CHAPTER 1

Proclus’ Elements of Theology and Platonic
Dialectic
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1 The mos geometricus and Current Interpretations of the Elements
of Theology

Why did Proclus want to present his metaphysical system, that is, his and his
colleagues’ views on Platonic theology, in the manner of the geometers? Schol-
ars have expressed widely diverging views on this question, and the fact that the
Elements of Theology itself fails to provide us with any context certainly has not
helped to settle the issue. This text, unique in its kind, indeed comes without
paratext, and moreover, Proclus nowhere so much as mentions the Elements of
Theology in his other works, let alone discusses its aims.

The most common assumption seems to be that Proclus adopted the mos
geometricus for the clarity of exposition it makes possible, as it allows the
author to focus on individual tenets and single principles or rules, discussing
them one after another. These are ordered in such a way that later propositions
are demonstrated on the basis of preceding ones so that the exact logical rela-
tions are made apparent. An even more generous interpretation would have it
that the author, on the condition that one accepts the assumptions that serve
as starting points and the arguments are valid, has been able to actually deduce
the truth of the propositions.

With various qualifications, such views have been expressed by famous
scholars. E.R. Dodds, for instance, calls the work “an attempt to supply the com-
prehensive scheme of reality desiderated by Plato in the seventh book of the
Republic”}! giving us what earlier manuals failed to provide, namely “the general
logical principles which form the structural skeleton of the system.”? “And it is
nothing if not systematic’,3 although Dodds admits that its “method of pure a

* Internal Research Funds / ERC Advanced Grant -885273-PlatoViaAristotle.
1 Dodds 1963, p. x.
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18 OPSOMER

priori deduction” is, at times, merely apparent.* E.-O. Onnasch and B. Schomak-
kers take issue with Dodd’s view that the Elements of Theology is to be seen as
a Neoplatonic compendium, since, as they claim, Proclus has his own particu-
lar position in that tradition. They agree, however, with the general idea that
the work expounds many fundamental tenets of Neoplatonic metaphysics.3
They confirm, moreover, that the proofs are formally rigorous and valid® while
disputing the idea that Proclus has reached Spinoza’s ideal of a closed logical
system, or even laid claim to such an ideal” (the latter remark pertaining to the
possible axiomatic character of the Elements of Theology, an aspect that will
not be discussed here). Linking this view with the work’s lack of axiomaticity,
these scholars claim that Proclus’ goal is primarily didactic, and since the work
does not present a logically closed system deduced from indubitable principles,
it is merely didactic. It is a merely human and, thus, in some sense, an arbitrary
attempt to disclose an epistemic domain.?

D. O'Meara?® is the author of a different and influential interpretation, ac-
cording to which Proclus does not really use the geometric demonstrative
method, but instead choses certain aspects of the ‘geometric’ format for the
clarity of exposition and the logical rigour it allows for presenting his views.
Geometry, by this account, exemplifies the discursive type of reasoning of sci-
ence, not of the higher ‘dialectic’—a distinction famously made by Plato, Resp.
VI 510b—511d.

An unusual interpretation is proposed by J.-L. Solére,'® according to which
Proclus uses the geometric method in order to make Platonic doctrine less
accessible, hiding it from the masses whose mathematical knowledge is very
limited. Solere, however, must admit, that the evidence is based on sources that
have nothing to do with Proclus, primarily Boethius (Hebdom. sRT p. 38.8-14)
and the tradition dependent upon him. There is, however, some supporting evi-
dence for this view from a source closer to Proclus. His student and biographer
Marinus quoted him as saying at the end of what could be called his hagiogra-
phy that, if it were up to him, of all the ancient books, he would only preserve
the Timaeus and the (Chaldean) Oracles, because the others, if they are read

Dodds 1963, p. xi.

Onnasch and Schomakers 2015, p. XLv.

Onnasch and Schomakers 2015, p. XLVI.

Onnasch and Schomakers 2015, p. XLIX.

Onnasch and Schomakers 2015, p. LII-LIIL

O’Meara 2000, p. 285-286; O'Meara 1989, p. 196—-198.

10  Solére 2003. A remark that goes in the direction of Solére’s thesis can be found in Dodds
1963, p. xiii.
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in a careless and uneducated manner, are likely to do more harm than good.!!
Even if these presumably authentic words do not pertain to Proclus’ own books,
they do testify to a certain mind-set that would support Solére’s interpretation.
Moreover, Proclus confirms in his own work the idea that a theological science
such as dialectic may be difficult to grasp for the untrained, or for those who
are unwilling or unable to go through the required efforts, creating confusion
in their minds.!? Still, in the light of his other work, it is hard to defend the idea
that Proclus is after secrecy. Take, for instance, the quite accessible Tria opus-
cula, or the Elements of Physics, another work written in the same spirit and
dealing with physical matters. Solére’s claim also goes counter to the idea at
the core of the literary genre in question, that is, providing elementary, man-
ageable instruction for the uninitiated. ‘Elementary’ means, as I shall argue,
that the work is meant to provide the most fundamental tenets, which are the
simplest and, at the same time, the most basic.

