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INTRODUCTION 

Plotinus stands at the end of a long tradition of ancient 
Greek metaphysical thinking, and is arguably the last great 
ancient Greek philosopher. His writings, composed late in 
life, represent a profound understanding of his tradition. His 
historical vantage point affords him a unique opportunity to 
see the general movement of Greek philosophy and his place 
in it. What Plotinus sees from that vantage point is that all of 
Greek philosophy has been seeking a way to articulate the 
necessity and nature of a unitary first principle of metaphys­
ics. This stands in sharp contrast with Aristotle's account of 
Greek philosophy's search for four causes in iVIetapl?Jsics A. 
This difference becomes even more pronounced once placed 
in the context of what I want to call the Platonic Metaphysi­
cal Hierarchy. My reason for employing the terminology "Pla­
tonic Metaphysical Hierarchy" is to suggest that there is a sig­
nificant advantage in thinking along broad lines of metaphysi­
cal positioning when it comes to recognizing issues of com­
patibility in various metaphysical systems. Much of what the 
Greek philosophers say in criticizing each other seems to op­
erate at the level of broad metaphysical positioning, as op­
posed to intricate arguments based on considerations of mi­
nutiae. Philosophical systems stand or fall, are accepted or 
contested in accordance with questions of much greater 
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IV Introduction 

scope and significance than the problems posed by minutiae. 
Moreover, I think Greek philosophy is much better under­
stood in terms of broad lines of metaphysical positioning. 
Understanding, like criticism, does not stand or fall on minu­
tiae. Often too much attention to detail leaves one in the po­
sition of not being able to recognize the significance of the 
more global ramifications of a system of thought. Under­
standing the Greek philosophers in terms of broad lines of 
metaphysical positioning seems appropriate because it seems 
to me that they argue along such lines. 

This book is not an attempt to put forth a comprehen­
sive treatment of being and unity in Plotinus' Elllleads, or a 
comprehensive account of being and unity in Greek philoso­
phy. Indeed I do not deal with important issues and move­
ments in Stoicism or Scepticism to any great degree, although 
there is much to learrl from a study of Plotinus' relationship 
to these schools. 1 I am here rather concerned with Plotirms' 
approach to Aristotle and Aristotle's approach to Plato. 
Hence I have chosen specific elements and movements that 
help to show the significance of the Platonic Metaphysical 
Hierarchy as informing the larger metaphysical position of 
Plotinus. It may in fact be that I am trying to make small 
steps in the direction of a method for understanding Plotinus' 
metaphysics in a systematic way, but this is certainly a very 
minimal step in that direction. I do think that the metaphysi­
cal position of Plotinus is more easily understood with the 
help of the Platonic Metaphysical Hierarchy as a frame or a 
gauge. 

As opposed to offering a new philosophy, Plotinus 
sometimes claims to be nothing more than an exegete of 
Plato. Separated from the architect of the divided line by 
some six hundred years, there are elements of Plotinus' un­
derstanding of Plato that seem to have been colored by cer­
tain Aristotelian and Nliddle Platonic interpretations of Plato. 



P/onllllS alld the Platollic Metaph)'Sical Hierarc0' v 

In fact, what I am calling the Platonic Metaphysical Hierarchy 
is really a characterization of Plato that emerges from Aris­
totle's critique of Platonism in Metaphysics A. The Platonic 
Metaphysical Hierarchy is a broad line of metaphysical posi­
tioning where unity is seen as metaphysically prior to being, 
and being as metaphysically prior to particulars. Whether or 
not this is actually a position that Plato himself would readily 
claim as his own, Aristotle says that his teacher believes 
something like it, and Plotinus goes to some lengths to de­
fend it. The Platonic Metaphysical Hierarchy is not, for Plato, 
an e:>.plicit metaphysical position, but rather an implicit way of 
thinking about metaphysics and more particularly the rela­
tionship of being, unity and particulars in metaphysical sys­
tems. Nm,vhere does Plato clearly layout the position that 
Aristotle attributes to him, and indeed Aristotle's portrayal of 
this position might appear to be tendentious at best. 

