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Summary:
This thesis deals with the relation of Hellenic philosophy to evolutionary biology. The first

part entails an explication of Hellenic cosmology and metaphysics in its traditional
understanding, as the Western component of classical Indo-European philosophy. It includes
an overview of the relevant contributions by the Presocratics, Plato, Aristotle, and the
Neoplatonists, focussing on the structure and origin of both the intelligible and sensible
worlds. Salient aspects thereof are the movement from the transcendent Principle into the
realm of Manifestation by means of the interaction between Essence and Substance; the role
of the Logos, being the equivalent of Plato’s Demiurge and Aristotle’s Prime Mover, in the
cosmogonic process; the interaction between Intellect and Necessity in the formation of the
cosmos; the various kinds of causality contributing to the establishment of physical reality;
and the priority of being over becoming, which in the case of living organisms entails the
primacy of soul over body. The first part of the thesis concludes with a discussion of the
implications of Hellenic cosmology and metaphysics for evolutionary biology, including an
affirmation of final and formal causality over and against its rejection by the modern scientific
project. The second part commences with a delineation of organic form and transformation,
emphasising the mathematical foundations thereof. It continues with a critical consideration
of the modern evolutionary theory on both scientific and philosophical grounds. In the process
a fundamental distinction is made between micro- and macro-evolution, involving the
reshuffling of existing genetic material which is acted upon by natural selection, and the
production of new genetic material by means of macro-mutations, respectively. In the
remainder of the thesis the macro-evolutionary process is described as mainly lawful, directed
and convergent, instead of contingent, undirected and divergent as postulated in the modern
evolutionary synthesis. This approach does not preclude the recognition of exceptions, due to
the limitation of Intellect by Necessity — that is to say, of teleology by mechanism.

Key terms: Cosmology; Logos; Demiurge; Substance; Causality; Teleology; Intellect; Soul;
Form; Matter; Transformation; Evolution; Nomogenesis; Orthogenesis; Convergence
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1: Introduction

In this thesis we endeavour to demonstrate the relevance of Hellenic philosophy for
evolutionary biology. The evolution of life on Earth has been one of the most contentious
issues in the natural sciences and beyond ever since the publication of Charles Darwin’s
theory of organic descent by means of natural selection in 1859. Since the rise of the so-called
Neo-Darwinian synthesis during the second quarter of the twentieth century, the resultant
tradition popularly known as ‘Darwinism’ has become firmly established as biological
component of the modern scientific paradigm. The latter was founded in the seventeenth
century by Galileo, Descartes, Bacon and others, and has ever since rested upon the twin
pillars of materialism and mechanism, in terms of which everything can be explained in terms
of quantitative laws (Nasr 1981: 49). Due to this ‘scientific revolution’ an ever-increasing
number of people in the Western world came to view the natural sciences as a more reliable
source of knowledge than the revelations of religion or the deductions of philosophers. This in
turn led to the rise of a naturalistic world-view, in terms of which the universe was entirely
due to the operation of autonomous natural laws (Swift 2002: 391-392). By the nineteenth
century the traditional notion of a Great Chain of Being (based mostly on the philosophy of
Plato and Aristotle), according to which all levels of reality are related in a cosmic hierarchy
with God at the summit, had become horizontalised and temporalised (Nasr 1981: 49-50).
This ontological deprivation, as it were, provided the opportunity for Darwin to propose a
theory of evolution as the best explanation of biodiversity outside of Divine creation, which
he had come to reject. However, Darwin’s theory soon became a dogma in order to replace
religious faith among those who have discarded God, which is how the Darwinian theory of
evolution has survived to this day — in the words of Seyyed Hossein Nasr, as ‘a convenient
philosophical and rationalistic scheme to enable man to create the illusion of a purely closed
Universe around himself’ (1981: 50).

It is our intention to make a contribution towards a more lucid understanding of biological
evolution through a two-fold methodology: first, by an explication of Hellenic cosmology and
metaphysics in its traditional understanding, over and against its distortion in modern
academic circles (such as the presentation of the Presocratics as naive speculators or proto-
materialists, of Aristotle as an anti-Platonist, and of the Neoplatonists as religious extremists);
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and second, by drawing out relevant aspects of Hellenic cosmology and metaphysics for
evolutionary theory. Our hermeneutical approach accordingly entails an interpretation of
Darwinism in the light of Hellenism. In other words, our thesis comprises a hermeneutical
dialogue between two contrasting traditions. It is presented as a challenge to the absolutist

claims of the secular world-view of our time, including Darwinism.

The relevance of Hellenic thought for the theory of evolution pivots around its potential of
providing an illuminating alternative to the hackneyed dichotomy that from the outset has
dominated the ongoing debate concerning the origins of biodiversity. On the one hand are
those who reject any notion of organic evolution on supposedly religious grounds, and on the
other hand those who support even the most materialistic and mechanistic notions of
evolution. We concur with Alfred North Whitehead that the apparent conflict between
‘science’ and ‘religion’ is attributable to the deficiencies of both scientific materialism and
super-naturalistic theism, respectively (Griffin 2006: 454-455). In contrast to both of these
positions, associated in popular scientific literature with atheistic scientists and religious
fundamentalists, respectively, stands Hellenism with its comprehensive integration of the
metaphysical and the physical. In this way Hellenic philosophy avoids the conceptual version
of Scylla and Charybdis, of having to choose between the twin errors of atheistic materialism

and religious supernaturalism.

We will argue that the modern evolutionary theory is both metaphysically implausible due to
its rejection of formal and final causality, and on the empirical level is unable to satisfactorily
explain the phenomenon of macro-evolution (i.e. the arising of new phyla, classes, orders,
families and probably genera, as well as complex organic structures such as the brain, eye, or
feather). In contrast to micro-evolution (i.e. the arising of variations within a species and of
species within a genus) which occurs due to the separation and recombination of existing
genetic material, macro-evolution requires the production of new genetic material. Such
genetic novelty results from a macro-mutational jump, as it were, which in turn produces
major morphological changes. It will be argued that the macro-evolutionary process is
characterised by lawfulness, direction, and convergence — thus conforming to the Hellenic

metaphysical principles of formal and final causality.
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In the introductory chapter the Indo-European background to our thesis is sketched, since it
provides a crucially important hermeneutic key for the understanding of Classical thought. It
delineates relevant aspects of Indian and Hellenic philosophy, such as the interaction between
Essence (Purusha) and Substance (Prakriti) in the realm of Manifestation, and the
metaphysical concept of evolution as the unfolding of inherent possibilities. Thereafter the
thesis focuses on Hellenic philosophy as a specific manifestation of the Indo-European
tradition, since it would be over-extending our scope to fully include Indian philosophy.
Chapters on pertinent aspects of Presocratic, Platonic, Aristotelian and Neoplatonic
philosophy are therefore presented, concluding with a discussion of the implications of this
Hellenic spiritual-intellectual tradition for evolutionary biology. Prominent among these are
the Logos doctrine of Heraclitus; the numerical cosmology of Pythagoras; the creative role of
the Demiurge, and the interaction between Intellect and Necessity in Plato’s cosmology; the
fourfold causal scheme of Aristotle, which in the case of living things entails an interaction
between soul and matter in order to attain a specific purpose; the Neoplatonic notion of
indwelling reason-principles (logoi) throughout the manifested order; and the hierarchical,
ontological scheme of an all-embracing Chain of Being linking the various levels of cosmic
reality, including the organic realm.

The second part of the thesis is introduced by an outline of organic form and transformation,
emphasising its mathematical foundations. This is followed by a brief outline of modern
evolutionary theory, focusing on the contributions by Darwin, Dobzhansky and Gould, as well
as a critical assessment thereof from scientific, philosophical, and metaphysical perspectives.
In the next three chapters the macro-evolutionary process is presented as predominantly
lawful instead of contingent, directed instead of random, and convergent instead of divergent,
while allowing for the ubiquitous presence of exceptions — the latter being recognised by both
Plato (as Intellect limited by Necessity) and Aristotle (as teleology limited by mechanism).

The conclusion attempts to draw together the domains of the philosophical (logos) and the
biological (bios) in the light of the preceding arguments. It is presented as an invitation to
further reflection and debate on this highly important question, namely the origins and

mechanisms of organic diversity.



2: The Indo-European background

2.1 Introduction

A common origin has been ascribed to Indo-European humanity, dating back to its sojourn in
the southern parts of the vast land known since medieval times as Russia (or, to be more
precise, Rus’ in Old East Slavic). This location of the Urheimat of the prehistoric Indo-
Europeans has been demonstrated on the grounds of historical linguistics, archaeology,
quantitative analysis and archaeogenetics (Quiles & Lopez-Menchero 2012: 58-66). From
their ancestral homeland the Indo-Europeans ventured forth in successive waves, first
westwards into Europe from around 3000 B.C. and then southwards into the Near East and the
Indian subcontinent from around 2000 B.C. The western branch of the Indo-Europeans
developed into the Germanic, Slavic, Baltic, Celtic, Italic and Hellenic peoples (referred to
collectively as the Nordic peoples; Campbell 1970: 9), while the eastern branch unfolded as
the Indo-Aryans of Iran and India. An offshoot of the western branch migrated south between
the Black Sea and the Caspian Sea, eventually settling in Asia Minor where they became
known as the Hittites (King 2007: 28-33).

Due to these extensive migrations, the Proto-Indo-European language (abbreviated as PIE)
developed into the numerous Indo-European languages spoken or studied today, of which
Sanskrit, Greek and Latin are the most venerable ones. Juxtaposing the Kurgan Hypothesis in
archaeology with the Three-Stage Theory in linguistics, the Spanish scholars Carlos Quiles
and Fernando Lépez-Menchero found that between around 3500 and 3000 B.C. the Late Indo-
European language (LIE) became differentiated into at least two dialects, namely southern (or
Graeco-Aryan) and northern. Between around 3000 and 2500 B.C. these dialectical
communities began to migrate away from their Urheimat, so that the resultant Corded Ware
cultures eventually extended from the Volga to the Rhine. Then, between around 2500 and
2000 B.C, when the Bronze Age reached Central Europe, the southern LIE dialect had
differentiated into Proto-Greek and Proto-Indo-Iranian. The invention of the chariot enabled
the rapid spread of the Indo-Iranians over much of Central Asia, Northern India and Iran
during the next stage, dated between around 2000 and 1500 B.C. This stage also saw the
break-up of Indo-Iranian into Indo-Aryan and Iranian, the differentiation of European proto-
dialects from each other, and languages such as Hittite, Mitanni and Mycenean Greek being
spoken or written down. By between around 1500 and 1000 B.C. the European proto-dialects



had evolved into Germanic, Celtic, Italic, Baltic and Slavic, while Indo-Aryan became
expressed in its sacred language Sanskrit, for instance in the composition of the Rig-Veda.
Finally, with Northern Europe entering the Iron Age between around 1000 and 500 B.C, the
Greek and Old Italic alphabets appear, and the Classical civilisation flowers among the
Hellenic peoples (Quiles & Lépez-Menchero 2012: 67, 75).

At an early stage, possibly before their migrations into Europe, the western branch of the
Indo-Europeans became divided into northern and southern groups, called the Proto-Nordics
and Proto-Mediterraneans respectively. The religious beliefs of both groups were apparently
based on the worship of a benign Father-god, with whom it was possible to be reunited in the
afterlife. This paternal God was evidently conceived in two different though related aspects:
while the Proto-Mediterraneans worshipped a Sun-god whose symbol was the Sun, the Proto-
Nordics worshipped a Sky-god whose symbol was the thunderbolt (Campbell 1970: 13-14).
Regarding the former, it should be noted that in all probability it was not the physical Sun that
was worshipped, but rather the Spirit who created the Sun with its heat and light. Among the
ancient Accadians and Babylonians this Sun-god was called Bel, the memory of which has
been preserved among some of the Celtic peoples in the annual fire-festival known as Beltane.
Also among the Celts was found a Druidic prayer in which God was entreated to grant his
supplicants the love of the right, the love of all things, and the love of God (Campbell 1970:
8-10) — evidence of high spirituality indeed. This Indo-European notion of a benign Divinity
is also encountered in a prayer ascribed to Socrates: ‘King Zeus, whether we pray or not, give
us what is good for us; what is bad for us, give us not, however hard we pray for it’ (Second
Alcibiades, 143; Campbell 1970: 12).

The vast spiritual-intellectual tradition (Sanskrit sanatana dharma; Greek and Latin sophia
perennis, ‘eternal wisdom’) of the Indo-Europeans has been expressed above all in classical
Indian and Hellenic philosophy, the combination of which remains unsurpassed in the
profundity of its thought and the brilliance of its exposition.! Contrary to the prevailing
rationalistic paradigm in Western academic circles, it has to be emphasised that Indo-Hellenic
thought is primarily rooted in spiritual experience. This metaphysical foundation applies also
to scientific thought, as Oswald Spengler affirmed: “There is no Natural science without a

1

Due to the universality of the divine Intellect, the sophia perennis is ipso facto not limited to the Indo-
Europeans. The wisdom tradition is likewise encountered in Egyptian, Babylonian and Chinese philosophy,
but these fall outside the scope of the present study.
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precedent Religion’ (1991: 190). In other words, the mystical vision (Greek thesria) of the
Reality that underlies the world of empirical phenomena preceded the philosophising of the
Vedantic, Presocratic and Platonic thinkers.? This Indo-European mystical vision of the One
and all (Greek hen kai pan) found its earliest literary expression in the Upanishads and the
works of early Hellenic thinkers such as Heraclitus and Parmenides (Glinther 2013: 51). It is
therefore not surprising that the Hellenic metaphysical tradition of Orphism, Pythagoras and
Plato is similar to the mysticism of the Upanishads. In both traditions one encounters a shift of
emphasis from the physical to the spiritual and from the temporal to the eternal. The salient
dictum of this Indo-Hellenic mystical vision is the recognition that ultimate reality (Brahman,
God, or the One) lies beyond sense perception (Marlow 1954: 39). That is to say, reality is not
limited to the physical world, contrary to the claims by those who reject transcendent reality.

2.2 Indo-Hellenic parallels

As we noted above, the Greek and Indo-Aryan languages trace their origin to a common
Graeco-Aryan dialect. And since thought is expressed pre-eminently in language, it is
therefore not surprising that remarkable parallels exist between the Indian and Hellenic
metaphysical traditions. In his informative 1954 study a number of these parallels have been
pointed out by A.N. Marlow, beginning with the Presocratics:

(1) The earliest known Hellenic philosopher, Thales, viewed water as the fundamental
principle (arche) out of which everything arise. This notion is echoed in the teaching of the
Rig Veda (X.168, X.190) that water is the primary principle, which develops into the world. In
the lliad (XIV.201, 246) Homer stated a similar view in mytho-poetical language, namely that
Ocean is the origin of all the gods (Marlow 1954: 36).

(if) For Anaximander the first principle is the apeiron, which means the indeterminate or
unlimited. This term is the equivalent of the Sanskrit nirvikalpa, the nameless and formless,
which the Rig Veda calls aditi, the unlimited. Moreover, the aditi is ordered by the immanent
rita (Rig Veda 1V.23.9), in the same way as in Anaximander an immanent diké ensures the
eventual return of all things to the apeiron from which they arose (Marlow 1954: 37): “The
things that are perish into the things out of which they come to be, according to necessity, for

they pay penalty and retribution to each other for their injustice in accordance with the

2 The metaphysical mysticism of the Presocratics and Plato culminated in Aristotle’s project to express

spiritual-intellectual realities in terms of logical argumentation, with all the limitations this entails. However,
it is erroneous to view Aristotle as an anti-Platonist and hence the precursor of modern rationalism and
empiricism, as has become commonplace in academic circles, since Aristotle’s philosophy of nature,
including his biological work, is grounded in Platonic metaphysics (e.g. the priority of being over becoming
and of form over matter), although he diverged from certain interpretations of the latter.
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ordering of time” (Fragment 1).

(iii) Heraclitus shares two fundamental (and related) doctrines with early Buddhist schools:
that fire is the primary element, and that all things are transitory and ephemeral (Marlow
1954: 37-38). The notion that fire is the primordial element also appears in the Rig Veda
(1.67). For both the Buddha and Heraclitus, fire as the most mutable of the elements
represents the metaphysical principle of becoming.® Thus in the Mahavagga Sutta the Buddha
compares sentient existence with a candle flame which is renewed in every moment (i.121).
In his turn Heraclitus wrote, ‘No god or man ever created this world which is the same for all,
but it was and is and ever will be everlasting fire” (Fragment 30). The Buddha also uses the
analogy of a river, which is never the same for two successive moments but is rather sustained
by ever-new waters (Mahavagga i.123). An identical terminology was employed by
Heraclitus: ‘Ever different is the water for those who step into the same rivers’ (Fragment 91).
In this way the teaching of Heraclitus on the transience of things reflects the Buddha’s
teaching of impermanence (anicca) and non-self (anatta) (Kruger 2007: 143). In addition, for
the Buddha the fundamental principle of existence is the immutable law, or dharma, which
decrees that every action earns its reward. Heraclitus held a similar view regarding the
universal, immutable logos that regulates the cosmos: ‘So we must follow the common
principle, for that is shared by all’ (Fragment 2), and ‘For wisdom consists in one thing, to
know the principle by which all things are steered through all things’ (Fragment 41).
Furthermore, Heraclitus’ view that truth is to be found in the interaction between opposites
anticipated the dialectic of Nagarjuna, founder of the Madhyamika school in Buddhism
(Kriiger 2007: 143).

(iv) Empedocles’ theory of sense perception (‘For by earth we perceive earth, by water water,
by air divine air and by fire destructive fire’, Fragment 109) resembles the epistemology of
the Upanishads and Indian philosophy. For instance, in the Samkhya system the world as
object of perception has five tanmatras (subtle elements), each of which is perceived by
something corresponding to it within us (Marlow 1954: 39). A number of Buddhist elements
are also reflected in the philosophy of Empedocles, such as the eternal return of all things and
the distinction between illusion and true, mystical understanding (Kriiger 2007: 143).

When one juxtaposes Indian philosophy with that of Plato the parallels are similarly striking
(Marlow 1954: 41-45). One of Plato’s most important contributions to Western philosophy

®  This coherence reinforces the view that the Presocratics did not conceive of their primary elements of water,

air, fire, etc. in the material sense only, but above all as symbols of metaphysical reality (Schuon 1984: 71).
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and theology is his notion that the soul (psyché) is ontologically prior the body, thus
continuing the Pythagorean doctrine on the immortality of the soul. During its earthly
existence the soul is imprisoned in the body (soma), so that the latter is described as a tomb
(sema) in which the soul is kept until the penalty for its transgressions has been paid
(Phaedrus 250c; Cratylus 400c; Gorgias 493a). It is interesting to note in this regard that
sema also means ‘sign’, and therefore the body could also be understood as the means
whereby the soul indicates (semainei) its form and purpose. The body as tomb thus functions
as an eclosure (peribolos), keeping the soul within its limits in order that it may be saved
(Uzdavinys 2011: 94). Accordingly, for both Plato and the Brahmins philosophy is a
meditation on death (Marlow 1954: 42-43), whereby the soul is released. As explained by
Socrates, ‘those who practice philosophy in the right way are in training for dying and they
fear death least of all men’ (Phaedo 67e). Moreover, since the souls of such “philosopher-
gnostics’ are purified of the mortal body and thereby achieve a likeness to the Divine, they are
encouraged by Plato to examine and mythologise (diaskopein te kai muthologein) concerning
the afterlife (Phaedo 61e; Uzdavinys 2011: 75-76).

It is relevant to note that Plato’s conception of philosophy as a training for death implies a
distinction between philosophy as a way of life on the one hand, and on the other its reduction
to rationalistic discourse as in the modern, post-Cartesian West (Uzdavinys 2004: xi). In the
Hellenic tradition, philosophy serves to cultivate the various virtues (aretai), leading to
intellectual vision (noésis) and ultimately apotheasis, when the divine Intellect enlightens the
human soul — the final end (telos) of human existence. As aptly remarked by Christos
Evangeliou, ‘Neither Aristotle nor any other Platonic, or genuinely Hellenic philosopher,
would have approved of what the modern European man, in his greedy desire for profit, and
demonic will to power, has made out of Hellenic philosophia’ (quoted in Uzdavinys 2004: xi-
xii). Related to philosophy as way of life, is the Hellenic distinction between intellect and
reason. In terms thereof, reason (dianoia) is an individual faculty limited to humans, whereas
intellect (nous) is universal and found in all beings, albeit in various degrees depending on
their ontological level (Schuon 1993: xxix-xxx). The two are yet related, since reason is the
power of the soul which derives the principles of its reasoning (logismos) from the intellect
(Taylor 2010: 104, 108). However, in most of Western philosophy, at least since the Cartesian

revolution, these realms have become conflated.

Furthermore, the metaphor of the charioteer in Plato’s dialogue Phaedrus resembles in detail
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that of the Katha Upanishad: ‘Know the self (Atman) as the Lord who sits in the chariot
called the body; buddhi (intelligence) is the charioteer; mind the reins, the senses are the
horses, and the objects are the roads. The self is the controller and enjoyer. But he who has no
understanding, but is weak in mind, his senses run riot like the vicious horses of a charioteer.
He who has understanding and is strong-minded, his senses are well-controlled like the good
horses of a charioteer’ (cited in Marlow 1954: 43). In the Phaedrus Plato depicts the soul as
consisting of three parts, represented by the charioteer, a good horse with self-control, and a
bad horse that needs to be disciplined by the charioteer (253d-254d). That Plato’s metaphor is
not an isolated one in Hellenic thought is evident from similar images used by Orpheus and
Parmenides (Uzdavinys 2011: 73).

The Indo-Hellenic notion of the soul’s primacy over the body implies that pure knowledge
(Sanskrit jnana, Greek gnasis) is only attainable after death.* As declared by Socrates, ‘It
really has been shown to us that, if we are ever to have pure knowledge, we must escape from
the body and observe things in themselves with the soul by itself’ (Phaedo 66e). By dying to
the body, the true philosopher (philosophos, ‘lover of wisdom”) acquires knowledge of the
noetic realm, and thus becomes akin to the Forms. Consequently, ‘The Parmenidean and
Platonic lover of knowledge is akin to the divine and immortal Being’ (Uzdavinys 2011: 75).
As a matter of fact, for Plato ‘the Divine’ (to Theion) signifies being subsisting in conjunction
with the One, to which all things are secondary (Taylor 2010: 104).

Regarding this earthly life, Plato wrote in his Letter VII that three things are necessary to
obtain knowledge (episteme) of any real being: the name, the definition, and the image. For
example, the entity known as a circle is named thus, its definition consists of nouns and verbs
(‘the figure whose extremities are everywhere equally distant from its center’), and its image
is drawn or erased. However, Plato remarks, ‘the circle itself to which they all refer remains
unaffected, because it is different from them.” In this way the name, the definition and the
image provide knowledge (which thus comes fourth) of the object itself, which is fifth in the
sequence. This pertains to geometrical figures, to colours, to artificial and natural bodies, to
the elements, to all living beings and their souls, and also to the good, the beautiful, and the
just, Plato adds. ‘For in each case, whoever does not somehow grasp the four things

*  The Sanskrit jnana, the Greek gnasis and also the Latin co-gnoscere has been related by Rene Guénon to

self-realisation. These cognate terms express ‘an idea of “production” or “generation” because the being
“becomes” whatever it knows and realizes itself through that knowledge’ (1945: 76).
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mentioned will never fully attain knowledge of the fifth’ (Letter VII).

That both spiritual and physical sight are related to true knowledge (Sanskrit vidya) is evident
from the fact that the classical Indian religious texts, the Vedas, derive their name from the
root vid, which contains the two-fold meaning of seeing (Latin videre) and knowing (Greek
oida). Accordingly, ‘sight is taken as a symbol of knowledge because it is its chief instrument
within the sensible order; and this symbolism is carried even into the purely intellectual realm,
where knowledge is likened to “inward vision”, as is implied by the use of words such as
“intuition” for example’ (Guénon 1945: 14). This reasoning implies further that the physical
cannot be divorced from the metaphysical, which provides its ontological foundation.

The relativity of human knowledge is recognised in both Indian thought and in Plato’s
epistemological dialogue Theaetetus (Marlow 1954: 44). Thus in the latter Socrates explains a
notion attributed to Protagoras, Heraclitus and Empedocles: ‘I mean the theory that there is
nothing which in itself is just one thing: nothing which you could rightly call anything or any
kind of thing. If you call a thing large, it will reveal itself as small, and if you call it heavy, it
is liable to appear as light, and so on with everything, because nothing is one or anything or
any kind of thing’ (152d). Consequently, Socrates argues, ‘In the sphere of vision... what you
would naturally call a white color is not itself a distinct entity, either outside your eyes or in
your eyes. You must not assign it any particular place’ (153d-e). Furthermore, Plato admits
that due to the weakness of language and the unreliability of sense perception it is extremely
difficult to arrive at knowledge of real beings. None of the four instruments mentioned earlier
(i.e. name, definition, image, and knowledge) can provide the soul with the objects of her
search, namely the particular quality and the being of an object (Letter VII). The Hellenic
recognition of the relativity of human knowledge is thus attributed to Socrates, who to some
extent anticipated the subversion of knowledge by Nagarjuna in India. However, the latter
thinker took a more radical approach, by undermining empirical knowledge in order to
facilitate the arising of mystical understanding (Kruger 2007: 143).

According to the Vedanta, the various states of consciousness are first the waking state
(Vaishwanara), then the dream state (Taijasa), and finally deep sleep, or Prajna (Guénon
1945: 88, 90, 96, 103). Plato makes a similar distinction and relates it to epistemology:
‘Indeed we may say that, as our periods of sleeping and waking are of equal length, and as in
each period the soul contends that the beliefs of the moment are preeminently true, the result
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is that for half our lives we assert the reality of the one set of objects, and for half that of the
other set. And we make our assertions with equal conviction in both cases’ (Theaetetus 158d).
Finally, Plato’s theory of the origin of words evokes the Nyaya system of logic. Just as the
Athenian thinker declares that the true meaning of a word goes back to the individual letters
composing it, from which words are formed and ultimately sentences, which are ‘something
important, beautiful, and whole’ (Cratylus 424c-425b), the Indian system reduces the meaning
of a word to the significance of its letters (Marlow 1954: 44-45).

However, one should not disregard the aspects in which Indian and Hellenic philosophy
diverge from each other. This pertains notably to logic, of which Aristotle laid the foundations
for much of subsequent Western thought. For instance, according to the Aristotelian principle
of excluded middle every proposition is either true or false, thereby excluding the possibility
that a proposition might be partially correct (Blackburn 2008: 124). As remarked by the South
African philosopher Kobus Kriiger, this approach encourages either/or thinking which views
either a significant statement or its negation as being true. In contrast, classical Indian thought
developed a more conjunctive type of logic. Thus Jainism taught a seven-fold scheme,
allowing for seven statements made from different perspectives to be true in a complementary
sense. And in early Buddhist logic a four-fold scheme arose, in terms of which there are four
valid types of propositions: A'is B; Ais not-B; A is B and not-B; and A is neither B nor not-B.
Applied to cosmology, the early Buddhist logic developed as follows: (i) this world is finite;
(i) this world is infinite; (iii) this world is both finite and infinite; and (iv) this world is
neither finite nor infinite. Such statements could refer to different aspects of the same reality,

so that they may be contrary but not necessarily contradictory (Kriiger 2007: 19-20).

Concluding his informative juxtaposing of Indian and Hellenic philosophy, Marlow suggests
that Indian influence probably reached Greece through Persia as intermediary (1954: 45).
Without denying a flow of thought in either direction, we contend that the striking parallels
between Hellenic and Indian philosophy should primarily be ascribed to a common spiritual-
intellectual tradition among the various Indo-European peoples. For instance, their names for
the supreme Deity suggest a common origin. The earliest Indo-European name for God was
Dyaus Pitar in Sanskrit, meaning ‘Heavenly Father’, and was used by the Indo-Aryans as
early as around 1500 B.C. Similarly, we find Zeus Pater (or simply Zeus) among the Hellenic
peoples, Ju-piter (or simply Deus) among the Italic peoples, Teu among the Teutons and
Saxons, Tir among the Norse peoples, as well as Ziues in old High German. All of these
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names are linguistically related to Dyaus and Deus (Campbell 1970: 9-10). We will now
consider relevant aspects of the traditional Indo-European metaphysics and cosmology.

2.3 Being and Manifestation

Why is there something instead of nothing? Or, stated in ontological terms, why is there being
instead of non-being? According to the early Hellenic thinker Parmenides a distinction has to
be made between “the one, that it is and that it is not possible for it not to be’, and ‘the other,
that it is not and that it is necessary for it not to be’ (Fragment 2; quoted in McKirahan 1994:
152). An identical terminology is encountered in the Bhagavad-Gita: ‘What is non-Being is
never known to have been, and what is Being is never known not to have been’ (2:16). This
differentiation implies that being and non-being are distinct domains, with no possibility of
nothing becoming something or vice versa. However, transcending both being and non-being
there is the Absolute reality of God/Brahman/the One: ‘I will expound to thee that which is to
be known and knowing which one enjoys immortality; it is the supreme Brahman which has

no beginning, which is called neither Being nor non-Being’ (Bhagavad-Gita 11.12).

One of the most important metaphysical thinkers of the twentieth century, Martin Heidegger,
opens his Introduction to Metaphysics (written as supplement to his seminal Being and Time)
with the following question: “Why are there beings at all instead of nothing?’ This is posited
by the German philosopher as the fundamental question of metaphysics — not as the first in
chronology but in rank, because it is the broadest, the deepest, and the most originary
question. It is the broadest in scope, being limited only by what never is, i.e. non-being; it is
the deepest question, aimed at establishing the ground from where beings come and to where
beings go; and it is the most originary question, addressing not a particular being but beings as
a whole (Heidegger 2000: 1-4). The science of metaphysics thus begins with the question of
Being, which in turn is closely related to the notion of ‘nature’ — on condition that the latter is

understood in its original, metaphysical sense and not in a reductionist, material sense.

Among the early Hellenic thinkers, that which is (i.e. the totality of beings), was called physis.
The term physis is usually translated as ‘nature’, but Heidegger (2000: 15) argued rather
persuasively that it harbours a much wider meaning, namely ‘what emerges from itself (for
example, the emergence, the blossoming, of a rose), the unfolding that opens itself up, the
coming-into-appearance in such unfolding, and holding itself and persisting in appearance —
in short, the emerging-abiding sway.” Therefore, although physis can be experienced in the
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processes of nature, such as birth and growth, it is not synonymous with these. Instead, physis
indicates Being-itself, by virtue of which beings appear (Heidegger 2000: 15). It should be
noted that the noun physis is related to the verb phua, which means ‘to bring forth, produce,
or make to grow’ (Liddell and Scott 2004: 772).° Accordingly, the early Hellenic thinkers
conceived of “nature’ as a creative power rather than a material environment (Coomaraswamy
1989: 83). However, Heidegger contends, by translating physis into Latin as natura, which
means ‘birth’, the realm of nature became reduced to the world of biological phenomena. This
Latin term therefore represents the beginning of the alienation of Western thought on nature
from its original essence in Hellenic philosophy (Heidegger 2000:14). Yet Plotinus recognised
an etymological connection between the noun physis and the verb ephy, that is to say between
‘nature’ and ‘was born’ (Enneads VI, 8, 8; Dillon and Gerson 2004: 169). In the light thereof
it could more accurately be stated that natura is not limited to physis, but that it is embraced
by the latter (which also reaches beyond the biological realm).

This ontologically inclusive understanding of ‘nature’ implies that physics cannot be divorced
from metaphysics without a radical loss of meaning. The Greek prefix meta means “after’ in
the accusative sense (L&S 436), that is to say ‘over beyond’, Heidegger continues, and
therefore philosophising about beings as such is meta ta physika, or metaphysics. And since
physics in the classical Hellenic sense already deals with the Being of beings, it can justly be
stated that the essence of metaphysics has from its inception been determined by physics
(Heidegger 2000: 18-19). This wider sense of physis was recognised by Aristotle with his
declaration that metaphysics is the study of being as being (Metaphysics Book 1V, 1003a;
Heidegger 2000: 17).

We have already suggested that Indo-Hellenic philosophy arose from spiritual experience.
Arguing along similar lines, Heidegger wrote that for the classical Greeks ontology preceded
bio-philosophy: ‘It was not in natural processes that the Greeks first experienced what physis
IS, but the other way around: on the basis of a fundamental experience of Being in poetry and
thought, what they had to call physis disclosed itself to them. Only on the basis of this
disclosure could they then take a look at nature in the narrower sense. Thus physis means
originally both heaven and earth, both the stone and the plant, both the animal and the human,

and human history as the work of humans and gods; and finally and first of all, it means the

®  The Liddell and Scott Greek-English Lexicon (2004) is hereafter referred to as L&S.
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gods who themselves stand under destiny. Physis means the emerging sway, and the enduring
over which it thoroughly holds sway. This emerging, abiding sway includes both “becoming”
as well as “Being” in the narrower sense of fixed continuity. Physis is the event of standing
forth, arising from the concealed and thus enabling the concealed to take its stand for the first
time’ (Heidegger 2000: 15-16). The German philosopher’s argument is relevant to our thesis
in several respects: his integration of the metaphysical and the physical into a unified
ontological whole; his refusal to dichotomise being and becoming; and his postulation of
nature as an unfolding of the concealed, which evokes the correct notion of evolution as the
unfolding of inherent potentialities.

The emergence and abiding of Being could equally well be depicted in the terminology
employed by the South African philosopher Danie Goosen, building on the notion of theurgy
(theourgia) developed by the Neoplatonists lamblichus and Proclus. In terms of Goosen’s
‘philosophical dramatology’, Reality expresses itself in and through the “actors of being’
serving as mediators between the infinity of being and the finitude of the world. These actors
assume roles such as being and beings, esse and essentia, transcendent and immanent, other
and self, giver and receiver, subject and object, sublime and beautiful, eros and agapé, and
substantive and accidental (Goosen 2007: 94, 103). Through this dynamic interaction between
the One and the many the cosmos obtains the character of a differentiated unity, rather than

being monistic or dualistic.

The traditional Indo-European notion of Being has been perceptively sketched by Heidegger
through an etymological analysis. The oldest stem word in this regard is es, which becomes
the noun asus in Sanskrit, meaning ‘life’ or ‘the living’, and the verb forms esmi, esi, esti, and
asmi. To these terms are related the Greek eimi and einai (both meaning ‘to be’), and the
corresponding Latin terms esum and esse. In this regard the Germanic verb ist is related to the
Greek estin and the Latin est, ‘it is’. Another root is the Sanskrit bhu or bheu and related to the
Greek phuo, which for Heidegger means ‘to emerge, to hold sway, to come to a stand from
out of itself and to remain standing.” This is in turn related to the Greek terms physis (‘nature’)
and phainesthai (‘to show itself’), so that nature is described by Heidegger as ‘that which
emerges into the light, phuein, to illuminate, to shine forth and therefore to appear.” The
German verbs bin and bist are also derived from this Sanskrit stem. Finally, the stem wes
appears in the Sanskrit vasami and the Germanic wesan, meaning ‘to dwell, to abide, to

sojourn’, which in turn becomes the German verbs wesen and sein, ‘to be’ and ‘being’. From
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these three stems, Heidegger concludes, one derives the ‘vividly definite’ meanings of living,
emerging and abiding — none other than the domain of Being (2000: 75, 76).

How and whence does Being arise? According to the metaphysical tradition, all that exists is
established by the movement from Principle into Manifestation, which is thus the flow of the
One into the many. This Principle, which is transcendent and therefore unknowable in its
essence (but not in its immanent energies, as the Greek Patristic theologians emphasised), is
variously referred to as Brahman, God, the Good, or the One. It precedes the differentiation
between being and non-being: “There was then neither being nor non-being... Without breath
breathed by its own power That One’ (Rig-Veda X.129; quoted in Perry 1991: 26). The
foundation of all that exists in the One, that is to say of the immanent in the transcendent, is
affirmed in the Bhagavad-Gita: ‘By Me [Brahman], unmanifest in form, this whole world is
pervaded; all beings are in Me, | am not in them’ (9.4). The realm of becoming thus entails a
movement from the unmanifested to the manifested. As we read further in the Bhagavad-Gita,
‘“The state of all beings before birth is unmanifest; their middle state manifest; their state after
death is again unmanifest’ (2.28), and ‘But higher than the Unmanifest is another Unmanifest
Being, everlasting, which perisheth not when all creatures perish’ (8.20).

The supreme Principle is both the Absolute and the Infinite, as distinct from the relative and
the finite. This Absolute-Infinite is the Good (Agathon) of Plato, and projects the world out of
its sovereign Goodness, whereby the Absolute comprises Infinitude and Radiation. The
Absolute is thereby reflected in the world in the existence of things (Schuon 1982: 35). And
since necessity is related to the Absolute just as freedom is related to the Infinite, “The
universe is a veil woven of necessity and freedom, of mathematical rigour and musical play;
every phenomenon participates in these two principles, which amounts to saying that
everything is situated in two apparently divergent but at bottom concordant dimensions’
(Schuon 2001: 3). Stated in geometrical terms, the point represents the Absolute, the line that
extends the point represents Infinity, and the circle represents the projected Good, or
Perfection (Schuon 1981: 77). The Absolute Reality that is beyond Being may best be
represented by the point, since the void (which would have been a less inadequate
representation of It) is not a figure as such. This Reality contains within Itself the principle of
polarisation, which is represented by an axis (i.e. a line). From this principial differentiation
all the opposites in the cosmos arise, as explained by Frithjof Schuon: ‘It is in this first
bipolarity, or in this principial duality, that are prefigured or pre-realized all possible



20

complementarities and oppositions: subject and object, activity and passivity, static and
dynamic, oneness and totality, exclusive and inclusive, rigour and gentleness’ (1981: 65).

Moving from two to three, we encounter the transcendent ternary of the Absolute, the Good,
and the Infinite. This is the equivalent of the Vedantic Sat, Chit, and Ananda: Being,
Consciousness, and Beatitude (Schuon 1982: 37, 39). These Sanskrit terms are also rendered
as Existence, Consciousness, and Bliss, and are in fact the supreme attributes of the One, or
Brahman. They represent the summit of the realm of Manifestation, which flows in
inexhaustible infinity and timelessness from Brahman (Van Vrekhem 2012: 264). In this
Vedantic trinity is also found the divine archetype of all positive ternaries, and it is
geometrically represented by the triangle. The latter can be either upright, indicating the
return of the many into the One; or it can be inverted, signifying outward radiation, or the
production of the many from the One. Two further ternaries mentioned by Schuon are highly
relevant in traditional cosmology. One is the macro-cosmic qualities of tamas, rajas, and
sattva (i.e. the ascending, expansive, and descending tendencies in all manifestation); and
another is the micro-cosmic (i.e. human) constituents, namely body (séma/corpus), soul
(psyché/animus), and spirit (pneuma/spiritus). The three dimensions of space also provide a
natural symbol of the ternary (Schuon 1981: 66-67, 69). According to the Theology of
Arithmetic attributed to lamblichus (the longest extant work on the symbolism of numbers
from the Classical world), plurality commences its manifestation with the triad: “The monad
is like a seed containing in itself the unformed and also unarticulated principle of every
number; the dyad is a small advance towards number, but is not number outright because it is
like a source; but the triad causes the potential of the monad to advance into actuality and
extension.” Examples of such triadic actualisation are the phases of the moon (waxing, full
moon, and waning); the zodiacal circles (summer, winter, and the ecliptic); and the kinds of
living creature, namely on land, in air, and in water (‘On the Triad’; Waterfield 1988: 50, 52).