One idea that the aforementioned interpretations have in common is that
the work is intended to convey an impression of logical rigour with the ulterior
goal of convincing its audience of the truth of the doctrines exposed. The work
would thus contain an implicit claim to epistemic authority. Recently, however,
Reviel Netz!3 has contested the idea that the literary genre of treatises written
more geometrico possessed the same degree of authority that we are inclined
to attribute to them. The genre that goes by the name of Elements (atoiyeia) or,
in Proclus’ case, Elementatio (atoiyeiwatg), is that of rudimentary handbooks
intended for novices. If certain proofs appear difficult in Euclid, and, by exten-
sion, in Proclus, the problem lies with us, not the proofs themselves: we may
find them hard to follow, and their logic may elude us, but this is a result of
particular developments in cognitive history.* However, that readers closer in
time and cultural environment to Proclus were impressed by the logical rigour
of the work speaks against Netz’s thesis. The work and the genre did indeed
seem to enjoy a high epistemic authority. Nicholas of Methone, a Byzantine
reader, warns against the danger presented by the work’s semblance of logical
rigour,’> and whereas Nicholas, despite implicitly admitting the logical strength

11 Marinus, Vita Procli 38, p. 44, 1. 17—20.

12 InParm.v,1024.2-1025.3 (for the line numbers of In Parm., I use the ocT edition by Steel
et al.). See also Fauquier 2018, p. 109.

13 Netz 2017.

14  Netz1g9g9g, p.1-7.

15  This appears from the title of the work: Nucoddov Emioxdmov Mebivng Avdmtuéis thig Oco-
Aoyudiis Zrotyeiwoewg [pdxhov Tod Avxiov TAaTwviod prdogdov mpdg To W) cuvapmdleabat
Todg dvaryvaoxovtag UTd ThS Dmogatvopévng ot metavdyxng xol oxavdaileodat xatd Thg
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of the work, remained ultimately unconvinced, his contemporary Ioane Petritsi
was truly impressed by its logical quality,'6 and in the West, Berthold of Moos-
burg praised the demonstrative qualities of the text and its genre.l” Later, the
humanist Francisco Patrizi presented both the Elements of Physics and the Ele-
ments of Theology as paradigms of argumentative precision for his readers to
imitate.!® These testimonies, however, do not in themselves constitute strong
counter-evidence to Netz’s claim. Therefore, in order to examine the intended
epistemic status of the text, as well as to possibly gain a better understanding
regarding its intended readership, I propose that we search for clues in Proclus’
own works.

2 Platonic Dialectic

There has been some discussion over the question of whether, and in what
sense, Proclus’ Elements of Theology presents an axiomatic system. This issue,
complicated by various existing conceptions of what it means to be axiomatic,
is not one which will be pursued here.!® Whereas the highly philosophically
relevant question regarding axiomatics is not posed in Proclus’ own terms, I
shall here ask a related question aimed at the way in which Proclus himself

dAnbods miotews. (1.1-6 Angelou). See also 2.10-11 ... T6 pepyavpévov xat Tf xopela vro-
XPUTTOUEVOV Xal ToVg ToANOLG ot Stapedyov Peddos ...

16  Cf. loane Petritzi, In Elementationem theologicam, prologue, Alexidze and Bergemann
2009, p. 63.

17 Berthold of Moosburg, Expositio super Elementationem theologicam, prol., 349-364 tit. K,
p-47.

18  Patrizi, Procli Lycii Diadochi philosophi eminentissimi Elementa theologica, p. 4: Verum
ad Proclum redeamus. Cuius Elementa theologica tibi Parolari eruditissime animo libenti
damus. Uti cognoscas, quanto ingenii acumine mathematico more, Theologia Platonis uni-
versa mira demonstrationum necessitate sit demonstrata. Addita sunt physica quoque Ele-
menta, ex Aristotelis dogmatibus desumpta, eodemque modo tradita: quo modo, res nulla
alia quam mathematica, a quoquam unquam alio, est tractata: et quae suo hoc exemplo
sublimium philosophorum ingenia in reliquis philosophiae partibus movere queat ad imi-
tandum.

19  O’Meara 2000, p. 285-286, in agreement with Lowry 1980, Lohr 1986, p. 50—60, and already
Dodds 1963, p. xi—xii, argues that, contrary to appearances, Proclus’ method is not strictly
speaking axiomatic. Netz 2017 agrees with O'Meara on the crucial point that the work does
not seem to rely purely on the structure of axiomatic derivation. The main reason is that
Proclus brings in extra assumptions for the sake of some individual arguments. Martijn
2014, p. 151-153 challenges this received view, whose main advocate is O’'Meara: starting
from an analysis in Opsomer 2013, she claims that Proclus’ method is, after all, essentially
geometrical and even axiomatic. I intend to discuss this issue elsewhere.
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was likely to have conceptualised his undertaking. This is the question regard-
ing the relation between the Elements of Theology and Platonic dialectic. I shall
indeed argue that not only could Proclus regard this work as dialectic in nature,
but that this is in fact what he probably intended the informed reader to under-
stand.

As T have pointed out before, though the Elements of Theology comes without
paratext, the very use of the genre to which it belongs should tell us something
about the light in which it is to be read. The set of stylistic conventions that the
genre of the geometric handbook comes with need not concern us here.2° More
important, however, are its impersonal style and its lack of appeal to authority.
As a matter of fact, the views set out in a gtoiyeiwaig are explained and proved
without any mention of their authors, and there is usually no place for alterna-
tive views. Ztotyelwaoelg do not narrate the discovery of truths, they rather secure
results. These works essentially consists of theorems and proofs, or, rather, of
assumptions, theorems, and proofs, assumptions set out in the beginning of the
work in the form of definitions, axioms, postulates, and common notions.2!
One of the remarkable features of the Elements of Theology is that such lists
are absent: the work immediately starts with the first theorem and its proof.
Any interpretation of this work must account for this notable fact. The Ele-
ments of Physics differs in this respect, as it consists of two sets of theorems, or
‘books), each of which is preceded by a list of definitions that contain assump-
tions needed for the proofs. One would have also expected, then, at least a list
of stipulative definitions in the Elements of Theology as well. As we will see, the
first arguments are largely based on the meaning of certain key terms, and the
Commentary on Euclid shows that Proclus knows very well that definitions, in
the geometric tradition, serve to introduce hypotheses, that is, undemonstrated
presuppositions.?2

20 I have discussed the genre and the way it is used by Proclus in the Elements of Physics
and the Elements of Theology in Opsomer 2020. A more thorough treatment of the formal
characteristics of the genre is offered by Asper 2007, p. 94—212.

