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Humanity and its Destiny

Ph.llosophlcal and Rehgmus Backgrmmd o

ANOTHER "TOPIC of comrmoh mtcrcst both ! for somé Greek ph]l‘
osophcrs and for Believers in scnptural religions, was the question of hurhan:
ity’s ultimate féli licity. It was assumed by, adherénts of both ﬁ'admons that'a
persor’s mundane existence as a matcrial entity’ was not the end (5f the

matter. Thcre had to be sométhing more than a life of material plirsmts and

sausfacuon Quite early i in Greek philosophy doctrines of the afterlife were
developed, one of which was the notion of the 1mmortah1;y of the soul. This
isa don;unant motif in Plato. In several of his dialogues, most notably the
Phaedo, he enunciated and argued for the doctrine that the human soul is
immortal by virtue of its essential mcorporcahty and hcnce mcorrupnblhty 1
In some of his dlalogucs this core doctrine is associated with the ancillary
ideas of the pre-existence of the soul and of the transmigration of souls.? In
later Platonism, especially the philosophy of Plotinus, this basic idea is inter-
preted in terms of the doctrine of the ascent, or ‘reversion’, of the human
soul to some higher entity, the World Soul, or even to the One, the ultimate
reality.3 In this supernal state the soul enjoys an existence that is vastly differ-
ent from and superior to what it had experienced in its embodied state.
Aristotle had problcms with Plato’s psychological theory, especially its
sharp distinction between soul and body. He developed an alternative theory
that asserted the unity of the soul with the body, wherein the soul is the form
of the body. Plato’s doctrine of immortality presupposes a doctrine of psycho-
logical dualism, according to which the soul and the body are radically distinct
entities, and as such are essentially separable and have different destinies.
Aristotle could not accept this dualism, given his scientific, and especially bio-
logical, interests. He eventually developed a psychological theory asserting
the unity of the mind and the body, wherein the soul is the form of the body.
Since the form is what makes a thing what it is, it is no more separable from

1 Plato, Phaedo, 66a~67¢, 79-814. 2 Ibid. 70c~774; Plato, The Republic, 10.
3 Plotinus, Enneads, 1.6.7, 1.6.9, 6.7.34, 6.9.11.
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the body than the shape of an orange is separable from the orange itself. In
living things the soul, or form, is the principle of life for that thing. It would
seem, then, that with the death of the body the soul perishes too.* However,
we now come to a puzdligg feature of Aristotle’s philosophy. In several pas-
sages in On the Soul, he intimates that there may be something in or of the
human soul that survives the death of the body. Speaking of the intellectual
activity of the human soul, Aristotle suggests: ‘But in the case of the mind and
the thinking faculty nothing is yét clear; it seems to be a distinct kind of soul,
and it alone admits of being separated, as the immortal from the perishable.”
Unfortunately, he deferred a detailed discussion of this theme to another
time, which never arfived. These remarks do suggest, however, that if
anythmg in humans is immortal; for Aristotle it is the part of the human soul
that is capable of anh activity thatis unique to humamty intellection. In short,
if we are immortal, it is‘our intellect that survives. :

~ Perhaps the most iniportant of these ‘intimations of ir"nm‘ortali'ty’ in
Aristotle is the notoriotis chapter s of Book 3 of On the Soul. This brief
chaptcr may have been the miost influential of Aristotle’s texts, at least for the
medieval philosophical treatment of human immortality. The chapter is con+
cernéd with the intellect, or thinking. Other animals have sensation and
motion; some even have imagination. But humankind alone has the capacity
to think. In this chapter Aristotlé wants to know how this special activity
takes place He begms by applying one of his basic ideas in natural philosophy
and metaphys1cs the fundamerital distinction between potentiality and actu-
ality. Just as in the developmént of a plant or animal there is some matter that
is potcnﬁally an oak tree or a butterfly and some active agents that actualize
this potennahty such that an oak tree or a butterfly comes into being, sorie-
thmg like this takes place in thinking. That is, in thinking there are two
factors: one passive, or potcnnal the other active; that is, something that
reccwes and something that makes or gives. Aristotle pictures the mind as a
passwc receptacle of information, capable of absorbing external data induced
or stlmulated by some agent thiat is productive of intellectual activity. He
compares this agent to hght just as light is the catalytic agent that brings
about the act of seeing, there is also a catalytic agent in the act of thmkmg

So far Aristotle is relatively clear. It is the remainder of this short chapter
that is obscure, but despite this obscurity it is most important for our pur-
poses. Aristotle goes on to describe the active factor of thinking in terms that

4 Aristotle, On the Soul, 2.1-2. 5 Tbid. 2.2.413425~8; see also 1.4-.408518—30.
6 Ibid. 3.5.430410-17. o
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imply its immortality: ‘Mind in this sense [that is, as active] is separable,
impassive . . . itis essentially an activity . . . When isolated it s its true selfand
nothing more, and this alone is immortal:and everlasting , . . [Whereas] mind
in the passive sense [ho pashetikos nous] is perishable.”” Here Aristotle

contrasts the imperishability of the catalytic agent productive of thoughtand :

the perishability of the passive aspect of the mind. That we have here a host
of prablemns is not difficult to see. To begin with; are both the active and the
passive factors in thinking internal to the mind, as some intérpreters have
claimed, basing their interpretation o Aristotle’s opening remark; “These

distinct elements [ that is, the active and passive aspects] must be present in -

the soul’;? or, as the latter half of the chapter suggests, is the active factor an

external agent separate from the passive factor, just as light is separate from
the eye, as other interpreters have argued? If the latter interpretation is fols « |
lowed, only this transccndent active element s everlasug, ifthe -former, the ..
active and everlasnng factor is unmanc;nt mtcrnal to the JIllIld suggcstmg PR

bequear_hcd to Anstotle S mterpretcrs and follqwcrs alcgacy of both cons1d—
erable dlﬂiculty and 1mportance 9

One such commentator was Alcxander of Aphrod131as (ﬂ 180—210)
Although | his ¢ commentary on Amstotlc s On the Soul is not extant, his own
treatise of the same title is, as well as asupplcmentary essay onthe soul com-
monly rcfcrrcd to as the Mantissa.'® One of Alexander’ s,;mportant contri-
butions to the discussion was his formulation of a conceptual vocabulary for
the various factors in cognition, only one of which—*the passive intellect’—
was named by Aristotle. Alexander’ s nomenclature bccame the standard tcr—
minology used throughout late antiquity and the Mlddlc Ages. In explalmng
the passive intellect Alexander provided equivalent terms that bring out more
cxphcrdy what Aristotle had in mind. As Aristotle himself suggested, this
intellect is passive in the sense that i itis literally ‘in- -formed’, or shaped by the
cognitions that it takes on. In this sense it is like matter: just as a piece of
wood can be shaped into a va.mcty of forms, so the mind is capablc of bcmg
formed by its cognitive content. Accordmgly, Alexander calls the passive
factor of the mind ‘the material mtcllcct (ho hulikos nous).!1 Moreover, 1ts

7 Aristotle, On the Soil, 3.5.430a17-35. - . 8 Tbid. 3.5.430a13.
9 R. D. Hicks gives an excellent discussion of these divergent interpretations in his
edition of Aristotle’s De anima, 498—s10.
10 For a comprehensive treatment of Alexander of Aphrod1s1as psychology and epis-
temology, see Morauix, Alexandre d’Aphrodise.
11 Alexander of Aphrodisias, De anima, 81 (trans. Fotinus, 105).
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passivity implies potentiality, its capacity to become in-formed, or cognitive;
hence, it can be considered to be a ‘potential intellect’, or ‘intellect in poten-
tiality’ (ho dunamei nous).*? This capacity for cognition is, to use another
Alexandrian expressioff, g ‘disposition’, or preparedness (epitedeiotes), to
acquire knowledge, a notjfx; that Aristotle referred to as a ‘condition’ ( sexis),
or habit.!3 All these terms express the idea that at the first stage of the
cognitive process the human intellect is just a capacity that is itself inchoate,

“or empty. In this sense, Aristotle Suggestcd the mind is mmally a blank

tablet.14

Heowever, Aristotle mmstcd that the active factor is superior to the passive
factor. Alexander supplies a name for this active factor; it is the ‘Agent
Intellect’ (ho poetikos nous), which we encountered in our earlier discussions
of prophecy and miiracles.'® Alexander interpreted Aristotle’s characterization
of thisintellect as ‘separate, ever-active, and eternal’ as referring to a transcen-
dent active cause of cognition. Indeed, for Alexander this transcendent entity
is identical with God; or the Supreme Intellect; mentioned by Aristotle in
chapters 7 and 9 of Book 12 of his Metaphysics. This active agent is that which
actualizes the potential, or material, intellect, to think and to become an intel-
lect in act (o nous kat’ enexgeian).'® As this intellect becomes more active, it
becomes “the intellect as habit’, or a settled condition of the mind.!” The
more the himan mind progresses in its intellectual journey its cognitive
capitalincreases, eventually reaching the condition of the ‘acquired intellect’
(o nous epiktetos), the fully mature mind.'® Without the Agent Intellect there
is no cognition; yet if there were no capacity for knowledge human beings
would not be ‘rational animals’.

