The Gods in Platonic Philosophy

If one were to ask an modern scholar of Platonism what is the primary doctrine of the
tradition? the most likely reply would be that of Forms — the teaching that Ideas or
Forms are not only the most real of things, but also the causes of the whole of
manifestation. On the other hand were one to go back to the ancient world and ask the
same question of leading Platonists, the likely reply would be that of the Gods. This
session is an exploration firstly, what they meant by the Gods, then why they might put
them before Forms, and while we are exploring that, thirdly, what the difference is
between Gods and Forms.

A couple of quotes from Plato:

“But, according to this reasoning, every temperate man is a friend to divinity, for
he is similar to him. But the intemperate man is dissimilar, different, and unjust;
and other things from the same reasoning will take place in a similar manner. But
we should understand that which is consequent to these things, and which in my
opinion is the most beautiful, and the most true of all assertions, that for a good
man to sacrifice to and be conversant with the Gods, is of all things the most
beautiful, the best, and the most useful to the possession of a happy life; and that,
besides this, it is in the highest degree becoming; but the contraries of these things
naturally happen to the vicious man.” The Laws IV, 716c.

The second follows a discussion in the Phaedrus about how different people live
according to the God that they have followed through the heavens, some imitating Zeus,
others Ares and so on:

“And thus everyone honours the God, round whom he harmoniously revolves, and
imitates his life as much as possible, and as long as he remains free from
corruption: and after this manner he lives here his first generation, and associates
with, and conducts himself towards, his beloved and others. Everyone, therefore,
chooses the love of beauty after his own fashion, and, as if he considered it with
respect to himself a God, he fabricates and adorns it like a statue, and as that which
is the object of his adoration and sacrifice.” Socrates in the Phaedrus (252d)

It is worth noting that neither of these two short passages is referring to a kind of
abstracted or neutral notion of divinity, but implies an activity of life engaged with the
polytheistic Gods. To the modern ear this sounds strange, perhaps, coming from highly
respected philosophers, shockingly superstitious. As the ancient world in the early
centuries C.E. took leave of its religious and theological roots, Platonic thinkers
articulated what hadn’t needed to be written up until that point. Here, for example is
Plotinus:

“From hence also, it is proper that you should celebrate the intelligible Gods; and
besides all these, the great king which is there, and should demonstrate that the
magnitude of his nature especially consists in the multitude of Gods. For it is the
province of those who know the power of God, not to contract this power into one,
but to show that the amplitude of divinity is as great as he himself has
demonstrated it to be; since remaining that which he is, he has produced many



Gods, all of whom are suspended from, and subsist through and by him. This
world, likewise, is through him, and wholly looks to his divinity, as does also each
of the Gods, who prophetically announce to men what they there behold, and by
oracles unfold their will.” (Ennead 11, ix, 9)

And Proclus:

“Let us as it were celebrate the first God, not as establishing the earth and the
heavens, nor as giving subsistence to souls, and the generation of all animals; for
he produced these indeed, but among the last of things; but prior to these, let us
celebrate him as unfolding into light the whole intelligible and intellectual genus
of Gods, together with all the super-mundane and mundane divinities - as the God
of all Gods, the unity of all unities, and beyond the first adyta, - as more ineffable
than all silence, and more unknown than all essence - as holy among the holies,
and concealed in the intelligible Gods.” Theology of Plato, 11, 11.

What is being said here is that the causal power of the first ineffable God, which Plato
sometimes calls the Good, and sometimes the One, is unfolded in a beautiful series of
divine choirs starting with those closest, so to speak, to the First — the intelligible Gods
— and ending with those who govern the manifest Cosmos — the mundane Gods.
Thomas Taylor begins his introduction to Proclus’ Theology of Plato with this
explanation:

“The scientific reasoning from which this dogma is deduced is the following: As
the principle of all things is The One, it is necessary that the progression of beings
should be continued, and that no vacuum should intervene either in incorporeal or
corporeal natures. It is also necessary that everything which has a natural
progression should proceed through similitude. In consequence of this, it is
likewise necessary that every producing principle should generate a series of the
same order with itself, viz. nature, a natural series; soul, one that is psychical (i.e.
belonging to soul); and intellect, an intellectual series. For if whatever possesses
a power of generating, generates similars prior to dissimilars, every cause must
deliver its own form and characteristic peculiarity to its progeny; and before it
generates that which gives subsistence to progressions far distant and separate
from its nature, it must constitute things close to itself according to essence, and
conjoined with it through similitude. 1t is therefore necessary from these premises,
since there is one unity the principle of the universe, that this unity should produce
from itself, prior to everything else, a series of natures characterised by unity, and
a number the most of all things allied to its cause; and these natures are no other
than the Gods.”