21 Proclus distinguishes between axioms, hypotheses, and postulates: In Euclidem 76.4-77.6.
An axiom is a first principle that is known to the learner and credible in itself. A hypoth-
esis is not immediately self-evident, but is conceded. A postulate is unknown, taken as
true, but without having been conceded by the student. Sometimes, however, these are
all called hypotheses. See, for instance, In Euclidem 71.14-15;178.1-184.10; Beierwaltes 1965,
p. 262—265; Giardina 2010.

22 Proclus, In Euclidem 178.7—8: tdg yap OUmodéaeig xal Todg xarhovpévoug Gpoug v Tolg TTpoetpy-
uévolg éoxéppeda. See also In Euclidem 76.12-15: 8tav 3¢ py) €xy pev Evwvolay 6 dxodwv Tod
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The Commentary on Euclid can shed more light on Proclus’ understanding
of the genre. Euclid’s Elements are named after its primary constituents, that
is, elements (otoryeia).22 Elements, Proclus explains, are propositions that are
fundamental for an epistemic domain, the knowledge of which can be used
to solve problems and is needed to gain knowledge of other things within the
same domain. They are like letters (ototyeia) in written speech: the simplest,
atomic and first principles. These leading theorems (Bewpnporta mponyodueva)
function as starting points from which the subsequent propositions are devel-
oped, being implicated in them all and providing the basis for demonstrations.
Other propositions are called ‘elementary’ (gtotyeicody). Like the elements, they
are simple and elegant, but unlike the elements, they are not necessary for the
science as a whole.2* Accordingly, the verbal noun ctotyelwaig should desig-
nate the systematic arrangement of an epistemic domain as a set of discrete
propositions, ordered in such a way that later propositions are proved from the
preceding ones (and the first propositions are proved from undemonstrable
axioms). This ideally results in an irrefutable and complete system of proposi-
tions, which can rightly be called scientific.2

Proclus additionally refers to a further distinction made by a certain
Menaechmus: in a more general sense the term ‘element’ stands for anything
furnishing the proof. By this fact, it is the ‘element’ of that which is proved, and
this wider usage allows for reciprocity. The more narrow use, by contrast, is
asymmetric: if A is an element of B, A is prior to B and B cannot be an element
of A.26 Tt is clear that Proclus adopts the narrow meaning in his explanation of
Euclid’s title and in his concept of what a gtotyelwats (elementatio) should be.
A true grolyeiwatg presents the ideal structure of a science, ordered from sim-
ple to complex and linked through inferences. And for this very reason, it is the

v

Aeyopévou T adTémaToV, TiBeTa 3¢ Spwg xal cuyyxwpel T@ AapPdvovtt, o TotobTov Dméfeais
éott. Simplicius, In Physicam, 48.29—-49.9: cuvtéuwg S8 prtéov, 8Tt TdV xab’ éxdatyy Téxvny
xal EmaTAUNY dpx &Y ai pév eioty adtémiaTol xal Sid TobTo yvhptpot xai altals Tals EmeTualg
@v eloty dpyal, domep &v yewpetpla ol xahobuevar xotvai Evotar xai of pot 8¢- xal yap xal ardtol
dvamtédenetol Bovovrar elvat. 81 xai &€ dproudv al xuplag elotv dmodeiels dg 2§ duéowv mpo-
tdoewy: ol 8¢ elotv olov E& Hmobéaewg, olal elow al @ 8pwv dootdoelg: T uév Yap T onueiov
duepods Tvog Evvoiag mapéyeadat xal TV Ypapuy dmAatods pnxous, adTémIaToV €0l TO 3¢
elvat 8haog TL duepes &v Tolg ueptaTols ol dmAatés v Tolg TEMAATUGMEVOLS, ToDTO & YEwpETPNS
@G dpymv Aapfdvel odx dmodevds adTy, dAAG dmodeixvuaty adTHY 6 TP@TOS PLASTOPOS GTd
adtomioTwy xal dvamodehctwy dpx@v. obtog 8¢ oty § xartd TTAdTwva Stakextinds:

23 On the meaning of atotyelov, see Burkert 1959; Asper 2007, p. 98-104.

24  Proclus, In Euclidem, 71.24—72.19.

25  Proclus, In Euclidem, 70.15-18: Y) 3¢ aotyelwatg avTiig Tig Ematypovucis Bewplog Tév v yew-
meTpla TporypdTwy dvéAeyrTov Exel xal TeAelav DYyYaw.

26  Proclus, In Euclidem, 72.23-73.9.
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perfect didactic tool. Furthermore, Proclus implies that it presents discoveries
that may have been made by others, yet it is not used to make discoveries. It
presents them while simultaneously making them incontrovertible, armoured
by irrefutable proofs.2?