Alexander’s interpretation of chapter s of Book 3 of O the Soul was most
influential: with the exception of his identification of the Agent Intellect with
God, it formed the psychological framework within which many medieval
philosophers developed not only their epistemological ideas but their doc-
trines of immortality as well. Like his mentor, Alexander left the topic under-
developed. If the material intellect is, as Aristotle himself stated, the
perishable element in cognition, then immortality seems to be a fiction, a

' 12 Alexander of Aphrodisias, De anima, 81, line 23 (trans. Fotinus, 105).
13 Tbid., line 14 (trans. Fotinus, 110); Aristotle, Categories, 8.8426~7.
14 Aristotle, On the Soul, 3.4.430a1-2.
15 Alexander of Aphrodisias, De anima, 88-9 (trans. Fotinus, 116-20).
16 Tbid., 82, line 6 (trans. Fotinus, 10§-6).
17 Tbid., 85, lines 26-86, line 1 (trans. Fotinus, 111). -
18 Thid., 82, lines -2 (trans. Fotinus, 105).
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conclusion that the Muslim philosopher Al-Farabi appears to have reached.®

Or is there something in ot about the miman mind that is able to enjoy somg

kind of immortality by virtue ofits cognitive achievements? In some passages
Alexander suggests that the acquired intellect is immortal precisely because
it is the mind fully in act. In this state it has been ‘assimilated to’, or has
become similar to (homozosis), the Agent Intellect. The eternity of the latter
confers immortality upon the former, while the material substratum the
matetial intellect, perishes.?? :

Nevertheless, Alexander’s allusions to immortality leave the rcadcr mﬂi
several problems. For one thing, whatisit that becomes immortal? Alexander
suggests:that it is the acquired intellect: But what is the acquired intellest

when itisno longer embodied? Some modern interpreters have claimed thaf

itis just the'act of thinking, or the cognitive act, the thought, which, accord=
ing to Aristotle and Alexander, is identical with its object, which in thiscase
is ‘the Agent Intellect.?! Assimilation is then union or identification,
However, in this state of unification with the Agent Intellect there does'nog
seem to be any basis for individuation. All the acquired intelleets hay)

become one in having the same object of knowledge and in being identified

withrit. Indeed, one commentator, Paul Moraux, has argued that Alexander -

has distorted Aristotle’s own belief that it is the intellectual ‘faculty’, or thé
intellect itself, that becomes immortal.2? On this reading of Aristotle; the
immortal intellect of each person would be numerically distinet. It is; hows
ever, at least questionable if Alexander’s own interpretation of Aristotle
allows for such a robust account of immortality. Nevértheless, we shall see

that Alexander’s account of immortality influenced medieval thinkers in the

Muslim and Jewish traditions, and hence opcncd the door for Gersonides to

enter the debate. ' : : Lt

Before we turn to Gersonides, let us consxder how unmortahty was undets
stood within the classical Jewish tradition. After all, Gersonides as a philosos
pher was faithful to the Jewish tradition as he understood it. Yet here we
enter territory replete with theological obstacles. For, if the Greek thinkets

worked with a small number of ideas pertaining to immortality, classieal -

19 Al-Farabi, Commentary on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, referred to in Averroes’
Long Commentary on Aristotle’s De anima; 433, 481, 485-6. Al-Farabi’s'commentary is *

no longer extant (Davidson, Alfarabi, Avicenna and. Averroes on Intellect; ch. 3).
20 Alexander of Aphrodisias, De anima, 89—90 (trans. Fotinus, 118-19); Reale, A His-

tory of Ancient Philosophy, vi. 32—3; Merlan, Monopsychism, Mysticism, Metaconsciousness,

18-29. , 21 Davidson, Alfarabi; Avicenna and Avervoes on Intellect, 36—9
22 Moraux, Alexandre d’Aphrodise, 94-108.
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Jewish literature is overgrown with doctrines pertaining to the afterlife: the
messianic era, the Day of Judgement, the resurrection of the dead, the world
to come, to mention just a few. How are these notions to be distinguished,
ifatall? How are they réfat_.:cd,to each other? What does each of them involve?
And to make things more complicated, especially for the medieval Jewish
philosophers who were familiar with the theory of the immortality of the
soul, the Bible seems to be silent on the matter. If anything, the Bible’s con-
ception of the “happy life’ seems to be earthly and materialistic: a prosperous
farm and a large family. Moreover, according to the doctrine of the resurrec-
tlon of the dead, it is'the body that is restored. How could the philosophical
theory of the soul’s immortality be integrated within these inherited religious
beliefs? It is not surprising that someone eventually came along and under-
tbok ' to-provide some: clarification of and system to all these ideas.
Maimonides, as we would expéct, was that person. :

- For the sake of simplicity and brevity, let us now introduce the term ‘escha-
tology” as a general notin referring to all these ideas that have to do with the
eiid of days.23 Our aim here is to see whether or not these various ideas can
be systematized into a coherent doctrine. That this is not just an acadernic
exercise is proved by the fact that in one of the few expressions of theological
interest found in the Mishnah it is eschatology that is singled out as a defining
feature of the Jewish belief system: ‘All Jews have a share in the world to
come . . . But these have no share in the world to come: one who says that
the resurrection of the dead is not taught in the Torah.’2 At the outset two
points need to be notéd: first, the notion of the world to come is undefined
and assumed to be understood; second, beliefin the resurrection of the dead
is also assumed to be a well-known Jewish dogma, and since it is a necessary
condition for having a sharein the world to come, it is distinct from the latter.
This latter point was extreinely important for Maimonides, as we shall now
see. : :

In his commentary on this passage, Maimonides provides a treatise on
Jewish eschatology. His main concern is to sort out the various eschatological
beliefs found amongst Jews and to explain what they have to do with the
world to come, which, as the Mishnah itself indicates, is the key idea. He
begins by listing a number of eschatological doctrines all involving material,
or corporeal, existence. Included in this group are the well-established ideas
of the messianic era and the resurrection of the dead, doctrines that
Maimonides himself regarded as definitive of Jewish belief: Yet these beliefs

23 Eschatos: ‘end’, ‘last’. 24 Mishnah Saz. 10: 1.
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are ‘this-worldly’: when they occur, they will take place in the world in which
we live. Maimonides insists that nature will run its course, except in the case

of the resurrection itself, which will of course be a miracle. Otherwise, noth- | '

ing will occur that would constitute areal and pernianent change ini nature.
Indeed, even those who are resurrected will eat and drink, and cv'entually die
afteralong second life. Itis obvious then that, like the messianic age the res-
urrection is literally a mundane affair.?5 , ' e

+ .In sharp contrast to these ideas Maimonides singles out the main concept
in this context, the ‘world to.come. This state has nothing to do with this
world, It is literally ‘the other world’, one that has nothing in common with
our matetial needs and interests. Indeed, our life in this otherworldis utterly
incorporeal; itis a spiritual existence. Itis the zelos of whatit is to be human.

