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In t r o d u c t io n

1. T h e  D e  In t e l l e c t u  A t tr ib u te d  
t o  A le x a n d e r  o f  A p h ro d is ia s

Historical Importance of the De Intellectu

The De Intellectu, commonly attributed to Alexander of Aphrodis­
ias, the acknowledged dean of later Greek commentators on 
Aristotle, has attracted the attention of scholars in the fields of 
Arabic and Jewish theology and philosophy, the theology and 
philosophy of the Latin middle ages and the intellectual history 
of the Renaissance. This work has also received the attention of 
classicists specializing in the philosophy of late antiquity. There 
is, however, no adequate translation with introduction and com­
mentary, written from this perspective, that presents a scholarly 
treatment of the work especially for those in other areas who are 
interested in it. It is with these reasons in mind that this study is 
offered.1

Porphyry informs us that Alexander of Aphrodisias was among 
the authorities read in the seminar of Plotinus.2 There is no 
conclusive argument, however, that the De Intellectu was among

1 The text of the De Intellectu on which our translation is based is that of
I. Bruns, DeAnima Liber cum Mantissa, s a  2.1 (Berlin: 1887) 106.18-113.24. 
The appendix in Finnegan (1956a) 200-202 was consulted for the witness of 
the Arabic versions and Thery 74-82 for the evidence of the medieval Latin 
version. Fotinis’ translation with commentary on the DeAnima of Alexander of 
Aphrodisias and the De Intellectu has not been well received by Donini (1982) 
247 and note 50 who is critical of the scholarship in Fotinis’ commentary, 
accusing him of inexcusable errors and of ignoring the contemporary literature. 
Preus is more generous and finds the translation “generally reliable and clear” 
(427), although he is critical (428) of Fotinis’ habit of supplying words 
gratuitously and also of his occasional omissions.

2 Porphyry Vita Plotini 14.13.
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the works consulted by Plotinus and his students.3 As we shall 
see, it is not clear, in any case, that Alexander is the author of the 
De Intellectu. There is also no evidence that the De Intellectu was 
known in later antiquity and the earliest Greek manuscript is from 
the tenth century.4

In Baghdad, in the ninth century, the De Intellectu was trans­
lated into Arabic in the school of Hunain ibn Ishaq (which 
included his son Ishaq ibn Hunain).5 It has been argued that (in 
this translation) the De Intellectu exerted a major influence upon 
the thought of al-Kindi, al-Farabi, Ibn Sina and Ibn Rushd.6

3 Schwyzer cols. 573-574 finds only three parallels between Alexander and 
Plotinus which would compel us to recognize the relationship of source 
(Plotinus 4.3 [27],20.15-16 and Alexander Mantissa 115.32-33; Plotinus 2.7 
[37].1.53-54 and Alexander De Mixtione 220.14-15; Plotinus 4.7 [2].6.11-14 
and Alexander De Anima 68.8-13). Some of the literature would suggest that 
there is a considerable degree of influence upon Plotinus (see Armstrong; 
Henry; Rist (1962); Merlan (1963) 39-40; 47-52; 77-83; Hager). Rist (1966a), 
with special reference to Hager, adopts a conservative position. Linguistic 
parallels do not of themselves compel us to recognize a relationship of source. 
The possibility of influence from sources lost to us must also be considered. 
Blumenthal (1968) casts doubt even upon one of Schwyzer’s identifications 
(Plotinus 4.3 [27].20.15-16 and Alexander De Anima 115.32-33), although he 
accepts Henry’s addition to Schwyzer’s list (Plotinus 4.7 [2].6 and Alexander 
De Anima 61-63). Donini (1974) 19-23 sees Plotinus making use both of 
Alexander De Anima and the De Intellectu, but see Schroeder (1984) 241-242. 
Slezak 135-143 discusses the influence of Alexander on Plotinus and introduces 
some new parallels, including passages from the De Intellectu. Discouraged, 
however, by Rist’s reply to Hager, he allows for the possibility that these 
apparent parallels might be misleading. Schroeder (1984) reviews this discus­
sion and sees in Plotinus 4.5 [29].7.33-49 polemic against Alexander De Anima 
42.19-43.11. Becchi 90 argues that the reference to Alexander in Porphyry Vita 
Plotini 14 is not to Alexander of Aphrodisias, but to Alexander of Aegae. For 
the relationship between Alexander of Aphrodisias and Plotinus, see now 
Sharpies (1987) 1220-1223.

4 Moraux (1942) 207-221 discovers apparent references to the De Intellectu 
in Philoponus (sixth century); cf. Verbeke (1966) 13-14. None of these is 
compelling.

5 There is some confusion whether the translation was executed by Hunain 
ibn Ishaq or his son (Thery 20-21; Badawi [ 1968] 97). For the view that the 
translation proceeds from the school of Hunain ibn Ishaq, which included his 
son, see Peters (1968a) 60.

6 Thery 18-21; Peters (1968a) 59-61; Cranz (1961) 80.
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However, there is some doubt that this treatise was a source for 
al-Kindi and al-Farabi (who each wrote a treatise bearing the title 
De Intellectu known to the medieval Latin West).7

The De Intellectu was available in Latin translation from the 
end of the twelfth century. A partial version, attributed to Gerard 
of Cremona, which drew upon both Arabic and Greek sources, 
has been preserved intact.8 For the student of the Latin middle 
ages, the fortune of the De Intellectu is associated with the papal 
decrees of the thirteenth century, which forbade the teaching of 
all but the logical works of Aristotle in the University of Paris. 
The alleged materialism of its psychology and its implication of 
human mortality would be repugnant to Catholic teaching. Apart 
from any independent influence, it was significant for its asso­
ciation with Ibn Rushd (Averroes) whose doctrine of mono­
psychism (not to be found in the De Intellectu) was to be 
condemned, especially for its implication that the human indivi­
dual is mortal.9

The Arabic version of the De Intellectu, which proceeded from 
the school of Hunain ibn Ishaq, was translated into Hebrew in the 
fourteenth century by Samuel ben Juda ben Meschullam. The 
Jews did not develop a school of Peripatetic translation as did the 
Arabs and the scholars of the Latin West. The Spanish Jews did, 
however, have direct access to Arabic translations. The Alexan­
drian noetic (and possibly the De Intellectu) thereby exerted an 
influence on Jewish thought.10

7 Finnegan (1957); Finnegan (1956-2) discovers in Ibn Sina’s refutation of 
the “Porphyrians” a reference to the De Intellectu. This is accepted by Davidson
169-170. The influence of this treatise upon Ibn Rushd is not in dispute. For 
the treatises entitled De Intellectu by al-Kindi and al-Farabi, see Gilson 27-38; 
115 note 1; Massignon 151-158.

8 For the common attribution of this work to Gerard of Cremona, see Thery 
74, 82. This is called into doubt by Cranz (1961) 111. Cranz (1961) and 
(1971) offers a detailed catalogue of the medieval and renaissance translations 
of the De Intellectu.

9 See Thery; Van Steenberghen (1955) and (1970); Cranz (1961) 80; for 
the influence of the De Intellectu on the noetic of the medieval Latin West 
generally, see Grabmann (1929) and (1936) and Wilpert.

10 Gunsz 35-37; on the influence of the Alexandrian noetic on Maimonides, 
see Gunsz 27-32.
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The school of Padua in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries 
inherited and developed philosophical directions, especially 
Averroism, which had begun in Paris in the thirteenth century." 
In the Italy of the Renaissance, the De Intellectu was translated 
from Greek into Latin,12 and the De Intellectu influenced such 
figures as Nicoletto Vemia and Agostino Nifo.13

Biography and Significance of Alexander of Aphrodisias

We know little of the life of Alexander of Aphrodisias. We do 
know that Herminus and Sosigenes were his teachers.14 Alexan­
der dedicates the De Fato to Septimius Severus and Caracalla 
(164.3). This seems to indicate that the work was written between 
198 and 209 a d .15 It is possible that Alexander had been
appointed to the chair of Aristotelian philosophy established by 
Marcus Aurelius in 176 a d .16 It is not even clear that the

11 See Randall (1961) 20-21.
12 The Latin version of Girolamo Bagolino was published in Verona in 

1516; Angelo Canini’s Latin translation of the De Anima Mantissa (which 
contains the De Intellectu) was published in Venice in 1546. The editio princeps 
of Alexander’s De Anima and the De Anima Mantissa was published in Venice 
in 1534. See Cranz (1961) 81; Movia (1970b) 17.

13 Mahoney (1969). For recent bibliography on the influence of Alexander 
of Aphrodisias, see Sharpies (1987) 1223-1224.

14 For Herminus see Simplicius In De Caelo ( c a g  7) 430.32ff.; for Sosi­
genes see Alexander In Meteorologica ( c a g  3.2) 143.13. The latter is, of course, 
to be distinguished from the astronomer, cf. Th. Martin. The question of 
Aristotle of Mytilene will be discussed below pp. 22-33.

15 Todd(1976) 1 andnote3 questions the traditional lower terminus of 211 
on the grounds that Alexander would not have failed to mention Geta who was 
created Augustus in 209. Moraux (1981) 641 accepts Todd’s chronology; 
Bastait’s’ chronology also agrees with Todd. However, Montanan 1438-1439 
challenges Todd: the manuscript authority for the works of Alexander, he 
believes, derives almost certainly ( secondo ogni verisimiglianza, 1438) from the 
School of Athens (although see note 16 below). The Athenian editors would, 
especially in the case of an official dedication, have observed the damnatio 
memoriae of Geta.

16 Dio Cassius 72.31; Philostratus Vitae Sophistarum 566; Lucian Eunu- 
ctius 3.7-11 and Todd (1976) 1 note 2; 6 note 29. Lynch 193 states, on the 
basis of the dedication of the De Fato, that Alexander worked at Rome. Lynch
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Aphrodisias is the familiar site in Caria, although the rich culture 
of that city renders this probable.17

Alexander was the first of the commentators for whom we have 
an extensive number of commentaries. Along with Themistius he 
represents a relatively orthodox form of exegesis that was capable 
of making a reading of Aristotle without reference to Neoplato­
nism.18 He was known to the subsequent Greek tradition as the 
commentator par excellence-19 His reputation loomed large 
among the Arabic philosophers, the thinkers of the medieval 
Latin West and the School of Padua.20

214, however, is more cautious. He argues that Alexander may have been 
appointed to an imperial chair in Rome or Alexandria. Such chairs were not 
necessarily occupied by scholarchs, but the appointment could be assigned to 
“an itinerant teacher or a distinguished philosopher or scientist.” In the first 
century a d  Vespasian established such a chair in Rome (Philostratus Vitae 
Sophistarum 580; 589; 627; cf. Suetonius Vespasian 18) and Antoninus Pius 
had established municipal chairs in other cities (Historia Augusta, Capitolinus, 
Life of Antoninus Pius 11.3). Moraux (1973) 523 relics on Lynch 193 and 
argues that there is no compelling evidence in the dedication of the De Fato for 
Alexander’s tenure at Rome. Donini (1982) 220 and 245 note 26 follows 
Moraux in this. Thillet (1984) xxxvi-li reviews both Greek and Arabic evidence 
for the relationship between Alexander and Galen. It appears that Galen De 
anatomicis administrationibus 2.218.6 Kuhn conflates Alexander of Aphrodisias 
with Alexander of Damascus. The latter is depicted as holding the chair of 
Aristotelianism in Athens. Thillet argues that this is really a reference to 
Alexander of Aphrodisias. On the hypothesis that this information is provided 
by way of revision in Galen’s old age, Thillet argues that the chair in question 
would be that established by Marcus Aurelius in 176 a d . Galen would be here 
confusing Alexander of Damascus, who had held a municipal chair of Aristo­
telianism in Athens and who had studied with Galen, with Alexander of 
Aphrodisias who, at the time of Galen’s revision, currently held the imperial 
chair of this subject. Thillet also provides, on the basis of Arabic evidence, an 
argument for the possibility that Alexander and Galen knew each other in Rome.

17 Robert and Todd (1976) 1 note 4.
18 Sharpies (1983) 15.
19 Simplicius In Physica ( c a g  10) 1170.13; 1176.32; Olympiodorus In 

Meteorologica ( c a g  12.2) 263.19-21 and Sharpies (1983) 15 note 92; for 
further references see now Sharpies (1987) note 23.

20 Thery 18-27; 34-67; Hamelin; Cranz (1961) 80; Badawi (1968) 94-99; 
Pines (1961); Davidson; Brown. On the School of Padua, see Cranz (1961) 81; 
Randall; Mahoney (1969).
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The Authorship of the De Intellectu

Three significant psychological treatises are attributed to Alexan­
der of Aphrodisias. We know of the existence of a lost com­
mentary on the De Anima of Aristotle from references in the 
ancient commentators.21 Alexander’s De Anima, which is not a 
commentary but a personal treatise on the soul,22 survives and is 
certainly authentic.23 We also possess the De Intellectu, which is 
preserved in a diverse collection of psychological writings known 
as the Mantissa, a disparaging title conferred upon it by the editor 
Bruns.24

The De Intellectu was regarded as a sort of second De Anima
until its authenticity as a work of Alexander of Aphrodisias was 
called into question in 1942 by Moraux, who detected such a 
divergence of doctrine between the two treatises that he conclud­
ed that they could not both be by the same author, even if we 
made allowance for intellectual development. Since we know the 
De Anima to belong to Alexander, we should therefore, he 
argued, reject the Alexandrian authorship of the De Intellectu.

In both works the human intellect is tripartite, consisting of (1) 
a potential or material intellect, (2) an intellect in a state of 
possession (the habitus of the medieval translations) and (3) an 
intellect in actuality. Moraux argued that they differed radically in 
their account of the function of these phases of intellect. In the 
De Anima the potential or material intellect is a complete faculty, 
capable of abstracting form from matter, while in the De Intellectu 
it is merely an embryonic form of intellect that has yet to develop 
to this stage. Again, in the De Anima the intellect in a state of 
possession is a storehouse of forms accumulated through reten­
tion of forms abstracted from matter by the potential or material 
intellect. In the De Intellectu, on the other hand, the intellect in

21 Zeller 818 note 2.
22 Ed. I. Bruns sa  2.1:1-100.
23 For the explicit references see Philoponus In De Anima ( c a g  15) 

159.18-19; Michael of Ephesus In Parva Naturalia ( c a g  22.1) 135.24-28.
24 At s a  2.1: 101-186 (De Intellectu = 106.18-113.24).
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the state of possession is (like the potential or material intellect 
in the De Anima) a faculty capable of abstracting forms from 
matter.

In both treatises there is, apart from the human intellect, a 
productive intellect that is divine. The action of this intellect is (in 
the DeAnima) indirect. Light, by the very act of being supremely 
visible, causes visibility for visible objects. On this analogy, the 
productive intellect, by the very fact of its being supremely an 
object of thought, renders the forms that are abstracted from 
matter by the potential or material intellect objects of thought. It 
thus indirectly contributes to the formation of the human intellect. 
In the De Intellectu the productive intellect imparts the intellect 
in the state of possession to the embryonic potential or material 
intellect. On the analogy of light, it is seen together with its 
concomitants. It is by reference to the productive intellect as 
primary object of intellective vision that the human intellect is 
able to abstract form as object of thought from matter.

At DeAnima 2.18-22 Alexander argues that, to understand the 
nature of the soul, it is necessary first to examine the body that 
is ensouled. All bodies are either simple or composite. To 
understand body it is easier and preferable to begin with the 
simple bodies, the elements earth, air, fire and water. Every body 
is composed of matter and form. The form of a simple body is 
identical with its primary qualities. Thus the form of fire is heat 
and dryness and the concomitant lightness (5.4-9). The matter of 
fire is that which receives such a form and is capable of receiving 
its contraries (cold and wet). Neither the matter nor the form is 
fire, but their combination (5.18-6.2), although fire is what it is 
with reference to its form (6.21-23). Simple bodies combine to 
form composite bodies that display greater disparity (7.21-8.13). 
Form in biological bodies is soul (9.11-14; 11.2).

Alexander’s doctrine that the soul arises from the fusion or 
composition of elements represents for Moraux a materialism 
remote from the true psychology of Aristotle.25 Donini shows that

25 Moraux (1942) 29; 169; 173.
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Alexander, who at least by his profession is faithful to Aristotle 
{De Anima 2.4-9), remains Aristotelian in an important sense.26 
Aristotle says that the study of the soul belongs to the domain of 
physics because the study of the soul is necessarily the study of 
soul in body (1.1, 403a28). Alexander construes these words as 
an invitation to engage in the kind of account we have just given. 
Donini shows that this rests upon Alexander’s study of the De 
Generatione et Corruptione and the Meteorologica. Of course, the 
philosophical distance between Alexander and his master may 
remain great, even if a step by step examination of his argument 
reveals apparently legitimate Aristotelian roots.

Moraux sees in Alexander’s theory of the origin of the soul the 
basis and foundation of his entire psychology. The soul is far from 
being the cause that determines the constitution of the body, its 
internal structure and its entire development, as in Aristotle. On 
Moraux’s view, it is the organization of the body that engenders 
the soul. The soul is the result, indeed an accident, that proceeds 
from a corporeal mixture. The Alexandrian noetic therefore 
proceeds from the general principles of Alexander’s psychology. 
The intellect accordingly develops in a soul-body complex of 
greater diversity and subtlety than may be found in vegetative or 
other ensouled entities. Like soul itself, intellect is a result, even 
an accident, of such a combination. Yet in faithfulness to the text 
of Aristotle, Alexander endows such an intellect (which is, in the 
first phase of its development, described as potential or material) 
with the ability to abstract, conserve and know form as object of 
thought. It is, says Moraux: “Une non-substance qui agit: voila 
bien la plus grave heresie qui puisse sortir de la bouche d’un 
Aristotelicien.”27

Donini argues correctly that a closer reading of the De Anima 
of Alexander will show that Moraux is not entirely fair to 
Alexander in discovering such contradictions.28 Aristotle in De

26 Donini (1970) 64-68; 73-74; 82; 87; 89; 94-96; 107; cf. Zorzetti; cf. also 
Donini (1982) 231-232.

27 Moraux (1942) 173.
28 Donini (1970); cf. Schroeder (1982) 117-119. Also see Sharpies (1987)
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Anima 1.4, 407b27-408a30, refutes arguments that assert that the 
soul is a harmony. Alexander in De Anima 24.18-26 offers a 
discussion of the subject that contains important differences from 
the Aristotelian argument. Alexander maintains (24.18-25.4) 
that if we assert that the soul is a form supervening upon the 
mixture or fusion of its component bodies, it does not follow that 
the soul is a harmony. While the soul may not exist apart from 
that mixture, it need not be identical with it. It is rather a dunamis 
that supervenes upon this fusion or mixture. It is like the dunamis 
of a drug, its power to heal, which arises from the mixture of its 
chemical elements in a certain proportion, yet is neither those 
elements nor the proportion itself. Thus we may, with Moraux, 
see the soul as a result of a combination of bodily elements. 
However, we need not regard it as it as merely an accident of that 
combination. As such the soul would have no true life of its own.

The word dunamis (usually translated as “potency”) in Aris­
totle may have the sense of power to act, as well as power to be 
acted upon.29 Now while Alexander and Aristotle both define 
soul as form, Alexander does not follow Aristotle De Anima 2.1, 
412a21-28 in identifying this form with first entelechy, but with 
a dunamis. Alexander nonetheless means by the terms form and 
dunamis what Aristotle means by first entelechy.30 In Aristotle the 
analogy by which first entelechy is explained is with knowledge 
and its application. We may have knowledge even before we apply 
it (e.g., even in sleep). Alexander De Anima 9.14-23 offers the 
example of earth and weight to explain the soul as a dunamis. The 
form and dunamis of earth is weight. The weight is perfect and

1181: “It also seems characteristic of Alexander’s approach that he tends to 
consider particular points one by one, rather than being concerned to establish 
his own position on the whole of a topic in a systematic way. In spite of his 
undoubted critical acumen, he at times takes Aristotle’s text in a forced way in 
order to support his own views ... .”

29 Metaphysics 9.1, 1046a9-19.
30 Cf. Alexander De Anima 9.14-23; 15.29-16.10; 80.16-24 and Donini

(1970) 87 note 2 and Schroeder (1982) 118-119.
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complete even in the absence of the downward motion that is its 
actuality and second perfection.

It is instructive in this context to observe that Galen, in what 
he claims is an Aristotelian argument, identifies the soul with the 
corporeal mixture itself.31 He also contests an earlier view to the 
effect that the soul is not to be identified with the mixture itself, 
but rather is to be considered a dunamis which supervenes upon 
the mixture, the view we find in Alexander.32

Moraux discovers a fundamental contradiction in Alexander’s 
description of the first phase of human thought as potential or 
material.33 This phase is compared by Alexander De Anima

31 <Quod animi mores corporis temperamenta sequantur, ed. I. Muller ( Galeni 
Scripta Minora vol. 2 [Leipzig: 1891]) 44.9-45.3.

32 The possibility that Alexander may have been acquainted with this 
Galenic treatise is entertained by Donini (1970) 96-107 and Donini (1974) 
150-156, although Donini does not allow this thesis more than a great measure 
of verisimilitude (Donini [1974] 151). Todd (1977) 125-128 argues that the 
consultation of this text by Alexander is not a necessary hypothesis. Donini 
(1982) 246 note 47 objects to the general tone of Todd’s argument for 
neglecting his discussion (Donini [1974] 127-150; cf. now Donini [1982] 
227-228) on Galenic themes in Alexander De Fato. For Arabic evidence for the 
dependence of Alexander on Galen see Nutton 318-322. Alexander’s refusual 
to identify the soul with the corporeal mixture itself demonstrates at least his 
distance from a materialism of the kind we encounter in Galen; on this question 
of Alexander’s dependence upon Galen, see now Sharpies (1987) 1203. Donini 
(1971) 82-93 and Donini (1982) 231-233 argue that Alexander’s views upon 
the arising of the soiil from the fusion of corporeal elements is derived from a 
misinterpretation of Aristotle DeAnima 1.4, 408a24-26; cf. Philoponus In De 
Anima ( c a g  15) 151.27-152.10. Galen (in the text cited above, note 31) 
represents his source (Muller at 44.12 supplies Andronicus) as stating that the 
soul is both a mixture (of corporeal elements) and a dunamis which supervenes 
upon the mixture. Donini (1970) 102 expresses doubt with respect to the 
reference to Andronicus because it rests upon editorial conjecture, but (1982)
98 note 46 affirms it upon the basis of reference to the presence of the reference 
in the Arabic translation from the school of Hunain ibn Ishaq (see Moraux 
[1973] 134 note 9; [1978] 285 and note 6). See, however, the discussion of 
Todd (1977) who, apart from this controversy, sees no compelling reason to 
accept the reference to Andronicus, but is willing (127) to entertain the idea 
“that attempts among Aristotelians to consider the relation between Aristotle’s 
theory of the soul and his doctrine of the mixture of the elements predate 
Alexander.” On the question of Galen’s reference to Andronicus, see now 
Sharpies (1987) 1203.

33 Moraux (1942) 70-71; 75; 117-118; 173-174.
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84.24-26 to a writing tablet or, more precisely, to the condition 
in a tablet of not containing writing. Moraux objects that for the 
first phase of intellect to advance from utter passivity to the acts 
of abstracting, conserving and knowing form would be as if the 
tablet were to cover itself with writing.34

Schroeder, in an article published in 1982, adapts the ap­
proaches of Donini to demonstrate that this first phase of intellec­
tion in Alexander is not potential in the sense that it is something 
utterly passive that must be endowed with active characteristics to 
bring it into harmony with the Aristotelian text. It is rather 
potential in Alexander’s special sense of first entelechy. Complete 
in itself, it may advance to further perfections. Schroeder^also 
re-examines the description of the first phase of intellection as 
material. The suggestion that this first phase is material might 
seem to denote that the material intellect is passive in the 
reception of forms, rather than an active faculty. It is, however, 
to be observed that Alexander compares (84.24-85.5) the 
material intellect, not simply to a writing tablet, but to the 
condition in a tablet of not containing writing and to the suit­
ability for being written upon. The suitability for being written 
upon is not affected by the act of writing. The material intellect 
therefore does not serve as matter to the forms it receives.35

This idea may be better understood from some antecedent 
remarks (83.23-84.24) on perception. An unensouled object, 
Alexander notes, may serve as matter to the affection of heat. 
While an organ of perception such as the eye may serve as matter 
to and be affected by what is seen, the faculty of perception such 
as sight is not itself affected. Perception is a faculty of judgment 
or discernment, not merely an affection. Perception perceives 
perceptible forms as embedded in matter. Intellect abstracts the

34 Ibid., 75.
35 Schroeder (1982) is replying to Bazan (1973) whose argument for the 

authenticity of the De Intellectu as a work of Alexander rests upon his acceptance 
of the contradictions which Moraux (1942) finds in Alexander’s De Anima. 
Bazan (1973) will be discussed below where we shall have occasion to review 
the relevance of the productive intellect to this discussion.
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forms addressed by perception from their material substrate and 
in this act advances to thought (84.6-9). Perception is not itself 
changed in the act of perception, although the organ of percep­
tion is affected.

Intellect, which is without such an organ, acts to abstract forms 
from matter and is not itself affected by them, nor does it serve 
as matter to them. In the absence of an organ such as the organ 
of perception it enjoys a greater independence (84.10-14). Thus 
the description of the first phase of intellect as material, paradoxi­
cal as it may seem, does not carry with it the requirement that it 
be utterly passive. It may be said in summation that the contradic­
tions Moraux discovered in 1942 with respect to the description 
of this phase as potential or material do not stand; indeed, 
Moraux himself has since softened his earlier views in these 
matters.36

It may then be asked, why does Alexander bother at all to call 
this phase of intellect “material?” All men have the material 
intellect by nature. Only the sage, through learning and habitua­
tion, advances to the possession of the acquired intellect. It is with 
reference to the reception of this acquired intellect that the 
material intellect is so called. It may receive the acquired intellect 
as its form and completion.37

Bazan agrees that the noetic of Alexander De Anima presents 
the contradictions Moraux had described in his earlier study. It 
may be recalled that Moraux had also argued that the De Anima 
and the De Intellectu so contradict each other that they may not 
be seen as proceeding from the hand of the same author, even if 
we allow for an intellectual development between them. Bazan, 
by contrast, has argued that the De Intellectu is a work of 
Alexander’s maturity because it corrects the internal contradic­
tions of the De Anima; the latter can be regarded, therefore, as an 
earlier work.38

36 Moraux (1978a) 297-305.
37 De Anima 81.22-82.3 and Schroeder (1982) 120-121.
38 Bazan (1973); see Moraux (1942) 132-134.
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Now at De Intellectu 108.16-26, Bazan argues, the productive 
intellect is described as form and object of thought free of any 
material substrate. The potential or material intellect in man 
addresses itself in the first instance to this form with reference to 
which it is then capable of abstracting enmattered form. As it is 
thus already actualized before its address to enmattered form, it 
need not present the contradiction found by Bazan that a passive 
entity may of itself advance to actuality, as in the De Anima?9

In 1974 Donini suggested that the De Intellectu is to be 
ascribed to Alexander’s juvenalia.40 The doctrine of the immate­
rial forms, transcendent objects of thought advanced in the De 
Anima, in his view, appears more sophisticated than the doctrine 
of the productive intellect as one form and object of thought put 
forth in the De Intellectu. The causality by which thought is 
engendered in the De Intellectu appears naive to him.

Moraux has abandoned much of his earlier position, stressing 
similarities between the two works, especially the tripartite 
structure of the intellect. He for this reason disagrees with Bazan, 
but finds attractive Bazan’s suggestion that the De Intellectu 
should be regarded as a work of Alexander’s maturity.41

As we have seen, in his reply to Bazan in 1982, Schroeder 
argues against Moraux’s earlier view that the DeAnima does not 
present those contradictions with respect to the potential or 
material intellect of which it is accused. Therefore, Schroeder 
contends, it is not necessary that its doctrine be corrected by the 
De Intellectu in the manner suggested by Bazan.

The De Intellectu reads very much like derivative material. This 
may be seen from a comparison with the De Anima. The latter 
presents, not only a coherent body of doctrine, but a program of 
argument. Alexander begins with the rise of the soul from 
corporeal mixture. He then describes the various types of soul 
that proceed from increasingly complex combinations of elements

39 Cf. Bazan (1973) 478-484, especially 481-482.
40 Donini (1974) 59-62; he is not engaged here in refuting Bazan (1973).
41 Moraux (1978a) 269 and note 69.
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until this process reaches the intellective soul in man. Man shares 
in common with animals a progression from sensation to imagi­
nation to memory. His specific difference is that he may proceed 
further to the abstraction, conservation and knowledge of en- 
mattered form. Alexander then presents the development of 
intellection through three phases: the potential or material intel­
lect; intellect in the state of possession; and the intellect in 
actuality, demonstrating the reason for each evolutionary advance. 
The De Intellectu, on the other hand, presents us with a terse and 
summary list of the three phases of intellection and their functions 
and thus appears derivative.

The unoriginal character of the De Intellectu is worth illustra­
ting in detail. The psychological evolution of the De Anima of 
Alexander culminates in a splendid meeting of the natural and 
metaphysical orders of the universe.42 This conclusion emerges 
from an examination of the difficult crux that occurs in Alexan­
der’s treatment of the analogy of the productive intellect to light 
in Aristotle De Anima 3.5. In this passage, Alexander says:

In all things that which is especially and supereminently what it is 
is the cause for other things of being such as they are. That which 
is especially visible, such as light, is the cause for other things of 
their being visible and that which is especially and primarily good 
is the cause for other things of their being good. Other things are 
judged good by their contribution to this. That which is especially 
and by its own nature object of thought is, it is reasonable to 
maintain, the cause of the intellection of other objects of thought. 
Such an entity would be the productive intellect. (De Anima 
88.26-89.6)

If we confine ourselves to the part of this statement that asserts 
that what is supereminently visible is the cause for other things 
of their visibility just as good things are rendered good by that 
which is supereminently good, we may seem to be in the presence 
of a Platonic (or proleptically even a Neoplatonic) pattern of

42 Schroeder (1981).
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causation, as Merlan claims.43 The principle stated in this passage 
was falsely understood by Moraux to be enunciated by the 
scholastic formula propter quod alia, id maximum tale; that is, 
that that which causes the existence of a quality in some other 
thing must possess that quality in the highest degree.44 It is rather 
the case that Alexander here assumes the supreme intelligibility 
of the productive intellect or the supreme luminosity of the source 
of light as a premiss of argument. Lloyd properly observes, 
“Alexander was not at that point trying to prove the existence of 
something supremely intelligible.”45 Merlan and Donini, in 
misinterpreting the maxim in such a way that it assumes as 
premiss the supreme intelligibility of the productive intellect, 
provide a partially correct interpretation of this passage.46 The 
supreme intelligibility of the productive intellect is not only 
assumed by Alexander as a premiss of argument; it is also a 
necessary condition of the causation of intelligibility for other 
intelligible objects. Notice, however, that Alexander also says, 
“Other good things are judged good by their contribution to this 
[i.e., being good].” At first sight, this statement concerning the 
contribution of good things to being good might be regarded as 
an abrupt exception to the supposedly Platonic participation of 
visibles in the supremely visible (i.e., light), or of intelligibles in 
the supremely intelligible (i.e., the productive intellect). Donini 
sees in this contribution (sunteleidf7 of good things to goodness 
merely an attempt on the part of Alexander to distance himself 
from Middle Platonism.

The notion of contribution should in fact be extended, not only 
to goodness, but to visibility and intelligibility as well. To un­
derstand how this is so, we may look to Alexander’s understand­

43 Merlan (1963) 39.
44 Moraux (1942) 90-92.
45 Lloyd (1976) 150.
46 See Merlan (1963) and Donini (1974); cf. Schroeder (1981) and 

(1984). See now the comprehensive review of Alexander’s doctrine of intellect 
in Sharpies (1987) 1204-1214.

47 Donini (1974) 47; for sunteleia see Alexander De Anima 89.4.
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ing, not of light as a term of an analogy, but of light itself. For 
Alexander De Anima 42.19-43.11, illumination is a joint effect 
produced both by the source of light and by the illumined object. 
In this pattern of causation the source, by being supremely visible, 
is the cause of visibility in the illumined object. Yet the illumined 
object may be regarded as making its own contribution to the 
production of visibility when the illumined object and the source 
of light are juxtaposed, i.e., the presence of the illumined object 
is necessary but (in the absence of the source of light) not a 
sufficient condition of illumination.

