“Ad intellectum ratiocinatio”1: Three Procline logics, The Divine Names of PseudoDionysius, Eriugena’s Periphyseon and Boethius’ Consolatio philosophiae
a communication to the Twelfth International Conference on Patristic Studies, Oxford,
August 21 -26, 1995, Studia Patristica, vol. XXIX, edited by Elizabeth A. Livingstone,
(Leuven: Peeters, 1997), 244-51.
In the opening address of this Conference, H.-D. Saffrey distinguished two directions
within pagan Neoplatonism. One of them led to the development of theology as science
by Iamblichus and its first treatise, The Platonic Theology of Proclus.2 He then looked
beyond Proclus to Dionysius the Pseudo-Areopagite, and, in particular to his treatise on
The Divine Names, not only to indicate that the theological science of Iamblichus and
Proclus had a Christian future, but also to suggest the extent of its influence, until the
thirteenth century in the West, an influence usually clandestine, but, nonetheless,
generally pervasive.3
Unless viewed within this particular Neoplatonic context, where “the oracles, held
to be divine, are included among the authorities of philosophy” and where “philosophical
texts themselves, in the first place those of Plato, are raised up to the level of divine
revelations”4, The Divine Names is completely enigmatic. A central puzzle is that, though
Dionysius makes Biblical revelation the absolutely necessary condition for the activity of
naming God and the source of the particular names ascribed to the deity, he clearly both
derives many names from Proclus, and also orders the whole treatise according to a
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Neoplatonic logic primarily, though not exclusively, Procline.5 What is presented as
Christian and Biblical is in logic and content also a continuation of pagan Neoplatonism.
At about the same time that Dionysius’ reflections on his reading of Proclus were
producing his peculiar treatise on The Divine Names, a Latin Christian author who had
also read Proclus,6 was writing a book puzzling in the opposite way. About to be
martyred, he wrote about what consoled him, fallen, as he was, from social and political
heights, into disgrace and prison on the way to torture and death. Though the work of
this Christian facing death became a Christian devotional classic, it contained not a single
explicit, nor even perhaps an implicit, reference to the Christian Scriptures. Its doctrine
was a Neoplatonism common to cultivated pagans and Christians living at the very limit
of late antiquity.7 The Consolation of Philosophy records the purely philosophical
doctrine which persuaded and comforted, and would persuade and comfort, Christians
even in extremis for a millennium and a half.
This philosophical consolation of the fallen soul proceeds by grace, adoring
contemplation and prayer. Lady Philosophy comes to the needy and distracted soul as
grace. She drives away the sentimental and self-indulgent muses and substitutes didactic
and fortifying poetry.8 She arouses reason by uncovering its forgotten convictions.9
Philosophy purges reason by exhortation, and by contemplation and praise of the good
operation of Providence. By diagnostic questions, she at once discloses the disease and
begins its cure. Thus, reason recovers memory; the prisoner recollects his proper self and
what he once already knew.10 So, at the beginning of Book Two, Philosophy can allow a
little silence and will soon permit the activity of dialogue.11 She assists reason’s conversion
from a pathetic absorption in the false outer self where it has been distracted by the flux
of the divided and sensible. Throughout the second book, as reason penetrates (to use
her language), Philosophy pushes the prisoner to reach further within himself to what is
his own and can belong to him independently of all externality.12 Though religious as well
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as medical language is appropriate to describe Philosophy’s activity, these are the
techniques of rational recollection, not cult.
