CHAPTER 7
Porphyry and the Theology of Aristotle
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1 Introduction

Despite the fact that the Theology of Aristotle states, in its preface, that it is a
commentary (Arabic tafsir) by Porphyry, and that we know from Porphyry’s
own testimony that he composed commentaries (Omopvypate) on some of the
Enneads of Plotinus, current scholarly consensus denies that Porphyry played
any role in the elaboration of this work.!

No historian of philosophy has made more important contributions to the
study of the Theology of Aristotle (hereafter ThA) and the Plotiniana Arabica
in general than Cristina D’Ancona, and I have taken this exemplary scholar to
be representative of what I will call the anti-Porphyrian view. In what follows,
I would like to re-examine and criticially engage with some of C. D’Ancona’s
views on the possible role of Porphyry in the elaboration of the Theology of
Aristotle.

2 The Evidence. The Preface to the Theology of Aristotle

As is well known, the Theology of Aristotle opens with a Preface, which reads as
follows:

The first chapter of the book of the philosopher Aristotle, that is called
in Greek “Theology”. It is the discourse on Divine Sovereignty, comment-
ary (tafsir) by Porphyry of Tyre, translated into Arabic by ‘Abd al-Masih

1 Among these studies, in addition to those of C. D’Ancona, I include those of Zimmermann
1986 and Adamson 2002. According to Zimmermann 1986, p. 131, followed by Adamson,
the mention of Porphyry as commentator results from a “simple-minded error” committed
at some stage of the transmission process in which Porphyry was originally mentioned as
Plotinus’ pupil and editor.
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158 CHASE

ibn ‘Abd Allah ibn Na‘ima al-Himsi, corrected for Ahmad ibn al-Mu‘tasim
bi-llah by Abu Yasuf ibn Ishaq al-Kindi, may God have mercy upon him.?

This paragraph transmits several precious items of information: it identifies the
work’s translator as the Syrian Christian ibn Na‘ima al-Hims1,2 its corrector or
editor as al-Kindi, and its dedicatee as al-Mu‘tasim bi-llah, son of the caliph al-
Mu‘tasim—which enables the translation to be dated to between 833 and 842
of our era.* Two points in particular have given rise to controversy: the attribu-
tion to Aristotle,> and the implications of the words “commentary by Porphyry
of Tyre”.6 Following a long line of scholars, but especially the late Pierre Thil-
let, I will argue in this contribution that we should take this latter statement
seriously.

In 1933, Willy Theiler suggested that in all of the many passages in which
Augustine quotes or alludes to Plotinus, his knowledge came not from direct
reading of Plotinus, but from Porphyry. “We hasard the supposition,” wrote
Theiler,” “that Augustine himself never read Plotinus’ Enneads (in translation),
that the quotations in him from Plotinus (...) are taken from work by Porphyry,
as was the case for many later authors, who were happy to rely on his interpreta-
tion of Plotinus”.8 Thus, on this hypothesis,® almost all of Plotinus’ considerable

2 Badawigss, p. 1. Cf. Aouad 1989, p. 546. All translations from Greek and Arabic are my own
unless otherwise indicated.

3 On this figure and his intellectual background, see now the important study by Treiger 2015.

4 Adamson 2002, p. 9.

5 The question here is whether the attribution to Aristotle is the result of a deliberate forgery or
an honest, albeit ignorant mistake (Zimmermann 1986, p. 128). I agree with D’Ancona 2003b,
p- 85f. that the hypothesis of a deliberate forgery is much more likely. Cf. the Prologue of
the work, p. 5, 12-13, where the author states, using the first person: “let us not waste words
over this branch of knowledge, since we have already given an account of it in the book of
the Metaphysics” (trans. Lewis). Despite Zimmermann’s attempts to explain away this pas-
sage, it seems clear that the Adaptor is here impersonating Aristotle; cf. D’Ancona 2007, p. 45;
D’Ancona 20mub, p. 13 n. 28. I would argue that this impersonation is implicit throughout the
work.

6 tafsir Furfuriyus al-Suri. Although the word tafsir can have many meanings, all of them refer
to the basic sense of “interpretation”. As a synonym of Sarh, tafsir refers to a systematic com-
mentary; cf. Gacek 2009, p. 79. It is, for instance, the word used in the titles of the Long
Commentaries of Averroes.

7 Theiler 1966, p. 161.

8 Theiler cites the example of Macrobius, who sometimes claims to be quoting Plotinus when
he is in fact probably quoting Porphyry. At In somnium Scipionis, 18, 5, for instance, Macrobius
supposedly cites Plotinus’ De virtutibus (1 2), where a comparison with Sent. 32 suggests his
real source was Porphyry (cf. Schwyzer 1974, p. 227); at In somn. 113, 9f. Macrobius claims to
be citing from Enneads 1 9, but again, he seems to be relying on Porphyry’s commentary.

9 This hypothesis is, of course, extremely controversial. Rejected by Henry 1934, for instance, it

was accepted by Dorrie 1976a;1976b.
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PORPHYRY AND THE THEOLOGY OF ARISTOTLE 159

influence on the Latin West throughout Antiquity and the Middle Ages was
due, not to direct reading of Plotinus, who seems never to have been trans-

lated into Latin, but to explanatory commentaries by Porphyry,!® which may,
like other works by the philosopher from Tyre, have been translated by Marius
Victorinus. According to Heinich Dorrie,!! even in the Greek-speaking East, the

understanding of Plotinus shown by Gregory of Nyssa, for instance, is essen-
tially that of Plotinus as interpreted by Porphyry. Porphyry seems to have been
famous for his explanations of Plotinus even during his lifetime. As Eunapius

records in his Lives of the Sophists:

For Plotinus, because of the celestial nature of his soul and the oblique
and enigmatic character of his discourses, seemed heavy and hard to
listen to. But Porphyry, like a chain of Hermes let down to mortals, by his
variegated culture expounded everything in a way that was easy to under-
stand and clear.!?

The main vehicle by which the thought of Plotinus was handed down to
the Latin West was, according to Theiler, Porphyry’s commentaries (Umouvy-
pata) on the Enneads.'® What, then, were these Porphyrian dmopyviuata on the
Enneads of Plotinus?

3

The Evidence. Porphyry, Life of Plotinus

Near the end of his Life of Plotinus, written in 301, some thirty years after
Plotinus’ death, Porphyry summarizes his activity, past and present, as editor

of his teacher’s Enneads.

10
11
12

13

Cf. Dérrie 19764, p. 467.

Dérrie 1976b, p. 28.

Eunapius of Sardes, Vitae Sophistarum, 1v, 11, p. 9, 13—17. Cf. Dorrie 19764, p. 465: Porphyry
“war der einzige, der die oft schwierigen Gedankengénge Plotins in verstandliches Griech-
isch zu dolmetschen vermochte.” Dérrie goes so far as to refer to Porphyry as “Plotinus’
publicist and translator” (19764, p. 466).