That Alexander’s understanding of illumination is not really 
Platonic (or at least not Neoplatonic) in character may be seen 
from Plotinus’ polemic against it.48 Plotinus sees illumination as 
uniquely a product of the illuminans, with no need for juxtapo­
sition with nor for contribution from the illuminatum; that is, the 
illuminans is alone both the necessary and the sufficient condition 
of illumination.

Plotinus, describing the relationship between the One and 
Intellect, makes use of an analogy of light that seems to owe a 
philosophical debt to the Aristotelian analogy of the productive 
intellect to light at De Anima 3.5, 430al4-17. Plotinus may 
further have consulted Alexander’s interpretation of the Aristo­
telian analogy of the productive intellect to light. Now we have 
seen how the Plotinian theory of illumination differs from 
Alexander’s treatment of this subject. For Plotinus, illumination 
is uniquely the product of the source, while for Alexander it is a 
joint effect proceeding both from the source of light and the 
illumined object. We may reasonably expect that these differences 
will be reflected in the analogy of light used by these authors. 
Indeed Plotinus, in invoking the analogy of light to describe the 
relationship between the One and Intellect, stresses the role of the 
One as the source of intellection and intelligibility in a manner 
which reflects his understanding of the source of light as unique

48 See Alexander De Anima 42.19-43.11, Plotinus 4.5 [29].7.33-49 and 
Schroeder (1984).
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cause of illumination. Thus the role of the source here offers a 
parallel to the part played by the source of light in the Plotinian 
physics of light. In Alexander’s use of the analogy of light, as we 
have observed, intelligibility and intellection are a joint effect 
proceeding from both the productive intellect and the objects of 
thought, even as both the source of light and the illumined objects 
are required for there to be illumination.49

It should, however, be observed that for Plotinus (even though 
he may employ predication per eminentiam), it is not simply the 
case that the cause must possess to the supreme degree the 
character of its effect. Indeed Plotinus is concerned to understand 
how the One can produce that which is not itself.50 Thus the One, 
while it is the supreme object of thought, is object of thought for 
Intellect, but is not intrinsically an object of thought.51

For Alexander, just as light, by being supremely visible, is the 
cause of visibility, so also is the productive intellect, as supreme 
object of thought, the cause for other objects of thought of their 
being such objects of thought in turn. Yet these make their own 
contribution to this effect when they are brought into juxtaposi­
tion with the productive intellect that is supremely an object of 
thought. How and where does this take place? Alexander traces 
the psychic hierarchy extending from the first supervention of the 
soul on corporeal mixture (25.2-3) to the dawn of intellection 
(80.16-24), through to the advance from imagination, to memory 
and on to the abstraction and appropriation of the immanent 
enmattered forms that are potentially objects of thought 
(83.2-84.9). Now there are, in Alexander, two classes of forms, 
objects of thought: immaterial or transcendent and enmattered or 
immanent. The immaterial or transcendent forms that are objects 
of thought are eternal and are identical with the act of thinking 
them on the part of the productive intellect that thinks them

49 Cf. Plotinus 4.5 [29].7; 5.1 [10].6; 6.7 [38].16 and Schroeder (1984) 
244-248.

50 See Plotinus 5.3 [49].15.35; 6.7 [38].15.19; 6.7 [38].17.4 and Schroe­
der (1984); Plotinus 5.1 [10].7 and Schroeder (1986).

51 See Plotinus 5.6 [24].2.7-21 and Schroeder (1984) 247.
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always.52 These forms, by being supremely intelligible, are the 
ultimate cause for the enmattered or immanent forms, both of 
their being objects of thought and of their being (89.7-11). Yet 
these enmattered forms do not exist qua objects of thought until 
they are abstracted by the human mind (90.2-9; 84.19-21). Thus 
the human intelligence is the locus of that juxtaposition of 
immanent and transcendent forms, objects of thought which is 
necessary to metaphysical illumination.53

If we construe the formula, propter quod alia, id maximum tale 
to mean that it is by possessing an attribute to the highest degree 
that the source is the cause of the existence of that same attribute 
(although in lesser degree) in its products, then that formula does 
not describe the production either of iUumination or of human 
intellection in Alexander. If we are to think that this maxim 
expresses Platonism, then Alexander, as he does not observe it, 
is not at Platonist. Furthermore, Alexander is not poised on the 
brink of Neoplatonism. If Plotinus, the father of Neoplatonism, 
is a Platonist, in the sense that he stresses that illumination is 
uniquely the product of its source, then he exhibits a profound 
difference from Alexander for whom illumination is a joint effect 
proceeding both from the source of illumination and the illu­
mined object. The difference between these authors concerning 
the nature of illumination is, as we have seen, reflected in their 
use of the analogy of light in explaining the genesis of intellection. 
The use of the formula, propter quod alia, id maximum tale to

52 De Anima 88.2 aulon eidos (immaterial form); 87.29 noeta ta enula 
(enmattered form). See Todd (1976) 210 and 216. For a discussion of the 
question whether transcendent of immaterial form, object of thought, is singular 
or plural, see Commentary at 108.14. For the relationship between the pro­
ductive intellect and its objects, see 90.11-13 and Merlan (1967) 118; see also
88.3-5 and Merlan (1969) 39 where Merlan argues correctly that the productive 
intellect produces the immaterial or the transcendent forms, objects of thought, 
by thinking them eternally. It is said to be the cause of all objects of thought 
(89.10-11).

53 The human mind enters into identity with the enmattered or immanent 
forms, or objects of thought (87.29-88.10; 90.2-4; 84.22-24). The human mind 
may also enter into some kind of identity with the productive intellect 
(89.21-91.6); Schroeder (1981) 224.
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compare Alexander and Plotinus is farther faulted by its inappli­
cability to Plotinus, who does not think that the source, by the 
fact of possessing an attribute to the highest degree, is the cause 
of that attribute for its products.54

Moraux in 1942 distinguished between an esprit metaphysique 
and an esprit scientifique in Alexander. He viewed the naturalistic 
account of the rise of thought in Alexander as sufficient without 
the supervention of the productive intellect, an unnecessary item 
of metaphysical baggage.55 We may now see that there is rather 
a grand design in which the natural and metaphysical orders meet 
when the human mind advances to the omega point of noetic 
illumination.

The De Intellectu, with its stilted list of the phases of intellect 
and its wooden presentation of the argument, stands in sharp 
contrast with the De Anima of Alexander. Nowhere may its 
deficiencies be seen more clearly than in the way in which it draws 
the analogy of the productive intellect to light. At 107.31 we read:

For as light becomes for colours that are potentially visible the 
cause of their becoming actually visible, so also does this third 
intellect make the potential and material intellect intellect in 
actuality by producing a state where thought is possessed.

The analogy is at best elliptical. Surely to the colours that are seen 
(i.e., to visible objects), there should correspond, not intellect in 
the state of possession, but objects of thought. What is more, the 
very use of ordinal numerals, as in “third intellect,” reads like a 
set of notes, something which is derivative and imperfectly 
understood. The second occurrence of the analogy to light 
(111.32), while an improvement over this, is still deficient.56

Donini, as has been shown, argues that the De Intellectu should 
be relegated to Alexander’s juvenalia.57 We have already observed

54 Schroeder (1984).
55 Moraux (1942) 48-49 and especially 49 note 1. Movia (1970a) provides 

a useful review of scholarship on the question of these two tendencies in the 
thought of Alexander.

56 See Commentary ad loc.
57 Donini (1974) 59-62.
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that the noetic doctrine of the De Intellectu, while it betrays 
similarities to the philosophy of mind in Alexander’s De Anima, 
seems unoriginal. It would surely be more economical to argue 
that this material was derived from the mature work of Alexander 
than to maintain that Alexander built the edifice of his mature 
work upon his own youthful writings, if these were themselves 
borrowed from some other source.

There are, of course, undeniable similarities between the De 
Anima and the De Intellectu. But because of the great divergence 
of doctrine on the role of the productive intellect in producing 
human thought, it is hard to see from what source these similar­
ities would arise, especially in the absence of overt polemic. This 
difference is also difficult to explain on the grounds of intellectual 
development in one author. If we knew more of the-intellectual 
history of Alexander’s period, we might better understand and be 
able to account for the similarities and differences.58 But failing 
that we must seriously doubt whether the De Intellectu is an 
authentic part of the Alexandrian corpus.

Besides the body of commentaries and monographs that form 
the established Alexandrian corpus, there are two collections 
both of which Moraux regarded as of questionable authenticity, 
the De Anima Mantissa and the Quaestiones.59 The De Anima 
Mantissa is the uncomplimentary title the editor Bruns assigned 
to the collection of writings appended to the De Anima proper 
( mantissa means “supplement” or “makeweight”).60 Of the 
twenty-five items of which this collection consists, only the first 
five undertake a direct engagement with psychology. This second 
De Anima doubtless owes its title, not to the importance of these

58 The terms “potential intellect” and “intellect in actuality” occur at 
Alcinous Didaskalikos p. 164 Hermann (on the authorship of this work see 
Commentary at 108.14), although these terms bear a very different sense from 
their meaning in Alexander (see Balleriaux 84). The view that the soul is a 
dunamis that is to be identified with or which supervenes upon corporeal fusion 
doubtless antedates Alexander (see notes 32 and 33 above).

59 Moraux (1942) 140-141.
60 Sharpies (1983) 16.
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writings, but to their position at the beginning of the book.61 The 
other writings treat of vision and light, physics, ethics and the 
Peripatetic doctrines of fate and providence.

The Quaestiones, in four books, appears to be a disparate and 
crudely compiled collection (including psychological material).62 
Moraux advanced the view that the psychological treatises of the 
Mantissa belong in the same collection with the Quaestiones 
which similarly includes psychological treatises among writings 
addressed to other topics. 63 He also considers the Quaestiones 
themselves of doubtful authenticity as works of Alexander him­
self.64 If we so regard the psychological writings of the Quaestio­
nes and further see the psychological treatises of the Mantissa as 
belonging together with them, we may have further reason for 
doubting Alexander’s authorship of the De Intellectu,65 

Thillet, in his introduction to his edition and translation of the 
De Fato, objects that to regard all these minor writings as 
inauthentic or as works of Alexander’s disciples is a dangerous 
enterprise that may invite us to reject truly authentic works.66 The 
De Fato, the authenticity of which is undoubted, follows immedi­
ately upon the treatise on fate at the end of the Mantissa in codex 
Venetus Marcianus graecus 258. Thillet argues that if Moraux’s 
doubts with respect to the De Intellectu are extended to the whole 
collection, then the De Fato would also come under suspicion (he 
advances the same sort of arguments with respect to the De 
Procidentia, which is also known to be by Alexander).67 Moraux, 
however, does not simply find the Quaestiones suspect by their

61 Moraux (1942) 27.
62 Bruns v-ix; Moraux (1942) 19-28.
63 Moraux (1942) 28. In Moraux’s view, the greatest difference between the 

psychological treatises of the Mantissa and those of the Quaestiones is that the 
former address themselves more directly to themes encountered in Alexander 
himself; the latter, while they have affinities with Alexander’s thought, address 
themselves more directly to Aristotelian texts.

64 Moraux (1942) 22.
65 Ibid., (1942) 140-141.
66 Thillet (1984) liii-liv.
67 Ibid., liv-lv.
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association with the De Intellectu, but discovers internal reasons 
for his doubts with respect to their authenticity. They are related 
to the greater works of Alexander, yet add nothing.68

Aristotle o f Mytilene and the De Intellectu

At 110.4 we encounter a crux that has an important bearing on 
questions surrounding the De Intellectu:vHxouaa 5e 7iepi vou 
tou  0upa0ev Trapa f  ’ApicnroTsAoug, a  5isacoad|ur|v. This will 
admit of the translation: “I heard concerning the intellect from 
without from Aristotle those things that I have preserved.” Zeller, 
in the face of the entire Greek manuscript tradition, emended 
’AptaroTsAouc; (the genitive of “Aristotle”) to ’ApioroxXsoug 
(the genitive of “Aristocles”), chiefly on the grounds that the 
Stoicizing doctrine evident in 112.5 to 113.24 could not belong 
to the Stagirite.69 His argument seems to assume that ccxoueiv 
rrccpa and the genitive (the combination of verb, preposition and 
case rendered by “hear concerning”) cannot refer to anything but 
contemporary oral instruction. He also found precedents for the 
corruption of “Aristocles” to “Aristotle.” Believing that the De 
Intellectu was a work of Alexander of Aphrodisias and being 
unable to find a contemporary of Alexander of the name of 
Aristotle, Zeller took it that Aristocles of Messene, of whom we 
have fragments from Eusebius,70 was the teacher of Alexander.

Moraux criticized Zeller for finding Aristocles only in the 
second of the discussions introduced at 110.4;71 that is, in the 
material from 112.5ff. and ignoring the first discussion extending

68 Moraux (1942) 22.
69 Zeller 814 note 1; 815 note 3. For the previous history of the view that 

Aristocles was the teacher of Alexander see Moraux (1967) 170-173; (1984) 
399-401. The original basis for the view that the referent is Aristocles is to be 
found in the Latin version of Simplicius In De Caelo by William of Moerbeke 
where Alexander appears to refer to Aristocles as his teacher. This was re­
translated into Greek in the Aldine edition of the Greek text. The Greek 
manuscripts refer to “Aristotle,” cf. Simplicius In De Caelo ( c a g  7) 153.17 and 
Moraux (1967) 170 and note 3.

70 See Heiland.
71 Moraux (1942) 142-149.
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from 110.4-112.5. The first discussion gives a fully adequate 
account of how the productive intellect is present in us by being 
an object of thought for us. Thus the Stoicizing72 comment 
concerning the ubiquity of intellect provided at 112.5ff. is unnec­
essary. At 110.5-6 the author gives us an account of the consi­
derations said to move Aristotle to introduce the intellect from 
without. This account is introduced by the impersonal “were said 
to be” (tcc yocp xtvriaccvra ... kXiyzTO slvai); the impersonal 
construction is resumed at 110.24-25). If the reference were to 
a specific teacher of Alexander, we would expect a personal 
construction. The doctrine of 110.4-112.5 is Alexandrian and 
need not be explained by reference to Aristocles. What is more, 
the Stoicizing material from 112.5 to the end does not fit with 
anything that we know of Aristocles of Messene. Most important, 
however, is Moraux’s lexicographical argument73 that nxoucra 
7rapoc ’ApiororeXoug need not mean, “I heard from the mouth 
of Aristotle,” but can bear the more general sense, “I learned from 
Aristotle,” that is, “by a tradition which makes Aristotelian 
claims.” This would better fit with the impersonal construction 
that follows. Moraux translates: “J’ai eu conaissance d’une theorie 
d’Aristote sur l’intellect exterieur, et je l’ai conservee fidele- 
ment.”74

The second discussion, which extends from 112.5 to the end, 
is introduced by personal verbs of saying (sXeys, ecpccoxe).75 
What is the subject of these verbs? The teaching they introduce 
is opposed to that of Alexander himself. They cannot refer to 
Aristotelian teaching generally, as the impersonal construction at 
110.5-6 does. They must therefore refer to a distinct alternative 
source. The section begins with a participle with no proper 
referent (“wishing” [pouAojusvoc;] at 112.5). Moraux supposes 
a lacuna before this participle.76

72 On the Stoicizing content of this passage, see Commentary at 112.9.
73 Moraux (1942) 148.
74 Moraux (1942) 148; 189.
75 See 112.8,10; 113.2,5.
76 Moraux (1942) 148-149.
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Trabucco, like Zeller, detected reference to Aristocles of 
Messene at 110.4 and made it the basis for a reconstruction 
(comparing Alexander of Aphrodisias with the known fragments 
of Aristocles). Indeed, that the reference at 110.4 was to 
Aristocles had by 1967 become communis opinio.11 Now an 
important consideration for Zeller was that there was no known 
contemporary of Alexander of Aphrodisias named Aristotle. This 
was one of the reasons that compelled him to resort to emenda­
tion. Moraux, however, found a reference in Galen78 in which the 
great physician speaks of an Aristotle of Mytilene as a prominent 
Peripatetic. Moraux argues in this later article that chronology 
would allow that this Aristotle of Mytilene was the teacher of 
Alexander. Obviously it is better to avoid textual emendation. 
Moraux therefore abandons his earlier position on the-lexicogra- 
phy of akouein para and the genitive and insists emphatically that 
there is no instance of the phrase in question referring to anything 
other than contemporary oral instruction.

It is crucial to observe that this lexicographical argument 
attaches, not to akouein generally, but to akouein para and the 
genitive. The verb akouein and the genitive (in the absence of 
para) may, by an extension of the classical sense of “listen,” admit 
the meaning “to interpret, understand” and refer to a philosopher 
who is not a contemporary.79 Thillet is unable to find an example 
of akouein para and the genitive as referring to anything other

77 Trabucco (1958); Moraux (1967) 172 note 6.
78 Galen De Consuetudinibus (Peri Ethon) ed. I. Muller ( Galeni Scripta 

Minora vol. 2 [Leipzig: 1891]) 11.4-5; Moraux (1967) 176-177.
79 Plotinus 4.8 [6].4.39; 2.9 [33].17.2; 2.1 [40].7.1 uses the verb thus of 

Plato. Themistius, correcting an interpretation of Aristotle put forth by 
Alexander, invites us to “hear” Aristotle and, in answering the opponents of one 
of his interpretations, invites us to “hear Aristotle crying aloud” (In De Anima 
102.34). This sense occurs in Alexander De Mixtione 216.10; In Analytica 
Priora(c a g  2.1) 60.9; 309.11; 369.4; In De Sensu(c a g  3.1) 171.26; In Topica 
( c a g  2.2) 253.23 and instances may easily be multiplied for its use by later 
Aristotelian commentators by an examination of the word indices of the Com- 
mentaria in Aristotelem Graeca. For instances of akouein as “read” referring to 
persons whom one could not have heard, see Goulet 407 note 6.
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than contemporary oral instruction. He does, however, find in 
Plutarch an instance of akouein para and the dative in the sense 
of “to leam from having read” and asks whether akouein para and 
the genitive might not bear the same sense.80 As he admits, 
however, this is rather a rash hypothesis in the absence of any 
specific examples.

Moraux also discovers four apparent references to an Aristotle 
as teacher of Alexander of Aphrodisias from the fifth and sixth 
centuries a d .81 Thillet undertakes a careful examination of the 
four passages in question and advances cogent arguments against 
the necessity of our seeing in any of these a reference to Aristotle 
of Mytilene as Moraux assumed.82 In 1985 Moraux claimed to 
discover a further reference to Aristotle (sc. of Mytilene) as 
teacher of Alexander in Alexander’s commentary on the Meta­
physics and tells us that, in private correspondence, Thillet has 
informed him that, had he examined this most recent piece of 
evidence, he would have been more open to Moraux’s idea.83 
Indeed Accattino, independently of Moraux, also discovered a 
reference to Aristotle of Mytilene in this passage (although he 
offers convincing argument against Moraux’s location of such a 
reference in Syrianus).

In the second volume of his major study of the Greek reception 
of Aristotle,84 Moraux, without knowing Thillet’s work, expands 
upon his paper of 1967 to give an analysis of De Intellectu
110.4-113.24 on the assumption that the reference at 110.4 is to 
Aristotle of Mytilene, teacher of Alexander of Aphrodisias. At

80 Thillet (1984) xvi-xvii; see also xvii note 1 where he refers to Plutarch 
Quomodo adolescens poetas audire debeat 14, Moralia 36e and 37a, ed. W.R. 
Paton and I. Wegehaupt, rev. H. Gartner (Teubner ed. 1974) 1:75.3-4.

81 The texts advanced by Moraux are Cyril of Alexandria Contra Iulianum 
( Patrologia Graeca 76) 2.596a; 5.704b; 5.741a; Simplicius In De Caelo ( c a g  
7) 153.11-154.5; Elias In Categorias ( c a g  18.1) 128.10-13; Syrianus In 
Metaphysica ( c a g  6 .1) 100.6 .

82 See Thillet (1984) xi-xxxi; Thillet had not yet seen Moraux (1984). 
Martorana gives an uncritical report of Moraux (1967).

83 Alexander In Metaphysica ( c a g  1) 166.19-20; Moraux (1985) 269.
84 Moraux (1984) 399-425.
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110.5-6, as we have seen, an impersonal construction introduces 
the reasons why Aristotle advanced the doctrine of the intellect 
from without. This impersonal construction is repeated at
110.24-25 to remind us that these were the considerations that 
motivated Aristotle to formulate this doctrine. Then from 110.25 
to 112.5 there is further examination of the intellect from without 
and of human thought and the relationship between the intellect 
from without and the human intellect. Then at 112.5 we read: 
“Wishing to show that intellect was immortal and to escape the 
problems that they raise for the intellect from without... accord­
ing to his own reflection, he said the following concerning the 
intellect that is said to exist in the whole of the mortal body.” 
Now, whatever we may wish to say about the body of doctrine 
preceding this statement, the teaching advanced after 112.5 is of 
such a character that it cannot possibly be referred to Aristotle the 
Stagirite.8s That is to say that the participle “wishing” is left 
without a proper referent. As we have seen, Moraux in 1942 had 
supposed a lacuna.

In his later study, Moraux, of course, finds a convenient 
referent for the participle at 112.5 in the Aristotle (sc. of 
Mytilene) at 110.4. The impersonal constructions at 110.5-6 and
110.24-25 Moraux takes to refer to Aristotle of Mytilene.86 The 
passage from 110.4 to 112.5 presents a common tradition 
concerning the intellect from without to which Aristotle of 
Mytilene subscribed. The passage at 112.5 represents, in contrast 
with this inherited material, the peculiar views of Aristotle of 
Mytilene.87

. 85 Ibid., 412.
86 Ibid.
87 Sharpies (1986) 33-34 argues against the view ofThillet (1984) that the 

third person references at 110.5, giving an account of why Aristotle introduced 
the intellect from without and at 112.5, providing the arguments against it, could 
both refer to the Stagirite: “It is one thing to read an interpretation into a text, 
but quite another to describe the text as explicitly commenting in the third 
person on its own author’s motives.” Sharpies (1987) 1203 note 81; 
1211-1212; 1216 supports Moraux’s prosopographical identification.
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Thillet points out that there are in the De Intellectu several 
references to Aristotle the Stagirite.88 If the reference at 110.4 is 
to an Aristotle other than the Stagirite, it must seem strange that 
the author would not attempt to avoid the contusion this homo­
nymy must introduce. The impersonal construction at 110.5-6 
(resumed at 110.24-25) ill suits reference to such a figure. An 
active verb would be more natural. There is also evidence that an 
ancient pupil could be most zealous in his claim to have inside 
knowledge of his master’s teachings and that, in so doing, would 
speak in the first person.89 Thillet objects that Alexander cites his 
teachers Herminus and Sosigenes several times.90 It is therefore 
peculiar that this should be the only reference to this teacher by 
Alexander himself. This argument would, of course, be disarmed 
if with Moraux we see a reference to Aristotle of Mytilene in 
Alexander’s commentary on the Metaphysics. On the other hand, 
that reference will itself be a unique occurrence if we doubt, as we 
reasonably can, that Alexander is the author of the De Intellectu. 
What is more, in the text in which Moraux finds what is supposed 
to be a secure reference by Alexander himself to an Aristotle 
other than the Stagirite ( In Metaphysica [ c a g  1] 166.19-20), 
Alexander appears to distinguish the latter-day Aristotle from the 
Stagirite by referring to him as “our Aristotle” (ruusrspog ’Apia- 
ToreXrig). If there is reference to such a figure at 110.4, why does 
such a phrase not appear here, to distinguish between the two 
Aristotles?

This is to introduce another troubling question about this 
exercise in prosopography. The argument that Aristotle of 
Mytilene was the teacher of Alexander of Aphrodisias depends 
upon the assumption that the De Intellectu is a work from the 
hand of Alexander. The chronological considerations that invite 
us to identify a reference to Aristotle of Mytilene in this document 
also depend upon this assumption. What is more, the value of

88 Thillet (1984) xvii.
89 For the evidence, see Commentary at 110.5.
50 Thillet (1984) xvii.



28 INTRODUCTION

other references to an Aristotle other than the Stagirite as teacher 
of Alexander can only contribute to the prosopography of 110.4 
if we assume that the De Intellectu was written by Alexander. We 
have already offered argument that the authorship of this work is, 
at the very least, not a question which has been definitely settled.

It is, as we have seen, crucial to the success of Moraux’s 
argument, that akouein para with the genitive can only bear 
reference to contemporary oral instruction. But in light of our 
reservations about authenticity, Moraux’s prosopography seems, 
apart from this evidence of language and the questionable identifi­
cation of an Aristotle in later texts, to lack a firm foundation.

Perhaps there is a solution along other lines. Let us examine 
two titles from the De Anima Mantissa:

(1) tcov TTOtpcc ’ApicrroTsAoug Ttepi tou ttpcotou oixeiou 
( “[Selections] from Aristotle concerning what is first endeared to 
us”), 150.19.

(2) rcov 7Tccp& ’ApicrroTEAoug 7ispi tou £cp’ rijnTv (“[Selec­
tions] from Aristotle concerning what is in our power”), 169.33 
and 172.16.91

In each of these, the phrase toc 7iapd ’ApiaroTsXoug means 
“the views derived from Aristotle.” At Plato Theaetetus 148e2-3 
Theaetetus describes himself as dxoucov tccc; Ticxpcc crou ccjrocps- 
pojLisvag epcoTriaeig. McDowell renders this: “When I’ve heard 
reports [italics ours] of your questions.” Here mxpa crou is the 
equivalent of crocc; and it would be artificial to take it as a personal 
agent phrase with ccTrocpspojusvag. Similarly then Tiapa ’Api- 
(xroTsXoug can be construed as “Aristotelian” in the titles from 
the Mantissa. We may also compare Themistius In De Anima 
38.34-35: & jusv Tiapcc tcov 7rp6TSpov £i'xojU£v 7rapa5£5o|i£va 
7T£pi ipuxfK £ipr|Tat (“What was handed down from the prede­

91 Sharpies (1986) 33, while disagreeing with the arguments of Thillet 
(1984) against Moraux’s identification of the “Aristotle” of 110.4 with Aristotle 
of Mytilene, seems briefly to suggest that the latter two titles might support 
Thillet’s view. He overlooks 1.50.19. See now Sharpies (1987) 1211 note 131.
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cessors [of Aristotle] concerning the soul has been discussed”). 
Here again Trapa and the genitive convey the sense of a tradition. 
Notice also that this phrase is conjoined, as at De Intellectu 110.4, 
with rrepl and the genitive.

Now let us return to De Intellectu 110.4 where we again 
encounter the phrase 7tapa ’ApiororeXoug. Suppose that we 
read: fixouaa 5e < ra >  7repi vou OupaOev Trapa ’ApicrroTe- 
Aoug. We could translate: “I heard <the> [views] on the intellect 
from without from [derived from] Aristotle—.” In so doing we 
invoke the sense of Trapa ’Apioro-rsAoug, expressed elsewhere 
in the Mantissa, as “derived from Aristotle.”92 In each of the 
Mantissa titles examined, then, the phrase r a  Trapa ’ApicrroTE- 
Xoug means “the views derived from Aristotle.” Obviously the 
opinions described need not be those of Aristotle himself, since 
the very vocabulary of these titles is Stoic.93

This means that we are returning to something very like the 
position Moraux had advanced in 1942. Closer again is a view 
expressed by Moraux in private communication in 1961 where 
the following translation is offered: “Au sujet de la theorie 
aristotelicienne de l’intellect venu du dehors, j ’ai entendu propo­
ser des explications que j ’ai tenu a conserver.”94 This gets the 
force of Trapa ’ApiororeXoug as “views derived from Aristotle” 
better than did his earlier translation: “J’ai eu connaissance d’une 
theorie d’Aristote sur l’intellect exterieur, et je l’ai conservee 
fidelement.”95 Thus Trapa ’ApiaroreXoug would admit the 
translation “Aristotelian.” Moraux’s translation of 1961 would, 
however, demand our emendation < ra >  Trapa ’ApioroireXoug

92 At Mantissa 113.27 we do encounter Seixvurai Trapa ’ApiaroxeAoug. 
Here n a p a  is equivalent to vno. It would surely, however, be artificial to 
interpret 110.4 as r^xouoa 5s ra  Tiepi vou roi3 OupaQsv rrapa ’Apiorore- 
Xouq SsixQevra. It is better to take Trapa ’ApicrroTeXoug as equivalent to 
’ApioroxeXixd.

93 See Adler’s Index Verborum s v f  4 under scp’ r)(iTv and Trpoirov oixeTov. 
The xcov Trapa ’ApiororeXouc Trspi xou ecp’ rijniv (Mantissa 169.35-172.15) 
is hardly orthodox Aristotelianism; cf. Sharpies (1975) 42-52.

94 Carriere et a l 27 note 22.
95 Moraux (1942) 189.
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and this may in itself be considered an objection. Moraux’s 
revised translation does have the advantage that it evades emenda­
tion altogether. Nevertheless the emendation is slight and yields 
a simple and not unconvincing alternative to the complex argu­
ment of Moraux’s later discussions.

The sentence at 110.4, however interpreted, betrays resem­
blances to the form of titles that occur elsewhere in the Mantissa. 
One might be almost tempted to see in it, if we were to remove 
the first two and the last two words, a kind of title, viz. “Con­
cerning the intellect from without from Aristotle.” Admittedly the 
7Tccp& ’ApiororeXoug (“from Aristotle”) comes after the pre­
positional phrase “on the intellect from without,” whereas in the 
titles it comes before. Perhaps then we should avoid that temp­
tation.

Let us look now at the overall structure of the De Intellectu in 
light of this discussion. The material from 106.19-110.3 can 
certainly stand on its own. Assuming a lacuna before 112.5, the 
account of the intellect from without from 110.4 to 112.5 may 
also be seen as an independent work.

The use of the first person “I heard” as at 110.4 is very unusual 
in Greek Aristotelian commentaries. Indeed, the first person 
singular is usual only in texts such as the dedication to the De 
Fato of Alexander or in Themistius’ proem to his paraphrase of 
the Posterior Analytics.96 Normally the first person plural, or an 
impersonal construction, is the means by which a commentator 
conveys his views. Indeed at 110.4 we have two instances of the 
first person singular in fixouaa and 5tsacoadnr]v. This peculiar­
ity would in itself be a strong argument for regarding the material 
from 110.4 to 112.5 (assuming a lacuna at 112.5) as an indepen­
dent work. It is worth noting that the two instances of the first 
person in Alexander and Themistius cited above are used in 
introductions. Such a use of the first person singular at 110.4 
might then serve to initiate an independent text that would reach 
to 112.5.

96 See Alexander De Fato ( s a  2.2) 164.3, 9; Themistius In Analytica 
Posteriora 1.2.
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If we do suppose a lacuna before 1 1 2 .5 , then we are left with 
a truncated fragment at the end of the De Intellectu. We may note, 
however, that any lacuna placed before the participle “wishing” 
at 112 .5  would not be unparalleled in the Mantissa.91 It further 
appears that material at 1 1 3 .1 8 -2 4  would more logically belong 
at 1 1 2 .5 -1 1.98 If this text is transposed, we may have more reason 
to believe that the text is in general badly compiled and have less 
reason to be surprised at the lack of a referent for the participle 
at 1 1 2 .5 . We have already, in the last section, had occasion to 
observe that the Mantissa, like the Quaestiones, may be regarded 
as a badly compiled collection.

It may be possible, then, to oppose to Moraux’s Unitarian 
position an analytic argument that would question, not only the 
authorship, but the unity of the De Intellectu so that it would now 
have to be seen as two distinct treatises and a fragment of a third. 
This solution may be regarded as unsatisfactory. It might, how­
ever, be preferable to tolerate such a result than to accept that 
from the ashes of Aristocles of Messene there should emerge the 
noetic of Aristotle of Mytilene.

