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Universality and Locality in Platonic Polytheism 
 

EDWARD P. BUTLER 
 
 

In a famous quote reported by his biographer Marinus, Proclus says 
that a philosopher should be like a “priest of the whole world in 
common.” This essay examines what this universality of the 
philosopher’s religious practice entails, first with reference to 
Marinus’ testimony concerning Proclus’ own devotional life, and then 
with respect to the systematic Platonic understanding of divine 
‘locality’. The result is, first, that the philosopher’s ‘universality’ is at 
once more humble than it sounds, and more far-reaching; and 
second, that the meaning of locality in the Platonic metaphysics is 
more flexible and dynamic than we might have expected. Particular 
attention is given to the relations of ‘universality’ and ‘particularity’ as 
they exist among the Gods, and to the account in Proclus’ Timaeus 
commentary concerning the places sacred to the Gods as immaterial 
intervals (diastêmata) not identical to physical places, and the 
consequences of this for understanding changes in the religious life 
of places and in the localization of cults. 

 
 

n his reverential biography of his instructor Proclus, Marinus of Neapolis 
records a maxim Proclus apparently held to be of the first importance 
concerning the correct relationship of the philosopher to religion:  

 
One maxim that this supremely pious [theosebestatos] man had always at 
hand and was always uttering was that it befits the philosopher not to 
worship [therapeutên] in the manner of a single state [polis] or according 
to the hereditary customs of a few [par’eniois patriôn], but to be the priest 
[hierophantên] of the whole world in common. (VP §19)1  
 

The present essay seeks to understand what this religious role of the 
philosopher meant to Proclus, and what it might mean for polytheists today. 
Specifically, what relationship does this maxim imply between the philosopher 
and the many national, regional, or local traditions? 

It was clearly not Proclus’ intention to impose upon local and national 
traditions the weight of a substantive universal. Indeed, Marinus himself gives 

                                                       
1 VP = Marinus,Vita Procli, ed. Boissonade, 1814; English translation in Mark Edwards, 
Neoplatonic Saints: The Lives of Plotinus and Proclus by their Students (Liverpool: Liverpool 
University Press, 2000), translations freely modified throughout. 

I
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us examples of Proclus writing hymns to Gods who are almost defined by their 
local or regional character: Marnas of Gaza, Asclepius Leontuchos of Ascalon, 
Theandrites “a God much honored among the Arabs,” “Isis who is still 
honored in Philae” (VP §19). Though these hymns do not survive, it would be 
preposterous to suggest that Proclus worshiped these Gods as abstract, eidetic 
entities. Proclus, like his instructor Syrianus before him, states clearly that 
mortals cannot know how many Gods there are, though there cannot be fewer 
than the classes deriving from an adequate dialectical division of Being.2 The 
number of ontic hypostases is sufficiently small, however, and sufficiently 
determinate, as to make the idea that the number of Gods is unknowable to us 
ridiculous if that number is supposed to be determined by the divisions of 
Being. Nor does it make much sense to imagine Proclus writing hymns to 
deities who were mere local specifications of universal—and conveniently 
Hellenic—formulae or schemata. Indeed, in the very midst of one of his 
surviving Hellenic hymns, we find an invocation of the Roman God Janus.3 In 
this, Proclus follows the example of Plato, who chooses not to syncretize the 
Egyptian Gods Thoth and Amun, e.g., as Hermes and Zeus, rather 
transliterating their names as Theuth and Ammôn (Phaedrus 274c-d). And even in 
the case of a deity with a long tradition of Hellenic syncretism, namely Kybele, 
known to Greeks as “the Mother of the Gods” and identified with Rhea, there 
seems to be an attention to national origin implied in Marinus’ remark that 
Proclus “every month celebrated the rites of the Great Mother [Mêtrôiakas], of 
which the Romans, or rather the Phrygians before them, are devotees,” (VP 
§19). 

