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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT 
 

 
Aristotle on the Common Sense and the Unity of Perception 

 
Rosemary Twomey 

 
This dissertation presents an analysis of the common sense, which is the name commentators give 

to the perceptual capacity in Aristotle’s psychology through which we are able to engage in sophisticated 
perceptual activity. By “sophisticated perceptual activity,” I refer to all activities of the perceptual faculty 
that go beyond the reception of the special objects by the special senses (e.g. color by sight, sound by 
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hearing, etc.). These activities include the perception of “common objects” (such as number, shape, and 
size), joint perception, perceptual discrimination, memory, sleep, and self-consciousness. I argue that, for 
Aristotle, all of these functions implicate a higher-order perception of the activity of the special senses, i.e. 
a metaperception. My account explains our ability to engage in these activities, which otherwise appear 
rather disparate, since each requires nothing other than a numerically single perceptual state with a 
complex content—something that, given Aristotle’s underlying metaphysical commitments, 
metaperceptions can provide.  
 Chapter One addresses Plato’s account of the reception of the common objects in Theaetetus. 
Socrates there argues that the senses are unable to grasp features such as existence, number, similarity and 
difference. Rather, it is claimed, we “consider” these, and we do so by means of the soul by itself, i.e., not 
by means of the sense organs (185e). Plato is driven to a form of rationalism, then, according to which our 
awareness of these commonplace features derives ultimately from reason. Aristotle, by contrast, develops 
an account of the perceptual faculty that allows for perceptual awareness of the common objects. It is in 
this context that he posits the common sense; common sensing unifies the special senses and underpins 
the coherence of Aristotle’s empiricism. But given Aristotle’s views about the specialness of special 
sensing, how exactly is the perceptual faculty unified? This is not a benign question, for if common sensing 
alone cannot account for higher-level perceptual activity, then Aristotle’s empiricism will be shown to be 
untenable. 

None of the existing commentaries on common sensing provide an account of how a single 
activity can actualize multiple perceptual potentialities. In contrast, I contend that the metaperceptual 
apparatus introduced in De Anima III.2 (“Since we perceive that we see and hear”) is introduced precisely 
to provide just such an explanation. Traditional readings interpret this passage as narrowly tailored to the 
question of how conscious awareness is possible: I call these “Awareness Readings,” and contrast them 
with my alternative interpretation, the “Common Sensing Reading.” I argue that the Common Sensing 
Reading is preferable because it better explains the flow of the text and is able to motivate the aporiai 
(puzzles) that follow. Moreover, I demonstrate that the Common Sensing Reading’s treatment of joint 
perception in De Anima is substantiated by Aristotle’s discussion of the topic in De Sensu 7. 

Chapter Three turns to Aristotle’s solution to the common objects element of the Theaetetus 
challenge. First, Aristotle’s remarks on the role common sensing plays in memory show that he thinks of 
the mechanism by which we perceive the common objects as the same as that by which we engage in other 
sophisticated perceptual activities. Next, I consider De Anima III.1 425a30-b3, where Aristotle argues that 
the perceptual faculty as a unity is able to account for in-itself perception of the common objects. My 
discussion here draws out the consequences Aristotle’s view has on the epistemology and psychology of 
perception more generally. Specifically, I present a deflationary interpretation of Aristotle’s technical 
notion of in-itself perception. This account is able to explain how common sensing can be understood as 
responsible for perception of the common objects, inter alia, without requiring that the common sense be a 
separate, sixth sense. 

The final chapter considers further functions of common sensing. I here expand the Common 
Sensing Reading by demonstrating that all higher-level perceptual functions can be accounted for by the 
metaperceptual apparatus. First, I show that Aristotle’s remarks about perceptual discrimination should be 
understood as invoking that apparatus. I next argue that Aristotle’s discussion of common sensing in De 
Somno 2 turns on the same considerations as those presented in the resolution of the aporiai that open De 
Anima III.2. Finally I consider Aristotle’s discussion of self-consciousness at Nicomachean Ethics IX.9. I 
conclude that the metaperceptual apparatus explicitly invoked there suggests itself to Aristotle because he 
generally accounts for unities (like that required by self-consciousness) by invoking metaperceptions. Since 
Aristotle’s underlying metaphysics allows activities like higher-order metaperceptions to actualize myriad 
potentialities in a numerically single state, his empiricism is thus shown to be fully developed and internally 
consistent, therefore making it a viable alternative to the rationalism we find in Theaetetus. 


