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The main purpose of this paper is to provide a modified interpreta-
tion ' of Alemaeon’s doctrine of perception. Specifically, this re-exami-
nation hopes : (a) to offer better solutions to many of the problems involved
in Alemaeon’s psychology (e.g., the difficulties surrounding the activity
v. passivity theories of perception, localization and physiology, the suggest-
ed fire assumption for sense vision, etc.); (b) to point to some epistemo-
logieal implieations and the bearings they have upon concerns such
as the mind-body problem ; (c) to philologically elucidate such key terms
and phrases as: aicBavesOon, Euviévar, xpivety, Staxpivesdar, déyeodar, &vri-
walvy, doxel, xevéy and xotrov; and (d) in some cases, to semantically
imterpret those terms and phrases in a new way.

l. ducordyoc. Alemaeon has been characterized as the founder of
cmpirical psychology 2; however, it would seem to be more appropriate
to eall him the founder of physiological psychology 3. The reason for
this ts that Alemaeon has said more concerning the anatomical structure
of the sense organs and the localization of the psychological functions
(han he has about percepts, their relations, and the inner organization
of the experience. He might be called a gusioréyog, rather than an empir-
wist. The supporting evidence is both substantive and convineing. It
~hould suffice, however, merely to mention that for Alemaeon éyxfpadog

' IFor the “‘classical” or commonly accepled interpretatlion, sce: (a) John I. Beare
i his Greels Theories of Elementary Cognition, Oxford, 1906, pp. 11—13, 93—4, 131—33, 160,
10, 203 —4, and 251—2; (b) Theophrastus, De Sensu (translated and edited wilth commentary
by George Stratton, Allen & Unwin, London, 1919, pp. 88ff, 175—6, and (c) J. Wachtler,
1 Alemeone Crotoniala, 1.eipzig, 1896. Also, for those interested, Gregory Vlastos, Isonomia,
I'he American Journal of Philology, V. 79, 1956, pp. 337—366, can be quite informative
w.auxilliary reading.

* John Burnet, Early Greek Philosophy, Meridian Books, New York, 1967, p. 194-

4 In Lhis conneclion it would Dbe interesting to refer lo Max Dessoir’s stalement : “‘Alc:
miweon of Crotona made the discovery, decisive for every physiological psychology, that Lhe
bunin is Lo be regarded as the cenlral organ of the soul”. See Qullines of the Hislory of
I'sychology (lranslaled by 1. Fisher), The Macmillan Company, New York, 1912, p. 253.
However, Dessoir does not justify his point.

cUC NTIHL, 1971, p. T—14, Bucuresti
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is the center of the senses. If we {ake Theophrastus’ passage as a his-
torically precise evidence, then:

€ ! 1 \ b ’
anacoug Ot 7og-ulodnoeg Guv-
npThodal mwg mpos Thv Eyxépadov .

In this, Alemaeon is undoubtedly on stronger ground than was either
Aristotle or the Stoics, both of whom located the common sensorium in
the heart. In this regard, it should also be mentioned that some? belicve
that both I’lato and Aristotle refer (although not by name) to Aleniacon
as the expounder of the éyxépareg doctrine. Thus, according tuv this
hypothesis, Plato’s passage that the brain

Tag alodgelg mapéywy Tob dxedety xal
opdty nal doppuivecor®

echoes Alemaeon’s physiological theory. Also, by accepting this theory
one sees Aristotle’s phrase, Soxst tioiv, as attributing to Alecmaeon the
gyxéparog theory : ai 8’ciciv ev 7] xeporf) (8d xol doxel Tioly) alcBavecdor
T Lo da tov Eyxépadoy 7.

The phrase doxet tisiv, nay be assumed to refer to Alemaeon, but
only by elimination, that is, by eliminating the psychological doctrines
of those philosophers known to have been living before Aristotle. Indced,
no scientist or philosopher before Aristotle included in his fragments an
tynéparog theory. However, this does not exclude the possibility that
another physiologos or thinker might have advocated a physiological
doctrine, i.e. an anatomist of the Hippocratic School, whose treatise
has been lost.

2. Aio9dveodor and Zuviévar. From a historical standpoint, it is
very important that Alemaeon was the first to make the distinction
between aic®davesdar and Euviévar b, AloPavesda refers to aesthesis (percciv-
ing), while Zuviévar (conceiving) refers to antilepsis as psychological
processes. The results of each are the percept and the ccncept, respect-
ively. To ais9avesDdar and Zuwevar correspond the rouns aisdnorz and
Ziveste. In this connection it might be cbserved that the grammatical
forms of aparemphaton (dmapéppatov: -eoHor and -evar) indicate the
movement-character of alo9avesHar and Zuviévar, that is, both can be
used only for processes, whereas as noun-forms (-is) might indicate
abilities which are not always activated. Given that Alcmaeon uses
aparemphaton forms, one might assume that he refers to processes
and not to their results. And indeed, if this were the case, Alcmacon
would have to be considered the founder of an aetivity-theory of
perception.