It seems the case, rather, that Proclus put his maxim about the philosopher 
as a priest of the whole world in common into practice, not through imposing a 
simplifying eidetics upon the diversity of national, regional, and local cults, but 
through a most resolute eclecticism. Indeed, when Proclus is critical elsewhere 
of appeals to national, ethnic or ancestral identity, it is not on behalf of a 
universal humanity that he speaks, but with regard to the complexity of the 
factors that bear upon the formation of the individual soul and impart to it a 
peculiar character and destiny. Hence “nobility of birth according to natural 
succession” or “the discrimination that has regard to the city-states of our world 
and the places on the earth” is no more than a cause of “conceit” and “empty 
arrogance” to souls, whereas “the stable and eternal nobility of birth in souls 
depends upon the Gods around whom they have been sown, and upon the 

                                                       
2 See my discussion of this issue in “The Gods and Being in Proclus” Dionysius 26 
(2008), pp. 93-114. 
3 Hymn VI in R. M. van den Berg, Proclus’ Hymns: Essays, Translations, Commentary 
(Leiden: Brill, 2001). 
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divine powers underneath which they have been ranked,” (In Alc. 112.19-
113.13).4 

Proclus’ eclecticism is not that of the dilettante, to be sure; Marinus states 
that “he was more careful in observing the dies nefasti of the Egyptians than they 
are themselves,” (VP §19). But he also adds to his practices through 
“revelation” (epiphaneia, ibid., p. 45.5). Revelation and theophany seem to 
occupy a fundamental place in Proclus’ worship, Marinus recounting numerous 
such moments of personal gnôsis in his biography, beginning with Proclus’ 
special relationship with Athena, whom we may regard as his patron, or as 
Marinus terms her,  

 
his nurse and midwife, as it were … the tutelary Goddess of 
Byzantium, who first became at this time the cause of his being, since 
he was born in her city, and subsequently took care that he turn out 
well when he came to boyhood and adolescence. For she, appearing to 
him in a dream, exhorted him to philosophy. This, I think, is the reason 
for his strong association with this Goddess, so that he celebrated her 
festivals particularly and observed her rites with great enthusiasm. (VP 
§6) 
 

Edwards, p. 66 n. 66, argues that either Rhea or Hekate must be intended 
here, on account of their importance in Byzantium (modern Istanbul), and 
decides in favor of Rhea, but Berg, p. 307, thinks rather that the passage refers 
to Athena, with which I am inclined to agree, based upon the subsequent 
theophany of Athena Marinus records, in which she is styled “the philosopher 
Goddess” (§30). Proclus’ attachment to Athena, having its inception in a certain 
respect from the place in which he was born, deepens through his choice of 
profession, but is not a result of his being a philosopher, i.e., does not merely 
express Her presiding over this profession, any more than it is reducible to his 
city of birth, but is rather the cause of his being a philosopher, through the 
personal impact upon him of the dream in which she appears, and as the 
fruition of a maturing devotion. Commentators will tend to treat accounts like 
this, or the other numinous events and epiphanies in Proclus’ life described by 
Marinus, as ‘hagiographical’ moments, the significance of which lies primarily in 
the objective sanctity they accord to Proclus’ person, but they have significance as 
well for understanding how Proclus himself approached his religion, his 
openness to allowing direct experience of the Gods, even unsought, to play a 
guiding role in his practice. This offers support for the Gods having personal 
agency for Proclus, as well as the worshiper, neither being reducible to parts in a 

                                                       
4 Proclus: Commentary on the First Alcibiades, L.G. Westerink (ed.) & W. O’Neill (trans.) 
(Westbury, Wiltshire: Prometheus Trust, 2011). 
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cosmic machine; and this in turn accords with the systematic emphasis in 
Proclus upon the autarchy of the henads, or Gods, and the irreducibility of the 
one-on-one encounter between God and worshiper. 

