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Aristotle, the Intellect, and Cognition1 
 
Abstract  It is argued in this paper that the famous “Active Intellect” of De 
Anima 3.5 is not God, as Alexander of Aphrodisias held, but rather an 
unchanging, eternally cognizing Intellect which serves as the indispensable 
condition for the operation of human intellect. It is “at the door” for each 
individual, ready to flow in as a stream of light—a light which renders potential 
objects of cognition knowable, just as visible light makes potentially visible 
objects visible—from outside that door (thyrathen) any time it is opened. Its 
existence cannot serve, however, as a proof of the immortality of human intellect, 
since, being unchanging, it can never possess a feature of human intellect which 
is characterized by nothing if not change, and that is memory. 
 
Keywords  Active Intellect, Aristotle, cognition, dualism, essentialism, 
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In this paper I plan to outline what I take to be Aristotle’s views on a very 
controversial topic, that of the so-called “active” or “productive”2 intellect, and 

                                                               
1 This paper originated, longer ago than I care to remember, as a comment on a paper read by 
J. J. Owens to the annual SSIPPS meeting in New York City in 1977. In it I take up once again 
the challenge to attempt to make sense of Aristotle’s theory of cognition as addressed in De 
Anima 5, and specifically his theory of the so-called “active” or “productive” intellect—a 
theory dubbed by Owens a “hornet’s nest of problems.” Although I cannot claim to have 
solved any of the problems in question, since I am not sure they are soluble within the 
framework Aristotle has set up, I do hope to have shed some light on the exact species of 
hornet inhabiting the nest. 
2 The adjective is poietikos, and despite the time-honored translation “active’” it seems more 
plausibly translated “productive”; see Lloyd (1981, 56), followed by Rist (1989, 179) and most 
scholars since. 
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then to offer a more general estimate of the philosophical worth of his overall 
theory of cognition. 

As is well known, for Aristotle cognition has close affinities with physical 
perception. The eye, for example, in potency for seeing (hereinafter “eye1”) 
becomes a seeing eye (hereinafter “eye2”) when activated, the necessary 
condition being the presence of light. The intellect, in parallel fashion, in potency 
for cognition (hereinafter “intellect1”), becomes a knowing intellect (hereinafter 
“intellect2”) when activated, the necessary condition being the presence of what 
he calls the “active” or “productive” intellect (hereinafter “intellect3”). In a loose 
sense, eye2 can be said to “see,” but it is more precisely the individual that sees, 
using as a (sense) organ the eye. In a similarly loose fashion, intellect2 can be 
said to “know,” but it is more precisely the individual that knows, using as a 
(psychic) organ the intellect, an intellect which he on one occasion, near the end 
of his argument, calls the “passive” intellect (430a24). 

There is one further parallelism. The intentional object of physical perception 
is the specific form of the physical particular, the aistheton, and in the act of 
perception, in which, e.g., eye1 becomes eye2, the sense organ “becomes” such a 
form without its matter. The intentional object of cognition is the generic, 
non-emmattered form, the noeton, and in the act of cognition, in which intellect1 
becomes intellect2, the intellect “becomes” such a form. And it is able to become 
all such noeta (430a15).  

This intellect (or possibly both this and intellect3—the so-called active or 
productive intellect—combined) is at one point referred to by Aristotle as 
choristos (“separable,” “distinct,” 429b5), but, in what looks like a clarification 
later in the account,3 he seems to argue that it is only intellect3 that is in fact 
separable and does actually separate from the individual (430a17, a22). He also 
seems to hold that the acts of cognition characterizing intellect2 are intermittent4 
and held together only by memory. The act of cognition of intellect3, by contrast, 
is of its nature a single, uninterrupted activity (430a18), that of “making” or 
                                                               
