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I. T h e Middle Platonists,
The Mathematicians, and The Gnostics

Silence, silence, silence, sign of
the living and everlasting God.
These words must be pronounced while raising the right finger to the lips,
according to the instructions to devotees given in the Magical Papyri (ed.
Preisendanz/Henrichs I, W 558-9). They constitute as eloquent a statement
as any of the religious temper of the late Hellenistic period, in which the discovery of silence as a symbol of the divine goes hand in hand with the development of negative language about it.
At the same time comes the development of systematic negative theology, a
critical history of which is given in this book. Two points should be made at
the outset: firstly, the presence of theological language should not mislead
the reader into thinking that this issue is of religious or theological significance only. What is at stake across the range o f ~ r e e kand Patristic philosophy is the question of knowledge of the ultimate essence. This essence will
sometimes be called God, o r the One, or the Highest: such titles are rnultiplied, and it is clear that there is a bringing together of ontology and theology. T h e philosophy of late antiquity sees both united in the sole pursuit of
the ultimate essence, that being or "stuff' which is the cause of all subsequent
beings, and which constitutes the final and unresolvable factor in existence.
It is the search for that unresolvable which drives much of late Greek philosophy, Greek and Christian; it is the changeless, the timeless, the whole, the
purely one, and it constitutes the negation of that which we experience here
and now. For this reason, the word theology must be understood in a very
cc
broad sense when used in the expression negative theology". It covers the
whole question of how it is that thought
jumps beyond itself to other levels
of being and experience: like an electric current, thought can jump out from
that which conducts it along its path, making connections which are beyond
it. This image is, however, imperfect, since thought constitutes both the electrical current and the conductor: its self-transcendence is the key issue for
enquiry and the chief object of curiosity. The ability of thought to go beyond
itself looks a little like self-destruction, hence the term negation. "Negative
theologym,therefore, is that branch of epistemology which speculates on the
value of negating the given as a means of grasping transcendent o r hidden
entities.
A second observation concerns the use of the alpha privative. A cursory
reading of Plotinus, or of purely religious documents such as the Hermetic
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corpus, the magical papyri or the Gnostic documents, will show an abundance of alpha privative adjectives in relation to God. Thus God is said to be
aoratos (invisible), anonomastos (unnameable) and so on: there are many examples which could be given. The preponderance of this negative adjective
marks a clear trend in the religious sensibility of the late Greek period, and it
shows a growing belief that the deity was hidden, difficult to grasp, remote
from human experience. This sense of transcendence naturally expressed itself in negative adjectives, as authors sought to play down human experience
and personal models in order to leave the mind free of this worldly concepts,
for the purity of the transcendent. Hence the negation of existing concepts
through the alpha privative.
The popularity of the alpha privative in the late Hellenistic world is proof
of a new transcendentalism in religious thinking: qualities of awe, reverence
and yearning now characterize the religious life and the milieu which
spawned Christianity. Yet this negating tendency is not quite the v i a negativa
of late Greek philosophy, even though it may loosely be considered to be
part of it. The negative theology of Proclus and Damascius, for example,
consists of a series of exquisite logical manoeuvres which cause language to
act against itself. Much attention is given to the logic of negation, to how it
actually operates, and to how this might assist the mind to grasp transcendent concepts. With Proclus, for example, the ultimate linguistic act is the negation of negation, by which language ends its own usefulness. Against this
rigorous philosophical understanding of the via negativa, the alpha privatives
of the seers of late antiquity appear as mere poetry. Such expressions of transcendence could be labelled proto-negative theology, since they d o no more
than adumbrate the considerable technical achievement of the later Platonists. They give the flavour of the age, but not its essential intellectual features.
The relationship of negative theology and anthropomorphism should also
be dealt with here. They are sometimes considered in the same category, as if
the via negativa were nothing more than the refusal of anthropomorphism.
There is some truth here, but more of an untruth. Anthropomorphism is a
problem in religious thinking because it humanizes the divinity to too great
an extent; the other-worldly is drawn down into a familiar human shape,
feeling anger, love, jealousy, remorse and so on. Such imagery is unsatisfactory to the religious temperament, which seeks a deity beyond the range of
normal experience. It is customary, then, to find corrections of anthropomorphic imagery in the Judaeo-Christian tradition. God is love, rather than
the human combination of hate, love and lack of interest: there is no "shadow of turning" in God, who is thus seen to be outside the range of normal
human experience. Nevertheless the Judaeo-Christian view retains the framework of the human being for its definition of godliness. T h e attacks on anthropomorphism constitute nothing more than slight adjustments to the per-
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sonal model. The personalized deity is an integral part of the Judaeo-Christian religious vision.
The attack on anthropomorphism is clearly a negative thrust against the
limits of available concepts, but it does not seek to go beyond them, o r to annul them. It modifies them, so as to present them in slightly altered form.
God is not human, but super-human, in that he is what a human would be if
he were beyond himself to some extent. In this sense, one could consider the
anti-anthropomorphic language of Judaeo-Christian orthodoxy to be elementary negative theology, but only in the most superficial sense. T h e via negativa eliminates all personal and human imagery from the description of the
ontological essence, but not only this, it goes further in order to eliminate
every familiar characteristic, so that not only the image of the personal is annulled, but also the entire language of the external world. All existential, positional, temporal, qualitative, and moral concepts are eliminated. Language
itself is eliminated, and thought is redefined. The true negative theologian
depreciates the whole of the human conceptual and linguistic apparatus. T h e
anti-anthropomorphism of the Judaeo-Christian tradition is nothing more
than fine tuning, and the history of Christian theology shows that the "word
made flesh" is the crucial element in Christian doctrine at least. It is for Augustine the difference between himself and the Platonists, and this despite
the fact that he had some sympathy with the way of not-knowing (see below). The model of human experience is fundamental in Christianity, since
God is seen to endorse it through his intermediary, and the intermediary
gives us clues as to the way in which the human model is to be adjusted in reis composed of minor
lation to the God the Father. Anti-anthr~~ormorphism
alterations to personal religious imagery, whereas negative theology consists
in the annulment of all discourse.
These things having been said, one is free to proceed into the history of
the via negativa proper. It is the most remarkable feature of the philosophical
life of late antiquity, Greek and Christian, and it is extraordinarily little
known or understood in the world of contemporary scholarship. Why is this
so? How can a major theme of six centuries of Greek philosophy disappear
into limbo? Scholarship is subject to trends and fashions; it is capable of objectivity in respect of the minutiae, but not in the massive act of selection,
which the historian carries out in order to have objects for his attention. For
many years late antiquity was judged to be an unworthy object of attention
within the Anglosaxon syndrome, and it is a clear fact that the major texts of
late classical thought are edited in French or German collections. Why is
there no book on the via negativa in English? A fashionable neglect has
caused the texts to disappear, translations to fail to be carried out, and
expertise in the area to wither away. The present writing is intended to fill a
gap in English, but the deeper explanations of this neglect must be put off to
another study. This is the question: why has the West lost its own tradition

'
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of trans-linguistic mysticism, so that it turns to Buddhism for what it once
possessed as its own?
The monumental work of A.-J. Festugikre, La litvelation dYHermks
Trismtgiste, constitutes a major French appraisal of the area. This author
both isolates the new set of ideas, and attempts to offer a comprehensive interpretation of them. This collection of works, in particular the fourth volume, offers the view that there is more continuity within the Greek tradition
than one might suspect; that the new emphasis on transcendence is part of a
slowly emerging tendency from the days of
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up by the addition of size. This critique of overly-concrete thinking is much
broader and more far-reaching than the Judaeo-Christian attack on anthropomorphism, which merely concerns itself with the personalization of the divine: the Greek complaint about concrete thinking it that it adds not only the
familiar concept of the person to the transcendent entity, but that it further
adds every characteristic of the material reality in which that person resides.
It follows for Albinus that God, or the One, is beyond thought and perception in the ordinary sense. Festugikre collects other material from the Platonism of the second century A.D., which clearly shows this view to be an orthodox dogma in that period: his evidence is drawn from Albinus, Apuleius,
Maximus of Tyre, Celsus, Numenius and the Chaldaic Oracles. H e is concerned to show that this Platonic transcendentalism is established doctrine in
the Middle-Platonic school, but also that it derives from Plato himself: in
other words, it is traditional Greek philosophy, and there is no need to explain it by suggesting that an infusion of eastern mysticism took place. T o
demonstrate this continuity, he has only to adduce the passage of Plato cited
by the Middle-Platonists themselves, namely Republic 509B (6 ff.). Here Plato says that the God is beyond being, and this combined with the O n e of the
Parmenides gave the Middle-Platonists ample basis for their theories, since
this dialogue combined speculation about the place of the One in the hierarchy of beings, and about the knowledge of the One. There seems to be a
discrepancy between the purpose of the Parmenides, and the interpretation
of it by the later Platonists. This theme will be dealt with repeatedly in the
present book, but at this point it is sufficient to note that most scholars consider that there was a change in the understanding of the Parmenides, and
that though it was conceived as a logical treatise, it came to be regarded as a
mystical-theological document of higher metaphysics. This is not the point to
take up the interpretation of the Parmenides, since it has earlier been argued
that the alleged vast discrepancy between its real meaning, and that attributed to it by the Neoplatonists, is really a product of the contemporary Anglosaxon view of the Parmenides (see vol. I, 127 ff.).
However there is a strange lack of coherence in Festugikre's treatment of
the issue. His conclusion is as follows:
Further, the via negationis is t o be found in Albinus and Celsus, who are both declared Platonists and who undertake one to expound Platonism, and the other to defend Hellenism, that is the dogma of Plato and of Greek religion, against the "barbarian" innovators. And the via negationis is found in these authors precisely because it is
already in Plato himself. Doubtless this "mystical" aspect of Platonism was relatively
late in being brought to light, but it is to be expected that a system of thought as rich
as that of Plato should display its resources only gradually. (Revelation . . . IV, 140)

However, FestugiGre has quite failed to show what he claims to show,
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though he has ~ e r f o r m e dthe considerable service of isolating the texts, and
showing them to constitute a ccschool".What is lacking is a study of the via
negativa in Plato: having attempted to carry this out in volume I, I have
found it to be absent. There are three Greek terms associated with the via negativa: 2c7cSqac9it~(negation), 2cvccipsot~(abstraction), and c9i~kpqoy(privation); but none of these is developed by Plato in the direction of what we
should consider to be negative theology. There is in fact almost no sign that
Plato developed a theory of negation in an epistemological context (see I,
134 ff.). It is certainly true that he discussed the idea of a principle lying beyond discourse and being - the ineffable - but this is a very different matter
from advocating negation as a positive epistemological step. The Parmenides, in particular, does speak of the One's lying beyond discourse, and falls
to the use of the alpha privative, but it does not advocate the process of progressive subtrl]vc this
-31.18[1(lying
a
).tich 0 T3c 3.1titut0.07(a )12(very )] Tc 1.2 0 Td(the
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which is not part of the via negativa as it was understood by the Middle Plat o n i s t ~and Plotinus: negation here is understood as a technique of abstraction, with the emphasis on the conceptual removal of attributes. It deconstructs the multiple and the composite in the interests of discovering the
underlying unity. Whittaker is concerned to dissociate abstraction and negation, claiming that eventually bcpalpeo~g did come to be treated as an
equivalent of &nocpaoy, though certainly not in the period of Aristotle and
the Middle Platonists (Neopythagoreanisrn and Negative Theology. . .
124-5).
M y own view, as outlined in (I) 136-137 and 158, is that whilst there are
some clear differences between abstraction and negation in this period, they
dissolve under reflection. The prefix &nogives us the flavour of Greek negation: it is to do with taking away, or removal. With this in the background it
is easy to see how both privation and abstraction could become confused
with negation, since both of them involve removal. Removing an attribute
must be considered a type of negation under almost any formulation of it. It
has been noted in volume I (loc. cit.) that the Sceptics observed little difference between abstraction and privation, and o n at least one occasion Aristotle runs privation and negation together (Met. 1022b33; see my Fundamentals
. . .). T h e distinctions drawn between the three are there, but they exist within
a general closeness of function.
What of the future of these terms, in later Platonism? The usage of Proclus may seem to confirm Whittaker's claim (loc. cit. 124) that abstraction
came to be identified with negation, but the situation is quite different. The
and
term used by him as the vehicle for his negative theology is bnocpao~~,
this marks a change from the terminology of the Middle Platonists, and of
Plotinus (see Proclus, 106). For Proclus negation includes privation, though
he repudiates the idea that they are identical (109): he merely uses abstrac).
has happened is probably this: in Athenian Neoplation ( & c p a i p ~ a t ~What
tonism negative theology had always been constructed around the term
bnocpao~g,whereas in Rome, Plotinus understood it in terms of abstraction.
These are not mere linguistic differences, since Plotinus' own understanding
of the via negativa is quite restricted. H e does little more than abstract, or
imaginatively remove concepts. The Athenian school on the other hand develops the via negativa within the full range of the logic of negation, and it
has much broader ramifications. It is not that the terms have merged, so
much as that they belong to different schools, and that within this limitation
they convey a vastly different understanding of negative theology. Proclus'
view of it includes the removal of attributes, but also involves many logical
refinements such as the litmus test of conditional statements by negation, or
the crowning negation of negation, whereby language is silenced. Both
aphairetic and apophatic negative theology have their roots in Aristotle's
Metaphysics, but
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separate ways, and of these a p o ~ h a t i cnegative theology is more philosophically robust. Proclus, it should be noted, scarcely troubles to use the word
6rcpctipeo~g:he includes the concept under 6rxocpaoi~.Even in his discussion
on Euclid's elements, discussed below (Proclus 103), the term &no<paot~
is
used. Euclid had defined the point negatively, as "that of which there is no
J L ~ . imagines
part", and Proclus responds to this as a form of E ~ ~ C O ~ G L COne
that Albinus would have classified it as a definition by abstraction, in that the
concept "point" is yielded by the abstraction (or removal) of the concept
part". Not so with Proclus, who repeatedly uses the term negation of Euclid's approach in the definitions, and it is clear that for the former there is no
problem about associating abstraction with negation: there is, however, a
problem for Proclus over the precise nature of the disjunction between negation and privation.
The mention of Euclid brings us to the question of the role of the
mathematicians in the formulation of the via negativa. It was clearly very important, and has long been recognized to be so. Wolfson suggested this connection (Albinus and Plotinus . . . 118), and thought that the passage of Albinus discussed above represented part of an actual discussion of Euclid himself. Festugiere (La Rkvklation . . . 314-5) follows this, and takes it that Albinus' source was "almost certainly a commentary on Euclid". And in another
context (120-123), Festugiere places a great deal of emphasis on the
mathematical background of the via negativa.
I have dealt in detail with Euclid and Proclus' view of him in chapter VI,
but certain observations should be made here. A little later than Aristotle,
Euclid defined the point as something which had no parts, and he used negative definitions repeatedly for other entities which had mass. Euclid's method
was probably already established, deriving from E U ~ O X Uand
S , Aristotle
of it. Aristotle also
66
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reality is held to be a collection of increments, then it follows that these
should be pared off in order to discover the basis to which these increments
have added themselves. Euclid exploits this in his definitions, but as we have
already seen (I, 135), the later Plato displayed a sudden predilection for the
way of abstraction, and it is plentifully used in Aristotle.
The generation of reality from point to solid figure has been detected by
Whittaker in Philo, Plutarch, Sextus Empiricus, Nicomachus of Gerasa,
Alexander Polyhistor, Hippolytus, Theo of Smyrna and Iamblichus. It was
therefore not uncommon in late antiquity, and it is probably true that it finds
more emphasis in late antiquity than in the classical period. It was a current
of Greek thought which came to be emphasized, and the suggestion has been
that the Pythagorean revival had an influence here. This was put forward by
Dodds (Proclus: The Elements of Theology 312), and has received attention
from Whittaker (op. cit.) and in his Neopythagoreanism and the Transcendent Absolute.
One must however exercise some caution here. It is not enough simply to
suppose Neopythagorean influence, and the fact is that some things were
shared across a variety of schools. Much of what is attributed to
Neopythagoreanism seems to be a matter of assertion only. It may be true
that the "Neopythagoreans took the lead in refusing to assign t o the first
principle any positive quality, even that of unity" (Whittaker, Neopythag./
Absolute 82), but this principle had equally well been canvassed as one possibility in Plato's Parmenides, whose influence is known to all. T h e thesis of
the revival of Pythagoreanism and of its influence relies on the labelling of
certain ideas as exclusively Pythagorean, whereas some of the evidence leads
to the view that such ideas were more broadly disseminated than this.
But there is a.point to be made, and to this effect the following piece of
evidence may be adduced. A passage of the scholia on John Philoponus describes the thought of Aristocles, a little known second century writer of
about the level of Maximus of Tyre, and who argues that arithmetic provides
one of the most useful ways to reach the intelligible. This passage has so far
not been adduced in any discussions of the matter; the fragments of Aristocles were collected in a dissertation by H. Heiland, and published in 1925,
under the title Aristoclis Messenii Reliquiae.
All sciences lead the way to the intelligibles, and this is especially true of arithmetic,
which is the starting-point for everything.. . And it is indeed prior to geometry, for
much geometrical demonstration depends on arithmetic. Overall this is true, since
shapes are constituted of one line, like the circle, or of many: this comes from number, the one and the many. The monad is the principle of all size, and the point is a
monad which exists, being without parts. The monad is indivisible, and is the principle of number. (ed. Heiland, 25, 85 ff.)
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The view thus outlined takes a stance on which of the mathematical sciences
has priority in the general pursuit of knowledge. Logical priority will guarantee it epistemological priority. This thinker finds that geometry depends intellectu-Zilly on arithmetic. A; earlier reference to PythigorasJ correct understanding of philosophy (Heiland 24, 1.60) indicates a pro-Pythagorean
stance, and the preoccupation with numbers confirms it. The tendency to reduce all entities to their numerical characteristics is typical of Pythagorean
and Neopythagorean thought. Here Aristocles, or whoever is being reported
from this context, accords logical priority to numbers. In the circle he finds
one single line, and in other shapes, several: he therefore finds the old principle of the one and the many at work, endowing the realm of space with
characteristics prior to all else. It looks very much as if a position is being
taken up in favour of Pythagoras and against Euclid here, and it is important
to note this point. There are aspects of the above passage which might lead
to the hypothesis of Pythagorean influence, like the association of the point
with the monad, but the view reported lays down a clear order of preference,
for numbers over geometry. We must suppose Neopythagoreanism t o be
anti-geometrical, o r at least that it endeavours to contain and explain geometry in the light of higher principles. What I have termed the'incremental view
of the generation of physical reality was common to both Pythagoreans and
geometers, and arguably to many others. What the Neopythagoreans now
offered was an understanding of this process based on number, and it is this
view which commended itself in late antiquity. As has been observed by
Whittaker (Neop./Neg. . . . 115), where we find a link between the monad
and the point, we are justified in concluding that there was Neopythagorean
influence.
Yet Whittaker is prepared to admit (loc. cit.) that this definition of the
point as the monad-in-place may have been carried out by Plato, o r at least
been current in the old Academy. T o revert to what has been argued above, it
seems likely that the method of the geometers was practised, and that it had a
certain amount of success within the discipline itself; that the practice gave
rise to discussion and varying interpretations. That is, that negative definitions based on the idea that spatial entities grew by increments became a subject for discussion, just as quantum theory is a matter for analysis among
philosophers, though it is at the same time put to use by physicists as a theoretical and explanatory tool. The revival of Pythagoreanism meant that another analysis of geometrical concepts came into vogue, after centuries of
inactivity, and made numbers the key to the understanding of the methods of
the geometers. T h e point became the monad given spatial existence, and this
arithmetical analysis of the incremental process of generation began t o hold
sway.
The conclusion is this. The mere mention of removing geometrical attributes should not by itself be taken to be evidence of Neopythagorean influ-
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Gnostic statements of incommunicability

claim that God is Epqpo~(alone, or solitary). They negate, or tend to negate,
ordinary and familiar concepts in an effort to designate the ultimate divinity.
There is a certain looseness in all of Festugikre's treatment of these issues,
in that such statements and religious sentiments do not shed much light on
the systematic procedure designated by the term "abstraction". Festugikre assimilates (IV.
13) Albinus' method of ckcpaip~oywith such statements as that
of Numenius, but this is far too hasty. The proliferation of such negative adjectives does not necessarily imply the acceptance of a conceptual method,
Vague statements of transcendence may testify to a sense of the remoteness
of the ultimate essence, or deity, but they do not necessarily come with a
clear analysis of the limits of language and thought. The negative method is
described as a "way", the via negativa, because it does imply a systematic attempt t o disestablish ordinary thought. Proclus provides the clearest example
of a technique for the transcending of language: in the end the statements of
such as Numenius, Apuleius and Maximus of Tyre d o not contribute greatly
to an understanding of the status of discourse in later Greek philosophy.
Gnostic speculation is both philosophical and mythical in character, and
some reference should be made to its evidence here. Valentinian Gnosticism
is the most important for our purposes, and the discovery of the Tripartite
Tractate among the Nag Hammadi documents has immeasurably increased
our understanding of that segment of Gnosticism. The Tripartite Tractate
shows considerable interest in the function of language. Though it has little
of technical significance, it provides a good example of philosophical piety a piety which is informed by the tradition of Greek thought, and which
shows considerable scepticis& about the value of language. It is of interest
because it has now to be added to Festugiere's dossier: it is mentioned here
for this reason, despite its lack of technical contribution to the study of the
via negativa. It is a philosophical fantasy.
The Tripartite Tractate abounds in statements of incommunicability:
nor can any work express him,
nor can any eye see him,
nor can any body grasp him,
because of his inscrutable greatness,
and his incomprehensible depth,
and his immeasurable height,
and his illimitable will.
(Tri. Trac. 54, trans. ~ t t r i d ~
and
e Mueller)

The treatise contents itself with reiterating this ~rinciplea number of times,
but in general it consists of the saga of the One and its relations with the
lower entities with all their vain ambitions, empty plans, and their chivalric
progress through the spheres. The loftier realms are those characterized by
silence, and the baser are those
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For there is a boundary to speech set in the Pleroma, so that they are silent about the
incomprehensibility of the Father, but
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from its purpose, since the adjectives involved would be intended to convey
something, namely meaning. Language is thus reduced to a series of semantically meaningless actions, like physical obeisance. This is an intriguing observation, which is cited here because of its relation to negative theology; but it
prompts the thought that much of ordinary language may well be assimilable
to physical gestures. Sounds, after all, are merely tongue-actions.
In the end, however, none of this material comes close to the way of negation developed by the Platonists. There is no real negative theology in the
Tripartite Tractate, despite the presence of implicit and explicit negations.
Language is relegated to certain levels, but there is no systematic conceptual
deconstruction, which is the characteristic of the negative method proper.
What is found in the Tractate might be better described as "transcendentalism": it is part of a wide movement which provides the context for the via negativa, but is not itself the way of serial negation. (It should be noted that
this could apply to PIotinus as well: whilst there are negative adjectives, and
implied negative concepts, there is nB8.252 0 Td (there )Tò Tc 1sm":
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Bas ilides ' Nothing

The nine consonants belong t o the Father and Truth because they are voiceless, that
is, inexpressible and unutterable. The eight semi-vowels belong t o Logos and Life,
since they occupy the middle position so to speak, between the unvoiced and the
voiced; and they receive the outflowing of those above them and elevate those which
are beneath them. (Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. I. 14.5)

The vowel sounds are the most full-bodied, and so represent the most material sounds of the alphabet, and the most material stage in the silencebreaking descent.
Such philosophical fantasy demonstrates the fascination with the idea of
silence current at that time. Speech emerges as a low-grade activity, characteristic of a low-grade area of being. T h e descriptions of Marcus' views by
Irenaeus d o not show us a developed negative theology, but there is a clear
implication that the ascent of the spirit will take it out of the realm of all language, to an upper realm of complete silence.
The case of Basilides is also interesting. H e claimed to know certain secret
teachings of Jesus, passed on by Matthias who had been actually present
when they were uttered. These teachings bear a strange resemblance to Plato's Parmenides, and they are reported by Hippolytus (Ref. WI.20, 1-3).
There was a time, he says, when there was nothing; but the nothing was not one of
the beings, but it was purely and simply and without any sophistry at all nothing
(o68i: Ev). (Ref. VII.20, 1)

The last word gives us the key to what Basilides is saying. It is indeed striking
that he posits "nothing" as the original state from which reality grew. This is
entirely original, and there is nothing like it in the philosophical texts of the
time, nor in an earlier period. T h e Presocratic philosophers all pursued the
question of what was the arche, or originating-principle, and this ranged
from the material to the abstract. There were those who advocated moisture,
or air, and there were those who advocated the infinite, or the one. Now we
have Basilides, who proposes that nothing itself was the original first stage,
which yielded the levels of reality with which we are familiar.
His view is the fruit of reflection on Plato's Parmenides. This is not immediately obvious, since the question of nothingness is not broached in the
dialogue: this is 1106 surprising since the concept is not normally part of
Greek philosophical preoccupations, though it may well be an issue of twentieth century French philosophy. Basilides the Gnostic anticipates Jean-Paul
Sartre by inventing this concept, but we must note that the Greek word for
~
nothing comprises two others: oh66 and Ev. This derivation of 6 ~ 6 is6 used
to advantage by Basilides, who wishes to highlight the fact that "no-thing" in
Greek is in fact separated out as "not-one". It is at this point that the karmenides surfaces, since Basilides' statement is closely related to the sixth hypo-
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thesis of that dialogue. Beginning in approximately 163B of the Parmenides,
the sixth hypothesis entertains the notion that the One does not exist. The
proposal is that "the One is not".

. . . does the expression

"is not" simply mean that it is not in any shape o r form, and
that it does not participate in being in any way? Very simply that. So the non-existent
cannot be, nor in any way partake of existence? No. (163C)

Plato goes on to say that on this view, the One would be absolutely devoid of
any state whatever, and it is this concept which Basilides chooses to call God.
This God is unspeakable; yet not unspeakable. We may tend to call him that,
says Basilides, but in fact he is non-unspeakable" (Hippolytus, Ref.
VII.20.3). H e is beyond every name that can be pronounced. This corresponds to the claim in Parmenides 164B, that the non-existent One will have
neither name nor rational account (logos) applied to it. Basilides chooses to
regard even the claim of ineffability as a statement to be negated: he does not
wish to entertain the possibility that unspeakability might refer to a state of
the not-one God. In a sense he is offering a negation of negation. The nonspeakable is said to be nsn-non-speakable, and Basilides too anticipates
Proclus in this way.
This Nothing-principle decides to make a world, and does so by bringing
forth a seed which contains all in its potential form. One suspects that Basilides makes use of the
CC
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Being light without measure, without mixture, holy and pure, he is inexpressible,
(not) because he is perfect, imperishable (and divine) in the fashion of perfection, of
blessedness or divinity, but because he is a reality beyond realities, not more infinite
than finite, but a reality superior to realities, neither corporeal nor incorporeal, neither large nor small, without quantity (or quality), not a creature, nor capable of being embraced by anyone, nor is he of being, but a reality superior to realities, not only
in that he is superior, but inasmuch as he is coextensive with himself. . .
Apocryphon of John B24, 6 ff, in Tardieu, Ecrits Gnostiques, 88.

Tardieu's
commentary (250) refers to Plato's Parmenides (137C4 ff.), the
source of these negations, since it had become an exercise in logic within the
Middle Platonic schools. This is probably correct, but it is also true that this
turn of phrase is present throughout the Parrnenides. The one is "neither x
nor y" type of statement is particularly characteristic of the sixth hypothesis
(163%-164A),
and in fact almost all the "neither/nors" of the Gnostic text are
to be found here. God is systematically removed from all the categories by
this neither/nor manoeuvre: he is neither great, nor small; thus he is removed
from the idea of size altogether.
The Apocryphon of John text reiterates that God is superior to the category denoted by either side of the couplet. This of course reflects the Middle Platonic interest in the idea that God is "beyond being and intelligence"
(see Whittaker, EFIEMETNA . . .), A passage which has a similar sentiment
may be found in Plotinus V. 5. 6, 9:
Since he is none of these things (i.e. created beings), one can only say that he is beyond them ( k n k ~ ~ ~06xov).
~va

Is there a difference between saying that God is beyond being, and that he is
superior to being? The Gnostic text insists on superiority, and this could possibly be significant.
CC)
separateness and possibly even
The term "beyond" ( ~ ~ ~ K E I ~ Vsuggests
complete unrelatedness. O n the other hand, the term "superior" places less
emphasis on the disjunction between God and reality, and more on the suggestion of continuity. Superiority implies a relationship, even though the relationship might be one of some distance.
Negative theology which emphasises the superiority of the deity is slightly
different from that which emphasises his ccbeyondness". Now it is characteristic of the Middle Platonists and Plotinus that they stress the ccbeyondness"
of God, by using Platoys term k n k ~ ~ t v and
a , as Whittaker and others have
pointed out, this formula from the Republic is liberally scattered across the
Middle Platonist texts.
But it is Proclus who dwells on the notion of the "superiority" (bnspopj)
of God, distinguishing between negations which imply a defect (iihLstq~t5)
and those which imply superiority ( f i z ~ p o ~ f iThose
).
of the fifth hypothesis

*
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of the Parmenides, he says, imply a lack in the One (see p. 107, and see Proclus, Platonic Theology
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The via negativa and the limits o f language

have seen in the foregoing evidence is the sign of a new emphasis on the idea
that the ultimate principle is far beyond the power of discourse, and the material world. There is ample evidence of a declining confidence in the power
of language, as the essence of things recedes into the far distance. Yet there is
only a small amount of evidence on the development of the via negativa
proper. Interest in this method can be traced back to Aristotle and Euclid,
and it is minimally present in the Middle Platonists. Yet the negative method
had been understood and debated since Aristotle. It is not until the Neoplatonists proper that we find the full flowering of negation as an instrument of
metaphysics. The deployment of negation in a continuous and systematic
way is the hallmark of the Neoplatonist via negativa. It is foreshadowed in
Gnostic, Middle Platonic and Neopythagsrean documents, but in a very
limited way, since these sources offer little more than a view about the limits
of language. They d o not explore the possibility of a negative method.
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11. The First Christian negative theology:
Justin and Clement

Justin Martyr is the first Christian thinker to argue in any depth that God
can be characterized in negative terms only. His view is very familiar in the
context of Hellenistic Judaism: Philo has already established for Judaism the
ideas brought forward by Justin. The latter thinker is nevertheless not greatly
concerned with systematic negative thinking, in that he does not advocate an
overall pattern of deconstructionist thinking. Language fails in the effort to
describe God the Father, but we do not find in Justin the systematic use of
this failure that we find in later Platonism, or the step by step method which
we shall see in Clement, and which is already familiar in Middle Platonism.
A significant article by D. W. Palmer (Atheism, Apologetic. ..) has done
much to establish a context for Justin, in the matter of negative theology.
Palmer shows clearly that Justin was not an isolated case, but that the use of
negative definitions of God was widespread in the second century, particularly with the apologists. H e has also illuminated the period in which Christian
negative theology was at its embryonic stage, and outlined a kind of Christian equivalent for the Middle Platonists. The via negativa of these pre-Neoplatonists has been well studied by Festugikre, Whittaker and others, but that
of the pre-Patristic writers has not been delineated until now.
Ht may. be objected that Palmer identifies anti-anthropomorphism with
negative theology. There is clearly a negative-aspect to statements which refuse anthropomorphic images for God, in that elements of familiar, human
models are being negated. Yet it is equally clear that the via negativa evdlves
into something more than this simple anti-anthropomorphism, and thus in
chapter one it was argued that genuine negative theology is more radical than
this. Anti-anthropomovhism is a common feature of many religions, but the
via negativa is a specific and somewhat more unusual development: it is firstly a way, or a system for deconstructing positive concepts, and it constitutes a
more thoroughgoing refusal of linguistic categories. The example of Proclus
will show to what extent the science of the negative could develop into something more than disquiet over anthropomorphic comparisons. It may further
be observed that Palmer is able to find a larger amount for material precisely
because he does identify anti-anthropomovhism with negative theology.
This somewhat minor citicism having been offered, it should also be said
that much of what he has brought forward does shed light on the developing
via negativa. In particular it is shown that negative descriptions of God are
brought forward as part of a response to the charge of atheism. This curious
fact is demonswated with regard to Athenagoras (p.244) and Justin (242), for
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view that available names actually refer to deeds, functions or powers, rather
than to God himself, is a commonplace in the Platonist writings. We have
seen already in Philo that "God's words are his deeds", and the ingenious
variation on this theme in the Gospel of Truth, where it is claimed that the
name of the Father is the Son. Here the son is seen as a sort of name-act, a
deed of the Father which functions as a semantic indicator of his being. It is
within this context that Justin carries out his reflection, and like Philo he
makes naming the capacity of an older, superior power. This is n o doubt
based on the human experience of giving birth and name-granting, with the
assumption that naming is consequent on the act of creation, and carried out
by those already in existence, and who are verbally competent to d o so. The
unborn character of God means that he has never received a name: indeed
there is no prior power to award one.
Justin therefore sees cgJesus"as a name in the ordinary sense, since it follows procreation, and it is given by a prior being. The mention of demons is
interesting: the magical documents of the period remind us of the importance
of names for the exercise of spiritual power, and it is this need which God
fulfils by
one.
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Plato and the Presocratics. The nodon is that nouns constitute the major element in the linguistic drive to separate entities, and consequently to destroy
their underlying unity. For this reason God could have no name, no appropriate noun ( onoma), and to this argument Pseudo-Justin adds the view familiar from Justin himself, that no prior being existed, who could endow God
with a name. Priority, on this view, gives the power to name.
Pseudo-Justin brings us much closer to Clement of Alexandria, who is also
in touch with this analysis of language, and with the general ontology of the
Greek tradition. Clement's reflection on language is profound, and full of implications for all meta-disciplines such as a philosophy and theology. H e expects to find language full of enigmas, and treats theology as a generalised
parable. Rarional discourse is regarded as a kind of continuous symbol, an
ainigma, or puzzle to be considered by the intellect. Rational discourse does
not demonstrate reality, as
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language lacks. Accordingly prayer, as a form of communion with the
highest reality, must take place in silence: we speak in silence" (Strom.
W1.7.40.1 ff .).
The contradiction at the heart of this Christian Platonism is the incamation itself. By this act God appeared t o endorse not only time and history,
but also the senses, and indeed, language. Jesus gave the words of a prayer to
be used, thereby endorsing a verbal understanding of prayer. Clement himself recognizes that the incarnation constitutes a breaking of the longstanding silence through his i n t e ~ r e t a t i o nof the dumbness of Zacharias. Treating
it as an ainigma, or symbol, Clement considers it an example of pse-incarnational silence (Protr. 1.10. I). H e takes Zacharias' "silence" as symbolising the
ignorance obtaining prior to the advent of Christ, which constitutes the full
revelation. Christ as Word brings an end to the symbolic silence of Zacharias, and Clement thus concedes that language comes to its full flowering
with the advent of the Son. H o w can he therefore place so much emphasis on
the wordless character of the true knowledge of God?
This is a perpetual tension in the history of Christian Platonism, and is in
the end irreducible. Tkhe idea of mystery and the idea of revelation will never
easily coexist. Clement does, however, have something of a 'solution, in that
he sees silence as coming into operation beyond the level of the Son. It is the
Father of all things, the a d d l e Platonic One which lies beyond the realm of
~ v a (Suom. VII.1.2.3 ff.). Language would appear
language: zb 6 x k ~ ~ al~~rtrov
to be operative up to the level of the Son, but not beyond. This is a characteristic theme of Middle Platonism, carried over into the Father/Son relationship of Christian theology. Since Jesus was part of the sensible world, language could be applied to him and used by him: this indeed was the whole
point of the incarnation, to give language at least some limited field of applicability. It offered a launching pad for language and the experience of the
senses. Yet beyond the Son there is silence, and this may reflect ideas about
naming, as discussed in relation to Justin (see p. 34). T h e younger entity, the
begotten entity, can receive a name from prior beings, but the primal and
originating cause has no name and cannot receive one. There is no ontological prior. The Son therefore has a name, and came into being for this purpose, though the giver of the name must himself remain unnamed.
There is a further paradox to be noted, since Clement sees even speech as
having a capacity for silence. About his own writing he says:
66

My treatise will hint at some things . .., it will try to speak imperceptibly, to make
manifest in secrecy, to demonstrate in silence. (Strom. I. 1.15.1)

This is part of persistent attempt by Clement to suggest that his writing is
highly specific in character. H e claims that its meaning lies not in the text itself, nor even in the meaning of the text. H e communicates things which d o
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not appear to be the things communicated: there is some sleight of hand.
Throughout this passage one can detect Clement's sense of obligation to conceal, the cultic duty of the initiate to the rnys;eries. H e is using this as a metaphor, however, and it is difficult at times to tell whether a real arcanum doctrine is at stake, in other words, whether there is a real set of secret teachings
available, or whether the talk about secrecy is just a way of alluding to the
excessive mysteriousness of the truth. I have argued elsewhere (Apuleius.. .)
that there was an arcanum doctrine in Middle Platonism, and Clement seems
to advocate the view that secrecy over certain doctrines should be preserved.
But he speaks as if concealment is a natural characteristic of discourse.
Clement's major interest is not to promote a secret body of esoteric teaching, but to offer a view of language which is consistent with both Christianity
and Platonism. H e is looking at language as if it has another face, a hidden,
but extremely revealing obverse side. The usefulness of language does not lie
in its face value. Clement's defensiveness about committing his ideas to writing is manifest throughout the whole of the first chapter of the Stromateis: in
a reminiscence of Plato's Phaedrus, he claims that his writing is t o be a remedy (pharmakon, see I, 94) against forgetfulness. Its inferiority is, however,
clear:
"[My writing is] truly an image and shadow-painting of those clear and animated discourses which I was privileged to hear, of blessed and genuinely remarkable men.
(Strom. I. 1.1 1.1)

The spoken word is to be preferred, and such a view has strong reinforcement. The two distinct traditions which intersect in Clement emphasise the
force of the spoken word, each in its own way. O n the one hand, the view of
Plato was that spoken interaction was far more flexible, probing and efficacious than the written: on the other, the specific conditions of Christianity in
the early period meant that great stress was placed on the value of the oral
tradition. The transmission of information about the life and works of Jesus
depended on this oral tradition, since the canon of documents had not yet
been established. These ideas coalesce in Clement's expression of unease over
his own decision to commit the Stromateis to paper. A distinctly Platonic note
is heard in the following passage:
[Books] are continually turned over, using always the one written voice only; they
answer nothing to him who asks questions which go beyond the text. (Strom.
1.1-14.4)

This kind of statement about the limitations of writing is completely in the
spirit of Plato's misgivings about the written word. But the same passage
evokes the Christian fear of losing facts, in particular those facts which are
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the details of the first century Christological events. Clement's preference is
for these things to be passed on orally, "for in speaking one is o h e n a hearer
along with the audience" (Strom. I. I. 12.3).
Clement's reluctance to write is thus considerable. His concern is that writing will deaden the life-giving facts and ideas of his teaching. Yet he fears the
loss of vital links in the message
- which he wishes to be transmitted: he moves
then to a conscious recording of his teaching. (This recording is not of
course solely concerned with facts, but with the whole ensemble of incidents
and interpretations). Clement therefore represents a crucial stage in Alexandrian Christianity, since the knowledge that information is being lost impels
him to record it. His initiative marks the beginning of the Christian commitment to documentary history.
For these reasons Clement adopts his own approach to writing. His work
will "speak imperceptibly", cc demonstrate in silence". This secretive writing is
intended to stimulate the faculties of the seeker after truth. In the opinion of
the present writer, there is no reference here to a hidden doctrine. The hidden ideas are not of this concrete theological m e , but they are rather experiences of the mind, new y p e s of spiritual/intellectual experience. H e fully
expects that there will be different types of reading of his text, depending on
the mental and spiritual state of the reader (Strom. 1.1.17.1), and it is clear
that in his view language is a veil drawn over essential intellectual truths. It is
the kind of veil which is useful and necessary; it is not mischievously placed
there, or misleadingly cast in the way of the seeker, but simply there because
it has to be.
For the word conceals much. (Strom. VI.15.132.1)

Clement's deconstructionist analysis applies to the whole of language, and
not merely the various types of metaphor, parable, or allegory. These last
tropes do of course conceal, or secrete, but for Clement it is writing in general which has this characteristic. The spoken word is less enigmatic, since it
is more versatile, and more responsive. But in the end, the deconstructionist
approach will be applied by Clement t o all forms of discourse. Though in the
fifth book of the Stromateis he deals with the various forms of enigmatic
writing, such as the metaphor, the parable or the allegory, he does not limit
his idea of the hiddenness of meaning to these figures of speech. H e regards
it as a characteristic of human discourse that essential truths are veiled in
cc
enigmas, symbols, allegories, metaphors, and similar figures of speech"
(Strom. V.4.21.4): all nations show the same tendency. Thus Clement gives
us one of his principles of comparative religion: "both barbarians and Greeks
have veiled the first principles of things" (loc. cit.). H e rakes as his example
the sacred writing of the Egyptian priests to provide the basis of his analysis
of the

40

The Gnostic sees through language

AIlegorie 269 ff.). Throughout this passage Clement endeavours t o give an
analysis of symbolic forms of language, which he regirds as necessary and
appropriate to the expression of the loftiest truths.
Yet what must be recognized is this. Clement does not separate language
into two categories, the clear and the mysterious. H e tends to see all language as requiring interpretation, as being in need of a hermeneutic. (This
theme was developed in my Connaissance religieuse et hermkneutique chez
Clkment dYAlexandrie193 ff., but here other passages can be adduced.) The
true Gnostic is he who is able to read language: through the Scriptures he
will know both the past and the future, and will grasp the true meaning of
words and the solutions to enigmas

way of reading the cosmos. We are not to be limited by h e lieeral face of
things, but our minds are to flow to the truths suggested by what we see and
hear.
Clement at times writes as if we should read for insights quite independent
of those intended by the author of a given text. In this he is part of the already long tradition of allegorical interpretation, established by the Stoics
and Philo as the pursuit of hidden meanings in mythical texts. But he does
also emphasise that concealment is part of his own authorial technique: at the
end of book seven of the Stromateis, he claims to have written with deliberate obscurity, so as to put off the uninidated. The germs of m e knowledge
are said to have been scattered throughout the writing, in order t o render the
cc
discovery of the sacred traditions more difficult. His writing, he says, aims
to escape notice" (Strom. VII. 18.111.2). In this case then, it is Clement the
author who has endowed his writings with their secrecy.
Thus, he notes, the Greeks venerate Hermes as the god of speech. For interpretation (hemeneia) is essential, since cc speech conceals much" (Strom.
W. 15.132.1). The play on words makes Hermes the God of Hermeneutics,
and the point seems to be that speech does require a hermeneutic, concealment being an essential part of it. A careless reading of tKs passage might
cause us to think h a t Hermes is venerated by votive offerings of the fruit of
the corn-poppy because he is the god of speech: but it is nor speech that provides the elucidation; it requires it. Thus Hermes is associated with hermencc
eutics, or interpretation, which is needed because speech conceals much".
Appropriately then, offerings are made to Hermes by the Greeks, because he,
as God of artifice and cunning, will know how to unravel the mysteries contained in human discourse. The god of invention will know to break the code
which constitutes the texture of human logos.
All this provides the context for Clement's use of the via negatiua. If language is a veil, obscuring essential uuths, then it will be necessary t o dismantle it in order to penetrare the mystery. Indeed, this pessimism about the
efficacy of language always accompanies an interest in negative theology:
where language is thought t o fall short of having an apodeictic ability, then
there arises a concern with interpreting it. In the present case, the mode of
interpretation offered is that of negative deconsuuction. Other hermeneutics
are of course available: Hermes can deploy a variety of artful designs as he
grapples with the muteness of speech. The discussion of analogy is one such
example, since in this case the view is taken that language contains some relationship to essential reality, and that a kind of parallelism allows the interpreter to get some glimpse of the uanscendent silence. Clement does not neglect this approach to language.
Yet here we are concerned with his interest in the negative type of therapy
for this failure of language t o communicate. Clement of course attacks standard anthropomorphis~w,which he finds in the Stoics (Strorn. WI.7.37.1; see
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my Connaissance.. . 88). God has no senses: he hears, but not in the manner
of man's hearing. This is a common-or-garden statement of transcendence,
and in the first chapter it was argued that such objections to anthropomorphism have very little to do with negative theology groper. Yet they approach
it:
It is not possible to share in the gnostic contemplation unless we have emptied ourselves of our preconceptions. (Strom. W. 17.150.4)

We should seek to investigate the truth itself, "not seeking to learn names"
(150.7). In a deliberate paradox Clement follows this up by claiming that
what we are investigating when we investigate God "is not one thing, but ten
thousand". Yet behind the ten thousand (epithets?) lies a single, unitary figure, and there is said to be a difference in declaring him, and declaring
things about him: Clement here turns to the Aristotelian distinction between
accidents and essence. But the classic statement of how to find this essence is
given in Strom. V. 11.71.2 ff. Beginning with some introductory comments
about the Greek mysteries, Clement associates the negative method with the
ritual purifications common to the religious practice of =bothGreeks and barbarians.
We may understand the purificatory rite by comparison with confession, and that of
the initiated visionary by analysis, advancing to the primary concept, beginning
(through analysis) with the things which lie beneath it. We abstract from the body its
physical properties, removing the dimension of depth, then that of breadth, and then
that of length. The point remaining is a unit, which has position, so to speak. If we remove position, we conceive of unity itself.
If then we abstract all corporeal things, as well as the so-called incorporeal things,
we may cast ourselves into the greatness of Christ, and from there we move into the
immensity of holiness: we may thus somehow attain a concept of the all-powerful,
knowing not what he is, but what he is not.

Despite the presence of the word analysis rather than aphairesis it has long
been recognized that this is the negative way as defined in the text books of
Middle Platonism. E. F. Osborn was one of the first to develop this in English, and to point out the relationship of the passage to the late interpretations of Plato's Parmenides. It is not clear, in my view, which of the hypotheses of the Parmenides is at work in this statement of Clement's negative
theology. T h e abstraction process removes all three dimensional characteristics from observed reality, resulting in the conception of unity itself. Is this
the unparticipated unity of the first hypothesis (Parm. 137 C ff.), or could it
be an extraterrestrial unity which nevertheless derives its wholeness from the
completeness of its parts? Plotinus certainly imagines a one which is complete
in its multiplicity over and above the material world (Enn. V.8[13].9, 1 ff.). Is
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Clement is thus a Christian representative of the method <sf abstraction
which we have seen developed in eontemporay Greek Middle Platonism.
His interest in it is traditionally expressed, combining a definition of abstract
thinking with an interpretation of the various unities of Plato's Parmenides.
H e is, i; should be stressed, the first Christian to advocate a method of negative thinking, a mode of thought calculated to take the mind to the transcendent wholeness. T h e background had been provided in Philo, Justin and
Pseudo-Justin, in that doubts had been raised over the value of noun/names.
These were perceived as being appropriate to the world of generated things,
and being given to the world of objects by their intellectual priors. When,
however, man endeavours to name that which is above him, and prior to him,
he produces words which are little more than sounds, or marks on a piece of
paper. Thus the word ""God", which for the Christian writer Justin, has no
meaning.
Given this climate of scepticism about the power of language, it is natural
for Clement to develop his views, which are firstly that language is the
science of concealment, and secondly that by abstraction one will break
through its capacity to provide disinformation.
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III. Plotinus and abstraction
The One, or the Good, that principle also known as God, is the axis of Plotinus' philosophy, and much turns on the problem of grasping it or putting it
into language. The paradox which runs across the pages of the Enneads is
that Plotinus insists as much upon the impossibility of representing the One
as he does upon the need to find the correct image for alluding to it. Images
are constantly preferred, only to be retouched in various ways, and Plotinus'
constant effort is to provide the imagination with approaches which combine
the familiar with the unfamiliar. That process of modifying the familiar image is the negative process, and though Plotinus has little to say in a formal
logical way about the via negah'va he practises it constantly, and it is by
means of it that he transforms the familiar thought into the unfamiliar. For
Plotinus the negative method is like the stonecutter's chisel: it reshapes the
given by removing part of it.
That is one side. For the other Plotinus does not envisage any language at
all. The sixth book of the Enneads has the inquirer going off in silence
(otonfioav.ca<:VI.8[39]. 11, I), placed in an aporia by his own questions.
The questions have been on the being "which does not go towards a being
other than itself"; such a being does not exist, but this same being is superabundant in power, and is itself the "necessity and law of other beings"
(VI.8[39]. 10, 32 ff.). It must be embraced in the mind, and without anything
being added: the knowledge of this principle involves knowing it itself, and
by itself.
It is reiterated that one must not seek anything outside the One, meaning
that the pursuit of the predicate is the pursuit of the extraneous. T h e seeking
of characteristics will simply result in the transfer of one's attention to something other than the One itself:
If you seek, seek nothing outside him, but within him all that which comes after him.
But let him go. For he is that which is outside, the embracing and measure of all
things. (VI.&[39].18,1)

Thus the dislocated search for entities will lead nowhere, unless they are
understood as part of the totality constituted by the One: things are only
what they are if they are in touch with Him. The paradox is that the One is
involved in everything without being itself a thing, so that the mode of apprehending things will find itself inapplicable when confronted with the essence
of these things.
Yet the desire to penetrate to this essence is very strong. The Good is
beautiful, and the ascent to it is described in passionate terms: it is the desire
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of every soul (I.6[1].7, 2) and is described as "alone, simple, single and pure".
In terms which remind us of Plato's Symposium, Plotinus describes the impulse towards this ascent, and the impact of the final vision on him who succeeds in it. T h e experience is such that other loves pale into insignificance,
and that which has previously been thought beautiful is now regarded as despicable. It is an experience which has an ordering character, in that it gives

other goal
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The oddity about this particular thinking-cum-seeing, is that the adding of
characteristics results in the diminution of the object. This is an object which
cannot be fleshed out by a multiplicity of characteristics, in the manner of an
ordinary description. Its nature as perfect unity means that the attempt to list
characteristics will founder: it has no characteristics other than its unity. It is
this unity and nothing else, and in consequence it is impossible that it should
be unity together with other qualities or characteristics: an attempt t o represent the One as if it did possess more than one characteristic would therefore
be in error. The error involved would be of a curious kind, since the One
would be diminished by it: but not because the characteristics posited were
false, but because they were posited at all. Such predicates would be inappropriate not as predicates, but multiple. The sentence "the One is such and
such" implies duality in the One, and possibly more if the verb "to be" is
taken as implying a separate predicate. The unity of the One cannot be altered, and behind the predicate lurks number. This is the real incompatibility
between the One and predication: it is the tension between one and number,
and as the statement in III.8[30].9, 43 has it, cc that which generates is always
simpler than that which is generated". Predication is a tool which is suitable
for the complex realities posterior to the One, but not for the pure unity of
the One itself. For this reason to add t o the One is to detract from it, and as
is noted at the end of V.3L491.17, one contemplates the sun by no other light
than its own. H o w can we reach such a vision, Plotinus asks, and gives the
famous reply: &cp&h&
n&v.r;a("abstract", o r "remove", "all things").
What is the meaning of this process of abstraction (aphairesis) here? It is to
the elucidation of this term in Plotinus that we must now turn. As observed
earlier, he has little systematic to say on the via negativa> but it is deployed
constantly, and some passages illustrating that this is the case will now be reviewed. The One is said to be (111.8[30].9, 12) neither intellect nor intelligible,
and the problem of how to imagine it is raised. Wow can we conceive of something which lies
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Each has all in itself, and sees all in each other: all is everywhere, all is all and each all
and the splendour is infinite. Each of them is great, since even the small is great. The
sun, thither, is all the stars, and each star is the sun and all the stars . . . Movement
there is pure. (V.8[13].4, 6)

There is implied in this description a series of negatives, and it is the experience of ordinary earthly existence which is being negated. The concept of individual entities is negated to create the picture of the merger of each and all;
smallness is negated to suggest the necessary greatness of the intelligibles;
and the principle of the individuation of entities is again abrogated in order
to suggest the inter-existence of the sun and the stars. Movement is the
clearest case of all, since it is seen via the earthly model: this involves individual entities which cause movement, and which can "disturb movement as it
goes on its way". Movement "thirher" is defined in contrast to this, and it
does not involve other entities, either in their capacity as causes, o r as possible interferers. Contemplation is carried out continuously (I .26), without any
need for repose at all, and there is no experience of being sated which might
lead to a failure of desire o r contemplation. Fatigue is non-existent, and no
aspect of intellectual activity can be harmed by it. Seeing these is not limited
to the vision of other objects, but is also capable of self-sight: things "thither" see themselves as statues, or models of happiness. Plotinus here joins a
considerable number of authors who emphasise the limitations of the human
being's attention-paying faculties, which operate only in a subject-to-object
direction. Eyes look outwards, away from themselves: though they may contemplate the remainder of their bodies, they cannot see themselves. The hand
cannot grasp itself; the mind, similarly, apprehends the external object, but
does not apprehend itself. These themes are particularly associated with the
ancient interpretation of Plato's First Alcibiades, in which it was noted that
one sees oneself only in the eye of another, through reflection in the pupil.
This observation, whose interpretation has been studied by Jean PCpin (IdCes
grecques.. .), is frequently linked to remarks on the general subject-to-object
limitation of the human comprehending faculties.
In this way the limits of the known are negated to provide a picture of the
unknown, since self-seeing is a capacity attributed to the intelligibles, in contrast to the seeing of the sensibles. The hypostasis Intelligence is subjected to
a similar exercise in negative description (VI.9[8].5): the Intelligence is other
than the faculty of reasoning and concluding. Reasoning implies the existence of separated elements, and as always, separation implies motion, but
Intelligence dominates the soul and is Father of it, since it is the intelligible
world itself. It contains all within itself, and it is all things: it is multiplicity
undivided yet distinct. This distinctness however is not that of discourse (16yet), which thinks things one by one (VI.9[8].5, 17), though it is still the case
that there is no confusion between its parts. Intelligence has some form of
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multiplicity, therefore, but it is not a matter of the absolutely fragmented sort
of multiplicity which belongs to the domain of discourse. What could be less
unified than language, which contains countless individual words? Its multiplicity is the kind which has some kind of underlying unity. It is not however
the first ~rinciple,or the One, and this being is now distinguished from the
Intelligence by means of a further set of negative descriptions built upon
those of the lower hypostasis. The One only has simplicity whereas the unity
of the Intelligence does not possess this simplicity in its pure form. T h e Intelligence is not the One, but like the One, and now the tables are turned and
the Intelligence is depicted as being a little lower than the One in all aspects.
The dominant model is now the One itself, with the negatives applying to it
in order to construct a picture of the Intelligence "which does not dissipate
itself, but lies genuinely in itself, and holds itself in the vicinity of the One,
after i t . . ." (VI.9[8].5, 28). There is a circular movement here, in that the negation of Intelligence is used to produce a picture of the One, and the negation of this image is then used to construct a picture of Intelligence; this matter will be taken up again.
A good example of this imaginative negation will be found in V.8[13].11,
which returns to the theme of self-seeing. We are incapable of seeing ourselves, Plotinus says, but imagine that we ~ r o d u c ea vision of ourselves "on
some occasion when possessed by that god yonder". We may see ourselves as
embellished, but if we leave behind this image, no matter how beautiful it is,
we may find ourselves "noiselessly" united with the god. If, further, we find
ourselves separated from him, and find ourselves returning into duality, we
are nevertheless pure. If once again we turn back to him, we will possess the
advantage of beginning to perceive ourselves as other. This whole passage is
based on the conditional: "if" we are possessed by that God yonder, "if" we
abandon the image of ourselves, "if" we are joined to the One, then we will
begin to perceive ourselves, until we become other (thus I interpret
V.8 [I 31.1 I, 10). Thereupon we turn inwards to the all, for fear of being other
than the God. This sequence of events is based on the initial "what if" question, and it shows the negative tendency in one of its deployments.
Negative imagination is used to great effect in the discussion on time and
eternity (III.7[45]). The two are coupled because of the traditional explanation of time as a copy of eternity: Platonic exemplarism makes it seem that
they must be taken together, one as the model, and the other as the thisworldly image of it. Eternity is pictured first in terms which build negatively
on existing images; can it be identified with rest, that is with the negation of
the movement with which we are so familiar (IIL7[45].2, 20)?
Time might speak thus about itself: that before, prior to producing this "before", and
to feeling some need for the "after", it rested with itself in real being. It was not yet
time, but was in that (i.e. being), and it maintained quietness. (III.7[45].11, 13)
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In this way a picture of the eternal is built up which will serve to illustrate the
nature of time, when it emerges. In eternity there is real being, quietness, and
there is neither before or after. Eternity must also be thought of as without
parts, as without extension or interval, and of course without movement
(III.7[45].7, 31). Eternity begins to sound a little like the ultimate Being itself, and so the question arises of whether it is identical with it o r not (73). It
cannot be quite the same, and so Plstinus gropes after images to express its
nature. It is not the substrate, but "shines out of" the substrate, for example.
Eternity is the life (Soq) of Being (7.3, 37), and this proves to be the most
durable metaphor: eternity cannot be an adjunct to unity, since unity would
thereby cease to be so, but it is nevertheless considered to have some sort of
separate identity, and for this reason the life metaphor seems to commend itself. T o say that eternity is the life of Being seems to mean that it is essential
to Being, though not differentiated from it. Time is then characterized by
opposition to this image of eternity, as it has been spelt out. It is to d o with
process, movement, change, and the before/after sequence. In this case
therefore, the lower is defined by the negation of the higher, and the via negativa
is deployed
in reverse.
.
This raises a vital auestion about its use in the discussion of time. It is clear
that eternity has been pictured as a result of a series of negations of time, and
it is the imaginative construct to which we have been referring. The concept
of eternity was developed through a reflection on the nature of time and its
limitations. Having thus established his picture of eter~ity,Plotinus now proceeds to negate
it in order to arrive at a view of time. The circularity here is
obvious, since reciprocal negation cannot work: the concepts of time and
eternity seem bound together by a network of imaginative negations, yet:
these negations cancel each other out. Statements are made by opposition to
the model provided, yielding a new model, and the next stage brings a negation of the new model in order to return to the old. There is a certain autoparasitism in this procedure.
It is nevertheless interesting to note that the negative manoeuvre can be
used in a downwards direction, and it is now appropriate to embark on a
general assessment of this method of constructing conceptual pictures. We
are familiar with the notion of imagination, but this use of it is limited by certain ground-rules: the imagination must proceed by systematic denial. The
precise character of this negation will be examined below, but it should be
noted to begin with that such a procedure starts from a reflection on contingency. It was noted at the outset that Plotinus uses a method which combines
the familiar with the unfamiliar, and the unfamiliar assumes its shape by
means of negation. Plotinus seeks out what he considers to be contingent in
human experience, and expresses its contingency by negating it. What we
know could conceivably be different from the way in which we experience it:
that is what is being said. However there is more to it than this: there has to
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be a selection of entities, which are to be negated. It is in this particular perception of what is contingent, that the essence of Plotinus' thought lies. The
idea, for example, that "thither" there may be no before or after; o r the idea
that "thither9', there is no movement, but only rest: these are the particular
"given" things which Plotinus selects. Thus the method of imaginative negation involves the speculation that a thing may conceivably be entirely different from the way in which it is observed, and it involves the selecting of that
thing for the imaginative creation which will be built around it. The choice of
entities is the Platonic contribution: the observation that the essence of human experience lies in time, movement and multiplicity, and that release from
these things would involve something other than these things - this is how
Platonic negative theology functions. The negative deals with the contingent:
that which could be different, but it aids the imagination in a very specific
way; it takes the contingent, and says "not this". What precisely is the meaning of this "not"?
The tractate on the Intelligible Beauty (V.8[13].9) provides a perfect example of the method, as expounded above. Plotinus exhorts us to consider
the sensible world as if all its parts, whilst remaining what they were in fact,
were bound up together in a unity; as if the outer sphere ahd the sun were
immediately linked ( b ~ o h o u e s i ; ~as
) ; if the land, the sea and all living creatures were ~erceivedas in a transparent sphere. One will thus have conjured
up an image in which all is genuinely lucid: hold this image in your mind, he
;
11). We
continues, and then abstract its mass (kcpshbv TQV o y ~ o v V.8[13].9,
must then remove the image we have in ourselves of places within it, and of
matter, but we must not make the mistake of simply imagining a smaller
sphere. Now we must call on the god who has made the sphere whose image
we have in our minds, and pray for him to come. This invocation breaks
abruptly into the pattern of abstraction being advocated by Plotinus, in
which he has given us a clear example of what he meant elsewhere, when he
said "abstract all things" (see p.54). We have been clearly shown the mathematical method of abstraction at work in this cosmic context, but at a certain
point there comes a break in the procedure, followed by an invocation of the
god. This break is significant, because it suggests that the method advocated
is limited to a preparatory role: the god then comes, bringing his own koimos
together with all its gods. Each of them is all, and all are one. What follows
is a characterization of this unity in multiplicity, in which we can observe the
use of a number of paradoxes intended to make unity and multiplicity sit well
together in this god (V.8[13].9, 15 ff.). The god who comes is in fact the second hypothesis of Plato9s Parmenides, hypostatized and deified: in this second proposition, Plato had examined the notion of unity's consisting in the
presence of a totality of parts. It is therefore the second level unity which has
been discovered by the process thus far: Plotinus proceeds (1.36).
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Thither energy has only being, only beauty. Where would the beautiful be, if deprived
of being? O r being deprived of beauty? T o lose beauty is also to lose being. Thus being is the object of desire, since it is identical to the beautiful, and the beautiful is the
object of love since it is being.

Being and the beautiful are thus said to be identical, and the emotional response to being is justified: it is the object of desire (~~o@&Lvov)
because it is
beautiful. The identity of beauty and being is characteristic of energy
cc
thither", and this is part of the imagining of that nature: the contemplation
of this beauty is like being penetrated through and through by light. It is an
experience like that of those who go up to hills and take-on the reddish colour of the earth they walk on: "the colour which irradiates onto all is beauty" (V.8[13].10, 31). The vision thus described is the result of the abstraction
practised, which leads to a series of imaginative extrapolations, and a great
deal of Plotinus' writing is in fact devoted to outlining the world "thither", as
pictured in his mind's eye. Behind the removal of the familiar concepts lies a
new and positively imagined dimension: the object of aphairesis is the removal
of limits. Its purpose is the escape from the shackles of the familiar: the dissince the discrepant and the unneclosure which results is like an unveiling,
cessary is subjected to removal.
The history of aphairesis has been analyzed by the present author elsewhere (Vol. I, 7; 11, I), but is recapitulated here as follows. Only in the
Statesman did Plato show any interest in the word, and seems here to use it
in virtually a technical sense. By removing (bqatpav) parts, one proceeds
towards defining the ultimate object of one's search (268D), and there is just
prior to this passage a faint hint of the association of aphairesis with the
methods of the @athematicians. That it was involved with the latter is quite
clear in Aristotle, who explicitly takes abstraction ( aphaivesis) to be the method of the mathematicians, whereas that of the physicists is "addition" (prosthesis). Mathematics tends to isolate a part of its subject matter, removing
extraneous issues and elements, in order to study it by itself (Met. 1061b223).
One thus thinks of things separately, even if they are not separated in our experience of them. Abstractions, or things thought by aphairesis, are therefore
not ordinary observations of things in their natural surroundings, but rather
they are concepts which are based on the removal of most of the elements of
ordinary experience. There is reason to think that this method, which closely
resembles our own common-or-garden notion of thinking abstractly, originated with mathematical research in the Academy and the Lyceum. Nevertheless I)latoJs sudden interest in the method in the Statesman does not explicitly associate it with mathematical enquiry, and so it may be suspected that
aphairesis was a general method for isolating concepts of particular interest,
and that it had no particular epistemological limitations. Aphairesis in mathematics interests itself in the quantitative and in the continuous, and the latter

in Neoplatonist metaphysics is to do with the. ultimate cause. Plotinus tells us
(V.5C321.13, 37) that the cause is stronger than the effect, because it is more
perfect, and it is the pursuit of this cause which constitutes the epistemological task of the contemplator, or the epistemological passion of the lover.
However we must avoid trying to see Him with the aid of other things
(V.5[32].10, I): if we persist in this, we will perceive only his trace, but not
him. He must be taken in himself, in purity and without mixture. These statements reflect a concern with the aphairetic thinking defined by Aristotle,
though the term is not used. We know that the issue of aphairesis was still being discussed, since Sextus Empiricus records debates on its value, and some
Sceptical refutations of argument by aphairesis are advanced. Thus Plotinus'
interest in it is not surprising, and he, following the lead of the middle Platonist~,has made it into an instrument of metaphysics. (Arguably it was already so in Aristotle, and it is not altogether clear how to differentiate between the character of Neoplatonist metaphysics, and that of Aristotle,
though it is customary to say that the former is theological whilst the latter is
not.)
One is exhorted not to attempt to see the One with "mortal eyes"
(V.5[32]. 1I), and this means that the ordinary way of seeing'will d o no more
than stop at sensible reality, which is merely the outer casing of the real.
What is needed is a method of seeing which will result in the disclosure of
the essential reality. The One is infinite, because there is nothing to limit it; it
is neither measurable nor numerable; it has no shape, nor parts nor form; it
is therefore not to be conceived as part of the world of ordinary things. The
negative imaginings necessary are outlined as a means of showing how the
eyes of ordinary mortals do not see adequately, and Plotinus compares such
seeing to the gluttony of people at religious festivals, who mistake the eating
for the true purpose of the whole activity; or to people who take their dreams
cc
for realities, discounting their waking experiences. O u r opinions must be
opposed to such as these" (V.5[32].11, 11).
In one of the few explicit references to the method he advocates, Plotinus
refers to the "analogies and abstractions" which "teach us" (W.7[38].36).
The concept of analogy does not concern us here, though it is worth noting
that reasoning by analogy presupposes some continuity in being, as does reasoning by abstraction. Analogy is rendered possible by the actual comparability of the lower and the higher, which is founded on the identity between ontological levels. This is'not to say that each ontological level is identical with
the other, but that there is within them that which is identical, among other
differentiated and incomparable realities. The negative, or aphairetic, method
appears at first sight to run counter to this approach, but it too is founded on
that which there is of identity between levels: its object is simply the conceptual removal of the incomparable and the differentiated, so that the continuous may stand out.
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This is made clear by what follows the statement that we are taught by
analogies and abstractions: we are also taught by knowledge of the beings
cc
which have issued from the One, and by certain types of ascent"
(V1.7[38].36, 8). By such means we take our place in the intelligible, and we
are able to contemplate ourselves as well as other things: at the same time we
become the object of our own contemplation. At this stage we no longer see
the God from the outside, and subsequently abandon all mathema, which
BrChier translates by ccconnaissanceraisonnke". In my view this refers t o the
various epistemological procedures just described, of which one was abstraction, and if this is correct then it is being conceded by Plotinus that such intellectual manoeuvres have a limited value. At a certain point they become
obsolete, as the lunges of the intelligence carry it upwards. In language reminiscent of Plato's Symposium, Plotillus speaks of being carried upwards to
the beautiful and being "established" in it.

. .. our vision, approaching light, does not cause our eyes to see something other, but
the object of vision is the light itself. There is not here an object which is seen, as opposed to the light which reveals it. . . (V1.7[38].36, 19)
Beierwaltes (Plotins Metaphysik . . . 110) translates the mathema which is to
be abandoned as "Gegenstand des Wissens", and this translation also allows
the view that it is the abstractions and analogies which are to be left behind,
together with the knowledge of the beings issued from the One. Beierwaltes
is concerned to show that there is a genuine "light metaphysic" in Plotinus,
such that his use of the concept transcends the merely metaphorical or symbolic. It is true that the talk about light ceases to sound like imagery, and as
Beierwaltes observes (76, IIO), seeing and the seen come together in an
inseparable unity: Light itself. H e further notes a contrast with the mysticism
of Pseudo-Dionysius and Gregory of Nyssa, who speak more of the mystic
darkness than they do of light. Such language was impossible for Plotinus,
concludes Beierwaltes (loc. cit. 113), since other things such as the ugly, the
formless and the mindless are associated with darkness.
For Plotinus then, the information obtained by the use of the method of
abstraction will be superseded by the sweep upwards to the beautiful, where
one will be established in the authentic light, which is not generated or reflected, but is itself light. This kind of light is not cast over objects or intelligible, like something which illuminates, but it is itself a union of the object,
the illumination and the being illuminated.
The meaning of the command at the end of V.3[49].17: "Abstract all", is
therefore clear. One must remove contingent and sensible aspects of a thing
until the essential is discovered, and here again the metaphysic of light is
spelt out.
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Such is the true end of the soul, contact with that light, and to see it by itself, and not
by some other light, but by it itself, through which it sees. For it is lightened by this
light, which it must contemplate - nor is the sun seen by another light than its own.
How then does this take place: abstract all.

