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Friday 13 June 1997

Reply to David Bradshaw
Your review of my Aristotle spoiled my morning, which is quite a scholarly achievement. I then took a look at p. 7 which you say you read and from which you quote. I can understand why you missed the sense of my conclusion – because you missed the fact that it is a conclusion and so is supported by an argument. Why? My only explanation is that the argument was too difficult for you. So let me explain it to you.


Aristotle’s passage quoted on pp. 6-7 says that

1) soul is substance qua form

2) the form is that of a natural body

3) when the body has life potentially.

4) substance is actuality

5) but actuality as knowledge is

6) i.e., first actuality

7) conclusion: soul is first actuality qua form of a potentially living body.


Now, this is not interpretation. It is plane summation of Aristotle’s words, and I know that everyone who reads it understands exactly what he meant, but I don’t. I need explanation. And so I suggest one. It is that what “the first actuality qua form of the body” means is in fact the first actuality – not qua form but of the form. Soul, Aristotle wants to say, is not the form; rather it is the first actuality of the form of the body which has life potentially. Why of the form and not of the body? Well, because this gives an explanation of the first actuality in the analogies Aristotle uses for explaining his meaning: the ratio of the axe’s cutting-capacity to its actuality of cutting, or of the seeing-capacity of the eye to its seeing actuality – these are as the first actuality to the actuality itself. And in both analogies the first actuality is of the final actuality, and the final actuality (cutting, seeing,) is the form, so they are first actuality of the form. So it is not form that Aristotle calls soul – it is rather its first actuality that emerges from his explanation. So, soul according to this explanation is the first (and not the final) actuality of the form (i.e., of the final actuality, and not of the body itself) of a natural body that has life potentially.


This is exactly what I explain in the first and second paragraphs of the page you managed to read.


And my explanation of why you failed so miserably in understanding such a simple argument is simply that you read only half of the page and not much more of the whole book.


I agree that this is a tough little book. Its main difficulty is that it contains about three arguments on each page, and it takes some effort to fight your way through them.


But then, who forced you to write a review of it and cheat the world by implying you read it through ??