A feature that remains implicit in Proclus’ account of the genre but is deci-
sive for the interpretation of Proclus’ own agtotyeiwag is that these works are
supposed to be self-contained. By this I mean that they are not supposed to
appeal to other scientific knowledge that one may have acquired elsewhere,
for instance, knowledge that is the fruit of exegesis (common notions pose a
special problem, as we shall see). This is indeed what the reader can expect
when she comes in contact with the Elements of Theology, though whether the
work lives up to this expectation is a different matter. It is, however, essential
for an appropriate understanding of the work, and especially of the crucial first
propositions.

In the Commentary on Euclid, Proclus leaves no doubt whether he consid-
ers mathematics and its different branches to be sciences. What about the
kind of theology he practices in the Elementatio? (For the present purpose, it
makes no difference whether one prefers calling this discipline ‘theology’ or
‘metaphysics;,?8 in accordance with the present acceptation of that term). Pro-
clus usually distinguishes the following levels of cognition proper to humans,
in ascending order from irrational to rational: perception, imagination, doxa
(which is already rational and is able to proceed without images), and science.
Science (émiomuy) is truly rational; it belongs to logos, the rational capacity
that is able to grasp forms. It is, however, only a preparation for the intellective
contemplation of Forms.2® In other words, the list is not yet complete. Intellect
grasps Forms all at once and without transitions.3? This means that contrary to
logos, and hence also to science, it is no longer discursive. The Forms accessed
by intellect are not identical to the formal principles grasped by the soul, as the
latter are images of the former and are more precisely described as formal logoi
(‘formal reason principles’).3! Not even intellection is the highest form of cogni-
tion of which humans are capable, since higher than intellection is the unitary
grasp of the Good, which can only be accomplished with the most divine capac-

27 Proclus, In Euclidem, 68.7-10.

28  Cf. O’'Meara 1986.

29 Proclus, In Parmenidem, v, 994.27—-995.4; 1026.21—28.

30  Proclus, In Parmenidem, v, 995.29: vévjatv dpetdBorov odaav.

31 Proclus, In Parmenidem, v, 980.23—981.21; 982.7—24; cf. also 1v, 896.2—3; 896.18—20.
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ity of the soul.32 For the issues at stake, however, we can restrict our scope to
the levels of science and intellect.

Dialectic is the highest of sciences, the crowning and truest science.?3 Yet
it, too, is an image of the intellective cognition and derives its principles from
there.3* It is moreover a preparation, an exercise with a view to intellective cog-
nition. Although Proclus does not state this explicitly, I take him to mean it is
an indispensable preparation for intellection. To that extent, and also because
dialectic is the highest science, the term “exercise” (yvuvaoia) is not necessar-
ily used depreciatingly. The origin of the view of dialectic as being an exercise
is, of course, Plato’s Parmenides, where the older Parmenides urges the young
Socrates to get himself some training before tackling the problems that as yet
surpass him.35 This text, for Proclus, is essential to understanding the Platonic
concept of dialectic,36 in combination with Plato’s remarks in the sixth and sev-
enth book of the Republic.3” Dialectic can thus be seen to be a mental training
concerned with the forms (in Parm. v, 993.13: 1 Tepi ta iy yuuvaoia), in prepa-
ration of intellective contemplation.

Proclus’ description of dialectic as training seems to fit the Elements of The-
ology very well:

32 Cf. Proclus, In Rempublicam, 1, 280.26—30: 6wy dpat Yvwatov [sc. tdyadév] Tf évbéw mpoo-
BoAf) TH) Tob vod xpeitTovt, Wy adTog adyny xaAel Tig YPuxis, Hiv dvadivavta, graty [VII 540a],
éxelve el TpoaBdMew Sid Tiig dpatpéens TOY PET abTO TAVTWY.

33  Proclus, In Rempublicam, 1, 283.13-14: &g dpa Ty Stehextiav Bpryxdv o Emianudy elvar
Soxova®v dmoxoAdv xai dvtws émtotiuny dpilduevos. Compare Proclus, In Parmenidem, v,
995.17-18 Steel. The source is Plato, Respublica, V11, 534e2. Platonic dialectic is to be dis-
tinguished from Aristotle’s conception of dialectic, which is doxastic, not scientific. Cf.
Proclus, In Parmenidem, v, 984.21-985.3; 989.1-23; 990.10-11; Theologia Platonica, 1.9, 40.1—
18; Fauquier 2018, p. 102-103.

34  Seealso Plotinus, Enneads, 1.3 [20] 5.1-5. See Gourinat 2016, p. 39—41 for Plotinus’ influence
on Proclus’ conception of dialectic.

35  Plato, Parmenides, 135c8; d7; 136¢5. Interestingly, Zeno adds the remark that no one is able
to reach (intellective) insight (vo0v) without going through all the problems: dvev TadTyg
THg did dvreav SieEddou Te xarl TN ddvartov évtuydvra T dAnbel vodv axelv (136e1-3). This
moreover takes time, 31 ypévov (136e4), which can be taken as a hint at the discursive char-
acter of dialectic. Cf. Proclus, In Parmenidem v,1026.17-19 and In Rempublicam 11,19.15-16,
citing Phaedrus 247d3. The term 31¢é£odog, which is a key term in Proclus’ account of dis-
cursive science, takes up die§iévres (Resp. VI, 510d1) in Plato’s discussion of the divided
line.

