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Abstract
This article describes Syrianus’ teachings on the One, as found in his testimonia 
on the Parmenides. In order to preserve the transcendence of the One, while still 
providing a fluid universe connected to the One, Syrianus shows how the nature 
of the One is seen in the structure of the Parmenides itself: the first hypothesis of 
the Parmenides outlines the primal God, while the intelligible universe is the sub-
ject of the second hypothesis, in so far as the intelligible universe is a product of 
the One. Thus, whatever is negated of the One in the first hypothesis contains a 
positive analogue in the second hypothesis. With this description of the One in 
the Parmenides, Syrianus is able to create a complete, fluid universe. Readings of 
two lemmata, in particular, illuminate Syrianus’ manner of interpreting the Par-
menides to show how the One is both transcendent and connected to the uni-
verse. In his interpretations of Parmenides 137d and 138a, Syrianus shows how the 
One is partless with respect to itself, but contains parts with respect to the rest of 
the universe; and that the One is in itself and in another, again, with respect to 
itself and with respect to the rest of the universe. With his interpretation of the 
Parmenides, moreover, one can see how Syrianus differs from the interpretations 
of Porphyry and Iamblichus, and how he paves the way for Proclus’ reading of 
the dialogue.
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1) I would like to thank Gretchen Reydams-Schils and Stephen Gersh of the Notre Dame 
Workshop on Ancient Philosophy for commenting upon this paper at a workshop presen-
tation in October, 2009. I would also like to thank John Dillon and John Finamore for 
their comments upon various drafts of this paper.
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General Introduction

In his teachings on the Parmenides, which survive primarily as testimonia 
from his student Proclus, it is clear that in the 5th century Syrianus strug-
gles between preserving the transcendence of the One, while still connect-
ing the One to the rest of creation for the unification of the cosmos. 
Drawing on the teachings of his predecessors, Syrianus frequently comes 
to portmanteau solutions with respect to the nature of the One. In his 
theological interpretation of the Parmenides, Syrianus shows how the 
nature of the One is seen in the structure of the dialogue itself: the first 
hypothesis of the Parmenides outlines the primal God, while the intelligi-
ble universe is the subject of the second hypothesis, in so far as the intelli-
gible universe is a product of the One. Thus, whatever is negated of the 
One in the first hypothesis contains a positive analogue in the second 
hypothesis. With this description of the One in the Parmenides, Syrianus 
is able to create a complete, fluid universe. Readings of two lemmata, in 
addition, illuminate Syrianus’ manner of interpreting the Parmenides to 
show how the One is both transcendent and connected to the universe. 
In his interpretations of Parmenides 137d and 138a, Syrianus shows how 
the One is partless with respect to itself, but contains parts with respect to 
the rest of the universe; and that the One is in itself and in another, again, 
with respect to itself and with respect to the rest of the universe. Such an 
interpretation, moreover, becomes the predominant reading of the Par-
menides and displays the essential understanding of the nature of the One 
for Syrianus’ student Proclus, and for many subsequent Platonists.

1. Introduction to the Problem2

In Proclus’ Commentary on the Parmenides, Proclus reports that Syrianus 
adopts the view that the subject of the Parmenides is metaphysical:

These are the differences of opinion among the ancients with respect to the 
purpose of the Parmenides. Now we must say what our Master has added to 
their interpretations. He agrees with those of our predecessors who thought 

2) The passage to be discussed in this section comes from Proclus, In Parm., 640.13- 
641.4.
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the aim of the dialogue is metaphysical and dismisses the idea that it is a 
polemic as implausible.3 (Proclus, In Parm., 640.17ff )

And so the passage culminates with a statement on the “true meaning” of 
the dialogue: 

Considering such to be the dialogue’s purpose, our Master denied that it was 
about Being, or about real beings alone; he admitted that it was about all 
things, but insisted on adding, “in so far as all things are the offspring of one 
cause and are dependent on a universal cause.” (Proclus, In Parm., 641.1-4) 

In addition to establishing the metaphysical subject of the Parmenides, 
Syrianus’ contribution to the subject of the Parmenides was to set the 
One, rather than Being, as the topic for the first hypothesis of the Par-
menides. 

Before giving his teacher’s opinion, Proclus runs through previous com-
mentators on the Parmenides, whom he groups according to their opin-
ions on the subject of the dialogue; a grouping which also happens to be 
fairly chronological as well. There are those who approach the Parmenides 
as a dialectical exercise; those who give an ontological interpretation, 
focusing on the One Intelligible Being, in particular; those who give a 
henological interpretation; and others, including Proclus and Syrianus, 
who give a theological reading of the text.4 I will run through these rather 
cursorily here.5

The first group (630.37-633.12) which Proclus lists in his history of 
interpretation includes those who thought that the Parmenides was an 
exercise in logical method with a polemical aim. Proclus says that these 
interpreters suggest the Parmenides was an antigraphe against Zeno on the 
intelligibles, a suggestion he dismisses. The second view (633.12-635.27) 
argues that the dialogue could not have a polemical purpose as that is not 
consistent with its contents. This group claims that the dialogue is a 
logical exercise with the aim of offering practice in the exercise of logical 

3) Translations in this article are taken, with some changes, from G. Morrow, and J. Dillon 
(1987).
4) These categories were created by C. Steel, who emphasizes the henological interpreta-
tion of the text in his article (1997) 16. 
5) See J. Dillon (1987) 7-8.
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disputation.6 It appears, on the other hand, that the first century C.E. 
Neopythagorean Moderatus appealed to a metaphysical interpretation of 
the Parmenides,7 making use of the first three hypotheses, at least, and it is 
possible that the practice of interpreting this dialogue goes back to Speu-
sippus, though that must be regarded as speculative.8 In Platonic Theology 
I. 9, Proclus gives a lengthy discussion of why the Parmenides is a dialogue 
on Being, not a gymnasia of dialectic. In Platonic Theology I. 9. p.38, lines 
4-7, Proclus says, “We then have a reason to say that the Parmenides does 
not have logic as its aim, rather it seems to constitute a science of all the 
first principles as its aim.” 

The next group identified by Proclus concerns those who hold that the 
Parmenides is a metaphysical dialogue. While philosophers since Plotinus 

6) See Alcinous, Didaskalikos 6, where he finds in the Parmenides the ten categories of 
Aristotle. See A. Festugière (1954) 93. On the Parmenides as a logical exercise, see Albinus, 
Isagoge 3; Diogenes Laertius III, 58; Philoponus In Anal. Pr. 9. 18-19; Alex. Aphr. In Top-
ica, 28.23-29.5; and is the topic of Proclus’ Platonic Theology I, 9.
7) E. Dodds (1928) 129-42, argued that the following passage from a work of Porphyry 
On Matter presents us with an interpretation of the first three hypotheses of Plato’s Par-
menides: “It seems that this opinion concerning Matter was held first among Greeks by 
the Pythagoreans, and after them by Plato, as indeed Moderatus tells us. For he (sc. Plato), 
following the Pythagoreans, declares that the first One is above Being and all essence, 
while the second One—which is the ‘truly existent’ and the object of intellection—he says 
is the Forms; the third—which is the soul-realm—participates in the One and the forms, 
while the lowest nature which comes after it, that of the sense-realm, does not even par-
ticipate, but receives order by reflection from those others, Matter in the sense-realm being 
a shadow cast by Not-Being as it manifests itself primally in Quantity, and which is of a 
degree inferior even to that.” The first One is above Being and all essence, a view adapted 
and elaborated upon by Porphyry and Iamblichus. For a discussion of this Moderatus pas-
sage, see J. Dillon (1977) 347-348.
8) See J. Dillon’s argument (2003) 56-57. In the following passage in Plato’s Commentary 
on the Parmenides (VII, pp. 38, 32-40, 7 Klibansky): “For if the first One participated in 
Being in some way, although it is higher than Being and produces it, it would be a one 
which took over the mode of reality which belongs to Being. But it is not a one, and is the 
cause not just of Being but of everything, though of Being before the rest. And if every-
thing must participate in its cause, there must be a “one” other than a simply One, in 
which Being participates; and this “one” is the principle of beings. This is also how Speu-
sippus understands the situation (presenting his views as the doctrines of the ancients).” 
Proclus credits Speusippus with the doctrine of a first One followed by a second One, 
which Being participates. 
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declared that the first hypothesis concerns the primal Good,9 an argument 
existed based on what, if anything, to include the One. This group is 
again broken into three groups, the third being the opinion of Syrianus, 
while the first two groups are attributed to “the ancients” by Syrianus. 