As an example of the indirect tradition of Porphyry’s Omouviuarta, Theiler cites Aeneas of
Gaza, Theophrastus, p. 45, 7-8 Colonna: “Porphyry (...) interpreting Plotinus’ book Where
does evil come from? says somewhere, arguing that matter is not ungenerated ...” (trans-
lation Dillon/Russell 2012, p. 40). Cf. Eunapius, Lives of the Sophists, 111, 5, p. 6, 15-16: “In
addition, he [Porphyry] clearly commented on several of his [Plotinus’] books.”
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So we arranged the fifty-four books in this way in six Enneads, and we have
written commentaries on some of them without any order (xataBepAn-
ueda B¢ xat €1 Tvar adT@Y DoV aTa dTdxTws ), because friends urged us
to write on points they wanted cleared up for them. We also composed
headings (xepdAata) for all of them except On Beauty, because it was not
available to us, following the chronological order in which the books were
issued; and we have produced not only the headings for each book but
also summaries of the arguments (éntyetpnpuata), which are numbered in
the same way as the headings.!®

In addition to the treatises of the Enneads themselves, Porphyry here informs
us that he has added three kinds of items to his edition: headings (xepdAaia),
or abbreviated descriptions of contents;!® summaries of the arguments (émt-
Xelpnpata); and commentaries (Omopvnpata). Based on Porphyry’s testimony,
C. D'Ancona, following earlier scholars,!” has proposed a two-stage process of
elaboration:

1.

14

15
16

17
18

19

As the treatises were first issued (c. 263—270),'® Porphyry first provided
them with headings, and wrote commentaries on some of them, at the
request of his étaipoy, i.e., presumably, his fellow members of the School
of Plotinus.

Some thirty years later, when preparing his definitive edition of the
Enneads, Porphyry added summaries of the arguments of the treatises,
which “are numbered as headings” (& wg xepdata auvapidueitat). These
headings, probably numbered, were not copied by the scribe of the arche-
type of the surviving manuscripts of the Enneads, but some manuscripts
preserve traces of them in the form of marginal numbers, probably inten-
ded as references to Porphyry’s Omopvipata, xepdiate, and/or émiyelpy-
portar 9

Note Porphyry’s emphasis that his commentaries were written “without any order,” and
compare the frequent observation of modern commentators that the Theology of Aris-
totle lacks any order; cf. Zimmermann 1986, p. 130, who speaks of the Plotiniana Arabica’s
“chaos”.

Porphyry, Life of Plotinus, ch. 26.

On xepaAata in Greek texts, see for instance Regenbogen 1940, p. 1472-1475; Goulet-Cazé
1982, p. 315—-321; Scholten 1996, p. 28f. To the examples listed by Scholten one may add the
xepdAata contained in the manuscripts of the Commentary on the Categories by Dexippus;
cf. Dexippus, In Cat., p. 1-3 (Book 1); 36—38 (Book 11); 62—63 (Book 111).

In particular, Goulet-Cazé 1982.

That Porphyry’s dmopwpata on the Enneads represent an earlier work was pointed out by
Theiler, Porphyrios und Augustin, 17 = 1966, p. 180 n. 41.

D’Ancona 2012, p. 53—54. On these marginal numbers, see Goulet-Cazé, 1982, p. 313.
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It has long been suggested that the headings (ru’is al-masa@’il) preserved in

the Theology of Aristotle,?° 142 short sentences indicating the contents of the
first 34 chapters of Ennead 1v 4 [28], bear some relation to these lost features of
Porphyry’s edition. Although this was disputed by Zimmermann,?! recent work
by C. D’Ancona?? has confirmed that these headings preserved in the Theology
of Aristotle are in fact remnants of the Arabic translation of Porphyry’s xepdhata
and emyetpnporta.23

Two of the three editorial features that Porphyry, according to his own testi-

mony, added to the Enneads, have thus been shown to be included in the Theo-
logy of Aristotle, although only the faintest traces survive of them in the Greek
tradition. This being the case, it does not seem to be wildly unlikely that the
third element, Porphyry’s dmopvypata, may also have left traces in this work as

well. If this is so, however, since these dmouvuata were composed some thirty

years before Porphyry’s edition of the Enneads, we could expect them to reflect

arelatively early phase in the Tyrian scholar’s philosophical development. This
might partially explain what some authors, including C. D’Ancona, have taken
to be the philosophical incompetence of the author of the Theology, although
it must be said that the reports of this incompetence seem to me to be greatly
exaggerated.?*

20
21
22

23

24

Theology of Aristotle, p. 8-18. Cf. Aouad 1989, p. 548-550.

Zimmermann 1986, p. 165-173.

D’Ancona 2013.

According to Peter Adamson (2002, p. 44—47), the headings were written by the same per-
son who wrote the paraphrase itself. Adamson contends that the author of the paraphrase,
whom he calls the Adaptor, was al-HimsT; but if he accepts D’Ancona’s cogent demonstra-
tion that the headings were written by Porphyry, he would have to concede, at the very
least, that Porphyry was, if not the author, then at least an important contributor to what
we know as the Arabic Plotinus.

D’Ancona agrees with Zimmermann'’s (1986, p. 121; 133; 173) judgment of the “pervading
dilettantism” and “amateur character” of the Theology's author; she argues for this judg-
ment in D’Ancona 1991. Most of the instances she cites, however, could be explained as
divergent interpretations of Plotinus’ text, rather than failures to understand it. For a
different view, according to which the Theology of Aristotle evinces “philosophical soph-
istication,” cf. Adamson 2002, p. 2; 12 et passim.
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4 The Doctrines

41 Indices porphyriens in the Plotiniana Arabica

As Pierre Thillet pointed out nearly a half-century ago,?> the most fruitful way to
approach the study of the sources of the Plotiniana Arabica is to focus on those
passages which do not correspond to Plotinus’ Greek, but represent interpola-
tions into or interpretations of the text of Plotinus.26 In ground-breaking stud-
ies first presented in 1969, Shlomo Pinés and Pierre Thillet (1971) identified what
the latter scholar called “indices porphyriens,” present in the Plotiniana Arabica
but absent from Plotinus. These include the following features: a preference for
describing the derivation of the various levels of the universe in causal terms;27
the idea that the First Principle produces being, while the second principle pro-
duces Form;?8 the doctrine of learned ignorance; and the identification of the
First principle with pure being.2° For her part, C. D’Ancona has identified sev-

25  Thillet1g7, p. 295.

26  According to Zimmermann (1986, p. 116), the author of these interpolations is the trans-
lator Ibn Na‘ima al-Himsl. Yet he also admits that the presence of doctrinal shifts with
regard to Plotinus may be traced back to “a common Neoplatonic vulgate,” and adds that
he does not mean to deny “the possibility of some reliance by Himsi on Porphyrian glosses
lost to us”. On the scant likelihood of Himsi being the sole author of the interpolations, cf.
Daiber 1988.