2. T h em istiu s’ P a r a p h r a se  o f  A r i s t o t l e  D e  Anima 3 .4 -8  

Historical Importance of the Themistian Noetic

The paraphrase of Aristotle’s De Anima by Themistius ( a d  
317 7 -3 8 8 ? ) is one of five such commentaries by this author that 
are extant." Its authenticity is guaranteed by numerous references

97 See Mantissa 102.9, with Bruns ad loc.
98 See Commentary ad loc.
99 Three survive in Greek ( c a g  5.1-3), on the Posterior Analytics, Physics, 

and De Anima, while two, on the De Caelo and Metaphysics Lambda, survive 
in Hebrew versions ( c a g  5.4 and 5). I shall cite that on Metaphysics Lambda 
from the Latin translation that accompanies the Hebrew text at c a g  5.5. There 
is a partial version of it in Arabic edited by Badawi (1947), parts of which are 
translated and discussed by Pines (1987). Blumenthal (1979a) is an.important 
demonstration against Steel that Themistius did not write Aristotelian commen­
taries in addition to the paraphrases. Some of Themistius’ Aristotelian exegeses 
have not survived. His work on Aristotle’s Topica, for example, was known to 
Boethius and Ibn Rushd; see Stump 212-213.
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in later Greek commentaries.100 In terms of influence it is undoubt­
edly his most important work. After antiquity it was translated 
into Arabic by Ishaq ibn Hunain (d. a d  910),101 and subsequently 
became known to thirteenth century western thinkers102 both 
from quotations in Averroes’ commentary on the De Anima,103 
and through William of Moerbeke’s translation from Greek into 
Latin.104 It continued to be studied in the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries when there were some new translations.105

This influence resulted principally from parts of the material 
translated here. Themistius offered an interpretation of Aristotle’s 
account of the so called active, or productive, intellect106 in De 
Anima 3.5 that rejected the identification of that intellect with the 
Aristotelian God proposed by his predecessor Alexander of 
Aphrodisias.107 Themistius could also be read as positing indi-

100 Some of these are discussed in Blumenthal (1979a).
101 It is at least attributed to him in the one extant manuscript. See Lyons 

(1955), and the introduction to Lyons (1973) vii-xi. For its significance for the 
constitution of the Greek text see Browne passim. On Themistius’ general 
Arabic fortuna see Peters (1968a) 40 and 42, and Badawi 100-103.

102 On St. Thomas Aquinas’ use of Moerbeke’s translation see the intro­
duction to Verbeke (1957) i-lxii, where earlier literature is cited. On Themistius’ 
wider influence in the thirteenth century on such thinkers as Siger of Brabant, 
Henry Bate of Malines, and James of Viterbo see Mahoney (1973) and (1982b). 
These studies contain extensive references to earlier scholarly literature.

103 See Hyman 177-180 on Ibn Rushd’s use of Themistius.
104 Edited by Verbeke (1957).
105 See Mahoney (1973) 427 for details. That by Ermolao Barbara, first 

published in 1481, has recently been reprinted; see Lohr. Mahoney (1982a)
170-173 discusses Themistius’ influence in the Renaissance.

106 Although the term “active intellect” is in common use, it has no direct 
Aristotelian equivalent, and is really a mistranslation of the commentators’ term 
poietikos nous which we have consistently rendered as “productive intellect.” In 
discussing Themistius’ interpretations the terms “productive intellect” and “ac­
tual intellect” (or “intellect in actuality”) will be used, depending on- which is 
dominant in any given context. “Actual intellect” has the virtue of being firmly 
contrasted with “potential intellect” (or “intellect in potentiality”), while im­
plying that an activity is involved in this actuality. At 99.32-100.15 Themistius, 
in fact, explicitly sets out a description of the productive intellect in terms of its 
actuality and activity.

107 102.36-103.19; Alexander is not mentioned by name in this passage.
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vidual productive intellects.108 In the theological context that 
surrounded the medieval exegesis of the Aristotelian noetic such 
interpretations not surprisingly interested and influenced a num­
ber of thinkers.

Biography and Significance o f Themistius?09

Themistius was bom at Constantinople around a d  317 into an 
aristocratic family from Paphlagonia. His father, Eugenius, him­
self a philosopher, ensured that his son was educated both in 
rhetoric and in a wide range of philosophical doctrines, though 
he did not bring him into contact with any major centres of 
philosophy. Themistius eventually administered his own school at 
Constantinople between about 345 and 355, and it was probably 
during this period that most of his Aristotelian paraphrases were 
composed.110 He subsequently entered on a long political and 
diplomatic career at the imperial court of Constantinople, and 
this is reflected in the numerous public orations from which his 
biography can be reconstructed in some detail.111 In the Greek 
world his influence is evident in Aristotelian commentaries of 
later antiquity. In Byzantium it continued both through his 
paraphrases and orations; indeed the Byzantine penchant for 
Aristotelian paraphrase may well owe its origin to his style of 
exegesis.112

Themistius lived in a century in which the dominant philosoph­
ical movement was an elaborated form of Platonism. He did not,

108 On this issue see below 103.32-33 and note 121.
109 On Themistius’ life and philosophical works see the general accounts in 

Stegemann 1642-1648 and 1651-1655 (earlier literature cited at 1648); 
Uberweg-Prachter 656-658; Faggin; Dagron 5-16; Jones et al. 889-894; 
Verbeke (1976); Mahoney (1973) 424 and Mahoney (1982a) 169 note 1.

110 In De Anima 39.23 offers the clearest evidence of a link between the 
paraphrases and oral teaching.

111 Passages from these orations sometimes throw light on TTiemistius’ 
commentaries, but because of their context need careful evaluation. No attempt 
will be made to exploit them in the present study.

112 Cf. Sophonias (s. xiii) In De Anima ( c a g  23.1) 1.20-21 for favourable 
comment on Themistius’ method.
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however, assimilate its ideas systematically into his surviving 
works. His Aristotelian paraphrases are too closely based on the 
text to allow for the kind of reconstructions that later Neoplatonic 
commentators were to formulate as a matter of principle. At the 
same time his orations, and on occasion his paraphrases, reveal 
an acquaintance with the Platonic corpus that is unmediated by 
Neoplatonic exegesis.113 Themistius’ relationship to the twin 
pillars of the ancient philosophical tradition is, therefore, un­
usually free from scholasticism. In this we can perhaps detect the 
intellectual independence of an aristocrat whose involvement with 
teaching was a relatively brief prelude to a public career and not 
a lifelong professional commitment.114

This picture of Themistius’ philosophical background does, 
however, need some qualification when his account of-Aristotle’s 
theory of the intellect is examined in detail. Although he cannot 
be said to offer a Neoplatonic reading of this doctrine, his text, 
as we shall see, contains Plotinian parallels and echoes that 
indicate an interest in Neoplatonism otherwise absent from his 
works.115

113 On the orations see Blumenthal (1979b) 392-393. The quotations from 
Plato in Themistius’ commentaries are similarly drawn directly from his works; 
in the material translated here cf. 104.3-6, and 106.17-27. Photius Bibliotheca 
Cod. 74 reports that Themistius engaged in “exegetical labours on Platonic 
matters” (eis ta Platonika ... exegetikoi ponoi). He need not be referring to 
separate works but to discussions of Platonic texts such as we find at In De 
Anima 19.17-20.18 or 106.15-107.29. For examples of metaphorical language 
drawn from Platonic dialogues in the material translated here see notes 17, 48, 
85, 154, 156, 186, 196 (cf. 228) and 199 to the translation.

114 Thus even if his paraphrases show him to have been primarily interested 
in Aristotle it does not follow that he was a representative of “the late Peripatetic 
school” (Verbeke [1976] 307), or was among “die spateren Peripatetiker” 
(Uberweg-Prachter 656-658), or was “predominantly a Peripatetic” (Blumen­
thal [1979b] 400). There is no evidence of any formal organization among 
Peripatetics in the fourth century a d , and none to indicate that Themistius gave 
his school any institutional affiliation. Also, none of his paraphrases contain 
passages expressing the sort of doctrinal commitment that we find, for example, 
in Alexander of Aphrodisias De Anima ( s a  2.1) 2.4-9, De Fato ( s a  2.2) 
164.13-15, or De Mixtione ( s a  2.2) 228.5-8.

115 The evidence for this claim will be presented in notes to the translation;
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Paraphrase and Excursus: Themistius ’ Exposition

Themistius’ account of the intellect is part of his paraphrase of 
Aristotle’s account of thinking at De Anima 3.4-8, all of which is 
translated here. This difficult material is usually restated without 
lengthy digressions, historical addenda, or much internal or 
external cross-referencing. In some cases Aristotelian texts are 
simply rephrased, while in others they are more radically trans­
formed and enlarged. In offering this restatement the commen­
tator usually adopts the persona of an Aristotle writing in a more 
expansive mood.

Themistius may not have originated such an exegetical method 
but he certainly adapted it for his own purposes.116 In the proem 
to his paraphrase of the Posterior Analytics he explains that it was 
not his wish to compete with the major commentaries (hupom- 
nemata) of his predecessors, principally, it can be assumed, those 
of Alexander of Aphrodisias.117 Instead he aimed to present 
parallel restatements of Aristotelian works in order to facilitate a 
rapid revision of their contents by students unable to recapitulate 
them with the help of the larger commentaries. This pedagogical 
goal, reflecting his own career as a teacher, is perhaps best 
realized in the paraphrase of the Posterior Analytics itself. In

see especially notes 62, 64, 74-77, 86, 87, 91, 122, 138, 141, 144, 195. Since 
it involves such a small area of the Themistian corpus, this claim affords no 
indication of Themistius’ philosophical affiliation, or of the form in which he 
might have had access to Plotinian works. Balleriaux rather overestimated the 
significance of Plotinian parallels. More recently Blumenthal (1979b) has seen 
Themistius as a Peripatetic, while Mahoney (1973) and (1982a) has again 
emphasised the significance of the parallels with Plotinus. Outside the para­
phrase of De Anima 3.5 Themistius shows acquaintance with an argument of 
Porphyry at In De Anima 25.36-27.7; cf. Moraux (1978a) 307. There is also 
a parallel between 24.22-25 and Plotinus 4.7 [2].84.1 1-13, noted by Blumenthal
(1971) 11 note 10 who admits that it may reflect use of a common source.

116 Cf. Blumenthal (1979a) 175 note 28.
117 In Analytica Posteriora 1.1-12. In the paraphrase of the De Anima 

Themistius would seem to be using Alexander’s treatise De Anima rather than 
the earlier commentator’s lost commentary on the Aristotelian work; he also 
gives no indication of being acquainted with the De Intellectu.
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dealing with the Physics and De Anima Themistius was somewhat 
more ambitious, though without ever losing sight of his basic goal 
of providing an account that could, and still can, be easily read 
in tandem with the Aristotelian text.

- In the paraphrase of De Anima 3.4-8 this method is followed 
except for part of the paraphrase of 3.5 where a restatement 
of most of that chapter (98.10-100.15) is succeeded (at 
100.16-109.3) by a radically different type of discussion that is 
labelled an “excursus” in the present translation.118 Here the 
Aristotelian noetic is approached through seven brief discussions 
that include a programmatic introduction, some problems and 
solutions, the analysis of parallel Aristotelian texts, and substan­
tial quotations from Plato and Theophrastus. No rationale is 
offered for this departure, and only at the end (108.35-36) is 
there some brief indication of its special character. The transitions 
between the sections are also somewhat abrupt.119

The form of this excursus would be of relatively little signifi­
cance were its content not sometimes difficult to reconcile with 
that of the paraphrastic sections, largely as a result of its consid­
erably more adventurous approach to textual exegesis.120 There 
are, however, no grounds for denying its authenticity, and some 
evidence to suggest that it was deliberately formulated as an 
extension of the paraphrase.121 It should probably be seen as the 
work of a commentator who in the face of the complexities of De 
Anima 3.5 supplemented a rather pedestrian form of exegesis with 
a more elaborate reconstruction, without abandoning his method 
of close textual exegesis. Some of the notes to the translation will 
deal with the relation between the excursus and its paraphrastic

118 Its special status is acknowledged by, for example, Moraux (1978a) 308, 
and Blumenthal (1979b) 396. The two modem editors, Spengel and Heinze, 
treat it as though it is part of an ongoing commentary.

119 Cf. notes 130 and 133 to the translation.
120 See especially note 99 to the translation.
121 Kurfess, 23 note 26, suggested that the excursus contained later addi­

tions, but there is evidence of an internal structure to this material (cf. notes 86, 
109, 110 to the translation), and also one clear reference back to it in a 
paraphrastic passage; cf. 109.4-5 with 103.32-33.
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context, and evidence will be gathered there to show the links 
between the two expositions.122

Given the complex format of Themistius’ exposition, it is 
difficult to present a synoptic account of his noetic.123 Interpre­
tation will emerge in discussions in the notes to the translation, 
but some brief preliminary comments may help to orient the 
reader.

Themistius is sometimes praised for emphasizing, in contrast 
with Alexander of Aphrodisias, that the productive intellect is in 
the human soul (103.4-5, 13), and is not, therefore, identical 
with the Aristotelian God (102.30-103.19).124 On this view his 
noetic seems to be firmly placed in the realm of human psycho­
logy. But in fact in the excursus he identifies a suprahuman realm 
for the intelligizing aspect of the soul. Instead of the activity of 
the intellect identified in DeAnima 3.5 being assimilated to the 
God of Metaphysics 12 {Lambda), it is linked with the soul by 
its association, in a compound of form and matter (100.31; 
108.32-34; cf. 99.18), with a potential intellect that is its onto­
logical inferior (106.8-9). These intellects can be jointly distin­
guished from a third intellect (the passive or common intellect: 
105.13-34; 108.28-34) that is associated with the functions of 
memory, emotion and discursive reasoning.125 It is the latter 
intellect that is inseparable from the body, while the potential 
intellect is separate from it (105.26-30), even if less so than the 
productive intellect because of its more intimate relation to the 
soul (106.8-14).126

122 See, for instance, notes 36, 61, 64, 65 to the translation.
123 The main general surveys are: Kurfess 19-24; Hamelin 38-43; Nardi 

21-25; Verbeke (1957) xxxix-bcii; Davidson 123-124; Mahoney (1973) 
428-431 and (1982a) 169 note 1; and Moraux (1978a) 307-313. The fullest 
modem discussions are by Balleriaux 98-219; S.B. Martin, and Bazan 
(1976-77).

124 For example Allan 57-58.
125 101.5-102.24; see in particular note 95 to the translation for the 

untenability of this interpretation, and note 131 for problems involved in 
distinguishing it from the potential intellect.

126 On the status of this intellect in the soul cf. note 51 to the translation.
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Themistius, therefore, establishes a gulf between God and the 
soul-related productive intellect, and represents the latter as 
occupying a suprahuman noetic realm that acts as the guarantor 
of human reasoning.127 The potential intellect’s separability from 
the body, and its status as the matter of the productive intellect, 
is crucial in this reconstruction. This intellect is not merely a 
precondition for the development of the “acquired” intellect, the 
state of possessing concepts (95.9-21), but is also the “forerun­
ner” in the soul of the productive intellect (105.30-34), i.e., that 
which prepares the soul for the kind of thinking that the pro­
ductive intellect makes possible. However exegetically strange this 
combination of roles may be,128 it does mean that the link between 
the productive intellect and the individual can be represented as 
a form of self-realization. This is evident in the claim that the 
essence of the self (“what it is to be me”) is the intellect in 
actuality (100.16-22), and in the interchangeable use of the terms 
“we” and “productive intellect” (100.37-101.1; 103.16-17). 
Also, in a passage that builds on Aristotelian texts in rather 
questionable fashion (101.1-102.24), Themistius develops the 
view that after death “we,” qua the productive intellect, do not 
remember any association with the passive, or common, intellect. 
Individuality is lost in this collective noesis,129 just as during life 
we realize ourselves fully only if we can become identified with 
this same intellect (cf. 100.18-22). Such self-realization is ensu­
red because the potential intellect from which it arises is eternally 
associated with the productive intellect (108.32-34).130 This 
association does not allow for any change in the productive 
intellect itself; rather, it establishes the conditions under which 
the actualization of the potential intellect in an individual soul can 
occur.

127 Cf. note 119 to the translation..
128 Knrfess 23 just calls Themistius “obscure” on this point. Cf. notes 51 and

131 to the translation.
129 On this cf. note 104 to the translation.
130 It is difficult in the face of this text to see how S.B. Martin 12 can deny 

that Themistius proposed the immortality of the potential intellect.
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Themistius’ notion of a collective noetic self preserves the 
essentials of the Alexandrian identification of the productive 
intellect and God,131 insofar as that doctrine identifies a form of 
self-transcendence. He makes the productive intellect in effect a 
“second God” in contrast with the “first God” (cf. 102.31, 36; 
103.10) that he argues cannot be intended by the intellect 
introduced in De Anima 3.5.132 Its secondary status lies in its 
association with the potential intellect, and its wider range of 
concepts.133 The “first cause” (as Themistius identifies the Aristo­
telian God at 112.1) is, on the other hand, “not adapted in the 
slightest to potentiality” (112.4-5). The Themistian noetic may, 
therefore, leave the Aristotelian God immune from any associa­
tion with human intellection, but it still assigns such reasoning its 
own suprahuman realm. Themistius may have resisted contempo­
rary trends towards a systematic Neoplatonic reading of the De 
Anima, but his misguided exegesis still located Aristote’s account 
of the intellect in the context of an albeit more modest metaphysi­
cal hierarchy and rather less elaborate process of self-realization.

A Note on Presentation

The text translated here is taken from the edition by R. Heinze 
in the Commentaria in Aristotelem Graeca. Any supplements in

131 Hicks, in his introduction to his edition of the De Anima lxv, similarly 
notes that Themistius’ emphasis on the unity of the intellect minimizes his 
differences with Alexander.

132 Blumenthal (1979b) 396-397, in a brief discussion in fact reports 
Themistius as suggesting that the productive intellect “is a theos [god] other than 
the first.” Certainly the commentator uses the epithet “divine” of this intellect 
(102.34), and refers to its thinking as “more divine” than discursive thinking 
(100.7); in both cases he is no doubt following De Anima 1.4, 408b29, part of 
a text that he cites and analyses at some length (cf. 101.19-23 in its context). 
Themistius, however, shows no signs of being inspired by Aristotelian state­
ments (such as Ethica Nicomachea 10.7, 1177b26-l 178a2) about the god-like 
character of a life of intellectual virtue.

133 See notes 78 and 218 to the translation. The larger question of the 
relation between Themistius’ account of this intellect and his interpretation of 
God’s thinking in his commentary on Metaphysics 12 ( Lambda) would merit 
further investigation. It has recently been opened up by Pines (1987) 186-187.
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angle brackets that are left without comment are his emendations. 
Other changes to the text are recorded in the footnotes. Heinze’s 
edition was based on only a limited investigation of the manu­
script tradition. His text does, however, correspond fairly closely 
to that followed in William of Moerbeke’s translation.134 The 
Arabic version, by contrast, transmits a significantly different 
recension.135 The changes introduced here in light of its read­
ings136 will reveal the limitations of Heinze’s text. Further re­
search on the Greek manuscript tradition might well lead to more 
extensive revisions. Equally, a closer understanding of Themis­
tius’ often highly elliptical style is needed to decide on whether 
or not in some cases the text is corrupt.137

This is the first translation of these passages into English. Parts 
of the paraphrase of De Anima 3.4 and 3.5 were translated into 
French in O. Balleriaux’s thesis, and the whole paraphrase 
translated into Italian by V. De Falco. Both versions have been 
helpful, though they rely more heavily than I have thought 
necessary on terminology inherited from the medieval translation.

In a paraphrase such as Themistius’ it is particularly difficult to 
identify variant readings in the quotations of Aristotelian texts. 
The difference between a quoted text and the standard Aristote­
lian text of modern critical editions may in some cases be the 
result of Themistius’ access to a different source, but in others 
simply the product of paraphrase or casual quotation. It would 
have been cumbersome, and certainly irrelevant in this study, to 
deal in detail with this issue whenever it arose. It is, therefore,

134 See Verbeke (1957) xciii. Of the manuscripts employed by Heinze it 
corresponds most closely to his Q (Laur. 87.25).

135 See Lyons (1955), and the introduction to Lyons (1973) xiii-xiv. Lyons 
reports that there is a “totally different” Arabic version of the paraphrase of
3.3-4, 428b2-429b31 (that is, part of the material translated here). Since this 
version was not known to medieval and renaissance thinkers, a translation has 
not been sought for the purposes of the present study.

136 These are all based on Browne’s analysis and reconstruction of the Greek 
text.

137 For some examples of this problem in the present translation see 105.5 
(with note 133) and 112.33-34 (with note 208).
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discussed only where it seemed indispensable to an understanding 
of Themistius’ text.138

In the paraphrastic sections parts of the translation are correlat­
ed with the portions of the Aristotelian text they paraphrase, even 
if this occasionally disrupts the syntax of the original. This 
organization is, however, less easily imposed on the paraphrase 
of De Anima 3.5, and is inapplicable in the excursus. In these 
sections Aristotelian references have, therefore, been more fre­
quently added within the translation. Elsewhere the reader with 
an Aristotelian text or translation to hand should readily detect 
brief quotations within paraphrases. Although no single English 
translation of the De Anima has been followed, the Greekless 
reader will probably find Hamlyn’s version the most serviceable 
companion.

The notes to the translation deal primarily with the sources and 
intrinsic character of Themistius’ exposition, and with its contri­
bution to the history of the Aristotelian noetic. It would have been 
inappropriate in the context of the present study to comment at 
length on his other interpretations of Aristotelian texts.139

138 It can be best pursued by perusing the apparatus criticus to Siwek’s 
edition, though in some cases his evidence needs supplementing from Ross.

139 For one example of such an exercise see Todd (1981).
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Outline

1. The material intellect (106.19-107.20).
2. The intellect in the state of possession (107.21-28).
3. The productive intellect (107.29-110.3).

(i) The analogy of light (-107.34).
(ii) The productive intellect is an object of thought ( -108.13).
(iii) The intellect from without (-108.26).
(iv) The immortality of the productive intellect (-109.1).
(v) The productive intellect thinks only itself (-110.3).

4. Aristotle on the intellect from without (110.4-112.5).
(i) Introduction (-110.7).
(ii) The analogy with sensible objects and the analogy bearing

on all things that come into being (-110.16).
(iii) The objects of thought do not exist before the act of

thought; hence the necessity for the productive intel­
lect (-110.31).

(iv) Intellect is active, not passive (-111.23).
(v) The relation between thought and object of thought; the

productive intellect both intellect and object of 
thought (-111.36).

(vi) The analogy of light (-112.5).
5. The intellect immanent in the physical world (112.5-113.12).

(i) The omnipresence of the intellect from without: the
problem is stated (-112.9).

(ii) The omnipresence of the intellect from without: a solu­
tion is provided (-113.4).

(iii) Whether the operation of the intellect from without is
mediated (-113.12).

6. Criticism of the above theory of the immanence of intellect
(113.12-24).
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<1. THE MATERIAL INTELLECT: 106.19-107.20>

106.19: Intellect, according to aristotle, is threefold. One type 
is material intellect, but by “material” I do not mean that it is a 
substrate like matter (for I call matter a substrate capable of 
becoming a particular thing through the presence of a form), but 
since what it is for matter to be matter lies in its capacity [to 
become] all things, then that in which this capacity and poten­
tiality itself lies is, in so far as it is potential, material.

106.23: Indeed intellect, which is not yet thinking but is capable 
of becoming such is material and such a faculty of the soul is the 
material intellect, which although it is in actuality none of the 
things that exist, is capable of becoming all of them, if it is really 
possible for there to be acts of thought about everything that 
exists.

106.27 For what is destined to apprehend*1 all things should 
not be in actuality any one of them in its own nature. For the 
intrusion of its own form** in the apprehension of things lying 
outside it would impede acts of thought about them.

106.30: For neither do the senses apprehend those things in 
which their being consists. For this reason therefore vision which 
is capable of apprehending colours has as colourless the organ in 
which it exists and through which apprehension [occurs] for it. 
For water is colourless in its own [107]  colour. Furthermore, the 
sense of smell [arises] from air (and this is odourless) and is 
capable of apprehending odours. Touch too does not perceive 
things which are hot, or cold, or rough, or smooth in the same 
degree as itself, but things which vary from it in greater or lesser 
degree. And this is so since it would be impossible for touch, as

1 Asterisks identify terms and expressions that are the subject of detailed 
discussion in the Commentary.
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a body, not to possess these contrarieties; for every body that is 
natural and comes into existence is tangible.

107.5: To sum up then, just as in the case of the senses it is 
impossible for a sense which possesses some [quality] to be 
capable of apprehending and discerning [the quality] that it 
possesses, so also since intellect is an act of apprehending and 
discerning objects of thought, it is not at all possible for it to be 
[one] of the objects discerned by it.

107.8: It has the capacity for apprehending everything that 
exists, if it is really possible [for it] to think everything.* It is then 
none of the things that are in actuality, but it is potentially 
everything. For this is what it is for it to be intellect.

107.11: For the senses that operate through bodies are not 
[identical with] the [objects] they apprehend, but they are some 
other things in actuality, while the power [of perception] belongs 
to a particular body. For this reason it is through the body being 
affected in some way that the apprehension of objects of percep­
tion occurs. That is why not every sense can apprehend every­
thing; for it is in itself already something in actuality.

107.15: But [material] intellect does not apprehend things that 
exist by means of body since it is neither a faculty of body, nor 
is it affected, nor is it one of the things that exist totally in 
actuality, nor is it that which is potential as a particular thing, but 
it is simply a capacity for a certain sort of entelechy and soul and 
a capacity of receiving forms and thoughts. This intellect, being 
material, exists in all beings that share in the complete soul,* that 
is, human beings.

<2. The intellect in toe state of possession: 107.21-28>

107.21: Different again is [the intellect] once it is engaged in 
thinking and is in a state of possessing thought and is capable of 
acquiring by its own capacity the forms of objects of thought.
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107.22: It is analogous to men who are in the same state as 
craftsmen and are independently capable of creating the products 
relative to the craft. The first intellect, that is, was not like these 
men, but was more like those who are capable of taking up a craft 
and becoming craftsmen.

107.25: And the present intellect is the material intellect when 
once it has added a state of actively thinking. Such an intellect is 
present only* in those beings who are more complete, i.e., who 
are thinking. This then is the second intellect.

<3. The PRODUCTIVE INTELLECT: 1 0 7 .2 9 -1 10.3>

107.29: The third intellect, on the other hand, in addition to the 
two already described, is the productive intellect through which 
the material intellect enters a state of possession, and this 
productive intellect is analogous, as aristoile says, to light. For 
as light becomes for colours that are potentially visible the cause 
of their becoming actually visible, so also does this third intellect 
make the potential and material intellect intellect in actuality by 
producing a state where thought is possessed.

107.34: This [productive intellect] is that which is in its own 
nature an object of thought and is such in actuality; [ 108 ] for it 
is productive of thinking and leads the material intellect into 
actuality. It is therefore itself intellect, for the immaterial form that 
alone is by its own nature an object of thought is intellect.

108.3: For the enmattered forms that are potentially objects of 
thought become such [i.e., in actuality] by means of the intellect. 
For intellect, by separating them from the matter with which they 
have their being, itself makes them actual objects of thought and 
then each of them, whenever it is thought of, becomes in actuality 
both an object of thought and intellect, although previously they 
were not such even in their own nature.

108.7: For intellect in actuality is nothing other than the form 
that is thought of; thus each of these too, though not just objects
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of thought simply, becomes intellect when it is thought. For just 
as knowledge in actuality is identical with the actual object of 
knowledge and just as perception in actuality is identical with the 
actual object of perception and the actual object of perception is 
identical with actual perception, so also is intellect in actuality 
identical with the actual object of thought and the actual object 
of thought identical with the actual intellect.

108.14: For intellect, by receiving the form of the object that is 
thought and separating it from matter, thus makes it an actual 
object of thought and becomes itself intellect in actuality. If 
indeed there is something that exists that is an actual object of 
thought in its own nature and [if] what can be such is [so] from 
itself by being immaterial, not from the intellect that separates it 
from matter, then such a thing is perpetually intellect in actuality. 
For intellect is that which is the actual object of thought.

108.19: Indeed this both is the object of thought by its own 
nature and is intellect in actuality, and it becomes the cause of the 
material intellect’s separating, imitating and thinking with refer­
ence to such a form and of its also making each of the enmattered 
forms itself an object of thought. It is the productive intellect that 
is called [intellect] from without,* not because it is a part and a 
faculty of our soul, but because it comes to exist in us from 
outside whenever we think of it (if thinking indeed occurs 
through the reception of form), and it is itself an immaterial form 
in that, when thought of, it is never accompanied by matter, nor 
is it being separated from matter.

108.26: Since it has this character, it is reasonable that it be 
separate from us since what it is to be intellect does not lie in its 
being thought by us, but it has this character by its own nature, 
as it is in actuality both intellect and object of thought. Such a 
form and essence that is separate from matter is imperishable.

108.29: For this reason too the productive intellect, because it 
is such a form by virtue of being from without in actuality, is 
reasonably called immortal* intellect by aristotle [ 109].
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109.1: Now each of the other forms that are thought is also 
intellect when it is thought, but is not intellect from without or 
from outside, but what becomes [such] when it is thought. But 
since this intellect exists even before it is thought, it is reasonable 
that when it is thought it both be and be said [to be] from 
without.

109.4: The intellect that is in a state of possessing [thoughts] 
can, when active, think itself, not in so far as it is intellect (for 
then thinking and being thought will exist for it simultaneously 
and in the same respect), but in fact just in so far as the actual 
intellect is identical with the actual objects of thought.

109.7: Indeed when it thinks these objects it thinks itself, if, that 
is, the things that it thinks become intellect when-they are 
thought. For if the actual intellect is [in actuality] the things that 
are thought and it does think them, then it comes to think itself. 
For when it is thinking it becomes identical with the objects of 
thought, but when not thinking it is different from them.

109.11: So also perception can be said to perceive itself when it 
perceives the objects that become in actuality identical with it; for, 
as we have said, perception in actuality is also the object of 
perception. Indeed perception and intellect, through the recep­
tion of forms apart from matter, apprehend objects that are 
proper to them.

109.14: Furthermore intellect could be said to think itself not in 
so far as it is intellect, but in so far as it is itself also an object of 
thought; for it will apprehend [itself] as an object of thought Gust 
as it also apprehends each of the other objects of thought) and 
not as intellect.

109.17: Being also an object of thought is an accidental property 
of intellect, for since it is itself also something that exists and is 
not an object of perception, there remains for it [only] to be an 
object of thought.* For if it were qua intellect and in so far as it 
is intellect that it were thought by itself, it would not think 
anything except what is intellect. As a result, it would think itself
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exclusively. But since it thinks objects of thought that are not 
intellect prior to being thought, then it thinks itself as this type 
of thing, i.e., as one of the objects of thought.

109.22: It follows that when this intellect advances from the 
material intellect it comes to think itself accidentally. And in 
about the same way the first [material] intellect [thinks itself] and 
the actual intellect thinks itself and for the same reason. But the 
latter has an advantage over the former, for it does not think 
anything other than itself. For by being an object of thought it is 
thought by itself and by being an object of thought in actuality and 
by its own nature it will always be the object of thinking, obviously 
by the agency of that which is thinking in actuality <perpetually>.

109.27: Since it thinks in actuality perpetually, it is itself exclu­
sively intellect; it will therefore always be thinking itself. And 
exclusively [itself] in so far as it is simple-,* for intellect that is 
simple thinks a simple object and there is no other simple object 
of thought than itself. For this [intellect] is unmixed and imma­
terial and has nothing in itself in potentiality. It will therefore 
think itself exclusively.

109.31: Thus in so far as it is intellect it will think itself as an 
object of thought, [110]  but in so far as it is in actuality both 
intellect and object of thought, it will think itself perpetually, 
while in so far as it is simple it will think only itself. For by being 
itself the only thing that is simple, it has the capacity to think a 
simple object, and it is itself the only object of thought that is 
simple.

<4. A ristotle on toe intellect from witoout: 1 1 0 .4 -112.5>

110.4: I heard* <the> [views] on  the intellect from without from  
[sc. derived from] aristotle and I have retained them  for 
myself.**

110.5: The [considerations] that moved aristotle to introduce 
the intellect from without* were said to be the following:* the
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analogy with objects of perception and the analogy with all things 
that come into existence.

110.7: For just as with all things that come into existence there 
is something that is passive and also something that is productive 
and thirdly something that comes into existence from these (and 
similarly in the case of objects of perception; for the organ of 
sense is passive, the object of perception is productive and that 
which comes into existence is apprehension of the object of 
perception by means of the organ of sense), in just the same way 
in the case of the intellect too he maintained that there must be 
a productive intellect that can bring the potential and material 
intellect into activity (its activity being to make all that exists 
objects of thought for itself).

110.13: For as the objects of perception make perception active 
and actual, so there must be certain objects of thought that make 
intellect also actual, being themselves objects of thought. For 
nothing can produce an effect on something unless it is itself in 
actuality.

110.16: None of the things thought by us is in actuality an object 
of thought. For our intellect thinks the objects of perception that 
are potentially objects of thought. These, in turn, become objects 
of thought by the agency of the intellect. This then is the activity 
of the intellect, to separate and abstract by its own power objects 
of perception that are such in actuality from the things in 
company with which they are objects of perception and to define 
them as they are in themselves.