The abstraction process will lead to clarity and enlightenment, and the link
should be noted. The progressive removal of the facets of physical reality will
lead the soul away from the fog of the lower order of knowing, into the
realm of light. The removed elements are like light-reducing screens, and
their disappearance takes one into the luminous essence. The abstraction
process is like the movement from darkness to light.
Abstraction is built on a specific notion of reality, and this must be understood alongside the method itself. The old Hesiodic notion of reality springing from an egg, and growing, is present throughout the history of Greek
cosmology, and involves the idea of reality emerging in successive accretions.
Each stage contains the next in embryo, and so there is a proliferation of
layers in the generation of the real. Self-developing accretions add constantly
to the weight of this sensible world: as was seen above they also darken it, so
that the luminosity of the essence is dimmed. Here, however, the emphasis
should be different: these self-developing accretions also multiply it. Reality
is seen as having been constructed incrementally, layer upon layer. Quality
and quantity are not among the first genuses: the five primary genuses are
listed as being, movement, rest, sameness and difference (VI.2[43].13, 2).
Number is posterior to them in the order of ontological emergence, and then
follow quality and quantity, the saliently observable characteristics of the
sensible world.
Size is still later (than number), and is composite. For it is number in a thing, and the
line is a certain duality, the plane figure being threefold. If therefore continuous size
is derived from number, how could it be a genus, since number is not one.
(VI.2[43].13, 10)

The generation of reality takes place by stages, and Plotinus takes up the
problem here of determining in what order the progress towards physical
reality takes place. Clearly number precedes the accoutrements of physical
reality, such as size, linearity and extension. H e later (line 28) relents, and
considers that number may be one of the primary generic realities, but of
course maintains that it is clear that size is subsequent to number, whatever
the situation with regard to the status of number. The word "composite"
( ~ O V ~ E T O V )is important, since it is the quality which belongs to size, and is
clearly not applicable to number, which is still in a purer state. There are apparently levels of composition, given the mention of the duality and tertiary
characters of the line and the plane figures, and these correspond to the

56

Numbers and reality

progress of number as it moves away from unity. Number in its pure form is
evidently a lofty principle (such that it might even be a genus), but in its instantiated form it produces ever-increasing materiality. From insubstantial
beginnings, such as points and lines, size (megetillos) takes on its accumulated
nature. There is clearly a progress towards bulk, that is the result of the
progress of number in its lower effects, and it is the notion that there are
various gradations in the coming-to-be of this bulk, that makes the method
of aphairesis particularly apt. It systematically removes the accumulated conglomerations.
A further illuminating passage may be found in VI.3[44].13,9, where the
work of making the ontological divisions is continued. The continuous is distinguished from the discrete (line I), and subsequently the definition of the
continuous is offered. The continuous is said to consist of the line, the surface and the solid, and these consist of one, two and three dimensions
respectively: this, however, is not to divide them off into species (~'i6q),but it
is simply to offer an enumeration of them. (The argument is that a series of
numbers have nothing in common between their individual entities, and there
is therefore nothing in common between the three levels of physical reality:
when one thus takes a series of numbers in sequenck, there is no common
genus between them.. .", line 12.) Nevertheless, it is argued, there is something that is common to all of them: quantities are all quantities, and the argument applied is derived from the consideration of numbers. (BrChierYs
translation departs considerably from the Greek here, and one must exercise
much ingenuity to discover what it meant.) With respect to numbers, it is argued (line 19), it may not be the case that two produces three, three produces
four and so on: it may be the ease that the same principle produces all numbers. What applies t o numbers also applies to quantities, and so we may distinguish between the species (~li6q)of the quantities, while supposing them t o
be produced under the one genus (ykvo~).
The above is my interpretation of a difficult passage, and I have tried t o
remain close t o h e text. The importance of it is this: Plotinus sees the nature
of physical continuity as being analogous to that of the realm of numbers.
H e sees number as a sequence, and since he finds it difficult to concede that
each number is radically separate from the next, he finishes by postulating
some one thing which lies behind number in this form. After all, numbers d o
not become; they are. Nothing generates them, and so he is caught with the
difficulty of specifying what this generating force is, since he cannot make it
a cause in the lower sense. The same problematic applies to the gradations of
physical reality, from line to surface to plane figure. They are in some sense
separate from each other, but seem to have one single principle: and Plotinus
has, after all, begun by defining this section as being about the continuous. It
moves into a long discussion of all the different types of plane figures and
solids, but the importance here is that it provides confirmation of a view
66
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which is as old as Aristotle, and even older, and which envisages reality as
starting from infinitesimal beginnings, and as turning into a series of heavy
and encumbered physical objects. Reality takes on more and more accretions
until it reaches the form which we see and feel: it balloons out in layers of
physical being. Like number, it proceeds from the unitary to the multiple: its
generation is sequential and involves a progress which multiplies. As we have
seen elsewhere, it is not only like number, it is number spelt out and physically instantiated. With number the procession from one, through twoness to
c e , it is this which provides
threeness, and so on, is of c r ~ c i a l ~ i m ~ o r t a nand
the model for the understanding of physical reality.
We cannot gain an adequate understanding of abstraction as an epistemological tool unless we have a matching understanding of the generation of
reality in Plotinus. His negative theology really involves the process of
systematically attacking the layers of physical being which have laid themselves upon the essential beginning. Their removal will lead to true knowledge of the essence. This is the whole context of the method and in view of
thtJ it is not surprising that privation (steresis) should have been brought into
the discussion, since it also involves the removal of characteristics. What difference is there between abstraction and privation?
Aristotle's view may be summed up as follows. Privation is a kind of conceptual removal of a characteristic, as instanced by the alpha privative, which
is a kind of privation (Met. 102293). In privation generally however, "there
is a certain substrate of which the privation is predicated" (1004"16). A privation applies to a specific thing, and is really the negation of a characteristic
which one might reasonably expect that thing to have. T o say that a sheep is
not white would be a privation: whiteness might be expected to apply to a
sheep. That two is not infinite cannot be a privation, however, since infiniv
could not under any circumstances belong to duality. Privation is a state of
lack, registered in language by the use of the negative.
Plotinus builds on these views, and accordingly privation turns out to be
quite close to abstraction, but not quite the same thing, since abstraction involves the deliberate use of removal for epistemological purposes: it has a
conceptual goal, which is not the case with privation. The latter is in fact
more frequently mentioned by Plotinus: the method of abstraction is continually practised, though rarely formulated. In II.4[12]. 13, 12 privation is discussed in relation to qualities, and this sets the pattern for Neoplatonist discussion of the issue: privation is an ontological matter.
For anyone who is deprived has a quality - a blind man, for instance. (trans. Armstrong)

Plotinus here treats of the question as to whether privation itself might be a
form of quality, like the ordinary qualities, like whiteness, heat and so on.
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Could the absence of something be treated as parallel to these? Privation is
said to be a "taking away" (line 23), but attributing quality is a matter of
positive assertion. This statement reminds one of the issue of negative theology, since there is a clearly implied contrast between assertion (kataphasis)
and privation which is said to be a "taking away9'. The Greek word is tipoy,
also a regular term for negation. Yet an epistemological issue does not appear to be at stake, and the discussion turns again to ontological matters. Is
privation a state, o r a quality applying to such a state; is it indeed, the sub-
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and it is always bound up with the particular nature which is said t o be qualified, or in a relation. Privation is to do with specific absences, and is determined by them. Speech merely registers the ontological state of affairs, by the
use of the negative, or the alpha privative, and privation is really only the
potential for a specific quality or relation, in a specific substrate, o r the substrate in general. Since it is merely potential, it is not a quality, but it is quality-like, and it is this thought which bemuses Plotinus. By contrast, abstraction is not limited by that which it negates: nor is it the linguistic registering
of a state of affairs, but it is a positive investigation, a foray by language into
the existent.
Abstraction is a conceptual tool, a means of thought. It is not the highest
form of intellection, which involves seeing all things at the one time and as a
whole, but it is a route to the highest form of contemplation:
For intellect too is a part of ourselves and to it we ascend. (I.1[53].13, 8)

These are different levels of intellectual activity, and the human being is a
composite, combining lower and higher faculties. Human rational thought is
one thing, but genuine intellection is another. They are interrelated, and the
former may lead to the latter, but they can also be seen to have quite distinct
characteristics.
What does thought (voqoy) desire? What does it seek? These are questions asked by Plotinus in VI.7[38].40, 53, and the answer is: "what the extent of its power is". This fascinating remark on the nature of thought shows
it as having the following characteristics: it is a self-investigating phenomenon. The power of thought is not different from thought itself, however: its
investigating, and that which it investigates, are not different from each
other. That thought thinks itself is a well-known theme from Aristotle onwards (On the Soul 429b9), but the distinctive contribution here is that in its
self-absorption, thought is seeking to discover the limits of its own powers.
Its self-thinking is also a self-assessment. The discovery of its limits will constitute an intellectual advance. "For thoughtm,Plotinus continues, "may be an
aid given to beings which, though divine, are lesser and who would of themselves be sightless" (VI.7[38].41, 1 ff.). Thought is a low-level mechanism.
The ontology of thought is as follows. The universal intelligence is prior
to the intelligences-in-act, which exist. But these numerous intelligences form
a group which is a whole, and the universal intelligence in fact constitutes
this whole, and it gives to the individual intelligences everything they have.
The overall intelligence constitutes the power of these multiple intelligences:
it is in each in potency, but in act it is in all the intelligences (VI.2[43].20,
1-23). In other words, the ontology of intelligence in Plotinus is similar to
that obtaining in the rest of his system: there is a descent from a single source
to multiple instances, but all these individuated intelligences are interrelated,
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and they are related to the higher source. And the unresolved problem of the
Neoplatonic system is also present: why does the higher give birth to the
lower?
This real Intelligence does not make mistakes, nor does it forget, or fail in
knowledge (V.5[32]. 1, 1-5). It ~erceivesand knows the intelligibles ( noeta),
which are inside it (V.5[32].2, 1). This is an important issue, which may be
traced back to the Aristotelian concern over the identity of mind and its objects (On the Soul 429b6 ff.). The problem goes like this: when we see an object we observe its colour, shape and position, in sum all the things which
characterize its material presence. These material manifestations are available
to sense-perception only, and such perceptions do not tell us the truth about
the thing itself (loc. cit., 1. 18). What we perceive by the senses is merely an
cc
image of the thing itself, which remains hidden to them, for perception remains outside the thing itself" (loc. cit., I. 18). There is therefore some essence which is perceived by reason and the intellect, and this is the inner part
of the object. The supposition that some background to the object exists,
which is its real basis and essence, causes a rupture between the capacity of
the senses and that of the intellect. A gulf widens becween them, like that between the soul and the intellect, such that it becomes necessary to polarise
their functions. The one focusses on the outside, the materiality, the mass
and quality of the object, whereas the other dwells on the form, teleology
and essence of the object.
Because of the tendency to find a landing-place for intellect somewhere in
the object, there grew up the tendency for it to be supposed that there was
something "intelligible" in it, that is, something capable of being embraced
by intellect. The "sensible" and the c'intelligible" were different aspects in the
object, and a different characterization had to be found for each. The aspect
of the object which was seen as apt to be grasped by intellect was its logos, or
design-function. This will be discussed in what follows, but for the question
of the intelligible being inside the intellect, the importance of the idea is that
there is a similarity between the intellect and its objects. The logos of a thing
is intelligible, and thus does not lie outside the intellect: it is not separate
from it, foreign to it, or in any way beyond it. Thus the intelligibles are inside the intellect.
This logos, o r design-function in things, flows from intellect
(II7.2[47].2, 15):
So Intellect, by giving itself to matter, made all things in unperturbed quietness; this
logos flows from Intellect.

The word of the intelligible is nothing more or less than this logos, which is in
things, but also capable of being abstracted from them. If Intellect descends
and flows otitward, then it must endow lower species with something of it-
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self, and this something is that which has to do with purpose, plan, structure
and form: all these things are included under the term logos. This designprinciple comes from soul, which itself comes from Intellect, we are told in
III.3[38].3, 21.
Thus the intelligence can find something to feed on in the sensible world because that something is part of itself, yet is part of these apparently discrete and alien objects. As it hastens into matter, this logos becomes more and
more deficient (loc. cit., 1. 25-30), and eventually finds itself very far removed from its origin: "and yet, it is a wonder!" The procedure of thought is
to find this logos, and this means that the task of sifting and discriminating is
required, along the lines of the technique of abstraction described earlier.
~ O descent
(P~~,
followed by a "turning back"
Thought involves an ~ T C T C I ~ C F Tor
towards the higher (IV.8[6].7, 15-30). Thought goes on a journey downwards to the lower levels of the intelligence, and to the soul: this descent is
motivated by a kind of necessity in its nature, which draws it inevitably
downwards (loc. cit., 1. 20). Having reached the soul it stops, and moves upward to its source again. T h e stopping at the soul is the telos of its descent,
and it then undertakes the epistrophe, or turning back upwards, during which
it abandons the being which comes after it. It seizes higher beings, and commits itself to intellectual contemplation.
Thought has various phases, and in the above passage its lower phase is referred to as discursive thought: the word 6~650605(loc. cit, 1. 17) suggests a
journey, or the following of a pathway, and consequently a mode of thought
which progresses by moving through stages. Such linear thought is a lower
form in Plotinus, and we know also that thought can multiply, thereby damaging the unity inherent in reality. As it sluggishly plods along its way, discursive thought enumerates and divides, and provides a form of knowledge
which is essentially a narrative. Such thought-narratives are really only lists
of items, and since the essence of things is unicy, are directly inimical to the
acquisition of true knowledge, which sees all at the same time, and as a
whole.
The intelligence which divides is one thing, and that which is indivisible, and which
divides neither being nor the all, is another. (V.9[5].8,21)

Being and Intelligence are one and the same thing (loc. cit.), but there is our
lower intelligence which tends to separate and deconstruct. Even that which
is an integral whole is subjected to this separating process, which is an essential part of our lower intellectual function. "Intelligence
discovers doubleness, for it divides until it comes to something single, which can no longer be
resolved into parts" (II.4[12].5, 4-5). Its usefulness lies essentially in its ability to deal with the plurality of elements in a situation, or an entity: its disadvantage lies in its tendency to multiply. There are three ingredients implicit in

The goal o f intellect
this damaging process of division: firstly it is incompatible with unity, since
the listing of predicates adds number to an entity; secondly it is temporal,
since the knowledge of an entity is laid out in successive stages; thirdly it is
spatial, since the successive stages are linear in shape. These are the disadvantages of discursive thought, which is clearly inappropriate for the contemplation of the transcendent.
There is however a form of Intelligence which sees the light in things, their
logos, even though they may be cloaked in the darkness of matter (II.4[12].5,
7-15). Just as a brightly coloured object attracts the eye by its light, concealing the darkness of the matter beneath it, so the logos in a thing shines like a
beacon to the Intellect, which also looks away from the lower darkness of
matter. Sensible reality is shrouded in darkness, and looking at a physical object is like looking into darkness, unless by the use of intelligence we manage
to perceive the luminous kernel of genuine reality within it.
In conclusion, the negative theology of Plotinus may be said to be a
method of turning the inadequacies of discursive thought to good purpose.
Its step-by-step dissection is directed towards the removal of physical characteristics, so that the light will emerge from behind the screen of materiality.
Reality is an incrustation around essence, a materialization of number, and it
grows and multiplies like oysters on a rock. The multiple character of discursive thought fits it for the systematic removal of the many elements which
have pafted themselves onto the real essence. A crucial part of this systematic abstraction is the imaginative selection of entities to be negated, since the
highest form of reality can only be known by such a procedure of negative
imagining, which asks the question: "what might be otherwise, and how
might it be?" The ultimate aim of intellect is the discernment of its own
limits, and eventually even abstraction will be left behind. As the intellect
courses on its upward way, it will go beyond the techniques of thought. Paradoxically, thought will be used to show its own inadequacy: the moment
thought can assess itself, it will have been superseded.
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without the via negativa

It will be recalled that Luke's gospel gives the story of Zacharias and Elisabeth, and that an angel appeared to the former to announce that Elisabeth
would bear a child, despite her barrenness (Luke 1.13). The child was to be
John the Baptist. Zacharias asks for independent verification of this promise,
and as a penalty for his failure to accept Gabriel's words as self-authenticating, he isstruck dumb. For demanding-a criterion whereby the words coming
from God's emissary might be assessed, Zacharias himself loses the capacity
to speak. After the naming of the child (1.63), he regains the capacity for
speech. The story in its New Testament form is obviously heavy with symbolism, since Zacharias' renewed capacity for speech is followed by a prophecy
of John's role as revealer. Unbelief and silence are succeeded by an outpouring of words. There is a strange symmetry in the punishment-of Zachsrias,
since the failure to accept speech on its own terms is sanctioned by the removal of the capacity for speech.
As noted with Clement, the story was taken up as symbolizing the contrast
between the silence of the pre-Messianic time, and the full revelation of
Jesus' words and presence. Origen alludes to it on a number of occasions,
and one entire homily is devoted to it (Homelies on Luke 5: P G 13,1812 A).
Origen interprets the silence of Zacharias as that of the prophets of Israel,
and extends the divine silence beyond the advent of Christ: "for us Christ
does not remain silent, but for the Jews he keeps silence to this day9' (5.1: P G
13,1812 B).
Origen's interpretation of the story dwells on Zacharias' compensation for
his dumbness by the use of gestures, H e chooses to see them as meaningless
acts; this is somewhat forced since Zacharias was clearly intent on conveying
something by gesticulating during his affliction. However it is what Origen
thinks which is significant
here, and he distinguishes between acts which are
devoid of reason and those which stem from some rational purpose. The
cc
meaningless" gestures of Zacharias are assimilated to the behaviour of the
Jews. T h e Jewish act of circumcision, for example, is a random gesture which
lacks any rational underpinning.
There is an interesting linguistic complication here, well discussed by
Crouzel, Fournier et Pkrichon in their Sources Chrktiennes edition (136-7),
since we have both the Greek (GCS IX) and Jerome's translation into Latin
(PG 13,18 12 A). The breadth of the word logos allows Origen a considerable
amount of latitude in his interpretation of the notion of speech in Zacharias'
case. Jerome's translation uses two words to translate logos: ratio and sermo,
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thereby telling us that the Greek word suggested both the faculty of reason
and that of speech. The dual translation ccreason"and "speech" recurs in the
Latin version of this passage, and the ambiguity of the Greek word would
have allowed Origen to refer t o Zacharias' affliction as that of being devoid
of logos, and then to slide into the other significance of this word, namely
that he was devoid of reason, in a temporary and symbolic way. Origen slides
back again when he associates the claim that the Jews are deaf-mutes with
Moses' reported statement in Exodus 4.10 that he lacked eloquence, emerging in Origen's text as:
ego autem

&hoyo~
sum (5.3)

Moses' speechlessness is claimed to represent a defect in his rational capacity,
and his failure to perceive the true outline of the future is emphasized. Another and earlier discussion of the Mosaic "speechlessness" is given by Philo,
in The Worse attacks the Better (12.38): the matter is seen differently here
however, since Moses' difficulty is seen in terms of speech only. H e is unable
to express his thoughts in suitable language, and is inarticulate by the standards of the Egyptian sophists. The whole passage shows Philo's suspicion of
rhetoric and sophistry, and Moses' liability is overcome by the election of
Aaron, Moses' brother and spokesman. Speech (logos) is the brother of
mind, and communicates that which has its origin in the depth of the intellect. "Speech is the interpreter which understanding has formed in its own
council-chamber. Speech is moreover the spokesman and prophet of the oracles which it unceasingly brings forth from hidden and unseen depths"
(12.40).
This is Origen's way of stating a familiar and orthodox Christian theme,
namely that the silence of the ages has now been broken by the revelation of
Christ. There are many passages which point to the availability of knowledge
in the present age, by contrast with that preceding. The De Principiis (IV. 1.7;
PG 11,356 B) refers t o the mystery which was kept silent through the ages,
but which has now been revealed through the scriptures and the appearance
of Christ, the two factors operating jointly. In the treatise O n Prayer (PG
1 1,4 16 B) Origen quotes the Wisdom of Solomon (9: 13-1 6 ) on the great difficulty which besets the heart and mind in penetrating more earthly reality.
"'But who ever mapped out the things of the heavens?" T o this pre-christian
question Origen replies that it is now possible to do so, and cites the example
of Paul who was caught up and "traced out" (ket~viaos)the things in the
three heavens (I1 Cor. 12.2). The possibility of knowing the mind of God,
and being known, is now available. And it is clear, of course, that this is a
principle which stems from Paul himself: Romans 16.25-6 speaks of the mystery over which silence was kept throughout the ages, and which has now
been made manifest through the "prophetic voices". Origen quotes this verse
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frequently and fragments of it impregnate his language; he states it as a leading principle in the Contra Celsum (11.4; P G 11,801 A), though it is difficult
for him to d o so in the context of the criticism that Christians were treating
the law and Judaism with disrespect. One notices the substitution of prophetic "voices" for prophetic cc scriptures" in Origen's text, and this simply
heightens the contrast between the age-old silence and the present revelation.
There is an orthodox simplicity about this view, which seems to convey the
essence of the developing Christian position. Things are not, however, as
clear as they seem. The Patristic writers, particularly on the Greek side, write
in an environment where the sense of mystery and the impenetrability of the
truth of things exerts a heavy influence over most modes of religious
thought. There is therefore some unease over the simplicity of the solution
whereby all is said to be known through the corporeal presence of Christ, together with his words and those of his apostles. The distrust of the overt exercises its effect on the uncompromising clarity of this claim. There is, it
seems, a continuing problem endemic in revelation-centred thought, and it
lies in the fact that what is being revealed is not identical with the mode of its
revelation. In rather the same way as the incarnation of thought into speech,
ambiguities subsist in the corporeal expression of God in Christ. What is
God really like, one may ask, even after the full experience of the model provided. This tendency to probe what is revealed by the revelation, to find yet
another mystery in the mystery made manifest, is evident in Origen's commentary on the Epistle to the Romans (10.43; P G 14,1290 C). Origen mentions the now-concluded silence in the introduction to his comments on Romans 16.25-6, but subsequently moves in a different direction. It is absurd,
he concludes, that the prophets should be held not to have understood what
came out of their own mouths. Though they were silent, they understood
through reason what they were writing. "What therefore was the reason for
their silence?", Origen asks (PG 14,1291 B), and replies by referring to Paul's
transport into the third heaven, about which Paul refused to speak. It would
be ridiculous to assume that Paul did not understand the words he had
heard, but he knew that it was "not lawful to utter them" (I1 Cor. 12.2-4).
Similarly the mystery of the ages was clothed in silence, until the Word became Flesh, signalling the time for speech (PG 14,1292 A).
The fact remains that Paul's post-revelation experience is unspeakable, and
Origen thus endorses an cc arcanum disciplinem,whereby there is a agreed silence over certain awesome truths, because they are either inexplicable or cult
secrets. Origen frequently returns to Paul's mystical experience. In the Commentary on Romans (VII. 16; P G 14,1144 B) Paul's experience is presented as
an archetypal spiritual voyage through silence, which we will all share, and in
the Exhortation to Martyrdom (13; P G 11,580 C) it is presented as the archetype of the experience to be shared by the believer after death. Whilst Paul
emerged from his experience, during which he heard words which are unut-
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terable, the ordinary believer will not d o so: he will not return from his experience.
If you believe that Paul was caught up "to the third heaven" and that he heard "unspeakable things which cannot be uttered by man", you will know accordingly that
your knowledge will be immediate, richer and greater than the unspeakable utterances revealed to him at that time, f ~ l l o w i n which
'~
he descended from the third
heaven. You will not descend after receiving knowledge (yvaotg), if you take up the
cross and follow Jesus, whom we have as a "great high priest who traversed the
heavensy'.

For the unspeakable things which "cannot" be uttered, the Greek New Testament has &ov, which Origen also uses in his citation, and the Latin translation usually employs licet. An important logical distinction arises out of the
use of the two terms, since the Greek implies the impossibility of repeating
the "unspeakable utterances", and the Latin merely the impropriety of doing
so, since licet is normally to d o with whether an act is permitted. T h e consequences are significant: in the first place the Greek suggests that the transcendent experience cannot be reproduced in language, with corresponding
epistemological effects about the value of theological discourse. And the
Latin version has the social consequence of suggesting the existence of the
arcanum discipline, o r the possibility of an early Christian practice of secrecy
over what were held to be the most precious truths. The question of which of
the two alternatives belongs to Origen's thought will be a.matter of primary
concern in what follows.
For the moment it should be noted that Origen believes Paul to have
gained knowledge from his experience, and that this experience of receiving
gnosis
is that which is laid up for eventual martyrs. Jesus is a kind of intellec. tual pilot of the heavens. 'These are the mysteries of earth, and the mysteries
of the heavens, but:

. . . in God

much greater visions than these are treasured up, to which no corporeal
nature can advance before being separated from the body. (PG 11,531 A)

The limitation of his remaining in the body probably explains why Paul's incommunicable experience is in some respect inferior to that of the believer in
a terminal situation, when full separation from matter occurs.
Origen gives us an unequivocal answer about the licet/kcov dilemma in the
De Principiis 11.7.4 (PG 11,218 A), where he claims the Spirit to be he who
teaches truths which cannot be uttered in words. At this point in the De Principiis we are dealing with the extant Latin translation, and the translation of
the relevant part of I1 Cor. 12.4 is as follows: quae non licet homini loqui.
Origen then interprets this as meaning: quae indicari humano sermone non
possunt. In other words, that which may not be uttered is interpreted as that
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which cannot be uttered, and it would seem that Origen perceived some ambiguity in the Greek, requiring clarification. The question of why he perceives ambiguity in apparently unambiguous
Greek is in itself most intriguing, but Ghatever the answer to this may be, Origen answers one question
quite clearly: the incommunicability of the words heard by Paul is of a logical
character, and not of a voluntary character. It is not part of the "arcanum
discipline". It is the Spirit which is responsible for the communication of this
transcendent knowledge (end 11.7.4; P G 11,218 C; "sensum scientiae spiritualism:on all of this, see Crouzel, Origene.. . 37).
Another perspective on incommunicability may be found in the Contra
Celsum (V.19; P G 11,1208), where Paul is said to conceal his meaning in I
Corinthians 15.48-9, since the passage was not suitable for the class of simple believers. T o indicate that there was more in the passage than appeared to
be there, he appended the words: "Behold, I show you a mystery" (I Cor.
15.51). This, according to Origen, is his way of introducing matters of a
more mystical nature, such as should be concealed from the multitude. This
material of course leads into Origen's theory of categorical interpretation,
which we shall leave aside, noting only that Origen credits Paul with deliberate concealment of certain truths. Whilst this attests the idea that the hiding of certain truths was a deliberate policy, it is not the case that voluntary
concealment explains the entire mystery of the Judaeo/Christian revelation.
As is well-known to exponents of ancient hermeneutics (R.P.C. Hanson and
Jean Pkpin for example), Origen envisaged a truth of an allegorical kind lying behind all the words of the scriptures.
In the Selecta in Psalmos (50.12; P G 12,1453 C) the Scriptures are said to
be full of unspeakable and mysterious notions, which are difficult to contemplate, and the breaking of the age-old silence by the coming of the logos is
said to allow the discovery of these mysteries. In the Fragments on Proverbs,
the interesting word "enigma" (a'ivtypa) is used of these scriptural mysteries.
This word seems to mean nothing more than "symbol" in many contexts in
late Greek, though when the symbol is held to evoke truths which are hidden
away, then it is not difficult to see how a'ivtypa can retain some of its sense
of a problematic symbol, which teases the understanding by its lack of clar) the text of Proverbs (PG
ity. Having found certain symbols ( a ' l v t y p a ~ a in
13,24 C), Origen proceeds somewhat later to explain what he means by the
term. H e quotes as an example Judges 9:8: "The trees went forth to anoint a
king over them", and considers an ainigma to constitute an ccexposition(6~660605) of things which have not taken place, treated as if they had taken
place, indicating some secret thing in a concealed way." Similar definitions of
parables, obscure sayings and wise sayings are given (PG 13,25 C). There are
a number of reasons for the cryptic style of the Scriptures (one recalls here
Clement's defence of the symbolic form of expression (p. 40), and one of
them is the arcanum discipline. This seemed to be rejected above, but now we
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have an absolutely unequivocal statement that it is part of the self-expression
of Christianity. "For good
it is to conceal the mystery of the king": this quotation he takes from Tobit 12.7, and it serves to bolster the principle of veiling certain truths from the less spiritually capable, which Origen considers to
have been endorsed by Paul (Comm. on Romans VIII. 12; P G 14,1198 C).
We are confronted here with an ambiguity in Origen's approach to the noby side with the idea
tion of the incommunicability of the divine nature: side
that concealment is a matter of deliberate practice, stands the view that the
transcendence of things renders them inexpressible in any case, and this latter
view Origen expounds in a rather tortuous reply to Celsus (Against Celsus
VII.43; P G 11,1481 C). H e raises the question
of incommunicability at
"it is a diffilength by quoting the famous passage of Plato's Timaeus (28):
cult matter to discover the maker and father of the universe, and having done
so it is impossible to declare him to all men." Celsus had used this as part of
~
PG
the support for his claim that God is "unspeakable" ( & p p q ~ oV11.42;
11,148 1 A). Origen rightly objects to Celsus' interpretation of Plato but
nevertheless proceeds to call his God unspeakable, and not only him but a
whole range of transcendent existents. There are two factors at work here: in
the first place Origen is following a line dictated by the Pauline mystical experience
(I1 Cor. 12.4), to which he again refers. Since Paul alleges that he
heard "unspeakable words", Origen concludes that more than God himself is
said to be incommunicable; a whole range of lower beings is also included in
this category. Secondly however, we are in a context of rivalry over claims of
transcendence. Whilst Origen stresses the epistemological importance of the
incarnation for the knowledge of God, he does not wish to be outdone by
Celsus in claiming "unspeakability" for his god, and therefore appropriates it
for a broader range of beings than Celsus. There are other signs of Patristic
rivalry with the Middle Platonists over the ability to stress transcendence,
and Origen maintains here that Paul gained knowledge from his experience,
despite its inexpressibility. H e emphasizes that Paul "heard", interpreting it
as meaning "understood" (ouvq~s).Putting Origenys position in Middle
Platonic terms, God and the other transcendent entities are incommunicable
by language, but they lie within the intellect since knowledge of another type
is possible: Origen attempts to validate the idea of a seeing and hearing experience as that which leads to knowledge of God. It is noteworthy though,
that despite the fact that Origen is comparing himself throughout this whole
passage with Middle Platonic epistemology, he treats the issues in biblical
language, and strays far less into the conceptual structure of Middle Platonism, than does Clement for example. His answer to the three epistemological modes offered by Celsus (which will be discussed later), of synthesis,
analysis and analogy is as follows: God is known "through a certain divine
grace . . . with a certain divine inspiration" (VII. 44; P G 1 1,1484 C). Origen is
reluctant to join in the language of Middle Platonism.
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In another passage he emphasizes the ineffability of God, and the narrowness of the human mind for comprehending such mysteries. The impossibility of fixifig on any image is noted. The matter of the incarnation is said to
surpass our powers of intellect, language and ccstatus"(meriti nostri: De Principiis II.VI.2; P G 11,211 A). In an interesting passage here, Origen illustrates
the way in which the religious concepts he is proposing evade the grasp of
the intelligence: "(the human understanding) stupefied by such a great admiration, knows not where to turn, what to hold onto, what to move towards. If
it thinks of a God, it sees a mortal; if it thinks of a man, it perceives him returning from the dead, laden with the spoils of a victory over death. Thus the
spectacle is to be contemplated with all fear and reverence.. ." (II.VI.2; P G
11,2 11 A). If one thinks here of the Middle Platonist controversy over
whether the intelligence is transcended by the One Origen's statement has a
clear import; it is being alleged that the theology of the incarnation is greater
than the capacity of the human mind. The greatness of the events, we note,
produces amazement and fear.
For these reasons silence will be an appropriate response to the transcendent mysteries Origen refers to. Language would demean them and detract
from their true understanding, and in various contexts Origen does emphasize the importance of silence in the contemplation of divine essences. In the
Homilies on Exodus (111.3; P G 12,34 A) Moses' leadership from Egypt is interpreted allegorically and it is claimed that he desired to lead the Jews out of
the darkness of the flesh to the desert, that they might come t o a place free
of disturbance and the agitation of the world, and that they might reach the
calm of silence. Egypt is the symbol of ignorance, and the Jews are being led
towards the knowledge of God. The desert is the symbol of silence here, and
of calm reflection. Wisdom is acquired in silence and in tranquillity, and the
Jewish experience of the silence of the desert brings them to knowledge of
the law and the moral strength of God.
There is a corresponding view of prayer. As both Tertullian and Origen
point out in their discussion of prayer, the unique Christian claim is that it
takes place as a form of address to our "Father9'. In O n Prayer (22.1) Origen
comments on this, rightly recognizing that the designation of Father for the
supreme God is not unusual, and we have already seen it used by Plato and
taken up by Celsus. H e cites numerous texts on the sonship thus implied, and
it is clear that the existence of the Lord's Prayer constitutes an unusual guarantee for the follower of Christianity, of filial communication. Despite this
emphasis on verbal contact, we find Origen emphasizing the importance of
silence in prayer, a fact which coincides awkwardly with the consecration of
a form of words in the Lord's Prayer. Commenting on Psalm 3.4/5, "1 cried
to the Lord with my voice, and he heard me from his holy mountain", Origen
stresses (Selecta in Psalmos 111.5; P G 12,1124 A) that it is not prayer referred
to in the first part of the sentence, but that the act of prayer is taking place.
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The mention of voice (qavfi) embarrasses Origen, and he argues that prayer
takes place in silence, whilst at the same time succeeding in communicating
its desire to God. In this way a considerable hermeneutic effort is made to
avoid the suggestion that God is spoken to in the normal way, and Origen
elsewhere advocates that prayer should not be audible, but that it should take
place in the heart (Comm. on Genesis PG 12,120 A). This remark comes
from an interpretation of Genesis 24.21 (LXX): "And the man examined her
closely, and kept silence." It is the use of the word .rcapaota.rcClawhich
causes Origen to see the possibility of an allegorical interpretation involving
the idea of non-verbal communication in prayer.
As a consequence of this type of thinking there is a very great emphasis on
the role of the Spirit in fostering unspeaking communication, in Origenqsdiscussion of prayer. In the work O n Prayer (11.3; P G 11,420 D) the Spirit's
task of interceding between God and the believer is discussed, and it is the
Spirit who speaks in groanings which cannot be uttered. Origen relates these
utterances to the unspeakable words which cannot be uttered by man, heard
by Paul in his experience of I1 Cor. 12.4. The Spirit actually speaks these
words from the hearts of believers, who are thus caught up in a form of mystical communication which transcends their normal capacities. This form of
prayer, it must be noted, transcends verbal communication. It is the Spirit
who cries "Abba, Fathercc(cf. Gal. 4.6), and who in general assumes responsibility for communication with the transcendent. This particular theme is
strong in the O n Prayer, but there is another passage which illustrates the
Spirit's communication on behalf of human beings who find themselves mute
before the problem of communicating with the transcendent. In Exodus
14.15 God asks Moses why he is crying out to him, and Origen observes that
"his voice is not heard raised in a cry and yet God says to him: why do you
c r y to me?" (Homily on Exodus V 4; PG 12,330 A). It is true that the text of
Exodus does not mention Moses' clamor, and God's question to him comes
as a surprise to the ordinary reader of the narrative. Origen sees a hidden significance in this: no voice is heard, yet God hears a cry. Wow do the saints
call to God "without voice" (sine voce)? The Spirit in our hearts cries, "Abba,
Father", and it is the Spirit who intercedes "with unspeakable groanings".
These are familiar quotations from Romans chapter 8. What is not so familiar however, is the interpretation given by Origen whereby the contrast between the human voice and the incommunicable communication of the Spirit
is so heightened as to render the faculty of human speech irrelevant. Where
communication with God exists, the voice is absent. The Spirit acts as a surrogate personality, c$pable of effecting this higher level communication.
Because then of the Spirit's intercession before God, the cry of the saints is heard
across the silence (loc. cit.).
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Thus prayer approaches silent contemplation in which ordinary human epistemological modes are eclipsed. Commenting on the Song of Solomon
( L X ) 4.3 (on the Song of Songs, Excerpta Procopiana 4.3; PG 13,201 B),
which could be translated ''Your lips are like a scarlet thread, boundaries of
your silence", Origen finds praise of the virtue of silence in the text. The
maiden in question knows the time for silence. She hides her contemplation
"in the deep", as pomegranate seeds are hidden, and the mention of silence in
Origen's view refers to "those teachings which are veiled in silence like the
pomegranate seeds ( K ~ K K O00i3~)
U S within their husks". Origen quotes Proverbs 11. 13 in support of this principle: "A talebearer reveals secrets, but the
trustworthy person conceals the matter." The arcanum discipline again, it
seems.
Despite this view of prayer and contemplation as taking place in silence, it
by n o means follows that the soul is somehow passive. In fact, as if to counter the idea that the personality is superseded by the intercession of the
Spirit, Origen emphasizes the Pauline principle that one prays with the spirit,
but also with the "understanding" (I Cor. 14.15). The prayer of the saint
speeds forth like a dart, counteracting hostile spirits: it is sent on its way by
"knowledge, reason or by faith" (yvaoy, h6yo5, n i b r ~ :XXI.l; PG
11,452C). T h e epistemological faculties are therefore fully operative in this
process, and we turn now from the emphasis on silence to Origen's consider:
ation of the epistemological apparatus which functions in this manner. This
is closely tied t o the question of God's being, and so it will be necessary to
consider these ontological questions first. The nature of the transcendence of
the being which is to be known comes first in the logical order of consideration, and so it will be necessary to examine briefly Origen's general approach
to the problem of characterizing God, and in particular of characterizing his
relation to "being" o r "existence" (oboia). This problem of Greek ontology
seemed inescapable to Christian philosophers of the time, and this preoccupation gave rise to many fundamental issues in the history of Christian
thought, including the Arian controversy.
In the preface to the De Principiis (8; P G 11,119B), Origen raises the question of whether the term incorporeal (hohpaxov) is a proper part of Christian theological language. His interest in it stems from the desire to stress the
divine transcendence, and to find terms which will serve to divest God of any
anthropomorphic images. It is not used in the Christian scriptures, he notes,
though the concept might be, and it is this question that is set up for examination at the outset. Origen does point out that the word occurs in a document which he calls the Doctrine of Peter, in which Christ says to his discicc
ples: I am not an incorporeal demon". Origen argues that even if this document were accepted as authentically Petrine, or inspired, the word "incorporeal" refers t o the fine and thin kind of matter of which the demons' bodies
are made. Origen finds the question of whether God has shape or substance
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to be a matter which lacks clarity in Christian teaching (op. cit. 9; PG
11,120B).
H e proceeds almost immediately to the scriptural answers, attempting to
answer the question about God's nature from scripture. Pitted against the anthropomorphic language of the Old Testament is the spiritualist language of
the New. "Our God is a consuming fire", becomes "God is a Spirit.. ." (1.1;
PG 11,121B; Deuteronomy 4.24; John 4.24). The answer to the question of
incorporeality Origen finds in the quotation from John.
And note how reasonably he joins the "truth" to the "spirit": he called God a spirit to
distinguish him from bodies, and the truth to distinguish him from shadows or images. (1.4; P G 11,123C)

It seems that Origen's concern is apologetic here, in that he is not so much
concerned with the issue of whether God hzs a body o r not, as with defending Judaism and Christianity against the charge of such anthropomorphism.
H e continues with a variation on the Middle Platonic claim that God is incomprehensibilis and inaestimabilis, with the former term appearing to mean
"incomprehensible" (i.e. unable to be embraced by the comprehension) and
the latter to mean "incapable of assessment". Though the Latin word in the
latter case normally carries a reference to value (ccinvaluable"), it can hardly
d o so here, and it is difficult to be certain what Greek word the translator
cc .
Rufinus was attempting to convey. The translation incapable of measurement" (ANL 243) implies that some such word as ( ~ ~ ~ C E P ~ ~ Ewas
'GPO
used,
S
but
if so one wonders why ccincircumscriptibilis"does not appear as its translation, since it would be most apt. (The term 'Yncomprehensibilis" is not far
cc
from the Latin .Platonist Apuleius' statement that God is . . . neque loco
neque tempore neque vice ulla comprehensus.. ." [Apology 641, and in the
De Platone 1.5 Apuleius does lapse into Greek [ ( j l n ~ p i p ~ ~ pto
o qexpress
]
the
idea of immeasurability, which might suggest some uneasiness over a Latin
equivalent.)
Consequently God is to be thought of as "a single intellectual nature" (intellectualis natura simplex), admitting no accretion to himself. Certain properties of physical bodies are systematically negated of God, namely physical
space, size, shape, colour. This is a relatively easy question, but later Origen
encounters the more difficult problem of the quality of goodness, and
whether it is applied to G\od, and how it is shared by the other members of
the Trinity. The "principalis bonitas" is in God (De Princip. 1.2.13; PG
cc
11, 144A), and Luke 18.19 is quoted in support: There is none good save one
alone, God the Father." The problem of how a simplex intellectual nature can
also be good appears to be unresolved, but Origen certainly wants to identify
God as the source of cosmic goodness. N o secondary goodness exists in the
Son which does not already have its existence in the Father. Uustinianus'
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Greek survives at this point and shows some important differences in respect
of the Latin translation: it reads that the Son is not d n h ~ g
&yaOog, or "singly
good". H e is rather the "image of the goodness of God, but not the good it~ &ya%v. That he is not "singly good9' can only mean that he
self": 0 6 abro
is good in a composite way, o r a differentiated way, whereas the unity of the
Father precludes any suggestion of a composite nature.)
The purpose of the verse asserting the goodness of God alone is, according to Origen, the implication that the Son's goodness derives from the Father only, and that there is "no dissimilarity or difference of goodness in the
Son". There are other things labelled "good" in the Scriptures, admits Origen, but the qualities thus referred to are accidents. Such things as a good
heart, or a good tree have an accidental rather than substantial goodness.
T h e terms here are obviously Aristotelian, and Origen is deploying a combination of Platonic exemplarism and Aristotelian logic. If we suppose substanrialis" to translate obo~h6qgin the citation following, then we have a
clear picture of essential goodness being predicated of the members of the
Trinity, and accidental goodness of lesser beings. Of accidental cases of
goodness, Origen's text reads: haec omnia abusive dicuntur, accidentem, non
substantialem in se continentia bonitatem (loc. cit.).
This passage dwells, then, on God as the Good, and appears to regard this
Good as having being (onoia), or essential reality. There are other passages,
however, where the question is not dealt with in such a straightforward manner. In the Contra Celsum, God's relationship to being is directly dealt with
(VI.64: GCS 3, p.135, 4; P G 11,1396C), because of Celsusyearlier discussion
of the Jewish/Christian anthropomorphic view of God. It is noteworthy that
Origen asserts the question of ontology to be lengthy and difficult and offers
in fact two alternatives about the relationship of God to being (onjoia): the
prevarication here explains the difficulty encountered in the passage from the
Exhortation to Martyrdom, where God was apparently both beyond the
scope of mind, yet also within it. There is peculiar unwillingness o n Origen's
part to commit himself in the Contra Celsum: one alternative is that God is
i ~ a ~ iu v ~ ~ These
E L ) .terms
beyond being in seniority and power ( n p e o p ~ ~
are part of a traditional statement of transcendence: they in fact come from
Plato's Republic (509 BC) where the Good is discussed. In terms which Origen closely reproduces, the Good is said not to be being itself (onjoia), but
beyond being in seniority and power ( k n i ~ ~ ~
f vi ao~
6 o i a ~npeofl~iq~ a i
~ U V C L ~ E Lb n ~ p k ~ o v ~Toh~e )adverb
.
ksklcs~vais often a sign of a transcendence statement in the philosophical or theological writing of this period,
and the view that the One is "beyond being and intelligence" has been discussed by John Whittaker (EREKEINA.. .), who argues that this phrase is
characteristic of writing in the period, despite earlier claims to the contrary.
Whittaker finds evidence of interest in the question of whether God transcends being and mind in Justin, Calcidius, Celsus/Origen, Clement, Nume(6
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nius and other writers who lie more in the Neopythagorean camp, and he
therefore dispels any notion that Plato's phrase went unnoticed in the preNeoplatonic period.
If God were beyond being, he would communicate through giving his
Word. If on the other hand he is being, nevertheless he is said t o be invisible,
and by implication incorporeal (hohparog): here again Origen uses the
word which he declared to be non-scriptural in the preface to the De Principiis.
In the first instance then, we draw from this passage Origen's unwillingness to decide on whether God is within, or beyond being. This passage attests Origen's orthodoxy, despite his general reputation in ecclesiastical history; he is always reluctant to depart from biblical terminology. However
there are other interesting points about it which should be raised. Celsus, in
attacking Christian anthropomorphism, had argued amongst other things
that God does not participate in "form o r colour" (PG 11,1396 B). It is easy
for Origen to reply that God is not coloured, and he adds a number of categories in which he does not participate. H e does not participate in motion,
because his nature is permanent. Biblical texts which seem to imply motion
on his part should not be interpreted literally, and are only interpreted in this
way by sinners. Nor does he participate in being (oboia): the term "partici)
situates the discussion in the old Platonic tradition
pate" ( ~ E T ~ XofO course
of the Forms. Causal and ontological relationships are seen in this way, and
among other things questions of logical priority are solved. Thus, God cannot be said to participate in being: he himself is participated in, rather than
the reverse, and those "who have the spirit of God" participate in him. Similarly "our Saviour does not participate in righteousness; being himself righteousness, he is participated in by the righteous". At this point follows the remark about the difficulty of ontological questions, but it is clear that what
Origen is resisting in these preliminary remarks is the tendency to establish
and define the various ontological levels and hypostases as logically prior to
the establishment of the Father and the Son. H e refuses hypostases which are
named independently of the Father and the Son, since one result of this
would be a great deal of speculation about the interrelationships of the parallel powers, allowing for a great variety of answers. Origen's answer is to endeavour to limit the discussion to biblical concepts, which are themselves
philosophically limited. His position here contrasts with the confident endorsement of the transcendent ontology outlined in the commentary on the
Lord's Prayer (see p. 76), but the context is quite different. Here Origen is
being pressed on questions of the ontological hierarchy, and the position occupied by the Christian "hypostases". In fact the only point at which Origen
is willing t o use Greek ontological language here, where there is not some
prior warrant in scriptural language, lies in the statements that God and the
Saviour are "participated in". T h e cautious tone of the passage is striking,
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since Origen is clearly sounding a note of warning about assimilating Christian trinitarian thought and Greek ontology, a development which lay at the
basis of the Arian controversy. Origen's reticence about the language of
Greek philosophy is a striking fact: he is, after all, an Alexandrian.
Similar caution on the subject of oboia is displayed in the Commentary on
John, where the question of God's relation to being is again raised. Many
things, Origen says, are claimed about God and his being (ousia: PG
14,432 C), some claiming him to be of a corporeal nature, whilst others claim
him to be incorporeal; here he uses the word &ohpato<which was the subject of some questioning elsewhere (see p. 71). Origen also raises the claim
that God is "beyond being in seniority and power", which we have seen to be
from Plato, and t o have become something of a commonplace. Again however, he proposes not to answer the questions he sets himself, at least not in
the terms in which they are set, but to explore the scriptural language used
for matters which seem to stand in the same area of concern. The following
chapters deal with God as spirit (John 4.24), the significance of this, and the
need to use allegorical interpretation in order to avert claims that God is a
physical being, such as a cc consuming fire". Origen does not return to the
philosophical problem as stated: he allows the philosophers to ask a question,
but answers it in an entirely different conceptual language. That he sees the
question as a question is nevertheless significant, and Origen is not always
suspicious of ontological language. Some later passages show some willingness to theorize o n the basis offered by the Greeks, and it is really the issue
of God's relationship with o ~ s i which
a
is an embarrassment for Origen.
Where the status of God is not involved, he is prepared to use the concept
of being and the Commentary on John (11.7; P G 14,136 B) makes particular
use of the concept of not-being in order to explain evil. The subject of the
chapter is the creative work of the logos, and whether or not the existence of
evil can be attributed to it: Paul is quoted as assimilating things which are
not, with things which are evil: this view is provided from an exegesis of the
last part of Romans 4.17. ". . . God, who revivifies the dead and calls the
things that are not as things that are" ( ~ a~ahoOv.eo<
i
tdl pjl o v ~ C35
a ov~a).
This curious wording almost certainly contains no allusion to being in the
Greek sense, referring more to life, but it helps Origen to introduce such
concepts.
The Good then is the same as he who is. Opposed to the good is evil, or wickedness,
and opposed to being is not-being. It follows that wickedness and evil are not-being.
(PG 14,136 B)

In the first sentence the classic identification of the Good and Being is made,
there is probably an allusion
and in referring to God as "he who is9' (XQ OVTL)
to the LTCX version of Exodus 3.14, where God says to Moses: "I am that I
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am". In Greek this comes out as a technical ontological statement, since God
is designated "8 hv": he who has ousia, or being, The consequences of this
had already been perceived by Clement of Alexandria, who used the LXX
phrase in his own discussions of the relationship of God to being (Strom.
VI.16.137.3; Paedagogus 1.8.71.2).
Origen concludes that evil-doers are those who have given up their part in
~ L ) they have become notbeing: by depriving themselves ( & ~ T E P T ~of@being,
beings. We note therefore that the idea of being is used in order t o solve the
problem of evil. Further use of this general Platonic divide may be found: it
may seem odd to find a disquisition on ontology in the middle of a treatise
on prayer, but it is occasioned by the word k7cto6otog ("daily"), which seems
to Origen to be fraught with significance: "Give us this day our daily bread"
(On Prayer 27.7; PG 11,512 A). What kind of bread is this which secretes a
reference to the Greek "essence" (oboia)? Origen links with this the LXX
version of Exodus 19:5: "You shall be to me a peculiar (nsptoboto~)
people", and allegorizes the two verses into a joint comment about being (06oia). The one verse refers t o the bread which cgcontributesto being", and the
other refers to people "dwelling around beings and sharing in it" (loc. cit.). It
seems that Origen is combining two thoughts, concerning the source of true
reality and its pursuit by the faithful.
Now, importantly for our purpose, the idea of "primary incorporeal reality" is defined as that which cannot be subjected to addition or subtraction
(&qaipeot~).The capacity for these indicates that such bodies belong to the
realm of change, and are in need of some "sustaining force . . . to nourish
them". They increase and decrease according to the infilling they receive:
there are some cases of things which are in a state of continual decrease. Origen attacks some unnamed opponents, who hold incorporeal reality to be of
a secondary kind, with physical reality taking primacy as the source of reality. "Matter (6hq)is the first essence of existents, and the source of existents"
( O n Prayer 27.7; PG 11,5 12A). This matter is without quality, it receives all
alterations though it itself is not subject to any alteration, since it continues
throughout all alteration o r change. Though it has no quality, it is inherent
.
Origen appears to have done
in every quality, since it is place ( ~ o p i o v )What
here is to pit Platonism against Stoicism for the purpose of an exegesis of the
Lord's Prayer. The point that he wishes to make is that our "daily bread" is
of the kind which constitutes the provision of sustenance from the higher levels of being. "The epiousios bread is that which is most appropriate to the rational nature, and akin to its very essence: it furnishes at once health, vigour
and strength to the soul, and grants a share of its own immortality to him
who partakes it, for the word sf God is immortal" (27.9; P G 11,513 A).
O n e may note however, that almost in passing Origen claims that true
reality is that which is not subject either to increment or subtraction (hpaipsDL<).This word is of course crucial to our understanding of the theme of ne-
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gative theology, since it operates as the alternative for dt.xocpaoy, o r negation. Mere however, abstraction is taken in an ontological sense, since it is to
do with a process occurring in being. There seems to be no thought of the
epistemological use of the term, characteristic of the via negativa. T h e point
to make is probably this: since the logical realism of Aristotle, it had been
very easy to slip from epistemology to ontology, and vice versa. Origen sees
abstraction here as a real process happening to real objects, but he would not
see the intellectual process as substantially different. The term we might have
expected for this ontological diminution is o x k p q o t ~or privatio (privation),
though contrary to what some think, privation is not confined to the ontological (see appendix I).
Continuing with being, there is such certainty in Origen's mind about the
ontological relationship which holds between the rational soul and God himself, that a problem arises over martyrdom, which appeared to constitute too
crude a recognition of this identity of nature. In the Exhortation to Martyrdom 47 (GCS 2, p.43, 7; P G 11,629 B), it is claimed that "a man may still
love life even though he is convinced that the essence of the rational (hoy t ~ q soul
~ ) has some kinship with God". Both are intellectual, invisible and
incorporeal (kohpaza), and Origen here uses a word over which he was in
some doubt in the De Principiis (see p, 71). We know the story of Origen's
own impulse towards martyrdom when an adolescent, and his views here expressed enable us to understand this, despite the fact that he begins by affirming the possibility of love of life. For he speaks with such enthusiasm of
putting off the corruptible body, and of "being released from the waves
which buffet the life of flesh and blood" (Ioc. cit.). H e claims a longing for
communion with God as a given element in human nature, and that it would
be absurd to suppose that human beings were not capable of realizing the desires which had been granted them.
And it is clear that just as each of our members has some appropriate capacity for
what is naturally suited, the eyes for visible things, the ears for audible things, so the
CX)
(loc. cit.)
mind is for the intelligible, and the God who is beyond ( ~ ~ C ~ K E L Vthem".

The famous adverb of transcendence ( & n k ~ ~ t v a / b e y o noccurs
d)
in this statement, but it is important to note that this transcendence does not defeat the
mind. The whole point of Origen's comment here is that we do have a "connatural" relationship with God, and that this is part of our urge towards him:
the mind is both for the intelligible and that which lies beyond them. Origen
is asserting that God is within the intellect and not outside it, and this view
can be confirmed from elsewhere in his works. The whole passage is devoted
to the idea that God can be apprehended by mind, and here Origen gives his
answer to a problem of Middle Platonism.
Turning now to the question of knowing God, Origen enunciates the clas-
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sic view of knowledge developing as mind moves from the visible level to the
contemplation of intellectual things. At the end of Book I1 of the De Principiis (PG 11,247 A) we are given a description of the growth of the rational
nature. The feebleness of our intellectual powers does not allow us to distinguish between or grasp the whole range of transcendent entities, of which we
have been informed by the astronaut of transcendence, Paul. However the
rational nature grows, not as a body grows, but in power or perception. It is
significant that the intelligence focusses on the causes of things; the understanding of things and their causes constitutes the food of the intelligence
(PG 11,248 A). There is the classic movement from sensible nature to the intelligible, that is familiar since Plato's world of sensible~and exemplars, The
principle of moving a visibilibus ad invisibilia is stated in De Princip. IV.37
(PG 11,4 13 A). The rational understanding moves from small things to great
things, from visible to invisible. Being placed in the body, it advances from
corporeal things to intellectual, until it reaches knowledge of the divine na<c
ture: For the divine nature knows even those thoughts which we turn within
ourselves in silence" (PG 11,414 A). T h e mind is of the same nature as that
which it contemplates, and of this comparisons are given from the sensible
realm: all hearing is of one nature since it receives voice and sound, although
there are cases of slow and rapid hearing, depending on the quality of the
hearing faculty. So it is with the mind: << let us now pass from these sensible
examples to the consideration of intellectual things" (De Princip, IV.36; P G
11,4 11 B). The understanding of things in the sensible world provides analogies for the understanding of the intelligibles, and such models must be
used to make the transition.
One type of move from the sensible to the intelligible involves negative
thinking. In a passage first analyzed in detail by A-J. Festugikre in 1954 (La
Ritvklation . . . 119), Celsus puts forward a number of remarks about God's
being and the means of his knowledge. This passage has already been referred to in relation to the question of incommunicability, but there are also
the important epistemological statements which formed the basis of Festugikre's discussion. Wise men, says Celsus, have endeavoured to express that
which is impossible to express in words ". . . by synthesis (o6vQsotcJ which is
the combining of entities, by analysis (ckvhhuot;) which is the separation
from entities, or by analogy (ckvahoyia)". This passage (Contra Celsum
VII.42; GCS 3, p.192, 32; P G 11,1481 A) constitutes one of the best pieces of
evidence for the epistemology of Middle Platonism, though J. Dillon includes it as a mere Loose End (The Middle Platonists, 401). The concept of
analogy in the philosophy of this period is a separate issue, since it does not
form part of the negative approach, but relates rather to the attempt to make
positive theological statements. However the concept of analysis is familiar
from Clement, and brings us to the notions of negation (ckn;o<paot<)and abstraction ( d q a i p ~ o t ~whose
),
meaning has been traced elsewhere. The only
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specific comment Origen makes on the meaning of the terms comes at the beginning of W1.44:
Celsus thinks that God is known by synthesis, which is the combining of entities, like
the procedure called synthesis among the geometers, or by analysis from entities, or
by analogy, also like the analogy employed by the geometers.

I have adhered fairIy closely to the text in translating, since detail is important here. Festugi&re(loc. cit.) regrets that Origen did not give us the full text
of Celsus' comments on the "three ways", and it would certainly have been of
interest, since the other Middle Platonic evidence on the issue is quite scanty.
Festugiere has no hesitation in declaring Origenqsinterpretation false (1 19),
which is bold, since Origen says almost nothing. In an effort to repudiate the
geometrical context, Festugikre ~ r o c e e d sto outline what we know of synthesis and analysis from mathematical texts, translating a passage on the subject
from Pauly Wissowa (VII 1212, Geometria, by Hultsch), and then a passage
from Proclus (In Eucl. p.43, 18 Fr.) which in fact confirms in summary form
what follows from Pappus. The context is important here, and it is necessary
to be clear about this, since the word synthesis generally means something
like cccombination", but has a specialized meaning in various fields, like
grammar, biology, philosophy and mathematics. Origen specifically refers to
geometry, and we d o have a definition of synthesis and analysis given by the
Alexandrian geometer Pappus, who lived at the end of the third century
A.D., in Book VII of his cgSynagoge",or Collection. This book speaks of a
collection of works known as the Treasury of Analysis, a book of essential
material for mathematicians. The word analysis was thus well-known as being a technical mathematical term. It is extraordinary that Festugikre simply
translates Hultsch's gloss on Pappus, without going to Pappus himself. As
will emerge, there are important differences. Pappus writes as follows:
For in analysis we assume that which is sought as if it were already a fact, and we
inquire what it is from which this results, and again what is the antecedent cause of
the latter, and so on, until, by so retracing our steps, we come upon something already known o r belonging to the class of first principles, and such a method we call
analysis, as being solution backwards.
But in synthesis, reversing the process, we take as a fact that which was last arrived
at in the analysis and, by arranging in their natural order as consequences what before
were antecedents, and successively connecting them one with another, we arrive finally at the construction of that which was sought; and this we call synthesis. (Pappus,
Collection VII, ed. Thomas 11, p.596)

Proclus' passage simply confirms that analysis moved toward first things and
principles, whilst synthesis departs from first principles and draws out that
which follows from the first principles. The position thus far, then, is that
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Origen has suggested that geometrical usage will explain the three epistemological modes advocated by Celsus, and we have some evidence about the
geometrical usage in question, drawn from a writing dating approximately
one hundred and fifty years after that of Celsus. FestugiPre believes that Origen was mistaken, and the following translation of his comments on the substance of the comparison will provide his view: "It emerges immediately that
this synthesis of the geometers is of no use in respect of God, who is First
Principle. One can go from the created (or ordered) world up t o the Demiurge. In ancient phiFosophy, which knows of no creation ex nibilo and which
posits that the world is an eternal given element, it is probably true that one
;an. also move downwards from the Demiurge to the world, since the very
notion of the Demiurge presupposes the existence of matter ordered by him.
But God cannot be treated as a consequence beyond which one can reason
(analysis); nor can one deduce God using a principle superior to him as a
starting point (synthesis). We must therefore look elsewhere."
FestugiPre sees no way of using these views to explicate the three ways
given by Celsus. This is extraordinary, since the geometrical comparison is
classical in Middle Platonic documents (see p. 20), and Festugi6re himself
quotes Albinus (165, 1. 14 Hermann): "The first mode of-conceiving God will
be achieved through abstraction from those things, in the same way as we
come to conceive of the point by abstracting it from the sensible, having conceived of the surface in the first place, then of the line, and lastly the point."
ist of course different from the "analysis"
T h e term abstraction (0lqaip~ot~)
discussed here, but we have already seen that they amount to the same thing.
Clement of Alexandria has a passage (Stromata V. 11.71.2) in which the same
intellectual manoeuvre, of abstracting from depth, width, length and then
from the "monad" is recommended, and this procedure he refers to as analysis. As Whittaker observes ( N e ~ p y t h a ~ o r e a n i s.m
. . 113), since both Celsus
and Clement use this term, it is clear that it was a "current Middle Platonic
term for the term in question".
it
Apart from the equivalence between the terms 0lvithuoy and kcpaip~ot~
is clear that the mathematical presentation of the procedure is also familiar.
This was reviewed in chapter I, but there is a mass of evidence which indicates interest in the generation of reality from point to solid, and some evidence on interest in reversing the conceptual process, taking it from solid
back to the point (see Whittaker, Neopythagoreanism . . . 110). Wolfson and
Kramer (see bibliography) have discussed the question of the mathematical
framework for the via negativa, and Kramer sees it as a legacy of the Old
Academy (Ursprung . . . 105). It is absolutely clear that Origen's gloss on Celsus' three epistemological modes is predictable, and most probably correct.
Can we make sense of the analysis and synthesis of the geometers in the
context of the epistemology of the transcendental One? It seems possible.
Returning to the definitions of Pappus, analysis is presented as taking some-
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thing which is already a fact ("as if it were already a fact": y ~ y o v b ~and
) , trying to discover what it springs from. In this way we arrive at the class of first
principles. The philosophers take this procedure into the field of ontology
and epistemology, and it is eminently applicable to the via negativa if we take
it that sensible reality constitutes the datum, with the reaching of first principles constituting the result of the analysis. This is in fact the whole purpose
of the successive abstractions which lead to God, or the Monad, or the One,
and the advantage of the comparison with the geometers is that it helps us
see the via negativa as a means of discovering the sources of sensible reality,
rather than as a systematic destruction of thought and reason. Festugicre
seems to be dependent on Hultsch for the opening lines of Pappus' comments, and the difference in translation between that used by Festugiere
("Dans I'analyse, on tient le problkme a resoudre pour demontre'. . .") and that
advocated above ("For in analysis we assume that which is sought as if it were
already afdct.. .") is crucial. Festugiere is thus led to identify God and the
consequence of an argument, beyond which further analysis must occur, if
the comparison is to hold. However we must rather understand the composite reality ("fact") t o be that which is taken for granted as a starting-point
(presumably some conceptual or geometrical complex in Pappus' context), in
order to discover, by analysis, its sources and component parts.
Synthesis reverses the procedure. It combines the object of the search, or
the last finding of the analysis, with all the antecedent causes, except that
they now become consequences. The first principle is pursued through its effects until its result in the form of a composite fact is discovered. Festugii.reys
account of this is much more useful, and he is able to elaborate it by reference to Pythagorean speculation: some concession to Origen seems to be
made here, perhaps by accident only. As one reads Pappus' definition the emcc
phasis is on the linkage in the great chain of being: synthesis successively
connects" each stage with others, and this suggests the process referred to by
Celsus. Contemplation passes from the beauty of sensible objects, t o that of
the soul, eventually to the vast ocean of the Beautiful, and thence to the
Good. The quotation of Plato's Symposium (210 D), on the movement from
and through the objects in the sensible world, until the vast ocean of the
beautiful is reached, underlines the thought that Celsus has in mind the ascension of reality, as though on ever higher rungs of a ladder. The "successive connectionccof Pappus' definition confirms this view of the procedure involved, although it is a difficulty that Pappus' definition would seem to suggest starting from the highest principle, instead of the lowest. However it is
possible to conclude that we have the essential clarification of Celsus' three
ways (or two of them) in mathematical terms, and of course there may have
been other formulations of the difference between synthesis and analysis
which would have coincided more precisely with the ontological/epistemological usage made of the terms by the philosophers. The conclusion is sim-
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ply that Origen was correct in clarifying Celsus' text by reference to the
mathematicians, and that he was placing himself in the mainstream of philosophical tradition by doing so.
There remains the question of what he made of it all, and in particular
whether he endorsed the negative method as a theological instrument. A part
of this whole passage has been discussed elsewhere (p. 24) and the finding
was that Origen stressed the unspeakability of God, claiming that Celsus'
Platonic God was in fact communicable in language, and thus less deserving
of respect. Since he emphasizes the poverty of language, one might expect
Origen to endorse the via negativa as an appropriate instrument. This is not
in fact the case: he neither endorses it nor gives any assessment of it, but
chooses to discuss the issue in his own language, which is impregnated with
biblical quotation. The main theme of chapters 42-44 derives from Celsus'
use of Plato's Timaeus (28): "It is a difficult matter to discover the maker and
father of the universe, and having done so it is impossible to declare him to
all men." Origen draws two implications from this: firstly, as has been noted,
that the Platonic God was communicable in language and therefore a lesser
being. Secondly it is concluded that the Platonic view implies that God lies
within the reach of human nature unaided.
Plato may say that it is a hard thing to find out the creator and father of this universe,
~
impossible for human nature to find
thereby implying that it is not ( 0 6 postulated)
God in a way worthy of him. (Contra Celsum VII 42; PG 11,1481 B)

And a little later on the opposing point of view is stated:
We however maintain that human nature is in no way sufficient for the search for
God, or for finding him in an unsullied way unless aided by Him who is being sought.

Human epistemological impotence is again noted in chapter 44, where the
love and grace of God are noted as the source of the added capacity required
by the seeker for God. It seems that the traditional Christian postulation of
the necessity of grace constitutes Origen's reply to the via negativa, and the
three Platonic modes in general. They are techniques developed by human
beings for use by the human mind, in the belief that they will enable the mind
to grasp the object of its search. That they recognize the epistemic capacity
of the human mind would appear to constitute the chief difficulty felt by Origen in this regard, despite the fact that one might have suspected him of being capable of using the via negativa for his own development of the theme
of silence and incommunicability. It is not so however: the human effort involved clashes with the Christian posture of waiting for the divine intervention, of which the archetypal experience was that of Paul's being "caught
up". In Origen's view, the three Platonic modes can only lead to a low view
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of God and a deficient understanding of him, and there is no sense in which
he sees the via negativa as constituting a means of self-transcendence. DanieIOU declares, at the end of the fourth chapter (pt.1) of his Origkne, that Origen endorsed the way of abstraction and the way of analogy, in the same
manner as the Middle Platonist Albinus: in this he is simply wrong. This
passage of the Contra Celsum is not one of those in virtue of which one can
try to make Origen into a Platonist.
It is a curious fact that thus far we have inspected Origen's ideas on silence, the v i a negativa and the being of God, without encountering his mystical teaching. This important and recently emphasized aspect of his teaching
(Volker, Crouzel) constitutes an edifice which stands in its own right: it derives neither its imagery nor its leading ideas from the nascent Platonic mysticism. An examination of the mainstream motions of late Greek and early
Christian mystical theology leaves Origen not untouched, though it fails to
penetrate the axis of his thought. The imitation of Christ is one of the main
concerns of Origen's prescription for the life of the saint. In the De Principiis
(I11 6.1) the principle of man's being created in the image of God is enunciated, and the idea of one's likeness to God is put forward as a goal. Man has
the basis for making progress in this direction since he has been cast in the
"image"
of God, but he must struggle
- - to consummate his likeness to God.
Among the brethren in Christ, there appears to be an elite which is "perfect"
in their imitation of him.
For in a sense all those who believe in Christ are the brothers of Christ. Properly
speaking however, only those who are perfect and who are his imitations are the
brothers of Christ, like him who said: "be you imitators of me as I am of Christ." (In
Matt. Comm. Ser. 73; PG 13,1718 B)

The imitation of Christ is the route which must be followed by those who
would be perfect. Self-offering is a higher type of offering than that involved
in offering one's daughter, one's son, or one's estate. These things are external to us and do not constitute the complete surrender which is required by
the imitation of Christ (Homilies on Num. 24.2; P G 12,760). Christ represents virginity and chastity, and the ascetic life is essential for the imitator
(On the Song of Songs 2.9; P G 13,131). Origen places a great deal of emphasis on the breaking of the mastery held by the body over one's spiritual
capacities, and on vigils and meditation. I Corinthians 9.27 is brought into
the discussion: "But I keep under my body, and bring it into servitude.. .". It
is necessary to ccovercomethe flesh by abstinence, vigils and the work of meditation" (Homilies on Exodus 13.5; P G 12,393).
There is envisaged a mystical ascent which is outlined in the Homily on
Numbers, and which starts from the world itself, in all its wickedness and
change (Homily on Num. 27 ff.; PG 12,780). There is a constant fight
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against temptation, and the soul has to pass through various stages which are
represented metaphorically by reference to geographical locations. T h e arrival at the Red Sea marks the beginning of temptations. The end result is
mystical union with the Word, described in terms of erotic imagery derived
from The Song of Songs.
For when the mind is filled with divine knowledge and understanding through no
agency of man or of angel, then may the mind believe that it receives the very kisses
of the Word of God. For these and similar kisses suppose the soul to say in prayer to
God, let Him kiss me with the kisses of His mouth. (On the Song of Songs 1.1; PG
13,85)

It is an extraordinary fact that Origen is one of the great Christian mystical
thinkers, and yet that he stands outside the stream of Greek thinking, as it
evolved in this direction. Several characteristics of his mystical thought mark
him off from his Neoplatonist contemporaries: firstly, it is centred on the
imitation of a human model, Christ. The assimilation of the sage to the
Good is quite common in classical thought, but a model in human form is
not provided in this tradition. In the second place, Origen's mysticism emphasizes the divine enabling of the soul for the realization of its goal. The
christian theological principle of the need for divine grace is operative in all
Brigen's opposition to Greek humanism, which he seemed to see as the foundation of the three epistemological methods of Middle Platonism. Clement
of Alexandria had shown how the via negativa could be included in the formulation of a Christian approach to the knowledge of the transcendent, but
Origen will have none of it. Thirdly, Origen takes up a position on language
and mind which can be distilled into the proposition that God, whilst incornrnunicable in language, is accessible to mind and is the object of knowledge
( y v 8 o t ~ )In
. terms of Middle Platonism this is a recognizable view, since Albinus claimed the One to be unspeakable ( f i p p q ~ o ~yet
) , apprehended by the
~ ) 1. 7 and 28). It could not be claimed however that Oriintellect ( v o ~ (164,
gen is in any sense a Middle Platonist, though it is certainly true that he formulates his position in response to Middle Platonism, stimulated by Celsus in
particular, but not only in the work directed against Celsus. Against this
backdrop, he asserts that the Christian God is genuinely incommunicable, as
opposed to that of Plato, for whom God was communicable to some at least.
(Origen takes Celsus to task over his exaggeration of Plato's statement,
which does not in fact claim that God is wholly unspeakable, but which is
made to d o so in Middle Platonist exegesis.) Against this shaky hermeneutic,
Origen adduces Paul's experience of "unspeakable utterances".
Yet despite such involvement with the themes of Platonist negative theology, Origen refuses to embrace them. Middle Platonism scarcely contributes
to Origen's epistemology, or eo his mystical theology.
-
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V. T h e logic of negation;
between Plotinus and Proclus

Plotinus taught in Rome, Proclus in Athens. About two centuries of intellectual development separated the two, as well as the constraints of locality. The
middle period of classical Neoplatonism has always seemed to be a shadowy
one, and the nature of its development has not been well traced. T h e reader
of Damascius is plunged into a philosophy which is obviously Neoplatonist,
but at the same time light years away from the exploratory excursions of
Plotinus. There seems to have taken place a development whose lines have
not yet been clearly delineated in scholarly work on the area, though they
could be, if more detailed work was carried out on the late Greek commentators o n Aristotle. The key figures in this uncharted development are Plutarch
of Athens, Syrianus, Dexippus, and Alexander of Aphrodisias. All of these
writers have a strong sense of the importance of Aristotle, and they seem to
represent an increasing Aristotelianization of Neoplatonism. Dexippus
stands in the Roman line, following Porphyry and Iamblichus; Syrianus follows Plutarch of Athens in the Athenian line, and both Proclus and Damascius depend on Syrianus. The really important figures, then, are Syrianus and
~ e x i ~ & ssince
,
their use of Aristotle is not dissimilar, and yet they stand in
different lines of tradition. Both show the trend towards the increased deployment of Aristotelian logic in the development of Neoplatonism, and both
take us quite close to the better known world of Proclus and Damascius. Of
course the little known figure of Plutarch of Athens must also be crucial,
since he stands at the beginning of the Athenian line, and his influence must
have been of great importance. %at was his approach? Who and where
were his teachers? These questions are of great importance, yet little progress
can be made on them. (One notes with dismay that the Oxford Classical Dictionary does not even have entries on Dexippus, Plutarch of Athens, or Damascius). A similar sort of question exists, of course for the history of the
Christian Platonists, and Rist has recently endeavoured to redraw the lines
leading up to the Platonism of Basil (Basil's "Neoplatonism" . . .). Porphyry
and his influence play a large part in this, and the influence of Alexandria is
of crucial importance as well. The evolution of pagan Neoplatonism is an entirely different one, and only detailed studies of the relevant volumes of the
Commentaria in Aristotelem Graeca will solve the problem. It is a difficult
one, since it requires study of the Aristotelian texts themselves, together with
the ability to perceive interpretative glosses on the part of the Neoplatonist
commentators. Over-interpretations, or shifts of perspective, often indicate
the path which this Aristotelianized Neoplatonism is treading.

86

Syrianus on negation andprivation

In what follows, the commentaries of these authors on the texts of Aristotle which deal with negation will be studied, together with some which deal
with privation. O n many occasions the Neoplatonist commentators simply
reiterate the Aristotelian teaching on negation, but at times they add interpretations of their own, and this is a highly significant step in the development of negative theology.
Plotinus' word for the negation of the via negativa is aphairesis, o r "abstraction". Athenian Neoplatonism, however, uses the term apophasis, o r "negation" proper. The words do have different meanings, and it is worthwhile
inquiring whether there is therefore any substantial difference between the
negative theology of Plotinus and that of the Athenian school. It lies along
these lines: that of Plotinus is fundamentally the via negativa of Middle Platonism, with its emphasis on the progressive removal of attributes with a view
to forcing an understanding- of the transcendent. That of the Athenian Neofollows a tradition of revived study of Aristotle, during which the
logic of negation as explored by Aristotle in the Metaphysics and elsewhere,
was considered and developed. As a consequence, the term aphairesis disappeared from usage in the context of the via negativa, and the richer possibilities of the logic of negation proper were exploited. The way in which the logic of the relevant terms was developed will be illustrated in the texts which
follow. Because these are not generally available in Greek, and are not translated, I have given both my translations and the Greek texts where necessary.
It is worthwhile observing to start with, that the same usage of steresis that is
found in Aristotle, is also found in the late commentators. (I stress this in
view of van Winden's artificial distinction between k n o q m o ~ qand oxkpqotcj
in Vigiliae Christianae 36, 1982, 70-75, reviewing my Gnosis in the Reallexikon fiir Antike und Christentum: see appendix I.) There is a tendency to
treat steresis both as an epistemological and an ontological concept, and this
can be attested by reference to Syrianus (CAG VI, 16, 10 ff.):
For if one knows and is able to say something about a thing through privation or negation, such as knowing that the point has no parts or that the divine is immortal. . .

( ~yhp
i 0x6~pkv nco~~ a6i6th ~ f j gG T E ~ ~ G E OfiS~ f dlnoqho~ag
j ~
~ i n ~TL
i vn ~ p i
TOO nphypa~og~ U V ~ ~ OE~ OVV6O~i6C3g
~ , OTL ~b o-qpiov dlp~pG~
~ o l~6
i B~iov&OhvaTov. ..)
Syrianus here treats both privation and negation as ways of knowing, and
shows no consciousness of the later Thomist tendency to limit privatio to
states of being. It may be noted that the examples he chooses both use the
a privative as the means of negating or depriving of characteristics. One further notes that Syrianus speaks of considering things orspqxLr6.jg (CAG VI,
56, 34), which can only mean "privatively". The difference between saying
that things are considered "privatively" and that things are considered "nega-
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tively", is not very great. As with Aristotle, negation is a broader concept,
and privation a narrower one: privation simply specifies the type of negation
involved.
Syrianus develops his interpretation of the Aristotelian privatiodnegation
on page 6 1, 1.29 ff. (CAG VI). He is commenting on Aristotle's Metaphysics,
and Aristotle in 1004" has been dealing with the study of opposites: he talks
of plurality as "the negation or privation of unity". Syrianus proceeds to attempt to distinguish between the two, and Aristotle himself says a few words
about this. Aristotle's own view (Met. 1004") is that in privation there is a
substrate (6no~~tpkvq)
of which the privation is predicated, but that negation is an absence (hnouoia) of the thing in question. Aristotle seems to
think he has made a distinction here, and it can be glossed like this: a privation is predicated of a certain "base", of which a thing is said to be absent,
but a negation refers to the absence of a thing without any reference to a
"base" which might support it. Syrianus offers his own gloss as follows, and
it is instructive to note how he builds on the terms:
Plurality is either the negation or the privation of the one. These opposites differ
from each other, in that negation is true of everything beyond the one which is denied. For "not horse" is true of everything apart from the horse, but this is not the
case with privation. For privation does not supply <the notion> of the simple absence of a state (it is not the case, for example, that being blind is not having sight,
since a stone would then be blind), but of the state's absence from what is naturally
disposed to bear it. "Deaf", then, applies not to everything which does not hear, but
to the ear (if it fails to hear), since it has the natural capacity to hear. For it is necessary to postulate one nature in the state, and in the privation. This difference between
privation and negation is the very greatest. If then privation or negation of the one is
plurality, since through each contemplation of the one occurs, knowing the one and
the many is the same thing. Overall, knowing opposites which are distinguished from
each other in this manner is a single science.

