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including many Christians, who have continued to hold to the older
tradition of Hellenic theology, still so finely exemplified in Plotinus and
his circle. And if we look back to that circle we may find it possible to
give a properly honourable place to ritual and sacramental religion
without accepting an Jamblichean or any other kind of supernaturalism
which would lift its scriptures, teaching and ruling authorities, and prac-
tices beyond the reach of continual critical discussion. We do not have
to set the purely intellectual and spiritual religion of Plotinus and Por-
phyry against the theurgic religion of Iamblichus and his successors as
if they were two different religions: The later Hellenic Neoplatonists
certainly did not do so. We should remember Amelius, the “lover of
sacrifices” (philothuiés)® — an epithet which would suit Iamblichus or
his disciple the Emperor Julian admirably—whose recognised position
in the circle was so high that thar acute observer and courteous opponent
Longinus couples his name with that of Plotinus,? and who seems always
to have remained on quite friendly terms with Porphyry. If we do so
(taking into account of course what Amelius may have thought of
Plotinus as well as what Plotinus may have thought of Amelius, and not
necessarily feeling bound to observe the group from the religious stand-
point of Porphyty), we can find here a mutual recognition of those two
ways to God, without domination or exclusion of either, which conforms
well to Indian teaching about and practice of the Yogas,” and is by no
means incongruous with the teaching and practice of many Christians in
our own time, and some throughout the Christian centuries.

25. Porphyry, Life of Plotimes, 10, 33.

26. Op. cit. (n. 25), 20, 32-3 and 71.

27. A, H. Armstrong and R. Ravindra, Buddbi in the Bhagavadgita and Psyeé in Plotinus,
in Neoplatonism and Indian Thought (Ed. R. Baine Harris, Norfolk, Virginia, International
Society for Neoplatonic Studies 198z, p. 63-86, especially pp. 71 and 82-3. [Reprinted from
Religions Studies, 15 (September 1979), pp. 327-42.]
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THE NEGATIVE THEOLOGY OF NOUS IN LATER NEOPLATONISM

Dr. HeixricH DORreig, whose birthday we are celebrating, is justly renowned for his
work in one ol the most lively and growing fields of contemporary scholarship, that of the
study of later Greek philosophy and its intricate relationships with Christian thought. It is
therefore most appropriate that we should honour him with a volume whose theme is
»Platonism and Christianity«. For my own contribution 1 offer a discussion of a late Plato-
nic way of thinking which perhaps helped to make easier the acceptance by so many Chri-
stian thinkers, especially »Dicnysius« and those influenced by him down to Cusanus', of
the negative or apophatic theology of Plotinus and his successors. Its importance in this
context is only secondary. The main reasons why Christian thinkers found it possible to
accept Neoplatonic apaphatic theology so whole-heartedly are to be found in the Judaeo-
Christian tradition iself {which T do not propoese to discuss) and in some aspects of Neo-
platonic thought about the First Hypostasis, the One or Good. Nevertheless a way of
thinking about the Second Hypostasis, Divine Intellect or Being, which can be called
apophatic did exist, and does not always, perhaps, receive due attention.

It has been solidly established by recent studies of the relationship of Christian to
Hellenic Neoplatonist thought that one of its most striking features is the way in which the
Christians bring together and apply to God what is said by the Hellenic Neoplatonists
about the first two hypostases (or, in terms of the traditional interpretation of the Parme-
nides, the first two hypotheses): or, to be more precise, apply some of what is said about
Nous to God along with what is said about the One and use other statements about Nous,
especially those in which its multiplicity and derivation are stressed, in constructing their
account of the angelic world, which they sometimes refer to as the ®oouog vontég?, And,
since HanoT's rediscovery of the metaphysics of Porphyry®, we can sce this Christian deve-
lopment as in some way related to a movement of thought within Hellenic Neoplatonism

" 1 have not the competence to discuss whar happened
to the negative theology after Cusanus. But there is a
remark of WERNER BEIERWALTES in the chapter on
Hegel in his Identitit and Differenz which I find
particularly interesting and stimulating. He savs, in
distinguishing the aim of Hegels religious philosophy
from that of the conjectural philosophy of Cusanus and
the negative dialectic of Neoplatonism: »Die Uberzeu-
gung von der Durchschaubarkeit und Formulierbarkeit
der Sache selbst bleibt das Trennende, wenn Hegel
durch Denken das Mysterium lichten zu kénnen
meinte (Identitit u. Differenz = Philosophische Ab-
handlungen B. 49 Frankfurt 1980, p. 249).