To support this claim Maimonides quotes-a passage from BT Berakhot17b;

‘In the world to come there is no eating, drinking,,washing, anointing of
sexual intercourse; but the nghtcous sit with their crowns.on their heads

enjoying the radiance of the Divine Presence:? The first clause of this sentence

makes it clca.r that those Who'attain the world to come no lenger have a cor-
leasures will not be physical. The second clause

cxphcltl}c states «;hat .thcy »enloy a spmtqal.dchght that is-everlasting. In explain-

ing this last point Maimonides emphasizes that this delight is purely intellecs

tual, that-it consists in the knowledge of God, which is acquired after
continyous and deep study, especially.of metaphysics. The term ‘crown’ in this
rabbinic passage connotes ‘the immortality of the soul being in firm possession
of the Idea which is God the creator’.28 In short, the ultimate goal for humans
isimmortality of the soul, which consists in knowledge of God. In his Trmﬁgé
on Resuyrection, Maimonides is again explicit that the world to come is
immortality of the soul, not the resurrection of the dead orthe messianicera,?’
It is clear.that in these texts Maimonides subscribes to the Platonic doctrines

that distinguish sharply between soul and body and that assert the soul’s
ultimate destiny is separation from the body. This is a state that those who -

attain it can enjoy as soon as their souls are emancipated ﬁom their bodies. -
Although Maimonides is clear in these texts, in the Gusde he is more eva-
sive. In contrast to his full discussions of creation, divine attnbutcs prophccy,
and providence, Maimonides is miserly on the immortality of the soul,
confining himself to a few undcveloped hints. Since what hc does say is

25 Maimonides, Commentary on the Mishnah, San. 105 id., Trmtzse on Resurrection,
219-22; Gillman; The Death of Dedth, ch. 6. ‘ .

26 Maimonides, Commentary on the Mishnah, San. 10: 1 (trans Twersky, 412).

27 Maimonides, Treatise on Resurrection, 220. .
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relevant for our understanding of Gersonides’ own theory of immortality, it
isimportant that we try to tease out from these scattered remarks their philo-
sophical underpinnings and implications. In the Gu#ide, Maimonides is still
faithful to the spiritua¥cgnception of immortality. If anything, he is more
insistent on its intellectual ¢haracter. In these few passages what is said to be
immortal is no longer the whole soul, but only the intellectual part of it. In
the concluding chapter of the Gysde, Maimonides discusses four types of per-
fection, the last of which is ‘the true human perfection’, intellectual perfec-
tion: “The fourth species is the true human perfection; it consists in the
acquisition of the rational virtues . . . which teach true opinions concerning
the divine things. This is in true reality the ultimate end; this is what gives the
individual true perfection . , . and it gives him permanent endurance; through
it man is man.’2® The human soul is a complex entity, consisting of several
disparate parts, or functions, some of which are intimately connected to the
body, such as motion or sense perception. All those psychological
phenomena are rooted in or deriying from the body and perish along with
it. The only thing that remains is the Intellcct foritis the intellect, or rational
part of the soul, that truly constitutes human nature. Here Maimonides
echoes Aristotle’s remark that if anything about humanity survives bodily
decomposition it would be the intellect. - :

So far Maimonides has put forth a fairly consistent account of human
immortality based upon philosophical doctrines originally developed by
Plato and Aristotle and expanded upon by later Greek and Muslim philoso-
phers. Howcver there are two passages in the Guide that are troublesome.
In commenting upon a midrashic text that mentions ‘the souls of the right-
eous’ as being ‘in heaven’, Maimonides attempts to explain this phrase as
follows:

For the souls that remain after death are not the so/ that comes into being in man
at the time he is generated. For that which comes into being at the time a man is
generated is merely a faculty consisting in preparedness, whereas the thing that
after death is separate from mattcr is the thing that has become actual . . . What is
separate is . . . one thing only.2®

Maimonides also refers to a doctrine that he attributes to the “later philoso-
phers’, among whom he mentions in particular the Muslim philosopher Ibn
Bajja (d. 1139):

28 Maimonidés, Guide, iii. s4 (trans. Pmes, 635); Anstotlc, On the Soul, 1 3 4.07172—6
1.4.408b19~20, 1.4.408b29-30.

29 Maimonides, Guide, i. 70 (trans. Pines, 173~4).
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Now you know that regarding the things separate from matter-—I mean those that
are neither bodies nor forces in bodies, but intellects—there can be no thought of
multiplicity of any mode whatever . . . Consequently all are ong in number, as Abu
Bakr Ibn al-Sa’igh [Ibn Bajja] and others who were drawn into speaking of these
obscure matters have made clear.30

These passages have led some of Maimonides’ medieval and nodern com:
mentators to claim that he himself subsctibed to this view of immortality.
Iridéed, in his note to the latter passage, the inoderm translator of the Guide

into English, Shlomo Pines, commierits: ‘Ibnn Bajja’s doctrine of the Unityof

the Intellect accordingly séems to bé accepted by Maimonides.” Pines” infer-
ehcé has been dccepted by sore commentators, although it is challeniged by
othérs.31 For the presént we can ignore this particular debatej whatisimpor-
tant for us is that this view Wlll be dlscussed and cvcntually re]ectcd by
Gersomdes i .

I L v + 3 Rt
% i

Gersomdcs’ ’fheory of the Intc,llect RN

Right atthe vety beginning of Book 1 of Wars, Gcrsomdes rnakcs exphat h.lS
philosophical otientation and programnie. Although the title of this book is
‘Immortality of the Soul’, itis unmcdlately clear that Gcrsomdes focus ison

[

somethmg more spcc1ﬁc A . s

oy

Smcc the mtcllcct is the most ﬁttlng of all thc parts of the’ soul for unmortahty—
the other parts are obv10usly pcnshablc together with the ¢ corrupuon of the body

. it is necessary that we'inquire ifito the essence of the human intellect before § we
1nvcstlgate whether it is unmortal ornot, and whether ifit is immortal, in what way
it is immortal 32 :

This passage resonates with Aristotelian and Alexandrian overtones.
Nevertheless, unlike his predecessor, Maimonidés, whom he does not men-
tion at all in this discussion, Gersonides provides a virtual hlstory of the prob-
lem from Aristotle t6 Averroes. As he makes clear, the primary theme here
will be the nature of the human, or material, mtcllcct. what its nature is, how
it functions, and whether and in what way it becomes immortal. -
After adetailed and critical exposition of the views and arguments of some
of the Greek-and Muslim commentators on Aristotle, Gersonides reaches his

30 Maimonides, Guide, i. 74, seventh method (trans. Pines; 221).

3t Tyry accepts Pines’ interpretation in his ‘Conjunction in and of Maimonides and
Averroés’. Altmann attempts to salvage a more individualist account of immortality in
‘Maimonides on the Intellect’, 85—o1. 32 Wars, 1.1 (1. 109).
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own conclusions about the human, or material, intellect. Concerning the
ontological status of the material intellect Gersonides insists that it is not a
substance, an entity essentially capable of independent existence, as the
Platonists and Themistius, a fourth-century commentator on Aristotle, had
claimed.33 Nor is it a mete accidental property of the body, as some had
argued.3* It is, as Aléxander maintained, a disposition, or capacity, for cog-
nition, a potentiality, which needs some active agent to stimulate its activity.
Dispositions, however, have no independent existence; they need to inhere,
or belong, to some subject, or substratum. For Gersonides, as it was for
Alexander, this ontological support for the disposition is the body or some
part of the body, most likely the imagination. When under certain conditions
this disposition is actualized, that is, when it is actually knowing, it is then an
intellect: ‘in act” So far Gersonides is faithful to Aristotle’s cognitive psychol-
ogy; asit was interpreted by Alexander.3%

As a human being advances in the acquisition of knowlcdgc the intellect
is progressively ‘substantialized’, in the sense that its cognitions have
endowed it with more than just poténtial existence. Its knowledge has made
it-an ‘actual intellect’. In its most complete, or perfect, state this intellect is,
as:Alexander had affirmed, the ‘acquired intellect’. However, it is important
to realize that for Gersonides both material intellects and acquired intellects
are individuated; they are of particular human beings. Nevertheless, whereas
the material intellects are individuated by material factors, such as particular
serisations and imaginations, the acquired intellects are individuated by their
respective intellectual contents. Although the human intellect is at the outset
a disposition of a corporeal substance, a person, it progressively becomes
dematerialized as it increases its intellectual achievements. Let us see how
this comes about. ‘

For the Aristotelian philosopher, all knowledge is ultimately based upon
sensation. The mind is a kind of cognitive sponge that absorbs data from
external sources. At first these data consist of sensory images of particular
objects. But for the Aristotelian such i images qua particulars do not consti-
tute knowledge, since genuine knowledge consists in universal truths.36

33 Wars, 1.1 (i. 110, 11219, 123-9). Like his knowledge of Alexander of Aphrodisias,
Gersonides’ acquaintance with the ideas of Themistius’ psychology derives from Aver-
roes. On Themistius, see Hamelin, La Théorie de Pintellect, 38—43. -

34 This view appears in some Kalam literature. See Sa’adiah Gaon, The Book of Beliefs
and Opinions, treatise 6, ch. 1, first theory (trans. Rosenblatt, 236).