The universality of the philosopher’s religion as we see it in Proclus’ 
biography is not a mastery a priori of every tradition through the possession of a 
superior, philosophical knowledge, not the essentialist reduction of theophany 
to eidetics, but rather the philosopher’s radical openness to every tradition. This 
openness reflects the metaphysical priority of individual Gods or henads to the 
pantheon structure, insofar as the latter is a whole, and henads transcend the 
status of being parts of a whole. The totality that the philosopher embodies, 
then, in her cosmopolitanism, is not ontically secured, a totality of essence, but a 
higher, existential totality of the kind that Damascius speaks of in the early 
pages of his De principiis, a totality which does not totalize, and which is in this 
respect without principle (anarchos) and without cause (anaitios).5 What, then, 
does the philosopher, in this radical openness to individual Gods in their 
ineffable uniqueness, have to offer the local, regional and national cults who 
remain within the boundaries of their discrete illuminations? During Proclus’ 
sojourn in Lydia, for example, he is initiated “into the more ancient rites still 
practiced there,” and “acquired clear knowledge [epegignôske] of their customs,” 
(VP §15) where the verb suggests, not essentializing knowledge (epistêmê), but 
rather acquaintance, witnessing; but with the result that “for their part, if 
through length of time they [the Lydians] had neglected any of the practices, 
they learned from the philosopher’s directions to serve the Gods more 
perfectly,” (ibid.). What is the nature of this exchange between philosopher and 
cult?  

Marinus gives us a glimpse of Proclus’ real-time interaction with a local cult 
in his account of an episode that occurred during Proclus’ sojourn in Lydia:  

 
Moreover the God in Adratta clearly revealed his affinity with this man 
who was dear to the Gods. For when Proclus visited his sanctuary he 
received him graciously with manifestations. Proclus was in perplexity, 
and prayed to learn what God or Gods frequented the place and were 
honored there, since different tales prevailed among the locals. Some 
opined that the temple belonged to Asclepius and had many signs to 
confirm this … But others believed that the Dioscuri frequented the 
place … For this reason then, as has been said, the philosopher was 
perplexed, unable to disbelieve the reports; and as he begged the Gods 
of the place to disclose their identity to him, it seemed to him that the 
God visited him in a dream and gave him this clear prompting: “What 

                                                       
5 De principiis, edd. Westerink & Combès, vol. 1, p. 2.11-12.  
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is this? Have you not heard Iamblichus saying who the two are, and 
making hymns to Machaon and Podalirius?” (VP §32) 

 
Machaon and Podalirius are sons of Asclepius, who in their activities 

therefore appropriately resembled Asclepius, but also the Dioscuri. The 
philosopher here operates in effect as a mantis. The answer to the question of 
the identity of the God(s) in the place is a pair of discrete individuals, and there 
is nothing overtly philosophical, i.e., formal, in the solution, though if we 
examine it more closely, we can see that Machaon and Podalirius are positioned 
relative to the reports suggesting Asclepius and the Dioscuri respectively along 
the two axes of procession in Proclean henadology, insofar as they are related to 
Asclepius by filiation, an existential relation, and to the Dioscuri by formal 
resemblance, an eidetic relation.6 Machaon and Podalirius thus account for the 
reported phenomena with a virtually geometric perfection, but the procedure by 
which Proclus obtains the result is ecstatic and mystical. This demonstrates the 
rigorous consistency in Proclean thought by which theophany retains its 
ontological priority over philosophy, while the latter retains universality as its 
privilege. The result is rational without being a rationalization or 
‘demythologization’, and it never needs to leave the plane of unique, individual 
deities. The philosopher does not engage with the local cult as an outsider, as a 
superior observer who compares and assimilates, but as a participant who, if 
anything, excels in receptivity to the singular. The philosopher does not 
homogenize the local cult, but rather augments it with new relations, specifically 
a structure mediating diverging experiences linked to the same holy site.  

