University of Dayton
eCommons

Philosophy Faculty Publications Department of Philosophy

1-2010

Themistius on Concept Acquisition and
Knowledge of Essences

Myrna Gabbe
University of Dayton, mgabbel@udayton.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://ecommons.udayton.edu/phl fac pub
& Part of the Philosophy Commons

eCommons Citation

Gabbe, Myrna, "Themistius on Concept Acquisition and Knowledge of Essences” (2010). Philosophy Faculty Publications. 98.
https://ecommons.udayton.edu/phl_fac_pub/98

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Department of Philosophy at eCommons. It has been accepted for inclusion in Philosophy
Faculty Publications by an authorized administrator of eCommons. For more information, please contact fricel @udayton.edu,

mschlangenl @udayton.edu.


https://ecommons.udayton.edu?utm_source=ecommons.udayton.edu%2Fphl_fac_pub%2F98&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://ecommons.udayton.edu/phl_fac_pub?utm_source=ecommons.udayton.edu%2Fphl_fac_pub%2F98&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://ecommons.udayton.edu/phl?utm_source=ecommons.udayton.edu%2Fphl_fac_pub%2F98&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://ecommons.udayton.edu/phl_fac_pub?utm_source=ecommons.udayton.edu%2Fphl_fac_pub%2F98&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/525?utm_source=ecommons.udayton.edu%2Fphl_fac_pub%2F98&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://ecommons.udayton.edu/phl_fac_pub/98?utm_source=ecommons.udayton.edu%2Fphl_fac_pub%2F98&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:frice1@udayton.edu,%20mschlangen1@udayton.edu
mailto:frice1@udayton.edu,%20mschlangen1@udayton.edu

Themistius on Concept Acquisition
and Knowledge of Essences

by Myrna Gabbe (Dayton)

Abstract: Themistius’s (ca. 317-ca. 388 C.E.) paraphrase of the De Anima is an influential
and important work; however, it is not now regarded as profound or original and thereby
suffers from neglect. [ argue that Themistius is misunderstood on the matter of Aristotle’s
Productive and potential intellects. It is commonly held that Themistius gives to the pro-
ductive intellect the role of illuminating images in order to produce universal thoughts
in the potential intellect with epistemic certainty. I argue that Themistius’s productive
intellect does not transform images to reveal the forms contained therein, but gives to the
Potential intellect the ability, first, to organize our sense-experiences in the course of ac-
Quiring rudimentary universal concepts and, then, to discover the forms of things by or-

dinary discursive thinking.

I

Themistius (ca. 317—ca. 388 C.E.) was once an influential philosopher. His
Paraphrases of Aristotle’s treatises were studied from Late Antiquity
through the Renaissance and translated into Syriac, Arabic, Hebrew and
Latin.! Arguably, his paraphrase of the De Anima is his most important
work, as its influence can be seen in the writings of Averroes and Thomas
Aquinas.2 However, this treatise is not now regarded as profound or illumi-

nating and it, thereby, suffers from neglect.’

! Extant are his paraphrases on the Posterior Analytics, Physics, De Anima, De Caclo
and Merapliysics A\; now lost are his exegeses of the Categories, Prior Analytics and
Topics. See Todd 2003 for a complete survey and history of Themistius’s work.

For Themistius’s influence on the Christian and Islamic medieval philosophers, see,
e.g., Verbeke 1957, Mahoney 1973, Davidson 1992, and Taylor 2007.

Hamelin 1953, 38f. writes: “Aprés Alexandre, la seule interprétation profonde et orig-
inale de la théorie de I'intellect [...] c’est Pinterprétation des Alexandrins. Or on se
tromperait en la cherchant dans Thémistius: on n'en trouverait que des traces. [...]
Bien qu’a propos de 'intellect il quitte un moment le genre de la paraphrase pour celui
du commentaire, ses développements gardent toujours ce caractére littéral qui fait de
lui un interpréte utile et stir pour Iintelligence verbale d’Aristote, mais pauvre en
apergus profonds sur la pensée du maitre.” Blumenthal 1977, 253 expresses a similar
sentiment, noting in passing that Themistius is not a profound interpreter of Aristotle,
And Ballériaux 1994 does not think him astute enough to see the obvious contradic-
tions in his supposed theory of the emotions. Indeed, contemporary scholars are
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216 Myrna Gabbe

Themistius is in part to blame for the present day reception of this exe-
gesis. He wrote paraphrases, rather than lengthy commentaries (o enable
those limited in time to return to a study ol Aristotle’s works. But his sum-
mary style gives the impression that his understanding of the tex( is supel-
ficial, and this leads the reader to wonder whether he approached it with @
systematic interpretive strategy. The view of recent scholars is that he did
not. On his methodology, Pamela Huby writes: “He looks closely at cach
section as he comes to it, and tries to make sense of 1t by rel: Wing it Lo other
sections on a selective basis™. In her view, “we have only a partial account,
and the parts do not add up to a coherent whole™ . But even if [Huby’s de-
scription were accurate, Themistius’s De Anima would still warrant a care-

ful study. It is the earliest surviving commentary on the De Apima: it is a Sig-

and i1 ”l“lIL_'Flk'L'd th
thought of medieval and Renaissance philosophers.® However | hope 10

show that her assessment 1s not correct.

nificant source for Theophrastus on the mtellect;

In this essay I argue that Themistius is misunderstood on the matter of
Aristotle’s productive and potential intellects. It is commonly held that
Themistius gives to the productive intellect the role of illumin: iing images
in order to produce universal thoughts with epistemic cert: lnty in its poten-
tial counterpart. This problematic theory was once commonly attributed Lo
Aristotle and, though it is not now in favor, is still widely attributed to his
Peripatetic successors. 1 argue that Themistius’s productive intellect does
not provide insight by transforming images or illuminating forms contained
therein. It gives to the potential intellect the ability, lnxl to organize our
sense-experiences in the course of acquiring rudimentary universal con-

cepts, and, then. to discover the forms and essences by ordinary discursive
thinking,

17

Aristotle distinguishes between the productive and potential intellects in De
Anima 111 5. Observing that in the whole of nature one thine serves as
matter for each kind, something clse as cause and producer, he concludes

quick to attribute flatfooted interpretation of Aristotle to Themistius and the ancient
Greek commentators more generally, See notes 20 and 24,

See the proem to Themistius's paraphrase of the Pasterior Analytics and page 3 of the
introduction to Todd’s 1996 translation of Themistius’s paraphrase of the D¢
Huby 1991, 142, Tuominen 2009, 25 makes a similar observation: “ Themistius is not
striving for unity in his accounts of various issues. Rather, he aims to clarify the point
al hand, and such clarifications may contain interpretative trends that pull the result-
ing whole in different directions”. Todd 1996, 4 7, with some hesitation
this assessment.

