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Why the Intelligibles are not Outside the Intellect

Lloyd Gerson

In Ennead V 5 [32], Plotinus devotes the first two chapters to
defending the thesis that the intelligibles are not outside Intellect, the
second hypostasis of the Platonic system. In his Life of Plotinus §18,
Porphyry says that at first he denied this thesis, but after three days of
arguing with Amelius at the behest of Plotinus, Porphyry came around
to seeing the truth of what Plotinus was claiming. Porphyry, no doubt,
wanted to preserve the immutability and eternality of intelligibles in
order to avoid any possibility that the manipulation of concepts or
mental entities that we are plainly capable of might be supposed to be
possible in the purely intelligible real. But he evidently came to see
that it was not only possible but necessary that intelligibles should not
be separated from their eternal intellection.

The provenance of this thesis of Plotinus has been well established
and can be briefly sketched. In Timaeus, Plato does not explicitly say
that the Forms are in the intellect that is the Demiurge, but he does say
that (1) that he wanted to make the cosmos like himself (moparinocio)
and (2) that he wanted to make the cosmos a likeness (opototnta) of
the Living Animal upon which the cosmos is modeled.! The
implication is that by making the cosmos like the Living Animal, he
thereby makes it like himself. So, the contents of the intellect that is
the Demiurge must at least be like the contents of the Living Animal.
It is natural for Platonists to think that this likeness is not that of an
image in relation to its exemplar, that is, that the Demiurge has images
of the Forms in his intellect, but rather that he has the Forms
themselves. This is so because there are no images of Forms within the
intelligible world. Images are all deficient in one way or another in
relation to their originals. But if the Demiurge is immersed in images,
then there can be no direct cognition of reality. This is an outcome that
Plato (and Aristotle) regarded as self-refuting.

1 See Tim. 29E1-3, 30C2-D1. At 36E5-37A2, the Demiurge is said to be “the
best among intelligibles and the things that always exist” (t@v vont@v dei te
vty vrd tod dpictov). This seems to emphasize the identity of the Demiurge
with the Living Animal.
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Second, Aristotle tells us that he approves of the view that “the soul is
the place of forms,” adding, however, that it is not the whole soul, but
only the thinking part, and that the soul is only forms potentially, not
actually. This seems to be a reference to the Timaeus passages just
mentioned, not to the view criticized in Parmenides.? Aristotle’s point
concerns primarily forms in sensibles. The thinking part of the
embodied soul is indeed only potentially these. If, however, there were
separate Forms, then the reasons for believing that they are “internal”
to an intellect would be ones with which Aristotle would agree, as is
evident from the next point and from Plotinus’ analysis of the issue.

Third, Aristotle adds the insight that in intellection, the intellect is
identical with its intelligible objects.® If this is so, then Platonists
would be encouraged to think that the primary Intellect would be
identical with its intelligible objects, that is, that they would not be
outside of it. The Platonic and Aristotelian accounts of intellection and
intelligibles are joined in Middle Platonism, for example, in Alcinous,
in the doctrine that Forms are divine thoughts (vonuorta).* One
complication with this is that Plotinus, precisely because he agrees that
Intellect and intelligibles are inseparable, denies what Platonists like
Alcinous claim, namely, that Intellect is the first principle of all. 1 will,
though, not be concerned with this side of the story. Rather, | want to
focus on the philosophical argument for the thesis that Porphyry at first
rejected out of hand, that intelligibles are not outside Intellect. And
then I will turn to the startling implication of this thesis, namely, that
Being is, as Plotinus says, a one-many, a conclusion that, from
Parmenides to Aristotle to Hegel, is taken to be rank nonsense for the
obvious reason that if Being is many, then, as Plato himself suggests in
Sophist, we still face the question of the being that the many share.® In

2 See De an. I 4, 429a27-29. Aristotle does not say that he is thinking of Plato
specifically, although the reason given by some scholars for believing that he is
not thinking of Plato is not persuasive. At Parm 132B-C, Parmenides rejects the
view advanced by Socrates that Forms are “thoughts” (vonpara) in the mind.
Plato’s reasons for thinking that Forms are in, that is, are identical with, the
intellect of the Demiurge are not contradicted by saying that Forms are not
concepts. For as the Parmenides passage emphasizes, concepts are of Forms.

