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CHAPTER 2

Proclus’ metaphysics

The philosophy of Neoplatonism is essentially holistic. For the Neoplaton-
ists (as indeed for most ancient philosophers), metaphysics, ethics, logic
or philosophy of nature are interconnected and can never be treated as
independent disciplines, as they often are today. Accordingly, by Proclus’
‘metaphysics’ I do not mean a self-contained discipline distinct from other
branches of philosophy, but rather a system of basic principles that keep
Proclus’ conceptual universe together, turning it into a coherent whole.
The fundamentally holistic nature of this complex body of principles
makes any lucid exposition of it an onerous task. The elementary laws of
Proclus’ universe are limited in number, but they all refer to one another,
being hard to grasp separately. Any linear explanation of them is thus
extremely difficult, for ideally the reader would need to see all the principles
atonce. Inordertobeableto introduce themstep by step, I will need to have
recourse to a number of deliberate simplifications, concealing important
points in early sections to reveal them fully later on. In many cases I will
try to create a kind of cosmological narrative designed to throw light on
various parts of Proclus’ system. While some Proclus specialists may find
such a method questionable, the beginner will hopefully appreciate it,
being spared the shock of having to absorb all of the system at once.
Proclus’ metaphysics is a harmoniouslogical system and Proclus is always
proud to demonstrate the formal coherence of his propositions. Indeed,
logic and metaphysics are closely connected in Neoplatonism, and mod-
ern scholars often have an understandable tendency to discuss Proclus’
metaphysics precisely from the logical perspective, reading its postulates
as ways to solve various formal problems." Such an approach is certainly
justified: it can hardly be denied that the only point of a number of Proclus’
metaphysical propositions is to make it possible to think of the intelligible
world as logically consistent. It is only because of this that in his Elements

! An extreme example of thisapproach is Lloyd 1967 and 1990.
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48 2 Proclus’ metaphysics

of Theology Proclus can use the Euclidean method to derive a complicated
system of metaphysical theorems from a small number of initial axioms.

Nonetheless, an exaggerated focus on the formal side of Proclus’ thought
has the unfortunate effect of turning his metaphysics into an abstract
structure the only point of which is its inner coherence. What is eclipsed in
such cases is its fundamentally dynamic character. For Proclus, the elaborate
logical structures describe the structure of reality as such, and in this regard
serve as a network of fixed channels enabling the flow of divine energy.
As we shall see, in Proclus’ view all levels of reality are constituted by a
tension between two basic principles of limit and the unlimited. While
limit corresponds to a precise logical arrangement, the unlimited is an
endless stream of energy that flows through the universe, providing it with
life and power. In my interpretations I shall try to pay just as much attention
to this aspect as to the logical one, emphasizing the dynamic nature of all
ontological structures.

Atits primary level my exposition will be ‘synchronic’, attempting to elu-
cidate every single metaphysical postulate by relating it to Proclus’ system
as a whole. In addition to this, it will also be necessary to touch upon the
‘diachronic’, historical aspect from time to time. Far from being an original
creation of a single thinker, Proclus’ metaphysics results from a long philo-
sophical tradition, sometimes being intelligible only in its context. I shall
not attempt to provide a thoroughgoing historical background, however,
and will only refer to Proclus’ predecessors when it helps us to understand
his position better. For our purpose the most important exponent of the
previous tradition will be Plotinus, the first late antique Platonist philoso-
pher who endeavoured to think as thoroughly and systematically as Proclus
did two centuries later. At the same time, Plotinus is a more accessible and
less technical thinker, and will thus be an ideal stepping stone for launching
into the much more tangled metaphysical world of late Neoplatonists. The
contrast with Plotinus will also help us to see what is specific for Proclean
Neoplatonism and wherein lies its distinctive identity.

2.1 THE ONEAND THE GOOD AS THE BEGINNING
AND END OF ALL THINGS

The alpha and omega of Neoplatonism is the assumption of the wholly
transcendent One understood as the highest principle of all things. As we
have seen (ch. 1.1), the idea as such was far from new: it wasalready present
in the Old Academy with Speusippus, re-emerging later with the Middle
Platonists. It was only Plotinus, though, who brought it to its conclusion
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and made it the cornerstone of his philosophical system. The Platonic
tradition takes it for granted that this imperfect visible world of ours is
derived from a higher kind of reality characterized by total perfection. For
a number of older Platonists this higher reality was sufficiently represented
by Intellect, conceptualized as the realm of pure being patterned into
ideal Forms. The crucial step of Plotinus was to see the perfection of
Intellect as itself relative only. Absolute perfection must coincide with
total unity, which cannot apply to Intellect for two reasons at least.*
(1) Intellect is the realm of pure being, which is closely linked with form
and shape (see e.g. Enn. v 5, 6). However, all form is limiting, implying
otherness and difference, which are incompatible with complete unity.
The One ‘is therefore not limited in relation to itself or to anything else:
since if it was, it would be twwo’ (Enn. v §, 11.3—4). Moreover, Intellect is
a plurality of Forms, and though these are all contained in one another,
each mirroring all the others, the resulting state is undoubtedly less perfect
than unity pure and simple (Enn. v1 9, 2). (2) Moreover, Intellect keeps
on contemplating the Forms within itself, containing thus at its heart
a duality, a distinction between the thinker and the object of thought.
Admittedly, this duality is absolutely unified, for Intellect is not separated
from the Forms it contemplates, consisting in them. Nevertheless, it is a
duality — and since all duality implies a decline in perfection, it cannot
belong to the first principle. Accordingly, Plotinus postulates the One as
the truly perfect principle which is above all duality. Being the summit of
all perfection, the One can have no positive characteristics whatsoever, as
these would once again make it limited and less perfect. The One needs to
be totally ungraspable and undefinable. Its fullness needs to be so complete
as to only admit negative descriptions.

Eastern Neoplatonists accept Plotinus’ conception, working it out in
two opposite directions. On the one hand, they put more emphasis on the
immediate presence of the One in all things. As we shall see, while Proclus
postulates a multi-layered hierarchy that makes the One extremely distant
from us, he simultaneously shows this distance as relative only: in actuality
the One pervades all levels and has even the remotest individual entities
under its control. On the other hand, late Neoplatonists also emphasize
the ultimate unfathomability of the One, pursuing negative theology in

% For a complete list of reasons see Wallis 1972: 57—9.

3 See e.g. Plotinus, Enn. v 3, 11.25-30, or v 3, 10.23—6: ‘The thinking principle, then, when it thinks,
must be in two parts, and either one must be external to the other or both must be in the same, and
the thinking must be in otherness, and necessary also in sameness; and the proper objects of thought
must be the same and other in relation to the intellect.’
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a much more radical manner than Plotinus did. We shall examine these
contrasting tendencies in the next two sections.

2.1.I  Positive presence of the One and the Good in all things

For Proclus, the One is not just a remote metaphysical abstraction infinitely
transcending our fragmented world, but an actual power that despite its
transcendence remains continuously present at the horizon of all that
happens around us. Without it these happenings would have no coherence
and would be impossible to grasp. Proclus explains this point at the very
beginning of the Elements of Theology (1.1-7):

Every multiplicity in some way participates in unity.

For suppose a multiplicity in no way participating unity. Neither this multi-
plicity as a whole nor any of its several parts will be one; each part will itself be a
multiplicity, and so to infinity; and each of those infinite elements will in turn be
an infinite multiplicity; for a multiplicity that in no way participates in any unity,
neither in respect of the whole of itself nor in respect of any of the individual parts
of it, will be infinite in every way and as a whole.

The problem of unity and multiplicity concerns everything around us not
just ontologically but epistemologically as well. Multiplicity is wherever we
see some difference, wherever we are able to distinguish one thing from
another. Yet if the world consisted of manifolds only, it would be altogether
incoherent and impossible to grasp. We would not see any connections but
only distinctions. As a result, we would not be able to comprehend any
single entity — for once we tried, it would dissolve into an infinite number
of partsand aspects. As Proclus observes in the Platonic Theology (111, 5.14—
7), ‘if what exists were infinitely infinite, we would not be able to know
it and grasp it; for all that is infinite is certainly incomprehensible and
unknowable’. If, on the other hand, we do perceive the head as different
from our feet, and yet can see them as two parts of a unified organism,
it implies the participation of both our head and feet in some kind of
unity. In this sense unity is the indispensable horizon of all knowledge and
meaningful orientation in the world. At the same time Proclus takes it
for granted that epistemology is in accord with ontology: if I see unity in
things, it has to exist in them objectively — for both being and cognition
come from the same source. Imperfect human condition may no doubt
frequently be mistaken in details, but it cannot err in such a fundamental
matter as this one.
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The principle of the One as the necessary framework of all things
is important in that it turns the Neoplatonic universe into a compact
totality with clear boundaries at all levels. In this totality there is both
plurality and unity, but the former is always subordinated to the latter.
Following this principle, Proclus arrives at strict monism: the One pervades
everything and there is nothing that would not be contained in it. Such a
conclusion might seem to follow naturally from Neoplatonic metaphysics:
once we postulate the One as the sole source of all, all things have to stem
from it. In practice, however, such a conclusion is far from necessary. An
obvious source of troubles is our material world, which in many respects
remains recalcitrant and disobedient. In the half-mythical discourse of
the Timaeus Plato significantly conceptualized this defiant aspect of our
world as inflexible Necessity, which appears to act as an independent
power, offering considerable resistance to the order imposed by Intellect.
In this way Plato bequeathed to the subsequent tradition a possible germ
of dualism that all Platonists had to cope with, proposing a whole range
of possible positions. Neoplatonism is definitely situated at the monistic
pole of this range, but with Plotinus the dualistic tendencies are still visible
from time to time. As we shall see (ch. 7.1), while Plotinus probably does
see matter as stemming from the One,* he finds it to stand so far from
it as to act as its adversary in a sense, being a source of evil. For Proclus
such a view is unacceptable. His own metaphysics brings monism to its
full conclusion, and even matter is therefore seen as closely tied to the
One, being fully controlled by it. We shall explore some interesting ethical
implications of this conception in chapter 7.

Ethics is closely tied to another crucial ‘positive’ aspect of the One,
namely its teleological function. The One is not just whatkeeps all things
together but what all things long for and aspire to. The One is the measure
of perfection. All decline in perfection results from a duality that gives
room for discord and conflict. How far up or down an entity stands on
the ontological ladder is determined precisely by the extent of its unity. At
the same time, perfection is an aim that all things strive for. Unity thus
has both an efficient and a teleological aspect: the One gives all the things
that participate in it their coherence, while being also the highest Good

4 Admittedly, the generation of matter in Plotinus is a controversial subject. In my study I will not try
to take account of all the scholarly disputes and will follow the influential line of interpretation best
represented by Denis O’Brien (1971, 1999), seeing matter as being produced by the lowest level of
Soul (see below, p. 206).
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that they desire.’ Participation and desire are but two sides of one coin.
The metaphor of participation tells us that all lower things bear a trace
of something higher in themselves, this something being the ground of
their being. The concept of desire points out that all lower things relate to
this higher something as to their ideal aim. The Neoplatonists emphasize
that both of these processes happen simultaneously, every true cause being
both an efficient and a final one. At the level of the highest principle these
two types of causality correspond to the One and the Good respectively —
though in fact, we can hardly distinguish between them, for we all long for
unity and have the Good as the ground of our being (E7 13):

Every good tends to unify what participates in it; and allunification is a good; and the
Good is identical with the One.

For if it belongs to the Good to conserve all that exists (and it is for no
other reason that all things desire it); and if likewise that which conserves and
holds together the being of each individual thing is unity (since by unity each is
maintained in being, but by dispersion displaced from existence): then the Good,
wherever it is present, makes the participant one, and holds its being together in
virtue of this unification.

And secondly, if it belongs to unity to bring and keep each thing together, by its
presence it makes each thing complete. In this way, then, the state of unification
is good for all things.

But again, if unification is in itself good, and all good tends to create unity,
then the Good unqualified and the One unqualified merge in a single principle,
a principle which makes things one and in doing so makes them good. Hence it
is that things which in some fashion have fallen away from their good are at the
same stroke deprived of participation of unity; and in like manner things which
have lost their portion in unity, being infected with division, are deprived of their

ood.
§ Goodness, then, is unification, and unification goodness; the Good is one, and

the One is primal good.

In understanding the first principle as the Good the Neoplatonists follow
an old Greek tradition that sees the good as an aim of all human activity.
Plato and Aristotle already agree that whatever we do, we do for sake of
the good’® and that the good may be defined precisely as ‘that which all
things desire’.7 At the basic level this is a fairly trivial claim. Socrates has
little problem in the Gorgias (467-8) to convince Polus the sophist that the
good is the aim of all human activities: for whatever we do, we do because

5 In PT 11 6, 40.9-10 Proclus phrases the same idea in more technical terms, explaining the name
‘One’ as an image of the ‘procession’ of all things from the first principle, while the name ‘the Good’
as signifying their ‘reversion’. For the meaning of these terms see below, ch. 2.2.2.

6 Plato, Gorg. 468; cf. Phlb. 20d. 7 Aristotle, Eth. Nic. 1094a3.
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we find it better to do this than not, seeing the activity as somehow useful
for us. Polus accepts this claim, understanding it in a purely subjectivist
way: in his view the good is whatever one considers as such. In the same
passage, however, Plato makes it clear that he interprets his thesis in a much
stronger sense, being ready to distinguish between what seems good and
what really is good regardless of what the agent may believe.

It is precisely this far from self-evident distinction that stands at the
heart of Platonic ethics and metaphysics. The Platonists take it for granted
that the distinction between the good and the evil is not just a matter of
opinion or social convention, but that there are independent criteria of
the good by which all action can be measured. In a number of passages
Plato suggests that he considers this absolute good not just as a moral
but as an ontological measure as well. In the Phaedo he gives the good
as the main physical cause, insisting that an explanation of a physical
phenomenon is only relevant if it demonstrates the phenomenon’s relation
to the good, presenting the natural arrangement in question as the best
one possible.® Moreover, in the Republic 509b he suggests that one should
see the Good as the highest principle of all reality: it is the source of both
knowledge and being, while transcending them itself and being ‘beyond
being’ (epekeina tés ousias). Nevertheless, in his dialogues Plato confines
himself to vague insinuations and he deliberately refuses to turn them into
a coherent metaphysical system.? The Neoplatonists, on the other hand,
seek precisely this, bringing Plato’s claims concerning the good to their
ultimate logical conclusions.

