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Timaeus: How it Works and What it Means' 

L U C B R I S S O N 

In (he Timaeus, t w o passages deal with sense percept ion: Tim. 42e -47e 

and 6 l c - 6 9 a . T h e first pa s sage descr ibes the condi t ion of the soul when 

newly incarna ted (42e-44d) , the s t ructure of the h u m a n body: head and 

l imbs ( 4 4 d - 4 5 b ) , the e y e s and the m e c h a n i s m of vis ion ( 4 5 b - 4 6 a ) , 

m i r r o r i m a g e s (46a -c ) and the s e c o n d a r y c a u s e s con t ras ted wi th the 

pu rpose of s ight and hear ing (46c -47e) , s ight and hear ing being the t w o 

senses w h i c h a b o v e all reveal the h a r m o n y of the un iverse . T h u s this 

p a s s a g e , inc luded in the first par t of the Timaeus wh ich descr ibes the 

" w o r k o f r e a s o n , " i s m a i n l y e th ica l and t e leo log ica l . T h e s e c o n d 

p a s s a g e , b e l o n g i n g to the s e c o n d part of the Timaeus wh ich desc r ibes 

" w h a t c o m e s abou t wi th neces s i t y , " exp l a in s the m e c h a n i s m o f s e n s e 

pe rcep t ion (a) in the w h o l e b o d y ( touch: p leasure and pain) and (b) in 

pa r t i cu la r s e n s e o r g a n s : e y e s ( co lo r s ) , ea rs ( s o u n d s ) , tongue ( tas tes) 

and nostr i ls (odors ) . 

I . T h e M e c h a n i s m o f S e n s e P e r c e p t i o n 

In the s e c o n d p a s s a g e of the Timaeus ( 61c -69a ) , P l a to ' s pu rpose is to 

d e m o n s t r a t e , a s c o s m o l o g i s t s had t radi t ional ly been a t t empt ing to d o , 

that the p r inc ip l e s of h is phys ica l ph i lo sophy are sufficient to account 

for t h e w h o l e r a n g e o f o u r e x p e r i e n c e o f s e n s i b l e p h e n o m e n a . 

T h e r e f o r e P l a t o ' s m a i n p u r p o s e h e r e i s ne i ther ep i s t emolog ica l , as in 

1 To write this paper, I referred to two articles by Solmsen 1950 and 1961, 
and to a book by O'Brien 1984. The translation of passages from the Timaeus 
are from Comford 1937; but sometimes I have changed this translation taking 
into account my own translation (Brisson 1992). 
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the Theaeletus, nor e th ica l , as in the Philebus, but c o s m o l o g i c a l , 

physical , biological and physio logica l . 

Th i s task is not an easy one because , as Plato says in Tim. 61c -d , 

three explana t ions are involved, two of which Plato mus t defer: (1) the 

pathemata,2 and (2) the origin of flesh and things assoc ia ted wi th flesh 

(Tim. 73b-76e) , and (3) the mortal parts of the soul (Tim. 6 9 a - 7 3 b ) . In 

fact, sensat ion is involved in all these explana t ions , and this is w h y the 

three are inter-related. To refer to the pathemata involves re fe rence to 

sensa t ion , and re fe rence to sensa t ion invo lves refer r ing to f lesh and 

things associa ted with flesh and to the mortal parts of the soul . But the 

reverse is a l so t rue: an account of the mortal sou l , and of flesh and 

th ings a s soc i a t ed wi th flesh r equ i r e s an accoun t o f s e n s a t i o n a n d 

therefore an account of the pathemata. 

In fact, three e l emen t s mus t be taken into account for an exp lana t ion 

of sense pe rcep t ion : I ) an object pe rce ived , 2) a h u m a n b e i n g w h o 

p e r c e i v e s that ob jec t , 3) and the re la t ion b e t w e e n an ob jec t and a 

human being. 

A . S e n s e - o b j e c t s 

In our un iverse , every sense-object is u l t imately m a d e out of t w o and 

only two e l emen ta l t r iangles : the r ight -angle sca lene t r iangle (a, a /2 , 

a 3/2) and the r i g h t - a n g l e i s o s c e l e s t r i ang le (a/ 2 , a 2 , a ) . To 

cons t ruc t the equi la te ra l t r iangles w h i c h form the faces of the th ree 

r egu la r bod ie s : t e t r ahedron (four equi la te ra l t r i ang le s ) , o c t a h e d r o n 

( e igh t e q u i l a t e r a l t r i a n g l e s ) and i c o s a h e d r o n ( t w e n t y e q u i l a t e r a l 

t r iangles) , wh ich co r r e spond respec t ive ly to f i re , air and wa te r , P la to 

uses six e l emen ta l r ight -angle sca lene t r iangles (a, a/2, a 3 /2) ; and to 

cons t ruc t the squa re face of the c u b e (six squares) , wh ich is ident i f ied 

with ear th , P la to uses four e l emen ta l r igh t -ang le i sosce les t r i ang l e s 

( a / 2 , a 2 , a) . 

T h e th ree first e l e m e n t s a re m u t u a l l y t r a n s f o r m a b l e b y b e i n g 

resolved into their c o m p o n e n t t r iangles . Earth falls outs ide the cyc le of 

change as it is c o m p o s e d of cubes , each of whose faces is reso lub le into 

ha l f -squares , i.e., into r ight -angle isosceles t r iangles . A fifth p r i m a r y 

solid, the dodecahedron also falls outs ide the cycle of change , in that its 

faces are m a d e of p e n t a g o n s . T h i s f igure i s taken to r e p r e s e n t the 

c o s m o s as a who le . 

2 There is no real equivalent for this term in English which will be defined 
on p. 150-151. 
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F r o m these four pr imary bod ies , or e l emen t s , and from these a lone , 

Pla to d e d u c e s the whole variety (gene) of sens ib le p h e n o m e n a . Each of 

the regular sol ids exis ts in a l imited number of different g rades of s i ze . 

T h e r e is , a c c o r d i n g l y , (1 ) a c o r r e s p o n d i n g n u m b e r of g r a d e s of an 

e l e m e n t , each of them be ing c o m p o s e d of pa r t i c les of un i fo rm s i ze . 

T h e r e a re , bes ides , (2) non-un i fo rm variet ies of an e l emen t , cons i s t ing 

of par t ic les of that e l ement only , but of m o r e than one g r a d e ; and (3) 

c o m p o u n d s of m o r e than one pr imary body . S ince all g rades of all the 

p r imary bod ies can en te r into s u c h c o m p o u n d s , there is a very large 

variety of poss ib le combina t ions . 

T h e s e c o n d a r y s u b s t a n c e s are l is ted ( 5 8 c - 6 1 ) a c c o r d i n g t o the i r 

der iva t ion from the pr imary k inds of each e lement . Even if s o m e of the 

subs t ances are formed from a combina t ion of m o r e than o n e e l e m e n t , 

Pla to lists t h e m accord ing to the e lement which is dominan t . 

Sens ib l e par t icu lars are in the Timaeus m a d e of four e l e m e n t s : fire, 

air , w a t e r and ea r th . P la to , i t s e e m s , b o r r o w e d this t h e o r y f rom 

E m p e d o c l e s , but he p r o v e s to h a v e been o r ig ina l in l i nk ing t h e s e 

e l e m e n t s to regular po lyhedra : f i re is l inked to the t e t rahedron , that is 

p y r a m i d , air to the oc t ahedron , wa te r to the i cosahed ron and ear th to 

the c u b e . E a c h of these regular sol ids exis ts in a l imi ted n u m b e r of 

different g rades of s ize . W h i l e these detai ls m a y be in teres t ing for the 

his tory of s c i e n c e s , only one th ing is impor t an t for us n o w . In the 

sens ib le wor ld , par t iculars and their mutual t r ans format ion , can a l w a y s 

be t ransla ted into a mathemat ica l formula. 

In fact, wha t is be ing perce ived by human be ings are the pathemata 

of the s econda ry subs tances . T h e four pr imary bod ies are too smal l to 

be vis ible or even percept ib le : 

Now we must think of all these bodies as so small that a single body of only 
one of these kinds is invisible to us because of its smallness; though when a 
number of them are aggregated the masses of them can be seen. (Tim. 56b-c) 

T h u s e v e n i f fire exp l a in s w h y the body of the wor ld i s v is ib le and 

ear th w h y it is tangible (Tim. 3 1 b ff.), and even if fire is said to be the 

l igh tes t of p r i m a r y bod i e s b e c a u s e i t i s c o m p o s e d of the s m a l l e s t 

n u m b e r of s imi la r par ts (Tim. 56a -b ) , these r e m a r k s s e e m to fol low 

from reasoning rather than from real sensat ion. 
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Β . H u m a n B e i n g s 

A h u m a n being can be defined as the t e m p o r a r y a s soc ia t ion of a soul 

with a body (cf. Tim. 90e ff.). But w h a t is a h u m a n body m a d e of a n d 

w h a t does a soul look like? 

/. The human body. L ike any sens ib le part icular, the h u m a n body is 

m a d e out o f the s a m e four e l e m e n t s : ear th, water , air and even f i re . 

H e r e is a descr ipt ion of its origin a c c o r d i n g to the Timaeus. M i x e d in 

d u e p r o p o r t i o n ( ά λ λ η λ ο ΐ ϊ σνμμΐτρα), the u n w a r p e d a n d s m o o t h 

t r iang les are used to p r o d u c e the m a r r o w (Tim. 7 3 b - d ) . F r o m e a r t h 

s o a k e d with m a r r o w , p lunged in the f ire and d i p p e d in water, b o n e s and 

s i n e w s are m a d e . T h e n c o m e s the m a k i n g of flesh (Tim. 7 3 e - 7 4 a ) , 

skin, hair and nails (Tim. 74a-76c). 

T h e m a r r o w , w h o s e s u b s t a n c e i s ident ica l w i t h that o f bra in a n d 

s e m e n (Tim. 7 3 c 6 ff., 9 1 a 4 ff.), is the arche, the p r i n c i p l e or rather the 

first and bas ic t i s sue. All o t h e r t i s sues in the b o d y e i t h e r h a v e their 

or ig in in the m a r r o w or are unders tood by r e f e r e n c e to it, b e c a u s e the 

soul is a n c h o r e d in brain and marrow, and a lso b e c a u s e , in the Timaeus, 

P l a t o d o e s v iew the o r g a n s not in re lat ion to the p h y s i c a l safety a n d 

efficiency of the organism but in relat ion to soul . T h e b o n e s protect the 

bra in, the m a r r o w and the semen, whi le flesh and s i n e w s are dev i sed to 

protect the b o n e s , exact ly as skin, hair and nai ls a r e d e v i s e d to protect 

the flesh. M o r e o v e r , holding that flesh du l l s h u m a n sensi t iv i ty, P l a t o 

point s out that the g o d s w h o m a d e h u m a n be ings appl ied a very smal l 

a m o u n t o f i t to t h o s e par t s w h i c h s h o u l d be m o s t s e n s i t i v e a n d 

respons ive . H e n c e longevity is a less wor thy end than sensit ivi ty (Tim. 

7 4 e l ff., 7 5 a 7 ff., b7 ff.). By re lat ing the first t i s sue, the m a r r o w , to 

soul, and the other t issues to the first, P la to has or iented his a c c o u n t of 

the tissues towards teleology. 

2. 77ie human soul. H u m a n soul, that is the i m m o r t a l part of h u m a n 

soul (nous), is c o m p o s e d of what is left of the or ig ina l ingredient used 

to m a k e the world-soul (Tim. 41d-e), n a m e l y the i n t e r m e d i a t e k inds of 

B e i n g , S a m e n e s s , and Difference (cf. Tim. 3 5 a - b ) . C o n s e q u e n t l y , the 

i m m o r t a l part of the h u m a n soul is e n d o w e d (Tim. 4 3 a - 4 4 c ) with the 

s a m e c i rc les , t h o s e of the S a m e and the Di f ferent (Tim. 3 6 b - d ) , and 

wi th the s a m e m a t h e m a t i c a l p r o p o r t i o n s (Tim. 3 5 b - 3 6 b ) as the wor ld 

soul . 

W h e n it is l inked to a body, the i m m o r t a l part of the h u m a n soul is 

a t t a c h e d to t w o morta l parts : spirit (thumos) and d e s i r e (epithumia). 

Within the body, the head is the seat of the i m m o r t a l par t of the soul, 

the spir i ted e l e m e n t is es tabl i shed in the reg ion of the hear t , and the 
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a p p e t i t i v e part i s s i tuated in the belly u n d e r the d i a p h r a g m near the 

liver. T h e s e three par t s of the soul are a n c h o r e d in the m a r r o w : the 

spinal m a r r o w for the mortal parts , and the brain, for the i m m o r t a l part . 

T h e h e a d c o n t a i n s the t w o c i rc le s c f the i m m o r t a l par t o f the soul , 

w h i c h are s i m i l a r t o t h o s e o f the wor ld-sou l . T h e s e c i r c l e s a r e not 

mater ia l , but their effects can be perceived. H e r e are t w o e x a m p l e s : 

The sutures (of the skull) are of very various patterns due to the action of the 

revolutions and of the nutriment, being more or fewer in number according as 

the struggle between those powers is more or less intense. (Tim. 76a6-bl) 

Land animals came from men who had no use for philosophy and paid no heed 

to heaven because they had lost the use of the circuits in the head and followed 

the guidance of those parts of the soul that are in the breast. By reason of these 

practices, they let their forelimbs and heads be drawn down to earth by natural 

affinity and there supported, and their heads were lengthened out and took any 

sort of shape into which their circles were crushed together through inactivity. 

(Tim. 91 e2-92a2) 

T h e r e f o r e the d i s tor t ion of these c i rc les u n d e r the assaul t o f food a n d 

sensat ion can be readily observed. 

A c c o r d i n g t o t h e s e p o s t u l a t e s , s e n s e p e r c e p t i o n a p p e a r s t o b e a 

Janus- l ike p h e n o m e n o n with both a physical and a p s y c h o l o g i c a l face, 

which will n o w be descr ibed. 

I I . T h e P e r c e p t i o n o f a n O b j e c t b y a H u m a n B e i n g 

T w o p a s s a g e s in the T i m a e u s g ive a general a c c o u n t of w h a t s e n s a t i o n 

is: Tim. 42e-43c a n d Tim. 64a-b. 

T h e fo l lowing l i n e s are q u o t e d from the first p a s s a g e on w h a t i s 

g o i n g t o b e e x p e r i e n c e d b y t h e n e w l y i n c a r n a t e s o u l w h e n t h e 

p r e s c r i p t i o n s o f the d e m i u r g e are rea l ized. T h e d e m i u r g e h a s ret i red 

and his sons build the h u m a n b o d y putt ing in i t the immorta l part of the 

h u m a n soul , built by the d e m i u r g e , together with the m o r t a l par t s they 

h a v e t h e m s e l v e s built : 

And they (= the sons of the demiurge) confined the circuits of the immortal 

soul ( r a t της αθανάτου ψυχής 7Γ«ριόδου?) within the flowing and ebbing tide 

of the body. These circuits, being thus confined in strong rivers, neither 

controlled it nor were controlled, but caused and suffered violent motions (. . . ) . 

For strong as was the tide that brought them nourishment, flooding them and 

ebbing away, a yet greater tumult was caused by the affections (παθήματα) of 

the things that assailed them, when some creature's body chanced to encounter 

(fire, air, water and earth] (. . .). For this reason these motions (at κινησ(ΐς) 
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were later called by the name they still bear "sensations" (αΊσθήσας). {Tim. 
43a5-c7) 

A c c o r d i n g to this p a s s a g e , aisthesis? s e n s a t i o n w h i c h is u l t imate ly a 

m o v e m e n t (kinesis) ar ises from the pathemata, that is affections, or to 

put it the other way round, the pathemata p r o d u c e aisthesis. 