Thz:s Ieads me to wonder how far the revolts, not anly
Agamst traditional metaphysics but against any form of
rhnftic belief, which have played such a notable part in
the intellectual life of our times, are to some extent due
0 the neglect and evenmally virtual disappearance of
the negative theology. Are they, at least in part, reac-

tions to claims to know too much about God?

* This development is one of the main themes of
STEPHEN GERSH's excellent and comprehensive study of
the relationship of Christian to Hellenic Neoplatonism,
From lamblichus to Eriugena (Leiden 1978): see also
W. BEIERWALTES Identitat in der Differenz (in Identitat
und Differenz, Frankfure 1980 pp. 24-36). For accounts
of the angelic world in terms of the Neoplatonic xéowog
vonuog see Basil of Caesarea Hex. 1, 5, (PG 29, 13A),
Gregory of Nyssa In Cant. 6 (PG 44, 893A-B) Augu-
stine Confessions 12, 11-15 and De Gen. ad litr. 1, 1
(with my Spiritual or Intelligible Maiter in Plotinus
and 81 Auvgustine, Plotinian and Christian Studies
[Londen 1979] 7).

¥ P. Hanor, La Métaphysique de Porphyre in Porphy-
re = Entretiens sur L'Antiquité Classique T. 12, Van-
decuvres—Genéve 1966, pp.127-157 and Porphyre et
Victorinus (2 vols. Pans 1968).



111

32

itself. (1 am aware that some very difficult and intricate questions arise here, both about
the relationship of the fourth-century Commentary on the Parmenides to the thought of
Porphyry himself and about the, perhaps never precisely determinable, degrees of influence
on this development of Christian tradition, the survival of Middle Platonist ways of think-
ing, and Porphyrian metaphysics. But it seems now established that the bringing together
of the hypostases in this way is a development which did in fact occur within Hellenic
Neoplatonism without Christian influence.)

The survival of the negative theology, with undiminished vigour, in this uniting of the
One beyond being and the One-Being is explained primarily, on the Neoplatonic side, by
the fact that the assimilation of the hypostases took place, o parody with pious intent the
Athanasian Creed, »not by the conversion of the One into the One-Being, but by the
taking of the One-Being into the One«. HapoT's rediscovery of Porphyry, and the attention
which this has focussed on the Turin palimpsest Commentary on the Parmenides, a ma-
ster-work of Neoplatonic negative theology, have enabled students of Plotinus to under-
stand better the full significance of the strongly positive and affirmative statements which
he sometimes makes about the One and to see Porphyry’s metaphysics as a legitimate
development of one side at least of the thought of his master. If we read 6 8 [39], where
the theology is more kataphatic than anywhere else in the Enncads, closely, as we should,
with its neighbour in both the Enneadic and chronological order 6 7 [38], and pay proper
attention to the Plotinian ofov, we can see its strongly positive aflirmations about the One,
which seem to point forward almost inevitably to Porphyry’s assimilation of the First and
Second Hypostascs, as part of the exercise of the most radical negative theology, that of
the negatio negationis®, so well exemplified in the Parmenides commentary. They are part of
the dialectic which leads the mind exercising 1t, not to total negativity or super-affirmation
or higher synthesis, but to [ruitful and illuminating silence before that for which the mind
is not big enough, that which is absolutely beyond us. It is first and foremost this ultimate
radicalism of Neoplatonic thought which could make possible the application of the affir-
mations of the Second Hypothesis to God without weakening the negative theology. It
explains why »Dionysius« and his followers, though rather »Porphyrian« in their positive
statements about God, can be »Proclan« or even »Damascian« in the radicalism of their
negations.