For the Neoplatonists, longing for the good is the basic driving principle
of reality. If from one perspective our world is characterized by multiplicity
participating unity, from another point of view we can describe the same
thing as defectiveness desiring perfection. All that exists is limited in some
way — for it all needs to have a form and a boundary. But every limitedness
implies an imperfection,'® creating a kind of ‘vacuum’ in things thatstrives
to be filled. This means, however, that there has to exist some supreme

8 Plato, Phd. 97b-99c. Plato develops this theoretical programme in the Zimaeus, where he discusses
the arrangement of the universe precisely from this teleological aspect.

9 One may wonder whether Plato did not attempt such a thing in his ‘unwritten doctrines’ at least.
Yet, the fact that already each of his personal pupils, Speusippus and Xenocrates, interpreted Plato’s
teaching in a different way makes this possibility highly unlikely. Cf. Dillon 2003: 16.

® This statement is a simplification. Proclus only talks about ‘imperfection’ at the level of our world;
all the higher levels are perfect, for they exist as balanced holistic systems and are ‘self-constituted’
and capable of reverting to themselves (see ch. 2.2.3). Nonetheless, Proclus does apply to them the
adjective arelés (‘imperfect’) in comparative and speaks of different degrees of their perfection (see
e.g. ET 25; 36—7). In this sense the Soul, for instance, is perfect as such but imperfect (or ‘less
perfect’, to be precise) in relation to Intellect.
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fullness that brings the striving forth. The longing of every entity for its
good implies the existence of the Good as such (E7 8.1-15):

All that in any way participates in the Good is subordinate to the primal Good which
is nothing else but good.

For if all things which exist desire their good, it is evident that the primal Good
is beyond the things which exist. For if it were identified with any thing that there
is, either this thing is identical with the Good, and by this identity excluded from
desiring the Good (since all appetite implies a lack of, and a severance from, the
object craved); or (since this is impossible) its being is to be distinguished from its
goodness, and the latter will be immanent in the former and participated in by it.
If so, it is not the Good, but @ good, being immanent in a particular participant: it
is merely the good which this participant desires, not the unqualified Good desired
of all existing things. For that is the common object of all yearning, whereas an
immanent good belongs to the participant.

The primal Good, then, is nothing else but good.

Just as the One, despite its transcendence, is ever present to all things
through participation, so the Good, despite being incomprehensible in
itself, acts as the most elementary impetus of all that happens.

2.1.2  Negative theology

While letting the One pervade everything down to the tiniest detail, Proclus
places an equally strong emphasis on the One’s ultimate transcendence. In
a certain sense the coupling of immanence and transcendence is typical of
all the higher causes. As Proclus explains in proposition 98 of the Elements
of Theology, every higher cause is ‘at once everywhere and nowhere’: it is
everywhere, for all things participate in it, but it is nowhere since it never
mixes with what it pervades, abiding in itself in its transcendent purity.
For the One, though, this is true in a much stronger sense. The One is
not just transcendent, but essentially incomprehensible as well — for any
comprehension would impose limits on it, making it constrained and less
perfect.

Incomprehensibility and ineffability is a natural product of the idea of
unity brought to its conclusion, and is already a frequent motif with Ploti-
nus. Nevertheless, Plotinus’ reaction to it is slightly different: while greatly
emphasizing it, he simultaneously keeps on searching for ways to overcome
it and attain at least an approximate comprehension of the One’s unity.™
Accordingly, Plotinus tries to do his best to approach the One by way of
analogy at least. He never tires of inventing bold images and metaphors

1 See above, pp. 19—20, and in greater detail Schroeder 1996; Hoff mann 1997: 340~72.
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that despite their necessary inadequacy may yet tell us something about
the One’s nature. Quite often he has recourse to language experiments,
pushing conceptual expressions to their very limits and twisting words to
make them say more than they are normally able to.™

Eastern Neoplatonists take a different course. In their metaphysical
accounts they are able to speak of the One quite clearly and precisely,
but at the same time they constantly stress that none of their statements
actually capture the true One as such. A radical version of this strategy
was introduced by Iamblichus, who tried to safeguard the transcendence of
the first principle by postulating one more higher principle above the One,
refusing to say anything about it except thatit is absolutely unspeakable and
unlike anything else we know.” Damascius, the last head of the Athenian
Academy, who reports Iamblichus’ view while sharing it himself, explains
this surprising step as an attempt to free the first principle from all relation
to anything lower. Every relation implies duality, but the first principle is
‘beyond any opposition. .. not just an opposition that might take place
within one and the same level, but even beyond the opposition that might
arise between the First and that which comes after it’.*#

Proclus never goes this far himself and in proposition 20 of the Elements
of Theology he explicitly claims that ‘beyond the One there is no further
principle’. In essence, however, he has much sympathy with Tamblichus’
approach, and in the Platonic Theology we can discover the following
statement:

Noteven the first principle is really one; it is superior to the One, as has often been
said. Where, therefore, do we find the One that is altogether one in the strict sense
of the term? Well, there is a One which is before Being and which brings Being
into existence as its primal cause, while what precedes this One is beyond unity
and causality too, maintaining no relation to anything, transcending all things and
being unparticipated by them.”

™ One example of this is Plotinus’ frequent use of the adverb hoion, ‘as if, something like’, which
according to Enn. v1 8, 13.49—50 we should ‘understand with each expression’ relating to the One.
This allows him to talk e.g. of ‘something like Intellect in the One which is not Intellect’ (Enn. v1
8, 18.21-2). Meijer (1992: 38, n. 35) speaks fittingly of a ‘hoion metaphoricum’ in these cases.

3 See Damascius, Deprinc.186.3—87.7 (where lamblichus is contrasted with the more simple approach
of Porphyry). A similar tendency to replace ‘worn-out’ highest concepts by a new highest principle
which is even more ungraspable than the previous ones has a nice Indian parallel in the eleventh
century in Abhinavagupta (and his Kashmir Shaivist commentators), who has postulated beyond
the ‘highest’ thirty-sixth tattva (§iva) an even more transcendent thirty-seventh tattva (parasiva), and
beyond it (to be on the safe side) another thirty-eighth tattva, which is unnamed and unobjectifiable.
Cf. Hanneder 1998: 171—2.

4 Damascius, De princ. 1 5.20-6.7. Cf. Dillon 1996b; Hoffmann 1997: 375-86.

Proclus, PT 111 8, 31.12-18; cf. PT 11 12, 72.19-73.23; In Parm. 1196.22—31. For the argumentational

context of the lower/higher One distinction see Meijer 2003.
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What Proclus wants to point out here is that the very category of unity is
already comprehensible and limited to a certain extent, and thus cannot
be the truly ultimate principle but has to correspond rather to the primal
Limit that is the source of all further limitations (see ch. 2.2.4 below).
In general, however, Proclus avoids this subtle distinction and in most
cases we can rest assured that by the ‘One’ Proclus does mean the first
principle.

A more typical Proclean strategy is different: rather than postulating a
higher, not yet ‘worn-out’ principle above the One, he takes precautions
thatwould preventsuch wearing out in the first place. In practice this means
that although Proclus speaks of the One often and with great precision, he
keeps on reminding us that his statements do not really capture the true
heart of the One, being but conjectural approximations that we make by
analogy with the lower levels. A good example is Platonic Theology 11 9,
where after a certain hesitation Proclus admits that if we understand the
first principle as the source of the good and the aim of all things, we are
probably not too wide of the mark; things are more complicated, though,
with most of our other usual assertions (P711 9, §8.19—59.4):

If we wish to attribute productive and generative causality to it, however, we are
already starting to depart from the perfect unity of the first principle. For even if
it is a cause of existing things, generating them all, lower beings are not allowed
to know it or express it in words. It is only in hymns of silence that we are bound
to praise the ineffability of this non-causal cause preceding all causality (pro ton
aition panton anaitigs aition). It is only by analogy with the first terms participating
in it that we transfer causality (whether final or efficient) onto the first principle,
together with the notions of the good and the one. And we can pardon the soul
if, driven by her birth pangs, she tries to relate to the unified God, longing to
think about him and speak of him. Yet we need to insist that the transcendent
superiority of the One surpasses all such speaking to an extent that is impossible
to express.

Readers accustomed to Plotinus’ daring philosophical trips into the
realm of the One might find Proclus’ position rather defeatist. E. R. Dodds
(1933: 265) classically attributed it to the baleful influence of theurgy, which
replaced active ascents to the One by passive obedience to ritual rules.
Dodds’s view is biased, though there is a grain of truth in it. It can hardly
be doubted that the belief in the fundamental unknowability of the One
is related to the late Neoplatonists’ doctrine of the soul’s incapability to
leave its proper ontological level, which we have seen as closely allied to
their embrace of theurgy (ch. 1.2.2-3). For Plotinus the soul at its highest
point is rooted in the One, and under favourable circumstances, and with
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utmost effort, is capable of joining it in a unio mystica. It is this perspective
that helps us understand Plotinus’ language experiments in his attempt
to capture the nature of the One: they can be seen as a special ‘spiritual
exercise’ designed to break through the inner barriers with which we all
separate ourselves from the One. From this point of view it is only natural
that Plotinus can never cease in his struggle to grasp the One, ever circling
around it, searching for new ways to get close to it."

Proclus, too, aims at a mystic union with the One, but his version of
itis more modest. Not only does he see the union as taking place at the
psychic level only (in the ‘one in the soul’), but he also views our human
capacities as more limited, putting greater emphasis on the need of divine
help. Significantly, he postulates Faith (pistis) as one of the crucial cosmic
forces (together with Love and Truth) acting as a mediator between human
souls and the One (P71 25, 110.6—12):"7

To put it summarily, divine Faith unifies with the Good in an unspeakable manner
all the classes of the gods and daemons as well as those souls that are blessed. For
the Good is not to be searched for by way of cognition, nor is thesearch to remain
uncompleted. Accordingly, we need to close our eyes, give in to the divine light
and let us become established in the unknowable and secret Henad of all beings.

Plotinus too was aware that the ultimate unification is unattainable by
purely human means; in the last stage one cannot but close one’s eyes,
waiting till the One appears of itself.'® With Proclus, however, this passive
aspect is stressed much more, coming to the foreground.

At first sight this might only seem to confirm the harsh verdicts of
E.R.Dodds. Indeed, Proclus’ refusal to speak of the One has misled Dodds
as well as other scholars into thinking that it betrays his failure to really
ever reach the final aim.” Such a conclusion is unlikely and results from an
inadequate comparison with Plotinus. Unlike Plotinus, Proclus was not a
pure philosopher. As we shall see in chapter 5.2.2, in eastern Neoplatonism
all philosophical progress went hand in hand with theurgic techniques that
helped to complete what was prepared by intellectual work and spiritual
exercises.”® Not even the realm of Intellect was accessible by thought alone;
one also needed to perform rituals (both physical and mental) and work

16 See the derailed description of Plotinus’ negative method in Carabine 1995: 126—53, and the con-
trasting analysis of Proclus’ negative theology ibid., pp. 160-87. For Plotinus’ ‘spiritual exercises’ see
Hadot 1995: 99-101; Hadot1988: 52, 347-s51.

'7 In this he follows the Chaldean Oracles (fr. 46). Cf. Hoffmann 2000.

8 Plotinus, Enn. v 5, 8.1 (quoted below, p. 174).

¥ Dodds 1933: xxiii. Cf. Rist 1964a: 220, or more recently Cleary 2000: 87.

2% Cf. Hoff mann 1997: 372~; Saffrey 1986: 253—4.
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with religious symbols that through their incomprehensibility helped the
souls of the adepts ‘to step out of themselves, grounding them in the gods
and making them divine’.** For the final unification with the One Proclus
possessed special mystical techniques that we shall examine in chapter 5.2.2.

It is for this reason that Proclus can remain content with stripping
away all discourse from the One and leaving it altogether unspeakable.
For Plotinus, the spiritual exercises that could lead him towards the One
were philosophical in essence, consisting in various intellectual techniques
for purifying the soul and stripping it of all the positive features that
separate it from the One. Proclus possessed other, supplementary means,
and hence he could afford to keep philosophical silence. The function of
negative theology for him is preparatory and cathartic.** It is not meant
to accomplish the final act of unification, but to remove all conceptual
obstacles standing in the way between us and the One. Since the negative
method itself is no more than a preparation for receiving the light shining
from the One, we need to leave it behind in the last stage of our ascent,
giving up any claim to a philosophical knowledge of the One:

For this whole dialectical method, which works by negations, may conduct us
to what lies before the threshold of the One, removing all inferior things and by
this removal dissolving the impediments to the contemplation of the One, if it
is possible to speak of such a thing. But after going through all the negations,
one ought to set aside this dialectical method also, as being troublesome and
introducing the notion of the things denied with which the One can have no
neighbourhood.?

At the end of the negative journey we encounter the ultimate unknowability
of the One. As Carlos Steel aptly puts it, ‘Proclus has no “negative theology”
if one means by this term a negative discourse whereby one expresses
through negations what the divine cause is: God is without multiplicity,
without division, without time, without space, an incorporeal being.** The
negative dialectic only aims at removing all discourse, negations as well as
affirmation, leaving the soul speechless “in silence”.” All we can do is deny
any possibility of making a meaningful statement about the One.

Yet, while the soul cannot know the One, she can attain likeness to
it, experiencing its unity. Negative theology is the precondition for this,
purifying the soul for the inflow of divine inspiration (/% Parm. 1094.22—

1095.2):

2 Proclus, /n Remp. 11 108.23—4. CE. below, ch. s. 22 See Carabine 1995: 176-83.

3 Proclus, In Parm. vu1 520.30-521.5 (= 74K.15—20).

4 Steel 2005a: 20. As Steel points out in a footnote ad loc,, it is in this limited way that ‘the scholastic
philosophers integrated negative theology into their metaphysical ontology’.



2.1 The One and the Good 59

For, if we are to approach the One by means of these negative conceptions and to
emancipate ourselves from our accustomed ways of thought, we must strip off the
variety of life and remove our multifarious concerns, and render the soul alone by
itself, and thus expose it to the divine and to the reception of divinely inspired
power, in order that having first lived in such a way as to deny the multiplicity
within ourselves, we may thusascend to the undifferentiated intuition of the One.

The receiver of this divine inspiration is ‘the one’ in us, which ‘warms’
the soul, inducing in it the kind of divine madness that Plato describes
in the Phaedrus. In it the soul finds its ‘mooring’, leaving all intellective
activity behind and dancing blessedly around the One.” The soul is now
‘everywhere closing her eyes, and contracting all her activity and being
contentwith unity alone’.?® How exactly this state is achieved is not entirely
clear, but it seems likely that even here pure philosophy was insufficient,
requiring the help of ritualized meditation (see below ch. 5).