The distinction between aicQavesdar and Zuwviévar in  Alemaeon’s
thought is not clear; this, in turn, seems due to the fact that cither

4 Theophraslus, De Sensu, 26.

5 John Beare, Greek Theories of Elemenlary Cognilion, p. 252,
§ Phaedo, 96D.

? Parua Naluralia, 469a 22—23.

8 Theophrastus, De Sensu, 25—6.
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3 ALCMAEON RE-EXAMINED 9-

he did not go far cnough in his researches, or, if he did, then the
existing sources of information for his theory are incomplete. In either
case we are left without the information needed to clarify these funda-
mental concepts and to be able to know where, according to Al¢maeon,
aiodnoiz ends and Edvearz; Dbegins®. In fact, the same point troubles
us today; we have not been able to clarify the concepts ‘sensing’ and
‘perceiving’, thus clearly defining the end of the former and the begin-
ning of the latter., If we identifyv 1 Zuviévow with intelligence, we are
in no belter position than was Alemaeon as concerns the definition
to be given the latter concept . Other asxsumptions could be made, e.g.,
Zunévar could be identified with the Aristotelian xowy alednoig or #pivov
which has 1o do with the perception of xowa (or, in Lockean terminology,
with the primary qualities) : oyfpo, péyeboc, dpbudec, ypbévos and xivroug;
or a dvautg (organism’s power) which refines and synthesizes the {3.a.
(secondary qualities) with the xoivz (primary qualities); or a very general
mental function which includes not only xpicig (judgment), but also
memory and imagination. It must be pointed out, however, that whatever
scholars say in their efforts to offer a true interpretation, no claims to
‘‘certainty’ can Dbe made. On the other hand, two points undoubtedly
have strong support : First, Alemaeon distinguishes sensory perception
from conceptual perception'® and in this he would disagree with some
modern psychologists who do not think there is a need for such a
distinefion. Alemaeon here uses the aparemphaton ¢poveiv and perhaps
some arc misled by the fact that in the later times it came to be
identified with prudence, thus having a strong ecthical connotation.
Alemaeon, it must be pointed out, uses it as a synonym of thinking
(voptlewv). And second, Alemaeon slates explicitly that Zuviéver has a
physiological location, i.e., Zuviévar he belicves, is located in the évxépahog.
Such a position must be seen as being more advanced than those taken
during the subsequent centuries in which was considered a separate
entity by those holding completely non-physiological doctrines.

3. ’Ioovouix. Alemaeon, contrary to the dualism of his contem-
porary Pythagorean friends, supported a physiological monism. Apparently
e was influenced by the medical writers of the lonian and Sicilizn
schools 3. In particular, however, the theory of the organismic constitu-
tion of man by %cac duvaucis, the xpisi, seems to b2 the main ground
from which he abstracted the concept isovopia.

Vlastos makes the assumption 4 that although Alemaeon was mainly
concerned with physiology and medicine he might have transferred the
concept of ioovopiax from cosmology to medicine. For Vlastos, Greek
metaphysical thought was deeply saturated by the isovopio concept

% Beare, p. 251,

10 Ibid., pp. 251, 203.

11 To say thal ‘inlelligence’ is ‘whal an inlelligence lesl measures’ (such operalional
definilions are easily found in any psychology texl) smacks of epistemological naivele.

12 Theophrastus, 25, 4—5.

13 Gr. Vlastos, Isonomia, The American Journal of Ihilology, Vol. LXXIV, 4, 1956,
p. 362,

4 Jbid., p. 364.
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10 D. Z. ANDRIOPOULOS 4

and as a physician, Alcmaeon may have been struck by the cosmos —man
analogy, thus transferring the concept from ‘“the physical macrocosm
to human microcosm’’. A more specific hypothesis could be advanced, viz.,
one could claim that Alemaeon has applied the rationalistic Pythagorean
concept of harmony to his medicine. In this sense, Alemaeon is a “Pytha-
gorean’’, but he is not a docile student of the authority of Pythagoras.
That is, he could not repeat adtdc #px, for he was a restless researcher
whose investigations were based on ‘‘evidential inference’, texpaipzsarls.
In Alemaeon’s case vexpaipesBor indicates not a rationalistic calculation,
but rather his efforts to explain man’s incorporeal psychic functions
in terms of his organic structure. Texuaigssbar cannot be justified by
a Pythagorean rational activity, but only by an observational inquiry,
i.e., by an anatomical observation or elementary experimentation and
dissection of the organism which together provide physiological texprota.
Alemaeon made such anatomical operations'®, studied and wrote on
medical themes, and discussed topics of natural philosophy !?. Indeed,
it seems safe to conclude that the isonomia concept was derived induct-
ively, both from his physiological inquiries and from the doctrine -of the
fowy duvdpswv, the xpioic.