T h e a f f e c t i o n s (pathemata) a re t h e r e f o r e a n e c e s s a r y c a u s e , or 

c o n d i t i o n , of s e n s a t i o n (aisthesis). B u t they a r e not a suff ic ient 

c o n d i t i o n . F o r P l a t o ' s a c c o u n t o f p l e a s u r e m a k e s i t c lear that the 

pathemata do not invariably give rise to sensat ion: 

Now in seeking the explanation of any affection, whether perceptible or 

imperceptible, we must begin by recalling the distinction drawn earlier between 

what is mobile in structure and what is immobile (that is to say the passage on 

ihe natural mobilily of each of the four elements. Tim. 55e-56a); all the 

explanations we are bent upon discovering are to be sought along this line. 

When something that is naturally mobile is invaded by even a slight affection 

( π ά β ο ϊ ) , it spreads it all round, one particle passing on the same effect to 

another (διαδίδωσιν κύκλω μόρια ΐτΐρα (τίροις), until they reach the rational 

part of the soul (μΙχρπτ(ρ αν i-πΊ το φρόνιμου) and report the quality of the 

agent ((ξαγγιίΚτι τοϋ ποιήσαντος την δύναμιν). (Tim. 64a6-b6) 

T h e d i s t inc t ion b e t w e e n what i s p e r c e p t i b l e and w h a t i s i m p e r c e p t i b l e 

is d e t e r m i n e d not by a d i f fe rence b e t w e e n the pathemata, but by a 

difference in w h a t h a p p e n s to the pathemata w h e n they reach a sentient 

recipient . 

A . T h e P h y s i c a l P r o c e s s 

T h e s e t w o p a s s a g e s p r o v i d e us with the necessary e v i d e n c e to descr ibe 

the physical p r o c e s s of sense-percept ion from the beg inning to the end. 

F r o m a pure ly phys ica l s ide, a p r o p e r analys i s of " s e n s a t i o n " or sense-

percept ion d e p e n d s on an u n d e r s t a n d i n g of three factors: the n a t u r e of 

the pathemata w h i c h e n t e r the body, the n a t u r e of the recipient, that is 

" f l e s h a n d t h i n g s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h f l e sh , " w h i c h a r e c a p a b l e , o r 

i n c a p a b l e a s the c a s e m a y be, o f t r a n s m i t t i n g the var ious k i n d s o f 

pathemata to the soul, and the n a t u r e of the t ransmi t t ing agent , that is 

b lood. 

/. The pathemata. T h e pathemata are not therefore character i s t ics , 

for e x a m p l e " h o t " o r " c o l d , " w h i c h w o u l d r e s i d e i n a n o b j e c t 

i n d e p e n d e n t l y of its effect u p o n a s e n s i b l e p e r c i p i e n t . T h i s c l a i m 

3 On the evolution of the meaning of αΧσθησκ in the Platonic corpus, cf. 
Frede 1987. 
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founders on P l a t o ' s repeated qual i f icat ion ( f rom 6 1 c 3 to 6 8 d 7 ) that the 

pathemata h a v e to do with the h u m a n b o d y , w h e t h e r wi th the h u m a n 

b o d y t a k e n as a w h o l e , or a t least s p e c i f i e d as " f l e s h , " or w i t h 

" i n d i v i d u a l p a r t s " of the b o d y . 4 F u r t h e r m o r e , the pathemata a re not 

t h e m s e l v e s q u i t e the s a m e as the sensib'dia of the Theaetetus ( 1 5 6 a 3 -

I 5 7 c 2 , 182a3 ff.), qual i t ies o f " w h i t e " for e x a m p l e w h i c h exist o n l y 

w h e n , a n d for as long as they are be ing perce ived . T h e pathemata or 

pathe ate s i m p l y the effects w h i c h o n e b o d y has u p o n a n o t h e r a n d 

w h i c h , if the body affected is sufficiently recept ive , will be t ransmit ted 

to t h e phronimon, that is the rat ional part of the soul as we will see, 

these effects b e i n g thereby recognized as s e n s a t i o n s . 5 

2. The recipient. As is c lear from an ana lys i s of p l e a s u r e , sensat ion 

or p e r c e p t i o n d e p e n d s upon the c o n f l u e n c e of t w o factors : the pathos 

w h i c h "fal ls u p o n " the body, and the nature of the b o d y w h i c h rece ives 

the pathos. 

2.1. Nature of the recipient. T h e n a t u r e of the r e c i p i e n t can be of 

t w o k i n d s : m o b i l e o r s l u g g i s h , a c c o r d i n g t o the p r o p o r t i o n o f the 

e l e m e n t s of w h i c h it is m a d e . As exp la ined in Timaeus 55e-56a, ear th 

is the m o s t i m m o b i l e or the least m o b i l e e l e m e n t a l body, b e c a u s e i t i s 

re lated to the c u b e , w h i c h i s m a d e out of six squares . A n d b e c a u s e f i re 

is re la ted to the te t rahedron m a d e out of four equi la tera l t r iangles , i t is 

the m o s t m o b i l e e l e m e n t a l b o d y ; f u r t h e r m o r e , air i s less m o b i l e than 

fire a n d m o r e m o b i l e than water. 

A m o b i l e rec ip ient , w h e r e f i re i s preva i l ing , passes on the m e s s a g e , 

from o n e part of the body to another , until t h e part ic les that h a v e b e e n 

set in m o t i o n " r e a c h the phronimon and t h e r e a n n o u n c e the nature and 

p o w e r of the b o d y w h i c h h a s set t h e m in m o t i o n " (Tim. 6 4 b 5 - 6 ) . A 

s l u g g i s h r e c i p i e n t , in w h i c h e a r t h is p r e v a i l i n g , i s a f fected by the 

i m p u l s e from wi thout , but i t d o e s not pass the i m p u l s e on to o t h e r parts 

of the b o d y , so that in this c a s e the body w h i c h rece ived the pathos (to 

pathon) is left " w i t h o u t s e n s a t i o n " (anaistheton) (Tim. 75a-c) . 

T h u s the pathemata or pathe will be r e c o g n i z e d by the phronimon 

only i f they s t r ike u p o n an appropr ia te ly r e c e p t i v e part of the body. If 

4 Tim. 61d7. 62a6-7, 62b6-7, 64a2-3, 64a4-5, 65c2-3, 66dl-2, 67a7-c3, 

67c4-68d7,67e6-68bl. 
5 More generally, the nature (phusis) of a thing, being (ousia), is revealed 

through property (dunamis), which is either an activity (ergon), that is the 

ability to produce such and such an affect or an affection (pathos), that is the 

capacity to be affected in such and such a way. As a matter of fact, ergon and 

pathos are the two sides of the same coin. . 
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the pathos h i t s " b o n e or hair or any of the o t h e r parts in us that are 

m a d e of e a r t h " (Tim. 64c4-5), then the force of its i m p a c t will go no 

further. If, on the o t h e r h a n d , i t hits our flesh, or o t h e r s u i t a b l y 

s e n s i t i v e p a r t s of o u r b o d y , then i t will s t a n d a c h a n c e of b e i n g 

t ransmit ted to the seat of the phronimon, that is the brain, w h e r e it will 

be r e c o g n i z e d as, and will therefore b e c o m e , a sensat ion. 

2.2. Kinds of recipients. In order to grasp fully all of this, o n e m u s t 

r e m e m b e r that Plato m a k e s a dist inct ion be tween c o m m o n p e r c e p t i o n s 

of the body as a w h o l e and the percept ions that o c c u r in specia l o r g a n s 

of the b o d y (Tim. 6 5 b ) . H e r e is a list of these p e r c e p t i o n s a n a l y s e d in 

the Timaeus: 

T h e b o d y as a w h o l e [ touch, in relation to the four e l e m e n t s ] ( 6 l d -

6 5 b ) 

hot/cold (61d5-62a5) 

hard/soft (62b6-c3) 

heavy/light (62c3-63e8) 

smooth/rough ( 6 3 e 8 - 6 4 a l ) 

pleasure/pain (64a2-65b3) 

Specia l o r g a n 

T o n g u e [taste, in relation to water and ju ices (-χυμοί)) (65b-66c) 

astr ingent/harsh (65c6-d4) 

acrid/agreeable (65d4-65e4) 

p u n g e n t ( 6 5 e 4 - 6 6 a 2 ) 

acid (66a2-b7) 

s w e e t (66b7-c7) 

N o s t r i l s [ o d o r s , in re la t ion to w a t e r c h a n g i n g into air, or air 

c h a n g i n g into water] (66c-67a) 

p leasant/unpleasant ( 6 6 d l - 6 7 a 6 ) 

E a r s [ s o u n d s , in relation to air] (46c-47e, 67a-c, 80a) 

pi tch [high/low] (67b6) 

smooth/harsh (67b6-7) 

loud/soft (67c 1) 

E y e s [colors, in relation to fire] (45b-46c 67c-68d) 

T h e r e is a specif ic p r o b l e m with the sense of t o u c h : it is c o m m o n to 

the b o d y as a w h o l e , the parts of which can be m o r e or less sens i t ive 
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a c c o r d i n g to the th ickness o f flesh c o v e r i n g t h e m . On the o t h e r h a n d , 

the specia l s e n s e o r g a n s are built in o r d e r to t r a n s m i t ef f ic iently t h e 

pathemata; this is even the case for the t o n g u e , w h i c h s e e m s at first to 

be an e x c e p t i o n , because it is m a d e entirely of flesh: 

Those parts, on the contrary which are the seat of intelligence (ϊμφρονα) have 

less flesh, save where he (= the demiurge) formed a mass of flesh to be in itself 

an organ of sensation (αίσθήσιων), as for instance the structure of the tongue. 

(Tim. 75a4-6) 

T h u s T i m a e u s saves h imsel f from an a p p a r e n t c o n t r a d i c t i o n . 

T h i s b e i n g the case , a d e t a i l e d s t u d y o f the m e c h a n i s m of e v e r y 

spec ia l s e n s e p e r c e p t i o n leads to the c o n c l u s i o n : in the e n d , e v e r y 

sense p e r c e p t i o n is a kind of touch. 

3. A measuring operation. W h a t is real ly b e i n g t r a n s m i t t e d in the 

process of sense percept ion? T h e only thing t r a n s m i t t e d in this p r o c e s s 

s e e m s to be the m o v e m e n t p r o d u c e d by a sense object on a b o d y as a 

w h o l e or on a sense organ. But as b o t h the s e n s e ob ject and the s e n s e 

o r g a n are m a d e out of var iet ies of the four e l e m e n t s w h i c h t h e m s e l v e s 

are related to the four polyhedra, the type of m o v e m e n t w h i c h p r o d u c e s 

sense-percept ion d e p e n d s on the s t ructure, the n u m b e r a n d the speed of 

these m a t h e m a t i c a l objects w h e n they are in m u t u a l c o n t a c t . 

O n e c a n t h e r e f o r e c o n c l u d e that , for P l a t o in the Timaeus, s ense-

p e r c e p t i o n is real ly a m e a s u r i n g o p e r a t i o n as indicated by the f requent 

use of the w o r d summetria, w h i c h m e a n s p r o p o r t i o n , that is u l t imate ly 

the c a p a c i t y for a thing to be c o m p a r e d to s o m e t h i n g e lse, n a m e l y by 

w a y of m e a s u r i n g . 

S u c h a c o n c l u s i o n s e e m s to be c o n f i r m e d by a p a s s a g e re lated to the 

descr ip t ion of sight: 

There remains yet a fourth kind of sensation which demands classification, 

since it embraces a great number of diversities. They are known by the general 

name of "colour," a flame which streams off from bodies of every sort and 

particles has it so proportioned to the visual ray ( ο ψ α σύμμίτρα μόρια) as to 

yield sensation. (Tim. 67c4-7) 

T h i s a c c o u n t o f v is ion d e a l s o n l y w i t h the v i sual ray w h o s e fire 

c o a l e s c e s w i t h the d a y l i g h t , a n d u l t i m a t e l y w i t h t h e a c t i o n o f t h e 

part ic les w h i c h c o m e from the objects to m e e t the visual ray e m i t t e d by 

the e y e s . T h i s act ion i s qual i f ied by the s p e e d , the s t r u c t u r e a n d the 

n u m b e r of both sorts of part icles . 

T a s t e and smel l a re a lso descr ibed as a m e a s u r i n g o p e r a t i o n . H e r e is 

the exp lanat ion of the m e c h a n i s m of taste: 
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Again there are the panicles of substances reduced to a fine texture by 

decomposition before they make their way into the narrow veins (of the 

tongue)—particles which are duly proportioned (συμμίτρίαν ϊχοντα) to the 

earthy and with the airy particles which the veins contain, with the result that 

they set these in motion . . . . (Tim. 66a2-5) 

T h e m e c h a n i s m of smel l i s m u c h m o r e difficult to e x p l a i n : 

An odour is always a half-formed (ήμιγινίς) thing, and no variety of substance 

has received the proportions [with the olfactory veins] (tiiei oi ovbevi 

συμβιβηκ(ν) to produce it. (Tim. 66d2-3) 

S m e l l i s o c c a s i o n e d only by v a p o r ( w a t e r c h a n g i n g into air) a n d mis t 

(a ir c h a n g i n g into w a t e r ) . A c c o r d i n g t o G . V l a s t o s , 6 the c h a n g i n g 

m i x t u r e of air and w a t e r c o n s t i t u t e s a fluid t h i n n e r than w a t e r , the 

th icker of the t w o ingredients of the m i x t u r e , w h i c h a l o n e c o u l d not go 

into the ol factory ve ins , b u t f i rmer than air, w h i c h a l o n e w o u l d not 

h a v e sufficient v iscosi ty to exer t the r e q u i s i t e lateral p r e s s u r e on the 

wal l s of the veins: the fact that this m i x t u r e is prov i s iona l and u n s t e a d y 

would expla in the indefinite c h a r a c t e r of o d o r s , w h i c h p r e v e n t s us from 

g iv ing the i r var iet ies d i s t i n c t i v e n a m e s . S u c h a n e x p l a n a t i o n m a k e s 

u n n e c e s s a r y the h y p o t h e s i s of par t ic les of a third c las s , f o r m e d in the 

t rans i t ions b e t w e e n air a n d water , f iner than the i c o s a h e d r o n of w a t e r 

and grosser than the o c t a h e d r o n of air. 

If sensat ion is a m e a s u r i n g o p e r a t i o n , a m a j o r c o n s e q u e n c e fo l lows; 

only that part of the universe o r d e r e d by the d e m i u r g e , and w h i c h is not 

wi thout proport ion or m e a s u r e , can be p e r c e i v e d : 

For the generation of this universe was a mixed result of the combination of 

Necessity and Reason. Reason overruled Necessity by persuading her to guide 

the greatest part of the things that become (τών γιγνομίνων τα. πΚΰστα) 

towards what is best. (Tim. 48al-3) 

A n d parts o f the universe r e m a i n n o w a n d a l w a y s c h a o t i c b e y o n d any 

real sensat ion. 7 

6 On that very difficult passage, cf. Vlastos 1967. 
7 What are these parts of the universe which have not been ordered by the 

demiurge? The Greek των γιγνομίνων τα π λ ί ί σ τ α need not mean that whole 

regions are unordered, but could just as well mean that some stuffs (within 

ordered regions) are more or less ordered. This could explain on the one hand 

why sense perception remains incomplete or imperfect, and on the other hand 

why the precosmic t races (ίχνη) of the four elements were perceptible before 

the ordering of the universe by the demiurge (cf. Tim. 52d-53c). 
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4. Blood as the agent of transmission. But what is the vehicle of the 

m o v e m e n t caused as a pathema or a pathos in a part of a sentient body, 

and t ransmit ted t h r o u g h the body to the soul? 