The second Book of the Consolation is still primarily negative, detaching the self
from the dispersion which allowed its fall into self-forgetful despair.13 But, at the
beginning of Book Three, the prisoner is spell bound, absorbed by the words of
Philosophy, who retreats into the recesses of thought.14 Thus lifted inward and upward,
the prisoner is able to turn around “toward true happiness”15 and to actively move himself,
in virtue of “a dream” of his origin, a “kind of notion”, and an “instinctive sense of
direction” toward “the true goal of happiness”.16 The quest for true happiness which is a
quest for self-sufficiency, power,17 and freedom forces him to move from the periphery to
the motionless center, the simple undivided good. This properly belongs only to the
simple undivided self, and so reason raises itself toward the intellection it requires. The
union sought is for intellect beyond ratiocination. But because the self is also discursive
reason, which by its nature divides the simple and undivided,18 the self can only reach
beyond itself to its proper self, and its beatifying end, by prayer.19
Plato in the Timaeus is cited as an the authority for praying in a philosophical
context, and prayer to the “Father” is actually made in the following poetic section. This
is not the only reference to prayer in the Consolation, indeed the last Book argues against
determinism caused by the divine foreknowledge in order to defend the possibility of
prayer, the connection between God and humans.20 Its initial occurrence, about midway
through the Consolation, belongs to a consideration of the relations between unity and
division, intellect and reason, power and weakness. So the question of the necessity of
prayer is directly related to that of the sense in which our higher self, our unified, free
intellectual self, is genuinely our own. While prayer is required because we need outside
help to reach our unified self, the intellect which can see simple things simply does
belong to humans, even if such intelligence defines the divine nature in its difference
from ours.21 Gracious movement of the divine toward the fallen human soul and our
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prayer as the requisites for the simple intellection which leads to union with the simple
divine unity22 are constitutive of the Neoplatonism common to pagan and Christian in
this period. Philosophy is religion and religion philosophy. But the identification of the
two which is The Consolation of Philosophy has, in respect to content and spiritual
method, more the characteristics of the Plotinian - Porphyrian tradition than of the
Iamblichan - Procline alternative.
Dr. Saffrey reminded us that Plotinus “affirmed that one part of the human soul
remained eternally on high, dwelling in the intelligible and divine realm from whence it
never departed.” The Iamblichian “return in strength of ritualism, and of mantic and
hieratic practices,” based in his notion that the whole soul descends completely, “becomes
the ground of a conflict with Porphyry who defends the philosophic life and the memory
of his master Plotinus in regard to these mysterious procedures for the sake of the
divinization of the soul.” Porphyry continues to defend “the superiority of philosophy as
the way of salvation in comparison with all other religious teaching.”23 Lady Philosophy’s
success without recourse to religious acts other than verbal and mental prayer, praise and
contemplation places Boethius on the Porphyrian side of what divides these streams in
this period. I agree with Gerard O’Daly that the poetry in the Consolation, though
evidently essential to raising the prisoner to reason and intellection is not oracular, it is
not inspired in the Procline sense.24 With Proclus and Dionysius, religious oracles and
ritual acts become essential to philosophy’s “way of salvation”, its work to restore the soul
to union with its principle. In contrast, with Porphyry and Boethius, philosophy piously
does the work of religion. Do the Greek Divine Names and the Latin Consolation, show
the two faces of Neoplatonic philosophical theology when it became Christian at the
beginning of the sixth century?
In an article which Salvatore Lilla will publish in the proceedings of the “Colloque
international: Denys l’Aréopagite et sa postérité en Orient et en Occident”, held in Paris
last September,25 the influence of Porphyry on Dionysius will be indicated. Just so,
although Boethius evidently knows the Porphyrian presentation and development of
Plotinus directly and through the work of Augustine, Proclus is also known and his
influence present. Boethius, at least in the thirteenth century, was explicitly associated
with the origins of theology as science, because Thomas Aquinas wrote some of his most
important reflections on that subject when commenting on his De Trinitate. Aquinas
finds in the Theological Tractates taken together the essential elements of a system of
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Christian theology proceeding rationally from the simple unknowable divine unity to
creatures and returning to its principle through Christ. This direction of spirit by which
the cosmos comes forth and is redeemed, Thomas both discerns in Boethius and imitates.
Here, moving in the opposite direction from the Consolation, is the thoroughly systematic
mentality, which we and Thomas also discern in Dionysius and which for us is associated
with the connection of both to Proclus.26
This spirit gives to the Consolation an unrelenting step by step logical structure.