The next numerical hypostasis of metacosmic Reality is the quaternity, represented by the
(static) square and the (dynamic) cross. In the words of Schuon: *Quaternity signifies stability
or stabilization; represented by the square, it is a solidly established world, and a space which
encloses; represented by the cross, it is the stabilizing Law that proclaims itself to the four
directions, indicating thereby its quality of totality’ (1981: 71). According to lamblichus, there
are four elementary numerical properties: sameness in the monad, difference in the dyad,

surface in the triad, and solidity in the tetrad. Further examples of the tetrad in manifestation
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are the four terrestrial elements and their powers of heat, cold, wetness, and dryness; the four
seasons of the year; and the four cardinal points, with the primary winds named after them
(‘On the Tetrad’; Waterfield 1988: 58-59, 63).

2.4 Essence and Substance

In order to make Manifestation possible, the Principle polarises itself into the two poles of
universal Essence, or Purusha, and universal Substance, or Prakriti, without diminution of its
intrinsic unity (Perry 1991: 23). These two poles of Manifestation thus comprise the first
cosmic duality, which is not to be confused with any kind of dualism.® Purusha and Prakriti
are the Sanskrit equivalents of the Greek terms eidos and hylé (usually translated as ‘form’
and ‘matter”), denoting universal Essence and Substance respectively (Guénon 1945: 48).
Although producing the cosmos, Essence and Substance are outside time, or eternal, as
declared in the Bhagavad-Gita: ‘Know that Prakriti and Purusha are both without beginning;
know that all the modifications and gunas are born of Prakriti’ (11.19). These gunas exist in
perfect equilibrium within Prakriti in its primordial state, while every manifestation of
Substance represents a rupture of that equilibrium. The three gunas are the upward tendency
of sattva, the expansive tendency of rajas, and the downward tendency of tamas (Guénon
1945: 52). And since manifestation represents a movement away from the Principle, the
creation of the world is in a sense a victory of tamas over sattva, until the cosmic balance is
partly restored with the Fiat Lux, the creation of light (Lings 1974: 109).

As the essential principle of all things, Purusha determines the possibilities of manifestation
contained within Prakriti. Stated in Aristotelian terms, Purusha effects the passage of all
things from potency to actuality (Guénon 1945: 55). Furthermore, Purusha is related to Atma,
or Spirit (Greek pneuma, Latin spiritus), in the sense of the divine Essence. And although
Atma always remains unmanifest, it produces Buddhi, or Intellect (Greek nous), as first and
highest of the manifested principles (Guénon 1983: 1). Intellect thus represents the level of
informal manifestation, which is to say that Buddhi is above individual manifestation.
Moreover, as first manifestation of Spirit, Intellect ‘constitutes the link between all the states

of manifestation, but from another angle, envisaging things from a principial viewpoint,

®  The difference between duality and dualism has been lucidly explained by René Guénon: ‘Dualism (of

which the Cartesian conception of “spirit” and “matter” is among the best known examples) properly
consists in regarding a duality as irreducible and in taking account of nothing beyond it, thereby denying the
common principle from which the two terms of the duality really proceed by “polarisation”” (1995: 354).
That is to say, the recognition of Essence and Substance as the first cosmic duality does not imply any
metaphysical dualism, since both these poles of Manifestation are derived from a single Principle.
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Buddhi appears as the luminous ray emanating from the spiritual Sun, which is Atma itself’
(Guénon 1983: 2). Accordingly, from the viewpoint of manifested being there is no real

difference between spirit and intellect, so that Atma and Buddhi appear as interrelated.

The interaction between Essence and Substance produces the realm of Manifestation. This
transcendent Essence is eternally radiated into the realm of dimensional existence (i.e.
manifestation) through the Word (Logos) of God. Stated in astrophysical terms, ‘The echo of
this eternal radiation, in the world of space and time, is the Big Bang’ (Upton 2008: 193). In
the manifested world the Infinite thus appears as modes of extension, as explained by Frithjof
Schuon: the conserving mode is space, the transforming mode is time, the qualitative mode is
form, the quantitative mode is number, and the substantial mode is matter. Space, time, form,
number, and matter are thus the “pillars of universal existence’ (1982: 35-36). Accordingly,
the sensible world is manifested through the modes of matter, form, and number: the
fundamental matter is ether, the fundamental form is the sphere, and the initial number is one,
or unity. Each mode develops in its own particular manner: matter extends from substantiality
to accidentality; form evolves from spherical simplicity to indefinite complexity; number
develops from unity to totality, space from point to limitless expansion, and time from the
instant to eternity. Each of these modes of unfolding presents an image of the Principle

realising its potentialities in the direction of relativity or contingency (Schuon 1982: 57-58).

What is the status of individual beings in the traditional Indo-European conception? Each
manifested being is a composite of form (Greek eidos) and matter (hylé), these terms being
the equivalent of the Sanskrit nama and rupa. Such a composite being could therefore be
described as ‘en-mattered form’, or nama-rupa (Guénon 1995: 20-21, 337). In his Notes on
the Katha Upanishad, Ananda Coomaraswamy remarked that all manifestation is expressed in
the terms nama-rupa, which correspond to the Platonic intelligible and sensible worlds, i.e.
the Essence and Substance of things (cited in Guénon 1995: 34). In the case of living beings
this composition appears as the two levels of formal manifestation, namely the psychic (Greek
psychikos) and the corporeal (somatikos), or soul and body respectively. And since spirit, that
is to say intellect, can never be individual or corporeal, it is transcendent in relation to the
combination of soul and body. Therefore, a human being cannot speak of ‘his’ or ‘her’ spirit,
as can indeed be predicated of the soul and body (Guénon 1983: 2-3). In other words, spirit is
supra-individual, whereas soul and body pertain to the individual order. Furthermore, each
individual being is the result of action exercised by Essence (as active principle) on Substance
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(as passive principle). This dynamic ontological notion corresponds to the Aristotelian
metaphysics of act and potency: act is that by which a being participates in Essence and
potency is that by which it participates in Substance. Therefore, pure act and pure potency do
not exist in the realm of manifestation, since they are the equivalents of universal Essence and
Substance (Guénon 1995: 20-21). Stated in Aristotelian terms, pure act and pure potency are

represented by the pre-ontological extremes of the Prime Mover and primary matter.

In Hellenic philosophy the ontological pole of Essence, or Purusha, is signified above all by
the Platonic Forms, or Ideas. Whereas Plato emphasises the transcendent aspect of the Forms
and Aristotle their immanent aspect, these approaches are not at all incompatible, since both
consider the archetypes or essential principles of things, which represent the qualitative side
of manifestation (Guénon 1995: 23). Moreover, since the Platonic Forms are equivalent to the
Pythagorean numbers, the latter are not to be understood in the ordinary, quantitative sense of
the word, but as qualitative and essential whereas quantitative numbers are substantial. As
explained by René Guénon (1995: 337), ‘It may be observed that the name of a being, in so
far as it is an expression of its essence, is properly speaking a number understood in this
qualitative sense; and this establishes a close link between the conception of the Pythagorean
numbers, and consequently that of the Platonic ideas, and the use of the Sanskrit word nama
to denote the essential side of a being.” In the light of this distinction, the Scholastic
translation of the Greek ousia (essence) into the Latin substantia inevitably leads to the
linguistic confusion encountered in the notion of ‘substantial form’, which confuses the

essential side of a being with its substantial side (Guénon 1995: 337).

For the sake of conceptual clarity it has to be emphasised that the Aristotelian notion of matter
(hylé) and the Scholastic notion of materia are not in the least identical to the modern,
reductionist view of matter, but both instead signify universal Substance, or Prakriti.
Furthermore, as universal principle hylé is pure potency, in which nothing is actualised. It thus
constitutes the passive support of all manifestation, whereas Form (eidos) constitutes the
active element (Guenon 1995: 25). It is also pertinent to note that the primary meaning of the
word hylé is related to the vegetative principle, namely ‘wood’ — in other words, hylé alludes
to the ‘root’ (Sanskrit mula, Greek rhizoma) which is the starting point of manifestation
(Guénon 1995: 337). The relation between matter and its potentiality has been stated as
follows by Frithjof Schuon: ‘to say matter, or mass, or ether, is to say energy, possibility of
action, hence of change and consequently of time’ (1982: 64).
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In the traditional conception, the world is constituted by successive differentiations out of
materia prima. Since the latter is unformed and intangible, it is inaccessible to all distinctive
knowing. Conversely, “The world that is accessible to such knowing therefore extends
between two poles that are unmanifested as such, the informing essence and the
undifferentiated materia, just as the range of colors in the spectrum opens out through the
refraction of white light — as such colorless therefore — in a similarly colorless medium’
(Burckhardt 1974: 135). Since universal Substance is the pure potency underlying all
manifestation, it is ‘that which stands beneath’, the latter phrase being the precise meaning of
the Latin sub stare, from which substantia is derived (Guénon 1995: 26), as is the case with
the Greek hypostasis. As universal Substance it gives rise to the world of phenomena through
the various elements: ‘Earth, Water, Fire, Air, Ether, Mind, Reason, and Ego — thus eightfold
is my Prakriti divided’ (Bhagavad-Gita 7.4). This underlying Substance, or Prakriti, is
undifferentiated and unintelligible, since there is nothing in it that can be known (Guénon
1995: 26). Plato therefore insists that the receptacle of becoming out of which the Demiurge
fashions the sensible world is without characteristics and difficult to describe (Timaeus 49a,
50b-51b). Moreover, due to the unintelligibility of Substance, the explanation of things should
not to be sought on the substantial side but on the essential side. Stated in terms of spatial
symbolism, explanation should be directed from above downwards and not from below
upwards (Guénon 1995: 26, 27). This notion is also found in the Hermetic writings of the
Egyptian wisdom tradition, ‘The cosmic forces do not work upward from below, but
downward from above’ (Perry 1991: 41) — hence the Hermetic maxim, ‘As above, so below.’

In Hellenic philosophy this explanatory approach is particularly evident in Neoplatonism, as
Lloyd Gerson explains: “‘What is most distinctive about Platonism, especially as it is
represented by the Neoplatonists, is that it is resolutely and irreducibly top-down rather than
bottom-up. A top-down approach to philosophical problems rejects... the claim that the most
important and puzzling phenomena we encounter in this world can be explained by seeking
the simplest elements out of which they are composed. The top-down approach appeals to
first or higher or irreducible principles to account for these phenomena’ (2005: 31-32). It is
for this reason, Guénon argues, that modern science (in the Cartesian and Newtonian sense)
lacks explanatory value. For instance, modern science leads to contradictions such as
speaking of the properties of matter while asserting that matter is inert. It should also be kept
in mind that ‘body’ and ‘matter’ are not synonymous concepts, since in reality bodies proceed
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from matter as their substantial principle (Guénon 1995: 27, 31).

2.5 Matter, measure, and number

The Latin term materia is related to mater, ‘mother’, thus reflecting the Indo-European notion
of Substance as the passive principle in manifestation and symbolically feminine (Guénon
1995: 338). In addition, materia is related to the notion of measure. It has been suggested by
Guénon (1995: 338) that William Blake’s drawing of the *Ancient of days’ reflects the
statement in the Rig-Veda (VII1, 25, 18), ‘With his ray he hath measured (or determined) the
bounds of Heaven and of Earth.” Coomaraswamy remarked that the Sanskrit matra, measure,
is the equivalent of materia, although that which is measured is not matter as such, but rather
the possibilities inherent in spirit, or Atma (Guénon 1995: 34). It could therefore be stated that
matter is the sensible manifestation of existence itself; form is the manifestation of a divine

Idea, or archetype; and number manifests the infinitude of the Possible (Schuon 1982: 57).

Although measure is mainly concerned with the domain of continuous quantity, matter cannot
be reduced to extension (as was defined by Descartes), since measure is primarily geometrical
on account of bodies occupying a defined part of space (Guénon 1995: 35). Coomaraswamy
remarked that the Platonic concept of measure (Greek metron) corresponds with the Indian
concept thereof, in terms of which the non-measured is the indefinite; the measured is the
defined or finite, i.e. the ordered universe; and the non-measurable is the Infinite, which is the
source of both the indefinite and the finite (Guénon 1995: 37, 38). The Infinite that
encompasses both non-being and Being is none other than God/Brahman/the One.

Furthermore, the Indo-European notion of measure is intimately connected with that of
‘order’ (Sanskrit rita, Greek kosmos), which in turn is related to the production of the cosmos
(Guénon 1995: 38). The coming-to-be of the universe is thus a production of order out of
chaos, as is reflected in the etymology of the Greek terms kosmos, orderly arrangement, and
kosmeg, to order or arrange (L&S 389). Chaos is symbolically identified with darkness,
signifying that potentiality which is the substantial side of the world or the tenebrous pole of
existence, whereas Essence is the luminous pole which illuminates chaos in order to extract
cosmos from it. The notion of the coming-to-be of cosmos out of chaos also agrees with the
Sanskrit srishti, meaning the production of manifestation, and containing the related ideas of
expression, conception, and luminous radiation (Guénon 1995: 38). In addition, the Indian
notion of rita signifies the law of nature or the course of things, equivalent in scope to the
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Greek dike, meaning order, law, or right (L&S 173). This notion of natural lawfulness is stated
by Heraclitus as “The sun shall not transgress its bounds’ (Fragment 94), reflecting similar
statements in the Rig Veda (1.24.8 and 1.160.1; Marlow 1954: 36). Finally, the Sanskrit rita is
closely related to ‘rite’, which imitates or reproduces the process of manifestation. This
correlation explains why in a traditional civilization every human act acquires an essentially
ritual character (Guénon 1995: 338). In the anti-traditional modern world, the value of ritual
acts has consequently been rejected in the name of a false, individual ‘freedom’, which

manifests as all manner of deviant behaviour masquerading as ‘self-expression.’

Since number is the symbol of causal necessity, ‘it contains the ultimate meaning of the
world-as-nature’, Oswald Spengler argued. Number is furthermore the primary element on
which all mathematics is based. Accordingly, ‘It [mathematics] is a science of the most
rigorous kind, like logic but more comprehensive and very much fuller; it is a true art, along
with sculpture and music; it is, lastly, a metaphysic of the highest rank, as Plato and above all
Leibniz show us’ (Spengler 1991: 42-43). A distinction is however made by the German
philosopher between the Hellenic and Indian conceptions of number. Since the Hellenic
notion of number deals only with “visibly limitable and tangible units’, its mathematics
recognises only positive and whole numbers. Thus decimal fractions, negative numbers, and
even the number zero are disregarded by the classical Greeks. In contrast, Indian mathematics
recognises the number zero as a base for ‘positional numeration’, thus providing a key to the
meaning of existence (Spengler 1991: 48-49). In Sanskrit the zero is referred to as Sunya,
meaning void or emptiness. It thus probes the borderline between absence and presence,

signifying the pregnant ground of all being, as noted by Miranda Lundy (2010: 56).

In Hellenic philosophy the process of manifesting universal order is depicted above all in the
Pythagorean numerology. To the Pythagoreans the sacred number is ten, the Tetraktys, being
the sum of the first four whole numbers: 1+2+3+4=10. Interestingly, the reverse order thereof
is found in the Indian notion of the four Yugas that constitute a cosmic cycle, or Manvantara.
The Yugas (of which we live in the fourth and darkest, the Kali Yuga) decrease in duration in
the proportion 4:3:2:1, which gives a total of ten for the entire cycle (Guénon 1995: 55, 340,
346). The numerical basis of cosmic manifestation is also echoed in the Biblical statement
that God ordered all things by measure, number, and weight (Wisdom of Solomon 11:20). This
verse is read by Thomas Aquinas as meaning, ‘by measure the amount or mode or degree of
perfection in each thing, by number the diversity and plurality of species that results from
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these degrees of perfection, and by weight the diverse attractions to specific goals and
activities, agents and patients, and properties resulting from the diversity of species.” Thomas
also refers to the statement by Boethius (in the Arithmetic) that ‘everything laid down in the
primeval nature of things seems to have been formed by reason of number’ (Summa contra
Gentiles, 3.97-98; McDermott 1993: 273).

The relation between number and form is that ‘form is static by its determining contours, but
number is dynamic by its augmenting and diminishing function’ (Schuon 1982: 58). While
number primarily indicates quantity and form quality, number also has a qualitative aspect (as
in Pythagorean geometry, for example duality and trinity) and form has a quantitative aspect
in as much as it lacks content. In spatial terms, form relates to the centre while number refers
to extension. Moreover, form reveals the divine perfection through diverse modes of beauty or
functionality, while number entails the numerical principles symbolised above all by
geometrical figures (Schuon 1982: 65, 70). And since the world is thus grounded in the divine
perfection on account of form, Lord Northbourne remarks, it is ‘perfection manifested in
imperfection, the absolute in the relative, the infinite in the finite; every part of the world
mirrors the whole’ (1995: 99).

In the Indo-European understanding every measurement is essentially geometrical, with
geometry understood in its symbolic sense (Guénon 1995: 39). Thus is it declared by the
Presocratic cosmologist Pherecydes Syrus in his Hymn to Jupiter: God is circle, square and
triangle, line and centre, and all things before all (Taylor 2010: 24-25). This sense of sacred
geometry has been expressed by Plato as aei ho theos geometrei, or God geometrises always.
A late echo of this Pythagorean notion in modern philosophy is found in the work of Leibniz,
who declared that ‘while God calculates and practises His cogitation (that is to say, set out His
plans) the world is made’ (quoted in Guénon 1995: 41). The divine activity of producing and
ordering the world is thus assimilated to geometry and architecture. The inseparability of
these subject areas is affirmed by the Arabic word for measure, hindesah, which denotes both
geometry and architecture, since the latter is the “practical’ application of the former (Guénon
1995: 40, 338). That is to say, in as much as architecture is the extension of plane geometry
into three-dimensional space, it also has be viewed as a sacred art.

2.6 Time and space

Since Manifestation occurs within the realms of space and time, we will briefly consider the
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traditional Indo-European conception of its interaction. To begin with, just as the Infinite is
the complement of the Absolute, so time is both inherent in space and proceeds from it. Thus
time is the complement of space, just as energy is the complement of matter (Schuon 1982:
64). Furthermore, time can only be measured indirectly by means of relating it to space
through the intermediary of movement (Guénon 1995: 35). In other words, motion (Greek
kinesis) provides the link between space and time as far as measurement is concerned. In its
turn space constitutes the “field” (Sanskrit kshetra) within which corporeal manifestation
occurs (Guénon 1995: 40). On the one hand time ‘consumes’ or compresses space, but on the
other hand time is also subject to progressive contraction during a cycle of manifestation, as
appears in the proportionate shortening (4:3:2:1) of the four Yugas (Guénon 1995: 191). At the
extreme limit of cyclic manifestation time ceases to exist — when that point has been reached,
time has been changed into space, in other words, space in its turn ‘consumes’ time. This
phenomenon is expressed partially in physical and mathematical theories that treat of ‘space-
time’ as a single and indivisible whole. In reality, time is only comparable to a fourth
dimension in equations of movement, where time acts as a fourth co-ordinate added to the
three dimensions of space (Guénon 1995: 192, 193). The model of *space-time’ as a four-
dimensional continuum as postulated in the Theory of Special Relativity is therefore valid in

terms of motion.

As affirmation of this notion that the transmutation of time into space is only realisable at the
end of a cosmic cycle, it should be noted that the ‘end of the world” is commonly referred to
in religious language as the ‘end of time’ and never as the ‘end of space’. Strictly speaking,
both the end of a cycle of manifestation and its beginning is timeless, and therefore the end of
a cycle entails the restoration of its primordial state (Guénon 1995: 193, 194, 351). Or as
stated by Meister Eckhart, referring to the scriptural In principio, ‘in the beginning’: ‘It also
means the end of all things, since the first beginning is because of the last end’ (quoted in
Perry 1991: 26). Viewed in spatial terms, the movement from Essence towards Substance is
also the movement from centre towards circumference, from interior towards exterior, and
from unity towards multiplicity. In symbolic language the “centre of the world’ is the location
where time is changed into space (Guénon 1995: 195, 196).

The Indo-European concept of cosmic cycles is associated with the conviction that instead of
the world being the unique creation of a Deity and therefore having a beginning in time, the

existence of the cosmos entails a beginning-less and endless succession of world origins and
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world endings. This cyclic cosmogony was taught by early Hellenic thinkers such as
Anaximander, Heraclitus and Empedocles, and by the Roman poet Lucretius in his didactic
poem De rerum natura (On the nature of things). It also found expression in the Germanic
world in the first poem of the Poetic Edda, titled Voluspa (Glnther 2013: 12). The cyclical
interaction between cosmic creation and destruction is provided with a theistic basis in the
Indian concept of Trimurti (Sanskrit: ‘three forms’), in terms of which Brahma is the creator,

Vishnu the preserver, and Shiva the destroyer or transformer (Wikipedia: Trimurti).

2.7 Sphere and cube

The sphere is the primordial geometrical form, being the least specified of all and similar to
itself in all directions. It is therefore the most universal form, containing all the other forms
(pyramid, cube, etc.) which will emerge from it through differentiation in particular
directions. In addition, the sphere is symbolized by the ‘Egg of the World’ in various
traditions, out of which all the possibilities develop during the course of a cycle of
manifestation (Guénon 1995: 170). It is of particular relevance to the notion of lawful
evolution that the sphere is found at the beginning of the embryonic existence of every
individual being. Accordingly, the embryo is the microscopic analogy of the ‘Egg of the
World’ in the macroscopic order (Guénon 1995: 344). This notion of a World-egg that gives
birth to the cosmos is encountered in both the Rig Veda (X.82.5-6) and in Orphism.

According to the Orphic Fragments, the first divine couple is Sky, or Heaven (Ouranos), and
Earth (Gaia). United by Love (Eros), the Heaven embraces and fertilises the Earth with his
rain. This reproductive union is similarly evoked by the sky-god Zeus/Jupiter fertilising
Semele, representing the Earth, as well as Zeus fertilising the earthly Danae after he is
transformed into golden rain (Theodossiou et al 2011: 91). According to Marlow, the Orphic
cosmogony differs in this regard from that of Homer and Hesiod, who both saw Ocean as the
origin of all things (1954: 40). However, Ocean in its turn was born from the union of Earth
(Gaia) and Heaven (Ouranos), as Hesiod writes in the Theogony. The Orphic and Hesiodic

cosmogonies could therefore be viewed as complementary.

In three-dimensional geometry the cube is the opposite of the sphere, representing the most
specified of all forms. The cube is related to the earth as element (Plato, Timaeus 55e) and
corresponds to the final stage of a cycle of manifestation. Moreover, in terms of manifestation
the sphere is related to the essential pole and the cube to the substantial pole (Guénon 1995:
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171). It is therefore not surprising that the instruments used to draw these forms, i.e. the
compass and the square, are respectively analogous to the essential (or masculine) pole and

the substantial (or feminine) pole of manifestation (Guénon 1995: 173, 345).

Although not directly related to Indo-European thought, it is interesting to note that in
classical Chinese philosophy spherical or circular forms are related to Heaven (Tien) while
cubic or square forms are related to Earth (Ti). The Chinese notions of Heaven and Earth are
thus equivalent to the Indian notions of Purusha and Prakriti (Guénon 1995: 172). It is stated
in both the Rig Veda and Hesiod’s Theogony (at 126) that Earth and Heaven are the parents of
the gods (Marlow 1954: 36), thus affirming in symbolical language that all manifestation

arises through the interaction between Essence and Substance.

2.8 The metaphysical concept of evolution

In view of the prevailing confusion regarding the meaning of evolution, a distinction has to be
made between evolution in the metaphysical sense of the word and the theory of evolution as
postulated by Charles Darwin and his followers. The term “evolution’ is derived from the
Latin evolvere, which means the de-velopment of that which is en-veloped (Gilson 2009: 59).
In other words, ‘the cosmos becomes what it is through an “unwinding” or explication of
What is already inside, which is “turned out” or evolved into what it is initially not but can
then be seen in’ (Cutsinger 2007: 11). Or as stated by Aurobindo, evolution is an inverse
action of involution. “In a sense,’ the Indian sage adds, ‘the whole of creation may be said to
be a movement between two involutions, Spirit in which all is involved and out of which all
evolves downward to the other pole of matter, Matter in which all is involved and out of
which all evolves upwards to the other pole of Spirit’ (quoted in Van Vrekhem 2012: 264).
This reference to Spirit and Matter should strictly speaking be understood as denoting Essence

and Substance, as we noted earlier.

Another common misconception is that the idea of evolution is a discovery of modern
science, effectively replacing theological doctrines on Divine creation that had previously
held sway. As a matter of fact, Osman Bakar noted, the concept of evolution is originally of
metaphysical provenance, pertaining to the Chain of Being reaching from God down to
inanimate matter. However, due to the almost complete loss of metaphysical awareness in the
Western world by the nineteenth century, “The evolutionary chain of living organisms in post-
Darwinian biology is none other than the secularized and temporalized version of the
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traditional metaphysical doctrine of gradation or the “great chain of being” of the Western
tradition’ (Bakar 2003: 164).

In a brief yet perspicacious essay titled Gradation and Evolution, Ananda Coomaraswamy
made a similar distinction between the traditional, metaphysical doctrine of gradation and the
modern, mechanistic theory of evolution (Bakar 2003: 166). To begin with, Coomaraswamy
concurs with the Latin Christian theologian Augustine that nothing in the world happens by
chance - rather, what happens is always the realisation of a possibility (1989: 70). However,
Thomas Aquinas noted, potentiality (i.e. possibility) should not be confused with actual pre-
existence. Instead, anything that nature produces must exist potentially (since nature cannot
produce something from nothing), but it does not have to actually pre-exist, since what exists
cannot come to exist (Quaestiones Disputatae de Potentia, 3.7-8; McDermott 1993: 311). The
metaphysical concept of evolution views all living beings as physical manifestations of
inherent possibilities. By way of analogy Frithjof Schuon compared the evolution of the
cosmos (and by extension all life in it) with embryonic development: ‘In the same way the
whole cosmos can only spring from an embryonic state which contains the virtuality of all its
possible deployment and simply makes manifest on the plane of contingencies an infinitely
higher and transcendent prototype’ (Understanding Islam; quoted in Cutsinger 2007: 23-24).

What is the causal basis for the movement from possibility to manifestation as it pertains to
the organic realm? Coomaraswamy suggests that two orders of causes are involved: initially
there is the First Cause, in which all possibilities inhere; and then there are the mediate
causes, providing the conditions in which the possible becomes the necessary. The First Cause
is the direct cause of the being of things, but not of their manner of being. The latter is
determined by mediate causes, producing a given species or individual at a given time and
place. When the mediate causes converge to establish the spatial and temporal environment
for a given possibility to be actualised, the corresponding form emerges. This implies, for
example, that mammals could not have appeared before the operation of natural causes had
prepared the earth for mammalian life. Accordingly, an evolutionist could employ mediate
causes for an explanation of his or her observations, while omitting the First Cause because he
or she is dealing with biodiversity and not with the origin of life as such (Coomaraswamy
1989: 71, 74, 83).

This distinction between the First Cause and mediate causes has been related by Thomas
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Aquinas to the two sorts of order, namely the universal and the particular. The one universal
order depends on the First Cause of everything and thus embraces everything. In contrast, the
many particular orders depend on some created cause and extends to whatever is subordinate
to that cause. Thomas adds, ‘Necessarily then all these particular orders are subordinate to the
one universal order, descendants of that order of things which results in them because of their
dependence on the first of causes’ (Summa contra Gentiles, 3.97-98; McDermott 1993: 275).
Evidently, the distinction between the First Cause and mediate causes should not be conceived
as a separation of the physical from the metaphysical. As emphasised by Frithjof Schuon,
‘Even within the order of physical causes, one has to take into account the simultaneous
presence of the immanent metaphysical Cause: if a seed is the immediate cause of a plant, it is
because the divine archetype intervenes in the physical causality’ (2001: 4). This coherence
between the metaphysical and the physical is due to their common foundation in the One.

In the light of the foregoing, evolution should be defined as the unfolding (Latin evolutio) of
inherent possibilities in organisms. In Aristotelian terms, evolution entails a movement from
potentiality to actuality, which in the case of living organisms entails a formation of matter by
soul. And since evolution entails a movement from a form (eidos) towards an end or purpose
(telos), both formal and final causality should be recognised in an authentic theory of
evolution. Clearly, such an understanding is at odds with the modern biological definition of
evolution as ‘the genetic transformation of populations through time, as a result of genetic
variation and subsequent environmental impact on the rates of reproductive success’
(Blackburn 2008: 123), which recognises only material and mechanical factors as causes of
biodiversity. Instead, as declared by Richard the Englishman, ‘Nothing can be produced from
a thing that is not contained in it; by this fact, every species, every genus or every natural
order develops within the proper limits to it and bears fruits according to its own kind and not
according to an essentially different order’ (quoted in Burckhardt 1974: 147).

According to the traditional doctrine of evolution, Coomaraswamy adds, every phenomenon
represents one of the possibilities of manifestation of Plato’s ‘ever-productive nature’
(aeigeneés physis), as mentioned for instance in the Laws (773e; 1989: 81). This ever-
productive nature is referred to variously in different traditions as God, Spirit, or Life — terms
signifying the First Cause of all living beings. God endows all things with life impartially,
while leaving the manner of their existence to the operation of mediate causes with which He

does not interfere (Coomaraswamy 1989: 73, 84). Although arguing from an atheistic angle,
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the French geologist Paul Lemoine echoed this metaphysical notion of nature’s fecundity by
postulating an infinite number of living forms that could be dormant, and ready to appear
when their conditions of existence present themselves (Gilson 2009: 153). That is to say, the

forms living beings assume are determined by mediate causes, such as the laws of heredity.

The concept of evolution as the manifestation of inherent possibilities recognises the observed
variability of species, namely that the spatial and temporal appearance of any genus, species,
or individual is always changing (Coomaraswamy 1989: 74). The Middle Platonic
philosopher Plutarch reasoned in this regard that ‘nobody remains one, nor is one; but we
become (gignometha) many ... and if he is not the same, we cannot say that he is, but only
that he is being transformed as one self comes into being from the other ... and it is only of
God, in whose now there is neither future nor past, nor older nor younger, that we can say that
He is’ (quoted in Coomaraswamy 1989: 81). Therefore all definitions of categories like genus,
species, and individual are indefinite, Coomaraswamy adds, since they refer to things that are
always becoming. These are only ‘things’ if we ignore their variation in time, that is in the
relatively short present. Ultimately every form of life is composite and hence mortal — only
the beginning-less Life (i.e. God) is also endless (Coomaraswamy 1989: 73-74).

The recognition that the world of phenomena is always subject to becoming repudiates the
oft-repeated claim that traditional metaphysics asserts a static world-order, which in the
organic world entails a fixity of species. It has been suggested, for example, that for the
Hellenic philosophers with their teleological world-view no change in species was believed to
be possible, since the design of each species corresponds to an unchanging purpose.
Accordingly, no new species could arise and there are no gaps in the biosphere to fill (Swift
2002: 59). It has also been argued that both Plato and Aristotle viewed the Form of an
individual organism as more real than the variations between individuals. Since the Forms are
eternal and unchanging, organic phenomena such as species are also conceived as fixed
entities (MacNeill 2006). However, Plato held a dynamic view of the sensible world,
depicting the realm of becoming as follows: ‘It comes to be and passes away, but never really
is” (Timaeus 28a); and “What is really true, is this: the things of which we naturally say that
they “are”, are in process of coming to be, as the result of movement and change and blending
with one another. We are wrong when we say they “are”, since nothing ever is, but everything
is coming to be’ (Theaetetus 152d-e). Similarly, for Aristotle all things in the terrestrial realm
are subject to alternate generation and decay, in accordance with natural laws (Parts of
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Animals 644b; On Generation and Corruption 319a). And in the cosmology of Proclus we
encounter a ceaseless interaction between Being and becoming, which is effected by the

alternating motions of procession (proodos) from the One (moné) and return (epistrophé) to It.

Evoking the Platonic cosmology, Coomaraswamy argues that every visible form (morphé) of
species or individuals reflects an archetypical possibility. Thus there is an invisible Sun, an
Apollo, other than the visible sun, or Helios. This traditional doctrine is not monistic or
dualistic, but descriptive of a reality that is both one in itself and many in its manifestations.
Accordingly, God is conceived as omniform (pantomorphos), while the vast variety of life-
forms melt into one another and cannot be precisely defined (Coomaraswamy 1989: 74, 75,

79). Again we encounter the notion of a differentiated unity, based in the divine Principle.

That the evolutionary process is none other than God ‘opening out’ Itself in various degrees of
reality has been illustrated by James Cutsinger by means of the deployment of the point
(representing the infinity of God) into the organic realm (2007: 16). Upon completing its third
spatial deployment (i.e. from plane into solid), the point is present in a uniform way
throughout a particular object, for example in the crystalline structure of a diamond. In order
to increase its amplitude, the point then ‘goes indoors’, as it were. This interiorisation
represents the beginning of organic life as it unfolds on the inside of matter, namely the plant
kingdom. At this stage of the evolutionary process the function of specialisation appears for
the first time, so that the parts become differentiated from the whole. In addition, the more
inward character of biological processes provides the divine Subject with additional
opportunities for expansion, as is evident in growth. However, although the plant is able to
grow and blossom, it is still limited due to its attachment to the Earth. Thus in the next
evolutionary stage the point interiorises further, giving rise to sentience and the power of
locomotion, both of which characterise the animal kingdom (Cutsinger 2007: 16).

The metaphysical distinction between the First Cause and mediate causes also pertains to the
theological doctrine of divine creation. Thus God is the First Cause that contains all
possibilities, while He creates through indirect causes the conditions for the actualisation of
the possibilities. In other words, God is the direct cause of the being of things, but only
indirectly of their mode of existence. The latter is determined by the indirect causes, through
which a species or individual manifests in space and time (Coomaraswamy 1989: 70-71). In
the Patristic and Scholastic understanding this distinction between ultimate and secondary
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causes applies also to living beings, so that the original progenitor of every living species was
formed directly by God and not through a chain of secondary causes. As explained by
Wolfgang Smith: “Thus, according to this doctrine, living creatures can originate in two ways:
through a primary or “vertical” mode of generation, which does not involve seed [i.e.
procreation] as an intermediate cause; and through a secondary or “horizontal” mode, that is
to say, by means of a natural process. But at the same time we must not forget that the natural
process, no less than the primary generation, derives its entire efficacy from the power of
God’ (2008: 89). The distinction between these modes therefore pertains to the realm of
manifestation, while the ultimate cause (God) is the same in both cases.

The notion of indirect or secondary yet creative causes is also related to the concept of natural
laws underlying the coming-to-be of the world and of living beings. According to Robert
Chambers (in his epochal Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation, published in 1844) the
formation of the solar system and the earth, as well as the emergence of life on earth, are due
to the operation of natural laws which are analogous to gravitation in the physical world.
These natural laws are established by God, and therefore the formative processes are the work
of God acting through secondary causes (Swift 2002: 76). This recognition moreover implies
that metaphysics, physics, and biology are interrelated fields of inquiry, as is indeed the case
in Hellenic philosophy, notably that of Aristotle.

Since the whole cosmogonic process is grounded in God as ultimate Source, it is the divine
Subject deploying Itself through matter as life and through life as sentience. However, this
metaphysical understanding of evolution should be contrasted with Darwinian transformism,
Cutsinger insists (2007: 18). There is no question of matter evolving into life, or life evolving
into sentience; and almost needless to say, no evolution of amphibians into reptiles or of
reptiles into birds. Rather, “The only evolution is that of the point, which is the Divine Self as
Subject. The forms of existence through which It “passes”, in a strictly non-temporal and
instantaneous way, do not themselves change, for they are the unalterable images of celestial
ideas — the distinct and immutable shadows cast by the Divine Sun as It shines upon the
eternal archetypes of Its myriad creatures’ (Cutsinger 2007: 18). This notion of God unfolding
Itself in and through the evolutionary process was evoked more than two thousand years ago
in the profound cosmogony taught by Diogenes of Apollonia: “But all these things (earth,
water, air, fire, and all the rest of the things in the cosmos), being differentiated out of the

same thing [i.e. God], come to be different things at different times and return into the same
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thing’ (Fragment 2). In other words, the various stages of an evolutionary process in time are
none other than the multiple states of a single, non-temporal Essence (Cutsinger 2007: 13).

That is to say, the cosmos and all life in it comprise a many-in-One, or a differentiated Unity.
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3: Presocratic cosmology

3.1 Introduction

Since Hellenic philosophy represents the Western branch of classical Indo-European thought,
the Presocratic cosmology should not be viewed as sui generis. As a matter of fact, ‘the
ancient Hellenes considered themselves to be students of the much older Oriental
civilizations’ (Uzdavinys 2004: xvii). Furthermore, some of the most important strands in
Hellenic philosophy have deep roots in Mesopotamian and Egyptian wisdom. These include
notions such as the Orphic and Socratic immortality of the soul, the Pythagorean number
theory, and even Plato’s theory of Ideas. The Orphic teaching played a major role in the
unfolding of Hellenic philosophy, and in its turn was derived from both Jainism (according to
Alain Daniélou) and the Egyptian wisdom tradition (Uzdavinys 2004: xix, xxiii). The
Hellenic indebtedness to Egyptian and Babylonian wisdom was in fact recognised by a
number of Classical authors. For instance, Plutarch wrote that the wisest of the Greeks
travelled to Egypt to learn from the priests, for example Solon at Sais and Pythagoras at
Heliopolis. The Jewish historian Josephus remarked that the earliest among the Greeks to
philosophise ‘about things celestial and divine’, including Thales and Pythagoras, received
their learning from the Egyptians and the Chaldeans. And the Hellenic historian Diodorus
Siculus asserted that according to the records of the Egyptian priests, they were visited by

such luminaries as Homer, Pythagoras, Solon and Plato (Bailey 1994: 270-273).

A number of Hellenic thinkers of the centuries preceding Socrates, Plato and Aristotle were
known as cosmologists or natural philosophers (Greek physiologoi), due to their focus on the
origin and nature of the cosmos. These Presocratics (as they became known in modern
scholarship) were concerned with observation of the environment, the mutations of natural
elements and the cyclical natural processes (Theodossiou et al 2011: 93). Their work included
the nature of physical substances, the number of ultimate kinds of thing, the existence of the
void and the nature of temporal change (Blackburn 2008: 289). The earliest among these
cosmologists, especially the lonians, devoted their investigations mainly into the question of
the arche, which means ‘beginning, first cause, origin, first principle, or element’ (L&S 106).
It has been suggested by Oswald Spengler that the problem of the archée was the primary
ontological question in Hellenic thought, in which the arché was understood as ‘the material
origin and foundation of all sensuously perceptible things’ (1991: 94). Consequently the
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origin of the cosmos was to be found in one or more of four archai (the plural of arche):
earth, water, air, and fire. These first principles later became known as elements, and since the
elements are material principles, arché could also be translated as primeval or primary matter
(Dreyer 1975: 27-28). This notion became the Latin concept of materia prima, denoting the
indeterminate common nature that requires a specific principle or form to determine the
substance that exists at any time (Blackburn 2008: 225). In other words, primary matter is

devoid of substance until it is determined by form.

