceiving, remembering & recollecting, for instance. But if the habits that individuate us are grounded in 

the soul’s enactments, does this mean that the individual self can in some way be identified with the soul? 27 

While there may be some common sense appeal to such an identification, it cannot be made without 

qualification. For some may note that the idea that the soul is identified with the individual self is an 

oxymoron, since the soul is the form of the human body and as such cannot be the basis of an individual 

self. For the form is precisely what individual members of a natural type share, not what differentiates one 

individual from another. What makes them distinct is not the form but the matter, as we will recall from 

Chapter 1 (cf. 1.2.8.1). It is not the soul, but the ensouled body, we said there, that always must be thought 

of as the basis of individual selfhood. Yet there is nonetheless a sense in which we can talk about the soul of 

 
kind of recollection of something already latent in the soul of the learner. The role of the teacher is to draw out this 
latent knowledge, that is, something the student already knows in some way. For Aristotle, the teacher accomplishes 
this by helping the student settle down their passions. In neither case, strictly speaking, can the teacher teach anything: 
all they can do is facilitate a change in the student in which insight has a chance to strike. 
27 In Meta. VII 11 Aristotle asks a similar question as he wonders whether the soul of Socrates is Socrates himself and 
remarks on divergent opinions on the question of whether someone is identical with their soul or a composite of body 
and soul (1037a7–9). It is, however, clear that Aristotle is here only reviewing established positions on this issue but 
definitely not stating his own position in unambiguous terms. 
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individuals, a sense that will help us flesh in the ground by which habit can be grasped as something 

individuating.    

6.4.2.2. This challenge of conceiving the ‘individual soul’ is broached in Juha Sihvola’s article 

“Aristotle on the Individuality of Self.” Sihvola observes that since the soul is the form of a living body, 

then it seems difficult, on any line of interpretation of Aristotle’s theory of substantial forms (Sihvola 

focused on Metaphysics VII-IX in making this claim), to equate the soul with individual selfhood. For while 

some interpretations of substance find ‘forms’ to mean universal species and others to mean concrete 

particular, “neither line of interpretation gives much space for individuality at a formal level.”28 Part of the 

issue here is that we suppose individuality must relate to our ‘accidental properties’ (the qualitative, 

quantitative, and locational properties of individual substance). But forms, according to both 

interpretations of the Metaphysics, have to do with essential properties that designate characteristics of kinds. 

Sivhola explains:  

If Aristotle’s forms are universal, it is clear that one and the same form is predicated of all the 
individuals falling under a species. But even if the forms are particulars, they are only 
numerically distinct from the other forms in the same kind; there would be no qualitative 
differences between the substantial forms of Socrates and Callias.29  

So, Aristotle’s theory of substantial form never seems to leave room for the sorts of contingent properties 

are involved in the uniqueness of individual selves, including the accidental hexeis that are acquired in the 

development of one’s character. You and I are both human beings because we both have the same form. If 

we had different forms, we could not both be human beings.30 If the ‘form of the living body’ is what you 

and I have in common, then the form cannot be uniquely mine. Thus, my soul cannot be mine alone, and I 

cannot identify my individual self with my soul.    

6.4.2.3. Sihvola’s way of navigating this difficulty is to stress that the soul designates the distinctive 

capacities that species-members have in common with one another. You and I, sharing the same soul 

understood as the form ‘human being,’ have the same characteristic set of powers. Both of us, qua human 

 
28 Juha Sihvola, “Aristotle on the Individuality of Self,” in Ancient Philosophy of the Self, vol. 64, The New Synthese 
Historical Library Texts and Studies in the History of Philosophy (Helsinki: Springer, 2008), 131. 
29 Sihvola, 131. 
30 While Sihvola—as we will discuss momentarily—argues that there is a way in which we can conceive of individual 
forms, there is also a line in Metaphysics that my present some resistance to the idea as I have presented it here: “but 
in the sense that the causes of different individuals are different, your matter and form and moving cause being different 
from mine, while in their universal formula are the same.’” Meta. XII.5.1071a27-8a27-8. 
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being, can think (and can also perceive, and desire, and remember, for instance). Those capacities are what 

we share in common and the thinking capacity is what we distinctively share in common insofar as we are 

human. Qualified in this way, at the level of potency, you and I share the same soul; thus, we cannot be 

individuated selves in terms of it.  

6.4.2.4. By contrast, while capacity is what marks the reality of a species, action is what secures the 

reality of individuals. For what is uniquely yours and uniquely mine as individuals are the ways in which we 

use and have used the powers we share as human beings.31 My powers for thinking and perceiving and so on 

are exercised at a particular place and time, with a particular body as their vehicle. Sihvola points out an 

important passage in DA I.4, where Aristotle seems to identify the human person not with the soul but 

with the composite whole of their soul and body:  

To say that it is the soul which is angry is as if we were to say that it is the soul that weaves or 
builds houses. It is doubtless better to avoid saying that the soul pities or learns or thinks, and 
rather that it is the human being who does this with his soul. (DA I.5 408b11-15).32  

What Aristotle is saying is that I myself, a human being, am not precisely or exclusively identical with my 

soul in any unqualified sense. Instead, a human being is someone who weaves, builds, feels with the 

capacities for action and experience that the soul affords. But building, weaving, feeling are all examples 

that strongly attest to the centrality of embodied capacities expressing themselves in determinate activities 

and thus, in turn, making determine the nature of the individual self, the human being. These modes of 

practical activity illustrate how ‘the human being’ Aristotle is discussing is an ensouled body with capacities 

for worldly engagement. Indeed, insofar as the material body forms the principle of individuation (1.1.8 & 

also 1.1-3 2.3-4; 3.2.2-3), the ensouled body and its activities of practical engagement will determine how we 

can talk about the soul as individual at all. Sihvola writes: 

The soul as the substantial form of a human being is the same or at least similar in all human 
beings, but it does have a uniquely particular career in each human body it animates. It is possible 
to distinguish Socrates’ soul from Callias’ soul, when we are thinking of it as the human form 
in its occurrence in a particular body. The same or similar capabilities persist throughout the 
lives of them both, but the history of the soul in the individual body is a unique one.33  

 
31 “It is always one and the same set of capacities that makes each member of the species potentially alive. There are no 
different between the souls of Socrates and Callias in this sense. However, the soul can also be understood with a 
reference to the activities (so-called second actualities) through which the form has actualized in different ways and to 
different degrees in different individuals.” Sihvola, “Aristotle on the Individuality of Self,” 135. 
32 Quoted in Sihvola, 133.  
33 Sihvola, 134–35. 
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Thus, to pick up on this important emphasis: it is always with reference to our unique history of enactments of the 

human form that we can talk about the soul in relation to an individual self. It is precisely because we enact the 

same form differently, according to innumerable contingent circumstances and factors, that one person’s 

soul can be spoken of as being individuated from the others. And thus, it is our embodiment, in particular, 

that is both the vehicle of individuating action and the repository of its own history of activity.34  

6.4.2.5. With this description of individual selfhood, we advance some of the descriptions that 

were laid out in Part A. We wondered in the Prologue and in Chapter 1 whether a self is in some way a soul 

(cf. A.1 & 1.2) and here we have clarified in what way we might say that it is: as individuated by a unique 

history of enactments of the human form, and as being continuous with my embodied powers of acting. 

The convergence of my universal humanity, invested in my potentials, with my individual history, making 

itself determine in by body with each new choice or action, is what makes me the self I am: a what and a 

who cohabiting in and through me. Since a self, as we have said, must be or be relative to an individual 

enactment of the human form (cf. A.0.2.2), and since one definition of that form is a ‘first entelechy of an 

organic body with the capacity for reason,’ we now have a further inflection of the first half of that definition. 

While the human form is the ‘first entelechy’ of such a body, the human individual is its history of ‘second 

entelechies’ or activities. Furthermore, insofar as an organic body is one that is instrumental for an individual 

living being (cf. 1.2.2-4), and since our capacities for action are coextensive with our embodiment, then we 

are able to deepen our appreciation of what it means that my natural identity is partly formed by what I can 

do in and through my body and partly by what I have done or am doing in and through it.  

6.4.2.6. While Sivhola’s discussion of the soul’s individuality occurs mostly in terms of its 

underlying natural and psychological character, he also speaks to its importance for our understanding of 

selfhood in terms of ethical praxis:   

The true self of Socrates is his species-related humanity. We can speak of the individuality of 
Socrates with a reference to the ways his humanity, i.e., his capabilities for contemplation, 

 
34 As we will recall from Chapter 1, natural substances (such as individual human beings) have two aspects of their 
being: what they can be or do (their dunameis, or powers for acting) and what they are actually doing (their activity, energeia 
or entelechy in the case of living substances) (cf. 1.1.10). But if what we do, have done, or are doing is more 
ontologically secure than what we can do (which it seems to be, insofar as the Physics makes clear about the different 
‘grades of existence’ that mark dunamis and energeia, cf. Physics 200b25-28ff & Appendix II, AII.1.1) then it would seem 
that our individual enactments of the human form now and in the past will always be more determinate over our 
selfhood than will our future possibilities for action. 
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practical reason and moral virtues, are actualized in his unique and non-repeatable life-
history.35  

The individuation of ethical selfhood, as that aspect of our self that turns on the development of character, 

can be seen in light of one’s chosen actions and the retention of the ‘unique and non-repeatable life history’ 

that they form when concatenated into habits. In other words, the individuality of the self, which naturally and 

psychologically can be thought of as a history of enactments of the ensouled body, can in ethical terms be understood as 

the formation of life experience and the habits that make us, in part, uniquely ourselves. The retention of this unique 

history is continuous with the development of unique individuality and ethical character.  

 6.4.2.7. Now in stressing the connection between one’s ethos and their individuality, our analysis 

may be seen to be straining against more commonly accepted notions of the concept. For ethos refers to a 

kind of person—a virtuous, vicious, continent, incontinent person—rather than one’s ipseity. S. Michael 

Halloran describes the modern idea of ethos as having individual and collective significance, writing that is 

has “both an individual and a collective meaning. It makes sense to speak of the ethos of this or that person, 

but it makes equally good sense to speak of the ethos of a particular type of person, of a professional group, 

or a culture, or an era in history.”36 But by contrast, the ancient notion of ethos “emphasizes the 

conventional rather than the idiosyncratic, the public rather than the private.”37 Marcia Homiak’s 

contribution in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy contributes a similar line, noting that, “the emphasis is 

not on mere distinctiveness or individuality, but on the combination of qualities that make an individual 

the sort of ethically admirable person he is.”38 

 6.4.2.8. Our argument that the formation of ethos, through the cultivation of habit, is an important 

aspect of how the self is individuated only runs into conflict with the conventional sense of ethos if we 

presume that there is a sharp distinction between individual and collective, public and private, in the first 

place (cf. A.1.5; A.1.7.8) In our Prologue’s discussion of Gill’s general categories of selfhood in ancient 

philosophy, we saw how Gill finds four major categories for describing these theories (subjective, objective, 

individual, participant) which tend to coalesce into two basic strands of thinking on the self: the ‘subjective-

 
35 Sihvola, “Aristotle on the Individuality of Self,” 136. 
36 S. Michael Halloran, “Aristotle’s Concept of Ethos, or If Not His Somebody Else’s,” Rhetoric Review 1, no. 1 
(September 1982): 62, https://doi.org/10.1080/07350198209359037. 
37 Halloran, 60. 
38 Marcia Homiak, “Moral Character,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta, Summer 2019 
(Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, 2019), https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2019/entries/moral-
character/. The same article continues: “When we speak of a moral virtue or an excellence of character, the emphasis 
is not on mere distinctiveness or individuality, but on the combination of qualities that make an individual the sort of 
ethically admirable person he is.” 
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individualist’ and ‘objective-participant’ tropes. On Sorabji’s analysis of Gill’s categories, all four terms of 

the categories are rarely found in total isolation from the others in one way or another, and thus a certain 

overlapping fluidity between them is the rule rather than the exception. In general, Sorabji claimed that the 

‘objective-participant’ forms of selfhood are often positioned as conditions for the possibility of the 

‘subjectivist-individualist’ ones. That is, accounts of the self that emphasize the individual and their 

subjective or somehow ‘private’ experience most often presuppose a prior engagement and participation in 

public forms of organized human life. We have announced before and shall see most explicitly in the next 

chapter that our model of the Aristotelian self runs in sympathy with Sorabji’s view. For while the human 

soul does contain the sort of inner structures and powers emphasized by Gill’s individualist-subjectivist 

strain of thought, it is only by virtue of a prior engagement with the broader world of human beings and 

relationships that the individual is brought from potency to act (cf. A.3.7-8). In other words, the individual 

is produced ‘in public’ as it were: a point that will be more readily apprehended when we turn to the 

phenomena of friendship and rhetorical praxis.  

At this time, it is not important to insist upon between a firm dichotomy between ethos as marking 

the unique individual or as specifying a general type of person. Indeed, the very fact that one’s ethos seems 

to define a person in ways that oscillate between the orders of individual and type resonates with the theme 

that has persisted throughout this dissertation concerning the always-open question concerning whether the 

self is individual at all or somehow shared. Moreover, insofar as one’s ethos both makes us what and who we 

are but also lends us a sort of ‘eye’ for perceiving value in the world, then it will also be that through which 

we perceive our own value: our own apparent goodness. Thus, independently of the issue about whether 

one’s ethos is ‘one’s own,’ it is nonetheless that through which one’s own goodness or value appears. And 

yet, insofar as the very appearance of goodness is already to submit a perception to an act of categorization 

& evaluation, then it, likewise, is no longer in relation to an object taken up as a discrete individual but 

caught up in terms of broader contexts of identity (cf. 4.5.9). Said in terms that are more salient to the 

debate over the self we see between Gill & Sorabji, the idea is that one’s ethos is individuating in one way 

and shared in another and it is that in terms of which the self is constituted. The sort of individual self-

awareness that becomes available through one’s ethos, then, is made possible only through prior uptake and 

recognition of available examples in the community. Through our ethos we perceive ourselves and what type 

of person we are, a type that, since it is bears something normative from political life, is one’s apparent 

goodness. Thus, the individual’s means of self-discovery is, as might say, made conceivable by prior 

engagement in the polis. As we indicated earlier, in Chapter 4, only if Aristotle assumes a certain experience 
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and uptake of political life would he think that the metaphors of the ‘father and friend,’ applied inwardly in 

an act of self-discovery or clarification, would have any force (cf. 4.4.5; 4.5). Similarly, here, through our 

ethos we discover our selves qua individual in part through recognizable types of person. In the terms laid out 

by Gill, then, and in sympathy with Sorabji’s position, we see some indication that the self is not only 

enacted first and foremost in relation to shared or public life, but that it is also in terms of such life that the 

self might disclose itself to itself.  

 6.4.2.9.1. With this, we continue to put the pieces in place in our development of the argument 

that the being of the self and its ‘imagining’ of itself must be thought in terms that exceed the individual. In 

the present context, we can see something of this coming into view through the character and elements of 

ethos. For habits, as the other main element of ethos (along with prohairesis) are both intimately connected 

with our individual personhood and at the same time foreign to it. We saw this point developed part of the 

way earlier in this chapter in the sense that habits take on a life or a ‘mind’ of their own, running the show 

behind many of the behaviours we take to be continuous with our distinctive individuality (cf. 6.1.5.2.5). 

For habits are, on the one hand, continuous with the patterns of behaviour that make me who I am – they 

are ‘me’ through and through. Yet on the other hand, our habits, in assuming their own autonomy beyond 

our conscious awareness or control, are also foreign and ‘not me’. Indeed, the very nature of habit is to 

function only so long as we have stopped thinking about them, becoming implicit platforms for launching 

ourselves into projects that require our explicit concentration. For instance: while typing, the particular 

orientations of my hands and fingers are not natural givens, but instead result from decades of effort, 

refinement of motility, and gradual sublimation into the background of my experience. But the 

‘backgrounding’ of these behaviours is necessary if I am to train my attention toward the content of what I 

am trying to write. But if I concentrate in a deliberate way on my typing actions, commanding one specific 

finger at a time to press one key at a time, I will find it challenging to write much of anything at all.  

6.4.2.9.2. Indeed, habits often start breaking down precisely when they are brought to explicit 

awareness. If I tried to scrutinize each thought I had through by explicitly subjecting them to the rules of 

grammar I would no doubt be completely unable to think about the content of my expression. My 

continuous & conscious intervention (which is to say, both my mind and my will - two things which are 

often identified with the self) must not be running the show for my distinctive practical agency to come 

forward. They, too, must become sublimated as part of my expressive powers if I am to turn my attention to 

the overarching meaning I am trying to convey. What allows me to come forward in written expression is, 

then, what has been pressed into the backdrop of automatic service. When I, unthinkingly, deploy my 
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hands’ motility and grammatical knowledge in writing this paragraph, I, having been taken over by the 

insistence of habitual force, am both author of it and authored by it.  

6.4.2.9.3. Habits, then, have a ‘personal’ and ‘impersonal’ aspect to them: they are both 

constitutive of our individual ways of being in the world at the same time that they take on a sort of 

autonomy and even anonymity (since it is questionable who the subject of the habit really is once one has 

stopped controlling them). What adds a specifically intersubjective element to this claim, which we shall take 

up in the next chapter, is that our most formative and archaic habits are instilled in us by other people: 

those who teach us how to eat, to stand, to walk, to talk, to look before crossing the street. Each time I 

exercise the habit of looking left, then right, when I cross the block, not only am I acting out a behavior that 

is ‘impersonal’ in the sense that I myself am automatically going through the motions, I am also acting 

something out that was habituated in me by others (like my parents, teachers, or what have you). When 

such a habit is activated, whose agency is acting through me: my own, that of others, no one’s in particular?  

6.4.3.1. Let us leave that question open for the moment and take up the question of whether, as in 

our discussion of choice, we can discern a psychological function for phantasia that corresponds to the 

acquisition and exercise of habits. We can start by making some very general observations about certain 

parallels or correspondences between phantasia and habits. 

First, we should note straight away that habits and phantasmata both need to be recognized as 

having liminal qualities, as we have seen (cf. 2.4.9-10; 3.5.4.1). Habits, as we have discussed, are the sort of 

patterned predispositions of which we are not aware or barely aware—as in the case of background motility 

of writing or walking and so on. But we have also argued that phantasmata often have this sort of character 

as well: while phantasmata can become direct objects of my conscious awareness—as in the case of deliberate 

recollection or free fantasy—they often have a more oblique status. As we will recall from Chapter 2, 

phantasmatic images have a supplementary role in the case of completing ‘imperfect’ objects of perception 

while not themselves being elevated to objects that we are explicitly aware of (2.3.3.5; 2.4.10). Habits, 

similarly, operate and supply meaningful modes of assumption and interaction of which we are often not 

aware, or barely aware. Indeed, this suppression of habits into the background of our awareness is also 

similar to the self-concealing feature of phantasmata (2.3.3.3-4). Such images, we learned, shape the 

appearance of what appears without themselves necessarily appearing. They do this, as Nussbaum said, by 

providing the interpretive side of perceptual experience: actively synthesizing disparate perceptual and noetic 

objects into a unified whole while concealing that active involvement. Phainomenologically, we do not 

generally take our experience to be a (mere) ‘appearance’ or and ‘interpretation’—our default stance is to 
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take things as they are, and the ‘apparent’ nature of experience is generally not on the first order of 

awareness. Thus habits, at the level of ethical description, seem to belong to what would be analogous to 

the transparent at the level of psychology, that which provides a platform for things to show up without 

itself being visible.   

6.4.3.2. Second, habits & phantasmata are similar insofar as they both essentially are memorial and 

based on a logic of repetition. That is to say, to the first point, each have to do with the way that one’s past 

experience continues to exert a force on the present. Phantasmata, as we will recall from Chapter 3, are 

inherently forms of memory and intend the past ‘by default’ (even if their polytemporal character allows 

them to signify for things present and future as well). Habits, likewise, can only be conceived given a certain 

duration of past time in which similar actions come to congeal in the general inclination embodied in the 

habit. Yet habits, like phantasmata, shape our sense of the present and govern our way of leaning into the 

future. Habits and phantasmata each have a default reference to the past, then, but each has to do with 

shaping the sense and significance of the present and prime the expectations for the future. Indeed, this 

common feature develops further the idea what we have called the ‘phantasmatic cycle’ in (of detaching, 

retaining, recalling, & projecting) and the ‘polytemporal’ nature of phantasia (cf. 2.0.2; 3.3.3). Habits, 

likewise, do not relate only to what it past: they establish forecasts both for an individual’s conduct but also 

for their perceptions. As to the second point, whereas habits are formed by certain events being repeated 

and retained, phantasmata are likewise inherently a sort of repetition (a trace or copy or resemblance of 

aisthesis). Indeed, the disclosure of the noetic universal is only conceivable given a sufficient number of past 

instances of aisthesis preserved as memory phantasmata.   

6.4.3.3. Third, as we alluded to a moment ago, habits and phantasia both seem to have a 

complementary role in the disclosure of universals (intelligible and practical). As we discussed in 2.4.11, 

one way of understanding how phantasia joins aisthesis with nous is by its role in disclosing intelligible archai 

through epagoge. Our analysis of PA II.19 showed that the process by which aisthesis gives way to memory, to 

empeiria, and to noesis pivots on the interpretive, memorial, categorical, and polytemporal aspects of 

phantasia, which over time and repeated experience forms a hinge between the sensible and the intelligible. 

Now in EN I.4, while discussing the method by which the principles of ethical life come to be 

grasped by virtuous people, he notes that we must begin with “what is known to us” and on that basis move 

toward what is, “known simply” (1095b3-4). What is ‘known simply’ is what is immediately intelligible, 

without discursive derivation: that is, first principles or archai. Then he continues, in reference to how a 

person may acquire such principles, “Hence he who will listen adequately to the noble things and the just 
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things, and to the political things generally, must be brought up nobly by means of habituation.” (1095b5-7). So, 

the acquisition of archai that relate to the noble and the just and those things concerning life of the 

community come from a process of habituation. The disclosure of the final archai here is, like the 

intelligible object given over in the climax of epagoge, not grasped by discursive logos: “For the ‘that’ is a 

principle, and if this should be sufficiently apparent, there will be no need of the ‘why’ in addition” 

(1095b7-8). Just as epagoge or induction describes how the precepts of scientific knowledge come to 

illuminate the soul from the phantasmatic accumulation of memories and experiences, habits will be 

revealed to lead to insight into ethical archai by the repetition of virtuous actions. As Aristotle writes in EN 

I.7, “Some principles [archai] are observed [theates] by means of induction [epagoge], some by perception, and 

some by a certain habituation, and others in other ways” (1098b3-5). In all, both epagoge and habituation 

are, in basic terms, processes of learning from the particular to the universal. What they learn and how they 

learn have important similarities and differences. Epagoge has to do with learning the (necessary) principles 

that are of concern to the theoretical intellect, while the habituation is concerned with the formation of an 

excellent character whose behaviour embodies the virtuous use of practical intellect. Whereas the principles 

grasped by the theoretical intellect are disclosed through a process of repeated perceptions of particulars, 

the principles of practical intellect are grasped through repeated actions. Actions themselves are what 

Aristotle will call, in EN VI.8’s discussion of phronesis, ‘the ultimate particular’ that are not grasped by 

science but instead by perception.39  

Given the parallels between theoretical epagoge and practical habituation, some have attempted to 

assign functional parallels (on the psychological and ethical registers of Aristotle’s thought) to the elements 

of each kind of learning—including those having to do with the exercise of phantasia. Indeed, since phantasia 

forms a crucial link in the process of epagoge (especially in the production of memory and empeiria and 

preparation for noetic insight) the question naturally arises as to what role it might play in habituation as 

well. Moss, anticipating this parallel function, writes: “If habituation is the practical analogue of induction, 

 
39 “And that prudence is not science is manifest: prudence concerns the ultimate particular thing, as we said, for the 
action performed is of this kind. Indeed, prudence corresponds to intellect, for intellect is concerned with the defining 
boundaries [horoi], of which there is no rational account; and prudence is concerned with the ultimate particular thing, 
of which there is not a science but rather a perception, and a perception not of things particular to one of the senses, 
but a perception of the sort by which we perceive that the ultimate particular thing, in mathematics, is a triangle. For 
here too there will be a stop. But this is perception rather more than prudence, though perception of a form different 
from that [of one of the senses] (1142b24-31). 
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then we should expect phantasia to play a role here too.”40 Moss has this expectation fulfilled when she 

considers the status of pleasure and pain on the orders of general psychology and ethical habituation.  

6.4.3.4.1. We know that for Aristotle events of aisthesis are always occasioned by a certain degree of 

pleasure or pain because it is permeated by desire.41 Moreover, these bodily affects are not merely the 

outcome of mechanistic ‘pushes and pulls’ in some passive animal body, but are the products of active—and 

actively interpretive—engagement with the world. Such active, interpretive engagement turns on the co-

positing, alongside aisthesis, not only of desire but of phantasia. Thus, the passage through epagoge toward 

noetic insight, which is driven by inchoate encounters in the perceptual world and animated by desire (and 

indeed, the natural desire for knowledge Aristotle thinks is a mark of man, cf. Meta I.1), will always be 

unthinkable without the contribution of the affective, interpretive, phantasmatic activity. While this process 

of learning will inevitably have painful elements or moments, Aristotle’s overriding position is that activity 

which is consonant with our nature will be pleasurable as will be the final result: gaining noetic insight 

which ‘perfects’ the activity of learning and spurs it along.  

6.4.3.4.2. But pleasure and pain also have a similar role to play in the development of habits that 

ground our ethos. Aristotle makes clear that the formation of our character depends chiefly on training 

ourselves to experience pleasure in some kinds of actions and pain in others. Now while the successful 

culmination of human character may actualize the capacity for taking ‘intellectual’ pleasure in certain 

activities, the process of ethos development seems squarely centered on perceptual pleasures: just the sort that 

animates the process of epagoge, and just the sort that requires the operation of phantasia. While in EN II.3 

Aristotle leaves undefined the kind of pleasure (and pain) that relates to character (“the whole concern of 

virtue and the political arts is pleasure and pain”) in De Sensu he explicitly says that all pleasures and pains 

are connected with perception (436a6-19; 436b1-4)42 and in the Physics he will claim that character necessarily 

forms in relation to perceptual pleasures specifically:  

 
40 Moss, Aristotle on the Apparent Good: Perception, Phantasia, Thought, and Desire, 220. 
41 “for that which has sense perception there is both pleasure and pain and both the pleasant and painful: and where 
there are these, there is also wanting: for this is a desire for that which is pleasant." (DA 11.3 14b3-6, cf. also DA 
II.24l3bl6-24) 
42 Cf. Also DA “: "for that which has sense perception there is both pleasure and pain and both the pleasant and 
painful: and where there are these, there is also wanting: for this is a desire for that which is pleasant." (DA 11.3 14b3-
6, cf. also DA II.24l3bl6-24).  
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Virtue and vice… necessarily arise through the perceptive part of the soul undergoing 
alteration. This part will be altered by perceptibles. For all of ethical virtue is about bodily 
pleasures and pains, and these are either in acting or in remembering or in expecting.43  

Ethos is formed on the basis of perceiving pleasures and pains, which Aristotle notes come in our action as 

well as memory and anticipation (which, we should just note for now, both essentially involve the exercise 

of phantasia). One’s character is formed by repeated exposures of the perceptible part of the soul to objects 

that prompt pleasure or pain. In Chapter 8 of her book, Moss works out an account of how this process, 

our pleasures toward a certain object—which entail cognizing its apparent value with the non-rational part of 

the soul (cf. 3.3.5.3)—come to make us aware of it as good. That is to say, the ‘rudders’ (EN X.1) of moral 

education are pleasure in pain in that repeating noble actions and coming to take pleasure in them means 

developing a history of repetitions of cognizing, with the non-rational/perceptual part of the soul, apparent 

goodness. This is equivalent, psychologically, to describing a process by which we develop a repository of 

phantasmata of apparent goods embodied in a history of pleasures (or pains). As Moss helpfully puts it:  

just as induction yields, through perception and phantasia, an ability to recognize certain 
shapes as triangles (where that does not yet involve an explicit grasp of the feature one is 
recognizing), so habituation yields, through pleasurable perception reproduced by phantasia, an 
ability to recognize virtuous activity as to-be-pursued (with the same caveat). Someone who has 
acquired this ability is someone to whom virtuous activity now appears good, i.e. someone 
subject to a general appearance of virtuous activity as good.44  

Such pleasurable perceptions guide us toward the disclosure of the (apparent) good as the culmination of 

the habituation process just as the aggregation of phantasmata guides the soul toward the disclosure of 

universals through induction. Habits and phantasmata, which are each ways of shaping what appears to us, 

enable the passage from the particular and the universal: one moral, the other intellectual. Beholding 

something as an apparent good through the process of habituation is the correlate of noetic disclosure in the 

process of epagoge. The accumulation of pleasurable experiences of particulars along the way of habituation 

correspond in epagoge to the repetition of aisthetic content and their retention into memory and empeiria 

which bear forth noemata ‘in the images’ they form.45 Said otherwise, the process of moral development is 

 
43 Physics 247a3-14. 
44 Moss, Aristotle on the Apparent Good: Perception, Phantasia, Thought, and Desire, 221. 
45 It should also be noted that habituation is closely related to the exercise of the practical syllogism we discussed 
earlier. For the practical syllogism is more like the implied structure of behaviours rather than something describing a 
cognitivism of the deliberating agent. The immediacy of the syllogism’s concluding action reflects the way in which a 
space (or rather time) of deliberation is excluded from this production of choice and action. And this is the case, too, 
with habits: it is precisely when we start deliberating on them that they start to break down. Yet it is not only the 
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steered by pleasures and pains that express apparent goodness (cf. 5.1.4), lead to more general 

interpretations of things as apparently good, and are perfected by the agent themselves being, in fact, good, 

embodying the good.  

Whether such an individual also knows the good is another question, one we have touched on 

before but which is not our immediate concern here. What is worth pointing out, however, is that 

perceptual pleasures and phantasmata also delineate the same range of truth values. That is, we know from 

Chapter 2 that phantasia is invoked by Aristotle to explain the possibility of error (cf. 2.2) but also that, 

since it forms the media of thinking and underwrites the possibility therefore of judgment and belief, then 

phantasia is also at the root of the possibility for truth. Phantasia does this by opening up the domain of 

appearances, of the ways things seem, relative to which beliefs & judgments might be formed. Insofar as 

these are forms of hypolepsis (which involve a combination of notions, cf. 2.3.1.4 & DA 432a18-13) truth 

and falsehood become possibilities on this basis. But this is very much the same as what pleasures and pains 

do. Pleasures and pains, as we have just seen, are essential to the story of how we come to cognize value in 

the work and become good ourselves. Indeed, as we learn in EN X, pleasure not only completes noble 

activity but also seems to augment our capacity for moral discernment. Yet pleasure and pain of the wrong 

type (or even the right type but at a vicious extreme if this is an intelligible way to put it) can distort our 

perceptions and lead us to moral error or even destroy the sensitive mean altogether. Phantasia and 

pleasure, then, each get at different ways of talking about what makes error possible - one epistemic, another 

moral - but also are each necessary for the disclosure of truth or the embodiment of the good.  

 6.4.3.5. Yet we know from Chapter 5 that pleasure is itself not only taken in some object, but in 

oneself as the subject whose capacities are brought into an excellent and active condition (cf. 5.4). And this 

means that the process of habituation, which occurs through pleasurable experience, is also a process 

through which we learn about ourselves and what is good—or apparently good—in and about ourselves. 

Moss herself commits herself to a similar position, arguing that in the process of ethical habituation “the 

awareness [we come to have of our actions] is self-directed, i.e. awareness of oneself as acting and feeling 

finely.”46 When this gives way to the habitual grasp of one’s own apparent goodness and value, then “the 

 
practical syllogism’s unreflective and ‘automatic’ character that puts it in a close relationship with habitual choice. It is 
also the way that habituation, in its disclosure of practical universals, also becomes the basis for providing the terms of 
the major premise: those generalized beliefs that guide our attention to particular affairs. In other words, habituation 
moves from encounters with sensuous individuals to generalized beliefs about types, while the automatic execution of 
those habitual beliefs, by way of the practical syllogism, starts with the general belief that attunes our perception of 
particulars in advance of fresh encounters with them. 
46 Moss, Aristotle on the Apparent Good: Perception, Phantasia, Thought, and Desire, 208. 
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pleasures of virtue are pleasures that something is the case, namely that one’s behavior is fine.”47 These 

remarks hearken to Aristotle’s comment that one’s own ethos is revealed by the pleasure and pain we take in 

noble or base things: “an index of our dispositions [character] is accorded  by the pleasure and pain that 

accompanies our action” (EN II.3 1104b4).  

Thus, ethical habituation, as a process that is thoroughly intertwined with experiences of pleasure, 

includes as an essential element a self-referential component. This component involves a complex 

deployment of phantasia insofar as it is interpretive, pleasurable, and in the service of disclosing the 

apparent good. The pleasure taken in habituation, then, gradually unfolds the appearance of goodness in 

the world and good things in oneself.48 This process of moral development through habituation, then, 

involves an autophantasmatic component insofar as both the experience of pleasure (5.4.9) and the nature of 

appearances (5.3.4) each refer back to the self whose character it is, thus confirming psychologically, 

phainomenologically, and practically not only the importance of phantasia for the constitution of the self but 

also that a self-referential exercise of phantasia is baked into its underlying logic. 

6.4.3.6. Indeed and finally, the revelation of this autophantasmatic component of habituation in 

relation to pleasure and pain returns us to an important argument we made in Chapter 5: that the 

overarching framework of an apparently good life, which animates our particular choices and actions, is a 

correlate of the overall appearance of the self to itself (5.3.4.4). Having now discussed the nature of 

habituation, we now have a better idea of how that generalized appearance of the good life (i.e. some vision 

an apparently good life) arises in the first place: repeated activities that are, for instance, virtuous, give rise 

to what Moss called a ‘generalized representation of a life of that kind of activity.’49 This overarching ‘vision’ 

of the good life is then correlated with some generalized ‘vision’ of oneself as being imagined to be actively 

engaged in living such a life; this overall vision of the good life comes from the sort of character we have 

developed, from the sorts of choices we have repeatedly solidified into our habits, and the generalized ends 

our habits have induced us to believe are worthwhile. 

 6.4.4. As we have seen in this chapter, the conceptual architecture of ethos—one’s ‘habit of 

choosing’—turns not only on the unique aspects of phantasmatic operation, but also on its deployment in 

relation to the self. In our analysis of choice, we found that desire and reason ‘have’ one another 

 
47 Moss, 209. 
48 Which is why Moss will eventually describe the culmination of virtue as involving ‘prideful self-awareness’ Moss, 
216. In Appendix V we will develop a similar point about what Aristotle calls one of the ‘crowns’ of virtue, 
megalopsuchia, a virtue which involves appearing to oneself correctly and valuing oneself accordingly. 
49 Moss, 219–20. 
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psychologically, phenomenologically, and formally by way of the practical syllogism. We found that 

phantasia is the common currency if this reciprocal ‘having.’ Moreover, we found that choice cannot be 

accounted for unless it is exercised in terms of some self-interpretive act of phantasia: for instance, by 

projecting an image of itself forward into the future and in the apprehension of the practical syllogism’s 

middle term.  

In our discussion of habit, we found that the soul is individuated by a unique history of ‘second 

actualities’ that, through memory retention, is sedimented into the active inclinations of our character. We 

looked at how habits have both ‘personal’ and ‘impersonal’ aspects to them (both phenomenologically and 

in terms of their origin in human development with others). Both the ‘memorial’ function of habits as well 

as their ambiguous status between individual and collective types suggested a kinship with phantasia, which 

is in itself a kind of memory and a form of cognition that offers a passage between the particular and the 

universal. This invited us to consider what relation there is between habits and phantasia and we learned 

that they have an intimate correspondence on psychological and ethical levels of Aristotle’s thinking. This 

relation was especially evident in considering pleasure and pain, which are interpretive apprehensions of 

value by the non-rational part of the soul and central to the development of moral character. Pleasure and 

pain, in other words, establish a functional interrelation between habituation and phantasia. But in doing 

so, they also—as we have seen in Chapter 5—show how habits involve phantasmatic self-interpretation, since 

pleasure and pain are themselves rudimentary forms of autophantasma (cf. 5.4). 

6.5. Ethos: Time Taken and Time Given 

6.5.1. Having discussed the nature of choice and habit—the two central elements of one’s ethos or 

character—we have seen how repeated choices (made characteristically by a human being as arche of choice 

& as therefore as a suntheton of desire and reason) become sedimented into habits that, through their 

association with pleasure and pain, come to shape the apparent good. And we have seen how, through the 

logic of appearances and that of pleasure, the development of character congeals into a kind of organ 

through which the apparent good and its essential correlate—the appearance of the self to itself—present 

itself to the human individual. The development of one’s ethos, at the psychological level of description, has 

to do with a history of complex and self-referential exercises of the phantasmatic capacity. Insofar as the self 

partially determines the objects that, in appearing to be good, motivates its choice and actions (cf. 3.3.5.5), 

and insofar as such behaviours also come to determine the self’s ethos, which is itself the organ through 

which appearance of the good appear, then the self and its motivating objects fundamentally interface and 
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co-constitute one another through this complex history of phantasmatic activity that is formative of and 

fundamental to one’s character. 

6.5.2. The idea that it both takes time to form the organ of ethos (insofar as it is only established in 

an individual through a history of second actualities) and to come into our own as practical reasoners 

suggests that one’s ethos is both formed by and forming of the self.50 That is, our self and how we ‘see ourselves’ 

are have a dynamic relationship based in the development of ethos: choice and actions (as we saw earlier, cf. 

6.3) are guided by autophantasmata of what we want to become, and the self that we become frames the 

production of new way of seeing ourselves and new variations on the sorts of exemplary autophantasmata 

that drives subsequent choice and action (cf. 6.3.2). In this way, our autophantasmata become products of 

and elements within a dynamic, developmental story of how human beings come into their own as agents 

faced with the ongoing questions not only of what to do but who to become or how best to realize who they 

already are. Such a schema is only intelligible if the self and the image of itself are not conceived as already 

full-formed and finished but as representative of life itself: in one respect, as an activity that is complete in 

itself at any moment but, in another respect, as something stretched out over time in the way that any goal-

directed process is (cf. 1.1.4; 1.2.7-8). 

6.5.3. Thus, the development of an ethos is both the coming-to-be of a certain determinate kind of 

person and the formation of an ‘organ’ through which that person registers apparent goodness in the world 

and in themselves. Just as the developing human eye during one phase comes to discern strong contrasts, then 

warm and cool tones, then fully saturated colours, ethos gradually discerns its objects with more precise and 

discriminating capacity. However, whereas colours are boundary conditions of the visible that are already 

latent in visible objects, the sort of object that the self is forms along with the very capacity for self-

awareness. In other words, co-extensive with the development of character is the very actualization of 

 
50 In Appendix II, we discuss the temporality of autophantasma as conceived through the first register of analysis 
(physis/psyche). There, we highlight the complications of assuming a certain kind of causal priority between the self and 
its image, i.e. of assuming that the self must come into being before one can have an image of it, or whether one must 
have an image of the self first, to guide the actions that realize it (cf. AII.4.1-2; AII.4.3.1). Thus, we discuss the 
temporality and causality of self and autophantasma as conceived through the first register of analysis (physis/psyche). 
There, we highlight the complications of assuming a certain kind of causal priority between the self and its image, i.e. 
of assuming that the self must come into being before one can have an image of it, or whether one must have an image 
of the self first, to guide the actions that realize it (cf. AII.4.1-2; AII.4.3.1). We examined a set of assumptions that 
these problems were based upon, assumptions that broadly concerned the type of causality and temporality that would 
be most appropriate and revealing about this relationship, as follows. First, that time is linear and ‘third person’; 
Second, that the causal relation most important is efficient; Third, that the cause and effect are separated by a 
temporal interval; Fourth, that causality only works from the past to the future; Fifth, that time it already ‘up and 
running’ such that temporal sequence can even make sense; Sixth, that the self is an all or nothing affair.  
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human potencies that produce, through a history of ‘second actualities,’ a self to be known. In other words, the 

development of the human self is co-extensive, yet not identical, with its capacity for perceiving itself.   

6.5.4. The question of how to prioritize the self and its imagining of itself takes us back to the very notion of a 

‘science of the self’ that we broached already in the Prologue. While we framed this through the Charmides, the basic 

issue from the point of view of Aristotelian epistemology was to answer how the self could ever perceive itself (and thus 

have an image of self) in light of its archaic passivity to sensible objects: ‘that upon which all our cognition has its basic 

bearing,’ to borrow Owen’s expression (cf. 1.4.3.1-2). The suggestion we have just given about the developmental 

relation between the self and its image does not solve the archaic problem. For we need some account of how one takes 

on something which insists upon being interpreted as a self, and this must originally be some encounter with something 

that is not the self: something which exceeds the individual. The solution will come about from asking a slightly different 

question: not just whether the self comes before its image, but whose self. For in the context both of the extended period 

of dependency during infancy, childhood, and adolescence, and in relation to Aristotle’s mimetic account of moral 

development, we will see that others who precede us in time (caregivers, parents, teachers, community members) meet the 

requisite causal power to provide us with those archaic exemplary images of actualized human individuals, selves, ones 

who we must get in the habit of treating as having individual identities, to guide us into our own selfhood and our 

imagining thereof. This means that the co-extensivity of self and image is joined by a third co-extensive term: the image of 

the other, the other self. We will return to this set of concerns in the next chapter. 

6.5.5. Returning to our main analysis, we can appreciate that one’s ethos forms over time, is made 

of elements that themselves speak to the different modes of time (habits, choices), and also makes it 

possible for human beings to perceive not time but the value of time. In other words, the general idea is 

that ethos takes on certain characteristics in itself that it becomes receptive of in the world similar to the 

way, as we saw in Chapter 5, that in becoming good one becomes perceptive of the good (cf. 5.3.3). As to 

the last point, it is our character that gives us a sense of time as something related to ‘life as a whole’ which 

has (as we argued in 5.3.4.3) both a practical and a temporal meaning. Said otherwise, our character is an 

organ for perceiving the apparent value in things and of the things that takes on such value is time itself. 

Time is treated differently by those with one sort of character or another. For instance, taking life as a 

whole as having overriding value, immediate pleasures that are gratifying in the present are less attractive. 

The present becomes accountable to life as a whole; it shows up in ways that are beholden to the inertia of 

the past (via habits) and as answerable to the need to make something of the future (via choices). This sense 

of accountability is only conceivable if one can hold up images of the self’s past and projected future in 

relation to the present. As such, autophantasmata involved in the development of an ethically charged ‘sense 
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of time’ must be invoked as having forward-looking (choice-oriented) and backward-looking (habitual) 

significance. The flexibility of such images is made conceivable by leveraging the ‘polytemporal’ 

characteristics of phantasmata in general (cf. 3.3.1; 3.4.1) and develops, in terms of the norms that govern 

human praxis, what we called the ‘phantasmatic cycle’ (cf. 2.0.2.1; 3.1.1—the process by which sense 

experience is detached from, retained as memory images, recalled, and projected forward). One’s ethos as a 

‘habit of choosing,’ in other words, deepens and complicates the phantasmatic cycle by introducing to it a 

normative valence – that is, by expressing it in terms of the reception and partial construction of apparent 

goodness. As such, one’s ethos not only cultivates a practical agent’s own persistent identity over time (cf. 

3.5.3.1) but also invests such an agent with the power to perceive things with a similar temporal thickness 

and as being valuable and accountable over time (cf. 3.5.9.1). Thus, on the whole, the elements of ethos, 

character, gesture to the complex temporality of ethical life and implicates phantasia as the medium that 

sustains that complexity.   

6.5.6. The development of one’s ethos can also be seen, in this way, as the process through which 

the human form is brought into its full and ‘difficult’ expression, to resuscitate that motif from earlier. It is 

‘difficult’ in the sense that Aristotle’s canonical definitions of the human being—for instance, as ‘perception 

and thought’, ‘animal with logos,’ or as ‘arche of choice’ each depends on a conjunction of terms that have 

difficulty going together. They do go together, but only in time; that is, the couplets are conjugated in and 

through time: we perceive before we think; we live out our ‘animality’ before receiving logos; we have desires 

before we exercise deliberate choice through the involvement of reason.51 When our use of reason or 

language becomes active, the drama of ethical life is opened precisely because the different parts of the soul 

come to motivate behaviours with temporal focal lengths that are often at odds with one another: desire, 

insofar as it is coextensive with aisthesis, looks to what is present; but reason—aided by the ‘deliberative’ 

imagination—can take the future into account. This is partly why Aristotle says in DA III.10 that only a 

being with a sense of time can be alive to the conflicts of ethical life: there is conflict because both what is 

immediately appealing and what is best for us in the long term can compel our behaviour and set up 

tensions for us. Likewise, in the context of our analysis of character, one’s ethos takes time to develop and 

 
51 Compare Derrida’s comment on temporality of ethos and the ‘conjugating’ function of ethos in his essay 
“Oligarchies” in The Politics of Friendship: “The contretemporal habitus is the acquired capacity, the cultivated aptitude, 
the experimented faculty against the backdrop of a predisposition; it is the hexis that binds together two times in the 
same time, a duration and an omnitemporality at the same time. Such a contretemporality is another name for this 
psuche, it is the being-animated or the animation of this life uniting the human spirit (the nous) and animality itself. 
This unifying feature conjugates man and animal, spirit and life, soul and body.” Jacques Derrida, The Politics of 
Friendship (London: Verso, 2005), 16.  
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through it conjugate our past experience with our future desires, indeed, with the already-determined past 

and the freedom of the future. Indeed, as we said at the outset of this chapter (cf. 6.1.4), the notion that 

one’s ethos is a habit of choosing already gestures to the way that our character is the difficult togetherness 

of freedom and constraint, informing the way we take up the present with a sense of its value.  

6.5.7. The accumulation of backward- and forward-looking images in the formation of character, 

like the generation of empeiria in the process of induction, underwrites the possibility of developing a sense 

of oneself as having a persistent identity over time. Just as the process of epagoge moves from sensuous 

encounters with individuals to disclosure of universals passing through the recognition that individual have 

‘empirical’ identities that persist through time, the development of ethos comes with the possibility of 

relating to oneself or acting in terms of a persistent identity.52  

The past activities that shaped my habits are no longer; the future activities my choices aspire to are 

not yet: yet these together form an organ through which present appears to us as an occasion for some kind 

of behaviour and not others, i.e. where some options for choice appear good and others not. The 

significance of the present moment and the sense of oneself as having come from somewhere and on the way 

to somewhere, as taken up in terms of one’s character, will depend on what exceeds the present - what is, 

strictly speaking, absent from it. The uptake of that significance and way of seeing oneself will depend on 

that capacity that negotiates such absences in our experience and brings them to bear on the presentation of 

the present and as such, will depend at least under a psychological description, upon the distinctive powers 

& characteristics of phantasia (cf. 2.2.5; 2.3.1.5; 2.3.3.6; 3.1.2). As such, our presentation of ourselves to 

ourselves will be formed in relation to what exceeds its present facticity and whereas temporality is a 

constitutive dimension of being ourselves, time is a constitutive dimension of being aware of ourselves as 

the sorts of things we are. 

 
52 Indeed, for an image of myself to be truly of myself, it would have to be the image of something   
of the ongoing enactment of my human form, something which has both a past history and a futural horizon. In 
Appendix II, we discuss the temporality of self and the role of phantasia in upholding the time-sensitive soul. Holding 
together the different images (past, present, and future) in the assertion of the overriding, temporally thick, empirical 
self-identity means that one’s apprehension of self-identity rests on a prior moment of self-differing. This is taken up 
through the aporetic structure of the nun, the now, insofar as the nun is the temporal form of any possible experience. 
Just as the time-sensitive soul takes on the aporetic form of the nun (which ‘is what it is not and not what it is’ & a 
witnessing of the way in which ‘the present is not all present to itself) so too does one’s ethos present the present 
moment as a manifold defined not only by what is tangibly at hand, but also by what exceeds it in the past and the 
future. Just as the ‘present is not all present to itself’ in natural and psychological terms of Part A, so too does our ethos 
shape the presentation of the present in terms of what is no-longer and not-yet. 
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6.5.8. As we have seen, one’s ethos is an organ through which we apprehend the self insofar as the 

self appears in its apparent goodness and insofar as it appears as being in and persisting through time. The 

retention of particular images and their projection into the future forms the basis of living, as Aristotle will 

say repeatedly in EN, with a view to a ‘complete life’ or ‘life as a whole’ (cf. 5.3.4.3). While these expressions 

do not only imply ‘completeness’ in the sense of a finished temporal duration, this is clearly part of 

Aristotle’s meaning as well.53 Living with a view to a ‘complete life’—framed by the entire developmental arc 

from birth to death—gives us an overriding context in which the value of the present moment (and the 

present moment lived as an expression of value) can be discerned through one’s character. That is, with 

experience and moral development comes the potential for dilating one’s temporal focal length to be 

inclusive of the whole of life, and then having that totality—and the impending fact of one’s death, n. 52—

frame the sense and value of our immediate options for choice and action. The particular actions we take, 

when our life as a whole provides the governing context of their sense and value, point to and in a way 

emblematize the whole life they have in view - the apparently good life that is the skopos implied in every 

action (cf. 5.3.4).  

The overarching sense of one’s life as a whole cannot be extricated from the appearance of the good 

life, the apparently good life, that we discussed in Chapter 5. Nor, therefore, can we extricate an overall 

sense of our selves as in pursuit of, or at least valuing, such a life. Living in view of ourselves as bearing 

forward toward our mortal end, the impending closure of the ‘complete life’ and the fullest determination 

of the self, depends on the expansion of one’s sense of time from the present in the direction of the eternal. 

Upon the horizon of life as a whole appears the good life from which all other particular goods have their 

sense and its correlate: the self as a whole. Sparshott is helpful in expressing this idea thus: 

The point of the ‘sense of time’ is not just that comparisons are possible, but that a framework 
is established within which the course of action can be framed, compared, pursued: the 
‘deliberative imagination’ reduces alternative possibilities to a single standard […] It follows 
that humans, unlike all other animals, being able to formulate alternatives and to envisage 
courses of action within the limited span of a lifetime, can think of themselves as living ‘a life’ and 

 
53 As but one example that upholds this reading: “For there is required, as we said, not only complete excellence but 
also a complete life, since many changes occur in life, and all manner of chances, and the most prosperous may fall 
into great misfortunes in old age, as is told of Priam in the Trojan Cycle; and one who has experienced such chances 
and has ended wretchedly no one calls happy.” (EN I.9 1100a4-9). 
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are faced with the question of how to organize that life; and this is an aspect of their general ability 
to formulate, articulate, and calculate 54  

In other words, the very sense of having ‘a life’—as something with impending limitation, thus determinacy, 

thus ‘wholeness’—involves not only an exercise of phantasia but also the cultivation of a sense of time 

through which we can evaluate our lives and our selves. Irwin will supplement this point another way: 

A fully rational agent, then, has a conception of herself and her life, and chooses things as goods for 
herself by reference to her life as a whole. This is not a trivial difference from other agents. I might 
desire something unreflectively, without considering any other desires at all. Again I might 
strengthen or weaken a desire by considering the effects of satisfying it on the likely satisfaction 
of other desires I now have. In either case I am not necessarily thinking about my good. Thought of my 
good requires thought of my life as a whole; and this requires the thought of myself as existing in past, 
present, and future.55  

While Irwin’s emphasis on the explicit and deliberate use of reason in the determination of choice and 

action is not necessarily a position I share for reasons we have already reviewed (cf. 4.2; 5.2; 6.2.2.1-3) his 

general point illuminates our own. Irwin helps us see that it is through a sense of myself as persisting 

through time and as bearing toward the completion of my life that things appear good and worthy of 

motivating my choices in the present. He continues: 

If I am moved by this thought, I will consider both my present and my possible future desires 
when I choose what to do now. Consideration of my future desires is not the same as 
consideration of the future effects of my present desires; and the agent concerned with her good 
must be concerned with herself as something present and future, not just with the desires she has now… 
She needs a more general form of prudence that requires some degree of concern for herself as a temporally 
extended self.56  

Irwin also remarks helpfully that while such a characterization of the rational agent is not explicit in 

Aristotle’s writings, “some of his remarks show that he assumes it and relies on it.” Irwin fills in this implied 

basis of Aristotle’s human agent this way:  

These different remarks suggest that Aristotle believes that rational agents conceive themselves, 
and hence their good, as extended both in the present and the future. A rational agent is 
aware of having a ‘whole life’ at the moment; he considers what to do by reference to his other 

 
54 Sparshott, Taking Life Seriously: A Study of the Argument of the Nicomachean Ethics, 8. My emphasis. See also Sparshott 
70, where he discusses the ‘curious double focus’ between the experience of the present moment and the totality of a 
lifetime that maintain a dialectical relation such that the weight of one’s whole life can be felt to bear on each moment 
of decision. 
55 Irwin, Aristotle’s First Principles, 338. My emphases. 
56 Irwin, 338. My emphases. 
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desires, not just the particular desire excited by this object. And he is aware of himself as 
having a ‘whole life’ that extends into past and future, and is not restricted to the desires he is 
aware of at the moment.57 

6.5.9. With the apprehension of one’s life as a whole comes the possibility of taking up the present 

moment ‘kairotically,’ we might say—that is, as a particular occasion for choice and action whose value is 

given in light of some appearance of the good life. Kairos means something like the ‘opportune occasion’ or 

‘right moment’ or ‘season’ for some action (or inaction) and adds a situational & qualitative value-

dimension to temporality.58 The relevance for this kind of uptake of time for ethical life is clear: for the 

determination of right behaviour must account for the contingency of each occasion and moment. One 

who behaves correctly is one attuned to the demands of the moment and that of life as a whole. For 

instance, say it is right to tell a difficult truth to someone else but knowing the particular moment when it is 

right to do so requires a sensitivity to the particulars. To tell one’s partner that they been unfaithful, for 

example, on the same day that some unrelated tragedy befell them might fail to recognize the moment 

kairotically. 

 While this is starting to take us into the topic of phronetic perception (which we cannot discuss in 

the main body of this work but is given an extended treatment in Appendix V), the point is that any 

particular present moment can only be discerned as being the right (or wrong) moment for some choice or 

action if one has some overarching apprehension of the complete life, an apparently good life, in the way 

we have discussed. For only when time is taken as a finite resource for us to enact the sort of lives we desire, 

for realizing our view of the good and for reaching our potential, can it be recognized as valuable to begin 

with. There is little reason to take the present moment seriously without some recognition of it as a finite 

resource relative to one’s overarching life plans and desires. In other words, kairic time is time taken up not 

only as something ‘countable’ (as chronos is the ‘countability’ of motion) but as something that counts or is 

valuable to us, as a finite resource that all life’s activity depends upon, as something we can be accountable 

to.59 Only someone who has apprehended that there time is finite can recognize the present in its fulsome 

 
57 Irwin, 339. My emphasis. 
58 For commentary on the term as used generally in Greek culture & philosophy, see Sipiora P’s Introduction to Phillip 
Sipiora and James S. Baumlin, eds., Rhetoric and Kairos: Essays in History, Theory, and Praxis (Albany, NY: State 
University of New York Press, 2002). Also see James L. Kinneavy and Catherine R. Eskin, “Kairos in Aristotle’s 
Rhetoric,” Written Communications 17, no. 3 (July 2000): 432–44. 
59 Indeed, for this reason, the uptake of time as chronos must be recognized as a derivative rather than original 
relationship to time. For there is no impetus to ‘count’ or ‘measure’ time unless it is already valuable to us in some way: 
taking up time as chronos would mean counting something whose value has already been revealed and motivated. Time 
must be already valuable if we are to be motivated to assign numerical value to it. Therefore, it is only on the basis of 
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value and precious, non-repeatable singularity: as a ‘season for action’. And only someone who acts in light 

of this preciousness acts intelligently, in the fullest sense of the term. Thus, it is only someone who has 

developed their ethos in such a way as to make time’s value perceptible can their timing become ethically 

salient for them. The cultivation of one’s ethos thickens the temporal envelope that we are prepared to see 

and consider in our moral reasoning and behaviour. Time, which itself is a medium through which our 

character develops, becomes a principal object of concern, care, as the medium of choices and actions that 

aim to realize our vision of a good life.  

6.6. Sketch II: Moral Virtue, The Cardinal Virtues, & Phantasmatic Self-
Interpretation 

6.6.1. Before we move on, we should say a few words about morally virtuous ethoi, the sort of perceptual 

discernment that comes with virtue, the way that virtue implies correct self-evaluation, and the role of 

phantasia in this perception and evaluation. While we can only offer a sketch of our reasoning on this 

matter, Appendix V provides a much fuller discussion of the points we will lay out here; that Appendix 

serves to confirm the crucial role that phantasia plays in the constitution and functions of ethos. 

We have indicated before that a good or well-functioning human being is one who has a correct and 

reliable generalized vision of the good life that animates that contextualizes their behaviour (cf. 5.4.6-8). For 

them, their overarching view of the good life appears to be good and actually is good to pursue. But unlike 

non-rational animals, the particular goods and the overarching good life that appears to them are perceived 

as good. We have said that the appearance of the self to itself is a correlate of the apparent good but what 

makes the apparent good a correct and reliable guide to what is good is the goodness of the ethos itself. What 

gives us confidence that the apparent good really is our having a good ethos.  

6.6.2. Since having a good ethos is what it means to be morally virtuous, the morally virtuous person perceives 

something in the world that he has enacted and embodied in himself. This means, in turn, that the virtuous person is 

someone who, in correctly perceiving goodness in the world, simultaneously enacts a kind of self-knowledge of their own 

value, an awareness of themselves as good (cf. 5.5.3-4; 6.4.3.5). 

But if what makes such general and particular apparent good (actually) good to pursue is not only 

determined by the kind of living thing one is—one’s human nature—but also by one’s individually contingent 

 
the appropriate moral development that the quantitative treatment of time—especially insofar as it establishes a 
common framework for coordinating our plans with other people—becomes valuable to us. And this means that 
kairotic quality of time (that is, time as valuable) is the precursor of chronic quantity of time (that is, time as a value). 
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expression of that nature, then a well-functioning human being must also correctly and reliably appear to themselves 

as they really are on those two orders. The good person, which is to say the virtuous human being, would 

therefore be someone who operates with a correct evaluation, interpretation, or appearance of themselves 

to themselves that straddles the orders of individual and universal being (cf. 3.5.7.2; 4.5.6; 6.3.1.7).   

6.6.3. In Appendix V, upon diagnosing some of Aristotle’s definitions and key characterizations of 

moral virtue generally speaking (i.e. as given in his ‘general definition’ of virtue [in EN II.6]) and in relation 

to what I call ‘first-order virtues’ (practical wisdom [phronesis], magnanimity [megalopsuchia], and justice 

[dike]), we find that phantasmatic appearances of the self to itself belongs to basic constitution and ongoing 

cohesion of ethical selfhood. This claim about the general structure of the self can be derived from virtue 

even if truly virtuous human beings are rare. Although phantasia and its cognates do not often appear in 

Aristotle’s accounts of virtue, we see an implicit basis for supplementing and expanding on those accounts 

with the idea that the integrity of the ethical self is maintained in and through self-relational phantasmatic 

activity. While other scholars of Aristotle have found reason to import phantasia into their explanation of 

certain aspects of their account of phronesis (such as Averroes, Long, and Moss), the basis for seeing 

phantasia as being central to moral virtue in more general terms is also available. As Appendix V argues, the 

overall drift of Aristotle’s accounts of virtue point to the idea that self-evaluative phantasmata belong to the 

inner demands of ethical selfhood even if such a position is not given in the letter of Aristotle’s text. This is 

found, in part, by unpacking the significance of Aristotle’s characterization of virtue as needing a perception 

of ‘the mean relative to us’ which designates, as Moss says, a ‘moral center of gravity’ that is formed by the 

confluence of species membership and individual determination. As we have seen before, a correct and 

reliable self-interpretation as an individual but also as the kind of thing one is central to the sort of self-

interpretation that is implied in other aspects of Aristotle’s accounts of human choice & action. In 

Appendix V we establish this point in relation to virtue by flagging Aristotle’s discussion of Milo the 

wrestler, by considering phronetic perception in light of the practical syllogism, by thinking through the 

significance of the pleasure which augments the power of that perception, by the ‘prideful self-perception’ 

that belongs to the great-souled person (or megalopsuchion), and by the externalization of perfect virtue 

toward others in the form of dike (justice). These all attest to the ways that the cultivation of an ‘ethical 

imagination’ is central to what makes an ethos well-functioning - that is, virtuous, or not - and among other 

things, enables one to do justice to those who appear before us, even if that other is our selves (as an ‘I’ 

made into an object of interpretation), by securing a correct and reliable discernment of particulars. 
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6.6.4. Finally, through our extended discussion of virtue in Appendix V, we can see further 

evidence for our defense of thesis A.3.3, which claims that the self can be understood as a perpetual struggle 

to achieve or embody natural, psychological, and ethical integrity. Virtuous persons are rare at best60 but 

they are also the standards by which all others can be measured and recognized. Thus, virtue provides us 

with an indirect way of understanding what is relevant to describing the full range of human ethoi and thus 

the definitive feature of ethical selfhood.   

One way of understanding the virtuous person is that they have integrity of character, which means 

something more fundamental than, say, that they ‘stand by their principles’: that notion might best mark 

the enkratic person whose desires want something contrary to reason but in the end they stick by reason. 

While a virtuous person presumably does this too, more basically, their integrity means that they have an 

integrated character such that there is no distinction between what their reason commands and what their 

desire wants. The result is a person whose various ‘parts’ and innately opposed inclinations have been truly 

overcome and what is left is a god-like person, one who is not fraught by any measure of internal dissent or 

disagreement. What this means is that those who are not virtuous—which is to say everyone else but the 

virtuous—is marked by some degree of failure or non-coincidence. These are people who differ with 

themselves in that their desire and reason are not fully consistent with one another, or, said otherwise, are 

those who are never able to convert their human potential fully into actuality. Thus, while the virtuous 

agent who, as Barrachi says, would be someone who achieves ‘self-realization without residue’ (cf. 4.4.3.4.4) 

is the norm against which well-being of all human beings is measured, even the concrete phronimon is only 

ever ‘an approximation of virtue.’61 What this means is that both ordinary people and even the concrete 

 
60 I even go so far as to say that virtue is only an ideal or aspiration, since the demands upon the virtuous make it so 
stringent that it is difficult to see how anyone could actually embody it in reality. For instance, Aristotle says: 1) that 
the virtuous person can only come to be in a society of perfect laws (a society which presumably does not exist); 2) that 
the virtuous person has all the virtues if they have any; 3) that the virtuous person expresses the virtues all to the fullest 
degree.  
61 When speaking of the phronimon in particular, Irene Dal Poz expresses this idea by saying that “the concrete 
phronimos is a continuous approximation, getting closer and closer to the ideal paradigm.” Poz, “The Concept of Ethos: 
Aristotle and the Contemporary Ethical Debate,” 284. While Barrachi seems to emphasize that the virtuous ideal 
Aristotle describes is a permanent aspiration (thus not an expression of how man is but how he wishes he were), Dal 
Poz nonetheless seems to want to put virtue within reach at least in principle: “In fact, the recognition of an 
unattained higher condition and the consequent work on oneself to realize it (or, at least, to get close) are the warranty 
of a continuous improvement towards the moral development. Thus, the self-realization is a complete possibility, even 
though extremely difficult.” Poz, 266. See also Julia Annas, who suggests that it must be correct from a certain points 
of view that “there are no virtuous people, at least not around here; virtue is an ideal, so we cannot point to any actual 
virtuous people (though figures like Socrates and Gandhi may give us some inkling)” Julia Annas, “Being Virtuous and 
Doing the Right Thing,” Proceedings and Addresses of the American Philosophical Association 78, no. 2 (November 2004): 
67, https://doi.org/10.2307/3219725.  
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others who approximate virtue, are marked by some degree, if only a modicum, of internal strife and self-

differentiation. Writes Suzanne Stern-Gillet:  

Aristotle views psychic unity as the result of a slow process of integration which is broadly co-
extensive with the acquisition of moral virtue. Practical reason, in his outlook, constitutes the 
hub around which the self is formed, since it alone can perfect the integration of the various 
psychic elements into a whole. Whenever it fails to do so, either through akrasia or vice, the 
individual remains unfree, a mere bunch of unstable elements and discordant parts.62 

Christine Korsgaard puts the matter this way: 

There is work and effort—a kind of struggle—involved in the moral life, and those who struggle 
successfully are the ones whom we call ‘rational’ and ‘good.’ But it is not the struggle to be 
rational or to be good. It is, instead, the ongoing struggle for integrity, the struggle for psychic 
unity, the struggle to be, in the face of psychic complexity, a single unified agent.63   

On these suggestions, then, the self would name the very struggle for rather than accomplishment of 

cohesion, the struggle to be all present to oneself, to overcome oneself as a practical multiplicity in light of 

and as measured by an ideal unity.64 Thus, whereas the virtuous (specifically autophilic) person is, “of one 

mind with himself” and “desires the same thing with his whole soul” (1166a13) the non-virtuous—which is 

to say everyone or virtually everyone—is in some measure, “at variance with themselves” or “at war” with 

themselves (1166b19) those whose pain at this disagreement causes pain such as, “to make a man beside 

himself” (EN VIII.8) as though under compulsion from an alien power and makes us “unhinged” 

(1119a24). All of this is consistent, we will recall, of the basic structure of the human soul which underlies 

the in-principle possibility of autophilia, insofar as this turns on a human individual somehow being 

regarded as “two or more” (1166a36).65  

 
62 Suzanne Stern-Gillet, Aristotle’s Philosophy of Friendship, SUNY Series in Ancient Greek Philosophy (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 1995), 26–27. 
63 Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 7. 
64 A similar point can be brought out in relation to all desirous activity. For on the one hand, a natural substance is 
above all an energeia or activity (cf. 1.1.4). Qua activity it is complete at any moment. What a thing is what it is doing, 
and a ‘doing’ at any moment that it occurs is structurally complete whenever it occurs. But on the other hand, living 
things are processes spread out over time and as such are not given all at once in this regard, especially in light of the 
nature of orexis. That is, all living activity is the expression of some desire, and desire’s ‘stretch’ to the world is a 
testament to the incompleteness of the living thing, it’s lack of self-sufficiency. For more on this, see Nussbaum, The 
Fragility of Goodness, 273–76.  
65 This is not unlike what Plato, in the Republic Bk VIII, called the ‘oligarchic’ person: this is an individual, he says at 
554d, who is never fully free from internal strife. “He would not be really one,” Plato writes, “but some sort of a 
double man… But the true virtue of a soul in unison and harmony with itself would escape him and live afar” 
(Republic, 554d9-10). See also Plato’s Lysis 214c-d, where Socrates says that good people are friends to one another 
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One of the consequences of this is that there is a sense in which there is no determinate self to be 

known unless it is the self of a virtuous person. A determinate self is one whose desiring and reasoning 

parts are in full and frictionless agreement such that their choices are integrated expressions of the whole 

person and whose actions perfectly embody those choices. Non-virtuous persons differ either in the degree 

of non-alignment between parts of the soul or in that between choices and actions. The lack of integrity and 

agreement of such individuals means that there is only an indeterminate self and that one can only be 

aware of oneself in a correspondingly imperfect way.  Hence, Aristotle suggests that one of the upshots of 

this psychic schism is that it limits one’s prospects for self-knowledge: for the akratic person, as emblematic 

of this more than anyone else, they are fundamentally ‘strangers to themselves’ (1146b24-30).66 While 

akratic agents are self-aware to some degree (while vicious people being ‘unconscious,’ 1151a1) they are, in 

another respect unknowable precisely because they are indeterminate. Like other ‘corrupt’ people, they “do 

not remain alike even to themselves” (1159b8). In other words, they both struggle to be anyone determinate 

and therefore knowable but they also fail to have the sort of character that would allow them to correctly 

discern themselves for who they are. These individuals—which, again, accounts for all if not nearly all of us—

are both ontologically incomplete and epistemically deficient as selves and as self-knowers. 

6.7. Summary 

6.7.1. At the beginning of this chapter, we asked how the ethical self (discussed in Chapter 4) and its 

motivating objects (ultimately, the apparent good discussed in Chapter 5) come into rapport with one 

another. As we have seen in this chapter, this rapport is established by various modes of phantasmatic 

activity that join the conative-perceptual and rational parts of the soul (which we saw confirmed 

psychologically, phenomenologically, and in terms of the formal structure of action) and by the passage of 

time through which one’s character develops. In other words, the organ of ethos, which mediates between 

and partially constitutes the self and its motivating objects, is formed over time and through phantasia. 

Moreover, as we have seen, the elements of character—choices and habits—each imply a logic within the soul 

whereby the human being phantasizes itself necessarily as a correlate of the apparent good (or to be more 

precise, the apparently good life).   

 
but bad people cannot be ‘even to themselves to themselves’ and thus cannot be friends to themselves or others, 
regardless of whether they are good or bad. 
66 See also Aristotle’s characterization of the megalopsuchion and its contrary - the ‘small souled person’ - and how 
various levels of self-awareness or deficiency of such figures in here (cf. AV.7.2). 
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On the level of description we have been pursuing in Part B, then, self and its image must be 

understood in relation to the development of the ‘organ’ of ethos, which corresponds to the emergence of a 

individual human agent that acts in light of some view of the good and complete life. The motions or 

behaviours—that is to say, choices and actions—of the human individual become intelligible on the basis of 

the appearance of such a life and the liminal phantasmatic self-interpretation/evaluation, that essentially 

structures that appearance. Such appearances of oneself to oneself require the uptake of time as valuable, 

which is to say a finite resource for becoming who we aspire to be and for realizing the life that appears to 

be worthwhile for us.
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Chapter 7: Friendship and Imagining the Other as Oneself 

When a daimon gives well, what need of friends? 
~Euripides, Orestes 667. 

 
Socrates: And have you observed that the face of the person who looks into another’s eye is shown in the optic 
confronting him, as in a mirror, and we call this the pupil for in a sort it is an image of the person looking? 
Alcibiades: That is true. 
Socrates: Then an eye viewing another eye, and looking at the most perfect part of it, the thing wherewith it sees, will 
thus see itself. 
Alcibiades: Apparently! 
~Plato, First Alcibiades 132C-E 

7.0. Preliminaries 

7.0.1. We have given an account of the ethical self’s basic tripartite form (Chapter 4), its motivating object 

(the apparent good) (Chapter 5), and the ‘organ’ through which it receives & partially constitutes that 

object (its ethos) (Chapter 6). (Appendix IV, as we have indicated, explains moral virtue in terms of what it 

means for this organ to work well; Appendix V provides a discussion of autophilia as naming the intra-

psychic cooperative bond between desire and reason). 

Our goal to produce a model of self-image that comports with Aristotle’s philosophy has generated 

a set of interrelated theses (announced in A.3) concerning the fundamental nature of self, the conditions 

for self-awareness generally, and the character & contribution of self-imagining in particular. We have seen 

in various ways, at both the psychological and ethical registers of Aristotle’s thought, how the self may be 

seen as an ongoing activity and struggle to achieve psychic integrity and that phantasia can be regarded as 

playing a pivotal role in this. Above all, phantasia is that through which the self is instantiated as the very 

correspondence of the conative-perceptual and discriminating parts of the soul. With the limited textual 

resources we have about phantasia—especially in the ethical works—we have had to develop a partly 

reconstructive & partly constructive, partly interpretive & partly improvised, account of phantasia’s 

contribution to the nature of self and to supporting the conditions and character of self-awareness.  

7.0.2. Two overarching thesis statements presented in the Prologue (in A.3) concern the 

fundamental relation of the self to others both in the context of explaining the possibility of self-

actualization and of self-awareness: 1) that the self can only be brought into its primary actuality, its energeia, 

in and through others; 2) that we cannot come to grips with the possibility of self-imagining (or other forms 

of self-awareness, for that matter) without appeal to the social environment and our relations with others. 
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Both theses suggest that it is only when we understand the human being as instantiating the form of the political 

animal will we understand the nature of the self and the conditions for and character of self-imagining. So, 

we are now concerned with the environment in which the self both takes root and is fulfilled—an environment 

which in human life is pre-eminently social. Thus, while until now our analysis has been focused on the intra-

psychic aspects of the ethical self, the inter-psychic aspects of self that can be appreciated from philia-relations 

with other people. The self and the possibility of self-imagining, we shall see, are ultimately unthinkable 

without a world of other people and the social milieu in which human beings develop. 

7.0.3.1. Since in many ways this chapter will conclude our argument, we need to take stock of some 

promissory notes we have made along the way and unresolved problems that remain. These can be 

categorized as having to do with the nature of and conditions for the possibility of: 1) the self; 2) self-

awareness in general; and pertaining to the contribution of phantasia to 1 & 2. 

As to the nature and possibility of the self, we have seen on many occasions that the limits of the 

self have often seemed unclear, shifting, or somehow elastic. We saw this, for instance, in our discussion of 

the paralytic limb example (cf. 4.4.3.5; 4.5.4) and in the case of habit (cf. 6.4.2.9).1 Each of these suggested 

that there are aspects to the self that in some sense go to the core of what makes us who we are and yet in 

another sense are beyond what is typically taken to be coextensive with the self (such as mind, will, or 

consciousness). There seems to be a mixture of ‘personal’ and ‘impersonal’ elements, in other words, that 

are baked into to the self. This provides one way of understanding the sense in which the self is relational, 

compositional, or sunthetic (cg. 1.4.2.1). 

One way that we anticipated the development of this point was in terms of the political ‘analogues’ 

that Aristotle uses several times throughout EN to characterize the parts of an individual’s soul. In Chapter 

4, we suggested the bond of philia is a kind of dialogue that maintains the integrity of one’s psychic 

manifold. This becomes explicit and reflective for readers of the EN (in relation to themselves) only if they 

have already grown up in a social environment and in some way taken up the roles of the political milieu 

and retained their representative traces their soul. The idea that not only do we find an ‘outside inside the 

self’ such as in the case of the paralytic limb example, but an other or others inside the self, transforms the 

structure of self-differentiation that marks the soul in general into something that reflects the political 

environment in which we have grown (cf. 4.5.5). Thus, the suggestion, in 4.5.6, that the figures of the 

 
1 The claim really begins in 1.3.2, where we note that all living things have nutritive and reproductive capacities which 
reflects the twinned end of reproducing individual and species life. On the basis of Aristotle’s natural philosophy 
something like this also obtained: 1) given the identity between mover and moved in activity (cf. 1.1.11); 2) the 
question of ontological primacy between primary and secondary substances (cf. 1.1.3-4). 
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father, friend, teacher, slaver, household manager, etc. may not be touching on something merely 

metaphorical but also quite literal. The soul’s ‘proto-political’ environment (cf. 4.5.8-9) as we put it earlier, 

may force us to confront an elastic and relational conception of self that may exceed the dichotomy of self 

and other where the individual is exceeded from within. To anticipate language that will come up in 

Aristotle’s discussion of philia, the question over what is oikien, one’s own, has always seemed to be one that 

refuses to settle into something clear and determinate.  

With this motif now active again, we are in a position to consider two related invitations from 

earlier: first, the ‘complex hypothetical’ presented in Chapter 4 (cf. 4.4.3.4.3) that asked whether self-

differentiation and non-coincidence was a universal feature of the human self (as it is practically realized); 

second, whether we can take up Aristotle’s claim that the human being is ‘two or more’ in a radical way (cf. 

4.6.4-7). To some extent, as we shall see, these questions converge in taking up what it means that Aristotle 

says the friend is an ‘other self’ or a ‘second self’ (or, from Magna Moralia, an ‘alter ego’). 

7.0.3.2. In this context it is also prudent to revive the background conversation between Gill and 

Sorabji (cf. A.1.5; A.1.7.8; 6.4.2.8) as to whether we should consider the Aristotelian self along the lines of 

the subjectivist-individualist or objectivist-collectivist conception. Part of that discussion, as we will recall, 

has to do with whether we should understand Aristotle’s self as something which is primarily a public 

performance or object of some sort—that is, one constituted by the objective relations of the community, or 

rather something primarily identified with an individual subject’s conscious experience. Although we will 

not heavily thematize this debate going forward, it should be readily apparent that we shall find that the 

individualist-subjectivist enactment of self, to the extent that this is present at all in Aristotle’s overall view, 

is dependent on prior engagement as a participant in the ‘objective’ world. Said otherwise, the individual 

self is brought into act by others (cf. A.3.4). What we will see is that the notion of an individual self, while 

by no means an illusion of some sort, loses its primacy both in the beginnings of human life but also, 

conversely, in its matured forms.  

Indeed, what philia-relations in particular shall reveal to us are various ways in which human beings realize 

themselves in forms of shared activity in which the distinction between self and other is ‘softened,’ to borrow Sparshott’s 

term, even if the very choice to enter into such relationships are those through which selves take ownership of their 

individual practical agency. For individual autonomy is “not abridged where no contrast between self and other is felt… 

This softening and elimination of the contrast between self and other is what friendship is.”2 What we need to do to 

 
2 Sparshott, Taking Life Seriously: A Study of the Argument of the Nicomachean Ethics, 268. 
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appreciate this idea is, as Kosman says, to, “abandon myths of the radical privacy and interiority of subjective 

consciousness” and think self-enactment in terms of “collective psychic phenomena.”3  

7.0.4.1. Our work on the nature of the self suggests, among other things, what it might mean to 

‘know’ the self or be aware of the self (and what it might mean to be deceived about the self, too). One 

problem we have identified earlier about this is the idea that any form of self-awareness that is not simple 

aisthesis of the self (which is, after all, the perception of an individual) would seem to violate its singularity 

by submitting the self to some form of interpretation (phantasmatically) or categorization (noetically) (cf. 

3.5.2.1; 6.3.1.8). The trouble is that if individuals are ‘unthinkable’ as Aristotle says they are, then it would 

be difficult to explain how any sort of cognitive act beyond simple aisthesis could result in self-knowledge that 

lived up to the name. But if aisthesis is never found alone but is always accompanied by an act of 

(phantasmatic) interpretation & perceptual categorization then individual self-awareness seems to be a 

problem. 

 But this is not so much of a problem if one does not have to regard the self as something simply 

individual in the first place, but something realized at the confluence of individual and universal orders of 

reality. Thus, our position on the nature of self may dissolve this problem. But not only that, it would also 

show how and why phantasia would enjoy a natural fit with the sort of object that a self is: something 

straddling or pulled between the orders of individual and species life. To phanticize the self would be the 

fundamental way of beholding ourselves as we really are, in other words, even if it does not make a claim to 

truth as would some other form of hypolepsis. At any rate, these epistemic issues in many ways dissolve if the 

sort of ‘thing’ a self is exceeds the limits of individuality from the get-go. 

7.0.4.2. The suggestion that other people—intimate others in particular—play a special role in 

enhancing our self-awareness as a matter of everyday praxis is probably not too controversial. After all, there 

is a fairly self-evident sense in which we come to know ourselves better through our dealings with others; 

through them, we discover what we ‘really’ believe, what our principles are, what is of value to us, what our 

strengths and weaknesses are. Other people also have a perspective on us from the outside that makes this 

source of knowledge possible for us. This does seem to belong in some general way to Aristotle’s 

 
3 Aryeh Kosman, “Aristotle on the Desirability of Friends,” Ancient Philosophy 24 (2004): 154. Having said that I, I will 
not be taking an extreme view of the type that Charles Kahn has expressed, that self-sufficient friends vanish into 
abstract or theoretical nous with no final bearing on our enmattered being, nor will I be able to fully accept his 
position, as April Flakne describes it, that for “Aristotle, the better I am, the less ‘mine’ I am.” April Flakne, 
“Embodied and Embedded: Friendship and the Sunaisthetic Self,” Epoché 10, no. 1 (2005): 44, 
https://doi.org/10.5840/epoche20051011.  
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argumentative arc in EN, but it is not the only or even primary thing that is at stake here. Rather, there are 

more fundamental questions about what others achieve for our very existence as human beings—political 

animals—that are posed at the interstices of Aristotle’s natural, psychological, epistemological, ethical, 

practical, and political aspects of his thinking (cf. A.0.2.2.6). 

7.0.4.3. To see some of those aspects, we need to set aside the more obvious sense in which others 

teach us new things about our selves and look to other dimensions of Aristotle’s account of philia that go 

more to the root of our nature. To get there, consider again what we said in the Prologue about the 

Charmides and the kinds of problem it sets up for Aristotle. In A.0.3.2-3, we discussed how the Charmides’s 

attempt to make sense of the possibility of a ‘science of self’ proceeded by looking to establish the necessary 

underlying psychological and epistemological schema. The dialogue ends in aporia, having been unable to 

establish how we could conceive of ‘sight seeing itself’ or ‘hearing hearing itself’ and so forth. The (ethical) 

concept of sophrosune goes unclarified through this kind of attempt to make sense of a ‘science of the self.’ 

We know from Chapter 1 that Aristotle’s DA II.2 - III.2 & III.4-5 take up the challenge that the 

Charmides leaves us with (cf. 1.3.4.6) and noted a propositional and reflexive way of interpreting Aristotle’s 

solution. There, we anticipated that one way of taking up this question is to suggest that we can discern a 

shift from the (merely) propositional form of awareness (in which the self is only posited, if it is at all, as a 

secondary object) to reflexive self-awareness when we move from the psychological works to the ethical 

works. In particular, we flagged EN IX.9—probably the most crucial chapter on friendship and arguably the 

climax of EN as a whole—as that which will be pivotal in our account of how we can move from a thin, 

implicit, & propositional form of awareness to a thick, explicit, & reflexive self-awareness. We said then 

that the advent of other people - intimate others who face us and are available in their visceral presence in 

particular—we will have a reflective awareness accomplished in ethical life that is analogous to what the 

common sense seems to do at the level of general psychology. In doing so, philia-relations with others will in 

some measure actualize the possibility of explicit, reflexive self-knowledge that was only latent in the structure 

of the human soul qua individual (cf. 1.3.4.6).  Thus, the move from awareness to self-awareness, we 

suggested, would be one that could be accounted for only if we move from the psychological and to the ethical 

domains of description.   

7.0.4.4. This is precisely the inverse of what the Charmides attempted (i.e. resolving a question about 

ethical character by appealing to the underlying psychological mechanisms that might underwrite it), a 

strategy that ended in aporia. Yet in another dialogue we receive an answer to the question broached by the 

Charmides by pointing to the practical, ethical, and intersubjective as the proper domain in which we can 
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understand the meaning of self-knowledge. Thus, the interaction with which we opened this chapter from 

First Alcibiades can be presented in full: 

Socrates: I will tell you what I suspect to be the real advice which that [Delphic] inscription 
gives us. I rather think there are not many illustrations of it to be found, but only in the case 
of sight. 

Alcibiades: What do you mean by that? 

Socrates: Consider in your turn: suppose that, instead of speaking to a man, it said to the eye of 
one of us, as a piece of advice—‘See thyself’—how should we apprehend the meaning of the 
admonition? Would it not be, that the eye should look at something in looking at which it 
would see itself? 

Alcibiades: Clearly. 

Socrates: Then let us think what object there is anywhere, by looking at which we can see both 
it and ourselves. 

Alcibiades: Why, clearly, Socrates, mirrors and things of that sort. 

Socrates: Quite right. And there is also something of that sort in the eye that we see with? 

Alcibiades: To be sure. 

Socrates: And have you observed that the face of the person who looks into another’s eye is 
shown in the optic confronting him, as in a mirror, and we call this the pupil for in a sort it is 
an image of the person looking? 

Alcibiades: That is true. 

Socrates: Then an eye viewing another eye, and looking at the most perfect part of it, the thing 
wherewith it sees, will thus see itself. 

Alcibiades: Apparently! (First Alcibiades 132C-E). 

While this famous text is too rich and profound to unpack here, let us note the following: 

 

I. What is really involved in living up to the Delphic imperative (to ‘know thyself’) is seeing oneself. 

While this could have a number of possible meanings, one general indication here is that self-

awareness is not something necessarily or even primarily grasped with the intellect but somehow 

with the senses. 
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II. If self-awareness is to be understood on the model of sight, then self-awareness comes from 

sensing something out in the world (rather than, say, through an ‘inward turn’) and that whatever 

self-reflexive awareness that we have is mediately (rather than immediately) given. 

 

III. That there must be some special kind of ‘mirror-like’ object that we can look at in which ‘both 

it and ourselves’ appear that would be the sensible vehicle for self-knowledge.  

 

IV. That this kind of special object is exemplified more than anything else by another person’s 

face—especially their eyes—that provides the vehicle for seeing oneself. In other words, the other 

produces an image of our selves by which we come to ‘know’ (see) ourselves. 

 

V. That knowing ourselves really means seeing ourselves and seeing ourselves really means beholding 

an image of the self reflected back in the face, the eyes of the other. Self-awareness occurs through an 

encounter with the other through which we transcend our first-person view of things. 

 

VI. That one sees oneself “apparently!” [phainetai] in the eyes of the other—that the other reveals an 

‘appearance’ of the self to itself. 

 

VII. That it is specifically by beholding what is best—indeed, what is most perfect (or divine)—in the 

other that the self will be able to appear to itself, to see itself or discern an image of itself.  

  

While we cannot take up the numerous vectors here, I want to suggest that they nonetheless allow us to see 

the broad strokes of what we find in Aristotle’s account of friendship.4 They already begin to suggest a 

solution to the aporia of the Charmides but also, in broad terms, give us a clue about how self-awareness can 

get off the ground in light of Aristotle’s theory of archaic passivity (cf. 1.4.3.1-2). The suggestion that the 

philion will be central to resolve the problem of self-awareness as formulated as a psychological and 

epistemological problem (cf. 4.5.11) will become most direct in our consideration of EN IX.9’s well-known 

and difficult passage in which Aristotle compares what the friend does ethically to what the common sense 

 
4 Although my focus will be on EN IX.9 & EE VII.12, other scholarship establishes the even more emphatic 
comparison between First Alcibiades and Book X of EN. See Matthew D. Walker, “Contemplation and Self-Awareness 
in the Nicomachean Ethics,” Rhizai. A Journal for Ancient Philosophy and Science 7, no. 2 (2010): 227–28. 
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does psychologically (EN IX.91170a26-b15). That is to say, on Aristotle’s account (and in general agreement 

with First Alcibiades) we can only explain reflective self-awareness in a full-blown and meaningful way if we 

approach the Delphic imperative not as an epistemological problem that emerges in psychology but as an 

ethical imperative and practical injunction that bears us to social life and the fulfillment of our nature as 

political animals.5  

 7.0.4.5. In other words, responses to our unresolved questions concerning the extent to or sense in which we 

must regard the self as somehow inclusive of or constituted by the outside, the other (cf. 7.0.3) as well as those 

concerning the nature and possibility of self-knowledge, self-awareness generally (7.0.4) begin to come into view in light of 

our relations with other people, the primacy of life as a shared reality, and of human beings - in short - as ‘political 

animals’ (cf. A.0.2.2.1). And this returns us to the earlier invitation to think of the human being as ‘two or more’ in a 

radical way - as a reflection not only of individual intra-psychic complexity but of our inter-psychic reality that lends 

individuals the possibility of becoming selves in the first place (cf. 4.6.4-7). It is then above all in terms of suzen, shared 

life, and especially the embodied and socially embedded activity of shared awareness of apparent good(ness) of life and 

the other’s life—the activity, above all, of sunaisthaneshtai - that will coordinate these claims in this final chapter. These 

claims and characterizations will of course need their own defense later in this chapter. 

 7.0.4.6. As we shall see, however, to take up the nature and possibility of self and self-awareness in 

its origins and to think it in relation to the original passivity of aisthesis & noesis, we will need to offer a 

developmental account of ethical selfhood. To do this, it will not be enough just to say that that human 

beings are political animals but that they are also, as Aristotle says, ‘thoroughly mimetic’ by nature (Poetics 

4). That is to say, we cannot understand the nature of ethical selfhood if we treat it as something as 

something that exists fully-formed or not at all: Aristotle’s entire oeuvre, after all, is committed to 

understanding how things grow from small things to great things and what drives this development. Thus 

to grasp what it means for, say, an adult human being to be an individual practical agent, one who is an 

active origin of their own choice and action, we need to understand this as the outcome and resolution to a 

 
5 We hasten to note that this bears out some of what we said in the Prologue concerning the way that the self of 
antiquity must always be sought at the seams of the metaphysical, the psychological, the ethical and the social (cf. 
A.1.2.2.6). To make this solely or primary an epistemological problem would be, as Flakne writes, to foist “upon 
Aristotle a host of problems alien to him, e.g., how the “knowing subject” can become an “object of knowledge” for 
itself; how the self could “recognize” itself in another.” Flakne, “Embodied and Embedded,” 43. Kosman has shown, 
Flakne, continues, that this is a tenuous reading of Aristotle’s text at best and at worst a “cruel hermeneutic [that] 
would demand that Aristotle answer problems alien to his enterprise and then charge him with incoherence” Flakne, 
43. Thus, “it is not reflexive knowledge of the self that Aristotle is after; rather it is a self who actively knows and 
perceives.” Flakne, 43. I will meet Flakne halfway on this claim as we proceed; even Kosman admits that there is a kind 
of self-awareness that is central to EN & EE’s theses on sunaisthesis with friends. 
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certain kind of growth in the world: a world which is more than anything, in the case of human beings, 

social in and by nature. 

While a ‘developmental’ story of the self as emerging through different philia-relations is not 

presented explicitly by Aristotle, the basis for it is there, especially if one takes a holistic view of what he says 

not only in EN, but also in works like the Poetics and the Politics (cf. Book VIII in particular). The centrality 

of habituation for moral development is sufficient to point us in this direction—as Aristotle famously puts 

it: “It makes no small difference, then, whether one is habituated in this way or that way straight from 

childhood but a very great difference - or rather the whole difference (EN II.1 1103b23-5). This is important 

because we should not take the description of some kind of ideal adult—say, the virtuous person or the 

autophilic agent—episodically. They represent the end, the final perfected form of the human individual in 

terms of which we can understand growing, developing, imperfect individuals that populate our familiar 

social surroundings. The achievement of the virtuous ideal state invariably depends, among other things, on 

prior philia-relations we have with our caregivers and the socialization we receive through them: such factors 

make “all the difference” in who we become. Moreover, as have seen earlier, such practical development is 

not just concerned with habits in a general way, but especially relates to our habituation to pleasure and 

pain largely by, “the perceptive part of the soul undergoing alteration” (Physics 247a3-14; cf. 6.1.5.3). This 

will be central to bear in mind for considering the function of pleasure in joint activity between friends & 

lovers.   

To answer the question of how we grow toward self-directing agency and full-blown reflective self-awareness we 

are invited to consider the sort of perceptual experiences that children undergo in early development. For the social 

environment and the activities they make possible provide the essential resources for rousing children, Aristotle will argue, 

from a disordered to a determinate state. Moreover, they also lay down the first (and in many ways last) coordinates of 

our an individual’s self-awareness. This social community is layered: at the center, and at the beginning, are relations 

between mother and child (the nursing pair), and then among family, then among friends or peers, and then broadly with 

the various forms institutional structure and platforms for civic engagement. The genesis and growth of the self and the 

dawning of its reflective self-awareness which eventually becomes possible in social life cannot be thought apart from the 

philia-relations that precedes it and follows it through life. As Sparshott puts it:  

 
philia has to be a topic in the Ethics because without it the relation between individual and group 
is ungrounded… Moreover, friendship is that which ultimately establishes the bridge between ethics 
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and politics, insofar as it is the core phenomenon by which individual and social concerns and 
values necessarily coincide.6  

 

Thus, as I characterize it, friendship is the germinal form of the ‘political animal,’ an expression which refers broadly to 

the social conditions and being of human life. As we shall see, however, just as philia-relations among adolescents and 

adults provide a bridge between the ethical and political dimensions of Aristotle’s thought, those between 

infants/children and their caregivers do something similar by imbricating Aristotle’s account of animal reproduction and 

human ethics. 

 7.0.4.7. Before laying out the argument, it is important to help anticipate what phantasia will 

allegedly have to do with any of this on the improvised model we are constructing. For readers of Aristotle 

may already be approaching the argument made thus far in this chapter with some suspicion given that 

Aristotle does not seem to explicitly connect philia-relations with phantasia in EN (or in EE & MM for that 

matter). This is an important issue that we have touched on before generally, since it is a challenge to read 

phantasia ‘into’ the ethics without invoking many reasonable objections (cf. A.0.2.2.5). However, our 

approach has not only been to disclose how phantasia upholds the psychological end of the story about the 

nature of the self and the conditions of its self-awareness by testing the architecture of Aristotle’s ethical 

concepts (such as that of the tripartite soul, of ethos, etc). It has also been generated from the position that 

the phainomena generally, and the phainomenon agathon in particular, are cognized and partly constructed 

through phantasia. Taking that position forward, we are in a stronger position to see phantasia at work in 

Aristotle’s account of philia, since that concept is absolutely central there. The same can be said about 

phantasia’s relation to pleasure, habituation, and choice, all of which are also central to Aristotle’s account 

of friendship. As we shall see, friends are those whose very bond is established by some common view of an 

apparent good, they wish one another goods and apparent goods for one another and, crucially, they each 

appear good to one another. They share such views of the apparent good because they have common 

character, a shared ethos—an organ or ‘eye’ through which the apparent good appears to them. And so, on 

this model, the activity of this shared perception of the apparent good is what Aristotle calls sunaisthanesthai. 

In other words, sunaisthanesthai, we shall find, is the activity of shared perception of an apparent good 

through a shared or overlapping ethos which, as we have seen, corresponds to a psychological story in which 

phantasia is central.7 We shall see, furthermore, that the ambiguous status of the friend—as straddling the 

 
6 Sparshott, Taking Life Seriously: A Study of the Argument of the Nicomachean Ethics, 268–69. 
7 We should note in presenting these terms that we again have the following arrangement: the object (a shared view of 
the apparent good) through which we can understand some activity (sunaisthanesthai) through which we can 
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orders of individual and species life—makes the philion the sort of ‘object’ that has a natural fit or 

correspondence with phantasia. For when we behold a friend, there is an element of ambiguity there where 

the question of who and how many (one or ‘two or more’?) are facing us is not entirely clear (cf. 3.7.4.2; 

3.8.5.1-2; 4.5.2; 4.5.12). That is part of the complexity behind Aristotle’s attribution of the self as the 

‘other’ or ‘second’ self, and phantasia provides some means of approaching the issue non-reductively, or, in 

other words, of approaching the question of what is oikien—one’s own—in an open-ended, non-reductive 

way.  

7.0.4.8. We are further emboldened to implicate phantasia as having a central role in friendship by 

reflecting on the way that many commentators of Aristotle’s account of philia appeal to the language of ‘the 

imagination’ (without necessarily committing themselves to the technical language of phantasia). As but 

three examples, consider the following. 