3 The position of the words kai houtos in the sentence suggests strongly that Aristotle is 
seeking to clear up a possible confusion. He was right to try; what he had written is indeed 
confusing, and the confusion has fuelled comment ever since. 
4 Reading all’ouch hote men hote d’ou noei, 430a22, with the mss. Aristotle does not describe 
in detail how he conceives of this process, and indeed in the context talks of intellect3 as 
producing “all things” (panta, 430a15) rather than all noeta. But in the overall context it is 
clear that he is talking about intelligible forms. As far as the verb poiein is concerned, it seems 
to mean “produce” or “make” in the sense of “make available.” Just as physical light “makes 
available” for physical seeing the individual or perceptible eidos of a physical object, so the 
“light” that is intellect3 makes available for cognition the generic or intelligible eidos to be 
found in the same particular. Bathed in this light, intellect2 “sees” intelligible or generic 
form—the noeton—in the perceptible or individual form that is the aistheton. 
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“producing” the noeta which intellect2 “becomes,”5 and memory is not part of 
that activity (430a23–24). 

If this summary of Aristotle’s views is correct, it appears prima facie that he is 
attempting to deal with a number of problems stemming from a reading of 
various passages in Plato, found notably in the Phaedo, the Republic, the 
Timaeus and the Philebus. The Phaedo, characterized by a trenchant distinction 
between soul and body, reason and impulse, had been echoed by Aristotle 
himself in early life in his Eudemus and Protrepticus. But, with the passage of 
time he developed a new and, on the face of it, wholly un-platonic psychology, in 
which body and soul were argued to be related to each other not as two distinct 
substances but as the form and matter of a single substance. This left him with a 
problem which had continued to puzzle Plato to the end, the problem of the 
nature and operations of intellect vis-à-vis soul, and whether these operations 
were such as to constitute a reason for believing that at least intellect, if not the 
whole of soul, was in fact immortal. In Republic 10 the argument is somewhat 
unclear, but for a number of scholars it has opened up the possibility that of the 
three “parts” of soul only intellect is likely to be immortal. In the Timaeus that 
possibility (if it really is such) has developed into what seems like a firm 
conviction on the matter. But if the various eschatological myths are to be taken 
seriously, Plato, in his moments of religious fervor, was inclined to believe that 
what passed from one life to another was significantly more than just intellect. 
This strain in his thinking seems to have fully prevailed by the time he came to 
write the Laws, when, following up on an idea he first broached in the Phaedrus, 
he argued that soul as such, not simply intellect, is immortal.6 

Aristotle, after his early years in the Academy, apparently came to the belief 
that there was little to be said for psycho-physical dualism, and, with such 
skepticism, must have come a concomitant puzzlement over how, if at all, we 
could be meaningfully said to possess immortality. As he searched for a solution 
to the problem, a doctrine of eternal, transcendent un-ensouled nous in the 
Philebus (30d) may well have attracted his interest, as undoubtedly did the form, 
if not the content, of the argument for the immortality of (rational) soul 
propounded in the Phaedrus, for we find him using a similar argument to prove 
the existence of an eternal, transcendent, un-ensouled Prime Mover in 
Metaphysics Lambda, which is simply noesis noeseos (1071b3 ff., 1074b 34). 
Such a notion, coupled with the further notion of “indispensable condition” 
—drawn from Phaedo 98b ff.—could well have supplied him with the tools he 

                                                               
5 The passage is Rep. 609c ff. It is however, as I have argued elsewhere, a doubtful passage on 
which to base much, since the argument is unclear enough to be interpreted as having as its 
referent the entire soul, not just nous. See Robinson (1970, 50–54). 
6 The relevant passages are Tim. 41cd, Phdr. 245c−246a and Lgg. 896a ff. 
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needed for his own solution to the problem of what, if anything, in us survives 
physical death. 

