Difference and Negation: Plato’s Sophist in Proclus

Jests de Garay

1. Introduction

Like many other Neo-Platonist thinkers, Proclus (AD 412—485) sets
out to offer a systematic exegesis of Plato’s philosophy, relating it also
to other traditions of either a philosophical nature (such as Eleaticism,
Aristotelianism and Pythagoreanism) or a religious one (mainly The
Chaldean Oracles and Orphism)'. The totality of Plato’s dialogues and
his agrapha dogmata thus constitute a complete and coherent structure,
with a philosophical and religious value, which surpasses and enhances
any other philosophical or religious doctrine.

Chronologically, Proclus belongs to a late period of the Platonic tra-
dition; so he is continually undertaking a critical revision of all previous
interpretations of Plato’s philosophy and texts, with the goal of estab-
lishing the correct exegesis of Platonic doctrine.

As such, the interpretation which Proclus provides of Plato’s Sophist
is embedded in a systematic doctrine?, wherein each work of Plato has
its own goal (oxomss). In this way, Proclus’ reading of the Sophist as-
sumes that Platonic doctrine forms a unitary and coherent structure;
and also that each dialogue occupies a precise place in Plato’s doctrinal
system.

Proclus’ systematic understanding of Plato is consistent with the in-
terpretation provided by other Platonic philosophers, notably Plotinus,
Porphyry, lamblichus and Syrianus. However, while Proclus differs
somewhat from Plotinus, he is acknowledged to be a faithful follower
of the teachings of his master, Syrianus. Because of this, it is difficult
to tell when Proclus’ exegesis 1s offering us something novel and

1 This goal of reconciling all philosophical and religious traditions is particularly
evident in the Neoplatonic School at Athens, re-established by Plutarch of Ath-
ens at the beginning of the 5% century and continued by Syrianus, Proclus’ mas-
ter. Cf. Saffrey (1992).

2 Cf. Charles-Saget (1991).
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when he is merely repeating the doctrine of Syrianus®. Furthermore
Proclus accepts many ideas of lamblichus in regard both to Platonic’
doctrine and to his interpretation of particular Platonic dialogues®.

. Within this Neo-Platonist tradition, Proclus’ philosophy is singular
in its doctrinal stance. On the one hand, he offers a highly rationalist
view, where everything has its “raison d’étre” and where he tries to de-
termine with precision the totality and continuity of every causal medi-
ation. Dialectic and (especially) negation have a prime place in this ra-
tionalization of reality. It is a hierarchized conception, which reaches its
highest point in the One and is extended to Matter, where everything is
explained by its subordination to a superior reality in a relationship of
strict causal dependence. On the other hand, along with this rigorous
rationalism, Proclus is a convinced believer in traditional Greek religion
(which had been itself transformed by the integration into it of elements
from other religious traditions). He especially values The Chaldean Ora-
cles as his main sacred text, and continues lamblichus’ theurgic tradition.
Any religious text —including that of Homer — acquires philosophical
and rational validity, given his allegorical exegesis.

This double facet — rational and religious — of Proclus’ thinking ex-
plains why the same philosophic doctrine can be expounded in two ap-
parently different works, the Commentary on the Parmenides® and the Pla-
tonic Theology®. Both of them have as their backbone Plato’s Parmenides,
considered by Proclus to be the synthesis of Plato’s theology. However,
the one book is strictly a philosophical commentary on Plato’s text,
while the Platonic Theology tries to establish the philosophical basis of
Greek religion, justifying, in detail, the reality of each divinity and
other figures as daemons and heroes.

But Proclus’ singular place in the Platonic tradition as a whole is also
characterized by its place in history as well as its particular doctrinal
stance. Unlike that of other authors (say Syrianus or Iamblichus), Pro-
clus’ subsequent influence is remarkable, despite the complexity of his

3 The gbundance of surviving writings of Proclus significantly contrasts with the
scarcity of those of Syrianus, for whose commentary we rely on some loci in
Aristotle’s Metaphysics.

4 Cf. Bechtle (2002).

5 I quote from the edition by V. Cousin (1961). For the English edition, cf. Dil-
lon (1987).

6  Cf. Saffrey — Westerink (1997).
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thoucht’. The best proof of his success lies in the preservation of so
g p p

many of his writings.

2. The Sophist in Proclus

We do not have a specific commentary on the Sophist, and it is doubtful
whether he ever wrote one. What we do have is the Commentary on the
Parmenides, from which some have hypothesized that he also wrote one
on the Sophist.®. Whatever the case, the explicit references to this dia-
logue are many, and they affect crucial issues in Proclus’ thought. In
particular, The Elements of Theology aside (which, because of its axiomat-
ic treatment does not include textual references of any kind), allusions to
the Sophist are very frequent in his three most relevant systematic works:
the Commentary on the Parmenides, the Platonic Theology, and the Com-
mentary on the Timaeus’.

Some of the citations from the Sophist are merely circumstantial and
short: as, for example, when the Eleatic Stranger is presented as a real
philosopher'’; when he asserts the difficulty of distinguishing between
the philosopher, the sophist and the politician''; when he points out
the difference between the Ionian, Italic and Athenian schools'?; or
when he refers to the fragmentation of the body". However, in other
instances his quotations from the Sophist are the basis for some of the
most important themes in Proclus’ philosophy. Three of them are: 1)

7 For my analysis of the reception of Proclus’ philosophy and his writings — with
particular attention to the Latin European tradition up to Nicholas of Cusa —
see Garay (2007).

8 &mas 8t xpn TNV &wibiav alTédV kai T pigv EkhauPdvery, fows kai eUKaPOTEPOY EV
Tods ToU SogioTol BieAbeiv éEnynoeow (In Parm., 774,24—-26). C. Steel (1992) ap-
pears skeptical of the possibility that he ever wrote a commentary. However,
L.G. Westerink and H.D. Saffrey (1997, III, 137) think it likely that he did
write one, or at least made some comments on various places in the Sophist —
for example, in his Commentary on the Republic. A. Charles-Saget (1991) 477
seems to support this hypothesis.