T o a n s w e r that q u e s t i o n , o n e m u s t look aga in a t these l ines o n the 

spirited i m p u l s e (θυμός) which has its p lace in the chest near the heart : 

The heart, then, the knot of the veins (αμμα των φΚ(βών) and the fountain of 

the blood (πηγή του α'ίματος) which moves impetuously round throughout all 

the members, they (= the sons of the demiurge) established in the guardroom, 

in order that, when the spirit should boil with anger at a message from reason 

that some act of wrong is taking place in the members, whether coming from 

outside or, it may be, from the desires within, then every sentient part of the 

body should quickly, through all the narrow channels (πάντων των 

στ(νωπων), be made aware of the commands and threats and hearken, with 

entire obedience, and so suffer the noblest part (= the rational part of the soul) 

to be the leader among them all. (Tim. 70a7-cl) 

So through every n a r r o w c h a n n e l all sent ient p a r t s o f the body b e c o m e 

a w a r e of the c o m m a n d s and threats and are thus c a u s e d to o b e y the best 

and rul ing part o f the soul . T h e s e " n a r r o w c h a n n e l s " m u s t be the b lood 

vessels w h o s e phys io log ica l c o n n e c t i o n with the heart P la to specif ies in 

the s a m e s e n t e n c e . 

So i t i s easy to u n d e r s t a n d h o w b lood is the agent of t ransmiss ion of 

pathemata of the soul , b o t h in c o m m o n p e r c e p t i o n s of the body as a 

w h o l e a n d in the p e r c e p t i o n s that o c c u r in specia l o r g a n s of the b o d y . 

C o n c e r n i n g the b o d y as a w h o l e o n e reads : 

Next, they (= the sons of the demiurge) split these veins in the region of the 

head and plaited the ends and so as to pass across one another in opposite 

directions, slanting those from the right towards the left side of the body and 

those from the left towards the right side. This is partly to provide the head 

with a bond helping the skin to connect it with the body, since there were no 

sinews holding it all round at the crown, and further in order that the body as a 

whole (άπαν το σώμα) be informed of the effect of sense-perceptions (τό τ ω ν 

αισθήσιων πάθος) coming from the parts of the body on either side. (Tim. 

77d6-e6, cf. Tim. 42e5-43c7) 

T h e s a m e idea r e c u r s in t h e sec t ions d e v o t e d to the indiv idual s e n s e 

organs . 

S o u n d is def ined as a s t r o k e which, be ing p r o d u c e d by air, " t h r o u g h 

ears , bra in, a n d b l o o d is p a s s e d on (δίαδώομΐνην) to the s o u l " (Tim. 

67b2-4) . T h e smal l b l o o d vesse l s o f the t o n g u e are cal led the " t e s t i n g 

i n s t r u m e n t s " of this o r g a n a n d are descr ibed as " e x t e n d i n g (τιταμίνα) 

to the h e a r t " (Tim. 65c-d) . B l o o d vessels serve a l so as carr iers of smel l 
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(Tim. 6 6 d 4 ff.). T h e sect ion referr ing to vision never m e n t i o n s b l o o d 

vessels, but o n e reads: 

So the whole (fire from inside and fire from outside), because of its 

homogeneity, is similarly affected and passes on the motions of anything it 

comes into contact with or that comes into contact with it, throughout the whole 

body, to the soul, and thus causes the sensations we call seeing. (Tim. 45c7-d3) 

R e c a l l i n g the descr ipt ion of the heart as a " k n o t of the ve ins," we m a y 

r e a d i l y s u r m i s e that pathemata affecting the b lood in the ve ins are 

passed on to the heart . 

T h u s c h a n n e l s o f o n e a n d t h e s a m e k i n d w o u l d c o n v e y t h e 

c o m m a n d s of reason from the head to t h e rest of the body a n d carry 

s e n s a t i o n s or sense i m p r e s s i o n s to the heart . S i n c e the b lood has its 

share of m o b i l e air and fire units , the des ign w h i c h e m e r g e s w o u l d be 

phys io log ica l ly as well as psycholog ica l ly satisfactory, a l though we are 

still left to w o n d e r w h e t h e r sense percept ions should not reach the brain 

ra ther than the hear t . I t m a y s e e m s t r a n g e to c o n s i d e r b lood as the 

agent of t ransmiss ion of the pathemata. 

In fact, b lood has these c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s . It is n o t h i n g e l se than the 

food (p lants) and dr ink cut up and melted by the hot or fiery s u b s t a n c e 

w i t h i n u s , p l u s p a r t i c l e s o f th is f i e r y s u b s t a n c e w h o s e p r e s e n c e 

a c c o u n t s for its red h u e (Tim. 77c-78b) . B e c a u s e it is m a d e out of the 

four e l e m e n t s , i t i s ab le , a c c o r d i n g to the p r i n c i p l e that the s a m e is 

k n o w n by the s a m e , to t ransmit information c o m i n g from any variety of 

sens ib le things m a d e out of the s a m e four e l e m e n t s . And because there 

is a lot of fire in i t—f i re be ing the m o s t m o b i l e e l e m e n t — , it has great 

m o b i l i t y a n d c o n s e q u e n t l y i t is a very g o o d a g e n t of t r a n s m i s s i o n . 

B e s i d e s , b lood is m o v i n g all the t i m e and e v e r y w h e r e in the body, so 

that it is a lways ready to carry information sent by any part of the body 

to the rat ional part of the soul . F o r E m p e d o c l e s , 8 b lood was the organ 

of t h o u g h t (νόημα); h o w e v e r he did not m a k e a s h a r p d i s t i n c t i o n 

b e t w e e n thought and sense percept ion. H e n c e there w a s no reason w h y 

his f o l l o w e r s , i n c l u d i n g P l a t o , s h o u l d not r e g a r d b lood a l s o as the 

i n s t r u m e n t o f s e n s o r y act iv i ty . S i m i l a r t h e o r i e s w e r e a d v a n c e d b y 

D i o g e n e s of Apol lonia . 

T h e best and newes t theory c o n c e r n i n g the s y s t e m of b lood vessels 

m a d e the heart the c e n t e r of this s y s t e m . P l a t o accepts this view, but 

insists never the less , for p h i l o s o p h i c and a priori reasons, on placing the 

organ of rational control in the head (Tim. 69c f f ) . This convict ion w a s 

DK 31 Β 98 = Simplicius, In Phys. 32.4 ff. 
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b o u n d to land h i m in dif f icult ies, b e c a u s e , not k n o w i n g the r o l e o f 

nerves d i s c o v e r e d a century later by H e r o p h i l u s , 9 a p h y s i c i a n l iv ing in 

Alexandr ia , he c a n n o t expla in h o w p e r c e p t i o n s arr ive a t the b r a i n . 

B . T h e P s y c h o l o g i c a l P r o c e s s 

In the last p a g e s , we h a v e been d e s c r i b i n g the phys ica l p r o c e s s of s e n s e 

p e r c e p t i o n ; let us n o w t a k e into a c c o u n t the p s y c h o l o g i c a l p r o c e s s by 

ra i s ing these t w o q u e s t i o n s . W h a t i s the f ina l a d d r e s s e e o f s e n s a t i o n ? 

A n d w h a t ro le do the morta l par t s of the soul p lay in that p s y c h o l o g i c a l 

p r o c e s s ? 

Λ The f inal addressee. As we h a v e seen, the final a d d r e s s e e of t h e 

pathemata is the part of the soul P l a t o cal ls the phronimon: 

When something that is naturally mobile is invaded by even a slight affection, 

it spreads it all round, one particle passing on the same effect to another, until it 

reaches the rational part of the soul and reports the quality of the agent. (77m. 

64b3-6) 

F o r e x a m p l e , w h e n a cut t ing act ion is exer ted u p o n a sent ient b o d y , and 

u p o n that part of a sent ient body w h i c h is able to c o n v e y the m o v e m e n t 

of c u t t i n g to the phronimon, t h e n we h a v e the s e n s a t i o n of h e a t . T h e 

p r o b l e m i s to u n d e r s t a n d w h a t Pla to h a d in m i n d w h e n he u s e s the w o r d 

phronimon as a s u b s t a n t i v e h e r e . T w o a r g u m e n t s m a y g i v e e v i d e n c e 

that he h a d reason in m i n d . A tex tua l a r g u m e n t : i t a p p e a r s that P l a t o 

uses the w o r d phronimon to a l lude to the ra t ional part of the s o u l , for 

e x a m p l e in the Republic (VI 5 3 0 c l , IX 5 8 6 d 7 , X 6 0 4 e 2 ) a n d in t h e 

Laws (VIII 8 3 7 c 7 , X 8 9 7 b 8 ) . A n d a t e c h n i c a l a r g u m e n t : i f t h e 

pathemata w e r e not ab le to r e a c h the ra t ional par t o f t h e s o u l , h o w 

c o u l d t h e c i r c u i t s o f t h e i m m o r t a l sou l i n t h e h e a d suf fer v i o l e n t 

m o t i o n s w h e n assai led by s e n s a t i o n s in a p a s s a g e a l r e a d y q u o t e d (Tim. 

4 2 e - 4 3 c ) ? 

S u c h an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the m e a n i n g of phronimon i s n o t u s u a l , 

b e c a u s e i t b r i n g s forward w h a t i s c o n s i d e r e d as P l a t o ' s m e t a p h y s i c a l 

(or m y t h o l o g i c a l a c c o r d i n g to s o m e interpreters) e p i s t e m o l o g y . In fact, 

e v e n if th i s p a s s a g e d o e s not a l lude expl ic i t ly to anamnesis, tha t is t h e 

r e m e m b r a n c e o f t h e F o r m s seen by the soul before its i n c a r n a t i o n , o n e 

n e e d n o l o n g e r t h i n k that i t r e m a i n s the m o s t p r o b a b l e s o l u t i o n . W h y ? 

B e c a u s e w h e n t h e pathemata h a v e r e a c h e d the rat ional part of the sou l 

and h a v e r e p o r t e d the qual i ty o f the agent , we are able not o n l y to say 

9 Cf. vonStaden 1989. 
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"I feel h o i , " but by a t rans ference of t e r m s we a lso say that " t h e f ire is 

ca l led h o t ; " and by a further t ransference of t e r m s we say that " t h e f ire 

h e a t s a n d m e l t s m e t a l . " T h e p e r s i s t e n c e o f that l inguis t ic act iv i ty 

related to the F o r m s in the Timaeus p roves that it is not a c c i d e n t a l . 1 0 

At the sight of this long list ( the c o n t e n t s of n. 10), it is not surpr is ing 

to learn that before g o d ' s intervent ion in the w o r l d " t h e r e w a s n o t h i n g 

d e s e r v i n g to be ca l led by the n a m e s we n o w use. . . ." (Tim. 69b6-7) . 

Clear ly , the e s t a b l i s h m e n t of n a m e s is an i m p o r t a n t c o n s e q u e n c e of, i f 

it is not, indeed, in a sense s y n o n y m o u s with g o d ' s organizat ion of the 

universe (Tim. 53b5-6) . In fact, g o d ' s organiza t ion p r o v i d e s the sense-

o b j e c t s , w h i c h i n t h e u n i v e r s e are c o n s t a n t l y c h a n g i n g , w i t h the 

s tabi l i ty they r e q u i r e in o r d e r to be n a m e d . T h e s e sense-objects are 

n a m e d after their M o d e l s , the F o r m s , which do not u n d e r g o any c h a n g e 

a n d w h i c h p r o v i d e t h e s tab i l i ty o f the s e n s e - o b j e c t s . T h u s , s e n s e 

p e r c e p t i o n has to be related to the rat ional part of the soul, w h i c h is the 

only part c a p a b l e of r e m e m b e r i n g the c o r r e s p o n d i n g F o r m s , w h i c h i t 

saw before its e m b o d i m e n t . C o n s e q u e n t l y , the rat ional part of the soul 

is also the only part c a p a b l e of n a m i n g , w h i c h it d o e s by es tabl i shing a 

link b e t w e e n a s ignal t ransmit ted to it by the b o d y and a n a m e w h i c h is, 

in the first ins tance, the n a m e of a F o r m . 

2. The role of the mortal parts of the soul. In his a c c o u n t of the 

s e n s a t i o n s t r a n s m i t t e d t h r o u g h s p e c i a l s e n s e - o r g a n s ( tas tes , s m e l l s , 

s o u n d s , c o l o r s ) , P l a t o g i v e s the m o r t a l p a r t s o f the soul , w h i c h are 

es tab l i shed in the reg ion of the heart ( the spir i ted e l e m e n t ) a n d of the 

liver (the appet i t ive part) , and related to a role in the sense process . 

In his d e s c r i p t i o n of taste, P la to wri tes : 

When earth particles, making their way in at the small veins which serve the 

tongue as a sort of testing-instrument and extend to the heart (τπαμχνα ότι την 

καρδίαν), come into contact with the moist and soft flesh, as they are melted 

down they contract and dry up the veins. (Tim. 65c6-d3) 

In his descr ip t ion of smel l , he wri tes : 

The only clear distinction to be drawn here is twofold: the pleasant and the 

unpleasant. The unpleasant roughens and does violence to the whole cavity 

lying between the head and the navel ( u e r a £ u κορυφής τον re ομφαλοί); the 

pleasant soothes this region and restores (άποδιδόι/) it with contentment to its 

natural state. (Tim. 67a2-6) 

1 0 Denis O'Brien (O'Brien 1984, pp. 147-149) has counted 29 relevant 

occurrences: 58d2, d3, e7, 59a6-8, b5, c5. d5-6, e5. 60a l , a2-3, a4, b2-3, b5, 

d2, 62a4-5, b5-6, 63a6, c4, d3, 65e l , 66al-2, b4, c7, 67al-3, e2, e5, 68a2, a6-

b l ,b4-5 . 

P la to ' s Theory of Sense Perception in the Timaeus 161 

T h e d e s c r i p t i o n of the j o u r n e y of the pathemata re lated to s o u n d is 

c u r i o u s : 

Sound may be defined in general terms as the stroke inflicted by air on the 

brain and blood through the ears and passed on to the soul (μίχρι ψυχής 

πΚηγήν ίααδώομίνην); while the motion it causes, starting in the head and 

ending in the region of the liver (irepl την του ήπατος 'ihpav) is the hearing. 

(Tun. 67b2-5) 

As vis ion takes place in the h e a d , no other seat is m e n t i o n e d for visual 

p e r c e p t i o n . 

T h e r e f o r e the morta l p a r t s o f the soul ( the sp i r i ted e l e m e n t a n d the 

a p p e t i t i v e part) s e e m to be t ight ly l inked in o n e w a y or a n o t h e r to the 

p r o c e s s of hear ing, smel l ing a n d tast ing. 

T h e s e m o r t a l par t s are a l so involved i n c o m m o n p e r c e p t i o n s o f the 

body as a w h o l e , namely in p leasure and pa in : 

They (= the sons of the demiurge) imitating him (= the demiurge) when they 

had taken over an immortal principle of soul, went on to fashion for it a mortal 

body englobing it round (= the head). For a vehicle they gave it the body as 

whole, and therein they built on another form of soul, the mortal, having in 

itself dread and necessary affections; first pleasure, the strongest lure of evil; 

next, pains that take flight from good; temerity moreover and fear, a pair of 

unwise counsellors; passion hard to entreat, and hope too easily led astray. 