However, we contend that the modern view of the Presocratic archai as signifying material
elements only is erroneous. Frithjof Schuon, for instance, emphasised that Thales had in mind
the universal Substance (or Prakriti in Indian philosophy) as the arché, and not the sensible
element of water. The same applies to the “air’ of Anaximenes and the “fire’ of Heraclitus
(Schuon 1984: 71). This metaphysical understanding of first principles is reflected in the
Bhagavad Gita, where we find Krishna expounding the nature of reality to Arjuna: “Earth,
Water, Fire, Air, Ether, Mind, Reason, and Ego — thus eightfold is my Prakriti divided. This is
my lower aspect; but know thy my other aspect, the higher — which is Jiva (the Vital Essence)
by which, O Mahabahu, this world is sustained’ (Discourse 7, Jananvijnana Yoga; Gandhi’s
translation). Therefore Aristotle either misunderstood or misrepresented the Presocratics when
he charged them with attempting to explain causality only in terms of matter: ‘Of the first
philosophers, then, most thought the principles which were of the nature of matter were the
only principles of things’ (Metaphysics 1111, 983b). Thales, Anaximenes, Diogenes,
Heraclitus, Empedocles and Anaxagoras are mentioned by Aristotle in this regard.

3.2 The Milesians
The earliest Presocratic thinkers are generically grouped as the Milesians, since they hailed

from the lonian city of Miletus: Thales, Anaximander, and Anaximenes. They are for the same
reason also known as lonian philosophers, together with Heraclitus of Ephesus (another
lonian city). The pioneer of Western cosmology in the philosophical sense is Thales, who
lived around 624 to 546 B.C. and was revered as one of the Seven Sages of ancient Greece.
He recorded an eclipse which has been dated to 585 B.C., an event that has come to symbolise
the beginning of Hellenic natural philosophy (Ferguson 2011: 16). According to Aristotle,
Thales viewed water (hydor) as the arché, the fundamental principle from which everything
comes to be (Metaphysics 1.3, 983b). Accordingly, all physical entities are produced through
transformations of water. While the expansion and evaporation of water created the air, its
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contraction and condensation produces the element of earth. Thus from water all things arise
and to water they eventually return (Theodossiou et al 2011: 94). However, Aristotle also
mentions the view of certain people that soul is intermingled in the whole universe, and he
speculates that this may be the reason for Thales’ view that all things are full of gods (On the
Soul 1.5, 411a). The latter notion follows from the postulate that water is a life force with no
beginning or end in time, and therefore has to be divine (McKirahan 1994: 31). It appears that
for Thales there is in principle no distinction between the living and the inanimate, so that the
psychic and the material are essentially conflated to one level of reality (Dreyer 1975: 29).
Combining these arguments, it becomes clear that Thales viewed water as symbolising

universal Substance, and not only as a material element.

Traditionally viewed as Thales’ successor in the study of nature, Anaximander (around 610-
547 B.C.) is credited for introducing the gnomon (or sundial) to Greece, which was probably
obtained from the Babylonians (McKirahan 1994: 32). In Anaximander’s metaphysics the
universal Substance underlying the phenomenal world is clearly depicted in non-material
terms. According to the Aristotelian commentator Theophrastus, ‘Anaximander ... said that
the apeiron was the arché and element of things that are, and he was the first to introduce this
name for the arché ... He says that the arché is neither water nor any other of the things called
elements, but some other nature which is apeiron, out of which come to be all the heavens and
the worlds in them. This is eternal and ageless and surrounds all the worlds’ (quoted in
McKirahan 1994: 33-34). The term apeiron is a compound of the prefix a (not) and the nouns
peirar or peras (end or extremity), and thus signifies that which is boundless or endless (L&S
80). It appears that for Anaximander the apeiron means spatially and temporally unlimited,
and an indefinite kind of material (McKirahan 1994: 34). In other words, the apeiron has no
specific properties, has no origin or cessation, and is inexhaustible (Dreyer 1975: 29). Since
the apeiron is eternal and in motion, it has to be conceived as divine, as has been affirmed by
Aristotle (Physics 111.4.203b). It has been asserted by Oswald Spengler that Anaximander’s
notion of the apeiron is the deepest concept of Hellenic metaphysics. It possesses no number
(in the Pythagorean sense of the word) and hence no being. The apeiron is ‘the measureless,
the negation of form, the statue not yet carved out of the block; the arché optically boundless
and formless, which only becomes a something (namely, the world) after being split up by the
senses.” As such the apeiron is also the underlying form of cognition in the Hellenic
conception (Spengler 1991: 47).
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The interaction between generation and destruction is evoked in the only extant fragment of
Anaximander, as quoted by Simplicius: ‘The things that are perish into the things out of which
they come to be, according to necessity, for they pay penalty and retribution to each other for
their injustice in accordance with the ordering of time, as he says in rather poetical language’
(McKirahan 1994: 43). It appears that for Anaximander there exists a cosmic justice (diké;
also meaning order, law, and right: L&S 173), that maintains the balance among the four
principal elements of water, earth, air and fire. This process probably applies to the opposites
of hot and cold, as manifested in the alternation of the four seasons, as well as in the rhythm
of day and night. Moreover, in this fragment we encounter an anticipation of notions such as
the conservation of matter and of dynamic equilibrium among opposing principles
(McKirahan 1994: 44-45).

The last of the trio of Milesian cosmologists was Anaximenes, who flourished around 546
B.C. and died around 525 B.C. He was a pupil of Anaximander and familiar with the teaching
of Thales. According to the testimony of Theophrastus and Simplicius, ‘Anaximenes ...
declares that the underlying nature is one and apeiron, but not indeterminate as Anaximander
held, but definite, saying that is aér (air). It differs in rarity and density according to the
substances it becomes. Becoming finer it comes to be fire; being condensed it comes to be
wind, then cloud, and when still further condensed it becomes water, then earth, then stones,
and the rest come to be out of these’ (quoted in McKirahan 1994: 48). In other words, the
elements are produced from air through a process of rarefaction and condensation, which in
turn produce all the other phenomena (Dreyer 1975: 31). This notion of Anaximenes has been
viewed by some modern scholars as representing the first physical account in Western thought
of different substances as modifications of one primary substance (Blackburn 2008: 15).
However, air is conceived by Anaximenes as infinite, eternal, and constantly moving
(Theodossiou et al 2011: 95). Air is therefore divine, like the water of Thales and the apeiron
of Anaximander, so that it is more feasible to conceive the aér of Anaximenes as symbolising
universal Substance than indicating the material element only.

It should be noted that in the works of Homer and Hesiod the Greek term aer denoted the
lower atmosphere surrounding the Earth, in contrast to the purer upper air of the heaven, the
aither (L&S 15, 18-19). From Anaximenes onwards, aer became associated with the air that
we breathe (McKirahan 1994: 49-50). Anaximenes argued that just as humans are permeated
by soul, so the cosmos is permeated by air. The only surviving fragment of Anaximenes reads
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as follows: “Just as our soul, being air, holds us together and controls us (synkratein), so do
breath and air surround the whole cosmos’ (quoted in McKirahan 1994: 54). This implies that
air, soul, and life are in principle identical. Even the gods are generated by air, Anaximenes
asserted, and not the other way around (Dreyer 1975: 32). Evidently this thinker held a non-
reductionist view of the natural world, in which the presence of soul (psyche) is taken for

granted.

By postulating one element as the basis for everything in the cosmos, the Milesian thinkers
(as well as their fellow lonian, Heraclitus) pioneered a unifying approach for the physical
world. In this way they opened new paths for the study of nature by means of logical thought
(Theodossiou et al 2011: 89-90). Yet their logic remained grounded in the metaphysical
tradition, as would be the case with most of their Hellenic successors. Moreover, since the
lonian philosophers ascribed divinity to their archai (whether water, air, fire, or the infinite),
they laid the foundations of theistic cosmology in Western thought.

3.3 Pythagoras and the Pythagoreans

One of the most influential Hellenic philosophers, Pythagoras of Samos (around 582-496
B.C.), has traditionally been honoured as the father of Western mathematics. According to his
biographers, Pythagoras studied with both Thales and Anaximander, of which the former
encouraged him to study in Egypt (Ferguson 2011: 16-17). He consequently devoted himself
to studying geometry, arithmetic, astronomy and theology during his lengthy residence in
Egypt. According to the rhetorician Isocrates (fourth century B.C.), it was Pythagoras who

first brought Egyptian philosophy to the Hellenic lands (Uzdavinys 2004: xvi).

It has been suggested by Kitty Ferguson that Pythagoras acquired various strands of his
theistic cosmology at different temples mentioned by Porphyry in his biography. Thus at
Heliopolis he might have learnt that the diversity of nature arose from a single source, namely
the god Atum (meaning “All’), which bears a similarity to the apeiron of Anaximander. At
Memphis the priests could have instructed him of the role played by the god Ptah as divine
intermediary between the mind of the Creator and the act of physical creation, analogous to
the Hellenic (and Christian) Logos. Finally, he was initiated into the Egyptian mysteries at
Thebes, where the supreme god was Amun (meaning ‘Hidden’), the unknowable and
transcendent, of which the other gods were manifestations (Ferguson 2011: 23-24).
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It is noteworthy, given the popular notion that polytheism predated monotheism, that the
Egyptian doctrine on the supreme creator God, Ptah, dates from the very beginning of
Egyptian history. As commented by Mircea Eliade, the earliest Egyptian cosmogony is also
the most philosophical: "For Ptah creates by his mind and his word... In short, the theogony
and cosmogony are effected by the creative power of the thought and word of a single God...
It is at the beginning of Egyptian history that we find a doctrine that can be compared with the

Christian theology of the Logos" (quoted in Damascene 2004: 221).

According to lamblichus, after twenty-two years in Egypt Pythagoras spent a further twelve
years studying in Babylon before returning to Samos. Around 531 B.C. Pythagoras emigrated
to Croton in southern Italy, where he founded a religious-philosophical society comprising
men and women on an equal standing. However, it was violently suppressed thirty years later
and Pythagoras was either killed or exiled to Metapontum. The first book of Pythagorean
thought was written during the second half of the fifth century B.C. by Philolaus in Thebes
(Ferguson 2011: 33, 42, 72-75, 102). Biographies of Pythagoras were compiled in the third

and early fourth centuries A.D. by Diogenes Laertius, Porphyry and lamblichus.

As was the case with Socrates, Pythagoras wrote nothing (as far as is known) and yet made a
lasting contribution to Western thought. According to the early Christian historian Eusebius,
Pythagoras invented the term “‘philosophy’, wishing to be called a lover of wisdom, or
philosophos (Bailey 1994: 274). Interestingly, the celebrated geometrical theorem attributed
to Pythagoras (i.e. that the square on the hypotenuse of a right-angled triangle is equal in size
to the sum of the squares on the other two sides) was already known in Mesopotamia and
Egypt by the second millennium B.C. (Ferguson 2011: 78-84). We have already noted that
Pythagoras undertook intensive studies in precisely these lands. Pythagoras is also credited
with being the first Western thinker to postulate a spherical Earth, on the grounds that the
sphere is the most perfect shape for a solid body. This notion would be supported by Aristotle
and other Hellenic thinkers, but with the rise of the Roman Empire the hypothesis of the
spherical Earth became replaced with the flat Earth doctrine (Theodosiou et al 2011: 92-93).”

The point of departure for Pythagorean philosophy was the discovery that concordant musical

intervals can be expressed mathematically. To be more precise, ‘the first natural law ever

" The Roman Empire was the Classical equivalent of the contemporary American Empire, both characterised

by aggressive militarism and obsessive legalism, to the detriment of philosophy and ultimately truth itself.
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formulated mathematically was the relationship between musical pitch and the length of a
vibrating harp string’ (Ferguson 2011: 62). Pythagoras and his students noticed that certain
ratios of string lengths always produce the harmonic intervals of the octave (2:1), the fifth
(3:2) and the fourth (4:3). The sum of these four numbers (1+2+3+4) is the sacred number ten,
the tetraktys, meaning ‘fourness’. This scheme is geometrically represented by four rows of
pebbles arranged from four at the base to one at the summit, thus forming an equilateral
triangle consisting of ten pebbles. It was also discovered by the Pythagoreans that a
tetrahedron, or four-sided solid, could be constructed out of four equilateral triangles
(Ferguson 2011: 65, 69). The significance of the first four numbers is again evident herein.

These discoveries by Pythagoras and his associates had revolutionary implications for
cosmology: (a) qualitative notions (such as sound) could henceforth be expressed in
quantitative terms; (b) number took precedence over matter; and (c) mathematical accounts of
phenomena came to be preferred over descriptions in terms of physical constituents
(McKirahan 1994: 91, 92). In this way Pythagoras initiated the mathematical interpretation of
nature, which in turn gave rise to his doctrine of the harmony of the spheres, in which
mathematics, music and astronomy are fused together. The Pythagorean cosmology is thus
based on a different (but not contradictory) approach than the lonian striving to ground
physics in terms of an undifferentiated arché that is shared by all things. By instead focusing
on form, physical natures are provided with an intelligible grounding in different geometrical
structures (Blackburn 2008: 300). This notion anticipates Plato’s and Aristotle’s insistence on
the priority of form over matter in the constitution of physical reality.

Pythagoras is credited with being the first thinker to apply the meanings of the term kosmos as
orderly arrangement and ornament or adornment to the universe (McKirahan 1994: 92;
Critchlow 2010: 5). This is related to the term harmonia, which originally meant joining or
fitting together (as in Homer’s Odyssey; Ferguson 2011: 107). Later harmonia came to signify
the string of a lyre and its tuning or scale. Accordingly, kosmos depends on harmonia, while
the latter is based on number. According to Sextus Empiricus, the Pythagoreans viewed the
tetraktys as the source of ever flowing nature, since the entire cosmos is arranged according to
harmonia, and the latter is a system of three concords (i.e. the harmonic intervals of the
octave, the fifth, and the fourth). In this way the structure of the universe is explained in terms
of the first four whole numbers (McKirahan 1994: 93). The Pythagorean teaching on the

priority of number can be summarised as follows: number is fundamental to all things; the
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basic features of all things are numerical; numerical considerations are basic in understanding

all things; and all things are generated in a similar way to numbers (McKirahan 1994: 112).

Aristotle affirmed that the Pythagoreans supposed the elements of numbers to be the elements
of all existing things, including the heaven (Metaphysics 1.5, 985b-986a). Initially a relation is
established between numbers and geometry, with the basic entity in these realms being the
unit (monas), i.e. a point lacking position, and the point (stigmé), i.e. a unit having position,
respectively. Therefore numbers are pluralities of units, while lines, planes, and solids are
extensions of points into one, two, and three dimensions, respectively (McKirahan 1994:
100). In his commentary titled On Pythagorean Numbers, Plato’s nephew Speusippus (and his
successor at the Academy) asserted that ten (i.e. the decad) is the perfect number. It contains
an equal amount of odd and even numbers, and of prime and composite numbers. Moreover,
the decad consists of the primary elements in plane and solid figures: point, line, triangle, and
pyramid. In terms of increasing magnitude, the generation of geometrical figures thus occurs
as the point, the line, the surface, and the solid (Waterfield 1988: 112-114). Strictly speaking,
the term “tetrahedron’ is more accurate than ‘pyramid’ in this context, since some pyramids
have five surfaces. An example of the latter is the Great Pyramid of Giza, which Pythagoras in
all likelihood visited, comprising a square base and four triangular sides (Ferguson 2011: 69).

Furthermore, for the Pythagoreans each of the four basic elements is derived from a particular
geometrical figure. According to Aetius (second century A.D.), Pythagoras taught that earth is
made from the cube, fire from the pyramid, air from the octahedron and water from the
icosahedron, while the sphere of the whole is made from the dodecahedron. These shapes
would have been familiar to the early Pythagoreans from both natural and artificial
constructions: cubes and pyramids were often used in building, and various kinds of crystal
appear as cubes, octahedra or dodecahedra (Ferguson 2011: 155-156). Remarkably, these five
regular solids (i.e. cube, pyramid, octahedron, icosahedron and dodecahedron) are the only
geometrical solids in which all edges are equal, since all their faces are congruent and
equilateral, and all their vertices form equal solid angles (McKirahan 1994: 102). In this way
the physical nature of the universe is accounted for in terms of basic kinds of matter, while
these are analysed in terms of a finite number of simple geometrical bodies.

As far as ontology is concerned, Pythagoras and his followers realised the importance of the
quantitative aspect of being (Dreyer 1975: 35). Moreover, the Pythagorean numerology
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implies a distinction between the formal and the material, representing the first appearance of
this fundamental metaphysical insight in Hellenic thought. In other words, matter as such is
nothing, only when bounded does it assume form and become something (since form is the
expression of limitation). Being is thus made possible through the unity of matter and form
(Dreyer 1975: 38). It was argued in this regard by Philolaus that the fundamental principles of
the limitless (apeiron) and the limiting (peras) have to be ‘locked together’ by harmonia in
order to produce the world of differentiation. Harmony is accordingly a Pythagorean first
principle (arche), and perhaps the most fundamental one (Ferguson 2011: 106-107).

In the religious-philosophical brotherhood founded by Pythagoras, the celebrated Quadrivium
(Latin for Tetraktys) was first taught in the Western world. According to the Theology of
Arithmetic attributed to lamblichus, the conceptual foundation of these four mathematical
sciences was that number is the form of things, with the first four numbers containing the
roots and elements of all number (Waterfield 1988: 56). The Quadrivium entailed the study of
the following subjects: (i) arithmetic, dealing with number as such; (ii) geometry, which is
number in space; (iii) music, which is number in time; and (iv) astronomy/cosmology, which
is number in space and time. Through these studies the practitioner strove to return his or her
soul to the source thereof, which is the One. For instance, through studying the perfection and
harmony of the heavens, the movements of one’s own soul could be perfected. Among the
numerous students of the Quadrivium count such illustrious figures of the Western
metaphysical tradition as Plato, Aristotle, Euclid, Cicero, Philo of Alexandria, Clement of
Alexandria, Origen, Plotinus, lamblichus, Dionysius the Areopagite, Al-Kindi, Eriugena,
Avicenna, Hildegard of Bingen, Thomas Aquinas, Dante and Kepler (Critchlow 2010: 3-5).

According to Porphyry’s biography, Pythagoras was the first Hellenic thinker to teach that the
human soul is immortal (athanatos), that it can change into other kinds of animals, and that all
living beings are related (McKirahan 1994: 84). In the brotherhood founded by Pythagoras the
study of music and mathematics was a necessary activity for purification (katharsis) of the
soul (Dreyer 1975: 35). Such purification was believed to facilitate the movement of the soul
towards union with the Godhead, since pure souls have the best afterlife. Purification was
obtained not only physically (e.g. abstaining from meat), but especially by gaining knowledge
through the study of mathematics and the kosmos. The numerical basis of the latter facilitates
its comprehension by humans — in other words, the human soul becomes orderly (kosmias)
when it understands the order (kosmos) in the universe (McKirahan 1994: 114).
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Finally, anticipating the Neoplatonic doctrine that the divine Intellect creates the world
through the World-Soul, the Pythagoreans held the following notion: “They declared intellect
and essence to be the one, since he spoke of the soul as the intelligence. They said that
because it is stable and similar in every way and sovereign, the intelligence is the unity and
one’ (Alexander Polyhistor, Commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics; quoted in McKirahan
1994: 109). The origin of number and hence of the cosmos, which is the One, is thus related

to intellect and soul, through which the One gives rise to the many.

3.4 Heraclitus

Born into an aristocratic family, Heraclitus of Ephesus (around 535-475 B.C.) achieved
lasting philosophical and theological relevance with his dynamic conception of physical
reality and his Logos doctrine. In addition, the lonian thinker was known for the obscurity of
his prose, so that he eventually became referred to as ho skoteinos, the dark one (Dreyer 1975:
40). It has been remarked that Heraclitus is not a typical physiologos, since he was too much
of a mystic, a poet and a metaphysician. Nonetheless, Gregory Vlastos affirms, he was more
than a cosmologist, rather than less (1975: 4). Heraclitus was a contemporary of the Chinese
philosopher Lao Tzu, and there are striking similarities between their respective teachings,
notably on the Logos and the Tao (Damascene 2004: 29-32).2 The following fragments of

Heraclitus are relevant to our thesis:®

‘This logos holds always but humans always prove unable to understand it, both before
hearing it and when they have first heard it. For though all things come to be in accordance
with this logos, humans are like the inexperienced when they experience such words and
deeds as | set out, distinguishing each in accordance with its nature and saying how it is’ (1).
‘For this reason it is necessary to follow what is common. But although the logos is common,
most people live as if they had their own private understanding’ (2).

‘What is opposed brings together; the finest harmony (harmonia) is composed of things at
variance, and everything comes to be in accordance with strife’ (8).

“The kosmos, the same for all, none of the gods nor of humans have made, but was always and

The equivalence of the Logos and the Tao has been recognised by translators of the New Testament into
Chinese, so that the Gospel of John commences thus: ‘In the beginning was the Tao, and the Tao was with
God, and the Tao was God... And the Tao became flesh, and dwelt among us’ (Damascene 2004: 8).

The fragments quoted in this chapter have been obtained from the translation by Richard McKirahan (1994),
unless otherwise indicated.
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is and shall be: an ever-living fire being kindled in measures and being extinguished in
measures’ (30).

“The turnings of fire: first, sea; and of sea, half is earth and half fiery waterspout ... Earth is
poured out as sea, and is measured according to the same ratio (logos) it was before it became
earth’ (31).

“You would not discover the limits of the soul although you travelled every road: it has so
deep a logos’ (45).

‘Listening not to me but to the logos it is wise to agree that all things are one’ (50).

‘They do not understand how, though at variance with itself, it agrees with itself [or, more
literally, how being brought apart it is brought together]. It is a backwards-turning [or,
backwards-stretching] attunement like that of the bow and the lyre’ (51).

‘God is day and night, winter and summer, war and peace, satiety and hunger, but changes the
way [fire], when mingled with perfumes, is named according to the scent of each’ (67).

‘It is necessary to know that war is common and justice is strife and that all things happen in
accordance with strife and necessity’ (80).

‘Those who speak with understanding must rely firmly on what is common to all as a city
relies on law and much more firmly. For all human laws are nourished by one law, the divine

law; for it has as much power as it wishes and is sufficient for all and is still left over’ (114).

Being related to the verb legs, meaning | relate, speak, or say, the noun logos primarily means
the word by which the inward thought is expressed and also the inward thought or reason
itself. From this basis further meanings of ‘word’, ‘story’ or ‘reason’ are derived (L&S 408,
416). From Fragments 1 and 2 we can deduce the meaning of the logos for Heraclitus, namely
that it is constant; it unfolds as the ‘together’ in beings; and everything that happens is in
accordance with this constant ‘together’ (Heidegger 2000: 135). Due to the presence of the
logos, reality displays both unity and plurality. The activity of the logos guarantees that all
things are one and one thing is all (McKirahan 1994: 134-135). Evidently, for Heraclitus the
logos is the link between the one and the many, that is to say, between cosmic unity and
diversity. Stated in metaphysical terms by Frithjof Schuon (1982: 37), the Logos contains all
the archetypes and thereby translates the Potentiality of the Essence (Spirit, Purusha) into an
inexhaustible unfolding of possibilities.

It appears that Heraclitus conceived the logos as providing a hermeneutical key for
understanding the whole of reality. Understanding the logos is therefore the most important of
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all human activities. The logos is said to be common because it applies everywhere and is an
objective reality (McKirahan 1994: 130, 133). It was averred by Martin Heidegger that
although logos and legein (to speak) are related, discourse is not the essence of logos, which
is rather the ‘gatheredness of beings themselves.” In other words, logos is the constant
gatheredness of beings that stand in itself, i.e. Being, and therefore physis and logos are the
same (Heidegger 2000: 137-138). However, in the Hellenic conception language serves as a
reflection of reality, as is suggested by the etymological link between logos, lego and legein.
The logos thus entails both epistemological and ontological dimensions, with the former
deriving its reality from the latter. That is to say, the logos is both the first principle of
knowledge and the first principle of existence (Damascene 2004: 30). Moreover, since reality
is complex (Fragment 123: “Nature loves to hide’), one finds an explanation for the Ephesian
philosopher’s celebrated predilection for paradoxical expressions (McKirahan 1994: 133).

Heraclitus has often been credited with teaching that all existing things are in a state of flux.
For instance, in Plato’s epistemological dialogue Theaetetus Socrates mentions a theory held
by Heraclitus (as well as Protagoras and Empedocles) that all things are in flux and motion, so
that nothing is stationary (152e, 156a, 179¢). This notion is expressed in Greek as panta rei:
‘everything flows.” One cannot step into the same river twice, Heraclitus argued, for different
waters are always flowing in it (Fragments 12 and 91). Therefore, in the phenomenal world
nothing is, but everything becomes (Dreyer 1975: 41). It has even been suggested that
Heraclitus anticipated quantum physics with his teaching that the apparent stability of the
natural world is an illusion of our senses (Theodossiou et al 2011: 90).

However, not all commentators accept this ‘conventional’ view of Heraclitus. Instead it
appears that the lonian philosopher values equally change and stability, plurality and unity;,
and difference and identity — according to which one pole implies the existence of the other
(McKirahan 1994: 142). This reading is confirmed by Fragment 8, for example, on the
harmony of opposites. In fact, Richard McKirahan remarks, without differentiation there
would be no harmony, since harmony is a relation among different things (1994: 134). For
Heraclitus the cosmos consists of pairs of opposites that are continuously interacting. This
interaction has a theistic dimension, as suggested in Fragment 67 where we are told that God
is related to various pairs of opposites. As commented by Reginald Allen, ‘This unity lies
beneath the surface, for it is a unity of diverse and conflicting opposites, in whose strife the

Logos maintains a continuous balance... The Logos maintains the equilibrium of the universe
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at every moment’ (quoted in Damascene 2004: 31).

Heraclitus conceived the first principles of the cosmos to be fire, water, and earth.
Interestingly, he omits air, which had figured so prominently as arché in the thought of some
of his lonian predecessors. Among the three elements fire is granted priority by Heraclitus, on
account of its active and controlling role in the cosmos. Likewise in the human individual the
soul gives life and direction to its bearer, and therefore fire and soul are used interchangeably.
Fire is also identified with the logos, according to which all things happen (McKirahan 1994:
138-140, 144). It is clear that Heraclitus did not conceive of fire in the material sense only, but
primarily in the metaphysical sense. However, since the logos is the cosmic regulator and
divine lawgiver, we contend that it would be more correct to view fire as symbol of the active,
universal Essence (Purusha) rather than the passive, universal Substance (Prakriti) that
underlies the realm of Manifestation.

According to the cosmology of Heraclitus, the cosmos develops by means of a progression
from fire to water and from water to earth, as we read in Fragment 31. These three elements
are continuously being transformed into one another, and therefore each of them is always
coming to be and perishing. For Heraclitus it is precisely the regularity of the mutual
mutations of the elements that guarantees the stability of the cosmos (McKirahan 1994: 139).
Furthermore, the cosmos is viewed as eternal and therefore uncreated (Fragment 30).
According to Hierotheos Vlastos (1975:6), this is the first appearance in Hellenic thought of a
cosmology without a cosmogony. However, this interpretation should be balanced with the

notion of the logos as cosmic regulator and lawgiver.

Contrary to the view held by Anaximander that the interaction between opposites brings about
injustice, Heraclitus asserts that the active nature of universe is war and strife, which brings
about justice. To humans strife appears destructive, but in reality strife is responsible for the
generation of things (McKirahan 1994: 134-135). For Heraclitus the cosmic order is
symbolised by the lyre and the bow (Fragment 51), being respectively the musical instrument
and weapon of the god Apollo. Whereas the bow symbolised strife, the lyre signified
harmonia. Heraclitus was the first Hellenic thinker to emphasise the cosmic significance of
strife, but the notion of cosmic harmony was obtained from the Pythagoreans (Ferguson 2011:
90-91). One should therefore not attach too much weight to the Ephesian’s criticism of
Pythagoras as a polymath without insight and guilty of evil trickery (Fragments 40 and 129).



50

Before Heraclitus the human soul (psyche) was generally viewed as composed of air and
functioning as life-giver to the body it inhabits.'® At death the soul departs from the body to
rejoin the cosmic air, or, in the teaching of the Pythagoreans, to transmigrate into another
body. Heraclitus went further than his predecessors in integrating his understanding of the
soul with his cosmology (McKirahan 1994: 146). Thus the soul is the fire that directs us, just
as the cosmic fire steers all things. Heraclitus was also the first Western thinker to ascribe
cognitive functions to the human soul, which understands and interprets sense impressions.
The latter is done correctly when phenomena are understood as manifestations of the logos
(McKirahan 1994: 147).

According to the testimony of Sextus Empiricus, Heraclitus connected intelligence (nous)
with the logos, since what surrounds us is rational (logikos) and intelligent (noetikos). In this
conception, humans become intelligent by drawing in the divine logos through breathing
(McKirahan 1994: 146, 147). This notion implies that human intelligence is dependent upon
the indwelling presence of the logos, through which humans participate in the Divinity. In
view of the above-mentioned arguments, we suggest that the Logos of Heraclitus, symbolised
by fire, is none other than the divine Intellect of Platonic theology, symbolised by the sun.

3.5 Parmenides

A complementary and equally influential philosophy was presented by Heraclitus’ younger
contemporary Parmenides (around 515-440 B.C.), who hailed from Elea in southern Italy.
This town was also known as \Velia, where Greeks fleeing the Persian conquerors in western
Anatolia had founded a colony around 540 B.C. (Kingsley 2003: 17). Parmenides left behind
a didactic poem in which he relates how an unnamed goddess instructed him in the Way of
Truth (alétheia) and the contrasting way of opinion (doxa), which is actually falsehood
(Dreyer 1975: 44). The poem consists of three parts: a Prologue with an announcement by the
goddess; the Way of Truth; and the way of mortal opinion (McKirahan 1994: 158). The
prologue apparently recounts a mystical experience by Parmenides, which McKirahan (1994
159) suggests refers to his discovery of the ‘divine power’ of logic, since in a deductive
argument the conclusion follows inevitably from the premises, and is thus beyond human

power. However, according to Peter Kingsley (2003: 24, 29-31) the prologue depicts a

% The Greek noun psyche also means breath, life, or spirit, as the equivalent of the Latin anima (L&S 798).
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spiritual journey by Parmenides while in state of death-like sleep, and is wholly unrelated to
logic which is only discussed in the second part of the poem. Consequently, the whole Eleatic
school of philosophy, beginning with Parmenides, is rooted in mysticism (Uzdavinys 2011:
65), and not in rational speculation.

Parmenides became the first Western thinker to clearly differentiate between that which is and
that which is not, that is to say, between being and non-being. In the Way of Truth the realm
of being is depicted as follows: “There is still left a single story of a way, that it is. On this
way there are signs exceedingly many — that being ungenerated it is also imperishable, whole
and of a single kind and unshaken and complete. Nor was it ever nor will it be, since it is now,
all together, one, continuous. ... What necessity would have stirred it up to grow later rather
than earlier, beginning from nothing?’ (Fragment 8). This understanding of being is contrasted
with the way of opinion: ‘In this way, according to opinion, these things have grown and now
are and afterwards after growing up will come to an end. And upon them humans have
established a name to mark each one’ (Fragment 19). Another fragment of Parmenides that is
mentioned by both Plato and Simplicius affirms that ‘Such [or Alone], unchanging, is that for
which as a whole the name is “to be”” (quoted in McKirahan 1994: 157). Thus the Eleatic
thinker introduces the one true reality, which is contrasted with the appearances of things
arising through the opposition of equally unreal forces, namely light and darkness (“very light’
opposed to ‘dark night’, Fragment 8; Blackburn 2008: 267).

In spatial terms, for Parmenides being is filled space (to pleon), whereas non-being is empty
space (to kenon). The ultimate reality that is being is characterised by the following (Dreyer
1975: 44-45): (i) being is without origin or cessation, since it could only arise from or return
to non-being, which does not exist; (ii) being is one whole, in other words a homogeneous
continuity; therefore it cannot be divided into parts; (iii) being is motionless, since motion
requires empty space, and the latter is equivalent with non-being, which does not exist; and
(iv) being is perfect, since any deficiency would imply the existence of non-being, which is
impossible. It appears that Parmenides’ ontology of cosmic unity is based on the Orphic
tradition. The grounding of the many in the one is strikingly depicted in one of the Orphic
poems: ‘From the whole are all things, all things from a whole, all things are one, each part of
all, all in one; for from a single whole all these things came, and from them in due time will
one return, that’s ever one and many... All dies that’s mortal, but the substrate was and is
immortal ever, fashioned thus’ (quoted in Uzdavinys 2011: 64).
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Parmenides also distinguishes between being and becoming, in which being is the object of
knowledge while becoming is the object of opinion (Curd 2011). In fact, there is a confluence
of true being and true knowledge: ‘For the same thing is [or, is there] for thinking and for
being [or, For thinking and being are the same]’ (Fragment 3). However, the world of sense
perception cannot be the object of knowledge, since it only appears to be real. As the goddess
depicted the realm of becoming to her Eleatic devotee: ‘wherefore it has been named all
names [or, all things] mortals have established, persuaded that they are true — to come to be
and to perish, to be and not to be, and to change place and alter bright colour’ (Fragment 8). It
thus appears that Parmenides was conscious of the conflict between reason and sense
perception, and the illusory nature of the latter (Blackburn 2008: 268).

The philosophy of Parmenides marks a turning point in the history of Western thought: he was
the first to introduce deductive arguments into philosophy; the first to undertake explicit
philosophical analyses of concepts such as being, coming to be, change, motion, time and
space; and the first to use these concepts to analyse the nature of the logical subject, so that he
can also be regarded as the father of Western metaphysics (McKirahan 1994: 157). In this way
the Eleatic thinker articulated the epistemological and ontological categories that became
fundamental to Platonism (Uzdavinys 2011: 73). One should, however, keep in mind that
Parmenides worked within the Indo-European metaphysical tradition, as did his Hellenic
predecessors. He was in fact a younger contemporary of the Buddha in India, with his
metaphysics showing a remarkable resemblance to Vedantic thought (Kriiger 2007: 142).
There can be no doubt that Parmenides would have rejected any claim to ‘originality.” As
aptly remarked by Francis Yockey, the craze for originality is a manifestation of decadence,
and the decadence of civilization is the ascendancy of barbarism (1962: xIv).

3.6 Anaxagoras

Regarded together with Empedocles as a metaphysical pluralist, Anaxagoras of Clazomenae
(around 500-428 B.C.) was the first known philosopher to teach in Athens. Like Parmenides
he taught that reliance should not be placed on sense perception as a guide to knowledge: ‘On
account of their [the senses’] feebleness we are unable to discern the truth’ (Fragment 21).
Instead of declaring a particular element to be the first principle (arché), this remarkable
thinker postulated an infinite number of elements as first principles, as we are told by
Aristotle (Metaphysics 1.3, 984a). Each of these elements (for example water, gold or blood)
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is identical in all its parts, Anaxagoras held. On the one hand he agreed with Heraclitus on the
multiplicity of beings; that is to say, being can be divided. On the other hand he agreed with
Parmenides that non-being does not exist, which implies that each element is eternal.
Therefore, Anaxagoras reasoned, each element is infinitely divisible into minute particles,
named chremata (‘things’) or spermata (‘seeds’). Some quality of each sperma is to be found
in all other spermata, but its own properties remain dominant (Dreyer 1975: 53).

According to Anaxagoras there was an original state in which all things were mixed: *All
things were together, unlimited in both amount (plethon) and smallness. For the small, too,
was unlimited. And when (or, since) all things were together, nothing was manifest on account
of smallness’ (Fragment 1). Then an external force, the nous (translated as ‘mind’ or
‘thought’: L&S 467), worked in upon the primeval mass of spermata. The following
fragments of Anaxagoras describe the role of Mind, or Intellect, in the cosmic processes:

‘In everything there is a portion of everything except Mind, but Mind is in some things too’
(12).

“The rest have a portion of everything, but Mind is unlimited and self-ruled and is mixed with
no thing, but is alone and by itself. ... For it is the finest of all things and the purest, and it has
all judgement about everything and the greatest power. And Mind rules all things that possess
life — both the larger and the smaller. And Mind ruled the entire rotation, so that it rotated in
the beginning. ... And Mind knew all the things that are being mixed together and separated
off and separated apart. And Mind set in order all things, whatever kinds of things were to be
— whatever were and all that are now and whatever will be — and also this rotation in which
are now rotating the stars and the sun and the moon, and the air (aer) and aether (aithér) that
are being separated off ... and nothing is being completely separated off or separated apart
one from another except Mind. All Mind is alike, both the larger and the smaller’ (12).

‘And when Mind began to cause motion, separating off proceeded to occur from all that was
moved, and all that Mind moved was separated apart, and as things were being moved and
separated apart, the rotation caused much more separating apart to occur’ (13).

‘Mind, which is always, is very much even now where all other things are too, in the
surrounding multitude and in things that have come together in the process of separating and
in things that have separated off’ (14).

These fragments of Anaxagoras’ prose work, Physica (*Studies of Nature’), depict the cosmos
as having a beginning (McKirahan 1994: 201). The philosopher thus diverges from the
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cosmology of Heraclitus and Parmenides, in terms of which the universe exists eternally. It
appears further that Anaxagoras postulated the cosmos as arising from a rotary motion of
Mind, thereby causing a separating effect in the unlimited mass out of which the cosmos
finally arises (Curd 2011). The basis for Mind’s rule over all things is twofold, namely its
ability to cause motion and its omnipresence (McKirahan 1994: 203, 219). In its turn motion
causes all changes in the phenomenal world by means of mixture (synkrisis) and separation
(diakrisis). As declared by Anaxagoras, ‘The Greeks are wrong to accept coming to be and
perishing, for no thing comes to be, nor does it perish, but they are mixed together from things
that are and they are separated apart. And so they would be correct to call coming to be being
mixed together, and perishing being separated apart’ (Fragment 17).

The omnipresence of Mind, or Intellect, implies that it is unlimited (apeiron) in time and
space. It appears that Anaxagoras refined Anaximander’s teaching on the apeiron being the
arché of all things. As commented by McKirahan, ‘Mind’s unlimited spatial extent, its
extreme fineness, and its lack of mixture with other things suggest that Anaxagoras is striving
towards the notion of immaterial existence’ — an attribute of the Divinity in theistic traditions.
In this conception Mind is so fine that it penetrates and permeates other things (i.e. everything
outside Mind itself) and causes them to move by its presence (1994: 219-220).

With his doctrine that Mind/Intellect is the ultimate cause of motion, Anaxagoras became the
first Western philosopher to clearly distinguish between the mover and the moved. In other
words, all the motions of material things can be traced to the action of Mind. Therefore the
basis of Mind’s rule over all things is its power of causing them to move, not in a random
fashion but in a way that sets them in order — the verb diakosmein (to set in order) is closely
related to the noun kosmos, which means order (McKirahan 1994: 220). The phenomenon of
motion would be elaborated especially by Aristotle, culminating in his notion of the Prime

Mover as the ultimate cause of all motion in the cosmos, and thus the equivalent of Mind.