(zh yhp nohhh .ij.l-ot&n6cpaot~200 b v o ~fl o ~ k p q o t Gtacpkpouot
~.
6k &hhfihovai
dv~t0kostgaijtat, 62t fi pkv &nocpaot~Eni n h v ~ o v&hq0s6stTQV nap& TO iSv EKETVO
26 &vatpo6psvov - TO yhp o 6 %
~ n n okni
~ n h v ~ o v&hqekl;aav nap& xov 'innov, fi 6k
o ~ k p q oot ~6 o~i ) ~ c u. ~06 yhp 6nh65 &no6oq~
T ? ~ SEkso~< iiwotav > napio~qotv
fi
ozkpqoy (ob yhp ~ u c p h bb~ pq i i ~ o vdytv, Ensi ~ a hi0og
i
&v fiv ~ucphb~),
&Ah'
&no6oq~
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TO 06s khv p?) &KO~TJ,
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~ a i o~epfioet.~ a Gtacpoph
i
pkv aczq peyio~qo ~ s p f i o s o~~ acknocphosos.
i
slzs
pkv~oto ~ k p q o 8ozt
i ~ 700 k v o ~~h nohhh ~'ias&n6<paotg,knst84 tit' k ~ a ~ k p aEgo ~ t
26 Ev 0swp?joat, 200 a6200 8 o ~ 26
t 2s Ev siGkvat ~ a .ch
i nohhdl.) (CAG VI, p.61,

1. 30 ff.)
One notes firstly that negation proper is said to be a matter of indefiniteness,
since "not horse" is true of everything but "horse". O n this view negation liberates thought, opening up to it a limitless range of possibilities. "Green",
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"yellow" and "Wednesday9' are all cases of "not horse", and in fact everything else is as well: everything is "not horse", except of course that single
thing, "horse" itself. This appears t o be the major feature of apophasis which
is stressed by Syrianus. Privation, o n the other hand, contains a hidden statement about the capacity or nature of the thing which is the subject of discussion: blindness implies a nature capable of possessing sight. Blindness cannot
be attributed to a stone, for example, and so predicating blindness carries
with it two kinds of information: firstly the absence of the ability to see, and
secondly that the capacity to see could logically belong to the subject under
discussion. Privation, on this view, carries with it a clearly kataphatic aspect,
in that absence is coupled with an implied statement about the nature of the
object under discussion.
In this way apophasis and stevesis emerge as types of negation which are
very different in function: the latter actually reveals something in the course
of making a negative statement about a thing, but the former reveals nothing
at all by negating something about the subject under discussion. Syrianus' explanations here are quite consistent with what Aristotle himself says in various places. The observation about steresis is already contained in the Aristotelian passage under discussion (Met. 1004"), but the observation about the
indefiniteness of apophasis is to be found elsewhere, at least implied elsewhere. In the O n Interpretation 16" 31 the difficulty of classifying "not-man"
is discussed: it is said to be neither a sentence (hoyo~)nor a negation (&zocpaot~),but an indefinite noun (6vopa &opto.tov). Despite the fact that Aristotle refuses to call this verbless utterance a negation, it is instructive to note
that he considers a negated noun to be indefinite in character. A proper negation requires a full sentence with a verb, but one may deduce that since indefiniteness results from the use of O ~ in
K this case, it would result from the
negation of a full sentence.
Syrianus' commentary seems to be alluding to some such consideration as
this, when it says that 'hot horse" is true of everything apart from "horse".
T h e negative, in effect, opens up the field so that the range of possible meanings is limitless, and this appears to be the view of the O n Interpretation passage. It is worthy of note that Alexander of Aphrodisias echoes this view in his
commentary on the Sophistic Elenchos (CAG 113 98, 1.22 ff.): . . . cli &xocphoet~koptozoi eiotv . fj yhp hiyouoa & x o q a o t ~' ~ 0 06
6 ~AEUKOV k o ~ t v '
&opto.to~.
.. Negations are indefinite, Alexander says, and confines his
example to a non-verbal expression, in the manner illustrated above.
Returning now to Syrianus, there are two crucial passages for the via negativa, both of which illustrate a certain development over and above AristotleJs view. Syrianus here makes certain remarks about being and negation
which are distinctly un-Aristotelian, and which therefore pinpoint the moment of transition. This transition, occurring in the course of Neoplatonism,
is effected through advances in the interpretation of Aristotle. This may seem
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odd, but then the Platonic and Aristotelian traditions have never been so inseparably removed from each other as students of Western thought have
sometimes imagined. The first of these passages is drawn from Syrianus'
Commentary on Aristotle's Metaphysics 1003a 21 ff.
And what is remarkable, if we make negative statements about accidents and being itself? "Not white" and "not man" are examples. In this a certain remarkable and miraculous power emerges within the essence of being. For if it gives a part of existence
to such opposites to being as this, it surely fills all with existence and brings succour
without stinting to all things, from itself. Thus the good would be the cause of that
which is said to be evil, and the light of darkness, and thus being could be the cause
even of that which does not exist. Whenever then we say that not being does not exist,
we rightly predicate being of it.
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hkywp~vTO p4 6v dvat pi) 6v, &hqe)&\joPEV TO E ~ V KaTr)yopo~VT&~
~ L
a6~oO.)(CAG VI, 57, I. 4 ff.)
Syrianus is dealing with what is presented as a conundrum by Aristotle in the
Metaphysics 1Q03b10, namely that "we even say that not being is not being"
Aristotle is more concerned with the classification of things which deal with
being, and whether they form one science (episteme) o r not. There are n o
lyrical testimonies to the power of being, such as we find in Syrianus' commentary. Syrianus develops the ontological side of Aristotle's statement,
dwelling on the ccmiraculous"power of being to sustain all types of reality,
even those standing in opposition to each other. Thus even the statement
not being is not" attributes being of some kind: otherwise it could not have
been made. Its negative character does not deprive it of the ability to attribute being. Syrianus marvels at the sustaining power of this being, but we
note that even the negative statement about the existence of being implies being of some sort. In other words, we have a second example of a way in
which a negative statement can carry a kataphatic, or positive, statement implied within it.
Elsewhere however Syrianus raises the possibility of that which is beyond
being. In an unfortunately passing reference, Syrianus raises the question of
the hyperousios, the being which is transcendent. Aristotle asserted (Met. 996"
30) the principle that everything must be either affirmed or denied as one of
the received principles of the demonstrative sciences. Syrianus confirms this,
but asks the following question:
CC

But if something is transcendent and has neither name, nor science nor is in any way
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capable of utterance, how then must it be capable of affirmation or negation, in respect of which all discourse is false?
( 8 n ~86v
i T L 6n~po6otov ~ ap ii p 6vopa EX^ p f i k~ n~t ~ ~ f i p$@'
q v 6 h o bq~ov
~

4

5,T G ~dSl v d l y ~ q ~ oTo ~' ~~ax6qaaLv
V~
fl ~ l j v&nbqaotv&k~ao@at,
8q' 06 n a h~o y o ~
y ~ u G f i ~(CAG
; ) VI, 18, 1. 25 ff.)

It is unfortunate that S ~ r i a n u sdoes not pursue this question, which is probably the result of applying the Parmenides of Plato to the present passage of
Aristotle. The One which is beyond being, and is not capable of being referred to in discourse, and is not subject to either negation or affirmation,
appears among the hypotheses of the Parmenides (160 B ff.) and is most likely in Syrianus' mind here, where he is focussed on Aristotle's view of what is
demonstrable.
Syrianus is clearly pitting the sceptical elements of Platonism against the
logocentric views of Aristotle. In the immediately preceding passage of the
Metaphysics (996"O ff.) Aristotle has defined wisdom as the knowledge of
.
continues:
being ( o ~ s i a ) Aristotle
While there are many ways of knowing the same thing, we say that he who knows
what a certain thing is, knows more than he who knows what it is not. (Met 99bb 14)

Aristotle does not develop this, but it is an intriguing remark. It is of course
obviously true, but he may just have had in mind some view which is the
forerunner of the via negativa, and may be criticizing it. I have argued elsewhere that he seems t o know of the negative method of conceptualizing abstract ideas, and that he seems to object to it (I, p. 143). We may have another case of that here. Syrianus, however, is not so interested in this part of
it, but rather highlights the confidence with which Aristotle speaks of the
knowledge of being. H e asks the question which Aristotle does not ask, and
which a Neoplatonist commentator had to ask, namely what of that being
which is beyond (hyper-. . .), or transcendent? Such being is not subject to the
normal rules, and there is no sense in which such being must either be affirmed or negated. T h e rules of discourse simply do not apply t o it. Aristotle's concern here is entirely with the speakable, whereas the Neoplatonist
commentator wants to raise both the question of the speakable, and that of
the unspeakable simultaneously.
It should be noted that in both of these passages Syrianus accepts that negatives apply to being. In the last passage discussed, the implication is that kataphatic and apophatic statements apply to being, in both cases. In the former
passage this is also true, and Syrianus appears to be saying that despite appearances, negations such as "not white" o r "not man" carry with them an
implication of the existence of being. The hyperousios is beyond both affirmation and negation.
Here is the clear preparation for the view of Proclus (see pp. 107 ff.), for
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whom negations serve a useful purpose, but only up to a point. When one
has reached this point, the method of forming concepts by negatives is no
longer useful, and so the final negation of negation itself occurs. Proclus
tries to deal with the transcendent being, the hypeuousia, through the hypernegation, and in this it is as if he is replying to the question raised by Syrianus: how can the transcendent admit of negation or affirmation? But in the
end Proclus too seems to connect negation with being, and abandons it for
pure silence. Negation is treated as part of a series of linguistic manoeuvres,
which have only a pretranscendental applicability.
We move now to Dexippus, another little-known precursor of later Athenian Neoplatonism, whose importance is very great. Like Syrianus, he deserves more study if the gap between Plotinus and Athenian Neoplatonism is
to be better understood. We have Dexippus' commentary on Aristotle's Categories, and through this medium a few quite important observations on the
nature of negation. It is 'worth noting, in passing, that Porphyry also left a
commentary on Aristotle's Categories: he, however, did not rise to the occasion on the subject of negation, and made no remarks of any importance
about it, at least in this commentary. Dexippus did feel that the subject was
worthy of extended comment within the framework of this exercise.
We begin with a passage which compares negation with affirmation, and
has negation revealing the "truest essence of things".
But that is worth querying, since it does not tell us what essence is, but what it is not,
and that it causes us to know other things, but not itself, since if we say in response
that man is neither horse nor dog, we have said what he is not, none the more defining what he is through the negation, than when man was undefined at the outset. For
we would not give a particular characteristic, knowing it already, for example that
man is capable of laughter.
But it must be added, that it is not a definition which is profferred, but a description, and that many definitions are given by negation, whenever that which is affirmed is familiar. Thus, with the good and the bad being familiar, some define the
indifferent, which is neither bad nor good. And thus one makes a statement about
that which is in the subject, or in respect of the subject, in order that through their negation one might display essence in the truest sense. And one is not satisfied with negation alone, but adds an example, as one might say that man is neither horse, nor ox,
and then add, "for example, Socrates".
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This passage is ~ r o r n ~ t eprincipally
d
by Aristotle Categories 2" I1 ff., and
here Aristotle asserts the impossibility of affirming or denying predicates of a
subject. Dexippus takes a step which is not given any underpinning in the text
cc
of Aristotle, when he claims that by negation essence in the truest sense"
( ~ f i v~uprw.rCmqvobcrlav) is revealed. This corresponds to Aristotle's o b o i a
fi ~ u p t b ~ .a. .~A~yopi:vq
a
(Cat. 2" 1I), and this Aristotle claims cannot be
asserted of a subject, or found in it. H e reiterates and develops this in Cat. 2"
28, where it is argued that the names and definitions of things found in a
subject cannot be predicated of that subject. Now on this point Dexippus
makes a claim which is not adumbrated by Aristotle, namely that the "truest
essence" can be revealed by negation: this is an epistemological innovation,
added by Dexippus to the themes being developed by Aristotle. Dexippus
further notes that many definitions are given through negative statements,
and his own desire to introduce the negative method of conceptualizing
things is quite clear: his gloss on Aristotle adds a theme. It is also t o be noted
that Dexippus couples knowledge of the familiar with the ability to make a
successful negative statement: in other words, the use of the negative depends on the ability to make positive statements first. These positive, or kataphatic, statements serve to pinpoint the concept being defined negatively.
That such is Dexippus' view is confirmed in the following passage:
Wherefore number is prior, just as we become familiar with the negation through the
affirmation, and for this reason affirmation is prior.. .
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a l . . IV2, 68,l. 4 f.)

T ? ~ S~

Affirmation and negation have a close relationship, in which negation takes
second place. Clearly enough negation is logically secondary, since it cannot
negate without a prior positive claim having been made. Dexippus sees the
two as working together, and does not envisage negation as some kind of solo epistemological function, putting aid single-handedly to all accumulations of kataphatic statements. One is sometimes tempted to see the via negativa in isolation like this, and it is useful to note Dexippus' presentation of
the apophatic method as part of a prior kataphatic procedure.
Another passage tending to link apophasis and kataphasis is as follows:
Aristotle himself treated this better in the Notes. Having expounded the categories together with their modes, negations, privations and indefinites at the same time, he
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dealt with them calling the modes "inclinations". Thus barefootedness will be of the
same category as being shod, and breathing a horse is of the same category as driving
it, and similarly of harnessing it. And the negations of these things will be of that of
which the affirmations are part, and their indefinites of that of which their definitions
are part. For in general it is in this that negations and privations have being, in that
they are not the things denied.. . Concerning the one, it could be demonstrated in
many contexts, that it does not fall outside the categories.
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In this brief discussion of the Notes (probably lecture records, not by Aristotle himself; see Grayeff, Aristotle .. ., p.78) the same general assertion is
made about negation and affirmation, that they are of the same thing. %at
links "shoelessness" and "being shod" is that they fall within the same category. And since the one is said not to fall outside the categories, the same
link between negative and positive statements about the one must exist. The
underlying category unites the two, so that they are part of the one discourse
(logos). Again we see the use of negation, not as an isolated epistemological
tool, but as part of a web of discourse, and dependent on various other forms
of speech. It is a tool which can only be used in a reciprocal relationship with
other such linguistic tools.
We turn now to the evidence of Alexander of Aphrodisias, whose Greek is
somewhat more limpid than that of Dexippus. Alexander, however, is somewhat less useful as a source for the transitional stage which has been the object sf inquiry here. The real advances over Aristotle seem to lie with Dexippus and Syrianus. A study of the following passage will show why. In a crucial passage (Met. 1Q2Zb 32) Aristotle says that there are as many privations
as there are negations formed by the alpha privative. I have studied this elsewhere (The Fundamentals.. ., and vol I, 1391, and one might have hoped for
some illuminating comment from Alexander on the passage, or at least some
sign of another point of view on the passage coming into existence. But Alexander writes as follows:
crAnd",he says, ccthere are as many privations as there are negations derived from the
alpha [sc. privative]". H e says that alpha negations are privative denials. This is properly the case of the negation arising from the use of "not". As many, he says, as there
are denials through the use of the alpha, which are negations s f things, to the same
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extent these are said to be privations. For the alpha negation is indicative of a privation. And he explains the difference between them by means of example: unequal [alpha
'ioov] is that which has equality by nature, but is said not to have it, so that the
privation indicates this as well.
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Alexander simply says what Aristotle says, but in more words. N o r does he
take advantage of his own prolixity to solve problems, raise further questions, or fill in gaps. Alexander's commentary here, and at other crucial
points, is limited to mere repetition of Aristotle. In this sense he is a real doxographer. Syrianus and Dexippus over-interpret by comparison, and are
more in the style of the Neoplatonist blend of innovation and traditionalism.
For this reason they tell us more of the evolution of late Greek philosophy:
their relative lack of fidelity as commentators is more revkaling than Alexander's repetitions are.
A similar case occurs when Alexander comes to comment on Aristotle,
Metaphysics 1003b 10: '"ence
we say that even not being is not being". This
apparent paradox is of great interest for the student of Neoplatonism, who
will want to know about the extent and function of being in the later Greek
writers, but Alexander's comments on it offer no elucidation. Here again
(CAG I, 243, 1. 8 ff.) Alexander simply repeats Aristotle, using his words but
in different combinations. One word of interest might be the word
cc
strength" ( i o ~ h g ) in
, that Alexander observes that this principle shows "the
strength of essence in relation to existence and being" (1. 10). This is probably not a word which would have been chosen by Aristotle to describe
csbia, and may reflect the more dynamic later Greek view of it. A sort of expansion of this thought can be found in the commentary of Syrianus on the
same passage, translated on page 89, where Syrianus refers to being '"giving
SUCCOUP", and "giving unstintingly". Alexander does not go this far, but this
virtual personification of being hints at it. Apart from this un-Aristotelian
term, however, there are no further clues as to the author's own thoughts,
and nor is it clear whether he had any.
In conclusion: with Syrianus and Dexippus we have the preparation for
Proclus and Damascius. Their specific contribution lies in the development
and scrutiny of the Aristotelian logic of negation. This enriches the Neoplatonist understanding of the hyporheses of the Parmenides, since it provides
penetrating insights into what might be meant by the use of the negative in
such expressions as "not-one" and "not-being". Platoysown analysis of nega-

From aphairesis to apophasis

95

tion does not go very far: Aristotle's is far deeper, and for this reason the
cc
middle" Neoplatonists found it useful as an instrument for extending the insights of Plato. Given their tradition-centred approach it must have seemed
the obvious thing to do: it must have appeared that Aristotle could tell them
what Plato really meant.
In particular, the following themes can be isolated. Firstly, it is Syrianus
who raises the question of the hyperousios, the realm above being which may
not be subject to either negation or affirmation. This comes in the middle of
a discussion of Aristotle's view that in the demonstrative sciences everything
must be either affirmed or denied, and it would thus appear that Syrianus is
raising a transcendentalist question of the text of Aristotle, itself uninterested
in the issue. The hypotheses of the Parmenides appear to be making their
way into Aristotle's Metaphysics. Syrianus raises the question of the unspeakable, and this helps to explain Proclus' view that both affirmation and
negation are appropriate to a Iower order of being only, and that silence is
most appropriate to the realm of that which lies beyond being (see p. 116).
Even negatives, on this view, will apply to the mundane level of being itself.
Secondly, it has been noted that Proclus sees affirmation and negation
as
being in a reciprocal relationship, functioning together and interdependently
(p. 114 ff.). This finds its antecedent in Dexippus (p. 92 ff.), who speaks of
becoming familiar with the negation through the prior affirmation. The
statement comes first, and is followed by the negation which is intended to
clarify it, as for example in Augustine's statement that God is a perfume,
which is not borne away by the breeze. T h e negation follows, and depends
for its meaning, on the preceding statement. Proclus makes ample use of the
interaction of negation and affirmation in his Commentary on Euclid's Elements.
Thirdly, negation is said by Dexippus to reveal the "truest essence" of a
thing (p. 92 ff.). In this he takes a step not taken by Aristotle, from whom the
phrase "truest essence" comes, but who does not recommend trying to know
it by negation. O n the other hand Dexippus provides a clear precedent for
the use of negation by Proclus, again as indicated in his discussion of Euclid.
Fourthly, privation is treated by Syrianus (p. 90 ff.) as a type of negation
which tends to be virtually kataphatic in character: the adjective "blind" is a
privation which reveals a great deal about the subject under discussion, such
as that it is an animal with the logical capacity for sight. For this reason it
tends to be passed over as an instrument of negative theology, since apophasis
formulates the absence of a thing without any kataphatic implications about
it or its underlying substance. Apophasis involves the indefinite: to this extent
its use as a precision instrument seems paradoxical. It is less indefinite when
seen in the light of an accompanying affirmation, but it is true that we are in
the end resented with the idea that precision in thought requires opening it
up rather than narrowing it down.

96

From aphairesis to apophasis

We appear to have found, through these sources, the explanation of the
difference in the terminology of the via negativa, between the Middle and
Later Platonists. Middle Platonism uses the word h q a i p ~ oand
t ~ sometimes
&vClhuo~<,for the negative merhod, whereas Proclus and Damascius use
dm6qaoy. This is not a merely superficial difference, in that real conceptual
issues are part of the variation in terminology: the philosophical differences
will be outlined later, but it is noted here that Dexippus, Syrianus (and, one
surmises, Plutarch of Athens) provide some of the missing pieces of the puzzle. The study of Aristotle provided a wealth of information about the logic
of negation, and the use of negative statements. These ideas could readily be
adapted to the transcendentalist purposes of the Neoplatonists. Where Aristotle limited himself to the discussion of essence and substance in the context
of negation, the late Greek thinkers were able to see further possibilities.
Advances in logic, made by Aristotle, fertilized the understanding of Plato by
the late Greek thinkers, and this is particularly so in the case of negation.
T h e term abstraction (hqaipeotS) is limited to a narrowly mathematical context by Syrianus and Dexippus; it is now scaled down and limited in its scope,
after a period of enlargement with the Middle Platonists. Negation proper
absorbs the field, so that by the time of Proclus, even Euclid's negative methods of definition are described by Proclus as cases of apophasis.
The entry of the Parmenides of Plato into the Metaphysics of Aristotle has
been noted above. Gersh, in his highly erudite From Iamblichus to Eriugena (137,
n. 61), draws attention to this in a different way. H e sees the interpretation of the
first and second hypotheses of the Parmenides, as given by Syrianus in relation to
the Metaphysics (CAG VI1 46,l. 42 ff.), as crucial for the development of negative theology. This passage of Syrianus is indeed significant, since the integration
of the One of the Parmenides with that of the Metaphysics provides the basis on
which all such developments rest. But we have argued elsewhere that negative
statements of the first hypothesis had contributed to negative theology since the
days of the Middle Platonists (see Clement), and in any case Syrianus does not develop the point in the above passage.
The real contribution of these Aristotelian commentators is their exploration of the logic of negation, carried out with the assistance of Aristotle.
They are at the stage where it is taken for granted that negation will be used
in metaphysics. Their question is to determine exactly what negation is. Since
Plato left this question open, it was natural to turn to Aristotle for the logical
refinements. Negation is a complex concept, and Plato's Parmenides raised
more questions than it answered. It is all very well to say "not-One", but it is
quite another thing to draw out the whole range of meanings for this. The later Platonists, accordingly, went to the logic of Aristotle for some enlightenment on the "theology" of the Parmenides, that "hymn of negations" as
Proclus called it (see next chapter). This is where the real advance in the negative theology of the period is to be found.
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VI. Proclus and Positive Negation
Proclus has a great deal to say about negation, and seems to stand in a different tradition from Plotinus. They are both of course Neoplatonists, and it is
true that negative imagining is at the heart of the metaphysical efforts of
both: yet within this sameness there is a difference. Proclus has much more
to say on the logic of the via negativa, and in terms which are far more technical. His discussion of it is cast in the language of Plato's Parmenides and
Sophist, and represents a systematic contribution to the development of this
tradition. It is also the product of Aristotelian logic, and benefits from the increasing Aristotelianization of Neoplatonism.
He came from Lycia, and worked in Athens. H e is perhaps the greatest representative of the Athenian tradition, living from approximately 41 2-485.
He is part of a line extending from Iamblichus and Syrianus to Damascius,
and arguably stands within a different type of Neoplatonism from that of
Plotinus, who lived two centuries earlier, and whose base was Alexandria and
Rome. The shadowy figure of Ammonius Saccas lies behind Plotinus' philosophy, and behind that of some Christian Platonists, but not behind that of
Proclus .
Discussion of his philosophy of desire belongs elsewhere, but it can be noted that, in typically Neoplatonist fashion, Proclus defines the human being
as in a state of constant and unfulfilled desire, and he links this with the unknowability of the One.
The desirable is therefore the centre of all that exists, and around it all existents and
a11 gods place their beings, potencies, and powers in operation. And beings have an inextinguishable tension and desire (2icp~ot~)
for it, for such beings seek an object of desire which is unknowable, and unable to be grasped. (Platonic Theology 1.22, 12)

The state of tension and desire is maintained because satisfaction is never
gained, and it is this which constitutes the essential cosmic dynamism of
ProclusJ system. What ensures the constant pursuit of the Good (see 1.22, 27)
is its unattainability; knowledge of it would cause a cessation of the tension
and creative striving which makes reality what it is. The Good is unknowable.
It may surprise those of us who have studied Plato's Parmenides in a positivist tradition, but it became a text-book of metaphysics for the Neoplatonists: not only of metaphysics, but if we are to believe Proclus, a source of
high spiritual feeling. H e speaks of the "Dionysiac ecstasy" to which the
Parmenides can bring him, revealing the sacred way to "the unspeakable initiation into the mysteries" (Plat. Theol. 111.23, 15): Proclus is using here the
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language of the Phaedrus about the Parmenides. These two dialogues, usually taken by Plato scholars as representative of the two sides of Plato, as if
they were virtually incompatible, are seen in harmony by the later Platonists.
Proclus has rendered logic corybantic: in doing so, he may be less wrong
than those who see so clearly two, separate, Platos.
Beierwaltes (Proklos . . . 353) cleverly juxtaposes a remark of Proclus on
the Parmenides, with a hymn he had written to the principle beyond all. Proclus describes the negations in Parmenides 139E-as constituting "a theological hymn leading to the One through negations" (d7cocpckoet~:Cousin, col.
1191). In this case the One had been said, by Plato, "to be neither like nor
unlike itself, or any other thingM,and Proclus sees here a statement of the
One's transcendence of the ten categories: the resulting negations appear to
him to be like a hymn. Proclus himself was the author of a hymn once attributed to Gregory Nazianzenus, and as Beierwaltes observes, it fits perfectly
well with his general philosophical thought. (This hymn is not included in
Vogt's collection, but may be found in Jahn, Eclogae e Proclo . . ., p.49.) It is
a hymn to a principle, whom Proclus nevertheless does not hesitate to call
"Thou". T h e first five lines run as follows:
0 thou beyond all. How else is it meet for me to sing of Thee?
What words can make thy hymn? For no word can describe Thee.
What mind perceive Thee? For no mind can grasp Thee.
Thou alone art unspeakable, though creator of all that is spoken of,
Thou alone art unknowable, though creator of all that is known.

The hymn continues along these lines, and it is clear that Proclus had no
need of his God to be made flesh in order to reach those heights of religious
aspiration attained by Augustine in the Confessions.
The two experiences are not totally dissimilar, however, since it is beauty,
in Proclus, which turns the soul upwards towards the One. There are two
aspects of beauty, says Proclus (Plat. Theol. 1-24, 16); one being that it en(&ppo~).These are ideas which
lightens, and the second that it is
are both drawn from Plato's Symposium, and Proclus emphasizes that the
beauty of which be speaks is compelling in character: it is that which inspires
eros. This beauty "turns all things towards itself", "calls them to itself
through love (Epwg)", "awakens all things through desire and passion for itself". For these reasons the soul is turned upwards, and finds itself in a continuous state of a longing, a longing which is incapable of satiety, and which
springs from the absence of one's essential being. That which one is most truly, is missing; it is to be found elsewhere, and is ultimately unavailable.
Hence the tension of the human being, and this is the explanation of the
agonizing for language (&&is)mentioned later in this chapter.
For these reasons Proclus attributes great importance to his state of mind;

he wishes to look upwards, and begins his commentary on the Parmenides
with a long prayer, requiring of the gods that they give him that perfect reason which will give wings to his soul, and take him up to the heights to which
he aspires. Once again Proclus deliberately juxtaposes the Phaedrus with the
Parmenides (In Parm. I. 1, col. 6 18): the ecstasy of the Bacchanal is combined
with the logic of the Eleatic. This is Proclus' specific trademark in the matter
of the interpretation of the Parmenides: he sees it in the light of the Phaedrus, which was by no means a loose end to him, as it has been for many contemporary scholars.
I pray simply that all the divinities will instil in me a state of perfect readiness for participating in the most spiritual and mystical contemplation of Plato, expounded to us
by him in the Parmenides, with a profundity which fits the matters treated, and which
was expounded through his own most pure ideas by him who travelled with Plato
most truly into the Bacchic experience, and became replete with divine truth, becoming our leader in this pursuit, and veritably our hierophant in this divine discourse.
(In Parm. I, col. 6 18)
Proclus here pays tribute to Syrianus, who must have developed a similar interpretation: he is the "hierophant", who leads Proclus into the mysteries of
the Parmenides.
Before proceeding to the study of negation proper, two apparently conflicting accounts of the value of names (6v6pa~a;
nouns, or names) will be
examined, The last part of the Commentary on the Parmenides (Latin version, Klibansky/Labowsky, p.61 ff.) contains an interesting passage on the
value of names, and other means of grasping ( comprehendere) things. Following Plato, Proclus argues that when we hear the word "circle", we hear nothing but the name, 2nd we do not thereby grasp the essence of the circle. Similarly, a drawing of a circle fails to lead us to the essence: likewise with a definition. Onlv the intellect knows the essence of a circle, and these other
forms of communication all fail. We may interpret this as placing value on
the intuitive power of the intellect, and as dismissing- the various other forms
of communication as examples of reification, the manufacturing of copies,
which simply multiply the original in its outward and nonessential form. A
fortiori, the same applies to the One:
So the One is not nameable or expressible or knowable o r perceptible by anything
that exists. This is why it is beyond the grasp of all sensation, all judgment, all
science, all reasoning, and all names. (loc. cit.)

Proclus is at pains to explain now that the One is in a different situation. It
was already impossible that one should know the essence of a thing by some
mechanical means, "by anything that exists" ( nulli entium). It is because they
exist, that these things are inappropriate, and all the more so for the One.
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But the One is unknowable for a separate reason, "by its own nature". It is
unknowable not because of defects in the knowing apparatus applied to it,
but because of a quality in itself, namely its own super-excellence (p.63,
1. 21). This is a point of great importance since it places the unknowability of
the One in a positive light. Negative theology is built not on the incompetence of human vision, hearing, thought and logic, but on a specific and positive quality of the One. Its unknowability is not to be attributed to epistemological failure, but to a quality of the One which somehow must be represented in a positive light, like a kind of glow in an unearthly hue, which can
neither be seen, nor registered as a colour. It is rarely that this point is made
so clearly by the Neoplatonists, though it is clear to all that despite the apophatic strand, there is somehow a kataphatic, or positive set of statements to
be understood of the One. As we might expect from Proclus' analysis of Euclid, the negation points to a higher reality, and the unknowability involved
does more than merely negate the value of ordinary knowing procedures: it
paves the way for a higher affirmation, by negation of the lower.
The second passage, which endorses the value of names, is explained as
follows. The question of the validity of names is taken up in the manner
which one might expect, that is through discussion of the Cratylus, but bolstered by discussion of the Parmenides (Plat. Theol. 1.29). The One of the
,
first hypothesis is denied any name (ovopa) or any description ( h o y o ~ ) but
that of the second hypothesis has both. T h e names of the gods have a special
value and Socrates' great awe of them is quoted with approval (see Philebus
12C). What follows is difficult, but it seems that there are some names of
gods which have a natural and authentic being of their own: these names "are
established among the gods themselves". (Saffrey translates: cc . . . doivent &re
c0nsidCri.s comme Ctablis au niveau des dieux eux-memes"; BudC p.124.)
Such names are "genuinely divine", and enjoy the highest status. There are
lower degrees, however, and the next grade down has the names as copies of
the first. These are considered to be of the status of daimons, o r intermediate
spirits. There is a third level of names, "at three levels from the truth". This
phrase of Plato's is used repeatedly by Proclus, as Saffrey points out (BudC
p.164) and it comes from the discussion of art in Book X of the Republic
(597 E), where Plato gives his well-known analysis of the low-level concerns
of the artist, The notion of varying degrees of reality is applied to divine
names by Proclus, who considers that this lower form of language comes of
the same desire as that felt by the artist to manufacture copies, a desire of the
human intelligence which needs such things for its own procedures.

. . . our mode of knowing constructs through discourse, after the manner of the intelligible production, likenesses of the other realities and indeed of the gods themselves,
representing the non-complex by the complex, the simple by the variegated, and the
unified by the multiple. Waving moulded these names, it finally holds them forth as
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images of the gods, producing each of the names as a statue of the gods, in the same
way as theurgy, through certain symbols, invokes the unstinting generosity of the
gods for the illumination of statues of human origin. Similarly our apparatus for the
apprehension of the divine reveals the hidden being of the gods, by the composition
and division of sounds1. (Platonic Theol. 1.29)

This is a remarkably interesting passage as much for the understanding of
pagan piety, as for the philosophy of language it reveals. It demonstrates, in
the first place, a fully-fledged philosophy of theurgy, and on the practical
level, the belief that statues could be made to have symptoms of various sorts
on the intervention of the gods. Secondly it shows a philosophy of language
which bears some similiarity to that found in Gnosticism. Some Gnostic systems show the same philos~phyof language, working in terms of g a d u a t e d
levels. For the Gnostic Marcus, the greater the sonorisation, the lower the
status of the word concerned. For Proclus the lowest type of noun/name is
that which divides, or separates, and therefore multiplies. The primary names
however, have the status of gods themselves: this remarkable claim must confer great power on certain words, in that some must contain the ability to act,
to determine, and to endow with meaning. Proclus must have reserved such a
place for certain divine names, and what is clearly at stake here is the basic
material for a philosophy of word-magic. Even those words which belong to
the lowest status, C6 removed from the truth", are like statues in relation to the
gods, in that they may become the vehicles of the higher words, and the recipients of their power. For these reasons, the names of the gods should arouse
the "utmost fear", as they did for Socrates.
Trouillard, with his customary perceptiveness, has seized on this theme in
Proclus (L'activite onomastique selon P r o c l ~ s ..).
. H e collects material on
the power of names from various sources in Proclus, including the one already quoted, and others from the commentary on the Cratylus. It is worth
quoting Trouillard's account of Proclus' thought: "To name is to create, to
create is to express; naming is therefore an act of wisdom. The gods name
and create by their act of thinking. For us, the power of imposing names is
measured against the extent of our participation in the divine wisdom. To the
extent that we yield passively to impressions, we introduce into language an
element of chance and arbitrariness" (op. cit. 242). Names, for Proclus, have
the power of discerning the essence of things (Comm. on Cratylus 20,
18-21). Names are created, along with other beings, by the gods. These divine names come into being as the procession unfolds, and are left throughout the universe of the real as signs (auvOfipaza) and traces ('i~vq:Comm.
on Cratylus pp.29 ff.). In these pages Proclus sums up the development of
1 See on this passage, M. Hirschle, Sprachphilosophie und Namenmagie.. . 17 et passim.
Hirschle gives a very useful collection and analysis of passages on the theme of the reification of names.
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the idea of names which is so hotly debated by Eunomius and the Cappadocians, discussed elsewhere in this book.
It is worth reflecting on this philosophy of language. There is here a hardening, a conservatism on the power of language, and that on the part of
probably the greatest ancient exponent of the via negativa. Proclus has taken
up a position of linguistic realism: he has given objective reality to certain
words. They happen to be the names of the gods, but nevertheless certain
other words are said to exist as intelligible entities, and they have all the status of other such entities, as models,~sourcesand causes of lower realities,
and as guarantors and assessors of lower entities. Proclus is in the astonishing position of being a linguistic realist, and thus adopts a view which is virtually unknown in early Greek philosophy, though it is becoming familiar in
his time. The Greeks usually discuss the question of whether names bear any
natural relation to reality, or whether they are merely conventional. The idea
that names (our "nouns" - 6vopaza) are the reality is a late departure in the
world of Greek ideas, and an extraordinary one. That it should come from
the pen of an exponent of the way of silence and the way of negation is all
the more surprising, since it bespeaks a desire to give language an impregnably secure foundation. Discourse itself is guaranteed, though of course
there are lower levels of it, and clumsy copies of the original: nevertheless it
is language itself, in its essential form, which is given intelligible reality.
There is very little to compare with this in the receding works of Greek philosophy, with the exception of certain Gnostic theories, and one can compare
Philo's discussion (see I, p. 89) of Adam's distribution of names. O n this
view names were given, by someone: Adam did this, but he could not name
himself. Such a reflexive action was considered to be impossible, and it was
God who gave Adam his name, thereby conferring on him, and it, a specially
firm status. Similarly, Eunomius appears to believe in the existence of certain
names (see ch. VIII).
Proclus gives certain divine names the status of gods. Herein lies the difference berween the two passages discussed: Proclus reifies only certain
names, those of the gods, and other nouns may well fall into the lower categories. This point is of equal interest to the philosopher of language: certain
names are safeguarded by being declared sources and models of linguistic
reality. It happens that these are of religious significance. Proclus thus guarantees the truth o f Greek theological language, within the general limits of language. His linguistic realism is probably a response to the advance of the
word in the form of the growing Christianization of the Roman Empire. The
word made flesh finds a sophisticated rejoinder in Proclus' word made intelligible reality: he elevates the word rather than depreciate the divinity.
Before moving into the question of Proclus' interpretation of the Parmenides, and of the development of his negative theology, it is necessary to begin with some important information from his commentary on Euclid. This
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material is crucial, and should be added to that discussed by Beierwaltes, in
his Negative Dialektik (Proklos 339 ff.), and by Trouillard (Thkologie nitgative.. .). Two factors should constantly be kept in view when considering the
via negativa: one, that it is closely bound up with ontology, being predicated
on a certain view of reality; two, that its origins almost certainly lie with the
mathematicians' view of abstract reasoning. The connection with geometry is
certainly most important, since this science was perceived to deal with reality
in its various stages of accumulation. Starting with the point, geometry proceeded to deal with the line, and then with shape and volume. Reality was
built up into its present massive state by a series of increments, added to infinitesimal beginnings.
Aristotle talks about both abstraction and negation in this context, as I
have shown elsewhere (143), and seems to argue that negation is not an instrument to be used for grasping the refinements of geometry. This function,
he seems to suggest, should be reserved for aphairesis (abstraction), and Aristotle here seems to be taking part in a contemporary debate over the relative
merits of abstraction and negation, in respect of the geometers' methodology. Euclid was somewhat younger than Aristotle; he did not acquire his fame
until about twenty years after Aristotle's death, and his basemwas Alex-andria,
not Greece. It is therefore not Euclid against whom Aristotle was identifying
his own position, when he rejected negation as a means of conceptualizinggeometrical abstractions. It ismore likeiy to have been Eudoxus who formulated the method against which Aristotle protests, and whose interest in philosophy as well as geometry and astronomy, was well-known. (Unfortunately
the remains of Eudoxus' work are only fragmentary and Lasserre's edition
shows no mention of either negation or abstraction in the Wortregister.)
Nevertheless Euclid begins his Elements with a negation, and a selection
from the very first definitions of his work, shows how he deployed the negative.
I. The point is that of which there is no part.
11. The line, however, is length without breadth.
111. Points, however, are the extremities of a line.
V. A plane surface is, however, that which has length and breadth only. (Elements,
Book I, Definitions, ed. Heiberg)
Now Euclid here uses neither the word cicpaip~ot~,
nor ci7~0cpac~t~:
he commits the act of negation, so to speak, without actually analyzing it. But there
must have been discussion over the precise nature of the negative used in
these definitions: the logic of Euclid's procedure is clearly a matter for discussion, and it is highly probable that both Eudoxus and Euclid knew what
they were doing, logically speaking, when they did it. Euclid does not explain
his method, he merely uses it, but we must note that in I, 11 and V, some
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form of negative is used. The first definition is nothing but a negative. No
statement is made. An implied statement, however, is negated. The second
definition accepts a state of affairs which could be made into a statement, but
adds a negation of a further state of affairs. The third adds, in order to form
a definition: that is, a state of affairs is accepted, and a further is accepted
and added to it in order to obtain the definition. The notion "point" is added
to the notion "line", and this gives us an example of the function of the
process which is exactly opposite to that of negation, namely addition
(npooefi~q).The fifth combines the methods of negation and addition, in
that two given states of affairs are limited by the implied negation in the
word "only", which means "without x".
These are the considerations brought out by Proclus in his discussion of
the first book of Euclid's Elements, as indicated in the following passages.
Morrow has provided an excellent translation of Proclus' Commentary on
Euclid, but the following translations differ slightly.
(I) Wherefore the geometer added "only" to the two dimensions as the third dimension does not exist in the surface: this is equivalent to the negation of depth,
in order that the superiority of the surface, in its simplicity in relation to the solid, might be shown through negation, or by means of an addition equivalent to
a negation: its inferiority to the things which precede it is shown through affirmations. (Comm. on Elements I, Def. 5, ed. Friedlein, p. 114)
(11) Euclid taught the point as the principle of all things of size, through negation
alone, but the line he elucidated through both affirmation and negation.
(Comm. Elements I, Def. 11, ed. Friedlein, p.96)
(111) For negative statements are appropriate to originating-principles as Parmenides
teaches us, through elucidating the first and ultimate cause by negations alone.
For every originating-principle has a being other than that of the things which
flow from ii, and the negations of these show us the specific character of the
former. (Comm. Elements I, Def. I, ed. Friedlein, p.94)

The collective significance of these passages is as follows. Every entity which
has size, stems from the point as its ultimate source: only negation can formulate its nature, however. Positive statements are appropriate t o that in a
thing which is the inferior part, whereas the superior aspect will always be
designated by negation. The point does not fall into this ambit of positive
statements, since it has no combination of lower aXd upper facets: consequently it must be known by negation alone. Where positive statements are
made, one can be sure that their referents are of the lower kind on the ontological scale. Negation is especially appropriate to principles (irp~cti), and
this is a point worth noting. The principle may be a real entity, at work in the
world of things, but it is an excessively refined type of entity, and difficult to
grasp: in such a case the method of negation is well-suited. A further point is
made in this connection: one may distinguish two aspects of a principle, that
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which it is in itself, and that which flows from it. All principles have such a
twofold character, and of these negation captures the essence, while affirmation captures the outflowing. It follows that Proclus considers negation to be
more appropriate to simple, unmultiplied, realities, whereas affirmation belongs to those which have acquired a more solid load of material characteristics.
One may further observe that there is some linkage envisaged in this structure of negation and affirmation - they are twins. An attempt has been made
elsewhere by the present author to show a relationship between statement
and negation, and to show that negation operates not in an arbitrary or capricious way, but in a specifically determined way. The negation is in fact determined by the preceding afirmation: it is therefore parasitic on positive statements of specific kinds. This means that negation follows a predetermined
route, and at least in the case of the methods of the geometers, it climbs t o
the point on the shoulders of the positive statements appropriate to the various stages. A combination of negative and positive statements is appropriate
to each stage but the ultimate one of the point, and such a combination will
have the effect of dealing with the lower stage and pointing to the higher simultaneously. T h e poinr, however, is grasped by a pure negation only, but of
course that negation must be of something, in that a specific characteristic
has to be labelled non-existent, and in this case it is the part which is declared
to be not present.
It is necessary to arm oneself with this background of geometrical ontology in order to grasp the apparatus with which Proclus approaches the via negativa in general: it is my hypothesis that the geometrical view of the generation of reality is symptomatic of Proclus' ontology, and indeed dominates it.
This may be held to be true of Greek philosophy as a whole. The interesting
work by Stanislas Breton (Philosophie et Mathkmatique chez Proclus.. .)
makes the point throughout that the philosophical thought of Proclus cannot
be divorced from his geometrical thought. Breton emphasises the link between the henology of the geometrical treatise and that of the other works,
and this is a most important observation. It has been emphasized by the present author that ontology and epistemology must be brought together in a
proper understanding of Greek philosophy: Breton insists here that the
mathematical mode of analyzing physical reality fertilized the metaphysical
perspective. O n the other hand he says almost nothing about negation,
despite its importance in Proclus, and despite a lengthy section on the theory
of mathematical knowledge. For some remarks however, see p.129.
T h e prospect of joint negations and affirmations, found to be possible in
the realm of geometry will explain other passages in a metaphysical context,
which similarly hold out this possibility. T h e Commentary on the Parmenides (I, col. 639) speaks of applying t o the One, which is said to be selfidentical (following Parmenides himself), firstly affirmations, then negations,
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and then simultaneous affirmations and negations. The idea of the simultaneous application of both does not refer to any desire to create paradoxes,
as one might superficially conclude. Given the above analysis of the remarks
on Euclid, it can be seen that a claim combining negative and positive elements would simply represent a straddling of stages, the positive referring to
the inferior, the negative to the superior element. As Trouillard notes (ThCologie nitgative . . . 253): ". . . each position has as its cause the corresponding
negation". A joint negative/positive claim would place the One in the situation of being a combination of cause and effect, a hybrid of the higher and
the lower. The One in this particular context, and in this particular definition, cannot be of this kind.
Some definition of terms will be useful at this point, since the way of negation being advocated must be defined: cknoqaot~is Proclus' term, and this
marks a change, since Plotinus and the Middle Platonists used the word
ckqaip~ot~
It. may be assumed that Proclus was not an innovator here, but
that in the Athenian tradition the word &noqaot<was already established.
The crucial question is that of the difference: the present author must confess
to having had the assumption that the move from abstraction to negation
proper marked a radicalization of the negative method; that the later the
date, the more radical the refusal of language. We will return frequently to
this question, but it is of course entirely possible that the difference is innocuous, and that it reflects differences in school tradition only. For the present,
the relationship of the technical terms in the field will be examined.
It is difficult to discover Proclus' view of & q a i p ~ o t qhe
: does, however,
have a remark on the advantages of negation over other forms of thought.
Things conceived by 8nivota (hypothetical thought), and understood in a
matter-free way,, cannot possibly be the principles of any sort of reality
(Comm. Parm. VI, col. 1054). Some sort of abstract thought is clearly being
referred to here, since the method arrives at an idea which is matter-free
(&VWBkq~).It sounds suspiciously like the old method of abstraction, but
Proclus notes that the type of thing conceived by such a method will not have
genuine existence ( hypostasis), but merely hyparxis, or secondary reality. If
one ceases the mental act, the thing disappears: this cannot be the case with
genuine principles, since they do not disappear; they have being in themselves, and are not dependent on our hypothetical thought (knivota).
The question of privation is fairly fully discussed. In the Platonic Theology (I.12), Proclus speaks of a category of negations which are in fact privations ( C T T E ~ ~ ~AS
~ Ewe
L Shave
) . seen elsewhere (139), this accords with Aristotelian usage, since Aristotle accepts the view that negations may include privations. (On the other hand, not all privations are negations.) Proclus is
speaking of the negations of the fifth hypothesis of the Parmenides; in this
case, according to the Parmenides itself, things other than the One are neither identical nor different, mobile or immobile, and so on, because they are
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deprived of the One (Parm. 160A). T h e negations of this hypothesis, says
Proclus (Plat. Theol. 1.12) are simply privations, whereas others "are the
transcendent causes of all which springs from them". The negations of the
fifth hypothesis are not a function of the superiority of the higher principle,
o r "by default".
but are such K ~ T UEhh~~ytv,
Proclus sees the Parmenides as having distinguished between two types of
negative: on the one hand a negative statement may derive from the superiority of the principle referred to. This idea we have already seen developed in
connection with EuclidJs Elements, and we may take an example as follows.
The negative involved in the statement cc the point has no parts", might, according to Proclusy analysis of Plato's logical exercise, derive from the fact
that the point is other than the part, but connected to the part insofar as it is
cc
its source and originating principle. Non-part" suggests, in this case, a higher grade of being within a general affinity. In the case of the fifth hypothesis,
however, the One and the others are separated from each other, in such a
way that the latter are deprived of unity: in the case of our example, "the
point has no parts", the nigation would-entail the point's being deprived of
something, and so is really a case of privation, in Proclus' view. It is difficult
to sympathize
with the distinction being- drawn, since all cases of negation
seem to entail a deprivation of some element. But Proclus wishes to make the
point that there is an ambiguity in negation which needs clarification, and it
is this: when one says, for example, "he is not happyn, one may be implying
that he is in fact more than happy, in fact in a state of delirious ecstasy. Alternatively, he may be non-happy in the adverse sense, in that he is unhappy.
The lower and higher possibilities included in the negation are what Proclus
has in mind here, and he uses mathematical terms to put his point. T h e one
i)
in it, and the
form of the negative points to a superiority ( 6 x ~ p o ~ fimplied
Such a narrowing of the field had to be made,
other to a defect (ijhh~tyt<).
for in the theological conception of negation, it is obviously necessary that
the negatives be heading in an upwards direction. However a further, and
crucial, point should be noted: the negatives derive their significance from a
certain ontological base. In the second case, that of deprivation, the lack of a
certain sort of'being gives the negative its content: in ;he first case, the presence of being gives substance to the superiority to which the negative refers.
However the second case, it should be noted, implies some continuity between the higher stage and the lower. The notion bf continuity has bein investigated by Annick Charles in relation to Proclus' doctrine of analogy, but
it should be noted that it is also fundamental to his negative theology. For
the negation of superiority to have any efficacy as a theological instrument,
there must be some continuity between ontological levels. The higher principle may well have a being of its own, which is proper to it and separate from
its lower manifestations, but there must be some link between it and that of
which it is the cause and the source. If this ontological continuity is not pres-
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ent, then there is no guarantee that the negative process is in fact an ascent.
T o put it differently, negation works as a means of ascent because it does respond to what is, and to how reality is structured. Elsewhere, Proclus has the
following defensive remark:
Let no one attempt t o devalue such a form of discourse, by claiming that these negations are privations, nor to dismiss this voyage upwards towards the very first principle by defining analogy as an identity of concepts, and the concepts as relations.
(Platonic Theol. 11.5)

I have followed loosely the translation of Saffrey, and I take it that the remark about analogy means that some argued against analogy as a means of
knowing the divine, by claiming analogy to be capable of dealing with relations only. (A remark of Damascius, see p. 121, seems to be in the same context, and may help clarify this passage.) However whatever this means, it is
clear that there was a context of debate over the value of these various approaches: negation was attacked, it would seem, on the grounds that it was
really to do with privation only. (Proclus tried to counter this by his idea of
the negation of superiority.) One is reminded of the Sceptics, and their attack on the notion of aphdiresis, at a much earlier stage: and even in the time
of Aristotle, it is clear that there is a debate going on over the use of the
method for conceptualizing very abstract ideas. Against these critics, Proclus
can direct the whole of his commentary on the Parmenides, which in the last
analysis, is nothing more than a sustained critique of the idea of negation.
Proclus has a further tilt at the anti-negation party in the sixth book of his
Commentary on the Parmenides (col. 1072). Are affirmations better than negations, he asks? There was evidently a school of thought which thought so,
on the grounds that negation was merely privation. We have seen this already, but the element added here derives from Plato's Sophist, and its discussion of being and not-being (258 A). Privation was clearly identified with
not-being, a lack of some sort, whereas affirmation was perceived as implying being. O n this view, apparently, all negation was reduced to privation,
and held to signify the absence of something. Proclus replies by arguing that
the Sophist envisages several possible meanings for "not-being": it can designate that which is superior to being, or equal to it, or lower than it. Accordingly, if negation is to be allied with not-being, it has three possible meanings.
Taking up a point made by Aristotle, as well as the example he uses (see
my Fundamentals. . .) Proclus observes (col. 1074) that "negations have an
indefinite force". ccNot-man"has a much broader range of meaning than
cc
man":
Affirmations pare beings down, but negations open them up, taking them from the
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circumscribed to the uncircumscribed, from the state of being divided within their
own limits, to that of being unlimited. How then can they not be appropriate to the
contemplation of the One? (Col. 1074)

Aristotle in fact classifies "not-man" as an indefinite noun, and does not see
it as a genuine negative at all; it is true that one of the first things that strikes
us about negation is its indefiniteness, in that it seems to leave open an enorcc
mously wide range of possibilities. It is non-specific. Not-man", for example, could signify anything at all in the range of existents, except for one
thing, man himself. Proclus makes a virtue of this openness, comparing it to
the narrowness of selection inherent in affirmation. It is, he says, more appropriate to the One, and one cannot help suspecting that his concept of negation really makes it into a form of affirmation.
This interpretation of the Sophist constitutes an important part of his philosophy of negation, and he has recourse to it in the fifth book of the Commentary on the Parmenides (col. 1000). The Sophist was in fact vague on this
point: the Eleatic stranger had initiated a discussion on the meaning of the
verb "to be", in its copulative use. Affirmation seemed to require (256 ff.)
some participating in being, for the word "is" to have any-force in such a
statement as "the boy is obstreperous". A negation, similarly, seemed to require participation in not-being, in order for the negative copula to have any
force. The Sophist does not really take up a dogmatic position on either of
these claims, but of course the discussion was there for the disciples to make
dogma if they wished.
In this passage of the Parmenides Commentary, Proclus offers an interpretation of the non-being under discussion, in terms of otherness. Consistently with
his attempt in the sixth book to argue that negation has the function of opening up
the field of discourse, rather than closing it, Proclus interprets noc-being as implying difference. The negation involved is not one of contrariety.

. . . when we

say not-being, we are only expressing the negation (&pvqotv) of being,
but not the opposite order Sophist
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As I have shown, Proclus does not really believe that negation produces opV , the kvclv~iov
position: in the first place the word here is & V T L K E L ~ ~ V ~not
of the Sophist. In the second place, as Saffrey/Westerink point out (note
p.118), the word ofov ("what might be called") should be noted, since it introduces a tentative note. What Proclus means is that a negation is productive of a counter-balancing affirmation at the next lower stage: if one says,
for example, that the One is not multiple, the result is the production of multiplicity at the succeeding stage. This is how he explains himself, and the
word Cxv~~~etphvov
might best be translated by cccounter-weight".
An interesting feature of the passage is that it was interpreted by Hegel in
the wrong sense. Hegel translates & V T L K & L ~ ~ Vas~ Vcc opposites", his translation of the whole phrase reading as follows cc . . .the negations are not an annulment (Aufheben) of being, of which they are used (of the content), but
the production of determinations in accordance with their opposites.. .
(From Vorlesungen iiber die Geschichte der Philosophie, ed. C. L. Michelet,
in Samtliche Werke XIX, p.76.) Beierwaltes (Hegel und Proklos, and Platonismus und Idealismus, p.178) refers to this as a misunderstanding, and
stresses the Hegelian tendency to generalize negation as the driving force in
the production process of the One, which contains the "ideal" form of what
follows. Against Hegel, Beierwaltes argues that Proclan negation constitutes
the productive act of the One through the negation of the negation. This is a
doubtful proposition (see below), and I should prefer to focus on the term
Gegensatz in Hegel's translation, that is ccopposition", cc contradiction". Proclus cannot mean that the negations are oppositions: he explicitly opposes this
elsewhere. If Proclus was indeed interpreted as endorsing negation as opposition, it is probable that a highly distorted picture of his negative theology
gained currency as a result of Hegel's teaching: this interpretation radicalises
the via negativa far more than is justified, at least in the case of Proclus. A
little later (11.12) it is reiterated by him that "the not-many is not a privation,
. . ., but cause of the many." In his continuing debate with the apologists of
privation, Proclus is faithful to the view we have seen enunciated in the Euclid Commentary. One can only guess at the type of view held by Proclus'
opponents, and one cannot help wondering what their exact position was.
Did they agree that negation had an epistemological value, whilst seeing as a
privative operation or did they refuse the epistemological use of negation, on
the grounds that its privative logic rendered it unsuitable?
'3

What are hypernegations? The term fin~panocphost~
is usually translated this
way, though RosPn (The Philosophy of Proclus . . . 123) uses "supernegations". Rosin's short account of negation in Proclus is a model of accuracy
cc
and clarity, and may still be recommended to readers: . . . some negations
are superior to affirmations, as in the case of something that does not possess
a characteristic because it transcends this characteristic" (op. cit. 123). Proc-

Types ofnegation

111

lus says (Comm. Parm. col. 1172) that it has been shown in the Sophist that
the One is itself the cause of "what are called hypernegationsD.The O n e does
not participate in any of the genuses, and by this means it is demonstrated
that the One transcends, and is established over and above the intelligible
world. The genuses of the same and the different mentioned in the Sophist
(256) do characterize the lower world (the demiurgic diakosmos): certain genuses, those of motion and rest, precede the former and characterize the
zoogonic diakosmos, while the "in itself" and "in another" characterize the
highest ranks of intelligible beings. There follows a lengthy discussion on the
subject of which genuses are appropriate to which ontological levels, but in
col. 1176 he returns to negation and the One.
There is a threefold classification of negation. "The One is unknowable to
the knowing endeavours of those things which are secondary to it", and negations must fall into three categories, appropriate to three phases of the
One's relations. In the first place, we have the One in the relation of itself to
itself: secondly, of itself to itself and others; and in the third place of itself to
others only. T h e three types of negation correspond to these three relations
of the One. The three types of negation are in descending order. In the first
and highest position come those negations which apply to the One's relation
to itself, and under this relation movement and rest are denied of it. In respect of its relation to itself and other things, sameness and difference are denied; similarly, of the One in relation to itself and to others, the like and the
unlike, the equal and the unequal, the younger and the older are denied.
Thus the One is deprived of quality, quantity and temporality (col. 1176).
Proclus also notes that Plato goes further than Parmenides himself, in denying the same and the different of the One. The Fragment V.84 of Parmenides
is quoted:
It remains the same in the same, and is in respect of it itself.

Thus Plato is seen to be more of a negator than Parmenides himself. The negation of sameness and difference is of crucial importance, and here Proclus
goes beyond Parmenides himself in his attempt to define the otherness of the
One. These genuses are the primary genuses, and constitute the highest category of predication possible. "Sameness" is the closest to the One, yet both
sameness and difference are denied of it. It is thus taken beyond the rank of
the one-in-being. Herein lies the real radicalism of Proclus, and the conservatism of his venerable predecessor, Parmenides. Proclus does not emphasise
so much the poverty of language, as the transcendence of the One. That the
essence of reality should be beyond Being itself could scarcely have occurred
to Parmenides, since this ethereal substance was what he was trying to define
as the essence. Yet Proclus wants it removed from any relations which could
allow affirmative predication, and so it must go beyond Being itself:
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For if that which participates identity and difference is not yet truly one, it is necessary that the genuinely One should exist prior to them, and be free of them. If it participates in them, it will not be purely One, being replete with things foreign to the
One. For what you add to the One, through this addition obscures the unity, which is
spurned, of that which receives the entirely other. (Col. 1177)

Genuine Oneness lies therefore beyond these relations of sameness and difference, and Proclus here restates the familiar paradox that addition results
in substraction, when it is a matter of the One. The One is such that any addition decreases it. This may be true of any entity in the Neoplatonist system,
since the accumulation of characteristics always constitutes a diminution, in
the sense that it gives the entity in question a kind of downward thrust. In
this way the paradox concerned is to be found right throughout the ontological system of the Neoplatonists: any increase brings about a corresponding
decrease. Yet in the case of the One this principle is more outstandingly true,
since the One is the very entity which is nothing else than its own singleness.
An addition to it will transgress its very nature, leaving it no longer what it
was. If added to, the One is completely destroyed: any other entity, however,
retains its character in the face of addition. Proclus wishes to insist that even
that which is the same as itself cannot be added to the One, without its unity
being "spurned" and "obscured".
For Proclus, then, the One is beyond being and therefore beyond the affirmations which can be generated from even the most lofty of the genuses, the
same and the different. Yet he is a linguistic conservative, despite his ontological radicalism. Negation is the linguistic act most appropriate to the voyage towards the One, and it is, it is necessary to insist, a linguistic act. The
negative turns out to have positively affirming capacities, and the term "hypernegation" captures most securely this notion. The negating procedure is
not one of abandoning language, or arriving somehow at a linguistic terminus, but it is every bit a linguistic manoeuvre. Proclus is most concerned to
keep negation within the category of discourse, and negative discourse is not
the same thing as discourse negated. Negation and affirmation are intimately
related: I have observed elsewhere that the negation seems to have to follow
some affirmation, that it is therefore parasitic on a prior claim, but it is important to note that the reverse of this idea occurs in Proclus himself. O n
several occasions, Proclus speaks of negative statements producing positive
ones.
In the sixth book of the Commentary on the Parmenides (col. 1097) an order of priority among negations is given. The first is that of multiplicity: the
One is not many. The second is that of parts: the One is not a whole consisting of parts. And in accordance with the causal principle established above,
the One engenders the multiple, and the second unity consisting of a whole
complement of parts. Here Proclus is working towards the following claim:
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If then, negations generate affirmations, it is clear that the first negation generates
the first things, the second the second things. (Col. 1099)

The generating power of the negation is at stake, and prior to this Proclus
makes two logical observations. Firstly, when in denying the first part of a
conditional, the second is negated as a result, the first is always more general
than the second. For example: "if he is not an animal, he is not human" (col.
1098). The negation of the first part has entailed the negation of the second,
because the first part is more general, and includes the second. If on the
other hand, by negating the consequence we are able to negate the condition,
then the consequent is more "powerful". This logical point having been settled, Proclus notes that the One is the most comprehensive of all, and that
being is more comprehensive than life, for example. The key to what follows
is the claim that in a hypothetical argument, that which annuls the other part
is the more powerful.
Proclus' argument is an ingenious reinterpretation of the Parmenides argument, and it runs like this. Take the proposition: "if the One is a whole (composed of parts), then it is many." If one denies the first clause, there is no effect on the second: it may still be true, o r it may be false. Negating the second, however (assuming that it is given an "if" form), would entail the negation of the first clause. From which it is deduced by Proclus that the many is
more ccpowerful"than the whole-of-parts. It must therefore be closer to the
One, and herein lies the interesting step: the notion of the logical "power" of
one clause over another is given an ontological application. The logical power of a notion matches, and stems from, the existential power of the corresponding entity in the hierarchy of beings. From the behaviour of the logic,
Proclus can deduce the status of the entity, and after various exercises in negating conditionals, he concludes that the many is closer to the One, than the
whole or its parts. "The more comprehensive is closer to the One" (col.
1099): this is the main principle, and it is enunciated several times.
How then do we reach the following claim?
Thus if negations produce affirmations, it is clear that the first negation produces the
first things, and the second the second things. (Col. 1099)

There are two ideas to be ferreted out here. Firstly, the exact manner in
which negation can engender affirmation: secondly, the relation of language
to reality in this particular context. In respect of the former issue, the explanation of Proclus' thinking would go like this. The negative may be applied
like a litmus test to certain conditional statements, and it will determine
which of the two clauses in any such statement has the more "power". In thus
revealing one clause to be the more powerful, the negative has caused a recognition of its true worth: it has made it possible to make claims about it. In
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the case of the argument set out above, concerning the One, the many, and
the whole-of-parts, the negative test has shown the many to be more "powerful" than the whole, or its parts. It has thus placed us in the position of being
able to say positively, or kataphatically, that the many is above the whole in
the order of being. It is in this sense that the negative produces affirmations:
it enables the uncovering of ontological facts.
The second issue is not easily accessible to the modern mind. Proclus' philosophy of language is worthy of an entirely separate study, and one can only
hint at solutions here. It has been noted earlier that Proclus is a linguistic
realist, and in the passage twice quoted above, he speaks of negations engendering "the first things", and subsequently "the second things". What is his
position? D o the negations
correspond to a state of affairs, which is itself
productive of the successive states of affairs? In this case, saying that negations produce entities would be no more than a figure of speech. However it
would seem that Proclus considers the negations to be somehow in reality,
and that the distinctions between logic, language and being have n o force for
him. It would seem that a state-of-affairs can itself be a negation.
That negations produce statements is a theme taken up by Proclus with
relative frequency, and one would expect this to be the case, since it is part of
his attempt to positivise negative theology. At the end of the sixth book (col.
1133), he refers to negation as "mother of affirmations", and is confident at
this point that he has shown through this procedure of kataphatic apophasis,
precisely how the middle order of realities is established. The intelligibles
and that which flows from them have now been treated, and the whole order
has been displayed in its relation to the One, thanks to the creative use of the
negatives used in the passage leading up to Plato's Parmenides 137 E. Eater
still, in the seventh book (col. 1208) it is considered to be established that the
negative produces positive affirmations: "For the negative, as has often been
said, is the genesis of affirmation". In this case Proclus is no longer dealing
with the middle order of entities, but with the generation of positive statements about the One itself. And in this case, inequality is removed from the
One, leaving it itself. Not-inequality can imply nothing other than pure unity, or so I would reduce ProcIus' argument. As the hypothetical argument
has been developed, it is clear that it cannot be used of the One itself, since it
is impossible to deny unity of the One. It is the last in the series, and is incapable of submitting to the litmus test, for the obvious reason that there is no
higher power. For these reasons a series of linking arguments is proposed,
leading to the abstraction of inequality from the One (the verb dqa~pkois
used here).
The last part of the seventh book, surviving in Latin only and edited by
Klibansky/Labowsky, with an English
translation by E. E. M. Anscombe and
L. ~ a b o w s kis~ ,crucial at this point, since it takes the discussion of negatives
up to the level of the One. The positive force of the negatives is reaffirmed,
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but with certain qualifications now entered. In the words of the above translation (70, 1. 5-10 Klibansky/Eabowsky):
But negative propositions abour the One do not really express anything about the
One. For nothing at all applies to it, either formally or privatively, but, as we have
said, the name "one" names our conception of it, not the One itself, and so we say
that the negation also is about our conception, and none of the negative conclusions
that have been stated is about the One, but because of its simplicity it is exalted above
all contrast and all negation. So he rightly added at the end that these negative propositions do not express anything about the One.

In this crucial passage Proclus introduces an asymmetry in his philosophy of
negation. In the first place, negations are said not to express anything about
the One, whereas they can function at all lower levels. Yet it is obviously possible to formulate a negative statement about the One, to put it into words at
least; such a negative can be nothing more than a linguistic phenomenon, applying to our "conception" of the One rather than the One itself. Negations
about the One differ from those of the intelligible or sensible spheres, and
the asymmetry introduced turns on the difference between f'de" and "circa"
in the Latin text. The translators, Anscombe and Labowsky, have seen the
need to differentiate clearly between the two, and they correctly make the
difference into one of two types of reference: a statement "de uno9' is a statement "referring to the One", and a statement "circa unum" is one which expresses something "about the One": the former only is possible. What was
the Greek original here? A note on page 97 provides a parallel passage from
In Parm. book VII (col. 1191). If we are to juxtapose the two, it is clear that,
contrary to what might be normal expectation, the equivalent of circa is not
nspi. The translation of the In Parm. passage reads as follows:
For our discourse is not, properly speaking, on the One ( h i TOO Avo<), and as we advance
we will hear the philosopher proving this: we nevertheless make some utterances about ( n e
pi) it through the natural anguish of the soul about the One ( n ~ pTO
i Ev).