In the eyes of modern readers a reference to non-philosophical mystical
techniques for reaching the One will be but a poor solace. Unlike Neopla-
tonic texts, theurgy has not survived, and Proclus’ principal reluctance to
represent his experience of the One in words must lead to this aspect of his
world being closed to us forever. Despite this, all is not lost — for while we
cannot actively experience the unspeakable One, we can at least appreciate
the positive general impact that the unknowability of the first principle has
within Proclus’ metaphysical system. In other words, we can see negative
theology as an indispensable horizon against which all positive metaphys-
ical assertions are pronounced, and one that influences their nature in a
vital manner.

One of its most interesting positive implications is the ability of the One
to penetrate into the remotest recesses of reality. This is particularly signif-
icant in Proclus’ analyses of divine providence and of the gods’ capacity to
know worldly events (see ch. 7.7). In Proclus’ view, every being can only
have knowledge in a manner appropriate to its own mode of existence.
Were the gods comprehensible and clearly delimited, they would only be
able to know that side of events which is also such. In other words, they
would only recognize events from the standpoint of their form, regularity
and predictability, but would have no access to their contingent aspect —
for contingence consists precisely in that a mortal being fails to realize its
form properly due to the weakness of matter.?” It is only thanks to their

¥ Proclus, In Parm. 1071.7-1072.11. 26 Proclus, In Parm. vu 520.22-3 (= 74K.8-9).
27 For the correlation contingent — unlimited (unformed), necessary — limited see Proclus, De dec. dub.
13-14; De prov. 65. For failure as the sole source of indeterminism df. below, ch. 7.4.
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transcending all form that the gods can also follow all our contingent deci-
sions, being able to supervise our activities even when we commit mistakes
and make our lives perverted.*®

The example just adduced is but a particular instance of the general
cosmic significance that the One’s incomprehensibility has. As we have
seen (ch. 1.1), in late antiquity Platonism evolved to ever stronger forms
of monism. In the universe of the Middle Platonists it was just the higher
levels that were under the full control of the gods, the sublunary realm
being partly given up to contingency. With Plotinus the One starts to
act as an all-embracing principle penetrating as far as individual material
things; nevertheless, its control is still not absolute due to the influence
of matter, conceived as a principle offering resistance to the One.” With
late Neoplatonists this last obstacle is gone and even matter is entirely
subordinated to the One. Their universe thus becomes a completely closed
system in which the One supervises everything down to the tiniest details.
Understandably, such a ‘totalitarian’ subordination of all things to the first
principle threatens to lead ~ in the words of Dodds (1933: 223) — to ‘a rigid
monistic determinism’, denying us any possibility to decide for ourselves.

It is precisely by founding their positive theology in the essential neg-
ativity of the first principle that late Neoplatonists are able to sidestep
this conclusion. Were the One definable in any way, its supervision would
necessarily have the form of strict rules to which all things must conform.
Such a view, of course, would be entirely unrealistic, failing to explain the
infinite variability and unpredictability of particular events and situations
in our world. Every totality founded on clearly defined principles sooner
or later turns into an ossified system that has lost all touch with life in its
unique fluidity. Neoplatonic totality, however, is based on a principle that
has no form or definition itself, being open to every possible development.
Thanks to this, the One’s providential care for the world does not consist
in inexorable rules and precepts, offering opportunity for all alternatives
and being able to relate flexibly to every possible situation.?® Despite this
it is not a relativistic principle. The One is the absolute measure of the
good, guiding us to perfection with firm hand. Nevertheless, it gives room
to individual decisions, adroitly reacting to whatever course of action we

%8 For contingence as a mistake and a failure to realize one’s form properly see below, chs. 7.2 and 7.6.
For divine supervision of human mistakes seech. 7.7.

%9 Plotinuswould never say directly that matter ‘offers resistance’ totheOne, and would try to maintain
a monistic position at all costs. Despite this, as we shall see in ch. 7.1, his conception does show
traces of dualism.

3© This subject is discussed in detail in the first three of Proclus’ Ten Doubts Concerning Providence.
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may choose. We shall discuss some interesting implications of this view in
our chapter on Proclus’ theodicy (ch. 7.7).

In addition, it is important to realize that Proclus’ refusal to speak about
the One does not result in intellectual resignation. On the contrary: if he
finds the One as such altogether unknowable, it is all the more important
for him to get a good grasp of all the other entities adjoining it, as well as of
all the intermediate levels standing between the One and our world. The
fact that there are theurgic techniques for approaching the One does not
mean that we could dispense with philosophical investigation. Theurgy
is only capable of bringing to fulfilment what was begun by intellectual
means. As Proclus emphasizes in /n Tim. 1 211.9—11, our unification with
the One is conditioned by our knowledge of all the divine orders that we
approach in our worship; for if we did not know their specific properties,
we would not be able to approach them in an intimate way’. In the end,
Proclus is thus able to say much more about the One than Plotinus. True,
he cannot tell us anything about its essence, but he is able to discuss at
length all of its lower manifestations, some of which stand extremely close
to the One, revealing it to a significant extent.

The most conspicuous example of this approach is Proclus’ postulation
of the ‘henads’ or ‘gods’ as the basic ‘subunits’ existing within the One. We
shall take a closer look at them in chapter 3, but for the moment we may
note that their introduction into the system has the crucial and beneficial
effect of shifting the boundary of the apprehensible as close to the highest
point as possible. The incomprehensible One turns out to be really just a
tiny point on the top of the pyramid of all thingsin which everything else is
subject to apprehension. Although the henads are unknowable themselves,
we can know them safely through their effects (F7123):

All that is divine is itself ineffable and unknowable by any secondary being because of
its supra-essential unity, but it may be apprehended and known _ﬁ‘om the things which
participate in it. For this reason, only the First Principle is completely unknowable, as
being unparticipated in.*

For all rational knowledge, inasmuch as it grasps intelligible notions and consists
inacts of intellection, is knowledge of real beings and apprehends truth by an organ
which itself belongs in the class of real beings. But the gods are beyond all being.
Accordingly the divine is an object neither of opinion nor of discursive reason nor
yet of intellection: for all that exists is either sensible, and therefore an object of
opinion; or true being, and therefore an object of intellection; or of intermediate
rank, at once being and becoming, and therefore an object of discursive reason. If,
then, the gods are supra-essential, or have a substance prior to beings, we can have

3 For the One as ‘unparticipated’ see below, chs. 2.4.2 and 3.1.
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neither opinion concerning them nor scientific knowledge by discourse of reason,
nor yet intellection of them.

Nevertheless from the beings dependent upon them their distinctive properties
may be inferred, and this with the force of necessity. For differences within a
participant order are determined by the distinctive properties of the principles
participated in. And participation is not of all by all, since there can be no
conjunction of things that are wholly unlike each other, nor does any chance thing
participate in any chance thing, but to each cause is attached, and from each
proceeds, that effect which is akin to it.

If the realm of being is well apprehensible, while the first principle is
completely incomprehensible, the gods (or the henads) are perfect media-
tors between both: being unknowable in themselves, they may be known
indirectly through their effects, and that even ‘with the force of necessity’
(anankaios), i.e. in a systematic and reliable way.

We can see, therefore, that the ultimate unfathomability of the first
principle is no obstacle to speculations about it, being a kind of dark
framework within which Proclus’ metaphysical discussions take place. It
is notable that in the Elements of Theology the axiom of unknowability
is only mentioned a couple of times, while positive analyses of the One
are to be found in dozens of passages. Negative and positive theology are
interconnected and complement each other.

2.2 THE CYCLE OF PROCESSION AND REVERSION

2.2.1 Why does the One create lower levels?

All Neoplatonists see the One as absolutely perfect, complete and self-
sufficient. If this is so, it is only natural to ask why the One has created
anything in the first place. Why has it not remained satisfied with its own
perfection, and has created something different, and less perfect, besides
itself? A simple and elegant answer is already given by Plotinus, who
resolutely denies that the creativity of the One would be a result of its con-
scious decision or intent of any kind. The One is creative simply because
of its perfection, the natural by-product of every perfection being the ten-
dency to ‘overflow’, so to speak, spreading and expanding unintentionally
(Enn. v 4, 1.23-36):

If the First is perfect, the most perfect of all, and the primal potency, it mustbe the
most powerful of all beings and the other potencies must imitate it as far as they
are able. Now when anything else comes to perfection, we see that it produces,
and does not endure to remain by itself, but makes something else. This is true not
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only of things which have choice, but of things which grow and produce without
choosing to do so, and even lifeless things, which impart themselves to others as
far as they can: as fire warms, snow cools, and drugs act on something else in a
way corresponding to their own nature — all imitating the First Principle as far as
they are able by tending to everlastingness and generosity. How then could the
most perfect, the first Good, remain in itself as if it grudged to give of itself or was
impotent, when it is the productive potency of all things?

If the God of the Christians wished to create the world, for the Neoplatonists
creation is but a spontaneous by-product of the One’s perfection. The One
is often compared by them to the sun, whose rays do not illuminate our
world intentionally, being a natural result of the sun’s hotness.3

There is one important consequence to this approach: it follows that the
One takes no conscious interest for the lower levels, just as the sun cares
little for the world it illuminates. Being supremely perfect, the One does
not need anything, If it showed any interestin the world, this would betray
some flaw within it, an impertinent curiosity that results from the One’s
not being content with itself. Plotinus describes the situation of the first
principle as follows (Enn. v 5, 12.40-9):

He does not need the things which have come from him, butleaves what has come
into being altogether alone, because he needs nothing of it, but is the same as he
was before he brought it into being. He would not have cared if it had not come
into being; and if anything else could have been derived from him he would not
have grudged it existence; but as it is, it is not possible for anything else to come
into being: all things have come into being and there is nothing left. He was not
all things: if he was he would have needed them; but since he transcends all things
he can make them and let them exist by themselves while he remains above them.

The Neoplatonists follow a long Greek tradition in this regard. While the
gods of the poets liked to be involved in worldly affairs, not hesitating to
sacrifice a great deal of their Olympian beatitude for the sake of humans,
the philosophers found such an active engagement incompatible with their
concept of the gods as supremely perfect and blessed beings. Accordingly,
all the chief schools of philosophy attempted to conceptualize the gods
so as to spare them such a disgrace, allowing them never to leave their
beatific state of being. An extreme version of this effort was presented
by Epicurus, who denied that the gods have anything in common with
our world at all: he saw the gods as perfect beings who know no cares,
spending their life in pure bliss. The significance of such gods was ethical
only: they were meant to be seen as ideals of perfect existence worthy of

32 See e.g. Plotinus, Enn. v 1, 6.29; v1 9, 9.7; Sallustius, De deis 9.3.



64 2 Proclus’ metaphysics

imitation.3 A more cautious version of the same conception was advocated
by Aristotle, who equally denied that god would care for our world in an
active manner. The highest god is conceived by him as the first unmoved
mover, ever contemplating himself in his perfection. As opposed to the gods
of Epicurus, the Aristotelian god does exercise some cosmic administration,
but does so teleologically only: he is an ideal paradigm that all things strive
for and imitate. 3

The Neoplatonists partly accept Aristotle’s model, but see it as only
one side of the coin, insisting that the first principle is not just the final
but the efficient cause of our world as well (cf. Steel 1987). The One
is self-absorbed indeed, being a paragon of consummate autarky that all
things desire. Nevertheless, despite its self-centredness it brings all things
forth and even exercises providential care for them — albeit in a purely
spontaneous and involuntary manner. How does the One achieve this?
The answer is offered by one of the central concepts of Neoplatonism: the
cycle of procession and reversion.

2.2.2  Procession and reversion

The conception of procession and reversion is only formalized with
Iamblichus, but its foundations are already to be found in Plotinus,
who in one of his early treatises offers the following model of emanation
(Enn. v 2, L7-21):

This, we may say, is the first act of generation: the One, perfect because it seeks
nothing, has nothing, and needs nothing, overflows, as it were, and its superabun-
dance makes something other than itself. This, when it has come into being, turns
back upon the One and is filled, and becomes Intellect by looking towards it.
Its halt and turning towards the One constitutes being, its gaze upon the One,
Intellect. Since it halts and turns towards the One that it may see, it becomes at
once Intellect and being. Resembling the One thus, Intellect produces in the same
way, pouring forth a multiple potency — this is a likeness of it — just as that which
was before it poured it forth. This activity springing from the essence of Intellect
is Soul, which comes to be this while Intellect abides unchanged: for Intellect
too comes into being while that which is before it abides unchanged. But Soul
does not abide unchanged when it produces: it is moved and so brings forth an
image. It looks to its source, and is filled, and going forth to another opposed
movement generates its own image, which is sensation and the principle of growth
in plants.

33 See Festugitre 1955, ch. 4; Mansfeld 1993. 34 Aristotle, Met. x11 1072a-1073b.
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It is unnecessary to discuss all the levels of Plotinian universe at this stage.
Suffice it to point out that each level originated through the interplay of
two complementary movements. At the beginning there is an indefinite
and formless flow of energy. This flow departs from its source, becoming
less perfect due to its departure; a kind of ‘vacuum’ arises thus within the
flow, longing to be filled again. As a result, the flow stops at a certain
stage of its descent, turning its gaze back to the source, trying to imitate
it. Thanks to this imitation a new level of being is established, whose
activity consists in ever contemplating the level immediately superior to
it, structuring itself in harmony with it. Late Neoplatonists describe this
model as a coordination of three moments: the moment of ‘remaining’
(moné) of the higher level in itself, the moment of ‘procession’ (prohodos)
of this level from itself in the form of an unlimited stream of energy, and
finally the moment of ‘reversion’ (epistropheé) of the stream to its source —
though not in the sense of an annihilation of the stream, but merely in that
a kind of ‘energy loop’ is established and a firmly structured lower level
comes into being, eternally contemplating and imitating the higher level
it has come from.

Proclus’ emanational model is similar to that of Plotinus, but differs
in being formalized and brought to greater precision. In his thought the
cycle of remaining, procession and reversion becomes a universal pattern
working at all levels of reality and helping to explain all relations between
causes and their effects. By ‘causes’ in this context Proclus does not mean
physical causes as we know them from our world (these are but secondary,
accessory causes), but metaphysical causes that bring about their effects in
a much stronger sense, being both their model and a source of being.* In
Proclus’ view, all causality works on the principle of likeness, and the effect
thus needs to resemble its cause. Nevertheless, it also has to be different
from it — otherwise it would blend with the cause and not be its effect.
‘Insofar, then, asithas an element of identity with the producer, the product
remains in it; insofar as it differs it proceeds from it.3¢ But the difference
needs to have its limits: were the effect too different from its cause, it
would start losing touch with it, cutting itself off from its own wellspring
of being. For this reason every effect, after attaining a certain measure of
difference, longs to revert to its cause. The reversion is accomplished by
renewed imitation (E£7 32):

35 See Proclus, ET 75.1-2: ‘Every cause properly so called transcends its resultant.’” The distinction
between true causes giving the reason and meaning of each thing, and physical accessory causes
(synaitia) was already made by Plato, see Tim. 46c—¢; Phd. 97c—99d.

