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Prolegomenon

The following introduction and text presume a high degree of
familiarity with the principal tenets, methods, exponents, and
terminology that constitute the exegetical enterprise of Neoplatonism
as it is found in its latest phase, in the sixth century CE. But to enter
into a detailed analysis of the questions that Damascius posed for his
Problems and Solutions Concerning First Principles, which in large part
involves a retrospective glance at this tradition as a whole, would
hardly be possible without some understanding of the history that led
up to the complex dialectic of the Problems and Solutions. Therefore,
this prolegomenon is offered as a reader’s guide to the first centuries
of the philosophical movement we now refer to as Neoplatonism.
Those who are already familiar with the tradition may prefer to
proceed to the Introduction proper, where Damascius is introduced
in the context of his life, major works, and in terms of the central
philosophical disputes he had with his great predecessor Proclus.
The intellectual development that we now refer to as Neoplaton-
ism (in fact, writers in this movement thought of themselves as
Platonists or simply as philosophers) was the most influential
philosophical movement of the Roman Empire, and achieved its
stature by combining metaphysical speculation on the esoteric
meanings of Plato’s dialogues with a contemplative vision of reality.
At once erudite and eclectic, Neoplatonism drew on the six centuries
of philosophical development between Plato’s Academy and its own
emergence in Alexandria in the third century CE, from the comple-
mentary Platonisms of, for example, Numenius and Philo of
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Alexandria, and from the Aristotelian Commentator tradition inaugurated by
Alexander of Aphrodisias. Neoplatonism above all used philosophical structures
to expound and expand the dimensions of inner experience. It was the brilliantly
original work of the Plotinus (204—270 CE) as recorded in the Enneads, edited
and published by Plotinus’ disciple Porphyry, that inspired and provided the
foundations for the work of later Neoplatonists such as lamblichus (active 245
CE) Proclus (412—485 CE) and of course, Damascius (CA. 467—540 CE).

Virtually all that we know of Plotinus’ life comes from Porphyry’s essay
The Life of Plotinus, which Porphyry published alongside his edition of the
Enneads (the title in Greek means “Nines,” as there are six groups of nine essays
each, the divisions of which were established by Porphyry). Plotinus was born
in Alexandria, studied philosophy for eleven years, and joined Emperor Gord-
ian IIT’'s campaign against the Persians; after the failure of that expedition,
Plotinus moved to Rome, where he began to teach philosophy. Plotinus com-
mitted nothing to writing until almost the age of fifty, and instead concerned
himself with the difficulties presented by individual students during the course
of personal instruction.

Rather than presenting themselves as innovators or original thinkers,
ancient philosophers tended to present themselves as exegetes of previous texts
or doctrines, and the Neoplatonists were no exception.' Perhaps the most
famous example of this traditional claim to orthodoxy is found in Ennead V.1.8,
Plotinus’ doxography concerning his doctrine of the three primary hypostases,
the soul, the intellect, and the One: “our present doctrines are an exegesis of
those [ancient teachings], and so the writings of Plato himself provide evidence
that our doctrines are of ancient origin. (V.1.8.11-15).”> What exactly does Ploti-
nus mean when he calls his doctrines an exegesis of Plato’s text, especially in
the context of Ennead V.1? To answer this question is gain a theoretical foothold
in the often abstract world of Neoplatonic metaphysics.

Plotinus uses the three initial hypotheses in the second half of Plato’s
Parmenides in order to sketch his own metaphysical doctrine, according to
which reality has three primary different hypostases or orders: the One,
intellect, and soul. Plotinus refers the first hypothesis (“if the One is,” Par-
menides 137¢4) to the One beyond being, the transcendent source of all. The
second hypothesis refers to a subsequent stage of reality that arises when the
wisdom inherent within the One turns back on the One, giving rise to Being/
intellect, the intelligible world that consists of intellects each contemplating
all the other intellects, rather like a hall of mirrors. This order of reality rep-
resents Plotinus’ transformation of the Platonic forms via an Aristotelian
conception of divine thought eternally contemplating itself. Transitory being
originates in the third hypostasis, at the level of soul, which is present both
on a cosmic level as caretaker of all that is soulless, and as the embodied
individual whose destiny is to return to his origin by recovering his lost unity
with the One.
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There is also a dynamic aspect of the philosophy that is best understood as
a spiritual circuit. In Ennead V.1, Plotinus uses the physical similes of perfume,
snow, and sunlight to describe the eternal process of emanation, the radiation
of all beings from the One. The cosmic respiration or universal pulse that con-
stantly sends forth beings from the One into a state of manifestation derives
from the self-giving nature of reality. Nevertheless, the soul can begin to recover
from its apparent separation and only discover its native fullness when it under-
takes its cosmic mission of returning the multiplicity back into the source.
Tamblichus formally introduced a language to convey some of the aspects of
this spiritual life; the name he gave to it was theurgy, which he discussed in his
work On the Mysteries of the Egyptians. The book opens with Iamblichus adopt-
ing the persona of an Egyptian prophet who will attempt to answer Porphyry’s
objections concerning the ritual efficacy of certain symbols for the purpose of
uniting the individual soul with the gods.

Our last chapter of Neoplatonism returns to Athens, where the Athenian
Academy under the direction of Proclus and then Damascius flowered again,
only to close its doors in 529 under Justinian. Proclus Diadochus is best known
for his Elements of Theology, an aphoristic work that sets out the basic principles
of Neoplatonic metaphysics in a systematic presentation that is modeled on
Euclid’s Elements. Proclus elaborates what by comparison is Plotinus’ austere
view of the unseen world (One, intellect, soul) into a complex and intricate
series of triads that are characterized in various ways, principal among which
are the intelligible triad, limit, unlimited, and mixed (with the mixed, or Being,
itself the head of a triad that consists in Being, life, and intellect), and also the
dynamic triad of procession, remaining, and reversion. The three kinds of real-
ities that inhabit this world that devolves from the One or Good are henads or
gods, intelligences, and souls. In a sense, Proclus reinvests in the cultural
aspect of paganism, translating the Iamblichean valorization of pagan ritual
into a spiritual vortex of endless possibility. And yet at the heart of what may
fairly be described as the Proclean system rests the One in its function as cause
and source, to which all lower forms of reality are destined to return. This One
grounds the metaphysics of Proclus in what pagans and Christians alike under-
stood as a way of negation, of reaching God by denying any attributes or any
qualities.

In encountering the three greatest philosophers of the Neoplatonist move-
ment, Plotinus (204—270 CE), lamblichus (active ca. 245 CE), and Proclus
(412—485 CE), it becomes apparent that they are separated by a period of cen-
turies. Moreover, Damascius, the subject of our study and the last scholarch of
the Athenian Academy, was active half a century after Proclus. It is well to keep
this fact in mind when we discuss the dialectical activities of Damascius vis-a-
vis his predecessors. In most cases, he will have been reading texts that are
entirely lost to us, as for example Iamblichus’ extensive commentaries on the
dialogues of Plato, and several of those by Proclus. The developments that
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define the progress of the school take place over spans of time that, by com-
parison with other philosophical schools (such as Classical versus Hellenistic
philosophy) would have almost precluded scholastic or doctrinal continuity.
These temporal circumstances alone make the exegetical and dialectical strat-
egies of Damascius extraordinarily difficult to recover, even though we possess
so much of his writing (see Introduction below for a survey of the extant
works).

The brief synopsis of Neoplatonic metaphysics offered above immedi-
ately raises problems, and as we shall see, again in survey form, the history
of later Neoplatonism is largely the story of how key metaphysical issues in
the tradition are solved via the mediation of fundamental exegetical strate-
gies. First, there is a problem with respect to the first principle and its rela-
tionship to all other levels or aspects of reality. Briefly, the puzzle can
described as follows: if the One, which by definition lacks multiplicity, dif-
ferentiation, qualities, attributes, and even being, is the highest, most com-
plete, or most real identity, then how do the Neoplatonists account for the
proliferation of various kinds of being, the very fact that there is life, mind,
intelligence, and all that they imply, in all of their profuse diversity? If we say
that all of these beings are “from” the One, then what causes their departure
from this ultimate identity? If the One is the cause of all beings, and this
causality is conceived as a kind of participation of all things in the One, then
the transcendence of the One is compromised at the outset. And yet if the
One remains isolated in its transcendence, this raises the question of how it
communicates reality to any of the other aspects of being, either severally or
as a whole.

Thus in Ennead V.1 Plotinus locates this difficulty over the derivation of all
things from the One as one of the major traditional problems of philosophy:*

“But [soul] desires [a solution] to the problem which is so often discussed,
even by the ancient sages, as to how from the One, being such as we say the
One is, anything can be constituted, either a multiplicity, a dyad, or a number;
[why] it did not stay by itself, but so great a multiplicity flowed out as is seen in
what is the real beings and which we think correct to refer back to the One.”
(V.1.6.3-8).

To some extent, the history of Neoplatonism after Plotinus is a record of
responses to this question. Plotinus attempted to finesse this difficulty within
his Enneads by distinguishing between what something is in itself, versus what
something is in relationship to another, or by his doctrine of two acts, most
clearly articulated in V.4.2.27-30:

AN\a méds pévovros €xelvov ylveray;

,E ’ e , s ~ s e 8, > ~ s g e g . e
vépyeia 1) Pév €oTL TijS ovolas, 1) 8’ €k TS 00OLAS €KACTOV Kal 1)
peév Tijs ovolas avTd éoTw évépyela €kaoTov,) 8¢ am exelvns, Ny
det mavti €meclal €€ avaykns erépav odoav avTod.
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But how, when that abides unchanged, does intellect come into
being? In each and every thing there is an activity which belongs to
the ousia [the being of something] and one which goes out from the
ousia, and that which belongs to ousia is the activity which is each
particular thing, and the other activity derives from that first one, and
necessarily follows it in every respect, being different from the thing
itself.

As applied to the One, Plotinus discusses the way that intellect is generated
without actually mentioning these two kinds of activity: “This is, if we may say
so, the first act of generation; the One, perfect because it seeks nothing, has
nothing, and needs nothing, overflows, as it were, and its superabundance
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 toward it”
(V.2.1.7-10).

Now, for Plotinus, the internal activity is identical to the ousia, the being
or essence of something, whereas what that internal activity consists in is
actually a contemplation of or reversion toward what is higher. In other words,
ousia and energeia are really two ways of talking about the same reality. In the
case of the One itself, there can strictly be no activity in it, since it is beyond
essence, nor is there anything higher for it to contemplate. The One, then,
contemplates itself, and yet it cannot do so inasmuch as the One is not an
object of thought. Therefore, in turning toward itself, it becomes intellect. To
the extent that the One initiates this self-directed activity, it “becomes” a phase
of intellect known as “inchoate” intellect.* In order to find language for the
notional distinction between the One as thinking itself and the One as quasi-
object of its own thought, Plotinus relies on the Aristotelian conception of
dunamis, the potentiality that becomes actualized as an object of thought. For
example, in Ennead 111.8.10.1 he calls the One the “dunamis panton,” or the
power that gives rise to all things. At the same time, Plotinus’ astute reading
of Plato’s Parmenides here plays an important role, in the sense that Plato dis-
tinguishes the consequences of the assertion that the One is, both for the One
itself and for others (cf. the so-called fourth hypothesis): “If the One is, what
are the consequences for the others?” 156b6-159b. “We have next to consider
what will be true of the others, if there is a One. Supposing then, that there is
a One, what must be said of the things other than the One” (157b5—7). Thus, to
phrase the topic in terms of a more Platonic idiom, the internal act of the One
is, in some sense, what it is in itself: the external act is how it is for others.’ But
in saying this much, we have already altered the nature of the One: the One
cannot be something in itself, since this of course implies containing its own
activity, its own ousia, which we have seen, as One, it must lack. And yet, in
containing itself, it will be subject to the distinction between self and other,
between the container and what is outside of that container. It is in this sense
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that scholars have made a point of emphasizing that, whenever the One reverts
to itself, that is, whenever inchoate intellect “sees” the One, what it sees must
be an image of the One.°

Whatever we say about the difficulties of Plotinus’ solution or solutions,
and much has been said, it is enough to note that the question he raises invites
the solutions that, as I have said, become the central tenets of Neoplatonic
metaphysics. For our purposes we need to see, again in broad outlines, how
Proclus’ conception of the One’s causal role prepares the stage for Damascius’
own work in the Problems and Solutions. Bearing in mind that Proclus’ career
comes one and a half centuries after lamblichus, whose own contributions to
the history of the One must be reconstructed from the reports of Proclus and
of Damascius himself, and bearing in mind as well that much of Proclus’
teaching on his own admission derives from the exegetical work of his teacher,
Syrianus, we turn to Proclus’ Commentary on the Parmenides, where, to some
extent, Proclus poses much the same problem that we saw operating in Ennead
V.1.6, when he writes:

The first principle is not simply deprived of the things that are denied
of it, nor are these things without any communion with the One, but
they are actually derived from that source; and it is not true that, even
as whiteness neither generates the line nor is generated by it, so the
things following on the One are not generated from the One; for they
derive their subsistence from it. (VI.1074-1075)

For Proclus, as he says in the ET, Proposition 11: “all that exists proceeds from
a single first cause.” Proclus then defines the One as the cause of all things, as
causing that which it itself does not possess, through the doctrine according to
which “every cause properly so-called transcends its effects” (ET, Proposition
75). This principle is also enunciated in the terms of Proclus’ interpretation of
the Parmenides, a great deal of which, he tells us, he actually owes to Syrianus.
Proclus says of the One, “everything then, which is negated of the One pro-
ceeds from it. For it itself must be no one of all other things, in order that all
things may derive from it” (VI.1076; IP p. 429). Proclus suggests that all that
the second hypothesis of the Parmenides asserts is denied by the first, and
indeed, that the very negations of the first hypothesis actually cause the corre-
sponding positive assertions to be found in the second hypothesis (VI.1075).
Thus the One produces by means of negations; this is very strange language,
and it may seem to be much less satisfactory than even Plotinus’ metaphorical
accounts of generation, which refer to the undiminished giving of the One, of
its giving birth.

Other features of Proclus’ account include a kind of mediation, wherein
the two Pythagorean terms, peras and apeiron, limit and limitlessness, act as
principles that somehow produce Being, in a quasi-mathematical metaphor.
Perhaps we can see that Proclus’ primal pair are an attempt to externalize the



PROLEGOMENON  XixX

imagery of act and potentiality we saw operating in the case of Plotinus’ One.
Therefore, the One has, as it were, elements that in some sense share its realm;
by denying that there is any potency, any dunamis, in the One, Proclus must
transfer this function to the primal limit that functions with the primal limit-
lessness to, in a sense, produce the realm of Being (PT III 9, p. 31).”

So far the discussion has remained fairly uncomplicated, despite its obscu-
rity and abstraction. For Plotinus, it would seem that the One itself, the highest
principle, enjoys a perfection that cannot remain sterile; it must in its abun-
dance, says Plotinus, overflow. For Proclus, the causality of the One is mediated
by a pair of antithetical principles, which somehow produce the realm of intel-
lect, which then undergoes a proliferation that far surpasses anything we find
in the Enneads, as Proclus distinguishes between different levels of intellect,
and between intellect qua hypostasis (the Greek word he uses for this is noeton)
and intellect as it exists in the domain of the human individual (the Greek word
he uses for individual intellect is noeron).

As was remarked at the outset, Damascius is writing some years after Pro-
clus and what amounts to two centuries after lamblichus. What we find in his
writings is a systematic tendency to criticize the developments of Proclus’ met-
aphysics by introducing and fundamentally elevating a prior interpretation of
Tamblichus. Thus, although Damascius sympathizes with Proclus’ and Ploti-
nus’ insistence on the transcendent simplicity of the One, he does so to the
extent that he is not actually content to call the One, “the One.” Instead, it has
no name—perhaps it can be called the Ineffable:

Is the so-called One Principle of all things beyond?® all things or is it
one among all things, as if it were the summit of those that proceed
from it? And are we to say that “all things” are with the [first princi-
ple], or after it and [that they proceed] from it? If someone were to
assert this last hypothesis, how could [it] be something outside of all
things? (C-W L.1.1-10)

Damascius launches his Problems and Solutions by calling into question
Proclus’ derivation of all things from the One, a doctrine that, as we saw, Pro-
clus was able to support and still maintain the transcendence of the One, by
showing that, in the words of ET Proposition 7, “every cause properly so-called
transcends its effect.” Damascius advances what is both a critique of Proclus’
theory of causation at the level of the Ineffable, the highest principle, as well as
a positive account of the One, in the remaining chapters of his Problems and
Solutions. Therefore, Damascius, like his predecessors of the preceding centu-
ries, once more responds to what we saw was Plotinus’ initial inquiry—why
does the One, which lacks all attributes, flow forth, so to speak, as “all things”?

In distinguishing between the One qua cause of all things and the Ineffa-
ble as the ultimate ground of reality whose transcendence cannot be mitigated
via any causal relationship, Damascius draws on the resources of Proclus’ own
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predecessor, lamblichus, as we saw, and as he makes clear in chapter 43, C-W
I1.1 of the Problems and Solutions:

After this let us propose to inquire into whether there are two first
principles before the first intelligible triad, the one that is entirely
Ineffable and the other that is independent of this triad, as the great
Tamblichus held in the twenty-eighth book of his most perfect work,
Chaldaic Theology, or whether (as the majority of his successors
thought) the first intelligible triad is [immediately] after the Ineffable
and unique causal principle or whether we should descend even
lower than this hypothesis and say with Porphyry that the Father of
the intelligible triad is the one principle of all things?

The fact that Damascius investigates the Ineffable qua first principle also
leads him to discuss a second issue raised by his predecessors as well, and
again (according at least to the Neoplatonic reception of the text) implied in
Plato’s Parmenides, concerning the rationale for metaphysical discourse as
such, as well as the basis for knowledge of the first principle. Asecond problem
therefore is connected to the first issue, which as we saw, was essentially meta-
physical in nature, and touched on the question of the meaning of causation in
Neoplatonism as a whole. Depending on how the first issue is solved, then, we
will want to ask how this One, the transcendent principle, can be known at all,
and if so, as what can it be known? This set of questions involves us in a second
general assessment of the Neoplatonist tradition, involving matters of exegesis
and interpretation, the status of philosophy as a discipline that seeks to describe
how things are, even if the very nature of reality precludes such description,
and finally, the relationship between words and reality as a whole. Can the One
be known or is it unknowable? In making even this kind of determination, we
are already engaged in making statements that apparently predicate semantic
descriptions of something that is, ex hypothese, not susceptible of any such
statements.

But this inquiry into the meaning of transcendence is not the only issue
that Damascius elaborates in this treatise. He also addresses the question of
the One’s causality in something like the terms that Plotinus poses in Ennead
V.1.6. Here again, Damascius draws on the resources provided by his predeces-
sors in articulating his own solutions to this issue. As we saw, Plotinus left the
fecundity of the One largely unexplained—he relied on metaphors that implied
the infinite generosity of the One coupled with its infinite power. Proclus, of
course, assumes this much when he writes that “every manifold in some way
participates [in] unity,” but has some difficulty in explaining how the One is
something in which all things participate. Again, as we saw, he arrives at a
compromise solution when he suggests that there are principles in the realm
of the One, the primal pair consisting in limit and the unlimited, that bring
about the realm of Being as their product.
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This solution does not satisfy Damascius, and much of the Problems and
Solutionsis devoted to a discussion of this “realm of the One,” which for Damas-
cius just translates into a discussion of the One. For him, the word “One” will
imply “all things.” The One includes all things by its very nature, and so there
are actually three names for the One, which present the One in terms of three
aspects: the One, the One-all, and the Unified. Sometimes Damascius refers to
these aspects or names of the One as “henads.”

Damascius is everywhere addressing Proclean metaphysics, and often he
is actually pitting an Iamblichean interpretation against Proclus’ opinion. To
see this, we must go to the text of Proclus. For Proclus and Iamblichus, peras
and apeiron are related to a Pythagorean interpretation of Plato’s Philebus.
This interpretation functions as the basis for their explanation of how the
world of multiplicity, expressed as the gradations of Being, arises from the
absolute One. The dyad therefore constitutes a manifestation of the hidden or
latent power of the One, that is, its all-possibility. As Van Riel (2001) has demon-
strated, Proclus actually coins a word, éxpdros ekphansis, manifestation, as a
way to display the relationship between the dyad, peras and apeiron, and the
One.? For both Proclus and Damascius, I take it that in some sense the nature
of the One is revealed or is made manifest in what for Damascius are the
henads, actually facets of the One, or in the realm of the One, and in what for
Proclus constitutes the first dyad that is an ekphansis, a showing of the nature
of the One. Yet as such, the world of Being according to the interpretation of
Proclus is “generated” while the primal pair (the dyad) is a manifestation of
the One. Moreover, for Proclus, “generation is inferior to manifestation.”*°
Thus Being does not have its own nature;'" essentially, for Proclus peras and
apeiron function like form and matter; their product, a synthesis of the infinite
power of the One together with the unity of the One, is a compound, that is,
Being.

Damascius’ strategy of criticizing Proclus involves the tendency to use
Tamblichus against Proclus if at all possible. If Damascius includes the Unified
within the order of the henads, or in the realm of the One, it is not without
interest that he alludes to a similar doctrine in Iamblichus’ now lost Commen-
tary on the Parmenides, that the Unified remains in the ambit of the One: “How
is Tamblichus’ interpretation of the intelligible different, when he says that it
subsists ‘around the One’ and never emerges outside of the One?” (II 93) And
again: “And so Iamblichus also represented the intelligible as in the One,
because the intelligible was more united to the One and more conformed to it
than to Being” (II 97). This fragment'? is important evidence for the origin of
Damascius’ own views on the nature of the henads, that is, the One-all, the all-
One, and the Unified. The intelligible realm as a whole is not something new,
adventitious, caused, or produced. Itis not only that, as per Proclus, the infinite
power of the One and the perfect unity of the One are its primary manifesta-
tions, but that Being itself is another face, the most outward face, of the One.
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Thus Damascius makes this exegetical point in keeping with a larger criticism
of Proclus’ views of causation, according to which plurality is other than the
One, participates in the One (ET 1: [lav wA7jflos peréxer ) 100 €vds), and the
One itself does not actually include multiplicity. Damascius’ exegesis of the
three henads in his Lectures on the Philebus and in chapters 53—58 of the Prob-
lems and Solutions demonstrates a different view of causation. For him, the One
includes all things.

To summarize, not only does Damascius differ from Proclus in conceiving
of Being as incipient within the realm of the One, as the power of the One to
be all things, but this Being is also conceived as intelligible. Thus at root it is
actually the intelligible realm that reveals the power of the One, but there is no
“‘production” or coming into being of the intelligible. The henads, including
the Unified as the root of intelligible Being, are not only manifestations of the
One; they actually are the One, considered in its aspect as all things. If this
sounds like a contradiction, creating a doctrine that confuses multiplicity with
unity and fundamentally erases the very fact that the One is one, then Damas-
cius would only agree with Plotinus when he calls the One dvvaus Tav
mavrwv (111 8.10.1).

Sometimes Damascius equates the One and the One-all with Proclus’ limit
and unlimited. But significantly, he differs from Proclus in suggesting that the
third henad, the Unified, is an aspect of the One that functions as the source or
seat of subsistence, the ground of Being. In other words, Being is not so much
a product of the One as it is already implied by the very nature of the One. The
“outflow” that Plotinus so vividly describes in Ennead V.1.6 is no longer “out-
side” the One, since nothing can be outside the One.

Thus Damascius will say things like “we can have no conception of the
One that is both perfect and unique. And therefore it must not even be called
One, unless in the same way, it should no less be called all things.” Throughout
his discussion of the first principles, however, Damascius maintains a much
more aporetic stance than Proclus. Even if he suggests doctrinal innovations,
his very manner of couching them is more often than not obscured by what we
saw was operating as a crucial factor in his investigations, that is, the problem-
atic nature of metaphysical discourse as such. For example, in discussing the
causality of the One, Damascius asks:

What follows after this discussion is an inquiry into whether there is
a procession from the One into its subsequents, and of what kind it
is, or whether the One gives no share of itself to them. One might
reasonably raise puzzles about either position. For if the One gives
no share of itself to its products, how has it produced them as so
unlike itself, that they enjoy nothing of its nature? (C-W I 99)

On the other hand, Damascius wants to claim that no such procession is
possible, given that procession implies distinction (the distinction between
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what proceeds and what does not proceed) and therefore, there can be no pro-
cession from the One:

Every procession takes place together with distinction, whereas multi-
plicity is the cause of every distinction. Distinction is always the
cause of multiplicity, whereas the One is before multiplicity. If the
One is also before the One in the sense that the One is taken as one
without [others],” then a fortiori the One is before the many. There-
fore the nature of the One is entirely without distinction. And
therefore the One cannot proceed (C-W I 100).

In fairness to Proclus, we must understand that sometimes Damascius
advances a criticism of the theory of procession in a way that isolates one
aspect of the theory, without also framing the theory in terms of the complete-
ness of Proclus’ work. Not only does Proclus suggest that the One is the cause
of all things, and that every cause transcends its effects, but he also provides
for what has been called a “circular” model of causation. That is, for Proclus,
“every effect remains in its cause, proceeds from it, and reverts upon it” (ET
Proposition 35). Proclus discusses this spiritual circuit in his IP 620, when he
reminds the reader that “every plurality exists in unity.” Thus when it comes
to understanding the fundamental relationship between the transcendent
principle and its manifestations, Proclus and Damascius are not really far
apart; indeed, Proclus insists that there is an unparticipated aspect of each and
every hypostasis, including the One. Moreover, the primary sense of the hypos-
tasis is its subsistence as what Proclus calls a “whole before the parts” (ET
Proposition 67).

Yet Damascius can also show himself to be a very effective critic precisely
because he is ultimately profoundly versed in the metaphysics of Proclus. After
posing the aporia concerning transcendence in the opening sections of the
Problems and Solutions, as well as his general criticism of Proclus’ understand-
ing of Being as the product of the henadic realm, Damascius launches a sus-
tained inquiry into the meaning of Proclus’ spiritual circuit insofar as it relies
on the concepts of “procession” and “reversion.” In the words of E. R. Dodds,
Proclus’ theory derives from a paradox that:

is a necessary consequence of the attempt to reconcile transcendence
with immanence by the Neoplatonic theory of causation. If the
procession is to be timeless, and if reversion is to be possible, the
lower can never be cut off from the higher; but if individuality is to
be real, and if the higher is not to be infected with plurality, the lower
must be actualized as a separate being, not simply a part of the
higher."*

Damascius has no easy task, then, in unraveling the terms of this paradox,
a deed that he accomplishes by revealing what are at least on the surface the
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fallacies entailed by Proclus’ solution of circular causation: “What is it we mean
when we say, ‘remaining in the cause’? Something must be either first or third,
so that it cannot be the processive if it is still that which remains. Does remain-
ing mean that what proceeds has its origin in the cause? But this is absurd:
cause must be prior; effect is subsequent. Perhaps the cause remains while the
effect proceeds?” (C-W I 117)

But now the whole idea of remaining in the cause is trivialized, and
amounts to no more than the tautology that the first is not the second, and so
forth. Again, Damascius critically examines the structure of procession, show-
ing that reversion is part of a unified triad, in which the three moments act
together to define the nature of an hypostasis, but at the same time, reversion
is also a dissolution or undoing of the very effects achieved through the process
of procession. How is it possible for reversion to assume these very different
functions? Damascius also points out that “reversion” is ambiguous between
something’s achieving its own definition from an inchoate state, and some-
thing’s returning to a higher source or to its cause.

Not only, then, does Damascius incorporate substantive criticisms of fun-
damental Proclean tenets into the aporetic compass of his treatise but he also
engages in a detailed criticism of Proclus’ own exegetical activities vis-a-vis the
text of Plato and the larger exegetical project of the late Athenian Academy,
which involves the application of various Hellenic and even non-Hellenic theo-
logical traditions to Platonic material. The wealth of the detail that Damascius
supplies in this context may prove to be, even to the most ardent devotee of late
antique Platonism, daunting. How then, are we to assess Damascius’ goals and
achievements in this text, which moves from the fundamental assumptions
involved in Platonism to a syncretistic religiosity, and along the way attempts to
highlight the dialectical clashes of its chief exponents?

To answer this question, we need to see that Damascius’ innovations in
the realm of metaphysics are actually implied both by Proclus’ complete theory
of cyclical creativity and indeed by Plotinus earlier, as for example when he
says at Ennead V1.5.7.1—2: “for we and what is ours go back to real being and
ascend to that and to the first which comes from it.”*> The spiritual circuit, the
return of all to the One and especially the soul’s special function as a conduit
of this return, is the crucial premise of Neoplatonism insofar as it constitutes
a religion. What, after all, is the place of the human self in this cosmic drama
of the One’s radiance and of attaining to the goal of wisdom, which is to
uncover a vision of the whole? The soul’s destiny is to return to the One, not
justin the sense that the soul will develop wisdom or knowledge but also in the
sense that the soul becomes instrumental in the completion of the spiritual
circuit.

Now the Problems and Solutions does not advance into a consideration of
the status of the soul, but in another work, Damascius’ own Commentary on the
Parmenides, Damascius once more takes up a dialectical exploration of his
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predecessors, Plotinus, lamblichus, and Proclus, in terms of their discussion
of the place of the human soul in the realm of real being. As this controversy
falls outside the scope of our text, it will not be necessary to drag the reader into
an extended discussion of yet another dialectical triangulation in the work of
Damascius in this prolegomenon,'® which perhaps may be taken as a preview
of the exegetical strategies that Damascius pursues in the Problems and Solu-
tions alongside the aporetic development of the work as a whole. In it, Damas-
cius rehearses the fundamental problems of Neoplatonist metaphysics. To
some extent, as he is working across the centuries from his great predecessors,
his own reprisal of the tradition will constitute a necessary part of his member-
ship in the tradition.

But it is also true that, far more than his predecessors, Damascius ampli-
fies the question-and-answer method that we often find in the ancient com-
mentaries that seek to uncover every possible nuance of Plato’s text, which for
them, as we saw, enjoyed the status of scripture. The reader is likely to be put
off by Damascius’ relentless interrogation of Neoplatonic scholasticism by
means of what, after all, amounts to a highly scholastic form of exegesis. This
prolegomenon, therefore, will close by reminding the reader that for schol-
archs of the late Athenian Academy, philosophy was conceived as a sacred rite:
learning, teaching, belonging in the transmission of wisdom—all of this is part
of a larger conception of philosophic activity, one that has its place, ultimately,
in the cosmic scheme.

Neoplatonism is not just an exegetical metaphysics that attempts to
reify the hypotheses of Plato’s Parmenides. This manifestation of the One
in all things is, at last, just the life of the soul, as it undertakes the journey
of awakening to its source in the One, and also its cosmic mission of
returning the multiplicity back into the source. Porphyry alludes in the Life
of Plotinus to the dying words of the sage: “strive to bring the One in your-
self back to the One.” According to the third-century philosopher Iambli-
chus, knowledge or intellection does not deliver the soul from the con-
straints of embodiment. To complete its cosmic task, the soul must win
over the whole chain of being that links our ordinary world with the ulti-
mate principles of reality. “Thinking does not connect theurgists with
divine beings, for what would prevent those who philosophize theoretically
from having theurgic union with the gods? Rather . . . it is the power of
ineffable symbols comprehended by the gods alone, that establishes theur-
gical union” (DM 90).

For these philosophers, theurgy and scholasticism are fused; the most
sacred rite is to engage with the text of Plato, since the Plato of this period
was no longer just an Athenian philosopher but a vessel of divine knowl-
edge: “I beg all the gods and all the goddesses to . . . open up the doors of my
soul and allow it to receive the divinely inspired doctrine of Plato” (Proclus
IP 1.617.1). It is in this spirit that Damascius rehearses and to some extent
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creates a dialectical vision that spans the centuries of philosophical activity
of a school that managed, whether despite or because of its ponderous tex-
tual exegesis, to remain a living tradition. Damascius’ eventful life is a wit-
ness to the end of this tradition as well, and it is to this life that we turn in
the Introduction.



Note on the Translation

This translation of the Problems and Solutions Concerning First
Principles is based entirely on the Westerink and Combes edition."

I have not consulted the manuscripts, since it seemed that very little
would be produced by such a consultation, given the recent critical
edition of Westerink. The purpose of this translation, introduction,
and commentary is to make this text available to a wider range of
English-speaking readers, in the hopes of stimulating research on
this last phase of late antique Platonism. Moreover, the notes concen-
trate on Damascius’ relationships with his philosophical predeces-
sors, especially lamblichus and Proclus. For detailed matters of
philology concerning the Greek text, readers are advised to turn to
the edition of Westerink. I have added a glossary at the end, which
contains phrases or technical terms in English and then cites the
corresponding Greek phrase or word.

The paragraph numbers refer to the numbering system found on
Parisinus Gr. 1990, a manuscript from the seventeenth century. As
these paragraph numbers are cited in LS] and were the regular way of
referring to the Problems and Solutions prior to the completion of the
edition of Westerink, it has seemed expedient to retain this number-
ing system.” The division into sections is my own. For reference to the
Greek text, the pagination of the Westerink edition is indicated in this
translation. Other than the translations of the critical editions of
Ruelle (1899) and Westerink (1986-1991) the only translation of
Damascius’ Problems and Solutions Concerning First Principles into a
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modern language is that of Galpérine.’ There has never been a translation into
English, although translations of Damascius’ Philosophical History (or Life of
Isidore), and his lecture notes on the Phaedo and on the Philebus have all
received English translations.*
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Introduction to the Life
and Philosophy of
Damascius

Life

Damascius (ca. 462—538)" was head of the Platonic Academy at
Athens in 529 when the Christian emperor Justinian issued a decree
that banned the teaching of philosophy in that city.> Upon the closing
of the Academy, Damascius led a band of pagan philosophers out of
Athens into exile, perhaps settling at Harran, a town in northern
Mesopotamia on the border of the Persian Empire, known for its
cosmopolitan paganism. In Harran’s heady mixture of Greco-Arab-
Syrian traditions, Damascius’ legacy might have found congenial
soil.’ We are particularly fortunate in possessing not only a signifi-
cant number of works written by Damascius or derived from his
writings, but also in possessing fragments from his semi-autobio-
graphical work, The Philosophical History, or Life of Isidore (henceforth
PH). Damascius’ PH charts the intermittent struggles in Athens and
in Alexandria between polytheist philosophers associated with the
Neoplatonic Academy and various Christian communities. This book
also provides a sketch of the diadochia, or transmission of the
scholarchy to successive heirs of the Academy, as it existed in late
antiquity.

From the PH and from Zacharias’ Vita Severi (written in Greek,
though what survives are Syriac epitomes of the lost work), we gain
some idea of Damascius’ early life.* Born in Damascus (a fact deduced
from his name) Damascius came to Alexandria in the 480s to study
rhetoric at Horapollo’s school, a “coeducational” institution where
pagan and Christian students studied side by side.> Several fragments in
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the PH confirm Zacharias’ report that relations between the Neoplatonist com-
munities of Athens and Alexandria were close, as students of Proclus made
their way to Horapollo’s circle.® Nevertheless, Alexandria was host not only to
warring factions of pro-Chalcedonian and Monophysite Christians but also to a
rising tide of anti pagan persecution. The Vita Severi offers a narrative of tumul-
tuous times during which mutual intolerance between the rival factions of the
school eventually broke out in rioting. In 489 Horapollo was arrested and tor-
tured, while members of the school were forced to flee or go into hiding.” The
PH paints a compelling picture of a group of intellectuals under siege: arrests,
interrogations, acts of courage and capitulations—all punctuate Damascius’ ac-
count of a crisis within the pagan circles of Alexandria. Isidore® and Damascius,
caught up in the general persecution, decided to go to Athens, where the study
of philosophy in some ways still flourished due to the influence of Proclus.

Isidore and Damascius journeyed for eight months, passing by way of
Syria. It was on this journey that Damascius seems to have lost his taste for the
profession of rhetoric. Athanassiadi connects fragments 137a, b, ¢, and d
together and associates them with this crossroad in Damascius’ life: “How per-
nicious an activity was rhetoric, focusing all my attention on the mouth and the
tongue and turning it away from the soul and from the blissful and divine
lessons which purify it. Realizing this, I was sometimes distracted from my
rhetorical exegeses with which I had been occupying myself for nine years”
(Athanassiadi 1999a, 307). Damascius and Isidore then took up residence in
Athens, where Damascius became a student of Marinus, Proclus’ successor
and biographer. The PH emphasizes that Proclus’ successors were intellectu-
ally incapable of assuming the scholarchy, and that the position had become
something of a sinecure. Damascius describes Domninus, a student of Syri-
anus and contemporary of Proclus, as “competent in mathematics” but of
superficial ability in other branches of philosophy.” Evidently Proclus con-
demned his philosophical innovations as unorthodox, and he was passed up as
a candidate for the succession. Marinus also comes in for harsh criticism in the
PH, being the target of several disdainful anecdotes. Marinus’ lack of intellec-
tual development resulted in a dull-witted commentary on Plato’s Parmenides,
in which he emphasized the Platonic forms rather than the Neoplatonic hen-
ads, thus endorsing a retrospective and conservative reading of the dialogue.'’
By 515, Damascius himself had succeeded to the title of Diadochus."’ During
the period between 515 and 529, the year that Justinian issued his interdict
against pagan teaching, Damascius composed a number of works, including
the PH, perhaps commentaries on Plato’s Phaedo, Philebus, Parmenides, and a
lost commentary on the Timaeus, as well as the original metaphysical treatise,
the Problems and Solutions Concerning First Principles."?

Damascius, noticing the decline of the Academy after Marinus, did all
he could to strengthen the practice of philosophy in Athens. Relying on a thor-
ough survey of Damascius’ extant or reported works, as well as Damascius’
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connections to Simplicius, who studied under Ammonius at Alexandria and
under Damascius at Athens, Hoffmann has emphasized Damascius’ return
to the established Neoplatonic curriculum." In the PH there is evidence that
Damascius’ predecessor, Isidore, was deeply alarmed about the subordination
of philosophical studies to ritual, and feared that the general intellectual rigor
of traditional philosophy was declining in the face of mounting external oppo-
sition. Damascius is especially critical of Hegias, a wealthy patron of traditional
religious institutions who headed the school sometime after Proclus in the
490s. Damascius reports that “Isidore urged Syrianus and Hegias to restore
philosophy which was now wasting away, as was their duty” (fragment 11a). At
1504, Isidore severely reprimands Hegias (who lavished funds on the restora-
tion of pagan shrines, fragment 145a) for promoting theurgy over philosophy:

If, as you maintain, Hegias, Isidore was telling him “the practice of
theurgy is divine,” I too admit it. But those who are destined to be
gods must first become human,; this is why Plato too has said that no
greater good than philosophy has ever come down to mankind, but it
has come to pass that nowadays philosophy stands not on a razor’s
edge, but truly on the brink of extreme old age.

Damascius, then, took seriously the injunctions of his predecessor, and
attempted to redirect the school toward the systematic study of Aristotle, the
Platonic dialogues, and theological literature, including the Orphic theogony
and the Chaldean Oracles. Moreover, as we shall see, his philosophical works
promoted the exegetical methods of Proclus’ teacher Syrianus, while critically
overhauling the tenets of Proclean metaphysics. Throughout the commentar-
ies there is a studied attention especially to Iamblichus and Proclus, whose
doctrines Damascius frequently compares. By the time Justinian’s ban was
promulgated, some of the most important philosophers of the sixth century,
gathering from all parts of the Eastern Empire, had assembled around Damas-
cius’ Academy. The historian Agathias records Damascius’ voluntary exile from
Athens:

Damascius the Syrian, Simplicius the Cilician, Eulamias (or Eulalias)
the Phrygian, Priscianus the Lydian, Hermias and Diogenes both
from Phoenicia, Isidore of Gaza—the finest flower, to wax poetic, of
philosophers in our time—taking exception to the reigning ideology
among the Romans concerning the divine, thought that the political
climate of the Persians would be more favorable."*

To what extent was the edict issued by Justinian a vendetta against the
renewal of the Academy under Damascius? Obviously, such a question is hard
to answer, given the indirect evidence concerning the scope and wording of
Justinian’s interdict.” Damascius (at the advanced age of sixty-seven) and his
fellow philosophers had to abandon Athens, the patroness of philosophy, for a
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precarious journey beyond Roman imperial reach.'® The recurrent trauma that
had threatened philosophers in prior eras (recall Socrates in 399 or Proclus’
year-long exile in Lydia) repeated itself in 529, when under the edict of Justin-
ian it was once again no longer legal to practice philosophy in the city of Ath-
ena."” Preferring exile to silence, perhaps the philosophers anticipated greater
intellectual license in the milieu of the Persian court, to which they made their
way, according to the report of Agathias.” Supposedly the young king, Chos-
roes, had philosophical sympathies, although his patronage was destined to
prove unsatisfactory. Or else, as has been argued, they never actually embarked
on a journey to Ctesiphon, capital of the Sassanian Empire. Tardieu under-
stands Agathias’ report as legend in the manner of Plato’s Seventh Letter, invok-
ing the tradition of failed alliances between philosophers and rulers. There is,
however, one other passage in Agathias relevant to the entire Persian episode,
according to which in the year 532 Chosroes concluded a “Pact of Eternal Peace”
with Justinian. According to the terms of this pact as reported by Agathias, the
philosophers now fell under the protection of the Persian prince: “When these
men return home they will spend the rest of their lives free of any fear, as pri-
vate individuals, never forced to profess belief in anything contrary to their
conscience or to change their traditional views” (I1.31). "

What happened to Damascius and his retinue when they left the Persian
court, if indeed they ever arrived? At one time, the view that the Athenian
School resumed, after some abatement under a formal prohibition but a practi-
cal lenience, generally prevailed among historians of late antiquity. More
recently, I. Hadot (1990) in her translation of Simplicius’ Commentary on the
Enchiridion of Epictetus, together with P. Athanassiadi, have powerfully advanced
the thesis of M. Tardieu (1990) concerning the establishment of a Neoplatonic
school in Harran under the protection of the Persian Empire. Before examin-
ing this point, it will be helpful to start with the circumstances in Athens that
led up to what has been called the closure of the philosophical schools.”