Given his matter-form doctrine of the body-soul relationship, he could not, 
while preserving any philosophical consistency, entertain the possibility that 
human soul, embodied as it is, or any part of such soul, could be immortal. The 
logical conclusion of this was that human intellect, if understood as part of 
human soul, could never be immortal either. Yet something in him was drawn to 
continue affirming, as he had affirmed so strongly in his early works, that some 
aspect of us is indeed immortal. But in so affirming he was faced with a major 
dilemma. If that aspect of us turned out to enjoy memory, it would on further 
inspection be seen to be in fact part of our physical and hence mortal selves, 
memory being of its nature tied to temporal sequence and eo ipso to the physical.  
If it turned out to be wholly immaterial by nature and therefore not bound by 
memory, intellect could well turn out to be arguably immortal, but not the 
personal intellect recognized by an individual as his/her own. 

The doctrine of an active or productive intellect that I have dubbed intellect3 is 
the result of Aristotle’s remarkable acceptance of the second horn of this 
dilemma. This conclusion leaves readers with many questions about the nature of 
such an intellect, and about the reasons why Aristotle might have opted to argue 
for its existence. 

That it needs to be an intellect at all is the first puzzle. If the analogy between 
sensation and cognition is as precise as it at first appears, what is needed for the 
transition from intellect1 to intellect2 is the presence of an indispensable 
condition analogous to light, not a third intellect. That Aristotle is fully aware of 
this seems clear from the fact that he does actually compare intellect3 to light 
(430a15). As such it appears to operate in a way not unsimilar to Plato’s Form of 
the Good, where the Good both illuminates the Form-world known to intellect, 
such that its contents become clear to intellect, and also produces those contents 
(Rep. 509d4 ff.). Notoriously, however, Aristotle rejects the Theory of 
(transcendental) Forms, and with it the notion of the Form of the Good. But 
while this may be the case, he also seems to have accepted the metaphysical need 
for a cosmic principle analogous to such a Form, but without its unacceptable 
characteristics. This was of course for him a Prime Mover that is both a Form 
and an Intellect. 

Such a principle, it seems to me, he could well have found in the 
transcendental Intellect of the Philebus mentioned above. Combining from this 
dialogue and the Republic the notions of such an eternal Intellect as both efficient 
cause and indispensable condition (i.e., the condition that is “light”), he was in a 
position to posit a role for an analogous co-eternal intellect operating behind 
human cognition. What problems he saw attaching to such a notion we do not 
know, and, given the apparent ease with which he posits large numbers of 
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“prime” movers and cosmic intelligences in Metaphysics Lambda, perhaps he 
saw no problems at all. For his readers, however, the question has never ceased 
to cause problems. 

Alexander, stressing the notion that intellect3 is “of its nature energeia” 
(430a18), is satisfied that it is in fact God himself,7 and thus in no real sense part 
of us at all. But this cannot be correct, if the participle choristheis is to be 
credited with the only meaning that seems appropriate in context, and that is 
“after it is separated” or “once it is separated;” separation in any sense would 
appear to involve potency, and this alone seems to guarantee God’s exclusion 
from the list of possibilities. 

What of the intellects that move the planetary spheres? The possibility that 
they are intended is again a low one, since their number is small by contrast with 
the number of human souls. But the notion of celestial intellects may nonetheless 
turn out to be the key to the solution of the problem, if one bears in mind a 
dialogue that Aristotle read in detail, the Timaeus, and from which—for all his 
criticisms—he drew rather more ideas than he was prepared to admit. There, it 
will be remembered, an intellect directly fashioned by the Demiurge is assigned 
to each star in the universe. From there, after a period during which they are 
“sown” into the various planets, including earth, they are brought to birth as 
humans, and upon completion of a life of moral goodness return to the same star 
(Tim. 41b–e). 