We produce language round about the One through the unsatisfied desire of
our souls, but we cannot speak "on" the One: our language can oscillate
around the One, so to speak, without ever coming upon it. The Latin "de"
can suggest a loose relationship; cc about the One", in an imprecise way, and
we must therefore suppose "de" to be the equivalent of %&pi,if we accept the
comparison of the two texts.
Clearly the language about the One does not result from the ability to
speak about it in the proper sense, but rather from the yearning to speak
about it. Negatives applied to the One are similarly dismissed.
The asymmetry lies in the relation of language to reality: language does
grasp lower realities, but it has no relation to the One. In this latter case
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therefore, a psychological explanation of its origin is proffered: it comes
from the aspiration of the soul. In the former case, an ontological explanation is offered. O n the preceding page (Klibansky/Labowsky 68) Proclus
says that the meaning of a negation is determined by the thing of which it is a
negation: different types of realities are expressed in the different varieties of
negation, such as the privative, and so on. An attempted negative about the
One would have no such reality to determine its meaning.
We are left in the position of having no linguistic instruments appropriate
to this highest reality, and it is here that it becomes clear that this last part of
Proclus' commentary, only recently made generally available through the
Klibansky/Labowsky edition, is the most important of all. Neither negations
nor affirmations can be used of the One, it is now claimed, and so the via negativa has come to its natural terminus, not at the One, but at the next lowest
level. The negative way also falls short of its goal, and thus silence constitutes its completion. The negative is not a form of silence, but a speech-act.
Proclus' conclusion is simple:
For by means of a negation Parmenides has removed all negations. With silence be
concludes the contemplation of the One. (p.76)

That the contemplation of the One should be carried out in silence is confirmed by a passage of the Platonic Theology 11.9, where it is said that the
One's unspeakability and causeless causality must be celebrated in silence
(see the note by Saffrey/Westerink, p.116). Again there is reference to the
anguish (h6i5) of the soul, "which desires both to know and speak of the
One", and these soul-pangs serve to p o d u c e words where there should be
none. Silence then is the crowning epistemological achievement, after all the
speech-acts have been accomplished, including those of the highest genre,
negation. It is particularly fascinating to note that after the ascent into this
rarefied Himalayan atmosphere, a coup de griice is delivered, which ends the
progress of language: negation finally dismisses itself. Proclus sees Parmenides as asking the last question and formulating the last negation in 142 A,
where the conclusion is drawn that the One is neither named, nor spoken of,
nor known. For Proclus negations are truer than assertions (Klibansky/Labowsky 70), but for a negation to be formulated there must be a name, which
may be negated. If, now, names are ruled out, no negatives are possible.
cc
Even the power of generating all things, which we said was a characteristic
of negation, does not belong to the One, although it is said to generate and
produce" (op. cit. p.72). All those aspects of the negation which Lead us to
see it as a transcendent power are now found to be inapplicable. It is the negation of negation which takes us into the appropriate silence.
I do not however see this negation of negation as a positive step like those
of the previous stages, and I see no emphasis on the negation of negation in
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the concluding pages of the Commentary. Beiemaltes (Proklos 341-6) devotes a section to the development of this theme, and, I believe, overemphasizes it. There is clearly some attractiveness in the idea of the paradox o f a final negation which illuminates and destroys itself in one act; the last conceivable linguistic move, which has at once a positive and negative force, but
which is final. There is great fascination in the idea of this linguistic tool
which manages to do the ultimate job required of it, but which disappears in
and by the very act of doing so. However this idea is not developed in Proclus, and ought not to be presented as the key phase in demonstrating the
primacy of silence (cf. Beierwaltes, op. cit., 364): there is no Aufhebung of the
word into silence.
Proclus is not concerned with developing negation in this way. His intention is to dismiss negation from the new stage, in which the soul no longer
knows, but abides with the One (Klibansky/Labowsky 75, 1.31). His view is
simply that negation is a form of language, and that it can no longer be used.
It is not so much negation that is removed, but the whole of language, and it
is this that Proclus is really concerned with in the final negation. Granted,
the final words of the commentary seem to lend themselves to the above interpretation: N d m per negari et ipse removit < omnes> abnkgationes. Silentio
autem conclusit earn que de ipso theoriam ("For by means of a negation Parmenides has removed all negations. With silence he concludes the contemplation of the One"). I-Iochstaffl (Negative Theologie . . . 78) analyzes Proclus'
approach to negation as pointing to an aporia in religious philosophy, and
finds in general in Neoplatonism a tendency to deploy this for the purpose of
a "speculative stabilisation" of the system. The negation of negation does indeed point to an aporia SO far as language is concerned, but we must not
overlook the positive consequences of this procedure. The process we see described looks not so much like the development of an aporia, as the systematic use of a conceptual tool for purposes beyond its reach.
But the real point is that negation is not denied qua negation, but qua linguistic manoeuvre, and Proclus is more concerned to be rid of all forms of
language at this point (see Klibansky/Labowsky, p.72, 1. 8, 31; p.70,
1. 25-33). Proclus is saying that negation has outlived its usefulness, that it
brings the soul to the penultimate stage only. Its self-destruction is nothing
more than its self-destruction: it is not an event with two facets, the one positive and the other negative.
But after going through all the negations, one ought to set aside this dialectic method
also, as canvassing and introducing the notion of things denied with which the One
can have no neighbourhood. (Klibansky/Eabowsky 74,75)

Such dialectical operations are the "preparation" for the tensio towards the
One, but are not themselves this tensio (op. cit. 74, 1-30). Negations tend to

be positive assertions in disguise (op. cit. p.68,1. 30 ff.) and for this reason also cannot be used of the One. The fact that language can produce negatives
about the One is not of importance, as we saw earlier: these are mere linguistic follies, whose origin is psychological.
For the deeper explanation of this point, one must return to the borrowing
from Euclid of the key ideas of negative theology. As shown earlier in this
chapter, coupled negations and assertions reveal the higher and the lower in
the order of beings, but the point is grasped by negation alone. T h e pure negation demonstrates the nature of this principle: it is precisely this which
Proclus wants to avoid claiming in relation to the One. For him negation reveals the higher being which s-tands above and as the source of any being
which is the subject of an assertion. Even hypernegations, which illuminate
the transcendence of some particular quality, by showing that it does not
exist in a lower quality, are not applicable to the One, which is itself the
cause of these hypernegations (see p. 110).
Proclus' metaphysics takes him beyond the point, beyond the pure Euclidean negative. H e advocates now the annulment of negation, it having served
its purpose as an inverted mode of assertion. The last negation, the negation
of negation, including all language, reveals nothing about the One, and this
is what differentiates it from all others. For Proclus, the purpose of the viu
negativa is the transportation of the soul to the penultimate stage, and here
his treatment of it coincides with that of Clement of Alexandria and Plotinus.
T h e negative method takes one high, but not to the Highest. Proclus does
however give clear expression to that which has only been implicit hitherto:
negation is a tool which causes its own supersession.
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VII. Damascius and Hyperignorance
Damascius represents an extreme, the end of a development, which caricatures that development. T h e last chair-holder of the Platonic succession in
the Athenian Academy, Damascius, was to see it closed in 529 A.D., by the
Christian Emperor Justinian. H e then went East, with other Greek philosophers to the court of King Chosroes in Persia. Given the evolution of his
views, he was probably well-advised to go East, rather than stay in the West:
his philosophy constitutes one of the clearest case-studies for those who wish
to seek for affinities between the philosophy of Greece and that of the East.
Damascius' emphasis on silence, on the failure of reason, and on the idea of
hyperignorance takes him closer than any other Neoplatonist to the themes
of Buddhist philosophy, and there is curious symmetry between the content
of his philosophy and its historical encasement: the exhaustion of the Platonic tradition is accompanied by Justinian's closure of the Academy, for quite
other reasons, and the eclipse of logic in favour of supra-rational knowing, is
accompanied by his departure eastwards. We do not know what human and
intellectual contact, what level of cultural exchange, may have lain behind the
move to Persia, but the question is a fascinating one. (Alan Cameron, in the
Last Days of the Academy at Athens, discusses the reputation of the king
among Athenian philosophers, and generally takes the view that the period
of Damascius was one of renaissance for the Academy. Damascius' brilliance
is beyond question, but he is a classic case of one who threw away the ladder
after climbing it.)
Damascius stresses the desire to know, with the suggestion that this results
in the erection of misleading hypotheses. The excellent article by M. Comb&
(Negativitt . . . 115) puts it this way: "All that we say about the Ineffable,
whether in the negative or positive mode, is merely the product of our own
~
Damascius postulates a desire to know on the part of
states ( O ~ K Erir011)".
both the knowing and the knowable:
It must be said that the knowable wants to be desired, and that which knows wants to
be desired, within the difference of various relations, and in relation to each other as
mind and being. (Dubitationes 8 1, p. 185)

Reason desires that which is knowable because it is absent from it. (Clearly
enough, the fact that something is absent does not cause us to desire it, for
that fact alone: as with Spinoza much later, so with Damascius; desire seeks
its object because it already shares in it.) But when reason attains the object
of its desire, it is no longer a matter of knower and known, but a certain
unity follows, a relationship of being (onoicr). Thus reason is capable of be-

ing both knowable and known: it exists in two aspects but is fundamentally
the same. If Damascius were of the twentieth century he would speak of the
abolition of the subject, and indeed he means something like this. Knower
and known merge: both want to be desirable: they are known separately as mind
and being from time to time, according to the relations obtaining at that time. If
one is to separate them, one would say that being is desirable, and mind that
which is capable of desiring. But Damascius' view is thoroughly integrationist:
desiring and the desired are but two phases of the one reality:
Further, the knowable is that which is desired by the knowing subject: knowledge is
thus a return (knto-cpocpfi)of the knowing subject to the knowable; and every return
is a conjoining. (27, p.48)

The highest principle, however, is beyond either knowledge or unknowability: it is merely the object of our "own feelings" ( o i ~ ~7i~a6 1 84,
~ :p.7). Whilst
M. Combks (Nkgativitk . . . 116) gives a somewhat florid interpretation of the
term n;60qpa (6, p . l l ) , the general lines of his interpretation are right. (He
represents Damascius as saying that the Ineffable is the object neither of our
knowledge, nor our ignorance, but of our "torment"; the passage seems to
have quite a different meaning.) Overall however, Combks has made an excellent point, which one could put like this: since the ultimate principle is beyond the reach of language and knowledge, those linguistic and gnostic
products which put themselves forward as descriptions of It, must spring
from emotional sources only. They have no rational or ontological basis:
their origin is mereley psychological. We have already seen with Proclus the
notion of the soul's (;36i~,its straining, or its anguish (see p.99, 116: "son travail d'enfantement", as Saffrey translates it, thereby including the notion of
the labour of child-birth in that of the pain of ignorance seeking to convert
itself into knowledge.
Names come from human intentions, rather than from anything in reality
which might warrant them. Pythagoras gave the Ineffable a name because he
had to teach philosophy (46, p.92). In fact the name One is relatively suitable
to the highest principle: it can have some usefulness to apply the highest and
most noble names to the One, "as what could be regarded as symbols of the
highest sanctity" (49, p.100). It is clear that such words have no real ability to
express the inexpressible, and in fact the term "One" applies to other principles. The utility of such terms lies not in their rational significance.
As Westerink has noted, from the basis of his deep knowledge of the texts,
Damascius comments on Proclus, criticizing and enhancing the work of the
latter. H e presupposes the reader's knowledge of Proclus' writing on the
Parmenides, and adds his own Gews as a further layer. It is therefore with
particular interest that we find i n Damascius an attack on negation and analogy, defended by Proclus against some unnamed opponents:
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There is an illegitimate form of reasoning, which proceeds via negations, and one
which proceeds via analogies, and yet another, the syllogism which proceeds by the
linking of necessary conclusions: indeed it does not know how to grasp all these
things, but as it were treads on air, knowing things on the basis of other things. So
that if one does not know the simple, one cannot know the whole proposition, nor
therefore the whole syllogism. And analogy always deals with things which have no
existence whatever: "as the sun is to the seen and the seeing, so is the One t o the
known and the knowing". The sun we know, but the One we do not know. Negation
abstracts what we know, but what it leaves we do not know. (26, pp.46-7)

This is a forcefully put argument against the classic three ways of knowing
the One. Damascius strikes at their weakest point, in that each of them depends on knowing things on the basis of other things. They are therefore
limited to the world of existents and multiplicity. Each of them has the same
weakness, in that in each case something is not known, and this absence constitutes a fatal gap in the machinery of the argument. One can draw analogies
between things one knows, but one cannot do so where one side of the comparison is unknown. One can negate o r abstract, and one will learn by this so
long as there is something left to know, but where the remainder is unknown, one remains uninstructed. This vigorous attack in the Sceptical style
on the axis of Neoplatonic epistemology is in direct contrast to the view of
his predecessor, Proclus.
Damascius is formulating an attack on the method of negation, and we
have already seen Proclus alluding to such opposition. In the preceding chapter it was noted that Proclus had opponents in this matter; though he does
not say much about them (see p.108). The question there concerned the precise nature of the objections to negative theology, and we may now use Damascius to fill in the gap left by the silence of Proclus' opponents: his objections to negation are probably those of the opposition in Proclus' circle.
A further trenchant attack on the epistemology of negation is launched by
Damascius:
But negation is a kind of statement (hoyo~);the negated is an entity. But the Nothing
is neither a negated entity, nor an entity which is expressed in any way whatever, nor
knowable in any way. Thus it is impossible to negate negation. (7, p.15)

Damascius rejects the concluding claim of Proclus' commentary on the
Parmenides (see p.116), namely that in the end negation itself is negated,
thus leading to silence. Whilst Damascius is prepared to concede the silence,
he does not admit the idea of an ascent to negation, and up through a final
double negation.
What can be the end of this discussion, but intractable silence.. .?(7, p.15)
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The general thrust of his rejection of negation here is similar to that of the
passage mentioned above. H e continues (8, pp.15-16) to castigate those who
have failed to recall that the Ultimate has nothing in common with the things
in this world. Any attempt at analogy (&vahoyia) or assimilation ( ~ ~ Q L Q T ~ C J
will fail because of the gulf between the known and the unknown. Both negation and analogy are damaged by this absolute ontological discontinuity, and
Damascius thus situates himself within a branch of Neoplatonism which opted for a radical transcendence, with the consequent rejection of these classical methods of overcoming ontological difference. His advice is that it is better to "remain at rest within the unspeakable depths of the soul" (8, p.16).
And if it is necessary to "show something", then it is better to use negations.
We could speak of Him in such terms, calling him the "in no way, nowhere".
This would be nothing but ''idle chatter", says Damascius, but we may still
want to do it. The implication is that of all the idle chatter that takes place,
the negation is the best, though it should not be imagined to be of more significance that it is. The use of the word ccshow"(6v6~i~vuoOat)
is revealing,
since it suggests "pointing out'', or "displaying". It is a sign that language has
fallen on hard times when linguistic acts are reduced to the status of noncomplex physical acts, such as pointing. The soul may wish to point in the direction of the Nothing: if it sets the soul at ease to do so, it may, by uttering
. no way, nowhere". Language is reduced to empty
the useless negatives cc In
gesticulation.
Other things should be said about Damascius' repudiation of negation in
the passage quoted above (7, p.15). Why is it impossible to negate negation?
The argument seems to mean that since negations are statements which apply
to things, one cannot negate negation itself. Since negation is only a linguistic construct, it cannot itself be negated. In any case, the Nothing is not even
a negated entity. Thus any attempt to apply a negative statement to it will fail
to result in the required double negation: neither is it an expressed entity, so
that even a first attempt at negation will not succeed. The negated thing must
be available for any negation to succeed. These appear to be the arguments
telescoped into this brief passage, which encapsulates Damascius' objections
to the conceptually more optimistic views of Proclus. For him, negation has
an affirmative value: for Damascius, it is idle chatter, as much as any other
verbalizing, though preferable in some sense.
But the real achievement is to attain the state of cchyperignorance"(bn~pCcyvo~a:29, p.56). It is astonishing to find a Greek philosopher coining such
a term, and advocating such a state, but this is nevertheless the position of
the last Academic. H e describes it like this: referring to Plato's analogy about
seeing the sun (Rep. 532A), Damascius notes that at first one sees it from
afar. The closer one approaches, the less one sees of it, and in the end one
sees neither it nor the other things outside it. The eye being flooded with
light becomes the light itself.
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Is the One unknowable by its own nature, if indeed the unknowable is something
other, beyond the One? The One wishes to be by itself, with no other. The unknowable, which is logically opposed to the knowable is beyond the One, entirely unspeakable; we agree that we neither know it, nor are ignorant of it. We are rather in a state
of hyperignorance in respect of it, whose proximity obscured even the One. (29, p.56)

The One "abides in the inner sanctuary of that silence". Early Neoplatonists
had been radical in their expulsion of the One beyond being itself, yet even
this degree of transcendence is transcended by Damascius. Beyond the One
lies a further principle, called only "that yonder" (loc. cit.). As suggested in
the passage above, this principle transcends not only knowledge, but also ignorance: it lies beyond this pair of opposites, and so our state in relation to it
can only be described as cc hyperignorance". This higher principle obscures
the One by its proximity. What does this mean? Seemingly that as we approach it, it floods our whole seeing apparatus with its own presence, to the
extent that all else is obliterated from view. The hyperunknowable principle
floods the mind's eye, so that even the One becomes an other, which disappears from view. And yet the One wants to be by itself.
There is a curious comparison between such metaphysics, and Christian
theology. The latter is flooded with images, and replete with anthropomorphic descriptions of the divinity and its workings. At the time of Justinian, who terminated Damascius' academic employment, this image-bound
system of thought was the main alternative to the pure metaphysics of the
Neoplatonists, with their theurgic substructure. The present Christian problem, of whether God should be referred to in masculine imagery and by the
masculine pronoun, was resolved by the Neoplatonist Damascius with his
suggested use of the term "that yonder". Yet the apparently image-free metaphysics of the Neoplatonist is also anthropomorphic in one major respect:
these transcendent principles have desires. In the end the motivating force of
the abstract Neoplatonist principle is desire itself: thus the One "wants to be
by itself".
Damascius proceeds (29, p.57) to develop this theme. "That yonder" does
not abide being known (29, p.56): then follows a statement on what may be
known, which captures a great deal of Neoplatonist thought.
-

.

. . . the genuinely knowable is that which is perceived in a certain distinction, and
which is in some way species (FF~os).
This, by its own circumscription accepts circumscribing knowledge. Wherefore knowledge begins from such as this: but its opposite
is entirely unspeakable, and is not capable of being grasped. (29, p.57)
This is classical Neoplatonism. What is known is that which is distinguishable, or divisible, and that which is circumscribed. The casting of a circumference around an entity is that which makes it both a thing, and a knowable
thing. Both concepts, that is of divisibility and circumscription, are clearly
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linked; the drawing of boundaries is that which enables the division to occur.
The idea of eidos ("form", or "species") is also crucial: it is this basic notion
of Greek philosophy which is dominant here. This term, which has such
broad ramifications in Greek philosophy, originally means ccshape'yor "outline", and comes to mean ccclass"in the logical sense. It forms the axis of the
discussion in PlatoJs Sophist and Theaetetus, but despite its tendency to develop an abstract meaning, never loses its connection with the idea of shape.
Circumscription, divisibility and shape are ail linked in this way, thus providing us with the picture of the knowable.
Yet the soul skffers its anguish, its desire for knowledge of the ultimate. In
its search to produce some offspring this "gnostic labour" continually misproduces: it deals only with the offspring of the One, and not with that
principle which lies beyond it. Damascius concludes this section with a statement which summarises the dilemma at the heart of every metaphysical system:
This is the cause of the fact that all research, every judgment about that principle is
ambiguous, according to whether it is knowable, or unknowable. (29, p.57)

The fundamental problem of a system which posits a transcendent principle
lies in this ambiguous character of the knowledge acquired. Such a principle
has a face which is open to knowledge, and in some sense available to the
mind: yet behind this face lies another reality, which is inaccessible and
clothed in mystery. This is the aspect which escapes imagery, and defies any
attempt to put it into words: the mystery which lies behind the familiar. Any
principle which is connected with our experience, but is at the same time defined as lying beyond it, offers this ambiguous aspect. The familiar gives way
to the unfamiliar.
Damascius emphasizes the oppositeness of the transcendent principle. This
is a development, and represents a kind of radicalism on his part, in comparison with Proclus. In the second last of the passages quoted (29, p.57), the
transcendent is referred to as the "opposite" of the knowable: the word used
is ~ V T ~ ~ O U
which
S,
signifies ccopposed",in concept or place. It has been noted
earlier (p.110) that Proclus was at pains to eliminate the notion of oppositeness from his account of transcendence: further, that he repudiated the idea
that negative theology was a means of dealing with such oppositeness. H e espoused a view of negation which allowed the negative to produce other than
opposites. It is clear, however, that there was a group among his contemporaries who thought of the transcendent principle as opposite. Damascius aligns
himself with this party, and sees it as opposite to the One, the next hypostasis. The consequences are clear: Proclus is able to emphasize continuity and
accessibility, in the manner suitable to a theurgist/philosopher, whilst Damascius stresses the absolute gulf which separates human experience from the
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transcendent. T h e latter lays much more emphasis on the impotence of language and thought: such "gnostic" activities amount to nothing more than
pointing aimlessly. At least we know the direction, even if we do not know
what we are pointing at.
"All that we say here is but vain rhapsody" (7, p.14).

This is but one of the striking remarks of Damascius, whose philosophical
language sounds a new note within the history of Greek philosophy. H e continues with the theme of the supersession of language: we know the things we
know, but we also know of them that they are limited. We simultaneously
know them and assess them, and in this case we find them to be unworthy of
the first hypothesis (of the Parmenides).
There is a problem here, about the possibility of knowing one's own ignorance, on which Damascius has firm views. H e quotes Plato (Theaetetus
199A) to the effect that it is impossible not to know what one knows. If one
really does know it, then one cannot claim ignorance, though of course one
may make a mistake of some kind. Damascius agrees, but limits the extent of
his endorsement:
For Plato rightly says that it is impossible t o say that one knows, and that one knows
nothing; but the last knowable thing is the One, and we know nothing beyond the
One. All that we say here is but vain rhapsody. (7, p.14)

Such language will inevitably turn into silence, as we realise that we know
nothing of those things which we are not permitted to know, because it is impossible for us to know them (7, p.15). In fact Damascius would seem to be
controverting Plato, in that he admits that we know our ignorance, of that
which lies beyond the One. The logical poblern is clear: how can we know
about that which we d o not know? The same problem arises over the self-supersession of language: how does discourse stand outside itself, in order to
be able to assess itself, and find itself wanting? Language can only provide
linguistic products; it cannot provide anti-language products.
Darnascius addresses himself to the question in section 6 (p. 9). If this
thing really is unknowable, he asks, how is that we are writing so much about
it? Is this incessant word-manufacturing simply pointless? Further, with respect to that which is said to be unknowable, it is not clear whether we knew
this to be the case, o r whether we are ignorant of it. Ignorance might seem to
be appropriate to that which is not known, but if we are in fact ignorant of it
we can make no claims about its unknowability. Damascius continues with
what seems to be an argument against negative theology, which goes as follows (6, p.9). One cannot negate a thing of another, unless one knows the
other: the man blind from birth can deny that colour possesses warmth. H e is
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able to d o so because he can experience warmth, though he knows nothing of
colour. In fact his negation is defective, because of this asymmetry in what he
knows: all he knows of colour is that it is not sensitive to touch. This piece of
knowledge is not in fact a form of knowing colour, but it is knowing his own
ignorance. Similarly, when we say of the ultimate principle that it is unknowable, we do not succeed in making a genuine negation, since we are not fully
cognizant of both elements in the negative statement: like the blind man, we
are in fact revealing our own ignorance. Just as he "knows" that colour is not
sensitive to touch, we "know" that the ultimate is unknowable. This, suggests
Damascius, is not knowledge at all, but simply an admission of our own mental state.
Damascius' argument is a subtle critique of the via negativa.We have noted elsewhere his opposition to it, and his apparent alignment with the antinegation group alluded to by Proclus. H e returns here to his familiar argument, that to employ negation (or analogy for that matter), one must have
knowledge of both entities, namely the quality negated and the thing of
which the quality is negated. Now in this case the thing concerned is unknown, and the negative method cannot do its work. However with the blind
man argument, Damascius is adding something: suppose, he says, negation
were used. What logical assessment of it can be given? His answer is that like
the blind man's statement about colour not being sensitive to touch, the claim
about the unknowability of the Ultimate is not a claim about the Ultimate at
all, but a statement of the limits of one's own mental capacity.
It is therefore in us that the unknowing of that of which we are ignorant resides. For
the knowledge of the known is in the knower, not in the thing known. (6, p.10)

Unknowing is a state of the subject, misrepresented as the unknowability of
the object.
Thus Damascius' contribution is to make negation a state of the subject,
and this is a unique development. It is in keeping with his emphasis on the
subject elsewhere. We have noted already Proclus' tendency to reduce discourse and thought all to that straining of the mind to create (h6ig), but
Damascius goes much further, and employs philosophical arguments to reduce apparently objective statements to subjective self-assessments.
The same theme is developed in an extraordinary passage in sections 4 and
5 (pp. 6-8). That highest being, most worthy of our veneration, is said to be
Nothing. There are two kinds of nothing, that which is higher than the One,
and that which is lower than it. "If in saying this", says Damascius (4, p.6),
cc
we are walking in a void, there are also two ways of walking in a void".
There is the Nothing which is so because of its perfection, and that which is
so because of its imperfection. If in the course of discussing this principle sf
Nothingness, our language is undermined ("pris de vertige", says the transla-

Hyperignorance

127

tor Chaignet for 4, p.7, 1.3), then we must realise that the names we generate
spring simply from our anguish to create (hhii~).
These words

. . . reveal nothing about That yonder, but they reveal only our states in respect of
Him, and indicate the puzzles and privations arising from them, not clearly, but allusively, and these things are available only t o those who are able to understand them.
(4, P-7)
Again language is reduced to the status of revealer of subjective states, of
their ccpuzzlesand privations", the latter being understood as "lacks". This
~ n k n o w i n ~ n e shas
s already been said to be part of the individual subject,
rather than a characteristic of the Ultimate, such as unknowability. What is
the nature of this feature of the human consciousness?
The answer must lie in the doctrine of hyperignorance, explicated on
pp.122 ff.: this is the state of being engulfed by a reality too great to be seized, or parcelled up: the flooding of the consciousness by such a reality can
only produce this state of unknowingness, designated by the term "hyperignorance".
What we have with Damascius is a critical rejection of the negative theology tradition, on both logical grounds, and the p o u n d s of his radical definition of the otherness of the Ultimate principle. Damascius continually returns to the state of the subject, in his analysis of human epistemological efforts: what these reveal is nothing about the state of the highest essence, but
they show the state of the would-be knower. All epistemological efforts are
reduced to the odis, the anguish for the creation of ideas.
Damascius believes that all discussion about the Ultimate terminates in silence, and he more than any other Greek philosopher lays emphasis on the
emptiness of language, the "walking in the void" which discourse represents.
H e turns the way of negation and of analogy against themselves, and psychologizes them. Though these two modes were to go into medieval theology as standard epistemological tools, Damascius, the last of the Greeks, has
already refuted them. In their place he puts the faculty of unknowingness,
which he has shown to exist in the human consciousness. It is not mere ignorance, or forgetfulness, o r even a failure: it is rather a capacity, an ability
not to know. Hence the term "hyperignorance", that capacity to withdraw
from the meretricious attractions of circumscribing knowledge. There is no
more resoundingly hostile statement on discourse and its capacities in Greek
r e a tbe conphilosophy. Damascius' technical terms are n ~ p ~ ~ p k n ~ c("to
founded") and K E V E ~ ~ ~ T("to
E ~ step
V
into a hole), elsewhere translated as "to
walk in a void". This is his verdict on language which endeavours to reach
that which is beyond the One: such talk is like stepping into a hole.
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WII. Arian negative theology: Aetius and Eunomius
The Anomean branch of the Arian school ~ r o v i d e san interesting use of the
principles of negative theology. Both Aetius and Eunomius draw on this tradition, yet they simultaneously offer a theory of the positive origins of language.
Aetius came from Antioch: he was made bishop there in 362. The orthodox view is that he was not properly educated, but his surviving work provides evidence of a subtle and rigorous mind, more philosophical in approach
than that of the orthodox theologians. Antioch had become a centre of
Arianism, and Aetius wrote a series of theses in defence of the principle of
the unlikeness of the Father and the Son. Forty-seven of these highly compacted arguments survive, but Epiphanius reports that he composed three
hundred such theses. H a d they survived, we would have had a much clearer
insight into Christian Platonism than we have: it is clear that Aetius and Eunomius were not Aristotelians, as the orthodox polemic had it, but much
closer to being Aristotelian Neoplatonists (despite Wickham's claim, discussed below). And they were much more Platonist than those who often
pass for Platonist Christians, such as the Cappadocians, or Origen, or to
some extent Augustine.
Discussion of Aetius has been greatly assisted by the publication of Wickham's excellent article, the Syntagmation of Aetius the Anomean. A text and
a translation are offered and together with the latter bold gesture, there are
provided a number of useful notes. In what follows, we will concentrate on
those aspects of the text which bear on language and negation: an attempt
will be made to reconstruct the ideas of Aetius, and to shed still more light
on what was meant by the text. Inquiry inlto the via negutivu may seem somewhat narrow, bur a mastery of the terminology in this area can sometimes
unlock quite a broad set of ideas for the would-be expositor of late Greek
thought.
Aetius' view was that God was ingeneracy, neither more nor less, and that
he was superior to all generated existents, including the Son. T h e term "ingeneracy" is the only applicable term and it reveals God's actual essence. In
the introductory preamble, Aetius refers to his opponents as cc temporists"
(~povhat):this is Wickhamys translation, and the following discussion will
make frequent use of this. Why is the opposing party associated with time?
\Vickham quotes ps. Athanasius (Dialogues on the Trinity, c.11; P G 28,
1173-1201), who says that "we" have the Son being generated (ycwhw), and
that generation is a time-bound process.
But this is not altogether clear, and it is not clear how Wickham's references to Eunomius clarify the problem. It is however clear that the issue of
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time had begun to be of crucial importance in trinitarian debate. It figures
greatly in Gregory of Nyssa's treatment of the issue, and he was roughly
contemporaneous with Aetius. And later, time plays an important role in Augustine9s De Trinitate, and in this work, together with the Confessions and
the City of God, the Patristic philosophy of time reaches its highest development.
In chapter X, it will be pointed out that for Gregory God is out of time;
that he sees time as implying measurement, and the deity is of course incommensurable. Gregory also places the Son out of time. Further, it will be noted
in that chapter that Gregory caricatures Eunomius' view by the continued use
of the word "follow" (Exopat), where it is a matter of God's ingeneracy "following" his essence. Through this misrepresentation of Eunomius, Gregory
is able to find temporal sequence in the nature of Eunomius' deity, and to accuse him of a mundane conception of God. Gregory's strong preoccupation
with the question of time dominates much of his response to Eunomius. In
other words Gregory's accusation of his Anomean opponent, is that he has
temporalized the deity. Aetius is probably referring to some such point of
view, so that when he complains of cctemporalists",he means those who dwell
on the subject of time, and who claim to find the Achilles' heel of his system
in doing so: time, they say, is necessarily part of the Anomean relationship
between Father and Son. And, as we will see, Gregory makes cctimelessness"
an important member of the collection of negative epithets which had been
current since Middle Platonism. The Xpovi~at,on this view, would be those
who harped on the subject of time.
The thrust of Aetius' response is given in thesis 4:
If the Deity remains everlastingly in ingenerate nature, and the offspring is everlastingly offspring, then the perverse doctrine of the cchomoousionJJand the "homoiousionJJwill be demolished; incomparability in essence is established when each nature
abides unceasingly in the proper rank of its nature. (trans., text of Wickham, op. cit.)

The point appears to be that Aetius takes both Father and Son out of time as
well as his orthodox opponent. If he does this, then he believes that it will be
unnecessary to assert identity of being, or likeness of being, between Father
and Son. This contradiction, that the different are the same, was necessitated
(he seems to imply) by the desire to preserve the timelessness of the Godhead. But that problem can be solved simply by taking the Son's nature as
cc
offspring" (ykvvqpn) out of time as well. The last clause of the quotation
probably means this: not only are the Father and Son not of the same essence, but they are not even to be compared. Each exists perennially in his
own rank (CtEiopa): Wickham notes (op. cit. 552) that &ciapa and z h c t ~are
often equivalents. I take this to be an allusion to the Neoplatonic principle
that things have their own existence appropriately to their own stage in the
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ontological hierarchy: but the word "incomparable" ( & ~ \ ~ ~ K ~isL interestTOS)
ing. Things which are different cannot be compared, Aetius seems to be saying. I take this to be an allusion to the refusal to argue by analogy, or comparison, which emerges quite clearly in Eunomius. It will be seen that Gregory of Nyssa rejects this (p.183)' but analogy and identity are clearly connected (and dismissed) by Eunomius (see p. 151). I have elsewhere suggested that
there was a dissident group in the Neoplatonist schools around the time of
Proclus, who rejected analogy as a tool of metaphysics. This view culminated
in the rejection by Damascius of both analogy and negation. But further, the
incomparability of things is part of Eunomius' (and probably Aetius') philosophy of language: a word designates an object; either objects are different
from one another, in which case the words which label them will be different
from one another, or they are not. There is no middle way (see p. 186), such
as comparing things would seem to be. Things are what they are, in their
own way, and at their own level. As Gregory complains about Eunomius, this
seems to leave no room for ccvariousrelations and juxtapositions" (see p.187).
O n Eunomius' view, words appear to be atoms, which have a necessary relationship with their objects, but no interrelationship: and this is surely what
Aetius is getting at when he finds the Father and the Son to be incomparable.
The next thesis which is relevant to our subject is in fact a joke on Aetius'
part: thesis 12 says that if ingeneracy does not in fact represent the substance
of the deity, but is the result of human abstract thinking (67civota; see p. 15I),
then "God is pateful to those who thought the name up, since through the
notion of ingeneracy, he has transcendence in name, but not in essence".
There is scarcely a serious point here, but a touch of humour in the face of
the relentlessly vituperative orthodox: the serious point is developed in what
follows, where the origin of names is discussed, and a generally Philonic line
taken (see p.149).
Thesis 16 is of crucial importance. It reads:

If ingeneracy is revelatory of essence, it is reasonable for it to be contrasted with the
offspring's essence. If 'ingeneracy' has no meaning.. . (trans. Wickham)
The Greek begins: ~iTO &ykvvqzov o d o i a ~i o ~6iq h o ~ t ~ o v. This
. . is an important expression for understanding Aetius' background. Wickham refers us
to Cratylus 422D, but closer to home we find a very similar expression in the
Neoplatonic commentator, Dexippus. Discussing Aristotle, Dexippus says
that one can define "the truest essence of a thingMby negation (. . . 'iva 6t&
z45 &7co<p&o&oq
adz8v aqv ~upto~dczqv
odoiav 6qhbog: CAG IV2, p.44;
see our p.92). The juxtaposition of o6oia and 6qLom should be noted, and
compared with Aetius' odoiaq . . . 6qhozt~ov.
The problem is drawn from Aristotle's Categories, of which the first part
concerns the problem of how to designate essence (o6oia), and Dexippus'
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~upto?;h?;qv
is drawn from the language of Aristotle about oboia (Cat. 3al;
l b l1). However the word 6qh60, or 6 q h o z t ~ 6 is
~ ,not used by Aristotle in
this passage: he uses other terms for the idea of "signifying" the essence of
something. It seems to be a word brought in by Dexippus, in his exposition,
perhaps through a conflation of the Cratylus (422D, where the word occurs)
and the Categories. The coincidence in language between Aetius and Dexippus is tempting, and it is possible that Aetius had read Dexippus' commentary
on Aristotle, o r that he had been educated by someone who had. In general it
is true that Aristotle (and the Categories) were enjoying a revival of interest,
and exercising some influence, as the polemic of Basil and Gregory shows:
but it is always a mediated Aristotle, an Aristotle read through Neoplatonist
eyes. Aetius is dealing with the problem of how to signify essence, just as
Aristotle did in the Categories, but in a Neoplatonized way.
For, like Dexippus, Aetius offers a negation as a means of revealing essence. The term agenneton is his negation, and he goes on to clarify its logical
status, raising the question of whether it is a privation. In other words, Aetius
cc
is aware of the logical status of his proposition. Ingeneracy" does not just
happen to be a negation, unnoticed by Aetius: he is aware of the logical basis
of what he is doing, namely trying to demonstrate essence by negation. This
is why he enquires into the nature of his negation.
As we have seen, Dexippus takes a step not taken by Aristotle, when he
claims that ousia can be designated through negation. Aetius is probably using some such reading of the Categories as this: if not directly influenced by
Dexippus, he is influenced by a tradition of interpretation of the Aristotelian
problem of how to signify ousia, a tradition which recommends negation as
one method.
In what follows, Aetius devotes considerable attention to demonstrating
that ingeneracy is not a privation (steresis). His discussion suggests that the
point was a matter for debate. But the debate over it engaged in both Basil
and Gregory, discussed below in several contexts, is not a sufficient explanation. Both Basil and Gregory tend to disclaim any interest in the issue, and
Gregory claims that no-one would ever have argued that ingeneracy was a
privation in the first place. In other words, the claim against which Aetius
and Eunomius are defending themselves does not come from their Cappadocian opponents. Who are the advocates of privation then? Perhaps other representatives of orthodoxy: but it has been argued below that Basil and Gregory were both uninterested in, and uninformed about, the issue of privation.
If these two were detached from this important aspect of Neoplatonic logic,
who among the orthodox could be expected to be more expert in the issue
than they? It is very difficult to specify any candidate.
Aetius and Eunomius were here defending themselves against certain Neoplatonists. Assailed on one flank by the orthodox, I surmise that they were
assailed on the other by Neoplatonist critics. Aetius' association with the Em-
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peror Julian, which was very close (Bidez, Vie de Julien, pp.90-93), would
have required the maintenance of an intellectual front on the Neoplatonist
side. H e probably fought battles on two fronts, and the discussion of privation is evidence of his dialogue with the Neoplatonists. For it has been seen
that Proclus and Damascius provide evidence (see also Eunomius below,
where this point is developed) that there was a party of Neoplatonists who
attacked the via negativa, on the ground that its negations were nothing more
than privations. Both Aetius and Eunomius respond to this debate and take
up a position on it: Basil and Gregory are unaware of the issue, and seem to
wonder why they are having to deal with it.
Thus, addressing the other set of respondents, Aetius advances arguments
in theses 19, 20, 21, 24, and 25, against the view that his negative definition
of God is in fact a privation. The issue in fact takes up a large part of Aetius'
discussion. The notion of privation has been discussed in greater detail in relation to Eunomius, where texts from Syrianus and Alexander Aphrodisias
are adduced to show that privation was seen to be a form of negation which
carried a covert affirmation about the state (EEL<) of the entity. All this comes
from an interpretation of Aristotle, from whom the term E ~ L is
< derived. This
is the term used by Aetius (thesis 20), and again it is probable that Aetius is
influenced by a mediated, or Neoplatonized form of Aristotelianism. The
< "state"), which
problem, in brief, is this. The privation presupposes a E ~ L (or
is deprived of something. This entity has logical priority over the state of deprivation. If ingeneracy is a privation, then we are obliged to suppose the existence of a prior state, subsequently deprived of generacy. This would necessitate an antecedent to God, which is impossible. Therefore ingeneracy is not
a privation.
Thus thesis 24:
If ingeneracy is privation, and privation loss of state @kt<), and if the lost is entirely
destroyed or changed into something else, how can a state which is in process of
changing or being destroyed be called the Deity's essence by the title of "The Ingenerate". (trans. Wickham with the substitution of "state" for "conditionJ')

Clearly the logic of privation is inappropriate to this negation, since in broad
terms, privation suggests defect, and the sequential notion that goes with the
idea of defect; this is that there must have been something prior, which was
whole, to suffer the loss of some characteristic. Blindness is a privation, and
it is a defect which is subsequent to the original state of seeing. Thesis 24
makes it clear that it is this element of loss which makes privation inappropriate to the deity.
Thesis 20 introduces options for the meaning of privation:
If privations are abstractions of states, ingeneracy in respect of God is either a priva-
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tion of state or a state of privation. If it is a privation of state, how should what is not
present be counted as present to God?. ..

The first few words run: ~i ai ox~pfioetg& E ~ V~ i o w
dlqatpko~tg.It may be
noted that this is a slightly unusual use of the word kpaip~otc;,which is
usually confined to mathematical abstractions in later Neoplatonism. But
Aetius seems to think that there are two available concepts of privation, both
of which have to suffer a reductio a d absurdurn. The first definition of privation envisages the removal of a characteristic from a hexis ("state"), or a hexis
which is a deprived state: that is, a privation is either the removal of something, or a state which has undergone this removal. If we are to categorize
them (which is unwise), we would have to say that the former is a logical
concept of privation, and the latter ontological. But the former concept is
difficult: Aetius' rert'uctio a d absurdurn really treats this type of privation as an
absence: "how should what is not present be counted as present t o God?"
This is an interesting refinement of the discussion of privation, and it may
give more of an insight into the thinking of the anti-negation group in Proclus' circle, than we have had heretofore. If privation comes down t o the absence of something, and all negations are seen to be statements of absence
such as this, then it would be impossible to characterize God by negation. Interestingly, Aetius allows two possible concepts of privation, a luxury he can
allow himself since he intends to exclude both.
It should be recalled that Aristotle defined negation as an absence (&nouo i a ) of a thing in the Metaphysics 1004", and here he seems to indicate that
for privation to occur, some substrate is necessary. Now Aetius does not use
the term absence, but speaks rather of that which is "not present" (TZ, pq
npooov): nevertheless the closeness to Aristotle's thought is clearly there.
Perhaps, it may be speculated, Aetius was in touch with interpretations of
Aristotle which brought these ideas together through the juxtaposition of
one Aristotelian text with another.
Finally, some remarks should be made on Aetius' philosophy of names
(orzomata), since this figures so largely in the debate between Eunomius and
his adversaries. In the first place, we find the Philonic principle that a name is
always given by a ccparent'2,o r that which is ontologically prior. The ability t o
name implies superioricy: this is implicit in thesis 17.
If "The Ingenerate" affords no transcendence in essence over against 'offspring', the
Son being transcended only verbally will know that it is those who use that title who
are superior to himself, not he who is called his "God" and "Father".

The argument seems to be that those who give names are superior: it is difficult to see Aetius' point, because a name with no foundation in essence
would either be a mistake, or the result of epinoia, "imaginative thinking".
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Neither of these things would seem to entail superiority, especially since
epinoia is really an after-the-event development of artificial concepts. Nevertheless we note the notion that superiors give names, like Philo's Adam who
has the task of naming all things except himself. With Eunomius we see the
same principle: names come "from above" (see p.149).
The same kind of conundrum comes up on thesis 26, where i t is implied
that people exercise power over being by the names they use. Even false
names, one wishes to ask? The text reads as follows:

If "The Ingenerate" is a mere name with God, but its mere utterance elevates the substance of God over against all the generated beings, then the utterance of men is qualitatively superior to the substance of the Almighty, since it has embellished God Almighty with incomparable transcendence.

It is difficult to grasp a philosophy of naming which allows for this power of
names over being. But Aetius seems to be saying this (in fact the key lies with
the word ~ d & m i o a o a , "embellished"): either God's essence causes the
name, or the name causes his essence. It would be an intolerable position if it
were the language of men which enhanced the deity: they would then be the
superior entities, since they bestowed God's essence upon him. Possibly it is
the orthodox confidence in theological discourse which Aetius is concerned
with: he seems to imply that some people are so concerned with religious language that it is as if they want to make the deity, to enhance, or to "embellish" him. Whatever Aetius is saying, it may be noted that he seems to imply
that those who give names have some superiority over those to whom names
are given. This is clearer in thesis 13.

If exterrial observation ascribes ingeneracy to the Deity, the observers are superior to
the observed, having furnished .him with a title (bvopa) superior to his nature.
Once again, the assumption that ontological power lies with the act of namcc '
ing, is present. Aetius' point here is that the name ingeneracy" must come
not from the external observers, even i f t h e y accurately observe the ingenevacy
to be present, but from ingeneracy itself. In other words this name comes
from reality, not from human mental activity: it is K ~ T &qbo~v.These points
will be further developed in relation to Eunomius, Gregory and Basil, since
the controversy over names comes to the fore with these authors.
The philosophy of Aetius provides an essential introduction to that of Eunomius. It is the first example of the Aristotelianism that we find in Eunomius. It has been suggested that this is a mediated Aristotelianism, according
to which Aristotle is read through the eyes of the Neoplatonic commentators. Aetius and Eunomius are much more easily understood if we read them
in the light of what might be called the ''lost generation" of Neoplatonists,
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Syrianus, Dexippus and Alexander of Aphrodisias. They lie behind Proclus,
and probably behind Aetius and Eunomius as well. The latter are in no way
odd, if seen in this company.
But most importantly for the history of the via negativa, thesis 16 of Aetius
offers a direct development of Aristotle's Categories in terms of the via negativa. Dexippus had spoken of revealing the essence of a thing by negation, as
if to add to what Aristotle had said about how to signify essence, and Aetius
now offers a negative description to perform this role in theology. God is ingeneracy. H e is not only not generated, he is ingeneracy itself. H e is not to
be understood as an absence of generation, but as a positive ingeneracy. Just
how an apophatic concept can be a kataphatic concept is shown by Proclus,
but Aetius develops at length the view that this negation is not a privation,
that it is not the sign of a defect. And we find all this reiterated in Eunomius,
to the mystification of Gregory and Basil. They are mystified because the
Anomeans are not actually addressing them when they raise this issue: they
may be addressing Gnostics, but more probably they are addressing the Neoplatonists, who now use Aristotelian logic for their transcendentalist ends,
and for whom privation was therefore a thing to be considered.
We proceed now to Eunomius, through Eunomius' own writing, and
through the responses of Basil and Gregory, and an effort will be made to
reconstruct his thought through these sources. Eunomius' reputation in antiquity is attested by the strength of the replies to his work. Not only Basil,
but also Gregory of Nyssa, and Theodore of Mopsuestia devoted a great
deal of attention to it. It is a pity that we have so little of Eunomius himself,
since what remains appears ingenious and interesting, and he emerges, in our
view, as an important exponent of the via negutiva. H e lived till 394, and was
a disciple of Aetius.
Basil complains that Eunomius expresses his view in a form which all
Christians could recognize, and to which they could all subscribe:
Eunomius: We believe in one God the Father almighty, from whom all things come,
and in one only-begotten son of God, God the Word, our Lord Jesus
Christ, through whom all things come. And in the Holy Spirit, the Paraclete. (Against Eunomius P G 29, 512A)

This appears unexceptionable, but is actually misleading to the unwary in Basil's view (PG 29,5 13B), since when Eunomius comes to expound this, he unveils other ideas which are not scriptural, but come from the "syllogisms of
Aristotle and Chrysippus" (PG 29, 5 16B). Basil's complaint here is that the
ordinary words of the creed come to have other meanings than those provided by their face-value; that a philosophical interpretation is held by Eunomius to provide the real meaning of these words; that a kind of philo-
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sophical reduction has been carried out on the traditional and inherited
words of scripture. For this reason Basil prefers the traditional word "Father" for God, rather than the philosophical substitute '"he ingenerate": Basil
suggests the absurdity of rephrasing Matthew 28.19 as follows; "Go forth
and baptize in the name of the Ingenerate". The difficulty felt by Basil is
somewhat akin to that felt by Origen in relation to Celsus, namely that whilst
the philosophical description of reality and transcendent reality may have
had a plausible sound, the language of the Scriptures was the only language
which could be safely used. Whilst Eunomius claimed to be expounding the
philosophy underpinning the theology, Basil wants to adhere to the theological language as self-significant, that is as requiring no hermeneutic framed in
the logic of some outsider such as Aristotle. (Of course he is unable to d o so,
in that he himself is attracted by the philosophical reduction offering at the
time).
The centrepiece of Eunomius' case is that God's essence (ousia) is his ingeneracy (agennesia). Thus he identifies the ousia of God, and does so by a
negative noun. The negation expressed by the alpha privative is ambiguous,
and we shall return to this point later, as Gregory of Nyssa makes something
of it. Eunomius' text, which was subjected to intense scrutiny by Basil and
Gregory, goes as follows:
We profess that God is one, then, in accordance with natural thinking (cpuot~fiviivvotav) and according to the teaching of the Fathers. Nor does he come into being
from himself or from another: these alternatives are equally impossible, since the
truth would demand that the making principle should precede that which comes into
being, and that that which is made should be secondary to that which makes. Nor can
it be prior or posterior to God Himself, nor can there be anything else prior to God.
For that which was prior to the secondary would have the standing of divinity. For it
could truly be said that that which comes into being by the agency of something else,
would be ranked among the class of generated things, and would justly be classifed
among that which has come to be at the hands of God. If therefore it is shown that he
is not prior to himself, and that nothing else precedes him, he is before all things. Ingeneracy is a consequence of this. Rather, he is ingenerate essence (ocoia dtykvvqtog). It will probably appear redundant to some to develop the ideas proferred by
many as if they are in doubt. Because of those who consider wisdom to be a struggle
against the plain truth, or who are trained in calumny and sophistry, we must give a
more accurate consideration. When we say "ingenerate", we consider it necessary to
magnify God not only by name, in accordance with human concepts [2nivotav: perhaps human "invention"], but also to repay in truth the most necessary debt to God,
namely the confession that he is what he is. For that which is said in accordance with
[human] concepts, by names alone, and which has its existence in pronunciation, is
capable of being dissipated with the sound of voices. Whether these are silent, or
articulated, or are generated, God, before the genesis of being, was, and is ingenerate.
But not by privation, where indeed privations are privations of things in respect of
their nature, and are secondary to the states (ijc~tg).For generation was not God's by
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nature, nor did he possess it in some prior state, becoming ingenerate by the privation
of this state. It is exceedingly impious and destructive of true thinking about God and
his completeness, and especially of the understanding of those who would discover
him, to say that God is wholly deprived of something, namely his attributes. It is difficult to argue with any sanity that somebody is deprived of something which did not
previously belong to him. If then ingeneracy is neither in thought, nor by privation, as
the above remarks show, nor is it applicable to a part (for H e is without parts, nor is
there anything in him as other), for h e is one-dimensional, and uncomposed. Nor is
there anything else beyond him; for He, one and alone, is ingenerate; then it (ingeneracy) must be ingenerate essence. (Migne, PG 30, 84111)-8443)

This passage needs careful commentary before we move on to other ideas of
Eunomius, and the commentaries of Basil and Gregory.
Eunomius is much
closer to Neoplatonism than are the Cappadocians, and not much headway
can be made with him unless he is studied in the light of the vocabulary of
the Neoplatonist commentators on Aristotle. The syllogistic form of presentation, so repugnant to Basil, is very similar to the mode of argument adopted by Proclus in the Elements of Theology. Eunomius begins by establishing
that God is the first being, that it is logically impossible for another being to
be prior. The argument has the character of a demonstratidn, and it aims to
prove CWQ things:
(I) that nothing is prior to God
(11) that he is ungenerated.

The two are interconnected for Eunomius, in that he sees the inevitable priority of God as implying his ingeneracy. In this way he is able to demonstrate
the quality of ingenerateness: it is a necessary conclusion of the very concept
of God. Thus one acquires a characterization of God through formal, logical, methods, and it so happens that the characteristic thus deduced is a negative one. In this way he has proceeded like Euclid, whose first entity was defined negatively, and whose manner of ~roceedingwas so attractive to Proclus (see chapter VI). Thus Eunomius has both a proven characteristic, and a
negative characteristic. H e has blended a concern with negative theology,
with an interest in Aristotelian-style demonstration.
Eunomius proceeds, in the above passage, to distinguish his negation from
privation. O u r discussion above (see pp. 131 ff.) shows that Aetius had a similar concern, and it has been noted that debate took place in non-Christian
Neoplatonism over the relation of ~ r i v a t i o n( steresis) to negative theology.
Eunomius is obviously aware of this set of problems, and is at pains to say
that he is not using a privation with the alpha privative in his agennesia. Why?
Because it was the clear understanding of the later Greek philosophers that
the privative type of negation carried with it a positive implication of some
sort. A privation implied some sort of ground, or identifiable entity, of which

138

Eunomius on negation andprivation

the privation could be predicated. T o speak of blindness, a privative concept,
has the appearance of speaking negatively. It could appear that t o speak of
ingeneracy might be somewhat like speaking of blindness, and Eunomius
wants to make sure that the difference is understood. Blindness implies that
the subject is a living creature, human or animal, who could logically be expected to be sighted. It is a negative concept of the privative kind, and it carries with it a statement about the nature of the thing which is considered to
be deprived of some entity or faculty. Eunomius' "ingeneracy" is not intended to imply anything at all about the subject: it is a negation which is nothing more than a negation.
Eunomius' philosophy has its roots in the Greek philosophy of the period:
it makes for more use of Neoplatonic logic than does Patristic philosophy in
general. Thus for some enlightenment as to what Eunomius might have
meant by his refusal of privation in respect of his characterization of God as
agennesia, we must turn to writers like Proclus, Syrianus or Dexippus. For example, Syrianus:
For it is necessary to postulate one nature in the state (hexis) and in the privation.
And this is the greatest difference between privation and negation. (CAG VI, 61,
37 ff.)

Syrianus sees some posited state as causing a degree of common nature between the hexis about which the predication is being made, and finds this to
be an important difference. If we turn to Alexander of Aphrodisias, we find
him also inclined to stress the importance of the difference between the two.
Commenting on Aristotle Metaphysics 101lb19, Alexander says that

. . . negation (apophasis) is predicated of indefinites, but this is not indeed the case
with blindness. (CAG I, 327, 1. 20)
Using the usual example of blindness, Alexander notes that to predicate
blindness ties down the statement: one cannot predicate blindness of a wall,
since one cannot predicate sight of such an entity. It therefore follows that to
predicate blindness implies the possibility of predicating sight, which narrows
down the field enormously. By contrast, negations open up the field to virtually complete indefiniteness. Alexander continues:
In this, he says, privation differs from negation, in that negation is predicated of
things which are, and are not, but privation of some underlying nature, which manifests form (eidos) and state (hexis). (CAG 1, 327, 1. 27)

This is the background to Eunornius' claim that his negative description of
the deity is not a case of privation. If it were, some prior state would be implied, and Eunomius' principle is that God has no antecedent. Eunornius
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clearly regards the privation as secondary" to the pre-existing state: the privations are G ~ l j ~ ~ pand
a t ,this adjective refers back to the very beginning of
his demonstration, where it is claimed that God cannot be preceded, that that
which is "prior to the secondary" (xpo TOO S~orBpou)would have pride of
place,
In sum Eunomius' philosophy is quite technical here, like that of Aetius.
H e goes further than Aetius on privation, in that he exploits the Aristotelian/
Neoplatonist logic of privation in order to emphasize that privation implies
the ontological priority of the state of which the privation is being predicated. The Neoplatonist commentators on Aristotle do draw the distinction between privation and negation, but as far as the present reader is aware, do
not make any attempt to play on the duality involved in a privation, whereby
one aspect can be distinguished from another. Eunomius' attempt to have
this two-level function of privation mean ontological primary and secondariness, may not be entirely convincing, but it is nevertheless clever and shows a
knowledge of contemporary philosophy. As we observed earlier, there was
some argument in Proclus' camp over whether the negations of negative theology were actually privations:
Let no one attempt to devalue such a form of discourse, by claiming that these negations are privations.. . (Platonic Theology 11.5)

Proclus must be referring to a debate similar to that to which Eunomius is
referring, because Eunomius shows the same sensitivity to the notion that his
agennetos, as a description for God, might be depreciated if regarded as a privation. Elsewhere Proclus takes negation to imply some kind of superiority
of being; and in the Platonic Theology 1.12, he compares privations
unfavourably with those negations which "are the transcendent causes of all
which springs from them". It is not necessary here to go over what has been
said in chapter W, on Proclus, and on Aetius, above, but the general point is
clear. Privation was a kind of negation which had a different logic. Exponents of negative theology, such as Eunomius and Proclus, wished t o exclude
that particular logic from the negations of their own via negativa. Proclus in
particular developed the difference between privative negation, and negation
itself, in order to provide a more secure basis for the apophatic way.
Let us now look at the approach to this matter taken by Basil and by Gregory of Nyssa in their respective critiques of Eunomius. Basil's reply has been
discussed and expounded at great length by Anastos (in Fedwick, Basil . . .
67 ff.), and there is a wealth of information here which places every reader in
his debt. The reply quotes Eunomius verbatim on the secondary nature of
privative negations, and proceeds t o a lengthy response (1.9, P G 29, 532A).
Basil's first point is that this view is the "wisdom of the world". These words
are the words of Aristotle, he says, who argues in the Categories that priva-
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tions are secondary. Now this is not true: Aristotle does not make this claim
in the Categories. H e does discuss privations and negations at length, and he
also does discuss the notions of priority and posteriority (14a 27 ff.), but he
nowhere connects the two issues, and nowhere makes the claim which Eunomius makes. H e does speak of secondary substances, but not in relation to
privation (IbI3). In other words Basil has not read the source, and he is unaware of the real advance that Eunornius is making. (The claim that privations are secondary is not in Aristotle's text, but it is possible that it results
from the kind of interpretation which might seek to synthesize different
parts of the Categories, whether or not this was intended. School interpreters
would be quite capable of drawing together different parts of the work to
form a somewhat artificial synthesis, and Eunomius may have done this, o r
may be using a Neoplatonist commentator on the Categories who has done
it. If this is so, it is just possible that Basil may know of the same type of
commentary, and this may explain his remark. But it is more likely that he
has not understood the point clearly, and has only a hazy recollection of
Aristotle's Categories. In any case Anastos cannot be right when he claims,
op. cit. p.84, that "Basil heatedly repudiates Eunomius' reference to privatives because, he says quite rightly, it is based upon Aristotle's Categories. . .").
Basil objects to the use of Aristotle, rather than the inspiration of the Spirit, and continues to bluster, in Biblical terms, against Eunomius' use of secular philosophy. Many terms of a similar kind to Eunomius' agennetos, could
be brought forward to describe the divinity (532C), such as invisible, immortal and so on. All the terms chosen by Basil have the alpha privative, and so
resemble Eunomius' own term. Basil continues:
We consider them to be of the same type as the "agennetosJJ. If some people call such
things privative, then that means nothing t o us. Neither do we recognize such verbal
trickery, nor do we seek those who do. (PG 29, 532C)

Basil shows here that the point made by Eunomius is wasted on him, and is
clearly unaware of the debate over the logic of privation, as compared with
that of negation. H e continues to miss the point with great consistency, but
does raise the interesting question of why this attribute alone has been selected by Eunomius, of all the things that could be said of God. Basil:
Why is it more appropriate to philosophize about the ingenerate rather than the indestructible, and indeed about any term of the same type which could be brought forward? None of the others is conducive to his brand of impiety: therefore he forgets
the rest, and indeed the myriad things, as they are, which are said about God. (PG 29,
533B-C)

As Anastos says (op. cit. p.84), Basil means here that the ingenerate is the s n -
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ly term which does not apply to the Son and the Holy Spirit. It applies to the
Father only, and therefore serves Eunomius in his Arian desire to assert the
supreme transcendence of the Father over the other two members of the
Trinity. We shall return to this issue later, since more probing into Eunomius' philosophy must be done in order to establish the basis of this interesting
point: it is clear enough that from the orthodox trinitarian point of view,
what is said of one of the three must be said of all, but what is the real substance of Eunomius' argument? Proclus' Commentary on Euclid's Elements
may again help us here.
We turn now to Gregory of Nyssa's critique of the privation argument. It
is interesting to note that Gregory discusses the question of the priority of
the Father over the Son in isolation from the privation issue. His first attack
on Eunomius limits itself to a different approach to the issue (Contra Eun. I,
354 ff. Jaeger). T h e general thrust of Gregory's argument at this point is that
only in relation to the created world can we speak of priority and posteriority, and that any attempt to do so in relation to the divine nature would be absurd. The Trinity is out of time, and thus Gregory, somewhat similarly to
Augustine, removes the Trinity from the level of time and becoming, in
short, of normal material concepts. This is a somewhat moie effective argument than that of Basil, in that it really does confront Eunomius with a different philosophical structure, and therefore has an understanding of the real
basis of Eunomius' own view.
However, Gregory does turn to privation in his answer to Eunomius' second book, Eunomius having written a reply to Basil. Though full of the required abuse, Gregory's reply here demonstrates a more serious desire for
understanding than is present in Basil. It is interesting that he returned t o it
after so many words spent on Eunomius, and also interesting that he did not
pick it up as an important issue in the early stages. Perhaps he came to see it
as important, as a later development.
Gregory's quotation of Eunomius' response to Basil is interesting, since
Eunornius reportedly refers to the ccculpablecaution" ( ~ f i h h p ~ t a..v. tnthfpTOV: Contra Eunomium 11.565 Jaeger) of his Cappadocian opponents. We d o
not have the text of Eunomius' reply, but from Gregory's quotations it seems
that the "culpable caution" of the Cappadocians refers to their unwillingness
to dismiss completely the use of the idea of generacy in relation to God. Eunornius is quoted as follows:
Some have said that the Deity is ingenerate through the privation of generacy, but we
say, in refutation of these, that neither this word nor this idea is in any way whatever
applicable t o God. (Contra Eun. 11, 565 Jaeger)

This is a curious fragment, because one cannot see against whom it is directed. It cannot be directed against Basil, since Basil did not insist on this point.

,
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Who did? The answer is not clear, but we may note that Eunomius' problem
is exactly the same as that of Proclus, since some were complaining that his
via negativa consisted of privations only, as noted earlier. It may be surmised
~
&nohoyia)was
that Eunomius' defence of his defence ('Ynkp a q &.rcohoyia~
aimed at a much broader group of detractors than Basil alone, and that these
detractors were more to the point than Basil. It has been suggested, in respect
of Aetius, that such opponents were actually Neoplatonists.
The point of the fragment is, of course, that a privation provides for the
logical possibility of the application of the attribute which is denied: in other
words, to say that God is blind, which is a privation, is also to imply the logical possibility that God could have eyes which see in the normal manner. Eunomius' point is that the negation involved must be some other type of negation, unless some absurdity is to result. Gregory's response, curiously
enough, is as we might expect. H e asks who, in the history of creation,
would ever have maintained such a thing, and indeed points to a logical flaw
in the view. If one were to claim this as a privative negation, one would be asserting that God lacked something which properly belonged to his natural
state. Eunomius' response is indeed mysterious. It would make perfect sense
if it came up in the same context as Proclus' discussion of privation: if, for
the sake of argument, some opponents of Eunomius had been saying, as they
had against Proclus, that this type of negation was privative and that therefore
the via negativa would not work in such a circumstance, then one could understand. But we cannot see that this was the case. Eunomius' remark is a curious anomaly, and constitutes evidence of a broader and deeper discussion
than that displayed by the narrow triangular debate that we have inherited,
that between Eunomius, Basil and Gregory.
Reverting now to Gregory's treatment of Eunomius' view of privation, it
has been noted that Gregory now takes seriously the issue of the negatives
applied to God. H e offers a genuine challenge to the philosophy underlying
Eunomius' position, and it runs as follows (Contra Eun. 11, 572 ff. Jaeger).
All words aim to express the knowledge of some reality, but reality is twofold: it is divided into the intelligible and the sensible. With regard to the intelligible world, there is a certain degree of striving required for thought to
hit the mark. We may fail in either thought or word, or both (Gregory here
allows for the possibility that our thought may correctly grasp the transcendent, though our words may fail us). Some of our concepts are formed by taking the familiar and then removing it: we know about change, corporeality
and so on. We can form words which are based on these concepts, words like
ccchangeless",or "incorporeal". Gregory's next statement on this is worthy of
quotation, since it is crucial for negative theology:
Those who wish classify such types of nouns as they please, and apply other terms to
these words, such as ccprivative", "abstractive" ( & < ~ ~ L ~ E T L K &calling
),
them what they
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like. We yield the teaching o r learning of such matters to those who are desirous of it,
and we consider the intellect only, as to whether it lies within a proper and appropriate concept of divinity, o r not. (Contra Eun. 11, 480 Jaeger)

In other words Gregory recognizes the class of words focussed on by exponents of the via negativa, but refuses to become involved in the logical questions. H e avoids these by bypassing language, and concerning himself with
the quality of the thought involved. Now the logic of these negative terms
was of course crucial to the Greek exponents of the via negativa, and what
Gregory is doing is refusing to get involved with Neoplatonist negative theology. A further interesting point is this: Gregory introduces the term aphairesis
(abstraction), a term which we have not seen used in the context of negative
theology since Plotinus' time, apart from the passing use in Aetius. Where
does it come from? Certainly not from the Neoplatonists, or the late commentators on Aristotle. We shall return to this question with PseudoDionysius.
Having refused the terms of the discussion, so to speak, Gregory proceeds
to develop an analysis of his own, a new appraisal of what were really very
H e now says
well discussed logical issues, at least among the Ne~~latonis'ts.
that we must use "separative" names of God, where these remove from him
some inappropriate quality: of course, Gregory says, we must call God "imperishable", or "unendingm. Here he uses an unusual term, which we have
Gregory
~S.
is trying here to remove
translated as "separative": ~ O ~ ~ O - C L K O
himself from the terminology of the other party, so he fails to use the natural
word for the concept he is after, namely c r - c e p q ~ ~ ~ oItt <
is. a situation where
the use of a technical word would draw him into a technical debate o n someone else's ground, and his aim is to establish a new format for the discussion.
In fact it is clear that he has not understood Eunomius' point at all, probably
because of lack of familiarity with contemporary Greek philosophy. Eunomius meant that privation carries a covert statement with it, so that to say
that God is "imperishable", where this is regarded as a privation, is to imply
that his nature is of such a kind as to be logically capable of perishability.
This is the point Gregory fails to understand, and this is why he is nonplussed by Eunomius' statement. Gregory does not know of the kataphatic
implications of a privative negation. H e now advocates what are really privations.
A caveat should be lodged here: the word ~ o p t o ~ iso used
<
by Aristotle in
a context which is somewhat similar to this. For example, in Metaphysics
1026"9, Aristotle says that it is not clear whether mathematical objects are immutable and separable (~opta-CQv)
from matter. There are other such cases,
and it is just possible that Gregory is using the technical Aristotelian vocabulary at this point. But there is no real sign of a close adherence to the language of Aristotle in these passages, and in any case the point is that Gregory

seems unprepared to deal with a debate going on in the philosophy of his o w n
time.H e simply does not deal with the real logical problem of steresis.
However Gegory's real point here is that God is "beyond every name".
This is a verse of Scripture (Philippians 2.9: Contra Eun. 11, 587 J.), and
Gregory is using it to assert the transcendence of the deity. The negative
names used reveal what he is not, but not what he is. We may turn to positive
names (such as "Judges, and "Just"), but in the end we are unable to give expression to such things. H e is beyond names:
That H e transcends every movement of thought, and that he is outside the process of
being discovered by name, constitutes a proof to men of his ineffable majesty. (Contra Eun. 11, 587 J.)

By a different route therefore, Gregory arrives at the crucial postulate of
negative theology, namely that God transcends thought and language. H e is
therefore shrouded in mystery, and this principle is the one for which the
Cappadocians are known. It is important-to realise, however, that Gregory
makes this statement while dismissing- all contemporary discussion of the logic of the via negativa, at least as it was practised in Neoplatonist circles.
Eunomius' next point, as quoted by Gregory, is the typical riposte of the
negative theologian:
For what could one say to a man who declares that we "attach more weight to the
form of the names than to the value of the things being names, and that we give pride
of place to names over realities, placing unequal things on a par with each other".
(Contra Eun. 11, 588 J.)

The Arian complaint that the members of the Trinity are not in fact equal
with each other is reflected in the last words, but the first part of the above
quotation is concerned with the real grievance of the apophatic theologian
against orthodoxy. His view is that there is an excessive interest in language
among his opponents, and a desire to use words far beyond their capacity to
provide accurate information. There is a concentration on a spurious precision in theological language, and this false sense of correctness can only distract attention away from the things which are subjected to these maladroit
attempts at nomenclature. Eunomius singles out an aspect of orthodoxy
which is indeed an oddity, the concern for exactitude of language in relation
to the mysterious and inexpressible, and this concern for language is a hallmark of the this-worldliness of the orthodox strand in Christianity.
However, Gregory again takes up the subject of privation in what follows,
and returns to the word steresis. It arises from an odd point, attributed by him
to Eunomius (Contra Eun. 11, 590J.), according to which Eunomius is
claimed to have said that there is a difference between the immortality (atha-

nasia) of men and that of angels. Gregory sensibly points out that there cannot be degrees of immortality. It is difficult to see what Eunomius means:
Schaff and Wace (the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers editors, p.309) suggest that the solution to the puzzle lies along the lines of the ambiguity of the
word athanatos, which can mean either "not dead", or ccimmortal". This
doesn't seem to resolve the problem: perhaps Eunomius, like a Neoplatonist,
envisages different degrees in states or qualities, where they occur at different levels of being. Thus human oneness would be less pure than angelic oneness, and similarly with immortality. Whether or not this is what Eunomius
means, Gregory complains that he fails to be consistent in his doctrine of privation, that he considers separation from good things to be privation, but
that separation from bad things is not privation. I take this to be a misunderstanding of Eunomius, whose actual position is not this, and who believes
that he can demonstrate that his "ingeneracy" (agennesia) is not a privative
negation. The difference between privative negations and ordinary negations
is not a matter of goodness or badness, but is determined on logical grounds.
Eunomius complains that his opponents are ccunscientific" (hv~.ntozqpovaq Contra Eun. 11, 592 J.), and it is certainly true that Basil and Gregory are
ignorant of the highly developed system of thought from which he is drawing. Their Platonism is of the loose kind, involving an imprecise emphasis on
transcendence and mystery, but not the closely argued philosophy of negation which is found in Proclus and Damascius.
Gregory continues to argue about privation, in apparent ignorance of the
logic of Eunomius' position. H e complains again:
He [Eunomius] actually considers that the destructible is not opposed (&v~t6taoakhheoOat) to the incorruptible, and that the abstracting indicator (cicpa~pe~tuq
oqpaoia
= the a privative) does not indicate the absence of the bad, but that the essence itself
is referred to through the word under discussion. (Contra Eun. 11, 594 J.)

We note firstly the return of the word aphairesis, whose derivative seems to
be used here as a synonym for "privative". But Gregory is simply at a loss to
understand the point made by Eunomius, which seems to be along these
lines: there is a negation entailed in the term "ingenerate"; it is not however a
privative negation since the logic of privation is inappropriate to God, carrying as it does covert statements about the nature of the being under discussion; nor does the negative involve the opposite in this case, though negation
can be taken by some to entail opposition (see vol. I, 136); but the negation
under study here is the type which reveals the transcendent cause, a positive
negation. Proclus refines these ideas later, but he regards some negations as
h ~ p e r n e ~ a t i o nand
s , as referring positively to transcendence. It seems probable that Eunomius believes something similar, namely that the term "ingenerate9' reveals the actually transcendent cause of all that is generated: it is a
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positive negation of the type later envisaged by Proclus. This is why he contests the idea that there is some incompatibility between the generated and
the ingenerate; he sees a causal relation between the two in the Neoplatonist
manner, and far from seeing them as opposites, he stresses their continuity.
Gregory, for his part, simply doesn't understand how a negative word can
denote the essence of something, and it is clear that he was simply not aware
of certain developments in philosophy. The "land animal", as Gregory calls
him (Contra Eun. 11, 625-6 J.), in contrast with the soaring Basil, claims to
have found the one word which really points to the essence of God, and to
have uncovered the logic of this one negative word. Naturally then, Eunomius responds to the Cappadocians:
"But I do not see how God can transcend his own works through things which d o not
belong to him". (Contra Eun. 11, 596 J.)

In other words, Eunomius believes that it is impossible both to assert God's
transcendence, and to attempt to validate a string of labels for him, all of
d
does try to do
which are drawn from mundane experience. ~ n Gregory
both at once.
In the above exposition, it has been found useful to draw o n the comparison with Proclus, since there seemed to be a similarity of ideas. It should be
noted that such similarity has been discovered in an entirely different area,
by J. DaniClou (Eunome l'arien et 19exCg6se du Cratyle, 426-7). DaniClou
deals with the debate over the origins of language, which takes place between
Eunomius and Gregory: Proclus' commentary on Plato's Cratylus, the ancient text which is first and foremost in any discussion of names, shows
strong terminological and intellectual links a i t h Eunomius' discussion, as
given in his own document, or as reflected by Gregory's response. Daniklou's
conclusion is similar to the view taken above: that ccProclusprovides evidence
of a tradition known to Eunomius" (op. cit. 427). H e further surmises that it
is the milieu of the disciples of Iamblichus which ~ r o v i d e sthe tradition from
which Eunomius draws, and which culminates in Proclus. Whether this hypothesis will work for our subject area, namely the via negativa, is open to
doubt: Iamblichus has not been found to be skminal in this field, and as is
clear from the above, the Athenian tradition of Aristotelian study has shed
the most light on the nature and power of negation. Thus we would surmise
that Eunomius was deeply influenced by a Neoplatonist tradition, and probably that represented by Dexippus, Plutarch of Athens and Syrianus. DaniClou goes so far as to call Eunomius a contemporary of Proclus (loc. cit.), and
this is not the case: what we can say, however, is that Proclus stands in a tradition with which Eunomius was familiar at an early stage. Eunomius died in
394, and therefore knew the Neoplatonist thought of a group two generations older than Proclus. We should probably be looking for things which
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are inklings in Eunomius, but appear well-developed in Proclus, and this is
the case with the use of negatives. Danielou does however provide a useful
background: he notes (p.428) that Eunomius was a disciple of Aetius, who
was close to the emperor Julian, a noted Neoplatonist. Gregory also testifies
to the relations between Aetius and the imperial court at Antioch. (Against
Eunomius I, 45-51 J.: see also J. Bidez, Vie de Julien, pp.90-93). With these
data, Danielou fills out very convincingly the picture of the Neoplatonist bona fides of Eunomius. H e is not however on the right track with Plotinus:
"Thus the system of Eunomius is related to Neoplatonist schema. But he does not
merely reproduce Plotinus. This is an original doctrine". (Dani6lou op. cit. 428)

Daniklou further proceeds to talk of the "mystical Aristotelianism", and
where it came from. H e finds it in Eunomius, and concludes that it preexisted Proclus, and again turns to the circle of Iamblichus for the answer. As
shown above, we have also been tempted to consider Eunomius' system
somewhat original in his use of negation, but the real background lies with
Aetius, and with the precedents in Syrianus and Dexippus. These provide the
real explanation of Eunomius, at least on the issue under di'scussion. But the
overall fact remains: probably the best way to understand Eunomius would
be t o write a philological commentary on him, treating all his vocabulary as if
it came from Proclus, Syrianus and Dexippus.
We return now to the exposition of EunomiusJ view. It has been noted
throughout that Eunomius was concerned with the issue of names and their
applicability. The passage translated earlier shows that he believes that naming God correctly does him some sort of honour, because it is confessing
what he actually and essentially is. We have here a very strong philosophy of
names, which is again reflected in the following passage.
We say therefore that the Son is a begotten creature (yivvqpa), according t o the
teaching of the Scriptures, not conceiving of his essence as something other than this,
as if something else beyond it were referred to, but that it itself is the existence (fin60~ a o t v to
) which the name refers, the noun bringing out the truth of the essence.
(PG 30, 848 B)

IVaming was an Arian issue: elsewhere an attempt has been made by me to interpret the interest in names of the Gospel of Truth as a response to the
Arian debate ("The Name of the Father is the Son.. ."), and Eunomius was
cited in this regard. When the Gospel of Truth makes the Son simply the
name of the Father, it seems to be relying on the identification of name and
essence, which Eunomius comes close to. We may even go so far as to wonder whether the Gospel of Truth became, in a later redaction an Arian gospel. Not that Eunomius could agree with it, but the principle of the Gospel
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of Truth sounds like a speculative extension of his ideas. Grobel supposes
(The Gospel of Truth, 181) the words '"he name of the Father is the Son" to
be an interpolation in the Gospel of Truth: if he is right, the Nag Hammadi
version of the Gospel, which contains these words, may be a later redaction
incorporating some Arian elements. I have argued this case elsewhere.
Eunomius frequently reverts to names. In fact it could be said that the
question of onomata is the theme which dominates his Apology.

If anyone contentiously adheres to his familiar opinions, and does not attend to what
is said, he would insist that the word for the Father was indicative of his essence: let
him endow the Son with the same word, by which manoeuvre he has already given a
share in the same essence, to each of the two, a share in the Son to the Father, and a
share of the Father to the Son. For identity of being compells those who hold this
opinion about them to call them by the same name. (PG 30, 861 A)
Eunomius believes in the real value of names, that names are ~a.cZr.
cpbotv,
not K ~ T &0kotv as Aristotle believed (see vol. I, 99). Accordingly he was concerned that a due amount of caution and scepticism be exercised in the use of
names for God. The name of God is a given thing: it is part of the real. Eunomius came back to this point in defence against Basil: the response by
Gregory makes this clear. Eunomius reproaches Basil for suggesting that the
term ingenerate is an abstract concept (kxivota), and he believes that the ingeneracy preexists any exercise of the human intelligence (Contra Eun. 11,
44 J.):
The ingenerate should not be assigned to God merely by abstract concept. For what is
thus spoken in words is of such a nature as to dissipate. (Gregory, quoting Eunomius)

Gregory is baffled by this view of language: he wants to know what type of
language does not pass away. All words, whether right o r wrong, disappear
once they have passed our lips, says Gregory: they aren't imprinted on the
spot. What Eunomius seems to imply is that there is a category of terms
which are given, which exist, and which are part of the furniture of reality.
Against this Gregory develops a lengthy statement of God's transcendence
and ineffability, and then returns to what he sees as the pretentiousness of
the claim that ;his single word captures, indeed in some sense is, the essence
of God (Contra Eun. 11, 125 J.). The preceding passages are full of all the
standard statements about the inexpressibility of God, and they read like the
Middle Platonist statements of several generations before. Gregory's position is roughly this: God is unspeakable, and our efforts to name him are inadequate; they d o however point us in the right direction. Eunomius, on the
other hand, despite his contempt for the plethora of terms for God provided
by the orthodox, is in the end much more pretentious himself, since the one
term he offers is alleged to be not merely a sign, or a symbol, o r a pointer to
God, but God's very essence. Gregory asserts that Basil has already shown
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that this term "has n o existence in nature" ( h O~~ 6~
K < P ~ O E OOVZOV,
S
Contra
Eun. 11, 125 J.). Clearly Eunomius is a kind of linguistic realist, at least so far
as some terms go. In fact Gregory later complains that he observes n o difference between "necessity" (the given, in nature) and the name cc the ingenerate". Gregory recommends the use of language as a guide, but has no sympathy with Eunomius' tendency to reify language.
For God is not an expression, nor does he have his essence in voice or utterance.
(Contra Eun. 11, 148 J.)

But men have the right to build words (bvopa~onoia)according to their own
judgment.
There is also a question of timing which runs throughout the discussion.
Gregory agrees to accept the term "ingenerate", so long as it is considered to
be a word devised by human beings to grasp at the divine state after the creation process.
H e says that God was what H e is before man came into being. We d o not deny this.. .
But we maintain that it [the world] received its name after the narnir came into being.
(Contra Eun. 11, 166 J.)