We should note as well that it does not concern Marinus whether any of the 
people of Adratta actually adopt Proclus’ solution, because his and Proclus’ 
vision of religion is not much concerned with social control, but neither is 
Proclus’ revelation subordinated in the interest of an ‘orthopraxy’ for which 
what is done is privileged over what is believed. Marinus tells us that “the 
God”—that is, the source of Proclus’ revelation in Adratta, but who is not 
further identified; perhaps Machaon or Podalirius Himself;—”thought the 
happy man worthy of such grace that he also appeared and, in the way that one 
pronounces an encomium of someone in the theater, said in an actor’s tone, 
with his hand extended in a gesture—I shall declare the very words of the 
God—’Proclus is the glory [kosmos] of the city’,” (ibid., §32). It is theophany, 
direct and personal experience of the Gods, which is affirmed here as literally 
‘cosmogonic’, though theophany’s social and cultural context is integral to it and 
inseparable from it, and not merely as its occasion. Outside of the context of 

                                                       
6 On these two axes, see “The Henadic Origin of Procession in Damascius,” Dionysius 
31 (2013), pp. 79-100. 
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this singular place and its religious life, nothing of Proclus’ revelation would 
make sense or have any particular value.  

This has to do with the very relationship of deities to the places sacred to 
them. Proclus’ common term for such relations is ‘allotment’ or ‘allocation’, 
lanchanein, which expresses, for the Gods, not assignment by some other agency, 
but rather the limits of intelligible inquiry, which terminates, not in something 
beyond the Gods, but in the ineffable agency of the Gods Themselves. 
‘Allotment’ covers for Proclus, not only the places sacred to the Gods, but even 
their cosmic functions; but the Gods are in no sense the passive recipients of 
such things. Hence, noting Plato’s ambiguous usage in the Timaeus, in which 
Athena is at 23d “allotted” the guardianship of Athens and of Saïs, while at 24c 
she is said to have “chosen” it, eklexamenê, Proclus explains that  

 
Prior to this, the Goddess was said to have been allotted the Attic 
region, but it is now said that she chose it. Both, however, concur, and 
neither is the allotment contrary to her will, nor is her choice disorderly, 
as is the case with a partial soul. For divine necessity [anankê] concurs 
with divine will, choice with allotment, and to choose with to be allotted. (IT 
1.160.26-161.1)7 

 
From this perspective, there is, in effect, no ‘universal’ plane of divine 

activity that is ‘localized’ as if through a process of specification or speciation. 
Proclus speaks at times of “more universal” (holikôteros) and “more particular” 
(merikôteros) Gods, as notably in prop. 126 of the Elements of Theology, where 
“each is a henad, but the former has the greater potency,” understood as being 
“the cause of more numerous effects.” Proclus explains, however, that  

 
the more universal generate the more specific, not by division (since 
they are henads), nor by alteration (since they are unmoved), nor yet 
being multiplied by way of relation (since they transcend all relation), 
but by generating from themselves through surplus of potency 
[dynameôs periousian] secondary processions which are less than the 
prior.8 

                                                       
7 IT: Proclus’ commentary on Plato’s Timaeus, cited according to volume, page and line 
numbers in E. Diehl (ed.), Procli Diadochi In Platonis Timaeum commentaria (Leipzig: 
Teubner, 1903-1906); English translation, Thomas Taylor, Proclus’ Commentary on the 
Timaeus of Plato (1816) [repr. Frome, Somerset: Prometheus Trust, 1998], freely modified 
throughout. 
8 Proclus’ Elements of Theology [ET] are cited by proposition number in E. R. Dodds (ed. 
& trans.), The Elements of Theology, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1963), translations often 
modified. 
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The “surplus of potency” of prop. 126 is essentially the same, I would 
argue, as the “choice” spoken of in the freer terms of the Timaeus commentary. 
The term “surplus of potency” refers back to prop. 27, which establishes that 
production in the primary sense, and hence that which must apply to the Gods 
in the first place, arises from completeness (teleiotêta) and from surplus of 
potency. Completeness, however, pertains to the fulfillment of a world order,9 
whereas the henad embodies as well the surplus power of augmenting or 
transforming the world order to which she contributes in ways that cannot be 
wholly anticipated or defined by that world order; and so the henad’s power 
beyond completeness as paradigm of a given world order is the power to 
choose to be different, and thus to choose a different world. ‘Surplus of potency’ is 
in fact a primitive in Proclus’ system, representing a ‘going beyond’ inseparable 
from the nature of the Gods, so that the potency which is in surplus, which is 
going beyond, is by definition divine potency:  