© See, e g., Muhoney 1982,

s Anim.

agrees with
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}llill these differences likewise belong to the soul (430a10-14): one sort of
Intellect serves as matter by its capacity to become all things, the Olh_k‘l‘ as
cause by its power to produce all things (430al4f.). The former is typically
held to be the seat of human intellection because in De Anima 111 4 /—\1'i-\‘“’llc.
tells us that (he intellect thinks and knows by becoming the objects of
thought the forms or essences of material, mathematical and immaterial
Substances. The assimilation model of thinking mirrors the causal structure
f)l‘ sensing: both thinking and sensing take place when the faculties become
ISomorphic with their objects. The intellect that thinks and knows is called
the potential intellect (Suvdier voUs) because the intellect must be its objects
Potentially in order to become and know them actually (429al5f.; a27-29).
The productive intellect (TroinTikés voUs), by contrast, is responsible for the
telligibility of the material world.

Itis unclear what the productive and potential intellects are — if indeed
they are intellects and not simply aspects thereof. Aristotle ascribes to 1!16
Productive intellect divine characteristics, It is separate (430al7; a22), in its
ESSEnce activity (430al8), and alone immortal and eternal (430a23). How-
€ver. he also suggests that it belongs to the human soul (430al3f.). Themis-
tius takes Aristotle as describing a transcendent yet immanent noetic entity,
but, unlike Alexander of Aphrodisias, he does not believe it to be the prime
Mmover. Themistius envisions the productive intellect as a kind of soul
as form inhering in matter. It is the highest and most valuable of forms in
the natural world because it does not serve as matter to an ontologically
superior form (In de an. 100.33 7). In defense of his interpretation, he
Appeals to Aristotle’s assertion that it “alone is immortal and eternal”
(430a23), Reminding us that Aristotle recognizes a plurality of immortal
and eternal divine beings (103,10 13).% he argues that this description can
apply to the productive intellect only il it is understood to contrast the pro-
ductive intellect with other capacities of the human soul (103,13-15).

' I'he potential intellect may be more perplexing than even the productive
mtellect. As Themistius explains, the developmental and discursive nature
of human thought demands that our intellect be potential in some way.
Potentiality is the state [rom which our thoughts and abilities develop, and
the condition that enables us to transition from one thought to the next
(94.11 13). The problem is that Aristotle appears to endorse an intellect
that lacks all formal and material qualities (a noetic equivalent of prime
matter) on the assumption that only a pure potentiality is capable of know-

" See, e.g., De an. 1294151 429651 and 430a3 5.
Fhemistias has in mind (he unmoved movers described in Metaphvsies A 8. Bul it is
mteresting (o note that Aristotle does not describe either the divine intellect or the
unmoved movers as immortal, only as eternal. That Aristotle uses the word “immor-
tal™ to describe the productive intellect may be an indication that, as Themistius sug-
gests, this intellect cannot be identified with the divine intellect.
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ing all things (429a18 20). The intellect, he argues, cannot possess [orm of
its own. for then it would. like God, be unable to acquire forms other than
those it already possesses. This is because one’s formal qualities character-
ize one’s nature, so that, should the intellect take on different forms by
thinking new and different thoughts, it would stray from its nature. Aris-
totle thereby reasons that the intellect cannot be anything in actuality be-
fore it thinks (429a24). and thereby also denies that it lacks a bodily organ
(429a24-27). Themistius suggests that the intellect could not use an organ
because its perceptual qualities, such as its being hot or cold, would inter-
lere with the activity of thought (94,32 34).°

Themistius may treat the potential intellect as a noetic entity existing sep-
arately from the human soul (he describes it as coming to exist in (106,10)
and being received by us (104.14)), but he appears to be aware that doing
s0 1s problematic. Not only does he report Theophrastus’s objection to this
line of inlerpretation,'? he twice remarks defensively that Aristotle ex-
plicitly describes the intellect as such (105,30; 3410). Still, it is not clear just
how Themistius conceives of this noetic entity. He calls it the “forerunner
(TrpdBopos) of the productive intellect™ (103,30), explaining that it is “as the
[sun’s] ray is to daylight™ (103,31). This comparison, in turn, allows him
to claim that the productive intellect is more separate than its potential
forerunner (106,7). Is, then, the potential intellect causally dependent on its
productive counterpart as the sun’s rays to the sun? Themistius does not say.
But because his intellect is devoid of actuality, it lacks the agency required
for the acquisition of knowledge and its transition to a state of active
thought. Themistius explains that the productive intellect perfects its po-
tential counterpart by channeling (¢mroxetevetan, 100,22) its forms to it like
a carpenter or smith who could permeate his materials thoroughly (99.16¢)).
He insists that the union of the two noetic entities produces the human
intellect, which has “two definitions — one ol matter, the other of creativity”
(99.19). But in his view, the compounded intellect does not constitute the
essences of human beings because the productive intellect is the source for
our ability to do distinctly human things (100,20-22). Thus, by his account,
our humanity is explained on appeal to a single transcendent intellect, and
not by something that situates us more firmly in the sensible and animal
world.

2 Scholars debate the form of Aristotle’s argument beginning at 429a 18, [ am here fol-
lowing Themistius™ articulation of the argument. See, ¢. g., Shields 1995; Sisko 1999
and Politis 2001 for alternative renderings.

About the intellect’s nature, Theophrastus purportedly wrote: “For that it is nothing
in actuality, but all things potentiality, in just the same way as [the capacity for sense-
perception], is well-said. For it must not be taken in this way, that it 18 not even itsell
(for that is captious), but as being some underlying capacity as in the case of material
entities”™ (107,33 35). For a fuller discussion of this fragment, see Gabbe 20080,

1
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One might wonder how the productive intellect can permeate and trans-
mit its activity to the potential intellect, when its activity is so different from
our own. What principally distinguishes the productive from the potential
intellect is its being activity in essence (430al8). Themistius understands
this description to mean that the productive intellect is precisely the same
as its objects. We may recall that the potential intellect, when in active con-
templation, is also what it thinks. However, because it thinks discursively,
its nature cannot be tied to its activity. If it were, it would be essentially dif-
ferent from one thought to the next and, when not active, would not even
be itself.'" Conversely, because the productive intellect is essentially what
it thinks, it does not think at one moment but not at the next, its thinking is
not successive, and, unlike the potential intellect which acquires knowledge
through sense-perception and the separation of form from matter, it does
not depend on an external object for its activity. Its thinking, we are told, is
non-discursive insofar as it is immediate and does not pass from form to
form: “It has all the forms all together and presents all of them to itself at the
same time. For only in this way would its essence and its activity be, as Aris-
totle says, identical™ (100,101). Themistius appeals to the potential intel-
lect’s status as noetic matter to explain how it can receive the productive
intellect’s activity but not its nature. OQur understanding of the received
forms is "divided’, he explains, because of the character of the intellect that
receives them. The potential intellect cognizes the forms by means of dis-
cursive thought, because the potential intellect is as matter for its productive
counterpart and matier particularizes, pluralizes and divides (100,22-26).

