The Whole Chain of Ideas:

introducing a fuller understanding of Ideas (or Forms)

For many who have read something of Plato, there is a fairly simple scheme held to be
“Plato’s theory of forms” which consists of two distinct orders of things — there is an
powerful and active order of forms (or ideas) that are eternal, and then there is an order
of material and temporal instantiations, or material things stamped with impressions of
those forms. The first is active, the second passive; the first is the object of intellect and
reason, the second is the object of sense and opinion. This is a useful but limited starting
point. But this understanding presents the thinker with a number of difficult problems —
all of which gather as one major question: how do the two very different orders interact.
In their raw form, so to speak, they are alienated from each other and, like the worst
kind of co-habitants, not really on speaking terms!

We need a much more refined understanding of how the manifested and material world
proceeds from, and returns to, the unmanifested and immaterial order. According to the
best of Platonic thinkers, both these processes — procession and return — work through
the law and power of similarity: and since there seems to be a very great dissimilarity
between the two orders, we must postulate a series of intermediaries. In this series, each
intermediary must have a degree of likeness both to that which is immediately above
itself, and to that which is immediately below.

Proclus, in his Commentary on the Parmenides of Plato, offers the serious student of
ideas a scheme in which a series of intermediaries carry out just such a function, and
thus allow a fruitful communication between the otherwise separated orders of reality.
We will look at this passage and consider whether it holds together as a viable scheme,
and how it enlarges our understanding of reality at its various levels.

Proclus writes (969):

For it is necessary, in order that we should make manifest the whole chain of Ideas, to
establish prior to the numerical multiplicity of the Ideas the unitary cause of beings, and
the "hidden" and the unitary level of Being, and that being which is above Form, from
which the number of the most unified Ideas has gone forth to all the secondary levels and
orders of Being;

for the primal Forms are the intelligible ones,

and secondary are those which are intelligible on the one hand, but in the intellectual,
and the third are those which are cohesive of all things,

and fourth are those which bring to completion all intellectual and supra-cosmic realities,

and after these again are the intellectual forms, such as have this characteristic in its
proper form;

the sixth rank is taken up by the assimilative forms, through which all the secondaries are
made like to the intellectual forms,

while the seventh rank is taken up by the transcendent and supra-celestial forms which
have a unifying force in respect of those forms which are divided about the cosmos,
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and the last rank is held by the forms in the cosmos;
and of these some are at the level of intellect,
some at the level of soul,
others at the level of nature,
others at the level of sense-perception,
and of these latter some are immaterial
and others are material.

It is down as far as these that the procession of the forms descends from the intelligible
Forms on high, making their first appearance at the limit of intelligible beings, and having
their final manifestation at the limit of the sense-world.”

Proclus 1s working on a metaphysical scheme with runs from an ineffable First Principle
downwards through a series of “moments” in eternity, and then though a series of
temporal levels. In brief we can see this in diagrammatic form so:

The One and the Gods — all prior to Being

!
The one being — eternity
!
“the living being” Primal Forms
!
Intelligible-Intellectual “super-celestial” 2%
!
Intelligible-Intellectual “celestial” 3rd
!
Intelligible-Intellectual “sub-celestial” 40
l th :
Intellect “Demiurgic creator” 5" (*Platonic forms”)
!
Super-mundane (Soul) 6™ (forms in soul)
!
Liberated (Nature) 7™ (forms in nature)
!
Mundane (Bodies) Enmattered forms
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Each of the steps downwards, passes on to the next level by the minimum of difference
— allowing the singular source of form to become more pluralized, and closer to
manifestation. An important transition is from an eternal state — where everything is
present at once to the form — to a temporal state. In every temporal state there is a
sequence: but in forms in soul, the reasoning soul passes from one element of the
manifested thing to another, while in forms in nature have a certain mutability brought
about by the very experience of passing through a number of lives, and enmattered forms
are in a constant state of passing from one condition to another as they grow and decay.

Platonic forms (Proclus’ fifth level), in the strict sense, are unchanging and entirely
unaffected by their effects but as they pass their characteristics downward and outward
(6" to 8™ levels), so the images of forms in soul, nature and matter become more mutable
and divisible. Above the demiurgic, platonic” forms (1* to 4th levels) the procession of
power and goodness moves from the most concentrated and unified state towards a
separated and differentiated state. It is by their very differentiation that demiurgic ideas
can create particular species, and identifiable things.

Our perception of forms at the various levels is through differing gnostic faculties —
Proclus writes:

“One might say in another way also that the intelligible Forms are most knowable
by rational discourse, if one takes one's start from the faculties of knowledge.

Sense-perception does not to any degree achieve knowledge of the Forms;
imagination receives images of them endowed with shape; opinion grasps them
through rational discourse without the aid of shape, but still has a differentiated
quality about it and is in general only competent to discern the bare fact of their
existence.

Only, then, the faculty of reason in us is sufficiently competent to contemplate the
Forms, and it is for this reason that Timaeus says (7im. 27d) that true reality is to
be comprehended by intellection accompanied by rational discourse. So those
things which are most comprehensible by intellection are the Forms which are
Forms in the strictest sense, and reasonably so.

All objects of perception are particulars, since every body is a particular. No one
among bodies can be all things, nor can it be one in many without being divided.

Forms in nature incline towards bodies, and are divided about them.

Forms in soul partake in variegation, and fall short of the simplicity of the
intellectual Forms.

So those things that are most comprehensible by intellection are those Forms which
we call intellectual and intelligible, and the further they are removed from Matter,
the more properly they are Forms, preserving their own unsullied purity.” (Com.
Parm. 995)



