Plotinus:  204-270   “The Great Philosopher of Neoplatonism.” (“new Platonism”)

Many interpretations of Plato have been influenced by Neoplatonism, which came later.  Traditional interpretations of Plato claim that Plato has 2 distinct realms: The world of Forms and the world of sense knowledge.  (The degree of this distinction may be debated, but we will accept the distinction for the purposes of understanding Plotinus better.)

The “Cave” world where we see shadows, objects, and the light of fire causing the reflections, that is the realm of changing appearances, sensation, error, ignorance, illusion.

The Light world  (we can say enlightened world) which is the world of Forms, intellect, knowledge, truth, reality, whose ultimate source of existence and essence is The form of the Good.

More accurately:  The cave world symbolizes our gazing toward the world of multiplicity, becoming, things, etc. where were take up these or gather these into concepts, and then reapply these concepts back on particulars.  The “World of Forms” would then be where we turn our gaze to the forms, the purest being that of goodness and goodness being analogous to the light of the sun that allows us to see objects in the sense realm.

I. What is the source of all reality, all being?  Plotinus understood this source as god, called The One. (not the personal god of Christianity.)  

A. God is transcendent: not of the world of the multiple, particulars, empirical experience, or objective knowledge.

B. God is indefinable and indescribable 

1. If not, then god would be limited somehow, but god has no limits.  (Also note:  relates to the fact that we cannot know god through normal, empirical way of knowing.)

2. The most we can say is that “god is.”

a) There is no way to know god through our subject - object way of knowing - the way we know things.

b) God can only be apprehended by a mystical union of the soul and the One, a kind of “touching god.”

c) This “vision” is the highest moment of life.

II. Plotinus:  Detail  

A. 2 Basic notions:  (1) The One  (2) The Ego

1. Notion of The One:  The source of all being, which transcends all being as well as all knowledge.

a) The formless, unlimited, Aperion of Anaximander would also have been unknowable, but there is a distinct change that will take place in Plotinus.

b) Plato’s Forms were knowable, remember which is an interesting kind of difference, but we may also question exactly how one ascended from the cave for Plato, and whether the images we know in sense experience are known in the same way that the Forms are known by the philosopher who has ascended into the Light.

2. Notion of the Ego:  He thinks of “the self” as a philosophic principle, if you will.  

a) Through meditation and, according to Porphyry, a method that Plato taught, we lift ourselves to the first and all-transcendent divinity.

b) The ‘method taught by Plato’ is a twofold (qualitative and quantitative) purification or purgation of the mind. This was probably the method used by Plato to ascend from the cave.

(1) Qualitative (purification):  Taking the object of one’s thought, we would transpose the object successively to more and more immaterial and spiritual planes so as to disengage ourselves from the sense realm.

(a) By disengaging from the sense realm, we become more allied with the intelligible realm, or the realm of Forms, for Plato.

(b) For Plato here, 3 levels of knowledge correspond to three levels of life:

(i) Physical beauty = objects of the body

(ii) Moral beauty = knowledge of the parts of the soul ruled by ethical virutes.

(iii) Intellectual beauty = the “eye of the soul” destined to contemplation.

(2) Quantitative (purgation): is similar in that it is progressive detachment from the singular, from individualities that characterize this or that object.

(i) This detachment is from that which is changing in order to attach oneself to that which is immovable, essential, fixed.

B. The One:  Must be designated in negative terms: Because it is not a concept, once we make the initial positive designation of “The One” we must say what it is not.

1. The One is not number: it is the measure of number itself.  It transcends any numerical series and is, instead, the measure of it.

a) It is the static unity by which all number is intelligible, and it is dynamically the unity from which and into which all multiplicity moves.

(1) This is very close to what the Pythagoreans were trying to say when they spoke of the constitutive elements of number being Limit and Un-limit.

(2) Notice here though they had two opposites as the one process instead of no opposites and the One unknowable.