['hemistius defends the tenability of transcendent-immanency by draw-
ing a parallel to the sun and its light. He writes:

The intellect that illuminates (EAA&preov) is primarily one, while those that are illumi-
nated (EAAcprropevor) and that illuminate (BAAcumovTes) are, just like light, more than
one. For while the sun is one, you could speak of light as in a sense divided among the
organs of sight. That is why Aristotle introduced as a comparison not the sun but [its
derivative] hight [...]. (103,32 35)12

The idea seems to be that, like daylight, the productive intellect remains one
though divided. However, scholars are not agreed on the interpretation
of this passage. The source of the ambiguity lies with the participles
EAAGUTTOY, EAAauTOpevol and EAAGuTrovTss, for it 1s not obvious what they
refer to or how much emphasis they should be given. Verbeke, following
Siger of Brabant, takes them all to refer to the productive intellect(s).!* In
their view, Themistius recognizes a plurality of subordinate productive in-

1 Priscian records Theophrastus as having made the very same observation. See /n de
sens. 29,18-23 and 30,22-25,

2 With only minor modifications, translations of the /i de an. are from Todd 1996,

' See Verbeke 1957 for a survey of the historical interpretations of Themistius’s produc-

tive intellect
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tellects in addition to a single superior one. The subordinate intellects are
thought to illuminate the potential intellects from the illumination they re-
ceive from the principal productive intellect. The multiple productive intel-
lects are, thus, both éAAapmopevor and eEAAGurovTes. Aquinas, by contrast.
denies the unity of the productive intellect altogether. On his view, each in-
dividual has her own productive intellect illuminated by God (BAA&prreov).
which in turn illuminates her own potential intellect. Taking each par ticiple
to refer to a different noctic entity, he thereby reads EAA&uTToVTES A8 refor-
ring to our unique productive intellects and EAAapmopevor to our potential
intellects. Yet there are many who remain unconvinced that Themistius rec-
ognizes a plurality of productive intellects. Averroes, Henry Bate of Malines
and M. Bruno Nardi maintain that Themistius’s productive intellect is cq-
pable of communicating itsell to a plurality of souls without losimg i1s unity.
[ndeed. though Themistius notes that one could speak (lmoig) of light as dj-
vided by the objects it illuminates (103,34), he carlier says that light 15 prin-
cipally one because the source of light. the sun, s one (103.221). Moreover,
Themistius argued in the preceding lines that there could not be a plurality
of productive intellects because a multiplicity of productive intellects would
require differentiation by a distinguishing feature - either form or matter
(103.20-32). But if productive intellects cannot possess matter, neither can
they differ in their forms or activities. Were they to differ from one another
in terms of what they think, an explanation would be needed as to why in-
dividuals received the intellects they did. And if an individual received g
productive intellect that did not think all of its forms, that person could not
think all things, despite Aristotle’s insistence to the contrary (429a18). The
productive intellect, Themistius concludes, must be one to ensure mutual
understanding. “Where otherwise™. he asks, “do the shared notions (koivag
gvvotan) come [rom? Where is the untaught and identical understanding of
the primary definitions (wpoTwy 6pewv) and primary axioms (mpdreoy
atiwpdrov) dertved from?” (103.38 104.2).

1

Themistius maintains that the productive intellect is in some way respon-
sible for the acquisition and contemplation of the objects of thought. “The
actual intellect™, he reports, “advances the potential intellect. and not only
makes it an actual mtellect, but also constitutes its potential Uh]u_l\ of
thought (ré& Suvduer vontd) as actual objects (Evepyela vontd)™ (99,1 3).
Our goal is to understand how it docs so.

In Aristotle’ view. the objects of thought (vontd) are the intelligible
forms that account for essential natures. Articulation of an object’s intelli-
gible form will answer the question: What is it to be that object? And be-
cause Aristotle holds that forms belong to sensible objects, he believes that
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knowledge derives from sense-perception and imagination, the faculty that
retains sense impressions, “The objects of thoughts (t& vonTd)”. he writes,
“are in sensible forms (v Tofs €801 Tois ciofnTois) [...] and therefore, no
one can learn or understand anything without sense-perceiving” (432a4-8).
For this reason, he continues, “when one thinks, one necessarily thinks
along with an image (&ua pavrdopatt)” (432a81). It is not clear how Aris-
totle conceives the role of images in thinking. He elsewhere describes intel-
!Cclion as thinking the form in the image (2v Tois pavréopaot, 431 b2). What
Is certain is that images have particularity and are therefore not thoughts.
But because they contain or represent the form of sensible objects, they are
aptly described as intelligibles in potency. -
According to Themistius, the productive intellect enables us (o grasp the
form of an object thanks to its action on both the potential intellect and the
intelligibles in potency. He writes:
As light when supervening on potential sight and potential colors produces both actual
sight and actual colors, so oo this actual intellect advances the potential intellect, and
not only makes it an actual intellect, but also renders its potential objects ol thought as
actual objects. (98,35 99.2)

The comparison made here between the productive intellect and light has
its source in the De Anima. Aristotle there writes that the productive intel-
lect 1s “as a state (¢ £§1s Ti5) such as light, for in a manner light makes
potential colors actual” (430al5-17). Yet, on his theory, light actualizes the
visual faculty as well as colors.!? His analogy thus suggests that the produc-
tive intellect plays the dual role attributed to it by Themistius. Still, we must
ask how far Themistius means to press the comparison. Does he take it to
show simply that the productive intellect actualizes the potential intellect
and its objects both, or does he also conceive it to show /ow the actualiz-
ation is accomplished? The difficulty is that Themistius, on the one hand,
employs the simile of light and the language of illumination, but, on the
other hand. writes that the productive intellect “channels (éroyeTeveTan) its
activity to the potential intellect”™ (100,22), *fully constitutes its disposition
[for thinking]™” (£€iv karraokeudde. 98,32) and “is most like a god; for god is
indeed in one way the things that are themselves, but in another their sup-
plier” (yopnyds, 99,24 1.). Our aim is to reconcile the claims that knowledge
is communicated directly from the productive intellect, but is also acquired
through its action on both the potential intellect and the potentially intelli-
gible.