35 Wars, 1.2 (i. m1—15), 1.5 (i. 144-5). -

36 Aristotle, Posterior Analytics, 1.24.8643-10, 2.19.100017.
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Accordingly, our fund of particular sense data has to be transformed into
something having universal validity. To accomplish this we have to strip away
all the idiosyncratic features of the sense data that particularize them and form
a common idea, or concept (zséyur). This process is one of abstraction.3” Since,
in Aristotle’s philosophy, the principle of individuation, or particularity; is
matter——for the material featurés of a thing are what makes that thing a par+
ticular item and differentiate it from other items of the same type-=
abstraction, or conceptualization, fequires that we dematerialize in thought
the sensory images that we have of the sense object. For example, I have many
visual, auditory, or olfactory images of individual dogs. These images are all
particular, individuated by the material features of the various dogs that I have
perceived. From these diverse images I can disregard what individuates each
of these dogs and construct a concept of what it is to be a. dog in. general, or
the form, or essence, of dog. In this activity the linguistic environment plays
an important role. When I hear others referring to the dogs that I see or hear
by the same term ‘dog even though these are different from each other;, or
if T hear that the term ‘dog is used to refer to dogs that I'have not perceived,
my concept is reinforced and made to conform to the conceptual and
linguistic system in which I live. These concepts are the building blocks of my
cognitive scheme and serve to enable me to form judgements and hypotheses
(smut). The epistemic direction here is from the particular to the universal,
from the material individuating factors of a thing to its general form.

But how do we know that our concepts and ]udgcmcnts are true, that
they adequately represent the world? Aristotle and his disciples were not
overly worried by this question. Aristotle’s ‘epistemological faith” rests
upon a metaphysical belief that natural phenomena fall into groups, or
types, whose individual specimens exhibit a common form, or essence. For
all the different dogs we encounter there is just orie dog-form, or essence.
Our concept of ‘dog’ has to conform to this essence if it is to be usable, not
only in zoology but also in our everyday life. This assumption of natural
kinds, or types, is the guiding principle of Aristotle’s biological classifica-
tion system of gcncra and species.38 In short an adequate concept and thie

37 Aristotle, Posterior Analytics, 1.18.81b3-7; Gersonides, Commentary on the sze
Scrolls; S. of S., 1ot ( Commentary on the Song of Songs, trans, Kellner, 38); see also Kellner,
‘Gersonides on the Role of the Active Intellect in Human Cogmtlon Davidson,
‘Gersonides on the Material and Active Intellects’. !

38 Aristotle, Parts of Animals; 1.1.639416—b4.,-1.1.641415-17; id., st'tory of Animals,
1.1.486415—25, 1.1.487410-13; see also Burth, Substance and Form, si-4., 70-5; Gotthelf
and Lennox (eds.), Philosophical Issues, especially Lennox, ‘Kinds, Forms of Kinds’.
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judgements based upon it must conform to the formal structure of the
natural world. :

‘At this point one may want to object: ‘Isn’t this talk of forms and types a
regression back to Plato, whose theory of the forms Aristotle spent a lot of
energy refuting?’ Yes and no. Yes, in so far as it is assumed here that there is
an objective order that exemplifies genuine natural types and that this order
can be known. In this sense there are forms; but they are ‘in things’. No, if
by these forms we mean the incorporeal forms of Plato’s ontology that have
independent existence yet are somehow ‘present in and participated in by’
sensible particulars. It is this Platonic thesis that Aristotle rejected. But
Aristotle’s victory over Plato was partial and short-lived. Gradually elements
of Plato’s theory infiltrated some of the doctrinés of the later ancient Greek
philosophers, as well as many of the theoties of medieval thinkers. The later
Platonists wondered, as Plato himself occasionally did, whether or riot the
forms have location. Some of them postulated that they do: they ar¢ located
in'd transcendent intellect. For somie this intellect is God, or the divineé mind;
for others it is some supernal being subordinate to God.3? Accordingly, if our
concepts are adequate, they refléct or represent some form immanent in the
natural world, but whose ultimate origin is transcendent. Human knowledge
is, then, an activity in which we come to know the formal nature of our world
through sense perception by means of abstraction; yet this structure has its
foundation in some transcendent being. Aristotle’s empiricism is now linked
to Plato’s'doctrine of the divine craftsman who creates the world according
to the forms.*0

Since the medieval philosophers had limited first-hand knowledge of
Plato’s works, they understood this epistemological-metaphysical idea in
Aristotelian terms, and again the doctrine of the Agent Intellect makes its
appearance, albeit in Platonic garb. Whereas Aristotle and Alexander’s Agént
Intellect is pnmarlly an efficient cause of or catalyst for human cognitive
activity, for somie of the medieval philosophers, it is also the locus and imme-
diate efficient cause of the formal structure of reality. In Gersonides’
language it is ‘the law, order, and rightness’ of the sublunar world: ‘Since it
is clear from the nature of the material intellect that it has potentially the
knowledge of the plan and order of the sublunary world, it is necessary that
this order be known in some sense actually by thc Agent Intellect.”#!

39 Scncca Moral Epistles, 65.7; Philo, On the Crstmon of the World, 16-17, 24—9; id.,
Allegorical Interpretation, 3.96; Dillon, The Middle Platonists, 138, 158—61.
40 Plato, Timaeus, 28c-29¢, 300-314; Wars, 1.6 (i. 146). 1 Wars, 1.6 (i. 151.—2).
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In explaining this idea Gersonides used the following metaphor: the Agent
Intellect is like a human artisan who makes an object according to some plan
in his mind. However, as is often the case, the plan in the mind of the creator
is more perfect than the plan as realized in the physical object. In the case of
the Agent Intellect this is always true, as Plato had maintained. The superi-
ority of the plan in the Agent Intellect relative, to the embodied plan in the
world and the conceived plan in our minds lies in its unitary character. For
unlike the human intellé¢t, whose cognitive achievements are cumulative,
unsystematic; and incomplete, the Agent Intellect knows the entire natural
order as a coherent and unified system of laws. In this sense it is analogous
to Philo’s Legos or Plotinus’ Neus.4? . ;

The Agent Intellect is alse the immediate cause of the natural world
being what it is; it is, to use a common medieval term, ‘the giver, of forms’
(donorformarum, noten hatsuror).*? The ‘map of the world’ that we draw
represents, if it is accurate, the contents of the Agent Intellect thathave been
translated into physical form in nature; The Agent Intellect is, then, not only
an efficient cause of human ¢ognition; it is also the-efficient agent Qf the way
the world is, the immediate cause of its formal structure:

§

The agent responmble for the emstence of the thmgs in the sublunar world is the
Agent Intellect whose existence has been proven in On the Soul . . [Also], it has
been shown in chapter 16 of the Book ofAmmul.r that thete is an agent at work in
the [generation of] plants and animals arid that this agént is an iritellect. Aristotle
calls it ‘the soul that emanates from the heavenly bodies’, which, he says, is a divine
power, and an intellect. Many of the modern pthosophers have called it ‘the Agent
Intelléct’ 44 i ‘ ‘ : : ;

Agam the analogy of the artisan 15 at work here: the Agent Intellect is the
supreme architect and builder of the sublunar world. It brings about an
ordered and structured world because it itself manifests and represents this
order. Now in the physmal world the forms, accordmg to which the World is
fashioned, are embodied in material ob]ects in the Agent 1 Intellect however,
they are abstracted from matter. In the former the forms are matenallzed’
and hence appear along with idiosyncratic propertles in the latter they emst
‘pure and neat , utterly universal and unified. To the extent that our concepts

