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What people are saying about

Polytheism: A Platonic Approach

“Steven Dillon’s book is a major contribution to the polytheist revival, taking on the big questions about the Gods and the world in a way that will be useful to polytheists in any tradition, or to seekers just trying to understand a polytheistic worldview. Dillon draws upon major currents of the Western philosophical tradition without requiring any prior familiarity with these. Through his careful, step-by-step arguments, the reader will come to see the rational basis for devotion to the Gods.” Edward P. Butler, PhD, Director, Center for Global Polytheist and Indigenous Traditions, Indic Academy

“Steven Dillon’s Polytheism: A Platonic Approach provides a great starting point for anyone who is looking to explore the philosophy behind polytheism. It provides an overview of the arguments of polytheism in a way which doesn’t try to convince the reader of their merit, but instead simply presents the arguments as they are. With a clear and well-defined structure, the concepts within this book are easy for even the novice to follow. This is a great book for all those looking to gain more of a big-picture view of the philosophy behind polytheism.” Jessica Howard, author of The Art of Lithomancy

“This short book is a very interesting exposition and defence of a polycentric Platonic theism (of something like the kind defended by Proclus, Plotinus and Iamblichus). Many readers will be struck by similarities between familiar kinds of Thomism and the view defended in this book. Polycentric Platonic theism embraces, for example, divine transcendence, divine ineffability, divine otherness and divine simplicity.”

Graham Oppy, Professor of Philosophy, Monash University
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Introduction

This is the sort of book that I wish had been around when I first began looking into polytheism: a pithy and informal presentation of the gist of a polytheist worldview; what it all looks like in the big picture: the Gods, the world and us. Not a presentation of its history or the practices and beliefs of this or that polytheist religion, though such works are obviously paramount, but of the idea of polytheism itself and what it implies about everything else. What are the Gods and where do they fit into the picture? What is a world with Gods supposed to look like and what would it mean for us? Presenting this idea and reflecting on it by giving one a feel for the spirit of polytheism is a markedly different approach to such matters than what one may find in today’s more apologetically driven works on the philosophy of religion; namely, the stitching together of loosely related arguments into a cumulative case that inconclusively favors a more abstract position of which the God or religion that one wishes to argue on behalf is but an instance.

Short and sweet, the sort of approach I have in mind would give the reader the information she needs without dragging her down rabbit holes or drowning her in detail. Relaxed, its style would present this information in as digestible a manner as possible. Holistic, this style would show the reader what the image on the box looks like before she digs through all the puzzle pieces, rather than trying to figure out what that image is from the pieces that happen to have been looked at so far. For all these good intentions, there will be deep discussions and unfamiliar terms in what follows; it just comes with the territory. But I hope I can spare the reader some of the time and energy she would otherwise have spent. And if after reading this she wishes to pursue polytheism in greater depths, there is only an abundance of sources to which she could turn. Indeed, Platonism is in some ways a Theory of Everything.

This work stands in stark contrast to my earlier monograph The Case for Polytheism. In the years that followed its publication, I came to discover that what I had been looking for all along without knowing it was the organic, bottomless and intricately interwoven polytheist picture of reality that coursed through the veins of ancient Platonism. It made polytheism even more enchanting, and my personal philosophy began to reflect the content of what I became enamored with. In light of this, the reader will find that in contrast to The Case, no probabilistic considerations will be offered here; no inferences to the best explanation will be given, nor any costs-benefits analyses provided. Although these analytic methods and others like them have their place, it is not here. I had hoped in The Case that folks would mount further cases for polytheism based on their own schools of thought. This work may be considered to do just this from a Platonic perspective.

As one will have already gathered, this is more of an exhibit than an introduction. It is not a disinterested listing of facts and descriptions about a position that one observes or evaluates from the outside, but the putting on display of a view of all things as they seem to be. No apologies will be made for this and I mention it only as fair warning to those who might appreciate an early head’s up. Despite the nature of this material, it is not a work of apologetics in the typical sense: it is an attempt to show one what theism really amounts to, not necessarily to convince her that theism is true. In this way, readers from any background can appreciate the material without it needlessly triggering any predispositions in them to be more critical of it than they may otherwise have been. However, for those who would like to see what could be said on its behalf, appendixes are included at the end that address crucial parts of the system here presented.

The general methodology of this work is to reason from the Gods rather than to them. In other words, the Gods are like a first principle or axiom from which a system follows. In this top-down approach we will develop a feel for what theism amounts to and allow it to unfold for itself the picture of reality that it implies or predicts. Chapter 1 will kick this process off by introducing theism as a view on which there is more to reality than Nature. As we shall see, to transcend Nature is to be ineffable, and through implication, entailment and prediction, the inner logic of ineffability, will bloom into an entire polytheist worldview. This will become readily apparent in Chapter 2 where the notions from the preceding chapter are taken to their logical conclusions, and it is shown that theism just is polytheism. Chapter 3 will, in turn, take the notion of polytheism to its logical conclusions and find that all things relate to the Gods through emanation and constitution. Finally, Chapter 4 will close the main body of this work by pursuing what this worldview means for humankind.