These they combined with irrational sensation (αΊσθήσα ά λ ό ν ω ) and desire 

that shrinks from no venture, so of necessity compounded the mortal element. 

(Tim. 69c5-d6) 

T h e e x p r e s s i o n αΐσθησα άλόγω i s not e a s y to u n d e r s t a n d if we 

c o n s i d e r that the rat ional part of the soul r e m a i n s the final a d d r e s s e e of 

the pathemata. In fact, the morta l parts of the soul s e e m to perce ive the 

pathemata, but a p p e a r to be u n a b l e to th ink about t h e m or to g ive t h e m 

a n a m e . So as long as the pathemata have not reached the rat ional part 

of the soul, their percept ion r e m a i n s irrat ional, insofar as they c a n n o t be 

n a m e d proper ly . 

I f i r ra t iona l i ty i s u n d e r s t o o d that way, i t b e c o m e s easy to e x p l a i n 

h o w p lant s , w h i c h are e n l i v e n e d by the third part o f the soul only, the 

part ca l led επιθυμία, w h i c h h a v e n o t h i n g to do with r e a s o n , m a y be 

said to be e n d o w e d with sensa t ions : 

Now that all the parts and limbs of the mortal creature (= man) were united in a 

living whole, which, as the result of necessity, must spend his life surrounded 

by fire and air and be consequently dissolved and depleted by them and soon 

waste away, the gods devised succour for him. They gave birth to a substance 

of a kindred nature to man's , but combined with other shapes and senses 

(ά'λλαΐϊ ίδί'αΐϊ κα\ αΐσθήσ(σιν), so as to be a living creature of a different sort. 
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These arc trees, plants, and seeds, (. . .). Anything that has life has every right 

to be called a living creature in the proper sense; and the kind of which we are 

now speaking has the third form of soul, which, we said, is seated between 

midriff and navel; this has nothing to do with belief or with reasoning and 

understanding (λο/ισμοΰ τ« και νοϋ), but only with sensation, pleasant or 

painful, and appetites (αϊσθήσιω·; hi ήδ(ία<; κα'ι akytivrp μ(τα (πιθυμιών). 

For it is always suffering all affections (πάσχον γαρ διατ{λ<ϊ -πάντα), but its 

formation has not endowed il with any power to observe the nature of its own 

affections and to reflect (λογίσασθαι) thereon by revolving within and about 

itself, rejecting motion from without and exercising motion of its own. 

Therefore it lives, indeed, and is no other than a living creature, but it stands 

still, fixed and rooted, because it is denied self-motion. (Tim. 76e7-77c6) 

Plants are sens i t ive to the " c o m m o n affections of the w h o l e b o d y " and 

a t tended by p leasure and by pain. T h e y feel heat and cold, and s o m e at 

least s h r i n k from c o n t a c t wi th hard or heavy or r o u g h o b j e c t s . T h e 

p l e a s u r a b l e or painful c h a r a c t e r of such c o n t a c t s i s s u p p o s e d to be 

a c c o m p a n i e d wi th s o m e faint d e g r e e of desire to seek or s h u n . B u t 

p l a n t s h a v e n o p e r c e p t i o n s s u c h a s w e rece ive t h r o u g h the s p e c i a l 

o r g a n s o f s e n s e , e n u m e r a t e d wi th the c o r r e s p o n d i n g q u a l i t i e s . N o r 

h a v e they a n y t h i n g c o r r e s p o n d i n g to the rat ional r e v o l u t i o n s o f t h e 

immorta l soul seated in the brain of m a n . It s e e m s to be the reason w h y 

they are e x c l u d e d from P l a t o ' s s c h e m e of t ransmigrat ion, t h o u g h they 

were admit ted, i t s e e m s , to that of E m p e d o c l e s . 

B e c a u s e they are e n l i v e n e d by the third part of the soul , p l a n t s are 

sensi t ive, but only to the c o m m o n affections of the whole body, even i f 

they are d e v o i d of reason. T h e r e f o r e their sensat ion can be said to be 

" n o n - r a t i o n a l . " But, as such, sensat ion is not non-ra t iona l ; i t r e m a i n s 

so, until the pathemata h a v e r e a c h e d the rat ional part of the sou l 

s i tuated in the h u m a i n brain, or i f they c a n n o t do so, b e c a u s e p l a n t s 

have no bra in. 

I will n o w state the c o n c l u s i o n s . But first I would like to give a brief 

s u m m a r y of w h a t has been said. Part ic les c o m i n g from o u t s i d e hit a 

part of a h u m a n b o d y . If this col l i s ion gives rise to a pathema or a 

pathos d e p e n d i n g on the s t ructure , the n u m b e r and the s p e e d of the 

co l l id ing par t ic les , the m o v e m e n t then init iated i s t r a n s m i t t e d by the 

blood t h r o u g h the b o d y as a whole to the mortal parts of the soul first, 

and after to the rat ional part ca l led phronimon. T h e r e , it t r iggers the 

process cal led anamnesis, w h i c h is the r e m e m b r a n c e of a F o r m a l ready 

seen w h e n the soul w a s separa te from the body, a r e m e m b r a n c e w h i c h 

a l lows the act iv i t ies o f th ink ing and n a m i n g to take p l a c e . S e n s a t i o n 

m e a n s the process as a w h o l e , and that is why, in the c a s e of p l a n t s , 

P la to ' s Theory of Sense Perception in the Timaeus 163 

s e n s a t i o n is said to r e m a i n non-rat ional (alogos), r e m a i n i n g as s u c h an 

i n c o m p l e t e p r o c e s s . 

In o t h e r w o r d s , a s ignal is e m i t t e d by a thing from o u t s i d e , rece ived 

by a part of the b o d y , and then t r a n s m i t t e d to the m o r t a l par t s of the 

s o u l first a n d to the i m m o r t a l par t af ter, w h e r e i t t r i g g e r s t h e 

r e m e m b r a n c e o f c o r r e s p o n d i n g F o r m s w h i c h m a k e s l a n g u a g e poss ib le . 

I I I . C o n c l u s i o n s 

T h o u g h i t i s m a t h e m a t i c a l l y a n d p h y s i c a l l y very e c o n o m i c a l , th i s 

e x p l a n a t i o n o f s e n s e p e r c e p t i o n r e m a i n s p r o b l e m a t i c o n t w o p o i n t s . 

T h e l ink b e t w e e n b o d y a n d soul, and within the soul , the o n e b e t w e e n 

the morta l par t s a n d reason are not well-defined. As wel l , the refusal to 

veri fy e x p e r i m e n t a l l y a n d t h e r e c o u r s e t o t e l e o l o g y w e a k e n t h e 

scientif ic interest of the theory. 

A . A n E c o n o m i c a l E x p l a n a t i o n 

T h i s e x p l a n a t i o n o f t h e m e c h a n i s m o f s e n s e p e r c e p t i o n i s v e r y 

e c o n o m i c a l , not only b e c a u s e every th ing i s based on the four e l e m e n t s , 

re la ted t o the p o l y h e d r a , w h i c h are m a d e o u t o f o n l y t w o r ight-ang le 

t r iangles , but a l so for these three addit ional r e a s o n s . 

1 ) S o m e p a r t i c u l a r e x p l a n a t i o n s are l i n k e d to a m o r e g e n e r a l 

e x p l a n a t i o n . F o r e x a m p l e , w e i g h t i s e x p l a i n e d w i t h i n the a c c o u n t o f 

the e l e m e n t a l t r iangles (Tim. 5 5 d ff.) or within the a c c o u n t of the four 

e l e m e n t s ' p lace in the sphere of the wor ld (Tim. 6 2 c 3 - 6 3 e 8 ) . 

2 ) M a n y p h e n o m e n a are l inked u n d e r the s a m e e x p l a n a t i o n . F o r 

e x a m p l e , the m e c h a n i s m involved in the t r a n s m i s s i o n of s o u n d t h r o u g h 

air (Tim. 8 0 a - b ) is a c i rcu lar thrust , the s a m e as the o n e i n v o l v e d in 

respi ra t ion (Tim. 79a-c), and in all the fol lowing p h e n o m e n a : 

To this principle, moreover, we may look for the explanation of what happens 

in the case of medical instruments for cupping, of the process of swallowing, 

and of projectiles which keep moving after their discharge through the air or 

along the ground. (Tim. 79el0-80a2) 

3) T h e s a m e exp lanat ion i s used for vis ion, touch and taste : 

The particles that come from other bodies and enter the visual ray when they 

encounter it, are sometimes smaller, sometimes larger than those of the visual 

ray itself; or they may be of the same size. Those of the same size are 

imperceptible—"transparent," as we call them. The larger, which compress the 

/ 
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ray, and the smaller, which divide it, are analogous to what is cold or hot to the 

flesh, and again to what is astringent or burning ("pungent" as we call it) to the 

tongue. These are black and white, affections which are due to those particles 

and are similar in character, though occurring in a different field and for that 

reason presenting themselves in a different guise. (Tim. 67d2-e4) 

So the m e c h a n i s m of vision, of t o u c h and of taste i s a l w a y s the s a m e , 

even if these percept ions occur in different sense organs . 

It is clear here that P l a t o ' s p u r p o s e is to d e m o n s t r a t e , as c o s m o l o g i s t s 

h a d t r a d i t i o n a l l y b e e n a t t e m p t i n g to d o , that the p r i n c i p l e s o f h is 

phys ics are sufficient to a c c o u n t for the w h o l e r a n g e of o u r e x p e r i e n c e 

of sensible p h e n o m e n a . 

B . R e l a t i o n s b e t w e e n B o d y a n d S o u l , a n d b e t w e e n t h e M o r t a l 

P a r t s o f t h e S o u l a n d R e a s o n . 

B u t , i n a n y c a s e , P l a t o fails t o e x p l a i n h o w s e n s e p e r c e p t i o n s 

c e n t r a l i z e d in the heart by the b l o o d a r e t r a n s m i t t e d to t h e s o u l . A 

Pla tonic phys io logy had to respect the d u a l i s m of body and soul, mind 

and s e n s e ; yet it a l so h a d to p r o v i d e for a αΰναψι,ς αισθησΐως προς 

biavotav (Theaet. 1 9 5 d l - 2 ) . It had to c o n f o r m to the e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l 

tenets that sense percept ions " r e a c h " the soul and " r e p o r t " to the soul, 

s u b m i t t i n g their f indings to its a r b i t r a t i o n . 1 1 C e r t a i n l y , P l a t o ' s soul i s 

invis ib le a n d n o n mater ia l . I t w o u l d be t o o m u c h to e x p e c t that the 

phys io logy of his t ime be able to b r i d g e the gul f b e t w e e n the mater ia l 

and the non mater ia l . Aris tot le, the S t o i c s and the E p i c u r e a n s will try 

to so lve the problem each in their o w n way. 

P la to a l so fails to explain what the l inks are b e t w e e n the morta l parts 

of the soul a n d reason. In fact, sense p e r c e p t i o n s e e m s to r e m a i n non-

rat ional until i t has reached the i m m o r t a l part of the soul s i tuated in the 

bra in. I f i t r e a c h e s that part of the soul, s e n s e p e r c e p t i o n m a y tr igger 

the r e m e m b r a n c e of a c o r r e s p o n d i n g F o r m a n d by d o i n g so s h o u l d 

11 Forexample, Rep. IV 423a ff., VII 524 a ff.; Theaet. 184d, 186c. In Tht. 

186c 1-2, the grammatical object of α'ισθάνίσθαι is οσα δια τοΰ σώματος 

παθήματα Ιπ\ την ψυχην Tilvti; one should note that TUVUV and 

παράγγελλαν, the latter of which is found at Rep. VII 524a recur in the 

Timaeus. Phil. 33d-34b embodies thoughts remarkably similar to what we find 

in the Timaeus. More passages could be cited and more could be said about the 

epistemological presuppositions of Plato's physiology, but for the very well 

known subjects indicated in the text, a few references should suffice. Passages 

like Phd. 79c and Phdr. 249b suggest additional aspects of the relationship 

between the αισβησίΐ ί and the soul. 

P la to ' s Theory of Sense Perception in the Timaeus 165 

prov ide the o p p o r t u n i t y of n a m i n g the qual i ty perce ived a n d of ta lk ing 

about it. 

T h e o v e r - a l l i m p r e s s i o n i s that P l a t o h a s i m p o s e d h i s o w n 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l d e s i g n o f the soul u p o n the p h y s i o l o g i c a l t h e o r i e s o f 

earl ier th inkers . In dea l ing wi th these theor ies , he is se lect ive as well as 

s y n t h e t i c . I t i s in the s y n t h e s i s that n e w c o n c l u s i o n s e m e r g e . T h e 

pass ing on of s e n s e i m p r e s s i o n s from part ic le to par t ic le had probab ly 

been d e s c r i b e d by D e m o c r i t u s . T h e i m p o r t a n t role o f the b l o o d vessel 

s y s t e m had b e e n e s t a b l i s h e d b y D i o g e n e s o f A p o l l o n i a 1 2 a n d o t h e r s , 

a n d t h e b l o o d itself h a d b e e n c h o s e n a s c a r r i e r b y t h e " S i c i l i a n " 

s c h o o l . " P l a t o , h a v i n g c o m m i t t e d h i m s e l f t o E m p e d o c l e s ' four 

e l e m e n t s and g iven t h e m geometr ica l ly def ined s h a p e s , is in a pos i t ion 

t o s e l e c t t w o e l e m e n t s w h o s e u n i t s qua l i fy t h e m a s m o b i l e a n d 

s e n s i t i v e . R e g a r d i n g t h e t r a v e l l i n g o f s o u n d f r o m e a r t o b r a i n , 

D i o g e n e s o f A p o l l o n i a k n e w as m u c h or m o r e than w h a t we read in the 

Timaeus: w h a t P l a t o a d d s is that at the e n d of this p r o c e s s the soul is 

r e a c h e d . T h i s m a y h a v e been a re lat ively nove l d o c t r i n e but i s not 

likely to h a v e b e e n P l a t o ' s o w n discovery. 

C . E x p e r i m e n t a l V e r i f i c a t i o n 

In his e x p l a n a t i o n o f s m e l l , T i m a e u s d e s c r i b e s a v e r y s i m p l e 

e x p e r i m e n t : 

All odours are vapour or mist, mist being that which is on the way from air to 

water, vapour what is on the way from water to air; consequently, all odours are 

finer than water, grosser than air. Their nature is plainly seen when a man 

forcibly inhales the air through something that obstructs the passage of the 

breath: then no odour filters through with; nothing comes but the air robbed of 

all scent. (Tim. 66d8-e5) 

T h e resul t of that e x p e r i m e n t i s used to a s c e r t a i n the c h o i c e of that 

exp lanat ion of smel l ing . 

But, a t the e n d of his e x p l a n a t i o n of v i s ion, T i m a e u s d e n i e s in 

genera l the poss ib i l i ty of e x p e r i m e n t , a r g u i n g that a m a n c a r r y i n g out 

e x p e r i m e n t a l verif ication w o u l d be the e q u i v a l e n t of the d e m i u r g e : 

But any attempt to put these matters to a practical test (ei δί' TIS τούτων tpyoi 

σκοπούμίνος βάσανου λαμβάνοι) would argue ignorance of the difference 

12 DK 64 Β 6 = Aristotle, Historia animatium III 2, 511 b30 ff. 
13 Empedocles for example, DK 31 A 86 & Β 107 = Theophrastus, De 

Sensu 9, 10; DK 31 Β 105 = Porphyrius, ap. Stobaeus, Anth. I, 49, 53=377F 

Smith; DK 31 Β 109 = Aristotle, Metaph. B4, 1000b6. 
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between nature and divine, namely that divinity has knowledge and power 

sufficient to blend the many into one and to resolve the one into many, but no 

man is now, or ever will be, equal to either task. (68d2-7)1 4 

B e s i d e s , a t t h e t i m e , G r e e k s l a c k e d i n s t r u m e n t s t o r e a l i z e s u c h 

e x p e r i m e n t s : they a lso h a d only local s t a n d a r d s t o m e a s u r e length, 

w e i g h t , v o l u m e and e v e n t i m e . N u m b e r s w e r e represented by let ters, 

s o the eas ies t c o m p u t a t i o n w a s ex t remely c o m p l i c a t e d ; m o r e o v e r zero 

w a s still u n k n o w n . 

