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F.’s book is an in-depth treatment of a classic but still topical issue. The question of the
status of self-movers became a topos in Aristotelian studies with D. Furley’s famous
1978 article, ‘Self-Movers’ (in: G.E.R. Lloyd and G.E.L. Owens [edd.], Aristotle on
Mind and the Senses), which attempted to restore the coherence of the doctrine by
articulating two theses: on the one hand, the autonomy of the agents that animals
constitute; on the other, their irreducible dependence on the prime mover of the cosmos, on
the external conditions of existence and on the objects of representations and desire – such
as the perception of prey or a predator –, objects that precisely determine the orientation of
animal movement. The question is all the more sensitive in that it concerns not only
animal ethology, but extends to human behaviour, human agents being both autonomous
by virtue of their own capacity for deliberation and dependent on what they represent to
themselves as being the good, and which does not depend on them. In the meantime
other approaches – notably the volume edited by M.L. Gill and J. Lennox, Self-Motion
from Aristotle to Newton (1994) – have enriched the debate. The question remains, however,
and the problem is still open, because Aristotle’s texts do not provide an explicit answer. This
book is therefore most welcome.

The survey is divided into three chapters. The first, ‘Self-Motion in De anima I 3–4:
Aristotle vis-à-vis Plato’, represents the pars destruens of the analysis. F. sets out
Aristotelian criticism of the Platonic doctrine of the self-moving soul. The soul, for
Aristotle, cannot move per se; it is moved only by accident; and the Platonic thesis of a
soul that is moved by itself and for itself implies that it possesses this movement per se;
it must therefore be rejected. The second chapter, ‘Ph. VIII 1–6: Self-Motion and its
Necessary Conditions’, takes us into the positive phase of the investigation. It is a precise
reading of the major text in the dossier, a text in which the notion of self-motion is
both placed in the foreground and called into question. F.’s approach, which consists of
seeking in Physics VIII not the solution to the problem of self-motion but the conditions
of possibility of an autonomous movement, is reasonable. The text of Ph. VIII is destined
to remain partly mysterious, because of its polemical and allusive character. The results
presented by F. are also reasonable and balanced: according to F., Ph. VIII makes it
possible to establish that animals are self-movers, even if they are subject to the same external
conditions that apply to any motor. There is no contradiction here, and F. convincingly
dismisses excessively aporetic readings of a text that, overall, can be read as a coherent
investigation. Even if the animal is not an integral self-mover – in all its parts and in
every respect –, it is nevertheless a self-mover overall (see, for example, pp. 211ff.).
Particularly noteworthy is F.’s insistence on the alternation of movement and rest that char-
acterises the Aristotelian concept of self-motion, in contrast to the Platonic theory of the
soul’s continuous self-motion. According to F., this alternation reflects the characteristic
non-continuity of the distinction between the mover and the moved, which lies at the
heart of the Aristotelian definition of self-movers. The third chapter, ‘De an. III 9–10
and MA: Animal Self-Motion as Voluntary (Desire-Based) Locomotion’, reminds us that
the animal is capable of self-motion if it is capable of desiring, which presupposes the
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possession of phantasia or the faculty of representation. The animal must represent
a desirable object for desire to fulfil its motor function, whether it is a positive desire
(to pursue, to seek) or a negative desire (to flee, to reject). F. thus intends to clarify the
relationship between Ph. VIII and De anima III 9–10: the latter text constitutes a necessary
complement to the former by basing the movement of locomotion on desire, considered
here as a unified motor capacity.

Generally speaking, F. defends a positive reading of the Aristotelian theory of self-motion.
In his view Aristotle in no way rejects the idea of self-motion; although he criticises the
Platonic theory of the soul’s self-motricity, he maintains that animals are self-movers,
while proposing a nuanced concept of the capacity in question. The idea of self-motion,
far from being a simple way of expressing himself, makes it possible to elucidate important
points in his own natural philosophy.

F. approaches Aristotle’s text and takes into account the positions of the commentators
with great precision. However, it is a pity that he often loses himself in details and
micro-analyses. The style sometimes lacks clarity – some sentences are unnecessarily
long –, and the book as a whole could be shorter; it would only be more convincing.
Be that as it may, the broad lines of the investigation are well indicated from the introduction,
so that we know in what direction F. wants to take us.

In order to appreciate the contribution of the book to current debates, it is necessary to
distinguish between two levels: the level of the overall interpretative position and that of
the specific contributions on a given point of doctrine. F.’s book is particularly relevant
at the second level. The novelty of his approach lies not so much in his overall conclusions
as in the way in which he reaches them. F. presents his position in favour of positive
reading as original, but he is not the first to adopt this perspective. This was already the
case, in other ways, in Furley’s analysis (cf. also P.-M. Morel, De la matière à l’action.
Aristote et le problème du vivant [2007], pp. 137–47). It is therefore not certain that the
thesis defended by S. Waterlow, according to which ‘self-motion simply cannot bear
the explanatory burden Aristotle appears to impose on it in Physics VIII’ represents ‘the
standard view’ (p. 14). In fact, a relatively neutral reading of Ph. VIII is enough to
show that Aristotle rejects the (Platonic) thesis that the soul is a self-mover, but also
that the compound as a whole (soul and body) can and must be considered as a self-mover.
We therefore need to distinguish between the mover and the moved in the agent itself in
order to understand its ability to move by itself. F. points this out in the introduction
(p. 18): Aristotle is categorical, in Ph. VIII 5, about the fact that ‘mover and moved cannot
be one and the same thing in form’. But the question remains: what explains the specificity
of animal movement as self-motion? This is where F.’s book makes a useful departure
from previous analyses: he does not content himself with a general solution, but tries to
grasp what characterises animal self-motion in its own right, distinguishing between the
different interpretative options and finally emphasising the function and the unity of desire.

The originality of the book lies less in its overall position than in the means by which it
achieves it. Moreover, F. makes a justified methodological choice in favouring Ph. VIII
within the corpus: the notion of self-motion, as Aristotle considers it, takes on its full
meaning in the context of the cosmological argument, and it is undoubtedly on the
basis of this that the other texts concerned must be understood. Generally speaking,
although F.’s book does not bring the debate to a close – but who could claim to do
so? –, it does provide precise and nuanced analyses that undoubtedly deserve to be
taken into consideration.

P I ERRE -MAR IE MORELUniversité Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne
pierre-marie.morel@univ-paris1.fr

THE CLASSICAL REVIEW2

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0009840X24000064 Published online by Cambridge University Press

mailto:pierre-marie.morel@univ-paris1.fr
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0009840X24000064

	head1

