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An Abstract of
PLOTINUS ON THE ROLE OF NOUS IN SELF-KNOWLEDGE
by Mark Reuter
A thesis submitted in conformity with the requirements

for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy
Graduate Department of Philosophy

University of Toronto
1994

This study aims to explicate the role that voig [‘intellect’] plays in self-knowledge in the
philosophy of Plotinus. It does not offer itself as a historical study or as an exhaustive account
of the hypostasis nous. Rather, it assumes that the most promising way forward to a correct
understanding of what this controversial term means is to consider how Plotinus puts it to
work. Consequently, it limits itself to the examination of nous as Plotinus uses it to solve
problems concerning self-knowledge and personal-identity.

After presenting enough of the historical background to frame a working idea of nous
(chapters 1-2), it proceeds in three steps of uneven length, the aim of which is to show how
Plotinus relates these two problems. The first step defends Plotinus’ claim that we do not
«now who we are (chapters 3-5). It compares his claim with similar claims put forward by
Thomas Nagel and Bernard Williams. The second step argues that Plotinus maintains that our
true identity is that of a voiig £xctarog, a particular nous (chapters 6-11). This claim reveals
that Plotinus’ conception of the self is complex, for it introduces a tension between our true
self, a voic Exaoroc, and the ‘we’ [0 fueig] or the empirical self that is the subject of our
first-person experiences. It then argues that Plotinus uses the Stoic conception of oixgiwaig to
describe a process of internalization whereby we come to know what our true identity consists
in. [n this connection, and contrary to two well entrenched views, it is argued that xio7ic has
role 0 play in the acquisition of self-knowledge, or the Return to nous, and that it is not a con-
cept solely related to sensory perception. Finally, the third step (chapter 12) follows up the
discussion of identity by looking at Plotinus’ ethical theory. It argues that a discussion of nous
that failed to note its normative aspects would be incomplete, for it is knowing what we are —
our true identity — that Plotinus is able to prescribe how we ought to live.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

The following investigation aims to explicate the role that nous plays in self-
knowledge in the philosophy of Plotinus.! In broad outline it proceeds ir three steps of
uneven length. The first step defends Plotinus’ claim that we do not know who we are.
The second step examines Plotinus claim that the ‘we’ or the self is a voug Exa0Tog, a par-
ticular nous.2 The bulk of this investigation is devoted to an examination of this claim
(chapters 6-11). Finally, the third step (chapter 12) follows up the discussion of identity
by looking at Plotinus’ ethical theory. Having argued that our identity is found in nous —
this is what we are — Plotinus founds his ethical programme on this nature: knowing
what we are he is able to prescribe how we ought to live. This chapter introduces the
normative aspect of nous and relates this aspect to the term par excellence that Plotinus
uses to describe nous, xahév, ‘beautiful’. Nous as an object of ‘beauty’ has an attractive
or drawing power. Given this power and given its central position in Plotinus’ philosophy
— between the One and psyche — it is not surprising to find that it is the cardinal feature
in Plotinus’ ethical doctrine of the Return. The final chapter, while not presenting a com-
plete account of the Return, asks why nous has this attractive power and why Plotinus was
so interested in the experience of 70 xaAév. The notion of 76 xaAov will turn out to be
more than simply Platonic baggage, for it will be seen to mitigate some of the problems

1 The transliteration of the term *nous’ and other technical terms in Plotinus’ philosophy is defended
below in section (iv).

2 For the use of this expression by Plotinus see V 9.8.4 and cf. IV 9.3.26-27; V12.20.2; V 3.2.14;
V 3.2.17. One of the goals of this study is to offer an interpretation of what exactly this expression means.
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raised in earlier sections. Nous is xaAéc and we, too, Plotinus maintains, are xaehoi when
we attain self-knowledge.

Though nous is the cardinal feature of this study, this investigation does not claim to
be a complete account of the hypostasis nous in the philosophy of Plotinus. Rather, it
limits itself to the examination of nous as Plotinus uses the notion to solve questions con-
cerning personal identity. A more complete account of nous would have to look at the
way in which it relates to the hypostases helow and above it. But given that these rela-
tions have received earlier treatment,3 this investigation seeks to look more closely at
specific philosophical problems that nous is meant to solve. It assumes that the most
promising way forward to a correct understanding of what this term means is to consider
how Plotinus puts it to work. Consequently, the focus of this study will be on Plotinus.
Questions concerning his historical background or contemporary concerns about personal
identity and the philosophy of mind will not receive detailed treatment. When it seems
that Plotinus’ ideas cannot be understood without reference to the historical background,
or that some contemporary discussion helps to illuminate Plotinus’ treatment, these issues

will be brought in.

(i) Prospectus

The investigation opens by presenting a working idea of nous, and then proceeds
with an examination of the terms ‘nous’ and voeiv. The important ambiguities are flagged
and the difficulty of translating either term is discussed. In particular, the sense of vogiv

3 The former was covered in part by the study of H. J. Blumenthal, Plotinus’ Psychology: His Doc-

trine of the Embodied Soul (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1971), the latter by the study of John R. Bus-
sanich, The One and its Relation to Intellect in Plotinus (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1988).



as ‘non-discursive thought’ shows the limitations of using words connected with thinking
to translate vogiv. Following a suggestion made by Rist, that words relating to experience
better capture Plotinus’ sense of voeiv, it proceeds in chapter 3 to consider the experience
that the self has of itself, for this is thought to be the experience that best reveals what
Plotinus means by voetv.

The next step is to clarify what Plotinus means by the ‘self”. This is the problem of
discovery. Plotinus maintains that we lack self-knowledge and thus need to discover and
learn who we are. Chapter 4 explores this claim of ignorance and defends the claim
against the charge of incoherence. Chapter 5 provides an overview of how Plotinus thinks
we move from a state of ignorance about ourselves to a state of self-knowledge. It looks
at what this study calls the process of ‘internalization’, the move whereby we come to see
or know ourselves from the inside. After looking at a text in which Plotinus describes this
process, it will be shown that many astute commentators and translators fail to understand
the problem Plotinus is working on; so it is not surprising that they also fail to understand
his solution. To clarify Plotinus’ distinction between the ‘inner’ and the ‘outer’ and the
way this distinction pertains to self-knowledge this study draws upon the recent work of
John Perry and David Lewis. Both contemporary philosophers work with a distinction
that is similar to the one used by Plotinus and it will be employed to show why Plotinus
thinks that nous alone is able to know itself, but psyche is not.

Central to this study is the Cartesian style argument whereby Plotinus demonstrates
the reality of the true self (chapter 7). It aims to show that the true self is the Platonic
‘inner man’ [0 évroc Gvfpwwog] and that this ‘inner man’ is identical with ‘a particular
nous’ [vovg &xaorog]. But before this argument can be understood the notion of ‘knowing
xatx vovy’, which is central to the argument, needs to be explained. This is the subject cf

chapter 6. It is there argued that this phrase has two distinct meanings: (i) a transcenden-



tal sense and (ii) an experiential sense. These differ in the way the objects of knowledge
relate to nous. The former gives knowledge of nous in an indirect way. It is argued that
the transcendental condition explains the discursive reasoning of psyche. The latter entails
the direct experience of nous. It entails ‘becoming nous’. This phrase is glossed as
‘appropriating’ [@xeiwoer] or ‘identifying’ with nous.

Chapter 7 makes use of this second sense of knowing xarda vovv and argues that we
can have a direct experiential knowledge that we ourselves are nous. The experience we
have is the same, i.e., in complete accordance with, that had by separate nous, though in
our own case it is limited in scope. Separate nous has direct knowledge of all the Forms.
We only have direct knowledge of as many forms as we have clearly recollected. The
import of the argument is important for the teaching of the Return. For Plotinus’ argu-
ment only makes sense if the experience he is talking about is attainable while still in the
body. It is generally granted that with the separation of the psyche from the body the
psyche is united with nous directly. The argument shows that Plotinus believed that direct
contact could be experienced while still in the body. Also important to the argument is
Plotinus’ notion of xioric. Chapter 8 examines it and argues (controversially) that xio7ig
is not to be restricted to sense perception [aiofnoig], for although it is connected with
vision, there are two types of vision in Plotinus: internal and external. It is argued that
xioric has a role to play in the intemal vision of the self and thus is important to the
Return.

The investigation then seeks to place Plotinus’ central argument in a historical con-
text. It is claimed that his argument is best understood when it is viewed as playing a role
in the process of oikeiwotg. Chapter 9 argues that Plotiaus was influenced by the Stoic
theory, but that he adapted it to fit his teaching concerning the three natures [$voe] or

hypostases. In making the self identical with nous, Plotinus views the ‘appropriation’,



‘identification’, or ‘perfection’ of this rational nature as consisting in the activity of
‘thought in the strict sense’ [xvpiwg voeiv] which is the exclusive and essential property of
nous.

The investigation goes on to explore the notion of xvpiwg vogiv by looking at
Plotinus’ definition of it in terms of ovvaiofnoig. Plotinus defines this activity as perfect
self-knowledge, for (i) it consists in the thought [voeiv] of the self directly knowing the
self and all its parts, and (ii) it consists in the thought of the self seeking nothing ‘outside’.
Chapter 10 treats the first condition, chapter 11 the second.

The investigation concludes by looking at the normative dimension that Plotinus
finds in nous. The final chapter aims to summarize the previous discussion as well as to
broaden it out by suggesting a further area of profitable study. In ancient terms Plotinus
is attempting to ground his ethics on physics. This is part of what his doctrine of
oixeiwoig aims to achieve. The idea of deriving an ‘ought’ from an ‘is’ is far from absent
in our own debates.4 Calling attention to this controversial move helps to show that the
concept of the self is much more than a metaphysical notion. It is often articulated in ethi-
cal terms.5 The chapter examines Plotinus’ description of nous as 70 xceA6v and why
Plotinus thinks that when we acquire self-knowledge we ourselves are xaMoi. Perhaps
more than any other feature of his philosophy it is his description of the life according to
nous, the life that consists in the perfection of our rational nature, which makes his
philosophy seem absurd and foreign to many philosophers, for it posits such a wide gulf
between the life that we should be living in our true selves and the life that we are in fact
living in our empirical selves. Plotinus, too, would have been aware of such a great

4 See Maclntyre, After Virtue (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984), esp. chapter 5,
‘Why the Enlightenment Project of Justifying Morality Had to Fail".
S So Williams, Shame and Necessity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), p 42, ‘the

account of what human beings are and how they do anything, is a theory that must be expressed in ethical
terms’; and in much more detail Parfit, Reasons and Persons (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1984).



divorce, and it is argued that he looked upon the experience of 76 xaNov as an experience
that bridges the gap between the ideal and real and helps the self to become united to its

true self.

(ii) Historical Background

The idea that personal identity is found in nous is not original with Plotinus. Plato,
Aristotle, and the Stoics each have their own ways of identifying the person with the
‘commanding faculty’.6 How these conceptions influenced Plotinus can best be seen by
looking at a text in which Plotinus sets out most of the ideas that will be central to the fol-
lowing investigation. The following text introduces the ideas of nous, self-identity,
Plotinian oixsiwatc, and the distinction between the inner and the outer. It occurs within a
discussion where Plotinus draws upon the common conception [évvoiar] which says that
god is one and the same in each of us. He makes use of this conception to make a new
beginning of his study of being [70 eivor]. He raises the question whether everything

desires unity and he contrasts the One with ‘the ancient nature’ [ dpxaia dvog).

7 & apxaic ¢voig xai 1 Opefig Tov dryalbov, oxep goTiv
abTob, gic v Ovrwg drye, Kai ExL TOUTO OXeUder TaOQ
dioic, &b’ _gavriv. ToiTo Yap EoTe TO Gryaov TH i ]
dioe 10 eivar alTig Kal ewvar abmiy: TouTo & €0TL TO Elvan

6 ‘Commanding faculty® is the LS translation of 79 irysposxéy; cf. LS 53F, 53M with notes ad loc.
vol 2, and Plotinus IV 7.7. For more on the Stoic view of the self see Long, ‘Representation and the Self in
Stoicism’, in Psychology, ed. by Everson, Companion to Ancient Thought 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1991), 102-120. For more on Plato and Aristotle in addition to the texts that are discussed
below and how their ideas differ from later philosophers see Rist, ‘Prohairesis: Proclus, Plotinus et Alii’, in
De lamblique & Proclus, Entretiens Hardt 21 (Geneva, 1975), 103-117, which in spite of the title includes an
important discussion of Plato, Aristotle, and Epictetus.



piaw. obrw 82 xai 76 ayadov opbig eivon NéyeTar oikeiov”
50 oUde Efw {nrety abTo det.

But the ancient nature % apxaia $iog] and the desire of
the good which is [the desire] of itself truly leads to unity.
And every nature hastens to this, that is to itself. For this is
the good for this particular nature, that is to belong to itself
or tc be itself. And this is to be a unity. And so the good is

correctly said to be one’s own [oikeiov]. That is why one
must not look for it on the outside.” [VI 5.1.16-21}

This text, besides serving as a model of Plotinian obscurity, will also show that, like most
difficult passages in Plotinus, when the problems are properly teased out and pursued,
Plotinus is revealed to be a most astute and learned philosopher. It brings several ques-
tions immediately to mind. What does Plotinus mean by ‘the ancient nature’ [7 apxaio
¢ivaic]? Why does he agree with the claim that the good [76 dyadov] is 70 oixetor? And,
what does he mean when says that ‘every nature is hastening to itself’?

As the following study will make clear there can be little doubt that by ‘ancient
nature’ [ &pxaia dvowg] Plotinus means nous. Yet, even given that interpretation it is
not immediately clear why this should be 75 oixeior or good. What is the connection? It
is in looking for this connection that his debt to earlier philosophers, at first cbscure, can
be teased out of the text.

Plato uses the phrase 7 apxaia ¢iows in two passages in which he is discussing
(amongst other things) the kinship of the psyche with the divine.8 He uses the phrase to
refer to how the psyche really is (611b10). For Plato such a state is one where the psyche
is not degraded by its association with the body or by other evils (611cl), but one where it

7 Translation adapted from Armstrong. Taroughout the study, unless otherwise indicated, the text
used will be that of HSZ and the translations my own.

8 cr. Republic 611d2 and Timaeus 90d5 and the surrounding context. In both texts Plato refers to
the psyche (or more specifically to motions [xmjosig] of the psyche) as being ovyyerig 7@ Osiw; cf. 611e2
and 90a4 and 90c7-8.



has become pure [xafapov]. A pure psyche will be ‘more beautiful” and ‘clearer’.? Plato
then compares the current state of the psyche to the sea god Glaucus, whose ‘ancient’ or
‘original’ nature [} &pxaia ¢voig] is obscured by the accretion of shells, seaweed and
rocks. It is the psyche’s impulse [6ppii, 611e4] and desire for philosophy that brings
about the requisite purification and recovery of the ‘original’ nature [ &pxaic ¢iog].
The Timaeus passage provides more detail. It speaks of the best life for human beings as
one that is ‘in accordance with our original nature’ [xard v &pxaiav iow 90d4-5].
And Plato spells out what he thinks this good life consists in. The philosopher by study-
ing the harmonious motions of the universe aspires to make the part of him that is thinking
like that which is being thought.10

Before returning to Plotinus it should be noted that both of these texts had an
undeniable influence on Aristotle’s conception of the good life for man. In the well
known passage in the Nicomachean Ethics he contrasts the human life [xar’ avfpwror]
with the life according the divine aspect of human nature, or as he spells it out more
clearly later in the passage, the life according to nous [6 xar& Tov voiw Biogl.!! Even
though Aristotle talks about a divine aspect of human nature he has no trouble in equating
the life according to nous with the good life for man, for he views it in some way as our
own. If it were not ours, he reasons, it would be strange for us to choose it. Why should
we choose another’s life rather than our own? He defends his claim with the following

reasoning.

9 Cf. 61104 xd\\ov and érapryéarspor. Plotinus is much taken with both of these descriptions. See
below, chapter 12 for his discussion of the former, and chapter 8 for his discussion of the latter.

10 The text reads: &¢i ... 7@ xoravooupény TO xarravooby éfopowoar kard TV &pxaiav $uow
(90d1-4).

11 cf. EN X 7, 117752628 and 1178%7-10. See also Metaphysics A 7, 1072P14-30 where this
divine life (which we sometimes share) is described in terms of nous knowing itself.



15 y&o oixelow éxdary T GUTEL KpATLOTOV xai 70TV £0TWY
&aary.

For what is appropriate for each thing by nature is best and
most pleasant for it. [EN 117825-7]

What Aristotle offers in support reveals again his debt to Plato, for when Plato defends the
claim that the wise part of the psyche [76 $pdripov] has the truest pleasures and the best

life, he relies on the principle that

70 BENTLOTOV EXCOTQ, TOUTO Kti OiKELOTOTOV

The best for each [part], this is also what is most appropriate
[to it]. [Republic 586€2]

Adam in his commentary notices the connection between this text and that of ENX 7, but
is content to describe the phrase in a way that leaves Aristotle out of the account. He says
that it ‘reaches to the very foundations of Plato’s philosophy’.12 This line of reasoning,
however, goes deep for other philosophers as well. Where Plato and Aristotle agree is in
thinking that once the nature of something is understood, it is easy to see how it is best for
that nature to live. Consequently, though they disagree about what a human being is, they
can agree that it is best for a human being to live according to his nature. Likewise for
Plotinus. The following study will show how this line of reasoning ‘reaches to the very
foundations’ of Plotinus’ philosophy as well. This will be seen when it is discovered that

12 See Adam, The Republic of Plato, vol. 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1929), note

ad loc. His insight is compelling, but he fails to see the implication it has for other philosophers as well.

Moreover, more premises need to be supplied before he can paraphrase the above statement to mean ‘the
cause of all existence is the Good®.
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our original nature [ &pxaia $voig] is nous and that this is what is 70 oixeiov for us.
Thus, he will be able to conclude that our good will consist in the life according to this
nature.

This Platonic and Aristotelian background provides the context in which to
understand Plotinus’ agreement with the claim that the good [r0 dyafov] is correctly said
to be 70 oixeiov. His reference to a particular nature ‘hastening to itself” can now be
understood as the desire of a particular nature for its good, what is its own [r0 oixetov].
And this desire, Plotinus says, is to ‘belong to itself” or ‘to be itself’. What then is latent
in the above text and what the Platonic and Aristotelian background help to reveal is
Plotinus’ own theory of oixeiwoig. As the following investigation will show, for Plotinus
a nature *hastening to itself’, or desiring ‘to belong to itself’, or ‘to be itself’ can be inter-
preted in light of the Glaucus image as ‘a nature hastening to undergo a purification, to
become what it in fact truly is’.13 As will be argued below, Plotinus’ theory owes much
to the Stoic theory of the same name, but it should be noted here that it is the Stoic
influence on Plotinus that goes some way in explaining what has puzzled many Plotinian
scholars for some time: How is it that in Plotinus the Platonic £pw¢ becomes transformed
into a ‘spiritualized self-love’?14 As will be seen, Plotinus goes some way with the Stoics
when they say that the ‘first impulse’ [xpam opui] of every animal is for self-

preservation.!> As Plotinus interprets the Timaeus text noted above, the ‘first impulse’ we

13 The idea of purification has been treated at length by Trouillard, La purification plotinienne
(Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1955), though he makes no attempt to relate this idea to the Stoics.

14 The phrase is Harder's and is discussed below in chapter 12.

15 Cf. LS S7A discussed below in chapter 9. The influence is not simply and straightforwardly
Stoic. Another text that was highly influential in Plotinus® thinking is Symposium 205e. There Plato raises
the question of the difference between 7 oixsior and 79 éyadév, for he mentions men who would cut off
their own hands or feet if they thought that these parts had become evil {xompa]. In this case 75 oixeioy
cannot be 15 dryador (cf. VI 7.21, discussed below in chapter 9). He then seems to rule out such cases by
stipulating that 75 érya86v will be called olxeior: ob yé&p 6 bavriow otpae Exaorol doxdlovras, s ui & TG
70 piv &ryabor oixsior xoehst xoik foruTob, T 88 xaxdy GANGTPLOr @ 008Er Ye &N éoTiv ob épdary Erfpwrot
5 700 éryafov. As the text quoted above shows, Plotinus follows Plato in thinking that everyone (every
nature) desires the good, but he goes beyond Plato (or at least states more explicitly) that the desire of the
good is at bottom a ‘desire of itself’. Without a doubt Plotinus was helped in this direction by Aristotle’s
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have is to recover our ‘original nature’ [ &pxaic ¢iog]. In doing so we ‘hasten to our-
selves’, and it is at least prima facie plausible to claim that this is to be found ‘inside’
rather than ‘outside’, though much more needs to be said before this distinction becomes

clear.

This text from VI 5.1 has served to introduce not only the ideas that will be featured
in the following investigation, but also to provide a glance — all too brief — at the treat-
ment of some of these ideas by earlier philosophers. It suggests three important claims
that will be defended at length below: Plotinus maintains (i) that our ‘original nature’ [
&pxaia diog] is nous and this is what our self-identity consists in (in Plotinus’ own
words we are this when we ‘belong to ourselves’ or when we “are ourselves’); (ii) that we
have an impulse, not so much to preserve as to recover our nature which to some extent
remains hidden from us; and (iii) that once we understand our nature — what we are —

we will know how we ought to live our lives.

(iii) Status Quaestionis

That there should be another study of nous in Plotinus needs little justification, for
nous, although a cardinal notion in his philosophy, has not received detailed study. To
date there is no study devoted strictly to the hypostasis nous as Blumenthal’s earlier study
was devoted to psyche.16 There are, however, a number of studies on the self and self-
knowledge in Plotinus. This ground has been covered by (in chronological order) Gerard

discussion of friendship, which raises questions about the true self and self-love; cf. EN IX 1066213-24,

116825-31, and 1170°1-20.
16 See n. 3 above.
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J. P. O’'Daly, Plotinus’ Philosophy of the Self (Shannon: Irish University Press, 1973),
A. Hilary Armstrong, ‘The Apprehension of Divinity in the Self and Cosmos in
Plotinus’,17 and George Wald, Self-Intellection and Identity in the Philosophy of Plotinus
(Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1990).18 Hence, a few remarks are in order to show
how this study continues as well as contradicts some of this earlier work.

O’Daly’s study (1973) carries on the work begun by Bréhier (1928), Trouillard
(1955), Harder (1958), Himmerich (1959) and Dodds (1960). He aimed to ‘investigate
the concept of ‘self” in the philosophy of Plotinus’ (p. 4), and when carried out he claimed
that it ‘underlined the variety and subtlety of the flexible notion of self in Plotinus’ (p. 5).
O’Daly’s study is short (less than 100 pages) and he tries to cover, in addition to the
scholarship just mentioned, all the relevant texts in the Plotinian corpus. The result is that
the problems surrounding the concept of the self receive superficial treatment and that he
can do little more than ‘paraphrase’ the texts that he considers.!9 Still, when these
weaknesses are duly noted and taken into consideration, this study can now be useful in
providing the reader with a synopsis of the problem, a survey of the relevant texts, and an
historical overview of the status of the problem before and after Plotinus.20 Some prob-
lems nevertheless remain. Most worrisome is O’Daly’s contentedness to settle upon a
‘flexible notion’ of the self. It is more likely that the reader is left with a concept that is
hazy or confused. The reader is told (p. 27) that Plotinus coined the term nueig for ‘self’,

but no attempt is made to explain or understand why the coinage is made. He is told that

17 in The Significance of Neoplatonism, ed. R. Baine Harris, Studies in Neoplatonism Ancient and
Modern, vol. I, (Norfolk: Old Dominion University Press, 1976), 187-198.

18 gzlezik, Platon und Aristoteles in der Nuslehre Plotins (Basel: Schwabe, 1979), covers some of
this ground, especially in chapter 4, ‘Der Nus der Seele und der nicht herabgestiegene Seelenteil’, but he is
more interested in Plotinus as an interpreter of Plato.

19 See p. 27 for an example and his admission of this type of treatment.

20 Chapter 1, *The Delphic Commandment a= Philosophical Propaedeutic’ provides a good survey of
the use of the Delphic command in philosophy from Socrates to Proclus.
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‘the value of the self as a principle of identity at several levels [i.e., psyche, nous, and the
One] is to be observed’ (p. 58). But again no reason is given, and rio attempt is made to
understand the metaphor of ‘levels’. O’Daly interprets this phrace to mean that the self is
‘common to both levels’ , i.e., nous and psyche. But this talk of levels, which began with
Bréhier (1921)2! and runs though the scholarship right up to O’Daly and beyond, is highly
misleading, for it obscures the question of the identity of the self.22 Is it psyche? Is it
nous? Ofr is it some third thing capable of moving from one ‘level’ to the other? When
this question of identity is pressed O’Daly’s account comes up short, for he fails to see
that Plotinus himself is interested in pressing the question, what is a person [&vfpwwoc]?,
and in re-defining and restricting the notion of what a person is, i.e., nous.23 What
O’Daly is missing is some account of how Plotinus thinks that the self that is part of the
historical process is connected with the real self [voug &xaoroc]. He is aware of this prob-
lem (p. 56), but rather than look for an answer to it he settles for a ‘flexible notion’.

The following study seeks to go beyond O’Daly in claiming that such a ‘flexible
notion’ cannot answer the question of the identity of the self. Furthermore, it argues that
the problem of the relationship of the ‘two selves’, one historical, one ideal, does not gen-
erate a tension in Plotinus’ philosophy (as is often thought) between his objective
categories, on the one hand, and his psychological or ethical categories on the other.
Rather, this problem is better understood as similar in type to the problem posed by
Thomas Nagel: How do we hold together our objective and subjective points of view of
the world?24

21 Brghier’s views are quoted and discussed below in chapter 4.

22 Schroeder, Form and Transformation: A Study in the Philosophy of Plotinus (Montreal: McGill-
Queen’s University Press, 1992), p. 92 speaks with somewhat more clarity of a ‘scale of identity’.

23 O’Daly lacks an account of how Plotinus seeks to connect ‘the man in process” with the ‘real

self’; cf.“pp. 56-59 and pp. 23-24.
2 Nagel's question is discussed below in chapter 4.
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Armstrong seems to have a clearer view of where the identity of the self lies, but
again like O’Daly many of the details are missing. He tends to work on the level of gen-
erality and survey. When confronted by the phrase *“The boundaries of the self are those
of the intelligible cosmos® (p. 195), the reader is left to his own devices to understand it.
Rather than explain what Plotinus may mean by such an idea, his discussion at this point
trails off into a discussion of the religious thought of our time. No mention is made of
what the self is exactly or how Aristotle’s theory of cognition may help to explain the rela-
tion of the self to the intelligible world.

The following study proposes to show how the identity of the self as a ‘particular
nous’ (vobc sxaarog] entails that it is part of the intelligible world and how Plotinus drew
upon Aristotle’s idea (that in the case of immaterial objects thinker and object of thought
are the same) to explain the relation between the self and the ‘intelligible cosmos’. More-
over, it also seeks to go beyond Armstrong by showing that the emphasis placed upon the
self by the Stoics and other Stoic ideas influenced Plotinus’ own views. In particular
when Armstrong says in a parenthetical remark, ‘in the Plotinian universe everything is
alive and in some sense thought’ (p. 190), this is an example of the sort of simplification
and bald assertion that gives Plotinus a bad name as a philosopher. What is frequently
missing in such claims is enough historical or philosophical context that would show how
a serious philosopher might come to hold such a view. The following investigation will
offer an interpretaticn of this Plotinian claim along Stoic lines: the idea that everything is
in some sense thought means that the xpdm oppii of every living thing is a desire for
thought [vénoig]. This interpretation reveals again how important the ideas of nous and
vémaig are in Plotinus’ philosophy.

Wald’s study covers some of the same ground as the present investigation, but his

emphasis is different. This is obvious in the statement of his aims. He wants to argue
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two claims: (i) that Plotinus’ notion of ascent is the central aspect of his thought, and (i1)
that the Forms can be the content of intellect [nous] without thereby losing their own con-
tent (pp. 18, 185). Where the present study overlaps with his it has sought to avoid the
confusion present in some of his key ideas and to pursue in more detail what he was con-

tent to leave hanging. (See next paragraph.)
From our survey of O’Daly’s book we saw that it has been suggested that Plotinus’

objective categories are at odds with his psychological or ethical ones. Wald is aware of
this problem but it is not clear how he proposes to treat it. Following the statement of the

problem made by Bréhier he says:

It is perhaps possible to speak of two different impulses here,
one speculative and one concerned with the purification of
the soul. But then we must inquire what the relation between

these two impulses is (pp. 22-23).

But then, not more than a page later he says, ‘Plotinus does not separate these two inter-
ests at all’ (p. 24). But one is left wondering how Wald has succeeded in connecting the
two, or at least showing how Plotinus connected them. All that intervenes between these
two sentences is an account of Schelling’s Erzdhlung approach to philosophy, but this is
an explanation of obscurum per obscurius. 2>

In talking about Plotinus’ use of the pronoun ‘we’ [jueic] Wald is content to say
that Plotinus uses it to pick out ‘general consciousness as a particular point of view’ (p.

25 Or circular; cf. p. 152 n. 3 where Wald notes that Schelling has read Plotinus. Nor is this the
only time that Wald lets Schelling do his thinking for him; cf. pp. 63-64.
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152), and that ‘it can mean "man” in his essence, as a source of freedom, and it can mean
more specifically the "I"" (p. 152). He thus presents the reader with at least three dif-
ferent ideas that require sorting out. And when one turns to where this work is claimed to
be done (pp. 153-155) one has to be content with a quotation from Plotinus that is as long
as the accompanying commentary. The reader will not easily learn from Wald what gueig
has to do with personal identity.

Wald’s treatment of identity is also somewhat confused. It is not just that the reader
has to wade through sentences like, ‘Beyond "identity" is a loss of identity, which is itself
an ulitmate [sic] achieving of "identity"" (p. 178).26 That is bad enough. But in discuss-
ing how identity is something to be achieved one reads, ‘one must undergo a fransforma-
tion of being in order to get to what was always there’ (p. 151, my emphasis) or in talking
about the entry of the self into nous he says, ‘But the we or / is no longer engaged in its
own activity’ (p. 154, my emphasis). In neither case is it clear that Plotinus looks upon
our achievement of identity as a recovery of our original nature.

The following study while seeking to avoid and to resolve some of these confusions
— all too frequent in Plotinian scholarship — also seeks to explicate the similarity and dif-
ference between nous and psyche, the role played by Forms of individuals, and why
Plotinus works with such a broad concepti.s « f thought [vénoic].27 Tt attempts to do so in
a way that seeks to avoid what may be called the Plotinian paradox. Plotinus is a
notoriously obscure writer. His texts mean little or nothing to all but the scholar who is

intimately familiar with them. Consequently, secondary literature tends to the extremes:

26 wald’s book is marred by many typographical errors.

27 wald touches on each of these issues, but without much comment: on nous and psyche (p. 77),
Forms of individuals (pp. 63-64), truth in intellect (p. 67), and a broad sense of »inoi (p- 86). Each of
these examples point to a major shortcoming in Wald’s study. He often tends to assume that he can explain
Plotinus simply by quoting from him. Such a practice is dangerous for explaining any philosopher, but with
Plotinus it borders on the disastrous.
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it is either of the superficial survey sort or a model of armed enidition, inaccessible to the
person with genuine philosophical or historical interest. The following investigation seeks
to avoid these extremes by confining Plotinus to a particular problem that he himself
thought was important: Why is it that nous alone has self-knowledge? It is within this
context that the reader with general philosophic interest will see that Plotinus treats per-
sonal identity. It is also within this context that the reader familiar with ancient
philosophy will see that Plotinus’ interest in the question of self-knowledge was likely

stimulated by Stoic influences.

(iv) Transliteration of Technical Terms

The Greek terms for the three Plotinian realities or natures [¢iUoeis] are 70 &v, voug,
and Yuxij. Another somewhat technical term will be added to this list which will feature
prominently in the discussion of chapter 12, 70 xaAév. While this last term can also be
used to name the realities, it refers more commonly to an important and ignored attribute
of nous.28 This investigation adopts the policy of transliterating rather than translating all
but one of the above terms. (75 &v is exempted because the rarefied concept of the num-
ber one or of a unit seems more immune from misleading associations than the others and
because the transliteration introduces more problems than it solves. )29

Why present transliterations rather than translations? Consider Armstrong’s transla-
tion, which is now the standard for English speakers. Armstrong consistently translates

28 For the use of this term to refer to the One see V 5.8.10; for nous see V 9.2.22-23.
29 Why not transliterate 75 &? The obvious difficulty with this term compared with the others is

that while it is easy to say or write in English *nous’, *psyche’, or ‘kalon’, the use of ‘hen’ in speech or priat
invokes images of the barnyard. The older ‘henology’ is awkward.
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the terms for the realities as ‘the One’, ‘Intellect’, and ‘soul’. He renders xalov ‘beauty’
or ‘beautiful’ depending upon whether it is a noun or adjective. These translations are
acceptable, provided that one takes the English words as ciphers which stand in for
whatever the original Greek terms mean. While acceptable in theory, this approach does
not work in practice. Three objections immediately present themselves. Firstly, the
danger with this approach is that the denotations and connotations of the English terms
may obscure the meaning of the Greek. The vigilance required to empty the English
terms of their unwanted shading is arduous and we often flag in our efforts. The result is
not incomprehension, but comprehending too much. Foreign ideas and associations are
read back into the text. Any translation can fall victim to this criticism, but it is especially
poignant when technical, philosophical terms are involved. Hence, secondly, translating
obscures the fact that these are technical terms. The terms for the realities express the car-
dinal points of Plotinus’ philosophy. Finally, and more importantly, as will become most
clear in the case of ‘nous’, translation forces the issue of interpretation. The whole slant
of Plotinus’ philosophy can be changed by translating ‘nous’ as ‘Intellect’ or ‘Spirnit’.
Again any use of ‘spirit’ as a translation reinforces the first objection.

To be fair, transliteration has problems of its own. Nevertheless, for the purposes
of the following study it is thought that the advantages in this case outweigh the dis-
advantages. We may at first be puzzled and not understand what Plotinus means by these
terms, but at least we shall know that we do not know. Such a state, as Socrates main-
tained long ago, is not a bad thing. In our own case if we begin from here, we may better
learn what Plotinus has to teach us about these realities and we reduce the chance of for-
eign associations creeping into the text. The case of ‘psyche’, which the OED lists as an
English word, shows that we cannot have complete success. It is assumed, however, that

‘psyche’ is a somewhat less misleading term than ‘soul’.
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For simplicity ‘kalon’ will, for the most part, be left uninflected. The meaning of
this term in Greek, its importance to the philosophy of Plotinus, and why ‘beauty’ is a

misleading translation are discussed below in chapter 12.



Aller Anfang ist schwer.

CHAPTER 2
A Working Idea of Nous

The aim of this preliminary chapter is to provide us with a working idea of nous and
to introduce us to the problem of how Plotinus distinguishes between nous and psyche. It
will be argued that Plotinus thinks of nous as a ‘divine mind’ and that his conception owes
much to earlier philosophers. Furthermore, it will be shown that this conception of nous
as divine raises a problem of how to characterize our relation to it, for, on the one hand,
as something divine it seems to be ‘above’ or ‘beyond’ our present human condition; but,
on the other hand, Plotinus sometimes speaks of nous as a ‘part’ of psyche.! It is this
problem that emerges from Plotinus’ conception of nous that will be the focus of the fol-
lowing investigation.

The best place to go for an introduction to both of these issues is a text of Plotinus
in which he himself introduces the problems that he thinks surround his own conception of
nous. This text will provide us with the material from which to construct a working idea
as well as show how Plotinus’ idea relates to other conceptions offered by different

schools.

We must consider the nature [¢iaig] of this nous, which our
reasoning [Aéyog] tells us is the genuine reality [ro ov ovtuwg]
and true substance [oboia], when we have first confirmed by

1 Cf. 11.8;16.6.14-21 (quoted and discussed below in chapter 12, p. 206); V 3.2.14, 17; and
Meijer, Plotinus on the Good or the One: Enneads VI 9 (Amsterdam: J. C. Gieben, 1992), 166-167.
Meijer equates ‘the nous of psyche’ with yuxi) Aoywei, Suckvocce, and 70 SwaxvonTikéy or 18 Aoyi{oucvor. As
will emerge later on in this investigation Meijer’s equation ignores an important dimension of nous.

20
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following a different course that something of the sort must
exist. It is perhaps ridiculous to inquire whether there is
nous in the world, though there are, it may be, people who
would dispute even this. But it is more disputable if it is the
sort of nous we say it is, and if it is a separate [xwpto7éc]
one, and if it is the real beings [r& 6vra] and if the nature of
the Forms [eidn] is there: this is our present subject.

[V 9.3.1-8].2

Here we have five claims made about nous which Plotinus is willing to defend: (1) its
existence and nature can be discovered by reasoning; (2) it is true substance; (3) ii is sepa-
rate; (4) it is the place of the Forms; and (5) it is difficult to deny the presence of nous in
the world. Since all these claims will receive more detailed treatment in later chapters,3
what it is important to note at this initial stage is that all the prominent schools of
philosophy in the ancient world are represented here. We need not assume, however, that
the ideas which Plotinus borrows always wear their school colours. So, provided that we
understand ‘represented” in a generous sense, the following broad outline is
uncontroversial.

Let us look at the influence of the schools in chronological order beginning with the
Academy. Nous is the place of the Forms. One way to understand this claim is to see
Plotinus following up Plato’s own, admittedly mysterious, attempts (begun in the Republic
and arguably continued in the Sophist and Timaeus) to organize the world of Forms. In
Plotinus’ own day this debate was carried on by other Platonists such as Longinus.4

The claim that nous is dA\nfjc obsia is reminiscent of Aristotle’s claim about the

unmoved mover. Aristotle takes the unmoved mover to be the paradigm instance of

2 Translation Armstrong, but ‘nous’ is substituted for all his instances of ‘intellect’.

3 That nous can be discovered by reasoning is the background theme of the first seven chapters of
this study; that it is true substance is explored in chapter 10; that it is separate is implied by the arguments
presented in chapters 7 and 10; that it is the place of the Forms is further explored in chapter 11; that it is
difficult to deny the reality of nous is touched on below and in more detail in chapter 8.

4 Cf. VP 18.8-9 and 20.89-95.



oboia.5 The perfect instance of oboice he then takes to be perfect évépyaie. This perfect
gvépyaw, or life, he takes to be the life of nous. As we shall see Plotinus takes
Aristotle’s claims seriously and agrees with him in some of these equations.

Moving on to the Stoics, we can see that his debt to them emerges from his opposi-
tion. With the claim that nous is separate, Plotinus rejects the Stoic view that the organiz-
ing principle of the world was an immanent divine logos. While he agrees with the
Stoics (against the Epicureans) that it is hard to deny the providential arrangement of the
world, he opposes their materialism and makes his organizing principle immaterial and
transcendent.

Finally, talk of providence leads to his opposition to the Epicureans.” It is plausible
to identify the people who deny the presence of nous in this world as the Epicureans.8
Two reasons might be offered for their denial. Firstly, as will emerge from chapters 7
and 8, Plotinus thinks that their empiricist epistemology prevents them from discovering
the reality of nous. Secondly, their theory of the random origin and ordering of the world
excludes the idea of providential order. Hence, the claim that there is no nous in the

world operates on these two levels.

5 Cf. Metaphysics A 7 and the discussion of évépyewx below in chapter 10.

6 This opposition should not cause us to overlook the fact that Plotinus borrows and uses the Stoic
notion of the oxspparmxoé Aoyos; cf. LS 46A (with commentary) for the Stoic idea, and V 9.9.10, I 1.7.3-
4, IV 3.11, IV 4.12, and IV 4.36 for Plotinus’ adaptation of it.

7 Plotinus’ detailed discussion of providence is found in III 2 and III 3.

8 Plotinus would have noticed that in the few uses of the term ‘*nous’ by Epicurus it means little
more than ‘good sense’ or ‘common sense’. [t has none of the importance Plotinus wishes to attribute to it.
DeWitt’s earlier remark (that ‘in the extant remains of Epicurus the word nous does not occur; it seems to
have been deliberately avoided’, Epicurus and his Philosophy (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota
Press, 1954), p. 124) we now know to be false, but it still does seem to capture Epicurus’ attitude.
Arrighette, Epicuro opere (Torino: Guilio Einaudi, 1960) lists only S occurrences of the term. Plotinus
equates the denial of nous with the denial of providence, though he is aware that the assertion of nous does
not necessarily amount to an assertion of providence. Nonetheless, he brings both of these ideas together in
his own teaching. He mentions Epicurus explicitly at IT 9.15.8 as denying providence. This view also
seems to be the target of his :emarks made in the opening of V 9.1 and VI 9.5.1-5. This latter text is dis-
cussed below in chapter 8.



We can begin to see from this text one of the reasons why Plotinus is a difficult
philosopher and why his conception of nous is so difficult to understand, for Plotinus is
immersed in a tradition (more than eight centuries old by his time) which shapes his argu-
ments, objections, and views. Often, Plotinus’ own views are best appreciated when seen
as emerging out of his dialectical encounters with the other philosophical schools in the
ancient world. Nevertheless, though difficult, we can put together a working idea of nous
based upon this text. What we have so far is that nous is something like Aristotle’s god
and Plotinus accepts it as such and as the paradigm instance of ovoia. Following Aristotle
he makes nous ‘outside’ or ‘above’ the sensible cosmos.? It remains to be seen how
Plotinus will characterize the relationship between nous and the cosmos — is it to be
explained as formal, final or efficient causality? We know that he wants to hold that nous
providentially orders the world. In this respect nous is more like Plato’s demiurge.
Though the relationship between Aristotle’s god and the world remains a moot point,
Plotinus and Aristotle agree in this much, that they both describe the relation as one of
dependency.!0 Yet, there is nothing to suggest that Aristotle’s god is aware of the world.

It all depends on how one interprets the obscure remark that its activity is 9 vonoig
vojioewe vomors.1! In contrast, for Plotinus, it is clear that he considers nous to be linked
to the world in a way that he describes as *providential’.!2 In the simplest terms we can
9 Aristotle’s view is usually pieced together from Physics 267924-26; de caelo 279215-18;
Metaphysics A 7-9; and de generatione animalium 736927; for Plotinus’ view see V 9.5. For an excellent
discussion of Plotinus’ criticism of Aristotle’s god see Gerson, God and Greek Philosophy (London: Rout-
ledge, 1990), pp. 191-201.
O Cf. Metaphysics 107213-14 and Plotinus V 9.5.
11 Meraphysics 1075b34-35; discussed below in chapter 10.

12 For its assimilation to Plato’s demiurge see V 9.3.26; V 8.2.31-32; II 9.6; III 9.1; for its
providential ordering see V12.22 and VI 7.1-2.
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think of Plotinian separate nous as a hybrid obtained from combining Aristotle’s god and
Plato’s demiurge.!3

The question of the relationship between Plotinian nous and the world leads us back
to the issue of his opposition to both Aristotle and to Stoicism. As we have seen Plotinus
wants nous to be the ordering principle of this world — the ‘material” world — yet he also
wants nous to be separate from it. Hence, he rejects the Stoic view of the immanent,
divine logos as providing the complete account and he agrees with Aristotle that nous is
something transcendent. Yet, he disagrees with Aristotle’s claim that nous is the highest
principle [&px#]. For Plotinus, the highest principle is the One. Without going into the
details of this opposition we should nevertheless be able to see that nous for Plotinus is an
intermediate principle. He situates it between psyche — which we can think of at this
introductory stage in terms of (animate) nature — and the One, the utterly transcendent
principle, the ultimate source.

Thus, from what has been said, we have the following working idea. For Plotinus,
nous is a divine reality. It is transcendent from the material world, i.e., it is immaterial
and more real for being so. (Plotinus uses the word ‘separate’ to capture both notions.)
Yet it is also immanent in the sense that it is responsible for the ordering of the world. It
can order the world because it has within it the Forms. Simply put nous is a divine mind.

Understood in this way we can refer to it in Plotinus’ own terms as “separate nous’. !4

13 The term ‘hybrid’ is accurate provided that Aristotle’s god is not originally a version of Plato’s
demiurge. For the details of this background see Armstrong, *‘The Background of the Doctrine "That the
Intelligibles are not Outside the Intellect™’, in Les Sources de Plotin, Entretiens sur 1’antiquité classique V
(Geneva: 1960); and more recently *Aristotle in Plotinus: The Coatinuity and Discontinuity of Psyche and
Nous’, in Aristotle and the Later Tradition, ed. Henry Blumenthal and Howard Robinson, Oxford Studies in
Ancient Philosophy Supplementary Vol. 1991.

14 'Meara refers to it as ‘divine intellect’; he says: °I shall refer in what follows to ‘divine
intellect’ so as to indicate that Plotinus is thinking primarily, not of human intellect, but of an intellect which
is independent of the world and is presupposed by the soul which produces the world’, Plotinus (Oxford:
The Clarendon Press, 1993), p. 33. One of the aims of this study is to show that for Plotinus knowledge of
the divine intellect stands and falls with knowledge of the human inteflect. To meet the one is to meet the
other. This will be seen more clearly below in chapters 5 and 7.



Then, because it is an intermediate principle, we can at this stage guess that its role will be
to mediate between psyche and the One.
Calling nous, however, a ‘divine mind’ or claiming that it is ‘separate’ presents us

with a problem, for Plotinus talks about ‘nous’ as a part of us.

And thought [vénaig] belongs to us in this way [i.e., as the
life of psyche], because psyche is thoughtful [voepa] and
thought [vénaig] is the better [xpeirrwy] life both whenever
psyche thinks [vofi] and whenever nous acts in relation to us.
For this is a part of us and to this we return [Gupev].!3
(I1.13.5-8]

Texts like this one raise the question of how nous as a divine mind can be a part of us.
Obviously, we are not the transcendent &pxi that is nous. But, equally clear, Piotinus
maintains that this principle is a part of us. He sometimes speaks of ‘nous’ as something
present in the psyche.!6 Plotinus’ usage allows two inferences. On the one hand, either
he equivocates on the term ‘nous’, so that the nous in psyche is one thing and separate
nous another.!” Or, on the other, he must account for the relation between nous and
psyche. He must show us how nous can still be separate yet nevertheless remain a part of
psyche. If his account is convincing, then we shall be able to say that nous — whether
human or divine — is essentially the same.

This investigation will argue that the key to the resolution of this difficulty lies in

examining how Plotinus characterizes the relation between the highest part of the psyche

1S The translation of &wiusy as ‘return’ needs no apology, but more needs to be said before we can
see how the idea of *return’ is linked to the Plotinian theme of the Return to our origin. This study will fur-
ther explore this connection. A more literal translation of the last line would be ‘we reach (or extend) to
this"; cf. Plato’s use of this verb at Republic 531c and 614d. The Greek leaves no question; ‘this” refers to
nous.

16 See n. 1 above.

17 This is the view that Meijer adopts; cf. pp. 166-167.
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and what he calls a ‘*particular nous’ [voic &xaorog].!8 It will argue that these are the
same when psyche is ‘looking within’, i.e., thinking non-discursively, but different when
psyche is ‘looking without’, i.e., thinking discursively. As we shall see in more detail in
chapter 5, the look within is the attempt by the psyche to see itself, to catch a glimpse of
itself, to think itself. Such self-reflexive thought is difficult and fraught with paradox.
But before this paradox can be explored we must first ask whether there is a distinction to
be drawn between discursive and non-discursive thought. Such a distinction has been the

subject of a recent controversy, which the following chapter will explore.

18 cf. n. 2 in chapter 1 above, p. 1.



CHAPTER 3

Is ‘Nous’ or voeiv Something We Experience?