                                                       
9 ‘Completion’ or ‘perfection’ are attributes associated by Proclus with the third 
intelligible triad, that is, with the intellective phase of a God’s activity. Cf. “The Third 
Intelligible Triad and the Intellective Gods,” Méthexis 25 (2012), pp. 131-150. 



BUTLER         Universality and Locality in Platonic Polytheism 
 

 
[113] 

a potency without all circumscription, in virtue of which the Gods have 
filled all things with themselves … Thus the primary potency resides in 
the Gods, not dominant over a part only, but pre-embracing in itself 
the potencies of all beings alike; it is not a substantial potency, much 
less an insubstantial one, but congruent with the existence [hyparxis] of 
the Gods, supra-essential. (ET prop. 121) 

 
When a God ‘localizes’ Herself, then, whether to a particular place or to a 

particular manner of worship, this procession productive of fewer effects, 
because they occur only in a certain place or are obtained only in certain ways, is 
nevertheless as much an expression of Her total nature as Her more ‘universal’ 
manifestation. The situation, in effect, is no different than the fact that a certain 
God chooses to operate as the daughter of another, and less universal in this 
respect than Her divine parent, but each no less a henad unlimited in power. 
Thus, for example, Proclus remarks concerning Athena that her first 
“allotment,” klêros, is “in Her father” (IT 1.140.30), followed by Her activities 
on planes all the way down to “the place of the Earth” (ibid., 29). Choosing 
Zeus as Her father, therefore, is in effect Athena’s first ‘localization’. 

What, then, constitutes the boundaries of a more ‘universal’ or more 
‘particular’, or local, manifestation of a God, metaphysically speaking? The 
former exhibits more powers than the latter, and yet not, in another respect, more 
power, because divine potency by definition is “unitary” (heniaian) and 
“unencompassed” (aperigraphos) (ET prop. 121), that is, each God’s potency is 
an infinite unit of power, and the individual potencies of the God, inasmuch as 
they are divine, must share this nature. Each power of a God, therefore, is in 
this respect an infinite potency.10 And yet the powers of each God to some 
extent circumscribe one another—a problem that medieval Christian theology 
inherited, for example in consideration of a God’s justice and their mercy. And as 
we have seen from ET prop. 126, the Gods have hierarchical relations among 
themselves as well of relative ‘universality’ and ‘specificity’, both between divine 
individuals and as a matter of processions of the same God (e.g., Zeus as 
universal sovereign and demiurge in the Orphic theology, while in Homer he 
divides the sovereignty three ways with his brothers). A God, simply qua God, is 
perfect, self-perfecting or self-completing (autotelês, ET prop. 114); but some 
Gods are causes of fewer effects than others, and, as a general matter, what is 
“more complete is the cause of more, in proportion to the degree of its 
completeness … And the less complete is the cause of less, in proportion to its 
incompleteness,” (prop. 25). How is one to reconcile, therefore, these opposing 

                                                       
10 Cf. my remarks on powers of the Gods in “Polytheism and Science (I): Coagulation,” 
Noēseis, Polytheist.com, March 16, 2015, http://polytheist.com/noeseis/2015/03/16/ 
polytheism-and-science-i-coagulation/. 
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senses of each God’s absolute completeness and yet relative incompleteness? 
The key lies we may say precisely in their faculty of choice, because in 
completing or perfecting themselves, they are not completed by another, though 
they may in fact render themselves passive to one another or subordinate 
themselves one to another through choice.  