Gods and Forms

A form in the Platonic sense of the word is a real being, eternal, unchanging, causal and
dynamic which shapes the manifested world, but is itself unaffected by that world. It is
considered to be a ‘one-many’ — one insofar as it is indivisible, but many insofar as it is
an essence with an infinite power and an actual activity; the activity is really an eternal
contemplation of its own essential nature and it is this contemplation that radiates, so to



speak, through the material world shaping it in a never-ending revelation of the infinite
content of the form.

A God, in contrast, is a ‘one’. For the Platonic tradition, all multiplicity — even a ‘one-
many’ — must originate from a simple oneness, otherwise there will be an infinite regress
as the elements of the multiplicity search for a resolution. Put simply, then, a form is a
being, but a God is a unity which transcends being.

Gods as philosophic realities and the mythic stories

Apart from the problem of modern prejudices stemming from both monotheistic and
atheistic traditions of recent centuries which militate against taking polytheistic
elements of Platonism seriously, there is a second barrier we must explore: myths.
Whereas Gods as philosophic realities are hardly given any careful thought, the vivid
stories of Gods and heroes from ancient Greece are well known and easily brought to
mind. What might eventually be helpful in understanding the Gods as contemplated by
Platonic philosophy is, at present, a hindrance, since the temptation for modern thinkers
is to apply the tales of outrageous behaviour of the Gods literally — or at least think that
the ancients did so. But Plato is already warning against literalism, and worrying that
the myths are undermining a proper understanding of the Gods. Here is Socrates in the
Republic complaining about the work of mythologists:

“When one, in his composition, gives ill representations of the nature of Gods and
heroes: as a painter drawing a picture in no respect resembling what he wished to
paint. ... First of all, with reference to that greatest lie, and matters of the greatest
importance, he did not lie handsomely, who told how Ouranos did what Hesiod
says he did; and then again how Kronos punished him, and what Kronos did, and
what he suffered from his son [Zeus]: For though these things were true, yet I
should not imagine they ought to be so plainly told to the unwise and the young,
but ought much rather to be concealed. But if there were a necessity to tell them,
they should be heard in secrecy, by as few as possible; after they had sacrificed
not a hog, but some great and difficult sacrifice, that thus the fewest possible might
chance to hear them.” (Republic 11, 378a)

We might note that the hog was the sacrifice made by the uninitiated when presenting
themselves to the mystery sanctuary at Eleusis for admittance: what exactly is the “great
and difficult” sacrifice we can only speculate — but we might also note that in the Phaedo
Socrates likens the hard path of the philosophic life and study to the initiations in the
mysteries. Whatever the exact interpretation we put on this passage, we can be
absolutely clear that Plato is concerned about the misunderstanding of these myths
because he believes in the Gods, and also believes that it is important that we conceive
them to be as they truly are. Socrates expands on the problem of Homeric myths a little
later, when he says:

<

‘... and all those battles of the Gods which Homer has composed, must not be
admitted into the city; whether they be composed in the way of allegory, or
without allegory; for the young person is not able to judge what is allegory and
what is not: but whatever opinions he receives at such an age are with difficulty



washed away, and are generally immoveable. On these accounts, one would
imagine, that, of all things, we should endeavour that what they are first to hear be
composed in the most handsome manner for exciting them to virtue.”

It is clear that if, and only if, the hearer is philosophically mature and has the ability to
think in terms of symbols, then these myths actually reveal the otherwise unknowable
and transcendent nature of the Gods, or at least the powers and effects they bring about.
As Proclus says in his Commentary on the Republic (85):

“It seems to me that the grim, monstrous, and the unnatural in poetic fictions
moves the listener in every way to a search for the truth, and draws him toward
the secret knowledge; it does not allow him, as would be the case with something
that possessed a surface probability, to remain with the thoughts placed before
him. It compels him, instead, to enter into the interior of the myths and to busy
himself with the thought which has been concealed, out of sight by the makers of
myth and to ponder what kinds of natures and what great powers they introduced
into the meaning of the myths and communicated to posterity by means of symbols
such as these. Thus since myths of this sort arouse in those of the best natural
disposition a longing for the doctrine hidden within them, and through their
superficial monstrosity inspire the truth rooted in their deepest recesses, and at the
same time prevent the profane who have no business with that truth from reaching
it...”