3.7 Empedocles

The first Western thinker to bring the study of biological phenomena into scientific discourse
was Empedocles (around 495-435 B.C.), who hailed from Acragas (later Agrigento) in Sicily.
This imposing figure was a combination of poet, orator, scientist, statesman and miracle
worker, and even saw himself as a god (Blackburn 2008: 114). In the Hellenic mystical
tradition Empedocles is recognised as the poetic, prophetic and theological successor of
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Parmenides, ‘the sky-walker whose chariot journey takes him into the House of Night’
(Uzdavinys 2011: 66).

The natural philosophy of Empedocles is presented in his poem Peri Physeos (‘About
Nature’). Instead of declaring one element to be the arché as the lonians had done,
Empedocles postulated four elements which are eternal and ungenerated, namely earth, water,
air, and fire (Aristotle Metaphysics 1.3, 984a). The four elements are also called rhizomata
(the plural of rhizoma, ‘root’; L&S 625), and all existing things consist of quantitative
mixtures thereof. The origin and cessation of things is therefore a process of mixture and
separation, which is never-ending (Dreyer 1975: 51). In addition to the elements there are two
sources of change: Love (Philia) and Strife (Nikos), being the causes of the processes of
unification and separation (McKirahan 1994: 259).** While Love unites and mixes unlike
things, Strife sets unlike things in opposition and instead mixes like with like. The ever-
changing cosmos is therefore the result of intermediate phases between the extremes produced
by the triumph of either Love or Strife (Curd 2011).

Empedocles extended his cosmology to comprise living beings, employing striking imagery
to depict the generation of animals. Here are some relevant fragments from his poem:

‘By her [Love] many neckless faces sprouted, and arms were wandering naked, bereft of
shoulders, and eyes were roaming alone, in need of foreheads’ (57).

‘In this situation, the members were still single-limbed as the result of the separation caused
by Strife, and they wandered about aiming at mixture with one another’ (58).

‘But when divinity was mixed to a greater extent with divinity, and these things began to fall
together, however they chanced to meet, and many others besides them arose continuously’
(59).

‘Many came into being with faces and chests on both sides, man-faced ox-progeny, and some
to the contrary rose up as ox-headed things with the form of men, compounded partly from
men and partly from women, fitted with shadowy parts’ (61).

‘First the whole-natured forms rose up out of the earth, having a portion of both water and
heat. These the fire sent up, desiring to come to its like, not yet showing forth at all the lovely
shape of its limbs or a voice or the member native to men’ (62).

I The Greek nike or nikos is also rendered as victory or conquest (L&S 465).
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Further light is thrown on Empedocles’ bio-philosophy by later commentators. According to
Aetius, “The first generation of animals and plants came to be in no way complete, but split
apart with parts not grown together. The second generations arose when the parts grew
together, and were like images of fantasy. The third were of whole-natured beings. The fourth
no longer arose from the elements, such as earth and water, but from each other from that
time, in some because the nourishment grew thick and in others because the beauty of the
females caused an excitement of the sexual impulse’ (quoted in McKirahan 1994: 278). And
Simplicius made the following statement: ‘Empedocles says that ... next came together these
ox-headed man-progeny, i.e. made of an ox and a human. And all the parts that were fitted
together in a manner which enabled them to be preserved became animals and remained
because they fulfilled each other’s needs — the teeth cutting and softening the food, the
stomach digesting it, the liver turning it into blood. And when the head of a human came
together with a human body, it caused the whole to be preserved, but it does not fit together
with the body of an ox, and so it is destroyed. For whatever did not come together according

to the appropriate formula perished’ (quoted in McKirahan 1994: 278).

In another poem, Purifications, Empedocles combines his cosmology with a theological
system in which Love is present throughout the universe as the principle of organisation
(Blackburn 2008: 114). It appears that for the Sicilian philosopher, Love has a similar cosmic
function that the divine Logos has for Heraclitus.

3.8 Diogenes

The last of the Hellenic philosophers of nature (according to the testimony of Theophrastus)
was Diogenes of Apollonia, a younger contemporary of Socrates. He drew together various
strands from the Presocratic cosmological tradition, thereby playing a notable role as
transmitter while also making valuable contributions of his own. The following fragments
from Diogenes’ writing are relevant to our investigation:

‘In my opinion, to sum it all up, all things that are, are differentiated from the same thing and
are the same thing ... But all these things (earth, water, air, fire, and all the rest of the things in
the cosmos), being differentiated out of the same thing, come to be different things at different
times and return into the same thing’ (2).

‘For without intelligence (noesis) it [i.e. the same thing] could not be distributed in such a
way as to have the measures of all things — winter and summer, night and day, rains and winds

and good weather’ (3).
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‘Humans and animals live by means of air through breathing. And this (air) is both soul and
intelligence for them, as will be displayed manifestly in this book. And if this departs, they die
and their intelligence fails’ (4).

‘And in my opinion, that which possesses intelligence is what people call air, and all humans
are governed by it and it rules all things. For in my opinion this very thing is god, and it
reaches everything and arranges all things and is in everything. And there is no single thing
which does not share in this. But no single thing shares in it in the same way as anything else,
but there are many forms both of air itself and of intelligence. For it is multiform... And the
soul of all animals is the same thing... Now since the differentiation is multiform, also the
animals are multiform and many and are like one another in neither shape nor way of life nor
intelligence, on account of the large number of their differentiations. Nevertheless, all things
live, see, and hear by means of the same thing, and all get the rest of their intelligence from
the same thing’ (5).

‘And this very thing is an eternal and immortal body, and by means of it some things come to
be and others pass away’ (7).

‘But this seems clear to me, that it is large and strong and eternal and immortal and knowing
many things’ (8).

The cosmology of Diogenes is essentially an updated form of lonian monism (McKirahan
1994: 351). Like Anaximenes, Diogenes postulated air as the basic substance that underlies all
things. Like another predecessor, Anaxagoras, he taught that the cosmos is ordered by
intelligence, which is called “air’ by human beings (Curd 2011). Diogenes evidently views the
cosmos as monistic, with all things in it being modifications of the single basic substance,
which is symbolised by air. This notion also evokes the eternal apeiron of Anaximander, out
of which all things arise and to which they return.

Furthermore, for Diogenes the order in the universe is conceived as the result of intelligence,
since if everything is arranged in the best possible way, it follows that the cause of that
arrangement is intelligent (McKirahan 1994: 346). Plurality and change are not denied by
Diogenes, but are viewed as differentiations of the single basic substance, which is both
material and intelligent, namely air. Diogenes conceived the cosmos as surrounded by an
infinite void, within which an infinite number of worlds (kosmoi) come to be and pass away.
For the Apollonian thinker the void provides the basis for the differentiation of air, and in this
way makes plurality and change possible (McKirahan 347-348, 351). Moreover, Diogenes’
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juxtapositioning of intelligence, soul and air evokes the notion by Heraclitus that humans
become intelligent by drawing in the logos through breathing. We suggest that this correlation
also provides an explanation for the Ephesian thinker’s omission of air as an arché in his
cosmology, since air appears to be more closely related to the logos than to water or earth.

3.9 Conclusion

The thought of Diogenes represents the terminus of Presocratic cosmology, after which the
titanic labours of Plato and Aristotle facilitated advances in the study of nature (McKirahan
1994: 349, 352). The interaction between the various strands in Hellenic cosmology was thus
depicted by Proclus: “This interest in nature is characteristic of the whole lonian school, as
contrasted with the Italian [i.e. Pythagorean and Eleatic]; for the latter was always striving to
apprehend the being of intelligibles, in which it saw all other things causally, whereas the
lonian school occupied itself with nature, i.e., with physical actions and effects, and regarded
this study as being the whole of philosophy. The Attic school [i.e. Socrates, Plato, and
Avristotle], being midway between the two, corrected the lonian philosophy and developed the
views of the Italians’ (Commentary on Parmenides 1.4; Gerson and Dillon 2004: 302).

One should, however, guard against falling into the modern scholarly trap of viewing the
Presocratic cosmology as based on naive speculation and therefore inferior to that of their
illustrious Athenian successors. As cautioned by Frithjof Schuon, ‘One must react against the
evolutionist prejudice which makes out that the thought of the Greeks “attained” to a certain
level or a certain result, that is to say, that the triad Socrates-Plato-Aristotle represents the
summit of an entirely “natural” thought, a summit reached after long periods of effort and
groping. The reverse is the truth, in the sense that all the said triad did was to crystallize rather
imperfectly a primordial and intrinsically timeless wisdom, actually of Aryan [i.e. Indo-
European] origin and typologically close to the Celtic, Germanic, Mazdean and Brahmanic
esoterisms’ (1984: 63-64). Accordingly, ‘With Pythagoras one is still in the Aryan East; with
Socrates-Plato one is no longer wholly in the East — in reality neither “Eastern” nor
“Western”, that distinction having no meaning for an archaic Europe — but neither is one
wholly in the West; whereas with Aristotle one begins to become specifically “Western” in the
current and cultural sense of the word” (Schuon 1984: 71).
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4: Plato

4.1 Introduction

The Hellenic philosopher Plato (429-347 B.C.) was born into a distinguished Athenian family
and grew up during the Peloponnesian War between Athens and Sparta. As a youth he became
a follower of Socrates, whose death at the behest of the democratic Athenian authorities in
399 B.C. left a lasting impression on the budding philosopher. During the remainder of this
decade Plato visited Egypt and possibly Phoenicia, and decided not to pursue a political career
(Lee 1987: 11-17). In around 389 B.C. Plato also travelled to southern Italy (then known as
Megale Hellas on account of its large Greek population) to study the Pythagorean teachings
with Archytas. This philosopher-ruler in all likelihood introduced Plato to the Quadrivium of
arithmetic, geometry, astronomy and music (Ferguson 2011: 120, 137). Shortly after his return
to Athens, Plato founded the Academy in 387 or 386 B.C. This venerable institution would
continue its work in various guises for over 900 years until its effective closure by the Roman
Emperor Justinian in 529.* The Athenian Academy became the forerunner of the medieval

European universities, for which Plato therefore deserves credit as prime mover.

In addition to the Pythagorean philosophy, the Orphic tradition (Orpheos paradosis)
contributed much to the formation of Plato’s spiritual-intellectual world. The Neoplatonists
viewed the philosophy of Plato as an extension of the Orphic theology, with Olympiodorus
asserting that Plato paraphrases Orpheus everywhere (Uzdavinys 2004: xvii-xviii). Moreover,
the Platonists believed in a primordial revelation given to the ancient sages and theologians,
which explains why there cannot be any novelty in the expression of metaphysical truth. It
was affirmed by Celsus that Plato never claimed to have taught anything new — a stance that
Plotinus would also assume. Nonetheless, this conviction does not preclude the casting of
metaphysical truth into new styles, as explained by Algis Uzdavinys: ‘changing historical
conditions, the personal characteristics of philosophers and their audiences, as well as
concrete philosophical problems to be solved, inevitably determined certain logical forms and
the style of any particular philosophical discourse’ (2004: xviii).

2 The adjective ‘Byzantine’ that is often applied to the Eastern Roman Empire is a creation of modern Western

historians, contrived to present the Germanic (*‘Holy Roman’) Empire founded by Charlemagne in 800 as the
legitimate successor to the Western Roman Empire. In reality, the so-called ‘Byzantine” Empire was the de
jure continuation of the old Roman Empire, so that the ‘Byzantine’ Emperors were only ever known as
Roman Emperors, until the fall of Constantinople in 1453. The Eastern Roman Empire thus outlived the fall
of its Western counterpart by almost a millennium.
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Plato is credited with having written thirty-five dialogues, which were edited in the first
century A.D. by Thrasyllus of Alexandria. This Platonist philosopher added a set of thirteen
Letters (of which some are of doubtful authenticity) to Plato’s dialogues, with the whole
corpus divided into nine tetralogies, or groups of four works each. Plato did not write any
philosophical treatises as such, probably due to his conviction that human language is too
defective to fully express truth (Cooper 1997: viii-ix; 1635). Nevertheless, Plato believed that
with strenuous intellectual effort it is possible to move away from error and towards truth:
‘Only when all of these things — names, definitions, and visual and other perceptions — have
been rubbed against one another and tested, pupil and teacher asking and answering questions
in good will and without envy — only then, when reason (dianoia) and knowledge (epistemé)
are at the very extremity of human effort, can they illuminate the nature of any object’ (Letter
VII). Various levels of truth (alétheia) are distinguished by Plato, following the traditional
view of truth as multifarious. Thus the highest truth is the light proceeding from the Good;
second is the intelligible truth that illuminates the intellectual orders; third is the psychical
truth found in souls, which through intelligence comes into contact with true being; and
lowest is the truth obtained through the senses, which is full of error due to the instability of

its object, because material natures are perpetually flowing (Taylor 2010: 110).

In his late dialogue Timaeus the Athenian philosopher presented a cosmology that would
achieve lasting significance in Western philosophy and theology. Together with its immediate
successor, the Critias, the Timaeus is Plato’s penultimate work, with only the Laws being
certainly later. These works comprise a trilogy that entails a continuous account of the world
from its creation through prehistoric legend and all historic time up to Plato’s project for
future socio-political reform (Cornford 1997: 1, 8). The narrative of the Timaeus moves from
the ideal world of the Demiurge and the eternal Forms to the visible universe and the nature of
humankind. Interestingly, the parallel of macrocosm and microcosm runs through the whole
dialogue, notably as it pertains to the World-soul and the human soul (Cornford 1997: 6). That
is to say, for Plato the macrocosm is the ontological point of reference for the numerous
microcosms. In terms thereof the macro-cosmic unity is the ground from which all things

arise and to which all things return (Goosen 2007: 163).

According to the Neoplatonist philosopher lamblichus, the whole of Plato’s thought is
contained in the Timaeus and the Parmenides, dealing with the structure of the sensible and
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intelligible worlds, respectively (Dillon and Gerson 2004: xv). Interestingly, in these two
works Socrates plays a subordinate role as learner, being instructed by Parmenides and
Timaeus in theological dogmas and cosmology, respectively (Taylor 2010: 88). Another
Neoplatonist, Proclus, declared in his Commentary on Timaeus that the subject of the dialogue
is the totality of the science of nature. It is therefore a study of the universe, which it treats of
from its beginning to its end. Proclus affirmed that Plato preserved the Pythagorean approach
to the study of nature — a view that was reinforced by the Neo-Pythagorean work of the same
title (i.e. Timaeus) and subtitled ‘On the Nature of the Soul and the World’ (Dillon and Gerson
2004: 331). Elsewhere Plato provided an explanation of natural science as dealing with “the
causes of everything, why it comes to be, why it perishes and why it exists” (Phaedo 96a). In

other words, the domain of natural science is causality, generation, cessation, and substance.

A tripartite composition of the dialogue has been proposed by Proclus. In terms thereof, the
prologue (17a-27d) provides a view of the universe through the medium of images — namely,
an ideal state and the Atlantis-Athens conflict. The middle section (27d-76e) entails an
account of the whole composition of the universe, while postulating creative, paradigmatic,
and final causes. The final section (76e-92c) deals with particular beings and the final details
of creation, interwoven with general principles (Dillon and Gerson 2004: 334-335). A variant
yet equally convincing division has been suggested by Francis Cornford. In the “works of
Intellect’ (29d-47¢) Plato approaches the world as it were from above, dealing with the
creation of the world’s soul and body, the heavenly gods, and the human soul, sight and
hearing; in “what comes about of necessity’ (47e-69a) the philosopher approaches the world
as it were from below, where the Demiurge imposes rationality onto chaos by means of
geometric figures; and in the third section (69a-92c) Plato weaves together rational purpose
and necessity, while dealing with the human body, organs and disorders (Cornford 1997: 32-
33). In other words, the discourse unfolds in three stages, depicting successively the
achievements of Intellect, the effects of Necessity, and the co-operation of Intellect and
Necessity in the psychophysical constitution of human beings (Zeyl 2009). The last two of
Cornford’s sections have been combined by Gregory Vlastos as depicting the compromises of
teleology with necessity, while the first section portrays the triumphs of pure teleology. In
terms of movement, the first division (29e-47e) deals mainly with the teleologically ordered
motions of souls, while the second division (47e-69b) deals with the mechanistically ordered
motions of earth, water, air, and fire (Vlastos 1975: 28, 66). The Athenian philosopher thus

interweaves the realms of teleology and mechanism into a coherent cosmological whole.
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The prologue of the Timaeus consists of two parts: first, Plato’s mentor Socrates recapitulates
the previous day’s discussion of an ideal state, and then Critias sketches the existence and fall
of Atlantis. According to Proclus, the account of an ideal state is an image of unity, while the
tale of Atlantis is an image of division, or to be more precise, opposition into two classes of
things. The eminent Neoplatonist thinker also likens the two parts of the prologue to the order
of the heavens and the realm of generation, ‘which is based on conditions of opposition and
change’, respectively (Dillon and Gerson 2004: 334-335). Contrary to the modern scholarly
view that Plato’s account of Atlantis is purely mythical, lamblichus insisted that the conflict
between Athens and Atlantis refers to both historical events (*since it is generally agreed that
they took place’)*® and as extending throughout the whole universe: “For since all things
derive both from the One and from the Dyad after the One [i.e. Limit and Unlimitedness] and
are united in a way with each other and have been allotted an antithetical nature — even as
among the classes of Being there is a certain antithesis of the Same against the Different, and
of Motion as opposed to Rest, and all things in the universe partake of these classes — so it
would be a good idea to view the conflict as extending through all these levels of existence’
(Commentary on Timaeus; quoted in Dillon and Gerson 2004: 250). This notion of cosmic

conflict between pairs of opposites evokes Heraclitus and Pythagoras.

An associate of Socrates, Timaeus (introduced as an expert in astronomy), is then invited by
Critias to share his knowledge concerning the nature of the universe, ‘beginning with the
origin of the universe, and concluding with the nature of human beings’ (27a). Unlike the bulk
of Plato’s dialogues, the remainder of the Timaeus assumes the nature of a monologue (except
for a brief interjection by Socrates at 29d). This provides the Athenian philosopher with a
literary framework within which to elucidate his mature cosmological thought in the manner
of a reasoned exposition, rather than by way of a Socratic dialectic (Zeyl 2009). The result of

this Platonic project is philosophy as ‘grandiose and rhetorically elaborate cosmic theorizing’

3 The Neoplatonic conviction that Plato’s account of Atlantis is not only mythical or symbolical received

tentative confirmation in the twentieth century from the science of marine archaeology. Various underwater
structures of walls, buildings, a pyramid, a circle of pillars and a stone causeway have been discovered off
the Bahaman islands, notably Bimini. Their geographical location accords with the statement in the Timaeus
that Atlantis was situated some distance beyond (i.e. to the west of) the Straits of Gibraltar. It is also
pertinent that the submerged walls off Bimini were built with cyclopean stones, similar to those used in the
Mediterranean world during the Bronze Age (and which this author has observed at Mycenae in Greece). In
his valuable works The God-Kings and the Titans (1973) and Sailing to Paradise (1994), James Bailey
presents an array of archaeological evidence indicating maritime trade between the Americas, Africa, Europe
and Asia during the Bronze Age.



63

(Cooper 1997: 1224).

We will investigate relevant themes of the Timaeus by means of the following structure (with
quotes obtained from Donald ZeylI’s translation, except where otherwise indicated):

(a) The fundamental differentiation between being and becoming;

(b) The role of Intellect as thesis;

(c) The receptacle of becoming as mediator between being and becoming;

(d) The role of Necessity as antithesis; and

(e) The co-operation of Intellect and Necessity as synthesis.

4.2 Fundamentals: being and becoming

Plato introduces his account in the Timaeus with an ontological differentiation: ‘As | see it,
then, we must begin by making the following distinction: What is that which always is and
has no becoming, and what is that which always becomes but never is? The former is grasped
by understanding (noésis), which involves a reasoned account (logos). It is unchanging. The
latter is grasped by opinion (doxa), which involves unreasoning sense perception (aisthésis
alogos). It comes to be and passes away, but never really is’ (27d-28a). These realms of
unchanging being and ever-changing becoming are referred to as the intelligible world and the
sensible world. In this way Plato affirms the realm of becoming, as did Heraclitus, as well as
the realm of being, as did Parmenides (Dreyer 1975: 94). For Plato the intelligible (to noéton)
entails all that has its essence separate from sensible objects. It signifies the various levels of
(i) the first principle (hyparxis), (ii) true being, (iii) intellect, and (iv) soul (Taylor 2010: 108).

In a seminal departure from some of his predecessors, Plato affirms that the world order
(kosmos) does not exist in eternity, but has an origin and therefore came to be. The world is
visible and tangible, and as such is grasped by sense perception and opinion (28b-c). Since the
universe is perceptible, we cannot have true knowledge (epistemé) of it, but only opinion
(doxa) or belief (pistis). Plato therefore admits that the dialogue is a ‘likely account’ (eikos
logos; 29d). As Proclus argued, the faculty of sense-perception is unreasoning in several
ways, for example the sun looks small from the earth; therefore the truth can only be
apprehended by the higher faculty of understanding. Since the visible world is only a likeness
of the intelligible world, any account of it can be no more than a likely one (Cornford 1997:
24, 28). Consequently, for Plato there can be no exact science of natural things, since they are

always changing. In this context the term “likely’ (eikos) means probable or plausible, and
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thus the cosmology of the Timeaus is poetry that approximates the truth rather than a literal
statement of physical laws (Cornford 1997: 30). It is therefore legitimate to view the Timaeus

as a mytho-poetical account of the cosmos and its origins, and not a literal depiction.

For Plato the sensible world is the equivalent of Heraclitus’ world of ceaseless becoming. As
stated by Socrates in the dialogue Theaetetus, ‘What is really true, is this: the things of which
we naturally say that they “are”, are in process of coming to be, as the result of movement and
change and blending with one another. We are wrong when we say they “are”, since nothing
ever is, but everything is coming to be’ (152d-e). Nevertheless, this ever-changing realm is
not unreal or illusory, but real insofar as it partakes of the intelligible world of Ideas (or
Forms). The “otherworldliness’ that Plato’s philosophy has often been labelled with is at most
of a peculiar and particular kind, as remarked by Arthur Lovejoy. As a matter of fact, ‘“The
sensible world was never for Plato a mere illusion or a mere evil. And the other [i.e.
intelligible] world, as well as this, was a plurality; and there was also a plurality of individual
souls, permanently separate from one another and distinct from the Ideas, even when
translated into that higher region’ (Lovejoy 1960: 38). That is to say, there is no question of
either a metaphysical monism or dualism in Plato’s thought, but rather a differentiated unity.

The notion of Forms, or ldeas, is defined by Socrates in the Parmenides: “These forms are
like patterns set in nature, and other things resemble them and are likenesses; and this
partaking of the forms is, for the other things, simply being modeled on them’ (132d). Viewed
in terms of traditional Indo-European metaphysics, it therefore follows that all the conditions
of sensible existence are rooted in universal principles. Thus matter refers to the divine
Substance, or Prakriti; form reflects the divine Logos, or Purusha; number refers to the divine
Unity; space is the expanse of divine Manifestation; and time is the rhythm of cosmic cycles,
the ‘days and nights of Brahma’ (Schuon 1982: 65-66). The most fundamental properties of
the Forms are eternity and immutability, which they acquire through participation in the Good
(Lovejoy 1960: 40-41). Moreover, for Plato the Forms are the only real being outside time
and space; in other words, the Forms are the limited (peras). The opposite thereof is the
unlimited (apeiron), in other words non-being, which is empty space (to kenon). Empty space
is the negation of being and therefore exists only as a possibility (Dreyer 1975: 100).

In Plato’s cosmology the world of sensible phenomena is interposed between the extremes of
that which is (to on) and that which is not (to mé on) — that is to say, between true being and
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non-being. As stated in the dialogue Republic (its title Politeia could also be rendered State,
Statesman or Commonwealth: L&S 571), the sensible realm participates (metechein, to
partake of) in both being and non-being. It is therefore the realm of opinion, which lies
between knowledge, related to what is, and ignorance, related to what is not (Book V, 478d-e).
The sensible world is thus conceived as simultaneously real, on account of participating in the
Forms, and unreal, on account of existing in non-being (Dreyer 1975: 100). In this way Plato
establishes an ontological hierarchy of firstly the intelligible world (true being), then the
sensible world (relative being), and finally the abstract realm of non-being.

It is important to note that Plato’s distinction between sensible and intelligible worlds does not
imply a metaphysical dualism, since the sensible world is not deprived of intelligibility
(Dillon and Gerson 2004: xx). This was affirmed by Thomas Aquinas, who remarked that
Plato’s notion of participation in immaterial forms provide existence and intelligibility to the
world. Both bodily matter and mind are formed through participation in these ideas: ‘matter
being formed into particular things having their own specific and generic natures, and mind
into knowing such species and genera’ (Summa Theologiae 1a79; McDermott 1993: 148).
While the intelligible world is unextended in space and time, the sensible world is extended in
space and time as a reflection or copy of the former. These realms are correlative, since the
unity of the intelligible world is in every way compatible with the multiformity of its
manifestations in the sensible world (Coomaraswamy 1989: 72).

For Plato the soul is the link between the eternal realm of being and the ever-changing world
of becoming: through rational thought it perceives being and through sense-perception it
observes becoming (Vlastos 1975: 31). The reality of soul thus affirms the reality of both
being and becoming, while also preventing a dichotomy between the intelligible and sensible
realms. Thus Plato argued that the true philosopher will reject both of the notions that
everything is at rest or that reality changes in every way. Instead, ‘He has to be like a child
begging for “both”, and say that that which is — everything — is both the unchanging and that
which changes’ (Sophist 249c-d).

The relation of the intelligible Forms toward sensible things was naturally explored by Plato.
In earlier dialogues he suggested that objects participate in the Forms or that they mimic the

Forms. Among the Forms the highest is the Form of the Good (idea tou agathou), which was
introduced in the Republic. For Socrates the term “good’ held the connotations of self-
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sufficiency (autarkeia) and perfection (teleioteta), as argued in the dialogue Philebus (60c;
Oosthuizen 1974: 46-47). In the Republic this conception is expanded by Plato, so that the
Form of the Good is also the highest and most perfect Being, which would in due course
become the One of the Neoplatonists and the ens perfectissimum of the medieval Schoolmen.
Since the Good is the ultimate reality, it is an indescribable beauty before which ordinary
speech falters. It is also the universal object of desire, drawing in all souls capable of
contemplation the Good (Lovejoy 1960: 39-42). In other words, the Form of the Good is none
other than the Absolute, or God.

In Book VI of the Republic, the Analogy of the Sun is employed to illustrate the Form of the
Good, while simultaneously touching upon the participation of the many in the one. To begin
with, Socrates makes a distinction between sets of particular things that exist, for example
things of beauty or of goodness, and a single, unique form for each set, such as beauty-in-
itself and goodness-in-itself (507b). Referring to the Sun, Socrates then argues that “The good
has begotten it in its own likeness, and it bears the same relation to sight and visible objects in
the visible realm that the good bears to intelligence and intelligible objects in the intelligible
realm’ (Republic 508b-c; Lee’s translation). This analogy has been summarised as follows by
Desmond Lee: Just as in the visible world the Sun is the source of growth and light, which
gives visibility to objects of sense and the power of seeing to the eye, so in the intelligible
world the Good is the source of reality and truth, which gives intelligibility to objects of
thought and the power of knowing to the mind (Lee 1987: 306).

One of the eminent Greek Patristic theologians, Dionysius the Areopagite, drew the Platonic
cosmology (particularly that of Proclus) into Christian theology. Following Plato, Dionysius
illustrated the activity of the Good by means of analogy with the Sun, which illuminates and
nourishes the things we perceive, establishes the differences between them and unifies them,
and quickens and gives life to them. But the Sun is itself created by the Good, and therefore
‘All this holds all the more truly with respect to the Cause which produced the sun and which
produced everything else. The exemplars of everything preexist as a transcendent unity within
It. It brings forth being as a tide of being’ (Divine Names, 5.8).

Plato reasons that the Form of the Good serves not only as the ground of our knowledge
concerning the sensible world, but also of the latter’s reality as such: “The good therefore may
be said to be the source not only of the intelligibility of the objects of knowledge, but also of
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their being and reality; yet it is not itself that reality, but is beyond it, and superior to it in
dignity and power’ (Republic 509b; Lee’s translation). With the Analogy of the Sun the
Athenian thinker elegantly addresses an objection to his theory of Forms raised in the
Parmenides (131a-e), namely how a single Form can be participated in by many particulars
without itself becoming many. The solution is that the light produced by the sun is divisible,
but the source of the light is not; thus the relationship of Form to particular is like the

relationship of the sun to the places it lights up (Simpson n.d: 5-7).

Another objection to Plato’s theory of Forms that was raised in the Parmenides pertains to the
likeness between Forms and particular objects. While Socrates declared that objects
participate in the Forms by being made like them as copies based on their models, Parmenides
countered that for an object to be like a Form and vice versa, there has to be an additional
Form in which both the object and the original Form can participate, and so on ad infinitum
(132a-b). This criticism is known as the likeness regress and formed the basis of Aristotle’s
Third Man argument against Plato’s theory of Forms. However, in Book V of the Republic a
comparison is made by Socrates between a dreaming man who confuses a resemblance and
the reality which it resembles on the one hand, and an awake man who can see both beauty
itself and the particular things which participate (metechein) in it on the other hand (at 476c-
d). This distinction between sameness and likeness rebuts Parmenides’ objection, since the
Form is the same as itself while the particulars are like it, so that there is no need for a further
Form of likeness to explain the likeness of the Form to the particulars (Simpson n.d.: 7-9).

It should be noted that Aristotle himself credits the Platonists for introducing the Third Man
argument against an inadequate understanding of Forms (Metaphysics Book XI11, 1079a).
Therefore, Lloyd Gerson remarks, Aristotle had to be aware that in the Academy arguments
such as the Third Man were employed to distinguish between inadequate and adequate
understandings of the Forms (2005: 228). In his Commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics, the
Neoplatonist Asclepius presented convincing arguments against the Third Man argument. In
the first place, the argument is only valid if Forms are conceived as existing separately from
the divine Intellect. Secondly, since Forms do not exist separately from the Intellect, they are
not to be identified with sensibles. Therefore, Asclepius concludes, a Form and the sensibles

partaking in it do not require another Form over and above it (Gerson 2005: 228).

Plato further explored the relation between the one and the many by means of the Pythagorean
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notion of the unlimited or indefinite (to apeiron) and the limiting or definite (to peras). Thus
in the dialogue Philebus we find Socrates acknowledging as a gift from the gods to men, “that
whatever is said to be consists of one and many, having in its nature limit and unlimitedness’
(16d). This implies that every plurality lies between the unlimited and the one. Furthermore,
everything that exists in the universe can be divided into four metaphysical categories: the
unlimited, the limit, the mixture of these two, and the cause of the mixture (Philebus 16e, 23c-
d). However, Plato modifies the Pythagorean terminology into the One (signifying unity) and
the Indefinite Dyad (signifying plurality).'* The notion of the Indefinite Dyad implies the
possibility of numbers and of opposites, since neither could exist if all things were one.
According to this cosmogony, initially the One acts upon the Indefinite Dyad and produces
the definite number of two. In the same way all the numbers up to ten are generated, from
which point numbers are organised into geometry. Plato also continues the Pythagorean
progression of point — line — surface — solid, so that the entire cosmos arises out of the
interaction between the One and the Indefinite Dyad (Ferguson 2011:135-136).

Finally, in the Timaeus the Forms serve as models or patterns (paradeigmata) on which the
Maker of the cosmos based all things (Dreyer 1975: 94). Here Plato expands his notion of
participation of the many in the one by postulating a third kind of entity, situated between the
Forms and sensible things. Moreover, the Athenian philosopher introduces for the first time in
Hellenic philosophy a comprehensive scheme of creation by a divine Craftsman, so that the
world resembles a work of art that is designed with a purpose (Cornford 1997: 31). This
world-maker is referred to by Plato as the Father, or more often the Demiurge (ho
Demiourgos). In this way the notion of self-sufficing perfection (i.e. the Good of the
Republic) was converted into the concept of self-transcending fecundity, as remarked by
Arthur Lovejoy. He adds, ‘A timeless and incorporeal One became the logical ground as well
as the dynamic source of the existence of a temporal and material and extremely multiple and
variegated universe. The proposition that ... omne bonum est diffusivum sui [Latin, the Good

is self-diffusing] here makes its appearance as an axiom of metaphysics’ (1960: 49).

Since Plato insists that the participation of immanent things in the transcendent reality of the
Forms is what constitutes cosmic reality, it is erroneous to accuse the Athenian thinker of

emphasising transcendence at the cost of immanence. Contrary to this charge by Nietzsche,

" The Indefinite Dyad should not be confused with the number 2, which as the definite dyad is the smallest

number for both Plato and Aristotle (Gerson 2005: 234).
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inter alia, the Platonic notion of participation entails “‘a shining affirmation of immanence’, as
stated by Danie Goosen (2007: 200). Through their participation in the transcendent reality,
the immanent things obtain a weight and durability which would have been impossible
without such participation. Thus, ‘In and through their participation in the transcendent, the
immanent things itself become a glowing reality.” The South African philosopher adds that the
rejection of immanence cannot be attributed to Platonism, but rather to the Gnostic deviations
from it and the modernist continuation of these deviations (Goosen 2007: 200-201). Thus,
following the Nietzschean condemnation of metaphysical dualism, Heidegger rejected the
Platonic theory of participation, since the latter is said to presuppose a dualism of beings and
Being. However, the metaphysical tradition does not proclaim an ontological chasm between
beings and Being, but rather affirms that the world exists due to both the distinction and the
coherence between Being and beings (Goosen 2007: 33, 340-341).

For Plato the ontological reality of the Forms harbours momentous epistemological
consequences. In the Parmenides we find the protagonist arguing that if the existence of the
Forms is denied on account of the objections raised, then the power of dialectic (or discourse,
dialegesthai) will be destroyed entirely (135b-c). That is to say, meaningful discourse will
become impossible without the presence of Forms to ensure the intelligibility of the objects of
discourse. Lloyd Gerson explains: “This intelligibility consists in the samenesses and
differences in the sensible world which are ultimately explained by Forms’ (2005: 211). In
addition, the reality of the Forms and the physical things that participate in them entails a
hierarchy of mental states, as illustrated by means of the Analogy of the Divided Line in Book
VI of the Republic (509d-511¢). The subdivisions of the line are (i) intelligence (noésis) and
(i) reasoning (dianoia), which both perceive the intelligible realm (to noéton), and (iii) belief
(pistis) and (iv) illusion (eikasia), which both perceive the visible realm (to horaton).
Intelligence, or the science of dialectic, leads to a direct vision of ultimate truth; reasoning is
deductive and pertains especially to mathematics; beliefs (‘common sense’) are helpful in
everyday life but cannot by itself lead to truth; and the illusions filling the unreflecting minds
of the many perceive only the shadows and images of things (Lee 1987: 310-311). Or as
affirmed in the Timaeus, natural science cannot lead to true knowledge, since it deals with
mutable, physical objects and not with the immutable Forms.

The presence of the Good in the intelligible and sensible worlds not only holds ontological
and epistemological implications, but also relates to morality and aesthetics. In the celebrated
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Analogy of the Cave (in Book VI of the Republic), Socrates explains the matter as follows to
Glaucon: “In the knowable realm, the form of the good is the last thing to be seen, and it is
reached only with difficulty. Once one has seen it, however, one must conclude that it is the
cause (aitia) of all that is correct (orthos) and beautiful (kalos) in anything, that it produces
both light (phos) and its source in the visible realm, and that in the intelligible realm it
controls and provides truth (aletheia) and understanding (nous), so that anyone who is to act
sensibly in private or public must see it’ (517b-c). In summary, for Plato the Form of the Good
is the ground of all that exists (Oosthuizen 1974: 47).

4.3 Thesis: the role of Intellect

Whereas some of the Presocratic viewed the cosmos as uncreated, Plato ascribes the origin of
the world to the creative activity of a transcendent being which acts upon nature without being
acted upon (Vlastos 1975: 25). In the Timaeus the role of the divine Craftsman, or Demiurge,
is introduced as follows: “Now everything that comes to be must of necessity come to be by
the agency of some cause, for it is impossible for anything to come to be without a cause. So
whenever the craftsman looks at what is always changeless and, using a thing of that kind as
his model, reproduces its form and character, then, of necessity, all that he so completes is
beautiful. But were he to look at a thing that has come to be and use as his model something
that has been begotten, his work will lack beauty’ (28a-b). In keeping with his mystical
approach to reality, Plato assumes an apophatic stance with regards to the Creator: ‘Now to
find the maker and father of this universe (to pan, literally ‘the all’) is hard enough, and even
if 1 succeeded, to declare him to everyone is impossible’ (28c). The Demiurge uses the eternal
model of being to make the universe, and therefore the universe is beautiful and excellent: ‘it
is a work of craft, modelled after that which is changeless and is grasped by a rational
account, that is, by wisdom’ (29a). That is to say, the realm of becoming is modelled upon the
realm of being by the divine Craftsman.

According to Plato, goodness is an essential attribute of the divinity. Thus in Book Il of the
Republic, dealing with the education of the Guardians, we find Socrates declaring that God is
the sole cause of good (agathos) and not in any way the cause of evil (kakos). In addition,
since God is perfect in beauty and goodness, he is eternally without change or variation (379c,
381c¢). In the Timaeus, the goodness of the Demiurge is stated as the motive for creation: ‘He
was good, and one who is good can never become jealous of anything. And so, being free of
jealousy, he wanted everything to become as much like himself as was possible... The god
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wanted everything to be good and nothing to be bad so far as that was possible, and so he took
over all that was visible — not at rest but in discordant and disorderly motion — and brought it
from a state of disorder to one of order, because he believed that order was in every way
better than disorder... Accordingly, the god reasoned and concluded that in the realm of things
naturally visible no unintelligent thing could as a whole be better than anything which does
possess intelligence as a whole, and he further concluded that it is impossible for anything to
come to possess intelligence apart from soul. Guided by this reasoning, he put intelligence in
soul, and soul in body, and so he constructed the universe... This, then, in keeping with our
likely account, is how we must say divine providence brought our world into being as a truly
living thing (zoion), endowed with soul and intelligence’ (29e-30c). In this way, Proclus
comments, the world is portrayed as dependent on the universal demiurgic Intellect, created in
the likeness of the intelligible living being, and viewed as good by reason of its participation
in the Good (Dillon and Gerson 2004: 334). Plato’s depiction of the Demiurge as devoid of
jealousy represents a striking contrast with the Judaic conception of a jealous divinity, as

declared in the Hebrew scriptures (see for example Exodus 20:5 and Deuteronomy 5:9).

Some recent commentators have suggested that Plato’s Demiurge should not be conceived as
a divine Intellect or a personal ruler, but rather as a manual labourer (Cohen 2006). Similarly
in the words of Hierotheos Vlastos (1975: 26), ‘That the supreme god of Plato’s cosmos
should wear the mask of a manual worker is a triumph of the philosophical imagination over
ingrained social prejudice.” However, the Greek scholar concedes that the Demiurge is
primarily an artist: “He is an artist or, more precisely, what an artist would have to be in
Plato’s conception of art: not the inventor of new form, but the imposer of pre-existing form
on as yet formless material’ (Vlastos 1975: 27). With the latter sentence an accurate
interpretation is provided, since the Demiurge indeed impresses the eternal Forms onto
formless matter by means of a mediating receptacle, thus creating the cosmos out of chaos.