Aristotle said it was a divinely inspired “tradition handed down from the ancients of the earliest times” that the Gods, who encompass “the whole of nature” are “the primary substances,” (Metaphysics 1074b1-10). What follows is an attempt to honor this most ancient of traditions by sharing with new generations these two grand maxims, namely, that the Gods encompass the whole of nature and that they are the primary substances. Whether polytheist or not, I hope this work helps to enchant the reader as much as Platonism has me.

Steven Dillon,

2020





Chapter 1

Theism


1. To be divine is to transcend Nature.

2. To transcend Nature is to be henadic.

3. To be henadic is to be polycentric.

4. Therefore, to be divine is to be polycentric.



We are going to try to answer a few questions throughout this work. First, what does theism amount to? In other words, what does theism say, involve or imply? In this vein we shall try to get a feel for what divinity looks like according to theism: is it singular or plural, transcendent or immanent, personal or mechanical and so on and so forth. We shall attempt to gather this information not by surveying polls, testimonies or literature; but, upon finding a starting point, by analyzing the propositional content of theism itself. In this regard, the nature of our inquiry is philosophical rather than sociological or historical. Our second question will concern what it should all look like, in the big picture, if the theist is correct. In other words, given a sufficiently clear understanding of divinity, what is its overall story and how does it fit in with everything else? While there is overlap between the two questions, they allow us to cover issues that we need to think carefully about from different angles. If after all has been said these questions have been answered in a useful way, this work will have served its purpose. I hope the reader finds what follows to be inspiring, novel and thought-provoking.

A word about the structure and style of the chapters and sections to follow. For the sake of organizing our reflections on these questions and giving them order and direction, the results of each section have been condensed and sewn together into the above argument so that whichever proposition is emboldened at the outset will serve to thematically guide the ensuing discussions as well as to summarize their most crucial content at the end. The overarching argument of this work is thus not included to be a tool of persuasion, though it may be used for that, but to be a tool of presentation and organization. We will begin to use this style here in Chapter 1 by looking at our two basic questions in the context of a discussion about what theism amounts to. This discussion will lead us to affirm the first premise in the above argument: to be divine is to transcend Nature. But, and for future format, before getting into it we shall try and sum up the gist of the discussion to follow.

The Gist: However Nature is to be understood – whether as physical, concrete or causal and so forth – and whatever types of things are thereby to be included within it – the physical, the mental, the moral or the abstract and so forth – theism does not allow that it is all there is to reality. But what is theism really saying in this regard? Using science as a guide to what sorts of things count as natural or not, we come to understand that whatever else may be said of Nature it is at least sensible and intelligible, so that according to theism reality is not just sensible and intelligible but also ineffable. However, to be ineffable is for one to be so utterly individual that there is nothing more to her than herself to be described as: she has no properties, features or characteristics that are not just herself. Theism thus amounts to a view on which there is someone who is utterly unique because she is beyond Nature.


Section 1.1: Transcending Nature


All that is divine is itself ineffable and unknowable by any secondary being because of its supra-existential unity…

– Proclus , Elements of Theology, Proposition 123 (Prop.)



Our work is primarily intended to present in as pithy a manner as feasible a Platonic theism in broad, digestible contours. We are not so much concerned with convincing the reader that this system is true. Ironically, it is perhaps by withdrawing from a rhetorical tone that this work will be more beneficial for the unfamiliar reader who wants to be convinced of polytheism because the system itself will not carry with its first impression the strengths or weaknesses of one, particular set of arguments. Instead, the system will be allowed to ruminate in the mind of the reader, inviting and resisting criticisms on its own terms.

However, in line with a more expository approach, we shall take for granted a notion of theism that fits well with this Platonic system; namely, the view that there is more to reality than Nature; that there is something which in fact transcends Nature. For those who are interested in seeing an evaluation of this notion, arguments have been provided in Appendix A. Indeed, for those who may wish to see this system evaluated in general, each appendix provides an argument that covers a crucial point in the overall presentation. For its part, the notion of theism as a view on which there is more to reality than Nature strikes me as straightforwardly commonsensical and as fair a starting point as any. Be that as it may, we shall proceed by taking this notion for granted so that we may expound upon the system itself. To begin then, let us consider what it is to be natural and so what it is that Gods would transcend.