But there is a secondary, but still important, reason for this. There runs through Neo-
platonic thought about the Second Hypostasis a profound doubt of the adequacy, or even
the applicability, of the discursive, analytic, defining thonght and language which belong
to #moTiun here below to the unity-in-diversity of the One-Being, the eternal life of the
Intellect which is the World of Forms. The foundation-text in Plato for this is the philoso-
phical digression in the Scventh Platonic Letter (341A-344D). It is clearly apparent in
Plotinus, where it has been very fully and carefully studied by Kraus Wurm®. But the
generally informal and unsystematic character of his thought and writing make it some-
what less noticeable than it is in his more systematic successors, and sufficient attention
has not always been paid to it. Itis considerably more striking when it appears in Proclus,
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who is generally, and rightly, regarded as the most rigorously systematic of Neoplatonic
thinkers, one who pushes defining logical discourse far further than on his own assump-
tions it should go, even above the intelligible level to the Henads. Yet there are several
passages in his works where he states, clearly as common and accepted doctrine, the ina-
dequacy of discursive E10TAUN to apprehend or express the intelligible®, and one in parti-
cular where he develops this theme with such vigour as to give good grounds for speaking
of a »negative theology of Nous«,

The passage in question is from the exposition of the doctrine of the Demiurge in the
Commentary on the Timacus’. The text being commented is Timaeus 28C. The Demiurgc
in Proclus ranks comparatively low in the hierarchy of divine intelligences; he is nocric,
not noetic®. This makes the language used here about our attainment of him and the utter
inadequacy of our thought and speech to attain to him particularly remarkable.

The first part of the passage is a comment on »lt is a hard task to find the maker and
father of this universe«. Proclus strongly and repeatedly insists that this is not a task which
can he performed by epistemic reason: and the language he uses is strikingly close to the
language which Plotinus uses about vision of and union with the One, though it is made
clear that we are dealing with a reality of the order of Intellect. »For this is the finding,
encountering him, being made one with him, keeping company alone with him alone,
encountering his immediate self-revelation, snatching itself away from all other acti'.-'ity:-
when the soul has done this it will think that epistemic reasonings are just stories, when it
is in company with the Father and feasts with him on the truth of being and »in a pure
lighte, purely, »is initiated to the beholding of complete and changeless visionse (302,
1-8). »... for after the wandering of coming to birth and the purification and the cpistcmié
light the intelligent activity shines out, and the intellect in us, which brings the soul ta
harbour in the Father and settles it unpolluted in the demiurgic intellections, and joins
light 1o light, not like the light ol epistemic reason, but more beautiful and more intelli-
gible and more like the One: this is the Father's haven, the finding of the Father, the
unpolluted union with him« (302, 17-25)°. Though the hicrarchy is formally presc;vcd,
antfl the passage is not at all »Porphyriane«, the assimilation up\\'a‘rds of the vision of and
union with the Demiurge to vision of and union with the One is very noticeable, and
appe‘ars to be deliberate. And 1t 1s made very clear, and becomes clearer still in the :::omi-
nuation of the passage, that this union is not epistemically thinkable and is not properly
Exprcssi‘blc il'-l any sort of language. The remark »When the soul has done this it will think
;)h;L ;g:sit::;a; {:-.atiu?}i;:gs are ju*T;l ﬂﬁur;r s.huuld be noted. Sumc implicit reference is
s b one ;,_.,150,1- ,’Ilc)assa.go “.1. .“ ic (?tll'l!ls speaks of the u_-nadequac'y‘f of both _m_yths
o *.nd 'lh ,"mba to eXpres nu?mal reality because of their separative and divisive
gt ,a.warmc::e ;l::ats]sag_es Zt Plotinus and_ Pruclys seem to make‘ clear that the Neo-
e pl.(_.rel.c[; g 1:Oc:lhc 11.'; Imal cqu::f:y oii‘ phl‘l:tosu.phlcal discourse .dld not lead Ll}cm to
i ;—;f' i .rmmim T}zf:mii: ;PE'“ fm symbol as more suited for expressing the

alities. y may often seem to modern philosophers to be using »the

* “The negatic megationis is not often explicit in Plotinus.
But it is clearly stated at 6 8, 9, 3941 &’ fou 1@
iB6vTL 0ndE T ofitoc simeiy Stveodol 00" ab 1o uf
otz T yag v o abto Tav dviay, fp OV
ofrws.