9 An exhaustive documentation of references to the Sophist can be found in
Guérard (1991). My own exposition will focus strictly on the Commentary on
the Parmenides and Platonic Theology.

10 Cf. In Parm., 1,672 (cf. Sof., 216a)

11 Cf. In Parm., 1,681 (cf. Sof., 217b)

12 Cf. In Parm., 1,630 (cf. Sof., 217¢)

13 Cf. Th.PlL,1V—19, 55 (cf. Sof., 246b9—c2)
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philosophy as the production of images; 2) the priority of the One with
respect to being; 3) negation as anterior to affirmation, and negation as
difference. I shall allude briefly to the first two of these, and will then
develop the third one in more detail.

However, as has been pointed out by Annick Charles-Saget, to un-
derstand Proclus’ interpretation of the Sophist we cannot pay attention
solely to explicit quotations from the dialogue; but we must also con-
sider his silences and significance shifts. In other words, on the one
hand there are important questions in the dialogue which Proclus hardly
adverts to: for example, the sophist as deceiver, and purveyor of false-
hood in general; on the other hand, there are matters which Proclus
presents in a difterent way, such as the vindication of poetic production
in light of the definition of the sophist. Also significant is the way in
which a number of very short passages from the Sophist are adduced
over and over and again in support of his thesis.

2.1. The Sophist in the Neo-Platonist curriculum

The Sophist was also included in the study plan which, from the time of
Iamblichus on, was followed in the various Neo-Platonist schools of the
fifth and sixth centuries'*, including the Athenian School. This curric-
ulum was organized in accordance with a progressive scale of virtues
(political, purificatory and theoretical) corresponding to specific kinds
of knowledge (from practical to theoretical sciences, and, within the
theoretical sciences, from the physical to the theological). Along with
the works of other authors (like those of Aristotle, Epictetus and Por-
phyry), twelve of Plato’s dialogues were selected as being especially suit-
able for detailed written commentary, to serve as a basis for the exami-
nation of such subjects.

In a first study cycle, the Sophist was included in studies of the the-
oretical virtues and the theoretical sciences; for the study of nouns, the
Cratylus was read first, and then, for the analysis of concepts, the Theae-
tetus; and finally, for the study of things in themselves, physical realities
were examined first, with the aid of the Sophist and Statesman, and then
theological realities, with the aid of the Phaedrus and Symposium. To end
this first study cycle the Philebus served as a colophon. Then, in the sec-
ond cycle, the Timaeus and the Parmenides were utilized to give a deeper

14 Cf. O’Meara (2003); also Festugiere (1971).
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and more developed exposition of physical and theological realities re-
spectively.

In other words, the Sophist, along with the Statesman, was studied
with the aim of analyzing physical realities; the two dialogues are also
in fact related in Plato. Proclus often mentions the Statesman in relation
to the myth of Cronus and Zeus, and, more generally, with respect to
world creation by the Demiurge in the Timaeus. Either way, when lam-
blichus or Proclus relate the Sophist to the physical world, they do so
from the standpoint of their principles, especially that of the Demiurge.

A good illustration of this is the way in which Iamblichus considered
that the oxotss of the Sophist is the Demiurge operating in the sublunar
world"®. This could explain why Iamblichus considered the Sophist an
appropriate dialogue for the study of the physical world. The sophist,
in Iamblichus, was unencumbered with the more pejorative connota-
tions he might have in Plato; he was an image producer, and similar
to the Demiurge of the sublunar world. If the art of production can
be divided into human and divine production, both gods and men
are producers'®. In this way both the sophist and the Demiurge are
image producers (eidwAotolds), and present many different faces (moAu-
képahos), thanks to their interrelation with material things and move-
ment.

So the sophist is akin to the philosopher, who is presented as an imi-
tator of the Demiurge. lamblichus points out how the art of division,
typical of the philosopher, imitates the precedence of being which starts
with the One. Proclus in turn takes up these correspondences between
human and divine production, between philosophers and the Demi-
urge: “In the same way demiurgic Intellect makes appearances (Eupaoeis)
exist in matter from the first Forms which are in him, it produces tem-
poral images (ei5wha Top&yel) coming from eternal beings, divisible im-
ages coming from indivisible beings, and pictorial images coming from
true being. In the same fashion, I think, our scientific knowledge (7
Tap'fuiv EmoTAun), which represents the production of our intelligence
(Thv vogpdw &moTuToupévn Troinot), fashions, through speech (1&x Aoyou

15 So Festugiére (1971) 539; also Charles-Saget (1991) 487—488. For references
to lamblichus, see Dillon (1973).

16 Cf. Brisson (1974) 103: “...classer la sophistique en la définissant comme art
de la production humaine de simulacres par la mimétique nous est d’un grand
sécours pour déterminer le sens et la nature de la production divine dans le

JoRt)

Timée”.
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Snuiovpyet), similarities with other realities and even with the gods
.the.mselves: what is indivisible by means of compounded things, what
is s’1’r1r71ple bY.means of diverse things, what is unified by means of I’JIural-
ity”". In this way philosophical speech produces images of physical re-
ality, but also of the gods, representing indivisible and eternal things b

means of complex and articulate language. '

2.2. The Sophist as an initiation to the Parmenides

Proclus’ interest in the Sophist is not confined to his ideas concerning
the Demiurge and the physical world. In the two works where this dia-
logue is most often quoted (Commentary on the Parmenides and Platonic
Theology) he analyses matters different from these. As Carlos Steel has
shown'®, the Sophist has, for Proclus, a clear theological relevance
and offers some of the basic arguments affirming the reality of the’
One above being; hence it is to be used as a preparation (mpoTéAeia)
for the reading of the Parmenides. According to Proclus, the Sophist
and.the_ Parmenides are the two dialogues in which Plato expounds in
a scientific way, i.e. dialectically (810MexTikéds), the priority of the One
over being'’.