If, then, the ‘local’ God is not merely rendered ‘local’ by our differential 
participation in Her, if that ‘localizing’ expresses in the first place that God’s 
choice, then there must be a sense of locality appropriate to such divine action. 
Accordingly, Proclus explains that the “place” (topos) which is chosen by the 
God as, e.g., Athena chooses Attica, is in fact an ‘interval’, diastêma, “which is 
truly place; for the divisions of the divine allotments are with respect to this, in 
order that they may be established with eternal sameness prior to things 
subsisting according to time” (IT 1.161.1-5). Diastêma in this sense refers to a 
pure extension, the space between the boundaries of something. Aristotle 
considers and rejects the interval as a potential definition of place in his Physics 
(4.4, 211b), notably because “an infinite number of places would be in the same 
place … a place would be in another place, and many places would be 
together.”11 This characteristic which Aristotle finds objectionable in diastêma as 
a conception of place actually renders it peculiarly suitable for the role it plays in 
Proclus.  

But the Gods do not choose among mere voids, like the empty coordinates 
on a map; an intermediary role is played by the “soul of the universe [to pan],” 
which  

 

possessing all the divine logoi, and being suspended from the things 
prior to it, inserts in different parts of the interval a suitability to 
different powers and symbols of the different classes that there are 
among the Gods; for this interval is immediately suspended from it [the 
soul of the universe] and is an instrument connascent with it. (Ibid., 5-
10) 

 
The soul of the universe, for its own part, creates general patterns of 

suitability in interval-space to the expression of certain divine powers and 
classes of Gods. Thus, for example, the passage from the Timaeus that occasions 
Proclus’ comments concerns the climate of Attica, which makes it likely to 
bring forth people resembling Athena Herself, i.e., lovers both of war and of 
wisdom (Tim. 24c-d), which obviously involves a high degree of generality. The 
cooperation of the soul of the universe in the Gods’ choices recognizes the 
continuity and integrity, the autonomy of the natural environment itself, which 
is not a patchwork of divine territories but rather, as Proclus says, “a rational 

                                                       
11 Aristotle’s Physics, trans. Hippocrates G. Apostle (Grinnell, IA: Peripatetic Press, 1980). 
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[logikos] and psychical cosmos,” (IT 1.161.10-11) and thus has a logic of its own. 
But the ‘place’ thus chosen by a God, Proclus explains, is not  

 
the earth or this air, but prior to these, the unmoved interval always 
illuminated in the same way by the Gods, and divided by the allotments 
of Justice [Dikê]. For these material natures are sometimes fit to 
participate the Gods, and sometimes unfit, and it is necessary that prior 
to things which sometimes participate, there should be those which are 
always suspended in the same way from the Gods. (Ibid., 162.5-10) 

 
This notion of the diastematic topos, or interval-place,12 as it were, therefore, 

has far-reaching significance for our understanding of how the Gods interact 
with localities in the physical world. The Attica Athena chooses is not identical 
with the Attica in the physical world, but rather is an immaterial ‘place’, which 
coincides with physical Attica just to the degree that the latter is able, at a given 
moment and under given circumstances, to participate Her. By the same token, 
to the degree that other places in the physical world are similarly ‘suitable’ 
(oikeios) in general terms to the particular potencies She chooses to express 
through this interval or ideal diastematic place, these other physical places may 
be the host in the physical world of the same ‘interval’. To this, we may 
compare the incident reported by Marinus in which Athena,  

 
<whose> statue, which at that time was situated in the Parthenon, was 
displaced by those who move even the unmoved [i.e., the Christians]. 
For it seemed to the philosopher in a dream that he was approached by 
a woman of fair aspect, who announced that he must prepare his house 
as quickly as possible. “For the mistress of Athens,” she said, desires to 
live with you.” (VP §30) 