3 See De an. T 4, 429h9, 430a2-3, 5, 430a9-20, 7, 431al-2, b17, 8, 3-4.
4 See e.g., Didask. 9.1-2; Atticus, fr. 26 Des Places. It is possible that Alcinous

believed that the rejection of the claim that Forms are thoughts in our intellects
did not entail that they could not be thoughts in a divine intellect.

5 See Soph. 242B-244B.
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other words, we face the question of why being could be other than
one.

Plotinus advances several arguments for his thesis, but | will focus on
what he calls “the greatest objection” against the claim that the
intelligibles are outside the Intellect.®

But the greatest objection is this. If indeed one were to grant that
these intelligibles are totally outside Intellect, and then claim that
Intellect contemplates them as such, it necessarily follows that it does
not itself have the truth of these things and that it is deceived in all that
it contemplates; for it is those intelligibles that would be the true
reality. So, it will contemplate them though it does not have them,
instead receiving reflections of them in a kind of cognition like this.
Not having true reality, then, but rather receiving for itself reflections
of the truth, it will have falsities and nothing true. So, if it knows that it
has falsities, it will agree that it has no share in truth. But if it is
ignorant of this as well, and thinks that it has the truth when it does
not, the falsity that is generated in it is double, and that will separate it
considerably from the truth.

The claim that if the intelligibles are outside Intellect, it “does not
itself have the truth of these things” seems embarrassingly question-
begging. For either the words “have the truth” just mean that the
intelligible are inside Intellect in which case the argument is circular or
else they mean something else, but why in the world would we
suppose that they supply a reason for thinking that the intelligible are
not outside Intellect?

In order to begin to appreciate the point that Plotinus is making, let us
first be clear that the “truth” that Plotinus is here speaking of is
ontological truth, not semantical truth. He is referring to the truth that

6V 5[32], 1, 50-62: Méyiotov 8¢ mavimv €keivo- &l yap kol Tt pddiota Soin Tig
tadta EEo eivor kol TOV vodv anté obtog Exovia Osmpeiv, dvaykoiov adTd prte
10 dAn0sc avTdv Exev Seyedoboi 1€ &v dmacty oic Oswpel. Ta pév yop aAndwva
av €in éxelva- Bewpnoet Toivov avTd ovk &YV a0Td, €idmAa 8¢ avT®V &v Ti
yvooet i totevt Aafov. To toivov dndwvov odk Exwv, eidmAa 6& Tod dAnbodg
map’ avT@d AaPav Té yevdd Efel kai ovd&v dAnOic. Ei pév obv &idnosl, dtl T
yevdfy Exel, opoloyroet duolpog dAndeiog eivor &l 82 xoi todto dyvoricer kai
oinoetol T0 aAnBeg Exev ovK Exmv, ITAAGIOV &V AT TO YeDSOG YEVOUEVOV TTOAD
T aAnOeiog adTOV dmooToEL.
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the ldea of the Good provides the Forms with.” He is not referring to a
property of propositions or sentences. Ontological truth is a relational
property of intelligibles, that is, the property of being perspicuous to or
accessible by an intellect. ® Even so, one wants to know why
ontological truth must be inside Intellect as opposed to being only
inside the Forms as provided by the Good.

In order to answer this question of why this must be so, let us recall
those passages in Phaedo, Sophist, and elsewhere where Plato speaks
about relations among the Forms. For example in Phaedo we learn that
5 is an odd number, and in Sophist we learn that there is a
“community,” (kowwvia) of Forms or a “plaiting” (cvumAokr]) of
Forms without which there could be no semantical truth or even no
discourse.® The metaphors of connectedness or association are
seductive but opaque. For Forms are immutable, immaterial entities,
“monads” in the language of Philebus, and all the metaphors of
connection are drawn from the sensible world where connections are
based on spatial or temporal contiguity and are all external relations.
Without space and time, we have no easy grasp on how two intelligible
can be connected.