27  For an example, cf. Theology of Aristotle, X1, p. 134, 5, where the Adaptor transforms
Plotinus’ statement (V 2, 1, 1) that “the One is all things and not a single one of them” into
the claim that “The absolute One is the cause of all things and not like any of the things”.
Cf,, for instance, Porphyry, In Parmenidem, X111, 22—23, where the intelligence “that can-
not enter within itself,” and is “beyond all things” (éméxewa mavtwv), hence coinciding with
the First One, is called “the uncoordinated cause of all things” (rdvtwv aitia (d)ovluyos).
On causality in the Neoplatonica Arabica, cf. D’Ancona 2001a, p. 102—-103 and especially
1999a.

28  This corresponds to the doctrine C. D’Ancona (1992) has described as creatio mediante
intelligentia.

29  On these last two principles, see below. One could add to this list. The Adaptor believes
in an allegorical interpretation of the Timaeus (cf. Adamson 2002, p. 142-143), as did Por-
phyry. He is also a firm believer in the harmony of Plato and Aristotle, a topic to which
Porphyry devoted two (now lost) treatises; cf. Karamanolis 2006, p. 243—330. Indeed, what
D’Ancona (1998, p. 854) describes as the “crucial inspiration (...) that Aristotle and Plato
were not at variance with one another, transmitted to the first falasifa by the Alexan-
drian commentators,” was already to be found in Porphyry; cf. I. Hadot 2015, p. 54—64.
Adamson (2002, p. 69) has noted that the Adaptor was more concerned with ethics than
Plotinus, or was interested in making explicit the ethical dimension of Plotinian thought;
compare Porphyry’s elaboration of the Plotinian scheme of the virtues in his Sentence
32, or the hortatory ethical tone of such works as the De abstinentia or the Letter to Mar-
cella. D’Ancona (2007, p. 45) and others have called attention to the Adaptor’s importa-

Michael Chase - 9789004440685

Heruntergeladen von Brill.com 06/20/2024 02:05:41PM

via Open Access. This is an open access title distributed under the terms of
the CC BY 4.0 license, which permits any use, distribution, and reproduction
in any medium, provided the original author(s) and source are credited.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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eral additional non-Plotinian features as characteristic of the Theology of Aris-
totle. These include the transformation of Plotinus’s One into a principle that
creates what derives from it instantaneously and by its being alone; that thinks
and knows its derivatives; and that exercises providence over them. D’Ancona
argues that most of these features derive from the Ps.-Dionysius the Areopa-
gite, with whose writings the Christian translator al-Himsi will, she believes,
have been familiar.3° In what follows I will examine her arguments with regard
to some of these characteristic doctrines.

4.2 The Identification of the First Principle with Being

Perhaps the most striking of the doctrines that are present in the Plotiniana
Arabica, but absent from Plotinus, is the one that identifies the First Principle
with pure being (Arabic anniyya or huwiyya, terms that usually translate the
Greek neuter participle 16 8v, or the infinitive & €lvat).3! Yet the anonymous
Commentary on the Parmenides, ascribed with great plausibility to Porphyry,32
contains the doctrine of the One as pure being (t¢ elvat) in a manner closely

tion of Aristotelian material into the Plotiniana Arabica: compare Porphyry’s inclusion
of Peripatetic material into his exposition of Plotinus in his Sentences (Schwyzer 1974,
p- 227). Porphyry’s lost Commentary on the Categories addressed to Gedalios seems to have
been largely devoted to defending Aristotle’s doctrines against the attacks of Plotinus; cf.
P. Hadot 1974.

30  According to the current state of scholarship (Treiger 2005, p. 234; 2007, p. 366), the only
known translation of the entire Corpus Dionysiacum into Arabic is that by Tsa b. Ishaq Ibn
Sahqiq, also a native of Hims, which is extant in two Mss (Sinai Ms ar. 268; 314) and dates
from 1009, nearly two centuries after Ibn Na‘ima’s translation of the Theology of Aristotle.
To be sure, some earlier, partial translations did exist: but the version of Divine Names 4.18—
35 by Ibrahim b. Yahanna al-Antaki dates from the late gth-early 10th centuries (Treiger
2007, p. 238), while the anonymous translation of the Ecclesiastical Hierarchy 1—9 is also
ascribed conjecturally to al-Antaki (ibid., p. 238 & n. 85). If so, then even these fragment-
ary Arabic translations of the Ps.-Dionysius postdate the translation of the Theology of
Aristotle by at least half a century. It is true, however, that various Syriac translations of
the Corpus Dionysiacum were in circulation since the late 6th century. In a forthcoming
paper (Treiger 2020), Professor Treiger claims to have discovered a “ninth-century Arabic
Dionysian paraphrase” which he reconstructs on the basis of passages in various works
al-Gazall. Despite the author’s great erudition, I am not convinced by his arguments. The
passages he discusses show thematic, but not lexicographical similarities, and I see no
reason to believe they represent “paraphrases” of an (otherwise unattested) early peri-
phrastic translation of Dionysian texts, rather than independent treatments of themes
that were widely diffused in Greek Neoplatonic and Patristic texts.

31 Thillet1g71, p. 301; Pinés 1971, p. 305, D’Ancona, 2000, p. 56. Anniyya more often translates
10 elva, while Auwiyya more often renders 16 8v; cf. Endress 1997, p. 61; Adamson 2002,
p. 219 1. 32.

32 On this attribution, cf. for instance Chase 2012; Chase, in press.
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164 CHASE

parallel to the doctrine of the first principle as anniyya fagat®? (‘simple being’),
which plays a crucial role in the Plotiniana Arabica.

I need not go into this subject in detail, since it’s been expertly addresed by
Richard Taylor (1998), among others. Suffice it to say that Cristina D’Ancona
believes that the argumentative context of the occurrence of the formula of
“pure being” (anniyya fagat) in the Plotiniana Arabica and “being” (16 ebvat) in
Porphyry’s Commentary on the Parmenides are too different to able to prove the
dependence of the former on the latter. Even if one acknowledges this differ-
ence, however, it remains possible that Porphyry may have included the same
doctrine within a different argumentative context in his lost Commentaries on
the Enneads. In any case, the parallels in formulation between the Plotiniana
Arabica and the In Parmenidem remain quite striking, as when the Adaptor
decribes the First Principle as “pure act” (al-fil al-mahd, p. 51, 13), while Por-
phyry says that the first principle “acts, or rather is pure action” (évepyet 3¢
MEMoY xal adTo TO Evepyely xabapdv; In Parmenidem, 12, 26). It is crucial to note,
as Richard Taylor and Peter Adamson have pointed out, that this notion of the
First Principle as pure act is not to be found in the Pseudo-Dionysius, whom
D’Ancona has identified as the likely source for the Plotiniana Arabica’s doc-
trine of the First Principle as being.3+