Thus, for example, the “grim and monstrous” story of the attack of Kronos on his father
Ouranos may allow us some understanding of the relation of the order of contemplative
intellect (produced and ruled by Kronos') to the living procession of being (produced
and ruled by Ouranos, the ever-shining heaven) — for intellectual actions are, in a certain
sense, a division of the infinite. And likewise, how creative intellect (as Zeus, the
Demiurgic producer of the Cosmos) must be freed to act by Rhea (her name means
flowing) after Kronos had prevented his children, including Zeus, from emerging into
life by swallowing them down as soon as they were born. The tension between the
stillness of contemplative thought and the outward movement of creative thought is
there for the hearer of the myth to be considered in symbol.

The Gods and the ordered universe

The result of Platonism weaving its metaphysics with theology allows the philosopher
to see an ordered universe as primarily divine: a vision of the unfolding of the ineffable
One through a series of stages into the vast multiplicity we see around us, both
immaterial and material. It is, as Taylor has said, a “progression of beings . . . [that]
proceed through similitude” in which causal power is never overthrown by chance
happening. The outline of the outflowing of the Good is thus described by Taylor:

"According to this theology therefore, from the immense principle of principles,
in which all things causally subsist, absorbed in super-essential light, and involved
in unfathomable depths, a beauteous progeny of principles proceed, all largely
partaking of the ineffable, all stamped with the occult characters of deity, all

!'In the Cratylus, Socrates says that the name Kronos is derived from kore-nous ‘pure intellect’).



possessing an overflowing fullness of good. From these dazzling summits, these
ineffable blossoms, these divine propagations, being, life, intellect, soul, nature,
and body are suspended . . ."

The Gods which are simple unities but which have differentiated powers produce
differing orders of existence: some of these orders are populated by eternal things,
others populated by temporal things. Sallust in his treatise On the Gods and the World
writes,

“But of the gods some are mundane and others super-mundane. I call those
mundane who fabricate the world: but of the super-mundane, some produce
essences, others intellect, and others soul; and on this account they [that is the
super-mundane] are distinguished into three orders, in discourses concerning
which orders, it is easy to discover all the gods.”

Sallust (4™ century CE) was writing his small book as a primer for those who had lost
contact with their ancestors’ religious philosophy, and needed a simple introduction to
philosopy, theology and mythology. Proclus, a century later, produces the most
comprehensive survey of Platonic theology and articulates a six-fold system:

“The Gods may be comprehended in six orders:
The Intelligible,

The Intelligible-Intellectual,

The Intellectual,

The Supermundane,?

The Liberated and

The Mundane.

For the intelligible, as we have already observed, must hold the first rank, and
must consist of being, life, and intellect, i.e. must abide, proceed and return, and
this super-essentially; at the same time that it is characterized, or subsists
principally according to being. But, in the next place, that which is both
intelligible and intellectual succeeds, which must likewise be triple, but must
principally subsist according to life, or intelligence. And, in the third place, the
intellectual order must succeed, which is triply convertive.”

As the last God of that (intellective) third order, the Demiurge (or Creator of the
manifested universe) produces and presides over the last three orders in which soul,
nature and body appear. In the last order the tradition has twelve mundane Gods, which
Sallust describes in these terms:

“But of the mundane gods, some are the causes of the world's existence, others
animate the world; others again harmonize it, thus composed from different
natures; and others, lastly, guard and preserve it when harmonically arranged.
And since these orders are four, and each consists from things first, middle, and
last, it is necessary that the disposers of these should be twelve: hence Zeus,

2 We should note here that Proclus' use of the term supermundane is restricted to that order of
Gods which presides over that which is immediately above the natural and physical world —
whereas Sallust, in the previous quote, uses it to mean all the orders above the mundane.



Poseidon, and Hephaistus, fabricate the world; Demeter, Hera, and Artemis,
animate it; Hermes, Aphrodite, and Apollo, harmonize it; and, lastly, Hestia,
Athena, and Ares, preside over it with a guardian power.”

This needs to considered as a symbolic structure rather than as an accurately numerated
one, but it does put forward a typically Platonic triadic presentation, incorporating the
concept of abiding-proceeding-returning as the way in which principles are stable yet
flow outwards and gather their effects back to themselves.
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