2. For Plotinus, The One is not a correlation of unity and plurality (Limit and Un-limit) but the source from which the differentiation of unity and plurality proceeds.

a) This is the transcendence of separability, not the negation of plurality.

b) It is almost as if Plotinus has used the term “One” in the way Anaximander used the term “Unlimited” and indeed, the One is not limited (along the lines of Parmenides.)

c) However, because he is neo-platonic, the One is now still, at rest with itself, etc. which is the Parmenidean characterization of Being.

(1) The One or the Source is not seen from the aspect of processing as it was for the early Pre-socratics, before Parmenides.

(2) The One essence, being, and thought:

(3) The one is not essence, existence, intellect, or the intelligible themselves, because it is the generative principle for all of these.

(a) In order for it to be the generative principle of these, Plotinus thinks it must be other than these.

C. Dialectic of the Return:  The way in which we humans return to the One or the Source:

1. We must understand this in order to see how the theme of the Ego is involved here.

a) Summary: 

(1) Intellect has a drive to non-intellect:  everything proceeds from and is drawn to the transcendent, unknowable One.

(2) The soul cannot return to The One by knowledge because this implies a duality (subject-object, if you will.)

(3) This return to The One is a fulfillment rather than a destruction, and this fulfillment is described as ecstasy.

2. There are 3 stages of the soul’s mystical return to the One.  These are stages of transformation into an otherness that is somehow found at the most interior of our self-hood (ego).
a) Separation from the realm of multiplicity seen as the “here below.” 

(1) It strives for the intelligible realm.

(2) Here we reject images: it is a negative path, called the “via negativa.”

(3) It is similar to saying what the One is not instead of trying to designate what it is in a positive way.

b) Separation from a higher kind of multiplicity - reasoning itself.

(1) It strives for the highest point in the intelligible realm.

(2) This method is for those who have already accomplished stage #1 and head toward the summit of the intelligible realm.

(a) This stage completes the first stage and needs the first stage to do so.

(b) These first two stages lead toward the One, but not to it, for the One is yet still beyond that which is intelligible.

(c) How do we get from the intelligible to that which is beyond the intelligible - The One?

(3) Ecstasy:  We must get beyond the realm of the intelligible through ecstasy - this means literally that the mystic stands outside of himself.

(a) The mind according to Plotinus has 2 capacities:

1) the ability to act as intellect - the typical way we understand it as in possession of its faculties and able to behold what is in it.

(b) 2) the ability not to act as intellect - in a sense to become drunk and outside itself in order to attain what is beyond it.

· It is by #2 that the intellect is able to transcend the intelligible realm.

· The intellect always already has this capacity within it.

(c) The most profound capacity of the intellect is its ability to go beyond itself into the non-intelligible.

D. The Ego:  can be seen as 1)  Man as Microcosm 2) Introspection 3) Man as the Image  4) The Center of the Soul

1. Man as Microcosm:  that is “the world in the little.”

a) The cyclic rhythm of the macrocosm (the world in the large) is recurrently portrayed in Man as the microcosm.

· Seen in terms of the process of transcendence, first we have the first term of body or sentient knowledge from which we retreat in our retreat from the multiple via the intellect.  Then we transcend this to the realm of the intelligible where we strive for the highest point or center.  After this we transcend to the ecstasy in unity with the One via the capacity that the intellect has to not be intellect.

b) Introspection:  The inner cyclic rhythm is correlative to the cyclic rhythm of the macrocosm.  This inner rhythm tends toward oneness.

· Again, this introspection is a liberating process as a flight from worldliness below.  By introspection the soul is brought to the point of its utmost simplicity within itself.  By piercing this final point, the soul is brought back towards its homeland, The One.

c) Man as Image:  By withdrawing into our intelligence we withdraw into The Intelligence or The One.  

· Thus we know ourselves in this because our intelligence is really the flowing out of The Intelligence or The One.  It is an emanation of the One.

· We use intellect to get beyond the type of intellect we have in knowing individual things to get back to the Intellect that draws us because we are already somehow part of it.  Like draws like, if you will.

· Thus in knowing ourselves as image of the divine, we come to know the divine, but in a way that is not like the way we know intelligible things in multiplicity, that is, reason, but rather through ecstasy.

d) Center of the soul:  This process of introspection is also seen as a return to the center of the soul.