110.20: If this is indeed the activity of the intellect that pre­
viously existed in potentiality and if it is necessary that that which 
comes into existence, i.e. is brought from potentiality into ac­
tuality does so by the agency of something existing in actuality, 
then there must also be a productive intellect existing in actuality 
which will make the intellect that until then is potential capable 
of being active, i.e. of thinking. The intellect [that enters from 
without] has this character. These then were the [considerations]
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that moved him [sc. aristotle] to introduce the intellect from 
without.

110.25: There will then be something that is indeed an actual 
object of thought, being such by its own nature, as again there is 
also an object of perception that does not become such through 
the [act of perception]. This [object of thought] is the intellect 
[from without], a nature and an essence, not to be known by 
anything other than the intellect. For it is not an object of 
perception at least, nor do all the objects of thought become so 
through our intellect, even though they are not objects of thought 
in their own nature. Instead there is something that is indeed in 
itself an object of thought, being such by its own nature. It is this 
very object that the potential intellect thinks when it is being 
brought to completion i.e. is [in the course of] maturing.

110.31: For just as the capacity for walking which man has as 
soon as he comes into existence is brought into actuality as time 
advances, with the man not being brought to completion through 
being affected in some way, in the same manner [111]  the 
intellect also thinks the natural objects of thought when it has 
been brought to completion and makes objects of perception its 
objects of thought in as much as it has the capacity to produce 
this effect. For intellect is not in its own nature passive so as to 
come into being and be affected by a different thing as is 
perception. Quite the contrary.

111.4: For while perception occurs through an affection, since 
it is something passive and apprehension for it involves being 
affected, intellect is productive. For it can think most things and 
at the same time becomes their creator [producer] in order to 
think them, unless someone wanted to claim in this regard that 
intellect too was passive in so far as it is receptive of the forms. 
Receiving does after all seem to be a case of being affected.

111.8: Now intellect certainly does have this [i.e., passivity] in 
common with perception, but since each of them is characterized 
and defined not by that which it has in common with something
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else but from its characteristic property, then what [intellect] has 
in common with perception would be characterized by its charac­
teristic property-, thus if the receptivity of forms is common to it 
and perception, even if not in the same way, and yet its charac­
teristic property is being productive of the forms that it receives, 
it would a fortiori be characterized on the basis of its productivity. 
Thus intellect is active, not passive.

111.15: Furthermore, to produce is prior for it [to being affect­
ed] and is its essence. For it first produces an object of thought 
by abstraction, then in this way receives one of the things that it 
thinks and defines it as some particular thing. For even if it 
separates and receives [form] at the same time, still the separation 
is the prior act of thought. For this is what it is for it to be 
receptive of form.

111.19: Just as we say that fire is most productive in that it 
consumes all the matter it receives and so provides nutriment for 
itself (indeed it is affected in so far as it is nourished), in the same 
manner the intellect which is in us must also be considered to be 
productive. For it itself makes objects of thought of things that are 
not in actuality objects of thought. For nothing else is an object 
of thought except the intellect that exists in actuality and in itself.

111.23: And the things that become objects of thought through 
something that thinks, as well as the latter’s activities, are also 
themselves intellect when they are thought. Thus if there were not 
intellect there would be no object of thought; for in that case there 
would neither be a natural intellect (for it itself is the only thing 
of this sort), nor would there be any result of its agency. For if 
it did not exist it would not be productive.

111.27: That which is intellect by nature and from without 
becomes co-operative with the intellect that is in us, since the 
other objects of thought would not even exist in potentiality 
unless there were an object of thought existing in its own nature 
[i.e., independently]. Since it is indeed an object of thought in its 
own nature when through being thought it has come to exist as
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intellect in the thinker and is thought from without, it is immortal 
and instills in the material intellect the state of possession that 
results in its thinking the potential objects of thought.

111.32: For just as light, being productive of actual vision, is 
itself seen along with its concomitants [sc. illumined things] and 
it is through it that colour [is visible], so also the intellect from 
without becomes the cause of thinking for us, when it is itself 
thought [by us], not by producing intellect itself but by, through 
its own nature, completing the intellect that exists and bringing 
it to its proper [activities].

111.36: Thus intellect is by its nature an object of thought, while 
the other objects of thought exist by its craft [112]  and are its 
productions which the potential [intellect] produces, not by being 
affected, i.e., coming into existence through something else (for 
it was after all intellect even before it became active), but by 
maturing and coming to completion. When it is completed it 
thinks what are by their nature objects of thought and those that 
depend upon its proper activity and craft. For productivity is 
proper to the intellect and for it thinking is being active, not being 
affected.

<5. T he intellect immanent in toe physical world:
112.5-113.12>

112.5: Wishing to show that the intellect was immortal and to 
escape the problems that they raise for the intellect from without, 
viz. that it must change place and cannot, if it is indeed incor­
poreal, either be in place or change place and be in different 
places at different times, according to his own reflection, he said 
the following concerning the intellect that is said to exist in the 
whole of the mortal body.

112.9: He claimed that the intellect is both in matter as a 
substance in a substance* and that it exists in actuality by 
realizing its own activities perpetually. So whenever from a body 
that is the result of a blend fire or something like it emerges from
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the mixture** with the result that it can also provide an instru­
ment to this intellect that is present in this mixture (because 
intellect is [ex hypothesi) in the whole of body and this too [i.e., 
the mixture] is body) this instrument is called the potential 
intellect, a suitable potentiality that supervenes upon such a 
mixture of bodies for the purpose of receiving the actual intellect.

112.16: Whenever [the actual intellect] acquires this instrument, 
it at that point acts, as it were, instrumentally and with reference 
to its matter and by means of matter and it is then that we are said 
to think. For our intellect is composed of the potentiality that is 
the instrument of the divine intellect (what aristotle calls the 
potential intellect) and of the divine intellect’s activity. If neither 
of these is present, it is impossible for us to think.

112.21: Right from the first deposit of sperm the intellect in 
actuality is what pervades everything and exists in actuality, as 
also in the case of any other body at all. Whenever it is also active 
through our potentiality then this is called our intellect and it is 
we who think, as if one were to imagine a craftsman at one time 
active in his craft without instruments, but at another with 
instruments too, where his activity with respect to the craft is 
directed towards matter. In the same manner also the divine 
intellect is perpetually acting (that is why it also exists in actu­
ality) and yet so instrumentally, whenever such an instrument 
comes into existence from the combination of bodies and their 
temperate blend. This intellect at that point engages in an act that 
indeed is of a material kind and this is our intellect.

112.31: Indeed it is separated [from the instrumental intellect] 
in the same manner in which it is introduced. It is not the case 
that it changes its place by being somewhere else but that by being 
everywhere it remains even in the body dissolved by the separa­
tion [113] [of its constituents] where the instrumental factor [to 
organikon = that capable of an instrumental role] is destroyed; 
similarly the craftsman, after he has discarded his instruments, is 
even then active, but not in a material and instrumental activity. 
Indeed he said that if we must really assume that according to



aristotle the intellect is divine and immortal, we must think o f  
it in this way and not otherwise.

113.4: And he said that the text in the third book of the De 
Anima should be co-ordinated with these doctrines and that the 
positive state (hexis) and the light (430al5) should be referred to 
the intellect that is everywhere.

113.6: Now this intellect either administers things here all by 
itself and combines and separates them with respect to their 
relation to the divine bodies, so that it is itself also the demiurge 
of [i.e., that which produces] the potential intellect, or\i does this 
in concert with the well-ordered motion of the heavenly bodies. 
It is after all through the agency of the latter [motion] that things 
here come into existence, especially through the approach and 
departure of the sun, since they either come to be through the 
action of the latter and the intellect here, or else nature comes to 
be through these things [sc. heavenly bodies] and their motion, 
while nature itself administers individual things [sc. here] in 
concert with the intellect.

<6. C riticism of toe above theory 
OF TOE IMMANENCE OF INTELLECT: 113 .12 -2 4 >

113.12: It seemed right to me to resist these [doctrines], i.e., 
(1) that the intellect, though divine, is present in even the basest 
things, as the Stoics held; and (2) that there is an intellect and 
guiding providence present generally even in things here (and 
indeed that providence occurs through the relation of things here 
to the divine bodies); and (3) that thinking is not dependent on 
us nor is this even our function, but that from the moment of our 
coming into existence there is inherent in us by nature both the 
combination of the potential and instrumental intellect and the 
activity brought about by the intellect from without.

113.18: Now that which comes into existence in someone by 
being thought does not change place; for neither do the forms of 
objects of perception when we perceive them come into existence

DE INTELLECTU  112.9-113.18 57



58 [ALEXANDER]

in the organs of sense as their places. But the intellect from 
without is said to be separate and is separated from us, not by, 
as it were, going away somewhere and changing place, but while 
separate in the sense that it is independent and not accompanied 
by matter, it is separated from us by not being thought, not by 
going away elsewhere. For that is how it came to be in us too.



Commentary

106.19: The first sentence is very revealing for the character of 
the De Intellectu. Clearly, the threefold intellect has been arrived 
at by some antecedent process of reasoning; here we are presen­
ted rather abruptly with its results, together with some of the 
reasons for advancing them. The very use of ordinal numerals 
gives the impression of notes rather than of careful philosophical 
composition, as in Alexander’s De Anima.

In the De Anima of Alexander we are presented, not so much 
with three intellects, as with an account of the phases of intel­
lectual development. Stabile 57 correctly contrasts the present
work in remarking that: “In the De Intellectu Alexander describes 
the aspects of intellect, not from the point of view of this 
development, but as aspects of the intellective power of man.” 
Aristotle De Anima 3.5, 430a 10-14, of course, speaks of active 
and of potential and (by analogy with the rest of nature) material 
aspects of intellect. On the question of the materialism mistakenly 
attributed both to the De Anima and the De Intellectu, see 
Introduction pp. 7-13.

106.27: This is the first argument for the view that the material 
intellect must be none of the objects of thought (cf. Aristotle De 
Anima 2.4, 415al6-20; 3.4, 429al3-18).

*The verb here translated as “apprehend” (antilambanesthai 
[106.27]) is not Aristotelian. Alexander uses antilepsis (the 
noun) of sensation generally (De Anima 60.2; 53.30-34; In 
Topica [cag 2.2] 343.11) where Aristotle would use krinein (“to 

judge, discern”); cf. Todd (1974) 209. This word and others from 
the same root can have the sense, not of passive reception, but 
of active “seizing”; cf. Moraux (1942) 71 and Stabile 137.



60 [ALEXANDER]

**“The intrusion (paremphainomenon [ 106.2 8 ])  of its own 
form,” cf. Aristotle DeAnima 3.4, 429a20.

106.30 : The analogy of the senses introduces the second argu­
ment (extending to 107.8) why the material intellect must not be 
itself informed. Thus sight does not perceive colour, i.e., it is not 
informed with respect to what it perceives. Similarly smell is 
odourless and touch cannot perceive that which possesses its own 
degree of roughness or smoothness. The analogy to sight is from 
Aristotle De Anima 2.7, 418b26-27; the analogy with touch is 
from 2.11, 424al-10. See also Aristotle’s more general analogy 
of perception and thought at 3.4, 429al6-18.

107.8: *“to think everything” (107.9), cf. Aristotle De Anima
3.4, 429al8; cf. 3.4, 429b30-31.

107.21: Here the state ( hexis) of possessing thought (the habitus 
of the medieval translations) is introduced. Aristotle De Anima
3.5, 430a 15 describes the productive intellect as a hexis (state) 
and then as an energeia (activity) (3.5, 430al8). Ross (1961) 
296 takes this as a sign that the passage is “carelessly written.” 
The author of the De Intellectu distinguishes these as different 
phases of intellect—i.e., the state {hexis) of possessing thought is 
the perfection of the material intellect. The word “activity” 
( energeia) in the Aristotelian text is attached to the productive 
intellect.

In the De Intellectu the intellect in the state of possession has 
the power of abstraction that in the De Anima of Alexander is 
confined to the material intellect (Moraux [1942] 157; Stabile 
155). Discrepancies may be explained from the fact that in the 
De Intellectu “Alexander does not deal with the development of 
the nous hulikos [material intellect]; the function of the intelligi- 
bles as the agent cause of the actualization of the intellect is 
virtually non-existent” (Stabile 157).

107.22 : In the reference to “craftsmen” there is doubtless a 
dependence on the distinction between potential and actual 
knowledge at Aristotle De Anima 3.4, 429b5-9; cf. 2.5,
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417a22-417b2 and Themistius In De Anima 3.4, 95.9-16. We 
may see a distinction between the material intellect as first 
entelechy and the intellect in the state of posssession as second 
entelechy. For the distinction between first and second entelechy 
see Aristotle De Anima 2.1, 412a21-28. See Schroeder (1982) 
120 and Introduction pp. 8-12 for the view that in Alexander’s 
De Anima the material intellect is as dunamis to be understood 
as the equivalent of an Aristotelian first entelechy awaiting 
completion.

107.25: * “only” (ede [107.28]). In the word index at Alexan­
der’s De Anima and the De Anima Mantissa in sa 2.1:205, Bruns 
lists the following as instances of ede in the sense a temporali ad 
logicum usum translatum: 107.15; 21; 26 (the present occur­
rence); 27; 112.30, a sense which is not to be found in lsj. The 
present translation attempts carefully to allow for the context of 
each occurrence. The text at 107.26 may be compared with 
Alexander De Anima 14.6 where ede means “just“ [or “only"] 
among the more complete [beings]” in contrast with the molluscs 
of the preceding clause; cf. Alexander De Anima 35.21-22.

107.29: For an account of illuminationist doctrine, see on 
108.19 below. The analogy is incomplete. The productive intel­
lect as supreme form, object of thought, free of material substrate 
serves as the primal object of intellective vision for the potential 
intellect and it is with reference to this that it abstracts forms as 
objects of thought from matter. The action of the productive 
intellect is therefore not directly upon the forms or objects of 
thought as the action of light is exerted upon visible objects. 
Instead it acts directly upon the material intellect in conferring the 
intellect in the state of possession.

107.34: This passage contains an important principle that at first 
sight offers some difficulty to the student of the De Intellectu (and 
to the student of the Alexandrian noetic generally). The produc­
tive intellect is said to be itself object of thought. Indeed it is not 
in its role as intellect, but in its capacity as object of thought that 
it contributes to the genesis of human intellection. Here in the De
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Intellectu it serves as the primary object of thought for the material 
intellect and thereby confers on the material intellect the intellect 
in the state of possession (see on 108.19 below). We might then 
expect that the author would be arguing the case that the 
productive intellect is also object of thought. He instead assumes 
as a premiss its character as object of thought, and then argues 
that it is also intellect. But that which is supremely object of 
thought cannot be so only because it is addressed by our minds. 
(This link in the argument may be supplied from 108.25-26.) 
Therefore it must be addressed by a supreme intellect that will be 
identical with itself.

108.3: The author here elaborates the Aristotelian doctrine that 
intellect and object of thought are one. This occurs at Aristotle 
De Anima 3.5, 430al9-20 and at 3.7, 431al-2. Ross (1961) 296 
deletes it from the former passage, but retains it in the latter, on 
the grounds that “they are harmless in ch. 7, which is in any case 
a collection of scraps; here they seriously interfere with the course 
of thought, which without these would be continuous.” Ross 
(1961) 303 observes that, according to Ps.-Philoponus In De 
Anima ( cag 15) 558.4-6, Alexander obelized the passage at 
431al-3. It may be that the De Intellectu, as it is a reflection on 
Aristotle De Anima 3.5, reads this passage in that chapter. It is 
certainly convenient to the noetic which is offered here to do so. 
Themistius, however, paraphrases 430al9-21 from 3.5, but igno­
res it for 3.7 (see Themistius’ paraphrase on 3.7 below and note 
203). The same general point (that intellect and object of thought 
are one) occurs at Aristotle De Anima 3.4, 430al-2. If we accept 
Owens’ resistance to Bywater’s emendation and read 5s auxov 
for Bywater’s 5i’ aurou  at Aristotle De Anima 3.4, 429b9, we 
may see here a reference to that passage (so understood by 
Alexander at De Anima 86.14-29; see Owens 107).

108.14: The distinction between classes of forms as objects of 
thought is doubtless dependent upon Aristotle De Anima 3.5, 
430a3-9 (see also below note 37 to the translation of Themis­
tius). Merlan (1963) 16-17; (1967) 119-120; (1970) 118
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establishes that there are two classes of forms, objects of thought 
(see De Anima 87.24-88.3; 89.13-15; 90.2-11), which he de­
scribes as immanent and transcendent intelligibles ( enula/aiila, 
“enmattered/immaterial” or phusei noeta, “objects of thought by 
nature”). The enmattered or immanent forms, i.e., objects of 
thought, exist only in the moment they are thought. The same is 
true in principle of the immaterial or transcendent forms, objects 
of thought, but these, as they are always objects of the thought of 
the productive (transcendent) intellect, are always in existence. 
Donini (1974) 32-34 sees in Alexander De Anima 88-89 an 
apparent conflict between the notion that the productive intellect 
is one and yet its objects of thought are many. He argues for the 
identity of the productive intellect with the forms, objects of 
thought and sees in this a source for Plotinus 5.1 [10].9. He 
denies, however, that the dichotomy of the two classes of forms, 
objects of thought exists in the De Intellectu, where there is but 
one productive intellect that is also supreme form, object of 
thought and then a plurality of immanent forms, objects of 
thought. Donini (1974) 60 compares De Intellectu 108.16-22 
and Alexander De Anima 87.25-29.

Moraux (1978b) 532-533, in a review of Donini (1974), 
argues for a plurality of immaterial, transcendent forms, objects 
of thought in the De Intellectu (see 110.13-15; 111.1; 112.3). 
Moraux also observes that at Alexander De Anima 87.24-29 we 
encounter the same doctrine in the context of establishing the 
identity of the immaterial forms or objects of thought and 
productive intellect (singular). Thus in both works singular and 
plural must for this purpose be interchangeable. Sharpies (1987) 
1211 note 125 draws our attention to an apparent statement of 
the plurality of immaterial, transcendent forms, i.e., objects of 
thought in fr. vi from Appendix m to Moraux (1942) 213, now 
in a revised text in Verbeke (1966) 82.13-24. Sharpies (1987) 
1211 argues that the discussion of such pure forms in De Anima
87.24-88.16 precedes discussion of the productive intellect and 
is not so much an argument for plurality as an introduction to the 
notion of transcendent, immaterial forms, objects of thought. It
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seems indifferent whether such form is, in this passage, referred 
to in the singular or in the plural. He refers us to De Anima 
87.25-28 (cf. De Intellectu 108.16-19) for the hypothetical nature 
of this discussion. In subsequent passages, where the productive 
intellect is the theme of discussion, references are generally in the 
singular (the one plural reference at De Anima 90.1 Iff. “seems to 
be a generalization”).

The notion that there is one class of objects of thought 
corresponding to the Platonic Forms and another corresponding 
to enmattered forms is to be found in Alcinous Didaskalikos p. 
155 Hermann. (On the disputed question of the authorship of this 
treatise, often ascribed to Albinus, see the literature cited at 
Donini [1982] 103 with notes 14 and 15.) See also Merlan 
(1963) 68; Merlan (1967) 117 claims that “[Alexander] insisted 
that only the singular existed in the proper sense of the word and 
thus treated the transcendent intelligibles as individuals (and, 
with Aristotle, rejected ideas, precisely because he took them to 
be universals).” See, however, Moraux (1978b) 532-533 who 
insists upon Alexander’s claim to Aristotelian orthodoxy in 
positing separate forms, i.e., objects of thought.

108.19: The productive intellect is considered here, not in its 
capacity as intellect, but as supreme object of thought (cf. 
107.34). It is by being an immaterial object of thought and form, 
existing independently of our thought, that it may serve as the 
primary object of thought. It is with reference to this primary 
object of intellective vision that the human intellect is capable of 
abstracting forms as objects of thought from matter. The pro­
ductive intellect is accordingly said to impart to the material 
intellect the state of thinking objects of thought that are in 
potentiality (111.27). The human intellect is said to imitate
(108.21) the productive intellect, doubtless in producing the 
objects of thought it abstracts from matter. This notion of imita­
tion has a distinctly Platonic ring. We may well ask whether this 
primal vision is a sort of antenatal Platonic anamnesis. It is said 
to be seen together with its concomitants, like light (111.32). 
This suggests that, although the address to the productive intellect
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as supreme object of thought is logically prior to the abstraction 
and recognition of the enmattered forms as objects of thought, it 
may be temporally simultaneous.

The doctrine presented here differs radically from that of 
Alexander’s De Anima. In the Alexandrian theory of light, the 
source of light is supremely luminous and is also thereby cause 
of illumination. On the other hand, illumination is not merely an 
effect of the source. It is a joint effect produced when both 
illuminans and illuminatum are juxtaposed. The illuminatum 
makes its own contribution to the effect produced within this 
pattern of causation (De Anima 42.19-43.11). By analogy, the 
productive intellect as supreme object of thought is the cause for 
enmattered forms of their becoming objects of thought. Yet when 
the enmattered forms are juxtaposed with the productive intellect, 
they make their own contribution to the effect produced 
(88.26-89.6). That juxtaposition takes place when the human 
intellect has evolved to the point of being able to abstract the 
enmattered forms from their substrate (see Schroeder [1981] and 
Introduction pp. 13-19). There is no suggestion, as here, that the 
productive intellect (as object of thought) serves for the human 
intellect as a prior object of intellective vision by reference to 
which the human intellect is enabled to advance from the material 
intellect to the intellect in the state of possession.

Moraux (1984) 414 appeals to 111.22-33 to support the view 
that the productive intellect qua object of thought is the cause for 
enmattered forms of their becoming objects of thought. It is 
difficult to see such a doctrine in this text. On the relation of this 
material to the question of authorship see Introduction pp. 6-20.

*“from without” (108.23). The phrase nous thurathen, “intel­
lect from without” occurs twice in the De Generatione Animalium 
of Aristotle, at 2.3, 736M3-20 and at 2.6, 744b22. The first of 
these passages does not invite the sort of speculation put forth in 
the De Intellectu or elsewhere in late Greek Aristotelian commen­
tary. Moraux (1955) discusses this passage, which is in fact a 
crux, with reference to its biological content in the De Genera­
tione Animalium and shows that it is an aporetic reflection on
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embryology. He expels the intellect from without from the second 
passage through textual emendation.

For Alexander the intellect from without is independent of 
human thought (De Anima 90.21-23). It is not a faculty of the 
human soul, but a divine element present in man (90.23-91.6). 
In other words, it is equated with the productive intellect. Here 
in the De Intellectu it is explicitly equated with the productive 
intellect and its immaterial character is stressed. For a recent 
discussion of the intellect from without from the end of the first 
century b c , see Moraux (1984) 407-410.

108.29: * “immortal” (108.30). The reference is to Aristotle De 
Anima 3.5, 430a23. Alexander De Anima 90.14-16 denies the 
immortality both of the potential intellect and the intellect in the 
state of possession. Alexander bases his theory of immortality on 
the identity of mind and object of thought in Aristotle De Anima
3.4, 430a3-4; 3.5, 430al9-20; Metaphysics 12.7, 1072b21. The 
objects of thought abstracted by the human mind from their 
material substrate are, since they have no objective existence apart 
from being thought, perishable (Alexander De Anima 88.14-15; 
90.2-11; 90.24-91.4).

Yet if the object of thought is of itself intelligible in act, it is 
also by nature imperishable. The intellect that thinks such an 
object becomes like it (De Anima 87.25-88.10) and is thus 
rendered immortal (89.21-90.2). Alexander speaks (90.13-17) 
of an intellect that becomes immortal when it has thought the 
supreme object of thought. It is difficult to reconcile the de­
scription of this intellect with the denial (90.14-16) of the 
immortality of the potential intellect and of intellect in the state 
of possession.

Our perplexity is only increased by the statement that, while 
the intellect from without is immortal, the potential intellect and 
its perfection, the intellect in the state of possession that thinks 
the intellect from without as object of thought, in addition to its 
other objects of thought, is mortal (90.23-91.5). And this is 
asserted despite the fact that the intellect from without is said to 
come about “in us” (90.23-91.1).
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This immortal facet of human personality could only be the 
concept of divinity we have formed by knowing it (Moraux 
[1942] 97-98). The intellect in the state of possession is said 
(88.5-6) to become the (immortal) object of thought when it 
thinks it. We might then be tempted to believe that, after all, the 
intellect in the state of possession must be immortal. It must be 
remembered, however, that the intellect in the state of possession 
is the capacity for thinking at will rather than actual thought 
(85-86).

Davidson 130 remarks: “Alexander accordingly may be taken 
as saying that no part of any human faculty is immortal, but when 
the intellect in habitu has an actual thought of an indestructible 
form that thought alone remains immortal. The immortal actual 
thought in man, Alexander concludes, is ‘the intellect generated 
in us from without (90.19).’ That is to say, the actual thought of 
an indestructible form does not exist independently— qua intelli­
gible object—but only as identical with the form which is the 
object of thought. Thus hardly anything human and surely 
nothing individual can be said to characterize the human thoughts 
Alexander considered to be immortal.”

A simpler way of looking at it is provided by Stabile 188: 
“Human immortality is really nothing more than the presence of 
the nous thurathen [intellect from without] in man.” Sharpies 
(1987) 1204 now remarks: “Indeed for Alexander our intellect 
is nothing in itself, but becomes identical with its objects; accord­
ingly, when it apprehends the pure and imperishable form of the 
divine intellect it becomes identical with that form, but this seems 
to show us no more than the immortality of the concept of the 
intellect in us.”

It is not necessary to interpret the word “immortal” in the 
present passage as referring to any form of human intellect. 
Whether we would in principle wish to elucidate the question of 
immortality in the De Intellectu from the De Anima of Alexander 
would depend on the position taken with respect to the question 
of authorship (see Introduction pp. 6-22). At De Intellectu
111.27 the productive intellect is said to serve as a form free of
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a material substrate; as such it is the primary object addressed by 
the human mind which, with reference to it, may recognize and 
abstract enmattered forms. Davidson 130 remarks, “an inde­
structible actual human thought would already exist at that early 
point.” There is, however, no development of this idea in the De 
Intellectu, nor would this compel us to conclude that anything but 
the actual thought (and that precariously) of this form is in any 
sense immortal.

In the section from 112.5 on, the author’s opponent says that 
the productive intellect survives man and, as it is omnipresent, 
“remains even in the body dissolved by the separation [of its 
constituents]” (112.32-113.1). This, however, is scarcely a 
description of personal immortality. The productive intellect is 
ours when it employs our intellectual equipment as its-instrument
(112.21). When we die, these instruments are abandoned 
(112.31). In any case this section may be a fragment from 
another work distinct from the material which we are discussing 
(see Introduction pp. 22-31). The Arabic translation of nous 
thurathen ( “intellect from without”) as “acquired intellect” sug­
gests something which is human and opens the way to the 
immortality of a human faculty (Davidson 130). See also Thillet 
(1981) 17-24 who argues correctly that any sort of human 
immortality would arise only by implication.

109.17: * “there remains for it [only] to be an object of thought” 
(109.18). The notion is that the only remaining alternative is for 
it to be an object of thought.

109.27: *“simple” ( haplous [109.28]; instances from lines 
28-30). This word does not occur in the noetic section of 
Alexander De Anima. Perhaps this fact may serve as a further 
reason for our not seeing the De Intellectu as a work of Alexander.

110.4: *“I heard ... from Aristotle.” This translation arises from 
an emendation: <ra> jra p a  ’ApicrroTeXoug for 7rapa ’Apioro- 
t s X o u < ; .  See the discussion of this crux in Introduction pp.22-31.

**“I have retained for myselF (110.4). The verb used here is 
diasdzesthai. Trabucco 119 refers us to Plato Republic 329a3



COMMENTARY 108.29-110.25 69

where the active voice of the verb is used of a proverb and 
translates “to keep in mind.” This understanding of the verb 
would support the view (see Introduction pp. 22-25) that the 
reference is to contemporary, oral instruction. Note, however, the 
middle voice of the verb. In lsj this use is glossed: “To save for 
oneself, preserve for oneself, retain.” The reflexive force of the 
middle voice would point to a set of notes that the author has 
compiled for his own use. Themistius In Analytica Posteriora 
( cag 5.1) 6.27 uses the active form of the verb in the sense “to 
get it right.”

110.5: ***“were said to be the following” (110.5-6); cf.
110.24-25 (end of the section marked 110.5). As remarked in 
the Introduction p. 23, a pupil in late antiquity tended to be 
forward in advancing his personal claims to inside knowledge of 
his master and his background (for example, Porphyry Vita 
Plotini 13.10-17 and 15.1-6). This may explain his frequent and 
self-conscious resort to the personal pronoun to establish his 
intimate acquaintance with his teacher. ( Vita Plotini 4.1-2; 8; 12; 
5.60; 7.50; 11.11-12; 13.10; 15.11-12; 16.14; 17.12; 18.9; 
21.21.; 23.12). For classical examples we may look to Xeno­
phon’s advertisement of his first-hand experience of Socratic 
dialogue (Memorabilia 1.3.8-13; 1.4.2; 2.4.1; 2.5.1; 4.3.2). This 
consideration should work against our seeing at reference to a 
contemporary teacher at 110.4; cf. Schroeder (1987) 518.

110.25: Here, as at 107.34 and 108.15, the productive intellect 
or intellect from without is said to be per se an object of thought 
by its own nature. We are told that it is this intellect from without 
qua object of thought that the potential intellect thinks in the 
course of being increased and completed. Now at 109.19 it is 
stated that it is with reference to the productive intellect qua 
object of thought that the material intellect extracts forms as 
objects of thought. It enters us from without whenever we think 
it. We may ask, when do we think the productive intellect/ 
intellect from without qua object of thought? Is it, for example, 
an object of thought for us at the moment of conception?
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At 112.21 the source whom the author (112.5-113.24) is 
criticizing teaches that it is present right from the deposit of the 
sperm. The author dismisses this view at 113.12. Of course, if we 
adopt the view (see Introduction pp. 22-31) that the material 
from 112.5 to the end is independent and appended by a slipshod 
compiler, then it may not be legitimate to interpret the present 
passage in the light of earlier passages preceding 112.5-113.24.

The present text suggests rather that the intellect from without 
qua object of thought is an object of thought for the material 
intellect in the course of its natural development. The analogy 
with light as it is drawn at 111.32 (see Commentary ad loc.) 
tends to confirm this view. See also below on the analogy of 
walking at 110.31.

110.31: It may be of value to undertake a comparison with the 
use of the analogy of walking to intellectual development drawn 
by Alexander DeAnima 82.5-15. There Alexander argues that the 
ability to walk exists in man by nature and will of itself progress 
toward its completion. The human mind will of itself progress 
toward the grasp of the universal and the knowledge that arises 
from synthesis. Yet the intellect in the state of possession and the 
accomplished act of thought are acquired and belong to the sage 
alone (cf. Themistius In Analytica Posteriora 65.21-66.3 for the 
analogy of the growth of intellect to walking; this may have been 
a scholastic commonplace).

At first sight, the statement at 110.32 would not seem to 
contradict the analogy at Alexander De Anima 82.5-15. The 
intellect proceeds by nature to the point at which it may abstract 
forms as objects of thought from objects of perception. Yet 
immediately above (110.25) the intellect is said to address the 
intellect from without as object of thought as it is completed and 
increased (sc. by nature). Since the analogy at 110.31 is meant 
to illustrate this statement, it must seem to present (however 
elliptically) doctrine contrary to that found in Alexander De 
Anima 82.5-15, that is, that the completion of the human intellect 
is not achieved by nature.
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There remains another problem. The doctrine of 110.25 and 
110.31 is in apparent conflict with statements at 111.27. There 
it is said that it is by being an object of thought in its own nature 
that the intellect from without, on entering us, imparts to us the 
intellect in the state of possession. Does this mean that the 
intellect from without is an object of thought for the human 
intellect before its increase and completion? An answer may be 
provided if we look again to Alexander DeAnima. At DeAnima
82.5-10, Alexander says that the intellect may progress by nature 
to the grasp of the universal, but not to intellect in the state of 
possession or to the accomplished act of thought. Here the 
progress to the intellect in the state of possession is natural and 
involves the address to the productive intellect qua object of 
thought. For Alexander the productive intellect is an object only 
for the human mind upon its completion (De Anima 84.22-24; 
87.29-88.10; 89.21-91.6). Cf. Schroeder (1981) 224-225. The 
passages at 110.25 and 110.31 must mean that the human 
intellect already beholds the intellect from without as object as it 
becomes intellect in the state of possession; that it advances to 
that vision by nature; and that it is by that vision enabled to 
function as intellect in the state of possession.