We come a step closer to the real issue when we distinguish external
relations from internal relations. In the former case, when A and B are
externally related, then either A or B can exist without the other; in the
latter, if A and B are internally related, then it is not possible to
“remove” one without removing the other whether this be
symmetrically or asymmetrically. So, if 5 is odd, it is not possible to
remove the oddness from 5, though it is also the case that 3 is
internally related to odd even though 5 and 3 are not internally related
in the identical way. Contrast the color spectrum. Crimson is
necessarily darker than pink, but it is not internally related to pink
because if pink were to disappear owing perhaps to some anomaly in
the laws of physics, crimson would remain exactly the color it is.

7 See Rep. 508E1-4 with 508A9-B7, 509B6, 517C2-3. Also see Aristotle, Meta. ®
10 on ontological truth.

8 By contrast, that which is not intelligible and so is bereft of ontological truth,
like matter, is not available to an intellect. This is not to say, of course, that matter
does not exist, but only that it is not thinkable. That is why Aristotle says that it is
knowable only by analogy and Plato says that it is available only to a “bastard
type of reasoning”.

® See the “cleverer hypothesis” in Phd.105C2ff; Soph. 254E4: cvpperyvopévo
v éxeivolg €€ avaykng dei, making the point explicitly.
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So, we want internal relations, but there is an obvious problem. And it
is that, on most theories of internal relations, if A and B are internally
related, that is because there is an essential connection between the
two. That is, “B” somehow or other expresses what A is or vice versa.
The problem, of course, is that if a Form is a “monad” or an eternal
unique individual odcia, then how can another Form be part of its
essence?'? It is tempting to say, and it is not entirely false to say, that
indeed all the intelligibles are parts of Being (10 6v). But this is clearly
inadequate for at least two very good reasons. First, even if it were
true, that would not advance us one step toward understanding why the
intelligibles—or Being—must be inside Intellect. After all, Plotinus
himself says that intelligible must in one sense be prior to Intellect.™
Thus, the Form of Horse must exist for Intellect to think it; it does not
exist by thinking it. Second, and independent of our problem about the
internality of intelligibles, for all the Forms to be “parts” of Being
either leaves them as distinct parts, in which case the problem is
unresolved or else they are indistinct in which case we would have to
agree that if something is a triangle because it partakes of the Form of
Triangularity, it is also a grapefruit because the Form of Grapefruit is
not distinct from the Form of Triangularity. So, we do want internal
relatedness, but along with that we want distinctness among
intelligibles. That is precisely where Intellect comes in.

Consider the following examples. We come to understand that the
Morning Star and the Evening Star are in fact identical, that they are
the planet Venus. We come to understand that the person we see at t; is
identical to the person we see at t>, To put it more precisely, although
S-at- t; cannot be formally identical to S-at-t > since they do not have
identical properties, still we understand that they are identical
nevertheless. The first takeaway from this analysis relevant to our main
question is that we need a concept of identity that is not formal identity
in order to be able to re-identify things or, in the first example, in order
to be able to identify the subject of non-identical manifestations or
appearances. Insisting on the univocity of “identity” as most
contemporary philosophers do, is metaphysically maladroit and so
unacceptable to Platonists. Formal identity does not even begin to help
us to understand what it means to re-identify anything.

10 See Phd. 78C6-7 where the Forms are said to be d&cvvleto, that is,
incomposites. This would seem to preclude the compositeness entailed by having
an essence that is in part expressed by another Form.

1 Seee.g., VI6[34] 6.
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Consider one further example that makes the point about identity
even clearer. We all know that A=A, the symbolization of formal
identity. But every substantive equation is of the form A=B, which
must indicate some type of identity other than formal identity, since the
only thing A is formally identical with is A. Let us for the moment just
call this non-formal identity or metaphysical identity. It is clearly non-
formal identity that is needed among eternal intelligibles in order to
guarantee necessary truths.