. In this sense, Platonic Theology, II1—20, where Proclus offers an anal-
ysis of Sophist 242¢c—245e, plays a determinant role. As Proclus under-
stands him, Plato is arguing, first that being is the cause of plurality (and
thus opposing authors like Empedocles), and secondly that the One is
t}.le cause of being (and thus opposing Parmenides himself). Proclus
himself maintains the transcendence of the One with respect to being
along with his exposition of the intelligible triads (being, life intelli—’
gen.ce), which are presented starting from the negation of t};e One-
which-is (8v év), the negation of totality (&2ov) and the negation of all-
ness (mav).

Specifically, the text in the Sophist which is most often mentioned
by Proclu.s 1s 245b8—10: “Since, although being is affected (TreTrovBos)
n a certain way by Unity, it does not seem to be the same as oneness,

17 Th.PlL, 1-29,12-20
18 Cf. Steel (1992) 62: “Le Sophi 1 1
Cf. ? phiste est par excellence le dial £
Pexistence de 'Un au dela de I’étre”. s qut demone
19 Cf Th.PlL,1-4, 18, 13-24

1;5
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and totality will be bigger than unity”?. That is, if being partakes in
unity, it cannot be unity itself!.

At 245ab Proclus discovers the main argument that the Stranger
propounds to Parmenides to establish the priority of the One over
the One-which-is (i.e., over being): the One-which-is in Parmenides
is a complete whole and has unity as a characteristic (&Bos ToU &vos).
However, it is impossible for the One itself to receive unity (memwovfos),
because “what is really one (to &Anbdds v) is totally indivisible (&uepts)”.
If the One is a whole, then that one is not the first, because it would
have parts, and the One-which-is-first does not have parts.

The transcendence of the One with respect to being is one of the
main tenets of the Neo-Platonist interpretation of Plato, and is so con-
sidered by Proclus in his critique of the interpretation of Origen the Pla-
tonist, who would have denied such a separation of the One with re-
spect to being™, basing himself on the scepticism established by the Par-
menides. This is the reason why the points made in the Sophist are really
important, since they reinforce and extend other affirmations by Plato
about the transcendence of the One in the Republic and the Philebus™.

According to Proclus, the Sophist contains the necessary line of argu-
ment, with respect to the One in itself, for the later development of the
hypotheses of the Parmenides. Hence, after completing Th. PI. 11120,
he affirms at the beginning of chapter 21: “We will deal with these
themes in more detail a little later, when we discuss the Parmenides, be-
cause the Eleatic’s reflections are a preparation (mwpotéAeia) for the mys-
teries in the Parmenides”*.

So the Sophist deals with being and the categories of being, since
they are the introduction to, or preparation for, study of the One.
The five categories of being in Proclus are ordered in three triads
which form the order of intelligibility. All of them can be found, in dif-
ferent wayszs, in the order of being, in the order of life and in the order

20 TlemovBos Te ydp TO 8v v elvar TTws o TauTdv 8v ¢ vi paveital, kol TAéova 81 T&
ThvTa €vods EoTal.

21 For example, in Th .PL, III-20, 68, 4: 611 ToUTo TemTOVBSs €01 TO &V Kol WeTEXE!
ToU &vés. Or further on in Th. PI., 1II-20, 71, 3—-5; or Th. PlL., 1-4, 18, 18—
19.

22 Cf. Saffrey-Westerink (1997) II, X-XX.

23 Cf. Th.Pl. 11-4.

24 TaUTa pév odv kai pikpdv UoTepov &l mAéov SiapBpwaoopey, dtav mepl ToU Mapuevi-
Bou Adywpev' TpoTéAela y&p éoTi TGV TMapuevidou Aéywpev.

25 Cf. Saffrey-Westerink (1997) II.
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of intelligence. The first triad belongs to the domain of being (ovoiq),
which includes, in a hidden way, the other categories™, but, in the
most exact terms, is neither moving nor resting”, neither itself nor
the other. The second triad defines the domain of life, and is determined
by rest and movement. The third triad, the properly intellectual one, is
determined by the categories of identity and difference®.

3. Negation
3.1. Senses of non-being

At Sophist 258a11—b4, Plato affirms: “Then, as it seems, the opposition
of a part of the nature of different, and the nature of being, when they
are reciprocally contrasted, is not less real — if it is licit to say that — than
being itself, because the former does not mean contrariness to the latter,
but just something different than this”*. Proclus often alludes to this
text, and, curiously, in a different way different from established inter-
pretations™’. What he points out, in very simplified terms, is that Plato

26 Cf. Steel (1992) 63—64.

27 Cf. Soph., 250c 3—-7.

28 Cf. Th .Pl, 1II-27.

29 Ouxov, cs Eoikev, 1) Tis OaTépou popiou pUoews Kai Tijs ToU &vTos TpOs SAANAa &vTi-
Kelpévawv &uTibeois oUdtv fiTTov, € Ofmis eimelv, aiToU ToU BvTtos oloia EoTiv, olk
évavTiov ékeivey onpaivouoa &AA& ToooUTov pévov, ETepov Ekeivou.

30 With regard to Th.Pl., 11-5,39, 1-2, H.D. Saffrey and L.G. Westerink (II, 99—
100, note) ofter a detailed explanation of the presence of this text in Proclus as
follows: “Il y a chez Proclus plusieurs lieux paralléles pour cette citation du So-
phiste 258 B 1-2 dans le cadre de la discussion sur la valeur comparée de I'af-
firmation et de la négation en fonction des degrés de I'étre auxquels on les ap-
plique. Si on les recense, on constate que jamais Proclus ne suit exactement le
texte regu de Platon et que notre citation de la Théol. plat. differe également de
la maniere habituelle dont Proclus rapporte ce texte. Le paralléle le plus proche
se trouve dans cette sorte d’introduction a I'exégeése de la premiére hypothése
du Parménide, dans laquelle Proclus aborde neuf questions d’ordre général, cf.
H.D.Saffrey dans Philologus 105, 1961, 318—319. La troisiéme de ces questions
traite de la valeur de la négation (In Parm., VI, col. 1072.19-1074.21). On lit
(col. 1072.32—-37): &maws 8¢ attds (Platon) v Sogioth T un dv EpaTto mpds TO BV
Exew oUk &Bnhov kal &Ti KpelTTOV TO 8V 0¥ Trap’ EAatTov (ron in minus, Moerbeke,
oUmep EAatTov, Cousin!) utv y&p oUdt 16 uf dv eivon pnotv § 1O dv, &AA& Tpoobeis
TO €l Bépug eimelv E8nAwoe THY ToU dvTos Utepoyny”. Cf. in the same sense Dillon

(1987) 286: “It is noteworthy that, in quoting Sophist 258b1—2, Proclus repeat-
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establishes in the Sophist that non-being is not inferior to being. The
many times that he mentions this text are evidence how strongly he
thinks they support the truth that non-being is — at least — on the
same level as being. And because the differences between intelligible be-
ings can be considered forms of non-being, Proclus will go further and
emphasize the superiority of negation and non-being over affirmation
and being. But first he has to show that non-being is not inferior to
being; and nothing is as necessary for his argument as a reference to
Plato himself.