T h i s re fusa l t o verify e x p e r i m e n t a l l y m a k e s t h e s e c o h e r e n t a n d 

e c o n o m i c a l e x p l a n a t i o n s m e r e h y p o t h e s e s . B u t for P l a t o , i t d o e s n ' t 

real ly m a t t e r . U l t i m a t e l y , vision and hear ing g ive the h u m a n being the 

c a p a c i t y to c o n t e m p l a t e the h a r m o n y and the beauty of the universe and 

to r e p r o d u c e it in h i m and in the city he is l iving in. 

T h i s c o n c e r n is c lear ly formulated in these l ines be longing to the first 

p a s s a g e d e a l i n g wi th sense percept ion in the Timaeus: 

For our part, rather let us speak of eyesight as the cause of this benefit, for these 

ends: the god invented and gave us vision in order that we might observe the 

circuits of intelligence in the heaven and profit by them for the revolutions of 

our own thought, which are akin to them, though ours be troubled and they are 

unperturbed: and that, by learning to know them and acquiring the power to 

compute them rightly according to nature, we might reproduce the perfectly 

unerring revolutions of the god and reduce to settled order the wandering 

motions in ourselves. (Tim. 47b5-c4) 

V i s i o n a n d h e a r i n g revea l the ra t ional i ty of the u n i v e r s e in o r d e r to 

s h o w t h e c o n t r a s t b e t w e e n " s e c o n d a r y c a u s e s " a n d t r u e r e a s o n o r 

p u r p o s e . 

At the e n d of the Timaeus, the ethical a im of c o s m o l o g y is reasserted 

(Tim. 8 9 d - 9 0 d ) . T h e c o n t e m p l a t i o n of the u n i v e r s e and, a b o v e all, of 

the ce les t ia l m o v e m e n t s i s s u p p o s e d to preserve the e x c e l l e n c e of the 

soul . O t h e r w i s e sensa t ion m a y t ransform the soul into s o m e t h i n g bad. 

A n d b e c a u s e sense p e r c e p t i o n can c h a n g e the b e h a v i o u r of a soul , and 

t h e r e b y d e t e r m i n e its d e s t i n y , in th is w a y the " m a t e r i a l " w o r l d ac t s 

u p o n t h e " n o n m a t e r i a l s o u l . " A s wel l , s i n c e s e n s e p e r c e p t i o n i s 

u l t i m a t e l y a m e a s u r i n g o p e r a t i o n , m a t h e m a t i c s in the Timaeus d o e s 

h a v e e thica l c o n s e q u e n c e s . 

14 Greek terminology for evidence and its examination draws heavily upon 

words with primary meaning in the legal sphere. Here we find βάσανος, the 

regular term for procedure whereby slave witnesses were tortured in trials in 

Ancient Greece. On evidence and examination, cf. Lloyd 1979, chap. 4 and 

particularly, p. 252-254. 
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A P P E N D I X : C o l o r s i n Timaeus 6 7 c - 6 8 d 

T h e s e few p a g e s on Timaeus 6 7 c - 6 8 d m u s t be r e a d as a s p e c i f i c 

a p p l i c a t i o n o f the g e n e r a l m e c h a n i s m b e h i n d s e n s o r y p e r c e p t i o n 

(descr ibed in the main art icle), as it re lates to co lors . 

A . T r a n s l a t i o n 

[ 6 7 c ] We sti l l h a v e left a fourth k i n d of s e n s a t i o n , a k i n d w h i c h 

requires c lass i f icat ion, s ince it inc ludes within itself a host of d i f ferent 

var iet ies, all of which, l u m p e d together , we call co lor s , a f lame p o u r i n g 

for th f r o m e a c h a n d e v e r y b o d y , a n d w h i c h h a s p a r t i c l e s s o 

p r o p o r t i o n e d to the visual ray as to c a u s e sensa t ion . In w h a t p r e c e d e s , 

t h e r e w a s e x p l a i n e d the p o i n t a b o u t the c a u s e s o f the o r i g i n o f t h e 

visual ray [ 6 7 d ] . H e n c e t h e r e f o r e i t i s m o s t n a t u r a l a n d w o u l d b e 

c o n v e n i e n t to go through a likely a c c o u n t of co lor s , as fo l lows. 

T h e p a r t i c l e s that c o m e off o t h e r b o d i e s a n d w h i c h hit u p o n t h e 

visual ray are s o m e of t h e m smal le r than, s o m e of t h e m larger t h a n , a n d 

s o m e of t h e m the s a m e s ize as, the part ic les of the visual ray itself. T h e 

o n e s t h e r e f o r e w h i c h a r e t h e s a m e s i z e a r e i m p e r c e p t i b l e — 

" t r a n s p a r e n t " a s w e call t h e m . T h e others are larger and s m a l l e r : t h e 

former c o m p r e s s the visual ray, the latter d iv ide it. T h e y are a n a l o g o u s 

to hot a n d co ld in the d o m a i n of flesh, a n d to p u n g e n t in the d o m a i n of 

the t o n g u e , a n d t o all s u c h th ings , b e c a u s e they b r i n g h e a t , w e cal l 

" a c r i d . " [ 6 7 e ] B l a c k and w h i t e are t h e af fect ions t h e r e f r o m , w h i c h , 

w h i l e o c c u r r i n g in a different field, are the s a m e , b u t a p p e a r d i f ferent 

for the reason given. 

T h i s then is the w a y they should be s p o k e n of. W h a t i s d i v i s i v e of 

the visual ray i s " w h i t e . " T h e o p p o s i t e i s " b l a c k . " T h e m o r e p i e r c i n g 

m o t i o n and o n e which b e l o n g s to a different kind of f i re falls u p o n a n d 

d i v i d e s the v isual ray r ight up to the eyes . I t forcibly p u s h e s a p a r t a n d 

m e l t s the very p a s s a g e s o f the eyes , a n d m a k e s t h e r e p o u r forth from 

t h e m a m a s s of f ire and water that [ 6 8 a ] we call a tear. B e i n g itself f ire 

a n d m e e t i n g f i r e w h i c h c o m e s t o w a r d s i t from t h e o p p o s i t e d i r e c t i o n , 

w h a t w i t h the fire l e a p i n g o u t as f rom a flash of l i g h t e n i n g a n d t h e 

i n c o m i n g f i re b e i n g q u e n c h e d as i t e n t e r s the d o m a i n of w h a t i s m o i s t , 

a n d w h a t w i t h c o l o r s o f e v e r y k ind b e i n g p r o d u c e d in the r e s u l t a n t 

c o n f u s i o n , — t h i s effect w e s p e a k o f a s " d a z z l i n g , " w h i l e t h e a g e n t 

w h i c h p r o d u c e s i t we chris ten " b r i g h t " and " f lash ing . " 

/ 
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T h e n there i s the kind of fire in termedia te b e t w e e n these t w o [ 6 8 b ] , 

w h i c h d o e s reach the mois ture of the e y e s and m i x e s with it, but is not 

d a z z l i n g . To the r a d i a n c e of the fire a p p e a r i n g t h r o u g h the m o i s t u r e 

with w h i c h it is m i n g l e d and which p r o d u c e s a b l o o d - c o l o u r , we give 

the n a m e of " r e d . " 

Br ight , m i x e d w i t h red and whi te , b e c o m e s g o l d e n . W h a t i s the 

m e a s u r e of the o n e with the others , i t w o u l d m a k e no s e n s e to s tate, 

even if o n e could k n o w ; for of these mat ter s there is no necess i ty nor a 

p laus ib le a c c o u n t that one might be able to g ive e v e n in an a p p r o x i m a t e 

sort of way. 

R e d b l e n d e d wi th black and whi te i s [ 6 8 c ] p u r p l e , or d a r k violet, 

w h e n t h e s e ingredients are burnt to a further p o i n t and m o r e b l a c k is 

a d d e d to the mix ture . T a w n y i s formed by b l e n d i n g golden and grey, 

grey b e i n g a m i x t u r e of white and black; w h i t e y e l l o w is a c o m b i n a t i o n 

of w h i t e w i t h g o l d e n . W h i t e c o m b i n e d w i t h br ight a n d p l u n g e d in 

in tense b lack results in a dark blue color; d a r k b l u e , m i x e d wi th whi te , 

in pale blue-green; tawny and black, in green. 

F r o m these i tems, i t will be sufficiently c lear by w h a t c o m b i n a t i o n s 

t h e r e m a i n i n g c o l o r s s h o u l d b e r e p r e s e n t e d s o a s t o p r e s e r v e t h e 

p r o b a b i l i t y o f o u r m y t h . [ 6 8 d ] But i f a n y o n e a t t e m p s t o put t h e s e 

m a t t e r s to a p r a c t i c a l test he w o u l d be i g n o r a n t of t h e d i f f e r e n c e 

b e t w e e n h u m a n nature and divine, n a m e l y that g o d h a s k n o w l e d g e and 

p o w e r sufficient to b lend the m a n y into o n e a n d a g a i n to re so lve the 

o n e i n t o m a n y , but no m a n i s n o w , or will be, e q u a l to e i t h e r task. 

( C o r n f o r d ' s t rans la t ion here a s later s l ight ly rev i sed . D e n i s O ' B r i e n 

k ind ly p o i n t e d out to me both the e x c e l l e n c e s a n d the def ic ienc ies in 

C o r n f o r d ' s render ing of the text.) 

B . R u n n i n g C o m m e n t a r y 

T h e act of n a m i n g is centra l to this par t of Timaeus. C l e a r l y , the 

e s t a b l i s h m e n t of n a m e s is e x t r e m e l y i m p o r t a n t , i f i t i s n o t i n d e e d 

s y n o n y m o u s with the organizat ion of the u n i v e r s e (Tim. 5 3 b 5 ) . Vis ion 

funct ions in a m a n n e r ana logous to the other senses ( touch, taste, smel l , 

a n d h e a r i n g ) . C o l o r s are d i s t i n g u i s h e d a n d c lass i f ied b y m e a n s o f 

s ignals, w h i c h are first received by the eyes , and then t ransmit ted to the 

rat ional part of the soul. T h e various co lors are then g iven n a m e s , as i s 

descr ibed in the m a i n paper . 

In his e x p l a n a t i o n of the m e c h a n i s m of v i s ion, P l a t o i s f o l l o w i n g 

E m p e d o c l e s , w h o c o m p a r e s the eye to a horn-p la ted lantern DK 31 Β 
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84 = Aris tot le, De Sensu 2, 4 3 7 b 2 3 ; see also DK 31 A 92 = Pla to, Meno 

76c) . T h e o p h r a s t u s ' m o r e e l a b o r a t e a c c o u n t ( D K 31 A 86 = De Sensu 

1 ff.) of E m p e d o c l e s ' theory of v is ion falls into three par t s . First , he 

o u t l i n e s E m p e d o c l e s ' g e n e r a l t h e o r y o f p e r c e p t i o n b y m e a n s o f 

different s izes of p o r e s in the e y e s a n d ef f luences in the ob jec t s seen. 

T h e n , he d e p i c t s the c o m p o s i t i o n and the s t r u c t u r e of the e y e w h i c h i s 

m a d e of the four e l e m e n t s , but m a i n l y of fire. Final ly , he d e s c r i b e s the 

act of vis ion in t e r m s of pores and of eff luences from the object seen. 

L i k e E m p e d o c l e s , P l a t o l inks v is ion to fire, or m o r e p r e c i s e l y to 

var ious t y p e s o f f i r e . W e learn m o r e about P l a t o ' s v i e w s o n f i r e from 

the fo l lowing p a s s a g e : " T h e r e a r e k i n d s o f f i r e : f lame (<ρλό£), the 

ef f luence from f lame w h i c h d o e s not burn but g ives l ight to the eyes ; 

a n d w h a t i s left of f i re in g l o w i n g e m b e r s w h e n f lame is q u e n c h e d . " 

(58c) M o r e general ly, the m e c h a n i s m of vision as e x p l a i n e d by P l a t o in 

the passage q u o t e d , involves t h r e e k i n d s of f i re . 1) T h e visual current , 

a p u r e f ire c o n t a i n e d in the e y e . 2) A fire s t r e a m i n g off f rom every 

b o d y , h a v i n g par t ic le s p r o p o r t i o n a t e to t h o s e o f t h e v i s u a l ray . 3 ) 

Dayl ight , a body of p u r e f ire diffused by the sun. M o r e speci f ical ly, in 

day l ight , a phys ica l l ink is c r e a t e d b e t w e e n subject a n d ob ject , w h e n 

the f i e ry par t ic les e m i t t e d by t h e object e n c o u n t e r the f i e ry par t ic le s 

emit ted by the eye . 

U l t i m a t e l y , s ight , a s we l l a s t a s t e , s m e l l a n d h e a r i n g , c a n b e 

c o n s i d e r e d as a sort of t o u c h w h i c h uses a specia l o r g a n ( t h e e y e ) and 

deals wi th a specif ic e l e m e n t (fire). T h e contact b e t w e e n the visual ray 

a n d an e x t e r n a l f ire p r o d u c e s a s igna l in the eye, w h i c h as s u c h is a 

m o v e m e n t later on t r a n s m i t t e d t h r o u g h the b o d y by the b l o o d up to 

rat ional part of the soul which inhabi t s the bra in. 

T h e p a r t i c l e s o f f i re w h i c h s t r e a m off f rom e a c h o b j e c t m u s t be 

p r o p o r t i o n a t e to the v isual ray . T h e w o r d σύμμιτρα d e s c r i b e s the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p (σνμ-) b e t w e e n t w o sets of m e a s u r e s (μίτρα): the 

m e a s u r e s of the part ic les c o m i n g from outs ide a n d those of the part ic les 

in the visual ray. In the f inal analys i s , this e t y m o l o g y b e c o m e s crucial , 

b e c a u s e i t d e m o n s t r a t e s h o w , for P l a t o , w h o s e e m s t o f o l l o w 

E m p e d o c l e s in t h e s e m a t t e r s , v i s ion is u n d e r s t o o d as a c o m p a r i s o n 

b e t w e e n m e a s u r e s , or a m e a s u r i n g o p e r a t i o n . T h e d e s c r i p t i o n w h i c h 

fo l lows ( 6 7 e - 6 8 b ) wil l t a k e i n t o a c c o u n t the s h a p e ( t e t r a h e d r o n o r 

p y r a m i d ) o f the f i re part ic les , the i r s ize (bigger, smal le r or the s a m e ) , 

and probab ly a lso their speed ( h i g h or low). H e r e aga in P l a t o s e e m s to 

be u n d e r the inf luence of E m p e d o c l e s ' theory of sensat ion ( D K A 86 = 

T h e o p h r a s t u s , d e Sensu 7 ) . B o t h E m p e d o c l e s a n d P l a t o m a k e 
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συμμετρία a r e q u i r e m e n t of success fu l v i s ion. B u t w h i l e for P l a t o 

what is requi red is συμμετρία, be tween the ef f luence and the visual ray, 

for E m p e d o c l e s it is συμμετρία b e t w e e n the ef f luence a n d the eye . 