First, in Nancy Sherman’s book Fabric of Character, while commenting on the empathetic relation 

between intimate friends described in EN IX.10, she supposes that the ability to attend to my friend’s joys 

and sorrows stems from my ability to, “imagine how she feels in a particular situation; or knowing how I 

would feel (or have felt) in that sort of situation, and knowing she is similar to me in certain ways, I can 

imagine she must feel that way.”8 Being able to appreciate a friend’s point of view, she continues, involves, 

“imagining how she must feel ultimately aims at coming to see things from her point of view. Thus, it is not 

that I bypass my imagination, but that it ultimately transports me to her feelings.”9   

Second, Alasdair McIntyre, in assessing the relations between our intimate others and the 

cultivation of phronesis, he notes the conditions under which my ascriptions of self-identity and the 

judgments of other people with whom I share my life can bolster, “self-deceiving phantasy.” By the same 

stroke, “genuine and extensive self-knowledge becomes possible only in consequence of those social 

relationships which on occasion provide badly needed correction for our own judgments. When adequate 

self-knowledge is achieved, it is always a shared achievement. And because adequate self-knowledge is 

necessary, if I am to imagine realistically the alternative futures between which I must choose, the quality of 

my imagination also depends in part on the contributions of others.”10  

 
understand some faculty (shared ethoi). The embodied realization (the ‘organ’) in which our character is seated is the 
living body as a whole, that which exists in the service of the “complex action” that is life itself (PA I.5; 1.2.5). 
8 Nancy Sherman, The Fabric of Character: Aristotle’s Theory of Virtue (Oxford [England] : New York: Clarendon Press ; 
Oxford University Press, 1989), 135. 
9 Sherman, 136. 
10 Alasdair McIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals (Chicago: Carus Publishing Company, 1999), 94–95. 
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Third, Héctor Zagal Arreguín suggest that a friend is, “a mirror in which we see reflected an image 

of ourselves. When this image is distorted we try to fix it in virtue of the ethical bond one has with that 

person.”11 He continues later, and a friend therefore, “emulates the dispositions he has contemplated in the 

people who surround him, and which in some cases have benefited him in a substantive manner. This 

imaginative exercise is of great relevance to self-knowledge, for one can make use of his capacities by taking 

his friends as a model of contrast.”12  

 While these comments are valuable in their own right and bear some resemblance to what we shall 

find later in this chapter, the salient point for the moment to notice the irresistibility of appealing to ‘the 

imagination’ in order to make sense of what Aristotle’s account of friendship is all about. The sentiment 

behind such usage, as it is here for us, is perhaps captured nicely by Long: 

 

we return to the vocabulary of the ‘imagination’ and reluctantly relinquish that of the phantasia… 
In doing so, however, we do not intend to purge the ethical imagination of the full range of 
connotations associated with phantasia. To the contrary, we now intend to reinscribe the English 
term in a way that remains alive to those connotations.13  

 

In a comparable spirit, insofar as our project aims to offer a broadly Aristotelian portrait of the notion of 

self and the character of self-imaging and to produce what we have called an ‘alternative history of the soul’ 

through the lens of phantasia, we claim a similar license to work along these lines as have others.  

 
11 Héctor Zagal Arreguín, “The Role of Self-Knowledge in Aristotelian Friendship,” Kriterion: Revista de Filosofia 51, no. 
121 (June 2010): 123, https://doi.org/10.1590/S0100-512X2010000100006. 
12 Zagal Arreguín, 124. There are similar examples of the irresistible appeal to ‘the imagination’ in working out what 
philia is all about. Though this is presented in the context of phronesis, Long’s characterization of sunesis - which one 
must presume to be intimately related to the possibility of homonoia (concord) between friends - is described as “an 
ability to imagine one’s way into the position of the other and listen as the other speaks.” Long, The Ethics of Ontology: 
Rethinking an Aristotelian Legacy, 148. Nussbaum, in Fragility of Goodness, discusses the tension between the self-
sufficiency of the virtuous person and his need for friendship. She entertains an objection that Aristotle’s notion of 
friendship between similar erases the difference that, on the contrary, is often precisely what we find valuable in our 
most important friendships. She asks a sympathizer to such an objection: “to imagine the delight and surprise of 
finding, in another separate body and soul, your own aspirations: the joy of realizing that you and this other person 
inhabit the same world of value, in a larger world in which most people are strangers to one another's highest hopes. 
Aristotle insists, plausibly, that it is in such a love that the best and deepest discoveries about oneself and the other can 
be made. Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness, 368. In Catherine Osborne’s article on the notion of ‘other selves’ in 
Aristotle’s account of philia, she argues that the friend enlarges our perspective on the world in very much the same 
way as a fictional character we mind find in a book. “So we find it relatively easy to relate to the character in the fiction 
as intimately as we do to our closest friends. This allows us to see the world from a perspective adjacent to our own, or 
one to which, in our imagination, we manage to come alongside.” Catherine Osborne, “Selves and Other Selves in 
Aristotle’s Eudemian Ethics Vii 12:,” Ancient Philosophy 29, no. 2 (2009): 362, 
https://doi.org/10.5840/ancientphil200929230. 
13 Long, Aristotle on the Nature of Truth, 244. n.2. 
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7.1. The (Autophilic) Self as “Two or More” & the Friend as “the Other Self”  

7.1.1. In Chapter 4 (cf. 4.5.4) we surveyed the general meaning of philia, noting that it does not just mean 

friendship one might have with one’s peers, say, but designates a more fundamental bond of affection and 

mutual good will based on similitude and things held in common. We will recall from 4.6.2. that according 

to EN IX.4 the two principal and uncontroversial ‘marks’ of friendship are that the friend i) wishes and 

promotes by action the other’s real or apparent good; ii) desires the existence and preservation of the 

friend.14 The real or apparent good that is desired for the friend is often framed in terms of the real or 

apparent goods that maintain the bond of philia in the first place: friendships, after all, are generally based 

on pleasure, utility, or goodness (virtue) itself (1155b18-23).  

7.1.2. In Chapter 4 we noted that upon laying out the ‘marks of friendship,’ Aristotle says that it 

would seem that since we tend to have these features most strongly associated in our attitude toward 

ourselves, the friendship one has toward oneself is most intense. Thus, the philia we have toward others 

seems to be in some sense derivative of that more primordial self-love: 

The forms which friendly feeling for our neighbors takes, and the marks by which the different 
forms of friendship are defined, seem to be derived from the feelings of regard which we entertain for 
ourselves (IX.4, my emphasis. Reiterated also at IX.8 & IX.12).15 

After Aristotle has suggested and shown some reasons for thinking that the marks of friendship are 

emphatic in a person’s relationship to themselves, he offers a crucial caveat concerning the very 

intelligibility of ‘self-love.’ That one can be friends with oneself only, “insofar as a person is two or more” 

(1166a36, my emphasis). As we argued earlier, while it is not explicit in the text (as Aristotle sets the issue 

aside) the most probable explanation here is that what Aristotle has in mind by ‘two or more’ is the 

tripartite soul. 

7.1.2. However, we announced that the set of issues raised in this chapter of EN also invites a more 

radical improvisation (not, likely, a direct interpretation of Aristotle’s intention) that comes into view when 

we ask about the archaic status of autophilia that we seem to have before others. It comes into view, in part, 

 
14 Recall that in EN VIII.2 good will for the other’s sake, mutuality, and reciprocal awareness of the friendship are said 
to be what seems to mark philia as well; EN IX.4 characterizes sharing time, desiring the same things, and sharing affects 
the same way. 
15 The first allusion to this claim is made in VIII.3, where Aristotle says that in complete (i.e. virtuous) friendship, all 
the marks of friendship will be, “present in the friends themselves.”  The friendship that each has with(in) each friend 
then forms the likeness according to which friendship can be unfolded in the direction of others who we find similar 
to ourselves. 
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because Aristotle himself models self-love on another kind of philia relation: that between parents and 

children. For after surveying the ways in which the marks of friendship appear to be most emphatic in the 

self’s relation to itself, he reiterates and develops a characterization that the friend is, in turn, an ‘other self,’ 

a concept first broached in EN VIII.12, where it was used to characterize what children are to their parents: 

‘other selves’ (heteroi autoi) (1161b27). Indeed, twice Aristotle singles out maternal love (1166a6 & 9) as 

providing a model for thinking about self-love, saying that it somehow bears all the marks of philia that an 

autophilic individual has toward themselves.16  

7.1.3. It is important to recognize that autophilia is an achievement and an end; as one mark of the 

virtuous person, it is the ideal and most determinate form of a human beings. Indeed, it seems also to be 

the mark of a certain idea of the self-sufficient person: that is, the one who has become an individual self in 

some way that is most ‘godlike,’ it would seem, in their autonomous agency and self-determination. Insofar 

as this is a goal, a telos, it is one kind of cause or explanation for why individuals behave as they do (in that 

by nature they attempt to become a fully integrated ‘friend’ to themselves marked by the homonoia of soul-

parts or what have you).   

But since autophilia is an origin in one sense but modelled on an origin that is temporally and developmentally 

prior, are we not invited to consider another origin of the possibility of our friendship toward others based around an 

improvised reading of the claim the human being is always ‘two or more’? Are we not returned once again to that 

nagging sense that the self is and never was something we could describe adequately if it was simply a single, solitary, 

self-sufficing individual? For what it means to be self-sufficient as a human being is not to live apart from others: the 

solitary life is neither achievable nor desirable for human beings no matter how touched by the divine they are. And as 

we shall see, both the origin and fulfillment of ethical selfhood testifies to the way that the self is realized precisely in 

contexts where the contrast between self and other is largely desaturated or demoted in importance.17  

7.1.4.1. The notion that the self realizes itself in forms of shared experience and activity in which 

the very distinction between self and others loses its primacy is emblematized in his characterization of the 

 
16 Of course, in other contexts, it is also on the father-child relation that this emphasis is made but at this particular 
moment in the text—where the very paradigm of philia toward others seems to be established in a person’s love toward 
himself—it is maternal love that figures most prominently in setting the paradigm of self-love as it figures the analysis of 
EN IX.4 in particular. 
17 Variations on the position that Aristotle thinks human beings achieve ‘individual’ self-sufficiency in a relational way 
can be found, for instance, in: Sherman, The Fabric of Character, 1989, 126–29; Osborne, “Selves and Other Selves in 
Aristotle’s Eudemian Ethics Vii 12,” 353; Hans Bernhard Schmid, “Being Well Together: Aristotle on Joint Activity, 
Plural Self-Awareness, and Common Sense,” in Proceedings of the 37th International Wittgenstein Symposium (De Gruyter, 
n.d.), 13; Kosman, “Aristotle on the Desirability of Friends.” See also the following for the point inflected through 
Aristotle’s natural philosophy: Chapter 9 of Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness; Furley, “Self-Movers,” 1994. 
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friend as the ‘other self’ (or ‘second self’ or perhaps ‘alter ego’) (cf. EN VIII.12; IX.4; IX.9; MM II.11). 18 

Aristotle uses these expressions to describe the forms of philia that we are emphasizing here: those between 

child and parents, between kin, and between virtuous parties. It is easy to overlook just how “scandalous,” 

to borrow Sparshott’s adjective, these descriptions appear. For they risk portraying the other friend as 

someone we love simply because they reflect what we love about ourselves and reduce the other, 

consequently, into the category of sameness. 

This oft-cited worry over a narcissistic or colonizing reading of Aristotle’s view of philia must be 

taken seriously, but it cannot be our prime focus here. Suffice it to say, two very general readings of allos 

autos or heteros autos present themselves: one reductive, another non-reductive: that is, one in which the 

friend and I and our life (or lives) are somehow primarily ‘one’ and another that regards us as ‘many.’ 

7.1.4.1.1 The notion that the friend is an ‘other self’ can be given two (over)simplified readings 

that are helpful insofar as the illustrate the limiting cases of Aristotle’s rendering of philia. On the one 

hand, the philion is loved just because they manifest attributes one already loves about oneself, and as such it 

is only one thing that is being loved: the self, my self. Such a reading might be supported by emphasizing the 

priority Aristotle seems to assign to autophilia as that which grounds the relations had with others (1166a1-

4; see also 1168b4-11). One might also pursue support for this idea by noting the ‘single-mindedness’ 

(homonoia) that becomes the mark of friendship in relation to some apparent good (pleasure, utility, 

nobility). Thus, I find you loveable because, as I, you share the same love of wine or appreciate sport, or 

because your business interests advance my own in some way, or because I find you to be honorable or 

noble in ways I can recognize precisely because I embody them too. On this simplistic reading, the friend is 

beloved only insofar as they are an extension of the love I have for myself—because they are, then, a 

manifestation of me. If this is what Aristotle meant, then it is easy to find concerns. For we are, as it were, 

eliding the distinct otherness of the other by some ‘colonizing’ activity of one’s own ego, reducing them 

either to a mirror of one’s vanity or to an instrument of self-gratification, thus not valued as some one but 

rather as some thing with which the ego pleases itself.  

 
18 The expression will return in EN IX.9. For the time being, I am not attempting to make a distinction between the 
expressions allos autos, heteros autos, or heteros ego or work through a comparison of such terms across EN, EE (esp. 
VII.2) or MM (esp. II.15). For some valuable analysis of the potential contrasts meant by these different expressions, 
see Elena Irrera, “Other Selves in Action. Similarity and Complementarity between Virtuous Persons in Aristotle’s 
Theory of Friendship,” MAIA, no. 69 (2017): 47–67. Although it is unclear (though doubtful) whether the Magna 
Moralia is a genuine work of Aristotle’s, I treat it in this work as an Aristotelian resource that is useful in displaying 
credible interpretive options for EN & EE. Since this work does not claim to represent Aristotle’s own view on all 
matters, but aims to produce a broadly Aristotelian theory, I permit myself access to the text to this extent. 
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7.1.4.1.2. On the other hand, one may read the notion of an ‘other self’ non-reductively, one that, 

again simply put, sees in Aristotle’s account a reciprocal appreciation of one another not as a mere 

extension or mirror of each, but precisely because they are another center of subjectivity, another “I,” but 

not another me. On this reading, the expressions at issue simply mean that a philion is simply another like 

myself - which is to say a self, someone else’s self, but certainly and in no way my self. Thus, some degree of 

variability is compatible (and possibly even essential) between friends. Support for this reading is sometimes 

taken from Aristotle’s repeated insistence that a friend (at least of the noble variety) is one who wishes the 

apparent good for the friend’s own sake (cf. EN VIII.4; EN IX.4 1166a & IX.8 1168b3-5) or for who each 

themselves are (1157a18). Additionally, in the many asymmetrical (and thus ‘imperfect’) forms of friendship 

Aristotle describes, it is not obvious how the self would love the other merely because they somehow reflect 

themselves. Moreover, the capacity Aristotle assigns to friends to correct our errors and misperceptions, 

means that at least part of the value we assign to the friend is precisely that our perspective on things is not, 

strictly speaking, identical with our philion. A difference between the friends is presumed by this function 

and it is precisely this different that has value.  

7.1.4.1.3. There is plenty of textual resource to support each of these views (and, of course, 

moderated, fine-grained, and compatibilist accounts of each). However, the takeaway for the moment is the 

following: that we can be tempted toward either interpretive extremes invites us to step back and ask what it is 

about the phenomena he is describing that would lead to testimony that seems to point in opposite 

directions. While some worry that these are ominous sign of inconsistency on Aristotle’s part, it might also 

be that the very phenomena he is attempting to articulate has tensions that are internal to their very being. 

That possibility, I suggest, should be kept in view when we ask about the meaningfulness of expressions like 

‘other self’ and the self as ‘two or more.’ Thus, we might leave open the possibilities for an interpretation 

that clarifies the sense in which friends are somehow identifiable with oneself and the sense in which they retain 

their otherness & separate plurality. Rather than defend one of the straightforward readings of the ‘other 

self’ in relation to the self’s nature as ‘two or more,’ I want to take the very tension between these kinds of 

description as an instructive coordinate for our thinking about what friendship has to tell us about the 

nature of ethical selfhood (not to mention, as we shall see later the way in which our cognitive schema is 

called upon to negotiate our development in the social environment).  

One source of this tension comes from the primacy of shared activity as the ultimate domain of 

human reality & self-actualization. When we think of the self’s primary reality as a shared activity, then it 

becomes in some measure a public affair in which the choice between interpreting its philia with ‘other 
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selves’ as an abdication of individuality or, on the contrary, as something incidental to the individual’s 

being is deflated in importance. For the way in which human beings are ‘together’ is not merely like ‘cattle 

grazing side by side’ as Aristotle puts it in EN IX.9, but something more fundamental: the ‘co-living, co-

perceiving, and co-knowing,’ to use Kosman’s translation of 1244b24-26, in which individuals are made 

determinate, actual, with one another.19 Thus, philia between individuals should neither be understood 

through the lens of some romanticized idea of ‘two becoming one’ nor of the accidental togetherness of two 

fundamentally discrete & disinterested substances, but rather an affirmation of both the plurality of being 

and the unity of life above all as joint activity.  

Philia realizes and confronts us with an ambiguity as to just how many of us there are (one, two, a ‘we’ of 

multiple I’s or a multiplicity of one-selves, but then a plurality of individuals who are themselves ‘two or more’) or, at 

least, who or what is the most significant unit: I or we, the friend and I as ‘second selves’ to one another, each counted 

as another oneself as two selves each of whom must be thought of as ‘two or more’ as a condition for the love of one’s 

self, of being one with oneself, hence making possible friendship between two self-lovers. The question over how many of 

us are there and who counts (who numbers and who is numbered) is always open when human beings reach their 

potential in shared life and shared activity. 20 

7.1.4.2. Another way of developing the tension at work in this expression is by attending to an 

important term that frequents Aristotle’s writings on friendship, and that is concerning what is oikein, or 

‘one’s own’: a frequent motif in EN VIII & IX. On the one hand, one of the marks of true friendship is 

that we wish the real or apparent good for the friend’s own sake—what is proper to them; on the other 

hand, one’s care for the philion is often not fully separable from what matters to one’s own life 

(paradigmatically in the case of parents & children). My friend is thus part of ‘my’ life in the sense that they 

belong to my sphere of concern (a legacy that will manifest itself in the Stoic concept of oikeiosis).   

These tension between contrary features of friendship becomes productive when we start to 

recognize that ‘my’ life is not just mine in the first place, just as it was when we recognized that what is ‘in 

me’ is not necessarily ‘me’. The phenomena of philia reveal in a new way that the question over what is me, 

 
19 Kosman, “Aristotle on the Desirability of Friends,” 149. 
20 This ambiguity is what drives, as April Flakne says, “ an impossible yet rational wish:  the wish to be one with and 
also separate from the friend.” Flakne, “Embodied and Embedded,” 53. The desire for friends expresses, as we find in 
EE, an “ambivalent wish (boulesis) both to be ‘another oneself’ (allos autos), and to be as it were a separate self (autos 
diairetos) (EE 1245a29–35).” Flakne, 53–54. Frances Berenson, reflecting generally on the structure and desire of love, 
suggests that “Love is never an abdication of individuality with all the familiar notions of two becoming one” but 
instead is a “mutual revelation of otherness.” Berensen repeats John Bayley’s sentiment that: “Nothing else that unites 
human beings so emphatically declares at the same time the plurality of being” Frances Berenson, “What Is This Thing 
Called ‘Love’?,” Philosophy 66, no. 255 (January 1991): 73, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0031819100052852. 
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mine, oikein is never settled for very long (thus, the ambiguous status of whether the friend can really be 

considered an ‘external’ good at all [1169b9-11]).  My sense of where I or my interests—as articulated by my 

view of the apparent good—begin and end, becomes malleable in my relation to and when faced by a friend. 

Where ‘my’ life begins and ends becomes somewhat elastic and a matter of perspective but rarely does it 

coincide with ‘me’ qua individual, qua numerical one. This informs what it can mean for a human being—a 

political animal—to be ‘self-sufficient’ insofar as friendship is really the germinal form of such a being: for, 

“nobody would choose to have all possible good things on the condition that he must enjoy them alone for 

man is a political animal and designed by nature to live with others” (EN IX.91169b16). Thus, philia shall 

become an emblem of the insufficiency (or the question always posed as to the sufficiency)—both practical 

and conceptual—of equating ‘one’ and ‘oneself’ with what is one’s own, what is oikein. Thus, we must 

consider whether there the self is by nature and from the start party to a plural subject of experience, a ‘we’ or 

‘us’: that is, at least two, and always possibly more than two. Then, if the self had always been ‘two or more’ in 

this sense, then autophilia would always have been an edifice built upon some other and prior philia-relations 

and self-love could not be categorically archaic in every sense.   

7.1.4.3. What shall allow us to appreciate such a position is, as we have alluded to already, considering the 

primacy of shared activity as a domain in which what counts as oikein is never settled. This is an activity in which we 

jointly perceive (one another) in light of or as organized by some at least overlapping view of apparent good engendered 

by a similar overlap in our ethoi: the perceptual activity which Aristotle calls sunaisthanesthai. An individual’s ethos is 

that through which an apparent good appears to us and therefore, that through which the other’s apparent good appears 

as well. Indeed, we cannot desire the (real or) apparent good for the other unless they appear good to us somehow in the 

first place. For in EN VIII Aristotle notes that what we love is not what is loveable but what appears loveable and that 

it takes time for each friend to appear loveable to the other (EN VIII.3 1155b). In EN IX.5, moreover, we learn that 

good will for the other friend springs up when one appears good to the other (1167a). When one appears good to the 

other and becomes beloved, the lover desires and promotes by action the real or apparent good (1166a). Thus, if we have 

been convincing in establishing that phantasia has a central psychological role to play in cognizing (and partly 

constructing) the apparent good and in instantiating one’s ethos in the first place, then perhaps we shall also be 

convincing in suggesting that phantasia is central to what is going on in Aristotle’s account of friendship, too. But let us 

set aside this claim until the end of this chapter.  
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7.2. Sharing Life I: Symmetrical Sunaisthesis in Perfect Friendships between “Other 
Selves” 

7.2.1. One way of framing what Aristotle’s analysis of friendship is ultimately about is by figuring it as a 

discussion of what it means, at the most fundamental level, for human beings to ‘share life.’ It is, in other 

words, a way of approaching the germinal form of what it means to live as a political animal. 21 The primary 

and most meaningful sense of what it means to ‘share life’ where ethics is concerned is not merely formal 

(say, as sharing the principle of the human form which designates our distinct set of capacities) but 

concerns the practices in which our characteristic activities get expressed. In the end, this amounts to 

activities of perceiving or thinking: 

And life is defined, in the case of animals, by the capacity for sensation; in the case of man, by 
the capacity for perception or thought. But a capacity is referred to its activity, and in this its 
full reality consists. It appears therefore that life in the full sense is sensation or thought. (EN 
IX.9 1170a17-20; cf. EE VII.12). 

What follows is the complex thesis of EN IX.9 that compares the ethical function of the friend to something 

like the capacity for 2nd order perception in perceptual life. But for the moment, let us skip ahead to its 

conclusion, which is that “a man ought to share his friend’s consciousness [sunaisthanesthai]” which in 

which we the goodness of their life and existence.  This gives us some clue that what it means to ‘share life’ 

as an ethical concept way will be about sharing activities of ‘perception and thought’ with our beloved. 

Indeed, in EN VIII.12 (1245b21-2), Aristotle characterizes suzen (shared life) explicitly in terms of 

sunaisthanesthai. Importantly, the culmination of virtuous friendship involves, as we shall see, reciprocal 

sunaisthanesthai of one another’s existence and, importantly, the affirmation of each philion’s apparent 

goodness. 

7.2.2. Let us expand just a little bit on this concept of sunaisthanethai since we have anticipated that 

it will be important to understanding: 1) why the self should be thought of as something that is not 

adequately understood purely as something individual; 2) how to make sense of Aristotle’s characterization 

of the philion as an ‘other self’ or ‘second self’ and how this itself is a reflection on the nature of self; 3) how 

 
21History of Animals 487b30ff. talks about animals that live in groups versus those who are solitary and speaks of social 
creatures as being those living ‘political’ lives and those who are social but ‘scattered.’ Political animals are those with a 
common work or function (ergon) and they work together.  
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to account for the problem of moving from archaic passivity to reflective self-awareness, which is to say, the 

emergence of ethical selfhood.22  

Two texts are especially relevant here: EN IX.9 and EE VII.12. The two chapters are close cousins 

of one another, but let us start with the latter. 

EE VII.12 poses the problem: how are self-sufficiency (autarchy) and friendship (philia) compatible 

ideals for the happy person? What need of friends has a happy person if, that is, a happy person is the most 

self-sufficient human of all? (cf. 1244b1-20). The question may not be why such a person needs friends but 

why they would want them. Aristotle gives us an important clue: we will have to think about self(sufficiency) 

and others “in the interrelation of their potencies” (1244b1-2). 

The whole issue, furthermore, will have to be approached with an emphasis on what life is “in the 

active sense” and as the (natural) end of human activity (1244b24). What we shall find is that the 

interrelation of the potencies of self and other are realized, to borrow Kosman’s rendering, “co-living as co-

perceiving, as co-knowing” (1244b24-26). This activity, in other words, must be something we share with 

others if it is to be brought to its highest achievable state; the general term for this co-active life is embodied 

in the concept of sunaisthanesthai. The desire to live or exist is coextensively a desire to know (cf. 

Metaphysics I.1) – thus, Aristotle says, “living is a kind of knowing” (1244a28-9).  

Yet at the same time, as Kosman has convincingly demonstrated, the superlative value of such 

activity lies both in its being shared and its being, subjectively, our own. For the desire to live (which is just to 

actively perceive or think) is, it seems on Aristotle’s view, always brought to its most emphatic state when it 

is our own life being desired as something shared (which, Kosman says, is the force of the auto at 1244b26ff., 

thought we cannot take this as the only possible or respectable reading). It is desirable, Aristotle goes on to 

say, since there is a ‘corresponding series’ (1245a35b) according to which we get things that are desirable or 

non-desirable: one or many (respectively), good or bad, determinate or indeterminate, known or unknown, 

perceived or unperceived. The desire to know bears a relation with a desire for or to be the first of these 

terms: good, determinate, known, perceived.23 “We are not these things in and of ourselves,” Aristotle 

 
22 As to the last point, we should note that the sort of reflexivity going on in philia is not what we might call ‘full-
blown’; it is only when we account for the political sphere – and certain emotions like shame and pride – that we are 
forced to posit the self as an object for itself. It is a reflexivity that is not as ‘thin’ as Kosman’s subjective form (a 
subjective desire to exist as part of the structure of friendship) but not as ‘thick’ as Stewart’s. 
23 On this idea, Aquinas explains in his Commentary: “Potentiality, however, without act is potentiality with privation 
which constitutes the nature of evil; just as perfection achieved by activity constitutes the nature of good. For that 
reason, as a thing is evil to the extent that it is indeterminate, so it is good to the extent that it is determinate” 
Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, 576. 
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avers, but only insofar as our activity is participatory (1245a5). What he means by this, as we shall see in 

more detail later, is that the natural human desire to know is in the end the same as the desire to ‘be’ the 

known object: to be formally identical with it (1246a10). After all, that is one way of understanding what it 

means for a living thing to transform its potency (as indeterminate) into activity (as a determination of the 

former), and the activity is always the animated event in which some faculty comes to receive an object, 

wrap its concern around it/them, stand in relation to them ‘one’s own.’ They are ‘one’s own’ in the sense 

that that knowing them is being, in a determinate activity, oneself. Said otherwise: being oneself just is knowing 

the other. Insofar as this is a reciprocal activity between friends, ‘sharing life’ via sunaisthesis is sometimes 

active, other times passive, and some times some other modality of relation that is, strictly speaking, neither 

(1245b1). In the end, living together means working together at perceiving and thinking together in 

“mutually helpful activity” which augments it all. That is why, Aristotle says, friends ought to live together 

via common activity in alternating roles of activity and passivity, determinacy and determinability.  

7.2.3. Now, EN IX.9 is set up in much the same way: Aristotle is trying to answer the question of 

whether a happy and thus maximally self-sufficient person will need friends or why they would desire them. 

It would seem odd, Aristotle says, that a happy person would be deprived of friends—what we take to be the 

greatest of external goods—especially since human beings are political animals and naturally inclined to live 

with others (1169b9-22). This is especially true, he goes on to say, because happiness consists of a certain 

activity that is both contemplative and serious and is enabled most fully if one has virtuous people around 

them whose actions they can, it seems, witness and meditate on.  

Then Aristotle presents the issue so as to be satisfying to natural philosophers (1170a13). 

Consistently with EE VII.12, Aristotle holds that in the case of human beings, “living is, in the most 

authoritative sense, perceiving or thinking” (1170a19). And since living is good and pleasant for the good 

person, then, the argument seems to be, that perceiving another good person is good (and pleasant) for the 

(first) good person. And then, in the lines which climax EN’s work on friendship (and arguably the treatise 

as a whole), he characterizes what the friend accomplishes in terms of his general psychology. The passage 

deserves to be quoted in full, parsing EN IX.9 1170a27-b13 as follows: 

 

[S1] But if living is itself good and pleasant—as it seems to be also from the fact that all people, and 
especially the decent and blessed, long for it, since to such people is most choiceworthy and their 
life is the most blessed;  
 
[S2] and if he who sees perceives that he sees, he who hears that he hears, he who walks that he 
walks (and similarity in the other cases), then there is something that perceives that we are active. 
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The result is that if we are perceiving something, we also perceive that we are perceiving; and if we 
are thinking, that we are thinking.  
 
[S3] And to perceive that we are perceiving or thinking is to perceive that we exist - for to exist is to 
perceive or to think.  
 
[S4] Moreover, perceiving that one lives belongs among the things pleasant in themselves, for life is 
by nature a good thing, and to perceive [sun][aisthanomenoi] the good present in oneself is pleasant;  
 
[S5] and living is a choiceworthy thing, especially to those who are good, because existing is good 
for them and pleasant, for in simultaneously perceiving what is good in itself, they feel pleasure.  
 
[S6] And if as the serious man stands in relation to himself, so he stands also in relation to a friend 
for a friend is another self—then, just as one’s own existence is choiceworthy to each, so also is the 
existence of a friend, or nearly so.  
 
[S7] Existing is, as we saw, a choiceworthy thing because of a person’s perception that he is good, 
and this sort of perception is pleasant on its own account. 

 
[S8] Accordingly, one ought to share in the friend’s perception [sunaisthanesthai] that he exists, and 
this would come to pass by living together and sharing in a community of speeches and thought - 
for this is what living together would seem to mean in the case of human beings, and not as with 
cattle, merely feeding in the same place.  

 

While we cannot hope to offer even a remotely satisfying analysis of this complex argument (not to mention 

the reams of scholarship written to clarify it), we can highlight the following points. 

7.2.3.1. First, while the description is generally highlighting how good (serious, blessed) people 

stand in relation to one another, it is important to note S1’s claim that “all people” desire, to one degree or 

another, living since it is good and pleasant in itself.24 This is important because it frames the following 

claim about friendship to be revelatory of something about the nature of human persons in general. 

 7.2.3.2. Second, in S2, we have a description of something like second-order perception that 

parallels the DA: where we are dealing with a sort of perceptual awareness that some perception or thinking 

or other life-activity is taking place. But whereas the text of the DA does not seem to necessarily imply more 

than a propositional form of second-order perception, S3 might be taken to suggest that we have a 

perception “that we exist” as well, for perceiving and thinking are in and of themselves certifications of the 

 
24 Of course, this does not seem self-evidently true. That people regularly end their lives or wish them to be over seems 
too clear a counterexample. I suppose Aristotle’s response here might just be that such individuals do not desire to live 
as themselves, which is different than a wholesale rejection of the desire for living at all; or, on Ken Dorter’s suggestion 
to me, living might be good and pleasant per se but unbearable per accidens. 
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existence of the perceiver. But whether this should be read as a strong form of self-awareness that takes the 

perceiving or thinking self as an object of consciousness is probably a tenuous reading at this point in the 

argument. For Aristotle says, ‘that we exist’ is perceived but then asserts by ‘existence’ here we just mean 

‘perceiving and thinking’ That does not seem to require that we posit some additional ‘thing’ being 

cognized as an object in addition to the discerning activity. All we have is the perception of some activity 

that constitutes human existence, not an activity done by some existent over and above the activity.25  

 7.2.3.3. Third, yet it is only insofar as the perceiving and thinking is perceived in light of the good 

that this perception of one’s active living becomes attested to in any emphatic way by Aristotle. Hence S4’s 

statement that one’s existence or life (one’s activity of perceiving or thinking) is good and pleasant becomes 

an affirmation of the pleasurableness of jointly perceiving (sunaisthanomenoi) “the good present in oneself.” 

That the text appears to use the sun- prefix here (where we have not yet implicated the other person) 

suggests an intention to emphasize multiple things being perceived by one person: presumably, 1) the good; 

2) oneself qua one’s active conscious as having the good present in it.26 However, as the editors of the Loeb 

 
25 On Kosman’s reading, then, Aristotle’s concern is not with reflexivity (at this stage of the argument, at any rate – for 
Kosman does allow a kind of reflectivity to be at issue later on). Rather it is the subjectivity or ownness of some 
perception that is at issue. What Aristotle is getting at, and which is more apparent in EE’s argument, is that what is 
desirable is one’s own active consciousness rather than consciousness of self. Aryeh Kosman, “Self-Knowledge and Self-
Control in the Charmides” (Dalhousie University, Debruary 2012), 138. Kosman writes, “the desire for life and thus 
for consciousness is for each person a desire for his or her own consciousness does not then specify an additional 
element in the original desire, but a necessary part of the structure of that desire.” Kosman, 140. Kosman also suggests 
that DA (III.2 425b11ff) and Metaphysics (XII.9 1074b34) employ what he calls ‘faux reflexivity’ Kosman, 141. Thus, 
as much as J.A. Stewart gives us an insightful observation that the friend allows us to take ownership of our own active 
consciousness, it is not a “the distinction between ‘himself’ and ‘his own sensation and actions’” that is realized via the 
friend, as he suggests. Rather, it is the distinction between his own sensations and actions as oikein and the other’s as 
their own: in other words, it is a distinction in terms of which we might experience the world in terms of mine, yours, 
or ours in the first place. Stewart, Notes on the Nicomachean Ethics, 1892, II:392. The idea that the main thing Aristotle 
is getting at is that the friend enhances self-awareness is not typically argued for in contemporary commentary. As 
Osborne says, “No recent commentator presents the crude form of this reading. Stern-Gillet 1995, 37-58 offers a 
sophisticated account of how self-knowledge is enhanced by seeing excellence in one’s friend. Her reading already 
recognises the importance of Aristotle’s idea that actualisation of the known object and of the knower are the same 
thing (on which see further below). The crude reading is best represented by Williams 1981, 15-16.” Osborne, “Selves 
and Other Selves in Aristotle’s Eudemian Ethics Vii 12,” 350.  
26 Note that the alternative here maps loosely with the distinction we made earlier about the problem of second-order 
perception in DA: is it a merely propositional kind of perception where there is only one object posited [the 
perception that X]; or is it a reflective kind of perception where there are two objects: X and the self which is perceiving 
X). The uses of sunaisthanesthai in the EE also suggest it is something done together rather than two objects beheld by 
one individual: EE 1244b24-26; 1245b24). Now the first time Aristotle’s uses the term in his analysis of EN IX.9 
(1170b4-5), it seems evident that we are talking about one person who is perceiving two things at the same time: one’s 
own existence and the goodness of that existence). For the perception of the friend’s existence has not yet entered the 
picture, but only does in the following lines (1170b8-9). Then it is unclear if: 1) what is perceived toward the friend is, 
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edition of Rackham’s translation (1926) & as Stewart concurs, it is not conclusively Aristotle’s own hand 

that included the prefix here and may be a copyist’s error or an interpolation. As such, we must err on a 

reading of S4 that according to which it is pleasant for a good person to perceive the good present in oneself, 

in one’s own activity, and not necessarily also to perceive oneself as that in which the good appears to reside. 

In other words, all we seem to be able to be entitled to infer here is a propositional (and/or subjective, as 

Kosman puts it) good being perceived even if its middle form indicates some interest or directedness back 

to the perceiving subject. As with DA’s analysis of 2nd order perception, we seem unable to confidently 

attribute a strong form of reflective self-awareness through this use of (sun)aisthanesthai at this stage of the 

argument.  

 7.2.3.4. Fourth, S5-S7 affirm that since existence is good to and for the good person, it is both a 

worthy & pleasurable thing to choose and ‘have’. Thus, when we perceive another person who appears 

good to us, it comes to us as an affirmation of the goodness of living, of existence, itself. It is because we 

appear good to ourselves that the active living of others can potentially show up to us good as well and 

beings to suggest why perceiving them is a pleasurable affirmation of the value of life or living. Thus, S1 & 

S5-S7 tell us that this is what makes having friends choiceworthy. That friends reciprocally choose one 

another presents a valuable insight into EE’s suggestion that somehow having friends manifests our desire 

to be ‘determinate.’27 This point can be made in two ways, each with an important and counter-intuitive 

scholium: 

 7.2.3.4.1. First, choice is primarily what makes us practical determinate moral agents. Through 

choice, we take charge of an indeterminate range of possible actions and take ‘own-ership’ of them by 

choosing one. Indeed, choice is what cultivates a sense of oikein in a qualitatively different way than a plant 

might make nutrition its own: in choice, we not only make a claim on something else but claim ourselves as 

a source of agency.28 Thus, one’s practical agency becomes individuated as a distinctly independent source 

of value and activity in the world and our choices are laid down in the sediments of our developing 

character.  

 
as with respect to oneself, their existence together with (sun) the goodness of their existence or; 2) if it is rather the lover 
perceiving together the beloved and themselves, as two individuals held in one perception.  
27 On the reciprocity of choice, see EN VIII.5b 1157b29. 
28 Flakne puts it nicely this way: “For ethical purposes, Aristotle must secure a self who can say ‘mine’ in a much 
stronger sense than an organism can say ‘mine’ to the objects of nutrition and perception in the open-ended 
oscillation of determination-determinability. For as ethical selves we must be able to say that such and such are ‘our 
own acts, voluntary acts’ (NE,1169a3–5), that is, we must be able to claim ourselves as sources of voluntary action.” 
Flakne, “Embodied and Embedded,” 44.  
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Scholium: however, in choosing a friend, we are effectively choosing to enter a domain of relationality with 

another in which the very contrast between self and other is desaturated or demoted in importance. I take on a dual 

subjectivity in the first person singular and plural, able to say ‘we’ and have things show up as valuable and meaningful 

in terms of our overlapping consensus of value and mutual interest and care for one another. Thus, choosing a friend is 

both individuating and collectivizing of ethical selfhood, for I choose to cultivate my life with another in mind, someone 

with whom I will live out this tension in my attempt to be well in life.29 

 7.2.3.4.2. Second, when we choose a friend, we choose someone with whom to share life and 

someone we are pleased to witness in their activity.30   

Scholium: But, as we will see in more detail later on, because our discriminating potencies (of perception and 

thought) are nothing determinate before they take on the (sensible or intelligible) form of the other, then our activity of 

perceiving and thinking is nothing else but the reception of the other. In other words, when we choose a friend, we make 

ourselves practically determinate but also psychically determinate by choosing someone who will continually ‘impress’ 

upon us. Aristotle inflects this point in EN by the suggestion that there is a poetic sort of creation between friends. 

Craftsmen come to assume their identity as such by making crafts. Through the activity of crafting, they become 

craftsmen; when they stop actively crafting, they retain that identity in and through the crafts they have made. Thus, 

their identity is always mediated through the activity and then through the object. Thus, in friendship, each impresses 

upon the other and make the other determinate by their actions being witnessed by them. This schema will turn out to 

have considerable importance for us going forward.  

  7.2.3.5. Fifth, S5-S7 leads to the (normative & necessary) conclusion in S8 that we ought (dei) to 

engage in sunaisthanesthai not just of life itself in some general way, nor of us as living together, but of the 

existence of the friend, of his existence. It is not, I take it, that I perceive myself and my friend as two objects. 

I perceive my friend, and therefore I am made determinate (to return to EE’s depiction) my having his 

sensible form make an impression on me.31 That is my determination, my activity of perceiving the other. 

 
29 Thus, Flakne says this underwrites the normative and necessary ‘ought’ coming in S8: “We ought to sunaisthanesthai 
because sunaisthesis allows us to have a coherent sense of self in harmony with our practical world. Sunaisthesis initially 
provides us with a sense of self allowing us to choose ourselves as ethical (prohairesis). But this choice to be an ethical self 
will include choosing to appear in ways consistent with the end(s) that allowed us to experience such pleasurable coherence to begin 
with.” Flakne, 57. Thus this is another way of saying that self-sufficiency & philia are compatible because self-sufficiency 
is relational. 
30 Yet in the perfected form of pleasure, it is not self-sufficiency achieved by addressing a lack that each have. The 
account in the EE about pleasure and the interrelation of the friends’ potencies and in the notion of unmixed 
pleasure in EN’s Bk X, Aristotle suggests that friends augment whatsoever we take pleasure in (EE 1245a20-25). This 
augmentation suggests an excessive pleasure that ‘blossoms’ (EN 1174b34) rather than fulfills a lack per se. This 
qualification is important because it reflects on the matter of whether happy people need friends or simply desire them.   
31 Cf. 1172al0-15. 
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But my friend’s determinate perception is, reciprocally, of me, my life and existence which is tantamount to 

my active consciousness, my ‘perceiving or thinking.’ Thus, there is fundamentally (which is to say actually) 

only one thing here: via the ‘interrelation of our potencies’ we bring one another into one activity structured 

with two intentional poles but not, primarily, two fully-realized existents that pre-exist their active relation. 

The paradigm for the situation is set in the Physics and in On Generation and Corruption. As we discussed in 

1.1.11, the relation between ‘mover and moved’ is one where two materially and numerically distinction 

identities come to take on a shared identity, modulated by actuality and potentiality. A stationary stone is 

potentially what a moving stone is actually: moving. But only in the one activity in which an actively-moving 

stone imparts motion to a stationary stone does each fully realize their identities as ‘movers’ in an active sense 

that also happens to be relational. Prior to the event in which one move another, there are of course two 

numerically distinct entities: but they do not realize their active or passive powers, and thus their nature, 

without the other. Hence Aristotle’s remark in On Generation and Corruption 7 that the agent and patient are 

in one way the same but in another way different (323b29): they are the same in kind (qua ‘movers’ they 

can embody contrary attributes of motion, i.e. as mover or as moved) yet they are different as modulated by 

potency or activity in relation to the other. Yet they are also the same on the order of energeia since each 

realizes their identity qua (active) mover in the other—just as Aristotle says that each philion stands in 

relation to the other as craftsman to craft, builder to building. Although there are two distinguishable 

intentional directions to sunaisthanesthai between two numerically distinct selves, the relational activity is 

ontologically primary. Thus, perceiving the friend is, in a way, perceiving and realizing ‘us’ simultaneously: 

it is a perception that oscillates between the orders of first person singular and plural (cf. 7.1.4.1.3). That we 

achieve this for one another significantly and radically qualifies what it means to be ‘self-sufficient’ as a 

being that is, at its root, a political animal.   

7.2.4. Having said all this, there does seem to be enough evidence to suggest that at least part or 

dimension of Aristotle’s practical point is that friends help us become more self-aware by, for instance, 

helping us recognize when our choices or actions misalign with the value(s) that hold the friendship 

together in the first place (by ‘revealing our faults’ to us and providing reliable testimony, RH II.6).32 But 

 
32 Indeed “a friend,” as Aristotle writes, “procures things for us that we cannot procure for ourselves” (NE IX.9). They 
“reveal our faults” to us (RH II.6), and, coextensively, our noble characteristics, as Aristotle says in the Rhetoric. 
Alasdair McIntyre’s account of the phenomena in Dependent Rational Animals seems on point here: “For the greater 
part of our knowledge of the natural and social world we of course have to rely upon what others – the majority of 
them others of whom we have not first-hand knowledge – have communicated to us in order to supplement the 
meagerness of our individual experience. But our self-knowledge too depends in key part upon a confirmation of our 
own judgments about ourselves by others who know us well, a confirmation that only such others can provide.” 
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the part of Aristotle’s answer that is directed to ‘natural philosophers’ does not make clear at all that one’s 

self is the ultimate referent of sunaisthetic activity or that self-knowledge is its ultimate end. As we have seen, it 

is not clear on the model we are given that the self-knowledge could ever consist in anything besides the 

awareness of one’s conscious activity (of perceiving the other) as one’s own. Nonetheless, I think there is an 

important and essential self-referential component to sunaisthesis that moves us to an intermediate place 

between (mere) propositional awareness and explicit self-reflective awareness, a place that bridges the 

psychological with the ethical registers of this activity. That component comes about by drawing out the 

significance of Aristotle’s emphasis on 1) the pleasure that comes with friendship and 2) the way in which 

each friend must appear good to one another for the friendship to have any basis in the first place.  

7.2.4.1. First, Aristotle’s emphasis on pleasure in S1 & S5-S7 provides us, coextensively, with an 

emphasis on a certain kind of self-awareness. In the complex argument of EN IX.9, living—defined in this 

context as being essentially the activity of perceiving or thinking—is universally good and pleasant (S1). Now 

it is not good because it is pleasant but pleasant because it is good—the pleasure thus ‘adorns’ the activity of 

perceiving and thinking, as it were, perfecting it epiphenomenally (cf. 1174a33).33 But from EN X.4 we 

learn that there is only pleasure when both the thing which perceives and that which is perceived are 

themselves good: “When both the thing perceived and that which perceives are of this most excellent sort, 

there will always be pleasure” (EN X.4 1174a30). So, in the case of friendship between virtuous friends (i.e., 

those who are themselves good) there is pleasure in their co-activity and there is (as he says in EN IX.4) the 

‘most complete perception’ (1174b22) when one good person perceives another. Thus S5: life is worthy of 

choosing especially to those who are good, since existing and ‘perceiving what is good in itself’ brings about 

pleasure. Thus, in perceiving something good in the other (namely, their active existence as ‘perceiving and 

thinking’) we both are bring into a good condition that reflects something good in ourselves. And so 

continues S7: the sort of perception of one’s own goodness is pleasurable too. But earlier we argued that 

 
McIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, 96. Here we may recall 3.2.3.7: small physiological changes at the center of the 
body seem correlated with the formation of the appearances (i.e., the bodily residues that correspond to the 
phantasmata). While they border on the imperceptible, they also communicate movements toward the perimeter – 
toward the surface of the body – at which they are more pronounced and where they are most apparent, often especially to 
others. Those who see us from the outside, in other words, often are in a better position than we are to see how our 
body looks and acts and what sort of testimony this can be taken as about how things appear to the individual whose 
body it is. Blushing, for instance, may escape one’s own notice but tells a story to another about what one’s orientation 
to some norm or value or apparent good is. 
33 EN X.4 presents a more complex picture of pleasure in relation to the good than I am providing here. For Aristotle 
also says that pleasure ‘perfects’ their corresponding activity (1174b24; b33; 1175a16). Yet we do not aim at pleasure as 
our end in and of itself, but “also at pleasure” (1175a17).  
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pleasure is already a perception of good(ness), of value cognized by the non-rational part of the soul, that 

not only is directed at some object. The pleasure is also the feeling of one’s own capacities beings brought into 

a good state.34 Pleasure is not ‘epistemologically’ reflexive but nonetheless practically reflects one’s own 

goodness as an activated state of the soul.35 Thus in beholding a friend, one who appears good to me, I 

experience pleasure: not just in the other, but in myself as the perception of my own goodness brought into 

activity. The pleasure I take in the friend is not only the result of perceiving the apparent good in them, it is 

also enacting the good in myself. As such pleasure splits off the intentional flow of consciousness back to 

myself as an affective upsurge.36 Writes Flakne: “The ability to ‘behold’ oneself when witnessing the friend’s 

engagement in pleasurable activities is requisite for prohairesis—I must reconvert my subjectivity feeling of 

pleasure into the idea of myself as a practical agent who appears as a source of her own action.”37 

Witnessing the friend’s actions feels good for me, and that pleasurable feeling is a kind of testimonial about 

the state of my soul. For pleasure, as we found in Chapter 5, is not just directed at some object ‘out there,’ 

as it were: it is the feeling in myself of my own faculties being brought into a good and active state and some 

appreciation of the goodness—nay, the apparent goodness—of the other (cf. 5.4.6-9).  

7.2.4.2. Indeed, and second, as we alluded to earlier in this chapter (7.1.4.3), what we love, 

Aristotle says, is not so much what is inherently loveable but what appears loveable. The homonoia that 

grounds friendship is unattainable unless each friend appears loveable to the other in the first place (EN 

VIII.3 1155b).38 But whereas activities devoted to pleasure (itself) or to utility indirectly cast a favourable light 

 
34 Aristotle will also say that pleasure enhances our apprehension of particulars (1175a30) and thus, one would 
suppose this to be true in relation to one’s self as a particular human being. Pleasure is a perception of value in one’s 
rapport with the world but it also represents an augmentation of discerning power. 
35 Kosman comes fairly close to saying this, but ultimately does not recognize pleasure as itself a sort of self-awareness;  
“Aristotle traces the pleasure we take in the life and activity of our friends to the pleasure we take in our own lives, a 
pleasure that depends on the awareness we have of our own lives. We may wish to call such awareness self-
consciousness…[but] not to the reflexive self-awareness that we know from shame, pride, embarrassment, or surprised 
delight at our present experience, but to the self-awareness that characterizes simple first-order consciousness… and the 
pleasure I take in such consciousness is the pleasure I take in these acts when they are good.” Kosman, “Aristotle on 
the Desirability of Friends,” 152.  
36 This locution is inspired by Flakne’s analysis: “In Aristotle’s mature theory of pleasure, discussed fully in 
Nicomachean Ethics 10, the self is thrown back on itself as a whole, functioning organism. This ‘wholeness’ is 
precisely detached, insofar as it is an occasion of pleasure, from the very functioning, that is, from the dependence 
upon and permeability to an environment that characterizes all telic organisms.” Flakne, “Embodied and Embedded,” 
50. In other words, the pleasure of philia does not come from the satisfaction of a lack, but from an overflowing of joy. 
Thus: “in sunaisthesis, the feeling of oneness with the friend in our shared pleasurable activity throws us back upon 
ourselves in the exuberant pleasure of activation, which makes me aware of my existence while also allowing me to 
perceive ‘the existence of the friend’ qua ordered around ends.” Flakne, 53.  
37 Flakne, “Embodied and Embedded,” 55. 
38 Cf. “no one falls in love who is not in the first pleased by someone’s appearance” (EN IX.5 1167a5). 
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on the other friends involved, virtuous friendship is directed at the apparent goodness of the friends 

themselves. Hence, whereas on the one hand, “he who is loved in each [of these] case[s] is not loved for 

himself but only insofar as he is useful or pleasant” (EN VIII.3) on the other hand “only the good can be 

friends on account of who they themselves are” (1157a18). 39 Appearing good to one another, consequently, 

generates good will: “On the whole, goodwill arises on account of virtue and a certain decency, whenever 

someone appears to another as noble or courageous or some such thing, just as we said in the case of 

competitors as well.” (IX.5 1167a18-20).40 Since I find the pleasure of wine an apparent good then I find 

you, a fellow connoisseur, apparently good as reflected in my love of wine, or since having a profitable 

business is an apparent good to me that the benefits of your business partnership reflects well on you, the 

ideal form of friendship is something else. In true friendship what appears good to me permeates the 

entirety of who you are; there is no distinction between loving you and loving your character. Although 

virtuous friends perceive one another as good because they really are good, the apparent good is the 

controlling term of what both virtuous and non-virtuous friends perceive and value in one another. For 

within the lived experience of a human being he argues that, “there is no distinction between what appears 

good and what is good”; each person, “loves not what is really good for himself but what appears good… 

‘loveable’ means ‘appearing loveable.’” (1155b25-7). Indeed, what is apparent—apparently good—about the 

other is then confirmed (or not) over time: the virtuous person, who is able to generally trust that what 

appears good really is good, will come to be aware of their virtuous friends, “on the basis of who they 

themselves are” (1157a18) and thus not merely on how they appear. The consequence of two people 

appearing good to one another is wishing and desiring the apparent good for the other: I wish you fine 

wine, or success in business, or continued virtue. Consequently, I wish you more of what appears good: that 

which our friendship is based on—hence Aristotle’s repeated claim that friends wish the “real and apparent 

good” for their friends in EN IX.4 & EN IX.9.  

 
39 This is also reflected at EE 1244b15. The idea is, as Zena Hitz puts it, a “transfer of value from out activities… to the 
people involved in our activities.” Zena Hitz, “Aristotle on Self-Knowledge and Friendship,” Philosopher’s Imprint 11, 
no. 12 (2011): 13. Or, from Elena Irrera: “only in virtue-based friendships do the involved subjects appear worthy of 
appreciation (and therefore of benevolence and love) because of what they are.” Irrera, “Other Selves in Action. 
Similarity and Complementarity between Virtuous Persons in Aristotle’s Theory of Friendship,” 4.  
40 Aristotle notes that it takes time before “each appears to each as loveable and is trusted.” (EN VIII.3). Clearly, 
virtuous friendships can (and usually do, as per the normal organic development of even extraordinary human 
relationships) grow out of ones based on pleasure and utility. You and I meet one another in a business partnership 
and over time we come to appreciate the other for our fair dealing, our promise-keeping, and so on, and thus what 
comes to appear as the primary thing we value in one another is our embodiment of these qualities, and perhaps not 
simply because they have some instrumental relationship to the health of our business partnership but we have come 
to see the person’s character and value it for its own sake. 
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But we know from our previous analyses that appearances are never just the purely passive determination of a 

faculty by a sensible object. The appearance is partly received, partly constructed on the basis of an individual’s distinct 

life-history, affective & volitional states reposed in the body (cf. 5.3.2), their perspective on the world (cf. 3.3 & 5.3). 

Appearances thereby contain, as part of their very structure, an index of the distinct subject to whom they appear. Recall 

the important pairing of claims we find in the Metaphysics and the EN: 1) “what appears exists for him to whom it 

appears, and when, and in the sense in which, and in the way in which it appears.” (Meta IV.6); 2)  “But someone 

might say that while all people aim at what appears good to them, they do not have control over that very appearance; 

rather, the end appears to each according to whatever sort of person he is. He himself will somehow be the cause of the 

appearance of the good.” (EN III.5). Taken in concert with Aristotle’s claims that we love not what is really good but 

what appears good, then the friend’s apparent goodness will be passive in one sense but actively reflect, in another sense, 

the goodness of the (first) friend. So in this qualified way, the friend does provide a limited form of self-reflexivity: not in 

an epistemological way but as an ethical and practical sense. So, in friendship, we have some common view of some 

apparent good that either directly or indirectly makes the other person show up as, in themselves, apparently good as 

well. And the pleasure that comes about in witnessing the friend and, above all, their activities of perceiving and 

thinking, establishes a kind of self-awareness in which one’s goodness is both enacted and made more apparent to oneself. 

That self-awareness is the pleasure of feeling one’s own apparent goodness through the activation of one’s faculties in the 

reception of the other. 

 7.2.5. Now in friendship, the parties have some common (or at least overlapping) view of the 

apparent good because they have a common ethos that has them ‘see’ things the same (or similar) way.41 

People of common character tend to each other as ‘birds of a feather,’ or ‘jackdaw to jackdaw,’ to use 

Aristotle’s oft-used metaphor. By sharing time and activity together, Aristotle thinks, we tend to appreciate 

people who approach things from a similar direction as we do, at least on matters of closely held principle. 

Thus, “as a result of living together [friends] feel affection for their characters, if they are of the same 

character.” (VIII.4 1157a10-13). Sharing an ‘organ’ with our friends is the basis of our homonoia, our like-

mindedness through which things appear similarly: especially things that have to do with value or apparent 

goodness.42 In having a high degree of imbrication on our outlook upon the apparent good, we have an 

 
41 Thus, “Friendly affection is also like a passion, whereas friendship is like a habit: friendly affection exists no less 
toward inanimate things, whereas people reciprocate love as a matter of choice.” (EN VIII.5 1157b29). 
42 While friends generally are alike with one another in character (though Aristotle does seem to allow some thin 
forms of friendship between people of different friendship) is not clear whether friends must be alike in every respect. 
Indeed, it seems actually important that they are not: otherwise the idea that ‘friends can procure things we cannot for 
ourselves’ and that they can provide a perspective on us that we, structurally, cannot have on ourselves, requires that 
they have differences against which to calibrate. 
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overarching outlook on life, what is worth doing, and the sorts of people we wish to form community with. 

There is a sense, then, in which there is no friendship without some common outlook on the apparent 

good. And as a shared outlook it reflects a shared ethos and, as with an individual, provides an index to the 

character of our joint subjectivity as the ‘cause of the apparent good’: an index that points to us, a plural 

subject of active awareness & value.  

7.2.6. Earlier we discussed the way in which the self is nothing else but its reception of the other’s 

form and hence cannot be an object of introspective awareness in a straightforward way. On this model, as 

Osborne puts it, the self is nothing more, “than what is actualised as the perceived object” and is “nothing 

over and above what is seen… [as if it were] an additional part of the world that stands apart from the 

objects of its awareness.”43 What Aristotle aims to describe is not, to borrow from Flakne, a self that knows 

itself but rather, “a self that knows, is knowing, that actualizes itself through knowledge. Such knowledge is 

necessarily transitive, and not, or at least not immediately, reflexive. It is the perceiving and knowing of 

things that are not the self that brings the self as knowing into energeia, actualization.”44  

What the friend and I share in common is our form, which is the very determinability (potency) to 

receive sensible and intelligible forms; what distinguishes me from the other is that I am determined by him 

(which is to say, his life, his activity), and that he is determined by me (and mine). This explains why 

Aristotle compares what friends do for one another how crafts stand to craftsmen (and poems to poets): in 

some sense the craft is the embodiment of the craftsman’s identity—the craft is the determinate existence of 

the craftsman’s activity even though it is numerically separate. Just as, Kosman notes, other potencies of life 

(such as nutrition and perception) involve the joining of an active power and passive power and the 

reception of the former by the latter by which it becomes determinate, the paradigm of benefactor and 

beneficiary carries this into ethics. As the craft receives the form imposed on it by the craftsman, and so on, 

human beings stand in relation to one another as ‘unfinished animals’45 who desire one another because 

they desire to become determinate (as EE VII.12 makes most explicit). The desire to live as any living thing 

amounts to the desire to become determinate, to settle into a divine-like state of self-sufficiency. That 

 
43 Osborne, “Selves and Other Selves in Aristotle’s Eudemian Ethics Vii 12,” 361. 
44 Flakne, “Embodied and Embedded,” 43. Osborne argues the point this way: “Aristotle does not think that there is a 
determinate but hidden self there to be discovered… [but only becomes] actual and determinate only when the agent 
or subject actualises their agency or subjectivity. The subject of attention cannot become determinate in perceiving 
itself , since there is nothing determinate there to be perceived, but it becomes determinate in the perception of a 
determinate object, a perceptible object (or object of thought) that is itself actualized in being perceived.” Osborne, 
“Selves and Other Selves in Aristotle’s Eudemian Ethics Vii 12,” 358. 
45 Kosman, “Aristotle on the Desirability of Friends,” 144. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

336 

human beings are ‘political animals’ points to this radical dependency we have on the world around us—the 

pre-eminently social world—in and through which we might become good and happy. Sunaisthanesthai names 

the co-activity of reciprocal determination between friends that is normative and necessary for human 

flourishing. Thus, as Aristotle says: “our wellbeing is with reference to something other” (1245b18).  

 Thus, the activity of sunaisthanesthai, then, is not just an ‘epistemological’ concept of co-knowing or co-

perceiving. It is equally an ontological concept that describes what it means, ultimately, to enact one’s being qua human. 

It is an activity of reciprocal perception of the other’s life and coextensively the reciprocal co-determination of our human 

potency: our human nature each made actual in beholding the other in their activity. Thus, what I am is defined by my 

potency to receive an other’s form—who I am, actually, is nothing other than my reception of you. Hence,“‘my self’ is 

always actually the tension between my nature as determinable—and thus always more than any one determination, 

whether by my friend or anything else—and my self as always determined already by the concrete history of my 

aisthesis.”46 Just as the mind is nothing (actual) before it thinks, I am actually nothing before I am with and determined 

by you (and you, by me). For in friendship, ‘making’ ourselves into who we are is not completely separable from making 

ourselves and our value: making them known to, and in, the other. Indeed, insofar as one’s ethos is an organ for 

perceiving the apparent good, then we might take our bearings about ‘where’ this good is realized when it is perceived, 

namely, in the perceiver: thus, DA III.2 puts the general schema this way: “For as the acting-and-being-acted-upon is to 

be found in the passive, not in the active factor, so also the actuality of the sensible object and that of the sensitive 

subject are both realized in the latter” (426a).47   

 It turns out, then, that the natural desire to know (most emphatic in our desire to see) is to be understood as a 

desire to be made determinate by the other. Our desire for the friend’s apparent good for ‘their own sake’ amounts to the 

desire for they themselves to become determinate as well, to be made good by receiving a good form and having their 

active consciousness constituted by a good object. Insofar as we have a bias to think of ourselves as good, part of that 

desire for the other can involve a desire for them to know (thus made determinate, thus made good by) us.48  

 
46 Flakne, “Embodied and Embedded,” 54. 
47 Thus, in friendship, we literalize realize ourselves in the other and, ethically, “we literally participate in each other’s 
well-being” Schmid, “Being Well Together: Aristotle on Joint Activity, Plural Self-Awareness, and Common Sense,” 8. 
Carreras invokes Robert Solomon in describing this as a “mutual creation of self-identity” Anthony Carreras, 
“Aristotle on Other-Selfhood and Reciprocal  Shaping,” History of Philosophy Quarterly 29, no. 4 (2012): 329. Similarly, 
Millgram takes Aristotle’s point to be that we literally realize ourselves in others. Elijah Millgram, “Aristotle on Making 
Other Selves,” Canadian Journal of Philosophy 17, no. 2 (1987): 361–76.  
48 This schema is, as Kosman observes, an artifact of Aristotle’s substance ontology: primary substances are determinate 
beings defined by their capacity to be open to receive further determination from other things without, in the process, 
having their own nature destroyed. Kosman, “Aristotle on the Desirability of Friends,” 142–44. 
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7.2.7. But then, the separation of self and other and the question of how many of us there are 

becomes challenging to pin down, and return us to the questions we posed before about how many of us 

there are in a friendship and who counts as a friend.49 For the very things about friendship that individuate 

or particularize me (via individual choice, pleasure, appearances, perspective) are also that which demote or 

suspend the ultimacy of the individual in ethical, practical, phainomenological, and ontological ways. For 

when I choose a friend, I take hold of my individual agency precisely by deciding who to include in my 

sense of what is oikein, my own sphere of concern. With that decision my wellbeing and yours do not 

become identical in every respect, but at the same time it ceases being relevant or meaningful to expect we 

can fully parcel them out. For friendship just is the choice to suspend the individual self as the sole or even 

primary thing that is important. To some extent, the framework of individual benefits and burdens 

(beneficiaries and benefactors) does not dematerialize, but it is backgrounded as the plural subject—the 

‘we’—comes forward in our co-living. In other words, one enacts oneself as a determinate human agent—an 

ethical self—in the same measure that one proclaims, in choosing ‘another self,’ that the contrast between 

self and other or the notion that a self is ever just one fails to be truthful about who and what we are: political 

animals that enact themselves by transcending themselves and coming to see the value of things primarily in 

terms of the first person plural. Thus, to paraphrase Kosman, through sunaisthanesthai we discover that the 

‘other self’ is not an extension of my self is much as another ‘I’ with whom I participate in a plural 

subjectivity, a we.50 This does not forfeit my individuality but enlarges my being and augments its powers for 

acting, perceiving, and thinking. Thus, what it means to live together well qua human is embodied in this 

notion of sunaisthanesthai. This way of living together is not akin to ‘grazing cattle’ (1170b13), where we 

each busy ourselves with our basic individual needs while just happening to be in the same place. The activity 

of shared perception constitutes our being and as such is not an (accidental) consequence of having a shared 

life but is, on the contrary, the very embodiment of it. Sunaisthanesthai points to the deeper work of human 

co-operation and collaboration in our shared life that is equally ethical, practical, psychological and 

ontological.    

 
49 Sherman also talks about Aristotle’s search for an appropriate level of “weak exclusivity which puts some limit on the 
number of others with whom one can feel intense and intimate love, but which does not restrict that number to one.” 
Sherman, The Fabric of Character, 1989, 146. Derrida’s essay in Politics of Friendship also grapples with this: Jacques 
Derrida, “Oligarchies: Naming, Enumerating, Counting,” in The Politics of Friendship (London: Verso, 2005), 1–26. 
50 Kosman, “Aristotle on the Desirability of Friends,” 149. Thus, as Schmid puts it: “Wellbeing manifests itself 
through joint activity and in the first person plural” Schmid, “Being Well Together: Aristotle on Joint Activity, Plural 
Self-Awareness, and Common Sense,” 3.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

338 

7.2.8. As to the epistemological character of this joint activity & the sort of self-awareness that rises 

from it, we suggest there is a form of self-awareness not just in the thin subjective form Kosman suggests but 

through pleasure and the apparent good (7.2.3.4.1-2). In these aspects of sunaisthesis there is something like 

what Stewart calls a “dim consciousness of self” but not elaborated into the sort of reflexive awareness he 

goes on to suggest. Although sunaisthansesthai does not involve individual reflexive self-awareness, it is still 

necessary foundation for accounting the full-blown, explicit reflexive self-awareness that are found in 

‘political’ emotions like shame and pride. For without being inaugurated into the world of shared value and 

being guided into the world of the polis by philia-relations, ‘seeing oneself’ from the outside, as it were, 

through the lens of a common vision of value, is inconceivable.  Flakne seems to be onto something similar, 

arguing that, “sunaisthesis provides the missing link between the De Anima’s non-reflexive perceiving self 

and Aristotle’s requirement of a robustly reflexive yet socially inculcated ethical self.”51 In other words, 

while only a propositional form of self-consciousness can be inferred in the 2nd order perception under 

description in DA, and while only thin forms of self-consciousness can be inferred in EN & EE’s 

sunaisthesis, the possibility of truly reflective self-consciousness will ultimately require us to think about our 

participation in political life in which we take ourselves up as a sort of public object (an idea we will take up 

in our Epilogue. Of course, our philia-relations themselves are not altogether separate from the forms of 

political life and in many ways are that which make possible the link between the individual and polis in 

the first place. But taken on its own terms, sunaisthesis between friends is not that through which we become 

alive to that kind of self-awareness.52 

7.3. Sharing Life II: Asymmetrical Sunaisthesis & Awakening of Self(Awareness) from 
Archaic Passivity 

“Discovery is awakened by something seen” (Poetics 16). 

 

 
51 Flakne, “Embodied and Embedded,” 37. Thus I think Schmid may overestimate whether sunaisthesis accomplishes 
this on its own: “It is tempting and perhaps not too much of a stretch to reconstruct the difference between these two 
self-referential attitudes as the difference between pre-reflective, non-thematic, non-objectifying self-awareness on the 
one hand, and reflective self-knowledge on the other. If this is the case, the kind of θεωρεῖν that makes us fully happy 
that Aristotle is looking for in NE IX, 9, would be reflective selfknowledge of shared activity: making explicit and 
thematic the pre-reflective συναίσθησις that marks our shared activity.” Schmid, “Being Well Together: Aristotle on 
Joint Activity, Plural Self-Awareness, and Common Sense,” 12. 
52 Such an account also benefits if we take the view, which seems to me to be evident and credible as an Aristotelian 
position, that self-awareness is not an all-or-nothing affair. Cf. Walker, “Contemplation and Self-Awareness in the 
Nicomachean Ethics,” 223. n.6. 
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Earlier we offered a deflationary approach to autophilia (or a certain meaning of autophilia), arguing that it 

should not be taken ‘episodically’ while forfeiting a look toward the full range of human development. 

Before becoming a self-lover someone has had to have been cared for, loved by another at least to the extent 

of having them survive into adulthood.53 While on the order of natural philosophy, the individual 

substance makes a first-order claim on the real (cf. 1.1.3; Categories 2a13-15), the situation seems rather 

different when it comes to human affairs. There, the individual is in some respects always last: whereas the 

Politics makes clear that the polis always comes before both the individual and the family (cf. PO VIII.1 & 

also 1253a19-29, where the city is by nature prior to the family), the EN, for its part, attests to the way the 

family comes before the polis and the individual (EN X.9). In neither case is the individual primary in 

greatness or causality.  

7.3.1. Where EN is concerned, it would be easy to underestimate just how important familial philia-

relations factor into the overall drift of Aristotle’s books on friendship. While the balance of analysis 

focusses on different kinds of philia between adults, the centrality and the paradigms set by family life is 

never far from view.54 In the very first chapter in Bk VIII on the topic of philia he notes that, “By nature, 

friendship seems to be inherent in a parent for an offspring and in offspring for a parent” (1155a17).55 The 

natural basis for this bond is indicated later in EN VIII.12, where Aristotle says that: “a human being seems 

even more naturally to be a coupling being than a political animal inasmuch as a household is earlier and more 

necessary than a city and the begetting of children is more common to animals.” (1167a17, my emphases). 

The very existence of the polis—as a distinctively human form of organized life—depends upon the natural, 

reproductive activities that belong to households, activities that we find among ‘common’ animals. These 

instances, in other words, establish the human family as situated at the overlap between the reproductive 

activities of all animals with the political form of life that distinguishes human beings from all other 

 
53 Cf. “I must love something other before I can love myself, even if this means conceiving of myself as ‘other’.” 
Flakne, “Embodied and Embedded,” 60. n.10. 
54 In some ways Aristotle is continuing to work out the importance of understanding what the role of the family 
should be in relation to political ends. Plato’s radical proposals for the dissolution of the family and for raising 
children by the state that can be found in the Republic (Bk. V) & Timaeus (cf. 18c6-d5) seem resisted by Aristotle’s own 
analysis. For a helpful and succinct analysis of the different attitudes toward family life in Plato and Aristotle see 
Chapter 6 of A. W. Price, Love and Friendship in Plato and Aristotle (Oxford : New York: Clarendon Press ; Oxford 
University Press, 1989).   
55 Aristotle will note in EN VIII.7 that this is not to say that the friendship is the same for child toward parent as 
parent toward child for there is ‘different work’ involved for each in these relations. Further asymmetries in family life 
are elucidated in EN VIII.12. Furthermore, the specific mode of philia in family life is called storge, which marks a 
natural empathy for one’s children, especially within the family. This should be distinguished from agape (‘brotherly’ 
love) and eros, erotic desire. For Aristotle, however, philia captures agape.  
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animals. Thus, it is poised as a phenomenon that imbricates Aristotle’s discourse on general psychology 

with that of human life in its characteristic form.56 It thus also suggests itself as a particularly important 

formation of human life to look at if we are to appreciate whatever correspondences there might be 

between his general psychology and ethical treatises and the concepts developed therein since they set out 

the kinds of environments that bring out the soul’s distinctive activities.  

7.3.2. The relation between parents and children belong to the same trope that casts the philion as 

an ‘other self’: indeed, the first time in EN that Aristotle describes the child in this way, he writes: “Parents, 

then, love children as they love themselves (for those who come from them are like other selves separately 

existing)” (VIII.12). A similar bond is instantiated between kin, of which Aristotle says: “Their sameness in 

relation to these parents constitutes the sameness brothers share with each other, which is why people claim 

to be of the same blood, the same root, and such things” a bond that makes them, “like other selves 

separately existing” yet “in some way the same thing… even though this same thing resides in separate 

persons” (1161b31-3). But it is not just that parents and children are specifically the same thing but 

numerically different. Similar to what we saw in the next section, Aristotle compares what (virtuous adult) 

friends achieve through one another to what crafts achieve for their work and what children achieve for 

their parents. Since we exist primarily as a result of activity, writes Aristotle, “in his activity, the maker of 

something somehow is the work; he therefore feels affection for the work because he feels affection for his 

own existence… for what he is in his capacity the work reveals in his activity” (1168a5-7). The suggestion 

seems to be that the craft is loved and valued by the craftsman because it manifests something good: 

namely, the craftsman’s own energeia brought into the world, an idea we have recently reviewed (cf. 

7.2.3.4.2; 7.2.6).57 Something similar applies between parents and children: the child is experienced as a 

 
56 Indeed, in some of Aristotle’s remarks on the philia between child and parent (and between kin generally), we can 
hear an echo of DA’s work on reproduction. Recall (from 1.3.4) that Aristotle says in DA II.4 that reproduction is ‘the 
most natural act,’ one through which individuals participate, through others, in the divine eternity of species life. 
Through reproduction, Aristotle says in DA, a living thing “remains not indeed as the self-same individual but 
continues its existence in something like itself – not numerically one but specifically one” (DA II.4 415b6-8, my emphasis). 
That is, the existence of an individual continues (in a nod to the issue of how many there are in friendship, cf. 7.1.4.1.3) 
not in what is numerically ‘self-same’ but in something specifically the same while numerically other - a second (or third, 
etc.) self - a being that is identical with the self in one sense and not identical in another sense. Recall that life, in its 
most basic form, is twinned between nutritive and reproductive activities. We found that while nutrition extends the 
form of an individual through the world, reproduction extends the individual through others like itself, that is, others 
of the same species (cf. 1.3.2). 
57 Thus: “A friend is another self, then, by being an extension and manifestation of one’s own energeia, of one’s own 
agency, we could say, not merely by being similar to oneself” Carreras, “Aristotle on Other-Selfhood and Reciprocal  
Shaping,” 326. See also Millgram, “Aristotle on Making Other Selves.”  
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good because they manifest and extend the active existence of the parent. Understood as a matter of ethical 

experience, there is a sense in which one cannot entirely hold a child’s good apart from one’s own, insofar 

as they are part of what counts as ‘our own,’ oikein, as parents.  

7.3.3. The child appears good to the parent, but it is still better to be the parent since, at least in 

early infancy, the loving may not be symmetrical or even reciprocal (if one were to consider the ‘marks’ of 

friendship again, cf. 4.5.4; 7.1.1). What seems clear is that Aristotle’s view is that since it is better to be 

active than to be passive, and to be aware rather than to be that of which we are aware, then it is better to 

love than to be loved. For loving is an activity, a work or energeia, whereas being loved assumes a stance of 

passivity toward the lover. The schema we have here, then, is that the most active philion is a virtuous (and therefore 

adult) individual that is co-present and co-operating with another individual like that; while the least active philion is 

the beloved infant child that is loved by their parent or caregiver.  

A scale of potency (& passivity) to actuality (& activity) ranges over the cases, a scale that is both 

metaphysical and moral, for it is better to be more active, more actual, than it is to be less (cf. Metaphysics 

IX.8, 1049b4-1050b6). This is because power without being transformed into activity is ‘indeterminate’ - 

and is therefore a mode of privation—whereas activity makes power into something determinate, into the 

fullness of its existence. This scale marks out the succession of life-stages that attach to the potencies and 

activities of human development and the philia-relations that mark and enable them. It is better than not to 

convert the distinct noetic potencies of the human soul into activities by using one’s prohairesis to cultivate 

relations in which reason (practical or intellectual) is developed to its fullest or best. It is less good to choose 

philia-relations that do not engage the best part of the human form (such as pleasure). It is even less good to 

be in a philia-relation in which we are not active at all, but a passive recipient of good will from another. In 

some ways childhood, at least infancy, resembles this latter condition even if for a relatively brief period of 

time; the task of human caregiving is to arouse developing humans from such a ‘passive’ state and lead 

them to incrementally engage with and take charge of their own in-dwelling powers in a way that comports 

with the best form of human life (cf. 7.2.2 n. 22 on Aquinas). 

Of course we would not be doing justice to what is happening in the infant child to suggest that 

they are a state of total ‘passivity’; on the contrary, they are highly active—but it is, relative to what they will 

become, a disorganized (and therefore indeterminate) activity: it is an activity seeking out further 

determination, order, and sense. Insofar as the ideal state of human being is to be self-sufficient, we can see 

that the dependency of the infant is, from an Aristotelian point of view, an unenviable position. Indeed, as 

is most evident in the case of the nursing infant, there is a sense in which the child is neither biologically 
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not functionally separate (one must be reminded of that famous assertion by Donald Winnicott that there 

is ‘no such thing as a baby,’ for it is always a baby plus one, a mother or caregiver, and that the originary unit 

of humanity is the nursing couple bound up in the activity of care).58 Nancy Sherman makes a similar 

observation in The Fabric of Character emphasizing the child’s reliance on the parent’s rational choice: “the 

child is in a significant way not yet separate. Lacking in mature rational capacities, the child relies upon the 

parent's reason. A parent makes choices (prohaireseis) for a child and promotes his good in, a way that would 

be inappropriate within an adult friendship.”59  

Aristotle emphasizes that the child has natural but inactive rational capacities in relation to choice, 

action, judgment, and so on.60 Yet the motile & perceptual capacities of infants are aflame with activity: 

writhing, wriggling, grasping, head-turning, eye-rolling all betray any simple description of the infant as 

though they were passive matter without any form of discernment. Even a plant, for Aristotle, has a certain 

selective uptake of its environment if it is to seek the nutritious and flee from the deleterious. The question 

remains, however, how we are to explain the development from this state, in which we must presume that 

the sort of (propositional) self-awareness that is described in DA gives way to something more. As Flakne 

puts it, we need to see one’s sense of ‘ownness’ that arises in sunaisthesis between adults as something that is 

not a natural given but comes about as an ‘earned relationship.’61 Ethical selfhood only comes into being as 

an activity brought into being in response to an object. That object, Flakne suggests, would have to be 

through an “encounter with a very special kind of object of desire, an object that is not strictly speaking an 

object of aisthesis at all, but specifically an object of sun-aisthesis.”62  

I want to suggest that this ‘special object’ is nothing other than the sensible presence of the other human body—

and epitomized in their face—which, through natural and irresistible acts of mimesis, draws the infant into philia 

relations with their caregivers (initially) who start off what is perhaps the most fundamental habit in their development 

of self-awareness: the habit of perceiving others, and then themselves in turn, as integrated unities.63 The proximity of 

 
58 The expression originates from a remark Winnicott made at the Scientific Meeting of the British Psycho-Analytical 
Society, circa 1940. See Donald Winnicott, “The Theory of the Parent-Infant Relationship,” in The Maturational 
Processes and the Facilitating Environment (New York: International Universities Press, 1965), 38. 
59 Sherman, The Fabric of Character, 1989, 144. 
60 See Sherman’s summary for a detailed list of references in Aristotle’s anthropological works on the status of reason 
in the developing human child. Sherman, 160–61. 
61 Flakne, “Embodied and Embedded,” 47–48. 
62 Flakne, 47–48. My emphasis. 
63 A point adapted from Sparshott: “The friend gives us a model to think of human beings as integrated wholes with 
some degree of objectivity, not constrain by our own point of view.” Sparshott, Taking Life Seriously: A Study of the 
Argument of the Nicomachean Ethics, 265. 
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caregivers must be thought as perhaps the most archaic apparent good of all, and this presence draws infants in, bit by 

bit, in a developmentally appropriate form of sunaisthesis through which their first steps toward ethical selfhood are 

taken. For although Aristotle’ speaks of sunaisthesis only in contexts in which, presumably, we are basically talking 

about developed adults, the philia-relations between parents or caregivers and offspring bear resemblance to the idealized 

form and share similar ‘marks.’ Thus, I want to suggest that we can infer an Aristotelean account of what draws human 

infants into this development toward active selfhood and concomitant self-awareness by positing some inchoate form of 

sunaisthanesthai between them and (adult) caregivers. 

7.3.4. Now so far as I am aware, there is no direct textual evidence that sees Aristotle connecting 

sunaisthesis with early human development this way. In fact, in EN & EE it only seems used in the context 

of describing the active, shared awareness that virtuous individuals do or have with one another. But 

imperfect forms of friendship are not set apart from the perfected forms by the binary presence of certain 

‘marks’ but by degrees of resemblance.64 This is fortunate since, I argue, without an ability to infer forms of 

shared, active perception between caregivers and infant human beings, we would be unable to explain the 

fact of human development on Aristotelian terms. As we shall see, we need to posit special kinds of objects 

and activities organized around some apparent good (or, for the infant, goodness to be more precise cf. 

5.1.2-4) to account for the way in which an infant comes to enact themselves as selves and with thickening 

forms of self-awareness unfold in the course of an ordinary human life. That is, some appropriately 

conceived mode of shared perception can (and must) be inferred to occur at origin of human self-awareness: 

a joint, primarily sensible encounter through which the infant’s self-awareness is raised from that which 

occasions all aisthesis to an shared articulated distinction between self and other that is experienced as being 

shared between self and other. To explain why such an encounter must be inferred within the Aristotelian 

schema, it is because the problem of archaic passivity (cf. 1.4.3.1-2; 7.2.2) has gone unresolved as a 

developmental issue. To explain what we have in mind here, we shall first need to reconstruct some aspects of 

 
64 The suggestion that other forms or degrees of sunaisthanesthai is going on between the non-virtuous is supported as 
well by the way that the term is even used to mark something non-human animals can do. For instance, in History of 
Animals, Aristotle uses sunaisthanesthai to describe the sort of perceptual togetherness that characterizes the unity of 
the common sense: an ability seen even in insects who sense distance (a common sensible) via the sense of smell (HA 
534b18). The idea here is that there is a simultaneous perception of some scent and the perception of a spatial 
distance. Now the use of sunaisthanesthai in connection with the common sense is not Aristotle’s but a later uptake. 
Flanke reports Sorabji’s forthcoming view in Philosophy of the Commentators 200–600 AD (Four Hundred Years of 
Transition) A Sourcebook, I, Psychology that details how sunaisthesis was, in later antiquity, used to mark a self-relation. 
Flakne, “Embodied and Embedded,” 63. Sorabji also has some valuable scholarship on the uses of sunaisthanesthai 
beyond Aristotle in Richard Sorabji, “Intentionality and Physiological Processes: Aristotle’s Theory of Sense-
Perception,” in Essays on Aristotle’s De Anima, ed. Martha Craven Nussbaum and Amélie Rorty, Repr (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 2003), 195–226.  
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Aristotle’s general psychology and ask under what conditions the self could ever become make explicit to 

itself as a self that is distinct from others, other selves. The problem of archaic passivity (7.2.2.) archaic 

passivity (cf. 1.4.3.1-2) 

7.3.5. According to Aristotle’s general psychological schema, all awareness—whether sensible, 

imaginative, or noetic—ultimately and in the first instance flows out of originary aisthetic encounters (cf. 

1.3.7). Our uptake of sensible individuals spills over the contents of the imaginary, and from them spill over 

intelligible forms (cf. 2.4.1). It is always the perceptive soul’s original passivity to sensible objects that opens the 

pathway for our acquisition of distinctively human experience via noetic content.  

 But this seems to pose a question about how the full-blown, articulate sense of self-awareness of 

human beings could ever get off the ground. For such explicit and largely thought-driven ways of enacting 

self and relating to self must, to follow the psychological schema, be anchored in the imaginable and the 

sensible in turn. Yet what sensible object could one perceive that could ever awaken a notion of self if all 

that we ever encounter as sensible is in many ways antithetical to the self, as something identical with a 

point of view through which objects are perceived. Objects, mind you (& not subjects), the reach me from a 

distance, ‘out there,’ rather than something I seem to be directly continuous or in contact with. Said 

otherwise, how could we ever perceive something else that would ever be an object that would awaken the 

very opposite of ‘something else’—namely, me; unless that object were somehow already a self or something 

interpretable as self, something that conveyed a genus under which it, the object, and I, the perceiving subject 

could be held in common? We have already announced that we must be dealing with a special kind of 

sensible object to make sense of the possibility of a perceptual object that conveys a notion that is precisely 

the opposite: a subject of some experience, a self. 

7.3.6. Before we address this problem at the level of Aristotle’s general psychology, we should note 

Aristotle’s frequently developed association between the sensuous (& especially visible) presence of the 

other and the conditions under which one can actualize philia-relations. Several times in his chapters on 

adult forms of friendship, Aristotle associates the sensuous presence of the other with the faculty of sight in 

particular, especially in the context of establishing the pleasure that virtuous persons experience at the sight 

of their beloved. He intimates this association in EN VIII.4, stressing that “the lover is pleased by the sight 

of the beloved” (1157a7) and in EN VIII.5, that friends at a distance retain the potency of their friendship 

without its activity. In both cases, the sensuous presence of the friend is required to bring friendship into its 

highest state. One of the tests for love consists in determining whether the lover “longs for the beloved 

when absent and eagerly desires his presence” (1167a1). The two themes converge again in EN IX.12: “As 
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then lovers find greatest delight in seeing those they love, and prefer the gratification of sight to all the 

other senses, that sense being the chief seat and source of love, so likewise for friends…” (1171b30). Indeed, 

in EN IX.5, he says that “Goodwill seems therefore to be the beginning of friendship, just as the pleasure of 

the eye is the beginning of love” (1167a2-5).65 A few points need to be made here.  

7.3.6.1. First, we can begin to see that there will be an essential (not accidental) association between 

the ideas that friends are ‘interrelated in their potencies’ (EE VII.12) with the sensuous presence between 

them. The proximity of bodies, then, has something to do with the origins of philia-relations and their 

distinctive activities of sunaisthesis. Therefore, by extension, this will frame the conditions under which 

human beings become selves by taking on a determinate form in the first place.66  

7.3.6.2. Second, we might recall the schema of the Charmides: knowing oneself means something 

like seeing oneself, and seeing oneself reflected in the eyes of the other.67 What this helps us consider is the 

way in which there might be a right or optimal distance at which we might come to see, know ourselves. 

While too much distance converts the friendship into a potency only, the collapse of proximity into nothing 

would eliminate the distance required by sight to operate. Some ‘right distance’—an optimal difference—is 

being marked out here in which the conditions for our shared activity of perceiving one another becomes 

possible, and thus for the determination of the self in turn. 

7.3.6.3. Third, we may consider the emphasis on sight as an emphasis on the sensible perception of 

differences. As the opening of the Metaphysics establishes, human beings have a natural desire to ‘know’ and 

this most apparent in the value they place on sight—because, Aristotle says, sight propels us to know things 

and “brings to light many differences between things” (980a27). If we are to account for our uptake of the 

 
65 See also Charmides 156 on the metaphor of the eye doctor (cf. 4.3.3.5; 4.3.3.9). The pleasure involved in seeing, 
argues Francisco Gonzalez, is essentially connected with seeing the kalon, the fine. Francisco Gonzalez, “Aristotle on 
Pleasure and Perfection,” Phronesis 36, no. 2 (1991): 141–59. Pavlos Kontos makes a similar argument regarding the 
essential relation between visibility and goodness in Pavlos Kontos, “The Visibility of Goodness,” in The Bloomsbury 
Companion to Aristotle, ed. Claudia Baracchi, Bloomsbury Companions (New York: Bloomsbury, 2014), 227–40. 
66 When friends are subsequently not in each other’s presence, these activities remain a potential, and the fullness of 
the friendship idles. For instance, in EN VIII.5 he notes that friends at a distance retain the friendship as a potency, 
which can be brought into activity through their co-presence. Similar points are made in EN IX.9 & 12. 
67 Aristotle’s emphasis on sight in particular may set up certain important counter-examples concerning how self-
awareness might be raised through other sensory modalities, for instance among blind persons. I take it that sight is, 
for Aristotle, the sense most associated with the discrimination of differences while hearing is that which most 
conduces for learning about unities.  The textual basis for this suggestion is Metaphysics I.1 (more than any other sense 
sight brings differences to us) and History of Animals IX.1 608a15-7. One might think that the difference has to do with 
the sort of reality each kind of sense is liable to disclose: whereas sight and hearing can only become active in the 
presence of a visible or sonorous object visiting the soul, what we see can only be registered in the first person whereas 
hearing  
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world and the things in it as having integrated unities, we will need to appeal either to the intellect or to a 

qualified type of aisthetic experience whose function it is to interpret sensible things as unities (namely, to foreshadow, 

phantasia). For now, however, let us set aside this emphasis on visibility and proximity of bodies and 

consider things from a more general point of view.  

7.3.7. We can approach the general psychological problem of originary self-awareness with some 

valuable analysis by Joseph Owens. In his paper, “The Self in Aristotle,” Owens argues that whatever 

awareness we have of our self is concomitant with our awareness of other things, which are originally 

sensuous and corporeal. Insofar as sensible things provide the basic platforms upon which all kinds of 

awareness are built, then the touching self comes to know itself as touchable, the seeing self knows itself as 

seeable, and so on. In other words, Owens says, “all knowledge of self has to be represented in terms of 

sensible objects, the things upon which our cognition has its basic bearing.”68 Thus, if we are to look for the 

conditions under which the self could ever become actively self-aware, it must be originally owing to what 

sensible objects offer up. 

Now the idea is not that the self ‘infers’ the nature of its existence from that of sensible objects. It is 

not a question of reasoning from the other to oneself analogically, for instance. It is instead that the other is 

the object that brings an already-present potency of the soul into actuality, as we have seen in 7.2. The self is 

not discovered by means of an inference; it is awakened from potency to act by means of the incursion of 

an appropriate sort of object and gains a platform for being aware of itself in terms of the sensible. 

Thus, in another paper by Owens (“Aristotelian Soul as Cognitive of Sensibles, Intelligibles, and 

Self”) we learn that the percipient and the percept (whether given in aisthesis or noesis) are given together: 

awareness-of-x and self-awareness are always concomitant.69 Nevertheless: the soul does not have immediate 

access to itself. It cannot cognize itself independently of the cognition of other objects, and above all, 

without the paradigm of sensible things from which all knowledge flows.70 The point is made also in “The 

Self in Aristotle”:  

Quite obviously, [awareness] involves immediate knowledge of both self and something other 
than self. There is no question whatever of reasoning from one to the other. Both are attained 
immediately. But epistemologically there is an order of priority. What exists first and foremost 

 
68 Owens, “The Self in Aristotle,” 711. 
69 In this sense, aisthesis always is structured as ‘being-with-an-other.’ As similar point can be found in: Long, Aristotle on 
the Nature of Truth, 233.   
70 Sorabji notes that for a head-on argument that the soul has self-knowledge by being immediately present to itself, we 
have to wait more than seven centuries to Augustine’s On the Trinity. Sorabji, “Graeco-Roman Varieties of Self,” 28.  
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in one's cognition is the other thing, the sensible thing that is external to cognition and 
existent in itself.71  

As he puts it in “Aristotelian Soul,” although (perceiving) self and (perceived) object are given together, in 

one activity, “the object other than the self has epistemological priority over self-awareness.”72  

  7.3.8. Another valuable account of the sensible conditions of self-awareness, now inflected 

specifically in terms of the importance of the faculty of sight & logic of seeing, is found in Stanley Rosen’s 

essay ‘Thought and Touch: A Note on Aristotle’s De Anima.’ There, Rosen works out how the metaphors 

of ‘seeing’ and ‘touching’ are deployed by Aristotle in the context of disclosing the possibility of self-

awareness. Although the aisthetikon and noetikon are both conceived on tactile metaphors (for instance, the 

sense being impressed upon like wax receiving an imprint or the mind grasping the intelligible form as 

though it were a hand), neither, it seems, can immediately touch itself since neither has a form of their own. 

Each is a capacity to receive a form, but that capacity has no form apart from what it receives from others. 

That does not mean that the self cannot touch itself, but it means that it touches itself through another that 

is originally distinct, and that is something else that originally stands at a distance: something received 

paradigmatically by sight rather than touch. The epistemological priority which Owens assigns the object, 

the other, is supported by Rosen by meditating on the language of touch and sight in particular. Each see 

Aristotle as saying that self-awareness is indirect, but in Rosen we find that an appeal to the language of 

sight is especially useful as identifying that to know oneself (touch oneself) one must somehow see oneself.   

 Yet it is not simply by appealing to a set of visual and tactile metaphors that the possibility of self-

awareness is understood by Rosen, but point to the very real conditions on which this possibility rests. He 

writes: “The psyche can grasp itself only if it can somehow stand before itself as a visible (or tangible) entity. 

Entities are visible (or tangible) because they have delineated edges which distinguish them from other 

entities.”73 In other words, the soul comes into a determinate state by opening itself up to sensible 

differences laid out before it and taking notice of the abrupt transitions that mark one thing off from 

another. However, there are many ordinary objects of perception that present themselves this way: what sort 

of object must we receive if one is to come to experience their activity as their own, as oikien? Rosen 

provides a clue in the expression ‘stands before itself’ in the last citation. While the soul cannot infer its 

own form, as the determinate form of a human being, there remains only one possibility:  

 
71 Owens, “The Self in Aristotle,” 711. 
72 Owens, “Aristotelian Soul as Cognitive of Sensibles, Intelligibles, and Self,” 97. My emphasis. 
73 Rosen, “Thought and Touch, a Note on Aristotle’s De Anima,” 130. 
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the psyche infers its finitude (its forms) from the indirect evidence of the existence of other 
psychai. The multiplicity of finite psychai constitutes a community or polis, a class of indirect 
traces (of the psyche) having a common structure which mirrors the structure of the psyche). 
And just as there is a multiplicity of citizens within the polis, so too is there a multiplicity of 
poleis. The multiplicity of citizens (or of poleis) is the public, i.e. visible, presentation of the 
invisible psychai. Man is a zoon logon echon because he is a zoon politikon. The structure of the city 
casts light on the functions and powers of the citizens, and vice versa. The city is the psyche writ 
large. Thus the Socratic conception of the philosophical significance of political experience: we 
wish to see the psyche because it is the place within which the conditions of visibility 
themselves becomes visible. But our eyesight is not keen enough to see the psyche itself; we 
cannot determine the indeterminable. We turn therefore toward the city, within which the 
psyche becomes visible. The articulated structure of the city, the structure which both 
differentiates and integrates the possible modes of experience, is the mirror-image of the psyche. 
Thus the attempt to touch the psyche is transformed into an attempt to see it.74  

The general point resembles Kosman’s (i.e., the self is not determined in relation to itself but only by 

receiving the form conveyed by the other’s sensible activity). But here, Rosen inflects this idea such a way 

that the intersection of the psychological and political conditions of self-awareness begin to come into view. 

We cannot know ourselves without seeing ourselves, without, that is, inferring our finitude and becoming 

something determinate, without literally looking to those around us. Those others make visible to us the 

invisible, implicit structure and nature of our own determinate being but only once it has been determined by 

the social milieu. The activity through which the soul comes to grasp or touch itself (that is to say identify with 

itself) is thus one that can only occur through a prior act of seeing itself (and thus differentiating with itself). 

Some reception of a difference (which sight, after all, is primed to detect) in some way precedes the 

recognition of an identity: even a self-identity or, weaker, a sense of ‘ownness’ that permeates my active 

consciousness.75  

Embodied, visible others in proximity with me project ‘indirect traces,’ as Rosen says, of our own soul qua 

determined & mediate my self-relation through and in terms of their activity, which is never arbitrary but reflects the 

norms, roles, and conventions of a particular people. Those others show up in terms of a politically charged milieu and 

instantiate key roles in the citizenry of whatever polis one happens to live in: roles like ‘father,’ ‘mother,’ ‘friend,’ 

‘teacher’ ‘slaver,’ ‘household manager’ (cf. 4.5.3; 4.5.5). In short, we are exposed to others in the polis that we 

internalize, populating our soul with the ‘political analogues’ (4.5.2) in terms of which we might come to be aware, 

know, or interpret our selves as public creations, as ‘persons’ (A.0.6; AIII.1.2; A.2.4-5,7-8).  

