Aquinas on Spiritual Change
In "Is an Aristotelian Philosophy of Mind Still Credible? (A draft)," Myles
Burnyeat challenged the functionalist interpretation of Aristotle by defending
Aquinas's understanding of Aristotle's account of sensation.1 Richard Sorajbi
had argued that Aristotle takes the reception of sensible forms to be a
physiological event,2 and Burnyeat compared this to the way functionalists have
taken states of sensory awareness to be functional states constituted by or
realized in states of the body. 3 So, for example, Burnyeat took Sorabji as having
asserted that Aristotle takes seeing red to be constituted by the eye jelly turning
red. Burnyeat argued against this that Aquinas is correct in interpreting Aristotle
as holding that sense perception does not consist in a physiological change, but
rather in a spiritual change that has no material or physiological process
underlying it.4
One might have thought that in contrasting spiritual changes with
physiological changes, Burnyeat was contrasting spiritual changes with physical
changes.5 So one might have expected Burnyeat to oppose not only Sorabji's
interpretation of Aristotle, but also Sheldon Cohen's interpretation of Aquinas,
since Cohen has argued that Aquinas takes the immaterial reception of sensible
forms to be a physical event.6 Thus it may come as a bit of shock to find
Burnyeat defending Cohen's interpretation of Aquinas in "Aquinas on 'Spiritual
Change' in Perception." Burnyeat asserts that he agrees with Cohen's claim that
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the spiritual or immaterial reception of a sensible form is always a physical
event.7
It is my contention that Burnyeat's agreement with Cohen is largely
nominal. What Burnyeat means by the term 'physical' differs in significant ways
from what Cohen means by it. To the extent that there is substantive agreement
between them, I will argue that Cohen and Burnyeat are mistaken in their
interpretation of Aquinas.
A crucial piece of evidence that Burnyeat is not using the term 'physical' to
mean the same thing that Cohen means by it is provided by the fact that they
disagree about the spiritual reception of intelligible forms. Cohen commits
himself to the view that the spiritual reception of intelligible forms by the soul is
not a physical event, and indeed, Burnyeat quotes him as asserting that Aquinas
allows that in intellection there are acts of awareness that are not physical
events.8 But Burnyeat defines what it is to be physical in such a way that the
spiritual reception of intelligible forms counts as a physical event. Burnyeat
stipulates that 'physical' means whatever comes within the scope of physics and
proceeds to argue that form and matter are basic principles of Aristotelian
physics.9 His conclusion is that since spiritual change involves form, it falls
within the realm of physics:
Thus both natural and spiritual change fall within the realm of physics,
because both involve form. The contrast between them is not that
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spiritual change is (wholly or partly) non-physical, but that it is a change
of form alone. It is a physical, but not a material change.10
Cohen, or any other scholar, surely would not deny that the spiritual reception of
intelligible forms involves form, so he would not deny that the immaterial
reception of intelligible forms is physical in Burnyeat's sense of the term. Thus
when Cohen denies that the spiritual reception of intelligible forms is a physical
event, he must mean something substantially different from Burnyeat. By the
same token, when he asserts that the spiritual reception forms is a physical event,
he must also mean something substantially different from Burnyeat. Thus their
agreement is not substantive, but merely nominal.
What does Cohen mean? What Cohen means by calling an event physical
is that it is corporeal. Since Burnyeat has denied that he himself equates the
physical with the corporeal, there is further reason to conclude that his
agreement with Cohen is merely nominal.11 What is the evidence that Cohen
identifies the physical with the corporeal? The following passage is decisive:
(vi) AT 84, A1, r1 Aquinas says
the intellect knows bodies, but not by means of a body, nor through
material and corporeal likeness, but through immaterial and
intelligible species that can exist in the soul (quae per sui essentiam in
anima esse possunt).
The contrast seems to be between the intellect and the senses, which know
bodies by means of a body (sense-organ), and whose species are only
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potentially intelligible until they are made actually intelligible by the
active intellect. If so, then Aquinas is saying that sense images are
physical likenesses, and implying that they cannot exist in the soul.12
In this passage first Cohen translates Aquinas using the term 'corporeal likeness'.