Plotinus' understanding of Plato's philosophy bears the 
marks of certain innovative developments in IYliddle Platon­
ism, most significantly the placing of the Platonic Ideas in the 
mind of god. At the same time, Plotinus would not accept 
certain aspects of "Aristotelianised" Platonism that run 
counter to the Platonic Metaphysical Hierarchy. Once one 
sees the implications of the Platonic Metaphysical Hierarchy, 
one also sees that the apparent identification of the Platonic 
Good with the Unmoved Mover in the DidaskalikoJ, a 
"school handbook" of Platonism, cannot be a tenable inter­
pretation of Plato's philosophy. This is something that Plot­
inus recognizes, and though he does not argue against the 
Didaskalikos explicitly, it seems clear that the Good of Plato is 
incompatible with the Aristotelian first principle. It seems to 
me that the best way to understand Plotinus' acceptance or 
rejection of revisionist understandings of Plato is to gauge 
their compatibility with the Platonic Metaphysical Hierarchy. 
By remaining true to the Platonic Metaphysical Hierarchy, 
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Plotinus is able to keep his Platonism pure from incompatible 
innovations. According to the Platonic Metaphysical Hierar­
chy, Aristotle's Unmoved Mover, grounded as it is in the 
Stagirite's understanding of being and unity as predicates of 
substance, cannot be a first principle; Plotinus sees that being 
and unity must be prior to particulars. Moreover, the idea of a 
thinking god as a first principle is by definition multiple and 
hence not the "pure" principle of unity implied by the Pla­
tonic Metaphysical Hierarchy. 

Plotinus' philosophy is an extrapolation of Plato's phi­
losophy that takes Plato's remarks about the principle of 
unity in metaphysics in a particular direction. The level of co­
herence and consistency with which he does this is remark­
able, and the more so when one sees how much of the impli­
cations of Plotinus' thought fit organically with Plato's dia­
logues. The end point of Plotinus' Platonism, taking their im­
petus in part from Aristotle's critique of Plato, is the One, 
Plotinus' metaphysical principle of unity that is beyond being. 
I think that the apparently incoherent nature of the One as it 
appears in Plotinus' EnJleads can in fact be made sense of in 
terms of a fusion of positive and negative henology2, and I 
attempt to identify some "principles" which make the expla­
nation of that fusion, as well as the sometimes nebulous con­
cept of emanation a bit more understandable. 

All too often Plotinus is dismissed as a "mystic", while 
little or no thought is given to the meaning of that term. Mys­
ticism generally implies an attempted union with god, either 
by a concentricity of mind with a first principle that unifies a 
metaphysical system, or an identity of the self and that monis­
tic first principle. Mysticism is an attempt to transcend nor­
mal bounds of thinking; in this regard it is what metaphysics 
always does in some way or other. Because Plotinus believes 
that a principle of unity is implied by existence, he seeks an 
understanding of that principle that can only be achieved by 
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transcending metaphysics, much like the ladder of Wittgen­
stein that one throws away in the end. The first principle he 
seeks is implied by metaphysics, but is not contained within 
metaphysics.3 Metaphysics and its elements are amenable to 
discursive or noetic thought, but the fact that this discursive­
ness and noesis requires a unifying principle points in the di­
rection of the non-discursive. This and nothing else is the 
heart of Plotinian "mysticism". The ability to follow the im­
plications of metaphysical discursiveness to a transcendent 
principle is the mark of a great metaphysician, and I think 
Plotinus deserves to be treated precisely as such. \'\lhat results 
from his interpretation of Platonism is a cosmos that is 
grounded in a perfectly unitary, necessarily emanating first 
principle. The "necessary organism" that emerges as Plotinus' 
picture of the emanated cosmos raises concerns about human 
freedom. I think these concerns can be addressed and ans­
wered by a close reflection on Plotinus' account of the fall of 
the soul in accordance with the Platonic Metaphysical Hierar­
chy. 