4. Sensory Perception. By dissection Alemaeon made discoveries
about the anatomical structure of the eye, specifically of the ‘‘optic
nerves’’, He found that the Swxpavéc is the physiological means whereby
the eye as a whole functions perceptually. The watery substance of the
Srapavée avtipaivy the sensible object.

The meaning of the verb é&vtiupaivy, is rendered by the verb to
reflect. Thus, the dwxpavég is used like a mirror which reflects the
outside world. Furthermore, Alcmaeon held that the mirror-like image
is more precise to the real objecl if the Sixgavéc is xabapdv (pure) 8.
In this connection one may argue that his point has epistemological
bearings in the sense that the visual percept and, therefore, the formed
concept of a thing cannot be taken as accurate knowledge of the perceived
object. The poor xafupétye (purity) of the Sxpavéc means a poor
percept, and thus an inadequate knowledge of the object. Alemaeon, in
.other words, provides a good ground for the sensory scepticism which was
so ulilized by later seceptics in support of their epistemological theses. As
for the word &vviraudig, it does not necessarily suggest that Alcmaeon
held that there is fire in each eye and that this is the ‘‘active force of
vision’’ or ‘“‘the energy’”1® which collects the visual images. *Avtidaudig
might have been used metaphorically to denote the phenomenon of reflec-
tion on mirrors, waters and so forth; if so, it could be taken to refer to
the reflection on the watery of Sixgavés rather than to “the fire in each

13 D. Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers, Harvard Universily Press, VIIT, 83—84:
66 §avlpamong texpaipesOut, Gr. Vlaslos, Isonomie, The American Journal of Philology.
p. 345.

16 Chalcidius, Plal. Tim., p. 279, ed. \Wrobel, pp. 340—1, ¢d. Mecursius.

17 D. Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers, VIII, 83— 84 : xal ta& mielovu ve latpind
2éyer, duwe 8¢ xal @uolodoyel.

18 Theophrastus, 26, 4: éosov av xaBaghtepov i paidov.

1% Beare, p. 13.
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5 ALCMAEON RE-EXAMINED 11

eye’. If, as Beare claims %, avripaivy; means reflections on the watery
Stupavés, so too he could make the same reference for avrtirapdic. Why
should he come to support a risky hvpothesisﬁ’ And why does he not
make the same hypothesis for the very dvtipaivr i.e. to explam it in
terms of the ‘“existing fire’’ ?

Of course, there is the phrase &t 8’&ye. nlp 8%Aov eivar mAvYévTog Yap
exhapmewv. This phrase is indeed a puzzling one, and in fact hardly fits
within Alemaeon’s ¢uoioroyia. There could, however, be three possible
explanations for its use: (a) Alecmaeon was influenced by the tradition
and the visual-ray theory of the Pythagoreans, > and he believed in
the existence of the =ip in the eye; (b) He used the word =Up meta-
phorically in order to indicate that in the eye there is a sort of sui generis
energy which determines the special function of the visual perception ; or
(c) this phrase was inadequately inserted by Theophrastus himself or
other commentators.

I am inclined to take b and ¢ as safer explanations than a, for the
following reasons: (1) Alemaeon had practiced anatomy, made dissec-
tions, and so forth, according to the available historical evidence. On the
nUp hypothesis depends ‘‘the collection. . . of the visual image’’ 2%, and there-
fore aesthesis is dependent on the wip function. Every animal has aes-
thesis 23 which, according to the wnlp hypothesis, should pre-suppose the
existence of wlp in the animal’s eye. But as we have seen, Alecmaeon
made anatomical studies of animals (maybe of humans too) which would
falsify the nUp hypothesis. And by analogy he should get a negative con-
clusion. (2) Contrary to the Pythagorean «itdc Zpo, Alcmaeon initiated
in his inquiries the texpaipesOot, the evidencial inference. ** (3) He was
i guatohdyog psychologist holding that andeag 8c Tac alsBnseic suvnpeTHod o
mwg mpdg Tov Eyxépadoy and that if the éyxépadrog is disturbed or undergoes
changes, the aestheses mrpoloBur become incapacitated or handicapped in
their functions. 2. Thus, it seems to me that Beare’s interpretation does
not do justice to Alemaeon. Indeed, one gets the impression that he tried
{o force the information into a biased hypothesis. Beare tries to relate the
nip case with the Pythagorean tradition, and even with the Hippocratean
views (in mept Xapwxiv) concerning the functional connexion between :
Hpfaipol-dyxepadou-6payv. Whereas in fact the Hippoceratic theory (eye-
vain-brain-vision) is contrary {o the =lp exegesis and better supports the
puowhoyie explanation. In sum, then, it seems more secure to deny 28

20 p. 1.