Then in explaining Aquinas's remark he says that "Aquinas is saying that sense
images are physical likenesses," and furthermore, he contrasts saying with
implying. The only possible conclusion is that Cohen is treating the term
'physical' as a synonym for the term 'corporeal'. So when Cohen denies that the
spiritual reception of intelligible forms is a physical event, his point is that it is
not corporeal. When he asserts that the spiritual of sensible forms is a physical
event, his point is that it is corporeal. In contrast, when Burnyeat asserts that the
spiritual reception of forms is a physical event, a claim that applies to the
spiritual reception of both sensible and intelligible forms, he is implying neither
that that event is corporeal nor that it cannot exist in the soul.
Burnyeat's defense of the claim that Aquinas thinks that the spiritual
reception of forms is a physical event therefore provides no support whatsoever
for Cohen's claim that Aquinas thinks that the spiritual reception of sensible
forms is a physical event. Considered independently of Cohen's claim,
Burnyeat's claim has little philosophical interest. Yes, there is a legitimate sense
of the term 'physical' according to which even the spiritual reception of
intelligible forms is physical. We can all agree that it is a legitimate use of the
term 'physical' to stipulate as Burnyeat does that it includes anything within the
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scope of physics and we can all agree that form is a basic principle of Aristotelian
physics. However, in defining the physical in such an inclusive way, we can no
longer use that notion to help us understand the way in which the spiritual
reception of intelligible forms differs from the spiritual reception of sensible
forms.
Cohen's assertion that the spiritual reception of sensible forms is a
physical event is much more interesting because he does not define the physical
in such an all inclusive way. What Cohen means is that the spiritual reception of
sensible forms is a wholly corporeal event. This assertion has real teeth,
especially since he holds that Aquinas thinks the spiritual reception of intelligible
forms is not a physical event, by which he means that it is not a corporeal event.
There is one important point of convergence between the views of Cohen
and Burnyeat, reflected in the following passage:
But Aquinas himself, as we have seen, happily insists that seeing red is (i)
a purely spiritual change, nothing more, and (ii) a bodily change to the
eye where the form of red is received without matter. And I take it that all
parties — ancient, medieval, and modern — would agree that 'bodily'
implies 'physical'.13
Burnyeat is here agreeing with Cohen that is it a sufficient condition for an event
to be physical that it be a "bodily change." But the phrase "bodily change" is
ambiguous, and this ambiguity leads to a fallacy committed by both Burnyeat
and Cohen. The phrase "bodily change" can mean corporeal change, but it can
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also mean change in or of the body. Cohen fails to note this ambiguity and
mistranslates Aquinas's phrase 'cum aliqua corporis immutatione' as 'with some
physical change' when it should be 'with some change of the body'.14
Now Burnyeat and Cohen are probably right that all changes in or of the
body are physical events.15 We can also agree to a further claim that does not
follow on Burnyeat's use of the term 'physical', that all changes in or of the body
are corporeal events. But the fallacy is this. It does not follow, as Cohen
mistakenly infers and Burnyeat endorses, at least nominally, that that those
changes are wholly physical. There is certainly conceptual space for the
possibility that there are events taking place in the body which are physical to
that extent, but which nevertheless are not wholly physical. In other words,
there is conceptual space for the possibility that there are events taking place in
the body that are corporeal because they take place in the body, but which are
not wholly corporeal because there are further conditions on what is required for
an event to be wholly corporeal.
As I have argued at length elsewhere against Cohen, this is precisely the
position adopted by Aquinas.16 Aquinas thinks that a wholly corporeal event
requires that the change be natural and not spiritual. Thus he thinks that the
sensible reception of sensible forms occupies a halfway state between the
immaterial and material, between the corporeal and incorporeal. It is partly
material and corporeal because it takes place in the body, but it is partly
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immaterial and incorporeal because it is not a natural change but rather a
spiritual change.
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