4.3 Porphyry and the Plotiniana Arabica on Soul and Intellect

I'will also have to be brief in my discussion of Cristina d’Ancona’s important art-
icle from 1999, entitled “Porphyry, Universal Soul and the Arabic Plotinus”. Here,
D’Ancona starts off from what she describes as the characteristic Porphyrian
tendency to minimize the difference between the hypostases of Soul and Intel-
lect, sometimes to the point of identifying them. One of the main proof texts
of this doctrine is a passage from Iamblichus’ De anima:3°

33  The term anniyya, of disputed etymology (cf. Adamson 2002, p. 124-126), occurs some 87
times in the Theology, most frequently in contexts without parallels in the Enneads, with
the meanings of “being, existence, reality”; cf. Thillet 1971, p. 301. For the First Principle as
al-anniyya al-ula cf. Theology of Aristotle, p. 26; 27; 51; 87, and compare Marius Victorinus
(Adv. Ar., 11, 4, 8,1092; 1V, 16, 29, 1025A), who, probably under Porphryian influence, calls
God esse primum. Cf. Pinés 1971, p. 310.

34 It seems to me unlikely that, as Taylor and Adamson suggest, this notion may have been
independently developed, on the basis of the Plotinus’ Ennead v1.8, by Porphyry and the
Adaptor of the Theology of Aristotle, simply because, as far as I know, very few Greek
authors other than Aristotle, Plotinus, Porphyry ever proposed such a doctrine. For two
subsequent authors to come up with such an unusual doctrine independently of one
another seems to be too much of a coincidence, especially when one adds that the Theo-
logy of Aristotle presents itself as the work of Porphyry.

35 Porphyry fr. 441, ap. Iamblichus, De Anima, 6, p. 30, 10-13: ITopgiptog 3¢ évdotddet Tepl ATV,
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PORPHYRY AND THE THEOLOGY OF ARISTOTLE 165

As for Porphyry, he is of two minds on the subject, now dissociating him-
self violently from this view, now adopting it as a doctine handed down
from above. According to this doctrine, the soul differs in no way from
intellect and the gods, and the superior classes of being, at least in respect
to its substance in general.

This “typical confusion” of Soul and Intellect is, according to D’Ancona, absent
from the Theology of Aristotle in passages where one would expect it to appear.
This shows that the Porphyry is unlikely to have been the main Greek source
behind the Theology of Aristotle.

I would have two main responses. First, argumenta e silentio are of notori-
ously doubtful value: it is a tricky business to infer what Porphyry would or
should have said in any given passage of hislost Commentary on the Enneads. He
may have had his reasons for omitting the doctrine from the passages in ques-
tion, or the Adaptor may, for whatever reason, have chosen to omit this portion
of Porphyry’s comments. More tellingly, however, Peter Adamson has found
traces in the Theology of Aristotle of precisely this Porphyrian hesitation over
the distinction between the hypostases, particularly Soul and Intellect. Along-
side passages in which the Plotinian hypostases of the One, Intellect, Soul, and
the sensible world are clearly distinguished,3¢ Adamson points out that there
are others which exhibit what he calls a “tendency to compress the emanat-
ive hierarchy,” passages which “collapse the soul and intellect together”.37 Such
hesitancy is indeed strongly reminiscent of A.C. Lloyd’s description of what he
called Porphyry’s typical “telescoping of the hypostases,” as well as of Iamb-
lichus’ characterization of Porphyry as “being of two minds on the subject”.38

4.4 The Doctrine of Learned Ignorance

What has been called the doctrine of learned ignorance or docta ignorantia
holds that in order to grasp the nature of the first principle, one needs to make
use not of discursive or even intuitive thought, but of a higher form of know-
ledge that can be likened to ignorance. Although Hermetic, Neo-Pythagorean,

) pév SraTeTapévng adTis dplaTauevos, mij) 3¢ auvaxoAovddv adtf), ws mapadobeioy) dvwdev.
Korra: 1) tadtn vod xat Bedv xal Tév xpetttévey yeviv ovdev 1) Yuyr) Stevivoye xatd Ye THv SAnv
obaiav.

36  Adamson (2002, p. 220 n. 51) cites Sayings of the Greek Sage 1.41—45.

37  Cf, with Adamson, Epistle of the Divine Science, p. 166—168; Theology of Aristotle X.192,
p-163 B.; Theology of Aristotle X.31, p.138-139 B. “Even more than Plotinus,” writes Adamson
(n. 53), “he [sc. the Adaptor] treats the intelligible world (soul and intellect together) as
having one single nature”.

38  Lloyd1967.
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and Middle Platonist authors, through their use of the techniques of negative
theology,3® had paved the way for this doctrine before the time of Porphyry, it
found its most explicit formulation in the Tyrian philosopher. In his Sentence
25, for instance, we read:

On the subject of that which is beyond Intellect (...) it is grasped only
by means of an ignorance superior to intellection (&vovoia xpeittovt voy)-
gEwg).40

Similarly, in Porphyry’s Commentary on the Parmenides (X, 25—29, p. 96 Hadot),
one reads that the only criterion of the knowledge (yv@aig) of God is the ignor-
ance (dyvwaoia) that one has of him. Finally, the Theosophy of Tiibingen reports
that Porphyry said that knowledge of the First Principle is ignorance (¢’ oty
adtod yvatg 1) dyvwaia).#! As Willy Theiler pointed out long ago, Augustine is
very probably dependent on Porphyry when he writes about “that highest God,
who is best known through ignorance of him”.42

As in the case of the doctrine of the First Principle as being, C. D’Ancona
denies that the presence of this admittedly Porphyrian doctrine in two pas-
sages of the Theology of Aristotle*® can be taken as proof of a Porphyrian role in
the elaboration of this work. The Arabic passages, she contends, do not reflect
Porphyry’s arguments, but only the formula, stripped from its context.** In
conclusion, while conceding that the author of the Theology may have been
influenced by the Porphyrian formula of “ignorance greater than knowledge,”
stripped of its context, C. D’Ancona prefers to explain the presence of this

39  On the origins of negative theology in Greco-Roman Antiquity, the discussion in Festu-
giére 1954, p. 92—140 remains unsurpassed. On negative theology in Porphyry see, most
recently, Beatrice 2016, p. 126-130.

40  Translation Dillon, in L. Brisson et al,, ed., 2005, vol. 11, p. 566—567, modified. Cf. Porphyry,
In Parmenidem, 11,17 on uy3¢v €voolay) VoY|oeL.

41 Theosophia Tubignesis, 11, 13, p. 34, 109 Beatrice. For these and other references, cf. the
notes by Jean Pépin in L. Brisson et al,, ed., 2005, vol. 11, p. 566—-567.