                                                       
12 It lies beyond the scope of the present essay to discuss the relationship between the 
theory of the diastematic topoi in the Timaeus commentary and Proclus’ theory of space 
as light, which we know primarily through a passage in his commentary on the Republic 
(2.193-201 Kroll [pp. 141-51 in vol. 3 of Festugière’s translation]) and from a report of 
his views in Simplicius’ commentary on Aristotle’s Physics (English trans. in J. O. 
Urmson, Simplicius: Corollaries on Place and Time (London: Duckworth, 1992)). The latter 
has been the subject of an insightful study recently by Michael Griffin, “Proclus on 
Place as the Luminous Vehicle of the Soul,” Dionysius 30 (2012), pp. 161-86, though 
Griffin does not treat the passages discussed here from the Timaeus commentary. Note, 
however, in this respect, that Proclus’ use of diastêma here resembles more closely that 
of his instructor Syrianus (in his commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics, pp. 84-86 Kroll, 
English trans. in J. Dillon & D. O’Meara, Syrianus: On Aristotle’s Metaphysics 13-14 (Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell University Press, 2006), pp. 36-39) than his own later theory. 
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We may note here Marinus’ interesting use of the term ‘unmoved’. The 
place of Athena’s statue on the Parthenon, when understood not physically 
alone but devotionally too, is an immovable diastematic topos. The Christians 
remove the statue to a place where it cannot participate Her in the same way, 
separating it, in their impiety, from its participation in its diastematic place and 
treating it as a mere statue. By this very act of separation from its physical place, 
the diastematic or interval-place comes into correspondence with a different 
place in the physical world. Nothing about this process, we must recognize, is 
exclusive; everything naturally participates the Gods in all the ways and with 
whatever capacities or to whatever degree it is capable at any given time. There 
are obviously ways in which the physical space of the Parthenon, not to 
mention the natural environment of the region, would continue to participate in 
Athena’s activity, and ways in which the statue, removed to a new location, 
continued to participate in Her activity as well, in addition to the new 
participation instituted by the Goddess and made possible by the suitable 
conditions of the philosopher’s home.  

In this fashion, “the same place is at different times occupied by different 
spirits,” and while certain “sacred rites [are] dissolved” (IT 1.139.18-20), the 
aptitude “produced by nature as a whole” (26) spontaneously ensures that in 
such a place “divinity reveals itself  … that was previously concealed through 
the inaptitude of the recipients, possessing eternally its proper allotment, and 
always extending participation in itself, but not always being received,” (140.5-
8). It is not a matter, here, of introducing a providential order into the tragedies 
of history and the follies and crimes of human beings; rather, Proclus compares 
the situation to that of mortal souls choosing different lives at different times 
(140.9-22), and who may choose a life “in forgetfulness of the [Gods] proper to 
them” (11) or have such a life chosen for them, to some degree, by political 
forces (15-18), which affects the “rectitude” and success of their works (18-22; 
again at 163.30-164.10). But even if a place may, as a result, produce “fewer wise 
persons … having fallen away from a life adapted to the place” (164.12-15), the 
Gods, nevertheless, are everywhere. 

Finally, and on a more speculative note, ‘interval’ or ‘extension’ seems so 
formal or abstract a sense of place that it cannot be limited in its expression to 
physical places, but must apply to any division13 of spacetime. This is just as 
much limitation as is provided by the close association of diastêma with the soul 
                                                       