 
74 Rosen, 136–37. 
75  Thus, Flakne’s point: “it is the other who appears to me as such a source of action before I appear so to myself; the 
other appears in relation to the telos she is seen pursuing.” Flakne, “Embodied and Embedded,” 55.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

349 

Now although we have emphasized that sight (as all special sensibles) perceives sensible differences, 

such differences are revelatory of a common structure mirroring psyche and polis. But how we being to 

experience the world and our relations with others in terms of that structure we must be pulled into a 

perception of the unities of things. In practical life, there would be no basis of philia between anyone, 

especially among those who are actively very different, such as infants and adults, without each being 

pleased by the other as a kind of likeness.76 Yet how does this begin to occur in human development in the 

absence of in-born categories or concepts in which one can see things as similar to one another? One 

answer an Aristotelian could give is that it is the in-born desire for mimesis that draws human infants into a 

philia-relation precisely by their innate tendency to becoming like the others. That impulse for automatic 

mimetic activity is also, it shall turn out, part of what allows us to move past the issue of archaic passivity and 

account for possibility of ethical selfhood. In other words, some form of sunaisthesis between infant human 

and adult caregiver draws the infant into imitating what they themselves lack: a self, an ethical self that has 

come to organize itself in light of apparent goods.77    

7.3.9. That Aristotle might agree that some form of mimetic sunaisthanesthai must be inferred in 

infancy is suggested in his famous remarks in the Poetics especially that emphasizes the mimetic character of 

learning in general. Rather than being an ‘inferential’ process by which one reasons from the look of others 

to oneself, the form that is shared by two human individuals primes them for the bond of philia as well as 

for the ‘inferior’ party to imitate the ‘superior’ one.78 Thus, Aristotle says of human beings in particular 

that: “Imitation is natural to man from childhood, one of his advantages over the lower animals being 

thing, that he is the most imitative creature in the world, and learns at first by imitation” (PO 4 1448b68).79  

 
76 Imitation is most intense, Aristotle maintains, “before those whose nature is like our own and who have 
good things that are highly valued and are possible for us to achieve' (1388a31-2). Cf. EE 1245a30-b5. The value of 
beholding something similar versus something different is discussed in Topics I.18. Beholding things that are similar to 
one another is useful in generating a definition that embraces each, while comparing different things is useful in 
discovering the individuals as separate beings defined by ‘the proper logos of each being’ (108b4-6). 
77 1179b20ff. makes clear that moral education has to do with habituating us in such a way as to ‘love or hate finely,’ 
just as the earth must provide the right nutrition to nourish a growing seed. 
78 Writes Sherman on this point: “Each is inspired to develop himself more completely as he sees admirable qualities, 
not fully realized in himself, manifest in another whom he esteems. Remarks Aristotle makes about the notion of 
emulation in the Rhetoric are pertinent here. Emulation, he says, is felt most intensely 'before those whose nature is 
like our own and who have good things that are highly valued and are possible for us to achieve' (1388a31-2).” 
Sherman, The Fabric of Character, 1989, 142.  
79 Indeed, it is probably fruitful to work out the relations between our being the ‘most imitative’ in the world and 
being, as Kosman put it, essentially ‘unfinished animals’ (cf. 7.2.6). 
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 “Discovery is awakened by something seen,” asserts Aristotle in the Poetics; but that discovery 

leads on to learning our first lessons by way of imitation. We imitate what we see: those things, those 

people, who are drawn to us in the first place. What is drawn to and around the infant human more than 

anything else are caregivers whose affections toward this small ‘other self,’ pull them into ongoing, close 

proximity with them (approaching, without fully collapsing the distance, 7.3.6.1-2). The shared form between 

them establishes the commonality that makes imitation irresistible by nature and invests the relation with a 

natural inclination to philia: that bond epitomized by shared, active consciousness – that in which the self 

becomes ‘itself,’ which is to say, something ethically determinate.   

The sensuous presence of the other human being combined with the naturally mimetic character of 

human learning, that overcomes the archaic problem of how self-awareness is set off in human development. 

The infant is drawn into an irresistible set of behaviours that imitate the determinate being of an adult. It 

does so while putting the psychological and ethical dimensions of self-awareness into some level of 

conversation with one another.  Thus, we can resolve the problem of archaic passivity by reframing the kind 

of problem it is and thus the kind of solution that will appropriately answer it. Viewed primarily as an 

epistemological problem begging for an epistemological solution we might miss, as did the interlocutors of 

the Charmides, that the phenomenon under discussion was primarily ethical and practical in nature. 

7.3.10. The tendencies toward mimesis ‘since childhood’ points toward the active aspects of human 

infancy that must be posited to account for the emergence of ethical selfhood via some appropriately 

conceived mode of sunaisthesis. While dependency, impressionability, passion & disorder certainly mark 

human infancy, they are of course not ‘passive’ in every respect (cf. 6.4.1.6 on education and the ‘handoff’ 

of agency between learners and teachers). The natural inclination to mimesis is a testament to our innate 

desire to actively take on some determinate way of being other than the one we are born with. Mimesis is 

originary since it is that which ‘borrows’ the intentional choice and action of another and make it its own 

in a process of activating discriminatory powers.80 The seemingly random motility of newborns gives way, 

 
80 Compare: “Since the child is undeveloped, it is clear that his virtue is not relative to himself, but relative to the fully 
developed individual, and the one who is in authority over him” (1260a32-3).  While it is not our primary focus here, 
the discussion surrounding whether there is a smooth transition between Aristotle’s account of animal motion in De 
Anima & De Motu and the sort of self-starting (voluntary) motion of human animals (i.e., EN III)  would be important 
to flesh out for some more comprehensive project (a project in which Nussbaum & Irwin’s interlocution on the 
transition from animal self-motion to agency might be cardinal). As with ‘ordinary’ animals, the behaviours human 
infants are not best explained by appealing to some mechanical description of ‘pushes and pulls’ but with a teleological 
view in which perception, motility, desire, etc. are all organized around some end: an apparent good. While human 
infants, like ‘ordinary’ animals, lack the capacity for prohairesis, those who surround them (their caregivers) are 
generally speaking overrun with constant decisions to make up for that deficit. For at least a few years, they make many 



 

 

 

 

 

 

351 

after a relatively short period of wriggling, turning, writhing, to the beginnings of selectivity of their 

perceptual attention. Although processes of reasoning are not yet in view, “his perceptual and 

discriminatory capacities will awaken early on, as Aristotle indicates in various places (1161b28, 184b14, 

1448b7-10), and he will enjoy discriminating differences.”81 Sherman’s reading of the enhancement of 

infantile perception among caregivers suggests that children’s bond of philia for parent is not primarily 

biological but, “an intention response to the affection and nurture displayed toward them as beloved 

objects.”82 Through this, Sherman says, they “come to recognize their parents' special affection for them. 

They perceive themselves ‘as’… belonging in a special and exclusive way.” This affection begins, Aristotle 

suggests, the moment of birth. (EN 1161b25). 

7.3.11. So, what obtains ‘at the moment of (or shortly after) birth’? The presence of an innate 

desire to know, to be determinate, which is manifest most emphatically in the desire to see, above all and 

paradigmatically, and to do so as the most mimetic animal: the political animal. Sherman takes all these 

vectors in Aristotle’s text to indicate “that critical activity and its enjoyment characterize all stages of 

development [and that] at the early stages, discriminatory activity will often take the form of mimesis.”83 This 

is why seeing representations of similarities will result in delight and pleasure since through them we learn 

“that this is a that” (PO 1448b4-1; Rh. 1371b4-10). But in practical life, “to figure out ‘that this is a that' is 

again a matter of broadening one's inductive base, of the learner sizing up situations in terms of past 

experience plus some imaginative and affective feel for how it is related to what is at hand. (Sherman, 

Fabric, 167). Sherman reminds us of is the centrality of pleasure and pain (i.e., an ‘affective feel’) to human 

development: for we are not just talking about concept acquisition in some practically or normatively 

neutral way here. We are talking about shared activities and co-activations that are organized around some 

apparent good—feeding, eating, playing, cuddling, sleeping, etc.—these are in many ways the formative 

contexts in which caregivers start things off for infants. The ‘special and exclusive’ affection caregivers have 

 
of the most pertinent choices for their offspring during the time when they themselves are not able to enact the sort of 
reasoned discretion involved. As Sherman says, “the child borrows the eyes of wisdom (1144b10-12), 'listens to the 
words of elders and of the more experienced' (1143bII-13), not passively but in a way that actively engages his own 
critical capacities.” Sherman, The Fabric of Character, 1989, 172. Reading Metaphysics I.1, Sherman suggests that 
mimesis will most often be that through which the earliest forms perceptual discrimination will be enacted. Nancy 
Sherman, “Aristotle on Friendship and the Shared Life,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 47, no. 4 (June 1987): 
167, https://doi.org/10.2307/2107230. 
81 Sherman, The Fabric of Character, 1989, 159. 
82 Sherman, The Fabric of Character, 1989, 151. Taking evidence from EN 1151a4-6. 
83 Sherman, The Fabric of Character, 1989, 167. 
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for their children draw them into regular close proximity since they, as a general rule, are attracted to their 

infant as an irresistible apparent good. Thus, from Flakne:   

in her ‘visage,’ her appearance, the other embodies an activated life (of which perception and 
knowledge are the telos) which, in a manner yet to be explained, I somehow experience (but do 
not cognize) as my own. This ‘experience is sometimes passive, sometimes active, and 
sometimes something else” due to the particular complexity of the squared, that is, reciprocally 
double, intentionality that elicits it.84   

Caregivers’ faces, in particular, express and model responses (and responsiveness) to the infant’s pleasure & 

pain and invite the child into what today we might call imitation games: co-activities in which we take turns 

reciprocally determining & being determined by the other. In the absence of active powers of prohairesis, it 

is the natural inclination to mimesis that draws the infant into a delightful exchange of displaying and taking 

on “the impress from the other of those traits in him that give him pleasure” (1172a13).85 Such an activity 

of reciprocal determination in proximity with another, activity organized around some apparent good in 

which each takes pleasure in the other, activity that draws us into the delight of identification with another 

through mimesis in which we take turns being the determinate object for the other, just is, then, the 

appropriately conceived for of sunaisthesis that we may infer must belong to the origins of human ethical 

development. Indeed, we must infer that in such encounters the infant human is developing the most 

formative habits of all. For through their imitation of caregivers they are becoming habituated to certain 

ways of responding to the world, to others, to pleasure and pain, by assuming the style of an adult whose 

behaviour manifests a way of living that is organized around some vision of an apparently good life.86 In 

other words, for me, as an infant, to come to see you as ‘a self’ is to see you as someone whose activity is 

organized around certain ends—apparent goods—that show off the idea that there are distinct points of view 

alive and at work in the world.  

7.3.12. Thus, the infant not only becomes habituated to responses to pleasure and pain by being 

determined by the adults they watch (thereby establishing a history through which a conception of the good 

is eventually induced, 6.4.1). Even more fundamentally, they begin to form the habit of seeing others and 

themselves as having distinct identities at all. As we exchange roles in our imitation game, one’s agency, and 

 
84 Flakne, “Embodied and Embedded,” 49. 
85 Cf. “things which are akin and in accordance with nature, all things akin are for the most part pleasant to each 
other, as man to man, horse to horse, youth to youth.” (Rh I.1 11361b). 
86 cf. “All of this I grasp through your embodied self in integration with its environment, your practical eidos as this 
comes to appearance as I attend to your being-in-the-world.” Flakne, “Embodied and Embedded,” 52.  
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the another’s, set the terms of expectation for each and in doing so gradually reveal each as a another like 

oneself: which is to say, in the case of the infant, not just ‘another self’ but a self at all: another point of view 

on things and another source of value and agency. Through joint activity one comes into an emerging and 

ever-thickening sense of the very notion of ‘one’s own.’ Indeed, just as the perfected form of ethical 

selfhood corresponds to a demotion of the primary or ultimacy of the individual in the face of a plural 

subjectivity, it turns that achievement in a way returns us to our origins in which self & other are not fully 

separable and where the question of ‘how many’ there can always be asked (cf. ‘there is no such thing as a 

baby,’ 7.3.3).87  

And in many ways, this returns us to the primacy of habits in the formation of our character and 

the question over what is ‘me’ and ‘not me’ in them. Because many of our most lasting and formative habits 

in life are precisely the internalized agency of another’s behaviour we often saw in the world. For if my early 

exposure to my caregivers produced in me a habit of taking pleasure or pain in such-and-such and more 

generally modelled my forms of interaction, and if those habits establish the definitive mark of me (my 

ethos or character), then who I have come to be is just as much the sedimented agencies of others as they 

are from my individual choices. The very habit I acquire, to think of myself as a self in the first place, is 

quite literally an artifact of my uptake of the other & my way of having been determined by them, of 

bearing witness to their activities and having that populate my soul with traces of the past that then disclose 

my whole outlook on things. Each philion is to the other one who is in the habit of seeing. And habits 

themselves, rooted in the ambiguous mode of reciprocal ‘having’ (ekhein), make it unclear who ‘has’ them 

and who is ‘had’ by them (cf. 4.4.3.2-5): in other words, in a philia relation we are in the habit of ‘taking on’ 

the other. Indeed, the relation between desire and reason had a relation of this type, in which each made a 

claim on and determined the other somehow: emblematized, we shall recall, between the relations between 

friends or between a father and child, and so on.  

Here again, there is some is way in which the distinction between and mode of ‘having’ and 

‘making’ (determining) between self and other cannot be thought simply, but on the model of a complex & 

shared life understood above all as being rooted in joint perception: ‘joint’ both as shared and as ‘jointed’ (cf. 

 
87 Generally speaking, prevalent ways of reading Aristotle’s claim that the friend is an ‘other self’ depend, assume a self-
relation that pre-exists the activity of friendship. But Flakne argues that in “friendship as sunaisthanesthai, the sharing 
of my friend’s consciousness/perception of her existence, relies on no such assumption. Instead, ethical selfhood, the 
establishment of a self-reflexivity able to claim itself as a source of ethical action, only comes about through the activity 
of sunaisthanesthai: shared consciousness/perception precedes and makes possible self -consciousness/perception by 
creating a sense of self.” Flakne, 39–40. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

354 

3.2.2.8.1; 3.4.3), i.e. as a complex unity that is both one and two, two and one, or now one and then two, as 

the each philion takes their turn, alternating their role in the cycle of determinability & determination. 

7.4. The Sensible Form of the Other as Archaic Autophantasma 

7.4.1. At the beginning of this chapter, we noted that although phantasia or its cognates do not appear 

directly in the ethical works’ analyses of philia relations, making sense of what Aristotle is really after in 

these works seems to make the language of the imaginary irresistible to many scholars (cf. 7.0.4.8). We 

announced at the beginning that we estimate that this is because they are multiple ways of locating a 

powerful but only implicit role for phantasia in the corresponding psychological story we need to tell to 

understand certain aspects of what philia accomplishes. We set up that argument by working out two central 

features of philia: 1) that each philion must appear good to the other (which is, after all, what drives each to 

desire the apparent good for the other); 2) that the activity of sunaisthanesthai is that by which similarly 

disposed ethoi come to be determined by a similar object: an ‘other self’ who appears similar to me. We 

looked at two forms of sunaisthanesthai, one textually certain and another implied, i.e. those more-or-less 

symmetrical relations between adults and those between infants & caregivers.  

 7.4.1.1. The adult, symmetrical forms of friendship invite us to think about phantasia’s 

contribution to philia by, first of all, highlighting the extent to which philia has to do perceiving apparent 

goods that draw friends into common activity and the way in which each friend appears to the other in light 

of these apparent goods (primarily: pleasure, utility, & virtue). If we have been convincing earlier in this 

project that the phainomon agathon, as the cardinal motivating object of all human praxis and the object is 

cognized and partly constructed through phantasia, then the apparent goodness of individuals that populate 

our world should be thought accordingly. For phantasia, as we have argued, provides the psychological 

faculty that enjoys a natural fit with phainomena and the apparent good in turn. Thus, if we want to give a 

satisfactory psychological account of what brings friendships together, we will need to appeal to the domain 

of phantasmatic appearances to do so.  

7.4.1.2. Aristotle’s depiction of the friend as an ‘other self’ affirms from another direction that 

phantasia must be thought as that which is naturally fit to the sort of ‘object’ that a friend is. For this 

expression itself is an emblem of the sort of ambiguous logic of phantasmatic objects themselves: on the one 

hand, traces of sensible individuals and on the other hand, bearing a latent category of having been 

interpreted. An ‘other self’ expresses this tension of the conjunction of individuating and categorical terms. 

Thus, it is always unclear how one should number phantasmata: how many are signified by an image cannot 
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be fixed. And this is precisely what it means to be faced by a friend (for how many of us are there here, exactly?... 

cf. 7.1.4). Phantasia is primed to receive objects that have this polysemic character (cf. 2.4.8; 3.5.8.1; 

AIII.5.3.2).  To be alive to the philion as an ‘other self,’ we must somehow be able to receive a polysemic object 

that resounds with the tension we identified earlier: that which inheres in the relation between sensible 

individuality and intelligible universality. Phantasia is fit to such objects, which thus is that which makes us 

alive to receive the friend as ‘another self’ as one charged with that uncanny tension of seeing them as 

somehow one with and the same as, and separate from and different from, ourselves. Indeed, the mutual 

activation of aisthesis and phantasia in relation to the other makes possible the alternating of the uncanny 

between someone different, visibly distinct, yet someone submitted to some schema of perceptual 

categorization according to which we are the same. Reception and interpretation are interwoven in 

integrated perception and so too are the discriminations of differences and unities even as they apply to the 

same things.88 Phantasia, as situated in an intermediate state between aisthesis of individuals and noesis of 

universals, is thus primed for the reception or production of objects that straddle those categories.89 Indeed, 

we have argued in several ways that phantasia can be regarded as the ‘core connective’ of human experience. 

Yet insofar as there is always some philion that mediates, inaugurates, the individual into some broader form 

 
88 On the utility of seeing similarities versus differences in coming to identify what things are see: Topics I.18 108a-b. It 
is an important question just how similar or different friends can or must be. For some things are best learned if 
things are similar and other things if they contrast with one another. If friendship leads to knowledge of what is one’s 
own then it must be discriminatory of one’s own particularity. The natural desire to become similar to the other as 
expressed in mimesis would end if perfectly embodied the other. But as a consequence, neither would have anything to 
learn from one another. Writes Sherman on this topic: “But if another self need not be exactly similar, then self 
knowledge might involve contrasting oneself with another, and considering how another would have felt or acted in 
the same circumstances given that individual's different point of view. This sort of transport of the imagination must, 
as we said earlier, be a part of friendship… Self-knowledge, as a sub species of knowledge, requires the discrimination 
of what is peculiarly one's own. To overlook differences is ultimately to obscure an awareness of self.” Sherman, The 
Fabric of Character, 1989, 143–44. Yet at the same time, it is only because we first come to encounter the other as 
something (a kind) like us, submitted to some act of categorization based on a logic of similarity, that we have a 
framework in which a difference could even be registered. 
89 Another way of cashing out the point about the way that a friend, as other self, is pulled between the orders of 
individuality and universality is to say that the friend makes it possible to register the world in the second person. That is, 
one way of thinking about aisthesis and noesis, at least in a simple or unqualified sense, is that they respectively involve 
beholding things in the first person (as it is sensed from my individual point of view) and the third person (as it is 
intelligible from a point of view that can, in principle, be shared with others who have not had direct experience of 
what the speaker has). Where does that leave phantasmatic objects? Without offering much more than a suggestion 
here, the idea that phantasia, as positioned between first- and third-person ways of encountering reality (aisthetic and 
noetic), has a natural correspondence to the perspective of a second self, a second point of view that you have. You, as 
in someone who is not me but is still in proximity with me, someone close enough to address by the word ‘you’ and to see 
while doing so. The idea is expressed grammatically by the 1st, 2nd, and 3rd person, which reflect the degree of proximity 
between one who says something and those to whom it is addressed. 
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of shared reality (i.e., layers of political life), then they, too, are positioned at some analogously ‘connective’ 

site. A special relationship and category can be discerned, then, through the natural correspondence 

between phantasmatic faculty and this peculiar object, the philion.  

7.4.1.3. Moreover, if we have also been convincing in our argument that an ethos is itself a complex 

state of the ethical self centrally established by several functions of phantasia and characteristics of 

phantasmata (primary in its relation to habituation & prohairesis), then phantasia will likewise underwrite the 

‘organ’ that friends share in common and through which they jointly perceive the apparent good in one 

another. At the level of ethical life, then, both the object (the apparent good) and the organ through which 

that object is received (the ethos) manifest the distinctive attributes of the phantasmatic in themselves and in 

their relation. Indeed, Aristotle’s schema that the object explains the activity, which explains the potency, 

which explains the organ, establishes phantasia both at the beginning and the end of explanation of why 

living things move or act as they do. We know this already from De Motu in particular: while the object is 

ultimate in explaining why things move as they do, the object understood as the apparent good is partly 

constructed by the perceiving subject. And that is why phantasia is required in the explanation even before 

desire or the bodily affects, because it ‘prepares’ desire precisely by beholding an apparent good as its 

practical telos (cf. 3.2.2.7; 3.2.3; MA 702a16-b20). But between friends—at least, in the perfected form of it—

it is precisely the other that is the ‘object’ that sets of the activity in which human beings share life 

(sunaisthanesthai), bringing into act the ‘interrelation of their potencies’ of human beings in proximity with 

one another. Just as my friend is an ‘object’ I witness in the world who determines my active consciousness, 

realizes my characteristic life form, and puts on display my ethos, my active life is, reciprocally, an object for 

the other that determines them, brings out their powers for living, and reveals their character in turn. As 

phantasia is baked into the beginning and end of this exchange (object, activity, potency, organ), it becomes 

perhaps more plausible to consider the intermediate activity—sunaisthanesthai—as a work of the imagination 

that names the activity of beholding the apparent good in one another.90  

7.4.2. This idea begins to sound more credible when we think about the necessarily interpretive 

exercise that is involved in perceiving something as ‘another self,’ a point which may be most powerfully 

brought out when considering the sunaisthesis we must infer among infants and caregivers. We said earlier 

that the psychological schema underlying the possibility of self-awareness (at least the awareness which 

 
90 Indeed, while Flakne makes the following observation to explain the possibility of choice, it is also a complementary 
premise in my own assessment of phantasia’s implicit basis in sunaisthesis, which is noted as being “reducible neither to 
‘absolute knowledge’ — apprehended by nous — nor to the necessarily individualizing and embodied concatenations of 
perception as aisthesis.” Flakne, “Embodied and Embedded,” 42.  
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exceeds the merely propositional or pleasurable) must be one in which we perceive a sensible object that 

somehow conveys what is precisely the opposite of what it is: the other’s body or face not as an object, but 

as precisely the surface of a subject. Thus, it must be the visible surface of something that is absent from the 

sensible world that I can perceive by the senses: another point of view on it. In other words, I must be able 

to perceive an object that presents me with something fundamentally absent from simple or unqualified 

aisthesis, something that goes beyond the sensible by offering an interpretation of it. Such an ‘object,’ 

moreover, must be something interpretable and interpreted as something like me, even if I have not yet come to 

articulate a distinction in my experience between self and other. For according to what the special senses 

offer us there is nothing but the given: what I see with my sight, for example, are colours as the ‘boundary 

conditions’ of visible objects. To see the overriding, uniting identities of objects - seeing this thing as a fox 

or a bush or my friend - requires invoking the rest of the perceptual part of the soul as an integrated unity, 

implicating the distinctive features of the phantasmatic as well. For only then could we account for these 

many features required for the possibility of perceiving something that could count as ‘another self’: an 

actively interpretive side of perception,91 one that reckons with the perception of what is absent,92 

something that beholds perceptual differences in their unity with me,93 and in such a what that may not yet 

become articulate but only latently so.94  

7.4.3. When we consider the state of a human infant, we cannot account for their uptake of and 

participation in mimesis (that invites them into the praxis of acting as an integrated person) on the basis of a 

purely passive reception of the sensible forms around them. We need to posit some active work of perceptual 

interpretation on their part to explain how (and also why) they would be paying attention to their caregivers 

more than inanimate objects (as a general rule) in the first place. This perceptual work would need to satisfy 

the various features we enumerated in the last paragraph. But we also need to posit some special way that 

their object of perception is ‘charged’ to account for the particular interest taken in it. To borrow a phrase 

from Rosen’s long quote above, we can only take on a determinate form through the ‘indirect traces’ that 

are expressed through the other’s sensible, and above all visible presence. Indeed, Rosen, at one point, 

gestures to the necessity to posit phantasia at the foundation of the soul’s self-awareness:  

 
91 cf. 1.3.4.4; 2.3.2.5; 3.3.1; 3.5.2.2; 4.5.9. 
92 cf. 2.0.2.2; 2.2.25; 3.2.2.5; 3.3.5.6.2; 3.5.1.1. 
93 cf. 1.3.4; 2.3.1.6; 2.3.3. 
94 cf. 2.4.5; 2.4.9; 3.5.5.1. Moreover, in taking on the other’s sensible form, I take on the sensible identity of something 
temporally complex. Writes Flakne: “The sensible form that I ‘take on’ in sunaisthesis, then, is that of my friend’s 
determined human life, a life organized around ends which tie together past, present, and future capacities for 
determination” Flakne, “Embodied and Embedded,” 49. 
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If, then, the psyche is to grasp itself directly, it must be primarily imaginable: i.e. it must have an 
eidos, and therefore it must be perceptible. It must be material: an entity or ousia. As such, it 
must be actual, an entelecheia having a logos which expresses its to ti en einai. But by Aristotle’s 
own account, and despite his assurance that nous is thinkable in the same way that its objects 
are, none of this is possible.95 

‘None of this is possible,’ for as we saw before, that the soul cannot directly ‘touch itself’ (determine itself) 

without first having seen something in the world through which it becomes determinate by assuming the 

other’s sensible form. To ‘touch’ itself (noetically) the soul must ‘imagine itself’ and to do that it must see an other 

which means interpreting—phantasizing the other as a self. The activation of the imaginary in response to the other’s 

presence that the soul begins to have the resources, latent in its phantasmatic contents, to disclose and ‘grasp’ its 

intelligible form. Indeed, while explaining the metaphor of Magna Moralia & its provenance in First Alcibaides, 

Margaret Mary McCabe notes the primacy of having an image of self to ‘see myself’: “when I see myself in my friend, I 

see the little image of me in her eye. What I see, then, is not myself seeing, but the appearance of me, myself as the object 

of my seeing; and the image of myself is the cause of my seeing myself.”96  

7.4.4. If we think about what it means and what makes conceivable the perception of something as 

the perception of a person’s face the necessity for invoking phantasia becomes clearer. That faces are drawn to 

faces is nearly a practical first principle of all human relations. They are the site in which our senses, our 

vulnerability, & central life powers are most localized: our suckling, seeing, and speaking all begin there and 

are where our expressive and social powers are concentrated. 97 But when we look at a face, what we are 

 
95 Rosen, “Thought and Touch, a Note on Aristotle’s De Anima,” 133. 
96 Mary Margaret McCabe, “With Mirrors or Without? Self-Perception in Eudemian Ethics VIII.12,” in The Eudemian 
Ethics on the Voluntary, Friendship, and Luck: The Sixth S.V. Keeling Colloquium in Ancient Philosophy, ed. Fiona Leigh, 
Philosophia Antiqua, v. 132 (S.V. Keeling Colloquium in Ancient Philosophy, Leiden ; Boston: Brill, 2012), 48. My 
emphasis. 
97 For some contemporary analysis on the relationship between infant perceptions of other bodies & faces and the 
dawning of self-consciousness (esp. at the intersections of phenomenology, developmental psychology, and 
neuroscience) see Shaun Gallagher’s “Moral Agency, Self-Consciousness, and Practical Wisdom.” Reporting on recent 
findings in developmental psychology, for instance, Gallagher writes: “Infants are able to distinguish between 
inanimate objects and people (agents), and can respond in a distinctive way to human faces, that is, in a way that they do not 
respond to other objects … This sense of others is already implicit, at least in a primitive way, in the behaviour of the 
newborn. Experiments […] demonstrate that from birth the action of the infant and the perceived action of the other 
person are coded in the same ‘language’, an intermodal system that is directly attuned to the actions and gestures of 
other humans” Gallagher, “Moral Agency, Self-Consciousness, and Practical Wisdom,” 208. Research in this area has 
established that “Infants between 9–18 months look to the eyes of the other person to help interpret the meaning of 
an ambiguous event […] Thus, around the age of one year, the infant goes beyond person-to-person immediacy and 
enters contexts of shared attention — shared situations — learning what things mean and what they are for.” Gallagher, 
208. The face is of course of particular potency among phenomenologists (perhaps none more than in the work of 
Emmanuel Levinas, though he of course does not characterize his own work as phenomenology since the face, he says, 
is not a phenomenon). Few exceed Merleau-Ponty for his exemplary evocations on this issue: “I live in the facial 
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seeing is mostly not ‘visible’ at all. A face is the visible surface of something that transcends the order of 

visibility altogether: another self, a source of subjectivity and a point of view on the world. For one cannot 

see a face unless one sees it as the outward presentation of something that exceeds the order of visibility 

altogether somehow. To see something as a face requires that I have come reckon with something that has a 

whole other side to it that goes beyond what is offered to the eye in an unqualified sense, something not 

fully presented or public. What that ‘something else’ is may not be some hidden entity, but something 

structurally impossible for me to see with my own eyes (or with any strictly sensory modality): another 

sensible point of view on the world. The special object we need to see something else as something like me 

is the surface of a subject. But this can never be a sensible object. It can only be a sensible object interpreted 

in a certain way and the result of having ‘read’ another’s bodily & especially facial presence. That 

interpretation is what opens the door to see not only that the world has multiple possible points of view on 

it, but that we ourselves are only one of them. Thus, Sherman suggests that we also get an interpretive activity 

opened up for the child due to their coming to discriminate their parents from other adults: “They perceive 

themselves ‘as’ (hos, NE 1165b15) belonging in a special and exclusive way [to their parents].”98 The 

subjective self-awareness made possible through philia—the stronger sense of one’s experiences being one’s 

own—can only emerge in concert with this revelation through others and about the world. Sherman comes 

to a similar solution (albeit from another direction): “Self knowledge, as a subspecies of knowledge, 

requires, ultimately, the discrimination of what is peculiarly one’s own. Another and separate self facilitates 

that discovery.”99 

7.4.5. Of course, it also reconfigures our experience of our selves as having a public-facing side that 

we ourselves are not determinate sources of. But this experience, again, could not be explained by an 

unqualified act of passive aisthesis. What must become activated is the distinct phantasmatic capacity for 

assuming a posture of self-exteriority that detaches from or suspects the monopoly of the first-person 

perspective (cf. 2.3.2.6; 2.5.1.2; 3.5.1.2; 4.4.6; 6.3.2.3; AIII.5.3.1). Selfhood qua subjectivity would only be 

realized in an act of self-transcendence that is equally ontological and epistemological and which realizes the 

self at the same time that the contrast between self and others is reduced. That is, an encounter with the 

 
expressions of the other, as I feel him living in mine […] The very first of all cultural objects, and the one by which all 
the rest exist, is the body of the other person as the vehicle of a form of behavior […] No sooner has my gaze fallen 
upon a living body in the process of acting than the objects surrounding it immediately take on a fresh layer of 
significance.” Qtd in Gallagher, 210.  
98 Sherman, The Fabric of Character, 1989, 150–51. 
99 Sherman, “Aristotle on Friendship and the Shared Life,” 611. 
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other’s face as the face of a self cannot occur without the participation of a faculty that has detached from 

what is immediately given (cf. 2.2.1-5; 2.3.1.5) to sensuous aisthesis and thereby enables experiences 

structured in terms of their perspectival nature. This requires the release of the given or some activation of 

some capacity to detach from the given. Yet simple aisthesis cannot accommodate such a capacity, which is 

why we cannot account for error via aisthesis alone (cf. 2.1.1-5) and why phantasia had to be invoked in DA 

where it was. Similarly, we see that capacity implied here since coming to activate one’s subjective self-

awareness requires assuming or entertaining a self-exterior posture upon myself by virtue of which we could 

experience oneself as being ‘faced’ by another person with their own point of view. The emergence of 

subjective self-consciousness in human beings would always be the co-emergent awareness of themselves as 

having their own, distinct point of view on the world as something brought out in contrast to those of 

others. Thus, phantasia can be recognized within the implicit logic required to lift self-awareness into a 

subjective state (say, from a merely propositional or pleasurable one) by which one originally takes own-

ership of one’s active consciousness through receiving another’s (an other). Thus, McCabe suggests: “my 

friend is imagined to be, like me, the subject of his functioning senses: it is as such a subject that in him I 

see myself seeing.”100  

In closing, let us advance three conclusions. 

7.4.6. First, in the early, inchoate encounters with others—in their sensuous proximity and in full 

display of their activities as integrated, realized selves, organized by teloi and pulled in close by the good 

perceived in their beloved—we must posit a constitutive role for phantasia in the original enactment of self as 

the determinate reception of the other’s sensible form. The activity of the caregiver’s looking—the 

irresistibility of the infant’s face which draws them into close proximity—awakens the potency in the child as 

a consequence of their shared form and invites them into a process of discovery through joint perception.101 

For mimetic sunaisthanesthai to elevate the merely propositional or pleasurable kinds of self-awareness 

common with all animals into the stronger or thicker subjective sense of one’s consciousness being ‘one’s 

own’—as distinct from someone else’s—we need to attribute an innate and activated capacity in the human 

infant for reading the other’s body. But if this active capacity will have to have been made determinate by 

 
100 McCabe, “With Mirrors or Without? Self-Perception in Eudemian Ethics VIII.12,” 73. 
101 So, the self-differentiation that occurs in sight from the distance involved is prior to the identification of self, and, 
given the epistemic priority assigned to the object, it is the other - and specifically the other’s face - that come before 
self-identification. It is also evocative to note that can only see myself in the face, the eyes of the other, if I am neither 
to close nor too far away. There is a right proximity, a right distance and difference, whereby I can resolve an image of 
myself in the face of the other.  
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the other’s sensible form as interpreted—which is to say, imagined—then it will turn out at the image of the 

other’s self will originally have epistemological priority over the being of my own (cf. 7.3.7) The image of 

the friend, the other self, will have all along been the first and most archaic autophantasma. If ‘knowing 

oneself’ always presupposes and in the end reduces to ‘seeing oneself,’ and if ‘seeing oneself’ is unthinkable 

except as something that occurs through one’s imagining of the other, then it will always have been through 

originary productions of autophantastmata, modelled first upon the friend, the other self, that all further 

forms of self-awareness will have been built. The phantasia of the other self is epistemologically prior to any 

form of subjective self-awareness—an awareness of my experience as my own—and thus the medium through 

which we unlock gradations of self-awareness that move beyond the propositional & pleasurable to the 

subjective and toward the reflexive. What establishes the continuity of all this, as one’s self moves from the 

background and into the foreground of one’s awareness, is the liminality and self-concealing character of 

phantasmata (cf. 2.4.9-10; 3.5.4.1; 6.4.3). The other’s life-activities pay down the first coordinates for the 

raising of self-awareness, coordinates that are plotted in the domain of the imaginary. Only by a leap of the 

imagination, that crosses over and returns to one and the other, could the psyche ever have come to grasp 

itself as its own.   

7.4.7. Second, we said earlier that it is productive to pursue an inter-psychic interpretation of the 

self as ‘two or more’ alongside another charged expression: ‘other, second self.’ We also suggested that the 

tension inherent in and between these expressions can be brought out by thinking about them on the basis 

of Aristotle’s motif of ‘sharing life.’ Above all, the activity of human life consists in various ways of 

‘perceiving and thinking,’ and so the various ways in which we share perceptions and thoughts with others 

will never be far from view when we try to conceive the shared life and what is happening when I and ‘other 

self’ are living together. But to share life in any kind of ‘thickly’ self-conscious way supposes that we already 

have some rudimentary awareness that life is sharable, and that the world in which I find myself lends itself 

to being a platform for that. And for that to happen, one must behold oneself as something both engaged 

in the world but also held back from it, that is, as something that does not possess or author that world on 

its own. 

The beginnings of this participation in a shared life, manifested above all in sunaisthanesthai, must 

be rooted in the phantasmatic, for, as we have seen, its interpretive, polysemic, ambiguous, liminal, self-

concealing and self-exteriorizing functions are implicated within any possible transition to see that there is a 

common life that exceeds me of which I am only a part. Being able to think of oneself as ‘sharing my life’ 
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and ‘sharing in life’ testifies to a tacit capacity for the awareness that ‘my’ life is not and never only mine, 

and that who I am is not only me but always somehow ‘two or more.’ 

The idea is, then, that I am only ‘two or more’ not only because of the plurality of soul-parts of 

which I am made. I am ‘two or more’ because I am a political animal that cannot realize myself individually 

without the social environment and the others I find there, because my life is never only mine. For life is an 

activity that is from the beginning shared, an activity already under way before I have come on the scene or 

even registered a distinction between myself and others or experienced life in terms of such a distinction. By 

the time I have acquired the capacity to say ‘I’ or to think in terms of it, I have had to have been party to a 

plural subjectivity in which I was cared for through my most profound changes. When the day arrives for 

me to think the world in terms of the distinction between I and other, I will have done so only by having 

already taken the rhythms and sounds and looks of others: my most formative habits that constitute ‘me’ 

will be others acting through me from time past. And my voice, although in its saying ‘I’ will already be an 

attestation of separateness from others, is never without being intonated by the speech of others. ‘I’ will 

always have been an attestation to more than myself, or at least more than one self. That, I propose, is the 

radical meaning that circulates in the curious notion that the love can only be itself if it is ‘two or more’: it 

always presumes another and second self or more. In this case, one’s self in the sense of being one self comes 

second, after two or more, primarily after the second or other self, who has always come first.  

   7.4.8. Third and finally, we would be remiss not to recognize that since mimesis operates by taking 

delight in likenesses or representations and since phantastmata are originally likenesses of past events of 

aisthesis that we can expect a basic functional correlation between images in the soul and representations in, 

say, the arts. In Chapter 6 (cf. 6.3.2) we discussed the way that prohairesis must operate in hand with the 

‘deliberative imagination.’ The internal demands of that relation suggested the choosing agent having some 

‘prospective vision’ for themselves to guide their choices & actions, a vision that includes an ongoing 

though often tacit self-interpretation that is embodied as an ‘exemplary image’ of themselves. In a certain 

way, then, the action which follows is a kind of imitation that aims to embody the image that guided the 

choice: and for that reason we suggested choice could be thought of as being ‘automimetic.’  

 But we observed at that time that within the full scope of human development, the activity of 

prohairesis and the exercise of the deliberation come later. Moreover, the individual is not always sufficient 

to explain how such action-guiding images are produced: indeed, at our origins, the social environment 

must necessarily be appealed to in order to explain how we come to take up the very habits that lead to the 

awakening of those more mature capacities. That is why, for a developing individual to acquire a vision of 
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themselves or an articulate sense of their ends required by choice, a history of mimetic activity is required: a 

history of being exposed to others who already have those capacities engaged. But what is common to early 

mimesis and mature action is the need to posit action-guiding images in the soul—in the infant’s soul, their 

presence moves their development forward by capitalizing on the delight of beholding or embodying 

representations. The primary difference is that whereas adults have a certain level of autonomy or endogeny 

(though hardly absolute) in formulating their exemplary images, the images that guide infant mimesis are 

exogenous in origin. In other words, in the absence of active prohairesis, the infant takes on from their 

caregivers (as with other philia relations), “the impress from the other of those traits in him that give him 

pleasure” (1172a13) as they watch others with whom they share a form: “for all things akin are for the most 

part pleasant to each other, as man to man” (Rh I.1 11361b). As such they take on exemplars from the 

community, beginning with caregivers, then expanding to include others in the polis who they have frequent 

contact with: friends, teachers, household managers, etc. In short, to use the language of Chapter 4, their souls 

become a sort of ‘community of images’ and a ‘proto-social environment’ (cf. 4.5.8) as they begin to get a 

‘feel’ for different styles of living and for ‘being somebody’: for having some sort of distinct identity. Much 

of this—or really everything—has to do with being habituated, through pleasure and pain, to take on some 

vision of the apparent good. Writes Flakne:  

just as when I take on the ‘sensible form’ of an object, I do not literally become that object, 
here when I take on your form as a sensible object, what I take on is the ‘impress’ of your 
subjective experience of pleasure as occasioned by this aisthetic event which I perceive as the 
telos of your existence… In other words, when I ‘take on the impress of those traits that give 
you pleasure,’ I take on the form of your wholeness as a bios determined through an end.102 

Thus, in the absence of the automimetic element of active choice (an endogenous exemplary self-image 

arising in the deliberative imagination), we must posit, for the early developing human an other exemplary 

person that provides an ‘image’ of what right actions and good people look like. 

This is why, suggests Nancy Sherman, friends have a similar value as do artistic representations in 

moral development generally speaking. Indeed, in the Fabric of Character, Sherman writes:  

in true friendship we want to understand 'from the friend's point of view' what she is going 
through and how things look to her. Imagining how she must feel ultimately aims at coming to 

 
102 Flakne, “Embodied and Embedded,” 51. Thus, if we can extend Irrena’s description of EN IX.9 to the case of 
children, being brought into mimetic sunaisthanesthai with others around them helps them, “visualize the characteristic 
goodness of virtuous actions” Irrera, “Other Selves in Action. Similarity and Complementarity between Virtuous 
Persons in Aristotle’s Theory of Friendship,” 19. 
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see things from her point of view. Thus, it is not that I bypass my imagination, but that it 
ultimately transports me to her feelings.103 

And in “Aristotle on Friendship and the Shared Life,” Sherman illustrates this point through literary 

characters, through which, like friends, we come to, “a vision of ourselves that is more resolute and 

definite” through friends whose position I, “imagine from my own point of view, or from what I take to be 

that of my friend’s, what she is experiencing. Thus, in tragedy, Aristotle says, we respond with pity and fear 

when we imagine what it would be like for us, in our own circumstances, to suffer a similar fate.” 104 For 

Aristotle, moral education proceeds by exposing individuals of different levels of development to different 

kinds of representations (sculptural, musical, theatrical). As he says in the Poetics, this heightens the 

discriminatory powers by teaching us “that this is a that”: in other words that this sensible individual is an 

instance of that sort or class of things, thus working to mediate and transition from one to the other. Thus 

representations, as Sherman noted in our last section, ‘broaden our inductive base’ that involves gathering 

‘some imaginative and affective feel’ for what is at hand. Avers Aristotle in the Poetics, since imitation is 

natural to human beings, we take delight in imitation, and thus are pleased by ‘detailed representations’ 

that bring about learning (1448b4-17). 

7.4.9. Similarly in Aristotle’s assessment of the power of music in moral education, the different 

rhythms, melodies, and modes bring about affective dispositions in learners that resemble various moral 

qualities through the pleasure or pain of hearing them (PO 1339b-40a).105 For the education of young 

people—to make them the right sort of ‘listeners’ whose souls are prepared for political & philosophical 

life—music has the advantage of “a natural sweetness” that makes the pain involved in moral education 

easier to endure. (PO VIII.5 1340b17). In parallel with his claim that hearing is the most important sense 

for learning, Aristotle claims of hearing that, “The objects of no other sense, such as taste or touch, have 

any resemblance to moral qualities” (PO VIII.5 1340a29-30). Music, above all other objects of sense, has an 

effect on the character of the soul. As Aristotle says, “when men hear imitations, even apart from the 

rhythms and tunes themselves, their feelings move in sympathy.” (PO VIII.5 1340a11-12).  

Thus, we delight in friends & artworks for similar reasons and by virtue of similar capacities. Both, 

in different ways of course, provide us with the basis of moral education by appealing to our natural 

sympathies to experience pleasure in representations of thing similar and leveraging the distinct powers of 

 
103 Sherman, The Fabric of Character, 1989, 135–36. 
104 Sherman, “Aristotle on Friendship and the Shared Life,” 599. 
105 Politics VIII.5-6 are key chapters for this topic, but also consider: learning & hearing, Meta 1.1 98031ff.  & De 
Sensu 1 437a11-16). And in EN, we have flagged the importance of hearing as a motif in Aristotle’s ethics. 
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phantasia to move us along epagoge from simple aisthesis into categorized perception and intellectual insight 

(cf. 2.4.11; 6.4.3.3; AII.3.4.4). Thus although we have emphasized the faculty of sight in the context of 

elucidating these aspects of or interpolations of Aristotle’s account of philia, we should not lose that that 

moral development involves an interchange of the senses (‘synesthesia’ of another kind) through which 

vision and hearing are tutored toward the good: after all, that development has to do with ‘listening to 

one’s father and friends’ as much as it does with seeing one’s mother watch over us (cf. 4.3.3.7; 4.4.3.1; 

AV.5.4.6). For though it has not been our focus here, sunaisthesis is brought into its fullest through 

participating in a community ‘speeches and thought,’ a community in which animals with logos become into 

the fullness of their nature qua political animals (1170b12). 

7.5. Summary & Setup 

7.5.1. Thus, although phantasia does not appear directly in relation to Aristotle’s depiction of sunaisthesis 

between friends and through his emphasis on the way in which each appears good to the other, we can see 

quite evidently that Aristotle’s work on friendship is coordinated deeply by several core concepts that we 

have developed through the lens of the phantasmatic: by the logic of appearances (cf. 3.3.1-4; 5.3.1-2), the 

central notion of beholding the apparent good (cf. 3.3.5; 5.3.3-4) (in the world and in one another and, as 

pleasure, in oneself, cf. 3.3.5.3; 5.4), desiring the apparent good for the friend (cf. 3.2.3), and by the notion 

of friends having a shared ethos (cf. 6.1; 6.3-4). Perhaps, given how deep the ligatures run in the direction of 

the phantasmatic, this is why scholars of Aristotle’s work on friendship find it nearly irresistible to appeal to 

the language of ‘the imagination’ to understand and make tractable what that work is up to (cf. 7.0.4.8). 

Moreover, we have also seen how several psychological functions assigned to phantasia must be posited to 

make sense of a corresponding story about how ethical selfhood can emerge and what its characteristic 

nature is. That phantasia is implicated in the genesis of ethical selfhood has been approached through a 

developmental account we have argued is available in Aristotle’s thought through which we have been able 

to resolve the problem of archaic passivity broached in Chapter 1 (cf. 1.4.3.1). To make sense of the 

possibility of the genesis of self we must infer: 1) the activity of phantasia, 2) combined with the naturally 

mimetic character of human behaviour, 3) combined with the sensuous presence of another human being: a 

caregiver, primarily. The first and most fundamental lesson a caregiver imparts to a human infant is the 

habit of thinking of themselves as an integrated unity, as a self, who is the subject of experience as one’s 

own. This lesson is imparted mimetically and is unthinkable without the interpretive contribution of 
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phantasia. The other self—most primordially the caregiver—is in some sense the object that produces the first 

autophantasmata and thus the image of the (other) self precedes the enactment of the first (self).  

 What we have also found, time and again, is that most attempts to fix the nature of the self as being 

the possession of or identical with the individual, is found to be unsatisfying both on the conceptual 

grounds of Aristotle’s philosophy but also in relation to the phenomena under investigation.106 Quite 

simply, what is ‘me’ includes many things that are ‘not me,’ or at least that are not reconcilable under the 

typical things we might take to settle the question of where I am and ‘something else’ takes over: 

consciousness, thought, the will, the envelope of the body. Philia reveals in perhaps the most radical way 

why the self cannot be thought strictly, at every form or stage, as something that stands in stark and 

exclusive opposition to the outside or the other. Phantasia, we have seen, is uniquely capable of constituting 

us in the tension of such a life just as it is capable of facilitating the unfolding and ever-thickening forms of 

self-awareness human beings are capable of. 

7.5.2. In ‘taking on’ the form of others—caregivers and exemplars from the polis especially—through 

which we have the first coordinate of our own self-image, we begin to catch sight of something like a public 

imaginary in terms of which we cobble together the basis of our own self-awareness. For what we take on 

from those around us is never value-neutral nor culturally homogenous. What appears good to our 

caregivers—and to the ‘father, friend, teacher, slaver, or household manager’ (cf. 4.5.2)—is itself determined 

in a politically distinctive way. In other words, the proto-social dynamics among the community of images 

we take on and through which we experience the world and in terms of which we unfurl our self-awareness 

reflects not only the apparent goods such individual aim at. They also reflect the broader social structure 

and what appears good to the plural subjectivity of the cultural ‘us.’ The endoxastic level of shared 

appearances and value-determination begins to be present in the soul of the developing human the moment 

that they come to take on those around them. As we shall intimate in our closing Epilogue, Aristotle’s 

rhetorical theory provides the platform for thinking about how shared appearances of the good embodied 

in the endoxa are negotiated and shared through communal speech.  The significance of the fact that Aristotle 

only explicitly speaks to the whole concept of an ‘autophantasma’ in those pages, in that sort of treatise, shall be our aim 

to consider in closing.

 
106 Those which, after all, he is trying to ‘set down’ and then determine which of the most reputable endoxa are left 
standing after examining the puzzles about them (EN VII.1 1145b1-5). The expression is likely meant to invoke Plato’s 
methodological injunction to ‘save the appearances.’ 
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Epilogue: Imagining Ourselves with Aristotle, Rhetorically Speaking 

“You must yourselves realize the power of Athens, and feed your eyes on her from day to day, until love of her fills 
your hearts. And then, when all her greatness breaks in upon you, you must reflect that it was by courage and 
knowledge of practical necessities and a sense of shame in action that men were enabled to win all this... For this is the 
way animals move forward to motion and to action: the immediate cause of motion is desire, and this comes into 
being either through perception or through imagining and thinking. And with creatures that reach out for action, it is 
sometimes through appetite or emotion and sometimes through rational wish that they create or act.” ~Pericles’s 
Funeral Oration in Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War, Bk II., 2.43. 
 
“The law-giver in this way rightly accustomed the citizens, as members of one body, to feel and sympathize 
[sunaisthanesthai] with one another’s wrongs.” ~Plutarch, Lives (Solon), 18:5. (trans. Perrin). 

8.0. Preliminaries 

8.0.1. In the last chapter we saw how at the origins of human self-enactment is an already-active social 

milieu that in several distinguishable but related ways provides us with the first coordinates of our self-

awareness. Those coordinates are laid down in and by the imaginary when infants are brought into 

proximate mimetic relations with caregivers, first and above all (and then peers, etc.). This begins a process of 

internalization through memory and imagination whereby the soul begins to be populated by figures in the 

polis who become the touchstones of our self-awareness as they exemplify the sorts of dynamics we find 

within ourselves. Insofar as such dynamics then get expressed back out into the world, the micro and macro 

levels of Aristotle’s account are mutually enveloping: the soul as the polis writ small, the polis as the soul writ 

large. 

 8.0.2. Yet our early caregivers and subsequent others who shape us and who we internalize do not 

arrive on the scene as neutral vessels: they, too, are (and have always been) caught up in a broader structure 

of social practices that influence their sense of themselves, their place in the world, their possibilities and so 

on. To a young child, a mother is ‘just mom’—but as time moves along, ‘mom’ also becomes a window to a 

much broader set of social realities: mom is also a teacher or lawyer, a serf or slave, a sister or wife, a chorus 

dancer or politician. In adult roles such as these, one is also subject to ‘taking on’ the community in terms 

of its prevailing norms, ways of looking at things—in short, by taking on the community’s endoxa: a sort of 

shared repository of appearances, of ‘how things seem to us.’ The household, while it enjoys a certain 

degree of autonomy and privacy in relation to the broader public life, certainly in Aristotle’s time, was 

conceived more as an organ of the community and a conduit for moral development as enshrined in the 

law and embodied in cultural practices, like public orations. One might see this embodied in Pericles’ 
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famous ‘Funeral Oration’ in which the audience is enjoined to take to heart and ‘feed upon’ the city and its 

heroes so that we may see its greatness and be moved in accordance with the spirit of its society. 

The first coordinates of self and self-awareness that come to populate and structure the emergent 

self’s imaginary and, therefore, already start to mark out the broader forms of political life in the individual 

soul, come from intimate others and caregivers. Just as infants and youth ‘take on the impression’ of their 

caregivers, so too are those caregiving adults never over with the uptake and internalization of the social 

world and the cultivation of their own imaginary on that basis. That adults are always already taken up into 

such practices means they are never just disseminating to youth the terms of family life. They also are 

proxies for and disseminators of a cultural ethos: an even more broadly held shared ethos through which we 

register the apparent good. Thus, as self-awareness develops from infancy onward, it becomes in large part a 

matter of disclosing the ways in which we have, all along and from the beginning, been shaped by others 

and by the broader community. 

8.0.3. The process through which adults take on the endoxa or ‘public imaginary’ of their 

community (qua adults) is, above all, through their shared communicative practices, and this is what the 

Rhetoric can be understood to be describing. The idea that the Rhetoric is simply a ‘manual for public 

speaking’ neglects the richness of the text and what it offers. What we have instead is a sort of ‘rhetoricized 

psychology’ that describes how human beings move one another through speech and expression in the full 

concreteness of their nature as ‘political animals with logos.’ Aristotle’s rhetorical theory provides the 

platform for thinking about how culturally shared appearances of the good, as embodied in the endoxa, are 

disseminated and negotiated through human speech and expression. 

8.0.4.1. As we shall see, the Rhetoric offers us a description of the ‘ethopathological’ encounters with 

others through which we take up the terms of the community’s public imaginary. In such encounters what 

is happening is a sort of political sunaisthanesthai in terms of which we attempt to bring one another to 

behold the endoxa. This is achieved by intricating the orders of speech and sight, i.e. through which (lexical) 

elements of speech bring affective phantasmata ‘before the eyes.’ What I want to emphasize in describing 

such encounters is that what primarily determines the reception of or resistance to logos is the meeting of 

the speaker’s ethos with the listener’s affective state. What we find is that listeners’ affects are intimately 

mixed with phantasia such that their receptivity to logos is not only shaped by how others appear to them but 

also how they appear, through phantasia, to themselves. 

8.0.4.2.  We shall also find that the Rhetoric is where Aristotle explicitly locates phantasia as the site 

of our practical, political, and reflexive self-awareness. In other words, whereas our previous analyses of self-
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awareness in Aristotle across the natural, psychological, and ethical writings did not insist upon a form of 

reflexive self-awareness, we do find such an insistence at the level of rhetorical psychology and political life. 

That is to say, it is only through political life that we can discern a basis in Aristotle’s writings for an 

imaginative confrontation with oneself as an explicit object of concern. Reflexive self-awareness is a political 

possibility that insists in our public imaginary, one we are inaugurated into by way of those who socialize, 

teach, and habituate us and by the broader forms of human life that those others are already taken up by 

and into.  

8.0.4.3. Finally, whereas Gill suggested that the Aristotelian self must be thought of in objective 

and participatory terms (and not subjective and individualist terms), Sorabji took the view that there are 

subjective and individualist elements in the Aristotelian self that assume a secondary status in relation to 

the objective and participatory, which are the former’s enabling conditions. That is, on this view, the 

objective and participatory are necessary conditions for the subjective and individualist. Yet even on 

Sorabji’s view I do not believe we would want to take Aristotle as portraying the self as constituted by some 

‘inner turn’ that would more appropriately mark later philosophy (i.e. Augustine).  

However, to press even further than Sorabji, we shall see that in examining the role that phantasia 

plays in shame (aidos, aischune), we are confronted with a mode of self-awareness in reaction to which 

something like an embryonic form of subjective ‘interiority’ gets enacted, one that that attempts to annul its 

public (objective, participatory) existence. This is evident in Aristotle’s discussion of shame and its 

association with visibility, sight, and covering the eyes or averting the gaze.  

We shall close this work by briefly revisiting some of the gestures with which we began: the statue 

of Glaucus as a vehicle for thinking about what it means to work with an inherently unfinished ‘image of 

man’ from another historical and philosophical era and what, in that way, it might have meant to ‘imagine 

the self with Aristotle’.  

8.1. Toward a Phantasmatic Rhetorical Psychology 

8.1.1. Our final analysis on philia & selfhood stressed Aristotle’s often-used visual illustrations to clarify 

some essential points about the nature and possibility of ethical selfhood and the role we may impute to 

phantasia therein. Yet for all the visual illustrations that we stressed in Aristotle’s analysis of philia, 

something seems incomplete given the way that listening or hearing was always positioned as of central 

importance to moral development. All moral development, we may recall from EN I.13, had to do with 

having our desire listen to reason just as a child might listen to their father or a friend to a friend. This is 
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not just a metaphorical statement: those who are to listen to political matters, Aristotle tells us in EN I.4, 

must be brought up in the right way. Part of that right upbringing is the musical education of well-born 

men through which the ear is attuned to receive logoi and the affective dispositions in the soul are trained. 

Learning to listen, however, gives way—again, not just metaphorically—to a new way of ‘seeing.’  The 

opening of the Metaphysics suggests that we are born with a natural desire to know and the evidence for this 

is the value we place on our sight more than anything else. Yet what we see invites us to say what we see, 

and what we say and what we hear from others shapes and reconfigures what we see. The vocabularies and 

logics of seeing and hearing alternate through Aristotle’s ethical argument in a sort of pedagogical exchange: 

what we see depends on whether our souls have listened for logos; and what we are listening out for might 

depend on what we have seen.1 

8.1.2. While we, and Aristotle, presented the concept of sunaisthanesthai through the language & 

logic of sight, we would be remiss not to emphasize that the culmination of that activity—indeed, the force 

of the ought (dei) in EN IX.9—was to enjoin us to engage in ‘a community of speeches and thought.’2 And ‘a 

community of speeches and thought’ is one way of understanding what the Rhetoric is offering a description 

of: not (or not only) a ‘handbook’ of successful oratory in counts and assemblies, but rather a concrete 

description of how human beings move and are moved by one another by addressing one another through 

speech. It is a human psychology that sees us as we are: impassioned, embodied, gregarious talkers who 

follow appearances and appetites as often as they do the truth or reason. When we talk about the various 

‘canonical definitions’ of human beings as being mutually implicated and concretely embodied in our 

practices, there is really no place better in Aristotle’s corpus to look to than the Rhetoric to give us an idea of 

what this interlocking really looks like. For the Rhetoric puts on display the various ways in which the things 

that formally define human beings are intricated in everyday life. In a most meaningful sense, human 

 
1 Indeed we might recall that EN I.13, where this motif is developed, included a nod to the Charmides’s metaphor of 
the eye doctor: to treat the eyes, one must not neglect the fullness of human existence, and so we might treat them just 
as well by singing incantations and by applying a healing touch to other parts of the body. How we see things and even 
what we see depends on what we listen to, what is said to us or sung over us, and what we see motivates us to say 
things. 
2 Though Flakne does not connect her analysis this way, her discussion of ‘sunaisthetic speech’—a kind of ‘social speech’ 
through which we come to organize and define our life as ethical—suggests taking her analysis in the direction of the 
Rhetoric. Flakne, “Embodied and Embedded,” 57–58. That there is a social and political horizon to sunaisthesis is 
reminiscent in Politics 1253a, where we find that a social ‘common sense’ is something prepared by sunaisthesis 
between friends. It also seems evident that the concept of sunesis, one of the ‘juridical’ aspects of phronesis, is involved 
in the joint perception that comes from attending to the perspectives of others in our speech practices (cf. AV.8.2.2) 
and to the development of homonoia between friends in ‘political friendship’ (cf. EN IX.5): EN IX.5 “Homonoia appears 
[phainetai] to be friendship between citizens.” 
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beings, as ‘animals with logos,’ live in oratory: they tell stories, debate in assemblies, share jokes, argue in the 

courts, haggle in markets, and attend the theatre. But these forms of social life are of course also some of 

the mainstays of what it means to live as a ‘political animal.’ Our nature as the animal with logos and as the 

political animal are brought out concretely and simultaneously in our communicative practices, especially 

those where we are in face-to-face proximity with one another.  

8.1.3. Aristotle’s interest in the oratory of political life is not constrained by a consideration of 

what the rational ‘substance’ of someone’s argument is: rhetorical speech, Aristotle says, is not necessarily 

about getting at what is true, but identifying how communicative practices move, motivate, or persuade 

human beings. The logos of one’s speech (its rational content) is only one of three components that move 

us; the others are the character (the ethoi) of the speaker and the emotions (pathes) that are set alight in the 

listener. What we are being given is an account of what, concretely, it looks like to be animals with logos: 

impassioned, embodied, fallible animals with not enough time to receive effusive explanations of the logoi 

of things.3 Thus, Aristotle submits that his rhetorical arts are not about getting at the truth but of 

discovering the means by which human beings move one another through the intersecting influences of 

logos, ethos, and pathos. Through ‘ethopathological’ encounters of embodied speech acts, human beings 

interact with the aim of facilitating homonoia among citizens and thus cultivating some form of friendship 

among them. Indeed, it is noteworthy that the three elements of persuasion (ethos, pathos, logos) are also the 

primary things that the ethical works tell us are shared in a philia-relation—friends share character, affect, 

and speech—all of which seem central to what it means to ‘share life’ as sunaisthanesthai.4  

8.1.4. The ethopathology of our communicative practices shapes how things appear to us by exposing 

us to the endoxa of our community: the broadly held ways that things seem ‘to us’ (i.e. either everyone in 

some way or the preponderant majority).5 Especially insofar as they reflect the normative predilections of a 

 
3 While the revelation of the stable structures of argumentation belongs to dialectic, rhetoric is dealing with spoken 
argument that is always constrained by the limitations of time. Thus, we have ‘proof’ offered in the form of 
enthymemes, which are like thumbnail sketches of some full argument that would need more time than ordinary 
affairs permit to be spelled out. 
4 On the question of the relationship between ethics (and Aristotle’s ethical works) and the Rhetoric, see: Terence 
Irwin, “Ethics in the Rhetoric and in the Ethics,” in Essays on Aristotle’s Rhetoric, ed. Amélie Rorty, Philosophical 
Traditions 6 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996), 142–74; Troels Engberg-Pedersen, “Is There an Ethical 
Dimension to Aristotelian Rhetoric?,” in Essays on Aristotle’s Rhetoric, ed. Amélie Rorty, Philosophical Traditions 6 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996), 116–41.  
5 Rh I.5 suggests that endoxa can be considered to be the ‘reputable opinions’ held by all or most of the wise (1361a25-
7). Compare to Topics I.1 110a20ff.  An illuminating discussion of the endoxa can be found in Otfried Höffe, Aristotle, 
SUNY Series in Ancient Greek Philosophy (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2003), 35–42. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

372 

community, the endoxa can be thought of as being a sort of shared view of the apparent good. It is an 

apparent good that shapes and prevails over individual conceptions of the good and is presupposed, in 

some form, by the very possibility of public discourse as a common point of reference on value.6 As the 

opening lines of the Politics suggests, every state is a community of some kind that is established with some 

common view of the good and so, “it is not good that each one of the citizens should consider himself to be 

his own: all should believe themselves to belong to the city - for each one is a part of the city” (1337a27).  

An individual should then, as Pericles states in his Funeral Oration, open themselves up to the community 

to take on its overriding orientation to value and virtue with an eye toward determining individual action. 

This uptake of the endoxa provides the highest context for determining what one should do or how one 

should act (even if, in Aristotle, it is the embodiment[s] of such ideals in the phronimon and spoudaios that 

provide the particular exemplars of such).7 

8.1.5. So, when Aristotle says that Rhetoric is concerned with discovering the means by which we 

can move one another (i.e. the ‘means of persuasion,’ Rh. I.2) he is also referring to the question of how we 

can lead one another to take on the community’s endoxastic vision of the good. This is most emphatic in 

one of the three forms of rhetorical speech—the epideictic—which aims to valorize and reaffirm the values of 

the polis, but all three forms take place on a horizon of shared value. Whereas forensic rhetoric is aimed at 

establishing instances of wrongdoing in the past and deliberative rhetoric is about gaining support for 

future action, neither can be thought apart from the overriding value-structures of the polis.8  

Thus, Aristotle says that in one way or another Rhetoric shall ultimately be concerned with how 

things appear to us: “The whole business of rhetoric is concerned with appearances” (Rh III.1). Aristotle 

 
6 Gerald Hauser suggest that the discourse around civic virtues presupposes some common view of (character virtue): 
“The Greeks could speak to one another about civic virtue because they shared a common language of virtue.” Hauser, 
19. Gerard A. Hauser, “Aristotle on Epideictic: The Formation of Public Morality,” Rhetoric Society Quarterly 29, no. 1 
(January 1999): 19, https://doi.org/10.1080/02773949909391135. 
7 See Irene Dal Poz’s “The Concept of Ethos” for some analysis which suggests there is a sort of mutual reinforcement 
of individual and collective ethoi through these exemplary levels. “In light of this, the distinction between the two co-
existing plans in practical philosophy can be summarized by this picture: phronesis focusses on how to exercise skills 
properly, while politike episteme pays attention to the purpose on its whole and it is guided by the understanding of 
basic human properties. In this sense, the practical philosopher is a cardinal figure in Aristotelian reflection, since it 
guarantees the existence of a critical circularity between the individual ethos and the collective one. Whereas the 
phronimos and phronesis show the immanent practice of reason, practical philosophy demonstrates that there is a 
reflective and transcendent movement toward the polis and its constitution anyway.” Poz, “The Concept of Ethos: 
Aristotle and the Contemporary Ethical Debate,” 274. Later: “phronesis and politike episteme co-operate and they can 
guarantee a bidirectional circularity between individual ethos and collective one.” Poz, 276. 
8 Thus, the division into the forensic, epideictic, and deliberative makes the Rhetoric a mode of investigation into the 
forms of addressing one another in terms of the temporal complexity of human affairs. 
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makes it clear in the context of this citation that it is through ‘lexical’ elements of speech (such as style and 

delivery) that—as will be of high importance for us later on—are defined as ‘phantasia for the listener.’ Suffice 

it to say for the moment, that Rhetoric describes art that, as Ned O’Gorman says, “shape opinion and direct 

the affections through the creation of images.”9 The trajectory of all this points us toward the notion that 

Rhetoric is describing how the human being qua ‘political animals with logos’ is brought into contact with a 

‘public imaginary’ of sorts: that is, an endoxastic level of shared appearance that provides an overriding sense 

of the good in a community, that by which individual appearances of the good are largely shaped. Through 

such encounters we find the, “active input from the political environment” that must be included in any 

full account of moral development.10 Thus endoxa become the largely unreflectively accepted starting points 

for action: indeed, they are the ‘common sense’ everyday appearances that constitute the major premises of 

individual’s choice and action.11  

8.1.6. But it is largely particular others—other speakers—who become both the conduit and 

representative vessel of the community’s value-orientation. For the persuasive force of appearances that 

emerge through ethopathological encounters is the speaker’s ethos, an innovation noted by Aristide Tessitore: 

“Aristotle departs from other writers on rhetoric by claiming that the revelation of character through speech 

is almost the ‘most authoritative’ element in persuasion.”12 Even more impactful than the rational content 

of what is said is the ‘credibility’ of the speaker’s character, i.e. the (apparent) embodiment of noble 

qualities that lends them (the appearance of) authority to stand in for and speak on behalf of the endoxastic 

level of community value.13 Thus: 

 
9 Ned O’Gorman, “Aristotle’s ‘Phantasia’ in the ‘Rhetoric’: ‘Lexis,’ Appearance, and the Epideictic Function of 
Discourse,” Philosophy & Rhetoric 38, no. 1 (2005): 25. 
10 Poz, “The Concept of Ethos: Aristotle and the Contemporary Ethical Debate,” 269. 
11 “In the MaP, we saw that the highest good is never actually brought into question and it is the outcome of orexis plus 
doxa. As already remarked, it is accepted due to the habituation process and practical reason (MiP) is active in all its 
concrete specifications, in the kairos (given by the middle term). For this reason, phronesis is fully immanent, or, in 
other words, never separated from the shared telos. Like that, all solutions and courses of action are always within the 
possibilities offered by the collective ethos.” Poz, 272.  
12 Tessitore, Reading Aristotle’s Ethics, 5. Among the things Martin Heidegger found so insightful about Aristotle’s 
Rhetoric was the account of ‘understanding’ and ‘state of mind’ sharing an equal status in the structure of Dasein. 
Martin Heidegger, Basic Concepts of Aristotelian Philosophy, Studies in Continental Thought (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 2009), 78–92. This was a precursor, in some ways, to his discussion in Being and Time of ‘Being-in as 
such’: Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson, 35. reprint (Malden: 
Blackwell, 2013), 169–219. 
13 Hauser lays out the suggestion that the rhetorical devices Aristotle lays out are the means by which the phronimon 
(alone) uses in assembly, i.e. since participation in the assembly already presupposes individuals who are literate in the 
community’s values. Hauser, “Aristotle on Epideictic,” 13. As such it is less the content of the speech than it is the 
expressive presence of the virtuous speaker that is instructive of the community’s values: “The epideictic speech does 
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The speaker should show [phainesthai] himself to be of a certain character and should know 
how to put the judge into a certain frame of mind…the speaker should show [phainesthai] 
himself to be possessed of certain qualities and that his hearers should think that he is 
disposed in a certain way towards them; and further, that they themselves should be disposed 
in a certain way towards him. (Rh II.1). 

Human beings move one another, therefore, not only by what they ‘hear’ as the logos of one another’s 

speech; the logos is received through, coloured, and in some or many cases overpowered by the apparent 

credibility of the speaker. Or, maybe more accurately, a speaker’s ethos makes an impression on the other, 

priming them affectively for the logos of their speech, and some prime the audience to be receptive to the 

persuasive force of the speech while others do not. The persuasive ‘impression’ one makes on another 

cannot be accounted for by what words they happen to utter: it is the whole presence of the person as they 

appear to another—embodied, viz-a-viz, or face-to-face—that must be brought into a concrete psychological 

description of the way human beings move one another.   

 8.1.7. Yet it is in rapport with the affective state of the listener that the ethos has (or fails to have) its 

full motivating and persuasive force. If the listener is in—or put in—a passionate state like fear, anger, pride, 

shame, confidence, and so on, they will determine what they hear and how they are moved to take on the 

views and value-schemas of the speaker. And it is in enumerating the passions that Aristotle will not only 

assign phantasia a central role in furnishing the passions with their cognitive basis but also set it up as that 

through which the other appears and that through which the listener ‘imagines themselves.’ For this is 

where we get, for the first and only time in Aristotle’s corpus, occasions where a human being is explicitly 

said to be ‘imagining themselves,’ i.e. in the passions and as they relate to their receptivity or resistance to 

the other’s logoi and to their uptake of social endoxa.14 Yet insofar as it is through their own ethos that listeners 

evaluate (apparent) goodness, then it is also that through which both the other’s credibility appears to them 

and that through which they have a phantasia of themselves as the ground of their passionate state. Thus, in 

 
not seek to tell what a person did, but to display nobility at the level of praxis... In addition to observing rhetorical 
skill, the auditors also are observing or bearing witness to virtuosity as it is revealed in the lives of exemplary citizens. 
They testify to its reality in the world and as a manifestation of their communal aspirations.” Hauser, 15. As Michael 
Halloran puts it, “The fullest version of a speaker 's ethos, then, is accomplished when he or she becomes ‘a kind of 
living embodiment of that heritage, a voice of such apparent authority that the word spoken by this man [is] the word 
of communal wisdom, a word to be trusted for the weight of the man who [speaks] it and the tradition he [speaks] for” 
Michael Halloran, “On the End of Rhetoric, Classical and Modern,” College English 36 (February 1975): 621. 
14 Cf. “emotions are all those affections which cause men to change their opinion in regard to their judgments, and are 
accompanied by pleasure and pain.” (1378a). 
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these ethopathological encounters, ethos and ethoi, passion and perception, speech and receptivity, are 

entangled in the domain of appearances, phantasia and phantasmatic self-perception. 

8.2. Phantasia as ‘Weakened Aisthesis’ & Passions as ‘Enmattered Logoi’ 

8.2.1. Whereas Aristotle’s ethical works use phantasia only sparingly (forcing us to rely, as we largely have, 

on inferences in relation to other concepts—like the apparent good), its importance is more explicitly laid 

out in the Rhetoric. Although the term and its direct cognates are only used directly about a dozen times, 

they come at consequential moments of the text. The uses can be briefly itemized as follows: 

 

1. In Rh I.11, phantasia is defined as a ‘weakened aisthesis’ that accompanies memory, 

anticipation, and the pleasure or pain that goes along with human pathes, or emotions. 

2. In Rh I.11 we also find Aristotle’s explicit ‘autophantasmata’ allusions: phantasia is used to in 

enumerating pleasurable things that can motivate human conduct, which include phantasmata 

of one’s self as superior, honorable, and possessing good qualities (1370b32-4; 1371a8-10; 

1371a18-21). 

3. In Rh Bk II, Aristotle defines several emotions – a) anger, b) fear (and its opposite, confidence), 

and c) shame – explicitly in terms of or by invoking phantasia:  

a. Anger is accompanied by a phantasia of revenge upon someone who has caused a ‘real 

or apparent slight’ that causes pleasure ‘as the one seen in dreams.’ (Rh II.2 1378a30b-

12); 

b. Fear is a painful feeling caused by a ‘phantasia of an imminent evil’ (1382a22); this 

leads Aristotle to infer its opposite, confidence, as something that comes with the hope 

of something salutary ‘accompanied by a phantasia that is quite near at hand’ 

(1383a17);  

c. Finally, shame, Aristotle says, is a pain in relation to deeds past, present, or future that 

involves ‘a phantasia about dishonour’—not from the consequences of any deeds 

themselves but for the disgrace itself (1384a23ff.);  

4. In Rh III.1, Aristotle remarks that the notion of lexis (which can be thought of as something 

like oratory ‘style’) is ‘phantasia for pleasing a listener.’ Lexis might be thought of as the way a 

speaker’s style enlivens the production of imagistic phantasia in their listener’s imagination. 
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8.2.2. The first time phantasia is used – and defined as a term – in the Rhetoric the text runs as follows:  

And if pleasure consists in the sensation [aisthanesthai] of a certain emotion [pathous], and 
imagination [phantasia] is a weakened sensation [aisthesis], then both the man who remembers 
and the man who hopes will be attended by an imagination [phantasia] of what he remembers 
or hopes. This being so, it is evident that there is pleasure both for those who remember and 
those who hope, since there is sensation. Therefore, all pleasant things must either be present 
in sensation, or past in recollection, or future in hope; for one senses the present, recollects 
the past, and hopes for the future.  (1370a27-31). 

So (if) we have pleasure and pain when we have some aisthetic awareness of a pathos (like fear, anger, joy) 

and (if) phantasia is a ‘weakened aisthesis’ (which we will discuss in a moment), then when we remember or 

anticipate the future, we will have an accompanying phantasia that is pleasurable too. Pleasure will always be 

directed at something that is present (to aisthesis) or absent (and proxied for by phantasia). 

 8.2.2.1. The common sense psychological sense in which phantasia is a ‘weak aisthesis’ is just that 

when an image is entertained, say as a function of memory or the sensitive or deliberative imagination, 

there is a quasi-sensual way that we can present ourselves with a faint ‘impression’ of some perceptual shape, 

or sound, or smell, etc. 

8.2.2.2. But we should also recall that there is a correlative physiological story that suggests 

something similar: phantasmata, we will recall, are embodied as residual currents in the bloodstream that 

resemble, in a weaker and often distorted (and perceptually and morally distorting form), some original event 

of aisthesis.15   

8.2.2.3. The Rhetoric’s definition of phantasia as ‘weakened aisthesis’ is evocative of both 

psychological and physiological dimensions of affect, which, after all, is what the chapter (and subsequent 

uses of phantasia in the Rhetoric) are aiming to discuss. Affects are, as he says, “emmattered logoi.” (403a24-5) 

 
15 According to the physiological account, every event of aisthesis corresponds to some bodily change in which a sense 
organ maps a sensible form into the circulatory system, setting off currents in the blood and heart (cf. 2.3.2.3; PA 
656a24-7; 678b2-4; GA 781a20-3). The phantasmata, in On Dreams, are described as ‘little eddies which are formed in 
rivers’ in the blood that can be thought of as ‘residues’ or ‘residual movements’:  each is “a ‘remnant’ of sensory 
perception taken when sense was actualizing itself, and when this, the true impression, has departed, its remnant is 
still there, and it is correct to say of it, that although not actually Coriscus, it is like Coriscus.” (OD 3 461a4-11; cf. DA 
III.3 428b30; PH VIII.3 254a29). Violent perceptual episodes can create ‘warps’ in the reflective surface of the blood 
that disrupts its mirror-like finish, such that an affect like ‘boiling blood around the heart’ (i.e. the organ of the 
common sense, after all) is highly prone to perceptual (and indeed moral) error, cf. 3.2.3.8. Thus anger, Aristotle says, 
“churns up the blood and leads to easy deception” (OD 2). 
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in the sense that the passions cannot be conceived without the body16 and yet cannot be described in purely 

physical terms: where anger, for example, might be thought of as ‘a desire for revenge’ we would not grasp 

its full phenomenon unless we cited its material cause: i.e. ‘a boiling of blood around the heart’ (403b1-5).17 

This dual-horizon pointed to by the ‘weakened aisthesis’ definition of phantasia is thus appropriate given the 

importance of the passions to the Rhetoric’s overall drift.  

8.2.2.4. It is also appropriate insofar as we recognize that Aristotle’s interest in the passions is to 

account for their motivating character. As we know from our discussion of De Motu, Aristotle’s suggestion 

that phantasia ‘prepares’ desire (say, a desire for revenge) and desire ‘prepares’ bodily affects (say, the boiling 

of blood around the heart)18 is a ‘formula’ (logos) that not only creates a pivot between psychological and 

physiological orders, but also between the orders of general and human psychology. That is because 

phantasia presents the apparently good or bad, pleasant or painful, and thus sets up the motivating objects 

of pursuit or avoidance. The affects can be regarded as affirmations of the apparent veracity of the 

appearance presented by phantasia.19 Phantasia is universally implicated not only because even the practical 

intellect must ‘think the forms in the phantasmata’ but also because 1) it both interprets and generates 

appearances of objects that are present (i.e. sensitive phantasia) and 2) it can set up its own objects in the 

soul that can also motivate: i.e. a memory of something joyful or an anticipation of something dreadful (i.e. 

deliberative phantasia). 

 
16 For, “none of the affections… can exist apart from the body. This applies to anger, courage, desire and sensation 
generally, though possibly thinking is an exception. But if this too is a kind of imagination, or at least is dependent 
upon imagination, even this cannot exist apart from the body.” (403a7-10). 
17 Sorabji puts the mutual irreducibility of these descriptions in terms of form and matter: “It is impossible that, in the 
account of anger in DA, ‘desire for retaliation’ is to be regarded as wholly reducible to ‘the boiling of the blood and 
hot stuff’ around the heart, any more than, for Aristotle, form is reducible to matter.” Richard Sorabji, “Body and 
Soul in Aristotle,” in Articles on Aristotle, ed. Malcolm Schofield, Richard Sorabji, and Jonathan Barnes, vol. iv, 
Psychology and Aesthetics, 1979, 55. Nonetheless it seems evident that Aristotle’s position is that such pathes depend 
on the body even if a full and adequate description of them cannot be reduced to physical terms.  
18 Cf. 3.2.3.1-2; 702a5; 703b20. The ‘preparation’ of bodily affects can also be registered through heating and cooling 
which are intimately associated with the activity of phantasia. The accompanying qualitative changes to the body that 
accompany phantasmata affirmed through the passions—i.e. heating and cooling, for instance—is noted at 701b33 & 
702a5-7. I suppose the idea is that heating expands or engorges some parts while cooling other parts contracts them 
such that they create tensions in the body looking to discharge and find repose. Heating and cooling, in other words, 
are already themselves kinds of movement. As Jamie Dow comments on 701b33 passage, “Since Aristotle has already 
explained… that it is by internal heating and chilling that locomotion is initiated, this passage effectively indicates that 
evaluative phantasmata of the pleasant and the painful are ‘necessarily’  accompanied by the kind of (motivational) 
states that give rise to locomotion.” Dow, Passions and Persuasion in Aristotle’s Rhetoric, 215. 
19 Dow provides a nice summary of some important literature on the question of the relationship between passions, 
phantasia, doxa, and appearance. Dow, 183. 
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While the significance of this background will be more fully appreciated by the end of this 

Epilogue, it also helps us (re)establish, for more immediate purposes, Aristotle’s subsequent discussion of 

pleasure & pain after defining phantasia in Rh I.11 and his subsequent definitions of the affects like anger, 

fear, and shame, as being consistent with his broader project of animal motivation. Indeed, pleasure and 

pain, along with phantasia in particular, provide some of the most important common threads between the 

natural and anthropological works and secures for us a basis for seeking continuity with our earlier 

analysis.20 

8.3. Implicit & Painful Autophantasmata in Rhetoric Bk II: Anger & Fear 

8.3.1. As we have indicated, the affective state of the listener is one of the three elements that must be 

accounted for in determining the motivating power of embodied human speech. This affective state, we 

shall see, comes from the affirmation of some phantasia that bears two ‘poles’: one that relates to some 

object that is regarded as apparently good or bad, pleasurable or painful (a frightening anticipation, a joyful 

memory) and another that is phantasia of the self. In Rhetoric I.10, phantasmatic self-perception begins to 

creep in as an undercurrent of Aristotle’s analysis as he begins to discuss forensic rhetoric and why human 

beings can be motivated to commit moral errors in relation to others. (1372a4). Aristotle highlights the 

 
20 The question over whether (some, any, all) Rhetoric’s uses of phantasia are identical with the technical, psychological 
accounts of phantasia from the Parva Naturalia and broader corpus is an important one (deserving of extended 
consideration similar to what I offer in Appendix III in relation to the move between Part A and B of this work), that 
unfortunately cannot be provided here. As a few starting points, however, I appreciate Jaime Dow’s suggestion in 
Passions & Persuasion in Aristotle’s Rhetoric that although we cannot presuppose Aristotle’s usage is consistent across his 
works, it is a function of the principle of charity to seek a single consistent interpretation. See  Dow, 189. Dow, like a 
growing number of recent scholars interested in the issue, largely finds credible the idea that phantasia refers to the 
same thing in the Rhetoric as it does in broader Aristotelian corpus. Some contemporary works that include arguments 
for such a view include: Moss, Aristotle on the Apparent Good: Perception, Phantasia, Thought, and Desire; Gonzalez, “The 
Meaning and Function of Phantasia in Aristotle’s Rhetoric III.1”; O’Gorman, “Aristotle’s ‘Phantasia’ in the ‘Rhetoric’: 
‘Lexis,’ Appearance, and the Epideictic Function of Discourse”; Hawhee, “Looking Into Aristotle’s Eyes”; John M. 
Cooper, “Rhetoric, Dialectic, and the Passions,” in Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy, ed. C. C. W. Taylor, vol. 11 
(Clarendon Press, 1993), 175–98; John M. Cooper, Reason and Emotion: Essays on Ancient Moral Psychology and Ethical 
Theory (Princeton University Press, 2021), https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv182jt48. Chapter 19. Moss, as one of the 
strongest recent proponents of such a view—and with reference to Rh I.11, in which the ‘autophantasma’ citations we 
were originally motivated occur—says “we have every reason to take the word literally: the phantasia mentioned in 
Rhetoric  I.11’s descriptions of passions is the self-same phantasia at issue in the psychological works.” Moss, Aristotle on 
the Apparent Good: Perception, Phantasia, Thought, and Desire, 82. This is not to suggest that all instances of phantasia or 
its cognates insist on this connection: there may be some instances where Aristotle may be using the term simply to 
attenuate something’s epistemic status and simply present something as a function of (mere) doxa. 
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general point that an individual’s ethos will make a significant difference to their motivation as will how they 

see themselves:  

In a word, it will be necessary to take account of all the circumstances that make men’s 
characters different; for instance, if a man fancies himself rich or poor, fortunate or unfortunate, 
it will make a difference. (1369a27-30, my emphasis). 

The notion of how an individual ‘fancies himself’ will be central to explaining the motivating character of 

certain passions. While the autophantasma involved in pleasurable affective states are explicitly pointed to in 

Rh I.11, they are also indicated more subtly in the painful passions we shall start with: anger, fear, and 

shame. 

8.3.2.1. Anger, Aristotle suggests, is accompanied by a phantasia of revenge upon someone who has 

caused a ‘real or apparent slight’ that causes pleasure ‘as the one seen in dreams.’ (Rh II.2 1378a30b-12; cf. 

1370b1, 1370b9). The ‘apparent’ slight that produces anger depends on some kind of evaluative self-

interpretation in which we appear to ourselves as someone deserving of some other, better treatment. 

Hence the “essence of anger” is, Aristotle says, that someone “no longer thinks they are being treated 

otherwise than they should be.” (Rh II.2). In EN VII.3 we get a complementary picture. Anger flares up 

when something is perceived as an insult: “When reason or phantasia suggests someone has insulted you, 

anger flares up once we reason that it is right to make war on someone who injures you. Desire, on the 

other hand, feeling pleasure rushes off to exact it.” (1149a). Thus, anger involves perceiving a ‘real or 

apparent’ show of disrespect to oneself and a phantasia of taking revenge on the person or other who caused 

it.  

8.3.2.2. But this phantasia also must bear a reference to oneself (or one’s own) for it to have the sort 

of motivating character that it does. Thus, as Debra Hawhee explains: 

This vivid, dreamlike state that anger invokes rests on double perceptions: perception that one 
has been wronged and the desire for visible or perceivable retaliation. Retaliation in private, 
though pleasurable to imagine, will not suffice: anger, as Aristotle makes quite clear, is at once 
personal and public, and therefore depends on the visible world of external relations.21 

While Hawhee emphasizes here that it is the desire to make one’s inner phantasia of revenge on another 

public or visible, the observation also hints at the way in which such a state would require appearing to 

oneself in terms of a public world of shared norms, the violation of which would constitute a ‘slight’. Thus, 

 
21 Hawhee, “Looking Into Aristotle’s Eyes,” 150–51. 
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Nancy Sherman writes on the Rhetoric’s depiction of anger that emotions are “not identifiable independent 

of their relation to specific evaluations or beliefs constitutive of the emotion.”22 Those specific evaluations 

and beliefs do not arise in a social vacuum but are developed and clarified in our participation in public 

life. Only through such norms might I come to appear to myself as deserving of respect and register the 

action of another as ‘an apparent slight.’ Thus, an emotion like anger is not just a ‘private’ state but 

depends, as Hawhee says, ‘on the visible world of external relations’ accessed, mediated, as responded to 

through one’s phantasia. As will see in the case of shame, however, our phantasia of ourselves is not wholly 

determined by exogenous social norms. 

 8.3.3.1. In Rh II.5, Aristotle says that fear is a painful feeling caused by ‘the phantasia of an 

imminent evil’ in relation to something perceived as a threat that is not far off (1382a22).23 It is significant 

that the object of fear (as with many other passions) need not be actually present but removed from 

whatever proximate time or place one happens to be in. In DA Aristotle notes, in the citation we provided 

earlier on, that, “there are times when men show all the symptoms of fear without any cause of fear being 

present. If this is the case, then clearly the affections of the soul are formulae [logoi] expressed in matter.” 

(403a24-5). The definition of fear in Rh II.5 thus takes up RH I.11’s emphasis on phantasia as standing in 

relation to absent objects (i.e., ones that are either remembered or anticipated).24 Indeed, our affective 

stance toward objects that are not present is perhaps even more central to understanding the full breadth 

and distinctiveness of human emotions than to understand them in relation to what is at hand. The fear of 

a snarling dog in front of me or the joy watching my daughter learn something new are emotions directed at 

my present circumstances. Yet human beings spend a great deal of time—perhaps much more time—caught 

up in feelings whose objects are painful or resentful memories, pleasant anticipations of meeting our goals, 

imagined scenarios of various kinds, and so on: “visions are seen by men even with their eyes shut.” (DA 

III.3 428a15-17). Despite being in the absence of a (real and perceived) object in such episodes, one can 

nonetheless be in an intense impassioned state toward an imagined object and even express all the same 

bodily symptoms. Such symptoms—maybe sweating, heart palpitations, dilating pupils, and gooseflesh—

 
22 Sherman, The Fabric of Character, 1989, 170. 
23 The motifs of the appearance of something as harmful as dependent on proximity to the present is also suggested in 
Aristotle’s later remarks in pity in Rh II.8: “Let pity be a pain at apparent harm that is destructive or painful befalling 
one who does not deserve it, and which one could foresee being suffered by oneself or one of one’s own, and where 
this appears near.” (1385b13–16). 
24 It is noteworthy that in Aristotle’s discussion of fear in the Rhetoric he infers the nature of its opposite—confidence—
on the same basis. For it is something that comes with the hope of something salutary “accompanied by a phantasia 
that is quite near at hand” (Rh II.5 1383a17). That is not to say, however, presently at hand. 
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manifest some ‘embodied logoi’ that offers up a kind of story that can be read in and off the surface of the 

body. Thus phantasia, as the ‘negotiator’ of absence and absent objects, must be central to a rhetorical 

theory of emotions we are being offered.  

8.3.3.2. To make sense of fear, we need to suppose that when someone fears some perceived 

danger, it is because some threat seems to be descending either on themselves or someone in the sphere of 

their concern. Aristotle’s analysis of fear in Rh II.5 makes it clear that fear is directed at things such as the 

awareness of our impending death or the pain of anticipating that something might destroy or harm us 

rather than death, harm, or destruction in general (esp. 1382b28-a12; also1382a25-30). For instance: 

“nobody will be afraid who believes nothing can happen to him; we shall not fear things that we believe 

cannot happen to us” (1382b30-1). Rather, “fear is felt by those who believe something to be likely to 

happen to them, at the hands of particular persons, in a particular form, and at a particular time” 

(1382b33-a1). If, then, fear is a phantasia of imminent evil and fear is always a fear for oneself (or one’s 

own), then, like anger, there is a double perception going on through an imaginary that points both to 

ourselves and beyond: a phantasia of ourselves as in danger and of something dangerous moving into 

(spatial, temporal) proximity with us.  

Thus, whereas Aristotle’s view of anger teaches us that pathes need to be conceived via the 

phantasmatic reception of the social world and its norms and prevailing views governing (for instance) 

respect, fear teaches that phantasia makes it possible to have pathes that do not have a proximate cause in the 

world to be solicited. In both analyses, we see evidence that these passions involve a phantasia that refers not 

only to a fearful or anger-inducing object, but to the self whose esteem or very life is at issue. We shall see 

such general points amplified in the case of shame, which will requires a more extended discussion. 

8.4. Shame as a ‘Phantasia of Dishonour’ 

8.4.1. Aristotle’s discussion of shame (aidos, aischune) reaffirms the lessons we have gleaned from anger and 

fear: i.e. that the rhetorical psychology we are being offered in the Rhetoric is one that turns on phantasia, 

self-awareness through phantasia, and our uptake of a kind of public imaginary enshrined in the endoxa.25 

Now shame was a rich concept for the Greeks and quite central to their distinct cultural identity and as 

 
25 Sometimes it is not clear if shame really is a ‘passion.’ In EN IV.9 Aristotle says that it seems to be ‘more like’ a 
passion than a characteristic, for example. 
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Douglas Cairns says, “a unique way of looking at the world in its own right.”26 The concept comes in two 

distinct flavours—aidos and aischune—that, for the purposes of reading Aristotle, are usually considered 

equivalent and will be here.27 Whatever aidos and aischune are, they seem to encompass but not be 

exhausted by what we today might think of as ‘shame’: for it means not only something like embarrassment 

or abashment but also conveys a sort of reverence.28  

8.4.2. Aristotle offers a complex topography of shame.29 Some shame is ‘conventional’: that is, 

based either on an affront to the law or with respect to violating prevailing norms. Other shame is ‘true:’ 

that is, where some genuinely held principle or belief continuous with an agent’s character has been flouted 

by something said, thought, or done.  To the extent that one can subscribe quite deeply to prevailing 

norms, the distinction between conventional and true shame is not entirely separable, but I take it that the 

merely conventional involves norms that are more or less unreflectively assumed, whereas true shame 

involves some trespass that strains against an individual’s reflexive moral scrutiny. Indeed, in the EN, we 

find that the development of such reflexive scrutiny may turn crucially on youth having a ‘sense of shame’ 

which serves as a kind of mock virtue that seems central to their moral development (EN II.9; IV.9).30  

8.4.3. In the Rhetoric shame is a pain in relation to deeds past, present, or future that Aristotle says 

involves ‘a phantasia about dishonour’—not from the consequences of any deeds themselves but for the 

disgrace itself and can be directed at oneself or our familiars (1384a23ff.). Thus, shame is a passion 

constituted in relation to a phantasma about some past, present, or future dishonour, relative to which three 

points emerge: 1) part of the topology of shame is that it can be retrospective or prospective (unlike guilt, 

which seems directed at past deeds only); 2) shame looks primarily to the agent rather than to the act as the 

 
26 Douglas L. Cairns, Aidōs: The Psychology and Ethics of Honour and Shame in Ancient Greek Literature (Oxford : New 
York: Clarendon Press ; Oxford University Press, 1993), 10. 
27 On a fine-grained reading, they are not quite the same and may, as Cairns suggests where Aristotle is concerned, be 
fruitfully regarded as ‘two aspects of the same concept.’ Cairns, 226–27.  
28 Cairns, 2–10. 
29 The two most considerable analyses on shame are in EN IV.9 1128b10-34 and RH II.6b12-1385a16. In EN we also 
have some additional work on shame as having a mean (despite not being a virtue) in EN II.7 and EE III.7. In EN X.9 
Aristotle also makes a few suggestive comments that link shame with the sort of listeners who are ripe to receive moral 
instruction. Key moments in the Rhetoric concerning shame include: Rh I.3 (where epidiectic oratory is described in 
terms of the honorable and disgraceful); Rh I.7 (where failing to participate in the collective good is considered 
shameful); Rh I.9 (where we are given a catalogue of the ‘signs’ of shame and discussion of the relation between shame 
and restraint); Rh I.12 (discusses the shame of rape and fear of disclosure); and Rh III.7 (where we are told about the 
shame that comes from lacking common knowledge). 
30 Marta Jimenez’s recent monograph takes shame to be cardinal for moral development and crucial to understanding 
how moral upbringing can even get started in the absence of already-active virtue. Marta Jimenez, Aristotle on Shame and 
Learning to Be Good, 1st ed. (Oxford University Press, 2020), https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198829683.001.0001. 
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source and target of shamefulness (again, unlike guilt)31; 3)  like fear or anger for instance, shame can also 

be felt in relation to oneself or to ‘one’s own’—i.e. friends, familiars, countrymen, even ancestors. It is a 

passion that exceeds the individual and points to a broader sphere of concern that is coextensive to us.32 

8.4.4. In addition to the fact that shame seems to be essentially defined through phantasia, it is also 

with a view toward an other’s evaluative gaze on us qua public participant (even if that ‘other’ in whose eyes we 

are ashamed is we ourselves—a possibility we will come back to shortly). Hence after providing his definition of 

shame, Aristotle continues, “since no one heeds the opinion of others except on account of those who hold 

it, it follows that men feel shame before those whom they esteem” (1384a24-6).33 Friends are among those 

who we esteem the most, and, interestingly, are those before whom we might feel shame in a true sense 

while not feeling it in a conventional sense: “before friends we do not blush for faults merely condemned by 

public opinion; if then he who blushes for faults is not a friend, he who does not is likely to be one” (RH 

II.4).  