M o r e o v e r P l a t o ' s exp lanat ion is m a t h e m a t i c a l , as we will see. 

T h e m e c h a n i s m of s ight i s d e s c r i b e d m a i n l y on the b a s i s o f the 

o p p o s e d p r o c e s s e s o f d i v i s i o n a n d c o m p r e s s i o n , w h i c h in turn are 

d i r e c t l y r e l a t e d to f i re ' s e s s e n t i a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c : its t e n d e n c y to 

penet ra te and c o n s e q u e n t l y d iv ide its object . T h e exp lanat ion of white, 

b l a c k or t r a n s p a r e n t d e p e n d s only on the s ize o f the par t ic les , which 

h a v e the s h a p e of a t e t r a h e d r o n or a p y r a m i d . A c c o r d i n g to Tim. 64d, 

affections w h i c h are ne i ther painful nor p l e a s a n t function in m u c h the 

s a m e w a y . " D i v i d i n g " m e a n s s p r e a d i n g par t ic les (of the visual ray) 

apart, and " c o m p r e s s i n g " m e a n s b r i n g i n g t h e m together . S o w h e n the 

part ic les c o m i n g from outs ide are smal le r than t h o s e of the visual ray, 

they spread t h e m apart , e n l a r g i n g the s p a c e b e t w e e n t h e m . W h e n the 

part ic les c o m i n g from o u t s i d e are b i g g e r than t h o s e of the visual ray, 

they br ing the latter together , reducing the s p a c e be tween t h e m . W h e n , 

h o w e v e r , the ex terna l par t ic les are larger than t h o s e of the visual ray, 

n o c h a n g e takes p l a c e , a n d p e r c e p t i o n o f c o l o r d o e s not o c c u r . F o r 

deta i l s , see F i g u r e 1. T h a t is w h y the t r a n s p a r e n t s e e m s n o t to be a 

color, but an a b s e n c e of color . 

A c c o r d i n g t o th i s e x p l a n a t i o n , the s e n s e o f s i g h t ( a n d m o r e 

specif ical ly b lack and whi te) i s b r o u g h t into relat ion to those of touch 

and of taste, us ing the verbs c o m p r e s s i n g and d iv id ing . H o t and cold 

are expla ined in the fol lowing way: 

First, then, let us see how it is that we call fire "hot . " We may study this 

question by observing the rending and cutting effect of fire upon our bodies. 

We are all aware that the sensation is a piercing one; and we may infer the 

fineness of the edges, the sharpness of the angles, the smallness of the particles, 

and the swiftness of the movement, all of which properties make fire energetic 

and trenchant, cleaving and piercing whatever it encounters. When we recall 

the formation of its figure we see that this substance, more than another, 

penetrates the body and divides it minutely and naturally gives the affection we 

call " h o t " its quality and its names. The opposite quality is obvious enough, 

but it shall not go without an explanation. The particles of fluids in the 

neighbourhood of the body, when they enter it, thrust out the particles smaller 

than themselves, and not being able to insert themselves into their places they 

compress the moisture in us and solidify it by reducing what was not uniform 

and was therefore in motion to immobility, resulting from uniformity and 

compression. But a thing that is unnaturally contracted struggles, pushing itself 

apart again into its normal state. This struggling and shaking is called 

Pla to ' s Theory of Sense Perception in the Timaeus 171 

trembling and shivering; and the name "cold" is given to this affection as a 

whole and to the agent producing it. (61d5-62b6) 

T h i s p a s s a g e i s very interes t ing, b e c a u s e i t e l a b o r a t e s on h o w d i l a t i o n 

a n d c o n t r a c t i o n cons t i tu te tact i le p e r c e p t i o n s . In the c a s e of s ight, th is 

o p p o s i t i o n e x p l a i n s the c o l o r s , b lack a n d w h i t e (for deta i l s , see F i g u r e 

I, p . 176). 

S i m i l a r l y , c o m p r e s s i o n s a n d d i v i s i o n s e x p l a i n tas te as we l l , in a 

genera l s e n s e , a n d then par t icular ly the qual i t ies o f p u n g e n c y ( 6 5 e - 6 6 a ) 

a n d a c r i d n e s s ( 6 5 d ) : 

These (the affections peculiar to the tongue), like most of the others indeed, 

appear to be due to compressions and divisions of some sort; and further they 

have more to do than any of the rest with degrees of roughness and smoothness. 

(65c3-6) 

In a d d i t i o n to their s ize, the swif tness of the part ic les i s a l so t a k e n i n t o 

a c c o u n t to e x p l a i n the br ight a n d the red. T h e ad ject ive οξύς m e a n s 

a c u t e . I t refers to the p ierc ing and thus d i v i d i n g qual i ty of fire, b e c a u s e 

fire i s re la ted to the t e t r a h e d r o n , or p y r a m i d (55d-e, 5 6 a ) w h i c h l o o k s 

l ike t h e p o i n t of an arrow. W h e n said of m o t i o n h o w e v e r , οξύς m e a n s 

" q u i c k , swift ." T h u s the m e a n i n g of οξύς in the p h r a s e την όξυτέραν 

φοράν a p p e a r s to be a m b i g u o u s , b e c a u s e the w o r d c a n apply e i t h e r to 

s p e e d or to s h a p e . T h a t i s w h y I th ink that t h e speed of the par t ic les i s 

t a k e n i n t o a c c o u n t here . B e s i d e s , o n e s h o u l d n o t e that w h e n a p p l i e d t o 

t h i n g s that affect the s ight ( t h e sun for e x a m p l e , //. 14, 3 4 5 ; 17, 3 7 2 ) 

a n d t o c o l o r s ( A r i s t o p h a n e s , Peace 1173), ό £ ύ ί m e a n s " d a z z l i n g , 

b r i g h t . " 

T h i s sharper f i re d iv ides the visual ray r ight up to the eyes . I t p u s h e s 

a p a r t a n d m e l t s t h e very p a s s a g e s o f the e y e s , a n d m a k e s p o u r forth 

f rom t h e m a m a s s of fire a n d water , ca l led a " t e a r . " T h i s p r o c e s s is 

d e s c r i b e d in 83d7-e2 : 

We call white phlegm all this decomposition of tender flesh in combination 

with air. Freshly forming phlegm, moreover, itself has a residue, namely 

sweat, tears, and all other such flowing substances that are daily purged away. 

F l e s h itself is const i tuted in the fol lowing way : 

With this intent, he who moulded us like wax composed flesh, soft and full of 

sap, by making a duly adjusted compound with water and fire and earth, which 

he suffused with a ferment composed of acid and saline. (74c5-dl) 

T e a r s a n d flesh are natura l ly re la ted, s i n c e t h e y are c o m p o s e d o f the 

s a m e e l e m e n t s , fire and water, as we see in 7 4 b 7 - c 5 : 
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While the flesh was to be a defence against burning heat and a shelter from 

wintry cold, and also a protection against falls, like our borrowed trappings of 

felt: it would yield to bodies softly and gently, and it contained in itself a warm 

moisture, which in summer it might sweat forth and so spread an active 

coolness all over the body by moistening it outside, while in winter, on the 

other hand, we should have this fire as a fair protection against the assaults of 

the beleaguering frost outside. 

So w h e n the f i re conta ined in tears meet s the f i re which c o m e s towards 

i t f rom the o p p o s i t e d i rec t ion, the effect is " d a z z l i n g , " w h i l e the agent 

w h i c h p r o d u c e s it is qualified as " b r i g h t " and " f lashing." 

" B r i g h t " and " f l a s h i n g " are classif ied as co lor s , w h i c h s u p p o r t s the 

bel ief that G r e e k t e r m s for co lors h a v e m o r e to do with di f ferences of 

t o n e a n d b r i l l a n c e than w i t h d i f ferences o f s h a d e . B u t the use o f 

" b r i g h t " (ο-τίλβον) and " f la sh ing" (λαμπρού) r e m a i n s puzz l ing . First, 

we are told that the dazz l ing effect gives r ise to " c o l o r s of all s o r t s " ; but 

in the last s e n t e n c e (68a) " b r i g h t " or " f l a sh ing" is t reated as if it were a 

s i m p l e c o l o r w h i c h , l ike other co lors such as whi te and red, enters into 

c o m p o u n d s ( for d e t a i l s , see T a b l e 1). M o r e g e n e r a l l y , the w o r d 

στίλβον m a y be sa id of l ightning ( E u r i p i d e s , Orestes 4 8 0 ) a n d of 

m e t a l s , e spec ia l ly gold (Tim. 5 9 b ) ; a n d the word λαμπρόν m a y be said 

e i ther of the rays of the sun (Horn. Hymn to the Sun [XXXI] # 1 0 ) or of 

m e t a l l i c b o d i e s a s s o c i a t e d with the l ight of the sun (//. 13, 132; 17, 

2 6 9 ) . 

W h e n a k i n d of fire i n t e r m e d i a t e b e t w e e n the t w o r e a c h e s the 

m o i s t u r e of the eyes ( that is the water of the tears) and m i x e s with it, 

the result i s not the bright or dazzl ing, but the color cal led " r e d . " W h a t 

d o e s τ ο ύ τ ω ν μίταξύ m e a n when qualifying a variety of f ire? T h i s kind 

of f ire is re lat ive to t w o others : the f ire with a m o r e p ierc ing m o t i o n , 

w h i c h a c c o u n t s for br ight or f lashing, and that w i t h a less p ie rc ing 

m o t i o n , w h i c h a c c o u n t s for black and whi te . If I am right, this third 

var ie ty of fire i s d i s t i n g u i s h e d from the t w o o t h e r s by its s p e e d . 

A r i s t o t l e (Mete. 3 7 4 a 3 ) says that w h i t e l ight s e e n t h r o u g h a d a r k 

m e d i u m looks red. He regards water as dark, and this e x p l a i n s why the 

sun a p p e a r s red t h r o u g h mis t as well as t h r o u g h s m o k e . T h u s , in this 

case, f i re and water c o m b i n e to produce the color red. 

In my o p i n i o n , the crucial point in this passage is the link establ ished 

b e t w e e n the c o l o r red and blood. B l o o d is d e s c r i b e d in the fol lowing 

w a y in 8 0 d 7 - e 4 : 

The particles, being freshly divided and coming from kindred substances -

from fruits or herbs which the god caused to grow for this very purpose of 

feeding us - take on all manner of colors owing to their being mixed together; 
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but they are chiefly pervaded by a red hue, a character inwrought on moisture 

by fire that cuts and stains it. 

Red is pr imari ly the color of b lood, which is a l iquid w h e r e fire p lays 

an important role. 

H e r e e n d s P l a t o ' s descr ipt ion of what he c o n s i d e r s the four p r i m a r y 

colors . All other co lors are seen as var ious c o m b i n a t i o n s of the a b o v e 

(for detai ls, see Table 1, p. 175). 

In the Timaeus we f ind m a n y e x a m p l e s of P l a t o ' s interest in m a n u a l 

skil ls, and not only in reference to the D e m i u r g e . W h e n it is said that 

red m i x e d with black and white m a k e s purp le , we m u s t natural ly th ink 

of a mixture of pa inters ' p i g m e n t s . A n d the use of the word " p l u n g e , " 

m o r e o v e r refers directly to the w o r k of dyers prepar ing their dye ba ths . 

As in o t h e r l a n g u a g e s , the n a m e s of c o l o r s are in G r e e k c l o s e l y 

associated with natural realit ies or p h e n o m e n a . G o l d e n (ξανθόυ) is the 

co lor of r ipe corn, of gold, of h o n e y and of hair . P u r p l e (άλουργόν) is 

a d a r k e n e d red. D a r k violet (ορφινον) d e r i v e from ορφρη w h i c h 

indicates the color of sky at night. T a w n y (πυρρόν) is used to speak of 

m e n or w o m e n with reddish hair . Grey (φαιόν) is natural ly a m i x t u r e 

of w h i t e and black. W h i t e y e l l o w (ώχρόν) i s used to d e s c r i b e the 

c o m p l e x i o n o f " i n t e l l e c t u a l s " s u c h a s p h i l o s o p h e r s , o r m o r e 

speci f ica l ly , P y t h a g o r e a n s . D a r k b lue ( κ υ α ν ο ί / ) i s the c o l o r o f the 

e n a m e l used to adorn a r m o u r (//. 11, 24; p s e u d o - H e s i o d , Scut. 143), 

and of the s tone cal led lapis lazuli. Pale b lue g reen ( γ λ α υ κ ο ί / ) is the 

co lor of the sea and of ol ives. Final ly, as C o r n f o r d notes , πράσιον is 

c o m m o n l y used to des ignate the greenish co lor of the leek (πρίσον). 

We have seen w h i c h of the four p r i m a r y c o l o r s s h o u l d be m i x e d 

together to obtain the nine other colors . N o t h i n g h o w e v e r has been said 

so far about the mutual propor t ions of the m i x t u r e ' s ingredients . P l a t o 

g ives the reason for this, a d d i n g an impl ic i t c r i t i c i s m of E m p e d o c l e s , 

w h e n he says: " t h e r e is no necess i ty nor a p l a u s i b l e a c c o u n t . . . ," 

cr i t ic iz ing E m p e d o c l e s . A c c o r d i n g to T h e o p h r a s t u s (De Sensu 8 = DK 

31 A 86), E m p e d o c l e s explained the dif ference b e t w e e n the qual i t ies of 

vision by the mutual proport ion of e l e m e n t s wi th in the eye . M o r e o v e r , 

in the fragments on blood, on flesh ( D K 31 Β 98 = S impl ic ius , in Phys. 

32.6 ff.) and on bones ( D K 31 Β 96 = S i m p l i c i u s , in Phys. 300.21 f f ) , 

numer ica l ratios between the four e l e m e n t s are indicated. 

At t h e end of his e x p l a n a t i o n of v is ion, P l a t o w a r n s a g a i n s t t h e 

a r r o g a n c e o f e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n , a r g u i n g t h a t a m a n c a r r y i n g o u t 

e x p e r i m e n t a l verif ication w o u l d b e the e q u i v a l e n t o f g o d . O n e m a y 

read in these words a c o n d e m n a t i o n of the boastful w o r d s wi th w h i c h 
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E m p e d o c l e s o p e n e d his p o e m s of Purifications. On this interpretat ion, 

P l a t o w o u l d not b e c r i t i c i z i n g E m p e d o c l e s for c a r r y i n g o u t 

e x p e r i m e n t s , but for c l a i m i n g to be equal to a god in k n o w l e d g e . If this 

hypotheses is the right o n e , the τι$- would refer to E m p e d o c l e s . 

M o r e g e n e r a l l y , this refusal o f e x p e r i m e n t a l ver i f i ca t ion m a k e s 

P l a t o ' s c o h e r e n t a n d e c o n o m i c a l e x p l a n a t i o n s o f c o l o r s m e r e 

hypotheses , equivalent to myths . 

T h i s e x p l a n a t i o n o f c o l o r s , p a r t l y b o r r o w e d b y P l a t o f r o m 

E m p e d o c l e s , i s c o n s i s t e n t wi th the m a t h e m a t i c a l e x p l a n a t i o n s found 

e l s e w h e r e in Timaeus for both p h y s i c s and p h y s i o l o g y ; thus s ight c a n 

be def ined as a m e a s u r i n g opera t ion . It is an e c o n o m i c a l e x p l a n a t i o n 

b e c a u s e the p r o c e s s e s o f d i v i s i o n a n d c o m p r e s s i o n , e n a b l i n g the 

percept ion of white and black, are in addi t ion related to the senses of 

taste and of touch. It is a s i m p l e exp lanat ion b e c a u s e it c o r r e s p o n d s to 

P l a t o ' s g lobal ideas on sense p e r c e p t i o n . H o w e v e r , P l a t o ' s refusal to 

s u b m i t his theor ies to e x p e r i m e n t a l ver i f icat ion d e p r i v e s t h e m of any 

scientif ic value. 