All of the issues that I attempt to address in this book 
are better understood, to greater or lesser degrees, in terms of 
the Platonic Metaphysical Hierarchy. Whether or not this hi­
erarchy is a key to understanding Plotinus' philosophy as a 
whole, I think that it may make a small step in the direction of 
understanding some of the positions he holds, and that it may 
help us to read Plato and Aristotle with sharper peripheral 
vision, yielding a richer and better informed understanding of 
their philosophies. 
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Notes for Introduction: 

lSee Graeser (1972); O'.Meara (2000), Crystal (1998), Emilsson (1995), 
Wallis (1987). 
2The term is borrO\ved via Schiirmann (2002: 159) from Aubenque (1971, 
102) 
3See Schiirmann (2002, 157 and 172) and extended treatment in Rappe 
(2000). I regret that I have not been able to take full account of this text 
by the time of sending this book to print. 



CHAPTER I 
THE PLATONIC METAPHYSICAL 

HIERARCHY 

The subject of this book is the Platonic Metaphysical 
Hierarchy, a broad metaphysical orientation that Aristotle 
attributes to Plato. It is a position that Plotinus takes up and 
defends, in part or in whole, as a result of this characteriza­
tion of Plato by Aristotle. Plotinus sees himself as conceptu­
ally aligned with Plato and at odds with Aristotle on the issue 
of the Platonic Metaphysical Hierarchy. In order to see the 
significance of this, it is important to see hO\v Plotinus con­
ceives of himself in relation to his predecessors. In the fol­
lowing text, Plotinus concludes a summary of the search for a 
unitary first principle by the presocratic philosophers and 
Plato in the following terms: 

For this reason [the problems engendered by Aristotle's 

system of movers] those of the ancient philosophers 

who took up positions closest to those of Pytl1agoras 

and his successors and Pherecydes held closely to this 

nature [of a singular first principle of unity], (Emleads 

V.1.9,28-30) 
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This passage comes on the heels of Plotinus' critique of Aris­
totle's understanding of the Unmoved Mover as a first prin­
ciple. The difficulties with Aristotle's first principle are said to 
be the reason that a "Pythagorean" conception of unity was 
adopted by most thinkers. 1 Plotinus' references to these 
thinkers are very cursory, and they suggest only that Plotinus 
recognizes in them a need to say something about a principle 
of unity. 

According to Plotinus, it is Aristotle who strays from the 
"positions closest to Pythagoras," making his first principle 
multiform without establishing an acceptable grounding prin­
ciple of unity. In short, Plotinus includes himself in a Py­
thagorean/Platonic lineage, and identifies Aristotle's "non­
Pythagoreanism" as the absence of a true principle of unity. 

From these considerations we can suggest several things. 
First, Plotinus sees himself standing in a certain Pythagorean 
lineage, one that includes Plato. Second, he regards the pro­
ject of Greek metaphysics as a search for a unitary first prin­
ciple. It is also useful to note that Plotinus has adopted some­
thing of the "historical method" that Aristotle employs in 
Metaprysits A.2 There Aristotle offers a summary of the views 
of his predecessors regarding first principles, one which is 
cast in terms of Aristotle's OJJJIl search for the four causes. In 
kletaprysirs A Aristotle attempts to show that he has taken 
account of his predecessors' work, that he and they are look­
ing for the same solution to certain problems of causality, and 
that he has a more complete and/or more reasonable solution 
to these problems. 

Plotinus employs a similar "historical method" in EIl­
!leads V.1. Just as Aristotle moves from cursory history to a 
critique of the Platonic theory of Forms, Plotinus moves 
from cursory history to a critique of Aristotle's Unmoved 
Mover. It is important not to miss the underlying theme here: 
Plotinus sees himself as aligned with certain thinkers, most 
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importantly Plato, and he sees Aristotle as the one who 
stands outside of this lineage. Most significantly, whereas Ar­
istotle gives a historical summary of the search for causes, 
Plotinus stresses the search for a unitary first principle, and 
he sees Aristotle's position as incompatible with this search. 