42 Feldman, ‘Platonic Themes in Gersonides’ Doctrine of the Agent Intellect’.

43 Wars, 5.3.1 (iil. 81—2); H. Goldstein, ‘Dator Formarum’.

44 Wars, 1.6 (i. 152). Gersonides’ reference to Aristotle is actually to his Generation of
Animals, 2.3.736628-9. In the medieval ‘¢canon of Aristotlé’s writings this treatise was
part of a comprehensive zoological work known as The Book of Animals. '
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are a true map of the world they also represent the formal order of our world
asitis present in the Agent Intellect. Human knowledge is, then, the product
of the activity of the Agent Intellect upon our intelleet, whose cognitive base
is.our empirical expeffiefice of the natural world .45

‘Gersonides’ theory of the intellect is thus a blend of Platonic and
Aristotelian elements. It adopts Plato’s ideas of form and of the divine crafts-
man who creates the physical world according to a plan, but fits these ideas
into an Aristotelian framework involving the Agent Intellect. We have here
a synthesis of Plato’s Timaensand Aristotle’s On the Soul. But before I move
on to consider how Gersonides develops his doctrine of intellectual immor-
tality, I must note that his theory of the intellect needs to be supplemented
by bringing Ged into the story. Remember that the ‘law and order’ of the
sublunarworld ensconced in the Agent Intellect is precisely just that: it is the
plan for the world in which we humans live. It is not the plan of the whole
universe. The Agent Intellect is not the ultimate reality or cause of the entire
universe: God is. Itis God who has created both the physical and the spiritual
worlds, the world of bodies and the world of separate intellects, including
the Agent Intellect. The latter, as we have seen, is the ‘giver of forms’ for our
world. It has noinfluence or efficacy over the heavenly bodies. The ‘plan and
order’ of the whole universe is, however, in God’s mind: It is-according to
this plan that the entire universe has been created by God. We have here an
ascending hierarchy-of orders: the formal order of the physical world as
apprehended and understood in our minds; the order itself as it is embodied
in nature; this order as represented in the Agent Intellect; and finally, the law
of the whole universe in God.*8 As the summit and zenith of this ‘ladder of
being’ God knows everything, that is, all the laws governing the entire uni-
verse; at the lowest position in this scale we know only fragments of this
order. Nevertheless, this partial knowledge will turn out to be sufficient for
attaining human perfection, as we sha.ll see. ,

The Immortality of the Intellect

What does my knowing mathiematics, physics, or metaphysics have to do with
my having a share in the world to come? Indeed, what is it about knowledge
that confers 1mmortahty> ‘And is this knowledge both necessary and sufficient
for my enjoying this share of immortality? In answering these questions we
need to see how Gersonides connects the doctrine of immortality with his

45 Feldman, ‘Platonic Themes in Gersonides’ Doctrine of the Agent Intellect’, 255-78.
46 Wars, 5.3.5 (iii. 137); Touati, La Pensée philosophique de Gersonide, 349-52.
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general theory of cognition. To do this we first have to recall Aristotle’s prin-
ciple that, in the act of knowing, ‘the cognitive act and the object of
knowledge become one. Some of the medieval thinkers, such as Al-Farabi,
introduced a third element to this relationship, the intellect itself: “Thus the
meaning [of] it is “thinking in actuality,” “intellect in actuality,” and “intel-
ligible in actuality” is one and the same meaning.’#” Maimonides quotes this
formula as awell-known principle of Aristotelian epistemology: “Thus, in us
too, the intellectually cognizing subject, the intellect and the intellectually
cognized objéct are one and the same thing wherever we have an intellect in
actu.”8 In the very act of thought, then, there is, to use Altmann’s felicitous
phrase, a ‘triunity of intellectus’, the numerical idenitity of the knower, the
intellect, and the-objéct known.*? Gersonides too focuses upori the identity
of the thinker and the object of thought in the act of thinking. However,
whereas for Alexander of Aphrodisias and others the object of thought with
which the intellect is identified is the Agent Intellect, for Gersonides it is the
abstracted concept, or intelligible form, or thé proposition constituted by
these concepts that is the proper object of thought. v’ G

For Gersonides the key idea in this context is the ‘géneral nature’ (bateva
hakolal) The knowledge we acquire through the mechanisms of sense per-
ception and abstraction are ultimately bascd upon the existence of generic
and species natures, which in turn exist in pristine form in the Agent
Intellect. Although this nature as an embodied; or material, form does perish
alongwith the death of the particular that instantiates it, the form as repre-
sented in the Agent Intellect is everlasting and immutable. Moreover, and
most important, in so far as we have accumulated knowledge of these general
natures, our knowledge, or our acquired intellects, partake, to use a Platonic
expression, of the original stable and permanent character of these natures:
“Knowledge is conserved and indestructible; for itis of a perpettial thing that
is not destructible, i.e., it is of common' natures.’® Since in the act of
knowing the intellect becomes one with the object of knowledge, the
material intellect in its mature dctualization, thatis the4cquired intellect, has
become one with its cognitions and shares their stability and perpetuity.

Gcrsomdes expresses this idea nicely in his i mterprctatlon of Genesis 25: 8,
which in reporting the death of Abraham says: ‘and he was gathered to his
peoples’. Gersonides comments on tlus passage as follows

47 Al-Farabi, Letter Concerning the Intellect (trans. Hyman, 216).

48 Maimonides, Guide, i. 68 (trans. Pines, 165-6).

48 Altrnani, ‘Maimenides on the Intellect’, 74.

50 Gersonides, Commentary on the Five Scrolls, Eccles., 30d (my translation).
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Itis possible to interpret this passage as [meaning] that he was gathered to the
objects of knowledge that he acquired during his lifetime . . . After death the intel-
lect is gathered to these cognitions . . . Scripture calls these cognitions ‘peoples’
because they are the gpngral order [ basiduy bakolel] that exists in each and every
species, which the object’ of knowledge designates.5!

Since the term ‘people’ .connotcs generality or commonality, the ‘gathering
of Abraham’s soul’ to his peoples means for Gersonides the identification of
Abraham’s intellect with the universal truths that he acquired while his intel-
lect was embodied. In Abraham’s being gathered to his peoples, these truths
have been shorn of all particularity: their sensory-imaginative roots and
origins have been nullified in the process of abstraction. In this sense the
object of knowledge to which the intellect has been gathered is a universal,
an immutable element in the ‘law, order, and rightness’ of the sublunar world
contained in the Agent Intellect: ‘Accordingly, it is evident that the acquired
intellect itselfis the order obtaining in the sublunar world that is inherent in
the Agent Intellect.’52 Thus the ‘intellect that remains’ is the sum total of
one’s knowledge, one’s intellectual capital, accumulated through the pursu1t
of intellectual perfection, our true happiness.5

This sét of universal cognitions can be said to be 1mmatcna1 in so far as
with their loss of particularity they have also lost all their materiality, which
is the cause and source of corruption and decay. An apple rots because of the
decomposition ofits matter, not the destruction ofits essence, or nature. The
latter is a constant, an immutable component of the overall order in nature,
which is a physieal replica of the incorporeal plan in the Agent Intellect.
Accordingly, Gersonides concludes with the following syllogism: “The
acquired intellect is immaterial, and an immaterial substance does not have
the conditions requisite for corruption; and whatever lacks these conditions
is incorruptible.’®* The intellect has achieved immortality in so far as it has
literally &ecome its knowledge, whose perpetuity is grounded in the
immutable plan in the Agent Intellect. Plato’s doctrine of the immortality of
the soul by virtue of its inherent incorporeality has been transformed by
Gersonides into a theory of the immortality of the intellect, wherein the
intellect acquires immateriality, and hence immortality. Immortality is thus
not something that is inherited at birth but an achievement earned through
intellectual effort and accomplishment.

Herein lies Gersonides’ response to Alexander and Maimonides’ apparent
denial of individual immortality. Each acquired intellect is individuated by
51 CT, Gen., ‘Hayei sarah’, 332 (i. 158): 52 Wars, 1.11 (ii. 213).