8.4.5.  Both conventional and true shame felt in the face of others (honoured persons or friends, 

especially) originate in processes of habituation and moral development spurred along by the instilment of 

‘a sense of shame’ in the young. In a recent work of Aristotle scholarship—Aristotle on Shame and Learning to 

be Good—Marta Jimenez defends the view that a sense of shame fills what Jimenez calls the ‘moral 

upbringing gap’ in Aristotle’s account of character formation.34 Whereas many scholars take for granted 

how moral development is supposed to move from the repetition of actions that are unmotivated by virtue 

to those which are, Jimenez sees the need to posit already-active cognitive and motivating features in the 

learner that are brought to fulfillment in virtue, addressing the moral upbringing gap by supposing a 

continuity between ‘learners’ and virtuous agents. Jimenez suggests that learners, “are not blank slates, but 

instead are able to engage in the activities that are characteristic of a disposition precisely when they already 

 
31 As Bernard Williams’s oft-cited suggestion in Shame & Necessity suggests, whereas guilt looks to what I have done, 
“shame looks to what I am.” Bernard Williams, Shame and Necessity (Berkeley: Univerity of California Press, 1993), 93. 
32 This bears us in a similar direction as friendship: “The real friend, therefore, would feel as much pain as the other 
whose faults are exposed.” Rh II.2. “It is also shameful not to have a share in the honourable things which all men, or 
all who resemble us, have a share in. By those who resemble us I mean those of the same race, of the same city, of the 
same age, of the same family, and, generally speaking, those who are on an equality; for then it is disgraceful not to 
have a share, for instance, in education and other things, to the same extent. All these things are the more disgraceful, 
if the fault appears to be our own; for they are at once seen to be due rather to natural depravity if we ourselves are the 
cause of past, present, or future defects.” (Rh II.6). 
33 In the next chapter, he will say that, “those whom we admire rule our lives” (RH I.12). 
34 Jimenez, Aristotle on Shame and Learning to Be Good, 6–9. 
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have ‘something of’ that disposition.”35 In early moral development, a ‘sense of shame’ already instills in us 

a love for the fine and noble and aversion to the disgraceful and provides the cognitive and motivational 

elements needed to fill the moral upbringing gap. With this embryonic perception of the good comes an 

appropriate sense of reverence and restraint and inhibition of desire. (1128b19). Thus, shame provides 

some degree of discrimination of the good and bad that is most apparent and veracious among the virtuous.  

8.4.6.  While it is tempting to direct our full attention to some of the inviting parallels between 

Jimenez’s account and our own (insofar as our archaic passivity problem is at least formally similar to it), the 

central point here is that cultivating the possibility of both conventional and true shame must intersect with 

the story about how the proximity of caregivers begins to invite value-orientation in youth. Indeed, in the 

Politics Aristotle says that shame will be cultivated in the young by surrounding them with others who watch 

over them as the presence of witnesses promotes a sense of aidos (Politics 1331a39-b1). This is similar to 

what we insisted was a necessary ingredient in the becoming-active of the infant’s emerging self: the 

determinate forms of adults, who are brought into proximity, are irresistibly taken on by the child. Faces of 

disgust, joy, surprise, fear, pain, pleasure, etc., played with and exchanged in mimetic encounters allow the 

infant to begin to feel their way into the pleasures and pains and quasi-ethical responses, shaping some felt 

vocabulary for the fine and the disgraceful. The expressivity of the face and its uptake via phantasia, we 

found, must be thought at the forefront of such encounters through which an embryonic sense of the good, 

the apparent good, is fostered. 

We must think that the distinction between conventional and true forms of shame originate in 

early experience with caregivers above all: individuals who, we observed at the beginning of this chapter 

(8.0.1-3), are not only embedded in domestic and personal life in social spheres in which they have other 

roles, statuses, and identities in their community. Adult caregivers are the first proxies for different levels of 

value-orientation—both conventional and individual—which is to say, different levels of determination of 

the emergent self’s sense of the apparent good. As muddled as both those levels can be (especially in the 

experience of developing youth), they must both be accounted for in the process of internalization of 

norms, practices—in short, views of the apparent good—through which we begin to develop a sense of 

ourselves in terms of the political community and its endoxa.  

8.4.7. Though we must infer, as Marlene Sokolon says, “an initial internalization of cultural norms 

in the sense of shame” the fact that we can (and usually do) grow up to think that something that is 

 
35 Jimenez, 186. 
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conventionally shameful is not truly shameful shows that some “further internalized self-evaluation of these 

cultural norms” must take place.36 Earlier (cf. 8.3.4.4) we said that shame can only be understood in 

reference to an evaluative gaze of another “even if that ‘other’ in whose eyes we are ashamed is we ourselves.” As a 

result of the internalization of norms and the vetting into what we see as merely conventional and truly 

consonant with our view of the good, we are able to experience a ‘phantasia of dishonour’ even in the 

absence of any actual other. While shame is (arguably) felt most intensely before others, simply having an 

image of ourselves as dishonourable by simulating an external perspective on oneself is sufficient for an 

experience of shame. Indeed, there seems to be a sense in which this is the more authentic and developed 

form of shame.37 Thus, Cairns holds that aidos: 

cannot simply be regarded as a fear of the unpleasant consequences of ill-repute and is thus 
not incompatible with a form of conscience based on internalized moral standards; aidos can 
encompass rejection of the aischron as such, and it is therefore clear that Aristotle regards it as 
a quite uncontroversial that at least those of this fellow countrymen whose natural aptitudes 
had received the proper habituation should be concerned for the intrinsic character of their 
actions rather than simply for the consequences…To be true to himself, the philautos seeks the 
kalon and rejects the aischron as inconsonant with his self-image and as a bearer of certain 
standards which he has accepted and make his own and to which he subscribes for his own 
sake.38 

 Thus, the audience before whom one feels shame may be real or imagined, singular or plural, first or third 

person. Whatever standards I have internalized and ‘made my own’ I cannot break without doing 

something ‘inconsonant with my self-image.’ However, I can reject conventional forms of shame as not 

impinging on my self-image: “Aristotle must believe that aidos can encompass a subjective awareness of the 

true character of one's own actions, and, if he disparages it, this cannot be because he feels that it is solely 

concerned with external appearances [i.e. social conventions].”39 Continuing, aidos must be conceived in 

relation to:  

an internalized self-image that is not wholly dependent on the opinions of others; to be 
concerned for one's self-image in Greek is to be concerned for one's time [honour] but at no 
stage does this necessarily imply concern for one's outward reputation to the exclusion of one's 
image in one's own eyes. The code of honour to which aidos relates demands individual 

 
36 Marlene K. Sokolon, “The Shameless Truth: Shame and Friendship in Aristotle,” European Journal of Political Theory 
12, no. 4 (October 2013): 453, https://doi.org/10.1177/1474885112471273. 
37 Which is reminiscent of Democritus: “Learn to feel shame before yourself rather than before others.” Democritus, 
BDK 271. 
38 Cairns, Aidōs, 430–31. 
39 Cairns, 423.  
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determination actually to possess an excellence, not merely that one should seem to others to 
possess it. 40 

Shame as a ‘phantasia about dishonor’ might begin exogenously, then, as we take on the norms of our 

community as we are watched over by others. But it grows into something endogenous, in which the 

phantasia of ourselves as dishonourable no longer requires an external other in whose eyes it is solicited, an 

image that is not simply the product of convention and public life but something ratified by our character 

and taken to be truly representative of our ‘real selves.’41 Thus one of Cairns’ preliminary and general 

descriptions of aidos: “an inhibitory emotion based on the sensitivity to and protectiveness of one’s self-

image.”42 Thus the experience of shame is the interruption of something like an ideal self-image or an 

‘autobiographical’ sense of one’s self and one’s life and comes with the insistent desire to somehow say 

‘that’s not me.’ 

8.4.8. Yet at the same time, since such ideals are largely started off in us by our initial exposure to 

the public imaginary, then although “the roots of my shame are to be sought in my character” it still “bears 

a reference to others.”43 What all iterations turn on is that shame, in and through a public imaginary, takes 

others into account: either real or imagined others. Indeed, a shameless person is precisely one who does 

not take others into account at all (Cf. Rh I.9 & MM 1193a2-5). Shame involves taking others into account 

even if the other is oneself, i.e. myself as an imagined other. In such a stance of self-evaluation, it is no 

longer entirely clear where the public ends and the ‘private’—if there is anything private in Aristotle’s 

schema—begins. For shame reveals that the social world is not only ‘out there,’ set against a private 

subjectivity ‘in here,’ but that even in the soul is a social world in its own right, constituted and upheld by 

the imaginary. Thus, we see again here from another direction the idea of Chapter 4: i.e., that the ethical 

self is constituted as dialogical environment in which a ‘proto-social environment’ is established based on ‘a 

community of images’ (cf. 4.5.2; 4.5.8; AIV.2.2.7).  

 
40 Cairns, 432. 
41 “It should be clear that particular occurrences of shame need give no place in their ideational content to an external 
audience, that agent reports of shame do not always refer to 'other people', and that imaginative representations of 
shame in literature often portray shame before the self. That shame can occur in one's own eyes is not surprising, given 
the role of internalized standards even in shame referring explicitly to others, and given the fact that explicit reference 
to an external audience may be nothing more than a projection of this internal standard.” Cairns, 17–18. 
42 Cairns, 2. 
43 Cairns, 17. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

387 

8.4.9. Cairns sees a general trend in ancient conceptions of shame that conceptualizes and 

prioritizes the language and logic of vision and sight in order to emphasize the detached perspective on 

oneself implied by shame:   

One can be one’s own audience, provided one comes to take up the position of a detached 
observer vis-à-vis oneself. References to the audience, then, and metaphors of 'eyes' and 'being 
seen' indicate the essential role of the detached observer in shame; thus shame does require 
the concept of an 'other', but the 'other' may be wholly internalized, such that one can be an 
observer to oneself.44 

It is certainly true that in Aristotle’s account(s) of shame he often pairs it with the order of visibility and 

sight. For instance, in Rh II.6 he observes that people are:  

more ashamed of things that are done before their eyes and in broad daylight; whence the 
proverb, The eyes are the abode of shame. That is why they feel more ashamed before those 
who are likely to be always with them or who keep watch upon them, because in both cases 
they are under the eyes of others. (1384a34-b1). 

Indeed, in Rh I.9 Aristotle anticipates this theme as he intricates the orders of visibility and speech as well, to 

resume that theme of analysis we saw earlier in relation to lexis.  Aristotle invokes the following lines he 

attributes to the poet Sappho, where a character bearing her name fends off the erotic advances of Alcaeus, 

a character representing the male poet and contemporary of the real-life Sappho who bears the ‘signs’ 

(words, acts, and or intentions –1367a22) of shame before his beloved: 

 

[Alcaeus:] I would fain say something, but shame holds me back, 
 
Sappho rejoined: 
 
Had’st thou desired what was good or noble, and had not thy tongue stirred up some evil to utter 
it, shame would not have filled thine eyes, but thou would’st have spoken of what is right. (1367a8-
14). 

 

The portrayal is familiar enough: Alcaeus says something about his erotic interest precisely by saying there is 

something he does not want to say to her, which already says it all, of course. What he ‘says’ issues not from 

his mouth but from his eyes: the organs that are ‘really’ doing the talking. Thus, the eyes become an “abode 

of shame” when faced by the other (1384a36).  

 
44 Cairns, 18. 
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8.4.10. Now, one of the most familiar responses to shame is covering the eyes or averting the gaze: 

“The notion of the ‘other’ or the audience is common to both, both are associated with the eyes and 

visibility, they share the characteristic symptoms of blushing, and both may be attended by typical behaviour 

patterns such as averting the gaze or seeking to hide oneself.”45 If shame lives in the eyes, it is because the 

eyes are where the public and private coincide: we become too visible, conspicuous, and difficult to bear 

resulting in a desire to vanish altogether or to block out the other’s look. 

8.4.11. What might our analysis of philia, also described so often in the language of sight and 

visibility as well, tell us about shame’s impulse to refuse to look or to refuse the look of the other?46 Chapter 

7 found that the joint activity between friends of perceiving an apparent good (the activity of 

sunaisthanesthai) is one through which each party receives the determinate form of the other’s activity. 

Illustrated through the faculty of sight: I take on and become formally identical with your sensible act of 

seeing, and vice versa. Thus, described under the paradigm of sight, we found that in seeing one another, 

we become our selves viz-a-viz knowing or becoming-aware of the other. Insofar as this is the activity that 

brings my human potency to its fullest expression, my life realized most fully is face-to-face with you, in your 

act of seeing me. If I know myself, then, it is because I know something determinate, and I am most 

determinate in my reception of your activity. All this happens only because we appear good to one another 

in the first place: we have some degree of consensus in our view of the apparent good, which constitutes a 

sort of primordial ‘pact’ between us made in our looking at one another and speaking with one another. 

Each esteems and respects (re-spects) the other and expects (ex-spects) that each will continue to reaffirm their 

commitment to the shared sense of the good that grounds their homonoia. 

 
45 Cairns, 14–15. In terms of early development, covering the face or the eyes represent a definite milestone in the 
emergence of self-awareness: “Prior to the second year, an infant placed in front of a mirror will typically smile, coo, 
and explore in apparent delight at the perfect contingency between acted and seen movements bouncing back at him 
or her from the polished surface of the mirror. By two years, the specular image is associated with radically different 
behaviors. Toddlers become typically frozen and sometimes behave as if they want to hide themselves by tucking their 
head in their shoulders or hiding their face behind their hands.” Philippe Rochat, Others in Mind: Social Origins of Self-
Consciousness (New York: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2009), 87. 
46 The expectation that we might glean something about shame as a political concept from philia about one from the 
other is not entirely strange if we consider that rhetoric is supposed to move others to take up the same value-
orientation which results in a kind of homonoia that is the mark of friendship. Each, in other words, concerns a 
different order of shared view of the apparent good. Political or civic forms of friendship, moreover, may be assumed 
to bear some resemblance to the ‘perfect’ friendship of the ethics as the paradigm of all others, setting the ‘marks’ of 
equality, reciprocity, good will, and so on (cf. 4.6.3; 7.1; AIV.1.2). Furthermore, what the Rhetoric describes is what the 
ethics prescribes: we ought to engage in sunaisthanesthai with friends by joining them in a community of speeches and 
thought (EN IX.9).  
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Thus: if it is nearly a universal truth that the automatic response to shame is covering the eyes or 

averting the gaze, and this response is most pronounced face-to-face, it is because it is shame that constitutes 

the real or apparent breaking of such a pact to live out our common vision of the good. The response to 

shame, to close or conceal or avert the eyes, is not simply ‘embarrassment’: it is the attempt to block out the 

very object that constitutes my active perception which is nothing other than my active living, my own life. 

Averting or covering the eyes is, then, perhaps not only a symbolic act of suicide: an act of fleeing from the 

object that makes me determinate as an activity of perceiving and thinking. Averting the gaze is an attempt 

at de-activating the sensuous uptake of the other whose activity of seeing and seeing me delivers me to 

myself as a living human being. What a response to shame consists in is the very impulse to supress our act 

of living and thus the very determinacy the cognition of which constitutes our self-awareness.47  

8.4.12. Aristotle’s analysis of shame reveals—both through the potential split between what one 

considers to be conventional and true shame and through the desire to annul the look of or to the other—

some embryonic example of an ‘inward turn’ in Aristotle that falls along a sort of ‘ley line’ to subjectivist 

and individualist theories of self typically associated with later philosophy.  For as we know from our 

previous analyses, the other occasions in Aristotle’s canon that involve some kind of self-awareness (for 

instance, in DA II & III and in EN’s discussion of friendship) do not insist on being understood on a 

reflexive basis and certainly do not suggest a view of self as an ‘inner world’ of some kind.  

With shame especially—but also with the other accounts of the emotions in Rhetoric—the situation is 

different. For here we are dealing with a form of self-awareness that requires us to think of the self as taking 

itself up as an explicit object of concern. The response to shame is motivated precisely by the attempt to flee 

from that explicit confrontation with one’s self and self-image.  

Moreover, whereas in our earlier analyses phantasia was for the most part (just) implicated in the 

various instances of self-awareness that are characteristic of human activity forming the basis of our analyses, 

here in the Rhetoric, fear, anger, and especially shame explicitly frame our self-awareness through the faculty 

of phantasia. Such passions are conceived by a self-exterior and evaluative posture on oneself simulated in 

phantasia.  

 
47 This explanation might not seem to fit the full gamut of considerations here. After all, in EN for instance Aristotle 
says that the non-virtuous have a desire to ‘hide in public’ precisely because they cannot stand to be alone with 
themselves. Yet it is because when they are alone with themselves they are living in, as Arendt says, an ‘unbearable 
intimacy’ with someone who is, in some sense, a stranger and an intruder in the sense that they are someone else 
living by standards (or lack therefore) that we cannot view as consistent with who we are. Living in public is not to be 
visible, but precisely to vanish—to hide, from themselves, in public, with those who are inclined not to see them 
because their attention is directed to something else, like trivial pleasures.  
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Thus, whereas friendship turns on perceiving (imagining) the other as ‘an other self,’ in the pathes 

of the Rhetoric we see an inversion and explication of this relation in having a phantasia of the self as though 

it were an other. Said otherwise: whereas ethical life was perfected by the capacity to see a friend as an other 

self, political life is fulfilled in encounters through which we see ourselves (as though) through another’s 

eyes. Each phantasmatically-mediated relation of self to self and to other presuppose some general some view 

of the apparent good (individual or doxastic) that binds our pact, insists that we account for others and hold 

ourselves accountable to others—and our selves.   

8.4.13. The exchange between Gill and Sorabji on the nature of the self becomes relevant to us 

here one last time. Our preference for Sorabji’s view—that there is some kind of individual and subjective 

account of the self available in Aristotle but only through prior social and objective conditions—has been 

made evident several times before. On this view, the individualist and subjectivist strains of thinking on the 

self are not wholly absent from Aristotle’s work, but they are not only more faintly embossed but also 

posterior to the participatory and objectivist strains. The ‘person’ in some ways comes before the ‘self’: i.e. 

the politically embedded, public-facing participant is presupposed by the self as individual, self-sufficient, 

self-directing, and at all ‘a world unto itself.’ Whatever interiority to the Aristotelian subject might be 

discerned, it is created ‘in public’ as a response to the objective conditions in which it is found. As for the 

character of human self-awareness, whereas only subjective self-awareness belongs to the essential nature of 

philia relations, reflexive self-awareness only seems to come into view in Aristotle’s philosophy with our 

passions insofar as they are set in political life more widely construed.  

8.4.14. While the notion that the self has, or is, an ‘inner world’ certainly risks foisting upon 

Aristotle an anachronism, the emotions as presented in his rhetorical psychology—particularly shame—point 

to the resources that to begin to conceive of the self on such terms. For in shame’s requirement for an 

internalized or internally produced other, an audience, and the insistence upon reflexive concern and self-

reflection that we do not find, say, in friendship, begins to carve out some hallmarks of the private 

individual self usually associated with later philosophical developments. That this occurs through phantasia 

is in many ways no surprise, since phantasia is unique in that is does not require the presence of a real 

external object to become activated (cf. DA III.3 428b5-7). To borrow R.D. Phillipe’s description from 

Chapter 2, phantasia sustains and illuminates an environment and bears its own forms, its own objects, in 

itself.  Thus, there is a certain degree of psychic autonomy established though phantasia in which both an 

inner environment and ‘world’ along with the objects that populate it get set up together through one 

faculty, cleaving the imagining self away from any necessary connection to the real. That is why shame, as 
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involving a phantasia of dishonour, cannot be truly escaped from just by covering one’s face or averting one’s 

eyes: the other, even myself as other, has already populated one’s psychic environment thus undermining 

the desperate attempt to escape the determining power of the other’s gaze by shutting it out, making the 

world and oneself both invisible. Though the gaze of the other cannot truly be escaped (since ‘true shame’ is 

no longer about others or has a requirement of others), the effort to flee inward and escape the order of the 

visible gives shame an especially potent and profound status in his rhetorical psychology.  

8.5. Explicit & Pleasurable Autophantasmata in Rhetoric I.11 

8.5.1. While we have seen that anger, fear, and especially shame must be understood by invoking reflexive 

and phantasmatically mediated self-awareness, Aristotle’s text stops just short of explicitly invoking 

‘phantasmata of the self’ to describe these passions. While these ‘blue’ emotions in Rh Bk II do not quite 

bring this concept to the surface of the text, the pleasurable emotions in Rh I.11 do. For in this chapter we 

find the first and only passages where Aristotle explicitly has the reader consider the motivating character of 

a ‘phantasia of the self’: an autophantasma: 

1) “Victory is pleasant, not only to those who love to conquer, but to all; for there is produced 
an image [phantasia] of superiority, which all with more or less eagerness desire.” (1370b32-4);  

2) “Honour and good repute are among the most pleasant things, because everyone imagines 
[phantasian] that he possesses the qualities of a worthy man, and still more when those whom 
he believes to be trustworthy say that he does.” (1371a8-10); 

3) “A friend also is among pleasant things, for it is pleasant to love – for no one loves wine 
unless he finds pleasure in it – just as it is pleasant to be loved; for in this case also a man has 
an impression [phantasia] that he is really endowed with good qualities, a thing desired by all 
who perceive it; and to be loved is to be cherished for one’s own sake.” (1371a18-21); 

4) There also a fourth case – admiration – which Aristotle says is pleasant (or apparently so) 
“for the same reason as to be honoured is” – i.e., thus submitting that it is the phantasia of 
one’s self as honourable or of good reputation that also makes admiration pleasurable. 
(1371a18).  

 
8.5.2. The passages come in Rh I.11, which is the second chapter dealing with matters principally 

concerned with forensic rhetoric (Rh I.10-15). Rh I.10 establishes that the things motivating human action 
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are either what is good, what is apparently good, or what is apparently pleasant (1369b19ff.).48 In Rh I.11, 

Aristotle is initially interested in laying out the basic ways that apparently pleasant things can motivate 

wrongdoing: i.e. moral error. We can be led to commit moral errors when the pleasure of a certain kind of 

self-image convinces us that we are in possession of good qualities. The lines suggest that it is because we 

imagine ourselves to be good and honourable people that we are in danger of doing dishonourable acts. I 

take the general point to be that if we have an inflated self-image, bolstered by what others reflect back to us 

in particular, we might be overconfident in ourselves as moral agents, less likely to pause for reflection and 

sincere self-scrutiny.  Yet as we will see momentarily, the pleasurableness of such desires must ultimately be 

explained in reference to an underlying desire for and view toward actually being (and not merely seeming 

to be) honorable.  

8.5.3. The allusions to the pleasurableness of autophantasmata, Jamie Dow suggests, reveal that they 

are pleasant because they represent something that the subject has in some way assented to.49 This assent is 

not from a judgment of belief but from the passionate affirmation of some phantasmata: that is, “being in a 

passionate state constitutes an affirmation by the subject herself (not only by a part of her soul) of the way 

things are represented as being the way things are, where the representations involved are the result of 

exercising a capacity he calls phantasia.”50 The point is that one cannot be in a bona fide state of fear unless 

we consider that passion to be an affirmation of the veracity of some phantasmata.  Thus, phantasia presents 

an appearance of something and an impassioned state toward that appearance affirms its reality while the 

pleasure or pain that accompanies it conveys that we are, or to borrow Moss’s expression, ‘active toward it 

as good or bad.’51 In other words, being in a passionate state constitutes a sort of affirmation of the 

interpretation and evaluation that phantasia offers up. Thus Moss, commenting on the autophantasmata 

lines in Rh I.11, writes:  

 
48 Aristotle lists several possible motives people may have: chance, nature, compulsion, reasoning, thumos, and appetite. 
Since, Aristotle says, the first three of these are ‘not up to us,’ they fall outside the purview of voluntary action and 
thus cannot be causes of action for which we hold people responsible. But actions that are formed on the basis of 
habits of character, reasoning, and desire, are related to (or ‘not without’) our voluntary choice. And the main reason 
why we choose anything seems to boil down to “the desire for what is seen as good or beneficial and for what seems 
pleasurable” (1369b20ff.). 
49 Dow, Passions and Persuasion in Aristotle’s Rhetoric, 170–71. 
50 Dow, 183. 
51 Such pleasures arise with the consciousness of a kinesis in the soul (1370a1; a27) that either is pleasurable because it 
1) restores or replenishes a ‘natural state of being’ (1370a1) or 2) involves a representation of something as pleasant. 
Jamie Dow’s careful analysis of the different ways Aristotle defines pleasure in RH I.11 is valuable here: the 
‘restoration view,’ Dow convincingly shows, cannot be Aristotle’s considered view on the matter. 
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we have every reason to take the word literally: the phantasia mentioned in Rhetoric I.11’s 
descriptions of passions is the self-same phantasia at issue in the psychological works. And thus, 
these passions… are based on evaluative appearances: of phantasiai which preserve the affective 
and motivating character of the pleasurable or painful perceptions from which they derive.52 

We might recall from Chapter 3 that Moss suggests we need to posit ‘evaluative cognitions’ to account for 

animal motivation: it is not just by some good appearing to us that we are motivated but also by the 

evaluation or interpretation of something as good. When we feel pleasure or pain toward something, we are 

‘active toward it as good’—and this opens the door to thinking that the non-rational part of the soul which 

undergoes pleasure and pain is capable of genuine cognition of value. Phantasia provides the evaluative 

cognitions whose contents are affirmed by the passions. Thus, just as a bona fide state of fear is a non-

rational affirmation of the veracity of some phantasmata, one that motivates bodily changes (i.e., going pale) 

and certain behaviours (i.e., fleeing), so too are the impassioned states associated with the pleasurable 

autophantasmata. This entails that the autophantasmata in Rh I.11 might be able to motivate wrongdoing 

only if they are passionately affirmed by the subject as being veracious. This is broadly consistent with the 

basic psychological character of phantasia: insofar as they arise in the split between appearance and reality 

and are in themselves indeterminate with respect to the truth, they are central to explaining the possibility 

of perceptual—and moral—errors (cf. 2.2.1-3; 2.3.2.4; 3.3.1).53 

  8.5.4. So, the general idea of these ‘autophantasmata’ citations is that when we have a phantasia of 

the self that is pleasurable it can motivate moral error. Without some measure of irony, however, it is 

precisely with a view toward the pleasure of being truly honourable or good that one can be pulled astray 

and become the opposite of the very qualities of character that one ‘really desires’. The draw of honour, in 

particular, might be regarded as the most general concern of all the ‘autophantasma’ lines. All the others 

seem to fall under it one way or another.  

 
52 Moss, Aristotle on the Apparent Good: Perception, Phantasia, Thought, and Desire, 82. 
53 Moss thinks that the different things Aristotle says about akrasia can be clarified by thinking about phantasia in 
relation to perceptual errors and illusion. Jessica Moss, “Akrasia and Perceptual Illusion,” Archiv Für Geschichte Der 
Philosophie 91, no. 2 (January 2009), https://doi.org/10.1515/AGPH.2009.06. But Sherman, in Fabric of Character, 
thinks it would be a mistake to suggest that the phantasia are merely the ‘cause’ of some passion: rather (along with 
beliefs and perceptions) phantasmata are partial constituents of passions (indeed, in DA phantasia is even called a pathos 
at 427b). This is because an emotion is already a kind of perception, i.e., “a mode of discriminating and registering 
particulars” that is not simply or purely cognitive in nature. Sherman, The Fabric of Character, 1989, 170. In something 
like compassion, Sherman notes, it is not simply that we ‘intellectually’ recognize another’s pain and, as a 
consequence, come to feel compassion. Feeling compassion is already directly constituted as a kind of perception of 
another: a seeing that is already feeling, a feeling that is a perceiving. Fear, then, just is the perception of something as 
frightening. 
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In EN I.5, Aristotle associates the desire for honour with the desire to have the world corroborate 

their sense of their own goodness: honour is sought, “in order that they may be assured of their goodness”— 

note that Aristotle does not say apparent goodness (1095b26-31). Similarly, in EN VIII.8: “But those who 

long for honour from people who are decent and who know them aim at confirming their own opinion of 

themselves.” (1159a22-4). The desire for honour has to do with the desire to have one’s own self-evaluation 

and (apparent) goodness affirmed with a degree of objectivity: an assurance of one’s being rather than one’s 

(mere) seeming. Thus, the desire for honour is not a desire to be seen ‘as though’ we were worthy of honour 

but, as Aristotle continues in EN I.5, stems from a “desire to be honoured on account of virtue” since 

“virtue is a greater good than honour” (1095b31). The pleasure of having a phantasia of oneself as 

honourable comes from taking part in something with a view toward that greater good (virtue): not just, as 

Moss points out, pleasure in the “publicly available facts” about a person but “to her imaginatively 

embellished representation of herself: as being superior to others, or as being like the excellent [virtuous] 

person.”54  

8.5.5. If shame is a phantasia about dishonour that comes with the desire to make oneself (or the 

other, or both) invisible, then a phantasia about being honorable will, presumably, be manifest as a desire to 

be seen. Feeling a sense of superiority that comes with achievement or victory (1370b32-4), feeling that one 

has worthy qualities befitting of honour and good reputation (1371a8-10), being admired for appearing to 

possess such qualities by a friend (1371a18-21; 1371a18), all are pleasurable because of an underlying desire for 

their goodness to be made visible or to become manifest.  

And, toward the end of Rh I.11 we learn that this underlying desire is related to the reason why we 

value honour and friends so dearly, a reason that will be familiar to us from the last chapter: it is because 

what is ‘our own’ is pleasurable to us (1371b22-4). In this context he invokes the famous aphorisms 

‘jackdaw to jackdaw’ (beast to beast, man to man, etc., 1371a15) that introduced his analysis of philia in EN 

(cf. EN VIII.1 1154b35). The desire for goodness to be made visible before a friend is only sustainable so 

long as we each remain ‘alike to ourselves’ and familiar to each other. That is why, being face-to-face with 

the other and faced with the experience of a broken ‘pact’ between us—a pact constituted by our concord 

 
54 Moss, Aristotle on the Apparent Good: Perception, Phantasia, Thought, and Desire, 84. Compare with Eudemian Ethics: “It 
is always pleasant to see one’s self enjoying the superior good. And this is sometimes a passion, sometimes an action, 
sometimes something else” (EE VII.12 1245b2). While it is more in the purview of our discussion in Appendix V, the 
megalopsychion seems to be especially important for understanding how the desire for honour by others and self-
perception fit together. In EN IV.3 (1124b15), we find, for instance, that this ‘great-souled’ person takes pleasure in 
hearing about their deeds because, it seems, it comports with their own self-assessment that they are worthy of great 
things. Moss (2012) 216ff. & Jaffa (1952) 125ff. provide complementary analyses. 
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(homonoia) about the apparent good—we are overtaken by a desire to make oneself, the other, or both 

invisible. But in pleasurable images of the self that portray us as ‘living up to’ some shared sense of value, it 

is desirable to ‘be presented with oneself.’ Thus, both before and after the autophantasmata lines in Rh I.11, 

Aristotle invites us to consider how pleasant it is to see our friends: even if it is just making them present to 

the imagination. After defining phantasia as a ‘weak aisthesis’ that accompanies memory, desire, and present 

perceptions, Aristotle points to the memories and anticipations of friends as exemplary of the way phantasia 

can bring pleasure even in their absence: “a lover enjoys talking or writing about his beloved or doing any 

little thing connected with him; all these things recall him to memory and make him as it were present to 

the eye of imagination.” (1370b19-21). The pleasure one experiences in the presence of the friend is 

reanimated to some degree—which is why there is some pleasure even in grief over a lost loved one. The 

pleasure of having an autophantasmata is similar to this: it is like a visitation in phantasia of a welcome friend 

not unlike memory or anticipation. 

8.5.6. That these imaginary visitations of the friend can come about through ‘talking and writing’ to 

others about them or, conversely, that the images of ourselves are brought to us, Aristotle says, especially by 

what others say about us, points us to the dialogical and expressive intertwining of the orders of speech and 

sight that so often alternate in emphasis in Aristotle’s anthropological works. These undercurrents in 

Aristotle’s accounts of the nature and production of ‘self-images’ in our expressive encounters with an other 

pivots on lexis (cf. 8.2.1.) which in Rh III.1 Aristotle defines as ‘phantasia for pleasing the listener.’ As Ned 

O’Gorman writes about the relation between lexis and Aristotle’s references to pleasurable autophantasmata 

in Rh I.11 in particular: 

Here, emotional appeals depend on the ability of the speaker to activate the capacity of the 
auditor for phantasia and to lead him or her to an opinion. In the Rhetoric, a primary 
instrument for such appeals is lexis, as speakers use lexical techniques to produce images that 
evoke emotional states in the audiences.55  

Lexical elements of speech can be understood to originate in a speaker’s style, but it is phantasia ‘for the 

listener’. These elements of speech are aspects of “saying that heightens the seeing” of the subject matter by 

enlivening phantasia and thus, preparing the listener’s desire and affective state.56 The increased affective 

force that this produces influences the formation of a passion with respect to it that is, in itself, a kind of 

 
55 O’Gorman, “Aristotle’s ‘Phantasia’ in the ‘Rhetoric’: ‘Lexis,’ Appearance, and the Epideictic Function of 
Discourse,” 25. 
56 Hawhee, “Looking Into Aristotle’s Eyes,” 147. 
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assent to it as veracious. Thus, “a lexically produced image of something can exert affective power over a 

spectator inasmuch as the spectator comes to adhere through doxa to the veracity of the image, judging it 

true.”57 As a general rule, Aristotle observes, the apparent credibility of the image has to do with its source 

and the proximity or familiarity of the source. Hence friends, familiars, countrymen, etc., are more likely to 

be considered trustworthy (1371a10-4)—particularly those in our proximity can enliven images in us that set 

up our passions, desires, and motivations. O’Gorman writes: “Lexis can be a visual phenomenon, dynamic 

in form, which has the particular power to stir the emotions and shape opinion. Speakers may activate lexis 

to produce visual images in the psyche of an auditor and thus influence her judgment.”58  

 Moss and Hawhee each suggest that Aristotle’s uses of phantasia in connection with lexis—and in the 

relation between lexis and the autophantasmata lines of Rh.11 in particular—are consistent with Aristotle’s 

description of phantasia in the Parva Naturalia. Hawhee, for instance, suggests that we should be thinking of 

the ‘impression’ that positive and pleasurable self-images make on us through others’ reports that should be 

thought of through On Memory’s depiction of the phantasmata as being ‘stamped’ on the soul like a signet 

ring stamped into wax (450a26-b1). What this would imply is that the force of lexis in producing 

autophantasmata comes from reception of a sensible form. Thus, in Rh I.11: 

The phantasiai of victory and goodness are in this way stamped onto the soul or vital life force, 
leaving a visible and lasting imprint, a kind of picture, zoographema. One with such an 
impression therefore repeatedly pictures oneself as good, or superior, as the case may be, and 
this pressed-in, visual mode of self-perception is not metaphorical. It is material.59 

As Moss puts it, “the reason the impressions at issue are so vivid will be that they are exercises of phantasia – 

instances of picturing things to oneself, putting scenarios “before one’s eyes” just as the orator does when 

he wants to arouse emotions.”60 Thus the notion of lexis, while not directly deployed in Rh I.11 as it only 

becomes explicitly defined in Bk III, suggests how phantasia is central to Aristotle’s story of how the orders 

of seeing and listening are entangled in embodied, ethopathological encounters between human beings. What 

 
57 O’Gorman, “Aristotle’s ‘Phantasia’ in the ‘Rhetoric’: ‘Lexis,’ Appearance, and the Epideictic Function of 
Discourse,” 31. Cf. Gonzalez’s rendering of the point: “The point of view taken is doxa, often that of a third-party, and 
there is a keen interest in how our notions are affected by those around us. In one case we even read explicitly that the 
phantasma is what others say about us; and that the persuasion operative in the phantasia is enhanced in proportion as 
the speakers are trustworthy.” Gonzalez, “The Meaning and Function of Phantasia in Aristotle’s Rhetoric III.1,” 125.  
58 O’Gorman, “Aristotle’s ‘Phantasia’ in the ‘Rhetoric’: ‘Lexis,’ Appearance, and the Epideictic Function of 
Discourse,” 25–26. 
59 Hawhee, “Looking Into Aristotle’s Eyes,” 146–47. 
60 Moss, Aristotle on the Apparent Good: Perception, Phantasia, Thought, and Desire, 84.  
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others say, how it is said, from what proximity, who they are and how they appear to others can have a 

dramatic intensifying effect on one’s imaginary and auto-imaginary.  

We should not lose sight of the ‘community of speeches and thought’ that Aristotle enjoined his 

readers to seek out in the EN and the full sense of what sunaisthanesthai’s expressive scope seems to consist 

in. For in the Rhetoric we are describing how human beings address and receive one another in the fullness 

of their existence, as political animals with logos that move one another by character, passion, and logos and 

the by images conjured up in the soul as much as the reasons we grab onto. Adults take on their community 

through such encounters through which they discover their place in the world and the outlook of their 

polis, often by taking on emblems of its spirit through stories of noble needs and heroics: stories that they 

then return home with to whisper over the cradles of young Athenians.61 

8.5.7. The implications for this are enticing. For even the rhetorical psychology on offer has much 

broader implications and applications than deliberation, epideictic speech-making, and forensic persuasion, 

although these are certainly Aristotle’s focus in the Rhetoric. In forensic rhetoric, which is at issue in Rh 

I.11, the reason why pleasurable self-images are important to know about is because we are aiming to 

persuade a judge of someone else’s wrongdoing.  

But consider what is going on in this case: the speaker, I, am trying to persuade a judge to find 

someone guilty of wrongdoing in a forensic context. In such a context, the disposition of the audience (i.e. a 

judge) is even more essential than in the other types of oratory (Rh II.1 1377b). I might attempt to persuade 

a judge that someone has committed wrongdoing from a presumptive motive that ‘it is pleasurable to have a 

phantasia of oneself as honourable, of good reputation, or of goodness generally.’ To that end, I employ 

lexical techniques—which are common to all types of rhetoric—that are ‘phantasia for the listener,’ setting 

images before the eyes of the judge.  

If the self-image of the alleged perpetrator is what I am to convince the judge has motivated their 

misguided action, then what I am doing is soliciting phantasmata in the judge’s imaginary with the aim of 

having them imagine another person’s self-imagining. This I can presumably only do, or do well, if I have a 

good ‘read’ on the judge’s affective state in the first place such that I am able to gauge, through my own 

imagination, how I might ‘come across’ to them. The judge, for their part, is one who we must suppose is of 

a reputable character who either embodies, proxies for, or has reliable access not only to the positive law 

 
61 “Thus the funeral oration has its place in Athenian paideia, that vast educative complex comprising institutions and 
cultural models that, from childhood to birth, took charge of the citizen, molding him and constantly reminding him 
of civic values.” (Loraux, The Invention of Athens 144). 



 

 

 

 

 

 

398 

but to the endoxa of our community. Thus, in the judge we presuppose they can access two kinds of 

imaginaries: the public imagination of the endoxa through which they grasp the community’s value-

orientations and standards for conduct, and a sort of ethical imagination that allows them to vicariously 

visit the world of everyday human psychology to consider the full range of human motivations and 

fallibility. All of us, in our respective roles, are taken up into expressive practices in which we move and are 

moved by one another through the proliferation and circulation of images and the negotiation over their 

meaning in light of our individual and public imaginaries. What is being described is a kind of struggle for 

the reigns of our shared ‘common sense’ played out largely in our public imaginaries and through a form of 

political sunaisthanesis, perhaps the sort of thing Solon was reportedly to have advocated as an aim of 

Athenian law: that it should encourage sunaisthanesthai between its citizens that would accustom one 

another to ‘feel and sympathize with one another’s wrongs.’62 For this capacity is precisely what the forensic 

orator in Aristotle’s Rhetoric would have to count on the judge to have. 

 8.5.8. In closing, let us consider these motivating human interactions from the vantage point of 

general animal motivation. Animal motion, we have seen, has to be explained by meeting certain 

conditions: there must be 1) a ‘mover’ (a combination of some objective desire and the subjective 

discriminating faculty that receives it); 2) what is moved, the whole animal; and 3) a motive instrument that 

is modelled on the logic of the joint (cf. 3.2.2.1). The joint, common to body and soul, gives us an emblem of 

the structure of motivated action: it is a structure that is both one and two, modulated by the relations 

between the parts by taking turns through activity and potency (693a15-20): where one (‘moving mover’) 

imparts an influence and the other (‘moved mover’) responds.  

 In the end, that is what it means to be in an articulate relation with one another: mover and 

moved, call and response, speaker and listener. In 7.2.3.5 we saw that logic of sunaisthanesthai was conceived 

through an interrelation of the friend’s potencies and that the form of this relation was grounded in the 

relation between mover and moved (cf 1.1.11). Two numerically distinct identities are both ‘movers’ in that 

motion is a common horizon of possible interaction for them. But the joint (shared, articulated) activity 

through which one moves another is what lends each their primary identity as movers and it is through this 

activity that one realizes itself in another (i.e. as craftsman in craft, builder in building). As the left and right 

side of an animal body take turns receiving the motive forces of the other so that the animal as a whole can 

move from A to B, numerically separate human beings take turn speaking and listening in order to move 

 
62 Plutarch, Lives (Solon), 18:5. (trans. Perrin). 
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them toward what is apparently good and true. What it means for human beings to articulate themselves 

with one another qua human to move one another through their communicative practices, and this sets 

them up in dialogue as though they were taken up into something larger than themselves: into a joint 

spanning two bodies. The joint, then, is a ‘motive instrument’ that is not just common to an individual’s 

body and soul but also is the form of dialogue through which human beings motivate one another qua 

human. Thus, just as the joint is both one and two, a human being is also ‘two or more’ in itself and in 

relation to the other, the other or second self.  

Of course, the form of this idea can be discerned in a physiological  way as well. The individual 

body as a whole is set up this way, with an axis running through its center—touching the surface of the heart, 

where it meets the blood, the physiological repository of the phantasmata—which is where inward-bound motions 

from perceptual experiences are turned around and radiated outward, surging toward the surface of the body. 

There, these motions and their resulting affects are often more observable by others and manifest in actions 

and expressive acts directed toward others. In the context of embodied speech acts and the passions that are 

set alight between speaking animals, the phantasmata become the common currency through which we 

move another.  

Yet just as Aristotle argues that animals cannot move their articulated bodies through space without 

some external resistance (that is, a relatively stable and persistent physical world) to oppose and push itself 

along in opposition to, human animals also require a common, relatively stable world that provides a 

shared platform for their ways of moving and being moved together. That is the common world of 

appearances and appearances of value, embodied most generally in the public imaginary, the collective 

visions of value-orientation that constitute the endoxa. Against that sort of background, human beings move 

themselves and others through an economy of image production, reception, interpretation, and 

transmission among one another.   

  

8.6. Imagining Ourselves with Aristotle, Rhetorically Speaking  

 
“It is impossible to imagine a self acting independently outside the inherited tradition and the community that 
upholds it” ~Richard Sorabji, “Body and Soul in Aristotle” 
 
“in the funeral oration the city ensures, in imaginary terms, its grip on reality, and the Athenians invent Athens. For 
their own use. Or for ours. Who knows?” ~Nicole Loraux, The Invention of Athens (1986), 337. 
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8.6.1. We began this work with two metaphors in relation to the autophantasmata lines of Rh I.11: we 

found them not unlike the statue of Glaucus, pulled up from the sea floor long after it was carved so that its 

original form was preserved only as a general suggestion. (A.2.1).  What was left was a faint shape of an 

‘image of man’ that it was like a human form partly reclaimed by nature: as Rousseau said, ‘reason grown 

delirious.’ Yet, by analogy, since in Rh I.11 there was never even a fully formed ‘image’ (phantasia) of the self 

in the first place, it was more like we had dredged up a lost work of Michelangelo’s non-finito ‘Prisoners’ 

(A.2.1.). For the textual artifact we found was not just, as Rousseau said of Glaucon, a ‘monstration’ of 

minerals, crustaceans, and vegetation grown over what had originally been a determinate image of human 

life. Rather, the original itself was only a partial intimation, just as the Prisoners were barely emerging from 

the stone under Michelangelo’s chisel when the work was abandoned. Working to bring form to that type 

of artifact—sculpturally or textually—could only be completed with supplementation, improvisation, and, 

above all, imagination.  The result of that work would never be entirely free from the marks left by the 

tools, hands, and techniques of the restorer.  

8.6.2. That must be true of this work, especially since it has been a work on the self, about the self 

or some incomplete image of the self, done from the perspective of the self. All the more so because it is a 

self now trying to think or imagine or restore some image of a self then, in Aristotle’s time. The intellectual 

history, language, and cultural starting points through which a self emerges and in terms of which it might 

attempt to ‘know itself’ cannot be presumed to be the same. And while Aristotle is part of our intellectual 

history, our history is by and large not his. The same can be said of our cultural, linguistic, and institutional 

histories of course, all those domains through which—if our argument holds—produce ‘selves’ and ground 

whatever possible self-understanding is available to them. And although Aristotle is not normally 

considered to be much of a ‘philosopher of history’63 Sorabji rightly observes that, “it is impossible [for us 

philosophers today] to imagine a self acting independently outside the inherited tradition and the community 

that upholds it.”64 If philosophy, too, is some kind of act, a practice or way of living, then Sorabji’s point 

goes to the heart of our endeavors in this project: for the end result of this work will not have been and could 

never have been a reading of Aristotle—but only an imagining of self with Aristotle.  

As we have seen, human beings are ‘with’ one another in often ambiguous and difficult-to-conceive 

ways. Sparshott’s reflections on the tension and range of significance of an expression like “Aristotle’s world 

and mine” expresses very much that same difficult—and philosophically productive—ambiguity (cf. A.2.5). It 

 
63 Though one might challenge that assessment, for instance, on the basis of his doxographical method. 
64 Sorabji, “Body and Soul in Aristotle,” 50. 
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can always be asked whether certain conceptual ‘bridgeheads’ (A.2.7) between one era and another—ideas 

like ‘world’ and ‘self’—are really pointing to the same sort of thing at the same time, as indispensable as they 

are to assume. And so, it is also a permanently open question whether we are dealing with one or more 

referents across philosophical ages. It is hard to be certain, therefore, just how much fidelity to Aristotle I 

ever have claimed this work to have, especially since it has self-consciously operated somewhere between 

reality and fantasy while, in all likelihood, risking too much in celebrating the imagination itself as a 

philosophical organ. But reaching out to others—especially those whose bearings are taken in another time, 

another world—must, it seems to me, involve reason and imagination in roughly equal parts.  

  8.6.3. Aristotle believed that philosophy was better spoken than written, because writing in general 

only puts speech into a symbolized form. He says that, “words spoken are symbols or signs of affections 

[pathematon] or impressions [graphomena] of the soul; written words are signs of words spoken” (16a4-5). 

Spoken words spring forth in response to something graphic inside us, some ‘impression’ that solicits our 

speech and insists that we break the silence as warmth calls seedpods to break earth. Written words are 

therefore not empty signs, but archives of that original, impassioned solicitation of what happens face-to-

face. A text archives not only what is spoken about, but also who spoke and who was disposed to listen. 

Aristotle’s extant cannon is largely said to have been composed from lecture notes and student records of 

his speeches. While the texts are in some ways brutal and unwelcoming, Aristotle’s lost dialogues, written in 

the Platonic style, were said by Cicero to have surpassed even his teacher’s in beauty and read like a ‘flowing 

river of gold.’ I like to imagine that what survives of Aristotle, then, bears somewhere deep in its textual 

tissue an archive of the ethopathology of his lived practice as a philosopher. For he must have moved the 

others around him as strongly as the world, in the first place, moved him to think and imagine as seriously 

as he did. It cannot be underestimated how much his life and work have become part of the invisible fabric 

of our intellectual imaginary and how certain images or phantoms of Aristotle—which may or may not, in 

this case, be only a figment of my imagination—exert themselves through the force of history. 
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Appendix I: Detailed Guide 

PART A 

Prologue. Imagining the Self in Aristotle’s Rhetoric I.11 & Beyond 

A.0. Preliminaries 
A.0.1. Motivation: The ‘Autophantasma’ of Rhetoric I.11 
A.0.2. Avenues of questioning these lines open up 

A.0.2.1. About phantasia (in general, and in RH I.11)  
A.0.2.2. About the self, the human being  

A.0.2.2.1. Approaching this via the ‘canonical definitions’ of the human being 
A.0.2.2.2. How these definitions implicate one another  
A.0.2.2.3. Flagging methodological & hermeneutic justifications for ‘synoptic’ strategy 
A.0.2.2.4. Why the EN is indispensable to the account of the self 
A.0.2.2.5. The specific challenge for reading phantasia ‘into’ the ethics  
A.0.2.2.6. Self of antiquity sought at the seams of metaphysics, psychology, and ethics  

A.0.2.3. Reconstructive demands, constructive necessities, in our answers to these two lines 
A.0.2.3.1. The constructive necessities of such an aim 
A.0.2.3.2. The relation between writing ‘on Aristotle’ and writing ‘as an Aristotelian’  

A.0.2.4. Announcing the overarching aim of this project: to imagine the self with Aristotle 
A.0.3. Justifying the project: why should we care about this; what deserves its attention? 

A.0.3.1. As related to the Delphic imperative 
A.0.3.2. Situating it via the Charmides: prospects for a psychological-ethical ‘science of self’   
A.0.3.3. DA III.2&4 take up this problem with pointing the way to a central role for phantasia  
A.0.3.4. Two general strategies: one synthetic and one inferential 

A.0.4. The form of the human being; the condition of being human 
A.0.4.1. Formal ‘outside’ via formal description must migrate toward lived ‘inside’ description  
A.0.4.2. The need to emphasize our individual embodiment and ‘animality’ 
A.0.4.3. We must be careful to distinguish ideal theory (EN) from real description (Rh) 
A.0.4.4. This takes us toward a view of the being of human self as non-adequation  
  

A.1. Searching for the Self in Antiquity 
A.1.1. Herakles’ shade versus ‘he himself’ 
A.1.2. What is the ‘real self’? Something essentially immaterial  
A.1.3. What is the ‘real self’? Something essentially embodied 
A.1.4. What is the ‘real self’? Ancient skeptics of self   
A.1.5. Gill & Sorabji on the common tropes of self in the ancient world 

A.1.5.1. Gill’s frameworks for theorizing the ancient conception of self  
A.1.5.2. The subjectivist-individualist conception 
A.1.5.3. The objectivist-participant conception 
A.1.5.4. Gill’s position that the objective-participant is the appropriate conception 
A.1.5.5. Sorabji’s assessment of Gill’s position  
A.1.5.6. Anticipating the orientation of this project relative to that debate  

A.1.6. A note on terminology: ‘self,’ ‘person,’ ‘human being,’ ‘agent’ sharing an overlapping sense 
A.1.7. Framing questions about the Aristotelian self 

A.1.7.1. Terminological positions on the self 
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A.1.7.2. Aristotle familiar with idea that might underpin a skeptical position on self 
A.1.7.3. No reason to think this argument is characteristic of Aristotle’s view of self 
A.1.7.4. Questions related to the self and embodiment 
A.1.7.5. Questions related to the simplicity or complexity of self 
A.1.7.6. Questions related to the (apparent) identification of the self with the mind 
A.1.7.7. Questions related to whether we should be giving a ‘cognitivist’ account of the self 
A.1.7.8. Questions related to Gill & Sorabji’s debate about how to characterize the ancient self 
 

A.2. Anachronism, Self, & World 
A.2.1. The statue of Glaucus 
A.2.2. Interpretation as ‘conquering’ the gap between exegete and text is autobiographical 
A.2.3. This problem receives more force given the content (self) and the constructive aspect 
A.2.4. Some deny prospects of equating concepts of self or person across texts of remote history   
A.2.5. Sparshott’s ‘Aristotle’s World and Mine’ points us to issue of historical ‘worlds’ 
A.2.6. This points us to similar questions about the notion of ‘self’ in different historical worlds 
A.2.7. ‘Self’ and ‘person’ must be assumed as necessary but non-guaranteed ‘bridgeheads’ between worlds 
A.2.8. How the imagination is the philosophical organ for working in the space of these problems 
A.2.9. The range of implication intended in our title, ‘Imagining Ourselves with Aristotle’ 

Exposition of Thesis and Chapter Outline 

A.3. Overarching Thesis Statements 
A.3.1. Five Categories/Aspects of Thesis (Self, Self-awareness, phantasia & self, phantasia & self-awareness) 
A.3.2. Global thesis statements 
A.3.3. The self as perpetual struggle to achieve natural, psychological, and ethical integrity  
A.3.4. The self as potency of a person’s soul brought into act by others 
A.3.5. Phantasia the ‘core connective’ of human self & person 
A.3.6. Regarding the autophantasma of self as an individual  
A.3.7. Regarding the autophantasma of person disclosed through inter-psychic relations  
 

A.4 Chapter Outline of ‘Imagining Ourselves with Aristotle’ 
A.4.1. The relation between Part A and Part B 
A.4.2. Chapter 1: The Nature of the Soul & its Powers 
A.4.3. Chapter 2: Imagining the Phantasmatic, I: Error, Presence, Aisthesis & Noesis  
A.4.4. Chapter 3: Imagining the Phantasmatic, II: Memory, Desire, and Appearances  
A.4.5. Chapter 4: Imagining the Nature of Ethical Selfhood 
A.4.6. Chapter 5: Imagining the Self with the Apparent Good 
A.4.7. Chapter 6: Ethos as the Imaginative Organ of Ethical Selfhood 
A.4.8. Chapter 7: Friendship & Imagining Others as Oneself  
A.4.9. Epilogue: Imagining Ourselves with Aristotle, Rhetorically Speaking 
A.4.10. Appendix I. Detailed Guide 
A.4.11. Appendix II. The Temporality of Autophantasma 
A.4.12. Appendix III. Imagining Ourselves as Natural Object and/or Experiencing Subject 
A.4.13. Appendix IV. Autophilia, Asymmetry, and Reciprocity 
A.4.14. Appendix V. The Virtues of Imagining Oneself as Other 

Chapter 1. The Nature of the Soul & its Powers  

1.0. Preliminaries 
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1.1. The Natural Foundations of Life  
 1.1.1. Laying out the concepts from natural philosophy that ground the definition of soul 
 1.1.2. Nature names the multiplicity of being(s) 
 1.1.3. Primary substances vs. secondary substances vs. accidental being 

1.1.4. Primary substances are processes, activities, capacities for change and motion 
1.1.5. Nature as a principle of motion 
1.1.6. Substances receive contrary qualities 
1.1.7. The four causes are like ‘explanations’ for why something is at it is 
1.1.8. Analysis of the four causes 
1.1.9. The ambiguous priority between formal and final causes 
1.1.10. Actuality and potentiality  
1.1.11. Coincidence of causes and identity of mover/moved  

 
1.2. The Nature of the Soul 
 1.2.1. Definitions of the soul 
 1.2.2. ‘Natural’ and ‘organic’ bodies 
 1.2.3. Organs in terms of part-whole relationships – a living body is not a ‘heap’ 
 1.2.4. What it means to say that the soul is a ‘first actuality’ of a living body 

1.2.5. The relation between body and soul  
1.2.6. The significance of energeia vs entelechy for the purpose of living 
1.2.7. Life as ‘incomplete completion’ 
1.2.8. Four preliminary indications concerning the nature of self. It is or is relative to: 
 1.2.8.1. Nature of a living process as a self-differing identity 

1.2.8.2. The dual nature of activity and end, i.e. goal-directed process  
1.2.8.3. The individuation of our embodiment  
1.2.8.4. The soul, but in a qualified way 

 
1.3. The Powers of the Soul 
 1.3.1. The ‘history’ of the soul 
 1.3.2. The universal significance of nutrition & reproduction: preserving, prolonging, proliferating life 
 1.3.3. The emergence of animal life: sense-perception & locomotion 

1.3.4. Perceiving individuals: aisthesis  
 1.3.4.1. The priority of the object and formal identity 
 1.3.4.2. Two anticipatory notes 
  1.3.4.2.1. On self: the importance of the object, activity, potency, organ sequence 

1.3.4.2.2. On phantasia: as analogous to perceptual media    
1.3.4.2.3. On the shift between substance to subject (to self) 

1.3.4.3. Special, common, and incidental objects of sense 
 1.3.4.4. Perceiving ‘as’ vs. ‘as such’ 
 1.3.4.5. The common power of perceiving 

1.3.4.6. Anticipating ethics as the horizon of explicit reflexive self-awareness 
1.3.5. Perceiving universals: Nous 
 1.3.5.1. Nous modeled on aisthesis, but is the reception of intelligible forms 
 1.3.5.2. Nous cannot be restricted by a bodily organ 

1.3.5.3. Pure receptivity means that it has no actual, embodied character of its own 
1.3.5.4. Indications that the mind-body relation is not simple 

 
1.4. Summary of Findings & Key Anticipations 

1.4.1. Summary of earlier indications about the nature of self  
1.4.2.1. Anticipating the relational, compositional, synthetic self pulled between orders  
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1.4.2.2. Anticipating phantasia’s general role in this synthetic self 
1.4.3.1. Anticipating the significance of self-knowledge as being rooted in passivity & sensibility 
1.4.3.2. Anticipating the significance of nous as being actual and knowable only by taking on other’s form  
1.4.3.3. Two assumptions to suspend: i) the self is individual; ii) the self and other can be held apart  
1.4.4. Three anticipatory notes about phantasia 

1.4.4.1. How question of mind’s relation to ensouled body will be approached via phantasia   
1.4.4.2. Anticipating phantasia as core connective of human self & prime enabler of self-awareness 
1.4.4.3. Anticipating phantasia’s role in producing the temporal thickness of self and self-awareness  

1.4.5. Anticipating how these claims will be transposed into ethical selfhood 
1.4.6. Turning toward phantasia 

Chapter 2. Imagining The Phantasmatic, I: Error, Presence, Aisthesis & Noesis 

2.0. Preliminaries 
2.0.1. Leaving Much to the Imagination: Aristotle’s Phantasia 
 2.0.1.1. The variety of ways that phantasia is important for Aristotle 
 2.0.1.2. Four ways that makes understanding phantasia difficult 
 2.0.1.3. Charges made by other scholars about Aristotle’s apparent inconsistency  
2.0.2. Chapter Overview & Thesis Statements 
 2.0.2.1. The basic features of the phantasmatic 
 2.0.2.2. The importance of reckoning with absence in our experience 
 

2.1. What Phantasia and Phantasmata Are Not 
2.1.1. Phantasia is not ‘creative imagination,’ but has a much broader set of applications 
2.1.2. Phantasia is not only something humans have (‘sensitive’ vs ‘deliberative’ kinds) 
2.1.3. Phantasmata are not just ‘pictures’ or even necessarily ‘appearances’ 
2.1.4. Phantasmata are not sensations, beliefs, judgments, etc. 
 

2.2. The Context of Aristotle’s Invocation of Phantasia in DA III.3 
 2.2.1. Phantasia is invoked in order to explain error and to critique presence 
 2.2.2. The problem with Empedocles & Homer 
 2.2.3. The veracity and proneness to error that corresponds to three objects of sense 
 2.2.4. The seemingly abrupt introduction of phantasia 
 2.2.5. The critique of the present as ‘all present’  
  2.2.5.1. Being cognizant of ‘something which is’ and ‘what is present’ 
  2.2.5.2. Aquinas on Aristotle’s remark from Empedocles 
  2.2.5.3. Aquinas on Aristotle’s remark from Homer 
  2.2.5.4. Aristotle wants to critique a naïve view of the present as ‘all present’ 
 
2.3. The Complex Relation between Aisthesis and Phantasia 
 2.3.0. Aristotle is at pains to distinguish the two, but also says they are somehow the same  
 2.3.1. The Essential Differences between Aisthesis and Phantasia   
  2.3.1.1. First difference: all animals have sensation, but not all have phantasia 
  2.3.1.2. Second difference: the workings of actuality and potentiality 
  2.3.1.3. Third difference: phantasia, but not aisthesis, can be mobilized by the will 
  2.3.1.4. Fourth difference: epistemic value; aisthesis, unlike phantasia, is hypolepsis   
  2.3.1.5. Fifth difference: aisthesis bound to the present, phantasia is not 

2.3.1.6. Sixth difference: beholding difference & unity 
 2.3.2. The Material Identity of Aisthesis and Phantasia  
  2.3.2.1. Reminding ourselves of the logic of ‘essentially different, but materially one’  
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  2.3.2.2. The physiological vs psychological aspects of aisthesis  
  2.3.2.3. The common physiology of aisthesis and phantasia 
  2.3.2.4. The physiology of resemblance, error, and illusion  
  2.3.2.5. Phantasia is not hypolepsis, but is still affective & interpretive (pleasure and pain) 
  2.3.2.6. Reaffirming relation to ‘detachment’ and critique of presence 

2.3.3. Phantasia and the Common Sense 
 2.3.3.1. Similar features of phantasia and common sense (error, indirect, time) 
 2.3.3.2. Some story that phantasia and common sense ‘interface’ b/w the heart and blood 
 2.3.3.3. Phantasia are self-concealing, not necessarily something we are aware of 
 2.3.3.4. The ‘supplementary’ role of phantasia in ‘regular’ sense-perception 
 2.3.3.5. Phantasmata are powers in the body (and powers cannot be seen) 
 2.3.3.6. Phantasmata withdraw as the past withdraws from the present 

 
2.4. Phantasia, Nous, and Epagoge 

2.4.1. Phantasia as the hinge between aisthesis and nous 
2.4.2. Thinking intelligible forms in the images 
2.4.3. In what respect are intelligible forms already in the soul? 
2.4.4. Underscoring phantasia as answering this question also helps explain unity of experience 
2.4.5. Phantasmata are bodily traces of sensation that have latent intelligible forms 
2.4.6. Phantasia is a ‘metaphorical’ power 
2.4.7. Implicating phantasia as the core ‘connective’ of human identity 
2.4.8. Phantasmata as polysemic and inherently ambiguous 
2.4.9. Phantasia as self-concealing or liminal ‘medium of thought’ 
2.4.10. Confirmation by experience of the liminal quality of phantasmata 
2.4.11. Aisthesis and nous joined together by epagoge 

 
2.5. Summary and Setup 

2.5.1. Orientation to the phantasmatic and the aims of DA III.3 
2.5.2. Phantasia and aisthesis 
2.5.3. Phantasia and noesis 
2.5.4. Anticipating the next chapter 

Chapter 3. Imagining The Phantasmatic, II: Memory, Desire, and Appearance 

3.0. Preliminaries 
 
3.1. Phantasia & Memory 
 3.1.1. Introducing the idea of phantasmata being ‘polytemporal’ 
 3.1.2. Phantasmata maintain the force of the past upon the present 
 3.1.3. Phantasmata are in themselves objects of memory 
 3.1.4. Memory as a function of the common sense of perceiving 
 3.1.5. The necessity of forgetfulness  
  
3.2. Phantasia, Desire, & Action  

3.2.1. Phantasmata only intend past by default; also are essential to understanding desire, choice, etc. 
3.2.2. Phantasia, desire, & motion in DA III.9-10 

3.2.2.1. Subjective and objective elements of motion 
3.2.2.2. Nutrition, aisthesis, nous, & desire are not sufficient to cause motion 
3.2.2.3. Combination of desire with practical intellect or phantasia necessary for motion 
3.2.2.4. The universality of phantasia in desirous action for rational and non-rational animals alike 
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3.2.2.5. Desire’s reckoning with absence: sensitive and deliberative phantasia  
3.2.2.6. Discernment and motivation of practical ends 
3.2.2.7. Mover, moved, and the motive instrument: invoking De Motu 
3.2.2.8. Anticipations  

3.2.2.8.1. The logic of the joint will illuminate the character of phantasia 
3.2.2.8.2. The correspondence of desire and discernment figures prohairesis in EN  

3.2.3. Phantasia, desire, & motion in MA 6-11 
3.2.3.1. Phantasia ‘prepares’ desire & bodily affects  
3.2.3.2. Overview of affective changes that make functional articulation possible 
3.2.3.3. Self-motion’s mechanistic necessity for a stable external world 
3.2.3.4. Anticipating the psychological ‘joint’ b/w desire and discernment & the apparent good 
3.2.3.5. Physiological changes at the center vs perimeter: flagging the heart   
3.2.3.6. The image of the rudder in MA 7 is both literal and figurative  
3.2.3.7. Anticipating friendship & other’s point of view on affected individual for self-awareness 
3.2.3.8. Returning to the heart of the issue: the phantasmata which ‘prepare’ desire 

3.2.4. The Formal ‘Preparation’ of Desire: Introducing the Practical Syllogism 
3.2.4.1 Imagining the fulcrum of desire & discernment  
3.2.4.2. The practical syllogism 

3.2.4.2.1. Overview of the practical syllogism 
3.2.4.2.2. Anticipating appearances as the common bond of desire and reason 
3.2.4.2.3. Anticipating the self-interpretive moment of the practical syllogism  

 
3.3. Phantasia, Appearances, and the Apparent Good 

3.3.1. Recalling phantasia’s invocation in terms of error, absence, and active interpretation  
3.3.2. Phantasia and phantasmata denoting appearance, seeming, i.e. phainomena  
3.3.3. How phantasia’s fit with phainomena and to the apparent good sets up move to ethics & rhetoric  
3.3.4. On the overlapping significance between phantasia and phainomena 
3.3.5. Phantasia as that which cognizes (and partly constructs) the phainomenon agathon 

3.3.5.1. Signaling that the best evidence for this in the ethical works 
3.3.5.2. Moss’s argument that phantasia cognizes the apparent good 
3.3.5.3. Pleasure and pain as the non-rational soul’s phantasmatic cognition of value 
3.3.5.4. Anticipating the transition to the ethical works 

3.3.5.4.1. The importance of pleasure and pain for ethical life 
3.3.5.4.2. The complex temporality that makes ethical life possible 
3.3.5.4.3. Ethos as an ‘organ’ for perceiving the apparent good 

3.3.5.5. The partly constructed character of the apparent good  
3.3.5.6. Returning to assess the objective factor in animal motion 

3.3.5.6.1. Confirming the apparent good is cognized/constructed by phantasia 
3.3.5.6.2. Phantasia’s preparation of desire in the absence of the desired object  
 

3.4. Summary 
3.4.1. Overview of findings about the polytemporal nature of phantasia 
3.4.2. Psychological indications about the self 
3.4.3. Phantasia as the connective or fulcrum of the self 

 
3.5. Transitional Conclusions: Psychology of autophantasmata: a. General feature; b. Indications for autophantasma 

3.5.1.1. (I) a. Indirect perception, absence, and supplementation  
3.5.1.2. (I) b. Lack motivates categorization, exceeding 1st person perspective 
3.5.2.1. (II) a. Not hypolesis yet presents a stance on the world 
3.5.2.2. (II) b. Not a belief of self but an interpretive ‘take’ on self: self as X 
3.5.3.1. (III) a. The polytemporality of phantasmata 
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3.5.3.2. (III) b. Requirement for having a persistent sense of self 
3.5.4.1. (IV) a. Liminality and self-concealment 
3.5.4.2. (IV) b. Not necessarily an explicit object that is cognized 
3.5.5.1. (V) a. The self-concealing media of thought 
3.5.5.2. (V) b. Image of one’s self is necessary background for thought of the self 
3.5.6.1. (VI) a. At the noetic level, phantasmata also not a ‘belief’ or form of ‘assent’ 
3.5.6.2. (VI) b. Not something like ‘self-conception’ that constitutes a belief 
3.5.7.1. (VII) a. Intellect cannot think individuals but only universals 
3.5.7.2. (VII) b. Image of self resonates with both my self & the self (individual & species) 
3.5.8.1. (VIII) a. Polysemy of image pulls between orders of sensible individual and intelligible class  
3.5.8.2. (VIII) b. Image of one’s self, the self, caught between two orders of the real 
3.5.9.1. (IX) a. Phantasia and the perception of persistent identities (temporal thickness) 
3.5.9.2. (IX) b. Underwrites the psychic scaffolding through which a self could perceive its persistent identity 
3.5.10.1. (X) a. Phantasia cognizes appearances & these are constituted partly by animal and partly by world 
3.5.10.2. (X) b. Phantasmatic appearance of self to self would be constituted in the meeting with the world 
3.5.11.1. (XI) a. Desire is prepared by phantasia by forming appearances and the apparent good 
3.5.11.1. (XI) b.i. The apparent good takes a secondary object through phantasia: the self 
3.5.11.2. (XI) b.ii. Autophantasmata as a transcendental condition of action 

 
3.6. Concluding Part A 

3.6.1. Overview 
3.6.2. The missing piece: the self 
3.6.3. Noting Appendix III: On method & question of (in)commensurability b/w psychology and ethics 
 

PART B 

Chapter 4. Imagining the Nature of Ethical Selfhood 

4.0. Preliminaries 
 4.0.1. Part A hasn’t adequately developed the notion of ‘self’; this chapter develops ‘ethical selfhood’ 
 4.0.2. How this chapter proceeds to develop our Aristotelian model of ‘ethical selfhood’ 
 4.0.3. Phantasia in the ethical works: a paucity of direct textual evidence 
 
4.1. Vectors of Evidence for the Self in EN  

4.1.1. First Vector: The intellect seems to be ‘what each of us is’ 
4.1.2. Second Vector: A human being is ‘an origin of choice’ 
4.1.3. Third Vector: Ethos describes the overarching ‘shape’ of one’s person 
4.1.4. Fourth Vector: Virtue marks the value of the overarching ‘shape’ of one’s person 
4.1.5. Fifth Vector: Friendship ‘completes’ ethical selfhood from within 

 
4.2. Nous as ‘What Each of Us Is or Seems To Be’ (EN IX & X) 

4.2.1. The four instances where Aristotle says that the mind is ‘what each of us is’ 
4.2.2. Reminding us of our general position of Aristotle’s account of the mind in DA (1.3.8; 2.4) 
4.2.3. Reasons to doubt that ‘mind is the real self’ is meant in a disembodied, unqualified way 
 4.2.3.1. On each occasion, Aristotle refers to the mind as what ‘seems to be’ what we are 
 4.2.3.2. EN X.7 & 8 are in a dialectic, resolves in claim that the real self is a composite 

4.2.3.3. Introducing Aristotle’s compositional or ‘synthetic’ self 
4.2.3.4. Even if the self is localized around the mind, the mind is individuated by phantasia  
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4.2.4. Section conclusion & implications for the chapter 
 

4.3. Priming the Tripartite Soul 
4.3.1. Section introduction via the self-differentiation of DA’s soul 
4.3.2. The ‘parts’ of the soul 

4.3.2.1. Epic & tragic precedents 
4.3.2.2. Platonic precedents in the Republic and Phaedrus 
4.3.2.3. Overview of EN I.13 & signaling key relation of desire & reason for ethical self 

4.3.3. The Significance of Aristotle’s Allusion to the Charmides in EN I.13 
 4.3.3.1. Sophrosune in Republic & Phaedrus refers to ‘harmony between parts’ 

4.3.3.2. But in Charmides, much focus is on Critias’ sophrosune as ‘science of self.’  
4.3.3.3. Aporia of clarifying ethical concept in terms of underlying ontology of psyche 

 4.3.3.4. The similarity of Aristotle’s non-committal posture in EN I.13 
4.3.3.5. Aristotle’s specific nod to Charmides 156: the eye doctor metaphor 
4.3.3.6. First Aspect: The ongoing aspiration for unity and self-coincidence 

 4.3.3.7. Second Aspect: The leaf charm - Listening for logos involves body & soul together 
 4.3.3.8. Third Aspect: Charmides embodies two desires; triangulated by veg & intellect 

4.3.3.9. Fourth Aspect: The eye doctor - How things appear to us 
 4.3.3.10. General implications for Aristotle’s model of ethical selfhood  
 

4.4. Aristotle’s Tripartite Soul and Ethical Selfhood 
4.4.1. The metabolic or ‘vegetative’ part of the soul  

 4.4.2. The rational part of the soul  
4.4.3. The desiderative part of the soul and the way it ‘has reason’ 

4.4.3.1. Having logos as ‘listening to father & friends’ vs. the mathematician  
4.4.3.2. The double meaning of ekhein in EN I.13 (via J.A. Stewart) 
4.4.3.3. The double meaning of ekhein of the ‘animal with logos’ (via Heidegger) 
4.4.3.5. The paralytic limb metaphor as it illustrates the ekhein of logos  
 4.4.3.4.1. Akratic vs. enkratic agency  

4.4.3.4.2. What is ‘me’ and ‘not me’ in the paralytic limb? 
4.4.3.4.3. If life is never self-identical; Then ‘not me in me’ always obtains 
4.4.3.4.4. Some initial reasons why we should think the antecedent is true 

4.4.5. Summary & anticipating how the ‘outside inside me’ will turn into the ‘other inside me’ 
4.4.6. Anticipating the role of phantasia in this account  

 
4.5. Imagining The Self & The Tripartite Soul 

4.5.1. The self as dialogical environment in Greek thought  
4.5.2. Review of ‘political analogues’: father, friend, teacher, household manager, slaver 
4.5.3. The force of the analogues is (auto)imaginary, not argumentative 
4.5.4. How the ‘father and friend’ & ‘paralytic limb’ draw out philia as the central bond of selfhood 
4.5.5. Indeterminacy of ‘me’/ ‘not me’ becomes personified as philia & accessed by imagination 
4.5.6. ‘Friends and father’ emblematize a link between individual and species  
4.5.7. Anticipating three points: i) ‘other selves’; ii) inauguration into polis; iii) the fit with phantasia 
4.5.8. Imagining the self as a proto-social environment through a ‘community of images’ 
4.5.9. I relate to myself as something/someone or another: selfhood is interpretive  
4.5.10. Self-perception is self-interpretation via prior experience in a community 
4.5.11. How the phlion will resolve the epistemological problem of self-awareness 
4.5.12. How phantasia is uniquely capable of receiving the friend as ‘other self’ and other points of view 
4.5.13. Reiterating the importance of experience in the polis will actualize ethical selfhood 

 
4.6. Sketch I: Desire, Reason, and the Archaic Status of Autophilia 
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4.6.1. Much of this chapter’s material is closely associated with autophilia  
4.6.2. Kinds of friendship 
4.6.3. Marks of friendship 
4.6.4. The archaic status of autophilia & the self as ‘two or more’ 
4.6.5. Desiring the apparent good for a beloved presupposes that they appear good to the lover 
4.6.6. Interpreting self as ‘two or more’ intra-psychically: desire and reason 
4.6.7. Anticipating an improvisation: self is ‘two or more’ inter-psychically  

 
4.7. Summary & Setup 

4.6.1. Summary 
4.6.2. Setup 

Chapter 5. Imagining the Self with the Apparent Good 

5.0. Preliminaries 
5.0.1. To understand the self we need to understand what motivates it: the apparent good 
5.0.2. Anticipating the self-referential aspect of the apparent good (confirmed through pleasure) 
5.0.3. Setting expectations for the next chapters 
 

5.1. Being Open to the Goodness of Beings 
 5.1.1. The active realms of life are defined by object-openness compositions 
 5.1.2. Plants are open to being affected by perceptible objects but not qua perceptible 

5.1.3. Animals seek out pleasure and generally happen to secure good things as a result  
 5.1.4. However, animals are not open to goodness as such 

5.1.5. Note on divergence from Moss on pleasure as cognition of the good 
 5.1.6. Human reason opens us to two kinds of intelligible object: the true and the good 
 
5.2. Goodness as Reason for Choice and Action 

5.2.1. Choice and action are the narrow kinds of motion under discussion 
5.2.2. All choice and action aims at ‘some good’ that is achievable by action 
5.2.3. Instrumental vs. intrinsic goods 
5.2.4. Eudaimonia as the intrinsic good 
5.2.5. Living ‘according to reason’ – three conventional meanings 
5.2.6. But this expression also helps us recognize ‘reason’ as an object – good vs. bad reasons 
5.2.7. Appearing to be good is tantamount to appearing to be a reason 
5.2.8. How this expands the significance of being an ‘animal with logos’ 

 5.2.9. The appearance of goodness is more highly explanatory than the being of goodness 
 
5.3. The Individuation of Appearances & The Appearance of the Individual 

5.3.1. The individual person partially constitutes the apparent good – i.e. the object we are seeking 
5.3.2. Pairing physiological & psychological evidence for how the lived body individuates the appearances 

5.3.2.1. Reminder of 2.3 (the physiological story of the animal soul’s affects) 
5.3.2.2. Perspectival nature of bodies excluding one another individuates present experience  
5.3.2.3. Bodies as repositories of past experience (‘warp’ in the blood & self shape appearances)  
5.3.2.4. Bodies as platforms for future action seen naturally/physiologically and psychologically  

5.3.3. What is good for and what appears good to individuals  
5.3.3.1. Eudaimonia is an ideal case; we all have different ideas of sort of life is worth pursuing 
5.3.3.2. Idiosyncrasies not only shape what appears good, but the specificity of what is good  

5.3.4. The apparently good life as a correlate of the appearance of the self to itself 
5.3.4.1 Everyone has some overarching vision of the good life  
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5.3.4.2. This general appearance of the (apparently) good life is our ‘skopos’ 
5.3.4.3. ‘Life as a whole’ as a practical and temporal meaning 
5.3.4.4. The apparently good life is not necessarily an explicit appearance but a transcendental 
5.3.4.5. The vision of the apparently good life is a correlate of the appearance of the self to itself 
5.3.4.6. The phantastmatic underpinning of this correlation  
 

5.4. Pleasure as Phantasmatic Self Perception 
5.4.1. We’ll see the self-referential aspect of the apparent good through pleasure and pain 
5.4.2. Pleasure permeates animal life and is conjoined with perception and desire 
5.4.3. As for human life, EN’s VII is mainly a doxography – EN X.4-5 is his considered view 
5.4.4. EN X.4 – Pleasure is ‘complete’ (and is thus not a kinesis) 
5.4.5. But pleasures still differ in intensity and type 
5.4.6. Real vs. apparent pleasures depend on the individual’s realizing (or failing) universal human ergon 
5.4.7. The objective and subjective sides of pleasure 
5.4.8. Pleasure appears good, but only one in good condition will take pleasure in what actually is 
5.4.9. Pleasure is a rudimentary form of self-perception 
5.4.10. Pleasure’s self-perception is cognized through phantasia 
5.4.11. Anticipating C6: character as the ‘organ’ by which our goodness appears to us 

  
5.5. Summary & Setup 

5.5.1. Chapter summary 
5.5.2. Turning to Chapter 6’s work on character 

Chapter 6. Ethos as the Imaginative Organ of Ethical Selfhood 

6.0. Preliminaries  
6.0.1. Global reminder 
6.0.2. Part B reminder & next question: how self & apparent good enter into rapport 
6.0.3. How character or ethos & its relation to phantasia will furnish an answer to this question 
6.0.4. Ethos as phantasmatic organ that mediates the relation of self to itself 

 
6.1. Human Ethos as a ‘Habit of Choosing’  

6.1.1. Ethos as a new way that the ethical self is a suntheton 
6.1.2. A new difficult togetherness: choice & freedom; habit & constraint 
6.1.3. Ethos individuates but also enacts what is common to human being 
6.1.4. Temporal inflection of this new ‘difficult togetherness’ (choice & future; habit & past) 
6.1.5. General orientation & terminology 

6.1.5.1 Ethos, ethos, & ethos: Habit (ethos), Character (ethos), and Environment (ñthos) 
6.1.5.2. Ethical character as hexis  

6.1.5.2.1. Ethos as hexis & neither dunamis or pathe 
6.1.5.2.2. Hexis as active comportment with perfective activity 
6.1.5.2.3. Hexis as holding oneself ready 
6.1.5.2.4. Hexis as automatic readiness   
6.1.5.2.5. Hexis as cognate of ekhein 

6.1.5.3. Ethos as concerned with pleasure and pain (and as a bridge with psychological works) 
 

6.2. Choice as a Suntheton of Desire and Reason 
 6.2.1. For choice: 1) be more precise about it as suntheton; 2) disclose its self-referentiality 

6.2.2. From asymmetry to symmetry of ‘having’ between reason and desire  
6.2.2.1. Reminder: the (asymmetrical) emphasis, in C5, on desire ‘having’ reason 
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6.2.2.2. But Aristotle’s def’n of choice nods to their dialogical symmetry of this ‘having’  
6.2.2.3. Psychological confirmation of this mutual implication 
6.2.2.4. Phantasia as the intermediate ground of conative-perceptual and noetic parts of soul 
6.2.2.5. Recalling the functions of deliberative imagination from C3 
6.2.2.6. Phantasia as ‘preparing’ desire 
6.2.2.7. Phantasia as providing the common tongue of practical reason and desire 
6.2.2.8. Phenomenological confirmation of via phantasmatic appearances 
6.2.2.9. How this reveals the kinship between ‘arche of choice’ and ‘animal with logos’ 

6.2.3. Confirmation by way of the practical syllogism 
6.2.3.1. Recalling Chapter 3 on the practical syllogism 
6.2.3.2. The basic terms of the practical syllogism (& examples) 
6.2.3.3. Phantasia’s role in the practical syllogism (confirmed psychologically & phainomenologically) 
6.2.3.4. Phantasia and the middle term 
 

6.3. Choice & Phantasmatic Self-Reference  
6.3.1. The self-referentiality of the practical syllogism (& anticipating phronesis)  

6.3.1.1. Examples from MA always relate to some apparent good 
6.3.1.2. Examples from MA & EN reveal that self-interpretation is ‘the most obvious’ proposition 
6.3.1.3. EN VII.3 and ‘the universal predicated of the man himself’ 
6.3.1.4. Taking account of oneself ‘in the province of perception’: a practical phantasia of the self  
6.3.1.5. One accounts for oneself as suspended between individual and universal orders of reality 
6.3.1.6. This point is confirmed by the appearances 
6.3.1.7. EN VIII.7 * X.3 & 7: Choice, species membership & contingent individuality 
6.3.1.8. Imagining oneself is a condition and foreclosure of self-knowledge 

6.3.2. Choice as Automimesis: Leading oneself by an exemplary image  
  6.3.2.1. Choice originates from ‘what leads the way’ in the human being himself 

6.3.2.2. Etymology of choice: leads toward the future 
6.3.2.3. Choice as involving futural self-exteriority: leading oneself by example 
6.3.2.4. How phantasia provides the psychological correlate of ethical prohairesis 
6.3.2.5. A temporal way of seeing relation between ‘animal with logos’ and ‘arche of choice’ 
6.3.2.6. Choice as automimetic & action is the external mimesis of internal choice 
6.3.2.7. Reinforcement from McIntyre and Sparshott 
6.3.2.8. Anticipating friendship: imitation of the self as other, and other as self 

 
6.4. Habit, the Ensouled Body, and Phantasia  

6.4.1. The Formation of Habit  
6.4.1.1. Habit requires repetition & retention & present exertion  
6.4.1.2. Inanimate things cannot take on a second nature while remaining themselves 
6.4.1.3. Living things can take on a second nature while remaining themselves  
6.4.1.4. The ‘primary’ nature of humans can only be realized through a ‘second nature’  
6.4.1.5. Ethical habits not just from ‘conditioning’ as they involve active choice 
6.4.1.6. Handoff of voluntary choice in character development: anticipating philia of caregivers 

6.4.2. Habituation & the Individuation of the Ensouled Body 
6.4.2.1. Why self cannot be identified with one’s soul in a straightforward way 
6.4.2.2. Obstacles to this identification in the Metaphysics 
6.4.2.3. Soul in terms of its capacities is shared by species members  
6.4.2.4. Soul in terms of its activities is unique to individuals, esp. embodied activities 
6.4.2.5. Reflecting on Part A’s claims about individual selfhood 
6.4.2.6. Recasting ‘unique individual history’ in terms of ethical self & habit formation 
6.4.2.7. Ethos as emphasizing conventional type rather than individual 
6.4.2.8. Response via a reminder of Gill & Sorabji in Prologue 
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6.4.2.9. Anticipations relative to the intersubjective conditions of selfhood 
6.4.2.9.1. Habits both ‘me’ and ‘not me’ as locus of control 
6.4.2.9.2. Habits broken by two things often been identified with self: mind & will 
6.4.2.9.3. Habits both ‘me’ and ‘not me’ intersubjectively (formed by past others) 

6.4.3.  Key Parallels between Habit and Phantasia 
6.4.3.1. Liminality & self-concealment 
6.4.3.2. Temporality: retention, repetition, interpretation, anticipation  
6.4.3.3. Habit & epagoge disclose universals through repetition 
6.4.3.4. Pleasure and pain bridge the psychological and ethical accounts of habit 

6.4.3.4.1. Pleasure & pain in the psychology of epagoge 
6.4.3.4.2. Pleasure & pain in habituation of character 

6.4.3.5. Habituation also involves phantasmatic self-discovery through pleasure and pain 
6.4.3.6. Habits disclose overarching ends of the good life, correlated to overarching self  

6.4.4. Conclusion 
 
6.5. Ethos, Time & Development 

6.5.1. Section thesis 
6.5.2. Ethos involves autophantasmata that are both formed and forming of the self 
6.5.3. Development of self is coextensive with the capacity for self-awareness  
6.5.4. Anticipating the third coextensive term: the other self 
6.5.5. Ethos develops the ‘phantasmatic cycle’ in ethical terms 
6.5.6. Ethos signals the conjugation of terms (‘and,’ ‘with’, ‘having’) 
6.5.7. Ethos provides an ethical correlate to empeiria & persistent identity over time 
6.5.8. Life as a whole taken as an object of concern 
6.5.9. Character and the kairotic perception of time  
 

6.6. Sketch II: Moral Virtue, the Cardinal Virtues, & Phantasmatic Self-Interpretation 
6.6.1. A good (well-functioning) ethos secures reliable correspondence between good and apparent good 
6.6.2. Therefore virtue is a kind of self-knowledge (and lack of virtue involves self-ignorance) 
6.6.3. Pointing to Appendix IV: moral virtue, self-relative phantasia, and the ethical imagination  
6.6.4. Ideal self-coincidence & practical self-difference  

 
6.7. Summary 

6.7.1. Summary 

Chapter 7. Friendship as Imagining the Other as Oneself  

7.0. Preliminaries  
7.0.1. The arc of Part B & recap of our primary aim 
7.0.2. Theses of A.4. i.e. the inter-psychic dimension of self; the constitutive role of others in selfhood 
7.0.3. Setting up the significance of friendship for the nature & possibility of self 
 7.0.3.1. The self has many times seemed to include the non-personal, the outside, the other 

7.0.3.2. Reviving the background established by Gill & Sorabji 
7.0.4. Setting up the significance of friendship for the nature & possibility of self-knowledge 

7.0.4.1. The problem (and line of sight to a solution) for knowing individual self 
7.0.4.2. The ordinary sense in which others augment and correct our self-knowledge  
7.0.4.3. Recalling Charmides & DA and the shift from propositional to reflective self-awareness 
7.0.4.4. Inversion via Alcibiades & EN: ethical/practical solution to psychological problem 
7.0.4.5. Anticipating our nature as ‘political animal’ is last horizon for grasping self(awareness)  
7.0.4.6. Anticipating our mimetic nature will also be crucial to the developmental model we need 
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7.0.4.7. Phantasia enters the picture via the apparent good and sunaisthanethai 
7.0.4.8. Taking license as scholars who use ‘the imagination’ to explain Aristotelian philia  

 
7.1. The Self as “Two or More” and the Friend as “the Other Self” 
 7.1.1. Two principal marks of friendship: 1) the real/apparent good; 2) life and existence 
 7.1.2. The beloved’s apparent goodness sparks the lover’s desire for their real or apparent good 

7.1.3. Deflating the archaic status of autophilia 
7.1.4. The philion as other self, second self, or alter ego 
 7.1.4.1. Reductive and non-reductive readings of these expressions:  

7.1.4.1.1. The reductive reading 
7.1.4.1.2. The non-reductive reading 
7.1.4.1.3. Who counts in friendship & who counts as a friend? 

7.1.4.2. How this issue is reflected in the question of what is oikien 
7.1.4.3. Forecasting sunaisthanesthai as joint activity of perceiving (our) apparent goodness 

  
7.2. Sharing Life I: Symmetrical Sunaisthesis among Chosen Adult Friendships 

7.2.1. Sharing life as activity of perception and thought 
7.2.2. EE VII.12: joint activity & alternating activities/passivities 
7.2.3. EN IX.9: sunaisthanesthai as the name of the fundamental way human beings ‘share life’  

7.2.3.1. This claim can be framed universally  
7.2.3.2. Parallel structure with DA’s 2nd order perception 
7.2.3.3. Self-awareness only becomes available in light of the good 
7.2.3.4. Since friends appear good to one another they affirm the choiceworthiness of life  

7.2.3.4.1. Choosing friends makes us determinate (in a complex way)  
7.2.3.4.2. Perceiving friends makes us determinate (in a complex way) 

7.2.3.5. Each friend perceives the other’s existence (not, directly, his own) 
7.2.4. Two other forms of intermediate ‘self-awareness’ through philia 

7.2.4.1. Pleasure as self-awareness of one’s own (apparent) goodness 
7.2.4.2. Taking pleasure in the other’s apparent goodness  

7.2.5. Shared ethoi produces common or similar views of the apparent good  
7.2.6. Self determined by receiving the other & sunaisthanesthai is both epistemological & ontological 
7.2.7. Friendship makes the individual self determinate and suspends the ultimacy of the individual 
7.2.8. Toward self-reflexive awareness individuals have through political life  

 
7.3. Sharing Life II: Asymmetrical Sunaisthesis & Awakening Self(awareness) from Archaic Passivity  

7.3.1. Family life imbricates Aristotle’s general psychology with ethics 
7.3.2. EN ‘other’ or ‘second’ self echoes DA’s characterization of reproduction  
7.3.3. The child appears good to the parent but the parent is (metaphysically) ‘better’ than the child 
7.3.4. A form of sunaisthesis motivated by a special perceptual object needed to activate self(awareness) 
7.3.5. The psychological problem of how self-awareness is raised to higher forms  
7.3.6. How Aristotle emphasizes how the sensuous presence of the other is demanded for active philia 

7.3.6.1. Sensing and sensible bodies must be in proximity to realize their potencies 
7.3.6.2. The distance between bodies is a difference that cannot be collapsed entirely 
7.3.6.3. Sight is emblematic of perception of difference; we’ll need phantasia for perceiving unity 

7.3.7. Owens on self-awareness, passivity to the sensible, and the epistemic priority of the other 
7.3.8. Rosen on self-awareness and the sight of others in the polis 
7.3.9. Highlighting relation between proximity, mimesis, and overcoming problem of archaic passivity  
7.3.10. Mimesis determines the infant’s activity & ‘borrows’ another’s organized life 
7.3.11. Mimesis of other’s activity & affective states begins to organize an apparent good 
7.3.12. Fundamental habit via caregivers is of thinking of others & self as having integrated identities  
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7.4. Conclusion: The Active Form of the Other as Archaic Autophantasma 
7.4.1. Phantasia & the primary psychological schema of friendship 
 7.4.1.1. Phantasia implicated as a psychological correlate of philion’s as an apparent good 

7.4.1.2. Phantasia is ‘fit’ to receive the friend as pulled b/w orders of individual and universal 
7.4.1.3. Both the object and organ involved in friendship are essentially correlated with phantasia 

7.4.2. Interpretation of the sensible other calls for the distinct features of phantasia  
7.4.3. The soul can only infer its own determinate form if it is ‘primarily imaginable’  
7.4.4. The phenomenon of the face (reflecting on Magna Moralia & First Alcibiades) 
7.4.5. How several characteristics of phantasia & phantasmata must be invoked to perceive ‘a person’s face’ 
7.4.6. First Conclusion: The other models the first autophantasma and unlocks subjective self-awareness  
7.4.7. Second Conclusion: How many & who comes first 
7.4.8. Third Conclusion: Mimesis, choice, and artistic representation 
7.4.9. Qualifying the centrality of sight: music, learning, moral education 

 
7.5. Summary & Setup 

7.5.1. Summary 
7.5.2. Setup 

Epilogue. Imagining Ourselves with Aristotle, Rhetorically Speaking 

8.0. Preliminaries 
 8.0.1. Infant exposure to caregivers begins internalization & mutual enveloping of polis and psyche 

8.0.2. Caregivers are also proxies for the broader community and  
8.0.3. A rhetoricized psychology of ‘political animals with logos’ in light of the endoxa 
8.0.4. Three thesis statements about the Rhetoric: 

8.0.4.1. Offers an ethopathology of uptake of endoxa by political sunaisthanesthai 
8.0.4.2. Phantasia is the explicit site of this uptake and of reflexive self-awareness 
8.0.4.3. Toward interiority: autophantasmata and shame  
 

8.1. Toward a Phantastmatic Rhetorical Psychology  
 8.1.1. EN’s alternating stress on sight & hearing ends with ‘community of speeches and thought’  

8.1.2. Rhetoric displays concrete life of (political) animals w/ logos moving one another  
8.1.3. Rhetoric as providing an ethopathology of embodied speakers  
8.1.4. The endoxa as shared source of value being connected with through speech 
8.1.5. Rhetoric’s concern w/ appearances, endoxa as public imaginary, & lexis as phantasia for listener 
8.1.6. Speaker’s embodied ethos is the most forceful element of ethopathology of motivating speech 
8.1.7. Listener’s affective state grounded in phantasmatic reception of the other and perception of self 

 
8.2. Phantasia as ‘Weakened Aisthesis’ & Passions as ‘Enmattered Logoi’ 
 8.2.1. Summary of phantasia’s appearances in the Rhetoric 

8.2.2. Phantasia as ‘weakened aisthesis’ 
8.2.2.1. Psychological reading 
8.2.2.2. Physiological reading 
8.2.3.3. Passions mingled with phantasia join both readings as ‘enmattered logoi’ 
8.2.3.4. Phantasia prepares (psychological) desire, desire prepares (physiological) affects 

  
8.3. Implicit Autophantasmata in Rhetoric I: The Pain of Anger, Fear, & Shame 
 8.3.1. ‘How a man fancies himself’ will make a motivational differnece 

8.3.2. Rh. II.2 – Autophantastmata of anger 
8.3.2.1. Anger as a phantasia of disesteem 
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8.3.2.2. Requires uptake of social norm through which we appear to ourselves 
8.3.3. Rh. II.5 – Autophantastmata of fear 

8.3.3.1. Fear is often before absent object presented through phantasia 
8.3.3.2. Fear is directed at oneself or ‘one’s own’ 

 
8.4. Shame as a ‘Phantasia of Dishonour’ 

8.4.1. Shame, aidos, aischune 
8.4.2. Conventional shame, true shame, & a ‘sense of shame’ 
8.4.3. Rhetoric’s definition of shame as ‘a phantasia of dishonour’ 
8.4.4. Shame before others  
8.4.5. Origins of shame before others: a ‘sense of shame’ 
8.4.6. A sense of shame and proximity of caregivers  
8.4.7. (True) shame before oneself  
8.4.8. Shame is about taking others into account: the social world is ‘in me’ 
8.4.9. Shame, witnesses, & visibility: who is seen in the other’s eyes? 
8.4.10. The key response to shame: hiding eyes, fleeing the look 
8.4.11. What sunaistenethai between friends teaches about shame: it is a suicidal impulse 
8.4.12. Shame’s insistence upon the interior & reflexive self sets a ‘ley line’ to later philosophy 
8.4.13. One final remark on what this means in relation to Gill & Sorabji’s discussion of self 
8.4.14. Phantasia and the desire for the interior 

 
8.5. Explicit Autophantasmata in Rhetoric I.11: The Pleasure of Victory, Superiority, & Nobility 
 8.5.1. The explicit autophantasmata of superiority, victory, honour 

8.5.2. Pleasurable self-images and moral error 
8.5.3. Motivating autophantasma are assented to by the passions 
8.5.4.  The desire to actually be good (esp. honourable) is implicit in pleasurable autophantasmata 
8.5.5.  The desire to make one’s goodness visible especially to friends 
8.5.6.  The lexical elements of speech as ‘phantasia for the listener’  
8.5.7.  Political sunaisthanesthai & moving (one another) in the public imaginary 
8.5.8.  Embodied dialogue and the ‘motive instrument’ 
 

8.6. Imagining Ourselves with Aristotle, Rhetorically Speaking 
 8.6.1. Revisiting the statue of Glaucus & Michelangelo’s ‘Prisoners’ 

8.6.2. Anachronism, history, and the philosophical imagination  
8.6.3. Imagining ourselves with Aristotle, rhetorically speaking 

Appendix I. Detailed Guide to the Argument  

Appendix II. The Temporality of Autophantasma  

AII.0. Preliminaries 
AII.0.1. Reviewing some discoveries made so far about time and the self  
AII.0.2. Reminding ourselves why phantasia was key to temporal experience 
AII.0.3. What we will discover through the Physics (thesis statements) 
AII.0.4. Justifying the turn to the Physics 

 
AII.1 Time as a Power of Motion  

AII.1.1. Time as potency of motion: grades of existence 
AII.1.2. Time as a potency of motion: arguments from experience (nous and aisthesis)  
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AII.1.3. Recalling the logic of mover-moved and identities realized in the moved 
AII.1.4. Thus ‘now’ is realized in the soul or self; self and now will have similar structure 

 
AII.2. The Form of Now 

AII.2.1. Initial discussion of the strangeness of ‘now’ 
AII.2.2. The now is a not a ‘part’ of time, but a limit or boundary 
AII.2.3. Aristotle’s analogies of the now (the point, the limit, the ‘this’) 

AII.2.3.1. Analogy of the point 
AII.2.3.2. Analogy of the linear boundary 
AII.2.3.3. Analogy of the ‘this’: extended body moving in space 
AII.2.3.4. Does the ‘this’ take up space? The case for a ‘thickened limit’ 
AII.2.3.5. The ‘this’ as process is not fully present to itself. So, same is true for the ‘now.’ 