For Gregory, the namer is man: it is man, after all, who needs instruction,
and who devises language to clarify his view of things. God has no need of
language or instruction. This is the fundamental point of division between
the two: for Eunomius, language is given, along with nature itself. And it was
given prior to the creationof man - thus for Eunomius, God is the namer,
and language preexists man.
The emphasis on priority here reminds us very much of Philo's discussion
of naming. In factj despite the time gap between Philo and Eunomius, there
are few texts so close to Eunomius. Philo's view has been annotated in volume I, but it can be recalled here. God created the world, and with it certain
names. Then he created Adam, whose task it was to distribute names correctly. Adam however was unable to name himself, and so received his name
from God: he was unable to do so because a name is based on nature, and
Adam was unable to know himself. Only God could do so, and therefore only God could give the name "Adam". O n Philo's view then, names are natural, and reflect reality. Only a person who is prior can grasp reality sufficiently to give a correct name. Adam can therefore name the things which
follow him in order of being, but his antecedent must name him. Thus ontological priority is required for true naming: as parents precede their children,
they can name their children. Names d o not come from posterior entities.
NO; Gregory reverses this: names are devised subsequendy, and his is the
conventionalist position.
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It is possible that Philo's views hardened into a tradition which influenced
Eunomius. H e apparently discussed the Babel story (Daniitlou, Eunome.. .
427) and this received an elaborate exegesis from Philo (De confusione linguarum). Further, Gregory asserts that Eunomius borrowed from Philo
(Contra Eun. 111, 8 J.). But in any case DaniClou (Eunome . . . 425 ff.) gives
various Neoplatonist sources to establish the theme of the natural basis of
names in this quarter.
T h e extent to which the discussion of names makes its return in this period
is extraordinary. Long dead issues are given a new lease of life, and reading
Gregory's response to Eunomius, one could believe oneself to be back in the
period of middle Stoicism, reading discussions of the relationship between
onomata and thought,
o r of the notion of meaning (the lekton). It is the Trinity which provokes this revival of the p h i l o s o p h ~ o flanguage, since it raises
the issue of names and being all over again. Gregory even accuses Eunomius
of reviving the Cratylus, the Platonic dialogue which most of all deals with
names (Contra Eun. 11, 404 J.). H e believes that Eunomius has either read it
o r heard of it from some other quarter. It is not clear how well Gregory
knows the Cratylus either, but he takes it to be a work which pleads for the
real basis of names. H e accuses Eunomius (Contra Eun. 11, 403 J.) of believing that "God's greatness is seen not only in what he has made, but his wisdom is also displayed in their names (6v6paot) since he adapted these nouns
( x p o o q y o p i a ~ most
)
appropriately and naturally to each of the things begotten". This, apparently, is the message of the Cratylus for Gregory, thar
names have a natural basis, and are "given". That this is the burden of the
Crawlus is not at all clear to the reader who is innocent of ancient views of
that dialogue, but that is immaterial to the present consideration. The logic
of Eunomius' position is clear: if names and objective nature are necessarily
related, then the names ccFather"and "Son" imply the existence of two separate natures. If Eunomius were to accept the view that language is a convention, then he would not be forced into the separation and ranking
- of Father
a n d s o n . Gregory proceeds by endeavouring ;o rebut this view of names, citing the variety of names in different languages. H o w can a name have a real
relationship with its object, when in each language the name is different?
Clearly the view that names were natural ( ~ a z acp6atv) had become a
thing to rebut, and Gregory reiterates his position over and over again in this
writing, that names are conventional in origin. T o take but one example of a
constant theme:
-

.

For the meaning of the words "bread" and "lion" is not the same, nor that of ccaxe'y
and "water", but it is possible to give a specific definition for each of these names, in
which the others have no share. In no way do they signify nature. But no-one would
dare say that this nomenclature is inappropriate and meaningless. (Contra Eun, 11,
303 J.)
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Gregory returns to this idea of the conventional basis in the meaning of
names over and over again. It is worthy of note that he still maintains the
view that names are correctly or incorrectly used, according to convention:
this is an important principle for theology, but he does not want to accept the
view that a quasi-natural theology can develop simply on the basis of alleged
truths about the nature of things enshrined in language itself.
Eunomius' view of names is intimately related to his theory of abstract
conception (knivota).It is clear from what Gregory says that his view was
that Ccconception",produces some names which are therefore strictly speaking afterthoughts7 things thought of after the event. T h e conception is the
human intellectual response to what is, and it is a therefore later than what is:
it constitutes a subsequent reaction to it. Words which emanate from this after-the-event conceptualization are clearly after-the-event words, and therefore to be dismissed as trivial. Gregory quotes Eunomius in a very interesting
passage as follows:
But, like a mighty wrestler, he does not relinquish his inescapable grip on us, and affirms in so many words that "these names are of human conception (knivota) and by
conception are predicated of things - names which none of the apostles o r evangelists
taught". And after this irresistible onslaught, he raises his holy voice, again spitting
his foul abuse at us with a voice well trained in such language.
- - "For", he says, ''to introduce verbal identity into human conception, on the basis of analogy, is thk work of
a soul bereft of judgment but of eager intelligence,
a soul which stuzes the words of
the Lord with a weakened understanding and in a diminished mode of thought".
(Contra Eun. 11, 305 J.)

The question of what 67civota means is crucial to the whole debate between
Eunomius and the Cappadocians. It seems to be relatively new as a technical
term, and it has been translated here as "abstract conception", or simply by
conception". As indicated above, there is an element of posteriority in the
word: an knivota is a thought which comes after, which is subsequent to
what is. This aspect was emphasized by E. C. E. Owen ( ~ ~ L V O ~knivota
CO,
and allied words.. ., p.373), in gathering information for the compilation of
rhe then projected Lexicon of Patristic Greek. Another element in this article
stresses the inventive side of knivota, according to which it comes to mean
"fiction". Now this is a meaning for the word which will fit fairly well into a
number of contexts, since Eunomius in particular wants to suggest that
names for God which are developed by knivota, are pure inventions. Gregory, on the other hand, plays down this side. The word "fiction" is too pejorative a translation, and suits only a few contexts. Owen concludes (p.376) that
the term is not a technical philosophical or theological term.
It is certainly true that it is not a classical technical term, but there is evidence that it had become a technical term in the neo-Aristotelianism of the
third and fourth centuries. Like steresis, it was a term brought into theologiCC
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cal discussion by the Anomoean Arians, from the neo-Aristotelianism of the
neo-Platonist writers, if one may be permitted so cumbersome an expression.
Dexippus introduces it in his commentary on Aristotle, Categories la:
We d o not have a previous notion of these things, and somehow it is necessary for us
yhp
to be brought to a conception of them from the accurate use of names. (TO~TCOV

npohqtpv O\)K l i ~ o p ~
~ vanou
i nhv~ogE6~tnap&TOO c i ~ p t p a gzoig 6v6paot %pa$npoa~8fivat)(CAG IV2, p.17, 1. 11)
vou E ~ ST ~ Gnivotav
V
Dexippus uses it again (CAG IV2, p. 10, 1. 10) as follows: "And if I say pk8u
(wine) and olvog (wine), there is one conception (Enivota) in respect of both,
and yet the names are other, and they are not identical". Again Dexippus: "It
is one thing to separate something in concept (Enivota), or mentally, and another to grasp it as being present in the subject" (op. cit. p.50, 1. 14). In line
19, the expression Enivota tpthfi is used, "conception pure": this expression is
also found in Ammonius' commentary on the Categories (GAG IV4, p.9, 26).
This fifth century philosopher also uses Enivota in his commentary on Porphyry's Isagoge, where he repeatedly contrasts it with 6n6o.taotg (CAG IV,
p.11, 26; p.9, 26). Things may exist mentally, or in fact, and Enivota is the
word which captures the former. This same contrast between hypostasis and
epinoia, between reality and thought, is found in Plotinus 11.9.1.40 ff.
These authors are getting at the notion of abstraction. The "pure concept"
of Dexippus (CAG IV2, p.50, 19) is that which gets furthest away from the
raw fact, and he gives "footedness", o r the state of having feet, as an example. T h e foot itself is the entity, but ccfootedness"is the Enivota drawn from
this. Thus the Enivota is not just the mental image of the object itself, but the
refinement of it ipto an abstraction. This interpretation of it is confirmed by
Syrianus' Commentary on Aristotle's Metaphysics (GAG IV1, p. 161, 1. 26),
where Syrianus claims that man grasps things "by concept, on the basis of abstraction from sensible objects" (KO,? 6nivstav k v e p a n o ~65 &cpatpboea~
TQVa i o e q ~ a v... ~ j l v6~16ozaotveihqcpbg).
Now, in none of these cases does Aristotle use the word. His commentators introduce it in order to expound the text, and they d o so with a degree
of consistency which suggests that Enivota had become a technical term in
the exposition of Aristotle. This is part of what we may refer to as neo-Aristotelianism, which is the tendency to develop another layer of thought and
terminology for the purposes of the exposition of Aristotle. The word h i vota is not therefore an Aristotelian technical term, but a neo-Aristotelian
technical term, and it means thinking about things in the abstract, as a response to the fact of things (a response which is inevitably subsequent to the
existence of things). It is an after-thought, as opposed to a prior notion
(np6hqtptg); Owen (op. cit. 375) emphasizes that Enivota is held by Gregory
and Basil t o form the basis of all the sciences, and this lends support to the
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meaning "abstraction", which we have found in Syrianus, Dexippus and Ammonius.
Here we have the kernel of the word, a word which is capable of meaning
both ccfiction" and ccscience".The weakness of Enivota lies in its status as a
posterior reaction to a given reality: this is what Eunomius emphasizes, since
his name for God is prior. Thus he stresses the fiction-manufacturing capacity of Eltivota. Its strength comes from the positive achievements of this mental afterprocess, which does make some epistemological progress, and this is
what is stressed by Gregory. Both authors are at different spots in the continuum of the permissible meaning of the 'word.
Returning now to the above quotation of Eunomius by Gregory, the burden of Eunomius' thought here is that the names brought forward by Basil
and Gregory are fictions; names not taught by the apostles. But amidst the
abuse of Gregory there is another important point: that analogy is impotent
as an instrument in theology. Gregory seems ignorant of the meaning of Eunomius' remark: indeed he lets it drop after the usual complaint that the term
<c
analogy" is not to be found in the-writings of Moses. Gregory makes no
serious attempt to consider the view that religious concepts may be developed
through analogy, despite the fact that earlier Christian philcisophers had advocated it (such as Clement; see my Connaissance religieuse.. .). T h e future
importance in medieval and Thomist philosophy of the method of analogy is,
of course, well known. Eunomius again shows himself to be aware of the
Neoplatonist tradition, and Gregory to be ignorant. The Middle Platonists,
Greek and Christian, bad advocated the via analogiae as well as the v i a negativa, as means of forming concepts of the transcendent (see my Connaissance. . .). Plotinus continued this (see p.53). But when we come to Proclus,
the story is different: Proclus refers to a group who appear to reject the value
of analogies. T h e Platonic Theology 11.5 refers to some who oppose the via
negativa, and who appear to dismiss analogy also, ccby defining analogy as an
identity of concepts". The passage is cryptic, but it appears to mean that
some tried to reduce negation to privation, and analogy to homonymy, in order to argue that these methods offered no help in developing highly abstract
concepts. We have noted that Damascius attacked both negation and analogy, the latter because it tried to assimilate the known and the unknown (see
p. 12I), and Damascius must have represented the party which confronted
Proclus on these two issues. Eunomius shows himself to be aware of the debate, and he too rejects the via analogiae: in this respect he allies himself with
one party in the Neoplatonist tradition, against another. H e has n o specifically (Christian or Judaic) reasons for rejecting analogy, but rather participates in a revisionist trend in Neoplatonism. Eunomius regards thinking by
analogy as the tendency of an "eager intelligence": like Damascius, he considers that our desire to form concepts of the transcendent outstrips our capacity. Analogy is an after-the-event gesture of an enfeebled intelligence.

The question of priority is of great importance in Eunomius' view.
H e says that God was what H e is, before the generation of man. Nor do we [i.e.
Gregory] deny it, for whatsoever we think about God existed before the creation of
the world. But we maintain that it received its name after the namer came into being.
(Contra Eun. 11, 166 J.)

Here is the difference between the two. For Gregory names come later, with
the naming party, that is man. For Eunomius names existed along with the
cosmos prior to the creation of man. The profusion of names that he finds
loosely accepted by Basil and his group, are all for him after-the-event constructs, and this must include ideas which are based on analogy. Names are
given, just as what is, is given. Names preexist man, and are therefore imposed on him, just as entities are. The names of orthodox theology are but
fairy tales concocted by libidinous intelligences in the pursuit of linguistic
nourishment.
The view of names as given entities is an odd one. Yet it is undoubtedly
present in both Greek and Christian philosophy. The background in Philo
has already been alluded to. A passage of Origen also asserts the principle: he
rejects the view of Aristotle that names are conventional, and seeks to show
that names are given. Origen uses an empirical argument:
However, since Celsus imagines that it makes no difference whether we call Zeus the
Most High, or Zen, or Adonai, or Sabaoth, or Amoun like the Egyptians, or Papaeus
like the Scythians, let us briefly discuss this too, at the same time reminding the reader of what was said earlier on this question when Celsus' remarks led us t o deal with
these matters. Accordingly, now we say also with regard to the nature of names that
they are not arbitrary conventions of those who give them, as Aristotle thinks. For the
languages in use among men have not a human origin, which is clear to those able to
give careful attention to the nature of spells which were adapted by the authors of the
languages in accordance with each different language and different pronunciation.
We briefly discussed this question above when we said that if names whose nature it is
to be powerful in some articular language are translated into another tongue, they
no longer have any effect such as they did with their proper sounds. This phenomenon is also to be found with men's names. For if we translated the name of some man
or other who from birth has had a name in the Greek language into the language of
the Egyptians or Romans or some other nation, we would not bring about the experience or action which would happen if he were called by the name first given to him.
Nor, if we translated into the Greek language the name of a man called in the first instance by a Roman name, would we effect what the spell is professed to d o if the first
name by which he was called is preserved.
If this is true of human names, what ought we to think in the case of names that are
applied for whatever reason to God? (Contra Celsum, V. 45)

This is a most important passage for understanding the tradition between
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Philo and Eunomius. Origen grasps the issue in its classical form, actually
referring to Aristotle, and offers an opposing view. We believes in the
rightness of names, as does Philo, and rejects the conventionalist view. His
view is developed in response to Celsus' relativism, a typically Hellenistic attitude according to which each religious system was more or less of equal value, a consequence of which view was that the various terminologies were all
of equal value, and could be substituted for each other. Origen's response is
that names have a correctness which means they cannot be exchanged or
translated. H e clearly believes in the power of names used in religious incantations of all kinds, and believes also in the power of personal names. Origen
thus emphasizes the sound of the name: throughout this passage the emfhasis is on utterance rather than writing, and it is clearly the phonic aspect of
the name, rather than the "graphic", which constitutes its authority. It is
when we speak names that we lay hold on their power, and on their link with
the real. T h e givenness of names is in their sound.
This may provide some background for Eunomius' philosophy of names.
Looking forward, we can also find some parallels with Proclus. In the first
place, Daniklou (Eunome 1'Arien . . .) has pointed out a very interesting passage of Proclus which links the givenness of names with the practice of theurgy. The Commentary on the Cralylus refers to the Chaldaic Oracles, and
quotes them saying "that the Greeks must not use the names of Egyptian, o r
Scythian, o r Persian gods,
but the names of the Greek gods"
(57). Proclus
here invokes the same principle as Origen; religious language is given, and it
must be used in its traditional form. Knowledge of some names is privileged:
Some, having had contact with demons o r angels, have learnt from them names which
are more appropriate to reality than those established by men. (Comm. on the Cratylus 52)

This is exactly Eunomius' point, namely that some names are given, and are
there just as much as other ontological
entities, and that there is another
category of names which are invented by men. In Eunomius' case, names formulated by analogy fall into this category of the inappropriate names of human invention. (Danielou also mentions similarities between these views and
those of the work on the Egyptian Mysteries, and attempts to establish a link
between the theurgy of the school of Iamblichus, and the view of names mentioned here. H e has in mind the possibility of showing a link between Eunomius and the school of Iamblichus. The connection with this group, and
particularly with t h e u r g ~ is
, a very interesting one to explore, but in fact the
realist philosophy of names is probably much more broadly based than this.)
But Danielou's view has been subjected to a searching critique by Rist (Basil's
Neoplatonism . . . 185-188). In the first place he singles out the narrow view
of Eunomius' sources in the matter of linguistic theory, in that Eunomius is
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alleged to have been influenced by Iamblichean Neoplatonism, and particularly by Proclus' commentary on the Cratylus. As I have said above, this does
appear to be too restrictive a view of the sources of a broadly based theme,
and Rist is probably right here. Rist further raises the question of Eunomius'
alleged dependence on Plato's Cratylus, an accusation brought by Gregory
of Nyssa (11, 404) as we saw above. But Rist asks, do we know that Eunomius had actually read the Cratylus, or a commentary on it? It seems likely to
me that the mention of the Cratylus is just a form o abuse for Gregory, who
is trying to establish guilt by association, in the same way as ~ a s i l ,when he
accuses Eunomius of reading Aristotle, rather than being led by the Spirit.
Who knows whether either Basil or Eunomius had read Aristotle's Categories? In my view Eunomius may have read a Neo~latonistcommentary, and
Basil neither Aristotle nor a commentary. Today one could use the expression the "means of production" without- ever having read Marx: it's
of
the climate, so to speak, and one can well imagine a gibe claiming this to be a
piece of jargon picked up from Marx's Capital. The level of reprehensibility
would be about the same as picking up something from Aristotle, if one may
be permitted to postulate Basil's attitude to Marx as well. Overall then, the
claim about Eunomius' dependence on the Cratylus or its commentaries
ought not to be pressed at all. And as Rist points out (p.186), cc mystical" theories of names had been "in the air since the second century AD and are
known in Christian circles".
However the view to be advocated here does not depend on this close
theurgical link postulated by Danii.10~.The view that names are somehow
part of reality is not only to do with theurgy or mystical practices. I have
pointed to a tendency to "reify the semantic" in various quarters. In my view
DaniClou has shown a certain part of the development, but what he deals
with is not the whole story. Theurgical words are only one aspect of the wider and deeper tendency to include language within the scope of ontology.
For a fuller development one would have to pursue the term onoma in Proclus, Syrianus and Dexippus and possibly even Damascius, since he provides
evidence of a counter-attacking tradition within Proclus' circle; and Origen
on the Christian side).
We may press on here with a further passage of Proclus. Having dismissed
the idea that any name can be applied to the One, Proclus then proceeds to
argue that names are valid for some lower realities (Platonic Theology 1.29).
Not only are they valid, they are "established" among the lower realities.
Proclus believes that the names of the gods have a special value, and claims
that these names actually exist. They have the status of daimones. H e is thus a
linguistic realist, and hopes to provide guarantees of the truth of theological
discourse. The assumption is that there are certain key names, few in number, which are there to be known as much as any hypostasis. These, for Proclus, are revealed to men by the daimons. Eunomius' position is very similar,
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in that he has the one word, "ingeneracy", which stands as a given name prio r to any human speech. Given this ability in late Greek philosophy to hypostatize language, we need not be terribly surprised at the Christian ability to
sustain the idea of the "word made flesh". That the word was flesh may have
been difficult and repugnant, but that the word was an entity was apparently
not very difficult at all. In fact Proclus himself reifies certain words, though
not of course at the mundane level of the world of becoming. H e did not
commit any of his words to incarnation.
The essence of Eunomius' system lies in this insistence on a single word
which both describes and is, the deity. Gregory is willing to accept the term
"ingeneracy", provided that it is seen as a term "devised" later, to indicate the
state of ingeneracy. H e separates the state from the word, and finds it absurd
to imagine that "anyone should argue that God was not ingenerate till the
name ingenerate had been invented" (Contra Eun. II, 1169J.). Eunomius
"shifts the debate from the name to things", Gregory complains (Contra
Eun. 11, 173 J.). "The name is the result of the existence", he adds, and not
the reverse (Contra Eun. 11, 164 5.). But Gregory not only singles out this
tendency to reify a word, but he also objects to the concept of ingeneracy being singied out as the only concept applicable to the Deity.' Many other descriptive epithets may be used, in Gregory's view, and of course Gregory
thinks that all such epithets are more or less inadequate, though to some extent useful in grasping the divine.
We have adequately dealt with the linguistic philosophy which makes it possible for Eunomius to assert the existence of the name ingeneracy. The possibility
of reifying the semantic had apparently been established, and this tendency has
been observed elsewhere in relation to the Gnostic Gospel of Truth. That certain
privileged terms should exist prior to all thought and discourse objectifies the linguistic, and offers a subsequent guarantee for all discourse based on these given
elements. A real basis for discourse is provided. But that Eunomius should choose
this one term above all others is an interesting feature of his view. Why so? We
have to speculate a little to reconstruct his approach, since he himself does nor say
a great deal, and not much survives in any case. Neither Gregory nor Basil really
understand it; they simply perpetuate a dialogue de sourds, and so we d o not gain
much help from this quarter.
We can try to reconstruct Eunomius as follows. H e sought to take a position on the trinitarian issue. At the same time he was an exponent of the via
negativa, and his description of the essence of the Father had to be a negative
one. H e therefore chose the term agenneton, 4.ingenerate", a term rendered
negative by the alpha privative in Greek. Longstanding discussions in the
Greek world of negation, privation, and even of the alpha privative (see our
Fundamentals. . .) gave him a clear idea of the logic of his position: he insists
that the negative term he has chosen is not a case of privation, because of the
logical implications of such a position. It is another type of negation, and as
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a matter of fact, the Greek alpha privative can suggest much more than a
mere privative negation. So he characterizes one member of the Trinity in
negative terms, and the other, the Son, in positive, or kataphatic terms, such
as "begotten" etc. (In this he differs from the later Proclus, who refuses even
a negative term for the One, unless it is a hypernegation.)
But he also believes that he has demonstrated that this single negative term
is the mandatory one, that it is dictated, and can be demonstrated. In this he
is influenced by the contemporary study of Euclid, outlined in the chapter on
Proclus. The methods of the geometers fertilised philosophy, raised questions for it, and tended to restructure its metaphysics: like quantum physics
in the twentieth century, the methods of the geometers had a ripple effect
across the whole field of ancient philosophy. What was of particular interest,
as Proclus shows, was that Euclid defined his highest principle negatively:
"the point is that of which there are no parts". Every subsequent entity in
Euclid's system was an outgrowth of this transcendent entity. There is a logic
which forces Euclid to this particular negative:
every lower, and more solid
being, has this characteristic of having parts. It may have special characteristics of its own, but it does share this characteristic of having parts with every
other body. Euclid, deconstructing according to the geometers' method of
aphairesis (abstraction), finally removes this particular aspect, common to all
his other bodies, but absent from the highest entity. By a negative manoeuvre, the point is seen to be absence of that which characterizes all the rest.
There is only one option: multiplicity of parts is the only completely shared
characteristic, and therefore the only candidate to be negated.
Eunomius has done the same thing. Plunged as he is into the middle of the
trinitarian dispute, with terms like "begotten" and "unbegotten" dominating
the discussion, he casts about for a negative definition of the Father. H e
wishes to proceed in the geometrical manner from the mundane t o the transcendent, and he seeks a Euclidian-style definition of his ultimate principle.
T h e essential and shared characteristic of all that is lower than the Father is
that it is "begotten" (we pass over the question of ysvvbo and yiyvopat).
This then is the ground for his negative description: the ultimate principle is
unbegotten, ingenerate. The negative description rests on the kataphatic descriptions which are posterior to it (negative theology always requires collaboration between the positive and the negative). Like Euclid, he has only one
option. For Euclid ccpartlessness"is the highest principle, and for Eunomius
cr
generation-lessness". The Father and Son are therefore related, as are the
point and the line in Euclid, but they are unlike (anonzoios).
The above is a sketch of what may have been the substance of Eunomius'
thinking. Lest it be thought that too much emphasis has been placed on Euclid's definitions, the reader should be invited to study Proclus' commentary
on Euclid's elements: Proclus makes perfectly clear the transition from
geometry to metaphysics.
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But there is a further sense in which Eunomius considers himself to have
demonstrated the correctness of the choice of the term ingeneracy, and this is
clear from the text itself, thanks to a clarification brought by Anascos (Basil's
Kazd Efivopiou ... p.79). Both Gregory and Basil take Eunomius' statement
that ingeneracy follows Logically ( & u o h o ~z $o ~
h q~ ~6 6~ykvvq.t.o~)
as mean~ U have a logiing that it follows temporally, or physically. But & K O ~ Q U ~can
cal sense, as Anastos points out (see also my Connaissance religieuse.. .,
p.102-108, and Daniklou, 'A~ohoueiachez Grkgoire de Nysse . . . on this
term). The result is that we must interpret Eunomius as offering a clear argument for his ingeneracy, and so the passage was translated above as follows:
If therefore it is shown that he is not prior to himself, and that nothing else precedes
him, he is before all things. Ingeneracy is a consequence ( I ~ K O ~ OofUthis
~ E[not
~)
c'follows this as a next stage"].

The misunderstanding of Basil and Gregory results from their desire to discover a logical flaw, and so they seek to bring a notion of temporal sequence
into the constitution of the deity, in Eunomius' view. But in fact Eunomius is
trying to offer a watertight logical argument, as follows: if we accept, as we
all do, that nothing is prior to God, and that God cannot be prior to himself,
ergo he is ingenerate, since there was nothing capable of creating prior to
God himself. Eunomius is doing more than ccmerelyadding to his conclusion" (Anastos op. cit. p.79); he is proving that it is logically necessary, given
the premises.
In two senses, then, Eunomius believes in the necessity of his conclusion.
But above all, he is an exponent of the via negativa, using the ideas of later
Neoplatonism with very little dilution. H e believes both that God should be
described negatively, and that one can demonstrate which negative epithet is
appropriate.
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The philosophy of the Cappadocians, Basil, Gregory Nazianzen and Gregory of Nyssa is intimately related to their debate with Arianism, specifically represented by the figure of Eunomius. It has to be abstracted from this debate, and this is not always easy. Much has been said on Basil in the preceding chapter, but here an attempt will be made to give a coherent picture of his
views on language and its limits, isolated from the particular demands of the
polemic with Eunomius.
We begin with what may be pseudo-Basil, namely the Letter 38, addressed
to his brother Gregory. Cavallin has found this to be of dubious authenticity
(Studien zu den Briefen des hl. Basilius, 71-81). And now Fedwick (A commentary. . .) has exhaustively studied the manuscripts, and confirmed Cavallin's opinion. Some have supposed it to be by Gregory of Nyssa, and Fedwick also entertains the possibility: the text is given by Migne under both
headings, P G 32, col. 325/PG 46, col. 235. It does not seem inconsistent with
Basil, and in particular is in perfect accord with Letter 8. However, I agree
that it is unlikely to be by him, and it is unlikely to be by Gregory into the
bargain, since it shows too good a knowledge of Aristotle, or the mediated
Aristotelian tradition. The ignorance of both Basil and Gregory of this tradition has been stressed in the preceding chapter.
The words ousia and bypostasis had come to be of crucial importance, since
the trinitarian debate had raised the question of the unity within diversity of
the Trinity. Scholars tried to find two aspects, of which these two separate
states, unity and diversity, could be predicated. These two aspects had to be
fundamental, or somehow basic, because the unity and diversity of the Trinity could not be said to apply to categorially distinct qualities of an entity.
They had to apply - and here was the difficulty - to the very being of the
godhead. The offence to philosophy seemed a11 the greater since unity and
diversity had long been held to be utterly dissimilar. T o resolve this the
Christian philosophers sought to distinguish different types of essential being, both equally fundamental, and both equally "essential", but somehow
different. The wealth of the Greek language in the matter of ontology provided the possibility: ousia and bypostasis were both words for being, and
were capable of definitions which could nevertheless distinguish between
them.
This is the subject chosen by Basil (?) in Letter 38, and the author wishes
to demonstrate that these words contain the possibility of asserting "one, yet;
three" of the same thing. The author proceeds as follows: if we had to offer a

definition of the three men Paul, Silvanus and Timothy (38, 2), in general
terms, we would not offer a separate definition of each of the three men by
way of reply. We would offer a definition of their essence (ousia), o r general
categorial characteristics. If we were asked for the hypostasis, we would offer
an individual statement involving the names and particular characteristics of
these persons. Such is the bypostasis, the mode of being of that general essence, and the author makes much of the verb from which hypostasis is derived, bqia~qpt.The hypostasis is that which "stands under" the general case
of being. Essence (ousia) is a concept which is uncircumscribed, and it therefore needs some definition to limit it in some way: otherwise ousia remains
aperigraptos. T h e author asserts the unity of the Trinity in the face of this bifurcated way of characterizing its being: 'the ousia and the hypostaseis are
known in the same way.
For the account of the uncreated and the incomprehensible is one and the same in the
case of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. One is no more incomprehensible or uncreated than another. (38, 3, 11)

This is the language of Aristotle's Metaphysics where the question is repeatedly asked about the science of being (Met. 1003"21), and whether it is one,
despite the variety of modes which might come under this heading. Aristotle
concludes as follows:
I

Clearly then it belongs to one science (ptdg kntoz~\pqcJ to study being
ing, and the attributes within it as being.. . (1005"13)

(TO

6v) as be-

Aristotle is using the word ~b 6v for being, but at the beginning of the Categories he discusses the question of ousia, and the author of Letter 38 is
working in a tradition which has conflated the Categories and the Metaphysics of Aristotle. The Categories deals with ousid from l a to 4b, and in the
course of this passage there is a use of language which is extraordinarily
close to Letter 38. Aristotle says in Categories 3b34 that essence (ouska) is
complete in itself:
No essence, it seems, admits of a more or a less. A O K E6 ~k fi o6oia p ~ 8) 7 c t 6 k ~ ~ o 0TO
at

pdhhov ~ aTOi f j ~ ~ o v .

The letter asserts that the Trinity is one in essence, with no member of it being either more o r less in this respect:
One is no more incomprehensible or uncreated than another. (Letter 38, 3, 11)
0 6 yhp TO p k v pdhhov & ~ a z h h q n - c o vTE ~ a&KT~BTOV,
i
TO 6i: ~ ~ T T O V .

The point being made by the authors is exactly the same. Aristotle does not

162

Pseudo-Basil and Aristotle

happen to be talking about the being of the Trinity, but about the autonomy
and completeness of essence in general: the author of the Letter-simply extrapolates the point in relation to the ousia of the Trinity. The point is the
same, the language is the same, and clearly the author of the Letter is working within an Aristotle-influenced tradition.
Now of course it was observed in chapter V that Aristotle was carefully
studied within the Neoplatonist schools, and it is clear that a mediated Aristotelian tradition would have been available to Basil, or Gregory, o r whoever
else the author of the Letter was. Did Basil or Gregory have such a detailed
knowledge of Aristotelian works, whether in the original o r through commentaries? It seems dubious that they had such detailed knowledge of Greek
philosophy, given their tendency to misunderstand Eunomius. T h e author
probably had some acquaintance with the ipsissirna v'erba of the ~ri'stotelian
text, even if couched in some interpretative material deriving from a commentator. Dexippus may be a link here, though I can see nothing of real relevance in his commentary (CAG 42, 54-5). There may be a further mediating
source in the form of a Patristic author with philosophical inclinations. What
one needs to find here is a source which links the one account of the Metaphysics passage, with the uniformity of essence of the Categories. Syrianus
may also lie in the background at some point, since he discusses the Metaphysics passage fully (CAG VI, p.62); and also dwells on the word dlv6p0~0s. This does come from Aristotle himself (Met. 1004"19 et passim), but
Neoplatonist discussion of it may well have been very important for the philosophy of the so-called Anomoeans. f can see no link in Syrianus' discussion
of the Aristotle passage (Met. 1005"13), however.
T o return to the point. The author of the Letter asserts, using a principle
of Aristotelian metaphysics, that no one member of the Trinity is more incomprehensible than any other. They all share the one ousia, and Jle same
logos can be given of them all. The Letter proceeds to develop the th'eme of
the particular characteristics of the Trinity, within their overall unity. What is
held to be particular, and what general, is obviously crucial here: will incomprehensibility be a specific characteristic, or will it apply to all members of
the Trinity? The author is of course interested in other questions as well, but
there is an answer given to this one:
In respect of the infinite, the incomprehensible, the uncreated, the uncircumscribed,
and all such attributes, there is nd differentiation within'the life-giving nature, in that,
I mean, of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. (38, 4, 17)
In other words the scope of negative theology is said to belong to all three
members of the Trinity, and not just the Father. The Letter continues by asserting that not only are the members of the Trinity incomprehensible, but
also the relationships between them. Thus both that which is common be-
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tween them, and that which differentiates them as hypostases, remains mysterious (38, 4, 19). This is later said to be a matter of faith:
Thus faith is more powerful for teachings of a transcendent kind than apprehension
through reasoning, and it teaches us both the separation of the hypostases and the
conjunction in essence. (38, 5, 3 1)

In this way the author argues that certain things are incomprehensible; that
we would not expect it to be otherwise with transcendent matters, and that
accordingly we must not expect a rational demonstration of such ideas. T h e
eye of faith can go further than the techniques of reason.
The Letter has difficulties with this doctrine, however, since Scripture
seems to imply that the Son is more knowable than the Father. Certain texts
describe him as the "brightness" of the Father's glory, and as the "image" of
his person (Heb. 1.3). The author of the Letter is compelled to deal with this
by arguing that these two terms do not imply dissociation. Considerable ingenuity is devoted to this point, which is developed firstly by the claim that
the brightness of fire and the fire itself are one and the same thing, and secondly by the argument that the form of a body and the body itself are indissociable. O n this ground the metaphors of "brightnessn and "imagem, are said
not to imply any drawing apart of the Son and the Father. This is a difficult
argument to maintain, and the exponent of orthodoxy has here to resort to
sophistry to do so: it is generally d e a r that the Son is revelatory, and that he
is presented in a form which is clearer and more accessible than the being of
the Father. H e is therefore less unintelligible
than the Father: indeed this
clarification of the deity through an immanent exemplar presupposes just
such a difference in intelligibility. The Arian position, and its later offshoot,
the Anomoean position, explores this difficulty and develops it: it makes the
difference in intelligibility between the Father and the Son the exact point of
focus. The author of the Letter wants to maintain a strictly orthodox position: he could have evaded the problem by taking the dbcetist view'that
Christ was not in fact Jesus as he appeared in history, but that he only
seemed to be. Thus the claim of any difference between the Father and the
Son could have been avoided. However he takes the orthodox line that they
are "one" (whatever this can mean) and is therefore obliged to attribute equal
intelligibility to both.
The implication of all this is as follows. The Arian position is always
thought of in terms of the poblem of the Trinity. Yet within this framewoik
of discussion there are other issues: the separation out of the members of the
Trinity into higher
- and lower beings
..., meant that the Father tended to assemble around himself the principal accoutrements of transcendence. T h e Arian
position tends therefor; to endorse the negative procedure, but in respect of
the Father only. Most orthodox responses tend to avoid claims of extreme
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transcendence and of the consequent value of negative concepts, but the Cappadocian orthodoxy is slightly different. The defence of the equality and
homogeneity of the members of the Trinity is still there, but as part of this
the unknowability oftbe Father is extended to all three. The Cappadocians are
attracted by the essential mysteriousness of the transcendent, and as orthodox trinitarians, must make this pertain to all three persons of the Trinity.
This at least is how the Letter 38, attributed to Basil and others, should be
read: as crystallizing the Cappadocian view of incomprehensibility within the
Trinity. (The Letter of course could be said t'o be unorthodox, since one of
the anathemas of the Creed of 325 expressly outlaws the claim that God the
Son was different from the Father in either bypostasis o r ousia: see Denzinger/Schonmetzer, Enchiridion Symbolorum, no. 126 p.53. But this is a matter
of semantics: whilst Letter 38 does draw a distinction between the hypostases, it does not do so within the ousia of the Trinity. And its intention is to
safeguard the unity of the Trinity: it may infringe this rule of language, but
in fact it is restructuring the use of that same language in order to maintain
the orthodox position which is being defended by the anathemas. It is for
this reason that it is here placed in the orthodox category. One may note further that the Letter uses arguments drawn from Aristotle's Metaphysics and
Categories t o defend the orthodox poisition. It does however introduce the
word hypostasis, which Aristotle did not use in these passages. The tradition
of Christian philosophy had by now a rich heritage in the use of this word,
so prominently figuring in ontological and trinitarian discussions. Even an
Aristotelian-style discussion had to use this word: since the Epistle t o the Hebrews (1.3) had sanctified it, and since the Neoplatonists had developed it in
their own terms, and since no thorough ontological discussion could now
take place without it, the word bypostasis had to be introduced into any debate. But, despite its absence from the language of Aristotle, we note that
Aristotle's concern at the beginning of the Categories is exactly that of the
author of Letter 38: Aristotle seeks to distinguish general ousia, common to a
variety of things, and particular ousias, referring to individuating characteristics. Aristotle uses ousia in the plural, where the author of Letter 38 chooses and had t o choose - the word bypostasis).
The Letter 38 therefore shows signs of an updated Aristotelianism. The
question of negative theology is not central to the document, but it is clearly
involved, in that the Arian position tended to concentrate negative descriptions on the Father alone. In this the Arian position is closer to Neoplatonism, in that it seeks a single and undivided principle at the apex of an ascending series of lower, and more complex principles: this tendency to ascend implies a progressive withdrawal from the plane of matter and discourse, and so
the Arian God rises out of language. It seems natural, then, to have a lower
deity who is accessible to language, and who is capable of speaking in human
terms.
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The Letter addresses itself to this when it lists a series of negatives: the in) , incomprehensible ( & ~ a ~ & L q n ' ~ othe
v ) ,uncreated (TO
finite ( & ~ E L ~ o vthe
dd~?;ioTm<E ~ v ~ the
L ) ,uncircumscribable ( p q 6 ~ v ~
i 6nZ
q E ~ L E L L ~ These
~~O~L).
are said (Letter 38, 4, 17) to apply without variation to the "life giving nature,
namely the Father, Son and Holy Spirit". The author of the Letter does not
therefore reject the negative descriptions, but insists that they apply equally
to all members of the Trinity. This is a much weaker endorsement of negative theology than that provided by the unnamed Arian opponent, since the
proliferation of positive descriptions of the Son must surely flow on t o the
Father, if their knowability is considered to be equal.
Turning now to Basil and his uncontested work, we have already seen part
of his philosophy of discourse emerge through his attack on Eunomius. T h e
findings of the previous chapter may be summed up as follows. Basil believes
.
that there is nothing inherently wrong with the description cc ingenerate",
but
the prefers to use the term "Father", since it is the Scriptural term. This is
one front on which Eunomius is attacked, and Basil consistently advocates
Biblical language against the allegedly autonomous findings of Greek philosophy. Basil was unconcerned by the issue of whether Eunomius' ingeneracy
was a privative negation or not: neither he nor Gregory understood the pr6blem of privation at first, though Gregory came back to it later, in much greater detail. Basil contents himself with the view that many other descriptions of
God have the same negative form, and that it is really immaterial whether
they are privations or not. The crux of his concern is really directed towards
the singling out of one specific negation for privileged treatment, and associated with this is the Trinitarian point that Eunomius has deliberately
singled out an epithet which cannot apply to the other two members of the
Trinity. This is the motivating force in Eunomius' argument, for Basil, and all
other points are intended to conceal this fundamental ploy (PG 29,521A).
Moving now to develop more of Basil's arguments, he dwells particularly
on the question of the meaning of Eunomius' "ingeneracy":
For he says that abstract conception (enivota) indicates nothing, or that it is false. But
he says that the name is completely meaningless, and that it has its existence in pronunciation alone. But this name is so far from the "empty dwellings and the insubstantial appearances" as to be predicated of the conception. So that after the first
thought comes to us from the perception, the more subtle and accurate development
of the thought is called "conception". Whence we habitually call this "reasoning",
even if improperly. For example, the simple idea of seed exists in us all, as we know its
appearance. In an accurate exposition of it, consideration of more things takes place,
and different nouns indicate the things thought of. At one moment we call seed fruit,
at another sperm, and again nourishment.. . Every one of these things is considered
through conception, and does not vanish with the sound of the tongue. But thoughts
are established in the soul of the thinker. (PG 29, 524B)
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Basil's response to Eunomius consists, at this point, in demanding an account
of human rational thought. This seems to be a weakness in Eunomius, namely that he allows only for preexistent names in his epistemology, and tends to
dismiss others. Thus he believes that these subsequently developed names
will vanish as soon as they are articulated, "with the sound of the tongue".
Basil's view is the not unreasonable one that thought has some validity, and
this really is a question for Eunomius: how does he explain human noetic experience, and what value does he attribute to it? H e refers to the tendency of
language to dissipate, as we have seen in the previous chapter, but to what
extent does he recognize its contribution? Basil offers a view of thought
which removes it from perception: a degree of deliberation follows the percc
ception, and this is somehow solidly rooted in the soul. Thoughts are established" (kvi6pu~at)in the soul, and this verb suggests a settled disposition.
H e wants to convey an idea of stability because it is precisely the instability
of such thoughts
- that Eunomius complained of. In other words, he attributes
value to the human cognitive process, where Eunomius did not.
It would be interesting to know how Eunomius dealt with this problem of how
to evaluate human cognitive processes. H e believes that certain words and ideas
are given, and are part of that which necessarily is: but how are these communicated to men, and how do they accommodate themselves to other human thoughts?
In short, what is the value of Eunomius' own ratiocinations?
It is important to note another point in Basil's philosophy of language: we
may take one entity (seed) and give it a variety of names, depending on context. For example, at harvest time we would refer to it as "produce": before a
meal as "nourishment". It is our rational capacity which develops these different names, and they are permanent acquisitions of the soul. Whilst Basil is
according value to the human noetic process, he is specifically answering Eunomius' complaint about the profusion of names applied t o the deity in orthodox theology. Basil's point is that we develop a variety of names for the
same thing on rational grounds, and these each have a function. T h e multiplicity of names for God can therefore have a rational value. Further on Basil
continues the point, discussing the many different epithets attributed to JeSUS, such as "bread", ccway", gate" and so on.
C6

But being one in substance, and one simple and uncomposed essence, he calls himself
a variety of things, fitting the various nouns t o the conceptions. For different names
are attributed to him according to the difference in operations (Evkpystat), and the
mode of good works assumed. For he says that he is "the light of the world", referring by this name to the inaccessible glory of his divinity, and as lightening with the
brilliance of knowledge those who are purified in the eye of their souls.. . And thus,
proceeding through each of the names, one discovers the various conceptions of one
and the same underlying substrate, in respect of the essence for them all. Who then
could spur his tongue to such blasphemy as to dare to say that "these conceptions dissipate with the sound of the voice"? (PG 29, 525AB)
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Basil continues by willingly accepting the adjective "ingenerate" as designating one such aspect of his divinity. The important technical term in the above
passage is that for the divine cc operations" (kvkpystat), a familiar term from
Neoplatonism as well as Patristic philosophy. Basil argues that though the
deity consists of one pure unity, the many valid conceptions that we have of
him are the result of his various "operations". We see these as different and
various, though they emanate from the one unitary source. It is natural, then,
that they are many, since the acts of God are many and take place in many
contexts. There is no reason to assume, as Eunomius does, that this variety
of names is as short-lived as the voices which utter them. These conceptions
are "established" in the soul, and respond to that objective plurality of acts,
or manifestations. Basil replies to Eunomius, therefore, that the many operations of God on earth require many << conceptions", and many matching
words.
Basil later returns to the issue of Eunomius having given a privileged position to this one word, "ingenerate". We have examined in the previous chapter the reasons which probably led Eunomius to believe that he had discovered, by compelling arguments, that one single characteristic, and single
noun which was applicable t o God. But further than this, Basil examines the
conundrum of the relationship between the word and the essence in Eunomius' philosophy. This is, in effect, one of Eunomius' most important ideas,
and it is an odd one to our post-Wittgenstein frame of mind. As indicated
earlier, there are parallels in Neoplatonism for this name/essence relationship. Certain words have practically the same status as himones, and are part
of being. There was a kind of linguistic positivism abroad, in which Eunomius shared, and it covered quite a wide spectrum of opinion from thewgy
to philosophy; it probably also touches the Gnostic Gospel of Truth as I have
argued elsewhere. The debate between Eunomius and Basil on this point runs
as follows:
Eunomius: It is impossible to conceive of essence as something else the other in question being beyond it, but it itself is the existence (bnoozaotv), which the name indicates, the noun being truly applicable to the essence.
Basil: They are truly worthy of the judges whom you have imagined, your doctrines.
For it is in the market place of dreams, or in the assembly of drunkards that you legislate with such license, with no-one hearing o r comprehending what is said, thinking
that you yourself having said it, is sufficient to replace every argument. For who is
unaware that names which are brought forward for subjects absolutely and in themselves, are indicative of things for them, but these which are uttered in respect of
other things show only the relation which is referred to? For example, "man",
cchor~ey',
"ox" - each one of the things named presents something. But ccSon",cgslave",
and "friend" show only connections with the name which is linked with them. H e
who hears the word "creation" ( y k v v q ~ ais) not carried mentally to some essence, buthe has in mind a relationship with another thing, for a creation is said to be the crea-

tion of Somebody. H e however who forms a concept not of some being, but indicates
only a relation to something else, and proclaims this to be essence, must surely be in
the last stages of lunacy. And a moment ago we demonstrated that absolute names,
even if they do seem to display some subject, d o not present the essence itself, but define specific characteristics of it. (PG 29, 588B-58914)

In my view this is one of the most important of Basil's arguments against Eunomius, in that Basil does appear to be grappling philosophically with Eunomius' point of view. Basil uses the logical distinction between absolute and
relational terms, and his point is simplfthat Eunomius has chosen a relational term to designate
the Son, who is said to be a gennema,
or "creation". The
point is that to make such a statement implies a relation, and nothing about
the essential being of the Son, which remains undefined. It is somewhat difficult to see what Eunomius is getting at, but his view appears to be formulated
in order to forestall the kind of objection made by Basil: he wants to avoid
the claim that comparisons are being made between the Father and the Son
which tend to diminish the status of the Son. What Basil does is to show be<c yond any doubt that he has done this. Interestingly, the term ingenerate",
Eunomius' description of God himself, is not a relational term. Its negative
form indicates rather an absence of relations, of either a prior o r a subsequent kind, that is to say that he envisages God not as created, obviously
enough, but not even as creator. But Eunomius somehow seems t o want to
evade this on the level of the Son as well. Presumably the word "creation"
(gennema) has the same necessary status as "ingenerate", and that is the
point of the remark attributed to Eunomius by Basil above. In other words,
Eunomius is claiming for this term the same kind of necessary relationship
with the essence to which it refers: it is a claim that certain words are special,
and their relationship to reality is real. Basil's criticism is philosophic~llyeffective, given that he does not recognize this category of privileged words.
Where does this distinction, which Basil deploys, come from? It is an important question, in view of the way in which Basil's philosophical literacy
has become a focus of scholarly enquiry (see the discussions of Rist in the
~ h terms,
previous chapter). The distinction is between relational ( ~ a o~Cotv)
and absolute ( ~ dcnoh~hupkva)
h
terms. T h e latter is to be found in Sextus
Empiricus (Math. 8.162), but it is infrequent. The use of o ~ C o ist ~of course
known since Aristotle, and it is difficult to pick the source of Basil's argument. It sounds like Greek philosophy, but whether it comes from a ~ e o i l a tonist source, or a Christian philosophical tradition is difficult to say. I
should be inclined to favour the latter view.
The use of philosophy against philosophy is not wholly characteristic of
Basil. H e also attacks on the level of authority. Just prior to this passage
(Col. 584 B) he demands how Eunomius found this idea that Jesus was a
cc
creation": "from what teaching? From which prophet?" None of the apos-
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ties used this label for Jesus, he declares. Eunomius has claimed that the son
is a gennema, "according to the teaching of the Scriptures". Basil replies that
he has found this word nowhere in the Scriptures (loc. cit.). This is an interesting case of the conflict between philosophy and religion, since Eunomius
claims to be distilling the essence of the Scriptures, but in another language.
Basil simply refuses to recognize that language.
One final passage of the Against Eunomius should be referred to. It has
been noted that Eunomius was an exponent of the via negativa, in that he
adopted a negative description of God, and affirmed that the negation involved was not a privative negation. Basil, however, is able to outstrip him on
this point. Quoting Exodus 6.2-3 ("And I did not reveal my name t o them"),
Basil continues:
T o Eunomius, apparently, did God reveal not only his name, but his very essence.
And such an unspeakable thing, which was revealed to none of the elect, he writing in
his own books makes public and proclaims carelessly to all men. And those matters
held forth to us in promises are beyond human understanding, and the peace of God
surpasses every human intellect. For he does not admit that the very essence of God is
beyond all human intelligence and beyond all human knowledge. *(PG29, 544A)

This must have been a difficult criticism for Eunomius. Basil is in effect stating the transcendence of God and the incomprehensibility of God; he is
therefore advocating negative theology, at least in its weak form, that is the
simple assertion of the mysteriousness of the deity. H e complains that Eunomius is actually an opponent of such mystery, a pretentious revealer of
what are in fact unrevealable truths. Clearly the linguistic realism of Eunomius enables him to d o so, since Eunomius clearly states that certain words
capture the deity completely and essentially. Basil vaunts himself with being
able to emphasise transcendence to a greater degree.
H e appears in fact to be right. In committing himself to this view of language, or at least of certain language, Eunomius is far more accepting of the
power of language than any Neoplatonist. Of course his ultimate term was a
negation, but we recall that Froclus advocated even the abandonment of negation in the end. Eunomius is more attached to language than that, and it
looks as if he has combined the via negativa with the linguistic realism of the
later Platonists. But Basil is able to ride above him with a clear statement of
the view for which the Cappadocians are known, namely the transcendence
and mystery of the Father.
This is not the lace for a full-scale examination of Basil's Platonism,
though the subject has recently been given a complete shake-up by Rist (Basil's "Neoplatonism" . . .), who has examined in fundamental detail the alleged influences on Basil. Wist takes passages demonstrating Plotinian influence, and then those claimed to stem from Porphyry and Iamblichus: he re-
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duces remarkably the number that can be considered to fall within these
categories. Me remarks in relation to Letter 2 (Rist p.213) that it provides an
excellent example of how ccplatonically"o r even ccneoplatonically"a Christian
can talk, without specific textual dependence on a Neoplatonist occurring.
The interest of the present work is focussed on negative theology and the
limits of discourse, but from this narrow standpoint some observations can
be made which bear on the dispute. Firstly, we can say, in relation to the
abovementioned remark of Rist, that there seemed to be a climate of the time
which was broader than certain texts and their direct literary dependents.
This seems particularly to be the case with Basil's negative theology, which is
quite untechnical. It looks as if Eunomius was much closer to the technical
logical developments in the via negativa which were characteristic of Proclus,
and his predecessors. Basil's sense of the transcendent is not characterized by
any technical exploration of negation or privation: he merely states the inaccessibility of the divine along with an endorsement of a great deal of discourse aimed at capturing it, with the vague proviso that language is not always adequate. Exactly how language helps, or fails to help, in the acquisition of knowledge about the divine, is not really dealt with in great detail.
His negative theology merely consists of a vague emphasis on the transcendent. Proclus, on the other hand exhaustively considers these questions, and
the via negativa acquires a degree of logical-precision with him. Basil's negative theology is little more than an enhanced sense of the transcendent, or a
form of piety.
His statements of transcendence are really closer to Middle Platonism,
though I d o not suggest a literary link. The idea is too simple and too traditional to make it necessary: it is a sense of the loftiness of the divine which
has been in the,air since the Middle Platonists, including Clement on the
Christian side, and which finds conventional endorsement in Ambrose and
Augustine as well. This very loose and elementary form of the via negativa
does not explore in any detail the extent to which the usefulness of discourse
is cut back, or to which the negative can be an epistemological instrument.
The negative theology of Plotinus is also quite undeveloped, but there are no
grounds for postulating a link here.
It is probably the ultimate irony that Basil has posed as a negative theologian against Eunomius.
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X. Gregory of Nyssa and Eunornius:
theology versus ~hilosophy
Gregory of Nyssa was ~ r o b a b the
l ~ most gifted intellectually of the three
Cappadocian writers. Basil was his elder brother and mentor, and some of
Basil's themes are developed and enhanced by Gregory. H e lived from approximately 335 until 394, and was raised to the see of Nyssa in 371, and deposed by Arian opponents in 376. Some of his philosophy has already been
drawn out of the works attacking Errnomius, but we will turn now to a
broader picture of his negative theology and philosophy of transcendence.
We will begin with Gregory's general views on the limits of human
thought, and the divine incomprehensibility. The latter is a continually present theme, and it underlies all Gregory's theology. The first passage to be examined comes from his first book against Eunomius (354 ff. Jaeger). Here it
is proposed that God is out of time, whereas by contrast hiiman history
moves on to its proper end through the sequence provided by time, with a beginning, middle and end. T h e absence of time-span implies, for Gregory, the
absence of any measure for the deity. Nothing can measure the divine and
blessed life (Contra Eun. I, 365 J.). Living in time would imply such a
measure, and it is interesting that timelessness provides the proof of incommensurability for this author.
But this power which creates beings circumscribes within itself the nature of that
which comes into being, but it has itself no circumscribing boundaries. I t encloses
every thought striving to reach the source of the divine life within itself, and it exceeds every meddling inquiry and restless questioning which contentiously seeks to
declare the limits of the limitless. (Contra Eun. I, 367 J.)

The circumscriber cannot himself be circumscribed, and so any thought seeking to grasp it is "enclosed". This last is an interesting term ( ~ a ~ a ~ h ~ i o u o a ) ,
for it suggests that thought is an effort to enclose: when, however, the subject is boundless, the thought itself is enclosed and enveloped, in the manner
it had intended for the deity. Gregory goes on to say that no place, no form,
no size, n o measure of time is in the divine nature, but only the incomprehensible. This attempt to exclude the deity from time is fairly familiar; the first
hypothesis of Plato's Parmenides (141A) does this in relation to the One, and
as is well known, the Parmenides acquired the status of a text book for Middle and Later Platonists. In a sense, then, this emphasis on the atemporal
character of God is not novel. The Gnostic work, the Secrets of John, excludes God from both time and eternity. Tardieu explains that both terms
suggested the idea of measure (Ecrits Gnostiques: Codex de Berlin, 88 and
251).
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But what we do find with Gregory is a striking antecedent of the philosophy of time developed in Augustine, and associated more with his name.
With Gregory, the timelessness of God is central, but it is accompanied by
the desire to validate time in other respects. H e goes on to emphasize that
space and time are the conditions of the created world, and that God includes them rather than vice versa. H e is prior to them. But again he reverts
cc
to the importance of timelessness: God is "unmeasured by the ages", unaccompanied by time". The following passage could almost be drawn from Augustine's Confessions, in the latter chapters:
Such characteristics are part of the creation, with life divided between the emotions of
hope and memory according to the divisions of time. But in that transcendent and
blessed power, in which all things at once have been and are, the future is contemplated encircled within its all-encompassing power. (Contra Eun. I, 372 J.)

As with Augustine we have the timeless present, which brings together both
future and past, and this timelessness is a most important part of the deity.
T h e emphasis on time and timelessness is not necessarily a result of the sense
of human history, and the consequent absence from history of the deity,
which we find with Augustine's Confessions. The issue of time became crucial in the Trinitarian debate since the Son could possibly have been said to
come after the Father. The orthodox were aware of the pitfalls involved in
the priority of the Father, as would normally be required by such imagery.
T o have the Father out of time, and the Son in it would have introduced a
disastrous imbalance in their respective states. Gregory proceeds to deal with
this in the next pages, asserting timelessness of both the Father and the Son.
It is here that the specifically Christian problem of the Trinity gives the discussion of time a specifically Christian twist, since two beings are now said to
be out of time. It will be found that the response to Eunomius is what draws
out Gregory's views.
Earlier in book I Gregory cites Eunomius as declaring that that which is
mentioned second or third, must be inferior and dependent (Contra Eun. I,
200 J.). Eunomius is said to believe that such a numerical ranking implies a
difference in nature, and Gregory complains that he has never heard of this
"wisdom": c; For numerical rank does not bring about a difference in nature"
(Contra Eun. I, 201 J.). Gregory argues that number deals with quantity only, and that it does not signify qualitative relationships. Thus that the Father
is first, above the Son, does not imply any ranking o r gradation between
them. Gregory takes an example the list "Paul, Silvanus and Timothy": the
fact that one is first, another second, and the other third is immaterial. They
are three in quantity, but the list does not imply a ranking in quality.
Gregory's point is a skilful one, since number can be used to denote quantity only. However it is also true that it can be used for ranking purposes: a
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class of pupils can be numbered from one to thirty in order to determine an
orde; of scholastic merit. That depends on the intention of the numbering
agent, and this is the kind of point that Gregory is getting at. Now the imagery of the Trinity, which has a Father/Son relationship for two of the members, and rather curiously an non-family relationship for the third, may indeed suggest a ranking purpose in the numeralisation involved: that is, if one
considers the Father necessarily superior to the Son. This is not in fact necessarily to be assumed: the two could be equally potent. O r alternatively, the
Son could be the stronger partner. So Eunomius appears to have made an assumption about the meaning of the numbers one and two in the case of the
Trinity, and Gregory's argument points this out. Why does Eunomius move
this way? Because he is governed by the Neoplatonist framework of emanationism, Lovejoy's great chain of being, which proceeds in ever-decreasing
gradations from the purest form of being itself. The first leads to the second,
which is related to the first, but also a diminution of it. Furthermore, the
Neoplatonist interest in the One and the many governs Eunomius' thinking,
according to which the movement away from unity is a descent. It is for this
reason that the Second person in the Trinity is said by Eunomius to be in
subjection to the First. These are assumptions on Eunomius"part, or to put it
differently, he is using a set of metaphysical axioms drawn from Greek philosophy.
Gregory's concern is that this numbering/ranking philosophy of the Trinity implies sequence, that all three members are caught up in an ordering
which is essentially a temporal concept. O n the example of Paul, Silvanus
and Timothy cited above, Gregory denies that this threefold characteristic
ranks them in any way, or differentiates them. "Not so. Each is human both
before and after this numbering" (Contra Eun. I, 203 J.). The "before" and
<c
after" is the issue which worries Gregory, and this temporal sequence crops
up frequently in his discussion of whether the Son ccfollows"the Father, as
Eunomius had claimed. Gregory argues for a threefold characterization of
the Trinity without the idea of sequence being involved. This implies a timeless multiplicity, and it is probably in virtue of this conflict with the representatives of Arianism that timelessness came to be emphasised, out of all the
usual negative descriptions of God.
Gregory finds speech to be time-bound:
Speech, since it cannot indicate the three in one utterance, recalls each separately according to the appropriate order, but conjoins them through the middle term, in order, I think, to indicate the harmonious activity of the three towards one goal
through the conjunction of names. (Contra Eun. I, 203 J.)

This is an exact precedent for an argument of Augustine, who in the De
Trinitate (see p.203) argues that speech introduces temporal sequence where
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there is none. It is inevitable, runs the argument, that speech temporalises because one word follows another, whether in writing o r in speech. T h e fundamental timelessness of the Trinity should not be concealed by this limitation
which is endemic in discourse.
We have.heard from the Neoplatonists that speech numeralises (see for example my "What is negative theology?". . . p.1 I), and that it therefore introduces quantity into whatever is the subject under discussion. Consequently,
the negative manoeuvre leads the Neoplatonist to seek unity in the transcendent, by negating the multiplicity inherent in speech. Neoplatonism is
characterized, as everybody knows, by this polarisation of unity and multiplicity.
Patristic Philosophy inherits this concern from the Neoplatonists, but it
adds the new preoccupation with time. (In fact Hochstaffl [Negative Theologie . . . 110, following Miihlenberg] claims that Gregory is the first to make
the negation of time in relation to God, a positive statement of his being in
and for himself. This is only partly true, in my view: the following discussion
indicates a willingness to let "endlessness" refer to the positive concept of
eternity, but a refusal to have it designate God's essence. But there is no
doubt that from this point, time and its negation becomes a major issue in
Patristic philosophy.) Now it is seen that speech also temporalizes that which
may or may not be in time. We will discuss this in relation to Augustine's
Confessions, and the O n the Trinity, but we find it first in Gregory of Nyssa.
(Courcelle, Late Latin Writers.. . 202, finds that Augustine was more familiar
with Basil and Gregory Nazianzenus, than with Nyssenus. Basil he knew
best, and even appears to have confused Nazianzenus with Nyssenus, on
Courcelle's view. H e may have read Nazianzenus in translation only. Despite
this alleged lack of connection between Augustine and Gregory of Nyssa, we
note the great similiarity of their theologico-philosophical preoccupations
with time and its relationship to the Trinity.) As with Augustine, the negative
manoeuvre is carried out to produce the picture of the timeless deity. Two
concerns bring this insight forward, and it is a uniquely Christian contribution to the philosophy of the period: one the Christian interest in history and
the linear development of the human race, and two, the problem of the Trinity. The Trinity invests the deity with multiplicity, and orthodox theology requires that this threefold characteristic not be understood as sequential, so
that members of the Trinity may not be ranked. The Trinity thus produced a
legacy of philosophical problems which had to be solved, and in the course
of this problem-solving, the temporalizing nature of speech became crystalclear. Its consequences were unacceptable and so the negation of time became a major part of the via negativa. This is why Gregory devotes so much
space to the word "follows" in his discussion of "energy" and ccessence"
(Contra Eun. I, 207ff. J.).
Gregory returns to the question of ccfollowing"later in book I, and deals
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with it in greater detail. The curious feature of it is that he actually substitutes the verb iinopat ("follow") for the verb &rcohouOko(ccfollow",or "be a
consequence of"). This misrepresentation has already been alluded to in our
chapter on Eunomius, but can be expanded here. Anastos (Basil's Kazh E6vopiou.. . 79) has commented on the misreading of Eunomius at this point
by both Basil and Gregory, who assume that Eunomius means that the quality of ingeneracy sequentially follows the deity. We have translated the passage differently on p.58) in line with Anastos' remarks. But it is striking that
over and over again Gregory writes as if Eunomius had used the verb iinopat, whereas he did not. (Dani6louYsarticle on h~ohoueiain Gregory of
Nyssa makes no mention of this problem. It does require a thorough investigation, and would provide an interesting complement to the material he has
adduced. Gregory uses the word in this passage, but as a play on words.)
Gregory is defending Basil's initial statement on this question, but what is
curious is that he seems not to have the text of Eunomius' first writing before
him. T o compare the text of the two:
-

.

Gregoy : Somewhere in his writings Eunomius said: "Ingeneracy follows God".
(Ebb no0 T ~ ~V ~ D T Qhoywv
V
B E6voptol; . "EneoBat T@ oE@ TO dLy8vvq~ov.)
(Contra Eun. I, 655 J.)
Eunomius: If therefore it is shown that [God] is not prior to himself, and that nothing else precedes him, he is before all things. Ingenerateness is a consequence of this.

( O ~ K O OeiVV ~ T Ea6~ol;6auzoo, pqB' Ea~povTL a6xoO npoijndlp~e~v
~ ~ ~ E L K T ~ L ,
npo 6k ndlv~wvccfi~bl;. dL~ohouB&-i
T O ~ TO
T ~dtykvvq~ov.)(PG 30, 841C)
Clearly Gregory has misquoted Eunomius, or quoted him from memory. H e
does not have the text in front of him, and his memory of the passage may
have been influenced by Basil's gloss. It is Basil who makes h~ohou0e-iinto
iinezat, and thus introduces a notion of temporal sequence in what is meant
to be a logical sequence. As Anastos remarks, Eunomius seems to have complained that he was misunderstood: Gregory mentions his complaints about
Basil's lack of serious interest in the issue (Contra Eun. I, 653 J.). If he was
annoyed by Basil's misinterpretation, how much more would he have been
annoyed by Gregory's perpetuation of it, apparently in ignorance of the
genuine text?
It is a curious situation: Basil was only half interested in Eunomius' argument, and so caricatured it without too much concern; but Gregory, who investigated it very thoroughly and very philosophically, dealt only with the
caricature he had from Basil. Eunomius means that ingeneracy is a logical
consequence of nothing preceding God, and the Cappadocians take it as a
temporal consequence.
Thus the question of time and the deity weighs heavily in Gregory's thinking. It is platively easy for him to defeat the caricature of Eunomius' view
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which he has in mind, since any following of the deity by his essential quality
would create two stages, and also destroy the attempt to say what the "real"
essential quality is. But the theme of temporal sequence and the deity looms
larger in Gregory than this easy refutation of a caricatured view, seems to
warrant. Thus he proceeds to outline a picture of the timelessness of God in
what follows.
The eternity of God is like a circle, Gregory says, with no visible beginning
o r end (he recognizes that God is not circumscribed like a circle). God's life
is an unbroken continuity. H e exceeds any end, and precedes any beginning.
Both these things are the consequences of timelessness in Gregory's view,
and he now inquires why Eunomius offered only a negation of the idea that
God had a beginning, without a corresponding negation of the idea of a divine end. H e asks why it is somehow necessary that only ingeneracy can be
held to denote being: why cannot endlessness be equally ontologically significant?
It is an interesting question, and one wonders what Eunomius'response
would be. It probably arises out of the desire to avoid ascribing eternity to
God, found in both Gnostics and Neoplatonists by Tardieu (Ecrits Gnostiques . . . 251). Eunomius may have felt that '~ndlessness"might lead to
eternity. But Gregory has touched o n a crucial characteristic of Neoplatonism, and he has made it look like an oddity, or at least\something to be explained: namely, that Neoplatonism is origin-centred. It is all about the beginning of things, the procession away from this beginning and the gradual
loss of the purity of this beginning. Why is this so? The answer is probably as
old as Greek philosophy, and the cosmogonic myths of Hesiod and the Presocratic philosophers. Gregory has identified an important element of the
Greek tradition, as a contingent one, which is capable of criticism, namely
that Greek philosophy always asks from whence we come, and never whither
we are going.
H e has done so by bringing to bear a theological perspective on the canons
of Greek philosophy:
I would advise them to reverse their teaching, and to consider endlessness in essence,
and to overlook the absence of beginning of the endless, giving priority to that which
is Future and which is full of hope, rather than to that which is past and stale. (Contra
Eun. I, 672 J.)

Gregory focusses the Christian eschatological perspective on Eunomius' concern with origins,
and finds it stale and backward-looking. H e contrasts hope
with the retrospective piety of Eunomius' theological system, and finds hobe
to be the appropriate response to the Christian sense of the future.
Pressing fornard to future goals, and the motivation of hope, are two of
the things which most emphatically differentiate ancient Christianity and an-
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cient Platonism. Paul articulates the idea in Philippians 3.13-1 4, and Augustine develops it to its most complete form in the Confessions: the Christian
believer moves quickly through time to goals which stretch out ahead of him.
cc
Every particle of sand in the hour glass in precious to me", says Augustine
(Conf. XI. 2).
Gregory concludes with a logical refutation of Eunomius' position: having
challenged him from the standpoint of his own theology, he now moves t o
offer a critique of Eunomius from Eunomius' own standpoint. His argument
is important from the point of view of the history of negation. If, he argues
(Contra Eun. I, 676 J.), the Eunomians argue that both the negations
cc
endless" and ccbeginningless"are simultaneously true, they fall into a contradiction. For beginning and end are opposites ( 6 v a v ~ i oEXEL):
~
they are
like "the other diametric opposites" (TQV hotnQv TQV KCtTdr. 8t61p~~pov
&hbjhots &vat~~tpi;vov).
(Throughout this passage the words used for opposite
are either kvav'cio~or &NT~KE~~EVOS.)
Gregory's argument is simply that, if
cc
end" and "beginning" are opposites, so are c6endlessness"and "beginninglessness", since the negations of opposites are also opposite to each other. If
the Eunomians accept only one of these negations, then they will be indicating only one half of God's being. If, on the other hand, they accept both of
these, then they contradict themselves.
I am at a loss to see why Gregory does not apply this argument to himself
as well, since he advocates both negations at various points. In fact he argues
that the discussion should be expanded to include both, and so would seem
to be hoist on his own petard.
However he concludes with a statement of the negative way, apparently intended to dismiss all preceding linguistic manoeuvres as trivial.
-.

The simplicity of the true faith assumes God to be that which he is: incapable of being
grasped by any name, any thought, or any other conception, remaining beyond the
grasp of not only human, but also angelic and every supramundane being, unthinkable, unutterable, and above every expression in language. He has one knowable
name for his own nature, the single name chat he is above every name. This is also
granted to the Only-begotten, through the principle that "all that the Father has is the
Son's". Orthodoxy allows certain terms as being indicative of his eternity, but not his
essence, such as "ingenerate" and "endless". Thus "ingenerate" means that no beginning can be postulated prior to him, nor any cause held forth. "Endless" means that
his kingdom will be brought to no end. (Contra Eun. I, 683 J.)

In this way Gregory asserts an absolute namelessness for God. The o ~ s i a(essence) of God cannot be put into words: the only name that can be used is
cc
namelessness". Gregory advocates a generic negation of epithets, just as
Proclus offers a generic negation; but in the case of negation itself, Gregory
offers a blanket negation of all names. There is however, no exploration of
the significance of this particular negation. There is no discussion of the rela-

k
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tion of this negative name to his essence: there is no discussion of the logic of
negation, in the manner that is to be fotind in Proclus. In short there i s no
via negativa, in the sense of a way o r a technique to be systematically pursued. Gregory -offers a negation, but there are no claims that this is in any sense
revelatory of the essence.
Further, this is the culmination of his philosophizing about time in relation
to the divinity. The negations of time are intended to represent God's "eternity", rather than his "essence". This is a difficulty, since God is said now to
haie at least two characteristics: an "essence", and "eternity". If eternity is
not part of God's essence, then what is it? Surely not an accident, in the Aristotelian sense? And eternity could hardly be said to be one of the divine energeiai, which are cosmic activities capable of being designated in human terms.
Gregory has let a dualism slip into the transcendent being of the Godhead,
without attempting to resolve the problem for us, at least at this point. However it is at least true that a negation has been transformed into an affirmation, as Hochstaffl claims (see below, 174).
The same problem occurs a little earlier in thk first book against Eunomius, and
here Gregory says more about the types of names which are applied to the divine.
H e leans heavily on Basil here (see p.166): we may give the one entity a variety of
names, depending on the context. Thus at harvest time we call grain "produce"; at
meal-time we call it "food". The same entity takes a different name, as its function
changes. Gregory uses the idea of bread, as already used by Eunomius (Contra
Eun. I, 561 J.):a loaf of bread is flour if we are thinking about its composition, but
also bread if we are thinking about food. Eunomius appears to imply that it cannot
be both simultaneously: if it is conceded that it is flour, the loaf of bread cannot
also be called food. It has been seen earlier that Eunomius believes that names are
necessary ratherthan conventional; he believes there is more to a name than just
the focus of the human mind. Gregory controverts this view by arguing for the
conventional application of language, following on the focus of the conception.
Gregory continues by repeating Basil's distinction (see p.168) between names
which are absolute, and names which are relations (Contra Eun. I, 568-9 J.). H e
refines it in certain ways however: firstly he introduces the category of epithets
which are both relations and absolutes, such as "God". One may appropriate God,
by speaking of "our God", and in this case the term becomes relational. It can be
used in isolation, however, and then it is absolute.
Gregory chooses a series of negative terms for his examples of absolutes:
cc
"imperishable", everlasting" and "immortal". And he reverts to his idea of
God's eternity at the end of this passage:

. . . in every epithet, eternity is implied. (Contra Eun. I, 574 5.)
Here again is the problematic status of eternity: it is always alongside other
things as an aspect. Originally we saw it alongside essence in an unexplained
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way, and now it is involved in all the other characteristics in an equally unexplained way. A comparison with Plotinus may help to show how eternity can
occupy this shadowy status. Plotinus struggles throughout his discussion of
time and eternity to make them qualities which are not accidents, but integral
parts of that to which they belong. Gregory here treats eternity as if it is
something like the "life of God": Plotinus toys with this idea for time, and
the attraction of life is that it is a characteristic which is indistinguishable
from the being itself. Whatever holds for time tends to hold for eternity in
these discussions, and perhaps it is this kind of model which dominates Gregory's thought.
It is the idea that the term Father can have a "double meaning" which
bothers Eunomius. The view of the Cappadocians is that the term Father
signifies two things: (I) that God is the creator of all things and (11) that God
himself has no higher cause. Eunomius' response is a syllogistic style argument aimed at showing the incompatibility of the two meanings for "Father".
Gregory's point appears to be that "Father" is one of those words which can
be both absolute and relative at the same time. O n the one hand the term refers to the relationship with the Son and all begotten creatures, and on the
other it refers to the Father's absolute quality of ingeneiacy. Like Basil,
Gregory offers a philosophy of language which admits of a variety of descriptions of the transcendent, all of which are qualified in various ways.
Eunomius finds an intolerable looseness in this, accepting only those terms
which are demonstrated to be appropriate, and which are unambiguous. T h e
idea of a multiple concept of the Father is a contradiction in terms.
Much later in the work Gregory returns to the question. Eunomius had asserted that the term "Lord" for Jesus is one term which signifies essence, and
not the "dignity" of the Son. The position of Eunomius referred to here
(Contra Eun. 111, V, 33 ff. J.) appears to be something like this: Christ is referred to as Lord in the New Testament. Either this epithet is the true, given
term, denoting essence, or it is one of the many which are merely the produce of human thought. Since the Scriptures say "The Lord is Spirit" (I1 Cor.
3.17), they must be suggesting that this is the essential nature of Christ: in
other words Eunomius is taking spirit as a sort of equivalent of ousia (essence). Suck would appear to be Eunomius' thinking. The same response
comes forth as that which was offered on the subject of the Father: for Gregory many names are possible, depending on the approach being taken. Eunomius' position is the same as before: different names mean different
things, and to change names is to change the nature of the object being referred to: why, Eunomius asks, would one call man both "man" and "horse"
in order to compare them? There is something impossible about this variety
of names, if name means essence.
For Eunomius the variety of names means that they fall into the category
of names like Peter, and Paul (Contra Eun. 111, V, 50J). These names can be
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changed. But Gregory replies that this is true of all names: they are all applied by us. Gregory insists on the difference between the essence of the objects and their names:
For when we gather into the form of a name the concept of a thing which arises within us, we declare our concept by different terms at different times. We d o not make
the thing, but we make the utterances by which we name it. For the things remain in
themselves as they are by nature.. . And just as the essence of Peter was not changed
by the change of names, neither is any of the other things we contemplate changed by
the change of names. (Contra Eun. 11, V, 52 J.)