36 Proclus, ET30.12-14. Cf. Gersh 1978: 46-57.
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All reversion is accomplished through a likeness of the reverting terms to the goal of
reversion.

Forthatwhich reverts endeavours to be conjoined in every part with every part of
its cause, and desires to have communion in it and be bound to it. Butall thingsare
bound together by likeness, as by unlikeness they are distinguished and severed.
If, then, reversion is a communion and conjunction, and all communion and
conjunction is through likeness, it follows that all reversion must be accomplished
through likeness.

Reversion does not mean that the effect would disappear in its cause, but
that it is directed towards it, having it as its model. A complete reversion
can never take place, for parallel to reverting the process of proceeding is
going on as well. Theresult is the establishment of a closed circuit enabling
the flow of energy (E7 33.1-6):

All that proceeds from any principle and reverts upon it has a cyclic activity.

For if it reverts upon that principle whence it proceeds, it links its end to
its beginning, and the movement is one and continuous, originating from the
unmoved and to the unmoved again returning. Thus all things proceed in a
circuit, from their causes to their causes again. There are greater circuits and lesser,
in that some revert upon their immediate causes, others upon the superior causes,
even to the beginning of all things. For out of the beginning all things are, and
towards it all revert.

In itself Proclus’ model of causation may seem rather abstract and it
will be useful to illustrate it at the level of the physical world. Let us take
the stone as a simple example. From the perspective of modern physics
the stone is a dynamic field of energy, being an active body of millions
of microparticles which are charged with power and moving constantly.
Nevertheless, the motion of these particles has stabilized itself into a fixed
structure, so that from the point of view of macrophysics the stone appears
as an exceptionally static piece of ‘dead’ matter with little activity of its own.
These two perspectives correspond to a certain extent to what Proclus
calls procession and reversion. In its aspect of proceeding the stone is an
unbounded stream of energy spontaneously overflowing from some higher
level. As a result of the above-described ‘vacuum effect’, however, this
stream turns back to its source at some point, trying to return to it. By
imitating its source — i.e. some Form of which it is an image — the stone
becomes like it, the flow of energy that founds the stone’s existence being
thereby stabilized in a clear structure. In effect the stone appears as stable
and unchanging, though in fact its stability is dynamic in essence. The
stone is permanently anchored in its higher cause: by virtue of its likeness
it remains in it, by virtue of its unlikeness it proceeds from it, and by virtue
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of its renewed imitation it reverts to it again.”” Its being consists in the
whole of this cycle, resembling a chewing gum bubble coming out of our
mouth and yet being only kept in existence by the constant stream of air
we are blowing into it.3®

By way of analogy, all of our world is such a ‘bubble’ that may seem
steady and firm at firstsight, and yet would immediately burstand collapse
if the higher levels stopped pumping their energy into it. Luckily enough,
such a thing can never happen, for the energy flows from the higher levels
as a spontaneous by-product of their perfection. It could only end if the
perfection were lost — which for Proclus is unthinkable.

The example of a stone is useful but not entirely faultless. A stone seems
more or less inert and it might make us think that Proclus sees theworld as a
passive manifestation of the higher levels. The world would thus resemble
a film which goes on lively and realistically on the screen, while in fact
wholly coming from the projector and having no activity of its own. For
Proclus, such an idea would be unacceptable, for it would turn beings in
our world into passive puppets. His own metaphor is that of a theatre,
rather, in which the script may be given but the actors still have to do their
best to act it out themselves.? In this sense all the beings in our world
are perpetually driven to imitate their causes and to act out the forming
principles from which they proceed — for it is only in this way that the
circuit of their being may be kept closed and the energy spent on acting
may be ‘recycled’, flowing down once again and keeping the world going.

Significantly, it is not just to humans but to the world in its entirety that
the theatre metaphor applies. In Proclus’ view even stones need to strive
for the preservation of their form, i.e. at all times they need to actively
imitate the higher principle they come from.*° In case of a stone its ‘striving’
is fairly basic, of course, and rather inconspicuous.# The effort is much
more obvious with plants. These need to struggle for their existence not
just at the level of being (i.e. their chemical structure and outward shape),
but at that of /ife as well, using motion to act out their proper pattern of
behaviour. Every gardener knows how much effort certain weeds are able

37 See Proclus, ET 35.1-2: ‘Every effect remains in its cause, proceeds from it, and reverts on it.

38 The difference is, of course, that in the bubble the flow is in one direction only, while in Proclus’ cycle
energy flows in both ways, proceeding and reverting. In this respect the image of blood circulation
would be more appropriate.

39 See e.g. Proclus, In Tim. 11 305.7—15; De dec. dub. 6o; Plotinus, Enn. 11 2, 17.

40 CE. the theurgic examples of the activity of stones below, p. 131.

4! Geologists take ic for granted, though, that even minerals ‘work’, evolve and strive for their place
in the world — even if they only do so slowly and in a way which for the casual observer is hard to
notice.
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to show in this respect and how tirelessly they fight the obstacles set up
against them. According to Proclus this struggle for existence is a natural
consequence of the plants’ never-ending desire to revert to their causes by
imitating them. The effort becomes even more marked with humans, who
in addition to being and life also exert themselves to achieve knowledge.
Not even our thirst for knowledge is incidental: it is rather an essential
drive that helps to keep our souls in existence. Proclus summarizes all of
these levels as follows (ET 39):

Allthat exists reverts either in respect of its being only, or in respect of its life, or by the
way of knowledge as well.

For either it has from its cause being only, or life together with being, or else it
has received from thence a cogpnitive faculty also. Insofar, then, asithasbare being,
it reverts simply by being what it is; insofar as it lives, it reverts vitally; insofar as it
also has knowledge, it reverts cognitively too. For as it proceeds, so it reverts; and
the measure of its reversion is determined by the measure of its procession. Some
things, accordingly, have appetency in respect of their bare being only — that is,
their appetency consists in their fitness for the participation in their causes. Others
have a vital appetency, that is, a movement towards the higher principles. Others,
again, have a cognitive appetency, which is a consciousness of the goodness of their
causes.

As we can see from this passage, the basic principle that keeps the cycle
of procession and reversion going is ‘appetency’ (orexis). As Proclus puts
it in ET 31, ‘all things desire the Good, and each attains it through the
mediation of its own proximate cause: therefore each has appetency of its
own cause also...and the primary object of its appetency is that upon
which it reverts’. Even stones thus have to desire their being, or else they
would vanish. Desire is the motive power of the universe, making it active
and dynamic.

The cycle of procession and reversion provides an elegant answer to
the problem of divine care for lower levels outlined above. On the one
hand, the One acts on our world unintentionally, letting its energy flow
down into it while not worrying about its further course. Nonetheless,
the energy has a natural tendency to revert upon its source by imitating
it. In this manner the One spontaneously organizes all the lower levels by
being a model and a teleological cause of them — just like the unmoved
mover of Aristotle that all things tend towards.#* The Neoplatonists thus
combine the Aristotelian teleological model with their own emanational
scheme, turning it in this way into a truly complex and flexible concept.

4 Aristotle, Mez. X11 1074a37.
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All things aim towards the Good because they are proceeding from it,
every procession inevitably provoking the desire to revert. As a result, the
higher levels may have our world under their control without paying any
conscious attention to it, being only turned towards themselves as well as
other levels superior to themselves.

At the same time it is clear that this type of providential care gives
enough leeway to the lower levels too, for it is really up to them exactly
how they wish to accomplish their reversion. The truth is that in most cases
this possibility remains unused. In view of the Neoplatonists all the levels
except for the lowest are still so perfect as to be able to revert in the best way
possible, their behaviour being altogether deterministic. It is only at the
material level that the measure of imperfection grows too large, resulting
in frequent failures to achieve reversion in the best manner. Our world is
therefore only determined in its basic tendencies and appetencies, leaving
it largely up to us how properly we manage to fulfil them. An obvious
paradoxical consequence of this conception is that the faculty of decision
is but a token of our imperfection. A perfect being needs no decisions
whatsoever, being always capable of acting in the best way possible. We
shall return to this interesting point later on in chapter 7.4.

2.2.3 Self-constituted levels

The model of reality presented so far has been simplified in several respects,
making it impossible to answer a fundamental cosmological question: how
can this altogether automatic process of spontaneous replications of all
levels ever reach its bottom? What guarantees that the emanation is not to
go on forever? To answer these questions, we need to make our emanational
scheme a little more complicated.

In the exposition of Plotinus quoted above we have seen the Intellect
originate thanks to the fact that the stream of energy proceeding from the
One halts its progress at some stage, turning its gaze back to its source. In
this way the circuit of remaining, proceeding and reverting is established,
constituting the existence of Intellect. Yet if Intellect only reverted to its
source, it would never be able to produce anything further. As we have seen,
the power to produce results from the overflowing fullness and perfection
of the producer. Should Intellect have the aim of its activity (i.e. all its
‘good’) outside itself in the One, true perfection would not pertain to
it — for to be truly perfect means to be self-complete, having the aim of
one’s activity within oneself in a certain sense. In view of the Neoplatonists,
perfection implies at least a relative measure of self-sufficiency. In our world
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Intellect

Fig. 1 Two cycles of procession and reversion

there is nothing perfect whatsoever, for all things depend on their higher
causes, longing for them perpetually. Intellect depends on the One too,
but at the same time possesses a certain measure of autonomy. Like us,
it has the true Good outside itself; unlike us, however, it has a kind of
derivative good within itself, desiring it and ever attaining it. As a result,
Intellect does not just longingly gaze at the One but contemplates itself
as well.

In other words, the level of Intellect is constituted not just in that the
stream of energy coming from the One reverts back to its source at some
point, but also in that at this lowest point of the cycle another, smaller
cycle is established, one of procession and reversion of Intellect from and
towards itself. Owing to this it partakes in perfection, and thus in the
ability to produce lower levels (fig. 1).

The idea of procession and reversion of Intellect from and towards itself
can already be traced in Plotinus, who in Enn. v1 7.35 expresses it by means
of a striking image: when looking back at the One, Intellect has the gaze of
onewhois ‘inlove’and ‘drunk withnectar’— for in this gaze it turns towards
something that transcends its comprehension.® Intellect is essentially tied
with form, but the One is beyond all form, and it is not surprising that its
sight makes Intellect feel giddy. When looking at itself and its Forms, on
the other hand, Intellect has the gaze of one who is ‘sober’ and ‘in its right
mind’. It is only through this measured gaze that Intellect is established as
an autonomous hypostasis. Still, both gazes are inseparably linked, taking
place simultaneously and complementing each other.

Proclus takes up this conception of Plotinus but as usual makes it more
systematic. In his view the reversion to itself does not just concern Intellect

43 See Plotinus Enn. v1 7, 16.13-14: ‘But it was not yet Intellect when it looked at him [sc. the One],
but looked unintellectually.” The image of being drunk with nectar comes from the myth of the
birth of Eros in Plato’s Symposium 203b.
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but all the superior levels in general (except for the One, which does not
need to revert to itself due to its perfect unity). These are all able to find their
relative good in themselves, attaining thus a kind of autonomy. In Proclus’
terminology, such levels are ‘constituted in themselves’ or ‘self-constituted’,
(authypostata):*

Allthat is self-constituted is capable of reversion upon itself.

For if it proceeds from itself it will also revert upon itself, since the source of the
procession of any term is the goal of the corresponding reversion. If, proceeding
from itself, it should in proceeding not revert, it could never have appetency
for its proper good, a good which it can bestow upon itself. For every cause can
bestow upon its product, along with the being which it gives, the well-being which
belongs to that being: hence it can bestow the latter upon itself also, and this is
the proper good of the self-constituted. Were it incapable of reversion upon itself,
it would have no appetency for this good; not desiring it, it would not be able to
attain it; and not attaining it, it would be incomplete and not self-sufficient. But
self-sufficiency and completeness belong to the self-constituted, if they belong to
anything. Accordingly the self-constituted must attain its proper good; and must
therefore desire it; and must therefore revert upon itself.#

‘Self-constitution’ is a powerful feature indeed, for it implies that the level
in question creates all of its specific characteristics by itself, not having them
as ‘borrowed’ from the higher levels. In this sense it is ‘self-productive, since
it proceeds from itself to itself’ (£7"41.7-8). This is not to say, of course, that
the level would be entirely independent of its superiors. Intellect receives
all its power and energy from the One, but qua Inzellect it constitutes itself
by its own self-reflection. In general we may say that every higher level
establishes itself as to its specific mode of existence, while depending on
its priors in all other regards which are not its unique creations. In this
sense, for instance, Intellect depends on the One in respect of its unity,
constituting itself as to its being articulated in forms.

It is due to their self-constitution that the higher levelsattain perfection,
being able to produce further secondary levels. This process only comes
to a halt at the level of matter, which is no longer self-constituted, being
altogether dependent on higher hypostases. Proclus sums up the entire
hierarchy as follows (/n Tim. 1 232.11-18):

The One is therefore superior to all self-constitution, for it has to transcend
all multiplicity. Eternal Being#® is self-constituted already, but has its ability to

# For a detailed exposition of this concept see Proclus, ET 40—s1; cf. Steel 2006. For a historical
background of the doctrine see Whittaker 1975.

4 Proclus, ET 42.

46 In Proclus’ metaphysics Being is the highest level of Intellect. See below, ch. 2.3.2.
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Fig. 2 Procession and reversion of self-constituted hypostases

constitute itself directly from the One. All the subsequent levels are both self-
constituted and constituted by some other productive cause. Such is also the
status of our soul. The last terms, on the other hand, proceed into being from
some superior cause but are no longer self-constituted (authypostata), being rather
unconstituted (anhypostata).

Why is matter ‘unconstituted™ In a simplified fashion we may say that
the perfection and autonomy of each level is linked to its measure of unity.
The One is supremely perfect, representing absolute unity (this is why it is
not self-constituted: for self-constitution implies procession and reversion
from and towards itself, involving thus some kind of multiplicity). With
all the subsequent levels down to Nature we see an ever growing increase of
plurality and differentiation; nevertheless, they all still retain some essential
unity. Within Intellect, for instance, we find a plurality of Forms, and evena
multiplicity of particular intellects, but at heart these areall unified. Proclus
is convinced that each higher level has a ‘monadic’ summit, unifying all
the multifarious aspects of this level and representing its pure and unified
core — its ‘monad’. It is due to this core that each of these levels is able to
revert to itself. The basic emanational scheme can thus be delineated as in
figure 2.
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At the level of matter things change fundamentally. To understand how,
we need to form at least a basic idea of what matter is all about. The
Neoplatonic emanational process can generally be described as a gradual
development from total unity to ever higher degrees of differentiation. At
the level of Intellect the measure of unity is still extremely high, since it is
situated outside both time and space, all the Forms being contained asifin
a single point, each mirroringall the others. With Soul the differentiation
is bigger, for it is here that we see appear the important category of time,
conceived as a discursive motion from one psychic state to another. This
motion is cyclic, however, and in this sense still very much unified. The
Soul attains perfection in that it is capable of comprising all existing forms,
unfolding them on the time axis. In effect, though all the forms (called
logoi or ‘formative reason-principles’ at this discursive stage) cannot coexist,
each of them is given a chance for a full manifestation.