It will not be controversial to tell you that in addition to the reading you are now
doing you are also thinking. It is not controversial but disturbing. At one point we are
reading and not aware of it; at another point we are so aware of our reading that we soon
realize that we have lost track of what the author is up to. The reason for this seems to be
that as we become more aware of our thought processes we seem to become less aware of
their contents. Still, there is no controversy in saying that in all this we are thinking. The
controversy comes in when we begin to chase our tail, when we begin to ask, Who is
reading? Who is it that is aware of the reader? These questions point to a controversial
issue that will be pursued throughout this study: How is the self aware of itself?

The purpose of this chapter is to clear the ground in order to show why this was a
natural question for Plotinus to raise and to offer a suggestion about why he thinks this
question is connected to his idea of nous. The focus of this chapter will be the Greek term
vosiv which is often translated as ‘thinks’ or ‘thinking’. Plotinus uses it to describe the
‘thinking” of nous, the psyche, and the self. Thus, because he seems to mean something
different in each case our problem is set: What does Plotinus mean when he uses vosiv?

The difficulty in translating voetv is connected with difficulties in translating ‘nous’.
When faced with this last term translators render it either by ‘intellect’ or by ‘spirit’.1

Both translations have their shortcomings, as we shall see. Moreover, the problem of

I Guthrie, Bréhier, MacKenna, and Armstrong favour ‘intellect’; Inge, Harder, Cilento, Igal favour
*spirit’. Meijer and Oosthout favour ‘mind’, but this is likely to drag in problems associated with Idealism

or suggest the Cartesian mind/body dualism.

27
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translating ‘nous’ is compounded by the difficulty of two other related terms: vénoig and
vonrov. All four Greek terms openly display their etymological connections. One of the

attractions of ‘Intellect’ as a translation is that ‘intelligence’ and ‘intellection’ can some-
times be used for vénoic and ‘intelligible’ for vop7or. ‘Intelligize’ is thought by some to
work for voeiv.2 Those who think it does not work fall back on ‘to think’ or ‘thinking’
for this last term, content with illuminating three out of the four connections. But it is
precisely here that translation is misleading. Plotinus often describes the activity of sepa-
rate nous by the Greek word voeiv. But if this is translated as ‘thinking’, we shall be
unable to see that the type of thinking done by nous — whether it be separate nous or nous
present in psyche — is quite different from discursive thought which we take to be think-
ing.

Thus, we find that Plotinus takes ‘thinking’ to be a genus with two species. He
draws a distinction between the ‘thinking’ of nous and the ‘thinking’ of psyche. The for-
mer is more properly [xuptdrepor] called ‘thinking’.3 The latter is thinking in a derivative
[xpoc &v] sense. The differentia which distinguishes the two is expressed in Aristotle’s
claim about the identity of thinking and object of thought. Aristotle maintains that ‘where
the objects are immaterial that which thinks and that which is thought are identical’.4 We
may put this thought in more modern dress by talking about intentional objects. There is
less difficulty with the claim that the thought of a subject is identical with an intentional
object (whatever that is) than with an immaterial object. My thinking of a Fuchsian math-

ematical function, provided I have got it right, just is thinking about the function. My

2 Bussanich, The One and its Relation 1o Intellect in Plotinus (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1988) uses
‘intelligize’ (apologetically). He wishes to clearly mark a distinction between discursive and intuitive

reason, referring to the latter as *a sort of transcendental cognition’ (p. 6).
3 cf.v3.6.1-6.

4 De Anima 430a3-4: &xi udv yap av &Gvev FAng T abré SoTe TO pooby xari TO voolpcvow; translation
Hicks, Aristotles De anima (1907; reprint. Ziirich: Georg Olms, 1990). This phrase is quoted by Plotinus
with approval at V 9.5.30-31; V 4.2.48; V1 6.6.19-20; VI 6.15.19-20.
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thought is identical with the mathematical reality that is the intentional object of my
thought.5 The problem we have is over what sort of immaterial objects exist apart from
thought.6 Without becoming embroiled in difficulty, and assuming that prima Jfacie we
can make some sense out of Aristotle’s claim, we must ask how this differentia defines
two classes of thought.

To see how Plotinus come up with two types of thinking we must introduce the
question of self-thought and self-knowledge.” If we only work with the Aristotelian claim
mentioned above and we make the assumption (reasonable for Plotinus) that both nous and
psyche are immaterial entities, then assuming that nous and psyche engage in self-reflexive
thought, we might think that they both have perfect self-knowledge. For according to the
Aristotelian claim since they are both immaterial their thoughts of themselves would be
identical with themselves. Thus, in some way, they would both have perfect self-
knowledge. But this is not the case. Plotinus maintains that while nous has this perfect
self-knowledge, psyche does not. What accounts for this difference? It is tempting in this
context to say that matter makes the difference. For an embodied psyche would not have
perfect self-knowledge because such a psyche can never fully know itself because it is
entangled in a material body which obstructs the psyche’s knowledge. Its knowing could
never become identical with that part of itself which was caught up in matter. The diffi-
culty with this is that it seems to imply that a disembodied psyche would have perfect self-
knowledge, that it just would be identical with nous. Hence, the type of thinking dore by
this psyche would be no different from the type of thinking of nous. Such a claim, as we
shall see later on, leads to the difficulty of how Plotinus can distinguish between separate

5 This example is discussed in more detail below, p. 37.
6 This is a problem I wish to avoid, but see the mathematical example I discuss below. The exist-
ence of mind-independent, immaterial objects in mathematics, which is often labeled ‘Platonism’, [ take to

bea (yp,eof Platonism more accessible to us than some of its ancient forms.
This question is discussed in detail below in chapter 5.
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nous and a disembodied psyche.8 Looked at in this way the Aristotelian requirement does
not seem to give us enough to distinguish clearly between the thought of psyche and the
thought of nous.

But let us look at the question of self-knowledge from another angle. Plotinus main-
tains that the life of nous is eternal life while the life of psyche is everlasting.? The for-
mer life is without any interval, complete and altogether. It has nothing whatsoever to do
with time. The latter is sequential, incomplete and spread out in time. Thus, Plotinus can
describe the life of psyche as really a succession of lives. This temporal distinction really
amounts to a unity criterion which, as we shall see later, Plotinus uses to draw a dif-
ference between the thinking of psyche and nous. The criterion is most apparent in the
case of self-knowledge. Psyche can never have the same perfect self-knowledge as nous
because psyche can never really know itself. For the moment psyche has self-knowledge,
that knowledge is no longer of itself, but of ancther. It cannot grasp itself because it is
caught in the flux of time. This interpretation gives one way of accounting for Plotinus’

cryptic remark that psyche ‘thought itself as belonging to another’.!® In contrast to

8 Plotinus’ views of reincarnation suggest that a disembodied psyche inhabits some sort of purgatory.

It is not the case that the psyche at the death of the body immediately is one with nous. For more on these

views see A. N. M. Rich, ‘Reincarnation in Plotinus’, Mnemosyne 4 (1957), 232-238.

9 This distinction is worked out at length in treatise [II 7. For the characterization of the life of nous
see IT1 7.3.36-38: yiverae Toivvy ) Xepi 1O OV &v TQ elvon {wij dpob x&oa xai NG GdukoTaTos Xavrayi
ToiT0, 5 &% {nrobusy, aidv. Plotinus’ characterization of eternity is more widely known through its presence
in Boethius de Consolatione Philosophae V 6: Aeternitas igitur est interminabilis vitae tota simul et perfecta
possessio, quod ex collatione temporalium clarius liquet. For the life of psyche see Il 7.11, esp. lines 35-

45.

10 v 3.6.3-4. Translation Armstrong. The text reads: 7 piv 6 Yuxi) &véee éavrip 61 &Nhov. Cf.
[l 7.11.39-41 where the life of psyche is described as a succession of lives spread out in time. There cach
life is called ‘another life’ {{wij) &\A1]. Another way of accounting for the &\\ov would be to take it as a
reference to the compound of psyche and body. The sense would be that when psyche ‘thinks itself as
belonging to another’ it is identifying itself with the compound of psyche and body. In so doing it forgets
that in its pure nature it remains different from the compound. This distinction between the psyche and the
compound is discussed below in chapter 4. Still a third way of understanding this phrase would put the
emphasis on ‘thought’. A psyche thinking itself as belonging to another is dividing itself into subject and
object, i.e., it is thinking of itself discursively. Cf. III 8.6.17-19. This text is discussed in detail below in
chapter 9. These different senses should not be thought to exclude one another. Rather, they again reveal
the subtlety and complexity of Plotinus’ thought.
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psyche, nous has perfect self-knowledge because it is entirely present to itself. As we
have seen Plotinus takes this self-thinking of nous to be the paradigm case of thinking. He
describes this type cf thinking as ‘more authcritative’ [kvprdTepov]. 1!

To descend from the world of eternal nous back to our argument, we can see that
Plotinus can distinguish two types of thought as the respective activities of nous and
psyche. We have ‘eternal thought’ and ‘temporal thought'. The former has been labeled
‘non-discursive’ or ‘non-propositional’ thought; the latter ‘discursive’ or ‘propositional’
thought.12 On this characterization ol the two species of thinking, the thinking that moct
closely corresponds with what we take to be thinking is an activity of psyche. Psyche (or
a part of psyche, the &udvoi or Noytopds) is involved in propositional or discursive
thought. This discursiveness is both temporal and logical. Plotinus frequently uses the
image of the unrolling f a scroli to illustrate the contents of this type of thinking
[avehiypéva].!3 We follow ideas (logically) from premises to conclusion. We follow a
narrative (temporally) from beginning to end. ‘Thinking’ for us tends to mean discursive
thought. And ‘intellect’ for us tends to be what does the thinking or is the place of such
thinking. Because of these assumptions and associations it is misleading to translate nous
as ‘Intellect’ and its activity as ‘thinking’.

But what then is the activity of nous? Is ‘eternal thought’ a coherent notion? This

characterization of the voeiv of nous has been the subject of recent controversy.!4 ‘Non-

11 The issues of self-thought and the unity requirement, and why Plotinus thinks self-thought is
*more authoritative’ are taken up below in chapter 10.

12 Here | follow the terminology of Lloyd, ‘Non-discursive Thought — An Enigma of Greek
Philosophy’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society N.S. 70 (1969-70), 261-74; and his *‘Non-propositional
Thought in Plotinus’, Phronesis 31 (1986), 258-265.

13 cf.11.8.7.

14 In addition to the work of Lloyd see Sorabji, ‘Myths about non-propositional thought’ in Lan-
guage and Logos ed. by Nussbaum and Schofield (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982); and
Sorabji’s discussion in Time, Creation and the Continuum (ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1983), 152-
156. Rist responds to both authors in *Back to the Mysticism of Plotinus: Some More Specifics’, Journal of
the History of Philosophy 27 (1989), 183-197.
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propositicnal thought’ or ‘non-discursive thinking’ is taken to be a concept that comes
dangerously close to contradiction.!5 In a moment we shall look to see where the con-
tradiction is supposed to lie. For now we need to note the lay of the land. We tend to
subsume all thinking under propositional thought. But to simply make this assumption is
to beg the question. Plotinus maintains that there are two different types of thinking.
Thus, a case needs to be made at the beginning that not all thought is discursive thought.
Moreover, the argument will remind us whenever we fall back on the terms ‘thinking’ and
‘thought’ (as we must in such a study as this) that these terms do not bear their ordinary
sense when applied to nous.

Let us begin by considering the enigma raised by Lloyd. He begins by distinguish-
ing two types of non-discursive thought. One is what he calls ‘immediate thinking’. It is
opposed to inference and demonstration. The problems surrounding this notion are the
problems of intuitive knowledge, e.g., Descartes’ cogito or recognition of the premises of
a syllogism.16 (These examples are discussed below.) The other (which he takes to be
the more radical notion) he labels ‘non-propositional’. It is associated with notions like
‘intuition’ and ‘contemplation’. He characterizes it as a case of thinking of something,
e.g., beauty, without thinking something about beauty. No proposition is being
entertained, e.g., that beauty is truth. Lloyd in his discussion set the first notion aside and
focuses all of his attention on the latter, more enigmatic, more radical notion. He takes
the puzzlement in this notion to come from three sources. He claims, firstly, that ‘it is not
obvious that Aristotle, or even the Neoplatonists believed that anything in fact cor-
responded to the notion’; secondly, that even if some philosophers did accept such a
notion, it is not clear what led them to do so; and thirdly, that ‘there is a philosophical

15 See Lloyd ‘Non-propositional Thought', p. 262, quoted below p. 40.

16 Agistotle discusses this last problem in several places; cf. An. Po. 72523-24, 88036, 100P15, and
Metaphysics 1151933-1152%.
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puzzle what, if anything, such a belief could mean’.17 It is this third claim which Lloyd
tries to get to the bottom of. (The other two claims are dropped in his later paper.)!8

I offer two objections to the approach taken by Lloyd. To begin with, why should
we separate non-discursive thought into these two types? Lloyd's own suggestion that one
is ‘more radical’ than the other hints at continuity. What is more, it may be the case that
the one type, which because of its immediacy does not involve time, will help us to
understand the eternality of the other type.!? If the simpler type which we sometimes
experience helps to illuminate the more difficult, then it is unwise to ignore it. [ shall
argue that some cases of immediate intuition will help us to understand the thought of
nous.

What can we offer as examples of this so-called ‘immediate thinking’? Lloyd men-
tions the examples of Aristotle and Descartes. For Aristotle ‘nous’ is what grasps the
premises of a demonstration. There is no need for a further demonstration of these. They
are immediately known. So far so good. Descartes also claims to have immediate knowl-
edge. His notion of the cogito is the classic example. To these two examples I wish to
add a third. It will be useful later on when we come to compare Lloyd’s two types of
non-discursive thought to have this example on the table. It involves the mathematician
Poincaré and his work on the problem of Fuchsian functions. After working a fortnight
trying to show that there could not be such a function Poincaré had the following experi-

ence.

17 Lioyd, *Enigma’, p. 261.

18 Even in the earlier paper Lloyd says, ‘it is well known how Aristotle and his heirs believed that
the thinker to whom per [sic] excellence non-discursive thinking might be attributed, namely God, was
anyway nothing but a mind’; *Enigma’, p. 266.

19 Even if someone objects that ‘immediacy” does involve time, though a very small amount of time,
I would nonetheless claim that our experience of this small amount of time does help us to understand some-
thing of eternality. This point is further clarified by the example of Poincaré discussed below.
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Just at this time, I left Caen, where I was living, to goon a
geologic excursion under the auspices of the School of
Mines. The incidents of the travel made me forget my math-
ematical work. Having reached Coutances, we entered an
omnibus to go some place or other. At the moment when I
put my foot on the step, the idea came to me, without any-
thing in my former thoughts seeming to have paved the way
for it, that the transformations I had used to define the Fuch-
sian functions were identical with those of non-Euclidian
geometry. I did not verify the idea; I should not have had
time, as, upon taking my seat in the omnibus, [ went on with
a conversation already commenced, but I felt a perfect
certainty. On my return to Caen, for conscience’ sake, |
verified the result at my leisure.20

Because many of us may not be familiar with Fuchsian functions we may be helped by

another mathematician, Roger Penrose, who comments on this example.

What is striking about this example...is that this complicated
and profound idea apparently came to Poincaré in a flash,
while his conscious thoughts seemed to be quite elsewhere,
and that they were accompanied by this feeling of certainty
that they were correct — as, indeed, later calculation proved
them to be. It should be made clear that the idea itself would
not be something at all easy to explain in words. [ imagine
that it would have taken him something like an hour-long
seminar, given to experts, to get the idea properly across.
Clearly it could enter Poincaré’s consciousness, fully
formed, only because of the many long previous hours of
deliberate conscious activity, familiarizing him with many
different aspects of the problem at hand. Yet, in a sense, the
idea that Poincaré had while boarding the bus was a ‘single’
idea, able to be fully comprehended in one moment! Even
more remarkable was Poincaré’s conviction of the truth of
the idea, so that his subsequent detailed verification seemed
almost superfluous.2!

20 jacques Hadamard, The Psychology of Invention in the Mathematical Field (1945; reprint.. New
York: Dover, 1954), 13.

21 Roger Penrose, The Emperor's New Mind: Concerning Computers, Minds and The Laws of
Physics (1989; reprint. New York: Vintage, 1990), 542. Penrose describes an experience that he himself
has had that was similar to Poincaré’s.
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The point of this example is that it shows what I take to be an experience of non-
discursive thought which is decidedly more complex than the examples of immediate
knowledge given by Lloyd. As Penrose who himself has had similar experiences des-
cribes it, Poincaré had the immediate experience of thinking a single yet complex idea in a
flash. I take this to be some form of non-discursive thought. Yet this idea — the same
idea — could be communicated discursively to other mathematicians in the course of an
hour. I do not wish to claim that this example falls midway between our immediate expe-
rience of the cogito and the kind of insight Plotinus wishes to attribute to nous. All I wish
to claim is that this sort of experience can help us to understand both ‘non-discursive
thought® and the ‘thinking’ which Plotinus attributes to nous. Consequently, I think Lloyd
is wrong for ignoring it.

My second objection to Lloyd can best be considered after presenting his account of
non-discursive thought. According to Lloyd advocates of non-discursive thought (such as
Plotinus) offer the following description of it: (1) there is no transition from concept to
concept; (2) there is no distinction between the thinker (or his thinking) and the object of
thought; (3) it involves thinking of everything at once; (4) it is unaccompanied by images;
and (5) its objects are matterless forms.22 In his analysis of this notion Lloyd singles out
the first two claims as forming the core of this notion. The latter three are set aside. It is
this move, however, which produces a tension in Lloyd’s account. On the one hand, he
approaches the subject historically by looking at what Plotinus has to say about the sub-
ject. On the other hand, he wants to isolate the notion for analysis. This move leads him

to drop certain aspects of Plotinus’ theory, but on his own admission he claims that part of

22 Lloyd, ‘Enigma’, pp. 266-267.
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the explanation ‘cannot really be understood except as part of a philosophical theory'.23
In the end, I think that it is this tension that undermines his objection to non-discursive
thought. Let us consider it.

Lloyd describes the first two claims in this way. In saying that there is no transition
from concept to concept, Plotinus and other advocates of non-discursive thought are look-
ing for a type of thought ‘which would be simple, that is, contain no complexity’.24 This
strict claim excludes not ‘just discursive thought, but language itself (cf. V 8.5.21-22) and
a fortiori propositional thought and definitions’.25 With so much seemingly excluded the
second claim comes in to support the first. The thinker is identical with the object of
thought. As we have seen this claim comes right from Aristotle, and as I suggested it is
prima facie plausible for mathematical objects.26 Lloyd thinks that with these two claims
his opponent has enough to offer a plausible theory about non-discursive thought. His
opponent can now draw a distinction between thinking of Fuchsian functions (non-
discursive thought) and thinking about the same, only this time discursively, e.g., that
they are quite difficult to understand and that they take a long time to explain.

With this distinction in place, Lloyd now offers what he takes to be the decisive
objection to non-discursive thought. Non-propositional thinking involves a contradiction.
He extracts one in the following way. Lioyd presents his argument in the abstract. Here |
present his argument in terms of the example presented earlier. This makes the argument
easier to follow and reveals its central weakness.

23 ‘Enigma’, p. 263-264. Lloyd himself seems aware of this problem, for while he ignores the
eternity or the totum simul of nous in the earlier paper, in the later paper he sees the need to consider it in
order to make sense of Plotinus’ account. See ‘Non-propositional thought’, pp. 262-263.

24 Lioyd, ‘Enigms’, p.262. Strictly speaking this claim is false for Plotinus. [ take issue with it in
objection three below.

25 Lloyd, ‘Non-propositional thought in Plotinus’, pp. 260-261.
26 See n. 6 above.
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Let us imagine Poincaré thinking of a mathematical object, a Fuchsian function.
This object of thought must be both abstract and general. That it is abstract is
understandable, for mathematical thought and objects — especially these complex func-
tions — are removed from concrete particulars. That the function is general is also easy to
see, for it must be general in the sense that more than one mathematician can think of it at
the same time. Given these two characteristics, the crux of the difficulty lies in relating
this abstract mathematical object to Poincaré’s own, individual thought. For what Poin-
caré is thinking of Lloyd thinks is best described by calling it an intentional object. But
this description raises the question of how this intentional object is related to the mathe-
matical object. To say that the intentional object is a mental concept that represents the
mathematical object, and that what Poincaré is thinking of is a mental concept is to deny
the hypothesis that in this type of thinking thinker and object of thought are identical.
Consequently, Lloyd argues, if this hypothesis is accepted, then the abstract, general
mathematical object becomes identified with a concrete, particular act of thinking, which
occurs at a datable event. Thus, non-propositional thinking claims to be thinking of
objects that are both general and particular, abstract and concrete. Therefore, such think-
ing must be nonsense.

The crux of the argument is the nature of thinking (voeiv or 76 $poveiv).27 More
precisely, it is the relation of thinking to object of thought. To call one’s thinking a con-
crete, particular event, as Lloyd does, is to mask the problem. There are two difficulties
with the way Lloyd presents the problem: (i) how is it that my particular thinking is my
own? and (ii) how is it that my particular thinking can be shared with others and so be

general and common? It is here, I take it, that the mathematical example will help, for to

27 Cf. n. 30 below.
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think of a mathematical object is to think of an immaterial form.28 On the one side, there
is the problem of how I can be thinking about this object: how am I linked up with it?
how can it be in a sense ‘my own’? This problem is masked by calling the object an
‘intentional’ object. While the label ‘intentional’ helps us make sense of the identity claim
that holds between thinker and object of thought, it does not really seem to get at Plotinus’
claim. For Plotinus wants to maintain that in thinking of the object we are ‘grasping’ or
‘seeing’ (we need some metaphor) the object itself. The thinker has a direct and
unmediated grasp of the object.29 On the other side, there is problem of how this object
can be a general, common object: how is it that many mathematicians can be thinking
about the same mathematical object?

Lloyd’s objection forces the question of how the universal object of thought can be
identical with a particular. The objection presents us with a choice. On the one hand, if
we follow Lloyd and maintain that our thinking is a concrete, particular act, then it
remains something of a mystery as to how we are able to share ideas. On the other hand,
if we follow Plotinus, we may be able to explain the idea of shared thoughts, but only by
paying the price of granting that thought is immaterial. What the mathematical example
shows and what Lloyd omits to take into consideration is the hypothesis that thought is
immaterial — the very hypothesis that Plotinus embraces. For Plotinus can see no con-
tradiction in saying that a thought is both general and particular: it is general when many
people are thinking of it; it is particular (to me) when I think of it. The same holds for
the (immaterial) object of thought. It is along these (not entirely idiosyncratic) lines that
Plotinus interprets the remark of Heraclitus vvor 70 $poveir.30

28 Ag the example shows, Lloyd was wrong for ignoring this aspect of the problem. See condition
no. 5 (above, p. 35).

29 Chapter 6 will show that Plotinus labels the type of knowledge that comes from such thinking as
‘knowledge xaré roiy’-

30 vI5.10.12 = Heraclitus DK B113. The whole of VI 5. 10 is an interpretation of this fragment
along the lines [ have suggested.
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St. Augustine is one who understood the type of relation Plotinus was trying to des-
cribe. He goes some way to explaining it in De Libero Arbitrio 11.31 There he asks us to
contrast the experiences of our senses. With some of our senses we can be said to truly
share the same experience; with others we do not. We taste parts of the same loaf, but we
do not share in the taste of the same part. In this case the experience is similar but not the
same. We may see or hear an object of beauty. In this case we both share the same expe-
rience. We both see Michelangelo’s David. We both hear Mozart’s Clarinet Concerto.
My experience of seeing or hearing does not leave less for you to see or hear. Indeed we
can say that many can share in the same experience of the beautiful object without its
being lessened. Thus, if we can say this about an empirical object, then, both Plotinus
and Augustine want to argue that, a fortiori, this relation will obtain for immaterial
objects of thought. Consequently, they can see no problem in saying that the one object
of thought can be thought at one and the same time by many people. The mathematical
example, perhaps, makes this claim at least prima facie plausible for us.

If Plotinus’ supposition that thought is immaterial successfully avoids Lloyd’s objec-
tion, there is still one more difficulty that needs to be considered. We must try to explain
what is meant by labeling this type of thought ‘non-complex”. It is here that I think Lloyd
is wrong when he describes it as thought ‘which would be simple, that is, contain no com-
plexity’ and which excludes not ‘just discursive thought, but language itself (cf. V 8.5.21-
22) and a fortiori propositional thought and definitions’.32 But where exactly is he
wrong? The difficulty here is in trying to make sense out of the notion of non-complexity

without at the same time smuggling in propositional thought. As he himself says:

31 pe Libero Arbitrio I 15-21.
32 The first quotation is from ‘Enigma’, p. 263. The second is from ‘Non-propositional Thought',
pp- 260-261.



Plotinus often requires thought to be complex, or what is
equivalent, to contain otherness. There is little question but
that this amounts to requiring it to be propositional. This
follows from its having also to be discursive in the sense of
being a transition from one concept to another, subject and
predicate. For instance, thinking without internal divisions
implies inactivity, according to VI 7.13-14, instead of
activity which it is by definition. So a non-discursive think-
ing in the sense of a timeless or simultaneous apprehension
of subject and predicate is sailing close to the wind of con-
tradiction....33

I take Lloyd to be saying that the difficulty we face is in trying to put together a notion of
thinking with the requirement that it be non-propositional or non-discursive. The former
is an active notion, while the latter is a static one. The crux of this problem is the non-
complexity requirement.34 One way out of this dilemma was tried by Sorabji. He comes
down for making the contents of nous propositional. In this way he is trying to introduce
enough complexity to get ‘thinking’ off the ground, and yet by limiting the propositions to
propositions of identity he thinks that he can still affirm that the thinking of nous is non-
complex.35 As he himself says, ‘non-discursive thought seems to involve contemplating
these definitions arranged into a unified network’.36 This network is thought to capture
the idea of nous as the opov wdwra. The network, because it is a single network,
preserves the unity of nous. But because it is propositional it introduces the idea of com-
plexity, for even the most basic type of proposition introduces a distinction between the
subject and predicate, e.g., AisBor A is A37
33 1loyd, ‘Non-propositional thought’, p. 262.

34 L1oyd, *Non-propositional thought’, p. 259, I think, is right when he makes this his central Gis-
agreement with Sorabji.

35 Sorabji, Time, Creation and the Continuum, 139-142, and 153.

36 Time, Creation and the Continuum, p. 153.

37 Note that even the identity statement *A is A® is complex, for it contains within it the distinction
betweea the subject, A, and the property of being self-identical with A.
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Sorabji is right to oppose Lloyd’s earlier treatment which placed excessively

stringent requirements on the non-complexity of nous, for after all Plotinus himself says:

We grant that Being [r0 ov] is many through difference
[érepomg], not place [ro7og]. For Being is something
altogether [opov xav], even if it is in this way many. For
‘Being draws near to Being’ and is ‘something altogether’.
And nous is many through difference, not place. And it is
altogether. [VI 4.4.23-26]38

Plotinus here affirms both aspects of nous. On the one hand, it is something ‘altogether’,
a opod xav. This is the unitary side of nous. On the other hand, nous is a many, i.e.,
something complex. The complexity is given by difference [érepémc].3® We need some
way of accounting for both aspects. Sorabji, however, is wrong in trying to account for
the complexity of nous in terms of propositions.  Firstly, he argues that Plotinus is com-
mitted to propositions because nous must be capable of truth. While this is what Plotinus
says, Sorabji’s case is based on a misunderstanding. When Plotinus uses the words ‘truth’
[&\ifeia] or ‘true’ [GAnbig] we should take them to be nearly synonymous with ‘reality’
or ‘real’. I say ‘nearly synonymous’ because ultimately these words will refer to the rela-
tionship that obtains between separate nous and its contents, the Forms. For now all we
need to know is that for Plotinus truth is not primarily a predicate that applies to proposi-

tions. Hence, Sorabji is wrong when he makes this connection. Secondly, it follows that

38 The quotations within this quotation are from Parmenides DK B8.25 and 8.5. Nous is frequently
called a xA790c and described as opod xdrre. See V 3.10-13 and passim.

39 A< it will turn out, nous is different from itself in its role of subject of thinking and as object of
'houghtmdthiscomplexityisﬁmheteompoundedbythepmenceoftheFormswithinnous. These issues
are discussed below in chapters 9-11. For now it should be noted that Plotinus is opposing this notion to
that of place [réxog]. This latter can serve to distinguish material objects. Because nous is immaterial
Plotinus needs a different criterion.
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Sorabji is wrong to talk about the contents of nous as though they were a unified network
of propositions of identity. Rather, Plotinus takes the contents of nous to be the Platonic
Forms, the realities [r& dvra]. We need to recall our picture of nous given in the last
chapter. For Plotinus nous is something like Aristotle’s god with the addition of the
Platonic Forms. Because it contains the multiplicity of Forms we can say that nous is
complex. But can we say that because nous is a single mind and because it is ‘thinking’
them all at once that we have a case of non-complex, non-discursive thought?

This last question is just the issue under investigation. For we want to know if the
notion of non-discursive thought is a coherent one. Following Lloyd we have been led to
focus on the issue of complexity, and we have been looking for a type of thinking that is
non-complex, and so non-discursive. Following Sorabji, we have seen that the non-
complexity requirement has been made too strict. When nous is thinking itself, it is think-
ing of the Forms, and this implies complexity. But we have also seen that Sorabji was
mistaken in taking this thought to be propositional, for the truth that Plotinus is talking
about is not the truth of propositions, but the truth or reality of the presence of the Forms
within nous. This exchange seems to have led to an impasse. For we still seem to be
searching for some notion of thinking that is complex enough to be considered an activity,
yet simple enough to be considered non-propositional or non-discursive.

A way out of this dilemma has been suggested by Rist. On the one hand, he argues
against Sorabji’s claim that the thought of nous [76 voeiv] is primarily propositional. The
formulation of propositions of any sort is not the distinctive aspect of nous.40 On the
other hand, while it can be agreed that the activity of nous is non-propositional, he argues

against Lloyd that this activity need not be understood as ‘the enigmatic and indeed

40 Rist, *Back to the Mysticism of Plotinus’, p. 192.
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unintelligible phenomenon, non-propositional thought' 4! Rist argues that talk of ‘think-
ing’ and ‘thought’ is construed by us as propositional. Consequently, we stumble over
this notion and miss completely what Plotinus has to say about nous.42 In the place of
thought, we shall have a better chance of understanding nous, Rist argues, if we focus

upon experience.43 As he says:

It [nous] is not merely a world whose existence we simply
infer; it is a reality which we come to experience empiri-
cally, not purely by reasoning. We must see what is there by
a kind of awakening (4.4.5.9).44

What does it mean to say that we come to experience the world of nous? Rist argues that
what this means is that we come into contact with a ‘spiritual dimension’.45 We can

understand this notion in the following way. Our working idea of nous has given us a pic-

41 Rist, *Back to the Mysticism of Plotinus’, p. 192.

42 [bid., p. 197 says: ‘If "thinking” in English means “thinking about,” then it is even misleading
as a rendering of nous...If we assert that nous "thinks,” we must add that for a modemn it may seem to be a
very special sort of thinking." Thus, I take it that Rist is objecting to the misleading character of the
expression *non-propositional thought’, not to the notion itself.

3 Here Rist is following Wallis, ‘Nofg as Experience’, in The Significance of Neoplatonism, ed.

Harris (Norfolk, Virginia: Old Dominion University Press, 1976), 121-153. Wallis® article, however, is
limited in aim. He seeks to look at examples of Plotinus® experience of nous and other examples of this
experience both in the tradition in which Plotinus is working and in modern writers or writers in non-
Western religious traditions. The article is offered as no more than a collection of data. Thus, interpretive
issues are avoided. Rist’s article is an attempt to offer an interpretation of Plotinus’ account of this experi-
ence.

44 Rist, *Back to the Mysticism of Plotinus’, p. 194. I am not sure I understand the ‘empirically’ in
Rist's phrase ‘experience empirically*. The focus on experience must be right, but as we shall see below in
cluptersthedirectmwehavetonousisnotandindeedcannotbeempiricalinthestrictsenseofcon—

t'mntingsit with one of our five senses.
Ibid.



ture of Aristotle’s god or Plato’s demiurge. Furthermore, we have seen that Plotinus
embraces the idea that thought is immaterial. Thus, once we put these two notion together
and link this type of thinking with god, talk of a spiritual dimension may not come as
much of a surprise. But more specifically, the term ‘spiritual’ is meant to capture the idea
of a reality which differs in kind from our common, everyday experience. It is also meant
to capture the idea that such a reality is always present to us though we often remain
unaware of it. To deny this reality is to limit ourselves to the sensible world. Plotinus
likens such people to people who have been asleep all their lives. They mistake their
dreams for reality. And should they awaken for a moment they take their waking reality
for a dream and immediately go back to sleep.46 Existence on the level of sleep and exist-
ence in waking reality are two different levels of existence or awareness. If someone has
truly awoken, then he can no longer mistake the world of dreams for reality. Plotinus
applies the analogy to nous. Once we awaken to this spiritual reality, then we can no
longer deny it. Rist likens the view of this reality to the experience of one who has

climbed to a mountain top.

When I look away from a mountain top I cannot express the
beauty I see, but T "know" it is beautiful without reflection,
without propositions, simply, as Plotinus would put it, by
vision and contact. It is not the sudden flash of insight by
which we "see" the answer to a problem — though this may
be one of the sources of Plotinus’ notion — for that realiza-
tion i27 propositional, despite its flashing immediacy at
times.

46 See V 5.11.19-22 for the dream image. Though he is not quoting, Plotinus scems to have in
mind Heraclitus® use of the same image; cf. DK Bl and DK B71-B74 (which are not mentioned by HS).
That the image is meant to apply to those who limit their experiences to sensible things [adotnrd]; cf. V
5.11.5-8. The contrast between aigfyrd and ponrd is discussed in more detail in chapters 7 and 8.

7 See Rist, *Back to the Mysticism of Plotinus’, p. 194.
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Such a person has a view which those in the valley do not. He also has the immediate expe-
rience of knowing without reflection that such a sight is beautiful. The vision is not some-
thing which can be expressed. It can be experienced and shared by others who ascend, but
to try and express it will be to leave the vision behind and to substitute descriptions for the
actual experience. For Plotinus this is to descend to the level of propositional knowl-
edge.48

In his reference to the sudden flash of insight Rist is criticizing Wallis who takes this
experience as descriptive of the experience of nous.49 But if we recall Poincaré’s experi-
ence, his mathematical vision is no more propositional than Rist’s vision from the
mountain. Poincaré may communicate his insight to other mathematicians through
propositions. But the propositions are not what they are intended to see. In Plotinian lan-
guage the propositions are merely a device to put them in a position so that they too can
see the result.50

The experience of insight is helpful in showing what the experience of nous is like,
though it has its limitations. The very fact that we call it ‘insight’ suggests that it is some-
thing different from thought. Poincaré had the sudden vision of a single yet complex idea.
The suddenness and immediacy of the presentation give us a taste (admittedly a very small
one) of what the activity of nous must be like. Where the mathematical example is mis-
leading is in its object. Poincaré was aware of a mathematical reality which was other
than himself. For Plotinus the claim to experience nous is a claim to experience our-
selves. As Rist puts it, ‘in so far as there is any awareness at this level, it is experiential

48 Cf. n. 50 below.

49 See Wallis, “Noc as Experience’, p. 127.
50 cf. vi9.4.11-14.



awareness of the nature of oneself’.5! Plotinus is going to claim that the experience of
ourselves — self-knowledge — is going to reveal to us that we have a ‘spiritual dimen-
sion’. In coming to know ourselves we are going to discover that we are nous.

We began with a threefold classification of wvoeiv: (i) that of psyche, (ii) that of
nous, and (iii) that of the self. We set the first notion aside as being readily com-
prehensible and devoted most of the chapter to showing that the eternal thought of nous is
a coherent notion. Our argument proceeded by offering two supports. Firstly, it showed
that this notion was not logically contradictory. And, secondly, it sought to make sense
out of the notion by drawing analogous comparisons with the type of thought that we
experience. But we can see now that Plotinus’ claim about nous is more radical than this.
The ‘thought’ of nous is not something we reason to transcendentally or by analogy.
Rather, it is something we awaken to; we see it; we experience it. But the question
remains, how do we experience nous? Rist provides us with a hint that reveals the rele-
vance of our third category. We need to look at ourselves. In Rist’s phrase it is ‘the
experiential awareness of the nature of oneself’ that will bring about our awareness of
nous. As we shall see Plotinus’ word for this type of experience is ouraionois.52 In the
subsequent chapters we shall use Rist’s hint to follow out Plotinus’ claim. In looking at
the way the self thinks of itself we shall be led to the experience of nous, but our focus on
this experience raises the question of who or what this self is that is thinking itself. Who

are we? We seem to be more than psyche, yet less than separate nous.

51 Rist, ‘Back to the Mysticism of Plotinus’, p. 194.
52 Cf. II 4.4.10 and IV 4.24.22, and chapters 7 and 10-11 below.



CHAPTER 4

Plotinus’ Question: Who are we?

The last chapter followed and tried to flesh out the suggestion that an explanation of
nous should avoid words connected with thinking and instead focus on experience. This
prompted the question, what experience should we focus on? Plotinus’ answer to this
question is simple and direct: Know thyself! The Delphic command enjoins us to look at
ourselves. Who are we?

This question will serve as the focus of this chapter, for it reveals Plotinus’ debt to
Plato and in examining the extent of this debt we shall be led to see that Plotinus values
the experience we have of ourselves for two different and paradoxical reasons. Firstly, it
teaches us that we do not know who we are; and, secondly, it teaches us who we are.
These two reasons provide the content for the subsequent chapters. It will be the aim of
this chapter to clear up the first part of the paradox, to show that Plotinus’ question and
his claim that we do not know who we are — a claim antithetical to the Cartesian bias that
the ‘I’ is utterly transparent to itself — make sense. The subsequent chapters (5-7) will fill
in the positive account of how Plotinus thinks we come to discover our true self by look-
ing at the experience we have when we reflect upon ourselves. Enough, however, will be
said in this chapter to show that Plotinus thinks that self-reflexiveness is key to the discov-
ery of nous.

Conspicuous throughout the Enneads is Plotinus’ use of the pronoun ‘we’. This use

of the pronoun has often been thought integral to his account of the self, and Plotinus has

47
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long been considered the ancient philosopher par excellence who was concerned about the

self.! Consider two examples.

And we — who are we? Are we that or are we what draws
near and becomes in time? [VI 4.14.16-17]

The activities of nous are thus from above, as those of per-
ception [aiofnag] are from below. And we are this, the
authoritative part [ro xipwv] of the psyche, that which is
between a two-fold power, a better and a worse. The worse
is perception. The better is nous. [V 3.3.36-40]2

Two things are evident from these quotations. Firstly, Plotinus frames the question of
identity in the first person. His use of ‘we’ signifies interest in us as the subjects of expe-
rience. Through his use of the first-person perspective he is able to focus on the problems
surrounding this question. The Plotinian ‘we’ seems to mean more than ‘we who are
attending this lecture’ or ‘we who are members of this school’ (as it might, for example,
mean in the writings of Aristotle). And it is because something more is sought that it is

often assumed that Plotinus uses ‘we’ in a technical sense.3 Secondly, these texts show

1 See O'Daly, Plotinus’ Philosophy of the Self (Shannon: Irish University Press, 1973), and more
recently Emilsson Plotinus on Sense-Perception: A Philosophical Study (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1988). In talking about Plotinus discussion of the self Emilsson remarks, ‘It is an open question to
what extent his theory of the self coincides with those of later philosophers. The concept is however
unquestionably the same. Plotinus’® attempts to come to grips with it sometimes suffer from vagueness and
he is not always consistent. But his keenness and, I am tempted to say, natural talent for gaining insight into
this subject have rarely been surpassed” (pp. 29-30).

Cf. V 3.4.13 where Plotinus refers to this as the ‘better’ {&usimw] part of psyche.

3 Henri Oosthout, Modes of Knowledge and the Transcendental: An Introduction to Plotinus Ennead
5.3 [49] with a Commentary and Translation (Amsterdam: B. R. Griiner, 1991), pp. 32-33 is one example
and he refers to many others. He says, ‘Plotinus may be given credit for having introduced the pronoun
jusic (‘we’) as a technical term to denote whar man really and essentially is, more than a century before
Augustine, in the tenth book of his Confessions, described the memory as the faculty where man meets with
his most intimate self [my emphasis]. As will become clear in the following discussion I do not think that it
is immediately clear that ‘what man really and essentially is’ and a man's ‘most intimate self® refer to the
same thing. See below for my remarks about this *technical’ sense.
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that Plotinus’ answer is contained within a complex (Platonic) metaphysical theory. In the
first text we may be identified with something either in the eternal, stable world or with
something in the realm of becoming. In the second we are identified with ‘the author-
itative part of psyche’.

A good place to begin sorting out the issues surrounding Plotinus’s use of ‘we’ is
Ennead 1 1, which Porphyry has entitled ‘About what is the Animal [{Gor] and what is
man [&vfpwxog]’, for it contains his most complete discussion of personal identity. What
is behind this title will become more clear in a moment. For now all we need to note is
the structure of Plotinus® argument. In this treatise he is interested in discovering which
of our activities belong to the animal part of us and which belong to the human part of
us.4 Or, to frame the question in the first person, Plotinus is trying to determine which
activities of the ‘living thing’ [{@ov] belong to us — which are properly our own. In the
course of his argument Plotinus concedes that there is an ambiguity surrounding the identi-

fication of us with the higher part of psyche.

Therefore, the ‘we’ [70 queig] is a double. In one way the
beast is counted in, in another way what is above it.

[I1.10.5-7]

4 This form of dualism is discussed in more detail in chapter 11. Porphyry’s title (which I think
truly captures Plotinus’ approach) introduces a strong antagonism between the biological organism and the
person. This question and this framework has received much discussion recently. For an overview of the
controversy see The Person and the Human Mind: Issues in Ancient and Modern Philosophy, ed. Gill
(Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1990). Gill summarizes the debate this way: ‘The core of the issue ... is
whether we are to understand ourselves, essentially, as human beings (with all that this implies, as regards
our psycho-physical nature and our specific forms of shared life and self-understanding) or whether we are to
identify ourselves rather with a certain set of mental capacities, conceived as constituting our ‘personhood’
or ‘divine’ essence, which are in principle shared by, and normative for, other forms of life and intelligence’
(p. 17). As will be seen, Plotinus argues for this latter view.
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The following lines make clear that what Plotinus means by ‘beast’ is the composite [76
ovvapdérepov] or living body.> The image of the beast is meant to fulfill two purposes.
In one way it is to remind us that we ourselves are involved in a struggle with the beast.
The image is meant to bring home to us the difficulties of our incarnate existence, difficul-
ties which were well described by Plato in the Phaedo. Plotinus follows Plato in thinking
that the study of philosophy is an attempt to free the philosopher from the beast. In
another way, this image is meant to recall Plato’s image of the multifarious beast in the
Republic. To better understand Plotinus’ claim, we must look more carefully at Plato’s

image. In setting up the image Plato has Socrates say,

Model around them [the beast, lion and man] on the outside
the appearance of being one, a man, so that anyone who can-
not see what is inside but only the outside cover will think it

is one creature [{Gov] a man [&vfpwrog]. [588d10-el]6

Plato’s image already contains an ambiguity, for there is a distinction between ‘the inner

man’ [6 évrdc &vpwxog 589b1] and ‘man’ the animal [76 {Gov], a complex of body and

S Plotinus uses the word 7o cuvapdérzeor in 1 1 and elsewhere. His use of this term and his discus-
sion in I 1 show his debt to the discussion in Alcibiades I, 129¢-130a.

6 Translation Grube, Plato’s Republic (Indianspolis: Hackett, 1974). The Greek text shows more
clearly the contrast between {Gor and &pwrog which Plotinus explores in Ennead 1 1. Ilepixhacov &)
atroic & wler &rd¢ sixbrar, Ty Tob Grbpixov, GoTe TP u Suvapémy T& Evrdc dpaw, GANG T EEw pbrov
E\vrpor dparn, Ev {Gor daivssbat, &répwxor.
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psyche. This ambiguity provides Plotinus with both the problems and structure of Ennead
I 1. The interim conclusion of I 1, quoted above — that we are a double — calls attention
to this ambiguity. Behind that conclusion is Plotinus’ use of Plato’s distinction between
the animal [{@ov] and the person [&vfpwxoc]. But in following Plato, Plotinus is here
doing more than spinning abstract philosophical theory. The distinction between the per-
son and the animal, Plotinus argues, is something to be met with in our experience: the
subject of the first-person perspective will experience himself as a double. Simply put this
means that when the self reflects upon itself it divides itself into subject and object. This
division gives two dimensions to our experience of ourselves. On the one hand, there is
our immediate experience. We experience ourselves as wrapped up in corporeal existence
and the swirl of all that passes in our experiences of the here and now. On the other, we
can abstract ourselves from this immediate experience. We can experience ourselves as
above it. By reflecting upon our immediate experience we objectify it and so abstract our-
selves from our contingent historical setting; we can see ourselves as standing over and
against our ordinary human experience. Thus, Plotinus is claiming that we are a double,
we have two selves.

A remarkably similar claim has been put forward more recently by Thomas Nagel.
In discussing the problem of how to relate a subjective conception of the world to an

objective conception he says:

What really happens in the pursuit of objectivity is that a
certain element of oneself, the impersonal or objective self,
which can escape from the specific contingencies of one’s
creaturely point of view, is allowed to predominate. With-
drawing into this element one detaches from the rest and
develops an impersonal conception of the world and, so far
as possible, of the elements of self from which one has
detached. That creates the new problem of reintegration, the
problem of how to incorporate these results into the life and
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self-knowledge of an ordinary human being. One has to be
the creature whom one has subjected to detached examina-
tion, and one has in one’s entirety to live in the world that
has been revealed to an extremely distilled fraction of
oneself.”

According to this description we have two selves: one objective, one subjective. The
problem we face is to hold the two together in some form of unity. Nagel describes the
problem from the first-person point of view. His description draws upon our own experi-
ence of self-reflexive consciousness. When I begin to think about myself, the ‘I" becomes
elusive. Am I subject or object? Through this experience the abstract problem of identity
suddenly becomes my problem. With which self do I identify? Just what *identify’ means
will become more clear in what follows.

Bernard Williams has also discussed this problem from a more general standpoint.
He, too, describes the difficulty of integrating a third-person (objective) perspective with
first-person experience. He asks how the first person perspective fits into an ‘absolute
conception’ of the world that is given by science.® For Williams the difficulty lies in the
tension between the demands of an (abstract) explanatory theory, which tells us who or
what we are, and our every-day, ordinary experience. For Williams, it is science which
aims to give such an absolute or ultimate conception; for others, at least in the past, it was
religion that provided an ultimate conception of reality that many now feel grates against

our ordinary experience. When we experience this tension we can respond to it either by

7 Nagel, The View From Nowhere (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), p. 9.

8 He presents this problem in a number of places. See his Descartes: The Project of Pure Enquiry
(London: Penguin, 1978), chapter 3, ‘Cogito and Sum’ and chapter 10, ‘Mind and its Place in Nature’. In
*A Critique of Utilitarianism’® in Utilitarianism: For and Against (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1973), he contrasts the view of the world sub specie aeternitatis with the view from the human perspective.
This contrast is given extensive treatment in Ethics and the Limits of Philozophy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1985. See chapter 6, ‘Theory and Prejudice’, especially pp. 110-111. On the whole |
have found Williams® discussions more lucid than Nagel in trying to get to the bottom of this problem.
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holding on to our theory and rejecting our experience, a move that feels rather
Procrustean, or we can reject the claims of the theory and hold on to our experience, a
move that while it enables us to remain integrated leaves us lacking in understanding of
ourselves and our world, for we lose the larger perspective that was given to us by the
theory. Neither alternative looks attractive. Unlike Williams who makes the problem one
for explanatory theory or science, Nagel makes the problem a personal one by locating
this tension within ourselves. In our own case, it seems that we cannot do without the
objective or the subjective aspects of ourselves.