~

T h e link between name and essence is denied, and language is relegated t o
the position of being an instrument of the human intellectual process. For
Eunomius some names fall into this category, but for Gregory all do. For Eunomius, some names indicate essence, but for Gregory none do.
Gregory concludes on the unknowability of the copula. We may say "God
is good", "God is incorruptible" and so on. These terms apply to manifestations of his nature, but between them and God lies the word "is". This "isness" of God remains undescribed. The "is" of the copula refers to the being
of God, and this is actually undefinable (Contra Eun. 111, V, 60 J.). We may
say how it is deployed, but no remark is ever made, o r can be made on the
"isness" itself of God, for this is his very being. We shall return to the copula
later.
Returning to the question of naming, a passage in book I1 of the Against
Eunomiris raises the issue of the "name", as used in the New Testament, as
when J&us speaks of "baptizing into the name of the Father, Son and Holy
Ghost" (Matt. 28.19). Given that Gregory has declared the only real name of
God the Father to be namelessness, there is some difficulty as to what is being recommended. We have alluded elsewhere to the revival of interest in
naming in this period, and Daniklou (Thitologie du Judko-Ghristianisme) has
done much to clarify the early development of the name theology. However
here in the fourth century we are in a different context: there is evidence of a
very broadly based interest in names and their applicability, which cuts across
the pagan/Christian division. A revival of interest in the Cratylus, and a revival of the Stoic belief in the natural truth of names, is part of this (see vol.
I, p.101).
Gregory's discussion here must be placed in this context, rather than the
earlier and much more limited theology of the name so ably outlined by Daniitlou in the abovementioned book. A new difficulty has surfaced, provoked
jointly by the contradictions involved in the notion of the Trinity, and by the
linguistic realism espoused by Neoplatonist thinkers. Gregory has said that
God is nameless: accordingly he asks the question:
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What then does that unnameable name mean, about which the Lord said "Baptizing
them into the name" without adding the significant word which "the name" indicates?
(Contra Eun. 11, 14 J.)

Gregory finds something important in the failure to say what the specific
name actually is, and his answer is that the use of the uninformative term
cc
name" is deliberate. The impossibility of communicating anything about the
Father, who surpasses all names, causes this oblique form of reference: in the
baptismal formula meaning is deliberately withheld. Now of course the baptismal formula does not say "baptize in the name of the nameless", as it
should strictly have done if Gregory's theory is to work. But Gregory's negative theology does not prohibit language entirely, since he makes a place for
a variety of terms as helpful in some degree, and it is this point which he
chooses to emphasise here. His suggestion is that the oblique character of the
baptismal formula is intended to convey a variety of names:
For this reason the Word, when speaking of the Name in handing down the faith, did
not add what it was. For how could a name be found for that which is above every
name? But he gave the power that whatever name our intelligence by holy endeavour
should discover, indicative of the transcendent nature, that that name should be
equally applicable to the Father, Son and Holy Ghost, whether the "good" or the "incorruptible", whatever name each may think worthy to be employed to indicate the
undefiled nature. (Contra Eun. 11, 15 J.)

This is quite a loose position for a member of the orthodox to adopt. It has
of course to be read in conjunction with the other material on Gregory in our
chapter on Eunomius. Gregory always advocates a multiplicity of names to
aid the understanding whereas Eunomius advocates one only, and prohibits
all others. Still, it is a remarkably agnostic position for Gregory to advocate,
since he appears to be suggesting that there can be any number of names to
fill out the unspecific reference of the baptismal formula.
The natural interpretation of baptism in the name of the Father, Son and
the Holy Ghost, is that these three names are the actually specified names.
What ~ r e ~ has
o rdone
~ is open up a gap, as if "name" refers to something
else, other than "Father", "Son" and "Holy Ghost". Helpfully for the unity
of the Trinity, Gregory envisages a single name, applied to all members of
the Trinity. But he has opened up here the possibility for speculative interpretations of the baptismal formula, though of course the various candidates
for the unspecified name are all scripturally inspired.
The Gnostic Gospel of Truth is again called to mind, with its proposition
that "the Name of the Father is the Son". Gregory's interpretation of the
baptismal formula shows us that speculation about the "real" names for the
Father was in the air. In a passage which is closer to the Gospel of Truth
statement than any other, with the exception of that of Philo discussed in my
"In the Name of the Father.. .", Gregory says:
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For without the Son the Father neither is, nor is spoken of, any more than the powerful is without power, or the wise without wisdom.

. . . Xhptg yhp Y i o ~l l a ~ f i op b ~ Eo-ctv
s
O ~ T hiya-cat
E
. ob-cs pfiv ~ o p6uvkpso~
i ~
6

6uva~6g. o6-c~~ o p i g~ o q i a g6 o o q 6 ~ (Refutatio
.
26 J.)

T h e exact words of the first sentence are repeated at Refutatio 38 J. The
a t just as
word ijvopa is not present, but this is unimportant, since h k y ~ ~does
well. Clearly Gregory is asserting that Son provides both the existence and
the name for the Father, and it is precisely this link between name and being
which is so unusual in the Gospel of Truth, according to which Christ is actually the name of the Father, a name-entity. Gregory's concern is of course
the maintenance of the unity of the Trinity: hence the integral relation of the
Son with the being of the Father. But the Gospel of Truth has the same motive: the assertion of the closeness of the Father and the Son.
All this emerges from Gregory's belief that the name in the baptismal formula is simply a generic term for whatever name or series of names we may
find helpful in trying to conceive of the divine, who is in the end nameless. It
would seem from another work (That They are not Three Gods), that those
names which are applied to the nameless are held to signify operations ( energeiai). The term ccGodhead'', for example, refers to the joint work of all
three persons of the Trinity at once, so that the multiple is treated as a unity.
Here (p.53, 4 ff., ed. Jaeger/Mueller) Gregory conducts an argument against
those who complain that the term Godhead is intended to signify nature
(physis), rather than operation (energeia).
One verse is particularly difficult to Gregory in developing his theme of
the namelessness of God: "You worship you know not what" a n . 4.22), quoted in Against Eunomius 111, 105 (Taeger). Gregory refers to this as a text
quoted by his opponents, apparently to ridicule the Cappadocian negative
theology. Gregory says that one should honour in silence that which is incomprehensible, but refers t o opponents who regard this as overly cautious.
These opponents point up the agnosticism of Gregory's position with the satirical use of the verse from John, and Gregory bolsters his position by scriptural assertions of incomprehensibility, such as Paul's assertion that God's
ways are ccunsearchable", and "past finding out" (Rom. 11.33). For Gregory,
the rebuke "you worship you know not what" was directed against Samaritans who imagined the deity to be circumscribable in some location: Eunomius' party are the "new Samaritans", offering a similarly fraudulent attempt
to circumscribe the deity with the word "ingenerate".
As with Basil, we are faced with the oddity that one type of negative theology is being pitted against another. Gregory's ultimately nameless divinity is
contrasted with Eunomius' ingenerate divinity: Eunomius offers a negative
adjective, and Gregory the negation of all adjectives, even negative ones.
Closely related to Gregory's apophatic theology is his kataphatic theology.
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ture" is not clearly demonstrable; clearly it is not equally in force everywhere, since there is variety in language; if it were really a law of nature, the
common human nature would produce a common tongue. These apologetic
arguments do not allow us to see further into Eunomius' meaning, but what
is interesting is the apparent juxtaposition of two ideas:

(i) that human beings give names;
(ii) that these names d o not derive their validity from this, but from some
other agency.
Is the "other agency" nature itself, so that the names would be K ~ T &cp6otv?
Probably not, given the second quotation, which says that they come "from
above". They are part of a providential ordering. On this view, then, it seems
that human beings use names which are endowed from above, and that they
somehow get to know them. How? Speculating again on Eunomius' position,
one might say that he believes certain names to be given in Scripture: of the
profusion of names available there, he selects only those which are logically
demonstrable. This is probably Eunomius' equivalent of Proclus' revelation
of preexisting names through the daimones.
Gregory's position that language springs from God-given mental capacity
places more value on the inventive and rational abilities of human intelligence. Rist (Basil's "Neoplatonism" . . 185) makes the observation that the
view of Basil and Gregory is more ccscientific" and "more authentically
Greek", in that they consider the human rational faculty to be effective, and
to be capable of constructing more than just fictitious abstractions. This is
probably true in a general sense, though there is plenty to suggest that Eunornius was equally 'Greek" in that he was in touch with a developing philosophy of names in Neoplatonist circles, itself perhaps somewhat out of character with the Platonist/Aristotelian stream of Greek philosophy.
Thus Gregory offers his second analysis of Eunornius' philosophy of language, and Gregory's view amounts to this: language is not "from above",
but the human intelligence which produces the language, is. Gregory concludes his analysis with a more detailed attack on the "technology of privag.
(Contra Eun. 11, 563 5.). Eunornius'
tion" ( T ~ oS ~ ~ p j l o ~..a as~vohoyia
view of privation has already been spelt out in that chapter, but it is necessary
t o show how Gregory's treatment of it positively fits into his own philosophy
of language. Though it has been argued that Gregory did not really see the
point of the issue, it is nevertheless true that he offers some views of his own
in the course of discussion. Eunomius had said that the term "ingenerate"
was applicable to the deity, and that though negative in form, it was not a
privative term. The reason for ruling out privation appeared to be that priva-
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The tower of Babel story, according to which different languages arose from
God's punishment, was clearly a prime subject of debate. Gregory alludes
here to interpretations of the tower of Babel which were being used against
him, but it is difficult to perceive exactly what view of it was being offered by
Eunomius. Gregory's own view is simple enough. When God willed that the
human race should expand and go off in various directions, it followed that
men adopted different tongues in different regions. Their knowledge of
things was in no way different, but their terms varied. God desired that men
should have full freedom to develop their own languages. Gregory adds the
hypothesis that the Hebrew language was a relatively recent development
(Contra Eun. 11, 257 J.), in order to point out the absurdity of the idea that
God spoke in Hebrew:
For to suppose that God used the Hebrew tongue, with no-one present t o understand
such a tongue, no reasonable person will agree. We read in Acts that because of this
the divine power was divided into many different tongues, so that no one of alien
tongue might be deprived of benefit. But if God spoke in a human manner before
creation, who would have benefited from such an utterance? (Contra Eun. 11, 258 J.)

Gregory's purpose is to show that language does not pre-exist man. Hebrew
has no particular status as the chosen language of God - indeed it may be a
relatively recent acquisition. So that the idea that God might choose to speak
in any language at all, prior to the existence of man, is absurd.
This point is a specific response to Eunomius, who believes in the pre-existence of language (Contra Eun. 11, 262 J.), and claims to have the testimony
of Moses on this issue. The view is that God created things, and the names
for them, and then gave them to men. Eunomius' circle apparently took their
cue from the verse: "God called the light Day, and the darkness Night", this
activity being prior to the existence of man according to the Genesis account
(Contra Eun. 11, 269 5.). Gregory has to develop a complicated exegesis to
extract himself from this problem, and the details of it need not detain us
here. His exegesis of this particular verse is really nothing more than an ad
hoc arrangement to meet the needs of his argument on language, which he
reiterates. Names are human inventions: God has no need of speech. And
what of those who invented different names for man, such as anthuopos, brotos or phos? Are these, he asks, to be elevated to the same status as God himself, as inventors of names?
Clearly, for Eunomius, to admit a variety of names is to admit variety of
nature. The numerous epithets applied to Christ in the Scriptures cannot
therefore, on his view, be taken seriously. Gregory replies that the many
names reflect the many operations (kvkpystat), that he undertakes, and that
these names are all derived from abstract conception (6nIvota). It is at this
point that Eunomius launches his attack on the use of analogy as a means of
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forming ideas of the transcendent. We have seen that Gregory advocates this
elsewhere, and also that Eunomius seems to share in a hostile view of analogy, current in some Neoplatonist circles. However at this point Gregory
chooses not t o advocate analogy, but to belabour his opponent with the
charge that such words as "analogy" and "homonym" are not Biblical (Contra Eun. 11, 309J.). Though this is to evade the philosophical arguments entailed in the use of these expressions, it is a justifiable response since Eunomius claims to be using the language of Scripture.
Again we see Gregory as either unwilling to tackle, o r ignorant of, the
technical philosophical issue being addressed by Eunomius. Since the Middle
Platonists, analogy had been recognized as one of the three ways of developing concepts of the transcendent. Clement of Alexandria recognizes it, as
does Plotinus. Eunomius stands in this tradition, except that he rejects the
use of analogy: in other words he shares in a revisionist school of Neoplatonist thought. That analogy was contested seems to result from a difficult text
of Proclus (see p.108), and it seems likely that in this circle, there was a
group of cccontestataires",and their tradition ultimately led to the philosophy
of Damascius. Eunomius seems to be aware of this kind of discussion, as we
saw with ~rivation.Gregory, on the other hand, seems to bi: light years away
from it.
Curiously enough, Gregory accuses Eunomius (Contra Eun. 11, 343 J.) of
wanting to promulgate the idea that God speaks in the manner of men, and
though this is something of a distortion, it is not unreasonable. Eunomius
does in effect try to vindicate human language, certain parts of it at least, by
claiming that it is also God's language. His view does suppose a great deal of
truth-bearing capacity in human language, and expresses a kind of confidence in it. Gregory's own view is more sceptical than this.
Further, dregory accuses Eunomius, again with some justification, of arbitrariness in the selection of language. Certain epithets are held to be immutably valid, but most are discarded as inventions. Yet these appear to have
been sanctioned by Jesus himself, and Gregory goes on to report a response
of Eunomius to Basil on this very point. Basil had said, and it is an argument
which Gregory followed virtually word for word (see p.166), that just as
grain admits of different descriptions, depending on whether it is used as
seed, or as nourishment, so God can be called different things depending
- on
the energeia, o r operation, involved. Eunomius complains t h i t B&il (Contra
Eun. 11, 362 J.) compares God to corn, and finds this absurd or blasphemous.
But more importantly he attacks Basil for arguing that God is conceived,
cc
through certain analogies and relations" (civuhoyiug ~ t v h g~axio ~ k o ~ t g ) .
Again Eunomiusy language is the technical language of logic, and again Gregory does not deal with the question of analogy on this level. Eunomius objects to Basil's mode of argument, whereby a point is made about God on the
basis of a model drawn from the material world, and he calls this mode of ar-
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gument '"analogy". m e t h e r Basil would have done so is another matter; he
may not have seen it as a matter of logic. Eunomius' substantial point is simply that God and corn are incomparable.
It is a pity that Gregory does not quote more at this point, because it
would be interesting to see how well developed Eunomius' critique is. One
would like to know whether he shared the view of Damascius, that analogy is
simply a failure as an epistemological manoeuvre, since it endeavours to compare a known thing with an unknown thing. However we have no more information, and Gregory's reply does not deal at all with this alleged incomparability of the two things.
Gregory claims that Eunomius derived his ideas from Plato's Cratylus, or
from someone who has read the Cratylus, and this has been discussed in our
chapter on Eunomius. Gregory does not seem to display any familiarity with
that dialogue of Plato, and it is not clear how seriously we should take what
he says. Nor is it at all clear what Plato himself is advocating in the Cratylus,
since much of it is intellectual play. But it is quite likely that a revival of interest in the dialogue
was taking- -place, alongside a broadly-based speculation
on the natural origins of language.
T w o more quotations of Eunomius by Gregory will suffice to show the
difference between them on the subject of names:
"True expressions", he says, "take their precision from the realities which are subject
to discussion, different expressions being applied to different realities, just as the
same expressions are applied to the same things. Therefore one must hold one or
other of these positions: either the thing under discussion is completely different, or
the word designating it is not different". (Contra Eun. 11, 481 J.)

(zQv yhp &hq@Qv
cpqoi h6yov k~ TQV fino~~tpkvov
~ aGqhoupkvov
i
npayph~ov
hap(3avbvTov T ~ kni~ptotv
V
~ a TQV
i 6~6povk~kpoynpdlypaot o0vappo~op6vo~
i;)oz~pa6 ~ aTQV
i a6aQv TOTS a6zoig, k c dlV&y~qg
~ E X V ~ U O T V E~VCCL
@&TE~OV,
ji ~ a i
TO zpaypa TO 6qLobp~vov~ ~ V T OE TSE ~ O Vji pqGb zbv 6qhoUvza h6yov E~spov.)
Whilst it is not exactly clear what this means - and no doubt the answer lies
somewhere, in some Neoplatonic commentator's use of Greek - it is clear
that Eunomius wants to establish a direct relationship between words and
things. The position is a curious one: the exactness, or truth, of a word is derived from the reality itself, The word carries with it all the strength of being,
or of the object it designates. I take the last few words to mean: either a word
is exactly applicable or it is not. If we have two different words, either they
refer to different things, or else the words are not really different, that is,
they are identical in meaning. This seems to be what Eunomius is getting at,
since he wants to develop the idea that ingeneracy and indestructibility are
exactly the same thing. In terms of the principle enunciated in the above quotation, either ingeneracy and indestructibility are completely different things,
or the words themselves are identical. I take it that Eunomius opts for the lat-
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ter part of this disjunction. It is difficult however, and it is interesting to note
that Gregory quotes this passage no less than three times in a few pages,
twice at fair length.
It is a view which wishes to impart great rigour to language, a rigour which
of ontology. Either things are things, or they are
is born of the natural rigour
not. They are not several. This desire-to clarify language reminds us of the
principle of Epicurus (vol. I, p.101) who also desired to cleanse language of
confusion, nature itself being free of confusion.
Gregory's complaint in response appears reasonable: Eunomius seems t o
t ~ juxtapositions
)
( ~ a p a e k o ~ tas~ well
),
exclude "various relations ( o ~ i o ~and
as form, measure, part, time and manner". I think this means that for Gregory, Eunomius sees language as a simple set of one-to-one relations between
nouns and things, as if it proceeded by a series of one word statements. But,
Gregory asks, what of "relations and juxtapositions", such as occur when we
introduce a verb into a sentence? Where does the truth come from then,
when we describe a state of affairs involving several entities? And what of abstractions like time, or relational concepts. These seem to be legitimate questions, if we have understood Eunomius correctly. One suspects, however,
that there must be more to Eunomius' view, and that his answer might be
that only very few words fall into the category he describes and that the type
of construction Gregory refers to would be part of that which he would regard as the artificial creation of the human mind.
But the cash value of the difference between the-protagonists is simply expressed in the following quotations of Eunomius:
"A law of our nature", he says, "teaches us that in the naming of things, the dignity of
the name lies not within the authority of those who name". (Contra Eun. 11, 545 J.)

And a little further:
He says that it is a holy thing, and appropriate to the law of providence, that words
are imposed on objects from above. (Contra Eun. 11, 546 J.)

The second passage contains the key difference between Eunomius and the
~ a ~ p a d o c i a n for
s : him language is of transcendent origin, moving from
above to below in a Neoplatonist-style descent. For Gregory, of course, they
are the result of the human reasoning process. The first passage shows another aspect of Eunomius' thought which is more problematic, since it implies that human agencies give names, which nevertheless derive their validity
o g . -. is infrom elsewhere. That this should be a "law of nature" (. (. ~ b o ~ 8~op0g)
teresting, since it reminds one of the view that names are r&dr qbotv. Eunomius' view is a curious one, and one would like t o know more of what he
means by this first passage. Gregory's response is as follows: this "law of na-
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ture" is not clearly demonstrable; clearly it is not equally in force everywhere, since there is variety in language; if it were really a law of nature, the
common human nature would produce a common tongue. These apologetic
arguments do not allow us to see further into Eunomius' meaning, but what
is interesting is the apparent juxtaposition of two ideas:

(i) that human beings give names;
(ii) that these names d o not derive their validity from this, but from some
other agency.
Is the "other agency" nature itself, so that the names would be K ~ T &cp6otv?
Probably not, given the second quotation, which says that they come "from
above". They are part of a providential ordering. On this view, then, it seems
that human beings use names which are endowed from above, and that they
somehow get to know them. How? Speculating again on Eunomius' position,
one might say that he believes certain names to be given in Scripture: of the
profusion of names available there, he selects only those which are logically
demonstrable. This is probably Eunomius' equivalent of Proclus' revelation
of preexisting names through the daimones.
Gregory's position that language springs from God-given mental capacity
places more value on the inventive and rational abilities of human intelligence. Rist (Basil's "Neoplatonism" . . 185) makes the observation that the
view of Basil and Gregory is more ccscientific" and "more authentically
Greek", in that they consider the human rational faculty to be effective, and
to be capable of constructing more than just fictitious abstractions. This is
probably true in a general sense, though there is plenty to suggest that Eunornius was equally 'Greek" in that he was in touch with a developing philosophy of names in Neoplatonist circles, itself perhaps somewhat out of character with the Platonist/Aristotelian stream of Greek philosophy.
Thus Gregory offers his second analysis of Eunornius' philosophy of language, and Gregory's view amounts to this: language is not "from above",
but the human intelligence which produces the language, is. Gregory concludes his analysis with a more detailed attack on the "technology of privag.
(Contra Eun. 11, 563 5.). Eunornius'
tion" ( T ~ oS ~ ~ p j l o ~..a as~vohoyia
view of privation has already been spelt out in that chapter, but it is necessary
t o show how Gregory's treatment of it positively fits into his own philosophy
of language. Though it has been argued that Gregory did not really see the
point of the issue, it is nevertheless true that he offers some views of his own
in the course of discussion. Eunomius had said that the term "ingenerate"
was applicable to the deity, and that though negative in form, it was not a
privative term. The reason for ruling out privation appeared to be that priva-
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tion carries a covert affirmations of another kind (see p.138), and this is what
Eunomius wished to rule out.
Gregory finds it astounding that anyone should imagine that this view
should even be entertained (Contra Eun. 11, 566 J.), and reveals that he was
unaware of the discussion of this issue. H e will admit the use of negative
words, but declines to consider it important to determine whether these are
actually "privative" ( o ~ ~ p q ~ t ~or
c kccabstractive"
),
(&<pa~pe.ct~ck).
This is one
of the few passages in late Platonism to link &palp~otgwith negative theology (Contra Eun. 11, 5 80 J.).
Gregory takes the view that language is about the material world: it falls into
four categories. Language will fall into the categories of distance, space, limit or
time (Contra Eun. 11, 578 J.), or combinations of these. H e continues:

-

Considering that the transcendent nature would seem to have no relationship whatever with the things below, we use thoughts and terms about the divine nature which
express separation from such things. (Contra Eun. 11, 579 J.)

For separation Gregory uses the non-technical word & n o ~ o p t o ~ i for
~og
"separation", and goes on to say that he means words like "imperishable" or
"changeless". It is such words as this that he refuses to categorize as either
c<
privativey9or ccab~tracti~ey7.
Thus Gregory admits the use of negative descriptions. But he believes that
these convey only the idea of what God is not: they bring no positive information about what he is (Contra Eun. 11, 582 J.). In fact God is above every
name, and the application of negative epithets does not infringe this principle.
That he transcends every intellectual manoeuvre, and is far beyond being- discovered
by any name, constitutes a proof to men of his ineffable greatness. (Contra Eun. 11,
587 J.)

This endorsement of certain negative words constitutes an elementary form
of negative theology. It is not however a method, but it is simply a statement
of the limits of language. For Proclus the negative epithets played a part in
theological discourse, as bearers of positive information about the essence of
transcendent realities. We find in Gregory a static recognition of the value of
negative words, but no advocacy of a part for them to play in the theological
procedure. There is no recognition of the unveiling power of the negative,
such as we see in the Neoplatonist Commentators, and in Proclus. Gregory's
negative theology remains at a relatively simple level.
T h e identification by Eunomius of the word "ingeneracyY'with the actual
being of God is refuted by Gregory. T h e reification of the semantic, a tendency which we have observed to be Gnostic as well as Neoplatonist, is explicitly rejected by Gregory.
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. . . for it is clear to all that no name has real existence (6n6oaaotv) by itself, but that
every name is a sign ( q p ~ i o v and
) a means of knowing some being or thought, and
that a name neither exists in itself nor is thought of in itself. (Contra Eun. 11, 589 J.)

In contrasting the terms hypostasis and semeion, Gregory makes a very clear
statement. A name is not an existent, but a sign of something. This statement
could almost have been made in response to the Gospel of Truth, with its
identification of the Son as a name.
The Godhead alone has authentic existence, and it is shared equally between the three members. Eunornius had declared:
H e whose existence (TOE ~ V arises
~ L ) from generation, did not exist before generation.
(Contra Eun. 111, VIII, 30 J.).

T h e intention is clearly to make Jesus' status as only-begotten imply not-being, or a diminished form of being by comparision with the Father. Eunomius argues that the type of existence which relies on generation as its source
is not the highest form of existence. Gregory declares himself unable to grasp
what Eunomius means, and the alternatives he offers make it clear that it is
not a mere ploy. Eunomius offers a demonstration, in the Platonist manner,
that existence which is part of the generated world is inferior (the confusion
between yiyvoyat and ysvvbw is of little consequence here). However Gregory goes on to assert Scriptural arguments against the view that Christ either
exists in a lesser way, or exists not at all. It is clear that Eunomius means that
Christ does not exist as a pure unity: that he is multiple and it is likely that he
is assimiliating God to the One pure, and Christ to the lesser unity of parts,
as envisaged in Plato's Parmenides. Gregory's discussion turns (Contra Eun.
111, VIII, 35 J.) on this question of simplicity and multiplicity, without however referring to Plato.
Gregory returns to this in his second book, in order to assert once more
"that there is no difference in essence to be found between the Father and the
Son" (Contra Eun. 11, 610 J.). This is then the foundation for the theology of
the unknowability of the Trinity: each member participates equally in being,
or "is-ness", and so each is equally unknowable. It was observed earlier
(p.180) that the copula "is" was thought by Gregory to be unknowable, that
tq attribute being was unlike any other description. T o say "God is good9' is
an attempt to circumscribe the uncircumscribable: but to say "God is", is not
a definition or a description in the same way. It is a statement of unknowable
essence. The verb to be is taken as making an ontological statement, and not
as a mere copula in such sentences, but the kind of statement it makes is not
like an ordinary statement which attempts to draw lines around the subject.
Gregory is in an interesting position. H e simultaneously asserts that God is
nameless, and that human language is the efficacious product of the human
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intelligence. The semantic capacities of language are given an important status, through the endorsement of such techniques as analogy, but at the same
time it is also true that God is indescribable.
Eunomius' position has a similar irony about it. H e attacks the Cappadocians for the "culpable caution" of their refusal to apply names to God, but at
the same time attacks human language as fiction manufactured from epinoia.
The irony is increased in that his confidently offered name for God is in fact
a negative, the "ingenerate".
For Gregory the use of negatives is quite acceptable, but for him this is
tantamount t o saying nothing. T o accumulate negative descriptions of God is
to d o no more than assert that God is nameless, and it is this general assertion which Gregory wants to make. H o w the negatives work, or even which
negatives are used, is not a matter of great import to him. The only important thing is the statement of namelessness.
There is no science of negation in Gregory. Whether these examples are
cases of steresis or aphairesis is a question which does not detain him. One
suspects that Eunomius believed, like Proclus, that the negative unveiled positive aspects of being, such as causes: or like Dexippus, a possible source, that
negation revealed "the truest essence" of things. In other words negation was
an epistemological technique for Eunomius, but a mere sign of namelessness
for Gregory.
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XI. Augustine: The importance of meaning and the
unimportance of the negative method
Augustine's volatile spirit took him into the realm of mystical experience, and
he shared an interest in it which was common to his age. The rich Platonist
heritage lies behind this interest, and t o some extent explains it: however the
anthropomorphic imagery of the Judaeo-Christian tradition is equally present, and the ardour of Augustine's desire has to be expressed in those terms.
T h e imagery of desire
a great part in the expression of his longing for
knowledge: the mouth of Augustine's heart is turned to the heavenly stream
which flows from God himself, and a fiery affection draws him: in such a
way he describes the mystical experience enjoyed by himself in company with
his mother at Ostia (Conf. IX.10).
In a graphically painted scene, Augustine describes this moment, at a certain house in Ostia by the Tiber, where he and his mother, leaning in a certain window, looked out upon the garden as they waited for their sea voyage.
As they conversed their spirits began to range over all material things, eventually going beyond them, to the sun, moon and scars. Ascending still, their
spirits reached beyond to their own souls; then higher still to the region of
inexhaustible plenty. After some moments poised in this state, their spirits
descend to the mundane level again:
. . . we returned to the sound of our own speech, in which a word has both a beginning and an end. (Conf. IX.10)

H o w unlike the Word is the human voice, exclaims Augustine, and this is a
major theme of the Confessions, not t o mention his philosophy of discourse
in general. Running through this passage is a twin dichotomy, between time
and timelessness. Augustine's mystical experience has placed him in contact
with a Word which has no beginning or end, and he contrasts it with the linear development of human speech, particularly that which is spoken or written. Characteristically of the mystical experience, the pleasures of ordinary
existence pale into insignificance, and suffer from the comparison of the
higher and lower states.
Elsewhere Augustine describes such a departure from the body in the case
of another person, his secretary. This boy desired "to be dissolved and to be
with Christ" (Letter 158: cf. Phil. 1.23), and after sixteen days' illness
achieved his ambition. Throughout this period, Augustine notes, the boy
continually spoke the language of the Scriptures. When the faculty of speech
began to fail him, he attempted to make the sign of the cross on his forehead,
and on his mouth. Augustine felt that the boy's spirit had left the body, and
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was now illuminating his own mind. After describing another account of
mystical experience, he concludes that the mind has an immense power of resistance. Though subjected to all manner of annoyances, temptations and
burdens, which come from the body, the mind can nevertheless resist and
win through t o higher things.
"The mind does not forsake its own strength . . . but since it remembers itself, it is
rendered more active and attentive, stimulated by such activity. . ." (Letter 158, 4)

The energy of the mind can free it from the body, and here Augustine returns to a theme of the Confessions. The phrase meminit sui recalls the memo ~ i aof the Confessions, and in this work Augustine says much about the
power of memory itself. The Confessions is, in both form and content, a eulogy of memory: on the one hand it provides (Book V ff.) a philosophical analysis of the faculty of memory, and on the other it takes the form of an autobiography, and so is a literary product of memory. "Great is the power of
memory", says Augustine (Conf. X.17), "it is my mind, and it is I myself." All
the abilities of memory are gone over here, and the relationship between
mind and memory is frequently raised.

. . . whatever is in the memory, is in the mind . . . such is the power of memory, such
is the force of life in living man, mortal though he be! (Conf. X.17)

Here mind and memory are brought together, and assimilated as one power.
In the Letter, however, the memory focusses on the mind, and this concentration alerts it, stimulates, and releases its energy. But in the Confessions
too, memory acts as the consciousness of the self: it triggers the elevation of
the mind, which rises beyond memory to God himself (Conf. X.17). The
transcendent capacities of the mind wait to be unleashed, and once they are
so, they are capable of soaring to unknown heights.
In these passages, then, Augustine the mystic sounds the typical Neoplatonist note. The mind can take flight, like the chariot of the Phaedrus, and in
the end reaches its heights through the exploration of its profoundest depths:
through focussing on itself, the mind is released, and thus the Aristotelian/
Neoplatonist voqot<v o ~ o ~ othe
g , self-thought of thought, is deployed once
again (Aristotle, Metaph. 1074b35). For Aristotle, self-thought was eternal,
unlocated in time (Metaph. 1074al l), and Augustine attributes some similar
power to mind's focussing on itself (see I, p. 77 ff.).
Like Plotinus and Proclus, Augustine stresses the desire for knowledge.
This dynamic element of eros is the key to much of the progress of mind in
Neoplatonism, Greek and Chris~ian.This metaphysical system charts the
progress of mind, and endeavours to spell out what happens when mind and
reality interact, each exerting their forces in the appropriate way. The energy
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unleashed by desire accounts for much of the mechanism of the world of being, and so it is with Augustine as well. The boy referred to in Letter 158 actually desiredto be dissolved from the body, and it: is in virtue of this stimulus
that the release was achieved. The Confessions is full of statements of desire
for God, desire for the knowledge of God, or desire for Augustine knows
not what. The famous passage about his trip to Carthage (III.I), where he
found himself surrounded by lust, has him as a lover too, but a lover who is
unaware of the object of his desire. In the admirably lucid words of the Latin: quaerebam quid amarem, amans amare . . . (I sought for something that I
might love, loving to be in love). In the lust-filled environment of Carthage,
he mistakes his love for a concern with sensual satisfaction: eventually the
love-practice of the city of Carthage is found to be misdirected, and he discovers the true object of his desire. Augustine here raises the fascinating idea
that one may be ignorant over the object of one's desire, to the extent that
one may mistake sensual satisfaction for one's true end. In reality, of course,
Augustine believes that communion with the divine is his genuine goal, but
he points to a stage
- at which he was unaware of this. One can desire something without knowing what it is, and he moves gradually towards discovering the object of his desire.
These problems are addressed again in The Confessions: in the above passage Augustine is content with the biographical details of his state of mind in
Carthage. Now he considers the philosophical problems produced by desire
which is ignorant of its object.
H o w then am I seeking the happy life? For I do not possess it so long as I say: "it is
enough, it is there". In fact I ought to say: "how am I pursuing it? By way of remembrance, as if !had forgotten it, but as if I recalled that I had forgotten it? O r
through the desire (appetitus) to learn an unknown thing, which I may never have
known, o r which I may have so completely forgotten that I d o not recall forgetting it.
(Conf. X.20)

T h e answer is found in Conf. X.23: "all men desire that life which only is
blessed, all men desire to rejoice in the truth". Augustine puzzles over whether the knowledge of this is to be found in some actual o r potential form in
the memory, and concludes that the knowledge of the object of desire is
somehow there. And so he rejects the alternative in the passage quoted
above, that the appetite felt is for some "unknown thing", desired but unfamiliar. T h e strength of our desire for the truth lies in the fact that we already
know it in some way, that we perhaps possess it in the memory. We may have
temporarily forgotten it, or what it looks like, but it is still secreted in the
memory. The appetitus we feel for it is based on the fact that it is something
of us, that it is something shared: the desire already has the desired in some
form. Desire is not for the alien.
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It is for this reason that Augustine .lays stress, in the quoted passage, on
the question of how he pursues his desire for truth. It is not enough to find,
or t o recognize it; one must also know by what path it has been discovered.
This is probably because it is necessary to know what kind of effort is required if one is to discover the true object of desire: is it a search for something other, something unknown and different from oneself? O r is it a search
for something familiar, close at hand, which is already within? Augustine
chooses the latter:
There is still a dim light in men: let them walk, let them walk, lest the shadows overtake them. (Conf. X.23)

It is clear that the way to the true object of desire is through the procedure of
recollecting: the faculty of memory is that which reminds us what is within.
An intellectual labour is therefore required for us to uncover the true object
of desire, which will emerge as something known already. So we have the explanation to the conundrum of Book 111, in which he arrives in Carthage
"loving to be in love", but mistaking the object of his love. One may lose
one's way in the desiring process because of forgetfulness. '
This way of looking at desire is as old as Plato himself. In effect, the Symposium is all about the object of desire, and of course the nature of desire.
All of the speeches raise the question of what is really sought by men, and a
variety of answers is proposed. Implicit in all this is the view that love (eros)
can be misdirected, and gravitate towards the wrong end. This is the interesting feature of the way the question is raised in the Platonic tradition, that human desire is recognized as a force, but some perplexity over its object is admitted: there is a recognition that one can want something and be simultaneously unaware of what it is. This is indeed a most interesting feature of human experience. A corollary of the Platonic analysis is that all desire is in a
sense "good" desire, since it is the same type of energy which is involved; the
badness occurs when the energy is misdirected. Thus the Platonic writers (including Augustine here) treat desire holistically, as if it is always, and in all
manifestations, the same kind of thing. N o distinctions between sexual desire, desire for wealth, desire for fame, desire for beauty, or desire for God,
are drawn: the "erotic" energy is one and the same throughout. The problem
is simply that it can be misused. Augustine stands squarely within this tradition, in that he associates his interest in sexual desire with his real concern
for God: Carthage, the centre of sexual desire, is the place where his desire
lost its direction. H e nevertheless was aware of a strong enchantment with
being in love, and was afterwards to find its true object.
Typically Platonic, too, is the emphasis on recollection. Since the Meno
ant the Socratic education of the slave-boy through the arousal of his memory, Platonists have placed great emphasis on the ability to recall. Augustine
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gives a special place to memoria in the Confessions, and elsewhere, and he
too finds knowledge of God to be innate, though diminished. It is the faculty
of recall which stimulates the mind to reach its greatest heights.
This overall analysis of the Augustinian desire is confirmed by various passages in the De Trinitate.
Wherefore, the more a thing is known, but not completely known, the more the mind
desires to know the rest. (De Trin. X.I.2)

This is the explanation of the problems raised in the Confessions: it is because one has a little, and finds it precious, that one seeks the fullness. That
which one loves is not an alien possession, tantalizingly different from oneself, and always looming ahead as a kind of unattainable - it is rather in oneself in small measure. O u r knowledge of it is what stimulates the desire to enhance our possession of what lies both within us and above us. In the De
Trinitate Augustine is much more certain of his ground:
If anyone seeks with ardent diligence to know, and he pursues this search inflamed
with zeal, can he be said to be without love? What then does he love? Certainly something cannot be loved unless it is known. (loc. cit.)

Here we have the answer: love comes from something known and experienced. It is not a symptom of emptiness (this is implied by the myth of Poverty and Resourcefulness in the Symposium), but a symptom of partial fulfilment. We do not love that which is unknown to us.
Love is of that which is known, and there can be no doubt of this fact. Put
differently, the presence of love in a person is a proof that this person has
knowledge of something, and is pursuing it further. In this context of the De
Trinitate it is instructive to notice what it is which is said to be loved. Augustine is offering an analysis of language, and he is attempting to explain the
desire for knowledge of other tongues. H e begins X. 1.2 by noting that when
we hear an unknown sign (sign~m),we react by wanting to know what it
means. If we hear the word temetum, we immediately want to know what it
means: other things we know about it already, such as that it has semantic
significance. Because of this we are stimulated into finding out that of which
it is the sign. Because one knows that it is a sign, one wishes to know it more
clearly.
Throughout this passage the intellectual curiosity for the meaning of Ianguage is spoken of as if it is a form of love, taken in its most ardent sense.
There is an assumption of a kind of passion for knowledge, activated by the
possession of partial knowledge. And further, there is an emphasis on perfection: the desire for increased understanding of discourse is part of a desire to
perfect oneself. One cannot be satisfied with merely partial knowledge. Au-
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gustine refers to the "splendour" of the knowledge of other languages, as if
they had a particular importance. H e talks of such knowledge as if it were
motivated by love, and its ardent stimulus. H e is here transferring the phenomenon of love, with all its tremendous motive power, to the learning of language, and the significance of various symbols. The structure is the same as
for all types of desire: partial knowledge acquaints us with the type of that
which we are seeking, and causes the desire in us for further knowledge. T h e
fact that we already know the outline, so to speak, of what we seek, actually
causes the pursuit that we undertake. Eagerness for knowledge is explained
by this initial taste of it: all learning behaviour would seem to come under
this type of analysis.
Wherefore every love of a studious mind, that is of a mind wishing to know what it
does not know, is not the love of that thing which it does not know, but of that which
it knows, and on account of which it wishes to know what it does not know. (De
Trin. X.1.3)

'

The inquisitive man is also one who wishes to know the unknown, but this
tendency ought not to be confused with the quality of st;diousness. T h e
inquisitive man is motivated not by love of the unknown, but hatred of it: he
desires that nothing should be left unknown. The passage begins with the
key to the idea outlined above (X. I. I): our minds know the beauty of bodies
generically; this establishes a pattern for future understanding, but it also
sows the seed of desire. We desire to know what are the species which fill out
the genus. So it is the genus which is known, and the various instances which
remain to be known in the future. It is in this way that Augustine is able to
suggest something in common between the known and the unknown, sornething which ensures continuity, and provides a series of links for the mind to
pursue. We will return to this in relation to the Confessions, with its great
emphasis on the progress of discourse. The De Trinitate analysis of love of
the semantic will provide an important clue to the Confessions emphasis on
language, and the movement from word to word as one reads, recites, sings,
or hears. In effect the De Trinitate gives us the answer to the question of linguistic progress: why is it that we do move from one word to the next, one
signum to the next? It is because we are inflamed with love for the semantic
significance which lies ahead of us.
Book eleven of the De Trinitate raises the question of the will, and what
its goal is. Closely related to the question of desire, the issue of the will raises
the same problems about objectives. Both desire and the will point in some
direction: they are energies which drive towards some goal. In the teleological perspective provided by Aristotle, one must deal with the question of
goals. If something is defined as an energy, then it must have a goal. The De
Trinitate (XT.6) claims that vision is the true object of the will, at least in re-
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spect of sensible matters. But in XI.7 the discussion moves to the memory
again, and it is claimed that the memory contains that which is the parent of
thought. The memory contains the species, and this provides the model on
which thought can operate. The memory contains things which pre-exist material things encountered in human experience. Almost as if countering Karl
Marx, Augustine writes as follows:
For the gaze of the mind, which is formed from the memory, when we think of something in the process of recollection, does not proceed from that species which we have
remembered, having seen it, since we could not have remembered those things unless
we had seen them. But the gaze of the mind, which is formed by recollection, existed
also before we had seen the body which we remembered . . . (De Trin: XI.7.11)

The content of the mind is not determined by material processes, says Augustine, but rather it is in the memory long before any such material experience
takes place. H e therefore takes the "gaze of the mind" out of the realm of
learnt material processes, and makes it predate such experiences. There is
more in the memory than the sum total of experiences. Augustine's concern
here is a long examination of the will, and its relationship to the mind and to
memory, and this question need not detain us here.
T h e mind, moreover, seeks to know itself: in fact it is inflamed with this
desire (De Trin. X.3.5). This Neoplatonic principle of the self-thought of
thought plays an important part in Augustine's system. What is the significance of this reflexive character of mind? In the first place, mind seeks to
cc
know itself simply because it is there to be known: everyone loves knowing"
(De Trin. X.2.4). But secondly, mind wants to know itself because of its content. There is more there than is put there by life's experiences: mind is the
entry-point for whole world of principles, truths and beings. It is the link
between the transcendent and the material, and constitutes an image of the
supreme Being. It is an imperfect image, but nevertheless an image (De Trin.
X.12.19), and so knowledge of it will provide one with a glimpse, by analogy,
of the true mind. Thus Augustine, like any Greek, returns to the Delphic
maxim: "Know thyself".
For it is not said to the mind: "Know thyself" as it is said "Know the Cherubim and
the Seraphim". For they are absent, and we believe what is taught about them, that
they are certain heavenly powers. (De Trin. X.9.12)

Knowledge of oneself is not like knowledge of an absent being, who has to
be sought in order to be known. Nor, Augustine continues, does it have the
character of external knowledge, as one when he knows somebody else,
through his physically expressed persona. Knowledge of oneself is knowledge of something present, and it is knowledge acquired through the internal mode. T h e moment the word ccthyself"is understood, the self-knowledge
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occurs. The moment that the hearer has comprehended the command t o
know himself, the command has been obeyed. Simply to have the concept of
oneself, is to know oneself. Self-understanding is the key to understanding
all, because of the content of the mind and the memory.
Thus desire plays an important part in establishing the drive towards
knowledge. As noted above, it provides the continuity in the learning process, and as discourse is a matter of pursuing meaning in a linear way, continuity is crucial. If the sign4 or the sehanticdly significant words, were left t o
subsist in isolation from each other, they would have no ability to convey
meaning at all. T h e mind goes from one ;o the other, however, and it is desire which assures this movement. The meaning of a sentence thus falls into
place, because the desire for knowledge has stimulated the mind to pursue
the progress of the sentence.
This linear image of discourse has a prominent place in the Confessions.
For Augustine, discourse is time-bound, and he sees it unfolding much as any
other events unfold. It is well-known that Augustine sees time in a linear
way, as progressing from a beginning to an end, and this influences his view
of discourse as well. As everything in the created world comes into being,
and passes away, so speech has its growth and disappearance. All in the material world is subject to the law of senescence and death:
O u r speech follows the same rule, through significant signs. A sentence is not complete unless each word gives way to the next, once its syllables have been pronounced.
(Conf. IV. 10)

The pattern of birth, growth and decay also applies to language, and Augustine offers an overall conclusion about these things, namely that if the soul
sets its heart on them, it will be torn apart by desires which can destroy it.
Nothing can halt the progress of such transient things, which move inexorably from their beginning to their end. Augustine's originality here is to picture language as having the same type of growth and decay pattern as any
other sensible being. H e sees lines on the printed page, and possibly hears
speech as a continuous line of words, and sees it in the same way as he sees
other forms of development: that is, he sees material life as evolving in a linear manner. This contrasts with the Neoplatonism, of say Plotinus, who sees
time as moving "in a circle9' (Enn. 111.7 [45].4). The famous distinction between Augustinian linear time, and Neoplatonist circular time, has a particular application here, in respect of the philosophy of language, since the lines
on a page represent the most clearly of all the nature of progress within time,
namely from a beginning to an end.
Of course Augustine does not condemn such progress within time, because
he sees the human unfolding as actually making progress. The realm of time
will receive a greater degree of approbation from him than it will from the
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Neoplatonist tradition. That he chooses the unfolding of a sentence as an analogue for this general unfolding in time is confirmed by a passage later in
the Confessions. H e takes as an example of passing from the past into futurity, the recitation of a psalm. The quality of expectation is there, which assures the drive onwards from one word to the next, and his expectation
"reaches over the whole" (Conf. XI.28). As we saw with the desire bf the semantic in the De Trinitate, the presence of a small beginning is enough to
whet the appetite for the remaining words and syllables, and the presence of
a starting-point creates the desire for the rest. H e repeats the psalm and one
part of it recedes into the past; it is now kept in the memory, for future reference. In this way the "life" of his action is extended two ways, forward into
the arena of his expectation, and back into the receptacle of his memory. As
the expectation is shortened, so the memory is enlarged: eventually the expectation vanishes, and the whole psalm passes into the memory. T h e image
is extended: what applies to the whole psalm applies to every part of it; that,
is, each letter in a word is traversed with the same expectation and the same
receding into memory, until the whole word is completed. That which applies
to the microcosm also applies to the macrocosm: the psalm can be taken as a
mere part of the linear movement of life as a whole. There are many psalms,
and many other activities, and each is consumed with this same linear movement, under the stimulus of expectation and with the rearguard action of
memory.

. . . it holds also through the whole age of the sons of men, the parts of which are the
whole lives of individual men. (Conf. XI.28)
So much emphasis is placed on the consumption of time by Augustine, and
that quality of eagerness which characterizes it - the studium, intentio, amor,
appetit2.t~'and so on - that the choice of a specifically linguistic example is extremely revealing to anyone interested in Augustine's philosophy of discourse. After the example of the psalm, he continues along the lines of his ardent pursuit of the future. Yet stretching forward, he finds truths that "were
before": he uncovers the eternal present. There is a quality of eagerness
which is present throughout Augustine's autobiography, and which plays an
important part in his general philosophy of human endeavour: it is a crucial
element in his understanding of human living, and a crucial element in his
understanding of discourse. Language is traversed in a linear way, and when
grasped, passes into the memory. The past never quite disappears, and in the
same way, used language never quite disappears, but finds its way into the
"innumerable palaces" of the memory (Conf. X.8).
T h e contrast between knowledge laid out in lines of words and between
the eternal and timeless knowledge of God is the starting-point for Book XI
of the Confessions. Augustine asks whether God sees everything happening
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in this time-bound way: if not, he wonders, what point is there in spreading
before him so many narratives. Me finds his answer in the idea of confession,
and claims an ardent desire to continue with the sequential tale. Every drop
of water in the hour-glass is precious to him, and so he proceeds with vigour
to outline the story of his confessions. But he returns to the contrast between
the human word and the divine word in XI.7:
You call us therefore to understand the Word, who is God, God with you: which
word is spoken everlastingly; in it all things are spoken everlastingly. For chat which
was spoken was not concluded, and another thing said, in order that all things might
be said, but rather all at once and everlastingly.

The simultaneity and immediate holism of the divine Word contrasts with
the step by step unfolding of the human word. This linearity of human
knowledge, contrasted with the wholeness and immediacy of divine knowledge is really the theme of Book XI, and in section 9 Augustine furthers the
comparison by a Johannine reminiscence of the Word as the beginning. Like
the Gnostic Marcus, Augustine toys with the prologue to John's gospel, and
finds the deliberate intention to associate the Word with tf;e idea of "beginning": and so he is able to conclude that the conventions of human discourse
were adopted for the sake of revelation. In order to speak in a human way,
God chose a beginning for his word. Some people foolishly imagine that this
sequential tale is the whole of God's story, but it is not the case (XI.10). If
anyone were to ask what God was doing before he made heaven and earth,
he would be making the mistake of thinking that the linear type of human
tale also applied to God: he should rather realize that God exists and acts
and thinks out of time, in the eternity which characterizes the true Word.
"They strive to know eternal things, but their hearts flutter still between the
motions of things past and to come, and remain empty still9' (XI.11).
Man is caught with the paradox that he must understand the eternal
through the temporal: his whole understanding is riddled with process and
development, and so his grasp of the eternal is extremely tenuous. A leap of
the imagination is required in order t o take us from the linear to the simultaneously whole; Augustine wonders whether he might be the agent of such a
leap (XI.ll). This itself is strange, since it is at the hands of Augustine that
we have the Confessions, the most complete exercise in linearity in early
Christian literature, with the exception of Eusebius' Ecclesiastical History.
Yet here is the paradox he is struggling with: the linear mode of discourse is
appropriate to the human condition, as is memory, the faculty which deals
with linearity, but in the end the object is to move from such a mode of
thinking.
Who shall hold back the heart of man, that it may stand and see, how eternity stands

202

The Trinity temporalised by discourse

and orders future and past times, though it is neither past nor future itself? Is my
hand capablie of this task. . .? (Conf. XI.11)

The whole of the latter part of Book XI is about time, process and human
knowledge, and in the last words of the book, Augustine will differentiate
between the kind of knowledge which comes from human discourse and the
knowledge of God, and this is a crucial passage. In effect we cannot grasp
Augustine's epistemology, nor his philosophy of discourse without placing
everything in the overall context of time and eternity. Plato had established
that these two concepts should be considered together, and Plotinus discusses them in an elaborately interwoven way, so that time and eternity help
to define each other. In the same way, Augustine proceeds as if these two
concepts can only be understood in relation to each other, and within the
framework of time is laced the whole mechanism of human knowing, learning and thinking. Human knowledge is time-bound, and in Augustine's understanding- sf time, it must therefore proceed in a linear way. The characteristics of time are inherited by knowledge and discourse: thus he who sings, o r
listens to another singing a psalm, will be drawn on from syllable to syllable
by the zeal for knowledge outlined above, but while he does this his feelings
and attention are diffused. His mind will jump from the past to the future,
and so will be in some ways distracted. Yet God himself is changeless, and
grasping him truly will be an experience of a totally different character. At
the outset therefore, we must posit two entirely different types of knowledge.
Augustine has thus far told us about the psychology of human knowledge,
and the universe in which human knowledge operates.
This time-bound characteristic of human knowledge provides a constant
obstacle for the person who would grasp the sublime theological truths. T h e
dilemma is reflected in the attempt to grasp the concept of the Trinity, which
is beyond ordinary human understanding. It is asserted that the three parts
of the Trinity work together inseparably, but for this reason the Father, Son
and Holy Spirit, cannot be named by our voices without creating an interval,
measured in time, as the words move from syllable to syllable. Yet the three
members of the Trinity are in fact identical, and they exist without any temporal movement, "without intervals of time or place" (De Trin. IV.21.30).
Clearly then the representation of the Trinity in discourse loses something,
and in a sense this cannot be otherwise. But Augustine in this passage offers a
way of combating the linear character of discourse from within discourse itself: he offers a way of conceiving of the Trinity which is based on the analogy with a trinity of human faculties. The memory, the understanding, and
the will are each mentioned separately in the line of human speech, but this
separation conceals a basic unity. Each of these words has in fact been produced individually, but by the memory, understanding and will acting together. Without this simultaneity of purpose, the three words could not have
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been produced, and the oddity of the situation is that the multiplicity of the
words belies the unity of the source (De Trin. IV.21.30). Augustine has on
his mind here the greater problem of the Trinity, and the question of whether the Son is lesser than the Father, or not. His basic concern is with safeguarding the unity of the Trinity, and so he develops the analogy: the Son,
Father and Holy Spirit are three separate words, but again, the plural character of the words misleads us into imagining a plurality of characters in the
Trinity. This in turn leads to the tendency to separate functions, and to assign higher and lower degrees of importance - all the result of the linear
character of speech which, because of its need to unfold in time, tends to separate into items what simply constitutes an underlying unity. The separateness of the Trinity is simply an illusion fostered by the nature of speech.
O n this basis Augustine will now. be able to say that the God-in-flesh is only apparently a separate facet of the Trinity, and that all three members cooperated to form their envoy, who is himself part of this fundamental unity.
The interesting aspect of it all for our purposes however, is that Augustine
sees a possibility of language curing itself of this tendency, by itself. The analogy he chooses belongs to the realm of ordinary speech, and demonstrates
a capacity of language to overcome one of the most fundamental and binding
defects in itself, that of its linear character. Language can become the instrument which mends its own deficiencies.
It should be emphasized that Augustine chooses to stress the linear character of language, or in other words, that it is time-bound. His particular philosophy of time translates into a particular philosophy of language, and this
marks him off from his Neoplatonist sources. His view of time emphasizes
movement from a starting-point to a finishing point, and has therefore frequently been referred to as "linear". H e strongly endorses the notion of purpose in human affairs, and regards the exercise of the will as a necessary part
of the pursuit of goals which is required by time. For this reason he was able
to take a great interest in human culture and the movement of history, and
for this reason again became the author of the City of God, and his own autobiography. Given this whole backdrop of the philosophy of time, we are
able to come to a better understanding of his philosophy of language, which
he simply sees in the same terms as any other unfolding set of events. The
syllables of language are like the component facts of history. Both have a
limited validity, but nevertheless a validity of their own.
It is here that we notice a difference from Plotinus. The philosophy of
time of the two thinkers is closer than we might think, but Plotinus does not
choose to place discourse in the context of time. Augustine frequently does
so, but this is quite absent from Plotinus' treatise on time (Enn. 111.7). Rather, Plotinus treats discourse in the context of number: intelligence divides,
separates, diversifies, and language bears with it this characteristic. Intellect
is the arche of number (Enn. I[II.8[30].9,4), and consequently all its activities
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are marked by this factor. Discursive thought proceeds by units, and anything which has unity is eventually broken up by it. The predicates which
form the substance of the linguistic task of description are always inappropriate to non-material reality, not because they are inaccurate or incomplete so
much as because they numeralize reality (see also Enn. VT.9[8].5, 17 ff.).
Predicates are many, and the essence of things is one. The difference between the two is therefore quite marked: Plotinus puts the problem of language in the context of the One and the Many, whereas Augustine places it
in relation to questions of Time and Eternity. The difference is of great
significance, since for Augustine the whole assessment of human history, of
life in time, and the value of human progress applies equally to language and
its products.
Augustine sees the descent of the divine Word into flesh as analogous t o
the descent of word into speech. The De Doctrina Christiana 1.12.13 specifically makes this comparison, in order to suggest that no decay is implied by
the descent into flesh, of the descent into sound in the case of a word. It is
necessary for a word in the mind to be vocalised for it to make an impact on
the hearing of another, and so be understood by him. In both cases there is a
descent into the material, from a higher and purer state, and Augustine's
comparison here only serves to underline his picture of language as a series
of events in the material world. This picture of language as the instantiation
of a transcendent principle was originally noted as being most highly developed by the Gnostic Marcus, and it is a view which exhibits the structure of
Platonic exemplarism. It is used elsewhere:
Similarly, the word which we form within our hearts, becomes voice when we bring it
forth from our mouth: it is not changed into voice, but that in which it proceeds forth
is conjoined to the word, which nevertheless remains whole.. . (Sermon 187.3)

This material stage means that what was previously thought in silence is now
thought in sound: it has become material, concrete. It is worthy of note that
Augustine reiterates the comparison with the Word made flesh: this issuing
forth in another form does not do any damage to the Word, which is greater
than the lower form it assumes. It adds the material form to itself without in
any way being diminished, and this is clearly a response to the opponents of
Christianity from Celsus onwards who laid emphasis on the degradation involved in passing from an alleged higher state to an alleged lower state. Augustine's response is based on an analogy with thought and voice suggested
to him by the Johannine characterization of Christ as logos (verburn). H e
argues from analogy on these occasions, but in doing so effects a fundamental reversal of the axioms of Neoplatonism: descent no longer means diminution. The higher principle remains whole (illo integro: ccwhicichnevertheless
remains whole", loc. cit.), despite its proceeding forth into matter. The voice
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does not diminish the thought from which it has sprung, and with this analogy Augustine makes a thoroughgoing correction of the basic Neoplatonist
postulate that a principle exists in lower form where it is found at a lower
level. It cannot simultaneously be its pure self, and conduct an existence at a
lower stage of reality. Augustine now claims that this can be done, and he
does it in such a way as to indicate that human speech has the same kind of
validity as human flesh and human history. Voice does not invalidate
thought any more than matter invalidates spirit, or than history injects decay
into the divine.
The De Doctrina Christiana together with the De Trinitate form Augustine's most probing examination of language and its functions, the latter
through the examination of certain conceptual problems, and the former
through the examination of language itself. The former begins with the
promise that the method of ccdiscovering"will be discussed, and by this is
meant the method of reading the Scriptures with a view to finding truths
therein.
Therefore every sign is also a thing. . ., but not every thing is a sign. (Be Doctrina
Christ. 1.2)

That is to say, a sign signifies something, and this is always the case. Yet
some things, such as the tree itself, can also be significant. The word "tree" is
undoubtedly a signifier, but the tree itself, under certain conditions, can also
be one. Some allegorical significance can lie behind the thing itself, so that
the world of things can be impregnated with meaning. But of course Augustine is speaking of the world of things which lies within the pages of Scripture, because these "things" are often there in order to convey some significance. (As we saw in respect of Clement of Alexandria, things in the world
proper may be significant: the world itself is a discourse full of signifiers. For
Augustine, it is the things in Scripture which are the signifiers, because this
narrative was handed down for just such a purpose.) This issue is taken up
again in Book 11, where he returns to the question of signa. This word "sign"
receives a very broad definition: a footprint may be a sign because it directs
our attention towards the creature who may have left this track; smoke signifies fire. Some signs are natural, and others result from the will to signify
something, and these are conventional. Conventional signs are given by human beings to each other, and they do so in order to transfer into each
other's mind that which is in their own. The animal kingdom performs in the
same way: the dove calls to his mate, and his mate understands what is signified (De Doctrina Chr. 11.2).
Jesus used many nsn-verbal signs, such as the sacrament of his body and
blood (II.3), but in the main, his communication is by word-signs. And following this comes the crucial point: for Augustine, the scriptures are read in
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order to discern the intentions of the author (11.5). The purpose of a sign is
to communicate something to the mind of a reader, and so the purpose of
reading the Scriptures must inevitably be the ascertaining of some purpose in
the mind of the author.
Some writings may be misunderstood, because the signs involved are unknown, or ambiguous (11.10). This can be cured by the study of language,
and knowledge of Hebrew and Greek is of particular importance. Problems
in translation can prevent the understanding of what is there to be understood, and when translation errors occur, the translator has failed to understand the purpose of the writer. The pursuit of the meaning of the author requires us to make a careful study of the languages in which the Scriptures
were originally written (11.12-13), and there can be some reaction of impatience with this discipline (11.20). This is a sign of weakness, however, and
the spiritually strong will have the zeal to pursue the real meaning, however
it may be found.
Words whose meaning is unknown to us should be studied if they come
from foreign languages, and the memory should be used to retain them. Existing translations of the Bible into Latin are to be corrected where necessary
(11.15). The nature of things is to be studied, where this will help understand
Biblical allusions: if we are unaware of the behaviour of serpents, for examcc
ple, then we will not understand the command to be wise as serpents"
(11.24). Numbers deserve particular study, because numbers have figurative
meanings (11.25)) and here Augustine shows that there was a great body of
theory about the symbolic meaning of numbers, which could be used to clarify the connotations of periods such as forty days, o r seven. The numbers are
broken down in various ways, and it is clear that there was what was regarded as an authoritative body of doctrine on number theory, which of
course is in evidence much earlier, with Alexandrian writers such as Philo
and Clement, and which must have come from Neopythagorean speculation.
Augustine speaks as if one could get clear guidance on this matter, and that
all it required was a little study. H e presupposes an orthodoxy on the subject
of number symbolism.
All the material in the preceding two paragraphs illustrates Augustine's approach to the reading of his authoritative documents, and they give a practical guide to hermeneutics, which is set in a theoretical framework about the
analysis of language. One observation that may be made is that clearly a discipline is envisaged: the reading of the Bible recommended by Augustine requires research of all kinds, and begins with the requirement of linguistic
competence. What he spells out is a science of exegesis, and it is obvious that
for Augustine there are meanings to be ferreted out and to be regarded as decisive: he envisages no loose allegorizing, or personal imaginative flights of
interpretation such as the Gnostics might offer: there is a science of interpretation, and it will find the right reading. The idea of the right reading is
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based on the idea of purpose: behind every text is an intended authorial view,
and this intention is considered to lend clear interpretability to the text in
question. A person can only mean one thing. (A comparison could be drawn
here with Clement of Alexandria, whose philosophy of reading is markedly
different, and strays in the direction of the Gnostic approach to reading, in
which greater stress is laid upon the meditative and imaginative capacities of
the reader. Clement places less stress on authorial intention, and relates
meaning to the capacities of the reader rather than the purpose of the writer.
See pp. 38-41 .)
A subtle shift now occurs in, the direction of the De Doctrina Christiana.
Having given his philosophy of reading the Scriptures, Augustine now turns
to the finding of meaning elsewhere: meaning is not only found in words, but
in reality in general. T h e universe is a universe of meaning. Thus the movement of the stars is not considered to provide real information about the future lives of men, and this view is characterized as superstition (1.22); Augustine here condemns any kind of science which is based on the alleged collaboration between men and demons, and his target here is obviously the theurgical teachings of the Greek Neoplatonists, and any discovery of meaning
guaranteed by that kind of collaboration between man and the divine will be
ruled out d'ofice.
There follows a long discussion of the value of omens and symbols of various kinds, and throughout the question is about legitimacy of interpretation. Perhaps the key passage occurs in 111.9.13:
H e who produces or worships anything which has a symbolic value, and who does
not know what it means, is a slave to a sign.

T w o dangers are indicated here, firstly that of manufacturing symbolism
without a proper awareness of its significance, and secondly, that of being
symbol-bound. This last is the issue dwelt on in the passage, which stresses
the need to look beyond the symbols themselves to the meanings they indicate. A person who performs the Christian rituals without a proper grasp of
their significance will be subject to a "carnal slavery". Interpreting things to
the letter results in this kind of slavery, and a person who is spiritually aware
will focus on the realities designated by them.-What is noticeable here is that
Augustine dwells on meaning as the important part of the Christian symbols,
and not on will. The person who practises Christian ritual ineffectively is
guilty not so much of a failure of commitment, or a failure of will, but a failure of semantic awareness. What has to be cultivated is an awareness that
words and entities have meanings, that they point the mind to other realities,
and that they cannot be taken at face value. The literal interpretation of
things is a slavery to material reality, and the truly spiritually minded will always be aware of the meaning which lies beyond. This part of the D e Doctri-
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na Christiana is devoted to spelling out the rules which govern this leaping of
the mind to the realm beyond the literal. For example:
If the passage is didactic, either condemning vice or crime, or commanding utility or
beneficence, it is not figurative. But if it appears to command vice or crime, or to forbid utility or beneficence, it is figurative. (111.17.24)
This passage lays down the limits of allegorical exegesis, in a way which is
familiar since Origen. The world of meaning which lies beyond it is not to be
apprehended by random or fanciful means, but in accordance with a certain
&iciplined interpretation. Whilst Augustine does not limit the scope of symbolism to the Scriptures, he always speaks as if the only legitimate linguistic
symbols are to be found in Scripture. H e is -prepared
to see all sorts of natural phenomena as symbols, but &hen it comes to the verbal, scriptural examples only are brought forward. Apparently only one set of writings has the
power to launch the mind into this other world of meaning. In this respect
Augustine shows himself to be less open than Clement of Alexandria, in the
area of semantic significance. Whereas Clement, in the fifth and sixth books
of the Stromateis, was able to find symbolic meanings in all kinds of literature, both Greek and Christian, Augustine limits himself to those suggested
by Scripture alone. However it is important to note that both have that belief, which seems peculiarly Alexandrian, that the mind must leap upwards
from the material realities which it perceives, or reads. For both, reading
does not focus one's mind on the text, but releases the mind from it.
For these reasons, it is clear that Augustine has a strong sense of the importance of the words of Scripture: we have seen above that two things are
stressed in the De Doctrina Christiana. Firstly, authorial purpose: this consideration is essential to safeguard the notion of a fixed meaning for the
words of Scripture. Augustine is like an economist who favours a return t o
the gold standard, in opposition to those advocating floating exchange rates,
these being the Gnostics of matters of scriptural exegesis. Against the possibility of subjective and fluctuating interpretations he advocates the idea of a
proper, objective interpretation. This is not to say that one may not be mistaken about the meaning of some passage: such a thing could happen as a result of defective use of exegetical techniques. But there is nevertheless a
proper interpretation to be found. Exegesis is t o be put on a scientific footing
with all the backing of philological and textual study, and the researcher may
have confidence because at the other end of the process, the text has been anchored by the purpose of the author. Authorial intention guarantees objective meaning. But at the same time, the emphasis on signs allows a degree of
latitude into the interpreting process, since meaning is seen to lie elsewhere
than in the text itself. Slavery to the sign is a form of carnal-mindedness, and
this way Augustine allows for the mind to take wing and soar upwards, to

The Word and language

209

use the language of Plato's Phaedrus. But by the same token, a certain
amount of slippage is allowed, and the refusal of literalism opens up the semantic field of the words under consideration. In this way the meaning of
words is deregulated, and the restriction of meaning which would come with
literalism is avoided.
Clearly then, despite the objectivist stance taken by Augustine on the interpretation of the text, there is a fundamental doubt running throughout his
writings about the value of language; one suspects here a debt to Platonism,
in that he sees a word as a beginning, but also as a stage to be got beyond, as
one rung in the ladder. The mind will always have to go further, and there is
no sense in which the word captures all. Thus in Sermon 188, there is considerable emphasis, as there was throughout the Confessions, on the limited
character of the word.
It is not therefore surprising if man, made along with all things, cannot explain in
words the Word, by which all things were made. (Sermon 188, 1)

Human words are inadequate to this task. Why is this so? There can be many
reasons for claiming that transcendent powers are essentially mysterious, and
it is important to discover the exact reasons for this. Augustine offers a kind
of verbal hierarchy in this sermon, in which the divine Word is given priority
over the human word.
I

For these words which are thought and brought forth are formed by our mind, itself
formed by that Word. (Sermon 188, 1)

I

O u r words, therefore, are the products of our own minds, and are very limited tools indeed. One could however posit some value in our words if some
continuity were established between the Word of God, and our own words.
But Augustine explicitly refuses any relationship between Christ the Word,
and the human word:
1

Nor does man fashion words in the same way in which man was made by the Word.

God's production of the world through his Word is quite different from
man's own production of language. This is an unusual point of view, since
the Fathers generally stress the comparison between the two words, and Augustine here announces a complete discontinuity between human language
and the Word of God which is very striking: this discontinuity assures us of
the very fallible character of the human word. There is no underpinning
from the Word himself which guarantees the success of human language.
The Word was not made, whereas language is part of the realm of that which
was made, and is therefore transitory, and this is a point which we saw em-
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phasized in the Confessions, where language and time were seen as closely
interrelated.
We come therefore to that part of Augustine which casts doubt on the
value of language, and which enters into the debate over the via negativa, itself a means of systematically doubting language. The famous statement, of
course, is that of the De Ordine :
God is better known through not knowing.

. . (De Ordine 11.16.44)

This is often quoted to demonstrate Augustine's interest in negative theology, and indeed it does seem to provide a clear statement of such a position.
T h e real position, however, is much more complex than this, and even in this
passage the meaning of the above words has to be carefully scrutinised.
These words come in almost incidentally, in the course of a statement about
man's limited ability to grasp the deeper truths about his own soul, The wider context concerns problems of the province of reason, and the lesser images
of true reality which may present themselves to it, and the remark about the
knowledge of God is quite unrelated to these issues. It is rhetorical; thrown
in as an a fortiori reinforcement of the weakness of the human intellect in relation to its own self. And since it is not part of a protracted concentration on
the negative theology issue, we must be careful not to place more weight on
it than it will bear. It should be seen in its own context, as part of Augustine's
reaction to the negative way. This overall question will be examined in what
follows.
Hochstaffl (Negative Theologie . . .) does not deal with Augustine at all,
but since the publication of that book we have a thoughtful article by Lossky
(Elements of Negative Theology in the Thought of St. Augustine), who has
long been established as an exponent of the negative way in the Patristic tradition. Lossky begins with a caveat: that the negative way is not necessarily
associated with mysticism. One may insist that negations are the more satisfactory mode for conceptualizing God, without insisting that there is a mystical end to the process. Lossky further argues (67-8) that the determining issue on this question is that of the ontological position of God: if God is
placed beyond being, then it is inevitable that human epistemology will end
in mysticism. It is true that this is a crucial issue, and it provides a clear example of the way in which ontological positions can determine epistemological
positions. This has been seen to be important from the Middle Platonists
onwards, and perhaps even from Speusippus onwards. However another
claim of Lossky's arouses some doubt, namely that in expressing itself the via
negativa can limit itself to the principles used in natural theology, such as the
way of eminence, or the method of analogy. Negative theology is endemic in
all religious discourse, Lossky argues, where such discourse is aware of the
divine transcendence, but it can choose to handle the necessity of negating
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misleading positive claims by having recourse to the methods of natural theology described above. However, this is a claim which must be tested in relation to each period, and each author, on its own merits, unless it is a claim
made absolutely, from some given theological perspective. Against Lossky we
may take Proclus as an example, a good example, since he has the most positive view of negation as a linguistic tool, and we find that here the negative
way does not lead into a series of adjustments carried out through analogical
argument, for example. Negation is the supreme instrument, and while it
may engender new affirmations, it ends in that final, total, negation of negation itself. After this there is nothing but silence to be observed.
Clearly there can be many answers to the question raised over LosskyJs
claim, and the period under study will yield particular answers from time to
time and place to place. This period cannot be understood in terms of a misleading coherence born of the Thomist reinterpretation of the via negativa.
The interpretation of Thomas Aquinas, of vast importance though it was, is
not the key to the understanding of complex earlier developments.
Returning to Augustine's consideration of the via negativa, we have here
an interesting case of one who had felt the strong pull of contemporary Platonism, and yet passed it by to a certain extent. Augustine's greater conservatism on the nature and value of language will place him close to Origen, whd
was seen to have given an oblique refusal to Celsus' proposal of the via negutiva. Clearly, of course, Augustine will endorse the idea of the inadequacy of
language. This has been noted earlier, and in Sermon 188 Augustine begins
by noting the failure of discourse. This, he says, is not to be considered
strange, and contrasts the power of the tongue with that of the heart. This is
consistent with his attempt to return to moral issues at the expense of epistemological issues: the pure in heart shall see God, but not through the
faculties of discourse and of the mind. It is this theme of the purity of heart
which we shall find reiterated in the following debate over whether we shall
"see" God.
Arguing in the context of preceding work by Ambrose and Jerome, Augustine raises in his 147th and 148th Letters, the question of the nature of our
perception of God. The whole of Letter 147 is devoted to this question of the
manner of seeing God, and the problem confronting him is the comparison
of physical seeing with the "gaze of the mind" (obt~tzzsmentis: 147, 3). We d o
not see God with our physical eyes "as we see the sun", but with the mind.
There is implicit here aremark oh the classic Middle Platonist comparison of
God and the Sun (Festugikre, La Rkvklation . . . IV, 92-140), and Augustine
adds a new note when he compares the gaze of the mind to the gaze by
which one observes oneself, in the acts of living, wishing, seeking, knowing,
and so on. The idea of such self-observation could not have been put forward by the Middle Platonists, since this sense of the clinical observation of
oneself had not achieved currency before the Confessions. It is no doubt in
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writing this work, in which he does observe himself as an outsider, that Augustine was able to develop a new analogy for the knowledge of God: it was
like observing oneself, with all the same abstractions, and the same problem
of incorporeality. The capacity to observe oneself will become the axis of his
case (147, 4) that we can in fact observe God in a manner befitting his nonmaterial presence.
Prominent in this discussion, and constantly reiterated, is a quotation from
Ambrose. It revolves throughout the discussion, taking its place alongside
quotations from Scripture. Augustine will quote it in 147, 25; 29; 30; 39; 47;
52, and will endorse it in each case. T h e statement of Ambrose enjoys a curious authority with Augustine, to which authority he seems to allude in
147, 52. Ambrose's dictum consisted of a series of negatives:
God is not seen in any place; he is not sought by bodily eyes, nor limited by our sight,
nor held by touch, nor heard in utterance, nor perceived in approach (147, 39).