A final pair of examples of a somewhat different cast comes from
Aristotle. In a canonical Aristotelian demonstration, the middle term is
the definition of the subject and it is what “connects” the subject to its
commensurately universal predicates. Thus, all triangles are three-
angled because a triangle is a three-sided plane figure and all three-
sided place figures are three-angled. “Being a triangle” does not mean
the same thing as “being three-angled” and yet, through the definition,
we see—intellectually see—that what is a triangle and what is three-
angled are extensionally equivalent. And we need only add here that
for intelligible entities extensionality adds nothing to intensionality, or
denotation adds nothing to connotation.

The second example is a distinction that Aristotle frequently makes
between A and B that are identical in sivar, but distinct in Adyoc. So,
teaching and learning are identical in being but distinct in their essence
or account.*? Teaching and learning are really distinct quoad nos; in
reality they are identical. But if that identity were formal identity, they
could not be really distinct in any sense.

The next point is that the recognition or understanding that two or
more appearances or manifestations are non-formally identical,
meaning that there is one thing that the two or more really are, is
entirely a cognitional act. That is, it occurs entirely within intellect.
After all, the planet Venus is just the planet Venus whether it is
morning or evening. It—the very same planet—is only the Morning
Star and the Evening Star to an intellect. So, too, the number 3 is just
the number three even if we come to understand that it is equal to the
square root of the number 9. So, it is intellect that holds together the
manifestations of that which is one or self-identical. It holds them
together as manifestations of that one thing.

If intelligibles were outside Intellect, then there would be no
ontological foundation for the fact that the proposition that “5 is odd”

12 See e.g., Phys. T 3, 202b16-22.
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IS not just true but necessarily true. It is not undifferentiated Being that
makes this true. It is not an array of distinct Forms that makes this true,
but rather it is Intellect thinking eternally that the Form of Five and the
Form of Odd are really manifestations of Being that makes it true. Just
as “the Morning Star is the Evening Star” is an intentional object and
not a real object, so the ontological foundation for our propositional
claim “5 is odd” is an intentional object for Intellect, not a real object,
meaning that if it were, it would have an vmoctacig outside of or
external the Intellect. Plotinus is quite clear that the vméctactig, what
has independent existence, is Intellect-Being, not an independent array
of Forms.

Thus, we can better understand Plotinus when he writes in VI 7 [38],

It is not possible, therefore, for Beings to be if Intellect does not
activate them, and it activates one thing after another, and in a
way wandering all wanderings, wandering in itself, just as it is
the nature of true Intellect to wander in itself. It naturally
wanders among Substances, as the Substances run along its
wanderings with it. Intellect is everywhere itself. It, then, has a
constant wandering. Its wandering is on ‘the plain of truth’,
which it does not leave.™

The “plain of truth” which comes from Phaedrus is Being as cognized.
That is why the property of ontological truth is a relational property,
that of being for an intellect.** More particularly, it is the property of
being in relational to an eternal intellect, either the hypostasis Intellect
or our own undescended intellects. Ontological truth does not just
make intelligibles knowable; it make them known. They are internally
related to Intellect. It is this property which the Good, as One, gives to
intelligible reality because the One is virtually all that is intelligible.
The source or principle (apyr) of truth must transcend truth, that is, it
must transcend intelligibility. And yet it must it must somehow “have”
that which it gives, as is the case with any cause and its effects. What
the One is virtually is all intelligibles, meaning that the unity that

13 VI 7 [38], 13.28-37: Ovk &otv éipa To SvToL €ivol uf vod &vep YHoOVTOG,
gvepynoavtog 82 del Ako pet’ dAlo kai olov mlavndéviog micov TAGvNV Kai &v
adtd mhavndévog, olo vodg &v adtd 6 dAndvog mépuke Thavichor népuke & &v
ovoiog mhavichar cuvBeovc®dv TV 0VoIDY Toig awtod mAdvaus. Tlavtayod &
adTog 611 pévovcay odv Exet v mAdvny. H 88 nhévn adtd &v 16 thig dAndeiog
nedie, o0 ok EkPaiver.