AII.2.4. The key analogy of the now as compared to a human being’s locomotion in space 
 AII.2.4.1. The distinction between stone moving in space and Coriscus being carried 

AII.2.4.2. The stasis of the stone’s motion vs. the dynamism of living locomotion 
AII.2.4.3. The ‘now’& ‘human being’ are not really analogues: a paired phenomenon  
AII.2.4.4. The ‘now-self’ is like a ‘thickened limit’ that divides past and future 

AII.2.5. The potency and activity as bearing on ‘before and after’ as concepts of magnitude 
AII.2.6. Anticipating the next moves of this chapter 

 
AII.3. Phantasia and the Time-Sensitive Soul  

AII.3.1. Introducing the role of aisthesis and nous in the perception and being of time 
AII.3.2. Aisthetic ‘Marking’ of Time 
 AII.3.2.1. Aisthesis of time as grounded in actuality and potency of motion in space 

AII.3.2.2. Aisthesis of time qualified as belonging to the common sense 
 AII.3.2.3. Aisthesis of time qualified as memory 
 AII.3.2.4. Aisthesis of time qualified as phantasia 

AII.3.2.5. Aisthesis of time qualified as empeiria 
AII.3.3. Drawing out implications for the nature of the self 
 AII.3.3.1. The self is not in full possession of itself 
 AII.3.3.2. Self-awareness & the common sense; self-opacity & phantasia  

AII.3.3.3. Implication that power in itself is ‘not present,’ cf. I am (partly) what I can do 
AII.3.3.3. The ‘self’ like the now could only arise with empeiria 
AII.3.3.5 Summary thus far, setting expectations for where this will lead the project  

AII.3.4. Noetic ‘Counting’ of Time 
AII.3.4.1. Time as ‘countable’ aspect of motion & the dependence upon the ‘counter’ 
AII.3.4.2. Time as ‘countable’: anticipating ethical ‘accountability’ of time 
AII 3.4.3. Elaborating on human selfhood, time, and phantasia via ethics 
AII.3.4.4. A note on ‘self-conception’ and its disclosure through epagoge 

 
AII.4. The Temporality of Autophantasma 

AII.4.1. General description of the temporality of autophantasma 
AII.4.2. Temporality of autophantasma as it relates to human self in particular  
AII.4.3. Is autophantasma essential to the being of the self, or a derivative ‘effect’ of the self? 

  AII.4.3.1. Explaining the tension at work in the question of priority 
AII.4.3.2. Laying out six assumptions that produce the tension  

AII.4.4. Responding to the question 
 AII.4.4.1. Time is not a third person, cosmological a priori 
 AII.4.4.2. We should be suspicious of efficient causality as the paradigm  
 AII.4.4.3. Cause and effect are not separated by an ‘interval’ of time 
 AII.4.4.4. Simple, linear past-to-future time may conceal time as experienced 
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 AII.4.4.5. ‘Before,’ ‘after’, & ‘at the same time’ must be remembered as spatial terms 
AII.4.4.6. The assumption of a binary self is unsustainable 

AII.4.5. Autophantasma as constitutive of ‘now-self’ and not a derivative phenomenon 
 
AII.5. Summary & Setup 
 
AII.6. Toward an Account of Kairotic Time 

Appendix III. Imagining Ourselves as Natural Object and/or Experiencing Subject 

AIII.0. Preliminaries 
 AIII.0.1. Summary of Part A 

AIII.0.2. The impoverished ‘self’ of Part A needs development by considering human ‘motion’ 
AIII.0.3. Brief outline of Part B 
AIII.0.4. Purpose and outline of Interlude 

 
AIII.1. The Human Being as Object of Natural Science and/or Subject of Experience  

AIII.1.1. The relation between Part A and Part B  
AIII.1.1.1 On the one hand: ‘Motion’ seems to secure continuity between Part A & B 

  AIII.1.1.2. On the other hand: Archaic heterogeneity must be taken seriously 
AIII.1.2. Prologue reviewed different ranges of ‘self’ (human being, person) that map the extremities  
AIII.1.3. What other Aristotle scholars say about the demandingness of the challenge 
 AIII.1.3.1. Moss’s general comment 
 AIII.1.3.2. An example: the parts of the soul (Aristotle’s non-commitment in EN I.13) 

AIII.1.3.3. Sparshott, Aquinas, Majithia commenting 
 

AIII.2. Text & Reader: The Intended Audience of Natural Philosophy vs. ‘The Human Things’ 
AIII.2.1. Strauss’ interpretation of the ‘human things’ 
AIII.2.2. Jaffa’s application of Straussian reading to the EN & his critique of Aquinas 
AIII.2.3. Carnes Lord on the audience of the writings on human affairs 
AIII.2.4. Points us in the direction of a solution to commensurability problem  
AIII.2.5. Why this problem can be approached via the function argument  

 
AIII.3. Irwin’s ‘Externalist’ Reading of the Function Argument 

AIII.3.1. Happiness is the end of all action, but what it is and how we get it are controversial 
AIII.3.2. Function argument supposed to assist with the controversy; review of function argument 
AIII.3.3. Yet the function argument is only meagerly defended 
AIII.3.4. Announcing two lines of interpretation of the function argument  
 AIII.3.4.1. The first ‘externalist’ reading of the function argument 
 AIII.3.4.2. The second ‘internalist’ reading of the function argument 
AIII.3.5. Irwin’s ‘externalist’ reading of the function argument 

AIII.3.5.1. Irwin aims to supply the metaphysical & psychological basis of eudaimonia  
AIII.3.5.2. Irwin explains eudaimonia via the function argument  
AIII.3.5.3. Identity of ‘this’ stems from essential properties, which set functional activities 
AIII.3.5.5. Value of activity explained metaphysically and confirmed by common sense 

AIII.3.6. Irwin’s ‘externalist’ reading aims to ground the value of happiness in natural fact 
 
AIII.4. Nussbaum’s ‘Internalist’ Reading of the Function Argument 
 AIII.4.1. Tessitore’s rejection of the ‘externalist’ reading 
 AIII.4.2. Gill’s rejection of the ‘externalist’ reading (reading Williams, McIntrye, McDowell) 
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AIII.4.3. Gill’s emphasis on EN I.4 – the presumption of the ‘that’ 
 AIII.4.4. Nussbaum’s rejection of the ‘externalist’ reading  
  AIII.4.4.1. Nussbaum’s contribution: function argument via imagination applied to itself  

AIII.4.4.2. Her entry point: the reader’s imagination of themselves in EN VIII 
AIII.4.4.3. Philebus’ appeal to auto- imaginary will help us connect EN VIII to EN I.7 

  AIII.4.4.4. Nussbaum: the similar imaginative function of tragic theatre 
AIII.4.4.5. How the function argument, like Philebus, is meant to be self-defeating  

  AIII.4.4.6. The function argument invites the same imaginative exercise as the Philebus 
AIII.4.4.7. Summary of idea that function argument turns on imaginative self-inspection 
AIII.4.4.8. On the charge of relativism that comes from the ‘internalist’ reading 

 
AIII.5. The Creative Tension of Imagining Ourselves 

AIII.5.1. Recapitulation of the problem of commensurability as it bears on Part & B relation 
AIII.5.2. How Nussbaum’s approach to function argument invites new approach to A/B question 
AIII.5.3. Imagining ourselves in terms of Part A and B 
 AIII.5.3.1. Simulated self-exteriority 

AIII.5.3.2. Polysemy & interpretation  
AIII.5.3.3. Abstaining from an order to truth 
AIII.5.3.4. Imagining the ‘externalist’ & ‘internalist’ readings together 

AIII.5.4. A contemporary illustration: Wiggins on the person vs. human being 
AIII.5.5. The importance of imbrication as our principle of selection  

Appendix IV. Desire, Reason, A(symmetry) and the Archaic Status of Autophilia 

AIV.0. Preliminaries 
AIV.0.1. Reminder (Chapter 5 - 8) 
AIV.0.2. This chapter: the origin and fulfillment of ethical selfhood  

AIV.0.2.1. Familial philia originates selfhood 
AIV.0.2.2. Chosen philia culminates selfhood  
AIV.0.2.3. How autophilia will link the originating and culminating forms 
AIV.0.2.4. Three reasons why autophilia is not absolutely archaic: cue social environment 

 
AIV.1. The Marks of Friendship & the Archaic Status of Autophilia in EN IX.4 

AIV.1.1. Philia relations are broad; some between equals others unequals 
AIV.1.2. What seem to be marks of philia:  

AIV.1.2.1. EN VIII.2 (places more emphasis on reciprocity & equality) 
AIV.1.2.2. EN IX.4 (places less emphasis on reciprocity & equality) 

AIV.1.3. Three crucial moments of EN IX.4 
AIV.1.3.1. First: autophilia seems to form the basis of friendship toward others 
AIV.1.3.2. Second: autophilia is only intelligible if the self is ‘two or more’ 
AIV.1.3.3. Third: the (other) friend can be understood as an ‘other self’ 
AIV.1.3.4. Anticipation: qualifying archaic status of autophilia via mother-child relation 
 

AIV.2. Reciprocity and (In)equality in the Autophilic’s Rational & Non-Rational Parts 
AIV.2.1. Autophilia depends on the self being ‘two or more’ 

AIV.2.1.1. Reiterating earlier characterizations that self is complex and not self-identical 
AIV.2.1.2. ‘Two or more’ seems to refer to ‘two or more’ parts of the soul in EN I.13. 
AIV.2.1.3. Anticipation: ‘two or more’ as something that looks toward the political animal 

AIV.2.2. Who or what loves and who or what is loved in the self’s relation to itself? 
AIV.2.2.1. The inclusivist or ‘synthetic’ reading of claim that mind is ‘the real self’ 
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AIV.2.2.2. The inclusivist reading of self demanded by the idea that self is ‘two or more’ 
AIV.2.2.3. Scholarly support of this interpretation 
AIV.2.2.4. Recalling that desire & reason co-operate to make good choices & discern the good  
AIV.2.2.5. Anticipating the relation between friends, self-love, and megalopsuhica 
AIV.2.2.6. Reciprocity of reason and desire does not necessarily entail equality  
AIV.2.2.7. Emphasized through the proto-social analogues that ‘characterize’ the parts of soul 
AIV.2.2.8. Recall: analogues only powerful to those grown up in certain kind of society 
 

AIV.3. Imagining the Pleasure of Self-Love & Pain of Self-Loathing 
AIV.2.2.4. Yet autophilia, as a virtue, is an ideal; concretely, ethical selfhood deals with inner ‘strife’ 
AIV.2.3. Pleasure and self-love; pain and self-loathing 

AIV.2.3.1. The psychological ground of pleasure’s link with identity (and pain with difference) 
AIV.2.3.2. How virtuous, autophilic persons pleasurably ‘accompanies themselves’ 
AIV.2.3.3. How non-virtuous, autophobic persons are painfully ‘at war with themselves’ 

AIV.2.3.3.1. Arendt’s comment on the Gorgias 
AIV.2.3.3.2. Aristotle’s comment on the akratic person being ‘at war w/ themselves’ 
AIV.2.3.3.3. A similar point can be made regarding enkratic persons 
AIV.2.3.3.4. Recalling psychic non-coincidence as the concrete reality 

AIV.2.4. Self--love, self-loathing, and the imaginary of self 
AIV.2.4.1. Philia and faction among the imaginary ‘political analogues’ 
AIV.2.4.2. Phantasia, pleasure and pain 
AIV.2.4.3. Stressing memory and anticipation in self-love and -loathing 
AIV.2.4.4. Pleasure, pain, and the coherence of exemplary self-images 

Appendix V. The Virtues of Imagining Our Selves as Other  

AV.0. Preliminaries 
AV.0.1. Review of Chapters 5 through 7 
AV.0.2. Transition to chapter 8 
AV.0.3. Chapter 8 thesis statements  

 
AV.1. Why Virtue? On Ideality and Deviation   
 AV.1.1. Virtue helps identify universal form of self by stipulating ideal & its deviation 
 AV.1.2. Defending the ideal that virtue is an abstract ideal rather than concretely available 

AV.1.3. Approximations of virtue embody self-differentiation & failure for perfect self-coincidence 
AV.1.4. This describes the human condition better than the human form 

 
AV.2. The Nature of Virtue 
 AV.2.1. End of EN Bk I – there are two types of virtue, intellectual & moral (character). 
 AV.2.2. Summary of positive statements about virtue in EN II.1-4 

AV.2.3. Virtue will characterize good functioning 
AV.2.4. Repeated activity of a good type leads to a good agent 

 
AV.3. The General Definition of Virtue  

AV.3.1. Parsing Aristotle’s general definition of virtue in EN II.6 
AV.3.1.1. “Virtue, then…” 
AV.3.1.2. “…is a characteristic marked by choice…” 
AV.3.1.3. “…residing in the mean…” 
AV.3.1.4. “…relative to us…” 
AV.3.1.5. “…defined by reason…” 
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AV.3.1.6. “…and as the phronimon would determine” 
 
AV.4. The Mean Relative to Us 

AV.4.1. How Aristotle’s methodology on the mean shows it’s not meant as a ‘moral law’  
AV.4.2. The agent’s own specificity – their ‘moral center of gravity’ – determines the mean 
AV.4.3. Aristotle’s illustration of this: Milo the wrestler vs. the novice athlete  

AV.4.3.1. The mean & the middle term: absolute vs. relative medial values 
AV.4.3.2. The individual’s in-dwelling standards determines the mean 

AV.4.4. Species-form sets out mean’s limit cases; individual determines it within that range 
 

AV.5. Phantasmatic Self-Evaluation & the Mean Relative to Us 
AV.5.1. Virtue implies self-interpretation through orders of species & individual 
AV.5.2. Mean-striking actions make good people; good people discern the good (in themselves) 
AV.5.3. Evaluative self-awareness & the continuity with Aristotle’s epistemological scheme 
AV.5.4. Confirmation in pleasure (as rudimentary self-perception) is enhanced via virtuous ethos  

AV.5.4.1. All moral virtue is about pleasure and pain; and therefore involves self-perception 
AV.5.4.2. (True) pleasure (& tf. self-perception) taken when human function exercised 
AV.5.4.3. Moral development via natural disposition for pleasure & pain at the right objects  
AV.5.4.4. Self-reflexive perception in virtue is not necessarily rational 
AV.5.4.5. Pleasure affects how things appear 
AV.5.4.6. Virtue acquired through ‘listening’ but reconfigures what is seen   

AV.5.5. How autophantasma can now be seen as implicated in the phenomenon of virtue 
 
AV.6. Virtue United: Phronesis & Autophantasma 

AV.6.1. Phronesis & Choice  
AV.6.1.1. Phronesis is general skill described in moral virtues & manifested through them 
AV.6.1.2. Phronesis aims at is orthos logos; orthos logos as ‘right reason’ or ‘correct proportion’ 
AV.6.1.3. Phronesis also implicates well-disposed desire insofar as it is a virtue of choice 
AV.6.1.4. Phronesis as expressed in the practical syllogism 

AV.6.2. Phronesis & Self-Reference  
  AV.6.2.1. Practical syllogism demands seeing oneself via the dual order that invests the mean 

AV.6.2.2. Phronesis as apprehending what is good for oneself  
AV.6.2.3. Confirmation by heightened pleasure & perceptual discrimination /w  phronesis 

AV.6.3. Phronetic Perception & Phantasia 
  AV.6.3.1. Objects of phronesis, as futural, are constructed by the deliberative imagination  

AV.6.3.2. Phronesis implies phantasia by straddling sensible & intelligible orders  
AV.6.3.3. Long’s support  via examples of the practical syllogism in EN VI.9 & MA 7 
AV.6.3.4. Confirmed in EN VI.8 via perception of triangle via mathematical knowledge  

AV.6.4. Section summary & conclusion 
 
AV.7. Virtue Augmented: Megalopsychia & Autophantasma 

AV.7.1. Megalopsychia is a ‘crown’ that augments the other virtues 
AV.7.2. This person ‘deems himself worthy of great things and is worthy’ of them 
AV.7.3. The importance is apparent: it is someone who appears to themselves as they are 
AV.7.4. On Moss’s account, this amounts to something similar: ‘prideful self-perception’ 
AV.7.5. The great-souled person’s ambivalence toward honour 
AV.7.6. Two degrees or forms of megalopsychia: 

AV.7.6.1. Political megalopsychia  
AV.7.6.2. Authentic megalopsychia  
AV.7.6.3. Endogenous and exogenous modes of appearing to ourselves as worthy 
AV.7.6.4. Drifting toward the divine 
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AV.8. Virtue Externalized: Justice & The Other Imagined 
 AV.8.1. The political detachment of the truly great-souled person 

AV.8.2. The importance of justice for supplementing megalopsychia & phronesis 
AV.8.2.1. The nature of justice as perfect virtue externalized toward others 
AV.8.2.2. The juridical aspects of phronesis: joint perception, equity, and forgiveness  
AV.8.2.3. How justice supplements phronesis 
AV.8.2.4. How justice supplements megalopsychia  

AV.8.3. The ethical imagination: doing justice to those who appear before us  
AV.8.4. The phantasmatic basis for virtue in general & the first-order virtues 

 
AV.9. The Descent from the Virtuous Ideal: Psychic Non-Ideality 

AV.9.1. Concrete examples of virtue are only representations of the ideal, not embodiments of it 
AV.9.2. Selfhood defined though this struggle to overcome non-adequation (self constituted by this lack) 
AV.9.3. Aristotle’s descriptions of the non-virtuous as multiplicities  
AV.9.4. Phantasia is uniquely capable of ‘knowing’ one’s self given its complex a& ambiguous nature 
 

AV.10. Summary
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Appendix II: Temporality, Phantasia, and the Time-Sensitive Soul 

AII.0. Preliminaries 

AII.0.1. We have signaled on many occasions the importance that time will have for our conception of self 

and self-image. We have said, for instance, that what I am is a human being, but who I am is a human with 

a distinct set of practical possibilities made available to me by the idiosyncratic powers of my body. The 

powers and possibilities that govern what I can do emerge from the history of a natural process, and bear 

me toward the future. Since individual natural things (such as ourselves) are above all processes or ‘pattered 

becomings,’ we are directed beyond the present by teloi that situate us in relation to some future state of 

fulfillment. Since teloi are both inside and beyond a living process, there is always an aspect to our being 

that exceeds the present and makes our activities in the present meaningful in terms of ‘not yet.’ Moreover, 

since selfhood would involve the capacity to reflect upon and apprehend our identity as something that 

persists over time, then our self-identity would be something that is accomplished in time. Indeed as we 

have suggested, the link between perception and thought, a body having reason, or being an animal with 

logos, are all ways of describing the form of a human being, and each in their own way is only realized in 

and through the time it takes for epagoge to unfold. These are all indications of how the self, taken at this 

level of analysis, cannot be comprehended without considering the perception and being of time.  

AII.0.2. These are all aspects of selfhood that we have previously established could not be realized 

without the various characteristics of phantasia. In the previous chapter, we saw that phantasmatic images 

have a variety of characteristics, but that those features can be sorted into three main baskets: those having 

to do with the relation between phantasia and aisthesis (2.3), those having to do with phantasia and noesis 

(2.4), and those that we called ‘polytemporal.’ Desire and memory, for instance, all depended in one way or 

another on our capacities for retaining past experiences as phantasmata in the body and having them come 

to shape our sense of the past, present, and future (2.5). Phantasia was always implicated as the ‘core 

connective’ of human identity, enabling the passage from sense to thought by way of memory and 

‘experience’ that unfold through epagoge (2.4.11). That time was always at the root of what phantasia is all 

about was signaled to us by Aristotle in a variety of other ways, for instance by referring to images as ‘traces’ 

or ‘residues’ of the past, and by determining them to be sense-perceptions ‘conditioned by a lapse of time.’ 

Indeed it was telling that phantasia, as we will recall, was initially invoked by Aristotle to critique the view 
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that we could explain error on a naïve view of the present being ‘all present to itself,’ as we have 

characterized it.  

AII.0.3. We can develop both the temporality of selfhood, and the important role that phantasmata 

as ‘polytemporal’ play in its constitution, by considering Aristotle’s account of time in the Physics, especially 

Ph. IV.10-14. While we will not be able to take up Aristotle’s theory of time with much adequacy, what I 

hope to show are the following main points. First, the form of the time-sensitive soul mirrors the structure 

of the ‘now’ as something not only ‘self-differing’ but that differs in time (self-deferring). They mirror each 

other in this way because they are two sides of one phenomenon: the ‘now’ and the ‘self’ are essentially 

linked. Second, by picking up on the implications of Aristotle’s description of the now as a ‘link’ or 

‘boundary,’ we will see a further development of the notion that the self should ultimately be conceived of 

as a process that constitutes a kind limit of what it is and what it can do. Third, that phantasia is what binds 

the ‘marking’ of time by aisthesis and the ‘counting’ of time by noesis, a distinction which also helps us see 

how human selves are distinguished by their capacity to hold things accountable to time and in time.1  

 AII.0.4. Now it may seem that turning to Aristotle’s theory of time is really quite extraneous to get 

the gist of what phantasia and autophantasma are all about. It may also seem, given the scope of this project, 

that such a move cannot possibly be done responsibly, since it opens onto a vast set of issues and texts that 

are some of Aristotle’s most difficult. However, there are two important considerations that signal the 

necessity of heading in this direction. First, time for Aristotle is not primarily interesting to him as a 

cosmological a priori of some sort, but as something that is essentially related to life, and especially to living 

things that are capable of ‘marking’ motion/change with aisthesis and ‘counting’ motion/change with nous. 

Hardly giving us an ‘objective’ view of time, for Aristotle there is an essential relationship between time and 

the time-sensitive soul. Since we already know that phantasia is aisthesis conditioned by a lapse of time, we 

surely can learn more about the nature of the self and self-image by understanding time as an object of 

experience and ourselves as time-perceivers. Recall that for Aristotle it is always the object that is ultimate: 

we cannot understand a power of the soul without reference to its activity, and we cannot understand the 

activity without reference to the sort of object that solicits it.2  So time, which is an object of the common 

sense for Aristotle, must be examined if we are to draw out the depth of phantasia as inherently 

 
1 We will also sketch out the idea (to be defended later in this project) that because our experience of time derives 
from our experience of space for Aristotle, and since we relate to space in terms of our bodily comportment that 
orients us to the good, then the significance of our sense of self in the ‘here and now’ will be fundamentally 
meaningful relative to our teleology. 
2 He says, for instance at DA II.4, that “activities and functions are prior to their powers” (415a18-20). 
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conditioned by time, and thus also to understand the self and self-image. The second reason for discussing 

time in more detail has less to do with Aristotle’s texts per se as it does with wide-angle intuition. For surely 

we would not say anything comprehensive about what a self is, unless we were prepared to investigate our 

capacities for experiencing time, and experiencing ourselves as persisting over time. And, in turn, we 

probably could not offer a comprehensive or even satisfactory account of autophantasma unless we provided 

some depth in our assessment of the temporal significance that any ‘self-image’ must surely convey if it is to 

be an image of ourselves in any meaningful way. Thus in order for us to understand the temporality of self 

and self-image, we ought to know something about what time itself is. With that said, let us go on from 

here. 

AII.1. Time as a Power of Motion 

AII.1.1. Aristotle’s analysis of time in Physics IV.10-14 is highly complex and, according to many, quite 

possibly incoherent. It draws on many intricate concepts developed elsewhere in his corpus, and is offered 

on the basis of several preparatory analyses in the Physics, notably related to the infinite, to the 

(impossibility of) void, and to spatial motion. Thus I can hardly treat his account of time with much 

adequacy here, so I will have to neglect the careful play-by-play reading that it deserves, and just foreground 

the salient points that bear most directly on the aims of this project with regretfully broad generalizations. 

The first main point we have already alluded to, but it is worth saying again: time for Aristotle is not a 

cosmological a priori, something ‘in itself’ that has an actual existence independent from all else. Rather, 

time is a power or potency of motion. This means that there can be motion without actual time passing, 

even if time remains an essential power of all actual motion. Thus time may not become actual for all things 

that move, but no time passes without motion: time depends on motion, but motion not on time.3 One 

way of taking this claim is in terms of Aristotle’s natural ontology. Starting at Physics 200b25-28ff., he 

discusses the way that there are three ‘grades of existence’: what exists in potentiality only, in actuality only, 

and what exists as both.4 Now it would seem that all natural entities are characterized as the last of these 

three. For anything in nature has a form, an actuality. So this rules out the possibility that anything in 

 
3 This is a reflection of the fact that motion is actual, whereas time is potential, and for Aristotle, actuality has a greater 
claim on reality than potentiality does. He says, for instance at DA II.4, that “activities and functions are prior to their 
powers” (415a18-20). Powers are understood in terms of their powerings or activities, not the other way around; 
likewise, time is understood in terms of motion, and not the other way around. 
4 The analysis that follows is largely informed by Ross’ reading. Aristotle and David Ross, Aristotle’s Physics: A Revised 
Text with Introduction and Commentary (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997). 
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nature is a pure potential, since there is no ‘unformed matter’ in nature. But nothing in nature could exist 

only as actuality either, since natural things are individuated by matter, and matter always has various 

potentials for change. The only thing that is ‘fully actual’ in Aristotle’s philosophy is God, having no 

potential to undergo change. That is why God can only be treated as something beyond nature, and why 

God is apathes or not subject to being affected, and thus not to motion, and thus not to time.5 But this 

means that all the familiar objects of nature must be understood as things that exist as both potentiality and 

actuality: natural objects are actualities with certain powers for moving and changing. And as actual 

‘movers,’ they have the power to become temporal. The basic picture we have, then, is a scale of ontological 

primacy at the apex of which is God’s pure activity of being, and at the base of which is the non-being of 

pure potentiality. What falls in between are natural substances, those things which have both actuality and 

potentiality. Pure potentiality (‘unformed matter) is fully absent, pure actuality (God) is fully present (or 

beyond presence, as eternal). And this means that the things in nature are neither fully absent nor fully present. 

That is, when all is said, what it means to be a process: something that has a coherent pattern of becoming 

but that is not ‘all there all at once.’ So if time is a power of motion, but things that move in nature are not 

‘all there all at once,’ then time will be something that realizes an essential potentiality of something that is 

not fully present to itself. But in its way, this is just what it means to be time: something not present all at 

once. For the past, present, and future are not there together: they are not all present at the same time. 

AII.1.2. One of the main types of evidence that Aristotle invokes to show that time is a power of 

motion is by appealing to experience. He notes in Physics IV.11, for instance, that people who fall into very 

deep sleep often fail to recognize any time has passed. As a consequence, the ‘now’ they experienced as they 

were falling asleep is not distinguished from the ‘now’ they experience when they awake: “for when the state 

of our minds does not change at all, or we have not noticed its changing, we do not think that time has 

elapsed” (Ph. IV.11). Aristotle offers a similar proof that time and motion are interlinked but not identical, 

again by appealing to experience. He notes that if we are in complete darkness and quiet, that although we 

undergo no passions from the outside world that would tell us time is passing, there are still ‘motions’ going 

on inside the soul which enable us to perceive time. The overall claim being made in both arguments could 

be taken as a relatively weak one: that is, that time does not seem to pass when we fail to notice motion or 

change (in this case, because we are sleeping). Surely Aristotle would not want to deny that motion or 

 
5 cf. Meta. XII.6 1071b7: & De Caelo 288b32. 
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change occurs around sleeping bodies while they sleep. And surely he would not deny that someone shut 

off from external stimuli who entered a deeply meditative state in which no apparent ‘motions’ would be 

occurring in the soul would somehow no longer ‘in time’ with the person sitting next to them and simply 

vanish from the natural world or some such. So how can it be that motions of various kinds clearly go on 

happening without any time passing as they do so? The answer really has to do with how one defines time 

in the first place. What Aristotle is denying is a concept of time that is, as we have said, a ‘cosmological’ a 

priori: that is, a sort of ‘third person’ dimension of reality that exists whether or not anyone perceives 

motion or change. Whether there is anyone around to apprehend the motions of nature is not a condition 

for the existence of those motions, but is a condition for the realization of time. Now, this is not a claim 

Aristotle has made in the two arguments just mentioned that concern the conditions under which we 

notice time passing or not. But in Ph. IV.14, Aristotle takes up the direct question as to whether time 

would exist without the soul, and there makes the much stronger ontological argument that if there is no 

soul that registers motion/change, there is no time either. In that chapter, he asserts that it is nous in 

particular that is responsible for this kind of apprehension of motion, and thus for the being of time. 

However, in Ph. IV.11 he had seemed to suggest that aisthesis of motion is sufficient for time. We will 

return to this tension momentarily. 

AII.1.3. Leaving that more detailed discussion of time’s relation to the aisthesis and noesis of change 

for the moment, is there something we can already learn about the nature of the self just by considering 

what is entailed by time as a potency of motion? We will recall that in Chapter 1, we discussed how for 

Aristotle there is a way in which a moving object and a moved object are on the one hand materially 

distinct, yet share the identity of being ‘movers,’ modulated only by potency and actuality (1.1.11). 

Moreover, each of them receive their identities as ‘moving-another’ or ‘being-moved-by-another’ in and 

through one event of moving. But we also noted then how for Aristotle it is really in the thing that is moved 

that these identities are realized (a point that we noted was implicated by Aristotle’s famous example 

involving house building at 201b6-15). Now in the case of sense-perception, where the faculty is passive 

toward – which is to say, moved by – the active conditions that carry the form of the object, the power of 

the object to be seen is realized in the perceiver. The sensible form of red, for instance, is brought to its 

highest level of actuality qua visible in and through the activity of seeing, and in and through that which 

sees: a ‘seer.’ For as we said earlier, in perception the power of the object to be sensed and the power of the 

sense faculty to perceive that object are realized in and through one and the same activity, but an activity 
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that is in the perceiver (1.3.8.1). So the perceiver becomes formally identical with the object, but the form 

of the object as perceptible is brought into its fullest actuality in the perceiving soul. 

AII.1.4. Thus just by considering what we know about time so far – that it is a power of motion 

that is only realized when motion is perceived – we can make the following inference: that time, and the 

form of time, will be something that is realized in the souls of living things that can apprehend motion or 

change. But since we also know that all apprehension (whether aisthetic or noetic) is passive toward the form 

of its objects, then we also know that the time-sensitive soul will in some way become formally identical 

with the form of the object whose power is actualized in it. Time, then, is motion as realized in the soul of a 

perceiver of motion, and time is the form of motion actually perceived. Since we understand our faculties in 

terms of their actions, and actions in terms of its objects, this means that the structure of time will reveal 

the structure of the time-sensitive soul. More on point: the form of time will reveal some aspect of the form of our 

selves.   

So what is the form of time, if time is only something that is realized when motion is apprehended? 

Well in a certain way, the answer to this ‘when’ is always the same: now. ‘Now’ is always the answer to the 

question of, ‘When is motion actually apprehended’? All experience, in other words, happens now. Yet we 

need to heed what we discovered in Chapter 2 about how we run into problems when we try to explain 

various familiar experiences on a naïve view of the present as being ‘all present to itself’ (2.2.5). So the sort 

of ontological account of the present, the now, that will ultimately be needed to support an adequate 

epistemology will be one that escapes the naïve view. And that is precisely what Aristotle offers us in the 

Physics. A good portion of his concern in his analysis of time there is devoted to coming to terms with the 

form of the now, and its relation to the past and future. So let us discuss some of the main points of that 

analysis next. 

AII.2. The Form of Now 

AII.2.1. The ontology of the ‘now’ (nun) has a tricky status for Aristotle, and that is partly because it has an 

equally tricky status in lived experience. ‘Now’ seems to be all that there actually is, for the present moment 

always answers the question of when something is, as being seems to consist in ‘being present.’ However, 

any attempt to fix what is now, or what is happening now, slides past us and is already gone in the very act 

of pointing it out: for the present is always becoming something else. Thus the now seems to be something 

that is never different yet never the same; or, equally, that is it always different and yet ever the same.1  

Nothing seem to happen (that is, move or change) unless it is now. In that sense, it is always the ‘same time’ 
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when things (actually) happen. But, the content of that ‘now’ is irreplaceably unique and radically different 

than any other time. The now is both structurally permanent yet always in flux. So in one sense the now 

seems to contain all that there is, and yet it cannot be a ‘container’ because never seems to have ‘limits’ that 

are firmed up in the first place. If the present is always becoming something else than what it is, then it is 

always becoming what it is not. But what it is not is something absent. Thus the now is both the eternal 

form of presence, that from which no actual thing can depart, and yet it is also just a trace of itself, 

something that has always already vanished.6 

 AII.2.2. The strangeness of the now and its seemingly aporetic nature is amplified when we try to 

analyze it on the basis of a key assumption that turns out to be unsustainable. That assumption is that the 

now is a ‘part’ of time, that together with the past and future ‘parts’ make up the whole that we call time. 

But, asks Aristotle, how could the past, present, and future be ‘parts’ of some whole, if the past and future 

do not exist? Then at least two of the three parts would not exist, being made up of two non-beings (218a2-

5). But in this event, we cannot say that there is a whole thing of which the now could be one part. The 

past, present, and future cannot be parts of time also because parts are themselves things that can be 

divided (218a2-6-9). But we cannot intelligibly say that the present is something divisible, i.e. having two 

determinate limits (one that opens onto the past, another that opens onto the future) within which a finer 

split could be made. In other words, it is not as though the present is contained by some ‘interval’ held 

between two limits: one that borders on the past, and another that borders on the future. Thus the now 

cannot be thought of as something like an envelope, or bounded entity, for that gets us into issues by 

committing us to part-whole logics that can reckon neither with the ontological demands nor with our 

experience of the now as an indivisible unity. The ‘now’ is not like an envelope that encloses some present 

content held in an interval, between the folds, as it were, from what is outside it. This not so, since any 

present content one could point to is always already ‘present-becoming-past’ or ‘future-becoming-present.’ 

The ‘now’ that we could point to in marking something present has already, at that very moment, become 

 
6 To borrow one rendering of the issue from Heidegger: “The now is the same with respect to what it always already 
was—that is, in each now it is now; its essentia, its what, is always the same (tauto)—and nevertheless every now is, by its 
nature, different in each now, to d’einai auto heteron; nowness, being-now, is always otherness, being-other […] the now 
is in a certain way always the same and in a certain way never the same.”Martin Heidegger and Scott M. Campbell, 
Basic Problems of Phenomenology (Winter Semester 1919/1920), Athlone Contemporary European Thinkers (New York: 
Continuum, 2012), 247–48. Derrida, for his part in “Ousia and Gramme,” puts it this way: “The nun is the form from 
which time cannot ever depart, the form in which it cannot be given; and yet the nun, in a certain sense, is not. If one 
things time on the basis of now, one must conclude that it is not. The now is given simultaneously as that which is no 
longer as that which is not yet. It is what it is not, and is not what it is.” Jacques Derrida, Margins of Philosophy 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), 39. 
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something past. The ‘now’ does not mark out an interval between past and future with two limits – one 

separating off the past, the other the future – the way that a container maintains two limits. The ‘now’ is 

not like a vessel with two boundaries: instead, the now is a boundary. But it is ‘a’ boundary – that is, one 

thing – in a complex way. 

AII.2.3. While the now on the one hand has the quality of being an indivisible unity, it also never 

seems to be the same as itself. The now has both an indivisible and permanent form, and yet its content is 

constantly being regenerated as something new and unprecedented: thus it seems to be always the same, 

and always different. So what is the now, if it is both an indivisible unity and something always different, 

but not bounded by multiple limits? Aristotle’s answer to this, in part, is that the now must just be a limit, 

and something that limits, rather that something itself delimited. This starts to get at the reasoning behind 

his famous characterization that the now is the “link of time” (222a10), for the link is something that 

divides and connects the past and the future without being something that itself must be linked, in turn, to 

each. Aristotle provides a variety of analogies to describe the now in terms akin to the link. He compares 

the structure of the now (and its relation to the past and future) in terms of three spatial concepts in 

particular: the point (220a9-14; 222a15-7), the linear boundary (220a15-20; 222a10-13), and the ‘this’ or 

bodily substratum (219b10-33). Aristotle’s satisfaction seems to ascend with each of these (in that order), 

but there is a fourth comparison he makes that he seems to assign most approval to, saying that the now is 

like a human individual that is carried along in space (219b13-220a4). One can probably already anticipate that 

this last analogy will be, for the purposes of this project, one we will take a special interest in. But let us do 

our due diligence with some broad comments about the first three, since they in many ways prefigure the 

fourth and most compelling model Aristotle gives us. 

 AII.2.3.1. Surely, we can already see why thinking of the now as a ‘link’ rather than a vessel relieves 

us of the sorts of problems that come with conceiving of it as a ‘part’ of time. For now we are really talking 

about something that is not contained by limits, but something that is a limit. The now is thus not 

something that can be divided, it is what divides the past from the future.7 Likewise, a point is something 

that is indivisible in this way, as it divides one segment of a line from another. It is the end of one segment 

and the beginning of another, without being something on its own that ‘takes up’ space in between them. 

Writes Aristotle, “The now is no part of time nor the section of any part of the movement, any more than 

points are parts of the line – for it is two lines that are parts of one line” (220a20-1). The now does not ‘take 

 
7 Cf. on the ‘number’ of motion see Categories 5a6. 
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up’ any time between one limit that is becoming-past and another that is becoming-future, but is rather the 

crease at and through which the future becomes the past, and the past is released to the future.   

AII.2.3.2. The idea of a point that joins and divides two segments of a line can also be seen in the 

case of a line that divides a plane. For the line, as a geometrically pure entity, does not ‘take’ any space away 

from the plane it bisects. So neither the point nor the line take up any space or ‘appear’ in space, and yet 

they coordinate the space that appears.8 Each of them ‘spatializes’ space, but are non-spatial in that do not 

occupy space. For that reason, the point and the linear boundary are indivisible and self-identical. But 

insofar as a boundary is the end of one thing and the beginning of another, it is two things: for a boundary 

cannot exist unless there are two things that it begins and terminates. For the analogy to work with the 

now, then, we would have to say that the now is non-temporal as well. The now would be that which 

‘temporalizes’ time without itself occupying a ‘place’ (a part) in time, that is, without ‘taking any time.’ And 

indeed this is what some have argued (Chelsea Harry, and Roark). Aristotle does seem to make such a 

claim, writing, “insofar as the ‘now’ is a boundary, it is not time, but an attribute of it” (220a22). The now 

seems to be something that is not ‘time’ because it does not take up any time. Just the as the point and the 

line do not contain space, the now does not contain time. The now is rather like the surface of water ever 

overflowing a vessel, rather than the vessel itself. 

 AII.2.3.3. However, the situation becomes a little more complex than this, because neither the 

point nor the line is, for Aristotle, his most compelling illustration. And that illustration makes the case for 

the now as non-temporal a little more delicate. Aristotle says that the now is more like the substratum of a 

natural entity, a ‘this,’ that moves through space. If the preferred model is a natural entity, we do not seem 

to be speaking any more of something like a point or line which ‘takes up’ no space. It is difficult to 

immediately discern the significance of the fact that Aristotle is moving from a one-dimensional analogy 

(the point), to two dimensions (the boundary), to three dimensions (the extended body). But what seems to 

be important about the bodily ‘this’ is that unlike a point or line which has no inherent capacity for motion 

(since neither of these are ‘in space’ in the first instance), a natural body is essentially defined by having 

capacities for change and motion. For if a point or a line take up no space, then they cannot be in 

themselves moved by anything. Yet time is an essential power of motion. So only a natural body that is 

subject to motion could give us a proper analogy for the now.  

 
8 Posterior Analytics 95a10-96a19 has some additional commentary on the limits of the conceiving the now on the 
analogy of a point. 
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A similar idea is just to say that unlike the point or the line, the natural body (as we discussed in 

the first chapter, esp. 1.1.4-5) is above all a process. As a process, it has the same self-differing character that 

the point and the line have: for they are always on the one hand complete and ‘at the end’ of a process, but 

also directed beyond themselves in terms of their horme and teloi, their being and the becoming that their 

powers make available. The ‘this’ remains the same substantial thing, but it is ever different in its qualities, 

quantities, and locations. So just as a point or line is a link that joins and separates, the ‘this’ does so with 

an essential reference to the sort of joining and separating that belongs to a natural process. Natural 

entities, as dynamic processes, cannot be grasped without reference to the before and after, and without 

reference to their actual form and their potencies for motion and change. As we will discuss momentarily, 

for Aristotle time seems to be realized only when a natural body is perceived as being modulated by potency 

and actuality.  

AII.2.3.4. At any rate, when we talk about a natural process or ‘this’ as a better illustration of the 

now than the point or line, we can see how some delicacy would be required in claiming on that basis that 

the now is ‘non-temporal.’ For a ‘this’ insofar as it is realized in and as a body does ‘take up’ space, and 

indeed as a process does ‘take up’ time. It has both spatial and temporal extension, in other words, which 

could make us think that the analogy, if it is to hold, must commit us to the view that the now is after all a 

‘container’ of some sort. However, if we are to understand a natural substance as above all a dynamism at 

work rather than a mere ‘lump’ of matter, then perhaps we are to think of the now as a limit that 

nonetheless has a kind of indeterminate thickness, but not so much as to constitute something so 

determinate that it could be considered a ‘part.’ 

AII.2.3.5. Leaving that delicate and speculative matter aside, however, an important thing to notice 

here is that if the now is like a ‘this,’ but a ‘this’ is above all a natural process, then the in some sense is 

something not fully present to itself, or not all there at the same time. After all, a natural process is something 

that is directed beyond the present, toward and in terms of what is absent. Thus for the analogy with the 

now to hold, we must also say that despite the fact that the now establishes the category of presence and 

binds presence to being, the now cannot be fully present to itself either. The assumption that the present is fully 

present to itself runs us into trouble. For the aporia of the now as being what it is not, and not what it is, is 

sustained only by the view that being excludes all absence, or that being just means being-present. And 

indeed the view that being essentially means ‘being present’ may seem right as a matter of ontology, but not 

quite so as a matter of experience. For as we have discussed earlier (in our setup for discussing phantasia, ie. 

2.0.2), our experience is shot through with relations to things that exceed the present, things that ‘are not’ 
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but which nonetheless shape the presentation of the present. We must be able to reckon with absent 

objects, and thus the present must be porous to what exceeds it.  But our experience would only make a 

difference to the ontological problem if the ontology of time and presence, and our experience of the 

present, were essentially intervolved. But that is precisely what we find in Aristotle. For there is no time 

without the perception of time, as we will explain in more detail shortly: the being of time and its relation 

to the present cannot be extricated from the presentation of the present. Our experience of motion turn 

will turn out to be in some way constitutive of the being of time. In the next section we will take this up 

further, where we discuss the role that aisthesis and nous have in our experience of time, and thus its very 

being.  

 AII.2.4.1. We noted that Aristotle’s analogy of the ‘this’ is revealing, in part, because it indicates 

that we ought to be thinking of the now along the same lines as natural process that is both complete and 

directed beyond itself, just as a point or line is indivisible but defined by what exceeds it. Now, in noting 

that this idea can be drawn out by thinking of the teleology of natural substances, we have gotten closer to 

what seems to be Aristotle’s best illustration of the structure of the now: a human being carried through space.9 

Now the setup for this analogy comes at 219b13ff. Aristotle says that the now is in one sense the same, but 

in another sense different. It is different in the sense that it is related to a perpetual succession of changes, 

but it is the same because it is a perpetual succession: that is, it maintains the same persisting form while its 

contents are in flux. So he compares this, as we have discussed with a body moving in space that maintains 

its identity as it undergoes other changes. But then he says the following: 

This is an identical substratum (whether a point or stone or something else of the kind), but it 
is different in definition – as the sophists assume that Corscius’ being in the Lyceum is a 
different thing from Corscius’ being in the market-place. And the body which is carried along 
is different, insofar as it is at one time here and at another there. But the ‘now’ corresponds to 
the body that is carried along, as time corresponds to the motion. For it is by means of the 
body that is carried along that we become aware of the before and after in motion… for 
motion is known because of what is moved, locomotion because of what which is carried. For 
what is carried is a ‘this,’ the movement is not. Thus the ‘now’ in one sense is always the same, 
in another it is not the same; for this is true also of what is carried. (219b18-33). 

 
9 “Aristotle posits a substantial natural being, a subject or a ‘this’, to help demonstrate what he means by ‘now.’ The 
particular example of primary substance he posits is a human being (to koriskon) (219b13-33), which is meant to be a 
metaphor for the ‘now’… the ‘this’ remains the same and yet is different.”Chelsea C. Harry, Chronos in Aristotle’s 
Physics, Springer Briefs in Philosophy (Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2015), 45, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-17834-9.  
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Now on the one hand, by noting that ‘a point or stone’ could be the sort of ‘this’ that corresponds to the 

now, it seems to me that there are at least two features of this passage that suggests the now is better 

modeled on a living body that moves in space. First and most evidently is his choice to use the example of a 

specific human individual as the model something that persists in its identity as it undergoes locational 

changes. But there is no reason to think based on the first few lines that a living body, like Corscius’s, enjoys 

any privilege over the point or the stone. However, we seem to have a different implication from the latter 

half. For Aristotle seems to make a distinction between something that ‘moves’ in space and something that 

is ‘carried’ in space, with the latter being associated with locomotion: a power of a living body, like 

Corsicus’s. But he set up that distinction by saying that the now ‘corresponds to the body that is carried 

along’ and says that the same is true of the now as what is true of ‘what is carried.’10 

 AII.2.4.2. What could Aristotle be emphasizing here by making this distinction? What could a 

living body carrying itself from place to place tell us about the structure of the now that another kind of 

‘this’ – like a stone – not tell us? For each of these things is a natural substance and a process with its own 

tendencies and teloi. If we consider what it is like to observe a stone moving in space versus a living body in 

locomotion, we may discern some answer. For we might still think of a stone moving in space as being in a 

kind of stasis, insofar as its shape does not apparently change. In this sense, it is something that maintains 

fixed boundaries in a fixed form, with nothing of its inner composition inherently changing. But a living 

body that moves in space is clearly quite different. It has an ongoing dynamism within itself and with the 

places it pushes off from and lands upon. The relations of forces within the living body and surrounding it 

are in an ongoing flux of tensioning and releasing its force. Unlike the stone, which we might perceive as 

something like a ‘container’ (even if we would ultimately be mistaken to think this), it is quite unlikely that 

we would imagine the locomotion of a living body to be a mere ‘container of fleshly stuff’ going from here 

to there. So the illustration, and the contrast between the motion of a stone and the carrying of a living 

body, seems to be meant to illustrate not only the way that the ‘now’ divides and connects what is before 

and after, but does so in a dynamic way that comports with the dynamism of life itself. And this would 

indeed be appropriate, since the very being of time will turn on the perception of a living thing but also be 

realized in the living thing.  

 
10 Indeed later in the next chapter, Aristotle again entertains the illustration of the ‘point’ to discuss the connecting 
and dividing of the now, but then contrasts the point with the body, writing that “the ‘now,’ on the other hand, since 
the body carried is moving, is always different (220a14). 
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AII.2.4.3. Thus the specific illustration – in this case, of Coriscus walking from the agora to the 

Lyceum – becomes quite interesting one. For we can ask of it whether the ‘now’ is serving as a metaphor for 

the human individual, or whether the human individual serves as the model of the now. In my view, 

neither of these is really a model for the other, since that presumes a separation in the first place. For if the 

now is always realized in the human individual, and the human individual as enacted in the present activity 

of its distinctive powers (as thinking and sense as informed by thinking), then in the human being is always 

where the now is realized, and in the now is always when the human being is realized. The now and the 

enactment of the human individual are two sides of one phenomenon.   

AII.2.4.4. Let us suspend this for the moment, however, since we will explore this further when we 

consider the role that aisthesis, nous, and phantasia have in the perception and being of time. For now, let us 

note two things that bear on where things were left at the end of the last section. For there we said that the 

form of the now will reveal something about the form of the human self. And what we can thus see here, 

proposed from a new angle, is that the human self, like the now, is something like a thickened dynamic 

limit between the past and the future, a limit of a process that is the self but is also not fully present to itself. 

It is not present to itself in the sense that it ‘looks’ to the past as well as to the future, which are each non-

present but which informs its way of being present. It is something that both accompanies all presence, or 

the presentation of the present, but is also something that is vanishing from view, as a trace or withdrawal. 

It is something that both divides and connects our past with our future, and thus has the character of not 

only a self-differing identity, but a self-deferring identity, something that is never at rest with itself or 

coinciding with itself. We had already made this argument before: that a self is ‘at the end’ or at the limit of 

what it can do, meaning that it is both the accomplishment of a process but also stands ready to press into 

the future on the basis of its powers to realize some future state of fulfillment. The now, like a living 

process, is both one and two, a thickened limit that links and divides the past from the future, standing 

between what is and what can be. 

AII.2.5. In this analysis, we have been tacitly employing the distinction between actuality and 

potency, which are important for Aristotle in his characterization of the now and its relation to the past and 

future. For just as a line divided by a point is actually one but potentially two, the body in space is actually 

here but potentially there. Moreover, the structure of the now itself is indivisible in actuality, but two things 

(the end of one line and beginning of another) in potency. When Aristotle says that time is the perception 

of motion, what we are saying is that it is the perception of something undergoing modulation from 

potency to actuality. As Chelsea Harry explains, “The kind of being, which remains the same, and yet 
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constantly changes, is peculiar to natural being. This is to say that the now is a common name for natural 

being, and thus a referent for its various stages of potentiality and actuality” (Harry 47). Indeed for 

Aristotle, being ‘actually here’ and ‘potentially there’ is the primordial difference between the ‘before’ and 

‘after.’ What that means, interestingly enough, is that for him before and after are originally spatial terms 

rather than temporal ones. He makes this clear between 219a10-16, where he discusses the relationship 

between the before and after in terms of magnitude. For, since we know that time is a potency of motion, 

but that motion is relative to some extended magnitude (or quantity) in space, then it is really in terms of 

the relative positions – both actual and potential – of things in space that pay out the original coordinates 

of before and after. Again from Harry, “before and after are transposed from attributes of magnitude to 

attributes of time by way of the attributes of kinesis to show that they constitute nothing temporal at all. 

Instead, they are modal, signally the constant change of natural being from potentiality to actuality.”11 

When we say that the now is a kind of limit, we can say that in one sense it delimits the past and the future, 

but in another sense it just delimits some aspect of motion. Now when I say ‘some aspect,’ it will turn out 

that this is really the ‘countable’ aspect of motion: that is, motion insofar as it can be marked and counted 

off in succession. We will discuss this more in the next section. For the moment, the basic idea here is that 

time, as delimiting the before and after, is grounded in the modal transformation from potency to actuality 

and the (originally spatial) terms of the before and after. It is grounded in that transformation of motion or 

change, but realized by those and in those that perceive the change. 

AII.2.6. In the next section, we will discuss more directly the place of aisthesis and nous in our 

awareness of motion and thus as productive of the being of time. Since time is realized in the soul of the 

time-sensitive perceiver, and since the faculties of the perceiver become formally identical with its objects, 

then the now and the self are formally identical. Thus the structure of the now reveals something about the 

structure of the self, as we suggested before (4.0.3; 4.1.4). So now, we have confirmed from another angle 

the idea that the self has a complex self-differing and self-deferring form. The self is like a mobile and 

dynamic boundary at the limit of what it can be and do, something that is both at the end of a living 

process but not all present to itself either, standing in relation to some future state of fulfillment. As will 

become more evident in the next section, the ‘now’ and the ‘self’ are two aspects of one phenomenon, each 

describing one pole of a co-constitutive process and a limit that is aware of itself as such. What I also hope 

to show is that phantasia is really the core of that process, and owing to the various characteristics we have 

 
11 Harry, Chronos in Aristotle’s Physics, 47. 
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disclosed in the last chapter especially, that which makes possible the complex form of temporal experience 

that we have described. We know that the form of the now, and thus the form of the self, at borders on the 

aporetic. Indeed we ourselves in certain ways can be thought of as a ‘difficult togetherness’ of the past, 

present, and future. But phantasia, as we know, has a peculiar capacity for sustaining the sorts of 

contradictions that make us what and who we are. 

AII.3. Phantasia and the Time-Sensitive Soul   

AII.3.1. For Aristotle the being of time is made actual by the awareness of motion. As we know, ‘awareness’ 

comes in two broad forms: aisthesis and nous. In his analysis of time in the Physics, Aristotle indicates that 

time can be perceived by both these capacities. He says that aisthesis ‘marks’ the passage of time, or that nous 

‘counts’ the passage of time, when motion is perceived. Now although Aristotle does not directly invoke 

phantasia in these pages of the Physics, we do know from Chapters 2 & 3 that it is a ‘hinge’ between aisthesis 

and nous, which, owing to its ‘polytemporal’ characteristics and its relation with the common sense in 

particular, enables thought to unfold from sense-perception through the passage of time (by way of empeiria 

and epagoge). Phantasia, as I will argue, is really where our experience of time, thus the very being of time, 

and more to the point the very being of our selves, is enacted. For as we have suggested already in different 

ways, phantasia is really where human ‘selves’ are put together. The various ‘canonical’ definitions of the 

human being will all have this basic implication. Whether we examine human selfhood from the position 

of natural philosophy and psychology, psychology and ethics, ethics and the political, phantasia, coupled 

with how it enables our experience of time, is the core connective of human identity. It is where we will 

find time and again the site through which our experiences and our selves, as both highly integrated yet 

comprised of elements that are difficult to think together, take on their qualities and characteristics that 

make up the human condition: what it is like to be human, not only what it formally means to be a human 

being. The demanding togetherness of past, present, and future, and that of aisthesis and noesis, are 

profoundly interwoven, and phantasia is the very cloth of these relations. To the extent that we can 

understand neither what phantasia is, nor what we ourselves are, without time, it should come as no 

surprise that this will be essential to our account of autophantasma. 

 AII.3.2.1. Aristotle’s most telling statements about the way that aisthesis ‘marks’ the passage of time 

is in Physics IV.11. Now, his statements in that chapter do not tell us straight away that the being of time 

depends on the perception of motion, and only seems to support the weaker claim that we do not notice 

time has passed unless we notice some motion in the world, or in our souls. But the basic analysis of the 
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‘marking’ of motion turns on, and follows from, what we have already said about the way that the before 

and after are, for Aristotle, basically spatial terms modulated by actuality and potency. When I see the rock 

perched on the edge of a cliff, I grasp it in terms of ‘actually-up’ and ‘potentially-down,’ and the space from 

the top to the bottom as in some way holding that actuality and potentiality together. I grasp the spatial 

relationships, relative to the perched rock, in terms of its actual place and its power to move toward the 

end, that is, the place towards which a rock can go. Moreover, I can only hold together the significance of 

these places if I grasp them as connected by a continuum of places in between, capable of facilitating the 

rock’s power of moving through it. Thus the continuity of the interval is needed to apprehend that the 

rock’s ‘actually-up’ and ‘potentially-down’ is joined by a sequence of intermediating places. And it is due to 

this continuity of magnitude, combined with the actual present ‘being’ of some state of affairs combined 

with its potential for some future state of affairs, that maps the relative terms that describe motion – 

sequential terms like, before and after, here and there – into the register of temporality. Writes Aristotle: 

But what is moved is moved from something to something; and all magnitude is continuous. 
Therefore the movement goes with the magnitude. Because the magnitude is continuous, the 
movement too is continuous, and if the movement, then the time; for time that has passed is 
always thought to be as great as the movement. The distinction of before and after holds 
primarily, then, in place; and there in virtue of relative position. Since then before and after 
hold in magnitude, they must also hold in movement, these corresponding to those. But also 
in time the distinction of before and after must hold; for time and movement always 
correspond to each other. (Ph. IV.11 21910-20). 

But then he continues by noting that, “but we apprehend time only when we have marked motion, marking 

it by before and after; and it is only when we have perceived before and after in motion that we say that 

time as elapsed” (Ph. IV.11 22-25). So time is apprehended, then, when the change or motion that 

modulates the before and the after of some ‘this’ undergoes a change in potency and actuality.  

AII.3.2.2. Now if the awareness of time can come about from perceiving some individual ‘this,’ 

then there must be a sense in which aisthesis (or some form of it) is sufficient for time perception. I would 

suggest that since perception of special sensibles always depends on the presence of whatever object, then we 

must be talking about the common power of perceiving here that is the qualified aspect of aisthesis that 

governs the possibility of time-sensitivity. Aristotle seems to make this clear when he says that the common 

power of perceiving has, among its objects, time (DA III.1 425a14-24). That the ‘marking’ of time must be 

understood as a function of aisthesis qualified as the common sense is also confirmed in On Memory, where 

Aristotle notes two other sensibles that the part of the soul that perceives time also is aware off: magnitude 
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and motion: “One must cognize magnitude and motion by the same faculty which cognizes time” (OM 

450a9-10). And of course this should be no surprise, if we are to understand time as a power of motion, 

and motion always relative to magnitude.  

AII.3.2.3. But there is another qualified sense in which aisthesis can ‘mark’ the passage of time, and 

that is insofar as it is qualified as memory. For to mark the ‘before’ and the ‘after’ of some kinesis entails that 

we are able to retain the first state and in some sense hold it apart from and then in comparison with the 

second state, in order to assert that it is one thing that persists through whatever change. In On Memory, 

Aristotle confirms this idea, saying that memory entails the apprehension of the before and after (450a18-

20). So we already know that the motion can only be ‘marked’ as time on the basis of aisthesis in the 

qualified sense(s) of the common sense, but also an affection of the common sense as memory. That is why 

he told us that memory is ‘aisthesis conditioned by the lapse of time’ – that is, it is insofar as the common 

sense is receiving temporal objects that aisthesis is memory.  

AII.3.2.4. But we also know from Chapter 3 that phantasia has an essential relationship to memory 

and producing affections of the common sense. For as we know, Aristotle thinks that the same part of the 

soul that is responsible for memory is the same that is responsible for phantasia (cf. OM 1 450a21-24). But, 

in turn, phantasmatic images are powers in the body that can become affections of the common sense as well 

(“the image is an affection of the common sense,” he writes) (450a12). So this should prime us to consider 

that the sort of ‘marking’ of time that Aristotle discusses in the Physics will have an intimate relationship to 

the powers of phantasia, and the polytemporal characteristics of phantasmata. Just by recognizing that it must 

be the common sense that ‘marks’ the passage of time, we can discern the relationship that Aristotle’s 

account of time bears on phantasia, even if in the Physics he does not explicitly make this connection. For 

images are capable of affecting the soul with polytemporal significance, and are retained as we detach from 

the present. We will recall, after all, that Aristotle was critical of the view that we could model thought on 

the basis of the special senses, since these always seem informed purely by ‘what is present.’ But by positing 

a pure present, we cannot explain the quality of our experience and the many phenomena (like errors and 

dreams) that we are familiar with. Thus if the passage of time is to be ‘marked,’ it must be done by aisthesis 

qualified as something that is open beyond the ‘pure present’: only then could we release the present 

moment to the degree necessary that we can track things over time, from ‘present to present,’ as they are 

modulated from potency to act, before and after. But phantasia, as that which produces images that are 

‘conditioned by lapse of time’ and that which negotiates absences in our experience, has already been 

identified as having just this sort of qualified character. Thus, I would suggest that when Aristotle talks 
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about the aisthetic ‘marking’ of time in the Physics, he is implicating the complex set of relationships that all 

qualify aisthesis: the common sense, memory, and phantasia. But the consequence of this is that the ‘now’ – 

insofar as it is perceived as the link between the before and after – could never be the experience of a pure 

present, since the common sense, memory, and phantasia all in their own ways are precisely related to, or 

reckon with, objects that are absent from the present: objects, for instance, that are ‘before’ and ‘after’ the 

present. Harry clarifies this point by invoking an argument made by R.A.H. King, who suggests that the 

perception of the before and after could only be the result of phantasmata in particular, which must be held 

in some relation in the soul that marks some images as ‘before-now’ and others as ‘after-now.’12 We have 

here another indication, through the faculties that are said to be responsible for our experience of time, the 

idea that the present would always have to be experienced as something porous and mixed in its opposite: 

with absence and non-being. But since the very being of time, we will learn later in the Physics, turns out to 

be made actual in and through such experience, then we can see that the being of the present is, as we have 

argued, not all present to itself. But this means, in turn, that being is not just ‘being-present’ in the first 

place.13 

AII.3.2.5. We saw earlier that there can be no perception of the ‘now’ unless there is the capacity 

to differentiate one moment from the next, since the now is in itself not an entity but a differentiating limit 

between the past and future. In other words, recognizing the now as such can never be apprehended just as 

or in terms of the present, but on the contrary, as the persistence of the form from moment to moment. 

That is why straightaway we could not experience the now without memory and an ‘experience’ (empeiria) of 

time, since empeiria is precisely marked by this recognition of things persisting through time. To recognize 

the passage of time involves apprehending the persistence of things that move and change through time: to 

apprehend a ‘before and after’ requires a continuity that conveys the persistence of identity through before-

states to after-states. In other words, to perceive the passage of time will require something like empeiria, 

rather than aisthesis in the simple or unqualified sense as realized by a present object. This explains from a 

 
12 Harry, 66. Harry notes that Aquinas, too, in the commentary of On Memory and Recollection, views the perception 
of the before and after to turn on phantasia: “For some animals perceive nothing save at the presence of  sense objects, 
such as certain immobile animals, which on this account have an indeterminate imagination, as De anima iii says. And 
on this account they cannot have cognition of prior and posterior, and consequently, nor time. Hence they do not 
have memory.” Qtd in Harry, 56. 
13 Note to self: Derrida notes Heidegger’s remark that from Aristotle to Hegel there is always been an ‘extraordinary 
right’ to the nun, the now or present, and its relation to being. We might consider whether phantasia, had it been 
pursued more completely in its own right, might have disrupted this privilege of the present from the get-go. Perhaps 
the resistance that Aristotle seemed to be offering to the ‘naïve view’ of the present in DA III.3 was not in itself 
enough to solicit more questioning of this ‘obvious’ relation between being and presence. 
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slightly different direction why the ‘marking’ of time could not be accomplished by aisthesis in a simple or 

unqualified sense. Empeiria, which is awareness of individuals as persisting over time, would be required to 

track the modulation of potency to act that natural entities around us must convey to us through their 

motions if time is to be realized at all.14 Harry’s comments about the necessity for there to be multiple 

‘nows’ apprehended to perceive the before and after help to reinforce this point: 

This before and after refers to the ‘one thing… different from another’ i.e., of the differing 
modal features of a being undergoing kinesis in the context of its underlying unity, viz. that it is 
a self subsistent substantial being qua itself. When we apprehend the difference between 
modal features in terms of a substantial being undergoing various sorts of change (alteration, 
locomotion, diminution/growth) we ascertain that the nows are more than one.15 

To put this point in the language we have used before, in order to assert or apprehend the identity of 

something with itself involves a prior differentiation as well: ‘this one’ marks something out as different 

from ‘that one,’ and only by holding them apart in the first place can we assert ‘this one’ as having a self-

same identity as ‘that one.’ And similarity, along the lines of Harry’s point, ascertaining the ‘now’ as 

something that marks the change of an underlying unity or ‘self subsistent being qua itself’ involves 

apprehending a difference in modal change, and thus in turn, the identity of the now is upheld in itself 

when we grasp it in terms of the different ‘nows’ that multiply over time. The identity of the now can only 

become apparent to us if there is a tacit differentiation in play at a logically prior moment, but also, only if 

we are retaining moments over time as well. In other words, the experience of and therefore realization of 

time itself ‘takes time’ to occur, since the apprehension of ‘now’ can only be grasped on the condition that 

it has elapsed into memory and become registered ‘emperically.’ But empeiria and memory, as we know, turn 

on the possibility that we can retain and recall phantasmatic images. Indeed, to identify and differentiate this 

now from that other now, we require a capacity to detach from the present moment, retain, recall, and 

project images that proxy for past and future ‘nows’ and hold them in a sort of continuum. Indeed we have 

already seen how empeiria turns on the possibility of detaching from the present moment, retaining the past, 

and recalling the past. But as we saw already in Chapter 2 (esp. 2.4.11, 2.5.4), this sort of awareness turns 

on the capacity for memory and the retaining and recalling of phantasmatic images.  

 AII.3.5.2. Since the ‘now’ is only realized in and through a living soul that is capable of perceiving 

or thinking motion, and since perception and thought always involves self-awareness, then the now and the 

 
14 Add note on empeiria: Could not find confirmation, but am I right to think that empeiria also has the connotation of 
‘crossing over’? What is crossed over? A limit or boundary, ie. the now. 
15 Harry, Chronos in Aristotle’s Physics, 44. 
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self are really two poles of one co-enactment. But if the ‘now’ can only be apprehended with empeiria, 

through the tacit assertion that there is a persisting identity over multiple ‘nows,’ then the self must have 

this feature as well. Selfhood will involve being able to retain a sense of the continuity of our own identity 

from moment to moment, to assert the self-same identity through all its differences and transformations. 

That is, to have a self is not just to be a self-differing identity (since all natural entities are this way), it is to 

live as one and have the possibility of apprehending oneself as one. While any ‘enactment’ of self occurs in 

some ‘now’ or present, it would seem that a ‘self’ is not just something that pertains to one moment, but is 

rather something that persists through time. Something like empeiria might then be the level at which we 

could become aware of ourselves as what remains self-same through different moments. But this is the very 

logic of the ‘now’: it is something that persists through all its transformations. To experience the ‘now’ is to 

perceive the moment as something in itself, but also as being set off from other modalities of time. This 

means that even our awareness of the persistence of the moment as ‘now’ will depend on empeiria, 

‘experience’ of many nows. And in turn, the enactment and having or being of a self will also emerge only 

to the extent that it is the subject of such an experience. Just as the now divides and connects the before 

and after, the self will be have a dividing and connecting function between the ‘I-now’ and the ‘me-then’ (as 

before, or after). To assert the identity between these conceptually distinct modes of ‘I’ and ‘me,’ it would 

have to be not only the common sense, but the common sense as capable of perceiving time that would 

enable this feat. For when we say ‘self,’ we are asserting the identity of something that persists over time: 

when I say ‘I’ am identical with ‘me,’ I am holding things together in empeiria or ‘experience,’ which just is 

this way of grasping individuals in their temporally persisting identities. The fold between my first-person 

experience from which ‘I’ experience the world and the third-person modality of taking the ‘I’ as an object, 

‘myself,’ is something that could only be realized by the intrication of the common sense, of memory, of 

empeiria, all of which we know are brought to act through operations upon and within the phantsmatic traces 

of past experience. 

AII.3.3.1. Now what can we make of this insofar as our understanding of the self is concerned? For 

as we have argued, time is made actual when motion is apprehended by a perceiver. But since the perceiver 

becomes formally identical with the object of perception, and since the identities of both mover and moved 

are produced in the soul that perceives, then the structure of temporal experience must in some way tell us 

about the structure of the time-sensitive soul. For the soul is that in which both the being of time and its 

apprehension co-emerge not as ‘two’ things, but two aspects of one event. As a consequence, just as the now 

is not all present to itself, the self will not be all present to itself either. If the present is never a ‘pure present,’ 
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the self is never purely present to itself either. Neither one of them can be understood as coinciding with 

itself, without remainder or without something else to come. We have already made this case in a few ways, 

in characterizing the self (insofar as it is an individual natural entity) as a ‘self-differing’ identity, that comes 

from considering it as essentially and above all a teleologically-guided process. So here we have a new 

verification of that point, and the idea that a being capable of perceiving time is not entirely present to 

itself, that there is some aspect of the very structure of its experience (which always happens ‘now’) that 

remains opaque, out of joint, or not in full possession of itself.16 

AII.3.3.2. The idea that our experience of the moment, and thus the structure of our very selves as 

subjects of that experience, has this characteristic of being absent to itself or opaque to itself, has been 

indicated in a few ways already. But in the context of the common sense and its relation to phantasia, the 

point is brought out in a new way. For we know that for Aristotle, all perceptions are accompanied by an 

awareness of that perception. Thus an awareness of time would come with an awareness of ourselves as 

experiencing time. Indeed as Aristotle writes in Sense and Sensibilia while assessing the possibility of 

imperceptibly small units of time, we argues that there can be no interval of time so small it cannot be 

noticed:   

For if it is impossible that a person should, while perceiving himself or anything else in a 
continuous time, be at any instant unaware of his own existence, and if there is in the time-
continuum a time so small as to be absolutely imperceptible, then it is clear that a person 
would, during such a time, be unaware of his own existence, as well as of his seeing and 
perceiving (SS 7 448a25-30).17 

Thus self-awareness is always involved when there is awareness of time. But if this is right, and both 

awareness and self-awareness is an essential feature of any experience, then how in what sense can we still say 

that the self would be not in full possession of itself? Where does this opacity come from? Well, one way of 

thinking of this is to note that just because there is no awareness of time without self-awareness, that does 

not automatically mean we are fully aware of ourselves. Being aware of ourselves as the subject of some 

experience does not commit us to the view that nothing remains of our selfhood. In Chapter 2, we had 

 
16 The time-perceiving soul, the self, will be a boundary or link between what is, and what is not for that is the 
temporal form of all experience. But this ‘porousness’ of present to its other, of being to non-being, might therefore be 
regarded as a ‘pre-original mark between reality and fantasy.’ This would be the condition for error, after all. What we 
will take up in subsequent chapters is the way that this prefigures, at the level of natural philosophy and its juncture 
with Aristotle’s general psychology, certain lived conflicts that characterize the ethical, ie. between how things appear 
and how they really are. 
17 Though I will not include these additional details here, this passage also comes in the context of explaining the 
relationship between the simultaneity of perception and the unity of the perceiving soul. 
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already worked on this issue by noting that phantasmata are, first and foremost, powers in the body rather 

than necessarily actualized, and that they are not even strictly speaking ‘appearances’ because they have a 

self-concealing function relative to both aisthesis and nous (see 2.3.3 and 2.4.9 for instance). In other words, 

the ‘presentation of the present’ is always implicated with absent elements, with things that shape how 

things appear without themselves appearing. There are two sides of our present awareness, then: that of 

which we are aware, and that which of which we are not aware but that exerts a force on the way that the 

present appears – what present things appear as, or how they appear to us (cf. 2.3.2.5). For as we argued in 

2.5, while the exercise of the common sense must involve self-awareness, phantasia does not have that 

feature as a necessity. But both the common sense and phantasia are bound by a shared function: for 

phantasmata are inherently conditioned by a lapse of time, and the common sense – of which time is an 

object – is affected by phantasmatic images. The relation between phantasia and the common sense is both 

an elusive and suggestive one in Aristotle as we know. But what seems clear is that their interface seems to 

have the resources to explain the complexity of our experience of time, and of ourselves, in terms that do 

not operate by a straightforward binary according to which some things are ‘just absent’ have no share in 

being, while other things are ‘just present’ and have a full share in being. Thus the resources seem there to 

give an account that conforms to our experience, in which there are two sides to who we are: that of which 

we are aware or cognize, and what which does not rise to the level of cognition but exerts a force on it 

nonetheless.  

AII.3.3.3. Indeed, this is the same sort of idea that was implicated by saying that the self – that is, 

who I am – must be thought in part to relate to what I can do, for my practical capacities for action. Yet 

capacities, powers, do not themselves ‘appear’ anywhere; and when they are expressed, they disappear qua 

powers and are given over to being as effects of power. Our powers, which are in some measure coextensive 

with who we are, have a self-concealing character, and vanish as powers when they are brought into act.  

AII.3.3.4. Thus, we have yet further indications that the nature of the self cannot be thought 

without the being of time, and the ‘experience’ (empeiria) of time. And due to the structure of the now, in 

which all experience comes about, we can see that the self cannot be thought of as a ‘entity’ or ‘envelope,’ 

but a process or mobile boundary that is not all present to itself and whose self-identity is always in some 

ways incomplete and deferred for later. Moreover, since we can see that the realization of the self would 

require a persistent sense of self over time, we have the idea confirmed again that the very cohesion of the 

self would be accomplished through the apprehension of one’s individual identity disclosed through 

multiple phantasmata contracted over time. 
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AII.3.3.5. This all points to a common idea that the self is not fully present to itself or coincident 

with itself, and in the current context, we can see that this notion was implicated by the fact that time-

perceptive soul becomes formally identical with the structure of the now. Thus we find in Aristotle the 

resources to think the now and the self both in terms of awareness and (self)presence, and yet as things that 

are essentially porous to what is different or what is absent, what differs from the present or what is 

deferred to some other time. Not only from within the bounds of Aristotle’s psychology of time perception, 

but from the natural ontology that grounds it, we see the self unveiled as a self-differing/deferring identity, 

something that is together with itself in a ‘difficult’ way. Moreover, this lets us account for the ways in 

which the now and the self are both the most familiar and intimate of things, yet also the most elusive, 

bearing in their very hearts a trace of the strange and unfamiliar. That the self would have this character 

and in some way live out that tension within itself or as its very self indicates why phantasia, and its peculiar 

features, would be the sort of capacity where selfhood gets played out. For since images are interpretive and 

capable of resonating with contrary meanings, since it is inherently polytemporal, since it has self-concealing 

properties and so on, phantasia shows itself to be the sort of capacity that would be uniquely suited to stage 

the complex drama of selfhood. What a person is, in other words, is reflected both by the structure of the 

moment and of phantasia which enables us to experience the moment (the now as such); for a person must 

be conceived in its open-ended, porous, and aspiring toward integrity and self-identity over time, something 

that is sustained and lived as a sort of contradiction. Phantasia upholds and negotiates the contradiction of 

the present, and of the self in which the present is realized, over time, and enables the possibility of relating 

to ourselves as that which we naturally are: a dynamic set of contradictions ever-animated to resolve them, 

to find and coincide with itself, to become self-identical after some time is taken or given. Indeed one way 

of looking at this project – especially when we turn to the ethical and political registers of our analysis – is 

basically as an attempt to ask what happens when we begin to consider the experiential significance of the 

fact that the imagination is where human condition is played out.  

 AII.3.4.1.  We know that in addition to saying that time can be ‘marked’ by aisthesis, Aristotle 

notes on a few occasions in Physics IV.10-14 that time, or at least a certain aspect of it, is realized by the 

‘counting’ of motion by nous. This idea starts to develop in Ph. 11, where Aristotle begins to refer to time as 

the ‘number’ of motion with respect to before and after (Ph. IV.11). So the idea here is that time is not 

motion, but the ‘countable’ aspect of motion – that is, motion insofar as it can described in terms of a 

continuum of numbered terms. For, “We judge that there is time when the mind pronounces that there are 

‘two extremes’ that are different from the middle – the ‘now’ of before and the ‘now’ of after” (Ph. IV.11). 
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By flagging the apprehension of motion in terms of two extremes and an intermediate term, we are meant 

to see that what it means to ‘count’ motion with the mind has to do with receiving the logos of the motion. 

(In just a moment we will discuss two ways I think we can take this, and what it can mean to ‘count’ 

motion). Now the arguments that the ‘countable’ aspect of motion that come in Ph. IV.11 do not seem to 

suggest that time essentially cannot exist without a soul that can count. That is, the argument that time is 

the ‘number’ of motion draws evidence from our experience but does not seem to suggest that time depends 

on that experience. But Aristotle will make that stronger claim toward the end of his analysis in the Physics, 

where he directly asks whether time is dependent on the soul. And to this, he answers: 

There is no one to count, there cannot be anything counted; and if nothing is counted, there 
is no number. But if only a soul can count, time is impossible without soul. Movement could 
exist without soul, but not movement qua countable… So there would be no ‘before’ or ‘after’ 
with respect to movement.”  (Ph. IV.14). 

So Aristotle is not just saying that the countable aspect of motion could not be realized without a mind that 

counts the motion. Instead, there is for him nothing to count without someone who can count and 

ultimately someone who does count. And for that reason, time cannot exist without a soul that counts the 

number of motion with respect to before and after.18 So for Aristotle, the measuring or counting of before 

and after implies not only a ‘something,’ but a someone that counts or ‘numbers’ the sequence. Indeed, this 

‘numbering’ of motion is precisely what he says time is: “It is clear then that time is number of movement 

in respect of the before and after, it is continuous since it is an attribute of what is continuous” (PH IV.11). 

So it is by virtue of its ‘number’ that motion is sequenced into ‘before’ and ‘after,’ and it is a time-perceiving 

‘someone’ by virtue of which the terms that describe motion are mapped into the key of temporality. The 

awareness of the change between ‘here’ and ‘there’ realizes the potency of motion as time, and becomes 

grasped by ‘now and then’ or ‘before and after.’ But only when the change is ‘counted’ rather than only 

‘marked,’ are we talking about the sort of relation to and realization of time that is distinctive to the animal 

with logos.19 

 
18 By making the distinction between time as a number rather than that which is numbered, Aristotle further 
reinforces the idea that the now is like a point or limit. “Time, then, is a kind of number… [that is, it is] what is 
counted. Not that with which we count” (Ph. IV.11). The idea, then, is that the now is that by which we mark off the 
before from the after, it is not that which is marked off by before and after. For then the now would be a ‘part’ or 
interval, something which is measured off, rather than something that measures. 
19 For a full consideration of the matter, we would need to look also at DA III.1 425a14-27 & De Anima III.6 430b8ff. 
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AII.3.4.2. Now there are two ways I think that we can consider what it means for the mind to 

‘count’ motion, or realize time in a distinctively human way. There is the sort of ‘numbering’ of time that 

we do with seconds, clocks, and calendars that is surely one way that seems peculiar to human life. We are 

capable of ‘counting off’ the motions of the world according to regular intervals. But there is also the 

peculiar way that we can hold time, what we do with time, how things unfold in time, and what happens 

before and after in time, accountable in ways that have less to do with ‘counting off’ regular intervals, and 

more to do with apprehending motion as beholden in one way or another (for instance, to something’s telos). 

That is, having a mind would be the condition not only for being awaqre of time, but for counting the 

passage of time and holding things accountable in and through and in terms of time. This inflection of what it 

means to receive the logos of motion, and to grasp time as something in terms of which things can be held 

accountable must be taken seriously when we think of that it means to be an animal with logos. We will see 

this idea developed in more meaningful terms later, when we discuss the human self as something realized 

in terms of ethics: but surely we already might have some idea of the import of Aristotle’s remark in De 

Anima that only something with a ‘sense of time’ could be alive to the distinctive concerns of ethics. It 

would only be time experienced as something we can hold things accountable to or in terms of that it could 

have a relation to the ethical: thus, a preliminary idea of how to make explicit what sorts of lived condition 

the ‘counting of time’ enables for the animal with logos. I want to suspend the completion of this idea for 

the moment, however, but flag in advance that the ‘counting’ of motion that we should be thinking of as 

the most fundamental or widely dispersed in human concerns is the latter: for so much of our lived 

experience is wrapped up in concerns over time as one of the main dimensions of praxis in terms of which 

we hold things accountable.  

 AII.3.4.3. To the extent that we are interested in what is distinctive of human selfhood (for non-

human animals would seem to be capable of something like empeiria, and thus selfhood in some way or 

measure), we ought to consider how the self’s temporality is related to thought. Now at this time, it is 

prudent just to suggest the connections rather than flesh them out, since they cannot be seen in the most 

meaningful terms until we have moved on from this register (at the intersection of physis and psyche) of 

analysis, and into the one we initiate in the next chapter (at the intersection psyche and ethos). For once we 

start to consider the significance of time and our capacity for thought for our model of selfhood and self-

image, we will immediately become entangled in the ethical character of human life. Now we already said 

that what is distinctive of the human individual’s way of perceiving (and realizing) time is that they can 

noetically ‘count’ motion. We have indicated that there are both theoretical and practical ways of 
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understanding this idea, as something that gets at the numerical ‘counting’ of motion, and the holding 

motion ‘accountable.’ But if the now is really just one ‘pole’ or aspect of apprehending motion that informs 

us about the structure of the self as the other ‘pole,’ then the human self, likewise, will be something 

enacted with the possibility of ‘counting’ it and holding its motions (ie. actions or behaviours) accountable. 

Just by putting it this way, we can surely see why we could not discuss this with much adequacy outside of 

an ethical context. There is a normative dimension to the human self (and thus to self-image) that 

penetrates the aisthetic, noetic, and temporal dimensions we have discussed in this chapter that we will turn 

to in the next chapter. But one thing we can say at this juncture is that, just as the distinctiveness of human 

experience only comes through the noetic disclosure of universals, the distinctive enactment of a human self 

would literally take time to occur. For we discovered in Chapter 2 that according to Aristotle’s account of 

epagoge, we move from sensations, to memories, experiences, and then intellectual insight only through the 

passage of time and the accumulation of images. Indeed, phantasia was only able to function as the ‘core 

connective of human identity’ – mediating sense and thought, making it possible for an animal with be with 

thought, for a body to have reason – on the basis of the accumulation of phantasmata over time. Thus in the 

present case, we can see the idea that it will take time to become ourselves in a distinctively human way. 

While some inchoate self would be implied even by the self-reflective exercise of the common sense and the 

‘marking’ of time it enables, the ‘full blown’ human self would require becoming aware of oneself as 

something accountable, held accountable, or capable of holding things accountable. We are born with the 

power to apprehend such things, and ourselves in this way, but time must pass, learning must occur, 

universals must be disclosed for this power to be realized. We mark time long before we count it, or count 

on it, or account for it.  

AII.3.4.4. In a certain way we are again taking again about the disclosure of a self-conception: an 

intellectual apprehension of what we are, who we are, and what we experience ourselves as beholden to (cf. 

3.4.6-8). We already know that this is one step beyond the primary object of or investigation – 

autophantasma – but as we know already from 3.4.6., a ‘knowing’ or ‘conceiving’ of ourselves would rest on 

already having in the soul a multitude of self-images. The self realized and apprehended as a human self, 

and thus an image of the self, must therefore be understood as being formed through something like (if not 

identical to) epagoge or induction. At the end of such an induction we would have the active possibility of 

talking about who we are (or who we think we are). To enact ourselves in a distinctively human way, then, 

would involve (as we have argued before) being with ourselves in a ‘difficult’ way, a way of being ‘together’ 

with ourselves that could only come with time. This is another example of where a process governed by the 
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phantasmatic, and by its polytemporal characteristics, provides the joinery between things that that seem 

impossible to bring together on the basis of the present – in this case, heterogenous elements that must be 

somehow brought together for a human self to be conceived. So if a ‘self’ is the enactment of ‘perception 

and thought,’ then we can see what unifies – what is implicated by the ‘and,’ in other words – is phantasia 

and especially its role in time-awareness and the being of time. Phantasia, then, is in part what governs the 

dual logic of human persons as being one and yet multiple, and functions as a limit that terminates and 

connects these domains of experience. The praxis of human life will involve various ways in which phantasia 

holds such domains together and apart, and we will see this point developed in different ways as the project 

continues. 

AII.4. The Temporality of Autophantasma 

AII.4.1. Earlier we fleshed in our account of the aisthetics (3.3) and noetics (3.4) of autophantasma. Given 

what we have now learned about the temporality of the self, as uncovered through our examination of 

Aristotle’s account of time and the time-sensitive soul in the Physics, where does that leave us with our 

model of autophantasma? What can we say about the temporality of self-image and about its relation to the 

self? We will recall the cautionary we note we have put forward before, that it may not be possible to talk 

about the nature of the self and afterwards talk about the nature of self-image, since it will turn out that such 

an image would be essential and immanent to the self from the get-go. There are, in other words, questions 

we could pose about the ‘priority’ between the two, but such questions would really be based on the false 

premise that there could be a self ‘first’ and then an image of that self as a derivative or accidental 

phenomenon.  

 Let us start with a direct description about autophantasma in terms of the temporality of selfhood 

that we have established in the preceding few sections of this chapter, and work out the complicating 

questions surrounding ‘priority’ afterwards. At our current register of analysis, we have discovered that the 

‘now’ and the ‘self’ are enacted together and twinned in their being. Thus autophantasma would then be an 

embodied power that underwrites the joining and dividing of what (now) appears and to whom it (now) 

appears. It would belong to the co-constitutive event or sustenance of the ‘now-self.’ It is through the 

working-together of nature’s motion and the soul’s reception of that motion that we can grasp both the 

‘now’ and the ‘self’ as potential leaves of one actual fold in the movement of nature, as indeed as powers of 

nature to become aware of itself, to itself, and in itself. And in somewhat less abstract terms, we surely 

ought to be able to say that the image of ‘myself, now’ could only have its distinctive significance if it 
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implied the assertion of identity with, and difference from, of ‘myself, then.’ The self-identification of the 

moment and of myself as witness to and bearer of the moment rests on this prior differentiation. The self, 

like the now, is temporally complex and neither is given all at once, but require the persistent linkage 

between the before and the after. And so an image of the self so conceived would be the trace of that 

persistent linking of the self to itself over time. A self-image could never be the image of one enactment, but 

rather of our persisting identity through many enactments of ‘perception and thought’ that are responses to 

motions in the world. And this, in its way, is just another way of saying that it is the image of a process, and 

a process of a certain kind: namely, a process that itself is only held together and kept mobile by images. As 

the image of a process, it is an image of something in one way complete and in another way incomplete or 

absent to itself, put off until later or not all there all at once.  

AII.4.2. For an autophantasma to be an image of a human self means that it contains the power of 

becoming articulate within the soul of someone with the power to witness its intelligibility. In other words, 

such an image must have the power of becoming the medium of self-conception. Now if by self-conception 

we mean some awareness of the self that we can articulate using concepts or language, then this rests on the 

disclosure of a universal. In other words, it rests on having the concept of ‘self.’ But where would such a 

notion come from? Well we already know that it would involve the capacity to take oneself as an object 

(thus utilizing the power of detachment that belongs to phantasia). But it would also require the process of 

induction or epagoge that discloses both ‘experience’ of persisting identities and the universals that nous is 

the grasping of, as we discussed earlier. In other words it is only by retaining many memories by virtue of 

phantasia that we can start to form ‘experiences,’ which in turn have the power of disclosing universal 

forms. And surely, recognizing that we have a persistent identity over time is one of the requisite qualities of 

selfhood. To take on relationship to ourselves as the ongoing enactment of our form, we must not only be 

able to assert the identity between ‘I’ and ‘me,’ but ‘I-now’ and ‘me-then.’ Recognizing the intelligible 

continuity that obtains across multiple images over multiple times is made possible by phantasia’s power to 

retain and recall such images and hold them in some context that would solicit their noetic features. In 

other words, the structure of self-differentiation that phantasia enables – being able to assert the identity 

between ‘I’ and ‘me’ – must be thought in terms of the different times in which these images are contracted. 

For it is only by virtue of ‘experience’ and thought that we could ever relate to ourselves as the persistent 

enactments of our form that could become articulate. A self is not just an entity that can take itself as an 

object, but a process at work in time that can reflect upon itself as such.   
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AII.4.3.1. Thus an autophantasma would not be an image of myself unless it were an image of the 

ongoing enactment of my form, an enactment with a history and a directedness to the future that we can 

articulate and hold ourselves accountable to. Indeed this feature of autophantasma is not separate from the 

autobiographical dimension we have discussed (3.3.3), but is rather thoroughly intertwined and 

equiprimordial with it. Just as phantasmata in general make it possible not only to apprehend temporal 

wholes, but intelligible wholes, so too must an autophantasma bear the possibility of being recognized in terms 

of the intelligible identity that pervades and persists through our lifetime. That is, recognizing the 

intelligible continuity that obtains across multiple images contracted in multiple times is made possible by 

phantasia’s power to retain and recall such images. Bearing witness to the unifying significance that holds 

autophantasmata together in and through time is precisely to see the image of oneself as oneself – that is, as 

having the same identity as other images that are all ‘me.’ The now and the self are just about the most 

familiar and ubiquitous things, but as transcendentals of experience they are conditions for some 

appearance rather than things that appear. But this is just the quality of phantasmata, which has the peculiar 

features of being pervasively implicated in our experience and yet always vanishing from it. Thus phantasia is 

the ‘right sort of power’ for explaining the peculiar always-present-yet-always-vanishing of the present 

moment and of the self itself. The ephemeral quality of both the moment and the self are both sustained by 

the same quality of phantasmata, and an autophantasma is the trace of the persistent linking and dividing of 

the now between past and future, of the self between sense and thought.  

 AII.4.3.2. So it remains to be seen whether an autophantasma is an accidental or derivative 

phenomenon relative to self-enactment, or rather an essential ingredient to that enactment (cf. 3.0.2). In 

other words, can there be a self without a self-image? It may seem that each definitive enactment of the 

human form requires, on the one hand, an autophantasma as a condition of its possibility. For if the fullest 

expression of the human form consists in a kind of active knowing (and therefore a tacit self-knowing), then 

an image of the self would already be required to serve as the medium for this knowing or thinking. In 

other words, it may seem that there is no self to be apprehended, and literally no self to speak of or 

‘imagine,’ without first a persistent ‘experience’ of ourselves over time and ultimately the ‘induction’ 

through which the form of human beings becomes disclosed to us as an intelligible concept, as something 

that can lend itself to language.    

AII.4.3.3. Yet on the other hand, this highest enactment of the human form would also seem to be 

the very event by which such an image could ever be generated, and thus the possibility of a self-image 

would then follow from the realized self. For how can we say that there is an image of the self unless the thing 
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of which there is this image – the self – did not already exist? Autophantasma seems to precede the very 

condition of its own possibility. So is an autophantasma a condition for the enactment of a human self, or is 

the existence of a self the condition for a self-image? Are autophantasmata a priori, or a posteriori? Should we 

be looking at this question as a matter of temporal priority, causal priority, logical priority, or priority in the 

order of experience? Which of these are the causal elements of the story, and which the effects? Indeed the 

problem here could be taken to consist in having not recognized that the conceptual components of 

autophantasma map on to the relation of cause and effect. For the notion we are investigating consists of a 

‘self’ that causes some effect, ‘(self)image.’ The reasoning might follow, then, that if an effect can only have 

as much reality as its cause, then an autophantasma would be logically, ontologically, and temporally 

subordinate to the self of which it is an image.20  

 Variations on this cluster of questions will emerge for us at each ‘register’ of analysis in this project. 

Each will reveal and test certain assumptions implied by these modes of questioning, and will in addressing 

them disclose further significance for our understanding of the self, and the character and role that self-

image must have in relation to it. To draw out the force of those later analyses, let us start by marking out 

some assumptions that we will flag in advance will not be sustainable to account for the relationship.  

First, implied by this line of questioning is the idea that self and self-image have a causal 

relationship with one another that can (or ought to be) be described in terms of ‘linear’ time: that is, in 

terms of a ‘third-person’ view of time as some universal constant.  

Second, and related to the first, the default assumption operative in these questions is that the 

appropriate sort of causality we should be looking at here is that of efficient causality. For this assumption 

models some default ways of thinking of what ‘before,’ ‘after,’ and ‘at the same time’ mean (or can mean), 

and produce some of the tension in these questions.  

Third, our mode of questioning could be thought to employ a roughly Humean model of causality, 

where a cause and effect are separated by a temporal interval. A falling rock at timen, for instance, causes a 

loud noise at timen+1 separates the cause from the effect in time. 

Fourth, our questioning assumes that causality only works in one direction, from past to future and 

never, or in no respect, the other way around. 

Fifth, it assumes that time is already ‘up and running’ such that the question of which ‘comes first’ 

– the self, or the image of the self – could be a meaningful one to ask. 

 
20 Cf. On Generation and Corruption 337a22 & Meta. IX.8.  
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Sixth, our questions assume that the ‘self’ is an all or nothing affair, leaving no room for gradations 

or types. 

We cannot assess or dispatch with these assumptions thoroughly here, for there are some 

considerations for how we might approach them that we are not well equipped to apply just yet. For some 

of these really must be taken up when we discuss how time relates to our pursuit of good. We must take 

seriously the idea that both the being of time and our experience of it emerge in terms of the teleology of 

living things, for time realizes not only the power of motion, but how time-sensitive living things receive that 

motion. Though we will see the full force of this line of analysis later, let us advance some considerations to 

get us part of the way there. 

AII.4.4.1. As to the first assumption (that time is a ‘third person’ constant), we already know from 

our discussion of the essential relation of time and time-perception that this view will hold little water. 

Time is not, as we said before, a ‘cosmological a priori,’ but we can so easily slip into this view by 

unreflectively accepting the appropriateness of its motivating question. Time is essentially realized in and 

dependent upon ‘first person’ affects within the time-sensitive soul.  

AII.4.4.2. Second, while it would be natural to try to think about the cause-effect relation between 

the self and self-image on the model of efficient causality, this is still only one of four ways we can think 

about cause and effect in Aristotelian philosophy. And when we are talking about the sort of causality that 

is primary, especially in accounting for how living things move and are moved, we must observe the priority 

Aristotle gives to formal and final causes (cf. 1.1.9). When we do this, the ‘naturalness’ of what ‘before’ and 

‘after’ and ‘at the same time’ mean, and how they relate to one another, is treated with some healthy 

reservation. 

AII.4.4.3. Third, we know that in Aristotle’s model of causality, that the mover-moved relation 

means that each receives their formal identity in one and the same event or ‘at the same time’ (1.1.11). So 

this should put us on guard against assuming that we will make much headway in believing, by default, that 

the self and its image are produced in separate moments or receive their identities independently from one 

another. The general logic of motion in Aristotle, his insistence upon the middle voice in expressing these 

relations, should caution us against the (roughly) Humean view.    

AII.4.4.4. Fourth, while there is a clear sense in which time moves only in one direction – away 

from the past and toward the future – our experience of time (which again is the domain in which the 

being of time is constituted) does not always conform to this in a simple way. We live in ways where the 

past, present, and future are always in a shifting and unstable confluence, where the things that we value 



 

 

 

 

 

 

454 

exert lines of force in numerous directions and according to non-serial logics of looping, crossing, 

backtracking, leaping ahead, and so on. Indeed even the process of epagoge show us how the insight we have 

about whatever particulars we have experienced in the past discloses a new understanding of what was there 

all along. Insight has a ‘revisionary’ power relative to the past, which means that the past in a certain way is 

never settled and that our insights can have an ‘effect’ on the facticity of the past. And there is also the 

sense in which a final cause, while not itself a ‘force’ applied from the future onto the present, nonetheless 

points to the ways in which past-to-future explanations of time cannot be thought simply or without 

qualification. 