At the level of matter the situation becomes further complicated by the
emergence of space as another crucial factor. Not that we should identify
matter with space pure and simple. It is rather a principle of spatiality and
extension. It is that aspect of reality that makes forms three-dimensional,
turning them into bodies. Innocent as this might sound, from the Neo-
platonic perspective it is precisely extension that is the source of grave
ontological troubles, setting up conditions for the highest degree of differ-
entiation possible, thus making the proper manifestation of forms more
than difficult. At the level of matter each form is constrained by three-
dimensional space which forces it to assume one place only, allowing for
no overlap with other bodies.#” As a result there rises great tension between
all the bodies, each wishing to take up the other’s place. Forms that coex-
ist harmoniously at higher levels come into conflict here, forcing out one
another (In Parm. 739.27—740.5):

The contraries in matter are destructive and yield to each other out of their
common receptacle, and what is occupied by the one cannot participate in the
other. A white object does not become black except by the destruction of the
white, nor is the warm made cold without the disappearance of heat.

As Proclus puts it elsewhere (/% Parm. 843.17—18), matter ‘accepts different
forming principles (logo7) at different times, for although it desires to enjoy

47 Admitcedly, Proclusknows of the existence of one type of spatiality that is free from such troubles,
namely the geometrical space of imagination which allows us to think of several three-dimensional
geometrical objects occupying the same space (see below, ch. 4.4). This kind of spatialicy is an ideal
prototype of the spatialicy of the corporeal world, and Proclus therefore speaks of it as ‘intelligible
matter’, hylé noété. See below, ch. 4.4, and Maclsaac, 2001b: 133—s.
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them all, it is not able to partake of them all at the same time’. If the
forms are to be realized in space at all, our material world needs to change
constantly, new forms being born and old ones perishing. Still, the resulting
forms are very hazy and unstable.

When analysing this principle of extension, the Neoplatonistshave come
to see matter as a wholly indefinite medium having no qualities of itself,
being altogether passive and formless. Consequently, matter is opposed to
forms, being precisely that aspect of reality which is responsible#® for prob-
lems with their realization. According to this conception a body consists in
a union of form and matter. Form comes from above, guaranteeing all the
particular features and qualities a body might have. Matter, on the other
hand, is the cause of all the imperfections that might come about in these
particular features and qualities. Matter is the reason why form can only
be realized approximately in this corporeal world of ours.

Crucial for us is the fact that corporeal spatiality always implies an
insurmountable separation of bodily parts. Although all bodies together
make up the cosmos, there is no ‘monadic Body’ to which all particular
bodies might revert. The cosmos is a unity in the strong sense of the term
in respect of its cosmic soul, but certainly not in respect of its corporeality.
Proclus explains this point in £7 15:

All that is capable of reverting on itself is incorporeal.

For it is not in the nature of any body to revert on itself. For if that which
reverts upon anything is joined to that upon which it reverts, then it is plain that
all the parts of any body that reverted upon itself must be joined to every other
part — since self-reversion is precisely the case in which the reverted subject and
that on which it has reverted become identical. But this is impossible for a body
and, in general, for any divisible substance: for the whole of a divisible substance
cannot be joined with the whole of itself because of the separation of its parts,
which occupy different positions in space. No body, therefore, is of such a nature
as to revert upon itself in such a way that the whole is reverted upon the whole.
Thus if there is anything which is capable of reverting upon itself, it is incorporeal
and without parts.

What this means, in effect, is that our world can never find its good within
itself, being altogether dependent on the higher levels and possessing no
independence. The higher levels, on the contrary, do possess at least a
relative independence, behaving as balanced, self-enclosed systems. In the
end these depend on higher principles too, of course, but they actualize

48 ‘Responsibility’ is only meant metaphorically, since Proclus (as opposed to Plotinus) categorically
denies that matter is to be blamed for causing evil, except inadvertently. See below, ch. 7.1.
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their dependence precisely through their autonomy. In other words, their
autonomy is the best way of imitating the perfection of higher levels.

In this way the Neoplatonists are able to explain why the material world
has to exist in the first place. At first sight it might seem that the existence
of matter entails more problems than benefits, and the universe would have
been much more perfect if the emanational process simply stopped at the
level of Soul. In fact, however, such an early termination of the process of
creation would not have been possible. The Soul is still too perfect, being
able to revert towards itself. For this reason the ‘overflow’ effect has to take
place again: the Soul’s relative perfection needs to give rise to something
lower. The emanation can only stop at a level that is no longer capable
of self-reversion — i.e. on the level of matter. Only here the imperfection
becomes so enormous as to produce nothing further, the multi-layered
procession of reality finally reaching its bottom.#

The utter imperfection and indeterminacy of matter helps to explain why
in Neoplatonic schemes the plane of our world is frequently represented
not by matter but, surprisingly, by Nature. Though our world is first of all
defined by its materiality, all that is comprehensible in it comes not from
matter but from Soul — or to be more exact, from the Soul’s lowest offshoot
which enters matter and forms it. This lowest emanation of Soul immersed
in matter is already designated as Nature by Plotinus, who often treats it
as a quasi-independent hypostasis.5® Proclus follows in his footsteps, but
in his love of clear distinctions he no longer regards Nature as an aspect of
Soul, treating it rather as an independent hypostasis — though one whose
status is rather paradoxical, for it is not self-constituted in the strict sense of
the term, being inseparable from bodies and incapable of reverting back to
itself5" As a result, Nature may sometimes stand for the corporeal world in
general, being its only component that can still be compared to the higher
levels. Strictly speaking, matter is not a hypostasis at all, lacking a real
ontological foundation and being ‘unconstituted’ (anhyp ostatos). Matter is
rather a name we use for the lowest point at the bottom of things, helping
us define the range of reality but having no ‘extension’ as such. What makes
our material world into a tangible ‘something’ is precisely Nature, being
the source of all forms that together with matter make up bodies. It is thus

49 See Plotinus, Enn. 1 9, 8.21-5; 18, 7.17-23 (see a quotation of this passage below, p. 205). Cf. Proclus,
Demal. 7.

5¢ See Armstrong 1967b: 254—s5; Rist 1967: 92-3.

5* Proclus, /7 Tim. 1 10.19; 12.28. The fullest discussion of Nature is to be found in Proclus, Iz Tim. 1
9.31-12.25. See in detail Martijn 2010.
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understandable, therefore, that it represents our world in all hierarchic
models that need to treat corporeal reality as something substantial.

2.2.4 Limit and the Unlimited

In the previous sections we have been describing the triad of remaining —
procession — reversion primarily as a formalization of Plotinus’ conception
of emanation. Plotinus’ insights are undoubtedly one of the crucial roots
of Proclus’ metaphysics, but they do not agree with it in all regards. Eastern
Neoplatonists follow Plotinus in many points, but they also transform his
metaphysics, stressing some points and altering others. A shift of this kind
can also be traced in their model of emanation.’

Asweknow already, Plotinus sees the beginning of each emanation in an
outflow of unlimited energy coming from the higher level and becoming
distinct from it. Due to the ‘vacuum effect’ this stream of energy turns
around by itself at a certain stage, looking back to its source while con-
templating itself. As a result it is formed, taming its unlimitedness by clear
structure. The first boundless outflow is an unstructured potentiality, rep-
resenting a kind of indeterminate ‘substratum’ of the new hypostasis. For
this reason Plotinus speaks of it occasionally as ‘intelligible matter’.” Like
the matter of our bodily world, intelligible matter is a pure potency — but a
potency in the sense of a creative potentiality. In this regard Plotinus follows
(but reinterprets) Aristotle, who in his Metaphysics introduces a distinction
between passive potency, i.e. ‘a potency for being passively affected’, and
active potency ‘that the change of state caused from outside is coming from
to the passive subject’.’* Intelligible matter is a potency that contains all
of reality in a nutshell, having the ability to actualize it creatively — which
it perpetually does in the process of emanation. At higher levels potency
(dynamis) and actualization (energeia) go hand in hand, intelligible matter

52 The shift is discussed in detail by van Riel 2001 (I do not follow him in all points, though, finding
some of the oppositions he postulates between Proclus and Plotinus too extreme). Cf. the much
more impressionistic account of Trouillard 1972: 69-89.

Plotinus, Enn. 11 4, 15.17—-20; 1t 5, 3. Cf. Rist 1962; Bussanich 1988: 118—20. In Proclus’ thought

‘intelligible matter’ means a different thing: it concerns geometrical objects in our imagination

which are clear of sensible matter but still have a spatial character, having thus an intelligible matter

as their substratum (see n. 47 above, and ch. 4.4 below).

54 Aristotle, Mez. 1x 1046a11-13. Plotinus does not use Aristotle’s terminology, designating active
potency simply as ‘potency’ (dynamis) while the passive one as ‘potential existence’ (to dynames); see
Enn. 115, 3.22. Proclus, on the other hand, does speak of active and passive potency; see e.g. In Alr.
122.8-10: ‘For potency is of two kinds: one is active, the other passive (hé men tou poiountos, hé de
tou paschontos), the former being the mother of activity, the latter the receptacle of perfection.’ See
in detail Steel 1996.

-
<



2.2 The cycle of procession and reversion 77

being fully formed all the time, needing no external impulse for its realiza-
tion (Enn. 11 5, 3). Intellect arises in that the unbounded potency springing
from the One turns to its source as well as towards itself, becoming struc-
tured and being thereby established as an independent hypostasis, doing
so entirely by itself without needing the incentive of its generative cause.

Things are very much different at the level of our world. Its beginning
follows the same old pattern: the lowest level of Soul (i.e. Nature) overflows
in its fullness, giving rise to an unlimited stream of potential energy.
However, Nature is too far from the first principle already, and its outflow
is weak and imperfect only. In the potency that is coming out of Nature all
the creativity has been used up, there being nothing left but utter passivity
and indefiniteness (Enn. 111 4, 1.8—14):

Just as everything which was produced before this was produced shapeless, but was
formed by turning towards its producer and being, so to speak, reared to maturity
by it, so here, too, that which is produced is not any more a form of soul — for
it is not alive — but absolute indefiniteness. For even if there is indefiniteness in
the things before it, it is nevertheless indefiniteness within form; the thing is not
absolutely indefinite but only in relation to its perfection; but what we are dealing
with now is absolutely indefinite.

The matter of our world is no longer capable of turning to its source
by itself, being altogether dependent on the soul’s formative care. It is
a passive potency pure and simple. While being a potential ‘basis’ for all
bodily forms, it contributes nothing whatsoever to their formation, making
the creation of forms only more complicated. Whatever is beautiful in our
world isan achievement of soul. Matter isseen by Plotinusastotal privation,
deforming forms and preventing their full realization.’

Late Neoplatonists take these ideas up but alter them slightly. They too
see the formation of unlimitedness as the basis of the emanation process,
but they formalize it in a way that makes all the levels of emanation much
more dependent on the One — including the crucial level of matter. At the
heart of all existence Proclus sees the cooperation of two principles: Limit
(peras) and the Unlimited (apeiria). In this he builds on Plato’s Philebus,
as well as on the Neopythagorean polarity of Monad and the indefinite
Dyad, which was also prominent in the Old Academy and appears to have
been a part of the unwritten doctrines of Plato.S® For Proclus, Limit and
the Unlimited represent a sort of basic ‘interface’ between the One and

%5 See O’Brien 1999: 67—9. For the difference between Plotinus and Proclus see van Riel 2001; Opsomer
2001
56 See Dillon 2003: 17—20.
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the lower levels. In the One as such they are not yet distinguished, being
pre-embraced in it in a unitary manner; but when a lower lever attempts
to relate to the One, it can only do so through their prism. According
to Proclus the One is altogether incomprehensible and transcendent in
itself, and if we do speak about it, we do not really talk about that first
unfathomable principle, but about its first relatively comprehensible image
which is already delimited in some way (cf. above, p. s5). This ‘image’ is
identical with Limit which ‘determines and defines each entity, constituting
it within its proper boundaries’ (/n Crat. 42.3—4). Nonetheless, Limit is
always tied to the Unlimited (P7 111 8, 31.18—32.7):

If this [comprehensible] One is to cause and produce being, it needs to contain
a potency capable of generating it. For every cause produces on the basis of its
potency which stands inbetween the cause and the effect, being a procession and
as if extension of the former, and a generative cause set before the latter. .. This
One which precedes potency, being the first to be set up by the unparticipated in
and unknowable cause of all things [i.e. by the true highest One], is what Socrates
calls ‘Limit’ in the Philebus (23c9—10), while the potency generating all things has
been designated by him as ‘the Unlimited’. For he says: “We have said somewhere
that god has shown existing things in one regard as limit, while in another as the
unlimited.’

All that exists needs to depend on these two primal principles: it needs to
be limited while possessing an indefinite potency. Proclus identifies limit
with the remaining of effect in its cause, i.e. with that aspect in which
each effect resembles its cause and is identical to it. The unlimited corre-
sponds to the stage of procession in which the effect departs from its cause
(PT 111 8, 32.19—28):

For all wholeness and all unification and communion of existing things and
all divine measures depend on the first Limit, while every differentiation and
generative production and procession into plurality is brought about by that
most basic Unlimitedness. Accordingly, when we say that each divine entity both
remains and proceeds, we will surely agree even here to relate its stable remaining
to Limit, while its procession to the Unlimited. And every such entity contains
both a unity and a plurality within itself: unity is linked to Limit, plurality to the
Unlimited.

The stage of reversion corresponds to a ‘mixture’ (mikton) of limit and
the unlimited.’” In the process of reversion each entity keeps its difference
while relating to its cause and becoming like it. Limit and the unlimited
are thus conjoined, making up the existence of every single thing.