13 Strictly speaking, Proclus would say that place is indivisible (adiaireton, e.g., at 
Simplicius, In Aristotelis Physicorum 612.16); however, at IT 1.161.2-3, he says that the 
divisions (diaireseis) of the divine allotments are with respect to [kata] this, i.e. diastêma, 
which is place in the truest sense. Perhaps Proclus would say that just as the ‘more 
particular’ henad is not a division of the ‘more universal’, the interval-place has not 
arisen from division but as a direct divine production, which would explain why a 
virtually inexhaustible multiplicity of such ‘divisions’ exists.  
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of the universe as its ‘instrument’ (organon), and which serves to distinguish this 
sense of place from that which applies to the higher plane of intelligible-
intellective activity of the Gods, in which primary topoi are given which I have 
characterized as ‘pantheon space’, and which are prior to spacetime altogether.14 
The ‘place’ of things in the primary psychical sense, however, coming after the 
plane of intellective formation, applies to ensouled beings and expresses the 
embeddedness of things in the total lived experience or continuum of space and 
time. The ‘places’ in question, therefore, could be positions as much historical 
as geographical, and this in diverse ways and on diverse planes. Hence, a ‘local’ 
cult could be local in any of a number of senses: local to a physical place; to a 
certain time, whether in linear, unrepeatable time or in cyclical time; or local to a 
certain soul or group of souls,15 without reference to physical space or, 
potentially, time. Already in Proclus’ time, Christian oppression had forced 
many cults to be practiced by solitary individuals or by small groups, and often 
no longer in association with traditional cult sites. Today’s polytheists, by virtue 
of the possibilities technology affords, may form cultic associations without 
physical proximity either to such sites, or of the members to one another. 
Moreover, we may regard modern polytheists in this sense as not ‘reviving’ or 
‘reconstructing’ ancient cults, but as actually participating in the same ‘intervals’ 
of spacetime as those cults. Hence the ‘local’ may be conceptualized so broadly 
as to encompass locality in spacetime, but not be limited to this type of 
locality—an effort to which the Platonic conceptual framework shows itself 
remarkably well suited.16  
 
What can we say in conclusion about the relationship of the philosopher to this 
localizing faculty of the Gods? The philosopher, in occupying the position of 
universality in just the way she does, plays a role relative to the diverse 
theologies very much like that which the One Itself plays with respect to the 
Gods. Just as the One, far from being an anticipation of the One God of the 
monotheists, actually preserves inviolate, through its rigorous negativity, the 

                                                       
14 See “The Second Intelligible Triad and the Intelligible-Intellective Gods,” Méthexis 23 
(2010), pp. 137-157. 
15 Cf. the reference to a “distribution according to the determinate vehicles of souls” at 
IT 1.139.12-13. 
16 A ‘local cult’ may be defined without any controlling reference to spacetime as 
follows: a local cult is composed entirely of primary sites of divine election (i.e., places, 
times, souls). The next degree of universality, ‘regional’ cult, in the sense used by R. 
Werbner, Regional Cults (London: Academic Press, 1977), would be a cult in which there 
is a primary differentiation of persons (or places, times, et al.) and functions permitting 
the authorized formal extension of the primary cultic ‘place’. Further degrees of 
formalization yield further degrees of ‘universality’ approaching a vanishing point of 
empty formality identical with existence as such. 
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polytheist field, so too, the philosopher holds the place of the totality of Gods 
and of pantheons, not in the name of any positive theology, but precisely so 
that no theology may annex to itself the space common to them all. Philosophy, 
though a quintessentially mortal discipline and ontologically subordinate to 
revelation, possesses by virtue of that very subordination a universality without 
constraint. The philosopher must hold to the universality specific to philosophy, 
for it is to philosophy, rather than to theology, that polytheism in the absolutely 
unrestricted sense appears, inasmuch as there is no universal pantheon, any more 
than there is a pantheon peculiar to philosophy: these two facts entail one 
another. The philosopher’s universality, inasmuch as it consists in a radical 
openness to the peculiarity of individual Gods, expresses the nature of henadic 
totality, which is grounded, not in the wholeness of a pantheon, in which each 
God plays their part, but in the immediate presence of each God to all things. 
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