Damascius reveals that there were, by the time of his own administration of
the school, certain estates associated with the institutional title of Diadochus:

The estate of the diadochi does not come directly from Plato, as is
commonly thought. Plato was poor, owning only the garden of the
Academy, which formed a tiny part of the diadochica. For the revenue
from the garden amounted to just under three gold coins, whereas
eventually the total income had reached the sum of one thousand
coins or even more by the time of Proclus, as pious lovers of learning
who died at various times bequeathed to the philosophers the
requisite means for the leisure and tranquility of the philosophical
life. (PH 102)

This entry in the PH suggests that there were private holdings, or, in Alison
Franz’s translation of the crucial diadochica, endowment funds that were regularly
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bequeathed to the professors of the school from generation to generation.
One very strong argument against the reopening of the school in Athens,
after the Persian chapter, is a citation from Olympiodorus that speaks clearly
of the “theft” or “confiscation” of these properties by the time he wrote his
Commentary on the Alcibiades, ca. 560 CE: “Perhaps Plato refused all salary
because he was a wealthy man. This is just why the endowment funds had
been preserved to the present day, and this despite the multiple predations
that have afflicted them.”?'

Numerous entries within the PH suggest that the life of the last Neoplaton-
ists was gracious and that the members of the school belonged to a privileged
social class.?? Damascius writes of Severianus, his own mentor in the study of
rhetoric, that he was descended from “one of the best families” (fragment
108a). He describes Agapius, another member of Proclus’ school, as having
“amassed a great amount of money” (fragment 107). Franz’s interpretation of
the archaeological record, according to which a wealthy cadre of philosophers
inhabited a sumptuously appointed enclave near the Acropolis, lends further
credence to the financial independence of the school. Moreover, this site shows
signs of sudden abandonment in 529, the year of Damascius’ exile.” Excava-
tions at the Acropolis revealed a housing complex of exceptional beauty and
elegance on the northern slope. One structure at the site in particular (Franz’s
House C or the Omega House) has been identified as a possible residence for
the last of the Neoplatonic scholarchs, on the grounds that an extraordinary
collection of statuary was deliberately sealed inside two wells on the premises
in the year 529,** the year of the pagan exile and of the confiscation of pagan
property as ordered by the decree of Justinian:**

We forbid anyone stricken with the madness of the impure Hellenes
to teach, so as to prevent them, under the guise of teaching those
who by misfortune happen to attend their classes, from in fact
corrupting the souls of those they pretend to educate. They will not
receive state pensions, having no licenses either by Sacred Scripture
or earthly law, to claim for themselves any immunity whatsoever.”®

The Christian historian John Malalas reports the actual closure of the
school. An ordinance (prostaxis) prohibiting the teaching of philosophy is
attested in Malalas’ Chronographia, though again its interpretation is contested,
and Franz’s findings have been critically reviewed in Fowden 1982. In particu-
lar, Fowden questions the idea that philosophers lived in the expensive villas on
the northern slope of the Acropolis. The statuary in House C is classical, but
perhaps its owner was a Christian with exceptionally good taste in classical
sculpture. However this may be, Fowden does concede (a point reiterated by
Hoffmann) that whether the philosophers inhabited the larger complex or
merely had rich friends who lived there, at least one structure (identified by
Franz as the official residence of “the Scholarch” or “House of Proclus”)
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matches very closely Marinus’ description in the Vita Procli (VP), 29: “[Pro-
clus’] house, in which his ‘father’ Syrianus and his ‘grandfather,” as Proclus
called him, Plutarch also lived, was . . . visible or at least capable of being seen
on the Acropolis of Athena.” This structure, like Proclus’ house, enjoyed
immediate proximity to the Parthenon.

Athenian paganism seems to have been exceptionally tenacious. Franz’s
survey of the archaeology of late-antique Athens shows that the major temples
of the city were still accessible in the sixth century. As Homer Thompson
observed, “the old gods . . . held on longer in Athens than in almost any other
part of the ancient world.”” And yet, if we are to trust the archaeological
record, we can only conclude that the ban on philosophy in Athens was last-
ing; Damascius and his colleagues had truly been practicing philosophy at the
end of an epoch.”®

At the same time, Olympiodorus and Simplicius (as well as more compro-
mising representatives of the school vis-a-vis what Damascius and his col-
leagues contemptuously referred to as “the present circumstance” or as “the
dominant ideology”)* continued to produce exegetical works on Plato and
Aristotle after 532.%° Along with Tarrant (2000), it is reasonable to assume that
at least Olympiodorus taught and published in Alexandria. Why the political
climate there was more amenable to the continued practice of philosophy is
not a question that we can pursue here. We have already mentioned the other
possibility, that some of the late Neoplatonists did not remain in Alexandria,
but instead transferred operations to Harran. Perhaps a few words will illus-
trate some of the difficulties associated, in turn, with this position. One inter-
esting find is an epigram collected in the Palatine Anthology, and evidently
written by Damascius. This epigram was carved on a stele in Emesa, Syria, in
538 CE, and confirms that Damascius returned to his native Syria after his
sojourn in Persia.’!

Tardieu has suggested that the presence of Damascius in Syria presents
evidence for a line of transmission of Platonism to Islam, by which Neopla-
tonic traditions took hold in Harran. Tardieu’s thesis relies heavily on a now
controversial interpretation of a passage that details the visit of the scholar al-
Mas’udi to Harran. In this narrative, al-Mas’udi describes a gathering place of
the Sabians, where he sees a doorknocker inscribed in Syriac with a Platoniz-
ing motto, “He who knows himself becomes divine.” Yet Arabists are increas-
ingly sceptical that the word Tardieu translates as “gathering place” can refer to
what he infers is a school or institution.*

Hadot has argued, partially in response to the careful summary of
Hoffman (1994), that Simplicius composed at least the majority of his sur-
viving oeuvre in Harran. Hadot approves the evidence presented by Chu-
vin, who details the juridical texts relevant to the measures taken by Justin-
ian against pagan activity in Athens. Other evidence is supplied from within
Simplicius’ In De Caelo (26, 19, Heiberg 1894), where Simplicius indicates
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that he has never personally made acquaintance with his contemporary
Platonist Philoponus, who taught in Alexandria.” Because this question
entails much more information than we can discuss profitably in this con-
text, I will end this discussion of whether or not Neoplatonism remained
in some sense institutionalized or less formally implanted in the Arabic
traditions—via the work of the remnants of the Athenian school in
Harran—with yet another piece of evidence, one that indeed set M. Tardieu
in search of links between Manichean Gnosticism and late-antique Neopla-
tonism. Evidently Simplicius evinces a detailed knowledge of Manichean
cosmology in his Commentary on the Enchiridion of Epictetus XXXV, 9o—91
(Simplicus 2003, Hadot ed.), and in the words of Tardieu: “There were only
two towns in the Byzantine Empire where one could find exclusively
Manichean adherents: Constantinople . . . and Harran, where they settled at
the end of the third century and where they remained due to the sociopoliti-
cal climate.”** According to Tardieu, Simplicius, whose above-mentioned
commentary owes so much to the philosophy of his teacher Damascius,
particularly with reference to its psychological tenets and its doctrine of the
embodied soul (for which see infra), must have continued his associations
with the scholarch, who ended his life in his native Syria. However, in her
detailed review of Tardieu, Luna has shown that much of the material that
Tardieu relies on is suspect owing to faulty translation, or false assumptions,
such as the assumption that only in Harran would Simplicius have had con-
tact with Manichean cosmology.*> Whatever city we may imagine to have
played host to Simplicius and the remaining entourage of Damascius, it prob-
ably was not Athens, and it likely was not Alexandria. Perhaps there were other
cities that might have had supportive pagan communities in the sixth century,
but Damascius’ exile in 529 brought the formal school to a close.

Most of the preceding material has been gleaned from the PH, as pre-
served in fragments of Photius’ Bibliotheca, or Epitome of Ancient Works (Pho-
tius 1959—77). Acaveat in working with the text, then, is that Photius’ epitome
does not have the status of a primary source. Moreover, the PH is of a piece
with late-antique hagiography, which employed stock themes and motifs to
describe its subjects. As a result, itis hard to know how much of the PH involves
anything like a factual description of events in Damascius’ lifetime. A similar
difficulty applies to the “Lives” of Porphyry and Marinus, so no one of these
texts can be a measure for the others.

The PH is also a pilgrimage narrative that records a form of spiritual tour-
ism. As such, it is a very ancient genre, if we consider the origins of the Greek
word theoria or sightseeing.*® As sightseer, observer of lands, shrines, and cus-
toms, the sage embarks on hazardous or arduous journeys to distant realms.
Among such time-honored travelers, one might number Odysseus and Plato
(according to the Seventh Letter, which has Plato traveling to Egypt to learn a
more pristine wisdom), along with Plotinus, whom Porphyry has joining a
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military expedition in hopes of a voyage to India, and perhaps even Pausanias,
whose Periegesis has been likened to a tour guide for Hellenic pilgrims.”’ The
“Lives” of the Neoplatonist philosophers are notable for such pilgrimage
accounts: the excursion of Iamblichus’ school to the hot springs of Gadara,
where pupils bathed with their professor; Proclus’ visit to the temple of Adrotta
in Lydia.”® The PH has Damascius and company embark on an eight-month
expedition to Syria, and to the Hellenic cities of Heliopolis, Beirut, and Aphro-
disias. Damascius describes Isidore as a kind of spiritual sightseer: “He [Isi-
dore] was devoted to travel, not of the empty and hedonistic kind which gapes
at man-made buildings and the size and beauty of cities; but, if he ever heard
of some extraordinary or sacred phenomenon, whether secret or manifest, he
wanted to witness it for himself” (PH 21a).”

Though the fragments of the PH provide only a sketchy outline of this
journey, Damascius and Isidore presumably traveled to ancient cities whose
sanctuaries had been closed, whose oracles were muted.*’ In the rapidly disin-
tegrating world of late paganism, Isidore’s “tour” had special importance.
Damascius writes: “without gods, without oracles, a philosopher has no place.”*'
Damascius and Isidore had come to witness the aporrheta—the prodigies or
phenomena that now took the place of elaborate temples. The water of the Styx,
local deities, and dreams en route all figure into what is purportedly Damas-
cius’ travelogue. The geographic settings of the ancient world become land-
scapes of the spirit, where local shrines and caves form a pagan cartography.
Damascius was aware that he was writing in the twilight of a world his prede-
cessors had philosophized as continuing to exist eternally in relation to the
One. Damascius followed a venerable tradition of asserting the primacy of
landscape in the location of shrines. As pagans witnessed the destruction of
their temples, they attempted to prevent what they saw as a spiritual drought
from decimating the sanctity of the world. One must appreciate the importance
of this tradition in light of the general purpose of the PH: to commemorate the
sanctity of the Hellenic religion.

Major Works

Overview

For extensive discussion of all of Damascius’ works, whether surviving or lost,
readers should consult Westerink and Combes, Introduction to C-W, and
Hoffmann 1994. What follows is a brief inventory of Damascius’ known works,
with more extended discussion of themes relevant to the study of the Problems
and Solutions and Damascius’ philosophy. Damascius’ works are usually
divided into two groups, literary and philosophical. The two literary works
attributed to Damascius are the Paradoxa and the Life of Isidore or Philosophical
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History. The Paradoxa is entirely lost, but from Byzantine reports it evidently
contained stories of the miraculous or supernatural, perhaps comparable to
that of the 1001 Nights. Damascius admittedly displays a taste for such stories
in the PH, with its descriptions of unusual phenomena, or paradoxa (sparking
horses, prophetic stones, and the like).

Philosophical

Damascius lectured or composed commentaries on Plato’s dialogues in keep-
ing with the Neoplatonic curriculum developed in the third and early fourth
centuries under the influence of Tamblichus. We have evidence for this form of
education in the Anonymous Prolegomena to the Study of Plato,*” written in the
sixth century, but containing evidence for the curricula used much earlier. The
Prolegomena lists a considerably scaled-down reading program that excludes
the aporetic dialogues on the grounds that they are incomplete and lacking suf-
ficient doctrinal content. In general, the reading order correlated closely with
the Neoplatonic system of ranking kinds of virtue. The Alcibiades (a dialogue
hardly recognized as genuine among scholars today) came first in the schedule,
since it promoted self-knowledge. It was followed by the Gorgias (constitutional
virtues) and the Phaedo (purificatory virtues). The first decad of dialogues led
up to the Philebus (study of the Good), a theological dialogue, and the series was
crowned by the two “perfect” dialogues, the Timaeus (all reality via physics) and
the Parmenides (all reality via metaphysics).

Damascius’ philosophical works exist in varying degrees of complete-
ness. Westerink’s introduction to the Lectures on the Phaedo contains a useful
discussion of the surviving lectures. There are traces of or references to com-
mentaries on the Alcibiades, Phaedo, Phaedrus, Sophist, Timaeus, Laws I and II,
Republic, Philebus, and Parmenides. Of these, the Commentary on the Parme-
nides was written by Damascius himself, while the Alcibiades commentary
survives as quotations in a commentary by Olympiodorus. The Phaedo and
Philebus commentaries survive in the form of reports—apo phones—or lecture
notes from a series given by Damascius. We know of other commentaries
from internal references within the extant Damascian corpus.

Damascius also lectured on Aristotelian works or at least on topics pursued
by members of the Aristotelian commentator tradition. Of these, the most
important are the fragmentary remains of Damascius’ treatise On Number,
Space, and Time, preserved in Simplicius” Commentary on Aristotle’s Physics. The
two loci of this treatise’s remains are in the Corollary on Space (601-645) and
Corollary on Time (773-800)." There are also some quotations in Philoponus’
In Meteora from a work by Damascius entitled Aristotle’s Meteorology. For a more
comprehensive discussion of the putative contents of these lost works, readers
should consult the very thorough discussion of Combes and Westerink in the
Introduction to C-W. English translations are available for the following works:
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Simplicius’ commentary on the De Caelo, the reports of the Lectures on the Phile-
bus and Phaedo, and the PH.

Philosophical History

TEXT. The Life of Isidore or Philosophical History is a lost work partially pre-
served in fragments from Photius’ Bibliotheca and from entries in the Suda
(1928-38. Suidae Lexicon, I-V ed. A. Adler. Leipzig). This work is one of the
more widely studied of Damascius’ writings due to its great interest as a
source of late-antique intellectual history and politics. There are two edi-
tions of the work: Zintzen’s edition of 1967 and Athanassiadi’s edition and
English translation of 1999. Damascius’ life as reflected in his study of
Isidore has been reconstructed by Asmus from the fragments found in
Photius and the Suda.* Zintzen’s edition carefully follows the placement of
the fragments based on Asmus’s arrangement.*’ Recently, Athanassiadi has
challenged much of the earlier editorial work and printed an edition that
goes back to Adler’s edition of the Suda and Henry’s edition of Photius,
both of which informed Zinzten’s text. There are two recensions of Photius,
an earlier edition and a later edition (the latter being stylistically superior),
as well as the prosopographical entries of the Suda. Athanassiadi follows
the previous editors in regarding Photius 1-230 “as the spine of the recon-
structed text,” and disperses the Suda fragments where appropriate. She
then divides the whole text by combining several fragments into 159 “the-
matic units of uneven length.” How much of the original text is preserved
in the fragments is unknown.

The PH introduces us to the major figures in the philosophical community
of Alexandria, especially Isidore; follows Damascius’ intellectual biography as
a young student of rhetoric in Alexandria; describes the persecution of Hypa-
tia, who was martyred in 415; moves to events in Athens in the 490s following
the death of Proclus; discusses the final destruction of Horapollo’s school and
the flights of Damascius and Isidore; and ends with the arrival of Damascius
and Isidore in Athens and the philosophical reforms that Isidore was concerned
to foster in the Academy.

THEMES. Damascius’ Philosophical History is unusual for the Neoplatonist bio-
graphical genre in that it is written in the first person, with Damascius serving
as an eyewitness to the events and persons described. Twice Damascius calls
attention to the truthfulness of his account and insists on the reliability of what
he reports,* and on his purpose, which must be divined from several frag-
ments that treat of the question of Isidore’s embodiment (5 a, b, ¢; 6 a):
“My friend, someone might object, just what is the proof that your philosopher
[Isidore] originated from that class of souls?” (6a) Damascius’ central theme is
the restoration of philosophy, a task for which a certain class of souls receives
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embodiment. Isidore’s soul is the subject of the PH: “flying down from the
vault of heaven, it attached itself to life on earth” (5b).

Again, the same theme emerges in 5c: “I thought that he was shouting as
he descended into generation, ‘I have arrived here from a better place™ (sc,
Athanassiadi 1999a).

The class of soul that Damascius is referring to here can be identified with
that which “descends for the salvation, purification, and perfection of this
realm,” discussed by Iamblichus in his De Anima (fragment 29). As Dillon and
Finamore clarify in their edition of the fragments of that text, the pure souls
“are born in the bodies of the especially spiritual and philosophical.”* Later we
shall investigate lamblichus’ theory of the soul and its descent, as reflected in
Damascius’ Commentary on the Parmenides. For now, it is important only to
note that Iamblichus seems to have interpreted Phaedrus 248c, where Plato
speaks of a class of soul that does not descend into embodiment but remains
“unharmed,” as indicating that some souls never break their contact with the
intelligible realm. These souls do undergo embodiment according to Iambli-
chus, as all human souls must, and yet they are able to “stand aside from
nature,” meaning they can free themselves from passions and live a detached
or purely contemplative life (DM18).** Damascius relies on this doctrine of the
pure soul, or one belonging to the contemplative order, in identifying the true
nature of Isidore’s philosophical disposition. Thus the PH stands as a narrative
account of Isidore’s cosmic mission—the rejuvenation of philosophy, defined
by Damascius as “merging with god, or rather complete unity, the return of our
souls back to the divine, [by means of] reverting and concentrating themselves
away from the great division” (4c).

Damascius declares that he will only report the direct sayings of his master
or events that he himself has observed. Damascius’ work on behalf of the dis-
integrating Academy and the spiritually restorative activity of Isidore’s pilgrim-
age (6¢) converge on the aspiration of restoring the contemplative life. The
narrative of the PH unfolds as a chronicle of Isidore’s return to Athens for the
accession of the diadochia, or Platonic succession. Isidore manifests civic virtue
in exhibiting bravery during persecution, and strength of character in the face
of political intrigues and general malaise within the Academy. Throughout the
book, the persistent theme is of Damascius and his co-philosophers living
under the threat of philosophy’s demise; the book as a whole is pervaded by
distressing metaphors such as old-age, sunset, extinction and so forth. We read
that Kwdvvevew amooBijvac tijs aAnlelas 1o xprjua: “The heart of truth is in
danger of being extinguished” (36a), and that Katl dvoerar Tots avlpdimors,
dte 00 duvauévols avTot dépew v avaToljy “[Wisdom or truth] will set
for human beings, since they are unable to endure its divine arising” (36c¢).

Nevertheless, for Damascius, merely standing by and passively awaiting
the end (he refers to a certain necessity that operates through maleficent agents)
is not an option: “men speak euphemistically of virtue in reference to a life that



14 DAMASCIUS’ PROBLEMS AND SOLUTIONS CONCERNING FIRST PRINCIPLES

is adverse to action, but that is not how things truly stand, in my view. . .. Those
who sitting full of arguments and philosophizing in a corner discourse very
pompously about justice and moderation, usually disgrace themselves when
compelled to undertake some action” (124, 1-3; 10-11).

In late Neoplatonism, teaching and learning were thought to constitute
a sacred rite. Proclus begins the Platonic Theology (PT) with an allusion to
the doctrine of an eternal chain of transmission extending back to Plato.
Wisdom abides in a timeless storehouse but is manifested temporally when
conditions are ripe, or human beings are capable of receiving it. [lap’adrots
Tois feols Satwvimws vpeornrviav éxelllev Tols kata xpdvov avTijs
amolatoatr duvauévors ekpaviracr. “Residing with the gods eternally, [wis-
dom)] from there is revealed temporally to those who are able to appreciate it”
(PT 1.6.2-3). Moreover, this possibility of receiving divine wisdom is continu-
ally present with each successive generation, and the transmission is accom-
plished out of gratitude for those who made it available: “one must . . . also
make available the signs of the blessed vision for the next generation”
(PT1.7.13-14).

The injunctions of Proclus that receiving Plato’s wisdom is a supreme
blessing, while generosity toward others manifests the gratitude for one’s own
enlightenment (I take this to be what Proclus is speaking of when he mentions
the “blessed vision”), undergird the purpose of Damascius’ Philosophical His-
tory. Part of this doctrine of transmission also encompasses a vaguely sketched
idea that the souls of some philosophers belong to a distinct rank. We saw that
Damascius mentions that Isidore’s soul descended from “that tribe (ethnos) of
souls,” while Proclus uses metaphors such as “sacred tradition,” “choir,” and
“Bacchicrite” (PT I.7.1). As Athanassiadi suggests, it could well be that Damas-
cius felt compelled to write this appreciation of his own teacher Isidore on re-
ceiving the diadochia, both to clarify what the function and significance of this
office was for his tradition and to pay back his own debt of gratitude for the
generosity of his teacher. It should be noted that Trabatonni and Combes also
agree with this interpretation. Trabatonni (1985, 86-87) sees the work as a
programmatic manifesto directed toward mobilizing the pagan community at
Athens.

Anonymous Lectures on the Phaedo I and 1T

TEXT. The reports for the anonymous Lectures on the Phaedo attributed to Da-
mascius are found on a single manuscript, Marc. Gr. 196 ff. 242-337 along
with an anonymous Lecture on the Philebus, also attributable to Damascius. The
first contains what Westerink believes to constitute an independent treatise
written by Damascius, On the Argument from Contraries in the Argument for the
Immortality of the Soul. The lecture notes are divided according to days, marked
with a notation device that corresponds to the astronomical symbol for the sun.
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As with the other Damascian commentaries, what we are confronted with in
these works are commentaries upon commentaries. Damascius expounds the
Platonic lemmas or refers to a distinctive passage by summarizing the Pro-
clean interpretation and then proceeding to refine it. Often Damascius’ point
is of an extremely technical nature; in other instances the purport of his criti-
cism is unrecoverable due to the omission of the position under attack. Occa-
sionally, however, Damascius critiques Proclus on substantive issues, especially
in the Problems and Solutions, where his differences with Proclus are perhaps
greatest. The anti-Proclean metaphysics of the Problems and Solutions make
that work one of the most innovative treatises of the Neoplatonic corpus, as we
shall see.

THEMES. The Lectures on the Phaedo contain three major divisions: On Death,
On the Immortality of the Soul, and On the Myth of the Soul’s Destinies.
Although the first part, On Death, discusses a comparatively small portion of
text (eight Stephanus pages out of nearly 120) it contains approximately one-
third of the total commentary. Occupying an early position in the Neoplatonic
curriculum, as its purpose is to teach the purificatory virtues, the Phaedo is a
kind of advanced beginner’s dialogue. Its true subject is proper care of the soul,
which involves firmly setting out for the life of a person “who has detached
himself from birth and death” (In Phaed. 172.5). This detachment or “real death”
admits of differing degrees, depending on the virtues cultivated as well as on the
nature of the first principle that one seeks in the pursuit of wisdom:

The final goal for the philosopher committed to a social life is contact
with the God who extends his providence to all things; for the one on
the way to purification contact with the God who transcending all
things is with himself alone; for the contemplative philosopher
contact with the God who is united with the principle superior to
himself and wishes to be theirs rather than his own; therefore Plato
says: “to touch the Pure without being pure.” (119)

The authentic life of the philosopher is one that frees itself from all social
roles and disdains ceremony or badges of office. If the philosopher finds that
he is called on to perform such a role, he still carries out all his activities “in
search of purification.” If he should need sacred robes for this purpose, he will
wear them “as symbols, not as garments.” This stripping away of the unneces-
sary is dictated insofar as one attains to the successive degrees of purification,
“meeting one’s own pure self” (I 67).

What are the possibilities for such an attainment? Is the contemplative life
in the world of genesis even possible (I 115, on Phaedo 66e2—67a2)?For Damas-
cius, Socrates’ life and death are exemplary precisely because he answered
these questions in the affirmative. Anxiety surrounding the viability of the con-
templative life, a life that had fallen into decline, as we saw, owing to historical
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forces and personal vices, is balanced by an insistence that such a life is possi-
ble for one who chooses it. The problem, Damascius believes, is that “someone
who practices philosophy without effort will not reap its fruit” (In Phaed. 1
168.14)

The philosophical life entails the cultivation of the entire spectrum of
virtues from civic to hieratic. Its attainment is a spiritual progression of seven
stages that are the subject of I 138-151. Each stage corresponds to a relevant
passage from the curriculum. Damascius attributes several innovations in the
traditional classificatory scheme to lamblichus’ treatise On Virtue,* which lists
the following grades of virtue: natural, ethical, political, purificatory, theoretic,
paradigmatic, and hieratic. This gradient is based on the levels of being at
which the practitioner discovers his continually ascending identity, from the
body (natural virtues, shared with the animal kingdom), all the way up to the
hieratic virtues (virtues that are proper to the One and no longer are attached to
specific states of being).

Since the gods themselves possess all of the virtues, the contemplative is
not entitled to omit any, including the so-called lower virtues (civic, natural, and
ethical): “virtue cannot be insight alone but must include the other three.”
Throughout the Lectures on the Phaedo, the theme of unceasing commitment to
the path of philosophy combines with unflinching self-knowledge. There is a
danger of the philosopher hiding behind robes, as we saw, claiming ethical
privileges that others do not share, or relying on the contemplative lifestyle
to excuse inactivity. One senses the urgency of Damascius’ exhortation to
bravery—“unwavering firmness toward the inferior”—which he holds as the
prerequisite to the philosophical life: “First one has to stand firm against the
inferior powers, then revert upon oneself, then develop one’s own natural
activity” ( In Phaed. I 152).

ORPHISM IN THE LECTURES ON THE PHAEDO. Religious symbolism associated
with Orphism is prominent in Plato’s dialogue, in the oft-quoted passages (i.e.,
soma/sema, “many carry the Thyrsus, few the Bacchants”), in the descriptions
of the afterlife (107d5—e4), and in the sacred geography depicted at 10ga—110Db1.
Recent work has done much to uncover Plato’s own appropriation of Orphic
and Pythagorean teachings, and Peter Kingsley has now devoted an important
book to establishing this connection through a close reading of the mythic
passages in Plato’s Phaedo and Gorgias.® Furthermore, the discovery of the
Derveni Papyrus®' has confirmed scholarly conjecture about the Orphic setting
or tone of the myths in both of these dialogues, since this papyrus “consists of
the allegorical interpretation of a poem ascribed to Orpheus.”*” Neoplatonists
developed these Orphic allusions beyond exegesis of the Phaedo, to comple-
ment their Platonist metaphysics with a divine revelation.

Damascius spends some time on the Orphic background to Socrates’
injunction against suicide at Phaedo 61c2 and following, and explains this part
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of the text by reference to the Orphic sequence involving Dionysus and the
Titans.” In the Lectures on the Phaedo, Dionysus is responsible for the souls’ fall
into human consciousness, but also comes to free them from their bondage to
the body: “when they submit to their punishment and take care of themselves,
then, cleansed from the taints of Titanic existence and gathered together, they
become Bacchus, that is to say, they become whole again” (I 166).

The lecture series opens with the meaning of the word “death” in the
Phaedo in general, and the problem of suicide that the text raises at Phaedo
61c2—-62b6. The discussion of suicide reveals much about the Orphic elements
in Damascius’ exegesis of Plato’s works. Damascius focuses on the word “eso-
teric” that Plato uses to describe why suicide is prohibited to humans, and to
the “custody” (In Phaed. paragraph 2) to which humans are charged during the
time of their embodiment. This custody is of the titanic order. In paragraphs 3
and 4, it becomes clear that Damascius is actually grappling with Proclus’
explanation of Plato’s text. Proclus claims that the Titans rule over the divided
form of creation, under the monad of Dionysus. Damascius replies that the
Titans are actually introducing another form of creation or demiurgic activity
that is essentially opposed to the rule of Dionysus:

5. Why are the Titans said to plot against Dionysus? Because they initiate
a mode of creation that does not remain within the bounds of the
multiform continuity of Dionysus.

6. Their punishment consists in the checking of their dividing activities.
Such is all chastisement: it aims at restraining and reducing erroneous
dispositions and activities. (In Phaed. paragraphs 5 and 6, Westerink’s
translation)

The titanic mode of life denotes a fragmentary condition of existence, the
result of a desire to be a separate self, cut off from the continuity of what
human beings share with superior and inferior forms of being. The custody
that Socrates discusses in the Phaedo, then, is interpreted as the guarding
power of Dionysus, who liberates human beings from their limitations and
isolation, as well as the experience of embodiment itself, which is meant to
teach the soul “what it is to be an individual” (paragraph 10). The rending of
Dionysus reveals the divine origins of the human soul and the fundamental
participation in the cosmic generosity that is its rightful share. For example,
Proclus quotes an Orphic fragment (25, Kern 1922) describing the rending of
Dionysus in his Commentary on Plato’s Parmenides: “This is why the theolo-
gians say that at the dismemberment of Dionysus his intellect was preserved
undivided through the foresight of Athena and that his soul was the first to be
divided, and certainly the division into seven is proper primarily to Soul”
(Morrow and Dillon 1987, 808).

For most late Neoplatonists, the dismemberment of Dionysus signifies a
cosmogonal event—when the soul is divided or distributed into the world of
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space—as well as an anthropological process, setting the stage for the soul’s
ultimate liberation from matter. The Neoplatonists, then, use the Dionysus
episode of the Orphic sequence to account for the proliferation of multiplicity
within the divine orders, and the origin of the human soul especially. Offspring
of the Titans and ward of Dionysus, the soul’s destiny is “deliverance,” or free-
dom from all forms of limitation or separation from the all (In Phaed., para-
graph 12). This connection with Orphic literature is paralleled by the use of
Orphic categories in the ranking of the Parmenidean hypotheses, both in the
Problems and Solutions and in Commentary on the Parmenides. Its significance
here is that the Orphic myth and, in particular, the celebration of Dionysus as
source of creation and as bestower of liberation shows the Neoplatonists
meditating on the status of multiplicity. Dionysus allows the Neoplatonists to
understand multiplicity not just as an inferior station to the One in the strictly
nondual metaphysical tradition of the Parmenides, but as the play of generosity,
abundance, and goodness, all of which are aspects of the One under its nature
as the Good.

Lectures on the Philebus

As we have seen, the Lectures on the Philebus are found together with the two
versions of the Lectures on the Phaedo in the form of a reportatio, or reader’s
notes, in a manuscript that also contains several commentaries by Olympio-
dorus (on the Gorgias, Alcibiades, and Phaedo), Marc Gr.196. These lectures or
sets of lecture notes, like the Commentary on the Parmenides, are based on a now
lost commentary of the same name by Proclus, which is alluded to in the PH.
Marinus showed Isidore his own Commentary on the Philebus, whereupon Isi-
dore told him that Proclus’ commentary would suffice. Its subject, according to
the Neoplatonic curriculum, is the Good, and in particular, the Good that
belongs to sentient beings.

For Platonists of late antiquity, it is standard practice to associate the three
principles of Philebus 277, limit, unlimited, and mixed, with the first stages in
the devolution of reality after the One.”* In the metaphysics of both Proclus
and Tamblichus, peras and apeiron constitute a dyad after the One, becoming
conduits of unity and multiplicity, and introducing the possibility of reality
outside of the ineffable first principle. The third nature, the Philebus’s mixed,
introduces a subsequent stage of development, which Proclus and Iamblichus
understand as the intelligible world, or the realm of Being. Being forms the
apex of the intelligible triad, which is, as it were, composed of two elements,
the limited and the unlimited, that constitute its parts; hence its equivalence to
the Platonic “mixed.””® Thus the three kinds of Plato’s Philebus are the fulcrum
around which reality proliferates and the hidden fullness of the One pours
forth into the world of manifestation.
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Here is Greek text of the Philebus 27d6-10, as printed in the Oxford
Classical Text with the bracketed words indicating a textual variant; some edi-
tors print the neuter form of this phrase, as opposed to the masculine gender;
thus the mixed in this line refers either to the mixed life or to the mixed qua
ontological kind.*®

Kai pépos v’ avrov ¢njoouer elvar Tod TpiTov olua yévouvs® ov
yap [6] dvotv Twotv €ott [ukTos €xetvos] al\a ovumdvTwy TV
amelpwy VIO TOL TEPATOS dedeUEVwY, WoTE 0plddds 0 ViknPSpos
o0Tos Blos pépos exelvov yiyvorr dv.

We will, I think, assign it to the third kind, for it is not a mixture
of just two elements but of the sort where all that is unlimited is tied
down by limit. It would seem right, then to make our victorious form
of life part of that kind. (Cooper 1961)

Neoplatonist commentators focus on 27d7, where Plato seems to say that the
mixed is not composed of the two prior principles. Some commentators worry
over Plato’s view here; this clarification of Plato evidently characterizes a
remark of Proclus, when he says: “Let no one be astonished that Socrates in the
Philebus assumes that the mixed is prior to the limit and the unlimited, whereas
we in turn show that the limit and the unlimited transcend the mixed. For each
of these [limit and unlimited] is in two senses, the one is prior to being, the
other is in being, the one generates the mixed, and the other is an element of
the mixed” (PT III 10.42.12-17).

Damascius departs from this orthodox interpretation of the Philebus, sug-
gesting that there are not two constituents of the mixed, one unifying and the
other multiplying. He also denies that the mixed is equivalent to Being. In-
stead, the mixed has its own function as the channel by which all things pour
forth from the One into the possibility of Being. The mixed fuses the unity of
the first henad with the all possibility of the second henad, to create a third
nature that is the peer of the first two henads, insofar as the first henad must
contain all things and the second henad must belong to the One. Hence the
third henad expresses just this realization of the all in the One and the One in
the all, which is in turn a fundamental feature of the reality Damascius at-
tempts to discern.

In chapters 55—58 of the Problems and Solutions, Damascius elaborates his
interpretation of the mixed qua henad, which, as he says, “‘will exist by virtue
of its own nature and not as the combination of plural elements” (II 43.1-2).
Criticizing Proclus’ interpretation, Damascius suggests that Proclus’ way of
reading the passage necessitates an infinite regress. There will have to be a
mixed before the mixed, which gives the nature of the mixed, and then there
will be two principles in this mixed, and they will have to have causes, and so
on, ad infinitum:
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It will be necessary to introduce a principle for the mixed that has the
unique character of the mixed, and is itself called “mixed,” as a kind
of indication [representing] its nature, which subsists prior to the
true “mixed” (so too with the one and the many, we also assign some
other version of the one and the many before the homonymous
elements in the mixed) and before the mixed there will be the two
principles once more. But in this way we shall go on positing princi-
ples before principles indefinitely. (II 43)

Here his view is difficult to recover; on the one hand, he seems critical of Pro-
clus and Syrianus (his standard appellation for them is “the philosophers”). But
what this criticism consists in is hard to say; he goes on to say that the princi-
ples of the mixed are not, in fact, limit and the unlimited, which then combine
to form the mixed as Being. Instead, each, the limit and the unlimited is the
principle of all things: “Rather, each of the two is the principle of all things, the
one is the principle of all things as differentiated and many and indefinite, or
however [one likes to express it], and the other is the principle of all things as
unified,”” and as ones, and as informed by limit” (IT 43). As if by way of agree-
ing that his exegesis is uncertain at this point, Damascius now reiterates the
question at stake:

Do the participations in the two principles bring about the mixed?
For the argument once more reverts to the question of whether or
not the one and the many are elements [of the third], a position that
the philosophers come to, but that we do not accept.

And so let us also bring in the seventh line of demonstration,
that is, that each of the three principles is all things and also before
all things. But the third principle is all things in the unity of all
things, while the first is all things in the One, as a unique and perfect
simplicity, and the intermediate is all things in all things. The One is
the One before all things, the second is all things, and the third is the
One-all as unity. (II 34)

Thus Damascius tries to uproot the interpretation that sees the limit as the
monad, the unlimited as the dyad, and the latter as acting upon the former in
order to generate number, for example. Instead, there is no production of the
mixed,; it rather functions as the productive cause of the intelligible order. That
Damascius is couching his interpretation as a response to Proclus is clear from
a comparison with PT IIT 9.15—20, where Proclus says explicitly that the mixed
is intelligible, and further that the mixed is “made” and that its generation is
lower than that of the prior henads, the limit and unlimited, whose reality
is not “made” but “manifested.” To summarize, then, in reply to Proclus’
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interpretation, Damascius insists that the mixed is not generated, is a henad,
and has its own distinctive nature.

The same argument will apply both to the composite nature of the
mixed which arises when this composite nature is contemplated [by
us], in our own weakness, and to the purified simplicity of the mixed,
even if one makes the monad and the indefinite dyad the two
principles, yet contemplates the unified triad as from these two, still
the triad is not composed from three things, but it is itself the one of
the triad, and therefore has one distinctive triadic character that
contains all things in this very one. (II 52)

What difference, ultimately, does this elevation of the Unified to the status of
henad from its status as intelligible make? How does this criticism of Proclus
relate to the larger issue of late antique dialectic?

We return to the exegetical situation: Damascius is everywhere addressing
Proclean metaphysics, and often, as here, he is actually pitting an lamblichean
interpretation against Proclus’ opinion. If Damascius includes the mixed
within the order of the henads, or in the realm of the One, it is not without in-
terest that he alludes to a similar doctrine in lamblichus’ now lost Commentary
on the Parmenides that the Unified remains in the ambit of the One: “How is
Tamblichus’ interpretion of the intelligible different, when he says that it
subsists ‘around the One’ and never emerges outside of the one?” (II 93). And
again: “And so Iamblichus also represented the intelligible as in the One,
because the intelligible was more united to the One and more conformed to it
than to Being” (II 97). This fragment (cited by Dillon in his commentary as
fragment 2b of lamblichus’ lost Commentary on the Parmenides, cf. Dillon’s
own commentary on pp. 391-393 of Morrow and Dillon 1987) is important evi-
dence for the origin of Damascius’ own views on the nature of the intelligible
triad, One-all, all-One, and the Unified. Even the Unified, the lowest member
of this order, is treated here as belonging more to the order of the One than to
the intelligible. To some extent, the various exegetes are working with the same
understanding but employing different terminology. For example, right at the
beginning of his ET, Proclus uses language that will remind the reader of
Damascius’ third henad, the Unified, and distinguishes the Unified from the
One as such, which he calls the autohen, the One in itself (ET proposition 4):
[Tav 76 prwuévov €repdv éoti Tob avToevds. “All that is Unified is other than
the One in itself.”

Thus Damascius makes this exegetical point in keeping with a larger criti-
cism of Proclus’ views of causation, according to which plurality is other than
the One, participates in the One (ET Proposition 1: [lav wA7flos peréyer my
70D €vds) and the One itself does not actually include multiplicity. Damascius’
exegesis of the three henads in his Lectures on the Philebus and in chapters 53—
58 of the Problems and Solutions demonstrate a different view of causation. For
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him, the One includes all things. All things cannot arise from what is other
than the One, and there is no source of multiplicity except the One.

Of themes that are particular to the philosophy of Damascius, Westerink
rightly points out that nos. 12-16, the brief excursus on “the appetitive function
of intelligence,” is echoed at Problems and Solutions I, 185, 16—22. Commenting
on Philebus 11bg—c2 (is intelligence or pleasure or their mixture the human
good?), he answers this question and suggests that appetite is an element of
intellect, or rather that “the isolation of intelligence is forced and impossible . . .
for the love of truth is a strong emotion and so is the joy of attaining it” Another
way of stating the solution is to say that, contrary to the strict tripartite division
of appetite, emotion, and intellect of Plato’s psychology, Damascius assigns the
faculty that may be translated as “desiring inquiry” (zetetikos) an analogous
function to that of the orektikon, or appetitive faculty.

In the Lectures on the Philebus, we encounter Damascius’ understanding
of the meaning of the mixed life:

the analogue of the appetitive function is the urge to inquiry; for
inquiry can be described as cognitive appetition, being a way to an
end, just as appetition is directed to an end; knowledge, however, is
attainment of truth, and its analogue is attainment of desire, to
which, for want of a more appropriate term, one might apply the
word ‘enjoyment.” (In Phil. 13.5)

Hence the cognitive life is the best life, since it combines pleasure and
knowledge. To the extent that we no longer have Proclus’ Commentary on the
DPhilebus, it is hard to know in what way Damascius might be replying to Pro-
clus’ interpretation of Philebus 12 ff.; nevertheless, here I will venture a specula-
tion as to what aspect of Proclus’ work Damascius responds to.

In order to present this speculation, I turn to consider the corresponding pas-
sage in Problems and Solutions, in which Damascius’ recognition of the “desiring
intellect” is confirmed. At Problems and Solutions 11 155 16—22, Damascius actually
defines intellect relative to the intelligible as “that which is capable of desire.”

Why then is intellect both, knower and known, whereas substance is
only knowable, although it is itself seen in a certain distinction, as has
been said? We must reply that the knowable wishes to be something
desirable, whereas what is capable of knowledge wishes to be that which
desires, but these things too are relative to each other, in distinction, just
as intellect and substance are. And yet substance is what is desired,
since it is superior, and intellect that which is capable of desire.

To what extent is this doctrine of the appetitive intellect a response to Pro-
clus’ exegesis? In my view, Damascius’ understanding of the intellect as appe-
titive derives from his fuller treatment of the topic of intellectual reversion. In
the Problems and Solutions, for example, Damascius’ criticism of the Proclean
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theory of intellection and specifically, the identity thesis that underlies it,
is linked to his conception of the intellect as appetitive. In his discussion of
intellect, Damascius emphasizes the substantive differentiation between the
knower and the known, a fact that follows from the very definition of knowl-
edge as cognitive reversion on the part of intellect toward Being. When Damas-
cius says that “the desirable comes before the desiring and is distinct from it,
because it has imparted to the latter [that which desires] the desire to acquire
itself, in the latter’s very remoteness” (II 158), he clearly makes the fact of intel-
lective desire dependent on the prior construct of knowledge as reversion. For
Damascius, the theory of intellectual reversion actually works against the com-
peting Neoplatonic doctrine, that the knower and the known are one in the act
of intellection: “Knowledge belongs to things which are either distant from
each other or from themselves, and which are divided by means of otherness.
Without otherness there could be no knower, no known, and no intermediate
term, that is, knowledge” (II 154).

Thus intellect desires Being precisely because it is separate from Being; intel-
lect never knows Being as it is in itself, since the intellect can never be strictly iden-
tical with Being: “in general, then, knowledge subsists according to the content of
knowledge (yvoua),” if this expression is allowed, and the content of knowledge
is the object of knowledge, but [as it] already comes into being in the knower. [An-
other way to put it is to say that] knowledge accords with this content of knowledge
but it is not the content of knowledge” (II 159).

As a whole, this approach to knowledge is consistent with the late Neopla-
tonist devaluation of the Intellect as the lowest member of the Intelligible triad,
and with Damascius’ own recommendation that knowledge must be unitive, or
rather, there must be a release from all knowing, if Being is ever to be encoun-
tered as it is. It is this erotic drive on the part of the knower that is generated
through difference which accounts for the fact that throughout his discussion
of intellection, Damascius consistently employs an erotic vocabulary:

Q What do we mean by the expression, “manifestation?”