57 More on this stage see PT 11 9.
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All that exists down to the lowest levels consists of limit and the unlim-
ited. As might be expected, both principles assume less and less perfect
forms as they descend on the scale of things, yet they never lose their
distinct properties (P7 111 8, 33.7-34.5):

Intellect too is an offspring of Limit, inasmuch as it is unified and whole, and
inasmuch as it contains the paradigmatic measures of all things; but inasmuch
as it perpetually brings all things forth and through all eternity supplies them
all at once with being due to its own inexhaustible potency, to that extent it is
begotten by the Unlimited. And similarly, Soul falls into the causal sphere of Limit
in that it sets firm limits to its own motions, measuring its life by circulations and
cyclic returns; but in that it never stops moving, making the end of each of its
cycles the beginning of a new period of life, it comes under the domain of the
Unlimited . . . And the same applies to all becoming: inasmuch as it consists of
clearly delimited and ever unchanging species, and inasmuch as it follows a cycle
that imitates the rotation of the heavens, it resembles Limit; but with regard to
the variety and unceasing exchange of all particular things that cometo beand to
the element of ‘more-or-less® in their participation in Forms it is an image of the
Unlimited. In addition, every natural thing that comes to be resembles Limit in
its form, but the Unlimited in its matter, these being the remotest manifestations
of the two principles; it is this far that both principles have proceeded in their
creativity.

In certain respects Proclus’ conception is no more than an elaboration
of that of Plotinus, and at higher levels of reality it differs little from it.
For Proclus the unlimited corresponds to procession, and is thus subor-
dinated to limit in a sense, being less perfect®® — just like the boundless
outflow of ‘intelligible matter’ in Plotinus. At the same time, however, both
philosophers agree that limit and the unlimited complement each other
and cannot exist apart. As Plotinus puts it, in the intelligible world matter
and form are ‘not separated except by rational abstraction’.%® Nonetheless,
the difference between the two Neoplatonists shows clearly in the realm of
the sensible world. For Plotinus, there is a fundamental difference between
intelligible matter and the matter of our world (Enn. 11 4, 15.22—-3): ‘They

58 For the element of ‘more-or-less’ (i.e. the mutual relativity of opposites such as wet-cold which only
admit degrees and can never have absolute values) as being in the class of the unlimited see Plato,
Phlb. 24a—25a.

% See PT 1 8, 32.28—32.2: ‘And in general it holds true for every opposition within the classes of the
gods that the superior pole is related to Limit, while the less perfect one to the Unlimited.’

60 Plotinus, Enn. 11 5, 3.16. Proclus endorses Plotinus’ conception in PT 11 10, 39.24-40.4, though
he stresses that he can only agree with him if ‘intelligible matter’ is interpreted as ‘potency’ (which
undoubtedly is just how Plotinus understands it in 11 5, 3) and not as ‘some kind of formless,
shapeless and indefinite nature’ that would be in need of being imprinted by form. This seems
to have been overlooked by van Riel (2001), who postulates an all too sharp opposition between
Proclus and Plotinus.
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differ as the archetype differs from the image. .. which has escaped from
being and truth.” The passive potency of matter is nothing but a caricature
of the active potency of higher levels, offering resistance to forms. It is
significant that — as we shall see (ch. 7.1) — Plotinus regards matter as the
chief source of evil.

Proclus is well aware that corporeal matter is potency in the least perfect
sense of the term,®” but he refuses to draw a radical distinction between
it and the higher degrees of potency, taking pains to soften the transition
between them as much as possible.®* He is able to do so thanks to the above-
sketched Aristotelian opposition between active and passive potency. The
primal Unlimited is seen by him as an absolute active potency, which is
‘perfect’ in that it is capable of actualizing both itself and all the other
things. Matter, on the other hand, is a pure passive potency (just as it is for
Plotinus), which is ‘imperfect’ in thatitentirely depends for its actualization
on some subordinate cause in which it participates.® Yet, if for Plotinus
this passive potency was but a failed copy of the active one, Proclus regards
it in a more neutral way and does not limit it to the bodily world. In his
view, the cooperation of both potencies is at play in all participation, which
always consists in a relation of two terms: a lower one that participates,
and a higher one that is participated in. As an example we can take the
good old stone again — marble, for instance. It participates in the Form
of marble, which has its marbleness from itself, being ready in its active
potency to impart it on something lower. In practice it does not impart it
on everything but on that only which has a proper ‘fitness’ (epizédeiotes) for
participating it (£739.9—10) — i.e. to that which is itself marble in (passive)
potency. The Form of marble is able to actualize this potency, the result
being a physical piece of marble. It is important that Proclus conceptualizes
the passive potency of the participating term as its ‘appetency’ (orexis) for
the realization of its potentiality (/n Parm. 842.12—20):

Accordingly we must affirm that the cause of this participation is, on the one hand,
the active potency of the primordial divine Forms themselves, and on the other
hand the appetency of the beings that are shaped in accordance with them and
that participate in the formative activity that proceeds from them. For the creative
action of the Forms is not sufficient to bring about participation; at all events,
though these Forms are everywhere to the same degree, not all things participate
alike in them; nor is the appetency of the beings that participate adequate without
their creative activity. For desire by itself is imperfect; it is the perfect generating
factors that lead in the form-giving process.

8t Proclus, PTm 8, 34.7-11, and in greater detail 1 10.
62 Cf. his long discussion of the origin of matter in In Tim. 1 384.16-387.5.
8 Proclus, ET 78. See the excellent analysis by Steel 1996.
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The essential thing for us is that this pattern also has to apply to the
higher levels, where participation takes place as well — e.g. when Soul
participates in Intellect. Even here the lower level needs to long for the
higher one, being less perfect in this regard in relation to it, and having
thus a certain degree of passive potency that it is incapable of actualizing
by itself.% In comparison with the material world the degree of passivity
is considerably lower, of course, for the higher levels, besides being derived
from the One, are also self-constituted, and thus partly capable of self-
actualization. In this sense they do possess active potency indeed, for —
in the words of Dodds (1933: 224) — an entity is self-constituted in that
it ‘determines the particular potentiality which shall be actualized in it’.
Nevertheless, the self-constituted levels only actualize themselves in that
mode of existence which is typical for them, arising as something new at
their level. In this sense the soul, for instance, actualizes its own discursive
rationality by itself, while still depending on its priors in many other regards
(such as in its being or unity) and thus apparently possessing a degree of
passive potency.

It is obvious that the passive potency will grow with the distance of each
level from the One — for the lower it stands, the more prior levels there are
for it to depend on. The active potency, on the other hand, will gradually
diminish, for the number of lower levels produced by that level will be
progressively smaller. The sum total of active and passive potency will
presumably always be infinite, but the difference will be in the imaginary
dividing mark that specifies the degree of both potencies. At the highest
point of the scale active potency will be infinite and passive potency non-
existent — for the One generates everything, depending on nothing. At the
lowest point, active potency will be zero (matter produces nothing) and
active potency infinite (matter depends on its priors in all regards, being
capable of no self-actualization).

While Proclus never actually uses the descriptive model I have just
sketched, he comes close to it in the 7imaeus Commentary when he com-
ments on the constitution of the Soul in the TZmaeus as follows (11 138.6—

14):66

64 Proclus never says this explicitly, but if we carry his scattered thoughts to their conclusions, this
interpretation seems inevitable. Cf. Gersh 1973: 41-8.

% Proclus, ET 6o-2; see e.g. ET 61.1-5: ‘Every power (dynamis) isgreater if it be undivided, less ifit be
divided. For if it be divided, it proceeds to multiplicity; and if so, it becomes more remote from the
One; and if so, it will be less powerful, in proportion as it falls away from the One which contains
it in unity.

% For the broader context of the passage see Maclsaac 2001a: 132~52.
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Every existence, potency and activity®? derives from both Limit and the Unlimited,
and is either of the form of Limit (peratoeides), or of the form of the Unlimited
(apeiroeides), or is not more one than the other. For this reason all that is in the
realm of Intellect is said to be limit and to be the same to such a degree that one
may ask whether there is some difference in it as well; and likewise it is said to
be at rest to such a degree that one may be in doubt if there is some intellective
motion in it as well. And all bodily things are said to be friends to the unlimited.
Souls, on the other hand, are said to manifest at the same time plurality and unity,
rest and motion.

The description presented here is less precise than the one I have offered
above, but it amounts to the same thing. The degree to which a potency is
passive or active corresponds precisely to the extent in which the unlimited
dominates limit or is dominated by it. The actual proportion of limit and
the unlimited is the same throughout the hierarchy, but what varies is
the way these principles behave and interact. In the realm of Intellect the
potency of the unlimited is always capable of self-actualization due to its
being ‘of the form of Limit’. In the bodily world the relation is the other
way round, so that it is only with difficulties that limit can imprint its
forms into the passive potency of matter at all.

In his conception of matter as passive potency Proclus agrees with Plot-
inus, but unlike him he refuses to see a radical break between matter and
the higher levels, envisaging rather a gradual transition. Rather than being
a deplorable caricature of the active potency of higher principles, the pas-
sive potency of matter seems to be an extreme form of something that in
milder forms is also to be found at higher planes of reality. Moreover, it is
significant that Proclus interprets passive potency as appetency. It follows
that matter can never be the principle of evil, for it longs for forms, always
wanting to be filled by them.®® That it is only capable of this to a limited
extent is not really its fault. As a result Proclus manages to secure for matter
a relatively dignified mode of existence, even calling it ‘a good of some
sort’.% It is remarkable that in doing so he relies on more or less the same
basic principles as Plotinus does; he puts them together in a different way,
however, achieving a worldview effect that is entirely different.

67 Thetriad existence (hyparxis), potency (dynamis) and activity (energeia) is another way Proclus often
uses to describe an entity in its three aspects of remaining in, proceeding from and reverting to itself.
Cf. Siorvanes 1996: 109—10.

68 See Proclus, De mal. 32.9-19; 36.25.

%9 Proclus, /7 Tim. 1385.15. According to Proclus matter is not ‘an unqualified good’ (haplés agathon),
for in that case it would have to be an object of desire, which it is not; nonetheless, it is good in the
sense of having been produced for the sake of good’, since without it reality would be incomplete
(De mal. 36-7).



2.3 Grades of causality 83
2.3 GRADES OF CAUSALITY

2.3.1  All things are in all things

The introduction of Limit and the Unlimited a two basic principles
winding through all the planes of reality makes it possible for Proclus to
bridge the gap between the highest and the lowest levels. Nonetheless, it is
not the only tool Proclus has at his disposal for stressing the closeness of
higher levels to our world. Until now, for instance, we have been describing
emanation as a step-by-step process in which each level ‘passes the baton’ to
its successor, so to speak, creating exactly one new level below: the One gives
rise to Intellect, Intellect to Soul, Soul to matter. Does this mean that the
One has finished its creative work with the production of Intellect, having
nothing to do with the lower levels? In Proclus’ view certainly not. As we
learn from proposition 38 of the Elements of Theology, ‘all that proceeds
from a plurality of causes passes through as many terms in its reversion as
in its procession’. In other words, if Soul proceeds from Intellect, it also has
to proceed from the One, the same being true of its reversion: Soul reverts
not just to Intellect but to the One as well. We can therefore distinguish at
least two different cycles of procession and reversion in Soul:’® in the first
one it proceeds from and reverts to Intellect, in the second one it proceeds
through Intellect from and to the One. In the bodily world there will even
be three cycles (and that in the simplest possible model only — on dose
up we would discover even more cycles; see ch. 2.3.2). The entire model is
depicted in figure 3.

At first sight such a model might seem a bit overcomplicated, but its
significance is enormous. As we have seen in chapter 1.2.2, unlike Plotinus
late Neoplatonists postulate sharp boundaries between different levels,
insisting that no lower being can leave its station and rise higher. In that
case, however, we may wonder why the more distant higher levels should
matter to us at all. If each level just proceeded from the level immediately
above it, such a question would be highly pungent. For us, theinhabitants of
the bodily world, for instance, the only relevant higher level would be Soul,
for it is by Soul that our world is produced and that it proceeds from and
reverts to. The existence of the One and Intellect would in that case be no
more than an abstract philosophical hypothesis with little practical impact

7° The above-quoted proposition 33 on the cyclic nature of all procession and reversion continues
(ET 33.6-9): “Thereare greater circuits and lesser, in that some revert upon their immediate priors,
others upon the superior causes, even to the beginning of all things. For out of the beginning all
things are, and towards it all revert.”’
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The One

Fig. 3 Multiple layers of procession and reversion

due to its essential inaccessibility. A similar idea is unacceptable for Proclus,
for in his view the One and Intellect despite their transcendence represent
an indispensable framework of all human experience. Accordingly, he lets
each level proceed from all the previous planes as well. Thanks to this we
earthlings do have something to do with the One and Intellect after all, for
we constantly revert to them too, trying to imitate them at a certain level
of our being.

This is not to say, of course, that the boundaries between levels of
reality may be blurred or declared insignificant. While the lower levels
may be said to proceed from all of their priors, on closer examination we
find them doing so through a number of intermediary terms: ‘All that
proceeds through a plurality of causes passes through as many terms in
its reversion as in its procession; and all reversion is through the same
terms as the corresponding procession’ (E7'38.1—3). What this amounts to,
presumably, is that Intellect is only capable of fully assimilating a certain
amount of the One’s infinite potency that it has originated from. The
rest is intellectualized incompletely and becomes ‘the one in Intellect’ (see
below, ch. 5.1). Its equivalent is the above described ‘drunken’ gaze that the
Intellect turns directly towards the One, stepping out of itself and being in
a state of divine ecstasy (see p. 70). It is thanks to this look that Intellect is
able to retain some measure of true unity (albeit in a much more diluted
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state than the one we would find in the One itself), being able to pass it
on to other levels.

An interesting upshot of this conception is the fact that every single
hypostasis actually hides several sub-layers within itself, each having its
own cycle of procession and reversion. If we look at Soul from this per-
spective, for instance, we can distinguish three basic layers within it: (1)
First of all, Soul proceeds from the One, imitating it in turn by its highest
and most fundamental layer; it is by virtue of this ‘one in the Soul’ that
the Soul is unified and can transmit unity to other things. (2) It further
proceeds from Intellect, which produces another sub-layer, the ‘intellect
in the Soul’, which ensures that the Soul is well formed and is capable of
forwarding forms to its lower effects as well. (3) Finally the Soul proceeds
from and reverts to itself, becoming thus a self-constituted level with spe-
cific properties of its own, i.e. one endowed with discursive rationality.
Schematically, the multi-layered nature of Soul can be shown in figure 4.

The entire hierarchy of reality may be then imagined as a pyramid, as
we see it in figure 5 (the number of arrows expresses the strength of causal
potency).
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In addition, Proclus considers the bigger cycles more important and
powerful than the smaller ones. Higher levels possess greater causal potency,
and their effects thus have to be more substantial than those of the lower
levels.” In effect, the gifts of higher levels serve as a firm basis, making
possible the growth of the more complex but less stable effects of the lower
levels (ET 71.1-10):

All those characters which in the originative causes have higher and more universal
rank become in the resultant beings, through the irradiations which proceed from
them, a kind of substratum for the gifts of the more specific principles. And while
the irradiations of the superior levels thus serve as a basis, the characters which
proceed from secondary levels are founded upon them. In this way some types of
participation come first and some second, and different emanations come down
to the same recipient in succession: the more universal causes affect it first, while
the more specific ones only bestow their gifts on the participants after the first
ones have presented theirs.

