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Perhaps assuming a principle which is beyond reason and being is the most
characteristic of the Neoplatonic thought. This principle is absolutely
ineffable and no epithet deserves it. We can talk about it merely by negation.
But such a transcendent principle, which Plotinus introduced it to the
platonic philosophy, did not remain without any critigue among
Neoplatonists. The most elaborated critique by a Neoplatonist is that of
Damascius in the first part of his Problems and Solutions. He argues that the
One, being an arche, cannot be transcendent, and being transcendent, refuses
to be an arche. So, there is an inconsistency between being an arche and
being transcendent. Therefore, the Neoplatonic One, which is the first
principle, is not beyond being, rather it is a being. However, this claim, which
is the corner stone of Damascius’ argument, has been neglected by the
writers on the topic, and they have sought other formulations for his
argument. Based on Damascius’ texts, we have argued that we can ascribe
such a claim to Damascius, and further, regard it as the foundation of his
belief in an absolutely transcendent beyond the One, which is completely
ineffable and about which only silence is due.
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Extended Abstract

It is well known that the so-called Neoplatonic School of Philosophy assumed a transcendent
principle and called it, after Plato’s Parmenides, the One. The notion of a transcendent principle,
i.e., a principle which is beyond reason and specially beyond being, refers to Plato’s Republic and
Parmenides. But, as has been shown by Dodds, it was Plato’s nephew, Speusippus, who was chiefly
responsible for arguing on behalf of a principle which is beyond being and reason, and thus paved
the way for the Neoplatonic interpretation of Plato. It is notable that Aristotle, who was assumed a
stubborn opponent by the Neoplatonists, in his turn, strongly criticized, on the basis of his belief in
priority of actuality over potentiality, the notion of a principle which is not even a being. In fact,
he regarded the nonbeing principle of Speusippus as a potential being inferior to actual being, rather
than some nonbeing superior to actual being, as the Neoplatonists later assumed. However, for
centuries to come, the main stream of Platonic Philosophy and, in fact, all other schools of
philosophy were convinced that the first principle must be a being and a reason. This Aristotelian
notion of first principle was dominant until Plotinus came and argued in favor of a transcendent
principle which is beyond reason and being, the One. This notion, however, did not remain without
any controversy, even among Neoplatonists themselves. Some of them admit beyond existent
reason one principle, some two, and others none. Damascius, the last successor of Plato in Athens’
Academy, has handed down to us the most elaborated critique of the Plotinian transcendent
principle. The argument structure of his critical discussion, however, has been a controversial issue.
The main point of his discussion is the notion of an absolutely ineffable which is beyond the
Neoplatonic One. Three kinds of interpretation have been expounded about it; some scholars
understand it as a limit of knowledge, analogous to a Kantian-like Noumenon, so that it is not a
principle at all; it is something extra-system, and the principality begins with the One. The second
interpretation makes the Ineffable the first principle from which the One proceeds, and the third
regards it simply as a basis or condition for the transcendence of the One. Here, we have offered a
new formulation for the first interpretation. To begin with, the transcendent principle had been
assumed by Neoplatonists as an explanation of the Being as a whole, for a principle which is the
source of beings and is not itself a being could explain why there are beings at all instead of nothing.
An existent first principle, on the contrary, explains only what proceeds from itself, and not the
Being as a whole, for itself is a being and it does not explain itself. But is a transcendent principle
possible at all? Damascius argues that a principle, in so far as it is a principle, is necessarily a being,
just like what it is a principle for. On the contrary, something transcendent does not have any
relation, whatsoever, to anything else, including what it is transcendent over, since every relation
presupposes being. Damascius, therefore, argues that notion of a transcendent principle is
impossible in itself. He further argues that we can say nothing about the Ineffable without
contradiction, and this alludes to our incapability of conceiving the Transcendent, so that it
completely escapes our cognition and only silence deserves it. However, the Neoplatonists usually
designate their first principle, the One, as the ineffable, and by the Parmenidean Thesis (‘the same
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thing can be thought as can be’) conclude that the One is not being, rather it is beyond being.
Damascius, on the contrary, argues that the One can be conceived by the way of negation or by
analogy, so it is not absolutely ineffable, but is ineffable in one respect, and effable in another, and
to the extent that it is effable, it can be regarded as a being. The Neoplatonic One, therefore, is the
first principle, but it is not transcendent, and despite the Neoplatonists, it cannot explain the Being
as a whole. On the other hand, the Transcendent Ineffable, which is absolutely ineffable, is not
even a principle, and therefore, it cannot explain the Being as a whole too. Such an explanation is
completely out of our cognitive power and is not a philosophical problem at all. But if the One
does not explain the Being as a whole, what does it do? Damascius distinguishes between two
problems: problem of unity, and the problem of transcendence. The former seeks to find the single
simple basis of the multitude; the latter tries to find an answer to the question why there are beings
at all instead of nothing. Ironically, the Neoplatonists begin with the first problem, but arrive at the
second. For, after they found a simple one principle, based on its simplicity and consequently the
impossibility of any predication on it, designate it as ineffable, and thereby, together with the
Parmenidean Thesis, conclude its transcendence. So, while they were trying to answer the first
problem, they also found a solution for the second. Damascius criticizes this transition and claims
that simplicity of the One only excludes our positive cognition about it, but the negative cognition,
as well as the analogical one, is a kind of knowledge, and this knowledge suffices for the One to
be somehow existent. Therefore, simplicity does not entail transcendence, and finding an answer
to the problem of multiplicity does not imply an answer to the problem of explaining Being as a
whole. In any way, the fundamental element of Damascius’ argument is that the first principle, i.e.,
the Neoplatonic One, is not beyond being. Despite obvious signs of it in the course of his
discussion, this claim, however, has not been explicitly ascribed to him by scholars. We have tried
to show that we are entitled to ascribe this claim to Damascius, and that it is this claim which plays
the essential role in his argument.
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