AII.4.4.5. Fifth, we can probably see the inherent problem of asking whether the self ‘comes 

before’ an image of the self, if ‘coming before’ something in time only becomes intelligible (logically) ‘after’ 

there is a self. That is, we cannot evaluate the priority of the self and its image on the basis of terms that 

only become intelligible on the basis of the self in the first place. Expecting a simple answer to the question 

of which ‘comes first’ is bound to lead to disappointment and incoherence. Both motion’s potency for time 

as well as the soul's potency for perceiving time are made actual together and at the same time; and this 

means that time, and the terms that describe it, become meaningful ‘at the same time’ as the very things we 

are trying to assess by those terms.21 And yet, even saying ‘at the same time’ runs into issues, since such a 

description is meaningful only if time is ‘already up and running.’ For then we would be dealing with an 

event outside of or before time, something that at the same time both inaugurates and precedes itself. So 

evaluating the ‘before,’ ‘after,’ and ‘at the same time’ of self and autophantasma must be done with care, as 

not to expect more of these words than they can provide. The before and after must be thought of as 

primordially non-temporal terms, that is: which is, in the end, something we discovered already (4.2.5). And 

as we will see in the next chapter, since the before and after are primarily spatial terms that are relative to 

our embodiment in space, then the temporality of self will derive from how we move (or act) and what 

moves us as embodied, living things. 22 

 AII.4.4.6. Sixth, there is really no prima facie reason to buy into the idea that the self is an all or 

nothing affair. The question supposes that either there is no self at all, or there is a fully enacted one. But 

there is much in Aristotle, and in our experience, to help us realize that this is a false dilemma. For all living 

things, as processes, are not ‘all there all at once’: there can be activities that are distinctively human 

 
21 Cf. De Anima III.2 426b24-31: & De Sensu 7, 448a24ff. where we get discussion of the impossibility of 
imperceptibly small moments of time. 
22 Cf. Categories 11b10 on the  relative position of ‘when.’ 
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without ‘reaching their full potential’ as human. Indeed, the modal interlocking of power and act, and the 

variable conditions through which powers can be expressed into actions, means that there are degrees of 

activity, degrees of functioning. But if the self is a kind of activity, a kind of operative function with 

distinctive capacities, then it, too, ought to be expected to be something that can be expressed in degrees. 

And indeed, this surely appeals to some strong intuitions we might have about the nature of selfhood as 

something that becomes more fully expressed in time, for instance from growth of infancy to adulthood. 

While the infant and adult may be equal in terms of their having the power for acting as humans do, the 

actual functioning does for Aristotle have a higher claim on the real (as we discussed earlier in talking about 

the ‘grades of existence’ between power and activity, cf. 4.1.1). There is a sense in which I think it may be 

fair to talk about something becoming more ‘real’ to the extent that its motion or actions become more 

intelligible, since what is fully intelligible for Aristotle (God, that is) is also the most fully actual. So if God 

sets the standard for what is ‘fully actual,’ then all natural things can be seen as fulfilling their nature to one 

degree or another. Since the human individual is one such natural thing, then we should only expect that 

self-enactment will admit of gradations rather than binaries. I believe we have already gestured toward such 

a model in our discussion of the aisthetic marking and noetic counting of motion. For as we said earlier, 

some kind or degree of selfhood seems ‘baked in’ to aisthesis, since all perception is said to be accompanied 

by a perception of that perception. This opens the way for a certain kind of selfhood that we could imagine 

applies to non-human animals, a persistent apprehension of self over time (what we might call an 

‘empirical’ self). But this reflective self-awareness also applies to human beings, and presumably we could 

make an account where this would be the sort of ‘self’ infants have, which unfolds, in time, the noetic and 

distinctively human kind. Such a ‘genetic’ account of selfhood, as unfolding both in degrees and 

occasionally in huge shifts of one’s frame of relating to the world, is what is being described by epagoge. 

Some of these points will be developed further in Part B, but hopefully what is clear for now is that the 

assumption of a binary model of selfhood, which informs the line of questioning we have laid out, is easily 

put into question both by Aristotle’s philosophy and by appealing to our experience. 

 The idea, then, that we are led into aporia about the relation between the self and self-image from 

the line of questioning we advanced earlier, is based on several natural but suspicious assumptions about 

time, causality, and selfhood. The situation is surely not one where there is either ‘no self’ at all to be 

apprehended or ‘imaged,’ or that there can be ‘no image’ of the self at all, of any kind or to any degree, 

without a ‘fully realized’ self either preceding or following after an autophantasma. Rather, the situation 

must be one that admits of grades of self-enactment and self-awareness, where the epiphanies of the intellect 
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do not inaugurate the self but transform the self that was there all along, to one degree or another. Indeed 

this, I believe, is what epagoge describes for us: a transformation of the ‘knower’ that is coextensive with the 

transformative awareness of what is known. The result would not be the genesis of a self altogether, but an 

ongoing transformation of the self as it aspires toward its potential. 

 AII.4.5. But again, the intellectual ‘knowing’ of the self (as given over to thought, ie. ‘self-

conception’) is already one step beyond our main object of investigation. For we know that it is not 

necessary for phantasmata to become conceived by the mind to have their basic character. Phantasmata are 

‘latently intelligible,’ they are our embodied powers of thinking; and so in turn, autophantsmata we might 

say are the self’s powers for knowing itself, for speaking of itself, for conceiving itself, as so forth. Our self-

images would be produced at the ‘empirical’ level just by virtue of the reflective awareness that belongs to all 

perception, but would have, for human beings, the additional power of making that reflective self-awareness 

something articulate. The disclosure of the intelligibility of those ‘empirical’ autophantasma does not mean 

there was no self there to begin with, but what it does mean is that a new mode of relating to oneself has 

emerged, transforming the relation to, and significance of, the ‘empirical’ autophantasmata and in this sense 

‘retroactively’ revealing the self that was always there both in waiting and in developing itself anew. This is 

just another way of saying that becoming aware of ourselves, becoming intelligible to ourselves, are in some 

measure just what it means to become ourselves at all, at least in a distinctively human way. Becoming 

ourselves takes time, yet time is only given in the same measure that a self becomes what it is.  

 I think what this leads to is the idea, then, that there can be no self without a self-image, an 

autophantasma. For any occasion – any ‘now’ – in which a self might be enacted can only be apprehended as 

‘now’ on the condition that it is grasped through empeiria. But empeiria requires a form of memory, which 

turns on the persistence of phantasmata. Yet there is no ‘now’ apart from the soul or self in which it is 

realized. The now is essentially paired to the self. And this means that the persistence of the ‘now’ through 

phantasia will always be accompanied by the persistent and implicit reference to self that autophantasma 

embody. The now and the self are co-constitutive, but so too is the image of that twinned limit. Any self-

awareness, which in one form or another is part and parcel with what a self is in the first place, implies 

some degree of actualization of an autophantasma. But even without becoming actualized (that is, actively 

informing our awareness), the self-image would be the condition for anything to appear to us: for what 

(now) appears always points to, or intends, to whom it (now) appears.  

Because autophantasma are only powers of self-awareness rather than being necessarily actualized 

‘appearances’ in their own right, we are able to stem the reasonable concern that the being of the self is 
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nothing other than our awareness of the self, or that the image constitutes the self. If this were the case, 

then there would be no way of saying that we are anything else but what we ‘imagine ourselves to be.’ But 

even if autophantasmata are a necessary ingredient to the self at a constitutive level, this does not mean that 

we are only what we imagine we are. Rather, self-images are powers to become self-aware, and self-awareness 

just is part and parcel with being a self. But in and of themselves, autophantasmata need not appear, but they 

nonetheless coordinate the possibility of any and all appearance, which always involve a ‘what,’ a ‘who,’ a 

‘when,’ and a ‘where.’  

AII.5. Summary and Setup 

 This chapter has had two main objectives: to further our understanding of what a self is based on the 

register of analysis we have restricted ourselves to for now, and to account for what it would mean to have 

an image of the self, so conceived and restricted. As to the first objective, we have drawn out some aspects 

of selfhood that are grounded in Aristotle’s natural philosophy and general psychology. And as to the 

second objective, we have asked what the character of an autophantasma would be like, in terms of three 

main categories: its aisthetic, noetic, and temporal qualities. That is, in the case of human selfhood, we 

cannot understand what an autophantasma is unless we understand it as an affective self-interpretation, 

something that gives us the power to think and say and conceive things about ourselves, and something that 

makes possible relating to ourselves as persisting through time.  

Now each of these three ‘baskets’ of features we have tried to think through are not finished with 

this chapter, but are set up to be deepened, expanded upon, and ultimately made more meaningful to the 

human condition as we proceed from here. For the fourth key dimension of autophantasma we must get a 

handle on is its normativity, specifically in terms of the characteristically human norms that flow from our 

rational pursuit of the good. We surely would have a very impoverished model of self-image indeed if we 

did not discuss the way it is bound up in concerns over our relation to ourselves, and others, in pursuing 

the good life. The aisthetic, noetic, and temporal features we have unpacked should become more salient to 

our lived experience once we take into account the ethical and (broadly) political domains in which we 

enact ourselves in distinctively human ways. Surely the ‘canonical’ definitions of the human being have 

guided us in directing our attention to the sensing, organic body and the reasoning mind and how phantasia 

intervenes between them and puts them into relation in a ‘difficult’ way. But expressions like ‘the animal 

with logos’ or the ‘arche of choice’ or ‘political animal’ cannot be appreciated within the confines of an 

analysis that restricts itself to the natural philosophy and general psychology. To draw these out in their 
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richness, and in doing so draw forward what we have learned about the self and self-image up to this point, 

we will need to advance into those domains of distinctively human experience that Aristotle writes on: 

namely, the ethical and political and rhetorical writings. Thus, the project needs to consider the nature of 

self and self-image in terms of how we relate to ourselves (Chapter 4-6 & Appendix IV) and how we relate 

to other individuals (Chapter 7, Epilogue & Appendix V). 

So the next step is to consider what we can learn about the nature of the human self and the 

character of self-image, by stepping onto a new platform: where the psychological writings intersect with the 

ethical writings. We will see confirmed in new ways what we have already established so far: that the 

imagination is really the central arena where human individuals are constituted in their selfhood, and that a 

special kind of phantasmatic power that we call autophantasma time and again asserts it centrality to the 

coherence of human persons. Far from being a mere curio stashed away in the pages of the Rhetoric, 

autophantasma turns out to be an eccentric center that coordinates and connects the various descriptions of 

human nature on all three registers we are working with. While it is important to reiterate that I cannot 

attribute this account ‘to Aristotle,’ such an account I hope remains broadly consistent with his philosophy 

and in sympathy with what I imagine Aristotle might say, or could say, about what it means to imagine 

ourselves.   

AII.6. Toward an Account of Kairotic Time 

As such, the praxis of taking up logos in our thought and language - and being an ‘animal with logos’ - will 

always be grounded in phantasia and its ground in turn: the functional psychology (and ‘physiology’) of 

sense-perception, and so the natural ontology of motion and time. Thus at least for human beings, the 

praxis of being with or ‘having’ logos entails that our ways of holding things accountable will always be time-

sensitive in some way. Hard cases aside, I believe it is self-evident that at least the everyday praxis of the 

‘animal with logos’ is time-sensitive: trying to discern the logos of Aristotle’s writings in one’s mind or in 

one’s own writing, for example, takes a great deal of time. Clearly, whether alone or with others, thinking and 

speaking are dialogically structured around give-and-take and before-and-after. Even philosophical dialectic 

concerned with the ‘highest objects’ cannot go on forever (thank goodness), but is limited by the evident 

natural constraints of philosophers qua animals. It is telling (and of relevance later) that rhetoric uses 

compressed arguments called enthymemes in order strike a balance between the enormous time it would 

take to fully articulate the logos of some argument and the reality that human affairs are many and urgent, 

and that human beings have lots of competing responsibilities and are often simply impatient. But as we 
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have already discussed earlier, it is not only the duration of intellectual acts by which logoi are articulated 

that are conditioned by the passage of time, so too are our mind’s intelligible contents laced with 

phantasmatic temporality. Suffice it to say that if a human ‘self’ is in some sense produced as a practical 

enactment of the ‘animal with logos,’ then it will be not only communicative or accountable in some abstract 

sense, but something - someone, rather - whose very selfhood is marked in different ways by the ‘timeliness’ 

of holding things accountable, and by time not merely ‘counted’ but accounted for and cared about. 

One of the salient bits of that longer analysis of the tripartite soul is the fact that the conflict 

between ‘animalistic’ appetites and reason reflects the temporal ‘focal lengths’ of each part of the soul: for 

whereas appetite generally looks to what is pleasurable in the present, reason looks to what is best for a 

‘complete’ human life. This gives us another inflection of the praxis of ‘animal with logos’ and the way in 

which the struggle for psychic integrity is played out in terms of the different ways time is cared about, and 

the way we value things in and through time.  

While so far our emphasis has been on the way in which an autophantasma needs to be understood 

in terms of a whole lifetime, I now want to shift the emphasis to the way it bears latent intelligibility as well. 

Indeed, this feature of autophantasma is not separate from the autobiographical dimension we have 

discussed, but is rather thoroughly intertwined and equiprimordial with it. Just as phantasmata in general 

make it possible not only to apprehend temporal wholes, but intelligible wholes, so too must an 

autophantasma bear the possibility of being recognized in terms of the intelligible identity that pervades and 

persists through our lifetime.  

Before we close this section, one other comment on human desire ought to be made, though, as it 

pertains especially to what we learned earlier in this chapter about epagoge as hinging together sense and 

thought over time. We described how human experience moves through phases of knowledge from sense, 

to memory, to ‘experience’ and then to intellectual insight, and we showed how phantasia is the common 

currency of those transitions. But one question that naturally arises is what motivates us to pass through 

these phases? What animates the process? The answer has to do with the sort of ‘motion’ is natural to 

human beings, given what we naturally desire: knowledge. ‘All men by nature desire to know,’ writes 

Aristotle famously at the opening of the Metaphysics. This desire, orexis, for knowledge is our horme, or 

natural tendency, for it is what ultimately propels us to engage with the world and rise through its registers 

of knowing it. And it is through that engagement we are inaugurated into domains of experience that are 

ever-more distinctive of human life, domains parsed out by epagoge. 
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The ‘knowledge’ we naturally seek turns out not to be just theoretical information or philosophical 

truths, necessarily. That may be what the ‘theoretical intellect’ desires, but the ‘practical intellect’ desires 

things that not only appear as good, but that really are good. But as it turns out, the separation between the 

aims of the theoretical and practical intellect may be a distinction without a difference: for ultimately, what 

is really good for us turns out to be what is most intelligible as well.  

For Aristotle, God names this principle that is his ultimate explanatory principle for all ‘motions’ 

in nature, or ‘actions’ in human life. And, to anticipate a connection with what we set up in the first 

chapter about the teleological temporality, the ‘end’ is always something both within and beyond a living 

process: just like the structure of the moment (the ‘now’) itself, and just like phantasia as that which is 

capable of receiving this complex structure, the end is both/neither present and absent, for a living process is 

both at-the-end and not-there-all-at-once. Far from being a ‘person’ or ‘entity’ of some kind, Aristotle’s God 

seems more to refer to an orienting ideal, something that each living thing aspires to embody in terms of 

their characteristic form of life.23 As the ultimate telos of goodness and intelligibility, this explanatory 

principle is both inside and outside human actions. But if desire, as Aristotle argues in DA III.10, is 

inconceivable without phantasia, then we must think that there is some story to tell about the way that all 

our pursuits are accompanied by orienting images of our highest aspirations. Like all images, these are not 

necessarily things we are aware of, but which nonetheless must be there leading the way and providing us 

with a sense of purpose and shaping the way things appear. How things appear to us, in both sensation and 

thought, provide a clue for the nature and comportment of our own souls. For Aristotle, all sensation and 

all thought involves awareness of having those experiences – thus folded into that awareness are the 

resources for self-awareness. And this means that our natural desire to know the world is always satisfied in 

the same measure that gain the power to know ourselves. But to know ourselves will require, as all thought 

does, images from which intelligibility springs forth. Thus, just as phantasmata will always be implicated as 

intelligible forms are unveiled, in time, in the sensible forms, autophantasmata will always be there as well – 

if only in a liminal form – coordinating the implicit self-awareness and self-knowledge that emerges when 

our desire to know is satisfied to its most adequate levels. 

And to anticipate one move of our work in Part B, the significance of being a ‘self’ in ethical life 

will partly turn on the formation of habits. And habits are one way that the past persists into the present 

 
23 Cf. De Caelo 279a12-b3 on comparing the time of divine things with natural things. There is no time without 
natural bodies, and outside the heaven there are no natural bodies. Whatever is outside, i.e. the gods, occupies no 
place, and time does not age them. They continue their entire duration unalterable and unmodified, living the best 
and most self-sufficient lives. 
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and future, which explains part of the reason why they have been described as the result of practical 

induction. But to get to that point, we will in the next chapter need to consider how epagoge can help us 

understand the teleological significance of man’s ‘desire to know,’ and the kind of temporality and causality 

that is relevant in that context. 

As we have seen, even though chronos is dependent on time-perceivers like us, it is not automatically 

imbued with the sort of value that is relevant the temporality of human teleology. Chronos has or even is a 

value (Aristotle defines it in the Physics as a ‘number of motion’) but not a value of goodness. Kairos, by 

contrast, means something like the ‘right or opportune’ moment or season for some action (or inaction). 

Unlike the determinate values of chronos, kairos is indeterminate: both the present ‘moment’ or the duration 

of the ‘season’ cannot be found out by consulting clocks and calendars. Now this gives us an indication, 

from a new angle, of why ethics would require ‘a sense of time.’ For ethical life, as Aristotle will often draw 

out, requires good timing.  This claim is also, for obvious reasons, brought out frequently in the Rhetoric as 

well: an oration will either move others or not depending in part on whether it is well timed, i.e. both 

understood as being delivered when others are receptive, and as something with the right pace, the right 

pauses, and so forth. We will return to this later. 

Perceiving the right moment or season only comes with much experience. Indeed, this is another 

place where epagoge comes into force: through repeated engagement (that is, over time) in human affairs, we 

become more capable of intelligent participation as we become alive to the relevant sort of ‘universals.’ 

Consequently, our capacity for perceiving new particulars becomes ever more fine-grained and 

discriminating. This what the person of practical wisdom does so well, for they have developed in ways that 

allow for an intelligent response to the particular and contingent elements of ethical life. The kinds of 

‘universals’ that the phromimon possesses, however, are not deployed heuristically like ‘rules’ for dealing with 

particulars. Instead, they are like frameworks that govern our experience and enable a sensitive and rational 

plasticity to life’s many changing circumstances.  

For Aristotle, time is a power of motion (and change) that is actualized when motions are 

perceived. The three types of motion or change that natural substances can undergo are that of quality, 

quantity, and location (1.1.4). Each of these modalities are ontologically interrelated. For there is no 

qualitative or quantitative change that does not happen in some location or place, and there is no change in 

or relative to place that does not involve an object with certain qualities and quantities (of extension, of 
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mass, etc). In setting up his analysis of time, Aristotle flags place as being especially important.24 For the 

motions and changes that occur in the world always happen somewhere. One way that it moves ‘somewhere’ 

is by moving from place to place. As rivers flow from upstream to down, so do tumbling stones and wind-

borne clouds, plants and animals have their own places to go. But even rest is a function of motion, since 

resting things are still ‘movers’ in that they maintain their potency for motion. Resting natural things have 

various sorts of potency for (quantitative and qualitative) change ‘in place’: they can take on variations of 

colour, or temperature, or mass, and so on. So natural things are ‘movers’ in that they are, or can, travel 

from place to place or change in place. Nature, in other words, cannot be thought except in terms of 

happening somewhere, some topos. As Aristotle puts it, “Now the change or movement of each thing is only 

in the thing which changes or where the thing itself which moves or change may chance to be” (PH IV.10 

218b12-13). 

Physis names the multiple ways of moving, or ‘going,’ and that nature exists is just about the most 

clear and knowable thing (1.1.2). We know that nature moves because it moves us in all manner of ways: just 

opening our eyes reveals in one stroke something about the world and something about ourselves.25 When 

we watch things in nature move about or change, we grasp such movements in terms of coordinating terms 

like here/there, up/down, left/right, or what have you. Such terms are relative not just to where my body 

happens to be in space, but to what counts as left/right or up/down on the terms established by my living 

occupancy of space. Here I am reminded of Aristotle’s discussion in DA II.4 (415b28-416a10), where he 

objects to Empedocles’ view that ‘up and down’ are the same universally. Rather, up and down must above 

all be understood as being relative to the functions of a living body: since plants eat from their roots, he 

 
24 Aristotle works out the principal features of ‘place’ in terms of magnitude. For him, spatial magnitudes are 
continuous and unbroken, and in Physics IV he discredits the view that there could be any spatial ‘void’ in nature. So 
this entails that the movement of natural things always traverses a regular continuum of ‘places.’ A place is not just an 
‘envelope’ since that implies it would be a form. But as Aristotle makes clear at 209b21-30, a place can be neither form 
nor matter, since the place remains even when no actual object occupies it. Rather, a place is “the boundary of the 
containing body at which it is in contact with the contained body” (212a6-7). Even when we remove a body from a 
place, the place remains as a boundary – but a boundary is not itself a ‘thing,’ and it remains where it is as a potential 
to ‘place’ something there. In other words, a place is a boundary, but a boundary takes up no space even if it is the very 
delimitation of place. The logic of space is similar to that of the point, which is in reference to space but does not 
‘occupy’ space (in a way that excludes other things from being there). 
25 Cf. “Aristotle was interested in time because he was interested in change, and change only because change for 
Aristotle is the nature of life.” Harry, vii. Also, later in Harry’s introduction: “…an inquiry into nature and its 
attributes is always also an investigation into ourselves, not only of our own place in the general context of nature, but 
also what we contribute to it to the extent that we are always already interacting with the context we endeavor to 
understand.” Harry, xix. 
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argues, then what counts as the head is opposite to our own functional arrangement.26 It is the individual 

living thing that is the ultimate authority on the terms that are most meaningful in the description of space. 

If space and location are relative to my organism, its activities and powers, then our placement in the world 

is always relative to my comportment to its ends and purposes. Space is not relative to my body as a static 

object describable by neutral coordinates. Rather, space is lived in terms that are anything but impartial. 

Terms like left and right are not just relative to where my body is, but why I happen to be there and how I 

am oriented to that place in the way I am. All perceptions of change and motion are thus governed by the 

comportment of a living body to its environment.  

We had already made a very similar point earlier when we talked about the nature of aisthesis. For 

as we will recall from 1.3.7.4, Aristotle thinks that all perceptions are occasioned by a degree of pleasure 

and pain, which serve like a barometer of what is valuable for a living organism. There is no perception of 

change or motion that is in abstraction from our interests, ends, and functional relationships to the world 

around us. The sense of our situation, of what counts as ‘here’ for a living thing, most meaningful when 

these things are accounted for. And so, too, are the motions and changes we perceive in our environment 

understood to be relative to our engagement with the world that is always already underway.    [See Harry 

61 – time as relevant to living ends] 

So it is important to note this aspect of Aristotle’s setup for his analysis of time: that any perception 

of change or motion, whether qualitative, quantitative, or locational, cannot be separated from the interests 

of a living thing and the functional relationship it has to the world. Thus when we say that the self-evidence 

of natural motion is due to the fact that we are moved by and in nature, we can note already that these 

‘motions’ always place us in the world in ways that are meaningful to our natural ends. Our place in the 

world depends on our way of ‘going’ within it. As we said earlier, the many ‘goings’ of nature are not 

arbitrary. Things go according to their horme, or natural tendency: stones, fire, plants, animals, and humans 

all have distinctive ends. Thus the way that things move, and the way they move us, are determined by these 

natural ends and what Aristotle calls the ‘natural places’ they tend to go. The occupancy of ‘space’ or 

location, then, could not be described with much adequacy if we took space to be something like a 

Euclidian grid, where things have a place in the world only or primarily in neutral third-person terms. 

Rather things are ‘placed’ in terms of their natural ends and tendencies for moving and changing: that is, by 

‘having a nature’ and acting ‘by nature,’ the many things we find in the natural world have an in-borne 

 
26 This sort of idea and analysis of the functions of plant parts is continued in Part of Animals II.3. 
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principle of motion that tends to carry them to natural places, and ‘places’ them in the world. Thus in the 

case of living things most obviously, space is not something neutral, but primordially meaningful in terms 

of their living activities and powers for acting. To be placed in the world is to relate to it in terms of our 

powers of acting and the ends that make those powers valuable. I occupy my place in terms of the powers 

that by body afford me: powers to undergo certain changes, and to initiate others. To perceive the things 

around me is to perceive something that bears an index of my own powers (and limitations on my powers). 

This is the primordial sense of having a ‘place’ in the world, being ‘situated’ in it.  

Thus when we come to learn that time is a potency of motion that is actualized when motion is 

perceived, we must not forget that the organization of our bodies, the powers that it affords us, and the 

ends that we seek, are inextricably linked to how motions or changes are perceived, felt, and interpreted. 

For the sort of relativistic terms of time (before and after, for instance) are for Aristotle transposed out of 

our occupancy of space. Before and after, for him, are terms that have their original significance in terms of 

spatiality.27  

Now although the sense of time that is accomplished by aisthesis seems to extend in some form to 

non-human animals, the additional capacity for noetic counting of time would be peculiar to human 

individuals. To grasp motion in terms of logos of time means to be able to bring motion to account or hold 

motion to account qua temporal: that is, to be able to account for what moves and why, and to be able to 

make legible the ways that past, present, and future motions are held answerable to one another, in broad 

terms. In more specific terms, this could mean for instance to ‘count’ motion in a ratiocinating way that 

lays out the regularities of days, hours, and minutes. But it could also mean grasping things as being 

accountable over time, both to prior conditions and directive teloi. For instance, we grasp what is intelligible 

about an oak seedling’s temporality when we apprehend its present activity as giving an account of its 

‘before states’ and its directedness toward ‘after states’ in such a way that we can say why it unfolds in time 

one way rather than another. These two inflections of what it might mean to ‘count’ time take up, in other 

words, two attitudes we could take toward it: a theoretical attitude of ratiocinating, or a practical attitude 

that grasps things in terms of their teleology. Counting motion as time by thought, in other words, can be 

taken up in terms of the necessity and eternity of numerical order by the ‘theoretical intellect,’ or in terms 

 
27 Aristotle makes this point at Ph. IV.10, writing: “The distinction of before and after fold primarily, then, in place; 
and there in virtue of relative position. Since then before and after hold in magnitude, they must also hold in 
movement, these corresponding to those. But also in time the distinction of before and after must hold; for time and 
movement always correspond with each other. The before and after in motion identical in substratum with motion yet 
differs I in being, and is not identical with motion” (219a15-21). 
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of the contingency and durational aspect of natural beings by the ‘practical intellect.’ We can ‘count’ the 

motions of things by an abstract number as on a timeline, or we can ‘account’ for the motions of things in 

terms of their teleology or horme and thus realize time. Now, these are not distinctions that Aristotle 

himself makes in the Physics. There is seems to use nous without these qualifications. However, I want to 

flag it right away, since I want to prefigure the idea that the sort of noetic awareness of time that is most 

fundamental to the nature of human selfhood has to do with our practical relation to the world, our 

projects and directedness for the good life. Indeed since the theoretical nous is concerned with timeless 

objects, whereas the practical intellect is concerned with natural contingencies and time-bound phenomena, 

I believe it is important to consider whether the sort of ‘counting’ of time in its most important sense for 

human nature is the capacity to, say, number the minutes that pass. While these may be quite important to 

distinctively human ways of taking up time – as grounding for instance our capacities for physical sciences 

and the coordination of human endeavours – these are still a few steps removed from what I think is the 

more essential way that time bears on the human condition and what is meaningful to human selfhood. It 

is, rather, our capacity for holding things and ourselves accountable in and through time that presses upon 

us the need to make our time ‘count for something’ or another. In a certain way, when time is reduced to 

‘numbers’ as it were, then it ceases to be temporal, since numbers per se are incorporeal and eternal and 

thus stand outside of the coming to be and passing away of time. ‘Numbering’ time in this sense is really to 

think time in a non-temporal way, having abstracted from the very movement in nature that time is realized 

through when perceived. The idea that we ought to think of the ‘theoretical’ or abstract ‘nousing’ of time as 

a derivative phenomena from the practical apprehension of time as accountable is, I think, hinted at in On 

Memory. Aristotle says there that, “we cannot think anything without a continuum or think of non-

temporal things without time (450a9-10). This suggests to me that time, counted as a purely abstract 

numerical description – which is to say time described in non-temporal terms – can only be disclosed to us 

if we apprehend time originally in its temporality or in terms that are essentially bound to time: as something 

governed by the terms of the natural world. And this would suggest to me that what is most ‘original’ or 

necessary to a distinctly human way of reckoning with time is not that we use clocks and calendars, but that 

we register time as something through which we are beholden and find things beholden. We can see by 

putting it this way that there is a normative dimension to time as realized by and in human beings, one that 

ultimately becomes one of the broadest horizons of ethical life: for as Aristotle anticipates in De Anima, 

only being with a sense of time will be capable of being confronted with the distinctive challenges of ethical 
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life. But ethics, in turn, is for him only something that human beings can be capable of, since ethics aims 

not just at sustaining life, but aims at the good life.
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Appendix III: Imagining Ourselves as Natural Object and/or Subject of 
Experience 

AIII.0. Preliminaries 

AIII.0.1. Part A of this project developed our model of autophantasma by drawing on resources available in 

Aristotle’s natural philosophy and general psychology. Since autophantasma is not a concept explicitly at 

work in Aristotle’s extant writings, we have been required to develop this concept in terms of its analytic 

parts (‘self’ and ‘image’), and then to reconcile our findings in a synthetic, unified model of ‘self-image’. The 

intersection of Aristotle’s natural and psychological sciences has allowed us to determine some general 

features both of selfhood and phantasmatic images, and then to synthesize those features in our model of 

autophantasma along aisthetic, noetic, and temporal lines. 

AIII.0.2. Since our method has required us to restrict ourselves to the resources of our first register 

(physis-psyche), we have neither been able to describe the nature of selfhood, nor develop our model of 

autophantasma, in ways that speak very meaningfully to the human condition. And so, the various features 

of selfhood and the imagining of self we have drawn to the surface might otherwise remain abstract and 

merely suggestive unless they are given expression in terms that are more familiar to human life as lived. 

Only by developing our account of self(image) through some of Aristotle’s treatises on human life in 

particular will the principles, meanings, and measures of those sciences become more familiar.1 For then we 

will be dealing with a set of concepts that are appropriate to describing our kind of life, our kind of nature.  

AIII.0.3. Part B furthers our model of the self and its image by taking up some important works of 

what Strauss called (taking his cue from EN X.9 1181b15) ‘the human things’ (politics, ethics, rhetoric, 

poetics, etc) – for our purposes, especially the Nicomachean Ethics and the Rhetoric. In Chapter 5, we 

discuss the basic form of what I call the ‘ethical self’ in terms of Aristotle’s conception of the tripartite soul. 

Then, in Chapter 6, we discuss the most general object that animates the ethical self: the apparent good. 

Chapter 7 works out the organ by which the ethical self cognizes this motivating object – the ‘organ’ of 

character, or ethos. Chapter 8 then shows how friendship ‘perfects’ the ethical self. Finally, in the Epilogue 

we will discuss how the self is concretely enacted in rhetorical praxis and discuss the chapter that has initially 

 
1 I use the word ‘science’ loosely here, since for Aristotle here is no episteme of human actions, or ethics. This is 
because there is no science of the contingent, yet this is precisely what ethical life is concerned with. 
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motivated this entire project: RH I.11, where Aristotle explicitly alludes to phantasia of the self. These 

studies will show how phantasia (and its cognates: appearances, interpretations) are the essential medium 

out of which selfhood is formed and maintained, and how self-image is a necessary element in its 

constitution.  

AIII.0.4. In this Interlude, I work through a crucial discussion that concerns the relationship 

between Aristotle’s works of natural philosophy and ‘the human things’ because of its importance in 

establishing the relation between Part A and B of our project.  In B.2 take up some of the reasons for and 

against the idea that the natural and human sciences can be read together, as forming a unity or a 

discontinuity. I have us attend, in B.3, to the different audiences Aristotle may have intended for these 

works, which forces a dimensional shift in the complex relationship of Part A and B. The question of the 

intended reader – and what Aristotle expects of that audience – is pursued with more specificity in B.4 & 

B.5 through an analysis of an argument of paramount importance for us to consider (the so-called ‘function 

argument’ in EN I.7). By contrasting Irwin’s (B.4) and Nussbaum’s (B.5) readings of the function argument 

we will see the tension between considering the human being as an object of natural science or a subject of 

lived experience, a tension that will have considerable purchase over the account of the self given in Part B. 

The twist is, however, as Nussbaum will help us see, that the force of the function argument comes from an 

engagement with the reader’s imagination applied to themselves. And this argument, in turn, also allows us to 

glimpse a way of reading Part A and Part B together. In B.6 I suggest a way of holding these two parts 

together phantasmatically in such a way as to produce a ‘creative tension’ between them. Thus the 

methodological issues we confront in this Interlude also bear on the substantive concerns of the whole 

enterprise of modelling the self and its image. 

AIII.1. The Human Being as Object of Natural Science and/or Subject of 
Experience 

AIII.1.1.1. The relationship between the natural and human sciences is of utmost importance to discuss 

and take a position on, since that position will have a pervasive influence over the relationship between Part 

A and Part B of this project. On the one hand, some might argue that this relationship is continuous, 

allowing us to unproblematically explicate the basis of, say, a problem in the Nicomachean Ethics by 
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appealing to arguments laid out in De Anima.2 This presumes either a one-to-one correspondence of the 

predicates involved in these arguments or a reasonably direct path to showing their essential, and not 

accidental, relationship to one another. One high-order context that might be appealed to in order to 

secure this correspondence is that of motion. Motion, as we have said, might be thought to provide the 

ultimate backdrop against which Aristotle’s natural sciences, life sciences, and human sciences can be 

brought into dialogue with one another. For, the suggestion goes, while each of these sciences has its own 

set of principles or ‘starting-points’ (archai) that are heteronymous with, and irreducible to, those of any 

other, they are nonetheless archai that govern the description of distinctive types of motion. How things 

move and are moved, how they act and behave, how both the living and the inanimate are open to being 

affected is always under discussion across these domains. Natural philosophy discusses motion in the 

broadest possible terms and general psychology gives an account of what moves living things qua living in 

particular; a specifically human psychology will provide an account of what moves human beings qua 

human. This line of suggestion would permit us an easy transition to the ‘second register’ of analysis, 

ensuring that the features of self we are uncovered so far in Part A will hang together with features we will 

discern in Part B.  

 AIII.1.1.2. On the other hand, even if we agree that motion establishes the high-order context 

described, this does not automatically secure the seamless transition between these domains of inquiry. The 

heterogeneity of archai between the natural sciences and ‘the human things’ reflect, at least in part, that it is 

one thing to describe how something moves as an external observer, and it is another thing to describe the 

lived experience of moving-or-being-moved. The predicates of these descriptions are often 

incommensurable, as Aristotle himself points out in DA I.1 403a-b, noting that the kind of analysis brought 

to bear on, say, anger, will offer different definitions of it – one might say anger is a ‘boiling of blood 

around the heart’ while another will say it is ‘a desire for vengeance.’ At issue here is whether the way 

human beings move or are moved can be described on the basis of natural science at all – that is, whether 

we can get a handle on an ‘outside’ description of human life. For our purposes, while the intersection of 

the natural and psychological writings could be read together – since the subject matter was in each case not 

reliant on a specifically human perspective – the move from the latter two into the second register is fraught 

with new difficulty. If we cannot establish any intersection with ‘the human things,’ however, then Part A 

 
2 On the case for a ‘single theory’ see Modrak, Aristotle: The Power of Perception, 9–15. as well as Terence Irwin, “The 
Metaphysical and Psychological Basis of Aristotle’s Ethics,” in Essays on Aristotle’s Ethics (Berkeley: Univerity of 
California Press, 1980), 35–53. 
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and B risk being entirely separate works and the project should end here. However, there is a way of 

forming a connection that respects the incommensurability we have described. While this connection may 

not be made with the most polished dovetails, it is a powerful and meaningful connection nonetheless: one 

we can only imagine.  

AIII.1.2. In the Prologue, we reviewed some of the different ways that ‘self’ has been conceived, as 

well as some of its intersecting significations with ‘human being,’ ‘person,’ and ‘agent.’ In accepting Gill’s 

view that these belong to an ‘overlapping nexus of significations,’ we availed ourselves of some latitude in 

how these terms may generally be used here. The range of usage covers both thin and thick conceptions of 

the human individual as well as objective, publicly perceivable notions of self and denoting subjective, 

private interiority. The extremities of this latter range of meanings corresponds to the two poles we are now, 

in Aristotle in particular, asking about. What we are asking is whether they can cohere in a unified view: 

that is, whether the accounts of the human being as an object of natural science (as ‘one animal among 

many’) or subject of experience can be held together.  

AIII.1.3.1. The demandingness of this challenge has been registered by many other scholars of 

Aristotle. In making her transition from discussing animal motion to human behaviour in Aristotle on the 

Apparent Good Jessica Moss writes (in somewhat of an understatement):  

In turning to consider Aristotle’ s moral psychology and ethics [and away from his 
psychological works on animal life], however, we will be turning away from phenomena that 
are common to humans and animals toward phenomena that are distinctively human, and this 
will introduce important complications.3  

The ‘important complications’ Moss has in mind here relate to both different kind of motivation and 

motivating objects humans are open to as well as the possibility that the capacity for thought ‘expands the 

possible content of perception.’ Indeed, the question as to whether the aisthesis of human beings can be 

thought of as having a one-to-one correspondence with the aisthesis described in the general psychology 

demands a high degree of caution when reading the term used in the natural sciences versus ‘the human 

things.’ 

AIII.1.3.2. Another example of this problem comes in the context of determining the relation 

between the ‘parts of the soul’ described in DA and EN I.13. While in the next chapter we will elaborate on 

the parts of the soul in Aristotle’s ethical works as they relate to the nature of selfhood more fully, the 

 
3 Moss, Aristotle on the Apparent Good: Perception, Phantasia, Thought, and Desire, 64. 
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salient question for now is what relation the ‘irrational’ (vegetative), ‘non-rational’ (desiderative), and 

‘rational’ (thinking) parts of the soul have to the powers of the soul laid out in De Anima. Aristotle himself, 

in EN I.13, will take a non-committal position on the relation between the ethical and psychological parts 

of the soul. Whether the two are the same thing described in two different ways, with the ethical parts 

tracing the contours of the underlying psychological ones, is of no consequence for grasping the ethical 

argument (1102a30-4). Yet he does not foreclose the relationship either and the paucity of certain 

explanations in EN – notably the function argument, which we will discuss in a moment – makes it 

tempting for scholars to try to appeal to the works of natural philosophy nonetheless to explain his 

meaning.4  

AIII.1.3.3. Some scholars are less optimistic than others about trying to bridge these kinds of 

account. Sparshott submits, with regard to this matter, that the two kinds of distinction of the soul (animal-

psychological and human-ethical):  

cannot have been designed as one continuous discussion, and all attempts to build bridges 
between them (like this one in Ethics I xiii) are full of awkwardness. […] Aristotle’s functional 
analysis in the present passage [of EN I.13] has nothing to do with the ‘parts of the soul’ that 
Aristotle repudiates in On the Soul III. We are simply talking about different aspects of 
human behaviour, all of them attributable to an ensouled body endowed with a functionally 
separable mind.5 

Aquinas is more confident than Sparshott. In his Commentary he holds that the ‘exoteric’ work Aristotle 

refers to in EN I.13 is De Anima and, in Aquinas’ opinion we must avail ourselves of it in order to 

understand the argument in EN:  

[Aristotle] says that certain things about the soul have been adequately treated in De Anima, 
which he called extraneous discussions because he wrote the book as an epistle to persons 
living at a considerable distance […] they are called extraneous for the better reason that they 
are outside the scope of the immediate science. However, here we must use the things discussed in 
that book, for instance, one part of the soul is rational, and other part is irrational as is asserted in the 
third book De Anima.6 

 
4 There is also somewhat of a precedent for this problematic in Plato’s Charmides where the interlocutors try to meet 
the general challenge of integrating these two kinds of description of the human being. Their attempt to resolve an 
ethical problematic (related to the possibility of there being a ‘science of self’) is done through an appeal to the soul’s 
underlying psychological constitution. The aporetic conclusion shows us that Plato, too, understood the challenge of 
meshing these ways of describing the human being. 
5 Sparshott, Taking Life Seriously: A Study of the Argument of the Nicomachean Ethics, 72–73. 
6 Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, 76. My emphasis. (Ch. 9 432a27; St. Th. Lect. XIV, 797). 
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Majithia also seems to hold a more optimistic view, saying that the two descriptions of what he calls the 

‘psychological self’ and the ‘moral self’ are – borrowing a familiar Aristotelian phrase – ‘one in being but 

two in essence’:  

The crucial question we have to ask now is: what, if any, is the relation of the moral self to this 
so-called 'psychological self'? Both selves have the noetic aspect in common […] the 
noetic/passional complex that constitutes the moral self is also one in being though different 
in essence from the noetic/sensitive complex that constitutes the psychological one.7  

As we can see, both Aristotle himself and scholars of his work evidently recognize that the portrayals of the 

human being given through natural philosophy and ‘the human things’ are not obviously, or simply, 

different shades of one prism. They may be, instead, the products of quite distinct lenses that cannot 

accommodate the views of the other. 

AIII.2. Text & Reader: The Audience of Natural Science vs. ‘The Human Things’  

AIII.2.1. But the problem of commensurability may be even more complicated than this. For one view of 

Aristotle’s writings on the ethical writings and ‘the human things’ in general would, if correct, come with a 

complexity that would force a dimensional shift in our consideration of the EN’s argument and purpose and 

its relation to the writings on natural philosophy. Such a dimensional shift would require, in turn, our 

considerations about the relationship between Part A and B of this project to be shaped, profoundly, by it.  

The view in question is one that suggests that the intended audience of EN is not, at least 

primarily, students of philosophy but rather those primed for, or actively engaged in, political life. That is, 

scholars who support this view challenge, as Tessitore writes, “the assumption that every Aristotelian treatise 

attempts to push out the frontiers of theoretical knowledge” and that the political writings (of which ethics 

& rhetoric are both parts) have ulterior pedagogical motives.8 This line of suggestion was pioneered by Leo 

Strauss, who: 

argues that Aristotle founded political science as an independent discipline among other 
disciplines by clarifying the phenomena of politics from the perspective of the involved citizen, 
rather than that of the disinterested and scientific observer. From this point of view Aristotle 
presents moral virtues as they are experienced by those who most embody them; he makes no 
attempt to deduce virtue from some higher theoretical science, nor does he feel compelled to 

 
7 Majithia, “Self and Soul in Aristotle,” 201. 
8 Tessitore, Reading Aristotle’s Ethics, 13. Scholars who endorse this view include Leo Strauss, Henry Jaffa, Carnes Lord 
and Richard Bodetis, and Aristide Tessitore. 
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offer a justification for the widespread belief of decent persons in the intrinsic goodness of 
moral virtue.9  

In Strauss’ own account of his method generally speaking, he says that many works of classical political 

philosophy – especially those written by writers facing persecution –contain two kinds of teaching or 

message. The first is the ‘exoteric’ teaching that is directed toward and made accessible to a broad audience. 

This message often has the pedagogical motive of social betterment. The second is the ‘esoteric’ teaching – 

one that is intended for a smaller audience of well-trained readers who devote considerable attention to the 

nuances of the texts that unlock a hidden message to them over time. The second kind of teaching is meant 

to be the unvarnished truth of some matter: even truths whose public expression would risk censure and 

much worse.10 We only need look to the life of Socrates to see why such a careful kind of public 

philosophical expression might be developed by his students and his students’ students. 

  AIII.2.2. Where Aristotle is concerned, bearing the intended audience in mind brings to the 

forefront numerous considerations about the pedagogical and rhetorical valences of the ‘human things.’ 

The Straussian approach has been applied to the EN notably by Henry Jaffa in Aristotelianism and Thomism: 

A Study of the Commentary by Thomas Aquinas on the Nicomachean Ethics, who challenges Aquinas’ reading of 

the EN in his Commentary on numerous methodical and substantive grounds with the sort of basis Strauss 

staked out. In the last section, we noted Aquinas’ appeal to the DA to clarify the parts of the soul of EN; he 

claimed not only that it was permissible but necessary to do so (‘we must use the things discussed in that 

book’). Jaffa’s work is critical of such an insistence, which he diagnoses as coming from Aquinas’ 

recalcitrance to consider anything beyond Aristotle’s texts themselves: 

Thomas rarely, if ever, attempts to explain any statement of Aristotle except in terms of other 
of his statements. Nothing extraneous to the Ethics itself is, apparently, permitted to serve as 
the basis for the interpretation of the Ethics. To this, only one evident exception need be 
noted: other works of Aristotle are adduced by way of clarification or elaboration of the Ethics, 
and on some rare occasions are used to explain what Thomas considers otherwise 
unintelligible.11  

Yet in taking up the sort of view that Strauss pioneered, Jaffa “demonstrates the fruitfulness of reading the 

Ethics with an awareness of the citizen perspective within which it was conceived,” suggesting that the EN 

 
9 Tessitore, 13. 
10 For a succinct and accessible expression of this method, see Leo Strauss, “On a Forgotten Kind of Writing,” Chicago 
Review 8, no. 1 (Winter-Spring 1954): 64–75. 
11 Harry V Jaffa, Thomism and Aristotelianism: A Study of the Commentary by Thomas Aquinas on the Nicomachean Ethics, 
2011, 19. 
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and the political writings in general "are addressed to the person charged with defining the laws, that is, to 

the politician."12 

 AIII.2.3. Carnes Lord, in his entry on Aristotle in Strauss & Cropsey’s 3rd edition of History of 

Political Philosophy (Jaffa had written the entry on Aristotle in the 2nd edition) holds a similar view. While 

conventional interpretations of Aristotle tend to treat the writings on human affairs as if they were, as in 

the scientific natural writings, merely trying to articulate the truth of the matter, Lord cautions: 

Yet it is far from clear that the ethical and political treatises can be safely viewed in this light. 
Aristotle indicates that there is a fundamental difference between ‘theoretical’ sciences, which 
are pursued for the sake of knowledge, and ‘practical’ sciences, which are pursued principally 
for the sake of the benefits deriving from them. Politics is for Aristotle the "practical" science 
par excellence.13 

By ‘par excellence,’ Lord is emphasizing his view that political theory (of which ethics is a branch for 

Aristotle) is not merely theory: it is intended to have a certain practical effect on the reader. Thus on this 

view, EN is not merely ‘about’ good, virtuous, serious, or decent members of the political community: it 

aims to actively shape people (primarily, young well-born men) in such ways. Lord continues in this vein: 

Precisely because it is in the service of action, practical science must be centrally concerned 
with the presentation of its subject in a way that will engage the opinions and affect the 
behavior of ordinary political men. Aristotle's practical science is directed not to philosophers 
or students of philosophy, or not principally to them, but to political men. More precisely, it is 
directed to educated political men who are actual or potential wielders of political power or, in 
the best case, to the ‘legislator’ who creates the constitutional framework within which all 
political action occurs.14  

Similarly, Eric Salem’s In Pursuit of the Good: Intellect and Action in Aristotle’s Ethics offers a ‘dynamical’ 

reading of EN influenced by Strauss, Jaffa, and Tessitore. It is, in that spirit, another example in sympathy 

with the conviction that Aristotle’s expectations of the reader must be firmly kept in view. When discussing 

the often imprecise and cursory way that Aristotle proceeds in EN, Salem comments:  

The Ethics certainly lacks the kind of precision we associate with mathematical reasoning. But 
it as a subtle precision of its own – and the right kind of reader of the Ethics is the person who 
can see and relish the subtleties inherent in the subject matter precisely because he is ‘at home’ 

 
12 Tessitore, Reading Aristotle’s Ethics, 14. 
13 Carnes Lord, “Aristotle,” in History of Political Philosophy, ed. Leo Strauss and Joseph Cropsey, 3rd ed (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1987), 119.  
14 Lord, 120. 
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(oikeios) in it, that is, because he is not ‘without experience of the actions in life’ (1095a2-3). 
Inquiry, object of inquiry, and inquirer have a natural coherence.15 

This will suffice for a survey of the kind of position that Strauss inaugurated. If the Straussians are correct, 

then reading ‘the human things’ forces us to move from a two-dimensional reading of Aristotle (that is, 

where only the writings of Aristotle themselves may serve to clarify one another) to a three-dimensional 

reading, where the intended audience and Aristotle’s expectations of that audience become indispensable, 

nay unavoidable, hermeneutic principles.  

 AIII.2.4. Having said this, this view has hardly achieved anything that approaches a consensus 

among scholars of Aristotle. For one reason, accepting such a position means also accepting the burden of 

showing why the text does not mean exactly what it says, which makes for a steep climb. But fortunately for 

us, we do not need to find consensus with the approach in order to avail ourselves of its basic injunction: to 

attend to the relationship between the text and reader(s), and not take for granted that this relationship is a 

simple one. Indeed, being forced to retain the relationship between the text and the reader as a blip on our 

radar does not mean that we are heading toward a kind of insurmountable complexity that would have Part 

A and B of our project come apart at the seams. For in witnessing this additional complication of the 

commensurability problem we are also given a glimpse of a solution. For even without taking a strong 

position on the Straussian reading either way, the reading nonetheless permits and enjoins us to expand the 

scope and kind of evidence we bring into consideration in our encounter with the EN and in its relationship 

to DA (and the natural writings generally). Its emphasis on the relationship between the text and the reader 

helps us to notice a way of maintaining the cohesion between Part A and B without requiring that 

connection to be flush and faultless. What it directs us to, as we intimated earlier in this Interlude, is the 

idea that the interface between the two texts, the two kinds of description of the human being, the two 

parts of this project, is one we can only imagine.  

AIII.2.5. To explain what I have in mind, I focus in the remainder of this Interlude on reviewing 

two contrasting lines of interpretation of the ‘function argument’ (one exemplified by Irwin, the other by 

Nussbaum). The function argument is important and appropriate to discuss relative to the overall aims of 

this Interlude for a few different reasons. First, Aristotle’s defense of it is so thin that it is one of the 

moments in the EN where scholars are confronted by the question of commensurability with other treatises 

most emphatically. As such, it happens that these contrasting threads involve to what extent and how 

 
15 Eric Salem, In Pursuit of the Good: Intellect and Action in Aristotle’s Ethics, 1st Paul Dry Books ed (Philadelphia: Paul 
Dry Books, 2010), 51. 
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Aristotle’s expectations of the reader should be taken into account. Second, since the function argument 

occurs near the beginning of the EN and has a pervasive affect over the rest of the argument in EN, then it 

is important to discuss it in making our transition to examine the material of Part B, which is focused 

mainly on Aristotle’s ethics. Third, our inspection of these lines of argument about the function argument 

will prime us for seeing how its force coms from an appeal made by Aristotle to the reader’s imagination 

applied to themselves. This will prime us for seeing other instances in Aristotle’s ‘human’ works where the 

reader’s imagination of themselves will form an important methodological plank for Aristotle even if it is 

not heavily thematized by the Stagirite himself. 

AIII.3. Irwin’s ‘Externalist’ Reading of the Function Argument 

AIII.3.1. The first chapters of the EN (which we will elaborate on more in C6) mainly have to do with 

establishing that happiness (eudaimonia, flourishing) is the intrinsically valuable end of human life: a 

position that is held by common opinion and endorsed by Aristotle as well. Being happy is the self-

explanatory end of human praxis: there is nothing else one can really turn to except happiness itself to 

explain what motivates all human behaviour. But what, precisely, happiness is, and what conduces to 

realizing it, are matters of controversy.16 The function argument of EN I.7 is, evidently, supposed to help 

settle them. 

AIII.3.2. The function argument goes something like this: just as a tool – say, a hammer – has a 

characteristic function (to pound nails into wood), living creatures, too, have functions. A hammer is a good 

hammer if it drives nails into wood well; a living creature, maybe an African violet, is a good exemplar of its 

kind if it performs its characteristics functions well too. For instance, we might say that a violet is a good 

flower if it takes up nutrients of the sort that maintains its health, or if it exercises its reproductive functions 

at the right time of year and so on (cf. 1.3.1-3).17 These are among the activities that Aristotle might say 

 
16 This controversy is an important one, for it bears on the complaints against Aristotle’s ethics that it is relativistic and 
parochial. Some, like Irwin, will be motivated to anchor the standard of the good life for human beings in a science 
beyond human affairs, thus evading the warp of human perspective and inclination and the critique of relativism. 
Showing that the function argument in particular is rooted in ‘external’ sciences of natural philosophy and general 
psychology would seem to provide such an independent standard. Yet a standard that exceeds human affairs is not the 
only kind that would provide such a non-relativistic measure. Nussbaum, for instance, will say that while Aristotle’s 
ethics is anthropocentric, it is not relativistic (see Fragility pp. 11, 242 & Chapter 10) and will try to show how the 
function argument provides a non-arbitrary standard in the paper we review below. 
17 And this means, in turn, that human beings are the only species with a distinctive function of their own, as all 
plants share the nutritive and reproductive functions and all animals share the motive and perceptual functions. 
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makes the life of that violet a good life for a violet to have (even if a ‘good life’ qua good is not what a violet 

can aim at (an idea we will return to in Chapter 6). Just so, there is a good life for human beings to have 

that is related to our characteristic function. But what is that characteristic function? It cannot be growth, 

nutrition, or decay, since both plants and animals exhibit those powers; it cannot be perception, 

locomotion, or desire, since animals can do these things as well; it must, then, be what remains of the living 

powers, which is the power of reason. So, if the distinctive capacity of human beings is reason, then using 

reason well or living in a way that is consistent with the good use of reason will mark a good human life. A life 

that consists of choices and actions that are in agreement with the excellent exercise of our distinctive 

capacity is roughly what it means to be happy, or to flourish. With the end clarified in this way, so too are 

the means by which such an end might be secured. These, roughly speaking, are the bones of the function 

argument.  

AIII.3.3. The trouble is that in many ways the argument is highly compressed and given with little 

defense: the entirely of the argument spans no more than about one page. For Aristotle, who is often so 

industrious in his meticulous analysis, such a crucial argument for all of what follows in EN is given a mere 

gloss in EN I.7. The scholarly discussion over how to expand on his meagre defense is enormous, and 

hardly one I can do justice to here. However, there are two important strands of argument that will be, for 

our purposes, vital to review.  

AIII.3.4.1. The first strand (defended, in general terms, by Aquinas, Irwin, McIntyre, & Williams) 

holds that the function argument should be made sense of by supplying suppressed premises from outside 

EN, from Aristotle’s works in metaphysics and natural philosophy. Thus, the argument over the distinctive 

ergon of human beings, which will then inform us about the true nature of happiness, is secured from 

outside human life per se, without any special status being given to the experience of human perspective. 

Only a natural philosopher who is acquainted with Aristotle’s work in that area, will be prepared to be 

convinced by the function argument.  

AIII.3.4.2. The second strand (defended, again in general terms, by Nussbaum, Jaffa, Lord, Salem, 

Gill, & Tessitore) suggests that an ‘internal’ perspective of human life – that is, disclosed to human beings 

from a characteristically human perspective – is sufficient to make sense of the function argument’s 

suppressed rationale. The ‘argument’ in question is made compelling not from a metaphysical basis or 

natural fact, but from norms embodied in human life as lived. Here, one need not be a natural philosopher 

to see the force of the function argument. Any ordinary reader - that is, a well-born Greek adult male who 

has not necessarily studied natural philosophy - already has the resources to be compelled by the argument. 
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Now obviously I cannot adequately explore the positions even this constrained set of scholars on 

this issue in the time and space allotted. Instead, I want to review two exemplars of each strand – Irwin and 

Nussbaum – since I believe the contrast helpfully guides us toward appreciating how the invocation of the 

intended audience of the EN introduces both complexity and opportunity in how we conceive the relation 

between descriptions of the human being as natural object or experiencing subject, and so, too, the relation 

between Part A and B of our project. 

  AIII.3.5.1. Irwin, in his influential article, “The Metaphysical Basis of Aristotle’s Ethics,” notes that 

in many ways Aristotle surprises us with how little defense he gives in EN in his argument that eudaimonia is 

the ultimate telos of human life. Aristotle agrees with the endoxa (the general appearance) that happiness has 

this character; some worry that Aristotle is relying too much on common opinion and has neglected the 

sort of comprehensive defense that would seem merited by such an important concept for his ethics. Irwin 

aims to construct a more robust account of eudaimonia by supplying the necessary psychological and 

metaphysical background premises that he thinks Aristotle ought to have made explicit.18  

AIII.3.5.2. Irwin reconstructs Aristotle’s basis for supporting the common view of eudaimonia 

through its close association with the function argument of EN I.7 by filling in its missing or suppressed 

metaphysical and psychological premises, and thus, by extension, the argument for eudaimonia. He does this 

by discussing how Aristotle’s account of form and essence underwrite his definition of the soul, and in turn 

how the definition of the soul underwrites his compressed defense of function and happiness. Thus, Irwin 

argues that the assumptions about human happiness are neither arbitrary nor grounded in common doxa, 

but a consequence of some central concepts from Aristotle’s natural philosophy and general psychology 

about form, essence, and the nature of the soul.   

AIII.3.5.3.  Irwin notes that on the basis of Aristotle’s substance ontology, an individual ‘this’ is 

most authoritatively identified with its form19 (rather than its matter per se cf. 1.1.8-9; 1.3) – which is to say 

its overarching structural identity. But the form, in turn, is marked by a certain set of essential properties. 

These properties designate a set of features that must persist through different kinds of change for the ‘this’ 

to remain the same. Thus, when it comes to a living substance, these essential properties must persist in 

 
18 To find the necessary arguments, “we must look outside the Ethics, first to his account of the soul in De anima. But 
this account is not self-sufficient either; it relies on the results of his discussion of substance, form, and matter in the 
Metaphysics.” Irwin, “The Metaphysical and Psychological Basis of Aristotle’s Ethics,” 36.  
19 Later in this chapter we will complicate Irwin’s account here. For there is the worry that we cannot identify an 
individual with the form, since the form is precisely what individuals share, and thus not what makes them individual 
‘thises.’ The qualified sense in which the form is individual – as Juha Shivola will help us to appreciate – is the form as 
enacted in a unique life-history of ‘second actualities’ (activities).   
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such a way that they explain the sorts of characteristic activities put on display by that form of life. That is to 

say, the essential properties are not some list of inert ‘attributes,’ but principles of persistence through 

dynamic change that govern characteristic goal-directed activities. As Irwin notes, the essential properties of 

the form of a living being (which is to say, the properties of the soul) must be relevant to explaining the 

goal-directed activities of that kind of living thing.20 For instance, a plant has the essential property of ‘being 

able to take up nutrients,’ which designates not only something about the plant’s essential capacities and 

the sorts of objects plants are open or response to, but also specify something essential about the plant’s 

dynamic development. That is, within a set of essential properties is contained an arc that traces how it will 

tend to ‘go’ if given the right opportunities. Thus, an essential property of a living being’s form implies 

something about its power and objects but also its inherent teleological trajectory, since these properties 

specify both what must remain continuous and unchanged and what ends are inherently tended toward (cf. 

1.1.5, 8, 9). If we take into account Aristotle’s characterization of the soul as the form of the living body, 

then we can see that the soul’s essential properties specify its proper function and the sorts of goal-directed 

activities that discharge that function – to one extent or another. So, the essential properties of the soul, 

which belong to the form of a living organic body, portend an arc of natural change and development for 

living things and thereby establish certain parameters of how their characteristic functions can be 

discharged in order to trace that arc with fidelity. Human activities are no different: “psychic states, for 

human souls as for others, are those that are causally relevant to a teleological explanation of the 

movements of a living organism.”21 Indeed, as we discussed in Chapter 1 (1.1.5) all natural substances have 

their own horme: a natural tendency to change or undergo change – something’s in-dwelling way of going. 

Such internal tendencies are paired with their attendant teloi, the ends of such changes or in the case of 

living things, activities.  

AIII.3.5.5. To supplement Irwin on this last point, are two reasons why the active expression of 

essential properties is important to the function argument and the characterization of eudaimonia. There is, 

on the one hand, a common sense reason: it is better for, say, a person’s good character – say her 

charitableness or courage – to actually be put into action in her life than remain a mere capacity. She is 

better to act acting courageously than merely by having the capacity to act so and not putting that power 

 
20 Irwin writes: “The soul is the form because the form of an organism is its life – its goal-directed pattern of activity 
must be causally relevant for explaining the organism’s behaviours if it to be the form.” Irwin, “The Metaphysical and 
Psychological Basis of Aristotle’s Ethics,” 41. 
21 Irwin, 43. 
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into action when the circumstances call for it.22 But the metaphysical reason – which is more the point of 

the current discussion – is that these options for behaviour map onto the three grades of existence we have 

discussed before (pure potency, actuality with potency, and pure actuality, cf. 4.1.1). These grades of 

existence not only represent a scale of being but a scale of value. For Aristotle, energeia is ‘better’ than 

dunamis because it is better to exist than to not exist: in the Metaphysics, we learn this because activity is the 

completion or ‘perfection’ of power (Meta. IX.8 1049b4 – 50b6). This dimension of ‘metaphysical value’ 

seems to be reflected in Aristotle’s theory of life in general: the soul is the first actuality (power) of the body 

to live, but living itself is just the active expression of that power. Living, then, is metaphysically superior to 

the possession of soul. On this line of reasoning, human happiness must be characterized by what is 

metaphysically most valuable: that is, it must be a kind of activity rather than a power or some passive state 

of being, for instance. If eudaimonia is the best thing a human life as to offer, it must answer to what is ‘best’ 

among the basic terms of Aristotle’s natural philosophy. Since activity is better than mere potency, then 

whatever happiness is, it will have to be some kind of activity: happiness is not something ‘had,’ it is 

something done. And given what we have said about how our form’s essential properties establish proper 

functions, happiness must be a ‘doing’ that is in accordance with what is characteristic of human life: our 

capacity for reason and to commit or choices and actions to what reason demands.  

AIII.3.6. There is, then, a certain kind of objective that Irwin offers in response to the question of 

what happiness is and what makes it intrinsically good for human beings. This answer would arbitrate over 

the controversies surrounding what happiness is and why it is valuable. What is intrinsically good are 

activities through which the essential properties of the human form that dictate human functioning are 

brought to their fullest potential and their most active state of being. Whatever else in human life that 

tends to promote this end – such as the virtues perhaps above all – will be instrumentally valuable for that 

bringing about that active state of being. We said at the beginning of this chapter that capacities are 

discovered through activities and these, in turn, through their objects and that therefore, we cannot 

understand the ways living things move or are moved without understanding the objects that motivate 

those movements. Human motions – both inner choices and outer actions – have a natural tendency to be 

moved by the telos of eudaimonia or those things that tend to promote it. That goal is established on an 

objective basis given by natural philosophy: a science whose establishment of natural fact about human 

beings is supposed to ground normative claims about the sorts of actions that constitute or lead to a happy 

 
22 This seems to be the implicit reason for Aristotle’s argument in EN X.6 that eudaimonia is not a hexis but an activity 
chosen for life itself. 
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life. Thus, Irwin’s ‘externalist’ account of the function argument offers us not only an account of the 

metaphysical and natural basis of a living thing’s characteristic functions, but in turn, an account of what it 

means to discharge those functions well. What something is, its form – its overarching identity that ranges 

over a set of essential properties – specifies what it ought to do if it is live up to what it is: its form defines 

what it ought to live up to as much it prescribes that it ought to live up to what it is. Discharging one’s 

distinctive capacity in a way that reaches its potential is what it means to live well, or to flourish. And just 

the theoretical intellect of human beings invests us with a natural desire to know, the practical intellect 

invests us with a natural desire to flourish in terms of a standard that is discoverable from ‘outside’ human 

affairs or conventions. Our natural desire to act in a way that secures the inherent goodness of eudaimonia is 

not just a behavioural fact about us, it is rooted in our natural ontology. Thus, on Irwin’s view, matters of 

natural fact about human beings are secured from an ‘external’ perspective on human life, which then 

provides a standard by which to evaluate normative claims that arise ‘internal’ to human experience about 

what we ought to do if we are to be happy.  

Irwin’s reconstruction of the function argument gives us a good example of a strategy that 

underpins it from the vantage point of Aristotle’s natural philosophy. Assuming as we must that Aristotle 

wrote the EN in the hopes that it would be persuasive, Irwin’s account presumes that the audience would 

be able to reproduce something like his arc of reasoning, which would only be available to philosophers 

quite knowledgeable in his theoretical works and positions. But if on the contrary the EN was written for a 

non-philosophical audience, then the presumptive basis of this reconstruction fails – and we must hold, as a 

last resort, that Aristotle has blundered. To save Aristotle, another kind of reader and argument – and a 

new scope of evidence must be considered. 

AIII.4. Nussbaum’s ‘Internalist’ Reading of the Function Argument 

AIII.4.1. According to the Straussian hermeneutic tradition we discussed earlier (exemplified by Lord and 

Jaffa), the audience of the EN is not exclusively or even primarily philosophers. When it comes to the force 

of the function argument in particular, Tessitore, another exemplar of this interpretive tradition, writes that 

Aristotle’s “failure to clarify the metaphysical or psychological premises of the ergon argument” must 

nonetheless be thought alongside his clear assumption that the argument will be “intelligible to decent and 

thoughtful readers”.23 Those readers, Tessitore argues, are those who have already accepted for the most part 

 
23 Tessitore, Reading Aristotle’s Ethics, 22. 
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that moral virtue is valuable and come part of the way in embodying it themselves. In other words, Aristotle 

takes “his bearings from the best sensibilities of decent readers [since] to present moral virtue as a means to 

some other end, or as derivative from metaphysical or psychological principles, would distort that 

phenomenon as it appears in the lives of those who most embody it”.24 Now, while we have not yet 

discussed what virtues precisely are – moral or otherwise – the important thing to notice is that the 

compressed nature of the function argument is may also be a symptom of the sort of audience Aristotle has 

in view: an audience who he thinks can already appreciate the force of the argument by reflecting on 

themselves as those already novices in virtue, by clarifying certain things about their lives from within a 

lived perspective on it. This is a rather different kind of evidence, and presumes a different kind of 

experience, than what Irwin’s reading requires of the reader: pre-existing expertise, or at least familiarity, 

with the natural philosophy. Tessitore, by contrast, forms a presumptive basis around another kind of 

reader and another kind of proof being appealed to: a proof that is discovered from inside a human perspective 

turned toward itself.25   

AIII.4.2. Tessitore however, does not take up this suggestion about the relation between Aristotle’s 

intended audience and the text as it bears specifically on the function argument in much detail. Gill, by 

contrast, does, and on somewhat similar terms. In Gill’s “The Human Being as Ethical Norm” he responds 

to two other ‘externalist’ readers of the function argument – Williams and McIntyre – who he says both 

suggest that Aristotle appeals to ‘extra-ethical considerations’ that ‘presuppose his metaphysical biology’ for 

the uptake of the function argument. For them, like Irwin, facts about human nature are developed and 

defended from an ‘external’ (metaphysical, natural, and psychological) point of view, which provide an 

objective grounding for reaching normative conclusions about human beings.26 But, taking up and 

extending some of McDowell’s critique of Williams’ reading of the function argument and the status of 

human nature as a premise in that argument, Gill emphasizes that Aristotle had issued an important 

comment in EN I.4 that primes us for understanding where the force of the function argument is supposed 

to come from.  

AIII.4.3. In EN I.4, Aristotle notes that ethical investigations already presuppose, as a starting 

point for inquiry, an apprehension of ‘the that’ of virtue: that is, as Gill explains, “a practical understanding 

 
24 Tessitore, 22–23. 
25 Thus, “Ethics aims less at imparting theoretical knowledge about human goodness and more at reinforcing and 
clarifying it, especially for those most keenly interested in invigorating the practice of virtue among fellow citizens.” 
Tessitore, 23. 
26 Gill, The Person and the Human Mind: Issues in Ancient and Modern Philosophy, 139. 
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(based on sound upbringing) of what is meant by ‘virtue’ and ‘the fine’”27 Thus, what EN I.4 suggests is that 

the force of the inquiry will be lost on those who have not already received the right moral education. 

Nothing there is said that would have us believe that some sort of intellectual education – in Aristotle’s own 

thinking no less – is also required. As Strauss puts it in The City and Man: 

According to Aristotle it is moral virtue that supplies the sound principles of action, the just 
and the noble ends, as actually desired; these ends come to sight only to the morally good 
man; prudence seeks the means to these ends. The morally good man is the properly bred 
man. Aristotle's political science is addressed only to such men. The sphere of prudence is 
then closed by principles which are fully evident only to gentlemen. In seeking for higher 
principles, one would raise the question, ‘why should one be decent?’ but in doing so one 
would have already ceased to be a gentleman, for decency is meant to be choiceworthy for its 
own sake.28  

The principles of morality are not ‘out there’ – to be discovered by derivation from higher principles of 

natural philosophy or metaphysics; they are, instead, ‘in here’ – that is, immanent to and already operative 

in the lives of decent people. Thus, on this view, the audience Aristotle has is mind is not necessarily 

students of natural philosophy but those who already accept and are on the way to embodying moral virtue. 

As such, ‘the that’ – the underivable starting point of ethical inquiry – is a fact that must be available in 

some inchoate form in the readers themselves. Thus, contrary to the view (Gill points to Williams as an exemplar) 

that human nature supplies an ‘outside’ standard by which to compare ‘inside’ views of the best human life, 

Gill insists: “to understand what ‘in accordance with virtue’ means in Aristotle’s characterization of the 

human function, we need to bring to bear our ‘inside’ view as ethical agents, drawing on our ethical 

experience and engagement”.29 Determining the essential nature of human beings and their function is 

derived from the world ‘shared by the participants in the ethical inquiry’ that is ‘already from an ethically 

engaged standpoint,’ Gill submits.30  

AIII.4.4.1. While not taking on a reading that could be called ‘Straussian,’ Nussbaum reads the 

function argument from a similar ‘internalist’ view as Tessitore and Gill and gives it the most extended 

treatment of all three, while critiquing what we are calling an ‘externalist’ view broadly illustrated by Irwin. 

What is important about Nussbaum’s reading, for our purposes, is that she locates the argumentative force 

 
27 Gill, 141. 
28 Leo Strauss, The City and Man, 6. Dr. (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Pr, 1997), 25–26. 
29 Gill, The Person and the Human Mind: Issues in Ancient and Modern Philosophy, 141. 
30 Gill, 142. 
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of the function argument not only as deriving from ‘a human perspective turned on itself,’ as we said, but 

from an engagement with the reader’s imagination as it is applied back upon the reader themselves.  

AIII.4.4.2. To make sense of what Aristotle is up to in EN I.7’s function argument and to see the 

role Aristotle has the reader’s imagination play in its forcefulness, we will need to be persuaded that “the 

evaluation of human nature will have to occur from within [a human] perspective [and that] what it is to be 

a ‘person’ is an evaluative and ethical matter, not a metaphysical one”.31 To uphold this view, Nussbaum 

reconstitutes the function argument from the vantage point of a later claim in Book VIII, where Aristotle 

says that we could not wish our friends to become gods since such a wish would be inconsistent with the 

sort of things that they are qua human. The appeal to human nature bears on aspects of personal identity 

and species membership but the force of this appeal is construed through the imagination. Nussbaum: 

When I imagine a picture of a good and valuable life, and think of wishing it for myself or for 
another, I ought to get clear on the relationship between that valuable life and the conditions 
of my (my friend’s) continued existence. I ought, that is, to ask closely whether this imagined 
life is a life that could be lived by a being such that I am – by a being, that is, who shares with 
me all those characteristics that I consider to be truly constitutive of my (my friend’s) identity. 
For it might emerge that the life was so remote from mine that I could not imagine in it a 
person whom I could accept as identical with myself. Certain changes in a person and a way of 
life are compatible with continued personal identity; others are not.32  

Thus, in EN VII, what is distinctive of human nature is grasped through a sort of confrontation that occurs 

when one tries to imagine oneself in ways that undermine the very conditions of one’s self qua human. The 

imagination thus forms a kind of laboratory where the limits of our human nature and personal identity are 

put to the test. 

AIII.4.4.3. Nussbaum holds that there is an important precedent for this argumentative function 

of self-imagining in Plato’s Philebus, one that will help us clarify the relation between Aristotle’s argument 

in EN VIII and the function argument of EN I.7. In the dialogue, the character Protarchus has been 

tempted into adopting a position that would have pleasure be the defining feature of the good life for man. 

He is asked if such a life could really be lived by a human being in such a way that it would be consistent 

with their ‘humanness.’ More specifically, he is asked to imagine that he could choose such a life for 

himself: “Let us imagine, he says, you, Protarchus, living a life full of large pleasures, but altogether bereft of 

reason and intellect.”33 The imaginative space Protarchus is asked to enter is meant to be self-defeating, 

 
31 Nussbaum, “Aristotle on Human Nature and the Foundations of Ethics,” 92. 
32 Nussbaum, 91. 
33 Qtd in Nussbaum, 99. 
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since the life he is to imagine himself choosing for himself is one of ‘a lower sort of animal’ that would, by 

definition, be a life without the capacity to choose. “What prevents Protarchus from seeing himself in such 

a life,” Nussbaum explains, “is the value that he attaches to matters of the intellect: to argument, to 

calculation, to memory.”34 This confrontation with his own limitations is solicited through an exercise of 

his imagination in which his essence as a thinking, choosing being is disclosed to him and clarifying for 

him. The principle (or ‘that,’ as a starting point for ethical reflection to put it in Aristotelian terms) of his 

humanness is thus for Protarchus not discovered through an external viewpoint of natural science; it is 

discovered as already operative in him by a reflection upon himself and in himself by a feat of his 

imagination. Indeed, the fact that Protarchus means something like ‘first beginner’ suggests that he himself 

is somehow the principle and starting-point of human nature that is sought in the very dialogue in which he 

seeks it out, even if he does not know in advance that he is the very thing he is seeking. 

AIII.4.4.4. Nussbaum observes that such an imaginative exercise is similar to what audiences of 

tragic theatre were meant to perform in themselves (and together) when confronted by characters’ choices 

for hedonism: “The responsive imagination of the spectator works within and alone, however helped by, 

and committed to, the presence of others.”35 The spectacle works to disclose one’s essential nature, not by 

subjecting the audience to an irresistible argument that reason must submit to, but instead through 

imaginative exercises that pull the audience into a confrontation with themselves over lived questions about 

what constitutes their essence qua human. In similar fashion, through Protarchus in the Philebus, “we are 

invited to imagine that some living being is living the life in question, a being that has at least a prima facie 

claim to be identical with the be in doing the thought-experiment. In a case like this, the answer to the 

question about survival seems to require, and to rest upon, evaluative judgments.”36 Such judgments are 

normative, Nussbaum observes, and their force is only apparent to someone with fairly ordinary human 

experience, and totally foreign to derivation from metaphysical doctrine.37 

 
34 Nussbaum, 100. 
35 Nussbaum, 101. 
36 Nussbaum, 106. 
37 In Fragility of Goodness, Nussbaum argues that Aristotle’s method of ‘saving the appearances’ (EN VII) involves 
accepting and working within the bounds of human cognition, belief, and convention. Unlike those who take his 
method of articulating what is inherent in the appearances to be a precursor to Baconian scientific method (one which 
starts with collecting data without interpretation or theory), Nussbaum thinks that Aristotle, by contrast, “insists that 
he will find his truth inside of what we say, see, and believe, rather than ‘far from the beaten path of human being’ (in 
Plato’s words) ‘out there’.”Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness, 243. In doing so, Aristotle is returning to and valorizing 
the sort of ethical demands made of tragic audiences over the lives they were actually confronted by. This return can 
be seen as a critique of Parmenides and Plato, who both repudiated sense-experiences and ‘mere’ convention, 
eschewing what appears to human beings as ‘mired in the barbaric mud’ of the human point of view’ – “Aristotle, 
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AIII.4.4.5. Nussbaum holds that Aristotle’s function argument of EN I.7 should be grasped in 

terms of this precedent and tradition in which discovery of one’s human nature is made, not through an 

irresistible argument that would be compelling only to those primed on metaphysical doctrine, but rather to 

an introspective imagination of readers experienced in living human life. In both EN I.4 (1095a24) and EN 

I.7 (1097b3 – lines before the function argument is broached), Aristotle invokes the life of pleasure as one 

that seems to some as choiceworthy, an association familiar to the choice Proarchus is asked to imagine 

himself making. In EN I.4, Aristotle considers the life of pleasure as a possible candidate, but then almost 

immediately discredits the view: choosing such a life would be “choosing the life of dumb grazing animals” 

(1095b20). Nussbaum suggests that the pejorative here should signal to us not only that the life of pleasure 

will turn out to be deficient in some general sense, but in a deep and even internally incoherent way. As 

with Protarchus, imagining oneself as having the life of an animal and choosing such a life is self-defeating: 

it is a choice not to choose. The self-defeating nature of the choice hearkens to earlier in the same chapter, 

where Aristotle had noted not only that individuals disagree about the nature of happiness with one 

another (1095a21) but also with themselves (1095a23).  

AIII.4.4.6. The function argument is then offered to arbitrate the disputes (with one another and 

within ourselves) over the best life. We know early on in the argument that it is concerned with establishing 

the best way of being active (of ‘working’) and the distinctive capacity of the human being will need to be 

that around which this work is organized. In advancing from considering that the best life, the best activity 

for human beings, is one organized around nutrition, reproduction, perception, and reason, the function 

argument effectively invites the reader to imagining themselves as a plant, animal, or a god. The argument 

consists in asking us: could you imagine yourself living the life as the sort of thing you are while having that life 

organized around nutrition, reproduction, perception? When you imagine your way into these alternatives, 

are you not confronted each time with you yourself in your humanness – and does the option to choose any 

other life but your own undermine itself in a very deep way, since choosing to live as anything else amounts 

to surrendering your capacity to choose? 

AIII.4.4.7. While Nussbaum herself does not put this part of her argument in just these terms, I 

take this to be a fair recasting of its impetus. As she says, “no life will count as a good life for us unless it is 

first of all a life for us.”38 Later she continues by writing:  

 
answering them, promises to work within and to defend a method that is thoroughly committed to the data of human 
experience and accepts these as its limits.” Nussbaum, 245. 
38 Nussbaum, “Aristotle on Human Nature and the Foundations of Ethics,” 116. 
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It matters a great deal what we ourselves think about our selfhood and our possibilities; what a 
being who stands apart from our experiences and ways of life thinks seems to matter little, if at 
all. Human nature cannot, and need not, be validated from the outside, because human 
nature just is an inside perspective, not a thing at all, but rather the most fundamental and 
broadly shared experiences of human beings living and reasoning together.39 

On this view, then, the concision of the function argument is meant to be supplemented not from premises 

available in ‘extra-ethical’ theories of Aristotle’s natural philosophy, but on the reader’s own assessment of 

their lived experience qua human, prompted by an initial vetting of the imagination. The brevity of 

Aristotle’s function argument reflects his solicitation of the audience’s capacities for imaginative self-

inspection, a method that belongs to a tradition where, as Nussbaum says, “appealing to the imagination of 

the audience [is done to determine] which are the features of whose presence or absence makes the 

difference between humanness and its absence”.40 Thus, while neither the imagination nor its reflexive 

application to the self are overtly thematized by Aristotle in the function argument, we can see their 

methodological insistence and importance therein. 

 AIII.4.4.8. We noted that one motivation for Irwin’s approach to ground ethics in sciences that 

exceed human affairs is to foreclose problems of relativism for Aristotle’s ethics. A standard for the good life 

that is derived from outside human convention would seem to be a prerequisite for fending off this 

complaint and be able to arbitrate between competing claims over what constitutes, or could constitute, the 

best life for human beings. Yet subscribing to an ‘internalist’ reading of the function argument does not 

mean that the standard of ethical life becomes a subjective matter. Rather, we have a different kind of 

‘objectivity’ made available: while not a standard that exceeds the horizon of human life, it is a standard 

that exceed the perspective of any one human individual. For what is discovered in imaginative 

introspection, as Nussbaum shows, is not simply one’s self in its individuality, but one’s self as beholden to 

the kind of thing that one is. In other words, that is encountered ‘inside’ us is an ‘outside’ of species life that 

sets binding limits on my personal identity in terms of my participation in human life in general.   

AIII.5. The Creative Tension of Imagining Ourselves 

AIII.5.1. We began this Interlude by announcing an important problem that we must wrestle with at this 

juncture between Part A and B: that of the (in)commensurability between descriptions of the human being 

 
39 Nussbaum, 121. 
40 Nussbaum, 95. 
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as an object of natural science or subject of lived experience. The difficulty that comes with trying to read 

the natural and ethical writings side-by-side is produced by the heterogeneity of their fundamental 

principles and the corresponding predications that flow from each set of descriptions. But the complexity of 

the challenge of reading these kinds of account together or through one another undergoes a radical, 

dimensional shift when we consider the possibility that these treatises were written for quite different 

audiences, under quite different pretenses, and with quite different expectations of the reader.  

AIII.5.2. While accepting this possibility seemed to make the commensurability problem all but 

intractable, I believe, through Nussbaum’s attention to Aristotle’s imaginative mode of engagement with 

the reader, we have in fact caught a glimpse of a way to approach it (which is not to say ‘solve’ it). As we 

have seen, Nussbaum’s reading of the function argument asks us to take seriously the demands it places on 

the reader and the way its force becomes exerted through imaginative self-introspection. For as Nussbaum 

notes, human nature just is an ‘inside perspective’ in the first place – so, we might say, only by ‘leaning into’ 

such a perspective by our imaginative capacities could we gain an intimate grasp of it. The contrary 

operation, by which we try to stand outside our nature in order to apprehend ourselves in terms of our 

underlying metaphysical constitution, bereft of the very perspective that gives our nature its lived 

significance, is to interpret ourselves us as though we were ‘things’ of the world, objects of pure facticity, but 

one species among many. 

AIII.5.3.1. Yet is it not also by a leap of the imagination that we are able to treat ourselves in this 

way, as an object of natural science? Does it not prevail upon our imaginative capacities even more than the 

internalist reading suggests for itself? Is not, for instance, Aristotle’s metaphorical associations between 

human functioning and that of a tool, a plant, and an animal, also turn on a leap of the imagination 

applied to ourselves? In saying that such an operation ‘interprets us as though’ we were such-and-such, have 

we not already entered the space of the phantasmatic? I think we can answer in the affirmative to all these 

questions, for the following reasons.  

First, if we cannot actually circumvent the perspectival aspect of human experience since the object of 

our inquiry is human life itself, then we can only accomplish such a perspective virtually, as it were, by 

exercising the capacity for simulated self-exteriority that phantasia allows for. For phantasia is what enables us 

to detach from the given and simulate a perspective of virtual self-exteriority upon ourselves (2.3.2.6; 3.3.2). 

That is, it entertains an circumvention of our lived perspective that is impossible since the object of our 

inquiry just is that experience.  
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AIII.5.3.2. Second, in allowing us to stand back from our lived perspective, phantasia is also 

precisely what allows us to entertain not only a perspective that is not our own and yet to hold that 

perspective alongside our own. This refers us to the polysemy of the phantasmatic space (3.4.4): that feature 

of phantasmatic life that makes the objects of phantasia amenable to multiple interpretations, even in the 

complexity, ambiguity, and incommensurability of their semantic valences. Indeed, perceiving ourselves is 

always already interpreting ourselves – we are never given to ourselves in a mode of passivity, but always 

seeing ourselves as something or another: as an object of natural philosophy or as a subject of lived 

experience (cf. 2.3.2.5; 3.3.3; 3.4.4).  

AIII.5.3.3. Third, by approaching the problem of commensurability in the space of phantasia, we 

are no longer required to a commitment as to the truth of the relationship between the two kinds of 

description which comprise it. For phantasia is not admission (hypolepsis) and does not constitute belief 

(pistis) (2.3.1.4). In other words, we need not make a commitment as to the precise relationship or even 

whether there is one between the metaphysical and ethical descriptions of the human beings. For, as 

Phillipe said earlier, phantasia is not ‘ordered to truth’ and is ‘basically indeterminate in reference to truth’ 

in such a way that an adhesion to faith is not permitted.41 The idea is, then, the natural and metaphysical 

foundations of the human being is something that can be approached through the imagination. The leap to 

a metaphysical interpretation of the human being – treating us as though we were natural ‘things’ – is made 

conceivable precisely by this imaginative exercise. 

AIII.5.3.4. Thus, the position we propose here not only that the sort of ‘internalist’ reading of 

Aristotle’s ethical works, but also the ‘externalist’ reading, depend fundamentally on the phantasmatic in its 

application back upon ourselves. For these are each different ways human beings appear, different ways they 

are interpreted to be. Both frames of reference over who and what a human individual is are entered into 

by means of the distinctive qualities of phantasia. Thus both kinds of description can be held together in the 

same expressive space, yet a space that does not insist on the seamless commensurability of what it holds 

together. For phantasmata do not insist that we sacrifice polysemy for determinate truth. Thus, when we 

turn to Aristotle’s own kinds of cognition in order to conceive the human being in these two very different 

frames of reference, phantasia presents itself giving us the right resources to sustain the demands of this 

relationship. The appeal to the imaginary lets the two kinds of co-exist in a descriptive space that insists 

neither on their truth as correspondence nor their reductions of their descriptive sets into one. The 

 
41 Philippe, “‘Phantasia’ in the Philosophy of Aristotle,” 12. Cf. 2.3.1.5. 
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imaginary is literally and figuratively an interface, for it merely allows the descriptions to approach and face 

one another without submitting to the effacement of either. In the language of Part A, the imaginary is the 

core connective (in the mode of the ‘and’ or ‘with’ or ‘having’ – cf. 3.2) of human identity, holding the 

various ways of describing a human being in a difficult togetherness. This, I venture, shows a way of 

approaching the relation of Part A and B in approaching the relation between the human being as an object 

of natural science or subject of lived experience; approaching, without insisting on a clarity or even 

committing it to an assertion of truth. 

AIII.5.4. If this approach seems esoteric or its force suspect, it is worth noting that something quite 

similar can be found in at least one influential contemporary approach to clarifying the concept of the 

‘person’ and its relation to that of the ‘human being’ and ‘self’ and the underlying referent of all three. In 

Continuants: Their Activity, their Being, and their Identity, David Wiggins offers a chapter that expands on an 

important paper he wrote called “The Person as Object of Science, as Subject of Experience, and as Locus 

of Value.” In this article and chapter, these three senses of what we mean by a ‘person’ are brought into a 

single focus. Essentially, while the notion of a person is what – borrowing from Strawson – Wiggins calls a 

‘primitive idea’ (that is, an idea that cannot be built up from more basic ideas such as ‘human being’) it is 

nonetheless something that can be further clarified by interpreting it according to the three senses we have 

identified. Interpreting here just means ‘making sense of’: I make sense of what a person is according to 

different ranges of predication that are already operative within and familiar to be based on my own 

experience of myself.42 Yet such experience must already be interpreted on the basis of me myself being 

something with a specific nature, a kind of thing – a human being. Despite the unavoidable way that that 

the three ranges of sense extend toward, partially overlap, and approach coincidence as they are used to 

interpret and explicate each other, this does not mean that the referent of one must be the same as the 

other. For these are horizons of unavoidable interpretation, not factual assertion about their underlying 

referent. That is, the three ‘senses’ of the person are not three kinds of assertions that aim to establish 

something true about them. On Wiggins’ account, the nature of the referent itself remains in large part 

mysterious; yet the ways of interpreting the person are nonetheless inescapable ways that the sense or 

meaning of the person is deployed in daily way of dealing with the world of others. There is no alternative, 

Wiggins thinks, but to hold these three senses in a kind of family of significance without committing to 

 
42 David Wiggins, “The Person as Object of Science, as Subject of Experience, and as Locus of Value,” in Continuants: 
Their Activity, Their Being and Their Identity: Twelve Essays, First edition (Oxford, United Kingdom ; New York, NY: 
Oxford University Press, 2016), 82. 
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their precise relation to each other or to the underlying referent. The notion of the human being is not part 

of the definition of the person; rather, it is part of what sustains the possibility of ‘getting on terms with’ 

others by providing for the interpretation of persons by persons. 

 AIII.5.5. Irene Dal Poz expresses, in terms of reading Aristotle, a similar point as Wiggins in 

suggesting that it is unavoidable to invoke the natural writings to interpret those about human life. 

Aristotle’s practical philosophy of human life is for her, as I understand it, like a prism through which 

metaphysical and psychological claims get conveyed in a new light. This suggests a methodological stance for 

reading Aristotle’s ethics; she talks about reading the ethics through a ‘synoptic perspective’ that makes it 

clear that “when we talk about a single concept we are at the same time engaging with connected concepts 

(e.g. the concept of ethos is necessarily linked with those of psyche, of physis, of polis, and phronesis).”43 

The nature of those ‘connections’ between the concepts, however, goes uninterrogated by Dal Poz and – for 

many reasons we have reviewed in this Interlude – it is hardly obvious what they are or can be. The term 

she uses here – ‘synoptic’ – suggests to modern ears the fusion of the multiple optics through which human 

life appears. I prefer to hear in her expression the Greek prefix (sun-) which designates togetherness and 

being-with of some multitude of things, but not essentially their seamless identity into one. This latter and 

preferred meaning is closer to what we have in mind by our method of imbrication as a principle for textual 

selection and prioritization. For it corresponds to our approach of holding together the heterogenous ways 

of interpreting the self in relation to that of the human being in terms of the phantasmatic. The complex 

relation between the two orders of description that prevail over the human being and Part A and B of this 

project, in other words, insists that we notice passages that seem most emphatically to make those orders 

approach one another. For instance, the ‘parts of the soul’ in EN I.13 seem to have some relation that 

approaches the ‘parts’ described in DA. EN IX.9 also gives us something of a climax of Aristotle’s account of 

friendship that suggests friends have an analogous function in ethical life as the common power of 

perceiving does in psychic life of the individual. Such moments of the text imbricate the natural and ethical 

accounts of the human being, and so too the registers of our analysis in Part A and B. These moments 

therefore demand special attention since they reverberate with both multiple frames of reference. Holding 

them in proximity or noticing how the approach one another, allowing them to be held in their polysemy 

without collapse into one ‘truth,’ is what, we are saying, a phantasmatic reading of them enables us to do and 

insists that we do. Such a reading sets up a creative tension between the descriptive sets that orbit around 

 
43 Poz, “The Concept of Ethos: Aristotle and the Contemporary Ethical Debate,” 258. 
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human individuals and selves, a tension that we aim to capitalize on by reading them in the way we have 

suggested. In reading and writing this way, our project itself becomes emblematic of what it aims to describe: a self-

differing identity whose internal dynamism is held together by the core connective of the phantasmatic.



 

 

 

 

 

 

493 

Appendix IV: Desire, Reason, A(symmetry) & the Archaic Status of 
Autophilia 

AIV.0.1. In Part B of this project we have aimed to provide an account of ‘ethical selfhood.’ In Chapter 

4we examined the basic (tripartite) structure of the self; in Chapter 5 we looked at that structure in terms of 

its orienting object (the apparent good); in Chapter 6 we worked out the nature of the ‘organ’ through 

which the self cognizes the apparent good; in Appendix V we shall describe what it meant for that organ 

itself to be good or virtuous. Time and again we have found that the self cannot be simply regarded as a 

simple unitary agent, but rather as something dynamic and diverse, a plurality caught up in activities that 

expression the aspiration for such unity without ever quite concretely achieving it. Time and again we have 

also found that the distinctive characteristics of phantasia and phantasmata comprise an understated but 

nonetheless powerful basis for the constitution and constitutive experience of the self thus conceived and 

that reflexive, phantasmatic activity self belongs to the internal demands of the self’s constitutive psychic 

activity. 

AIV.0.2.1. In the remainder of this project, we will see these key points developed in a radical way: 

‘radical’ both in the sense of being marked by a new dimension of consideration (moving from the intra-

psychic to properly inter- psychic) and in the sense of pointing to both the developmental origination and 

fulfillment or maturation of selfhood. On the basis of Aristotle’s analysis of philia or ‘friendship’ we will see 

how both the beginning and the end of ethical selfhood is marked by becoming involved in two distinct 

kinds of relations of philia.  

The first kind, which originates ethical selfhood, is that established in our early relations with our 

caregivers or parents. As Aristotle claims, for parents the child is in some sense a second self, or an 

extension of themselves in an other. But at the same time, there is a period of development in which, 

although the child is in some sense an extension of self for parents or caregivers, they are not yet actually 

(i.e. acting as) ‘a self’ in their own right. That is, while they have been taken up into relations of care they 

have not yet acquired the distinctive sorts of activities and awareness that are part-and-parcel with selfhood.  

AIV.0.2.2. The second kind of philia, which I shall argue culminates ethical selfhood, are those 

relations of friendship which are for the most part willingly and self-consciously chosen. Whereas we do not 

choose the families or caregivers for whom young, developing selves are ‘second selves,’ chosen friendships 

are cultivated in relations that issue from our agents that have reached a certain threshold of maturity in the 
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sense that prohairesis, has come to guide their lives. Insofar as the engagement of choice is necessarily an 

activation of the rational part of the soul (in its being-with desire qua suntheton), these friendships actualize 

and externalize what is distinctive of the human form and so, in that way, realize the potency that is 

characteristic of the human form. Through co-operation with our (chosen) friends, we are able to discover, 

wish, and enact our pursuit of the good as it appears in relation to ourselves and others. Thus, whereas the 

paradigm of philia is found in family life, where children are ‘other selves’ in that they are taken into an 

extended sphere of parental concern, its fullest expression is the deliberate cultivation of chosen friendships 

occurs between rational, self-directed, choosing individuals. 

AIV.0.2.3. One way of seeing how Aristotle links these originating and culminating forms of philia 

is to first lay out what seems to be the originary form of philia around which all others are built: autophilia. In 

EN IX.4 we learn that the philia we have with others makes visible and brings into its fullest expression 

relations of philia we have (or fail to have) with(in) ourselves that are in some sense prior (1166a1-5;31-4, my 

emphasis. cf. also IX.8 & IX.12) The idea seems to be that there is a sense in which there is no self at all until 

a human individual achieves philia with(in) themselves, and therefore no prior self to the achievement of 

autophilia that could extend love to others, which is supposed to bond the ‘other’ or ‘second’ self to the first 

self. 