1 Arisl., Mel., i.5— 586a29.

2 Beare, p. 13.

3 Lragment, 95: ta §'¢@2rx (Léx: crealures) xioOaverat.
4 Vlastos, p. 34.5.

25 In this view one can (race Lhe scienlific hypothesis of brain geography. As cfforts
in this direclion, we might mention : (a) surgical operations for removal of certain porlions
of éyzépados, and (b) mere anacslhelization, whereby the <émoz of the psychological
funclions is sought.

26 A similar view might be found in Aristotle’s Ilegl ypwuaswy (p. 37). For Slagirites
there is no g and nip [lash in the eye.

w1
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12 D. Z. ANDRIOPOULOS 43

the =Up hypothesis 27 and keep alternatives b and e. But the ¢ alternative
(although it can be kept as a hypothesis for the scholars) is unjusti-
fiable due to its purely speculative nature. Hence, what remains is b,
i.e., the metaphorical use of the word =¥p.

The acoustic perceptual function (&xolew) in connection with the
acoustie organs (obz) is also explained in physiological terms. For Alemacon
the particular anatomieal structure of the acoustic organ is of fundemo-ntal
importance for the acoustic perception. The ¢dg is xolicy with inner
curves, and xzvév, empty. The two predicating words xotiov and xevov
render the inside anatomical description. The description is made in
functional terms, that is, in terms of the conduciveness of xoilov and
xzvéy to the acoustic perception. One could justifiably hypothesize that
Alemaeon made more detailed and anatomical studies on the ofz and
had more knowledge about it, but Theophrastus mentions only these two
characteristies (xothov and xsvév), both of which are virtually indispen-
sable for the acoustic function. It has been suggested ® that the use of
xothov is & mistake which we have inherited by some sort of philological
carelessness through the centuries, and that the real word is xdyio
which renders the inner anatomy more adequately. 1t might be observed
that Dboth xotlov and xéyhe indicate the cave-like curviness of the
inner obs, the difference between the two being that the latter tells us
more specifically about the xoyMédeg pattern of curves, hat pattern
being spiral, beginning with wide curves and gradually narrowing as they
develop inside. Diels’ corrections * suggest the xoidev kind of inter-
pretation, but Beare rightly considers it unnecessary . 3® The corrections
of two sentences are : (a) tolto Yoap #ysiv ux 16 xoldov and (b) tolzo vip
nyotv @Oéyyecbar St <H xellov. 3! Syntactical re-arrangement, however,
says the same thing: the xoidov is the bodily organ which Dby its swui
generis structure receives the vibrating air waves by virtue of gvrvyziy,
that is, by a kind of sound refiaction, thus transmitling the sound iito
the intra {ympanon area.

Concerning the question whether xevéy should lLe taken as equi-
valent to d#p in Aristotle, 32 it could be observed that this suggested
cquivalence rhould admit specifications. First, the view is that anp is
always in xzvéy but the copula in is not one of an identity; it only

27 Why does Beare insist on lhe =3¢ excegesis? Is it only bccause ¢f the perlinert
phrase? It scems thatl by giving such an interprctation he wents to allribute to Alemacon an
aclivily theory of visual perecption and mind. He points out ““mind or the cye’ are nol simply
mirrors ‘‘reflecting objecis as is done by a standing pool’” (p. 13). Bul ro one would agree
wilh Beare Lhat reflecting of images (dvitgaivy) suggests necessarily a passive reception and
further a mind passivity. He thinks that il is ‘‘a popular confusion” to put together dv<ipaivy
and mind aclivily. What is rather confusing is his phrase ‘‘mind cr the eye” which suggesls
an idenlity of the funclion of the eye with the function of mind. Fuilheimore, there is nothing
to indicate that Alcmacon did not or could not hold thal while the initial imputle of the image
by refleclion is passive, afterwards the c¢ye itsddf bececemes aclive by refining the image and
transmilting it to the mind.

28 1., Philippson, "1'7 ’AvBgwrive, Berlin, 1¢31, p. 107.