There are 1 number of ways to approach this interpretive problem. We
might, [or instance. downplay the significance of the light analogy by reject-
ing. the idea that Themistius espoused a theory of illumination. Conversely,

For details on light's nature and role in vision. see Aristotle’s De an. 418a26-b20 and

Sens. 438b 10.
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we might take seriously his language of illumination and, instead. deem-
phasize the productive intellects role as communicator of forms. The pre-
vailing view is that the productive intellect operates like light in the most lit-
eral sense. Davidson even characterizes Themistian intellection in terms of
perception.'® He writes:

In other words, the active intellect, functioning as a sort ol light, activates both images
in the soul, which are potential thoughts, and the human potential intellect: and it
thereby enables the potential tritellect to perceive actual thoughts and o become actual
itself. (Davidson 1992, 26. The emphasis is mine.)

To take Themistius’s use of “light” at face value is to ascribe to him a theory
of illumination according to which the intellection of forms is both immedi-
ate and infallible. For this mterpretive approach treats the acquisition of
[orms as directly analogous to the activity ol seeing. Aristotle holds that
one will straightaway see when the appropriate conditions obtain (when
there is light and the eyes are properly functioning), because secing does not
develop and progress through the course of time. To use his expression, as
soon as one sees one has seen.'® Further, it is his view that one cannot err
with regard to the proper objects (418a141). Error in perception does oceur.
but. he explains. only in the judgment of what is perceived and where it is.
(If. for mstance, a woman sees yellow because of jaundice, her sensing of
yellow is accurate because her eyes are yellow, though her judgment that her
environs are yellow is not.)

On the theory of illumination commonly attributed to Themistius, the
acquisition of forms (as opposed their contemplation)!” is made immediate
by the tlluminative powers of the productive intellect. So while our knowl-
cdge is dertved from sense-perception, our experiences serve only as prep-
aration for the understanding achieved through this divine or divine-like
operation. Therefore, the acquisition of forms does not require either reflec-
tion or the application of'a methodological procedure to our experiences. If,

See also Moraux 1978, 311 Taylor 2007, 136; and Verbeke, 1957, 1LVIII. Comparing
Themistius's interpretation to Aquinas’s, who endorses a robust theory of illumi-
nation, Verbeke writes: “[...] la différence entre Thémistius el saint Thomas consiste
dans le fait que, pour ce dernier, 'action de Pintellect agent se rapporte uniquement
aux données sensibles en vue de les rendre intelligibles, tandis que pour le commenta-
teur gree action de Uintellect actf vise directement intellect réceptif et les intelli-
gibles en puissance: les deux sont directement actualisés par lintellect actif.”

o See Meta, © 6, 1048b23, b33: and Sens. 6, 446b2 T

Aristotle says that as soon as one understands, one has understood, and as soon as
one thinks, one has thought (1048523 1), But we need not think that he is here making
reference to the immediate and infallible “process” by which we come to possess the
forms. Aristotle may only mean that the activity of thinking is complete — i.¢., non-
progressive. And it is a truism that one cannot be in error with regards to what one
knows. Thus, the theory that the contemplation of forms is both immediate and inful-
lible is unproblematic.
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for instance, we wanted to know what it is to be a human being, we need not
ask ourselves what distinguishes human beings from other animals or what
special features we have that are most salient for explaining what we are.
And surveying the opinions of our predecessors will provide no insight into
our investigation. The presence of the right image is, theoretically, all that is
necessary for the apprehension of form. Moreover, one cannot be mistaken
about the things that are salient to an explanation of what v is or why x is so.
Because our knowledge is owed to the activity of a transcendent noetic en-
tity, there is no room for error. Thus, the prevailing view takes Themistius to
endorse a theory of intuition — a kind of non-discursive, or non-inferential,
thinking. There is, in addition, a more radical form of non-discursive think-
ing - namely, thinking that is non-propositional. This form of conscious-
ness involves thinking an object of thought without thinking anything
about it. I shall in due course discuss whether either type of thinking has a
place in Themistian noetics. But we might first note that Aristotle was simi-
larly thought to have espoused such a theory.

One could easily conclude from the opening lines to his discussion of voUs
that Aristotle endorses an illumination theory of intellection. For his inves-
tigation proceeds on the assumption that thinking is analogous to sensing
(429a13-18). Furthermore, by calling the intelligible objects ‘indivisibles’
(t&x &diaipera, De an. 111 6, 430a26. b6) and ‘incomposites’ (t& &oUvbeTa,
Meta. © 10, 1051b17) and asserting that they are known by contact (81yeiv,
1051b24), “in a simple time and by a simple act of the soul” (430b15),'8 he
seems o suggest that the objects of thought are grasped by a special mode
of intellection — one that necessarily yields the truth.' And these remarks,
in turn, appear to support a reading of the last chapter of the Posterior Ana-
lytics, whereby Aristotle was thought to treat voUs as an intuitive faculty
responsible for the apprehension of the first principles.2 However, the view
that we intuit the intelligible objects is currently out of favor and it is not
hard to see why. The idea that our knowledge of forms is acquired by an act
of intuition or illuminative abstraction runs counter to our experiences. On
this view, the apprehension of forms should be neither laborious nor subject
to error, when the history of philosophy attests to the difficulty of articulat-
ing definitions. And as M. Frede points out, such a view supposes that we
acquire forms individually and in a piecemeal fashion.?! But understanding
what something is involves discerning its essential features, explaining how
B Berti 1978 provides a non-intuitionist account of Aristotles indivisibles and incom-

posites. Yet with little explanation, he ties Themistius to the view that Aristotle’s use

of these termis demonstrates that he aseribes to a form of Platonic intuitionism. See, in

particular, page 146 and note 28,

1 See De an. 116, 4300261 b291; Mera, © 10, 1051b25F
0 This, [or instance, is W, D, Ross” reading. Sce pages 4751 of his introduction to his
text and commentary of Aristoue’s Prior and Posterior Analytics.

See Frede 1996, 171 for his account of concept acquisition.
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these features relate to its other necessary but non-essential attributes, and
articulating how this object relates to other things and phenomena. There-
fore. the ucl.luixilion of forms is contingent upon sundry experiences and in-
choate bits of knowledge — all of which need to be generalized, systematized
and structured. Finally, the acts involved in intuition are difficult to under-
stand. Most troubling is the notion that images are subject to trans-
formation - that enmattered forms, the forms of natural and mathematical
objects which are somehow latent in the images stored in memory, need to
be actualized before the potential intellect can grasp hold of 111(:111. If the
productive intellect were to act on images so as to render them capable of
affecting or, as it were, being “seen’ by the potential intellect, they would
have 1o be made universal and incorporeal — that is, they would have to be
transformed into a thought. But such a theory makes the potential intellect
redundant. because it allows there to be thoughts without mtellects think-
ing them.??

