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Among Porphyry’s works, there has been preserved one that bears the title Senten-
tiae, after the first edition of the work in 1548 by Petrus Victorius. The original 
title of the work is Ἀφορμαὶ πρὸς τὰ νοητά, which can be translated as ‘points of 
departure towards the intelligibles’. The work consists of 44 chapters dealing with 
a variety of philosophical issues and in a variety of tones and lengths. They range 
from chapters of aphoristic tone extending only to a couple of lines (Sent. 1, 2), to 
longer and more argumentative ones (Sent. 29), as is especially the case with Sen-
tentia 32. Some chapters make up a cluster of comments on an issue (e.g. Sent. 
5-9), but the arrangement of many others is puzzling. Further, some of these 
chapters repeat, often verbatim, points that Plotinus makes (e.g. Sent. 20, 24, 31), 
others are strongly inspired by Plotinus (e.g. Sent. 19, 21, 32), and still others dif-
fer from Plotinus (e.g. Sent. 18). 

A number of questions are raised about the nature of such a work. What is the 
literary genre to which it belongs? What does give unity to it? What purposes does 
it serve? Is there a specific philosophical doctrinal system emerging from it? If it 
does, how does it compare with that of Plotinus? There are no easy answers to 
these questions. The best way to make some sense of the nature of the work is to 
study carefully and in detail every single chapter of it and compare it with both 
earlier and later works within the Neoplatonist tradition. This is exactly what is 
being done in the two volumes written by an international team of thirty-three 
experts in Neoplatonism under the direction of Luc Brisson. Their attention to 
the details of the text and the doctrine presented accounts for their success in 
shedding much light to all aspects of this work of Porphyry.

Before I discuss any aspect of the Sententiae, let me briefly outline the structure 
of the two volumes. The first volume is divided into two parts: a) a very substantial 
general introduction, and b) the text (with apparatus criticus) of the Sententiae 
with a French translation. The text is that of E. Lamberz (Teubner 1975), yet the 
editors incorporate several scholarly suggestions. The introduction is divided into 
six sections. First, comes a section on the title of the work (by R. Goulet), second 
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a section on the literary genre of the Sententiae (by M.-O. Goulet-Cazé). There 
follows a most interesting chapter on the philosophy of the work, itself divided 
into a section on metaphysics (by M.-O. Goulet-Cazé) and one on physics and 
ethics (by L. Brisson). Fourth comes a long and detailed chapter focusing on the 
relation of Porphyry’s Sententiae to Plotinus’ Enneads and Proclus’ Elements of The-
ology (by Cristina D’Ancona). Fifth is a section on the manuscript tradition of the 
Sententiae (by T. Dorandi). Finally, there is a section discussing the existing edi-
tions and translations of the work (by J.-M. Flamand). The introduction is con-
cluded with a brief note about the edited text of the Sententiae and the sigla used 
in the apparatus criticus (by M.-O. Goulet-Cazé and R. Goulet). The second 
volume is mainly a detailed and thorough commentary on the Sententiae (on Sent. 
16, for instance, which extends to just 11 lines, we get a 40 page commentary). 
The volume also contains a bibliography (by M. Christiansen), and an excellent 
English translation of the Sententiae with notes (by J. Dillon). The work ends with 
three very useful indexes: verborum, which forms a complete lexicon of the Senten-
tiae (by R. Goulet), locorum, and of Greek words which occur in the commentary 
(compiled by L. Brisson and F. Palin).

Let me now come back to the questions I raised above. The questions of the 
literary genre and of the unity of the work are closely connected. As has already 
been said, the first striking thing about the Sententiae is that they, for the most 
part, do not contain demonstrations and arguments but rather aphoristic state-
ments. As Cristina D’Ancona points out, Porphyry’s work is characterised by 
the tendency to introduce law-like statements concerning major philosophical 
issues (p. 187). Porphyry does not consider the alternatives, does not discuss 
details, does not go into the history of an issue or the debate about a concept, as 
he often does in other works, but rather states his own view. But this is more com-
plex. Porphyry’s statements offer his own understanding of what the content of 
a philosophical concept is (e.g. death, Sent. 9, 23, soul, Sent. 17), or what a 
philosophical issue amounts to (e.g. about coming into being without generation, 
Sent. 24). Porphyry does not merely put forward his views on soul, life, intelligi-
bles, etc., but rather tells us how he conceives of such notions. It is this tendency 
that accounts for the law-like form of the Sententiae. If Porphyry were to take a 
position on a philosophical issue or to argue for the content of a concept, he could 
not avoid the presentation of alternative views about which he could raise prob-
lems, as Plotinus often does. Yet Porphyry is not concerned with other views; he 
rather tries to show how he thinks of philosophical concepts and issues arising 
from them.

