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rational persons, then the Transition to the aforementioned welfarist state (characterized 
by an extensive plan for social prosperity and welfare, amelioration of hunger and illness, 
inclusion of all citizens, and the creation of a system of criminal justice) is highly likely. 
We would adopt generous forward-looking attitudes towards ourselves and others in 
Nussbaum’s ideal, importantly accompanied by a good sense of humour and a shared 
interest in a positive future.

One major suggestion of Anger and Forgiveness is that we can actually be such per-
sons by becoming them. The path leads - or so the sequence of chapters suggests – from 
overcoming anger in intimate relationships (parents, children, spouses, and the self) 
through ridding ourselves of false status wishes (middle realm) to good societal practices 
(everyday justice, political realm) and finally to being a leader in overcoming an unjust 
system (revolutionary justice, political realm).

As an academic teacher, I find this both bold and promising. Bold, since it radical-
izes the scope of self-development philosophical education offers, and promising, since 
it enables us to change society for the better and stably so through teaching. This also 
involves the broadening of our perhaps too narrow ideas of schooling and teaching in 
general. Here we might find some inspiration in the work of James Heckman (181) who 
proposes early childhood intervention aimed at avoiding crime susceptibility.

Barbara Reiter
University of Graz

David J. Yount. Plato and Plotinus on Mysticism, Epistemology and Ethics. London: 
Bloomsbury, 2017. 311 pp.

The purpose of this book is to make the case that Plato and Plotinus do not “essen-
tially differ” (viii, 1, etc.) in their philosophical claims about mysticism, ethics and epis-
temology. The book is thus split into three chapters: The first entitled “The Ultimate 
Experience”, on mysticism (9-53), the second entitled “Epistemology” (55-108), and the 
third – and longest – entitled “Ethics” (109-199). The book does not really include an 
overall conclusion (an attempt confined to half a page can be found on page 201), but 
the argument in each section is clearly stated in the introduction to the volume (7) and 
in the introduction to and summary of each chapter. As a matter of fact, the author 
proceeds as if he has to make every point very deliberately, even if somewhat superfi-
cially and heavy-handedly at times.

As regards mysticism, Yount upholds that both Plato and Plotinus claim that “[...] 
we can have an ultimate experience or vision that amounts to knowledge of what exists, 
how we should live,” etc. (7). Such so-called ‘mystic’ experiences are supposed to give 
the final “[...] answers to the most significant philosophical problems [be] everlasting 
and self-sustaining [...] difficult and rare [...] ineffable” and satisfy some other “require-
ments” (9, 36-45). “Everlasting and self-sustaining” do not literally mean endless, but 
impossible to ignore or forget (53). He opposes Gerson’s dismissal of the centrality 
of mysticism in Plotinus, but since he asserts that for several reasons “[...] a definition 
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of mysticism is not required” (13), in particular that “Plotinus is taken to be a mystic” 
(13), his argument appears weakened by circularity.

In epistemology likewise, Plato and Plotinus do not differ in (certain) epistemo-
logical contentions: that through intellect (nous) humans become ‘godlike’ with the help 
of wisdom, so that they take possession of knowledge of Good or the One. This requires 
the practice of dialectic, which allows recollection to overcome opinion (doxa) (7, 56). 
In short, “[...] wisdom is a kind of super knowledge” of the Good (107).

Plato and Plotinus similarly did not “essentially differ in ethics,” that is “[...] their 
takes on happiness, love, purification, and reverence, how to live (including philosophy, 
virtue, justice, and temperance), and how not to live (including vice, ignorance, impiety 
and attachment to the body)” (7, see also 109-110). There is no summary in the section 
on ethics.

To support all these contentions, Yount intermingles large quotes and brief com-
ments by both Plato and Plotinus and showcases parallels in accordance with a “compat-
ible principle” (6, etc.), according to which the things both philosophers “write on some 
subject” are consistent unless one writes that “A is true” and the other “A is false” (7). 
At first glance such an approach does not amount to asserting that they share basic 
ideas, merely that their ideas are not contradictory. The price is that the distinctive 
character of both Plato and Plotinus is diluted to the point of not being incompatible 
with either Aristotelians, Pythagoreans, Stoics, and many others that the author seems 
to hesitate to include (6).

Yount also pursues the question of the relation between Plato’s thought and that 
of Plotinus. A previous and shorter book, also published by Bloomsbury in 2014, tack-
led the same basic problem and made a (convincing) case that Plotinus was a Platonist. 
This may seem like a platitude, but since people have doubts about what it means to be 
a Platonist, so they have doubts about what it means to be a Neoplatonist. Moreover, 
Plato’s interpretation is more than ever a puzzle.

To quote Lloyd P. Gerson’s witty comment about the state of the art, “[th]ere are, 
very broadly speaking, two interpretative approaches to the study of Plato. Let us call 
the first the ‘Protestant’ approach and the second the ‘Catholic’ approach. According to 
the first, the fundamental principle of interpretation is sola scriptura, adherence to the 
texts of the dialogues as the only vehicle providing access to Plato’s philosophy. [...] 
According to the second approach, the dialogues are only one means, albeit perhaps the 
best means available to us, for access to Plato’s philosophy. That is, the dialogues are 
not the ultimate authority for Plato’s meaning. It is the Platonic tradition, beginning with 
the first-generation members of the Academy, that provides significant, although not 
unimpeachable, ‘control’ for understanding what is in the dialogues” (“Harold Cherniss 
and the Study of Plato Today.” Journal of the History of Philosophy 52 [2014]: 397). 
Yount is in this sense a somewhat heretic ‘Catholic’, since he bases his reading on Plato’s 
commonly accepted ‘authentic’ dialogues (plus letters II and VII), but thinks that they 
convey the same teaching as the ‘unwritten doctrines’.

He addresses briefly (and unsatisfactorily, in my view, since he merely resorts to a 
purported scholarly consensus, e.g. on authenticity) the question raised at the beginning 
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of the book (1-6), by trying to find a middle ground between both tendencies, conflating 
so to say sola scriptura and tradition. But he presents no explanation for the “[...] contra-
dictions, gaps, obscurities, and ambiguities in Plato’s works” mentioned by Tigerstedt 
(3) and he largely ignores them all in the remainder of the book. 

J. A. Colen
James Madison Program – FCT – Fundação para a Ciência e a Tecnologia