A Manifestation is what allows secondary principles to appear, and it
makes itself available commensurate with those wishing to enjoy it and
desiring to embrace the illumination that precedes it. (C-W II 151).

Commentary on the Parmenides

The lengthy Commentary on the Parmenides is found together with the Prob-
lems and Solutions on a single manuscript, Marcianus Graecus 246, separated
by a lacuna. This manuscript belonged to a celebrated philosophical library
from the last quarter of the ninth century, whose contents included works of
Plato, Proclus, Olympiodorus, Maximus of Tyre, Alexander of Aphrodisias,
Simplicius, John Philoponus, and Damascius. According to the conjecture
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of Westerink, this collection is a copy made shortly after the philosophical
library at Alexandria was transferred to Byzantium, perhaps in the seventh
or ninth centuries.

In order to discuss the evolution of the commentary tradition on Plato’s
Parmenides, a summary of the hypotheses in the second half of the dialogue, on
which the Neoplatonists based exegeses is helpful:

First hypothesis: If the One is, what are the consequences for it?
137¢4-142a8: negative conclusions

Second hypothesis: If the One is, what are the consequences for it?
142b1-155€3: positive conclusions

Third hypothesis: If the One is and is not simultaneously, what are the
consequences for it? 155e4-156bs: negative and positive conclusions

Fourth Hypothesis: If the One is, what are the consequences for the
Others? 156b6-159b: positive conclusions

Fifth Hypothesis: If the One is, what are the consequences for the
Others? 159b-1604: negative conclusions

Sixth hypothesis: If the One is not, what are the consequences for it?
160b-163b: positive conclusions

Seventh hypothesis: If the One is not, what are the consequences for it?
163b-164b: negative conclusions

Eighth hypothesis: If the One is not, what are the consequences for the
Others? 164bs-165er1: positive conclusions

Ninth hypothesis: If the One is not, what are the consequences for the
Others? 165e2-166c5: negative conclusions

The Neoplatonists held that Plato’s Parmenides was a theological disqui-
sition that charted not only the fundamental principles of reality but also
the emergence of any possible form of being from one transcendent
source.’® The Problems and Solutions and the Commentary on the Parmenides
have their place within this tradition of exegesis. We have already seen the force
of Plotinus’ claim to orthodoxy in Enn. V.1, 8, Plotinus’ doxography concerning
his doctrine of the three primary hypostases, Soul, Intellect, and the One.® If
the One is beyond Being (a premise that Plotinus took directly from Plato’s
Republic) then Being only emerges as a subsequent stage of reality, at the level
of Intellect, while transitory Being, or becoming, originates in the Third
Hypostasis, or Soul. Plotinus left it for his followers to iron out the details of
precisely how the entire dialogue mapped onto the universe as a whole. Proclus,
the fifth-century Athenian Neoplatonist, left a catalogue of these attempts in
Book VI of his Commentary on Plato’s Parmenides (col. 1052.31 ff.). There he set
forth in astonishing detail the evolution of this exegetical tradition, beginning
with Plotinus’ disciples, Amelius and Porphyry, and ending with the interpreta-
tion of his own teacher Syrianus.®!
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The metaphysical interpretation of the latter half of the Parmenides began
at least as early as the Neopythagorean Moderatus, perhaps alluded to at IP
640.17, when Proclus speaks of the “ancients.”®” Tarrant, starting from a sug-
gestion made by E. R. Dodds in 1928, has shown that Moderatus recognized
eight levels of reality in the hypotheses of the Parmenides. Tarrant quotes the
following fragment from Porphyry’s On Matter that purports to give a testi-
mony on the theory of Moderatus: “Following the Pythagoreans, this man
[Moderatus] declares the first One to be above Being and all substance, while
the second One is true Being and the intelligible (he says it is the Forms) while
the third , which is that of Soul . . . participates in the One and the Forms.”
(Simplicius 1892, 230 36—40, translation by Tarrant 2000, 157)

Proclus’ intricate elaboration of the Parmenidean hypotheses follows Syri-
anus in holding that:

The First Hypothesis is about the primal god, and the Second is
about the intelligible world. But since there is a wide range in the
intelligible world and there are many orders of gods, his [Syrianus’]
view is that each of these divine orders has been named symbolically
by Plato . . . all having their proper rank, and portraying without
omission all the divine stages of procession, whether intelligible,
intellectual, or supracosmic, and that thus all things are presented in
logical order, as being symbols of the divine orders of being (Com-
mentary on Plato’s Parmenides [1864] 1961, 1061.21, Dillon’s transla-
tion in Morrow and Dillon 1987, with omissions).

In other words, as Professor Dillon has succinctly said in his introduction
to the translation of Book VI, “the First and Second Hypotheses actually run
through the whole extent and variety of the divine world from the intelligible
monad down to the . . . daemons, heroes and angels dependent on the divine
Soul” (Dillon 1987, 388). From Syrianus, Proclus adapted two principles in his
exegesis of the Parmenidean hypotheses; as Saffrey explains, “there are as
many negations in the first hypothesis as there are affirmations in the second
and what is denied in the first hypothesis of the first god, the One, is precisely
what is affirmed in the second hypothesis and which constitutes the essential
characteristics of the gods subordinated to the One” (Saffrey 1963, I, 58). Saf-
frey then goes on to summarize the consequences of these discoveries as fol-
lows: “In following carefully the series of negations of the first hypotheses or
that of the affirmations in the second, one can immediately obtain the rigorous
order of the classes of the gods in the divine hierarchy” (translated from the
original French).

Most of Proclus’ Commentary is now missing, but some of it can be recon-
structed from Damascius, and also from Proclus’ Platonic Theology, Books 11—
VI. The Second Hypothesis corresponds to the intelligible world, or kosmos
noetos. However, in late Neoplatonism this order of reality itself is understood
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as containing three diacosms: the intelligible proper (noetos), the intelligible-
intellective (noetos-noeros), and the intellective (noeros). These three intelligible
diacosms are followed by three orders of gods: supermundane, supermundane-
encosmic, and encosmic. The expansive triads beginning with the Second
Hypostasis, or Nous, represent a complex synthesis of theological and philo-
sophical traditions. Each diacosm capable of description under a Neoplatonic
rubric corresponds to parallel metaphysical systems that derive from Orphic or
Chaldean theologies. For some of these correspondences, the reader is referred
to the chart discussed later in association with the religious elements contained
within the Problems and Solutions.

After surveying the interpretations of the Parmenides®® offered by
Amelius (cols. 1052-1053), Porphyry (1053-1056), and Iamblichus (1054—
1055), Proclus insists that all of these exegetes fail to take into account what
he considers the major division among the hypotheses, namely, that the first
five hypotheses represent five levels of reality—in fact, all the levels of reality
that there are—as consequences of the One. Following upon this provision,
Proclus interprets the next four hypotheses as showing the consequences,
per absurdum, of denying the One’s existence. As we shall see in greater
detail, Damascius parts with Proclus on the question of how the hypotheses
reference the stations of the real. For now, however, it is important to note
that, like Proclus, who uses the interpretation of Syrianus, Damascius inter-
prets the Third Hypothesis as a reference to Soul, which then becomes, in a
sense, the gateway to non-being. Each of the subsequent hypotheses, then,
delineate further stages in the total devolution of reality. For Damascius,
Plutarch’s exegesis of the Parmenidean hypotheses comes close to an
acceptable interpretation; that he was familiar with such an interpretation is
evinced at 434 in his Commentary on the Parmenides. In Plutarch’s scheme,
we have the following correspondences:

1st Hypothesis: God

2nd Hypothesis: Intellect

3rd Hypothesis: Soul

4th Hypothesis: Forms united with matter

sth Hypothesis: Matter

6th Hypothesis: Sensible existents

7th Hypothesis: All objects of knowledge

8th Hypothesis: Dreams and shadows

oth Hypothesis: All images below the level of dream life.

As Proclus comments (1060-1061) in explaining Plutarch’s schema, the levels
of unreality that correspond to the lower hypotheses are derivable from Pla-
tonic doctrine in the Timaeus, with its differentiation between Forms and Forms
in matter (Tim. 28a2); and also in the Republic V1, 509d5 and following, with its
differentiations between the components of eikasia.
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Just as Proclus’ own Commentary on Plato’s Parmenides is mined for the
history of Parmenidean exegesis, so Damascius’ Commentary is a source for the
reconstruction of the mostly missing books of Proclus’ prior Commentary.** To
delve into the intricacies of the individual gods named in Damascius’ treat-
ment of the Parmenidean hypotheses, including the Chaldean and Orphic
correspondences, goes well beyond the scope of this introduction. But as Saf-
frey and Westerink have demonstrated in their edition of Proclus’ Platonic The-
ology, Damascius was a close reader of Proclus’ text, and his exposition of, for
example, the hebdomadal structure of the intellectual gods, reveals that he
understood the system of Parmenidean exegesis as framed by Proclus, as well
as its religious associations in the baroque world of Neoplatonic triadic corre-
spondences.

Damascius’ Commentary on the Parmenides proceeds from the noetic triad
(equivalent to the intelligible or Unified of the first principles) but then
descends into the least real and most outward expression of Being, referenced
by the Ninth Hypothesis. The Third Hypothesis refers to the One of the soul,
since it includes negative language (If the One both is and is not). Hence Soul
is the first order of reality to introduce non-being, or genesis. Soul is the entry-
way to non-being, and the last four hypotheses, for Damascius, represent vari-
ous stations along the path to complete unreality. Although Damascius refers
to this portion of the text as the Third Hypothesis, modern commentators
sometimes treat it as an appendix (Gill and Ryan 1996,119) or corollary (Sayre
1990, 240) of the Second Hypothesis, “If the One is.” However, in Damascius’
construal, Plato is asking about a “third One,” distinct in its degree of reality
from the previous two deductions, respectively, the One and Intellect. This
third One is the embodied soul, since here Plato introduces a One that exists in
time, capable of undergoing generation and dissolution, and therefore birth
and death (IV, 1-50). Of course, Plotinus had already referred Parmenides 155E5
to the One-Many (Enn. V.1, 8, 30) of Soul, his third level of primary reality, or
hypostasis. And yet in discussing soul as a hypostasis, Plotinus was more con-
cerned with an examination of Soul in light of his theory of emanation from
the One, as a fundamental constituent of reality. The individual soul was just
one aspect of the hypostasis as such.

We shall return to the question of the embodied soul’s career shortly, but
first a brief survey of the remaining hypotheses, four through nine, will orient
the reader to Damascius’ overall approach to the Parmenides. At 85.15, Damas-
cius summarizes his treatment of Hypotheses Four, Five, and Six. Hypothesis
Four treats of Forms not yet entangled in matter; Five, of informed matter; and
Six, of the entire class of sublunar individuals and composite entities, or as
Damascius puts it, the “phenomenal one” (83.16). Hypothesis Four describes a
world in which matter does not yet play a part; the Forms are copies of the real
beings of the Second Hypothesis (or intellect). This function belongs to them
by virtue of the activity of Soul, which then projects the Forms into matter.
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Continuing through the sequence of hypotheses, Damascius equates the Not-
One of Hypothesis Seven with a Not-Being that is rooted in the imagination
and as such retains the faintest trace of Being. The Not-One (or Others) of
Hypothesis Eight expresses Being at its most individuated level—for Damas-
cius the site of quantitative Being; and the Not-One of the final hypothesis,
Nine, represents the complete negation of this individuated existence. In other
words, as Damascius descends down the series of hypotheses he sees the
activities of individual souls tending toward isolation from their universal
source, and narrows in on the imaginary isolated productions of the embodied
individual and increasingly on the physical aspects of individual things.

Whereas the Problems and Solutions treats reality and its fullness and
whether and how this reality can be known by the human intellect, the Com-
mentary on the Parmenides treats the topic of unreality—of how the phenomenal
world arises as a result of the activities of the individual soul. By far the most
important issue in the Commentary on the Parmenides concerns the question of
whether or not the soul descends completely into the order of birth and death.
This issue, as we shall see, had a long history among the Neoplatonists and it
is in this chapter of the work that we glimpse something of how Damascius
responded to his predecessors on doctrinal matters. Distinctively in the Com-
mentary on the Parmenides, we are able to gain an understanding of Damascius’
psychology. My summary of the main points in Damascius’ explication of the
Third Parmenidean Hypothesis has this psychology in mind.

After delineating the skopos of the Third Hypothesis (a discussion of the
souls that descend or become embodied) Damascius launches directly into a
doxographical controversy that starts even before Plotinus, as we learn from
this sentence at Enn. IV.8, &: “If I am to be bold enough to express more clearly
my own opinion against that of others, our soul does not descend in its entirety,
but part of it always remains in the intelligible world.” Iamblichus famously
argued against the position Plotinus expresses here. Although Iamblichus is
aware that he is simplifying when he says that the latter wrongly equates Soul
with Intellect, he distinguishes and even separates the Soul from Intellect,
treating it as a lower hypostasis: “There are some who . . . place even in the
individual soul the intelligible world. . . . . According to this doctrine, the soul
differs in no way from Intellect. The doctrine opposed to this separates the Soul
off, inasmuch as it has come about as following upon Intellect.” (De Anima,
extracted from fragments 6—7, Finamore and Dillon 2002).

By contrast, Plotinus suggests that “these alone [are] activities of the soul,
all it does intellectually” (V.1.3.18). Although his own Commentary on the De
anima is lost, the fragments suggest that lamblichus used Aristotle to critique
the view of Plotinus, who characterized the lower aspects of the soul—those
directly involved in bodily perceptions—as illuminations from the higher soul.
From what can be reconstructed in the texts of pseudo-Simplicius, it seems that
Tamblichus held that the entire soul descends into genesis. Once the soul is
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incarnate, its essence weakens; it is no longer able to reascend into the intelli-
gible world without the aid of the gods. This whole doctrine is a theoretical
justification for lamblichus’ endorsement of theurgy as the preferred means of
spiritual ascent. And yet there is also a constraint on the definition of the soul
in the philosophy of lamblichus, since, as mediator between the gods and the
mortal realm, the soul functions to extend the procession as far as possible and
to reunite the cosmos with its causes.

When discussing his own doctrine of incarnation, Damascius employs his
usual methodology, in which Iamblichus is a springboard for the criticism of
what Damascius considers to be the improper innovations of Proclus as in the
following passage (CP IV 15, 1):

In addition to these considerations, if an essence is either eternal or
generally free from change, it does not descend into birth and death at
one time, and then ascend from birth and death at another. Rather, it is
always above. If it is always above, then it will also have an activity that
is always above. And so on this assumption, Plotinus’ account is true,
viz., that the soul does not descend as a whole. But Iamblichus does
not allow this argument. For how could it be, when one part of the soul
is in the intelligible, that the other part is in the worst evil? Therefore
the essence of the soul descends, becoming more divisible instead of
more uniform, and instead of substantial, becoming more ephemeral.

In the last part of this citation, Damascius argues against the position that
Proclus presents in virtually all of his writings on the soul, as for example in the
Elements of Theology: “Every participated soul has an eternal substance but a
temporal activity” (ET 191, 166-167). In Proclus’ world of hierarchical entities,
beings are strictly ranked into the categories of eternal, temporal, and some-
thing whose activity is temporal, while its substance is eternal. So soul is eternal
but its activities are expressed in time. Proposition 29 of the ET clearly expresses
this doctrine: “intermediate between wholly eternal beings and wholly created
beings there is necessarily a class of beings which are in one respect eternal but
in another measured by time that is, they both exist always and come to be.”

Damascius refutes the position of Proclus and aligns himself with lambli-
chus by arguing that an eternal essence will likewise have an eternal activity,
but a changing essence will have a changing activity. Damascius’ reluctantly
held position breaches the unorthodox:

Perhaps we must dare to express the doctrine with which we have
long been in labor: there is some change with respect to our essence.
For that this essence is not eternal even the Timaeus teaches us
clearly, and that it has not gathered together all of the time as has the
superior Soul, is what the lowering into the last part of the psychic
essence, when the soul has descended, shows. (CP IV 13.1-5)
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Prior to giving his own opinion, Damascius tells us that:

Proclus envisions that the changes implied by the conclusions are
connected to the activities and also the powers of the soul. For [he
says that] its essence is eternal, but its coming to be is connected to
its projections of the various lives and thoughts, which in turn are
connected to time, while its essence is atemporal, which he under-
stands as eternal. We on the other hand have already shown in our
Commentary on the Timaeus that the soul as a whole is simultaneously
subject to birth and death and also not subject to birth and death.
Moreover now too we understand the conclusions [of Proclus
concerning the Third Hypothesis] to apply to [the soul’s] essence.
(CP 1V 13.1-5)

According to Iamblichus, the soul suffers a break, a dispersal of its es-
sence, during the process of embodiment. Since the human soul was “inclined
toward the body that it governs,” when it projected its lower lives, its ousia was
broken apart and intertwined with mortal lives.®® Here Iamblichus describes
the descent of the soul as a “breaking apart,” a metaphor employed by Plato in
the Phaedrus when depicting the fallen horses that lose their wings in the
cosmic procession. Again, citing what is in all likelihood a lost portion of Iam-
blichus, Pseudo-Simplicius says: “It is reasonable then, or rather, necessary
that not the soul’s activity alone but also its essence and the highest part of it-
self—of our soul, I mean—is somehow dissipated and slackened and as it were
sinks down in the inclination toward what is secondary” (240, 37-38 = Appen-
dix D of Finamore and Dillon 2002).

By contrast, Damascius does not so much emphasize the breaking up of
the soul’s essence. At times, indeed, he speaks of the vehicle of the soul as un-
dergoing changes, yet he elucidates such changes more along the lines of al-
loiosis, or alteration, rather than substantial change, as in the following passage
from the Commentary on the Parmenides:

The immortal body of the soul remains the same in number, but
sometimes is more a sphere, and at other times is less a sphere, and
sometimes is more filled with divine light, and sometimes it shuts
down and is more like the ephemeral, and the living being suffers
something essentially, so too the soul itself remains what it is but
changes around itself and by itself, just in the way that is natural for
incorporeal things to change, since for example sight remaining what
it is, is perfected by light, and it is blocked under the darkness, and
yet it does not perish unless the light or the darkness overwhelms it.
(CPIV1y.4-10)

In the Problems and Solutions, Damascius makes clear that the human
soul, the rational soul, is fully able to maintain its essential nature through
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attention and self-awareness: “Our own soul stands guard over its native activ-
ity and corrects itself. It could not be this kind of thing, unless it reverted onto
itself” (I 12. 3-5).

This doctrine of self-motion, or the soul as the agent of its own change, is
also a feature of Damascius’ account in his Commentary on the Parmenides, as
we read in the following passage: “Of course our own soul, since it changes and
is itself changed, is also in this way under its own agency changed from up to
down” (CP IV 14.20). So, far from emphasizing the soul’s helplessness in the
face of embodiment, and hence its need for the assistance of the gods, Damas-
cius espouses the exercise of philosophy as the remedy for the suffering of the
soul’s essence, as the way of the return of the soul to its essential nature.
Damascius elaborates on this self-correcting or guardian capacity of the soul
over its own nature again in the same Commentary:

And thus when it descends into genesis it projects countless lives and
clearly it projects the substantial lives before the activity lives, and
when it ascends it dispatches these and gathers itself together, and
disappears, and it balances itself in the Unified and indivisible as
much as possible. For by itself it leads itself up and down from
within from the stern, and therefore from its very nature it moves
itself. (CP IV 14.13-19)

To review, in his discussion of the Third Hypothesis in the Commentary on the
Parmenides, Damascius suggests that the human soul should be defined as a
self-mover, an entity capable not of altering its nature or eidos, but rather, as he
says on p. 18, of changing the quality of its essence. The soul is an eternal entity
and so should not lose its nature, even if it can alter its own qualities, depend-
ing on the objects of its contemplation. Damascius offers a possible solution to
the Plotinian dilemma.

The Third Hypothesis, or the Corollary on Temporal Change in Plato’s
Parmenides, introduces the term exaiphnes, the instant, as that which escapes
the law of the excluded middle, failing qualification by one of two opposite
predicates during the transition between changes of state. In the Commentary
on the Parmenides, Damascius seizes on this new terminology to distinguish
between two different aspects of the soul’s conceptual activity, which he calls
the “instant” and the “now”:

This instant is partless by its character and therefore atemporal, but
that was a measure and an interval of time as we showed, and that is
what he [Parmenides] called “now” in order to designate the present
time, whereas he called this the instant because it came from unseen
and detached causes into the soul. If we understood the “now” there
as partless, then it would itself be a somatic instant, that is psychic.
And so this is an instant, because it is in a way eternal, whereas that
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is now, since it is the limit of time that measures corporeal coming to
be. (CP IV 33, 10-15)

For Damascius, the center of human consciousness can be understood in one
way as a temporally defined moment, what we might call a thought-moment,
that is, a measure of time’s flux that is artificially discriminated into successive
“nows.” At the same time, this center is also following the Parmenides of Plato an
“instant,” and so is the doorway into the atemporal. Expounding the method of
passage, Damascius, again under the influence of Iamblichus, distinguishes
three kinds of reversion: substantial, vital, and intellectual. The last describes the
reversion of the soul toward its center, to take its place among the ranks of the
intelligible domain. Damascius describes intellectual reversion in the Problems
and Solutions, noting that it is a form of return to the realm of Being that never-
theless is still bound up with the world of the soul, the world of becoming.

Now intellect returns both by means of substantial and vital reversion
but in the third rank and as it were distantly, by means of cognitive
intellection, and because intellect is cognitive, and so it returns by
means of act or in act, but not substantially nor by means of the vital
power. And that is why this kind of intellection is something that is
involved more with becoming, and this is also more apparent to us,
because it is especially differentiated. (C-W 148.6-12 II)

Damascius innovates on the language of Plato’s Parmenides. Readers of
Plato will recall that in the Third Deduction, the instant is introduced in order to
accommodate the conclusions of the First and Second Hypotheses. As the mo-
ment between motion and rest, the instant makes possible temporal change it-
self. For Damascius, this instant has become the inner life of the soul, its nature
prior to the activity of thinking a particular thought, and hence the ground of the
soul’s reversion to the realm of Being. Here is another and even more unusual
solution to the puzzles that Damascius grapples with concerning the soul’s dual
membership in the intelligible and temporal orders of being. According to the
way that the soul actualizes its essence, it admits of differing identities, as Steel
has shown in his monograph The Changing Self (1978). The various degrees of
unreality that are detailed in the subsequent hypotheses of the Parmenides in
Damascius’ explication; One, not-One, not-Being, not-One, are also configura-
tions of the soul: “If the soul is divisible and indivisible in its totality, always its
summit is more indivisible, its lowest degree more divisible. . . . Therefore ac-
cording to Parmenides as well, the summit of the soul is sometimes One, some-
times Being, sometimes all the degrees between [One and many], just as its low-
est degree is sometimes in a similar way not-One, not-many” (CP IV 11. 11-T15).

Hence the crucial place of the Third Hypothesis in Damascius’ exposition
of the Parmenides is in showing how the life of the soul moves up and down
the scale of being. Therefore Damascius understood this dialogue to be an
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illustration of the complete career of the soul, from the summit to the lowest
degree of being. All the while, however, Damascius insists that the soul retains
its fundamental reality and its eidos: it never irrevocably forfeits its place within
the highest realms of being, however clouded its upward gaze may become.
This text should be of great interest to students of the late-Neoplatonist school,
for in it we glimpse Damascius’ methods of exegesis, as he negotiates between
Tamblichus and Proclus in coming to formulate his own unique and subtle
solution to a traditional philosophical problem.

Damascius suggests that although the essence of the soul can incline
toward the world of becoming or, in turn, toward the eternal world, there is
something even within the human soul that is not subject to transformation.
He calls this faculty or center of the soul “the immediate” but also “the faculty
of awareness” (to prosektikon), which can also be understood as the capacity for
attention. In the Lectures on the Phaedo, Damascius discusses the prosektikon,
suggesting that it always underlies particular states of mind or consciousness:
“What is that which recollects that it is recollecting? It is a faculty by itself be-
side all the others, which always acts as a kind of witness to some one of the
others, as conscience to the appetitive faculties, and as attention to the cognitive
ones,”® (I 2771). This capacity for attention is exactly the center of conscious activ-
ity, the psychic faculty that makes possible the amphibious life of the soul, now
traversing the intelligible realm, now entering into sympathy with embodied life.
Thus Damascius consistently speaks of an attentive faculty that operates through-
out all psychic states, standing guard over its own activity and being in fact the
One of the soul. This faculty can also be expressed as the capacity of the soul to
engage in self-motion; and indeed, it is this very self-motion that allows the
soul to identify at so many disparate stations of being.

Furthermore, the attentive faculty functions as the gateway to reversion,
and thereby initiates, from the point of view of the soul caught up in the tem-
poral flow of discursive thinking, a return to the higher lives it remains capable
of projecting. Although the flow of discursive thought takes up a measure of
time, in a sense the central awareness is the instrument of self-reversion, or
return to the soul’s identity as an eternal being, free from the limitations of
temporality. Damascius discusses this temporal aspect of the soul’s capacity in
another philosophical work, the Corollaries on Space and Time.*’

In the Corollaries on Space and Time, Damascius explains that the ceaseless
flow of mental states means that time is at root a condition of impermanence
that precludes its own measurement. However, for convenience, our mind
adopts the habit of breaking time up into units that are apparently more stable,
as the years, months, days, and hours of ordinary time language. Even events
that presuppose duration throughout a given period of time such as “battle”
form part of this attempt to freeze time into semi-permanent units that seem to
enjoy a more stable identity (Corollary on Time 798, 30-35; in Urmson 1994, 21).
Nevertheless, the mind’s attempt to orient itself in measurable time is destined
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to be a work of fiction. As a result of this fiction, the mind also clings to a sense
of what is occurring now. But this “now” is an unreal boundary between an
indeterminate past and an indeterminate future. In reality, the now is equally a
fiction that nevertheless mirrors the true center of human consciousness,
which Damascius calls exaiphnes or the instant.

We have seen that Damascius’ psychology in his Commentary on the Parme-
nides, in the Problems and Solutions, and elsewhere accords with his general
view of the priority of the contemplative life and the function of knowledge: the
restoration of the individual to the realm of real being. Adopting such a stance,
the descent into birth and death can be checked by knowledge alone. But in the
Commentary on the Parmenides, Damascius is much more concerned with the
devolution of reality from the realm of being into the realm of non-being. In
this respect of course, he relies on the central Neoplatonic interpretation of the
hypotheses of the Parmenides, since the Neoplatonists essentially took this to be
Plato’s explanation for non-being, or Plato’s own “way of seeming.” In this
sense, the Commentary on the Parmenides has a very different purpose and ori-
entation than the Problems and Solutions.

Problems and Solutions Concerning First Principles

As one would expect from its title, Damascius’ Problems and Solutions Concern-
ing First Principles considers the initial principles of Neoplatonic metaphysics.
Starting with the Ineffable, Damascius addresses the One, the three henads or
aspects of the One (One-all, All-one, and the Unified), and the Unified as intro-
ducing the intelligible triad (Being, life, intellect). Sometimes Damascius uses
other language to describe these same structures, especially when he is framing
his own doctrines in terms of Plato’s terminology, or in terms of Pythagorean
equivalents. Thus the three henads can also be described as limit, unlimited,
and mixed, or as monad, dyad, and many. At the outset, it will be obvious to the
reader of Proclus that Damascius lacks the systematic holism of his predeces-
sor, and not only presents the reader with no specific tenets such as we find in
the ET, but also attacks Proclean formulations. It would be difficult to deline-
ate a philosophical structure that adequately represents Damascius’ view of
reality in the way, for example, that students of Plotinus emphasize the doc-
trine of twofold emanation, or the cosmic pulse that constitutes the life of the
One in the spiritual circuit of intellect and soul.

Moreover, some of the passages will strike the reader as repetitive or even
superfluous. For example, shortly into the treatise Damascius begins a lengthy
digression on methods of ascending to a first principle, rehearsing some of the
elementary agreements of Neoplatonist philosophy and of Platonism in gen-
eral. Why, we might wonder, if we are able to read this sophisticated text with
its allusions to Chaldean philosophy, Proclean metaphysics, and Iamblichean
exegesis, would we need to be told that the human body is not a first principle?
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Nevertheless, this chapter is important not least because it conveys some of
Damascius’ ideas concerning more technical topics of philosophy such as the
relationship between the soul and the body, or the way that qualities cohere in
their substrate.

Though Damascius’ arguments do not always end in aporia, his method
often borders on a sceptical form of isosthenia, which Damascius employs in his
treatment of most traditional metaphysical problems. Moreover, given his
poetically charged language and emphasis in his methodology on purification of
conceptions rather than construction of systems, the following summary may
be misleading if it is read as a doctrinal register of Damascius’ philosophy.

Damascius calls into question the very explanatory principles by which
reality can be said to devolve in the system of Neoplatonic metaphysics, espe-
cially as treated by Proclus. If procession, remaining, and reversion are the
three terms of a great universal pulse in which all beings manifest the potency
of the One, they are equally, from Damascius’ point of view, untenable mental
constructs that cannot possibly cohere within the overarching expectations of
unity, or the fundamental relationship of higher to lower as constituting the
hierarchy of being.*® Again, Damascius poses problems concerning the One’s
causation (how can the One give rise to differentiation?), and the nature of
intellection: intellection is a form of reversion, but reversion implies the dif-
ferentiation between what reverts and that to which it reverts. Yet if intellection
also entails the identity or coincidence of knower and known, then intellection
implies both differentiation as well as separation. Thus the Problems and Solu-
tions offers a series of problems that ultimately critique the entire edifice of
Neoplatonic metaphysics. As a result, much of the material is critical rather
than speculative in nature.

PART ONE: ON THE INEFFABLE. Section I explores the internal contradictions of
positing a transcendent principle, focusing especially on its status as a cause and
on its knowability. Section II continues this exploration of the first principle, dem-
onstrating the failure to arrive at this principle by any of three methods. We can-
not argue to the first principle from transcendence, since transcendence excludes
any relationship with lower entities. Nor can we arrive at a first principle through
act, since, as before, the One is a principle unrelated to the entire order of Being.

PART TWO. ON THE ONE. Section III explores the question of whether there is
any intermediate principle that can solve the puzzles of transcendence explored
in the first part of the text. Much of the discussion involves the limits of knowl-
edge in any approach to the One. Knowledge implies the separation between
knower and known, and obviously the One cannot be known in this way.
Section IV discusses the difficulties involved with the One’s relationship to
all things. If the One is all things, should not the more complete be prior to the
One as absolute, that is, as not possessing all things? If the One is all things
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equally, then why do some things display more affinity or proximity to the One
than other things? If the One is all things, then it cannot be the One.

Section V addresses the relationship between the One and the henads, and
shows that the One can only be understood imperfectly. In particular, Section
V focuses on the One-all and shows that all things cannot arise from the One
since procession implies differentiation, which cannot exist in the One. If the
One-all were the second principle after the One, how would cause and effect be
distinguished?

Section VI poses problems about the One and its effects. How can the One
cause differentiation? And yet if the One does not, what does cause differentiation?
What arises after the One? If there is a second after the One, then the One must be
distinct from the second. How will the One undergo such differentiation?

Section VII evaluates the merits of Iamblichus’ position concerning the
number of principles before the intelligible triad. The section is structured in
a way that is conducive to aporia, consisting in arguments pro and contra
Tamblichus’ position and not successfully resolving them. Are there two first
principles before the first noetic triad, the One that is entirely ineffable and
the One that is uncoordinated with the Triad? Yes, since there must be a com-
mon cause of the different principles expressed in the noetic triad. No, since
if we posit such a cause, we shall be forced to concede a transcendent multi-
plicity as well.

PART THREE. ON THE INTELLIGIBLE TRIAD. Section VIII explores a number of
puzzles concerning the two antithetical principles, the monad and dyad, limit
and unlimited, or hyparxis and power. Should we posit the dyad after the One
that is all things? If so, how does this order prevail, since each member of the
antithetical pair, limit and unlimited, is itself all things? This section also poses
seven questions concerning the limited, unlimited, and the mixed or Being, as
follows:

1. What is the cause of the middle rank, which has its own complete
nature? If the cause is the One, then why isn’t the One itself
co-natured?

2. Second, it seems that this generic opposition does not yet embrace all
things. This opposition does not embrace the procession that is from
both of these principles and that shares both natures, which is to say,
the contraction that goes before each division at every point, because
every opposition is a division.

3. There is danger of an infinite regress: what accounts for the differen-
tiation between the One and the two principles? We require a principle
to account for this first differentiation.

4. Every distinction requires multiplicity. But the source of the first
distinction can only be the One.
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5. We must ascend from the divisible to the indivisible. The One resolves
the division between the antithetical principles, since it is the summit
of these principles, without itself being subject to distinction.

6. The Unified or Being is called hyparxis and Metis. It contains the seed
principles of all worlds.

7. Each of the three principles is all things and also before all things.

Section VIII ends with a reminder about the limitations of discursive
thinking and the symbolic nature of any designations for the three principles
of the intelligible Triad.

Section IX poses puzzles concerning the Platonic conception of the third
principle, the mixed. Why does it receive the third rank? What is its nature?
What are its constituents?

PART FOUR. ON THE UNIFIED SUBSTANCE. Section X explores puzzles associated
with the Unified considered in its aspect as Being. Why is Being the third
henad? If so, is Being a way of understanding the nature of the One? What do
we mean by “Being”: is the Unified Being? No, since this is just one aspect of
the Unified. There are many definitions for Being, such as the entire hypostasis
before soul; one of the (five) greatest kinds; the summit of the intelligible order;
a coaggregate of all the forms. Does Being not possess a discriminating mark
in the way that life and intellect do? Again, as one of the highest kinds, Being
also introduces puzzles associated with power and activity, rest and motion. For
example, is actualizing a species of change?

Section XI poses puzzles associated with the identity of Being as intellect.
What unifies Being and intellect? If Being is the Unified, then why do we say
that Being is intelligible, since we distinguish between what is and what is not
knowable? If Being is the Unified, then why does Plato distinguish Being from
the One? The Unified in reality is neither the One nor Being, but perhaps
should be called the Unified One.

Again, when considering intelligible Being, we must study the position of
Tamblichus, who denies that the Unified can be comprehended by the intellect,
and hence, that Being is intelligible. Since the Unified is before any procession,
itis necessarily prior to reversion. But knowledge is intellectual reversion. Hence,
Being is not intelligible. This is what lamblichus says in his Commentary on the
Parmenides. And yet in his Chaldaics, he shows the Chaldeans hold that Being is
intelligible in the sense that the knowledge of Being is a unified knowledge.

PART FIVE. ON REVERSION. In Section XII, another problem presents itself
when we attempt to identify the Unified as the intelligible, that is, that the intel-
ligible is actually the third moment of the Unified, whereas knowledge is the
third form of reversion. Hence, it would seem that knowledge is very remote
from the Unified. In general, reversion entails several problems.
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First, how did the first differentiation, on which reversion depends, ever
arise in the Unified? How can the differentiated, which presumably introduces
differentiation into the Unified, ever arise? Is it the cause or the effect? Is the
relationship between differentiated and unified like the relationship between
soul and body, or form and matter? Perhaps since the nature of relatives is
varied and extensive, the sort of configuration that obtains between them is
such that they become equivalent in their correspondence, but the very fact of
their corresponding renders them not equal. Thus the indivisible is divided
from the distinguished, and is distinct in this way alone, insofar as it can
remain without distinction and insofar as it contradistinguishes itself from the
distinguished.

Second, what does procession entail, if what proceeds also remains in the
cause? This idea is incoherent, whether we construe this relationship as entail-
ing that what proceeds keeps the nature of its cause; is simultaneously cause
and effect; has its origin in the cause; proceeds together with what remains; or
partly proceeds and partly remains.

Third, reversion is an incoherent idea if something destroys procession
just by reverting. Are there two kinds of reversion, that of something to itself
and that of something to its prior? If so, why are there not also two kinds of
procession and of remaining?

These three points are followed by three questions concerning the relation-
ship of the three moments:

1. If all three are present in each, how can the first proceed, since there
procession is not yet distinct?

2. What if the first moment reverts to its own cause?

3. Procession and remaining are opposites and reversion adds nothing to
these terms.

Section XII also discusses the three subtypes of each of the three moments,
that is, substantial, vital, and cognitive. Yet when intellect reverts on its cause,
this appears to be a different event than when intellect is intellect merely by
remaining itself. How does such a difference manifest itself in the identity of
the three original terms? How does the assimilation of the third term to the
first term take place? By means of the inherent qualities belonging to the first
term, which are then transferred to the third, or by means of what belongs to
the third term, or do they both acquire their nature simultaneously, in the
moment of reversion?

Section XIII, on knowledge, introduces ten questions concerning the
nature of reversion:

1. What is so distinctive about the triadic division of substantial, vital,
and cognitive? Other divisions are also evident in each of the terms.
2. Does the second term revert as well?
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3. Is each of the other terms, that is, remaining and procession, also
divisible into three kinds, that is, substantial, vital, and cognitive?

4. Why do these three aspects apply to cognitive reversion, namely,
knower, known, and knowledge, but not to substantial reversions or to
vital reversions?

5. Why is the self-cognizant that which knows itself, while the self-living
or the self-subsisting is that which makes itself live or exist?

6. Why, when it comes to reversions toward the prior realities, is cogni-
tive reversion the same as reversion toward itself?

7. How does something know what is prior to itself?

8. What is the end of knowledge, and what comes about for the knower
from the known?

9. Does the knower have any effect on the known, and does the known
have any effect on the knower?

10. What is knowledge? What is the knowable? What is that which can
know?

The reply to Question 10 is aporetic. Puzzles that come up are: what is the
essence of knowledge? What is the experience of the knower prior to knowl-
edge? What is the nature of the object of knowledge and does this differ from
Being? Does intellect not know Being, but only the appearance of Being? Intel-
lect desires Being and not just its appearance, and yet how can the desire fail of
its object? What is the meaning of the word “manifestation”? Is Being as a
whole knowable? Why is intellect both knower and known?

PART SIX. ON THE MANY. Section XIV, on parts, asks how we distinguish parts
from elements. Which differences determine the specific forms? Generic dif-
ferences as well as individual differences are present. How are elements distin-
guished from forms and how do the forms depend on the elements?

Section XV discusses the procession of the Unified and introduces seven
problems:

1. If the Unified is immediately after the One and subsists in the
sphere of the One, how could any differentiation be present in the
Unified?

2. Is procession double: one uniform, as Athena proceeds from Athena,
and one heteroform?

3. Why is one kind of procession of similar forms and the other of
dissimilar forms?

4. How is procession possible?

5. How is there procession into matter from intellect?

6. How do we account for the fact that oneness and distinction are
manifest simultaneously?

7. Can the Unified be a cause of differentiation?
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The reply to the third aporia, namely, what is the nature of the two kinds of
procession, that is, similar and dissimilar, can be construed in four ways:

1. If the product is produced as a whole, sometimes it is synonymous
with the producer, and sometimes the product is heteronymous.

2. If the product is produced as a part, then again sometimes the produc-
tion is synonymous and at other times it is heteronymous.

3. This structure still presents us with the question as to why the hyparxis
of one thing is the cause of a different thing.

4. Moreover if there is only a hyparxis of that which generates, will it still
generate that which has a dissimilar form?

Section XVI concerns the intellective procession. What proceeds as the
hyparxis involves the same form, whereas what proceeds as the anticipated
cause involves a dissimilar form. What is the cause of dissimilarity, and how is
one nature anticipated in a different nature? Why is the hyparxis of one thing
the cause of a different thing? This aporia is followed by conclusions concern-
ing the procession of similar and dissimilar effects:

1. The particulars in a procession that proceeds from a one are antici-

pated and gathered in this one.

2. The external multiplicity that is differentiated in the things that are
generated out of it grows out of what is united internally in the things
that are generated in it.

All the seconds are always anticipated in the priors.

. All things are divided into their own orders and hyparxes.

All things are contained in the priors that are differentiated further in
the subsequents.

TSI

v

Does it follow that when we speak of the secondaries as produced from the
primaries it is not generation, but only manifestation or differentiation? Are
even the individual forms present as a coaggregate in what is prior? There are
two kinds of procession: that by way of interior multiplicity and that by way of
exterior multiplicity.

Furthermore, although we speak of intellectual procession, it is unclear
that there are multiple intellects, multiple souls, and even less clear whether
there are multiple henads.

The first aporia, whether the Unified proceeds, can be answered in several
ways.

First method of reply: to answer this question, we consider the interior mul-
tiplicity that gives rise to the external procession. In the case of each cause, its
multiplicity is generated as one and many. For example, every intellect is the un-
qualified intellect, though each intellect brings about some aspect of the
plurality.
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Is there an unqualified multiplicity that arises from the Unified? Are the
many in the intelligible order? Reply: the many in the Unified are without qual-
ity and without quantity and thus the multiplicity there remains in the intelli-
gible order and never proceeds into the external multiplicity. Hence, there is no
procession of the Unified. But since the Unified is nevertheless many, all things
must arise from there until we reach the order of the individual.

If the Unified is undifferentiated, how can it be divided into substance, life,
and intellect? Reply: we transfer these conceptual schemas from the intellectual
orders and apply them to the intelligible.

The Chaldeans speak of the father as three-pointed; they mean that he
oversees but does not create division. We, on the other hand, assume that the
Unified is triadic, since the triad is the first multiplicity, but this is only by anal-
ogy. Reply: every world proceeds by itself in itself. One cosmos does not pro-
ceed into the descent of another order. And yet the completion of the Unified is
available for all things, which serve as its vehicles in the way that intellect is
served by soul as its vehicle.

Second method of reply: we proceed by way of an ascent from the multi-
plicities stationed beneath each monad. Again the question arises: are there
many lives, substances, and intellects after the single substance, life, and intel-
lect? The many are the result of many illuminations that arise from the single
source, according to the many logoi in soul, or the many forms in intellect, or
many gods from the One, according to the divinizations transmitted by sub-
stances.

Next, what is the relationship of the illumination to the illuminated? Does
it belong to the latter, or is it suspended from the source? Are there multiple
souls that are independent in each individual body? Human souls are not out-
growths of the universal soul, since we do not attribute human vices to the
universal soul. Thus the human soul possesses its own particular life.

The third method of reply requires that the question be raised as to whether
or not the Unified proceeds in terms of the succession of self-movers. There are
many apparent self-movers, so that there will be many genuine self-movers. Still,
it is possible that these many self-movers are the result of reason principles that
belong to the one universal soul. But this cannot be right, since not every soul
manifests such a universal nature. But which activities belong to the ensouled
body, or living being, and which activities belong to the soul itself? The rational
soul of each body is seen in correlation with its proper instrument, or vehicle.