The number of scientific fields that there could in principle be will depend on how many types of things there are in Nature, which of course could be divided up in different ways – e.g. the sub-atomic, the chemical or the biological and so on and so forth. Nature includes the sorts of things that science can study. But one might worry about this general way of putting things because what if it turns out that future science veers far from what current science accepts there to be, so that what Nature is thought to include now differs radically from what Nature will be thought to include in the future? If this were a likely scenario, it would be rather fruitless to think of Nature as being made up of the sorts of things that science can study because what Nature is thought to be made up of will differ from one period of time to the next. But we need not worry about how deeply future science will disagree with current science in what it accepts Nature to be made up of because what matters more is what sorts of things ideal science would recognize as natural. Ideal science is a science that is apprised of all the relevant facts about Nature as well as the best methods to understand them. Following Oppy’s lead (2018), we can say that inasmuch as current science is an attempt to approximate ideal science, and there is no good reason to think that current science is fundamentally wrong-headed, it can be used as a touchstone for identifying what counts as natural – even if this inventorying is only correlative.

This suggestion allows for what is a broad and anodyne way of describing Nature: it is all that would be susceptible of scientific investigation in ideal science. Does this mean that something has to be susceptible of scientific investigation in order to be natural? What if there was something that only obtains or subsists in relation to parts of Nature but that has no quantitative properties of its own by which to be studied by ideal science? Whatever such things would be – such as immaterial objects or properties – so long as they only existed within Nature, then nothing in what has been said would require introducing a new category of being just for them. In this way, what could be studied by ideal science is more of a guide to naturality than a litmus test. Appealing to this guide then, what sorts of things could be scientifically investigated in ideal science? Using current science as our touchstone for answering this question, at least two general categories of things should be recognized.

Whatever else Nature turns out to involve, it at least includes sensible reality: things which are of such a kind as to be in principle detectable by the senses (whether directly or indirectly – as through sense-enhancing technologies – whereby we might see the microscopic or hear the ultra-sonic and so forth – or as predicted to exist by scientific theories, known to us in which case by an inferential chain of sensory links). All theorizing aside, we have found ourselves in a world that confronts us at every opportunity as sensible: though the sheer scale of the universe makes Nature as unfathomably full as it is empty, its innumerable objects and forms of being are susceptible of scientific investigation and so to some relevant extent, sensible.

But were Nature to include only sensible reality, it would not be intelligible: it could be sensed, but not understood. By taking science as our touchstone to understanding what is natural, we find the sensible, but in a second-order reflection we realize that the fact of science at all, let alone our use of it, takes for granted that the sensible is also intelligible. Without this supposition, we could see a tree, for example, but we would not understand that what we are seeing is a tree. Nor could we understand that what we are seeing is just something or other, though we may not know what exactly: there would be no understanding at all; our experiences would be void of any content; a sort of mindless beholding, or sheer presentness with no awareness beyond that fleeting immediacy. While we might be capable of such experiences, it goes without saying that most of our experiences are not like this: they are intelligible. As to what intelligibility involves, we should be comfortable taking for granted that Nature is un-controversially and pre-philosophically capable of being understood. Without this supposition, or something very much like it, no science (current, future or ideal) could exist or function beyond a robotic sort of going through of the motions, emptied of the first-person experience we have of doing so. In fact, the notion of intelligibility at play here will be so ground level that it would be presupposed in the very act of denying it. On this preliminary understanding of Nature then, it is both sensible and intelligible.

Consequently, for there to be more to reality than Nature there ought to be something which is minimally neither sensible nor intelligible because if it were either, while it might transcend parts of Nature, it would not transcend Nature tout court. Thus, for example, mental or moral properties might be thought to transcend various parts of Nature – such as space or time – but would nevertheless remain parts of Nature themselves because they only obtain or subsist in relation to yet other parts of Nature, such as embodied minds or actions. Likewise, if one were to transcend one hallmark of Nature after another but nevertheless remain intelligible, she will not have so separated herself from the boundaries of Nature that its inhabitants could not relate to her in the way they relate to any old part of Nature: through apprehension, understanding or comprehension. She would not fundamentally differ from how natural things are constructed in that minds could find in her what they find in everything else: a type of thing for one to be understood in terms of. She would be as an extreme, if anything, on a continuum or scale upon which all things fall, so that the difference between supernatural things and natural things is one of degree and not in kind, making the distinction ultimately non-fundamental. After all, she would only obtain or subsist within the matrix of relations that are home to the parts of Nature. When we speak of transcending Nature throughout this work, we intend a total transcending of Nature whereby it is a clean cut for one between her and a natural thing. Having developed some understanding of what it is to be natural and so by extension what it is that Gods would transcend, we can now ask what it means for something to be in addition to the sensible and the intelligible.
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