The details of this are obscure, but it is fully in accord with much else in Plato 
of an Orphic cast and so probably should not be dismissed too easily. In any case, 
we can assume that Aristotle, as part of his reading of the whole dialogue, also 
read this passage, and I hypothesize that, as so often, he unconsciously took from 
it at least as much as he consciously rejected. For these disembodied intellects 
turn out to have been created in enormous numbers—numbers sufficient in fact 
to account for the manner of cognition of each and every human, past, present 
and future, if it transpires that each such intellect plays the role of intellect3 in 
those humans. They are also, it turns out, remarkably like intellect3 in their 
activity.  For their natural state, it would seem, is to be disembodied, and to live 
a life of unending cognition, a life unnaturally interrupted for a while by 
incarnation (Tim. 41b−42d). The natural state of any intellect3, likewise, is one 
of unending activity—the activity of cognition—and it too, it seems, has that 
state unnaturally interrupted for a period by incarnation (430a17−25).  

                                                               
7 The view continues to find favor. Notable adherents to it are G. E. M. Anscombe (1961, 58) 
(though without great conviction); W. K. C. Guthrie (1981, 322 ff.); C. H. Kahn (1985, 329, n. 
26); Victor Kal (1988, 164, n. 15); and J. M. Rist (1989, 182). For further detailed discussion 
of nous poietikos see Caston 1999, 199–227, who rightly stresses how much broader the sense 
of “productive” is for Aristotle than simply “causally efficient,” and Polansky 2007, ad loc. 
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Where Aristotle’s own contribution to all this emerges is in the notion that 
intellect3 cannot be part of the self, on the presumptive grounds that the 
body-soul complex to which it is in any given instance attached is obliterated at 
death, and with it the thread of memory that gave that complex throughout life its 
individual personhood. So intellect as Plato understood it (in Aristotle’s scheme 
what he called the “passive” intellect) was not in fact immortal; indeed no part or 
aspect of what Plato understood as the human soul was immortal. If the concept 
of immortality has been preserved, it is at a price that Plato at any rate would, if 
his myths are to be taken seriously, almost certainly not have been prepared to 
pay. 

If this understanding of the pedigree of intellect3 is correct, Aristotle stands in 
a tradition stretching back to Hesiod and no doubt beyond. In the writings of 
Hesiod8 we meet for the first time in Greek thought the concept of the hero who 
after death is made into a demigod (daimon) and appointed a “guardian of mortal 
men.” The skeptical Heraclitus demythologizes the whole notion, and asserts that 
our daimon is in fact our character (ethos, fr. 119 DK). How far Plato wished to 
demythologize is less clear, but the intellects which are the Demiurge’s direct 
creation in the Timaeus look remarkably similar to Hesiod’s daimones in terms 
of their intermediary status between the human soul and God, and the influence 
of Heraclitus’s remarks might well account for the fact that for Plato there is also 
a clear relationship between the ethos of a given intellect and the particular star 
from which it comes and to which it returns, since the star in question is 
described as “akin” (synethes) to it (Tim. 42b5). 

As far as Aristotle is concerned, he too seems to be anxious to demythologize 
rather than totally reject a famous notion. The result is the abandonment of the 
notion of specific stars to which his intellects3 severally return, along with a 
stress on their intrinsically impersonal nature. What is retained, however, if my 
understanding of intellect3 is correct, is something still very close to Hesiod’s 
original notion of a guardian-daimon. For intellect3 provides the condition for 
the operation of the rational principle of each and every individual, and to that 
degree serves as the guardian of that which is most precious and specific to them, 
whether they are aware of such an intellect’s presence or not, or avail themselves 
of its help or not. It is, in different terms, always “at the door” for each and every 
individual, ready to flow in as a stream of light from outside of that door 
(thyrathen)9 any time the door is opened. 