111.32: The analogy of the intellect from without to light offered 
in the present passage is much more satisfactory than the elliptical 
analogy with light at 107.29 and 107.31. There it is said that as 
light renders potentially visible colours actually visible, so does 
the productive intellect make the potential and material intellect 
to be in act by imparting to it the intellect in the state of 
possession. The visibility of objects of perception is not, as we 
would expect, compared with the intelligibility of objects of 
thought, but with thinking.

Yet while the analogy is clearer, it is still elliptical: light (by 
being supremely visible?) is said to produce vision; by analogy, 
the intellect from without (by being supreme object of thought?) 
produces thought in us. It is also said that light produces the 
visibility of colour. Now the intellect from without does not
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produce the objects of thought directly. Rather, it enables the 
potential intellect to produce these. At 111.2 and 111.8, intellect 
is, as active, contrasted with sensation, as passive. Light will not, 
therefore, enable vision to produce visibles in the same way as the 
intellect from without enables the potential intellect to produce 
objects of thought.

The analogy of the productive intellect to light functions in a 
very different and more consistent manner at Alexander De 
Anima 88.26-89.6. There the productive intellect qua supreme 
object of thought produces the intelligibility of the objects of 
thought, even as light qua supremely visible produces the visibility 
of the visible objects. For a fuller treatment of this subject and for 
the notion that the objects of thought make their own contribu­
tion to intelligibility even as the illuminata make -ther own 
contribution to illumination, see Schroeder (1981) and Introduc­
tion pp. 14-19.

Light is said here (111.33) to be itself seen along with its 
concomitants [illuminated things]. Earlier in this commentary (at
110.25 and 110.31) we raised the question of the point at which 
the intellect from without becomes an object of thought for the 
human intellect. It was suggested that the intellect from without 
is in some sense an object of thought for the human intellect 
throughout the course of its development, i.e., while it is being 
completed and increased and is in that way the cause of its 
development. Now when we see visible objects, we see at the 
same time the light by which they are illuminated. The vision of 
light and of the visibles may then be distinguished as two aspects 
of a single event, without implying the temporal priority of either. 
Thus the intellect from without qua object of thought remains an 
abiding and iUuminating presence throughout the increase and 
completion of the human intellect.

112.5: There appears to be a break in the manuscript, as the 
participle “wishing” has no proper referent, unless we prefer with 
Moraux (1967 and 1984) to see here a reference to Aristotle of 
Mytilene, whom Moraux supposes in both these studies to be the 
“Aristotle” of 110.4. The section from 112.5 to 113.24 may be
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a fragment imperfectly interpolated into the De Intellectu. See 
Introduction pp. 23, 26-31 for a discussion of this difficulty.

112.9: *“as a substance in a substance” (obg oucria ev oucria) 
Moraux (1984) 418 sees a Stoicizing tendency in this passage, 
both because of the omnipresence of the intellect from without 
and because of this phrase, which appears to suggest the Stoic 
doctrine of total interpenetration of body by body. Gottschalk 
(1985) 126 replies: “Alexander’s assertion that Aristotle [sc. of 
Mytilene; see Introduction pp. 22-31] allowed himself to be too 
much influenced by Stoicism is accepted too readily by M[oraux]. 
Aristotle’s divine reason was incorporeal (this was the starting 
point of the theory) and only acted directly on the specific kind 
of matter capable of giving rise to a passive intellect.” We may in 
addition observe that Alexander attacks the Stoic doctrine of total 
interpenetration of body by body and does not use this formula 
to express the doctrine, but rather acojua 5 ia  aobjiccTog x wP£w> 
“body proceeds through body”; cf. Todd (1976) 81-88.

* * “fire or something like it emerges from the mixture” 
(112.12). The reader is directed to Moraux (1984) 418-419 for 
a discussion of the ideas presented in* this passage, their origins 
and affinities. The author adapts from the biological writings of 
Aristotle the notion that the soul uses as instrument the innate 
warmth of the organism for various life functions to the doctrine 
of intellect.

113.6: Various consequences that would flow from the imma­
nence of the intellect from without are considered. Three Aris­
totelian doctrines come into play: (1) the divine intellect is the 
highest cause of motion; (2) coming-to-be and passing-away in 
the sublunary world are caused by the motion of the heavenly 
bodies, especially the sun; (3) nature is in its own sphere the 
principle of movement.

There are two ways of interpreting the doctrine that the author 
means to criticize: (1) This intellect alone controls the world. Yet 
since coming-to-be and passing-away in this world follow the 
movements of the heavenly bodies, this intellect must direct itself
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in accordance with them. (2 )  The omnipresent intellect and the 
orderly motion of the heavenly bodies together govern the sublu­
nary world. This contains two possible consequences: (a) The 
coming-to-be of earthly things is the joint effect produced by the 
sun and the immanent divine intellect; (b) Nature comes to be 
through the influence of the movements of the heavenly bodies 
and, together with the immanent divine intellect, governs the 
things of this world. It is not clear whether a discussion of these 
constructions and consequences is advanced by the source which 
our author wishes to criticize, or by the author himself. See 
Moraux (1 9 8 4 )  419-420 .

113.12-24: The author rejects the views of the source that is the 
object of his criticism in preference for orthodox Aristotelianism. 
The first of these views, 113 .12-14 , is a Stoic testimonium (sv f  
2 .1 0 3 8 ). For a discussion, see Moraux (1 9 8 4 )  42 1 -4 2 3 , but see 
above on 112.9 on the subject of Moraux’s detection of Stoicism 
in that source. The importance of the views advanced by this 
source for the subsequent history of philosophy is determined by 
the fact that it was not perceived that the author (thought to be 
Alexander) was criticizing this source; rather, its doctrine was 
conflated with that of the rest of the De Intellectu (see Gilson 9; 
Moraux [1 9 8 4 ] 4 2 3 -4 2 5 ).

113.18: 113 .18-24  on the question of whether intellect would 
have to change place seems not to belong here and would better 
suit the context at 112.5-11 as part of the exposition of the view 
criticized at 113.12flf. (see Introduction p. 31).
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<P araphrase  of 3 .4 '>

93.32 (429al0-13): The part of the soul that we use for reason­
ing2 and action may be spatially separate (as plato  thought when 
he established reason [94]  in the head, with emotion in the heart, 
and appetite in the liver), or not spatially distinct from the other 
faculties of the soul but separated only in thought; but what must 
be considered about it here is what distinguishes it from the 
faculties already described (and particularly from the imagina­
tion),3 and how thinking occurs at all.

94.5 (429al 3-15): Now if thinking is analogous to perceiving (for 
the soul, as we also said earlier,4 makes judgments and becomes 
acquainted with [things] through both of these), then the intel­
lect, too, would be in some way affected by the objects of thought, 
just as perception is by the objects of perception, and here too 
“would be affected” has to be understood in just the same way [as 
with perception].5 It is, in other words, more appropriate to say 
that [the intellect] would be “completed” to the fullest extent by

1 In the earliest manuscripts the paraphrase of 3.4 is the conclusion of the 
“fifth discussion” (i.e., the paraphrase of De Anima 3.1-4). The division of 
Themistius’ paraphrase into seven books ( logoi in Greek) is confirmed in the 
Arabic tradition by the Kitab al-fihrist, see Peters (1968a) 40.

2 theories “reason” in the next clause is ho logos.
3 On the role of imagination (phantasia) in thinking cf. below 113.14-114.2 

(on 3.7, 43 lal4-17, 431b2-10) and 115.35-116.23 (on 3.8, 432a3-14). On 
Themistius’ account of phantasia see Todd (1981).

4 Cf. Aristotle De Anima 427al9-21.
5 Cf. De Anima 2.5, 418a3; cf. also 97.11-24 below where, as here, “being 

affected” is contrasted with the “completion” ( teleiosis), or actualization, that 
occurs in thinking. For perception distinguised from physical “affection” {path­
os) cf. Themistius In De Anima 56.39-57.10, 77.34-78.10, and with particular 
reference to phantasia 92.19-23.
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being advanced from potentiality to actuality.6 And it is obvious 
that [it is advanced] from potentiality. That is why we do not 
always think,7 nor even always think the same things rather than 
different things at different times; this in fact is a sign that this 
intellect exists in potentiality, since there can be no transition 
from one activity to another unless a potentiality remains to 
display the different activities.8
94.13 (429al5-18): The potential intellect must, then, be im­
pervious to “affection” as that is spoken of primarily; also not 
have a shape of its own but be capable of receiving every form; 
be potentially such [as form] but not [identical with] it; and have 
the same relation to objects of thought as perception does to 
objects of perception. And as the latter [i.e., perception qua 
potentiality]9 is in actuality not even any of the things that it 
perceives, neither must this type of intellect be in actuality any of 
the things that are being thought. Since it thinks all things, it 
must, therefore, be in potentiality all things, i.e., not have a form 
or shape of its own.
94.20 (429al8-22): an a x a g o r a s10 was not, then, mistakenly 
dreaming in making the intellect unmixed, and of a nature

6 Reading malisia at 94.9 (with m s Q, the medieval Latin version, and 
Spengel) for mallon. For the notion of “leading” ( ageiri) that Themistius has 
restated here in a more overtly teleological form by the compound verb “ad­
vance” (proagein) cf. Aristotle De Anima 2.5, 417bl0, and Metaphysics 9., 
105 la30; see also De Intellectu 108.1, 110.12 and 110.32.

7 Cf. 98.6 and 115.8-9 below for this as a deficiency of the potential 
intellect.

8 The potentiality characterized here is the state of possessing thoughts 
( hexis) that precedes the activity of the active intellect. This is evident in the 
analogy with perception that also involves a development from a state (such as 
knowing something) to an activity (such as actively contemplating what is 
known); cf. De Anima 2.5, 417a22-417b2 passim. The present claim, therefore, 
depends on the account of the intellect as a state of possession ( hexis) at 
95.9-32, and on the later account of its actualization at 98.19-99.10.

9 This gloss is justified by Aristotle’s use of to aisthetikon (literally “the 
capacity for perception”) at 429al7.

10 At Diels-Kranz 59a100 De Anima 429al8-20 is cited with reference to
5 9b 12. Themistius has split this sentence and linked Anaxagoras only with the 
claim that the intellect is unmixed. Cf. also his version of Aristotle’s earlier 
report about Anaxagoras at 405al3-19 at In De Anima 13.14-21.
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different from everything that it becomes acquainted with. For in 
that way it would very easily become acquainted with [all things], 
as there would be nothing of its own “to intrude” {puremphaino- 
menon 429a20), i.e., coexist with it. The form inherent to it, that 
is, would exclude and obstruct the other [forms] as though they 
belonged to other things. An intellect of this sort must, therefore, 
have no nature or form of its own except its capacity to com­
prehend the natures and forms that belong to other things and, 
through being naturally disposed to grasp all things, have no 
determinate form.

94.27 (429a22-27): That [part] of the soul called the intellect (by 
“intellect” I mean that by which the soul reasons and holds 
beliefs, not that [intellect] that we often mistakenly apply to the 
imagination too11) is in actuality, therefore, none of the things 
that exist before it thinks one [of them]. So it is reasonable that 
it also not be mixed with the body, as mixture involves a body in 
relation to a body. And what exists as a body must exist in 
actuality and have a shape of its own. But the intellect could not, 
like perception, use the body even as an organ; indeed it would 
in that way share in the organ’s quality, and as that quality would 
always coexist with its activities it would exclude the other forms.

94.34 (429a29-429b5): This is obvious above all from the faculty 
of perception. This is not a body, but since in all cases it uses 
bodily organs, it shares in how they are affected. And this is clear 
in the case of the organs of perception; for when the organs are 
more intensely moved by intense objects of perception (e.g., 
hearing by loud sound, or sight by brilliant colour, or smell by 
pungent odour) they can no longer [ 95 ] easily apprehend objects 
of perception that are of reduced intensity and more indistinct. 
Instead, the trace of the stronger impulse persists to block out the 
more indistinct and weaker one. When, however, the intellect 
thinks some “intense” object of thought, it thinks inferior things

11 Cf. Aristotle DeAnima 3.3, 428al-2, with Themistius 89.27-29, and also 
Aristotle DeAnima 3.10, 433a9-10.
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not to a lesser, but to an even greater, extent. That, then, is why 
there is no perception without body, whereas the intellect is 
separate from body altogether.12

95.5 (429a27-29): And those who say that the soul is a place of 
forms are quite correct, even if they misuse the term “place,” not 
allowing that it is neither the whole soul but just the two faculties 
by which we think and by which we perceive, nor is it place that 
can surround,13 rather than in some way become, what it thinks 
and what it perceives.

95.9 (429b5-9):14 Now this potential intellect comes into exis­
tence even among infants. But when it is able to hunt out15 the 
universal from the objects of perception and the images derived 
from them, and from training involving these, and-to group 
together what is similar among dissimilar things, and what is 
identical among different things, it becomes at that stage a more 
complete intellect, analogous to someone with knowledge16 who 
has organized17 the theorems of his body of knowledge and is able

12 Cf. 104.29-105.4 below where this material is reintroduced in the 
excursus to emphasize the separability of the potential intellect in a more radical 
reconstruction.

13 Aristotle’s standard definition of place; cf., for example, Physics 4.4, 
212a20-21.

14 This whole passage (95.9-32) should be compared with Alexander De 
Anima 81.13-85.10, and Themistius InAnalytica Posteriora, a d 2.19 passim, but 
especially 65.12-66.3. Unlike Alexander who identifies the formation of univer- 
sals as the province of the “material intellect” {De Anima 85.10), Themistius 
follows the immediate Aristotelian text and describes a transition from a 
disposition for thought to the activity of thinking. Neither here nor in the 
paraphrase of Analytica Posteriora 2.19, is the role of the intellect in actuality 
mentioned. The exposition at 98.19-99.10 below is thus a second version of this 
passage.

15 thereuein (95.11). Cf. Aristotle Analytica Posteriora 88a3 where this verb 
is used in an account of demonstration to describe the pursuit of the universal. 
Cf. also Plato, Phaedo 66a3 (cf. 66c2) where it is used of discovering the forms. 
It importantly implies that this intellect in a “state of possession” ( hexis) is 
engaged in activity.

16 Cf. this analogy with that used by Aristotle with reference to perception 
at De Anima 2.5, 417a22-417b2.

17 suneilechos (95.14). Balleriaux (111 note 1) suggested reading sun-
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to be active on his own by handling each of them personally, 
without the need for any external instruction or training. At that 
stage too, therefore, the intellect is in potentiality, yet not in just 
the same way as before it learnt or made discoveries. For it is 
[now] endowed with a kind of vision18 not previously present, 
one able to see similar and dissimilar things, and what is identical 
and different, and what is consistent and inconsistent. And at that 
stage it can itself think itself;19 for the intellect is nothing but its 
thoughts. Thus by becoming identical with what is being thought 
it thinks itself too at that stage.

[95.21 ]: So when it has only the state of possessing [thoughts], 
its thoughts are as though set aside.20 But when it is active, it 
coincides with what is thought, and as would be expected it thinks 
itself at that stage; for it is itself the things that it thinks. For just 
as knowledge is the theorems that are the objects of knowledge 
(geometry, that is, being nothing other than the geometrical 
theorems), so too is the intellect its thoughts. And as long as the 
state of possessing [thoughts] is itself inactive, so too are the 
theorems, but when the state is moved and is active, it is active 
in all respects towards one of its own theorems, and it becomes 
identical with what it is thinking about.21 The knowledge that a

eilephds here, but the lectio difficilior is defensible. The verb means literally “join 
by lot with,” and is a metaphor used by Plato ( Timaeus 18e2; Politicus 266c4, 
e6). Since Themistius has a penchant for Platonic metaphor, he has no doubt 
adopted this term as an alternative for sunagein (95.11), although the under­
lying idea suggests a more random form of coordination than would be expected 
in this context.

18 Cf. Themistius In Analytica Posteriora 65.13-15 where the potential 
intellect is compared to an “irrational and undiscriminating vision” that matures 
as a rational animal develops; also cf. Alexander De Anima 85.22.

19 Here, and at 95.21, 23, and 32 Themistius has the reading de hauton at 
DeAnima 429b9; cf. Owens passim for a defence of it, and see Commentary on 
De Intellectu 108.3.

20 apokeimena (95.22); cf. Alexander DeAnima 86.5-6.
21 This passage is neutral as to what kind of thinking is involved in this 

actualization. At 99.1-10 below it is represented as a transition to discursive 
reasoning, as also at 109.4-7, where the transition is from the separate appre­
hension of the items in the categories to their combination in true and false 
propositions. At In Analytica Posteriora 65.28-66.3 Themistius envisages it as
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triangle has two right angles is, in other words, the theorem and 
reasoning by which the triangle is demonstrated as having two 
right angles. In this way the intellect too, when inactive, is said 
to have the state of possessing thoughts, but when active towards 
one of its thoughts is at that time identical with what is being 
thought, and by thinking that thing thinks itself too. (The 
difference between this sort of intellect and the faculty of per­
ceptual imagination must be explained in due course after dis­
tinguishing the nature of each of the [aspects of the intellect] that 
have been described.)22

95.35 (429b 10-11): Now water and what it is to be water are 
different.23 While water, that is, is the compound of form and 
matter, what it is to be water is the form of water, and that in 
respect of which water exists; for each is characterized not in 
respect of its matter but in respect of its shape. [96]  It is the same 
too with artefacts. A house and what it is to be a house are 
different, as are a statue and what it is to be a statue. While a 
house is the shape together with the stones, planks and clay, what 
it is to be a house is the shape and particular combination [of the 
matter]. Similarly, while a statue too is the shape together with 
the stone and bronze, what it is to be a statue is the form of the 
statue.

96.5 (429M1-12): But this is not the same in all cases, for in 
some they are identical, as with a point and what it is to be a 
point, or anything completely immaterial and uncompounded, 
where the definition of the essence and the form in respect of 
which it exists are identical with the nature of the object in its 
entirety.

a transition from mere naming, and thinking the things that are named, to 
combinations and discursive reasoning, and finally to the formation of universal 
judgments.

22 This probably looks ahead to 113.32-114.30.
23 Aristotle’s other example, magnitude and what it is to be magnitude 

(429b 10), is omitted.
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96.8 (429b 12-16): If this is indeed the case, then (1) when we 
judge24 the form taken together with the matter (e.g., cold and wet 
together with matter, as in our judgment of water in its entirety— 
water being by definition the ratio of these qualities and their 
combination with matter), and [in such cases] judge water in its 
entirety, or flesh in its entirety, the faculty of perception (even 
more so its yoke-fellow imagination) is adequate for us. But (2) 
when we examine what it is to be water and what it is to be flesh, 
that which makes the judgment is quite different, or is [the same 
thing] in a different state. For perhaps just as there has to be one 
faculty to judge that sweet differs from yellow,25 so too this faculty 
that judges that water and what it is to be water are different must 
also be one, and must apprehend them both, but in two different 
states: (1) when it inspects matter along with the form, and (2) 
when it extracts the form separately. For water, that is, it needs 
the imagination to report [from perception], but for what it is to 
be water it is self-sufficient.

96.21 (429bl6-18): So just as if the same line were both straight 
and bent you would describe it as the same, yet in two different 
states, so too26 would you [describe] the intellect both when it 
grasps the body as compounded, and when it grasps just the form 
itself (i.e., the shape). [The intellect], that is, is assimilated to the 
things that it thinks about, and becomes sometimes as if com­
pounded (when it thinks what is compounded), yet at other times 
as if uncompounded (when it extracts just the form). In the latter 
case it resembles the straight line, in the former the bent one. 
(While plato  likens the activities of the intellect to the “smooth-

24 Themistius converts Aristotle’s impersonal krinei (429b 13, 15) into this 
personal form here (96.9) and at 96.10 and 12, as does Hamlyn’s translation, 
though at 96.15 and subsequently he takes the intellect to be the implied subject. 
Lowe 20-21 argues for the incompatibility of these alternatives, but ignores (his 
note 15) the fact that Themistius (of whom he cites only 96.15-27) employs 
both rather than the second which he (Lowe) favours.

25 A reference back to De Anima 3.2, 426bl7-23 (cf. Themistius 85.11-20 
ad loc.) where Aristotle in fact speaks of distinguishing sweet from white.

26 Omitting de at 96.22 with ms Q and the medieval Latin version.
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running” and the “straight[-running]” [circles],27 ajristotle com­
pares them to a line that is both bent and straight. This is because 
the intellect becomes as it were double instead of single when it 
inspects the matter along with the shape.)

96.30 (429b 18-22): Also with things spoken of by abstraction 
some resemble water, others what it is to be water, for among 
these too the straight and what it is to be straight are different, 
and the straight is accompanied by extension, as with snubness 
(extension being the substrate of the straight), while what it is to 
be straight is the definition of the straight. In the case of these 
abstract objects the intellect seems to judge both, meaning by 
“both” that which is compounded from the substrate and the 
form, as well as the form itself. But even then it is not [always] 
in the same state, but with these too it is sometimes as if 
uncompounded, while at other times as though compounded. For 
even if one [type of] matter underlies perceptible bodies, and 
another the things spoken of by abstraction,28 we would still say 
that with the latter too the intellect’s reasoning [97]  was less 
compounded at one time, but more compounded at another. So 
when the intellect inspects bodies it needs the faculty of percep­
tion, as it cannot judge on its own, in complete detachment from 
perception, what is water or flesh. But for the triangular and the 
straight the intellect is more self-sufficient in that just as the 
objects are separable from matter, so too is the reasoning of the 
intellect. So just as they can be separated in thought alone, but 
could not exist on their own, so too the intellect sets about 
separating them in thought alone.

97.8 (429b22-31): In one way anax ag o r as spoke about the 
intellect correctly, in another he did not: for while he offered a 
correct interpretation by making the intellect completely unmixed 
with matter,29 he was wrong to neglect to instruct us on how it

27 Cf. Timaeus 37b7 and c2 where these epithets occur for, respectively, the 
circles of the Same and the Different.

28 That is, intelligible matter; cf. Lowe 22. It is briefly identified at 114.11 
below.

29 Cf. Diels-Kranz 59b 12.
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will think all things when it is like this, if indeed to think is to be 
affected. Nothing, that is, is affected unless it shares in matter, but 
this [matter] must be a substrate shared both by what is affected 
and by what produces an affection. And so it is not just anything 
that is affected by anything (e.g., a line by a sound), but [only] 
things that also share in the same matter.30 But since anax ag o r as 
did not make this distinction, we must again review distinctions 
that we have already often drawn.311 mean that if “being affected” 
is not spoken of in its primary sense with reference to perception, 
is this not all the more so in the case of the intellect? Perception 
does at least use bodily [organs], and so would share a substrate 
with what produces affections (with the objects of perception, I 
mean); it is after all by using body that it is moved by bodies. The 
intellect, on the other hand, is, as has been explained, potentially 
all objects of thought yet is in actuality nothing until it thinks. It 
is, therefore, further removed from being affected [than percep­
tion] in that it does not even acquire a determinate nature.32

97.21 (429b31-430a2): Instead, with the intellect you get the 
same result as where letters are written on a tablet that has 
nothing actually written on it. Here you would call what is written 
a “completion” of the tablet, not an “affection,” since it has 
acquired this as the [purpose] that it has come into existence for. 
When the intellect, that is, is active <towards>33 the objects of 
thought, it is not affected but completed, so that in this respect 
it is unmixed and uncompounded. For in general the potential 
intellect, as aristotle says, is in actuality none of the things that 
exist, and being none [of them] in actuality, it could not be 
affected or mixed. Being affected and being mixed, that is, belong 
to what is something in actuality. And intellect in actuality comes

30 Cf. Aristotle DeAnima 1.3, 407M7-19, and De Generatione et Corrup- 
tione 1.7, 323b29-324a5. For the example of the line and noise as incompatible 
cf. Alexander De Mixtione{s a  2.2) 229.15, and Simplicius In Physica ( c a g  9.1) 
516.27-29.

31 Cf. 94.5-95.5 above.
32 Cf. 94.26 above.
33 Heinze’s addition of peri at 97.25 is fully justified; cf. 112.23.
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into existence34 from the potential [intellect] when thoughts also 
come into existence for it, and at that point it is at once both 
intellect and object of thought. [The potential intellect] is not, 
therefore, affected by the objects of thought, but itself becomes 
[identical with] them. (And it seems that the potential intellect 
comes into existence only in the human soul,35 since only that 
[soul’s] passions also pay heed to reason and are naturally 
adapted to it, while this is not at all so with the other animals.)36

97.34 (430a2-5, 6-9): But how is [the potential intellect] at the 
same time both intellect and object of thought? And is it so in the 
same respect, or does it become intellect in one respect and object 
of thought in another? Now in the case of the things without 
matter37 that which thinks and that which is being thought are 
identical (theoretical knowledge being identical with what is 
known in that way), but in the case of the enmattered forms the 
object of thought is one thing, the intellect another. For, as we 
know, neither are these (the enmattered forms, I mean) [98]  by 
nature objects of thought, but the intellect makes them objects of 
thought by severing them from matter, and they are objects of 
thought in potentiality, not in actuality. This is because they are 
in a suitable state for being thought, not because their nature can 
in itself be thought. It is reasonable, then, that such things are

34 Themistius does not at this point say that this development depends on 
something already existing in actuality; that additional point is made implicitly 
at 98.7-8, and explicitly at 98.28-30.

35 Cf. also 98.15, 35, and 103.5, 13 below for the same emphasis.
36 In the excursus at 107.7-16 below, this claim is used to justify the 

existence of a special intellect (the passive) associated with practical reasoning 
involving the passions.

37 Berti 147 with note 32, rightly argues that the phrase “without matter” 
( aneu hules) here (430a3) and at 430b30 (cf. Themistius 112.23), refers to the 
“immaterial essences of material realities”, and not to the special class of 
immaterial forms such as Themistius has in mind (cf. also 114.31-32). See also 
Lowe 24. At In De Anima 8.24-31 (commenting on 403b9-16) Themistius has 
a trichotomy of forms that are (i) in matter, (ii) apart from it, and (iii) “really 
forms” (8.30). The latter are the equivalent of the immaterial forms identified 
here, “separate both in definition and in mode of existence ( hupostasis)” 
(8.30-31). See also the commentary on De Intellects. 108.14 above.
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thought, though not that they think, <and that while each of them 
is an object of thought, it is not intellect.38

98.4 (430a5-6): This intellect (the one in potentiality, I mean) is 
a potential object of thought in just the same way as it is a 
potential intellect. That is why it does not always think, and why 
through thinking continuously it grows tired.39 Potentiality, that 
is, underlies it, so that it is not even always an object of thought 
but so [only] when it assembles its thoughts.40 But if there is some 
intellect entirely without potentiality, it will always be at once 
both intellect and object of thought.41 It is this intellect that we 
indeed discuss when we begin again.

Sixth D iscussion  of T hemistius o n  the Soul 
<P araphrase  of 3.5 (430al0-23)42>

98.12 (430al0-14): Since each thing that comes into existence 
through nature43 has its potentiality first and its completion44

38 The supplement after ou at 98.4 proposed by Browne on the basis of the 
Arabic translation and adopted here is: kai noeton men hekaston, nous de ou.

39 “Grows tired” ( kamnei, 98.6). Cf. Aristotle Metaphysics 9.8, 1050b24-
27 for the same verb in a related context; there the heavenly bodies do not “grow 
tired” because their movement has no potentiality for opposites. Cf. also 
Metaphysics 12 {Lambda).9, 1074b28-29 for the principle that continuous 
thought is “wearisome” (epiponon) if thinking is a potentiality; cf. Themistius ad 
loc. 31.7-9. The activity of the intellect in actuality is, by contrast, is “unwea­
rying” ( akamatos); cf. 99.38 below.

40 That is, in the intellect qua state of possessing thoughts, where “assem­
bling” is the precondition for activity; cf. 99.2-10 below on the transition from 
this state to the activity of thinking.

41 Cf. 100.3-4 below where this claim is made explicitly about the intellect 
in actuality.

42 The sentence at 430a23-25 (cf. 101.10-12) is not discussed until the 
excursus.

43 As editors note, Themistius must not have read hosper (“just as”) before 
Aristotle’s phrase “in the whole of nature” (430al0). Whether it was absent 
from the text he used, or whether he omitted it for the grammatical reasons 
proposed by Ross (ed. with comm, ad loc.), the net effect is that he sees the 
relation between the two intellects as directly conforming to the general 
principles of natural change.

44 “Completion” ( teleiotes, 98.13). Cf. Todd (1974) 213-214 on the use of 
this term as an alternative for eidos or energeia in later Greek philosophy.
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later, and is not restricted to its natural adaptability and poten­
tiality (for then it would have them from nature in vain), it is 
obvious that the human soul too does not [just] advance to having 
the potential intellect, i.e., to being naturally fitted for thinking.45 
Instead, the goal for the sake of which it was so prepared by 
nature necessarily succeeds the natural adaptability. Thus the 
potential intellect must be completed, yet nothing is completed 
through itself but [only] through another thing. Therefore “it 
is necessary that these differences exist in the soul too” 
(430al3-14); that is, that while one intellect must be in poten­
tiality, the other must exist in actuality, and as complete and not 
at all in potentiality and by natural endowment, but as an intellect 
existing in actuality which, by being combined46 with the potential 
intellect and advancing it to actuality, perfects the intellect that is 
in a state of possessing [thoughts],47 [i.e.], the one in which the 
universal objects of thought and bodies of knowledge exist.

98.24 (430al2-13): The potential house and the potential statue 
(i.e., stones and bronze) could not, that is, receive the shape of 
the house or that of the statue unless a craft fastened48 its own 
power (i.e., imposed the form belonging to the craft) on to 
materials fitted for this purpose, and so brought the house and 
statue to perfection as compounds. Similarly, the potential intel­
lect must be completed by some other intellect that is already 
complete, i.e., in actuality, not in potentiality.49 By moving the

45 The two levels identified here correspond to the potential intellect in its 
primary form as an endowment of infants (95.9-10), and as the intellect qua 
“state” of possessing thought ( hexis) into which it develops.

46 sumplakeis (98.22). The term may be metaphorical (meaning “inter­
locked,” “woven together”; cf. Plato Timaeus 36e2), but it is evident from 
116.12 below (following 432al 1) that it was interchangeable with the standard 
verb for combining, suntithemi.

47 ton kath’hexin noun (98.23).
48 endousa (98.27). Cf. Plato, Timaeus 69e4 (= 106.27 below) where this 

verb is used to describe the insertion of the mortal soul in the breast; cf. also 
Timaeus 73b3-4.

49 An application of the wider principle of the temporal priority of actuality 
that closely echoes Aristotle Metaphysics 9.8, 1049b24-25.



PARAPHRASE OF DE ANIMA 98.12-98.35 89

potential intellect analogously to the craft [this intellect] brings 
to completion the soul’s natural adaptability for thinking, and 
M y  equips its state of possessing [thoughts].50 “And this intellect 
is separate, unaffected and unmixed” (430al7-18). As for the 
intellect that we call potential, even if we fully apply the same 
terms to it, it is still far more innate51 to the soul (not every soul,
I mean, but only the human soul).

98.35 (430al5-17): And as light when added to potential vision 
and potential colours produces both actual vision [ 99 ] and actual 
colours, so too this actual intellect advances the potential intel­
lect, and not only makes it actual intellect but also equips its 
potential objects of thought as actual objects of thought. These are 
the enmattered forms, i.e., the universal thoughts assembled from 
particular objects of perception. Up to this point the potential 
intellect is unable to distinguish between them, or make transi­
tions between distinct thoughts,52 or combine and divide them.53 
Instead, like a treasury54 of thoughts, or indeed like matter, it 
deposits the imprints from perception and imagination by means 
of memory.55 But when the productive intellect56 encounters it 
and takes over this “matter” of thoughts, the potential intellect

50 It does not equip it with such a state; that, as 95.9-20 shows, is inde­
pendently established. Cf. 99.2-3 where the same verb ( kataskeuazein) is used 
with reference to the process of converting preexistent potential objects of 
thought to actual objects of thought.

51 sumphues (98.34). Its being “more innate” than the intellect in actuality 
must be understood in light of its status as the “forerunner” of that intellect in 
the soul; cf. below 105.33-34 and 106.13.

52 Cf. 94.12-13 above where the potential intellect is represented as the 
necessary condition for making such transitions.

53 Cf. 109.4-18 (on 3.6, 430a26-31) below for Themistius’ account of these 
operations.

54 Cf. Themistius In De Anima 56.20-21 (on 2.5, 417b22-24) for a 
description of the accumulation of universals as “storing treasure” ( thesaurize- 
sthai). The source of the metaphor may be Plato Phaedrus 276d3.

55 Memory was omitted from the earlier account of the formation of 
universals at 95.10-12; it is a standard component of such genetic accounts; cf. 
Alexander De Anima 83.5-6 and Themistius In Analytica Posteriora 63.14-17.