AIV.0.2.4. Yet this sense in which the autophilic self is fundamental to other kinds of philia-

relations is not the whole story, which is to say, not archai in all respects. The following considerations urge 

us to look more closely at the conditions and characteristics of the stages that precede it. First, consider that 

three times, in introducing and then concluding his description of autophilia, Aristotle invokes the 

paradigm of maternal love to explain the sort of thing happening in self-love (EN IX.4). In the first and 

second instances, the love for oneself is similar to the way mothers love their children (1166a6, 9). But in a 

third instance, the maternal love for their children is what we might call selfless: the example being that 

mother will give up their children to be raised by others if they perceive it is for the good of the child to do 

so (1159a27-3). Second, the achievement of self-love is for Aristotle clearly the sort of thing that only adults, 

i.e. of the virtuous and serious types, can achieve as the context as well as the requirement of engagement by 

the rational faculty in choice makes clear. But there is an entire pre-history of one’s life as a whole that 

comes before that, one that cannot get off the ground of early infancy without the love and protection of, 

again mothers and other parents or caregivers. Third, Aristotle does report that children - which is to say, 

presumably, those who are not actively autophilic - form philia attachments to parents and kin, for instance. 
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If autophilia was, in an unqualified sense, the basis of all friendship with others, then such attachments 

should not be possible in the first place.  

These signs, as well as common sense, remind us that the sorts of philia-relations we grow up into 

will have an enormous influence over the ‘friendship’ (or enmity) we are capable of having toward or within 

our selves. It is also customary to observe that we often seek out relationships in adult life that, for better or 

worse, bear some resemblance to the relations we were brought up in as children. To that extent, the 

outward expression of philia toward others does not reflect a relation one has with oneself that could have 

been created in a vacuum. On the contrary, human beings are highly dependent on others for many early 

years and whatever self-love may involve or be, it surely becomes possible in Aristotle’s schema on the basis 

of years of prior socialization and habituation.   

I flag these considerations now to put us on alert that there may be a sense in which autophilia is archaic in 

relation to our friendship with others, and other senses where that fundamental status is unstable. Moreover, it may also 

be that we need to confront a few possible ways of understanding what being a ‘self-lover’ entails in the first place (and 

not simply with a view toward addressing, say, questions whether the autophilic is self fundamentally self-serving or 

altruistic but also to the very nature of the self ‘itself’).1  We will discuss the social dimensions autophilic self we have 

alluded to most directly in the next chapter.  

For now, however, we shall attempt to discern what autophilia means as a term that describes 

something about the way self-lovers’ souls are intra-psychically constituted.  

AIV.1. The Marks of Friendship & Three Crucial Claims from EN IX.4 

AIV.1.1. We should start by clarifying that philia is a more general term for Aristotle than ‘friendship’ 

might typically usually be for, say, English speakers. For philia does not only mark a bond of affection with, 

for instance, our intimate friends or those within our peer group. Rather, for Aristotle philia delineates a 

range of relationships that can also be had between parents and offspring, between sibling and kin, between 

superiors and inferiors such as those in authority and those who follow them. ‘Perfect friendship’ - that is, 

reciprocal, equal, and jointly aware goodwill between decent persons, and directed at the goodness of each 

 
1 Aristotle is obviously alert to the ways in which this expression can be interpreted, for instance when he quotes 
Euripides’ Orestes at 1168b7 and notes that words convey something proper about philia even as it causes confusion 
over what it means to be a ‘self-lover.’  

“O my dearest one! O that longed-for name,                           
so very sweet to your own sister— 
we share one single spirit.” Euripedes, Orestes 1045-6. 
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person - is said to be that which all other forms emulate to one extent or another (VIII.4). This explains the 

sense in which we can say that philia obtains in relationships in which there are inequalities and 

asymmetries of the various kinds that Aristotle catalogues in EN: they are philia-relations only by 

resemblance to its perfected form. It also frames how ignoble friendships, i.e. based on pleasure or utility, 

fail to realize the perfected form: for what primarily appears good in an ignoble friendship is a ‘what’ - the 

wine that pleases us, the business relation that each enriches us - whereas the bond of perfected friendship 

is established over the goodness of a ‘who,’ i.e. the virtuous person themselves.2 

AIV.1.2.1. What holds perfect friendships together, and discloses the ‘marks’ of friendship 

generally speaking, is first itemized in EN VIII.2. More properly, this list itemized what seems to be the 

marks of friendship: i) they are based in some likeness in view concerning what is good, useful, or pleasant 

(1155b18-23) which all become reducible to something ‘apparently loveable’ (phileton phainomenon) (b24-7). 

The desire for the friend’s good marks the lover’s good will, and in perfect friendship this goodwill must be: 

ii) for the friend’s own sake (b31); iii) mutually desired from each friend to each (b33); mutually known 

between them (b34).3 “there is a saying ‘friendship is equality’ and this is most fully realized in the 

friendships of the good” (EN VIII.V 1158a1). 

AIV.1.2.2. In IX.4, we are presented with two marks of friendship that are now presented as 

factual: the friend i) wishes and promotes by action the other’s real or apparent good; ii) desires the 

existence and preservation of the friend. Three other possible criteria that “some also set down” (1166a7) 

bears some resemblance to what seemed to mark friendship in VIII.2: friends iii) spend time together; iv) 

desire the same things; v) share in joys and sorrows. EN IX.4 thus establishes that two principal features of 

 
2 This hearkens to the three kinds of object that Aristotle suggested earlier in EN that were candidates for the good life 
- that of pleasure, utility, and virtue - and these correspond to the three general types of objects that those in a philia-
relation can hold in common with one another. As Aristotle states in EN VIII.3, the most common kinds of 
friendship are those whose shared bond is that of pleasure and utility. You and I might bond over the pleasure we take 
in fishing or gardening, or we may bond over the value we place on the utility we have for each other, as in a successful 
business partnership. But in both these friendships the friend is only valued indirectly: what is valued or loved, that 
which the friendship is based on, is something else besides the other person themselves: the pleasurable activity, the 
useful outcome, or what have you. That which is loved, in this case, is primarily a what rather than a who. Yet if the 
friendship is based on the third type of motivating object - the noble - then it is neither pleasure nor utility but virtue, 
the virtue of the person themselves, and the activities through which that virtue is made actual, that is valuable and valued 
as such by the friends party to the relationship. But this means that the good that is valued is primarily a who rather 
than a what. Since the virtue of another person goes straight to the heart of who they are, and since virtues are 
essentially embodied in persons in ways that pleasures and utility-values are not, then what is loved is not really 
anything else but the other person in themselves. Even if having a friendship with such a person is pleasurable and can 
produce certain utility values, it is not for the pleasure or utility that these friendships are had even if good friendships 
are the most intensely pleasurable. 
3 A summary is provided at the end of VIII.2. See 1156a1-5. 
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philia are two desires toward the friend: 1) for the real or apparent good and 2) for their existence and 

preservation. We shall later find in EN IX.9 out that existence, life, is the highest good one can wish for the 

friend (even if we do not know in precisely what sense this is meant yet). Thus, it is the desire for living 

itself, which is good and appears good to the good person, that a true or ‘perfect’ friend will wish for his 

beloved. Holding such desires in common with a friend does not come about suddenly, but requires 

sharing two main things: time and affect (pleasure and pain).We should notice that beyond this rather 

undifferentiated idea that such desires ‘are held in common’ between friends, the theme of mutuality or 

reciprocity and that of equality VIII.2, so strongly emphasized on that occasion, is much less to in IX.4, and 

even contains certain important asymmetries that we shall discuss in a moment. 

AIV.1.3.1. Having laid out this new iteration of the list which defines the marks of friendship, 

Aristotle then makes three highly consequential remarks in EN IX.4 which in many respects shall form the 

backdrop of the remainder of this chapter and the next.  

First, he writes that: 

The forms which friendly feeling for our neighbors takes, and the marks by which the different 
forms of friendship are defined, seem to be derived from the feelings of regard which we entertain for 
ourselves (IX.4, my emphasis. cf. also IX.8 & IX.12).4 

The various ways that friendships with others take shape, Aristotle seems to be saying, manifest the relations 

and attitudes we have toward ourselves since the ‘marks’ of friendship seem most recognizable and intense 

in a person’s relation to themselves. He works out the intuition in the rest of the chapter, explaining how 

self-loving individuals are those two wish their own good or apparent goods, wish to exist and live in 

security, the self-awareness that must obtain in such desires, the keen awareness of one’s pleasure and pains, 

and so on.  

AIV.1.3.2. Second, after Aristotle has suggested and shown some reasons for thinking that the 

marks of friendship are emphatic in a person’s relationship to themselves, he offers crucial caveat 

concerning the very intelligibility of ‘self-love.’ It is presented as a hypothetical: if there is friendship with 

oneself, it is only “insofar as a person is two or more” (1166a36, my emphasis). He sets aside the task of fully 

addressing this question. However, his subsequent analysis of why people have a natural tendency to be 

 
4 The first allusion to this claim is made in VIII.3, where Aristotle says that in complete (i.e. virtuous) friendship, all 
the marks of friendship will be “present in the friends themselves” (REF). The friendship that each has with(in) each 
friend then forms the likeness according to which friendship can be unfolded in the direction of others who we find 
similar to ourselves. 
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‘self-lovers’ is suggestive about his position on the matter of whether, and in what respects, a self is ‘two or 

more.’ We will work on an interpretation of this claim in the next section (and next chapter in a different 

way). 

AIV.1.3.3. Third, after surveying the ways in which the marks of friendship appear to be most 

emphatic in the self’s relation to itself, he reiterates and develops a characterization that the friend is, in 

turn, an ‘other self,’ a concept first broached in EN VIII.12, where it was used to characterize what children 

are to their parents: ‘other selves’ (heterio autoi) (1161b27).5 Those ‘other selves,’ the account of autophilia 

seems to be saying, receive love in some apparently derivative sense, manifesting one’s autophilia by 

extending it to others.   

 AIV.1.3.4. We must pause make the following observations: this entire trope of what characterizes friendship 

in EN IX.4, supposedly most emphatic in a person’s relation to themselves, gets started and is repeatedly illustrated in 

terms of a relationship that precedes (in time) any possible enactment an individual’s autophilic relation to themselves. 

For twice (1166a6 & 9) Aristotle singles out maternal love as bearing all the marks of philia that he will say self-love 

does. Maternal love exemplifies, between individuals, what he will say obtains within a single, self-loving individual. But 

may this not also point to another origin of the love for others than the love of self? May it not also invite us to consider 

maternal love not only as an illustration, but as another, temporally and developmentally prior origin of it? How might 

we understand the nature of the very self that is a ‘friend to itself’ if maternal love for the child, the ‘other self,’ 

exemplifies it?  Moreover (and to now return to our observation that the mark of reciprocity has been suppressed in the 

depiction of autophilia) what might we make of the character of autophilia as exemplified by maternal love by the 

additional fact that the presentation of the mother-child relation tolerates many asymmetries within it? As but one 

example: Aristotle will twice emphasize that the mother’s authoritative knowledge about her child’s identity may not be 

reciprocated (i.e. The child may not know the identity of his parents, and thus he will also in some way in some sense he 

will be incapable of knowing himself, 1159a27-32). What all this points to, as we shall work out going forward, is that 

we have different models for portraying the basis of virtuous friendships: one that insists on full and reciprocal mutuality 

of good will and awareness, and another that tolerates unequal ontological and epistemic statuses.6 We shall discuss this 

tension in this chapter, but we should also flag that it will become relevant again when we provide the ‘inter-psychic’ 

reading of the claim that the self is ‘two or more,’ in the next chapter. 

 
5 The expression will return in EN IX.9. The expression ‘alter ego’ appears in the (pseudo?)Aristotelian Magna 
Moralia, II.15. 
6 The tension between Aristotle’s claims about the equalities or inequalities that friends are said to have (for instance, 
perfect friendship must be equal and yet an epistemic privilege is assigned to the lover rather than the beloved) is taken 
up in Derrida’s Politics of Friendship 



 

 

 

 

 

 

499 

AIV.2. Ethical Selfhood, Autophilia, Pleasure & Pain 

AIV.2.1.1. The idea that the self is a complex rather than simple unity has been discussed on natural (3.1), 

psychological (3.2; 4.2), and ethical (5.4; 7.2) levels of this project. At each level we have encountered the 

tension between considering the individual human being and the self a fully integrated unity or, on the 

contrary, as the unity of a dynamic plurality that is fractured in itself and animated by a desire to be united 

with some apparent good. We shall see this reflected again in the claim that the self must somehow be ‘two 

or more’: in other words, we will develop this claim into a further testament to the complex and plural 

nature of the ethical self. 

AIV.2.1.2. In postulating that the self is in some sense ‘two or more,’ Aristotle is in all probability 

referring us to his account of the tripartite soul. For as we found in EN I.13, that distinction could be 

counted in different ways: according to a two, three, or even four-fold division (depending on how one 

counts the rational and irrational parts of the soul and their areas of overlap). In 5.2.3.3. we first made a 

preliminary argument for this. Since the tripartite soul can be counted as ‘two or more,’ then autophilia, as 

likewise obtaining in a relation between ‘two or more,’ seems to be a way characterizing a specific way that 

the parts of an individual’s tripartite soul relate to each other. This is supported by some aspects of the 

surrounding context of EN IX.4, in which the rational and non-rational (i.e. desiring, mostly in this 

context) parts of the soul are described in different relationships of agreement or strife.  

AIV.2.1.3. However, suggestion that the self is ‘two or more’ also invites a more radical interpretation (or if it 

is no longer an interpretation per se, then an improvisation) that would have us think the self as ‘two or more’ in 

relation to its nature as the political animal. (While this is not, in all plausibility, what Aristotle had in mind in EN 

IX.4, improvising such an idea is not outside the constellation of concerns going on there either and shall help us 

appreciate a tension I want to take up later: that which describes how the self is always something pulled between orders 

of individuality and group memberships). For the idea that a self-loving individual can only arise in a community, 

indeed, one that precedes the individual it in time and exceeds it in greatness, also belongs to the vectors of 

argumentation in EN IX.4 even if they are not arranged into a focus. But let us, for now, interpret the self’s nature as 

‘two or more’ in terms of its more likely intended meaning and leave the less intuitive innovation for later.   

AIV.2.2.1.  We know from Chapter 4 (cf. 54.2.3) that there are four occasions in the EN where 

Aristotle seems to say that the mind is ‘the real self.’ In interpreting these claims, we emphasized the 

importance of Aristotle’s persistent flagging of the way that the mind seems to be the self and the important 

and timely qualification the mind is most of all the self which implies that the self exceeds the non-rational 
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part of the soul in some way. The upshot was that we were able to see the self not as simply and exclusively 

identified with the mind alone: while localized around the intellect, the self also extends to the non-rational 

part of the soul in important ways. This helped us make sense of the idea that the human being is called a 

‘suntheton’ - one whose being is always being-with - and thus something with an essentially articulated, plural 

structure. 

AIV.2.2.2. Such a model is also required by the phenomenon of autophilia that we are now 

attempting to understand, and relative to which two of the four references to the intellect as ‘the real self’ 

were made: 1) EN IX.4 1166a14-6 & 2) 1166a21-4. While the former suggested that the intellect ‘appears to 

be man’s real self,’ the latter suggested the mind ‘more than anything else’ the real self. This latter, inclusive 

reading of the self as extending into the non-rational aspects of human beings is not only supported for the 

reasons we laid out in Chapter 4. For in the present context, we can see that autophilia is only conceivable if 

the self is ‘two or more’ and therefore not exclusively identified with the intellect alone. Autophilia 

presupposes that the self is not identical to nous, but rather exists as or in an essential relationship to a 

psychic manifold (cf. 5.2.4). Thus, Aristotle’s characterization of the human being as a suntheton of rational 

and non-rational elements gives us a platform for understanding the ‘two or more’ claim. What the 

tripartite distinction showed, however, is not that the self is ‘two things’ but rather at least two things, two or 

more things. In EN I.13, we might recall, the precise number of parts of the soul could be counted in more 

than one way (cf. 5.4.3. n. 37). If the self were nous (and, of course, on the condition that the mind cannot 

be multiple, which Aristotle affirms in DA) then the self could never have been identified with the mind 

and also been ‘two or more’ at the same time. If it the self had been one and the ‘two or more’ claim had 

been an aberration, then self-love would be unintelligible by Aristotle’s own admission and there should be 

no true friendship between anyone.7  

AIV.2.2.2. In a recent preprint called “Aristotle on the Self and Self-Love,” Michael Withley 

corroborates the general strokes of such a position. In order to reconcile what he suggests are two 

distinguishable economies of philia in EN (one of co-operating, another of beneficence), we must postulate 

that the self retains what he calls its ‘multiplicity condition’: the necessity the self is, in fact, ‘two or more’ in 

itself. The ‘marks’ of friendship, Withley argues, cannot be made intelligible within a reflexive relationship 

 
7 i.e. One way would be to track whether the fact that friendship exists between human beings validates that Aristotle 
does, in fact, believe that a person is ‘two or more.’ That is: there is friendship among people; such friendship is 
possible only if one can be friends with oneself; therefore some people are, in fact, friends with themselves. If there is 
friendship with oneself, the self is ‘two or more’; therefore, since there is friendship among people, the Aristotle 
should in fact believe that the self is two or more.  
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of the self as a unified whole in relation to itself. Rather, they “presuppose the psychic multiplicity of the 

agent.”8   

AIV.2.2.4.  Although the status of the rational part of the soul enjoys some privilege over the non-

rational in Aristotle’s portrayal of self-love, we should not fail to remember from Chapter 4 that there is a 

fundamental reciprocity that must be discerned in the relation between these parts of the soul. The double-

entendre of the way in which desire is ‘had’ by reason and ‘has’ reason in turn (4.4.3.2-3), for instance, 

became reflected in the description of a human being as a ‘sun-theton,’ a being-with that is manifested in the 

phenomenon of choice conceived by Aristotle as ‘desirous thought’ or ‘thinking desire.’ The human being 

is constituted through this mutuality and the soul is established as an environment that, in ideal cases, 

facilitates the co-operation of these parts of the soul so as to produce (rational) desires and (desirable) 

reasons that appear as such to the good person.9 Our attempt to work out the meaning of ‘the real self’ in 

relation to the claim that the self must also be ‘two or more’ thus yields a way to understand that autophilia 

is the product of a history of choices (i.e. ‘fusions’ of desire and thought) invested in a certain kind of ethos: 

namely the kind that ensures a general reliability that what appears good (to the good person) really is good 

(for them). By making such a relationship habitual through a history of habits, one develops an ethos with a 

sensitive mean correctly attuned discern the good in the apparent good. This provides a further way of 

understanding that what is being discussed in EN IX.4 is essentially connected to what we argued in 

Chapter 8 was shared by all the first-order moral virtues: a capacity to reliably discern things as they really 

are. 

AIV.2.2.5.  We should anticipate that this general reliability of the autophilic agent’s perception of 

the good is part of what becomes so valuable between virtuous individuals in a ‘perfect’ friendship. For each 

has something that the other lacks: a generally reliable evaluative perspective on themselves ‘from the 

outside,’ as it were. As we shall discuss in the next chapter, this is precisely what we found in the last 

chapter the megalopsuchion - which we hasten to remember is one who Aristotle says embodies the mean of self-love - is 

lacking. The authentic and political forms of magnanimity give nearly exclusive privilege, respectively, to an 

individual’s own direct apprehension of their worth or, on the contrary, to general opinions of others (to 

honour). The worth that one attributes to oneself from these points of view are two different ways that self-

love is manifested: one that is the properly virtuous mean state and another with comes from a 

preoccupation with honour instead of virtue. Yet we shall recall that Aristotle makes a crucial caveat: that 

 
8 Withey, “Aristotle on The Self and Self-Love,” 2–3. 
9 cf. 6.2 for an elaboration of this point in terms of the appearances. 
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the (authentically) great-souled person, the one who embodies the mean of self-love, “cannot live with a 

view to another - except a friend” (1124b28). As we shall see, this qualification is fundamental to understand 

how the endogenous evidence of self-worth is opened up to an exogenous source of evidence that still 

provides generally reliable testimony about one’s value: which is to say, one whose ethos is calibrated to 

present what is good as the apparent good. Without another virtuous person’s perspective, even the 

magnanimous person, i.e. the authentic self-lover, would be deficient in their self-awareness and indifferent 

toward others. That is why virtuous friends, which soften the very contrast between what counts as endogenous and 

exogenous evidence, will open up another perspective for the self-lover that does not fall into the trap of 

becoming preoccupied with honour. 

AIV.2.2.6. We have characterized self-love as a kind of harmony created by a well-functioning and 

reciprocal relationship between reason and desire. But this does not necessarily entail that this relationship 

is equal in every respect. Earlier we flagged that the emphasis on equality in VIII.2 was muted when 

autophilia was being set up in IX.4. This may be explained by the way in which the self-lover’s multiple parts 

must be in harmony, yet in such a way that ‘the best part’ - the intellect - is benefitted and gratified most of 

all. 

We can now return to our earlier observation (cf. AIV.1.3.4) that Aristotle twice, in the immediate 

context that introduces autophilia, establishes the mother-child relationship as a paradigm of what going on 

in the soul of the self-lover. Insofar as this relationship bears some important asymmetries, then the equality 

and equal reciprocity that was demanded by Bk VIII’s list of philia’s ‘marks’ suggests, again, that the autophilic 

agent on their own will not have reached a perfected form of philia. It is important to note the terms in 

which Aristotle attests to the unequal relationship between mother and child.  

One way is what we might call epistemic. Aristotle establishes as a general principle in EN VIII.8 

that “friendship seems more to consist in loving than in being loved” and evidence he provides for this is 

that mothers will give away their children to be raised by others if she perceives it is for the good of the 

child. Thus, the mother loves the child, “just because they know who they are” and even if “their children, 

ignorance of who they are” may not reciprocate the love back (1159a31-33). This point is affirmed in EN 

VIII.12, in where Aristotle points out that the fact that “parents know their offspring with more certainty 

than children know their parentage” (1161b20) establishes a mode immediate and stronger love parents 

have toward children than the reverse. Parental love, he says, occurs toward children as soon as they are 

born whereas children love their parents only after “they have acquired understanding or at least 

perception” (1161b26). This epistemic privilege of parents is more emphatic, Aristotle will note, in mothers 
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as compared to fathers: “mothers love their children more than fathers do, for giving birth is of greater pain 

to them, and they know to a greater degree that their children are their own” (1168a25-28). The parent and 

child, and especially the child and the mother, are thus in an epistemically asymmetrical relationship the 

adults are ‘knowers’ of the child’s true identity.  

The relation between parent and child is also deployed, in IX.6, to characterize an asymmetrical 

relation of benefaction. Just as an artist loves his handiwork that does not, reciprocally, love him back (and 

similarly with poets and their poems), the same often applies in the relation between parents and children. 

Yet the reason for this, Aristotle suggests, is that while all things love existence, we exist through activities 

that are manifested in what is created through those activities. Thus, the very existence of a poet is 

contingent on his poems being made or having been made, which attests to a “fundamental principle of 

nature: what a thing is potentially, that its work reveals in actuality” (1168a8). The implication, then, is that 

the child’s existence is the active realization the parent, i.e. that in which a parent’s being is ‘made’ what it 

is. While Aristotle will elsewhere make clear that fathers impart the formal and efficient cause to the child 

and is in a primary sense considered the main author of the child’s being, this relationship of benefaction 

we have just described is most emphatic in mothers because of both the pain of childbirth and her privilege 

of knowing the child’s identity even more than the father (1168a25-28). 

The fact that Aristotle sets up self-love in terms of the relation between mother and child (rather 

than father and child, as we might have expected given EN I.13, for instance) and that he emphasizes in the 

surrounding chapters the asymmetries that obtain in this relationship is conspicuous. And it may also be 

instructive about the nature of the self-lover: for not only must the self be ‘two or more,’ it is also figured as 

‘two or more’ elements that are, taken by themselves, ‘selfless’ in different ways. For the child, having not yet 

become a knower or a perceiver, is deficient in self-knowledge; they are selfless to the degree that being a 

self is being a self-knower (i.e. a self-perceiver, -interpreter, -knower, etc.). Yet the parents, and the mother 

especially, makes up for this deficiency by knowing their true identity. Yet at the same time, the maternal 

figure is we might say is ontologically ‘selfless’ as an individual, for the child in a way is what ‘makes’ her 

being what it is. Yet she is also, we might say, selfless in a moral way: although the child is not only an 

extension of self but the manifestation of herself, she is still willing to commit the ultimate ‘selfless act’ of 

giving the child away to be raised by the polis.10 

 
10 For a helpful analysis, see Ann Ward, “Mothering and the Sacrifice of Self: Women and Friendship in Aristotle’s 
Nicomachean Ethics,” Thirdspace: A Journal of Feminist Theory and Culture 7, no. 2 (Winter 2008): 32–57. 
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Self-love, that upon which all other extensions of philia to others is said to originate, is structured as 

a radical dependency between non-rational and rational, desire and intellect, and even between being and 

the awareness of being. Each element has something that the other lacks and is in the final analysis 

dependent on. In the autophilic soul one part’s being depends on another’s knowing, and where one’s 

knowing depends on another’s being. The parent’s being is extended or manifested in the child, and the 

child’s knowing of themselves is accomplished in the parent until they have developed their own capacities 

for discernment. 

We should notice, then, that the self-lover of EN IX.4 describes a characteristic way that the self is 

‘two or more’: by framing it analogically with the figure of the mother/child relationship, this way that the 

human being is a being-with (itself) is one that does not suggests moral virtue generally, where desire (is 

conceived as a child) listens to logos (that issues from the paternal figure) (EN I.13). It is not that kind of 

harmony that is established in the soul of the self-lover. However we may conceive it, it suggest that 

autophilia is not the highest form of philia since it both i) suppresses the equality demanded by a perfect 

friendship, and ii) does not seem to be describing the sort of self that would have been shaped by 

submission to logos. What is suggested is some character of the soul where the rational part ‘knows’ the 

desiderative but does not ‘speak’ to it. If the desiring part of the soul has become organized according to 

logos, it is because it has listen to some other part or some other deployment of the rational part.11  

The autophilic self, then, becomes an important but not ultimate form of the self. …self is, as it 

were, constructed as an environment where there is radical and reciprocal dependence between different 

forms of ‘selflessness.’ Each is moved by the good of the other and is selfless in some way without the other. 

Yet this economy of selfless elements does not combine to create a self-sufficient individual either. The ideal 

of self-sufficiency and indeed the equality that must mark friendship that would mark a god is not 

achievable in a human life. What the analogies suggest, then, is that the autophilic will not be the ultimate or 

complete form of ethical selfhood. 

The exchange between reason must be gratified and loved by desire most of all. Yet if desire is what loves, and 

loving is what presents the most authoritative knowledge, then desire will be a superior knower of philia than reason. 

 
11 The model breaks down insofar as the desiring part is supposed to love the rational part most of all, as that which is 
greatest. But Aristotle repeatedly says that parents love children more than children love parents, at least until enough 
time has passed when they acquire ‘perception and discernment’ of their own. Moreover, if it is better to love than to 
be loved since the lover thereby knows more certainly what love is, then one would have to say that desire knows better 
than reason what love is. This would not seem to comport with the analogy with the privilege given to parental 
knowledge, if that in some way is supposed to characterize the rational part of the soul in the autophilic’s soul. 
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The question is, then, whether we can see this tension overcome. Somehow we should expect that the solution will consist 

in the relation between two adults who see each other and desire the apparent good for each other, each who not only 

sees each other but listens to the other… that desire can both know better than reason what love is and still love the 

reasoning part as its superior. What establishes equilibrium, the equality that marks perfect friendship, is through 

another: I desire the apparent good for what is best in him (his intellect above all); they desire what is best in me (my 

intellect above all). I depend on the other to achieve this criterion of equality, which I cannot do in myself. 

AIV.2.3.1. To understand the basic schema behind Aristotle’s descriptions, we can consider what 

Aristotle says in De Anima about the pathes that go along with both sense-perception and thinking. 

Accordingly, it is pleasurable when our senses become formally identical with a sense-object in a way that 

preserves the mean of that organ: colours that are too bright, sounds that are too loud, are painful: pain is 

manifest in the loss (sometimes temporary, other times permanent) of the sensitive mean that makes the 

faculty alive to objects of its type. The mean and the organ’s healthy functioning, is preserved, on the 

contrary, by objects that themselves are ‘mean’  

The adequacy of the percept with its object, thinks Aristotle, brings us pleasure, whereas a sense-

perception that is in discord with the logos (the structural-functional arrangement) of the sense-organ brings 

us pain, as when we see a light that is too bright, or a sound that is too loud. Pleasure consists in realizing 

the power of sense in a way where the internal standard that is enmattered in the sense-organ is maintained 

even as it becomes formally identical with something else – the sense-object.12  

 The psychological account is reinforced in the Rhetoric, where Aristotle says that pleasure comes 

when one thing imitates another in accordance with its nature, affecting a similarity between them: “things 

which are akin and in accordance with nature, all things akin are for the most part pleasant to each other, 

as man to man, horse to horse, youth to youth” (Rh I.1 11361b). Aristotle gives us, which creates an 

association between pleasure and identity on the one hand and pain and difference on the other. In ethical 

terms, this idea is cashed out in Aristotle’s similar claim that we are pleased by what we can identify with, 

that which establishes homonoia with another, established by some overlap in or views of the apparent good 

(pleasure, utility, or goodness itself), and thus those in whom we see ourselves and what we value somehow 

reflected.  

 
12 True, Aristotle does say in the opening lines of the Metaphysics that it is pleasurable to see because it ‘brings to light 
many differences’ between things, but it is only by virtue of having a common standard that such differences can be 
registered in the first place. Seeing differences between things is nonetheless an achievement of a capacity to hold 
contraries together – it is apprehending the logos that holds them together in their differences. 
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AIV.2.3.2. But this also - and indeed primarily - obtains in the case of autophilia. He continues, 

from the last quote in the Rhetoric, by saying that the pleasure of a philia-relation is most intense in a (good 

or virtuous) person’s relation to himself:  

and every man in the highest degree feels this [pleasure] in regard to himself, it must be that all 
men are more or less selfish; for it is in himself above all that such conditions [of likeness or 
kinship] are to be found. Since, then, all men are selfish, it follows that all find pleasure in 
what is their own, such as their works and words. (RH I.11). 

The conditions of likeness are above all found in the (good or virtuous) self’s relation to themselves, a 

relation in which the integration of the parts under the purview of the best part - reason, ‘more than 

anything else’ - is made possible.  

We can see Aristotle making this point in EN IX.4 insofar as self-love is a mark of the virtuous 

person, for virtuous people, he says, take pleasure in their own company. As Aristotle puts it: “Such a man 

wishes to live with himself; for he does so with pleasure, since the memories of his past acts are delightful 

and his hopes for the future are good, and therefore pleasant” (NE IX.4). What makes such an individual 

autophilic and pleasurable to himself is that he agrees with himself: he has integrated the rational and non-

rational parts of his soul in a harmonious way, and the evidence for this is that he has acted in ways that 

testify to this integration. For in Aristotle’s words, the virtuous person is one that is “of one mind with 

himself”, someone who “desires the same thing with [his] whole soul” (NE IX.4 1166a13).  In other words, 

the virtuous agent experiences their actions as an outcome of the act of themselves taken as a functionally 

unified whole, having overcome whatever resistance its different elements or ‘parts’ may have offered.13  

The stability of virtuous character not only means that this person will continue to identify with, 

and take pleasure in, their actions in the past, but will also anticipate that their choices in the future will be 

similarly agreeable to him. 

This agent has then retained the same sort of character type into the future, such that the memories 

of such actions (and expectations for the future) can still be identified with as consonant with one’s self. 

Indeed, the virtuous person also can account for the lives they have lived in the same way, and take pleasure 

in their memories and hopes for the future. Being a friend to oneself, loving oneself, embodies the sort of 

psychic unity that we have described here, and does so with respect to one’s life as a whole. As Francis 

Sparshott writes:  

 
13 Cf. Korsgaard’s remark about the self as a struggle for psychic cohesion at 6.4.4 & 4.4.3.4.3. n. 45. 
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Self-love requires a self to be loved, and this must depend on integrity of character. But 
integrity of character is the mark of the virtuous person. That seems to follow from the way in 
which the definition of virtue was reached: virtue requires and results from being serious 
about one’s life as a whole.14 

Thus, the unity of the autophilic agent is not episodic, but temporally thick as well, extended in time and 

enveloped by an overriding concern for one’s complete life. This further develops the point toward the end 

of Chapter 7, namely that the formation of one’s ethos develops time into an object of care and concern, 

where the envelope of an individual’s lifetime becomes taken up as the final horizon for an individual to 

realize one’s potential (cf. 7.5.10). What we can see now is that the virtuous ethos and the accomplishment 

of autophilia provides the basis for experiencing pleasure with and at oneself with constancy over time.   

It is nonetheless a particular kind of self-presence that Aristotle is describing here. Being serious 

about one’s life as a whole, and being a person with an integrated character that is essential to autophilia, 

can also be seen as the realization of a concerned and benevolent self-presence of the individual to herself. And 

not only that, it is also being attentive to the concerns that belong to that self-presence. It is listening to 

oneself, taking account of oneself, being good to oneself, having a conscience, or indeed a ‘good guardian 

spirit’ (eudaimonia) that ‘talks sense’ to us and ‘makes sense’ for us, like our father or our friends do. This is 

an individual who has achieved a sort of stability of character, where leading life by principled desires, and 

living out the everyday situation, are present to one another and joined by philia and logos: “A man is his 

own best friend. The good man obeys his intellect” (NE IX.8). Indeed as Aristotle claims in NE IX.7, self-

love realized most completely “in the present” (NE IX.7), a point confirmed in the Rhetoric II.2, where 

Aristotle describes the way that memories of a beloved can relieve love-sickness experienced in their absence 

by making them ‘present.’  

AIV.2.3.3.1. By contrast to the virtuous, autophilic individuals, base persons (akratic individuals 

most emphatically) who have committed misdeeds experience pain at their own company. This is why 

Aristotle says that such individuals are “at variance with themselves” (or ‘at war’ with themselves) 

(1166b19). Having failed to have their desires and reasons agree or having failed to have their actions agree 

with the choices that fuse desires and reasons, they are other to themselves, strangers to themselves, having 

failed to be accountable to themselves. Indeed, when we do something vicious and are forced to account for 

ourselves, it happens often that we quickly come up short of explaining it or justifying ourselves. There is 

‘nothing we can say’ about our vicious actions, no good reasons we can give. Having failed to live according 

 
14 Sparshott, Taking Life Seriously: A Study of the Argument of the Nicomachean Ethics, 287–88. 
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to orthos logos,15 we fail to have satisfying answers for ourselves because our actions are ‘out of order.’ They 

live life, rather than lead it, and in doing so become unfamiliar to themselves, enemies of themselves, and 

suffer as a consequence.  While some actions are expressions of me, myself, a complex but integrated whole, 

other actions – directed by immediate, particular desires – are in some way ‘not me,’ and we often put it in 

just those terms. Whereas the self-lover is pleased by their own company, this person does not like being 

alone with themselves and cannot bear being present with themselves, or presented to themselves. Hannah 

Arendt describes this situation beautifully in the following interpretation of Socrates’ remark in the Gorgias: 

The key notion in this sentence is ‘I who am one,’ which is unfortunately left out in many 
English translations. The meaning is clear: even though I am one, I am not simply one, I have 
a self and I am related to this self as my own self. This self is by no means an illusion; it makes 
itself heard by talking to me – I talk to myself, I am not only aware of myself – and in this 
sense, though I am one, I am two-in-one and there can be harmony or disharmony with the 
self. If I disagree with other people, I can walk away; but I cannot walk away from myself, and 
therefore I better first try to be in agreement with myself before I take all others into 
consideration. This same sentence also spells out the actual reason it is better to suffer wrong 
than to do wrong: if I do wrong I am condemned to live together with a wrongdoer in an 
unbearable intimacy; I can never get rid of him. Hence the crime that remains hidden from 
the eyes of gods and men, a crime that does not appear at all because there is no one to whom 
it appears and which you’d find mentioned in Plato time and again, actually does not exist: as 
I am my own partner when I am thinking, I am my own witness when I am acting. I know the 
agent and I can condemned to live together with him. […] If you are at odds with your self, it is 
as though you were forced to live and have daily intercourse with your own enemy. No one 
can want that. If you do wrong you live together with a wrongdoer, and while no one will 
prefer to do wrong for their own benefit rather than suffer wrong, no one will prefer to live 
together with a thief or a murderer or a liar.16  

Arendt’s reading neatly captures the structure and pathology that informs the sort of painful inner struggle 

Aristotle describes non-virtuous persons as having. They cannot live with themselves because in some ways 

they already do not: one part of them submits their behaviour to reason, while another part does its own 

thing. It is as though there are multiple lives being carried out within one life. And if these different parts of 

one’s self are not, and cannot live life together, then they do not share a life. And if they do not share a life 

in common, they cannot be friends with one another. But all this hinges on the self’s constitutive structure 

as ‘two-in-one.’ As Withley says in his own analysis of self-love and the condition of its failure: “what is clear 

 
15 “A good action is one that embodies the orthos logos or right principle – it is done at the right time, in the right way, 
to the right object, and with the right aim” (Korsgaard 10). 
16 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, 2nd ed (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 90–91. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

509 

is that the self, as characterized in EN IX, is one and many, is both the whole of the soul, and its ruling 

part.”17  

AIV.2.3.3.2. Arendt’s reading goes on to offer a description that illuminates the way that Aristotle 

describes akratic agency and the difficulty they have of living with themselves:  

[Akratic people] shrink away from doing what they think is best for themselves. And those who 
have done many terrible deeds are hated for their wickedness even shrink away from life and 
destroy themselves. And wicked men seek for people with whom to spend their days, and shun 
themselves; for they remember many a grievous deed, and anticipate others like them, when 
they are by themselves, but when they are with others they forget. And having nothing lovable 
in themselves they have no feeling of love for themselves […] their soul is rent by faction (EN 
IX.4). 

So what we can see is that an akratic person cannot be alone with themselves because they are ‘presented’ 

with a self that they themselves cannot endorse or identify with, and in that respect, they experience being 

‘rent by faction,’ disintegrated, self-absent, lacking the solace of their own friendship, and confronted with 

the distressful neighboring of an enemy. They are presented with their own self-absence, then: confronting 

the dis-ease they have within themselves, they ‘shrink away from life’ and flee from it, surrendering 

themselves to a life among the masses where they can evade and forget themselves.18 They find nothing in 

common with themselves, and thus “do not enter into their own joys and sorrows, as there is civil war in 

their souls” and the different pushes and pulls in them “drag them asunder.” 

AIV.2.3.3.3. Notice that enkratic individuals also have to endure living with a lack of agreement 

with(in) themselves: they may have acquired the principles for good action (i.e. by a habit of choosing the 

mean relative to themselves) and reliably convert them into action. So they both ‘talk the talk’ and ‘walk the 

walk’; yet, their inner desires betray them and run contrary to reason. To that extent, they have to live with 

an element within themselves that is no one else but them and yet presents desires that they cannot call 

‘their own.’ Desiring to exact a violent revenge on someone for a trivial slight ‘isn’t the real me,’ such a 

person might say to themselves, while feeling the pull of such a desire anyway. 

AIV.2.3.3.4. Now in our Appendix on virtue, we argued that Aristotle’s accounts of virtue must be 

read more as a regulating ideal rather than a state of character that is concretely within reach. Even those 

who we say are virtuous are approximations of that ideal, not true embodiments of it. And this means that 

 
17 Withey, “Aristotle on The Self and Self-Love,” 36. 
18 In another respect, to take up Sparshott’s suggestion above, the akratic person lacks the full integrity of the self that 
only virtue could provide. In this sense, this person has no self to hide from since they are in large measure 
indeterminate. 
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for the overwhelming majority of persons, some degree - be in large or only slight - of non-adequation in the 

soul forms the basic reality of the self and the lived self. The self always arises in this struggle to overcome 

the differences that invariable arise between the rational and non-rational parts of the soul and the choices 

and actions that prevail from them.  

In the current context, we can say that perfect autophilia is, likewise, an ideal that is never achieved 

without remainder and that akratic and enkratic forms of agency by far cast the broadest net over human 

selves. But this means that at least some trace of discord in the soul, some lack of self-love or presence of 

self-loathing, invariably marks the human condition and the self that lives it. The tendency to feel some 

kind of anxiety or dis-ease when alone with oneself and actually being confronted with oneself, to want to 

‘hide in public’ and become a refugee from the conflict in one’s heart, is reflective of what we discussed in 

earlier work.  

AIV.2.4.1. The picture we have developed, then, articulated in new terms the sort of struggle for 

consistency and integrity that we have argued throughout this project is the mark of the lived self. 

Friendship, according to Aristotle, flows from the philia we have with(in) ourselves, and this is only 

conceivable insofar as we are ‘two or more.’ While the mind appears to be the ‘real self’ according to 

Aristotle’s view, it is on closer inspection only one part - albeit the best part - of a more complex view of self, 

a compositional self that includes the non-rational aspects of our being. The bond of ethical selfhood, 

which we worked out in Chapter 5 and 6, is given a new name: self-love, which, as a mark of the virtuous 

person, is an ideal rather than a concrete embodiment. 

 Indeed, in Chapter 5, we saw that Aristotle’s account of the tripartite soul already had 

‘metaphorically and in reference to a certain similarity’ been articulated in terms of philia-relations by 

Aristotle. Persistently in the EN, he describes the relation between the rational and non-rational in terms of 

relationships we would commonly find in the polis. The force of these ‘political analogues,’ we suggested was 

imaginative rather than argumentative, and they offered a means of appreciating the often indeterminate 

distinction between what is ‘me and not me’ - even in terms of elements that comprise me, my composite 

self (cf. 4.5.4-5). The idea that there are elements within us that have this ambiguous status between what is 

one’s self and what is not constituted a tension and a structure in which an ‘outside’ was discovered inside 

me. This ‘outside’ was commuted to meaning an ‘other’ inside me, in the sense that the father, friend, 

teacher, etc. were all representations of other people.  

 The idea that selfhood is caught up in an inner struggle to harmonize its various elements and 

achieve autophilia thus receives a further connotation. For when the political analogues that figure the 
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relations of self-love are placed in the struggle for psychic cohesion (cf. 8.9), represented in terms of the 

political analogues (cf. 5.5.) that Aristotle attaches to the parts of an individual’s soul, we have all the terms 

we need to make sense of his characterization of non-virtuous people as being ‘at war with themselves’ and 

‘at variance with themselves,’ their souls torn apart by faction. But the means of access to this metaphor is 

also the same: it is by imagining the different parts of oneself as representing individual interests, like 

warring factions, that Aristotle delivers the force to the reader. (cf. AIII.6). 

AIV.2.4.2. We have seen that Aristotle is interested in emphasizing the importance of the affective 

relation we have with ourselves in self-love and self-loathing alike. He stresses that virtuous people who are 

friends with themselves take pleasure in their own company, while non-virtuous experience pain at the same 

thing.  

 We know from our analysis of pleasure that this affect arises not only directed at some pleasurable 

object, but also toward the pleased subject: it arises in one who senses their own faculties brought into a 

good and active state. Such an affect is an evaluative cognition of a rudimentary kind since it is not a 

neutral undergoing but measurement of value, and what it evaluates has both an objective and subjective 

component. Since such an evaluative act is thoroughly interpretive of oneself and the pleasing object, and 

since the interpretive side of perception is layered into experience by the distinctive contribution of 

phantasia, then the pleasure of autophilia is thoroughly phantasmatic in origin. While pleasure tout court is 

always this way, self-love - in which the lover and the loved coincide - brings pleasure that emphasizes this all 

the more.  

The pain that a self-loathing individual experiences, likewise, consists in an evaluative perception of 

the discord between the different aspects of their psyche. It is emphatically a self-evaluation and self-

interpretation, where that which loathes and that which is loathes coincide in the soul of a single 

individual. The basis for seeing phantasia as belonging to the psychic architecture of painful experiences of 

self-loathing are no different.  

AIV.2.4.3. There is further evidence that phantasia is operating in Aristotle’s account(s) of self-love 

and self-loathing that can be gleaned from his stress, in both cases, on the pleasure and pain that comes 

from remembering one’s past deeds or misdeeds and anticipating them in the future. We can repeat and 

highlight these two claims made in EN IX.4: 

 

(1) The self-lover takes pleasure in his own company. Why? “since the memories of his past acts are 

delightful and his hopes for the future are good, and therefore pleasant” (EN IX.4). 
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(2) The self-loather is pained in his own company. Why? “because when they are by themselves they 

recall much that was unpleasant in the past and anticipate the same in the future, whereas with 

other people they can forget.” (EN IX.4). 

 

It is not only that the self-loathing individual is caught up in regret over what they may have done before. 

They also expect themselves to make regrettable choices in the future, in spite of pain at the prospect of 

doing so. But we know that phantasia is the common currency of memory and desire: that which not only 

retains traces of past experience but then converts those experiences ways that structure our wants and sets 

our expectations (cf. 2.5-6; 4.3; 7.1; 7.4-5). As we know from Chapter 2, these two deployments of 

phantasmatic activity - one that retains image-traces from past instances of aisthesis, another that projects 

images in the resolution of the future - converge in the presentation of the present: that is, in the 

interpretation of given experience. Thus, one’s own presentation to oneself in self-love and self-loathing is a 

kind of self-interpretation that is wedded to retentive and projective functions of phantasia.  

And the fact that this presentation of oneself to oneself is immediately and essentially pleasurable 

or painful establishes that it is the interpretive work of phantasia applied to the self whose faculty of 

imagining it is doing the work. This is confirmed if we consider two important passages in the Rhetoric: 

And if pleasure consists in the sensation of a certain emotion, and imagination [phantasia] is a 
weakened sensation, then both the man who remembers and the man who hopes will be 
attended by an imagination of what he remembers or hopes. This being so, it is evident that 
there is pleasure both for those who remember and those who hope, since there is sensation 
[aisthesis]. Therefore, all pleasant things must either be present in sensation, or past in 
recollection, or future in hope; for one senses the present, recollects the past, and hopes for 
the future (RH I.11).  

The self-lover is someone whose phantasia presents them with past memories of themselves, and likewise 

future anticipations of themselves that are pleasurable. The pleasure taken in these phantasmatic 

experiences is one that turns the subject, the self - that which is intrinsically implicated in any experience of 

pleasure - into the explicit focus of the experience.  

AIV.2.4.4. The common denominator of memory and anticipations are the products of phantasia, 

the phantasmata. Insofar as the memories and anticipations of self-lovers and self-loathers are configured by 

pleasurable or painful phantasmata of themselves acting well or badly, then autophantasmata are implicated 

in the structure and activity through which people evaluate themselves. We could see some of the ground 
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for the point laid out in Appendix V, where we argued that the phenomenon of choice or prohairesis 

involved ‘leading ourselves by example’ with an exemplary image that out actions aim to embody. In having 

an image of what I aim to be, I give myself something for my actions to aim at; in that sense, choice is 

mimetic: the action aims to imitate the choice. To the extent that actions embody choice, there is pleasure; 

to the extent they fail to, there is pain. 

Although Aristotle does not explicitly say that phantasmata are the objects that are causing pleasure 

or pain when past memories of one’s deeds and future expectations of one’s actions are being entertained 

in the soul, it is true that such images link memory and anticipation, as we established in Chapter 2. Indeed 

it is memory-images of the past that, detached from their original context, become the basis for constructing 

phantasy of the future (owing to their polytemporal characteristics). Over time, the soul develops a 

repository of images that configure our sense of past, present, and future (and indeed which form a cycle of 

detachment, retension, recollection, and projection). So when Aristotle says in IX.4 that we can distinguish 

the self-lover from the self-loather by the memories and anticipations of themselves having acted or acting in 

a noble or base way, it is in and through one’s auto-imaginary that the attendant pleasures and pains are 

solicited.  

For base individuals (akratic persons especially), the result is that they are in pain at the mere presence 

of their own company precisely because what is presented to them is an absence: the lack of agreement with themselves 

(in the past, or future, or present). The rational ‘real self’ - or the best part of the self - does not present itself 

when it matters, that is, when a choice must be converted into action. What ensues is a lack of philia, that 

is, of agreement - and literally a dis-ease with(in) the self that ensues from painful images of the self in 

disagreement with itself. The painful affect comes from the lack of coherence in one’s life as a whole: 

between the parts of the soul or between the choices made and actions performed. Lacking this coherence is 

all but equivalent to lacking a determinate self-identity.19 There is no basis for pleasure and pain without a 

comparative activity in the soul that aims to discover the (pleasurable) similitude or (painful) differences 

that are found when we holds various self-images together that represent us over time. The exemplary 

images of self must cohere into something determinate for there to be pleasure taken in them jointly. 

Painful autophantasma, then, are ones that interpret something being out of order, as it were, or recalcitrant 

to assimilation in terms of identity and self-presence. But virtuous people have imaginaries of themselves 

 
19 As Korsgaard puts it: “We must act, and we need reasons in order to act. And unless there are some principles with 
which we identify we will have no reasons to act. Every human being must make himself into something particular, in 
order to have reasons to act and live. Carving out a personal identity for which we are responsible is one of the 
inescapable tasks of human life.” Korsgaard, Self-Constitution, 24.  
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that are consistent with the principles they actively lead their life by. Virtuous, self-loving people are those 

who have - through the connective psychic medium that phantasia establishes - achieved a unity or integrity 

of their character in this joint self-interpretation, a familiarity to themselves that is pleasurable to embody. 

The affective difference that autophantasma can make can be understood, then, as hinging on whether the 

image is interpreted in a way that is consonant with the reasons that above all govern our sense of self, 

principles that are taken to be continuous with who we really are. 

 With this, we should notice how close we have now inched up to being able to discuss the 

motivating quotations of this project, in the Rhetoric I.11. For as he comments there, imagining oneself as 

superior to others (1370a), or being of good reputation (1371a), or having noble qualities in general (1371a) 

is accompanied by pleasurable feelings. But insofar as these autophantasmata are, in that context, produced 

by our relations with other people, we need to ground that discussion by moving from the intra-psychic to 

inter-psychic register of this account, which we are now prepared to do.
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Appendix V: The Virtues of Imagining Oneself as Other 

AV.0. Preliminaries 

AV.0.1. In Chapter 4, we argued against the view that Aristotle thinks the ‘real self’ is solely and simply 

identified with nous. We argued, on the contrary, that we must heed Aristotle’s insistence on highlighting 

the com-positional nature of the human being, something that never leaves the horizon of being ‘two or 

more’: a suntheton of non-rational and rational elements, desire and reason above all. Indeed, it is only when 

we examine human selfhood through the decisive relationship between desire and reason that a full-fledged 

and meaningful account of its complexity and tensions, can be offered.  

In Chapter 5, we mapped the relationship between reason and desire phainomenologically, finding 

that what appears to be a reason for action is tantamount to it appearing as good or desirable, and, 

inversely, that just as what appears good or desirable amounts to it being appearing as an intelligent premise 

for action. Through the logic of appearances, in other words, we appreciated in a new way how the rational 

and non-rational parts of human life enter into their ‘synthetic’ com-position with one another in relation 

to end of action: the apparent good. As phantasia, we showed, can be understood as naming the capacity 

through which appearances appear, then this account also demonstrated from a new angle how phantasia 

establishes the common bond between non-rational and rational parts of ethical selfhood.  

In Chapter 6, we worked out the significance of Aristotle’s concept of ethos as the ‘organ’ through 

which the apparent good appears to ethical selfhood. We found that ethos emerges through a complex set of 

phantasmatic activities between parts of the soul, constituting the human being as a ‘suntheton’ of choices 

that fuse desire and reason and are retained as habits. Indeed choice (prohairesis), Aristotle says, is another 

name for the com-position of desire and reason, a human being is characteristically an origin of such 

composition. In examining these elements of character, we showed how the human being necessarily 

phantasizes itself as a correlate of the apparent good through its ethos. One cannot account for the human 

self without understanding its activity, and to understand this we must posit some implicit vision or skopos 

of the apparently good life, however indeterminate and liminal it may be. Such a vision is always 

coordinated by a corresponding image of oneself as bearing toward that envisioned end, again, however 

indeterminate and liminal it may be. Our understanding of the constitution of ethical selfhood and its 

characteristic ways of behaving can be enriched by grasping it through such reflexive phantasmatic activity.  
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Thus we have constructed our model of the self so far, and highlighted the implicit role of self-

relative phantasmatic activity in the self’s constitution and ongoing struggle for integrity, by considering the 

need for mediation between the rational and conative-perceptual part of the soul (Chapter 4), by the nature 

of appearances and that of pleasure (Chapter 5), and through examining the elements of ethos (habits and 

choice) (Chapter 6). We will continue to see that this important role obtains in the underlying nature of 

Aristotle’s account of virtue. Whereas Chapter 6 discussed ethos or character as an organ that opens us to 

the apparent good, it is only by having a good character – which is to say a virtuous one – that what appears 

good can be relied upon to mark what actually is good.  

AV.0.2. The behaviour of all living things, as we know from Chapter 6, aims at the good but only 

human beings aim at it as good. Even plants, which Aristotle thinks lacks the perceptive part of the soul, 

must have facility for accepting nourishments that are actually beneficial to them and rejecting what is 

deleterious: in other words, for being open to what is good. A plant that is well-functioning, which is to say 

good, is one open to what is good in the world around it. But it has no krisis or discernment of the good as 

such. Likewise, it serves the good functioning of animals to be able to correctly sort the things they 

encounter in the world between what is harmful and what is healthful, what is safe or rather dangerous. A 

good or well-functioning animal can reliably tell the difference between what is advantageous to pursue or 

avoid by way of the pleasures and pains they feel (cf. 6.1.3-5) and translating that correct discernment into 

action. Non-rational animals can nonetheless be guided toward the good by following what is pleasurable 

and avoiding what is painful. Even if they cannot discern the good per se, all animals, if they are well-

functioning, are open to a feature of their world that they themselves embody – goodness – without 

apprehending it as such.  

A good or well-functioning human being is one who has a correct and reliable generalized vision of 

the good life that animates that contextualizes their behaviour. For them, their overarching view of the good 

life appears to be good and actually is good to pursue. But unlike non-rational animals, the particular goods 

and the overarching good life that appears to them are perceived as good. We have said that the appearance 

of the self to itself is a correlate of the apparent good. But what makes the apparent good a correct and 

reliable guide to what is good is the goodness of the ethos itself. What gives us confidence that the apparent 

good really is a good ethos. Therefore, the virtuous person perceives something in the world that he has 

enacted in himself. This means, in turn, that the virtuous person is someone who, in correctly perceiving 

goodness in the world, simultaneously enacts a kind of self-knowledge of their own value, an awareness of 

themselves as good. 
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But if what makes such general and particular apparent good (actually) good to pursue is not only 

determined by the kind of living thing one is – one’s human nature – but also by one’s individually 

contingent expression of that nature, then a well-functioning human being must also correctly and reliably appear to 

themselves as they really are on those two orders. The good person, which is to say the virtuous human being, 

would therefore be someone who operates with a correct evaluation, interpretation, or appearance of 

themselves to themselves. Their behaviour would be intelligible only on the basis of an autophantasma 

through which one appears to oneself as they really are. On this account, self-relative phantasmatic activity 

would again play an essential role in configuring the goodness or badness of human praxis, the activity 

through which we become the kinds of person we are.  

AV.0.3. I will argue that inspecting some of Aristotle’s comments on virtue generally speaking (i.e. 

as given in his ‘general definition’ of virtue (in EN II.6) and on what I am calling ‘first-order virtues’ – 

practical wisdom (phronesis), magnanimity (megalopsuchia), and justice (dike) – will all attest to the way that 

the phantasmatic appearance of the self to itself belongs to basic structure of ethical selfhood. As we will 

discuss momentarily, this claim about the general structure of the self can be derived from virtue even if truly 

virtuous human beings are rare. Although phantasia and its cognates do not often appear in Aristotle’s 

accounts of virtue, we will see an implicit basis for supplementing and expanding on those accounts with 

the idea that the integrity of the ethical self is maintained in and through phantasmatic activity, and in 

particular, activity that is exercised in relation to itself. In a similar way as other thinkers have found reason 

to import phantasia into their explanation of certain aspects of Aristotle’s ethical works (for example, 

Averroes, Moss, & Long all do this to clarify the nature of certain particular virtues such as phronesis), I 

believe that importing phantasia can be helpful to understand virtue in quite broad and systematic terms. As 

we will see, the overall drift of Aristotle’s accounts of virtue will point to the idea that self-evaluative 

phantasmata belong to the inner demands of ethical selfhood even if such a position is not apparent in the 

letter of Aristotle’s text. In scrutinizing these different aspects of complete virtue, we will also find that this 

capacity to phantasia in relation to one’s self is precisely what is required by the other-regarding aspects of 

virtue. That is, the ability to alternate the poles of imagining one’s self as other and others as one’s self is 

central to what it means to be a good, well-functioning, or virtuous human being.   

AV.1. Why Virtue? Ideal & Deviation  

AV.1.1. If our objective is to produce a model of the human self, then we must identify features that they 

all have in common. Accidents will not, by definition, determine its essential form. All human beings 
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acquire some kind of ethos or character, yet surely few (if any) have a virtuous ethos. This suggests that virtue 

is an accident and as such has no place in our theory of the self since it is not essential to its form. 

 But Aristotle’s account(s) of virtue is still useful to the development of that theory precisely because, 

by stipulating the ideal form of human character, it also gives the norm by which failures to realize it are 

measured. That is, we are able to recognize a deviation from the ideal only insofar as the ideal is recognized 

as well. 

 AV.1.2. This is useful to bear in mind not only for methodological purposes but for understanding 

the content of the EN as well. For one question that arises is whether the virtuous ideal is ever fully realized 

in real human affairs or whether it remains purely an aspiration. A few observations can be made that 

suggest the virtuous ideal remains an aspirational ideal rather than something within concrete reach. For 

instance, in EN VI.13, Aristotle makes it a requirement that anyone with the virtue of practical wisdom 

must somehow have all the others. He also suggests that complete virtue requires having been brought up in 

a community with perfect laws. If we can presume that Aristotle did not think that such a community 

concretely has existed (even if he granted that such a community could exist), then it follows that virtue also 

cannot exist fully and completely either.   

AV.1.3. If these presumptions hold, then in the final analysis virtue only exists in the flesh as 

approximations that, while they may be considered to succeed in rough outline, fail upon closer inspection 

to embody complete virtue. In other words, concretely virtuous people provide imitations of the virtuous 

ideal. Those who we are prepared to say are virtuous are really only those who provide an image of it.1 

When  speaking of the phronimon in particular, Dal Poz expresses this idea by saying that “the concrete 

phronimos is a continuous approximation, getting closer and closer to the ideal paradigm.”2 Julia Annas also 

emphasizes the way that the unity and perfection of the virtues and their embodiment in a virtuous agent 

must be regarded as an ideal.3 Claudia Barrachi has also expressed this idea also that Aristotle’s account of 

the virtuous agent in EN represents a pure aspiration for man rather than a concrete end. 

 What the ideal nature of virtue entails, then, is that each concrete human individual – that is, each 

human self – embodies the failure for perfect virtue to one degree or another. This means that the ongoing 

struggle to embody some ‘ideal paradigm’ (either a virtuous ideal or some other apparently good life) turns 

out to be what is universal for human behaviour, for the dynamic reality of human individuals. And as 

 
1Indeed, this is similar to Aristotle’s point in the Poetics that the value of theatre, for instance, is that we are provided 
images of courage, or manliness, or generosity, around which our own behaviour can be guided. 
2 Poz, “The Concept of Ethos: Aristotle and the Contemporary Ethical Debate,” 284. 
3 Annas, “Being Virtuous and Doing the Right Thing,” 67. 
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such, this ‘failure’ or non-coincidence between what one is and what one aspires to be is itself not a mere 

accident, but an essential aspect of the human condition. From another angle, then, we can see another 

inflection of a familiar claim we have made throughout this project: that contrary to the view that the 

human individual, the self, ought to be understood as only or primarily as something unitary, it is on the 

contrary internally diverse, never fully consistent with itself, and always a dynamic process of self-differing 

that is never able to fully convert its potential into actuality.4  

 AV.1.4. For our purposes, then, the value of discussing the virtues comes from the way that they 

establish the norm by which certain universal features of the human condition, not just the essential form of 

human life, can be recognized. Such features include: the ongoing struggle to purge itself entirely of inner 

conflict and become fully integrated with itself; the inescapable failure to completely live up to one’s 

potential; the inevitable misalignments between how things seem and how things are; the perennial effort 

needed to bring the different dispositions and motives of our diverse ‘parts’ into common harmony or 

control; and the discovery of what is other to the self in fact inhabits it from within.  

Such facets of the human condition speak to the way that ethical selfhood as it is actually lived 

involves presiding over or within a complex togetherness of psychic capacities and their innate dispositional 

motives, some of which cannot be fully and perfectly integrated into the self, but which nonetheless not 

beyond it either. Put in the language of Chapter 5, the lived experience of ethical selfhood cannot dispense 

with ‘the other that is inside itself’ because it cannot fully overcome its various forms of self-differentiation. 

Such a model of the Aristotelian self therefore strains against ‘intellectualist’ readings whereby the self is 

identified simply with nous as a single indivisible faculty. 

AV.2. The Nature of Virtue 

AV.2.1. By the end of EN Bk I, we may not know precisely what virtues are, but we do know that they will 

come in two general types (1103a4-10).5 The first type will be intellectual, or, those that mark the excellence 

of the rational part of the soul. These in turn will receive a further division marking the virtues of reason as 

 
4 In other words, men are not gods. The ultimate paradigm for the perfection of self-coincidence comes in Metaphysics 
Lamba, where god is described as a ‘thinking that is thinking about thinking.’ In other words, there is a complete 
coincidence between and fulfillment of actuality of the activity, the form, and the content. Aristotle’s god exists as a 
tensionless activity that leaves nothing of its essence unexpressed. We know from Metaphysics as well as Generation 
and Corruption that all temporally bound beings – human individuals therefore included – naturally imitate this 
cyclical attempt for self-adequacy or self-coincidence.  
5 On the distinction between intellectual and moral virtue, see EN II.5 1106a11-12; EN I.13 11023a4-5; EN II.1 
1103a14ff.; 1139a. 
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applied to timeless and necessary objects (i.e. the virtues of the ‘theoretical intellect’) and those related to 

contingent matters of praxis (i.e. the virtues of the ‘practical intellect’). The second type are moral or 

‘character’ virtues that mark the excellence of the desiderative part of the soul, and describe those settled 

dispositions that have us act and feel the right things, in the right degree, at the right time, and toward the 

right object. While intellectual virtues are instilled in us through instruction or training the mind, moral 

virtues come to be through a process of habituation.  

 (Insofar as practical reason and desire are both disposed toward matters of action and are 

implicated in the production of choice, one would expect that their corresponding virtues have some 

important relationship also. Not only is this relationship between the virtues suggested by the way that their 

respective parts of the soul are ‘fused’ in the all-important phenomenon of choice.6 They are also both 

implicated in the ‘general definition’ of virtue in EN II.6, which gives the common form of virtue. We will 

discuss this relationship later, in our introduction to phronesis). 

AV.2.2. Having set up this basic division of rational and non-rational virtues at the end of Bk I, 

Aristotle begins to lay out his positive account in Bk II. We learn in the opening chapters of Bk II that 

moral virtues: 1) Are not in in us by nature but are formed, alongside or permeated within our character, 

through habitually performing virtuous actions (EN II.1; 1103b14ff); 2) Will not depend on knowing what 

virtue is but rather on acquiring these habits that accord with correct reason (EN II.2)7; 3) Will depend on 

 
6 In EN VI.1 we learn that moral virtue is always marked by choice, that choice is the fusion of reason and desire, and 
that a human being is an origin of this fusion or suntheton. Cf. “The virtues are certain choices or not without choice” 
1106a4. Therefore, virtue is something characteristic of human beings, as they are the distinctive archai of choice.  
7 It is questionable whether bringing that the power of self-knowledge to activity, that is, grasping oneself in an explicit 
and self-conscious act of the intellect, is of any real importance to Aristotle’s project in EN. In his response to the 
Platonic doctrine on the good, he makes it clear that it is becoming good rather than knowing the good that is of 
ultimate importance to his ethics (EN II.2 1103b26-20). While it is questionable whether Aristotle thought it 
important for ethics to ‘know oneself’ through the rational part of the soul, I suggest that how we appear to ourselves 
(and thus how we construe ourselves to ourselves through phantasia) is central to his program in EN. “Ethics aims less 
at imparting theoretical knowledge about human goodness and more at reinforcing and clarifying it, especially for 
those most keenly interested in invigorating the practice of virtue among fellow citizens.” Tessitore, Reading Aristotle’s 
Ethics, 23. Indeed, as we have learned before, there is no ‘rationalizing’ of an individual being qua singular in the first 
place: the order of thought deals with what is universal rather than what is singular. Insofar as we take ourselves to be 
individual, then this must be cognized on the order of sensibility; insofar as we relate to ourselves as a species member 
or representative of some class of thing, then we cognize ourselves rationally. There is no comprehensive account of 
the self that does not account for individual, contingent being that is made accessible to experience on the basis of 
sensibility as well as the rational, necessary being that comes from our species membership. In appearing to ourselves, 
we appear in a way that holds these orders together, because appearances belong to the order of sensibility and yet are 
already an ‘appearing as’ something or another, that is, already submitted to an act of categorization that has the 
potency for rational classification and cognition. 
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being able to reliably aim at and enact the mean toward the middle term between two extremes (EN II.2); 4) 

Will be chiefly concerned with cultivating the right relationships to pleasure and pain (EN II.3 cf. EN X.8).8  

Thus, the activities that make us virtuous must be both rational (if they are to be consistent with 

human ergon) and normative (if they are to embody standards of the good life). Such activities must be 

amenable to description under a rational & evaluative framework that is provided by what is sometimes 

called Aristotle’s doctrine of the ‘golden mean’: the position that for any action that can be held as noble or 

shameful (and not all of them can be), there is a virtuous mean between a vice of excess and a vice of 

deficiency, one relative to us. Virtuous habits, then, will consist in cultivating and maintaining a readiness 

to choose the mean.    

AV.2.3. Then, to gloss EN II.5, where Aristotle announces that he will now lay out his positive 

account of virtue (cf. 1105b19ff.) where he pulls together and explicates many of the insights of his 

preceding observations in the early part of Bk II. He determines that virtue is neither a passion nor a 

capacity but a hexis or an acquired characteristic that has us and holds us in a state of readiness (cf. 7.1.5.2). 

Insofar as a virtue is something that is ‘not without choice’ (1106a), it is something that is acquired in 

accordance with reason (since ‘choice’ is itself a fusion of reason and desire, cf. 7.2). Consequently, a virtue 

is something – at least in the case of human beings – requires behaviours that are consistent with the 

excellent use of our distinctive function: reason. Indeed, in EN II.6, Aristotle says that virtue, “brings that 

of which it is the virtue into a good condition and causes the work belonging to that thing to be done well” 

(1106a15-7). Thus, virtues are those capacities that lend human beings that power to flourish through 

activities that comport with an excellent use of reason. It is really on the basis of his underlying psychology 

(and, in turn, natural philosophy) that the intimate relation of virtue (as an acquired power) and happiness 

 
8 And therefore, virtue is essentially related to how we appear to ourselves (cf. 5.4.); pleasures and pains are always the 
feeling of our own faculties being brought to a good or bad condition. Thus, they are always an act of self-
interpretation. “All moral virtue is concerned with bodily pleasures and pains, which again depend upon acting or 
upon remembering or upon anticipating” (Physics VII.3 247a8-9). Moreover, ethical virtue is especially concerned with 
pleasure and pain (1104b8-9 ) and pleasure and pain are a reflection of the characteristic ergon of each animal (EN 
X.5). While virtues are “not that of the body but that of the soul” the body is still part of the story of moral excellence, 
since the soul is a certain form of a living body (EN I.131102a16). Repeated actions transform the passionate side of 
our being: we come to experience pleasure and pain in certain kinds of action and toward certain kinds of object 
through our history of enactments. Aristotle thinks that it is essential to have the right sort of upbringing, through 
which our desires are shaped to feel pleasure toward nobility and pain toward baseness. The backdrop of our moral 
development is as a body-soul composite which remains the horizon and enabling conditions of virtue even if virtue 
itself is, strictly speaking, not ‘of the body.’ 
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(as that power actualized or exercised) becomes apparent.9 In light of the function argument in EN I.7 (cf. 

AIII.3.2) we can see that virtue marks a standard for both the work and the working thing: as this hammer is 

a good one if its activity of hammering is good, this human being is a good one if its activities are good.  

AV.2.4. Or rather: a human being becomes good through repeated activities that are good relative to 

their characteristic form of life. In other words, the process of habituation discussed in 6.4 must occur: one 

must repeatedly act in virtuous ways until one becomes inclined and ready to act as a virtuous person. One’s 

being virtuous is led by virtuous becomings, by actions that embody the sort of thing a virtuous person 

would do.10 But the virtues we come to have by engaging in the activities first, as is the case with the arts as 

well” (1103a31-2).11  Actions are authoritative over what habits come into being, and so they are 

authoritative over what persons come into being (1103b22). So, to use Aristotle’s famous examples: just as 

it is through the activity of building that builders come to be, and through cithara playing that cithara 

players come to be, we become who we are through actions. 12 We become courageous, or just, or equitable 

by performing courageous, just, or equitable actions.13 So, when Aristotle says that a virtue is “that 

characteristic as a result of which a human being becomes good and as a result of which he causes his own 

work to be done well” (1106a23) we learn that virtues are exhibited in the connection between good agents 

and good acts. This notion is foreshadowed as early as EN I.1 where Aristotle indicates that the pathway for 

virtuous development will consist in acquiring habits, and habits of the right sort: “It makes no small 

 
9 For the relation between virtue and flourishing thus maps the metaphysical relations of potency and activity: while 
virtues are not dunameis in the unqualified sense, they are when qualified as hexeis. In other words, ethical virtues are 
powers we acquire over time that are disposed to produce intelligent ways of acting. This intelligent activity is the 
ultimate telos of human life, that which is intrinsically valuable or good. Everything else that is valuable or good in 
human life is only good in reference to eudaimonia, even the virtues themselves. For the goodness of the virtue of, say, 
courage, is ultimately subordinate to the actual exercise of that virtue in a situation that demands it. As a reflection of 
the ‘three grades of existence,’ the potency is ontologically subordinate to the activity even if it precedes it in time. 
10 “So too in the case of the virtues: by doing things in our interactions with human beings, some of us become just, 
others unjust; and by doing things in terrifying circumstances and by being habituated to feel fear or confidence, some 
of us become courageous, others cowards” (1103b15) 
11 See also, EN II.1 1103a19-21 
12 Increased or decrease of the virtues will come about through the same things (1104a27-30) 
13 The same is the case of intellectual virtue. As Aristotle states in Politics, “in education practice must be used before 
theory.” (PO 1338b4). Indeed, the acquisition of moral virtue must also precede the cultivation of the intellectual 
virtues. See Politics VIII.6 1340b-37-8). This is why “Intellectual enjoyment is not suitable to boys” (PO VIII.5 
1339a30) and why, before being exposed to intellectual matters, “previous training and habituation are required” (PO 
VIII.11337a10). “Now it is clear that in education practice must be used before theory, and the body be trained before 
the mind; and therefore boys should be handed over to the trainer, who creates in them the proper habit of body, and 
to the wrestling-master, who teaches them exercises” (PO VIII.3 1338b4-6). 
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difference [...] whether we form habits of one kind or of another from our very youth; it makes a very great 

difference, or rather all the difference” (EN I.1 1103b23-5).14  

AV.3. The General Definition of Virtue 

AV.3.1. Having established some wide-angle understanding of Aristotle’s account of virtue, we are in a 

better position to look at his ‘general definition’ of virtue in EN II.6. Our analysis of this definition will be 

essential to defending our position that reflexive self-evaluation accomplished through phantasia is 

 
14 First and foremost among these habits are those to do with listening. Aristotle writes, “Hence he who will listen 
adequately to the noble things and the just things, and to the political things generally, must be brought up nobly by 
means of habituation” (EN I.4 1095b4-7). Hence, we get an idea early on in EN that moral virtue will turn decisively 
on the formation of certain habits. Indeed, insofar as the outcome of virtue is the development of ethos, an organ of 
perceiving the apparent good, then it is through listening that we literally come to see the world and ourselves differently. 

While intellectual virtue will come about by means of instruction and moral virtue by the formation of good 
habits, each can be thought of as arising from a sort of ‘listening:’ to our teachers, in the first case, to ‘fatherly’ (EN 
I.13) reason, in the second. In other words, moral education – and the education of our very perception – begins by 
listening to and acting upon the advice of those worthy of imitation.  

We see Aristotle also emphasizing the importance of such things such as musical education in order to 
develop our sense of listening. In the Politics, for instance, he writes: “music conduces to excellence, on the ground 
that it can form our minds and habituate us to true pleasures as our bodies are made by gymnastic to be of a certain 
character” (PO VIII.5  1339a21-25). Aristotle points out the importance of hearing for education in texts as diverse as 
Metaphysics and Sense and Sensibilia. In the former, for example, he tells us: “those which are incapable of hearing 
sounds are intelligent thought they cannot be taught” (MP 1.1 98031ff) In the latter, he adds to this point: “it is 
hearing that contributes most to the growth of intelligence. For rational discourse is a cause of instruction in virtue of 
its being audible [this is why...] the blind are more intelligent than the deaf and dumb.” (SS 1 437a11-16) The 
development of the sense of hearing is essential for later training in politics and philosophy. Hearing lectures well, or 
paying attention to what others say, therefore, must be preceded by the habituation of one’s sensory and desiderative 
faculties in order for the body to become a good host for higher thought. This point is reflected when Aristotle draws 
on Hesiod’s Works and Days:  
 

This one is altogether best who himself understands all things 
….. 
But good in his turn too is he who obeys one who speaks well. 
But he who neither himself understands nor, in listening to another,  
Takes this to heart [thumos], he is a useless man (1095b10-4). 

 
So, while it is best that we understand, it is also good to listen to noble individuals and take their words to heart. This 
entails that morality does not require moral knowledge; the principles that are acquired through virtue are embodied in 
virtuous persons rather than known by them. The virtuous person becomes the archai rather than becomes a knower of 
general moral principles. In this way, it is not a mind in command of a rational principle but a habit formed through 
imitation of good and serious people that guides the will. For more on the motif of ‘listening to reason,’ see Christine 
M. Korsgaard, “Aristotle on Function and Virtue,” in Self-Constitution: Agency, Identity, and Integrity (Oxford ; New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2009), 155.ff.  The piece deals with how the irrational and rational parts of the soul cohere. 
In this piece, Korsgaard considers the models of obedience, harmony, susceptibility to argument, health, and 
perception to interpret this motif. 
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implicated in Aristotle’s account of virtue. In EN II.6, Aristotle provides the following key definition: 

“Virtue, therefore, is a characteristic marked by choice, residing in the mean relative to us that is defined by 

reason and as the prudent person would define it.” (EN II.6 1106b35). Let us partition the quote in the 

following way for the purposes of commentary: 

 

i) Virtue, therefore, is a ii) characteristic marked by choice, iii) residing in the mean iv) relative to 

us, v) that is defined by reason and vi) as the prudent person would define it. 

 

AV.3.1.1. i). “Virtue”: First, is has been noted that Aristotle does not in this case specify any particular kind 

of virtue under discussion in this definition. For instance, he does not say that it is only moral virtue under 

discussion. Virtue, taken as a whole and generally speaking, is being defined in what follows. 

 

AV.3.1.2. ii) “is a characteristic [hexis] marked by choice [prohairesis]”: Second, it is a ‘hexis prohairesis’ – a habit 

of choosing. In other words, it is precisely what we spent most of Chapter 7 working out. A virtue, then, 

marks one kind of ethos – namely, a good ethos – one that is good because it has formed itself as an organ 

for reliably perceiving the apparent good and thereby providing reliable guidance for action.15 

 

AV.3.1.3. iii) “residing in the mean”: But what makes a deed good? We know from EN I.6 that it is not the 

good understood in an absolute Platonic way that Aristotle thinks is important for ethics; it is, rather, the 

good of the individual that is paramount. Nonetheless, what makes an activity good is that it hits upon the 

mean, a concept we will discuss more about below. The mean is something that is formally and 

proportionately the same for all in that it establishes a middle term between two extremes. Nonetheless, its 

specific determination comes from the individual themselves.16 

 

AV.3.1.4. iv) “relative to us [pros hemas]”: When we said the ‘individual themselves’ in the last point we were 

already offering an interpretation of the subject specified by the ‘us’ of this all-important phrase in the 

 
15 For Aristotle, however, it is really only in the conjunction of desire and reason that virtue can be formed: for choices 
are ‘deliberative desire’ or ‘desirous deliberation’ (i.e. fusion or sun-theton of these capacities). The ‘virtue of character’ 
is a state that decides. Poz, “The Concept of Ethos: Aristotle and the Contemporary Ethical Debate,” 265. Thus the 
definition of character virtue requires the agreement and proportion between reason and desire. And this 
proportional agreement is what a human being consists in. 
16 As we saw in Chapter 5, while eudaimonia is formally the good for all human beings (cf. 5.2.2-4), the content of such 
a life is left largely unspecified and leaves room for being full determination by the individual (cf. 5.3.3.2).  
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general definition. That is, it is the in-dwelling norms of the individual ‘us’ caught up in their unique 

circumstances that establish what counts as the mean (or extremes). Yet, one’s species-membership also puts 

limit-cases on the range in which the middle term and their extremes can then be individually determined. 

The ‘us’ in relation to which the mean is determined, then, has two orders: (first order) species-membership 

and (second-order) individual beings. We will expand on and defend this interpretation more fully in a 

moment. 

 

AV.3.1.5. v) “defined by reason [logos]”: The import here is not, as I take it, that it is through some explicit 

and discursive effort of the mind that we calculate the as though by applying some general rule to a 

particular situation.17 Rather, and as Aquinas explains, since the activity that our character is disposed 

toward is determined by its object, then the object must be rational.18 All that is required is being open to 

and recognizing the proper object, that is, the principle by which some range of differences (i.e. possible 

actions or passions) are held answerable. What causes virtue to be good at all is the fact that this object, the 

mean, is something whose recognition and enactment brings into being the exercise of a human being’s 

characteristic function.  

 

AV.3.1.6. vi) “as the prudent person would define it.” It is not altogether clear for what reason Aristotle wants 

to invoke the phronimon here as part of his definition. We do not receive further discussion of this virtue 

until Bk VI of EN. There we will learn that the person of practical wisdom is one who, among other things, 

excels at the correct perception of particulars associated with praxis and enacts the practical syllogism on 

that basis. Just as the judgment of someone who excels in the art of building is the one who makes good 

buildings, the judgment of the phronimon must be looked to as that which sets the standards of good 

action.19 The phronimon also excels in certain ‘juridical’ skills related to collective discernment and action 

 
17 For Aristotle, knowledge (for instance, of moral precepts) does not seem particularly important: “for the mastery of 
virtues… knowledge is of little or no importance” (1105b1)… Many men ‘take refuge in argument’ but fail to do the 
things he prescribes’. Moral virtue has little to do with knowledge or reasoning. James R. Mensch, Ethics and Selfhood: 
Alterity and the Phenomenology of Obligation (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 2003), 102. As Mensch 
explains, there is a substitution of habit for knowledge in guiding the will. 
18 Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, 108. 
19 To the disappointment of many, Aristotle does not seem to provide enough specification of the judgment of the 
phronimon to produce something like a ‘moral rule’ that would be action-guiding for all people in general. Yet others 
suggest we should not be disappointed in this, since Aristotle’s point is that each situation is unique and unspecifiable 
in advance; one therefore cannot specify in advance (beyond the very general ‘golden mean’) the principles of action 
that would be appropriate in future scenarios. Correctly perceiving the kairos depends on a well-trained eye, not on a 
mind that subsumes the particular under a general precept. 
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with other people. While the phronimon will be of interest to us later in this chapter, for our purposes, its 

precise role in the general definition is not important to dwell on or take a stand on at this time. 

AV.4. The Mean Relative to Us 

AV.4.1. The two most important elements of Aristotle’s general definition, for our purposes, are both 

enclosed in the key phrase ‘the mean relative to us.’ Having laid out this expression’s general sense and 

meaning in relation to the complete definition, we can look at its elements more closely now. As we have 

heard, what makes our actions (and passions) good or bad, virtuous or not, is determined by the extent to 

which they hit upon the ‘mean’ within a range of possibilities bookended by extremes of excess and 

deficiency.20 But what is the nature of the mean (he mesotes)? What is its relation to the middle term (to 

meson)? Who or what determines them? 

 To answer these questions, it is important to consider how Aristotle sets up his concept of the 

mean in Bk II of EN. In II.1, Aristotle makes an important methodological statement:    

Every argument concerned with what ought to be done is bound to be stated in outline only 
and not precisely… Matters of action and those pertaining to what is advantageous have 
nothing stationary about them, just as matters of health do not either. And since such is the 
character of the general argument, still less is the argument concerned with the particulars, for 
it does not fall under any set of precepts (1104a1-8). 

Here, Aristotle staves off an understanding of the doctrine of the mean (which he goes on to express a few 

lines after this citation), as through it were some sort of arithmetical formula whose application can yield 

specific, action-guiding mandates. While there are some regularities to the sorts of situations that call on 

our response as moral agents, each opportune moment for action (which is to say kairos – cf. 6.5.9; AII.6)21 

is also radically contingent and recalcitrant to subsumption under determinate moral laws. At best, the 

doctrine of the mean “implies that the term mesotes is an abstract and metaphysical expression of the law of 

virtue, estimated by the understanding”22 This is a purely formal conception of the mean that implies little 

or no specific guidance as a moral precept useful for an individual agent faced with a singular moment in 

which an action (or inaction), choice, or passion must be made or undergone. In other words, it is not on 

 
20 In fact, EN III.6 – V.11 is devoted for the most part to cataloguing the specific moral virtues (courage, generosity, 
ambition, etc) and, by defining the nature of each virtuous mean also thereby defining each of the vices. 
21 He confirms this in the line that follows, advising that “those who act ought themselves always to examine what 
pertains to the opportune moment [when it presents itself]” (1104a7-10). 
22 Grant as quoted in J. A. Stewart, Notes on the Nicomachean Ethics, vol. I (Oxford: Oxford, Claredon Press, 1892), 208. 
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the basis of the abstract structure of the mean that the individual acquires guidance for action; it is rather 

the acting individual themselves that produces and embodies the standard. The ultimate origin of moral 

standards is the individual faced with a unique situation: it is by describing the behaviours (choices, actions, 

and passions) of that individual that the abstract form of the mean is discerned. It is not, on the contrary, 

by ‘consulting’ such a form – as though one looks for the right formula to apply to a mathematical problem 

– that the agent follows it and produces good action. That is the wisdom of the so-called ‘Rule of Lesbos,’ 

which Aristotle invokes to describe the right method for dealing with matters of ethical praxis:   

For the measure of something indeterminate is indeterminate too, just as is the case with the 
lead rule used in house building in Lesbos: the lead rule changes in relation to the shape of the 
stone and does not stay the same; and so too the specific degree changes in relation to the 
matters at hand (1137b29-33). 

AV.4.2. Now, among the ‘matters at hand’ that must be conformed to – that is, the idiosyncrasies 

of contingent being – are those having to do with the acting agent themselves. The individual that is confronted 

with the imperative to choose and act must relate to the situation not as a disinterested party, but as 

someone whose own particularity is geared into and relevant to it. When one’s own being is kept in view, 

enacting the mean may concretely look quite different from one individual to another even if the 

proportion between virtuous mean and vicious excess remains formally and in the abstract the same for all. 

As J.A. Stewart comments, what determines the correct proportionality (orthos logos)23 of the mean:  

is different (within limits) for each man. Each man has, as it were, his own moral center of 
gravity, and all the virtues, related to one another in a particular way, are necessary to his 
stability […] The center of gravity remains the same for all, being that particular logos, or 
organization, of while whole nature which is best for the particular man.24  

The mean can be seen as a ‘moral center of gravity’ determined by each particular human being – it is 

formally common for all, assuming the same overarching structure, but is concretely determined by the 

individual themselves. 

 AV.4.3. This idea is embodied in an illustration Aristotle gives in EN II.6 in an effort to clarify the 

nature of the mean that is relevant to matters of action: that concerning the appropriate diet for the famed 

wrestler Milo when compared to novice athletes. Put simply, the right amount of food for an athlete versus 

 
For my purposes, I hedge against interpreting the orthos logos as a ‘correct rule’ as Ross and other ‘intellectualist’ 
readings of Aristotle put it. In the context of the mean, it is clear that what he is talking about is the correct 
proportionateness that determines the horoi, or defining boundaries, of the mean and extremes. 
24 Stewart, Notes on the Nicomachean Ethics, 1892, I:202. 
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a novice might be different and the mean each should aim for will depend on their own contingent dietary 

needs.    

AV.4.3.1. Aristotle gets at this idea by distinguishing absolute and relative kinds of intermediate 

terms – for the idea of the mean is not quite the same as that of the middle term (to meson). To gloss 

Aristotle’s discussion in EN II.6, it is evident that the latter (middle term) is more descriptive of an 

arithmetical median within an absolute scale of values whereas the former (the mean) is concerned with a 

scale of values relative to the interests of a living thing. Aristotle notes that arithmetic values arise within 

whatever is ‘continuous and divisible’ (1106a25), being described in terms of the more and less and equal. 

Such terms are absolute, being ‘one and the same for all’ (1106a32) in the sense that they are not relative to 

a point of view or a set of interests. But it means something else to say that ‘less’ is a deficiency or that ‘more’ 

is an excess – for what is deficient or excessive can only be made intelligible relative to some other set of 

interests or coordinating values. In this sense, the scale and its descriptors that determine the mean that is 

relevant to action are “not one thing, nor is it the same for all” (1106a33). The middle term of an absolute 

range of values may not, relative to something else, be the mean (he mesotes). What counts as the mean, in 

other words, will not be ‘one and the same for all’ as an absolute arithmetical value between less and more 

that is ‘relative to the thing itself’ or derived from its immanent range of values. As Aristotle says, then, the 

‘middle term’ in question is “not a middle belonging to the thing in question but rather the one relative to 

us” (1106b5-7). 

AV.4.3.2. Thus, any arbitrary amount of food, for example, is the sort of thing that is ‘continuous 

and divisible’ and therefore amenable to being numbered and described in terms of more, less, and equal. 

Any given quantity of the ‘thing in question,’ in other words, can be carved up in these terms. But it is only 

relative to the needs of a certain individual – say Milo or the novice wrestler – that we would say that some 

range of food can be described in terms of deficient, excessive, or hitting upon the mean. In Aristotle’s 

example, for Milo two arithmetical units of food might be deficient and ten units excessive – establishing a 

middle term of, say, six units – but what makes six units the middle term is the mean of Milo himself, not the 

range of values taken independently of his dietary needs. That is to say, the individual themselves has in-dwelling 

standards themselves determine – or rather combine to constitute – the mean. The mean becomes something both 

possessed and aimed at by the virtuous person. And this entails, as we will return to in a moment, that a 

virtuous agent is a person who in some way has a handle on who they are and their own moral center of 

gravity. And that is to say, they will be a person with a correct and reliable self-interpretation: a person who 

appears to themselves as they really are. 
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AV.4.4. Now when we say ‘standards,’ in the plural, that combine to constitute the mean, we are 

beginning to speak to the second element of the all-important phrase – ‘the mean relative to us’ – by 

designating who the ‘us’ is meant to point us to. As we have made clear, Aristotle’s statements of method 

that introduce the mean, his qualification and explication of the mean and the middle term, and his 

example in form of Milo, all attest to the way that the individual human determines what the mean, met by 

some particular kairos, will look like. Yet we should appreciate again the import of Stewart’s parenthetical 

remark above when he said that the mean “is different (within limits) for each man.”25 The mean is 

determined by the individual human, but the individual can only remain a human being within certain 

limits given the form of species life (cf. AIII.4). For instance, Milo’s individual dietary needs are specified by 

both particular and universal constraints.26 To use Aristotle’s example, dry foods in general may be 

beneficial to human health in general, which puts limit cases on the order of particularity: there will be too 

little and too much dry food given the constraints of the human form. Indeed, insofar as virtue, which 

instills in us a skill at aiming at the mean, is something that is functionally excellent given the human form 

itself, then it is relative to that form that the mean’s limit-cases are determined.27 But how much is good for 

me or you, under what conditions of sickness and health and activity, what time and with what regularity, 

will vary according to the individual determinant of the mean: the individual themselves.28 Thus, although 

Aristotle himself is not explicit on this point, the ‘us’ specified by the expression can be usefully interpreted 

to point to two orders through which the mean is determined: that of the species-form, and that of the 

 
25 Tessitore’s analysis is also instructive here: “As applied to ethics, however, the mean is not characterized by strict 
arithmetical proportion but is ‘relative to us’ (pros hemas), in the sense that it is determined with reference to the 
particular capacities and limitations of the person undertaking any given action. Whereas we should expect that 
specific actions constituting the mean will vary from one individual and situation to another, Aristotle maintains that 
ethical virtue consistently possesses the character of a mean, at least with respect to its substance.” Tessitore, Reading 
Aristotle’s Ethics, 27.  
26 Liddell & Scott’s intermediate lexicon observes that hemas can be either singular or plural. 
27 Stewart writes of the mean by saying: “This ratio is, of course, that of the organization which meets most successfully 
the conditions of human life.” Stewart, Notes on the Nicomachean Ethics, 1892, I:200.  
28 This returns us to the notion of ‘what is good for me’ (cf. Chapter 5). There is another component of the answer 
that complicates the simple answer that we gave (happiness is good for me). Now one way of understanding this ‘for 
me’ is in terms of my form of life, or my species form. That is, we might think that something is good for me 
depending on the kind of thing we are talking about. Carrots are good for rabbits, generally speaking, given their form 
of life. However, that does not entail that all carrots are good for all rabbits. This carrot may not be good for this rabbit, 
because this rabbit may be full, or sick, or this carrot might be poisoned or rotten. Goodness is not a property that can 
be assessed outside of the particular and individualized circumstances of life. 
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individual themselves. What will be required, then, for a person to become virtuous is for them to develop 

an organ through which they correctly and reliably perceive themselves and their own goodness.29  

AV.5. Phantasmatic Self-Evaluation & The Mean Relative to Us 

AV.5.1. In Part B we discussed the basic form of ethical selfhood by way of Aristotle’s account of the 

tripartite soul (Chapter 4). Then we brought out its dynamic reality by disclosing its most general animating 

object, the apparent good (or apparently good life) (Chapter 5). Afterwards, we looked to Aristotle’s concept 

of ethos as the organ through which the ethical self cognizes (and partially constitutes) the apparent good 

and its motivating objects (Chapter 6). As we have seen, one’s ethos or character has a pervasive influence 

over what appears good, what motivates our choices and actions, and thus over the sort of human being we 

become through those chosen actions. Depending on the sort of character we take on through our habits of 

choosing, the apparent goodness of things will either align with or stray from what actually is good for us. 

But insofar as the mean is what makes actions – and through their repetition, individual people – good, 

then part of what is required to become good is a true and more-or-less reliable self-interpretation that 

resonates on these two orders. For such a self-perception to occur reliably, one must have an organ formed 

that can bear objects that resonate with these two orders: the individual and the universal. Only phantasia 

has this peculiar quality and can combine its functions in ways that produce an organ (i.e. an ethos, a habit 

of choosing) that can discern ‘the mean relative to us’ on the basis of this double order (cf. 2.4.1-5; AIII.5). 

Thus our interpretation of the mean as being determined through these two orders conforms to and 

confirms, from another angle, our discussions in the Appendix III and Chapter 6 where we argued that 

what is actually (not just apparently) good for human beings is determined both by our species-membership 

and by our contingent being. In the present case, we can see how activity that conforms to the mean will be 

one that demands a self-interpretation that holds itself in light of these two orders: the species and the 

individual. In other words, how we appear to ourselves – and in the appearances holding together the two 

orders that constitute our being – is central to discerning and enacting ‘the mean relative to us.’ 

So the ‘general definition’ of virtue, which begins with the phrase, ‘a habit of choosing the mean 

relative to us,’ implies that it is a phantasmatically complex organ (a habit of choosing) for perceiving the 

apparent good that apprehends the mean relative to us, a mean determined by two orders of in-dwelling 

 
29 Some believe that there is a problem of circularity here, for it seems that one must already be at the mean to judge 
the mean correctly. Yet if we do not judge the mean correctly in the first place, how will we acquire a history of 
enacting it? The virtuous character seems to presuppose itself.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

531 

standards: one universal and one individual. By reliably appearing to oneself (or seeing oneself, or 

interpreting oneself, or imagining oneself) in terms of these two orders, one is able to reliably discern the 

good for us – that is, to discern the mean relative to us and act according to that ‘moral center of gravity’ in 

each of us. 

AV.5.2. It is by striking the mean that a person’s choice or action can be considered good for them; 

and repeatedly choosing or acting in this way makes the person themselves become good. In becoming 

good, one becomes capable of discerning the good correctly. That is to say, what motivates choice and 

action – the apparent good – becomes a reliable marker of what actually is good. So, the general picture we 

get is that good actions are ones that hit upon the virtuous mean between two extremes, a mean determined 

by the person themselves as caught up in individual and universal orders, and that repeated actions of a 

good type give way to good persons. Good people, in turn, are those who can correctly perceive the good 

and coordinate their choices and actions around that correct perception. But in perceiving, correctly, what 

is good, virtuous people become perceptive of a feature of reality that they themselves embody and bring into 

the world. Thus, the general definition of virtue already implies an ability to discern one’s own value correctly; 

they not only act in a way where the mean relative to themselves is enacted, but where they also perceive 

their own in-dwelling standard(s) in terms of which they choose and act in light of what is good. In fact, as 

we will see later on in this chapter, one of the so-called ‘crowns’ of virtue for Aristotle – great-souledness, 

magnanimity, or megalopsuchia – is characterized as having this correct discernment of one’s own value. For 

megalopsuchia marks the virtue of appearing to oneself correctly and valuing oneself accordingly. Indeed, the 

pleasure taken in habituation, as we will see, gradually unfolds the appearance of goodness in the world and 

good things in oneself. That is why Moss will eventually call the culmination of virtue as involving ‘prideful 

self-awareness.’30 

Whereas last chapter only established that ethos is the organ through which the apparent good 

appears, is said nothing about what makes that appearance reliable or unreliable. And what makes it 

reliable or unreliable is the goodness or badness (the virtuousness or viciousness) of the character itself. This 

means that the capacity to reliably and truly discern goodness in what appears to be good is better in the 

same measure as the capacity, the ethos, is itself good. And this means that correctly perceiving the good of 

things in what appears to be good, and correctly perceiving oneself in what appears to be our selves, are 

coextensive with one another. In other words, to ‘see’ the good one must have a good character; and this 

 
30 Moss, Aristotle on the Apparent Good: Perception, Phantasia, Thought, and Desire, 216.ff. 
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means that what one ‘sees’ is something of oneself. What one sees has been developed over time and 

through habits – some which our caregivers start off for us, and others we continue for ourselves through 

choice.  

AV.5.3. This way of accounting for the correct discernment of the good develops two similar points 

we have made in this project earlier. First, it adds a further, normative-charged dimension to the logic of 

phainomena that we discussed in Chapter 5: that appearing-of (an object) always bears a signature of 

appearing-to (a subject) (cf. 5.3).    