Such, in brief compass, is what seems to me the most plausible interpretation 
of Aristotle’s theory of intellect and cognition. In it we see an Aristotle who has 
apparently come a very long way from his earlier thinking, when the evidence we 
                                                               
8 Works and Days 121 ff., 252 ff. 
9 GA 2.736b28. 
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have suggests that he was a committed dualist and an ardent adherent of the 
doctrine of personal immortality: 
 
Eudem. fr. 5 (Ross) = Procl. in Remp. 2. 349. 13–26 [Kroll] 
 

The divine Aristotle [also] states the reason why the soul on coming hither 
from yonder forgets the sights it saw there, but on going from here 
remembers yonder its experiences here. We must accept the argument; for 
he himself says that on their journey from health to disease some people 
forget even the letters they have learned, but that no one ever has this 
experience when passing from disease to health; and that life without the 
body, being natural to souls, is like health, and life in the body, as being 
unnatural, is like disease. For there they live according to nature, but here 
contrary to nature; so that it naturally results that souls that pass from 
yonder forget the things there, while souls that pass yonder from this world 
continue to remember the things in it. 

 
Protrept. fr. 10b (Ross) = Aug. C. Iul. Pel. 4. 15. 78 (quoting Cicero’s 
Hortensius): 

 
…that is true which Aristotle says, that we are punished much as those were 
who once upon a time, when they had fallen into the hands of Etruscan 
robbers, were killed with studied cruelty; their bodies, the living with the 
dead, were bound as exactly as possible one against the other: so our minds, 
bound together with our bodies, are like the living joined with the dead. 

 
For many students of the philosophy of mind Aristotle’s later view, in which soul 
relates to body as form to matter, is clearly progress over his earlier 
psycho-physical dualism. Whatever the truth of this, some residual 
Platonism—and in particular a commitment to a doctrine of immortality of some 
sort—never seems to have left him,10 and we have seen how his attempts to 
accommodate such a doctrine led him to posit the existence of intellect3. Since 
such an intellect exists in its essential nature as energeia (430a18) and is only its 
true self when separated from the individual (430a22–23), it is a natural 
conclusion that it is a substantial form, not simply the form of some particular x.  
For Alexander, the only substantial form in Aristotle’s scheme of things is God, 
and he accordingly equates intellect3 with God. 

As we saw above, however, this can hardly be reconciled with the doctrine 
that intellect3 at some time “separates” from the individual. As such a separable 
                                                               
10 For a notable examination of the topic see Owen (1965). 
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entity it appears to be indeed thought of as some sort of substantial form, and as 
such it brings Aristotle back much closer than he perhaps wished to be to his 
earlier psycho-physical dualism, despite his doctrine of matter and form. For the 
substantial form that is intellect3 is clearly immaterial, and its supposed 
relationship to the human body that it temporarily inhabits just as puzzling as the 
soul-body relationship posited by any psycho-physical dualist, be the latter Plato, 
Descartes or Malebranche. The beauty of the form-matter doctrine was the 
freedom it appeared to offer us to talk aspectually rather than substantively of 
thought-processes, emotion, sensation, and all that goes with life. Once intellect3 
is posited, these gains seem to be lost at a stroke, and we are back to the old 
problem of attempting to relate an immaterial substance to a material one. And 
here Aristotle fares no better than did Plato, though his weapons of battle are no 
doubt more sophisticated. 

With his doctrine of form and matter to guide him, Aristotle can argue that 
intellect3 operates not as immaterial substance on material substance but as form 
on form, the product of its activity being the reduction of that form which is 
intellect1 to that further form which is intellect2. He can further argue that its 
“productive” role as nous poietikos is more that of indispensable condition than 
of efficient cause in the more usual sense; what it in the most precise terms 
produces (in the sense, perhaps, of “makes available” [see above, n. 5]) are the 
noeta that intellect2 “becomes.” But in the final analysis this analogy will not 
save him, even were such an analogy to prove a meaningful one. For the problem 
of relating the immaterial substantial form that is intellect3 to the physical 
composite that is the individual is just as great as, if not greater than,11 that of 
relating the substantial form that is the Prime Mover to the physical composite 
that is the universe. The interposition of no number of “intermediaries” of either 
purely formal or formal-substantial status will ever bridge a gap that seems 
unbridgeable within the ontological and psychological frame of reference that 
has been constructed. A form that is strictly only the form of itself, be that form 
the Prime Mover or intellect3, can never in any satisfactory way be thought of as 
relating to or influencing any form or substance other than itself. 