Ambrose sounds here like the Middle Platonist Apuleius, since a series of
spatio-temporal characteristics are denied by him in the same way. But in
147, 47 the question appears differently, with the words added that God is
seen "in the clean heart" (mundo code). This is also found in 147, 46, and
adumbrated in 147, 39. It is these words, of course, which mark him out
from the ranks of the Platonists, and which constitute an anti-Platonist element in Augustine's own work: it is a moral condition which enables the
vision sought after by all, rather than an intellectual condition. But Ambrose's negations are well within the tradition of Graeco-Christian negative
theology, since they do aim to come down on one side of the apparently conflicting scriptural injunctions. In this letter Augustine moves between those
verses which speak of seeing God, and those which proclaim the impossibility of this, such as John 1, 18: "No man has seen God at any Time". It is an
effort to resolve the seeming contradiction in scriptural language on the matter which causes him to turn to Ambrose, and Ambrose's response is categorically on the side of non-material perception.
What lies behind this, apart from the difficulty of resolving the scriptural
contradictions? The opening of the Letter 147 purports to respond to Paulina
on this problem, of how the invisible God can be seen by bodily eyes. The issue has undergone some mutations since these negative formulae were first
encountered among the Middle Platonists. The debate is still between immanentism and transcendentalism, but in the febrile climate of the Christianized late Roman Empire, the onset of superstition was taking a different
form. The manifestation of God in dreams and visions was a regular feature
of life, as we read in the correspondence of Augustine, Jerome and others.
The holy was making itself available in all sorts of places, and in particular
the veneration of relics showed a new sense of the immanence of the divine.
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It is this climate which prompted an investigation of the nature of the vision
of the divine. As Markus notes (The eclipse . . . 205), conundrums arising
from Scripture are often solved by means of the ordering of concepts provided by philosophy. Markus explains the concept of vision in this paper,
noting that Augustine had developed his concept of vision firstly in the De
Genesi ad litteram, and later in the D e Trinitate and the De Civitate Dei (see
also Markus in the Cambridge History. . ., ed. A. H. Armstrong). Vision was
now a major question: whaf kinds of vision were there, and h o w did they
function? Augustine develops in response to those questions, his theory of
the three types of vision, corporale, spiritale and intellectuale. Basically worked
out in the twelfth book of the commentary on Genesis, the theory of vision
aims to distinguish between illegitimate and legitimate appearances. The
book turns on the vision of Paul, when caught up in the third heaven, and
moves from there to questions of visions in general. There follows a genuine
psychological account of perception: Augustine recognizes that visions had in
sleep may be retained in waking life, and wishes to analyze these. Though
they appear to be real, yet they are not: but one can sometimes yield to illusion, recognizing that what one sees is part of one's dream life, yet accepting
it nonetheless. A difficulty of judgment such as this may hive affected Paul,
in that he may not have been able t o determine whether he discerned the
content of his vision through the eyes of his flesh, or the eyes of the spirit
(XII.ii.4-5).
This distinction between the "gaze of the mind" and that of the body has
to be made, if one is t o distinguish between messages of corporeal and transcendent significance. It is the intellectual vision which is of the highest order
(De Genesi ad litt. XII.x.21), and this vision is infallible (XII.xiv.29). There
is here a Plotinian touch, in that vision of such a pure kind is held to be not
so much a form of seeing, but a form of communion. (PCpin has given parallels between the two in Une curieuse declaration idkaliste . . .) There is no
clear solution to the relation between the types of seeing, which d o not seem
to be logically distinct, and the fact that visions of the transcendent often carry with them corporeal images, remains a difficulty.
Peter Brown, in his chapter on relations between Ambrose and Augustine
(Augustine of Hippo, ch.8), claims in emphasizing the transcendence and
other-worldliness of God, "Ambrose . . . introduced Augustine to some totally new ideas" (186). In other words, Brown is inclined to feel that is was the
mediation of Ambrose which introduced Augustine to the Platonic ideas,
whose attractiveness he mentions in the Confessions. This view seems to be
shared by Courcelle (Recherches sur les Confessions . . . 122 et passim).
Whatever the solution to these questions of priority of influence, it is clear
that in Letter 147 it is the statement of Ambrose which is the dominant factor. Ambrose's collection of negatives set the pace for Augustine's treatment
of the transcendence issue, since it is reiterated over and over again. Am-
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brose's negative statements are a familiar echo from any Middle Platonist or
Platonist source, but they emerge in Augustine's text in quite a different way.
H e is concerned with visio, and Ambrose9s negatives are taken as correcting
the tendency to place emphasis on corporeal images in visions. It is the dream
life and the life of the imagination which concerns Augustine. There is a
seeming unwillingness to relinquish that astonishing parade of figures and
scenes which apparently unfold in the minds of Romans of that period, and it
is really this which is at stake in Augustine's discussions of the various types
of vision. The rich frescoes of
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paradox that God was both one and three, and language was stretched to its
capacity to accommodate this. If this had been a statement of Mahayanic
Buddhism, one would not have found any attempt to unravel it into a plausible statement. However the Graeco-Christian tradition did feel the need t o
make the statement that God is both one and three into a set of component
claims which did not infringe the Aristotelian principle of non-contradiction.
It had to be dissolved into rationally compatible sub-propositions. It has already been noted that Augustine sees the problem of describing the Trinity
as, in part, a problem of time (see 202), since there is an unfolding of terms
in the linear sentence structure. It is inevitable, in this situation, that the unity
of the Trinity should be unravelled into the three discrete elements: discourse
has this effect.
In fact in the De Trinitate (V.7.8) there is an investigation of negation with
a view to the specific issue of language and the Trinity. Here Augustine
raises some of the issues discussed by the present author in relation to the
alpha privative (Fundamentals of the via negativa . . .). What is the meaning
of the alpha privative in a negative statement about God, or in the case of
Latin the privative "in-" (inflex etc.)? Augustine's judgment on this issue is
that the Latin "in-" has the same meaning as the simple negative c c n ~ n(De
99
Trin. V.7.8) and he notes that the Latin language does not permit all words
to be negated by the use of "in-". We cannot say "infilius" for example, since
the Latin language does not contain the word, and so "filius" must be negated by the word "non". For this reason, Augustine says, in discussing the
Trinity he will refrain from the use of "in-" adjectives, and simply use the
cc
non" formation, which can in fact be used in all cases. (Augustine here finds
the use of "in-" to be equivalent to that of "non . . .", and in this he differs
from Aristotle's assessment of the Greek alpha privative, the equivalent of
the Latin "in-", since Aristotle found the alpha privative to have many shades
of meaning apart from the simple negative: see our article Fundamentals . . .)
Augustine's analysis proceeds to the types of statement which can be negated. There are statements about quality, quantity, relation, position, and so
on, and this basis is necessary for the treatment of the relation of the Son t o
the Father. "He is the Son of God" is taken (De Trin. V.7.8) as a relational
statement, since a remark is being made about the relation of the Son t o
someone else, not about the substance of the Son. The relational statement
does not imply a difference of substance between the Father and the Son.
Coming now to the crucial point, the adjective ccunbegotten" (ingenitus)
needs some analysis, since the Son is declared to be both the Son of the Father, and at the same time to be unengendered by him. This contradiction is
an acute ~ r o b l e mfor Augustine, in the context of the trinitarian debates, and
it is resolved as follows. T o say that Christ is " ~ n b e ~ o t t e n "is, the same as
saying he is "not begotten": this is the point already established by him in the
preamble. But to say not begotten is not to deny a relationship between the
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Son and the Father: rather it leaves the relationship there, but modifies it.
Such a statement is tantamount to asserting that there is a relationship between Father and Son, but it is not the relationship of begetter and begotten.
But each statement is understood as within that category we call relational. (De Trin.
V.7.8)

Thus, to argue that Christ is begotten, or that he is not begotten, points in
both cases to a relation: in the latter case, the relation is said to be of a filial
kind, but not of a certain specific form of this. Th'e argument used by Augustine here does not entirely convince, but that is beside the point. T h e real issue, so far as this study is concerned, is that a classic manoeuvre of the via
negativa has been used; in order to solve the problem of the language of the
Trinity. A kataphatic statement (Son) has been modified by a negative statement (not begotten): a model is posited, then an element is removed, or withdrawn from. The relationship is said to be filial, but not one of begetting.
Augustine's use of the negative statement is however quite limited, and the
negation is overshadowed by the force of the positive model which has been
invoked, that of the Son. This is the idea to retain, and the negative statement merely adds a nuance to the original model.
The scope of the negative statement is therefore very limited in this case.
Augustine avoids the full-blooded negative theology of a Proclus, though it
is not so far different from that of Plotinus. The use made by Plotinus of the
via negativa limits it to the method of abstraction, and in Plotinus' case it is
generally true that the original model promulgated holds. The aphairetic
form of negative theology which Plotinus uses ensures simply that the primary image for the One is moderated through the subtraction of one or
other characteristic of the One, but the image itself is left to dictate the shape
of discourse about the One. Such a moderate use of the via negativa, or more
exactly the via remotionis, is much more akin to that deployed by Augustine,
than it is to that of the Athenian Neoplatonists.
One mystery here is the question of why Augustine operates the initial
shift from ingenitus to n o n genitus before he builds his argument. Though he
declares "in-" to be the equivalent of "non", there must be a shade of doubt
over this. H e must find it preferable to say that God is "non-begotten", rather than "unbegotten". Perhaps there is too much breadth in the prefix "in-",
a suggestion of contradiction for example, which would rob the concept of
any applicability at all. H e in fact wants the concept of ingenitus to have some
applicability, and wants to understand it as a negative statement which is
shorthand for a more elaborate statement such as this: "God and the Son
have a filial relationship, but not one which involves procreation".
Elsewhere in the De Trinitate (VIII.2), Augustine illustrates again his
moderate use of the via negativa. Here he outlines a preparatory discipline
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for the understanding of the Trinitiy, which requires that one begin with negatives.
Let no one think through local contact o r embrace, as if there were three bodies, nor
any conjunction like the three-bodied Geryon of the fables . . . (De Trin. VIII.2.3)

Here he scarcely goes beyond the usual attack on anthropomorphism; nevertheless he does state that before we know what God is, "we can already know
what he is not" (loc. cit.). Not even an intensification of attributes we are
familiar with, such as the light of the sun, can yield us an accurate picture of
God. Even if we imagine light a thousand times brighter, yet this is still not
God. The point is that ordinary thought should be negated,
rather than amplified, in i n y attempt to reach knowledge of God.
All this leads us back to the De Ordine 11.14.44, a passage frequently cited
in support of Augustine's negative theology:

. . . God, who is better known by knowing what H e is n o t . . .
Granted, this remark occurs in an epistemological context:.granted, the subject is the knowledge of unity, as opposed to the fragmentary images which
might draw the mind away from it, but still the statement is thrown in without any development, and without any preparation. We simply do not know
what is meant here, and in all probability we cannot attribute to this statement any more significance than has already been seen in the passages of the
De Trinitate, which advocate an initial negation as preparation for the ultimate affirmation. This bears no relationship to the more developed negative
thinking of the Neoplatonists. It is a casual remark in the vocabulary of the
~ e o ~ l a ~ o n i sbut
t s ,in the spirit of the Hebrew Prophets: God is spirit, and
must not be thought of in time or place.
The point at which Augustine reaches his most agnostic on the value of
language occurs in the De Doctrina Christiana 1.6.4.
Have I spoken anything, o r uttered any sound which is worthy of God? O n the contrary, I am aware that I have done nothing other than wish to speak. But if I have spoken anything, this is not what
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saying, when one attempts to put God in words. Augustine speaks of an
awareness that one is wrong when one utters any phrase about God. The explanation of this psychological experience is that God is in fact ineffable: it is
the unspeakability of the object which generates the unease in the consciousness of the subject over the value of one's words.
This passage is the key to those seeking for traces of negative theology in
Augustine. It is the high point of the negative approach in the whole of his
writing, and in fact represents a more extreme view than is in general advocated by him. The famous passage of the De Ordine - deus qui melius scitur
nesciendo - is misleading in this regard: this is a casual remark, and it stands
quite undeveloped. One cannot attribute a full-blown negative theology to
Augustine on the basis of this text. T h e text does not warrant it, but this is also the case for the remainder of Augustine's writings: there is no strong interest in negative theology in them. Occasionally the language of the Platonists
makes its appearance, but inevitably an ultimate affirmation will stand its
ground. Statements about God are what Augustine is interested in, not negatives.
Yet this passage of the De Doctrina Christiana, quoted above, must be the
most radical of his commitments to the negative way. In it, ineffability becomes an ontological concept. Unspeakability is part of the being of God,
and since unspeakability is there, it has its effect. (As the existence of God
had, for Anselm, its effect on the mental apparatus.) For Augustine, then,
t~
the state of mind of the would-be knowthis ontic ~ n s p e a k a b i l i determines
er of God. A sense of doubt pervades the rational process, and the potential
knower of God becomes aware that his attempts to conceive of God are failures: it is somehow clear that they are inaccurate. One becomes aware of not
knowing. It is this psychological awareness of the unsatisfactory character of
religious discourse which tells the tale: it is a caused awareness; it is merely a
symptom of the realities governing the situation, and those realities include
the sheer unspeakability of God. This last characteristic has its effect: it
brings about an awareness of the inappropriateness of language.
Elsewhere Augustine will not uphold this negative judgment on language.
Even with his most acutely difficult issue, that of the value of trinitarian formulae, he valiantly preserves the linguistic contribution. The negative way is
a propaedeutic, a means of clarifying one's thought before the ultimate stage
before the primary and binding statement; that the three Gods are one, and
that the at her and the Son have a filial relationship which is not the filial relationship of ordinary human family experience.
T h e passage of the De Doctrina Christiana discussed above is, in the end,
a remarkable departure from the linguistically conservative position normally
adopted by Augustine. It was noted earlier (p. 208) that he emphasizes the
purpose in the sacred writings of Scripture, that purpose which guarantees
the meaning to be culled from the text. Augustine is a textual objectivist: it is
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not sufficient (or even accurate) to say that he is a literalist, but he is certainly an objectivist. Truth lies in the objectively (or universally) determined
meaning of the text. For this reason, the admission of the De Doctrina Christiana 1.6.6 is exceptional. Apart from the claim that psychological uncertainty
is generated by epistemological and ontological indescribability, Augustine
adds the following problem:
Therefore God should not even be spoken of as ineffable, because when this is said,
something is indeed said, and this causes some sort of contradiction . . . (Loc. cit.)
There is certainly a contradiction here, and Augustine suggests that silence
be preserved over it, rather than that an attempt at resolving it be performed.
It is an interesting contradiction that that which is said to be unspeakable can
indeed be described by the word "ineffable", and this may point to the logical
impossibility of declaring a thing to be outside the range of language. The
word "ineffable" is of course a negative one, and it does not make a positive
claim: but it is nonetheless a linguistic manoeuvre, and furthermore, any
negative can be seen to be transformable into a positive statement of some
kind. Perhaps this is why Proclus sought to take the ultimate step of negating
negation itself, prior to moving into transcendental silence'. In this way the
awkwardness of a self-refuting negation is overcome, and it may be that it is
this set of problems which Augustine was touching on. There is no evidence,
however, in Plotinus of interest in this final problem of a self-refuting negative as ultimate description of the One, and nor does there seem to be in Porphyry. It is the problem of a later generation of Platonists, not that of those
who may have influenced Augustine. It is of course just possible that other
influences did come to exert themselves on Augustine. Proclus and Augustine
did coincide in time at least, and there is evidence that the negative way was
the subject of discussion in Proclus' circle. It is conceivable that some of this
may have touched Augustine during his own life-time, through some point of
contact which we can only guess at.
It may be suggested that Augustine had in fact become aware of this development in Neoplatonism. As has been noted on p. 116 the recently edited
conclusion of Proclus' Commentary on the Parmenides shows Proclus grappling with a similar issue: he claims here that negative propositions d o not express anything about the One, and proposes the ultimate negation of negation itself, and the move into silence. T h e contemplation of the One is concluded in silence. Language engages in an act of self-destruction, and is followed by the new phase, of total silence. Now Augustine does not say this exactly, but he seems to be nibbling at the same question: he notes the inappropriateness of the ultimate negation, and he advocates silence on the issue.
The silence of Augustine is tantamount to deciding to overlook the problem,
whereas that of Proclus is a logical result of his negative theology. Augustine's words are:
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This linguistic contradiction should be guarded against (cavelzda) by silence rather
than resolved by speech. (De Doctrina Christiana 1.6.6)

It seems that Augustine has got hold of the notion that silence is somehow
the resolution to the problem which he is confronted with, but that he has
not quite understood how it works. His rhetorical soul was not quite capable
of the great leap into silence of the Greek metaphysicians, and so he chooses
to present the need for silence as a simple recommendation to hush up the
problem.
If the above hypothesis is correct, what we have here is an attempt to tone
down the stronger form of negative thinking advocated by the Neoplatonists.
Even if it is not correct, it may be said that this passage of the De Doctrina
Christiana is the most radical endorsement of the negative way in any of Augustine's writings, an endorsement not generally sustained elsewhere.
Augustine's sense of history, of the importance of the unfolding of time,
and his view of discourse as having this unfolding temporal structure, must in
the end draw him away from a strong use of the negative way. In an occasional flourish he will seem to approve of it, and he will in fact use it in effect
to resolve the problem of how to conceive of the Trinity, but never could he
envisage that ultimate Proclan stage of the negation of all language, followed
by silence. At the apex of the epistemological procedure, there will always be
a statement, so far as the philosophy of Augustine is concerned.
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XII. Pseudo-Dionysius:
- . a positive view of language
and the via negativa

With Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, the Christian tradition of negative
theology reaches its culmination, and finds its most controlled expression.
The question of who the Areopagite was need not detain us, since it seems
impossible to make much headway. The early work of Koch (Proklus als
Quelle . . .) has in fact been confirmed in a variety of ways, and the current
view is that the Areopagite came from a milieu influenced by fifth or sixth
century Neoplatonism. Hathaway lists twenty-two different possibilities
(Hierarchy . . .), and we can only agree with Saffrey, who denounces with
great ferocity the methodology behind such attempts, that over-confident
identifications are bound to fail (Nouveaux liens objectifs . . .). Saffrey offers
what he calls "objective links" between Proclus and the Areopagite, in the
spirit of the comparisons of Koch: by cgobjectivelinks", he means parallels between the Areopagite and Proclus which commend themselves, without requiring the backing of some overall interpretation, or of some hypothesis as
to the authorship of the writings. As Saffrey also argues, we are not so confident of the prosopography of late antiquity as to be able to assume that we
know of every likely candidate. The Areopagite may be an otherwise unknown writer. It is nevertheless true that the task of finding the author of
these profoundly influential documents is one of the most enticing available
in ancient studies: the whiff of a literary or ecclesiastical plot is enough to excite the curiosity of any self-respecting scholar. We shall have to content ourselves, however, with the procedure of analysing the documents in their literary context, and the task of discovering- the identicy behind it will be forgone.
Some observations on the ideas of the author will be made from time toiime,
in case the use of the specific vantage-point we have chosen for this book
does bring forward useful items of information. In general, the author seems
to be working in a non-Arian, somewhat Gnostic, Christian, Athenian Neoplatonist tradition. We will return to these points later.
It is difficult to overestimate the importance of pseudo-Dionysius for the
history of European culture, ~articularlyfor the Latin segment of it. The
French in particular look back to the Areopagite for the explanation of much
that is in their culture, in respect of theology and philosophy, but also in respect of political institutions. The notion of hierarchy in the Areopagite was
to play a role in establishing and ordering the social structure of the middle
Ages. From the outset, the Areopagite was much read. Saffrey (op. cit) points
to John of Scythopolis, the first commentator on his works, and the first to
help perpetuate the pseudonymy of the author. John gives much in the way
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of interpretation and commentary. Maximus the Confessor (C7th) read extensively, and quoted from the works of the Areopagite. John of Damascus
in the eighth century derives a great deal from the ideas of Pseudo-Dionysius. Gregory Palamas ((214th) quotes him frequently, and praises his theology, though he himself continues more along Cappadocian lines, so far as his
own theology is concerned. Bernard of Clairvaux, though not a Dionysian,
reflects his language. In the thirteenth century, Thomas Aquinas quotes the
Areopagite extensively, using him frequently as a starting-point for theological debate: the influence of the Areopagite on the medieval interpretation of
Aristotle was considerable. The Dionysian system of thought is held to have
contributed largely to the formation of the Thomist tradition, particularly in
respect of the ontological framework within which the philosophy of Thomas is cast. The Dionysian account of privation, for example, takes on the
clearly ontological function that it has in the theory of Thomas. Meister Eckhart (Cl4th) uses a good deal of Dionysian terminology, though his own
mystical philosophy does a great deal to transform the Dionysian influence.
In the fifteenth century, Nicolas of Cusa refers to him as maximus theologus,
o r as divintzs vir, quoting from him extensively. Ficino (CI5th) helped re-establish the Areopagite as a major influence by translating and annotating the
Divine Names, as well as the Mystical Theology. However all his Platoniststyle works are considered to bear the influence of Dionysian mystical theology. The negative theology of John of T h e Cross (Clbth) bears the mark of
the apophatic descriptions of Pseudo-Dionysius, and here the influence of
the latter is most directly discernible. Less clear influences, particularly in the
realm of apophatic theology, have been perceived in the work of Giordano
Bruno (Clbth). There have been few more influential authors in the history
of both Eastern.and Western Christianity, and it is not really possible to discern where the story ended, or when it will end. The Dionysian tradition has
become a cultural undercurrent, emerging at times, but always maintaining
the capacity to influence and redirect. T h e Dionysian corpus, by its own air
of mystery, and by its mixture of traditional discipline with speculative imagination, has a magnetism which has proved very durable.
Returning now to the text itself, the very title of the work The Divine
Names gives an immediate context for the Areopagite's thought. As we have
already seen, the subject of onomata was much discussed in the fourth and
fifth centuries. The nature and importance of names was seen to form the
major issue in the triangular debate between the Cappadocians, Eunomius
the Anomoean, and the Gnostics. T h e Cappadocian position is that names
are conventional, and Gregory of Nyssa complains that his opponent speaks
as if names and entities were identical. Names do not have existence (finoozaotv EXEL), he argues against Eunomius (11, 589 Jaeger). "For God is not
just a term (bqpa),deriving his being from being spoken, or uttered", he says
elsewhere (Contra Eun. 11, 148 Jaeger). Gregory writes in a context in which
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words have entered the realm of ontology, in which the semantic has been
reified. The whole Cappadocian position is developed against this form of
linguistic positivism, and in this era it is the Cappadocians who become the
champions of the idea that names are conventional, and that they are attached K ~ T UBkotv, rather than K ~ T & cp6otv.
,
Language is drawn up after the
constitution of reality, as a series of abstractions or distillations from what is,
developed after the event. This is the meaning of the term kxlvota, brought
into prominence by this debate (see p. 151).
Two important articles help us situate this concern of the negative theologian par excellence, with names. We have already alluded to them, but taking
firstly that of Trouillard (E'activitk onomastique . . .), we have here quite
simply a critical description of the teaching of Proclus on divine names.
Much of it is drawn, sf course, from the Cratylus, this being the dialogue of
Plato which deals most with the problem sf onomata. Some of Trouillard's
remarks have already been quoted (p. IOI), but they can be summarized here:
in Proclus, language has its origin in the "unifying and creative power of the
divinity" (p. 229). Names correspond to the ontological levels: there are divine names for divinities, dianoetic names for the dianoetic entities, and so
on (p. 241, quoting Proclus in Tim. I, p. 273, 25-27). Language demonstrates
the essence of things and it takes this power from its divine origins (cf. in
Crat. 5 I, p. 20, 18-21). But the most important passage is that which (cf. in
Crat. 71, pp. 29-35) makes the generation of names part of the divine procession: names are symbols and traces left across the realm of the cosmic by the
gods, who wished to guarantee comprehension of truth and reality. Names
are therefore things, which are also possessed of symbolic value.
Discussion of Trouillard's paper by those present at the Entretiens indicates that the question of how language "corresponded" to metaphysical reality was seen to be a crucial one, and this is indeed a puzzling issue to the
modern mind. Words have their value insofar as they are not things: they
signify things, but are separate from them, at least as we see it. If words are
reified, and become part of the furniture of the real, then other words will be
needed to describe them, and to bring them into discourse. This is the crux
of the matter: to d o this work, words have to be part of discourse. T o place
them in the world of being seems only to create a problem of infinite regress,
since the reification of one word will require the existence of another, to play
its role in discourse.
These problems seem to lie at the heart of the Cappadocian rejection of
the ontological theory of names, but we d o not of course have to solve them
for the Cappadocians. Suffice it to say that there was a school of thought
comprising certain Neoplatonists, certain Gnostics, and certain Arians, which
saw names as divine beings, and accorded them virtually demoniacal power.
SaffreyYscontribution (Nouveaux liens objectifs . . .) stresses a different
side of the onomatd. Saffrey uses John of Scythopolis, the Areopagite's first
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commentator, as a means of testing the climate of thought: John's choice of
problems for elucidation will show that an issue is of contemporary interest,
or that it attests the existence of a problem. Saffrey takes as his starting-point
the remark at the beginning of Book IX of the Divine Names (PG 3, 909B):
"let us contemplate these statues (&yahpCI.cov)which are the divine names".
How can names be statues?
The scholia of John of Scythopolis are given in Migne (PG 4), and this
phrase is selected for comment (368D-369A): the passage to which Saffrey
refers is translated below:
Most wisely he speaks of statues which are the divine names, leading us from among
the Greeks to the truth. For the Greeks made what resembled statues, with neither
hands nor feet, which they called Hermes. They made them hollow, with doors like
wardrobes. They laced these statues within them, of the gods which they worshipped, and closed the Hermes from the outside. The Hermes thus appeared valueless, but internally they contained the beauty of their gods. For thus you will understand that allusion as well: when names are used of the only true and existent God in
the Scriptures, which are unworthy of God, like "small", or "being seated", and so on,
if these names are explained and interpreted in a way which is worthy of God, they
contain the statues within, and the divine imprints of the glory of God.

This extraordinary passage is not taken literally by Saffrey, who sees it as a
reminiscence of Plato's Symposium, 21%-b: there seems to be no archaeological record of such armless and legless statue containers, which are themselves statues, called "Hermes" (however, see Pkpin, Linguistique . . . 97). As
Saffrey himself shows, the idea of divine names as agalmuta is to be found in
Proclus (In Crat. 18, 27; 19, 17, Pasquali; and In Parm IV,col. 851, 8-10,
Cousin).
Hirschle discusses this fully in Sprachphilosophie . . . (17 ff.), but denies
(6) the Neoplatonic background. H e thinks that the scholiast would have
pointed it out, if it had been relevant. But John sf Scythopolis may not be the
best guide: he may be blind to Neoplatonic influences in Pseudo-Dionysius,
as were generations of Christian scholars over the centuries, or a deliberate
accomplice in the literary hoax perpetrated by the author, ccDionysius", and
therefore inclined to minimize traces of Neo~latonism.
There is a Platonic exemplarism at work in these passages, which makes
the name into a copy of an immaterial reality, like the statue itself. Thus
names are copies, a i d it is in this sense that they are statues. This view probably goes back to Plato's Parmenides and the view that the Forms were
eponymous", or name-giving (Parm. 130E-131A): it places on a more precise footing the idea of names as things, which we have seen emerge in Platonist circles of the fourth and fifth centuries A.D. Names, like all sorts of
realities are part of the proliferation of beings which occurs in the procession
away from unity. They bear the same derivative relationship as other entities;
C6
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like all beings they reflect the higher principle which is theirsource, and of
which they bear the mark. It is therefore understandable that these divine
names should both be and signzfj at the same time: in a sense, every being in
the Platonist world of things has meaning. Insofar as things share in being,
they tend to point to their source. Entities therefore can have a semantic value, because of the way they have come to be. We have already seen in Clement of Alexandria a tendency to find meaning not just in discourse, or in
documents, but across the whole range of existents. For Clement, reality was
like a map, all of which pointed somewhere, and in the Areopagite this same
tendency is apparent. The world of meaning is not confined to discourse, but
to a full range of symbols.
For the divine names then, the semantic value of the existent constitutes an
explanation. We seem to have advanced beyond the stage of Eunomius and
Gregory, where the debate seemed t o be over whether God was actually a
name, and a name only. Eunomius did not seem able to rebut this accusation,
though this may reflect the paucity of our information on him. The Gnostics,
however, certainly did speak as if God was his name, as we have shown in relation to the Gospel of Truth, or as Tardieu has shown in Les Trois St&lesde
Seth . . ., p. 568 (119, 1. 20-22). Proclus and the Areopagite seem to have
made some progress with this notion, since it emerges more comprehensibly
in their writings. It is probable that the Gnostics knew of this Neoplatonist
belief in the real existence of certain names, and that they speculatively developed it in order to assimilate God and his name, or Christ and his name.
For Proclus however, the real names are not substitutes for the transcendent
realities, but reflections of them.
It is important to have this background clear, because the whole point of
the Divine Names is that it reveals and discusses certain onomata which are
held to have a special importance. Further, this provides the basis for understanding the entire kataphatic, or affirmative, aspect of Dionysius' philosophy. Dionysius is not dabbling in the speculative world of the Gnostics,
where names are Gods, but in the more sober world of the Athenian Neoplatonists, in which onomata are significant existents, created in the procession
from the transcendent. They carry with themselves the imprint of the intellectual beauty, as does any other being. The Areopagite's intention, then, is
to offer us a series of these monuments as foundations for discourse. These
are the real, and only, building-blocks for kataphatic discourse about God.
These names are the poles around which other words move.
Thus Dionysius begins the Divine Names:
And now, o blessed one, after the Theological Outlines, I shall proceed as far as I am
able to the unfolding of the divine names. (PG 3, 585B)

This information is to come, not through the wisdom of man but the inspira-
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tion of the spirit (I Cor. 2.4), and it will lead to an ineffable union, a far
stronger union than can be achieved through "rational or intellectual" power.
The names have an extra-rational effect therefore; unlike discursive reasoning, they tend to unite the mind with the highest principles, by some ontological process. Section 2 enlarges upon this process, stressing that the intellect
moves toward the good. All beings have some share in the Good, and they
are drawn towards it to the limit of their capacity, not falling away in a further descent.
Dionysius uses the word "analogy" twice in this passage, and the meaning
of the term here calls for some explanation:

. . . the divine is revealed according to the analogy (&vahoyia) of each intellect. . .
(PG 3, 588A)
. . . the Good . . . which alone and of itself is established beyond being, makes a ray
of light fittingly appear for the analogical (&vclh6yot~6hhckpy~~otv)
illumination of
each being . . . (PG 3, 588C).

What is the meaning of analogy in such a context? It is clear that it is being
used in an ontological sense, but that at the same time it has an epistemological value. It takes us back to the very origin of the concept, as established by
Clement of Alexandria in Christian philosophy at least, for whom the analogy of being was the primary meaning (see my 'Avahoyia chez ClCment
d'Alexandrie . . .). Analogy is originally a mode of being, a proportion of beings in relation to each other. The proportionality of beings makes possible
the knowledge which is based on comparison, and leads to what is known as
the via analogiae, an epistemological tool in Neoplatonism and Christian philosophy, and in scholastic thought subsequently. Dionysius here envisages
that each being will have its own relationship to the Good, its own proportion, and a share of knowledge which is appropriate to that. The illumination
received will be directly proportionate to the ratio of being to the Good. It is
because Dionysius is not here stressing epistemology, or a form of knowledge which is intellectual and discursive, that the concept of analogy is given
such an ontological bias: he wants to maintain that this kind of knowing is a
form of being.
Reference must be made here to one of Lossky's articles, La Notion des analogies . . ., and the discussion therein. Lossky notes the scholastic use of the
term, but quite rightly stresses that God "is not an object, much less an object
of knowledge, as he could be for St Thomas or any other scholastic Theologian" (op. cit. 280). H e is beyond being, and unknowable. Lossky stresses
(287) that for Dionysius God can only be known through his participations
in mundane reality, and turns to an analysis of the concept of analogy from
this starting point. Reviewing the mathematical usage of the term (288), in
which analogy means "proportion", Lossky finds it impossible to suppose
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that Dionysius meant that there was some sort of proportionality between
creatures and God, since God is not an object. The difficulty that Lossky sets
himself is that whilst Dionysius refuses to make God into an object, he frequently refers to the relationship of analogy that holds between believers and
God. For such a relationship to exist, God must be objectified in order to
preserve the symmetry of the analogy relationship. (We may observe in passing that we have seen Damascius refuse arguments from analogy on the
ground of the symmetry implied.) The answer, based on a considerable collection of texts, lies in the notion of causality, and Lossky concludes that analogy is the means by which created beings participate in the virtues of God,
that is, his self-expression through the various levels of reality. Lossky further makes the interesting point that analogy is not to be considered a passive
quality, but is closely related to free will, and to the love that creatures have
for the created. This last point provides a useful enlargement of the way in
which analogy is ordinarily conceived, since a voluntarist account of it can be
given.
Analogy, then, is a kind of posture in relation to transcendent principles,
and ultimately God. If we add to the term ccposture", the notion of a
quasi-geometrical harmony between the posture of the lower being and that
of the higher being, we come closer to Dionysius' idea. And if we further add
the voluntarist element so ably adduced by Lossky, we might say that the
posture involved is a tendency to "lean towards" the higher principle. There
is an element of striving and of desire in this ontological positioning, and the
fulfilment of one's being is the natural goal.
The divine names assist in this process. Dionysius insists that the names
must be drawn from the sacred writings (TQV OE~UV hoyov: P G 3, 58911));
and his concern that this be so is repeatedly stressed. Section 4 of Book I begins:
We are initiated into these things by the sacred writings, and you will find that the
theologians' sacred celebration (so to speak) of the good-bearing processions of the
thearchy, prepares the way by revelation and celebration for the divine names. (PG 3,
589D)

There is a connection here between the procession, and the divine names,
and we have already seen these two things linked by Proclus. The names appear to be the products of this procession, and celebration of this procession
will lead to celebration of the names. There follows a list of onomata: monad,
unity, trinity, cause of beings, wise and beautiful. Each of these could be
found in Neoplatonic texts, and do not appear to have anything specifically
Christian about them. The names given throughout the rest of the work are
often recognizable from Plato's Parmenides and that tradition, but also include clearly biblical terms, such as the Holy of Holies, King of Kings and so
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on (ch. 12). Von Ivanka observed the connection with the Parmenides in his
Der Aufbau . . ., 386 ff.; Vanneste (Le Mystere de Dieu, 37 ff.) also discusses
the issue.
A further matter to do with the Parmenides should retain our attention.
T h e Areopagite invites us to contemplate a series of terms, namely great,
small, the same, the other, like, unlike, rest and motion. In his precise words:

. . . let us now contemplate these statues which are the divine names insofar as they
are manifest to us . . . (PG 3, 909A)
A list of traditional kataphatic descriptions is then given, some reflecting
Biblical terminology ("God is the same"), and then section I1 takes up the
analysis of naming:
God is named great according to the greatness proper to itself. (PG 3, 909C)

There follows a description of how this greatness floods and encompasses
everything. In section 111 the origin of the name in question is again
broached:
God is said to be small or fine, because he has left every mass and distance, and because he advances unhindered through all things. Indeed the small is constitutive of,
and the cause of all things, for you will find that all has participated in the form of
the small. (PG 3, 912A)

Further, Dionysius turns to justify the name "same" in section IV, and in the
course of his explanation we find again the language of forms and participat v :3, 912C).
tion ( p ~ a k ~ ~PG
It was noted earlier that the interest in names in late Greek philosophy was
associated with the Cratylus, and perhaps with Philo's thought. It seems to
me that in the above passages we have a clear allusion to the Parmenides, and
the whole background of the theory of ideas and the participation in them of
the sensible world. In the first part of that dialogue, a thesis about naming is
advanced (130E ff.). The view is that particulars which partake of forms get
their names from them, that the names are "eponymous":
Well, tell me:'dm you think, as you say, that there are forms and that these other
things which participate in them (pe~ahay$&vovta)take their names from them
(6novupias a 6 ~ Q IOXELV),
v
SO that things participating in likeness become "likey', and
tho& that participate in greatness become "great" . . .?

Socrates agrees with this and the debate follows its course. What Plato has
done is to extend the theory of Forms into the world of semantics: the form
of Good not only explains cases of goodness in the sensible world, but also
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the proper name ccgoodness'~,which is named from the form itself. This is a
theory about the origins of language. Names come from the forms; they are
their "eponyms", or derived names. (There is also an element of this idea in
the Phaedo 102C.)
The Areopagite is using a theory of names derived from the Parmenides to
establish the existence of these names - not the validity of these names, but
their existence. It is for this reason that he is able to refer to them as '"tatues":
the names are present to the mind as realities. H e has a further task to show
how these eponyms for the Forms can be applied to God, and generally he
chooses to do this by what might be called the way of positive negation. H e
establishes firstly the existence of the name "great", as derived from Greatness itself: he then proceeds to show that God is more than great, that his
transcendence is not great in the sense that it is .more great than greatness.
God exceeds the chosen concept, but in the manner appropriate to it.
This manoeuvre resembles the positive via negativa of Proclus, in that the
negation is implied only to allow for a positive statement of transcendence.
Clearly, then, the Dionysian theory of names provides a strong endorsement of
theological language, with its ontic grounding as outlined. In this sense the Areopagite is very positive about language, in a way already found in Proclus. Perhaps
this is a surprising conclusion t o draw about the figure who is, after all, the archetypal Christian mystic and exponent of the via negativa. Nevertheless he is far from
regarding the divine names as part of the flotsam and jetsam of the human imagination. They are real, and may be sourced to the Real itself. Pseudo-Dionysius3
negative theology does not damage this basic confidence in language: as indicated
above, it is of the Proclan type. According to Proclus a negation secretes a positive
transcendent statement, and implies it.
Turning now to the negative theology proper of the Areopagite, we find in
his work the result of the centuries of development which have been studied
up till now. H e writes in full knowledge of the discussions of the negative
which took place in the Athenian School, which we have seen reflected in the
work of Proclus and Damascius, and also in that of Aetius and Eunomius.
H e shows sensitivity to the issues discussed in all these authors: the nature of
negation, the relevance of privation, and the positive character of negative
statements. His work illustrates the apophatic way at its most highly developed, and constitutes the end of the long voyage from Parmenides
through to the closure of the Athenian academy in the sixth century A.D.
It may also be observed that at the hands of the divine Denys the negative
way also has an ecumenical function. More clearly than in any other thinker,
the negative method of the Areopagite dissolves the differences between the
dogmas of various schools. More clearly than elsewhere does the negative reduce that which is affirmed to a common denominator of nescience.
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We may begin with the hymn of negatives which opens the fifth chapter of
the Mystical theology.
Ascending still higher we say that it is
not soul
not intellect
not imagination, opinion, reason and
not intellection . . .
not life
not being
not eternity, not time . . .
not divinity
not goodness . . .
(PG 3, 1045D)

T h e long collection of negatives continues, systematically annulling any concept which could conceivably be used in relation to the ultimate essence. One
notices particularly that H e is neither Fatherhood nor Sonship (1048A): this
is Dionysius' response to the dogmatic problem of theTrinity. The conflict
of the various parties in the Arian dispute over the relation of Father and
Son, is resolved by application of the negative to both concepts: thus an act
of reductionism is performed on the Trinity. The ideas of Father and Son are
put into the form of a negative diptych, exactly in the manner of the classic
pairs of negations of Plato's Parmenides. The Father and the Son have by
now become standard categories in philosophical theology, and are to be
negated as much as any other set of ccopposites".
Chapter I of the Mystical theology contains a broad poetic statement of
the way of unknowing. Speaking of the mystical summits, the author continues:
"There the simple, resolved and unchanged mysteries of theology are veiled in the
darkness beyond light of the mystical silence . . " (PG 3, 998A)

T h e mystical silence is the logical conclusion of philosophy for both Damascius, and for the Areopagite. The "beyondness" of the divine takes it outside
the realm of the linguistic; the long search of Greek philosophy for the absolute essence of things has finally led it to the view that this essence is
inexpressible, One of the themes developed is that of unknowingness, or
nescience:
God is known through knowledge, and through unknowing. (PG 3, 872A)

And a little later:

Hypernegation
The most divine knowledge of God is one which knows through unknowing according to the unity beyond intellect. . . (PG 3, 872A)

This emphasis on unknowing (agnosia) echoes exactly Augustineys famous
phrase Deus scitur melius nesciendo, and is part of the apophatic tradition.
That the word "unknowing" should carry the alpha privative in Greek suggests that it was being treated as a standard negative, with the same logic as
applies to any other "not-predicate". That is, unknowing is probably regarded as a not-knowing, in that it is a higher, and more original form of
knowing: in short a negative concept masking a positive one. The unknowing
of the initiate into the divine heights is in fact a higher form of knowing.
This is the hypernegation brought into currency by Proclus, who stressed
the positive obverse side of the negative statement. That this is what the Areopagite had in mind is made quite clear by what follows:

. . . he was not man, not as non-man, but as from men and beyond men; beyond man
he truly became man. (PG 3, 1072B-C)
The Areopagite is therefore able to say that Christ was not'man. We must be
careful to observe the nuances of this statement; it is not a mere restatement
of the docetist position, nor an ordinary denial of Christ's manhood.
The Areopagite denies Christ's manhood with a hypernegation, which
does not rob him of manhood (that would be the thrust of a privative negation), but which denies manhood in the sense that the real condition of
Christ is thought to be manhood in superabundance. This is the ascending
negation of Proclus, which relies on the continuity of the real to guarantee
that there will be no rupture when the negation is pronounced. This view of
the negative is reiterated elsewhere: the Divine Dark explains that assertions
( ~ a ~ a c p k o ~ and
t g ) negations ( O ~ ~ C O ~ &are
~ E Lnot
S ) opposed. The passage
does not explain how this comes to be the case, except to say that the divine
exists "long before" these assertions, and their subsequent negations.
The word hcpaipsotg (abstraction) enjoys a degree of currency with this
author which is unusual: it has not been seen with any regularity in the context of negative theology since the Middle Platonists and Plotinus. In this
same passage of T h e Divine Darkness (PG 3, IOOOB), it is linked with Bkotg
(statement, or the "laying down" of something). The two terms are frequently contrasted, with B k o t ~constituting the act of postulating, or laying down
an idea, and Olcpaipsotg the act of abstracting, o r removing an idea. In the
present passage the divine is said to be beyond both activities, just as it is beyond assertion and negation. The passage treats them as two couplets, B k o t ~
/ Olcpaip~otg,and ~ a ~ k q a o /t hnoqaotg.
g
Postulation and abstraction are linked in other passages: for example in
641A of the Divine Names, a series of contradictions are brought forward as
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descriptions of the divine, and included is the claim that he is both the
ccpostulationof all, and the abstraction of ail". Elsewhere, the highest principle is said to be subject neither to postulation, nor to abstraction; but there
are B k o s t ~and a c p a t p k o e t ~of "the things which come after ityy(PG 3, 1048AB). A more developed contrast between the two terms is found at the beginning of the second chapter of The Mystical Theology. As it is a classic of negative theology, it will be quoted at length:
In this dark beyond light, we pray to be, to see through unseeing and unknowing, to
know the beyond contemplation and knowledge, which does not itself see or know.
For this is really seeing and knowing, and lauding hyper-really the hyper-real
through the abstraction (htpatpkoso~)of all beings, just as those making a natural
statue remove all impediments in the way of the pure contemplation of the hidden,
and manifest the hidden beauty itself in the presence of itself, by abstraction alone
(&cpatpko~tpovg). We must, I think, celebrate abstractions (&cpatpCost<) in an opposite way t o postulations. For we postulate beginning from the very first things, moving t o the last things through the middle. Then we abstract all things, making an ascent from the last things to the first things themselves, in order that we may openly
know that unknowingness which is veiled by all the knowables in all beings, and in
order that we may see that hyper-real darkness, which is hidden away by all the light
in beings. (PG 3, 1025AB)

The interplay of light and darkness reverses the common-sense understanding of these two states, just as the negative way reverses the usual understanding of how statements are made. Light is considered to hide things on
this view: the real object of perception is the darkness which lies behind, or
which is "hidden away7' by the light. Light does not illuminate: it conceals.
There is a new note struck here. Since Plato's allegory of the cave, light
had been the symbol of intellectual enlightenment, so to speak. The language
of John's gospel endorses the image within the Christian tradition: Christ is
the light of the world. In Middle Platonism, the sun, source of light, is taken
as an image for the ultimate essence, and in Plotinus the metaphor of light
exercises a certain dominance as an intellectual model. Yet here, the symbolism of light is reversed: it no longer suggests clarification and understanding,
but it is the light itself which veils the true object of the search, namely the
darkness which lies beyond. Pseudo-Dionysius has decisively reversed the
traditional imagery, in a manner not unlike the Gnostic attacks on previous
tradition, a mode we have described as "negative dependency". Light is now
a symbol of obscurity.
Further, the understanding of aphairesis here put forward, reminds us of
that suggested by Pappus, and followed by Origen, and discussed on p. 79.
The Areopagite takes aphairesis as the removal of all things, starting from below and moving upwards to the first principles. What he calls postulation
(thesis), involves moving from above to below, and these appear to corre-
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spond to the synthesis and analysis of Pappus the mathematician. In other
words we have here a classic school formulation of the negative way, which
has been familiar since the Middle Platonists, even though the terminology
might be different. T h e lower levels of reality are clouded with beings of a
more massive kind: these constitute the objects of knowledge and reason, but
they must be got through if one is to "know" the essence which lies behind
them, though this will no longer be an act of knowing, of course.
The Areopagite reiterates this distinction between thesis and aphairesis a
little later, in chapter I11 of the Mystical theology:
But why, you say, in sum d o we make the divine postulates from the very first entity,
when we begin the divine abstraction from the last? Because it is necessary that those
who postulate that which is beyond all postulation should make their hypothetical
assertions from that which is most akin to it; whereas those who abstract from that
which is beyond all abstraction, should make their abstraction from things which are
particularly removed from it. (PG 3, 1033C)

This statement recapitulates the idea of abstraction enunciated earlier, and
which we have seen to be mathematical in origin: abstraction begins with the
lowest ontological entities, and progressively removes, ascending towards the
more refined.
Vanneste (Le mystere de Dieu . . . 67-8) points out a fine image used by
the Areopagite to illustrate aphairesis, and notes also that the same image is
found in Plotinus (1.6.9). One cannot help wondering whether some Plotinian line leads straight to the Areopagite, given both the revival of the term
aphairesis, and the use of this image. However the image explains knowledge
cc
gained by abstraction, or removal", on the analogy of a sculpture. T h e removal of pieces of stone from a block, gradually reveal the form of the sculpture which lies beneath, already there (ahocpuk) in a sense. Thus the "hidden beauty" is revealed, by "abstraction alone" (PG 3, 1025B-C). Thus it is
that progressive removal can clarify and reveal.
Proceeding now t o the idea of privation (steresis), it will be noted that certain developments have taken place with the work of this author. It has been
observed in relation t o both Neoplatonism and Neo-Arianism, that privation
posed a problem for the via negativa: was the negation carried out thereby a
form of privation? If so, the act of negation would seem to imply a diminution. The Areopagite implicitly responds to this problem by declaring that
God is "beyond privation" (PG 3, IQOOB),as well as being beyond thesis and
aphairesis. In linking these three ideas, he seems to include privation as an
epistemological mode (see Appendix I), with the intention of asserting that
none of the three (postulation, abstraction, privation) can be used of God.
Yet we also find in Pseudo-Dion~siusthe clear beginnings of the medieval
tendency to limit privation to ontology. The key passage here comes from
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the fourth chapter of the Mystical theology. The Cause of all neither is nor
has
alteration, destruction, division, privation, flux, or anything else which is of the sensible world. (PG 3, 1040D)

Privation is here clearly designated to be of the sensible world, and associated with various change-of-state concepts. The answer to the question about
privation is being put in such a way as to permanently limit the meaning of
the word: henceforth privation will be of states only. It will be confined to
ontology, and will become synonymous with the idea of lack-in-being. The
fact that its logical expression, through the ordinary negative o r the alpha
privative, made it resemble the ordinary form of negation, caused it to be
linked with ordinary negation from Aristotle onwards. T h e Areopagite, more
than any other figure in classical antiquity, tends to sever the links of privation with logic and epistemology, and to renounce the impression created by
the operation of privation within language.
It is here that the notion of privation as a deficient ontological state begins
to form, and from here that the medieval notion of privation as evil takes
root.
T h e Good gives being to the privation of itself, with a view to the whole participation
of itself. (PG 3, 721A)

T h e word or3oto1 (translated as "gives being") is a late Greek verb, no doubt
invented to accommodate the Neoplatonist emphasis on the Good as source
and nourisher of being: Syrianus' remarks on how being "brings succour" to
all things from itself (see p. 89) constitute an example of this trend of
thought. In this passage the Areopagite lays the foundation for the Thomist
idea of evil as privation of good: evil is understood as an incomplete state,
...
damaged by its lack of goodness. Evil is a ccnon-completegood" (&.r&h&
&ya$bv). Privation is established here as a form of deficiency, and it becomes the explanation of how good can be diminished without contradicting
itself, and of how it can exist in and with evil. This will become a classic part
of the Thomist analysis of evil (see Appendix I). Thus the Divine Names:
Evil is not in bodies. For ugliness and disease are a lack of form and a privation of
order. This is not wholly evil, but less beautiful. (PG 3, 728C-D)

This same passage continues to assert the idea of evil as defect, but stresses
that privation is not a force warring against the good. A privation does not
have power (dyndmis): any power that might subsist in the defective being
must come from the being itself, and its source (PG 3, 729C). In this way pri-
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vation explains evil, but it is not reified. It is not identified as a cosmic power:
the Manichaean dualism is avoided.
Evil has no being (73213). We have been told that it has no "power", but
we are now told that it is "contrary" (nap&)to nature, contrary to the "way"
and so on.
Thus evil is a privation, lack, weakness, asymmetry, failure, non-intention, nonbeauty . . . itself in no way being in any way at all. (PG 3, 732D)

T h e non-existence of evil is again asserted, and the privative negation is
again called in to explain it. Evil is the absence of that which endows form
and substance: it is a defect in a thing's way of being. One may conclude as
follows: privation is now definitively excluded from the epistemology of the
via negativa and is held to represent deficiency on the ontological level only.
This conclusion is completely at variance with the treatment of privation
given by Vanneste (Le mystkre de Dieu . . . 101-120). Vanneste uses the term
cc
privative" of virtually every type of negation which occurs in the Areopagite's exposition of the negative way. If the foregoing analysis is correct,
then this is a confusion: it is true that any adjective or notin prefaced by the
alpha privative may look like a privation, but the fact is that negation and privation were clearly distinguished in late Greek philosophy. It is surely incorrect, as does Vanneste, to speak as follows:
H e has therefore introduced by this third term (kv ~ R T C E a~ rapid
O X ~allusion
~)
to the
exegesis of the privative names of God along the lines of the way of eminentia . . .
(113)

It is confusing to use the word "privative" in this context: it is negations
which are at stake. It is, of course, quite true that Pseudo-Dionysius' negations are to be interpreted as transcendental negations, like Proclus' hypernegations. But he explicitly excludes privation from this technique, when he
speaks of ignorance (non-knowledge) of God:

. . . we understand this in a transcendent manner ( ~ R E ~ O X L Kand
C Inot
~ ) in the privative sense (KaTdr. o~kpqotv). . . (PG 3, 1065A)
This is an explicit response to the problem of privation as identified in the
neo-Arian and later Platonist writings. Another attempt to respond to the
problem is made by the Areopagite in the Divine Names:

. . . for non-intelligence and non-perception are attributed to God by transcendence
( ~ a e~' R E P O X ~and
~ V )not
, as defects ( K ~ Tiihhst\lrtv).
'
(PG 3, 869A)
Here he explains in other words the problem of privation, and lodges exactly
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the same caveat about it as Aetius and Eunomius. Since this was a problem
whose significance completely escaped Gregory of Nyssa, whilst it was clear
to the Arians and the Neoplatonists, we may assume that the Areopagite did
not derive his ideas from the Cappadocian camp; he may have belonged to
the Neo-Arian or Neoplatonist tradition.
Thus Vanneste's treatment of the Areopagite's negative way as being virtually a privative way, seems to obscure an important development, namely
that in response to the problem posed by privation for the via negativa, Pseudo-Dionysius limits its meaning to the ontological, and makes it the centrepiece of a vigorous new philosophy of evil.
~
. . .) provides us with a very
The excellent work b y ~ a t h a k a(Hierarchy
carefully considered commentary on the "letters" of the Areopagite, and
there is-the strong suggestion throughout this work that there is little Christianity in his writings, that most of the content is traceable to Athenian Neoplatonism, and that the author may even have been one of Damascius' circle.
This hypothesis influences the interpretation at most points. We will take
some examples, however, which show non-Platonic elements. Firstly, letter
111:
The sudden is that which is drawn out, unhoped for, into the visible from its former
invisibility. Theology says this symbolically, I believe, concerning the love of Christ
for man, that that which is beyond being has come forth from concealment, taking
human substance and becoming visible to us. H e is hidden even after his appearance,
or t o speak more divinely, even in his appearance. This much of Jesus is concealed,
and the mystery is reached neither by reason or intelligence in respect of itself, but
what is spoken remains unsaid, and what is known, unknown.

This remarkable set of statements is intriguing in many ways: the first sentence is very difficult to interpret, and in particular the idea of the "suddenness" of the divine epiphany (C;@xiqvq~).
This term seems to be drawn from
Plato's Parmenides 156d, where the "sudden", or the ccinstantaneous",is said
to be the moment between motion and rest. Plato reflects on the "strange nature" of this moment which lies in the interval between mobility and immobility, which is "out of all time": it is both the point of arrival and the point
of departure, and Plato's concern is with how the One passes into the state of
motion. T h e One changes in the "instantaneous moment" ( p ~ ' ~ a p & h 6'
ho~
&caicpvq~,156e; cf. Aristotle Physics 222b15 ff .).
There is a possible allusion to Malachi 3.1 ("suddenly he entered my sanctuary"): Brons (Gott und die Seienden . . . 247) also refers to Isaiah 29.5
("and suddenly, in an instant, you will be visited by Jehovah Sabaoth"), and
comments that the thrust of the Areopagite's remarks here are contrary to
the traditional Christian understanding of the incarnation, since he emphasizes the timelessness of the moment of epiphany. This is certainly true, and
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one might add that the fact that it is said to occur "unhoped for", or "against
hope" (nap9PhniGa) also runs counter to the usual understanding of the incarnation. Roques refers to several texts which develop Plato's usage of the
term k c a i q v q ~ in
, particular Plotinus Enn. V.7.36; V.3.17; V.5.7 (he also refers to Philo, O n the Migration of Abraham 7; see also Beierwaltes, Proklos
199).
Clearly Dionysius is attempting to reconcile the Christian incarnation with
the Neoplatonic moment of transformation. In a sense, the problem of transformation from one state into another was no less of a problem for the Neoplatonists than was the incarnation for the Christians. There seemed, to the
Neoplatonists, to be a moment in a process of transformation, at which the
old state had ceased, and at which the new state had not yet begun. This moment was the "sudden", or the ccinstantaneous", seemingly outside both processes. The process of change between incompatible states, such as unity and
multiplicity, o r in the case of Plotinus between separation and union, could
be accomplished through this independent medium, the "instantaneous": a
stage both in the process, and outside it. Dionysius sees this as a solution to
the problem of the incarnation in his own terms. The Biblical allusions d o
not help our understanding of this passage, since it is no; the speed of appearance, but the problem of transformation which is at stake. Dionysius is
talking in general terms when he mentions cctheology",and he means to offer
a demythologised account of Christ's epiphany: it really means (he argues)
that there is a moment of transformation from the hidden to the manifest, at
which the hidden is both hidden and revealed, and both spoken of and inexpressible.
In this way we find an explanation of the contradictions just referred to.
The use of contradiction (hidden and manifest; spoken of and unspeakable)
strikes a new note in the philosophy of classical antiquity, and its importance
must be stressed. The cornerstone of Western philosophy has been the
famous ~rincipleof non-contradiction, or the excluded middle.
Edward Conze, in many of his works, has argued that Buddhist philosophy does not respect this principle of contradiction, and therein finds a major
difference between its methodology, and that of the Aristotelian tradition.
This pattern in the logic of the Indian philosophers may have been observed
quite early, and perhaps the sophists travelling with Alexander, through their
contact with the Indian sages, were able to contribute some knowledge of
this important difference to the body of Greek scholarship. Perhaps also Pyrrko9scontact wirh the Indians informed him similarly (Diogenes Laerrius IX,
6 1).
It has frequently been observed that the use of contradiction is characteristic of mysticism, which often tries to deploy ideas in uncharacteristic ways.
The shock of the unfamiliar may serve to take the *mind onto a different
plane of understanding, and a voluntary contradiction may be able to pro-

238

The use of contradiction

duce such a shock. It is well known that many of the Zen Koans contain contradictory ideas. The best known example is the famous response to the question: what is the sound of one hand clapping? The response: a soundless
sound. The Zen Koans carry many such puzzles which aim to tease the mind
out of ordinary rational patterns of thought - and which infringe the law of
the excluded middle. It has become common-place to contrast this use of
contradiction in Buddhist philosophy with its refusal in Western philosophy.
The difference is profoundly important, but we can of course add the rider
that the West does move towards this use of contradiction in its tradition of
philosophical mysticism, and the sources of this may go as far back as Heraclitus, though he combines what are often merely contraries to create the appearance of contradiction. But we have in this passage of the Areopagite an
example of the tendency to use real contradictions and there are a number of
others which may be singled out. In chapter 4 of the Divine Names, for example, God is said to be both ineffable and "many-named", both the "assertion of all things and the negation of all things", "both ignorance and allknown" (PG 3, 641A). H e is "united in the Trinity, origin of unity" (Qvopkvov pkv EGTL TQ E v a p ~ t ~TptaGt,
Q
loc. cit). This entire passage consists of a
list of contradictions, or positive negations, such as the introductory "hyperreal reality", "hyper-divine divinity", and "hyper-good goodness". (It should
be noted that some of these contradictions get lost in Jones' translation, the
Divine names . . ., p. 120.)
Dionysius continues with a justification of these contradictions, in itself
most important since it shows that he is aware of his method. It is the analogy of light which comes to his aid, and it will be recalled that Beierwaltes
has pointed to the way in which light symbolism becomes more than just an
image in Neoplatonism: the image of light becomes a model which actually
creates and directs the terms of the analysis. Thus Dionysius seems to be
casting his view of contradiction in terms made available, and perhaps even
suggested to him by the image of light, so beloved of the Neoplatonist tradition.
The lights of lamps . . . which are in one room are whole and in each other wholly,
but they have an intact and precise distinction which separates them specifically from
each other, united in their difference, and differentiated in their unity. (PG 3, 641B)

In this way Dionysius provides a justification for his juxtaposition of contradictories.
This is a decisive step. The problem of the Trinity being both one and
three was a problem for orthodox Christianity only insofar as the terms of
the discussion were based on the principle of non-contradiction. A religious
notion was being spelt out in the terms provided by the philosophy of the
day, and this was dominated by certain logical principles, of which the prin-
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ciple of non-contradiction was one. Though it never rose to the surface (the
most important axioms and presuppositions never do), this principle underlay
all attempts to give a rational account (logos) of the Trinity. The step of simply assuming the contradiction unity/triad was not taken, as the labour of
theology, both Orthodox and Arian, was carried out on the basis of Greek
axioms.
Dionysius takes this step. Along with other contradictions, he advances the
hitherto impossible cc unity/trinitym. N o t for him complicated arguments
about hypostasis and ousia: he simply asserts both propositions simultaneously, p and not p.
Where does the use of contradictions come from? It is not a familiar part
of Neoplatonism, though there are hints of it. Plotinus' O n the Intelligible
Beauty, for example, comes close to the juxtaposition of contradictories
which we have seen above. But there is not the systematic implementation of
the method that we see in Dionysius. Again, my own argument about the origins of the contradictions in Letter 111, suggests that they developed naturally
from the Platonist interpretation of the kE,ai<pvq~,the instantaneous moment.
This would suggest an evolution in the tradition towards the method espoused by Dionysius.
But it is the Gnostics who most of all exploit the contradiction. Professor
Tardieu has indicated to me that the visible/invisible juxtaposition, found in
Letter I11 of the Areopagite, may be anticipated in the Book of the Secrets of
John, and his own translation (Ecrits Gnostiques . . . 86) indicates that it occurs in both manuscript traditions. It is not absolutely clear that the Gnostic
author intended a deliberate contradiction however, since different entities
may be envisaged for either epithet. Nevertheless there is an association with
the figure of Christ, as in the Letter of Dionysius.
The Gospel of Truth has the contradictory juxtaposition of the invisible
and the visible, the manifest and the hidden (38; see my "The Name of the
Father . . ."). And the Tripartite Tractate lists a series of contradictions:
H e it is whom I call the form of the formless,
T h e body of the bodiless,
T h e face of the invisible,
T h e word of the unutterable,
T h e mind of the inconceivable . . .
(Tri. Trac. 66, trans. Peel, ed. Robinson)

It is this type of writing which brings us closest to the Areopagite, who
chooses to solve problems by the simple assumption of a contradiction.
The contradiction arises out of a desire to supersede language, just as the
via negativa does. Both manoeuvres are examples of speculative philosophy
trying to cause language to rise above itself, to move out of its own limits.
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When once it has been postulated that the normal rules of discourse place artificial limits on the capacity of the intelligence, then some experiments in the
use of language will follow: abnormal forms of discourse will be deployed.
Thus the via negativa, which seeks to make statements by negations, contrary
to the normal way of making a statement; and thus the contradiction, which
infringes another fundamental characteristic of making statements, namely
that when we assert a thing, we necessarily imply the exclusion of its opposite. Both of these techniques are attempts to interfere with the usual structure of language, in order to cause it to produce different results, to get it to
play another tune, as it were.
Contradiction says that the tendency to exclude, which characterizes ordinary statement, is a conceptually dangerous tendency. Contradiction encourages us to retain ideas, where we might abandon them. Contradiction is one
more means of overcoming the separative, divisive character of discourse,
which always wants to say that a thing is one thing rather than another. Contradiction is holistic in character, forcing us to embrace incompatibilities,
rather than to choose between them.
It is also possible to see Scepticism at the heart of this use of contradiction.,
Its use in Buddhist thought has sometimes been said to illustrate a certain
agnosticism about the available answers to the perennial questions; thus Flintoff, in Pyrrho and India, p. 91. In other words, one accepts two contradictory answers in order to declare one's dissatisfaction with either of the available answers taken by itself. And we know that the Greek Sceptics opposed
arguments to each other so that they were equally balanced, thereby preventing the possibility of a conclusion. Thus the "equipollence" of arguments, as
it was called, paved the way for the suspension of judgment for which Scepticism is famous. And thus we have the possibility of drawing comparisons between Indian and Greek philosophy.
Yet there is more in the art of contradiction than a mere expression of
scepticism. Assuming a contradiction cannot be reduced to a simple statement of agnosticism. Contradiction is an attempt to use language: it is more
than a rhetorical flourish, a decorative way of advertising one's scepticism; it
is a linguistic manoeuvre designed force language to work against itself. It is
designed to force language to include, rather than exclude. Language, the
only available instrument, is induced to play a new tune, a tune for which it
was not designed.
In this sense the via negativa and the method of contradiction are similar:
both are attempts to swim upstream, to use the medium of language, but
against the grain. The Areopagite has, in the end, a profound confidence in
the use of language which resembles that of Proclus. His assertion of the existence of divine names, and their implied ontic basis, suggests a strong degree of commitment to language. Linguistic manoeuvres, whether they involve negation or contradiction, are part and parcel of the route to the ulti-
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mate essence. Not that these linguistic manoeuvres are part of the customary
deployment of language: they are not; they are attempts to force language to
act uncharacteristically, against the grain. Nevertheless the epistemology of
these techniques is still based on language and its capacities.
Pseudo-Dionysius may well be familiar with the Neoplatonist/Arian debate over privation; as we have seen, one passage links thesis, aphairesis, and
steuesis. More than any other figure, he forces privation into a purely ontological framework, and this is probably a reply to the problem which had
arisen over whether privation was part of the via negativa.
In some respects he appears more radical, and less involved with the orthodox philosophical issues of the Platonists. His use of contradiction takes him
closer to the Gnostics. Further, his reversal of the usual light imagery is reminiscent of Gnostic revisionism, that phenomenon of negative dependence on
tradition which we have noted elsewhere, whereby the Tripartite Tractate
can make logos the principle of ignorance, for example. For the Areopagite
light is characteristic of lower beings, and stands in the way of vision. T h e
symbol of real knowledge becomes darkness, and darkness transcends light.
This is a decisive change in the tradition of Greek philosophy: it represents a
conscious correction of the Greek imagery of light, and its "Lichtmetaphysik". A new current in the language of western mysticism has been created:
the concept of the divine dark will henceforth become part of this tradition.
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Conclusion

Reason was invented by the Greeks. The word ccreason"tends to have different connotations in different cultures, and at different times. The Greeks
themselves examined their own concept of reason, and laid out for scrutiny
the various elements which constituted it. Eventually they rejected it, at least
as a tool for the most important epistemological tasks. Thus, at the end of
antiquity, the Greek Neoplatonist Damascius, and the possibly Christian
Neoplatonist Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, declare the ultimate inefficacy of reason:

. . . is without logos. (Pseudo-Dionysius; PG 3, 1000C)
it is unspeakable, . . . and incomprehensible, our logos

T h e Good Cause of all

. . . if, in saying that
lapses . . . (Damascius, 4, p. 7 1.4)

col-

Yet a millenium earlier, Parmenides invites us to assess everything by logos.
Clearly, the principle of reason discovered in the Presocratic period has been
judged and found wanting. This process was immensely slow, unfolding over
centuries: not that the decline of logos was a completely regular process. Like
the decline of a currency, that of logos had its fits and starts, its temporary
revivals, and its sudden crashes. Interestingly, the themes which contribute to
the ultimate scepticism over logos are present virtually from the start, with
Plato raising many of them. But we can most effectively contrast Parmenides
and Damascius, since Parmenides did believe in a transcendent unifying reality, above the realm of perception, and out of the scope of commonsense: yet
for this entire metaphysical vision, Parmenides advocated the use of logos, as
opposed to common-sense opinion (doxa).By the time of Damascius, logos
has been rejected as a way of grasping the truly transcendent.
It would be interesting to know what forms a society's concept of reason.
It must be stressed that reason is a culture-specific concept, meaning different
things in different contexts. It is probable that science, or certain assumptions about how science operates, forms our own view of what reason and
the rational is. In the present day, the image of the scientist empirically testing hypotheses through controlled tests, is probably the primary contributing
factor to the idea of the rational held by most educated people. In the case of
developments in the classical world, it has seemed repeatedly that it was the
methods of the mathematicians which formed the Greek notion of reasoning.
This is particularly so in the case of reasoning about the ontologically ultimate. The actual practice of certain methods by the geometers stimulated a
philosophical interest in the general use of these methods in the practice of
metaphysics.
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Logos as dichotomous

The word logos developed a bewildering variety of meanings, including
cc
cgw~rd9',
argument9', ccreason", cc saying", cc account", and so on. These meanings find their richest profusion in the work of Philo, who plays constantly
on the ambiguity of logos, in a way which introduces a whole host of Jewish
concepts.
It was argued that logos/reason found its origin in the idea of collecting
and listing. This seems borne out by the philosophy of reason which unfolds.
One of the chief doubts about the value of reason is that it divides and fragments. In the case of Plotinus it was noted (see my What is negative theology? . . . 11) that this author associates intellect with number: intellect generates number and imposes it across the field of its activities. This explains
the multiple structure of the rational process. Any statement or syllogism
contains a number of parts; even a short statement such as '"he table is red"
contains three elements: the table, being, and quality of redness. In the view
of Plotinus such a statement is divisive, or fragmenting: whereas one might
be inclined to see the grammar of the sentence as having a unifying, o r synthesizing effect, Plotinus would rather have us emphasize its dividing effect.
The vision of a whole is, by the grammar of logos, reduced into individual
parts. The very structure of the subject, verb and predicate instantiates number, and introduces a dividing mechanism into the wholeness of being.
Differentiation is the fundamental technique of discourse: this is the crux
of Neoplatonism. This is not the "diff6rance" of Derrida, referred to below,
but the creation of segments which can be reassembled in the form of a statement: several statements can be assembled into a syllogism. This divisive activity is seen as working to the disadvantage of the holistic vision of reality
which is ultimately dictated by the underlying existence of the One itself.
Knowledge is of the One, and it is therefore curious that discourse operates
in a mode which disunites objects and facts, by differentiating them into their
component parts.
Over the Hellenistic period, logos tended to become an hypostasis, an intermediary principle or being. Thus Stoicism has it as an organizing principle: Philo has it as an envoy, and StJohn has it as an envoy "made flesh". Once logos has
been thus isolated-and ideniified, it becomes an hypostasis, and once anhypostasis, it seems t o be drawn towards the lower world of material life. It becomes a
function of the material world, and this seems to contribute to its demise. It is
probably this downward pressure on logos which renders it able to be assailed as
a principle of ignorance in one of the Gnostic documents. Its associations have
become too this-worldly, and it consequently incurs some of the disapproval
with which the Gnostic regards the material world.
Its hypostatization also leads to its being relegated to a lower epistemological status: once it has been identified as an intermediary principle, it is easier
to say that the type of knowledge it provides, is knowledge of a lower kind.
Its mechanism is seen to be appropriate to an inferior type of reality.