The second striking thing of Porphyry’s Sententiae is the strong presence in it of 
Plotinus’ doctrine. There are many kinds of textual relations between the Senten-
tiae and the Enneads, which have been usefully classified by Cristina D’Ancona 
(pp. 152-175) under three headings: a) literal borrowings, b) doctrinal  borrowings, 
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and c) both literal and doctrinal borrowings. It is telling about the nature of the 
Sententiae that some parts of Plotinus’ work are much more dominant in it than 
others, the case par excellence being Ennead III.6, On the impassibility of the incor-
poreals. No part of Plotinus is neglected or ignored, however. The Sententiae are 
inspired by the entirety of Plotinus’ work, which suggests a date of composition 
after the date of Plotinus’ death, i.e. 270 AD (pp. 175-6). Given the strong affini-
ties that the Sententiae show with Plotinus’ work as a whole and their composition 
after Plotinus’ death, one is tempted to consider the Sententiae as a summary of 
Plotinus’ philosophy and/or as an introduction to it. We know that Porphyry used 
to write for beginners in philosophy. His preserved commentary on Aristotle’s 
Categories, the letter to Marcella, and the treatise On what is up to us belong to this 
class of works. 

The problem with that suggestion, however, is the loose unity of the work and 
the apparently disordered arrangement of its material. As Richard Goulet argues 
(p. 14), only the title gives unity to the work under the aim that it sets, which 
presumably is to guide its readers from the sensible to the intelligible world. Yet 
the lack of a clear plan leaves it unclear how this aim is achieved, a worry which is 
particularly disconcerting if the work addresses beginners in philosophy. Marie-
Odile Goulet-Cazé argues (p. 29) that the Sententiae resist classification to a liter-
ary genre, while Cristina D’Ancona suggests that Porphyry’s work is reminiscent 
of Plotinus’ treatise published under the tile ‘Various visits’ (Ἐπισκέψεις διάφοροι, 
Enn. III.9). As we know, it was Porphyry himself, the editor of Plotinus’ work, 
who published this work of Plotinus as it stands, bringing together various remarks 
of his teacher (p. 186 with note 164). Yet this similarity is ultimately not very 
significant, since the aim of Porphyry’s Sententiae apparently is to guide its readers 
to the intelligible world, while the Plotinian treatise in question lacks a clear aim. 
But how do we actually know about Porphyry’s aim in the Sententiae? Is there any 
clear piece of evidence? Luc Brisson argues that the Sententiae have an ethical 
vision (p. 114). The guidance of readers to the intelligibles can indeed serve an 
ethical vision, as I will argue later on, but it certainly is a non-compelling interpre-
tation on the basis of the work itself. It seems then that Porphyry’s work is charac-
terized by features pertinent to an introductory work (brevity, clarity, aphoristic 
nature, lack of complex argument), and also of features suggesting that the readers 
are not beginners (unstated aim, lack of plan and order, abundance of technical 
terminology). One suggestion I can come up with is that Porphyry meant this 
work to be introductory but destined for an élite of Platonists already familiar 
with Plotinus’ Platonism. Only they would be comfortable with Porphyry’s apho-
ristic tone, because they were already familiar with, and committed to the essen-
tials of Plotinus’ philosophy.

Nothing, however, can be ultimately concluded about the nature of the Sententiae 
without considering carefully the philosophy that emerges from it. M.O. Goulet-Cazé 
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and L. Brisson, who write on the philosophy of the Sententiae, have worked hard 
to extract a systematic philosophical picture out of the disjoined pieces of the 
Sententiae. The section on metaphysics discusses at length the issue of the presence 
of the incorporeals in the sensible world, which is particularly important in this 
work. Actually, the discussion about the incorporeals permeates the whole of the 
Sententiae in one way or the other. Many of the Sententiae center precisely on this 
(Sent. 1-4, 10-11, 18-21, 26-29, 33-39, 42-44) with the rest of them focusing on 
aspects of this topic, for instance on the soul (e.g. Sent. 5-9, 12, 16, 17, 40) and 
its virtues (32). Porphyry tries to draw a clear line between corporeal and incorpo-
real entities and elaborate on the latter in particular. Clearly Porphyry does this 
because he considers such a distinction most crucial for understanding Plotinus’ 
philosophy. This is actually quite justified. Plotinus and Porphyry share a view of 
the intelligible entities such that they account for everything that exists and per-
meate everything there is, and also account for the way we perceive and under-
stand the world around us and ourselves. The crucial step here is the doctrine that 
the Intellect contains all intelligible entities. This is a crucial step because in such 
a way Plotinus and Porphyry integrate metaphysics with epistemology and thus 
make their philosophical theory consistent. But such a step rests on a certain 
understanding of what an intelligible entity is. Porphyry lays much emphasis on 
the definition of incorporeals, because this is a first important step towards the 
clarification of what intelligible entities are.

