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In Aristotle’s De Anima , book II, he explores the concept of the soul, trying to create a 

comprehensive definition and answer the question “What is a soul?”. In order to do this, he 
begins at the most broad definition of the fabric of reality, or substance, and breaks it down 
further and further, creating categories based on the differences between it. The first layer is 
types of substances: first, matter or potentiality (like a formless writhing goo, or water without a 
container), second, form or actuality (the shape the goo takes, or the container shaping the 
water) and third, the compound of the two - which in my opinion would seem to constitute the 
majority of reality, at least through the narrow lens of human perception.  

Throughout the rest of his essay, he takes a deeper delve into these definitions of 
potentiality and actuality, trying to rank them and how they relate into particular grades or levels 
in regards to a framework for understanding the soul, since “the soul is the first actuality of a 
natural body which has life potential”. In order to explain these different types of potentiality and 
actuality, he uses the metaphor of knowledge, and someone who ‘knows something’. However 
the definition of this ‘knower’ is also complex, simultaneously meaning someone who has the 
potential to know something, but has no knowledge (like a child), someone who actively knows 
something but isn’t currently accessing it, rather they have the potential to access it when 
needed (like someone who is asleep), or someone who actively knows something and is 
actively thinking about it or exercising it at the time (like someone contemplating a particular 
issue).  

The second example, someone who knows something but isn’t currently accessing it is 
known as the “First Actuality”, since it is the first case in which someone can actually bring this 
knowledge into existence, whether or not they currently are. He uses this notion to explain his 
position on what a soul is. Just as one possesses but isn’t using knowledge when asleep, one 
possesses but does not actively use their soul at all times. Instead, it can be seen as the 
capacity to do something, and in the case of a living thing, the capacity to do whatever it is that 
living thing does, whether or not the living thing is actively doing it. In the rest of his chapter, he 
explores the definition of what life is in conjunction with this understanding for capacity, defining 
a variety of things that living things can possibly do, the key attributes they share some or all of: 
self-nourishment, growth, decay, movement and rest (in respect of place), perception, and 
intellect. Therefore, anything that does any of these things is technically alive and consequently, 
the capacity to do that thing is what constitutes its soul.  