2% Beare, p. 93.

30 Ibid., p. 93.

31 He rcarranges Theophrastus’ scnlences: 1ef7o 105 dzeiv. gléyyecCar $& =@ xotr o,
Tbv dépa, §'avimyeiv.

32 De Anima, 419b33 : ot yap eivat xevdv & dhp.
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7 ALCMAEON RE-EXAMINED 13

las a localization meaning. That »svéy always contains ap does not
entail any identity. Further, the quotation from Aristotle that WWachtler
uses to support this identity is not decisive. The verb 3oxct is not asser-
tive. Even if Aristotle had had such a conception, what forces us to conclude
that Alemeon meant the same thing ? It might also be mentioned that
the distinetion 33 between (a) &#p in the xollov or outer part and (b) the
arp or xevév of the inner part, is not justified, The distinction is
basecd upon a functional ground holding that a ‘“‘reccives and introduces
the sonant stimulus from the atmosphere’ where b “catches it up and
transfers it to the brain”. The impression given is that these are two
different. functions, but they are not. After ull, what could the functional
verbs “receive’ and ““catch’ mean? Both bodily parts (outer and inner)
are xolia and xeve containing afp. The air waves are wide in a and
less broad in b. The moving air (regardless of the size of its waves)
transmits the acoustic stimuli which is rendered by the verb #yeiv.
Because of the inner structure of the od¢ (xoirov), a refraction of the
waves (akes place and the phenomenon of av=yyziv occurs. This is clearly
shown in the following :

34

pOéyyeaBor 38 T& nuide <oy Fépx & avTryobv

(a) ' (b)

The a part of the sentence indicates the refraction activity and the b
part the phenomenon of re-echoing, dvzgyeiv.

For Alemaecon the perceptual function of tasting occurs by means of
the tongue which “admits’ the “sapid particles’ :

YAOTTYy 88 Tobg yupods xpivewy I3

The verb xpivetv is used in such a way that it may be taken to mean
judging. This could reinforee our view, viz., the position that Alemaeon
has introduced an activity-perception theory. Ile mentions that certain
conditions such as warmness and softness enable yidrtav to dissolve
the yuuodg bafore it ‘‘admits’ them, but the functions of the afore-
mentioned xpivety or SuxxpivesOxt 3 refer to the action of the organism
by his sense organ yAé&tsx. These could be conceived of as having two
stages :

(a) »pivery
(b) Sroxpivesbat.

In a, a sort of selection and classification takes place so that the perceived
sense data are categorized from the sapid particles, thus referring to the

33 Beare, p. 94.

34 Theophrastus, 25, 8—9.

35 Diels, Die Iragmenle des Vorsokraliker (Berlin, 1903), p. 104; Theophrastus, De
Sensu, 25, 10—13.

3¢ plut, Epit., IV. 18; Diels, Vors., p. 104,
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14 D. Z. ANDRIOPOULOS 8

past taste perceptual experience ; in b, through the reference to the sense
data as arriving in the pueAédv “‘sensorium”’, the identification, SwaxpivesOa,
is realized. AvaxpivesBat precisely means discerning which, as a mental
activity, presupposes a prior activity, »ptvety.

In this connection it is necessary to refer to both words 8éyeo6a: and
Sadidbvar. Aéyeoslat, receiving, suggests passivity and is against our
activity-interpretation, whereas 3uxdt8évor suggests processes and is for
it. Of course, this does not seem to seriously outweigh the evidence for
activity which has already been cited, especially that deriving from the:
xpivery and Suaxpivesbar functions.

A problem arises when we consider taste perception, namely, “how
it comes to pass that the sapid particles are perceived as tastes ?2’’ Alemacon
does not explain how, from the dissolving of substances, we jump to-
wpivety and SraxpivesOat, both of which are sophisticated cognitive
processes. Here we are left with a serious epistemological gap. Needless.
to say, my prior introduction of sense data is only assumptive. Beare said 37
in 1906 that ‘“Anatomy, Physiology, and Chemistry, despite the enor-
mous advantages they give the psychologist today, have been able to
advance the psychology of taste little beyond the popular and superficial
stage at which Alcmaeon left it”. 3% And even in our day, perhaps, we
should be no more optimistic than Beare.

Finally, for the smelling perceptual activity, doppaivecOar,3® Alcmaeon
offers us an unsatisfactory explanation : through the nose and breathing,
smelling data reach to the sensorium.

37 Greek Theories of El. Cognition, p. 160.
38 Here, as in touching, Psychology tends to merge itself in Physiology.
3% Theophraslus, 25, 9.
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