* Kravs Wuas, Substanz und Qualitit (Berlin-New
York 1973). See also A. SwmiTH, Potentiality and the
Problem of Plurality in the Intclligible Werld in Neo-
platonism and Early Christian Thought, London 1981,
pp. 99-107,

6
R]ilzll-:r_llc i‘heu_lolr-:y 2, 100 (2 64, 7 SAFFREY-WESTE-
“'E.%";-;R,r.'_ :‘\k‘lhmd(‘m _‘245—249 CrEuzER (113-113
L Tlm::] 11‘1) P;-).rm?"ndem 1015, 33-40 Covsix.
B it F;;:u_frﬁﬁ-.r.iﬂl cl_, 301,_23-3(15,?: IMEHL).
el ; : te Demiurge in the hicrarchy see
e "ll_ﬂr:ncnmry on Proposition 167 of the Ele-
heology (E. R. Dobops Proclus, The Ele-

ments of Theology®, Oxford 1963, pp. 285-287).

All translations of Proclus are my own.
'" 61 zal tobg EmLompovixobe kayoug widoug frm-
f_l_i'to.l .. 302, 45,
135 [30] 9, 24-29: for the discursive inadequacy of
kréyoc cp. 6 7 [38] 33, 27-30.
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language of poetry and religion«* rather than of philosophy. But this does not mean that
they regard language of this kind as in any way privileged in comparison with the abstract
logical discourse which they all, including Plotinus, use most of the time. When the inade-
quacy of language is most clearly perceived, it is the inadequacy of all language, not of
logical discourse as compared with poetic symbolism. This, of course, leaves open the
possibility that both kinds of language, though inadequate, can be helpful in bringing us 1o
the point where we can see’”.

The second part of the passage is devoted to the exegesis of »and having found him it
would be impossible to declare him to all mankind«, Here the Seventh Letter is brought
into play and the scepticism about language becomes radical: though this does not prevent
Proclus from continuing at considerable length thercafter his epistemic discourse on the
theology of the Demiurge. »For the finding did not belong to a speaking soul, but to one
keeping holy silence and lying open 1o the divine light; it did not belong to a soul moving
with its own motion but to one which keeps a kind of silence: for since the soul is not
naturally adapted to grasp the substances of the other things by a name or a limiting
definition or epistemic reasoning, but only by a direct intelligence, as he says himself in his
Letters. how could it find the substance of the Demiurge in another way than by imme-
diate intelligence? But how, when it has found in this way, could it express Its vision by
nouns and verbs? For discourse which moves in composition is unable to present the sim-
ple nature which is like the One?« »Well then«, someone might say, »do we not say a
great deal about the Demiurge and the other gods and the One itsel? We do indeed speak
about them, but we do not speak each onc’s real self, and we can speak epistemically, but
not intelligently: for this is finding, as we said before. But if finding belongs to the silent
soul, how could the talk which flows through the mouth suffice to bring to light what we
have found?« (303, 5-23). This is one of the most powerful developments to be found in
the writings of the Neoplatonists of the great Neoplatonic theme of silence; and the incur-
able discursivity and separativeness of all speech and its consequent complete inability to
express any eternal reality could hardly be more strongly stated. A gap has opened between
the object of philosophy and philosophical discourse which Proclus seems to find discon-
certingly wide, as he certainly should in view of his normal practice, but which he recogni-
ses none the less. And it is this sense of the gap which is common to, and is the driving
force of, all forms of Neoplatonic negative theology.

The passage from the Platonic Theology which states the same doctrine
though very strongly worded statement that every kind of knowledge will destroy itself* if
applied to an object which does not concern it. The passages from the Commentaries on
the Alcibiades'® and the Parmenides”” which are related to the passage under discussion
stress the inadequacy of epistemic reasoning less strongly and give an account of why, in
spite of its incapacity to attain the intelligible, the philosopher must continue to use i,

" is a simple,
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which is worth seme consideration. They present it as a yvuvaoia, an exercise, and a fine
sentence in the Parmenides commentary extends this to the whole life of the bhilosnphcr.
#All our life is a training-ground for that vision [of intelligible truth] and our wandering
through dialectic hastens to that haven«'®. This belongs to that way of looking at philo.‘ml
phy which was so important to the ancients and which has been excellently expounded by
Hapot', philosophy as »spiritual exercise«. Ancient philosophers hardly ever regarded
their philosophy as simply the theoretical pursuit of conclusions by a process of abstract
reasoning. It was rather a process of training and exercise aiming at total self-transforma-
tion, at final enlightenment and liberation. (This brings our own ancient traditions much
closer to the thought of India than is always realised by those who seek from Hindu or
Buddhist masters what they may indeed find there, but might find in a less exotic and
more casily assimilable form nearer home.) It is a way of thinking which stll deserves
serious consideration, especially perhaps by those of us who continue to wish to call oursel-
ves Platonists, because the commoner alternative way in which the Neoplatonists consider
and pursue normal philosophical activity does not seem to be altogether coherent or satis-
factory.

