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ARISTOTLE'S CONCEPT OF ΣΩΖΕΣΘΑΙ 

IN TERMS OF HIS THEORY OF ΑΝΤΙΛΗΨΙΣ 

Aristotle's vast knowledge of biology inevitably influenced his psychological 

doctrine. The structuralistic aspects of his psychology which has, to some extent, 

and in some respects, a static character, could not altogether satisfy a biologi

cally oriented philosopher. His purpose was not only to reduce mind to pscychlo-

gical elements, but further to see it as an active, outgoing process or flow of 

its constituting psychological δυνάμεις. 

Αίσθάνεσθαι, άντιλαμβάνεσθαι, and σκέπτεσθαι are the manifestations of inner 

οργανικών λειτουργιών caused by an ενεργητική give - and - take relation of the 

organism with its environment. In reality, Aristotle saw and examined the psycho

logical δυνάμεις of the organism from a broad biological perpsective. More ac

curately, we might say that he saw them as but an extension of the pure biolo

gical activities of nutrition and reproduction. 'Αντιλαμβάνεσθαι, therefore, must 

be viewed from this point of view as well. 

For Aristotle, the organism strives to adapt to, and σώζειν itself, the complex 

environment which surrounds it 1 ; all un organism's δυνάμεις such as nutrition, 

appetite, sensation, locomotion, perception and cognition 2 are functionally per

formed for the sake of the organism's adaptation and σώζεσθαι in his environ

ment 3 . In this sense, Aristotle was indeed a functionalist. Dewey, for example, 

1) De Anima, 434a 21—434b 30. 
2) De Anima, 434a 24—26 : Τήν μέν οδν θρεπτικήν ψυχήν ανάγκη παν έχειν δ η περ 

αν ζη και ψυχήν έ*χη άπο γενέσεως μέχρι φθοράς, ανάγκη γάρ το γενόμενον αΰξησιν έχειν 
καΐ άκμήν και φθίσιν, ταΰτα δ' άνευ τροφής αδύνατον, ανάγκη άρα ένεϊναι τήν θρεπτικήν 
δνναμιν εν πδσι τοϊς φαινομένοις καί φθίνουσιν ; 434a 34—434b : εί οδν παν σώμα πορευτι-
κον μή έχον α'ίσθησιν, φθείροιτο αν καί εις τέλος ούκ αν έ*λθοι, ο έστι φύσεως έ'ργον' πώς 
γάρ θρέφεται ; 434b—434b 4 : ούχ οΐόν τε δε σώμα έ'χειν μέν ψυχήν καί νουν κριτικόν, αϊ-
σθησιν δε μή έ'χειν, μή μόνιμον δν, γεννητον δέ. άλλα μήν ουδέ άγέννητον 434b 6—9 : ή 
γάρ τη ψυχή βέλτιον ή τω σώματι, νΰν δ' ούδέτερον* ή μέν γάρ ού μάλλον νοήσει, το δ' 
ούθέν έσται μάλλον δ' εκείνο, ούθέν άρα έ"χει ψυχήν σώμα μή μόνιμον άνευ αίσθήσεως. 

3) De Anima, 434b 22—28 : ανάγκη καί το τοΰ ζώου σώμα άπτικόν εϊναι, εί μέλλει 
οώζευαι το ζώον . . . αοται μέν οδν άναγκαΐαι τφ ζωω. Αί δέ άλλαι τοΰ τε εν ένεκα . . . 
εί γάρ μέλλει σώζεαυαι, ού μόνον δει άπτόμενον αίσ&άνεσ&αι άλλα καί άποθεν (underlines 
mine). 
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known for his functionalistic leanings - although he would .disagree with Aristot

le's reductionism, that is, with the reduction of the behavioral acts to simple 

psychological elements - would certainly agree that the organism has to be seen 

and studied, as «a whole functioning in its environment» 4 . Likewise, Harvey 

Carr, the best representative of functionalism, would endorse Aristotle's notion. 

For him (Carr), too, the various psychological functions are activities and aim 

at «the acquisition, fixation organization and evaluation of experiences and 

their subsequent utilization in the guidance of conduct» 5 . All nouns under

lined indicate ενεργείας which the organism performs in order to adapt and 

σώζειν itself in its environment. They are necessary for the «guidance of conduct» 

in the same manner as the Aristotelian δυνάμεις from nutrition up to cognition, 

which are needed for the σώζεσθαι of the organism. Even the more advanced 

basically functionalistic assimilation theory of the biologically oriented psycholo

gist J. Piaget coincides in its general framework with Aristotle's teaching. Piaget's 

concept of adjustmental equilibrium, for instance, and the two opposing organis-

mic activities of adaptation and assimilation 6 could be included in the broad 

meaning of the Aristotelian concept of σώζεσθαι. 

Aristotle's σώζεσθαι, Piaget's adjustmental equilibrium, Dewey's phrase of 

«functioning in the environment», and Carr's emphasis of an organism's «con

duct», point to the same target. The difference in their terminologies should not 

prevent one from discerning the common ground which all these psychological 

trends have : that they go beyond the «is» psychology ; that they deal with an 

«is for» psychology. Aristotle appears to have a «natural teleology» 7 , an τέλος 

towards which all are directed. For Aristotle an organism would not survive if 

it lacked, say, the ability to perceive. Thus, he points out that ει μη εξει αϊσθη-

σιν, ου δννήσεται τα μεν φεύγειν τα δε λαβείν, εϊ ôè τοντο, αδύνατον εσται 

σώζεοθαι το ζωον. 