36  Plato, Parmenides 135c1—2: TV T0o0 StoAéyeadat Stvou.

37  Afurtherimportant passage is Sophist 253d2—e2, where Plato calls dialectic a science capa-
ble of division along kinds and distinguishing sameness and difference between kinds.
This passage is cited by Proclus, In Parmenidem, 1, 650.2—9.
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in Parm. v, 993.32—994.1: ) Aoyu) 1é&o030g xai ) dvéh&is aity T@v Bewpnud-
TWYV, WG TTPOG TNV VOEPAY Lwny, YUuvdatdv Eatwv.

The whole of the logical procedure and this unfolding of theorems, in
relation to intellectual life, is a field of exercise.

trans. G.R. MORROW—]. DILLON

In the Elements of Theology, theorems are indeed being unfolded discursively,
that is, by being looked at them one by one along with the logical relations link-
ing them. No longer making the transitions, but grasping all the logical relations
as stable structures, the intellect, so Proclus believes, is able to grasp all of this
at once.

Traditionally, Platonic dialectic was seen to comprise four methods: analy-
sis, division, definition, and demonstration. This view was common in hand-
books3® and was adopted by Proclus.3? But for him the four methods are not
on a par with one another. As divisions deliver definitions, the art of division*®
is superior to that of definitions, and definitions in turn are superior to demon-
strations, in that the latter require the former. These three operations, mov-
ing from principles to effects, belong together (demonstrations prove essential
accidents) and are contrasted with analysis, which moves from effects to princi-
ples.* These operations or methods—powers, considered from the perspective
of the soul performing them*2—can be discerned at work in the Elements of
Theology.

More precisely, the dialectic we see at work here, which reveals the truth in
its purity, would be the highest of the three, since Proclus also distinguishes
three dialectical activities depending on the level of its practitioners and the
corresponding aims to be pursued (in Parm., 1, 653.4—656.10).43 In order to study
the Forms, the dialectic uses the four standard methods, including those that
move downward as well as analysis, which moves upward, and is able to ascend
to the unhypothetical principle.

One could object here that, in fact, Proclus has a much more specific view of
dialectic; namely, the one found in the second part of the Parmenides which is

38 Cf. Alcinous, Did. v. See also Kobusch 2018, p. 67-68.

39  Proclus, Theologia Platonica, 1.9, 40.5-10; In Eucl. 69.13—19; In Parmenidem, v,1003.6—7. See
also Syrianus, In Metaphysicam, 55.38-56.4.

40  This art conforms to the first of the three types of definition mentioned by Proclus, In
Cratylum, 1X, 3.11—20.

41 Proclus, In Parmenidem, v, 982.9—24, with Fauquier 2018, p. 118-120.

42 Bonelli 2016, p. 409 in this respect speaks of a “hesitation.”

43 Steel 1997, p. 87—88; Gritti 2008, p. 177-184.
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based on the method of hypotheses. There is hardly a trace of this method in
the Elements of Theology. This objection, however, can be discarded quite easily,
as it is simply not the case that Proclus identifies** dialectic with the procedure
set out and exemplified in the Parmenides. Rather, the latter is a specific type of
dialectic, explicitly called the Eleatic type of dialectic.#> The attempt to reduce
the Parmenidean dialectic to the four traditional operations, C. Steel*6 argues,
is forced, and the same point could be made were we to do such a thing for the
Elements of Theology. Fortunately, this is not necessary. It suffices to point out
that some of the operations are being used in the course of the work in a way
that is similar to what Proclus claims about Euclid.

Proclus indeed thinks that Euclid in his Elements makes more than an occa-
sional use of dialectic, employing all four dialectical methods: “division for find-
ing kinds, definitions for making statements of essential properties, demon-
strations for proceeding from premises to conclusions, and analysis for passing
in the reverse direction from conclusions to principles” (in Eucl. 69.13—19, trans.
G.R. Morrow). This is a highly interesting claim, stemming from the so-called
second prologue to the Commentary, if only because it shows that Proclus
thinks that the mos geometricus and dialectic can be integrated, especially if
the geometer in question also happens to be a Platonist, as is the case with
Euclid (cf. in Eucl. 68.20—24). Moreover, this makes it highly likely that, on
Proclus’ understanding, the same could be said for the Elements of Theology,
given the many formal similarities between the two works. In another passage,
this time from the first prologue, Proclus, citing Plato’s Republic, confirms the
special relation between mathematics and dialectic, calling this purest part of
philosophy the ‘crown’, or more literally, the ‘capstone’” of the (mathematical)
sciences (42.9—44.24).*8 Because of the equivocity of the word pabnpora, it is
notreally clear whether ‘dialectic’ is meant to be the capstone of all the sciences
or pre-eminently, or even exclusively, of the mathematical sciences. However,
given the context of the Commentary on Euclid, the primary reference in the
passage would be mathematics. At any rate, the mathematical sciences, being
the stepping-stones to dialectic, occupy a special place among the sciences.
It is also nice to think that the relation between mathematics and dialectic is

44  Fauquier, 2018, p. 104, seems to imply that Proclus seeks to identify the two, but his view
is actually more balanced (see p. 107).

45 Proclus, In Parmenidem, v, 1000.26—28.

46 Steel1997, p. 9o—91.

47  Plato, Respublica, V11, 543e2-3: "Ap’ odv Soxel oo, Epny &y, Gomep Bpryxnds Tolg puabipacty 1
Stokextun) Ny Emdve xeladat, xal 00xéT dMo TovTou pHabnpa dveTépw 0pBis dv émitibeadar,
SN Exetv 1Oy TEAOG T TV pnalnudTev.