It is ironic then that Plotinus' own understanding and 
defense of certain aspects of Plato's philosophy seem to be 
colored by an Aristotelian account of Plato, one that is also to 
be found in J.\1.etapl:ysic'S A.3 Plotinus accepts the picture of 
Plato painted by Aristotle, and moreover defends it. In so 
doing he rejects Aristotle's own metaphysical position be­
cause of its incompatibility with the Platonic position that 
Aristotle paints. 

Perhaps this only amounts to the fact that Aristotle dis­
agrees with Plato's theory of Forms for the reasons outlined 
in Metapl:ysics A. The sigruficance of this however, lies in the 
fact that while Aristotle's claims about Plato are hardly exo­
teric or obvious, Plotinus adopts certain elements of Aris­
totle's picture of Plato and defends that picture. Both Plot­
inus and Aristotle believe a certain clung about Plato. More­
over, both Plotinus and Aristotle see Aristotle's i\1etaphysics as 
incompatible with it. This discussion between Aristotle and 
Plotinus, along broad lines of metaphysical positiofung, re­
veals a picture of Plato that is helpful in understanding Plato's 
metaphysical orientation in a new light. For it is not clle case 
that Plotinus only read Aristotle's A1etapl:ysics. He most cer­
tainly read and had a particular approach to most, if not all of 
Plato's dialogues. Some of tus interpretations and extrapola­
tions of Plato may seem inaccurate or illegitimate moves by 
Plo tin us; indeed some of them may be colored by the strange 
way that Aristotle describes Plato's metaphysics. Some may 
be colored by innovations in Stoicism, and Middle Platonism 
generally. We should be cautious here. Separated as we are by 
over two millenrua from Plato's conceptualmilietf, we should 
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not be so self-confident in our contemporary pictures of 
Plato as to suggest that the two greatest minds to follow Plato 
in the Greek philosophical tradition, one his student for 
twenty years, and the other his greatest self-professed exegete 
and defender, had Plato's general metaphysical orientation so 
completely wrong. Plotinus is in the unique position of being 
able to see the development of Greek philosophy from a dis­
tance yet still from within its conceptual framework. 4 He 
knows what Aristotle's objections to Plato are and sees the 
Platonic tradition as very much alive and defensible from Ar­
istotle's criticism. 

I say all of this because what Aristotle says about Plato, 
and what Plotinus is defending and/or adopting as a central 
general metaphysical position of Plato's, is not one that we 
,vould readily attribute to Plato. Yet I think that Aristotle is 
right in attributing it to him in some general sense, a sense 
that becomes clearer when we see its implications drawn out 
in Plotinus' Elllleads. 

What Aristotle says about Plato in lvIetapl:!),sics A that 
Plotinus sees as seminal to Plato's metaphysics, and hence his 
own in so far as he regards himself as a Platonist, is that the 
Platonists engage something that I call the Platonic Meta­
physical Hierarchy. Because of Aristotle's own position on 
the nature of being and unity, this hjerarchy is inimical to the 
heart of Aristotelian metaphysics as well as later attempts to 
reconcile the metaphysical systems of Plato and Aristotle in 
:Middle Platonism and medieval philosophy. Aristotle claims 
that the Platonists envision a metaphysic where unity is prior 
to being and being is prior to particulars: 

For they do not conceive of the Forms ['to £'(811] as the 

matter [vATIV] of sensible things (and the One [TO EV] 

as the matter of the Forms) nor as producing the 

source of motion ... but they adduce the Forms as the 

essential nature [TO Tt Tjv E1Vat] of all other things, 
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and the One as that of the Forms. (i11etapl!J'sics A 988 

bl-5) 

For the Forms are the cause of the essence 

['Cou 'Cl Ecrnv alna] in everything else, and the One 

[TO EV] is the cause of it in the Forms. (Metapl!J'sics A 

988a 10-12) 

5 

A principle of unity, ostensibly "the Good" which Aris­
totle is here calling "the one" (to hen), is prior to the Platonic 
Forms, and these are in turn prior to particular material in­
stantiations of things. Priority in this context indicates an in­
verse relationship of metaphysical dependency. For example, 
the One (Good) acts as a principle of unity for the Form of 
Man, which acts as a principle for all of the particular men 
who stand in a dependent mimetic relationship to it. 