42 Augustine, De ordine 2, XV1, 44, 18-19: de summo illo Deo, qui scitur melius nesciendo. Cf.
Theiler 1966, p. 173 n. 29; Beatrice 2016, p. 127.

43 Theology of Aristotle p. 9, 8; Theology of Aristotle 11, p. 37, 2—4. With the Arabic bi-jahlin
asraf min al-ilm, cf. Porphyry’s dvovoia xpeittovt vooews.

44  D’Ancona 1993, p. 6. Adamson (2002) uses similar considerations to reject Porphyrian
influence on the doctrine of docta ignorantia as found in the Theology of Aristotle,
arguing—unconvincingly, in my view—that both the Theology of Aristotle and the author
of the Parmenides commentary developed the notion independently, on the basis of Aris-
totle and Plotinus’ Ennead v1.9.
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theme in the Theology by an influence of the Ps.-Dionysius, who she admits
derived his inspiration from Porphyry.4>

As in the case of the doctrine of the First Cause as Being, such an approach
might be adequate if it were the case that we knew that Porphyry had expressed
the doctrine of learned ignorance only in Sentence 25 and in the Commentary
on the Parmenides. But we have no reason to believe that this is so: Porphyry
may have discussed this doctrine in any number of those of his many works
that happen not to have come down to us.*¢ If the non-Plotinian interpola-
tions in the Theology of Aristotle were in one way or another based on a lost
commentary or commentaries by Porphyry on the Enneads of Plotinus, why
could Porphyry not have expressed his doctrine of learned ignorance in this
work, using a different argumentative context, different proofs and different
examples? Like Adamson (supra n. 44), D’Ancona sometimes seems to argue
almost as though the claim of the pro-Porphyrian advocates was that the author
of the Theology was influenced by an Arabic translation of Porphyry’s Sentences
or Commentary on the Parmenides:*” but this is of course not the case. Instead,
the claim is that that author was influenced by a lost commentary or comment-
aries by Porphyry on the Enneads.

4.5 Divine Knowledge and Providence
In an important series of papers,*® Cristina D’Ancona has argued that one finds
in the Plotiniana Arabica a phenomenon she has referred to, following Zimmer-

45  Adamson, for his part, also arguing for some form of Dionysian influence, claims that if
the Porphyrian hypothesis, which claims that Porphyry wrote the Greek basis of the Theo-
logy of Aristotle, were true “we would expect to find an extensive Porphyian development
on the theme of ignorance,” which is not the case. But (i) there is no “extensive develop-
ment on the theme of divine ignorance” elsewhere in Porphyry’s surviving works, either,
although it is an indisputably Porphyrian doctrine; and (ii) even if there were such a devel-
opment in Porphyry’s Omopvipata, the Adaptor may simply have chosen not to reproduce
it. No one is claiming that the Plotiniana Arabica is merely a complete and mindless tran-
scription of Porphyry’s lost commentaries, but that it is based on such commentaries.

46  In the latest enumeration of Porphyry’s works, R. Goulet (2012) lists 60 titles of works by
Porphyry, excluding his commentaries (11 on Aristotle, 7 on Plato; cf. Chase, 2012, p. 1349—
1376). Few of these works survive: some two dozen have been edited in modern times,
often in the form of collection of fragments. Even in the case of a preserved, well-edited
work like the Sentences, however, only about half, at most, of the original work has come
down to us; cf. Schwyzer 1974, p. 223.

47  Cf D’Ancona 1993, p. 14, where she argues that the verbal link between Sentence 25 and
the 16th question head of the Theology “is not complete enough to admit that it repro-
duces the Porphyrian passage”. But no one has claimed that the Arabic text reproduces a
text from Porphyry’s Sentences!

48 D’Ancona 1997; D’Ancona 1999a; D’Ancona 2002; D’Ancona 2003.

Michael Chase - 9789004440685

Heruntergeladen von Brill.com 06/20/2024 02:05:41PM

via Open Access. This is an open access title distributed under the terms of
the CC BY 4.0 license, which permits any use, distribution, and reproduction
in any medium, provided the original author(s) and source are credited.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

168 CHASE

mann,*? as an Aristotelianization of Plotinus.>? In Plotinus, as is well known,
there is a twofold, and symmetrical, lack of knowledge as far as the First Prin-
ciple is concerned. As we have seen when discussing the doctrine of docta
ignorantia, the One cannot be known by what is inferior to it and derives from
it. Symmetrically, the First Principle does not think,5! but is beyond thought.52

For Plotinus, at any rate, the proximate agent in ensuring divine providence
is the Intellect, and since it is the source of that Intellect, the One need not actu-
ally do anything in order for pronoia over the universe to be ensured. Instead,
it ensures providence by its mere existence.53 This tendency is intensified in
Proclus, for whom the First Principle cannot know its derivatives. In order to
preserve the First Principle’s utter transcendence, knowledge of its derivatives,
and consequently the divine providence which presupposes such knowledge,
is delegated to the henads or intelligible gods. In the Plotiniana Arabica, by
contrast, the First Principle is said both to know and to exercize providence
over its derivatives. C. D’Ancona has characterized this elimination of the hen-
ads and attribution of their functions to the First Principle as a return beyond
Proclus to Plotinus, at least in the sense that omnipresence is restored to the
First Principle,* and it is to be explained, in her view, by the influence of the
Pseudo-Dionysius, who similarly transfers cognitive and providential functions
from the henads back to the First Principle. For C. D’Ancona, this return was
made possible by the Christian translator Ibn Na‘ima’s knowledge of the works
of Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, in whom we find Proclus’ association of
universal providence with an omnipresent divine principle, now attributed to
a God who creates by being alone.

This is certainly a possible reconstruction, but one may wonder if it is
the only possible one. In particular, one may wonder whether the Pseudo-
Dionysius is the only thinker who may have propitiated this return, beyond

49 Cf. Zimmermann 1986, p. 124-125.

50 D’Ancona, 1997, p. 421.

51 Thisisthe theme of Ennead v 6 [24]; cf. D’Ancona 1997, p. 427—428; D’Ancona 2002, p. 221,
with discussion of the key Plotinian texts; D’Ancona 2003, p. 216 £, p. 227. See also Kramer
1964, p. 394-403; Rist 1967, p. 38-52.

52 There are, however, passages in which Plotinus suggests that a certain kind of knowledge
may, after all, be attributed to the One, a knowledge that may be characterized as a kind
of hyper-knowledge (dmepvénotg, vi 8, 16, 32) or simple self-intuition (v1 7, 39, 1—2). This
strange kind of (hyper-)intellectual activity is the source of all other kinds of thought as
they occur in inferior beings. Cf. Linguiti 1995, p. 158, with references to further literature.

53 D’Ancona, 2002, p. 26, 29; Gerson 1994, citing v1 7, 39, 26—27; V17, 37, 29—-31.

54  DAncona1999a, p. 61.
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Proclus, to the notion of a First Principle that knows and exercizes providence
over its derivatives.

