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bstract: In the peripatetic philosophy, there are two views on self-

awareness: the idea that claims self-awareness depends on the cognition
of other things (cognition-dependent self-awareness) and the views that
state self-awareness is a permanent phenomenon and can be directly
accessed through introspection. The former idea is often attributed to
Avistotle and the latter opinion stated by Avicenna who believed in the
inseparability of human nature and self-awareness. Although Aquinas
was a proponent of cognition-dependent self-awareness, he tried to
preserve the benefits of the opponent view (eg. Preserving first person
perspective, our introspective intuitions and ontological self-identity)
and reduce deficiencies and ambiguities of Aristotle’s theory[ by
proposing Habitual and actual self-awareness. In my view, he was
somehow successful in the second task, but he couldn’t pass some
objections on cognition-dependent self-awareness and benefit from the
consequences of the first one due to the purported gap between the
unconscious habitual self-awareness and the conscious actual one.

10.30470/phm.2021.525287.1963
Homepage: phm.znu.ac.ir

1. PhD student in Islamic Philosophy and Theology, Theology and Islamic teachings, Ferdowsi,
Mashahd, seyyedalihosseini@mail.um.ac.ir.



https://dx.doi.org/10.30470/phm.2021.525287.1963
http://phm.znu.ac.ir/

Biannual Journal Of

Philosophical Meditations 442

ntroduction: The ambiguous

phrases of Aristotle on how we
become self-aware, divide his
commentators to two strands.
some of them claimed that
according to Aristotle's view, we
need some external form that
activates our self-awareness and,
thus, it cannot be direct
knowledge.

But some others argued that self-
knowledge must be realized
directly through self-reflection.
We supposed that the phrases
stated by Aristotle are closer to the
former view and take it as his
original view, but anyway the
critical ~ views  of latter
commentators cannot be ignored.
During the middle ages, this
contrast between the views
reemerged, especially in the 13th
century (Cory, 2014: 30).

Due to the great influence of
Avicenna on some thinkers of this
century and the efforts of Aquinas
for modifying Aristotle’s view, our
paper mainly focuses on Aristotle
as a main figure of empirical-
based view on self-awareness;
Avicenna as a main critic of

Aristotle and Aquinas as a thinker
who offers a third way.

ethodology: We will use a

descriptive and analytic method
with a comparative approach. To
do so, we used some detailed
historical data about Aristotle’s
views along with the comments
written on them.

indings: Now we will examine

the ideas of aforementioned
thinkers briefly.

First of all, we must closely look at
Aristotle's ambiguous phrases.
Two phrases of Aristotle are
important for our discussion:

1. “Once the soul knows
individual things, just as man of
science knows, it is in actual
mode... after this actualization,
the soul is able to think itself”
(Aristotle, 1980: 73).

2. Intellectuality of Intellect is
potential before it becomes actual
by any perception.  After
becoming actual in this way, it is
able to think itself (Aristotle, 1980:
74).

these phrases are read in two ways.
Some commentators known as

Neoplotonian commentators
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(such as Avicenna) read it justina
way that it would be in agreement
with  constant  direct  self-
awareness. But other
commentators consider the idea
of former commentators as
distortion of Aristotle’s original
position (Cory, 2014: 23).

So in our preferred reading of
Aristotle’s view, intellectual self-
awareness is just like thinking on
other objects: “the soul is
cognizable like other things”
(Aristotle, 1980: 74).

Next, we considered Avicenna’s
view as a revolution against
Aristotelian empiricism.

There are some turning points
that separate Avicenna from
Aristotle. First, he proposed his
own dualism and rejected
Aristotle’s hylomorphism. In his
view, although the soul needs
body and bodily powers for the
perfection of some faculties, it
doesn’t need them for rational
soul activities (Ibn Sina, 1404 AH:
176).  This
principle also has a crucial effect

anthropological

on Avicenna’s epistemology
where he states that the rational
soul is aware of itself essentially
and this special knowledge which

is prior to experience and
independent of it, is in contrast
with any other knowledge (Ibn
Sina, 1400 AH: 210-211).

To show this independence and
the indispensability of self-
awareness from human being’s
existence, he proposed the well-
known floating man argument
(Ibn Sina, 1375 AH: 26-27; 1375
AH: 348-350; 1381 SH: 233).

Apparently the two
aforementioned views are in
conflict with each other and
Aquinas tries to make them closer.
He believes in hylomorphism in
mind-body relation, but with a
slightly different interpretation
than Aristotle. In his view, though
the soul is in potential mode in the
beginning, ontologically exists in
reality and just in an
epistemological sense cannot be
intelligible (Aquinas, 1951, Book
I, Chapter IV, Lectio 9, 727
Pasnau, 2004: 334). This belief
leads him to hold an innovative
view about two types of self-
awareness which are respectively
related to two modes of soul
(potentiality and  actuality):
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Habitual  self-awareness and
actual  self-awareness. =~ By
proposing this dichotomy, he
intends to keep dependent self-
knowledge of Aristotle who
doesn’t believe in constant, prior
self-awareness and Avicenna’s
constant self-awareness that is
independent of any external
medium (Cory, 2014: 3, 17, 37-38,
53).

Habitual self-awareness is a
mysterious mode in which the
soul is neither purely potential nor
purely actual (Brown, 2001: 25).
As every other habit, habitual self-
awareness prepares the soul for an
actual attribute (here, actual self-
awareness). Yet, despite other
habits, it is not an accident, rather
the very potential existence of the
soul, acts as a habit (Aquinas,
2020: 312-313). This habit, by
equipping the soul subjectively,
satisfies one of the conditions for
acquiring actual self-awareness.
Another condition is objective
and will be met by facing the
external objects (Cory, 2014: 128).
Note that external received forms
have two functions: representing
external things; actualizing the
soul by involving it in the process

of receiving form, and the latter
participating in actual self-
awareness (Aquinas, 2020: 1771).

iscussion and Conclusion:

In one of the extremes of this
discussion, Avicenna’s view states
that neither the body causes the
existence of the soul nor there is
any gap between soul’s existence
and its self-awareness. In the other
extreme, Aquinas believes in the
necessity of the participation of
senses and external objects for
realizing actual self-awareness.
Accordingly, there’s a gap
between the soul's existence and
its self-awareness. The very
habitual self-awareness is not
aware in itself and it'’s only
considered as one of the
conditions in the actualization of
self-awareness. As such,
its relationship with the actual
self-awareness is under question
and there isn’t any string that
connects these two in a satisfying
way that keeps the advantages
of Avicenna’s view. The objective
condition also faces a similar
problem: whether the act of soul
(which leads to actual self-
awareness) is done by an aware
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soul or it is alien from it and only
works as a non-aware medium
that leads to awareness. The first
option would lead to the constant
self-awareness of Avicenna and
the second one poses this
question: how the alien act of non-
aware thing can lead to the self-
aware subject?

Despite an apparent failure of
Aquinas in the aforementioned
problem, in comparing his idea to
Aristotle’s view, as the original
source of theses controversies, we
find that he presented more
acceptable opinion than other
commentators of his camp. He
notes that the content of what is
perceived by soul and, then,
activated its actual self-awareness
has nothing to do with the process
of actualizing the awareness, but
its very mediation, regardless of
what is represented, is enough.
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