The first group (635.31-638.2), which holds a doctrine of One Being, 
rather than the One, says that the subject of the Parmenides is Being. This 
group cites Theaetetus (183 E) where Socrates says that in his youth he 
heard an old Parmenides philosophize about Being. The supporter of this 
opinion claims that logical gymnastics are important, but only for eluci-
dating the real purpose of the Parmenides. In 637.9 he brings up the point 
that no Platonic dialogue has the study of a method for its topic. Thus, 
Plato did not introduce logic as the subject of the Parmenides, but as a 
means of positing both existence and non-existence of the subject Being. 
It has been suggested that the proponent of this argument is Origen the 
Platonist.10 While Proclus refers to the doctrines of Origen anonymously 
in the Commentary on the Parmenides,11 he refers to Origen explicitly in 
the Platonic Theology. In Platonic Theology II. 4, Proclus refutes Origen, 
who did not accept the Plotinian One, but rather took the Parmenides’ 
denial of all things posited in the first hypothesis to mean that the tran-
scendent One did not exist. Origen maintains that the One is without 
existence and substance; Intellect is the highest principle; and absolute 
Being and the absolute One are identical.12 

 9) Proclus, In Parm., 1053.39-1054.1; C. Steel (1997) 16. 
10) See the introduction to the Saffrey and Westerink edition, Proclus, Théologie Platonici-
enne (1974) x-xx. See also, J. Dillon (1987) 8.
11) H. Saffrey and L. Westerink point to a number of passages in the Parmenides Commen-
tary in which Proclus refers to “a certain one” who holds the doctrine that the first hypoth-
esis is an impossibility. H. Saffrey and L. Westerink attribute these passages to Origen: In 
Parm., VII, P. 64.1-16; In Parm., VII, p. 36.8-31; and In Parm., VII, p. 64.25-66.24 are 
key passages. 
12) See Proclus, PT II, 4, p. 31.15-17. The key passage for this interpretation is Parmenides 
(142 A 6-8). In Proclus’ commentary on this lemma, he regards Origen as follows: “Some 
people have therefore been persuaded by this passage to say that the first hypothesis 
reaches impossible conclusions, and so that the One is not a real subject. For they associ-
ate all the negations into one hypothetical syllogism: ‘If the One exists, it is not a whole, it 
has not a beginning, middle or end, it has no shape’, and so on, and after all the rest, ‘It 
has no existence, is not existence, is not expressible, is not nameable, is not knowable.’ 
Since these are impossibilities, they concluded that Plato himself is saying that the One is 
an impossibility. But this was really because they themselves held that there is no One that 
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The second group listed (638.14-640.16) likewise agrees that the sub-
ject of the Parmenides is metaphysical, but supposes that the dialogue is 
about the One Being and all those who get their reality from the One. 
This group posits that all things attributed and denied of the One cannot 
be applied to the One Being alone, hence the discussion must be about 
all things from the primary cause down to the lowest (639.1-2). This view 
is consistent with that of Plotinus,13 Porphyry, and Iamblichus.14 In Pla-
tonic Theology I. 10, Proclus explains the Plotinian doctrine as follows:

But some people who follow the philosophy of Plotinus say that the noetic 
nature that is shown there, gaining its subsistence from the hyperessential 
cause of everything, and they attempt to harmonize all the conclusions deriv-
ing from this with the unique and perfect nature of the intellect (I. 10, 
p. 42, 4-9, S-W).

This is certainly consistent with Iamblichus, who derives a hierarchy of 
being from the One and who attributes a positive reference to all nine 
hypotheses.15 Iamblichus co-united henads with the One in the first 

is impartible by existence, and, therefore, that the One is not different from Being nor 
from the One-Being, and that ‘One’ has as many modes as being, and that the One that is 
beyond being is a mere name.” VII, 64.1-16. See 1065.2ff. where Proclus introduces this 
discussion.
13) Plotinus, Enn. V.1.
14) Proclus attacks Iamblichus in PT III, 23: “The argument in the first hypothesis is not, 
as some say, about God and the gods. For it is not lawful to connect the multiplicity with 
the One itself and the One with the multiplicity; for the primal God is absolutely tran-
scendent above all things. But in the first hypothesis, he denies both being and the One 
itself of the first. This, however, does not befit the other gods, as is evident for everyone.” 
Translation C. Steel (1997) 20.
15) There has been much debate as to whether Iamblichus places the henads in the first 
hypothesis with the One. Cf. In Parm., 1051.37-1052.2, where Iamblichus makes the first 
hypothesis about “God and gods”, the One and the divine henads, and 1066.22, where 
Proclus states the following: “Necessarily, then, if indeed only the divine is above Being, 
and all that is Divine is above Being, the present argument could be either only about the 
primal God, who surely is the only entity above Being, or else it is about all the gods also 
which are after him, as some of those whom we revere hold. So they argue that since every 
god, inasmuch as he is a god, is a henad (for it is this element, the One, which divinizes 
all being), for this reason they think it right to join to the study of the First a discussion of 
all the gods; for they are all supra-essential henads and transcend the multiplicity of 
beings, and are the summits of beings.” On the debate concerning Iamblichus and the 
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hypothesis and placed intelligible beings in the second hypothesis. Iambli-
chus, furthermore, places the hen on at the summit of the intelligible 
realm.16

The third metaphysical opinion is that of Syrianus. Proclus lumps the 
views of Syrianus’ predecessors together as those of “the ancients”, empha-
sizing his own closeness in time and doctrine to Syrianus. Syrianus accepts 
the opinion of the second group that the dialogue is primarily metaphysi-
cal. While he does not mention the opinion of the first group that the 
dialogue is possibly logical in aim, he does dispute claims that the Par-
menides is polemical. If Zeno’s purpose was to teach a dialectical method, 
Syrianus argues, he would not have chosen such a difficult metaphysical 
topic to use as an example (640.27-37). This is especially true as one usu-
ally teaches dialectical methods to young men, who would most certainly 
misunderstand the weighty doctrine of the dialogue. Next, Proclus reports 
that Syrianus believes the skopos of the dialogue is about neither Being nor 
about real beings only. Here, Syrianus accepts the view of his predecessor 
(Iamblichus?), but qualifies it in a characteristic way: the Parmenides dis-
cusses Being and all beings, in so far as all beings are the product of the 
One.17 

We see this opinion reappear in Proclus’ Commentary on the Parmenides, 
1061.20ff., which, based on a statement in 1061.25 regarding Proclus’ 
guide of philosophy in Athens, appears to be Syrianus’ view on the mat-
ter. Proclus reports the following of Syrianus in 1061.32: “His view, then, 
also is that the first hypothesis is about the primal God, and the second is 
about the intelligible world”,18 and he takes up the issue again in 1065.1-
1071.8, this time without crediting his teacher. In 1071.4ff., Proclus 
declares that the One, not One-Being, as transcendent cause, apart from 
the divine orders, is the subject of the first hypothesis. Thus, Syrianus rec-
ognizes the different attributes of being one are the different classes of 
gods such that the attributes coming from “the One that is” are the equal 

henads, see E. Dodds (1963) 257-60 and 346; J. Dillon (1972) 102-106; H. Saffrey and 
L. Westerink (1978) xxviff; J. Dillon (1993) 48-54. While J. Dillon identifies these intel-
ligible unities as henads, H. Saffrey and L. Westerink identify them as intelligible gods. 
Dillon’s explanation seems to make the most sense to me; see note 71 below.
16) C. Steel (1997) 22.
17) C. Steel attributes this interpretation to Iamblichus (1997) 16.
18) On the divine beings of the second hypothesis, see J. Dillon (2009), 241ff. 
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to the series of divine classes.19 Proclus, moreover, adapts this position 
expressed in Platonic Theology 1, 4, p. 20, 20-3. 