As an example we can take man. Man is kept in existence by his soul,
and at first sight it might seem that it is this that he has most of his human
characteristics from. On closer inspection we discover, however, that most
of what the soul gives to man has its source not in the soul as such, but
rather in its higher causes. The most elementary function of soul is to turn
the body into an organic unity, making sure that all the cells cooperate.
Yet, the true source of this unity is the One (£7°1-s5), the soul being just its
transmitter. The soul further endows the body with form and visible shape.
Still, not even this is its unique contribution: form too is only forwarded
by soul from its true fountainhead, which is Intellect. The same applies to
perception, which is nothing but the simplest kind of cognition, and in
this sense may be seen as an earthly imitation of the activity of Intellect. As

7' See Proclus, ET 56.1-3 (quoted below, p. 91).
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we shall see soon (ch. 2.3.2), even life is regarded by Proclus as springing
from Intellect, despite its being traditionally considered as coming from
the soul. The only truly specific gift of the soul is rationality, which in
proportion to the other characteristics is really but extra icing on the cake,
being the most dazzling but the least enduring feature of human beings
(ET 70.8-19):

Thus, for example, a thing must exist as a being before it has life, and have life
before it is human. And again, when the logical faculty has failed it is no longer
human, but it is still a living thing, since it breathes and feels; and when life in
turn has abandoned it, being remains to it, for even when it ceases to live it still
has being. So in every case. The reason is that the higher cause, having a greater
causal potency, operates sooner upon the participant (for where the same thing
is affected by two causes, it is affected first by the more powerful); and when the
secondary cause is active, the higher cause cooperates with it, because whatever
is produced by a secondary level is at the same time coproduced by the more
efficacious level. And where the former has withdrawn, the latter is still present
(for the gift of the more powerful principle is slower to abandon the participant,
being more efficacious).

The power and causal potency of the higher levels will stand out even
clearer if we consider the corporeal world as a whole. We cannot but
notice that rationality as a specific contribution of the soul is not only the
least permanent but also the least usual gift. While being, for instance,
is characteristic of all that exists in our world, rationality only concerns
a tiny handful of beings. Proclus formalizes this insight in the Elements
of Theology, explaining that the causal activity of the more powerful levels
always reaches further than that of the weaker secondary levels (E7'57.1-13):

Every cause™ both exercises its activity prior to its effect and gives rise to a greater
number of terms following on it.

For ifitisa cause, it is more perfect and more powerful than its effect. Andif'so,
it must be a cause of more things: for greater power produces more effects, equal
power, equal effects, and lesser power, fewer; and the power which can produce the
greater effects upon similar subjects can produce also the lesser, whereas a power
able to produce the lesser will not necessarily be capable of the greater. If, then,
the cause is more powerful than its effect, it is productive of more things.

But again, the powers which are in the effect are present to a greater extent in
the cause. For all that is produced by secondary entities is produced in a greater

7> Once again the reader should be reminded that for Proclus causality is an essentially vertical category.
To be a cause of some effect means to be the source of its meaning and existence, and thus to stand
higher at least by one level. (The ability of self-constituted levels to cause themselves in some regard
is but a specific horizontal extension of this basic vertical causality, and Proclus therefore does not
take it into consideration in our passage.)
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measure by prior and more causative principles. The cause, therefore, cooperates
in the production of all that the effect is capable of producing.

What Proclus means becomes clear when the rule is applied to the structure
of reality (ET 57.18—26):

From this it is apparent that what Soul causes is caused also by Intellect, but not
all thatIntellect causes is caused by Soul. Intellect operates prior to Soul; and what
Soul gives to secondary beings, Intellect gives them in a greater measure. And at a
level where Soul is no longer operative, Intellect irradiates with its own gifts things
on which Soul has not bestowed itself — for even the inanimate participates in
Intellect or in the creative activity of Intellect, insofar as it participates in Form.

Again, what Intellect causes is also caused by the Good, but not conversely. For
even privations of Form derive from the Good, since all things stem from it. But
Intellect, given that it is Form, cannot give rise to privation.

Here too we need to remember thatthe entire process takes place indirectly.
The immediate cause of all that exists in our world is the Soul, but in
producing all things it uses various parts of its being. While bestowing
rationality on the world directly out of its innermost psychic essence, it
is only second-hand that the Soul endows it with forms, which it receives
from Intellect (though leaving its own psychic imprint upon them). The
same applies in an even stronger degree to the creation of matter: it is
apparently just in a state of divine frenzy of ‘the one in the Soul’ that the
Soul is able to beget its sheer formlessness and nondifferentiation.”?

Translating this into a scheme (fig. 6), we will see the pyramidal structure
of the higher levels from our previous diagram mirrored in the corporeal
world.7#

It is worth noticing that the whole conception gives Proclus another
opportunity for enhancing the status of matter. In his attacks against matter
Plotinus often laid stress on the fact that matter is maximally distant from
the One, being the very bottom of reality. Proclus admits this but hastens
to add that on account of this matter is paradoxically very close to the
One, being produced by it only and bearing no traces of the lower levels
(ET 72). To visualize this, we may redraw the pyramidal scheme from figure
6 using a different arrangement (fig. 7 — full lines signify the production
of features specific to the given type of earthly terms).

The implications of this scheme are more than interesting. It indicates
thatalthough in one respect matter stands farthest from the One, in another

73 We shall see below (p. 133), though, that the entire process of causation is only indirect from our
perspective. From the point of view of the gods (i.e. the henads) themselves their causation is
immediatedown to the very bottom of things.

74 The scheme is provisional only; for its full version see figure 10 below, p. 98.
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it shows surprising inverse resemblance to it. Just like the One it is totally
unformed and simple. It is a neutral substrate without distinctions, which
is pertinently compared by Plato in the 7imaeus (soe) to the pure liquid
that has to be thoroughly freed from all smell by perfume makers to serve
as a proper receptacle for the sweet scents that it is meant to bear.”s In its
simplicity matter is very much like the One — except that its simplicity

75 Plato does not yet speak of ‘matter’ (the term Ayl is Aristotelian); nevertheless, the ‘receptacle’
(hypodoche) he describes in the Timaeus is one of the two main sources (together with Aristotelian
matter in the sense of passive potentiality) of the Neoplatonic concept of matter.
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is empty and passive, while the One is simple in its activity and fullness.
Both extreme poles of reality also have their non-being in common — even
though the One is non-being in the sense of what is ‘superior to being’ (ET’
138.13), while matter in the sense of what is weaker than being.”® Proclus
points out their mirror resemblance in E7 59.1-12:77

Whatever is simple in its being may be either superior to composite things or inferior
to them.

... For the last being is, like the first, perfectly simple, for the reason that it
proceeds from the firstalone; but the one is simple as being above all composition,
the other as being beneath it.

No less interesting is the position of ensouled creatures. In the pyramidal
scheme they stood of all earthly entities closest to the higher levels. Now,
on the other hand, we see them as being most distant from the One, repre-
senting the most complex, and thus the least unified, type of existence. An
interesting practical consequence of this may be observed in Neoplatonic
theurgy. If the theurgists attribute great power to soulless objects, which
are the lowest and simplest terms in our world, it is precisely because these
are easiest to use for evoking divine potency that by its simplicity surpasses
all rational insights.”® Though Proclus never says this explicitly, we find
the idea clearly formulated by Iamblichus, who draws attention to the
fact that for divinatory purposes divine power often extends to inanimate
objects, such as pebbles, rods, or certain woods. By descending to the low-
est material objects god does not just demonstrate his might, but shows us
something even more interesting (De myst. 111 17.57—62):

For just as he makes some simple-minded human being utter statements full of
wisdom, by which it becomes clear to all thatthis is not some human but a divine
accomplishment, so through beings deprived of knowledge he reveals thoughts
which surpass all knowledge.

The lowest inanimate objects are thus particularly suited for manifesting the
divine, for by being deprived of all traces of intelligence they symmetrically
mirror that which transcends Intellect on the other side of the scale of

76 For matter as non-being see Proclus, /n Parm. 999.19. The similarity berween matter and The One
is already noted by Plotinus (Enn. v1 7, 13.3—4), but it is not pursued any further by him.

77 See Proclus, In Tim. 111328.20-31.

78 See Dodds 1933: 233; Wallis 1972: 156—7. Siorvanes (1996: 187-8) disputes this conclusion, arguing
that the theurgists strove to ascend and if they ‘attempted to reach divinity through material objects,
their soul would descend into darkness’. This is a misunderstanding however, for by manipulating
material objects the Neoplatonists do not turn towards matter but towards the divine powers that
these material ‘symbols’ are capable of evoking. See below, ch. s5.2.1.
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reality.”? To evoke divine unity by psychic concentration only without the
help of external ritual objects, on the other hand, is much more difficult
due to the soul’s immense complexity — although we shall see that in the
eyes of both Proclus and Iamblichus an evocation of this type is more
valuable in the end, being able to bridge the furthest poles of the universe,
containing in itselfall the other kinds of unity (ch. 5).

The theurgic outcomes of Proclus’ concept of causal steps may not be
appreciated by everyone, and it is probably more useful to consider some
of its more neutral metaphysical implications. Possibly the most important
one of them is the fact that every single level of reality is divided into
sub-layers in a way that mirrors the structure of reality as a whole. Proclus
sums this up in one of the most fundamental rules of late Neoplatonist
metaphysics: ‘All things are in all things, butin each according to its proper
nature.® The best example is our world, which in the pyramidal scheme
is an exact mirror of the higher levels. But the same is true of every single
higher level. Thus we find both the one and intellect present in Soul,
though only in a manner appropriate to it: the one in the Soul is not as
unified as the One as such, and the intellective Forms too existin Soul in a
far more unfolded manner than they do in the true Intellect. By analogy, in
Intellect there is a layer corresponding to the One (‘the flower of Intellect’),
though only representing an intellective emulation of unity that cannot
equal the true unity of the One (see ch. 5.1 for details).

It might seem that in the other direction Proclus’ rule is more difhcult
to apply, for in Intellect there appears to be no layer corresponding to
Soul. Nonetheless, in Proclus’ view Intellect contains Soul too, though just
potentially and ‘secretly’. As we learn from E7 56.1-3: ‘All thatis produced
by secondary beings is in a greater measure produced from those prior and
more determinative principles from which the secondary were themselves
derived.’ In other words, every cause contains all of its effects in potency —
but again only ‘according to its proper nature’, and thus with a lower
degree of differentiation than would pertain to the effects themselves
(PT m 9, 39.20—4): ‘In the primal levels of reality multiplicity is present
secretly and without separation, while in the secondary levels it is differen-
tiated. The closer a term stands to the One, the more it hides multiplicity
within itself, defining itself by unity only.’ In effect, Intellect does contain

79 Cf. below, p. 191, for a similar motif in Proclus’ theory of mythical symbols: it is by using perverse
and monstrous images that myths are capable of evoking divine transcendence.

8 Proclus, £T103.1. It is a general Neoplatonic rule that is already to be found in Porphyry’s Sententiae
10.
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Soul as well, but it is hidden within it, being anticipated in potency. In this
way it even contains the sensible world (E7T 173.15-17):

Thus every intellect is all things intellectively, both its priors and its consequents:
that is to say, as it contains the intelligible world intellectively, so it also contains
the sensible world in an intellective manner.

In like fashion, the One contains all things in potency, but in a transcendent
manner incomprehensible for lower beings.® Proclus sums up the mutual
presence of all things in all things in ET 65:

All that subsists in any fashion exists either in the manner of a cause (kat’ aitian), as
an originative potency (archoeidos); or in its own mode of existence (kath’ hyparxin);
or by participation (kata methexin), afier the manner of an image.

For either we see the product as pre-existent in the producer which is its cause
(for every cause pre-embraces its effect before its emergence, having primitively
that character which the latter has by derivation); or we see the producer in the
product (for the latter participates in its producer and reveals in itself by derivation
what the producer already is primitively); or else we contemplate each thing in
its own station, neither in its cause nor in its effect (for its cause has a higher, its
resultant a lower mode of being than itself, and besides these there must surely be
some being which is its own) — and it is as in its own mode of existence that each
has its being in its own station.

Accordingly, Proclus will claim that the henads pre-embrace all things ‘in
a manner conformable to their unity’ (E7T 118.8), while every ‘intellect is
intellectively identical both with its priors and with its consequents — with
the latter as their cause, with the former by participation. But since it is
itself an intellect and its essence is intellective, it defines everything, both
what it is in the manner of a cause and what it is by participation, in its
own mode of existence.’®*

2.3.2  Being — Life — Intellect

In the previous section we have seen a number of sub-layers arise within each
hypostasis due to its simultaneous procession from all the preceding levels
at once. Nevertheless, higher hypostases do not just proceed from their
causes; they are self-constituted as well, proceeding from and reverting to

8 See Proclus, ET18. For the incomprehensibility with which the One embraces all things see ET123
(quoted above, pp. 61-2).
82 Proclus, ET'173.1-s. For an application of the same rule on soul see ET 195.
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themselves. This autonomous cycle generates further stratification within
each level.¥

The most important example of such stratification is to be found on
the plane of Intellect. Its preliminary version can already be spotted in
Plotinus, who occasionally reflects on the fact that within Intellect there
exists a certain duality: Intellect is defined by its thinking, but thinking
implies the existence of something thought as different from the one who
thinks.*4 In a number of passages Plotinus speaks of these two aspects
as of Intellect (the contemplating subject) and Being (the contemplated
object).®s Nonetheless, he follows Aristotle in insisting that the Intellect
really thinks itself, i.e. — and here the parallel with Aristotle ends — its own
Forms.®¢ Logically the contemplated object should precede the contem-
plating subject, and we might expect being to be prior to thought. For
Plotinus, however, such a view is but a consequence of the dividedness and
discursivity of our thinking: at the level of Intellect no discursivity exists,
and being and thinking are two sides of the same coin (Enn. v 9, 8.11—-22).