It may be the case that Aristotle has a Speusippian ver­
sion of Platonism in mind in his remarks, but what this would 
show is that the general movement of Platonism was in the 
direction that Plotinus eventually took it is a comprehensive 
and complete system. That is, if the idea of a "one beyond 
being" is implicit in Plato, it seems clear that "a one beyond 
intellect" is implicit in Speusippus.5 The tendency to place 
being and thinking on the same metaphysical level runs 
throughout Greek philosophy, and hence the implications of 
a one beyond intellect also imply a one beyond being.6 Since 
for Plato, Forms are the proper objects of intellective knowl­
edge - that which the power of knowing is "set over"7 - the 
general drift of a "one beyond lIONS" suggests the priority of 
unity to being. For the purposes of further evincing that Aris­
totle attributes the hierarchy of "tmiry-being-particttlars" to the 
Platonists in general, it is useful to look at one passage where 
he deals with Speusippus: 
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Nor is a certain thinker [Speusippus]S right in his as­

sumption when he likens the principles of the universe 

to that of animals and plants, on the ground that the 

more perfect forms are always produced from those 

which are indeterminate and imperfect, and is led by 

this to assert that this is true also of the ultimate princi­

ples; so that not even unity itself is a real thing 

[WOTE !IT]OE QV Tl Elvm TO EV miTo]. (Metapl!)'sics 1092a 

12-15)9 

Aristotle believes that the implication of Speusippus' po­
sition on unity is that it is "beyond being." This is not some­
thing that Aristotle attributes only to Plato; thinking along 
broad lines of metaphysical positioning allows us to observe 
that he attributes it to the Platonists in general. His criticism 
of Speusippus later in the J.\1etapl!}sics ultimately tends in the 
same direction. Aristotle's description of the general move­
ment of Platonism lies the direction that Plotinus eventually 
took it as a comprehensive and complete system, and this is 
consistent with the broad reading that I have been advocat­
mg. 

One of Aristotle's primary complaints about the Pla­
tonic Metaphysical Hierarchy is how its components are 
causally cormected - how the Good is connected to the 
Forms, and how the Forms are connected to particulars. 
Plato's answer to this question employs the concept of "par­
ticipation". Aristotle calls this mimesis or methexis (imitation or 
participation) an empty metaphor, and his solution is to 
eradicate this diaJPora by locating the form and the one (the 
being and the unity) in the particular. The consequent result 
of repatriating the form in the particular is a broad meta­
physical orientation that we might call convertibility. Accord­
ing to Aristotle, in saying tl1at "x is," you imply that "x is 
one," just as saying that "x is one" implies that "x is''.lO Both 
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being and unity are predicates of, and are dependent on a 
substance of which they are predicated; substance is that 
which corresponds to the "x" which is or is one. A good ex­
ample of Aristotle's idea of convertibility (in accordance with 
pros hen equivocity) comes at Metapf?ysics rll: 

Now if being and unity [TO QV Kal TO EV] are the 

same [TOI1TOV], i.e. a single nature in the sense that 

they are associated as a principle [apx~] and a cause 

[alTlov] are, and not as being denoted by the same 

definition [Evi AOYC+>] (although it makes no difference 

but rather helps our argument if we understand them in 

the same sense) ... and unity is nothing distinct 

[ouoev ETEpOV] from being; and further if the sub­

stance [ouoia] is one in no accidental sense, and simi­

larly is of its very nature something which is - then 

there are just as many species of being as there are of 

unity. (MetapJ!)'sics 1003b24-35) 

To say that being and unity are predicated of substances 
allows Aristotle to reunite a thing with its unity and its being. 
By making being and unity convertible predicates, he avoids 
placing them in a hierarchy. 