2. The Structure of the Parmenides and the One20

Once it is determined that the topic of the Parmenides is, generally, meta-
physical, and more specifically, the One and beings as product of the 
One, the next question is to determine the number and topic of the indi-
vidual hypotheses of the Parmenides. At the start of his discussion of the 
first hypothesis, Proclus traces the identification of the number and sub-
ject matter of the Parmenidean hypotheses in the history of the Platonic 
school. In a pivotal passage for our appreciation of Syrianic metaphysics, 
he arrives at Syrianus’ statement on the nine hypotheses in which Syri-
anus says that what is systematically denied of the One in the first hypoth-
esis is affirmed of the One in the second hypothesis, so that each positive 
attribute corresponds in order to the preceding negation. This exegesis 
provides the shape of Proclus’ metaphysics as laid out in his Commentary 
on the Parmenides and Platonic Theology.

Proclus’ own statement on the nine hypotheses, as well as his survey of 
the philosophical history of the nine hypotheses, is well laid out by Dil-
lon in Proclus’ Commentary on the Parmenides21 and Saffrey and Westerink 
in Platonic Theology I.22 Still, this survey should be summarized here to 
show the importance of Syrianus’ interpretation, especially where it differs 
from Iamblichus’. 

Proclus establishes that the Parmenides has nine hypotheses (five posi-
tive, four negative) expressing the different senses of One and Not-Being.23 
The five positive hypotheses represent the three ways in which the One 
relates to Being (1041.22ff.): 1) in so far as it is superior to Being (identi-
fied with One); 2) coordinate with Being (Intellect); and 3) inferior to 
Being (Soul).24 The two remaining positive hypotheses represent the two 

19) C. Steel (2009) 204.
20) The passage discussed in this section is Proclus, In Parm., 1061.31-1064.17.
21) J. Dillon (1987) 385-383.
22) Proclus, PT, trans. H. Saffrey and L. Westerink (1968) lxxix-lxxxix.
23) Proclus defends this in 1042.22 by arguing that if the One were to only have one 
sense, there need be only one hypothesis.
24) Proclus cites the Timaeus; see In Tim. II., 250.22ff. (on Tim., 36 C).
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senses of Not-Being. It is “Not Being” in its relationship to others which 
participate it: 1) relative or contingent (physical world); 2) absolute Not-
Being (pure matter).25 This system includes all meanings of the One, in so 
far as it is One, Being, or One and Being, or when it is not-existent in 
some senses or absolutely not-existence.

Thus, Proclus lists the nine hypotheses (5 positive, 4 negative) as fol-
lows (1040.1-19):

1st: relationship of the One superior to Being to itself and other things
2nd: One coordinate with Being
3rd: One inferior to Being to itself and other things
4th: relationship of others which participate in the One to themselves and
 to the One
5th: the relations the others which do not participate in the One have to
 themselves and to the One
6th: the relations of the One (if it does not exist), in the sense of existing in
 one way and not in another, to itself and to other things
7th: the relations of the One (if it does not exist), in the sense of absolute
 non-existence, towards itself and others
8th: the relations of the others to themselves and to the One (when taken
 as non-existent) in the sense of existing in one way and not in
 another
9th: the relations of the others to themselves and to the One (when taken
 as absolutely non-existent)

Dillon identifies an early group of commentators who take the One in 
only one sense, which Proclus touches very briefly upon in 1041.15-
1041.20.26 While he does not identify this group and it seems the group 
could be a rhetorical device, Proclus condemns the view, arguing that 
such a multiplicity of hypotheses—some arguing positively, others, nega-
tively—would be impossible. The Middle Platonic delineation of the 
hypotheses is dismissed without discussion in 1051.34.

Proclus next elaborates on the views of three groups of Platonic philos-
ophers before he gives the view of Syrianus.27 Proclus dismisses these 

25) Proclus finds proof for this in Plato’s Republic V 478 B ff.
26) Dillon writes about possible identification of this non-Neoplatonic group in his intro-
duction to book VI of the Parmenides Commentary. See (1987) 386.
27) He describes the subject of the first hypothesis as One, the second, as Intellect, the 
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groups as not looking at the structure of Parmenides’ procedure (1052.16). 
All three groups identify the hypotheses with divine ranks, although they 
differ with regard to the ranks and to the number of hypotheses. Again, 
these authors have been surveyed already28 with regard to their view of the 
number of hypotheses, and will be only briefly covered here. Iamblichus’ 
opinion on the matter, however, will be elaborated when we come to Syri-
anus’ discussion.

The last opinion arrived at is Syrianus’ (1061.20-1064.12), who treats 
the subject on the theological level.29 Syrianus uses the hypotheses to 
describe the entire intelligible universe, including all the divine ranks. As 
with Porphyry and Plutarch, he states that the first hypothesis is about the 
primal God and the second, the intelligible world. The third hypothesis 
concerns souls proceeding from the divine soul, the fourth, being united 
to matter, and the fifth, matter. As with the other Platonic commentators, 
Syrianus aligns the megista genē with the divine orders, so that “Limit” 
and “Unlimitedness” represent ranks of gods. As with Porphyry, Iambli-
chus and Plutarch, he delineates nine hypotheses, dividing them into two 
groups; the first five are positive, describing “if the One is”, the next four 
are negative, describing “if the One is not”. Proclus lists the first five as 
follows: 

1st: One God—generates and gives order to gods
2nd: the divine orders and how they proceeded from the One
3rd: souls assimilated to gods30

4th: forms in Matter
5th: Matter, how it has no participation in the henads, but receives its share
 of existence from above

This division of two groups, one five, the other four, which have a loose 
correspondence with one another, is similar to the one the philosopher 

third, Soul. See J. Dillon (1973) 387-8. In Enn., IV.2.2.52-55, on forms in Matter and 
Matter alone. 
28) See J. Dillon (1987) 387ff. and H. Saffrey and L. Westerink (1968) lxxx ff.
29) In his historical survey of the interpretation of the Parmenides in In Parm.,630.37-
645.8, Proclus says that Syrianus is the inventor of the theological interpretation of the 
Parmenides (cf. 641.1; 1061.20ff.).
30) The first three of these appear in Proclus, PT I, 11, p. x.
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from Rhodes and Plutarch describe (apart from, with respect to Plutarch, 
reversing which group describes “if the One is” and “if the One is not”); 
it differs in its content, that is, its hypotheses outline divine beings as they 
emanate from the One, and it differs in the way in which the hypotheses 
relate to one another. Perhaps Syrianus’ greatest contribution to the issue 
comes at 1062.10-17: 

. . . all things are presented in logical order, as being symbols of divine orders 
of being; and also that the fact that all those things which are presented 
positively in the second hypothesis are presented negatively in the first indi-
cates that the primal cause transcends all the divine orders, while they 
undergo various degrees of procession according to their various distinct 
characteristics.31

What is negated of the One in the first hypothesis has a positive analogue 
in the second hypothesis.32 The hypotheses describe a complete universe. 
Unlike his predecessors, moreover, he argues that the hypotheses are con-
nected to one another so that the higher produce the lower and contain 
the lower. Syrianus does not consider the One in its absolute state even in 
the first hypothesis; instead, Syrianus describes the One in its capacity for 
generating gods.33 

3. The One and Beginning, Middle and End: Parmenides 137d34

Parmenides 137 D raises the question of whether the One has parts and 
how these parts may or may not preclude it having a beginning, middle 
and end. At the heart of this question is the nature of the One: God has 
parts and is triadic with respect to his creation, but he is partless with 
respect to himself.35 In this passage, Syrianus’ opinion is in answer to an 
aporia stated in Proclus’ Commentary on the Parmenides 1113.33 in which 

31) Translation G. Morrow-J. Dillon (1987).
32) On the classes of being in the second hypothesis, see C. Steel (2009).
33) In this way, Syrianus is similar to Iamblichus, who said that the first hypothesis is 
about God and gods. Unlike Iamblichus, however, Syrianus leaves a full discussion of 
divine orders to the second hypothesis. See C. Steel (1997) 20.
34) The passage discussed in this section is: Proclus, In Parm., 1114.35-1116.20.
35) This passage has been connected with modes of being. See L. Van Campe (2009).
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Laws IV 715 E and Parmenides 137 D are alleged to contradict one 
another on whether God can have a beginning, middle and end.