That which is always the same in the midst of change leads to the first
unmoved. Are the intellects that constitute the unmoved principle multiple,
just as many forms merge in one intellect? The apparently unmoved, that is,
the celestial phenomena, manifest differences that function as signposts to the
differences among the genuinely unmoved, that is, the intellects. And since
there are many independent souls after the one soul, there must also be many
independent intellects after intellect.
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Are there many unqualified intellects, or also intellects coordinated with
the many souls? Here again, we try to resolve the question by investigating the
apparently unmoved celestial phenomena, as for example, the sun and moon.
But this method will lead us to assume a plurality of unparticipated intellects.
If we generalize, we find that the One is in every case imparticible, while the
many are everywhere particible. Hence we ascend through the chain of being,
by seeing that the henads project their characteristics to their proper vehicles,
while the descent is from encosmic gods to intellects and souls after them.

Applying this same reasoning, we arrive at the many imparticible gods
before the particible gods, and to the one unqualified god before the many hen-
ads. Why then is there not a unique procession of the One beyond the Unified?
The first cause has nothing in common with anything else, except that, since it
transcends all else, it is thus not the cause of anything.

Does the Unified proceed in terms of the internal and external procession,
that is, by producing an unparticipated and a participated multitude? In fact, in
the Unified neither the One nor the many proceed. To the extent that the Uni-
fied is one, it is not the cause of all things, but only before all things. Nor do the
many proceed, since they cause processions, but the causes of processions do
not proceed.

Such difficulties call for a purification of our ideas concerning the Unified.
The Unified is in some ways a projection of our own inability to grasp its nature,
which we may call the hypercosmic abyss, though in reality it contains all
things.

First method of purification based on the work of Iamblichus: we gather
our many conceptions into one center and make their rotation a center, and
thus approach the Unified and intelligible in a unified and intelligible way, with
one great thought that is both undifferentiated and intelligible. Applying such
a method, we gather that nature as we can, since we are not yet ourselves col-
lected in a single intuition, which we were calling the center of all intuitions.

Second method of purification: we conceive of the triadic procession as
that which is beyond anything subject to differentiation.

Third method of purification: we conceive of the triadic division not as dif-
ferentiated, but in terms of the single nature of the Unified.

Conclusions concerning the Unified: the intelligible does not proceed
according to an external procession; its multiplicity contains neither parts nor
elements. If there are many henads, it is necessary for there to be one henad
before the many, the unqualified henad; this is the unqualified One that is the
leader of the pure henads.

Where do we place the unqualified One? It is not in the intelligible world,
for this was the Unified. Nor was it in the intelligible-intellectual, since true
substance occupied this region. How is it possible that there not be an
unqualified many, since there is the unqualified One? And yet how will the
One generate a multiplicity outwardly, if it does not also contain within itself
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the multiple? In such a case, how could it retain its status as the unqualified
One?

Unparticipated multiplicity grows out of the unqualified One and first
cause of all things; and that especially like the One is the whole race of gods,
remaining in that oneness and therefore unified with it and with itself, and
offering us the hidden diacosm. And the Chaldean Oracles have celebrated it as
“hypercosmic” since it is undifferentiated and beyond all cosmic order, and it
no longer produces the unparticipated multiplicity.

Part Seven, that is, section XVII, concerns Damascius’ summaries and
comparisons between various ancient theologies, focusing especially on the
theological representation of the hypercosmic abyss.

Relation of the Doctrines Explored Here to the Doctrines
of Iamblichus and Proclus

Scholars familiar with the work of Damascius have tended to characterize it as
involving the refutation of Proclus through an affirmation of Iamblichean doc-
trines. Damascius works very much with an eye to his predecessors, and is espe-
cially concerned with the exegetical works of Proclus and of lamblichus. Already
we have seen two examples where Damascius shows familiarity with a Proclean
solution to an exegetical problem, but patently rejects this solution because the
position is in conflict with his own understanding of the problem. Damascius
eschews Proclus’ solution to the problem of the undescended soul (Proclus sug-
gests that the soul’s essence is undescended while its activities are expressed in
time) and Proclus’ interpretation of the Dionysus episode (Proclus suggests that
the Titans are a multiplicity that functions under the Dionysian monad).”

But more than the occasional disagreement with Proclus, the Problems and
Solutions exhibits a thoroughgoing critique of Proclean metaphysics, starting
with ET proposition 11 (all that exists proceeds from a single cause); going on
to pose problems concerning the status of the primary henads; proceeding to
critique the Proclean triadic view of procession and reversion; and severely
undermining the status of intellectual reversion in establishing Being as the
intelligible object. Moreover, Damascius cautions against Proclus’ enthusiasm
for triadic structures, warning that these distinctions are often perspectival,
tentative, or only really emerge from what Damascius would consider a less
lofty point of view: that of discursive reasoning:

Not only because [discursive reason] is fragmented around a divided
intellect, but because it is fragmented in an unholy and most offensive
way around that which is absolutely without division, we are content
to seize on the concept of the triad, venturing to be dragged down into
the furthest division, and satisfied with this fallen state, we have
dared to accuse the intelligible order of the threefold division,
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intending to rest from our own thought, not able to concentrate, but
not able either to be rid of our speculation concerning the intelligible,
in our longing for the original causes of the nature that is perfect.
(C-W1Il.g2, 4-14)

Problems and Solutions thus begins with a criticism of proposition 11 of
the ET;the work progresses to an investigation of Proclus’ study of procession,
and to his structural description of this key idea under the scheme of vertical
and horizontal sequences. Damascius examines the theory of lower henads
and henads proper (those superior to the entire class of intelligibles), as well as
the internal contradictions lurking within the theory of descent as a whole,
showing that similarity of effect and cause is vitiated in the case of processions
where one order (such as intellect) gives rise to an entirely different order (such
as soul). Finally, he ends the Problems and Solutions with a detailed criticism of
Proclus’ arrangement of the intelligible triads.

The anti-Proclean structure of the opening paragraph is a case in point. In
the general introduction to his translation of Proclus’ Commentary on Plato’s
Parmenides, John Dillon (1987) attempts a sketch of some of the fundamental
principles of Proclean metaphysics, commencing with proposition 11 of the ET,
“All that exists proceeds from a single cause.” Commenting, Dillon explains:

The basic problem with which all Neoplatonic speculation is con-
cerned, from Plotinus on, is how a multiplicity, and worse, a multi-
plicity of levels of being, can derive from a totally transcendent and
simple One. Plotinus had propounded the theory of undiminished
giving by the One, the image of the inexhaustible spring, which
creates without being affected by its creation (e.g., Enn. V.3, 12). The
universe thus produced from the One is a plenum, in which no gap
can be tolerated (e.g., Enn. 1.9, 3). From lamblichus on, as I have
said, this principle leads to a progressive multiplication of entities . . .
of moments within each hypostasis. The principle which Dodds calls
the “law of continuity” is well stated by Proclus at De Prov. IV, 20:
“the processions of real being, far more even than the positions of
physical bodies in space, leave no vacuum, but everywhere there are
mean terms between extremities, which provide for them a mutual
linkage.””®

Damascius begins his critique of Proclean metaphysics by raising an apo-
ria concerning the status of the first principle: “Is the One principle of all things
beyond all things or is it One among all things, the crown of everything that
proceeds from it? And are we to say that all things are with the [first principle]
or after it and [that they proceed] from it?” (C-W 1.1, 1-3). As we saw above in
discussing Damascius’ exegesis of Philebus 27, where Proclus’ discussion of
the generation of Being comes under attack, Damascius does not quite agree
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with his predecessor that all things are secondary to the One (ET 5, [lav mA#jflos
devTepdv o7t Tob €vds). Rather, for Damascius the One includes all things;
indeed, the arising of all things is the expression of the unlimited aspect of the
One (the second henad).

At 1.4.1-5, Damascius appears to criticize Proclus’ ET 4 (all that is unified
is other than the one itself) directly. Here he writes: “If someone said that . . .
[the One] is more one than it is all things (for it is One in itself, but it is all
things as their cause and in relationship to them), but if someone says this,
then first he would be attributing duality to the One.” To summarize, then,
Damascius fundamentally rejects Proclus’ notion of causation, as we have
seen: the One does not cause a secondary to arise. The very idea of the second-
ary, of that which is not-One, arises because we do not appreciate the simplicity
and fullness of the One as belonging to its original nature.

At the same time, Damascius more often than not endorses Iamblichean
solutions to metaphysical problems, and it could even be said that the entire
argument of the Problems and Solutions pivots around two central provisions
resulting from what was evidently Ilamblichus’ own radical revision of Neopla-
tonic teaching in his now lost Commentary on the Parmenides. First, Damascius
tends to endorse the position of lamblichus vis-a-vis the theory of the two Ones
prior to the first intelligible triad. For an adequate comprehension of this puz-
zle, it is important to remind the reader of the debate between Iamblichus and
Porphyry concerning the status and number of principles before the first noetic
triad:

Next let us turn to the question of whether there are two first princi-
ples before the first noetic triad, the [principle] which is completely
Ineffable as well as the [One] that transcends the [noetic] triad (as the
great lamblichus has it in Book 28 of his most perfect work, Chal-
dean Theology), or (as the majority of those who came after him have
supposed) after the Ineffable cause which is also the One comes the
first intelligible triad, or should one go beneath this principle and
agree with Porphyry in saying that the One cause of all things is itself
the father that belongs to the noetic triad? (43.1-10/C-W IL1, 1-10)""

Damascius examines the issue fully in chapters 43—46, and tends to
approve the position of lamblichus as against Porphyry, without committing
himself entirely to the Ilamblichean solution. The name for the first One in the
Problems and Solutions is the arrheton, or the Ineffable. Damascius surveys four
arguments in support of the lamblichean position and then goes on to refute
these arguments from the viewpoint of the Ineffable. For example, Damascius
considers the argument that posits a Pythagorean system according to which
remaining, procession, and reversion are hypostasized as the monad, dyad, and
triad, respectively. This system would leave the Ineffable as that with which the
monad remains, etymologizing from the name monad (udvas) to the word,
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wovr). But as Damascius says in his critique of this argument, it would then be
difficult to distinguish this monad, or One, from the Ineffable:

Now if the One is after the Ineffable, the departure from the One
could not take the form of a procession, since there would no longer
be such a departure. The One would unify all things with each other
and also with their native causes to the extent that all things would be
One with the One, so that it would not even be able to distinguish
itself from the Ineffable. Therefore, in positing this One it neverthe-
less is shown to exist in the manner of the Ineffable. (C-W Il.14, 1-6)

Against the argument that attempts to distinguish a One unrelated to the intel-
ligible triad from the monad that is related, Damascius reminds the reader:

Concerning the argument based on the difference between the One
and the monad, we must recall that neither the monad nor the One
exists there in truth, so neither can we set up a difference between
the One and the monad. Rather the same hypothesis and the same
figurative language cover both terms. (C-W II 13.9, 1-5)

The point here is that the Ineffable cannot be the subject of a metaphysical
argument or the basis of a metaphysical system at all; nor can it be incorpo-
rated within or accounted for outside of the causal system that forms the struc-
ture of Neoplatonic metaphysics. From the point of view of the Ineffable, no
such system exists. From the point of view of metaphysical discourse, the Inef-
fable is a term that can occupy no fixed place within an ontological scheme,
since “it is entirely without a position and can in no way be assigned a position
relative to the totality” (C-W I1.23, 3—5). Consequently, all arguments for the
Ineffable are ineffectual, if not self-refuting. In these chapters we can see the
provisional nature of Damascius’ solutions to the enigmas of Neoplatonic
ontology. He does by all accounts found his own discourse upon the Ineffable,
but is, nonetheless, careful to show that this principle is neither a hypothetical
construct, a logical consequence of a prior philosophical system, nor is it part
of an explanatory apparatus.

Nevertheless, Damascius makes clear that lamblichus’ arguments, insofar
as they attempt a proof of this doctrine, are inconclusive and even lead to absurd
results. Again, the central chapters on the nature of the One-all are an out-
growth of these meditations on lamblichus, since Damascius is evidently al-
ways concerned with the possibility of what we can call metaphysical ambiva-
lence: the One-all, while it functions as a monad in the intelligible triad, is also
an aspect of the One that is, by lamblichus’ own admission, necessarily prior to
this same triad. Admittedly, it is unclear at times that Damascius fully accepts
what appears to be a unique doctrinal feature of Iamblichus, that is, that every
highest member of an order also serves as the lowest member of a preceding
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order (as in the case of the Unified, which functions as a henad). Yet Damas-
cius apparently endorses Iamblichus’ tendency to promote several solutions to
the same problem, which he finds congenial to his own refusal to admit of a
single, exclusive doctrinal formulation. A case in point is Iamblichus’ discus-
sion of the intelligible object, ordinarily described as the Unified, or Being/
intellect. In its aspect as Unified, Being cannot be an object for intellect, since
its status as a henad of the One precludes the division between knower and
known that intellection implies. Again, in the Commentary on the Parmenides,
we find Damascius endorsing lamblichus’ solution to the problem of the de-
scent of the soul (soul’s essence descends) and admitting with reluctance the
Tamblichean solution that the soul’s essence suffers. And yet, Damascius is in
some ways uncomfortable with this position if it is taken to imply that the bod-
ily nature in itself is capable of harming the soul. In contrast to Iamblichean
theurgy, Damascius is more interested in the contemplative applications of the
Chaldean Oracles; he tends, overall, to endorse philosophy as containing, within
its own curriculum, both the path of purification and the path of wisdom. Still,
it is obvious that Damascius’ greatest debt is to lamblichus, and especially in
matters of theology he openly defers to him: “But I would be ashamed before
the divine Iamblichus if I invented anything new concerning these traditions,
since lamblichus was the greatest exegete of all the other divine realities, and
especially intelligible realities” (C-W III.119, 6-8).

At the beginning of this section, I quoted from John Dillon’s introduction to
Proclus” Commentary on Plato’s Parmenides, where Dillon rightly points out that
Proclus shapes the ET as a speculative metaphysics, positing, in a sense, unity or
the One as the exotic or extopic explanans for plurality, conceived as immediate,
present to hand, and therefore requiring explanation. We can see that Damas-
cius shifts the perspective of his metaphysics: he struggles to create a meta-
physical discourse that accommodates, insofar as language is sufficient, the ulti-
mate principle of reality. After all, how coherent is a metaphysical system that
bases itself on the Ineffable as a first principle? Instead of creating an objective
ontology, Damascius writes ever mindful of the limitations of dialectic, and of
the pitfalls and snares inherent in the very structure of metaphysical discourse:

If, in speaking about [the Ineffable], we attempt the following
collocations, viz. that it is Ineffable, that it does not belong to the
category of all things, and that it is not apprehensible by means of
intellectual knowledge, then we ought to recognize that these
constitute the language of our own labors. This language is a form of
hyperactivity that stops on the threshold of the mystery without
conveying anything about it at all. Rather, such language announces
the subjective experiences of aporia and misapprehension that arise
in connection with the One, and that not even clearly but by means
of hints. (C-W 1.8, 11-106)
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A discourse on the Ineffable is not a metaphysical treatise, in the usual
sense of the word, as its purpose is to remove confidence in established doc-
trine and to reverse, as Damascius puts it, the more usual direction of lan-
guage. Language turns back upon itself because its purpose is to negate its own
function. Damascius’ chosen name for his style of metaphysics is peritrope, a
word that also has a history in the annals of skepticism. Although it can be liter-
ally translated as “reversal,” its sense in the context of dialectic refers to argu-
ments overturned by means of premises internal to them.

Indeed, Damascius recognizes that the language of metaphysics functions
to signify something beyond itself. Acting as a sort of ontological mnemonic
device, metaphysical discourse fulfils the purpose of delivering human beings
from their own ignorant determinations about the nature of reality, without
imprisoning them in a metaphysical system that displaces reality itself. Hence
apophasis, denial or negation, presents itself as a method that not only negates
all lesser realities, leaving only the Ineffable, but also stands applicable to the
language of metaphysics itself. Acertain denial or demotion, one might say, of
the metaphysical enterprise as such, must be programmed into the very struc-
ture of such discourse. Here we turn to Damascius’ own definition of apophasis,
in chapter 7 of the Problems and Solutions:

Apophasis is also a kind of discourse, and that of which it is said is a
reality, but [the Ineffable] does not even admit denial, nor can it be
the subject of a discourse, nor the object of knowledge, so that not
even its denial can be denied. There is only one way for us to reveal
its nature through demonstration, and that is the reversal of all
language and all thoughts. (C-W L.21, 15-20)

Religious Elements in the Work of Damascius

Damascius develops the concept of a perennial philosophy that can be traced
back, ultimately, to Plato himself. As Plato consciously uses material that orig-
inated in the Pythagorean and Orphic traditions, so later members of the Pla-
tonist tradition held that Plato was not an original and independent thinker
but, in the words of Numenius, “followed Pythagoras.” Middle Platonists and
Pythagoreans began to understand Plato’s works as containing esoteric
Pythagorean teachings, and this view deeply influenced Iamblichus’ own syn-
thetic tendencies. One of the earliest expressions of the idea of a universal
wisdom tradition is found in Celsus’ On the True Doctrine.”” Celsus was a Mid-
dle Platonist philosopher of the second century who penned what was perhaps
the first systematic philosophical attack on Christianity. From what can be con-
structed of this treatise through Origen’s reply (written some seventy years
after Celsus’ original composition), it seems that Celsus adapted certain Stoic
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doctrines concerning the natural revelation afforded by reason to suggest that
there was one primordial and universal wisdom tradition. This true doctrine,
he asserts, is attested among the highest and most ancient civilizations,
including Egypt, Assyria, Persia, India, and various other tribes (Origen, Con-
tra Celsum 1, 10).

Plutarch of Athens, Syrianus, and Hierocles of Alexandria (followed ulti-
mately by Proclus and then Damascius) took up the philosophia perennis as the
foundation of their own research programs, attempting to demonstrate the
correspondences between Plato, Orpheus, and Pythagoras.”” Pressed by the
example of Christianity to become a tradition associated with a revealed
theology, Neoplatonists accorded a scriptural status to the writings of Plato,
Homer, Orpheus, and the Chaldean Oracles, even while embracing non-Greek
theologies as expressions of a larger, universal revelation. The researches of the
Athenian school were designed as a return to the original wisdom that gave
birth to their tradition. For Proclus, whose Platonic Theology is a systematic
exposition of the dialogues according to their affinities with the Orphic and
Chaldean theologies, the great theologians fall into four distinct types: Orpheus
uses images and Pythagoras employs symbols; the Chaldeans are inspired
while Plato is scientific. Damascius himself articulates his views on the primor-
dial tradition at the end of the Problems and Solutions. There he writes: “But just
as [the gods] speak to Egyptians, Syrians, or Greeks using the language appro-
priate to them, or it would be fruitless to speak to them, so they are eager to
transmit the appropriate traditions to human beings, and they will correctly use
a human dialect” (C-W I11.40, 20—25). We have already mentioned the impor-
tance of the Dionysus episode as narrated in the Rhapsodic Theogony (see above,
the remarks concerning the Lectures on the Phaedo), but it must be mentioned
that the Commentary on the Parmenides and the Problems and Solutions are also
important sources for other fragments of the lost Rhapsodic Theogony (some-
times called Eudemean after a fragment of a work by Eudemus at Problems and
Solutions 117= fr. 150, Wehrli (Wehrli 1969 Heft 8).

Equally important for Damascius, however, are the Chaldean Oracles. These
hexameter verses, written in archaizing Greek, were traditionally attributed to
Julianus the Theurgist, a contemporary of Marcus Aurelius and a medium who
succeeded in “channeling” Plato’s soul!l Whatever may be said about their
method of reception, the oracles managed to achieve canonical status in the
third century CE, and were celebrated as a sacred text by members of the
Neoplatonic school. With regard to religious syncretism, another consideration
involving the oracles is the dispute as to whether the word “Chaldean” actually
refers to a Babylonian or more generally an Eastern provenance. Some have sug-
gested that the word simply refers to the “Chaldean arts”—magic, astrology,
divination, and so forth. Saffrey has pointed to a passage in Proclus’ Commen-
tary on Plato’s Parmenides that evokes the Syrian name Hadad (VII 58) in a
Chaldean context as evidence of their origin in a non-Greek culture. Recently,
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Athanassiadi has supported this position as well. The fragments are preserved,
for the most part, in the respective Parmenides commentaries of Proclus and
Damascius, Proclus’ Platonic Theology, the Problems and Solutions, and a number
of other texts. These extant fragments can be divided into two kinds: those that
reveal magical practices or theurgic rites, and those that discuss Platonic doc-
trine in terms of a Middle Platonic scheme.

Evidently, the relative importance of Orpheus versus the oracles for the ex-
position of Platonic theology was under dispute during Proclus’ days at the Acad-
emy. We read in Marinus’ VP that Proclus’ teacher, Syrianus, cherished a desire
to introduce a formal lecture series, either on the Chaldean Oracles or on the
Orphic poems. Domninus, a colleague of Proclus, favored Orpheus, while Pro-
clus favored the oracles. Syrianus’ death, however, prevented this course of in-
struction. The Suda contains entries under Syrianus (IV 479.1—2, Adler) and
under Proclus (IV 210.12-13)"* listing two works by the former treating the sub-
ject of Orphism: On the Theology of Orpheus, and Concordance of Orpheus, Py-
thagoras, and Plato Regarding the Oracles. It is this latter work that both Proclus
and Damascius draw upon in their explications of Platonic theology: Proclus,
extensively throughout his works but most frequently in his Commentary on Pla-
to’s Timaeus; and Damascius, in his Problems and Solutions, as well as in his own
Commentary on the Parmenides. Damascius refers to his own lecture series on the
Chaldean Oracles (In Parm. R 11 152.5, Problems and Solutions 11 1.13), as he also
refers to lamblichus’ multivolume work, On the Chaldean Oracles.

In his VP, Marinus describes his master’s efforts”® to continue the stated
project of his own master, which was to show the accord between all of the
ancient theological traditions:

The philosopher [Proclus] realized this virtue [that is, theurgic virtue]
as he readily saw [the meaning of] all theology—both Greek and
non-Greek, as well as the traditions obscured by the inventions of
myth. Moreover he led those who were capable and willing into the
light, by expounding the meaning of these traditions through divine
inspiration, showing their [ fundamental] accord. (VP 22, 15-20)

Damascius’ researches are just as wide ranging as those of his immediate
predecessors, and he seems to have used material already collected by earlier
Peripatetics to investigate the rubric of the philosophia perennis for the purpose
of continuing their work. Because of the sources of which Damascius availed
himself in order to conduct this research, the Problems and Solutions is a source
for two important fragments of the Peripatetic Eudemus, as well as a newly
identified fragment of the Peripatetic Hieronymus. The very last chapters of
the Problems and Solutions (Eudemus fragment 150 in Wehrli’s edition (Wehrli
1967 Heft 8) paraphrase an entire series of theologies, including those of
Acusilaus, Epimenides, Pherecydes, and the Babylonian creation story or
Enuma Elish.”® Commenting on this fragment, Betegh 2002, 337, writes:
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Fr. 150 of Eudemus, preserved in the De principiis of the sixth-century
Neoplatonist philosopher Damascius, has always been treated as one
of our major sources for early theo-cosmogonies. Apart from some
remarks on Homer and Hesiod, it contains precious information on
an early version of the Orphic theogony, and Acusilaus, Epimenides,
and Pherecydes of Syrus, and on the Babylonian Persian and Phoeni-
cian theo-cosmogonies. For some of these texts, Eudemus is our only
or main source. Accordingly the fragment has proved vital to the
reconstruction of the mythological narratives.

Perhaps a word is in order about the status of Eudemus’ text as it appears
in the Problems and Solutions. As Betegh explains, there are two ways of under-
standing Eudemus’ text in Damascius’ work: either it comes from Eudemus’
own History of Theology or it is a digression in what was perhaps a systematic
work of Eudemus such as the Physics. As I pointed out, Damascius’ Commen-
tary on the Parmenides is directly dependent on Proclus’ own Commentary (IP).
Platonic Theology, although Damascius’ interpretations of the various episodes
often vary from those of Proclus. Proclus credits his teacher, Syrianus, for
discovering the principal correspondences between Plato’s Parmenides and
other traditional theologies, particularly the Orphic and Chaldean systems. As
we saw above, in studying Plato’s Parmenides, Syrianus found, first, that every
aspect denied of the One in the first hypothesis was affirmed of the One in the
second hypothesis; and second, that the fourteen conclusions of the second
hypothesis correspond to the complete hierarchy of all gods. Proclus takes the
Orphic myth and distributes its members along the axis of the ontological
levels that Syrianus had already discovered in the second hypothesis of Plato’s
text. But this ranking method is also mediated through the integration of the
Chaldean system into the entire procedure, so that there emerges a single or-
der of reality multiply described in distinct vocabularies.””

In Proclus’ more elaborate account (Damascius, remember, is here touch-
ing on only the first principles) the correspondences begin from the Orphic
“first principle,” Time, and range all the way through the sublunary deities, to
which correspond the Orphic duplicate and even triplicate Zeus, Ouranos,
Hera, and a number of the Titans, who also make an encore appearance at this
level. Interspersed between these extremes are some surprising forms of hy-
postatization, such as the “separative monad,” represented in the Orphic myth
by the castration of Ouranos, or the reified “Size-of-the-Orphic-egg”(!), which
equates with one of the intelligible gods.

The Middle Platonic provenance of the Chaldean Oracles insures a pri-
mary differentiation between a higher and lower intellect, the second of
which is associated with Plato’s demiurge and with the forms as causes of
particulars. The three worlds of the Chaldean system, fire, aether, and matter,
can be horizontally compared to the intelligible, intellective, and material
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orders, respectively, of Neoplatonism. Therefore the One and the henads have
no corresponding members in the Chaldean universe; both Proclus and
Damascius begin their explication of the Chaldean triads at the level of intel-
lect-Being. The exegetical pressures exerted by Syrianus and then accepted by
Proclus force a systematization, both on the Orphic narrative and on the
Chaldean material. Fragment 27, “In every world there shines a triad and a
monad is its principle,” well describes the structure pervading the Chaldean
system. Nevertheless, as Majercik and others have pointed out,”® Damascius
cites this oracle as part of a doxography concerning the tradition of philoso-
phers who hold that there are two principles before the noetic triad. At Prob-
lems and Solutions 43, Damascius is pitting Proclus against Porphyry, while
provisionally endorsing the position of lamblichus. We have already seen this
tendency in connection with the theory of the soul. However, Damascius cites
this same verse at In Parm. 205, during his discussion of the generation of
hebdomads that descend through the seven firmaments and thus establish
the series or chains of realities that pervade the Chaldean worlds (empyrean,
ethereal, material).

The paternal abyss, consisting of the triads father, aion, and living being,
occupies the intelligible realm. The iynges, sunocheis, and teletarchs, which can
be rendered roughly as the iynges, the maintainers, and initiators, are the
intelligible-intellectual triads, each member of which presides over one of the
three worlds. The intellectual realm consists of a hebdomad, comprised by
two triads (founts and sources) plus a monad. Here one finds some of the
traditional Greek gods, such as the fount triad comprising Kronos, Hekate,
and Zeus. Beneath these are the supermundane gods, the leaders, vivifiers,
elevators, and guardians. Proclus insists on an exact correspondence across
systems, with his own triadic schemas (Being, life, intellect; and procession,
remaining, reversion) imposing a uniformity across the traditions.

Summarizing now the triadic schema applied to the Chaldean system by
the Neoplatonists, we find a more or less simple enneadic structure in the
exegesis of Proclus, in which the three major triads feature a different dominat-
ing member, as follows.”

DISTRIBUTION OF INTELLIGIBLE TRIADS ACCORDING TO PROCLUS

father father father
power power power
intellect intellect intellect

Damascius’ scheme is slightly more complex; we can schematize his
arrangement as follows, by employing the outline at Problems and Solutions
I1T 147.19, “let us turn our minds toward those researches that elaborate the
very nature of the triads that are called the paternal, the dynamic, and the
intellective”:
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DISTRIBUTION OF INTELLIGIBLE TRIADS ACCORDING TO DAMASCIUS

paternal (monad)

father power intellect
potential

father power intellect
intellective (triad)

paternal intellect intellective power intellect

Turning now to the theological reports of Damascius, we find that his
unique contribution to the exegesis of the Orphic myth involves the presen-
tation of an otherwise unknown version attributed to either Hieronymus or
Hellanicus; that is, Damascius is our only source for this particular theol-
ogy. Stephen White (2004)has shown that it is likely (contra West 1983, 177)
that Damascius is using the account of Hieronymus of Rhodes, the Peripa-
tetic scholar of epic verse. This version gives a prominent place to the deity
Time, and the presence of this deity shows the influence both of Stoic cos-
mogony and of Mithraism. In fact, Damascius’ researches seem very exten-
sive, since he quotes a number of different sources and appears to be at least
somewhat meticulous in distinguishing variant forms of the same tradition
(see table 1).

Damascius ends his Problems and Solutions with a theological testimony to
the truth of his unorthodoxy, that is, his position that before the One there is
the Ineffable (C-W III 161). Damascius reports that the theology of Hellanicus
or of Hieronymus begins with two principles, Water and Matter, existing before
Time. Moreover, there was a single principle, cause or source of both Water and
Matter that goes, according to Damascius, unnamed in the theology of Hel-
lanicus. Now Damascius interrupts this narrative to remark that since the more
commonly cited theology, the Sacred Discourse in Twenty-Four Rhapsodies, or
Rhapsodic Theogony, lacks any mention of these three elemental principles,
they transmit, by their very silence, the fact that the originary principle is, as
Damascius understands it, the Ineffable. As Betegh 2002 emphasizes:

That Damascius’ interest in the early theogonies is conditioned by
the scope of his treatise becomes even more apparent in the cases of
Acusilaus, Epimenides and Pherecydes. When in the interpretation
of these authors Damascius reaches the level of the third component
of the second triad, the intelligible intellect, he stops his own exposi-
tion of the theogony but adds at the same time that there are more
generations adduced in his ineffable nature.

We have seen that Damascius’ work in this chapter of the Problems and
Solutions is rooted in a tradition that goes back to Porphyry, but was systematized
by Proclus, “who finds a Chaldean equivalent for every degree of his complex
triadic structure of reality.”*



TABLE 1 Distribution of the Principal Elements in the Universal Theologies According
to Damascius.

Tradition Orphics Greek
Author Orphics Orphic Orphic Acusilaus Epimenides Pherecydes
Rhapsodies
Source Damascius  Hierony- Eudemus  Eudemus  Eudemus  Eudemus
mus/ Apud Dam. Apud Dam. Apud Dam. Apud Dam.
Hellanicus
Apud Dam.
Aporrheton ~ NM
One Time/NM Chaos Zas
One-all Aether/NM  Water Erebos Air Time
All-one Chaos/NM  Earth Night Night Chthonia
Unified= Egg/Time  Ageless Time
Being
Intelligible ~ Chaos/ Aither Aither Tartarus Fire
Triad= Being  Aither
Life Eros Chaos Eros 2 Titans Pneuma
Intellect Egg/ Erebus Metis Water
Gleaming  Omixlodes
Robe/Cloud
Intelligible ~ Phanes Egg Egg Fivefold
Intellective World
Father
Power Erikipaios =~ Male/
Female
Intellect Metis Protogonos  Night
Non-Greeks
Babylonians Magi Sidonians  Phoenicians Egyptians
Mochus Asclepiades Heraiscus
Aporrheton
One Space/Time Longing Darkness ~ Darkness
One-all Tauthes Horomasda Gloom Aither Sand Water
Good Deity/
Light
All- One Apson Areimanios  Air Air Water Sand
Bad Deity/
Dark
Unified=Being Wind
Intelligible Moumis Egg Oulemos Kmephis 1
Triad=Being wind
Life Dachos Khousoros/ Kmephis 2
Dache Lips,Notos
Intellect Kissare and Oulemos Kmephis3 Sun
Asson
Intelligible ~ An, Enlil,Aos Khousoros/
Intellective
Father

Source: Adapted from Betegh 2002, “On Eudemus Fr. 150 Wehrli,” in Eudemus of Rhodes, edited by I. Bodnar and
W. Fortenbaugh (New Brunswick, N.J., 2002), 342—43.
NM=Not mentioned
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More important than the systematic presentation of the Chaldean material in
Damascius is the contemplative function of the Chaldean Oracles within the text
of the Problems and Solutions, and even within the Chaldean tradition itself. In-
deed, recent research has cautioned us against assuming that the original Chal-
dean texts recognized the triadic structures that were evidently imported into them
by the Neoplatonists. Although Proclus presents some of the Chaldean material in
highly static way—as if to enlist the oracles as a complementary metaphysical
system—for Damascius, the applications of this material are more dynamic and
more suited to the general goals of his work, the Problems and Solutions. This alter-
native narrative is part of Damascius’ concern to alert us to the limits of theological
language, not only because the viewpoint of the Orphic hymns and the Chaldean
Oracles remain consistent with a reality that is already subject to multiplicity but
because they share, along with philosophy, the ambition of offering a description
of the various stages of manifestation. In general, Damascius is wary of language
that absolutizes the separations introduced by triadic terminology. Always he
warns of the dangers lurking in the Proclean fondness for systems, and empha-
sizes throughout his discussion of the Chaldean material its status as a guide to
contemplation, rather than as a textbook for ontology:

Therefore we agree that the triad there signifi es an undifferentiated
multiplicity, and again the dyad signifi es the cause of that multiplic-
ity, and the monad is related to these as the One itself, as that which
is beyond this very multiplicity. And this is the celebrated Intelligible
Triad, which wishing to comprehend at different times we are
unaware that we render it more complex in our accounts, and
especially when we make it an ennead, reckoning it as the complete
leader of all things from the fi rst until the ultimate, observing it as if
in a mirror, and [seeing it] in the third, since it is by nature trimorph,
and [seeing] the triadic principles before it that appear to illuminate
brilliantly its three ubiquitous forms, as if in a cloud that has three
reflecting surfaces, the single color of the sun appears as an appar-
ently polychrome rainbow. (C-W III, 141—42)

The Chaldean Oracles, as a text formulated around the practice of theurgy,
relies on the resonance between the human soul and the divine world. This
resonance is captured in the lexical idea of the sumbola, or corresponding tokens
that when united reveal a complete meaning and an original whole. The sumbola
employed in theurgy derive their utility from the union of the soul with its chosen
deity. On a similar note, sunthemata are ritual objects employed in theurgic rites.
Theurgists attributed their efficacy to causal structures initiated by henads whose
proper characteristics manifest themselves at every level of being, including the
material order.®! Hence, their use in rites of ascent involves the installation of a
given deity or divine energy in the sunthema, which functions as a cosmic switch
and allows the soul of the practitioner to unite with the deity invoked. Likewise,
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certain dimensions of the soul are divinely complemented by corresponding
functions, powers, and even virtues that exist among the gods whose assistance
provides the foundation for theurgic ascent.*” Fragments 46 and 47 of the Chal-
dean Oracles refer to these theurgic correspondences, cited by Proclus and by
Olympiodorus, respectively. Proclus writes, “it is necessary to propose the virtues
which, from creation, purify and lead back [to God], ‘faith, truth, and love,” that
praiseworthy triad” (In Tim. 1.212, 19—22). Likewise, Olympiodorus, at In Phaed.
105, speaks of “divine hope, which descends from intellect and is certain, con-
cerning which the oracle says, ‘May fire-bearing hope nourish you.”

Proclus elaborates on some of these correspondences in the Platonic Theology:

There are three characteristics that fill the divine beings and that
extend themselves throughout all the divine kinds, which are good-
ness, wisdom, and beauty; there are also three characteristics that are
receptive of that which fills [them]. They are secondary to the first
[triad] but they extend themselves throughout all the divine worlds:
faith, truth, and love. Through them, the entire world is saved and
reunited with the divine causes. (PT I.25, 112.25-113.10. Quoted by
Hoffmann 2000, 462-463.)

Damascius also is familiar with this triad, as we have seen in his Lectures on
the Philebus, where he is discussing the three monads that answer to the virtues
of love, faith, and truthfulness. These contemplative factors adorn both the soul
of the aspirant as well as the divine worlds he or she comes to discover. Indeed, it
would seem that Damascius’ approach to the question of whether or not the gods
possess virtues (a doctrine that he accepts from Iamblichus’ discussion in his
now lost treatise, On Virtue) is connected to this Chaldean notion of correspond-
ence. Damascius writes that one reason we should accept that virtues belong to
the gods is the eponymous nature of some of the virtues by which we also call the
gods. And as Ruth Majercik (2001) has pointed out, “a reading of the fragments
independent of Neoplatonic triadic concerns reveals that the Father (and equiva-
lent entities) is associated with several qualities, for example Will, Power, Intel-
lect, Perfection, Strength, and Love” (frs. 37, 77, 81; 1, 3, 4; 1, 49, Q2; 39, 44).

Moreover, even those aspects of the human soul that are evidently experi-
enced as hindrances on the spiritual path may be cultivated and, given the
proper direction of the soul, be used to assist the aspirant in his quest for truth.
Thus Iamblichus has different classes of soul make use of the material world
as a part of the purification that the soul must undertake before entering the
higher forms of worship. For Damascius, the guardian function that belongs to
the thumos, or emotional part of the soul, constantly attends even the purified
soul of the philosopher as well as the gods, as “unwavering firmness toward the
inferior” (In Phaed. 1, 149).

So in the commentaries and treatises of Damascius, the Chaldean material
is integrated into a general discussion of contemplative virtue. In this way
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Damascius, in effect, displaces a strictly theurgic account of ascent with greater
attention to the supports for contemplation and for the contemplative applica-
tions of such factors as faith, truth, and love. In fact, the Problems and Solutions
frequently invokes two fundamentally distinct but complementary virtues or
activities: first is the gnostic travail or odis that Damascius mentions through-
out the work. This factor corresponds to effort and also to the surrender of self
that is a prerequisite in the approach to the One. At the same time, odis is a
token of the One in us, affirming through a release from all other states of
being that the human soul is ultimately grounded in the One. Second is the
factor of doubt or profound inquiry that results in a purification of our concep-
tions, catharsis noematon. Damascius transforms the Chaldean system of divine
correspondences into a cultivation of contemplative factors: virtues that stabi-
lize the soul and prepare it for its upward ascent, as well as giving the soul a
proper orientation to the study of reality as a whole. We have already had occa-
sion to discuss two of these factors in connection with both the Lectures on the
Phaedo and those on the Philebus, that is, courage and zeal, or love of truth. One
of the most important Chaldean Oracles is that found in the context of Damas-
cius’ discussion of cognition, listed as fragment 1 in the edition of Des Places:

There is an intelligible [object] that you should know with the flower
of your mind. If you incline your mind toward it and know it as
something, you cannot know it. For it is the power of strength that
shines on all sides, flashing with the intellectual rays. Do not then
know that intelligible with force, but with the subtle flame of subtle
mind that measures all things, except that intelligible. And I ask you
to know this not straining tight, but carrying the sacred backward
turning eye of your mind extend an empty mind to that intelligible,
until you learn the intelligible, since it is fundamentally outside mind.

Damascius discusses this passage in keeping with his teaching on the lim-
its of discursive activity, and in accordance with what he says elsewhere about
the activity of emptying the mind and coming to the study of Being as not
separate from the knower. This is the practice that he describes elsewhere as
odis, the birth pangs or labor of emptiness that signals the sameness of the soul
with its final destination, the One. As Damascius says directly after quoting the
oracles, the knower does not approach the object of contemplation as something
other:

These verses clearly concern this intelligible as well as the knowledge
that will be capable of knowing it. They explain [that] the knowledge
that will comprehend the intelligible can arise because it does not
oppose or approach the intelligible as something other, nor does it
seek to appropriate the intelligible, but this knowledge abandons
itself in that. (C-W Il.105, 14—20)
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[t remains to say something about Proclus’ use of the term “labor pain”
(odis) in his own Commentary on Plato’s Parmenides and its subsequent
deployment in the Problems and Solutions. As we see in the following passage,
Proclus uses the idea of travail to mean the labor of emptiness that consists
in the willingness to abandon the self and to remove the sense of separation
or selfhood that constitutes the origins of the soul’s descent into the world of
becoming.83 In this sense, Proclus describes it as a predilection for the One,
a native affinity that has only unity as the object for which it experiences this
affinity:

The predilection for the One does not come from knowledge, since if
it did, what has no share in knowledge could not seek it; but every-
thing has a natural striving after the One, as also has the soul. What
else is the One in us except the operation and energy of this striving?
It is therefore this interior understanding of unity, which is a projec-
tion and as it were an expression of the One in ourselves, that we call
“the One”. (56 Kalbfleisch; Dillon and Morrow 1987, 593).

For Damascius, labor pain is also associated with the One in the soul, and
with the kind of intimacy or innate awareness of unity that both awakens the
soul’s striving for the One and makes that identity possible. Labor pain is also
associated with ignorance, with that experience of separation that demands
restoration. The effort or striving is one factor that ultimately leads to the goal,
the experience of not being different from the One. Damascius describes this
experience in terms of his favorite geometric metaphors:

Scrambling up the precipice ever upward into that which is ever less
multiple, at the same time we become aware in some way, even in
our current state of division, of that which is uniform. And though
we devalue it by comparison to the sudden apprehension of that, we
could not even intuit this, unless the trace of this sudden intellection
were stirring up something within us, and this is just that light of
truth that suddenly kindles as if from fire sticks rubbed together. For
as our divided conceptions are concentrated and knocked against
each other, they resolve themselves in that summit that contracts into
the uniform and solitary, as if into a convergence such as that in the
center of a circle: the terminal points of the straight line from the
periphery press into the center. So in this way although there is
division present in us, while we press into the unity, it is a trace of
that knowledge that awakens the form [of the One] in us, just as in
the case of the center. (I. 82.3-10)

The center of the self, the light of knowledge, is the ixnos or trace of the
One; when pressing toward this goal the word that Damascius uses is odis, the



INTRODUCTION TO THE LIFE AND PHILOSOPHY OF DAMASCIUS 59

effort to be centered, or the striving after unity. He employs this special termi-
nology because any striving implies duality or separation, and there would be
no need for this striving if the identity between self and the One had already
been realized. Still, it is a qualified kind of striving because there is no real
separation between the center of the self and the One, which is why Damascius
and Proclus refer to it as the “One in us.” At the same time, Damascius teaches
over and over again that this very striving is itself a realization, like the sudden
kindling of light, of the One in us.

Doubt or aporia is another factor that ensures our success in the recovery
or realization of this unity. The radical doubt that Damascius purposefully cul-
tivates in the Problems and Solutions goes against the ordinary conception of
knowledge as objective, acquisitive, founded on principles, or systematic. Its
purpose is to purify or, as in the passage above, “resolve” our conceptions, as
Damascius never tires of emphasizing. Ideally, in order to apprehend reality
the mind must be able to strip itself of all of its determinate notions, all of its
concepts or preconceptions. According to Damascius, however, such a feat is
impossible, since the mind by its very nature invents things.