Returning to Themistius, we might ask why interpreters so ofien sUppose
him to endorse a theory of illumination. R. Taylor, who offers the best rea-
son, believes Themistius's productive intellect to be the source for our
knowledge by thinking the extent of what we can know. His reading hinges
on the ambiguity of passage 103.32-35, wherein Themistius makes mention
of the illuminating (EAA&umovTes) and illuminated (EAAaprépevor) intellects.
Taylor takes Themistius to recognize a single transcendent productive intel-
lect that engenders a multitude of immanent illuminating intellects. On his
nterpretation, these so-called ‘actual intellects’ produce knowledge by the
illuminative power they derive from the content of the productive intellect’s
thought.”? The subordinate intellects, he holds, do not think the forms lest
we all share the same knowledge.>* The human intellect produces its own

On the assumption that (a) the senses perceive only sensible qualities like colors.
smells, sounds and (b) images are mere by-products of the senses’ activity, C. . Kahn
argues that the intellection of form cannot proceed by the transformation or actualiz-
ation of images. “Otherwise”, he writes, “something would come from nothing [... be-
cause] we do not percetve either that they are individuals or that they are of a definite
kind” (Kahn 1981, 407). Kahn's suggestion. ultimately, is that the intellect must have
an mtimate relation with the senses in order to account for the way humans perceive.
.l’m:o\-pliun for us is concept laden and, hence, requires the involvement of the intellect.
[his involvement, in turn, makes the abstraction of form from images unnecessary,
sinee ic intellect must already possess concepts for images to serve as the basis for ab-
stractive intellection. Kahn does not attribute to Themistius a theory of illuminative
111.)Sll'llk‘linn, but he does criticize him for insisting that the senses alone perceive indi-
viduals as individuals of a certain kind

the very assumption that makes possible any
theory of illuminative abstraction (Kahn 1992, 3711 note 24). However, Themistius
nml-\gx no such mistake. See Gabbe 2008b for Themistius's account of incidental per-
ceplion.

Faylor 2007, 128 and 136.
 Taylor 2007, 135¢
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thoughts and it does so via illuminative abstraction and forms that preexist
in the transcendent intellect.

I Themistius does believe the productive intellect to think the extent of
what humans can know, then there is no getting around it - he ascribes to
Aristotle a theory of intuition. Indeed, two remarks would lead one to this
supposition. We are told that the productive intellect “has all the forms all
together™ (100,9) and that, in order for the potential intellect to be capable
of knowing all things, it must think “all objects” (103,30-32). But these
remarks must be taken in their proper context. Themistius makes the
first remark shortly after explaining that the productive intellect does not
think the forms of the natural world. He writes: “Being both intellect and
object of thought, it is precisely the same, [... and not] on account of an-
other [object], like the remaining objects of thought that the intellect ko’
tEw produces by separating them from matter™ (99,38-100,3). The intellect
ka® £€w - the intellect with the disposition to think — apprehends the forms
of the natural world by separating them from their particularizing condi-
tions. Hence, because the apprehension of these forms depends upon the
existence of sensible objects and because the productive intellect’s activity
and essence are due to itself, Themistius concludes that it cannot think
them.

That Themistius’s productive intellect thinks less objects than its poten-
tial counterpart is further evidenced by his response to the objection that
superiority is commensurate with the number of objects thought. He writes:
*a more valuable intellect is not one that thinks a greater number of [ob-
jects], but one that thinks better [objects|™ (112,6). In Themistius’s view, the
first cause can think only itself, “what is form most of all” (112.2). This is
because its complete detachment from potentiality and privation precludes
it from thinking anything else. His productive intellect, by contrast, is inti-
mately tied to the natural world and so is not quite as limited as the first
cause. However, because it too lacks potentiality, it cannot cognize pri-
vations, matter, and objects that are bad (114,36--115,1). Because the defi-
nitions ol natural objects implicate (ouvepéAketon) matter (7,29; 114.21),
only the human intellect, which manifests potentiality. can think them.

For Themistius, most of what we come to know, including the principles
of science, are not intuited by cosmic transmission or participation. Our
ability to apprehend forms does not depend upon access we have to forms
that exist separately from the physical world. What, then, does he mean
when he describes the productive intellect as baving “all the forms all to-
gether™ (100.9) and thinking “all objects™ (103,30-32)? 1 suggest that the
all’ in these quotes is qualified. It does not mean ‘all that there is to know’,
but “all that it does and must ol necessity know’.
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Let us begin our investigation into the productive intellect’s role and func-
tion afresh. since our analysis has so far been negative. Themistius reports
that the productive intellect furnishes the potential intellect with a s for
voeiv: “it perfects the suitability (ebguicy) of the soul for thinking (16 vogiv).
and fully constitutes its disposition (£§iv kataokeudde)”™ (98.31f1). Gen-
erally speaking, Themistius could mean one of two things: either that the
productive intellect perfects the potential intellect as the proximate cause
of its knowledge. that it does so indirectly by giving the potential intellect
the power to acquire the objects of thought by itsell. The prevailing view
takes Themistius to espouse the former position insofar as if presumes the
productive intellect to actualize intelligible forms by direct action on the
images. The assumption is that the potential intellect cannot gain insight
into the causes and essences of things by itsell, and so. in order for it to
voely, it must be stockpiled with the forms. The alternative view, by contrast.
allows the potential intellect to acquire knowledge by means of the ability it
receives from the productive intellect to think in the broadest sense of the
word.

The first place to look for clarity on this issue is Themistius’s account of
voeiv, which can construed as evidence for the prevailing view much in the
way that certain of Aristotle’s remarks can be taken as evidence for some
kind of divine insight. Themistius reports that voeiv is the grasping of
the simple definitions (ToUs &mhous dpous, 30,25) and involves the direct en-
counter (¢émiPoAn) and contact (8i€i5) with the objects of thought (30.32).
However. he later reports that “the intellect’s émiBoAt) with the objects of
thought for someone who already has the £€1v is, just as the activity and &rri-
PoAn of a specialist relative to his objects. not a movement but an activity,
since it is of something perfect and is perfect itsell™ (112,30 32).25 This re-
mark suggests that he understands émpoAn and 0i€is to indicate the insight
we obtain once in possession of knowledge. rather than a mode by which we
apprehend the objects. Moreover, he interprels Aristotle’s deseription of the
objects of thought as uncombined as a reflection of the unity of the thing
known and the intellect’s general ability to think in an indivisible amount of
time.2¢ The intellect, he states. does the same when it combines these simple
things signified in an act of discursive thinking: “This <ability> is just one
of the marvels of the intellect™ (110,22).