58 CT, Gen., ‘Bereshit’, 14a—¢ (i. 51-2). 5¢ Wars, 1,11 (i. 213).
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its own intellectual contents: what Abraham knows is not identical with what
Isaac knows. The intellect of Einstein is not identical with the intellect of
Bolir. Even though these intellects ate all immaterial; they can be
ind'ividuated b‘y the spcciﬁci’r_y of their intellectual cOnt’cnt Thc differeni:es
prmaplc of md1v1duat10n, asitisin matenal substanccs, the principle of indi-
viduation is formal: the cognitions of the forms of things achieved by each
intellect. Just as the separate intellects governing the heavenly bodies.are
individuated by what they know of their correspoending bodies; so each
acquired intellect knows what it has individually undérstood of “the law,
order, rightniess’ of the sublunar world In both instarices the intellectis indi-
viduated by what it knows.? . LY i

. It should be noted, however, that this achiévement is static and terminal:
upon becoming immortal  the' acquired intellect cannot increase its
intellectual capital. Since it no longer has the sensory and imaginative appar-
atus to receive additional sensory inputs from which it can abstract concepts,
it can no longer .acquire information about the physical world. It must
remain content with what it alteady knows.5” Gersonides agrees with
Maimonides in construing immortality as an achievemerit gained through
intellectual perfection, yet he disagrees with him in insisting upori its indi-
vidual character. But if the acquired intellect qua immortal is unable to
increase its knowledge, what advantage deés immortality confer upon it? The
answer is that it is now able to contemplate itsintellectual achievements with-
out any hindrances supervening upon:it from the body. It:can now uhder-
stand simultaneously what it has formally known in the step-by-step manner
by which this knowledge was accumulated during the corporeal career of this
intellect: ‘All the knowledge that we have acquired in life will be continuously
contemplated and all the things in our minds will be apprehended simuilta-
neously, since after death the obstacle that prevents this [kind of cognition],
i.e., matter, will have disappeared.’>® For Gersonides, continuous and simul-
taneous understanding implies, or at least makes possible, a systematic grasp
of the whole body of knowledgeé that one has acquired. It is for this reason
that the wise do not fear death: they anticipate.a more pcrfcct and
unimpeded comprehension of their khowledge.5° -

55 Wars, 5.3.8 (m 156—63)

56 Ibid. .13 (i. 224); CT, Num., ‘Naso’, 1824 (iv. 21), see Rudavsky “The Jewish Tra-
dition’, 82; Mariekin, ‘Conservauvc Tendencies in Gersonides’ Religious Philosophy’,
306-10. 57 Wars, 1.13 (i. 225); CT, Num', ‘Hukat’, 1944 (iv. 109).

58 Wars, 1.13 (i. 224). 59 CT, Lev., ‘Aharei mot’, 1582 (iii. 275).
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In Berakhot 174, quoted by Maimonides as support for his understanding
of immortality, there is the notion that the immortals enjoy their state of
immortality. They reflect upon their intellectual achievement and take pleas-
ure in it. Gersonide§ agrees: ‘Each man who has attained this perfection
enjoys the happiness resulting from his knowledge after death . . . This pleas-
ure is not comparable to the other pleasures and has no relation to them at
all.’6® But to enjoy or to take pleasure in something is to be aware of the
object or source of the pleasure. This implies that the acquired intellect is
conscious not only of its intellectual achievement but also of its immortality.
Moreover; in contrast to our consciousness of our present experiences, for
the most part induced by or mediated through the body, the self-conscious-
ness experieficed by the immortal acquired intellect is completely detached
from and independent of the body. It does not suffer from interruptions or
distractions. It is ‘pure’. :

Gersonides’ Critique of Immortahty as Con]unctlon
with the Agent Intellect

As we notcd in our discussion: of Alexander some medieval philosophers,
especially in the Muslim world, developed his idea of intellectual immortality
as some kind of cognitive relation with the Agent Intellect into a theory
wherein Alexander’s notion of ‘assimilation’, or ‘likening’, to the Agent
Intellect was now interpreted as ‘conjuncton’ or ‘unification’. Immortality is
construed as an intimate attachment to the Agent Intellect achieved by the
acquired intellect at its most perfect stage of cognitive development resulting
in union. Although the terms ‘conjunction’ and ‘unification’ have different
connotations—the latter is stronger than the former—in many of the thinkers
espousing this doctrine they are used interchangeably, and this is how
Gersonides understands the theory.®! He treats the tradition from Alexander
to Averroes as advocating a view of immortality that implies union and hence
identity with the Agent Intellect. Nevertheless, as we shall see, there are some
relevant differences amongst the advocates of this doctrine, and Gersonides
will focus especially upon the dissimilarities between Averroes and Alexander.

Following Gersonides’ own procedure I shall first consider his exposition
and critique of Averroes’ position, which, Gersonides says, ‘has been thought
to be the most adequate explanation of the material intellect’.2 However, I

60 Wars, 1.13 (i. 224-5). ,
- 61 Altmann, ‘Tbn Bajja on Man’s Ulurnatc Fchcxty 53, 634, 78—9.
52 Wars, 1.4 (i. 130).
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need to note that, in his discussion of Averroes’ theory, Gersonides makes
no reference to Averroes’ Long Commentary on Avistotle’s On the Soul, which
was translated into Hebrew only after Gersonides’ death.63 Gersonides’
analysis, then, relies upon Averroes’ Epitome of Aristotle’s On the Sonland the
Middle Commentary on Aristotle’s On the Soul and several short treatises
composed by Averroes dealing with conjunction. The chronological and
conceptual relations between the long and middle commentaries are
currently topics of scholarly debate.5* However, I shall not enter into that
discussion, since the focus here is on how Gersonides understood Averroes
and those philosophers discussed by the Cordoban ‘Commentator’.

Gersonides’ debate with Averroes assumes that :Averroes accepted
Themistius’ thesis that the material intellect is a separable; and hence incor-
ruptible; substance, not.a merg disposition, as Alexander had ‘claimed,
Moreover, Averroes had explicitly concluded from this thesis: that, the
material intellect is really the Agent Intellect embodied in different humans;
or conversely; thcAgcnt Intellect is ‘accidentally’ the material intellect and
differentiated in humans only by the particular sensory images: acqun:cd by
individual percelvcrs Ultimately, there is only one intellect, which in 'its
receiving, or passwe and potcnﬁal aspect can be regardéed as the ‘material
intellect, but which in its a¢tive aspect is the Agent Initélléct. In this sense the
matc;ml intellect is a compeosite of the disposition; according to Aléxander;
and the separable substance, the Agent Intellect, dccording to Themistius
and Averroes. Alfréd Ivry aptly expresses this point as follows: ‘It is clear that
Averroes . . . believes that the different phases of intellectiori are all essenitially
part of the universal agent intellect, which despite its name, is responsible for
both the creating and receiving of intelligible [that is, the objects of knowl-
edge].’s® The dispositional dimension of knowing is inherent in thé sense
ddta accumulated in the imagination; thesé data are transformed into know-
ledge through the activity of the Agent Intellect that is “attached’ to'us. The
human intellect is ‘material’ in the sense that it, like matter in its physical
character as the recipient of form, is the potential repositoty of knowledgc if
and when itis acnvated by the Agent Intellect.

63 Ave;roes Long Commentary on Ari;tatlg’s De anima was translated Vinto Hebrew
after Gersonides’ death, probably in the fifteenth century (see Steinschneider, Hebrae-
ische Uebersetzungen, §73; Ivry, ‘Gersonides and Averroes on the Intellect’, 240).

64 Tyry, introduction to Averroes, Middle Commentary on Avistotle’s De anima,
pp- xiii~xxix; id., ‘Averroes” Three Commentaries on De Anima’y Davidson, Alfarabi,
Avicenna and Avcrroes on Intellect; 282-99.