48  See Bonelli 2016 for an in-depth analysis of this passage.
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analogous to that between a work of geometry and the Elements of Theology.
As in the previous passage, mathematics is said to deploy the four dialecti-
cal methods. More precisely, dialectic is set over mathematics contiguously,
containing, in a concentrated manner, these four methods or powers that are
then bestowed upon mathematics (42.13—43.1), first to the common mathemat-
ical science, and then, through it, to the various mathematical subdisciplines
(44.1-14). Just as the common mathematical science is set over the particular
mathematical sciences, dialectic is set over mathematics, and just as dialec-
tic is set over mathematics, the knowledge of intellect presides over dialectic
(4213-15; 43.11-12; 44.14—23).*° In intellect itself, the four powers of dialectic
are contained in a unitary manner. Likewise, its knowledge is immobile, undi-
vided, unitary and concentrated, providing the content that is unfolded in and
through dialectic (cupntiooet ... Tag dvelikels, 44.20) and turned into discursive
science (m@oay v 1é&odov TAV pabnuatikdy Adywy, 44.21-22). In accordance
with sound Proclean principles, that which contains and causes also perfects
what it engenders. Thus, intellect produces dialectic and perfects it. It is able do
so because it contains, in the manner proper to itself, its powers and contents.

An excerpt from the Cratylus Commentary confirms the role of intellect in
the generation of dialectic (111, 2.5-12). Here, Proclus moreover explains that
division corresponds to the procession of all things from the One, that defi-
nition corresponds to the synthesising into a single circumscription of what
is proper [to many things], that demonstration corresponds to the manner
in which Forms are mutually present to one another, which constitutes their
identity and founds their mutual difference, and that analytics corresponds to
the reversion of all things to the One and to their proper principles. The four
methods or powers are thus perfectly suited to explain these different struc-
tural features of reality. What is more, the fact that intellect comprehends these

49  Thereis thus a double analogy, and not just ‘un parallele’, which should be sufficient to dis-
card the objection put forward by Bonelli 2016, p. 402—403. Neither is there a real problem
in the fact that dialectic seems to be treated as a faculty, more precisely the highest part of
intellect: cf. Bonelli 2016, p. 404, referring to In Parmenidem v, 986.23—24: £l 0dv 6 xafaper-
Tatév Eott vod xal ppovioewg 1) Tolad Ty émtatruy. Intellect is not just a faculty, but thinking
that is nothing but its object. Analogously, dialectics is not just a method, but also the
direct expression of the highest rational capacity of the soul and the system of knowledge
generated by it. And as it is to be expected, the image of intellect, which is dialectic, is less
unified than its source and does therefore not exhibit the same degree of unity between
cognition and its object. A further complication is introduced, though, by the fact that in
the phrase quoted Proclus calls dialectics intellect, in what is actually a quote from the
Philebus (58d6—7). Proclus in fact makes a distinction between the intellective capacity of
the soul and the intellect in itself (cf. Timaeus, 28a1). For these and further refinements,
see Maclsaac 2010. See also Gritti 2008, p. 182-183.
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structures and at the same time generates dialectic grounds the cogency and
irrefutability of dialectic’s proofs and the truth and accuracy of the knowledge
it produces and in which it consists.>°

3 Dialectic Unfolding of the Truth in the Elements of Theology

Now, let’s take a closer look at the overall structure of the Elements of Theology
and especially at the initial propositions and proofs. It is often thought that the
Elements of Theology start with the highest principle, the One. I do not think
that is accurate. “Every plurality in some way participates the one’, is one way
of translating the first proposition (II&v wA#}8og petéxet mty 00 €vég. Elem. theol.
1). The reader versed in Neoplatonism will think immediately that the author
must be talking about the first principle, in which everything participates.>!
However, this is not the perspective a reader of a stoicheidsis is intended to take,
as a reader who abides by the rules of the literary genre is not meant to come
with any preconceived ideas. Such a reader is not expected to know that the
One is the highest metaphysical principle. They will perhaps understand the
last two words of the proposition as meaning ‘oneness’ or ‘unity’, rather than
‘the one, and if they continue to read the proof, they will see that is what is
meant. The proof takes the form of another mainstay of the genre, a reductio
ad absurdum: assume that there is such a plurality that in no way partakes of
unity, and you find yourself entangled in contradictions, for if there is such a
plurality, that would mean that none of the parts of which it consists and none
of the parts of which these parts consist would be one. Hence, a plurality would
dissipate into nothingness or into an unending infinity. These consequences of
our assumption are not possible, and hence the assumption is to be rejected.
This may not be a very accurate rendering of the proof, yet it should be suffi-
cient for our present purpose.>?

The next two propositions deal with anything that participates (the) one,
that is, participates unity. Such things are both one and not-one (prop. 2) and
they become one through participation of (the) one (prop. 3). The proofs for

50  Gritti 2008, p. 255-306.

51 See Onnasch and Schomakers 2015, p. XLv: “Angefangen wird mit dem Einen [...]", yet see
also p. LII-LIIIL: “So verwendet Proklos z. B. im ersten Kapitel der Theologischen Grundle-
gung den Begriff des Einen (oder der Einheit) in einer These iiber das Verhéltnis zwischen
Einheit und Vielheit, er erldutert diesen Begriff selbst jedoch nicht.”