But might Themistius countenance non-propositional thinking nonethe-
less? In his 1970 article, A. C. Lloyd argued that non-propositional think-
ing, what he understands by voeiv, is a genuine form of thinking. On the

* Cldndean 30 32and 111,18 24,
* Themistius devotes much of his paraphrase of chapter six of book three of the De
Anima o this issue. See. in particular, In de an. 1094 11224,
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assumption that Siavoeiofen (discursive thinking) differs from vociv in that
it involves the transition from one thought to the next, Lloyd supposes that
1t must be possible to voeiv concepts apart from their occurrence within a
proposition. This would happen, he argues, if a person were interrupted in
the course of thinking a propositional statement. And in this case, the per-
son would know and think of some object without thinking anything about
it. Hence, in his view, SiavoeioBai requires voeiv.

Themistius addresses the question of whether voeiv is a part of Siavosi-
ofaa. And were he to draw the same conclusion as Lloyd, we would have
grounds for supposing, not just that vosiv is for him non-propositional, but
also that his productive intellect operates as a proximate cause of the ob-
Jeets of thought. For on this account of 8iavoeiofau, the grasping of the
simple definitions would be required for the most basic type of thinking
and, hence, the potential intellect would be precluded from acquiring its ob-
Jects through ordinary reflection. However, Themistius’s concern in ad-
dressing this question reveals that he does not share Lloyd’s account of voeiv
and SiavoeioBal. Themistius writes that if Siavesioba involved voeiv, then
the lesser activity would require the superior. It would be as if the crafts-
man’s job were to know wood and stone in and of themselves, as opposed to
knowing them only in their combination (30,28-30). Accordingly, Themis-
tius distinguishes the two kinds of thinking, not in terms of their mode of
apprehension, but in terms of their relation to the objects of thought:

Just like the contrast between poor sight and clear vision, voeiv involves an émBoAn
(direct encounter) und 6i€1s (contact) with the object ol thought, whereas Sicvoeiofan is
like a movement in the direction of the object that amounts to an approach in a state
oo weak to retain the object without its being dispersed. (30,32 34).

Aravoeiobar, we are told, describes the kind of thinking used to obtain
knowledge of the object, voeiv the thinking employed once knowledge
is achieved. Hence, he calls the objects combined in discursive thinking “the
simple things signified” as opposed to “the simple things defined”, his pre-
ferred expression for the objects of voeiv.??

We can learn more about the productive intellect’s role in human thought
by examining Themistiuss account of intellectual development in the
passage quoted below. As we shall see, there is no explicit mention of the
productive intellect here (Themistius has yet to introduce it); however, when
this passage is paired with a later description of the productive intellect’s
effect on its potential counterpart, a picture emerges of what state it brings
about and how. Themistius writes:

Now this potential intellect comes into existence even among infants. But when, from
the objects of perception (&mwd Téw aiobnrdv) and imaginings of them (v &md
Wty gavtagicov) and the training associated with them (s Tepl TaUTa yupvacias),

CE 1096, 10, 18: 112,14; and 30,241,
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it is able to hunt the universal and group together what is similar in dissimilar objects
and what 1s identical in different objects (1o kafldAou BuvnTan Onpedelv kal cuvayeiy TO
dpolov Ev Tals dvapoiols kai To TauTov v Tols diagpdpors), it then becomes a more per-
fect intellect, analogous to someone with specialized knowledge who has latched on to
the theorems of his discipline and is able to be active by himself by making cach of
them individually available for himself, without the need for any external instruction.
At that stage too, therefore, the intellect is in potentiality, yet not in the same way as be-
fore it learnt (pe

fiv) or made discoveries (eUpeiv). For something like the capacity for
sight, not previously present in it, comes to be in it in that it can see similar and dis-
similar objects, and what [in those objects] 1s identical and different. and is implied and
is in conflict (¢yyiveTan yap olov Syis alrd TpoTepov ol Evoloa dpaTikh TGV duoicv
ral T@v dvopoiwy kai Etépou kal droAolUfou kal payoptvou). (95.9-19)

Described above are two levels of intellectual achievernent. The first level of
perfection corresponds to the achievement of an ordinary person who has
not received a specialized education. This person has a grasp of universal
concepts such that she can appropriately group together (ouvdéryeiv) dissimi-
lar things and recognize when discrete objects share certain features or
causes in common. She is not, however, able to articulate fully what essen-
tially characterizes the groups of objects, because she cannot provide defi-
nitions or articulate the causes of why some thing or fact is so. Thus, she
has linguistic competency, but only a non-scientific grasp of the concepts
she uses. By contrast, the second level of perfection characterizes someone
who has obtained scientific and theoretical knowledge. Themistius reports
that obtaining this level of expertise requires knowing the totality of theor-
ems belonging to that discipline (95.23-25). A person with this knowledge
will have in her command the primary definitions and axioms, as well as
the propositions or theorems derived from them. And her knowledge will be
evidenced by her ability to call the axioms and theorems to mind without
external aid.

It will prove useful to make a few observations about the quote above be-
fore turning to our second passage. The first thing to note is that the two le-
vels of intellectual completion are brought about in entirely different ways.
Linguistic competency requires the activity of the sense laculties alongside
some training associated with them; scientific and theoretical understand-
ing require learning and discovery. Second, there is nothing mysterious
or magical about how either of these £eis are obtained. The intellect devel-
ops from sense-experience and training led by our parents and caregivers.
By means of these activities, we learn to group together things that are
relevantly similar and apply generalized terms to objects, attributes. and
phenomena. We seek the principles and theorems of a science using our
weak and inchoate grasp of the universal, because at this point we possess
language skills by which we can learn through enquiry and study. Third, the
only remark in the quote above that could resonate with the proponents of
the illumination theory involves the reference to the capacity for sight that
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springs up during some late stage of our development (95,17f.). One might
think that this capacity refers to the productive intellect. However, our
newly endowed “vision” does not explain our ability to apprehend or acquire
forms; rather, it characterizes our state once in possession of knowledge.
With knowledge we have the ability to see with clarity and precision what is
similar and 1dentical in different objects and what it is implied by and in
conflict with this piece of understanding. And we might note that Themis-
tius’s use of vision is here consistent with his use of EmPoAr and 0i&s.