.
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Further, with the thought of Clement of Alexandria we see a growing
tendency to view the word as a kind of mask. Speech is a form of concealment, and Clement develops a play on words between Hermes and hermeneutics, and the implication is that language will require some form of decoding. There is therefore a failure of logos to communicate, which is like the
failure of physical reality to be real, o r the failure of truth to be manifest in
the world of senses. In other words logos is again relegated to the level of
lower reality, and like lower reality constitutes a kind of epistemic obstacle
for those who would perceive higher things. This is an important step in the
career of logos, and B parriculaFly difficult one for a ~ h r i s t i a nthinker to
take, since the word, the flesh, and the historical process are all pivotal concerns in orthodox Christian theology; but it does-show how logis comes to
be dismissed at the end of antiquity, by both Damascius and the Pseudo-Dionysius.
T h e same cloud hovers over the idea of thought: in Plotinus it appears to
be a lower-level activity. It is an aid "given to beings . . . who would of themselves be sightless". Logos is imposed on matter by intellect, but as logos hastens into matter, it suffers a diminution. Thus Plotinus too shares in the
tendency to draw logos down towards material reality, and consequently in
the tendency t o dismiss it as an epistemological tool.
With Proclus we find a new emphasis on the odis of the soul, that particularly human anguish caused by the desire to know and speak of the highest
principle. We begin to catch a glimpse here of the psychologization of
knowledge and language, which is strongly present in Damascius. This really
is the final step in the marriage of logos with the material world. O n this
view knowledge and discourse are simply products of the pangs associated
with a sense of emptiness: they have n o intellectual value, o r epistemological
value, in themselves. They are merely signs of our psychological state. Taken
to its extreme, this view makes of language nothing more than a gasp of pain.
All the immensely complex structures of Greek metaphysics are reduced to
mere effects of our state of lack. Discourse does no; deal in knowledge or
truth: it simply gives voice to our epistemological pain. Discourse is not
about knowing, but is simply a sign of the experience of ignorance. A heavily
sceptical note is sounded yet again in Greek philosophy.
The Cappadocians have gone down in history as the champions of negative theology, and of the mystical tradition in Christianity. Yet in this context
they are positively optimistic about the power of language to capture important truths. Though quite prepared to say that God is beyond language, Basil
and Gregory also place strong emphasis on the value of theological language
as a propaedeutic. This is part of their discussion of the term epinoia, the
term which denotes the imaginative capacity of the human mind; its ability to
generate linguistic structures. It is the Cappadocians who are the champions
of the view that language is convention, that its terms are used by common
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consent, and are not there necessarily, or kata physin. For Gregory, every
noun is a sign (remeion) symbolising something else, and the activity of using
such signs he endorses. H e also believes that God is ultimately nameless, but
this does not conflict with his positive use of language in certain contexts.
H e positively advocates the use of certain 'relations', and regards the development of language as a God-given human activity. The issue which really
divides Gregory from his Arian opponents is that concerning the origin of
language: for Eunomius, language has a certain mysterious power which results from its givenness. Names come from above, and therefore they possess
a strength which is beyond themselves, and in particular which is greater than
that of any human device. This view appears to be part of a revived Neoplatonist interest in names, which we have seen developing in Proclus. It is
particularly associated with a renewed interest in Plato's dialogue, the Cratylus. It appears that both Neoplatonists and heterodox Christians were interested in this theory of the origin of language, and I have argued elsewhere
that the Gnostic Gospel of Truth contains an interpolation which reflects this
view of the givenness of names. It is a revival of the old debate over whether
names are natural, o r conventional. The new view says that names are certainly there, and this not by convention, but they are not exactly natural (kata
physin). They are bestowed by that which is ontologically prior to them. T h e
Cappadocian position is the reverse, namely that language is a human device,
and that it originates from the minds of the ontologically subsequent to the
entities being described.
Little of this debate is reflected in the writings of Augustine. However, the
same tendency to validate language is there in his writings, again juxtaposed
with the claim that God is ultimately indescribable. In a sense it is Augustine
who develops most strongly the Christian notion of the value of history; and
with history comes language. His view of language is very much like his view
of the unfolding historical process, since he sees language as a linear activity.
Passages of the Confessions have been alluded to, in which Augustine pictures language as evolving in rows and rows of letters, syllables, and then
words: he seems t o perceive language as moving in a direct line towards some
kind of end. This is his exact view of the progress of humanity: it is Augustine above all who asserts the linear movement through time of the human
race towards a certain end. All this is part of Augustine's elevation of the
principle of memory into a key faculty of the human race. Memory becomes
the principle of continuity, that which connects the beginning to the centre,
and the centre t o the end. It is that which guarantees the coherence of the
personality, and it is that which endows the historical process with its wholeness. Needless to say, it also makes language what it is: the word at the beginning of the sentence has to be linked through its grammatical structure
with the word at the centre of the sentence and the word at the end of the
sentence: it is memory which enables this linear structure to gather itself to-
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gether into one process. The question of the energy which causes us to leap
from word to word, from subject to verb to predicate, and therefore to complete our sentences, is also of interest to Augustine. Here he falls back on the
Platonic notion of Eros, which he reinterprets in his own philosophy of desire: it is desire for knowledge which causes us to go ahead, to move forward
in the pursuit of the end of our sentences. All this is illustrated in Augustine's
description of the recital of a psalm: in beginning the recital one pronounces
certain syllables which then become words, and these recede into the past.
These words are retained in memory and eventually the whole of the psalm is
deposited in the receptacle of the memory. As the future is consumed so the
past, and the memory, is enlarged. Augustine extends the image of the recital
of the psalm into a comment on the whole of history: just as individual syllables, through a linear movement, come to make up sentences, and then a
whole psalm, so the individual events which constitute the lives of men, go
eventually to make up the whole of human history. Language never quite disappears, but is deposited in the "innumerable palaces" of the memory (Conf.
X.8). Discourse is part of the historical process.
Augustine further explores the nature of discourse in the De Doctrina
Christiana, together with the whole notion of meaning. A sign is that which
signifies something, and the work of the interpreter is to discover its meaning. Signifiers may be found everywhere, including, of course on the pages of
Scripture. Many incidental things may contain meaning, and so exegetes may
have to be aware of the possible symbolic significance of trees, footprints,
and all kinds of events. At times it appears as if Augustine's pursuit of meaning in the pages of Scripture is somewhat like that of the modern literary critic, who by multiplying a series of references and subjective connections,
finds a meaning which is far removed from the text itself and any possible authorial intention. Augustine's philosophy of meaning is based on the notion
of an author who desires to communicate, and who sets down a certain kind
of discourse for this purpose. Though a modern reader of Augustine's great
hermeneutical work could gain the impression of some indiscipline in the
mode of interpretation advocated, and might possibly see some comparison
with the modern deconstructionist approach, in particular that espoused by
Derrida with his idea of ccdiffkrance", it is nevertheless true that the two
views are quite dissimilar. Derridays"diff~rance",discussed in Appendix II, is
the capacity to generate a series of connections independently of the text and
the intentions of its author: it is the reader who has this capacity and indeed,
this is part of his creative role. Augustine, however, assumes always that we
are bound by the authorial intention of God himself, though the way in
which meaning is conveyed to us may indeed explore the capacity to create
an interlocking series of references by the use of certain words. Augustine
thus seems to believe in the objective meaning of a text, but he envisages a
very loose way of arriving at this meaning. At least, it appears loose, in com-
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parison with the literalism of some modern forms of interpretation. Allegorical significances are rife, and it is assumed that one will explore the suggestions of all words and symbols. Like Origen, Augustine lays down certain
rules governing allegorical interpretation, but one is nevertheless left with the
impression of a deregulated approach to reading, which will allow the mind
to roam far more widely than would a literal approach to interpretation. In
this sense Augustine is close to Clement of Alexandria, who sees the whole of
the universe as impregnated with meaning, and who sees the act of reading as
almost synonymous with the process of living in reality. Meaning is everywhere, since the material instantiations of transcendent reality are everywhere. Thus with these two authors, reading is the process of generating a
series of references, but within the overall control of the Author of meaning
himself.
Augustine is the greatest exponent of the value of language in ancient philosophy, whether Pagan or Christian. Because he integrates discourse into
his philosophy of history, he is able to give a view of language which benefits
from the same analysis as he has provided for the notion of human history.
The notion of development in time, and its validation by the incarnation, can
equally well be applied to a philosophy of language, and Augustine carries
out this manoeuvre. But with Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, we have the
final word, as it were, and it is with this author's scepticism that we commence the conclusion. For the Areopagite there is no logos of God. This is
the single most important fact of his philosophy of language: there is no attempt to make a place for human discourse, nor any attempt to validate it.
There is no philosophy of human activity, nor of the future, such as we find
in Gregory of Nyssa and Augustine. The Areopagite's positive use of language is confined to his descriptions of lower levels of reality to d o with the
souls, intellects, angels, and other derivative beings. Nevertheless, this author
did give us a work entitled 'The Divine Names', and there is a certain
amount of positive theology in this work. Like the Arians and Neoplatonists
discussed above, Pseudo-Dionysius believes in the value of certain names as
given from above. These names are virtually kata pbysin, and derive their
meaning and their ontological strength from their transcendent sources. This
view about the origins of language must have been peculiarly dominant in
Platonist Christian circles, coming as it appears to do from a reinterpretation
of the Cratylus. It ought to be emphasised that this philosophy of names indicates the presence of a very positive view of language indeed, since on this
view meaning and being are coextensive. N o relativism at all is possible in
such an understanding, because meaning is part of the givenness of reality. It
should also be emphasised that this very positive view of discourse comes
from those considered to be the most extreme exponents of the via negativa:
that is, from Proclus and his predecessors, from certain Gnostics, from the
neo-Arians, and from the Areopagite himself.
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But of course the validity of these words is restricted to a certain level of
being. Typically, in the Divine Names, the Areopagite begins his fourth
chapter with a lot of language about a lot of lower beings, drawing an elaborate analogy with the rays of the sun. H e will talk greatly about the rays of
the sun but when, at the end of the chapter, he comes to talk about the sun
itself, in Section 7, he relapses into the usual collection of negatives: not coming to be, not passing out of being, not increasing or decreasing, not beautiful to some and ugly to others, and so on. It is interesting to note that at the
end of Section 4 of the fourth Chapter, the Areopagite does not take the step
which we might expect of a Platonist. Having talked of the rays of the sun
which illuminate the world, which give life to plants, and which sustain all
reality, the Areopagite does not take the step of claiming that the sun is the
Good: he explicitly repudiates this Middle Platonist link between the Sun,
the Good and God, in order to substitute a verse of Paul, namely Romans
1.20. T o sum up, language for the Areopagite belongs to the lower stages of
reality, and those which transcend the latter can only be the subject of negations.
This leads us to the question of the via negativa itself. In the first place,
some remarks on the subject of silence are necessary. It has been observed
throughout this book that interest in silence, as a virtue o r an epistemologically useful posture, occurs mainly in the second half of the period covered,
that is to say in the late classical period. The early classical period is remarkable for its confidence in the power of logos. It is not at the moment of greatest enthusiasm for the power of logos, the time of Plato, Aristotle, the Sophists, or the Stoics, that we should seek for an interest in the absence of logos or the value of silence. As in the period of the Renaissance, the period of
classical Greece was remarkable for its belief in the power of discourse. Language cascaded over the heads of the average Athenian, whether it came
from philosophers, from orators, or Sophists. The power of discourse to resolve the questions of political life, and the questions of morality and metaphysics, seemed paramount: naturally there was much discussion over the
kinds of logos available and much mutual recrimination between the different types of exponent of this form of activity, but the overall truth remains
that the classical period was a period of indulgence in logos. It is with the late
Greek writers that we first begin to see an interest in silence.
Silence has a value in Philo, and thenceforth is found with increasing regularity in the later Greek philosophers. It is not simply a moral matter, but silence is recommended as being superior to discourse in the matter of knowledge and its pursuit. Silence is now advocated as an antidote to speech: it is
often not clear whether the silence may include that inner form of speech
which may take place without articulation. But most often the advocacy of silence is associated with the absence of discourse altogether. This heralds the
arrival of a meditative frame of mind, and announces the monastic silence
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which develops in late antiquity and the mediaeval period. The value of silence is a difficult thing for a Christian thinker to assert of course, and much
less difficult for a Neoplatonist. Despite this, numerous Christian thinkers
d o assert the value of silence. Origen is one who confronts most clearly the
dilemma involved in this new current in Greek philosophy, and its reconciliation with the notion of revelation which is inherent in Christianity. The New
Testament story of the dumbness of Zacharias lodges permanently within
Christianity the symbol of silence followed by speech, upon the birth of the
child Jesus. Origen devotes an entire homily to this symbol, offering an allegorical interpretation according to which the silence of Zacharias symbolizes
the state of the Jews prior to God's self-revelation. The silence is broken at
the ihcarnation. For the purposes of the allegory, Origen goes further and
argues that Zacharias was devoid of any rational capacity in his mute state.
Origen is able to exploit the ambiguity of the Greek word logos, by claiming
that Zacharias was devoid of both speech and reason: Jerome's translation
makes this clear by the fact that he feels obliged to use two words ratio and
sermo to express the Greek word being employed. But Origen goes on to
claim that Christ has now made speech possible, and that silence is the lot of
the Jews. This is more or less the orthodox position on the'incarnation: it enables speech about God. It is after all clearly stated in the prologue to John's
gospel, that the logos became flesh and entered into human history.
But, despite this background, there is still a role for silence in the development of Christian epistemology. Paul's mystical experience as described in I1
Corinthians chapter 12 includes the inability to communicate what he had
seen: if not his inability, at least his unwillingness. Whatever the situation,
Origen returns to this frequently and emphasises that Paul's travel through
silence is an archetypal spiritual experience. It is the Spirit which teaches
truths which c a n n a be uttered in words. Setting aside the peripheral issue of
whether the call to silence was a kind of vow, like the discipline of the mystery religions, a voluntary act required of the believer, it is clear that silence
was regarded as a part of the spiritual experience of the Christian, and a part
of the highest form of that experience. Thus in the exposition of Christianity
given by Origen at least, the assertion of a new communication in language
stands side by side with the assertion of the necessity of an experience of silence. Prayer, for example, should be an exercise in silence rather than the
delivery of a series of speeches.
Obviously enough, there is a tension building up here between the influence of Neoplatonism and that of orthodox Christian doctrine. Origen appears to be endeavouring to reconcile two contradictory streams. This may
be true, but at the same time it is difficult to envisage any religion maintaining that its fundamental truths can be totally apprehended within language.
Where the transcendent is at stake, some doubts over the power of language
must subsist, since it is clear enough that language is part of every day experi-
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ence, and can only do tasks related to that experience. The discovery of silence, which is common to both Christian philosophy and Neoplatonism in
late antiquity, is a recognition of the fact that language, though intended to
reveal, may in fact conceal. The very instrument of enlightenment is seen as
constituting the obstacle to enlightenment. A similar problem applies t o the
idea of the divine epiphany, or the incarnation, for although Christ is heralded as the revelation, be is also seen as a barrier to a true perception of the
divine. This is reflected in some of the discussion of Christ as the face Cprosopon) of God: the full ambiguity of the Greek word for person is used in
such discussion, since this word can refer to both the mask of the Greek actor as well as the notion of the persona. Thus the 'person' of Christ comes to
be seen in its externality and the desire for the knowledge of what lies behind
is the more urgently present. The very act of revelation in these terms, that is
the provision of the person of God in the form of a human face, raises the
question of what God would have been like in his own nature. It is the very
act of revelation which calls up further questions in the person desperate for
knowledge - and this was the temper of the late Greek period. The idea of a
revelation in this form must have seemed tantalisingly incomplete. The presentation of the face of Christ simply enhanced the suggestion of the mystery
which lay behind such a mask. Thus revelation is ultimately self-defeating.
Oddly enough, the Christian and the Neoplatonist solution to this dilemma were roughly the same. Language and all its works were regarded as constituting a propaedeutic, that is an initial form of teaching or an instruction
which could guide the spirit along what might ultimately be the right direction, but which could not assure the certainty of reaching the destination. In
Proclus for example, it is silence which actually concludes the majestic commentary on PlatoJs Parmenides. After all negations have been completed,
then negation in general is negated: this last act is followed by ultimate silence. Similarly in Christian thought the advocacy of silence comes after the
teaching acquired through Christology, springing from the idea of the divine
incarnation, and after the propositional-style theology which develops
around this.
Silence is the absence of speech. The mind still functions, but in a non-verbal way. It assumes a mental activity which is not speech-like. The deficiencies of speech have now been well recognized, and these include the notion
that speech fragments and diminishes, whereas the meditative act of silence
can produce a form of knowledge which transcends these limitations. Refraining from speech allows this kind of exploration to occur, and silence is
therefore a kind of gap, which is not an emptiness: it is a positive absence. It
has no structure and it will therefore be intractable in the face of any intellectual o r institutional discipline which might be applied to it: it cannot be channeled in any way.
It remains to ask what the relationship of silence is with the via negativa.
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T h e via negativa appears to be a form of non-language, of the absence of
language. At first sight the two ideas seem intimately related, since that t o
say that God is unknowable, incomprehensible, unspeakable, seems to constitute an approach which will perfectly well accommodate the call t o silence.
But in fact the negative way and the silence of the mystic are not closely related. The use of negatives is over and over regarded as a linguistic technique, that is to say, part of the arrnoury itself. This is particularly true in the
case of Proclus, who is perhaps the foremost exponent of the via negativa in
antiquity. Proclus asserts over and over again that the negative method produces positive notions, that it is the 'mother of affirmation'. The approach to
negation of the modern philosopher will no doubt be different from that of
the ancient philosopher, since in modern logic it is often considered that negation is a dispensable form of discourse, in that a negative can be replaced
by another type of positive in most circumstances. In late Greek philosophy
the way of developing this same problem is located in the specific context of
epistemology and transcendental ontology. It is the capacity of the negative
statement to produce knowledge which is explored in this context. But the
negative way is always a part of language: it is a linguistic manoeuvre. Thus,
what is negated is almost as important as the negative itself.'It is important to
note that words to be negated are not just chosen at random: if one were to
compile a list of all negative statements made about God in late antiquity,
one would find the same characteristics negated over and over by different
authors. Festugi5re has done this for the writings of the middle Platonists,
and a similar task could be carried out for the later Platonist and Christian
philosophers, though this would not be a particularly revealing activity. It is
immediately obvious that the same things are negated over and over again
and the net effect of this is the question. Clearly the positive value of the
words negated have some importance: otherwise they would not have been
selected. A list of negatives attached to a series of positives somehow fix
thought in a certain position, or more accurately a certain posture: they point
it in a certain direction. Now the fact that these positives are negated does
not dismiss them from the mind, or annul them completely. The negative is
not like some sort of science fiction machine which causes things t o cease to
be, to evaporate completely. The negative and the positive are interdependent. Augustine says in the Confessions that God is like a perfume, but which
is not borne away by the wind, or like a taste which does not fade in the
mouth: he has negated his two images but the aura of the positive concept remains through the negative. It is this interdependence of the negative and the
positive which was most fully explored by Proclus and it is this which led him
to develop his view of hypernegations, that is the type of negation which is in
fact the assertion of something higher and fuller than the positive a t first envisaged. O n this view then, the positive statement is negated in order to point
to aPhigher and fuller form ofexistence: if God is said to be unintelligible,
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then this means that he is of a higher order intelligibility. The negative, for
Proclus, points in a direction of transcendence. There is no negative without
a positive: we can have no negative theology without firstly the enunciation
of certain statements of positions, and certain images. Negative theology is
parasitic on positive theology, and will not be able to function until the assertion of positive statements has been carried out. It will then attach itself to
these positive statements and effect its own modification. The question is,
what exactly is the modification thus effected? It is Proclus on the Greek
side, and Pseudo-Dionysius on the Christian side, who give the clearest
answer to this question about the role of the negative: both point to the positive, transcendent significance of negating the traditional epithets about God.
T h e via negativa is a second-phase activity, which depends on positive theology for its value.
T h e negative
is virtually a trick. It appears to dismiss o r annul a concept
while allowing it to remain visible in the linguistic presentation. T o say that
God is unintelligible is different from saying nothing at all: the negation of
intelligibility is different from the absence of any statement. Though one
might have negated it, the notion "intelligibility" remains as part of the formula and exercises some influence over the concept formed. The negative
does not evacuate the concept of its meaning: it constitutes some form of
modification which is not equivalent t o complete annulment of the concept.
It is for this reason that I stress the difference between the negative way, and
the way of silence. For the way of silence is just this total absence of concepts: it is the way of silence which constitutes the complete annulment,
which the negative fails to achieve. In this sense the way of silence is a far
more radical renunciation of language, than is the via negativa: it envisages
no props whatsoever, whereas the negated assertion allows a prop t o remain.
If this were not the case, the same negatives would not continually reappear
in the works of the later Platonists and Christian philosophers. It is somehow
important that certain specific concepts be negated, not just any concepts,
and the negation of these constitutes a linguistic act of a certain kind. If the
authors concerned had not wished to retain some aura of the positive concepts which they negate, they would not have asserted these negations: they
would simply have refrained from any statement whether negative or positive. It is this ability to communicate despite itself, which constitutes the
negative way as explored in late Greek and early Christian philosophy. It is
not by accident that the negative way is coupled in its initial formulations,
with the way of analogy. The way of analogy first appears among the Middle
Platonists, and constitutes a resounding statement of faith in the techniques
of language: the via negativa is coupled with this as one of the ways to
knowledge of the ultimate. It is clearly conceived as a way of working within
language.
T h e way of silence is therefore non-linguistic, but the via negativa is a
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function of language. It is nevertheless true that the via negativa uses Ianguage in a way which is unexpected and could almost be said to be anti-linguistic. For the positive concept encloses, but the negative expands the field
of understanding. If God is "good" then certain limitations are placed on our
picture of him: if he is said to be "non-good", then we have our minds opened up to an infinite number of possibilities. The negation frees thought in
such a way as to allow it to envisage a greater range of concepts - all concepts, in fact, except the one negated. This delimiting activity of the negative
must surely be part of the attraction of it in the epistemology of late antiquity. The negative de-specifies, so that thought is holistic, rather than fragmented. In this way the negative liberates human thought and opens it up to
the vastness of the positive and transcendent concepts envisaged by the later
Platonists. T h e via negativa thus has a twofold mode of operating: in the first
place the positive concepts selected fix the thought in a certain approach, and
in the second place the negative opens it up to the vastness of that same concept in a fuller and more perfect mode. This "opening up to vastness" is an
essential part of the function of the via negativa, but even in this phase, it is
still parasitic on prior affirmations being made.
It is probably for this reason that Damascius, the most sceptical of all the
most ancient writers, rejects the via negativa. Ir is too thoroughly a linguistic
ploy. Damascius' objection is that after negating a positive concept, we are
simply left with the unknown. H e advances several arguments against the via
negativa, and appears to be at odds with Proclus in this: in the end for Damascius we are left with intractable silence, that is to say silence which cannot
be made over in any way. Language for him may be of some use but only in
the sense that it indicates the way: language is thus reduced to little more
than a gesture of pointing. The One "abides in the inner sanctuary of that silence". Damascius, even more than Pseudo-Dionysius emphasises that in the
end language terminates in silence. There is in fact a comparative lack of emhas is on silence in the works of the Areopagite, and this is probably because
he is closer in spirit to the positive via negativa of Proclus. The Areopagite is
full of negations but is very intent on framing them: he is not about to suggest that they be abandoned as useless, or that we give up speaking in favour
of pure silence. This is probably because he has in view a positive contribution from the via negativa and this faith in linguistic activity is like that of
Proclus, and in the end rejected by Damascius.
Damascius really represents the turning of the full circle from the period
of Parmenides. The discovery of logos by Parmenides has led to its own rejection. Parmenides had thought logos to be suitable for the higher metaphysical tasks, and it is precisely for these tasks that Damascius rules it out.
Parmenides wrote with the consciousness of being part of the advance guard,
giving expression to the victory of philosophy over common sense and mythos. Damascius writes with the benefit of centuries of enquiry into logos,
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and makes a sceptical contribution to the last stages of classical Platonism.
But there is no new stage offered. Unlike Parmenides, he fails to recommend
a new epistemological tool.
As far as the Christians are concerned, the via negativa is in fact of little
prominence overall. The Areopagite constitutes the exception to this
generalization, since with him the via negativa attains a kind of climax, but
he is atypical, and one may indeed wonder whether he was a Christian thinker at all. As for the general Christian position, even those writers who are
normally considered to be the most prone to the emphasis on mystery and on
the negative way, the Ca~padocians,have been seen to give a thoroughgoing
endorsement to language. The Christian thinkers are quite able to reconcile
an assertion of the unknowability of God with the general endorsement of
language. Ecclesiology must play a part here, since language and ecclesiastical authority go hand in hand. Without the endorsement of doctrine and
without the ability to clarify positions, the Church would have failed to
maintain its social structure. In the end, the via negativa is anti-institutional,
and the more radical assertion of silence, much more so. The institutionalisation of Christianity required doctrine, expressed in propositional form, and
the via negativa is inimical to such a tendency. The via negativa opens, rather
than closes, options, and it is for this reason that it could not become part of
mainstream Christianity. Thus it has been argued that Christianity in the Patristic period has almost no via negativa, in comparison with the fullness of
its development within Neoplatonism. Augustine was able to assert that God
is best known by not knowing, but at the same time he provided the most resounding statement of faith in discourse to be found in antiquity since the
classical period of Parmenides and Plato. It is in fact the Christian tradition
which maintain~~and
preserves logos, following its discovery by the Greeks.
The Greeks become sceptical about it, but Augustine offers, in the Confessions and the De Doctrina Christiana, the most complete statement of the value of discourse and of the function of discourse that we have in antiquity:
these statements parallel, and are intimately involved with, his great statement of the value and progress of history in the City of God. Augustine most
fully recognises the principle of the word becoming flesh, and logos is caught
up with the new Christian validation of history. In a way which could never
have been foreseen by Parmenides, logos is preserved by a barbarian religion
which has logos disclose itself in the immanent.
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Appendix I
The meaning of privation: a reply to J. C. M. van Winden
The review of my Gnosis (I) (an article which appeared in the Reallexikon
fiir Antike und Christentum) offered by the above scholar in Vigiliae Christianael, deserves a reply. Van Winden makes certain mistakes about the language of privation and negation in Aristotle. These are important mistakes,
and they require a response, since Aristotle's usage of the terms orkpqo~c,,
&xbcpaay, and &cpaipeoylays the foundation for the development of negative theology in both the Neoplatonist and the Christian Neoplatonist tradition. I will turn to this issue last.
In the first place, van Winden makes a criticism which raises an interesting
issue. I had claimed (col. 473) that the Jewish scriptures were marked by a
tension between an anthropomorphic conception of God, and one which
sought to preserve a sense of transcendence, and to emphasise the difference
between God and his crearures. It is argued that this is a matter of "holy
scripture", and of aprehension by "faith" (p. TO), and that some recognition
of these distinctions is necessary.
That may be so, but it is important to recognize that this tradition merged
with the Greek philosophical tradition fo form Patristic Philosophy. While
the Greeks were seeking the drp~q,or first principle of reality, and pursuing
the question of how it might be known, the Jews were worshiping Yahweh
and either following or diverging from his will. On the face of it, the concerns of the Greeks and the Jews are incomparable, but the eye of history
sees them come together in the Christian period. The Reallexikon fiir Antike
und Christentum is precisely concerned with such unlikely syntheses, and so
an understanding of Christian philosophy requires a preliminary statement of
the philosophical Jewish background. (One might concede the influence of
Greek philosophy on pre-Christian Judaism without overturning the general
point being made here.) Thus, though the Greek concern with episteme contrasts with the Jewish desire for a filial relationship with Yahweh, it is nonetheless true that these two coalesce, firstly in the writings of Philo, and
subsequently in the philosophy of the Fathers. One could put it this way: despite the fact there seem to be different ways of thought at stake, God was the
ultimate object of concern for the Jews, and the arche the ultimate object of
concern for the Greeks. The two approaches may seem incommensurate, but
it was precisely because they deal with matters of ultimate concern that the
fusion occurs. The juxtaposition of the living God with the rational principle
of the Greeks finds its most successful expression in Augustine's Confes-
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sions. The paradox is that Patristic philosophy can only be understood in the
light of non-philosophical influences.
Van Winden continues to argue (74) that some error lies in the statement
that epistemology is a matter of logic in Stoicism, and that it is in the end
based on a materialist view of reality. This is the overall picture of Stoicism
that should be retained. Van Winden raises the problem of the lekton as an
obstacle to my generalization, referring to the incorporeal nature of these semantically significant entities. What is the lekton? The ancient sources show
some disagreement about the meaning of this word: Simplicius says that the
Stoics identified as lekta both things uttered, and thoughts2. Other sources
suggest that this understanding was incorrect, and A. A. Long points to a
passage of Simplicius himself which distinguishes between utterances and lekta, and thoughts and lekta3. Sextus Ernpiricus4 provides a somewhat different
interpretation, which sees the lekton as separate from thought, but coexistent
(n;apucpto.cdcp~vov,possibly meaning "dependent on") with thought. Sextus
notes that the sound of the utterance about the object is corporeal, and that
the thing itself is corporeal, but the thing signified ( o ~ p a t v 6 p ~ v o vor
) , the
lekton, is incorporeal.
There are grounds, therefore, for thinking that my claim that Stoicism is
controlled by an overall materialism might be only partly true. One might imagine that the lekta, if incorporeal, might have had a life of their own, a metaphysical life, uninfluenced by the material conditions of other reality. Simplicius' and even Sextus' view, with their disjunction between the lekta and
thoughts, might seem to permit this. I take this to be van Winden's concern
when he claims5 inconsistency in the following words from my text, as translated by Kehl: "Die stoische Erkenntnistheorie gehorte in den Bereich der
Logik u. griindete sich auf einer materialistischen Auffassung von der Wirklichkeitm6.
In an article of this kind one strives to say complicated things briefly, yet
accurately: in the above lines it is simply being claimed, as it often7 is, that
Stoicism is in the end a one-principle system; that its monism must be held to
2 In Cat. (CAG.VII1) p.10, 3ff. See B. Mates, Stoic Logic, p.13ff.
3 A. A. Long, Language and Thought in Stoicism, in Long (ed), Problems in Stoicism (London
1971), p.80. See Simplicius, in Cat. p.397, 8ff: Long points to a confusion in Simplicius on
this point.
4 Adv. Math. VIII. 12.
5 P. 72.
6 Col. 466.
7 See the article Stoi'cisme (by Egli) in The Encyclopaedia Universalis (p.395); or BrChier, The
History of Philosophy (Univ. of Chicago Press edition, 1965, i, p.37): ". . . for the Stoics it is
in sensible things that Reason acquires the plenitude of its reality. This accounts for the necessary solidarity of the three parts of philosophy according to which, following the example
of the Platonists, they segregated philosophical problems: logic, physics, and ethics . . .
[these] are for the Soics inseparably linked . . ." See also F. Copleston. A History of Philosophy, i, p.422-3 on Stoic monism.
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be its identifying characteristic, and that materialism constitutes the overall
determinant of the system. If this is so, then the apparent freedom of the lekta from the material process is a problem: it is indeed a classic problem of
Stoic studies, and it seems set to remain so. The relation of the lekta to the
material process has always been, and will remain an outstanding problem.
Benson Mates8 has the following comment on the issue (quoted without
footnotes):
"We cannot attribute the doctrine of lekta to the Stoics without certain reservations.
There seems to have been a dispute within the school itself whether any such things
existed. This, however, is hardly surprising, since, so far as we know, the prevailing
Stoic metaphysical view was pansomatism, the view that only bodies exist. Sextus tells
us that some have denied the existence of the lekta and that these are not only men of
other schools - for example, the Epicureans - but also some of the Stoics themselves.
For instance, Basileides and his followers held that nothing incorporeal exists. Later,
Sextus mentions that the battle over the existence of the lekta is ~ n e n d i n g . " ~

The real issue, as Long perceiveslO,is whether the lekta have existence, and if
so, what the nature of this existence is. A further question is whether the existence of the lekta is dependent on, o r controlled by, some other phenomenon. This could be suggested by the passages of Simplicius and Sextus quoted above. Long in fact concludes that ". . . no Stoic to our knowledge asserted their independent existence"ll. If one wanted to pursue the idea that the
lekta are somehow connected to the material world, one would trace the inter-dependence of lekta and thoughts back to the dependence of thought on
the phantasia, o r "presentation", that which imprints itself on the mind or the
senses. In this way one could show that both thought and the lekta are stimulated by the presentation of an object to the mind - and therefore ultimately
operated by external reality.
It would be very difficult to show this, however, and the reconciliation of
Stoic pansomatism with the idea of a separate logic of discourse, or of a separate functioning of meaning, remains one of the main problems of Stoic
studies. It is clear that the Stoics move away from Aristotle's logical objectivism: for the latter the logic of things determines the logic of thought. Putting
this in the context of mind, Aristotle believed in the identity of mind and its
objects12. The Stoics, in some way at least, severed mental processes from external processes. But in view of the fact that they also emphasized a material8 Stoic Logic (Univ. of California Press, 1961), p.15.
9 This difficulty is also felt by Pohlenz (Die Stoa i, p.39); in discussing the lekta, Pohlenz
nevertheless recalls that "die Stoiker immer in konkreter Anschauung denken", and stresses
their corporealist approach.
10 Op. cit. p.90.
11 Loc. cit.
12 O n the Soul 429a 15ff.
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ist account of reality, one must suspect that for them the logic of thought is
ultimately founded in the material process. This is the safest conclusion, despite the difficulties involved, and or this reason my summary of the position
in col. 466 stands. In the end, with Stoicism, one has to opt for the primacy
of material reality, and the subjective character of logic must be subordinated
to this.
Turning
- now to a more important point, van Winden seeks to define cerrain key concepts of the negative method of thinking. It is necessary to respond to this and to set right any confusion that may result from his misrepresentation of Aristotelian terminology. It is all the more important
. . . to d o so
since an interest in negative thinking and deconstructionist critlclsm pervades
the contemporary literary scene (see Appendix 11), and flourishes in a kind of
limbo so far as tradition is concerned. It is important that those of us who
are interested in the past should clarify the origins and meaning of the via negativa: though of considerable importance in the philosophy of late antiquity, and clearly related to the contemporary literary concern, the ancient concept of negative thinking has never been properly discussed. In particular, its
terminology should be isolated, and clearly explained. Van Winden has not
helped here.
Stated briefly, the via negativa proceeds to refine and transcendentalize
thought by removing and negating concepts which are properly part of the
sensible world, This purgative process leaves thought in a purer state, and
more capable of grasping transcendent entities, whether o r not they be divine. Several Aristotelian terms crop up in this context: privation (oakpqot~),
abstraction ( d q a i p e o t ~ ) ,and negation (cinorpaotg). Van Winden wants us to
believe that for Aristotle privation is an ontological category13, negation is a
logical category; and abstraction is an epistemological category. Now these
definitions d o have a kind of clarity about them, and it is unfortunate that
they are not also correct. Aristotle seems to have been oversimplified, and
probably interpreted through the insights of a sub-Aristotelian tradition.
Anyone claiming a clear separation of logic and ontology for Aristotle is
bound to run into trouble very quickly, since the mental world and the real
world are inextricably connected. The Stoics did, as we have seen, take logic
cc
a step further when they posited the existence of the Zekton, or meaning"
which was separate from both words and things. With Aristotle however
thought did not have its own logic: his account of logic was a realist one, and
the dynamics of thought were completely enmeshed with the dynamics of
things. This unity between reality and mental processes was something the
Stoics seemed to want to attack, in developing their view of the separate
world of meaning. With Aristotle, however, logic, epistemology and ontology all interpenetrate each other, and these neat divisions between negation,
13 H e surely doesn't mean an Aristotelian "category", since Aristotle had no such category.
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abstraction and privation simply will not work. But even if this general point
is not conceded, we have to look at the text of Aristotle itself, and an examination of his language bears out the more limited point to be made about the
meaning of privation.
Van Winden is perhaps unaware of an important article14 which, in its
time, acted as a corrective for medieval readings of Aristotle. Whittaker, attacking Wolfson15, and in part Ross16, showed that privation was o n occasion
treated as a form of negation by Aristotle. If he is right, then van Winden's
neat distinction between logical negation and ontological privation will be
misleading: and there is no doubt that Whittaker is right, as the following
sentence from Aristotle shows with complete clarity.
T)

6i: ozipqoy k n o q a o i ~toztv &no z t v o ~hptopivou yivoug.17
(Privation is negation from some defined genus.)

Aristotle means here that privation is a type of negation, which has as its characteristic the removal of an attribute from something. One can say therefore that
privation has a logical sense, but it would be unwise to insist on this, since logic
and ontology are systematically run together by Aristotle. This passage is not
alone: elsewhere Aristotle refers to privative negation (dcn;~<p&ol~
o.t€pqtl~fi)l*,
and this phrase alone, without commentary, stands as a two-word refutation of
van Winden's position. In the same passage Aristotle speaks of negation being
"privatively predicated of something". Aristotle happily amalgamates logic and
ontology here; the same passage speaks of the equal being opposed t o the great
and the small as a "privative negation". H e is not really interested in the distinction between logic and ontology, though many subsequent interpreters might
have wished him to be. And in particular, he shows no desire to separate categorially privation and negation. The fact is that privation is sometimes used by
Aristotle of propositions19.
Some passages of Aristotle have o t k p q o y used simultaneously in an ontological and logical sense. An example may be found in Met. 1022b 22ff.: here
an object in a state of lack is described, and this lack is said to constitute privation (for example, an eyeless vegetable). Such privation is a matter of states
of affairs in "external"20 reality, and so confirms what van Winden is talking
14 J. Whittaker, Neopythagoreanism and Negative Theology, in Symbolae Osloenses 44 (1969)
109-125.
15 H. A. Wolfson, Albinus and Plotinus on divine attributes, in Harvard Theological Review 45
(1952) 155ff.
16 Aristotle's Metaphysics (Oxford 1924), on Metaph. 1022b 22.
17 Metaph. l o l l b 19-20.
18 Metaph. 1056a 24.
19 Whittaker (op. cit. p.120), following Wolfson (op. cit. p.120), adduces a passage of Alexander of Aphrodisias, a later commentator o n Aristotle. This passage also treats privation as a
form of negation.
20 Aristotle would be dubious about our common-sense idea of external reality.
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about: it seems here to be treated ontologically. Yet in the very same passage
Aristotle moves to a logical use of o d p q o t ~ when
,
he says21 that privation
means as much as the negative alpha means ( h k y o v ~ a in
t both cases). In this
sentence Aristotle makes privation the equivalent of a certain form of negation, and Zeller in fact concluded that privation here was synonymous with
negation". I should prefer to say that Aristotle here shows that privation can
have both an ontological and a matching logical sense, and that in the latter
form it is a sub-class of negation in general. O n the other hand, the passage,
cited by van Winden'), does show privation contrasted with EELS (state), and
does limit it to a state of affairs. The point is that this is not the whole story:
privation also has a logical sense, as shown above.
That negation is a logical notion in Aristotle's philosophy, we can of
course accept, though maintaining reservations about these so called logical,
epistemological and ontological "categories" in the development of his views.
There is much to be said about Aristotle's view of negation, and its fundamental importance for the development of Platonist negative theology. I
have touched on some of this in a recent articlez4,but much more needs to be
said on the difference between privative negation and other forms of it. This
should be the subject of another study.
That abstraction (&<paipsot~)
is an epistemological "category" we may also accept, again with reservations about the artificiality of the distinctions. But it
should be stressed that privation comes very close to abstraction, the difference
being that abstraction has no ontological use. It was known as a method for conceptualizing abstract truth, and came to philosophy from the activities of the
geometers. But it also envisages the removal of qualities or aspects: the mind separates things from their concrete base, and so comes to know them in their purest
form25,It is this term which is used in the development of negative theology by the
Middle Platonists and by Plotinus, though it was not used in this context by the
Athenian Neoplatonists: they preferred negation. (Pseudo-Dionysius alone in
late antiquity is a strong user of the term ccabstraction".)Abstraction has a special
development in Aristotle, then, which is related to the mathematical sciences. My
presentation of privation makes it close to abstraction, though the two are deployed differently. That they were closely related is indirectly confirmed by the
usage of the Sceptics, who seem to observe no real distinction between them".
They were apparently so close that they could become interchangeable.
21 1022b33.
22 Philos. d. Gr. 11. 22. 216 n.7: this interpetation was denied by Ross, Commentary 11, p.37,
but supported by Whittaker (op. cit. p.121).
23 Cat. X, l l b 19.
24 Fundamentals of the Via Negativa, American Journal of Philology 103 (1982) 429-439.
25 O n the Soul 431b 13; Posterior Analytics 74" 33.
26 See Adv. Math. 111. 37, 51, and Adv. Math. IX. 407. T h e method Aristotle called dqaipsot<
is here referred to as o ~ B p ~ o t < .
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This information should be sufficient to warn against the oversimplification of the group of terms which provide the basis of the via negativa. Where
does the idea that privation is a purely ontological term in Aristotle come
from? This would be an interesting study in itself, as would the extent to
which this view has come to be held: it is widespread, and one suspects that it
springs from the influence of Thomas Aquinas. Thomist readings of Aristotle
will produce the kind of overschematic interpretation that we have seen here,
since this medieval interpreter sought not only to explain Aristotle, but to
render his system useable. For this reason more clarity was imported into the
explanation of Aristotelian terms than was actually there. It is probably the
Physics which dominates Thomas' account of privatio2'. In the Physics Aristotle concentrates on privation as a state of affairs, o r rather the absence of
one: here he is concerned to explain it in relation to other states of being,
such as coming-to-be ( y k v ~ o t ~Matter
).
and privation are contrasted and the
latter is examined: is it the source of evil? Is it the source of n o n - e x i s t e n ~ e ~ ~ ?
These become classic problems in the long Aristotelian tradition, and by
the time of Thomas privation has come to be associated with this problematic
only, and o.tkpqotl;/privatio becomes much clearer. In-, this way European
tradition loses sight of the real complexity of Aristotle's bwn terminology.
Whilst I have by no means offered an exhaustive study of privation, certain
developments have become clear. In Proclus (see p. 108 ) there is evidence of
debate over privation, and there were clearly people who claimed that the negations of the via negativa were merely privations, and therefore unsatisfactory for discourse about the transcendent. This shows the capacity to treat
negation and privation as being at least in the same logical category, and that
there was at least the possibility of identifying the two.
Going backwards, in chapter five Syrianus was shown to use the two terms
interchangeably, but then t i draw a sharp distinction between them (p. 87).
The apophasis is true of everything except the thing negated, "not-horse" being appropriate to everything except "horse"; but privation implies a certain
state of affairs, as when deafness implies the ability or hear under normal circumstances, that is, the logical ability to hear. The question is thus whether
there is any logical difference between privation and negation; this question
arises out of Aristotle's tendency to run them together, and it is Aristotle's
usage which determines the later Platonist view.-~husProclus speaks of a
27 See Thomas' discussion in his Commentary on the Physics 190b 23ff. Privation is defined as
the absence of form in the subject. See also Summa la, 66, 2, where privation is said to be
lack of form in something capable of having it. In Thomism the principle of privatio becomes
the failure of a thing to be fully what it should be. O n this see Gilson, Le Thomisme (Paris
1948) p.268: ". . . I'sme est en &at de privation, parce qu'elle sent qu'elle devrait Ctre ce
qu'elle n'est pas". Privation is now a state of affairs only.
28 Physics 191b 35-192b 6. See also 193b 20, where privation is described as a kind of "form" (&I-

605).
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category of negations which are in fact privations (Platonic Theology I. 12),
and proceeds to define the latter, which appear to be a sub-class of negations, as they are in Aristotle.
It has been shown that privation was of crucial importance for the Neo-Arians, Aetius and Eunomius. Their prime term for the deity, the "unengendered", is not to be taken as a privation, they argue. They reject this form of
negation, presumably in the light of Neoplatonist discussions such as those
of Syrianus, mentioned above: privation has a kataphatic effect, in that it implies a prior state of affairs which must pre-exist the diminution entailed by
the privation. It is not so much the diminution which creates the problem, as
the assertion of a prior state which the privation carries with it. A passage of
Plotinus (not previously cited) makes clear this necessary link between the
privation and its logically prior state: "if things of which they are privations
are qualities, then the privations are also qualities" (Enn. VI.3 [44]. 19,15).
Plotinus does not here focus on the positive implications of the steresis, but
he does make it clear that the steresis does have the same status as that in
which the privation occurs: the same consequence is present, namely that privation logically entails the existence of a non-deprived state.
Van Winden's distinctions between logic and ontology are not really of
any use throughout these discussions, since the writers concerned do not
seem to observe them. However, there is one writer who does show a marked
advance towards the Thomist position, according to which privation is nothing more or less than a defect in being. Pseudo-Dionysius does at times
seem to treat privation as a logical/epistemological notion (p. 233), but also
begins to treat it as a characteristic of the material world. As noted in chapter
twelve, the Areopagite makes privation the centre of a more or less new philosophy of evil, which we also find in Thomas Aquinas. Privation is lack, diminution, o r asymmetry in the material world: it is what happens to the
Good as it enters our world. It is not itself a being, or a power for evil: it is
simply an absence of certain characteristics, which are the characteristics of
pure essence.
It is this development of the use of the word which takes it outside the
scope of logic and epistemology, and makes it more rigidly into a matter of
ontology. This process probably began quite early, since even Plotinus displays a marked tendency to limit privation to states of affairs29.Plotinus discusses privation in clearly Aristotelian terms in Enn. I. S[5 11.11, as being opposed to form, as lacking existence in itself, and as being a possible source of
evil. This is, however, the Aristotle of the Physics, and Plotinus rarely presents privation as a form of negation, o r as a conceptual tool: arguably he
does so in Enn. 11.4[12].14, 19-21, however. In other words, already with
29 See Enn. II.4[12].13, 12, where privation is discussed in relation to qualities, and the classic
Aristotelian example of blindness is given.
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Plotinus, privation tends to be limited to the terms provided by Aristotle's
Physics only: the privation of the Metaphysics has begun to disappear from
view. The dominance of the Physics discussion of privation is further enhanced and ensconced by the Areopagite, who develops earlier hints into a
fully-fledged philosophy of privation as evil.
However, Aristotle and Aristotelianism are two different things.
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Appendix II
The Modern Via Negativa

It is not certain that there is a modern via negativa, in the sense that a tradition has perpetuated itself from antiquity, through the Middle Ages, and
down to the modern era. There may be no organic link between the modern
manifestations of the need for silence, and the deployment of the negative
way by the ancient Platonists. This is an historical question which concerns
the path leading from antiquity to the modern era, and which would require
research into the tradition going from Pseudo-Dionysius to Nicholas of
Cusa, the Palamite Theologians, Meister Eckhart, the Cloud of Unknowing,
the English Platonists, and European figures such as Kant, Hegel and Heidegger. Hegel's exploration of negation is probably a particularly important
link between the past and the present. But this is a matter for another inquiry.
What follows will compare several strands of the present view of things, in
the field of literature, aesthetics and theology, with a view to establishing
whether there are any common threads.
Susan Sontag's The Aesthetics of Silence, perhaps most of all of the modern writings here discussed, brings us closest to the ancient perception of the
barrier of language. She thinks that art is about ccspirituality" (4), and includes writing, painting, and music under the term "art". It is claimed that art
does seek to transcend its medium of expression, in that it points to something beyond it$elf. Sontag makes an explicit and quite lucid comparison:
As the activity of the mystic must end in a via negativa, a theology of God's absence, a
craving for the cloud of unknowing beyond knowledge and for the silence beyond
speech, so art must tend toward anti-art, the elimination of the "subject" (the "object", the "image"), the substitution of chance for intention, and the pursuit of silence.
(The Aesthetics of Silence 5 )

She refers to the tendency of the various types of art to turn against themselves, in order to point beyond themselves. This procedure is clear to all in
contemporary painting, which appears to consist solely in self-indictment. If
Pliny felt that art stopped with Lysippus in the fourth century B. C., and that
Hellenistic art was not art at all, one wonders what he would have thought
about modern art. Since painters and musicians began the destruction of
form, art has continued to make the anti-art statement referred to in the
above quotation. Form and structure were attacked, then the notion of the
subject, and the object; in painting, representation, and finally the idea of the
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image itself were overthrown. Modern art achieved all this through art itself,
but was aided by language, in that language articulated and interpreted the
gestures made by art. But the question must be asked of it, whether these negations expressed within its own statements are negations which point to
transcendent being or experience. There is indeed a possible resemblance between the negations in discourse of the Neoplatonists, and the plastic negations of art.
However it is not clear that the parallel is well founded. Is art's self-criticism directed towards the signalling of the transcendent? It is more likely a
message to itself about itseM about how the work of representation is to be
carried out. It is a self-destruction prior to the building of new representational modes, in which form, matter and medium will presumably have a new
relationship. These new modes will harden, then ossify, and will eventually
form the subject of a new attack, by art itself. The negation of contemporary
art does not go beyond art itself: it is a dialogue with itself about itself. Not
that art does not point beyond itself: it does. But its negations are not part of
this process; they are part of an intra-art dialogue about how it carries on its
work.
However, Sontag develops her view along the lines that art is an attempt to
capture the transcendent: spirit seeks "embodiment in art", and clashes with
the "material character of art" (loc. cit.). It is the concrete and mediating
character of art, she claims, which constitutes a trap for itself. Art in its contemporary expression, whereby it displeases or ~ r o v o k e sits audience, is participating in the "ideal of silence" (op. cit. 8).
Art's use of its power to negate brings it closer and closer to this ideal of
silence (op. cit. 8). In answer to the practical question of how silence can actually exist in art, a number of answers are given by Sontag. Firstly, silence
may be asserted by a decision such as that of the exemplary suicide of certain
artists. Secondly, it may exist in the exemplary madness of certain artists,
such as Holderlin or Artaud, and constitutes a punishment meted out by society for the artist's spiritual non-conformity. But most importantly, Sontag
argues that silence cannot "exist as the property of artwork" (9). If a work
exists at all, then it articulates: silence can only be an element in it. Silence
can only ever be suggested or implied, but never fully realised. Further, John
Gage is quoted to the effect that there is no such thing as silence: that what
we call silence is always invaded by some sound or other. This appears to be
true: the therapeutic and restful silence of nature is actually the substitution
of different and less invasive sounds than those of city life. But there appear
to be some problems here.
In the first place, the broad definition of art as including linguistic, the
plastic, and the performance activities, leads to difficulties. Writing and painting, for example, are very different processes, and discourse is a higher order activity than painting, which merely reflects things. The claim of painting
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to be grasping after transcendent truths is little more than coquetry; the art
of discourse on the other hand is a pursuit capable of abstraction, and continual conceptual refinement.
One can readily see, however, that Beckett's assault on the canons of novel-writing, such as the notion of temporal and logical sequence, or the notion of the omniscient authorial perspective, can be seen as a parallel to the
assault on form of Picasso, or to that on the image by de Stad. Thus negative
postures are being taken in both writing and the plastic arts, which seem to
involve a similar self-criticism. But this intra-art dialogue is nothing to do
with either the via negativa, or with silence. Such auteurs are really making
points in the history of ideas through the practice of their craft. They are in
fact points which need not be made ad nauseam, but which continue to be.
They are points which can be equally well expressed in language, in a hermeneutic. The content of a Picasso painting cannot be put into words, by
some sort of transmogrification, but his assault on form can. It is the one appeal of his art which can be expressed verbally, rather than merely described.
Similarly, the way in which Beckett is at odds with the traditional novel can
be expressed in another form of words. These writers are making statements
about the need for revolutionary change in the practice of their craft, and
their art comes to be dominated by the making of this statement.
The difficulty of the present world of art is that it has taken these points
about art to be art itself. A fetishism for these negations of certain artistic
canons has developed to such an extent, that such observations about the
practice of art have been taken to constitute art. A statement which said: "not
this way any more" has led to a host of disciples parrotting "not this way any
more", and calling it art. These statements are really laying the groundwork
for a new, positive, and forceful vision, but instead of doing so they have
merely produced a school of artists who mistook "not-this-way" for art itself.
This has led to the current attempt to find significance in the negative
statements implied by modern art. The via negativa has been employed to
make some sense of what is in fact a stalling of art. In the first place, it
should be said that the silence of the mystical tradition is' not connected with
the via negativa. Silence is an abstinence from language, recommended by
metaphysicians and moralists. It simply cannot be achieved, or suggested, by
speech, painting or anything else. It either is, or is not. Any attempt to create
silence through art would be a cacophany. It could be argued that in the interstices between words lies silence; that in the gaps, the visual arts can create
silence. But this is never the case. The gaps between words may contain silence, but the words themselves bind with each other and look to each other:
the only use for silence here is that it creates the possibility of words. The divisionsprovided by silence make the creation of words possible, but the purpose of this form of silence is actually the bringing into being of speech! The
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mystical silence is a renunciation of all language, and can only exist in the
total absence of the linguistic, or of the plastic.
It should also be recognized that the negative way is supremely linguistic.
For Proclus, who was its greatest ancient exponent, it represented a use of
language. It was an exploration of the logical qualities of the negative, and of
how a negative statement could reveal a wider positive concept. In Proclus,
systematic negation is succeeded by silence, but these are two separate stages.
It is not the intention of the negatives, such as "the One is not knowable", to
somehow suggest, o r encapsulate silence. It is not the intention of such a
statement to produce silence in the mind, o r set silence ringing in the ears;
but rather to explore the meaning of the negative, with its positive implications. This is the significance of the hypernegation, and this activity is a profoundly linguistic activity.
It is understandable that this confusion has occurred. The negative looks
like a denial of language. It appears to be a way of causing a statement to disappear, to be endowed with not-being. However this is not the way it was
perceived in the classical via negativa, and in modern philosophy too there is
some interest in the fact that a negative statement could in fact be expressed
positively, were a different form of words to be chosen. It is this posJtble inversion of the negative which the Neoplatonists seem to be exploring. Thus
Proclus claims that "negation
is the mother of positive statements"; there is
always the sense that a positive statement underlies any negation, but it is
also believed that the negative statement is more powerful, and more revealing. But the fact remains that negation is a linguistic act, and the via negativa
is a development ("exploitation") of linguistic resources.
For these reasons the negative elements in modern art do not resemble the
ancient via negativa. They are not signs of the transcendent. They are signs
of the immanent, and the imminent decay of certain styles of the immanent.
They call for "new speech, words that have not been uttered", in the terms of
the ancient Egyptian apocalypse. They signal the death of old forms, and the
possible emergence of new ones, which we await. The arid character of the
present artistic environment results from the failure to move forward, and
gram the elevation of the burial rites of the old forms, into art itself: The
death-throes have been mistaken for a way of life. The negations of art do,
like the ancient negations, suggest a positive obverse side, but this is
about the practice of art itself: it is not the transcendent, but is intra-artistic.
The difficulty is that art has developed pretentions about itself. Instead of
providing a transformed representation of the immanent, it has sought to excel itself, by providing intimations of the immortal. People have led themselves to conceive of the artist as seer, ascribing to him the ancient prophetic
role as unveiler of the transcendent. But art is about material life itself and
our perceptions of it. It is perhaps indeed the negative character of contem-
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porary art which has provoked this explosion of vanity. A fetish has been
taken for a statement of transcendental significance. A set of Hegelian categories has been brought in (the "negative", the "other") in order to provide a
supporting hermeneutic for this new role which the artist desires to arrogate
to himself.
Art has moved into a vacuum created by the absence of actual prophets
and metaphysicians, and by the absence of theology from the broad cultural
spectrum. However, as Plato pointed out, art simply cannot be called upon to
play the role of unveiler: it is about the immanent, or the veil itself. The negations of the via negativa always point to the essence; it is not simply that
any randomly chosen feature of human experience is negated, but there is a
certain tradition of epithets selected for this purpose. These are epithets
which purport to describe the transcendent, but which are explored through
negation. There is no comparison between this procedure, and the disaffection with certain styles of aesthetic expression.
ii. Derrida
DerridaJs association with the deconstructionist school of literary criticism
may or may not be relevant to the question of the negative way. However he
is having an influence over some contemporary theology, whether o r not his
philosophy bears a relation to the historic western negative theology (see Altizer et al.). And it is clear that he is making- an influential contribution to the
contemporary understanding of language and literary texts.
His view takes its impetus from three articles on Plato's Phaedrus, initially
published in Tel Quel, but now part of the book entitled La Disskmination,
and these are worthy of consideration. l?latoJs suspicion of writing, and his
preference for dialogue, is well-known. There is manifest paradox in the
fact that his influence has sprung from the dead word of his writings, rather
than the living word of his speech.
We have noted Plato9s legend about the invention of writing in volume
one. Derrida's long analysis of it is unusual, since the Phaedrus, and particularly this passage at the end of it, is not often discussed. Derrida's interest in
it is part of his view that there has been an overwhelmingly strong tendency
in the history of Western philosophy to give primacy t o logos, the spoken
word, or at least the unwritten word, over graphe, the written word. His articles, under the title Plato9s Pharmacy, set out to examine this tendency in
Plato.
Derrida's general intention is to use Plato to buttress his case about the logocentricity of Western philosophy. If we take the following words from
p.182-3 (La Disskmination), we may gain an insight into how Derrida approaches the Phaedrus:

a
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What law determines this ''contradiction", this self opposition of what is said against
what is written, an utterance which is uttered against itself as soon as it is written, as
soon as it writes its self identity and takes its property against this written backdrop?
This "contradiction", which is nothing other than the self-relation sf diction in opposition to scription, gives chase to itself in pursuing what is properly speaking its bait;
this contradiction is not contingent. It is sufficient to note, in support of it that what
begins in western literature with Plato does not fail to recur at least in Rousseau, and
then also in Saussure. In these three cases . . . the exclusion and debasement of writing must, in the very statement of this, sit alongside.
(1) a general writing, and in it with
(2) a "contradiction": the written statement sf logocentrism, the simultaneous statement of the being-outside of the outside and of its infamous intrusion into the
within.
(3) The construction of a "literary" work . . . the work of Plato can be read, beyond
and independently of its logocentric "content", which is no longer there except as
an integral "function", within its anagrammatic texture.

Derrida therefore discerns in Plato a dilemma: his tendency to devalue the
written word is riddled with self-contradiction. Writing is necessary to the rejection of writing. There is more than just this logical point however: Derrida
believes that Plato uses writing, the incarnate logos, as a clue to the nature of
logos itself. In other words, the structure of the written language provides a
model for understanding real language, logos itself, what the Stoics will call
logos endiathetos, or the internal logos. Plato, says Derrida, reasons from the
nature of letters and syllables in order to arrive at his understanding of true
discourse. Hence the contradiction: the despised graphe, writing, leads us to
an understanding of logos itself. Thus Derrida's expression: the outsideness
of the outside, and its scandalous intrusion into the within. Graphe is seen as
outside, yet it intrudes in providing a model for the understanding of discourse. This intrusion of graphe is a disgrace, but a disgrace which is essential
to Platonism, in Derrida's view.
Socrates, at the end of the Phaedrus, tells us a story of Egypt. Phaedrus
complains (275B) that Socrates is always making up stories about Egypt, and
all sorts of other places, but we will take his story seriously nonetheless. T h e
God Theuth, who invented geometry, astronomy, draughts and dice came to
the Pharaoh to display his latest invention. It was the art of writing, and
Theuth declares that this invention will make Egyptians wiser, and will improve their memories. "It is", he says, "the elixir of memory and wisdom".
The word for elixir is pharmakon, or "drug", "potion": the Pharaoh Thamus
refers to him as the father of letters, but goes on to claim that they will not
produce memory and wisdom, but forgetfulness. People will cease to use
their memories, and rely on writing: cc . . . their trust in writing produced by
other characters outside will discourage the use of memory within them"
(2758). (We see here the beginnings of Derrida's dichotomy between the
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within and the without.) Lacking practice, therefore, the memory will wither
up. T h e Pharaoh says "You have discovered not the elixir of memory, but of
reminding". Not the < ~ & ~ ~ X KofO Vpv'ilpq, but of hcopvqot~.
Writing is like a mnemonic: it brings things to mind rapidly, and gives the
appearance of wisdom. Socrates goes on to say that writing is completely inert, like the figures in a painting, which cannot be interrogated and cannot
respond. There is another kind of logos, he says, which is the authentic logos: it is written with episteme in the soul of the learner. It is able to defend
itself, and knows when to speak and remain silent. We note again the contradiction to which Derrida alludes. The real logos, the legitimate brother of
the bastard logos, in Socrates' words, is in the soul: but it is written in the
ensoul. Thus Derrida's "intrusion nkfaste dans le dedans" - the disgraceful
trance of the external into the internal.
Now of course there is an ambiguity entertained by Plato himself. The
word pharmakon, which inspires Derridaystitle Plato's Pharmacy, can refer to
a drug which will harm, or a drug which will cure. It is either a therapy or a
poison, and this ambiguity is played upon by the Pharaoh, when he says it is
not a pharmakon of memory that has been discovered, but a pharmakon of reminding, with all its consequences, of the appearance of knowledge, of
fraudulent wisdom, and so on. It is this ambiguity which provides the starting point for Derrida's articles.
H e notes some uses of the word pharmakon early in the dialogue - Socrates says to Phaedrus, for example, ccyou've found a drug to make me go
out" (230D). Is this whetting our appetite for the crucial play on words later
in the dialogue, Derrida asks? But true to the deconstructionist method of interpretation, he does not talk of the real meaning of the text, or seek it in
terms of PlatoYsaintentionas an author. We never find Derrida saying: "what
Plato really means is . ..", and concluding that this is the meaning. The
author disappears under this analysis, since all language is in fact written text
for Derrida: there is no primary internal logos dictating the collocation of
words like a puppeteer dancing his marionettes. Text simply emerges, and
Derrida puts the question of these linguistic coincidences like this: Is it by
chance or by harmony that these associations occur? (p.8 1). In a world where
all language is text, there are cases of chance groupings of words, and cases
of harmonies emerging (presumably by chance also). Language, or text, simply has that character, as it emerges.
Derrida places a great deal of emphasis on the fatherhood of writing. O n
the one hand the father (the Pharaoh) rejects it (p.86), and writing is therefore always under suspicion. Moreover Socrates says that the logos encased
in writing always needs its father to help it, since it cannot reply or defend itself. Derrida thus perceives a sexist model operating within the logos/writing
dichotomy. Writing is the child of a father, an offspring, an inferior, controlled by and given adequacy by, its father. It is indeed striking that Socrates
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uses the model, and it may be that the patriarchal model might lie behind the
whole development of logos theory in Greek philosophy, wherever there is a
dichotomy between a higher mental, inner, form of logos, and a lower externalised form of it.
The word pharmakon, for Derrida, occurs in a chain of meanings, which
are more or less systematic. Not that they derive this system from the mind
of Plato, but they spring from language and culture itself. Derrida accepts
the translation of phamakon by "remedy". But, he says, Theuth turns the
word on its "strange and invisible pivot, and presents it under one, the most
reassuring one, of its poles". Let us note in passing the peculiarity that Derrida allows Theuth, a character in the dialogue, to have an authorial role in determining the use of words, yet he will not ever say that Plato is turning
words on their pivots, or such like. Despite himself, Derrida derives meaning
from the intention of a subject. There is a real contradiction here: it is impossible, in speaking of a text with explicit resonance such as this, to escape talking as if choice had occurred, as if a design were being put into effect. Derrida refuses this role t o the author, but under the compulsion to admit the subject's choice of words, has to turn to the expedient of having a character in
the dialogue make the choice.
The term pharmakon for Derrida means a remedy, a therapeutic drug. But,
he says (p.1 lo), the reply of the Pharaoh deploys its other meaning. The
pharmakon aggravates the problem, instead of remedying it. This is a not uncommon point, and Derrida continues with a more or less classical philological analysis. "Remedy", he says, is a translation which obliterates the dynamic virtuosity of the word phavmakon in Greek.
Plato uses it (thus Derrida) like the medical writers of Cos, in that the
pharmakon is seen as something which runs counter to natural life. Even a
natural illness should be allowed to develop along its own lines, and to follow its own norms. The Timaeus says that one should not aggravate an illness by the use of remedies (89A-D). Derrida comments that the poisonous
character of the remedy, the phamakon, emerges just at the moment at which
one seemed able to translate the word in its positive, health-giving sense. The
pharmakon is something outside the system, a supplement, without which the
system is capable of evolving normally towards its proper ends. In other
words, pharmakon is almost always pejorative. Its treatment is always a rough
interference in a natural cycle, a sort of blow to the system, which runs the
risk of worsening it.
Thus in Derrida's reading of Plato, the pharmakon of writing is always
something from outside, an interference in the natural functioning of the inner logos. ". . . If the pharmakon is disgraceful, it's because . . . it's not from
around here. If comes form yonder, it is external or foreign . . ." (p.119). The
pharmakon assumes the status of a magical power, surrounded by precautions, hopes, fears and superstitions.
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Thus Derrida very nearly overthrows the usual way of looking at the pharmakon of writing, in that he very nearly unifies its meaning into a single line
whereby the pharmakon is always a damaging act of violence. (Though there
are points at which he talks of the ambiguity, and even the coincidentia oppositorum inherent in the two meanings). But by and large he stresses the damaging function of writing, and makes this the Platonic view. This corresponds to a private purpose of Derrida's, namely to attack Plato as the key
influence in depreciating writing, and in attributing the prime signifance to
the inner logos. For Derrida, all is text, and the paternal logos within is a fiction. H e overstresses the Platonic hostility to writing in order to make Plato
the first great exponent of phonocentricity, o r logocentricity.
Let us look more closely at the text of the Phaedrus, and this famous ambiguity in the word pharmakon. In fact it is true that the King rebukes the inventor of writing, and takes up his pharmaceutical image in another way. But
he does not dispute the good effect of writing. H e merely raises the question
of how this effect will be applied. And it will not be applied to memory
(mneme), as its inventor had suggested. It will merely help us to recall things
in a more or less external way. The King raises no doubt about the ability of
writing to remind us of things, but he does claim that this will actually cause
a decay in real wisdom and in the real faculty of memory. The memory will
atrophy from lack of use (275A). And we know the importance of memory in
the Socratic/Platonic view of knowledge.
So the pharmakon may have a positive advantage for one skill, though over
the years it will cause others to lose their effectiveness. T h e pharmakon of
writing is like a quick fix, which gives a feeling of instant joy; it causes a lack
of activity, which in the long run is harmful.
T h e extent to which the pharmakon image is pejorative is extremely limited. The pharmakon does a good job in its limited way. But in the end Derrida's emphasis on the foreignness of writing is a helpful one for understanding the Phaedrus. The cure is from outside the system. If relied on, it produces distortions, and eventual collapse of the intellectual faculties. It is not a
natural part of the intellectual cycle.
Derrida's view about the primacy of the mental/spoken word is an accurate reflection of Plato. It is true that this polarisation is operating in Plato.
Derrida touches on the ~atriarchalimagery involved: this is not developed by
him, but is capable of development. Greek thinkers considered that life was
created by the male, through his semen. Life was complete in the male semen,
and given to the woman, who merely provided the place for this semedlife
to develop.
It; seems likely that these biological ideas ~onstituteda model for intellectual experience: reason was formed whole and entire, secretly and abstractly
in the mind, to find a later fleshly development in sound, and eventually a
heavier, more material incarnation, in writing. This is how the reeks
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thought of it: the understanding of how life was generated was a very dominant cosmological and epistemological
model.
This intuition is confirmed in many ways. One may take two examples.
Firstly the Stoic idea of the logos spermatikos: the "sperm-reason" lies at the
heart of reality and fertilises all existence. Like semen, logos gives its essence
to everything, indeed creates everything. We may also refer to the Gnostic
Marcus, who said that the beginning of everything was the beginning, i.e. the
word arche. Each letter generated another word alpha, rho and so on, and levels of voicing were ontological levels. The purest word was the unuttered,
vowels or voiced sounds are at a level lower, and consonants o r unvoiced
sounds, are at an even more material level. This example, no doubt unknown
to Derrida, is a strong argument in favour of his case about phonocentricity.
Derridays writing- about the Phaedrus looks like free association: he appears to be saying anything that comes into his head. In this he is guided by
his principle of "diffirrance". In part a reinterpretation of Hegel's concept of
Differenz, Derrida's view adds an element. T o begin with, he adds an "a9' to
the French word difference - "diffkrance". This gives an active meaning: it
refers now to the act of creating difference. But "diffkrence" in French means
not only differing, it also contains the sense of referring so "diffkrance" is
the creation of references. That is how speech operates: it creates strings of
references. And this is how Derrida writes: it looks uncontrolled, but is in
fact the exploration of chains of association. cc §erne9' conjures up the word
cc
semen", for example (Positions, p.62).
Thus the authorial role is diminished - language is not created ex nihilo by
the author, but flows into the author. We d o not ask what Plato means, but
what Greek means.
One difficulty in Derrida's writing here is that he seems to run together
cc~peechy'
and "reason". Phonocentricity" and "logocentricity" seem to
merge, as the alternative to the written word, and there is a further set of distinctions to be made. It is surely impossible to identify speech with unvocalised reason.
Deconstruction takes us away from the tyranny of the present text (see
Derrida, Positions p.62). T o this extent it provides a hermeneutic which interrogates and develops the text. The text is regarded as a temporary closure
of language, and so it must be reopened by the principle of "diffirrance". T h e
natural relationship of words will be reassumed through this process. Every
text can be developed into a proliferation of further texts. This makes the
work of the critic and the interpreter crucial: the creative task now falls upon
the critic, who must open up the text, exploring the textuality of experience.
Text is no longer permitted to be a "closure" of thought, limiting it to a visible confinement.
Much of this understanding of reading can be found in antiquity. Clearly,
the allegorical school of interpreters, from Philo to the Alexandrian ChrisCC
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tians, intend to open up the text by their exploration of the ccundersenses"of
the text. However this exegesis is carried out according to recognized principles: the liberating of the text is a regulated procedure. Further, this form
of reading is applied only to texts of sacred significance, thought t o be capable of yielding an understanding of the transcendent. We have noted a similar tendency with Augustine, in the De Doctrina Christiana, to advocate a
mode of reading the scriptures which enlarges the text, rather than narrowing it down. Yet with Christian antiquity there is always a strong sense of authorial purpose: the science of exegesis is deployed with a view to discovering
what is intended. Modern deconstructionist criticism shares in the general
post-Marxian tendency to make the subject and his purposes disappear.
There is no real comparison to be drawn between the classical via negativa,
and the contemporary deconstructionist school. The .use
. . of the negative in a
systematic way is not a part of deconstructionist criticism: the latter relies
more on the use of the complete semantic field surrounding a text, than on
the negation of a text. Further the via negativa concerns itself with ontological questions: the issue of what the essence is, preoccupies all genuine users
of the via negativa.
iii. Theology and the via negativa

It should be observed firstly that there is almost no formal via negativa in the
Christian thought of antiquitiy. Dionysius is of course a clear exception, if he
was a Christian writer. Clement of Alexandria at least formulates the technique, though he does not display it at work, in comparison with Plotinus,
who uses it constantly, though he says little in a formal way about the procedure. The Cappadocians are only partly aware of what the via negativa is,
quite apart from using it. The explanation appears to be that the via negativa
is a technique conceived for Greek intellectual problems, and was only useful
to Christianity insofar as it became Hellenized.
In fact the via negativa was a technique of abstraction proper to Greek
Neoplatonism. It was less highly developed in Plotinus, but reached its peak
with Proclus, who enriched it with a thorough examination of the logic of
negation, which was partly contributed by his predecessors and their study of
Aristotle. The via negativa is rejected, avoided o r ignored by almost every
major Christian philosopher in antiquity, at least so far as the great church is
concerned. One locust does not make a summer, and mere statements about
the mysteriousness of God do not constitute the via negativa.
The absence of the via negativa in ancient Christian thought may be explained by the fact that the nature of God is scarcely an issue in Christianity.
It is in the character of Greek thought, from its Presocratic origins, that ontological questions predominate; the traditional Greek question is: "What is
X?" If one reads the teaching of Jesus as reported in the Gospels, one notes
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an absolute lack of interest interest in the question "What is God?" 'The nature of God is not part of the agenda, and the via negativa is really a technique for answering this question. Jesus' teaching is about moral attitudes,
but also about transcendent issues: yet he never asks ontological questions.
H e is scarcely interested in God. Even the teaching about the kingdom of
God is more about the subjects within it than the King himself: Jesus' teaching always returns to the spiritual posture of the subject. God is assumed, but
never analysed: "If you do not forgive, neither will your Father which is in
heaven forgive you trespasses" (Mk. 11.26). The point here is really about
human behaviour. A possible exception to this is the insistence that God is
one God (Mk. 12.29 etc.), and no doubt this is aimed at counter-claims on
the subject, but it is nevertheless true that the attitude of the human being
quickly returns to become the central concern ("you shall love the Lord your
God"). The apocalyptic visions show man poised in time, looking to the future, and at best describe God by his ~ r e d i c t e dactions alone. Jesus' teaching
is highly anthropocentric.
The via negativa can scarcely be deployed in relation to the teaching of Jesus, since the latter is almost always directed towards the posture of the subject. It is with the progressive Hellenization of Christianity that questions
about the essence of reality come to the fore, and the nature of God becomes
an issue. Nothing could be more dissimilar than the Jewish concern with human behaviour and the human spiritual outlook manifested in the teaching
of Jesus, and the Greek concern with the essence, definition, and knowing of
God in the work of Pseudo-Dionysius.
T h e via negativa is a method inspired by the attempts of the mathematicians to grasp abstract notions, and devoted to the task of declaring God's
nature through negations. It presupposes an already existing kataphatic tradition about the issue of God's nature. T o the extent that it penetrates Christianity, it is a sign of the Hellenization of the movement through the development of interest in ontological questions. Any modern use of it will have to
accept the ontological concern as a fundamental one in theology, o r effect a
metamorphosis in the conceptualization of the issue.
One example of such a restructuring of the negative approach may be
found in an American book published in 1982. Max Myers (in Altizer ed.,
Deconstruction and Theology.. ., 142) speaks of theology ccreconstructing"
thought, and concludes with the claim that religious thinking "is destructive
of every idol, every work, or symbol which claims to be the center of a structure of meaning, for the sake of this reconstruction" (loc. cit.). The author
therefore sees religious thinking as having the negative force of ancient
iconoclasm, in that fixations on temporary structures of meaning are destroyed in order that the reconstructive task may continue. The death of Christ is
seen (loc. cit.) as an event of negative significance exactly in this manner,
since it constitutes an emptying of Christ's message, and an opening up "to
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the hiddenness of God behind its appearance". Myers' object is to visualize a
theological activity which allows for continual reconstruction in the face of
process, the Heraclitean flux of which time consists. In this way he attributes
more of a kataphatic, or positive, value to theology than woild his ancient
counterpart. ~ k e r s seriei
'
of negations takes place in order to provide for a
new phase of positive theology. H e is clearly more concerned about theology's relationship to the changing face of social reality, than with the act of
negation itself.
A second example of a modern re-presentation of the via negativa is provided by a German work, Negative Theologie, by Josef Hochstaffl. This
author actively seeks to mediate between antiquity and the modern day, with
a view which offers a constant advocacy of the need to rethink the method if
it is to be used in the modern day. H e is concerned with history, and the social order. Using an eschatolog~alperspective (236-7) ~ o c h s t a f f lsees the
modern concern as the unfolding of humanity: "History must be kept open
to enable the development of a greater humanity" (loc. cit.).
The first part of Hochstaffl's book, to which we have referred earlier, is an
historical analysis of the idea and use of negative theology in late antiquity.
However in this concluding note, cited above, he clearly indicates that the
question for today must not be couched in terms of transcendence. H e rightly observes that negative theology in antiquity is to d o with the transcendknt,
and emerges
as a consequence of "relative transcendence". Hochstaffl believes however that for a modern restatement of the via negativa,
a formulation in terms of the "other" will inevitablv be a failure. A translation into historical actuality is required. Hochstaffl recommends a negative dialectic conceived in the context of the fulfilment of history. The death and resurrection
of Jesus Christ constitute the negative moment of historical failure, followed
by the positive affirmation of hope for the future. Humanity will be fulfilled
by the establishment of the Lordship of the resurrected Christ. It is in the
concrete matter of histoty and s o c i e j that this fulfilment is to be found.
It is striking to note that in both modern versions of the via negativa, it is
the death of Christ which is taken as an event of negative character, an event
which under this analysis plays the negative/positivi role of the alpha priva\
tive in the original procedure. The negative method is thus metamorphosed
into a reading of history, and is held to provide a hermeneutic for events, in
the unfolding social
Of the two writers Hochstaffl emphasizes the
more strongly the need to formulate the via negativa in historical and social
terms. Both, however, stress the destruction of idols and their replacement,
Hochstaffl in particular by arguing that the interest for the modern world of
the via negativa is its capacitfto Pmancipate. Its function is not to legitimize,
but t o offer an emancipatory/critical procedure, capable of freeing- one from
the traditional order.
This liberating function of the negative way as perceived by Hochstaffl
-.
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certainly accords with the ancient function of the method. It had a conceptually liberating effect, allowing thought to progress towards unity, away from
divisively specific theological concepts. Jaroslav Pelikan has pointed (in the
Via Negativa. . ., ed. Mortley/Dockrill) to the way in which such emancipation from theological positions could produce emancipation from ecclesiastical and social divisions, in the time of Nicholas of Cusa.
The value of such re-presentations of the via negativa largely depends on
the extent to which' a post-Hegelian social/material philosophy of human
progress is accepted. Many will not wish to write off the ontological and
transcendent vision of the Platonist tradition. Modern physics may yet cause
us t o revive the Platonist ontological vision - not in its exact form of course,
since the ontological architecture of a Proclus is far too severely physical for
the modern imagination. However the notion of "being" is alive and well in
many branches of intellectual life. It may also be observed that a comparison
with negating procedures in Buddhist philosophy, itself concerned with the
apprehension of "real" reality, makes the via negativa appear to be among
those intellectual options which are alive today.
The contribution of the via negativa is to assert the hiddenness of the divine, both in spite of and because of the revelation of the diiine in the face of
Christ. The face is a mask for the persona behind it: in revealing it conceals.
The via negativa establishes the contradiction of revelation, but rather than
bearing destruction within itself, it has an enhancing and expanding capacity.
Like the breaking of icons, it destroys the narrow focus, and puts an end to
theological pharisaism.
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