We do indeed find another such thinker: none other than Porphyry, who, in

his Commentary on the Parmenides, describes the First Principle as follows:

he never remains in ignorance of the things that will be, and has known
those that have happened, he who has never come to be in ignorance.5®

Here, then, knowledge of individual things and/or events®® is explicitly

ascribed to the First Principle: knowledge not only of present events, but also of
those in the past and the future.5” When asked by his anonymous interlocutor
whether God knows the all, Porphyry replies in the affirmative; and when chal-
lenged to explain how such knowledge can avoid introducing multiplicity into
God, he replies as follows:

55

56

57

58

59

60

61

Because I say that it is a knowledge outside of knowledge and ignor-
ance, from which knowledge derives®® ... He is found to be mightier than
knowledge and ignorance,>® and knowing everything, but not like other
knowers (...) he is knowledge itself®° ... Thus, there is a knowledge of a
knower, who proceeds from ignorance to knowledge of the known object;
and again, there is absolute knowledge (yv&aig améAvtog) that is not of the
knower and the known, but that is that One, viz. knowledge, prior to all
known and unknown things, which moves toward knowledge.6!

L)

Porphyry, In Parmenidem, 1v, 31-V, 14, p. 104: ... uévov 81t und’ &v dyvola uével mote Tav £go-
MEVEY, YIyVOpeva 3¢ Eyvaplaey 6 UOEmOTE &v dyvola Yevopevog.

Cf. Porphyry, Contra Nemertium, fr. 279F Smith, where God, equivalent to the Intellect,
adjusts the lifetime of particulars to one another, with a view to what is profitable to the
whole and to the duration of its harmony: 00 pévov 8¢ éni cupgépovtt Tod Shov xai (eig) v
Sidpxetay odtod TG dppoviag dXhov 8Nkt dpudLet (sc. 6 Oeds) xpdvov TAY xarTd pépos, AN Hidn
ol w1 depay dmdpywy xal owthp xal latpds ...

Note the contrast here with the view of Plotinus, for whom not even the Intellect, much
less the One, can know future states affairs in the sensible world; cf. Noble & Powers, 2015,
p- 59, . 20. On God’s knowledge of the future, cf. Porphyry, Against Nemertius, fr. 280F:
Bedg 8¢ eldivg O Moy ...

Porphyry, In Parmenidem, v, 10-11, p. 104: "Ott gyl elvo yv@atv EEw yvaoem(s) xai dyvolag,
6g’ g 1) YvAoLG.

Cf. Epistle of the Divine Science, p. 18-119, p. 175, transl. Lewis p. 323: the First Agent is
“above all knowledge ( fawga al-ilmi), because it is the first knowledge”.

Porphyry, In Parmenidem Vv, 29—34, p. 108: (...) yveaewg xal dyvolag edploxetatl [xpel]TTowv
ol VT Yryveox (...) v (...) odtd Tob[T0 yvdais o]daa.

Porphyry, In Parmenidem V1, 4-12, p. 108-110: o¥tws €0t xal YRGS YIyvooKovtog xal &§
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For Porphyry, then, the First principle is identical to knowledge itself, but the
knowledge in question is one that is absolute (&mwéAvtog), prior to the distinc-
tion between knowing subject and known object. By virtue of this knowledge,
this Principle knows the All, including things that have occurred and those that
will come to be.52

4.6 Instantaneous Creation and Action by Being Alone

As C. D'Ancona points out, the Plotiniana Arabica are characterized by two
additional features that are not attested explicitly in Plotinus: the doctrine of
instantaneous creation and the doctrine of action “by being alone”. The two
doctrines are intimately related. As we read in a passage from the Sayings of the
Greek Sage,%3 the creative act of the First Agent must take place all at once: if it
did not, unmanifested acts would still remain within him. But if this were so, he
would not make things by his being alone (lam taf al al-asya’a bi-anniha fagat),
but by some kind of reflection and motion (bi-rawiyyatiwa-harakatima), which
is absurd and repugnant.

One sees from this text that the prime consideration motivating the doctrine
of creation all at once (daf‘atan wahidatan) and by being alone (bi-anniyati or
annihi faqgat) is not so much, as Adamson contends, the avoidance of duality
in the First Principle, as it is the avoidance of motion and reflection in him.
And the prime motivation for excluding motion and reflection from the First
Principle is that they introduce change. Yet that the First Principle must be
immutable is a firm principle throughout the Plotiniana Arabica,5* as it was
throughout Greco-Roman Neoplatonism.53

dryvolag i yv@aty €EAB6VTog ToD Yryvwaxopévoy xal A &MY yv&alg amdAvtog od [yryv]w[o-
xovt]og odoa xal yryvwoxouévou, G 6 &v Tobto YVAai odoa Ttpd VTS Yiy(v)waKopuévou
ol &yvooupévou (xal) €ig yv@aty Epyopévou.

62  Weseem to have here a case of a phenomenon frequent in Porphyry, especially in his Sen-
tences, where he often reformulates the thought of Plotinus in what Schwyzer called a
“schoolmasterly” and systematic way (1974, p. 227: “schulmaéssig”; p. 231: “strenges System-
atisierung”). Here, in the case of a doctrine—the attribution of knowledge to the One—in
which Plotinus displayed a certain unresolved tension, Porphyry comes up with a doc-
trine which is systematized to the point of rigidification, as it were, than the one found in
Plotinus.

63  Sayings of the Greek Sage § 37, p. 98, 15—22f. Wakelnig 2014 = ed. Badawi p. 187, 4-10.

64  Cf. Sayings of the Greek Sage § 32, p. 94, 7 Wakelnig 2014 = ed. Badawi, p. 184, 10: wa-yanbagi
li-I-fa'il al-awwal an yakin sakinan gayr mutaharrak; cf. Sayings of the Greek Sage § 44,
p- 114, 13-15 Wakelnig; Theology of Aristotle p. 33; 63; 84, 10; 88, 10 ed. Badawi.

65 Cf. Proclus, On the Eternity of the World, apud Philoponum, De aeternitate mundi, p. 55, 22f.
Rabe.
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The doctrine of instantaneous creation holds that world is created in no time
whatsoever, but all at once (daf'atan wahidatan = Greek d8péwg).66 Compare,
once again, a passage such as Theology of Aristotle, p. 51,13-14:

When he [sc. the Creator] acts, he merely looks towards his essence and
he carries out his activity all at once (daf‘atan wahidatan).6”

Many other passages could be cited,®® but these suffice to give the gist of the
idea. It should be stressed that as in the case of the texts asserting God’s identity
with being, most of those mentioning the doctrine of instantaneous creation
have no parallel in Plotinus.