Which brings us to the biggest problem of all. So far I have been suggesting 
that the monistic cast to Aristotle’s matter-form analysis of substance masks, in 

                                                               
11 If intellect3 is, as Alexander suggested, God himself, the problem of relating an immaterial 
God to a material world still remains, but at least the energeia that is its nature need not be 
further qualified; it is, purely and simply, non-contingent energeia. If, as has been suggested 
above, intellect3 is in its many instances a nous created by and hence contingent upon the 
existence of the Prime Mover, the energeia credited to it will also need to be qualified as 
likewise contingent. So relating such an intellect to the particular will be not simply a problem 
in itself but one complicated by its being parasitic upon a further problem, that of relating such 
an intellect to the Prime Mover. 
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certain areas, such as the relationship of the Prime Mover to the world and of 
intellect3 to the individual, a dualism that is as stark as anything argued by Plato 
in the Phaedo or penned by himself in earlier days in the Eudemus or the 
Protrepticus. But this, it seems to me, while being a very severe problem, is a 
problem within the context of an even greater one, and that is the commitment by 
Aristotle (and so many other Greek philosophers) to a “thing” ontology at all, 
whether the “things” in the system turn out to be best describable in dualistic or 
monistic terms or other terms entirely. 

Let me explain myself. Not the least of the many brilliant features of the 
matter-form doctrine is that it brought Aristotle to the verge of the distinction of 
the meaningful and the referential: the concepts of soma as matter and psyche as 
form are meaningful, but, unlike the concept of anthropos, refer not to entities 
but rather to logically distinguishable aspects of entities. At this point two moves 
were open to him, the one in the direction of what will be later called 
nominalism—a doctrine already espoused it seems in some inchoate way by a 
number of the sophists—the other in the direction of some version of 
essentialism. He opts for the latter course, distinguishing himself radically from 
Plato in the process by setting his essences firmly in re. It then remains for him 
to examine how such essences are contacted to serve as the basis of perception 
and knowledge, and in so doing he concludes that the contact in question is one 
of coalescence between the form of the particular and the sense-organ in the case 
of sensation and one of coalescence between generic form and “passive” intellect 
in the case of knowledge. 

In this Aristotle is again perhaps more Platonic than he wished to be, the only 
difference between them being Aristotle’s affirmation that the coalescence 
involved is so total as to deserve the description “becoming.” On this view, 
factual or propositional knowledge is something parasitic (kata symbebekos) 
upon such elemental contact/coalescence: to get-to-know (noein) that p, for 
example, is to reach a state of irrefragable certainty that in some matter of 
empirical fact an individual (or some individuals) and a essence (or some 
essences) are or are not in a particular relationship; and that in some matters not 
amenable to empirical investigation, such as pure mathematics, an essence or 
essences are or are not in a particular relationship to another essence or essences. 
Error in judgment is, pari passu, and equally kata symbebekos, an act of 
misidentification or misclassification. 

This is not the place to argue the respective merits of essentialism and “fact” 
ontology. But one can pick out, it seems to me, two particular reasons why Greek 
philosophers seem to have opted almost instinctively for essentialism.12 The first 
                                                               
12 The term “essentialism” is used here in its broadest sense, without argument as to the 
detailed nature of the breadth and scope of such essentialism. For a noteworthy attempt to 
distinguish Aristotelian from Quinean essentialism see White (1972, 57–65). 
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has to do with the verb noein itself and the various nouns and adjectives cognate 
with it. As von Fritz pointed out in impressive detail (Fritz 1945, 223−42; 1946, 
12−14),13 the verb first appears in early Greek literature as a verb of direct 
perception, in which an object is “located” (the way pigs snuffling for truffles 
finally “locate” them). The commonest way to locate by sense is with the organ 
of vision, so much so that in perceptual terms the verb soon comes to be more or 
less synonymous with seeing, or more precisely, with coming-to-see. Parallel to 
this is a cognitive use of the verb in the sense of “coming to know” or “coming to 
be aware of” such-and-such an object (what Ryle used to call a “Got it!” verb), a 
sense which must be distinguished from the very rare occasions on which it is 
followed by a noun-clause, when it best translated “think” or “have a notion” 
<that p>. 

