Neoplatonism

As the name would suggest Neoplatonism (sometimes written as Neo-Platonism) is a school of philosophy that is descended from Platonism.  Although not recognized as an independent school of thought until the appearance of the philosophy of Plotinus (205-270 AD.) and his principal work The Enneads, Neoplatonism had a long and checkered career since at least the first century BCE.  A number of authors, including Cicero (106 BCE.- 43 BCE.) and Philo Judaeus (20 BCE. -50 AD.) could be considered Neoplatonic thinkers.  For some, from the time of Plotinus until the old ‘pagan’ schools were closed by the Christian Roman Emperor Justinian (c.500 AD.), Neoplatonism was regarded more as a religion than a philosophy (although the people of the time tended to blur this distinction).  In this regard Neoplatonism was seen as a competitor to Christianity, Judaism and Gnosticism since they all focused on the purification and salvation of the soul. Gnostic cults claimed possession of  a secret knowledge (“gnosis” = knowledge) that led to salvation, while the Neoplatonists wanted the person be more focused on the spiritual and thereby to complete the alignment of the soul with the spiritual world of forms as a way freeing it from the material plane of existence.  In many versions of Neoplatonism the idea is to end the continual cycle of birth and rebirth which results from an incomplete detachment from matter. Once the soul is purged of any yearning for matter it is free and remains in the spiritual realm.

Neoplatonists accept most of the standard Platonic doctrines: dualism of body soul, the immortality of the soul, Theory of Forms, the morally corrupting influence of matter, etc. The one key difference – although Plotinus claims he is merely explaining Plato – is the description of God or the Divinity. The Divinity has three parts, or perhaps levels to it: The One, The Ideas, and The Soul – sometimes called the World Soul. (Plotinus and most Neoplatonists think of the Universe as a living thing – an organism if you will – and all living things have a soul). The One, or sometimes The Good, is the source of the universe – it does not create the universe, but the universe flows or emanates from it. This is not a free or intelligent act – the universe just spills out like light and heat come from the sun. The One is absolutely unique and so can’t be described except negatively. Applying any attribute to the one negates its unity. It makes more sense for the Neoplatonists to deny attributes to The One. They don’t see this as paradoxical or detracting from The One’s magnificence. Rather anything we try to say positively about The One depends on our limited human perspective and would only fall short. Next the emanation “cools down” and we get to the level of the Platonic Ideas – the absolute truths or essences to which everything in the universe corresponds – every individual thing belongs in a particular class determined by one of these Ideas. Generally for a Neoplatonist to be means to be something – to be in a particular class thus exhibiting all the necessary characteristics of that class. Thus the level of the Ideas is the level of being, multiplicity, knowledge, truth, and rationality. It is through the Ideas that the universe is an ordered rational whole. However the Ideas are perfect and therefore unchanging, and so they cannot act as what Aristotle terms efficient causes.  That means they cannot cause something to change or move by direct action or ‘pushing’ it – e.g. like picking up an object and moving it from one place to another. Hence the Ideas cannot be an agent of creation. Creation is the function of the World-Soul.

The World-Soul is the final level of the emanation from the one that is included in the Divine. Basically the emanation runs out of steam and the last by-product of the process is matter. Matter on its own is a chaotic next-to-nothing substance. Since it has no form it cannot be said to be anything. The World-Soul forms the nothing that is matter into a ‘something’ following the rules contained in the Ideas.  So for example, the World Soul ‘looks’ at the pattern of ‘tree’ in the eternal Idea of tree and makes copies of this idea in matter. This description of creation was seen as not too far off the general understanding of creation promoted by Monotheism.  

The relationship between Neoplatonism and the major Monotheistic religions of Antiquity and the Middle Ages is complex with many thinkers in each religion both contributing to and borrowing from Neoplatonism. It is important to remember that at the time there often was no hard and fast dividing line between religion and philosophy. Thinkers of this period tended to regard truth as one, and therefore looked for unity in any intellectual endeavor. Thus, they tended to see areas of thought like religion, morality, politics, and science as harmonious.  With its emphasis on the immateriality of the intellect and the immutability of truth, Platonism’s understanding of the natural work was easily seen as compatible with Monotheism by many thinkers. Each of the major monotheistic religions had their Neoplatonic proponents.