Porphyry distinguishes between two kinds of incorporeals, proper and improper 
ones. Proper incorporeals qualify only intelligible substances, such as the Intellect 
and its content, the Forms, and also the Soul (cf. Porphyry, In Cat. 91.14-17, In 
Ptol. Harm. 17.3-29). In the category of improper incorporeals fall those which 
are merely devoid of body, such as matter, time, place, and limits. Porphyry makes 
this distinction in Sententia 42, but it is assumed also elsewhere (e.g. Sent. 18, 19, 
20, 21; see the discussion in vol. II, pp. 484, 515, 750-751). The incorporeals of 
the first category exist in everything there is, albeit not in the same way (Sent. 10); 
the Forms, for instance, exist in one sense in the Intellect, namely intellectually 
(noerôs), in another sense in the soul, namely as reasons (logikôs), and in another 
in body, i.e. as shadows (eidolikôs). Although such intelligible entities exist every-
where, they are nowhere in the sense of existing in place (Sent. 1-3, 27-28, 33). 
This is of paramount importance for determining the relation between soul, which 
is a proper incorporeal, and body. As Plotinus had already argued, the soul is not 
in body (Enn. IV.3.20-22). The question, however, for Platonists like Plotinus and 
Porphyry is how the soul operates in the body if it is not in body. Plotinus makes 
a distinction between the transcendent soul and the soul in body, the embodied 
soul, which in some sense derives from the former.
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Porphyry elaborates on the distinction between transcendent and embodied soul. 
In Sententia 18 Porphyry draws a parallel between the soul and the harmony 
which exists separately from the chords but is inseparable from the musician, who 
is informed by it. Porphyry is here using an analogy which also occurs in Plotinus 
(Enn. III.6.4, IV.4.41, IV.7.84), and he follows Plotinus’ idea about the distinc-
tion between transcendent and embodied soul, which operate like the pair tran-
scendent—immanent form, in that the latter is derivative from the former. Yet 
Porphyry differs from Plotinus in that the embodied soul is the essence of the 
musician qua musician, while for Plotinus it is not, the essence rather being the 
separate harmony. This has long been noticed as a point of Porphyry’s difference 
from Plotinus (by Schwyzer and Igal), and the French commentators (J. Pépin, 
Goulet-Cazé) point out that too (p. 489), yet one would be tempted to go further 
here and explore the ontological background behind Porphyry’s position. Nowhere 
in the Sententiae does Porphyry actually come around to explain how the soul 
operates in the body, but rather repeats in various ways that it is not present in the 
body (Sent. 3, 27, 28, 29). This shows that in the Sententiae Porphyry is concerned 
with the ontological status of the soul (considered as a proper incorporeal), rather 
with its actual operation, an issue he examines in his work On the faculties of 
the soul.

From the Sententiae it clearly emerges that Porphyry endorses Plotinus’ doctrine 
of three intelligible principles of all reality, that is, the One, the Intellect, and 
the Soul, a doctrine inspired by Parmenides 137c-157b. The crucial question of 
course is how these principles account for everything that there is. Porphyry, like 
Plotinus, maintains that unity is causally and ontologically prior to plurality, so 
the One has to be prior to the Intellect which encompasses all Forms, that is, all 
beings. Each of the principles, or hypostases, generates the next one, and what is 
generated participates to the cause of its generation (Sent. 32.42-3). That is to say 
that the effect is always present in the cause, since the cause has always had the 
power to generate it, while the cause is not actually in its effect. This is very much 
in accordance with what Plotinus maintains (esp. Enn. III.9, V.5). Porphyry 
endorses also the principle maintained by Plotinus that the effect is inferior to its 
cause (Sent. 13; Cf. Enn. V.1.6.50, VI.8.16.8-14), which Goulet-Cazé discusses in 
some detail (pp. 52-55), and the view I have already mentioned above, that the 
intelligibles are not outside the intellect (Sent. 10, Enn. V.5.2). The upshot of this 
is that the Intellect is both subject and object of intellection and also that our 
intellect is not essentially different from the Intellect (Sent. 44 with the comments 
at p. 756). Since the intellect is our true self, the turn towards it makes us both 
subject and object of intellection (Sent. 43). There is a unity of all intellectual 
ousia, that is of all intellects (Sent. 22), as there is of all souls (Sent. 37; p. 89). In 
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this sense reality as such is characterized by unity, which is ultimately accounted 
for by the highest principle of unity, the One. It is this unity which accounts 
for the ability of humans to understand intelligible reality and make sense of the 
world and themselves. This view, in turn, has ethical implications. If man is part 
of this intelligible reality, then one’s life should be shaped accordingly. And if one’s 
true self is the intellect, which is essentially the Intellect as the principle of intel-
ligible reality, then one should live the life of an intellectual being. It is presumably 
in this sense that Porphyry’s focus on the ontological structure of reality may ulti-
mately serve an ethical vision, as Brisson argues.

There is very little to complain about in these two volumes. The quality of the 
translations and essays is very high. And so is the overall quality of production. 
Perhaps the only possible complaint is the plurality of views advanced, which are 
often at odds with each other. But I take this to be one of the great assets of the 
work. Unanimity within such a big group of scholars would be impossible and 
unnatural, while plurality invites the reader to weigh the different views and test 
them against the texts themselves. This is a gain that is difficult to find in scholarly 
works of one author. This is actually one of the many reasons why this work is 
important, and since the accounts contained in it discuss Porphyry in the broad 
context of the Neoplatonist tradition, the work will be important not only for 
understanding Porphyry but, more generally, for the thinking of Neoplatonists 
from Plotinus to Proclus.

George Karamanolis
University of Crete
Humboldt Fellow, Humboldt University of Berlin
gkaramanolis@fks.uoc.gr
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