P A R I S , F R E N C H N A T I O N A L C E N T E R 

F O R S C I E N T I F I C R E S E A R C H 
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T a b l e 1 : P l a t o ' s p a l e t t e o f c o l o r s 

P l a t o ' s e x p l a n a t i o n for c o l o r s is so s i m p l e a n d so c o h e r e n t that i t s e e m s 

of interest to p r e s e n t it in table form. 

T h e r e are four bas ic c o l o r s 

W h i t e = A 

Black = Β 

R e d = C 

B r i g h t = D 

By m i x i n g these bas ic c o l o r s , o n e can obta in all o t h e r c o l o r s 

g o l d e n (E) = A + C + D 

purp le (F) = A + Β + C 

d a r k violet ( G ) = (A + Β + C) + Β = A + 2B + C 

t a w n y ( Η ) = Ε + I = (A + C + D) + (A + Β) = 2A + Β + 

C + D 

grey (I) = A + Β 

w h i t e y e l l o w ( J ) = E + A = (A + C + D) + A = 2A + C + D 

d a r k blue ( Κ ) = A + Β + D 

p a l e b lue green ( L ) = A + K = A + (A + B + D) = 2A + B + D 

green ( Μ ) = Η + Β = ( 2 A + Β + C + D) + Β = 2A + 2B 

+ C + D 

T h a t is 

I A Β 

F A Β C 

G A 2B C 

Η 2 A Β C D 

Μ 2 A 2B C D 

Ε C D A 

J C D 2 A 

Κ D A Β 

L D 2 A Β 



Figure 1. The visual application of Plato's theory of compression and division 
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Commentary on Brisson 

D A N A R . M I L L E R 

P r o f e s s o r B r i s s o n p r e s e n t s an a c c u r a t e and useful d i s c u s s i o n o f the 

a c c o u n t of the phys ica l m e c h a n i c s of sense p e r c e p t i o n in the Timaeus. 

A l t h o u g h his d i s c u s s i o n i s lucid, the fo l lowing o u t l i n e of the b a s i c 

points might be helpful: 

(1) the pr imary subs tances are the four e l e m e n t a l b o d i e s ; 

(2) s e c o n d a r y s u b s t a n c e s a r e a g g r e g a t e s o f t h e e l e m e n t a l 

bodies ; 

(3) s e c o n d a r y s u b s t a n c e s p r o d u c e var ious effects or pathemata 

on sent ient be ings ; 

(4) the organs of sense rece ive the effects a n d t ransmi t t h e m as 

m o t i o n s t h r o u g h c h a n n e l s ; 

(5) these c h a n n e l s are the blood vessels; 

(6) b l o o d vessels h a v e the intermediary role of c o n v e y i n g these 

m o t i o n s to the brain; 

(7) the brain c o n v e y s t h e s e m o t i o n s t o the r a t i o n a l , i m m o r t a l 

part of the soul. 

Final ly, o n e might add this to the list: 

(8) t h e r a t i o n a l p a r t m a y c h o o s e , o n c e a w a r e o f m o t i o n s 

or ig inat ing from the sense organs , to direct the act iv i t ies of 

the body and of the o t h e r parts of the soul. 

A l t h o u g h P l a t o i s reputed to h a v e h a d less regard for the o u t s i d e wor ld 

than m o s t h u m a n s , he h a s in t h e Timaeus t roub led h i m s e l f to g ive a 

m o r e o r less c o h e r e n t a c c o u n t o f sense percept ion. S e n s e p e r c e p t i o n 

p r o v i d e s the bas i s o f o u r c o g n i t i v e l ink t o the w o r l d a r o u n d u s . 

R e m a i n i n g wi th the " l i n k " m e t a p h o r , the a c c o u n t o f p e r c e p t i o n j u s t 

out l ined is a chain c o m p o s e d of several l inks. N o w a chain is only as 

s t r o n g as its w e a k e s t l ink. J u s t h o w s t rong i s P l a t o ' s c h a i n ? Prof. 

Br isson c l a i m s that it is a very weak chain indeed. 
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At the end of his p a p e r Prof. Brisson argues as fol lows: 

Plato fails to explain how sense perceptions centralized in the heart by the 

blood are transmitted to the soul. A Platonic physiology had to respect the 

dualism of body and soul, mind and sense, yet . . . it had to conform to the 

epistemological tenets that sense perceptions "reach" the soul and "report" to 

the soul, submitting their findings to its arbitration. Certainly, Plato's soul is 

invisible and non-material. It would be too much to expect that the physiology 

of this time would be able to bridge the gulf between the material and non-

material (this volume, p. 164). 

It is not c l ear to me why P l a t o ' s a c c o u n t " fa i l s . " I take it that P l a t o ' s 

a c c o u n t " f a i l s " e i ther b e c a u s e (a) i t d o e s not do the e x p l a n a t o r y w o r k 

P l a t o should, and presumably did, requi re i t to do or (b) i t d o e s not do 

the e x p l a n a t o r y w o r k that we require of a p l a u s i b l e , e x p e r i m e n t a l l y 

veri f iable, a c c o u n t and, furthermore, i t m a k e s c l a i m s cont rary to what 

we regard to be scientifically established truth. 

If Prof. Br isson thinks that P l a t o ' s a c c o u n t fails in the sense of (b), I 

w o u l d a g r e e . Sti l l , this would be a ra ther ins igni f icant fai lure, o n e 

h a r d l y wor th m e n t i o n i n g . No o n e w o u l d expect such an a c c o u n t from 

P l a t o nor, for that matter , from Descar tes . I w o u l d think, then, that the 

c l a i m is that P l a t o ' s a c c o u n t fails in the sense that his theory d o e s not 

do the explanatory work he needs i t to d o . 

To inves t iga te w h e t h e r Prof. Br i s son i s r ight, we m u s t d e t e r m i n e 

w h a t w o r k P l a t o ' s theory m u s t do and w h e t h e r the l inks in his chain of 

t ransmiss ion are strong enough to accompl i sh this w o r k for h im. 

F o r the sake of the argument , let us grant Prof. B r i s s o n ' s a s sumpt ion 

that the work that the percept ion theory must do is to g ive an a c c o u n t of 

h o w sense p e r c e p t i o n s " r e a c h and r e p o r t " to the soul, or as P la to puts i t 

in the Theaetetus, h o w sensat ions h a v e a " c o n n e c t i o n wi th the m i n d " 

(συνά-ψιι προς οιάνοιαν [ 1 9 5 d l ] , quoted by Br i s son on p. 164). 

F o l l o w i n g the genera l f ramework of Prof. B r i s s o n ' s e x p o s i t i o n of 

P l a t o ' s theory of sense percept ion, which I h a v e s u m m a r i z e d , we need 

a n a c c o u n t o f h o w the s e n s e s inform the m i n d a b o u t the e x t e r n a l 

objects that h a v e an effect on them. To a c c o m p l i s h this task, the effects 

or pathemata p r o d u c e d by external objects m u s t be t ransmit ted to the 

m i n d in a language, so to speak, which it can u n d e r s t a n d . If P la to can 

g i v e a c o h e r e n t a c c o u n t of this, an a c c o u n t that w o u l d be p laus ib le , 

g iven the o t h e r c l a i m s for which Plato a rgues in the Timaeus, then the 

theory has d o n e the work required of it: i t has s u c c e e d e d . 

Let us take a s i m p l e case . Herac l i tus c o m e s o u t of his cave to go 

s w i m m i n g ; i t ' s u n b e a r a b l y hot. T h e only w a t e r n e a r b y i s a r iver. 
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H e r a c l i t u s goes to the river, but as he a p p r o a c h e s , he h e a r s a roar and 

observes to himself, " B y Z e u s , I bet the water in that river is m o v i n g so 

fast that if 1 went in, I w o u l d n e v e r be the s a m e again, in fact, I w o u l d 

d r o w n ! " So Heracl i tus d e c i d e s not to enter the river. 

W h a t h a s h a p p e n e d h e r e i s tha t H e r a c l i t u s ' e y e s a n d e a r s w e r e 

affected by the turbu lence of the r iver. T h e s e o r g a n s t r a n s m i t t e d the 

i n f o r m a t i o n to H e r a c l i t u s ' m i n d , his t h i n k i n g , w h i c h o c c u r s in the 

rat ional part of his soul . His m i n d s izes up the s i tuat ion based on w h a t 

i n f o r m a t i o n i t gets f rom the s e n s e s , and c o n c l u d e s that s w i m m i n g 

would be risky. 

N o w w e m u s t e x a m i n e t h e l i n k s o f the c h a i n . I n the in teres t o f 

brevity and clarity I will l imit the n u m b e r of l inks to three. (1) A s e n s e 

o r g a n ' s recept ion of d a t a from objects of sensat ion and its t ransmiss ion 

of this d a t a inwards . (2) T h e b l o o d ' s t r a n s m i s s i o n of sense data to the 

brain. (3) T h e b r a i n ' s t ransmiss ion of sense data to the soul. 

(1) A c c o r d i n g to P l a t o , as Prof. B r i s s o n h a s e x p l a i n e d to us, an 

audib le s o u n d is a " b l o w that is t ransmit ted to the soul t h r o u g h the ear s 

by the air o f both the brain and the b l o o d " (67b2-4), and " t h e m o t i o n " 

caused by this b low, a m o t i o n that starts in the head and e n d s up in the 

reg ion of the liver, i s " h e a r i n g . " T h e r iver by its tu rbu lence p r o d u c e s 

" b l o w s " that are t ransmit ted by the m o t i o n of the e l e m e n t a l air b o d i e s 

that lie in b e t w e e n the r iver a n d H e r a c l i t u s ' ear . So the s o u n d of the 

river enters H e r a c l i t u s ' ear as " b l o w s " w h i c h are m o t i o n s that are then 

t ransmit ted inwards t h r o u g h the ear . 

W h a t a b o u t the s ight o f the swi r l ing w a t e r s ? A c c o r d i n g to P l a t o ' s 

a c c o u n t ( 4 5 b - c , 6 7 c ) , t h e d a r k c h u r n i n g o f the w a t e r s c a u s e the 

e m i s s i o n of pyramidal f i re b o d i e s . P y r a m i d a l f i re b o d i e s emit ted from 

the eyes , j o i n i n g with s imi lar f i re b o d i e s from sunl ight , form a s t r e a m 

or ray that c o m e s in contact with the f ire b o d i e s c o m i n g from the r iver. 

B e c a u s e the waters are dark, these f i re bodies are bigger in size than the 

fire b o d i e s of the visual ray. B e i n g bigger, they forcibly c o n d e n s e t h e 

visual ray. T h e visual ray, w h i c h e x t e n d s from the eyes to the object of 

v is ion, h a s the " s a m e af fect iv i ty" t h r o u g h o u t ( 4 5 c 7 ) and i s "a s ing le 

b o d y " ( 4 5 c 4 ) . I t t h e r e f o r e t r a n s m i t s the m o t i o n ( 4 5 d l ) o f forced 

c o n d e n s e m e n t " in to the body until i t reaches the s o u l " (d2) . 

So the s ight of dark, c h u r n i n g w a t e r s e n t e r s H e r a c l i t u s ' e y e s as a 

kind of m o t i o n t ransmit ted by the f ire b o d i e s of vis ion. As in the c a s e 

of hear ing, this mot ion is t ransmit ted o n w a r d s to the brain. 

T o s u m m a r i z e : t h e f irst l i n k i s the t r a n s m i s s i o n o f m o t i o n 

o r i g i n a t i n g from an ex terna l ob ject into the b o d y t h r o u g h an o r g a n of 
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s e n s e . T h e e l e m e n t a l b o d i e s , i n th is c a s e a i r a n d fire, d o the 

t ransmit t ing, pass ing on the mot ion faithfully b e c a u s e each kind has the 

s a m e bas ic s h a p e and m o b i l i t y . Wi th in the c o n c e p t u a l f ramework o f 

the Timaeus, th i s l ink s e e m s a d e q u ? t e . (2) T h e s e c o n d l ink i s the 

b l o o d ' s t ransmiss ion of the " m o t i o n " — w h i c h or ig inates from the sense 

o b j e c t — t o the bra in . B l o o d is a c o m p o s i t i o n of the four e l e m e n t a l 

bodies . Its c h a n n e l s , of c o u r s e , go to all parts of the b o d y . T h e blood 

t r a n s m i t s the r e c e i v e d " m o t i o n " by the i n t e r a c t i o n o f its e l e m e n t a l 

cons t i tuents . F o r e x a m p l e , a sens ib le m o t i o n t ransmit ted by air outs ide 

the b o d y is t r a n s m i t t e d to the brain by the air par t ic le s in the b lood. 

G r a n t i n g that e l e m e n t a l air b o d i e s can t ransmit a m o t i o n in this w a y — 

s o m e t h i n g that P la to w o u l d h a v e n o c o m p e l l i n g r e a s o n t o d o u b t — t h i s 

part of the t ransmiss ion theory is p laus ib le . Prof. Br i s son suggests that 

the b l o o d wil l t a k e t h e " m o t i o n " to the hear t a n d that this p o s e s a 

p r o b l e m ( p . 164). In the c a s e o f h e a r i n g a n d s ight , o b v i o u s l y the 

b l o o d ' s first s t o p will be the bra in, so there i s no p r o b l e m . B u t e v e n , 

say in the c a s e of t o u c h , the " m o t i o n " should pass t h r o u g h the heart on 

the way to the bra in, I fail to see a p r o b l e m . W h a t is i m p o r t a n t for 

P l a t o i s that the " m o t i o n " i s t ransmit ted to the bra in, w h i c h d o e s not 

s e e m to be in quest ion. 

(3) T h e third, and m o s t interest ing, l ink in the c h a i n of percept ion is 

b e t w e e n the bra in a n d the s o u l . P l a t o c l a i m s that the " m o t i o n " i s 

t ransmit ted from the brain " t o (μέχρι) the s o u l " ( 4 5 d 2 ) . To unders tand 

h o w this m i g h t w o r k we n e e d to k n o w what , in P l a t o ' s c o n c e p t i o n , the 

brain i s a n d w h a t the soul is. T h e latter r e q u i r e m e n t c a n n o t be easi ly 

m e t . B u t I th ink the fo l lowing def init ion m i g h t serve, at least, for the 

p r e s e n t a r g u m e n t . T h e soul is, for Plato, a se l f -moving s o m e t h i n g ' not 

c o m p o s e d o f the e l e m e n t a l b o d i e s ; f u r t h e r m o r e , w h a t g o e s on in the 

soul c a n be r e d u c e d to m o t i o n s of s o m e k ind. As for the bra in, i t i s 

formed m a r r o w , as Prof. Br isson has expla ined to us (p . 150). 

P l a t o p a y s spec ia l a t t e n t i o n t o the m a r r o w . W h y h e d o e s s o will 

b e c o m e i m m e d i a t e l y a p p a r e n t . T h e m a r r o w i s f o r m e d o f t h e very 

f inest m a t e r i a l s in e x a c t p r o p o r t i o n : i t c o n s i s t s of the m o s t perfect ly 

s h a p e d e l e m e n t a l b o d i e s , m a d e o f the best " t r i a n g l e s . " T h e m a r r o w i s 

the " o r i g i n " or " s tar t ing p o i n t " (αρχή 7 3 b 2 ) for the genera t ion of all the 

o t h e r t i s s u e s o f t h e b o d y , a n d the o r g a n i s m i s f o r m e d a r o u n d it. 