85 Ivry, ‘Averroes on Intellect and Conjunction’, 78.
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The Agent Intellect is, then, both the form and the efficient cause of the
material intellect’s becoming an actual intellect: ‘It is clear, from the nature
of this intellect [the Agent Intellect]—which, in one respect, is form for us
and, in another, is the agent for the intelligible~—that it is separable and nei-
ther generable nor corruptlblc *66 In this passage Averroes implies that the
material intellect, by virtue of its ontological identity with the Agent
Intellect, is a separable substance, and thus immortal. In its ‘accidental’
embodiment in individual intellects, the Agent Intellect is literally tem-
porarily located in and differentiated according to the sensory collections of
each human mind. But with the death of the human body, the accumulation
of sensory images also disappears, and there is no longer any principle of
individuation that differentiates one human mind from another;: that
is, the Agent Intellect absorbs into itself all the material intellects such that
the latter all become one in the Agent Intellect: The Agent Intellect’s non-
essential immanent career as a knower of mundane objects and their forms
is now over, and its inherent transcendent character as a self-knower has now
been restored or revealed.®” The unicity of the Agent Intellect, a thesis
admitted by all the participants in this debate, is now ‘inherited’ by the ma-
terial intellect as it returns to its source. We can now speak of the ‘unicity of
the material intellect?, a thesis that was deemed so dangerous that it was
condemned by the bishop of Paris in 1277 and provoked Thomas Aquinas to
write his polemical treatise On There Being Only One Intellect.%® The
Aristotelian analysis of human cognition has become the basis for a ‘rational
mysticism’ that makes Aristotle a forerunner of Plotinus.®® - i

- Averroes makes no effort to conceal or gloss over the fairly obvious
corollary to his monopsychism: in the union of all human intellects in the
Agent Intellect there is no longer any differentiation, In short, there is no indi-
vidual immortality. On this major question the two great Cordoban
Aristotelian philosophers—Averroes and Maimonides—appear to agree.”®
This conelusion leads Gersonides to confront Averroes head-on and results in
a detailed refutation of the latter’s doctrine. His critique of Averroes comprises
several arguments that can be divided into three groups, or categories: theo-
logical (orreligious), epistemological, and metaphysical. It should be noted,

66 Averroes, Middle Commentary on Avistotle’s De anima, 116.

67 Ivry, ‘Averroeson Intellect and Conjunction’, 83; id., ‘Gersonides and Averroes on
the Intellect’, 24:8-9. :

68 Tempier, Condemnation of 219 Propositions, proposition 117.

69 Merlan, Monopsychism, Mysticism, Metaconsciousness, 98-113.

70 Tyry, ‘Conjunction in and of Maimonides and Averroés’.
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however, that the theological arguments are not appeals to religious texts; they
are, on the contrary, philosophical argaments defending the traditional theo-
logical belief in individual immortality, which, as we have séen; is itself
formulated by Gersenides within the framework of Aristotelian psychology.

.Suppose there is just one intellect for all humans and that immortality s
purchased at the price‘of obliterating all individuality. After all, ifimmortality
is the human perfection par excellence, what does it matter if we all acquire

it after corporeal death and without distinction? To.Gersonides it matters
a great deal. He mounts a barrage of veductio ad absurdum arguments show:
ing that Averroes’ theory is false. Tt is agreed by all that the pursuit of wisdom
is an essential component in the good life, which is supposed to warrant
immortality. But if immortality antomatically accrues to every material intel-
lect without distinction upon death, what point isthere in engaging in the
long and arduous enterprise of living the good life? On. Averroes® view;
‘learning in the theoretical sciences whose goal is not action would be:point-
less. For if they have no effect.on human perfection; i.e., immortality of the
intelleet; it is cleat that they have no utilitysat all.’’~ Gersonides believes that
the humari intellect, especially its theoretical; or speculative, capacity, is not
afortuitous,accident of human nature. We have it because it has a.goal or
function, whichuif not realized results in. the frustration of a hatural end.
Moreover, we have a natural desire to acquire knowledge, as Aristotle insists
in the opening paragraph of his Metaphysics.” If this desire has nopoint, then
a natural human capacity and disposition has no terminus or goal. This vio-
lates Aristotle’s dictum that nature does not do. anything in. vain.”®
Accordingly, the pursuit of wisdom would be otiose if ‘the unification
with the Agent Intellect . . . be achieved upon death, by any man, be he fool
of sage’.”* The contemplative life, glorified by Aristotle, Averroes, and
Maimonides, would have no essential connection with human perfection as
immortality, if it is achieved by anyone just by dying.. - )

If someone is unconvinced by this teleological defence of a theological
beliefin individual immortality and:claims that theré is no essential connec-
tion between the pursuit of wisdom and immortality, the former being wor-
thyin itself regardless of any of its possible consequences,”® Gersonidés now
introduces several metaphysical arguments that undermine the Averroist

v Wars, 1.4 (i..130). 2 Aristotle, Metaphysics, 1.1.980420.
3 Aristotle, Physics, 2.7.198b4—s; Parts of Animals, 1.1.641b12; Gersonides; Commen-
tary on the Five Scrolls, . of S., 6b~c (Commentary on the Song of Sonygs, trans. Kellner,
20). o o7 Wars,1.4 (1. 131).
7 As suggested by Ivry in ‘Gersonides and:Averroes on the Intellect’, 247-s1.
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doctrine. As we have already seen, for the Aristotelian the human intellect
needs to be stimulated and assisted in its actualization and maturation. Now
if the material intellect and the Agent Intellect are really one, as Averroes
maintains, then one znd the same entity is both the actualizer and that which
is actualized, which Vi‘cflajtes Aristotle’s principle that nothing can actualize
itself. According to the mediéval Aristotelians we come to know a scientific
Jaw through the agency of the Agent Intellect, which itself knows this law
and either tFansmits it to us or aids us in abstracting it from data. However,
ifthe material intellect and Agent Intellect are really just the same thing, then
one and the same thing would be both knowing this law and not knowing it
at the same timie. This is; Gersonides claims, clearly absurd.” ,
Moteover, if two things are really identical, then if one has the property F,
the other should have it too. Now; if the material intellect and Agent Intellect
are one entity, their properties should be identical. But they are not. Indeed,
their very definitions are radically different. The material intellect is defined
in terms ofits potentiality for knowledge and by the domain of its cognitive
activity, namely the natural world; the Agent Intellect is defined as
intrinsically actual'and as primiarily a self-knower: ‘But if we were to claim
that the two are identical, then two things of different natures would be
numetically identical, which is absolutely absurd. For it is impossible for
themi to be oné'in species [that is, by definition]; all the more so is it impos-
sible for them to be numerically identical.””” The Themistian—Averroist
attempt to bring the Agent Intellect ‘down to earth’ or to elevate the
material intellect to the incorporeal world of the separate intellécts restlts in
a metaphysical morass. A thing is what it is and not anothér thing. A 'thing
whose nature is to know the world outside itself is one thing; something
whose nature is to know itself is quite a different thing.”®
Indéed, there is a gap in Averroes’ doctrine of the materialization of the
Agent Intellect. How does that which is intrinsically incorporeal and tran-
scendént become embodied and immanent? If we say that it transforms itself
into the latter condition by some self-induced change, it thereby loses its sta-
tus as an unmutable incorporeal substance. If we claim that it is transformed
by some other agent, what or who is this external agent that has'the power
to change that which is essentially incorporeal and transcendent into some-
thing that is corporeal and immanent? And how would it accomplish this
extraordinary, if not miraculous, deed?™

76 Wars, 1.4 (1. 132). 77 Ibid. 1.4 (i. 133-4).
78 Ibid. 7 Tbid. 1.4 (i. 134, 137).




194 Huwmanity and its Destiny

Moreover, how does something that is essentially one become accidentally
many? Here we are confronted with 4 serious problem raised by Plato in his
dialogue Parmenides. If a unique, simple, separate, and incorporeal form is
present in and participated in by many corporeal particulars, how can these
essential properties of the form be preserved intact?®® Averroes, Gersonides
argues, has the same problem. According to Aristotle’s philosophy, matter is
the principle of individuation, as we have seen. If the immanence, or
presence, of the Agent Intellect in a plurality of minds is effected by its being
particularized by the sensory forms that each such mind has accumulated,
then the Agent Intellect has ceased to be a $eparate intellect. It has been
divided up inte a, plurality of material intellects, losing its orginal and
inherent status as a separate, incorporeal intellect. What was. initially one has
now become many; what was intrinsically incorporeal and, simple has now
become corpareal and divisible. This is unacceptable.8! - 0