Mind operates by projecting its own determinate notions onto a reality that
surpasses binary oppositions. In trying to apprehend the One, the mind inevi-
tably fails and instead grasps the One under its aspect of the henads, that is, the
One-many, the many-One, and the Unified. The mind must contemplate the
One as all things, or else it must contemplate all things as dependent upon the
One, or else it must contemplate the expansion of the One into all things. Each
of these ways of looking at the One is a kind of projection that the mind con-
jures up as it grapples with intractable metaphysical problems. It would be
better to admit that when the mind unifies itself, it tends to apprehend unity,
whereas when the mind pays attention to a number of objects, then it tends to
apprehend multiplicity:

Neither “the One” nor “all things” accord with [the One]. These are a
pair of binary oppositions that divide our consciousness [of the One].
If we focus on the One as simple, we lose sight of the complete
perfection of that principle. If we conceive it as all things simultane-
ously, we destroy its unity and simplicity. The cause of this is that we
ourselves are divided and we distractedly consider its characteristics
as if they were separate. (1.25.2).

Damascius does not say that the henads are unreal, but he does caution
that the basis of any attempt to know reality must be the Ineffable; anything
that falls outside of this principle is, in a certain respect, illusory. Throughout
his discussion of the henads, he suggests that these are really methods of con-
templating the first principle, necessary, perhaps, as stages of approach, but
ultimately not to be reified as absolutes: “What I was just now attempting to
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explain, is that the division of these multiple acts of cognition must be concen-
trated into a complete cognition of the complete One that is the simple unity of
the plural henads” (C-W 1.66.8-10). Damascius elaborates this method of first
using the henads as a way of approaching the unity of the first principle, and
then detaching from them as a greater, more expansive form of contemplation
liberates the mind from its own activity of grasping.

Finally, faith is a critical factor in the cultivation of this knowledge. The faith
or willingness to bring forth the effort is first of all established on just that intui-
tion, the presence of the One in the soul, which makes the inquiry possible. For
Proclus, pistis is the highest virtue precisely because it roots or seats all beings in
the nature of the Good, as he emphasizes especially in his Platonic Theology:
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Faith bestowed by the gods seats all the classes of gods, daimons, and
blessed souls next to the Good in a manner that cannot be conveyed
in words. (PT I.110.7)

Yet this word pistis does not show up in the Chaldean Oracles (although hope,
elpis, does), nor does Damascius use the word pistis in the Problems and Solutions.
Perhaps the very title suggests a reason for its absence. Nevertheless, as we have
already seen, the fact of striving after the One guarantees its own fulfillment, just
because such striving is already a token of the One in us. Yet in a secondary way,
there are also provisions, circumstances that favor the possibility and success of
such a quest. One of these provisions, as we have seen, is the chain of teaching
and transmission that ultimately goes all the way back to Plato and to Pythago-
ras. And yet in another way this teaching is directly bestowed on human beings
by the gods, who make provision for human difference by speaking in all possi-
ble languages, in all possible nations. We have already had occasion to glimpse
this idea in terms of the philosophia perennis and Damascius’ doctrine of the
fundamental agreement of all theologies at the end of the Problems and Solutions
(see supra and e.g. C-W IlL.140: “the gods employ human language to transmit
what pertains to divinity to human beings.”) This awareness of the providence
dispensed by the gods for the sake of bringing human beings into the knowledge
of their true selves is itself a kind of outward manifestation of the assurance that,
as we have seen, is ultimately grounded in the One of the soul.

Beyond any metaphysical structures and beyond any doctrinal disputa-
tions, there is one overriding goal of the Problems and Solutions: to remind its
readers of the unconditioned reality that Damascius refers to as the Ineffable.
Astrenuous effort is required in order to shed all other epistemic modes and
to free the intellect from relying on discursive formulations, while nevertheless
negotiating the subtle and dynamic modes of being that constitute the
first principles. Just this effort forms the central theme of all of Damascius’
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philosophical works, whether he is discussing the decline of philosophy in his
own era, the appetitive function of the intellect and the enjoyment of wisdom,
or the painful odis, the labor of emptiness that occupies much of the introduc-
tory chapters of the Problems and Solutions. By its nature, then, it is a book that
is crafted for those who are ready to undergo this tremendous work: Damas-
cius’ readers will have become familiar with the commentaries of Proclus and
especially of Tamblichus, will have been versed in Chaldean theology as well as
Orphic literature, and will have familiarized themselves with the contemplative
training that was emphasized as the true context for this doctrinal study. At the
very least, the Problems and Solutions is a work that demands a great deal of
concentration, curiosity, patience, and the desire to know.
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PART ONE

On the Ineffable
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Section I. On the Ineffable

Chapter 1. On the Ineffable and Its Relationship
to All Things

M In this opening discussion, the topic is the relationship between the first
principle and all things. If the first principle is transcendent, then it cannot
be related to all things as a first principle. If the first principle is related to all
things, it then becomes a member of all things and no longer a first
principle. At the outset, by placing the One on the same footing with all
things, Damascius reverses the order of exposition employed by all
Neoplatonists in their reification of the Parmenidean hypotheses and in
particular violates Proclus’ Elements of Theology Proposition 7, that “every
cause properly so-called transcends its effect.” So Damascius begins his work
by criticizing the central tenets of Proclean metaphysics as expressed in the
Elements of Theology. Proclus’ doctrine of undiminished giving represents his
formalization of the theory of emanation already articulated in the Enneads.
According to Proclus, the One preserves its transcendence in its aspect as
cause of all things, and the transcendence of the Good is expressed in
Proposition 8 of the Elements, “all that in any way participates the Good is
subordinate to the primal Good which is nothing else but good.” Together
these two propositions demonstrate that the first principle is the One, source
of all things and transcending all things. These are the linchpins of the
Proclean system, whereas Damascius at the outset problematizes just this
structure.

In creating an argument that is designed to show the circularity of
Proclus’ schema of transcendence, Damascius is possibly deploying Skeptic
attacks on the concept of causation as a whole. In Outlines of Empiricism
I11.20-22, Sextus discusses Skeptic arguments designed to show the
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inconceivability of causes. These arguments target the conceptual correlativity of cause
and effect: it is hard to conceive of a cause without understanding the idea of an effect.
This conceptual interdependence seems to be what Damascius objects to in the case of
the first principle. To be a cause is already to exist in relationship to an effect. Thus the
notion of a transcendent cause seems dubious to him. The Skeptics also examined the
temporal aspect of causation. Sextus argues (Outlines of Pyrrhonism III.25) that since a
cause implies its effect qua cause, cause and effect must be simultaneous. But since a
cause produces its effect, the cause must precede its effect. Hence causes both do and
do not precede their effects. The structure of this argument is clearly discernible in the
opening chapter of the Problems and Solutions: here Damascius complains that the One
must precede all things since it produces all things, and yet must be simultaneous with all
things, since it is related to them as their cause. Again, the One both precedes and does
not precede all things. Il

(I 1) Is the so-called one principle of all things beyond" all things or is it one
amonyg all things, as if it were the summit of those that proceed from it? And
are we to say that “all things” are with the [first principle], or after it and [that
they proceed] from it?

If someone were to assert this last hypothesis, how could [it] be something
outside of all things? For “all things” means, stricto sensu, “that from which
nothing whatsoever is absent.” But the first principle is missing. Therefore,
what comes after the first principle would not be properly speaking “all things,”
but rather all things up to the point of the first principle.

Moreover, the term “all things” designates a limited multiplicity, since the
indefinite could not be exactly equivalent to “all things.” Therefore, outside of
all things nothing whatsoever will come to be. Totality is a kind of limit; it
denotes an inclusivity in which the first principle functions as the upper
extreme and the farthest thing from the first principle functions as the lower
extreme. Therefore, “all things” [designates what is] within these limits.

(I 2) Moreover, the first principle must arise coordinately with the things
[proceeding] from the first principle, since it is with respect to them that it is
called “a principle,” and actually is one. Similarly, the cause must arise coor-
dinately with its effects, and the first [in a series] arises coordinately with the
subsequent members of the series. When many things form a plurality that
constitutes a unique system, we designate them as “all things,” just as the
first principle also belongs among all things. To generalize, we call “all
things” properly speaking just those things we are capable of conceiving,
howsoever we conceive them. And we can also conceive of a first principle.
[Let us add to this argument that] by the term, “the whole city,” we usually
mean the rulers and the ruled; by “the entire family” we mean the parent and
the children.

But if all things are together with the first principle, then the principle of
all things could not be anything, since then the first principle would be sub-
sumed within all things.” Therefore, the unique system that consists of all
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things (which we designate by the term “all things”) is without a first principle
and uncaused, lest we continue [the series] ad infinitum.

Surely, however, it is necessary for everything either to be a first principle
or to be from a first principle.’ Accordingly, all things are either a first principle
or from a first principle. And yet, in the latter case the first principle would not
be among all things; instead, it would be outside of all things, since it is the first
principle of the things that proceed from it. In the former case, what would be
able to proceed from all things as from a first principle or [proceed] out of all
things downward, as if it were an effect of all things? For this too would [have
to be] numbered among all things. Strictly speaking, the concept of all things
leaves nothing aside. Therefore, all things are neither a first principle nor from
a first principle.

Furthermore, all things [can] be considered simultaneously both as belong-
ing to a multiplicity and as subject to differentiation: indeed, it is impossible to
conceive of the all without both of these aspects.

Then how did any differentiation and multiplicity suddenly arise? Surely it
is the case that all things possess multiplicity and differentiation in all ways and
that unity is the apex of the many [as] the Unified is the monad for that which
is differentiated, though the One is still (I 3) simpler than the monad.

But in the first place the monad is all of number, even if it is [number]
as not yet enumerated. Therefore, [as number] the monad, too, is all things.
Further, the One is not a part of the many. Otherwise it, too, would have become
multiple along with the many, just as each of the other [parts of the many]. But
as many things as the many are insofar as they are subject to division, that One
is those things before division by not being subject to division in any way.
Therefore, [we are concerned] not with the One as the least element, as Speusip-
pus® is reputed to have taught, but with the One as engulfing’ all things.
By means of its unity it dissolves all things, and so makes all things one. And
that is why all things are from it, because it itself is all things before they are all
things. However it is not® the case that the One is all things prior to [their being]
many in the way that the Unified is prior to the differentiated, rather, when we
unfold the whole of our thought into all things, then we shall no longer refer to
all things in the same way, but in at least three ways, as united, as unified, or as
multiplied:” that is, [our thinking starts] from the One and is [modeled] on the
One, as we are accustomed to saying.® If, however, we speak in a more custom-
ary manner, and speak of all things as both subject to differentiation and as
belonging to a multiplicity, we shall assume as the principles of [all things] the
Unified and (still more) the One. If we nevertheless conceive these [namely, the
Unified and the One] as all things and divide them among all other things ac-
cording to their relationship and rank with respect to all things, as has been
said above, the argument will require from us another principle prior to all
things, one that it is impossible either to conceive as all things or yet to assign
to the order of things coming after it.
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(I 4) If someone said that [this principle is just] the One, even if it is
all things in some way or another, yet still it is one before all things in that
[multiple] way, and it is more one than it is all things (for it is one in itself, but
it is all things as their cause and in relationship to them), but if someone says
this, then first he would be attributing duality to the One. But in fact it is we
who make the divisions and it is we who create a duality concerning its unity
and even multiply that duality, because that One, just insofar as it is One, is all
things in the simplest possible way. If someone should say this, nevertheless it
is necessary to say that the principle of all things is independent of all things as
well as of the one totality and of the singularity that engulfs everything else, the
singularity that belongs to the One.

Chapter 2. The Transcendence of the Ineffable

B This chapter negotiates the difficulties presented by the limits that our conceptual
activity imposes on the transcendence of the Ineffable. Damascius has established that
the first principle is transcendent and unrelated to all things, so that paradoxically the
first principle cannot be a first principle nor can it be a cause. Yet since nothing can be
the cause of itself, nor can the many function as causes for each other lest causation be
circular, the One is the sole and unique cause of the multiplicity. Therefore, Damascius
complements his earlier critique of Proclean metaphysics by accepting the logic of ET,
Proposition 1, according to which “every manifold in some way participates Unity”
(Dodds 1963, 3).

Nevertheless, the Ineffable in and of itself cannot be conceived or indicated. The
only path to it is not by means of inclusion within a philosophical system, but on the
contrary, by means of complete negation and through the removal of all multiplicity.
Perhaps even more astonishing is the idea that the Ineffable can only be reached through
self-knowledge. Here for the first time in the treatise Damascius adumbrates a method
of realizing the Ineffable as the center of the self, through the removal of all that is other
than the One. He also touches on the theme of simplification, of resolving one’s identity
back into the One. One of the central metaphors that the Neoplatonists use to discuss
the state of the human soul before its enlightenment relates to the ‘Titanic’ experience
of division or fragmentation; Damascius uses the verb uepilew to convey this theme.
The metaphor of fragmentation relates to the discursive thinking that is unable to grasp
the One in its simplicity and is also linked to the Orphic myth narrating the sparagmos,
or fragmentation, of Dionysus that symbolizes the dispersal of the divine unity. B

Therefore, our own soul divines that there is a principle of all things we are
capable of conceiving [that is] both beyond all things and unrelated to all things.
Hence it is not a principle, nor yet can it be called a cause, nor can it be called
the first, nor yet is it prior to all things, nor yet is it beyond all things; hardly
therefore can it be celebrated as all things. Nor indeed can it be celebrated
as anything at all, nor conceived of, nor even hinted at. For the object of our
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intellection or of our discursive thought will turn out to be some one of all
things, which is actually a truer’ conception, or else all things, if our conception
is purified, even if we proceed to that which is most simple, by removing [all]
multiplicity [from it] and by removing any multiplicity from ourselves, [and
arrive at] that which is the most remote limit, as it were, the last periphery, not
just of real beings, but even of non-beings. For of real beings, that which is uni-
fied and utterly without differentiation is the last limit (for every being is a
mixture of elements) and of the multiplicity, the last limit is simply the One; for
it is impossible to conceive of anything (I 5) more simple than the One, that is
to say, the utterly One and solely One. If we speak of it as the principle or cause
or first or most simple, in that realm, such [epithets] and any other [designa-
tions] are simply in accordance with the One. But we, because we cannot com-
bine [these designations] are ourselves divided as compared to the One, and so
we designate that [One] by the divisions we have brought about in ourselves,
except that these too we misuse, since they, in their multiplicity, can not attach
to the One. Nor therefore is the One knowable, nor does it have a name; for it
would be in this way also many. In fact, such things would be in the One in a
manner proper to One; for the nature of the One is such as to receive all things,
or rather it is such as to produce all things, and there is nothing which the One
is not. And so all things are as it were unraveled from out of it; and so it is a
cause in the truest sense, the first cause, and it is also the final cause or limit,
since it simply is the coping-stone of all things. Of multiplicity, too, there is a
single nature, not that which exists in the multiplicity [as it proceeds] from the
One, but that which produces the nature that is in them prior to their arising,
this nature that is the indivisible starting point of all things whatsoever, and is
as well the greatest boundary that embraces all things, howsoever one speaks
of them.

But if the One is the cause of all things and the container of all things, in
what manner can we ascend beyond it?'’ The danger is that we shall simply be
stepping into the void and aspiring to that which is nothing at all. For that
which is not even One, is nothing in the strictest sense. Whence, after all, [do
we know] that there is anything beyond the One?

The many have need of no [causal principle] apart from the One, so
that the One is the only cause of the many. Thus, too, the One is completely
a cause, because it is necessary that only the One be the cause of the many:
for it could not be nothing (the nothing cannot be the cause of anything)
nor can it be the many themselves, for they would be unrelated, and how
(I 6) could the many function as a unique cause? If, on the other hand,
there are many causes, these [causes] could not then be the causes of each
other: first, they are unrelated and next, causation would be circular. For
each thing would be the cause of itself. Therefore, of the many there
would be no cause. It is necessary therefore that the One is the cause of
the many, which then is the cause of the coordinate existence of the many.
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The coordinate existence is a kind of common life or unity of one thing with
another.

Chapter 3. Our Affinity with the Ineffable

M How are we to posit a first principle that can be equated with nothing whatsoever?
The human soul possesses an innate affinity with that first principle, which we realize
through a method that Damascius calls, following Proclus in his own Commentary on
the Parmenides, odis, or the labor of emptiness. See the Introduction above for a discus-
sion of this concept. The next chapters elaborate the importance of this method, which
depends in turn on the Proclean concept of the “One in us,” that is, the basis of the
affinity between the One and the human soul that forms the subject of this chapter. In
Proclus’ words: “Predilection for the One does not come from knowledge, since if it did,
what has no share in knowledge could not seek it; but everything has a natural striving
after the One, as also has the soul. What else is the One in ourselves except the operation
and energy of this striving? It is therefore this interior understanding of unity, which is
a projection and as it were an expression of the One in ourselves, that we call ‘the One””
(Proclus 1987, 509). Damascius continues to focus on the relinquishment of form and
indeed of all structures as a method of coming to an awareness of the One in us. ll

If someone working through these puzzles should at last come to accept the
One as first principle, and should then add as a decisive consideration the
grounds that we have no conception or imagination simpler than the One, how
then will we speculate concerning what is beyond our most remote speculation
and conception? If someone asks this, we shall have sympathy with the prob-
lem raised (for it seems unapproachable and thinking about it seems to offer
no solution), but nevertheless on the basis of what is more familiar to us, we
must stir up the ineffable labor pains in ourselves toward a hidden (for I know
not how to express it) consciousness of that sublime truth. For since in our
realm of existence that which is unrelated is in every way more valuable than
that which is related, and that which is independent is more valuable than that
which is coordinated within a system, just as the contemplative life deserves
more honor than the political life, and Kronos,!! let us say, more than the demi-
urge, and Being more than the forms, and the One more than the many whose
principle the One is; so more simple than all causes and effects, and all princi-
ples and those things governed by a principle, is that which completely tran-
scends these conditions and stands in no relationship at all and undergoes no
conditioning whatsoever. For even as the One is prior to the many by nature
and the (I 7) simple to the composite of any kind, and the greatest container is
prior to what is contained within, so in the case of that which can be designated
as beyond all: it is beyond any such opposition, not only the opposition of ele-
ments within a system, but also [beyond] the opposition between what belongs
to the first and what comes after the first.
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Chapter 4. Speculation Concerning the Ineffable

Furthermore, the One and the Unified, and the many deriving from them and
undergoing differentiation, comprise all things. For as many things as undergo
differentiation, so many are the Unified from which they are distinguished, and
as multiple as the many are, so multiple is, in fact, the One from which they are
unfolded. However, the One is not less [One] on that account; rather it is more so
because the many are after it and not in it; and the same is the case for the Uni-
fied, because it is a gathering together of the many distinct items prior to their
differentiation. Whether [one views them] according to their coordinate existence
or according to their own unique nature, in either case they constitute all things,
but all things cannot be first nor can they be a principle, either in terms of their
coordinate existence, because the last elements will be among the all, or in terms
of the oneness in them, because they will be both one and many together (we
have not yet discovered what is completely beyond all things) and the One, as the
cause of the things from it, will be the summit of the many.

In addition to these arguments, on our part it is we who think of the One by
purifying our speculation in the direction of what is simpler and of greatest
compass. But the most venerable thing of all cannot be apprehended by any
conception or by any speculation, since even among things here, whatever
escapes toward that which is higher with respect to our thoughts is more lofty
than whatever is ready to hand, and so that which escapes our conceptions most
completely is the most valuable of all. If this is nothing, then “nothing” must be
of two kinds, one greater than the (I 8) One, the other inferior to it. If therefore
we are “stepping into the void” when we speak this way, then “stepping into the
void” also has two meanings, the one falls out of speech into the Ineffable, and
the other falls into what has no kind of existence at all. The latter is also ineffable,
as Plato says, but in an inferior way, while the former is so in a superior way."

If we are in search of the function of this entity, this is the most useful and
necessary of all functions, namely, that from that realm everything proceeds as
from an inner shrine, but in an ineffable and secret manner. For it does not
produce the many as does the One, nor the distinct as does the Unified, but
rather it is as ineffable that it produces all things in a like way.

If in saying these things about it, that it is Ineffable, that it is the inner
sanctuary of all things and that it cannot be conceived, we contradict ourselves
in our argument,"’ it is necessary to realize that these are names and thoughts
that express our labor pains, which dare to meddle improperly [with the Inef-
fable], standing at the threshold of the inner sanctuary,' but reporting nothing
about what takes place there; instead they simply inform [us] about our own
states with regard to it, namely, the puzzles and the failure to find resolution,
and that, not clearly, but through intimation, and at that, [only ] to those who
are capable of attending to these things.
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Chapter 5. On Plato and the Language of Metaphysics

M In this chapter, Damascius elaborates on the activity of unknowing, or rather, on the
cultivation of knowledge of the One through the method discussed in the previous
chapter. There is a close relationship between Damascius’ and Proclus’ discussions of
labor pains as the operation of the One in us. Both writers emphasize that the One in us
does not give us a conceptual grasp of the One: rather, “our apprehension of the One,
i.e. our travail, is in our nature per se.” (Proclus 1987, 56 K at 593) Thus the One in us
is intuited when all such conceptual striving is released. In this sense, the labor is not so
much the ignorance of the One, but it is rather the ignorance of all things, in other
words, the capacity to ignore all things, that allows the soul to gain this intuition, as
Damascius puts it here. Proclus discusses apprehension of the One by means of
recourse to the One in the soul: “how else are we to become nearer to the One, if we do
not rouse up the One of the soul, which is in us as a kind of image of the One?” (Proclus
1987, VIL.1071 at 424—425).

Damascius works with a traditional Neoplatonic interpretation of the Platonic
Parmenides, according to which Plato’s One is beyond Being. In fact, for Damascius,
Plato even points beyond the One by means of taking away the One, as Damascius inter-
prets Plato’s Sophist. Thus Plato, too, will hold, according to Damascius, that the One is
knowable when knowledge is purified of any objects. Another name for this kind of
purified knowledge of the One is unknowing, which is more intimate with the One than
even knowledge. M

(I 9) Still, we observe our labor pains and see that they have the same experi-
ence concerning the One, both sorely troubled about [its nature] and undergo-
ing contradiction. Plato says that the One, if it is, is not even One.” And if it is
not, no account will agree with it, so that there is no denial of it, either. There is
not even a name [ for it], for this would still not be simple. There can be neither
opinion nor knowledge concerning the One, for neither of these is simple: not
even intellect itself is simple, so that the One is absolutely unknowable and
ineffable. Why then are we still in search of something apart from or beyond
what is ineffable?

But perhaps Plato has led us ineffably through the mediation of the One to
what now confronts us, the Ineffable beyond the One, by the very fact of taking
away the One, just as through the removal of the others he has brought us back
to the One: since this is what he demonstrated in the Sophist,16 that he con-
ceives the One, in its purified state, in terms of an affirmation of some sort,
having demonstrated that it exists by itself, prior to Being. If Plato has kept
silent concerning the One, having led us to that point, then it is right that he
did so, maintaining the traditional silence concerning those things that are
completely inexpressible: for there was indeed an additional danger that the
argument would fall into the hearing of those unfit to receive it. Of course the
argument, in raising a question concerning that which in no way exists,
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contradicts itself and is in danger of falling into the sea of unlikeness,"” or

rather of nonexistent emptiness. If even these demonstrations (I 1o) do not fit
with the One,"® this should cause no astonishment. They are human and based
on a divided [way of looking at reality] and more composite than they ought to
be. Indeed, they do not even agree with Being, since they relate to form, or
rather they do not even agree with the forms, since they are simply the product
of discursive thinking.

Was it not Plato himself who in the Letters' demonstrated that we could
convey no aspect of form through language—that there could be no impres-
sion of it, no word for it, no name for it, no teaching concerning it, and no
knowledge of it? Intellect alone can apprehend the forms, and we do not yet
possess intellect, if we are too content with engaging in dialectic. If, on the
other hand, we apply intellect, that is, intellect [whose object is] the formal
world, we could not relate it to the Unified or to Being. If perchance we employ
concentrated intellection,” still even this will not be joined and will not attain
to the One. And if we employ unified intellection [a form of knowing] that
closes its eyes [to attain] the One itself, this at least will simplify itself until [it
reaches] the One, if indeed there be any knowledge of the One. This question
may be settled later. As there are many forms of ineffability and unknowability,
we may conclude that the One is also unknowable. But despite the fact that we
are in the condition that we are in, we approach the discernment of such great
matters through allegories and hidden meanings, and we purify ourselves for
the reception of unfamiliar concepts, and so we ascend by means of analogy
and by negations, deprecating the things of our world by comparison to that
[Ineffable] and being led to this away from what is less valuable, the things of
our world, toward what is more valuable. Such, in fact, has been our constant
method up to now. And it is perhaps the case that the absolutely Ineffable is
that about which we cannot even posit its ineffability. The One, on the other
hand, is ineffable in such a way as to escape every (I 11) statement and descrip-
tion, as well as every discernment, as, for example, the differentiation between
a knower and the object of knowledge, and is and must be conceived in another
way entirely, as most simple and most encompassing, and not just as one, as
possessing the unique property of being one, but rather as One that is all things
and as One before all things, but surely not as a one-among-all things.*'

For these are the labor pains [we undergo], and in this way they gain puri-
fication with respect to the absolute One and the truly unique cause of all
things. Assuredly the One in us, intuited in the way that it is because it is closer
to us and more familiar, and altogether inferior to that [One], is that much
more available for such an intuition. But from the One so qualified, however it
has been qualified, the ascent to the absolute One is not difficult: even if we fail
in every way to attain that, still, we can have some intuition of that which is
before all things by using the absolute One in us as a vehicle. So the One is
in this way both ineffable and communicable; but let perfect silence prevail
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concerning that other principle, and even prior to this, let there be the perfect
unknowing that disdains all knowledge.

Chapter 6. That the One Is Unknowable

I The statement that the One is unknowable cannot be a statement about the One’s
intrinsic knowability or unknowability. Instead, the statement only reveals something
about the knower, so that ignorance of the One is rather a privation belonging to him by
virtue of his status qua potential knower (cf. Met Delta 1022b22, where Aristotle defines
a privation as the lack of an attribute that is naturally possessed). No doubt Damascius
carries forward the doctrine implicit within the previous chapter, where the presence of
the One in us vouchsafes the possibility of knowing the One. Damascius here raises and
solves puzzles familiar from the Meno and the Theaetetus (which he quotes) related to
the learner’s paradox, the problem of how one can recognize that which is hitherto
unknown. His solution involves using the Proclean doctrine of the One in us, in a way
similar to Plato’s use of recollection to solve his own versions of the learner’s paradox in
the Meno. M

Now let us investigate precisely this second problem, how the Ineffable is said
to be completely unknowable: for if this is true, how can we undertake to write
these [speculations] about it? Let us not engage in fiction writing, babbling
copious nonsense concerning things of which we have no knowledge. If the
Ineffable does not belong to the coordinate existence of all things and is unre-
lated to all things, and is in fact nothing from among all things, not even the
One (I 12) itself, then these very things [are] its nature, a nature of which we are
disposed to be, in some sense, knowers, and that we also earnestly attempt to
dispose others to know. Further, either we know about the Ineffable’s unknow-
ability or we are ignorant of it: but if ignorant, how can we say that it is com-
pletely unknowable? And if we know, at least in this respect it is knowable,
namely, insofar as it is unknowable, it is known as unknowable.

Moreover it is not possible to deny something of another thing, unless one
knows that which one denies of the latter, nor can one state that this is not that,
if one has no grasp whatever of that. For Socrates in the Theaetetus says that one
cannot say that what he knows either is or is not that which he does not know.**
How, then, can we deny what we know in any way at all of that concerning
which we are completely ignorant? It would be like someone blind from birth
trying to demonstrate that heat does not belong to color. And yet perhaps he
can say quite rightly that color is not warm, since the latter is tangible and he
does know heat by means of touch, while he does not know color at all, except
that it is intangible: for he knows that he does not know it. This kind of knowl-
edge is not of that [unknown object] but simply of one’s own state of ignorance.
In speaking about that unknowable we are not describing it, but we simply
affirm our own experience concerning it: the imperceptibility that belongs to
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the blind person is not inherent in color, since blindness is not a property of
color, but of him. So the ignorance we have of that is in us, just as the knowl-
edge of the known is in the knower, not in the object known. But if, just as the
knowable is in the known, constituting its ability to be manifested, so were one
to say that the ignorance is in the thing unknown, like a darkness that belongs
to it or an (I 13) invisibility according to which it is unknown and unmanifest to
all—in saying this, one does not realize that ignorance is a privation, just as
blindness is, and just as it is in the case of the invisible, so too is that which is
not comprehended and not known.

In other cases, the privation of one [property] nevertheless allows the
postulation of some other [property]: if something is incorporeal, and indeed
invisible, still it can be intelligible, and the unintelligible can nevertheless be
some other thing, as for example something that belongs to the category of
things that are not apprehensible by means of any form of intellection. But if
we eliminate any insight or intuition, and we say that we have no knowledge at
all of an entity of which we have no capacity for vision at any level, and remain
utterly without such capacity, and say that it is unknowable, then we are not
saying something about the object itself, such as that it is inherently invisible,
as in the case of an intelligible object, or that it is inherently unknowable by
means of a substantial or ordinary intellection, as in the case of the One, but
rather as providing no occasion for one’s own ability to grasp it, or even to sus-
pect its existence. We are not saying that it is only unknowable, so that it is
some one thing, which then has a nature that is unknowable, but rather that it
is not even something that is, nor is it One, nor is it all things, nor is it the
principle of all things, nor is it beyond all things: we simply have no way to
predicate anything of it at all. So then not even this is its nature, to be nothing
or beyond all things or transcending cause® or not connected to all things, nor
do such things constitute its nature, but [they are] simply a way of removing all
things subsequent to it.

(I 14) How, then, can we say anything about it? Perhaps itis that, in knowing
the things that are after it, through just this knowledge we come to realize that
they fall short, if I may so put it, in comparison with what is entirely ineffable.
Because even as that which is beyond knowledge in any respect is superior to
that which can be apprehended by knowledge, so that which is beyond every
form of intuition must be more sacred, not that it is capable of being known as
what is more sacred, but that it is the most sacred is a fact about us, and an
experience of ours, and its wonder is spoken of through its very ungraspability
by means of our conceptions. Therefore, by analogy, if that which is in some
way unknowable in the superior sense is higher than what is completely know-
able, that which is in every way eminently unknowable must be recognized as
the highest, even if does not possess the characteristic of being the highest, nor
the most eminent, nor yet the most sacred; for these are conventional char-
acterizations we have come to concerning that which entirely escapes our
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conceptions and intuitions. Therefore it is by not intuiting it at all that we rec-
ognize it as the absolutely incomprehensible. If we got hold of it in our thought,
then we would still be in search of something else that was prior to the think-
ing. And this would either go on forever, or else it would have to come to a
stand in that which is absolutely ineffable.

Chapter 7. On the Complete Overturning of All Discourse
Concerning the Ineffable

M This chapter and the next discuss the overturning of all discourse concerning the
Ineffable. All discourse or conceptual grasping of the Ineffable is subject to peritrope, to
dialectical contradiction: for example, to think that it is unthinkable, to say that it is
ineffable, to know that it is unknowable, and so forth, are all incoherent if they are
taken to affirm something about the first principle. Overturning arguments hinge on
statements that, when asserted in a dialectical context, lead to inconsistency. This kind
of argument has a long history in Platonism starting from Plato’s use of it to defeat
Protagoras’ “Man the Measure” doctrine in the Theaetetus, but it also widely informs
anti-Skeptical strategies. Throughout this chapter Damascius evinces a detailed
knowledge of the Sophist’s discussion of non-being and alludes to the dialectical refutation
of the idea of non-being at Sophist 238er-239ar0. In addition to Plato’s Sophist,
Damascius invokes puzzles from the Parmenides involving the predication of opposites.
Finally, he shows familiarity with Proclus’ Commentary on the Parmenides. Proclus’
Commentary, Book VI.1o71 considers the topic of negation and negative statements
concerning the One.

At the heart of the chapter lies Damascius’ solution to these problems of dialectical
self-contradiction. His purpose is to explain negative language about the Ineffable in the
terms of his teaching about the limits of metaphysical discourse. He also returns to the
methodological point that emphasizes the value of not attempting to grasp the Ineffable
by means of any language, whether positive or negative, and reminds the reader of his
“agreement to continue to know nothing” about the Ineffable.

Damascius uses negative language of the Ineffable versus (as with Proclus) the
One. Later in Book VI of his Commentary, Proclus goes on to show that the negations
by which the One is referenced in the first hypothesis are in the second hypothesis of
the Parmenides: “the causes of the corresponding assertions. For this reason, all that
the second hypothesis, as we have said previously, asserts, is denied by the first; for
all those positive assertions proceed from these negations, and the cause of these is
the One, as being prior to all other things.” Yet Damascius stresses throughout this
discussion that in using negative language about the Ineffable, we are not predicat-
ing something about its nature, and he specifically cites the language of causation as
an inadequate account of the Ineffable. Perhaps in stressing that negative language
is not a form of predication, Damascius tries to circumvent the strategy of Proclus,
who in his turn seems to offer a criticism of Tamblichus, since the latter also posited
a One before the One. According to Dillon, “Proclus actually attacks [the separation
of the transcendent from the causal One] in ET, Proposition 20: “Beyond the One
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there is no further principle; for Unity is identical with the Good; that is therefore the
first principle of all things, as has been shown” (Dillon, introduction to Morrow and
Dillon 1987, xxi). For Proclus and for Plotinus in Ennead I11.8.11, any qualification of
the One beyond designating it as the Good, diminishes the One. Yet Damascius is
clear that in alluding to the Ineffable, we are unable to qualify it in any way. Through-
out this chapter, Damascius is once again using the metaphysical system of Proclus
as a springboard for his own reflections on the status of the Ineffable vis-a-vis such a
system. M

Can we then demonstrate anything about it [the Ineffable], and is that some-
thing demonstrable, which we claim is not even conceivable?

(I 15) In fact, even by saying this much, we do demonstrate something
about that, though we do not demonstrate that itself, nor yet is there anything
demonstrable in that: for neither is there something other than [the demonstra-
ble] in it, nor is that [demonstrable], nor is it even itself, but what we demon-
strate is our ignorance and inability to articulate it, and this is the [only thing
about it] that can be demonstrated.

What follows? Are we not engaging in forming opinions corresponding
to the things we say about it? But if there is any opinion about it, then it be-
comes an object of opinion. Still, our opinion about it is that it is not, and this
opinion is true, as Aristotle says.* Therefore if this opinion is true, then there
is also a subject to which when joined the opinion becomes true, since it is by
the existence of the subject that the opinion then also becomes true.”

And yet how could [the Ineffable] be, or how could be something that is
true, when it is entirely unknowable?

At least, its non-being and its being unknowable are true [of it], as in the
case of the truly false. For it is true that it is false.

These statements apply in the case of privations and in the case of that
which is in some way nonexistent, that is, in the cases where the deficiency is
able to benefit from the existence of a determinate form, as in the case of light,
and the absence of light we call shadow. For if there were no light, there could
be no such thing as a shadow. But in the case of that which is nonexistent in
any way or manner, as Plato says, neither can not-being or privation in general
[apply]. But even these [phrases] “in no way,” “in no manner” do not properly
signify it: for it would then be something that exists, since signification is of
something real, and that about which it is possible to form a conception is at
least something real, even if one conceives it as something that in no way
exists, nonetheless this (I 16) conception is at least something that exists.
Consequently, Plato does better to describe as ineffable and unthinkable
non-existence in the lower sense, even as we speak of nonexistence in the
higher sense.”®

But still, we do have an opinion of it, namely, that it is not the object of
opinion.”
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This [statement] is subject to overturning from within, [Plato] says, and we
cannot, in reality, even have an opinion concerning it.”®

What then? Do we not think and are we not persuaded that [the Ineffable]
is so [that is, nonexistent]?

Yes, but this is [simply] our experience in respect of it, as has been said
often before.

Still, we do harbor this opinion.

Well then, it is an empty one, since it is an opinion about what is empty, or
rather, about the indefinite. Just as when in the case of things that do not exist,
we form ideas about them as if they did exist, ideas that are based in fantasy or
are just invented (as, for example, we are under the impression that the sun is
the size of a foot, though in reality it is not this size), so if we imagine some-
thing about the absolutely non-existent or write something about it, the impres-
sion resides in us that steps into the void: for in grasping it we believe that we
are indeed grasping that, but that is not something that exists as relative to us,
and so transcends our conception [of it].

How then is it possible to demonstrate so great an ignorance as abides in
us concerning the [Ineffable]? How can we say that it is unknowable?

First, by means of the argument already enunciated, namely, we discover
that that which is beyond (I 17) knowledge is of greater worth. Therefore, if that
which is entirely beyond knowledge could be found, this would also be discov-
ered as what is most valuable in itself; but it is enough for the demonstration
that it cannot even be found. According to another argument, [the demonstra-
tion relies on the fact] that [the Ineffable] is beyond all things. If it were in any
way knowable, then it would itself also be numbered among all things (for
what we know just is what we mean by all things) and it would then have some-
thing in common with all things, namely, its very knowability. Those things,
after all, that share something common belong to a single order, and hence in
this way it becomes a member of all things: for this reason too it must be
unknowable. The third argument is that the unknowable is present among real
beings, just as the knowable is, and even if the unknowable is a relative term, it
is nevertheless present. Just as we predicate great and small of the same thing
relatively, in the same way [we can predicate] knowable and unknowable of the
same thing relative to different things. Just as the same thing participates in the
two forms, small and great, so that it is at once small and great, so too that
which participates in the [form of] knowable and unknowable can be either of
the two.”” And just as the knowable has a reality prior to [being known] so also
the unknowable must have a reality prior to [being unknown)], especially if it is
superior to the knowable, as the intelligible is unknowable by means of
sensation, whereas it is knowable by means of intellect. The superior could not
consist in a privation of an inferior reality, if that inferior reality were a form,
especially if it has its reality in the intelligible order. For every absence and pri-
vation of this kind is either in matter or in the soul.’® But how could it exist in
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intellect, in which all things are present? And still more, how could it exist in
the intelligible order? Unless we should call it deprivation in the higher sense,
as that which is beyond form is not form (I 18) and what transcends Being is
not being, and that which is truly unknowable through its transcending all
things is non-being. If, then, the One is the limit of the knowable among those
things that are knowable or the objects of intuition, that which is beyond the
One is primarily and completely unknowable, because it is unknowable with-
out even having the unknowable as its nature, and without our approaching it
as unknowable, since we do not even know if it is unknowable. There is
complete ignorance surrounding it, and we know that neither as unknowable
or knowable. Consequently we suffer reversal by means of every method,
because we have no contact with it whatsoever, inasmuch as it is not a real
Being, or rather, it is not even this, namely, nothing. Therefore it is that which
is in no way whatsoever or beyond this, if this turns out to be the denial of
Being, and is beyond the One, and in that sense nothing.

But this “nothing” is void and is the abandonment of all things, whereas
this is not our conception of the Ineffable.

Our reply is that “nothing” has two meanings: one is transcendent; the
other is on “this side.” In fact the [word] “one” also has two meanings, as lower
limit, in the material realm and as the first, or what is before Being. Therefore
“not being” also [has two meanings], as not even the one as lower limit, and as
not even the first. In a similar way the unknowable and the Ineftable have two
meanings, as that which is not even at the lower limit of conception, and that
which is not even the first.

Then is it in relation to us that we claim that it is unknowable?

Surely it would not be a paradox if it were permitted to say (I 19) that it
is unknowable even to the much-honored intellect.’’ For every intellect looks
to the intelligible world, and the intelligible order is either form or Being.
But perhaps it is divine cognition that knows it and it is knowable by this
form of unified and super-essential cognition? But this cognition applies itself
to the One, whereas that other is beyond the One. In general, if that were
known along with all other things, then it would itself be among all things,
for being-capable-of being-known would then be common to it and to the
others, and so it would belong to the same order at least in this respect. Fur-
ther, if it is capable of being known, divine knowledge will be able to circum-
scribe it. And therefore [knowledge] will delimit [the absolute]. But every
definition ascends to its limit, which is the One; and that is beyond the One.
Therefore it cannot be contained and it cannot be delimited in any way, and
therefore [it cannot be grasped] by any form of knowledge; therefore it is
unknowable even by divine knowledge. Moreover, knowledge belongs to the
class of things known as existent or subsistent or participant in the One, but
[the Ineffable] is beyond these things. Further, that which can be known is
relative to knowledge and to the knower; therefore that too [if it could be
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known] would also be coordinated with and have a relationship with such
things.

Moreover, even the One is probably unknowable, since the knower and the
known must be distinct, even though both of them subsist in the same thing,
so that the One could not know itself, if it is truly One; for the One cannot be
twofold, and so there will not be a knower and a known in the One. Nor again
will the god, if he remains in the One itself alone, and unites with the One as
the absolute One, be united with it dualistically: for how could the dual unite
with the simple? And if the god knows the One by the One, there will be a One
that is both knower and known (I 20), and each aspect will reveal the nature of
the One, which is itself unique and one, so that it cannot unite with itself as one
thing knowing another, or as knower with known, since this nature is only
itself one. Therefore it cannot undergo union by means of knowledge. But how
this can be the case with regard to the One is a matter to which we shall
return.

A fortiori, then, that which is not yet one is unknowable, for Plato correctly
says that it is impossible to say that one knows, and that one knows nothing.*®
Now if the limit of the knowable is the One, we can know nothing beyond the
One, a fact that renders these remarks of ours a meaningless rhapsody. But no,
for in knowing the objects that we know, we know this as well, namely, that they
are unworthy, if we may put it this way, of the primary postulate. Even so, even
if we do not yet know the intelligible forms, we judge the images of the forms
that are available in us as unworthy of the indivisible, eternal nature of those
ideas, since these [conceptions] in us prove to be divisible and largely unstable.
And again with still greater force, even if we lack knowledge concerning the
totality of forms and kinds, having instead a [mere] image of that totality, an
image which consists in the totality of the kinds and forms that are in us in a
divided state, we speculate that Being is like the image, but Being is not like the
image, but superior, and something supremely unified. And again, we try to
conceive of the One, not grasping it through contracting [our minds] but by
simplifying all things and resolving them into that; and in us this kind of sim-
plification subsists in relation to all the things in us, but it falls far short of
touching on that perfect simplicity. (I 21) For the One in us, or the simple, is
least of all that which is expressed by these words, except insofar as speech can
be a signpost for that nature.

