Neoplatonic Views on Madness and Madness

In this paper, I will examine the understanding of madness in Neoplatonism as presented in the works of Plotinus (Enn. V.3.14, V.8.40 VI.9.7.32), Porphyry (Vit. Plot. 14.3, 15.3; ad Aneb. 2.2b-c, 2.5b-c; In Parm. 2.29), Iamblichus (De myst. 3.7-8, 3.10, 3.25) and Proclus (In rem pub. 1.57.26, 1.70.29, 1.84.16; Theol. Plat. 1.18, 1.30, 1.108). It is clear from the above list that the concept of madness receives more attention in the later Neoplatonic authors who use it extensively in explaining the ways in which man, i.e. some one who has devoted his life to philosophy, can attain the ultimate goal, for Neoplatonists, of uniting with the divine. This kind of heightened development presents an interesting and puzzling case study from both philosophical and medical viewpoints. 

From a philosophical perspective, the foundation of the Neoplatonists’ interest in the concept of madness lies, as with all Neoplatonic topics, in Plato, and particularly in his detailed description, categorization, and etymology of madness in the Phaedrus (244-245c3) and his much-studied comparison of poetic inspiration to Corybantic dancers and Bacchic frenzy in the Ion (533e-534a). Plotinus, as the founder of Neoplatonism, continues in Plato’s steps by referring to madness as divine inspiration which one experiences or better achieves in knowing the ultimate source of the universe (ἐνθουσιῶτες, Enn. V.3.14; φοιβόληπτος, Enn. V.8,10.40). The concept of madness for Plotinus, thus, has specific relation to the intelligible realm and even to that which is beyond it. If we look to find this kind of madness in Plato’s four-pronged distinction of madness as prophetic, telestic, poetic, and erotic (Phaed. 244-245), we are not able to find an easy match. While working with the Platonic concept of madness as a state which is inspired by the gods and expresses a connection with the divine, Plotinus enriches, I will argue, Plato’s original division by stipulating another kind of madness which specifically denotes the philosopher’s union with the One.

Plotinus’ pupil and successor, Porphyry continues Plotinus’ direction of re-conceptualizing Plato’s meaning of “madness” by distinguishing a philosophical kind of madness, as in Vit. Plot. 22.19, Quest. Hom. 6.129.26-27, from its medical counterpart, as in De abst. 2.8.18, 3.24.21. More interestingly, from a medical perspective, he discusses madness as a physiological disease as presented in the Hippocratic treatise On the Sacred Disease. This trend of medical distinction is further delineated by Iamblichus in De Mysteriis where he is the first one among the Neoplatonists to call the philosophical kind of madness “divine madness” (θεῖα μανία, De myst. 3.8.21, 3.10.25, 3.25.4-25) and also distinguishes it specifically from the pathological condition of madness induced by imbalance of yellow or black bile (De myst. 3.8). The latter not only demonstrates Iamblichus’ familiarity with the medical understanding of the disease but also, I will argue, demonstrates his specific effort to distinguish it from the philosophical kind of madness he is most interested in. Proclus, in his turn, is exclusively interested in the latter (In rem publ. 1.57.26, 1.70.29, 1.84.16, Theol. Plat. 1.18, 1.30, 1.108, In Ti. 1.80.32, 3.191.15, 251.17). In other words, Proclus restores the philosophical only dimension of the concept in Plotinus.

These findings pose the question of why Porphyry and Iamblichus deem important to address the medical aspect of the concept in the philosophical context of their works. They also elucidate the significant influence of medical literature on the development of philosophical concepts in Late Antiquity. The slim bibliography, listed below, shows the timeliness and the worthiness of the proposed investigation.
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