Proclus is of course aware of the difficulty of maintaining that non-
being is superior to being, and that something can b3€1 affirmed st-arting
from a negation. In the Commentary on the Parmenides™, h.e goes directly
to this question and makes explicit reference to the Sophist on four oc-
casions. How is it reasonably (eikéTas) possible to say something starting
from what it is not? How can something be demonstrated or affirmed
from non—being?32 We are given the answer, Proclus comments, by
Plato in the Sophist”, when he makes a distinction between what is
not absolutely (16 pndapf undompdds dv) and deprivation (oTépnois,
which is not itself except by accident). Besides, there are other_senses
of non-being: matter, and everything that is material, which exist at a
phenomenal level (pouvouéves) but, properly, are not. And alsci the
whole sensible universe, which never really exists (8vToos Bt oUBéTOTE
8v)**. Besides, there is non-being in souls (T &v Toﬁg. \puxc.ﬁs uﬁ év),
since they come to be and do not belong to the domain of .1ntell1g1ble
beings®. Starting in the Sophist, different senses for gon—bemg can be
distinguished, from absolute not-being to non-being in .soul.s. . N

Nevertheless, “before existing in souls, non-being exists n mtelhgl—
ble things themselves (16 #v aTols Tols vonTols pi &v), non-being which

edly uses the phrase o¥ map’ EAaTTov (16 un dv ToU vToS), which is not in Plato’s
text. [...] The text is quoted also above, 999.34—36, .1012.11—13, 'and belqw,
1076.8—10, 1184.37 -39, always with map’ EAatTov. Either Prgclus is fo'llowm,}g
a variant reading, or he has developed a fixed false recollection of this text”.
Whatever the case, the complexity of Sophist 258a11-b4 (cf Cordf:ro [1988]
449-451) is simplified in Proclus’ assertion: non—bemg is not 1nfer101i to
being. From there, Proclus will advance to: non-being is superior to being.

31 In Parm., V, 999.13—1000.33

32 Ibid., 999.13-19

33 Soph., 258e

34 In Parm., V, 999. 19-29 (2Si0a,

. a o
35 Ibid., 999. 20-32 $ Sy
3 }é R
L} &
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ey s S o e e B e L
real than being (To¥ évtos ov map’ E?\or-r-reosax-:}fl\szortl) i§7.n%r;1_:teilsn'gif{ S nofF o
thg level of spul, non-being implies a deprivation of being in ;hacf intel.
ligible dorpam not-being is, by contrast, considered to be’ at th e
level as being. And it is considered to be at the same level becaue 5351_1 :
f.erer_lce (ETepoTns) among beings is necessary for the affirmation o; ?d .
tity in each being. And this is the teaching of the Sophist, which o
lishes difference as one of the supreme categories of bein,g e
However, “over and above this diversity of senses of non-bei

Ehere exists non-being that is previous to being (& mwpd ToU vt ng‘,
6v), which is the cause of all beings (6 koi odTiov Eomt TV Svreov (OSVUTI
-row)_, and which transcends the plurality of beings.”**. Hence thomw'_
a thl-rd sense of not-being, in which non-being is sﬁperior to Er? .
gnd its cause. Consequently, the senses of non-being can be div'e(;ng
into three levels: as inferior to being, as equal to being, and as .
to, and the cause of, being. ’ e
. For this reason, the Eleatic Stranger agrees with Parmenides™ rej
tion of tl}oe idea that one can say or think something about what is ncj)flcl:
ing at all”. However, when we say that plurality is not, or that the soul
or the Qne are not, we are not saying that they are not at all but that
the}:‘are In certain sense and are not in another sense®'.

. In general, negations come from difference in the intellectual do-
main .(67\oog Y&p oi &mogdoeis Eyyovor Tiis ETepdTnTéS ot THs voepds)
That is to say, when we think the differences which exist in preali '
we think of them by means of negations. If for example, Proclus cotlzl-’
S-IE;CS, V\if say that so.mething 1s not a horse, it is because it is something
e; Cef::ent - So, negation is the intellectual way (voepés) to think differ-
, Once again Proclus refers to the Sophist*: non-being that is contra
(tvavtiov) to being is absolute not-being, about which nothing can l?e]

36 Soph., 258b 1-2

37 In Parm., V, 999. 32-36

38 Ibid., 999. 36—39

39 Soph., 260d 2-3

40 In Parm., V, 999. 39-1000.10
41 Ibid., 1000. 10-21

42 Ibid., 1000. 22—-23

43 Ibid., 1000.23-24

44 Soph., 257b and 258e
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said or thought; but when it is just the negation of being (&pvnow wovov

Aéyouev ToU &vTos), then many other senses of non-being appear™.

3.2. Superiority of negation over affirmation

Summarizing what has been said up to now about Proclus’ exegesis of

the Sophist:

1. The philosopher reproduces dialectically — in the same way as does
the Demiurge — through speech differentiation and articulation, all
the differences and articulations within the real. The Sophist articu-
Jates this correspondence between divine and philosophical produc-
tion. Dialectic uses negation as an adequate tool to reproduce differ-
ences in the real.

2. The One is superior to being and, in general, to all intelligible real-
ity, which is plural. In the Sophist Plato shows that being has a cer-
tain totality but also has parts, and therefore is not first because it
lacks the indivisibility of the One.