What is interesting about the claims advanced by both Nagel and Plotinus is that nei-
ther offers any arguments that demonstrate that we are a double. Rather, they both think
that first-person experience will generate a problem to which we must apply reason and
arguments in order to gain understanding of ourselves. For Nagel, the cardinal point of
the experience is that of reflexive consciousness. For him it is our ability to reflect on
ourselves that generates the tension between the objective and subjective self. Plotinus,
too, is aware of this feature of our experience. I shall argue, however, that Plotinus
focuses on first-person experience, not simply to discover a problem, but also to discover
a solution. What I mean to claim can best be brought out through the following paradox.

I suggest that Plotinus is interested in first-person experience for two reasons that
appear to conflict. On the one hand, as we have seen, he argues that our experience leads
us to conclude that we are a double. On the other hand, he argues that our experience
leads us to conclude that we are a unity. How is it that he can argue for both conclusions?

On the one side there is his debt to Plato. Having recalled Plato’s image of the
beast we should also recall that many of his arguments to show that the psyche is complex
draw on our own experience. The story of Leontius shows that we experience the

presence of conflicting desires within ourselves: we experience ourselves as complex
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creatures. It is important to note that for both Plato and Plotinus the complexity we expe-
rience is real. The psyche is truly complex. Talk of complexity is not merely an image
or a facon de parler.® Thus, Plotinus reasons that if we pay attention to our own experi-
ence as Plato has taught us, we are led to the conclusion that we are genuinely complex
creatures.

On the other side, having reached this conclusion, both Plato and Plotinus apply
themselves to the question of unity.!® Both want to understand what unifies the motley
collection, what unites man and beast. Both differ, however, in the way they view the
image of the beast. Plato’s image of the beast is meant to illustrate graphically the com-
plex psyche. Through the image Plato attempts to look at the problem of inner complexity
from a third-person (objective) perspective. If we follow Plato in this treatment, we are
tempted to say that there is a part of the psyche that corresponds to the beast, another part
that corresponds to the lion, and still another part that corresponds to the person. From
this perspective talk of ‘parts’ is irresistible. This talk, however, (before we know it)
leads to a multiplicity that is incapable of unity. Plato’s image again shows this difficulty,
for given that the image is meant to illustrate the complex psyche, it is difficult to ask
what unifies the collection of man, lion and beast. If we ask (more properly) what unifies
the psyche, the answer in Plato’s case is not easily forthcoming. Tempting though the
answer is, we cannot say that the psyche provides the unity (at least not without giving
some story of how this is so), for the psyche has been discovered to be complex. As an

alternative, to claim that the unity comes from the presence of the parts in a biological

9 Thus, [ think it wrong to interpret Plato’s claim sbout the psyche as a mere analogy. For an
excellent defense of this reading see Jon Moline, ‘Plato on the Complexity of the Psyche’, Archiv fiir Ges-
chichte der Philosophie, 60 (1978), pp. 1-25; and Jonathan Lear, ‘Inside and Outside the Republic’,
Phronesis 37 (1992), pp. 184-215.

10 Republic436¢bsbowsthat$omtesukestheqmﬁonofunity to be the difficult one. I take this
as Plato’s signal that this is the issue which needs to be addressed.
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organism is mistaken on two counts. Firstly, it is not an answer that Plato would accept.
And, secondly, locating the parts in a biological organism only gives them spatial loca-
tion. It does not say why these parts belong together. Talk of parts, thus, leaves us with

a collection, not a unity.

We can leave Plato’s resolution of this difficulty as a moot point. What I wish to
call attention to is how his view of the psyche from the third-person perspective quickly
leads us to objectify or reify the divisions within psyche into parts. From this perspective
the internal perspective of the ego quite naturally vanishes. Consequently, we are left
talking about parts, but there is now no longer anything in which the parts can adhere.

Plotinus, I argue, uses this distinction in perspectives to his advantage by framing
the issue around the first-person perspective. His focus on the first-person pronoun is his
way of coming to grips with the problem of unity. His solution might be put as follows.
Suppose I wish to acknowledge my agreement with Plato that the psyche is complex, but
suppose, also, that I am puzzled by it. Then I can pose the problem to myself. I may
say (to myself or out loud), ‘I believe that Plato is correct about the complexity of my
psyche; my rational part reasons, my spirited part rages, and my desiderative part desires,
but who am I that views myself as having these three parts?’ The advantage of framing
the question in this way is that from this perspective the question of unity cannot be lost.
By holding to the first-person perspective Plotinus does not lose the subject of experience.
His question, ‘Who are we?’ is aimed at uncovering this subject that stands out over and
against the experiences. Plotinus is asking who or what am I that experiences myself as
complex. When the question is posed in the first person, the ego assumes itself to be a
unity. Yet, while commenting on itself, it experiences itself as complex. Hence Plotinus
claims that our own experience teaches us that we are a double, both one and many.

This interim conclusion that ‘we are a double’ comes in the midst of his attempt to

sort out the unity question. It is also his abbreviated way of telling us that a philosophical
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account of our identity will be a long and complex one. When the unity issue is pressed
two different accounts of our identity begin to vie with each other. Hence, the corollary
to the conclusion that ‘we are a double’ is that we do not know ourselves, for we do not
know which account to apply to ourselves. This corollary, I argue, has not received the
attention that it deserves and this in spite of Plotinus’ frequent use of the Delphic com-
mand, ‘know thyself® [y»@@: oeavrév].l! Plotinus thinks that this is a task that demands
real philosophical work. It is not merely some rhetorical device.

Before taking up this corollary, however, we must look again at Plotinus’ use of
‘we’, for it has been at the center of a long standing controversy in Plotinian scholarship.
The debate centers on why Plotinus chooses to focus on this pronoun. Is it a technical
term, and if so, what does it mean? As we noted earlier some commentators take Plotinus
to be using the pronoun in a technical sense. Not all commentators agree, however, on
the meaning of this supposedly technical term. Some take Plotinus to be using it in a
psychological sense. They take it to be synonymous with the ‘self’, the ‘ego’, or the ‘ego-
consciousness’ (terms which require unpacking, but are often taken to be transparent). 12
Others give the term special place in Plotinus’ metaphysics. When, for example, Plotinus
claims that ‘we are the authoritative part of psyche’, this is taken to be a statement of real

identity.13 Thus, Plotinus’ use of ‘we’ is the center point of the debate that has been

11 See [V 3.1.9 and V 3.4.8 and O'Daly’s chapter entitled ‘The Delphic Commandment as
Philosophical Propeideutic’. O°Daly’s discussion, however, is more of a paraphrase of Ennead 1 1. He does
not draw out any of the claims I think need to be discussed, as will become clear in what follows.

12 E_ R. Dodds, ‘Tradition and Personal Achievement in the Philosophy of Plotinus’, Journal of
Roman Studies 50 (1960); reprinted in The Ancient Concept of Progress and Other Essays on Greek Litera-
ture and Belief (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1973), 126-139. Dodds maintains that Plotinus was ‘the
first to make the vital distinction between the total personality [Yvxjl and the ego-consciousness [#ueig]; in
the Enneads, as Stenzel observed, ‘the ego’ becomes for the first time a philosophical term’ (p. 135). The
reference to Stenzel is to Metaphysik des Altertums (1934), p. 191. See also the discussion of Himmerich (n.
Bbelow;)whointerptets Plotinus along these lines.

13 Qosthout is one who downplays the psychological aspects, p. 30.
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around since Zeller of how to relate the psychological side of his philosophy with his
metaphysical side.14

But before we can see what to make of this problem some clarification of terms is
needed. In what follows I shall distinguish between ‘person’ and ‘ego-consciousness’ (or
more simply ‘ego’). I shall reserve the term ‘person’ for the metaphysical or objective
contexts and ‘ego-consciousness’ for the psychological contexts. These two terms are
meant to capture the different aspects that commentators have found in Plotinus’ use of
Apeic. Let me briefly characterize each. I use ‘ego-consciousness’ to refer to the
psychological state that characterizes a person’s awareness of himself and his identity.
This use is meant to capture what I have been calling the ‘first-person perspective’. From
this perspective [ am aware of myself, and my awareness of myself includes an awareness
of (some) of my abilities and (some) of my experiences. I am aware of myself as a crea-
ture (rational and thoughtful to be sure, but also one full of fears, desires, loves, pleasures
and pains) who inhabits a world in which I think and act upon all these variegated experi-
ences. It seems essential to this first-person perspective that the ego remain aware of itself
as the same self, for the loss of this awareness results in the loss of the ego. Its identity

extends back in the past as far as it is aware that some past action or thought was indeed

14 For an overview of this problem see H. -R. Schwyzer, *Plotinos’, Paulys Realencyclopddie der
classischen Altertumswissenschaft, vol. 21, edited by K. Ziegler (Waldsee: Druckenmiiller, 1951). See
especially columns 547-550. Schwyzer maintains, ‘In einem freilich sind sich alle Interpreten P.s seit Zeller
cinig, daB seine Philosophie eine zwiefache Wurzel habe. Zeller III 24, 473 unterscheidet eine subjektive
und eine objektive Grundlage; jene ist die Sehnsucht nach Einigung mit der Gottheit, diese die
Unterscheidung der ibersinnlichen und der Erscheinungswelt’ (col. 549). After discussing this contrast
Schwyzer continues, ‘P.s Philosophie als Ganzes kann als das stete Bemiihen aufgefaBt werden, diese beiden
Aspekte miteinander in Einklang zu bringen. Dies betont auch Bréhier [La philosophie de Plotin (Paris:
1923), p. 23] <le trait caractéristique du systtme de Plotin me parait étre 'union intime de ces deux
problémes (le probléme religieux = das aktuale Problem und le probléme philosophique = das
gegenstindlich Problem), union telle que la question de savoir lequel est subordonné 2 1'autre ne peut plus se
posers" (col. 550). Schwyzer seems to take Bréhier’s remark as the final word on the subject. This is mis-
leading, for while I agree with Bréhier that we do not want to subordinate one side to the other, I argue that
a correct interpretation of Plotinus must provide an account of how the two aspects are related.



58

done by itself.!5 In contrast to this sense I take ‘person’ to be a metaphysical place-
holder. It must be defined and explained by a metaphysical theory. Depending on
whether the theory is true or false, the place may be occupied by something real or it may
not. That question must be determined by an investigation. These two senses need not be
radically divergent. One may embrace a theory (such as Locke's) which claims that a per-
son is to be identified with ego-consciousness. Or, to anticipate Plotinus’ argument, it
may turn out that a person is an objective phenomenon quite distinct from ‘ego-
consciousness’. What is needed in either case is some account of the identity or dif-
ference.

Raising the question of whether or not ‘we’ is a technical term in Plotinus, however,
is a red herring, for it generates the wrong sort of argument. It begins by taking it as
given that Plotinus uses ‘we’ as a technical term and then various factions contend for the
sense that they wish to give to this supposedly technical term. Some argue that it is
synonymous with ego. Others claim that it is more metaphysical, like ‘person’. And still
others take it to be synonymous with psyche. All parties in the dispute, however, grant
that Plotinus’ use of ‘we’ is peculiar. Thus, it is more appropriate to ask not what the
term means but why he has this peculiar use to begin with. To ask this question broadens
the discussion by trying to bring to light the philosophical problems Plotinus is working
on, rather than maintaining a more narrow focus on Plotinus’ use of language.

To see why Plotinus’ use of ‘we’ in the Enneads is prominent and peculiar, we need
only recall the paradox that we discussed earlier. We saw that he had two reasons for
examining the first-person perspective. On the one hand, it presented him with the prob-
lem of identity: Who are we, given that we experience ourselves as a double? On the

15 This notion of the ego or self is famously characterized by John Locke, An Essay Concerning
Human Understanding, Book II, Chapter 27, section 9, entitled *Personal Identity’.
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other hand, given this problem and this question, he thinks that the first person-perspective
will reveal a unified and independent subject that will solve the identity problem, i.e., like
Descartes, Plotinus thinks that his first-person perspective enables him to reach the conclu-
sion that he himself exists as a real, objective, independent self. Thus, a major problem
for Plotinus is how he can relate his first-person perspective (* am thinking’) to the third-
person perspective (‘A thinks’).!6 More specifically, it is not the general problem of how
someone can make objective statements about the world based on his own subjective expe-
rience. Rather, it is the application of this general problem to the self: What can our own
subjective experiences (our first-person perspective) tell us about what we really are (what
we are objectively, from the third-person perspective)?

Once we understand that this is Plotinus’ problem we can avoid the mistakes of
some of the earlier (and contemporary) commentators who regard Plotinus as the
champion cf one or the other side of the debate: either as the metaphysician par
excellczice who is objective and rigorous, or as the great psychologist whose sensitivity to
human experience is unparalleled in the rest of Greek philosophy. Painted in these
extremes the dichotomy is false, but each side has had its advocates. Since Zeller it has
generally been agreed that Plotinus’ philosophy has two roots: one subjective, the desire
for unity with god, and one objective, the difference between the world of being and the

world of becoming.!7 Bréhier puts the matter this way:

Tous les interprétes s’accordeni 3 reconnaitre chez Plotin la
coexistence de deux ordres de questions: le probléme
religieux, celui de la destinée de 1’ame, le moyen de Io
restaurer dans son état primitif; et le probléme philosophi-

16 For help in formulating this problem I am indebted to Williams. See his Descarte.., n. 8 above;
this problem is discussed in more detail below in chapter 7.
17 See n. 14 sbove.
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que, celui de la structure et de I'explication rationnelle de la
réalité. Mais, sur le rapport que ces deux problémes ont
entre eux, les interprétations divergent.!8

But while commentators generally agree that Plotinus’ philosophy has both these aspects
and that his use of ‘we’ gives expression to both, Bréhier was right in maintaining that
there is little agreement on how to relate the objective and subjective sides of his
philosophy. If one looks for such an account, one finds little more than a mere assertion
that both sides relate or a simple reaffirmation that Plotinus’ thought has these two sides.
The accounts offered by Bréhier, Kristeller and Himmerich all have this characteristic.

In discussing Plotinus’ view of the descent of the psyche, Bréhier locates a problem
— he goes so far as to call it a ‘contradiction’ — in Plotinus’ claim that the psyche can be
both occupied with the affairs of the intelligible world and with the sensible world, the
image of that world. This claim seems to make psyche schizophrenic, for it seems to
entail that psyche must bear the contrary properties of being oriented ‘upward’ and
‘downward’ at one and the same time. It is one thing to claim that the psyche mediates
between the two realms, or that it can live on both levels. Al' parties agree with these
claims. But Bréhier wants to maintain that it cannot live on both levels at once. His solu-
tion to this problem is to distinguish between the hypostasis psyche and our own psyche,
and to this distinction he seems (but this is not clear) to add another: that of psyche vis-a-
vis the ego. He takes the hypostasis psyche to be the spiritual activity that extends down
from the intelligible world to the sensible. This is in keeping with the role of psyche as

mediator. But he goes on to make the ‘~llowing distinction.

18 Bréhier, La Philosophic de Plotin (1928; reprint. Paris: J. Vrin, 1968), 23.
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Mais cette hypostase qui constitue notre ame, ce n’est pas
nous-mémes, ou, du moins, ce n’est pas tout i fait nous-
mémes; 2 cette réalité existant en soi qui constitue notre ame
s’ajoute notre propre attitude a son égard; nous pouvons étre
en elle 2 des niveaux différents; nous pouvons nous séparer
de sa partie supérieure.!?

Bréhier’s distinction between the hypostasis that makes up our psyche and we ourselves
that take up an attitude towards it eliminates the contradiction, because it is we ourselves
who are able to orient ourselves ‘upwards’ or ‘downwards’; the contrary predicates no
longer apply to psyche. We are the ones who live at the different levels of the hypostasis
psyche, either mired in the material world or raised up through philosophy to the
intelligible level.

Looked at in this way, we can see that Bréhier treats Plotinus’ problem as the
attempt to show how the third-person perspective (the hypostasis psyche in Bréhier’s
terms) relates to the first-person perspective (notre ame and notre propre attitude a son
égard). But this distinction between the hypostasis psyche and we ourselves naturally
prompts the question: Wno are we? Bréhier raises it and proposes an answer. (This text

continues the earlier quotation.)

Mais qu’est donc ce nous qui est distinct de I’ame sans en
atre tout A fait distinct? Il semble parfois que Plotin ait
I’intuition d’une activité proprement subjective qui, elle, ne
peut se transformer en chose et s’hypostasier. Notre ame
s’étend devant nous comme un object; ce n’est pas en elle
qu’ il y a, 2 proprement parler, mouvement et descente; c’est
le corps qui s’approche d’elle pour en étre illuminé; mais
nous pouvons nous identifier avec ce reflet et nous séparer;
nous introduisons ainsi comme une coupure entre nous et la

19 Bréhier, p. 68.
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partie supérieure de notre ime, coupure qui n’existe que pour
nous, mais qui n’empéche pas la continuité réelle entre le
monde intelligible et le monde sensible. En d’autres termes,
notre moi, ce que nous sommes pour nous n’est pas adéquat
a notre ime.20

Bréhier’s answer is disappointing on two counts. Firstly, it seems rather half-
hearted: we are distinct from psyche but not altogether distinct. And, secondly, this ans-
wer does not speak to the question at issue. The identity question followed upon the more
fundamental question of how the first-person perspective relates to the third-person per-
spective, and Bréhier’s remarks show that he has drifted.

Leaving aside, for a moment, our fundamental question, it remains worth asking
why Bréhier’s answer to the identity question is so ambivalent, for this will help to reveal
some of the underlying problems that our own account must also avoid.

If we read between the lines of the above quotation we can see two difficulties that
thwart Bréhier’s solution. On the one hand, Plotinus is specific that his philosophical
system is comprised of three hypostases or natures.2! Thus, to make the ego something
altogether independent of these realities would be tantamount to claiming that Plotinus was
wrong about his own assessment of his system in that he requires four, not three
hypostases. This approach is obviously false and Bréhier is correct to see that one needs
to explain the first-person perspective in terms of one or more of the hypostases. None-
theless, more needs to be said than that the ego both is and is not the psyche. What is

missing is the account of how it is and how it is not. On the other hand, he is also

20 Brehier, p. 68.

21 For more about these three hypostases sce V 1 and Atkinson, Plotinus: Ennead V.1 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1983). Gerson, Plotinus (London: Routledge, 1994), has argued (p. 3) that it is
‘more helpful and accurate to refer to the One, Intellect, and Soul as &pxai or principles’ rather than as
‘hypostases”; cf. I 9.1.12-16; V1.9.23-24; V 2.1.1.
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worried about introducing movement or change into the hypostases. That is why he
makes movement — the ascent or descent of the psyche — part of our experience. Strictly
speaking (& proprement parler) there is no movement in the psyche.22 Our psychai move
and change, but the hypostasis remains stable and unchanging.

In trying to move beyond Bréhier’s disappointing account, Kristeller has been taken
to task for falling into one of these problems.23 Like Bréhier, Kristeller recognizes the

objective and subjective side of Plotinus’ philosophy, but he seems to go too far in making

the ego independent. He says:

Wihrend die Psyche in der gegenstindlichen Philosophie ein
Prinzip ist, das mit den Dingen in objektiver Beziehung
steht, ist die Psyche hier BewuBtsein, steht also auBerhalb
der objektiven Betrachtungsweise. Sie ist indifferentes
BewuBtsein, das verschiedener Verhaltungsweisen fahig ist,
andererseits wertbetontes BewuBtsein, sofern sie erst in der
metaphysischen BewuBtseinsstufe ihre eigentliche Verwirk-
lichung findet.24

Like Bréhier, Kristeller distinguishes between the psyche that is a principle, the
hypostasis, and the psyche that is the consciousness [Bewuptsein].2> But unlike Bréhier,

22 cf.11.13.

23 | take the following criticism from Himmerich, Eudaimonia: Die Lehre des Plotin von der
Selbstwirklichung des Menschen, (Wiirzburg: Konrad Triltsch, 1959); see especially chapter 8 *Bereich und
Funktion des menschlichen Ich’, 92-100. Himmerich accuses Kristeller of making the ‘we’ completely inde-
pendent: ‘Kristeller nimmt diesen Ansatz auf, und — obwohl er die gegenstindliche Seite in der Philosophie
Plotins mit Bréhier zugibt — 15st er die "aktuale Betrachtung” der Secle vollig davon ab’ (p. 96). He frames
the discussion of the difference between psyche and the ego (following Bréhier and Kristeller) in terms of
objective and subjective. For Kristeller’s discussion see Der Begriff der Seele in der Ethik des Plotin,
(I'ﬁbmse’ n: J. C. B Mohr, 1929), p. 13.

4 Kristeller, p. 13.

25 For more on this notion of Bewupisein in Plotinus see Schwyzer, ‘Bewuit und UnbewuBt bet

Plotin®, in Les Sources de Plotin (Geneva: 1960), pp. 341-390.



he makes it independent of the hypostases. At least that seems to be the import of the
phrase ‘auBerhalb der objektiven Betrachtungsweise’.

Himmerich thinks that the problems confronting Bréhier and Kristeller can be
avoided if we investigate the ontological structure of the person [Mensch]. He maintains
that the person contains within himself the Plotinian realities of nous and psyche.26 These
realities within the person mirror the realities in the Plotinian world. Given this resem-
blance of structure, Himmerich can claim that the identity of the person is not simpiy
founded in consciousness, but in the structure of reality. This structure within the person
provides the ego with the capability of ordering itself on different levels: the person can
be united with the One in mystical union, ‘journey on high’ [uerewpowopet] into nous,
lead a human life, or even sink to the life of a beast or plant.2’ Himmerich can now
explain cases of Plotinian conversion or reversion in terms of this scheme.28 Imagine the
case of someone turning from a decadent life of politics to philosophy. Himmerich
explains this case of conversion as the choice of the ego to live the life according to
nous.29 Such a change involves more than simple changes in behavior. In Plotinian
terms, it involves the elevation of the ego into the level of nous.39 The same considera-
tions would hold for a case of reversion, mutatis mutandis. Does such a change mean that
the Plotinian realities are subject to change? To avoid this conclusion Himmerich seems
to argue that while it makes a difference to the ego which level of reality it lives on, there

26 Himmerich, p. 95. Strictly speaking this way of stating the matter puts the emphasis in the wrong
place. Plotinus wants to say that we are in the realities, not that they are in us.
27 Himmerich, p. 95. For psrswpoxopei see V 8.7.34; it is a reference to Phaedrus 246c.

28 This notion of conversion is important to Plotinus. Some of its importance can be seen in the way
Porphyg describes the case of conversion of Rogatianus and others in V.P. 7.

Strictly speaking, by focusing on choice and freedom of choice Himmerich is in danger of distort-
ing the issue. In his explicit discussion of these issues Plotinus focuses on the ‘up to us’ [éd" quiv); cf. VI
8.1-6.
30 Himmerich is vague about what ‘elevation of the ego into the level of nous’ means. What this
claim means is discussed below in chapters 7, 9 and 11.



65

is no disruption in the Plotinian order of reality if the ego either ascends or descends. For
the structure of reality and the structure of the person is the same. The same person
remains, but the ego is at a different level.

Although Himmerich’s account is confusing, its strength lies in his realization (not
fully articulated) that the identity of the ego cannot simply be grounded in consciousness.
It requires some metaphysical foundation, some explanatory theory that shows how the
ego and the person relate. Hence in his attempt to ground the identity of the ego within
the person he moves beyond the explanations offered by Bréhier and Kristeller.
Unfortunately, although Himmerich has put all the pieces onto the table, i.e., he has intro-
duced *psyche’, ‘ego’, ‘person’, and ‘individual’ into the discussion, he has not provided
a coherent theory that explains how all these terms relate. Our fundamental question of
how to relate the first-person and third-person perspectives remains unanswered. All he

says is the following.

Ohne in eine Auseinandersetzung um die Terminologie
eintreten zu wollen, stimmen wir zu, daB das Ich sich drei
verschiedene Vorstellungsweisen von sich selbst machen
kann. Das ist aber nur die eine Seite des seelischen Prob-
lems. Es bleibt nicht nur bei den Vorstellungsweisen seiner
selbst, wenn das Ich sich als ein strebendes, ein denkendes
oder ein transzendierendes erlebt, sondemn es geht iiber zu
Verhaltungsweisen; und noch mehr als das, es modifiziert
seine Seinsweise und seine Seinswert und kann die Welt
modifizieren.3!

All that is said is that there are two sides of the problem. On the one hand, there is the

psychological side. The ego is capable of living on three different levels: psyche

31 Himmerich, p. 96.



[strebendes], nous [denkendes], and the One [transzendierendes}. On the other hand,
there is the objective side [Verhaltungsweise]. On this side, psyche seems to be able to
change both itself and the world. But on this side Himmerich falls into the second prob-
lem that Bréhier was trying to avoid. In trying to hold the ego and psyche together he
seems to introduce motion into the Plotinian realities.32

Our examination of the interpretations of Bréhier, Kristeller, and Himmerich has led
us to an impasse. In asking how the ego and psyche relate, or how the first-person and
third-person perspectives relate, we have looked at Bréhier’s unsatisfactory solution which
says that the ego both is and is not psyche. Though unsatisfactory, Bréhier avoided two
problems that undermine the other two. Kristeller in making the ego independent of the
hypostases not only introduces a new reality into the Plotinian system, but also fails to
answer the question. Himmerich, by trying to hold ego and psyche together introduces
change into the hypostasis of psyche.33 Having reached this impasse we are left without
an account of how to relate the psyche that is the Plotinian hypostasis and the ego that is
‘the focus of conscious activity’.34 We are thus left without an explanation of ourselves.
What is this ‘fluctuating spotlight of consciousness’, this first-person perspective which
Plotinus thought was so important? Do we have any way of accounting for this from an

objective, third-person perspective?

32 This charge is brought by Blumenthal, Plotinus’ Psychology: His Doctrines of the Embodied Soul
(The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1971), 109-111. The clearest evidence of this claim is found by comparing
Plotinus’ claim that ‘we are the authoritative part of the psyche’ (quoted above, p. 48) and his claim (dis-
cussed below in chapter 6) that ‘we become nous’. Assuming that the ‘we’ remains constant and taking these
claims at face value, we would be forced to conclude that one hypostasis (or part of one) has changed into
another hypostasis (or part of one).

33" See the text quoted above, p. 65.

34 The expression is Blumenthal's, p. 110. He follows Dodds’s view, Les Sources de Plotin, p.
385. Dodds says, *Soul is a continuum extending from the summit of the individual yuxy, whose activity is
perpetual intellection, through the normal empirical self right down to the elBwlov, the faint psychic trace in
the organism; but ego is a fluctuating spotlight of consciousness.” Cf. n. 12 above.
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These questions lead us back to Plotinus’ question with which we began this chapter:
Who are we? We have seen that Plotinus was led to focus on the first-person perspective
because this perspective introduces a problem: with which ‘we’ do we identify, the one
that is part of the beast, or the one that is above it? The corollary of being a ‘double’, as
we saw, is that we do not know who we are, for we have two competing explanations of
what to make of ourselves. Plotinus thinks that an examination ot our first-person experi-
ence will help us decide between these competing accounts. But this way of looking at the
question moves the problem to a deeper level. For it is no longer a question of deciding
whether the identity of a person is to be given by an hylomorphic account, or by one that
equates the person with an immaterial mind — no small matter in itself. Rather, Plotinus’
emphasis on the ‘we’ forces the questions of the ontological status of this first-person
experience and of how to account for it in objective terms. However Plotinus solves the
problem of which account of the person to give — hylomorphic compound or immaterial
mind — he is still left with the more fundamental question of explaining how first-person
experience can be fitted into his philosophy.

What exactly this problem is and how it is to be solvecd will form the subject of the
following chapter. Our excursus in this chapter has introduced us to Plotinus’ question
and made clear the ways in which it makes sense for him to say that we do not know who
we are. To translate this claim into more contemporary philosophical terms we can say
that personal identity is not given a priori.3 We can now begin to see why Plotinus was
interested in the ‘we’ and how he used the term. Moreover, our discussion of the failed
attempts of Bréhier, Kristeller, and Himmerich to explain his interest brings certain
assumptions about the self to light. We need to be clear about these before we go on. [
take them to be the following and discuss each in turn.36

35 See Kant's discussion in Kritik der reinen Vernunft A398-399; B409; and B429-B430.
36 | am indebted to Nagel's discussion ‘The self as Private Object’, pp. 32-43.
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(i) The self is something subjective but not

something purely subjective

(ii) The self is an objective phenomenon

(i11) “The self’ is a theoretical construct

In claiming that the self is subjective Plotinus asserts that subjective experience
reveals the self to itself. When asked what the self is we respond by pointing: what is
meant by ‘I’ is simply this, and by ‘this’ we mean what is going ou in here, i.e., in our
present state of consciousness. This characterization of the self makes it out to be a
Cartesian ego. Plotinus goes along with this claim, but only so far. In claiming that the
self is not something purely subjective Plotinus is allowing the realm of the mental to be
broader than our awareness of it. Or, to frame the matter more in Plotinus’ terms, we can
say that there is an important difference between the psyche and the ‘we’ or between
psyche and ego-consciousness. At any time the psyche contains more than we are con-
sciously aware of. We might best understand this claim by saying that it is antithetical to
Descartes’ presumption (most evident in Meditation II) that the realm of the mental is
coextensive with the realm of awareness. Plotinus is opposed to this equation. Subjective
experience reveals the self to itself, but this revelation is not assumed to be exhaustive.

Plotinus needs to maintain that the self is an objective phenomenon, for it is only in

the context of objectivity that mistakes about the self make sense. Plotinus’ claim that we
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do not know who we are shows us that there may be a gap between what we are and what
we think we are. The problems here are twofold. Firstly, we must avoid false objec-
tification. In talking about the self we need to be talking about an object that is in fact
real. And, secondly, we need to remember that in talking about the objectivity of the self
we are talking about the objectivity of something subjective. It is that mental activity that
is going on in my head when I say, ‘This is what [ am.’

Finally, to look upon ‘the self’ as a theoretical construct is to look for an explana-
tory theory that holds together assumptions (i) and (ii). The theory will attempt to make
sense of the subjective side of our experience. The data from our first-person perspective
will be used to construct a concept of the self, but the data, as we already know, do not
give us an exhaustive or pure description of the object. The theory will have to go beyond
the experience of our given conscious awareness of ourselves. It is the attempt to get at
the objective something that underlies our experiences. This is what Plotinus is doing we
he says that we are the authoritative part of psyche, or Locke when he says that we are
what we are consciously aware of, or more modern theorists when they claim that what
we are really is our brain. It is ‘the self’ as a theoretical construct that attempts to explain
the difference between appearance and reality.

Once we unpack these assumptions we can see that Plotinus holds that the concept of
the self is not something transparent. For after all it is not the concept that can tell us who
or what we are. [For this is what we have formulated in trying to understand ourselves.
Nor do our experiences immediately disclose the answer. Looking at the ‘we’ is not all
that we need to do. Hence Plotinus invokes the Delphic command. There is real work to
be done not merely in paying attention to our immediate experiences, but also in looking
to see what these experiences tell us about ourselves sub specie aeternitatis. We can now

look upon such work, in terms of the contrasts drawn in this discussion, as an attempt to
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reconcile our first-person (subjective) perspective with a third-person (objective) perspec-
tive. In more Plotinian terms we can say that the self needs to look at itself from both the
‘inside’ and the ‘outside’.

In the previous chapter we saw that Plotinus thinks that we can have an e#periential
awareness of nous, and it was there suggested that we should focus on the experience of
ourselves. In following the Delphic command through our investigation in this chapter,
we have only learned the negative side of the injunction. Our experience of ourselves
shows that we do not know who we are and this discovery reveals several assumptions we
have made about the nature of the self. We have not yet got as far as discovering in our
experience a ‘spiritual dimension’ which is nous. But we have a hint of what we must do.
We have seen that in our state of ignorance we are torn between an ‘inner man’ [0 évrog
&vfpwrog] and an animal [76 {Gov]. Perhaps, in order to find out who we are, we need
to looa within to find 6 évroc @rpwrog. What ‘looking within’ means and how Plotinus

goes about making this identification will form the subject of the following chapter.
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CHAPTER 5
Plotinus’ Problem: Self-knowledge

In the last chapter we looked at Plotinus’ claim that we are a double. The corollary
of this was that we do not know who we are. These claims present Plotinus with two
problems. Firstly, how is it that we can be fundamentally mistaken about something we
are familiar with, namely, ourselves? And, secondly, how do we come to know our-
selves? The focus of this chapter will be upon how we move from a state of ignorance
about ourselves to a state of self-knowledge. By focusing on this second question we shall
find, in part, an answer to the first. As we shall see in the course of our discussion, a
host of commentators and translators is unaware of these problems and so is even more
unclear about the solution.

We shall begin by looking at a contemporary problem of self-knowledge presented
by John Perry. which will be shown to be similar to the problem that Plotinus is working
on. This problem will be used to interpret the opening lines of V 8.11. These line have
been frequently misunderstood, and the misunderstanding has been compounded by a
needless emendation of the text. I argue that the text makes good sense as it stands, and
that in it Plotinus is discussing how to move someone from a state of ignorance to a state
of self-knowledge. The soluticn he proposes is a process of ‘internalization’. (We shall
examine his detailed discussion of this process below in chapter 9). As we shall see, nous
plays the key role in this solution.

How is it that we discover our true self? Before we can answer this question we
need to recall some of our earlier discussion that will help us to understand some distinc-

tions Plotinus wishes to make and some terminology he uses. We have already seen that

71
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Plotinus is sensitive to the distinction between perspectives. His interest in the first-person
perspective was an interest in the subject of experience, the ‘I'. We also saw that he was
interested in the third-person perspective. From this perspective he raised the question of
how this ‘T’ fits into reality. It was hinted at the end of the last chapter that this difference
in perspectives is synonymous with the attempt to view the self from both ‘inside’ and
‘out’. In this chapter we shall find that this is exactly how Plotinus discusses the issue.
We shall examine more closely what these terms mean in a moment. For now we can
understand this contrast in the following way. On the one hand, when I look out upon the
world, I am looking out at the objects which I find there. On the other, when I look in, |
am looking at what goes on inside of me, my own first-person experiences. [ want to
argue that Plotinus in V 8.11 puts our problem of the lack of self-knowledge in this frame-
work. In particular, we shall see that Plotinus poses the problem of the two selves in
terms of the inner versus the outer self. Moreover, we shall see that our lack of self-
knowledge arises not just from the experience we have of ourselves as a double, but also
from our tendency to identify ourselves with the ‘outer self’.

Before turning to V 8.11, however, we must put Plotinus’ problem into clearer
focus by looking at a problem of self-knowledge formulated by John Perry. In addition to
helping us understand the claims Plotinus makes about the ‘inner’ and the ‘outer’ it will
also present us with a useful overview of the discussion of V 8.11. Perry presents an

imaginative scenario that states the problem succinctly.

An amnesiac, Rudolf Lingens, is lost in the Stanford library.
He reads a number of things in the library, including a
biography of himself, and a detailed account of the library in
which he is lost. ... He still won’t know who he is, and
where he is, no matter how much knowledge he piles up,
until that moment when he is ready to say, ‘This place is
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aisle five, floor six, of Main Library, Stanford. [am Rudolf
Lingens.’1

The example of Rudolf Lingens raises the problem of seiS-knowledge, but it does so in a
peculiar way. Lingens lacks knowledge. That is the reason he does not know who he is.
But the question needs to be put more precisely: What sort of knowledge does he lack?
Perry’s example is set up in such a way that we can give to Lingens any amount of
propositional knowledge that we want. But he still will not be any nearer to knowing who
he is. Therefore, the knowledge that Lingens lacks, we are forced to conclude, is not
propositional knowledge.

O..e analysis of the problem (tha. of David Lewis) involves making the distinction
between knowledge de se (non-propositional knowledge) and knowledge de dicto (proposi-

tional knowledge).2 Knowledge de se is taken to subsume knowledge de dicto, but not

| Perry, ‘Frege on Demonstratives’, Te Philosophical Reviev:, 86 (1977), 474-497. Perry's exam-
ple is discussed by David Lewis in *Attituses De Dicto and De Se’, The Philosophical Review, 88 (1979),
513-543; reprint. in Philosophical Prpers, Vol. 1 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983), 133-159. Both
discussions credit the earlier work of Castaiieda, *"He": A Study in the Logic of Self-Consciousness®, Ratio,
8 (1966), 130-157; *‘On the Logic of Self-Knowledge®, Nous, 1 (1967), 9-21; ‘Indicators and Quasi-
Indicators’, American Philosophical Juarterly, 4 (1967) 85-100. Castafieda’s most accessible article is ‘On
the Logic of Attributions of Self-Knowledge to Others’, Journal of Philosophy, 65 (196f ;, 439-456. Similar
arguments are to be found in Geach, ‘On Beliefs about Or=self’, Analysis, 18 (1967) and Prior, *‘On
Spurious Egocentricity'  Philosophy, 42 (1967), 326-335.

2 Lewis, Philosophical Papers, p. 139. Those who may be suspicious of this distinction or doubt
the conclusion about Lingens should considcr Lewis's example (p. 139) of the two gods. Both inhabit a pos-
sible world and are omniscient with respect to that world, i.c., they know every proposition that is true in
their world. But they both suffer ignorance: ‘neither one knows which of the two he is. They are not
exactly alike. One lives on top of the tallest mountain and throws down manna; the other lives on top of the
coldest mountain and throws down thunderbolts. Neither one knows whether he lives on the tallest
mountain ur on the coldest mountain; nor whether he throws down .nanna or thunderbolts® (p. 139). These
gods lack knowledge, but the knowledge they ‘ack cannot be propositinnal, for they are omniscient with
respect to propositional knowledge. Lewis analyzes the difference in terms of the self-ascription of proper-
ties. If or when the gods learn who they are, they are not gaining in knowledge. Rather, they are able to
self-ascribe more of the properties that they possess. Lewis labels this self-ascription of properties as belief
or knowledge de se. His thesis is that any general account of belief or knowledge must be an account of
belief or knowledge de se, for knowledge de se subsumes knowledge de dicto, or propositional knowledge,
but not vice versa (p. 139).



74

vice versa. Knowledge de se is then explained in terms of the self-ascription of proper-
ties. Lingens lacks suc.. knowledge because he fails to ascribe to himself the (unique)
property of being Rudolf Lingens. From a modal realist perspective we can conceive of
this problem as a problem of self-locating knowiedgc. Thus, when Lingens comes to
believe propositions he coues to locate himseif in a region of logical space (in Lewis’s
- arms he comes to narrow down the set of possible worlds to which he belongs, e.g., if
Lingens comes to believe ‘he true proposition that water freezes at 0 C., then he belongs
only to that set of worlds in which that proposition holds). Then, further, he needs to
locate h.mself in ordinary space and time (i.e., the actual world in which he lives).
Ultimately, he needs to identify himself as a member of a sub-population ‘whou:-e sole
member at Lingens’s own world is Lingens himself’ .3 On Lewis’s analysis we can see
that when Lingens accumulates propositional knowledge it puts him in a better position to
be able to sclf ascribe properties, but it is not certain that he will do so. He may read his
biography, but that alone will not guarante. that he will take the properties expressed
therein as belonging to himself. Lewis timself does not give an account of how this self-
ascription is supposed to come about. He is merely interested in arguing the negative
case: knowledge de se cannot be conjured up out of knowledge de dicto.

Given this problem and Lewis’s analysis, I argue that we can best understand
Plotinus® distinction between the *inner’ and ‘outer’ and the claims he makes about ‘inner’
and ‘outer’ vision if we think of it as expressing the difference between knowledge dc se
and knowledge de dicto. Indeed, as I shall argue, the problem presented by Lingens gives
us an overview of the probiem Plotinus takes up in V 8.11. In the opening lines of V
8.12 Plotinus summarizes the discussion of the previous chapter. He says, ‘We hav-

explained how he can do this as another [&érepog] and how as himself [aU7dg 12.1-2

3 Lewis, p 138.



trans. Armstrong, my emphasis]. As will become clearer below, the pronoun ‘this’ in
these lines refers to vision. Since vision in these chapters (10-12) is tied up with the issue
of self-knowledge, we can understand Flotinus’ cryptic remark as saying that he has
explained how someone can have knowledge of himself as another [Erepoc] and how
someone can have knowledge of himself as himself [abréc].* The case of Lingens shows
how this can happen. In Plotinus’ terms Lingens cannot really see himself, because he
lacks internal vision, i.e., he lacks knowledge de s=. Nonetheless, he does see himself as
a different person, as when he reads his biogr-phy. In so doing, Plotinus claims, he looks
upon himself with external vision; he looks upon himself as &repog, i.e., he only knows
himself de dicto.

Now that we have a preliminary understanding of the terms ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ and a
statement of the problem Plotinus is interested in, we must now turn to the details of V
8.11, in order to show taat this problem is indeed Plotinus’ problem and to examine his
proposed solution. It is here that we confront the problem of an emended text and diffi-
culties with translation. It is these difficulties, I argue, that have prevented many from
understanding the problem Plotinus is working on. The Greek text presented below is the
emended text found in HS2. Most recent editors, including Armstrong, accept Gollwit-
zer’s correction.5 Moreover, I have marked with emphasis those parts or Armstrong’s
translation where the obscurity seems due io more than Plotinus’ oracular pro-

nouncements.

4 There is much emphasis put on vision in V 8.10-12; cf. 10.1-25 where Plotinus makes much use of
the vision described in Phaedrus 264¢-247a. There is a reference to vision in 8 of the last 10 lines of this
chapter. As we shall see this emphasis is repeated in chapter 11 and the opening of 12. For more on the
connection between self-knowledge and self-vision see below chapter 8 on =xio7ig, and Phillips, ‘Plotinus
and the "Eye" of Intellect’, Dionysius 14 (1990), 79-103.

5 Cf. n. 9 below. The correct text and translation is given below, p. 80.
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¥n* 56 mic qudv &duvardv éautdv dpav Ux’ éxelvov ToU Oeov
31w xaraNndleic eic O idsly xpodépy 16 Béapa, Eavrov
xpopéper xai gikova aiTou**  KaAAwwTofetoay BA\éxeL
aeic 8& Tiv gikdva xaixep kaNijy ovoav gig Ev auT® éNBoww
Ko pnkém oxioag &v opov xavra £0Ti per’ éxeivou Tov feov
ayodnri Tapovrog, Kai EoTi per’ aUTov ooov Sivarar xal
0ekeL

*Gollwitzer: &n &t Enn. **ajrov: HBT

Further, one of us, being unable to see himself, when he is
possessed by that god brings his contemplation to the point of
vision, and presents himself to his own mind and looks at a
beautified image of himself; but then he dismisses the image,
beautiful though it is, and comes to unity with himself, and,
making no more separation, is one and all together with that

god silently present, and is with him as much as he wants to
be and can be. [V 8.11.1-7, emphasis added]

Armstrong’s translation raises two questions: (1) What does the phrase ‘brings his con-
templation to the point of vision’ mean? And (2) if the opening line begins with someone
who is ‘unable to see himself’, how can such a person (just three lines later) ‘present him-
self to his own mind’? I take it that Armstrong’s translation shows that he does not have a
clear view of what Plotinus is up to, for if someone is unable to see himself, it is wrong to
think that the solution consists in having the person simply ‘present himself to his own
mind’. This expression denies the problem stated in the opening line. In contrast, I want
to argue that Plotinus begins chapter 11 with someone who cannot see himself. Like
Lingens, such a person lacks a special kind of self-knowledge. But in order to understand
the connection between vision and self-knowledge we must first look at what Plotinus says
about vision in chapter 10.

In chapter 10 we meet Plotinus’ contrast between the inner and outer. He maintains

that “accurate vision’ [oxéwc opaw (10.36)] is to be had when one has the object of vision
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inside oneself. Prima facie, we can interpret this claim as stating that the contents of con-
sciousness are more accurately present to us than our vision of the external world.6
Plotinus then argues in somewhat Cartesian fashion that though we have this accurate

vision inside ourselves we focus on the external and thus ignore the internal. He main-

tains

_..but the keen sighted has what is seen within, although
having it he for the most part does not know that he has it,
and looks at it as if it were outside because he looks at it as if
it was something seen [&¢ feaTov], and because he wants to
look at it. [V 8.10.36-39, trans. Armstrong]

Descartes argued a similar point.” He maintained that the majority of us have things
backwards. We think that ordinary objects, e.g., tables, chairs, etc., are more easily
known than the soul. The point of the Meditations is to show us the reverse is true.
Likewise, Plotinus maintains we are distracted by our external vision, and, even more
strongly, he explicitly states that we want to be distracted.8 Because we are focused on
externals we miss the fact that we have this accurate, internal vision.

A problem, however, emerges for this inner/outer contrast. It is the problem we

noted before that confronts the subjective/objective or the first-person/third-person con-

6 As we shall see later on, what Plotinus means by *having the object of vision inside oneself’ is not

quite as innocunt as this.

7 Cf. Meditations II, Oeuvres de Descartes, ed. Adam and Tannery, vol. IX, (Paris: J. Vrin.), pp.

18-26.

8 Why should we be distrs >d or want to be distracted? The long answer (which I do not wish to
treat) will have to do with the fall o psyche into matter. But within this context Plotinus is making the more
general Platonic point that the experiences of the senses and the body distract us from the life of the mind;
of. Phaedo 66bd. And this point is at least prima facie plausible. Those who think not should try reading
Plotinus in a room where a television is blaring. I have more to say on Plotinus’ idea of distraction below in

chapter 11.
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trast. It is the problem of self-reflexiveness. What happens when I look upon myself as
object? If the contrast between the inner and outer is to hold, then I must be able to look
upon myself as an object, or in Plotinus’ terms as a Gearév. Yet, | must also be able to
see myself from within. The contrast implies that I have two ways of coming to know
myself. I can know myself from within or I can know myself from without. Plotinus,
however, is not content to leave the matter here. He wants to privilege one of these
senses of knowing. He wants us to know ourselves from the inside. In the passage
immediately following the above quotation, he is concerned with the self as object. He

says:

But one must transport what one sees into oneself, and look
at it as one and look at it as oneself... [V 8.10.39-41 trans.

Armstrong]

Plotinus here suggests that we need to shift from looking at ourselves as an external object
of vision, a @earév, to looking at ourselves from within. The question, then, becomes,
how does one do this? How do we see ourselves (as it were) from the inside? How do we
get in touch with our true self? All these questions point at the basic issue of self-
knowledge, and it is this issue that Plotinus seeks to address in chapter 11.