Hence, too, when we have grasped with the intellect everything that is in
any way capable of being known or intuited up to the point of the One, we think
(if we must attempt to express what cannot be expressed or to conceptualize
that which eludes all thought) we still think®* it correct to posit that which does
not coincide with anything and is not part of any system and indeed so tran-
scendent that in truth it does not even exhibit the mark of transcendence. For
the transcendent always transcends something and so is not entirely transcend-
ent, because it is conditioned by a relationship with that which it transcends,
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and generally has a fixed place in the progression of a system. If, then, it is to
subsist as truly transcendent, it must not even be postulated as transcendent.
In fact, the name that most appropriately designates the transcendent does not
name it correctly, since it [designates] something that is already co-coordinated
within a system, so that one must at the same time deny it the name. But denial
(apophasis) is itself a kind of discourse, and that about which the denial is made
is the subject of the discourse, but the [Ineffable] is nothing at all, and therefore
no denial can be made concerning it, since it is altogether outside the realm of
language, and it is not knowable in any way at all, so that it is not even possible
to deny the denial.** Rather, the demonstration that reveals the [Ineffable] to us,
about which we speak, consists in the complete overturning of discourse and
thought. And what will turn out to be the limit of discourse, except silence that
has no power to convey it, and the agreement to continue to know nothing
about that which it is not permitted to enter into knowledge of, since it remains
as the inaccessible?

Chapter 8. Three Questions Concerning the Ineffable qua Its
Status as First Principle

M In this chapter, Damascius tries to frame the Ineffable in terms of how it fits in with
manifestation or in his own terminology, with the world of differentiation, and so with
language, reality, and ultimately with all beings. He undertakes this task by posing three
questions concerning the Ineffable:

Q: Is the Ineffable, inasmuch as it is outside of all discourse, merely nothing?
A: Negation itself is a relationship: what is inferior must be denied of what
is superior and what is superior must be denied to what is inferior.

Q: Is the Ineffable the outer limit or upper boundary of all that is real? A: This
function fails to capture its nature, because it has no determinable relationship
with other things.

Q: Is the Ineffable present in things here? A: All things are in some way from it.
Moreover, there is some trace of it in us, a trace that urges us toward it.

Throughout this chapter, Damascius is once again using the metaphysical system
of Proclus as a springboard for his own reflections on the status of the Ineffable vis-a-vis
such a system. Hence the first aporia is based on a principle enunciated at ET 21, which
states that each order of being enjoys a correlation between a governing monad and
conjoining multiplicity: “Every order of being has its beginning in a monad and pro-
ceeds to a manifold co-ordinate therewith; and the manifold in any order may be carried
back to a single monad” (Dodds 1963, 25).

In terms of dialectic, Damascius strenuously denies that the Ineffable functions
like a monad with respect to its coordinate multiplicity, once more separating his
position from that of Proclus vis-a-vis the Ineffable. Cf. also Proclus, PT (1968-1987.
11, 38):
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Due to its resemblance to the first principle, in each order of beings
there comes into existence a monad that is analogous to the One, that plays
the role that the good plays for the entire order of gods just that role for the
entire series to which it is united.

By the end of this chapter, although Damascius does appear to approach an interpreta-
tion of the Ineffable that has it playing an analogous role to the function that the Good
takes on in Proclus, he ultimately rejects the logic of participation that would place the
Ineffable on an equal footing with Proclus’ Good. The last sentences in the chapter
suggest that while the Ineffable cannot be thought of in terms of a system of hierarchi-
cal beings, the first principle can be sought in the terms of such a system. Hence he
departs from consideration of the Ineffable as such and moves to a consideration of
what a first principle would be like from the point of view of all beings.

Might not someone ask this [next] question, venturing such arguments as the
following? If we [wished to] reach any statement about the Ineffable on the
basis of an inference from our own world [we could say] that since at every level
a monad is the leader of its own number (as there is one Soul and [I 22] the
many souls, and one Intellect and the many intellects, and one Being and the
many beings, and one Henad and the many henads), surely then the argument
will require one Ineffable and the many ineffables, and it would be necessary
for the Ineffable to be prolific in its own ineffable way and to generate its own
plurality.”

But this line of argument, or one constructed along similar lines, com-
pletely fails to take into account what has been said earlier. There is, in fact,
nothing in common between the Ineffable and the things here, nor could any-
thing belong to the Ineffable that is expressible, thinkable, or conceivable. So
therefore it is not a one nor is it a many, nor is it prolific or productive or a cause
in any way, nor is there any analogy or likeness with respect to it. So it is not like
the things here: it is [not] “that” or “those,” nor [can one say] that it is one or that
it is many, but the best approach is simply to maintain quiet, remaining in the
ineffable sanctuary of the soul without departing. However, if it is necessary to
give an indication of what it is, one should do so by means of the denials of
these: it is not one or many, not prolific or sterile, not cause nor not a cause, and
yet it is just by means of these same denials that our discourse may overturn
itself infinitely and without qualification.

(I 23) Do we then advance the position that it is entirely and unequivocally
nothing, in our rambling attempts at utterance, for all that has been said will
accord with that position, as well as just this overturning of all discourse that
follows from that, as the Eleatic philosopher teaches.*®
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This puzzle is not difficult to resolve, since even earlier it was remarked
that that nonexistence relates to what is inferior, whereas this [overturning of
discourse] is posited with respect to the superior. These denials are not made in
the same way in both cases, since in the case of what is inferior, what is denied
of it is superior, while in the case of what is superior what is denied is inferior,
if we may so put it. For example, we utter negativities both in the case of matter
and in the case of the One, but this [expression, “non-being”] is used in two
distinct senses.

This puzzle, as I said, is easy to resolve, but there is another that is more
substantial: if that which absolutely is not is in fact a complete falling away
from Being, and yet the One is beyond Being (and this is still more true of the
Ineffable), non-being will be the One that extends below the level of the things
here, and it will turn out that it will be one, and even more so, ineffable, since
the Ineffable extends below the One, just as it transcends it. Indeed, if that
which is called absolute non-being turns out to be a deprivation of Being,
then this non-being could be affected in this way. Nor is this result surprising,
since matter is certainly non-being, when it comes to be contemplated in
terms of the one, since in the higher realm the One is prior to Being, while in
this realm it extends lower than Being; and there would be nothing strange
either if it should participate in the Ineffable. But if it is declared to be abso-
lute non-being, in the sense that it is postulated to be neither Being nor One
nor the Ineffable, and does not exist in a manner that can be affirmed or
denied, nor is it (I 24) the subject of internal contradiction, nor can it be
refuted, nor can it be posited in any other manner whatsoever, (for such was
the nature of that of which the Eleatic Stranger also discoursed) then this
surely falls outside of every possible conception whatsoever, since it is what is
not in any way at all.

Is, then, the Ineffable as it were a boundary wall that surrounds anything
that can be expressed in language, from above transcending and from below
serving as a foundation underlying all things?

No, even this will not properly convey its situation. It is neither above nor
below nor is any aspect of it first or last, nor does it [experience] procession.
Therefore it is not a boundary wall for all things, and it does not contain all
things, nor is that which can be expressed in language inside it, nor is the One
itself inside it.

Then does nothing of it [the Ineffable] come to be present in the things
here? For this is the next question to be investigated.”

And how would it not have come to be present, since all things are from it
in some way? That from which each thing proceeds is also that in which [each
thing] participates, and if it has nothing else from there, it has that which it is,
and draws breath from its own principle and returns to that insofar as it is able.
What, then, will prevent that from giving something of itself to those things
that are from it? What other intermediary kind of existence [will be necessary]?



84  ON THE INEFFABLE

Of course, it is necessary always for the second to be closer than the third with
respect to the first principle, and again for the third to be closer than the fourth;
and if this is so, then, too, it is necessary for [the second] to emerge less from
it. And if this is so, then it is necessary that it should remain that much the
more within the boundary of that nature. And if this is so, then still more must
it be like it, so as to be suitable for participation in it, and so also to participate
in it.

How then could we entertain these suggestions about it at all, unless there
was some trace of it in us, a trace that as it were urges [us] toward it? (I 25) Must
it not also be said, since it is the Ineffable, to distribute an ineffable participa-
tion to all things, according to which there is something ineffable in each thing,
something that leads us to recognize that by nature some things are more inef-
fable than others: the One is more ineffable than Being, and Being more than
life, and life more than intellect, and there is a continual succession according
to the same proportion, or rather the inverse, from matter up to rational being,
the latter from the inferior perspective and the former from the superior, if one
can put it thus?

Now if someone assumes this, he will generate a procession from the
Ineffable and a kind of order of ineffability that governs all the stages of the
procession, and we shall actually refer all things capable of expression in lan-
guage back to the Ineffable as well, since everywhere it is apportioned into that
which can be expressed in language.

And thus we shall postulate three monads and three numbers, not simply
two as before, namely, the substantial, the unitary, and the Ineffable.®® And so
we shall posit this thesis, which we previously rejected, namely, that there are
one and many in the Ineffable, as well as a series consisting in first, middle,
and final terms, and, additionally, [the triad] of remaining, procession, and
return; and in general, we shall incorporate a great deal of that which can be
spoken of into the Ineffable.” But if, as we maintained, one must not apply [the
expressions] “that” or “those” to the Ineffable, because we wish it to be beyond
the one and the many, therefore neither must we posit one [Ineffable] that
exists prior to the many [ineffables] and another that, by virtue of its participa-
tion in the many is divided in the same way as they. It will not then be some-
thing that can be participated in, nor does it give something of itself to that
which comes after it, nor is each god ineffable before it is one, in the way that
[each] is one before having an essential nature.

(I 26) But even here the argument, by its self-reversal, demonstrates that
that entity is, after all, ineffable, since it conceives the Ineffable in ways that are
fundamentally opposed and in terms of the natures that are inferior to it. But
how could this come as a surprise, given the kinds of difficulties we shall come
up against concerning the One, not to mention those concerning the Unified
and concerning Being? But these must await us.



Section II. Ascent to the
First Principle

Chapter 9. First Method: Self-Sufficiency as the Criterion

B Damascius posits self-sufficiency as a criterion for identifying the first
principle. In identifying the self-sufficient with the first principle, Damascius
is following earlier as well as Neoplatonic precedent. Westerink here rightly
cites Proclus’ Platonic Theology Book 11, where Proclus quotes Aristotle,
Nicomachean Ethics 1094a3; 1172b14-15: “The [first] principle is the final
cause, or that which all things desire, or that which lacks nothing”
(II.2.20.22—24). Aristotle there is already referring back to Plato’s discussion
of self-sufficiency in the Lysis 221d1—222b2. At Lysis 215D, Plato defines the
object of desire as the Good, and adds that since it is good, it is entirely
self-sufficient, which means that it can lack nothing. In both of these classical
texts, the Good is defined as self-sufficient, as that to which nothing
whatsoever can be added. Although Proclus uses this definition for his own
understanding of the Good as the final cause, Damascius’ usage of this
criterion is also informed by Plotinus VI.9.6.34-35. There, Plotinus says, “a
principle can never lack its subsequent.” But later in the same paragraph, he
goes on to remark, exactly as Damascius does here, that it is for this very
reason that we cannot attribute “goodness” to the first principle (line 37) “thus
there is nothing good in the One.” Plotinus then goes on to say that the One
as “hyper-Good” is not good in itself, but only in relationship to others. Il

(I 277) But now, concerning that which was posited as a first principle,
we must still ask about what ascent there can be to it, and how this
ascent can be accomplished, [taking as our starting point] the
elements most remote from it. Now our argument must apply to
principles in the most general sense, but specifically here to those
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principles that proceed from [the first] to that which is most remote from them.
As Parmenides followed a method in studying the One [that consisted in] trac-
ing all the consequences that followed from [positing] a One, so we also pro-
ceed from what has been posited as a first principle, or rather, beginning from
what can be indicated by means of speech or is familiar through perception, we
shall proceed to those transcendent realities, and we shall bring our labor of
[searching for the] truth into the harbor of the silence that surrounds the [Inef-
fable].! How therefore, setting out in the beginning from what is self-evident,
could one complete this ascent?

Let us take, for example, the qualified body.” Now this is the first entity that
is expressible for us, that is, something that is the object of sensation. Is this
body in fact a first [principle]? No: here there are two things: body and some-
thing so-qualified that subsists in its substrate, body.

Which of these two is naturally prior?

Now the composite requires its own distinctive parts. And yet what subsists
in a substrate requires the substrate.

So could the body be the principle, that is, primary substance?

But this is impossible. In the first place, the principle cannot receive any-
thing from what is subsequent to it, or derived from it. But we say that body is
qualified. Therefore its qualification and its quality do not proceed from it,
since they actually accrue to it as something other than themselves. But second,
body is entirely divisible, and each of its parts requires the others, whereas the
whole requires all of them. Therefore the body is not entirely self-sufficient
(I 29), since it is in need of itself and composed of things that are in need of
each other. Moreover, if it is not one but rather unified, it requires a one to con-
tain it, as Plato says.’ And so the body is a composite or is, more precisely, form-
less, as if it were a kind of matter, and therefore it requires order and an
informing property, in order to be not just body, but some particular kind of
body, for example, fiery or earthly or more generally ordered or qualified body.
What therefore accrues to body perfects it and disposes it, just as forms order
the secondary substrate, which is, as it were, a secondary matter.

So then is that which is added in addition the principle?

No, it cannot be. What is added does not abide independently nor does it
subsist by itself, but it is in a substrate and requires the substrate. If someone
conceives it not as a substrate, but as one of the elements in the substrate, as
for example animal is in horse or in man, in this way too each will require the
other, both this substrate and what is in the substrate, or rather the common
element, for example, the animal, and its differentiae, as rational or irrational.*
For the elements always require each other, and what is composed of elements
requires the elements themselves. But in general this sensible that is manifest
to us, so conceived, is not the body, since body by itself does not awaken sensa-
tion, nor yet is it the quality, since quality is not extended [in space] in a way that
is commensurable with sensation, and again, it cannot belong to the sense
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organ, which is a body. That which scatters or composes sight is neither body
nor color, but colored body or embodied color, and it is this (I 30) that awakens
vision, or generally, the sensible object awakens sensation, and the sensible
object is a body qualified in a certain way.

From these considerations it becomes clear, first, that this particularity that
does the qualifying is itself incorporeal. For if it were a body, it would not yet be
the body that is perceptible. So body requires the incorporeal and the incorpo-
real requires body, since neither is this sense-perceptible.

Next: these elements reciprocally determine each other, nor does one come
into being prior to the other, but since they are elements of the one sensible
body, they arise together, the one, body, giving spatial extension to what does
not have spatial extension, and the other, quality, giving perceptible variegation
by means of form to what has no form.

Third: neither is the composite [of both quality and body] a principle, since
itis not self-sufficient. It requires its own elements as well as that which brings
about the one form that is the sensible. But the body cannot bring this about,
since it contributes spatial extension, nor does quality bring this about, since it
does not even subsist apart from the body in which it is or with which it happens
to arise. But in any case, it is the compound that is a form: now either it pro-
duces itself, which is impossible, since it does not converge with itself, but
rather the whole diverges from itself in many ways, or it is not produced by it-
self, and [so] there will be another principle before it.

Chapter 10. Nature as a First Principle

Well, suppose that the principle is that which they call nature, since nature is
the origin of motion and cessation of motion,’ and since it resides in that which
is moved or that which ceases to move not accidentally, (I 31) but intrinsically.
Nature is simpler than and also creates the composite forms. But if nature is
present in its very own creations and not separate from them nor prior to them,
but if it requires them in order to be what it is, even if we grant that it is in some
way independent with respect to them, in that it fashions things or rather, as we
say, creates them, nevertheless it is not self-sufficient, since it has its essence
together with [created things] and it is inseparably present among them, and if
its creations exist, then nature does as well, whereas if they do not exist, then
neither does nature, due to the fact that nature is completely immersed in natu-
ral things and cannot thus return to its native characteristic.” The faculties of
growth, nutrition, and the generation of like offspring, in addition to the faculty
that is prior to these three, that is, nature, cannot be entirely incorporeal, but
must almost consist in a quality belonging to body, and differ from the bodily
only to the extent that they furnish to the composite [that is, the living being] its
appearance of being moved or ceasing to move from within. On the one hand,
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it is the quality of being perceptible that bestows that which appears as the
surface presentation or that which strikes perception, whereas the body pro-
vides extension, and nature provides the physical activity proceeding from
within, whether only as locomotion, or else as nurture, growth, and generation
of offspring. Already, then, as such nature is more worthy, as for example, the
nature that is present in plant life. But even so nature cannot detach itself from
that which is under its ministry, since it gives itself to them as a whole by
means of its very substance. There is, to be sure, a certain kind of life that is
different from the physical body as such, and yet it is more manifest than the
nature in body which has become completely immersed in body, that is, the
nature that somehow actualizes it from within, but which itself neither grows,
nourishes [body], or generates offspring. Yet this life, too, is inseparable from
its substrate and actually requires a substrate, so that it could not be a principle
in an (I 32) absolute sense, because it is in need of its inferior. For that would
cause no surprise, namely, that a principle should require a principle superior
to itself, but rather, it would be surprising if one were to assume that a principle
requires its consequents, of which one posits it as the principle.

Chapter 11. The Irrational Soul

B As the late Professor Blumenthal makes clear in his Aristotle and Neoplatonism in Late
Antiquity (Blumenthal 1996, 102-103; 100), the later Neoplatonists insisted on a division
between rational and irrational soul. As is clear from our text, by irrational, the late Neo-
platonists precisely did not mean the vegetative or sub-sensible soul, which Damascius
tends to treat as a kind of qualified body, not as actually soul. When Damascius suggests
that “there is some cognitive element” belonging to the irrational soul, he may mean that
perception is quasi-rational in human beings, since for them, in the words of Blumenthal,
the soul in sense perception exercises judgment on “such stimuli as affected, even if only
temporarily, the sense-organs. The soul remained immune from any affection and merely
took cognizance of what had happened to the organs” (Blumenthal 1996, 121). ll

Following the same method, let us proceed to refute the person who posits the
irrational soul as a principle, whether that means the perceiving soul or the
appetitive soul. For even if the irrational soul seems to be somewhat more
separable owing to its activities, both those that are involved in impulse and
those that are involved in cognition, it is nevertheless bound together with the
body and so has something that cannot be separated from body, since it is not
able to revert to itself, and since its activity is fused with a substrate. Clearly
even the [soul qua] substance is such [as to lack the independence of principle].
For if its substance were independent and free in itself, then it would reveal this
kind of an activity as well, not constantly attending the body, but sometimes
reverting toward itself.> Moreover, even if it always did attend to the body, still
it would do so with critical judgment and with self-discernment.’
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At least, the activities of the majority of human beings, even if they pertain
to external goods, nevertheless reveal something separate in that sphere, as these
activities [involve] deliberation concerning how they shall obtain external things,
or with the understanding that there is a need for deliberation in order to act or
to obtain an apparent good, or to avoid its opposite. By contrast, the impulses of
the irrational animals are invariable and spontaneous, and the impulses are
stimulated together with the sense organs and are impelled only toward the
pleasant sensations that arise from sensible objects or repelled by painful sensa-
tions. So if the body shares in pain and in pleasure and is conditioned in one way
or another by these, clearly the activities (I 33) of the soul proceed as deeply
involved with bodies, and they are not purely psychic, but they are also corporeal,
in just the way that what extends or compresses the vision is not just color but
colored body, and in the way that the capacity to cut does not belong to the iron,
nor to the shape, but to both, and that is the axe or the chisel or the sword, as
Aristotle says.'” And in this way perception and desire belong to the ensouled
body or to the embodied soul, even if in the latter cases, the psychic element is
more apparent than the corporeal element, just as in the previous cases the cor-
poreal element dominates in its spatial extension and in its subsistence. But to
the extent that something has its being in another, to whatever extent, so far
then, it requires its inferior, and so something like this could not be a principle.

Chapter 12. The Rational Soul and Intellect

Next we see something that is prior to this substance, a kind of separable form
that is by itself and reverts on itself, which is characteristic of the rational
nature.'" At least, our soul oversees its own activities and corrects itself;'* this
would not be possible, unless it reverted to itself, nor could it revert, unless its
substance were separable, as Aristotle too agrees."” This [rational soul] there-
fore does not need its inferior. Is this then the perfect principle?

No: it does not project all of its activities simultaneously, since it is always
lacking the majority of them [at any given time]. But the principle needs to be
lacking in nothing, whereas this soul is a substance that is still in need of its
own activities.

(I 34) But, one might say, a substance that is eternal and self-sufficient,
with substantial activities that do not require anything, activities that always
keep march with substance because they too are self-moving and eternally alive,
surely would amount to a principle.

[We reply that] the soul is one form, a whole and single nature that is in
some ways independent but in other ways dependent. The principle, however,
is entirely self-sufficient. Therefore soul, that principle that projects activities
which themselves undergo change, could not be a principle, at least in the strict
sense.
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Therefore there must be another principle before soul, one that is entirely
free from change in its substance, life, and knowledge, and in all of its powers
and activities, such as we proclaim the unchanging and eternal, the much
honored intellect itself, in which Aristotle, when he ascended to this, imag-
ined that he has discovered the first principle.'* For what still could be lacking
to that which subsumes all things in its pleromas, and with respect to which
neither addition nor subtraction changes any of the things that subsist in
intellect?

No: this too is one and many, whole and parts; in it are first and middle and
last. But the inferior pleromas requires the superior, the superior require the
inferiors and the whole requires the parts. For co-relatives require each other
reciprocally, that is, the first requires the last for the same reason, since none
of them can be first by itself. And so the one also needs the many, since it has
its being in the many or indeed because this one brings together the many, and
exists, not by itself, but with them. Therefore there is much also in this princi-
ple that is not independent, and since the intellect as it were generates its own
pleromas in itself (I 35) from which the whole is brought together simultane-
ously, it would also need itself, not only in the way that the product needs the
producer, but also the producer needs the produced for the fulfillment of that
which as a whole produced it, the producer, as a whole. Moreover, intellect is
both thinker and thought, and is both the intelligible-intellective object of itself
and [possesses this object] by means of itself, and in combination it is intel-
lect.” Thus it is the case that the intellective needs the intelligible, as [the goal
of] its native longing, and the intelligible needs the intellective, because it
wishes also itself to be intellective, and both together need each singularly,
since also attainment arises simultaneously with need, just as cosmic order
arises with matter. There is thus, nevertheless, a kind of dependence that
inherently belongs to intellect, with the result that it is not a principle in the
strictest sense.

Chapter 13. The One Is Not the First Principle

B In the first part of this chapter, Damascius negotiates competing Neoplatonic inter-
pretations of Philebus 23c9—di1, where Plato discusses his idea of the mixed, the princi-
ple that results from the interweaving of the definite and the indefinite. Damascius
makes reference to an interpretation of Proclus, although he does not cite him. The
question is whether the mixed or Unified, for Damascius the third henad, is prior to its
elements, the limit and the unlimited, or whether it is subsequent to them. First Damas-
cius suggests that the mixed, according to Plato, requires the two prior principles. Then
he hints at the interpretation of Proclus (cf. Platonic Theology I1I 10, 42.13—26) that picks
up on another passage of Plato, Philebus 27d1, where Plato views the mixed as prior to
the limit and the unlimited. Damascius again discusses these varying interpretations in
his Lectures on the Philebus, paragraphs 103-104:
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103. Only a symbolical value can be attached to the differentiation between the Two
Principles. For on the intelligible plane there is not yet any differentiation.

104. If the elements of the mixture have the two principles as their causes, while
the cause of the mixture is Reality [that is, Being], must not the elements
inevitably be superior to the mixture, as the two principles are to Reality [that
is, Being]? The solution proposed is that the mixture is inferior insofar as it
consists of both, the elements being simple; but insofar as it is one and derived
from the One, it is superior. (Translation by Westerink 1959)

In terms of the history of philosophy, Damascius is stepping away from the tradi-
tions in which a transcendent principle becomes subject to proof or demonstration. In
particular, he does not argue for the first principle by suggesting that it is the source of
all things that derive from it. Compare in this respect the argument for the first princi-
ple of Plotinus as in, for example, Ennead V.4.1.5. Plotinus argues that the first principle
is first relative to a system that it inherently transcends. But Damascius precisely
excludes this kind of argument: if we say that the One transcends a system, it is then in
some way conditioned by reference to that system.

Perhaps, then, the intellect must be concentrated into the simplest of
beings, which we call the One-Being. There—in the One-Being—nothing is
differentiated at all, nor is there any indwelling plurality or order or duality or
reversion to itself, since what lack could appear in that which is entirely unified,
and particularly, what lack of its inferior [could be there], from which our argu-
ment just now gets is start? For this reason even the great Parmenides ascended
to this as the most certain principle, since it was most self-sufficient.'®

[We reply that] it is necessary to keep in mind what Plato said, namely,
that the Unified is not the One itself, but is that which has the One as an
attribute, and is clearly stationed after it. Whereas in our present manner of
speaking the Unified is seen as having within itself both that which comes to
be made one (I 36) (for even if that which comes to be made one could be
engulfed to the final degree by that which makes it one, still it remains Unified)
and the One itself. Now either Being is [composed] from elements, as Plato
seems to say the mixed is, in which case, it needs the elements that constitute
it'® or else, introducing a mitigation of the simplicity of the One, [Being] is
something that functions with One as its measure, and is, as it were, heavy or
dense, offering a glimpse of its elements together with itself, but not as dis-
tinct, since they are still bound in the one of Being itself, and are still as it were
fused, although they have been projected far enough that the One is no longer
the One, but the Unified, and is already substance instead of a henad (for that
is the way one might defend Plato’s doctrine of the mixed most accurately, by
taking care not to fabricate the superior from the inferior, but rather making
the inferior together with the superior and from the superior and in the supe-
rior) and so thus, the One in it [namely, Being] is entirely dependent on the One
and each is dependent on the other.”” If there is a different account of Being
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than of the Unified, whereas the whole is Unified and Being, then these
elements will require each other, and the whole will need the two (the whole is
called “One-Being”). And yet if the One is superior, it will require Being in
order to [be] the hypostasis, One-Being. If Being is superior to the One, Being
arises as a form that supervenes on the mixed and the Unified, in the way that
the property of human being supervenes simultaneously on [the predicates]
animal, rational, mortal, and thus the One will be dependent on Being. But if,
to put it more correctly, the One has two meanings, first as cause of the mixed,
and this is what exists prior to Being, and a second as that which supervenes
upon Being (but we shall, if it is required, speak more about these matters
later), nevertheless, lack will not (I 37) altogether be absent even from this
nature (however, here I do not mean the lack that belongs to the inferior, by
means of which the method of ascent [to the first principle] proceeds).

Surely the One would be absolutely self-sufficient, after all of these ranks.
For neither does it require what comes after it in order to be (the truly One in
itself is separate from all things) nor does it requires the inferior element in
itself or the superior element in itself (since there is nothing in it other than
itself) and it does not even require itself. But it is one because it does not have
any duality in relation to itself. Nor must we even speak about the One’s rela-
tionship with itself in the case of what is truly one, since it is absolutely sim-
ple. This is therefore the most self-sufficient of all things. This therefore is
the principle of all things, and this is cause, and this is the first of all things
whatsoever.

But if these three [epithets] are added to it (namely, principle, cause, and
first of all things) it could not be one.

[We reply that] all things will subsist for the One in the One, and this holds
for these predicates as well as any others we shall attach, as, for example, the
most simple, or the highest, or the best, or that which preserves all things, or
the Good itself, or all things, if one is speaking in accordance with the simplic-
ity of the One, since its simplicity is all producing and still prior to that it is the
substance of all things and therefore it also is every mode of [being].

Even so, if this is true in the case of the One, then it thus also would be
dependent on what comes after it, to the extent that we attribute anything what-
soever to it. It will derive its status as principle from what is dependent on the
principle, its status as cause from its effects, and its status as first from what
ranks after it, and what is more it will derive its status as simple from its (I 38)
transcendence of others, and its status as most powerful from its power with
respect to what is subordinate, and its status as the good and desirable and
salutary, from that which is saved [by it] and from that which desires it. Indeed,
if the One is called all things, then it is called all things by virtue of the anticipa-
tion in it of all things, an anticipation that belongs wholly to its nature as One,
but nevertheless is the single cause before all things of all things, being no
other, but this too, is in the One. Insofar as it is one and alone, it will be most
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self-sufficient. If it is most self-sufficient, it is the first principle and the most
stable root of all principles. But to the extent that it is a principle at all and the
first principle of all things and what all things long for because it is established
prior to them, then it will precisely because of this be dependent in some way
on those things in relation to which it is. For it has some, if it is right to put it
thus, highest trace of neediness, just as again, matter constitutes the lowest
echo of independence, because of what matter is in itself, namely, the One in
its most obscure manifestation.

And here it seems that the argument is subject to overturning from within,
for to the extent that it is one, it is self-sufficient, since it is evidently a principle
insofar as it is the most independent and is one. But nevertheless, insofar as it
is one, itis also a principle. Again, insofar as it is one, it is independent, though
as a principle it is also dependent. Therefore in the way that it is self-sufficient,
in this way it is dependent, but not in the same respect, but in relation to being
what it is, it is self-sufficient, and as producing other things and anticipating
them, it is dependent. Thus the latter too is a characteristic of the One: so that
as One, it is either of them (independent and dependent) and not therefore
either one of them in the way that the argument that distinguishes them, in
naming (I 39) each, but instead it is just One, and it is in relation to this that
there are both other things and the state of dependence. And how could it not
be this as the One, just as it is all the other things that proceed from it? For
being dependent is also one of these things.

We must therefore search for something else, which will in no way possess
dependency in any respect whatsoever. It would, being of such a nature, not be
true to say that it is a principle, nor even to say that it is this very thing, namely,
that which is most self-sufficient, although this was apparently the most rever-
ent epithet, since even this word signified an elevation and an exemption from
all need. Nor did we deem it correct to call it that which transcends all things,
but [if we call it] that which cannot be grasped in any way by means of intellect
and about which one must be utterly silent, this would most correctly accord
with our criterion, the axiom that is sought now, nor can the criterion be one
that designates something, but only one that is content not to be designated,
and in this way does homage to that incomprehensible ignorance.

Chapter 14. Second Method of Ascent: From
the Potential to the Actual

This, then, is a method of ascent to the so-called first, or rather, to that which
transcends everything that can be posited in any way.”’ But there is also this
other method, not the one that seeks to value the self-sufficient before the
incomplete and inferior, but rather values that which is dependent on the supe-
rior in the second position after that which is superior. [What comes to mind]
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immediately is that that which is potential is second everywhere to that which is
actual.*' For in order that something progress to act and not remain worthlessly
in potential, it requires that which is actual. For the superior (I 40) can never
spring up out of the inferior. Let this preliminary definition serve for us, one
that is also in agreement with the undeviating common notions of all men.

Accordingly matter has the material form prior to it, since matter as a whole
is the form in potential, whether it is primary matter that is encountered as
entirely without form, or else secondary matter, which is established as body with-
out qualities. It is usual for those who investigate [the nature of] sensible objects
to focus on the latter as primary, since from their point of view, the sensibles alone
are primary.” It is the common element shared by the different elements that
convinces them that there is an unqualified body, for which reason it also be-
comes clear that the qualities through which the differentiae come about ex-
ceed the unqualified body itself, just as forms preexist a given [part] of matter.

What then? Are accidents to be taken as superior to the essence, one
might ask.”’

[Our reply is that] it is not at all surprising that the various co-existents
reciprocally prevail over each other and that the components that comprise
altogether the one that is from all of them should participate reciprocally. More-
over the word “quality” has two senses, the one being substantial, as for exam-
ple the fire itself (by this I mean the form), and human being, and each of the
other forms, in virtue of which the qualified body is each kind of qualified body.
[Under this category come also] elements of each form, as for example of fire,
its heat or brightness, and of human being, his mortality or (I 41) rationality, or
again, with respect to his appearance, his uprightness, or his being able to
articulate sounds. And [we mean] in the case of each form, the qualities that
fulfill the essence of each kind, by means of which the entire form is rendered
as a secondary substrate by the quality that defines it, which thus is named as
the predicate with respect to the unqualified body. But the other sense of quality
is episodic and accidental, namely, that which, while present in one substance
as an essential quality, is present in another as an accidental quality. Above all,
this quality adheres in a body that is already substantially qualified, so that it
will prove inferior to the essence that receives it, since the latter is already
determinative of the specific form and is prior to [the accident]. It is also clear
that the unqualified body is first qualified by the substantially determinative
quality. When accidental qualities accrue [to a substantially determined body],
each form remains and occupies the seat of the body as its substrate, and the
change occasioned by the accidental qualities happens with respect to those
forms. Therefore, we are reasonable in assuming that qualified body is prior to
the unqualified body, and that it is on account of it, since it is already percepti-
ble, that this phenomenal universe also exists.

Now, since of these qualified bodies some have their moving principle within
whereas some have it from without, as for example artifacts, it is necessary to add
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the thought that nature is superior to the qualities, since nature is assigned the
rank of cause, just as art is in respect of artifacts.

Moreover, of those bodies that are moved from within, some are thought
merely to exist, while others indeed also take nourishment, grow, and repro-
duce like offspring. (I 42) Therefore, there is some other cause prior to the
nature we have just mentioned, namely, the vegetative faculty. Clearly all the
qualities that accrue to a body as a prior substrate are in themselves incorpo-
real, even if they become, as they do, corporeal through participation in their
substrate, so that they are called material [properties] and are disposed by what
they receive from matter. And so the qualities, and natures still more,
and even, if possible, more still, vegetative life, [all] preserve their incorporeal
character [when considered] in themselves.

Chapter 15. Digression: Does Irrational Soul Move Itself?

M In this chapter and the next, Damascius explores a controversy concerning the seat
of the activities that are manifested as the irrational soul, posing three hypotheses
followed by a solution. Briefly, the problem is as follows: if soul is the self-mover as
Damascius accepts, following Phaedrus 245¢7 (10 avT0 kwotv) and also citing Laws X
894e-895b7, then how can the irrational soul be said to move itself? If it is a self-mover,
it should be capable of reversion, of self-awareness, and of detachment from the objects
of awareness. But this is not the case with the irrational soul. Damascius canvasses the
following suggestions: (15.2) irrational soul is governed by a cosmic soul; (15.3) irrational
soul is moved from itself though not by itself; (16.1) irrational soul is a self-moving
substance because it generates its own activities; (16.2) irrational soul is present in a
substrate body and forms a hylomorphic composite with body, and so do each of its
singular activities. In chapter 17, Damascius presents a solution to the question of how
the irrational soul can be considered a self-mover: in fact, the irrational soul does not
possess self-motion in the proper sense of the term.

15.1. Is Irrational Soul Self-Moving?

But since sense perception displays another [form of] life that is still clearer, a
life that characterizes animals who enjoy locomotion on [the basis of ] impulse,
we must posit this life as a principle that ranks before that [vegetative] life and
as the producer of a better form, since the self-moving living being is inher-
ently superior to the plant that is rooted in the earth. And yet the animal is not
a self-mover in the strictest sense, for the animal is not such entirely, through
and through, but one part of it moves while the other part is moved. So this is
an apparent self-mover. But above it there must be the genuine self-mover, that
which moves itself as a whole and is moved as a whole, so that its trace may be
the apparent self-mover. Moreover, we must assume that the soul responsible
for moving the body is a self-moving substance. This soul is of two sorts, one
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the rational soul, the other the irrational soul. It is clear that sensation signals
[existence of] the rational soul. Is it not the case that each is more clearly or
more obscurely a perceiver of himself, as each turns toward himself in (I 43)
his [practices of] self-care and self-study, as well as in vital or contemplative
knowledge of himself? The substance that is capable of these activities through
thought and through synthesizing universal concepts would justly be called
rational. But the irrational soul, even if it does not appear to meditate on these
things or to think with respect to itself, still moves bodies from place to place,
insofar as it is previously capable of movement in itself, since it projects differ-
ent impulses on different occasions.

15.2. Is Irrational Soul Moved by a Divine, Cosmic Soul?

Therefore, does this irrational soul move itself from one impulse to another, or
is it moved by another entity, as they say,”* that is, by the rational soul that is in
the universe as a whole? But this would be illogical, to say that the activities of
each irrational soul were not the acts of that soul, but of a more divine soul,
although the acts are unlimited and without determinacy, and mixed with a
great deal of that which is deformed and incomplete. To say that the irrational
activities belong to the rational soul is equivalent to positing that this soul too,
is irrational substance, the one that projects the irrational activities, not to men-
tion that it is the universal soul that [purportedly] does this. It is absurd, as well,
to assume that a substance is not generative of like activities. If there were an
irrational substance, it would have its own activities, activities not bestowed
from elsewhere, but proceeding directly from it. Therefore the irrational soul
also moves itself with respect to various desires and impulses. If it moves itself,
then it reverts to itself. And since it does this, irrational soul is separable and (I
44) not in a substrate. Therefore it must be rational, if indeed it sees itself. For
it will see itself when it reverts to itself. When it is concentrating on external
things it sees external things, or rather it sees colored body. But it does not see
itself, because this sight is not itself a colored body.”® Therefore it does not
revert to itself, and it is therefore nothing other than an irrational soul. For
neither does the imagination project an apprehension of itself, but only of the
perceptible object, as for example a colored body. Therefore neither does the
irrational desire itself, but desires something desirable, as for example, honor
or the vengeance or pleasure or wealth, so it does not move itself.

15.3 Is Irrational Soul Moved from Itself? The Opinion of Syrianus

But perhaps irrational soul moves in this way, not as moving itself, but as being
moved from itself to the external world and as it were “darting” toward them
rapidly,*® and it is self-moving in this way, because it moves from itself, though
it is not moved by itself. For this is how the great Syrianus and his followers



SECTION II. ASCENT TO THE FIRST PRINCIPLE =~ 97

think “self-moving””” should be understood in a broader sense both in the Laws

and in the Timaeus.”® For this reason, the Timaeus says that plants do not move,
because they do not share in the self-moving soul, whereas animals do partici-
pate, at least those that have local movement. But there is none the less a neces-
sity for all that is moved either to be moved by itself or by another, and the latter
is meant in one of two ways, either by a superior reality, as we say is the case
with individual activities that (I 45) are truly irrational, or just by something
else. For nothing can be moved by that in which it is, since that is body and on
the contrary, it is the body that is moved by soul.

Chapter 16. Irrational Soul and the Living Being

B Another solution: the irrational soul moves itself qua substance that generates its
own activities. The irrational soul is self-moving in the sense that on its own volition it
moves toward and responds to the external objects. Even so, the irrational soul is not
truly separable from the living body. It would be better to say that the composite of body
and soul moves or perceives. This kind of self-motion belongs to the composite entity
(body and soul). H

16.1 Irrational Soul Is a Self-Moving Substance by
Generating Its Own Activities

Perhaps, then, the activities are moved by substance, and in this way the
irrational soul may be called self-moving, because it is a substance that is
generative of its own activities. But first, this will be a common feature of
every substance, even that which we say is moved by another. And so, for
example, fire is in this sense self-moving, because as a substance it generates
its own individual activities, and similarly with a clod or a hoe or with any-
thing that is capable of activity. For its own activity always proceeds from the
substance [in question]. This solution therefore cannot solve the argument as
stated.

But perhaps since being a qualified form [requires] being in a substrate,
[the form] must not be understood as acting in itself, but [must act together]
with the substrate in which it is, whose [quality] determines the act. Therefore
just as that which expanded® the visual sensation was not whiteness, nor the
unqualified body, but both together, so too the activity of perception does not
belong to the disembodied capacity for perception on the one hand, nor to the
sense organ, since that is a body, but to the composite being that is a single
substance from both, such as is combined from form and matter; for the sense
organ is not the instrument of perception but its substrate, and perception is
present in it, but not as using the sense organ.” For if it did use the sense
organ, then it would move itself prior to the instrument, so that it could also
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move the instrument. But as it is, sensation actually arises together with the
substrate and has no separable activity. Let us then allow that the composite
being is responsible for the activity, but that the activity proceeds in terms of
the form, just as the activity of the pruning knife accords with its shape and it
is the act of the white body that expands the object of vision in [the perception
of ] whiteness.

16.2 Irrational Soul Forms a Hylomorphic Composite with Body

(I 46) So, what is that which moves in the composite being, and what is it that
is moved?

[One answer is that] it is the soul that moves while the body is moved. But
there again the soul will move independently, while the body will be moved
independently, and the soul in moving must be prior to the body that is moved,
since the soul has a separable activity that moves prior to the activity that is
moved. Therefore we must not assume that the one is the mover and the other
moved, but that the living being has become a unity, a body that is capable of
perception or else perception that has become embodied, and which is respon-
sible for activating this apparently self-moving activity. For if there is a sub-
stance that belongs to the composite living being, by all means there must be
an activity that is composite, one that is appropriate for the entire animal,
which after all is a whole substance, in which also there are observed the incor-
poreal and the corporeal mixed with each other, and just as in the case of that
which expands the organ of sight, the composite is present; and so we have an
experience that has both properties under the influence of the white body, the
somatic one, when we undergo the distension of the sense organ, but the
incorporeal one when we receive the experience of sight in an incorporeal way,
as when we recognize the color. Just as the agent is a composite, so also is the
patient, namely sight, a composite from the incorporeal capacity to see and the
underlying body. Therefore we must assume that there is this kind of self-
motion present in the optic faculty and in perception more generally, such that
it cannot act by itself, since it does not exist by itself, but once it is present in
the body and qualifies the body with a more distinctive kind of quality (I 47)
and [brings about] illumination, it renders the entire animal as apparently self-
moving. Why apparently? Because the mover and the moved [do not form] an
individual, but are’! like substances that are separated from each other, but in
another way they co-arise, just as the rational soul and the animal or the shell-
like body and the pneumatic body do.” In these combinations, one element
moves and the other is moved, so that it is not true [in this case] that one ele-
ment is the substrate while the other element is in the substrate. But when the
composite form is of this nature, neither does either element initiate motion
by itself (for it has no separate subsistence) nor does it happen that one aspect
moves and the other is moved [when they are] in a composite entity (for again,
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they would prove to be distinctive in their respective activities, and thus in
their beings).

Chapter 17. Self-Motion Defined

But the kind of self-motion according to which the joint entity moves itself by
virtue of one of the elements, namely the form, is different [from self-motion
as the compound]. Whence also it seems that this [that is, form] is the mover,
not because the form does move the other element, but because the composite
moves as the form, either by itself or by another.”

If it is moved by another, then it is either moved by something superior or
by something inferior, and again, the same arguments will apply: if it is moved
by itself, then the same thing will be both mover and moved, which is some-
thing that only holds true for the partless and simple.