In an interesting passage in Metapf?ysics H, Aristotle sug­
gests that the integration of matter and form is similar to the 
integration of being and unity. These two integrations, one 
may note, correspond to the two levels of the Platonic Meta­
physical Hierarchy (unity - being, being - particulars): 

Owing to the difficulty about unity some speak about 

'participation,' and raise the question what is the cause 

of participation and what is it to participate ... The rea­

son is that people look for a unifying formula and a dif­

ference between potency and complete reality. But, as 

has been said, the proximate matter and the form are 
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one and the same thing, the one potentially and the 

other actually. Therefore it is like asking what in general 

is the cause of unity and of a thing's being one; for each 

thing is a unity, and the potential and the actual are 

someho\v one. Therefore there is no other cause here 

unless there is something which caused the movement 

from potency into actuality. And all the things which 

have no matter are without qualification essentially uni­

ties [oau oE I-ln EXEl VAT]V, miVTu O:lTAWS omp EV nJ 

(/yletaphpics 1 045b 7 -25) 

There are a number of things to note in this passage. 
First, Aristotle is saying that certain material items are by their 
very nature commensurate with certain formal items. There is 
nothing over and above the bare fact of this union; substance 
simply works this way.12 Second, there is the suggestion of an 
agency that will cause the move from potency to actuality. 
This should tell us something about the nature of the cause of 
unity in general. Ultimately, the unity of concrete particulars 
requires motion in order to effect the union of form and mat­
ter, and motion is guaranteed (via the Pbysics) by the continu­
ity of motion in the system. The kinesis in the system is guar­
anteed, in the final analysis, by the Unmoved Mover which 
itself must possess being and unity. Hence there is a causal 
relationship, albeit a remote one, between the Unmoved 
Mover and the unity and being of the concrete particular. 

Aristotle goes on to suggest that things that have no 
matter are without qualification essentially unities.13 This sug­
gests something about the nature of substance itself, namely 
that the "formal" side of substance is a source or cause of 
unity in particular beings. The form or essence is doing the 
work of unification; the matter is potentially unified by the 
form. The fact that the potency is what the matter is, just as 
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the actuality is what the substantial form is, and the fact that 
these are a union, does not detract from dle fact that if you 
cot/Id "remove" the matter (ontologicaliy, not epistemologi­
caliy), you would have an essential unity. In other words sub­
stance, in various ways and at various levels, including the 
level of the Unmoved Mover or ultimate final cause,14 con­
veys unity; given the convertibility of being and unity, one 
may say that it conveys being as well. 

In convertibility, being and unity are co-equal in terms of 
metaphysical priority, and both stand in a dependent relation 
to particulars. Wherever there is a particular you will find be­
ing and unity, and you will not find being and unity in the ab­
sence of a particular. For Aristotle, being and unity are predi­
cates - they are "said of" something. Being is the being of 
something and unity is the unity of somedung. We see an­
other expression of this convertibility in lvletaprysics I, where it 
is said that there is no real distinction between "man" and "a 
man," only a distinction in thought: 

That in a sense unity means the same as being 

[TmiTo OTll.laivEI lTWS TO EV Kat TO QV] is clear from 

the fact that its meanings correspond to the categories 

one to one, and it is not comprised within any cate­

gory .. , but is related to them exactly as being is, that in 

'one man' nothing more is predicated than in 'man' 