[t is striking that Alexander of Aphrodisias also recognizes these same le-
vels of intellectual perfection, because he does not conceive the productive
intellect as the proximate cause of our thoughts.?® Like Themistius, Alex-
ander maintains that the perfected or ‘acquired’ intellect possesses scientific
and theoretical knowledge.?? He explains that this s is characterized by
the knower’s (or intellect’s) ability to think in absence of external resources
and holds that it belongs only to the most gifted and disciplined. Moreover,
Alexander concedes that all humans share in this €5 insofar as we all have
some apprehension of the universal and some synthetic knowledge — that
is to say, insofar as we all have linguistic competency and some common
sense. According to Alexander, this first level of perfection is acquired as we
grow and mature much in the way that we learn to walk: it develops nat-
urally with some practice over time.’!

The productive intellect, in Alexander’s view, plays only an indirect role
in the acquisition of knowledge. Alexander explains that what is being most
or all, or what most especially manifests some property. is the cause of other
things and properties of this sort (88,26-89.1). Therefore, since the produc-
tive intellect is the most intelligible of beings (88,25), it is the cause of all
things intelligible. Still, he does not mean that the productive intellect pro-
duces actual thoughts; for it does not communicate form or illuminate
those contained in images. It is responsible for the intelligibility of the cos-
mos insofar as it is the ultimate cause of its structure, order, stability and
beauty — the very qualities that make it knowable.

Alexander’s De Anima is not exactly a commentary on Aristotle’s. He wrote one, but it
is now lost. Yet because he endorses Aristotle’s account of the soul, his treatise reads
like an exposition of his master’s. See DA 2.4 9.
0 See, for instance, Alex. DA 82,1 3.
Alexander states that it is best to call the intellect that has obtained this first level of
achievement the “common intellect™ (6 xoivds voUs) as opposed to the “acquired in-
tellect” — his name for the intellect possessed of scientific knowledge (82,14). Themis-
tius also recognizes a common intellect, but he identifies it with Aristotle’s adnTikos
ous. Compare lines 106,141, of Themistius's paraphrase with lines 430a23-25 of Aris-
totle's De Anima

See Alex. DA 821 15, Themistius also analogizes intellectual development 10 walking
and then running (/i an. post. 65,24 28).
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That Themistius also does not make the productive intellect the proxi-
mate cause of our thoughts can be argued from analysis of the following
passage, wherein he describes the potential intellect before and after being
affected by the productive intellect:

[The] actaal intellect advances the potential intellect, and not only makes it an actual
intellect, but also constitutes its potential objects of thought as actual objects. These
are the enmattered forms, i.e., the universal thoughts (kové vofpaTa) assembled
from particular objects of perception. Up to this point the potential intellect cannot
discern (Giaxpivan) <the universal thoughts=, make transitions from one thought to the
other, or combine and divide them. Instead. like a store-house ol thoughts (Bnoaupos

vonudTww), it deposits (tifnav) the imprints from perception and imagination through

the agency of memary. But when the productive intellect encounters it and takes over
this ‘matter” of thoughts, the potential intellect becames one with it and becomes able
to make transitions, and to combine and divide thouzhts and to observe thoughts from

the [perspective of] one another. (99.1 10)

The passage opens with the claim that the productive intellect furnishes the
potential intellect with the objects of thought. He describes these as the en-
mattered forms, having in mind the intelligible forms of natural and math-
ematical entities. Prior to its joining with the productive intellect, the poten-
tial intellect cannot in any way apprehend the forms apart from their matter
and. therelore, cannot form propositions, make judgments or draw infer-
ences. In other words. it cannot think discursively because it does not have
concepts at its disposal. Its work consists solely in the depositing of “im-
prints from perception and imagination through the agency of memory™
(99.71.). At this point, the potential intellect is cognizant of the meld of
sense-experiences preserved by imagination and memory but unable to
make any sense of them. Thus, we can conclude that the productive intellect
enters the human soul before the individual begins to attach words to ob-
jects and that it has some role in the actualization of both £€eis.

There is nothing in this passage to suggest that the pmdmllw intellect
perfects the potential intellect at either stage by its power to illuminate
images and stockpile it with the forms. Themistius says that we acquire con-
cepts by tracking or hunting down (8npedev) the universal from the objects
of perception (95,11).32 The verb Onpevewv itsell suggests that the search
for the universal is a process unfolding over time — a process that can admit
of error. In fact, Themistius typically uses @npetev in place of. or in connec-
tion with, some kind of inquiry.* And while concept mastery cannot
involve a genuine inquiry — at this stage ol our intellectual development we
do not have linguistic competency — his verb choice suggests that, at the
very least, it involves some kind of procedure with regard to our sense-per-

Aristotle uses this verb in A post. 1 31, 88a3 in connection with our search tor the
universal.

$CF his use of Onpevev at lines 5,10, 42,8 and 49,34 ol his paraphrase of the De Ania
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ceptions. Moreover, if the productive intellect gives to the potential intellect
the capacity to track down the universal, then for Themistius, our ability to
engage our intellects must happen before they are stockpiled with concepts.
The prevailing interpretation cannot accommodate this idea. Scholars in-
sist that the productive intellect is required for the actualization of the in-
telligible objects on the assumption that the potential intellect lacks the
agency to think prior to being possessed of the forms. Yet the suggestion of
the above passage is that the productive intellect perfects its potential
counterpart by giving it the ability to form concepts by itself.

Now if the productive intellect is not the proximate cause of concept ac-
quisition, it does not provide us with insight into definitions and essences
either. Themistius tells us that discursive reasoning advances us to knowl-
edge of the object (30.32-34), that “we ought [...] more than anything else
inquire ({nTeiv) into the forms without matter” (112,23), and that “the in-
tellect ka® E§1v (presumably, the intellect possessed of universal concepts)
produces the objects of thought by separating them from matter” (100,2f.).
Indeed, we see him put these ideas into practice in the opening to his para-
phrase. In De Anima 1 1, Aristotle discusses how best to approach the in-
quiry into the soul. Themistius gives substantial attention to this introduc-
tory chapter and reports that the following are useful for discovering
essences and articulating definitions: (a) understanding the problems that
beset an inquiry (3,1-3); (b) tallying the properties of the object under in-
vestigation (5,3-26); and (¢) considering the opinions of one’s predecessors
(8,38-9.2). These observations and reflections, Themistius notes, will not
necessarily or universally lead to a correct definition, because there is no
single way of seeking definitions (5,26-30). The task, he says, is very diffi-
cult and he remarks that the methodology for providing definitions was
under dispute even in his day:

For even today it is disputed among philosophers what in general the method of defi-
nition is, and by what procedure it progresses [...]J. For [...] some believe that there is a
single method [... but] others [believe] that [...] the ways of dealing with definitions
differ in accordance with differences in things that exist. (2,9-16)

Such sensitivities (ly in the face of the illumination reading. We could
hardly be mistaken or struggle to find the best approach to the discovery of
a definition, if the productive intellect makes essential natures manifest to
us. It looks, then, as if Themistius takes the productive intellect to actualize
its potential counterpart by giving it the ability, first, to acquire concepts,
and, then, by means of ordinary thinking, to discover definitions and
essences. But if this is the case, then we must conclude that his productive
intellect plays only an indirect role in the actualization of the intelligible
forms.