Contrary to any reductionist conception, the Neoplatonist thinkers unequivocally affirmed the
divinity of Plato’s Demiurge. Plotinus equates the Demiurge with Intellect (Enneads V, 1, 2),
which is the second hypostasis of the Divinity. Later Proclus declares, ‘The highest god is the
Good, and after him and second there is the Demiurge, and third is the Soul of the Universe;
for the divine realm proceeds as far as Soul’ (quoted in Dillon and Gerson 2004: 203). This
metaphysical notion of three Divine hypostases also rebuts the assertion by Petrus Dreyer
(1975: 101) that the concept of the Demiurge was obtained by Plato from popular religion.
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Plato’s Demiurge could also be viewed as comparable to the Egyptian god Ptah, the divine
intermediary between the creative idea and the physical product, and to Jesus Christ as the
Logos through whom all things are created in the Christian tradition (Ferguson 2011: 130).

However, in the Neoplatonic understanding the Demiurge is not viewed as a personal deity in
the Biblical sense (Gerson 2005: 129). It would also be erroneous to ascribe omnipotence to
Plato’s Demiurge in an attempt to make the latter conform to the Christian Creator-God, who
creates ‘out of nothing’ (ex ouk onton). The concept of an omnipotent Creator is in fact
foreign to Hellenic thought, which rejects the possibility of creating something out of nothing.
Thus the eminent physician Galen contrasted the doctrine of Moses on divine omnipotence
with that of Plato and other Greeks who ‘studied nature correctly’ (Cornford 1997: 36).
Therefore, ‘Plato’s Demiurge... is represented as like the human craftsman, who must have
materials to work with. His task is to bring some intelligible order into a disorder which he
‘takes over’, not to create the material before he fashions it” (Cornford 1997: 165). Plato also
reiterates throughout the Timaeus that the benevolent Demiurge designs arrangements to be
‘as good as possible.” The Demiurge is not the sole cause of becoming, since there are
secondary causes, and moreover he did not create the receptacle of becoming or the Forms.
Finally, the function of the Demiurge is to contribute an element of order to the realm of

becoming, because an ordered world will be more like himself (Cornford 1997: 36-37).

It has already been mentioned that the Demiurge creates the world according to the model of
eternal being. To be more precise, Plato reasons that the visible world is modelled on an
intelligible Living Thing: *Rather, let us lay it down that the universe resembles more closely
than anything else that Living Thing of which all other living things are parts, both
individually and by kinds. For that Living Thing comprehends within itself all intelligible
living things, just as our world is made up of us and all the other visible creatures. Since the
god wanted nothing more than to make the world like the best of the intelligible things,
complete in every way, he made it a single visible living thing, which contains within itself all
the living things whose nature it is to share its kind’ (30c-31a). In other words, this intelligible
Living Thing is the generic Form that contains within itself the Forms of all subordinate
species of which the members inhabit the visible world. Since its eternal being is in the realm
of Forms, the Living Thing is not itself a living creature (Cornford 1997: 40). It was
emphasised in this regard by Donald Zeyl (2009) that the Demiurge does not make the world
by simply copying the Living Thing; rather, he is challenged to craft an image that is subject
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to the constraints of becoming.

Since there is only one intelligible Living Thing, there is only one visible universe which is
crafted after its model (31a-b). Plato adds that the Demiurge made the tangible, visible world
from the four elements of fire, air, water, and earth, with the whole bound together as a
symphony of proportion (32b-c). As a result, “They [the elements] bestowed friendship
(philia) upon it, so that, having come together in a unity with itself, it could not be undone by
anyone but the one who had bound it together [the Demiurge]’ (32c). In addition, the body of
the world was fashioned in such a manner as to be free of old age and disease (33a).

Plato continues that the world was created spherical in shape: ‘He [the Demiurge] gave it a
shape appropriate to the kind of thing it was. The appropriate shape for the living being that is
to contain within itself all the living beings would be the one which embraces within itself all
the shapes there are. Hence he gave it a round shape, the form of a sphere, with its centre
equidistant from the extremes in all directions... This of all shapes is the most complete and
like itself, which he gave to it because he believed that likeness is incalculably more excellent
than unlikeness’ (33b). As a matter of fact, the sphere is the most uniform of all solid figures
and the only one which can move without change of place, through rotating on its axis. For
Plato the rotation of the world with all its contents shows the penetration and rule of
intelligence over the entire universe (Cornford 1997: 54, 57). Of further astronomical interest
is the dialogue Epinomis (probably written by an early follower of Plato), which declares that
the Sun is larger than the Earth and that all the moving stars have an immense size. Moreover,

God is the cause of their constitution and their movement (Epinomis 983a).

What happens next in the creative process is of the utmost significance for Plato’s cosmology.
The Demiurge sets soul (psyché) in the centre of the cosmos, so that the soul is given priority
to rule over the physical universe (34b-c): ‘And he [the Demiurge] placed soul into the midst
of it, and stretched it through the whole of it, and enveloped its body with it from without’
(34b). According to Porphyry and lamblichus the term ‘the midst’ is not to be understood in a
spatial and dimensional sense, thus confining the soul of the universe to some part of it, but
rather as referring to soul being present everywhere equally and leading all things by its own
motions (Dillon and Gerson 2004: 251). The visible world is therefore a living creature,
having soul (psyché) in its body and mind (nous) in its soul. It is called a god (34b) in the
same sense as the stars, planets, and Earth, which are heavenly gods (Cornford 1997: 38).
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Since for Plato soul is the only entity capable of self-motion, all the celestial motions have to

be explained as psychokinesis (Vlastos 1975: 31).

In its turn this World-soul is the bearer of the reason (logos), which works in on the whole
cosmos. Therefore, Dreyer (1975: 101) comments, the cosmos is ordered and lawful. For
Plato the World-soul precedes the existence of the corporeal world. Material things can only
move if they are moved by an external agency, but in the Platonic conception soul possesses
inherent movement and is thus the cause of all movement. The World-soul is intermediate
between ldeas and matter, and is thus the force through which matter participates in the Ideas.
Since soul is identical with life (psyché is translated as breath, life or soul: L&S 798), the
cosmos is a living being (Dreyer 1975: 101). Furthermore, as Plato reasoned in the Laws, soul
is not only the source of motion, but is more specifically the first cause of the birth and
destruction of all physical things (891e), the main cause of their alterations and
transformations (892a), and the cause of all change in things (896a). Evidently, Plato’s

conception of the cosmos is thoroughly psycho-physical and not materialistic.

Plato describes the soul as a mixture of Being (or Existence), the Same (tauton), and the
Different (heteron) (35a-b). According to Plotinus, this notion of Plato indicates the
construction of the soul of the universe from the Same and the Different (Enneads VI, 7, 13;
Dillon and Gerson 2004: 140). The terms for the three components of soul is explained by
Plato in the dialogue Sophist: every Form exists, is the same as itself, and is different from
every other Form. The Athenian thinker conceives of the World-soul and all individual souls
as partaking of both being and becoming, since soul is like the Forms due to being immortal
and incomposite, but unlike the Forms in that it is alive and intelligent, and life and
intelligence cannot exist without change (Cornford 1997: 61-64).

The further construction of the World-soul is depicted by Plato in terms of Pythagorean
numerology. First the Demiurge took a portion away from the whole of the above-mentioned
mixture, then he took another portion twice as large, then a third three times as large as the
first, followed by a fourth portion twice as large as the second, a fifth three times as large as
the third, a sixth eight times that of the first, and finally a seventh portion twenty-seven times
that of the first (35b). The sequence of these portions of the World-soul are 1, 2, 3, 4, 9, 8 and
27. The first four of these numbers represent the tetractys, while 9 is the square of 3, and 8

and 27 are the cubes of 2 and 3 respectively. Plato stopped the sequence with cubes because
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only three dimensions are required in the creation of physical reality (Ferguson 2011: 130-
131). Through these connected geometrical proportions Plato establishes in the soul the
source of the harmonious order it has to impart to the three-dimensional body of the cosmos
(Zeyl 1997: 1239). The soul is invisible, Plato continues, and is the most excellent of all
things begotten by the Demiurge (36e-37a).

It is interesting to note that Plato also has the Demiurge slice the World-soul into two halves,
joined at the centre to form an X at one point and bent back to form two circles, called the
Same and the Different (36b-d). In astronomy two such rings are known to exist, namely the
celestial equator and the ecliptic. While the celestial equator anchors the sphere of the fixed
stars and thus stays the same, the ecliptic changes according to the cycles of the Sun and the
planetary orbits. Moreover, by asserting that these rings move in opposite directions, Plato
(and his Pythagorean predecessors) correctly explained the motion of celestial bodies as a
combination of opposite movements (Ferguson 2011: 131-133).

Together with the cosmos, time (chronos) was created. In the words of Plato: “The Demiurge
began to think of making a moving image of eternity: at the same time as he brought order to
the universe, he would make an eternal image, moving according to number, of eternity
remaining in unity. This, of course, is what we call time’ (37d). In this way Plato affirms the
relation of the temporal to the ontological, as Charles Upton noted: ‘The temporal unfolding
of the universe is nonetheless a reflection, on a lower ontological level, of the eternal
Hierarchy of Being as it exists on higher levels’ (2008: 191). Furthermore, ‘Time... came into
being together with the universe so that just as they were begotten together, they might also be
undone together, should there ever be an undoing of them. And it came into being after the
model of that which is sempiternal so that it might be as much like its model as possible. For
the model is something that has being for all eternity, while it, on the other hand, has been, is,

and shall be for all time, forevermore’ (38b-c).

Plato also relates time to the wanderings of the celestial bodies: ‘Such was the reason, then,
such the god’s design for the coming into being of time, that he brought into being the Sun,
the Moon and five other stars, for the begetting of time. These are called wanderers (planeta),
and they came into being to set limits to and stand guard over the numbers of time’ (38b).
Proclus comments that time revolves as the first among things that are moved, bringing all
things around in a circle (Cornford 1997: 104). It should be noted that time, strictly speaking,
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applies only to the realm of becoming. Time does not apply to the Forms, which are eternal
(Cohen (2006). Accordingly, ‘Plato wished first to define time in order to contrast the
temporal existence of even the everlasting gods with the unchanging duration of the eternal
model’ (Cornford 1997: 117). In other words, the sensible world is the realm of time, whereas
the intelligible world is the domain of eternity.

Throughout this first section of the creation account Plato has consistently reasoned from the
metaphysical to the physical, as remarked by Gregory Vlastos (1975: 29). Thus the cosmos
must have a soul, since the intelligible Living Thing has a soul; the cosmos must be unique,
since its intelligible model is unique; the cosmos must be spherical, since the sphere is the
most homogeneous shape and the homogeneous is ‘ten thousand time more beautiful’ than the
heterogeneous (33b); and the cosmos must be characterised by time, since time is the moving
image of eternity and as such brings a dimension of order into the unstable cosmic flux. Yet
physical evidence is not disregarded; on the contrary, in his depiction of the celestial motions
Plato avails himself of the best astronomical knowledge of his day (Vlastos 1975: 49-51).

According to Plato, every planet (including the sun and the moon) is a living creature with a
body and an intelligent soul (38e). This notion is repeated in the Laws (898c-d) and confirmed
by Proclus, Albinus and Chalcidius (Cornford 1997: 112). Furthermore, Proclus comments,
the heavenly gods (i.e. Plato’s seven ‘wanderers’) participate in each of the three *moments’
of the noetic (i.e. related to intellect, nous) triad of Being, Life, and Intellect, but a different
property predominates in each. Among the celestial bodies, the Moon is directed towards Life,
‘because Life comprehends within itself the whole of generation and proceeds as far as the
ultimate recesses of the earth’ (Commentary on Timaeus; Dillon and Gerson 2004: 213).

Four kinds of living beings were made by the Demiurge, corresponding to the four primary
elements (39e-40a). These are (i) the heavenly gods, in which the element of fire is dominant;
(ii) the flying creatures (air); (iii) the aquatic creatures (water); and (iv) the terrestrial
creatures (earth). It should be noted that the Demiurge himself makes only the heavenly gods,
while the remaining three classes of living beings were made by these gods. Plato’s delegation
of the rest of the creative work to the celestial gods may reflect a notion that the heavenly
bodies, especially the Sun, actively generates life on Earth (Cornford 1997: 118, 141). Thus in
the Republic the Sun is named as the cause of coming to be, growth, and nourishment of
things in visible world, without itself coming to be (Book V1, 509b). Plato’s reference in the
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Timaeus (40b) to “living creatures everlasting and divine’ (zoa theia kai aidia) includes the
fixed stars and the planets, of which the Earth (Gaia) is the one with greatest seniority (40c).
This statement has momentous ecological implications, since the Earth is then not a lifeless
object to be exploited and desecrated by humankind.

The Athenian philosopher then depicts the coming-to-be of the gods (40d-41a). Referring to
the other spiritual beings (daimones)*®, Plato again expresses caution regarding knowledge of
the spiritual world: ‘it is beyond our task to know and speak of how they came to be’ (40d).
However, “following custom’ the theogonic account of Hesiod is mentioned, from Earth and
Heaven (Ouranos) to Zeus and Hera and their siblings. When all the gods had come to be, the
Demiurge instructed them to make mortal beings (41a-d). The divine instruction is prefaced
by the following declaration: ‘O gods, works divine whose maker and father I am, whatever
has come to be by my hands, cannot be undone but my consent.” This declaration by the
Demiurge implies that the physical world exists on account of the divine Will — a conviction

that would become paradigmatic in Christian and Islamic cosmology.

The instruction of the Demiurge to the gods, ‘Weave what is mortal to what is immortal,
fashion and beget living things’ (41d), is followed by the creation of human beings. These are
the only mortal creatures whose making Plato describes in detail, while the plants and lower
animals are mentioned only briefly. Likewise, the physical differences between man and
woman are postponed to near the end of the dialogue (90e-91d), since they are irrelevant to
Plato’s account of the common human nature (Cornford 1997: 141-142). We read in the
Timaeus that the heavenly gods made human souls of the leftovers from the making of the
world-soul, but of a lower grade of purity (41d). Each soul was assigned to a star (41e), so
that the number of souls is the same as the number of stars. At death a just soul returns to its
companion star, while an unjust soul is reincarnated for a second attempt (42b-c). In other
words, those souls that fail to live honourable lives will reincarnate in mortal bodies of a
lower order until they also live honourably (Dreyer 1975: 102). It appears that Plato
understood the first incarnation of the soul as the same for all, namely as god-fearing living
creatures. Thereafter, incarnations are determined by the soul either mastering the passions or

being mastered by it, which is living in righteousness and unrighteousness respectively (41e-

> The Platonic notion of daimones should not be confused with the Christian teaching on demons or fallen

angels. For Socrates and Plato, the daimon is the invisible companion of the soul from before its birth into
this world, guiding the soul and reminding it of its true essence (Goosen 2007: 109-110).
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42d). The soul is therefore responsible for any evil it may suffer — a notion that reflects the
Socratic teaching that moral evil is the only real evil (Cornford 1997: 144).

Following the creation of the human soul, Plato describes the formation of the human body
(44d-47e). He states that the gods made human bodies from a mixture of the four elements,
namely fire, water, earth, and air. In other words, human bodies consist of the same elements
as the material world (Dreyer 1975: 102) — an insight that has been confirmed by modern
biochemistry. Descriptions are given by Plato of the creation of the head and limbs, of the
making of the eyes and its function of vision, and of the purposes of seeing and hearing. Of
the human body the head is created first by the gods, since it houses the immortal, rational
part of the soul; then the torso as its vehicle and limbs for travelling and organs of sight to
direct its movement (44d-45Db). For Plato sight is not only useful for locomotion, but together
with hearing reveal the harmony of world. These two senses are therefore necessary for well-
being, the other senses only for existence (Cornford 1997: 151-152).

Plato reasons further that human knowledge begins with sight: ‘As it is, however, our ability
to see the periods of day-and-night, of months and of years, of equinoxes and solstices, has
led to the invention of number, and has given us the idea of time and opened the path to
inquiry into the nature of the universe. These pursuits have given us philosophy, a gift from
the gods to the mortal race whose value neither has been nor will ever be surpassed’ (47a-b).
In other words, knowledge began with visual observation, which led to mathematics and
finally to philosophy.'® Plato’s account of eyesight brings the reader to the point of contact
between the knowing soul and the external world of visible bodies (Cornford 1997: 156).
Likewise hearing is a gift from the gods, the account continues, both to enable speech and
guided by intelligence to perceive the harmony in music, which is not given for the sake of
irrational pleasure (47c-d). It is not difficult to surmise what Plato would have made of the
cacophony that has characterised much of what has been presented as ‘music’ in the Western

world since the early twentieth century.

16 It was remarked in this regard by Oswald Spengler that some of the greatest Western mathematicians have

been brought to their discoveries through a profound religious intuition, as was the case with Pythagoras and
Plato. For example, Nicolaus Cusanus was guided from the notion of the divine infinity in nature to the
elements of the Infinitesimal Calculus, and Leibniz from the infinite extent of the Godhead to his notion of
analysis situs for the interpretation of pure space. Spengler adds, ‘And Kepler and Newton, strictly religious
natures both, were and remained convinced, like Plato, that it was precisely through the medium of number
that they had been able to apprehend intuitively the essence of the divine world order’ (1991: 52-52).
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A distinction is made by Plato between actual and auxiliary causes during his discussion of
the creation of human eyes. This distinction is firstly related to that between the invisible soul
and the visible bodies of fire, water, earth and air (46d). In contrast to physical bodies which
are devoid of reason (logos) or intellect (nous), soul possesses understanding. Plato continues,
‘So anyone who is a lover of understanding and knowledge must of necessity pursue as
primary causes those that belong to intelligent nature, and as secondary all those belonging to
things that are moved by others and that set still others in motion by necessity. We too, surely,
must do likewise: we must describe both types of causes, distinguishing those that possess
understanding and thus fashion what is beautiful and good, from those which, when deserted
by intelligence, produce only haphazard and disorderly effects every time’ (46d-e). Plato here
asserts that the physical elements are not the original causes of motion and thus of the world-
order, since the only source of motion (arché kinéseos) is the soul (Cornford 1997: 162). That
is to say, soul is the first cause of the becoming and the perishing of all things. If ‘nature’
means the generation of primary things, Cornford remarks, then soul has the best right to be
described as existing “by nature’ (1997: 167). It is evident that the Platonic cosmology stands
in stark contrast to the modern reductionist view that matter precedes the appearance of soul.

4.4 Mediation: the receptacle of becoming

After the preceding account of the creative role of the Demiurge, Plato introduces a third kind
(triton genos) in the universe: “The earlier two [kinds] sufficed for our previous account: one
was proposed as a model, intelligible and always changeless, a second as an imitation of the
model, something that possesses becoming and is visible... Now, however, it appears that our
account compels us to attempt to illuminate in words a kind that is difficult and vague. What
must we suppose it to do and to be? This above all: it is a receptacle (hypodoché) of all
becoming — its wetnurse (tithene), as it were’ (Timaeus 48e-49a). The introduction of a third
kind fills a gap in the ontology that Plato obtained from Parmenides (as displayed in the
Republic), i.e. knowable being and unknowable non-being. As commented by Francis
Cornford (1997: 178), ‘If the perfectly real Forms are to have the objects of opinion as
images, there must be something, not totally unreal, to receive these images.’ Since the
created world is visible and tangible, Plato is required to postulate a three-dimensional field in
which the universe may subsist (Zeyl 2009). The receptacle of becoming fills this need.

Plato first describes the nature of the receptacle and then illustrates it with examples from
everyday life: “Now the same account, in fact, holds also for that nature which receives all the
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bodies (somata)... Not only does it always receive all things, it has never in any way
whatever taken on any characteristic similar to any of the things that enter it... The things that
enter and leave it are imitations of those things that always are [i.e. the Forms], imprinted
after their likeness in a marvellous way that is hard to describe... We also must understand
that if the imprints are to be varied, with all the varieties there to see, this thing upon which
the imprints are to be formed could not be well prepared for that role if it were not itself
devoid of any of those characters that it is to receive from elsewhere. For if it resembled any
of the things that enter it, it could not successfully copy their opposites or things of a totally
different nature whenever it were to receive them. ... This is why the thing that is to receive in
itself all the elemental kinds must be totally devoid of any characteristics. Think of people
who make fragrant ointments. They expend skill and ingenuity to come up with something
just like this [i.e. a neutral base], to have on hand to start with. The liquids that are to receive
the fragrances they make as odourless as possible. Or think of people who work at impressing
shapes upon soft materials. They emphatically refuse to allow any such material to already
have some definite shape. Instead, they’ll even it out and make it as smooth as it can be. In the
same way, then, if the thing that is to receive repeatedly throughout its whole self the likeness
of the intelligible objects, the things which always are — if it is to do so successfully, then it
ought to be devoid of any inherent characteristics of its own... But if we speak of it as an
invisible and characterless sort of thing, one that receives all things and shares in a most
perplexing way in what is intelligible, a thing extremely difficult to comprehend, we shall not
be misled. And in so far as it is possible to arrive at its nature on the basis of what we’ve said
so far, the most correct way to speak of it may well be this: the part of it that gets ignited
appears on each occasion as fire, the dampened part as water, and parts as earth or air in so far
as it receives the imitations of these’ (50b-51b; italics ours).

That is to say, the fire or water that we see is in reality the appearance within the receptacle of
the Form of fire or the Form of water (Zeyl 2009). It has been remarked by Francis Cornford
that Plato’s receptacle is not that ‘out of which’ (ex ou) things are made, but rather that “in
which’ (en 0) qualities appear. It is therefore these qualities, not the receptacle as such, that
constitutes the bodily, to somatoeides (Cornford 1997: 181). Proclus commented on Plato’s
account as follows: ‘Perhaps it is better to say that the term “things that pass in and out” (50c)
is applied not only to the qualities, but also to the forms immersed in matter (ta eidé ta enula);
for these, not the qualities, are likenesses (homoioata) of the intelligible things’ (quoted in
Cornford 1997: 183). The “forms immersed in matter’ is in fact an Aristotelian phrase which
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to Proclus means the copies of the eternal Forms of fire, air, water, and earth. Moreover, the
receptacle does not receive the eternal Forms, but instead receive all the likenesses of the four
primary bodies (Cornford 1997: 183, 184, 186). That Plato’s receptacle of becoming is indeed
the universal Substance (Prakriti) of Indo-European metaphysics is evident when compared
with the following characteristics of Prakriti: ‘it is purely potential and passive, capable of
every kind of determination, but never determining itself’; it is undifferentiated, imperceptible
and undistinguishable, without possessing parts or qualities; and while Prakriti is the root of
all manifestation, it requires the presence of Purusha (i.e. the Demiurge) to realise its
productions (Guénon 1945: 50).

After thus introducing the receptacle, Plato affirms the basics of his ontology: ‘For the
moment, we need to keep in mind three types of things: that which comes to be [i.e. sensible
objects], that in which it comes to be [i.e. the receptacle], and that after which the thing
coming to be is modelled, and which is the source of its coming to be [i.e. intelligible Forms].
It is in fact appropriate to compare the receiving thing to a mother, the source to a father, and
the nature between them to their offspring’ (50c-d). Accordingly, there are three things that
pre-existed the cosmos: the invisible realm of eternal and unchanging being; the sensible
realm of becoming, which is always coming to be and perishing; and space (chora), which
always exists and is indestructible, providing ‘a fixed state for all things that come to be.’
These three realms are apprehended respectively by understanding, by opinion involving
sense perception, and by a kind of *bastard reasoning’, as in a dream (52a-b). In addition to
functioning as ‘mother’ or ‘wetnurse’, the receptacle is depicted here as invisible (anoraton),
shapeless (amorphon), all receptive (pandeches), and “not permitting itself to be destroyed’
(Gerson 2005: 105). The fundamental principles of being, becoming, and space are thus
contrasted by Plato in three respects: the mode of existence they have, the manner in which
they are known, and the relation of Form and of copy to space (Cornford 1997: 193).

It is significant that this section of the Timaeus is linked by the Neoplatonists to a passage in
the Philebus, where Plato declares that everything which now exists in the universe falls into
one of four categories (Gerson 2005: 105). These are (a) the unlimited (apeiron), which
admits of extremes of qualities or magnitudes; (b) the limit (peras), which imposes a
quantitative ratio on the former; (c) the mixture (symmisgomenon) of the previous two,
manifested for example in music and beauty; and (d) the cause of the mixture (tes symmeixeos
ten aitian), which is intellect (nous) (23c-d). This reference to the infinite (or indefinite) is
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related to the concept of the receptacle in the Timaeus (Zeyl 2009). The difference between
the Timaeus and the Philebus lies therein that the former depicts the universe prior to the
imposition of order by the Demiurge, while the latter depicts the world after the work of the
Demiurge is completed (Gerson 2005: 106). It is therefore erroneous to reduce Plato’s
cosmology in the Timaeus to an epistemology, as was done by Donald Zeyl (2009) with his
suggestion that the three principles of being, becoming, and space are the components of
Plato’s analysis and not distinct ingredients.

As far as the crucially important notion of participation is concerned, Plato’s introduction of
the receptacle of becoming represents an advance on the metaphysics of the middle dialogues,
in which the manner in which sensible objects participate in the Forms was largely left
unexplained (Zeyl 2009). This perceived lack of clarity was one of the main grounds on
which Aristotle criticized his Athenian mentor. For instance, in On generation and corruption
the Stagyrite argues: ‘If the Forms are causes, why is their generating activity intermittent
instead of perpetual and continuous — since there always are Participants as well as Forms?’
(Book 11.9, 335b). It is our contention that Plato’s postulation of the receptacle of becoming as
a characterless entity that receives all characters from the Forms readily meets this objection
by his eminent student.

4.5 Antithesis: the role of Necessity

In the next section of the Timaeus, Plato delineates the role of Necessity (anangke; also
translated force or constraint; L&S 58) in the generation of the world. Necessity, which is also
named an errant cause, is associated not with order and intelligibility, but with disorder and
random chance. Both Plato and Aristotle rejected Empedocles’ view of nature as based on
undirected chance and opposed to intelligible purpose (Cornford 1997: 165-166). What Plato
terms Necessity entails the contributing causes (synaitiai or symmetraitiai) that contribute to
the formation of the world by the Demiurge. These include the physical structures necessary
for Intellect to achieve its purposes. The properties of these contributing structures are
unalterable by the Demiurge, thus providing the reason why persuasion by Intellect is
required for creation to take place (Zeyl 2009). Necessity is therefore a second principle
(arche) in the origin of things (48b), in addition to Intellect. This implies that the divine

Intellect is not omnipotent in its creative work, but is constrained by Necessity.

In his final dialogue, the Laws, Plato sketched the prevalence of Necessity in some of the
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Presocratic cosmologies (Cornford 1997: 167). Some asserted that all things come into being
partly by nature (physei), partly by chance (tyché), and partly by art, or skill (techné). They
also claimed that the four elements exist by nature and chance, and bring into being the
celestial bodies. These all move according to their several powers (dynameos), and interact
‘by chance, of necessity’ (kata techne ex anangkes), from the combination of opposites. In
this way is generated the heavens and all that is in them, including the animals and plants and
the four seasons, not owing to intelligence or design, but by “nature and chance’ (physei kai
tyche). This materialistic view was rejected by Plato, who argued that since soul precedes
matter, likewise reason, art and law (nomos) are prior to the pairs of opposites such as
roughness and smoothness, heaviness and lightness (Laws 888e-889c, 892a-c).

Plato’s concept of Necessity should be distinguished from both the notion of natural law
(which is instead related to the work of the Demiurge) and the modern understanding of
necessity as something fixed and unalterable. In the Timaeus, Necessity means the
indeterminate, the inconstant, and the anomalous. In other words, Necessity is a force that is
irregular and unintelligible (Cornford 1997: 171-172). Plato accordingly mentions two types
of causes, ‘distinguishing those which possess understanding and thus fashion what is
beautiful and good, from those which, when deserted by intelligence, produce only haphazard
and disorderly effects every time’ (46e). Moreover, Necessity resides in the properties of the
elements: for example, fire has the characteristic power (dynamis) to produce burning heat.
Since it is constrained by its own nature, Plato calls such causation ‘wandering’, i.e. without
purpose (Cornford 1997: 174). The Demiurge uses these lower, auxiliary causes (synaitia) to

produce the best result possible (46c¢).

By affirming the role of Necessity in the constitution of the cosmos, Plato does not reduce the
body of the universe to mere extension, but admits that it contains active powers that are
independent of the divine Intellect and are always producing undesirable effects. Since all
physical motion proceeds from living soul, these chaotic powers represent an irrational
element in the Word-Soul (Cornford 1997: 176). Therefore, the presence of Necessity in the
cosmos should be recognised as an integral dimension of reality.

4.6 Synthesis: the co-operation of Intellect and Necessity

The third part of the Timaeus is devoted to a discussion of the physical cosmos, which is
presented as the offspring of the union of Intellect and Necessity. Stated the other way round,
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Intellect persuades Necessity to form the initial universe: ‘For the generation of this universe
was a mixed result of the combination of Necessity and Intellect. Intellect overruled Necessity
by persuading her to guide the greatest part of the things that become towards what is best; in
that way and on that principle this universe was fashioned in the beginning by the victory of
reasonable persuasion over Necessity’ (48a; Cornford’s translation). Consequently, “That is
why we must distinguish two forms of cause, the divine and the necessary’ (68e). It is our
contention that Plato’s conception of the physical world as the result of co-operation between
Intellect and Necessity represents an explanatory advance on the cosmology of Genesis in the
Judaic and Christian traditions (‘And God saw that it was all good’), since Nature displays
both design and purpose on the one hand and suffering and waste on the other.

Plato precedes his account of the formation of the physical universe with a vivid description
of the initial chaos out of which the Demiurge creates the cosmos (52d-53c). This pre-existing
chaos is both visible and in disordered motion, as mentioned earlier in the dialogue (30a), and
IS none other than the receptacle of becoming, prior to divine intervention (Zeyl 2009). It
should be noted that the contents of the receptacle do not exist in the form of particles, which
would be to read the atomism of Democritus into Plato (Cornford 1997: 200). This chaotic,
pre-cosmic state consists of dissimilar forces (dunameis) that are constantly acting against
each other, so that the filled space of the receptacle is always unstable (52e). At times the
ongoing agitation in the receptacle produces manifestations appearing to be one of the four
kinds (gene), such as air. In reality, these traces (ichne) of the kinds are products of the
receptacle, acting as a winnowing sieve (plokanon) that separates the heavy from the light
(52e). Therefore, Zeyl (2009) writes, “The result is a pre-cosmic inchoate stratification of
these traces, which anticipates the stratification of the finished universe.’ The task of the
divine Craftsman is thus to transform the inchoate primordial matter from chaos into cosmos
by imposing form onto it (Vlastos 1975: 70). That is to say, instead of creating out of nothing

(ex ouk onton) the Demiurge creates out of formless matter (ex amorphou hylés).

Initially the four ‘kinds’ (Plato prefers this term to ‘elements’) of fire, air, water, and earth are
present in the receptacle, but without proportion and measure. They are ‘thoroughly god-
forsaken’ in their natural condition, and therefore the Demiurge has to give these kinds their
distinctive shapes, by means of forms (eidesi) and numbers (arithmois) (53a-b). In this way,
Lloyd Gerson comments, ‘Plato is in his analysis of the cosmic sensible world separating off
the mathematical contribution of the divinity from the pre-cosmic phenomenal chaos’ (2005:
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240). The initial creative activity of the Demiurge regarding the sensible realm entails the
fashioning of the elements according to specific geometrical figures known as regular solids.
He thus chooses the tetrahedron for fire, the octahedron for air, the icosahedron for water, and
the cube for earth (55e-56a). It should, however, be noted that in the Neoplatonic
understanding the imposition of shapes and numbers by the Demiurge is mythical and not
literal. Nevertheless, these ‘shapes and numbers’ used by the Demiurge to produce the cosmos
out of chaos are the basic intelligible features of the world (Gerson 2005: 129, 219).

Plato further displays his Pythagorean inheritance when he argues that the basic building
blocks of the cosmos are not the four kinds or the four solids, but rather two types of right
triangles out of which the latter are constructed (Ferguson 2011: 133). Thus the faces of the
cube consist of twelve isosceles triangles, while the faces of the tetrahedron, octahedron and
icosahedron consist of equilateral triangles (four, eight and twenty, respectively). For the
cosmos as a whole, the figure of the dodecahedron is selected, since it most closely resembles
the shape of a sphere (55c¢). The dodecahedron consists of twelve pentagons, and together
with the four mentioned figures represent the only regular solids, in which all the edges are
the same length and all the faces are the same shape (Ferguson 2011: 133-134). Plato in all
probability chose these regular solids in order to link the physics with the metaphysics of the
dialogue, since the Forms of the four kinds have no perceptible properties. The Demiurge thus
‘imitates’ the eternal, immaterial and imperceptible nature of the Forms of fire, air, water, and

earth by producing transient, material and perceptible instances of the four kinds (Zeyl 2009).

In his Commentary on Timaeus, Proclus summarises the sequence of cosmic creation as
follows. First the body of the universe is constructed ‘through being carved up by forms and
demiurgic sectionings and divine numbers.” The soul of the universe is then produced by the
Demiurge and filled with harmonic reason-principles (logoi) and divine, creative symbols.
Finally, Proclus adds, ‘the whole Living Being is woven together in accordance with the
unified plan of the universe present in the intelligible realm’ (quoted in Dillon and Gerson
2004: 335). Parts such as individual souls are settled within the whole and become embedded
in the universe, and mortal beings are made by the agency of the heavenly gods (Dillon and
Gerson 2004: 336).

The next section of the Timeaus depicts the constitution of the human being and the causal
principles of its being (69c-76e). In Book 1V of the Republic Plato introduced the various
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elements, or parts, of the individual soul: the highest is reason, the lowest is appetite, and in
between is thymos. The latter term is translated as any vehement passion, anger, or wrath, and
in the good sense as spirit or courage (L&S 323). Now, in the Timaeus, Plato depicts the
creation of the soul’s elements, as at least being “a likely account’ (72d). The highest element,
reason, is the immortal part of the soul and is therefore situated in the head, which is ‘the most
divine part of us, and the master of all our other parts’ (44d). Following the example of the
Demiurge in his construction of the universe (i.e. combining the immortal with the mortal),
the gods encased the immortal (i.e. rational) soul within the human head and gave it the entire
body as its vehicle. Within the body they then built another kind of soul, namely a mortal one
which comprises pleasure, pain, courage, fear, anger, expectation, lust, and unreasoning sense-
perception. The spirited part of the mortal soul was placed in the top third of the torso
between the midriff and the neck, in order to be closer to the head and the dictates of reason.
Finally, the appetitive part of the soul was placed in the middle part of the torso, between the

midriff and the navel, being unamenable to reason (69c-d, 70a, 70d-¢, 71a).

As reflection of the intelligible and sensible realms of the cosmos, Plato thus conceived of the
human being as consisting of two main components that differ essentially. On the one hand,
there is the soul which participates in the realm of Ideas, and which is immortal and the bearer
of Intellect. On the other hand, there is the body which is part of the sensible world, and
which is mortal and represents the principle of Necessity in the human being (Dreyer
1975:102). This anthropology of Plato would exercise immense influence on Christian
thought, in both the Greek and Latin traditions.

Following the creation of the human being, Plato discusses its relation with the plant kingdom
(77a-b): “They [i.e. the gods] made another mixture and caused another nature to grow, one
congenial to our human nature though endowed with other features and other sensations, so as
to be a different living thing. These are now cultivated trees, plants and seeds, taught by the
art of agriculture to be domesticated for our use. But at first the only kinds there were were
wild ones, older than our cultivated kinds. We may call these plants “living things” (zoa) on
the ground that anything that partakes of life has an incontestable right to be called a “living
thing.”” Plato is here arguing that since plants have life they ought to be called living things,

even though they are not animals (Zeyl 1997: 1277).

Plato relegated human sexual differentiation and the creation of the lower animals to the final
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paragraphs of the Timaeus. Plato’s motive for doing so is his odd belief that women and
animals such as birds, terrestrial animals and aquatic animals serve as bearers for the souls of
men who have failed to live a virtuous life during their initial incarnation (90e, 91a, 91d-e,
92b). Of far more interest to us is the final sentence of the dialogue’s penultimate paragraph:
“Thus, both then and now, living creatures keep passing into one another in all these ways, as
they undergo transformation by the loss or by the gain of reason and unreason’ (92b-c;
translation in Theodossiou et al 2011: 96). When this statement is viewed together with the
earlier passage on the creation of plants (77a-b), Plato seems to conclude that there is no
essential difference among the three main categories of living creatures, namely humans,
animals, and plants. This appreciative stance towards our non-human relatives is reflected in
the dialogue Statesman, where Socrates’ visitor declares that there are two classes of living
creatures, namely human and animal (263c; Theodossiou et al 2011: 96).

According to Proclus, in the final section of the dialogue (76e-92c) Plato aligns his concerns
with those of other natural philosophers — that is, the Presocratics (Dillon and Gerson 2004:
337). As a matter of fact, the author of the Timaeus incorporates insights from several of the
most important Presocratics, especially Pythagoras, Heraclitus, Parmenides, and Empedocles,
while modifying their teachings according to his theistic cosmology (Cornford 1997: 57). He
thus employs the four-fold scheme of the elements first postulated by Empedocles, but re-
interprets it in terms of mathematical objects. Continuing the Pythagorean teaching, Plato
argued that the lonian elements are generated from geometrical figures that are elemental,
with even these being reducible to numbers (Cornford 1997: 162). Therefore, while agreeing
with the Pythagoreans that the physical universe was fundamentally mathematical, Plato
based his system in the Timaeus on geometrical figures (Cohen 2006). This preference was
also displayed on the sign above the entrance to Plato’s Academy: ‘Let none ignorant of
geometry enter here’ (Lundy 2010: 63). In other words, the cosmogonic sequence entails a

movement from the Forms through geometrical figures into physical bodies.

Plato concludes the Timaeus with an eulogy to the created order: ‘And so now we may say
that our account of the universe has reached its conclusion. This world of ours has received
and teems with living things, mortal and immortal. A visible living thing containing visible
ones, perceptible god, image of the intelligible Living Thing, its grandness, goodness, beauty
and perfection are unexcelled. Our one universe, indeed the only one of its kind, has come to
be’ (92c¢). As commented by Proclus, the dialogue mingles the demonstrative and the
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dogmatic characters. This is done so that we can comprehend natural phenomena from both
the physical and theological points of view, ‘in imitation of the nature of which it presents a
study’ (quoted in Dillon and Gerson 2004: 339). Indeed, in the Platonic tradition there is no
question of a separation of the physical from the metaphysical — a conviction that is sadly

lacking in much of the modern scientific enterprise.