[Our reply] is that just as the self-moving is not the authentic [self-mover], so
neither is the case of the same thing being moved by itself and moving itself
authentic [self-motion] but [only] apparent, because there is one simple thing by
virtue of which the composite moves, and also because this [compound] moves as
one thing, but there are also those elements by virtue of which it is moved. More-
over, the composite moves according to the whole form, in which is also that
according to which [the composite] is (I 48) moved. But the composite on either
side [mover or moved] is determined by the reciprocal participation of the elements
(so to speak) of the whole form, so that the whole composite both moves and is
moved, but it does not move or move itself as the whole, but rather it moves qua
soul and is moved qua body, and it is neither moved by the soul nor by the body.

That there is a difference between “that by which”** and “that as which”*®
can be easily clarified: motion is of two kinds, the one arises in the moved,
since it is an experience that the moved undergoes, and the other is external
and bestows that motion [in the prior sense]. Thus it is moved by the external
motion and yet according to which the [kind of motion that belongs to the
moved as its experience]. For if it were moved also by the [motion that belongs
to the moved as its experience] then this motion would impart a kind of motion
from itself, that is as the agent, to the moved. Therefore that motion will turn
out to be what the moved undergoes as well as the motion according to which
it moves, and we shall proceed to infinity.

Chapter 18. The Degrees and Kinds of Self-Motion

B In this chapter, Damascius explores the idea that there are degrees of self-motion,
relying on Propositions 1417 of Proclus’ Elements of Theology to formulate his argument
that self-motion correlates with a varying degree of rationality. M
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Likewise in the case of life, the argument is true on inspection. For the one
kind of life is that which makes [something] live, and it bestows life on that
which is made alive by it, while the other kind of life is that as which that which
is made alive lives, due to the agency of the former. For if this life [as which it
lives] also made alive, then this would give another life, and so on to infinity.
And so it is with respect to the form of self-motion, namely, the one kind is that
by which the apparently self-moving is brought to move itself, while the other
kind is that as which it is such apparently, since it is the experience of self-
motion and it is inseparable from that which participates in self-motion. Indeed,
the particular life that constitutes the self-moving nature is of the following
type, since itis soul. (I 49) Soul, too, is twofold, the one that generates [life], and
the other by which the animate body is formed as a being that seems to be
moved on its own from within—not that there is something present within it
by which it moves, but what is present is that as which it moves, which we call
being alive.

But perhaps, if one concedes these arguments, he will also think that [these
kinds of life] are also shared with plants and with inanimate objects. Indeed,
the clod moves itself by internal impulse toward the earth and plants similarly,
since there is a plant soul in them through which they are nourished and gen-
erate like offspring, and even irrational and rational animals alike grow in a
similar way, so that there is nothing that is not a self-mover.

In reply, we shall say that every physical thing and every vegetative form is
moved from within, and still more every living being, but not with respect to
every motion, but only when the movement is local. [Locomotion] is the most
obvious case of self-motion. By virtue of this self-motion we say that the other
things are other-moved, if they do not have this internal source of motion. Thus
if we use as the criterion for self-motion, the self-motion according to which the
rational soul is self-moving, then not even irrational animals will appear to be
self-moving, since they cannot revert to themselves. For example, sight cannot
see itself. Nor does imagination imagine that it imagines. And emotion and
desire direct all their activity toward the external object of desire. Therefore, we
were saying that this kind of self-mover acts from within toward the external
object, not reflexively toward itself, but simply rectilinearly; (I 50) for this was
the form of this life, since it was inseparable from the body, its substrate, which
also moves rectilinearly.”® Just as fire moves upward and earth moves down-
ward, due to their inherent natures, and just as plants are nourished, grow, and
reproduce their kind by means of the vegetative soul, this soul also being inher-
ent in them, so when it comes to animals, by virtue of the appetitive life that is
present within the physical and vegetative body that belongs to them and is con-
substantial with the form of the animal, they are characterized by a self-motion
that is entirely irrational. But if someone were to contemplate animals as some-
how analogous to rational beings and as generating activities that are analogous
to rational activities, and to suppose that these animals also participate in the
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first kind of self-mover, and therefore have a soul that reverts to itself, perhaps
we could agree that [such participation] would also make these beings rational,
except they are not rational by their very self-nature, but only through participa-
tion, and their rationality is quite obscure, as if one were to say that the rational
soul is intellectual through participation because it always thinks [by means of]
common conceptions that are not distorted.

At any rate, we shall assume that the separable does have a certain spec-
trum, with either extreme dominating at a given time. The one extreme is that
which is entirely separable, as for example rational form, and the other extreme
is the entirely inseparable, as for example quality. But in the middle there is a
nature that leans toward the inseparable, having a small trace of the separable,
as well as the irrational soul that leans toward the separable. For it seems some-
how to subsist by itself apart from any substrate as support, whence it is a mat-
ter of dispute whether this soul is self-moving or extrinsically moved. For it (I
51) reveals a large trace of self-motion but not the genuine kind, which involves
self-reversion, and so [the latter] can be entirely separate from a material sub-
strate.’” The vegetative soul, in turn, is somewhere in the middle of these, and
therefore it seems to some that it is a kind of soul, while others think of it as a
nature. But we shall examine these matters more extensively in other works,*®
so for now this much must suffice.

Chapter 19. The Self-Mover Is Not the First Principle

M In the previous chapter, Damascius applied a Neoplatonist differentiation between
the genuine self-mover and the self-mover as expressed through the various gradations
of soul, including animal, vegetative, and rational. In this chapter, Damascius invokes
the hierarchy of self-motion described by Proclus in ET Proposition 14: “All that exists
is either moved or unmoved; and if the former, either by itself or by another, that is,
either intrinsically or extrinsically: so that everything is unmoved, intrinsically moved,
or extrinsically moved.” Proclus elaborates this division in Proposition 20, referring,
respectively, to intellect, soul, and body. “Beyond all bodies is the soul’s essence; beyond
all souls, the intellective principle.”

Damascius does not argue at length for the superiority of intellect to soul based on
the principle of the priority of motion, though again he alludes to Proclus’ argument in
ET Proposition 20, to the effect that intellect is prior to soul insofar as intellect’s stability
reflects a greater degree of unity and hence is closer to the One. But Damascius cannot
use this argument here for the reason that he is arguing to a first principle and hence is
not entitled to assume at the outset that the One is this principle. l

But we must return again to our main topic.” As for the kind of self-mover that
is mixed with the extrinsically moved, how can this be the first principle>*’
It does not bring itself into existence nor does it truly complete itself, but it
requires another being for the accomplishment of both. Furthermore, the
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genuine self-mover certainly comes before it, in this case, the self-mover that
perception, or rather the evidence of appearances, reveals, namely the human
self-mover.*" Clearly, now, we shall grasp all rational form [starting] from this
[level of soul], that is, the human, since only from the human rational soul is it
possible to grasp properties in terms of their universal aspects.

Is then the self-moving, in the strictest possible sense, the principle, and
do we require no other superior form? Our reply is that the mover is always
naturally prior to the moved, and it is in general the case that every form that is
free from its opposite subsists by itself prior to the form that is mixed with its
opposite, and that the pure is the cause of the mixed. For that which shares its
substance with another has its activity implicated in the latter, and so what is in
this situation will make itself a self-mover in the sense of being both mover and
moved, but could not make itself mover alone, since it is not alone; but it is
necessary for every form to be alone, so there must exist in isolation also some-
thing that moves and is not moved.

[Our reply is that] it would be absurd if, after all, there should be what is
only moved, as for example the body, yet if at the same time that which only
moves [without being moved] were not prior to the compound [of mover and
moved]. Obviously the latter, the mover, is superior to the moved, since even
the self-mover is superior insofar as it moves itself rather than insofar as it is
moved. It is necessary for the first mover to be unmoved, as the third is that
which is moved but does not move, and in the middle of them is the self-mover,
which requires the mover in order to render it capable of motion. Now if one
wants, let us grant that the self-mover does so from its own agency. Neverthe-
less, in general if something is moved, then it does not remain to the extent
that it is in motion. Whereas if something moves, it is necessary for it to move
while remaining, just insofar as it moves. Then where does it get its capacity to
remain? For either only its being moved must be from itself, or its being moved
and its remaining belong simultaneously to the same whole. Then where does
its capacity simply to remain arise? Surely, that arises from its simply remain-
ing, and this is the motionless cause. Therefore, before the self-moving we
must posit the motionless.

Chapter 20. Intellect is Not the First Principle

B In this chapter, Damascius moves up to the first term in the hierarchy of movers, the
immobile, or intellect, and here he relies on, without explicitly delineating, lamblichus’
division of the hypostasis of intellect into participating, participated, and unparticipated
intellect. Thus Damascius mentions the Unified (his monad, that is, the principle of
Being before Being’s explicit emergence) as well as the noeric realm, the aspect of intel-
lect that is participated in by the soul, insofar as soul has an affinity with the intellectual
realm. Damascius also mentions another lamblichean doctrine that he will develop
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much more substantially in subsequent chapters of this work, the three different kinds
of reversion, namely, existential, vital, and cognitive, which intellect manifests in rela-
tion to its own self-actualization. Damascius uses this great range in the hypostasis of
intellect, its multiple aspects and multiply dynamic functions, in order to argue for a
principle that unifies intellect, and so vitiates its status as first principle.

Therefore let us inquire if the immobile is the principle in the strictest sense.
Yet how can it be? For the immobile is all the things in an immobile state that
the self-mover is in a self-moving state. Nothing that is self-moving can be first
for the reasons previously stated, and each of the elements that are within the
self-mover is a particular self-mover; therefore a particular immobile is prior to
a particular self-mover. To state it more clearly, leaving aside the other kinds
of selfmover, I shall argue for three of them. We observe at least three
components in the self-moving soul, namely, a substantial, vital, and cognitive
[aspect], and it is clear that each of these is a (I 53) species of self-motion, since
in fact the whole is completely self-motive.

Hence prior to each of these kinds is also the immobile correlate to each.*
Therefore there is also the immobile pleroma consisting of these three forms.

Now, these three are separate from each other; yet still they are united with
each other in the self-moving.

Well, perhaps they are entirely united, so that none of the [three forms] can
be discriminated? But in this way each is only self-moving, and not immobile,
and yet it is necessary for each to be immobile independently [of the other
kinds], because each self-mover could not arise first. Furthermore, it will be
necessary that the differentiation that applies to the self-moving will arise before
that which arises within the immobile. Therefore the immobile is one and many
at the same time, is united and differentiated at the same time, which is in fact
just what we call Intellect. It is clear that the unified in intellect is naturally prior
to the differentiated, as well as of greater importance, for division constantly
requires unity, but not vice versa—unity does not require differentiation.

Intellect does not, though, possess the Unified in a way that is free from
its opposite. The intellective form as a whole shares its essence to an equal
extent with the differentiated.* Therefore, the qualifiedly unified needs the
absolutely Unified, and that which is with another requires that which is by
itself, and that which exists through participation requires that which exists
through subsistence.* For, in fact, intellect, being self-constituting, produces
itself as unified and differentiated at once; therefore it functions as both. And
therefore in terms of its nature as unified, the intellect will be produced from
the absolutely Unified, or that which is solely unified. And before the unified
that reflects specific forms there is that which is uncircumscribed, that is,
undifferentiated into forms; [which is] what we are now calling the Unified,
which the wise call Being, since it contains the many in one aggregation that
subsists prior to the many.
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Chapter 21. Being Is Not the First Principle

B Here Damascius takes up a classic discussion in Neoplatonist literature, again citing
what are fairly conventional arguments to make a very general case for the primacy of
the One over the principle of Being or intellect. Damascius is now sketching a rough
argument that derives from Proclus, ET Proposition 1, “every multiplicity in some way
participates unity,” and ultimately from Plotinus’ more radical arguments against intel-
lect as first principle, especially at the end of Ennead V1.9.1, where Plotinus argues that
intellect cannot be the first principle, since it includes both knower and known, and
since it contains the multiplicity of all the forms. Plotinus’ task was the more daunting
because in forging these arguments against intellect/Being as first principle, he was
arguing against the Middle Platonist tradition that saw forms as contents of the divine
mind. Damascius relies on the proof for ET Proposition 1, where Proclus argues, “a
manifold which in no way participates in a unity, neither as a whole nor in respect of its
parts severally, will be infinite in every way and in respect of every part.” Ml

(I 54) Stopping here, let us catch our breath and consider whether Being is that
principle of all things that we are after. For what is there that does not partici-
pate in Being? Just when something exists it is [already] stationed beneath Being
itself. Now if the Unified were Being, then Being would be second after the
One, since only after participating in the One did the Unified arise. In general,
if we conceive of the One as different from Being [there are two possibilities]:
if Being is prior to the One, it will not participate in the One. In this case, there
will then be only the many, and at that, an indefinitely* indefinite many. If the
One is with Being, and Being is with the One, and they are similarly ranked or
arise as mutually distinguished from each other, there will then be two princi-
ples, and the already mentioned absurdity will result, that they will participate
reciprocally in each other, and there will be two elements or parts of something
else that comprises both of them, and what will bring them into relation with
each other? For if the One has made Being one with itself, in as much as it is
one—for this might be said—the One will have its activity before Being, in
order that Being might also attain an appellation and revert [to the One]. There-
fore the One is by itself and is self-complete before Being. In addition the sim-
pler is before the composite. So either [the One and Being] are equally simple,
or then there are two principles, or one principle from two, and this will be
a composite. Therefore the simple must be before this [composite] and be
entirely without composition, namely, the One or, at least, not not one. If it is
not one, it will be many or nothing. But the nothing if it signifies the entirely
empty set, would be without meaning. If it is the Ineffable, that is not even
simple. And if it is many (I 55), it is not simple. The simple (amAotv) wishes to
be without multiplicity (dmoAv) because it is bereft of the many. In general, it is
altogether impossible to conceive of anything simpler than the One. In every-
way, therefore, the One is before Being.



SECTION II. ASCENT TO THE FIRST PRINCIPLE 105

But in order to progress from these arguments, and in order to complete
the ascent, having ascended to the Unified, whatever it is called, [as long as it is
understood that] it is entirely Unified, from this we must ascend to the One,
[that is] from that which participates to that which is participated.

Chapter 22. The One as the First Principle

B Here Damascius switches abruptly to an argument for the One as first principle
based on the authority of key texts in the Neoplatonist exegesis of Plato’s metaphysics,
that is, the first hypothesis of the Parmenides and Republic 509b. For Damascius, Pla-
to’s Parmenides starts, not with the first principle—that is, not with the Ineffable, which
cannot after all be the subject of a discourse such as the Parmenides—but with the One
as the principle of all things. Since the Ineffable is not a principle that can be presented
in terms of any metaphysical scheme, Damascius is able to rely on the textual authority
of Plato without violating the strictures he has previously enunciated in chapter 1,

above. M

The One is the principle of all things. Plato as well, after he ascended to this,
required no other principle in his dialogues. For that other is the ineffable prin-
ciple, but it is not the principle of rational discourse or of cognitions. For nei-
ther is it the principle of lives, of beings, nor of ones, but it is the principle of
all things in an absolute way, stationed beyond all apprehension. And therefore
Plato indicated nothing about this principle,* but instead starting from the
One, he proceeded to the negation of all other things except the One itself.
Indeed, he ultimately denied its being one,* but did not deny the One. Moreo-
ver, he denied this denial but not the One, and he denied the name and the
conception and all knowledge of it, and why ought we to elaborate?*® [He
denied] Being as a whole and in its entirety, whether [Being] is the Unified or
the unitary,” or if you wish, the two principles consisting in the indefinite and
limit,” and yet that which is beyond all these things, the One, he never in any
way denied. And that is why in the Sophist he designates it as One before
Being,51 and in the Republic, as the Good beyond every essence.’? Still, the One
alone was never rejected [in the philosophy of Plato].

(I 56) Either [the One] is knowable and expressible or else it is unknowa-
ble and ineffable, or in some ways it is knowable and expressible but in others
not. One could indicate its nature through negations, but through affirmation
it is ineffable. And again by means of the simplicity of knowledge it can be
known, or intuited, but it is unknowable through any synthesis, and therefore
it cannot even be grasped by negation. In general, to the extent that it is pos-
ited as one, to this extent it must also be assigned a rank among all the other
principles that are posited in any way, since it is the summit of those things
that subsist in terms of a hierarchy. Nevertheless, a great deal of the ineffable
and the unknowable and the nonrelative and what is without place’’ are in [the
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One] yet with a trace of the opposite of [what is referred to by these designa-
tions,] though the former prove higher ranking. But what is free from oppo-
sites and prior to mixture subsists everywhere prior to [qualified states] as the
unmixed.

Now, either the superior predicates are in the One through subsistence—
yet in that case, how shall their opposites simultaneously be present in the
One’—or else they are present through participation, and in that case, they
arrive from another source, from the first that itself is such a nature. Thus
before the One there is the absolutely simple and ineffable, which cannot be
the object of hypothesis, and which is nonrelative and inconceivable in every
way. It is indeed to this [the Ineffable] that this ascent through discursive ration-
ality has hastened, traversing through the most manifest principles yet omit-
ting none of the intermediate principles that lie between the transcendent and
the lowest [manifestations of reality].

(I 57) In the previous [discussion] we progressed by means of character-
istics. But we have not yet indicated the vastness, perfect completion, and
all-inclusiveness that belong to the first principles, that is, to the Unified, the
One, and the Ineffable. Therefore, we must also traverse this method as far as
possible.

Chapter 23. Third Method of Ascent: The World as First Principle

B Here Damascius works within the tradition of cosmology, principally that of Plato’s
Timaeus and of Aristotle’s De caelo. Damascius quotes Timaeus 34b1 and assumes, along
with Plato, that the universe as a whole is divine. “Applying this entire train of reasoning
to the god that was yet to be, the eternal god made it smooth and even all over, equal
from the center, a whole and complete body itself, but also made up of complete bodies.
In the center he set a soul, which he extended throughout the whole body, and with
which he then covered the body outside. And he set it to turn in a circle, a single solitary
universe, whose very excellence enables it to keep its own company without requiring
anything else. For its knowledge of and friendship with itself is enough. All this, then,
explains why this world which he begat is itself a blessed god” (Timaeus 34a-b Jowett
translation).

Although this is the basis of Damascius’ discussion of the cosmos as living deity,
he also introduces some Neoplatonist elaborations of the Timaeus conception, elabora-
tions that suggested themselves to the Neoplatonists because of Plato’s assertion that
the universe, itself a god, is modeled after something he calls “the perfect living being”
(Timaeus 39¢).This tradition emerges already in Plotinus, Ennead V.8.4. There Plotinus
conceives of the cosmos, not exactly as the visible world but rather as a cosmic life that
is characterized by bliss and radiance, as if it were a cosmic dream. Damascius dis-
cusses the idea of divine or heavenly pleasures, pleasures belonging to the gods, at
Philebus 209—210, corroborating what he says here about the possibility of a cosmic
irrational soul. M
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Therefore let us take up in its turn the first completely perfect [being], which
the gods themselves have rendered available even to perception, for the pur-
pose of indicating its hidden and intelligible and unified and ineffable perfec-
tion. This cosmos is a complete world made of complete [parts],** as we see,
and what we see is its visible aspect. And yet what belongs to us belongs in a
prior way to the cosmos. Surely that world could by no means possess the infe-
rior element that belongs to us, namely the corporeal, or whatever it is that
serves as a substrate to the corporeal (the corporeal does not have an independ-
ent existence, but it arises in a substrate) but not also possess what is superior
[in us], since it is of course more complete than we are.

It will possess, therefore, a nature that is appropriate to that world, not the
nature that moves [in a linear direction] up or down, but one that moves with a
cyclical motion, for this kind of motion is natural to that [kind of everlasting
being].”® And therefore it will also have the life that is superior to this life, that
is, a vegetative life that will not by any means grow or feed or reproduce like
offspring that arise and perish attended by increase or diminution (unless
there is some other manner of reproduction, on which here it is not necessary
to digress); instead, that life [will be] steadfast and accomplish its native full-
ness and growth through form and number, not that it will grow, but that it will
be already wholly grown, (I 58) and still its generation will be of its native illu-
minations, a generation that has already given birth to them, and it is this activ-
ity that will constitute the analogue of creating and maintaining offspring in
that world.

And so it will also possess the irrational soul and not just the soul that is
capable of sensation, as they say,*® but also heavenly or divine imagination that
possesses the objects of sensation within itself, and is ever in good order.””
Moreover, it will also have the appetitive soul, which is emotional or appetitive
there in a different way: the appetitive because its well-being depends on a divine
ease and because it always enjoys the stable [pleasure] that belongs to it as a liv-
ing being, while it is spirited because it rejoices in the perfection and sanctity of
the transcendence that belongs naturally to the universal living being.”®

Now if the human being is a rational animal, and if the animal depends on
the rational soul, it is by all means true that the world is such an animal, though
to a much greater extent. The world therefore also moves by means of the self-
moving cause that disposes [the world order] truly. Therefore the world moves
not just with natural, but also with voluntary circular motion, which is clearly
ever in its station and thus never is deprived of its native borne. For this, too, is
what the science of astronomical observation reports, that is, the science of the
revolution of the cosmos.

Therefore, let it be the automotive activity, manifesting its effects in differ-
ent venues, that is responsible for the ever-returning circular motion that
undergoes its characteristic changes of position, but as for the facts that this
motion is always the same, taking place in the same place, around the same
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center and with the same relative position,59 is absolutely without deviation,
occurs in that which does deviate, is unchanging in the midst of that which
does change, (I 59) and is still in the midst of what is in motion, what makes
these available to the universe?

[It is not the soul, for] the self-moving soul brings about its activities as
subject to change, since it both moves and is moved. Whence is the origin of
the immobility that belongs to this world? If the world is sempeternal,” then
the source of its immobility is that which is always and absolutely unmoved,
whereas if it is simply the longest-lived living being (for let us assume this for
the moment, from what is available from the sensible®' evidence) its source is
what, in the course of this same time, remains as it is constantly without
change, cycling back and forth to the same position from the same position, in
one pattern and one order. In this amount of time how has it suffered no change
or alteration, unless it was united to a cause that was also entirely unchanging?
Therefore, the self-moving depends in all circumstances on the immobile,
which provides the universe with its native order and with immobile life.

Chapter 24. The Unmanifest Diacosm Is Not the First Principle

I This chapter surveys the entire series that Damascius elaborates according to the first
method of ascent, moving rapidly from the soul of the all to the unmoved mover (intel-
lect), to the unmanifest diacosm, to the One itself, and thence to the Ineffable. These
preliminary chapters serve as preview of the entire contents of the treatise as a whole. In
this chapter, Damascius touches on key doctrinal points in the elaboration of the dynamic
relationships between the first principles, though he does so in a highly compressed man-
ner. In particular, here he touches on the topic of the unmanifest diacosm, or supermun-
dane abyss, a topic that he returns to in chapter 113, toward the end of the treatise. l

But as for the soul of the all, since it is the first of the encosmic deities, it is
always perfect and always blessed. But it could not possess this nature from
itself (since it is this nature that supports that which is subject to change), but
rather it participates in the immobile cause that is seated before it. For if the
soul of the all were in the state of being ordered and commensurate with itself,
just insofar as it was self-moving, then the human soul as well might also be in
a constant state of perfection, since it is self-moving, and it is also immortal and
ever moving, and yet it is not without change with respect to its activities, which
constantly change, given its great distance from that which is unmoved.
If, nevertheless, one demonstrates that in general the immobile is before the
self-moved, it is necessary also for the cosmic (I 60) immobile to be before the
cosmic self-moved, whereas the immobile belongs to the unchanging dispenser
of order that is prior to universe, just as there is also the unique and appropri-
ate immobile [cause] that belongs to each divine living being.
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So that we may not waste our time in matters that invite so many specula-
tions, we shall assume that the universal immobile is prior to the universal
self-mover. For it cannot be that while the inferior is perfect, the superior is
only partial. Therefore the immobile cosmos is prior to the self-moving. And by
the same argument, the unified and concentrated world is before the differenti-
ated world, since this world is all things in a unified state that the fully multiple
or immobile world (as it is now being referred to) is by virtue of differentiation.
Indeed, this world is still more things, as many as it would be possible to
name.

From this hidden diacosm,*” we ascend to the One itself. Do not under-
stand the One as the least, nor as any characteristic, as for example, one form,
or one intellect, or one divinity, or many, or even all gods as one god, but rather
understand it as a one that is all-great, the One itself without qualification.
It embraces all things that are derived from it, or rather is all of those as the
One that is before all things. This world is more ungraspable than the so-called
hidden world, since it cannot even be called a world, but rather the One before
all worlds, and it embraces all things in its perfectly unique simplicity.

(I 61) Since that is the nature of the One’s greatness, we must think of the
Ineffable in this way, as at once the one container of all things, but also as inef-
fable to the extent that it is not One, not a container, and not even ineffable. But
concerning such a nature, indeed, our cowardice in speaking finds its limit,
imploring as it does pardon from the gods for the recklessness that skirts the
danger of [trying to express the Ineffable].
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On the One
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Section III. On the One

and on Knowledge
of the One

Chapter 25. Is There a Principle That Mediates between
the One and the Ineffable?

M In this chapter, Damascius proceeds first by demonstration, then by
analogy, and finally by negation, to examine the possibility of the One’s
functioning as an object of knowledge. In the conclusion to the chapter, he
introduces the method of unitary knowledge, or as he also terms it, the
concentration of all knowledge. At this point in the argument, Damascius
does not fully explicate the theoretical concomitants of this method, though
later, especially in chapters 105-108, he discusses the supermundane abyss,
unified substance, and the intellect in light of Tamblichus’ view, that at root,
the identity of the Intellect is the One. M

(I 62) Again, let us initiate our inquiry concerning the One from still
another premise, and ask whether the One must be situated after that
which is completely Ineffable or whether, as in the case of other
intervals, something should be placed in between the Ineffable and
the expressible. In a certain way, the Ineffable is negative—I say in a
certain way not because it is at all positive, but because this name or
reality is not denial or attribution but complete removal, though the
removal does not mean that it is not something, since “not
something” is among things, nor is this removal itself anything at all.
If we define the term “Ineffable” so that it is not even a term, all that
is prior to the One then has such a nature because we can have no
conception concerning what is beyond the One. And yet if this is the
first thing that can be conceived in any way at all, why do we seek for
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more things that are prior to the Ineffable, where there are neither this more
nor the One? When dealing with the Ineffable, we must rid ourselves of our
own hyperactive doubt and helplessness, and go back to our search for the One,
to see whether it is capable of expression in language at all, or whether it must
be sought as something in between the Ineffable and that which is capable of
expression.

Much has been said above concerning the nature of the One, of necessity,
owing to the principle that is even beyond this. For [only by] attaching to the
One can we attempt to (I 63) speak concerning that to which attachment is not
possible. But nevertheless it is time to develop our principal doctrine concern-
ing the One. This, in fact, must be studied before all, namely, whether the One
is in any way knowable or whether it is entirely unknowable.

[First argument for the knowability of the One:]: if we are able to dispose
ourselves for the resolution of reality' from the lowest levels back up to the
simplest or to the most encompassing of all, [namely,] to that which it is only
possible to conceive as the One, then it is entirely clear that we do know this
about the One, and a fortiori, we know that a higher form of knowledge [than
the knowledge belonging to us] attains to the One.

The second [positive argument for knowledge of the One]: if we conceptu-
alize the One as a distinct reality and the many as distinct from and opposed to
the One, we then have a conception of the One. For example, if the one we have
in mind exists on the level of Form, can we then also conceive the uncircum-
scribed One that is prior to the forms, as for example the all-One,? which exists
at the level of the absolutely simple.’ [Another argument for knowledge of the
One: given that] each of the forms is also a one that is, though it is not the same
to be one and to be a form, (just as Being and One are not the same) we can
compress each of these, as we bring together the forms into one form that
consists in the uncircumscribed essence of the intellect, just as [we compress]
the real beings into the single undifferentiated unity of Being, and again [we
compress] the ones into the single unity of the One. And just as you make one
point by synthesizing [an] indefinite [number of] points, so by gathering the
indefinite [number] of ones together, you make the [One] that is the most
comprehensive of all ones.*

Moreover, it is necessary that all that is available for our thought be either the
many that do not participate in the One, in which case, the many will not cease
from becoming indefinitely plural, and consequently, it will not even be possible
for us to conceive (I 64) them at all, or the many as participating in the One and
thus the One also will become an object of knowledge simultaneously with the
realization of the many, since it halts the dispersal of the many into infinity, or
else [it is necessary that] that be available as the sole One in a way that is as dis-
tinct as possible from the thought of the many. And even if it is not easy to detach
ourselves from the many entirely, we are brought closer to the One, and we nev-
ertheless can succeed in purifying our own conception concerning it.
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As for knowledge, either it comes about through [intellectual] intuition,” or
[progressively] by means of syllogism, which is a kind of weak vision and con-
sists in a dim view from far away,® and rests on the necessity of logic; or else
[knowledge arises] in accordance with a spurious reasoning’ and does not even
achieve contact from afar, but is simply a thinking about something on the
basis of other thoughts, which is, for example, also the way we are accustomed
to thinking about matter or depravation and non-being in general. So if this is
a particular method of knowledge, perhaps we can know the One beyond all
things in this way, as Plato informs us, as when he sometimes brings us near
by analogy to that which transcends essence, and sometimes reveals that nature
to us by means of negations, the nature that, in the end, he denies is, but is
instead One, unique, without participation in Being.® From this nature Being
arises. And since name, definition, opinion and knowledge are [all relative to]
Being, he removes these, t0o.” If intellection is of the intelligible, and this is the
real, intellection also must be removed because it is composite and cannot
accord with the absolute.

(I 65) If there is a unitary knowledge, such as the gods have, a cognition
that accords with the One and is beyond the Unified, this knowledge will con-
verge with the One in an intuition, whereas the duller sort of thought, such as
our own thought, will attempt to grasp the One by means of a false conception.
But if ever we too attain an intuition, it will be when, as Plato says, we lift the
eye of our soul in its direction,'® and cast the very flower'" of the cognition that
belongs to us and is uniform with the One. But that Plato posits the One as
knowable, he clarified by calling it the greatest study,'” and in the Sophist as
well, by representing it as before Being, confining his demonstration to the sole
conception of the One."

Apart from these considerations, if there is a unitary cognition, as the ora-
cles reveal,' then just as the knowledge [whose object is the] many beings is
divided [among these] can be compressed into a single conception of the
One-Being, so also can we compress the knowledge that is parceled out among
the many unified beings that are available for knowledge. Clearly we correlate
unitary knowledge and the unitary object of knowledge; for surely deity, insofar
as it is participated, will not know other things, and yet be ignorant of itself, or
know itself only in terms of Being, but not also in terms of the One, especially
[when it knows] by means of that unified intellection that the deity has in itself.
(I 66) For, in fact, the intellect on which [individual intellects] depend has the
same relationship [to others] as has that which is prior to intellect [with Intel-
lect]. Therefore it knows itself, but it is the One, and hence it will know the One.
And in general, just as the intellectual is twofold, so we affirm that the intelligi-
ble is twofold, with one aspect that is unified, another that is unitary, one aspect
that is beyond substance, and one aspect that shares substantial being. The
intelligible is that which is knowable by means of intellection, and therefore
the unitary is knowable, and therefore a certain one is knowable, and there are
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therefore many unitary realities that can be known. And what I just now
sketched, I will state: let the there be a concentration of these many distinct
forms of knowledge into a single, complete knowledge that [apprehends] the
complete One, which is the simple concentration of the many henads."

And let us say further, that if a particular one is knowable, then the nature
of the One is not such that it refuses all knowledge. As therefore absolute form
is knowable, because this particular form is knowable as well, and absolute
Being, because this particular being is knowable, so also the absolute One
would be knowable, because this [one] is knowable. In fact, in each case if there
is something that belongs to a class then it does so insofar as it is a member of
that class, as for example, a certain form is such but only as Form, and a par-
ticular being such, but only as Being, and a particular one is such, but only as
One. If the compression [of knowledge] transcends us, because we have been
dispersed in the war of the Titans,'® what wonder? For we do not even know the
forms in the intellect, as Plato himself says in the Epistles,” but nevertheless,
we think that we are correct in ascertaining many things about (I 67) them,
though our contact with them is not unmediated, but through, so to speak,
transparent bodies, that is, forms that awaken themselves in us.'®

Moreover, surely the knowable originates from the One, as the philoso-
phers tell us (for all things come from the gods, they say), and as we shall
demonstrate shortly, when we come to this topic."” Consequently, the first
object of knowledge can be found among the gods, since the first knower is
found there too; where one member of relative term is, there too the other rela-
tive belongs inherently. Thus if the first object of knowledge is one, then the
first One must be an object of knowledge, since among the real beings, the first
object of knowledge is itself the first intelligible reality.

The absolute One is, after all, the all-One. The all-One is not some one,
but rather it is [the] One as all, as Linos and Pythagoras® say, and hence it is
also knowable. For the knowable is also one among all things, and therefore
this, [the knowable] is anticipated in the One. It is from these and similar
considerations that one might assume that the One before all things is itself
knowable.”!

Chapter 26. The One Cannot Be Known

B In this chapter, Damascius disabuses the reader of the notion that any form of argu-
ment, whether by analogy, negation, logic, or based on intellectual intuition, can dem-
onstrate that the One is knowable. At the heart of the chapter lies a deeper argument,
based on a discussion of Plato’s analogy of the sun and the form of the Good at Republic
VI 508. For Damascius, the One cannot be known, since (if we are to take seriously
Plato’s equation of the sun with the Good, which Damascius then transposes to the
One) it is that by which all is known. In the final section of the chapter, Damascius tries
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to show that the henads (or primary triad variously conceived as the Unified, as Being,
as the all-One) are actually the objects of an argument or method of knowledge based on
the simplification or concentration of intellect, rather than the One itself.

(I 68) Then again, someone might call the doctrine [of the One’s knowability]
into question after examining the preceding arguments, of which [we shall
treat] first the last mentioned: if the One is all things, why would it be knowable
rather than unknowable? In fact, there the unknowable is first. Even this, the
unknowable, is a certain one among the things that come after the One, since
it is logically opposed to the knowable and is a one among the multiplicity,
whereas that which is beyond even the One is neither knowable or unknowa-
ble. Therefore the One is unknowable, at least in the terms of this kind of argu-
ment. Moreover, if [the One] is the first to spring out of the Ineffable, clearly it
is least distant from the Ineffable and is still overshadowed by the unknowabil-
ity of that.

Moreover, if as the One it is all things, then nothing in it can be separate;
therefore it is neither knowable nor unknowable, but as One it is simply all and
One. If, because it is all things, it is knowable for this reason, then it will turn
out to be capable of knowledge as well; this too is one among all things. And yet
what could it know? It could not know what came before it, for that is by no
means knowable. Nor could it know itself. For then it will possess a duality in
reverting on itself and so no longer be one, and in addition, that which is prior
to all act and potential will be engaged in act; for [act and potential] arise be-
cause of their differentiation from substance, but what is above all differentia-
tion is just this One alone. But neither will it know what comes after it. For it
will both be engaged in actualization (I 69), and its actualization will be di-
rected toward the inferior, and this, though it is the first of all actualizations,
although even in the lower world the first knowledge is of what is higher, and
the second is of the thing itself, and third, of that which comes after itself.

Another consideration is that, if a certain one is knowable, it is insofar as
itis a “certain” one, but not as the the absolute One. Let there be knowledge of
the Unified as the intellectual, or the vital, or as the super substantial one that
illuminates Being; still, the absolute One is beyond these as well.

Hence both the arguments taken from compression and those taken from
the analogy of Being lead to this One that is seated above Being. For just as
Being is the first intelligible among beings, so also the supersubstantial One is
the first intelligible among supersubstantial beings. Therefore that which tran-
scends [them] would be unknowable. As for that spurious argument taken
from negation and from analogy, as well as the syllogism which forces its
conclusion through logical necessity, [to the effect] that someone knows what
he does not know—all of these belong to the thought that walks on the void,
[a thought that claims] that it knows some things on the basis of others.
In general, (I70) if someone does not know the simple term, he cannot know
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the entire premise, and therefore cannot know the complete syllogism. Anal-
ogy, too, can treat things that have no being whatsoever, as for example:** what
the sun is to the seen and the seer, the One is to the knower and the known. We
know the sun but we do not know the One, and the negative statement takes
away what we know, but what it allows we do not know. Thus even Plato does
not think that the One is completely knowable. First in the Parmenides he says:
“therefore it is not known,” thereby removing knowledge [of the One]
altogether.”® Also in the Republic, although he appears to make it knowable,
nevertheless, he says that the knower and known require the light in order to
be illuminated by light.”* But [the knower] grasps™ the object of knowledge,
which becomes so to speak transparent upon its illumination. In fact, the object
known acts upon the knower, as if it awakened it toward its native act. And so,
if the One is knowable, it must be illuminated by the light [of knowledge]. And
yet, how could its own light illuminate the One? It is from the One that the light
of truth in those [objects that come to be known] emanates.

Now our thought, in attempting to grasp the One, tries to get hold of it as
already determined with respect to all other things, and this is why (I 71) thought
imparts [to the One] its grasp of plurality, so that even if we compress our
thoughts, we still proceed upon the very same conception that is opposed to
plurality, whereas our thought ought to [conceive] the One as without opposi-
tion, and as a single entirely perfect reality. Moreover, compression [of thought]
toward the Unified or toward the all as one is not adequate to the one so con-
ceived, since Being, too, is all things at the level of the Unified, and since the
simplest absolute is what is prior to and just adjacent to the plurality (which is
why the nonmultiple is called the single), whereas the One transcends the plu-
rality of henads, since distinction arises after it.*® Just as, among the unified
beings, that which is completely unified and undifferentiated is the most sim-
ple, so too the simplest of the ones is that which in its unity transcends Being,
and is unified as a unity, if one is permitted to put it this way. But that which is
called One without qualification is also beyond this simplification, so that even
the ultimate result of that simplification would be Being, which we can call the
Unified.

Chapter 27. Cognitive Reversion Does Not Bring
about Knowledge of the One

B Again, this chapter anticipates major themes in the treatise as a whole. Damascius
gives several arguments against knowledge of the One based on a more general
critique of knowledge, a topic that he explores more fully in chapter 97 below. For the
sake of this argument, Damascius defines knowledge as a kind of reversion (cognitive
reversion, in keeping with the Iamblichean differentiation between three kinds of
reversion, vital, ontic, and cognitive). But the separation between knower and known
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entailed by knowledge is impossible if the One is the object of knowledge. More gen-
erally, Damascius briefly considers the possibility of any differentiations arising in the
One. Again, the question of the origination of multiplicity, duality, or differentiation
within the One is a much larger question that Damascius treats at length throughout
the treatise. M

It is worth considering if perhaps even the Unified is not knowable, either. For
the knowable is compressed in the Unified and forms a composite with all
other things in a state that is without differentiation, so that all is together and
there is one composite consisting in the totality, but the known, at least insofar
as it is manifest in itself, is not yet a [discernable] certain one.

So much then, for the puzzles that develop from the preceding arguments
[to the effect that the One is knowable]. But let us consider the question at hand
quite apart from the preceding, and try to say if the absolute One is knowable.
If, therefore, the One is just the One in itself and not another member of the
totality, (I 72) either through participation (because there is nothing prior to it)
or through subsistence (because it is one), or through causation (because it
could not contain any cause of any of the things that arise from it, since there
is nothing in it other than the One), how shall we say that it is also knowable?
For neither is it the same thing to be knowable and to be one, nor if it is another
thing, is it still one. It if is knowable, then it is so either by means of participa-
tion, and then that which is knowable by virtue of subsistence will be before it;
or else it is knowable by virtue of its causality, and so it is not yet knowable, but
rather the knowable will be after it and from it; or else it is knowable according
to subsistence, but it is not the One that is by virtue of subsistence, but rather
the combination will be One-knowable, so that it will turn out to be one by
virtue of participation, if that which subsides as its own being is in the combi-
nation [of the two].

Moreover, if that One is the totality and if all is One as Linos and
Pythagoras®” maintained, and the totality cannot be a particular, but the know-
able can be a particular, the conclusion is clear, namely, that the totality is not
knowable.

Further, the knowable is an object of longing on the part of the knower.
Therefore, knowledge is the reversion of the knower toward the known, and
every reversion involves contact. The effect is joined to the cause either through
knowledge or life or being. Prior to intellectual reversion is (I 773) vital rever-
sion, and prior to the latter is substantial reversion, and prior to these differen-
tiations is simple reversion and contact, and the latter is either the same thing
as simple knowledge or, more true, union is even prior to this, since the One is
before intellect and life and substance (and [here] I include unified substance).
Union is therefore beyond any kind of knowledge. Therefore, that which reverts
toward the One does not do so as knower or as known, but as the One to the
One by means of union and not through knowledge. Now it ought to have been
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necessary to revert to the first by means of the first form of reversion, but cog-
nitive [reversion] is not the first, rather it is the last, that is the third, or rather
[it ought to have been necessary to revert by means of the]”® kind of reversion
which is common to all three kinds. Or, rather, it is even prior to the common
reversion.

The following question also merits investigation—whether or not it is
possible to come into contact with the One by means of reversion; for it is not
possible for something to proceed from the One, so that it might then revert
after its procession. How could it proceed if it has not yet been distinguished?
How could something be distinguished from the One, and not thereby be dis-
persed into non-being? Whatever transgresses the [boundaries of] the One is
nothing. If each thing [that proceeds] becomes one and not-one, in order that
the not-one remain and not be scattered into nothing, in as much as it still
(I 74) enclosed by the One, then insofar as it with the One it is the One, or
rather it, as the One, does not even proceed from the One. Nor does it proceed
as the not-one, since the One ever anticipates the differentiation of the not-one
prior ever [to its arising], so that it does not even revert toward the One, from
which it does not proceed.

Further, that which is distinct is distinct from something that has become
distinct, as one thing is different from something different from it. Now if
something reverts, it already is distinct to the extent that it reverts, and the One
also is therefore distinct from [that which reverts to it], and so it undergoes a
division, and so is not only One, but also rather something distinct [from the
One]. Therefore it is not-one. But then what could the cause for the distinction
be? Perhaps it is the One itself. But how the One could be the cause of division
is difficult even to imagine, since the One is the cause of unity, but plurality is
the cause of distinctions or what at any [given] time is other (but this is a topic
for another occasion). And if the One is not the cause, something else might
bring about distinctions in it, and this again would either be prior to the One,
which is absurd, for then that which brings about distinctions is prior to the
principle that unifies, (I 75) and the inferior prior to the superior, or else it is
after the One. And yet how can the cause be affected by the effect (the caused)?
As what does that which is after the One proceed? The argument risks being
overturned on the same internal contradiction, namely, that every procession
constitutes a distinction and also seeks a cause for this distinction as always
mediating it, and so on ad infinitum. Therefore, it is not the case that some-
thing can proceed from the One, nor can procession originate from the One,
but rather procession must arise after this first principle, which also serves to
distinguish itself from the things that arise subsequently to itself, and again to
distinguish those things from itself, while once more the One will become one
with its subsequent elements, and they will not allow of being distinguished
from it. So if nothing proceeds from the One, neither therefore does anything
revert to it. Afortiori there is no [reversion] by means of knowledge, that is, as
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a knower [reverting] to the known. For these remain in the greatest distinction
with respect to one another. And yet if there is some distinction from the One,
however dimly conceived, it must be this distinction brought about by the first
procession; surely, therefore, such a great distinction from the One will not
arise, a distinction that necessitates reversion by means of knowledge.