14 See Phdr. 248B6.
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Intellect sees among all the Forms (e.g., A=B for any A and any B) is
the intelligible Aoyog of the first principle of all.

We are now, | hope, in a position to see why Plotinus maintained that
Being is identical with Intellect and that it is a one-many, as opposed to
Soul which is a one and many.’® Against Aristotle and in line with
Plato, Plotinus thinks that ovoia is essentially complex. That is why
the first principle of all, which must be simple, is énékewva ti|g ovoiag.
The “oneness” is owing to the cognitive identity of Intellect and Being,
the claim of Parmenides that Plotinus quotes or alludes to about six
times.*® The “manyness” is owing to the distinctness of Intellect and
Being and also the distinctness among the intelligibles.*” The main
point relevant to the topic of this paper is that the oneness and the
manyness are inseparable. In the activity (évépyewn) of thinking,
Intellect thinks all that is thinkable as a many that is also one. This
many-one is what oboia is.*8

We can perhaps get a better sense of what this primary unifying
activity is if we compare it with the thinking of embodied intellects.®
Regarding the latter, Plotinus says,

But how are we related to the Intellect? By 'Intellect’ | do not
mean that condition that the soul derives from the entities that
accompany the Intellect, but the Intellect itself. In fact, we have
this even though it transcends us. But we have it either
collectively or individually, or both collectively and individually.
We have it collectively, because it is indivisible and one, that is,
everywhere identical; we have it individually, because each one
of us has the whole of it in the primary part of the soul. We have

15 On Intellect as one-many see IV 8 [6], 3.10; V 1 [10], 8.26; V 3 [49], 15.11; VI
2[43],2.2; V1 2,10.11; VI 2, 15.14; VI 2, 21.7; V1 2, 22.10; VI 5 [23], 6.1-2; VI
6 [34], 8.22; VI 6, 13.52-53; VI 7 [38], 8.17-18; VI 7, 14.11-12; V1 7, 39.11-14.

16 See Parmenides, fr. B3 Diels: 1 yap adtd voeiv EoTtv T€ Kol givo.

17 See 111 9 [13] 1, 13-14, where Plotinus insists on the distinction between o
vontdv and 10 voodv.

18 See VI 9 [9] 2, 21-27; V 6 [24] 6, 20-24. At V 1 [10] 4, 33-40, Plotinus makes
it clear that thinking requires difference (étepotng) (between thinking and object
of thinking) and identity (tadtotng) between thinking and object of thinking.
Hence, Intellect and Being are many-one. The identity does not contradict the
difference because the One alone is unqualifiedly self-identical. The identity of
Intellect with Being entails the manyness of both.

19 Cf. Plato, Rep. 537B8-C8 where the educational goal of the rulers is to bring
what they learned “into a unified vision” (gi¢c cOvoyw).
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the Forms, then, in two ways: in the soul, in a way, unfolded and
separated, but in Intellect altogether.?°

The unfolded and separated Forms are the intelligible objects of our
embodied cognition. They are the elements of our universalizing
thinking. They are Adyot of Being, eternally cognitively identical with
Intellect. That is, they are expressions of Intellect at the level of Soul.
So, when we grasp that “five is odd” we are representing Being in our
discursive, embodied intellects as mediated by Intellect. That the
intelligibles are not outside Intellect means that we could not grasp the
necessary truth that five is odd if, per impossibile, Intellect did not
exist. In that counterfactual condition, we would have no way of
grasping that five is odd rather than even since the relation among five
and odd and even would be indistinguishable within Being.?!

It is important to realize that for Plotinus and for the entire Platonic
tradition, grasping that five is odd is not primarily a matter of memory
or residual sense-experience or rule acquisition or successful symbol
manipulation. It is rather a matter of seeing what is really there to be
seen. And what is there to be seen is not a picture of the number five
or a symbol for oddness. It is seeing as necessarily connected five and
odd. And the necessary connectedness is guaranteed by Intellect for
whom the array of Forms in their articulated interconnectedness is
what Being really is.??