In order to understand the grammar of the opening senterice of chapter 11 we need
to settle a question concerning the text. The manuscripts give i for what is now the first
word, but most editors accept the emendation & proposed by Gollwitzer. I want t~ show

that this emendation is not require . and obscures the issue. The editors who accepted the



79

manuscript reading (here I single out Bréhier and HS!) did not seem able to come up with
a conditional sentence that made any sense.? They took the initial & as governing all the
following verbs down to line 7 where they regard the &i in the phrase i &’ éxoTpadein as
picking up and re-expressing the conditional force that has been implicit since the first
line. Thus, we have a list of activities performed by the subject: ‘brings’ (twice)
[xpodépy, line 2 and xpodéper, line 3], ‘looks’ [BAéxer, line 3], ‘is’ [éo7i, line 5] ‘wants’
[0é\ee, line 7], ‘turns’ (twice) [éxorpadein, line 7 and orpédor, line 9]. These verbs
form the protasis. And finally the verb ‘has’ [Exet, line 10] forms the apodosis. The dif-
ficulty with this reading is that the force of the conditional is lost. Plotinus presents us
with a set of conditions, but nothing clearly or explicitly follows from them. To be sure
Plotinus can sometimes drift from the main issue and then make a new beginning. But I
think there is no reason to suppose that Plotinus is drifting and there are telling reasons
against this. To begin with I argued that by the end of chapter 10 Plotinus has the particu-
lar problem of self-knowledge clearly in his sights. This is, then, an unlikely moment for
him to drift. Furthermore, this reading reduces the text not to obscurity but to nonsense.
Thus, we should try to find some sort of argument in these lines. Gollwitzer’s emendation
is not much of an improvement on &. Armstrong translates Gollwitzer’s &rc as ‘further’
and the verbs that follow form merely a list of activities, as we have seen. On this read-
ing, too, no clear picture emerges of what these activities amount to. Neither Gollwitzer’s
emendation nor Bréhier’s punctuation give us anything more than a lengthy, rambling sort
of sentence that does not make much sense. But befo.> giving up and attributing the mat-
ter to Plotinus’ characteristic obscurity, let us look again at the conditional expressed in

9 HS2 and HBT saccept Gollwitzer's emendation. HS! follows Bréhier’s defense and punctuation of

the text. Bréhier remarks on the emendation ad. loc.: ‘imutilis lectio si rectam interpunctionem restitueris.’

For Bréhier this means letting the sentence run on to line 13. Within this sentence his first full stop is a

colon at line 10. 1 go on to discuss his punctuation in more detail below . For HBT s translation see n. 10
below.
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the opening lines.

Against the editors who accept Gollwitzer's emendation or who punctuate or
understand the text as Bréhier does, I argue that we should accept the manuscript reading
i and be clear about the inference Plotinus wants to make. [ read & as governing
xpodépy in line 2. The verb is subjunctive because of éxav (line 2), which I take to rein-
force the initial condition. Plotinus begins with the supposition that there might be one of
us who is unable to see himself. He then slides into talking about what would happen
when [éxav] such a person takes action. Consequently, I argue that we can translate the

conditional in the following way.

&l 88 Tic Nudv Gduvarav éavrov opav LT’ éxeivov Tou Oeov
éxay xarandlsic eic 10 idelv Tpodépy 70 Béapa, Eavrov
xpodépet xai eixéva avTou kaN\wxLobeioar BAExeL

And if there is one of us who is unable to see himself — if,
seized by that god, he should at some point bring his vision
into view, then he [in fact] brings himself [gnto view], that is
[xai] he sees a beautiful image of himself.10 [V 8.11.1-3]

That this conditional gives Plotinus an intelligible inference can be seen by looking at how
it solves the problems raised by Armstrong’s translation. His translation had left us
wondering (1) how someone who was unable to see himself could ‘present himself to his

own mind’ and (2) what the phrase ‘bring contemplation to the point of vision’ could

10 HBT prints Gollwitzer’s emendation and notes, *Gollwitzer schrieb vortrefflich Zru statt ¢i; &n zu

&buvarrow gehorig.” But in spite of this note this is not how they translate these lines. Their translation
reads: Wenn aber einer von uns, der noch unfihig ist, sich selber zu sehen, von jenem Gort ergriffen das
Schaunis zum Ansehen hervornimmt, so nimmt er sich selber hervor und erblickt ein verschonertes Abbild
des Gottes;’ (my emphasis). They read airroi and so take the vision to be of god. I have followed HSZ and

read adroi and so taken the vision to be of the self. HS! read airoi, but gloss it as sui ipsius. As we

become clear later on in chapter 7, whether the vision i< of god or the self does not matter, since for Plotinus

the tr: inner self is something di*ine and ever-pres .. with god.
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mean. Let us consider this second problem first. Above I have translated the problematic
phrase as ‘bring his vision into view’. We can see that in his translation Armstrong is
pressing the term féapa pretty hard. (He usually reserves the term ‘contemplation’ for
fewpice.) Literally, féapa means ‘sight’ or ‘spectacle’. In translating it as contemplation
he is clearly trying to make sense of and avoid the redundancy in what Plotinus in fact
says, viz. ‘bring the vision into view’ [eic 70 ideiv wpodépn 70 féapa]. In light of the
problem Plotinus is working on we may now be tempted to take the sentence to mean how
someone ‘brings an external object of vision into internal view’. But this is a temptation,
I think, that needs to be resisted. The phrase may mean nothing more than that someone
focuses upon the object of vision. What we need to understand is how this focusing is
connected to the process which he mentioned in chapter 10: ‘But one must transport what
one sees into oneself and look at it as one and look at it as oneself” (V 8.10.39-41). This
question leads us back to the first question: How does someone who is unable to see him-
self bring his vision into view?

This question can now be answered if we recall that chapter 10 led us up to the
problem of self-knowledge and if we recall Perry’s illustration of this problem in the per-
son of Lingens. Thus, I argue that in these lines Plotinus is trying to show how someone
arrives at knowledge de se. This is the move that Lingens needs to make if he is to dis-
cover himself. What we have in this conditional and in the lines that follow is a descrip-
tion of a process of ‘internalization’ that leads to self-knowledge. We can describe it as a
three step process.!! Step one: focus on the external vision. Thus the phrase ‘bring his
vision into view’ should be read in the most non-committal way. Here Plotinus is simply
saying ‘focus on the external object’. It is puzzling to think of the self as focusing on the

11 [n chapter 11 Plotinus only give a bare outline of this process of internalization. He presents the
process in more etail in III 8.6, discussed below in chapter 9.
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self as external object, but if we remember that when Plotinus talks about ‘looking out’ or
‘looking in’ he is trying to contrast two different types of knowledge, it may not seem so
strange. Or again recall Lingens reading his own biography. In this way he looks upon
himself as external or £7epoc. Step two: realize that this external object of vision is an
image of yourself. Plotinus is not explicit about how one comes to this realization. Here
he merely thinks that at some point the person will realize that the object he is looking at
is himself. It is interesting in this context to compare the experience of a child or of
someone who has never seen a mirror before. It seems to be the case that such persons
come to understand that the reflection in the mirror is their reflection by first focusing on
and paying attention to the image as an external object of vision.12

What is at stake in this step might be described in this way. Suppose that Lingens’
family or friends find him in the library and tell him that the book he is reading is a
biography of himself. He may come to believe that what they say is true. But what
Plotinus is here suggesting is that there is a world of difference in how he comes to believe
this claim. If he takes it on the authority of his family or friends that the person described
in the book is Lingens himself, then the realization is still in a sense external to him. But
if at some point he says, ‘Ah! ah!, the person described in the book is me’, then this
realization is intenal to him. Once someone has reached this point, he can proceed to the
next step. Step three: let the image go and pay attention to the original, that of which the
image is a copy: pay attention to the true self.

In these lines Plotinus is merely interested in describing the process of ‘internaliza-

tion’. He does no more than present an outline. He is not interested in trying to show
hew these steps ‘work’. How this process works will be investigated in detail below in

chapter 9. What we can see now is what Plotinus takes to be the result of the process. At

12 That this is the case with psyche made explicit at IV 3.12.1-3.
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this point the person is no longer divided into subject and object, but has come into unity
with himself. Such a person, Plotinus wants to maintain, has proper self-knowledge. In
Lewis’s terms this is knowledge de se. In Plotinian terms this is knowledge from within,
or xaer& vovv. Unlike Perry, Plotinus will maintain that such a person is completely
integrated.

The process of internalization that leads to self discovery presents us with two issues
that need to be further explored. What is this internal knowledge that is knowledge of the
self, or in Plotinus’ phrase, what is knowledge xard vovy? Also, how is it that the posses-
sor of such knowledge is looked upon as ‘integrated’, unified, or no longer divided?
These questions will be taken up in the next chapter. But before moving on to treat them
we need to look at the role that nous plays in this process of self-discovery.

At the conclusion of the text we have considered Plotinus maintains that the person
who is united with himself is united with the god who is silently present. We must thus
confront the question of who this god is? I argue that it is best to identify the god with
separate nous.!3 I present three reasons. Firstly, the language that is used to describe the
individual’s relation to god (&v opoi xdwra) is the language used frequently to describe
separate nous.!4 Secondly, the description in the last line of the quotation is more
appropriate to nous than to either psyche or the One. Plotinus says that the completely
integrated person is ‘with the god as much as he is able to and wants to be’. Psyche is
ruled out on two counts. Plotinus nowhere use the language of & opov wavra to describe
psyche. Also, he never says anything to suggest that we become separated from psyche.
Indeed, such a view would be absurd. While we are alive, no one is going to deny that

13 For more on this connection see Armstrong, ‘The Apprebension of Divinity in the Self and
Cosmos in Plotinus’, in The Significance of Neoplatonism, ed. Harris (Norfolk: Old Dominion University

Press, 1976), pp. 187-198.
14 Cf. 1 1.8.8; 11 6.6.23; V 3.15.18-23; V 8.9.1-4; V 9.6.1-3; V 9.7.8-12; VI 5.6.1-4; V1 6.7.4.



we have a psyche. The Epicureans may be mistaken about the nature of the psyche and
about life after death, but even they do not deny that we have a psyche. It is they who
believe that we are separate¢ from our psyche at death: Plotinus does not.

The One is excluded from this discussion of god because the implication of the
opening lines of V 8.11 is that the relationship with god is something that we have control
over. More specifically, it is something that is ‘up to us’, i.e., dependent on us. Thus,
Plotinus cannot be talking of our mystical union with the One, for he is clear that that is a
relation that is in not ‘up to us’ but up to the One.!5

Thirdly, there is a further argument based on language and theme. Plotinus often
speaks of us being forgetful of our origins; in his words, ‘we have forgotten our father
god’.16 As the rest of the chapter and treatise makes clear Plotinus is using the phrase
‘father god® to describe rous. Thus, my claim is that there is nothing unusual in his refer-
ring to nous as god in the text of V 8.11. Furthermore, I argue that Plotinus’ claim of V
8.11 that when we find ourselves we find the god who is silently present is to be inter-
preted as expressing the theme of our Return. Elsewhere Plotinus has likened us to chil-
dren who were taken away from our parents and raised in a foreign land. As adults we no
longer know who we are or who our parents are.17 Thus, just as it would not be surpris-
ing for the children to discover their parents once they learned who they truly wei  so it
is not surprising that we should discover nous once we discover our true identity, for nous
is our forgotten ‘father god®, the god who has been silently present all along.

15 The comparison between the rising of the sun and the appearance of the Oze confirms this point;
of. V 5.8.1-7. For Plotinus® discussion of what is ‘up to us’ [é¢" 7uir} and his claim dat what is ‘up to us’
is the activity of nous see VI 8.1-6 and the commentary by Leroux Plotin: Traité sur la liberté et la volonté
de I’Un, (Paris: J. Vrin, 1990).

16 Cf. V 1.1.1-2 and the commentary by Atkinson, Plotinus: Ennead V.l (Oxford: Oxford

University Press, 1983) for a detailed discussion of this theme.
17 v 1.1.9-11.
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We have seen how Plotinus describes the discovery of our true identity through a
process of internalization. This movement to the interior world is graphically described
by him through the image of divine possession. After talking about moving the object of

vision [fearov] to the interior world he makes the following comparison.

as if someone possessed by a god, taken over by Phoebus or
one of the Muses, could bring about the vision of the god in
himself, if he had the power [Sivapis] to look at the god in
himself.18 [V 8.10.41-43 trans. Armstrong]

This image that concludes chapter 10 and opens chapter 11 shows that the idea of looking
within to find the true self and looking within to find god are intimately ccanected. Fur-
thermore, the equivalence of ‘god’ with separate nous in these passages yields the claim
that our true identity is intimately connected w'th separate nous. The image and our dis-
cussion thus far suggests that there is something in the way we experience ourselves that
will enable us to say that we experience nous. Nevertheless, this image, the interpretation
of god as nous, and loose talk about experience leave several questions before us. Do we

have this power of turning to see which god has possessed us? Do we have the ability of

18 Notice that when Plotinus uses tiis same image to describe our relationship to the Ore there is no
talk of vision and what we may be able to deduce from the experience is much more vague: He says: ‘But
justasthoscwbohweagodwithinthemmdareinthegripofdivineposs&ionmayknov,thismuch,that
theyhavesomethinggreaterwithinthem.eveniftheydonotlmowwhat,andfmmthewaysinwhichthey
aremvedandthethingstheysaygetacenainawm[atmcirnva]ofthegodwhomomthem.
though these are not the same as the mover; so we seemed disposed towards the Ope...’ [V 3.14.9-13

trans. Armstroug].
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turning inward to look at our true self? How is our identity ‘intimately connected” with

nous? Is nous something we can experience, and if so, how?



CHAPTER 6

An Interpretation of the Phrase ‘Becoming Nous’

The last chapter presented in outline the process of internalization through which we
come to know our true self. It was there suggested as an interpretive hypothesis that the
person who has acquired self-knowledge, or more precisely, the person who is integrated
with his true self is ‘one’ [8v opob wdvra] with the god — nous — who is present. The
knowledge that results from this process was taken to be a type of internal vision and was
likened to the concept of knowledge de se used by Lewis. Plotinus’ phrase for this type of
knowing is knowing xard vovw.! It is the aim of this chapter to examine what Plotinus
means by this expression. This investigation is necessary, for the concept of knowing
something xaré wovw is central to the argument (presented in the following chapter)
whereby Plotinus demonstrates that the ideas of self-discovery and unity with nous are one
and the same. Before we can understand this argument we must first see whether we have
the capacity [s0vorpug] to know things xara woiw and whether this type of knowing
involves becoming nous. The basis of discussion will be two texts from V 3.4 (lines 1-4
and lines 7-15).

We need to recall that in chapter 4 we saw that Plotinus identified ‘us’ with the
authoritative part of psyche [70 xiptov]. This part is located between a two-fold power:
sense perception [aiofnoig] and nous.2 When we ask Plotinus what makes this part of the

psyche authoritative, he responds by making it clear that nous is the locus of authority.

1 My use of the phrase ‘knowing xaré voU»’ is based on the text in V 8.11.33-34 where it occurs in
the phrase {opev xarr votv. How Plotinus is using this phrase in this text will be discussed in more detail in

the next chapter.
2 cf. v 3.3.36-40.
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We have this authority [#yepovia], he asserts, when we are xatd vouv.3 We can be in

thie state in either of two ways. He says:

Yet we are also kings, when we are in accordance with the
mind [xard éxeivov, i.e. vouv]. And we can be in accord-
ance with it in two ways: either by the signs that are written
in us, so to speak, like laws, or being filled with it, as it
were, or even being able to see and perceive it as present.

[V 3.4.1-4]4

Plotinus here explains the phase xaré voiv in two distinct ways. On the one hand,
there is what we might call the transcendental function of nous. Nous provides discursive
reason [iavoia] with what it needs in order to function. In this way nous is known
indirectly. Once we understand how reasoning works, we shall see that it requires nous as
a transcendental condition. On the other hand, Plotinus claims that we have a more direct
contact with nous. We are ‘filled’ with it or we are able to ‘see’ and ‘perceive’ that it is
present. From our discussion of V 8.11 this sense of xard vouv should come as no sur-
prise, for we have seen that when we look within, we discover that our true self is & opov
xévra with the god — nous — who is silently present. This sense of rarc vovv refers to
a direct contact with the self and nous. Oosthout notices these two senses of kara vovw

and remarks on them as follows.

Let us now summarize and try to grasp the essence of what
Plotinus is saving in this chapter [V 3.4]. The pure mind
provides human reason with certain standards or notions that

3 Cf.11.7.15-16 for the term #ryspovia.
4 Translation Oosthout, Modes of Knowledge and the Transcendental (Amsterdam: B. R. Griiner,
1991), p. 95. He consistently translates *nous’ as *mind’.
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enable reason to make judgments on things perceived. We
thus use the mind, although we may not always be aware that
we are doing so. However, self-knowledge, even the defi-
cient kind of self-knowledge that we human beings are
capable of, requires that we realize that our reasoning needs
the mind to function properly. Moreover, Plotinus suggests
that we can incidentally lift ourselves beyond the power of
reason and gain a more direct kind of self-knowledge, when
we «see» the mind and think like it.5

Oosthout describes what we have labelled the transcendental sense of xara vouw; this is the
pure mind — separate nous — providing human reason with what it needs in order to
function properly. He also suggests that there is another sense which refers to a more
direct kind of self-knowledge. But as we can see from our earlier discussion this is much
more than a suggestion: it is a sense of xar& vovw that Piotinus is committed to. This is
the sense of xard vobw that I earlier labeled knowledge de se. As we have seen this is not
a type of knowledge that can be communicated in propositions. As Plotinus’ metaphors of
‘seeing’ and ‘being filled’ suggest, this self-knowledge is something we experience.
Oosthout does not pick up on this sense of self-knowledge, and his claim that we gain this
type of knowledge ‘when we «see» the mind and think like it” is vague. It does not get
beyond Plotinus’ metaphors. From our discussion of V 8.11 we can see that our self-
knowledge is intimately bound up with our knowledge of nous — separate nous — which

is the god who is silently present. We see this again in another text from V 3.4.

Therefore, he who comes to know himself is twofold
[scrrov]: on the one hand he who knows the nature of the
soul’s reasoning, and on the other hand he who stands on a
higher level [rov 88 iwspdvw], he who knows himself in
accordance with the mind [ywdoxovra éavror xare TOV

5 Oosthout, p. 9.
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votv], when he becomes that mind [2xetvor ywopevor}. And
«to think oneself through the minds [xaxeivey gauTov vogv]
does not mean that one still thinks of oneself as a human
being, but that one has become completely different and has
snstched oneself on high, drawing with oneself only the bet-
ter part of one’s soul, precisely the part that can get «wings»
to thought, in order that one can hold in trust what one saw
there.6 [V 3.4.7-15]

That Plotinus should characterize the knower as double should come as no surprise, for we
have again the picture of the self knowing itself through discursive reasoning and we have
a picture of the self on a higher level knowing itself xare Tov vovr.” What this higher
level of knowing is is not yet clear. But what Plotinus says here is that we have this type
of knowledge when we ‘become nous’. Whatever the phrase ‘become nous’ is going to
mean it seems reasonable to assume that he is talking about ‘we’ in the sense of the true
self, not in the sense of the compound of psyche and body [0 suvaudérepor]. Moreover,

the assumption becomes more plausible in light of the reference to Phaedrus (246a ff.)

6 Translation Oosthout, p. 99

7 The significance of the phrase xard 7ov voiv, rather than xorrée vobw in this text comes from the
influence of Aristotle, EN 1177526-117829, quoted below p. 95. Furthermore, it should be noted that the
interpretation of this phrase is not without controversy. Gerson, Plotinus (London: Routledge, 1994) dis-
agrees with the interpretation that is offered below. He says, ‘Plotinus’ characterization of Intellect [nous]
does not depend on an appeal to our own experience, for we are not aware of the activity [évépysia] of sepa-
rate intellect, neither our own nor that of the demiurge’ (p. 55). Later (p. 103) he says, ‘We cannot in our
incarnate lives know forms as nous knows them.” The reasons we cannot know or experience separate nous
are three: (i) nous is eternal; (ii) the knowledge of nous is universal — it knows all the forms at once; and
(iii) the very locution xore poby suggests an activity ‘in accordance with’ or patterned after the original
activity, not the original activity itself. In contrast, I want to argue that the only solid objection is the first,
but even this is not telling. For as Geach (‘What Do We Think With’, in God and the Soul (London: Rout-
ledge, 1969), 30-41) argued, it is difficult to assign the activity of thinking a place in the physical time
series. Thus, when Plotinus uses the phrase xoré poiw, the problem is not how to relate the temporal and
eternal. For all thought is atemporal. Rather, the problem is how to describe the type of thinking that is
xcerée wobw. | interpret this phrase to mean that some of our activity of thinking [wnoig] matches that of
separate nous (cf. LSJ IV 3), i.e., we experience the thought of separate nous by having the identical thought
content. (This removes the third objection.) Then, I argue that our thought differs from the thought of
separate nous in extent. We do not have universal knowledge of all the forms, but only as many as we have
recollected and are occupied with in contemplation. This removes the second objection and is dealt with in
more detail in chapter 9.
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and Plotinus’ explicit mention of not thinking of oneself as a human being [&vfpwmog].
These ideas, however, raise an important question. If knowing ourselves xaré vovv has
something to do with our becoming nous, and our becoming nous entails that we should
no longer think of ourselves as human beings, does this mean that we can only gain true
self-knowledge at the end of our human lives?

This question is important in forming an interpretation of Plotinian nous, for what
we want to know is whether we — here and now — have one or two ways of coming to
understand nous. As we have seen, in one way, separate nous can be seen as a trans-
cendental condition that explains why we are able to reason discursively. The question
raised by the above text and the idea that we have been tracking all along is whether we
are able to ‘see’ or experience nous in the here and now, i.e., while we are still human
beings. Since the argument presented in the next chapter will clearly show that Plotinus
does think that we can have knowledge of our true selves while we are still human beings,
we must look for a way of reading the text of V 3.4 that makes sense out of what Plotinus
says and does not undermine the argument of the following chapter.

The key to understanding the above text lies in understanding the phase *he who
knows himself in accordance with nous, when he becomes that nous’.8 What does
‘becoming nous’ mean? This phrase is puzzling, for Oosthout takes Plotinus to be using it
in different — indeed incompatible — senses.? In V 3.3.29-31 Plotinus talks about our

‘using’ [r6 xpooxiiofau] nous. This term he thinks requires explanation.

8 The Greek is 7ov yiwdokorra Savtdy Karix 1oV poiw éxcivow yvipcvor [V 3.4.9-10].

9 So Oosthout claims: ‘It might be argued that this fourth chapter, as 2 whole, appears incongruous
with Plotinus’s earlier argument, in 3.29 ff., cn <becomming mind». There, Plotinus suggested that by
being «in accordance with the mind» we do not actually <become mind». Here, however, «becoming mind»
exists as one of the meanings of «being in accordance with mind» (p. 100).”
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But what does «to make use of» mean? Is it when we
become mind ourselves and speak like it?

— No, when we are in accordance with it, for we are
not mind. Yes, in accordance with it, through the principal
art of the ratiocinative function, which is able to receive it.

[V 3.3.29-32]10

This text, although not overtly contradictory, is nevertheless thought to be ‘incongruous’
with the text quoted above from chapter 4. Here when posing the question of whether we
become mind, Plotinus responds by denying that we are identical with nous and by falling
back on the notion of xaré vovv. He then enlists ‘the principal part of the ratiocinative
function’ [70 NoytoTicdy xpdTov] in his explanation. Given that he uses this term and that
in the following lines he draws upon sense perception as an example shows that what he
has in mind here is what we earlier called the transcendental function of nous. This par:
of psyche receives standards or notions that enable it to form concepts, reason, and judge.
Furthermore, when Plotinus here explicitly denies that we are nous we should understand
him to be denying that we are identical with separate nous understood as divine nous or
the demiurge.!! Thus, to put the matter anachronistically he is here denying an Aver-
roistic interpretation of nous.12 We are not identical with separate nous, but we reason in

accordance with it.

10 Translation Oosthout, p. 92. The Greek is as follows: 7d &) mpooxpijadar i soTev; &pa airrovs
éxsivo yivopsvovg, xoi Gfsyyousvous g Sxeirog; 5 xar’ ixgivovs ob y&p voig Nusi” xar Exeivo otv 19
Mwm? TPATY SEXOpENY.

1T Beierwaltes, Selbsterkenntnis Und Erfahrung der Einheit (Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio
Klostermann, 1991) agrees with at least this much. He glosses the text as, ‘Nicht Geist sind wir nimlich in
seiner absoluten, in sich seienden Form® (p. 104; cf. p. 106). Though he talks about the presence of nous in
psyche he treats it only as a condition (ontologische Bedingung) for thought (pp. 103-106), and so he has
little to say about “becoming nous’ and how this relates to the question of identity.

12 Speaking more historically Plotinus is denying Alexander’s interpretation. See the brief discus-
sion of Alexander’s views in Rist, The Mind of Aristotle (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1989), pp.
180-182.
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As we have seen in V 3.4.1-4, however, Plotinus distinguishes between two senses
of xaré votw. The first agrees with what is found in V 3.3, and corresponds to the func-
tion of discursive reason. The second is new and corresponds to knowledge de se: the
experience of ourselves and our connection with separate nous. [ see no difficulty in
Plotinus at first setting aside the notion of becoming nous and introducing instead the
notion of xar& vovw, but then going on to separate two senses of xard vouw in the later
chapter, one of which might be described as ‘becoming nous’. Indeed one almost expects
these later clarifications as part of the style in which Plotinus writes. 13

But at this point the objection changes ground. Even if Plotinus can be shown to
have two separate senses of xar& vovw, the transcendental sense and the more experiential
sense that entails ‘becoming nous’, the notion of becoming nous is thought to be prob-
lematic because it entails a denial of our human aspect. As Plotinus says becoming nous
means that one does not ‘still think of oncself as a human being’. Elsewhere again with
echoes of the Phaedrus he talks about ceasing to be human and how one ‘journeys on

high and controls the whole world’.14 These remarks lead Oosthout to maintain:

Plotinus definitely emphasizes that man cannot simply
«become mind». Man’s characteristic mode of thinking is
discursive reason, which is primarily directed towards
objects outside itself. According to Plotinus, man cannot
«become mind», for to do so would require transcending
one’s own nature. !5

13 cf. VP8, 13, 19-20. O'Daly, Plotinus’ Philosophy of the Self, finds no conflict between the two
passages, though for different reasons than I suggest; cf. pp. 55-56. Nor does Beierwaltes, n. 11 above.

14 ¢f. v 8.7.28-35. The phrase ‘journeying on high’ is Hackforth’s translation of pcrewpoxopei.

15 Qosthout, p. 100.
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Oosthout is worried about the phrase ‘becoming nous’ in V 3.4.10 so he interprets the
remarks that follow this phrase to count decidedly against this notion: ‘[no longer] thinks
of oneself as a human being’. In contrast, I take this phrase to show just how Plotinus
understands the idea of becoming nous.

But before going on to discuss this notion it is interesting to note the way in which
Oosthout (like many others) equates human thought with discursive thought. If this identi-
fication were convincing for Plotinus, then to participate in another type of thought,
namely non-discursive thought, would be to transcend one’s human nature. But our dis-
cussion has shown that such an equation does not hold for Plotinus. To limit human
thought to discursive thought begs an important question. Plotinus leaves room for self-
thought which is non-discursive. It was earlier suggested {and we shall see more fully in
the next chapter) that we can experience non-discursive thought when ihe self [0 évrog
&vdpwroc] experiences itself as itself.16 The phrases ‘snatch oneself on high’ or ‘drawing
with oneself only the better part of one’s psyche’ only hint at such an experience. But one
point from our earlier discussion can now help us with this text. We saw in chapter two
that Plotinus has two perspectives from which to view the inward self. He can look at the
matter from the human perspective. In this case the true self [6 évroc avfpwrog] is look-
ing down upon the animal self. He can also look at the self from outside the human con-
dition. In V 3.4.7-15 Plotinus can look at the self from the divine perspective [rov 82
bxepdvw V 3.4.11]. Here from the god’s eye view the true self is looking up to nous.
From this perspective the human condition seems left behind. Plotinus here talks about
the better part of the psyche rather than the inner man, for the human perspective has been
left behind — the inner man has become another [&\\ov yevopevor V 3.4.10]. The inner

man has now become the better part of psyche by drawing up this part of himself into

16 Cf. chapter 3 sbove.
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nous. This drawing up of the better part of psyche into nous is what 1 take Plotini < to
mean by ‘becoming nous’. It does not entail the denial of the human condition. It tries to
view this condition from another perspective.

This explanation doubtless falls victim to the charge of explaining obscurum per
obscurius, as is often the case when one explains one Plotinian text by another. What we
really want to know is what Plotinus means when he talks about ‘becoming nous’, ‘gain-
ing wings’, ‘journeying on high’, ‘snatching oneself up’ or ‘leaving behind the human
condition’. The best place to go for an understanding of these Plotinian phrases is
Aristotle, for Aristotle himself contrasts the life xar &vlpwwov with the life xara Tov
voiw. 1 argue that it is this text more than any other that best explains what Plotinus
means by his phrase xar& voiv or xarq 7Ov VOUY. After contrasting the life xa7’
&vBpwrov with the life xaré Tov vouv Aristotle worries that the life xara 7ov vouv will be

beyond the capabilities of humans to live. He says:

But such life would be too high for man; for it is not in so
far as he is man that he will live so, but in so far as some-
thing divine [feiév 7] is present in him; and by so much as
this is superior to our composite nature [rot ouvBérou] is its
activity [svépyewa] superior to that which is the exercise of
the other kind of excellence. If intellect [voig] is divine,
then, in comparison with man, the life according to it is
divine in comparison with human life. But we must not fol-
low those who advise us, being men, to think of human
things, and, being mortal, of mortal things, but must, so far
as we can, make ourselves immortal, and strain every nerve
to live in accordance with the best thing [75 xparioror] in us;
for even if it be small in bulk, much more does it in power
and worth surpass everything. This would actually seem to
be each man, since it is the authoritative [76 xUptov] and bet-
ter part [&uewor] of him. It would be strange, then, if he
were to choose not the life of himself but that of something
else. And what we said before will apply now; that which
is proper [7 oixsiov] to each thing is by nature best and most
pleasant for each thing; for man, therefore, the life according
to intellect [6 xara rov woiw] is best and pleasantest, since
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intellect more than anything else is man. This life therefore
is also the happiest.17

In this text Plotinus finds four statements about nous that he is willing to make use of.
Two we have seen, two are new to the discussion. The two we have seen are the claims
(i) that nous is something divine [9€i6v 7¢] and (ii) that nous is the best or most author-
itative part in us [0 xpdrioTow OF 70 Kiptov]. That nous is something divine should be
clear from previous chapters. But that nous is the authoritative part of us is somewhat
puzzling, for earlier we saw that Plotinus identified 76 xipiov with the higher part of
psyche. Nevertheless, we can see that his talk of psyche’s ‘becoming nous’ creates an
ambiguity that allows room for him to agree with Aristotle. The two we have not seen are
(iii) that in talking about the life according to nous Aristotle is talking about the activity
[évépyea] of nous, and (iv) that Aristotle identifies us with nous on the grounds that it is
what is proper [70 oixetov] to us.

We must turn in later chapters to sort out how it is that Plotinus makes use of these
four ideas. For now what we need to see is that this text gives us a way of interpreting
the phrase ‘becoming nous’ that does not entail the denial of the human condition. In the
text that follows this quotation Aristotle makes clear that the life xara rov vouv is the
activity of ‘contemplation® [fewpeiv or Oewpnricy &vépyea]. Leaving aside for a moment
what this activity amounts to, we can see that for Aristotle the fact that a human being can
enter into this activity makes his human status ambiguous. Though the passage is filled
with hesitations and qualifications he does separate the activity of the compound from the
activity of nous, the divine element within that compound which he takes to be the true

person. To enter into the activity of nous is thus to become divine and immortal, at least

17 £N 1177026-1178%9 The Revised Oxford translation.



97

for as long as the activity lasts. When we tire of this activity or are interrupted, we return
to our more ordinary, human pursuits. Whatever Aristotle’s belief about the immortality
of the psyche may have been or whether he may have changed his mind on this issue is
beside the point. Aristotle is contrasting the human and divine life of one and the same
person, or to use his phrase ‘compound’ [eivferoc]. He is not contrasting the human con-
dition of the here and now with that of an afterlife. Rather, what he seems to be saying is
that it would be nice to be separate nous, but regrettably we are not.

It would be difficult to exaggerate the influence that this text had upon Plotinus.!8
What Aristotle here expresses with doubts, qualifications, and hesitation, we shall see
Plotinus appropriate and state with full-blooded Platonic vigour. For Plotinus nous is
divine and this is indeed what each of us most truly is. Because we are compounds our
life is a composite of human and divine aspects. Being a double means that we are
amphibious creatures whose existence (at least for our allotted time) bridges the human
and divine worlds.!9 Thus, when Plotinus talks about our ‘ceasing to be human’ (V
8.7.33-34) or our ‘thinking ourselves [avrdv voeiv] again as no longer human’ (V
3.4.11), he is referring not only to some disincarnate state the psyche enters into after the
death of the body, as expressed in the myth of the Phaedrus (246a-247c), but also to
Aristotelian contemplation. When we enter into this activity we ‘become nous’. ‘Becom-
ing nous’ does not mean that we become other than what we are. Just as a person who
runs does not become other than he is while running, and can be identified in accordance
with his activity, i.e., as a runner, so we can enter into the life xar& vour and not become
other than we are. We can now interpret this phrase to mean that we ‘appropriate’

18 Some of this influence is clearly seen in the way Plotinus sets up the discussions of [ 4.1 and |
7.1, but its more subtle and pervasive presence is better seen in Plotinus’ struggle to reconcile the contrast

Aristotle draws between the life of the compound and the life of nous.
19 cf. v 8.4.31-32.
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[¢xeiwaev] or ‘identify’ with the highest aspect of ourselves.20 In acting in this way we
become *filled” with nous and are able to ‘see’ it. In chapter 9 we shall look more closely
at what it means to ‘appropriate’ or ‘identify’ with this divine part of ourselves that is in

fact our true self. But we must first prove that such a self exists.

20 Cf. 111 8.6.18, discussed below in chapter 9.



Now, in calm weather, to swim in the open ocean is as easy to the prac-
tised swimmer as to ride in a spring-carriage ashore. But the awful
lonesomeness is intolerable. The intense concentration of self in the
middle of such a heartless immensity, my God! who can tell it?
Herman Melville

CHAPTER 7

An Argument for the Existence of the True Self

This chapter intends to defend two claims. Firstly, it shows that the argument
whereby Plotinus demonstrates the reality of the *inner man’ [6 évrog avfpwrog] is valid.
And, secondly, it shows the identity of this ‘inner man’ with nous. This latter claim is
noteworthy, for it is connected to Plotinus’ notorious doctrine of forms of individuals. It
will not be my aim to review this controversy in detail. Rather, as there seems to be
tentative agreement that Plotinus admits Forms for individual human beings, my aim will
be to exhibit the problems that motivated him to adopt this position.! But before taking
up the argument and becoming embroiled in these controversial issues, we will do well to
summarize our discussion thus far, for the argument of this chapter presents the cardinal
issue of this entire investigation.

After the historical introduction in chapter 1, chapter 2 introduced the problem of
our relationship to nous. It showed that sometimes Plotinus uses ‘nous’ to refer to
‘separate nous’ [volic xwptordg] something divine and above our human condition, and
sometimes he uses ‘nous’ to refer to ‘particular nous’ [vobc Exaorog], the nous of the
psyche. Chapter 3 then introduced a type of thinking [vosiv} that was non-discursive. [t
suggested that, in order to understand this activity of nous, we examine our own experi-
ence of it. Following a lead offered by Rist, that this experience is best exemplified in the
experience we have of ourselves, chapter 4 introduced the question of personal idcntity:

1 For the relevant literature see n. 21 below. To say that Plotinus maintains that there are Forms for
individual human beings needs one qualification. Given his views of reincarnation it might be the case that

an animal or a plant has an individual Form, for that animal or plant might be a *human being®, albeit one
that has sunk rather low.

99
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Who are we? The self-reflexive character of first-person experience brought to light the
paradoxical claim that this experience would teach us both that we are ignorant of our true
nature (because we are a double), and that this experience would reveal our true identity.
This latter claim was set aside to be taken up in this chapter. Moreover, chapter 5 picked
up the contrast between the first and third-person perspectives that emerged from our
examination of Plotinus’ use of the pronoun ‘we’ and demonstrated that Plotinus takes this
contrast to be equivalent to the contrast between the inner and the outer. It was then
shown that Plotinus’ problem of identity has to do with ‘harmonizing’ the ‘inner’ versus
the ‘outer’ self. It was there suggested that nous is what establishes the ‘harmony’
between these two selves, and because the argument of this chapter requires the notion of
knowing something xar& vobw, chapter 6 determined that there was a sense of knowing
something xarc voiv that was equivalent to ‘becoming nous’. This phrase was then
glossed as meaning to ‘appropriate’ [¢xeiwoev] or ‘identify’ with the highest aspect of our-
selves. This aspect was taken to be what was most ‘proper’ [oixeiov] to us. Having set
aside what ‘appropriate’ or ‘identify’ mean for a later chapter, we have arrived at the
argument of this chapter which sets out to show that there exists an inner man that is the
unified subject of our experience and that this is what we are ‘identified’ with. I shall use
Plotinus’ language (who follows Aristotle) in saying that this is what is 70 oixetov for us.
The argument will provide grounds for identifying what is 70 oixsgtov with voig &xaorog.
Then, in looking at the way volig &xaorog is related to voiic xwpiordoc we shall be in a
position to see how Plotinus ‘harmonizes’ the inner with the outer or the first with the
third-person perspective.

Plotinus’ problem — How do we discover our real nature? — can now be seen in
context. We have seen that our ignorance comes from the opposition between 6 év7og

&vdpuxoc and 76 {Gov. This is a conflict we find within ourselves. This type of dualism
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was linked to the problem of self-knowledge in the following way. On the one hand,
Plotinus argued that the true self, [0 évrog Gvfpwwroc] knows itself as another [srspog].
This is the inner man [0 év7og &v@pwxoc] knowing the animal self [r6 {@ov]. On the
other hand, Plotinus argued that the true self, [6 évro¢ Grpwxog] can know itself {airig]
directly. In each case not only is the known object different, the animal self versus the
true self, but also the way in which these objects are known is different, vosgiv versus
Aoyiteofor. The latter is knowledge de dicto, the former knowledge de se. What is
Plotinus’ argument for the distinction?

Plotinus does not present a formal argument (he seldom does), but his position is set

out at the end of V 8.11, a text we considered earlier in chapter 5. He says:

What belongs to us and we [ourselves] are imperceptible
[Gvaiobyro]. Since we are like this we understand ourselves
[éopev abroig ovveroi] most of all when we make our knowl-
edge of ourselves and ourselves one. Moreover there [in the
intelligible world] when we especially know according to
nous [xard voiv] we seem to be ignorant because we are
waiting for the experience of sense perception [rij¢
aiobijoews] which says that it does not see. For it does not
see and could never see such things. Thercfore, that which
does not apprehend [76 &wmworoiv] is sense perception [7
atofnoic].2 The other one is the one who sees [6 idav]. Or
[to put the matter the other way around] if that one should
not apprehend, then he could not apprehend his own exist-
ence. For he himself can in no way place himself outside as
though he were a perceptible object and see himself through
the eyes of the body. [V 8.11.31-40]3

2 The translation of the verbs morsiew and &xiorsiey by the expression ‘to apprehend” or ‘not
apprehend’ is defended below in chapter 8.

3 The Greek text reads as follows: 7 8¢ #uav xai Wpsis Gruiodyror oirw &' Swres pdMora
xdvruy Sopdy abrols ovrsTol TiY émoTipny pdy kot Huds Ev Fexcakbres. wixst rolwww, dre pdNoTo
Topsy xoerée voiiv, deyrosiv Soxodps, i alodijosws Grapévorres 10 xdbog, if dnow ui swpaxévon ob yép
eley o0d” & TS TOWCXTTE XOTE IB0L. TO OUY &exioToly 7y alofnals oy, & 8& &NNog Eotiv & i8dv 1], et &miarol
xéksivoc, 008" &y alrrdv xoTElOBIEY slvon o08E yap 00" airdg Stvarrar EEw Osic savrdw dg alobnrdy Srra
Sfalpuoic Toig Tob odparros BAETELY.
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The text here is not a model of lucidity, but from the discussion thus far the main lines of
what Plotinus is up to should be clear. His claim that we are imperceptible [&vaiofnTot]
identifies us — the ‘we’ — as the inner man [0 v @vBpwwog]. Further he claims that
this subject, the true self, is not discovered by any observations of the senses — certainly
none that we ourselves can make. The contrast between sense perception [aiofnoig] and
what is ‘imperceptible’ [avaigfnTog] supports this identification, for Plotinus attributes
sense perception to the animal self [76 {@ov].4 Given this contrast what claims about self-
knowledge are made here?

Our investigation in chapter 3 showed that Plotinus makes use of Aristotle’s claim
that for immaterial entities knowledge and the known object are one. Plotinus interprets
this claim to refer to the unmediated, direct contact that obtains between knower and
known object, which constitutes knowledge par excellence. It is now clear that such
knowledge can only occur on the level of nous, for only there are the thought and the
object of thought one and the same.5 Thus, according to this standard of knowledge there
are two types of self-knowledge. On the one hand, the true self [0 évroc avfpwroc] can
never fully know its animal self; for it can never be fully united with it, since the animal
self is a material object. Its knowledge of itself is never completely one with its object of
knowledge. On the other hand, the true self [0 év7og &vBpwroc], can be fully united with
itself as an object of knowledge. When this happens a complete form of self-knowledge is

4 v 5.8.20-22; I 1.7.5, and chapter 11 below.

5. The motive behind this requirement is (in part) epistemological. For the objects that exist in nous
are the same ss their essences [7 7t #» slveul, or, as he also puts it, the reason that these things are the way
they are [r5 Suém] cannot be separated from the fact that they are [0 énl; cf. VI 7.2 where the latter
terminology is indebted to the distinction Aristotle draws in Posterior Analytics B 2 90%2-34. For the
epistemological requirement — that we know something when we know its essence — cf. Metaphysics Z 6
1031P3-7. For Plotinus the Platonic Forms as well as some parts of psyche fall into the category of things

that are identical with their essences.
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obtained. Thus, as the chapter will go on to show, the claim that we are imperceptible
entails that the true self is known xar& votv. In outline, the argument is as follows.
Plotinus assumes that we have two ways of coming to know things: one involves sense-
perception [aiofnag] in the strict sense, the other does not. Thus, if the self is
&vaiotnroc, then we cannot come to know the self by aigfnoig. Hence, we come to
know the self in some other way. As we shall see this ‘other way’ will be ‘knowing KQTO
votw’, and this phrase will be interpreted to be an experience that we have that puts us in
direct contact with our true self. Thus, what Plotinus is claiming in the above text is that
self-knowledge in the strict sense demonstrates that we have an imperceptible inner man
that is known xar& votw. It is in this chapter that we shall see that what Rist earlier
referred to as our ‘spiritual dimension’ can be understood as the experience we have of
this inner man [6 évro¢ &vfpwxoc].b

Having made this claim about self-knowledge and self-identity, Plotinus turns to
consider an objection. Talk of an inner, spiritual self (i.e., an immaterial self) that knows
itself xar& vovv sounds rather mysterious. An empiricist is going to object that this sort
of talk is a masquerade for ignorance and that there is no such self and no such means of
knowing it. Plotinus would not have been at all surprised by the celebrated remarks of

Hume.

For my part, when I enter most intimately into what I call
myself, 1 always stumble on some particular perception or
other, of heat or cold, light or shade, love or hatred, pain or
pleasure. I never can catch myself at any time without a per-
ception, and never can observe anything but the perception.
When my perceptions are remov’d for any time, as by sound
sleep; so long am I insensible of myself, and may truly be
said not to exist. ... If any one, upon serious and

6 Cf. above, p. 43.
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unprejudic’d reflection, thinks he has a different notion of
himself, 1 must confess I can reason no longer with him. ...

He may, perhaps, perceive something simple and continu’d,
which he calls himself. tho’ I am certain there is no such
principle in me.”

An empiricist like Hume may not be able to reason with Plotinus, but Plotinus is inter-
ested in showing the empiricist that his premises are false. He wants to claim that there is
more to the picture than meets the empirical eye. He concedes to the empiricist the diffi-
culty of self-knowledge. When he says ‘when we especially know according to nous
[xar& voiv] we seem to be ignorant’, he admits that even the knowledge that he says he
comes up with is a sort of ignorance. Thus, it is easy for the empiricist to label Plotinus’
‘ijgnorance’ as nonsense. But Plotinus would rejoin that the empiricist puts too much
emphasis on sense perception. That is why he misses the knowledge xard vovv. Plotinus
would claim that Hume has knowledge of himself xar& vovv, but that he misses it because
he gives too much emphasis to sense perception. Plato’s quip to Diogenes illustrates the
same point. When Diogenes said that he could perceive table and cup but not tablehood
and cuphood, Plato is reported to have said, ‘Though you have senses to see with, you just
don’t have any sense’ [nous].8

If this exchange is any evidence of what an imaginary debate between Hume and
Plotinus would be like, then we can see that it does not have much chance of reaching a
resolution, for each seems to reject the premises of the other and the one accuses the other

of begging the question. Hume would claim that Plotinus gets himself into a muddle

7 David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature Book I, part iv, section vi, Vol. I, p. 534 of the edition
of Green and Grose (Darmstadt: Scientia Verlag Aalen, 1964).

8 DL VIS3. It is difficult to convey both the humour and the emphasis given to nous in this remark.
The Greek is: xorce ANoyov, &, olc pd» yap xiafos xai Tpaxsi fswpsiton odfarpods Exsig & 8
rparxsléme xal xvadémye FAExsTon pobv oix Exeis.
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because he does not pay strict attention to sense perception. Plotinus would maintain that
Hume’s oversight stems from giving sense perception predominant importance. Is there a
way out of this impasse?

Plotinus thinks that he can show that the empiricist’s premise is false by arguing that
there is at least one thing, namely, the self, that exists and is not an object of sense per-
ception. In the argument that follows I use the term ‘self’ as short for what Plotinus
means by 6 évrog &vfpwxog. This imperceptible self, 6 évrog avfpwxog, must be known
xaerée votw. It is the need to explain this experience that we have of ourselves that shows
that Plotinus is not begging the question when he rejects the empiricist premises. The fol-
lowing argument can be extracted from the above quotation once we settle the question of
who the subjects of the sentences are and what it is that they fail to apprehend.

The implicit contrast in the above text (V 8.11 .31-40) is between things known from
sense perception and things known xar& vour. But this contrast is implicit, not explicit.
All Plotinus says is that ‘that which does not apprehend [r6 &xioTobv] is sense perception
[ aiobnog]’ and that ‘the other is the one who sees’. Who is this other? Because
Plotinus attributes sense perception to 76 {Gov, we can understand sense perception as an
implicit reference to 76 {@ov.? What sense perception fails to apprehend is the reality of
things known xar& vobv. Thus, when Plotinus talks about ‘the other’ I think it is safe to
conclude that he is talking about ‘the inner man’ [0 évrog avBpwxog). Thus, the contrast
is between o évroc avfpwxos and 70 {Qov.

We are now is a position to understand the conditional that I take to be the key to

the interpretation of the above text: ‘if that one should not apprehend, then he could not

9 Cf. n. 4 above. The neuter subject {75 &xioroiv] confirms this implicit identification.
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apprehend his own existence’.!0 Based upon the above reasoning the subject of the
sentence, ‘that one’ must be the one who is opposed to sense perception. Hence, it must
be 6 évrdc Gvfpwrog. Implicit within this conditional is the argument that Plotinus thinks
will disarm the empiricists. I reconstruct it as follows. To make the argument easier to
understand I substitute ‘self’ for 6 évrog avlpwwmog, and I use the conception of vision

which is explicit in the text in place of the verbs morevew and amorevew. 11

(i) If the self should be unable to see things known

xara vouw, then the self could not see its own

reality.
(i) But the self must see itself.
(iit) Therefore, the self does see at least one thing

known xar& votv, namely itself.