52 Ihave attempted to give a more accurate reconstruction of the proofs of the first proposi-
tions in Opsomer 2013.
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these two propositions consist mainly in explaining what is meant by the terms
used and why what is stated follows from the way in which they are used. The
fourth proposition distinguishes such participants with something that is noth-
ing but one, and is accordingly called one-itself (t6 adtoév). This one-itself is not
something that is something other than one, and subsequently happens to be
one as well: being one is all it is, and that is exactly what the expression one-
itself denotes—analogously to similar compositions with auto- already coined
by Plato. The proof for the fourth proposition is based on the idea that such a
one-itself really has to exist, on pain of producing a vicious regress.

The fifth proposition states that every plurality is posterior to the one-itself.
This is followed by an extensive and complex proof, the details of which are not
always easy to grasp. Yet it soon becomes clear that one important implication
of this theorem is that there can only be one such one-itself (cf. prop. 5, 6.7—
20). Hence, by the end of the fifth proposition we have reached an existing and
unique one-itself, preceding all plurality and hence completely independent of
anything else (because everything other than the one-itself is part of the plural-
ity that is posterior to it). In other words, we have discovered ‘the One'. The fact
that a separate proof was needed in order to demonstrate that there can only
be one one-itself shows that Proclus is quite capable of distinguishing two dif-
ferent usages of the Greek word év: that of unity as the lack of internal division,
and that of cardinality one.

Causality is only introduced explicitly from proposition 7 onwards. Proclus
argues that the relation between things participating the good and the good-
itself is the same as that between the participants of the one and the one-itself.
This notion of good-itself is introduced in proposition 8. Goodness is under-
stood as that toward which things strive. Next Proclus argues that there is a
first productive cause from which all things proceed (prop. 11), which is at the
same time that toward which all things strive. This is ‘the Good’ (prop. 12), and
based on the idea that “every good unifies its participant and all unification
is good” Proclus concludes that the good is identical with the one. That is, the
good-itself is identical with the one-itself (prop. 13), and now we have the Good
or the One, the full-fledged first principle of Proclean metaphysics.

In the next two hundred or so propositions Proclus sets out, first, at the same
time both the general logical principles or rules of the system and some of the
basic metaphysical principles—or ‘entities’—and their hierarchical order. To
give an example, in proposition 20, he develops the hierarchy One-Intellect-
Soul-Body, on the basis of an analysis of motion and a corresponding hierarchy
of movers and moveds (prop. 14), linked with the capacity of reversion and self-
reversion required for some of these movers (prop. 15-19). Later, in proposition
101, he develops finer hierarchies, such as the triad Being-Life-Intellect, but it is
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only in the second half of the work that he discusses the properties of the dif-
ferent classes of entities in greater detail as well as even more refined internal
hierarchies. The text ends with a theorem on the (human) rational soul, which
constitutes the lowest level of ‘divine’ or ‘transcendent’ reality (and incidentally
also contains a stab at Plotinus, as it outright rejects the latter’s theory of the
undescended soul—but true to the rules of the game, Proclus does not men-
tion his opponent). The second part of the work starts, then, from the upper
realms of divine reality, the henads, and moves down to the realms of intellects
and then souls, so as to end with the lowest type of soul that is still rational and
autonomous. Or to use a technical term: the rational soul is self-constituted
(this notion, 6 adBuméatatov, has been introduced and explained in prop. 40).
Lower realities are no longer self-constituted and self-sufficient; they are mere
products of the higher causes, and hence there is no place for separate sections
on them in a work on theology.

The Elements of Theology appears to conform to the general idea of a Platonic
dialectic science: it deals with transcendent reality, corresponding to the upper,
‘intelligible’ segment of the line mentioned in Plato’s famous description of
dialectic (Resp. V1, 5011b2), and, on a reading that is charitable to Proclus, to the
Forms situated at thatlevel (511c2). It does so in a discursive manner, ‘unfolding’
the theorems one after the other.53 It demonstrates, divides kinds, specifying
what is identical and what is different, and when it leads up to the causes it
practices analysis. The work moreover conforms to some, though not all, essen-
tial features of the mos geometricus. Most importantly, it contains an ordered
set of discrete theorems, whereby later theorems are demonstrated on the basis
of the preceding ones. But what happens, one may ask, with the first theorems?
Since the very first theorem cannot build on any preceding theorem, what
are the starting points for its proof? In a mathematical manual, those would
be axioms, postulates, hypotheses, definitions, common notions—in short,
assumptions in some form or other. Since such lists are absent from Proclus’
Elements of Theology—Dbut not, remarkably, from the Elements of Physics—the
author should not be allowed to appeal to any such assumptions.

53  This reading is confirmed by what is probably the earliest textual echo of Proclus’ Ele-
ments of Theology, namely in two passages in pseudo-Dionysus, where the author uses
the expression “elements of theology” (8sodoywcai otolyeiwaelg), stating that the scientific
study of scriptures (€x Thg émaTpovidis TGV Aoyiwv épedvyg) constitutes a training and
consists of the partial unfolding (uepucais dvehikeat) of divine truths: De divinis nominibus
11.9, 648A-B, and 111.2, 681A. See Mueller-Jourdan 2013 for ps.-Dionysius’ reception of Ele-
mentatio theologica 1.
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A closer look at the first propositions and proofs show that Proclus intro-
duces certain very general concepts and explains what they mean and how they
are related over the course of the proofs. The most crucial of these concepts
are one, many, part, whole, participation, F-itself. He teases out the meaning
of these words by manipulating them in his proofs. He moreover appeals to
the contrariety of one and many (and since their domain is universal, they
even function as contradictions), or to the notion that the whole is greater than
the (proper) part. As for participation, he starts from a very general notion, for
which it suffices to accept that X is F if X participates in F,5* while leaving open
the possibility that participation may be symmetric. After an argument based
on the view that participation is asymmetric, he formulates what could be seen
as an objection, or at least as a problem that requires further consideration,
based on the assumption that participation is not asymmetric, but arguing apa-
gogically that this cannot be correct: participation has to be antisymmetric>3
(and since it is irreflexive, it turns out to be asymmetric as well). This shows
that for Proclus the semantic value of ‘participation’ does not entail asymme-
try, while as an ontological relation it must. It moreover shows that he is aware
of the fact that he has not defined his key concepts, but rather needs to clarify
them in the course of his argument.