If Plotinus is correct in insisting that the intelligibles are not outside
Intellect, then this means that whether we identify Intellect with the
Demiurge or the Unmoved Mover (or both, as Plotinus does), then

201 1 [53], 8.1-8: IIpog 8¢ tov vodv nidg; Nodv 8¢ Aéym ovy fiv 1 yoyr &xet &
oveav TV mapd Tod vob, AL adtov oV vodv. "H &youev kai todtov dmepdvo
Nuav. "Eyopev 8¢ §| kowov 1j 1d1ov, 1j Kol Kovov Taviov Kol i1ov: kowvov pév, 61t
auépioTog Kol €ic kol mavtoyod O avtdg, 1dlov 8¢, STt Exsl kol ExaoTOC AVTOV
hov &v oy Tf mpdTn. "Eyousv odv kol Té £1dm Siydc, &v pév wuydi olov
dvetlypévo kai olov kexopiopéva, &v 88 vé opod T mevTaL.

2L Cf. Plato, Tht. 186B-D, where Socrates argues that we cannot attain truth
without attaining ovoio. But in attaining ovcia, we do not attain to
undifferentiated Being.

22 See W. Mesch, “Die ontologische Bedeutung der Zeit in Platons Timaeus, in
Interpreting the Timaeus-Critias. Proceedings of the IV Symposium Platonicum.
Edited by T. Calvo and L. Brisson (Sankt Augustin: Academia Verlag, 1997),
234-5, on the necessity that the necessary interconnectedness among Forms
requires that the Forms be alive, that is, they they be cognitively identical with the
life of an eternal intellect. Also, P.F. Finck, Die Begriindung der Seele im
absoluten Denken (Leiden: Brill, 2012), ch.4.
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Platonic metaphysics cannot be usefully separated from Platonic
theology, at least insofar as we think that an eternal Intellect is part of
the subject matter for theology. This will no doubt come as a big
surprise to contemporary mathematical Platonists who argue that there
are indeed mathematical objects and mathematical facts outside of
space and time, but who, generally, vociferously deny that their
existence requires an eternal Intellect to contemplate them in their
diverse unity.? The grounds for radically separating Platonism from
theology is that Platonism operates solely within the realm of formal
causality, while theology inevitably enters the picture as the foundation
for teleological explanation. If Plotinus is right, it is not possible to
have the one without the other. But of course, just as formal causality
does not exist apart from teleological or final causality so both formal
and final causality do not exist apart from efficient causality. So, from
fixing the ontological foundation for necessary truth, we then see the
need to introduce Intellect and, then, we see the need to introduce the
Good or One, the first principle of all and that upon which everything
depends for its existence. The consequence of denying this admittedly
elaborate, though authentically Platonic, metaphysical framework is
nothing less than accepting that “5 is odd” or *a tangent touches a
circle at one and only one point” are not necessary and eternal truths.
That would be expensive.

If the above interpretation is correct, it enables us to see the One,
Intellect, and intelligibles as integrated and inseparable elements of the
Platonic system. Aristotle was right to conclude that there must be a
first principle of all and that it must be absolutely simple. Further, he
was right to locate primary Being in an intellect. But in so doing, he
misidentified this intellect with the absolutely simple first principle of
all. As Plotinus argues, Being must indeed be one. But its oneness is
that of a complex array of all that is intelligible. The oneness that it has
is provided by that which is unqualifiedly simple and so its oneness is
different from that. The oneness that Being has is, however, also not
that of a “sum” or “whole” where each part is related to the rest only
by an external relation. Its oneness is that of a many-seen-as-one. This
“seeing” is the paradigm of all intellection wherein one sees that, say,
A=B means that “A” and “B” are two expressions of one thing. So, the
intelligible world cannot be separated from eternal Intellect which is
just to say that the intelligibles are not outside it.

% E.g., J. Brown, Platonism, Naturalism, and Mathematical Knowledge (New
York: Routledge, 2012), pg. 161, says, “I’ve actually never seen the slightest
connection between religion and mathematical Platonism.”
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