This, I have argued elsewhere, is the dominant if not exclusive sense of the 
verb in the poem of Parmenides (Robinson 1975, 623−33), and Plato, after him, 
using precisely the same verb, sees the attainment of knowledge as the “seeing” 
of specified objects—the Forms—by the “eye of the soul” (Rep. 507b9−10, 
518c4−6, 519b3). The same, despite the frequent and wholly inappropriate 
translation “thinking” by many translators,14 is equally true of Aristotle in his 
writings on philosophical psychology; it is not “thinking that p” which is 
analogous to perception, but rather “getting-to-know that p” or “coming to 
appreciate that p” which is analogous. 

If this understanding of the pedigree and usage of noein and its cognates is 
correct, then the contact/coalescence paradigm of cognition found in Plato and 
Aristotle is a very natural corollary of such usage: to “come to know that p” is at 
base to “locate” or “see” certain entities, and in so locating or seeing, to contact 
and coalesce with—indeed for Aristotle to “become”—such entities; and it is the 
job of philosophy to investigate the nature of such entities. 

The second argument involves the structure of the Greek language itself. An 
interesting feature of classical Greek is the fact that it still appears to contain 
residues of an earlier stage of its development in which parataxis, rather than 
syntax, was dominant, with particularly important implications for how Greek 
philosophers tended to understand the process of cognition. A language which 
can and frequently does express itself in propositions of the form “I know this 
(tauta), that 2 + 2 = 4” is likely to lead philosophers who speak such a language, 
unless they are very wary, into thinking that the “this” in question is a 
                                                               
13 For further useful work on the topic since then see Lesher (1981, 2−24), and Lesher (1983, 
155–70). 
14  Prominent among the many who translate noein as “think” are Burnet, Hicks, 
Kirk/Raven/Schofield, Barnes, Coxon, Polansky, Lesher, and McKirahan. For a detailed 
discussion of the concept of noein in Greek thought from Xenophanes to Aristotle see 
Robinson (2011, 317–26). 
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place-holder for an entity of some sort, and the subsequent noun-clause as the 
unpacking of that entity in terms of a proposition. A language like our own, by 
contrast, where parataxis has largely faded from consciousness if it was ever 
there at all, is unlikely to sense any such “object” of cognition, since none is 
expressed in our own version of the proposition in question or seems in any way 
necessary for the complete and accurate understanding of that proposition. 

The above two reasons, it seems to me, are enough to explain why Greek 
philosophy tended to follow essentialist lines, and Aristotle’s philosophical 
psychology is no exception. Had he or earlier Greek philosophers gravitated 
towards a “fact” ontology instead it would, under the circumstances, have been 
greatly surprising even if perhaps more philosophically defensible (here I lay 
bare my own prejudices), and it would certainly have transformed the system 
into something hardly recognizable as Greek philosophy at all. As it is, the more 
predictable thing happened, and Aristotle, along with other Greeks, tended to 
accept language use as a relatively sure guide rather than as guide or Siren, 
depending on circumstance. The Siren who suggests that the apparent “object” of 
cognition words is in fact a real object that is “seen” or “located” by the knowing 
mind we have already noticed; the Siren who suggests that all general terms refer 
is another. If in our own time we are more aware of the existence of such Sirens, 
we are so on the strength of appreciating, and learning from, some of the 
magnificent if inconclusive strugglings into which even the greatest of Greek 
philosophers could on occasion be unwittingly enticed. 
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