3. There is a great diversity in the senses of non-being and negation.
The Sophist shows that non-being as difference is not inferior to
being, and that it cannot be confused with absolute nothingness.
And over and above the non-being of difference we have a sense
of non-being as superior to being, and this is the non-being of
the One.

These opinions, which Proclus draws by rational argument from the So-

phist, are used as preparation to showing the superiority of negation to

affirmation. In a long passage in the Commentary on the Parmenides™
which serves as as an introduction to the first hypothesis, Proclus ana-
lyzes the validity of Plato’s argumentation in the dialogue that is marked
by the use of negation. Hence he has to examine the validity of negation
as a method within philosophy. In these pages Proclus refers frequently
to the Sophist (and basically to the places already mentioned), but now
he tries to show why negation is superior to affirmation.

In the first place he establishes the doctrine of the existence of a One
in itself beyond Parmenides’ One-that-is*’; and he does it by referring

45 In Parm., V, 1000. 25-40
46 In Parm., VI, 1064. 18—1092. 15
47 Ibid., 1064.21-1071. 8
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once again to the argument in the Sophist that the One itself does n
have parts and is therefore prior to being, because being is a wh (1)t
;.md has unity as an effect™. But if this Primal One lacks parts, then not:ohe
ing can be affirmed about it (because affirmation implies c’om ositi )
_from parts) but merely negated. And this One about which evg thl'On
is negated (o0 mévta &mopdokeTan) really exists, in the way that \I;VY i
dicated in the Sophist*. , o
Furthermore, after pointing out that the “one in the soul” (o &v T#
yuxiis) (in other words, unity present in us) or “the flower of the souTl]’f
(Télfiv@og -rﬁs wuxdis) is the basis of rational language™, he addresses the
main question, which is how negation can be superior to affirmation
F_1rst _of all, he accepts that in the differentiated domain of being afﬁrma;
tion 1s superior to negation: and he quotes Sophist 258b 1-2 as evidence
thgt Plato’s reticence (“if it is licit to say” [that non-being is inferior t
being]) alludes to the fact that, in the field of beings, it is paradoxical to
place non-being on the same level as being". , ’
B_ut non-being has many senses (TroAayds T uf) dv): one as superior
to bel.ng., another as equal to being, and another as deprived of bein
And it is in the area where it is superior to being that negation %s
more appropriate than affirmation. Properly speaking, neither affirma-
E‘lon nor negation is valid, but negation is more appropriate because
negations have an indefinite potency” (ai 8¢ &mopdoels &bpioTov
¢xouot Suvauv)®. Therefore, they are more suitable for the revealin
of the indefinite and incomprehensible nature of the One. ’
’ Also, “in the same way as the One is cause of everything, so nega-
tions are cause of affirmations” (oUtw kai &mogdoels aiTicl TéGV KorTa-
q>c'xcsco\.) eiow)™. As a consequence®, all the affirmations that can be
made in the second hypothesis (in other words, affirmations about be-
1{1gs) have their cause in negations of the One: xai oUtw ToUTo TO
eidos TS &modoews yewnTikéy éoTi ToU TAfBous TGV kaTapdoswv. In
the Sophist™ it is shown that affirmation is as valid as negation in.the
area of being (and in that of difference considered as non-being), but

48 Ibid., 1065. 15-21
49 1065.31-1066.2
50 1071.9-1072.18
51 1072.19-1073.1
52 1074.2-3

53 1075.17-19

54 1075.33-37

55 1076.8—10

Difference and Negation: Plato’s Sophist in Proclus 237

everything that can be said about being comes from what has previously
been negated of the One, since all oppositions and antitheses originate
in the One, such that negations of the One are the source of all subse-
quent affirmations. “The cause of all antithesis is not itself opposed to
anything” (1o 8t m&ons &vTiBEcEWS aiTiov aUTd Trpds oUdEV &uTikertan) ;
for in that case, a previous cause for antithesis would exist’. And that
is why negations generate affirmations (yevwnTikas TGV koTagéoewy)’ .

From this point on®® the argument of the Sophist plays a determinant
role once more. The question that Proclus asks himself is why Parme-
nides — in the dialogue of the same name — states that he is going to set
out his hypothesis concerning the One, and then goes on to propound
an argument in which he sets out several negations of the One”. In an-
swer to this question Proclus points out that Parmenides’ attitude in this
dialogue is similar to the one that the Eleatic Stranger evinces in the So-
phist. There the Stranger admits the wisdom of Parmenides in taking the
One to be above plurality, but goes on to wonder whether that One
Being is actually the Primal One. And he comes to the conclusion
that it is not the Primal One, because it is a whole and non-indivisible;
and hence receives its unity as something in which it participates. The
person who follows this reasoning will necessarily end up negating
every feature of the One®. In the Parmenides and the Sophist Plato begins
the series of negations with a first negation: the One is not a whole, and
that means that it does not have parts’'. All other negations stem from
this one, and later on, all affirmations. Even the categories of being ex-
amined in the Sophist (being, rest, movement, identity, difference) pre-
suppose a previous negation of the One®.

Regardless of this, Proclus warns us, referring to the One by nega-
tion is not a sign of human impotence, but the appropriate way to ap-
proach it, given its infinitity; and this is why divine souls and Intellect
itself know the One through negation®.