This order, in the half of the work we have followed, is intended to raise the fallen along a
physical, emotional, aesthetic, rational and intellectual itinerarium, the stages of a
complete psychological journey, determined by the Neoplatonic logic in accord with
which the divided forms of mind are simplified. The last two books treat in a scholastic
way questions about evil and freedom which arise on the journey and which must be
solved in order to secure its result.
Salvation in the Consolation is a movement toward the perspective of the divine
Providence, the pure intellectual vision of reality from the eternal present of the
unmoving center, the simple dimensionless point.27 The self is gathered and at home
where vision, unity, goodness, and happiness meet.28 While I judge the relation of
religion and philosophy in the Consolation to be more that of Plotinus and Porphyry than
that of Iamblichus and Proclus, the determination of Boethius to make logical form
explicit in literary structure, and his development of that structure to include every
persuasive art in order to be appropriate to every level and aspect of the soul as it moves
toward the unity which is the good and our happiness, I take to be Procline.
The Divine Names, as indeed the whole Dionysian corpus, has also the obsession
with explicit structural order which we associate with Proclus. It begins by considering
the priority of the de deo uno and within its subject, the conceptual names common to the
whole divinity, it proceeds from good as the first and preeminent. Our naming passes in
order by way of being, life, thought, power. In the midst are, as Dr. Saffrey has noted,
“great and small, identical and different, like and unlike, motionless and moving ...
characteristics which Proclus had himself selected when he had pulled them out of his
own exegesis of the Parmenides”, from which we return to perfect and one by means of
omnipotence, peace and government. When the epistemological context of this naming
is considered, along with the whole list of names and their ordering, it is hard not to see
here the logical movement within God according to which the differentiated creation
comes forth and returns. Here is then both a divinity and a cosmology.
After Boethius the next great meeting of these two opposing but interacting
Neoplatonic traditions is in Eriugena and here the Procline side is above all encountered
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through the Pseudo-Dionysius, just as the other is primarily known in Augustine.29 I will
conclude by briefly comparing the large scale structure of Eriugena’s Periphyseon30 and
Boethius’ Consolation.
I wish to attend to the reversal of the direction of movement in the two works.
Whereas the direction in the Consolation is from multiplicity to simplicity, a gathering of
the whole self, including dividing reason, into intellect unified at the still divine center,
the direction in the Periphyseon is from the uncreated and unnamable simplicity above
being, through intellect, reason, imagination and sense, as created and creative means, to
the created material cosmos, from which the return to the uncreated is effected. There is
much to recall Proclus: the beginning beyond being, the Plotinian interpretation of the
Parmenides31 used to determine a cosmology described in its descent from the divine
simplicity, the assimilation of literary structure to logical order, and these have
similarities to what we find in the Pseudo-Dionysius. But Augustine is also at the heart of
this system. His psychological unification of the divine Trinity and the human soul is
crucial for the coming into being of the divine simplicity beyond being through intellect
and reason and the subordinate forms of mind. In this sense we have a reversal of the
Consolation. The hypostatic telescope closed in Porphyry and in the Consolation is
opened in Proclus, in Dionysius and, above all in Eriugena.32 John the Scot unites the
Boethius of the Consolation with the logic by which Aquinas connects the Theological
Tractates.
His may be the first explicitly systematized Christian theological cosmology
though it is surely not the last.33 Its spirit is new and altogether optimistic in the sense
that the whole world is something for the Christian spirit to contemplate and that
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contemplation is also a creative running through it in all its levels. There is no flight to
the peace of an unmoving center. What makes this new spirit we cannot determine here,
but certainly Gregory the Great’s reclaiming of the world for the Church is already the
beginning of the transition from consolation to creation.34 In Eriugena the Christian
West takes Greek Christian Neoplatonism into itself; the result will be Western
Christendom’s medieval and modern worldly confidence.35
Wayne Hankey
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