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Throughout the history of the formation and development of the Neoplatonic
school (school, tradition), as in many philosophical traditions, various
transformations - and in our terminology here, metamorphoses - can be
recognized in the form of changes in the opinions and perspectives of the
successors towards the predecessors, even in the principles and foundations of
thought. The discussion of how changes and transformations in the foundations
of ideas can still be placed under one heading and considered to belong to a
philosophical school, and what is the criterion of unity or plurality in
metaphysical ideas, requires another occasion, but it can be said that under the
heading of the Neoplatonic school, a wide range of different and diverse ideas
and research can be included, which are sometimes in opposition to each other,
but despite these differences and distinctions, a common spirit can be
recognized among them, which alone guarantees their spiritual unity and it is
not wrong for them to be placed under a single philosophical tradition. Among
these metamorphoses, it is obtained from comparing the ideas of two famous
figures of this philosophical tradition, namely Proclus and his student
Damascius, that despite all the theoretical commonalities, they have distanced
themselves from each other in important elements of the metaphysical system.
In this article, in order to increase the fame of Proclus, we will first introduce a
summary of the characteristics of his philosophical system and metaphysical
perspective, and then we will discuss in more detail the thought of his
philosophical successor - Damascius - in this area.

Cite this article: Kalbasi-Eshtari, H. (2025). The Metamorphoses of the Neoplatonic School Case Study: Proclus and Damascius.
Journal of Philosophical Investigations, 19 (52), 673-696. https://doi.org/10.22034/jpiut.2025.70164.4325

© The Author(s).

Publisher: University of Tabriz.



https://orcid.org/000000000

Journal of Philosophical Investigations, University of Tabriz, Volume 19, Issue 52, 2025. pp. 673-696 674

Extended Abstract

Like Aristotle, Proclus believed that ancient traditions often contained truths expressed in
mythological language, and so he turned his attention to the theologies of the Orphic and Chaldean
traditions prevalent in Hellenic culture. For example, he studied the commentary of Sorianus on
the Orphic writings alongside works by Porphyry and lamblichus on the Chaldean Soroushs, and
he himself wrote a commentary on this collection, which, according to Marinus, took five years to
write. He was interested in studying the various forms of religious beliefs and ancient rituals, and
even paid attention to the sacred days and occasions recorded in the Egyptian and Greek calendars,
and believed that the philosopher should be a spiritual interpreter of mankind, not just an interpreter
of a group of people (Gillespie, 1981, 161).

It is not without reason that Proclus has been considered the greatest representative of
Neoplatonic thought in the classical period, since he presented at least the achievements of the four
main figures - or rather, four schools of thought - of this school, namely Plotinus, Porphyry,
lamblichus, and Sorrianus, in a new composition that could at the same time be more compatible
with religious teachings, especially with Christianity, which in the fifth century had enjoyed a
much greater expansion than the Christianity of the time of Plotinus and even his direct disciples.
For example, while making great use of Plotinus' ontological ideas, he also defended the
proliferation of extrasensory levels believed in by lamblichus and probably the early church fathers
(Remes, 2008, 27). Therefore, he devoted all his talent and creativity to systematizing and
developing the theories of his predecessors and strengthening their logical structures by adding
more details and branches. However, it should also be known that Proclus was not simply a
systematic philosopher, but a thinker attached to the achievements of Greek culture in religion,
literature, science and art. In this regard, he showed great effort in recognizing and rereading those
achievements, so that it can be said with confidence that his literary works are as brilliant and
enduring as his philosophical works. Unfortunately, many of his writings have been lost and our
knowledge is limited to their names and titles. Nevertheless, the amount of his works that remain
provides us with precious data about this last stage of the development of Greek culture in the
classical era. Works that, due to their new foundation in philosophy and ethics, actually establish
a form of Greek rationality in the last confrontation with the Christian tradition after the period of
the early church fathers (Gillespie, 1981, 160), but in such a way that in this confrontation, none
of the elements of philosophy and religion are reduced or reduced, as is seen, for example, in
Porphyry's criticism of Christianity.

Another important topic on which Damascius's influence is significant and pervasive is the
subject of the soul. Many later Neoplatonists rejected the Plotinian dualism about the soul. Plotinus
believed that the soul had two parts: the intellect, which was transcendent, fixed, and eternal, and
had no connection with the physical world; and the other part, which was absorbed into the material
world. However, modern views held that the soul absorbed itself into the material world in its
entirety without losing its identity and essence or nullifying its immortality. In this way, the issue
of the unity of soul and body was also dissolved. However, this modern view faced the question
of whether the soul would change if it were absorbed into the material world. Proclus accepted the
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traditional view of immutability, but Damascius, in agreement with lamblichus, had a different
view. According to Damascius, the soul could undergo substantial change without losing its
identity. In his view, it is possible for the essence of the soul to be inherently variable, in other
words, the essence of the soul's essence can be change and movement, and in this case, changes in
the soul will not be contrary to its essence. Damascius makes this clearer through an example. He
says that a sponge is compressed or expanded under the influence of its environment, but it remains
the same sponge. In the same way, the soul undergoes changes under the influence of the
environment, without its identity being lost, because external conditions make some possibilities
possible for it and take others away from it, or cause some other changes in the soul. At the same
time, the soul remains the soul, and this does not necessarily lead to mortality.

From what has been stated in the realm of ontological and psychological discussions among the
later Neoplatonists, it can be seen that the followers of Plotinus in the fifth and sixth centuries AD
thought mainly within the same framework and lines drawn in the Aeneids or other metaphysical
works of Plotinus and his immediate successors, with the difference that they distinguished
themselves from their predecessors in two areas: first, in seeking to resolve the problems and
theoretical inconsistencies existing in their intellectual system that would respond to the need and
intellectual thirst of the audience and followers of the Neoplatonic school, and second, in
multiplying and developing the levels and degrees of principles and subordinate entities in order
to fill the void and gap caused by the issuance of worlds as the greatest challenge to the
metaphysical system of the Neoplatonic school. Meanwhile, the development of Christian
teachings in the empire on the one hand and the convergence of ancient, mystical, and mythical
sects and rituals in Alexandria of that era, paved the way for the emergence of new writing bodies
that undoubtedly influenced the formation of new poetic systems composed of all those elements.
A clear example of this is the effective influence of Gnostic, Hermetic, and Manichaean religions,
as well as elements of magic and mystical beliefs, on the body of Neoplatonic systems, and this is
considered a topic of interest to researchers in the field of religions and mythology.
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