P

56 1077.8-11

57 1077.11-14

58 1077.19-1079.26
59 1077.19-1078.13
60 1078. 13-1079.4
61 1079. 14-18

62 1084. 51t

63 1079. 27-1082. 9
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3.3. Negation as a difference of sense

There i . . .
L here }115 a question in t};e Sophist to which Proclus pays particular atten
: the community of the categories ]
ion: among themselves and their di
tinction one from another; h i i g
; hence the articulation of S
erness, of Identity and Diffe e
; erence. On the one hand® i
] : it would be ab
s e
li;d (o:gowov) if the Forms could not partake of, or mix with o
other i ( o
must, ecaus}f being part of the One Intellect (toU évos vot) the
s movel: d rough one another and be in one other. It is precisely
tellse 1Crt1:;er1lre atlonihlp among the Forms which is the proper object of Iny
- In conclusion, we cannot say that ]
| , the Forms are alt h
mixed and lacking in communi i ot e
unity with one another, nor
, must we sa
on the other hand, that each one of them is all of them®. How Proch :
wong}(irs, are we to deal rationally with this question ?’ ’ S
- e first answer is to be found in the Sophist. “When Plato demon
T ] 1 ,
Koa &S, 15 the Sophist, the community of Identity and Difference (tiv
oo . Yy
N WC‘HGE Tatg:;nms kai éTepoTnTos), he does not call Identity Difference
, but “different’ (¢tepov), and h i
but , ence not-x. For it b di
byt o ; : ecame different
Tf) ueTovoia), while remaini ity 1
y parde ), ng Identity in essence (7
oUoia)”. In short, each Form i it is i e
VoG 5 is what it is in essenc icl
tion shares in the others. o bucby paricipe
To ill i
- thingu:)trite ho}vlv w;: can rationally say that something is essentially
ut another by participation; or it 1 1
: ; or whether it is rat 1
it _ : ! . ational to sa
fhat som ftt.hmg is partially one thing but partially another, Proclus resort}sl
10NS amMong senses, Or manners 1gni 3
, ) of signification. “The t
o du , s erm as
(reszoﬁf) }flas a double usage”™ . On the one hand, we may use it to ex-
51 o fOre 'actt that if }(l)ne thing is present then another thing is present
; instance, when someone sa “j o 1
r instance, ys that “just as” something is ai
‘ . _ air,
SO too 1th is light, since air gets lightened”’. On the other haid we
can u 1 1 ’
‘ usae ET )e. t;rm in another way, meaning what we customarily express
y qua (7); for example, man qua man (f &v8pwos), is receptive of

64 Cf. In Parm., 11, 754. 1-6

65 Cf. Ibid., 754 .26-28

66 Cf.755. 5-8

2; ;T;;; %U;_Kj(l) Tiva TpdTrov Trepl alTol SiadekTéov; (755.8—9)
69 Cf. 755. 36—37

70 Cf.755. 37-756.4
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knowledge. In this second meaning, it is not true that air as (qua) air
contains light, because air does not necessarily imply light'".

These opinions of Proclus are not just a simple terminological di-
gression. By means of the distinctions among senses (something is one
thing in one sense but another in a different sense) he is able once
again to indicate the way in which a plurality of senses can be articulated
in a single term. Indeed, his logic is founded on the task of articulating
differences among senses. What Intellect does is to think in a unified
way what the senses present as diversity. In other words, the plurality
of the senses is completely real because both Intellect which thinks
and its intelligible realities are totally real. That is why the differences
presented by the senses are also real. But these differences (something
is A as A, but is B as B) would be expressed dialectically (something
is A as A, but is not A as B). Negation and non-being establish dialectical
discourse’?, which culminates in the assertion of a diversity of unified
senses in a single intelligible essence’”. In this way Intellect makes pos-

71 Cf 756. 4—-11
72 Cf. In Parm., 1, 649. 36—650. 9: “The wise Eleatic, however, just like the com-

panions of Parmenides and Zeno, looks at what he says when explaining dia-
Jectical methods in the Sophist and “is able to do this (Plato is talking about
not thinking that sameness is otherness and otherness is sameness): to distinguish
one single Form which spreads out completely through many others which are,
each of them, separate; and many, each of them different from the others, and
surrounded from outside by only one; and not only one but made up now into
a unity stemming from several groups; with many differences, and totally sep-
arate” (Sph., 253d 5-9)".

73 Cf. the constant use that Proclus makes of differences among senses in the El-
ements of Theology (Inst.). Already at the beginning he announces: “everything
that participates in the One is one and not one”: TI&v T peTéyov ToU tvos Kkai &v
tom xai ovy &v (Inst., 2). With respect to participation in unity, cf. Inst., 4:
something will participate in unity qua (/) unified. With respect to producer
(16 mapéyov) and produced (10 Tapayduevoy), see proposition 28: in one
sense (rfj utv) the product is distinguished from the producer and in another
sense (rfj 8¢) they are identical. Cf. the same point in proposition 30: 7 uév...
7 8t. And the same differences among senses can be found between being ac-
cording to cause (kot aitiov), being according to existence (ka® Umrapg), and
being according to participation (kat& uébebw) ; cf. the same point in proposition
65, 118 and 140. In short, differences among senses are presented as the central
notion forming the ultimate explanation for other notions, such as those involv-
ing cause or participation. If everything is related in accordance with this causal
process, then everything is tied to everything (cf. Inst., 103), and everything is,
in some sense, present in everything, but is so in a different way in each case.
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sible both community among and separation among the Forms, because
it establishes the unity of a plurality of senses.

Each of these different senses (expressed as difference or non-being)
corresponds, according to Proclus, to the partial intelligences which
know all of reality but in a partial aspect only’*. So expressing Difference
as non-being is just a provisional phase of dialectical discourse in the ex-
pression of Difference and Identity.

3.4. Negation and senses of Difference

The question for Proclus is whether there are other senses of Difference
which might be prior to that Difference (f érepotns) which Plato pres-
ents in the Sophist as being one of the five first categories of being. And
the answer is that there are at least three senses of Difference which are
prior to Difference when it is viewed as the supreme category of being.
This series of distinctions is very typical of Proclus’ thinking, since Pro-
clus, in disagreement with Plotinus, is continually looking to establish a
strict continuity between all beings, from the absolute One to material
infinitude. So the distance between the One and the five categories must
be explained, and they are so, structurally, by Unity and Plurality. These

latter, in turn, are explained by Limit and Infinite; and these, finally, by
the One itself.