This argument is in the form of modus tollens and is therefore valid. The general
argumentative strategy is that of the xeptrpomi or self-refutation.!2 Any attempt by the
self to deny the self only succeeds in reaffirming its own reality. Thus, Plotinus’ argu-

10 Cf. V 8.11.37-38; the Greek is as follows: &i &rxtoToi kéxsivog, 008" &v aiTdv ToTElGELSY Sivar.

I take this to be a contrary to fact conditional stating a (psychological) impossibility. Strictly speaking this
conditional would be classed as a future less vivid, but as Smyth, Greek Grammar, notes: *Anything physi-
cally impossible may be represented as supposable, hence this construction may be used of what is contrary

to fact® [2329a].
1 Chapter 8 argues that xio7ig is often connected with *vision’, whether empirical or intellectual.
12 For more on this style of argument see Burnyeat, ‘Protagoras and self-refutation in later Greek
Philosophy®, The Philosophical Review 85 (1976), 44-69.
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ment seems to be along the same lines as the standard rejoinder to Hume. When Hume
says ‘I can never catch myself when he undertakes his introspection, one is left wondering
who the ‘I’ is that can never really find itself. But Plotinus® argument offers more than
this simple rejoinder. To see this we must look more closely at the premises.

Since premise (i) relies on the notion of xar& vobv, it will be helpful to recall the
interpretation of this phrase given in the last chapter. There Plotinus’ expression of know-
ing something xa7& votv was taken to be equivalent to Aristotle’s talk of the life xaré 7ov
vovv which makes use of the notion of a fzwpn7icy vépyaie. This évépyeir or activity,
as the context made clear, is a form of contemplation that human beings can engage in. It
involves the unity of the knower with the known object. As Aristotle puts it, voug
becomes the same as its vonror.!3 The objects of knowiedge for Plotinus are, of course,
different from those of Aristotle, but the underlying theory about the activity of voeiv or
@swpeiv is the same. Thus, when the self knows things xard vouw it ‘shares in’ or
‘touches’ [Qtyydvwy] them.14 The quotation from V 8.11 shows Plotinus drawing these
ideas into his argument: ‘we understand ourselves most of all when we make our knowl-
edge of ourselves and ourselves one’.15 It is when we engage in this activity, he main-
tains, that we know ourselves xarré vovw.16 It was therefore argued in the last chapter that
when we ‘appropriate’, or ‘identify with’ or ‘use’ this ‘activity’ [évépyeix] we *become

nous’.

13 Meraphysics A 1172521, The important lines here are 19-21: aimdr 8¢ voci & robs sorrde
RETENTYAY TOD poqTOl" POYTOG YGp YiyvsTon Oryydrwr xail wodv, BoTe TaiTdy vobis xal vonTéy. The interest-
ing phrase here is xorée psrdAnyew, which if one translates as ‘by participation’, then Aristotle is left
explaining the self-thought of nous with a Platonic metaphor. (For Plato’s use of uerdAnyig cf. Parmenides
131a5.) The other metaphor he uses to elucidate this activity of roeiv is that of touch. The two metaphors
together certainly do not explain the relation but they suggest that it involves some type of direct and
intimate contact. How this relation is to be understood is taken up below in chapter 10.

14 cf. n. 13 above.

IS cf. v 8.11.32-33: pdNoTe FarTWY dopdy aiTois ovreTol THY éMomipny Wudy xai Nuég Ev
XEXOUNKITES.

16 A5 will become more clear below in chapter 10 this activity is the attempt to make ourscives and
the essence of ourselves one and the same: all that is not nous is taken away.
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Talk of ‘becoming nous’ raises the question of the truth of the first premise. The
conditional will be false if it turns out that the self is unable to see things known rard
vovw and yet is able to see its own reality. If one adopts a Cartesian view of the self, the
difficulty of trying to formulate some view of the self for which this is true reveals the
strength of Plotinus’ conditional. In this case one must imagine a Cartesian ego stripped
of its cogito and told to come up with sum, a project that does not look promising.

There is, however, a more commonplace objection that appears more threatening.
Suppose, as will almost certainly be the case, that someone denies the reality of Plotinian
nous and hence cannot hold that there are things to be known xar& vouv or that one can
become nous. He will thus fulfill the conditions stated in the protasis. Furthermore, sup-
pose that — as seems reasonable — the person nevertheless claims to have self-knowledge.
In this case the apodosis of the conditional will not be fulfilled. Prima facie, most of us,
I suppose, would identify with this objection, for we deny Plotinus’ metaphysics but
nevertheless maintain that we have self-knowledge. Does this objection undo Plotinus’
argument?

Plotinus’ response to this objection will be to claim that the experience of self-
knowledge and of nous stand and fall together. Thus, if the objector claims to have self-
knowledge — real self-knowledge from the inside — then it must be the case that he is
leaning on an experience that Plotinus labels with the verb voeiv. One can of course admit
the experience without taking on the whole of Plotinus’ metaphysics, but the admission
certainly gives Plotinus enough room to drive in the wedge. To see what this experience
is we must turn to examine premise (i), which has been supplied to make the argument
work.

Premise (ii) states, ‘the self must see itself.” What reasons do we have for ascribing

it to Plotinus? To begin with we might assume that when the self knows itself xaré& votv,
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it is a voiic &xaoroc, the assumption being that thinking xaré votv can only take place
within a particular nous or that becoming nous is something that can only be done by
something that already is nous. In making this assumption we attribute to Plotinus a view
somewhat like that of Descartes. The self, for Descartes, the res cogitans, is directly and
immediately aware of the activity of itself, namely its thoughts, and the presence of the
thoughts within the self constitutes sufficient grounds for its existence. Descartes sums up
this relation in his famous dictum: cogito ergo sum. For Plotinus the self is aware of its
activity, namely its voeiv, but its awareness is not as immediately transparent as it is in
Descartes; it is obscured by the presence of the compound, 76 {@ov. Nonetheless, the
presence of this activity together with our dim awareness of it ciffers sufficient grounds for
the existence of a nous in which such activity takes place. For Descartes the existence of
the self as a res cogitans introduces an opposition between two different realities, the men-
tal and the physical. For Plotinus, the opposition takes place within one reality, the
psyche. The lower part of the psyche is bound up with matter which constitutes the com-
pound ‘animal’. The higher or xdpwwv part of the psyche is tied to nous. As we have
seenl7, when this part of the psyche is looking ‘down’ or ‘ou!t' we may describe it as o
évroc avlpwxog. When this part is looking ‘up’ or ‘in’ we may describe it as a voig
&xaoroc. In saying that the inner self is a voiig &xaorog, Plotinus would then be saying
that the inner self thinks, and in its thinking it thinks itself. Thus, because of its direct
contact with itself in its thought, it could not doubt its own existence.

But is Plotinus assuming too much when he assumes that knowing xard voiy can
only be done by an inner self that is a voig Exaoroc?!® An empiricist might make things
uncomfortable for Plotinus by claiming that even if one grants that there is an inner

17 Cf. chapter 6, above p. 94.

18 Ip querying this assumption I present an argument offered by Bernard Williams in Descartes: The
Project of Pure Enquiry (London: Penguin, 1978), pp. 95-100.
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activity of voeiv, it does not follow that there is a subject of this activity. To put the
objection in Cartesian terms, the most that could be gotten from introspection would be
cogitatur, ‘thinking is going on’. To claim that there is something, a res or an ‘I’ that is
doing the thinking, a cogito, is going beyond what there is evidence for.19 By exploring
this objection we come to understand three important features of Plotinus’ philosophy: his
claim that there are forms of individuals, his use of perspectives, and his perspicuous use
of demonstratives. How do all these come together?

We need first of all to understand the objection. It contrasts two states of affairs,
one more, the other less substantial. Because these are objective states of affairs we
should be able to contrast them from the third-person perspective. Thus, in the more sub-
stantial case, there will be a thinker. Let the label for this thinker be ‘A’. When it is
caid that ‘A thinks’ it asserts that there is a person who is thinking.20 In the less substan-
tial case all we can say is that thinking is going on, but in this case there is no identifiable
subject that is doing the thinking. Given this understanding of the two cases, the follow-
ing argument can be used to undermine the objection and vindicate Plotinus’ claim that
there is a real self that can think itself.

The less substantial case can be represented in the following way.

(T1) It is thought: thinking is going on.

19 Husserl at one time embraced a similar view, but then later changed his mind; cf. Logische
Untersuchungen, Untersuchung V, §§ 4 and 8; Husserliana vol. 19, parts 1-2, ed. Panzer (The Hague:
Martinus Nijhoff, 1984), pp. 365-367 and 371-372.

20 We should recall the distinction made in chapter 4 between ‘person’ and ‘ego-consciousness’; cf.
p. 57 above. ‘Person’ is what I called a place-holder, which stands in for an identifiable subject. Thus, it
leaves open the question of how this subject is to be under tood: whether a person is a Cartesian ego or
something like ourselves (whatever that is); it even leaves open the possibility that a person could be some-
thing impersonal, like a thinking machine. What counts here is that a person be a particular, identifiable
subject.




11t

What is to the left of the colon will represent the objective state of affairs. Ex hypothesi,
it is impersonal. What is on the right of the colon will be the content of the thought.
We can now generate a problem for the view that denies that there needs to be a

subject of thought. Suppose there are two thoughts:

(T2) It is thought: p.
(T3) It is thought: q.

Does it follow that there is another thought?

(T4) It is thought: both p and q.

The content of (T4) differs from (T2) and (T3) and there is nothing in these latter two
thoughts that requires that (T4) be thought. The problem for the impersonal view is that if
we deny that (T4) follows, we separate (T4) from (T2) and (T3) and any idea of sepa-
ration among thoughts is going to require that something do the separation. To allow that
(T4) follows from (T2) and (T3) will not avoid the difficulty altogether, for some thoughts
are contradictory.

(TS) It is thought: p.
(T6) It is thought: not-p.

If the impersonal view is committed to holding all thought together, then we shall have to

conclude
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(T7) It is thought: both p and not-p.

To avoid this problem some notion of separateness must be introduced. One candidate —
an obvious one — to do the separating is that of a person. In this case there will be a per-
son for each case of separate thinking. Let ‘P’ be used to label such a person. It thus

looks as though the objection can be undone in the following way.

(T8) It is thought: P, thinks (that p).
(T9) It is thought: P, thinks (that not-p).

This way of putting the matter makes a slight advance over the original formulation. That

is, we are now in a position to prefer

(T10) It is thought: P, thinks.
over

(T1)* It is thought: thinking is going on altogether.

These formulations show that the objector was right about the state of affairs. There is no
identifiable subject doing the thinking. The mistake lies in the content of the thought. It
is not thinking going on altogether, but the thoughts are somehow separated.

What Plotinus, however, requires in order to overturn the objection is the following.

(T11) A thinks: P, thinks.

This move marks an advance, for it clearly shows that the impersonal state of affairs has

been left behind and we now have an objective subject, A.
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To see why Plotinus is entitled to this move let us look more closely at the conven-
tion of subscripts in (T11). While subscripts appear to separate thought contents from one
another, they serve only to conceal the real difficulty. If we return to (T8) and (T9) we

still find a contradiction

(T8)* It is thought altogether: P; thinks (that p).
(T9)* It is thought altogether: P, thinks (that nor-p)

Here the convention of subscripts appears to succeed in separating the different thought
contents, but both contents belong (ex hypothesi) to the same thought world. Hence, they
collapse together. But because these thought contents are contradictory, they cannot col-
lapse together. If a contradiction is to be avoided we need to introduce a separation within

the objective world of thought. Thus we have

(T13) It is thought here: P; thinks (that p).
(Ti4) It is thought there: P, thinks (that not-p).

But now the convention of subscripts that separate the thought contents is irrelevant, for
all the work is done by the demonstratives on the objective side. But how do these
demonstratives separate the objective world of thought? By taking these demonstratives to
be literally ‘pointing out’ or ‘demonstrating’ different points within an objective world of
thought, we can take these points to be identifiable thinking subjects. We thus seem com-
pelled, if we accept that there is separateness within the objective world of thought, that
there are distinct thinking subjects. We are thus to understand (T13) or (T14) as
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(T11) A thinks: P, thinks.

We can now see that the objection launched against Plotinus fails. This argument thus
provides grounds for maintaining that wherever there is an identifiable locus of thinking
[voetv], there must be a voiig Exaoros within which such thought takes place.

We should notice, however, that something important is missing from Plotinus’ pic-
ture. At present (T11) does not entail that A is aware that his thought is about himself. A
is only entitled to look at things from the third-person perspective. We have not yet got as

far as a subject with self-awareness, i.e., we have not yet arrived at

(T15) A thinks: I am thinking.

We have not yet arrived at an ego-consciousness. What Plotinus has succeeded in show-
ing his objector is that for any activity of thinking there must be a thinking subject, but he
has not succeeded in showing that this subject is anything more than a place holder: he
has not succeeded in showing that it is personal. What is missing is some awareness that
links the thought content ‘P, thinks’ to the objective state of affairs ‘A is thinking’. The
missing piece brings us once again to the gap which remains between the third-person per-
spective and the first-person perspective. As we have seen before this is not a gap that
Plotinus has an easy way of bridging. He does not argue his way across. Rather, as we
have seen, he thinks that our own experience provides us with what we need to bridge it.
Thus, given his reliance on experience Plotinus is entitled to conclude that ‘the self does
sce at least one thing known xar& votw, namely, itself’. What the argument has shown is

that the true self experiences itself as a voig &xaorog.
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Is this voiic &xceoroc the Form of the individual person??! From our discussion thus
far, not only does it seem safe to conclude that this vovg Exaerog is the Form of the indi-
vidual person, but that it is the person. Recall a text that we considered in the last chap-
ter, V 3.4.7-15.22 The human being who ‘snatches himself up into the higher world’ and
‘becomes nous’ leaves behind all that is not nous. What remains is the voig EXQOTOG.

In maintaining that this volc &xaoroc is both an individual Form and a Form of an
individual we uncover part of the Platonic motivation behind Plotinus’ claims about vostv
that are found in the argument we have been considering. ~We know that there was a
stock Platonic argument from thinking [voeiv] to the Forms. It is virtually certain that
Plotinus was aware of this argument as well as the criticisms brought it against it by
Aristotle.23 A brief consideration of Aristotle’s criticisms will help us to understand the
claims that Plotinus is making about voeiv and Forms of individuals. Arstotle’s criticisms

are reported by Alexander as follows.

Now he [Aristotle] says that this argument [from thinking,
00 vogiv] also establishes Ideas of things that are perishing

21 The issue of Forms of individuals has been much discussed. See John Rist, *Forms of Individuals
in Plotinus’, Classical Quarterly N.S. 13 (1963), 223-231; Blumenthal, ‘Did Plotinus Believe in Ideas of
Individuals?’, Phronesis 11 (1966), 61-80 together with the relevant chapter in Plotinus’ Psychology: His
Doctrine of the Embodied Soul (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1971); Rist, Plotinus: The Road to Reality
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1967), 86-88 and ‘Ideas of Individuals in Plotinus: A Reply to
Dr. Blumenthal®, Revue Internationale de Philosophie, 92 (1970), 298-303; Mamo, ‘Forms of Individuals in
the Enneads’, Phronesis 14 (1969), 77-96; Armstrong, ‘Form, Individual and Person in Plotinus’,
Dionysius 1 (1977), 49-68; and chapter 4, section two, ‘Forms of Individuals’ in Gerson, Plotinus (London:
Routledge, 1994), pp. 72-78. Armstrong’s article provides a good summary of this debate and he concludes
(somewhat tentatively) that Plotinus maintains that a person is identical with his individual Form which is an
intelligence, i.e., a nous. Gerson's discussion (to my mind) removes all the doubt on this point and provides
an important corrective to Armstrong’s view. Armstrong maintains that *all Forms are living intelligences”
(p- 58), but as Gerson shows each poiic Exxarog is a Form of an individual, but not every individual Form is
a poiic % 55).

Cf. p. 89 above.

23 The argument and Aristotle’s criticisms are discussed by Alexander, CAG supplement vol. 1, pp.
81.25-82.7, and we know from Porphyry that Alexander was read in Plotinus’ school; ¢f. VP 14.13. I am
grateful to Lloyd Gerson for drawing my attention to this argument.
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and have perished, and in general of things that are both par-
ticulars and perishable — e.g., of Socrates, of Plato; for we
think [voovuev] of these men and preserve some image
[¢pavradiav] of them even when they no longer exist. And
indeed we also think of things that do not exist at all, like a
hippocentaur, a Chimaera; consec&uently neither does this
argument show that there are Ideas.?4

It is clear from these remarks that Aristotle is trying to work a reductio on the Platonic
argument, for the argument he claims produces ‘Forms’ for things that would be anathema
to any orthodox Platonist. The original argument maintained that there must be Forms
because when we are thinking our thinking must be about things that are, but what our
thinking is about cannot be perishables or particulars, for the same thought remains even
when these things perish, e.g., our thoughts of Man remain the same even though particu-
lar men come to be and pass away. In the above text Aristotle raises the example of
Socrates as a counter-example. Why cannot our thought of Socrates be the same whether
he is alive or dead? This example is especially pointed, for it raises two issues at once.
Not only is there the worry that this may generate Forms for perishable things, but it also
raises the question whether a particular like Socrates has any intelligible content, a point
that gives Aristotle a great deal of trouble in his own philosophy.

Aristotle’s criticism works because he maintains an unequivocai sense of voewv.
Thinking about Forms or thinking about particulars just is the same kind of thinking, for
all thought (either immediately or ultimately) is dependent upon sensible particulurs.
Thinking about Socrates when he is present or absent involves different levels of abstrac-
tion and a different use of ¢avracia, but nonetheless it remains the same activity.

Plotinus, however, rejects the limitation that Aristotle places on thinking and he seems to

24 Alexander, see n. 23 above; translation Gerson, n. 21 above, p. 73.
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do so on good Aristotelian grounds. For as we have seen in chapter 3 Aristotie admits
that there is a type of thinking in which the thinker is united to the object of thought.
Plotinus takes this type of thinking to be thought in the strict sense [xupiwg vostv].
Thought involving perception [aiofnoig] and discursive reasoning [Sidvow] is a different
type of thinking. Thus, we can see that Plotinus accepts the argument for Forms based on
thinking [roeiv] by drawing a distinction between two kinds of thinking.

It is this distinction between a loose sense of voeiv and a more strict sense, the
xupiwe voeiv, that we find in the argument for the existence of the true self. Thought in
the strict sense entails that there is a voig &xaorog which is engaged in such thought. The
argument does not yield Forms of individuals as an untoward consequence: it requires
them. Nor is Plotinus embarrassed by this requirement. In allowing individuals each of
which exist as a voiic Sxaoroc he is claiming that the individual contains an ineliminable
amount of intelligible content. It is not surprising, then, that Plotinus stands out against
his tradition in devoting much time to thinking about the individual person.

The argument that we have been considering from the end of V 8.11 shows that the
self knows that it exists. Furthermore, it shows that the self, or the individual person isa
vobc #xaorog.2 Our examination has shown that the experience we have of thinking in
the strict sense [xupiwe voeiv] reveals to us the reality of things known xaré vouv and the
existence of the self as a particular nous that is engaged in such thought. Both are
revealed in one and the same experience. In other words Plotinus is not arguing in a cir-
cle. He is not claiming, on the one hand, that because we have this experience we are
individual »éeg, and, on the other, that because we are individual voec we have this expe-
rience. Rather, the activity of thought in the strict sense stands and falls together with the

reality of nous. The self-reflexive activity is built into the very notion of nous: nous in

25 For more on the particular réec that we are cf. IV 3.5.6-8; IV 3.12.1-5; VI 5.7; and VI12.20-22.
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thinking, thinks itself. Therefore, the self that is a nous and knows XQTO: YoUvy must see
itself.

We have seen that Plotinus’ argument for the true self requires a special sense of
voeiv in order to work and that if the argument is to be of any use to us in our present con-
dition we must be able to utilize this type of thought that gives us knowledge of ourselves.
So far this type of thought has only been given a negative characterization: it has nothing
to do with sense perception and it is non-discursive. A consideration of the following
texts will establish two points. Firstly, Plotinus talks as if the type of self-knowledge is
something we can have — and he seems to mean the we of the here and now. Then, sec-
ondly, they will establish the claim that the special sense of vostv required by his argument
is labeled with the term ovvaiofmois.

Twice in discussing the {@ov 7é\eov of the Timaeus Plotinus draws a comparison
with ourselves.26 The {@ov Té\eov or universe contains everything. Nothing remains out-
side. For this reason Plato claimed that it does not have need of any sensory organs since

there is nothing outside of it to be sensed. Following up Plato Plotinus says:

xoi yap el 86l 10 pdEv Gpyawvov TOU aicfavopsvov sivar,
Frepov 88 Tap& TO Opyavov TO ov aicdaverar uxapxew, 10
5& xav Shov &oriv, ovx &v i abT® 7O pév i ov, 7O 88 oV 7
atopoie: &GAN& owvaiofnow psv avrob, Hoxep xoit NUES
npav ovwateBavopeda, dotéov.

And if the organ of the perceiver must be one thing and the
object of perception something different from the organ, and

if the universe is a complete whole, then neither sensory
organs nor objects — perception in short would not belong to

26 Cf. Timaeus 32c5-34a7 and 1T 4.4.10-11 and IV 4.24.21-22.
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it. But it must have a consciousness of itself just as we are
conscious of ourselves.Z? [IV 4.24.17-22]

However the term ouvaiofmoic is translated this text makes clear that it is an activity that
is in no way connected to perception, and yet it is equally clear that this is something that
we can have in relation to ourselves. But what is it exactly that we have? Before setting
up the argument that we have considered Plotinus contrasts it with sensory vision.
Sensory vision looks on the objects as external and other. Contrasted with this type of

vision is a vision of a different type.

&i obv Gpaoic Tov EEw, Opaow pév ob dei ewar 7 ovTwg,
rabTov 1@ Opary” ToUTO 88 otov oiveois kai ovvaicbnoig
abrot elhaBoupsvov pij 1@ pdAhov aiofaveofar Oéhew
&auTol aTooTHVOL.

If [sensory] vision is of the external, [internal] vision must
not be other than this: the same as the object of vision. And
this is a type of understanding, a consciousness of oneself

that takes care not to stand apart froin oneself by wanting to
perceive more. [V 8.11.21-24]

We have already seen how Plotinus thinks sense perception takes us away from our true
self. As this text makes clear, our true self is grasped in another way. Taking this text in
the light of our discussion it seems safe to conclude that the special sense of voeiv that
makes Plotinus’ argument work is what he refers to here as owvaiofnoig. If there remains

any doubt about this connection the following text should remove it.

27 The passage in III 4.4.10-11 is virtually identical, though in the light of this text it scems better to
change the punctuation from a question to a statement. After explaining that the universe has no sense
organs Plotinus asks: 7i obv; I take the following line to contain Plotinus® answer: it has ovraiofinoig just
like we do. ‘Consciousness’ may not be the best translation, for we can be engaged in this activity and yet
not be aware that we are. I give a more detailed discussion of ovraiofinoig below in chapter 10.
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In a discussion of sense perception [76 aiofcdveofae] and the relevant understanding
[&vrizgyig] that goes with it Plotinus wonders whether this is an activity undertaken by
the psyche or by the animal, the compound of psyche and body. He then sets up the fol-
lowing disjunction. Either it is done by the psyche alone or the psyche plus something
else — the body. He then says:

pévy pv oty kol &’ tavric x@g; & éavrig yap Tav &y
abr, Kai povov vonotg.

How [could it perceive] alone by itself? For by itself there is
only thought and this is of things inside itself. [IV 4.23.5-6]

This text makes clear that the psyche alone by itself engages in one activity: wonoig.
Plotinus’ language recalls again the contrast drawn in the Phaedo. Like Plato, Plotinus
takes the image of the psyche being alone to refer to its isolation from sensory perception
since this belongs to the body. Isolated from the body the psyche engages in vénotg. This
internal ¥énoi¢ must be what was described in the other texts as ovvaiofnowg.

This chapter has sought to defend two claims. Firstly, it has presented an argument
whereby Plotinus demonstrates the existence of the true self. Then, secondly, it was
shown that this true self is identical with a votig Exaorog that is essentially characterized
by the activity [évépyeix] of xupiwg vosiv. Furthermore, it has shown that this activity of
nous was equated by Plotinus with the activity of ovvaisfyoig, the activity whereby we
become ‘conscious’ or ‘aware’ of the reality of the true self. This is the activity through
which we gain self-knowledge.

Several questions, however, remain before we can evaluate the full import of these

claims. To begin with, given that this experience is so different from sense perception,
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what ‘apprehension’ [7ioTig] do we have that we can engage in it? It is to this question
that we turn in the next chapter. But given, too, that the internal activity of psyche is
thought [vénoig], we need to know how exactly Plotinus draws a distinction between the
two. This question forms the backdrop against which the discussions of chapters 9 and 10
take place. Then, finally, given that this chapter has argued that we have a true self that
we need to discover, some account needs to be given of why this is such a difficult discov-

ery to make. This account forms the subject of chapter 11.



CHAPTER 8
The Role of xioni in Self-knowledge

Building upon the argument of chapter 7, this chapter aims to query and to challenge
two notions that are well entrenched in Plotinian scholarship: (i) that the notion of wioTig
is a concept that is solely and strictly related to sensory perception [aiofnoig], and (ii) that
xionic has no role to play in the Return or ascent of the psyche to nous.! It will begin
with the question of how this term is to be translated. In the last chapter xioTig was con-
nected to the notion of ‘apprehension’ and the verbs xworevew and &moTevey were trans-
lated as ‘to apprehend’ and ‘to not apprehend’. The justification for this translation will
be made by arguing that xiomig is a concept connected with mental cognition. By making
this connection explicit, we shall learn something important about Plotinus’ use of the
term. For wiong in Plotinus, like other terms relating to our mental states, remains
ambiguous. It is not clear whether it applies to the content of our thoughts or to the atti-
tude that we take towards our thoughts. For example, one can say, ‘I understand (or com-
prehend) what you are trying to say, but I refuse to accept it.” Paradox, however, seems
to result when we try to do this with belief statements. It does not appear that one can
say, ‘I believe what you are trying to say, but I refuse to accept it’; for ‘belief’ already
seems to express our willingness to accept the ideas. Thus, in some cases attitude and
content cannot be divorced.

1 For the first point see n. 14 below; L. J. Rosén, The Philosophy of Proclus (New York: 1949),

215, n. 152, speaks for the second point when he says: It is in this doctrine of faith that the ascent of the

soul in Proclus is distinguished from its ascent in Plotinus. For the latter had the soul ascend through love

or through truth but not through faith." This passage is quoted by Rist, Plotinus: The Road to Reality

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1967) p. 231. Though I reject Rist’s interpretation of xiong in
Plo(ims.hepmﬂanexcellentdiswssionoﬁheuseofthemrmbothbeforeandafterP!otimxs.
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In coming to understand Plotinus’ use of xioTeg what we need is a term that will not
prejudice this issue. As we shall see, Plotinus’ usage is vague. Sometimes he use the
term xiomic to refer to our attitudes; other times he uses it to refer to the contents of our
thoughts. To capture this vagueness, I propose to use ‘apprehension’ as a stand in transla-
tion. In addition to preserving Plotinus’ usage it has the additional advantages of being a
noun that is hungry for qualification: ‘apprehension’ on its own does not seem to be
enough. We want to know what kind of apprehension it is. Isit clear, firm, or certain?
Moreover, it also carries with it the implicit metaphor of grasping. We frequently
understand mental cognition in terms of the metaphors of either grasping or vision. We
shall meet both of these points in the following discussion. Plotinus is no stranger to
either metaphor, and in important instances he uses the adjective évapyic, ‘clear’, to
modify xioTig.

Furthermore, as the last chapter argued, Plotinus holds that there are two types of
mental cognition, internal and external. Thus, as we shall see, there will be two types of
xiomic corresponding to these two types of mental cognition. In both types, however, it
will be argued that the fundamental concept is ‘apprehension’. The justification of this
interpretation rests not so much in the proper and strict translation of wiomg, but in
providing an interpretation of Plotinus that takes seriously the two different senses of vosiv
that were discovered in the last chapter: «xupiwg voetv that related to internal vision and
was isolated from atofnoc, and a sense of vosiv that was working with aiofnocg in the
perception of externals. Two noteworthy points will emerge from this investigation that
are important for the construction of an overall interpretation of Plotinus. Firstly, it will
be seen that xioric is an epistemological notion, but that epistemology for him is centered
more on the broader issue of understanding than on the narrower question of justification

that is central to contemporary concerns. Then, secondly, it will be seen that wioTS is
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connected with the idea of apprehending what is our own [oixeiov]. Thus, xioric will turm
out to be connected with the notion of oixgiwaig that is discussed in the next chapter.
Together these two notions explain how it is that Plotinus distinguishes between the
hypostases of nous and psyche. Therefore, the interpretation of xiomic offered here must
await the discussion of the following chapter before it can be definitively judged.

Is the concept of wiorig connected solely with aiofnoig? In order to query this
assumption we shall need to note the occurrence of riorc in several texts. III 8.6.14, IV
7.15.2, V 5.1.11, VI 9.4.32 and VI 9.10.6 provide a diverse enough sample of xio7ic.
To this list may be added the occurrence of the verbs =torsbew and axorevew that were
noted in our discussion of V 8.11, and which also occur in the text at III 8.6. Since this
last text is discussed in detail in the next chapter it will not receive detailed treatment here.

How, then, is the term xiomic translated? Meijer in his commentary on VI 9 trans-
lates the two occurrences of xioric in this Ennead by ‘proof’.2 In defense of his transla-
tion he notes simply: ‘xiores in Plotinus sometimes means proof” and he cites VI 9.10.6
to support his claim, and he further notes that Plotinus’ use of wionig goes far beyond
Plato’s use of the term in Republic passage of the divided line.3 In his translation Meijer
seems to be following Bréhier who translates xio7ig as ‘preuve’ in the two passages in
question as well as in IV 7.15.2 and V 5.1.11. As was noted by Arnou this sense of the
term matches a use of the term Aristotle sometimes employs.4 He quotes Rodier’s remark
in his commentary on the de Anima on the occurrence of xionic at 428%20: *si «conviction»
est trop fort, «croyance» serait trop faible.”> ‘Certitude’ is taken by Rodier to be too

2 p. A. Meijer, Plotinus on the Good or The One (Enneads VI, 9): An Analytical Commentary
(Amsterdam: Gieben, 1992) cf. ad loc. VI 9.4.32 and V19.10.6.

3 Meijer, p. 156 and note 463.

4 Rens Amou, Le désir de Diex dans la philosophie de Plotin (2nd edition revised and corrected

Rome: Presses de I'Université Grégorienne, 1967), pp. 27-29.
5 Amou, pp. 27-29.
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strong. When we carry all the different nuances suggested by these terms back to Plotinus
we can see why Armstrong translates the term as ‘confidence’ (V S.1.11. cf.1II 8.6.14),
‘assurance’ (VI 9.4.32) and ‘evidence’ (VI 9.10.6). But if we look at the terms ‘proof’,
‘confidence’, and ‘assurance’ it is hard not to connect them with a psychological state that
involves some form of certainty. This leaves the term with a strong subjective flavour and
connects it with contemporary epistemology questions of evidence and justification. Thus,
even if ‘certainty’ is too strong a rendering of =io7ig, the opposite of xionig taken in this
way seems to be some form of doubt or uncertainty. And here again for us a lack of
certainty entails a lack of justification. The proof is not valid or there simply is not
enough evidence.

That these translations together with their contemporary associations take us away
from Plotinus’ notion of the term is clear if we look more carefully at the wider context
within which xiomic occurs. In every context noted so far the issue of xioris is connected
with either the idea of seeing or the contrast between what is inside and what is outside.
In III 8.6.24 Plotinus talks about the psyche as subject looking out on the object. His use
of @ecerév in this text for the object of vision external to psyche (and in others we have
called attention to) highlights the division between subject and object and the difference
between external and internal vision. Later in the text this contrast is brought out more
clearly. In line 38 he remarks that the wise man may express his reasoning process to
another, but in relation to himself he simply sees [xpd 5& airrov ovegl. InIV.7.15and V
5.1 the notion of vision is implicit because Plotinus is there talking about sense percep-
tion. In the case of sense perception even what has xionig évapysorar still requires the
judgments of reason and nous to be sorted out (cf. V.5.1.13-15).6 In VI 9.4.12-14

Plotinus states openly that it is the aim of all his teaching to move the student to have the

6 See n. 15 below.
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vision [@c] for himself. He views the person as in need of the help offered by reasoning
in order not to remain ‘outside’. It is the impediments to vision that keep him outside.
The association of vision with the contrast between the inner and the outer should come as
no surprise given our discussion of the previous chapters. The need to internalize the
vision is Plotinus’ way of saying that we need to make it our own. Furthermore, when
the vision is of what is our own [0 oixeiov] the gap between subject and object is reduced.
The knower is brought more into unity with what is known. As we shall see in the next
chapter xiorig has a role to play in this process.

From the little that has been said the connection of xiomic with a conception of men-
tal apprehension or vision (whether internal or external) might not be understood or might
be easily misunderstood. Hence, it is best to turn to consider what is driving Plotinus’
epistemological programme. To bring out the contrast we may simply say that Plotinus’
epistemology centers on questions of understanding; it differs markedly from con-
temporary epistemology which centers on questions of justification and evidence.” To
illustrate this difference and to make it plausible we need only consider Plato’s example
(Theaetetus 201ac) of the different epistemological states of an eyewitness to a crime and
the jury that hears the testimony. Burnyeat in his discussion of the example takes it that

there is a significant gap between what the eyewitness knows and what the jury knows.8

7 I am influenced in drawing this contrast by Burnyeat’s work; cf. ‘Aristotle on Understanding
Knowledge’, in E. Berti, ed., Aristotle on Science: ‘The Posterior Analytics’ (Atti dell’ VIII Symposium
Aristotelicum) (Padua and New York: 1980); ‘Socrates and the Jury’, PAS sup. LIV (1980), 175-191;
‘Wittgenstein and Augustine De Magistro®, PAS sup. LXI (1987), 1-24. Bumyeat’s work is focused
explicitly on Plato, Aristotle and Augustine. Though Burnyeat seems aware of Plotinus® views — he uses
some of Plotinus” examples — he does not discuss Plotinus’ views explicitly, except once and then only in a
footnote to his discussion of Augustine.

8 Cf. Burnyeat, ‘Socrates and the Jury’; Plato is interested in pointing out the difference between
S6ta d\ndiic and émomipy. The eyewitness alone is able to ‘know’ [sidéras, 201b8); what the jury is left
with is 70 xeioo [cf. 201b4-5]. Cornford translates this last term as ‘conviction’. I have used the term
‘know" to cover both the eyewitness and the jury because in English ‘know’ is ambiguous between a strict
and loose sense. How this ambiguity is to be sorted out is what calls attention to the ‘gap’ and demands an
explanation.
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The eyewitness knows first-hand what the jury only knows based on his testimony. Thus,
in a way both the jury and the eyewitness know the same thing: they both know who the
guilty party is. But in another way the epistemological state of the jury will be quite dif-
ferent from that of the eyewitness, for while we can say that both the jury and the eyewit-
ness know that p (e.g., that Smith is the culprit), this knowledge is for the eyewitness con-
nected to other facts of the case, many of which the jury might not have been informed
about. The eyewitness has a ‘synoptic grasp’ (to use Burnyeat’s phrase) of the event. The
specific bit of information that constitutes the knowledge that p is only one small part of
this whole. It is the difference between the synoptic grasp and the piece-meal state of
knowledge that the jury has that makes a cognitive state of difference between the two. In
his explanation of what this gap amounts to Burnyeat falls back on the same example that

Plotinus uses to make the same point. Burnyeat says:

I can of course be given information that p is connected with
g, r etc., just as I can be given the information that p is true
because q is true. What is more, I can accept that this is so
with adequate justification and thereby, in the ordinary
sense, know it. But every schoolboy is familiar with the fact
that it is one thing to know in an external way fhat the con-
nection holds (e.g., that these propositions constitute a proof
of the theorem), and quite another to understand the connec-
tion, to see how the elements hang together. That is some-
thing one can only do for oneself. And we still describe the
moment when this is achieved as illumination.?

The example of the school-boy is one employed by Plotinus to emphasize the con-
nection between knowledge and the synoptic grasp.!® We can now see that for Plotinus

9 Burnyeat, ‘Wittgenstein and Augustine de Magistro®, PAS sup. LXI (1987), p. 21.
10 Cf. IV 9.5.12-28; the example of the student is picked up in the next chapter.
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‘you cannot have pieces of knowledge without their connections.’!! Plotinus expresses
this idea by using the example of a science [éxoripn] and its theorems. The whole of the
science is potentially present in each one of the theorems.12 That is, the person who has
the theorem and knows the science is able to see the place of the theorem within the
whole. The person is able to do this because he is able to see or understand the connec-
tions between the theorem and all the other parts of the science. But Plotinus is aware that
we often fail to make these connections. We fail to analyze a scieace into all its theorems
and we fail to see the theorems as part of a larger whoie. This failing Plotinus expresses
through the verb &wmiorsirar, which, in keeping with the interpretation of Plotinus’
epistemology that has been offered, it makes good sense to translate as the negative

counterpart to xigris as ‘apprehension’.

GNN& TabTa Suk Ty nperépav &aféveiay amoTELTOL, Kot
S 10 odpa ExoxoTeiTaL” €xsl O& pava TAVTA KO EXQLOTOV.

But these [theorems] are not apprehended because of our
weakness, that is because of the body they are over-
shadowed. But there [in nous] each and every thing is clear.
[IV 9.5.26-28]13

The contrast in this text is between the clarity that exists on the level of nous and the

obscurity that exists on our level. Thus, what we need is a wioric that helps us clear up

11 Meijer, pp. 167-168; cf. p. 100.

12 For his use of this idea see IV 9.5.12-28; V 9.8.5-8; VI 2.20.3-1C; VI 9.5.16-20 and discussions
of this idea by Meijer, pp. 167-168 and Gurtler, Plotinus: The Experience of Unity (New York: Peter
Lang, 1988), pp. 9-14. _

13 The use of &xoreiran is reminiscent of the use of &morin in Heraclitus DK B86 quoted b
Plutarch: 78» Osiwr 76 FONE &xiorip Scadryydres pi) yindoxsofae. This reference is not listed in HS“.
Also, it is worth noting here that Plotinus” use of xionic doubtless owes something to the xionig dAnéig of
Parmenides; ¢f. DK B, line 30.
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the obscurity we find within ourselves. When we have this clarity and have made this
apprehension we are in a state of xioric évapyig. I claim that this is not a state that
results from proof or which depicts some level of epistemic certainty. It is not a state that
describes our attitude towards our thoughts. Rather, it stands for the synoptic grasp that
the psyche has of its own contents. In saying that psyche has a ‘synoptic grasp’ of what
belongs to it, I do not mean to suggest that it has a complete understanding of itself and all
its parts. What psyche grasps is only those parts that it can clearly recognize as its own.
It refers to what the psyche has understood about itself and its objects. To use the meta-
phor of vision, it refers to what the psyche can see.

Thus, I think that it is a mistake to understand xioTig as associated solely with sense
perception and the issues of certainty, evidence and justification that are commonly associ-
ated with problems arising out of sense perception (as do Arou and Rist).!4 This comes
from leaning too much on the xionig évapyeorar of V 5.1.12-13 where Plotinus is talk-
ing about sensory vision. He claims that even objects in which we have the ‘clearest
apprehension’ can be doubted. That is because these objects remain ‘outside’ and are in
need of the judgments of nous and the discursive reason [Sudvoe].'5 What discursive
reason does is to attempt to grasp the internal natures of the objects of perception. In
order to do so it must not be taken in by the superficial features presented by perception. 16
Plotinus is saying that sense perception [aicfnotg] leaves a residual doubt about the
precise nature of the object in question. Even when perceptible objects seem to have been

fully sorted out and their natures seemingly grasped, one may still be mistaken.

14 Arnou, n. 4 sbove; Rist, Plotinus: The Road to Reality, p. 235; and they are followed by most

other scholars. See the discussion of Emilsson, Plotinus on Sense Perception: A Philosophical Study (Cam-

bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), pp. 113-125, but he does not discuss xionig explicitly.

15 Cf. V 5.1.15 where the texts reads: xai roi 8¢t §j Suxroices T@w xpevotivrwr. 1 take Plotinus to be
saying that the discursive reason is making use of the Forms provided by nous in its judgments of perceptible

objects; cf. Emilsson, pp. 133-140.
16 Cf. Emilsson, p. 121.
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If that is what Plotinus says about sense perception [atobnoc] or external vision,
then the implication by contrast is that the objects “inside’, which have a xioTig évapyig
that has nothing to do with sense perception, do not leave a residual doubt. They do not
need to be sorted out by Stdrowr and nous. The implication is that these internal objects
are grasped in a more immediate manner. In the last chapter we saw that this was the case
with the self. The self does not require dcctvoter because it bears a more direct relation to
itself than discursive reason can be cognizant of. We saw that the self that is known xa7é
vobw is clear with respect to itself. It was argued that if the self were not to apprehend
[&exiorebew] xard vovr, then it could not apprehend [#torebew] its own existence.

Thus, when the argument of the last chapter is seen in the larger context of Plotinus’
epistemology, wiorig can now be interpreted as a type of ‘apprehension’ or ‘synoptic
grasp’. Those who have it will be those who have made some progress in the discovery of
their true nature. Further confirmation of this interpretation is obtained by looking again

at the occurrence of xion in VI 9.4.31-32. Rist summarizes this passage as follows.

At Ennead 6.9.4.31-32 Plotinus tells us that failure to
achieve the desired union with the One may be due to lack of
a guiding reason to provide conviction (xio7:c). People who
lack this conviction, he continues, must be won over by
reflection such as he goes on to prescribe. But before giving
his prescription in the beginning of the next chapter, there is
a caveat. Those who believe that the world is governed by
chance are excluded from the discussion. Plotinus is only
concerned with those who admit extra-temporal reality and
have made some progress towards the notion of a soul.
Those who are excluded are primarily the Epicureans. What
we should like to know is whether Plotinus 1s led to think of
Epicureanism by his talk of xiorig.17

17 Rist, p. 235.
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I think Rist is correct to query ‘whether Plotinus is led to think of Epicureanism by his
talk of xioric’, but I disagree with the reasons he provides. To begin with, he follows
Amou in thinking that xioric in Plotinus is connected with sensory knowledge of the
material world. The connection, then, with the Epicureans would be obvious, for they
made sensory impressions the source of all knowledge. Furthermore, he makes use of the
connection between xioric and the adjective évapyic. A cognate word évapyeia is used
by the Epicureans in talking about the criteria of knowledge. It is used to refer to the evi-
dence of the senses that forms the basis of all knowledge.!8 Then, leaning on these con-

jectures and on the text at V 5.1 he concludes:

What we have here [i.e., V 5.1] then is a further use of
xionig in a peculiarly Epicurean context. It is conviction
based on sense-data; which is precisely the significance
which all the evidence thus far accumulated leads us to
believe is frequently found in Plotinus. !9

But Rist’s interpretation fails once it is realized that not all the evidence points to a sense
of xiomc as ‘conviction based on sense-data’. But if this interpretation fails, then

seemingly so does the connection between xiorig and the Epicureans. How then does one

18 cf. Rist, p- 236; he is citing Sextus Empiricus Adv. Math. 7.26. Since [ go on to reject Rist’s

reasons for seeing a connection between xioric and the Epicureans, I should here say that the connection
between xionic and the adjective gvapyiic is better explained by noting that érapyiis is the adjective that
Plotinus frequently uses to describe the ‘clarity’ of nous; cf. V 5.2.15. Thus, a xiomig that is évapris is
one that corresponds more closely to the clarity of nous. Since, xiong in the next chapter will be found
only on the level of psyche, a xiong érapyic will always refer to the state psyche is in as it ‘returns’ or

approximates itself to nous.

19 Rist, I think, is overstating his case. The two passages that explicitly link xigric to sense percep-
tion [atofnoig] are IV 7.15.2-3 and V 5.1.12-13. The other texts, e.g., VI 9.4.31-32 and I 8.6.13-14 (dis-
cussed in detail in the next chapter) are open to interpretation. I am not denying that xio7ig is linked with
perception in these contexts, i.e., IV 9.4.31-32 and V 5.1.12-13, and [ think Rist is correct when he says
that in the latter text Plotinus is doubting the Epicurean claim that *all ‘evidence’ is equally true’ (p. 236).

What I am denying is that it must be exclusively linked to sense perception.



132

explain the mention of xio7is at the end of VI 9.4 and the caveat against the Epicureans
that opens VI 9.5?

The connection between xioric and the Epicureans becomes clear once we make the
controversial move and assume that xiomg has a role to play in Plotinus’ notion of the
Return. As the opening of VI 9.5 makes clear Plotinus intends his discussion for those
who posit another nature besides body and who have ‘returned’ [arovTag] as far as
psyche.20 The Epicureans are excluded, but on what grounds? All that the text says is
that they believe that reality is governed by chance and that they admit only corporeal
causes.2! As was suggested in chapter 2, either one of these claims amounts to 2 denial of
nous. The first contradicts Plotinus’ claim that reality is subject to the providential order-
ing of nous.22 The second contradicts Plotinus’ claim that bodies are causally ordered by
nous through the mediation of psyche. But so far this looks to be no more than a dog-
matic rejection of an opposing philosophy on the part of Plotinus. To see that there is
more involved we have to consider another text.

In the opening of V 9.1 Plotinus notes that all men begin by using sense perception
[atofnoig], but he then measures philosophical progress, in a typical Platonic manner, by
the distance philosophers are able to move beyond it. The Epicureans according to this
standard of measurement remain on the bottom rung, for they remain stuck on the level of
sense perception [aiofnaig] and they think that this is all there is.23 But Plotinus’ argu-
ment of the last chapter maintained that this is not all that there is. In particular we saw
that his argument revealed a higher level of psyche and nous, provided that one did not
remain under the spell of sense perception. The self that discovers its true self realizes

20 v[9.5.4-5. Also, cf. the use of &wuew at I 1.13.8. and Republic 614d and 531c. The transiation
of this tzelrm v;s;m' is somewhat technical as is explained below.

22 cf. sbove p. 22.
23 cf. V9.1.1-7.
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that its nature and place are to be found on the level of nous. Sense perception [aiofmoig]
is not only the one who lacks self-knowledge, who fails to apprehend [0 &xioTol¥] its
true nature, but it also prevents us from discovering our true nature.24 Thus, the
Epicureans whose very philosophy keeps them tied to sense perception will be incapable
of the sort of xioric that Plotinus’ argument is meant to produce. Therefore, I think that

in the context of VI 9.4 xiong brings the Epicureans to mind, not because the term has

any connections with sense perception for Plotinus, but because he thinks that they will

never be able to attain any ‘apprehension’ of their true nature. Hence they will remain
incapable of the Return.ZS

What I am suggesting by pursuing this line of thought — in the face of most scholar-
ship on Plotinus — is that xio7ig does have a role to play in our assent or return t0 nous.
xioTic can be seen to emerge as a by-product of self-discovery. The more the person dis-
covers what is his own [oixetov] and what is not [&AN67piov], the more that person enters
into a state of clarity with regard to himself. =iomg emerges as a person is able to see
internally, to catch a vision of his true self. It is this apprehension or as much of it as the
person has worked out that provides him with a grasp of his own nature and origin, a
grasp that becomes more *synoptic’ the more this is worked out. If this interpretation is
correct, then we should not be surprised to find that xiomic is connected by Plotinus with

oixsiwoig. It is this connection that will be explored in the next chapter. From the

24 cf. v 8.11.36.

S commenting on VI 9.4 Bréhier remarks (ad loc.): ‘Ii faut remarquer comment s'introduit ici la
foi (xiomic), liée & Iinstruction: ce passage nous donne quelque lumiére sur I"auditoire de Plotin et sur le
scepticisme qu'il devait parfois rencontrer chez ses disciples: par foi, il entend d'ailleurs non pas la foi en
une révélation, mais la confiance en des raisons, confiance qui peut préparer la vision mystique, mais qui n’y
équivaut pas. Le début du chapitre v exclut pourtant de ses auditeurs les partisans du matérialisme
épicurien.” He offers no explanation of why the Epicureans are excluded. According to Bréhier, the answer
should be because they lack xéomig, i.c., ‘confiance en des raisons’. But this is not what they Iack. If,
however, we understand Bréhier’s ‘confiance en des raisons’ as a ‘apprehension’ in the special sense of
xuping mcivthatcomesﬁ‘omdirectexpeﬁeneewhicbmnotedinthelast chapter, then we can see that this
is precisely what the Epicureans lack.
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vantage point of that investigation we shall be able to see how Plotinus uses xio7ig and

oixgiwowg to mark the fundamental difference between psyche and nous.