C. D’Ancona has pointed out®? that this doctrine has its likely source in the
works of John Philoponus, several of whose works were known in Arabic trans-
lation. Yet Philoponus himself preserves a text by Porphyry that proves that this
notion of instantaneous creation was already present in the latter’s Comment-
ary on the Timaeus:"°

In addition, Porphyry says that things that derive their existence from [a
process of | generation and coming to be, for example a house or a ship or
a plant or an animal, are also said to be generated. For this reason we do
not describe a flash of lightning or a snapping of the fingers or anything
else that exists and ceases to exist in an instant as generated: as Aristotle
also says, all such things come to be without a [process of] generation

66  The relevant texts in the Theology of Aristotle have been studied by Zimmermann 1986,
p. 202—205; cf. Pseudo-Ammonius, Doxography, 8.2; 17, 5-6 Rudolph. In the Isma‘ili tradi-
tion, one finds the notion of creation daf‘atan wahidatan in Nasafi, al-Sijistani, Jabir ibn
Hayyan, and the Ihwan al-Safa’ (Epistle 35, 3, vol. 111, p. 238, 13—21 al-Bustani); cf. Rudolph
1989, p. 149-150; Chase 2016.

67  Speaking of the First Principle, the author of the Epistle on Divine Science (p. 175, 1) writes
in an interpolation to his paraphrase of Ennead v 3 [49], 12.28—36: “He does not proceed
from doing one thing to doing another. He makes and originates things all at once” ({akin-
nahi fa‘ala al-asya@ wa-ibtada‘aha daf atan wahidatan).

68 Cf. Theology of Aristotle p. 8, 12; 31, 3; 4; 6-7; 11; 32, 4; 41, 5.

69 D’Ancona 2001, p. 107£,; 2003, p. 315-317.

70 Porphyry, Commentary on the Timaeus fr. 36, p. 23,14—24, 5 Sodano = Philoponus, De aetern-
itate mundiv1, 8, p.148, 7-15 Rabe: €11 gnalv 6 TTopgiptog yewntov Aédyeabat xai T6 did yevéoewg
ol oD yiveaBou T8 elva APy, dg ol xarl mholov xal QuTdy xal {Qov, xabd Ty dotpamy el
v xpdtov xat 8oa EEaipwg Delotartal xal madetal od Aéyopev elvat yewtd: mdvTo yop T& ToL-
adta, &g xal Aplototédng enoty, dvev yevéoews elg T elvat maporytyvetat xal xwpls ¢Bopds elg
T8 ) elvou petafddher xal SfAov, 8Tt 0dSels v xortd TodTo yew TV Etvar TV )dapov Hrébotto dg
S1& yevéaewg eig T6 elvan maporyevdpevo: dpa yap vovpartt elg obotwaty 6 Beds T mvTa Topy)-
Yoryev.
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and switch to non-existence without [a process of] decay. It is clear that
nobody would hold that the world is generated in the sense of having to
come to be through a process of generation, for God brought all things
into substantification simultaneously with (his) thought (&pa yap voy-
partt gig ebaiwaty 6 6edg Ta TAVTA TTAPYYOYEV).

Here, Porphyry distinguishes things that come to be bit by bit over a period of
time, whether artificial or natural, from phenomena that occur instantaneously

such as lightning or a snapping of fingers: such things, which come into and out

of existence instantaneously, are not said to be generated. Likewise, the world

was not generated in the sense of having undergone a process of generation,

but came into existence at the same time as God’s thought: that is, instantan-

eously.
C. D’Ancona has often pointed to the importance of the formula of action by

being alone (bi-anniyati fagat = Greek adt® t@ elvar), referring to it as a Proclan
innovation” and suggesting that it found its way into the Theology of Aristotle
by way of the Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite. Once again, however, this idea

is already to be found expressis verbis in Porphyry’s Commentary on the Tim-

aeus:’?

71
72

The fourth point of [Porphyry’s] arguments, in addition to what has been
said, is that in which he shows that the divine Intellect carries out its
mode of creation (Snuovpyia) by its mere being (ait® @ eivat), and he

Cf. D’Ancona 1995, p. 148-149.

Porphyry, Commentary on the Timaeus, fr. 51, p. 38, 5-15f. Sodano = Proclus, In Timaeum,
vol. 1, 395, 10f. ed. Diels, translation Runia-Share (modified): Tétaptov mpdg Tolg elpnuévolg
¢oTl AV Adywy xepddatov, &v @ Tov Tpémov Emideiviet e Snpuovpylag adtd Té elva tév Belov
vodv émiteAodpevoy, xal xorraoxevalet Sta TAEGVwY: xal Yap ot Teyvitat Sovtat mpdg T veép-
Yetow dpydvey Sid T W) Tdov)s xpartely Ths A, dnAodat 3¢ xal abtols Tols dpydvolg Xpwevot
Ttpd¢ 10 edepydv Totoen T Ay, TpumdvTe 1) Ebovreg 1) Topvetovteg, & 81 mévta od T8 €ldog évri-
Bnow, AN éEapel Ty dvemimnSetdtyra tod SeEopévou 1o ldog: ardtdg 8€ 6 Adyog dypdvws &md Thg
Té g orporytveTar @ Hrroxetpéve, Tavtwy EEatpefévwy TRV Eumoddv. xal el undév v xal tob-
Totg Eumddiov, 16 e eldog dBpdes &v Tf) TAy mpoatiyov xai dpydvwy 008Ev Bv Ehwg E8endyoay (...)
el Totvov xal Téyvat dvlpwmvar xat Puxdv uepedv pavtagio xatl Saudvewy Evépyetat Toladta
Spdat, Ti Bavpactév Tév Sptovpydy alTd & voely T mdv dméaotaoty mapéyesdal @ aiotnTd,
QoA pév (Tapdryovta) o Evulov, dvapds 3¢ dmoyEWRVTR TO ATTOV, dpepds 8¢ Extelvovta TO
Sraatartdv; xai ob el Tobto Bavudlew, el Tt dowpartov dv xai ddtdotatoy drostatindv ely) Todde
00 TavTdg eimep yaip T omépua Tod dvBpdymov, TogolTov Eyxov Exov xal TdvTag v EquTtd Tovg
Aéyoug, Dpiomat Tosadtag Stagopds (...) TONAG &Y odv udhov 6 Snuovpyinds Adyos T Tdvta
mopdryew Shvorran undev el t6 etvan tijg YAng Senbels, damep 6 100 oméppartog Exelvog pév yop
obx &&w UAng, 6 8¢ T@V mavTwy dMoaTdTS &V Eautd Statwving EoTrxe xal b’ éautod pévovrog
T& TAVTOL TTAPY]YXYE.
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establishes this by several arguments. Even craftsmen need tools for their
activity because they do not have mastery over all their material (0Ay).
They show this by using tools to make their material easy to use by drilling,
planing, or turning it, all of which operations do not insert a form, but
eliminate the inappropriateness of what is to receive the form.