4.7 Conclusion

Although Plato has for centuries been recognised as the father of Western philosophy;, to the
extent that Alfred Whitehead famously described the whole course of European philosophy as
a series of footnotes to Plato, he simultaneously preserved the Indo-European tradition of
religious philosophy, which naturally includes the Presocratic cosmology. It has been
remarked, for example, that much of Plato could be viewed as a series of comments on
Parmenides (Blackburn 2008: 268). The Athenian thinker also continued the Pythagorean
themes of the mathematical structure of the world and the immortality of the soul. In fact, for
centuries after his death Plato was viewed as a Pythagorean, with no attempt made (except for
Avristotle) to distinguish between Platonism and Pythagoreanism (Ferguson 2011: 159). It was
further asserted by Francis Cornford that the theory of Forms and the notion of the
immortality of the soul constitutes the “twin pillars’ of Platonism. However, Lloyd Gerson
correctly cautions, the latter should not be confused with the concept of personal immortality

as is found in some religions (2005: 289).

The combined legacy of Pythagoras and Plato has from the outset been as much theological as
it is philosophical, as much soteriological as it is epistemological, as much mystical as it is
ethical. This ultimately theocentric approach has been vividly described by Algis Uzdavinys:
“The ultimate goal of Pythagorean and Platonic philosophy was assimilation to God through
the cultivation of truth and virtue. It meant a return to the first principles reached through
philosophical education (paideia) and recollection (anamnesis), scientific investigation,
contemplation, and liturgy (or theurgic ascent), based on the ineffable symbols and
sacramental rites. By this philosophical practice the initiate student was transformed into a
saintly and divine man (theios aner)’ (2004: xxvi). That Platonism is a religious philosophy of

the most exalted order is abundantly evident.
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5: Aristotle

5.1 Introduction
Born in the Greek town of Stagira,*’ Aristotle (384-322 B.C.) was attached to Plato’s

Academy in Athens for a period of around twenty years, from 367 until 347 B.C. After the
death of his illustrious mentor, Aristotle left Athens and served for several years as tutor to the
youthful Macedonian prince who was destined to achieve lasting fame as Alexander the
Great. Aristotle returned to Athens in 335 B.C. and founded his own school, the Lyceum, in a
grove dedicated to Apollo Lyceus. When Alexander died in 325 B.C., Aristotle left Athens for
the second and last time. Together with Plato, Aristotle is recognised as the most influential of
all Western philosophers (Blackburn 2008: 23).

Not long after Athens was captured by the Romans in 87 B.C. the extant writings of Aristotle
were brought to Rome. In the new imperial capital these works were edited, organised and
published by Andronicus of Rhodes, who thereby initiated the “Aristotelian renaissance’ of the
first century B.C. (Moraux 1973: 45). Aristotle divided the sciences into three distinct types:
theoretical, practical, and productive sciences, of which only the first is relevant to our thesis.
In their turn the theoretical sciences are subdivided into theology (or metaphysics), physics,
and mathematics — dealing with substances unconnected with matter, natural bodies, and
numbers and spatial figures, respectively (Metaphysics VV1.1025b-1026a; Ross 1995: 65).
Mathematics is the science dealing with quantity (to poson), or that which is divisible
(diaireton) — the latter being either discrete or continuous. While arithmetic deals with
discrete quantities, i.e. numbers (arithmoi), geometry deals with continuous quantities, i.e.
magnitudes (megethé) (Categories 4b-5a; Gerson 2005: 233-234). For Aristotle theology is
the first and highest science, since it ‘deals with things which both exist separately and are
immovable’ — that is, the realm of the divine (Metaphysics VV1.1026a). We will first survey
relevant aspects of Aristotle’s physics and metaphysics, followed by a delineation of his bio-

philosophy, and culminating in a discussion of his teleology.

5.2 Physics and metaphysics

Aristotle’s works dealing with the physical world are the Physics, On the Heavens, On

Generation and Corruption, and Meteorology. The treatises comprising his Metaphysics are

7" Also rendered as Stagyra — hence the customary referral to Aristotle as the Stagyrite.
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titled in Greek ta meta ta physika, which means ‘after the physics’, since it follows upon
Aristotle’s writings on natural phenomena. Metaphysics is postulated as the first science, or
first philosophy (prote philosophia): its object of study is being as such and the attributes
which belong to being (1V.1003a; Dreyer 1975: 128-129). It is noteworthy that although
highly critical of Hellenic thinkers from Plato onwards, Martin Heidegger suggested that
Aristotle preserved an echo of the original Hellenic conception of Being in this seminal work.
In his Introduction to Metaphysics the German philosopher approvingly quotes the following
extract from the Metaphysics (1V.1003a): ‘“Now since we are seeking the principles and the
highest causes [or grounds], it is clear that these must belong to some nature (physis) in virtue
of itself. If, then, those who were seeking the elements of beings [ton onton] were also
seeking these principles, these elements too must be elements of being [tou ontos], not
accidentally, but as being. Accordingly, it is of being as being that we, too, must find the first
causes’ (2000: 17). Aristotle’s metaphysics is evidently grounded in ontology, as was the case
with Parmenides and Plato among his predecessors.

Aristotle postulated ten categories which are incomposite, namely substance, quantity, quality,
relation, place, time, position, state, action, and affection (Categories 4.1b). The kinds of
essential being (ousia) are precisely those indicated by the categories, so that there are ten
senses of being (Metaphysics V.1017a). This statement by Aristotle is related by Thomas
Agquinas to the word essence (esse) as the Latin equivalent of ousia, denoting ‘that which
makes something what it is.” Thomas adds that this conception of essence is the same as form,
which the Islamic scholar Ibn Sina explains as that which gives a thing its stable identity. In
composite substances the essence is expressed by a composite of matter and form, and not by
either of the two as such (On Being and Essence; McDermott 1993: 91-94).

It has been remarked by René Guénon that Aristotle’s categories apply only to our world and
its conditions, so that ‘quality” appears as the correlative of ‘quantity.” The Scholastic ‘form’ is
thus the equivalent of the Aristotelian eidos, although the latter term also signifies ‘species’,
thereby denoting the essence that is common to an indefinite number of individuals. Therefore
the specific nature of a thing is purely qualitative, since it is not affected by quantity (Guénon
1995: 22). That is to say, for both the Hellenic philosophers and the Scholastic theologians,
form is the qualitative seal imprinted on matter by the unique essence of a being or a thing.
This is the notion of hylomorphism (i.e. the conjunction of matter and form in all existing
things), in terms of which multiplicity and quantity exist only at the level of ‘material’
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reflections of the archetype, or form (Burckhardt 1974: 129, 141). The relation between
quality, form and matter has been perceptively related to the beauty of flowers by Lord
Northbourne. Remarking that the ephemeral nature of flowers is counterbalanced by their
rhythmic renewal, the British traditionalist writes: “This year’s dog-rose is not the same as last
year’s, but its beauty is the same; the quality is eternal, only its manifestation in a material
form is ephemeral’ (Northbourne 1995: 104-105).

5.2.1 Natural and artificial

To begin with, a distinction is made by Aristotle between things which exist by nature from
those which do not. As explained in the Physics, ‘Of things that exist, some exist by nature,
some from other causes. ‘By nature’ the animals and their parts consist, and the plants and the
simple bodies (earth, fire, air, water)... Each of them has within itself a principle of motion
and of stationariness (in respect of place, or of growth and decrease, or by way of alteration’
(11.192b). In the case of artificial things, on the other hand, ‘None of them has in itself the
source of its own production’ (11.192b). In other words, while natural things have an internal
principle of motion (and rest), artificial things such as houses are produced by an external
principle. Aristotle adds that each natural thing is a substance, “for it is a subject, and nature
always implies a subject in which it inheres’ (Physics, I, 192b). When speaking of ‘nature’, it
could refer to either ‘the immediate material substratum of things which have in themselves a
principle of motion or change’, or ‘the shape or form which is specified in the definition of
the thing’ (193a). However, while “nature’ entails both matter and form, priority is given to
form: “The form indeed is “nature” rather than the matter; for a thing is more properly said to

be what is is when it has attained to fulfilment than when it exists potentially’ (193b).

For Aristotle both natural and artificial things are compounds of matter (hylé) and form
(morphe). In other words, they are hylomorphic compounds. There is, however, a significant
qualification in this regard: whereas the form of artificial products is represented by their
shape or structure, in the case of living beings it is the soul that constitutes the form. And
since for Aristotle form is more important than matter in the composition of things, living
beings can survive changes in their material bodies, but if the soul is changed (as at death) the
being ceases to exist (Reeve 2001: xvi). The distinction between natural and artificial things is
further explained by Aristotle in terms of movement and necessity. Physical nature moves by
necessity, for example a growing tree. Artificial things, for example sculptures, entail
movement but not necessity, and are thus not part of nature (Dreyer 1975: 138). Within
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natural things a further distinction is made by Aristotle: ‘Of things constituted by nature some
are ungenerated, imperishable, and eternal, while others are subject to generation and decay.
The former are excellent beyond compare and divine, but less accessible to knowledge’ (Parts
of Animals 1.644b). These realms pertain to the celestial and the terrestrial respectively, being

the main division in Aristotle’s cosmology.

5.2.2 Substance
Avristotle conceives of substance (ousia; also rendered the ‘being’ or ‘essence’ of a thing; L&S

507) as the primary category of reality. It is defined as follows: ‘Substance, in the truest and
primary and most definite sense of the word, is that which is neither predicable of a subject
nor present in a subject; for instance, the individual man or horse. But in a secondary sense
those things are called substances within which, as species, the primary substances are
included; also those which, as genera, include the species. For instance, the individual man is
included in the species “man”, and the genus to which the species belongs is “animal”; these,
therefore —that is to say, the species “man” and the genus “animal” — are termed secondary
substances’ (Categories 5.2a). The scope of the concept ‘substance’ is elaborated in the
Metaphysics: ‘Substance is thought to belong most obviously to bodies; and so we say that
not only animals and plants and their parts are substances, but also natural bodies such as fire
and water and earth and everything of the sort, and all things that are either parts of these or
composed of these (either of parts or of the whole bodies), e.g. the physical universe and its
parts, stars and moon and the sun’ (V11.1028b). All things that exist in the physical sense are

evidently viewed as substances.

Regarding the primary sense of substance, we read in the Categories: ‘All substance appears
to signify that which is individual’ (5.3b). That is to say, substance is understood primarily as
individually existing reality (Dreyer 1975: 130). While substance in the primary sense of the
word refers to an individual man or horse, substance in the secondary sense refers to the
species (which includes primary substance) and the genus (which includes the species). In
addition, primary substances are called that on account of being entities which underlie
everything else. Of secondary substances, the species is more truly substance than the genus,
since it is more closely related to primary substance. Moreover, Aristotle reasoned, species
and genus do not merely indicate quality, for example the term “‘white’ — rather they determine
quality with reference to substance (Categories 5.2b; 5.3Db).
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Avristotle does not view substance as immutable. In the Categories he argues that while
substance remains numerically one and the same, it is capable of admitting contrary qualities
at different times, such as hot and cold. This capacity for change is due to the modification
taking place within substance itself (5.4a-b). However, although substance admits of
modification, it is incapable of movement: ‘In respect of substance there is no motion,

because substance has no contrary among things that are’ (Physics V.225b).

Aristotle’s notion of substance may be analysed from two perspectives: form and matter, and
potency and actuality (Dreyer 1975: 130). The former also pertains to the mathematical level,
since both number and magnitude consist of form and matter. In the case of number, its matter
consists of its units and its form is the precise number that it is. In the case of a magnitude
such as a triangle, its matter is its three straight lines, while their position as sides in a plane
and the angularity of these sides represent the form of the triangle (Metaphysics XI111.1084b;
Gerson 2005: 234).

5.2.3 Form and matter

From a static perspective, each substance consists of form (eidos) and matter (hylé). In the
Metaphysics Aristotle illustrates his argument by means of a bronze statue: the matter is the
bronze, the form is the shape or pattern, and the concrete whole (i.e. substance) is the statue.
However, the form is prior both to the matter and the compound (V11.1029a). This affirmation
by Aristotle that the form of sensible composites has more being than the matter or the
composite itself is harmonious with Plato’s notion that eternal substances have ‘more being’
(mallon onta) than sensible substances, as is referred to in the Metaphysics (\V11.1028b;
Gerson 2005: 195). It has been remarked by Thomas Aquinas, the leading Aristotelian
commentator in the Latin Christian tradition, that composite substances realise essence in a
third way, after those of God and the intelligences. Consisting of matter and form, composite
things acquire their existence from another and their nature from demarcated material. Thus
they are limited both above and below, in contrast to intellectual substances which are limited
above but unlimited below (On Being and Essence; McDermott 1993: 109).

Matter is defined by Aristotle as ‘the primary substratum (to proton hypokeimenon) of each
thing, from which it comes to be without qualification, and which persists in the result’
(Physics 1.192a). In the same passage it is stated that form cannot desire itself since it is
without defect, but matter desires form, as the female desires the male and the ugly desires the
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beautiful. Elsewhere Aristotle reasons that both natural and artificial things have matter,
which possesses the capacity of both being and not-being. While natural things are produced
by their formal nature, artificial things proceed from the form which is present in the soul of
the artist (Metaphysics V11.1032a-b).

The Aristotelian notion of primary matter (hylé) was embroidered by Thomas Aquinas.
Primary matter does not pertain to the bronze of a statue, for example, since the bronze is
already formed matter. Instead, Thomas argues, only material subject to form but having no
particular form can be called primary matter. Therefore, since we know and define things by
their forms, primary matter cannot be known or defined except by way of analogy. Another
implication hereof is that nothing actually existing can be called primary matter (On the
Principles of Nature; McDermott 1993: 70-71). Aristotle employs both of the terms morphé
and eidos to signify form, but generally morphé indicates sensible shape and eidos intelligible
structure. Further terms used as synonyms for eidos are logos, the formula or definition, and
to ti én einal, literally “‘the what it was to be so and so’, that is to say the essence (Ross 1995:
76). Evidently for Aristotle the term eidos indicates the Platonic Form, albeit always viewed

in conjunction with matter.

While matter expresses individuality, form expresses generality for Aristotle. It therefore
determines the essence (ousia) of a thing (Dreyer 1975: 131). Or as affirmed by Boethius, it is
by its form that a thing is known, ‘form being like a light by which we know what that thing
is’ (De Unitate et Uno; quoted in Burckhardt 1974: 135). Aristotle viewed matter without
form as indescribable, since only form provides differentiation in substance (Blackburn 2008:
225). That is to say, matter is a relative term, and to each form there corresponds a special
matter (Physics 11.194b). Thus in nature, the elements are matter relative to their simple
compounds, namely tissues; the tissues are matter relative to the organs; and the organs are
matter relative to the living body (Ross 1995: 76).

The Aristotelian hierarchy of forms in nature is related by Thomas Aquinas to the activities
peculiar to those forms. Firstly, the activities of elemental forms (which are the closest to
matter) do not transcend the physico-chemical level. Next come the forms of compounds,
which in addition to elemental activities display behaviour specific to their own natures, such
as the magnetic properties of iron. On the next level we find the souls of plants, which are
also capable of moving themselves. Above them are the souls of lower animals, which possess
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not only self-movement but also knowledge, albeit of a material kind for which they require
bodily organs. On the highest level (Thomas limits this discussion to the human soul) there
are the life-principles of human beings, which resemble the higher substances in their capacity
for understanding also immaterial things. However, Thomas argues, human souls acquire
immaterial, intellectual knowledge from the knowledge of material things through the senses,
and therefore the human soul has to be united with a body in order to have a complete specific
nature (Quaestio Disputata de Anima, 1; McDermott 1993: 188-190).

Avristotle’s notion of the relation between form and matter is problematic from a Platonic
viewpoint. Since formless matter cannot have its origin or principle in the Divine, which is
conceived by Aristotle as perfection of form, it must be pre-existent and non-divine. Further,
since what possesses form possesses reality, formless matter is unreal. In this way, Philip
Sherrard contends, an absolute dualism is established by Aristotle between form and formless
matter, with no principle recognised as embracing both (2002: 7). However, the divergence
between Plato and Aristotle in this regard could be attributed to their metaphysical points of
departure, namely the world of Forms and the world of concrete things, respectively. Thus
Plato emphasises the participation (methexis) of sensible things in the Forms, whereas
Avristotle focuses on the self-appearance of substance (ousia). Yet in the final analysis
Aristotle agrees with his teacher that sense-perception has to be transcended by thought in
order to grasp the full substance of reality (Goosen 2007: 201-202).

One of Aristotle’s criticisms of the Platonic theory of Forms pivots on the relationship
between individuality and universality. For instance, in the Metaphysics it is argued, ‘If they
[the Forms] are universal, they will not be substances; for everything that is common indicates
not a “this” but a “such”, but substance is a “this”... If, then, the principles are universals,
these results follow; if they are not universals but of the nature of individuals, they will not be
knowable; for the knowledge of anything is universal’ (111.1003a). Later in the same work
Avristotle adds another objection: ‘Further, that which is one cannot be in many places at the
same time, but that which is common is present in many places at the same time; so that
clearly no universal exists apart from its individuals. But those who say the Forms exist, in
one respect are right, in giving the Forms separate existence, if they are substances; but in
another respect they are not right, because they say the one over the many is a Form’
(V11.1040b). In this way, ‘they at the same time make the Ideas universal and again treat them
as separable and as individuals’ (XI11.1086a). With these arguments Aristotle presented a
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dilemma to the Platonists, as remarked by Lloyd Gerson: ‘If they wish to insist that the Form
IS a separate individual, then they must give up the primary function of a Form which is to be
a one-over-many. If, on the other hand, they wish to maintain this function, then they can no
longer insist that the Form must be a separate individual’ (2005: 221).

However, it is our contention that the Sholastic reading of Aristotle’s ontology is eminently
compatible with Plato’s theory of Forms. In his discussion of the diversity of essence in God,
intelligences, and material things, Thomas Aquinas writes that (created) intellectual
substances (i.e. intelligences), although having an immaterial essence, do not have a stand-
alone existence (as God has) but an acquired existence. Aristotle described intelligences as
unlimited below but limited above; as explained by Thomas, the intellectual substances are
‘limited in existence which they acquire from above, but unlimited below since their forms
are not limited to what some acquiring material can take on’ (On Being and Essence;
McDermott 1993: 107). This notion of the intelligible realm is similar to Plato’s conception of
the Forms as acquiring their existence from above (i.e. the Good), while being unlimited in
their effects on the sensible world below.

Furthermore, in the Neoplatonic understanding Aristotle did not reject the notion of
paradigmatic causality, that is to say the generative role of the Forms. We find Simplicius, for
example, reasoning as follows: ‘I think that it is possible to use Aristotle’s assumptions
(hypothesesi) to show that the causes of [enmattered] forms are distinct (diorismena) from
them and are paradigms of them. We say that the natural things exist as a result of the
participation of matter and form, with the matter participating in the form according to an
internal participation (kata ten en auté methezin)’ (quoted in Gerson 2005: 119).

The abstraction of Forms from sensible objects constitutes Aristotle’s notion of universals
(Sherrard 2002: 9). Commenting on Aristotle’s abstracting of forms from their material
conditions (since in conjunction with matter the forms are not understandable), Thomas
Aquinas contends that this is why we have to acknowledge the existence of an agent mind
(Summa Theologiae, 1a79; McDermott 1993: 146-147).*® Whereas for Plato the universals
(i.e. the Forms) exist independently of things, for Aristotle the universals exist in things but
not independently of them (Blackburn 2008: 374). Therefore for Aristotle knowledge of

8 That is to say, Mind as efficient cause.
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universals is viewed as the most complete knowledge humankind can have of the Divine,
being free from all matter. Accordingly, as argued by Sherrard, for Aristotle ‘the more
rationality an object possesses, the greater is its degree of reality, and hence its value, and this
whether the object in question is an institution, a work of art, or the conduct of human life;
and, of course, the converse is true as well’ (2002: 9). In other words, speaking grosso modo,
Aristotle equated the rational with being and by implication the irrational with non-being.

Nevertheless, to associate Aristotle with rationalism as the latter has been understood since
the ‘Cartesian revolution” would be erroneous. On the one hand it should be admitted that
whereas Plato expressed sacred truths in discursive rather than intuitive language, Aristotle
strove to provide rational bases for the truth itself. On the other hand, the rationality of
Aristotle is grounded in metaphysical certitude, and thus tends upwards and not downwards as
was the case with the Sophists and Atomists, for instance (Schuon 1984: 64, 66). As a result,
certain basic ideas in Aristotle, such as the distinction between matter and form, are derived
from a supra-rational knowledge which is timeless. In the words of Jacob Burckhardt,
‘Aristotle translates this wisdom into a homogeneous dialectic. His dialectic is valid because
the law inherent in thought reflects in its own way the law of existence. At the same time he
demonstrates reality only in such measure as it is able to be logically determined. Plato and
Plotinus go much further; they reach beyond the “objectivized” cosmology of Aristotle,
restoring to symbolism all its suprarational significance’ (1974: 123).

Aristotle’s refusal to divorce the physical from the metaphysical is evident from the opening
sentence of On the Heavens, where he declares that the science of nature concerns itself with
bodies and magnitudes, their properties and movements, and their principles. He adds: ‘For of
things constituted by nature some are bodies and magnitudes, some possess body and
magnitude, and some are principles of things which possess these’ (1.268a). Therefore natural
science deals not only with the elements, but also with animate things such as plants and
animals, and their principles such as matter, form, movement, and soul (Stocks 2001: 398).

5.2.4 Potency and actuality

From a dynamic perspective, each substance consists of potency and actuality. The terms
potency and potentiality are derived from the Latin posse, ‘to be able’, from which also
derives possibilis. Accordingly, to be potent means to be rich in possibilities (Schuon 1982:

43). The Greek term dynamis primarily means power, and Aristotle distinguishes two senses



98

thereof in the Metaphysics: the power to produce change in something else (\V111.1046a); and
the potentiality in a thing to pass from one state into another, such as a statue out of wood
(VI111.1048a). For Aristotle actuality is prior to potentiality, both logically and in reality; that is
to say, in all substance the potential is rooted in the actual (Ross 1995: 183). Or, as lucidly
stated by Thomas Aquinas, ‘Some things are, while some things can be, but aren’t. We say
that what can be exists potentially, and what already is exists actually’ (On the Principles of
Nature; McDermott 1993: 67).

Avristotle credits Anaxagoras (with his notion of mind) and Empedocles (with his doctrine of
love and strife) among his predecessors for recognising the priority of actuality over potency
(Metaphysics X11.1072a). The priority of the actual over the potential exists in various senses,
namely formula, time, and substantiality. Thus, ‘from the potentially existing the actually
existing is always produced by an actually existing thing, e.g. man from man’ (Metaphysics
1X.1049b). The priority of actuality over potency also harbours teleological implications,
Avristotle adds, ‘because the things that are posterior in becoming are prior in form and
substantiality (e.g. man is prior to boy and human being to seed; for the one already has its
form, while the other has not), and because everything that comes to be moves towards a
principle, i.e. an end (for that for the sake of which a thing is, is its principle, and the
becoming is for the sake of the end), and the actuality is the end, and it is for the sake of this
that the potency is acquired. For animals do not see in order that they might have sight, but
they have sight that they may see’ (1X.1050a; italics ours).

The priority of actuality over potentiality in substance is further argued by Aristotle with
reference to eternal things: “for eternal things are prior in substance to perishable things, and
no eternal thing exists potentially... Nothing, then, which is in the full sense imperishable is in
the full sense potentially existent; all imperishable things, then, exists actually’ (Metaphysics
IX.1050b). In the same passage it is added that the impossibility of potential existence applies
likewise to anything which is of necessity and to eternal motion, if such exists. ‘Obviously,
then,” Aristotle concludes, ‘actuality is prior both to potency and to every principle of change’
(1X.1051a). Nonetheless, we contend that the priority of the actual over the potential does not
limit the latter in any way. As stated in theistic terms by Lord Northbourne, ‘The power of

God, as our text™? states so clearly, comprehends all possibility, and all possibility is infinitely

9 |.e. the Biblical statement that with God all things are possible (Mark 10:27).
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more than all actuality; and we can never perceive more than a small fraction even of
actuality, let alone of possibility’ (1995: 113).

Matter is associated with potency and form with actuality, as Aristotle states in the
Metaphysics: ‘Further, matter exists in a potential state, just because it may come to its form;
and when it exists actually, then it is its form’ (1X.1050a). Thomas Aquinas comments that
anything potential can be called material, while anything that gives existence can be called
form. And since forms make things actual, forms are called actualisations or acts. Matter can
never exist by itself (i.e. devoid of form), which is to say that matter by itself never exists
actually but only potentially (On the Principles of Nature; McDermott 1993: 68, 71).
Therefore, since matter is identified with potency and form with actuality, to actualise a
possibility is the same as to give form to matter. A particular matter only contains certain
possibilities, and therefore matter depends on form for its realisation (Dreyer 1975: 133). The
Avristotelian notion of the interaction between potency and actuality has also been stated as
follows: when a being has exceeded its state of potentiality and attained to its highest goal,
namely pure actuality, it can be viewed as a fully realised being (Goosen 2007: 202-203).

Important terms for Aristotle with respect to actuality are energeia and entelechia. The former
means an action, operation, or energy (L&S 224). The term energeia was created by Aristotle,
based on his conception of the sciences, philosophy, and the world of phenomena as being
interdependent (Theodossiou et al 2011: 96). To be more precise, ‘The term hé energeia was
invented by Aristotle to indicate a sort of kinésis that is without imperfection, that is, potency’
(Gerson 2005: 217). The noun entelechia appears to be a composition of the adjective enteles
(i.e. complete, entire, or perfect; L&S 228) and the verb echein (to have), thus meaning the
attainment of completion or perfection. Therefore, entelechia entails the completed reality of
substance (O’Rourke 2004: 13). Since purpose is essential to form in the Aristotelian
conception, reality entails the attainment of purpose. This attribution of purpose to substantial
reality reflects Aristotle’s teleological vision, which will be outlined later in this chapter.

5.2.5 Causality
Regarding causality, Aristotle affirms his Platonic inheritance in the Metaphysics: ‘But

evidently there is a first principle, and the causes of things are neither an infinite series nor
infinitely various in kind’ (11.994a; Gerson 2005: 187). All existing things come into being
through the interaction between specific causes, of which four kinds are distinguished. They
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are known as material, formal, efficient, and final causes, although Aristotle himself did not
employ these terms. The kinds of causes are as follows: (a) the material cause is the immanent
material out of which a thing comes to be and which persists; (b) the formal cause is the form,
pattern or archetype, i.e. the definition of the essence and the parts in the definition; (c) the
efficient cause is the primary source of the change or coming to rest; and (d) the final cause is
the end or aim for the sake of which a thing is (Physics 11.194b; Metaphysics V.1013a).

For Aristotle all causes could be either potential or actual. While actual causes cease to exist
simultaneously with their effects, in the case of potential causes (e.g. house and builder) this
is not always true. Aristotle insists that in investigating the cause(s) of each thing it is
necessary to seek what is the most precise, as should indeed be the case in all things.
Moreover, generic effects should be assigned to generic causes and particular effects to
particular causes (Physics 11.195b). That is to say, effects must have causes proportionate to
them, as commented by Thomas Aquinas (McDermott 1993: 279). The Aristotelian notion of
causality was related by Aquinas to the originative principles in nature. Nature has three
principles, namely matter, form, and lack of form, but these are not enough for generation to
occur. What exists potentially cannot bring itself to actualization; in other words, form cannot
draw itself out of potentiality into actuality. For example, copper is potentially a statue, but it
needs a craftsman to draw it into actuality. Therefore, in addition to form and matter an active
principle is required, which is called the efficient cause or mover or agent. Finally, there must
be a fourth thing towards which the agent tends, namely the goal (i.e. purpose). Thomas
emphasises that every agent, whether it acts by nature or by will, tends towards a goal, even if
it is unaware of its goal. The four causes are therefore material, efficient, formal, and final
(On the Principles of Nature; McDermott 1993: 71-72).

It has been remarked by some commentators that not all existing things are caused by one or
more of Aristotle’s four causes. For example, an event such as a flash of lightning is caused
but not made of material, is not made according to a blueprint, is not the result of (intelligent)
agency, and is apparently without purpose (Blackburn 2008: 57). However, we contend that a
flash of lightning is precisely an event and not an object, whether natural or artificial, and
therefore this recognition does not invalidate the Aristotelian scheme of causality.

Regarding priority among the four causes, Thomas Aquinas relates it to his distinction
between the temporal process of generation and the completeness of being. He writes, ‘But
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though unachieved potential precedes actual achievement in things that are generated...
nevertheless, simply speaking, achieved actuality comes first, for the actual actualizes the
potential and the achieved brings the unachieved to achievement.” Accordingly, matter
precedes form in the temporal process of generation, but form precedes matter in
achievement, since matter is incomplete without form. Likewise, agency precedes goal (or
purpose) in the temporal process of generation, but purpose precedes agency in completeness
of being, since the agent’s activity fulfils itself in the goal. That is to say, matter and agent are
prior in the temporal process of generation, while form and goal are prior in regard to
achievement (On the Principles of Nature; McDermott 1993: 75-76).

For Aristotle each of the four causes could be the proximate cause or the distant cause of a
thing. In addition, the causes are seen as conditions that are necessary but not separately
sufficient to account for the existence of a thing. In general, therefore, all four causes are
required to produce any effect (Ross 1995: 75). Thomas Aquinas comments that three of the
causes can coincide, namely form, goal, and agent. For example, when fire produces fire, then
fire is the agent (or producer), the form that realises the potentiality, and the goal towards
which the agent tends to fulfil its activity. Matter, in contrast, can never coincide with other
causes, since it exists potentially whereas other causes exists actually. In other words, matter
is unachieved whereas other causes are achieved, and the achieved and unachieved cannot
coincide (On the Principles of Nature; McDermott 1993: 76-77).

5.2.6 Chance and necessity

In the Physics the phenomena of chance and spontaneity are discussed by Aristotle, in so far
as they also act as causes of things coming to be. He builds herein on Plato’s discussion
thereof in the Laws, as noted by the Neoplatonist commentator Simplicius (Gerson 2005:
127). Aristotle reasons that in addition to things that always or mostly come to be in the same
way, there is a third class of events that occur due to chance and spontaneity (Physics
11.196b). The causal role of chance and spontaneity is stated as follows: ‘It is clear then that
chance is an incidental cause in the sphere of those actions for the sake of something which
involve purpose. Intelligent reflection, then, and chance are in the same sphere, for purpose
implies intelligent reflection’; and further, ‘Both are then, as | have said, incidental causes —
both chance and spontaneity — in the sphere of things which are capable of coming to pass not
necessarily, nor normally, and with reference to such of these as might come to pass for the
sake of something’ (11.1974a; italics ours). In addition, ‘Both belong to the mode of causation
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“source of change”, for either some natural or some intelligent agent is always the cause; but
in this sort of causation the number of possible causes is infinite’ (11.198a). Aristotle then
displays his teleological proclivity by concluding, ‘Spontaneity and chance, therefore, are
posterior to intelligence and nature’ (11.198a). This reasoning implies that chance events are
not anti-teleological in nature, but rather act as incidental causes in the attainment of purpose.

In his commentary on Aristotle’s On Interpretation, Thomas Aquinas argues that the notion of
incidental causes served to rebut the Stoic view of fate as a chain of causes. In terms of the
latter, everything that happens has a cause and each cause must produce an effect. Therefore,
the Stoics believed, everything happens as it must. Against this causal determinism, as it were,
Aristotle reasoned that not everything has a cause, but only what exists in its own right.
Moreover, what exists incidentally has no cause, so that Aristotle agrees with Plato (in the
Sophist) that it should count as not existing (McDermott 1993: 278). The role of chance in
natural processes is explained by Aristotle in On Generation and Corruption: ‘For the things
which come-to-be by natural processes all exhibit, in their coming-to-be, a uniformity either
absolute or highly regular: while any exceptions — any results which are in accordance neither
with the invariable nor with the general rule — are products of chance and luck’ (11.333b). That
iIs to say, chance is an additional cause to the standard four, pertaining to events that form
exceptions to the habitual rule of nature. However, for Aristotle the reality of chance events
does not imply the existence of contingency. Instead, chance is simply a name for the
unforeseen meeting of two chains of rigorous causation (Ross 1995: 77-78, 80).

The Aristotelian philosophy of nature accommodates both necessity (anangke) and purpose,
or end (telos). As reasoned in the Physics, ‘Therefore action for an end is present in things
which come to an end and are by nature. Further, where a series has a completion, all the
preceding steps are for the sake of that. Now surely as in intelligent action, so in nature; and
as in nature, so it is in each action, if nothing interferes. Now intelligent action is for the sake
of an end; therefore the nature of things also is so... Each step then of the series is for the sake
of the next... If, therefore, artificial products are for the sake of an end, so clearly also are
natural products’ (11.199a). Aristotle’s remarks on the purposefulness of steps in a series of
events is clearly relevant to the evolution of life-forms. On the other hand, ‘The end and the
means towards it may come about by chance... This is incidental, for chance is an incidental
cause’ (11.199b). However, while admitting the role of chance in nature, Aristotle affirms the

prevalence of purpose: ‘But when an event takes place always or for the most part, it is not
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incidental or by chance... It is plain then that nature is a cause, a cause that operates for a
purpose’ (11.199b). In Aristotle’s conception, necessity in nature entails movement to a

purpose, and the purpose has been attained when matter has been formed (Dreyer 1975: 135).

Some further remarks on Aristotle’s conception of necessity would be appropriate. He
distinguishes between absolute necessity which is manifested in eternal phenomena, and
hypothetical necessity which is manifested in everything that is generated by nature and
everything that is produced by art (Parts of Animals 1.639b). An important instance of
absolute necessity is circular motion, such as that of the sun which ensures the continuity of
alternate generation and destruction (On Generation and Corruption 11.338a). Many other
natural phenomena are due to absolute necessity, flowing inevitably from the nature of the
particular matter (Ross 1995: 81). The effects of gravity would be a conspicuous example.
Thomas Aquinas comments that absolute necessity results from causes prior in the process of
generation, namely matter and agency, and is therefore also called material necessity. On the
other hand, hypothetical necessity results from causes posterior in the process of generation,
namely form and goal (i.e. purpose), and it is therefore also called necessity for a goal (On the
Principles of Nature; McDermott 1993: 76). An example of hypothetical necessity is animals
requiring food in order to live (Parts of Animals 1.642a). Whereas Aristotle thus views
absolute necessity as unrelated to final causality, the hypothetical necessity in nature provides
the conditions for an explanation in terms of final causality (Gerson 2005: 122).

Avristotle recognised that there are cases in nature where mechanism alone is at work, without
the operation of final causality. This is due to the hypothetical necessity of matter, as stated in
the Physics: “What is necessary then exists by hypothesis and not as an end (telos); for it
exists in matter, while the final cause is in the account (logos)’ (11, 200a; translation by Gerson
2005: 122). We have earlier noted the metaphysical meaning of logos as reason or principle,
so that it also indicates formal causality. Aristotle adds in this context, “There are then two
causes, namely, necessity and the final end. For many things are produced, simply as the
results of necessity’ (Parts of Animals 1.642a). Accordingly, certain phenomena are to be
explained only by material and efficient causes, for example the colour of a person’s eyes.
Sometimes necessity even opposes teleology, as in the case of monstrous births that are due to
defective matter (Generation of Animals 778a-b, 767b; Ross 1995: 82).

The phenomenon of physical deformity (for example a crooked leg) is explained by Thomas
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Aquinas in terms of Aristotelian causality: ‘For if the matter is not disposed to receive the
agent’s imprint a defect will follow in the effect, as when monsters are born because of
unprepared matter: the fact that it doesn’t transform and actualize the indisposed matter can’t
be laid at the door of the agent, for agents have powers proportioned to their natures and their
inability to go further can’t be called deficiency in power; we can say that only when its
power falls short of the measure laid down by nature’ (Summa contra Gentiles, 3.10;
McDermott 1993: 286). By recognising the role of both finality and mechanism in nature,
Avristotle to some extent continues Plato’s notion that the cosmos is the product of the
interaction between the divine Intellect (the Demiurge) and irrational Necessity (Anangke).

5.2.7 Movement and change

Since a dynamic view of substance is held by Aristotle (as in the ceaseless interaction between
the generation and destruction of substance), movement (or motion, kinésis), is of central
importance in his metaphysics. Movement is defined as “The fulfilment of what exists
potentially, in so far as it exists potentially’ (Physics 111.201a). Aristotle enumerates six kinds
of movement: generation and destruction (or coming to be and passing away), increase and
diminution, alteration, and change of place or locomotion. The opposite of motion, generally
speaking, is rest (Categories 14 & 15a-b). Moreover, and contrary to the modern academic
view of Aristotle as an anti-Platonist, it is affirmed in the Metaphysics that the good and the
beautiful are the beginning (or cause) both of the knowledge and of the movement of many
things (V.1013a). Indeed, Plato could not have stated it better himself.

Movement is conceived by Aristotle as related to entelecheia, which means fulfilment or
completion. Thus movement is purposeful, representing a transition from potency to actuality
(Dreyer 1975: 135). As stated in the Physics, ‘Hence we can define motion as the fulfilment
of the movable as movable, the cause of the attribute being contact with what can move, so
that the mover is also acted on’ (111.202a). Moreover, the mover imparts form to the moved:
“The mover or agent will always be the vehicle of a form, either a “this” or a “such”, which,
when it acts, will be the source and cause of the change, e.g. the full-formed man begets man
from what is potentially man’ (111.202a).

The relation between movement and change (metabolé) has been described by Aristotle in
ontological terms. Firstly, three kinds of change are distinguished: (i) accidental change; (ii) a
thing changes because something belonging to it changes; and (iii) a thing changes in virtue of
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being itself directly in motion, i.e. it is essentially movable. Therefore, the factors involved in
motion are that which directly causes motion, that which is in motion, and that in which
motion takes place, namely time. Moreover, every motion proceeds from something and to
something — for instance, ‘perishing’ entails change from being to non-being, whereas
‘becoming’ entails change from non-being to being (Physics V.224a-b). In summary;, it could
be stated that three types of being are distinguished by Aristotle in terms of movement: that
which is moved but doesn’t move (i.e. primary matter); that which is moved and moves (i.e.
all natural things); and that which causes movement without moving, i.e. God (Dreyer 1975:
136). A kind of kinetic hierarchy is thus established with God at the summit, unformed matter

at the bottom, and the world of natural phenomena in between.

5.2.8 Cosmology

All bodies subject to generation consist of elements, Aristotle held. An element (stoicheion) is
defined as “‘a body into which other bodies may be analysed, present in them potentially or in
actuality... and not itself divisible into bodies different in form’ (On the Heavens 111.302a).
Thomas Aquinas also refers to the definition of an element in the Metaphysics (V.1014a), as
what things are ultimately made up of, existing in the things, and indivisible in its own nature.
For Aristotle an element cannot be broken down or divided into heterogeneous parts. It can,
however, be quantitatively divided into homogeneous parts (On the Principles of Nature;
McDermott 1993: 73-74). Aristotle rejects the notion of an infinite element by arguing that a
principle is greater in power than in extent. Therefore, ‘that which was small at the start turns
out a giant at the end” (On the Heavens 1.271b). Or, as commented by Aquinas, big mistakes

grow from small beginnings (On Being and Essence; McDermott 1993: 91).