Now let us consider some of the epistemological dlﬂiculmes that- bcset
Averroes’ doctrine. If two individuals A and B have the same intellect, then
what A knows B should know. Obviously this is not always the césg,»&?
Averroeswould reply that the requisite sensory information is avajlabig toA
butpot to B, and itis in this sense that we can say that their respcctivé intéi—
leats differ. o But, Gersonides would retort, why can we notsay that the sen-
sory data that enable A to know some empirical fact are sufficient for Bs
knowing this same fact, even though B lacks these data? ‘For when it is
assumed that this intellect requires the senses in what it knows, it is evident
that what is sensed by one man alone would be sufficient for [the presence ]
of the conception of what is sensed in #// men. But this is absurd.’®# In this
counter-argument Gersonides believes that if A and B have the same materjal
intellect, the relevant sensory data for knowing s some proposition need not
be present in both A and B. Their common intellect would use just one set
of sense data to affirm the truth of the proposition in question. IfA possesses
the required sensory information and agserts, the truth of that proposition,
then B, having the same intellect, should also affirm that proposition, Since
aﬁrmauon, or Judgernent is one of the actwmes of the intellect, once the
common intellect has affirmed the truth of a proposition on the basis of

cmpmcal data, everyone would make the same judgement. This is of course
not the case. ;

80 Plato, Parmenides, 130a-135¢. .
81 Wars, 1.4 (i. 138). 82 Ibid. 1.4 (i. 138, 141).
8 Averroes, Long Commentary on Aristotle’s De anima, 329, 333—4..
8¢ Wars, 1.4 (i, 138).
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Moreover, what about instances where either A and B have the same sense
data or where sensory information is irrelevant, as in mathematics, yet they
make different judgements? In the first case, looking at a figure, A says that
itis a duck; B, lookigg at the same figure, says that it is a rabbit. Each knows
what ducks and rabbits"ége like; but one and the same figure leads to different
judgements, despite A and B having the same intellect. In mathematics,
where sensory information plays no significant role, different mathematicians
may infer different conclusions from the same set of premises. If they have
the same intellect, this should not be possible. In sum, Averroes’ attempt to
salvage his unicity of the material intellect thesis while at the same time
acknowledging individual differences in cognition fails. It proves either too
much or too little.

Having disposed of Averroes’ doctrine of thc intellect and its corollary of

non-individual immortality, Gersonides now returns to the alternative version
of conjunction, suggested by Alexander and advocated by several of his
medieval followers, such as Ibn Bajja and perhaps Maimonides: assimilation
with, or attachment to, the Agent Intellect. Here, let us remember, we are not
talking about an original ontological identity between the material intellect
and the Agent Intellect, as in the case of Averroes; but about a supervenient
and /or acquired epistemic relation between an intellect and the object of its
knowledge.® The assimilation or conjunction is a state that is ‘earned’ by the
human intellect byvirtue ofits cognitive efforts and achievements. This is the
significance of the term ‘acquired’ in the concept of the acquired intellect. In
the ideal case this epistemological relation results in union with the Agent
Intellect, which is sufficient to confer immortality upon the human intellect.
The fundamental assumption of this theory is the Aristotelian epistemological
principle that, in knowing, the knower and the object of knowledge become
identical. Accordingly, if the knower has acquired complete knowledge of the
eternal Agent Intellect, then it has achieved the desired conjunction or union,
which confers immortality. Expressed in spatial terms, the relation can be con-
sidered as cognitive congruence: the mental contents of the human knower
are congruent with the contents of the Agent Intellect. Now in the medieval
context we have to ignore Alexander’s unique identification of the Agent
Intellect with God and consider the Agent Intellect alone as the relevant
object of knowledge. To achieve immortality then is for our intellects to
become congruent with the contents of the Agent Intellect.®

85 Merlan, Monopsychism, Mysticism, Metaconsciousness, 18-29.
86 Davidson, Alfarabi, Avicenna and Averroes on Intellect, 34—9; Reale, A Hzrtory of
Ancient Philosophy, iv. 28-33. ,
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Despite his adherence to Alexander’s psychology, and in particular to the
latter’s understanding of the material intellect as a disposition, Gersonides
rejects his concept of intellectual immortality as conjunction with the Agent
Intellect. As we have already noted, the cognitive apparatus and procedures
of th¢ human intellect differ considerably from those of the Agent Intellect,
resulting in a kind of cognitive dissonance or distance that prevents complete
conjunction. In the first place, the human intellect requires sensory inputs as
the bases for its knowledge, and thus needs a body; the Agent Intellect dis-
penses with such requirements. Indeed, it does not acquire knowledge; it
possesses it ab nitio. Secondly, the humian intellect acquires its knowledge
cumulatively over time, often intermittently, and occasionally falling into
error. In the Agent Intellect the objects of knowledge are simultaneously and
perfectly present. Thitdly, we often acctimulate knowledge haphazardly, not
reahzmg or pursuing the systematic relationships between different cogni>
tions'orideas. The Agent Intellect’s knowledge is 4 unified systerf1, the com-
plete ‘law, order, and rightnéss* of thé sublunab world.#7 & +. "~

- Finally, in"addition t6 the differences in the modés of cognition; the
hu:r‘nan intellect and the AgentIntellect can never bé cognitively congtuent.
No matter how great or how accurate our knowledge is it cin névei'be as
cornpletc as the kriowledge in the Agent Intellect. What we kiiow is Just a
subsct of the cognitive content inheérent in the Agetit Intellect. Even the
most prominent pliysicist or économist is just thatt he or she has attained
excellence in these fields only, whereas the Agent Initellect represénts the
whole body oflaws governing our world. All of these differences make con:
junction or union with the Agent Intellect impossible for us: ‘It is impossible

for man to apprehend completely the Agént Intellect . . . In thi$ some of the

recent philosophers have erred, thinkinig that man cotild appreherid com-
pletely the Agent Intellect and become numerically ofi¢ with it, and that
herein lies human happiness . . . and immortality.’s8 Cognitive dispdrity
between the human intelléct and its ultimate ¢ognitive goal is ’thercfore an
inelitctable and permanent fact of the human condition.

In one of the few places iti Book 1 of Warswhere Gersonides cites biblical
or rabbinic material, he discusses a debate between two sages concerning the
world to come. Accordmg to Gérsonides® owni understanding of the debate,
Rabbi Judah bar Simon interpreted the biblical passage ‘And God saw that
the light was good’ (Gen. 1: 4), as referting to the intellectual illumination
of the separate intellects which is reserved only for God, according:to the

87 Wars, 1.6 (i. 147-8, 151). 8 CT, Exod., ‘Shemot’, 564, eighth lesson (ii. 19).
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statement “The light dwells with him’ (Dan. 2: 22). Other sages, however,
interpreted the passage from Genesis as implying that the light is given to the
righteous of the world, according to tlie passage ‘Light is sown for the right-
eous’ (Ps. 97: 11). Getsonides reads this rabbinic midrash as anticipating his
debate with Alexander. He sides with Rabbi Judah bar Simon in denying that
humans can attain complete cognitive congruence with the Agent Intellect.
Nevertheless, he agrees with the other sages in allowing for a more limited
form of epistemic conjunction with the Agent Intellect that enables us to
acquire knowledge and become immortal by virtue of this knowledge.®?

In concluding Book 1 of Wars Gersonides reverts to the mishnaic formula
‘All Israel has a portion in the world to come” and interprets it in the light of
h1s own phllosophlcal understanding of immortality. How can we say that
someone who has not studied and mastered phxlosophy and the sciences has
achieved 1rnmort::1hty> Gersonides’ rigorous construal of imimortality as intel-
lectual perfection would seem to rule out most Israelites. However, let us
not despair; as Gersonides is quick to point qut, the Torah is a rich source of
information concerning the truths that will perfect us. Some will understand
thcsc truths more than others, yet in so far as all Israelites. believe that God
has created the world and that he is prov1dcnt to take just two fundamental
theoretical truths, they have acquired some at least of the truths requisite for
intellectual perfection, and thus immortality. As we shall see in the following
chapter, Gersonides believed that the Torah i isan extremely valuable guide
in leading us to our ultimate destiny and happiness.®°

89 Wars, 112 (i. 222). 90 Tbid. r.13 (i. 225).