Here, we have proof that it was Porphyry, not Syrianus® or Proclus,’* who was
the originator of the notion of creation by being alone (a0t t@ elva), which
he linked to the notion of instantaneous creation. His basic argument is by

analogy: human craftsmen need tools and time to use them only because the

material on which they have to work presents obstacles which require prepar-

ation such as drilling or planing: once this preparatory work is completed, the

form is instantaneously communicated to the object on which they were work-

ing. If there were no such obstacles, all of which are due to matter, a craftsman

could instantly insert the form present in his mind into the object of his labors.
But this is the case for the Demiurge: having no need for matter, he has no need
of time or tools, but produces the world instantaneously, by thinking alone

(a0t @ voelv in this fragment corresponds nicely to dua voypatt in the one
cited previously).

There is, moreover, another parallel worth citing. With Porphyry’s remarks

about the Demiurge’s lack of need for tools, one may compare the following
passage from the Theology of Aristotle X190, p. 163:

5

... when craftsmen wish to fashion a thing (...) when they work they work
with their hands and other instruments whereas when the Creator wishes
to make something (...) He does not need any instrument in the origina-
tion of things ( fi-ibda“l-asya’) because he is the cause of instruments, it
being he that originated them.

Conclusion

Let me summarize and try to be clear about exactly what my claim is.

I believe the Plotiniana Arabica in general, and the Theology of Aristotle in

particular, may preserve traces of Porphyry’s Omopwypuota on Plotinus’ Enneads,
which are otherwise lost.

73
74

As asserted by D’Ancona 19993, n. 49; D’Ancona 2000, p. 94.
Cf. D’Ancona 1995, p. 82, n. 37.
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Of the themes we have studied that are present in the Plotiniana Arabica
but absent from Plotinus, some, as D’Ancona has emphasized, are attested
or approximated in the Pseudo-Dionysius, others in Philoponus. But all the
themes we have examined are attested for Porphyry, who was active two cen-
turies prior than they. Most importantly, it is Porphyry, not Dionysius or Philo-
ponus, to whom the authorship of the Theology of Aristotle is attributed in the
work’s prologue. It is Porphyry, not Dionysius or Philoponus, who, as D’Ancona
has proved, is the likely author of the ruw’its al masa@’il preserved in the second
part of the Theology of Aristotle. And it is Porphyry, not Dionysius or Philopo-
nus, who we know, from his testimony, was the author of dmopvpata on the
Enneads.™

It remains possible, of course that the Theology of Aristotle’s attribution to
Porphyry may be the result of some misunderstanding or series of misunder-
standings, and that the Adaptor derived these doctrines from his readings of
Dionysius, Philoponus, and perhaps other sources unknown to us. Yet it seems
more economical to take the Theology of Aristotle’s prologue at face value, and
suppose that these doctrines, all attested for Porphyry, were indeed found in a
commentary or commentaries by Porphyry on the Enneads of Plotinus, which
have disappeared in Greek, leaving behind only the faintest of traces. As far
as the Prologue’s attribution to Aristotle, rather than Plotinus, is concerned:
rather than representing some unlikely error, this is almost certainly the result
of deliberate pseudigraphy. Assuming the Adaptor and/or the editor (al-Kind1)
knew that the Greek text they were translating was by Plotinus, not Aristotle,
the decision to attribute the text to the First Master will have been motivated
by the same concerns that motivated all the many pseudepigraphic attribu-
tions in Arabic-language philosophical literature. The name and identity of
Plotinus was virtually unknown in the Arab-speaking world,”® so that it was
standard practice for an editor such as Kindi, anxious to ensure the authoritat-
ive reception of this his work, to attibute it to the most prestigious sage among
the Greeks.””

My claim is not, course, that the Theology of Aristotle represents a word-for-
word translation of Porphyry’s commentaries, with nothing omitted and no

75  This last point renders it superfluous, in my view, to speculate on Porphyrian works other
than these Omopvpata as possible sources of the non-Plotinian material in the Theology
of Aristotle.

76  Cf. Chase 2019, p. 601 1. 68.

77  Thelist of works attributed pseudonymously to Aristotle and/or Alexander of Aphrodisias
in Arabic philosophical literature is, of course, lengthy indeed. They include a great deal
of material that in fact derives from Proclus (see Endress 1973 and the discussions in Kraye
et al, eds., 1986, passim) or John Philoponus (see Hasnawi 1994).
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extraneous material added. Instead, the Arabic adaptor may have worked from

a Greek manuscript of the Enneads which contained Porphyry’s Omopvipara,

perhaps written in the margin surrounding the text. These dmouvpata took

the form of explanatory paraphrases on passages from some of the Enneads,

in which Porphyry provided explanations of texts which he had been asked
by his collegues to explain. Ibn Na‘ima will have duly translated both Plotinus’
text and Porphyry’s commentary,’® similar to the way Boethius’ logical writings

have been surmised to derive, at least in part, from the scholia in the margins of

manuscripts of Aristotle’s Organon and Porphyry’s Isagoge.” An editor, prob-
ably al-Kindi, then went over the result, adding Islamic formulae, changing
the sense of some passages in a more monotheist, creationist direction, and

providing transitional phases to link the various sections. The editor is probably

responsible for the current structure of the Theology of Aristotle, which appears
at first glance to be chaotic, but nevertheless, as C. D’Ancona has shown, does
present signs of coherent structure. It is not impossible that the choice of pas-
sages from the Enneads translated in the Theology of Aristotle may be due to the
fact that it was these passages that Porphyry chose to comment upon,8° since

his companions found them especially difficult.

I believe that this reconstruction of matters, while far from certain, provides

at least a possible explanation of the genesis of the Plotiniana Arabica. The

arguments against the Porphyrian hypothesis, based largely on argumenta e

silentio, are not definitive, while the large number of Porphyrian parallels we
find throughout the Theology of Aristotle provide reason for taking seriously
the attribution of the Theology of Aristotle, at least in some sense, to the Tyrian
Neoplatonist.

78

79

8o

H. Dérrie 1976, p. 28—29 suggests a similar phenomenon occurred in the Latin world. In
Porphyry’s “edition with commentary” (kommentierte Ausgabe) of Plotinus, individual
phrases of Plotinus were interwoven with Porphyry’s commentary in such a way that read-
ers such as Augustine and Ambrose were unable to distinguish Plotinus’ thought from that
of Porphyry. As we have seen, Dorrie suggests that even Gregory of Nyssa, although he had
no need of translation, viewed Plotinus through a Porphyrian lens, as it were.

Shiel 1958. For discussion of the pros and contras of this hypothesis, cf. Militello 2010,
p. 23—24.

Cf. the text from Porphyry’s Life of Plotinus ch. 26, cited above, n. 14: “and we have written
commentaries on some of them [sc., of the Enneads] without any order (xataBeBAueda de

xal €l Tve adTAV DITopv et GTdneTeg)”.
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