Opposing the view held by some of the Presocratics that the elements are either one or infinite
in number, Aristotle reasoned that the elements have to be several and finite in number.
Furthermore, the elements cannot be eternal, but are subject to destruction and generation.
And since the elements cannot be generated from something incorporeal or from a body
which is not an element, they have to be generated from one another (On the Heavens
111.302b, 303b, 304b, 305a). Following Empedocles and Plato, Aristotle accepts the four
elements of fire, air, water, and earth.”° However, he prefers referring to them as ‘simple

bodies’ in which the contrary pairs of hot and cold and dry and moist are equally present.

20 Although it should be kept in mind that Plato preferred the term “kinds’ to ‘elements’, since the latter are not

fundamental but arise from geometrical figures which are ultimately based on numbers.
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Thus fire is hot and dry, air is hot and moist, water is cold and moist, and earth is cold and dry
(On Generation and Corruption 11.330b).

Furthermore, another simple (i.e. uncompounded) body with a circular motion exists beyond
the four earthly bodies. This element, or body, is eternal, ungenerated, indestructible and
unalterable. It is not infinite but limited, since no infinite body exists (On the Heavens 1.269a-
b, 270a, 273a, 274a). This fifth element is called ether (aithéer), which is accordingly referred
to as the quintessential element. In the traditional cosmology ether is viewed as filling all
space without distinction, since a totally empty space (i.e. a void) could not exist. Ether lies at
the basis of all material differentiations, and as such ‘represents the continuous ground

whence all material discontinuities detach themselves’ (Burckhardt 1974: 132).

Whereas Plato distinguished between the sensible world of becoming and the intelligible
world of being, Aristotle made a distinction between the terrestrial and celestial worlds. As
stated in the Parts of Animals, ‘Of things constituted by nature some are ungenerated,
imperishable, and eternal, while others are subject to generation and decay. The former are
excellent beyond compare and divine, but less accessible to knowledge’ (1.644Db). In other
words, for Aristotle the terrestrial world is imperfect and mutable, consists of the four
elements, and is subject to natural laws, whereas the celestial world is perfect and immutable,
consists of ether, and is itself the realm of supernatural laws (Swift 2002: 19). Since only the
sub-lunar world is ruled by natural laws, it is for Aristotle the domain of natural science.

The Platonic doctrine that the world is generated yet eternal (since the Demiurge orders pre-
existing matter rather than creating it from nothing) is criticised by Aristotle on the grounds
that generated things are always observed to be destroyed. In addition, an eternal state is
impervious to change. That which always exists is imperishable and ungenerated, Aristotle
reasons, since it is incapable of alternating between being and non-being (On the Heavens I.
279b-280a). In his work on Indo-European religion the German scholar Hans Gunther
contended that Aristotle thus re-affirmed the Indo-European cosmology, over and against the
notion of creation which is said to be of Oriental provenance, and which Plato had adopted in
the Timaeus (2013: 11). However, it was suggested by Thomas Aquinas that Aristotle’s stance
on the eternity of the world is compatible with the doctrine of divine creation in time, since
the former entails an attack on a certain position, namely the introduction of an agent (i.e.
efficient) cause by Anaxagoras (mind) and Empedocles (love and strife). Against this view
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Aristotle argued in Book V111 of the Physics that if such a postulated cause established the
world through change, then an infinite regress would occur, and he therefore concluded that
the world has always existed. In the words of Aquinas, ‘As a result he argued to the eternity of
the world from change and the first mover’s lack of change’ (Quaestiones Disputatae de
Potentia, 3.17; McDermott 1993: 267-268).

Moreover, Aristotle concurs with the statement in the Timaeus (30a) that the ordered arose out
of the unordered, arguing that since the same thing cannot be simultaneously ordered and
unordered, a process and a timespan is required to separate the two states (On the Heavens
1.281b). Aristotle also appears to agree with Plato on the priority of the eternal (to aionion)
over the transitory, as is indicated in the Metaphysics concerning the priority of the actual
over the potential: ‘For eternal things are prior in substance to perishable things, and no
eternal thing exists potentially’ (1X.1050b; Gerson 2005: 193). That is to say, the cosmos
arose out of chaos through the ordering activity of the Prime Mover.

5.2.9 Generation and destruction

In his work On Generation and Corruption Aristotle analyses the phenomena of coming-to-be
and passing-away in nature. Regarding the former, ‘For coming-to-be necessarily implies the
pre-existence of something which potentially “is”, but actually “is not”; and this something is
spoken of both as “being” and as “not-being™’ (1.317b). The cause of something coming-to-be
(i.e. the transition from potentiality to actuality) means both the source from which the
process originates and the matter involved. In its turn the material cause of coming-to-be is
the substratum which changes from contrary to contrary (1.318a, 319a). Aristotle reasons
further that for something to come to be out of another thing, an efficient cause is required to
provide actuality, or form, to the matter concerned. This efficient cause of something coming-
to-be is either an actual thing or an actuality. In its turn the actual thing serving as efficient
cause is either generic, for example a freezing wind producing ice, or specific, for example a
man begetting a man (1.320b; Joachim 2001: 487).

Thomas Aquinas commented that generation entails movement from non-existence to
existence, whereas destruction entails an opposite movement from existence to non-existence.
However, ‘generation starts not from any sort of not existing but from a not existing which is
potential of existence: statues are made from copper which is potentially a statue though not
actually. So three things are needed for generation: something potential of existence — the
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material of matter, its lack of actualization — a lacking of being, and something to give it
actualization — a form’ (On the Principles of Nature; McDermott 1993: 68-69). Moreover, for
Avristotle generation and destruction are not mutually exclusive forces with regards to
substance. Since the substratum is the material cause of things ceaselessly coming to be, ‘in
substances, the coming-to-be of one thing is always a passing-away of another, and the
passing-away of one thing is always another’s coming-to-be’ (On Generation and Corruption
1.319a). Therefore, Ross remarks, ‘Generation and destruction are the two sides of a single
transformation of substance into substance’ (1995: 101).

Aristotle also applied his four-fold scheme of causality to the generation and destruction of
substance. Thus the material cause is ‘that which can-be-and-not-be’, in other words that
which makes coming-to-be and passing-away possible; and the simultaneous formal and final
cause is ‘the formula expressing the essential nature’ of things. However, Aristotle rejects the
Platonic notion of the Forms as efficient cause of coming-to-be and passing-away (as depicted
in the Phaedo), on the grounds that their generating activity is intermittent, whereas things are
said to participate perpetually in the Forms (On Generation and Corruption 11.335a-b).
Instead, Aristotle suggests that the efficient cause of coming-to-be and passing-away is the
movement of the sun towards and away from the earth: “Thus we see that coming-to-be
occurs as the sun approaches and decay as it retreats; and we see that the two processes
occupy equal times’ (11.336b). In other words, the generation and destruction of substance is
caused by the annual movement of the sun in the ecliptic or zodiac cycle (Cornford 1997: 11).

However, although Aristotle attributed efficient causality to solar cycles and not to the Forms,
he recognised the paradigmatic causality of the latter in the generation of substance. For
instance, in the Metaphysics it is argued that neither the form nor the substance of a sensible
thing is produced, but the concrete thing which consists of matter and form. Also, since
substances in the sense of concrete things are capable of generation they are also capable of
destruction, but substances in the sense of general formulae are incapable of generation or
destruction. It is therefore not the essence (ousia) of house that is generated, but the essence
of this particular house (V11.1033b, 1034b, 1039b). Aristotle concludes his reasoning as
follows: “But it has been proved and explained elsewhere that no one makes or begets the
form, but it is the individual that is made, i.e. the complex of form and matter that is
generated’ (Metaphysics VI111.1043b). A distinction is thus made between the essential Form
and the en-mattered form, with the latter participating in the former (Gerson 2005: 121).
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5.3 The Prime Mover and Theology

Due to the fact that motion is continuous, Aristotle argues, there has to be an ultimate first
cause of all motion in the cosmos. As stated in the Physics, ‘Since there must always be
motion without intermission, there must necessarily be something, one thing or it may be a
plurality, that first imparts motion, and this first movent must be unmoved’ (V111.258b). After
reasoning further that the unmoved mover has to be one and eternal, Aristotle declares that the
cosmos (which is first moved by the unmoved mover) likewise has to be eternal (V111.259a-
260a). Aristotle consequently distances himself from Plato, who is said to have viewed the
cosmos as having a beginning in time and time itself as being created (V111.251b). However,
according to Proclus, Aristotle is mistaken with this reading of Plato, whose creation account
in the Timaeus is mythical and not literal; that is to say, the generation of the world is not
temporal (Gerson 2005: 129). We have also noted the argument by Thomas Aquinas that
Aristotle’s stance on the eternity of the world does not preclude its creation in time.

Among Aristotle’s extant writings Book XI1 of the Metaphysics contains the clearest
exposition of his theology, which is conceived as a science of being qua being (Gerson 2005:
188). In this treatise the Prime Mover is defined as the first principle of movement whose
essence is actuality (X11.1071b). Aristotle had in an earlier book of the Metaphysics argued
that since actuality is prior in substantial being to potency, ‘one actuality always precedes
another in time right back to the actuality of the eternal prime mover’ (1X.1050b). The nature
of the Prime Mover is further outlined as follows: ‘And life (zoé) also belongs to God; for the
actuality of thought is life, and God is that actuality; and God’s self-dependent actuality is life
most good and eternal. We say therefore that God is a living being, eternal, most good, so that
life and duration continuous and eternal belong to God; for this is God’ (X11.1072b). Also,
since the Prime Mover is a substance which is eternal and unmovable (Metaphysics
XI1.1071b), it has to be incorporeal (aneu hyles) (Gerson 2005: 189). The Unmoved Mover of
Aristotle is thus the equivalent of the Supreme Principle (Sanskrit Atma), which is not itself
involved in its productions, but instead brings forth the world through its poles of Essence and
Substance (Perry 1991: 23).

Avristotle also provided an ontological dimension to the role of God as Prime Mover. In On
Generation and Corruption he argues as follows: ‘Now “being”... is better than “not-being”:

but not all things can possess being, since they are too far removed from the “originative
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source”. God therefore adopted the remaining alternative, and fulfilled the perfection of the
universe by making coming-to-be uninterrupted: for the greatest possible coherence would
thus be secured to existence, because that “coming-to-be should itself come-to-be
perpetually” is the closest approximation to eternal being’ (11.336b). Furthermore, in the
Metaphysics Aristotle affirms the divine activity as thinking: ‘Therefore it must be of itself
that the divine thought thinks (since it is the most excellent of things), and its thinking is a
thinking on thinking (he noésis noeseas noésis)’ (X11.1074b). Aristotle’s argument proceeds as
follows: since God is thinking what is best, and God is best, it follows that God is thinking
himself (Gerson 2005: 197). It appears that God is conceived by Aristotle as the locus of all
that is intelligible, much like Plato’s Demiurge in the Timaeus. In this way Aristotle implicitly
acknowledges the paradigmatic causality of the Forms, ‘For what the prime unmoved mover
thinks is ontologically prior to forms in matter’ (Gerson 2005: 200).

Since God is equated with perfection, Aristotle views the universe as good. In contrast, evil is
the failure of realisation — it represents possibility not actualised, matter not formed, and
purpose not attained (Dreyer 1975: 133). Against the dualistic cosmology that would later be
popularised by the Gnostics, Aristotle denies the existence of an evil principle in the world,
since if that which is eternal can have no element of potentiality, it cannot have an element of
evil either. Evil is therefore not a necessary feature of the universe but a by-product of the
world-process, so that there is no evil apart from particular things (Ross 1995: 184).

The identity of the Prime Mover with final causality is affirmed in the Metaphysics: “The final
cause, then, produces motion as being loved, but all other things move by being moved. Now
if something is moved it is capable of being otherwise than it is... But since there is something
which moves while itself unmoved, existing actually, this can in no way be otherwise than as
it is... The first mover, then, exists of necessity; and in so far as it exists by necessity, its mode
of being is good, and it is in this sense a first principle (arché)... On such a principle, then,
depend the heavens and the whole of nature’ (XI1.1072b). Thus Aristotle recognises the
dependence of the cosmos on an extraneous first principle, the Prime Mover.

5.4 Philosophy of nature, or bio-philosophy

Aristotle is widely regarded as the father of biological studies in the Western world. This
recognition dates back to the classical Hellenic era, with its saying that *Aristotle was nature’s
scribe, his pen dipped in mind (nous)’ (quoted in O’Rourke 2004: 3). His biological
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observations and metaphysical insights constantly interacted, leading to mutual reinforcement
for his metaphysics and biology (O’Rourke 2004: 4, 26). Also, Aristotle did not view biology
and psychology as separate sciences, but rather as a single science of life. He wrote several
works pertaining to this group, including The History of Animals recording facts about
hundreds of animal species, On the Parts of Animals dealing with their material qualities, On
the Soul dealing with their essential form, and On the Generation of Animals dealing with
their procreation (Ross 1995: 117). Believing in the supremacy of observation, Aristotle
argued that scientific theories should conform to observed facts, and not the other way round
(Generation of Animals 760b; Ross 1995: 126). He thus pioneered the empirical method
employed by the modern natural sciences, although the materialist reductionism of the latter

would have been rejected by Aristotle due to his metaphysical grounding.

The importance of the study of animals is eloquently presented by Aristotle in the Parts of
Animals: ‘For if some [i.e. animal species] have no graces to charm the sense, yet even these,
by disclosing to intellectual perception the artistic spirit that designed them, give immense
pleasure to all who can trace links of causation, and are inclined to philosophy... Every realm
of nature is marvellous... so we should venture on the study of every kind of animal without
distaste; for each and all will reveal to us something natural and something beautiful’ (1.645a).

This affirms that Aristotle’s biological work is firmly grounded in teleology.

5.4.1 Form

In contrast to the materialistic bias that has come to dominate the scientific world since the
seventeenth century, Aristotle insisted that the nature of things is more properly found in their
form (eidos or morphé) than in their matter (hylé). As argued in the Parts of Animals, ‘For the
formal nature is of greater importance than the material nature’ (1.640b). This implies that the
essence of animals and their parts is not to be found in their configuration or colour, as
Democritus had said concerning humans. Against this misconception Aristotle argues that a
dead body has the same configuration as a living one, but he is decidedly not a man (Parts of
Animals 1.640b). Discussing the relation between body and form, Thomas Aquinas concludes
that ‘body is anything of a form such that it can occupy three dimensions, whatever form that
may be.” The form of an animal is thus implicit in the form of body, with body being its genus
(On Being and Essence; McDermott 1993: 95-96).

The Aristotelian insistence on the priority of the formal over the material is related to his
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metaphysics of potency and actuality. As reasoned in the Physics, ‘“The form indeed is
“nature” rather than the matter; for a thing is more properly said to be what it is when it has
attained to fulfilment than when it exists potentially’ (11.193b). In other words, a thing has its
nature more fully when it exists actually (i.e. has attained its form) than when it exists
potentially (i.e. the mere matter for it exists). David Ross concludes, ‘The form of structure of
a thing — e.g. an animal — is just that by virtue of which it moves, grows, and alters, and comes
to rest when it has reached the terminus of its movement. And conversely the power to move,

grow, and alter in a certain definite way is just the form or character of each thing’ (1995: 71).

5.4.2 Reproduction

For Aristotle reproduction is the most fundamental phenomenon of life, even more so than
movement and sensation, since it is the only bio-phenomenon that can occur without the
others, as is the case among plants (Ross 1995: 122). As argued in the History of Animals,
“Thus of plants that spring from seed the one function seems to be the reproduction of their
own particular species, and the sphere of action with certain animals is similarly limited. The
faculty of reproduction, then, is common to all alike’ (V111.588b). Aristotle provides an
ontological and psychological grounding for the striving of all living beings to reproduce their
type faithfully: “*And since soul is better than body and the ensouled is better than the soulless
owing to its soul and being (to einai) is better than not being (me einai) and living (to zen)
better than not living (me zen), for these reasons reproduction (genesis) of living things
exists... Since it is impossible for it [i.e. a living thing] to be eternal as an individual..., it is
possible for it to be eternal in species. This is the reason why there exists eternally the class of
human beings, animals, and plants’ (Generation of Animals 1.731b-732a; quoted in Gerson
2005: 118). Thus, because individuals are unable to live eternally, reproduction serves to
preserve the class (genos) and species (eidos) of organisms (O’Rourke 2004: 46).
Accordingly, ‘Existence is joined to eternity not only through the qualities manifested in it,
but also through its rhythms, which as it were compensate the irreversible and devouring
character of time’ (Northbourne 1995: 105).

Aristotle also relates the form and matter interaction to sexual differentiation: while the
female is the principle of matter, the male is the principle of form (Dreyer 1975: 140). In other
words, the male parent impresses a certain form on the matter supplied by the female parent.
The male semen thus acts as formal cause of the offspring, while the female menstrual
discharge acts as material cause (Generation of Animals 1.729a-730b; Ross 1995: 123-124).
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Avristotle held further that animals copulate to attain a union of the male and female principles,
which in plants are permanently mixed. In this sense, animals are like divided plants.
However, animals exist not only for generation (as do plants) but also to participate in a kind
of knowledge through sense-perception (Generation of Animals 1.731a).

As far as the development of animals is concerned, Aristotle rejects the Hippocratic theory of
pangenesis, according to which the embryo contains all its parts fully preformed in miniature
(a detailed criticism is found in Generation of Animals, Book 1). Instead, Aristotle argued that
the parts of the young animal do not exist preformed, but are produced gradually and
successively. Stated in terms of Aristotle’s metaphysics: “The parts of the animal are formed
successively, with the gradual actualization of what is initially present in potency, under the
agency of what is actual’ (O’Rourke 2004: 9-10). Aristotle thus laid the conceptual foundation
for the empirically verified theory of epigenesis, in terms of which ‘embryonic development
is a chain of new constructions, each perfecting the preceding, with the final differentiation of
the living individual emerging at the end’ (O’Rourke 2004: 10). In this way the science of
embryology, according to which the processes of growth serve to build up the body of the
future animal, has to a certain extent preserved teleology (Thompson 1992: 4).

The phenomenon of heredity was naturally explored by Aristotle, recognising that heredity is
related to the sexual act: “In animals where generation goes by heredity, wherever there is
duality of sex generation is due to copulation’ (History of Animals V.539a). Moreover, ‘For
man is generated from man; and thus it is the possession of certain characters by the parent
that determines the development of like characters in the child’ (Parts of Animals 1.640a). In
this way hereditary traits are explained on the grounds of the male parent prevailing over the
female, or vice versa. If the impulses imparted by the parents are confused together, then the
offspring will be unlike the parents, but they will yet preserve the character of the species
(Ross 1995: 127). Remarkably, Aristotle’s thoughts on heredity anticipated molecular biology
and genetics. According to Wolfgang Kullmann, “Aristotle’s genetics... has an extraordinary
similarity with the modern theories in molecular biology of DNA and the genetic code.
Aristotle’s position... is more balanced than the picture of embryology and genetics in the first
half of the twentieth century’ (cited in O’Rourke 2004: 11-12).

It is significant that Aristotle does not view the growth of organisms as undirected — to the
contrary, every growth has a purpose (telos) towards which it proceeds (O’Rourke 2004: 36).
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Thus in Parts of Animals it is stated, ‘Again, whenever there is plainly some final end, to
which a motion tends should nothing stand in the way, we always say that such final end is the
aim or purpose of the motion’ (1.641b). Elsewhere Aristotle reasons that the development of
living beings is preceded by their essence: “The ordered and definite works of nature do not
possess their character because they developed in a certain way. Rather they develop in a
certain way because they are that kind of thing, for development depends on the essence and
occurs for its sake. Essence does not depend on development’ (Generation of Animals 778b;
quoted in O’Rourke 2004: 41). In summary, the growth and development of organic matter is
derived from both formal and final causality.

5.4.3 Soul

Avristotle argued that for a variety of reasons soul could not be the origin of movement in the
sensible world, and that his predecessors failed to specify the bodily conditions for being
moved by soul (On the Soul 1.403b, 404b, 406a-407b). Soul is defined by Aristotle as ‘the
first grade of actuality of a natural body having life potentially in it. The body so described is
a body which is organized’ (On the Soul 11.412a). An alternative translation of this definition
is provided by Lloyd Gerson (2005: 133): ‘[soul is] the primary actuality (entelecheia) of a
natural body with organs (somatos physikou organikou)’. Aristotle reasons further that the
relation of soul to body is that of actuality to potentiality, and of form to matter. And since
substance consists of both form and matter, a particular soul is inseparable from its body; in
other words, the soul is an actuality of a certain kind of body (On the Soul 11.413a).

The powers of the soul are described by Aristotle as nutritive, appetitive, sensory, locomotive,
and cognitive. Plants have nutritive power, while animals have that as well as appetitive,
sensory, and locomotive powers. Humans have all these powers as well as the power of
thinking, i.e. mind (On the Soul 11.414a-b). As interpreted by Thomas Aquinas, there are three
levels among the powers of soul: those of vegetable life, of animal life, and of rational life.
Functioning at the lowest level, the vegetative powers are generation, growth, and nutrition.
The next level, that of sense-awareness, comprises the external senses, general root sensitivity
(sensus communis), imagination, judgement, and memory. Finally, the highest level, that of
intellectual powers, requires agent intellect and receptive intellect. These three levels of the
soul’s powers, Aquinas adds, comprise five sorts of ability: nutritive, sensitive, intellectual,
appetitive, and locomotive (Quaestio Disputata de Anima, 13; McDermott 1993: 132-135).
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Since the nutritive faculty is the most widely distributed power of soul, Aristotle contends, it
exists in all living beings from birth until death. It manifests itself in the use of food and in
reproduction (On the Soul 11.415a, 111.434a). For all living things whose mode of generation is
not spontaneous, ‘the most natural act is the production of another like itself, an animal
producing an animal, a plant a plant, in order that, as far as its nature allows, it may partake in
the eternal and divine’ (On the Soul 1.415a-b). This notion of participation in the divine
implies that the ultimate aim of nutrition and reproduction is the preservation not of individual
life but of the species (Ross 1995: 141). Plato similarly asserted that the mortal nature of both
humans and animals strives towards immortality by means of reproduction, which is the only

means possible for it (Symposium 207c-d; Gerson 2005: 118).

Aristotle reasons further that nutrition and reproduction are due to the same power of soul.
Accordingly, what is fed is the ‘besouled body’ (empsychon soma), and thus food is
essentially related to what has soul in it. Stated the other way round, if the nutritive soul is
deprived of food, it ceases to be (On the Soul 11.416a-b). Since nutrition and reproduction are
psychically linked, the life of animals concentrate on these two activities. Aristotle adds, ‘And
whatsoever is in conformity with nature is pleasant, and all animals pursue pleasure in
keeping with their nature’ (History of Animals VI111.589a). Interestingly, the mutual friendship
or enmity between various animal species is attributed to the food they feed on and the life
they lead (History of Animals 1X.610a).

The next level of soul is the sensitive, which occurs in all animals but not in plants. Each of
the five senses, Aristotle asserts, has the power of receiving into itself the sensible forms of
things without the matter. Of these powers, touch is indispensable to all animals, since its loss
would bring about the death of the organism. The remaining senses serve well-being rather
than mere survival, since sight enables an animal to see through air or water, taste enables it to
distinguish painful or pleasant qualities in its nutrition, and hearing enables communication
with its fellows (On the Soul 11.424a, 111.434b, 435b). Aristotle adds that in the case of
humans sight and hearing also pertains to the life of thought, in that the hearing of speech is
the main instrument of teaching and learning, while sight reveals differences in colour,

number, size, shape and movement (Metaphysics 1.980a-b).

Aristotle declared that soul is in a way all existing things, for existing things are either
sensible or thinkable (a distinction similar to that of Plato). Within the soul the faculties of
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knowledge and sensation are potentially the objects of knowledge or sensation. Moreover,
since it is impossible for sensible things to be present in the soul, it is the mind which senses
the form of sensible things. Mind is also related to appetite, since both are sources of local
movement: while mind calculates means to an end, appetite is relative to an end (On the Soul
111.431b-432a, 433a). Nevertheless, for Aristotle the rational function differs from the other
powers of soul, since “mind must be related to what is thinkable, as sense is to what is
sensible.” Thus, ‘the thinking part of the soul must therefore be, while impassible, capable of
receiving the form an object.” It is therefore correct to view the soul as ‘the place of forms’,
with the qualifications that this pertains only to the ‘intellective soul” and to the forms as
potentiality and not as actuality (On the Soul 111.429a). With this relation of the rational soul

to the Forms, Aristotle treats to noéton and to eidos as synonymous (Gerson 2005: 209).

Against the modern reductionist fantasy that mind is a product of the brain, Aristotle argued
that mind cannot reasonably be viewed as blended with the body, since it cannot acquire a
quality such as hot or cold, or an organ of sense-perception. Accordingly, ‘that in the soul
which is called mind (whereby the soul thinks and judges) is, before it thinks, not actually any
real [i.e. material] thing’ (On the Soul 111.429a). Evidently, in the Aristotelian conception
reason has no connection with matter and enters it from the outside, being divine in nature
(Generation of Animals 736b). Although he preferred a clear distinction between reason and
the other faculties of soul, at times Aristotle seemed to maintain the continuity of reason with
sensation (Ross 1995: 125). This continuity pertains especially to memory. For instance, in the
Posterior Analytics it is argued that memory arises out of sense-perception, and out of
frequently repeated memories develops experience (11.100a); and in the Metaphysics it is
written, ‘By nature animals are born with the faculty of sensation, and from sensation memory
is produced in some of them, though not in others. And therefore the former are more
intelligent and apt at learning than those which cannot remember’ (1.980a-b).

Further displaying his allegiance to the Indo-European tradition, Aristotle made a distinction
between soul (psyché) and spirit, or mind (nous), cohering with the distinction between sense
perception (aisthesis, the activity of soul) and contemplative thought (noésis, the activity of
spirit, or mind). This distinction would be taken over by Plotinus and become normative in the
Neoplatonic tradition (Oosthuizen 1974:101). Among some recent commentators confusion
arose due to their conflation of mind, or intellect (nous), with reason (dianoia). However,
Avristotle consistently employs the terms mind, or intellect (nous), instead of reason (dianoia),
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in the relevant passages of On the Soul. For example, at 11.415a and 111.433a reference is
made to theoretical intellect (theorétikos nous) and practical intellect (praktikos nous), in the
same way as Aristotle elsewhere mentions the different functions of the soul, such as nutritive
(threptike), generative (gennétike), and discursive (dianoétike). Since this distinction between
functions of the soul does not imply the existence of multiple souls in the human being, it
would be more correct to speak of a distinction between active and passive principles in the

intellect, rather than the presence of two intellects (Gerson 2005: 156).

It is affirmed by Aristotle that the soul is the cause of the body in three senses: (a) the source
or origin of movement, whether it be locomotion or alteration; (b) the end or final cause; and
(c) the essence of the whole living body (On the Soul 11.415b). In other words, the soul is the
form of a living being, guiding the latter towards its purpose. Each living thing therefore has a
natural purposefulness (Dreyer 1975: 139). In the concrete unity of matter and form that
constitutes a living body (empsychon soma, literally ‘besouled body’), body plays the part of
matter or possessor of attributes, while soul plays the part of form or essential attribute. Since
for Aristotle soul is the first actuality of a living thing, its exercise of functions is the second
actuality derived from the first (Ross 1995: 140).

Avristotle affirms the priority of soul as follows: “Further, since it is the soul by or with which
primarily we live, perceive, and think: — it follows that the soul must be a ratio or formulable
essence, not a matter or subject’ (On the Soul 11.414a). Accordingly, it is the presence of soul
that distinguishes the living from the non-living and the thinking from the non-thinking.
Moreover, although all living beings possess soul, the faculty of mind (nous) is found only
among humans. For Aristotle it is this intellectual faculty that distinguishes humans from all
other earthly beings (Dreyer 1975: 140). With admirable modesty Aristotle admits that the
questions of when, how, and whence regarding the acquisition of mind by humans is a most
difficult one (Generation of Animals 736b; O’Rourke 2004: 31).

Among the medieval Schoolmen Aristotle’s thought on the relation between the soul and the
body would be viewed as analogous to the relation between the unity of the cosmos and the
multiplicity of beings. Thus Thomas Aquinas evoked Aristotle’s reasoning that the soul
provides a unity (or form) to the material body with its many organs. Therefore, a body with a
larger variety of organs requires a more perfect soul to grant unity or form thereto. That is to
say, for Aquinas the ontological whole is more perfect when it is characterised by a greater
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complexity of beings (Goosen 2007: 153). This argument implies that the reality of the many
is not at all denied by the recognition of the One that underlies it, just as little as the reality of

the body is denied by the priority of the soul that gives form to it.

5.4.4 Scale of nature

Probably spurred by his wide-ranging biological interests, Aristotle became the first Western
thinker to attempt a classification of animal species. He recognised three grades of likeness
within the animal kingdom: identity of type among individuals within a species; likeness
among species of the same genus; and likeness among ‘greater genera’ — for instance, the
homology between arm, fore-leg, wing, and fin among various vertebrate classes (Ross 1995:
118-119). The guiding principle for animal classification is stated in Parts of Animals:
‘Groups that only differ in degree, and in the more or less of an identical element that they
possess, are aggregated under a single class; groups whose attributes are not identical but
analogous are separated’ (1.644a). Whereas a species (e.g. human) is characterised by all its
individual members possessing common attributes, a larger group (e.g. birds or fishes) is
determined by a similarity in the shape of particular organs or of the whole body (1.644a-b).
Aristotle thus anticipated the taxonomical work of Carl Linnaeus by more than two millennia.

Animals were arranged by Aristotle in a hierarchy according to the degree of development
reached by the offspring at their time of birth (Generation of Animals 11.732a-733b). This
degree of development was ascribed to the degree of vital warmth possessed by the parent
animals. In terms of this approach the highest types of animals are the viviparous ones, among
which the offspring are smaller versions of the parents. The next types are egg-laying: first
those types producing a ‘perfect’ egg, i.e. the egg does not grow in size after being laid; then
the types producing an ‘imperfect’ egg, which has to grow. The whole scale of nature appears
as follows, in descending order: humans, land mammals, sea mammals, birds, reptiles and
amphibians, fishes, cephalopods, crustaceans, insects, molluscs other than cephalopods, and
finally zoophytes (Ross 1995: 120-122).

As a keen observer of nature Aristotle recognised the existence of intermediate life-forms. In
the History of Animals he depicts the continuity between plants and animals, and between the
inanimate and the animate: “Nature proceeds little by little from things lifeless to animal life
in such a way that it is impossible to determine the exact line of demarcation, nor on which
side thereof an intermediate form should lie. Thus, next after lifeless things in the upward
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scale comes the plant, and of plants one will differ from another as to its amount of apparent
vitality; and, in a word, the whole genus of plants, whilst it is devoid of life as compared with
an animal, is endowed with life as compared with other corporeal entities. Indeed, as we just
remarked, there is observed in plants a continuous scale of ascent towards the animal. So, in
the sea, there are certain objects concerning which one would be at a loss to determine
whether they be animal or vegetable’ (V111.588Db). This is affirmed in the Parts of Animals:
‘Nature passes in a continuous gradation from lifeless things to animals, and on the way there
are living things which are not actually animals, with the result that one class is so close to the
next that the difference seems infinitesimal’ (681a; quoted in O’Rourke 2004: 39).

The morphological affinity between humans and primates was also recognised by Aristotle. In
both History of Animals and Parts of Animals he declares apes, monkeys, and baboons to be
intermediate (in nature, tén physin, and in form, dia ten morphén) between humans and
quadrupeds, and could be grouped with either or neither (O’Rourke 2004: 40). Indeed, anyone
who has observed the behaviour of especially the anthropod apes, has to be struck by its

parallels with human behavioural patterns such as affection, curiosity, and cruelty.

Ultimately, Aristotle saw the world of living beings as integrally connected. In the
Metaphysics he declares, ‘And all things are ordered together somehow, but not all alike —
both fishes and fowl and plants; and the world is not such that one thing has nothing to do
with another, but they are all connected. For all are ordered together to one end... that all must
at least come to be dissolved into their elements, and there other functions similarly in which
all share for the good of the whole’ (X11.1075a). This reference to living things ending in the
dissolution of their elements indicates their purpose, namely the production of higher forms of
being by new combinations of the elements (Ross 2001: 886). The interconnectedness of all

living things is therefore grounded in teleology, being ordered for a specific end or purpose.

5.5 Teleology

As an introductory remark it should be noted that Aristotle does not use the terms final cause
or finalism as such, but rather the ‘end’ (telos, also ‘purpose’), the “in view of which’ (to hou
heneka), and the ‘why’ (dia ti) of things (Gilson 2009: 5). As stated repeatedly in On the Soul,
‘For Nature, like mind, always does whatever it does for the sake of something, which
something is its end’ (11.415b); ‘Nature never makes anything without a purpose and never
leaves out what is necessary, except in the case of mutilated or imperfect growths’ (111.432b);



120

and “‘For all things that exist by Nature are means to an end, or will be concomitants of means
to an end’ (111.434a). This notion of natural purposefulness is affirmed in the Parts of Animals:
‘Everything that Nature makes is means to an end’ (1.641b). Aristotle averred that his
predecessors failed to see the teleology in nature because they focused on material principles
and causes. In addition, it is claimed that they did not possess the notion of essence or any
definition of substance (Parts of Animals 1.640Db, 1.642a). However, Heraclitus with his Logos
and Anaxagoras with his Nous, to name but two conspicuous examples, could not be charged
with materialistic reduction of causality.

A distinction is made by Aristotle between two meanings of final cause, namely the result for
the sake of which and the person or thing for whom or for which something is done (Gerson
2005: 123). Thus the phrase ‘for the sake of which’ means “either the end to achieve which, or
the being in whose interest, the act is done’ (On the Soul 11.415b). This distinction is repeated
in the Metaphysics, where Aristotle proceeds to add that the final cause produces motion as
being loved, but all other things by being moved (V11.1072b). Moreover, the Nicomachean
Ethics opens with the following teleological statement: ‘Every art and every inquiry, and
similarly every action and pursuit, is thought to aim at some good; and for this reason the
good has rightly been declared to be that at which all things aim’ (1.1094a). In the light of
passages such as these, Simplicius affirmed that for Aristotle the ultimate final cause is God,
the Prime Mover (Gerson 2005: 126).

Aristotle strove to demonstrate teleology in nature as a counter to Empedocles’ notion of
natural selection by means of ‘survival of the fittest’, which refers to those combinations of
limbs or organs that are best adapted for survival (Ross 1995: 80). In the Parts of Animals,
Avristotle wrote that ‘Nature behaves as if it foresaw the future’ (686a; quoted in Ross 1995:
81). In other words, everything in the natural world is ordered to assure its progress towards
the best possible state. It has been asserted by David Ross that the Aristotelian teleology is of
an immanent type, according to which the end of each species is viewed as internal to the
species. In terms thereof nature is not conceived as a conscious agent, but as a vital force
present in all living things (Ross 1995: 129-130). This notion has been related by Etienne
Gilson to the principle of least action, as formulated by the French mathematician Maupertuis.
An implication of this mathematical principle is that the laws of nature are regulated by an
unconscious intention of economy and simplicity of means — reflecting Aristotle’s dictum that
‘Nature does nothing in vain’ (On the Soul 111.434a; Gilson 2009: 157-158).
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However, in the Metaphysics a transcendent dimension in nature is implied when Aristotle
employs the analogy of an army and its leader. Just as is the case with the nature of the
cosmos, the good of an army is found in both its order and its leader; although more in the
latter, since the leader does not depend on the order but it depends on him (XI1.1075a). And
elsewhere Aristotle explicitly declares participation in the ‘eternal and divine’ as the ultimate
goal towards which all things strive (On the Soul 11.415b). The reason why nature cannot be
self-explanatory as productive cause is that it is a moved mover, and not an unmoved mover
as is the Intellect (Gerson 2005: 124-125). As affirmed by Aristotle, ‘God and nature create
nothing that has not its use’ (On the Heavens 1.271a). A transcendent Principle is therefore

required as explanation of the teleology in nature.

Aristotle’s teleology enables him to indemnify the Prime Mover from the imperfections in
nature. Thus imperfections in the structure of animals are ascribed to defective material, not a
defective maker. This phenomenon is due to the fact that matter is sometimes not suitable for
the purpose in hand, Aristotle suggested. In their turn, imperfections in individual organisms
are due to the inherent variability of matter, since the latter is formed of an endless variety of
combinations of the four elements (Ross 1995: 130). Nevertheless, finalism cannot be
ignored: “‘Both causes must be stated by the physicist, but especially the end; for that is the
cause of the matter, not vice versa’ (Physics 11.200a).

It should be noted that Aristotle’s teleology is integrally linked to his metaphysics of causality.
For instance, his notion of causality enabled him to distinguish between characteristics on the
species level and on the individual level. Qualities that characterise the whole of a species are
to be explained by final and formal causes, while variable characteristics are to be explained
by material or efficient causes. For example, in the Generation of Animals it is suggested that
the formation of a person’s eye serves a certain purpose in accordance with the reason (logos)
of the individual, while the colour of the eye is incidental and must of necessity (ex anangkes)
be ascribed to its matter and moving cause (778a-b; O’Rourke 2004: 42). That is to say,
spontaneous variations among individual organisms should be explained by mechanical (i.e.

material and efficient) causes rather than final causes (Ross 1995: 127).

Final causality also pertains to Aristotle’s differentiation between homogeneity and

heterogeneity in the body parts of animals (Gilson 2009: 4). Its metaphysical basis has been
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stated by Thomas Aquinas, namely that different forms require different materials to match
them. Accordingly, some forms need homogeneous material while others need heterogeneous
material, which entails different organisation of the matter fitted to their species of form and
its activity (Summa contra Gentiles, 3.97-98; McDermott 1993: 272). Aristotle reasons that
there are three degrees of composition of body parts: (i) primary substances are composed out
of the elementary forces of earth, air, water, and fire; (ii) homogeneous parts, such as bone
and flesh, are composed out of the primary substances; (iii) heterogeneous parts, such as face
and hands, are composed out of homogeneous parts. Therefore the homogeneous parts exist
for the sake of the heterogeneous parts; in other words, their relations are determined by a
final cause (Parts of Animals 11.646a-b). As a matter of fact, all the living operations of
animals and plants require differentiation of parts that are capable of interacting, Etienne
Gilson has pointed out. Heterogeneous parts require a certain organisation, which is why
living bodies are called organisms or that living matter is organic. For Aristotle, mechanical
explanations in terms of material and efficient causality explain homogeneous parts
satisfactorily, but organisms with heterogeneous structures require a more complex

explanation. The latter is provided in terms of final causality (Gilson 2009: 4-7).