Proclus neither marks any of these as assumptions, nor does he indicate
that he stipulates specific meanings. What is truly remarkable, however, is the
fact that he was aware that some of these propositions implicitly appealed
to were used by him as undemonstrated axioms, or those derived from com-
mon notions. The idea that the whole is greater than the part, for instance, is
listed in our editions of Euclid as one of the common notions and is called an
axiom by Proclus in his Commentary on Euclid.>¢ In the Commentary on the Par-
menides, while dealing with the very same issues as in the propositions that I
have discussed, Proclus states that Plato uses the principle that unity and plu-
rality are mutually exclusive as a ‘common notion’>” He moreover explains that
this common notion is uncorrupted and indemonstrable and is used by Plato

54 ‘Xis F’ is a sufficient, but not a necessary condition. There is one case in which X is F with-
out participating in F, namely that of the X-itself. X-itself can be said to be F (although this
is not a case of normal predication), but since it is not something other than F, it cannot
be said to participate in F (participation is not reflexive).

55  See Proclus, Elementatio theologica, prop. 5, p. 4, 1. 20—22 for the asymmetric (or antisym-
metric) use, and p. 6, L. 7 for the symmetric use, with Opsomer 2013, p. 630—632.

56 Euclid, Elements, 1 c.N. 8: Kol t6 8hov 10D pépoug peilov. Proclus, In Euclidem, 196.17-18: &&i-
wpa yap xai 611 o GAov Tod pépoug ueilov. Compare also Proclus, In Rempublicam, 11, 259.18.

57 Proclus, In Parmenidem, V1, 1091.19—23.
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as a starting point for demonstrations, in accordance with the practice of the
geometers.?8 As for the participation relation, I have so far been unable to locate
a passage in which Proclus explicitly states as an axiom that it is not symmetric.
He does, however, appeal to the principle, and his successor Damascius explic-
itly defines it in this manner.>°

So why did Proclus not make his life easier by inserting a list of common
notions, definitions, and/or axioms before the first proposition? I surmise that
it may have to do with his notion of dialectic. Dialectic is a supreme science
that provides principles to the other sciences,®? but there is no superordinate
science that can do the same for dialectic. Instead, dialectic draws its principles
directly from its progenitor, intellect. These principles appear prior to the pos-
session of any demonstrative science as conceptions that we already possess.
They merely need to be explicated and articulated so as to make them useful for
discursive reasoning, exactly what Proclus accomplishes in the first proofs of
our text. This moreover shows that intellect has a twofold relation to dialectic:
earlier we have seen that dialectic is considered to be a necessary preparation
for the unitary intellective vision. Now, however, we have come to the conclu-
sion that in addition, intellect provides certain concepts that are innate to our
souls but remain untransparent or even unconscious as long as we have not
articulated them by making use of discursive reason.!

Dialectic manifests itself in an even subtler manner in the structure of
the Elements of Theology. As I have argued, the work does not start with the
highest principle, it instead starts from plurality as a given and accounts for
the conditions of its possibility. In doing so, the author makes use of certain
assumptions—common notions or axioms—though not referred to as such—
which are discursively justified. Using the language of the Republic, one could
say that they are introduced as hypotheses, yet, contrary to the geometers, who
are unable to account for them,%2 the dialectician does justify them, but can
only succeed insofar as he can tie them to a first principle. The dialectician
thus moves—analytically—from empirical plurality to a first principle, which
one could call—with the Republic®® and in conformity with his remarks in

58  Proclus, In Parmenidem, v1,1092.15—27.

59 Proclus, In Parmenidem, v1,1078.21-1079.1; Damascius, De principiis 3.168.1-16.

60  Proclus, In Rempublicam, 1, 283.6-16.

61  Onthe need to articulate innate concepts, see Helmig 2012, p. 278—289. That Proclus con-
siders dialectic, as a discursive science, to be grounded in intellect, is common knowledge
among scholars of Neoplatonism. See, for instance, Beierwaltes 1965, p. 240—270.

62  Plato, Respublica, v11, 533c3: pij Suvdpevat Adyov 3idévat adTév.

63  Plato, Respublica, V1, 510b6—7: 6 & ad Etepov [18] &n’ dpyi)v dvumdBetov ¢§ tmobéoews lodaa.
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other works®4—unhypothetical. This unhypothetical principle, the One-Good,
is reached and explained in propositions 4-13. Having reached this principle,
the dialectician no longer has any need for the hypotheses which have served
their function as stepping-stones in his way up to the unhypothetical principle.
Tied to the security of this first principle, the dialectician can descend again to
the intelligible Forms—not, however, to the world below it55>—without resort-
ing to images®6 in order to study them at their own level and through their
mutual relations.%? This is exactly what Proclus does in the rest of the work.
And indeed, he uses no diagrams, contrary to the geometers and to his own
practice in the Elements of Physics.58
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