56 poietikos nous (99.8). This is the first occurence of the expression in 
Themistius’ discussion. See Introduction p. 32 and note 106.
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becomes one with it, and becomes able to make transitions, and 
to combine and divide thoughts, and to observe thoughts from 
[the perspective of] one another.

99.11 (430al2-13, 14-15): The relation that a craft has to its 
matter is, then, just that which the productive intellect too has to 
the potential intellect, and in this way the latter becomes all 
things, while the former produces all things.57 That is why it is 
also in our power to think whenever we wish.58 For <the pro­
ductive intellect is not outside <the potential intellect as> the 
craft <is extemal>59 to the matter (as bronze-working is to bronze 
and carpentry to wood), but the productive intellect sinks into the 
whole of the potential intellect, as though the carpenter and the 
bronze-worker did not control their wood and bronze^ externally 
but could pervade it totally.60 For this is how the actual intellect 
too is added to the potential intellect and becomes one with it. 
In other words, that [which is compounded] from matter and 
form is one,61 and moreover has the two definitions, both that of 
matter and that of creativity, by in one way becoming all things, 
but in another producing all things. For it somehow becomes the 
actual objects [that it thinks] by being active in its thinking, and 
the one [aspect] of it, where the plurality of its thoughts is, 
resembles matter, whereas the other is like a craftsman.62 For it

57 Cf. 430al4-15.
58 Cf. DeAnima 2 .5 ,417b24 (with Themistius 56.23-24 ad loc.). Aristotle’s 

associated claim that universals are “somehow in the soul” (417b23-24) 
envisages an intimate relationship analogous to that proposed here between the 
productive and potential intellects.

59 The translation incorporates after exdthen at 99.13 the supplement 
proposed by Browne from the Arabic version: tou dunamei nou ho poietikos, 
hosper exdthen.

60 Cf. Aristotle Physics 2.8, 199b28-30 for the general notion of nature as 
an internal craft. This language of “total pervasion” can be described as Stoic, 
given that earlier in this paraphrase (35.32-33) Themistius refers to Zeno’s 
belief that God pervaded the whole of matter.

61 For further applications of this hylomorphic relation cf. below 100.31-37, 
and especially 108.32-34.

62 The representation of Intellect as craftsman (demiourgos) is common in 
Plotinus; cf. 5.1 [10],8.5-6 with Atkinson ad loc.
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is in its power, when it wishes, to comprehend and give shape to 
its thoughts, since it is itself productive of thoughts and their 
originator. Hence it also particularly resembles God,63 for God is 
indeed in one way the actual things that exist, but in another their 
provider.64 And the intellect is far more estimable insofar as it is 
creative than insofar as it is acted on,65 as in all cases the 
productive principle is more estimable than the matter.66

99.26 (430a 19-21): And, as I have frequently said,67 the intellect 
is the same as the object of thought (just as actual knowledge is 
[the same as] its very object of knowledge), yet not in the same 
respect; rather, it is an object of thought insofar as it encompasses 
the potential intellect, while it is intellect insofar as it is itself in 
actuality. In a human being, then, the potential intellect is prior 
to the actual intellect,68 given that all natural adaptability is prior 
in time to its actuality.69 But in absolute terms it is not prior; for 
the incomplete is never prior to the complete, nor potentiality to 
actuality.70

99.32: The essence of the productive intellect is identical with its 
activity (430al8),71 i.e., it does not advance from potentiality, but

63 But it is not identical with God; cf. 102.36-103.19 in the excursus below.
64 choregos (99.25). Cf. Plotinus 6.2 [43].20.13, and also 103.23 below, 

where the word is used of the productive intellect qua source of light.
65 katho paschei (99.26). Themistius is reflecting Aristotle’s tou paschontos 

(430al9). In the excursus, however, he will argue that the potential intellect is 
distinct from the passive (pathetikos.; cf. 430a24); cf. 101.5-9, and 105.13-34 
below.

66 Cf. De Anima 3.5, 430al8-19.
67 Cf. 95.19-23, 31-32; 97.34-37; and 98.8-9.
68 The inference that follows seems to represent an extrapolation from 

Aristotle’s observations on potential knowledge at 430a20-21 to the relationship 
between the potential and actual intellects. Cf., however, note 96 below.

69 Cf. 98.12-19 above.
70 Cf. Aristotle Metaphysics 9.8, 1049M7-24, and 106.9-14 below.
71 Balleriaux remarks that in making this statement “Themistius est plus pres 

des Enneades que du De Anima,” and refers to Plotinus 5.3 [49].5.41-42 and 
its context (142). But in elaborating this Aristotelian insight in this and the next 
paragraph in Plotinian language Themistius does not abandon his basic Aristote­
lian frame of reference.
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its nature is of the same kind as its activity, and this72 intellect, 
as already stated earlier too, is really “separate, unaffected, and 
unmixed” (430al7-18), “not thinking at one time but not at 
another” (430a22). For though this [activity] persists when it 
adopts73 the potential intellect, this is exclusively what it is 
(430a22-23) when it itself exists in respect of itself.

[99.37] :74 And it is an activity that is unceasing, untiring, immor­
tal and eternal. As both intellect and object of thought [ 100 ] it 
is precisely the same, not at all in respect of successively distinct 
things.75 Nor does it exist on account of something else like the 
other objects of thought that the intellect in its state of possessing 
[thoughts] produces as objects of thought by separating them 
from matter. Instead, it is an object of thought on account of 
itself, and by the nature derived from itself it has the [properties 
of] being thought and of thinking.

100.4: In the potential intellect, then, where the crafts and bodies 
of knowledge exist, thoughts are divided [from one another]. In 
the actual intellect, on the other hand, (in its activity rather, given 
that in its case its essence is identical with its activity), they would 
exist in a different way, harder to describe and more divine,76 in

72 Here (99.34) the Arabic version has the equivalent of houtos (“this”) for 
houtos (“thus”); Browne rightly advocates adopting it in view of the parallel at 
98.32-33, the passage recalled here.

73 “Persists” ( hupomenein) and “adopts” ( hupoballesthai; cf. hupoballein iv 
in l s j ), carry the implication that the productive intellect is in some sense a 
substrate for the potential intellect. That cannot be intended, and it might have 
been better if the language of emanation, so prevalent in this passage, had been 
used here too. Hupomenein is, in fact, used elsewhere (94. 12, 100. 12) to 
characterize the adaptability of the potential intellect in discursive reasoning.

74 Cf. Plotinus 5.9 [5].5. 1-10 for a similar expansion of the basic Aristo­
telian claim that intellect is in essence actuality, or activity.

75 Cf. 100.1 ( ouketi kat'allo kai alio) with Plotinus 4.4 [28].2.23-24 where 
the phrase to alio kai alio is used to draw a contrast with the way that the soul 
thinks in the intelligible realm.

76 Cf. the language used to describe this non-discursive thinking at Plotinus 
at 4.4 [28]. 1. 15-16 and 19-20. For the general contrast between the “all 
togetherness” (panta homou) of forms in the intellect and their separation in the 
soul; cf. also Plotinus 4.4 [28].2 passim, and 1.1 [53] .8.8, and for references
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that [this intellect] does not change from one particular thing to 
another, nor combine or divide [thoughts], nor go through a 
process77 to [reach] its acts of thinking, but it has all the forms78 
all together and entertains79 all of them at the same time. Only in 
this way would its essence and its activity be, as aristotle says 
(430al8), identical. Were it to make transitions like those 
engaged with bodies of knowledge,80 then its essence would have 
to persist while its activity was altered, and that is for its essence 
and its activity to differ, something aristotle explicitly rejects. 
Indeed in this vein he says in Book One too: “discursive reason­
ing, loving, and hating, are not its affections” (408b25-26).81

<E xcursus to the P araphrase of 3.5>
<That we are the productive intellect>

100.16: We, then, are either the potential intellect or the actual 
intellect. So if in the case of everything that is compounded from

to the former state cf. 5.9 [5].10.10 and 3.7 [45].3 passim. Themistius offers 
only a sketchy reflection of the rich Plotinian discussions on which there has 
been some recent debate; see Sorabji 152-156 and Lloyd (1986). The language 
here also appears in Themistius’ account of divine intellection in his paraphrase 
of Aristotle’s Metaphysics 12 ( Lambda); see the references at note 218 below.

77 oude diexoddi proschrdmenou (100.8). The term diexodos can mean a 
narrative in classical Greek, and it is that sense of a cumulative and discursive 
process that Themistius is trying to convey. Plotinus uses the term frequently in 
this sense, and with reference to the intellect; cf. 4.4 [28]. 1.15 and 6.7 
[38].13.48.

78 “All” must include both immaterial and enmattered forms, to use the 
dichotomy introduced at 97.35-37 above; cf. also note 218, and 103.30-32 
below where the productive intellect is said to think independently everything 
that potential intellect comes to think.

79 The verb used here, proballesthai, is elsewhere employed by Themistius 
to describe the mind’s presentation of images to itself ( In DeAnima 93.3 and 
114.2; cf. Aristotle De Insomniis 458b22). To the extent that it suggests such 
a process it is misleading; on the other hand, it effectively indicates the 
self-contemplation involved where, as with the entertainment of images, there 
is no immediate dependency on external situations.

80 hoi epistemones (100.11). This intellect, like the Aristotelian God (cf. 
102.33-35 below), cannot be identified with the inferential type of reasoning 
involved in special bodies of knowledge.

81 These affections belong to a passive intellect that can be distinguished 
from the potential intellect. Cf. 101.5-37 and 105.13-34 below.
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the potential and the actual the this82and what it is <to be> this 
are distinct, then the I83 and what it is to be me would also be 
distinct, and while I am the intellect compounded from the 
potential and the actual [intellects], what it is to be me is derived 
from the actual [intellect].84 Thus while the intellect compounded 
from the potential and the actual [intellects] is writing what I am 
[now] thinking through and composing, it is writing not qua 
potential but qua actual [intellect], for activity from the latter is 
chanelled85 to it.

100.22: There is nothing remarkable about the potential intellect 
being unable to receive in an undivided form what the actual 
intellect provides in this way, as neither in the case of [physical] 
bodies does their matter receive qualities in an undivided form, 
although qualities are by their own definition undivided; matter 
instead receives in a divided form whiteness [for example] that 
is [itself] undivided.86

100.26: So just as the animal and what it is to be an animal are 
distinct, and what it is to be an animal is derived from the soul 
of the animal, so also the I and what it is to be me are distinct. 
What it is to be me is, then, derived from the soul, yet from this 
not in its totality—not, that is, from the faculty of perception (that 
being matter for the imagination), nor again from the faculty of

82 to tode (100.17). This could be translated less literally as “a particular 
thing.” The virtue of the literal translation is that it brings out the parallel with 
the innovative expression “the I” (cf. next note).

83 to ego (100.18). This would seem to be the first use of this locution as 
a referring term. At s v f  2.895, p. 245 lines 19-20 it is used only to identify to 
ego as an expression.

84 Moraux (1978a) 323 note 136 gathers references that set this passage in 
the wider Greek philosophical tradition of identifying the soul or the intellect 
as a real self. See also Himmereich 92-100 on Plotinus’ use of hemeis and to 
hemeis (“we,” “the we”) in this sense.

85 epocheteuetai (100.22). The metaphor is probably derived from Plato 
Phaedrus 251e3.

86 This paragraph looks ahead to the fuller discussion of the unity of the 
intellect at 103.20-104.23 below; cf. note 121. It can also be compared in broad 
terms with Plotinus 5.9 [5].9, and also with 6.4 [22].7-8.
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imagination (that being matter for the potential intellect), nor 
from the potential intellect (that being matter for the productive 
intellect).87 What it is to be me is, accordingly, derived from the 
productive intellect alone, since this alone is form in a precise 
sense, and indeed this is “a form of forms”88, and the other things 
are at once both substrates and forms, and nature indeed progres­
ses by using them as forms for less estimable things, and as matter 
for more estimable ones. But ultimate and supreme among forms 
is this productive intellect, and when nature had advanced as far 
as it, she stopped,89 as she had nothing else more estimable for 
which she could have made it a substrate.

<The productive and passive intellects>

100.37: We, then, [101 ] are the productive intellect, and it is 
reasonable for aristotle to pose for himself the problem of why 
we do not, therefore, remember after death whatever we think 
here. And the solution, entailed both by his present and by his 
earlier statements about the intellect, is that the productive 
intellect is unaffected, while the passive intellect is perishable 
(430a24-25).

101.5: We shall consider what he calls the passive and perishable 
intellect as we proceed, and the fact that he does not admit this 
as the potential intellect,90 but some other intellect (which he 
called “common” in Book One), along with which [the produc­
tive intellect] thinks the things here [in life], and with which it

87 This hierarchy in terms of form and matter has, as Mahoney (1973) 428 
note 27, and (1982a) 169 note 1 observes, some analogues in Plotinus: cf. 2.4 
[ 12].3; 3.4 [15]. 1; 3.9 [13].5.

88 Cf. De Anima 3.8, 432a2 and note 225 below.
89 Themistius uses exactly this language at 49.4 in his paraphrase of the 

account of the hierarchy of faculties in De Anima 2.3 to describe the superiority 
of the rational faculty. There, however, the language of form and matter is not 
employed; its application to the hierarchy of the faculties is innovative and 
perhaps (cf. note 87) reflects other influences.

90 As is argued at 105.13-34 below.
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reasons discursively about the things here, and to which loving, 
hating and remembering belong. But for now we can more 
strongly affirm that he believes that we are the productive intellect 
when he both poses a problem, and offers a solution, with the 
words: “But we do not remember because this [the productive 
intellect] is unaffected, while the passive intellect is perishable” 
(430a23-25). The following problem, that is, is a consequence 
that he also shares with all who regard the intellect as immortal: 
why after death do we never remember the things in life, and 
exchange neither friendship nor hostility, nor appear to the kin 
from whom we are particularly removed?91 Hence he considers it 
worth solving correctly both in Book One and here, and provides 
the same explanation of our [productive] intellect having no 
memory both in what he said about it at the outset and in what 
he now pursues more explicitly.

101.18: He even employs almost exactly the same statements92 
when he says (1) in the former context:

“But discursive reasoning, and loving or hating, are not an affec­
tion93 of that thing [the productive intellect] ,94 but of this thing that 
has it, insofar as it has it. Thus, when this too is destroyed, it [the 
productive intellect] neither remembers nor loves. For these did 
not belong to it, but to the common [intellect]95 that has perished,

91 Plotinus, 4.3 [27],32-4.4 [28].1, has a more elaborate and subtle investi­
gation of posthumous memory, and unlike Themistius can admit the retention 
of memory by an aspect of the surviving soul. See Pepin 176-177 for a full 
discussion. There is some similarity between the language at 101.13-15 and 
Plotinus 4.3 [27].32.1-2.

92 Following the transposition at 101.18 tois autois rhemasi, adopted by De 
Falco without explanation. It seems justified by the reference to tas autas aitias 
at 101.16, and the use of tauton at 101.28-29.

93 Here (101.20) Themistius has pathema for Aristotle’s pathe (408b26). 
He employs pathe when this passage is repeated at 105.18 below.

94 This supplement represents Themistius’ understanding of to noein and to 
theorem at 408b24.

95 This supplement highlights Themistius’ perverse interpretation of this 
text; i.e., instead of accepting the natural meaning of to koinon as the compound 
of the reasoning faculty and the body (the reference of “this thing” in the first 
sentence of the quotation), he sees it as an intellect exclusively linked with the
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whereas the [productive] intellect is surely something more divine 
and is unaffected” (1.4, 408b25-29).

And (2) in the present context:
“and in general neither [does the productive intellect think]96 in 
time, but it is not the case that it thinks at one time but not at 
another. And when it has been separated it is just what it is, and 
this alone is immortal and eternal. But we do not remember 
because this is unaffected, whereas the passive intellect is perish­
able. And without this [the passive intellect], it [the productive 
intellect] thinks nothing”97 (3.5, 430a21-25).

perishable body. Cf. also below 105.26-29, and note 142. De Falco’s “orga- 
nismo commune” follows the orthodox reading of the Aristotelian text but 
obscures Themistius’ exegetical intentions. For Alexander of Aphrodisias {De 
Anima 82.10-15) the common intellect was a general form of intelligence to be 
contratsted with more elaborate forms of ratiocination.

96 This supplement extracts Themistius’ interpretation of the clause “and in 
general not even in time” {holds de oude chronoi) at 430a21. This is normally 
taken with the preceding sentence (20-21) and regarded as a further definition 
of the way in which potential knowledge is not prior (e.g. “but not prior even 
in time in general,” in Hamlyn’s rendering). Such a claim would of course have 
no bearing on the present context where the productive and passive intellects 
are being contrasted. Indeed at 101.28 below, our {la),  Themistius represents 
the productive intellect as not thinking in time, in contrast with the description 
of the common intellect’s discursive thinking in { lb) .  Later, however, Themis­
tius speaks of the potential intellect being prior in time in the individual (like 
potential knowledge at 430a20-21), and then adds (as he does not in a similar 
passage at 99.30-33; cf. note 68) “but indeed not even in time” (106.11-12). 
This looks like a use of the clause at 430a21, as it is normally understood.

97 This would seem to be Themistius’ reading of this notoriously difficult 
sentence at 430a25. In support note that (1) at 101.7 he says that the productive 
intellect thinks “the things [sc. in life; cf. 101.14-15]” in company with the 
passive intellect; (2) at 102.2-4 he paraphrases De Anima 1.4, 408b28-29 as 
saying that the productive intellect cannot reason discursively or remember when 
the common intellect is destroyed; (3) at 102.24 he expands the present 
sentence into the claim that “without it, it thinks nothing nor does it remembef, 
where it is obviously the productive intellect that does not remember. All this 
indicates that Themistius takes 430a25 as claiming that the productive intellect 
thinks in the same way as the passive intellect only when it is linked with it. This 
would be the corollary of the main thesis of this section, that it does not think 
in this way (or remember) when dissociated from it after death. This reading 
does, however, require that Themistius take “thinks” noei (430a25) to refer to 
the passive intellect’s “discursive” thinking, otherwise identified by dianoeisthai, 
as at DeAnima 1.4, 408b25-26; cf. e.g. 100.14, 20; 101.8, 102.3.
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101.27: [The following pairs of statements], that is, are <al- 
most>98 exactly the same:

(la) (430a21-22) “neither does [the productive intellect] think in 
time” and “it is not the case that it thinks at one time but not at 
another”; and  ( lb) it does not reason discursively but discursive 
reasoning belongs to a distinct thing to which also belongs not 
thinking always but [thinking] in time.99 
(2a) (430a22-23) “and when it has been separated it is just what 
it is, and this alone is immortal and eternal”; an d  (2b) (408b29) 
“whereas the [productive] intellect is surely something more divine 
and is unaffected.”
(3a) (430a23-25) “But we do not remember because this is 
unaffected, whereas the passive intellect is perishable. And without 
this [the passive intellect], it [the productive intellect] thinks 
nothing.” and  (3b) (408b27-29) “Thus when this too is des­
troyed, it [the productive intellect] neither remembers nor loves. 
For these did not belong to it, but to the common [intellect] that 
has perished.”

101.36: It follows that all who believed that they could impugn 
the philosopher were misled, i.e., those100 who thought that he 
both stated and solved the problem incorrectly.101 [ 102 ]

98 schedon is supplied before antikrus at 101.29 on the basis of 101.18.
99 ( l b )  is not an Aristotelian text but an inference from De Anima 1.4, 

408b25-29. It is an extreme example of the more adventurous exegetical 
technique followed in the excursus.

100 Who are “these”? It may be irrelevant to ask, since in ancient polemics 
an alternative thesis is often vaguely attributed to a group. On the other hand, 
Themistius does mention (at 102.17-18) the question of why the perishable 
intellect does not remember the activities of the imperishable intellect prior to 
its birth, and calls this query “a fool’s errand.” Now this might have been the 
question that these opponents (as well as some Aristotelian commentators; cf. 
note 106) thought that Aristotle should have asked and answered. Their solution 
may have been that oblivion results from the soul’s association with the body (a 
Platonic and Neoplatonic position; cf. Plotinus 5.1 [ 10]. 1.1-3 with Atkinson ad 
loc.). A Platonist could then have invoked the theory of recollection to explain 
how we can in fact recall what we knew before birth. Perhaps Themistius is 
trying to exclude this possibility at 102.17-18.

101 The text at 101.37 needs a negative idea of some kind. The translation 
follows Moraux (1978a) 324 note 137 in reading kakos for the first kai.
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< Supplementary discussion >

102.1: Why, then, do we never remember the objects of the 
productive intellect’s activity on its own, i.e., before it contributed 
to our constitution?102 For he does say that on the destruction of 
the common intellect the productive intellect can neither reason 
discursively nor remember (408b25-29): “For discursive reason­
ing103 did not belong to it but to the commmon [intellect] that 
has perished” (408b28-29). Thus when he repeats “but we do not 
remember because this is unaffected, whereas the passive intellect 
is perishable” (430a23-25), he makes us the productive intellect, 
while saying that the common intellect perishes, and that that is 
why, being immortal, we cannot remember the activities that we 
shared with the mortal intellect.104 We must, then, compare both 
passages, and we shall find them certainly consistent with one 
another, and giving precise instruction on the philosopher’s 
belief, since the following [passage] too is precisely consistent 
with those cited: “nothing is yet clear regarding the theoretical 
intellect, but this seems to be a different kind of soul, just as the 
eternal is [different] from the perishable” (2.2, 413b24-27).105

102 This “constitution” ( sustasis) is that of the productive and passive 
intellects; the status of the potential intellect awaits definition at 104.23-106.14 
below.

103 Here “discursive reasoning” ( dianoeisthai) is substituted at 408b28.
104 But if the “we” that survives is identical with the productive intellect, and 

has no bodily or psychological continuity with its previous state, it is question­
able whether the personal pronoun can be used to refer to anything. As Rist 
(1966b) 15 puts it, “We do not remember after death because ‘we’ do not 
survive,” and this is the natural reading of the passage. TTiemistius ought perhaps 
to have explored more deeply the nature of this surviving self, and its impersonal 
and collective character. His talk of an inability to remember obscures the point 
that it is conceptually impossible for the surviving intellect to have access to 
individual memories. His view that the potential intellect is permanently 
associated with the productive intellect by being separate from the body 
(105.34-106.14; 108.32-34) presumably justifies his characterizing the pro­
ductive intellect as a self, rather than as a totally impersonal actuality.

105 The idea that the productive intellect is a soul at all is an important 
element in the Themistian noetic. Cf. Introduction pp. 38-39, and notes 115 
and 156 below.
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102.13: It follows, that is, that here [in 3.5] he solves more 
precisely the problem that he posed and solved in a limited way 
in Book One [ch. 4]. In Book One his problem was not why this 
perishable and passive intellect does not remember the activities 
that the unaffected and eternal intellect undertook.106 That was 
not even worth raising, as it is a complete fool’s errand to work 
through the problem of how the intellect that perishes does not 
remember the activities of the imperishable intellect. The problem 
that is worth raising is why the intellect that is not affected and 
does not perish does not remember the activities that it shared 
with the intellect that does perish. He solves it (1) by saying 
earlier, “Thus when this too is destroyed, it [the productive 
intellect] neither remembers nor loves. For these did not belong 
to it, but to the common [intellect] that has perished” 
(408b27-29), and (2) by saying here, “but we do not remember 
because this [the productive intellect] is unaffected, whereas the 
passive intellect is perishable. And without this [the passive 
intellect], it [the productive intellect] thinks nothing” 
(430a23-25), nor does it remember anything.

102.24: theophrastus poses the problem in just the same way in 
his examination of A ristotle’s views regarding the productive 
intellect.107 He says:

106 Several commentators have seen this as the problem being answered at 
De Anima 3.5, 430a23-25. Cf. Hicks’s edition of the De Anima 508 for a 
measured discussion tending to the view that Aristotle is indeed referring to the 
impossibility of remembering life before birth. For the same general position as 
Themistius see De Corte 83, with note 2, where references to other commen­
tators are gathered.

107 This passage is repeated with some variants at 108.25-28 below, but 
102.26 (“For ... innate”) is omitted. Both passages contribute to Fragment xn 
in Barbotin’s collection (270-271). The significance of this fragment does not 
fully emerge until Themistius infers (at 108.28-34) that the mixture that leads 
to loss of memory occurs between a compound of the actual and potential 
intellects on the one hand, and the passive (or common) intellect on the other. 
Since the potential and passive intellects are not distinguished (as promised at
101.5-9) until 105.13-34, this quotation is premature. Cf. also note 173 below.
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“For if the faculty [of the intellect] is ‘like a positive state’ 
(430a 15), then if it is innate [to the soul], it would also have [to 
be so] originally and perpetually. But if a later [development], with 
what, and how, does it come into existence? It seems, then, that 
if indeed it is imperishable, it is as though it does not come into 
existence. If in that case it is inherent [to the soul], why is it not 
so always? Why is there loss of memory and contusion? Is it 
because of the mixture [with the passive intellect]?”108

<Is the productive intellect the first god?m >

102.30: On the basis of the same passages it is justifiable to be 
amazed at all who believed that according to aristotle this 
productive intellect is either the First God, or is the premises110 
and bodies of knowledge derived from them that are subsequently 
present in us.

102.33: Those who believe it to be the premises, that is, have 
gone completely deaf, and do not even hear the philosopher 
crying aloud that this intellect is divine,111 “unaffected” (430a24), 
and has its activity identical with its essence (430al8),112 and that 
this alone is immortal, eternal and separate (430a22-23).

108 Barbotin is correct to make this, as well as 108.28, a question, rather 
than the statement it is in Heinze’s edition. Without this the particle e would 
have to change abruptly from an interrogative to a declarative (cf. note 120) 
sense. Also the question fits with the general description of Theophrastus as 
“posing problems” ( aporei, 102.26). For Themistius this question is, however, 
rhetorical, as his interpretation of Theophrastus at 108.30-31 below clearly 
shows.

109 This section might perhaps follow more logically after 100.15 where the 
independent intellection of the active intellect has just (100.5-10) been charac­
terized in terms that certainly raise the question of its identity with the 
Aristotelian God (cf. note 218 below). There is, however, a cross-reference to 
102.11-13 at 103.6-7; also 103.20-21 provides a link with the immediately 
preceding section. Also at 104.23-24 there is a reference back to the problem 
raised at 103.24-26.

110 At the same time the existence of such first principles can be used to 
demonstrate the unity of the productive intellect; cf. 103.38-104.2 below.

111 This epithet is probably elicited from De Anima 1.4, 408b29 (cf. also 
100.7); when used of nous later (114.34, 36) it is with reference to the “first” 
God.

112 Cf. 100.10-14 where discursive reasoning is denied the actual intellect
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102.36: As for those who believe that the productive intellect is 
said by him to be the First God,113 why on earth do they overlook 
the following in this very passage?114 [ 103 ] For after first saying 
that in the whole of nature there is one thing that is matter, and 
another that moves matter and completes it (430al0-12), he 
claims that “it is necessary that these differences exist also in the 
soul” (430al3-14), and that while one intellect is like this “by 
becoming all things”, another is so “by producing all things” 
(430al4-15). For he states that an intellect like this is “in the 
soul,” and is like a part of the human soul that is the most 
estimable.115 This is clear too from that passage that we referred 
to just above [at 102.11-13]: “nothing is yet clear regarding the 
theoretical intellect, but this seems to be a different kind of soul, 
just as the eternal is [different] from the perishable” (2.2, 
413b24-27).

103.9: Also where he says “this alone is immortal and eternal” 
(430a23) he could not be speaking with reference to the First 
God, as he regards not only this [God] as immortal and eternal, 
but also virtually all the capacities of the divine bodies for causing 
motion that he also chooses to enumerate in his systematic

on just these grounds. Themistius also denies that God draws inferences “ex 
praemissis manifestis” {In Metaphysica Lambda 33.2). In a different context 
Plotinus (5.5 [32).1.38) also denies the identity of the intellect and unde- 
monstrated premises.

113 He is referring to Alexander of Aphrodisias; cf. DeAnima 88.17-91.6. 
The use of the plural is a matter of convention in polemic (cf. note 100).

114 Cf. notes 190, 195, and 218 below on later passages that have impli­
cations for the general distinction between the actual intellect and God. The 
present argument focusses very closely on the text of DeAnima 3.5.

115 The hesitant way in which the intellect is linked with the soul here is in 
keeping with Aristotle’s use of “it seems” ( eoike) at 413b25 in the quotation that 
follows in the next sentence. Cf. 103.16-17 and 107.5 for equally indefinite 
characterizations of this relation. At In DeAnima 49.8-10 (on 2.3, 415al 1-12) 
Themistius in fact wonders whether the theoretikos nous may be “neither a 
faculty nor a part of the soul but a distinct substance coming to exist as a 
superior in what is inferior.” All the same, the general thrust of Themistius’ 
position is clearly that the productive intellect is soul-like in virtue of its 
hylomorphic relation to the potential intellect; cf. Introduction pp. 37-39.
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treatise the Metaphysics.116 In the case of the human soul and its 
associated faculties, however, he would be correct to define it 
alone as immortal in saying “and this alone is immortal” 
(430a23). Indeed on the basis of this same statement it can also 
be affirmed that the productive intellect is either some [aspect] 
of us, or is us.117 It would be consistent of him, that is, to say that 
“this alone [is] immortal” as belonging to us, whereas to say 
without qualification that “this alone is immortal” would be 
inconsistent of him when he believes that many other things are 
immortal.

<Is the productive intellect one or many?m >

103.20: It is not difficult to solve these [problems] in this way;
. what, however, merits a really extensive examination is whether 
this productive intellect is one or many.

103.21: On the basis of the light with which it is compared 
(430al5) it would, that is, be one. For light too, of course, is one, 
and so too indeed is that which provides the light by which all 
vision among animals is advanced from potentiality to actuality. 
So [by this comparison] just as the imperishability of the com­
mon light has no relation to each case of vision, so the eternity 
of the productive intellect has no relation to each [one] of us.

103.26: If, on the other hand, there are many productive intel­
lects, i.e., one for each of the potential intellects, on what basis 
will they differ from one another? For where things are the same 
in species, division is by matter, and the productive intellects must 
be the same in species, given that they all have their essence 
identical with their activity, and all think the same things. For if

116 That is, at Metaphysics 12 {Lambda).% passim.
117 This is an inclusive disjunction. Earlier Themistius speaks of the pro­

ductive intellect as “ours” {hemon, 101.16), as well as being “us” (101.9-10, 
102.6-7).

118 This section offers the first statement of this issue in the exegetical 
tradition. The main modem discussions are by Balleriaux 150-170; Verbeke 
(1957) xxxix-lxii; S.B. Martin 13-17; and Bazan (1976-77) 70-73.
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they do not think the same, but different, things, what is to rule 
out [division]? But from where will the potential intellect too 
think all things, if the intellect that advances it to actuality does 
not think all things first?119

103.32: Yet120 the intellect that illuminates primarily is one, while 
those that are illuminated and that illuminate are, like light, more 
than one.121 For while the sun is one,122 you could speak of light 
as in some way divided into cases of vision. That is why aristotle 
makes his comparison not with the sun but with light,123 whereas 
plato’s is with the sun; i.e., he makes it analogous to the Good.124

119 That the potential intellect does think all things is claimed at De Anima 
3.4, 429al8 (cf. Themistius 94.18-20), and that the actual intellect “has all the 
forms” was claimed at 100.9 (cf. note 78). This picture of ihe latter as a 
guarantor of human thinking can be compared with some recent interpretations 
of Aristotle (Hartmann 268; Kahn 411-413), though interestingly both these 
modem scholars, in contrast with Themistius, show some sympathy for 
Alexander’s identification of this intellect with the God of Metaphysics 12 
( Lambda); see Hartmann 267 note 28, and Kahn 414.

120 The particle e (“yet”) introduces the solution to the dilemma presented 
in the preceding two paragraphs (thus Balleriaux 151), just as it often indicates 
the answer to a preceding question; cf. for example, 104.25 and 116.18 below. 
Given this, the proposal by Merlan (1963) 50 note 3 to delete 103.32-36 as an 
interpolation does not seem reasonable.

121 Since 103.26-32 rejects a plurality of independent productive intellects, 
this sentence would seem to posit a plurality of subordinate productive intellects. 
See, for example, Verbeke (1957) xliii. This subordination is to a shared 
productive intellect that transcends individuality; cf. 104.10-11, 20-21, and the 
whole discussion earlier at 100.16-26. The conjoined clause “and illuminate” is 
a problem, as it is not clear what can be illuminated by individual intellects in 
the course of their thinking; can they continue the illumination that they receive 
(cf. 109.5)? The clause may be a gloss.