['here 1s clear precedence for this kind of approach to knowledge
formation in the Mantissa, a treatise on the intellect attributed to Alex-
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ander of Aphrodisias.® In this work, it is explained that the productive in-
tellect perfects the potential intellect by being thought. The theory is that by
thinking the productive intellect, what lacks all matter, we obtain the im-
petus and ability to acquire the objects of thought from images produced by
sense-perception. The productive intellect serves as a model to imitate and,
thereby, gives us the ability to separate and abstract form from matter
(108,19-26). It remains, then, for us to say how in Themistius’s view the pro-
ductive intellect furnishes its potential counterpart with the ability to learn
and think. I have so far argued that the productive intellect does not literally
illuminate forms in images, but the same cannot be said for its role as com-
municator. Thus our question becomes: What forms does the productive
intellect channel to its potential counterpart so as to give it the ability to ac-
quire concepts and knowledge for itself?

Because Themistius did not make his views explicit. we can only specu-
late as to what he had in mind. Davidson suggests that the productive intel-
lect directly communicates the shared notions and the primary definitions
and axioms. His evidence comes rom the following passage:

I'here is no need Lo be puzzled if we who are combined from the potential and actual
[intellects] are referred back to one productive intellect [...]. Where otherwise do the
shared notions (kowai Evvoian) come from? Where is the untaught and identical under-
standing of the primary definitions (wpatwv Gpwv) and primary axioms (rparev
&Ercopdrav) derived from? For we would not understand one another unless there were
a single intellect that we all shared. (103,36 104,3)

It is easy to see how Davidson arrived at his interpretation. Insofar as the
primary definitions and axioms are untaught, they might very well be chan-
neled directly to and, thus, intuited by the potential intellect.* However,
Themistius earlier reported that “the primary definitions are those forms
that the intellect thinks by extraction from matter” (22,5f.). Thus, the pri-
mary definitions are known from sense-perception and. presumably, un-
taught insofar as they cannot be demonstratively proven.

[ have a different suggestion founded upon Themistius’s characterization
of linguistic competency and scientific knowledge. Recall that he character-
1zes concept mastery in terms of the ability “to group together (ouvdysiv)
what is similar in dissimilar objects and what is the same in different things™
(95,111) and knowledge in terms of seeing “similar and dissimilar objects

“ Because of the discrepancies between Alexander’s De Anima and the Mantissa, it is
not clear whether the latter is a genuine treatise or whether the conflicts are a mani-
festation of it being either an earlier or later work with respect to the former.

[ take it that Themistius is here referring to the common and proper principles of a
science. In Posterior Analytics 110, Aristotle distinguishes between principles that are
common to all sciences, such as the principle of non-contradiction and the proposi-
tion that equals removed [rom equals leaves equals. The proper principles are the defi-
nitions or axioms of the things with which a particular science is concerned.
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and what [in those objects] is the same and different, and is implied and in
conflict™ (95,17-19). What is striking is his casting of these rational states in
terms of our varying ability to discern similarity, sameness and difference.
Themistius uses similar expressions to explain the acquisition of the first
principles (or primary definitions) in his paraphrase of the Posterior Ana-
fytics. There he reports that human beings “are able to unite (cuvdmrrei)
similar things and apply <the universal to them>" (63,13). He goes on to
say that this ability marks the difference between human beings and ani-
mals: for all animals have the connate capacity for sense-perception, the
source ol our knowledge, but we alone can grasp the first principles. We can
“group together what is one among the many, what does not differ among
the differing and what is the same in the different (16 &v &k TOAAGVY kai T6
ad1apopov £k Brapdpwv kal TauTov £ ETépov cuviyel)” (64,10f,).36

This problem that Themistius raises — why it is that animals cannot dis-
cern the first principles — stems from the assumption that sense-perception
genuinely supplies the foundation for our understanding. Thus, he makes
much of Aristotle’s claim that perception is, in some manner, of the univer-
sal.3” According to Themistius, we perceive essential characteristics. “When
one sees Socrates, he at the same time sees in him what is similar to the
others and what is shared™ (64,61.). Still, Themistius is quick to note that
there is a big difference between sense-perception and intellection. The
senses may perceive the universal, but it does so as commingled with matter
and particularity (64,8f.). The job of the intellect is “to separate, abstract
and know the universal with respect to itself™ (64,8).

The theory so far is that the potential intellect acquires linguistic compet-
ency and scientific knowledge through its ability to organize and system-
atize the information it receives from the senses. Basically, we acquire the
ability to apply universal terms correctly from the practice of grouping
together and separating things appropriately, and later, come to know what
binds the groups together and what distinguishes one group of things from
another by studying and reflecting on the relevant objects that have been so
arranged. My proposal. then, is that productive intellect gives to its poten-
tial counterpart the ability to assemble, arrange and organize one’s experi-
ences and. therefore, gives to it the understanding of sameness and differ-
ence — the concepts necessary for the ordering of our sense-perceptions.
These relational concepts are among the few that Themistius’s productive
intellect can think. Morcover, Sameness and Difference are two of the
three entities that constitute Plato’s soul in the Timacus. (Being is the third.)
On the principle that like knows like, Sameness and Difference enable the
soul to know the Forms, as well as the constituents of the sensible realm.

Contrast this remark from his treatise on the Posterior Analvtics with lines 95,111 in
lis paraphrase of the De Anima.
CSee An post. 87629 and 100al7.
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Themistius describes Plato’s theory in book one of his paraphrase, and ex-
plains his intuition as follows: “When <the soul> groups (cuvéyn) the gen-
era and species together, it traces out sameness (T1\v TaUTOTH T AviyVEUEL),
but when it grasps besides the differences (tas Siapopds rpocAaupavn),
it discovers difference (v érepdTnTa Eeupioke)” (11,8-10).% Notable is
the similarity of language by which he characterizes learning for both Aris-
totle and Plato. I have argued that Themistius does not ascribe to Aristotle
a Platonic kind of intellectual intuition or vision. However, he certainly ap-
preciates Plato’s contribution and. I belicve, puts it to use in a creative and
Aristotelian way. ¥
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