M a r r o w c o n s t i t u t e s a " u n i v e r s a l s e e d - g r o u n d (πανστηρμίαν) for all 

1 See Plato's discussion of soul and self-motion in Phdr. 245c5ff, Lg. 
896a Iff. 
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l iv ing b e i n g s " ( 7 3 c l - 2 ) . I t i s s u c h a s e e d - g r o u n d for l iv ing b e i n g s 

b e c a u s e " t h e t h r e e k i n d s of sou l a r e planted a n d b o u n d fast in t h e 

m a r r o w " ( 7 3 c 3 - 4 ) , and, of c o u r s e , a th ing c a n n o t be a l ive unless i t h a s 

s o u l . T h e t h r e e k i n d s o f s o u l , r a t i o n a l , sp i r i ted, a n d a p p e t i t i v e , a r e 

" p l a n t e d a n d b o u n d fast" in differently s h a p e d and located par t s o f t h e 

m a r r o w . T h e r o u n d m a r r o w located in t h e h e a d i s l ike a " p l o w l a n d 

(αρουραν)" into w h i c h the " d i v i n e s e e d , " that is, the m o s t d iv ine k ind 

of soul , the rat ional soul, i s " p l a n t e d " (73c7-8) . 

T h e m a r r o w serves a s a n " a n c h o r " a n d " b o n d " (73d5-6) w h i c h b i n d s 

the sou l to the o r g a n i s m . H o w , exact ly, d o e s this w o r k ? T h e m a r r o w i s 

c o m p o s e d of the best mater ia l s b e c a u s e the best mater ia l s fit together in 

the s t r o n g e s t p o s s i b l e w a y . T h u s fitted t o g e t h e r they c a n hold in the 

s o u l , w h i c h is, a c c o r d i n g to t h e d e f i n i t i o n we h a v e a d o p t e d , a self-

m o v i n g s o m e t h i n g not c o m p o s e d o f e l e m e n t a l b o d i e s . S o m a r r o w 

h o l d s i n t h e s o u l ' s m o t i o n s . A c c o r d i n g t o Pla to, w h e n w e get old o r 

s ick, w h a t h o l d s t h e t r i a n g l e s t o g e t h e r , t h u s f o r m i n g t h e e l e m e n t a l 

c o n s t i t u e n t s o f the m a r r o w , i s " l o o s e n e d " ( 8 1 c 6 ) . O n c e this h a p p e n s , 

the b o n d s that h o l d in the s o u l - m o t i o n s are b r o k e n , the sou l e s c a p e s 

u n h a r m e d , a n d the b o d y dies (81d5-e5) . 

T h e r e l a t i o n , t h e n , b e t w e e n t h e m a r r o w a n d t h e s o u l i s o n e o f 

c o n t a i n e r a n d c o n t a i n e d . T h e c i rcular m o t i o n s o f the d i v i n e part o f the 

soul are h a p p i l y c o n t a i n e d in the r o u n d m a r r o w of the brain. T h i n k i n g 

a n d se l f -awareness , Which is the p r i m a r y act ivi ty of this part, c o n s i s t s 

of t h e s e m o t i o n s . 2 In a d i s c u s s i o n of the appet i t i ve par t of t h e s o u l , 

q u o t e d by Prof. Br i s son ( p . 162), P l a t o m e n t i o n s that this k ind of sou l 

l a c k s t h e c a p a c i t y t o b e " s e l f - a w a r e a n d r a t i o n a l l y t o c o n s i d e r 

(λογίσασθαι) w h a t per ta ins to itself w h i l e i t revolves wi th in a n d a b o u t 

itself, re jec t ing m o t i o n that c o m e s from o u t s i d e a n d exerc i s ing its o w n 

m o t i o n " ( 7 7 b 7 - c 3 ) . I th ink i t i s r a t h e r c lear that the rat ional soul d o e s 

p o s s e s s p r e c i s e l y th is c a p a c i t y . I t r e s e m b l e s t h e w o r l d soul w h i c h , 

Pla to tel ls us , l ikewise " r e v o l v e s wi th in itself," hav ing an " i n t e l l i g e n t " 

life ( 3 6 e 3 - 4 ) . 

N o w t o re turn t o the a c c o u n t o f p e r c e p t i o n . T h e m o t i o n or ig inat ing 

u l t i m a t e l y f r o m an ex terna l object, H e r a c l i t u s ' river, r e a c h e s the brain 

t h r o u g h t h e b l o o d . T r a n s m i t t e d t h r o u g h t h e h igh-qua l i ty e l e m e n t a l 

b o d i e s o f the m a r r o w , this m o t i o n d i s t u r b s the m o t i o n o f the ra t ional 

soul (cf. 4 3 d 1-2, 4 4 a 4 - 7 ) . T h e c i rcu lar m o t i o n of the rat ional sou l i s 

se l f-aware a n d therefore i s a w a r e of the a p p e a r a n c e of a n e w m o t i o n . 

2 Cf. 37b6-c3,40a8-bl, 90c7-dl; Lg 898a8-b8; cf. also/in. 407al9-23. 
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T h e soul, posses s ing a super ior kind of se l f-motion, quick ly " r e j e c t s " 

the d i s t u r b i n g m o t i o n — l e s t i t h a v e l o n g t c r m effect o n its o w n 

m o t i o n — a n d , on the o t h e r hand, " r a t i o n a l l y c o n s i d e r s " w h a t the new 

m o t i o n h a s " a n n o u n c e d t o i t " ( 6 4 b 6 ) a b o u t t h e o u t s i d e w o r l d . 

Heracl i tus real izes that s w i m m i n g is not an opt ion. 

T h i s is the third link. It too, I think, holds . T h e chain of percept ion 

as a w h o l e holds b e c a u s e Plato has careful ly ana lyzed p e r c e p t i o n as a 

t r a n s m i s s i o n of m o t i o n and r e d u c e d t h i n k i n g to m o t i o n as well.-1 

M o t i o n s , he thinks, can have an effect on o n e another , and furthermore, 

he accepts the old pr inciple that " l ike r e c o g n i z e s l i k e . " 4 There fore it is 

a t least p l a u s i b l e that external ob jects c a n i m p a c t on us t h r o u g h o u r 

s e n s e o r g a n s s u c h that w e m a k e r a t i o n a l c h o i c e s b a s e d o n the 

information received. Therefore, wi thin the f ramework of the Timaeus, 

P l a t o ' s a c c o u n t of percept ion, I think, s u c c e e d s . 

But Plato should not be released w i t h o u t a final cha l lenge . M o t i o n is 

the m o t i o n of s o m e t h i n g . It is not c lear j u s t w h a t kind of thing the soul 

is, but it is, in P l a t o ' s v iew, s o m e t h i n g . T h e m o t i o n s t ransmit ted by the 

air and Fire bodies in H e r a c l i t u s ' m a r r o w are ev ident ly m o t i o n s of these 

b o d i e s . B u t i t i s far from o b v i o u s j u s t h o w the s o u l ' s m o t i o n i s 

d i s turbed by the m o t i o n of the e l e m e n t a l b o d i e s that are its c o n t a i n e r . 

If the soul is perfect ly n o n - m a t e r i a l , i t is hard to c o n c e i v e h o w the 

m o t i o n of w h a t e v e r it is could be t roubled by the m o t i o n of a mater ia l 

body . Prof. Br i sson, in the passage I quoted at the b e g i n n i n g , says that 

"a P l a t o n i c phys io logy had to respect the d u a l i s m of b o d y a n d s o u l . " 

D u a l i s m b e t w e e n the material and non-mater ia l is, in the v iew of Prof. 

Br i s son, u n b r i d g e a b l e , at least for P l a t o . T h e r e f o r e P l a t o ' s theory of 

sense percept ion was d o o m e d to failure from the outset . 

But is the soul perfectly non-mater ia l in the Timaeus; is soul a kind 

of Car tes ian m i n d ? I do not think so . It is c lear that it is not c o m p o s e d 

of the e l e m e n t a l bodies or of the t r iangles . B u t it is n o w h e r e stated that 

the soul is i m m a t e r i a l in every r e s p e c t . S o u l , in the Timaeus, is an 

i n t e r m e d i a t e kind of th ing; in later P l a t o n i s m this idea b e c a m e very 

p o p u l a r indeed. Soul i s cons t ruc ted out of the fo l lowing c o n s t i t u e n t s : 

" I n b e t w e e n the indiv i s ib le s u b s t a n c e (ουσίας) w h i c h i s a l w a y s the 

s a m e a n d the div i s ib le < s u b s t a n c e > that c o m e s to be wi th respect to 

(ntpi) b o d i e s , he c o m p o u n d e d from both a third k ind of s u b s t a n c e " 

( 3 5 a l - 4 ) . A l t h o u g h we m a y not be a b l e to say j u s t w h a t k ind o f 

3 See 43c4-7 where all sensations are defined as "motions." 
4 See, e.g., Phd. 66al-3, d8-e2; a lsodn. 404bl7- l8, 405bl5. 
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s u b s t a n c e the third k ind of s u b s t a n c e , soul , is, i t c a n n o t be per fect ly 

i m m a t e r i a l , i n a s m u c h as o n e o f its c o n s t i t u e n t s i s q u i t e m a t e r i a l . 

Insofar , t h e r e f o r e , a s i t h a s s o m e t h i n g in c o m m o n w i t h m a t e r i a l 

subs tance, 5 P la to can r e a s o n a b l y c la im that the soul c a n be inf luenced 

by m o t i o n s from bodies and c a n be a cause of m o t i o n s in t h e m . 

F r o m o u r perspect ive P l a t o ' s a c c o u n t o f sense p e r c e p t i o n m a y not be 

satisfying, but we s h o u l d , at least, credi t h im with an a c c o u n t that is 

inwardly c o h e r e n t and thoughtful ly constructed. 

We w o u l d p r o b a b l y l ike P l a t o to be a little m o r e f o r t h c o m i n g ; we 

w o u l d l ike h i m to tel ls us a bit m o r e about j u s t h o w he t h o u g h t soul 

c a u s e s m o t i o n i n b o d i e s . T o m y k n o w l e d g e P l a t o c o n f r o n t s th i s 

p r o b l e m direct ly only o n c e . In the Laws P l a t o offers t h r e e p o s s i b l e 

explanat ions of h o w soul c a n m o v e a body, for e x a m p l e , the sun. 

(1) T h e < s o u l > a b i d e s within this v is ible r o u n d b o d y < o f the 

s u n > and c o n v e y s i t e v e r y w h e r e j u s t as o u r sou l car r ies us 

about e v e r y w h e r e ; 

(2) or, a s s o m e h o l d , f rom s o m e w h e r e o u t s i d e < i t s e l f > t h e 

< s o u l > p r o v i d e s itself with a body of fire or air of s o m e kind 

and p u s h e s the b o d y <of the s u n > with a b o d y ; 

(3) or thirdly, the < s o u l > itself, t h o u g h b e i n g b a r e (ψιλή) of 

b o d y , h a s c e r t a i n o t h e r m o s t e x t r a o r d i n a r y p o w e r s < b y 

w h i c h > i t gu ides < l h e s u n > . ( 8 9 8 e 8 - 8 9 9 a 4 ) 

Pla to d o e s not c o m m i t h i m s e l f to any of the o p t i o n s g iven h e r e . But , 

k e e p i n g the Timaeus in v iew, I suggest that P la to m a y be p r o p o s i n g the 

fol lowing e x p l a n a t i o n of h o w soul m o v e s b o d y . In the Timaeus P l a t o 

offers a vers ion of the first o p t i o n : soul , wi th in a n d t h r o u g h o u t the 

body of the wor ld, c a u s e s its m o t i o n . But o p t i o n (1) d o e s not tell us 

very m u c h . O p t i o n (2) s e e m s to tell u s m o r e : soul u s e s e l e m e n t a l 

b o d i e s a s i n s t r u m e n t s by c a u s i n g t h e m to m o v e , a n d they, in turn 

" p u s h " other , larger, b o d i e s . E v e n i f P la to d o e s hold this v iew ( w h i c h 

he at tr ibutes to o thers ) , i t d o e s not tells us all we w a n t to k n o w . H o w 

d o e s soul m o v e air a n d f i r e b o d i e s ? O p t i o n (3) i s c o m p a t i b l e w i t h 

opt ions (1) and (2) and tel ls us s o m e t h i n g new. Soul , a c c o r d i n g to (3) , 

is " b a r e of b o d y . " In the f r a m e w o r k of the Timaeus this w o u l d m e a n 

5 Because of this commonality with material substance Plato can claim that 

soul is spread throughout the body of the world and envelops it (36e2-3)— 

something against which Aristotle protests (An. 407a2-3)—and, as mentioned 

above, that its motions are held in by the marrow. 
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that soul is not formed of the t r iang les . 6 But further, soul, a c c o r d i n g to 

opt ion 3, a l so possesses " p o w e r s (bvvaptis)." T h e s e powers are said to 

be " e x t r a o r d i n a r y (ύπ( ρ βάλλουσας θαΰματι)" but not t r a n s c e n d e n t . 

T h e p o w e r s o f soul, Plato says, " g u i d e " the sun. But what prope l s the 

s u n , w h a t actua l ly c a u s e s i t to m o v e ? P e r h a p s the a n s w e r i s g iven in 

o p t i o n 2. P e r h a p s P l a t o is s u g g e s t i n g , in a b a c k h a n d e d w a y not 

u n c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f h im, that the " e x t r a o r d i n a r y p o w e r s " o f the s u n ' s 

sou l m o v e its e l e m e n t a l b o d i e s ( i .e . , fire b o d i e s : see Tim. 39b4-5) 

w h i c h in turn prope l the sun. In the Timaeus P l a t o c l a i m s that the 

t ransmiss ion to soul of the sensat ions of hear ing and sight occurs by the 

m o t i o n s of air and fire b o d i e s . In v iew of the passage in the Laws, he 

m a y h a v e a l so t h o u g h t that soul , by its p o w e r s or m o t i o n s , t r a n s m i t s 

m o t i o n to air and fire bodies , w h i c h are the finest and most m o b i l e of 

the e l e m e n t a l bodies . T h e s e bodies , in turn, initiate m o t i o n in the other 

less m o b i l e e l e m e n t a l bodies and, in genera l , in the o r g a n i s m ' s var ious 

parts , " p u s h i n g " t h e m , so to speak. If this is so, the passage in the Laws 

d o e s not, in fact, s tate three a l ternat ive a c c o u n t s , but three s tages of a 

s ing le a c c o u n t : by its specia l " p o w e r s " (opt ion 3) soul m o v e s cer ta in 

e l e m e n t a l bodies (opt ion 2) in a l iv ing o r g a n i s m ( the sun, hav ing soul, 

i s a l ive) w h i c h then spread m o t i o n t h r o u g h o u t the o r g a n i s m (opt ion 1). 

I f we w e r e to c h a l l e n g e P l a t o to e x p l a i n to us j u s t h o w the s o u l ' s 

" e x t r a o r d i n a r y p o w e r s " — w h i c h I t a k e to be the " m o t i o n s " d i scussed in 

the Timaeus—move the subtlest e l e m e n t a l bodies, he might reply that it 

i s j u s t o b v i o u s that the s o u l ' s p o w e r s d o m o v e these bodies , a n d that 

t h e y c a n do i t by v i r tue of the fact that sou l i s an i n t e r m e d i a t e 

s u b s t a n c e . 

F O R D H A M U N I V E R S I T Y 

See the discussion of body at 53c4-7. 
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