Αίσθάνεσθαι, άντιλαμβάνεσθαι and so forth are caused by the interaction between 

the organism and the environment, and, in turn, come to support the organism 

in its constant striving to obtain adaptational equilibrium, and thus σώζεσθαι. 

In his De Sensu, Aristotle emphasizes again that all δυνάμεις are fundamentally 

adaptational activities. Αίσθάνεσθαι and άντιλαμβάνεσθαι are, for him means 

σωτηρίας ένεκεν. As adaptational acts, the psychological δυνάμεις occur when 

the organism encounters food problems, tries to avoid noxious situations, and 

in general, tries to obtain adaptational equilibrium. They are, in fact, indispen-

4) J . Dewey, «The reflex are concept in Psychology», Psychological Review 3, 1896, 
pp. 357—370. 

5) A. Carr, A Study of Mental Activity, Longmans, Green, N. Y. 1925, pp. 1—2. 
6) J. Piaget, The Origins of Intelligence in Children, The Norton Library (pa

perback), Ν. Y. 1963, pp. 5 and 407. 
7) J. Randall, Aristotle, A Columbia Paperback, I960, pp. 225. 
8) De Anima, 484a 22—25. 
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sable for providing information about the environment within which the organitm 

must σώζεσθαι. For modern functionalists, too, perception is a fundamental 

process of adjustment, since an organism's responding to its environment depends 

largely on how it perceives it 1 0 . It is really by virtue of άντιλαμβάνεσθαι that 

the organism becomes aware of its environment and adapts itself to it. Ά ν τ ι λ α μ 

βάνεσθαι has an active, dynamic character. I t comes, as all others δυνάμεις to 

have a utilitarian value by being indispensable for the organism's σώζεσθαι. In

deed, there are cases where one misperception, a defective αίσθάνεσθαι and αντι

λαμβάνεσθε might well prove catastrophic for the organism. On the other hand, 

the more perfect an organism's άντιλαμβάνεσθαι the more successful it seems 

to be in finding the proper food, αίσθάνεσθαι probable dangers and identifying 

its environment. The definition which the functionalist gives for perceptual acti

vity is that it is an act of «cognition of a present object in relation to some 

act of adjustment» l l , which coincides with Aristotle's view. 

To sum up, Aristotle does not limit himself to an «is» psychological theory 

of sensing and perceiving, but as a biologically oriented philosopher develops a 

kind of functionalism, in which activity is the principal characteristic of all 

psychological events. He further emphasizes «natural teleology», that is, he is 

concerned with an «is for» psychological doctrine, according to which, in co - op

eration with the other δυνάμεις, tends towards the natural realization of the 

organism, such an activity, the organism's. 

Π Ε Ρ Ι Λ Η Ψ Ι Σ 

Ό 'Αριστοτέλης εις τήν Ψυχολογίαν του δέν περιορίζεται μόνον εις τάς φαινομενολο
γικές περιγραφάς των διαφόρων ψυχολογικών λειτουργιών δια να μας παρουσίαση τάς δομι-
κάς των επόψεις (αναγκαίων δια τήν γνω»ιοθεωρίαν του), άλλα προχωρεί πέραν αύτοϋ, εις 
τήν τελολογικήν των έρμηνείαν. Ούτω ή ψυχολογία της αντιλήψεως ερμηνεύεται ύπό τοϋ 
Σταγειρίτου εν σχέσει με τήν βιολογικήν εννοιαν τοΰ «σ ώ ζ ε σ θ « ι» τοϋ οργανισμού. 

Το αποτέλεσμα της μικρας αυτής έρεύνης εις τάς άριστοτελικάς διατριβάς καΐ ή σύγ-
κρισίς του μέ τα αποτελέσματα των συγχρόνων λειτουργικών (functionalistic) θεωριών της 
ψυχολογίας δεικνύει δτι ό Σταγειρίτης έχει εκφράσει απόψεις όμοιας μέ «ύτάς τοΰ κυρίου 
εκπροσώπου τοΰ functionalism G. Carr. Επίσης, επισημαίνεται δτι απόψεις τοΰ Piaget, 
γνωστοΰ διά τον βιολογικον προσανατολισμόν του είς τήν Ψυχολογίαν, (assimilation, ada* 
ptation, equilibrium) συμπίπτουν με αύτάς τοΰ 'Αριστοτέλους. 

9) Parva Naturalia - De Sensu, 436b 19 : ni δε διά τών έξωθεν αισθήσεις τοις πο-
ρευτικοΐς αυτών, οίον δσφρησις και ακοή και οψις, πασι μέν τοις εχουσι σωτηρίας ένεκεν 
ύπάρχουσιν, όπως διώκωσί τε προαισθανόμ*να τήν τροφήν καί τά φαΰλα και τά φθαρτικά 
φεύγωσι, τότε δέ καί φρονήσεως τυγχάνουσι τοΰ εν ένεκα (italics mine). 

10) Η. Α. Carr, An Introduction te Space Perception, Longmans, Green, New 
York, 1935, p. 86. 

11) H. A. Carr, A Study of Mental Activity, Longmans, Green, New York, 
19S5, p. 110. 