3.4.1. The distinction unity (16 &v, 7 tvwolg) —
plurality (16 mAfifos, T& TOAK)

In an attempt to clarify how it is possible to conjoin into a unity the five
categories of being, and in particular identity and difference’, Proclus
shows that unity and plurality are presupposed in the distinction
among categories of being, hence these should be considered the
most general (yevikdTota) of all beings’®. Proclus adds that it is not sur-

74 Cf. Inst., 170: “Each intelligence understands all things simultaneously; but
whereas unparticipated intelligence understands everything in an absolute
way, every intelligence sequential to this knows everything but only in one par-
ticular aspect”: TT&s voUs TrévTa &uo voeT: &M 6 pév &uébexTos &TTAGS TTdvTa, TGOV St
peT’ Exeivov EkaoTos ka®' fv TdvTa.

75 Cf. In Parm. 11, 753-757. Cf. supra 3.3.

76 Ibid., 764.1-2
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prising that Plato does not include them in th? Sog@zist?, s,ince~ un}t})r an:i
plurality are not in Intellect, but are Intellect 1tsc’:lf (ol &v T \)q1> scr;x !
S aTds & vous): their unity is a wholeness (é?xo-r_ng), and the1rfp ura 1}tly
the many parts of wholeness. Unity and plurality are, therefore, the
cause of all the Forms, being both one and many. . ]
In other words, “plurality and unity not only exist a’t tlze le\/:el 0
being, but also above being (mAfjfos kai &v OFJ uoVov OUO:IOJ§E§ tomw,
&M kai Utep oUotav); however, identity and d1ffer§n§e exist in beings
(TatTov B¢ Kol ETepov €V ovaicus)””’. Hence, Proclus. insists, it 120not sl}llr—
prising that Plato does not include them as categories of being™. In t atf
section of the Sophist Plato calls being the greatest~and most suprer%e o
all categories (o dv péyioTov kai &pynykdy TGV YEVGV) 5 at this level lfeg-
tity and difference are appropriate, but they are not so in the case 21 ab-
solute unity and plurality (&mAés), whose reaht}y is prior to _bemg . .
Unity and plurality can be distinguished (81scTnKe) from 1dent1t,y an
difference because the former have a nature that is %le-OlutC (Kd-e alTd)
while the latter are always relative (mpés ). The pgorlty of unity al?d
plurality is that of absolute to relatiyegz. So negation, becat;e (f)fd 1;5
being relative to something (non-x), lies clearly within the ambit of dif-
t that of plurality. .
ferer”}clférrel(;s an analggy bett};/een unity and plurality and the ‘ﬁr?t Limit
and the first Infinitude (&vd?xoyo_v TTpdS TO tn'épgg ‘l.'é) '}'rgp}d)‘rm};1 '};ou.'n}v Trtpca);
tioTnv &mepiav), since what unifies plurahty- 1s 11m1t , while infini 1u
causes plurality in every thing®. Not a%s infinitude causes plure.l Lty,
but the origin of plurality is infinitude™. In other.vyord_s, neit }cltr
Unity nor Plurality is viewed by Proclus as the ﬁrst _dlstmctlon in the
real, because prior to them one can find the first Limit and the first In-

finitude.

77 764.3-5

78 764.5-11

79 764.28-30
80 764.26—28
81 764.34-765.2
82 765.6—15

83 764.20-22
84 765.18-21
85 764.21-26
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3.4.2. The distincti Imit (T Tré
e distinction Limit (1o mépas) — Infinite (16 &mepov, 7 &meipia)

:ﬁzut an('iflnﬁmty are “in Plato’.s the.ology the two principles of bein
o inanl e’st th‘emselves as coming immediately from the One (i 8\’Jg :
eeo\;\ oovl'rwv”gépxal TPOoEX@S &K ’rof} gvdg c’vaorq)avsTcrcroa KT TOU ﬂ?\o’(-rwvoo
o yiav) .'Proclus .bé‘lSCS this doctrine on the Philebus: God h :
haa; ff) Hevery(;hl}?g by mixing the l%mit with the infinite®”. In this, Plata(j
_ owed the theological thinking of his predecessors, and al
with what Philolaus has written®, ’ T
89 s
fron;l"gle a;gu;lllqegzt. puts in a .furthe.r appearance in an implicit quotation
e Sophist™. The One itself is prior to the One-which-is. b
illi-: t;att?rblqcludes not only unity but also plurality. To explain };ovevcglllse
of being can arise from the One, we h )
Qne has potency for generation (8Uvoruis yevvs-:i;)(;l?fl?}s:ilf gs::ntch . e
1ntermed‘1‘ate existence between producer and produced®. As a e,
?;eerf{cc)e, t};e }ll)eigg that is produced and is not the One .itself bcu(::n}i:
rm of the One (oUx dv atroty, AN évoe1dés) originates fi
One thanks to potency (51 iy SUvop); from th;gs1 coiiesr Om'the
‘ : ; bei
Z:}?Cf}; .mak”es mamfest. the Ong””. In the Philebus Plato characterirzlgg
i nite (&meipov) this generating potency of being (Thv &t ‘
ToU dvTog 8\';vo<u1v)94. e
e Cllieach znlty, totality or c.omm%mity of beings, and all divine meas-
ures Sen on the ﬁrs‘t Limit, while every division and fertile produc-
Inﬁnind e”\(r)gry procession towards. plurality emerge from this essential
nitude™™. So Unity and Plurality depend on Limit and Infinitud
while Infinitude means generating or multiplying potency e
. l?;o ftla_tomc Zhe(.)logy [1-9 Pro.clus continues with his exposition of
; rine o Llrmt and Infinitude, and quotes the Sophist th
times. The first is a restatement of the Platonic assertionpthat ncflie

86 Th.Pl., 111-9, 34. 21-23
87 Th.Pl., 1I1-8, 30. 19-21
88 Ibid., 30. 17-23
89 30. 23-34.19
90 31. 2: ds 10 605 TO &
o u memovBos 16 Ev (cf. Soph., 245b8-9)
92 31.21-22
93 31.23-32.1
94 32.4-5
95 —-23: Na& EV yap £
SEZT;XZLT;;. T[aca HEV yap Evawots kad OAGTNS Kad Kowwvia Tév vty Kol TrdvTa T&
ToU mpwTioTou TépaTos ENpTnTan, oo 8t Siai i yd
i iy B ; TR ¢ y pECTS Kl i
kal N els AR Bog Tpoodos &md Ths APXNYIKWOTATNS TQUTNS areipiag qu?:c[;ﬁsxz;omms
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being is not inferior to being%, but on this occasion it carries a different
sense from other such quotations from the Sophist”’. “How can non-es-
sences produce essence?”?® If Limit and Infinitude are above essence
(Ymepovoia), then essence has being (UméoTtacw) which comes from
non-essences (Ek pm) oUciiv).