Second, it is continuous with Aristotle’s general epistemology: for as we know in the case of both 

aisthesis and nous, the aisthetikon (the organ of sense-perception) assumes a stance of passivity to sensible 

objects, and in aisthesis, it becomes formally identical with its objects. The same goes for the noetikon in its 

stance toward intelligible objects (cf. 1.3.7.1; 1.3.8.1.). In other words, the idea that the human being who 

becomes good likewise becomes a reliable perceiver of the good is in many ways continuous with Aristotle’s 

epistemological scheme embedded within his general psychology. For as we learn in DA,  the faculty of the 

perceiving organism holds itself in a state of readiness to receive the form of the objects to which they are 

characteristically open: for instance, the aisthetikon takes on the form of sensible objects while the noetikon 

takes on the form of intelligible objects. As such, sensory and rational faculties become formally identical 

with their objects when they are well-functioning (see 1.3.7-8; 2.4).  

Something similar occurs in ethical development, where the faculty or ‘organ’ of ethos becomes 

more sensitive to perceiving goodness and at the same time becomes good at performing that function and so 

makes the agent whose ethos it is a good human being. Thus, one’s ethos takes on the form of the very thing 

that it comes to be perceptive of – goodness. As such, all perception of value becomes an indirect form of 

self-evaluation. Indeed, in setting up his positive description of virtue in EN II.4, he describes the relation 

between good (or just, or skillful) acts and being a good (or just, or skillful person): “A person will actually 

be skilled in letters, then, when he both does something skillful and does it in a skillful way, and this is 

what accords when the art of letters that resides within the person himself” (1105a24-6).  

Just as the perceiving faculty becomes organized with the form of a perceptible object, and thought 

with the object of thought, we say that a person is skillful when an art resides in the person themselves: that is, 

when their own soul is organized in such a way as to independently enact a body of knowledge in praxis. 

Likewise, a person who repeatedly performs good acts becomes good themselves, in the sense that goodness 

becomes a characteristic of their own being (cf. 4.4.3. on the duality of ekhein and the way in which the 

mathematician ‘has’ mathematical knowledge). 
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AV.5.4.1. It is also important to note that, in the case of moral virtues in particular, that they have 

an essential relationship to pleasure and pain and that this further reinforces the notion that evaluative self-

perception is a core aspect of what a virtuous ethos accomplishes. At 1104b8-9, Aristotle says that ethical 

virtue is especially concerned with pleasure and pain; in the Physics he puts it absolutely: “All moral virtue is 

concerned with bodily pleasures and pains, which again depend upon acting or upon remembering or upon 

anticipating.”31 Indeed, insofar as remembering and anticipating are functions of phantasia (disposed toward 

the past and the future, respectively) (cf. 2.5-6) then moral virtue will, in turn, depend on how the 

imagination is cultivated and what possibilities and with what clarity it is able to coordinate human praxis. 

In turn, since pleasure and pain are not simply directed at some object but also reflect the excellent 

characteristic activity of one’s own soul, then pleasure is – as we said in Chapter 5 – a rudimentary form of 

self-perception, a perception of one’s self as good (5.4.9). 

AV.5.4.2. Indeed, in EN X.5, Aristotle will say that the (true) pleasure of each animal is 

determined by an animal’s characteristic work. Pleasure ‘perfects’ or completes virtuous activity in that it 

accompanies the ergon qua human being. As Ortiz de Landazuri puts it, “Pleasure is a self-perception or 

feeling (ἐνέργεια) of the right development of conscious living… [it is the] consciousness of the perfect 

development of one’s own life.” 32 Thus, as Aristotle puts it in EN II.9, the pleasure and pain we take in 

certain things are a sign of our moral characteristics; it is a sign of where along the ‘road’ that leads to virtue 

we are.33 And in EN X.4, he writes: “So long as the object though or perceived and the subject discerning or 

contemplating are in fit condition, there will be pleasure in the relationship” (EN X.4).34 The pleasure we 

take is always a certain perception of our own self, our soul being acted on by whatever object.   

AV.5.4.3. What makes moral development possible is, in part, that we have a natural inclination to 

feel pleasure and pain toward the right objects (or ‘one that feels affection for the noble and disgust at the 

shameful’ EN X.9).35 Our susceptibility of pleasures and pains follows us ‘since the cradle’ and is woven 

‘into the very fabric of our lives.’ (EN II.3). This natural tendency, coupled above all with the right laws, 

encourage moral development of individuals that comports with the polis. Mandates of education, for 

 
31 Physics VII.3 247a8-9, my emphasis. 
32 Landázuri, “Aristotle on Self-Perception and Pleasure,” 10. 
33 In the Eudemian Ethics, he says that virtue must be pleasant and that the ‘road to virtue’ is through pleasure 
(1236b39-1237a1-9). 
34 Aristotle explains, "For when both that which is acted on and that which acts remain what they are and have the 
same relation to each other, the same thing naturally arises" (X.4) 
35 Commenting on EN II.2 l105a3ff., Tessitore comments: “Pleasure and pain are the standards by which all, to a 
greater or lesser degree, regulate their actions and, as such, a serious consideration of them is essential to the study of 
both virtue and politics.” Tessitore, Reading Aristotle’s Ethics, 13.  
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instance, must be conceived in such a way as to guide the formation of right habits, through which the 

passionate or ‘irrational’ part of the soul is tempered and made to ‘listen’ to reason (EN I.121102a27ff). 

This process capitalizes on our innate disposition to feel pleasure at excellent objects (consider the opening 

pages of the Metaphysics) and hones it into something amenable to reason. While we may have to endure 

pains and decline (false) pleasures during this process (EN II.3 1104b8-10), we eventually are able to act in 

accordance with the mean without pain at doing so, and this often brings different qualities of pleasure 

suitable, or nobility to those acts. (EN X.9 1179b31ff).  

AV.5.4.4. The end result is an individual who acts rationally – in that their behaviour accords with 

the mean – yet without ‘reasoning’: the virtuous person simply does what is pleasurable, without reflection. 

Yet at the same time, insofar as pleasure it itself a rudimentary form of evaluative self-perception, the 

virtuous person acts in light of or while accompanied by an appearance of themselves and their goodness or 

value. There is, then, a kind of reflexivity going on in the pleasures of virtue, though not necessarily a 

rational and discursive one. For pleasure and pain, to revisit 5.4, are affects that take not only what exceeds 

the individual themselves (pleasure in food, in drink, in sex, in art, or what have you) but also in the agent 

themselves as having their faculties brought into a fine condition. True pleasure is always a kind of correct 

interpretation of some aspect of one’s own goodness. That is why Moss will remark that the pleasures of 

virtue are “strikingly self-referential.”36  

AV.5.4.5. It is only when we are corrupted by non-ideal conditions of growth and development 

(poor laws & institutional settings, highly dysfunctional or abusive family settings, for instance) that we can 

develop a warp in our person such that we believe something that is not inherently pleasurable actually is. 

In other words, the conditions of growth and development shape the functioning of the ‘organ’ of ethos: 

that through which the apparent good appears to us. A well-functioning or virtuous ethos is just one that 

enables correct and reliable correspondence between seeming and being: between the way things appear 

and how they are.37 Indeed, Aristotle will often make this relationship apparent, for instance: 

[1] each person wishes for what appears good to him, however, and therefore only virtuous 
people wish for what is really good (EN 1113a15-31). 

 
36 Moss, Aristotle on the Apparent Good: Perception, Phantasia, Thought, and Desire, 216. 
37 Recall 6.3.1: The wedge between seeming and being is driven in and withdrawn on the basis of the goodness of our 
character. 
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[2] Some things are pleasurable to people that are in bad condition. But these are not really 
pleasant, any more than something appears white to someone with bad eyes is really white (EN 
X.3; cf. X.5). 

[3] The pleasure of each animal determined by their characteristic work […] pleasure and pain 
are show the conditions of a person, but only the serious person takes pleasure in what is 
actually pleasurable. 

[4] Pleasure can ruin one’s perception such that ‘the principle of action immediately fails to 
appear’ (EN VI.5) 

[5] The virtuous person “wishes his own good, real and apparent” (EN IX.4 1166a15). 

[6] and what is essentially good is good for the good man, and hence appears to be pleasant to 
all men (EN IX.9 1170a20). 

[7] What are the pleasures of a 'decent man' is the same as asking what the pleasures are for 
human beings. (EN X.6). 

[8] “But what appears pleasurable to the good man is also what really is pleasurable…. Thus we 
should not be surprised that thing disagreeable to the good man should seem pleasant to some 
others; for mankind is liable to corruptions and diseases, and the things in question are not 
really pleasant, but only pleasant to these particular persons, who are in a condition to think 
them so” (EN X.5). 

[9] "But in all such circumstances, what appears to a serious person seems to be the case in 
fact”… “those who work with pleasure with more discernment and with greater accuracy… an 
activity is augmented by its pleasure” (EN X.5) 

[10] ‘What appears to the serious person seems to in fact be the case (EN X.5) 

[11] “The absolutely good is absolutely choiceworthy, but for each person what is good for 
him; and these should be in harmony. And virtue makes this happen… And one who is a 
human being is suited and on the road for this… but the road is through pleasure; virtue must 
be pleasant. And when these are out of harmony a person is not yet perfectly good" (EE  
1236b39-1237a1-9). 

Insofar as it is through the perception of pleasures that we come to develop a generalized representation of 

goodness (6.4)38, the idea is that the process through which we become virtuous through pleasure is co-

extensively a process by which our perception of goodness is refined. The more virtuous we become, the 

more pleasure we take in what is noble, the more the appearance of goodness maps what actually is good. 

 
38 This will be not just a pleasurable memory or expectation or imagination of some particular virtuous activity, but a 
pleasurable general representation of that kind of activity – a general representation of it as good. Moss, Aristotle on the 
Apparent Good: Perception, Phantasia, Thought, and Desire, 221. 
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But insofar as: 1) pleasure is itself a form of evaluative self-perception (5.4; 6.4.3.5) and 2) appearances 

structurally implicate the perceiving subject (5.3), and 3) what is good is embodied in the ‘mean relative to 

us,’ then the cultivation of moral virtue can be thought of as the development of a human being’s cognitive 

and affective-interpretive relationship to themselves. In other words, virtue turns out to be an acquired 

capacity to appear to ourselves as we really are, on the basis of which we become skilled at seeing the mean 

relative to us, aiming at it, and directing ourselves toward it. So, the idea of Chapter 6 – that ethos is an 

organ through which the self discovers itself in terms of its value through a complex deployment of 

phantasia – is therefore confirmed here in another way.  

AV.5.4.6. Yet through the course of moral development, the desiring part of the soul must be 

shaped by listening so that we may see what is morally salient and morally required by a given situation.39 

Indeed, Aristotle often associates motifs of listening & hearing with the acquisition of virtue and those of 

seeing, aiming, targeting, with the culmination of virtue. We discussed at some length in Chapter 4 the idea in 

EN I.13 that desire must be made to ‘listen’ to reason as to a father, friend, teacher, or slaver. The motifs 

seem to be metaphorical and literal: Aristotle’s emphasis on developing skills of listening in the literal sense 

are confirmed when he notes that “young people are not naturally good listeners and they must be made 

virtuous before they should listen to lectures on philosophy and politics.” It is also apparent that, like Plato, 

the legal mandate for musical education is informed by this end as well.  

 But then the metaphors shift with the accomplishment of virtue. In the first line of EN Aristotle 

uses the imagery of ‘aiming’ (at some good) to convey the high-order concerns of the project. And we 

already know from Chapter 5 that Aristotle’s use of the term ‘skopos’ illustrated the goal-directedness of 

ethical selfhood and the appearances that motivate it (cf. 5.3.4) through a visual metaphor. Being serious 

about life involves, he says, converting our telos into a skopos: something like a target we sight from far off. In 

this context, Aristotle wrote: “And with a view to our life, then, is not the knowledge of this good of great 

weight, and would we not, like archers in possession of a target, better hit upon what is needed? (EN I.2 23-

4). In Chapter 6, we found that ethos is a kind of organ for ‘seeing’ the good (‘experience has given them an 

eye to see correctly’). And virtue itself, Aristotle says in Bk II, is “a skill at aiming at the middle term” 

(1106b16) or, as he says, a mean state of the agent that “is skillful at aiming at the middle term” (1106b28).  

 Indeed, in EN VI.12 he will say of phronesis that it “makes the target correct [and] produce things 

 
39 Thus, pleasure is both necessary and important to moral development, but it also poses a danger. Writes Aristotle: 
“For children, like profligates, live at the prompting of desire; and the appetite for pleasure is strongest in childhood, 
so that if it be not disciplined and made obedient to authority, it will make great headway.” (EN III.12) 
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that conduce to that target.” In that same chapter he will talk about the ‘eye of the soul’ as acquiring virtue 

only with phronesis, a virtue without which the ‘target will not appear.’40 So, if education begins with 

reconfiguring the skills of listening, it ends with reconfiguring the skills of seeing: in listening to reason we 

come to see things differently – that is, as they really are.41  

 AV.5.5. These metaphors never leave the domain of sensibility. Our reception to logos demands the 

receptivity of a mind, but the result is a new way of ‘seeing’ the morally salient features of the situation: even 

phronesis, while it is a virtue of the intellect, is presented more as a skill of one’s perception. The virtue is 

 
40 People who have been ruined by pleasure and pain… “the principle immediately fails to appear – it is not manifest 
to him that he ought to choose all things and to act for the sake of this and on account of it” (EN VI.5). The idea that 
virtue itself ‘is a mean’ is directly related to the idea that the target ‘does not appear’ to those who are not virtue. This 
can be appreciated through Aristotle’s analysis of other organs of perception. Only a harmonious and healthy relation 
between certain parts of some organ – say the eye – is it open to the characteristic object (the visible, or colour as its 
boundary condition). The eye takes on an inner ‘mean’ – something like a sensitive ‘charge’ that makes visible objects 
appear to it. Similarly, the organ of ethos only has its characteristic objects (goodness) appear when the parts that 
comprise it (habits of choosing, where choice is a syntheton of desire and reason) are in good order and stand in 
relation with one another that comport with the best enactment of the human form. It is, above all, a functionally 
harmonious relationship between desire and reason that we get the production of a ‘sensitive mean’ whose object is 
the good. As Aristotle says, “The reasoning must be true; the longing must be correct… And what the reasoning asserts 
must be the same as what the longing pursues” (EN VI.1). Without this agreement the end of action with either not 
appear or appear distorted. Indeed, just as the ear or eye can be destroyed by excessive objects (that are too loud, too 
bright, etc), a virtuous character can also be destroyed by excesses: of pleasures or pains of certain types, and of 
deviations from the mean. Seeking out the mean is itself a way of preserving the inner mean that comprises one’s 
ethos and secures its excellent activity. But since desire and perception are really one co-operating function of the soul, 
the production of the sensitive mean in the soul is just as much about how the sensory and rational parts of the soul 
are related to one another. And phantasia, as we know, is that function of the soul that brings the aisthetic and noetic 
into rapport. The creation and quality of the ‘sensitive mean’ of one’s ethos, therefore, is in the end a story about the 
operations of phantasia and its family of associated functions.  
41 There is also one occasion in particular where Aristotle combines the metaphors of ‘hitting the mark’ and ‘tuning the 
lyre.’ The picture we are getting is something like the following. Virtue is a mean that maintains a skill at aiming at the 
middle term in the way that a properly tuned instrument is able to aim at notes on a musical scale. A tuned 
instrument holds itself in a state of immanent balance between its opposed, component parts such that it is ready to 
play good music; indeed, that the instrument must be tuned in advance means that the tuned state is analogous to a 
hexis, an acquired disposition that holds itself ready to act well. Having acquired this harmonious inner tension by 
establishing a proportional relation between its parts (let’s say, between the guitar strings), the well-tuned instrument 
becomes charged with a productive tension (‘a mean’) that allows it to fix upon (‘aim at’) the range of tones that 
comprise a musical scale. To play the scale in tune, the instrument itself must be in tune also. Similarly, one’s 
character is attuned properly when it holds itself in a state of readiness for good action, where good action requires 
perceiving a range of possible responses and the intermediate gradations that serve as conceivable possibilities for 
action. So there is, in this case, a state of inner tension that sets up the instrument’s immanent repose, one that is 
required for it to calibrate its playing of the musical scales, tone-values that that exist in abstraction as something 
amenable to arithmetical description. What the analogy with a musical instrument helps us to see is that it is through 
a specific proportionality and arrangement of parts, a potency for a specific kind of lived activity becomes available. 
Just as the organization of the parts of an ear, for instance, produces a sensitive mean that constitutes the faculty of 
hearing and opens it to sound, the organization of the virtuous soul produces a sensitive mean that constitutes one’s 
ethos and opens it to the apparent good. 
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not, as I take it, someone in rational command of the ‘why’ of moral principles but someone with a 

developed ethical perception, someone who sees the mean that is demanded by whatever situation.42 That is, 

the terms of a situation that appears to the moral agent as salient is shaped, in large part, according to the 

pleasures and pains one becomes accustomed to feeling toward what is noble and base. That is, the 

acquisition of moral virtue involves the development of an organ through which one sees a situation as 

calling for a certain kind of response, given the situation and oneself as geared into it. But ‘seeing as’ is 

already an accomplishment of phantasia; and seeing oneself as being called to act (or not), feel (or not), it is 

an accomplishment of self-referential phantasia. Indeed, since pleasure and pain always conjoin an 

interpretation of one’s situation in the world with one’s situation in the world, then the acquisition of the 

skills of ‘seeing’ the situation is only conceptually distinguishable from a way of ‘seeing’ – or interpreting, or 

phantasizing – ourselves. But this means, in turn, that virtue is essentially concerned with or accompanied by 

the development of our self-interpretation, our autophantasma. Indeed, insofar as phantasia is the faculty that 

lets us explain the possibility of error (cf. 2.2) and that through which the phainomena are cognized (cf. 

5.3.5), it is also that capacity in terms of which the schism or agreement between appearance and reality is 

constituted.43 And so, the appearance of one’s self to oneself, cognized through phantasia in particular, 

belongs to the subterranean logic of Aristotle’s general definition of virtue even if it is nowhere stated 

 
42 Cf. 6.2.3.: “For as we will see, phronesis – the ‘crowning virtue’ of the practical intellect – will consist in the excellent 
application of the practical syllogism. The phronimon, as we will establish, is not just someone who excels in applying 
some general rule to particular cases, but in being guided heuristically into a space of encounter with individuals that 
allows room for individuals and themselves to express their own immanent norms).” The evidence we reason from in 
our ethical life depends on our perception, which depends on our character, the “habits of action and thought that 
characterizes us as persons. These however depend on what we desire – i.e. on the pleasure we have been habituated to 
feel when performing various actions. Thus, if to be just is to act out of ‘a firm an unchangeable character’, the just 
action is performed almost automatically. As springing from our fixed character, it is a habitual, nonreflective action. 
The person performing it does not take a stand against desire. Instead, he does what is pleasurable.” Mensch, Ethics 
and Selfhood, 2003, 105. This gets at what could be called the ‘rationalist’ and ‘empirical’ interpretations of Aristotle’s 
ethics. For instance, the translation in the 1908 Clarendon Press edition, for example, as "right principle or rule" 
(trans: David Ross) reads Aristotle as characterizing people's moral development in terms of "tendencies to become 
good or bad according as they are subjected to or allowed to assert themselves against the 'right rule' which our 
reasonable nature seeks for itself and seeks to impose on them." Ross, 20l. Ross, then, sees Aristotle as implying that 
the right rule is "a rule reached by the deliberate analysis of the practically wise man and telling him that the end of 
human life is best attained by certain actions which are intermediate between extremes." "Obedience to such a rule," 
he goes on, "is moral virtue." Ross, 227. McIntrye, Lear, Sherman, Nussbaum disagree with Ross’ interpretation of 
orthos logos. 
43 It makes sense, then, of the relationship between pleasure and phantasia, since both are central causes of error: “[We 
must] notice what are the errors to which we are ourselves more prone (as different men are inclined by nature to 
different faults) – and we shall discover what these are by observing the pleasure or pain that we experience; then we 
must drag ourselves away in the opposite direction, for by steering wide of our besetting error we shall make a middle 
course. This is the method adopted by carpenters to straighten warped timber.” (EN II.9). 
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explicitly by Aristotle himself. And since virtue is the ideal or standard by which the goodness of human 

agency is measured (AV.1), then we can see how the appearance of oneself to oneself is a universal vector of 

concern for human selfhood generally. 

Furthermore, since discerning the ‘mean relative to us’ demands holding ourselves accountable to 

two orders of reality (the species-form of secondary substances and the individual existence of a primary 

substance – cf. 1.1.3) then what is required is a capacity to negotiate and bring into relation those orders. 

This is precisely the function of phantasia, in its mediating role between the aisthetic order of individuals 

and the noetic order of universals (cf. 2.4.1). A similar point was made in the Interlude, in which – through 

our discussion of Irwin and Nussbaum on the function argument (AIII.3-4) – we suggested that phantasia 

could be seen to be uniquely capable of cognizing the complex duality of a human individual as caught 

between these two orders (AIII.5). Here again, discerning the mean relative to us through the acquisition of 

moral virtue, and by shaping our relationship to pleasure and pain through that process, a self-reflexive 

exercise of phantasia belongs to the covert logic of human selfhood.   

AV.6. Virtue United: Phronesis & Autophantasma 

AV.6.1.1. In this section I want to show that while it is nowhere stated by Aristotle explicitly, phantasia is 

vital to understanding the nature and operation of phronesis, just as it is for understanding the implicit logic 

of the ‘general definition of virtue.’ Moreover, just as we saw that self-evaluative exercises of phantasia are 

baked into the general definition of virtue, the same will be seen to obtain in phronesis as well.  

Moral virtue and the virtue of practical reason or phronesis are connected by the general definition 

of EN II.6, but their interconnection can also be discerned in another important way. The distinct moral 

virtues, hardly expressing separate kinds of moral agent, can be seen as illustrating one and the same agent – 

the phronimon – exposed to different situations: where courage, or charity, or moderation, for instance, are 

called for. Thus as J.A. Stewart says, the distinct moral virtues are really an expression of the phronimon 

‘clothed in his attributes.’ 44 As Stewart observes, the phronimon is someone who (among other things) 

discerns the correct & proportionate response (the othos logos, embodied in the ‘mean relative to us’) and is 

able to apply it consistently to all range of human experience where the expression of our character is at 

 
44 He says that the phronimon is someone who discerns orthos logos, the mean; the moral virtues show that capacity (of 
phronesis) deployed in numerous different contexts, namely, where the phronimon is called to act courageously, or justly, 
or charitably, and so on. Thus, the moral virtues are really just the phronimon exposed to different scenarios, or ‘clothed 
in his attributes’ as Stewart says. Stewart, Notes on the Nicomachean Ethics, 1892, I:200. 
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issue. While phronesis and the moral virtues are conceptually separate, in the concrete virtuous agent, 

phronesis implies the existence of all the virtues and unites them. That is what Aristotle tells us at the end of 

Bk VI.45 Consider:  

[1] “It is clear, then, on the basis of what has been said, that it is not possible to be good in the 
authoritative sense in the absence of prudence, nor is it possible to be prudent in the absence 
of moral virtue” (EN VI.13 1144b30-3) 

[2] “For the same person will not have a most excellent nature with a view to all the virtues, so 
that he will have one virtue while not yet having another. [While this can happen in the 
natural virtues, in the moral virtues] this cannot happen. For all the virtues will be present 
when the one virtue, [phronesis] is present” (EN VI. 1144b34-a3).46 

The unifying relationship between the moral virtues and phronesis becomes apparent from the sequence 

through which they are presented. As the particular character virtues are the main focus of EN III.6- V.11 

and are followed, in Bk VI, with phronesis, we have the particular manifestation of virtue presented first and 

its generalized form afterwards. For the excellence of phronetic perception is precisely what, at an implicit 

level and as an only partially-realized potency, was being enacted in various degrees and relative to various 

circumstances through the separate virtues of character. Just as the process of epagoge culminates in the 

revelation of an intelligible structure that was all along present in the particulars, the process of moral 

development culminates in habitual ways of understanding and relating to the good that was all along 

present in the particular activities through which it grew. So, phronesis names the general ability to discern 

what is rightly proportionate and the moral virtues name the specific and partial manifestations of that 

ability.47  

 AV.6.1.2. When we say ‘rightly proportionate’ we speaking to the highly consequential expression 

orthos logos in EN Bk VI. The trouble, in my view, with the frequently used ‘right reason’ or ‘correct 

principle’ is two-fold. First, the expression tilts in the direction of a roughly Kantian reading of Aristotle, 

where it makes him sound as though the phronimon is one who knows, explicitly and generally, moral 

 
45 “Let us examine more closely what Aristotle say about the relation of moral virtue to prudence or practical wisdom 
at the end of Book VI. There it is said that the perception of each virtue implies the presence of practical wisdom, that 
practical wisdom implies the presence of all the moral virtues, and that these do not exist in separation from each 
other.” Jaffa, Thomism and Aristotelianism, 89. 
46 Cf. EN VII.2 1146a8-10. 
47 As Long observes, Socrates emphasized phronesis as ethical reason, while Plato emphasized the intellectual 
component of it. By EN VI, Aristotle seems to have returned to Socrates as emphasizing again the ethical aspect of it. 
Phronesis nonetheless retains a close connection to nous, yet in EN VI nous as intimately bound if not collapsed into 
aisthesis. Long, The Ethics of Ontology: Rethinking an Aristotelian Legacy, 124.ff. 
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precepts of a universalizable type under which particular cases are subsumed.48 Yet it is not clear what such 

a precept could be on Aristotle’s grounds: the ‘mean relative to us’ provides little specificity in this way, 

precisely because – as we argued earlier – the contingent and particulars involved themselves originate the 

norms of good choice and action. As I take it, the othos logos is the ‘right reason’ because it is proportionate 

to the ‘mean relative to us.’ Indeed Bk VI begins by reviving, from II.6 the need to define the middle term 

and its relation to the horoi, or defining boundaries,49 that mark the means and extremes according to orthos 

logos. But the mean (and relative extremes) are right because they are proportionate for this particular 

individual, as we have argued in this chapter. The phronimon is thus not someone who ‘knows the moral 

principle’ but rather individually embodies the correct proportion (for virtue is itself a mean) in that the 

rational and desiderative parts of the soul, when harmonized, produce a ‘sensitive mean’ for discerning the 

good.50 A virtuous person is guided to proportionate responses to the situation at hand by the good 

functioning of this sensitive mean. It is good functioning when it correctly discerns the mean, which is to 

say, the good (cf. AV.5.2). Just as the good is both something possessed by the virtuous agent and something 

she is skilled in aiming at, the phronimon not only aims at orthos logos, but is itself orthos logos (1144b26-8). Yet 

insofar as these responses are the result of previous habitation, the correct behaviour is not arrived at 

discursively & reflectively, that is to say as the result of applying a moral precept, but rather automatically 

and from an undivided recognition seeing what is right and proportionate for oneself and immediately acts 

on it.51 

 AV.6.1.3. The credibility of the previous analysis depends, in part, on establishing a highly 

integrated relationship between the moral and intellectual virtues. That close integration is already attested 

 
48 It can otherwise be said that Aristotle denies a ‘scientific’ (i.e. epistemic) version of phronesis. Phronesis co-operated 
with logos but are not themselves identical with logoi, or reasoned accounts, concerning action (EN VI.13 1144b27-9).  
49 Cf. EN VI.8 
50 “As a result, one ought to pay attention to the undemonstrated assertions and opinions of experienced and older 
people, or of the prudent, no less than to demonstrations, for because they have an experienced eye, they see correctly” 
(1143b11-4). Aristotle is saying that those among us who have phronesis are not ones with scientific knowledge of the 
good, but those whose experience has given them an eye to see what’s good even if their positions on it are merely 
‘undemonstrated assertions and opinions.’ 
51 The association between phronesis and the practical syllogism also deflates the emphasis that some scholars of 
Aristotle put on discursive rationality for excellent moral agency. We mentioned earlier that the result of phronesis is an 
agent who ‘automatically and from an undivided act of recognition’ sees what is right and proportionate for 
themselves and acts on it immediately. This description captures the automatic nature of phronesis and its close 
association with the practical syllogism. As we know from our earlier analysis, the practical syllogism reflects the form 
of habitual (and thus non-reflective) response. All that is required is the background belief-conditions that form the 
major premise, the grasp of the terms of the minor premise such that the middle term between it and the major 
premise is established, and the resulting action itself, which “immediately follows.” 
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to in the general definition of EN II.6.52 But more generally, and in the words of Aquinas, phronesis “is not 

concerned with reason alone, as art or science, but it requires rectitude of the appetitive faculty.”53 In the 

opening pages of Bk VI, Aristotle proceeds by reminding us of the rational and irrational divisions of the 

soul in EN I.13 and then offers a new distinction of the rational part marking the objects of theoretical and 

practical reason. Practical reason is involved, above all, with contingent, futural objects related to the 

production of choice (1139a20ff). Phronesis is the virtue of this aspect of reason: that aspect involved in 

making (proportionate) choices that are good for us.54 But we know from our own analysis of choice that it 

is not only the rational part of the soul that is invested in its production. Rather, it originates from a human 

being understood as a suntheton of reason and desire. In Bk VI, just after characterizing phronesis as a virtue of 

that part of the soul responsible for choice, he notes that the formation of orthos logos must issue from a 

state of the soul where “the reasoning must be true and the desire correct” (EN VI.2 1139a21-6). And then, 

a few lines along, he describes the human being as an arche of choice, where ‘choice is either desirous 

thought or thinking desire’: one of the most important definitions of the human individual for our 

description of ethical selfhood. Thus, since phronesis ends up being a virtue of choice, and since choice 

essentially involves the participation of reason and desire, it would be an oversimplification to say that 

phronesis is simply a virtue ‘of reason’; as we have seen, it has more to do with the complex nature of human 

agency. Indeed, a practical reasoner is not only someone whose mind is operating in the right ways: as we 

know, for Aristotle moral ‘reasoning’ demands someone who feels, desires, and perceives the right way as 

well.55 Practical reason is the virtue of good choices, and choice is a phenomenon in which there is a 

 
52 Christopher Long takes a similar view concerning the relation between the moral virtues and phronesis. Long thinks 
that, while there are some reasons to wonder if phronesis and ethical virtue are rather different, but also reasons to 
think they are connected. According to him, the general definition of virtue that we will consider is important in 
solidifying the intimate relation between them. Long, The Ethics of Ontology: Rethinking an Aristotelian Legacy, 145–46.. 
53 Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, 374. 
54 Of course, phronesis is also ultimately concerned with action, the outward expression of a choice. Phronesis, as 
Aristotle puts it, “is a true characteristic that is bound up with action, accompanied by reason, and concerned with 
things good and bad for a human being” (EN VI.5 1140b4-7) where the activity of living in accordance with reason is 
itself the good we are after: for “acting well itself is an end” (1140b8). Aristotle will say action is ‘the ultimate particular 
thing’ and that phronesis is concerned with, and especially ‘the defining boundaries’ relative to good action (1142a24-
6). 
55 Indeed, having certain affects is part of correct moral deliberation for Aristotle. As we know from his account of 
voluntary action in Bk III, right action must be accompanied by the right feelings, directed toward the right objects. In 
fact, two persons can commit the same action in the same circumstance, but if one does not have the appropriate 
affective disposition behind it, it is morally lacking. True, when choices are virtuous ones, it is because desire ‘has 
reason’ and become rational. In that sense, desire is taken under the umbrella of the rational part of the soul. In that 
sense its an extension of the authority of practical reason and only incidentally is a virtue of desire. Yet the 
presumption of a strict hierarchy of reason over desire is suspicious. A symmetry of some kind seems necessary to 
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reciprocal ‘having’ between desire & reason. (cf. 4.4.3.2).56 Indeed, as Aristotle highlights in Bk VI, in good 

choices both true reasoning and good desire are required. 

AV.6.1.4. This brings us to a better appreciation of Aristotle’s remarks in EN Bk VI that phronesis 

characterizes an agent who is adept at correctly discerning the premises and terms of the practical syllogism, 

since the syllogism formalizes the way choices are produced through the ‘fusion’ of reason and desire.  As 

we know (from 3.2.4; 6.2.3), the practical syllogism requires a ‘major premise’ that stands for some general 

belief (“for the universal premise is an opinion,” he says in EN VII.3 1147a26), a ‘minor premise’ that 

perceives some particular. The premises are linked by a ‘middle term’ that sees the minor premise as an 

instantiation of the major premise. The concluding action immediately results if no external impediment 

remains. What is required to determine this conclusion of the syllogism well – in the form of a good action 

– is a choice that hits upon the mean. This requires that the agent has appropriate universals, that is 

background beliefs acquired through experience, in the form of the major premise and an intelligent way of 

perceiving the particulars of the situation such that a mean choice is made. The phronimon, in other words, 

needs to have acquired the right universals and must be adept at discerning the particulars as well, which is 

 
conceive (desirous thought, thinking desire; moral virtue makes the end good and phronesis makes the means true; the 
duality of ‘having’; the controversy over whether the good ends are rationally scrutinized or not. 
56 This is to say nothing of the moral virtues as developmental requirements of phronesis. Moral virtues are virtues of 
the desiring part of the soul and are acquired through habituation. They form our character or ethos, an organ through 
which goodness appears. Phronesis is a virtue of the intellect as it is concerned with practical life, in determining the 
means by which the apparent good is sought after. In this way, moral virtues are said to give rise to habitual ways of 
understanding the world, that is, general frameworks of significance that we are generally not aware of. That is another 
way of saying that they give rise to major premises of action: I do not have to explicitly ‘think through’ my general 
belief that water is good for human beings to produce my behaviour of drinking water. That operates at and is 
integrated within a set of beliefs that are of such a high level of generality that we rarely have occasion to be aware of 
them at all. Despite the different kinds of story Aristotle gives us for the acquisition of moral and intellectual virtues 
(by habituation and by instruction), there surely is some overlap too. For unless one is listening to and following the 
instructions of (parents, caregivers, teachers, etc) to behave in ways that will produce a habitual history of good activity, 
then one will not develop moral virtue in the first place. Although Aristotle’s educational program suggests that there 
are discrete phases of schooling that correspond to the development of moral, then intellectual, growth, one must 
imagine a degree of overlap and over time, a shift in the proportions from one kind of growth to another. The general 
picture seems to be this: phronesis is a general type of virtue disclosed through particular (moral) virtues, and those 
particular virtues are formed through particular acts that hit upon the mean. By choosing mean acts, I become 
courageous, I become charitable, and so on, and when I have acquired enough experience in several domains of moral 
life, the general form of the skill I have been practicing all along becomes solidified. This way of explaining the process 
has the advantage of making phronesis a latent ability, something implied in moral virtues but not fully expressed. On 
such an account, phronesis is exhibited in the formative stages of moral virtue as a potency awaiting fuller realization. 
The end result is an agent whose choices correctly and reliably discern the horoi and the mean as a matter of habit; they 
acquire a generalized, intelligent habit of desiring the right objects and choosing the correct means of realizing them). 
This leads to a problem of circularity: phronesis seems to presume itself. That is why, before we ourselves become 
virtuous, we need to be pointed toward other people who are already virtuous. That is also why the phronimon is an 
element in the general definition of virtue itself. 
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precisely what Aristotle says: phronesis “is bound up with action. As a result, one ought to have knowledge of 

both universals and the particulars, but more so of the latter” (EN II.7 1141b22-4). Suffice it so say, having 

acquired good universals (which set out limit-cases on good action given the human form) and by perceiving 

the particulars correctly, the phronimon is able to recognize the best action to take. That is, they are able to 

determine the mean relative to us (them) as something constituted by these two orders of consideration – 

the universal and the particular (cf. AV.4) – and forge a suntheton of desire and reason whose longing is 

correct and whose reasoning is true in the form of virtuous activity.57  

AV.6.2.1. We argued earlier that the ‘mean relative to us’ was formed not only in terms of the 

things to which our action is related, but rather by our own immanent ‘moral center of gravity,’ one that is 

established though universal humanity and our contingent reality as individuals. Seeing oneself in terms of 

that dual order is required to discern the mean relative to us correctly. But this basic picture can be mapped 

into the terms of the practical syllogism as well. In EN VII, Aristotle distinguishes between universal and 

particular premises for action, but then notes that there is “the universal relating to the person himself and 

the one relating to the matter at hand” (1147a4-5). While the latter is exemplified by the universal belief 

that ‘dry foods are advantageous for every human being’ the former (the universal as it is related to the 

individual person himself) is established by the perception that ‘he himself is a human being.’ Insofar as the 

phronimon is one who discerns the premises of action correctly and enacts the practical syllogism with 

excellence, they must also be an individual who has a correct and reliable self-estimation on these two 

orders. Lacking this, this person may fail to see themselves as the kind of thing they are or they may fail to 

account for the their own contingent, individual being. Indeed in 7.3 we argued that upon analysis of the 

practical syllogism (and indeed as found explicitly in some of Aristotle’s own examples of the structure of 

behaviour), awareness of one’s own contingent being was key to understanding its character and operation.  

AV.6.2.2. Aristotle seems to recognize the same point in his account of phronesis in EN Bk. VI. He 

points to Pericles as a concrete example of the phronetic person who is “able to observe the good things for 

themselves and for human beings” (EN VI.5). At 1140a25, he says that phronesis involves “deliberating well 

about what is good and advantageous for oneself.” Later he distinguishes political prudence from “the 

[phronesis] that pertains to oneself – that is, the individual – is held to be [phronesis] especially, and it is this 

 
57 This does not mean that they reason from knowing the ‘why’ of those belief’s As Aristotle says, the project in the EN 
is always to describe the ways in which human beings become good, not how they come to know the good. It also 
explains the significance of discussing the practical syllogism at 1142a23-5, where Aristotle notes that errors in praxis 
can be caused by errors about the major premise (for instance, that ‘all heavy water is bad’) or the minor premise (‘this 
here water is heavy’). What is required is taking up the endoxa: the ways that things seem to us. 
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that bears the common name ‘[phronesis]’ (EN VI.8). The trope continues in the following lines: “Now, 

one form of knowledge would be knowing about what concerns oneself, but this differs very much [from 

political prudence]. In fact, he who knows about and spends time on things that concern himself is held to be 

prudent.” It is apparent that the phronimon is someone not only who has acquired the right universals from 

previous habituation but also – and indeed even primarily – is attuned to the perception of the ultimate 

particulars that are relevant to matters of action. But those particulars which determine the mean relative to 

us, as we have seen, include the contingent being of the agent themselves. As James Mensch puts it, 

phronesis therefore “involves seeing what is good for oneself in this general sense and reasoning how to 

attain this.” 58 In Dependent Rational Animals, Alistair McIntyre expands a similar set of points in the 

following:  

Practical reasoning, as I noticed earlier, has still further dimensions and those who are to 
engage in it adequately require skills as well as virtues and self-knowledge as well as both 
(although we may well want to count self-knowledge among the virtues). For without these 
they will be unable to imagine that range of alternative possible futures that are, given their 
social circumstances and their own characteristics, futures that it would be realistic for them to 
attempt to make their own. So, they need relevant knowledge of both the particularities of 
those parts of those parts of the natural and social world which impinge upon them and of 
those generalizations which will enable them to judge the probability of different outcomes of 
this or that kind of action in this or that kind of situation. And they will also need self-
knowledge concerning their own physical abilities, temperaments, character, and skills.59  

Thus phronesis, in all, involves being able to discern the mean relative to us according to the dual constraints 

of the species-form and our individual contingent being. In doing so, it is able to properly establish the 

middle term of the practical syllogism: the term which links the major and minor premises by apprehending 

one’s own individual being and the universal that pertains to oneself. 

 AV.6.2.3. That phronesis comes with a heightened and more discriminating element of self-

awareness can be confirmed by considering the status of pleasure in its character and operation. We know 

from Aristotle’s analysis of pleasure in Bk X.5 that the heightened pleasure taken in our characteristically 

human activities somehow heightens our powers of accurate discernment of particulars along with it. We 

know from our earlier discussions (3.3; 5.4; 6.1.5.3) that the pleasure and pain we take in certain activities 

 
58 Mensch, Ethics and Selfhood, 2003, 88. 
59 McIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, 96. 
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are a sign of our character.60 Virtuous persons are those who take pleasure in things that are naturally and 

properly good for human beings since pleasures are relative to the human ergon. As such, the pleasures 

experienced by the virtuous person coincide with and track the good for human beings – thus ‘what appears 

pleasurable to the serious person seem in fact to be the case.’ But pleasure, as we established before is a 

rudimentary form of evaluative self-awareness, that is, pleasure taken in the experience of one’s own capacities 

brought into a good state of active being. And this allows us to reflect the relation phronesis establishes 

between pleasure and discernment of particulars to a heightened form of evaluative self-awareness as well. 

But this correct and reliable self-estimation is precisely what is embodied by the virtuous enactment of the 

practical syllogism: it is precisely by appearing to ourselves as we really are that the syllogism yields good 

activity, activity in which we take pleasure in our own goodness. We indicated before that Moss’s reading of 

such pleasure as ‘prideful self-awareness’ is broadly consistent with ours on this point, and will be indicated 

in another way later in this chapter in our discussion of megalopychia. Suffice it to say, in the pleasures 

associated with phronesis we again find that evaluative self-awareness belongs to the underlying conceptual 

structure of virtue.61 

AV.6.3.1. In McIntyre’s comments on phronesis, he noted a link between the virtues and the 

imagination at the core of phronetic perception, saying that without both the phronimon would “be unable to 

imagine that range of alternative possible futures that are, given their social circumstances and their own 

characteristics, futures that it would be realistic for them to attempt to make their own.”62 Now whether 

McIntyre means this ‘imagination’ in the Aristotelean sense (or in the broad sense that his overall argument 

in After Virtue constructs) is not immediately clear. But it nonetheless remind us that, in Aristotle’s text, the 

end of phronesis, choice, is related to objects in the future and therefore are phantasmatically mediated.63 

(Indeed, some translators highlight the temporality of phronetic perception by calling it ‘intelligent 

forethought’ – a favourite translation of J.H. Randall, for instance [cf. EN VI.5-8]). Motivational objects in 

the future cannot, strictly speaking, be known or perceived but rather apprehended by images that proxy for 

 
60 Cf. 5.4.11. Our allusion to the eventual finding that the pleasures of the virtuous track what is actually good in the 
world and in themselves. This, in turn, can be analyzed to show evidence of phantasmatic self-perception belonging to 
the underlying logic of virtue. 
61 It is also noteworthy to make explicit the relation between this idea and what we discussed in 5.3.3.10. There, in 
discussing Aristotle’s setup of the tripartite soul and virtue, he alluded to the moment in the Charmides where the 
goal of the medical arts is to help Charmides see things as they are without pain. 
62 McIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, 96. 
63 “But nothing that has already come into being is an object of choice” (EN VI.2 1139b7). 
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the not-here & not-yet (cf. 2.2.5; 2.5.7; 2.6).64 As such, phronesis is oriented by objects that are constructed 

by the deliberative imagination. Indeed, it is only on the basis of this imaginative sense of one’s life as a 

whole that one can become serious about present actions in the way that the phronimon is (cf. 6.5.10).65  

AV.6.3.2. The idea that phronesis demands special functionality of phantasia is further implied by 

the way it straddles the orders of singularity and universality. Phronesis, we heard, requires knowledge of 

universals and particulars; but it also and primarily needs the ability to bridge the significance between the 

two orders such that the middle term of the practical syllogism can be forged correctly. Phantasia, we know, 

is that capacity which provides this hinge between the two orders and phantasmatic images are the common 

currency between them. Thus, it is uniquely suited to explain how phronetic perception, which evidently 

seems to be both aisthetic and noetic, is conceivable. Only with these two orders informing our perception 

does the phronimon have the appropriate cognitive content through which to recognize the orthos logos and 

determine the mean relative to themselves.66 Thus in phronetic perception there is an agreement between 

what appears and what is good for the phronimon given what type of thing they are and who they are 

individually. In other words, they appear to themselves in the tension between both universal and 

individual orders and are able to affect conversions between them through the middle term.  

AV.6.3.3. Something like this is going on in Long’s interpretation of phronesis.67 Long draws on 

Nussbaum’s analysis of phantasia to legitimize its role in phronesis despite the fact that it is not explicitly 

 
64 “It is only desire that places me in relation to the event of its possession. Desire, here, is the faculty by which I 
apprehend this not-yet” Mensch, Ethics and Selfhood, 2003, 107. Cf. EN VII.3 where choice is said to be what ‘leads the 
way’ (cf. 6.3.2). 
65 Of course, this also points to the centrality of the reception of logos, for it (and not phantasia) is the source of the 
accountability. “Deliberation and choice are of decisive importance for virtue and thus for phronesis, precisely because 
they are bound up with logos. If practical nous  operates at the two extremes—on the one hand, orienting the phronimos  
toward the direct encounter with the singular, and on the other hand, naming the capacity for insight into the 
universal—then deliberation operates between these extremes, determining action by mediating between the concrete 
situation and the universal principles of action derived from past experience, education, and previous 
habituation.”Long, The Ethics of Ontology: Rethinking an Aristotelian Legacy, 146.  
66 But of course, by opening up the schism between how things appear and how they are, phantasia also makes possible 
errors possible as well. For phantasia also can lead people astray in their moral reasoning: For instance, two instances in 
Bk VII. First, he notes that phantasia can prompt action that is in error because of its impatience (EN VII.6 1148a25ff) 
and can also solicit intense passions that make us follow our imagination instead of reason (EN VII.7 1150b25ff). But 
this does not mean that phantasmata are inherently in error. The behaviour of non-rational animals requires the 
appearance of some particular to be appearing as something advantageous or harmful, for instance, to motivate it. 
Thus Aristotle says that non-rational animals are incapable of akrasia since they lack the universal premise for action. 
Nonetheless, they need something on the order of generality, and that is provided by an “image and memory of 
particular things” (EN VII.4 1147b6). 
67 Long’s work on phronesis in the Ethics of Ontology is not meant to be a pure exegesis of Aristotle’s text. As he says, 
it: “is neither an attempt to reestablish the original meaning of the term in the context of the Nicomachean Ethics nor 
even to rediscover Aristotle’s own intended, but undeveloped, position by an appeal to the appropriations of 
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stated in Bk. VI to have such a role. For Nussbaum, phantasia designates the active, interpretive side of 

perception – that which contextualizes the singular within a scheme of deliberation and categorization that 

is not yet, or not yet explicitly, elevated to an intelligible universal.68 Similarly, phantasia is that through 

which an individual is interpreted as instantiating or being contextualized within some more general 

framework of significance. But that is precisely what is involved in apprehending something through the 

middle term. Hence Nussbaum’s assessment that “…whereas in aisthesis the animal becomes just like the 

object, when phantasia is operative he becomes aware of the object as a thing of a certain sort” leads Long to 

comment: 

This awareness of the thing as a particular sort is precisely what is required of the minor 
premise in the practical syllogism if it is to serve as a middle term linking the major premise to 
the conclusion. It is not enough merely to perceive the object; there must also be an imaginative 
synthesis that recognizes the individual as something or other.69  

 

Furthermore: 

To be known in any sense, whether in a practical or theoretical context, the singular must be 
transformed into an individual and situated within a schema of deliberation. […] Although the 
term phantasia does not appear here, it is recognizable in the peculiar sort of aisthesis is 
endemic to phronesis, an aisthesis in which the object perceived is always already ‘seen as’ 
determined by the context in which it is encountered.70  

 

 
Heidegger and Gadamer. Rather, we seek to assign phronesis is an ontological significance that it never explicitly had 
in Aristotle in order to lend insight into a very real problem that not only emerges in Aristotle’s thinking itself but 
continues to persist: to what extent is ontological knowledge of the finite individual possible? For Aristotle, the 
problem manifests itself in the tension between universality and singularity. For us, the problem is fundamentally 
ethical, for it concerns—to use now the Levinasian terminology— the relationship between the Same and the Other, 
and the extent to which the being of the Other offers itself to the concepts of the Same.”Long, The Ethics of Ontology: 
Rethinking an Aristotelian Legacy, 132.    
68 As Long paraphrases Nussbaum, “On the passive side [of aisthesis]  sensation receives impressions, not of a unitary 
and an identifiable whole but of the qualities of the object—its color or flavor, for example. On the active side, 
phantasia seems to be that which consolidates these sensations into a unified whole.” Long, 138. As such, the 
behaviour of non-rational animals also can be modelled on the practical syllogism as well; for although they lack major 
premises grasped by the intellect, they can discern individuals in some broader context. Hence Aristotle’s example that 
a lion perceives its prey in terms of the context formed by its hunger: the prey is experienced as the prospect of a meal.  
69 Long, 138. My emphasis. 
70 Long, 140. 
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An instance of this kind can be found in Aristotle’s ‘heavy water’ example in EN VI.9 as well as the one 

from MA 7 (cf. 6.2.4). Long notes that in both cases, Aristotle’s interest in the way that particulars are both 

perceived and interpreted in such a way that they can be taken up into syllogistic reasoning.  

AV.6.3.4. Indeed, Long makes the point that phantasia belongs to the underlying logic of phronetic 

perception evident in another context as well in a well-known quotation from EN VI.8: 

And that prudence [phronesis] is not science is manifest: prudence concerns the ultimate 
particular thing, as we said, for the action performed is of this kind. Indeed, prudence 
corresponds to intellect, for intellect is concerned with the defining boundaries [horoi], of 
which there is no rational account; and prudence is concerned with the ultimate particular 
thing, of which there is not a science but rather a perception, and a perception not of things 
particular to one of the senses, but a perception of the sort by which we perceive that the 
ultimate particular thing, in mathematics, is a triangle. For here too there will be a stop. But 
this is perception rather more than prudence, though perception of a form different from that 
[of one of the senses] (EN VI.8 1142b24-31).  

While phronesis ‘corresponds to the intellect’ insofar as one needs reason to be able to recognize the horoi, 

there is no ‘science’ of action (the object of phronesis). That is because science deals with what is universal 

and necessary (things of which an account can be given), whereas action is not only particular and 

contingent but generated from the perception of “a stop” – which is to say, the ‘rational boundaries of 

which there is no account.’ So phronetic perception shares in reason insofar as it apprehends the defining 

boundaries relative to the mean, yet it is irrational insofar as 1) no account of it can be given and 2) it 

stands in relation to particular, contingent matters of praxis. Aristotle’s example of the triangle is instructive: 

we immediately recognize the individual shape on the blackboard as a triangle without having to derive or 

prove it scientifically. It is taken up in an undivided act of recognition. It is an act of categorization that is 

not executed by ‘the eye’ taken in itself, but only insofar as our vision has been formed in an intelligent way. 

Seeing the triangle as such, in other words, presupposes a context provided by previous training in geometry 

through which the geometer acquires a new power of seeing, intelligently, different kinds of shapes. As 

Aquinas puts it in his Commentary, the triangle is presented here as a “sensibly conceivable singular” 

apprehended not by the special senses but by the inner or common sense.71 Yet Long takes it one step 

 
71 The full quotation: “It was previously pointed out (1175-1179) that [scientific] understanding concerns certain 
principles or ultimates, that is, indemonstrable principles for which there is no proof, because they cannot be 
established by reason but immediately become known by themselves. But prudence is concerned with an ultimate, i.e., 
a singular predicable that must be taken as a principle in things to be done. Yet there is no scientific knowledge of the 
singular ultimate, for it is not proved through reason; there is, though, sensitive knowledge of it because this ultimate 
is perceived by one of the senses. However, it is not apprehended by that which perceives the species of proper 
sensibles (for instance, color, sound, and so on p this is the proper sense) but by the inner sense which perceives things 
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further, arguing that the sort of perception going on in this example of phronetic perception goes beyond the 

first two grades of aisthetic experience: that of the special senses and common sense. It rather submits the 

individual to a perception that is contextual, active, interpretive, and categorical, a perception that is not 

simply aisthetic, but phantasmatic. For this reason, Long holds that the ‘triangle passage’ directs us toward “a 

sophisticated conception of phronesis, one that involves an important role for phantasia.” The passage, he 

suggests, lends “legitimacy [to the idea of] importing the notion of phantasia into the discussion of phronesis, 

although the term appears nowhere in NE VI.”72  

 Aquinas seems to have been heading in this direction when he said, in his interpretation of the 

triangle passage, that the perception of the triangle involves the exercise of a ‘natural estimative power.’73 

While he directed us to the common sense, it seems evident that phantasia more richly accounts for the 

active and interpretive aspect of the required function. It is surely not rational, though: Aquinas also notes 

that non-rational animals also exhibit this ‘natural estimative power’ (recall the example in EN that a lion 

can apprehend its prey as the prospect of a meal). But in the case of human perception, we still need 

phantasia to make sense of the claim. For phantasia functions as a hinge between the sensible and the 

intelligible, providing the psychological means by which a singular triangle could be grasped in terms of the 

sort of intelligible class to which it belongs, and to see that class contextualizing the sensible embodiment 

here before us. In all, we are pointed to a ‘phantastic dimension’ of phronesis, to take a phrase from Long:  

By suggesting that the aisthesis of phronesis is of another sort, is something more than the mere 
reception of sense data emanating from the object, Aristotle points to precisely the fantastic 
dimension of phronetic knowledge. Although the term phantasia does not appear here, it is 
recognizable in the peculiar sort of aisthesis endemic to phronesis,  an aisthesis  in which the object 
perceived is always already ‘seen as’ determined by the context in which it is encountered.74  

 AV.6.4. Thus, we have found that just as Aristotle’s general definition of virtue discloses, upon 

analysis, an important yet un(der)stated role of self-evaluative phantasia, so too does the same apply in the 

case of phronesis as well. As a virtue of choice, phronesis refers to the excellence of a human being as the 

arche of prohairesis, and thus as a being that is a suntheton of desire and reason. What makes a human being 

virtuous in this way is being able to choose the mean relative to themselves, which is an in-dwelling 

 
sensibly conceivable. Similarly, in mathematics we know the exterior triangle, or the triangle conceived as singular, 
because there we also conform to a sensibly conceivable singular, as in the natural sciences we confirm to a sensible 
singular.” Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, 385.  
72 Long, The Ethics of Ontology: Rethinking an Aristotelian Legacy, 139. 
73 Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, 385. 
74 Long, The Ethics of Ontology: Rethinking an Aristotelian Legacy, 140. 
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standard that comes from two orders of determination: the species-form and one’s individual contingency. 

Phronesis demands correct and reliable apprehension of this inner mean or ‘moral center of gravity,’ and can 

only do so if they appear to themselves as they really are. The relationship between evaluative self-perception 

and virtue is strengthened by considering how increased pleasure that comes from virtuous activity 

heightens the powers of discriminating the particulars. As pleasure it itself a basic kind of self-perception, 

the pleasures of virtue can be understood as being thoroughly entwined with a heightened powers for 

correct self-evaluation. Furthermore, by considering that phronesis is essentially concerned with the future, 

that it marks the communion of individuals with universals through its way of seeing one as the other, we 

can see that phantasia plays a fundamental role in its operation and character. For as we have seen, 

phantasmatic perception is needed to make sense of the way that the sensible and intelligible orders are run 

together in Aristotle’s description of phronesis and to understand it as a virtue by which the all-important 

middle term of the practical syllogism appears. Phantasia is what enables us to grasp the middle term as a 

particular set in context against the backdrop of some universal belief (or set of beliefs) or article of 

knowledge. Thus, the phronimon is not only someone who brings to bear his intelligence on praxis – it is 

someone whose ethical imagination is primed to see things in the appropriate context and grasp them in 

terms of the overriding sense of their situation. But context is contingent rather than scientific: for this 

water to appear good to me is only vaguely determined by the general truth that water is necessary for life. 

For a person who has just consumed a huge amount of water, one more class may in fact harm her.  For 

this here water to appear good to her would be precisely to have her faculty of appearing offer misleading 

guidance. And this means that it is not enough to have general principles that we apply to ourselves as 

though we were neutral place-holders.  

To have such a virtue, then, requires that through our ethical imagination we appear to ourselves as we really 

are: a member of a species class who uniquely embodies that form, embedded in a certain idiosyncratic context. To see 

ourselves phantasmatically is to submit ourselves to an interpretation, a categorization that is latent with universals, and 

see ourselves as an individual embedded in various broader contexts that makes us the individual that we are. It is, then, 

to see ourselves as more than we individually are; or, what is the same, it is to see that who or what we are is more than 

a solitary individual.75  

 
75 This, for Long, might mean that phantasia of oneself would have to involve a violation of one’s own singular being: 
“This sort of ‘seeing as’ must be recognized as the key to the operation not only of the practical but also the theoretical 
syllogism: without the capacity to see the individual as something or other, either, in the case of the practical syllogism, 
as desirable, or, in the case of the theoretical syllogism, as related to the universal in the requisite manner, the middle 
term will be incapable of linking the major premise to the conclusion. But to see something as something, to deploy 
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AV.7. Virtue Augmented: Megalopsuchia & Autophantasma 

AV.7.1. While Aristotle refers to phronesis as that which unites the virtues, there is a specific character virtue 

– megalopsuchia, that is, greatness of soul or magnanimity – that, like phronesis, does not arise without the 

other virtues but also, unlike phronesis, somehow amplifies them (EN IV.3 1124a1). Whereas phronesis 

unites, megalopsuchia augments human virtue – and for this reason Aristotle describes it as a kind of cosmos 

(‘crown’ or ‘ornament’) of the virtues: “Greatness of soul, then, seems to be like a kind of ornament of the 

virtues, for it makes them greater and does not arise without them” (EN IV.3 1123b36-7).  

 AV.7.2. The main textual resource to understand megalopsuchia is EN IV.3. The first substantive 

claim Aristotle makes about this virtue is as following: “He, then, who deems himself worthy of great things 

and is worthy of them is held to be great souled” (1123b1-2). The basic idea will be repeated: “The great-

souled man […] deems himself worthy of what accords with his worth” (1123b13). Aristotle will say again 

that “holds a true opinion of himself” (1124b7) and on the contrary that the ‘small-souled person’ 

undervalues themselves and it thus “deficient in relation to his estimation of himself” (1124b25) or 

“ignorant of himself” (1125a23).    

AV.7.3. The significance of these lines, for our purposes, ought to be immediately apparent: for 

they announce that this virtue (or this aspect of virtue) involves a kind of evaluative self-awareness in which our 

evaluation of our worth agrees with our actual worth. That is, what characterizes this person is that their evaluative 

perception of themselves is in agreement with the reality of who they ‘really’ are. We can see the immediate 

resonance this has on both explicit and implicit levels of Aristotle statements about the virtuous person. We 

know, for instance in AV.5.4.5 (quotations [1] -  [11]), that there are quite a few occasions in EN where 

Aristotle signals to us that the virtuous person will be someone for whom what appears as good will actually 

be good. But with megalopsuchia, which we are told arises with the other moral virtues and augments them, 

explicitly includes what we have previously argued is only implicated in the general definition of virtue and 

phronesis alike: an ability for the self to see or evaluate itself in terms of its value, that is, through the organ of ethos 

turned back upon the person whose character it is. With megalopsuchia one’s ethos or character receives its ‘adornment’: 

a reliable appearance of the self to itself in terms of its goodness.76 

 
phantasia, is to engage in an act of categorization; it is to violate the pure singularity of the being under consideration. This act of 
appropriation is in fact a condition for the possibility of knowledge. To be known in any sense, whether in a practical 
or theoretical context, the singular must be transformed into an individual and situated within a schema of 
deliberation. It must succumb to logos.” Long, 140.  
76 Aristotle’s description of the magnanimous man involves aspects that suggest stillness and slowness. One wonders if 
there is any relation between this and the capacity for perceiving things truly are related to one another. In On Dreams 
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 AV.7.4. As we alluded to in in Chapter 6 (cf. 6.4.3.5) Moss’s monograph provides a similar 

account of how virtue culminates in what she calls ‘prideful self-awareness.’ Moss notes that through the 

process of moral habituation, we take on a history of pleasurable activity – a history, that is, of feeling 

something in us being brought into an excellent state of being. The history of particular pleasures gives way 

to a ‘general representation of goodness’ that emerges from this experience of the emergent goodness that 

we ourselves embody. As Moss writes, “the pleasure comes from observing these fine, appropriate, virtuous 

actions and passions in oneself. It is what we would call a pleasure of pride […] perceiving what is good as 

being there in oneself is pleasant.”77 So, the pleasure developed through habits unfolds the appearance of 

goodness in the world and good things in oneself. Thus the ‘primary pleasure’ involved in virtue, Moss says, 

is “prideful self-perception.”78 She reiterates: “Thus the foremost pleasures of virtuous activity – the 

pleasures that make one’ s life worth choosing when one is fully virtuous –  are pleasurable perceptions of 

oneself as fine.”79 Moss explicitly links this kind of virtuous self-awareness with megalopsuchia, noting that it 

is a mode of “valuing oneself” and notes that Aristotle says that this person is especially keen to “take 

pleasure in hearing about his deeds.”80 While we will return to this citation later on, it should be flagged 

now for its similarity to the allusion to ‘self-image’ in Rhetoric I.11; for in those passages, what is at issue is 

precisely the pleasure that is created in an individual by the way we appear to ourselves through phantasia – 

and indeed, through the way that friends in particular are able to motivate these images through what they 

say of us). 

 AV.7.5. Yet Aristotle’s account of megalopsuchia is not as straightforward as I have made out so far. 

His portrayal of the person who embodies this ‘crown’ of virtue seems to have many qualities that are not 

easily seen as virtuous or noble at all. As Tessitore summarizes for us: 

Magnanimous persons enjoy benefiting others but tend to forget favors received. Whereas they 
are willing to take risks for a great cause, they are more typically idle and slow to act. They have 
trouble adjusting their lives to others, with the possible exception of friends. They are not 
prone to wonder since they find nothing great and are not given to praising others. They 
prefer to possess beautiful and unprofitable things rather than useful ones since these accord 
better with self-sufficiency. Finally, they are characterized by slow movements, a deep voice, 

 
we get a discussion about the ‘stillness in the blood’ (or on the contrary, the disturbances in it) producing warps that 
result in agreements or misalignments between how things seem and how they are. Indeed he says there that if there is 
too much violence in the blood, then no image can form in it – no impression left of the traumatic event. 
77 Moss, Aristotle on the Apparent Good: Perception, Phantasia, Thought, and Desire, 216. 
78 Moss, 217. 
79 Moss, 219. 
80 Moss, 216. 
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and firm speech. Aristotle's final solemn touches seem comically applied. Even if it is possible 
to defend each of these outward attributes by connecting them to the more substantial interior 
state from which they derive, it is hard to escape the impression that Aristotle's concluding 
remarks are meant to engender ironic distance on the part of the reader. Aristotle 
simultaneously invites and withdraws admiration for this peak of ethical virtue.81 

Indeed, there seem even to be conflicting statements about honour, which is ostensibly made out to be the 

object of the magnanimous person early in the chapter. Aristotle at one point explains that the worthiness 

(axioun) that the great-souled person perceives in himself is a concept bound up with honour: “Worth is 

spoken of in relation to external goods […] Honor is such a thing, since it is indeed the greatest of all 

external goods. The great-souled man, then, is concerned with honor and dishonor in the way that they 

ought to be” (EN IV.3 1123b18-22). Yet he will also go on to say that the great-souled person will “have 

complete contempt” for honours given by ‘people at random’ and only take some pleasure in honour that 

“comes from serious human beings” (1125a5-11). Yet Aristotle will also dampen the value of the latter, 

saying that “there could be no honor worthy of complete virtue” (1125a8) and that “he is not disposed even 

toward honor as though it were a very great thing (1124a17). 

 AV.7.6.1. In Pursuit of the Good by Eric Salem explains these apparent inconsistencies by claiming 

that there are two distinguishable kinds of great-souled person being described: a ‘political’ form that values 

honour and a ‘higher’ form that does not. He argues (from a roughly Straussian point of view) that there is 

a rhetorical dimension to this chapter of EN where Aristotle is appealing to the self-understanding of his 

readers. These ‘active and cultured’ readers who Aristotle would have had in mind would be destined in 

large part for political life and would therefore need to be guided from what is familiar to them (for 

instance, a belief in the value of a life of honour) to what is less evident (that a life of virtue is more valuable 

than that of honour). The contradiction of these statements about honour represent Aristotle’s attempt to 

guide the reader’s appreciation away from the lower to the higher form of magnanimity.  

One of the main differences between these forms has to do with the point of view through which 

one gathers one’s evaluative appearance of oneself. Political megalopsuchia, that which holds honour in high 

esteem, does indeed involve apprehending one’s own value – but it is through the perspective of other 

people’s beliefs and values that this is achieved. Indeed as Aristotle says in EN Bk I.5 concerning the life of 

 
81 Tessitore, Reading Aristotle’s Ethics, 31. Tessitore explains this by saying that Aristotle offers us what he calls a 
‘scultpural’ portrait of the magnanimous person: “If it is possible to liken Aristotle's treatment of ethical virtue to 
schematic paintings, the discussion of magnanimity is best compared to sculpture. In the same way that one views a 
statue by walking around it, Aristotle invites readers to ponder the magnanimous person from several different and 
even conflicting points of view.” Tessitore, 28.   
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honour sought in political life: “but [honour] seems to reside more with those who bestow it than with him 

who receives it; and we divine that the good is something of one’s own and a thing not easily taken away” 

(1095b25-7). So, there is a respect in which the ‘political’ form of megalopsuchia achieves an agreement 

between with how one appears to oneself as how one really is. But it is achieved ‘from the outside in,’ as it were, 

and contingent on beliefs that shape we appear to others above all else.  

AV.7.6.2. By contrast, the truly great-souled person is not concerned with honour because they 

know their value directly from the inside in a self-sufficient way.82 The appearance they have of themselves is therefore 

endogenous and based not on mere belief but on a direct inner recognition of their own worth. Their sense of ‘prideful 

self-awareness,’ as Moss puts, it originates in the pleasure taken in their own excellent activity rather than in 

the whims of public opinion. As such, their way of comporting themselves with others emanates from the 

‘inside out’ in ways that, while virtuous, may produce outward appearances that are hard to see as 

honourable in any obvious way.  

If true megalopsuchia is a direct and true form of evaluative self-awareness, then the political form is 

presumably diluted in this regard. Salem agrees:   

Their need for honor is grounded in ignorance of themselves; they love honor because they 
desire – and lack – self-knowledge. But the magnanimous man already knows he is good. He 
‘thinks himself worthy of great things, being worthy of them.’ In other words, the great-souled 
man contains within himself the self-knowledge that the cultivated seek from others in the 
form of ‘recognition,’ and this self-knowledge of self-recognition renders the recognition of 
others unnecessary.83  

Thus, not only does the ‘small souled person’ have a deficient self-knowledge (is “ignorant of himself” as we 

said before, cf. 1125a23). The ‘political’ form of megalopsuchia suffers from a type of self-ignorance as well, 

insofar as it values honour rather than virtue. In doing so, the personhood of the inauthentic or ‘political’ great-

souled person is determined from the outside, as mediated by the honours conferred by public opinion, to make up for 

precisely what is lacking inside: genuine self-awareness of one’s own worth.  

 
82 “Competent readers have claimed that there is a kind of doubleness in his presentation of magnanimity and that if 
we look closely at it we can find a popular or political form of magnanimity and a ‘higher’ form as well […] the whole 
drift of Aristotle’s discussion seems to be in the direction of self-sufficiency: the magnanimous man ultimately seems to 
preserve an almost god-like distance from ordinary human concerns, including honour.” Salem, In Pursuit of the Good, 
58. 
83 Salem, 61. Later he continues: “Ignorance of one’s own goodness or virtue may not be a vice, a kakia, in the precise 
sense of the term (1125a18-19). But the great souled man’s self-recognition of his superiority of internal goodness to 
any external good surely deserves emulation.” Salem, 71.  
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AV.7.6.3. With Aristotle’s account of megalopsuchia we therefore see again that virtue is always 

caught up with concerns over how we appear to ourselves, and how that appearance can often be 

determined or held in tension between the orders of immediacy and mediated by others. The image one 

has of oneself, in other words, can be determined from an endogenous source or from an exogenous 

source. The two forms of megalopsuchia alternate between how we appear to ourselves as a direct 

consequence of our virtuous perception of goodness and as an indirect consequence of our uptake in the 

belief-structures of the world that establish norms of honourable life. As we drift away from an appearance 

of ourselves that is exogenous and contingent toward one that is endogenous and self-sufficient, we 

overcome a certain kind of distance to our selves and ignorance of ourselves that obtains in political life, 

even the highest form of it: For “the description of the magnanimous man is, precisely, the description of 

the highest non-philosophic human type.”84 He is “the political man par excellence.”85  

AV.7.6.4. So, on the one hand, the political form of megalopsuchia produces an appearance of one’s 

worth from the outside-in in terms of the political context of honour. On the other hand, the authentic 

form produces this appearance of one’s worth from the inside-out, from the direct apprehension of one’s 

virtue and thus in terms of the enactment of the human form. In each case, there is an appearance of one’s 

worth that agrees with some aspect of reality, but the reality in terms of which the value of the truly great-

souled person is established is greater. Unlike the values set by commonly held belief, which are contingent, 

shifting, dependent on others and discovered exogenously, the value associated with the enactment of the 

human form is eternal, necessary, self-sufficient and discovered endogenously. Indeed, in Aristotle’s 

opening gambit on megalopsuchia he notes that (some version of) the great-souled person aspires to divine 

self-sufficiency and a detachment from human affairs.86 This is why the full recognition of the 

megalopsychion’s own worth results in the contempt for honour: there is simply no honour great enough to 

recognize the value of complete virtue. 

 
84 Jaffa, Thomism and Aristotelianism, 121. 
85 Jaffa, 130. 
86 One might extend the point by reflecting on a comparison of the truly great-souled person and the god of 
Metaphysics Lambda. The latter god is fully self-sufficient, detached from active intervention in the world, and, since 
its content, form, and activity all coincide as necessary being, is characterized not only as the perfection of self-
knowledge but as the perfection of goodness. 
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AV.8. Virtue Externalized: Justice and the Other Imagined  

AV.8.1. The way that the truly great-souled person demotes and even has contempt for honour results in a 

certain tendency for detachment from concern for others. Aristotle says, for instance, that the great-souled 

person “looks down on others” (1124b6) and that “he is disposed to feeling contempt for others […] and is 

incapable of living with a view to another – except a friend – since doing so is slavish” (1124b28). This 

attitude toward others makes the great-souled person ‘apathetic’ and even ‘lazy,’ Aristotle says, when it 

comes to motivating action concerned with honour (1124b24). And while Aristotle does not say so 

explicitly in EN IV.3, this seems to be precisely why megalopsuchia, while deemed a ‘crown’ of the virtues, 

must nonetheless be complemented by other virtues that regard the good of other people. The need for the 

unity of the virtues – which is accomplished by phronesis – shows itself in this context. It may be tempting to 

characterize Aristotle’s whole ethical system as drifting toward the perfection of the self-sufficient 

individual; an individual, that is, that disregards the good of others and is interested only in his or her own 

flourishing. Yet there are many reasons to think that the fully integrated virtuous agent is entirely wrapped 

up with concerns about the good of others. For instance, we cannot lose sight of the fact that ethics is 

ultimately subordinate to politics, the architectonic science (EN I.2 1094a27) and so, too, is the good of the 

polis a greater and more divine thing than the good of the individual (EN I.2 1094b7-10). Moreover, many 

of the specific moral virtues are unthinkable unless they are in relation to others:  in fact, only moderation 

and courage can be plausibly thought in isolation from the social world. Aristotle’s accounts of liberality, 

magnificence, ambition, gentleness, truthfulness, tact, & friendliness are all virtues that only make sense if 

they are in reference to a world shared by others.  

AV.8.2.1. Indeed justice, which like phronesis and megalopsuchia Aristotle portrays as a first-order 

virtue, is defined as perfect virtue externalized, in relation to others.87 Aristotle says that in justice, “all the 

other virtues are summed up” (EN II.3), that it is “complete virtue to the highest degree” (1129b31), that 

“the best person is not the one who exercises virtue [only] toward himself but the one who [also] exercises it 

in relation to another (1130a7-10) and that “insofar as it is in relation to another, it is justice, while insofar 

as it is such a disposition simply, it is virtue” (1130a12-3).88 Just as phronesis was only the general form of the 

 
87 For the purposes of this discussion we are only working with justice understood in its ‘general’ sense in EN V rather 
than as especially to do with the two particular forms: distributive and corrective. It is also noted that justice seems to 
combine elements of both moral and intellectual virtue. 
88 For Plato, justice was something that obtained to a man’s relationship to himself (i.e. if the rational part of the soul 
is in charge and the spirited part endorses its commands, such that appetite is controlled, then there is justice). 
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specific moral virtues, justice is not a ‘separate’ virtue from all the rest of them but in another way sums up 

their whole essence of being what is proportional or appropriate. That is, the overriding idea of justice is 

that of giving or receiving one’s due, of not taking too much or too little – which is to say, of hitting the 

mean (EN V.1 1129b1-10). Justice, we can say, is a mean between two ‘injustices’ of excess and deficiency 

expressed in relation to other people.89 To give or receive justice means giving or receiving what is 

appropriate and proper – of ‘doing justice’ to others. We can see, then, that justice expresses from another 

way the basic virtue of apprehending and choosing the mean, except that it is directed toward an other. “In 

short,” writes Salem, “whole justice is Aristotle’s alternative to magnanimity. It supplies what is missing in 

magnanimity, what magnanimity points to but does not provide.”90 What is pointed to but not provided is 

the justification for limiting one’s claim to honour in the name of others. But this justification can only be 

produced in the complementary relationship between the first-order virtues. 

AV.8.2.2. What I am calling the ‘first-order virtues,’ then – phronesis, megalopsuchia, and justice – are 

complementary and interpenetrating in various ways. Indeed, while we have highlighted the fact that 

phronesis is associated with the excellent enactment of the practical syllogism, this amounts to what Long 

calls the ‘monological’ aspect of practical wisdom: that is, having to do with an independent acting 

individual. That is, none of the premises or terms that motivate action are inherently related to or give 

special consideration to other people. But Aristotle does spell out in EN VI.11 a set of ‘dialogical’ attributes 

that are closely knit into his account of phronesis and which, in that same chapter, precede some of 

Aristotle’s most important statements about its monological dimension. These are what Long calls 

‘juridical’ aspects of phronesis – that is, those which have to do especially with making judgments with or 

relating to others. The first is sunesis, which on Long’s reading is not just ‘intelligence’ as it is sometimes 

translated but more appropriately names something like joint perception, or: “the capacity to discern the 

proper thing to do within a given context by attending not only to the peculiarities of the situation but also 

 
(Republic 443c-d) Aristotle asks: can there be justice in relation to oneself? His answer is that: only if he is two or 
more. Plato said that the ‘oligarchic person’ is ‘like a double person.’ 
89 There is the question about the status of the phronimon in the general definition of virtue. Is it that the mean relative 
to us is discovered within ourselves as the phronimon would look into themselves, or can the phronimon also determine 
the proper mean for others in perceiving them? Or both? In the illustration Aristotle gives of Milo, it is not with 
reference to Milo alone that his mean diet is determined. Rather, Aristotle says that it is in relation to his trainer that 
his proper diet can be discerned. If it is the trainer rather than Milo who discerns the mean relative to Milo, then the 
trainer would have to have a fine-grained discrimination for Milo, to see him as he really is. 
90 Salem, In Pursuit of the Good, 79. 
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to the perspectives, advice, and council of others.”91 The second is equity, or fairness (epieikeia) which was 

introduced in Aristotle’s discussion of justice in order to name a corrective to the blind application of a 

universal rule – another reason why we should not think of the sort of wisdom the phronimon has as 

someone in possession of ‘moral laws.’ Thus Long’s comment that:  

By introducing the notion of fairness into the structure of phronesis, Aristotle equips phronesis 
with the capacity to question critically the authority of the universal with which it operates. 
Here the dialogical dimension is expressed not in terms of the encounter with another but 
rather as an aspect of the internal operation of phronesis itself. Fairness points to the capacity 
of phronesis to problematize the application of the universal with which it must operate in each 
act of judgment to ensure that justice is done in each case.92 

The importance of fairness in the dialogical aspect of phronesis is found in its relationship to its third 

juridical aspect, sungnome, which Bartlett & Collins translate as ‘sympathetic judgment’ – where one judges 

with a view toward forgiveness that is demanded by a principle of fairness.  

AV.8.2.3. These three features of the phronimon yield a critical check on the universal and create a 

sense of conscientious social responsibility that would otherwise be missing. Long takes these three under-

appreciated aspects of phronesis to show that practical wisdom is concerned with doing justice to individuals 

beyond the acting agent taken independently. It would be an odd thing, after all, if the phronimon was 

simply blind to and indifferent toward the social conditions of his or her own possibility. As Dal Poz notes, 

the phronimon must be understood as “a person who shares the common good and knows how to achieve it 

in the situation.”93 Phronesis, then, also demands developed capacities for joint attention, fairness, and 

forgiveness which, as Long says, “disrupts the internal monologue of the phronimos” and directs it toward 

others and the common good of the world we share. So, while the monological aspect of phronesis is 

concerned above all with individual action, it needs the equity, forgiveness, and joint attention of justice to 

ensure those actions take others into consideration.  

AV.7.2.4. Political megalopsuchia is over-concerned with the perspective of others in determining 

their sense of self- worth, whereas true megalopsyhica is so secure in their apprehension of self-worth that 

they are indifferent to others and lack motivation to act in light of anyone else. The interfusion of phronesis 

and justice provide both the motivation and the insistence upon action lacked by the virtue of megalopsuchia 

 
91 Long, The Ethics of Ontology: Rethinking an Aristotelian Legacy, 148. Long suggests a further extension of the term to 
mean suneidesis, ‘conscience.’ 
92 Long, 149. 
93 Poz, “The Concept of Ethos: Aristotle and the Contemporary Ethical Debate,” 269. 
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taken alone. Moreover, megalopsuchia and justice become complementary in that the former apprehends 

one’s worth appropriately, while the latter introduces equitable limitation to the high honour that complete 

virtue deserves.94 The principles of justice and equity produce regard for others and pass up on some of the 

honour that the truly virtuous person deserves. Justice and ‘juridical’ qualities, then, complement phronesis 

and megalopsuchia by expanding the concern of the virtuous agent in the direction of others.  

AV.8.3. But if it is also true that phronesis and megalopsuchia each, in their own way, demand an 

agent who appears to themselves by virtue of having a well-functioning ethical imagination (cf. AV.6.3; 

AV.7.2-4), then it is not a reach to expect that justice, which demands seeing others for who they really are, 

and appreciating things from their point of view, will demand the same imaginative capacities inverted in 

the poles of concern.95 Indeed, the phronimon (who as Dal Poz said, shares in the common good) is not 

someone detached from the world, but one embedded in and familiar with its shared ways of 

understanding, its commonly held belief structures. They are someone who, in order to enact the judicial 

aspects of their virtue, would therefore have to be conversant in the endoxa, the way things commonly 

appear to those in the polis. Only through a common horizon of this kind could the phronimon be able to 

consider other points of view and sustain the joint awareness, equity, and forgiveness that justice requires. 

In other words, choosing and acting in ways that are just to others requires someone for whom others 

appear in context, where that context involves also how things appear to the other. Said otherwise, the 

judicial aspect of phronesis would require a heightened capacity to imagine one’s way into the perspective 

of the other. To really listen out for and discern the other’s point of view, the phronimon must be capable of 

imagining how things are for others, and so, of expanding and stepping outside of the ‘monological’ or self-

centered aspect of individual agency. Long makes the point this way: 

 
94 We noted before (n. 68) that we are dealing with the general form of justice rather than particular form – with 
equity, however, we must note the relation here between the distribution of goods. This kind of justice only obtains to 
members of the same city. 
95 The idea that phantasia can become ethically ‘well-functioning’ can also be seen through Aristotle’s comments in On 
Dreams 3. There, Aristotle seems to say that the virtuous and non-virtuous are equivalent when they are asleep, since 
the rational part of the soul is disengaged from the process for both. The imagination of both, however, is active for 
both. Yet he goes on to suggest that the dreams of decent people differ from those of base people since “certain 
motions do reach them” according to their different characters (1102b9-10). Now as On Dreams (as well as On Memory) 
makes abundantly clear, phantasia is the vehicle of dreaming, and phantasmata form dream content. The idea that 
virtuous people’s imaginations, even with the disengagement of reason, represent noble visions more than base people, 
shows that phantasia functions like a migratory site between the rational and non-rational parts of the soul. Aquinas 
comments, “Conscious activity gradually penetrates to the soul of the sleeper so that the things a man has seen or 
heard or thought while awake, present themselves to his imagination in sleep. In this way the virtuous who spend their 
wakeful hours in good works, have more edifying dreams that other persons who occupy their conscious moments 
with idle and evil works.” Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, 78.  
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The ability to imagine one’s way into the position of the other and the ability to listen as the 
other speaks (allou legontos) are important elements of conscientious apprehension, because 
they disrupt the internal monologue of the phronimos and direct it toward that which is outside 
of itself. Here phronesis is understood as dialogical not merely because it can listen as others 
speak, but also because it recognizes that the concrete situation itself is never exclusively 
determined by its subjective judgment. Indeed, the fact that sunesis must operate with doxa and 
not with an immediate grasp of the truth already suggests the extent to which phronesis is itself 
determined by the world in which it is embedded.96  

The two forms of megalopsuchia also require supplementation by justice understood as complete 

virtue externalized. Whereas the ‘political’ form of being great-souled is surely concerned with beliefs and 

judgments – that is, the points of view – of others, the only interest taken is their point of view on the great-

souled person themselves. As such, the interest taken is only incidentally in other people. The true form of 

megalopsuchia, deriving a sense of self-worth from a direct perception of one’s own virtue, is even more 

emphatically disinterested in others. Aristotle confirms this when he notes that this individual is ‘incapable 

with living with a view to another – except perhaps a friend’. The exception he makes for the friend here is, 

of course, diluted when we recall that the friend will be described later in EN famously as “another self”: a 

claim that will be most consequential in the next chapter. Suffice it to say, megalopsuchia may in one respect 

be, as Jaffa says, “the political man par excellence” but neither form of the virtue seems especially interested 

in benefitting others. The individual who would express this virtue in isolation from justice would be 

decidedly aloof if not downright contemptuous for others. Thus, only when the great-souled person is also 

just will the basic talent he has for appearing to himself as he is and valuing himself accordingly be turned 

outward. That ability alternates the poles of concern such that others appear to the justly great-souled person 

as they are and value them accordingly.  

 Taken as a whole, the completely virtuous agent would be one not only who appears to themselves 

as they really are, but for whom others appear as they really are as well. What defines the ‘real’ are two more 

general order: that of the cultural endoxa, and that of species membership. Virtue, taken in general terms, 

turns on the ability to correctly and reliably imagine one’s self, to imagine other’s points of view, and to 

imagine one’s self from the point of view of others. When we take these first-order virtues together, we can 

appreciate that the fully virtuous agent is someone whose imaginary is able to present themselves and others 

as they truly are: to do justice to each individual in their particularity. 

 
96 Long, The Ethics of Ontology: Rethinking an Aristotelian Legacy, 148. 
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AV.8.4. Earlier we discussed how other commentators of Aristotle (for instance Averroes and 

Long) import the notion of phantasia into Aristotle’s ethical works to clarify the underlying psychic 

mechanisms and capacities by which our distinctive experiences of human praxis are made possible. In 

similar fashion we can appreciate how the logic of Aristotle’s account of virtue can be develop from the 

perspective of the properties native to phantasia and their products (images, appearances, interpretations). 

Such characteristics of the phantasmatic can be leveraged to explain the distinctive character of ethical 

selfhood. For instance, the polysemy of phantasmatic appearances are also precisely what opens us to the 

ambiguity needed to experience things as having multiple conceivable interpretations (cf. 2.4.8; 3.4.4). The 

appearances produced through phantasia are also particular sensibles but bear in them the latent intelligible 

universality (cf. 2.4.5). Thus, they underwrite the ethical possibility of apprehending one’s self and others in 

light of the dual orders of their individuality and universal memberships. 

Moreover, phantasia is that capacity which presents what is absent to immediate sense-perception: 

that is, in this case, the perspective of another person (cf. 2.2.5; 2.5.7). It does this by allowing experiences 

that require a certain detachment from that first-person point of view and entertaining, in one’s own soul, a 

the virtual exteriority of another point of view that gives us the basic cognitive structure needed to acquire a 

critical distance from our own perspective. Yet this is precisely what is needed to have an image of our selves 

in the first place: the imaginative suspension of one’s first-person point of view through which we entertain 

a perspective on ourselves as if from the outside. Phantasia is that which, after all, enables us to negotiate 

absences in sensuous experience (cf. 2.0.2.2; 2.2.5; 2.3.1.5), and what is more absent in our immediate 

experience than the first-person perspective of the other? In freeing up the locus of one’s point of view, 

phantasia allows us to entertain perspectives other than our own, and imagining our selves from the 

perspectives of others. Imagining our selves and imagining our selves as other are, in the end, fundamentally 

equivalent: for to imagine our self at all means to take on a perspective upon our selves as if from the 

outside, as though, as it were, we occupied the perspective of another self for whom we ourselves are other. 

Thus, just as both Long and Averroes find it suitable to import the notion of phantasia into 

Aristotle’s discussion of phronesis, we therefore can see its import in his discussion of virtue broadly speaking 

– that is, as given in the general definition of virtue – as well as in those concerning the first-order virtues 

(phronesis, megalopsuchia, and justice). 
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AV.9. The Descent from Ideality: Psychic Non-Coincidence 

AV.9.1. Aristotle’s description of the virtues and the virtuous agent, and so one who is necessarily fully 

virtuous and who has all the virtues at once, is, we will recall from AV.1, much more a regulating ideal or 

aspiration than it is a description of some concrete individual. When Aristotle says that true virtue is rare 

(1109a29) and that most of us are fundamentally either akratic or enkratic (1150a9-16; 1152a25-7), this 

should be taken as a significant understatement for reasons we have reviewed previously (cf. AV.1.2). While 

the virtuous agent who, as Barrachi said, would achieve ‘self-realization without residue,’ is the norm against 

which well-being of all human beings is measured, it is highly questionable whether this is a real possibility 

of being human. While the form of the human being specifies this as a possibility, what is afforded by the 

material conditions of being human transforms it into an ideal. Therefore the concrete phronimon, as Dal 

Poz said earlier, must be understood only ‘as an approximation of virtue.’97 The serious, decent, respectable 

people among us – and of course there are many such people – provide representations of the ideal but do 

not, in themselves and strictly speaking, embody it without remainder.   

AV.9.2. What is universal of the human condition, of being human, and thus of human selfhood, 

is living with an intractability of at least, even for the everyday virtuous person, some modicum of internal 

strife. Writes Stern-Gillet:  

Aristotle views psychic unity as the result of a slow process of integration which is broadly co-
extensive with the acquisition of moral virtue. Practical reason, in his outlook, constitutes the 
hub around which the self is formed, since it alone can perfect the integration of the various 
psychic elements into a whole. Whenever it fails to do so, either through akrasia or vice, the 
individual remains unfree, a mere bunch of unstable elements and discordant parts.98   

What if this failure, or some degree of it, marks the universal form of ethical selfhood as it actually lived? 

On Stern-Gillet’s suggestion, we might think that only virtuous persons have a self to speak of whereas the 

non-virtuous are quite literally a mere ‘heap’ of parts without a self ‘whenever they fail’ to ‘perfect’ the full 

integration of their psychic elements, which is, presumably, a great deal of the time. But what if we give a 

more expansive sense to what it means to a self, in the sense of being human and bearing the human 

 
97 While Barrachi seems to emphasize that the virtuous ideal Aristotle describes is a permanent aspiration (thus not an 
expression of how man is but how he wishes he were), Dal Poz nonetheless seems to want to put virtue within reach: 
“In fact, the recognition of an unattained higher condition and the consequent work on oneself to realize it (or, at 
least, to get close) are the warranty of a continuous improvement towards the moral development. Thus, the self-
realization is a complete possibility, even though extremely difficult.” Poz, “The Concept of Ethos: Aristotle and the 
Contemporary Ethical Debate,” 266. See also J. Annas, who talks about the phronimon as a normative ideal. 
98 Stern-Gillet, Aristotle’s Philosophy of Friendship, 26–27. 
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condition? What if that kind of self just is something marked by non-adequation, by failure? Then we would 

no longer be talking about everyday human beings as lacking a self, but rather as beings whose selfhood is constituted by 

this very lack. Then a self would be nothing other than the struggle and ongoing need to continue the struggle for psychic 

self-adequation and ethical integrity. As Korsgaard writes: 

There is work and effort – a kind of struggle – involved in the moral life, and those who 
struggle successfully are the ones whom we call ‘rational’ and ‘good.’ But it is not the struggle 
to be rational or to be good. It is, instead, the ongoing struggle for integrity, the struggle for 
psychic unity, the struggle to be, in the face of psychic complexity, a single unified agent.99  

On this model, then, ‘self’ names the struggle for cohesion, the struggle to be all present to oneself, to 

overcome oneself as a practical multiplicity in light of an ideal unity.100  

 AV.9.3. The idea that non-virtuous agents are in some sense a fluid multiplicity rather than a 

firmed-up unity is gestured to by Aristotle on many occasions. For instance, he notes that whereas the 

virtuous person is “of one mind with himself” and “desires the same thing with his whole soul” the non-

virtuous person (akratic & enkratic persons, in this context) are “at variance with themselves” or “at war” 

with themselves insofar as their desire and reason are not in perfect agreement. He describes such people as 

“double persons.” He suggests that the pain of struggling with internal inconsistency results “makes us 

beside ourselves” and that it “unhinges the person” (EN III.12). Aristotle says that cowardly behaviour, for 

example, causes pain such as “to make a man beside himself” as though under compulsion from an alien 

power (EN VIII.8). He says, while discussing the nature of pleasure, that nothing can be pleasurable all the 

time since “our nature is not simple” – even the pleasures of the intellect can only be had for so long 

because the body needs gratification as well (1154b20). When he discussed the possibility that we can be 

just toward our selves or friends with ourselves, in both cases he notes that this would only be possible 

 
99 Korsgaard, “Aristotle on Function and Virtue,” 7. 
100 The human being is above all a process, a kind of activity (C1 ref), and thus something inherently not all present to 
itself at any time. Of course, activity is in one sense full and complete in itself, but in another sense it is not. In that 
latter sense, it is precisely the inequality to itself that motivates and mobilizes its living processes. Just as all natural 
things have a horme, a natural tendency to seek out repose – just as earth seeks out resting place by tending to move 
down – human beings tend toward the restfulness of adequation. The fact that we never stop moving is a testament to 
our failure to fully achieve what we want: to be and to rest as just one thing. Human desire, which pervades the entire 
soul is precisely the ethical correlate of this non-adequation: it unites the soul around that which it lacks. Like the bow 
or the lyre, held together around a dynamic inner tension, the human soul is forms a kind of unity that ranges over its 
parts, but never a perfect one. Given an imperfect world, fragile and needy bodies, the self as it is lived is not altother 
stable in this way, or not or long. Rather, its internal forces are always either in ebb or in flow, always seeking the mean 
but never resting in it. 
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“insofar as we are two or more.”101 Indeed this is not unlike what Plato, in the Republic Bk VIII, called the 

‘oligarchic’ person: this is an individual, he says at 554d, who is never fully free from internal strife. “He 

would not be really one,” Plato writes, “but some sort of a double man […] But the true virtue of a soul in 

unison and harmony with itself would escape him and live afar.” (Republic, 554d9-10).   

AV.9.3. As we said in Chapter 4 (cf. 4.4.3.4.1-4), while discussing Aristotle’s example of the 

paralytic limb in setting up his account of the tripartite soul, we must be alert to the possibility that the self 

we aim to model is one that has limits in itself, at the core of its ipseity, that both exceed and constitute it 

from within, limits that oscillate between what is ‘me and not me,’ interior and exterior, and indeed, self 

and other. The self would then be, on this possibility, something that exceeds itself from within and exists 

only in or as difference from itself. If this hypothetical were the case, we said, we suggested then the self-

differing structure of the human soul that we argued for in Part A would have a correlate in terms of ethical 

selfhood that we have been working out in Part B. As we have seen, there are, at the ground level of ethical 

selfhood, structures and processes that are ambiguously ‘me-and-not-me,’ ones which resist us but also 

determine us from within, elements that are both as familiar and as alien as paralytic limbs are. 

  We have seen in many ways how phantasia and its cognate functions and phantasmata themselves 

are uniquely capable of cognizing the self so conceived. For imagination is the vehicle and common 

currency of this ongoing struggle to overcome one’s difference in and with oneself. It is that through which 

these struggles for self-coincidence – between desire and reason, appearance and reality, practice and 

ideality – are played out and lived through. Insofar as the self is constituted in the way we have suggested – 

always as being constituted within the lack between these dyads – and insofar as phantasia is precisely the 

capacity by which absences in our experience are negotiated, then phantasia is uniquely suited to ‘know 

ourselves’ as the kind of thing, kind of activity that we are. An image of the self would then be the 

appearance of and element within that very struggle, a way of ‘catching ourselves in the act’ of becoming our 

selves.   

 For on the basis of what we have said, an image of the self would always be both liminal and 

ephemeral. For in the normal course of events, the non-virtuous, says Aristotle, are “strangers to 

 
101 “Nothing however can continue to give us pleasure always, because our nature is not simple, but contains a second 
element (which is what makes us perishable beings), and consequently, whenever one of these two elements is active, 
its activity runs counter to the nature of the other, while when the two are balanced, their action feels neither painful 
nor pleasant. Since if any man had a simple nature, the same activity would afford him the greatest pleasure always. 
Hence God enjoys a single simple pleasure… “But change in all things is sweet, as the poet says, owing to some badness 
in us; since just as a changeable man is bad, so also is a nature that needs change; for it is not simple nor good.” (EN 
VII.14 referring to Euripides, Orestes 234). 
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themselves” (1146b24-30). While akratic agents are self-aware in one way (while vicious people being 

‘unconscious,’ 1151a1) they are, in another respect unknowable for being indeterminate: they “do not 

remain alike even to themselves” (1159b8). The non-virtuous person is therefore someone who struggles to 

appear to themselves as they really are because their very being is a becoming, something difficult to pin 

down from moment to moment and something easy to be in error about. Indeed phantasia, insofar as it is 

the faculty most fundamentally responsible for error (cf. 2.2) yet also responsible for the conditions of 

thought (cf. 2.4), means that it is at the root both of self-knowledge and self-deception. Phantasia is that 

capacity through which we appear to ourselves which creates the perennial possibility of both knowing and failing 

to know ourselves, which is to say, to appear to ourselves as we really are. One’s psychic and ethical integrity is 

fundamentally related to the epistemic valences opened up through the imagination.  

 AV.10. Summary 

AV.10.1. Chapter 4 discussed the ‘compositional’ form of ethical selfhood established in the relation 

between desire and reason. Chapter 5 worked out the most general motivating object of ethical selfhood – 

the apparent good – in terms of the logic of appearances. Chapter 6 examined the organ through which the 

appearances appear: the ethos, understood as a habit of choosing. All three of these chapters showed, in 

their own way, the distinctive contribution that phantasia makes in the structure and inner relations that 

inhere in the human soul. Moreover, it showed that there is a basis for constructing an account on the 

foundation provided to us by Aristotle’s work shows that different forms of self-regarding exercise of 

phantasia are essential to the underlying constitution of selfhood.  

In this Appendix we have aimed to discuss the nature of moral virtue. As the basis of the ideal form 

of individual praxis, virtue also tells us something about what the failure to realize it would look like. As we 

have seen, the different aspects of complete virtue all implicate a crucial role for phantasia and depend on 

the ability of one’s imaginary to solicit and appearance of ourselves as we really are and, through justice, of 

others as they really are. 
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