Before Proclus comes to the aporia, he addressed the geometrical and 
arithmetical problems raised by commentators on the lemma. First, he 
defines beginning, middle and end as parts, and then defines part. Proclus 
argues that the One can have no beginning, middle and end because these 
entities are parts and only more partial, inferior beings have parts.36 The 
first group of commentators argues that everything with a beginning, 
middle, and end must have this beginning, middle and end as parts of 
itself. Nothing with a limit, for instance, can have an unlimited number 
of parts. These commentators give the example of a line: a line begins and 
ends with a point, but contains an unlimited number of points.37 The 
line, then, cannot be comprised of these points, although points consti-
tute its limits. Moreover, he says that because the One is unlimited, it 
could not contain beginning, middle, and end as its parts. The discussion 
moves to an explanation of part, which is denied of the One.38 The One 
cannot be composed of different elements because it is a unitary entity.

Secondly, even if it were to have limits, these limits must be composed 
of parts with limits.39 Beginning, middle, and end are parts and hence 

36) Proclus, In Parm., 1111; ET prop. 67 “that which causes all wholes to be wholes is 
prior to the parts”. Proclus says that each member of the triad is represented by beginning, 
middle and end. See also Proclus, PT II, 12, p. 67, 14ff. 
37) Proclus, In Parm., 1111.23-35. See Nicomachus, Intr. Arith. II 6 p. 36: “Unity occu-
pies the place and character of a point, will be the beginning of intervals and of numbers, 
but not itself an interval or number, just as the point is the beginning of a line, but is not 
itself a line or interval.” 
38) The discussion of beginning, middle and end is an offspring of the much wider debate, 
which considers the relationship of wholes and parts. See Proclus, ET 67; PT III, 25, 
p. 165; for three senses of whole: whole before parts, whole of parts, whole in parts. In her 
article Glasner differentiates between division into parts and division into beginning, mid-
dle and end. Division into parts, she says, is interpreted in terms of “whole before parts” 
R. Glasner (1992) 198.
39) The argument also reflects a larger discussion regarding forms and matter. Proclus, In 
Eucl., 86.23-87.3: “In the forms separable from matter, the ideas of the boundaries exist 
in themselves and not in the things bounded . . . but the forms inseparable from matter, 
the limits surrender themselves to the things they limit, they establish themselves in them 
becoming, as it were, parts of them and being filled with their inferior character.” Trans. 
G. Morrow (1970). The One falls into the category of the first—an entity in which the 
idea of boundary exists in itself.
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limits. The conclusion to be drawn is that the One, as an unlimited body, 
cannot contain limits. 

In In Parm., 1112.26ff., Proclus sets out the three definitions of part: 

 1. A part is that which contains the same elements as the whole,40 only
 in a partial41 manner.42

 2. A part makes up a totality.43

 3. A part is linked with other things for the completion of one entity.44

Because the One is removed from all multiplicity, it can contain no parts, 
including beginning and end, in all three of the above senses.45 

After Proclus sets out the issue of the whole and part, he addresses the 
aporia raised by those who advance the statement of the Athenian 
Stranger in Laws IV 715 E,46 where he finds his solution with Syrianus. 
The problem lies in Parmenides’ apparent contradiction of the Athenian 
Stranger in the Laws, where the Stranger says that God possesses begin-
ning, middle and end.47 Proclus gives the opinion of two sets of commen-
tators in reply to this aporia. The first group of commentators says that 
God contains beginning, middle, and end in a hidden mode.48 Proclus 

40) See Proclus, ET props. 66-69.
41) Theodore of Asine (Proclus, In Tim. II, 274.10): three modes of wholeness; see also 
Proclus, ET prop. 23 and 65.
42) Part is measure. See Euclid’s Elements VII, def. 3; Proclus, PT XXV.165: identifies the 
relation of whole before parts to wholes of parts with genus and species.
43) pars qua quantum, Aristotle’s Met. 1023b13, book V Euclid’s Elements. See Parm. 137 
C: whole is the form where no part is missing.
44) Prot. 329 D: parts can be similar to the whole, like pieces of gold, or different like parts 
of a face. In the second hypothesis, the understanding of part is one being because of its 
parts. See R. Glasner (1992)197. See also Sophist 244 E: a whole in the sense that it has 
the property of unity.
45) Proclus, In Parm., 1113.
46) “O men, that God who, as old tradition tells, holdeth the beginning, the end, and the 
centre of all things that exist, completeth his circuit by nature’s ordinance in straight, 
unswerving course.” Translation R. Bury (1926). Bury notes that this is probably Orphic. 
47) Proclus, In Parm., 1113.
48) In his introduction to book VI of the Parmenides Commentary, J. Dillon tentatively 
identifies this commentator as Iamblichus, whereas P. Hadot connects him with Porphyry. 
Of late, however, Dillon retracts this, noting that it can perfectly well be Porphyry and the 
second commentator Iamblichus, as the philosophy actually fits Porphyry’s doctrine of the 
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argues against the concept that the One contains parts in an expressible 
manner as only secondary entities can contain multiplicity. This idea is 
based on the connection between the term kruphiōs (in a hidden mode) 
and diêrêmenôs (distinction). The concept seems particularly Iamblichean 
based on a comment in Iamblichus’ Phaedrus Commentary where he says 
that forms are present at the higher level of nous only as monads of forms, 
in a hidden manner. The second group,49 identified as Plutarch of Athens 
by Dillon—although the author could be Iamblichus—says that both the 
Athenian Stranger and Parmenides are talking about God, but the Athe-
nian Stranger is discussing the Demiurge in particular. Proclus is polite 
about this group, which is to be expected, considering that Plutarch is 
Proclus’ spiritual grandfather. This group—in what seems to be typical 
Syrianic mode—refers to how the Demiurge is divided into a triad, with 
its beginning, middle, and end compared to each member of the demiur-
gic triad. 

In In Parm., 1114.25, Proclus arrives at the view of Syrianus, who 
denies the possibility that the god discussed is the Demiurge. Instead, he 
argues that the one god is discussed in two different aspects in the two 
texts. In the Parmenides, Plato looks only to how the One relates to itself 
and denies it a beginning, middle, and end. In the Laws, however, the 
Athenian Stranger discusses how the One relates to the world. Syrianus’ 
solution to this apparent contradiction is that both parties are correct. 
Because it is impossible to believe that Plato contradicts himself, Syrianus 
conjectures that Plato gives a different emphasis to different things. In the 
Laws, the relation of God is to creation—in this kind of external relation, 
God functions as a triad. With himself, however, as in the case of the Par-
menides, God acts as a monad.50 Syrianus’ explanation delves into the two 
aspects of God, with the purpose of denying multiplicity to the One, but 
attributing all things to it as the cause of creation. Because the beginning, 