Proclus finds the answer to this question in the same Sophist, when
Plato defines the first being as a possessor of potency (Buvépevov)” and
further as potency (50vauv)'”. Being exists for participating in Limit,
and being has potency for participating in that first potency which is
the Infinite. If the Eleatic Stranger adds that being is potency, it is to
emphasise that being generates all things and is all things in a unitary
form (cos TévTa dv tvoeidess) ", “Potency is everywhere the cause of fer-
tile processions and all plurality: hidden potency is the cause of hidden
plurality; however, potency as an act that manifests itself is the cause of
the totality of plurality”'*.

To sum up: plurality is the result of the infinitude of potency. In
other words, the One is able to be all things (and all things indefinitely),
and in the same measure is the cause of plurality. But the One is cause of
plurality because it possesses a hidden potency, which manifests itself
firstly as infinitude as opposed to limit. And that is why this infinite po-
tency is expressed more properly by means of negation, and not so
much by affirmation. Because being able to be all things involves not

being any one of them in particular, so nothing can be affirmed

about this first potency, only denied.

96 Cf. Sph.., 258b 1-2
97 The text is corrupt: cf. Saffrey-Westerink (1997) III, 124.

98 Cf. Th.Pl., 111-9, 38. 15-16
99 Cf. Th.PL, 1II-9, 39. 4—6 (cf. Soph., 247d8: kextnuévov SUvamy)
100 Cf. Th.Pl., 111-9, 39. 8—9 (cf. Sph.., 247e4 toriv oUk &Nho T1 TARY SUvas). A
similar reference to the Sophist (in that it defines being as vested with potency
and as potency) is found at Th.PL, 1I1-21, 74. 11—=13: kai 76 dv 6 EAedTns Eévos

Suvdpevov Kol SUvapiy &TTOKOAEL.

101 Cf. Th.PL, 111-9, 39. 10
102 Th.PL, 119, 39. 11—14: H y&p Slvowus aiTia TavToKoU Tév yovipev TPodBWY

Ko TrowTods TARBoUs, ) Mév Kpugia Suvamis To kpugiou TARBous, 1) Bt kaT Evépyelav

Kad gaquThy Ekervaoa, ToU TravTeAoUs.
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3.4.3. Transcendence (f) Umepoxn, 16 é€npficdan) of the One
with respect to being

Finally, the transcendence of the One with respect to being cannot be
identified with difference () tepéng) as a category of being. Separation
(xeoproTév) means something different when it refers to the separation of
the One with respect to being and when it refers to difference among
beings'”; in the same way, for example, the word always is used in a dif-
ferent way with respect to cosmos (because it is then the temporal al-
ways) and with respect to Intellect (where it is the eternal always, be-
yond all time)'™. Trascendence (& ¢&npfiodat) also means something dif-
ferent in the case of the One with respect to beings and in the case of
Intellect with respect to the soul: Intellect spreads by means of the dif-
ference (ttepdTnTa) that divides beings, while the transcendence of the
One consists in its priority with respect to such a difference (mpo #te-
péTnTos) .

He appeals once again to the Sophist on two occasions to reinforce
this sense: on the one hand, what is not absolute is not something else
(etepov), because difference is, in a way, non-being'” and in another
way being; on the other hand, non-being is not inferior to being'”,
and just as difference involves being and non-being, so too can the tran-
scendence of the One be distinguished from difference in being'®.

So if negation and difference are considered equal at the level of
being, it is because being-another is an affirmation (16 8¢ étepov kardpa-
o15)'”. That is, the non-being which is difference can be radically
changed by an affirmation. However, the transcendence of the One is
completely different: in this case it is not possible to transform negations
into an affirmation, and not even the term transcendence or any other
name is adequate to describe the One'"’.

So the categories of being analyzed by Plato in the Sophist are indi-
cations of divine and intellectual orders'''. On the other hand, as is

103 Cf. In Parm., VII, 1184. 16-22. Cf. ibid., infra (32—34): &\ws olv ixeivo
KEXWPIoTA! TGV SAwv kad EAAws 7 £TepdTNs Xwpilel T& dvTa &’ A AwY.

104 1184. 22-26

105 1184. 26-30

106 1184. 35-37: cf. Soph, 257b 3—4

107 1184.37—-39: cf. Soph, 258b 1-2

108 1184. 39-1185. 5

109 1185. 8

110 1185. 5-10

111 1172, 31-33: tvrabba 8¢ ouvbApaot Beicv kol voepddy T&Eewoy
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shown in the Parmenides'"?, identity and difference are co“mpletely inap-
propriate to the One, which is the cause .of so—callecli . tra.nsce.ndentaﬁ
negations” (Umepaopdoeow)'’, though without participating m.sucl

negations or being any of them, because1 1tile One lies beyond the intel-
lectual domain (s voepds Siaxoopfioews)' . However, by means of neg-
ations of the categories of being — and especially of the four negations
related to identity and difference — it is possible to refer to the One.
The One: 1) is not other than itself; 2) is not other than1 ltshe others;
3) is not the same as itself; 4) is not the same as the others .

112 139 5-6 . , .
113 Cf. In Parm., VII, 1172. 34—35. See Dillon (1987) 523: “*Ymepamégaois, a tech-

nical term of Stoic logic [...], properly used of such a double negative as “It is
not the case that it is not day”, or ~~P. Presumably, in the case of the One, sucjl
a “hyper-negation” would be e. g. “It is not not at rest” or “nqt not the same’”.
For the Stoics, the double negative simply equalled an affirmative, Whlle in this
case it signifies the One’s transcendence of both sides of the opposition™.

114 Cf. 1172. 35-38

115 1177. 27-34