CHAPTER 9

Oixeiwoic in Plotinus

In the last chapter an interpretation of xio7ic was offered that suggested that it was
connected with self-knowledge. One acquires xiomg as one begins to acquire self-
knowledge. Self-knowledge originates as one begins to sort out what is one’s own [70
oixeiov] from what it not [70 &ANé7piov]. It is the aim of this chapter to bolster this inter-
pretation of wiong by showing that it fits within Plotinus” theory of oixgiworg. It begins
by presenting an overview of the Stoic theory of the same name and by looking at the way
Stoic ideas influenced Plotinus’ own conception. Then, it looks at a text in III 8.6 where
Plotinus presents his own version of oixeiwgig. Once this text is understood, it can be
seen how wiong, oixeiwaig, and fewpice are ‘cooperative’ concepts in Plotinus, i.e., one
cannot be properly understood without the others. Finally, with these concepts sorted out,
it will conclude by showing how Plotinus uses these concepts to mark a difference
between the hypostases of nous and psyche.

It is hardly controversial to talk of a Stoic theory of oixeiwotg, for in the light of
recent work it is both well known and well understood. To talk of a Plotinian theory is
much more so.! Hence, much of the work of this chapter is breaking new ground. My
reason for referring to a Plotinian ‘theory’ is because I believe Plotinus to be following the
broad outlines of the Stoic theory. Moreover, I think that it will help us understand

Plotinus’ thought if we see him as having appropriated certain elements of the Stoic

1 Graeser, Plotinus and the Stoics: A Preliminary Sudy (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1972) makes no men-

tion of a Plotinian theory. He mentions the Stoic theory on pp. 126-127, but makes no attempt to explore its

influence on Plotinus.
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theory.2 The cardinal text on Stoic oixsiwoig is found in Diogenes Laertius (7.85-86).
For our purposes of sketching a broad outline we need only consider a short fragment
from it.3 Plotinus is certain to have been aware of the following ideas, for Stoic views
about the xpdror oixeiov were discussed by Alexander,4 and we know that Alexander was
read in Plotinus’ school.5 Moreover, we should not forget that one of Plotinus’ important
students, Amelius, studied with the Stoic Lysimachus and seems to have kept in contact

with other Stoics.6 Diogenes offers the following report.

They [the Stoics] say that an animal has self-preservation as
the object of its first impulse [xpdmy opuiv] since nature
from the beginning appropriates it [oixetoUong a¥To TiS
dioewc] as Chrysippus says in his On Ends book I. The first
thing appropriate [xp@row oixstov] to every animal, he says,
is its own constitution [oloracv] and the consciousness
[ouweidnaw] of this.”

In broad outline it is helpful to compare Plotinus’ theory to the Stoics’ on three main
points. Firstly, any claims about oixeiwotg take place within a teleological framework. In
the barest outline such a theory has two basic points. Firstly, there is a goal or end [réhog

or oxoxéc]. And, secondly, there is a description of the actions or activities [xpate]

2 For a more detailed discussion of the Stoic theory see LS vol. I, 350-354; Brad Inwood, Ethics and
Human Action in Early Stoicism (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1985), 182-194; and Troels Engberg-

Pedersen, The Stoic Theory of oixsiwag (Aarhus University Press, 1991).
3 The text and translation are taken from LS 57A.
4 SVF HI 183 = Bruns 150.25-33, but the whole passage, pp. 150-153, should be considered.

5 cf. vp l4.l3,nndtheopeningofthischnpter(lines4-5)whemPorpbyrymenﬁonsthat?loﬁmxs

mixed in many Stoic doctrines into his writings.
6 Cf. VP 3.43; 20.4T; 17.3.

7 “This text is difficult and contains several problems. For the meaning of xpdrn» dppij» see lnwood,
Appendix I, pp. 218-223; for the meaning of xpdror oixsior see Pembroke, *Oikeiosis’ in Problems in
Stoicism ed. by A. A. Long (London: The Athlone Press, 1971), 114-149; for reading avro «irrg» see
Inwood, n. 30, p. 311; for the reading ovraioinorr in place of ovrsibnory see Pembroke® discussion,
Inwood, n. 42, p. 313, and n. 13 below.
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that lead to the end.8 For the Stoics this framework is given by nature which is
synonymous with god or cosmic reason and they defined the goal as ‘living in accordance
with nature’.? Plotinus, too, can define the goal as ‘living in accordance with nature’.!0
In each case ‘nature’ includes both a general and a specific sense. Thus, both Plotinus
and the Stoics share the general view of ethics as the science whereby man begins to leam
to live according to nature in the general sense, e.g., child, parent, citizen, etc.; then
through ethical instruction he comes to realize that his goal consists in living according to
his proper, human nature, i.e., nature in the specific sense.!! Both agree that this specific
sense has something important to do with reason [Aéyoc] and that life in accordance with
reason does not manifest itself on its own accord. Though it is natural, its normal
emergence is blocked by stringent factors, which the agent must learn to minimize and
avoid. Of course, it goes without saying that Plotinus means something very different
from the Stoics when he talks about nature, but both Plotinus and the Stoics appeal to
nature as the basis of their ethical views expressed in the doctrine of oixsiwaig.!2 Sec-
ondly, in order for the theory to work the agent (whether it be a person or an animal) must
have awareness of itself. This is brought out in Diogenes’ text with the word ouveidnoig

which Long and Sedley translate as ‘consciousness’. Hierocles in his expression of the

8 The terminology comes from Aristotle; cf. the opening lines of EE and EN; the same issuc are dis-
cussed in Politics H 13 which appears to be an early sketch. For more on the Stoics see LS sections 63-64.
Plotinus’ views are perhaps best brought out in I 4, his treatise on eudaimonia.

9 Cf. LS vol. I p. 351; and 63D: ‘What is best in man? Reason: with this he precedes the animals
and follows the gods. Therefore perfect reason is man's peculiar goud, the rest he shares with animals and
plants...” (translation LS). Again, Plotinus would have been aware of this debate about living in accordance
with nature from many sources. The question of whether such a life is good or oixsior comes up in SVF Iil
145 = Alexander, Bruns 167.13 ff.

10 At I 4.1.29 be asks if 7 xorrie $6oiw (G is the same as 7d &0 {fiv. The answer is given Iater at |
4.3.31-37 where he interprets this to be life in accordance with our noetic nature [7{j rocp& boei].

11 My formulation of this issue here owes something to Maclntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral
Theory 2nd ed. (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984), 52-53.

12 For Stoic texts see LS section 57; for Plotinus see n. 19 below.
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Stoics theory uses the term ovvaiofnows.13

The first proof of every animal’s perceiving itself is its con-
sciousness [ovvaiofmoig] of its parts and the functions for

which they were given. [LS 57C]

With Hierocles’ use of ovvaiofmoig to describe an animal’s rudimentary awareness of
itself, its parts and their functions, we are close to Plotinus’ use of guvaiofnoig.!4 In our
discussion in chapter 7 we noted that Plotinus uses this word to refer to the internal ‘con-
sciousness’ or ‘awareness’ that we have of ourselves. Enough was said to show that for
Plotinus ovvaicfmoic comes in degrees. Self-awareness or self-knowledge is a cloudy
notion. It is not immediately clear for Plotinus what belongs to the true self and what
does not. Like the Stoics he believes that we have a rudimentary awareness of ourselves,
and also like the Stoics he believes that for rational agents this rudimentary awareness

needs to be educated. This is the moral side of oixziwoig.

13 Based on the evidence of Hierocles and the use by Cicero and Seneca of sensus sui to express the
idea of avraiofnoig or aiotnoig éavrot, Pohlenz emended the oureilnoig of Diogenes® text to ovraiofnais.
He is followed in this by Pembroke and Inwood. See Inwood p. 313, note 42 for details. I am less inter-
ested in the textual discussions than in the general emphasis placed upon the self by the Stoics. oixciworg
requires at least a rudimentary amount of self-consciousness or self-awareness. This much seems agreed
upon, though Inwood maintains (p. 310, note 18) ‘the precise meaning of the Greek term [svraicfyog] is
uncertain’. For a more recent discussion of Hierocles® use of this term see Corpus Dei Papiri Filosofici
Greci e Latini, vol. 1, ed. Olschki (Firenze: 1992), 379-390. For more on the background of this term and
an overview of Plotinus' usage (along with diveorg, ovweidnoic, and xapaxolovdsiv) see Schwyzer,
*Bewusst und Unbewusst bei Plotin’, in Les Sources de Plotin, Entretiens sur I'antiquité classique, V
(Gengve: Foundation Hardt, 1960), 343-390. For more detailed discussion see Gurtler, Plotinus: The
Experience of Unity (New York: Peter Lang, 1988), chapter 2, *‘Consciousness’, 49-90.

14 Cf. v 3.13.12-16 (quoted and discussed in chapter 10) and IV 4.24.17-22 and III 4.4.10-11 dis-
cussed . the conclusion of chapter 7, above, p. 118.
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Thirdly, the xp&rov oixeiov together with the xpary opun is used by the Stoics to
explain a wide range of behaviour. As Inwood makes clear, the word mpwror, ‘first’,
does not carry a reference to time.!5 Rather, ‘first’ in these contexts means ‘first in order
of explanation’. It is what one looks to to explain a whole collection of things. In
Inwood’s phrase it is ‘a point of reference which accounts for other affinities and
behaviour patterns’.!6 For the Stoics the impulse to self-preservation explains a wide
range of animal behaviour. For humans this includes their commitment to virtue. This is
explained by their rational capabilities and the aim to preserve and develop these
capabilities within the teleological framework that has been given by nature. This is all
straightforward Stoicism. More controversially, Plotinus, too. seeks to construct an eco-
nomical explanation of animal behaviour around a xpdm oppuii. For Plotinus this impulse
is expressed in the desire for the good and any movement towards the good is interpreted
as ‘thinking’ [voeiv].!7 That is why he thinks that all animate behaviour can be explained
by regarding it as an attempt to think [voeiv] and thus engage in contemplation [fzwpic]. 18
This is our xp&m opud. What may now seem outrageously odd about these claims can be
somewhat mitigated by recalling the teleological framework within which Plotinus
worked.

Thus, to sum up, I argued that it is best to look at Plotinus’ treatment of oixgiwoig as
influenced by the broad outlines of the Stoic theory: (i) the teleological framework, (ii)
the emphasis placed on the awareness of the self, and (iii) the attempt to explain animal
behaviour — and in the case of rational animals their moral behaviour — in terms of a pri-

mary impulse. Plotinus works within a different teleological framework. He has an

18 This view is discussed and defended at length in I11 8.
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understanding of ‘nature’ — the specific nature as a goal — and of ‘living in accordance
with nature’ that is different from the Stoics, i.e., he thinks that a different set of activities
will lead to this end. Thus he refers to a different primary impulse to explain animate
behaviour, but he seems at one with them on their emphasis on self-awareness. !9

More speculatively, before we examine Plotinus’ theory of oixsiwotg, an interesting
comparison between Plotinus and the Stoics suggests itself. Recall the image used by
Hierocles in his exposition of oixsiwog.20 Hierocles views a person’s relationship to him-
self and others as a collection of circles, with the smaller ones being enclosed by larger
circles. The innermost circle is taken to be the person himself and the outermost circle
contains the whole human race. Moving out from the center these circles would contain
one’s wife and family, relatives, neighbors, fellow citizens, etc. Given this picture,
Hierocles argues that it is the task of the well-tempered man to seek to draw the outer cir-
cles towards the center. This is the moral application of oixsiwoig whereby we
‘appropriate” other people to ourselves and in so doing extend to them the same favourable
treatment that we extend to ourselves.2! In Hierocles’ image this pulling towards the cen-

ter is really an expansion of the self outwards whereby the sage becomes a fellow citizen

19 In VI 7.27 Plotinus presents his criticisms of the Stoic theory. Most of them seem to be based on
Symposium 205e1-206al. His criticisms are nuanced and he is careful not to rule out the theory entirely.
They might be usefully summarized under three points that correspond to the Plotinian hierarchy: (i) those
that apply to psyche in matter, (ii) those that apply to higher psyche and nous, and (iii) those that apply to
the absolutely simple. On the lowest level it is not clear why the completion or perfection [reAeiémc] of the
nature [@doic] of an organism is a good. Just because something is ‘most appropriate’ [oixsiérarrov] to the
organism is no guarantee that it is good (cf. lines 16-18 and VI 6.21.9-10). Plato (loc. cit) mentions men
who would cut off their own hand or foot if it became evil. On the next level, the notion of oixsiwaic makes
most sense, but it seems in danger of being trivial because tautological. If at this level one’s nature is good,
how could one fail to desire or appropriate it (cf. lines 18-22). Then, finally, because the theory is self-
reflexive and so implies & dualism between thinker and object of thought, it seems to bear no application to
the One.

What Plotinus does in this text is to limit the application of the Stoic theory to the upper level of
psyche or nous. This is in keeping with what he says elsewhere; cf. VI 5.1.20-21, quoted in the introduc-
tion, p. 6 and SVF III 86.

20 cf. LS 57G.

21 cf. LS vol. I, p. 353.
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of the whole human race. When the sage reaches this stage he is in harmony with himself
and all of nature. For the Stoics this is the same as being in agreement with god.22
Plotinus, on the other hand, is not seeking to pull things towards the center, but he does
turn inwards. As we have seen he invites us to look inside for our true self. This look
within and the discovery of the true self reveals the self not only as united to the whole
community of other true selves [véeg], but also as ‘one with the god who is silently pre-
sent’.23 Such ideas suggest that Plotinus was influenced by the general picture of agree-
ment with god and the unity of the human race as expressed by the Stoic doctrine of
oixeiwoic and quite possibly by Hierocles’ image of the circle.24

Plotinus maintains that the psyche knows itself and its objects of thought through the
process of oixeiwoig. A passage from III 8.6 introduces us to this relation. It occurs
within an argument whereby Plotinus wishes to show that action [xpafic] is really an

inferior form of contemplation [fewpia]. He argues that the good or goal for which an

22 The expression in Greek is xoarce ¢iow. For the equivalence of nature and god see p. 137
together with n. 9 and Diogenes’ report: ‘living in agreement with nature comes to be the end, which is in
accordance with the nature of oneself and that of the whole, engaging in no activity wont to be forbidden by
the universal law, which is the right reason pervading everything and identical to Zeus, who is this director
of the administration of existing things' (LS 63C). We can see how close Plotinus is to the sentiment
expressed here, if in place of ‘Zeus® we read ‘nous’ and we recall Plotinus’ use of xorrér voby; cf. chapter 6
above.

23 Cf. V 8.11.5-6, quoted above p. 76. For the community aspect see IV 3.5.6-8 and VI 5.7.

24 For Plotinus’ own image of the circle see VI 5.5. Though parts of the image are obscure, the one
point that is clear is that Plotinus puts the emphasis on the center (cf. lines 8-9 and 17-19). Did Plotinus
actually read Hierocles? There is no mention of Hierocles by Porphyry in his list of authors studied in
Plotinus’ school (VP 14), but we need not assume that Porphyry’s list includes every book that Plotinus ever
read. Moreover, some members of his school were well versed in Stoicism (cf. nn. 5-6 above). The use of
this image and his adoption of the term ovraiofnaic suggest that Plotinus was acquainted with Hierocles’
work, either by having read it himself or by having aspects of the work related to him from his disciples.
The latter is more likely, for the image was perhaps a commonplace in imperial Stoicism, but not enough
evidence has survived to make this more than a reasonable guess.
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action is done is something which the person regards as in object of vision [6sarov].Zd
Plotinus maintains that the person pictures or visualizes the good of the action but in such
a way that the 7ood is looked upon as exteinal to the agent. The point of performing the
action is to make this ‘external’ good a part of the psyche. In this way the fearov, the
good pictured as an object of vision, is internalized.26 As we saw in chapter 5, when
looking at the case of the self, everything that is looked upon as a fsarév is ‘outside’ of
the agent [V 8.10.39-40].27 It is up to the agent to internalize this good by making it his
own. As we shall see this process of internalization is called by Plotinus oixgiwoig. The
text makes clear that what can be internalized into the psyche are Aéyo.. And when the
process is completed the Aéyou are silently present in the psyche. At this point the psyche
can look inward at itself with a quiet contentment. Since the Aéyoc have become part of
the psyche the agent does not need to trouble himself or busy himself with acquiring

them.28 Plotinus then says:

For at that time the psyche leads a quiet life and seeks
nothing because it has been filled. The contemplation
[fewpic] present in such a person is placed inside by his

25 1t is likely that Plotinus is following Aristotle. For an interpretation of Aristotle along these lines
see Richardson, ‘Desire and the Good in De Anima’, in Essays On Aristotle’s De anima, ed. Nussbaum and
Rorty (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1992), pp. 381-399. Plotinus, I think, would agree with
Richardson’s interpretation. Richardson says: ‘In arguing that Aristotle thinks the orekton is the singly
internal mover, | am thereby both making room for an important place for nous and phantasia in apprehend-
ing the good and more generally defending the parity of discernment and desire in the account of animal
movement” (p. 393). He goes on to argue that for Aristotle the orekfon is the good and that our apprehen-
sion of it can be correct and incorrect. Plotinus does the same. To bring his remarks in line with
Rnclmdson s we need only substitute 8sorréw for Richardson’s orekion.

6 This process of internalization was sketched above, p. 81. Cf. the remarks of Jonathan Lear,
*Inside and Outside the Republic’, Phronesis 37 (1992), 184-215, who talks about the process of internaliza-
tion in Plato.

27 cf. above p. 78.

28 piotinus seems to be expmmg the Aristotelian sentiment that ‘those who know will pass their
time more pleasantly than those who inquire’ (EN 1177325-30 trans. Ross).
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being able to apprehend [7§ wmorsiew Exew].?® And the
more clear the apprehension [évapyeorépa 7 =xionig] the
more contemplation will be quieter, in as much as the person
comes more into unity, that is [xai] the knower to the extent
that he knows — for one must aim for this — comes into
unity with what is known. For if there are two, there will be
one thing and another thing [i.e., knower and known object].
So, these will lie side by side, as it were and the person will
not have appropriated and arranged into a unity [@xeiwoev]
this double object, just as when reasons [Adyoi] are present
in the psyche, but they do nothing. That is why the rational
principle [Aéyog] must not be from the outside, but must be
united to the psyche of the student until he finds that it is his
own [oixetov]. [III 8.6.12-21]

This short text contains many important ideas and one important problem which need to be
sorted out and explained, but before tumning to these details we will do well to grasp the
whole picture. Plotinus is sketching out his theory of cixeiwoig: the unity of knower and
known object. (In this text only the verbal form ¢neiwoev is used, but elsewhere Plotinus
uses the noun.30) Later on in this chapter (lines 25-29) he illustrates his point with the
example of rote learning, of the psyche rehearsing a speech or an argument to itself in
order to master it.3! While it still needs to rehearse the argument the psyche has not yet
succeeded in making it its own. But when the psyche knows the argument it will employ
the argument automatically in the right context. There is no need now for rehearsal.
Within our quotation we see Plotinus use the example of the student who needs to
appropriate the Aoyoc and make them his own. Failure to do this is obvious in cases
where the reasons [Néyot] are present, but ‘ineffective’. Plotinus may mean two different

things by ‘ineffective’. On the one hand, examples of akratic behavior come to mind, for

29 My translation of xioTeicw as ‘to apprehend” and of xionig as ‘apprehension’ was defended (in

part) in the previous chapter. Extending the same interpretation to this text both confirms and supports the

hy pothesis that was offered there.
30 See II 8.8.1-8 discussed below p. 152.
31 cf. 1 8.6.21-29.
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the akratic has reasons but fails to act on them. Such a person is a divided self, for his
thought and his actions cannot form a coherent whole. But the akratic may be the extreme
case of what Plotinus has in mind. He is calling our attention to the difference between
someone merely entertaining arguments or reasons (e.g., why someone should act to bene-
fit a person in need) and another who says, “These are my reasons for helping this person.’
In the former case the speaker has stepped back to look at the reasons. He has detached
himself from the reasoning and in Plotinus’ terminology he looks upon them as external
objects, feara. As long as the arguments are merely entertained in this way, the person
will not act. But once the person appropriates the reasons and makes them his own, action
will result. Unlike the akratic we ourselves tend to think of such persons as ‘integrated’,
for their thoughts and their actions are unified. On the other hand, what the example of
the student also shows is that at times the student’s reasons may be ‘ineffective’ in the
sense that they do not give him understanding.32 We are all familiar with the case where
the student has given the correct answer on a test (the reasons are present), but has no real
understanding of the issue. (I shall return to this example below.) We must not,
however, let these examples lead us away from Plotinus’ point. He is trying to get us to
see that the most important activity we can engage in is contemplation [fewpic] rather than
action [xpati], for it is in this activity more than any other that knower and known
object are most intimately united. As we shall see below it is in this activity that thought
in the strict sense [xvpiwg vosiv] comes to take place.

Ideas of a divided self or the integrity of the agent bring us back to the text under
consideration and a textual problem central to it. If oixeiwaig is what Plotinus is discuss-
ing in this text, then the question is, Who is the agent performing this action and who or

32 In Plotinus® language (following Aristotle) this would be a case of the student having the ‘thing’
[7d ®pérypa] but not knowing the reasons why [5e i]; cf. VI 7.2.10-11 and lines 23-37.
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what is on the receiving end of it? Put more simply, who or what is the subject of the

verb @xeiwoer? The critical sentence is as follows:

el yap 8o, 70 uév &NNo, 70 8& &GNNo EoTar QOTE OlLOV
TapaxeLTaL, Kai 70 SLTNOUV TOUTO OUXW QKEiWOEY, Olov OTOY

évovreg Noyou &v Yuxp undéy wodoe. [III 8.6.17-19]

HS! and HS? claimed that {xsiwoey was intransitive. Presumably they took 76 Suxhovw
rovTo as the subject. This is the reading and translation offered by HBT (discussed
below). There are two objections to this reading, one grammatical, the other philosophi-
cal, though both are related. To begin with LSJ lists no intransitive uses of this verb.
Plotinus’s usage here would thus have to be idiosyncratic or ungrammatical. Plotinus is
not above idiosyncratic usage, but our other reason prevents us from taking this route. It
is not clear what the sentence means when the verb is taken as intransitive and 70 dcxhovw

rouro is made the subject. HBT translates as follows:

und diese Doppelheit hat noch nicht zur innern Aneignung
gefiihrt....

Understanding the verb fithren as fahren machen we are left wondering what has not been

brought ‘zur innemn Aneignung’. This translation can only make sense if we assume that
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implicit in fithren is the idea sich fiihren. But what we need to supply in order to make
sense of this translation is not found in the Greek. The Greek verb is active and transi-
tive, not middle or passive. But the question remains who or what has not been led ‘zur
innem Aneignung’. This reading of the verb as active and intransitive fails to offer a
complete sense. It is also unparalleled grammatically.

HS recognized the force of these objections, for in their addendum ad textum in HS?
where they give their final thoughts on the text, they state that the psyche is the subject of
the verb and that the verb is transitive.33 With this decision they seem to retum to the
reading and translation of Bréhier: ‘I’dme ne se serait pas encore assimilé ce double
object.” I take it that this reading makes more sense than the previous one, though it still
leaves the question of what the relationship between psyche and ‘this double object’ is, for
the double object was to begin with the psyche in its attempt to know something. Arm-
strong has tried to avoid these problems altogether by making fzwpia the subject of the
verb in question. He renders the phrase this way: ‘contemplation has not yet unified the
double object’. This reading makes sense, though the idea of contemplation — an abstract
activity — as the active subject seems a bit strained. Apart from the fact that fewpia must
be supplied from three lines back (line 15), it obscures the question of who the agent is
who is performing the activity of contemplation and what is this double object that con-
templation is performed on? Elsewhere Plotinus does speak of contemplations hastening
towards nous (III 8.8.6 quoted below), but this way of speaking seems to be short for the
contemplations of the wise man — or wise psyche — who is hastening towards nous.
Strictly speaking, it is the wise man or wise psyche that is the agent.

By following Bréhier and the last thoughts of HS2 I think we can find a solution to
this problem. The double object [r6 &xNoiw 7obro] must be the psyche. This is made

33 See HS2, addendum ad textum III 8.6.18, p. 320.
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clear by two points from the text. In line 22 the verb oixztotv occurs, but this time it is in
the passive [oixsww8j] with psyche as subject. Thus, clearly, Plotinus intends that the
activity of oixeiwoig be performed on the psyche.34 Furthermore, the sense of the passage
would indicate that the double object is the psyche before it has appropriated the object of
knowledge. Lines 15-17 express this clearly:

the knower to the extent that he knows...comes into unity
with what is known. For if there is two, there will be one

thing and another thing [i.e., knower and known object].

But if psyche is clearly the recipient of the activity of oixziwsig, who then is the agent per-
forming this action? Does it make sense to say that the psyche as agent is acting upon

itself as object?

-~
¢ —

I think that this does make sense, and, moreover, once we understand this relation
between psyche and itself and between psyche and its object of knowledge, we shall be
able to see the way psyche and nous differ and why nous is the paradigm of self-
knowledge. For when psyche is engaged in thinking about itself it will always be a double
object. In its self-thought psyche divides itself into subject and object. This division indi-
cates that psyche is thinking [voeiv] about itself in an ‘external’ way. The part of psyche
that is thinking (the subject) will never be grasped as an object of its thought. Hence, on
this level of thinking psyche can never achieve a unified state. In making this claim I am

34 Iamgnteﬁnltandlnwoodforstressingthispoiminaconversaionhehadwitbmenboutthis
difficult text and for his insistence on trying to find a reading that is both grammatical and makes good
sense.
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not saying that there is anything inherently vicious about self-reflexive activities, about the
activity of the agent being addressed to himself, for there are lots of self-reflexive
activities that present no difficulty, e.g., washing or talking. Some self-reflexive
activities, however, do give rise to problems and self-knowledge is one of them. At this
point what we need to see is how the psyche as agent can perform the activity of oixeiwoig
on itself and how this process leads to self-knowledge. This question can be answered
once two other issues have been sorted out. How exactly does Plotinus understand
oixgiwowc? And how is this process connected to xioTic and fswpia?

Plotinus thinks that oixeiwaig is the process whereby one seeks the completion or
perfection [rehetomg] of one’s nature. But what is the nature that one has? The Stoics
start with the xp&rov oixeiov which is clearly given. We might say that for them the
pature that an animal has is transparent to itself. To be sure, the nature must be educated
and trained, but what needs to be educated and trained is clearly there. Plotinus,
however, begins in the reverse way. Our nature is not immediately transparent to our-
selves. For him our xp&Tov oixeiov is not something that simply requires education: it
needs to be discovered. In more contemporary terminology we might say that the Stoics
begin with an individual who has a strong sense of self. In Hierocles' image the center
circle is what is given, and everything else is defined outwards. For Plotinus, the sense of
self is not a given. It is something that has to be worked out and discovered by the agent.
For him the outer circles are given and one must work inwards to discover what is at the
center. As we have seen this movement inwards is a movement towards unity. Through
oixgiworg one learns that one has an identity that is not bound up with country, city or

family, but is one’s own. How does one learn what is one’s own? Plotinus simply says:
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Take a look at yourself.35 Then, as a person begins to sort out what is his own [7o
oixetov] from what is not [76 &AAG7piov], he acquires xiorig.

It has been argued that xioric is a type of apprehension. To see how this results
from oixeiworg we might draw upon a comparison that Aristotle makes and look at it in
Plotinian terms. In the opening book of the Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle contrasts three
different types of lives: the life of pleasure [0 &xoAavoTixig], the life of politics [o
wxoluetixdg], and the life of contemplation [60 6ewpnrixdc).36 Each one of these lives is
seeking after the good as it is conceived within the life. The life of pleasure, as the name
implies, seeks after pleasure and this is defined as bodily goods. The life of politics seeks
after honour [ mui]. And the life of contemplation seeks after knowledge and truth.
Given this scheme we can then see Plotinus like Aristotle as trying to determine which
good is more proper to us and more enduring.37

Let us imagine, then, a person who turns from a life of pleasure to a life of politics
that consists in noble actions, and then later converts to a life of contemplation. How are
we to understand this in Plotinian terms? To begin with we can say that this person has
undergone a process of oixeiworg. In the first step the agent has discovered that his
identity has less to do with what happens to the body and more to do with his psyche. He
has made some progress in the discovery that he is a rational agent and that his rationality
is better employed in seeking to implement noble actions than is scheming to obtain
pleasures of the body. Then, to recall the text we have been discussing at III 8.6, such a
person begins to want to internalize the good that is the aim of his actions. It is here that
his emphasis switches (to the extent that he can) from trying to accomplish just actions to
thinking about what is just. This is a shift from having actions [xpdfeic] govern one’s

35 xivg &v obw Botg Yuxipw Sryabiip olov 75 kiNNog Exer; Gverye éxi oavrdw xai Be. 16.9.6-7.

36 EnT1s5, 1095b14-1096210.
37 As Aristotle says: Téryafor 8& oixsior Tt xoi Svoadaiperor elvar pavrevdpsta EN 1095D25-26.
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life to Gewpicr. In making this move he realizes that his proper function [0 &pyov] or life
[# {wif] consists in living most in harmony with what is his own [0 oixeiov].38 As we
have seen, what is his own is a voiig £xaorog. The agent thus realizes the the proper func-
tion of a nous is contemplation.

At each step our imagined agent has apprehended more about himself. The expen-
ence that this cognitive clarity affords must give the agent a type of vision or apprehension
[wionic] that he is on the right path. The actual accomplishment of noble actions provides
the agent with a vantage point to judge the life he has left behind. It is only by having
reached and lived on that level that the agent will have the xioris to see in what the good-
ness of his life consists and why it is superior to his former life. This will not be idle
speculation, for it comes directly out of his own experience. Then, again, at the next
step, when he moves to the life of contemplation, his own experience of fewpice will show
him that this has been the right way. As the text in III 8.6 makes clear fewpia will pro-
ceed when the person acquires xioric.39 I have preferred the term ‘apprehension” because
it brings out the idea that this is something that the agent must ‘see’, ‘grasp’ or understand
for himself; it is something he obtains by direct acquaintance. The translations
“confidence’, ‘conviction’, *belief’ or *faith’ do not as readily bring out this direct connec-
tion. If one of them is used we need to remind ourselves that its sense must be that which
is gained by an apprentice who is on the way to becoming a master craftsman.40 It is not
epistemic or psychological certainty. Looked at in this way, wiornig can now be seen as
the by-product of oixsiwog. The the person acquires wionig by entering into a state of

38 Cf. EN X 7, quoted above p. 95; and IV 4.44.3-4 where Plotinus makes it clear that our £oyov
consists in contemplation and that what we contemplate is really ourselves. What he means is best explained
by I 433 ﬁm;: :}ums that each one of us is an intelligible universe [c6opog voyric].

40 This distinction also touches on another Stoic theme. The progress of becoming a wise man after
upointdoesnotenuilmynewknowledgeorbebavionr.jnsu‘setﬁng‘ [i8éx xHEc]; cf. SVF III 510.
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clarity about himself that comes from the discovery and experience of his true nature. It
is this discovery or as much of it as the agent has worked out — this évapyeorépa 9
xionc — that allows a purer form of contemplation to proceed.

It is the idea of contemplation that brings us back to the idea of self-reflexiveness.
How does psyche perform the process of oixeiwais on itself? In chapter 7 we saw that
thought in the strict sense was self-reflexive. This thought [xupiwg vosiv] belongs to a
nous and nous in thinking thinks itseif.4! In carrying over this notion to contemplation we
can see that the highest form of contemplation we can engage in will involve this type of
thinking. Thus, contemplation in its highest form will involve self-thought that is equi-
valent to self-knowledge.42 How, then, does psyche reach this stage of contemplation?

Going back to the text at IIT 8.6 we need to recall that each of these notions —
oixeiworg, wiong, and fswpia — admits of degrees. Furthermore, we saw that psyche
was supposed to ‘appropriate’ [¢xeiwoev] the divided or double object that was itself [0
Suxhoby Tovro]. This double object is psyche because the type of thinking that is proper to
psyche — discursive reasoning — always entails that psyche divides itself into thinking
subject and object of thought. Hence, psyche can never fully know itself.43 The type of
thinking that is above discursive reasoning is the thought of nous. Thought in this strict
sense overcomes the subject/object divide. Hence, if psyche were to get beyond the sub-

ject/object divide it would become nous, and, if that were to happen it would no longer be

41 Apove, p. 117. For Plotinus’ debt to Aristotle on this point see below, chapter 10.

42 Aq [V 4.44.3-4 makes clear that in this highest form of fcwpice what is being contemplated is part
of the thinker himself. This question of the identity of thinker and object of thought is taken up below in

chapter 10.
43 This point is discussed in more detail below in chapter 10.



152

psyche.44 All that can be done on the level of psyche is to reduce this divide to a mini-

mum. As Plotinus says:

Contemplation [fzwpia] ascends from nature [¢ioig] to
psyche and from this to nous. And always the contempla-
tions become more one’s own [oixet6Tepan], that is they
become one with those who are contemplating. And in the
case of the wise psyche the contemplations known approach
identity with the subject in as much as these are hastening
towards nous. But in the case of nous both [subject and
object] are one, not through oixeiwoig, as is the case with the
best psyche, but essentially [ovoig] that is by being ‘the same
thing for bein§ [etvae] and for thinking [voewr]’.

(11 8.8.1-8]4

This passage makes clear that the notion of cikeiwoig marks a fundamental distinction
between nous and psyche. Nous does not need to struggle to unite itself to its objects of
thought or to make them its own. It does not go through a process of identification. Nous
simply is what it thinks: its efvou is identical with its voeiv. It is Plotinus’ approval of

this Parmenidean dictum that establishes nous as the paradigm of thinking [voeiv] and of

44 How exactly Plotinus thinks of the difference between psyche and nous is a notorious crux. See
Henry J. Blumenthal, ‘Nous and Soul in Plotinus: Some Problems of Demarcation’, in Plotino e il
Neoplatonismo in Oriente e in Occidente (Rome: Academia Nazionale Dei Lincei, 1974), 203-219. It
seems to me that some progress could be made if we look upon Plotinus® doctrine of the two acts [§vépysia]
(cf. V 4.2.27-33) in conjunction with IV 4.23.1-6 (discussed above p. 120) to explain the difference.
Given that every reality [oboia in the loose sense, i.e., not confined to nous] has two acts, an internal and an
external, then we seem able to say that the internal activity of psyche is identical with the external activity of
nous (cf. V 1.6.45 where in speaking of what is after nous Plotinus says: 7 Yuxij Noyos vob kot Evépysut
ng, and 111 5.9.19-20; V 1.3.9). Thus, given that the external activity of nous is »énoig, and that the inter-
nal activity of psyche is the same, there can be no distinction between nous and a psyche that has turned
inward to be alone. This would be Plotinus’ technical way of saying that the highest part of psyche is identi-
cal with nous, i.e., & robc Exxorog. At IV 3.5.8-9 he speaks of Yuxai édetiic xaf® Exagror roiv
&Enprpéron. Thus, when the psyche makes its Return, by turning inward, it becomes nous. See also IV
4.2.27-32.

45 Piotinus is here loosely quoting Parmenides (cf. DK B3).
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self-knowledge.46 It is because of this identity that Plotinus can speak of nous as transpar-
ent [évapyic] to itself.47 Thus, consequent upon oixciworg, Plotinus makes clear that
xionic also marks a fundamental point of difference between psyche and nous.48 This is
seen most clearly in the case of the wise man.

The sage is considered to be the one who has completed the process of oixeiwoig and
has discovered that his identity is found in nous. Thus, his state of xionig évapync — the
apprehension that reveals the connection between his nous and as many intelligible objects
as he can see — is the inferior counterpart to the clarity [évapyic] that separate nous has
‘from itself’ [adr602v].49 For a point that Plotinus makes repeatedly is that separate nous
is entirely clear to itself [évapyis abrds abrd].50 Through his emphasis on the clarity of
nous Plotinus is saying that it does not need to work out its own identity through a process
of oixeiworg. Nous has a synoptic grasp of itself and all that is its own. This is the ideal
that the sage seeks to emulate. But as the text quoted above makes clear, though he may
indeed be hastening towards nous, his results will always be proximal and the result of a
long struggle.5!

Before turning to consider in more detail Plotinus’ interpretation of Parmenides and

why it is that nous is the paradigm of self-knowledge, it is best to summarize the results

46 It remains a matter of debate whether Plotinus is correctly interpreting Parmenides. For more on
how to interpret this dictum see Gallop, Parmenides of Elea (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1984),
p. 8 and notes 22 and 23, p. 57; and A. H. Coxon, The Fragments of Parmenides (Assen: 1986), p. 131;
for more on Plotinus’ use of Parmenides see Atkinson Plotinus (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983) ad.
loc. V 1.8.15-18.

47 See V 8.4.1-10 and V 5.2.14-15.

48 See V 5.2.14-15.

49 v5.1.78.

30 vs.a2.1s

1 Though open to dispute, I do think that Plotinus allows that the sage, even in his condition here

below, is able to ‘become nous’. At IV 4.2.4 he talks about someone who is engaged in a high Ievel of con-
templation while still in this earthly life: xi érrabbe fswpfi xal pdhoTa évapyis (lines 4-5). In what fol-
lows Plotinus seems to be saying that in such a state his thought [»noic] is too rarefied to pick out himself
as he is in his material condition. Nevertheless, he is able to become nous [xéxeiro yiveras, lines 6-7] and
that he himself [atréc, line 22] is able to be all that is there.
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achieved by this investigation. It was argued that Plotinus was influenced by the Stoics in
his development of two ideas: oixeiworg and owvaiofnoic. The first idea was explored in
detail and was shown to be connected closely with two others: xio7ig and fewpice. It was
argued that oixgiwos is the process whereby a person begins to make a discovery of his
identity. It was then shown that as the person makes progress in this discovery he
acquires xiong, that is the ‘apprehension’ which the direct experience of the activity of
his own nature gives him. fewpia: was then seen to play a part in this process, for in
searching for his own the person begins gradually to turn away from externals and to look
within. The look within reveals what is 7o oixeiov, and this turns out to be nous. After
making this discovery, the wise man seeks to hasten to nous by uniting himself to his
objects of knowledge. This unity is obtained most fully in the life of contemplation. It
was then shown that by admitting that each of these notions comes in degrees, Plotinus
indicates that a person’s progress will always be proximal and the result of a long strug-
gle.52 The discussion, then, concluded by showing that oixeiwoig and xiomg are charac-
teristics particular to psyche and are not to be found in nous. Nous, in contrast, does not
need to struggle to attain self-knowledge, clarity, or its objects of knowledge. It has no
need of oixsiwotg because it is identical with its objects of knowledge.

Three issues remain that will be explored in the three remaining chapters. The next
chapter will pick up Plotinus’ notion of ovvaiotnoi and show how it is used to interpret
the Parmenidean dictum that the vosiv and eivaw of nous are identical. Chapter 11 will
examine how we relate to the ouvaiofnai of nous. If we are identical with nous, Plotinus
needs to explain how it is that we lack this elevated awareness. In particular it will show
how the activities of the animal body block our awareness of nous. Then, the final chap-

52 Note that the standard of measure will be different depending upon the concept: progress in
dn&mcwﬂlbemanedinmofself-knowledge;ﬁamwmbemmdbytheextentofits‘synoptic
grasp”; mddwptawillbemredbythegnp(orhckthemf)bemnknowerandkmwnobject.
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ter will conclude by looking at how our ‘internal’ vision and ‘external’ vision hold

together in the life of the sage.




CHAPTER 10
Separate Nous as the Paradigm of Self-Knowledge

It is the aim of this chapter to examine why separate nous [vo xwptorog] is the
paradigm of self-knowledge. In the last chapter it was argued that nous is identical with
its objects of thought, and it was shown that Plotinus approved of the Parmenidean dictum
whereby the thinking of nous, its voetv, is identical with its being, its elvor. This chapter
will examine Plotinus’ interpretation of this dictum, for it is this identity that is behind the
claim that nous is the paradigm of self-knowledge. In broad outline what this examination
will reveal are the reasons why psyche fails but nous succeeds in obtaining self-
knowledge. It will thus pay a promissory note that was offered in chapter 3. It was there
suggested that Ploti: us takes thought [voeiv] to be a genus of which there are two species.!
It was also suggested that self-knowledge serves as the differentia. In comparison with
psyche the self-thought of nous was said to be more authoritative [xvpidrepov].2 By
examining more closely the thought of separate nous as opposed to psyche we shall now
be able to see why Plotinus thinks this is so.

We shall begin with an examination of a text in V 3.13, in which Plotinus describes
thought in the strict sense [xupiwg voetv]. Such thought will be defined in terms of a ‘con-
sciousness of the whole’ [owvaiofno:g]. This idea together with an argument of Sextus
Empiricus, which contends that there can be no self-knowledge, will show that psyche
fails but that nous succeeds in self-knowledge. We shall then see that Plotinus’ response

I See above p. 28.
2 The text cited above was V 3.6.1-7.

156
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to Sextus’ argument leaves him with two problems.3 Firstly, he must explain, given this
identity between thinker and object of thought that obtains on the level of nous, how it is
that nous is thinking. Then, secondly, he must explain how this type of thinking is self-
thought.

In V 3.13 Plotinus explains his reasons for focusing on self-thought as thought in the

strict sense.

For thought in general [6Awg 76 voeiv] seems to be a con-
sciousness [ovvaiofnoic] of the whole once the many parts
have come together in the same thing. This happens when
something thinks [voetv] itself, and this indeed is thought in
the strict sense [6 8% xai xupiwg ot voetv]. And this some-
thing is one particular thing which seeks nothing. But if its
thought [vémaic] is going to be of something outside, this
thing will be in need and its thinking [voetv] not thinking in
the strict sense [xupiwe voeiv]. [V 3.13.12-16]

This text offers two hints as to why self-thought is thought in the strict sense [xupiwg
voeiv]: (i) strict self-thought is a consciousness of the whole — in this case the whole
[self]; (ii) this type of thinking seeks nothing outside of the self. As we suall see in more
detail, the motive for the first step is skeptical. Prima facie, thought that is directed at
oneself and what is one’s own seems less likely to go astray than thought directed at what
does not belong to oneself, i.e., what is foreign [&ANo7piov]. The motive for the second
step will become clear as we follow out the first. It illustrates the difference between
thinking what is inside and thinking what is outside. This requirement will be better

understood once we have sorted out the first, a..] we shall leave it for the next chapter.

3 For the influence of Pyrrhonism on Plotinus see Wallis, *Skepticism and Neoplatonism’, ANRW
36.2 (1987), 911-54 and Emilsson, ‘Plotinus on the Objects of Thought’, Archiv fir Geschichte der
Philosophie (forthcoming).
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Thus the specific aim of this chapter will be to try to understand the first condition and
why Plotinus thinks that only separate nous is capable of thought in the strict sense. But
before turning to do this we need to make a clarification.

Are we allowed to slip from talk about ‘thought in general’ to talk of self-
knowledge? The text we have looked at does not mention self-knowledge. We may well
wonder why claims about self-thought entitle us to make claims about self-knowledge.
This connection, however, will best emerge ambulando. The text above, however, does
provide a clue. Seif-thought in the strict sense is a consciousness [ovvaigfnaic] or knowl-
edge of the whole self. As we shall see there is one type of self-thought that yields self-
knowledge (that of separate nous) and another type which does not (that of psyche).4 In
Plotinus’ terms the former serves as a paradigm for the latter, or (he will sometimes say)
that the latter is an image of the former.3

In setting up separate nous as the paradigm of self-thought and in taking such
thought to be self-knowledge Plotinus is well aware of certain logical objections to the
possibility of self-knowledge. By looking at the way Plotinus responds to these objections
we can begin to see the epistemological requirements behind xvpiwg voeiv and
ovvaiodnoig.

In the opening of V 3.5.1-28, Plotinus responds to an argument that can be found in
Sextus.6 The argument is designed to show that self-knowledge is impossible. Sextus’

4 Talk of self-thought and self-knowledge has advantages. Besides avoiding some of the vagueness
inherent in terms like *awareness’ and ‘consciousness’ it is faithful to Plotinus who is careful to distinguish a
strict and loose sense of rogir. For a discussion of differences in terminology among recent writers on
Plotinus see Wijsenbeek, ‘Man as a Double Being: Some Remarks on Plotinus’, Diofima 13 (1985), 172-
191.

S VI 7.7.17-31 describes aiotijosic as ‘dim intellections’ and rotjoe.g as “clear sense-perceptions’;
of. 18.11.17; I 3.3.34; V 1.6.46 where psyche or the things of psyche are called ‘images’ of nous.

6 Adv. Mah. 7.310-312.
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argument turns on the notion of xardAnytg. Adapted to Plotinus’ investigation, it can be

put in the form of modus tollens.’

1. If nous comprehends itself, then either (a) it comprehends

itself as a whole or (b) it comprehends itself with a part

of itself.
2. But neither (a) nor (b).
3. Therefore, nous does not comprehend itself.

Support for premise two is easily forthcoming. The denial of (a) is secured, because if ex
hypothesi the whole of nous is what is comprehending, then there is nothing com-
prehended. The denial of (b) is secured by parallel reasoning. If one part of nous com-
prehends another part, then the part that comprehends will never be comprehended. Thus,
nous will never comprehend itself in its entirety. And since part of itself always remains
outside of its grasp, it is true to say that nous never has knowledge [xardAnyig] of itself.®

The term xard\qyuig does not appear in Plotinus’ discussion, but the assumptions
involved in this notion do, for as the etymology of the term suggests xaTaA\nYig requires a
grasping subject and a comprehended object. Rather than xaranyic Plotinus uses

7 Plotinus is trying to explain pot kardAmyig but 75 roois éovrd, or as he sometimes abbreviates it
oo dowré; of. V 3.1.1; V 3.5.3; and V 3.6.1-2.

8 This is looking at nous in Sextus’ terms. V 3.1.20-21 suggests that Gwrikyyus is not to be had by
pous. See next note.
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avrinmuc.® The subject/object dichotomy is built into the terms of thinking and know-
ing. Plotinus is aware of the dichotomy inherent in either xaraAnyis or arriqyis.
What he wants to know is whether the term vémoig implies the same dichotomy and
likewise falls victim to Sextus’ argument. Thus, later on in the treatise the vocabulary
shifts and he tends to talk of »énog and vonréw: thinking and the object of thought. 10
The problem presented by Sextus’ argument can then be applied to this set of terms. One
might say that if thinking is focused on an object of thought, then it is the object of
thought that one thinks. In this case the act of thinking is not thought or comprehended.
In the case of nous, if its activity is thinking [vénoig], then it will grasp its object of
thought but not its own activity. Thus, it cannot truly be said to think itself. In this case
vémoig and vonrév remain distinct.