One being father of the noetic triad. See J. Dillon (1987) 398 and 457 note 93; P. Hadot 
(1968).
49) See J. Dillon (1987) 458, note 95.
50) This distinction between “with respect to itself ” and “with respect to others” is prior to 
that of beginning, middle and end; see R. Glasner (1992) 98. In In Eucl., 98.13-14, Pro-
clus says, “the point is twofold, because it exists either by itself or in the line.” The division 
into beginning, middle and end relates to the concept of part and boundary (Proclus, In 
Parm., 1116; 1125; In Eucl., 142.8-143.5).
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middle, and end are present in the universe, they must also exist in God. 
Syrianus explains that the One is the beginning as the source of all things, 
the centre of all things because all things are established in it, and the end, 
because it is the goal to which all things strive.51 Still, the One is not him-
self possessed of beginning, middle and end. Proclus uses this passage of 
the Parmenides to prove the existence of the absolute One. He makes the 
case in Platonic Theology II, 20 that the absolute One exists beyond the 
total (pan), since the total relates to the parts that comprise it by encom-
passing those parts. Instead, the Absolute One is better called “entire” 
(holon), a total entity that is not full of parts.52

In Platonic Theology II, 12, Proclus associates whole and parts with the 
second triad of the intelligible-intellectual gods.53 The intelligible triads of 
the Parmenides correspond to the conclusions of the second hypothesis, 
with the first intelligible triad corresponding to the first conclusion (if the 
One is, it participates in Being: Parm., 142 B 5-C 7—characterized as 
intelligible essence); the second triad corresponds to the second conclu-
sion: if the One is, it is a totality and it has parts (Parm., 142 C 7-D 
9—characterized as intelligible life); the third triad corresponds to the 
third conclusion; if the One is, it is an infinite multiplicity of parts 
(Parm., 142 D 9-143 A 3).54 Beginning, Middle and End are thus 
relegated to the second triad of the second hypothesis, which concerns 
the intelligibles. In In Parm., 1061.31-1063.5, a passage attributed to 
Syrianus,55 the divine classes are given names, such as “totality”, “multi-
plicity”; the names given to the intelligibles in the second hypothesis are 
precisely those denied of the One, as we see in In Parm., 1115.35ff. Pro-
clus uses the Parmenidean statements concerning which property denied 
of the One can be attributed to a divine class as it exists in the second 

51) Syrianus cites Plato, Ep. 2 312 E.
52) Proclus, PT II, 20, p. 68, 7-13; 71, 7-10; II, 27, 95, 14-16. See C. Steel (1992) 61.
53) The other two include hen on, holon, and pan.
54) H. Saffrey and L. Westerink attribute this passage to Syrianus in Proclus, PT II, 23-26; 
in Sophist 244 B-245 B, Plato has expressed the same doctrine of the triads in order to 
show that the One in itself transcends the summit of Being. Steel discusses this passage in 
(1992) 62.
55) H. Saffrey and L. Westerink (1978) xlv. 
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hypothesis. These statements, thus, are used by Proclus to outline the 
world of divine beings.56 

4. The One and “In Itself and In Another”: Parmenides 138a57

In this discussion of the role of “in a circle”, Proclus lays out the Syrianic 
syllogism,58 ‘if the One is in itself/if the One is not in itself,’ in order to 
prove that the One is neither in itself nor in another. The point Par-
menides makes here is that everything which is in something else is con-
tained “in a circle” and it touches whatever contains it at many points. He 
argues that the One cannot be in another because, if it were, it would be 
encircled and would have contact at many points. The One, however, 
cannot be encircled because it is not round and it cannot have contact at 
many points because it does not have parts. Building on the previous 
lemma, moreover, he argues that because the One has no beginning, mid-
dle or end, it is not contained. What is of interest here is how Syrianus 
looks beyond issues of place and spatial extension with regard to en allō 
and en heautō. Syrianus addresses the lemma by working back from the 
second to the first hypothesis, showing that the various layers of the intel-
ligible world are not attributable to the One. Syrianus wants to unite the 
positive statement of the second hypothesis with the negative statements 
of the first hypothesis, making the second hypothesis a description of 
levels of gods.

Prior to Syrianus’ opinion, Proclus presents two other commentators, 
likely to be Porphyry and Iamblichus. The first commentator (1140.26f.) 
requires that the One be spatially extended in some way and denies that 
the One is “in a place”. Proclus says that he views the topic “in a restricted 

56) H. Saffrey and L. Westerink outline this in (1968) lxix and (1978) xlix. Proclus, fol-
lowing Syrianus, places the metaphysical attributes of the five genera at the intellectual 
level so that they do not follow immediately upon the absolute unity of the One. See 
L. Van Campe (2009) 262.
57) The passage discussed in this section is Proclus, In Parm., 1142.10-1143.39.
58) Here, the attribute “in itself ” and “in another” is denied of the One. See Proclus, In 
Parm., 1140.4-1144.20 (a commentary on Parm., 138 A 3-7) which demonstrates that 
the One is not in another. For Porphyry, Iamblichus, and Syrianus, “in another” signifies 
“that which remains in its cause.” H. Saffrey and L. Westerink (1974) 129. 
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sense”—as in “in a place” or “in a container.”59 Proclus says that he recon-
ciles the text well enough, but he still rejects this theory, saying the Pla-
tonist theory is that all higher entities, even individual souls, are not in a 
place60—when discussing the One, then, there must be more to the 
lemma than an argument based on place.61 The second commentator 
(1141.13ff.), most likely Iamblichus,62 denies of the One every sense of 
being in something else. He considers how Plato takes the sense of being 
in something—just as a monad is a sort of point and a point is in a line, 
does not mean it is contained by something else, just as a point is not 
contained in a line. Proclus’ complaint is that this approach is far too lit-
eral: even if a point is not in a line spatially, it can be contained in other 
ways. The line, for instance, contains the characteristics of the point, such 
as its limit.

In 1142.10ff. Proclus gives Syrianus’ opinion that the lemma must 
refer to the monad at the intellectual level which experiences the higher 
participation of intelligible-intellectual gods and relates back to the source 
in the intelligible level. The monad at the intellectual level rests in its 
cause and is comprehended in the cause. Syrianus refers here to the sec-
ond hypothesis, which was for him a blue-print of the whole intelligible 
world. All intelligible characters are attributed to the One, which, in turn, 
transcends the highest class of intellectual gods belonging to the One-
Being at 145 B 6ff. in the second hypothesis.63 He works from the second 
to the first hypothesis, which expresses what is denied of the One. All 

59) Dillon identifies the commentator as Porphyry based on the use of “in a restricted 
sense.” He cites Proclus, In Tim., I, 204.24ff. where Porphyry treats a dialogue merikōteron, 
as opposed to Iamblichus, who treats it epopilikōteron. See J. Dillon (1987) 475 and 
J. Dillon (1988) 35.
60) Proclus, In Tim., I, 161.1-3; In Remp., 2.198.
61) Syrianus, and later, Proclus, regard space as a corporeal entity and only other corporeal 
entities could interact with space. Space was the physical boundary of corporeal bodies. 
On late antique views of place, see S. Sambursky (1978), II 8. L. Schrenk explains why 
space must be corporeal for Proclus—in order to bridge the intelligible and sensible 
realms—in his article on space as light (1989). 
62) Dillon identifies the commentator as Iamblichus based on Proclus’ praise of Iambli-
chus (Proclus, In Tim., III,168.5-7). J. Dillon, (1988) 35. Dillon also notes Iamblichus’ 
interest in the various senses of “in” in Iamblichus’ Commentary on the Categories (ap. 
Simpl. in Cat. [CAG VIII] 46, 15-47, 28); see J. Dillon (1988) 35. 
63) J. Dillon (1987) 475.
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characteristics denied of the One are references to a distinct section of the 
second hypothesis, which embraces layers of the intelligible, including: 
the noetic triads; noetic-noeric triads; and the noeric hebdomad.64 This 
element of the intellectual realm is the highest monad of the noeric gods. 
Syrianus denies this level of being to the One in order to assert that the 
One is both the cause of them and transcends them. Proclus reports his 
Master’s argument also in Platonic Theology II, 12, placing emphasis on 
the One’s distinction from the summit of the intellectual world.65 

Syrianus here also presents a discussion on the nature of cause; notably, 
that a cause, as more general, is participated in by the more particular, 
which is joined to the cause in various ways. The One, as ultimate cause, 
is not comprehended by any entity. While it does remain in itself and 
process out of itself, it does not remain in another. 