122 In this identification of the productive intellect as a source of light 
Themistius is closer to Plotinus’ than to Alexander’s earlier use of the imagery 
of light to describe intellection; cf. Schroeder (1984) on this background. The 
language of illumination is of course widespread in Plotinus; cf. Mahoney 
(1982a) 169 note 1. For Themistius cf. also In De Anima 25.36-27.7, a 
discussion of an argument from Porphyry, on which see Moraux (1978a) 307.

123 Cf. 430al5 with 98.35-99.1 above.
124 Cf. Republic 508bc. Cf. Sprague for speculation on Aristotle’s reasons 

for not referring to a source of light in De Anima 3.5. It is not, of course, true, 
as Themistius implies, that the form of the Good in the Platonic analogy with 
the sun is somehow exclusively transcendent; cf. Republic 509b and Sprague 
251.
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103.36: And there is no need to be amazed if we who are 
compounded from the potential and the actual [intellects] are 
referred back to one productive intellect, and that what it is to be 
each of us is [derived] from that one thing.125 Where, otherwise, 
are the common notions from?126 [ 104 ] Where is the untaught 
and identical understanding of the primary definitions and pri­
mary axioms from? Mutual understanding, that is, would perhaps 
not even exist unless there were one intellect in which we all 
shared.127 And plato’s statement is true, that “if there was not 
some <feeling> that was the same, while different for different 
human beings, but instead one of us felt something distinct from 
the others, it would not be easy for him to indicate his own feeling 
to another” ( Gorgias 481c5-dl).

104.6: So too with bodies of knowledge, the teacher thinks the 
same things as the learner; teaching and learning, that is, would 
not even exist unless teacher and learner had the same thought. 
And if, as is necessary, it is the same, then clearly the teacher also 
has the same intellect as that of the learner, given that in the case 
of the intellect its essence is identical with its activity. And surely 
the reason why only in the case of human beings is there teaching, 
learning, and mutual understanding generally, but not at all in the 
case of the other animals, is that the constitution of other souls 
is not even such that it can receive the potential intellect128 and 
be completed by the actual intellect.

125 Cf. 100.16-22 above.
126 hai koinai ennoiai (103.38). In his inroduction Verbeke (1957) li-lii and 

Balleriaux 165-168 identify these with the Stoic common notions (on which see 
Todd [1973]). But the phrase refers to the same definitions and axioms as are 
identified in the next sentence. Cf. Themistius In Analytica Posteriora 6.32-7.3 
for koinai ennoiai used to describe axiomata, and see Todd (1973) 62 note 85 
for other examples of this association in later Greek philosophy.

127 That teaching and learning require preestablished knowledge is an 
Aristotelian commonplace; cf. Metaphysics 6.2, 1027a20-22, Ethica Nicoma- 
chea 6.3, 1139b26-27, and Analytica Posteriora 1.1, 7 la l -2 (cf. Themistius
2.5-25 ad loc.). Themistius is trying to integrate this principle into the 
Aristotelian noetic.

128 Cf. 97.31-33 and 98.34-35 above.
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104.14: And the inquiry pursued by some [thinkers], more recent 
as well as older ones, into whether all souls are one,129 would be 
better directed into whether all intellects are one. For while the 
soul may according to them be one and separate, still its faculties 
are many, and plainly different from one another (i.e., the 
nutritive faculty from the faculty of perception, and the latter from 
the faculty of desire). But in the case of the intellect, and above 
all the theoretical intellect, the inquiry [into whether all intellects 
are one] is a necessary consequence for those who accept that in 
its case its essence is the same as its activity. For when one person 
teaches and another learns, either they do not think the same 
things, or if they do think the same things, then they have the 
same activity, and therefore also the [same] essence.

< The three intellects: 
passive, potential, andproductive>

<The distinction between perception 
and the potential intellect

104.23: But if the faculty of perception does not share in the 
imperishability of light (cf. 103.24-26), then neither does the 
potential intellect share in the imperishability of the productive 
intellect.130 Yet even if perception is much more unaffected [by 
the body] than are its organs, and is not affected along with them 
(“for if,” he says [1.4, 408b21-22], “an old man acquired an 
appropriate eye, he would have just the same vision as a youth”), 
it is still not entirely unaffected but somehow shares in the 
affection along with the organs. The [potential] intellect, on the 
other hand, is entirely131 unaffected and separate.

129 This is the title of Plotinus 4.9 [8].
130 This sentence presents an aporia to which the next sentence, introduced 

by the particle e (cf. note 120), offers the reply. The aporia is extracted from 
one arm of the dilemma regarding the unity of the intellect constructed at 
103.21-26. The transition here is, however, unusually abrupt, even for this 
excursus.

131 “Entirely” (pantapasin), repeated at 105.11 below, is Themistius’ addi­
tion, crucial for his distinction (at 105.13-34) between the potential and
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104.29: And this is clear from what he said earlier, while he was 
still discussing the potential intellect and had not yet mentioned 
the productive intellect. He says:

“That the faculties of perception and thought are not similarly 
unaffected is clear from the organs of perception and from per­
ception [itself]. Perception, that is, cannot go on perceiving after 
an intense object of perception, e.g., low sounds after loud sound, 
or indistinct smells and colours after intense colours and smells. 
[705] But when the intellect thinks an132 ‘intense’ object of 
thought, it thinks inferior things not less but even more. The faculty 
of perception, that is, is not unaccompanied by the body, whereas 
[the intellect] is separate” (429a29-429b5).

These are distinctions, that is, that are drawn with direct 
reference to the potential intellect; for to it belongs the transition 
[from superior to inferior things].133 And a little earlier [he says]: 
“It is not reasonable, then, that [this intellect] be mixed with 
body, ... nor that it have an organ as does the faculty of percep­
tion” (429a24-26). And a little earlier still: “the faculty of 
thinking must, therefore, be unaffected but capable of receiving 
the form” (429al5-16).

105.8: Thus he is clearly of the view that while perception is less 
easily affected than the organs (those of perception, that is), it is 
neither entirely unaffected nor separate, whereas the potential

common intellects. At De Anima 3.4, 429b5 it seemed that the separation of the 
potential intellect “from all body” (cf. Themistius 95.5) established it as a 
precondition for thinking, not as something “entirely” independent of the body. 
This strained interpretation of the text is the exegetical basis for Themistius’ 
notion of the potential intellect as a component in an eternal noetic compound 
(cf. 108.32-34).

132 Heinze’s addition of ti here (105.2) is unnecessary given that this 
quotation differs elsewhere from the received Aristotelian text at 104.34-105.1. 
I have not recorded these differences since they do not alter the essential 
meaning; cf. Heinze’s apparatus for details.

133 This reference to the immediate context seems to be the best construc­
tion to place on the very elliptical sentence he - toutou (105.5). Others take it 
as having a more general reference: “il doit done passer d’un concept a l’autre” 
(Balleriaux); “perche di questo e proprio il passagio discorsivo” (De Falco).
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intellect, insofar as it does not employ a bodily organ for its 
activity, is entirely unmixed with the body, unaffected, and 
separate.

<The distinction between the 
potential and common intellects>

105.13: But if the potential intellect is like this, what next would 
he describe as the intellect that is passive and perishable? This is 
what we were proposing to consider,134 and the simplest way to 
do so would be to enlist aristotle as our partner. So let us see 
again135 what he says in pursuing the problem of the intellect in 
his preliminary discussion in Book One. If the philosopher’s texts 
are repeatedly rubbed like tinder, his thought might flash forth!136

105.18: “But discursive reasoning, and loving or hating, are not 
affections of that thing [the productive intellect], but of this thing 
that has it, insofar as it has it. Thus, when this too is destroyed, 
it [the productive intellect] neither remembers nor loves. For these 
did not belong to it, but to the common [intellect] that has 
perished” (1.4, 408b25-29).

He could, therefore, be saying that the common [intellect] is the 
passive and perishable one. Yet regarding the potential intellect 
at least he explicitly says that it must be unaffected, separate, and 
“capable of receiving the form, and potentially such [as it] but not 
[identical with] it” (429al5-16), and that it not be mixed with 
the body (429a24-25), nor have a bodily organ (429a26), and 
that it and perception not be unaffected in the same way 
(429a29-30).

105.26: So if his claims about this intellect are not inconsistent, 
then according to him the common and potential intellects must 
be distinct. And while the common intellect is perishable, passive 
and inseparable from and mixed with the body, the potential

134 Cf. 101.5-6 above.
135 Cf. above 101.19-23.
136 Cf. Plato Republic 4, 435al-2 for this simile.
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intellect is unaffected, unmixed with the body and separate (for 
he says this of it explicitly).137 It is like a forerunner of the 
productive intellect, as the [sun’s] ray is of the daylight,138 or as 
the flower is a forerunner of the fruit. For in other cases too 
nature does not immediately provide the final state without a 
prelude; instead, things that are deficient, but of the same kind as 
more complete things, are the latter’s forerunners.

<The distinction between the 
potential and productive intellects>

105.34: The potential intellect, then, is itself separate, unmixed, 
and unaffected (for he says this of it in his own words), yet it is 
not separate in the same way as the productive intellect. See again 
[ 106 ] what he says about the productive intellect in comparing 
it with the potential intellect:

“And one intellect is like this by becoming all things, the other by 
producing all things, like a positive state such as light; for in a way 
light too makes potential colours actual colours. And this intellect 
is separate, unaffected, and unmixed, being in essence activity. For 
that which produces [an affection] is always more estimable than 
that which is affected, and the first principle than the matter” 
(430al4-19).

Just as if we were to describe the sun too as more separate than 
its ray!139

106.7: Thus he clearly believes that both intellects are separate, 
but that the productive intellect is more separate, more unaffected 
and more unmixed, and that while the potential intellect is prior 
in time in its presence in us, the actual intellect is prior in nature,

137 Cf. note 131 above.
138 The langauge of “precursive (or forerunning) illuminations” (prodromoi 

ellampseis) can be found at Plotinus 6.7 [38].7.12.
139 At 103.32-34 above the productive intellect is represented as illumina­

ting the potential intellect in the individual soul. Here, however, the potential 
intellect is itself part of the source of illumination; its status as a ray from the 
sun indicates the intimacy of that relation, and reinforces the dubious distinction 
between the potential and passive intellects drawn just above.
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i.e., in completeness.140 Indeed he believes that the potential 
intellect does not even have priority in time, but that while it may 
be prior in its presence in me or you, it is not prior without 
qualification, as neither is the forerunner to the king, nor the 
[sun’s] ray to the daylight, nor the flower to the fruit.141

<Corroboration from Plato >

106. 1 4 : [ a r i s t o t l e ]  describes as perishable the common intellect 
in respect of which a human being is that which is compounded 
from soul and body, [a compound] in which there are emotions 
and appetites.142 That p la t o  also takes these [passions]143 to be 
perishable is clear from what is said in the Timaeus:

106.17-. “When they had taken over an immortal principle of soul, 
they next fashioned for it a mortal body by framing a globe around, 
building on another kind of soul that was mortal, and that had in 
itself terrible and necessary passions: first, pleasure, the strongest 
lure of evil; next, pains that flee from good; and also boldness and 
fear, two foolish counsellors; anger hard to entreat, and hope too 
easily led astray. These they blended together with irrational sense 
and desire that shrinks from no venture, and so compounded the 
mortal part of the soul. And in awe of polluting the divine part on 
account of all these, except insofar as was altogether necessary, 
they housed the mortal part apart from it, building between head

140 teleiotetU i.e., in actuality; see note 44. Cf. also 99.30-32. Here as earlier 
(98.12-19) Themistius regards the priority of the actual intellect as correspon­
ding to the order of nature (cf. note 43).

141 Balleriaux 217, compares the first two of these metaphors with, respecti­
vely, Plotinus 5.1 [ 10].6.28-30 and 5.5 [32].3.8-13, but rather exaggerates their 
significance in the present passage which is dominated by Aristotelian concepts.

142 Cf. De Anima 1.1, 403a 3-25 where the passions (pathe) are described 
as “common” ( koina) to the soul and body; cf. koina at 403a4 with Themistius 
In De Anima 7.1, 8-9. This shows more clearly than the earlier discussion that 
what “common” means for Themistius in the phrase “common intellect” is this 
link between soul and body.

143 pathe is translated as “passions” to bring out the link that Themistius sees 
between them and the “passive” (pathetikos) intellect; “emotions” is employed 
for thumoi.
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and breast, as an isthmus and boundary, the neck, which they 
placed between to keep the two apart. In the breast, then, and the 
trunk (as it is called) they fastened the mortal kind of soul” 
( Timaeus 69c5-e4).144

And in a general summary of what he has said about the soul he 
writes: “Concerning the soul, then, so much is mortal, and so 
much divine” ( Timaeus 72d4).

106.29: And most of the weightiest arguments for the immortal­
ity of the soul that [plato ] investigated refer essentially to the 
intellect: (1) the one based on self-motion (it was shown, that is, 
that only the intellect was self-moved, if we could think of 
movement in place of activity);145 [107]  (2) the one that takes 
learning to be recollection;146 and (3) the one on the similarity 
to God.147 It would also not be difficult to associate with the 
intellect those of his other arguments thought particularly credi­
ble, as also the more credible of those elaborated by aristotle 
himself in the Eudemus.m

107.4: From these it is clear that plato  too believes that while 
the [productive] intellect is “alone immortal” (430a23), though 
also itself some [aspect] of the soul,149 the passions and the 
reason present in them (which aristotle calls “passive intellect”) 
are perishable. The passions of the human soul, that is, are not 
entirely irrational in that they at least obey reason150 and are

144 This is based partly on Comford’s translation. Themistius deviates 
slightly from the received Platonic text; see Heinze’s apparatus. The major 
omission is 69c7, a reference to the body serving as a vehicle ( ochema). That 
may have been thought irrelevant in the present context; elsewhere Themistius 
does refer to the Neoplatonic doctrine of the “luminous vehicle” of the soul; cf. 
In De Anima 19.33-34. Cf. also ibid 11.14-16 for a general reference to this 
passage of the Timaeus.

145 Cf. Phaedrus 245c5-246a2.
146 Cf. Phaedo 72e3-77a5.
147 Cf. Theaetetus 17 6b 1-3.
148 106.29-107.5 = Aristotle Frag. 38 Rose.3
149 Cf. 103.15-18 above where the same inference is made as part of the 

general argument for the productive intellect not being the first God.
150 hupakouei(107.8). Cf. Plato Republic 4, 441e6 and Timaeus. 70b8, and 

Aristotle Ethica Nicomachea 8.6, 1149a25-26.
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trained and admonished; but while the passions of irrational 
animals entirely fail to comprehend reason, or in some cases 
barely reveal a dim trace of it, those in the human soul are 
combined with reason. Boldness, fear and hope, that is, directly 
reveal that they are in the rational soul, for they extend into the 
future.151 Hence they do not exist in irrational animals, but only 
pleasure and pain at what is pleasant and painful in the present, 
and these passions are entirely insensitive to reason and intellect. 
In human beings this is <not> so, but152 their passions too share 
in reason in such a way that when moderated they become virtues. 
This is a sign that it is not their nature but their lack of 
moderation that is irrational. And it was not wrong for zeno  and 
his school to hold the passions of the human soul to be “per­
versions of reason,” i.e., mistaken judgments of reason.153

107.18: And the passive intellect and rational passion (i.e., the 
passion of the human soul) could be described as identical, and 
because of the intellect being housed154 in the body these [pas­
sions] come to share in, and pay heed to, reason; for the intellect 
could only be housed in the body through being fastened togeth­
er,155 i.e., in contact, with it through the passions as intermediar­
ies. As the divine plato  says, “it is unlawful for the impure to be 
in contact with the pure” (Phaedo 67b2). Therefore “when they 
had taken over an immortal principle of soul,” he says, “they next 
fashioned for it a mortal body by framing a globe around” 
( Timaeus 69c5-6). But that this might be possible, and an 
immortal principle be “housed” in the body, “they weaved,” he 
says, “another type of soul with it, mortal and destined to die.”156

151 Cf. 109.18-27 (on DeAnima 430a31-430bl) below on intellect adding 
the thought of time to the data of perception and imagination.

152 For de houtos ara (107.15) read Browne’s proposal de<ouch> houtos 
alia in light of the Arabic translation.

153 107.17-18 = Von Amim, s v f  1.208.
154 For the metaphor see Timaeus 69c8 and 69d7 (= 106.18, 24 above).
155 On this language cf. Timaeus 69e4 and 73b3-4, and also 98.27 above 

with note 48.
156 This blends Timaeus 41 d 1 -2 with 69c6-7. The term “destined to die” 

( epikeros, 107.27) is not, however, in the text of the Timaeus. The phrase
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For the bond joining the immortal with the mortal had itself to 
be mortal too; for when the mortal perishes, its bond with the 
immortal perishes along with it.157

<Corroboration from Theophrastusm>

107.30: It is also valuable to quote theophrastus’ account of the 
potential and actual intellects.

107.31:159 On the potential intellect, then, he says the following:

“How can the [potential] intellect, being from without and as if 
added, still be innate [to the soul]? And what is its nature? That 
it is in actuality nothing, but in potentiality all things, in just the 
same way as perception, is correct. It must not, that is, be interpret­
ed as being itself nothing160 (for that would be captious), but as 
some underlying potentiality, in just the same way as with material 
[bodies]. But ‘from outside’ is not, then, to be understood as 
‘added,’ but as ‘being encompassed in the first generation [of the 
embryo]’.” [108]

108.1161 “How can [the potential intellect] become the objects 
of thought, and what is it to be affected <by> them? For this must 
be so if [the potential intellect] is going to come to actuality just 
as perception does. But what affection is there for an incorporeal

“another type of soul” (alio eidos psuches) recalls Themistius’ use of De Anima 
2.2, 413b24-27 at 102.11-13 and 103.7-9 above; there Aristotle speaks of the 
theoretical intellect as “another kind of soul” (413b26).

157 This sentence is based on Timaeus 42e7-43a6.
158 The fragments from Theophrastus in this section will be cited from the 

edition at Barbotin, 248-273; this should be consulted for information on similar 
quotations in Priscian Metaphrasis in Theophrastum ( s a  1.2). They are also 
edited by Hicks, in his edition of the De Anima 589-596. Emendations in light 
of the Arabic translation point up the uncertainty surrounding the text of these 
fragments. For some discussion of Themistius’ paraphrase in the medieval 
transmission of evidence on the Theophrastean noetic see Huby.

159 107.31-108.1 = Barbotin, Frag. ia.
160 For oude (107.34) read ouden in light of the Arabic translation (cf. 

Browne), a change that reflects 107.33, as Browne notes, as well as 108.7.
161 108.1-6 = Barbotin, Frag, ib, and 108.6-7 = Frag. ic. At 108.3 I follow 

Barbotin in reading asomatou for somatos; cf. his discussion at 280-282. Heinze 
offered this as a conjecture, and it was accepted by Hicks 590.
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through the action of an incorporeal? What kind of change [is 
this]? And is the source [of the change] derived from the [object] 
or from the [intellect]? Because [the intellect] is affected it would 
seem to be from [the object] (for nothing that is affected is so from 
itself). Yet because [the intellect] is the source of all things, and 
thinking is in its power, unlike the senses,162 [the source of the 
change would seem to be] from it. But perhaps this too would 
seem absurd if the [potential] intellect has the nature of matter by 
being [in actuality] nothing, yet potentially all things.”

108.8: It would prolong this to quote the next part too, although 
it is not stated at length, but in fact in too compressed and brief 
a way, in style at least. For in relation to its material it is crammed 
with numerous problems, reflections and solutions. These are in 
Book Five of his Physics, and Book Two of his On the Soul, from 
all of which it is clear that they too [ aristotle and theophras- 
tu s] pursue essentially the same problems regarding the potential 
intellect [as I have],163 [viz.] whether it is from without or innate, 
and they try to define it as being in one way from without, but in 
another innate.

108.14:164 They say that it too [the potential intellect] is unaf­
fected and separate, just like the intellect that is productive and 
actual.165 “For this intellect,” he says, “is unaffected, unless it is

162 This translation follows the punctuation adopted by Hicks and Barbotin, 
and relies on a similar contrast between thought and sense perception at De 
Anima 2.5, 417b24-26. (Heinze’s punctuation would destroy that contrast by 
having the text say that “thinking and not thinking is in [the intellect’s] power, 
as with the senses.”) Even so, the text followed here does contain the rather 
awkward Greek clause (kai me hosper tais aisthesesin (108.6). De Falco’s 
(unexplained) procedure of omitting hosper-aisthesesin altogether is therefore 
attractive, and does have the Themistian parallel at 111.29-30 where the 
potential intellect is said to be able to think and not to think.

163 This supplement seems justified (1) in light of Themistius’ quotation 
from Theophrastus in the context of his discussion at 102.24-29 above, and (2) 
in view of the claims made at 106.7-14 where the potential intellect is seen as 
an external intellect that precedes the actual intellect in the soul. Themistius may 
well see 107.35-108.1 above as confirmation of the latter view.

164 108.14-18; cf. Barbotin, Frag. ivb.
165 Cf. 105.34-106.14, where there is the qualification that the potential 

intellect has these properties to a lesser degree.
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passive in some other way.” And [he says] that in its case “being 
passive” must not be understood as “being moveable” (for 
movement is incomplete), but as activity.166 And he goes on to 
say that while there are no perceptions without body, the [po­
tential] intellect is separate [from body].167

108.18:m In also touching on the distinctions drawn by aris­
totle regarding the productive intellect he says:

“What must be considered is our saying (430a 10-12) that in the 
whole of nature one thing is like matter, and is in potentiality, 
while another is causative and productive; and that ‘that which 
produces [an affection] is always more estimable than that which 
is affected, and the first principle than the matter’” (430al8-19).

While accepting this, he still pursues problems:

“What, then, are these two natures? And what, furthermore, is that 
which is substrate for, and dependent on, the productive intellect? 
For the intellect is somehow mixed out of that which is productive 
and that which is potential. So if the [intellect] that moves169 is 
innate [to the soul], it would also have [to be so] originally and 
perpetually. But if a later [development], with what, and how, does 
it come into existence? It seems that if indeed it is also imperish­
able, it is a substance170 that does not come into existence. If in that

166 Cf. Aristotle Physics 3.2, 20 lb 31-32 for the general principle. At 
112.25-33 below, in an expansive paraphrase of De Anima 3.7, 431a4-7, 
Themistius explores the same principle in contrasting perception and the 
intellect.

167 Cf. De Anima 3.4, 429b4-5, and Themistius 95.4-5 ad loc.
168 108.22-28 = Barbotin, Frag, xn, where the context (108.18-22) is 

added. Cf. the closely related citation at 102.24-29 above, with Barbotin 
286-288.

169 Cf. 103.2 above for this use of kinein (“move”) of the productive 
intellect.

170 For d'oun hos (108.26) read d ’ousia, proposed by Browne on the basis 
of the Arabic translation; this variant is apparently not in the Arabic in the earlier 
version of this passage at 102.28. It is certainly a desirable part of Themistius' 
text since he subsequently (108.32-34) reads Theophrastus as proposing that 
the actual and potential intellects are a separate compound related as form to 
matter. Whether it was part of Theophratus’ text is another question. See also 
Themistius In De Anima 49.9 for the theoretical intellect spoken of as an ousia.
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case it is inherent [to the soul], why is it not so always? Why is 
there loss of memory, confusion and falsity? Is it because of the 
mixture [with the passive intellect]?”171

108.28 : From all this it is clear that our basic interpretation172 is 
not mistaken: that for [theophrastus and aristotle] there is (1) 
one intellect that is the passive and perishable one, that they also 
call “common” and “inseparable from the body,” (and it is 
because of mixture with this [intellect] that theophrastus says 
that loss of memory and confusion occur [for the productive 
intellect]);173 and (2) another that is the intellect that is as though 
compounded from the potential and actual [intellects], and this 
they posit as separate from the body, imperishable, and not 
coming into existence.174 And these intellects are in one way two 
natures, yet in another one, for that [which is compounded] from 
matter and form is one.175

171 Cf. note 108. The reference to the passive intellect is supplied to bring 
out Themistius’ reading of this passage.

172 huponoumen (108.29). The verb is used elsewhere to characterize 
allegorical intepretation. Its presence here suggests some acknowledgement on 
Themistius’ part that his interpretation is what a modem scholar might call a 
reconstruction.

173 But the mixture envisaged by Theophrastus at 108.24-28 must be that 
of the productive and potential intellects (cf. Hicks in his edition of the De 
Anima 595 and Barbotin 161-172). At 108.28 mixis (“mixture”), that is, must 
echo the earlier reference (108.24) to the intellect being “somehow mixed from 
the productive and potential intellects.” The introduction of the passive intellect 
here is scarcely justified.

174 This is the clearest definition of the contrast, developed exegetically at 
104.23-106.14 above, between the actual (or productive) and potential intel­
lects on the one hand, and the passive intellect on the other. It is regrettable that 
it is not systematically linked with other themes introduced in the excursus such 
as the notion that we are the productive intellect, and that that intellect is a type 
of soul (cf. note 115).

175 Cf. 99.17-18. We can now see why Themistius, unlike Alexander (cf. 
note 14) and the author of the De Intellects did not use the notion of a material 
intellect in his analysis of the development of the potential intellect at 95.9-21. 
For him the potential intellect is material only in its special status as the eternal 
matter of the actual intellect, and is not inseparable from the body. Contrast 
Alexander De Anima 90.\4-\6.  Ibn Rushd did, however, refer to the Themistian 
potential intellect as the material intellect; see the passage from his commentary 
on Metaphysics 12 ( Lambda) at Genequand 104. See also Hyman 176-180 on 
Ibn Rushd’s reception of this evidence.
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<Conclusion >

108.35: But, as I have said, demonstrating the opinion of 
philosophers involves special study and reflection. Still, it does 
seem perhaps relevant to assert [ 109 ] that someone could most 
effectively grasp the insight of aristotle and theophrastus into 
these matters, indeed perhaps also that of plato  himself, from the 
statements that we have gathered.

<P araphrase  of 3 .6>

109.4 (430a26-31): So when this potential intellect acquires its 
own form through the productive intellect illuminating it,176 it first 
thinks the uncombined and undivided things that are signified 
(the ones distinguished in the categories), in which there is not 
yet truth and falsity. But as it progresses177 it also combines them 
with one another (e.g., “Socrates” with “walks”), and in these 
truth and falsity is indeed present. And it does not combine them 
like a heap, but so as to make the many one again, and to embrace 
in one act of thought the plurality of uncombined things that are 
signified. “Socrates does philosophy,” that is, is like this, and this 
combination of thoughts resembles the combination of limbs in 
em pedo cles178 by which Love, for him, combines the scattered 
limbs of animals. And just as for him not every combination of 
limbs produces an animal, so neither in this case does every 
combination [produce] truth, but one type produces truth, an­
other falsity (e.g., the combination of the incommensurable with 
the diagonal produces truth, but that of the commensurable

176 Only here does Themistius link the hylomorphic relation between the 
productive and potential intellects (99.17-18; 100.31; 108.32-34) with the 
model of illumination used at 103.32-33.

177 Cf., however, 112.14-24 below where thinking the essences of uncom­
bined things (especially those of immaterial forms) is recommended as episte- 
mically more reliable; such thinking is, however, possible only after the discur­
sive thinking described here has occurred.

178 Cf. Diels-Kranz 31b57.
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falsity). And just as in his case the animal duly emerges uncom- 
bined out of uncombined limbs, so does the statement duly 
emerge uncombined out of uncombined things that are signi­
fied.179

109.18 (430a31-430bl): The intellect also adds the thought of 
time to many things when it thinks about them as past or as 
future, and comprehending time too either as past or future is a 
quite distinctive property of the intellect (i.e., the faculty superior 
to the imagination). Perception and imagination, that is, are 
entirely unable to apprehend time, and above all past or future 
time; no image or perception, that is, of someone who has done 
philosophy, or who has run, comes to exist in the soul, as though 
there is not even a likeness [of them]. Instead each of these moves 
perception or imagination by being directly present, and it is for 
the intellect to add the thought of time. Truth and falsity also 
apply to time; for while “Croesus the Lydian lived” is true, 
“Croesus the Lydian is alive” is a falsehood.

109.27 (430bl-6): Now [the intellect] often combines what 
belongs to the object as belonging to it (when it says “Snow is 
white”), and often what belongs as not belonging (when it says 
“Snow is not white”). In the latter case, that is, it combines one 
type of thing with another so that it does not belong [to it]. And 
for someone to call such cases division rather than combination 
would not be incorrect, as denial does resemble division and 
assertion combination. But perhaps they are also all divisions, in 
that the intellect divides what the imagination received from 
perception in a confused way. The imagination, that is, has an 
image of Socrates walking as a unity, whereas the intellect divides 
into separate [units] “Socrates” and “walks,” and gives a separate 
report about things that are not separate. Yet after separating 
them, it again makes them one; i.e., “Socrates does philosophy” 
is one statement as well as one thought, [ 110 ] and truth and 
falsity belong to it as to one statement. There are, then, these two

179 Cf. 116.17-19 below (on 432al2-14) where Socrates is given as an 
example of an uncombined thought.
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distinct properties of the intellect: the ability to group together 
many thoughts into an apparent unity, and the addition of the 
thought of time. Neither of them is a function of the imagination 
or of perception.

110.5 (430b6-14): The uncombined and undivided is spoken of 
in two ways: i.e., either (1) where a thing is neither divided in 
potentiality nor in actuality (as is the case with the immaterial 
forms,180 and the point), or (2) where it is divided in potentiality 
but undivided in actuality (as with the line, and magnitude 
generally). Now both the intellect and the time of which it makes 
additional use in the act of thinking are, like these, both divided 
and undivided. In the case of the immaterial forms both time and 
the intellect itself are completely undivided, but where the intel­
lect thinks things that are divided in potentiality but undivided in 
actuality [case (2)], it thinks [them] by being itself undivided in 
actuality, and in undivided time. That is, it thinks length as one 
thing, and not this [half] in one half of the time, and that [half] 
in the other; in that way it would think two lengths and not 
length, and by dividing length into lengths it would also divide 
time.

110.15 (430bl4-15):181 Take (3) that which is undivided not in 
quantity but in species, e.g., man or Socrates. For both are 
undivided in species, in that neither is the thought of man divided 
in species, yet, assuming [this] for individuals, neither indeed is 
the thought of Socrates. Now the intellect thinks these things that 
are undivided in species both in undivided time and by undivided 
thinking. It does not, in other words, think one half of Socrates 
in half [the time], and the other half in the other half! Nor is the 
combination involved in the thought extended along with the 
process of the utterance through which we express “man.” In fact,

180 This is Themistius’ example; on the role of immaterial forms in thinking 
cf. below 112.23-24, and 114.31-115.9.

181 110.15-111.7 was loosely translated by John Philoponus in his commen­
tary on DeAnima 3.4-8, a work extant only in William of Moerbeke’s transla­
tion; cf. 78.14-80.54 ed. Verbeke (1966).
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it is just this that is one of the miracles of the intellect: while it 
hears in time it thinks not in time, but in the now182 that is either 
not time at all, or is partless time. And it itself thinks by an act 
of thinking that is partless, since it is not, as I said, extended 
along with the word [uttered], nor does it add part of the thought 
with part of the word, i.e., with each syllable, but while the word 
is divided, the thought is undivided.

110.27(430b 16-20): Were someone to contend that the thought 
too is divided, he could call it divided accidentally and not 
divided in itself, but [just] insofar as the word and voice through 
which the intellect both expresses [the word] and thinks [are 
divided], and insofar as [the thought], though partless, is in a way 
that is hard to describe adapted to the voice, despite the latter’s 
having parts. And many things are divided accidentally, and not 
divided in themselves, but [only] insofar as the things by which 
they become known [are divided]. For in this way we might 
describe as accidentally divided even the limit of the time in which 
[the intellect] thinks, because it is an accident of the time of 
which it is a limit, and becomes known by means of time.183 For 
unless the year that is now, and the month, day and hour 
completed the now in extenso, we would not even conceive of the 
partless now. The reason is that in everything that is divided there 
is also something undivided Gust as there is something uncom­
bined in all compounds), and while this may not be separate from 
them or be capable of existing in itself, it is [111]  still present 
in them. For neither can what is signified be distinguished from 
the voice that signifies, yet without a voice it is not even possible 
to make an utterance, and perhaps [someone] cannot gain 
understanding by himself without also adjusting [his voice] to

182 to nun (110.23). This could be translated “the instant” (Tinstante’, De 
Falco), but it is better to render it literally as a technical term for the concept 
introduced and explained by Aristotle at Physics 4.11 and 13.