A notable example from Christianity is St. Augustine.
Augustine (354-430 A. D.) uses autobiography in Confessions to discuss some of the theological complexities facing the Christians of his era.  His work became a classic on many levels, and still has an impact on Christian Theology.  
One of the primary themes of the book is that Augustine sees theology as “faith seeking understanding.”  Notice that faith and reason are seen as working together – not in opposite camps. Faith here means Christianity, while the tool for understanding is Neoplatonism. God is the source of both the truths of faith and, since He is the creator of the material universe, the truths of science and philosophy.  Since God is One he cannot be self contradictory, and so reason and faith must somehow be unified. The Confessions, in part, is Augustine’s attempt to demonstrate this unity.
Aurelius Augustinus was born in North Africa in what is modern day Algeria to a pagan father, Patrick, and a Christian mother, Monica.  As a boy he showed intellectual promise.  He was educated first in his hometown of Tagaste, and later in the major city of the province – Carthage.
In Confessions Augustine tells the story of his ‘troubled’ youth.  Although his troubles were fairly typical and hardly the extreme criminal behavior he makes it out to be, there is an important point to the narrative.  He paints his early life as typically disordered – that is, lacking in any clear purpose or plan that would lead to a truly happy and fulfilling life.  Augustine makes it clear that his failure in this regard is caused by an ignorance of the good. Here of course is an important point for the Platonist: evil is the result of a failure to properly understand the good. 
Augustine does not see the good in much of his education – hence the troubles in school.  He cannot discern good friends from bad, and so he falls in with a ‘bad’ crowd.  In a story reminiscent of the Genesis story of the Garden of Eden, he and his friends steal some fruit that he didn’t need or even really want.  Augustine can really offer no good reason for stealing the fruit other than the thrill.  Again Augustine wants to illustrate his pervasive lack of discernment of the good that existed in his boyhood and uses this illustration as an explanation for the general problems of life.  For Augustine, our difficulties stem from our inability to distinguish what is really good from what appears to be good at the moment. Although a general Platonic theme is evident here, for Augustine, the key to the discernment of what is good is not found only in knowing the Platonic Form of The Good. We must see that the good can only be found when we discern the will of God.  God is all knowing and wills the good for us.  If we can find the will of God for us then we can find what is good for us.
Augustine identifies two sources for understanding the will of God for us. First that there is an order to the universe and that God’s providence exits is evident from an external examination of the universe.  Obvious effects of God’s providence and plan for the universe are the orderly movements of the heavens, the order to the seasons, the way nature ‘takes care of itself’ ecologically, and how a mother is naturally able to feed her infant.  But if we take an ‘inward turn’ we are able to discern the moral good and the design or patterns to the universe.  We can determine the moral good through the ‘Golden Rule’ – do unto others, as you would have them do unto you.  This law is written in our hearts according to Augustine – it is part of our nature.  Even a thief does not want to be robbed.  Further, we know that certain statements in e.g. math and the laws of nature are always and everywhere true.  However since our minds are limited and matter is transitory, eternal truth is neither derivable from our minds alone, nor derivable from the observation of matter.  Hence the recognition and existence of eternal truth must be due to the existence of God and what Augustine calls ‘Divine Illumination.’  We could not recognize eternal truth without Divine assistance.  Augustine seems to suggest that intellect alone is insufficient to grasp the fullness of truth.
In sum Augustine sees a gradation of goodness/order in the universe.  Matter on its own is the most disordered and least good thing in the universe.  The scale of goods ascends toward God who is the most ordered, perfect, and good.  Morally, in order to have a good life, we must make this same ascension – from disorder – exemplified by the immaturity of youth – to the order and goodness God wills for us - most clearly seen in the life of Jesus. Our problem is that we are too prideful, because of original sin, to look beyond or own egos and the moment, to see the will of God. Thus Christianity and Neoplatonism are seen by Augustine as two sides of the same coin: each teaching the same truth – one by faith and the other by reason.
Other monotheistic thinkers did not see such an identification between their religion and Platonism. It was often that the similarities between certain ideas in both prompted the use of Platonism to “explain” a theological belief.  For example Platonic dualism fit nicely with the idea of the soul surviving bodily death the relationship between the Platonic ideas and matter can “explain” divine creation  