In Parm., 1142.38-1144.40 seem to be Syrianic, although it is less clear 
here that Proclus refers to his teacher directly. In this section, Proclus 
argues that the One does not derive from another cause—once it has been 
established that the One is neither in itself nor another. He says that the 
One is not many, as what is many can touch what is prior to it at many 
points and it does not have shape, as whatever has shape is surrounded by 
that which gives it shape. Hence, the One does not have points and does 
not participate in circularity. It is not possible for there to be a cause prior 
to the One which touches the One in many places and in a circle. The 
One is thus superior to self-constituted entities, including the monads 
which inhabit the intellectual realm, as well as wholes and parts.

64) See L. Van Campe (2009), 268: Syrianus interprets different attributes of Being as 
attributes of different gods; the deduction “that the One is” starts from the highest level of 
intelligible Being, “the One Being”, which comprehends all attributes in a unified way, 
while still acting as the procession of beings into multiplicity; Proclus, PT 1, 11, p. 50, 
2-3.
65) Proclus, PT II, 12, p. 68, 6-22: “Such is the One, says Parmenides, since it is neither in 
itself, nor in another. For if it were in another, it would be on all sides comprehended by 
that in which it is and would everywhere touch that which comprehends it.” Translation 
T. Taylor (1816).
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5. Ineffable One

Syrianus discusses the One and its relation to the generated universe in 
the first hypothesis of the Parmenides. Still, Syrianus, like Iamblichus, does 
not consider the One in its absolute state even in the first hypothesis; 
instead, he describes the One in its capacity for generating gods. This is 
not to say that Syrianus does not have a theory of the ineffable One. 

 In a rather strange passage, Damascius credits Syrianus with positing 
an ineffable One beyond the One: 

There is, then, a certain relation perceived between the two, such as the rela-
tionship of extremes, these things forming a sequence: the Unified, the rela-
tion, the One, and beyond the One there will be a unique principle, 
the Ineffable. (Damascius, De Princip., II. 17, 1-17.)

That Syrianus postulated an ineffable One beyond the One is a question-
able proposal, as there is no other textual evidence that I have found to 
support the claim here, but since Iamblichus had done so before him, it is 
not impossible.66 It is possible that Damascius is reading into Syrianus his 
own structure of the Ineffable, followed by a generative One. It is also 
possible, one may suppose, that Damascius had access to more material 
that what is now extant and that Syrianus’ Ineffable One appears in now 
lost material. When Proclus inherits Syrianus’ One, he tightens the sub-
ject matter of the first hypothesis, arguing that it is about the absolute 
One. The ineffable, however, would not, as such, be the proper subject of 
any of the hypotheses. 

In a less disputable passage from Proclus’ Commentary on the Par-
menides, Syrianus assesses the first hypothesis of the Parmenides and 
debates what, if anything, can be said of the One. 

Proclus gives the replies of two others on the matter. The first group 
(likely to be Origen the Platonist)67 says that there is indeed no positive 
subject of the first hypothesis. This account denies that the One acts as 

66) Stephen Gersh has offered an additional possibility, namely that Damascius is perhaps 
using different language to describe Syrianus’ One. Based on a semantic difference, it is 
possible that the Ineffable One and One are Damascius’ language for the One and peras, 
which follows it. (Stephen Gersh, in a discussion during the Notre Dame Workshop on 
Ancient Philosophy, October 29, 2009).
67) Origen the Platonist is attacked for this view by Proclus in PT II, 4.
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the subject matter of the first hypothesis because the first hypothesis 
reaches impossible conclusions. When dismissing the first hypothesis, this 
group of commentators deems the following hypothetical syllogisms 
impossible: “if the One exists, it is a whole, it has not a beginning, mid-
dle, or end, it has no shape”, and “it has no existence, is not existence, is 
not expressible, is not nameable, is not knowable.” Proclus replies that 
this group must attribute some kind of existence to the One because it 
holds that the One is participated by existence; the One is essentially the 
same as One-Being or Being. Proclus also criticizes Origen for this opin-
ion in In Parm., 1065.1ff., where he says that the group supposes that “the 
One in its absolute form is without subject (anhupostaton), and that this 
hypothesis produces impossible conclusions” (1106.31). Proclus’ criticism 
is based on the exegetical doctrine that Plato did not come up with any 
hypotheses which would lead to impossibilities; instead, Proclus finds 
Origen’s reasoning impossible. 

The origin of the whole aporia, then, seems to derive from Origen’s 
account of the One, concerning which there has been much recent dis-
cussion.68 Origen connects the One to the Intellect, thus supporting the 
negation of the transcendence of the One.69 In Origen’s treatise, On the 
First God, he follows Numenius in making the first God basileus—the first 
principle of the universe, a supreme Intellect, and the second poietes—the 
maker of the universe. In Platonic Theology II, 4, Proclus says of those who 
want to make the Intellect the first principle of all beings, 

I find marvelous all those commentators of Plato who have admitted the 
kingship of the intellect over beings, but have not revered the unspoken 
transcendence of the One and its transcendent existence over the entire uni-
verse, especially Origen who shares in the same teaching as Plotinus. (p. 31, 
8-9.)

As with this passage, the mainstay of Proclus’ criticism is Origen’s failure 
to make the One transcendent. Based on three key passages from Proclus’ 
Parmenides Commentary, Saffrey and Westerink summarize Origen’s the-
ory on the relationship between the One and Intellect:70

68) P. Hadot (1968) 355-375 and H. Saffrey and L. Westerink (1974) x-xii.
69) H. Saffrey and L. Westerink (1974) xi.
70) H. Saffrey and L. Westerink (1974) xii.
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 1.  The One is entirely without existence or substance (In Parm., 
1064.21-1066.16);

 2. The Intellect is supreme (In Parm., VII. 64.1-6);
 3. Absolute Being and Absolute One are identical.

For the third summation of Origen’s thought, Saffrey and Westerink 
credit In Parm., VII, p. 36.8-31. This section, however, discusses the rela-
tionship between the First hypothesis and the henads and seems better 
identified as Iamblichus.71

The second opinion, a group of commentators that probably comprises 
Porphyry, offers a literary solution. Porphyry does not reject the Plotinian 
One, but regards the first principle as being also the Father of the noetic 
triad when looked at in its relation to what follows it.72 Here, Porphyry’s 
proposal to move this statement to the beginning of the second 
hypothesis may be seen as an aspect of this strategy of linking the two 
hypotheses more closely.73 If the Father of the noetic triad is expressible, 

71) J. Dillon (1987) 581, note 99. Here, I would agree with Dillon’s assessment of the 
henads as Iamblichean (1993, 48-54), over the opinions of Saffrey-Westerink (introduc-
tion to vol. 3, PT). J. Dillon’s views seem to accord well with Iamblichus’ cosmic views, 
when taken in its entirety.
72) Porphyry, fr. 5, Commentary on the Parmenides, where the One is subject of both 
hypotheses, although its meaning changes when it is associated with Being. See the discus-
sion of this fragment in J. Dillon and L. Gerson (2004) 208-210.
73) The key passage for this occurs in Proclus, In Parm., 1070, 25ff.: 

“We shall, therefore, be very far from making the primal god the summit of the intel-
ligible world, as I observe to be the practice of some leading authorities on divine 
matters, and making the Father of that realm the same as the cause of all things. For 
this entity is a participated henad. After all, he is called an intelligible Father and the 
summit of the intelligible world, and even if he is the principle of coherence for the 
whole intelligible world, yet it is as the Father that he is so. The primal god, however, 
who is celebrated in the first hypothesis, is not even a father, but is superior also to all 
paternal divinity. The former entity is set over against its Power and its Intellect, of 
whom it is said to be the Father, and with those it makes up a single triad, whereas 
this truly primal god transcends all contrast and relationship with anything, so a for-
tiori is not an intelligible father.” Translation G. Morrow-J. Dillon (1987). For Por-
phyry, the Father does not transcend the triad because he is the first member of the 
triad. Cf. J. Dillon (1992) 358. Porphyry’s doctrine of the One is based on a tension 
between the One as uncoordinated in one respect, coordinated in another. For a dis-
cussion of being in Porphyry and the One, see A. Smith (1994) 35-41. Damascius, 
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characteristics can be attributed to it. Proclus describes the Porphyrian 
system as taking the first hypothesis to be about the One above all 
things,74 and the second as concerning the intelligible level of being, with-
out any indication of the complexity of Porphyry’s position as postulated 
here, but we may suspect him of over-simplifying the situation. Proclus 
puts a positive gloss on Porphyry’s position, explaining that he thinks it 
helps to bridge the gap between the two hypotheses as an opening leading 
to the second hypothesis. 