Their normal way of proceeding is, while making a very sharp distinction between
vénoig and duévola and insisting sometimes, as we have seen, on the inability of the latter
to grasp or cxpress noetic reality, to continue reasoning about the intelligible realm in a
manner which may be sharply distinguished as higher Platonic dialectic from lower Aristo-
telian logic™®, but seems in practice 10 be attempting to operate discursively swithin quite
ordinary logical rules. The supreme examples of this are the Elements of Theology of
Proclus and the Periphyscon of Eriugena. But this way of proceeding has very considerable
difficulties. Tt is extremely difficult to see how there can be any kind of thought about an
eternal reality which is not only one but discrete and diversified, with very cc;}rnplr.x inter-
nal relationships, which is not so incurably discursive that attempts to raise it to the level
of its subject can only result in paradox and incoherence. As A. C. Lrovp says »lt is very
difficult, though it has to be done in Neoplatonism, to call the »single-mindednessc auribu‘-
ted to Intellect intellectual«®. A courteously-worded judgement on Eringena by a scholar
who looks at the Periphyscon from the point of view of modern Cambridge philosophy
may help to make what I am wving to say clearer. »The conclusion to be drawn from
these remarks is not that Eriugena was not a philesopher, but that he was not the creator
of a philosaphical system. The thought of the Periphyseon does form a system, but one which
could be called »philosophicalc only in an unhelpfully broad sense of the word. It is a
system which does not attempt to provide an explanation of reality by means of reason,
but. rather to make an imaginative whole of ideas, arguments and dogmas taken from a;
\.'arllet)‘ of sources, including Holy Scripture«®. It does not seem that the application of
logic or dialectic to intelligible or spiritual reality produces results which are very satisfac-

“ A €. Lroyp in The Cambridge History of Later
Greek and Early Mediacval Philosophy (Cambridge
1970) 4 The Later Neoplatonists, Epilogue p. 324.

' In 5 8 [31] 6 Plotinus does suggest that hieroglyphic
picture-writing is helpful to the understanding of noetic
nen-discursiveness: but this is by no means equivalent
to saying that poetry, piciures or music express the
intelligible better than philosophical discourse.

B2 10 (2 64, 5-9 SAFFREY-WESTERINK)

5 gowiv dvawgnoer: the language becomes even more
violent when the level of the One is reached: Gote xai
g Moyog eln  tob  dpgirov, megl Eautd
ratefaiidpevoc otbty malerar wal mmedg foutov
depdyeTal.

6 |n Alcbiadem 245-249 CREUZER (113-115 WESTE
rink). Festugiére notes the resemblance in Commen-
taire sur le Timée 2 (Paris 1967), p. 154 note 4.

7 In Parmenidem 1013, 3340 Cousin.

lj 1:[u0a TDE\"L‘V fudv f Cwf yuuvdouwdy Eon mpdg
EREDTY Ty féav, xoil f dud Tig Suahentinfis mhdwvn
i;@ﬁ-: tév Sppov Eneivov Emelyeran (1013, 39-40).
= P: Hapor, E.xcrcir:e:s Spirituels (Annuaire de I'Ecole
Exgmq'ut dFS_ Hauta: Etudes, 5° Section 8, 25-70) =
B_"‘JWE Spiritucls et Philosophic Antique, Paris 1981,
L 58,
i }’Ionnus On Dialectic 1 3 [20] 5.

The Cambridge History of Later Greck and Early

Mediaeval Philosophy (Cambridge 1970) 4 The Later
Neoplatonists, Epilogue p.324. For a fuller discussion
see A. C. Liovb, Non-Discursive Thought - An
Enigma of Greek Philosophy in Proc. of the Aristorelian
Society 1970, p. 261-274.