For Aristotle the teleology of nature is considerably more perfect than the teleology of art.
Whereas the artist gropes around, nature (although limited by matter) generally attains her end
without hesitation (Gilson 2009: 12). Accordingly, Aristotle conceives of the artist as a
particular case of nature, which is why art imitates nature (Physics 11.194a) and not vice versa.
In the Aristotelian conception there is more design (to hou heneka), more good (to eu), and
more beauty (to kalon) in the works of nature than in those of art (Gilson 2009: 12-13). As
stated in the Generation of Animals, “In all this Nature acts like an intelligent workman’
(1.731a). While art has its cause in the human intelligence, the teleology in nature is a mystery
to us, but for Aristotle its existence cannot be denied (Gilson 2009: 13). The activity of nature
directed towards order and beauty is repeatedly affirmed by Aristotle: ‘But that which is
produced or directed by nature can never be anything disorderly: for nature is everywhere the
cause of order’ (Physics VI11.252a); ‘Nature always strives after the better’ (On Generation
and Corruption 11.336b); and ‘Nature ever seeks amend’ (Generation of Animals 1.715b).

Although the role of mechanism is acknowledged by Aristotle, the final cause is primary in all
living things. He writes in Parts of Animals: ‘Plainly, however, that cause is the first which we
call the final one. For this is the Reason, and the Reason forms the starting-point, alike in the



123

works of art and in works of nature... Now in the works of nature the good end and the final
cause is still more dominant than in works of art such as these, nor is necessity a factor with
the same significance in them all’ (1.639b). Given the primacy of final causality, Aristotle
employed the analogy of a physician or a builder when discussing causality in nature. Thus
the proper order of enquiry is not to start with the process of formation of each animal, but to
consider first its actual characteristics and then deal with their evolution (Ross 1995: 128). As
declared in the Parts of Animals, ‘For the process of evolution is for the sake of the thing
finally evolved, and not this for the sake of the process’ (1.640a). Material causality is thus
subordinated to final causality. Thomas Aquinas concludes that the goal (i.e. the purpose) is
called the cause of causes, since it causes the causality of all the other causes (On the
Principles of Nature; McDermott 1993: 75). The presence of the final cause is therefore a

necessary condition for the actualising of the potential into a particular result.

It has been suggested that Aristotle’s teleology should rather be viewed as teleonomy, i.e.
finality in nature without suggesting extraneous, conscious design. According to Wolfgang
Kullmann, telos did not have the sense of plan or purpose for Aristotle, but rather goal and
perfection (O’Rourke 2004: 20, 22). Arelated distinction was made by Ernst Mayr between
teleology (i.e. the inner tendency of nature towards cosmic perfection) on the one hand and
teleomatic and teleonomic processes on the other. Teleomatic processes are those determined
by natural properties, for example the downward flow and eventual emptying of a river in the
sea. In contrast, a teleonomic prosess is inherently determined, or programmed, towards a
goal. Examples thereof include organic growth, feeding, and reproduction. Michael Tkacz
applies Mayr’s distinction to that made by Aristotle (Physics 11.196b) between that which
occurs in nature ‘by necessity’ (ex anangke) and that which is “for the sake of something’ (to
hou heneka) — indicating the teleomatic and the teleonomic, respectively (2013: 672-673).

The reluctance among modern biologists to recognise final causality in nature has been aptly
satirised by the British polymath J.B.S. Haldane: ‘Teleology is like a mistress to the biologist:
he cannot live without her, but he’s unwilling to be seen with her in public’ (quoted in
O’Rourke 2004: 20). Judging by the conceptual hair-splitting between teleology and the so-
called teleomatic/teleonomic as mentioned in the previous paragraph, it is clear that the ‘ghost
of teleology’ continues to haunt those unwilling to admit a transcendent influence in the
processes of life, even if such influence acts indirectly through the Intellect/Logos rather than
directly from the Principle into the realm of Manifestation.
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5.6 Conclusion

More than any of his Hellenic predecessors, Aristotle took the study of the physical world in
its multifarious facets seriously. He is therefore rightly honoured as the father of Western
natural science, just as Plato is justly honoured as the father of Western religious philosophy.
In addition, Aristotle laid the conceptual foundations for the study of logic and metaphysics in
the Western world. However, during the twentieth century it become fashionable in certain
academic circles to view Aristotle’s metaphysics as being incompatible with that of Plato,
notably due to Aristotle’s extensive criticism of the theory of Forms in the Metaphysics and
his lost work On the Ideas (Gerson 2005: 209, 220). However, in view of the Neoplatonic
testimony (which is based on all of the extant manuscripts) it would be more accurate to state
that Aristotle rejected an inadequate or false theory of Forms, and not the authentic Platonic
theory. For instance, Aristotle’s notion of the Prime Mover eternally thinking all intelligibles
(ta noéta) was viewed by the Neoplatonists as recognising the existence of the Forms (Gerson
2005: 209, 220). Further Aristotelian notions regarding Forms that appear to be in harmony
(not identity) with Plato are the priority of the intelligible to the sensible, the eternality of
form, and the non-identity of form and universal (Gerson 2005: 231).

That Aristotle did not oppose Plato on the reality of the Ideas was explained by Asclepius in
his Commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics. In this late Neoplatonic work reference is made
to Aristotle’s affirmation of the following: (a) that the soul is the place of forms (in On the
Soul); (b) that intellect in actuality is its objects (in Metaphysics); and (c) that intellect in
potency acts and intellect in actuality makes (again in On the Soul). *So,” Asclepius concludes,
‘Aristotle himself straightforwardly places Ideas in the intellect. Why, then, someone might
say, if he is elevating Ideas, does he seem to be quarreling with Plato? We reply that in reality
he is quarreling not with Plato, although elsewhere he in fact does quarrel with Plato, but with
those who have posited these Ideas as existing by themselves and as having been separated
from intellect’ (quoted in Gerson 2005: 223). We will touch upon further aspects of the
Neoplatonic harmonising of Plato and Aristotle in the next chapter.

Moreover, by affirming that being precedes becoming Aristotle follows his Athenian mentor
with regards to ontology. He writes as follows in the Generation of Animals: “When we are
dealing with definite and ordered products of Nature, we must not say that each is of a certain
quality because it becomes so, but rather that they become so because they are so and so, for
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the process of becoming attends upon being and is for the sake of being, not vice versa’
(quoted in Ross 1995: 127; italics added).
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6: Neoplatonic cosmology

6.1 Introduction

The term Neoplatonism (alternatively Neo-Platonism) has been applied by Western scholars
since the eighteenth century to the Hellenic religious-philosophical movement that was
launched by the work of Plotinus in the third century. However, the modern distinction
between Plato and Neoplatonism is utterly erroneous. There can be little doubt that Plotinus,
Porphyry, lamblichus and Proclus (the dominant figures in Neoplatonism) would have viewed
themselves as paleo-Platonists; that is to say, as expositors and defenders of Platonic
philosophy (Dillon and Gerson 2004: xiii-xiv). The founders of modern philosophical
hermeneutics also rejected the Neoplatonic thesis of harmony between Plato and Aristotle, in
the arrogant belief that they understood Plato better than his disciples of the late Classical era
did, if not Plato himself (Uzdavinys 2004: xii). This attitude is contrasted by Thomas Taylor
with the testimony of Longinus that none of Plato’s doctrines had been corrupted in the works
of Plotinus. In addition, Plotinus is said to have explicated the Pythagorean and Platonic
principles more lucidly than any of his predecessors (Taylor 2010: 79).%* And in the words of
a perceptive recent commentator: ‘Looking down upon Plato, Plotinus, and Proclus from the
tower of their so-called “Enlightenment”, they claimed to have discovered “the real Plato” —
one who had to be thoroughly cleansed from the filth of Neoplatonic interpretations. Thus,
Neoplatonism was pictured as the root and source of all evils. This highly prejudiced opinion
prevailed as unquestioned dogma despite the heroic resistance of such Platonic scholars as
Thomas Taylor, and is still prevalent among the contemporary “priests” of current scientistic
ideologies. According to the narrow Protestant mentality of the 19th century, and even that of
modern secular scholarship, the ancient Hellenic Neoplatonists were madmen, liars and
foolish forgers, who preferred illusions and imaginations to sound reason’ (Uzdavinys 2004:

xii). In this chapter we will endeavour to correct this misinterpretation.

One of the most important predecessors of Neoplatonism?® was the Syrian philosopher

21 The Classics scholar Thomas Taylor (1758-1835) deserves lasting credit for first translating the complete

works of Plato and Aristotle into English, as well as the Orphic fragments and numerous Neoplatonic works.
He also penned a pioneering essay on the rights of animals. However, due to the negative attitude towards
Neoplatonism in much of modern scholarship, Taylor ‘has been systematically neglected by the narrow-
minded scholars of the 19th and 20th centuries’, as Algis Uzdavinys remarked (2004: xxviii).

We continue using the term for the sake of convention, without implying any real distinction between Plato
and Neoplatonism.

22
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Numenius of Apamea, who lived in the second century A.D. and is recognised as having been
both a Pythagorean and a Middle Platonist. Numenius strove to re-establish the primordial
philosophia perennis, which is manifested in the sacred wisdom of the Indian, Chaldean,
Egyptian, Phoenician, and Jewish sages (Uzdavinys 2004: xix). Viewing Socrates and Plato as
Pythagoreans, Numenius posited a doctrine of ‘three gods’ that closely resembled the
Christian conception of a divine Trinity. In terms thereof the First God was the source of all
goodness and rationality, similar to the Good of Plato or the One of the Pythagoreans; the
Second God was the mediator between the First God and the physical world, and thus
required two natures to interact with both; and the Third God was either the world-soul or the
created cosmos (Ferguson 2011: 191-192). The Second God of Numenius appears to be
similar to the Logos of Patristic Christianity, acting as the ontological link between the
Uncreated and created natures, that is to say between the One and the many. It was further
held by Numenius that evil does not arise from God or the Good or their self-withdrawal, but
that both good and evil exist as part of primordial reality (Ferguson 2011: 192) — as is

axiomatic in Gnosticism, which Plotinus vigorously opposed.

The Neoplatonic hierarchical view of reality rests on two interrelated principles: the simple
precedes the complex, and the intelligible precedes the sensible. In both cases the priority is
not temporal, Lloyd Gerson remarks, but ontological and conceptual. Accordingly, the
complex is explained by the simple and the sensible is explained by the intelligible (Gerson
2005: 33). It is noteworthy that the Neoplatonic distinction between intelligible and sensible
worlds does not entail a metaphysical dualism, since the sensible world is not deprived of
intelligibility altogether (Dillon and Gerson 2004: xx). Moreover, both the intelligible and
sensible realms are rooted, directly or indirectly, in a higher Principle. For the Neoplatonists
the first principle is Plato’s Form of the Good, in the light of Aristotle’s testimony that some
of the Platonists (‘those who maintain the existence of the unchangeable substances’) equated
the One with the Good, whose substance is its unity (Metaphysics XI1V.1091b). However, the
intelligible world (kosmos noetikos) could not consist solely of an absolutely simple first
principle, and therefore Plotinus divided the intelligible world into a hierarchy of One,
Intellect, and Soul (Dillon and Gerson 2004: xx-xxii). Thus, although soul is affirmed as the
principle of all life, it is preceded by intellect. This in turn implies that the psychical is

explained by the intellectual and not vice versa (Gerson 2005: 33).

In the systematic hierarchy of Neoplatonism the order of the sensible world is explained



128

above all by the principle of the Godhead. In this understanding the Divine has complete
explanatory reach, as Lloyd Gerson remarked. And since nothing exists which cannot be
explained with reference to the divine Principle, theology and ontology are inseparable. In
addition, the Divinity possesses the attributes of benevolence and providence (Gerson 2005:
33). Consequently, in terms of the ‘top-down’ metaphysics of Neoplatonism, the material is
explained by the psychical, just as the latter is explained by the intellectual. In this world-
view, being the precise opposite of a materialist one, ‘the material world can only be
accounted for in terms of the non-material, the visible in terms of the invisible, the measurable
in terms of the non-measurable’; accordingly, ‘the ultimate truth is enshrined in the latter and
not in the former’ (Northbourne 1995: 94).

Furthermore, the Neoplatonists strove to present theurgical rites as the summit of philosophy,
being ‘an attempt to revitalize the ancient transformative wisdom’ against the rationalism,
hedonism and skepticism that had become dominant in the Academy (Uzdavinys 2004: xix).
Their affirmation of theurgy (Greek theourgia, literally ‘divine-working’) is rooted in the
Egyptian and Mesopotamian wisdom brought to the Hellenic world by some of the
Presocratics. As explained by Algis Uzdavinys, ‘Due to this ancient metaphysical and cultic
legacy, followers of Orpheus, Pythagoras, Empedocles, and Plato regarded their philosophical
tradition as a mystery into which one might be initiated” (2004: xix). Thus Proclus, at the
beginning of his Platonic Theology, evokes the Platonic mystical vision which had been
received by Plato through divine revelation, and preserved by such luminaries as Plotinus,
Porphyry and lamblichus. Recognising that this secret doctrine remained a mystery accessible
to only a few, ‘It serves to bring home to us the degree to which Platonism was a religion as
well as a philosophical system in this period’ (Dillon and Gerson 2004: 282). Accordingly, in
Neoplatonism discursive thought is combined with spiritual practice in order to attain
illumination (photismos), direct vision (epopteia) of the truth, and union (henosis) with the
Divine. The Hellenic term philosophia is thus the precise equivalent of the Sanskrit yoga,
denoting a specially adopted lifestyle aimed at salvation of the soul (Uzdavinys 2004: xxii-
xxiii). It is abundantly evident that in the Hellenic tradition as represented by the Presocratics,
Plato, Aristotle and the Neoplatonists, philosophy is an all-embracing way of life and not

mere rationalistic speculation as is commonplace in modern “scholarly’ circles.

For the later Neoplatonists such as lamblichus, Proclus and Damascius, theurgy (theourgia)
was a religious-philosophical ritual by means of which the soul could undertake its erotic
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journey between the immanent and the transcendent, and between insight into its own
nothingness and the divine reality itself. Moreover, for these thinkers thought and rite became
inseparable, since metaphysical theory was fulfilled in theurgical practice. In this context
lamblichus argued that human thought is unable to return the soul to the gods (i.e. the realm
of the Divine), whereas theurgical rites harmonise the human consciousness with the will of
the gods and thus prepares it for participation in the Divine realm. As a matter of fact, in the
whole metaphysical tradition stretching from Plato and Aristotle up to Thomas Aquinas,
thought and practice was conceived as closely interwoven (Goosen 2007: 89-90, 95, 214).

With its insistence on the priority of the intelligible over the sensible, Neoplatonism
represents one of the most lasting versions of philosophical idealism in the history of human
thought. Combined with its profoundly theistic cosmology, it is not surprising that numerous
Christian, Islamic and Jewish thinkers over a period of almost two thousand years have drunk
from the Neoplatonic well. Moreover, Neoplatonism is arguably the most advanced form of
traditional Indo-European thought in the Western world and thus eminently relevant to the
inter-religious dialogue of our time. As affirmed by the British-Indian yogi Bede Griffith,
‘Neo-Platonism, as found in Plotinus and later developed by St Gregory of Nyssa and
Dionysius the Areopagite, is the nearest equivalent in the West of the Vedantic tradition of
Hinduism in the East’ (Leclercq 1987: 32). Salient aspects of the cosmology of Plotinus,
Porphyry, lamblichus and Proclus will forthwith be outlined.

6.2 Plotinus

The Hellenic philosopher Plotinus (ca. 205-270) was born in Egypt and studied under the
famed teacher Ammonius Saccas in Alexandria. He later travelled to Persia to study their
wisdom tradition and afterwards settled in Rome, where he taught philosophy until his death
from leprosy (Blackburn 2008: 279). In a collection of treatises titled the Enneads (edited by
his student Porphyry), Plotinus laid the cosmological and metaphysical foundations of
Neoplatonism. As one of the most brilliant thinkers of all time, Plotinus affirmed the classical
Indo-European conception of the Divinity as both transcendent and immanent, thereby
establishing a balance between apophatic and kataphatic theology (Bradshaw 2006). In
addition, through his reworking of the Platonic ontology and epistemology Plotinus provided

the conceptual template underlying much of Christian mysticism (Krtiger 2007: 144).

To begin with, Plotinus viewed all of reality as grounded in the One (to hen), from which all
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beings arise through emanation. This should not be conceived as a temporal process, but
rather as establishing an ontological hierarchy (Oosthuizen 1974: 57). In the words of
Plotinus: ‘Let the sort of coming to be that is in time not get in our way, since our discussion
is concerned with things that are eternal’ (Enneads V.1.6).% The emanationism of Plotinus
rests on two related presuppositions expounded by Hellenic thinkers from the lonians to
Aristotle: that unity precedes multiplicity, and that formal reality precedes material reality
(Oosthuizen 1974: 57-58). As with his predecessors, Plotinus also strove to explain the

relation between the One and the many by means of participation.

Plotinus distinguishes between four modes of being: the One, the Intellect, the Soul, and
matter. The first three modes of being are intelligible and named hypostases (hypostaseis),
comprising a divine Trinity (Oosthuizen 1974: 57-58, 83). As stated by Plotinus, ‘There is the
One beyond Being; ... next, there is Being and Intellect; and third, there is the nature of the
Soul’ (Enneads V.1.10). The relation between the three hypostases is vividly depicted:
‘Intellect is the primary activity from the Good and the primary essence from that which
remains in itself. But Intellect is active around the Good, in a way living around it. Soul
dances outside this looking at it and, in contemplating its interior, looks at God through itself’
(Enneads 1.8.2). Furthermore, the distinction between Being and Soul is analogous to that
between eternity (aion) and time (chronos). In the Enneads (I11.7) eternity is stated to be the
state and nature (diathesis kai physis) of real Being, whereas time pertains to the life of the
World-soul (Dillon and Gerson 2004: 274).

The trinitarian scheme of Plotinus is attributed to Plato himself: ‘Plato understood that the
Intellect comes from the Good, and the Soul comes from the Intellect’ (Enneads V.1.8). This
doctrine was anticipated, Plotinus continues, by Parmenides with his amalgamation of Being
with Intellect; by Anaxagoras in positing the first principle (Intellect) as simple and the One as
separate; by Heraclitus in viewing the One as everlasting and intelligible; by Empedocles in
identifying the first principle, Love, with the One; and finally by Aristotle with his view of the
first principle as separate and intelligible, but not as self-thinking (Enneads V.1.8-9). With this
reasoning Plotinus also implicitly acknowledges the Pythagorean notion of the One as
transcendent first principle (Ferguson 2011: 199).

28 References to the Enneads follow the sequence of book, treatise, and chapter; quotes are from the translation

by John Dillon and Lloyd Gerson (2004), unless otherwise indicated.



131

The realm of being is associated by Plotinus with the Intellect and not with the One itself,
which is above being (hyperontos) or beyond being (epekeina ousias). To be more specific,
the One is absolutely transcendent in respect of Intellect, Forms, and Being (Enneads V1.8.15;
Dillon and Gerson 2004: 174). Nonetheless, as ultimate source of all Being the One provides
the foundation (arche) and location (topos) of all things that exist (Enneads V1.9.6; Moore
2001). In the words of Plotinus: ‘“The One is perfect because it seeks for nothing, and
possesses nothing, and has need of nothing; and being perfect, it overflows, and thus its super-
abundance produces an Other’ (Enneads V.2.1; quoted in Lovejoy 1960: 62). Or as vividly
depicted by Michael Grant, the One “pours itself out in an eternal downward rush of
generation which brings into being all the different, ordered levels of the world as we know it,
in a majestic, spontaneous surge of living forms’ (quoted in Ferguson 2011: 200). Thus the
One precedes all things and is simultaneously immanent in all things, establishing ontological
continuity throughout the cosmos.

Since the One transcends all being and thought, Plotinus held that all speech concerning the
One is rooted in things below the One. Therefore concepts can only be applied to the One
inasmuch as it is the cause of all things (Enneads V1.9.3; Mahoney 2002: 80-81). However,
although the divine Essence is unknowable, the One can be known through contemplation
(thearia) of its power (dynamis) (Moore 2001). In addition, although the One is beyond all
intelligible reality, it is the source of all intelligible beauty: ‘But we say that that which
transcends Intellect is the Idea of the Good, a nature that holds beauty in front of itself. So
roughly speaking, the Good is the primary beauty. But if one distinguishes the intelligibles
apart, one will say that the place of the Forms is intelligible beauty, whereas the Good
transcends that and is the source and principle of beauty’ (Enneads 1.6.9). In other words, the
One is the ultimate cause of the intelligibility of the cosmos.

The second hypostasis of the Divinity is the Intellect (ho nous), which emanates from the One
through its self-contemplation. Whereas the One thinks itself as itself, the Intellect thinks
itself as other, and thus becomes divided within itself. Through this act of division in the
Intellect, the realm of Being is produced (Enneads V.1.7; Moore 2005). Strictly speaking, the
Intellect is the first principle (proton arkhon) of all things that exist, while the One is the
eternally present possibility of all existents (Enneads V.2.1; Moore 2001). For Plotinus the
Intellect is the ontological storehouse of potential beings (Enneads V.9.5; Moore 2001).
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Plotinus harmonised the Platonic and Aristotelian notions of the first principle by identifying
the Good/the One with the ultimate first principle and the Prime Mover with the Intellect
(Bradshaw 2006). It should be noted that by associating the Demiurge with the Prime Mover,
the Neoplatonists were not ascribing anthropomorphic characteristics to either (Gerson 2005:
129). As a matter of fact, Plotinus insisted that the anthropomorphisms ascribed to the
Demiurge by Plato, e.g. sowing or speaking, are not to be taken literally, in the sense of
temporality (Enneads 1V.8.4). This hermeneutical caveat reflects Plato’s own assertion that his

cosmological dialogue is a ‘likely account’ (Timaeus 29d; Dillon and Gerson 2004: 62).

The contemplation of the One by the Intellect gives rise to an immense variety of separate
thoughts, or intelligibles (noeta), which are reflections of the power (dynamis) of the One that
brought the Intellect into existence. These intelligibles are none other than the eternal Forms
as postulated by Plato, and through them the Intellect is present in all things as their being and
intelligibility (Moore 2005). Plotinus held that since the Intellect contains the totality of the
Formes, it serves as archetype for the entire physical world. Each object of sense perception
therefore has a prototype in the intelligible realm (Oosthuizen 1974: 104-106).

According to Lloyd Gerson, the Forms contained in the divine Intellect are not to be confused
with thoughts (noémata), as some Platonists have done. Plato made a distinction between
these concepts in the Parmenides, where we find the protagonist explaining to Socrates that
the Forms are not thoughts, but objects of thought (132b-c). Plotinus elaborates this theme in
the Enneads: ‘First, then, we should grasp the essence (ousias) of the Forms generally, that is,
that they do not exist because the one thinking thinks each one, and so that by thinking
provides each of them with its existence (hypostasis). For it is not because the one thinking
thought of what Justice (dikaiosyne) is that Justice came to be nor because he thought of what
Motion (kinesis) is that Motion came to exist’ (V1.6.6; quoted in Gerson 2005: 214).

Plotinus employs the Stoic term logoi spermatikoi, or seminal reasons, to indicate the
productive ‘seeds’ that become actualized as distinct from the Intellect (Enneads V.9.6-7;
Moore 2001). These ‘rational seeds’ contain the potentialities of all beings, which are
generated through the productive power of Being. The relation between Being and Life has
been sketched as follows by Edward Moore (2001): “We may best understand Being, in the
context of Plotinus’ thought, by saying that it differentiates and makes indeterminate the Ideas
belonging to the Intelligence, only in order to return these divided or differentiated ideas, now
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logoi spermatikoi, to Sameness or Unity. It is the process of returning the divided and
differentiated ideas to their original place in the chain of emanation that constitutes Life or

temporal existence.” Thus Life originates in the return of the logoi to Being and Intellect.

The participation of the Forms in the One is illustrated by Plotinus by means of the radii of a
circle converging in the centre. The philosopher also employed the metaphor of the sun and
sunlight to illustrate the relationship between the One and the Intellect (Oosthuizen 1974: 95,
99). As is the case with the One, the Intellect (nous) eludes the grasp of discursive, rational
thought (dianoia). However, Intellect may be approached through intuitive knowledge
(gnasis), which pertains to a higher level of reality than knowledge (epistemé) based on
reason (Armstrong 1991:14). This differentiation between intellect and reason is axiomatic in
Hellenic thought, but has sadly been lost in the modern Western world.

For Plotinus the third hypostasis of the Divinity is the Soul (psyche), which emanates from the
Intellect through its contemplation of the One. In its turn, the Soul contemplates the Intellect,
which brings forth the cosmos through emanation. Whereas the Intellect became divided
within itself through contemplation, the Soul becomes divided outside of itself. This division
of the Soul constitutes the cosmos, which is therefore the self-expression of the Soul (Moore
2005). The reciprocity of the Soul’s contemplation and action has been depicted as follows by
Edward Moore: ‘It [Soul] contemplates the Intelligence, its prior in the ‘chain of existents,’
and also extends itself, through acting upon or actualizing its own thoughts (the logoi
spermatikoi), into the darkness or indeterminacy of multiplicity or Difference (which is to be
identified in this sense with Matter); and by so doing, the Soul comes to generate a separate,
material cosmos that is the living image of the spiritual or noetic Cosmos contained as a
unified thought within the Intelligence’ (2001).

As generator of and ruler over the material world, the Soul forms the material beings
according to their prototypes in the Intellect (these being the eternal Forms). Accordingly,
Plotinus continues, the World-soul (psyché tou pantos) contains the realm of nature (physis) as
an emanation from the One via the Intellect. Nature is in fact the level where the Soul
becomes fragmented into individual, embodied souls (Moore 2001). The position of the
individual soul is thus intermediate between the World-soul and nature, so that it displays
points of congruence with both realms (Oosthuizen 1974: 112, 114, 121). Due to this
interaction between the World-soul and individual souls, Plotinus reasoned, there are two
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types of care: the universal and the particular (Enneads 1V.8.2). This indicates respectively the
World-soul providing for the body of the universe, and the soul of the individual being
providing for his or her body (Dillon and Gerson 2004: 58).

Regarding the relation between Soul and physical nature (physis), Plotinus followed Plato’s
example by using the term ‘living being’ (zoion) for the composite of body and soul in an
individual: “What we should say is that the living being is either a certain kind of body
[living], or the sum [of body and soul], or some other third thing that arises from both of
these’ (Enneads 1.1.5). It appears that Plotinus views a living being as the product that arises
from the combination of body and soul, and not the mere sum thereof (Dillon and Gerson
2004: 278). A distinction is made between the organic shapes (morphai) that are present in the
sensible world and the Forms (eidé) of organisms which are contained in the Form of the
Living Being (Enneads V1.7.10; Dillon and Gerson 2004: 135).

Throughout the Enneads Plotinus employs the term logos, in the meaning of ‘expressed
principle’, to indicate the image of the higher as it is found in the lower. The active presence
of the logos (plural logoi) in nature is outlined as follows: “In fact, the underlying and
worked-upon matter comes to form bearing these [hot or cold], or becomes such when the
expressed principle, though it itself does not have the property, works on it; for it is not
necessary for fire to be added in order for matter to become fire, but rather an expressed
principle [to be added], which is not an inconsiderable sign of both the fact that in living
beings and in plants the expressed principles are the producers, and the fact that nature is an
expressed principle, which makes another expressed principle, a product of it, giving
something to the underlying subject, while it is itself static’ (Enneads 111.8.2). In this way
Plotinus refers to the rules or laws in the World-soul which are manifested in the ‘body’ of
nature (Dillon and Gerson 2004: 37). We contend that this reasoning implies the operation of
natural laws, according to the indwelling logoi in the physical world.

Since the Intellect and the Soul arise through contemplation (theoria, literally a looking at,
viewing, beholding, or observing; L&S 817), the same process applies to nature. Plotinus
writes: ‘“That which comes to be is my vision, my act of silence, a thing contemplated that
comes to be by nature, and since | come to be by contemplation that is like this, it is the case
that | have the nature of a lover of contemplation. And my contemplating makes the product
of contemplation, just as geometricians draw what they are thinking. But with me, | do not
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draw; rather, | contemplate, and the outlines of bodies materialize as if they resulted from my
contemplation’ (Enneads 111.8.4). This passage on the contemplative origin of physical bodies
evokes a beautiful personification of nature (Theodossiou et al 2011: 97). Plotinus continues,
‘And there exists in me my mother’s state and the beings that generated me. Those, too, come
from contemplation, and my becoming was through no action of theirs; rather, those greater
expressed principles contemplated themselves, and | came to be’ (Enneads 111.8.4). In this
context ‘mother’ refers to the World-soul, whereas the ‘beings that generated me’ indicates the
logoi in the soul derived from the Forms contained in the Intellect, according to which nature
is constituted (Dillon and Gerson 2004: 39).

The process of emanation from the One via the Intellect and the Soul ends in matter (hylé). In
Books Il and 111 of the Enneads matter is variously described as without magnitude (ou
megethos), bodiless (asomatos), invisible (aoratos), without quality (apoios), impassible
(apathes), unalterable (me alloisusthai), indestructible (anolethros), unlimited (aoristos) and
indefinite (apeiron). These negative aspects of matter are required in order to receive the
Forms as images, and as principle of generation and change (Gerson 2005: 107). Matter is
therefore the principle of differentiation among existent things for Plotinus (Moore 2001).
However, although matter is brought forth by Soul, it is pure passivity and therefore alien to
Soul. Viewed from another angle, Soul is the link between the material and non-material
realms; that is to say, the mediator between Intellect and matter. Since matter lacks hypostatic
being, it is only real in a derived sense (Oosthuizen 1974: 83, 112).

Matter is also viewed by Plotinus as the principle of evil, since it is the final end out of which
nothing more can originate. The opposites of good (to agathon) and evil (to kakon) exist due
to the contrary principles found in all being. Since the cosmos is the product of the interaction
between Intellect and Necessity (as Plato taught in the Timaeus), good is that which comes
from God, whereas evil is that which comes from the material substrate (Oosthuizen 1974:
127, 130, 132, 134). However, Plotinus does not view matter as inherently evil. Instead,
because matter receives the action of soul it is only evil in relation to soul, to the extent that
soul is bound by matter (Enneads 1.8.14; Moore 2001). Evil is thus viewed as having a
parasitic existence (parahypostasis), as an inevitable result of the existence of the cosmos

(Wikipedia: Neoplatonism).

Since matter represents the final emanation from the One, it marks the point where the power
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of the One reaches a terminus (Oosthuizen 1974: 131). Yet this recognition does not prevent
Plotinus from holding an appreciative view of the sensible world. Because all things exist due
to the power of the One, nothing prevents any of them to participate in the nature of the Good,
according to the capability of each. As affirmed by Plotinus, ‘The most beautiful part of the
sensible world, then, is a manifestation of the best among the intelligibles, of their power and
of their goodness; and all things, both sensible and intelligible, are eternally connected, the
intelligibles existing by themselves, the things that partake always receiving their existence
from them, imitating the intelligible nature insofar as they are able’ (Enneads 1V.8.6).

Ultimately, because all things emanate from the One, they have potential (dynamis) as their
essence. This potential generates energy (energeia), so that when individual beings return to
the One via the Intellect, their energy returns to their Source (Enneads V1.9.6; Wikipedia:
Neoplatonism). This return is illustrated by Plotinus with reference to Odysseus’ epic journey
to his home in Ithaca following the Trojan War, as related by Homer. Thus Odysseus departed
first from Circe and then from Calypso to his homeland, even though he had experienced
visual pleasures and sensual beauty with them. Similarly, ‘Our fatherland, from where we
have come, and our father are both in the intelligible world” (Enneads 1.6.8). This
‘metaphysical patriotism’, as one may call it, is indeed the highest duty of the human soul.

6.3 Porphyry
Plotinus’ student, editor and biographer Porphyry (ca. 234-305) was born in the Phoenician

city of Tyre and studied Pythagorean and Platonic philosophy, first with Longinus in Athens
and then with Plotinus in Rome (Ferguson 2011: 198). In structuring the writings of Plotinus
into six books of nine essays each (the six Enneads), Porphyry was undoubtedly aware of the
mystical significance of the number nine (Greek enneas), being the triad three times. For the
Neoplatonists in general, the structure of reality arises from the One unfolding first into the
Triad and then into the Ennead: “The number nine thus expresses the paradigmatic, all-
encompassing and still noetic totality’ (Uzdavinys 2011: 67).

Porphyry wrote more than seventy books in a wide range of intellectual areas, including
numerous commentaries on Plato’s dialogues and Aristotle’s works, as well as Lives of the
Philosophers. The latter included a biography of Pythagoras, written to introduce people to
Platonic philosophy, of which Pythagoras was thus credited as founder. Anticipating the
twentieth-century Traditionalist school, Porphyry believed that the primordial wisdom (sophia
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perennis) of the Egyptians, the Hebrews, and the peoples of India and Mesopotamia was
essentially identical. Pythagoras was said to have introduced this wisdom tradition among the

Greeks, while Plato expressed it more fully than anyone else (Ferguson 2011: 200-201).

In addition, with his influential commentary on Aristotle’s Categories titled the Isagoge,
Porphyry incorporated Aristotle’s writings into the Neoplatonic curriculum, accepting like all
Neoplatonists that Aristotle’s philosophy is in harmony with Platonism (Dillon and Gerson
2004: xvii). Porphyry also wrote a work titled On the Unity of the Doctrine of Plato and
Avristotle, which represents the first systematic attempt to harmonise these Athenian giants
(Gerson 2005: 291). The Isagoge opens with the following questions in the tradition of
Aristotle: ‘Do genera and species subsist in themselves, or do they exist only in the mind? If
they subsist in themselves, are they corporeal or incorporeal? If they are incorporeal, do they
exist in separation from sensible substances or in conjunction with them?’ (quoted in
Blackburn 2008: 282). In this way the Syrian thinker introduced the problem of universals,

which was to achieve such prominence in medieval Scholastic thought.

Building on the teaching of Plotinus, Porphyry declares that the One, as first principle, is also
the father of the noetic (i.e. intelligible) triad of Being, Life, and Intellect (On the Return of
the Soul; Dillon and Gerson 2004: 200). With reference to Plato’s declaration that the
substance of the Godhead extends over three levels of reality, or hypostases, Porphyry wrote:
“The highest god is the Good, and after him and second there is the Demiurge, and third is the
Soul of the Universe; for the divine realm proceeds as far as Soul’ (History of Philosophy,
Book 4; Dillon and Gerson 2004: 203). Since the Good is identical with the One, this
statement identifies the Demiurge of the Plato’s Timaeus with the divine Intellect.

6.4 lamblichus

The most eminent student of Porphyry, lamblichus (ca.260-330), was born in the Syrian town
of Chalcis. He wrote commentaries on several of Plato’s dialogues and Aristotle’s works, as
well as a voluminous work titled On the Pythagorean School, which was introduced by a
biography of Pythagoras. In this work lamblichus incorporated virtually all of Pythagorean
thought into Neoplatonism, as well as focusing on the dialogues of Plato and the logic of
Aristotle (Ferguson 2011: 201-202). lamblichus thereby continued the Neoplatonic
harmonising of Plato and Aristotle, in terms of which the former was viewed as a Pythagorean
and the latter as a Platonist. This implies that Pythagoras, Plato and Aristotle should be
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recognised as exponents of the same metaphysical tradition, albeit with differences in
perspective or emphasis that led to divergent yet compatible formulations of the truth.

The esteem in which lamblichus was held in the late Classical era is evident from the
statement by the Emperor Julian the Philosopher?* that the Syrian thinker had been posterior
in time, but not in genius, to Plato himself (Taylor 2010: 79). Of unknown authorship but
attributed to lamblichus is a Neoplatonic work titled Ta theologoumena tés arithmétikes (The
Theology of Arithmetic), in which the mystical, mathematical and cosmological symbolism of
the first ten numbers is elaborated. It opens with the statement that the monad is the non-
spatial source of number, being called monad on account of its stability — the Greek monas is
derived from menein, to be stable. That the author in all probability belonged to the school of
lamblichus is evident from the following reasoning: ‘Everything has been organized by the
monad, because it contains everything potentially: for even if they are not yet actual,
nevertheless the monad holds seminally the principles which are within all numbers, including
those which are within the dyad.” The monad is therefore associated with God, who is
seminally everything that exists, self-generated, and the cause of permanence in natures
(Waterfield 1988: 35, 37). In this way the metaphysics of Aristotle (potency and actuality) and
of Plotinus (seminal principles, or logoi spermatikoi) are drawn into Pythagorean numerology,

upon which synthesis the author continues to build in the remainder of the work.

It is further stated in the Theology of Arithmetic that the dyad is associated with matter, being
the sources of differentiation in number and nature, respectively. Just as (primary) matter is
definite and formless, so is the dyad incapable of receiving form. Therefore the dyad is
subordinate to the monad, just as matter is subordinate to form. The first odd number is the
triad, which “has a special beauty and fairness beyond all numbers, primarily because it is the
very first to make actual the potentialities of the monad — oddness, perfection, proportionality,
unification, limit.” The triad is also the first number to indicate totality, since all natural
process have a beginning, a middle, and an end. In its turn the tetrad is the first number to
display the nature of solidity, the latter arising in the sequence point — line — plane — body.
The tetrad thus provides the limit of corporeality and three-dimensionality. Accordingly, all
sensible things exist in four terms, such as the Aristotelian causes and the Platonic elements.

There are also four sources of the cosmos, namely God (by which), matter (from which), form

2% Known as Julian the Apostate to Christian authors and their secular successors in the Western world.
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(by means of which), and result (with what end). The pentad is the first number to encompass
the specific identity of all number, being the sum of the first even and uneven numbers (2 +
3). It is associated with all the natural phenomena of the universe, especially as it pertains to
life (Waterfield 1988: 40, 42-43, 49-51, 55, 58, 63, 65-66).

Regarding the remaining numbers, the Theology of Arithmetic continues as follows. The
hexad is the first perfect number, being the sum of its own parts, namely a sixth, a third and a
half. Since the hexad is also the product of the first even and uneven numbers (2x3), i.e. male
and female, it symbolises marriage of which the function is to produce offspring similar to the
parents. In addition, the hexad is the number of the soul, since it gives articulation to the
cosmos just as the soul gives articulation to the body. The heptad is not born of any mother
and is therefore the number of virginity. Also, the sum of the numbers from the monad to the
heptad equals 28, the number of days of the lunar cycle. The octad is the first actual cube, and
is characterised by perfection and equilibrium. In its turn the ennead is the first square based
on an odd number (3x3). It represents the furthest limit of number, since after nine there is
only repetition and no further progression. Finally, the decad is the number of the cosmos as a
whole, used by the Creator as a measure of things and for fitting them together harmoniously.
It is also associated with power, containing within itself the whole nature of even and odd, and
of moving and unmoving (Waterfield 1988: 75, 77, 87, 101, 15, 107, 109, 114-115). In
addition, lamblichus informs us, the Pythagoreans used ‘ever-flowing Nature’ as a metaphor
for the decad, ‘since it is, as it were, the eternal and everlasting nature of all things and kinds
of thing, and in accordance with it the things of the universe are completed and have a

harmonious and most beautiful limit” (quoted in Waterfield 1988: 57).

In the thought of lamblichus the philosophical dimension became inseparable from the
religious dimension. He integrated theurgical elements into Neoplatonism as a strategy to
counter the challenge presented by the soteriological aspect of Christianity (Dillon and
Gerson 2004: xix-xx). In his work On the Mysteries of the Egyptians (the title conferred on it
by Marsilio Ficino), lamblichus defended the necessity of theurgy and presented it as based
on Neoplatonic theology, against its criticism by Porphyry (Dillon and Gerson 2004: 221).