The third opinion, possibly Iamblichus?75, says that the conclusion con-
tains everything.76 With his usual method for comparison, Proclus com-
pares Porphyry, whose theory is piecemeal and ethical, with Iamblichus, 
whose opinion looks towards the metaphysical truths. Iamblichus argues 
that whenever something is said of the One, this attribute is added to it, 
putting the One in danger of being “particular something” rather than 
simply One. To prevent this, Iamblichus says that the One contains all 
things as their cause. Any negation regarding the One, then, does not 
mean non-existence, but refers to the One as separate from its effect, but 
at the same time the cause of all existence. 

Syrianus builds on Iamblichus but disagrees in a key area. Iamblichus 
says that the One is an entity in itself; if anything should be attributed to 

reporting on Porphyry’s interpretation of the One, remarks how Porphyry makes the 
Father connumerated with the intelligibles and calls the One the Father of the first 
noetic triad, but as ineffable cause it still surpasses everything (Dub. Et Sol. I, p. 86, 
9). Porphyry’s doctrine of the One is further complicated by the fact that statements 
in his Philosophical History seem to contradict those in Damascius’ account (frs. 221-2 
Smith). See P. Hadot (1968) 128-40.

74) J. Dillon, who, along with P. Hadot, identifies the author of The Anonymous Commen-
tary on the Parmenides as Porphyry, points to fragment 2 of that work as an example of the 
One’s transcendence over Intellect. While the Intellect is different from the One, One is 
not different from Intellect. Any traits such as Difference, would compromise the One’s 
simplicity (IV, 5ff.). Cf. J. Dillon (1992) 357. 
75) Cf. Proclus, In Parm., 1106.31-1108.19 for Proclus’ discussion of the One beginning 
with Amelius, Porphyry and ending with Iamblichus. J. Dillon (1987, 452, n. 9) says the 
opinion could belong to Iamblichus or Victorinus, who holds the view in Adv. Ar. IV 23, 
27-34. It seems more likely to attribute this to Iamblichus, for the simple reason that Pro-
clus would be more likely to include Iamblichus in his doxography.
76) Iamblichus posits two Ones, the first a transcendent entity, the second, connected to 
the henads. For Iamblichus on the One, cf. Proclus, In Parm., 1066.17ff.; Damascius, de 
Princip. I, 43, p. 86.3ff. 
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it, such terms would subtract from and diminish the One. Syrianus, how-
ever, says that negative propositions are tied to the positive, in so far as 
identifying that the One is not, is another way of attributing something 
to the One—i.e., negative statements specifically say that the One is other 
than all these things. At the intelligible level, Syrianus notes that we speak 
in such a way that negative statements can specify on the level of the 
intelligible, rather than just negate; this approach looks back to the 
megista genē of the Sophist,77 where one type of being “is not to be”.78 At 
the intelligible level, each form has its own identity so that we can say “is 
not” when speaking of rest, because it is not movement, or identity or dif-
ference. Each form is different and specific, but still communicates with 
other forms.79 Terms trying to characterize the One, then, are specifics 
that do not affect the integrity of the One. 

In this passage, Syrianus discusses negation as it relates to sensible 
objects. On the sensible level, a negative proposition implies a reference 
to some reality for which we are denying the attributes. Unlike intelligi-
bles, which participate in each other, sensibles, being particular things, are 
not in another. Syrianus gives the example that Socrates, being a man as a 
particular thing, is not a horse and not a lion—he lacks the characters of 
lion and horse. Hence, negation at the sensible level does not specify (like 
the forms, where negations maintain their identity), but negates.

This does not mean that the One is not, it just means that One is other 
than the listed negatives. The propositions about the One do not express 
anything about it, rather, they express our conceptions of it, i.e., nega-
tions of the One are the negations of our concepts about it. In other 
words, it seems that Syrianus credits negative statements with the same 
metaphysical weight as positive statements—both are limited manners of 
expressing the One.80 Syrianus distinguishes between referring to the One 
(peri tou henos) and talking about the One (peri to hen). The construction 
with the genitive indicates a discussion where the noun in the genitive is 

77) Plato, Soph., 255 E: “And we shall say that (the character of difference pervades all (the 
forms) . . .” and 257 E: “The character of difference seems to me to have been parcelled 
out.”
78) On the sensible level, a negative proposition implies a reference to some reality for 
which we are denying the attributes. C. Steel (1999) 356.
79) C. Steel (1999) 356.
80) C. Steel credits Syrianus with being the first to understand 142 A 6-8 “as a request to 
deny all negations” (1999) 356.
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the general subject matter, but does not imply anything about the subject 
matter. The construction with the accusative, however, indicates that 
something is being said about the subject matter in particular—such an 
accusative construction is, according to Syrianus, impossible when the 
“One” is the object in the accusative.81 Steel notes two parallels to Syrianus’ 
unusual distinction between peri tou henos and peri to hen in In Parmenides 
VII, 1191.5-9 and Platonic Theology II, 8. p. 55.82 In the first passage, Pro-
clus says, 

For that in fact we say nothing in the proper sense about the One (epi tou 
henos), we will hear the philosopher demonstrating a little later. Neverthe-
less, we do talk about it because of the natural striving of the soul towards 
the One ( peri to hen).

The first use of the genitive with epi is rather like Syrianus’ use of peri with 
the accusative, in so far as it indicates the impossibility of a discussion 
about real qualities of the One. The second preposition, that of the geni-
tive with peri however, is equivalent to Syrianus’ use of peri to hen in line 
630; it indicates a discussion that merely refers to the One—such a dis-
cussion is entirely possible. The last use of a preposition with One, peri to 
hen, is similar to epi tou henos, as it indicates a discussion about the nature 
of the One, which is impossible. This last prepositional use is attached to 
the soul’s revertive journey to the One; it is described using the accusative 
construction as the soul’s return is towards the One’s absolute Nature.83 
Syrianus concludes: first, that the statements do not mean that the One is 
not; rather, the One is other than the listed negations. Second, Syrianus 
says that propositions about the One do not express anything about the 
One, but are merely our conceptions of it. 