2 J. MareNBON, John Scotmus and the Categoriae
Decem in Eriugena: Studien zu seinen Quellen ed. W,
BETERWALTES (Heidelberg 1980), p. 131.
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tory or convincing to logicians: unless of course they have been trained to accept this way
of proceeding rather uncritically for extra-logical reasons.

This in itself should be enough to make reasonably open-minded adherents of traditio-
nal philosophy rather uneasy and dubious about presenting our metaphysics as the total,
certainly and universally true, explanation of reality by means of reason. But even if we
are less sensitive than we should be to contemporary criticism, there are reasons very deep
in our tradition why we should pay serious attention to the very far-reaching doubts
which, as we have seen, arise in the minds of ancient Platonists about the competence of
epistemic reason to apprehend or express cven the lower levels of eternal reality. An im-
portant reason why we should do so is that overmuch confidence in metaphysical or theo-
logical discourse, especially of a controversial or polemical kind, inevitably leads to the
negative theology being pushed very much into the background, or even climinated alto-
gether. And without the negative theology our representation of reality loses all depth and
becomes abstract, flat and unreal. We can detect in the later Hellenic Neoplatonists, who
were quite as dogmatic and concerned to prove other people wrong as Christian theolo-
gians, a move very like that which MaURICE WiLEs has detected in Christian theology. In
considering the move within Arianism from Arius’s insistence on the incomprehensibility of
God to Eunomius’s insistence on his comprehensibility and definability WILES says: »The
move to Eunomius’s position would be one that follows a pattern not uncommon in the
history of Christian theology — but none the less regrettable for that, If a theologian stres-
ses the mystery of God, it is bound to be more difficult for him to show that his opponents’
beliefs must be false. In his desire to exclude what he believes to be false teaching, he is
likely to be tempted to claim greater precision (and therefore greater power of exclusion)
for his formulations than the evidence warrants or even than he himself in his heart of
hearts wants to claim«®. A proper consideration and development of the radical doubts
which we have been examining in these same Hellenic Neoplatonists (and they continue in
the Christian Neoplatonist tradition) may save us from making this regrettable move. And
a similar study and development of their thought about gmiotiun as yvpvaoia, about
reasoning as a training for vision and liberation, will give us very positive grounds for
insisting on the continual necessity of reasoning for the most radical negative theologian,
and may also help us to recover something of the ancient understanding of philosophy as
not only a way of thinking but a way of life.

I conclude with two aphorisms which secem relevant from one of the few professed
Christian Platonists of the Eastern Orthodox tradition, the late Mother Maria (Lydia
Gysi), whose whole spiritual life was founded on the double negation, and who lived her
philosophy to the ultimate point™. In a selection of her occasional writings and notes
published by her community there appear the following:

»We will not accept a logical plane between Mystery and event upon which the super-
logical Mystery would be projected down and the sub-logical event projected up.«

»When the mind is like an animal craving for food it will make a noise, but if it is fed
and worked hard, it will gladly be quiet. Therefore >down reason, downe. But if this is

7 From a paper given 10 a seminar at Oxford in the  make it one’s »worke to live one's philasophy 1 the
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enacted by asserting theological statement of paradox as the higher wisdom of God, there
we would say that paradox is but a negative logic — a non-logic — which is however on the
same plane as flat logiee®.

summer of 1980.

¥ This phrase is taken from the letter (November
1974} in which she wold me that she was dying of
cancer.

»ls it a grace, to be allowed to live, or try to live, or

ultimate point? T take it as an infinite tenderness of
God; although at times I have to take a deep breath
not to yicld 1o fearfulness.«

(Mother Maria, Her Life in Letters, edited by Sister
Thekla, London 1979, p. 108).

FER
rhf-: Fool, Greek Ornhodox Monastery of the As-
::r:lpuun, Normanby, Whitby, North Yerkshire, Eng-
lJfnll;jI‘EaHO_. pp. 106 and 108. Though she knew nothing
5 ian thought, her Platonist estimation of »minds
»reason« here (and elsewhere) is strikingly like some

Indian estimations of that tricky and unreliable consti-
teent of our lower selves manas, (On maras and buddhi in
the Gita see A. H. ARMSTRONG and R. RAVINDRA, The

Dimensions of the Self in Religious Studies 15 [1979],
pp. 325-330).