Before looking at how Plotinus responds to the argument when it is applied to
vénoig, we can see how it is that psyche falls victim to it by recalling the conclusion

reached in the last chapter. There it was shown that psyche knows itself through a process

9 The word karrdAmyeg does not occur in Plotinus, though verbal forms of xarahapfdreiw do occur
(cf. V 3.1.7; V 1.7.6; and IV 7.8.5). (Sleeman and Pollet (who do not list an occurrence of xorrceAnyeg)
translate the verb ‘to apprehend mentally’.) Nevertheless, Plotinus® use of the term G&priAnyeg seems to be
equivalent to Sextus® xardAmyss, for it is used in connection with the type of knowledge that is obtained
through sense perception and it implies a grasping subject and a comprehended object (cf. V 3.25 IV
5.8.20-22; and I 4.10.4-6; this last text is important, for it draws an explicit contrast between &rridnyrg and
70 xpd drriNiysws évépympa and it describes this prior type of activity by quoting Parmenides DK B3; for
more on this text and Plotinus® use of this term see Schibli, ‘Apprehending Our Happiness: Antilepsis and
the Middle Soul in Plotinus, Ennead 1 4.10°, Phronesis 34 (1989), 205-219; as his title suggests he takes a
view that differs from my own).

10 Oosthout, Modes of Knowledge and the Transcendental (Amsterdam: B. R. Griiner, 1991), ad
loc. translates yonrér as ‘what can be thought’; Armstrong renders it as ‘intelligible’. [ have settled on the
phrase ‘object of thought’, for it expresses the ambiguity found in this term and leaves out the determinate
modal notions expressed in these other translations. In what seems to be an analytic sense the object of any
minﬁngwiudqubenmwghnbmmemoughtthuomisminkingwiﬂdmhnvewments. As will be
see the problem Plotinus is struggling with turns on the relation between thinking and contents of thought.
German is more flexible than English in rendering Greek. Hence, Beierwaltes can bring out this difference
using ‘gedacht’ and ‘das Gedachte®, Selbsterkenninis und Erfahrung der Einheit: Plotins Enneade V 3
(Frankfurt: Vittorio Klostermann, 1991), pp. 183-184. Neither Oosthout nor Armstrong is helpful in
making this point explicit.
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of oixeiwaic. Prior to the completion of this process psyche remains a double [70 Suxhouw
rotro]. We can now see clearly what Plotinus means by ‘double’, for psyche will be a
knowing subject and what it knows (whether itself or something other than itself) will
remain a separate object. Given this subject/object dichotomy, psyche falls victim to
Sextus’ argument, for the part of it that is the knowing subject will stand outside of what
the other part of psyche comprehends. In Plotinus’ terms, until psyche completes the
process of oixeiwoig — and as we saw it does this when it attains the highest form of
Bewpiac — it cannot think itself in the strict sense [xupiwg voeiv], for it will not have a con-
sciousness [ovvaiofnaig] of itself and all its parts. Nous, in contrast, has an ever present
consciousness [ovvaiofmoig] of itself and all its parts. This consciousness or self-
knowledge is guaranteed because unlike psyche nous is identical with its objects of knowl-
edge. Our discussion of oixsiwoig has shown that psyche must work to ‘appropriate’ its
objects of knowledge. However complete the process may be it still falls short of
straightforward identity. = Having set out the shortcomings of psyche, we can now
understand more clearly how nous succeeds.

Let us return to Sextus’ argument. We have seen how psyche encounters difficulties
when it attempts to think itself. We must now see how nous can think itself and why its
self-thought is self-knowledge.

Recall the dilemma forced by the argument. Self-thought takes place either when
the self thinks itself as a whole or when one part of the self thinks the other part. In nei-
ther case can self-thought take place. As we saw, the latter half of the disjunction holds
true of psyche. In the case of nous, Plotinus seeks to avoid the dilemma by grasping the
horn posed by the first half of the disjunction. If the problem for seif-thought arose
because thought and object of thought were distinct, what prevents us from taking them to

be one and the same? We can sce Plotinus raising this question in the following passage.
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But if thinking [vénoig] and the object of thought [vonTov]
are one, how for this reason will what thinks think itself?
For thinking in a way will encompass the object of thought
or will be identical to the object of thought, but that nous is
thinking [voav] itself is not yet clear.

[V 3.5.29-31 my emphasis]

Plotinus suggests that what prevents us from making thought and the object of thought one
and the same is the question of whether, when we do this, thinking can be said to be going
on at all. Not all commentators agree, however. Oosthout takes it that the problem pre-
sented here is that there is no thinking subject and takes a number of modern interpreters
to task for having missed it.!! After stating the dilemma posed by Sextus, he argues that
because Plotinus takes there to be real self-knowledge nous must avoid dividing itself into
subject and object. As we saw this was the homn of the dilemma that impaled psyche.

This leaves us with the first half of the dilemma. Oosthout then claims:

On the other hand [i.e., taking up the other horn of the
dilemma], the assumption that true self-knowledge exists
now appears to lead to the surprising conclusion that the
mind that fully thinks itself is indeed completely thinkable to
itself, yet without there being an actual subject that thinks
this pure object of thought.12

This view, I argue, puts the emphasis in the wrong place. Plotinus cannot simply be

worried about whether there is ‘still room for an actual thinking subject’ once the

11 Qosthout p. 106 with n. 1.
12 Qosthout, p. 106.
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dichotomy between vénoig and voyré collapses, for it would be equally a problem on this
picture whether there is an object of thought. I take it that the problem Plotinus is worried
about is whether once vénoic and vonrév are made one and the same thinking can be said
to be going on at all. This is what it is incumbent upon Plotinus to explain: not whether
there is a nous at all (this is not put into question), but whether if its vénoig and vonrov are
identical it can be said to think. Plotinus must solve two problems. Firstly, he must show
that if nous is described in this way it can truly be said to think. Then, secondly. he must
show that nous is capable of thinking itself.13

Plotinus’ solution to the first problem may strike us as evasive, for it is dependent
on Aristotle’s notoriously obscure conception of god. When asked if nous can think itself,
given its identity with its object of thought, Plotinus seems to answer, ‘Yes, if Aristotle’s
god can.’ The closest we come to an explanation of this complex idea is in Plotinus’ use
of évépyew, and here his dependence on Aristotle is transparent. Thus, before we look at
Plotinus’ solution we must first understand this term as it is used in Aristotle.

To simplify for the sake of clarity we might say that there are two acceptable trans-
lations of this term in Aristotle.14 One is ‘activity’, the other is ‘actuality’ (a state of
being). The former is inspired by contexts that relate to movement and action. The later
is inspired by contexts that require a more stable state. In these contexts one might indeed
gloss évépyewa (or ‘actuality’) as a ‘non-variable state of being’, e.g., Socrates in actuality

is an adult male; while at the Symposium he actually enjoyed himself, i.e., was in a

13 My approach thus differs sharply from Oosthout’s. He interprets Plotinus as making the assump-

tion that strict self-knowledge exists. Plotinus is then seen as looking for an explanation to account for this
phenomenon. I take it that Plotinus begins with the more primitive notion of self-thought. I then see him (i)
as defending this notion against logical objections, and (ii) as showing that there is one type of self-thought

that is el%nvalent to self-knowledge.

In the discussion that follows I am indebted to chapter 6, ‘The Development of Energeia:
Activity and Actuality’, of Rist, The Mind of Aristotle: A Study in Philosophical Growth (Toronto:

University of Toronto Press, 1989), 105-119.
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pleasant state which lasted for some time.!5 Thus, prima facie, the same word is used in
contexts that seem incompatible. One use expresses a stable state, the other a movement,
activity or function. One way to mitigate this contrast is to view Aristotle’s interest in
substance [oboia] not so much as an interest in the category of entity (i.e., asking what
kind of things there are), but as an interest in being: i.e., in specifying the oboicx of an
entity one specifies ‘the specific mode of activity involved in the acting vui of that entity’s
substantial nature’.!6 Nevertheless, both contrasting notions are found within Aristotle’s
god. How is this so?

In Metaphysics A 6 Aristotle argues to the conclusion that there must be a principle
[&px7] whose reality or substance [ovoic] is évépyex (1171019-20). This conclusion
occurs within an argument about motion [xirmoig]. One premise in this argument states
that “if it [namely this principle] does not act [évepyijoet], there will be no movement’
(1071b17).17  This premise makes clear that Aristotle expects his first principle to be
doing something, which in turn suggests the translation of évépyaix as ‘activity’. On the
other side, the same argument makes clear that the ovoia of this principle must exclude
potentiality, otherwise there would not be eternal motion. Hence, the ovoix of this princi-
ple must also be évépyawa in the sense of ‘actuality’. Thus, the oloix of this principle is
both a state of being, pure actuality, that excludes all matter (i.e., potentiality) and an
‘activity’. This activity in turn expresses the essence of this principle: what it does is
what it is. Given the requirement of finding an &pxij whose ovoix is an évépyec,

Aristotle had to find an activity that was also a state of being. For Aristotle this principle

15 The gloss is Rist’s, p. 111. In his discussion of pleasure (p. 110) he concludes: °...in the
Nicomachean Ethics the sense is developed so that energein almost means simply ‘to be’.’

16 Kosman, ‘Divine Being and Divine Thinking in Metaphysics Lambda®, Proceedings of the Boston
Area Colloguium in Ancient Philosophy 3 (1987), 177. For a more detailed account of this interpretation of
the Metaphysics see his ‘Substance, Being, and Energeia’, Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 2 (1984),
121-149.

17 cf. Rist p. 116.
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could only be nous. Thus, within Aristotle’s god we find these two aspects of évgpysiar.
As the paradigm of oloia its state of being is complete actuality, but this state of being is
also the actualization of an activity, not an activity as we normally understand the term
(i.e., movement), but the immaterial, unmoving activity of thought.!8

To return then to Plotinus, we can see that he solves his first problem — that the
identity of thinking and object of thought still allows room for thought — by relying on

the notion of évép-yewax that is found in Aristotle’s god. For he says:

If thinking [vénoig] and the object of thought [70 vonrov] are
the same ... then the object of thought is the first ovgia. [V
3.5.31-35]19

The term ‘first oUoia’ is a clear reference to Plotinus’ separate nous which is much like
Aristotle’s god.20 He does not so much explain how thinking can take place given the
identity of thinking [vénoig] and object of thought [70 wonrév] as assume that in the
highest case — that of separate nous, where these are identical — thinking can still go on.
The conditional makes this assumption clear. Where the identity holds, we must be talk-

ing about separate nous. Nevertheless, our excursus on Aristotle’s notion of évépysiax

18 [n the de Anima Aristotle says: &n 8 9 vonoic Zowsy Hpeuioss Tvi xai éxordas p&Aov §
xmijose (4072 32-33). For more discussion of Aristotle and why he thinks the first principle is a mind, see
Rist.

19 The Greek text reads as follows (without the omission): &AN’ && # wnorg xal 79 vonTd¥ TObTéY —
svépysiax Ydp i TO oNTor 0D Yap Sy Sivarpug oVBE v GvdmTor® odE {wiic xwpic obd’ ab éxaxrdv 1 [Hiy
0D5& T rociv ENNg Svm, olov Niby § iy Tivi — xat obate 1) xp@m 13 vonrby.

* " &ponrov Theiler: e vonrow Enn. For a defense of this emendation see Oosthout, p. 107.

20’ This point can be further strengthened if we recall that ‘the first mention of i in connection
with divine substance does not characterize that substance as »oiiG, but rather as ronréy: not as thinking but
as that which is thought’. This is Kosman, ‘Divine Being and Divine Thinking’, pp. 182-183 referring to
Metaphysics A 1072926 ff.
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goes some way in helping us to understand this thinking process and why it is instantiated
in nous. On the one hand, talk about first obsia brings out the sense of svépysia as the
highest actualization. On the other hand, talk about first oboia brings out the sense of
évépyewx as ‘the specific mode of activity involved in the acting out of that entity’s sub-
stantial nature’.2! Plotinus takes it that the first oboice or highest actualization [évépyeal
is nous. He also takes it that its specific mode of activity is thinking [vénaig]. It is think-
ing that expresses what nous really is. He seems to capture both notions when he uses the
expression oUoténg vémag. 2

But before looking at the reasons why Plotinus thinks this highest reality must be
nous and its activity thought we need first to see that the notion of évépyax also solves
the second problem posed above: not only does nous think, it thinks itself. The notion of
svépysix allows Plotinus to identify 70 ov and 76 vonrév and this identification enables
him to claim that nous thinks itself. For évépyeix serves as the bridge concept between
vémorg and 70 vonrov. Given that the évépyex of nous is vénoic and the object of this
vémar is 70 vonrov, what Plotinus needs to show is that this 70 vonrow is really nous itself.
To show this we need to retrace our steps. We know that the évépyewx of nous is identical
with its oiofa. Furthermore, we can take it that the oboia of nous is identical with its 70
5v. But the 75 6» of nous will be as a 76 vonrév. Thus, if the vonoig of nous is directed at
6 voprdv and this 76 von7ov is nous itself, then in thinking nous will think itself.

2l See n. 16 sbove.

22 v 3.5.37. Armstrong renders this expression as ‘substantial intellection” and Oosthout as ‘real
thought’, but no translation is adequate to the thought Plotinus packs into this phrase. The phrase is a suc-
cinct expression of what has been called *Plotinus’ doctrine of two acts [évépysicu]’. See Rutten, ‘La doc-
trine des deux actes dans la philosophie de Plotin’, Revue Philosophique de la France et de U'Etranger
CXLVI (1956) 100-106, and Lloyd, ‘Plotinus on the Genesis of Thought and Existence’, Oxford Studies in
Ancient Philosophy, 5 (1987), pp. 155-186. The doctrine is most clearly expressed at V 4.2.27-33. Read-
ingthis!extalongwithll&lukel’loﬁmstobesayingthnt any obofor has two évépysua, one internal, one
external. The internal érépysice *fills up the odoia” [ovpxAnpoloa Ty olsiar V 4.2.31]. The metaphor of
*filling" I interpret as ‘the specific mode of activity involved in the acting out of that entity’s substantial

nature’. mmiswaymeim:mﬂérfnmbewmesmawnﬁnsensemoﬁauﬁﬁncmémcmoﬁaaﬁc
oboiag {1t 6.1.24-25].
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Thus, in explaining both the thought and the self-thought of nous we can see
Plotinus drawing on what may very well be two of the most difficult phrases in all of
Greek philosophy. As we saw earlier, the relation between nous and its object of thought
is one of identity. It is not achieved through oixgiwoic as is the case with psyche. We
saw that Plotinus explained this relation in terms of the Parmenidean dictum: 70 yép avro
voeiv Eorw Te kol eivar.23 We have seen that Plotinus explains this relation in terms of
Aristotle’s notion of évépyaia.  Following Aristotle Plotinus takes the ‘activity’
[évépyeia] of nous to be vimowg. Following Parmenides’ equation Plotinus takes the
‘activity’ [voeiv] of nous to be the same as the ‘actualization’ [givae] of nous. Given this

equation, nous must be thinking itself. We have thus arrived at Aristotle’s abstruse phrase

about nous:

avror &pa voet (etxep &0Ti TO KpATLOTOV), KL EGTWY 1 VONOLS
voijoews vomois.

Therefore, nous thinks itself (since it is the most excellent of
things), and its thinking is a thinking on thinking.24
[A 9 1074Y33-35]

This phrase of Aristotle’s contains the two requirements of xupiwg voeiv laid down by

Plotinus in the text quoted at the beginning of this chapter. The paradigm case of thinking

23 pK B3.

24 | have slightly revised the Revised Oxford Aristotle in making nous the subject rather than

‘thought’. That nous is the subject is clear from the opening line of the chapter (1074P15) and the mas-
culine, reflexive pronoun airdr.
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must (i) be self-thought and (ii) seek nothing outside of itself.2> OQur discussion has
focused mainly on the first requirement. We began by looking at an argument that called
into question the possibility of self-thought and in showing how Plotinus responds to the
argument we have been led to separate nous which is the paradigm of self-thought. But at
this stage we might still be left wondering what it is about nous that makes it the
paradigm.

To answer this question we need to look again at the notion of ouraisfnoig. In the
text quoted in the beginning cf the chapter Plotinus identified ‘thought in general’ [6Awg
76 vogiv] with guvaiofnoig. In chapter 9 it was noted that this term was used in Stoic con-
texts to mean ‘self-consciousness’ or ‘self-awareness’ and that in Plotinus it is connected
with self-knowledge.26 In the discussion of oixgiwatg in chapter 9, it was noted that self-
knowledgze comes in degrees. We linked this idea of gradation to his view that nature and
psyche embody less perfect forms of voeiv than does nous. What we now need to realize
is that Plotinus does not understand this term so much as ‘awareness’ or ‘consciousness’,
but as ‘knowledge’ or ‘understanding’ [oiveoic].2”7 Plotinus thinks that (self-conscious)
awareness tends to get in the way of our activities. We will read or perform an act of
bravery much better if we remain unaware of what we are doing. When we become

aware that we are reading, we no longer read as well, and in the case of the act of

25 The first is explicit in the text; the second (to be taken up in the next chapter) needs to be
unpacked from the phrase ‘its thinking is a thinking on thinking’. This phrase suggests that thinking, for
both Aristotle and Plotinus, is a self-contained activity. It is perfect [rehsia]. It is not in need of something
external to bring about its completion, nor does it require time in order to reach its completion. In this sense
thought [wn0ig] is like vision [Gpaoig] and other senses. Cf. EN IV 1074214-30 and Metaphysics 1074b14-

26 Cf. above pp. 137 and 141, n. 24.

27 In equating ovraiofnoig with ‘self-knowledge’ or ‘understanding’ rather than ‘awareness’
Plotinus would part company with Kosman, ‘Divine Being and Divine Thinking’ who interprets Aristotle’s
nous as the paradigm instance and thus é&px:j of the many different animate modes of awareness. In explzin-
ing this thought Kosman says: ‘To understand this, we need to surrender our inclination to think of roic
primarily o5 & mode of discursive cognition and to realize that hinking is, as it will be for Descartes much
Iater, = notion meant to capture the most general form of animate awareness® (p. 184).
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bravery, should we suddenly become aware of what we are doing, we might even become
afraid.28

Self-conscious awareness is a vague notion and Plotinus avoids it in favour of
knowledge. What he has been after all along is a sense of voetv that is linked to self-
knowledge. Nous is the paradigm instance of voeiv because in its thinking it has perfect
self-knowledge. The following text makes this clear and summarizes some of the main

points of our discussion.

For thirking [vénoi] is a fine thing [xaAov] for us, because
the psyche needs to possess nous, and for nous, because its
being [76 eivae] is the same as thinking, and thinking
[vénmowc] made it; therefore this nous needs to keep company
with thinking and to be always getting an intimate
understanding [oUveotg] of itself, that this is this, because the
two are one; but if it was only one, it would have sufficed to
itself and would not have needed to get understanding. Since
also ‘Know yourself® is said to those who because of their
selves’ multiplicity have the business of counting themselves
up and learning that they do not know all of the number and
kind of things they are, or do not know any one of them, not
what their ruling principle is or by what they are themselves.
But if the Good is anything, it is so in a greater way than by
knowledge [yv@woig] and thought Jvénau;] and self-perception
[ovvaiotnoig]. [V17.41.17-27]2

What is clear in this text and what I have tried to show in this chapter is that the thinking
[voeiv] or owwaiafnos of nous is the key instance, because thought a..d object are here
identical and thus one. Although nous remains a duality below the One and is thus in
need of gathering all its parts together in self-knowledge, it is the one reality that always
attains this: its thinking is always thinking its object, and its object of thought is itself.

28 cf.14.10.28-33.
29 Translation Armstrong with some alterations.
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Therefore, it always has ovvaigfnoig of its whole self. The One, as we see from this text,
has no need of ouraiofnag, for it has no parts to gather together. in contrast, we need to
go through a process of oixsiworg through which we count up ourselves to determine who
and what we are. Our ovraiofnoic is cloudy for our knowledge of ourselves is cloudy.
Because we always remain ‘divided selves’ or ‘double objects’ [76 Stxhobv TovTo] we need
the higher activitv of nous to hold us together. How nous does this will form the subject

of the next chapter.



Durch dieses Rumpeln verrat sich die eigenste Eigenschaft dieses
modernen Menschen: der merkwiirdige Gegensatz eines Inneren, dem
kein AuBeres, eines AuBeren, dem kein Inneres entspricht, ein
Gegensatz, den die alten Volker nicht kennen.
Nietzsche

CHAPTER 11

The Relation of the Empirical Self to the True Self

The last chapter examined one part of the explanation of xupiwc voeiv in terms of
owaiot yoig. This was the claim that ouvaiofnoig is thought that consists in the knowl-
edge of the self and all its parts. It concluded with a problem. After showing that nous in
its activity of xupiwg reeiv always knows itself and all its parts, this aspect of voeiv was
contrasted with that of psyche’s, which has to discover itself through the process of
oixgiwoig. This contrast raised the question of how rnus helps to hold psyche together,
for while still in the process of self-discovery psyche remains a 76 scxhotw ™iro, a double
object or a divided self. It is the aim of this chapter to answer this question by examining
the second condition of owvaigbnoig, the claim that thought in the strict sense seeks
nothing ‘cutside’. This aspect of Plotinus’ claim is connected with the celebrated debate
that he had with Porphyry that the Platonic Forms must be inside of nous, not outside, and
it has received a fair bit of treatment both historical and philosophical.! Given the back-
ground provided by these studies, this chapter seeks to provide a more speculative
synthesis of some of this material. The focus of this chapter will thus be on two points of
tension within Plotinus’ philosophy. On the one hand, there is what we might call the

1 On the historical side see the studies of Pépin, ‘Eléments pour une histoire de Ia relation entre
I'intelligence et I'intelligible chez Platon et dans le néoplatonisme’, Revue Philosophique de la France et de
UEtranger, 146 (1956), 39-64; for more history and a summary of the debate see Armstrong, ‘The Back-
ground of the Doctrine "That the Intelligibles are not Outside the Intellect"*, Sources, 393-413; for a survey
of the use of ovrxiofyors in Plotinus as well as its connection to other issucs see Schroeder, ‘Synousia,
Synaisthésis and Synesis: Presence and Dependence in the Plotinian Philosophy of Consciousness’, ANRW
36.1 (1587), 677-699; on the philosophical side see Wallis, *Skepticism and Neoplatonism®, ANRW 36.2

(1987), 911-54, and Emilsson, ‘Plotinus On the Objects of Thought®, Archiv filr Geschichte der Philosophie
(forthcoming).

17
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relation upward. The issue here is how the empirical self relates to the true self. The car-
dinal difficulty to explain is that of perception. On the other hand, there is what we might
call the relation downward. The issue here is hc v the true self relates to the animal body
[r6 t@ov]. The cardinal difficulty to explain is the problem of error. The solution to both
problems, I argue, is to be found in the Stoic notion of a rational impression Moy
éavradia]. The cardinal difficulty surrounding this problem is the need to keep straight
which perspective Plotinus is talking from. It is further co-apounded by the need to keep
straight our own perspective on this issue. This attempt to understand Plotinus’ view of

error will lead us to the conclusion that for Pl tinus there are truths which are essentially

perspectival.2
Earlier we looked at a text of Aristotle in which he identified the divine element of

nous as what is proper [7d oixeiov] to each of us,3 and we have seen that Plotinus has
given us an argument that shows that what is 76 oixstow is for each of us a votg ExaoTog,
for this is what is ‘our own’, what is ‘proper’ to us; this is what we in fact are.4 We now
see that this conclusion leaves each voic xaorog with its own point of view and that such

points of view cannot be eliminated. We now need to note, however, that there are two

2 Cf. the discussions of this problem by Lewis and Perry above in chapter S and the view of Black-
burn discussed below in nn. 8 and 14.

3 See chapter 6, above p. 95.

4 In this connection we should not be surprised i ree thut Plotinus refers to the person as an oixsior
ov; cf. I1 2.2.5. The contrast Plotinus is drawing in this text is between ‘the All’ [76 x&>, line 3] and the
person [&fpwxog, line 4]. He is worried that if the All (or Universc) is i determinist system, there will be
no room left for human agency. It is easy to see how his views of the pe.son as a rovig Exagrog or an oixsior
oAor offer a ready made answer to this difficulty, for the true self as an oixsior G\ow stands outside of the
Universe. Because of its presence in nous it remains outside the determinist system of the Universe. Its per-
spective from there gives it an independent pocket of freedom that preserves its notion of agency. As he
says: ‘We shall give autonomy and authority [ airstoioror] to the one who through the activities of nous
is free from the affections [radyudrwr] oi the body” (VI 8.3.19-21). For more on Plotinus’ discussion of
this problem see the chapter on Plotinus in White, Agency and Integrality (Dordrecht: Reidel: 1985) and
the commentary on VI 8 by Leroux, Traité sur la liberté et la volonsé de 1'Un (Paxis: J. Vrin, 1990).

For more on what is meant by having one’s “‘own point of view’ see the discussion of the example
and discussion of Pe 1y, n. 15 below.
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perspectives from which to view this self. On the one hand, there is the person’s own
perspective of himself and the point thai he has reached in his ascent to the One. On the
other hand, there is still the perspective offered by Piotinus’ theory about the ultimate
nature and destiny of persons. From the stand point of theory we can say that each of the
véec is related to the voiic xwpiordc, the divine nous, as parts to a whole.® But for those
of us who, unlike Plotinus, have not had the good fortune to have experienced this link
directly, the claim of having a position in the divine world and of being united with god is
pure theory. For people in this position a tension will emerge between the position they
are now in (i.e., caught up in the body) and the position they are supposed to be in (i.e.,
drawn up into nous). A similar tension is found with Christianity. The Christian is
divided between his experience of this ‘valley of sorrows’ and the promise of eternal hap-
piness and rest when he is united with God. To bridge this gap the Christian is supposed
to cultivate the theological virtues of faith, hope, and love. Plotinus’ own means of hold-
ing the two perspectives together, as will emerge more clearly in what follows, is his own
set of ‘theological’ virtues (which for us seem to emphasize the intellectual side of things
rather than the theological): apprehension [xiorig], contemplation [fewpia], and love
[Epwec].” Whether his theological virtues actually succeed in holding the two perspectives

6 cf. vi2.20.

7 Porphyry’s list of theological virtues includes: xiorig, &\ifsiar, Epws, and éNxic. See ad Marcel-
lam, ed. O’Brien Wicker (Atlanta, Georgia: Scholars Press, 1987) lines 377-378 (in the edition of A. Nauck
(Leipzig: Teubner, 1860) 24, p. 289). It is a moot point whether Plotinus or Porphyry were influenced in
their lists by either St. Paul or the Chaldaean Oracles. Frr a useful survey of this debate see the discussion
by Pierre Hadot in The Chaldaean Oracles and Theurgy, ed. H. Lewy (1956; reprint. Paris: 1978), 709-
711. The remarks of O’Brien Wicker (p. 23) are too brief to be of any use, although her notes seem to be
exhaustive. My own view is that is that all the elements found on Porphyry’s list can be gotten out of
Plotinus except for SAxig. Otherwise the lists only appear to differ, for as Porphyry makes clear &\ijfewcx is
that which is known in the strict sense of the term and for Plotinus this type of knowledge is to be had only
through fswpice. As will emerge in the subsequent discussion I think Plotinus’ use of these terms to be suffi-
ciently idiosyncratic that it does not make good sense to view him as indebted to either Christianity or the
Chaldaean Oracles. Nor was Plotinus the sort of systematic thinker (like Porphyry) who would go around
giving lists of elements to his students.
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together is something that can only be worked out ambulando.8

The reason he has need of these virtues is that his own account of self-knowledge
has presented us with a problem. Recall the argument of chapter 7. For that argument to
work, we must know the reality of at least one thing known xa7é vovw, namely ourselves.
If we really do know ourselves in the way the argument suggests, then why do we not
know that we are in fact united with god? If we must see that we are a voig &xaorog,
how can we fail to see our connection with god? If, as Plotinus maintains, the argument
is valid and sound, why is our empirical self not simply left behind? The argument of that
chapter leaves us with a dilemma. Either Plotinus’ talk about ‘becoming nous’ or know-
ing ourselves xar& vobw is something that only takes place in our disincarnate state. Or
Plotinus thinks that we can attain self-knowledge in our present state. If the former is
true, then the argument of chapter 7 can no longer be valid, and so is of no use to us in
our present state. If the latter is true then, it would seem that no tension can arise between
our present state and our ultimate condition, for we shall know ourselves to be a voug
gxaoroc and we shall know and experience ourselves as united with god. How then can
anything that happens to the body worry us? Neither alternative looks attractive, and per-
haps this way of putting the matter highlights the tension in Plotinus’ philosophy that
others have labeled as a tension between his metaphysics and his psychology, but which

8 In connection with this problem it is interesting to note the remarks of Blackburn, Spreading the
Word (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1984): ‘Adjusting the relations between these essentially perspectival
thoughts, and thoughts conceived of in an objective, context-independent way (timeless truths and falsities),
is one of the hardest pioblems in metaphysics. It is all very well to say that a particular angle on things is
required when the subject thinks that he..., or that now it is ..., or that here it is ...; but what is it to
apprehend a person as oneself, or a time as the present, or a place as the one which one occupies? (p. 343).”
Blackburn himself does not treat these questions. His own discussion concludes immediately after flagging
this as the *one of the hardest problems in metaphysics’. He seems to give up, for as he says, ‘There is no
theory yet, in the philosophy of these things, which gives us a satisfactory picture of the "cognitive
dynamics” of these cases: in other words, which tells us how to classify sameness and difference of thought
across times, or across the utterly different mode of presentations under which I can think of myself, and
under which you can think of me’ (p. 343). In the end we may not be satisfied with Plotinus’ answers to
these questions, but he at least offered a theory — however bizarre it may seem to us.
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we can now see is more accurately described in Plotinus’ own language as a tension
between our experience here and our experience there.

A way out of this dilemma lies in making explicit a compromise already present in
this investigation. What will cut the knot is an intermediate position that makes the attain-
ment of self-knowledge difficult but not so difficult as to be impossible in this life. In
light of our discussion of oixsiwoig in chapter 9 it would be a mistake to read the argument
presented in chapter 7 as saying that all we need to do is ‘turn within® to find the true self.
We can now see that this tuming within does not signify a simple glance, but a way of
life. It begins when we become interested in the question of who we are. This question
prompts us to look for what is our own and to reflect upon our own experience of our-
selves. Such reflection does not reveal us to be immediately transparent to ourselves.
Rather as we have seen, self-knowledge comes at the end of a long process of oixeiworg.
We need teaching, training and practice to be able to see ourselves. This vision is
attained, if at all, by the sage. What the sage has achieved is the integration of his true
with his empirical self: he has made himself into a unity.?

What the sage pastakes in, at least for a while, is the life xara rov votw, but he then
again ‘descends’ from this elevated experience back into the immediate needs of the
moment that put pressure upon his lower self.10 In viewing the life of the sage in this
way Plotinus is doing two things. Firstly, he is making fewpic our ‘dominant’ rather than
our ‘inclusive’ end.!! Then, secondly, because the sage cannot always be engaged in such
activity, Plotinus shows that the sage has two perspectives from which to view himself.

9 Cf. I 8.6.37-40 and Rist, Human Value (Leideo: E. J. Brill, 1982), p. 100.
10 cf. Iv 8.1.1-11.

11 In referring to the activity of fswpicr as our ‘dominant’ end I wish to show that Plotinus, too, had
a view on how to construe Aristotle’s remarks on happiness in EN X 7. | am not claiming that t* is
Aristotle’s view, but only that Plotinus understood his view in this way and was intluenced by it. For a sur-
vey of the debate and terminology surrout. ing Aristotle’s view see Kenney, Aristotle on the Perfect Life
(Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1992), p. 6.
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He knows both what it is like to be dragged away from fewpia by the body and what it is
like to be engaged in it. Then, because of his experience of both points of view he is able
to judge where the truth lies. But his activity of judging is not simply straightforward, for
the truth that he has access to is essentially perspectival.

To help us better understand this claim about perspectives let us return to the case of
Rudolf Lingens, the amnesiac lost in the Stanford library, who was introduced earlier in
chapter 5.12 Let us now imagine him to have read his complete, updated biography and to
be thinking about himself. His thought can be expressed in two different ways.

Lingens thinks that that man is lost in the Stanford Library.
Lingens thinks that he himself is lost in the Stanford Library.!3

Taking Lingens himself as our referent, we can — at least prima facie — assume that both
sentences express the same thought.!4 The intuition behind this assumption is that there is
some fact of the matter about Lingens that both sentences express, and since both
sentences express the same fact, they both must express the same thought. Nevertheless,
if both sentences express the same thought, why is it that the sentences seem to convey
different information? Since the difference cannot be explained by the referent, then it
seems we ought to conclude that it is explained by the mode of access that Lingens himself
12 See above p. 72.
13 These formulations and some of my discussion are indebted to Blackburn, pp. 340-345.
14 Blackburn, p. 343, uses a different but related example to make this point. If we consider the
thougbnhattodayisﬁne.eﬂemimdmw,andthethoughuhatyestetdaywsﬁne.emnainedtomomw,
then *notice that there is a strong intuitive sense in which there is just one fact — today’s fineness — which

indifferently makes uny of these apparently different thoughts true’ (my emphasis). In our own example it is
2 fact sbout Lingens that makes the thought true.
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has to the thought.15 In the first case he has the thought and the belief about himself that
anyone can have access to. Anyone can think and believe that Lingens is lost in the
Library. In Plotinian terms he grasps this thought about himself from the ‘outside’. In
this way it is just another proposition that can be had by discursive reason. In the second
case he grasps the thought from the ‘inside’. Though anyone can believe about Lingens
that he is lost, it appears that only Lingens can have this thought and this belief in just this
way. The earlier discussion suggested that Lingens grasps these types of thought non-
discursively and they were labeled knowledge or belief de se. As the argument from
chapter 5 made clea, Plotinus does discuss and propose a solution to a case that was
similar to the case of Lingens.. What the argument of chapter 7 makes clear is that the
activity of voety marks the difference between the two cases. Lingens will know that it is
he himself who is lost in the Library when he grasps or has insight [xupiwg voeiv] that the
biography is in fact his own biography. In coming to understand this truth about himself,
it appears that he is coming to grasp a truth that is essentially perspectival. Plotinus, it
seems, is fully prepared to embrace this conclusion. For the argument considered in chap-
ter 7 shows that the activity of voetv is linked to a particular nous. Moreover, this nous as
a Form is something eternal. It is an ineliminable part of the voig xwptoré that con-
stitutes the divine world of eternity. Is it any wonder, then, that the perspective of this
particular nous is an ineliminable part of his philosophy? In grasping the reality that his
identity is that of a vobg &xaorog the sage is grasping the reality of something that differs
from all other véec only in its point of view. From the top down, as it were, this is a
notoriously difficult claim to make sense of, for why have a plurality of véeg if they are
15 As John Perry, “The Problem of the Essential Indexical’, Nous 13 (1979), 19, puts it: ‘Anyone at
any time can have access to any proposition. But not in any way. Anyone can believe of John Perry that he

is making a mess. And anyone can be in the belief state classified by the sentence °I am making a mess®.
But only I can haw: that belief by being in that state.’



178

all engaged in the same activity, namely the contemplation of the Forms. But from the
bottom up, as it were, we can see that this is the way Plotinus preserves personal identity,
for the first-person perspective that manifests itself in the we on the empirical levels is
preserved on the level of nous as the perspective of the voiig Exao7og.

Having reached this conclusion we can now understand why Plotinus makes so much
use of demonstratives. This is most clearly seen in his use of évravfa and éxet, ‘here’
and ‘there’. Most commonly he uses ‘here’ to refer to the lower reaches of psyche and
‘there’ to refer to the intelligible world, the world of nous. This use is not surprising.
‘Here’ just is where we are at; we are right now tangled up in the material world. From
our present vantage point ‘there’ is off somewhere else; the world of nous seems far
removed from us. Nevertheless, there are instances of Plotinus reversing the referent for
these demonstratives. In talking from a perspective in the intelligible world he will use
‘there’ to refer back to the low.r reaches of psyche.16 Demonstratives only make sense
when linked to a perspective. They are not lifted off an objective conception of things.!7
The sage thus has access to two points of view. Sometimes he can look from here to
there, i.e., upwards towards nous in the activity of contemplation. Sometimes he can look
from there to here, i.e., when he contrasts his exyerience of his true nature with that of
his life in an animal body.

The reason this form of dualism poses a problem for Plotinus is his belief that the
higher part of the psyche is impassive, i.e., it cannot be moved, disrupted, or disturbed by

16 Cf. IV 3.6.12; 17.3.9; IV 3.23.33-34.

17 This point is nicely illustrated by one of Perry’s examples (n. 15 above, p. 5). He says:
‘Imagine two lost campers who trust the same guidebook but disagree about where they are. If we were to
try to characterize the beliefs of these campers without the use of indexicals, it would seem in-possible to
bring out this disagreement. If, for example, we characterize their beliefs by the set of “eternal scatences,”
drawn from the guidebook they would mark “true”, there there is no reason to suppose that the seis would
differ. They could mark all of the same sentences "true”, and still disagree in their locating beliefs. It
seems that there has to be <ome indexical element in the characterization of their beliefs to bring out tkis dis-
agreement.”
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the changes that take place within the animal. Given that perception [atofnoig] seems to
be a type of motion or to involve changes in the animal organism, he is faced with a
dilemma. On the one hand, if he allows psyche to perceive, then he admits that psyche
can undergo change, and, so, it can no longer be considered impassive. On the other
hand, if psyche remains impassive, he is left with the problem of explaining how it is able
to perceive anything. Given this dilemma, I shall argue that Plotinus had available the
Stoic notion of a ‘rational impression’ [Aoyiux) pavrasia] which enables him to bridge the
gap between the animal [0 {Qov] and the inner man [6 évrog avfpwrog] in such a way
that he is able to claim that the higher psyche perceives and yet remains impassible.
Moreover, I shall also argue that this type of ¢arrasia has a role to play in his explana-
tion of error. Error is a problem for Plotinus because if, as this investigation has argued,
the higher psyche is identical with a particular nous [voiig £xaorog], then, as we have
seen, this nous must know itself and all its parts completely and perfectly. Since the
Forms are inside of nous, it cannot fail to know them. Thus, like god, nous seems to be
both omniscient and infallible. This is nardly our own condition. There are many things
we do not know, and we often make mistakes. We shall examine Plotinus’ view that these
errors result from the animal organism imposing the wrong ¢avragic on the psyche that
is divided.

Plotinus believes that the Forms are located in the psyche.!® He also believes that
perception [aiofnoig] involves the ‘transference’ of a Form from the external world to the
internal world.19 The Form present in matter is recognized by the psyche which contains
the original. Perception takes place when the psyche in some way harmonizes the inner
and outer Form. How does this happen? A text in one of Plotinus’ late treatises, I 1.9,

18 cf 11.8.

19 See Emilsson, Plotinus on Sense-Zerception (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988) for
details.
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will brings us to the heart of the difficulty. In it we find him commenting on our two

problems: error and perception.

b 82 voig 7 édiyaro T ob, dore avapdpmTog. 7 ovrw 62
Aextéov, ¢ npsis i Ednyapela Tob Ev TQ v@ vonTov 1 ov.
i Tob &y MUy Suvardy yap xai Exew xai pi XpoXELpov
Exew. OSweilopsv & 1@ Kowd xai TG Bx 7Q 10 pEv
owpaTiki xai obx &vev owpartog eivat, doo 8& oy detran

odpareg eic Evépysiav, TavTa S Yuxiic eivae, xai TV
Suavoway Exixpiowy Towoupsmy TOY_ GXO TG aiothoews
riwwy eibn 76 Oewpelv xai fewpseiv oiov ovvawsthijoet, Ty ye
xvpiwg TG Yuxiic Tis GAnfolg Savoray’ voijoswy yap
svépyeia ) Suavoir 1) GAndils kai TGV EEw_FONNAXG TPOG
T8vS0v OpoldTC KOl KOwwvia. GTpepiiost ovv oUdEY NTTOV 1
Yuxn xpog eaumiv Ko &v avrh.

And nous has either attained [its objects of knowledge] or
not, and so [remains] without error. Or, as we ought to say,
either we have attained the idea in nous or not, i.e., the idea
inside us. For one can have it and yet not have it at hand.
We have distinguished (i) what is common and what is
proper. The common are corporeal or [activities done] not
without the body. Things proper to psyche are those that do
not require a body for their activity. And [we have distin-
guished] (ii) the faculty of reason which in making judg-
ments about sensory impressions already contemplates the
Forms, i.e., it contemplates with a quasi-consciousness, and
the faculty of reason in the strict sense which belongs to the
true psyche. For the true faculty of reason is an activity of
thoughts and forms a likeness or partnership with the sensory
impressions that have frequently passed from the outside to
the inside.20 Nevertheless, therefore, the psyche with
respect to itself and in itself will remain still. [I 1.9.12-24]

20 Armstrongtnnshtesthissentenec(llﬁil-ﬁ)asfollows: *for true reasoning is an operation of
actsoftheinteﬂigenoe,andthereisoﬂenlmmbhncemdcommnnitybetweenwhatisoutsidemdwhuis
within.” This places the wrong emphasis on xoAAGxs. It makes it seem either that the relation is one that
obtainsmstofdntimcbntnotllways,orthattherelaﬁonbetweentheimermdouterobtainsinmore
cases than it fails. But the distinction Plotinus wishes to draw is between perceptions that have occurred
many times as opposed to those which are new. This use of xoANdxic is used by Aristotle in An. Po. 11 19,
100%3-9; elsewhere Plotinus refers to *young” and ‘old” sensory impressions; cf V 3.2.11-13.
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It is best to begin with Plotinus’ remarks on perception, for once these are sorted out it
will be easier to understand his remarks on nous and error. The last sentence of the quota-
tion shows clearly that Plotinus thin%s that he has solved the dilemma of perception while
still maintaining the impassibility of psyche. To see how he has done this we must look at
the way he has drawn the contrast between true psyche and what is below.

At first glance the division between what is common and what is proper looks like a
distinction between mind and body, for Plotinus uses the language of ‘corporeal’ to des-
cribe the common and this suggests that the adjective ‘incorporeal’” would cover the
attributes proper to true psyche. This, however, is mistaken. What Plotinus is main-
taining is a distinction between the higher and lower psyche. Following Plato, he views
the psyche as an intermediary, though for him it serves as an intermediary between nous
as he understands it and what is below.2! To fulfill this role he divided psyche into two
parts: one part, the higher part, remains indivisible; the other part, which comprises the
animal organism is ‘scattered around bodies’.22 Thus, strictly speaking, Plotinus can have
no problem of interaction. The relation between higher and lower psyche is one of con-
tinuity. It is not the disparate attempt to relate mind and body. Nonetheless, given his
view on the impassibility of psyche he does have a problem to solve.

Plotinus’ formulation of the problem owes much to Aristotle. ~ One of the issues
that haunts the de Anima and is never clearly resolved is whether there is any activity of
psyche that is clearly separable from the body. Aristotle, too, is interested in determining

which activities are common to the compound of psyche and body and which, if any, are

proper to the psyche.

21 The text Plotinus is following is Timaeus 35s; HS? index fontium give 14 references to this text.
22 ¢f. 1.1.8.10-12 referring to Timaeus 35a.
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A further difficulty arises as to whether all attributes of the
psyche are shared [xowwd] by that which contains the psyche
or whether any of them are peculiar [iiov] to the psyche
itself: a question which it is indispensable, and yet by no
means easy, to decide. It would appear that in most cases
psyche neither acts nor is acted upon apart from the body:
as, e.g., in anger, confidence, desire and sensation in general
[6Aw¢ aigbdveafad]. Thought [76 voetv], if anything, would
seem to be peculiar to the psyche. Yet, if thought is a sort
of imagination [¢avracie 7], or not independent of
imagination it will follow that even thought cannot be inde-
pendent of the body.23

Elsewhere in the De Anima Aristotle recognizes that imputing any of the activities men-
tioned here to the psyche implies that the psyche is moved.24 To avoid this conclusion he
says that one should not say that the psyche is augry, pities, learns or thinks, but that the
man [6 &vfpwxog] does this with his psyche [ Yuxiil.2> Perception [aigbnoig] then
becomes the key issue because it seems to present the most difficult case. When someone
perceives, is it true to say that the psyche remains unaffected? To maintain his view
Aristotle then distinguishes (not very clearly) between aiobnoic and &wdprnowg.26 The
former is movement leading up to the psyche. The latt:~ is movement coming from the
psyche. The union of these two is supposed to leave the psyche unaffected. Though
Aristotle does not say how these two are to be connected, he hints that somehow
davraoia will be involved.
Plotinus® abbreviated account of perception given in the text quoted earlier also

shows that he also divides perception into two similar tasks which can be labeled ‘sens:-

23 De Anima 403%3-10; text and translation Hicks, Aristotles, De Anima (1907; reprint. Zirich:

Georg Olms, 1990).
24 Cf. De Anima 1 4, 408%24-408b18.

25 Cf. 11.13 for Plotinus’ interpretation of Aristotle’s remark.
26 De Anima 1 4, 408b16-18.
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tion’ and ‘recollection’.2” The former involves the body, the latter the psyche. It is this
division of labour that stands behind his distinction of types of &iavotx. The caie type,
Stavowx in the loose sense, is concerned with sensory impressions. The other, &iavow in
the strict [xupiwg] sense, is concerned with thoughts [rofjoerg]. It is these two different
faculties that he distinguishes in terms of ovvaiofmaig. The duavowa that picks up sensory
impressions is picking up the forms that have been transferred to it from the outside
world. This aspect of &uavoix is the work of the animal organism [ro {@ov]. lis
apprehension of the Forms through its sensory organs remains dim. Hence, Plotinus
refers to this as ‘contemplation with a quasi-consciousness’ [fewpeiv oiov ovvarobioe].
The implication is that the other aspect of &wdvoic, the xupiwg Swavoie, contemplates
Forms with xvpiwe ovvaiofmoig. In saying that this type of contemplation belongs to the
true psyche, he is .aying that it belongs to that part of psyche which is separate from the
body. Thus, the activity proper to this higher psyche will be ouraistnoig. What will it
consist in? Like nous, this will consist in the psyche knowing itself and seeking nothing
outside. It seeks nothing outside, because it has all the Forms within.28 It is an activity
that involves self-knowledge, because as psyche beginz to ‘recollect’ and discover what is

inside itself, it begins to know what is its own. As we have seen before the ouraiofyoig

27 1t is worth noting as well (and as far as [ kno.7 no one has pointed this out) that Plotinus® twofold
division of perception [atofn0ig] owes something to Pla~’s twofold division in the Republic (523a-524¢)
which distinguishes between objects sufficiently judged by aiofnoic ad objects which summon thought for
investigation [xapaxalobrra Tiy rémowr cig éxioxcyrr (523bl)]. For Plotinus all perceptible objects would
seem to fall in this last class, for all are made intelligible through the presentation of Forms. The other
class, which seems to comprise sensation, or what Plotinus would call &utrowx in the loose sense, is used to
explain error. Error occurs when sensation is allowed to produce the ¢arravic and this is allowed o go
unchecked by the higher Siudrowx. [ say more about these two senses of Sudvoix below. Moreover, in adds-
tion to the influence of Plato another text of Aristotle’s which influenced Plotinus is the de Seasu. In talking
abomWhatlseommnmbthodynndpsycbeAnstodemmmmseMonmthuw:y # 8 alofmoig
&n1 8ucx odparrog yéyreran T8 Yuxd, Gnhrmbmm)\hwmm)hwxwpcc«% 6-7). Plotinus secms
to have this text in mind when he raises the following question: & # aiofnoig S Riparrog kirmolg oboce cig
Yuxiiy TEAsUTR, nﬁinmwxaio"wmull 1.6.10-12; cf. [ 1.5.11] This text is not mentioned in the
index fontium of HS=.

28 cf.11.8.
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of psyche differs from that of nous in terms of completeness.?? Thus, I maintain that the
ovvaiofnoic that belongs to the upper psyche is identical with that which belongs to the
true self or voic &xaoroc. In this activity they both know securely and systematically, but
only nous knows completely. Psyche knows only as much of itself as it has worked out,
or (what amounts to the same) as many of the Forms as it has recollected.