Gust as being is nothing apart from substance [TO Tt] 

or quality or quantity); and that to be one is just to be a 

particular tlung. (1\1etapl!}sics lOS4a 13-19) 15 

It is not ol1tologicalfy possible to separate "man" from "a 
man". It is possible to separate "man" from "a man" in ab­
straction, e.g. the separation of a universal concept of "man" 
from a particular man, but this is an epistemological, and not an 
ontological separation. In Platonism the ontological separation of 
"Man" (Form) and "a man" (instance) is a central tenet. 
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When we read the Plato's theory of Forms through the 
eyes of Aristotle's metaphysics, unity and being have to play 
the role of both substances (an ontological role) and univer­
sals (an epistemological role). They have to play the ontologi­
cal role of substances because they have separate independent 
existence and ground particulars (unity grounds particular 
Forms, Forms ground concrete particulars in flux); they have 
to play the epistemological role of universals because in the 
Platonic Metaphysical Hierarchy, unity makes forms conceiv­
able, and forms make particulars conceivable.16 

\Vhen Plotinus makes an attempt to distinguish (onto­
logically) a thing's existence from its unity, we see things that 
start to look like direct references to the texts in Aristotle's 
Metapl!),Ji('J. This is not to say that Aristotle is the only possi­
ble target, but given the focus on Aristotle as the one who 
strays from the Pythagoreans, it is quite suggestive that Plot­
inus wants to deny convertibility on the grounds that a prin­
ciple of unity is required to account for being. To place the 
principle of being and unity ill the substance as an account of 
its unity and being, as Aristotle does, is to beg the question 
regarding the sOtlrce of being and unity in the bearer of that be­
ing and unity, the substantial form. Where do unity and being 
come from? At El1neads Vl.9.2 Plotinus begins by putting the 
question this way: 

Is it, then, true that for each of the things which are 

one as parts, its substance [i] Quota] and its one 

(TO EV) are not the same thing, but for being and a 

substance as a whole substance and being are the same 

thing? So that anyone who has discovered being has 

discovered the One, and substance itself is the One it­

self: for example if intellect [VQVsJ is substance, intel­

lect is also the One since it is primary being 

[irpc.:nws oVTa] and primarily one, and as it gives 
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the other dungs a share in being, so in the same meas­

ure it gives them a share in dIe One. (EIlI/eads V1.9.2, 1-

9) 

11 

It may be that Plotinus is responding here to Origen or Am­
monius Saccas,17 and not to Aristotle, but we should keep in 
mind that Plotinus frames the question in terms of whether 
someone who has discovered being has also discovered the 
One. IS Further, Aristotle's first principle is "substance itself," 
i.e. substance par excellence, and is so regarded by Plotinus. 
The "example" used to illustrate the question of whether 
finding the One amounts to finding unity is given in terms of 
NONS Ca secondary self-intellecting principle with which Plot­
inus identifies the Unmoved Mover) and otlsia or substance. 
Finally the convertibility of being and unity is suggested by 
the idea that the "same measure" of being and unity is shared 
among things that have them. This sounds very similar to a 
picture of Aristotelian convertibility.19 Moreover, what Plot­
inus says next is also suggestive of Aristotle: 

For what can anyone say that [the One] is besides being 

and intellect? For it is either the same as being - for 

'man" and "one man" are the same dung - or it is like a 

kind of number of the individual; you say "one" of a 

dUng alone just as you say "two dUngs." Now if num­

ber belongs to the real beings, it is clear that so does 

the One; and we must investigate what it is. But if 

numbering is an activity of soul going through dUngs 

one after anodler, the One would not be anything fac­

tual. But our argument said that if an individual thing 

loses its one it would not exist at all. We must therefore 

see if the individual one and individual being are the 

same dUng, and universal being and universal One 

[TO OAC:U~ OV Kal TO EV]. (E!lneads V19.2, 9-16) 
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The analysis of "man" and "a man", while commonplace, is 
the same example Aristotle uses to assert the convertibility of 
being and unity in the j\1etapJ:YJics. Plotinus' subsequent rejec­
tion of convertibility implies an acceptance of a "universal 
one" and a "universal being," and, given the priority of unity 
to being, it suggests a conceptual allegiance to the Platonic 
Metaphysical Hierarchy: 