So much for arguments denying the possibility of return to the One by
means of knowledge. Who then could adjudicate the arguments that clash with
each other about matters of such consequence? The gods themselves know the
most certain truth regarding them. But nevertheless we too must make an
effort to accomplish (I 76) the labor pains of our questions to the extent that
divine providence provides for the truth being sought—that, and our own

ability.

Chapter 28. Excursus on Multiplicity

M In this chapter, Damascius discusses the problem of multiplicity as such, that is,
how the One can be the origin of the differentiated world that apparently is separate
from unity. In part, the solution that Damascius proposes relies on the opposition
between multiplicity and unity not obtaining in the One itself. The illustration of this
solution verges on a doctrine of illusion, as in Damascius’ metaphor of sunlight and
eye disease, where the damaged eye is meant to represent the (faulty) belief that indi-
viduals are to be regarded as separate realties in some ultimate way, apart from the
reality of the One. In addition, Damascius hints at a doctrine of the henads, which
suggests a solution according to which the apparently diverse characteristics of being
can be traced ultimately to the immanent One, that is, to the One in its aspect as the
Good, source, and goal of all being. Damascius’ treatment of the henads in this chapter
is not systematic, but several parts of the doctrine emerge. The henads (here he does
not call them henads, but rather Ones and gods) are related to the procession of char-
acteristics from the realm of the Unified into the more particular domains. For compar-
ison, readers can refer to Proclus’ ET, Propositions 113-166. In particular, Proposition
145 outlines some of the features that Damascius’ account below shares with Proclus,
when it states, “the distinctive character of any divine order travels through all the
derivative existents and bestows itself upon all the inferior kinds.” Despite the similar-
ities in their explanations of the functioning of the henads or gods, Damascius does not
use the term henad and speaks instead of a processive being, or of the One that is
conditioned by a given characteristic. ll

What the procession is from the One to that which follows upon the One, how
itis accomplished, and how might one evade the puzzles that arise with respect
to it—we shall discuss these topics shortly.”” Now, however, we take up [only] so
much, namely, that all things are after the One, for the One is not isolated, but
after it follow plurality and difference. And that the latter are not the One is
obvious. As a result, plurality and difference are discriminated from it, if not
insofar as each thing is One, at least to the extent that each is not one. Yet this
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very “not one” is not a negative statement, but a positing of that which is in
addition to the One. For this “not-one” is nevertheless One, but not insofar as
it is not one or in addition to the One, but because not even this “not-one” can
stand apart from the One insofar as it remains rooted in the One, and because
even this “not-one” is on account of the One. And therefore for the person who
looks into this question, the “not-one” is discriminated from the One by means
of its own nature, the nature that belongs to what is “not-one,” whereas the One
keeps to itself and does not depart from itself, not even to this extent; since
even the “not-one,” that is, whatever is in addition to the One, nevertheless is
the One through participation because of its arising as that which is “not-one.”
Therefore, the [“not-one”] brings about that it is “not-one,” but the One itself
also renders it One, by effecting the disappearance of the differentiation
between itself [and the not one] by means of its unity. Therefore the “not-one”
is distinguished from the One, because it arises as “not-one,” but the One
cannot be distinguished from the “not-one,” however the distinction arises,
because it nevertheless makes [the “not-one”] One. So far (I 77) does the One
not admit of being subject to distinction, that it does not even detach itself from
that which it excludes, but it has pre-anticipated the subsistence that introduces
distinction that belongs to the “not -one” before [the differentiation arises], by
means of its unifying participation. No such nature could arise without the
One, so that participation comes to include subsistence, which means that
unity includes differentiation. But it is not this that surprises us, nor does it
cause us to disbelieve what has been said, if we conceive the nature of the One
as capable neither of creating nor suffering distinction.

Let us, then, examine the same question also by taking the case of the sun,
which is the visible guide for truth. The sun can be present to the eye that is
open yet does not see because of eye disease, just as it can be present to the
seeing eye, whereas the eye that does not see is not present to the sun owing to
its native defect. And let us not be afraid of the logical consequences: for such
logic dictates in the case of things that belong to the same species, that is, cases
where things that are related either enjoy the same value or the same nature.
For example, since the form is other than matter, therefore is matter other than
form? But otherness is a form, so matter cannot be other. And yet form is
entirely distinct from matter, but the matter is not itself completely distinct;
rather distinction remains in the form, since it cannot enter into matter.

(I78) Soif something is in this way distinct from that which cannot undergo
distinction, what prevents that which is itself distinct from healing its distinc-
tion through reversion, so that not only is the One present to it, but also [that
which is distinct] too can be present to the One? Obviously [the reversion
depends on] the degree of distinction, that is, according to whether something
reverts as proximate or distant. For to the extent that any reality is inherently
[distinct] from the One, it is able to revert in just this way back to the One. And
just as the One remains without distinction with respect to anything separate
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from it, so too it remains self-identical with respect to anything reverting back
upon it, and ultimately it is without distinction, unique of all things. And just
as, continuing to be the self-same [One], it coexists with that which proceeds as
a certain characteristic, taking on the designation of that [characteristic], as for
example, a substantial one or a vital one or an intellectual one, and though it
remains one in itself everywhere, it is designated in the terms of whatever par-
ticipates in the One (I am not saying at this point that it is divided into the many
particular features of the gods, but rather I have in mind the absolute One in
each being that is prior to the particular one, although I nevertheless designate
the One in the terms of that which is present to it, even if it is without differen-
tiations and is everywhere the all-One), just so, since it encounters the self-same
final cause that corresponds to its own differentiation [from the One], each
thing that proceeds names the One from the perfection that belongs to it there,
and the One thus becomes thus, namely, whatever it discovers and whatever it
acquires. Since the One is all things, it is present to each thing as its unique
root, and to each thing it manifests itself as a unique final cause. For what all
things are in a divided way, the One is these in the One, not potentially, as one
might (I 79) imagine, nor yet as the cause of things which have not yet come
into being, but if one can put it this way, as the real subsistence of real beings,
a subsistence that is single and is the subsistence of a nature that produces all
things. Therefore, just as it is present to everything else, so it coexists with that
which knows as a cognitive one, but it is prior to the knower as the object known,
not by being either term (knower or known) but by being both as beyond either,
or to put it more accurately, beyond the union of knower and known. For the
One is all things not after discrimination but prior to discrimination.

For in this way it will be all things before all things, not in an imperfect state
that is in potential, nor yet causally as [if there were] not yet all things, but rather
all things according to their undifferentiated subsistence, which is not the
Unified before all things, but rather the super-Unified beyond all things, being
all things by means of its own unity such as they are and the way that they are as
they arise in differentiation. The One is all things in the most authentic way. For
differentiation is what obscures that which is differentiated from the One,
because of the very nature of differentiation. Instead each thing is more authen-
tically itself in the one coordinate system of all things, and when it abandons this
it becomes more fragmentary and inadequate, granted that some particulars are
more inclined to greater distinction, others to lesser, so that they become mani-
fest everywhere in different environments. But concerning these [differences],
we have not the occasion for pursuing a more extensive inquiry. (I 8o)

28.1 All Things Are a Symbol for the One

Now the One is all things before all things and is known and knower, and it
is each of the other things, not in the way that I am talking about them, and
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not in the way that each thing is itself, for these things are all in a state of dif-
ferentiation, and they are mutually discriminated from each other, but rather
as One that co-exists with each of the things that are distinct in a manner
unique to that with which it coexists. For example, the one of humanity is
more truly humanity and the one of the soul more truly soul, and the one of
the body is more truly body. And in this way, too, the one of the sun and the
one of the moon are more truly moon and more truly sun, and yet the One is
none of these things that have become distinct, than which the One more
truly is, but rather it is One as seated before each thing. Thus please, if you
will, refer even the one that coexists with each thing and appears as parceled
out, to the universal, undivided, absolute One. For perhaps the One is not
even divided, but remains the same for all things and for each thing as unique
to it, not divided into it, since the existence of all things in the One does not
require division.

Does the One know? No: knowledge belongs to differentiation. So then is
the One not known? This too is a mark of differentiation, if the following is
true, namely, that “knows” is opposed to “is known.” None of these predicates
accords with that, nor yet does the designation “One” accord with that, nor the
designation “all things.” For these things all imply opposition and they divide
our consciousness. For if we look at the simple, that is, at the One, we com-
pletely dissolve the vast and complex totality of the One. And yet if we conceive
of all things together simultaneously, we obscure the One and the simple. The
(I 81) reason is that we are ourselves divided and that we focus on discreet char-
acteristics, and, although we nevertheless yearn for any knowledge of the One,
we tend to confuse everything, thinking that we might in this way get hold of
that great nature. Nevertheless by keeping watch over the plurality of all things
which is [an aspect of the One that] is present together with the confined
uniqueness of the One, and by taking joy in the simple and the first, with a view
to the mark of the highest principle, in this way surely we can apply the [desig-
nation] “One” to that reality as a kind of symbol of its simplicity, as in fact we
apply the [designation] “all things” as a symbol of its containing all things,
whereas we can neither conceive or name that which is before or above the One
and all things.

[s it surprising, therefore, that we have this experience in regard to the
One, when even the most distinct knowledge of the One proves to be unitary, a
knowledge moreover that we cannot apprehend? Yes, and even with regard to
Being itself, our experience is similar. For in trying to apprehend Being we
must let go of it, and run after its constituents that are known as limit and the
unlimited.” Yet even if we think about Being more truthfully, that is, as a uni-
fied pleroma of all things, then its aspect as all things carries us into multiplic-
ity and its unified aspect obscures its completeness.’'

But neither should this cause any wonder, for in fact, in our desire to see
each of the forms, we chase after their elements, and by searching for the one
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in the form we nullify its contents. But each form is one and many simultane-
ously, not one or many in different respects, but entirely such through and
through. Still, it is impossible for us to grasp the (I 82) form altogether, and we
should instead be content to approach it accompanied by the division that
belongs to our own thoughts.

Chapter 29. Unitary Knowledge

B This chapter illustrates what is perhaps unique in the work of Damascius, his use of
predecessors’ material as a background for an original exposition of contemplative wis-
dom. In this case, Damascius uses traditional metaphors of the radiant circle (Plotinus),
sunlight (Plato), and inner sanctuary (Plotinus) in order to illustrate crucial doctrinal
points as well as to orient the reader. The model of circumference and center illustrates
how the root of each real being is the Unified, that is, the third henad. As we shall see in
more detail below, however, for Damascius, the Unified as one of the three henads (and
following on Iamblichean doctrine) has as its root the One itself. In other words, it
enjoys a fundamental identity with the One. As a result, Damascius makes clear that the
experience of knowing the One, or union with the One, is not that of an individual
knower coming to enjoy contact with the transcendent. The implications of this experi-
ence are that the true self is not other than the One. Damascius never puts it so clearly
as when he writes, “we have completely become the light itself, instead of an enlight-
ened eye.” Perhaps in saying this much, he is taking issue with Proclus’ doctrine of the
One in us, a stance that suggests that there might be some ultimate differentiation
between the One and the self. The second part of this chapter (29.1)looks at the matter
of how this knowledge is achieved and focuses on the effort needed for the ascent to the
One. Here Damascius invokes Plato Epistle 11, 313, insisting that it is just the effort to
ascertain its nature that prevents us from knowing the One. Damascius suggests that
Chaldean Oracle fragment 1 as well as the Plato passage teach us to abandon any effort
to know the One, any activity on our part.

(I 82.3) Scrambling ever up the steep ascent’ into that which is ever less mul-
tiple, at the same time we become aware in some way, even in our current
state of division, of that which has a unique form. Thinking [this] division to
be of no worth in comparison to the flood-like*® apprehension of that, we
could not even intuit this, unless the trace of this flood-like intellection were
stirring up something within us, and this is just that light of truth that sud-
denly* kindles as if from fire sticks rubbed together.*® For as our divided
conceptions are concentrated and exercised against each other, they resolve
themselves in that summit that converges into something that is unique and
simple, as if into a convergence, such as when, in the center of a circle, the
terminal points of the straight line from the periphery press into the center.’®
So in this way, although there is division present in us, while we press into the
unity, a trace of that knowledge of the form in us is stirred up beforehand, just
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as in the case of the center. [The center] is without dimensions, and yet the
single convergence that strives toward the center of the circle equally from all
sides offers a dim indication [of the center]. And in the same way we strive
toward Being, first by means of each form that we encounter as a separate
thing, and then we become aware that it is not just undivided but actually uni-
fied, and so we fuse the many in each, if one may put it like this. Then taking
all the forms that are distinct at once and dissolving their circumference, as if
making many bodies of water into one unbounded body of water, except that
we do not conceive of that which is unified from all things as one body of
water, but rather as what is prior to all, more like the form of the water (I 83)
before water is [something] distinct. And this is therefore the way that we
simplify ourselves back to the One, first by concentrating [our thoughts] and
then by letting go of what has been concentrated, into what is beyond simplic-
ity, the transcendence of that One.

Then having made this ascent do we encounter [the One] as something
known, or in our desire to encounter this have we returned to the unknowable?
Each of these is true. It is true that we encounter the One as knowable from
afar, and when we have become one with it, then we transcend our own ability
to know the One and we are resolved into being the One, that is, into the
unknowable instead of the knowable. Now this contact itself is, as it were, of
the One with the One and so beyond our capacity to know, whereas the former
is like that of the knower with respect to the One.

And how, indeed, could it be known, if it is One alone? If [we mean] that
the knowledge offers itself as an opposing reality, the One is not knowable, nor
yet is the One knowable by means of spurious reasoning in the manner that
has been written about [by Plato],” that is, in the way that we know matter, even
though matter does not possess the character of being an intelligible object.
The knowable is a particular form, that is, one of the real beings, whereas mat-
ter is not being and formless. As we come to an understanding of the curved by
means of the straight line, they say, so we intuit the unknowable by obtaining
clues from the knowable. Nevertheless, this does constitute a mode of know-
ing. So then, the One as well is knowable to the extent that it does not abide
while knowledge advances, but instead it appears from far off as something
knowable and grants familiarity (I 84) with itself. And to the extent that [the
knower] advances toward [the One], it is not the case, as with other relation-
ships between knower and known, that what approaches [the One] comes to
know it better. In fact, the opposite occurs; it [that is, what advances] knows the
One less, since knowledge is dissolved by the One into unknowing. And this is
reasonable, since knowledge demands differentiation, as I said above, but dif-
ferentiation as it approaches the One collapses into unity, so that knowledge
disappears into unknowing. Perhaps this is what Plato intends by his analogy.”®
We attempt to look at the sun for the first time and when we are far away, at
least, we succeed. But the closer we approach the less we see it. And at last we
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see neither [sun] nor other things, since we have completely become the light
itself, instead of an enlightened eye.

Is the One then unknowable due to its inherent nature, if the unknowable
is something other than the One? The One wishes to be by itself and does not
tolerate being with another. That which is contradistinguished from the know-
able is the unknowable, but that which is beyond the One is entirely ineffable,
and we confess that we have neither knowledge nor ignorance but rather tran-
scendent ignorance with regard to that which, by its proximity, overshadows
the One as well. For since it is nearest the principle that is inconceivable, it as
it were abides in the sanctuary® of transcendent silence.

(85 1) Consequently, Plato’s words*’ concerning the One are overturned
from an inner contradiction, for it is near the complete reversal of the first
principle, and yet it differs from that because it is absolutely one and because it
is [all things]*' as the One. But that**is also One as well as all things simultane-
ously, while this is beyond the One and all things, being simpler than both,
whereas that transcendent principle is not yet this. To the extent that it has
emerged from the Ineffable it is the One, but it is not the determinate one (for
this is completely knowable), but rather it is the One-all, nor is it all things as
subject to determination (for they are even more knowable, given that they are
already a multiplicity); instead, it is the One that is simultaneously all things,
which from its [nature as] the One contains the simple, thoroughly purified
from multiplicity, yet from its [nature] as all things it refuses the determinate
and confined [predicate] of the One. And of these characteristics [one and all
things], each is knowable, and the combination is also knowable, since it con-
sists in the two. But that which is prior to both is what we indicate through that
[combination], and this is not, in itself, capable of being known, although
through the image of the combination it can be known as prior to the combina-
tion [of the One-many] in just the way that the combination of the [One-many]
is after that principle.

And if it is acceptable to speak in terms of differentiations, then [we can
say that] the truly knowable is what is contemplated by means of a certain
[given] determination, since it then is [by that determination] already a form,
and as such it is subject to knowledge that defines it with an (I 86) appropriate
limitation, and that is why knowledge arises from [something differentiated).
And yet there is something utterly opposed to this [kind of contemplation],
because it is entirely Ineffable and eludes any grasp [of knowledge]. There is
also something in between these extremes, and of this, one aspect is on the side
of the knowable, which is like the Unified, but just here it escapes the knowl-
edge that determines or attempts to limit it. The other aspect is on the side of
the Ineffable, which is like the absolute One or the totality in the mode of the
One, which offers only the slightest and most obscure hint about its own
nature. And if there is something still in the middle of these, when we have
examined the domain of each of these, we shall know it.
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29.1. The Attempt to Define the One Obscures Knowledge of the One

But for the present we are speaking about the One that has such a nature,
attempting to put the official seal on our discourse, to the effect that it is not what
we say it is, nor do we know it as One and as all things together, but rather, that
which our labor pain delivers from these [the One and the many], it is just that,
and I am speaking of cognitive labor pain. Knowledge of One advances until
the onset of labor, but struggling to emerge as a product and as endowed with
an explanation, it falls short of the One, and [emerges] among its offspring.
Proclus the philosopher refers to this in his Monobiblos as the ineffable axiom,*
namely the axiom that accords with the knowledge in labor with [the One], just
as he calls the axiom in accord with knowledge that has already been articu-
lated, the expressible axiom. This is the cause of the constantly ambivalent ex-
amination of and decision about the One, [wherein it is] sometimes [judged] to
be knowable, sometimes to be unknowable. In one way it is the former; in an-
other it is the latter. This is why Plato in the Letters** prohibits the question,
“What kind of thing is it?” concerning it, (I 87) and blames this for all evils, that
is, the division of what belongs to the One into quality and essence. Actually, we
experience this division as a titanic [rending], though it is this experience of
division that we attempt to lead back up to what is most exalted, and to the
whole that is least subject to division.

Now if particularity and quality must be removed from knowledge of the
One, so too must the One be removed, since this is an aspect of all things;
moreover, we must remove all things, since all things also consist in particular
beings, since each one of all things is a particular, and thus collectively all
things consist in particular beings. And yet if the One is known neither as the
One nor as all things, what could it be? Leave off, my friend, and do not apply
the question, “What is it?” to the One, since it is exactly this which prevents you
from attaining to knowledge of it, in that you imagine that it can be called a
particular being, whereas if you remove particularity and quality, what it is will
be apparent to you insofar as it can be. For this is what it is: the not a particular
being and the not a quality, but it is prior to these, [and is that] which is neither
possible to say (for each name represents a particular being and refers to a
particular being) nor easy to conceive. For every thought is a particular being
and is of a qualified particular, and even if you gather all thoughts together
simultaneously, then you have particular beings and qualities, for thoughts are
of qualified particular beings. Consequently, too, in the case of intellect, insofar
as intellect is that which contemplates particular qualified beings, it is in labor
and struggles to bring forth a conception of that nature, nor can intellect pro-
duce that conception, but rather, just the opposite: it turns that labor within
itself and directs it toward the most simple and that which is entirely without
compass and completely unqualified with respect to any sort of quality that
serves as a limiting condition in general for all things simultaneously and each
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thing in particular. And this is just what Plato* and the Oracles urge us (I 88)
to do, if somehow we are able, that is, to forget entirely our own conceptions
and to make the running leap toward these labor pains that have the capacity to
be intimate with that principle, but report back to no one, except that they
remove the obstruction that stands in the way of this projection*® and that
obstacle is exactly the “what kind of thing is it?” and the “thinking of [the One]
as something.”

Now if one compels this projection to teach us concerning that principle, it
will project a secondary or a third conception in place of itself, a conception
that, in alleging that the predicates that belong to the One all together at once
are [on the contrary] distinct, appears to reveal that principle saying, for exam-
ple, at first that the most simple is a principle, and then that that which is first
is [the principle] and then that which embraces all things, and then that
which gives rise to all things, and then that which all things seek, and then
that which is the most powerful. And either it will enumerate all of the effects of
which that is the cause successively, or else it will mention the most powerful
and most reverend of all, using the language we have already alluded to, and
especially [calling it] One and all things, for the aforesaid reasons. And yet, as
all this is being spoken, some greater conception than this will attempt to get
hold of that principle, deprecating that which is divided and multiple in this
attempt to articulate the principle, and will compress all things into a single
and unique nature, thinking it correct to prefer this nature to the previous one,
because it is unified rather than differentiated. But the first labor pains of the
faculty of knowledge, remaining within as they do, and not proceeding, will not
even accept that concentration, since that concentration is pregnant with the
fullness [of reality] and has not yet delivered it, whereas its own labor consists
in trying to deliver the absolutely simple and the fullness seated above all, as
One, and this One, although it is itself unknowable, in turn delivers the know-
able, if it is right to put it this way, without adding anything extraneous to that
One. Its nature, (I 89) since it is not absolutely Ineffable, transfers the object of
knowledge that corresponds to this struggle, to an intuitive mode of knowing
that is not completely articulate, not that this labor pain arrives at knowledge,
nor does its object of knowledge actually become knowable.



This page intentionally left blank



Section IV. On the One
and All Things

Chapter 30. Three Questions and Answer to the
Third Question

B The One-all and the Unified now follow in Damascius’ exposition of the
first principles. Damascius comes close to what was apparently lamblichus’
own metaphysical structure, a correspondence that we learn about from our
treatise, chapter 50, below: “This argument claimed to come to the aid of
Tamblichus . . . since one might say that this position implies the following
conclusions: the henad before the two principles was all things
simultaneously before all things, but all things equally, and the first of the
two principles is itself all things, but in the sense of what tends to have more
of the form of limit; the second is likewise all things, but in the sense of what
tends to be more unlimited.”

Thus we have Damascius’ three henads, the all-One, the One-all, and
the Unified, the last equivalent to the first manifestation of intellectual being.
In addition to lamblichus, the language that Damascius uses draws on Plato
when he refers to the Unified as “mixed” (Philebus 23c). In this chapter,
Damascius also poses three questions concerning the relationship between
the One and all things in the terms of the second and third henads. He
begins, as he usually does, by addressing the questions in reverse order. l

Since, then, the One is all things and there is nothing that the
One is not, as we maintain, let us then inquire into this first, how the
One is truly all things, and second, if it is all things equally, and third,
what is the difference between the One’s being all things and the
Unified’s being all things. For each of them is all things in an
undifferentiated way.



132 ON THE ONE

[Reply to the third question]:

I am speaking here not of substantial Being but, rather, of unitary Being.
Unitary Being is all things in the One that is established prior to Being, and
that, in its rank before Being, could also be considered as the Unified, since it
anticipates the character of the mixed, prior to its [distinctive emergence]. That
is, the [One] already manifests the most unified aspect of the many and the first
birth pang of the multiplicity, or rather, of the mixed consisting in the multi-
plicity [of Being]. Before [the Unified], the multiplicity is manifest, as is the
One itself. And it is from these two coming together in it that the [mixed]
projects the uniquely characteristic aspect of Being that is unified and mixed,
and so this character forms the subsistence of Being, and not the One or the
many, but the mixture of these is revealed in the third god,' which is precisely
this same mixture or mixed, which we call the Unified, or, indeed, Being. If this
[Being] is all things, still it is all things in a unified mode, since the multiplicity
is all things before [Being] and is more properly all things than [it is] the One.
For the multiplicity is all things insofar as all things are a plurality, but the One
is all things insofar as all things are one and all things are in the One.

(I 90)One might raise the following objection: if the One is all things and
is not just the One, the solely One will be prior to it [that is, to the One-all], since
it has a simpler conception than the One-all; for all things function as an addi-
tion to it [the One]. And if one wanted, he could disagree with the person who
poses this question by claiming that although multiplicity is the One-all, it is
One as subsistence, but all through participation; but the One is only the One,
and not yet all things. Nevertheless, it is perhaps truer to say the following, that
the plurality is in the One since it proceeds from the One but as it were causally,
not as something distinct from the One in which it is, since there is no distinc-
tion there, and that the One is such prior to all things what all things are sub-
sequent to the One, and still all things are more the One than they are all
things; indeed, the very cause of all things is that all things are the One. In a
different way, then, the One is all things prior to the plurality, but in itself it is
only the One and the most simple of all, since just this is the ground of its
being most simple, that it is the most comprehensive. And therefore, too, it is
all things.

Chapter 31. Answer to the Second Question, Is the
One All Things Equally?

How could it be otherwise? For it is as the One that [the One is] all things, and
there is nothing that it is not, as the One. But being [all things] as the One is a
more equal [way of being all things] than being all things equally, if it is pos-
sible to say this. Now [all things that] proceed from the One are ranked as one
thing prior to another, whereas there, they are without rank since rank exists
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in terms of distinction. But [there] rank does not even exist in the cause, for
then distinction too would be present in the cause, and the causes would be
distinguished as well, unless rank and distinction were there but not in the
cause, but rather in a way that surpasses being in the cause. For they are in the
One, which is to say, the perfectly One, and therefore the One is all things
equally.

(I 91)Why then do some [predicates] belong more to the One, while others
belong less, as when we say, for example, “the One itself,” “that which is all
things at once,” “the most simple,” “the first,” “the all-transcendent,” “the
good,” and as many other things as can signify the unique principle through
indication?

Any intelligent person would say these things about the One. But no one
would say that it is one of the less valuable things, such as the lowest principle,
or the effect or matter, or any of these things—no one would dare to allege
them unless he were insane. The reason for this is that none of these distinc-
tions is true in the case of the One, not the first nor the last nor any of the
things in between. And yet seeing the ranking of these principles, and their
relationship with one another, that is, that some elements lead and others fol-
low, and that some order while others are ordered, [we] wish to indicate some-
thing about [the One], using our store of knowledge for that of which we
remain ignorant, and we attribute the more advanced in rank to it; we attribute
causation to what is prior to causation, and attribute the procession of the first
elements to that which has never proceeded, just because these first elements
have least of all proceeded.

Does it then follow that the One produces some things first and other
things as secondary elements? In this way, rank will appear within it.

[Let us rather say that] if the One creates all things together, they do not
proceed simultaneously, since one aspect advances itself as first, and another as
last. And yet how will the superior elements become separate from the One
prior to the inferior? [We reply that] the first [do so] because they are superior
with respect to their own self-subsistence—and yet in that case, they would not
separate more, but rather least of all, through that same power. If something (I
92) proceeds because of an innate deficiency, surely the secondaries abandon
the One first, as we observe in the case of the weaker souls, which more easily
detach themselves from Intellect, and second to them and even then, with great
difficulty, do the better souls. But the procession from causes takes place ac-
cording to power, and some things are more independent with respect to their
own self-subsistence, while others not only do not have the power to produce
themselves but in fact entirely subsist in dependence on others. And if that
principle produces them as well, it will produce what is more like itself before
what is less like itself, and it [will also produce] what belongs more to itself, not
because this principle precedes the series, but because the series proceeds from
it, and so do all other things.
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Such is its nature, but instead of [naming] it, we name the things that are
like it. But whatever is produced is unequal, whereas that which produces is
equal with respect to all [its products], and still more than equal. It is One alone,
both in itself or as all things, and also as producing all things. For whatever one
predicates of the the One is in the One.

Chapter 32. Answer to the First Question, How
Is the One All Things?

Now it is time to solve the first inquiry posed, namely, how is it that the One is
all things? For perhaps it is not possible for the One to be all. What is more,
what need is there for the One to be all things? Surely it is sufficient for the One
to be only the One, in order to be the cause of all things? And if it is the cause
of all things, then it could not be all things. And if all things [implies] many
things, then the One could certainly not be many. Therefore, it is probable that
those who say that the One is all things have spoken in defense of their concep-
tion, a more common idea, which posits the One as something that belongs to
[the set of] of all things. But it is not a thing, rather all things are the One, (I 93)
and they are more the One than they are all things. “The beginning is half of
all,”” they say, but in this case the beginning is everything, or more truly, the
beginning is more than everything, as in fact the disciples of the Pythagoreans
are in agreement with us.’ In reality, if we maintain that the all is the principle
as well as that which is derived from the principle, whereas the principle is that
which preserves the equality* among its derivatives, then the principle is half of
all, but if the principle is more authentically all things and its derivatives are a
kind of imitation or a kind of suspension’ from the One, this is also true. If the
principle were not the anticipation of what is derived from it (for the causes that
are present in the producer are not identical with the producer itself, rather the
producer is that which must bring forth the causes that [subside] in itself), then
the principle would be more than the whole. If what we say is true, then the One
cannot be all things in truth, but all things [arise] after the One. Nor can we
locate the causes of all things in the One, so that at least in this way it could be
all things, that is, as the entirety of causes. By no means therefore is the One all
things in actuality; it is just that we think of [the One] as all things in order not
to think of it as the most inferior, but to speak of it as that which encompasses
all things and as the greatest, nor do we mean by greatest and most encompass-
ing the universe, but rather that which is the most simple, nor do we speak as if
[the One] were an element among the things in the universe, as for example the
outermost arc of the fixed sphere, but rather in the sense that everything enfolds
into the One’s simplicity and no longer consents to be the totality.

Now if this is well said, it is also correct to defend the position that the One
is all things. For the Unified of every plurality is a co-aggregate. [And if the
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Unified]® is an all as undifferentiated, just as the plurality is an all as differenti-
ated, and if prior to the unified of each thing, there is a one that is each thing,
then as many things as the Unified is, (I 94) so many things the One is. Indeed,
the One is so many things because it has proceeded into so many things. Nor
has the One descended into a one, but into a unified, nor has the Unified
descended into a unified, but into a distinct totality, and that is obviously where
we situate all things. But just as the circle and all the rays deriving from the
center converge in the center, so in the Unified is the entire multiplicity of dis-
tinction. And according to the same analogy, the center itself and the lines
converging in the center and all things equally become single in the One. And
in this way we say that all things are the One, and that the One is all things, and
still more, because all things are in the One. And yet all things are not exactly
the One, while that One by all means is all things.

Chapter 33. The One-All Is Both All-Inclusive and Determinate

B Here Damascius is considering the third henad, the Unified, and struggles to fit a
Platonic passage into the ongoing argument. In order to explore the idea of the One,
Damascius uses Philebus 64a7—65a5 as a backdrop, where the discussion is, after all, not
the One, but the Good. In that passage, Socrates attempts to assemble the components
of the Good conceptually, in pursuit of the cause of the mixture of the limit and the
unlimited, the life of intellect and the life of pleasure. For Damascius, following Iambli-
chus, Proclus, and Syrianus (whom he cites in his own lectures on the Philebus), Socrates
in this passage analyzes the Good into three monads: beauty, proportion, and truth.
Damascius also works with the language of Philebus 23, using its triad of limit, unlim-
ited, and mixed. Yet this terminology then shifts to One, many, and One and many.
Hence the One is called “cause of unity” in this secondary sense. The text here also
becomes involved in matters of competing Platonic exegeses, the history of which can
be traced in Damascius’ own Lectures on the Philebus.

Chapter summary: the One can only be understood imperfectly. Differentiations
arise in terms of fundamental antitheses that are more or less due to our own concep-
tual activities. Hence our notion of the determinate One corresponds to our determinate
notions. In fact, we can have no proper conception of the One that is both inclusive of
all things (perfect) and, at the same time, determinate (perfectly simple), or both of
these combined. M

Next it is right to consider the question of how our conception that attempts to
reveal [the nature of] the determinate One differs from [our effort to grasp]’
that One which we were just discussing, which is incommensurate with our
own conceptions. The common conception conforms to the One that is availa-
ble to us, a conception that is differentiated from the underlying realities that
are [other than the conception] and so obviously is not adequate to the indeter-
minate One. But if this conception of the One is removed, then we have no
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other means of grasping it, so that it is even meaningless for us to call it One.
Further, we are unable to conceive of any principle simpler than this One that
suggests itself to us, so that this will turn out to be the first principle. Now the
Good is also a candidate for the first principle of all because it is impossible for
anything to be superior to it; thus the Good well might be the principle of all
things. And therefore our conceptions result in equating (I 95) the Good and
the One.® And yet how can the first be bounded by determination and contra-
distinction? And how can the first be a form? A particular one of the many
forms constitutes the one [form] or the [form of the] Good.

Moreover, just as motion and stillness constitute a single antithesis, and
again otherness and sameness, and [so with] many other such antitheses, yet
there is in each of these a superior and inferior element, whereas it is only in
a ratio of two similarly ranked things that there is the better and the worse,
and again, the opposites participate reciprocally in each other, as is shown in
Parmenides, in such a way that the one and the many participate in each
other as well.’ Therefore the One is not a principle because this One unifies
the many, whereas on the contrary it is One as that in which the many are
unified. The one that is in the many is participated, whereas the One that
subsists as independent is before the many, and therefore [this One] is before
all things; therefore this One is the principle of all things. And even if the
many are opposed to the One, nevertheless it is not that the many enjoy the
same rank as the One, but they [are opposite in] the way that effects are
related to cause.

Apart from these considerations, if the One is that which brings together
all things (for to the One belongs the property of making one, and of
being the cause of the mixture),'® but that which makes one and that which
brings together all things is prior to and also superior to that which is collected
or made one, clearly the One is the principle of all things, just because it is
contradistinguished with respect to all things in the way that cause is contradis-
tinguished with respect to effect, and this is what we are familiar with as One.

But is nothing else one, as for example the so-called generic one?

We must say that the one as genus is a one with which we are familiar in
the sense of a one among all things, in the way that the many are one, by which
I mean one form, the form (I 96) of Good or of Beautiful. In any case, the
determinate concept corresponds to a determinate reality. We must understand
that'! One not as bringing about unity, but as bringing about the many. For it is
actually the cause of multiplicity, cause of the good, cause of beauty, cause of
the whole, and there is nothing for which it does not function as a cause by
virtue of its unique simplicity. If it brings about unity, then it cannot be called
One in the strict sense. If the epithet “One” does not belong to it properly, then
we are entitled to call each one [by a different name], that is, not only cause of
unity, but also cause of multiplicity, and if you wish One and many, or rather all
things before the many and before the all.
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What then? Does not the One bring together all things, and does not
Socrates in the Philebus make that the cause of mixture?*? Certainly, but his
assignation rests on just one characteristic, that is, the One as cause of unity, or
as unifying. This unifying property was required there since limit, unlimited,
and mixed were [all] one as well. In fact, the one ought not to be the cause of
the mixture only, but also of its ingredients, as it seems. That Socrates does not
intend this one but rather something of higher station and ineffable, he makes
clear when he dismisses the One on the grounds that it is entirely hidden,
whereas he introduces the three monads in the threshold of the One as signs
by which to recognize the three aspects of the One." Indeed, it is an easier mat-
ter to gain a conception of this formal one, and it is easier to conceptualize the
[one as] unifying and cause of unity, than it is to conceive truth, beauty, and
proportion.

Moreover, the ingredients of the mixture are not just limit and the unlim-
ited, but also the one and the two, for if the former were the only elements, they
would be the same [as the one and the two], in just the way that the one is taken
as an element. But what element is still to be sought addition to these? The
other elements as well as the one are the prior constituents, but the (I 97) ques-
tion is how the mixed arises from these elements. Therefore the mixed is both
the elements of all things together at once, as well as the joining of the ele-
ments, and so it requires the cause that is [at the same time] all things, in order
that all things might arise as one from all things, just as that cause is before all
things. But how could they participate in this, unless the ingredients were com-
mensurate and in sympathy with each other, and thoroughly illuminated by the
light of truth?'* For these properties, like anticipatory traces, were causes of
their [mixture as a] common reality, but not of all things.

Moreover, the cause of the mixture is the cause of the all and not just of
mixture, since the cause of mixture appears to bring about the One alone.
Or rather, neither mixture nor the unity belong to the One; to the One alone
belongs the One, which in fact is the cause of mixture and of concentration,
and of unity, and of distinction. Mixture exists in both elements, whereas unity
and commonality and everything of this nature are a combination of both, not
just unity, and not just distinction."”” Unity [on its own would] be without a
coordinate system, whereas distinction [would be] without multiplicity. Unity
wishes to be One and a trace of the One, and therefore it proceeds from the
One being, just as distinction proceeds from multiplicity alone, whereas their
combination is from both the cause of unity and the cause of multiplicity,
which in turn exists before both [the one and the many].

Again, if someone calls this too the One before all things through want of
a particular name (for there is nothing particular in the case of the One, nor
does anything particular belong to that), still, this One will differ from the
determinate One. The latter unifies the elements that are already differenti-
ated, although it does not confuse their differentiation nor does it remove their
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delimitations. Consequently these elements remain such as they are, but (I 98)
they are then unified in that same way with each other. But the One before all
things, since it too is one, reveals a unity that is prior to every delimitation, and
it is not even distinct from the others, but it is as it were the undifferentiated
root of the entire hypostasis to which each thing belongs. And since this is so,
the [more] familiar one is the determinate one or the formal one, which is clear
from the fact that we recognize this one as one of many, at the same level of
reality as the many, or the Good or the Beautiful. But as for the one that has
drawn together and includes all things, this clearly is not the formal one or the
determinate one in general, as is clear from the fact that such a one would be
one of the included elements, just as the many be would at once differentiated
and unified. True, the determinate one undergoes some form of conditioning
by the many, either because the many underlie it due to its inherent character-
istic of being a systematic cohesion from many, or else, because the many are
opposite, in the sense that rest moves and movement is still."* Now the One is
entirely simple. Therefore it is not even right to call it One, because the One
that we conceive both is and moves and is still and is other and same, or so we
think, so that the One is composed of many through participation in these
forms, whereas it is one due to the subsistence of its unique character. Thus the
first puzzle' raised was most true, namely, that we can have no conception of
the One that is both perfect and unique. And therefore it must not even be
called One unless, in the same way, it should no less be called all things. Socra-
tes to be sure proved this very point because he revealed three monads in the
threshold of the One, namely truth, beauty, and proportion. The last named
preserves the order among all things, the monad of beauty offers the sympa-
thetic mingling of all things with each other, where as the monad of truth offers
the true subsistence of all things. And then again the One is all things at once
in an ineffable way.



Section V. On Procession
from the One

Chapter 34. On the First Differentiation

I The first part of the chapter makes a prima facie case for procession,
relying on the authority of Plato’s treatment of the form of the Good, and on
the succession of henads from the One that Damascius has already outlined.
But the bulk of the chapter is given over to an analysis of the first principles,
beginning from the One but descending to unified substance or subsistence,
throughout which Damascius denies the possibility of any differentiation
arising. The final part of the chapter returns once more to Platonic texts, to
the Republic and then again to the Philebus, where Damascius attempts to
show that Plato simply defers any discussion about the origins of differentia-
tion from the One. M

(I 99) What follows after this discussion is an inquiry into whether
there is a procession from the One into its subsequents, and of what
kind it is, or whether the One gives no share of itself to them. One
might reasonably raise puzzles about either position. For if the One
gives no share of itself to its products, how has it produced them as
so unlike itself, that they enjoy nothing of its nature? How can it be
the cause of them through its own nature, since they do not partici-
pate in that nature? Again, how do they revert to it, and how can they
desire it, when they are unable to participate in it, since the One is in
every way unparticipated? And how can the things that proceed be
maintained if they are not completely rooted in their own cause?
Does not Socrates say in the Republic that the truth is a light'
proceeding from the One, connected to the intelligible and
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intellectual? Therefore Socrates knows that this light has come from the One
and also that it participates in the One. But if even matter bears a final trace
of the One, certainly what is prior to matter has various kinds of participations
in the One, that are nevertheless distinctive for each being (I 100), according
to the degree of the reality of each. [Another argument for procession] is that],
for one who investigates the question, the One is manifest in all beings. For
each individual and universal, each mortal being and each sempeternal being,
and each entity either bereft of quality or endowed with quality, does not just
belong to the many, but also [to] the one prior to the many. Prior to the divisible
there is the indivisible, prior to the distinct there is the Unified. The all of each
being is the co-aggregate of all things that is prior to all things, which we refer
to as the Unified, but we designate as Being, and prior to the Unified, there is
the One-all that is stationed in the One, just as Being is all things in the Uni-
fied, and as all things that are in [a state of] differentiation are in that which is
distinct. Therefore in each all there is an analogue of the One before all things,
and this is the procession of the One into all things, the perfect reality that is
in the One that is prior to the reality of each thing, or rather it is the root of
each reality.”

But if the One proceeds, one can inquire in what way it proceeds.’ For what
will be the source of distinction in its case? Every procession takes place
together with distinction, whereas multiplicity is the cause of every distinction.
Distinction is always the cause of multiplicity, whereas the One is before mul-
tiplicity. If the One is also before the One in the sense that the One is taken as
one without [others],* then a fortiori the One is before the many. Therefore the
nature of the One is entirely without distinction. And therefore the One cannot
proceed. All things proceed from the One into another nature, though, of
course, the One has produced them, and yet the One itself does not proceed
into anything, nor does it share any part of itself with anything. It is necessary
that that which is given as a share (I 101) is subordinate to that which gives it,
and what is given is not that which gives it, but is like the giver, and not even
that in an absolute way, but is in some measure like that. But self-extension or
measures or anything else of this nature, are discerned where there is multi-
plicity, that is, they occur together with distinction and as an outflow or change
in the same thing, even if no otherness befalls it. Yet that nature is before any
multiplicity of any kind, or any trace of multiplicity. For when the many arise,
then procession too finds place, whether that procession involves similar or
dissimilar orders. Therefore the One is entirely without procession, nor does it
emit an illumination from itself into any being that belongs to the all, for illu-
mination too is distinct from that which illuminates.

Again, not even Being can proceed, the Being that we posit as entirely
unified, that is. This Being that is prior to any differentiation associated with
substance “rests, sacred, without movement,” as Plato says.5 The Being that is
absolutely unified has come to rest and in no way suffers any differentiation;
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therefore it could not make itself distinct within the procession of the many.
For it could surely not be distinguished as belonging in the procession of what-
ever is prior to the Unified, since they would [already be Being] nor of course
into the procession of what arises after it. How could the