81) For a grammatical explanation of this passage, see C. Steel (1999) 357. Steel says that 
the construction with the genitive is used for titles of works, e.g., “on the soul” and in the 
treatise of the sophist Gorgias, “peri oudenos” “on nothing.” R. Klibansky and L. Labowsky 
translate peri plus the accusative as expressing something about the One (1953) 357-8.
82) C. Steel (1999) 358.
83) In Proclus, PT II, 55, 23 Proclus uses peri and the accusative (prefaced by alpha-priva-
tive) to describe how discourse on the One is limited as it is “aperigraphon”. According 
to H. Saffrey and L. Westerink, this word is rare in negative theology and appears in the 
following passages: In Tim., I, p. 371.13, De Decem dub. §10.25 incircumscriptibilem; De 
prov. §65.10 incircumscriptibile. See Proclus, PT II, p. 112, note 4. 
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6. Conclusion

In his discussion of Parmenides 137d and 138a, Syrianus synthesizes pre-
vious commentators in order to underscore the unique status of the One 
in the universe, a position which diverges from Iamblichus to be adopted 
by Proclus. Thus, Syrianus’ contribution to the Athenian School’s under-
standing of the One as it is described in the Parmenides can be summa-
rized as follows:

 1.  That the skopos of the dialogue of the Parmenides is about Being and 
all beings, insofar as all are the products of the One;

 2.  That the hypotheses of the Parmenides describe a complete universe; 
what is negated of the One in the first hypothesis has a positive ana-
logue in the second. Unlike previous commentators, Syrianus argues 
that the ranks of the universe as described in the two hypotheses are 
inter-connected, so that the higher produce the lower and contain 
the lower;

 3.  That in Parm., 137d, Plato shows that the One is triadic with respect 
to creation, but partless with respect to itself, a view point taken up 
by Proclus in the Platonic Theology;

 4.  That in Parm., 138a, Syrianus looks beyond place and spatial exten-
sion to argue that the One is in itself and in another; here, Syrianus 
unites the positive statement of the second hypothesis with the neg-
ative statements of the first hypothesis, making the second hypoth-
esis a description of levels of gods;

 5.  Unlike Iamblichus, Syrianus says that negative propositions, identi-
fying what the One is not, are another way of attributing something 
to it. This observation becomes paramount to Damascius’ under-
standing of the ineffable nature of the One.

From Syrianus’ reading of the Parmenides, the Athenian School inherits 
an understanding that the One can be described in its capacity for gener-
ating gods; it is this description, moreover, that makes up the doctrine of 
an interconnected, spatially extended universe. In this doctrine, Syrianus 
preserves the transcendence of the One itself, possibly by positing a truly 
ineffable One beyond the One. This description of the One is taken up 
by Proclus, who further elaborates such premises in his Platonic Theology 
and Damascius, who likewise, inherits and elaborates upon the doctrine 
of the ineffable One.

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:07:47PM
via free access



 S. Klitenic Wear / The International Journal of the Platonic Tradition 5 (2011) 58-84 83

Bibliography

Secondary Sources

Dillon, J. 1972. “Iamblichus and the Origin of the Doctrine of the Henads”, Phronesis 17, 
102-106. 

——. 1977. Iamblichus Chalcidensis, In Platonis Dialogos Commentariorum fragmenta. 
Leiden: Brill Academic Press.

——. 1988. ‘Proclus’ Commentary on the Parmenides’, in J. Duffy and J. Peradotto (eds.), 
Gonimos, Neoplatonic and Byzantine Studies Presented to Leendert G. Westerink. Buffalo, 
NY: Arethusa Press, 21-48.

——. 1992. ‘Porphyry’s Doctrine of the One’, in Marie-Odile Goulet-Cazé, Goulven 
Madec, Denis O’Brien (eds.), SOPHIES MAIETORES Chercheurs de sagesse. Hommage 
à J. Pépin. Paris : Institut d’Études Augustiniennes, 356-66.

——. 1993. “Iamblichus and the Henads Again,” in Divine Iamblichus: Philosopher and 
Man of Gods, H.J. Blumenthal and E.G. Clark, eds. Bristol: Bristol Classical Press, 176-
186.

——. 2003. The Heirs of Plato: A Study of the Old Academy (347-274 BC). Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 

——. 2009. ‘The Architecture of the Intelligible Universe Revealed: Syrianus’ Exegesis of 
the Second Hypothesis of the Parmenides’, in A. Longo (ed.), Syrianus et la Métaphysique 
de l’Antiquité Tardive. Naples: Bibliopolis Press, 233-245.

Dillon, J. and Gerson, L.P. 2004. Neoplatonic Philosophy, Introductory Readings. Indianap-
olis: Hacket Press.

Dodds, E.R. 1928. “The Parmenides of Plato and the Origin of the Neoplatonic One”, 
Classical Quarterly 22, 129-42.

Festugière, A.J. 1954. La revelation d’Hermès Trismégiste, vol. IV: Le Dieu inconnu et la 
gnose. Paris: Lecoffre. 

Glasner, R. 1992. ‘Beginning, Middle, and End in Proclus’ Commentary on Plato’s Par-
menides’. Hermes 120.1,194-204.

Hadot, P. 1968. Porphyre et Victorinus, II. Paris: Études Augustiniennes.
Morrow, G.R. and Dillon, J.M. 1987. Proclus’ Commentary on the Parmenides. Princeton: 

Princeton University Press.
Smith, A. 1994. “HYPOSTASIS and HYPARXIS in Porphyry”, in Hyparxis e Hypostasis 

nel Neoplatonismo, edd. F. Romano e D. Taormina, Florence: Olschki, 33-42.
Steel, C. 1997. ‘Iamblichus and the Theological Interpretation of the Parmenides’, Syllecta 

Classica 8, 15-30.
——. 1999. “Negatio Negationis: Proclus on the Final Lemma of the First Hypothesis 

of the Parmenides”, in J. Cleary (ed.) Traditions of Platonism. Essays in Honour of John 
Dillon. London: Aldershot, 351-368.

——. 2009. “Syrianus’ Theological Interpretation of the Parmenides. The Time of the 
Divine Souls”, in A. Longo (ed.). Syrianus et la Métaphysique de l’Antiquité Tardive. 
Naples: Bibliopolis, 201-229.

Van Campe, L. 2009. “Syrianus and Proclus on the Attributes of the One in Plato’s Par-
menides”, in A. Longo (ed.). Syrianus et la Métaphysique de l’Antiquité Tardive. Naples: 
Bibliopolis, 247-280.

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:07:47PM
via free access



84 S. Klitenic Wear / The International Journal of the Platonic Tradition 5 (2011) 58-84

Primary Sources 

Damascius. Commentaire de Parménide de Platon, four volumes, 1997-2003, trans. L.G. 
Westerink, J. Combès. Paris: Les Belles Letters.

Iamblichus. Iamblichi Chalcidensis in Platonis dialogos commentariorum fragmenta, 1973, 
trans. J. Dillon. Leiden: Brill.

Porphyry. Porphyriii Philosophi Fragmenta. 1993. ed. A. Smith. Stuttgart: Teubner.
Proclus. Commentaire sur le Parménide de Platon: traduction de Guillaume de Moerbeke. 

1992. Ed. C. Steel. Louvain: Presses universitaires de Louvain.
——. Elements of Theology, 1963. trans. E. Dodds. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
——. ‘The Final Selection of Proclus’ Commentary on the Parmenides. A Greek Retrover-

sion of the Latin Translation,’1997. trans. G. MacIsaac Documenti e Studi Sulla Tradiz-
ione Filosofica Medievale VIII 1997. 

——. Parmenides usque ad finem primae Hypothesis nec non Procli Commentarium in Par-
menidem pars ultima adhuc inedita interprete Guillelmo de Moerbeka ediderunt praefa-
tione et adnotationibus instruxerunt (Plato Latinus, vol. III),1953, ed. Klibansky, R. and 
Labowsky, L. London: The Warburg Institute Press. 

——. Procli Philosophi Platonici opera inedita, 1864. ed. V. Cousin. Paris.
——. Procli in Platonis Parmenidem commentaria, 2007-2009. ed. C. Steel. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press.
——. Proclus’ Commentary on Plato’s Parmenides, 1987. trans. G.R. Morrow and J. Dillon. 

Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
——. Théologie platonicienne. 1968-1997. trans. H.D. Saffrey and L.G. Westerink. Paris: 

Les Belles Letters.

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:07:47PM
via free access



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket true
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends false
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 550
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 2400
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /PDFX1a:2001
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError false
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (GWG_GenericCMYK)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Ghent PDF Workgroup - 2005 Specifications version3 \(x1a: 2001 compliant\))
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [14173.229 14173.229]
>> setpagedevice