183 He is referring to the now; cf. Aristotle Physics 4.11, 220a21-22 and 
4.13, 222al8-19 for the now as the limit between before and after, and as 
accidentally time.
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himself by some utterance. But all the same this is what makes the 
utterance partless although it has parts, and undivided although 
it is divided. In the same way the undivided is also present in 
time, in length, and in absolutely everything that is continuous, 
and it makes length one and time one, for what is continuous is 
also what is one. That is why we call the stadium one, and the day 
one and the month one. This is what I say is undivided and 
uncompounded in length and time, despite the latter being 
divided and being compounded. Otherwise all quantities would be 
divided, and all be a plurality, though in fact even plurality is 
encompassed by unity, and not only continuous quantity but 
indeed also that which is divided. That is, a set of two, three, and 
ten [things] is a plurality encompassed by unity.

111. 13 (430b20-23): And when I say that the point and the now 
are undivided, they must be understood as undivided and uncom­
pounded in a different way, i.e., as if the undivided exists [for 
them] by nature and in itself. That is because they are undivided 
through the privation of extension. Certainly the intellect thinks 
and defines them in this way — not, that is, by encountering them 
[directly] (for it does not even have a shape of its own),184 but 
by removing the [temporal] interval and [spatial] quantity of 
which they are limits. For the intellect, just as for perception, that 
is, some things are objects of thought by a [direct] encounter185 
where it also grasps their nature,186 others so by privation and 
abstraction. For just as for perception white and light exist by a 
[direct] encounter, and black and darkness by privation (and for 
hearing noise exists by a [direct] encounter, silence by privation),

184 It is, in other words, the potential intellect; cf. DeAnima 3.4, 429al8-22, 
with Themistius 94.18-27.

185 kat'epibolen (111.19). The term epibole (“[direct] encounter”) may have 
its origins in Epicurean epistemology, but it and the verb epiballein (translated 
“encounter directly” at 111.17) are regularly used in later Greek philosophy to 
describe both perceptual and mental awareness.

186 Following Heinze’s suggestion of drattomenoi (sc. ndi)  for the dratto- 
mena of the manuscripts. This rare verb is probably another Platonic metaphor; 
cf. Lysis 209e5, its only use in the Platonic corpus.



122 THEMISTIUS

so too for the intellect the good exists by a [direct] encounter, the 
bad by privation. And this could be the Platonic saying about 
matter, that “it is to be grasped by bastard reasoning” ( Timaeus 
52b2), for it is precisely a “bastard” activity of both the intellect 
and perception that occurs, not through the [direct] impact187 of 
form but through a withdrawal.

111.26 (430b23-24): Now if perception did not have a poten­
tiality both for being both active and for being inactive but was 
always active, it would never perceive darkness, nor would 
hearing perceive silence. Similarly, unless there were also an 
intellect naturally disposed to both, i.e., to thinking and to 
inactivity (or better, both to thinking and to non-thinking), it 
would not think evil things, nor think that which is without shape 
and form. Now the potential intellect is like this, for it is 
somehow through contraries that it becomes acquainted with 
contraries (the forms through being active, the [things thought] 
by privation through its potentiality); that is because potentiality 
and actuality are in a way contraries.

111.34 (430b24-26):188 So if there is an intellect that does not 
share in potentiality, then neither does it think privations, nor, 
therefore, evil things.189 Both the intellect from without190 is like

187 kat’epereisin (111.26). In contrast with epibole which defines the act of 
mental attention, this term picks out the effect of an object of perception on a 
perceiver. It may have its origins in the Stoic theory of vision; cf. the Alexan­
drian Mantissa ( s a  2.1) 130.22, 26, 30; 131.22.

188 Themistius’ interpretation of these lines is also found in modem com­
mentators. It has been challenged by Berti 146, who lists its adherents (at note 
28). He argues that Aristotle is only identifying the intellection of things that 
have no contrary, and not the activity of a subject, God, who knows himself.

189 Cf. Aristotle Metaphysics 9.9,105 lal7-21 for this claim made for eternal 
things.

190 De Falco’s translation of 111.35-112.1 proceeds as though the intellect 
identified here as “from without” (i.e., the productive intellect) is the subject of 
the sentence that follows. He goes on to interpret houtos (112.1) and autou 
(112.7) as referring to it. But quite apart from Aristotelian parallels suggesting 
that it is the divine intellect that is being described in what follows, the particles 
te ... kai 111.35 ensure that the “First Cause” (112.1) is a distinct entity and 
not a complementary description of the intellect “from without.”
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this, and much more so [112]  the First Cause by its still greater 
removal from potentiality.191 For this is why this [intellect qua 
First Cause] thinks that which is most fully, i.e., that which is 
most fully form192 and furthest from privation and formlessness. 
And because it is itself like this, it thinks itself, and it is this whose 
essence it is proper to describe as activity, and as [itself] separate 
in an exact sense, i.e., as not adapted in the slightest to poten­
tiality. But this is not193 why intellect of this sort is more estimable 
than one that thinks contraries; for a more estimable intellect is 
not one that thinks more things, but one that thinks better 
things.194 And in its case the object of thought and the intellect 
are not divided [from one another], as with the potential intellect, 
but it is an object of thought insofar as it is intellect, and also 
again intellect insofar as it is object of thought.

112.8 (430b26-27): And truth in its case is without qualification; 
indeed it is itself truth, as it does not express truth by thinking 
something else but by thinking itself. Our intellect, on the other 
hand, insofar as it has a slight resemblance195 to that intellect, 
does not also display truth without qualification, but [only] as 
what is contrary to falsity. For if truth lies in assertion, falsity must

191 In other words, greater than the actual intellect that actualizes the 
potential intellect of which it is the form. It is not, therefore, strictly separate 
because it is adapted to potentiality, unlike the divine intellect as described at 
112.4-5. On the first cause as being without potentiality cf. Aristotle Metaphysics
12 {Lambda). 10, 1075b21-24.

192 Cf. Aristotle Metaphysics 12 ( Lambda).7, 1072bl8-19.
193 At 112.5 the second ou has been deleted.
194 The divine intellect, that is, thinks only the less numerous immaterial 

forms; cf. below 114.34-35, and 115.3-4.
195 smikron indalma (112.10). The term indalma is Plotinian (cf. e.g. 

Enneads 5.3 [49].8.48), but here used loosely. The potential intellect is 
illuminated only by the productive intellect (103.32-33, 109.4-5 above), and 
this intellect is not the First God (102.36-103.19), identified here as the “First 
Cause” (111.35-112.1); the “resemblance” between our intellect and the divine 
intellect is therefore a comparison rather than the expression of a metaphysical 
relation.
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lie in denial, so that [our intellect] always has falsity confound­
ed196 with truth, and thought about along with it.

112.14 (430b27-30): When, however, [our intellect] examines 
one of the uncombined things that are signified,197 and thinks 
about its form and the definition of its essence, it errs least, 
though it does not always light upon what is [true]. Instead like 
vision, which errs least in judging only the white thing, but errs 
frequently in asserting that the white thing is Cleon,198 [our] 
intellect is also in most cases unerring and correct as long as it 
restricts itself to just the thought of the essence (e.g., to that of 
the good or of the fine). But when it says that one thing is good 
and another fine, it frequently makes the wrong assignment,199 
and transfers such qualities to things that are not of that sort,200 
and in just such cases there is considerable falsity and error. It 
ought, then, to restrict itself to the forms and above all seek out 
those without matter,201 as the special function of the intellect 
concerns these.202

196 sumpephurmenon (112.13; also 116.2 below), a Platonic metaphor (cf. 
Phaedo 66b5).

197 Cf. 109.5-6 above.
198 Cf. De Anima 3.3, 428bl8-19, 21-22 for this contrast, drawn there 

between the special and incidental objects of perception. Themistius’ claim that 
perception is “least prone to error” with regard to the special objects reflects 
428bl9; cf. also De Anima 2.6, 418al 1-12 with Themistius 57.17-24. The latter 
passage shows that the commentator regarded the success of our perception of 
the special objects as dependent on empirical conditions; he does not, however, 
indicate how our intellect could err in thinking something’s essence. For an 
Aristotelian answer cf. Metaphysics 9.10, 105 lb25-33, and on the wider issues 
involved see Sorabji 139-142.

199 allotrionomei (112.21), another Platonic metaphor; cf. Theaetetus 195a7 
for its only Platonic use.

200 Cf. 109.27-31 for examples of such combination and division. At In De 
Anima 30.24-34 Themistius contrasts such processes of discursive reasoning 
(dianoeisthai) with “thinking” ( noein), there defined as insight into primary 
definitions.

201 At 112.23 read ta for the first to in that line.
202 Cf. 114.31-115.9 below on the capacity of the potential intellect to think 

immaterial forms.
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<P araphrase  of 3.7>

112.25 (43 la4-7):203 Yet even if the intellect is far better than the 
faculty of perception, most things belong to it analogously to 
perception. The activity of perception, that is, is not an affection, 
nor an alteration, nor even a movement at all; a movement, that 
is, involves what is incomplete, and what is always adding one 
thing after another, whereas the activity of perception is always 
complete,204 and so it is not even a movement or another kind of 
movement. In the same way the encounter of the intellect with the 
objects of thought for someone who is already in a state of 
possessing [thoughts], just as with the knower’s encounter205 with 
the objects of knowledge, is not a movement but an activity, 
because it involves what is complete, and because it is itself 
complete. For [by contrast] the [actualization] of what is in 
potentiality is like a coming into existence rather than a com­
pletion.206

203 Themistius omits comment on DeAnima 431al-3 (= 3.5, 430al9-21). 
It appears in his paraphrase of 3.5 (cf. 99.27-31, and 101.23-24), though 
whether it was also absent from the text that he used for 3.7 is uncertain; it was 
certainly known to other commentators (see Ross, Oxford Text, app. crit. ad 
loc.); cf. also Commentary on De Intellectu 108.3.

204 Cf. DeAnima 2.5, 417al4-20.
205 Omitted is energeia kai (112.31) with the Arabic translation. Its 

presence would make the conclusion that such an encounter is not a movement 
but an activity (112.32) superfluous. Otherwise the Arabic translation is not 
followed. It has a negative at 112.30 corresponding to the oude that Heinze 
deleted and runs “so the mind’s encounter with thoughts is not the activity of 
one to whom accrues the natural disposition, as you would say the scholar’s 
encounter with data is not movement but activity” (trans. Browne). Browne 
proposes adding energeia after ede at 112.31. But the hexis at 112.30 is not 
really a natural disposition but the precondition for thinking exemplified by 
someone thoroughly acquainted with a body of knowledge and able to actualize 
it at will (cf. 95.9-32 above). The analogy between this condition and that 
actualized in perception is drawn at DeAnima 2.5, 417a22-25 and 417bl6-18. 
At 112.30-31 Themistius introduces it into his analogy between thinking and 
perceiving, and so hosper—epibole (112.31) is best read as a subordinate clause. 
In that way thinking and its illustration can be presented together as parallelling 
the case of perception (112.26-27) in being an activity and not a movement.

206 This sentence is added to provide a contrast with the case of perception 
by recalling (from De Anima 2.5) the sense of potentiality that, in Aristotle’s
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lie in denial, so that [our intellect] always has falsity confound­
ed196 with truth, and thought about along with it.

112.14 (430b27-30): When, however, [our intellect] examines 
one of the uncombined things that are signified,197 and thinks 
about its form and the definition of its essence, it errs least, 
though it does not always light upon what is [true]. Instead like 
vision, which errs least in judging only the white thing, but errs 
frequently in asserting that the white thing is Cleon,198 [our] 
intellect is also in most cases unerring and correct as long as it 
restricts itself to just the thought of the essence (e.g., to that of 
the good or of the fine). But when it says that one thing is good 
and another fine, it frequently makes the wrong assignment,199 
and transfers such qualities to things that are not of that sort,200 
and in just such cases there is considerable falsity and error. It 
ought, then, to restrict itself to the forms and above all seek out 
those without matter,201 as the special function of the intellect 
concerns these.202

196 sumpephurmenon (112.13; also 116.2 below), a Platonic metaphor (cf. 
Phaedo 66b5).

197 Cf. 109.5-6 above.
198 Cf. De Anima 3.3, 428bl8-19, 21-22 for this contrast, drawn there 

between the special and incidental objects of perception. Themistius’ claim that 
perception is “least prone to error” with regard to the special objects reflects 
428bl9; cf. also De Anima 2.6, 418al 1-12 with Themistius 57.17-24. The latter 
passage shows that the commentator regarded the success of our perception of 
the special objects as dependent on empirical conditions; he does not, however, 
indicate how our intellect could err in thinking something’s essence. For an 
Aristotelian answer cf. Metaphysics 9.10, 105 lb25-33, and on the wider issues 
involved see Sorabji 139-142.

199 allotrionomei (112.21), another Platonic metaphor; cf. Theaetetus 195a7 
for its only Platonic use.

200 Cf. 109.27-31 for examples of such combination and division. At In De 
Anima 30.24-34 Themistius contrasts such processes of discursive reasoning 
(dianoeisthai) with “thinking” ( noein), there defined as insight into primary 
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202 Cf. 114.31 -115.9 below on the capacity of the potential intellect to think 

immaterial forms.
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nor an alteration, nor even a movement at all; a movement, that 
is, involves what is incomplete, and what is always adding one 
thing after another, whereas the activity of perception is always 
complete,204 and so it is not even a movement or another kind of 
movement. In the same way the encounter of the intellect with the 
objects of thought for someone who is already in a state of 
possessing [thoughts], just as with the knower’s encounter205 with 
the objects of knowledge, is not a movement but an activity, 
because it involves what is complete, and because it is itself 
complete. For [by contrast] the [actualization] of what is in 
potentiality is like a coming into existence rather than a com­
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203 Themistius omits comment on DeAnima 43 lal-3 (= 3.5, 430al9-21). 
It appears in his paraphrase of 3.5 (cf. 99.27-31, and 101.23-24), though 
whether it was also absent from the text that he used for 3.7 is uncertain; it was 
certainly known to other commentators (see Ross, Oxford Text, app. crit. ad 
loc.); cf. also Commentary on De Intellectu 108.3.

204 Cf. DeAnima 2.5, 417al4-20.
205 Omitted is energeia kai (112.31) with the Arabic translation. Its 

presence would make the conclusion that such an encounter is not a movement 
but an activity (112.32) superfluous. Otherwise the Arabic translation is not 
followed. It has a negative at 112.30 corresponding to the oude that Heinze 
deleted and runs “so the mind’s encounter with thoughts is not the activity of 
one to whom accrues the natural disposition, as you would say the scholar’s 
encounter with data is not movement but activity” (trans. Browne). Browne 
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really a natural disposition but the precondition for thinking exemplified by 
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112.33 (431a8-14): Certainly207 in the following respect both 
desire and avoidance are also analogous to [intellect and per­
ception].208 [See] just above.209 Perception, that is, sometimes 
asserts only that a thing is yellow, at other times that the yellow 
thing is also pleasant. So when perception asserts only that a 
thing is [113] yellow, it neither avoids nor pursues it, but when 
it adds the assertion that [the yellow thing] is pleasant (as with 
honey), that is when it pursues it, and when [it adds] that it is 
painful (as with bile), that is when it avoids it. Now observe just 
the same thing in the case of the intellect too. When it thinks only 
the essence of health, it neither avoids nor pursues it, but when 
it adds the thought and judgment that health is good, that is when 
it pursues it. Thus the good and the bad prevail on the intellect 
in just the same way as the pleasant and the painful on perception. 
Perception, that is, can apprehend neither the good nor the bad, 
but only what produces pleasure or causes pain, whereas judging 
the good and the bad belongs to the intellect alone, an intellect 
which, as we have often said,210 also adds in succession the 
thought of time. But perception still believes that the pleasant and 
the good, and the painful and the bad, are one, as it certainly 
draws towards pleasant things and turns away from painful ones. 
The intellect, on the other hand, frequently counteracts the 
impulses of perception by saying that the pleasurable is something 
different from the good, and the painful from the bad.

words, is “as we might speak of a boy being able to become a general” 
(417b31-32). This is a “coming into existence” (genesis) rather than the 
“completion” ( teleiosis) that would be involved in an adult becoming a general 
(417b32); and it is the latter that Aristotle says the capacity for perception is 
like (417b32-418al).

207 Reading goun for te oun at 112.33.
208 This sentence seems to be Themistius’ desperate attempt to provide some 

transition between 431a4-7 and the unrelated discussion of practical reasoning 
beginning at 431a8. “Intellect and perception” are supplied as the reference for 
autois (“them”) at 112.33, but the sentence is still awkward when touto (112.33) 
has to be construed as a forward looking accusative of respect.

209 Cf. Aristotle DeAnima 3.1, 425a30-425b4; the example of bile is used 
there as here (113.2).

210 At 109.18-27.
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113.14 (43 la l4 -17): The purpose of images for the soul capable 
of discursive reasoning is just like that of sensations for percep­
tion, and the good and the bad serve the former211 as the pleasant 
and the painful do the latter. So when [this soul] combines, for 
example, the image and the good, or the image and the bad, that 
is when it either avoids or pursues [something], pursuit resem­
bling assertion, avoidance denial. But just as perception cannot be 
active without objects of perception, so neither can the intellect 
that is innate to our soul212 be active without images derived from 
perception; indeed whenever the intellect desires or avoids, 
imagination in all cases precedes it. (But if there is some intellect 
neither so deficient that it desires, nor so weak that it avoids, it 
would not need imagination.)213 And while desire associated with 
perception is appetite, desire associated with discursive reasoning 
is wishing, and while appetite is for the pleasant, wishing is for 
the good. And perception and perceptual desire [i.e., appetite] 
are identical in substrate, but different in definition, just as both 
intellect and wishing are identical in substrate, but different in 
essence. And the capacities for desire and avoidance are not 
distinct from one another, nor [jointly] distinct from the faculty 
of perception, as neither is that which wishes and that which does 
not wish distinct from one another, nor [jointly] distinct from the 
actual faculty of thinking. Instead, the same faculty is naturally 
disposed both to avoid and to pursue, as also both to wish and 
not wish, and these are all desires. For when perception avoids 
something, it desires avoidance, and when [the intellect] has a 
negative wish, it desires not to encounter what it does not wish.

113.32 (43 lb2-10):214 We must now again take up something that 
we have often stated: that for the intellect the forms are in the

211 At 113.15 read tei de to agathon for to de agathon , with the Arabic 
translation (cf. Browne).

212 In other words, the potential intellect; cf. 98.34 for this language.
213 This point is perhaps added to anticipate the later description 

(114.37-115.9) of the divine intellect as exclusively concerned with immaterial 
forms, though it would be equally true that the actual intellect does not need to 
think with the help of images.

214 Themistius omits comment on 3.7, 43 la l7 -43 lb l.
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images Gust as for perception they are in the sensations), and that 
the intellect thinks the forms in the images. The result for it, then, 
is that both in the presence and in the absence of perception it 
moves desire in just the same way. For it is the judgment that 
what it is thinking is good or bad that makes that thing something 
to be pursued or avoided. For on seeing a person [114]  to be 
avoided, and realizing that they are hostile, it avoids them, yet 
even when it does not see them but presents itself with images and 
adds its judgment, it does the same thing.

114.2 (43lblO-12): The preceding are the functions of the 
practical intellect; i.e., it is for it to move desire, since the 
theoretical intellect only becomes acquainted with things. It is, 
however, true that the pleasant and the painful are to perception, 
as truth and falsity are in turn to the theoretical intellect, with 
truth in the place of the good and falsity in that of the bad. The 
difference is that truth is true without qualification, and falsity 
similarly, whereas the good and the pleasant are [so] for some­
body. The theoretical intellect, therefore, judges that which is 
without qualification [true], whereas the practical intellect judges 
that which is [so] for somebody.

114.9 (43lbl2-17): The intellect thinks things that are in them­
selves215 objects of thought in a different way from the things 
spoken of by abstraction—I mean the line, the surface, and the 
whole matter of geometry. For while the latter are the limits of 
physical bodies, the intellect still thinks them without including 
physical body, just as though it could separate snubness from the 
nose or the flesh of which it is an accident. (In that case it would 
think that which cannot exist without the nose as existing without 
it!) But in fact the intellect cannot do this in the case of snubness, 
as the definition of snubness includes the nose; i.e., snubness is 
just hollowness of nose and flesh. But hollowness itself, and the 
curved, the straight, the bent, the triangular and the quadrilateral

215 That is, the immaterial forms, the thinking of which is discussed at 
114.31-115.9 below.
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are things that the intellect can think about in and of themselves, 
although they do not exist in that way. The reason is that even if 
such things are not separate from physical bodies, still their 
definition and essence do not implicate matter. That, then, is why 
the intellect can render separate for itself things that are not in 
reality separate in order to think about quantity, and thinking 
about quantity does not require physical body, nor the affections 
belonging to it qua physical (e.g., heat, coldness, dryness, or 
moisture), but just its dimensions and limits. (And the reason 
why geometry and arithmetic are the sciences most detached from 
physical matter is that their demonstrations proceed without 
including it in their thinking. Hence they also need perception the 
least, because they also need matter the least. Astronomy and 
music may themselves aim for this, but they are not similarly 
successful; for them perception is instead both the beginning and 
end of their reasoning.)

114.31 (431M7-19): That, then, is how [the intellect] thinks 
abstract objects. But what must also be considered later, as well 
as discussed now, is whether, by being in the body and not 
separated from [physical] magnitude, it can also think the forms 
that are naturally separate and that are without qualification 
immaterial. It would, that is, seem plausible that just as that divine 
intellect, which is separate and exists in actuality, thinks none of 
the enmattered forms, neither does the enmattered intellect think 
any of the separate forms. It is reasonable that the divine intellect 
think none of the enmattered forms, as it has [ 115 ] no poten­
tiality by which it can apprehend privations,216 and this is not its 
inferiority but its superiority. For it does not have the potentiality 
for perishing either,217 and it is not on that account made inferior 
in relation to things that do have it. So, to repeat, if this [divine 
intellect] thinks none of the enmattered forms,218 it would seem

216 Cf. 111.34-112.3 above.
217 Cf. Aristotle Metaphysics 9.8, 1050b6-12 for the general connection 

between potentiality and perishability.
218 This would mean, then, that it thinks only the separate immaterial forms; 

see also Themistius In Metaphysica Lambda 22.22-24. The productive intellect,
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to follow that neither does the enmattered intellect think any of 
the forms that exist apart from matter. Yet this is not true, as this 
[enmattered intellect] has to the full the potentiality for thinking 
the immaterial forms too. For just as219 it also thinks the enmat­
tered forms by separating them from matter,220 so is it clearly all 
the more naturally disposed to think the separate forms-, for its 
inferiority in relation to the divine intellect is not that it can never 
think the immaterial forms, but that it cannot do so continuously 
and perpetually.221

<P araphrase  of 3 .8>

115.10 (43 lb20-24): Though the preceding [topics] deserve 
extended consideration, let us for now summarize what has been 
said about the soul by repeating that the soul is in a way all 
existing things; existing things, that is, are either objects of 
perception or objects of thought, and actual222 knowledge is 
[identical with] the objects of knowledge, while actual perception 
is [identical with] the objects of perception. How this is so has 
also been adequately stated earlier,223 but something else must still 
be added here.

by contrast, does seem to include enmattered forms in its intellection (cf. note 
78). Themistius does, however, represent divine intellection in language similar 
to that used to characterize the thinking of this intellect at 100.7-10; cf. In 
Metaphysica Lambda 23.17-22, 32.14-33.6, and 33.24-26, and the Arabic 
passage translated by Pines (1987) 181-182. Presumably they have the same 
mode of comprehensive intellection despite the difference in range. Themistius’ 
picture of divine intellection is thus more restricted than that proposed, for 
example, in a well known modem study; cf. Norman 67, who sees the 
Aristotelian God’s self-thinking as “the same as ordinary human abstract 
thought.”

219 Reading hos (suggested by the Arabic version) for hos at 115.6.
220 Cf. above 98.1-2, and 100.1-3.
221 Cf. 98.4-9 above where this contrast is drawn between the potential and 

(at least by implication) the actual intellects. Also cf. 94.10 regarding the 
former.

222 kat’energeian (115.12). This is Themistius’ qualification, omitted by 
Aristotle at 431b22-23.

223 For knowledge cf. De Anima 3.4, 430a4-5, and for perception 2.5, 
418a3-6.
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115.15 (431b24-432a2): Now some things that exist are in 
potentiality, others in actuality, and by this token the soul too is 
in potentiality some forms, in actuality others. When it has the 
state of possessing perception and intellect,224 but is not active, it 
is in potentiality existing things, but when it is active through both 
states, it is in actuality existing things. And we are right to say that 
the soul is all existing things since existing things are the forms, 
and each thing is what it is with respect to its form, while the 
matter is by contrast the cause of generation, i.e., of coming into 
existence, not of being. The incessant flux of bodies, that is, is 
because of the matter, whereas each thing is stable (i.e., the same 
for some time) because of the form. It is correct, therefore, to say 
that the soul is all existing things since it receives the forms of all 
existing things through both the intellect and perception, and 
becomes identical with them. (Not that it becomes identical with 
things in their totality; i.e., there is no stone in the soul, nor fire, 
nor earth!). What remains, then, is that the soul becomes the 
forms, and nothing prevents definition fitting together with 
definition, and form with form. Thus the soul is like the hand, in 
that the hand is “a tool of tools” (432a2) through which we use 
the other tools, and the soul225 “a form of forms” (432a2) by 
which we apprehend the other forms. (Perhaps the soul is 
correctly said to be existing things not only because it receives all 
the forms, but also because it imposes the forms on matter.226 It 
is, after all, the thing that shapes matter with various shapes, the 
life from it being much more striking227 in the case of animals, 
while more indistinct in the case of plants and the elements.)

224 Here (115.17) and at 115.24 below nous (intellect) is the receptive 
intellect qua state of possession described at 95.9-32.

225 Aristotle (432a2-3) in fact says that the intellect is “form of forms” and 
perception “form of the objects of perception.” Themistius conflates the two 
faculties into the single term “soul.” Cf. 100.33 above for the productive intellect 
as “form of forms” in a description of the hierarchy of the faculties.

226 Cf. above 98.27-28 where the same expression is used to describe the 
activity of a craft.

227 At 115.33 he is deleted as well as the gloss tes hules deleted by Heinze.
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115.35 (432a3-10): It follows that those who believe that there 
is no separate object beyond the perceptible magnitudes classify 
the forms that are objects of thought with those that are [116] 
objects of perception, and that [for them] the things spoken of 
by abstraction, and all states and affections of objects of percep­
tion, are of this sort, <but while the [abstract objects] are more 
detached from matter>,228 and the [perceptible qualities] as it 
were confounded with it, all [on this view] nonetheless depend 
on it. This is indicated by the fact that a person blind and deaf 
from birth could not learn geometry, and perhaps not even form 
an image of a circle or a triangle, except maybe one that was hot, 
cold, sweet, bitter, or with a pleasant or foul odour,229 [all 
qualities] that he also perceives. And from the outset the intellect 
collects [the concepts of] one, two, or number from the objects 
of perception. That is why even now230 when it thinks about such 
things, it must do so along with an image, for images are like 
sensations, except that they are without matter.

116.10 (432al0-12): Things that are spoken of and thought in 
combination are clearly different from images. For while the same 
images of day and light remain in the soul, the intellect combines 
them in various ways in the [statements] “If it is day, it is light,” 
or “It is day and it is light,” or “It is day but it is not light,” or 
“Let there be day and let there be light.” And all these combi­
nations are different both from one another and from the [corres­
ponding] images, and truth and falsity exist with respect to the 
combination, but they are not in the images.

228 The supplement followed is: <alla ta men aphestekota mallon tes hules>. 
See Heinze’s apparatus criticus ad 116.2. Omitted is hosper before aphestekota 
which, unlike the following sumpephurmena (cf. note 196), is not metaphorical.

229 Omitted is Heinze’s supplement hos at 116.5; the translated text follows 
De Falco (who follows Torraca) in omitting the definite articles before euodes 
and dusodes at 116.6.

230 That is, in its mature state. The account of the evolution of the intellect 
at 95.9-32 is presupposed here.
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116.17 (432al2-14): How will the uncombined and primary 
thoughts differ from being images? Well, not even these231 
[thoughts] are images, but they are not without images. The 
thought derived from Socrates and the image [of him] are not, 
that is, identical; instead images are a kind of imprint and trace232 
of perception, and like an affection233 (if I could have you think 
of affection as often spoken of before),234 whereas the thought is 
the activity of the intellect towards the underlying235 image. The 
intellect, you see, uses the image in this and [other] elaborate 
ways by making changes both in the inflections [of nouns] and 
in the definite articles.236

231 Retained is tauta (116.18) from the manuscripts of Themistius; Heinze 
altered it to talla, the reading in nearly all the manuscripts of Aristotle at 
432al3.

232 Cf. Alexander DeAnima 72.11-13 where tupos (“imprint”) is said to be 
a metaphorical term for the trace ( ichnos) left by sense perception.

233 hosper peisis (116.20); peisis has essentially the same meaning as pathos, 
the term usually rendered “affection.”

234 Cf. Themistius’ discussion at 92.19-23 (on DeAnima 3.3) where he 
warns against the danger of applying the metaphor of imprinting literally in 
characterizing perception or the imagination. Cf. Todd (1981) 51-52 with notes 
27, 32, 33 for the wider context.

235 hupokeimenon (116.22). Cf. 100.30 above where the imagination is 
described as “matter for the potential intellect,” and the similar use of hupo­
keimenon in that context at 100.33 and 100.37.

236 Themistius might have been expected to refer to the logical connectives 
identified in the statements listed at 116.12-14 above. He chooses instead to 
envisage manipulations of thoughts for which the linguistic correlate is a noun, 
without indicating the effect of these changes on the structure of the statements 
in which the noun occurs. Certainly arthron (116.23), here at least, cannot carry 
the meaning “connective”; it must refer to the articles that accompany inflected 
nouns.
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abstraction aphairesis
accidentally kata sumbebekos
be active energein
activity, actuality energeia
active, actual, in actuality energeiai (dative case),

kat’energeian
adaptability, natural euphuia
be affected paschein
affection pathos
apprehension antilepsis
apprehend antilambanesthai
apprehending, capable of antileptikos
become, come into existence ginesthai
combine suntithenai, sumplekein
combination sunthesis, sumploke
complete (adj.) teleios
complete, bring to completion teleioun
completion teleiotes, teleiosis
compound, compounded sunthetos, sunkeimenos
craft techne
desire orexis
discern {De Intellectu) krinein
discerning, capable of

{De Intellectu) kritikos
divided diairetos
emotion thumos
essence ousia, to ti en einai
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estimable 
existing things
faculty 
final state 
form
forms, enmattered 
forms, immaterial 
from without
grasp
image
imagination
immortal
imperishable
indivisible/undivided
intellect
intellect, active
intellect, common 
intellect, divine 
intellect, enmattered 
intellect, from without 
intellect, immortal 
intellect, material 
intellect, passive 
intellect, potential 
intellect, productive 
intellect, theoretical
judge, make judgments
knowledge 
knowledge, body of

timios 
ta onta
dunamis
telos
eidos, morphe 
ta enula ( eide)* 
ta aula (eide)* 
exothen, thurathen
katalambanein
phantasma
phantasia
athanatos
aphthartos
adiairetos
nous
ho energeiai (dative case) 
(nous)*
ho koinos (nous)* 
ho theios (nous)* 
ho enulos (nous) 
ho exothen/thurathen (nous)* 
ho athanatos (nous) 
ho hulikos (nous)* 
ho pathetikos (nous)* 
ho dunamei (nous)* 
ho poietikos (nous)* 
ho theoretikos (nous)*
krinein
episteme
episteme

* indicates that the nouns nous and eide are often omitted in 
these Greek phrases, though they are almost always supplied in 
the English translation.
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matter hule
move kinein
movement kinesis
nature, by nature phusis, phusei
objects, abstract ta ex aphaireseos
object of thought noeton
object of perception aistheton
passion (sc. of the soul) pathos
perception aisthesis
perceive aisthanesthai
perishable phthartos
potential, potentially,
in potentiality dunamei
potentiality, power dunamis
privation steresis
reason (noun) logos (Themistius 93.33)
reasoning theoria
reasoning, discursive dianoeisthai
receive dechesthai
receiving, capable of dektikos
sensation aisthema
separate chorizein
shape (cf. form) morphe
simple haplous
soul psuche
state (of possession/possessing) hexis
state, positive hexis (= Aristotle De Anima

430al5)
substance ousia
substrate hupokeimenon
think noein
think about theorem
thinking noesis
thought noema
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unaffected
uncombmed
uncompounded
undivided
universal

apathes
haplous
asunthetos
diairetos
katholou

wishing boulesis
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