Late Neoplatonists are unsatisfied by this solution. They too understand
Being and Intellect as two aspects of one and the same hypostasis, but
being fond of clear hierarchies, they take it for granted that aspects of
the same entity can easily be subordinated one to another. Since every
thinking subject must first of all e to be able to zhink, of necessity being
must come before thinking. As a result, Proclus frequently treats Being asan
independent ‘intelligible’ (noezon) level above Intellect, being contemplated
by it. Intellect, on the other hand, strictly speaking refers to an ‘intellective’
level (noeron), i.e. one that has the nature of contemplating Intellect. The
reader might rightly be puzzled by such a distinction, for it seems to
contradict our previous exposition that treated Intellect as the first level
emerging after the One. The truth is that Proclus uses the term Intellect
in two different senses as it suits him in his analyses: (1) Whenever a basic
description is sufficient for him, he uses ‘Intellect’ to designate the first
hypostasis coming after the One. (2) Whenever he needs to explain some
subtle problem concerning this hypostasis, he switches to a mode of higher
resolution, naming as ‘Intellect’ the lower layer of that first dependent
hypostasis, using the term ‘Being’ for its higher layer. Which of the two
uses applies in each particular case has to be deduced from the context. If

% Inmy interpretation of internal stratification asarising due to the self-constitution of each hypostasis
I 'am following Gersh 1978: 126-9.

84 See e.g. Plotinus, Enn. v 3, 10; v 6, 1-2. 85 See e.g. Plotinus, Enn. v 1, 4.26-33; v 2.1.11-13.

86 See e.g. Plotinus, Enn. v 4, 2.43—48; cf. Aristotle, De anima 430a2-s.
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I ever need to distinguish between the two Intellects in my exposition, I
shall qualify ‘Intellect’ in sense (1) as ‘general’.

The distinction between Being and Intellect is just one part of the
internal stratification within general Intellect. Proclus’ thought is essentially
triadic. Eastern Neoplatonists strove to make the hierarchy of reality as
continuous as possible, often having recourse to a strategy designated
by Dodds (1933: xxii) as the ‘law of mean terms’: if we have two terms
standing in opposition to each other, we must postulate a third mediating
term between them that would bridge the gap.” As a mediator between
Being and Intellect late Neoplatonists chose Life. Their chief inspiration
was a classic passage from Plato’s Sophist 248e~249a, in which life (together
with thinking, motion and soul) is listed as one of the basic attributes of
being. For this reason life already appears as an aspect of Intellect with
Plotinus, without however being hypostatized in any way.®8 It was only
the successors of Plotinus who fully formalized the presence of life in the
intelligible domain, turning it into its middle term.® As Proclus explains
in PT 1v 1, if Intellect is ‘intellective’ and Being ‘intelligible’, Life needs
to be ‘intelligible-intellective’. Life represents thinking as such, ‘which is
filled by the objects of thought while itself filling Intellect with its contents’
(7.22-3). It is a stream of energy linking the thinking subject to the object
of thought, making their relation dynamic. No wonder that Proclus regards
it as the potency (dynamis) of general Intellect (7.26-8.4).

The triad Being — Life — Intellect is analogous to the two previous triads
we have met. In the first place it corresponds to the triad of remaining —
procession — reversion. Being is general Intellect in its aspect of remaining
in itself, Life corresponds to its procession out of itself, Intellect to its
reversion to itself (P7 1v 1, 7.9-13). No less clear is the analogy with the
triad limit — the unlimited — mixture. In this case Being corresponds to
limit, Life represents the unlimited stream of energy, Intellect the mixture
of both.?° In yet another manner we may regard Being as the moment of

87 See Wallis 1972: 130-3, on the ‘law of mean terms’ and the late Neoplatonic tendency to think in
triads. It should be remarked, though, that modern interpreters often treat this ‘law’ in an all too
formalist manner, causing the impression that the numerous Proclean triads are but a result of its
stubborn mechanical application. In actuality most of the triads have good internal reasons, offeting
an elegant way of resolving various specific problems.

8 Plotinus, Enn. 16, 7.11; V 4, 2.43; V 6, 6.20—1; VI 2, 7; vI 6, 7.15-8.2. Cf. Hadot 1960.

% Scholars dispute whether this formalization was carried out by Porphyry (thus Hadot 1966), or
whether it only emerged with Iamblichus (thus e.g. Edwards 1997).

9 Tt should be said, though, that Proclus’ sophisticated symmetries reach their limits here: if Life is
‘intelligible-intellective’, we would expect it to correspond to mixture rather than the unlimited.
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‘existence’ (hyparxis) of the general Intellect, Life as its ‘potency’ (dynamis),
while Intellect as its ‘activity’ (energeia).®!

Proclus often treats Being, Life and Intellect as if they were entirely
independent levels. In fact, however, they are all inseparably connected,
being all contained in one another. Proclus explains their relation in

ET 103:

All things are in all things, but in each according to its proper nature: for in Being
there is life and intellect; in Life, being and intellect; in Intellect, being and life; but
each of these exists upon one level intellectively, upon another vitally, and on the third
essentially.

For since each character may exist either in the manner of a cause or in its own
mode of existence or by participation [see ET 65 above, p. 92], and since in the
first term of any triad the other two are embraced as in their cause, while in the
mean term the first is present by participation and the third as in its cause, and
finally the third contains its priors by participation, it follows that in Being there
are pre-embraced Life and Intellect; but because each term is characterized not by
what it causes (since this is other than itself) nor by what it participates in (since
this is extrinsic in origin) but by its own mode of existence, Life and Intellect are
present there after the mode of Being, as essential life and essential intellect. And
in Life are present Being by participation and Intellect in the manner of a cause,
but each of these vitally, Life being their own mode of existence. And in Intellect
both Life and Being are present by participation, and each of them intellectively,
for the being of Intellect is cognitive and its life is cognition.

Clearly, this makes the entire model rather complicated. Intellect, for
instance, is to be found in Proclus’ system in no less than four variants:
besides the above-mentioned distinction between general Intellect and
intellective Intellect as the lowest term of our triad we need to take into
account the existence of intelligible Intellect at the level of Being and
intelligible-intellective Intellect at the level of Life!”* Both of these Intellects
are only present at their respective levels implicitly (‘in their cause’), but
this does not prevent Proclus from treating them as altogether real entities,
analysing their functions in greatdetails. In the Platonic Theology he devotes
a full three books out of six to such analyses (111—v). We shall not follow
him in these nuances, though, limiting ourselves to the observation that in
consequence Being, Life and Intellect are all the more strongly shown to
be three aspects of the same entity. General Intellect really forms a matrix

9 See Proclus,/n Tim. 11138.6-14 (Quotedabove, p. 82), for this triad. In PT1v 1 Proclus only mentions
hyparxis and dynamis.

9* For the difference between intelligible and intellective Intellect see e.g. Proclus, P71 21, 74.23—75.23;
for a combination of all three types see PT'V 12, 41.10-15.
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remaining procession reversion
. Intelligible intelligible intelligible
remaining . )
Being life Intellect
) Intelligible-intellective Intelligible-intellective Intelligible-intellective
procession ) .
Being Life Intellect
. Intellective Intellective Intellective
reversion - )
Being life Intellect

Fig. 8 The structure of general intellect

Being O O  Remaining = Being

Procession = Life

Reversion = Intellect
\_/

Life \( N}\ \( AXntellect

Fig. 9 General Intellect in its self-reversion

Procession and reversion
of general Intellect
from and to itself

of three times three elements (fig. 8 — the bold terms are in their own mode
of existence).”?

From the viewpoint of the cycle of procession and reversion the same
matrix can be represented as in figure 9.94

For the purpose of our introductory study it is more interesting to con-
sider the way in which the Being — Life — Intellect distinction is projected
into the structure of bodily world. In ch. 2.3.1 we have already mentioned
thatin Proclus’ view the essence of soul is rationality; the only specific effect
of soul in our world is human reason, all the other gifts being transmitted

93 In fact, in PT Proclus goes on to introduce further subdivisions within this matrix. In the end, he
assigns nine members to Being, twenty-seven to Life (PT 1v 3), and seventy-two to Intellect (PT v
2; Rosdn 1949: 151 [= 2009: 147]).

94 The scheme is a modified version of the diagram in Gersh 1978: 129.
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by it secondarily. Such an idea might seem strange, for in consequence
most traditional psychic functions are transferred over to Intellect, which
at first sight does not appear as an ideal candidate for being the source of
such properties as life or motion. The Being — Life — Intellect triad helps to
solve this problem in an elegant way, which is no doubt one of the reasons
for its prominence in late Neoplatonic metaphysics.

Proclus presents the fullest version of his theory in the Platonic Theology
111 6, where he enumerates all the levels of reality systematically. His starting
point is the corporeal level, the existence of which is made obvious by our
everyday experience. However, all bodies receive their being from soul
(whether an individual or the cosmic one), which thus has to be postulated
as the first level superior to material world. Nonetheless, the soul cannot be
the highest level, since ‘not all beings participate in Soul, which is capable
of rational life; Intellect, on the other hand, and its intellective emanation
is also participated in by beings that have a share in knowledge of some
sort’ (21.27—22.1). But not even Intellect can be the first (22.19-23):

While Intellect is only participated in by beings capable of cognition, life pertains
even to those that have no share in knowledge whatsoever; for we say of plants
that they are alive. Accordingly, beyond Intellect we need to place the plane of Life
which gives rise to a greater number of effects, irradiating its own gifts into more
beings than Intellect does.

Yet this still cannot be the top of the hierarchy, for ‘though all living
beings also possess being and essence, many of the things that there are
have no share in Life. The plane of Being, therefore, has to be constituted
before that of Life’ (23.6—9). Being is a cause of all that is; in our world,
however, a no less important part is played by non-being and privation,
which certainly cannot be a product of Being. It follows that the highest
principle has to be the One, which can also give rise to privations (26.6-11).
The entire hierarchy can be represented in figure 10.

This hierarchical arrangement has clear consequences for the conception
of soul and its workings in lower beings. While at first sight soul might
seem to belong to all beings capable of their own motion,” Proclus finds
things to be more complicated (P7111 6, 23.16—24.17):

It is only rational living beings that have a share in soul, for strictly speaking it is
only the rational soul that deserves the name of ‘soul’, the task of soul being to

5 See e.g. Plato, Phdr. 245c-¢, Leges 895e-896b, or the pseudo-Platonic Definitions 41c: ‘Soul is that
which moves itself, being the cause of vital motion forall living beings.’



98 2 Proclus’ metaphysics

One A higher cause transmitting its
! < causal power to a lower cause
l Being

Life

N

Intellect

Y
l Rational soul
|

¥

Rational beings

Animals

Plants

Elements
A higher cause causing several

effects on lower levels, these in
Matier turn causing nothing further

Fig. 10 Material world as mirroring the higher levels

reason and investigate the things that are, as Plato says in the Republic.9 And ‘all
soul is immortal’, as he puts it in the Phaedrus (245c), whereas the irrational soul is
mortal, as the Demiurge claims in the Timaeus (41d). And on the whole it is clear
from a number of passages that Plato only regardsas soul the rational one, deeming
other souls to be its semblances only, inasmuch as they are intellective and vital
themselves, cooperating with universal powers®? to bring life into bodies. As for
participation in intellect, however, we can surely attribute it not just to rational
beings but equally to all those that possess the faculty of cognition: imagination,
memory and perception. .. For all cognition is begotten by intellect, just as all
reason is an image of soul. Now, whatever has a share in intellect, needs also have
a share in life — some beings in a stronger manner, others in a weaker one. But
not all living beings also partake of the intellective faculty; for as Timaeus says
(Tim. 77b), even plants are living beings, though having no portion in perception
or imagination, except in the sense of being aware of pleasure and pain. And

96 Proclus presumably has Resp. 353d in mind, where the task of soul is said to be ‘taking care, ruling,
deliberating and all such things’.

97 ... meta ton holéon, i.e. with the divine powers ruling the cosmos that participate in Life in a more
universal manner (thus Opsomer 2006: 137, n. 6); cf. Proclus, In Tim. 1 237.31—238.2.
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generally, all appetitive faculties are types of life, being the lowest reflections and
effects of universal Life, while having no share in themselves in the faculty of
cognition. This is why all appetencies know no measure and limit by themselves,
being deprived of all cognition.

In this long passage we have a clear confirmation of what we only hinted at
in chapter2.3.1, namely thatstrictly speaking it is only the rational soul that
may properly designated as ‘soul’. All the lower psychological functions are
not gifts of the soul as such but of the higher levels on which the soul
depends. The soul acts as a transmitter of these higher gifts, and may thus
seem to be the true source of life and perception as well. Nonetheless,
the actual wellspring of these ‘psychological’ faculties lies on the planes of
Intellect and Life.

2.4 LEVELS OF PARTICIPATION

2.4.1 Participating — participated — unparticipated

Until now we have been describing the hierarchical relation between var-
ious levels of reality primarily through the metaphor of ‘procession’ and
‘reversion’, as well as the images of ‘begetting’, ‘producing’ or ‘causing’.
All of these metaphors are crucial for Proclus’ metaphysics, but are not
the only type of description available. As we have seen in chapter 1.2.1,
eastern Neoplatonism tries to describe reality from many different angles,
each being associated with slightly different metaphors, helping to capture
some details that are hard to discern from other perspectives. One of the
most important of these metaphors is the traditional Platonic concept of
participation. As we can expect, late Neoplatonists have greatly elaborated
on it, inventing subtle conceptual tools capable of describing its various
aspects.?

The problem of participation, as formulated in a classic way in Plato’s
Parmenides (131), has already been reviewed briefly in chapter 1.2.2. We
have seen that if a thing is to participate in a Form, the Form needs to
be immanent to some extent, being present in its participant. At the same
time, however, it cannot be exhausted by this presence and has to remain
whole and untouched by the participation. It follows that in some way the
Form has to be seen as both immanent and transcendent. This is expressed
clearly by Proclus in £798, where we learn thatevery higher causeis ‘atonce
everywhere and nowhere’: it is everywhere, for it pervades all the things
that participate in it; it is nowhere, for despite permeating all things it never

%8 On participation in Proclus see Sweeney 1982; de Rijk 1992.
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blends with them, remaining fully transcendent. Nonetheless, as a true late
Neoplatonist Proclus cannot stay content with such a simple formulation,
feeling the need to systematically explain how exactly the immanent and
transcendent aspect of participation go together. The subject is crucial for
him owing to the fact that in his view participation concerns not just the
relation between the Forms and sensible thing, but more generally every
relation of one level of reality to a level superior to it (such as that of Soul
to Intellect or of Intellect to the One). The precise nature of participation
thus affects the entire construction of Neoplatonist universe.

Proclus’ solution (already designed by Iamblichus)® is typical of late
Neoplatonism: it consists in the meticulous differentiation of various
aspects of the participation process. Let us take the Form of Man as a sim-
ple example. All men participate in it, and each participating (mezechon)
man carries it in himself immanently. Yet this immanent presence does not
exhaust the Form, being but its ‘participated’ aspect (to metechomenon). The
Form as such is transcendent vis-a-vis all particular men, being untouched
by participation or, as Proclus would say, ‘unparticipated’ (amethekzos).
The actual object of participation is the Form’s lower