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The contributors to the present volume of essays have tackled this seemingly simple, but in reality difficult and
controversial, question, by drawing on their specialised knowledge of the surviving texts of leading ancient philosophers,
from the Presocratics to Augustine, through Plato, Aristotle and Plotinus.
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On the one hand, it differentiates the philosophical doctrines of Plotinus and his successors from those of the
historical Plato. Some contemporary scholars, however, have taken issue with this assumption and have
doubted that neoplatonism constitutes a useful label. Whether neoplatonism is a meaningful or useful
historical category is itself a central question concerning the history of the interpretation of Plato. For much of
the history of Platonism, it was commonly accepted that the doctrines of the neoplatonists were essentially the
same as those of Plato. The most important forerunners from Greek philosophy were the Middle Platonists ,
such as Plutarch , and the neopythagoreans , especially Numenius of Apamea. Philo , a Hellenized Jew,
translated Judaism into terms of Stoic , Platonic and neopythagorean elements, and held that God is "supra
rational" and can be reached only through "ecstasy". Philo also held that the oracles of God supply the
material of moral and religious knowledge. The earliest Christian philosophers, such as Justin and
Athenagoras , who attempted to connect Christianity with Platonism , and the Christian Gnostics of
Alexandria , especially Valentinus and the followers of Basilides , also mirrored elements of neoplatonism,
[11] albeit without its rigorous self-consistency. Saccas[ edit ] Ammonius Saccas died c. Through Ammonius
Saccas, Plotinus may have been influenced by Indian thought. The similarities between neoplatonism and the
Vedanta philosophies of Hinduism have led several authors to suggest an Indian influence in its founding,
particularly on Ammonius Saccas. Eusebius and Jerome claimed him as a Christian until his death, whereas
Porphyry claimed he had renounced Christianity and embraced pagan philosophy. Plotinus[ edit ] Plotinus c.
While he was himself influenced by the teachings of classical Greek , Persian and Indian philosophy and
Egyptian theology , [16] his metaphysical writings later inspired numerous Christian , Jewish , Islamic and
Gnostic metaphysicians and mystics over the centuries. Plotinus taught that there is a supreme, totally
transcendent "One", containing no division, multiplicity, nor distinction; likewise, it is beyond all categories of
being and non-being. The concept of "being" is derived by us from the objects of human experience and is an
attribute of such objects, but the infinite, transcendent One is beyond all such objects and, therefore, is beyond
the concepts which we can derive from them. The One "cannot be any existing thing" and cannot be merely
the sum of all such things compare the Stoic doctrine of disbelief in non-material existence but "is prior to all
existents". Porphyry[ edit ] Porphyry Greek: He wrote widely on astrology, religion, philosophy, and musical
theory. He produced a biography of his teacher, Plotinus. Porphyry is also known as an opponent of
Christianity and as a defender of Paganism; of his Adversus Christianos Against the Christians in 15 books,
only fragments remain. He famously said, "The gods have proclaimed Christ to have been most pious, but the
Christians are a confused and vicious sect. He is perhaps best known for his compendium on Pythagorean
philosophy. The world is thus peopled by a crowd of superhuman beings influencing natural events and
possessing and communicating knowledge of the future, and who are all accessible to prayers and offerings.
Iamblichus had salvation as his final goal see henosis. The commentaries of this group seek to harmonise
Plato, Aristotle, and, often, the Stoa. He set forth one of the most elaborate, complex, and fully developed
neoplatonic systems, providing also an allegorical way of reading the dialogues of Plato. The henads are
beyond being, like the One itself, but they stand at the head of chains of causation seirai or taxeis and in some
manner give to these chains their particular character. They are also identified with the traditional Greek gods,
so one henad might be Apollo and be the cause of all things apollonian, while another might be Helios and be
the cause of all sunny things. The henads serve both to protect the One itself from any hint of multiplicity and
to draw up the rest of the universe towards the One, by being a connecting, intermediate stage between
absolute unity and determinate multiplicity. Teachings[ edit ] The Enneads of Plotinus are the primary and
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classical document of neoplatonism. As a form of mysticism, it contains theoretical and practical parts. The
theoretical parts deal with the high origin of the human soul , showing how it has departed from its first estate.
The practical parts show the way by which the soul may again return to the Eternal and Supreme. The One[
edit ] For Plotinus, the first principle of reality is "the One", an utterly simple, ineffable, unknowable
subsistence which is both the creative source and the teleological end of all existing things. Although, properly
speaking, there is no name appropriate for the first principle, the most adequate names are "the One" or "the
Good". The One is so simple that it cannot even be said to exist or to be a being. From the One emanated the
rest of the universe as a sequence of lesser beings. Demiurge or Nous[ edit ] The original Being initially
emanates , or throws out, the nous , which is a perfect image of the One and the archetype of all existing
things. It is simultaneously both being and thought, idea and ideal world. As image, the nous corresponds
perfectly to the One, but as derivative, it is entirely different. What Plotinus understands by the nous is the
highest sphere accessible to the human mind, [11] while also being pure intellect itself. Nous is the most
critical component of idealism , Neoplatonism being a pure form of idealism. The world-soul[ edit ] The
image and product of the motionless nous is the world-soul , which, according to Plotinus, is immaterial like
the nous. Its relation to the nous is the same as that of the nous to the One. It stands between the nous and the
phenomenal world, and it is permeated and illuminated by the former, but it is also in contact with the latter. It
therefore occupies an intermediate position. As a single world-soul, it belongs in essence and destination to the
intelligible world; but it also embraces innumerable individual souls; and these can either allow themselves to
be informed by the nous, or turn aside from the nous and choose the phenomenal world and lose themselves in
the realm of the senses and the finite. This world ought to be so pervaded by the soul that its various parts
should remain in perfect harmony. Plotinus is no dualist in the same sense as sects like the Gnostics ; in
contrast, he admires the beauty and splendour of the world. So long as idea governs matter, or the soul governs
the body, the world is fair and good. It is an image â€” though a shadowy image â€” of the upper world, and
the degrees of better and worse in it are essential to the harmony of the whole. But, in the actual phenomenal
world, unity and harmony are replaced by strife or discord; the result is a conflict, a becoming and vanishing,
an illusive existence. And the reason for this state of things is that bodies rest on a substratum of matter.
Matter is the indeterminate: If destitute of form and idea, it is evil; as capable of form, it is neutral. The
neoplatonist gods are omni-perfect beings and do not display the usual amoral behaviour associated with their
representations in the myths. Evil[ edit ] Neoplatonists did not believe in an independent existence of evil.
They compared it to darkness, which does not exist in itself but only as the absence of light. So, too, evil is
simply the absence of good. Things are good insofar as they exist; they are evil only insofar as they are
imperfect, lacking some good which they should have. Return to the One[ edit ] Neoplatonists believed human
perfection and happiness were attainable in this world, without awaiting an afterlife. Perfection and
happinessâ€” seen as synonymousâ€” could be achieved through philosophical contemplation. All people
return to the One, from which they emanated. Although the most pure and holy souls would dwell in the
highest regions, the impure soul would undergo a purification, [29] before descending again, [34] to be
reincarnated into a new body, perhaps into animal form. However, Porphyry maintained, instead, that human
souls were only reincarnated into other humans.
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