For nous the connections are always made. Psyche needs to work them out. Plotinus uses
the image of the unrolling of a scroll to illustrate the recollection of the Forms.30 When
the xvpiwg Stdvoa ‘unrolls’ the Forms that are in nous, it is appropriating them and
making them its own. But when looked upon this way, the activity of owvaiofnaig that
belongs to psyche appears to belong only to the upper psyche, i.e., it involves the relation
of the upper psyche to nous. That is why he can say (at the end of the quotation) that
even though this part of the psyche perceives, it is nevertheless undisturbed and quiet. But
if this is so we are still left without an account of the relation between the upper and lower
psyche.

The phrase that is meant to explain the relation is obscure.

vonoewy ‘yap 8vsp'yeta ] &avoca 11 a)\nOng xai TOY Efw
TOANGKLG TPOC TOvSov OpOLOTNG KAl KOLwwyia.

For the true faculty of reason is an activity of thoughts and

forms a likeness or partnership with the sensory 1mpressxons
that have frequently passed from the outside to the inside.3

This translation borders on interpretation, for there is nothing corresponding to ‘sensory
impressions’ in the Greek. Nevertheless, in asking how thoughts can form a ‘likeness’ or
29 Above, chapters 9 and 10.

30 11.8.7-8.
31 Cf. n. 20 above.
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‘partnership’ with anything outside is there any better hypothesis than ¢arrasica? Fur-
thermore, Plotinus was sure to have been aware of the Stoic view that there are different
sorts of ¢avracia and that the ones labeled ‘rational’ are basically double-sided. The

Stoic view of differcnt types of ¢pazracia is presented by Diogenes Laertius as follows.

xponyeitan yap 1 davracia, e N davoix EXNQNYTIKT]
ixdpxovoa, 6 Taoxel Uxd TS Pavraciag, TOUTO ExpEpe
AYQ. ... Em TOV davracaw ai psv eiot Noywai, oi 82
&Noyor Noyikai pev ai Tdv Noykdv {@uv, GNoyor 88 ai Tav
GN\Gywr. ai pEv obv hoywai vofoes gioiv, ai & aNoyou ov
TETUXTIKQLOLY OVOLQLTOS.

For the impression arises first, and then thought, which has
the power of utterance, expresses in language what it experi-
ences by the agency of the impression. ... Furthermore,
some impressions are rational, and others non-rational.
Those of rational animals are rational, while those of non-
rational animals are non-rational. Rational impressions are
thought processes; irrational ones are nameless.

[LS 39A 2, 6]

Based on the Stoic idea of rational impressions, it is a probable hypothesis that when
Plotinus says that xupiwg Sudvoix is an activity of thought processes [voiioewr], he
understands these thought processes to have arisen from rational impressions.32 But how
do these thought processes arise? If the davraoia exerts a causal role, then motion will
be communicated to the higher psyche and Plotinus is clear that this does not happen.33
Where then do the thoughts come from?

32 Emilsson, Plotinus on Scnse-Perception, overlooks this Stoic view of rational impressions and

needlessly worries that Plotinus’ account of aZofyoi attributes too much rationality to animals in general;

cf. pp. 137-138.
33 For a discussion of this problem of interaction in a larger context and from a slightly different

point of view see Dillon, *Plotinus, the First Cartesian?", Hermathena 149 (1990), 19-31.
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The answer must lie in the puzzling notion of Stoic Aexr@.34 Unlike Plotinus, the
Stoics were materialists. Yet they left room in their system for Aexra. an incorporeal sub-
sistent entity that was connected with rational impressions. According to Sextus

Empiricus the Stoic view is as follows.

AexTov 68 Uxapxeww Paot 10 KTk ANoywny davraciar
Udiorapevor, Noywy 8& swwoan Pavragiav kol v 70
davracdsy EoTt Noyw TapaoTioat.

They (the Stoics] say that a ‘sayable’ is what subsists in
accordance with a rational impression, and a rational impres-

sion is one in which the content of the impression can be
exhibited in language. [LS 33C]

This notion of Aexra introduces another (incorporeal) dimension to the discussion of
davracia. On the one hand, for the Stoics the ¢avraocic must remain a physical struc-
ture. On the other, given that rational impressions give rise to Aexra and that these were
supposed by the Stoics to be capable of influencing the mind,35 we have the puzzling rela-
tion of something incorporeal influencing something corporeal.

How the corporeal ¢avragiar relate to incorporeal Aexra remains a notorious crux
in Stoicism. It is not my aim to speculate on how the Stoics solved this problem. Rather,
by looking at one of the few surviving texts that offers an ‘explanation’ of this relation we
shall be in a good position to see how late imperial Stoicism is closely related to Plotinus’
Platonism. From this perspective we shall then be able to understand Plotinus’ own
approach io this problem.

34 There is not room here for an adequate discussion of this puzzling notion. For more on Aexrd see

LS 33.
35 cf. LS 27E.
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In a well known text Sextus Empiricus presents the Stoic position as follows.

(1) Goxep ydp, daoiv, 6 TadorpiBng xai 6xNopudxos E08
ore pzv NaPopsvog TOV Xepdv ToU waudos pubpuifer xoi
Sidcoxes Tivaie xwelofou xwioelg, £08° 3-e 58 xwbey goTwg
KO TWG KLWOUNEVOS &v Ppulpd Tapéxel EauTov EXeivy XPog
pipnow, (2) ovrw ki TOv davracTdv Evae pEv oiovel
Yaborra xai Qryydvovra Tob iyepovikod Toigitar TiV Ev
TOUTY TUTWOW, OXOLOV E0TL TO NEUKOV Kol pHENGY Kal KOWWGG
76 oopa, Ena 88 Towabmy Exer Pioww, TOU NyepHOMKOD EX
avrolc PavTacoupEvoy Kai ovx UX aiTdL, OWOLC E0TL TQ
aodpara Nexra.

(1) For they [the Stoics] say, just as the trainer or drill-
sergeant sometimes takes hold of the boy’s hands to drill him
and to teach him to make certain motions, but sometimes
stands at a distance and moves to a certain drill, to provide
himself as a model for the boy — (2) so too some impressors
touch, as it were, and make contact with the commanding-
faculty to make their printing in it, as do white and black,
and body in general: whereas others have a nature like that
of the incorporeal sayables (lekta), and the commanding-
faculty is impressed in relation to them, not by them.

[LS 27E]

According to Sextus the distinction the Stoics are trying to draw is between, on the one
hand, a causal relation, where the mind or commanding-faculty is causally affected by
[ix' adrav] the ¢avracic, and, on the other hand, some other relation, where the
commanding-faculty is affected in relation to [éx’ a¥roig] a davracic that has the nature
of an incorporeal Aexrév. The wording of this passage is puzzling and suggests a distinc-
tion that cannot be Stoic, for the Stoics would not distinguish between corporeal and
incorporeal ¢avraciar. If Sextus means to say that the incorporeal ¢avrasia just are the
Mexrce, then it appears that Aexra and davracioe are detached: there can be no
straightforward (physically) causal relation between them. It goes without saying, then,

that the nature of this latter relation is obscure, but Sextus’s example seems to give the
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relation a strongly Platonic flavour. The drill sergeant ‘causes’ the boy to respond in
certain ways by offering himself as a rapaderypa.

Anthony Long has recently speculated or how the Stoics might explain such a rela-
tion.36 His discussion relies heavily on Epictetus’ teaching about the correct use of repre-
sentations.37 In discussing this doctrine he notes that according to Epictetus there is a part
of the ¢pavracia that is up to us. Epictetus demonstrates this by using the example of
someone one who does not like solitude or another how does not like the crowd.3® He
enjoins such people to re-describe or re-present the situation to themselves, when they find
themselves in circumstances they do not like: those who do not like solitude should think
in terms of peace and tranquility when they find themselves alone; those who do not like

the crowd should think in terms of fun and festival. As Long says:

We should say that the way someone views his situation will
depend on the lekton he selects as the paradigm appropriate
to this belief-set and values. Lekta will ‘result in’ [&x’
avroig] representations, not because they are the physical
source of what we perceive or think but because they are the
way we are disposed to interpret that source. Epictetus
insists that ‘the correct use of representations’ is ‘in our
power’. It is reasonable to suggest that what is in our power
is a lekton or description, and that this is ‘our’ individual
contribution to our representations.3%

What is interesting about Long’s discussion is that he has made th: Stoics virtually

dualists. On his picture the Aexrct cannot be some sort of epiphenomena produced by

36 [ am indebted to the discussion of ¢avracia by A. A. Long, ‘Representation and the self in
Stoicism®, in Psychology, Companion to Ancient Thought 2, ed. Everson (Cambridge: Cambridge
Universi_? Press, 1991), pp. 102-120.

37 For more on this doctrine see Long and LS 62K = Diss. 1.1.7.12 with commentary.

38 Discourses IV 4.26, quoted by Long, p. 119.

39 Long, pp. 119-120.
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éavradia, as they perhaps are for earlier Stoics. What they seem to be in Epictetus’ des-
cription and use of them are paradigms. The idea of a paradigm brings us back to the des-
cription of the interaction between ¢avraciar and Aexrc that was presented by Sextus, in
which the crux of the issue was how the corporeal can relate to the incorporeal. However
that relation is to be explained for the Stoics, what Long’s picture shows us is that with
the detachment of Aexrd from physical, causal force of the davragiot the step from late
imperial Stoicism to Platonism was a very small one.

Plotinus was doubtless fascinated by this late Stoic use of Aexrd as paradigms. His
problem is not to explain how something incorporeal can act upon something corporeal.
That is the Stoic formulation of the problem. Rather, he is interested in explaining how
impressions mediated through the animal are communicated to the higher psyche without
compromising the higher psyche’s impassibility. The Stoic notion of a rational impression
gives him the means of doing so. In Plotinus’ case, however, the rational impression will
not give rise to incorporeal Aexrc, a description or propositional representation of a situa-
tion. Rather, what the rational impressions call forth are the Forms present in the psyche
and these are what become ‘unrolled’ in the language of psyche.4® The Forms present in
the sensation of the Stdvoca of the animal call forth thoughts in the higher part of the
psyche whereby the psyche gains knowledge — ouvaiofnoig — of the Forms present in
itself.

Once we understand how Plotinus divides the task of aiofpoic between the higher
and the lower psyche and how the dim apprehension of Forms in the sensation of the
animal can result in thoughts of the Forms in the higher part of the psyche, we can now

more easily understand his remarks in the following text.

40 For the image of the psyche unrolling the Forms like a scroll cf. I 1.8.7-8.
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rﬁv & mjc \&vxﬁc roi} atofaveobor 8z'may.w ov TV aiaOtrrGw
etvae del, TV 68 GxD rﬁg atothjoews e'y'yc'yvo;wuwv 7 {@@
'rv'rwv own)\nnnmv svat pahhov* vm)fa 'yap 1;811 TavTa”
g ™Y aw&r,aw ‘mv eEw sz&a)\ov evat ravmc;, axawnv 8¢
a)\nasofepau ™ ouqu ovaow &tdaw yovwv a‘ranq etvat
fewpiav. axo 81' 'mv-rwv TQY et&.w ad) @y Yuxn n&n
‘rapa&zxefm povy Ty TOU ;’q:ov Nyspoviav, diavorar &n Kot
S0kau kai vorjoers” Evla & nueic paliora.

And the power of perception which belongs to the [higher]
psyche must not be of the sensible objects [themselves].

Rather, it is receptive of the [rational] impressions that arise
in the animal from sensaticn, for these are already
intelligible. Thus, external perception is an image of this
[i.e., intelligible perceptlon], which because it is truer to
reality is a undisturbed contemplation of the Forms alone.
And from these Forms from which the psyche alone receives
its authority over the animal come reasonings, opinions and
thoughts. And this is precisely where we are. [I 1.7.9-17]4!

This account of the perception of the higher psyche brings us to our second problem
noted at the beginning of this chapter. If the Forms are present in the higher part of the
psyche and psyche remains undisturbed [axafag] in its contemplation, how is it then that
we make mistakes? This question brings us back to the question of how is it exactly that
we relate to nous.

It has been the argument of this investigation that our true self, our true identity con-
sists in being a vovg Exaorog. This is a hard claim to grasp, not simply because Plotinus
has just said in the above text that we are bound up with ‘reasonings, opinions, and
thoughts’, but because if this claim is true, then we ought to be omniscient and
infallible.42 But we are not. Our own limitations suggest another way to look at nous.

41 The translation is adapted in part from Armstrong; cf. also I 1.8.18-19 where aiofnoic
[sensanon] in the animal is called the xparor sidwhov of psyche.

2 Cf. VI 7.41.19-20 quoted above, p. 169 and V 3.4.21-26. The discussion of truth is more
explicitin V 5.1.1-2; V 5.2.18-24, er passim.
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Nous is infallible. In arguing that the Forms are inside of nous Plotinus wants to
insure that it cannot fall victim to certain skeptical arguments that would render it fal-
lible.43 But is this enough? While this eliminates one problem, that of the cognitive gap
between knower and known object, another problem remains. Think of nous as Plato’s
aviary.44 By claiming that nous ‘secks nothing outside’ Plotinus is claiming that the
aviary is full of pieces of knowledge. This on its own, however, will not make nous
infallible, for nous may still fail to grasp the bird it wants. It is the identity between nous
and its objects which shows that nous always has its objects of knowledge in hand. Not so
with us. Returning to the text quoted in the opening of this chapter,45 Plotinus says ‘nous
has either attained [its objects of knowledge] or not, and so [remains] without error’, but
he immediately realizes that this is a misleading way of talking, for nous properly
understood will always be ‘without error’. It cannot fail to attain its objects. He then
tumns to talk about us. When we reach into the aviary of nous either we grasp the idea
(and so have knowledge) or we miss it (and remain in ignorance).46 In drawing a distinc-
tion between ourselves and nous, Plotinus is making plain the difference between our
empirical and our true self. In our present circumstance we are neither omniscient nor
‘without error’. Nevertheless, nous remains our aviary. We have all knowledge. Our
problem is that we do not have it to hand.

Furthermore, the Parmenidean identity that makes nous one with its objects of

knowledge insures that nous can never be looked upon as akratic, it can never be a divided

43 See Wallis, n. 1 above, pp. 916-917.

44 Cf. Theaetetus 197c-200c which Plotinus seems to be alluding to in the text quoted above in his

reference to grasping after bits of knowledge.
S5 Above, p. 180.

46 A third possibility, discussed below, is that we grasp the Form, but fail to recognize it as the one
we want. Note, too, that earlier in chapter 6 we saw this same contrast between nous and ourselves.
Plotinus claimed that *we are not nous’, but that nous is ‘ours’; cf. V 3.3, especially lines 32-32, and above,
p- 92.
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self. Psyche, however, as we have seen, remains a divided self, a 76 &cxhotw rovTo, until
it has uncovered and united itself to its objects of knowledge in contemplation.4” Not
until psyche has reached such a point is it free from error. As we have seen the person
who achieves this degree of unity is the sage who has succeeded in harmonizing not only
his inner and outer self, at least for a time.4® But even the sage at times remains divided
from his true self, and we, prior to becoming wise, are commonly in error. According to
Plotinus, being a ‘double’ is supposed to explain our mistakes. How is this so?

Plotinus offers an explanation along the following lines.

7 XpATTETOUL PEV TG KAKG NTTWREVWY NREY VKO TOU XEiPOVvog
— TONN& yap npeic — 7 éxbupiag § Oupov 7 eidddov
xaxot® 1 88 Tav Yeudav Aeyouérm Siavoa davradia ovoa
obx Gvépewe T ToU SiavonTixov xpiow, GAN' éxpatapsy
roic X&ipoor TeLolévreg, doxep éxi TG aiohoews xpiv TQ
Stavonmikl émxptvar Yeudny opav ovpBaiver Th Kowh

aiotioet.

Evil deeds are done when we are diminished by the worse —
for we are a many — either desire, anger, or a wrong repre-
sentation.49 The so-called reasoning about falsities 1s a
mind-picture that has not waited for the judgment of the
reasoning faculty — We acted in obedience to our worse
parts, just as happens in perception when the animal sees fal-
sely before the judgment of reasoning faculty.30 [I 1.9.6-12]

47 Cf. I 8.6.18-19, discussed above, p. 142.
48 Cf. I 8.6.39-40.

9 ‘Wrong representation® is my translation of cidiNov xaxod, which has puzzled some scholars and
is discussed in detail below. For the connection of cidwhor with sensory impressions cf. VI 7.7.29-31; V
5.1.18; and I 4.10.18.

50 | follow Emilsson, Armstrong, and Harder against Bréhier and Blumenthal in taking 7fi xocvji
aigtijoe as referring to the animal, the composite of psyche and body; cf. Emilsson, Plotinus on Sense-
Perception, p. 166, n. 37. It should also be noted here that the idea of explaining error in terms of hasty
judgement, the theme of xpoxéreix or xpéxTwOLS, is Stoic; cf. LS 41D, G.
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Some of this text needs explication, but what is immediately clear is that Plotinus puts the
blame for our mistakes on two facets of ourselves: we are a many and we do not ‘wait for
the judgment of the reason faculty’. Such an explanation certainly squares with our
human condition. We all know from the inside what it is like to be a divided self, to have
a certain good in mind but to fail to live up to it. Someone on a diet is led astray by a
tasty morsel of food. An athlete in an important match loses his temper at a bad call and
is expelled. Though we may not wish to go as far as Plotinus and posit two selves — a
higher and a lower — we are well aware of the experience he is trying to describe. The
akratic experience makes us well aware that we have an ideal self that we do not live up
to. Plotinus here looks upon our true self as diminished by three factors. What are they?
It is plausible to interpret these three factors as relating to Plato’s three-fold division
of the psyche. This is obvious with the first two — éxifupic and Gupéc — but where we
expect the third, 76 Noyiorixér, what we find is the puzzling eisdhov kaxoi? How is this
to be understood? HBT despairs at this point and emends the text on the grounds that it
makes no sense.5! But in the light of our discussion thus far, an explanation is
immediately forthcoming. The rational faculty of the psyche, 76 NoytoTikéw, cannot show
up on Plotinus’ list of what causes error because on its own it remains infallible. Where
error comes in is when the other parts of the animal subvert reason and in its place sub-
stitute the an giSwhov xaxdv, a ‘wrong representation’ of the way the world is and works.
The key to understanding this phrase is found a few lines later in ¢avrasia (lines 8-9)

which Armstrong translates insightfully as ‘mind-picture’. From our earlier discussion of

51 Cf. HBT ad loc. They say: ‘sid@hov xaxod wie iberliefert gibt keinen Sinu.” They emend to
sib@Mov xai pod. Two lines of reasoning count heavily against their emendation. Firstly, Plotinus is here
putting the emphasis on the we which shortly before he has identified with uqroian, 865ax, and porjosig.
This means he is emphasizing the empirical self and when he does this he draws a distinction between the

empirical self and nous; cf. I 1.9.12-14 (quoted above, p. 180) and V 3.3.21-32. Secondly, he wants to

claimthntourmulﬁplicitycamnstom,butmus.aslhaveargued,isinfalh’ble,andisthnsoutofplace

on this list. Furthermore, as I go on to show, the text as transmitted makes perfectly good sense.
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the Stoic notion of ¢arracia we can see that Plotinus means something like a representa-
tion or description that is guiding the way we look at the world. It almost seems as strong
as ‘conceptual scheme’. Such a picture of reality is imposed on us by the *so-called
Suvota’ by which phrase he must mean didvowe in the loose sense, what later on in the
passage is opposed to kupiwg Suavor. As we saw, this loose sense of &udvora was tied
specifically to the sensory activities of the animal.

An example might serve to fix the point Plotinus is trying to make. Consider
Socrates® claim that it is indeed much worse to do wrong than to suffer wrong.52 Socrates
is well aware that not many people hold his view, but he is convinced that it is the correct
one. Let us assume that Plotinus agrees with Socrates and that Socrates’ view does indeed
capture a correct view of justice. Given this view Plotinus might claim that someone like
Callicles is mistaken due to an eidwAov xaxév. He has the wrong view of the way justice
works because issues of honour and desire — fupéc and émifupia — have seduced his
reasoning faculty. His lesser self has thus imposed an siéwNov xaxéy on him. As a con-
sequence he cannot recognize justice either when he meets with an example of it in real
life or when Socrates tries to explain it to him in ¢ nversation. It is not easy to convince
Callicles of what justice is because it is not simply a matter of getting him to change his
mind. What is a stake is his whole way of life. Because he is used to living by the
davracia that his animal & dvoiar has imposed on him he has become dissociated from his
inner self, his true psyche that has access to the Form of justice. Consequently, he is not
in a position to contrast the inner truth about justice with what his outer self takes it to be.
He cannot easily become aware of his mistake. Socrates, on the other hand, is someone
whose reason is in authority over the animal organism. He has not only harmonized the

different aspects of himself, but he is also able to recognize justice not only in himself, but

52 Cf. Gorgias 469ac, 489a, 508de, and 522c.
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also in situations he confronts. He has done this by reaching nnto the aviary of nous and
pulling out the Form of justice and many times looking at the way in which this Form

relates to the circumstances of life.

This explanation of error helps to further explain two other things that Plotinus says

in this chapter. Firstly, the following line gave us pause earlier.

voijoewy yap évépyeia 1 Siavoia 7 &Anbic koi Tv EEw
TONNGKIC TPOG TAVSOV OpOLOTNG KO KOLVWILAL.

For the true faculty of reason is an activity of thoughts and

forms a likeness or partnership with the sensory impressions
that have frequently passed from the outside to the inside.53

We can now see that someone like Socrates has formed the right sort of partnership with
his animal organism [r6 {Qov], his lower psyche. Moreover, he is someone whose true
Sudvowr has often been engaged in testing davragiae.5* He is thus the one to consult
when it comes to discerning whether a particular action is just or only seems to be just.
Then, secondly, given this explanation of error we can now understand more fully the
point of Plotinus’ analogy with sense perception. What the animal sees is an oar that
looks bent in the water, or the sun that is the size of a plate. But the person who has
studied and tested these appearances knows that this is not the way things are. What the
analogy shows is that the sidwhov xaxov is like a perceptual mistake, but only deeper.

This chapter has examined the relation between the true and the empirical self by
focusing on two points of difficulty in Plotinus’ philosophy. On the one hand, it looked at

53 Cf. n. 20 above.

54 The idea of testing ¢arraviat is from Epictetus; cf. the discussion of this doctrine in Long, n. 36
above.
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how we relate to nous. The problematic issue in this relation was aiofnoig, but it was
argued that Plotinus made use of the Stoic idea of a rational impression [Noyu
éavracia] that enabled the upper psyche to perceive without being affected by the lower
psyche, the animal. Moreover, it was argued that in the correct use or testing of
éavraoic, the upper psyche uses the Form as a standard by which to judge what is pre-
sented to it through aiofnoig. Socrates uses the Form justice in order to judge whether a
particular action is just or not. He has brought this Form to hand by his long inquiry after
virtue, though it was present in his psyche all along. On the other hand, it looked at how
we relate to the lower psyche. The problematic issue was how to explain error. It
explained Plotinus® remark that error is owing to the fact that we are a many. This was
done by showing how the lower psyche can come to live in accordance with an etdwhov
xaxdv that enters when the parts of the psyche are not in harmony. In this way the whole
self is lessened by the disorganized state of the parts. In looking at these aspects of
Plotinus’ theory, this chapter has focused more on the issues that create problems for the
unity of the self. It will be for the next and final chapter to offer a positive account of

how Plotinus thinks we overcome our multiplicity and attain an inner state of unity.




J’ai toujours eu I’impression de vivre en haute mer, menacé, au coeur
d’un bonheur royal.
Albert Camus

CHAPTER 12
A Life for the Sage

The aim of this chapter is to provide a sketch of Plotinus’ conception of the good
life. The previous chapter considered Plotinus’ account of error. It showed how error is
owing to the disrupted unity of the psyche. Psyche falls into error when its parts are not
properly organized into a unified whole. If this is the probiem — that we are a many, that
we experience ourselves as divided against ourselves — then the solution will consist in
looking to heal this division. Since it is the sage who has the most success in attaining
unity, this chapter will present a sketch of how he does so. Such a sketch will provide a
fitting conclusion to our study of nous for not only will it pull together the threads of the
previous discussion, but it will also provide us with a point of comparison that will enable
us to see how Plotinus’ rather abstruse discussion of nous fits squarely within the tradition
of ancient philosophy. Such a sketch may also help us to reveal some of the philosophical
assumptions that regulate our thinking.

The aim of our study up to this point has been mainly descriptive. It has been to
understand and to offer an interpretation of how Plotinus thinks nous functions in bringing
about self-knowledge in the strict sense. If divisions within philosophy are useful, we can
say that in focusing on nous as what is 76 oixeiov for us we have looked on it solely from
the standpoint of metaphysics or natural philosophy. This focus is misleading, however,
for it ignores the normative or ethical dimension that Plotinus finds in nous. Plotinus’
doctrine (like the Stoic doctrine) of oixgiwotg is an attempt to provide a ‘naturalistic’ basis
for ethics. Unlike the Stoics, however, Plotinus maintains that nous is immaterial or

spiritual. Thus, if the perfection of our rational nature consists in an activity that is the
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exclusive property of nous, then the life according to our nature will be a spiritual life. It
is not the aim of this final chapter to present an complete account of Plotinus” ethics. That
would require another study as long, if not longer than this one. Nor does it aim to pre-
sent a complete account of how Plotinus conceives of a life in accordance with nous.
Rather, the purpose of this sketch is to complete our discussion of nous by showing that
1o account of nous in Plotinus can be complete that fails to take into account its normative
function. If it also points ahead to a further, promising areas of study, then so much the
better.

Our previous discussion has sought to follow Plotinus’ dialectical strategy. After
introducing his notion of nous, we began by looking at his claim that we are ignorant of
our true nature. In Socratic fashion he argued that we cannot begin to learn about our-
selves until we realize that we are in a state of ignorance. We then examined Plotinus’
Cartesian style argument that demonstrated that our true self is nous. To understand
properly this argument we had to examine his concepts of knowing something xard vouv
and of xioric. Furthermore, we saw that his argument is best understood when it is seen
as a tool or an aid in the process of oixeiwoig. This was seen o be the process whereby
animals — and our focus was strictly on rational animals — discover, appropriate, and
perfect the nature that they have. It was argued that Plotinus was influenced by the Stoic
doctrine of the same name, but that he adapted this to fit his own view which maintains
that there are three different natures [$ioeg] or realities. We then saw that the perfection
of our rational nature consisted in the activity of xupiwg voeiv which is the exclusive
activity of nous. This activity was seen to consist in perfect self-knowledge, or
ovvaiotpoic. We then examined Plotinus’ explication of this term r.der two aspects: fir-
stly as thought that consists in the self knowing itself and all its parts, and, secondly, as
thought that in looking to avoid error seeks nothing ‘outside’. It was these last two inves-
tigations which gave us our most detailed view of how Plotinus characterized nous. We

shall now see how he uses these metaphysical ideas to ground his ethical programme. For
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the life in accordance with nous which consists in the activity of xupiwg vosiv he claims is

the good life.

To see that Plotinus’ account of nous has a normative, ethical dimension we need to
consider Plotinus’ description of nous as xahév.! Before asking what this term means or
how it is best translated we need to note its Platonic background. We do not need to rely
on Porphyry’s explicit claim that Plotinus taught a manner of ascent according to Plato’s
Symposium,2 for we have Plotinus’ own treatment of 70 xaAé» in 1 6 and a detailed discus-
sion of the ascent in V 9.2. It is fair, then, to say that Plotinus’ use of the term is infused
with its Platonic background.3

How are we to understand this term? LSJ (III 2) define the term 70 xa\ov as ‘moral
beauty’ and they cite the Symposium in support. But this definition is not much help. To

begin with, philosophers no longer seem sure about what the term ‘moral’ means.* Fur-

1 This aspect of nous has been much neglected. The one notable exception is the work of John Rist;
see Plotinus: The Road to Reality (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1967) chapter 6, *Beauty, the
Beautiful, and the Good®, and *Back to the Mysticism of Plotinus: Some More Specifics’, Journal of the
History of Philosophy 27 (1989), 183-197. His earlier treatment (which is partly corrected in the later piece)
suffers from neglecting to discuss treatise V 8, which Porphyry entitled ‘On the noetic Beauty’. Also, my
remarks here show that I disagree with his general interpretation. Rist (1967) says, ‘Plotinus recognized that
the vision of the Symposium was not the culmination of the philosopher’s quest. Hence he did not treat 75
xaeAGw as the Téhog’ (p- 65). I follow Hadot, *L’Union de I'dme avec I'intellect divin dans I'expérience
mystique plotinienne’ in Proclus et son influence, Actes du Colloque de Neuchatel (Ziirich: Editions du
Grand Midi, 1987), pp. 3-27, in thinking that our life according to nous is our 7é\oc and that it is in the ful-
fillment of our end that we attain mystical union with the One.

2 vp23.

3 We should recall the description of the ré\og in Symposium 210e as 7 OavpcoTow TiY dloLy KeeAov.
Nor should we think Plotinus confined himself to this dialogue. He often quotes the Phaedrus (cf. HS?
index fontium) and has in mind Plato’s description of the form of the good as éyijxaror xctANo¢ (Republic
509a) and of the demiurge as éryaf6c and making what is xaA6v (Timaeus 292, 29, and 30a).

4 See the discussion of morality by Bernard Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, chapter
1, ‘Socrates’ Question, and chapter 10, ‘Morality, the Peculiar Institution’. More recently, in challenging
the ‘progressivist’ view, the view that sees us as having progressed in morality far beyond the Greeks, he
remarks: ‘There is a word for what it is that they [the Greeks] supposedly did not have, the word
*morality”, and it is a sure sign that we are in the world of the progressivists when we are told that the
Greeks, all or some of them, lacked a moral notion of responsibility, approval, or whatever it may be. This
word is supposed, it seems, to deliver in itself the crucial assumptions that we enjoy and the Greeks lacked.
It is perhaps an indication of some justified anxiety on the part of these writers, whether this word could
deliver this (or indeed, by itself, deliver anything), that they find it necessary so often to fortify its saving
power by putting it in italics.’ Shame and Necessity, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), p. 6.
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thermore, for us the term ‘beauty’ has been drained of any moral or ethical significance.
When we call an object ‘beantiful’ we are not making a claim about the moral status of the
object. Nor when we say that something is ‘morally good” do we make a claim about its
beauty.5 Indeed, it is likely, given the Puritan and Kantian backgrounds that some of us
have, that we have a reflex to divorce the notion of beauty with its component element of
delight from the realm of morals. What is delightful cannot possibly be morally good for
us. Not so the Greeks. While not giving a definition of the term, Gilbert Murray at least
helps us to better understand it when he links it to an ‘intense feeling of the value’ or to *a
power appreciating, like a sensitive instrument, the various degrees of attraction and
repulsion’ offered to us by objects in this life.6 If we take Murray to be saying that what
we notice first in an object that is xaAéw is the way it affects us, we shall not be far from

either Plato or Plotinus. For as Plotinus himself remarks:

rabra yap Sei 70 xdbn yevéoBaw wepl TO O Qv § Kahow,
OauBoc kai ExxAntw ndsiav kai wofov xai Epwra Kol
xronow ped’ ndovig.

These experiences must occur whenever there is contact with
any sort of beautiful thing, wonder and a shock of delight

and longing and passion and a happy excitement.
[1 6.4.15-17 trans. Armstrong]

Plotinus is not defining the term xa\év, but he is calling our attention to how it affects us.

His description makes clear that we can hardly remain oblivious to its impact upon us. He

S5 [ am indebted for some of my ideas here to Joseph Owens, *‘The Karhéw in the Aristotelian Erhics’,

in Studies in Philosophy and the History of Philosophy, vol. 9, ed. Dominic J. O’Meara (Washington:

Catholic University Press of America, 1981), 261-277.
6 The Rise of Greek Epic, 4th edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1934), pp. 24-25. He fur-

ther remarks: ‘The enjoyment and appreciation of life is too deeply writ on all Greek poetry to need any
illustration, though one might refer to the curious power and importance in Greek life of two works, xdAhog

and godicr, Beauty and Wisdom (p. 25).’
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is not worried that different people will use the term in different ways or apply it to dif-
ferent objects. What is more important for him is that we begin to reflect upon the experi-
ence that 10 xaAév produces in us. Armstrong’s rendering of xa\év as ‘beautiful’ does
not really go deep enough, for we do not readily think of beauty as imposing itself on us
and making demands. What the term ‘beauty’ fails to convey are the associations of
xahGv with erotic beauty.” What is keNév catches our attention and awakens in us the

desire [Zpwg] to possess it. It is these association of 76 xaAév that Plotinus wants to bring

into the service of philosophy.

What is it that attracts the gaze of those who look at some-
thing, and tums and draws them to it and makes them enjoy
the sight? If we find this perhaps we can use it as a
stepping-stone and get sight of the rest. [I 6.1.17-20 trans.
Armstrong]

It is clear from the context that Plotinus thinks that what ‘catches our gaze’ is xalov.
Like Plato, he is suggesting that if we pay attention to our own experience of the beautiful
things around us, we can use it to ‘get sight of the rest’, by which he means the beauty of
the intelligible world, or more specifically of nous. We begin to make our ascent by
reflecting on our own experience of beauty.

If we begin in this way, then the notion of 76 xaov is going to look highly subjec-
tive. As we approach it through our own experience, beauty is very much in the eye of
the beholder. What one person is delighted by and drawn to, is not the same as what
draws and delights another. Nevertheless, when Plotinus invites us to reflect upon our

7 For more on this association see Robinson and Fluck, Greek Love-Names (Baltimore: John Hop-
kins Press, 1937) and Carson, Eros The Bittersweet (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1986).
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experience, his request only makes sense because he affirms that there is an objective side

to this notion as well. He does this by bringing out its link with goodness.

&vaBaréov oty xa\w éxi 1O dryalov, ov opEyeTal TQoQ
Yuxi. & g obw eibev avro, otdev o AEyw, 6XWG KANOY.

Then, let us return again to the good which every psyche

desires. If then someone has seen it, he knows that [ mean,
how beautiful [kaAév] it is. [I 6.7.1-3]

These lines show that Plotinus embraces the Socratic thesis that everyone desires the
good.8 And like Socrates Plotinus sees the claim as dialectical. [ts aim is to motivate
philosophical discussion and investigation. For to begin with the thesis on its own has
little or no content. It is a tautology. All it tells us is that if someone desires something,
then that thing (whatever it is) for that person must fall under the description of a *good’.
All that ‘good’ can mean here is that the person thinks that the attainment of that object or
the performance of the action will be ‘good for me’, i.e., he thinks that he will derive
some benefit from the ‘good’ object or action.9 Now at this point philosophical discussion
can begin, for all (apart from the most extreme moral skeptics) acknowledge that there is a
substantial difference between thinking that something is good (i.e., good for me) and its
actually being so or not.
So it is for Plotinus. He wants to engage in debate with anyone who thinks that any-
thing less than nous can draw or delight us, for he takes it that nous alone is truly
8 The thesis is most clearly in the Meno 77b-78b, but cf. also the discussions about what is good in
the Gorgias 467c-468¢ and Euthydemus 281de and Gregory Vlastos, Socrates, Ironist and Moral
Philosopher, (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1991. See especially chapter 8, *Happiness and
virtue in Socrates’ moral theory’, pp. 200-232.

9 Often in Plato’s discussions *good’ [rd dryaféy] is interchanged with ‘benefit’ [Gdé\por); cf.
Protagoras 333d9, Gorgias 4752 and Meno 87c.
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«ohév.10 Of course he is well aware that many people seem to make do with far less.
But his explanation of this is going to lead us back to his claims about our ignorance. We
are content with less and we live with less because we have forgotten who we are. We
fail to realize that our identity is found in nous and that it alone can satls:fy us. We are
thus back at his theme of self-knowledge, but now we can begin to see why for him the
question of identity is not merely a metaphysical problem, or the issue of self-knowledge
purely epistemological as contemporary philosophy might classify these issues. For
Plotinus, thinking about these issue actually makes us better people. In his own terms,

having undertaken this investigation we are now more ‘beautiful’ than when we began.

Srav xai abTol KaNoi, TQ abT@Y sivat, aioxpol 88 X ANy
perafaivovres GUOW” Kl YLVWOKOVTES WEV EQUTOVS xaeAoi,
aioxpoi 58 dryvooivres. éxel kaxeifev TO KOOV,

Whenever we ourselves are beautiful, it is by belonging to
ourselves, but we are ugly when we cross over into another
nature. Knowing ourselves we are beautiful, but ugly while
we remains in a state of ignorance. Beauty is there and from
there. [V 8.13.19-22]

Two elements in this text point to the beauty of nous. Firstly, as we have seen,!! the
demonstrative adverb ‘there’ [éxet] is used often to refer to nous. Then, secondly, the
idea of ‘belonging to ourselves’ contains an oblique reference to nous, for as we have
seen!2 the phrase is used by Plotinus to mean being what we are, and it has been the point
of this study to argue that we are nous. But how the notions of nous and beauty work
10 InV9.2.9-10heclnimsthatonlywhenwereachwbntisrup'afmﬁxa)‘évwillwecemfmm
pain [Odivog]. I take this to mean that nothing less than nous can satisfy us, for as he makes clear later on
(lines 22-23) nous is that which is xap’ airod xxe\ov.

11 cf. above, pp. 110 and 178.
12 cf. above, pp. 6 and 10.
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together is best seen in the following text. Once we understand this connection, we shall

understand why Plotinus thinks that the study of philosophy makes us ‘beautiful’.

1_62 Sivapig 7 éxel povov 70 elvae Exet xai povov 16 KaNOY
elvan. wov yap Gv & 10 xaNov GxooTepnOEy TOU Sivaw,
xob & Gv 7 ovoia TOU KkaNOV &lvan EaTEPNUEVY; €V TQ YAP
axohaipfijvar Tov kahov ENNeixEL kai Ti) oboige. 8o kol TO
givar xofewov éoTv, OTL TAUTOV TQY KANP, KOl TO KOANOY
&paopiov, 67t 70 gLy,

Only the power which is there has being, and only it has
beauty. For where would beauty be, if deprived of being?
And where would reality be, if deprived of being beautiful?
For in the lack of beauty it fails also in reality. That is why
even being is desirable, because it is the same as beauty, and
beauty is lovable, because [it is the same as] being.

[V 8.9.36-41]

Our previous argument has shown us that nous is the first oloice. Plotinus now equates
ovotae with 70 xaAév. What his equation means can perhaps now be seen by drawing
together the threads of our argument. Plotinus claims that when we ‘belong to ourselves’
we are xal\év. This phrase, ‘belonging to ourselves’ means being what we in fact are. If
we are nous, then we are ovoie. We saw that Plotinus interprets obgic along Parmenidean
and Aristotelian lines. Following the Parmenidean interpretation we can take the phrase
‘belong to ourselves’ to mean entering into a state where our elvar becomes the same as
our voetv. Following the Aristotelian interpretation we know that such a state of ovsia has
a characteristic svépysta and that for nous its évépyaix is vomag. The completion of its

characteristic activity constitutes the life [ §wi] of nous.!3

13 For more on the life of nous see Hadot, ‘Etre, Vie, Pensée chez Plotin et avant Plotin’, in Les
Sources de Plotin (Geneva: Foundation Hardt, 1960), pp. 107-141; and for the connection with Sophist
148e-149a see de Vogel, ‘On the Neoplatonic character of Platonism and the Platonic character of
Neoplatonism®, Mind 62 (1953), pp. 43-64, and ‘A propos de quelques aspects dits néoplatonisants du
platonisme de Plato’, Le Neoplatonisme (Paris: Colloque de Royaumont, 1971), pp. 7-16.



205

Two things follow from Plotinus’ characterization of nous.  Firstly, we have seen
that this is a state of perfect self-knowledge. And, secondly, this is a state of purity, i.e.,
in such a state we have not ‘crossed over into another nature’. Plotinus is clear that any
additions to such a state must come from non-being, because nous, which is being, is
everywhere one and the same. 14 Equating oboia and 75 xaAév is Plotinus’ way of ground-
ing our good in the nature of what we are. Given that we are nous, our good will consist
in living the life of nous. This will be the activity of xupiwg voeiv which is fswpic in its
highest form.

We can now understand what Plotinus means when he says that in ‘knowing our-
selves we are beautiful’. As we have seen this knowledge is to be had by ‘becoming nous’
and in thinking in accordance with it [xara voiv]. We do this by simplifying ourselves,
by letting go of all our ‘additions’, i.e., what is not part of our original nature. We let go
of all that is external and turn within. This process of purification brings us back to
Plato’s image of the sea god Glaucus with which we began.!5 The god’s nature — like
our own — is not immediately apparent because it has been encrusted with the foreign
materials it has picked up from the sea. When we know ourselves, we shall have removed
all that is foreign to us and be restored to our original nature. fewpic is thus the activity
whereby we perfect our nature. When we know ourselves fully we shall know ourselves
to be nous and to be living the life of nous. When we attain to such a state we are KQNOY.

Earlier we noted that for Plotinus the desire for the good was the same as a desire
for what is our own [7d oixetor].16 We are now in a position to see that of the choice of

lives offered by Aristotle, the life of pleasure [0 &xohavorixég], the life of politics [0

14 ThatrbsfmiseverywhemoneandthesmistheeonclusiondefendedatlengthintreaﬁssVI«t
and VI 5. It follows from this argument that any ‘additions’ [xpoofijosic] come from non-being; cf. VI

5.12.21-22.
15 Cf. introduction, p. 8 above, and Republic 611d.

16 Cf. chapter 1 part (ii) above.
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xol\urixoc], and the life of contemplation [o 98@011"':5&'], Plotinus maintains that it is only

the life of contemplation, the life xara vouv, that will enable us to simplify and to unify

ourselves. 17

~yiveraw obv 7 Yuxi) kabaplsioa eidog xai Noyog Kai xTavTy
dodparog Kai vogpd xai G\y ToU Oeiov, sy 1 WYY TOU
KQ\OD KOtk T OUyyev) Tavra TowvTe. Yuxd ovw avaxldsioa
xpOC vovv XL TO RGANGY é0Tt KaNGY. voOUG 62 Kal TO Taple
voU TO KAANOC QUT]i oixglov xai ovk GANOTPLov, OTL TOTE
EoTiv OvTWG povov Yuxi.

So the psyche when it is purified becomes form and forma-
tive power, altogether bodiless and intellectual and entirely
belonging to the divine, whence beauty springs and all that is
akin to it. Psyche, then when it is raised to the level of nous
increases in beauty. Nous and the things of nous are its
beauty, its own beauty and not another’s, since only then
[when it is perfectly conformed to nous] is it truly psyche.
[11.6.13-18]18

This text brings together implicitly the relation of three ideas that we have been tracing

throughout this study: psyche, the self, and nous. Plotinus maintains that the psyche is

most truly psyche when it adapts itself to the beauty of nous. We have understood this

adaptation as psyche living the life of nous in the activity of fewpia. This activity takes

place when the higher part of the psyche draws itself up into nous — voig &aorog —

which is the true self. For in this activity psyche is most truly united to its objects of

knowledge. Moreover, what prepares the psyche for this activity (as the lines prior to this

text make clear) is the acquisition of the virtues which effect a ‘purification’ of the

psyche, i.e., a simplification or unification of the psyche with itself.!9 It is only after the

17 Cf. chapter 9 sbove.
18 Translation Armstrong with some modifications.
19 cf.16.6.1-12.



207

psyche has gathered together all its parts and put them into an ordered arrangement
through the practice of a virtuous life that contemplation can proceed. The virtuous life
prepares us for our end, but is not a part of our end. Our end is the life according to our
real nature.

Once we find out that our real nature is nous, it would be strange and unnatural if
we did not think of it as good, desire it, and want to preserve it. Self-preservation seems
built into the conception of a nature. As we saw with the Stoics, Plotinus thinks that
nature has appropriated us to look after ourselves.20 How strange it would be if we did

not wish to live our own [75 oixeiov] life.2! As Plotinus remarks:

It is strange to ask when something is good why it is good

for itself, as if one with respect to himself had to stand out-

;15122 of his nature and not to love it as good. [VI 7.27.19-
]

Conceiving of our chief end or good as consisting in living the life of a god is not
such an easy thing to grasp. Even if we were convinced that Plotinus’ metaphysics was
basically correct, that we are in fact nous as he characterizes it, would we really love it as
our own? Is not there something slightly horrifying (to us) in a view that posits such a
radical gulf between what we are in our empirical selves and what we are in our real self?

20 Cf. chapter 9 above.
21 ¢f. Aristotle EN 1177526-1178%9, quoted above p. 95.

22 1t is this (Stoic) idea of loving and appropriating one’s nature that explains the subtle difference
between Phaedrus 252d and I 6.9.13-15. Plotinus applies Plato’s image of the sculptor not to the beloved,
but to himself. When we are enjoined to ‘work on our own statues’ we should understand this as another
way of saying that we should love and appropriate our own nature. As far as I know, no one has seen this
connection before; ¢f. HBT note ad loc. I 6.9.8 ff.; Theiler, ‘Plotin Zwischen Plato und Stoa’, in Les
Sources de Plotin, p. 70; Armstrong, *Platonic Eros and Christian Agape’, The Downside Review 79 (1961),
p. 112; Rist, Plotinus: The Road to Reality (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1967), p. 183.
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Have we really any hope of holding these two notions together? Can a philosophy that
presents such a great divorce really offer us the good life?

The attempt to answer this last set of questions is liable to end up telling us more
about ourselves than Plotinus. To evaluate properly his conception of the good life we
would need to go on to examine how his conception compares with those offered by Plato,
Aristotle, and philosophers of the Hellenistic era. We would also do well to compare
Plotinus’ claims to Augustine’s subsequent conception of the vita beata. Such a study
would enable us to assess Plotinus® own arguments and conceptions from the tradition
within which he worked. But it would also reveal some of our own assumptions about
ethics and its place within philosophy. Contrast Nagel’s view, for example, when he

says:

Most of us care a great deal about forms of individual suc-
cess that we can see from an impersonal standpoint to be
much less significant than we cannot help taking them to be
from inside our lives. Our constitutional self-absorption
together with our capacity to recognize its excessiveness
make us irreducibly absurd even if we achieve a measure of
subjective-objective integration by bringing the two stand-
points closer together. The gap is too wide to be closed
entirely, for anyone who is fully human. So the absurd is
part of human life.23

We might think of Plotinus and Nagel as standing at opposite poles. Both agree that the
absurd is part of the human predicament, that it is difficult to achieve a full measure of
subjective-objective integration. Both agree that we are confronted with a personal not a
theoretical problem. But both disagree profoundly about what it is to be ‘fully human’.

23 Thomas Nagel, The View From Nowhere (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), p. 223.
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Nagel thinks that we remain frlly human by embracing the absurdity: we must try to
hang on to both aspects of ourselves. His remarks reveal, however, that he is speaking
from the perspective of the here and now. Plotinus, however, thinks that we become fully
human by moving beyond the here and now to live the life of nous on high
{perewpoxopet] .24 His remarks reveal him to be speaking from another vantage point.
He seeks to remove the absurdity. Each maintains one vantage point at the expense of the
other. Do we have a way of deciding betv<en them?

The juxtaposition of Nagel and Plotinus is meant to force the question of how we are
to understand ourselves. Whichever perspective we adopt we shall have to go on living,
but shall we be living well? This question leads us back to the question that ancient
philosophers understood to be the most important: How ought we to live our lives?25 It
has been the aim of this final chapter to argue that we shall fail to understand the role of
nous in Plotinus if we fail to see the answer it provides to this question. We may dismiss
Plotinus’ answer, but what does our dismissal tell us about our own understanding of the
human condition? As we look at ourselves, Plotinus might well wish to ask us, are we

sure of what we see?

24 Cf. Phaedrus 246c and 1V 8.2.20-22.
25 Cf. Republic 352d6.
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