... if the being of the individual is a multiplicity, but it 

is impossible for the One to be a multiplicity, they will 

be different from each other. At any rate, "man" and 

"living being" and "rational" are many parts and these 

many are bound together by that one. "Man" and 

"One" are therefore different, and one has parts and 

the other is partless. And furtl1er, universal being, 

which has all tl1e beings in it, will still be more many 

and different from the One, and will have the One by 

sharing and participation. (EtJlleads V1.9.2, 17-24) 

Plotinus goes on to connect universal being with the 
self-intellecting hypostasis Nous that "contains" the forms, 
and he says that this is not the first principle. The conclusion 
is that Notls (a self intellecting mind), and therefore the Un­
moved Mover (also a self-intellecting mind) - in fact airy self 
intellecting mind - cannot be a first principle. The way in 
which Plotinus arrives at this conclusion has important rami­
fications for convertibility. "NI an" and "a man" are 110t the 
same. Being and unity are ontologically and hierarchically dis­
tinguishable, both at the level of the particular and at the level 
of primary being and primary unity. Being participates in a 
prior unity. This suggests (with a new set of emanative criteria 
to effect the causal mechanics of participation/o that Plotinus 
once again asserts the Platonic Metaphysical Hierarchy of 
Il1liry-being-particttlars. I will say more about emanation in the 
next chapter, but for now I point out that Plotinus agrees 
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with Plato on the question of the proper relation of being and 
unity, and he disagrees with Aristotle's position. The two 
metaphysical systems are represented pictorially in the dia­
gram below. 

THE PLATONIC METAPHYSICAL HIERARCHY ARISTOTLE'S CONVERTIBILITY 

UNITY 
1 PARTICULARS 

fI 
participationiemanation-+ BEING 1\ 

l I \ 
predication-+ UNITY _BEING 

participationlemanation-+ PARTICULARS 

Whereas Aristotle would maintain that the difference be­
tween being and unity is often merely conceptual/1 Plotinus 
maintains that their difference is real. The difference between 
"man" and "a man," in this case is that "a man's" existence is 
preserved by its unity, a unity that ultimately derives from the 
One.22 The existence of each and every thing is dependent 
upon the principle of unity, the One.23 At the most general 
level, being is dependent upon the One.24 The broad meta­
physical position and conceptual orientation - the Platonic 
Metaphysical Hierarchy - is completely consistent with Plot­
inus' own hypostatic hierarchy, which is comprised of the 
One, NONs and Soul. The One is a principle of unity, upon 
which the formal realities of NONs and Soul are dependent, 
and upon whom in turn material particulars are dependent. 
Contra Aristotle, Plotinus believes that being and unity are 
prior to, and not predicated of material particulars. What we 
shall see is that Plotinus' critique of the Unmoved Mover uses 
Aristotle's own understanding of the relation of being and 
unity, and his conception of thinking, to undermine the first 
principle of the Aristotelian system. Plotinus ultimately con-
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eludes that the ultimate principle of being and unity is not an 
exemplar of being and unity, or a paradigm per se; rather the 
One is, in the spirit of Platonism and contra Aristotle, beyond 
being and knowing. Aristotle's unitary principle is a unitary 
being, and in Plotinus' eyes, the unity of this being requires a 
principle and a source. 

For Plato and Plotinus what are intuitively predicates or 
types become true substances, while their instantiations are 
demoted to dependent beings, relying on an ontologically 
prior and "more real," formal unity for their derived exis­
tence.25 For example, in the Repllb!ic~ Plato says the following: 

we predicate [ETvat cpal1Ev] 'to be' of many beautiful 

things and many good things, saying of them severally 

that they are and so define them in our speech ... And 

again we speak of a self-beautiful [mho of] KaAov] 

and of a good that is only and merely good 

[mho aya8ov], and so, in the case of all things that 

we then posited as many, we turn about and posit each 

as a single idea [ioEav I1tav] or aspect, assuming it to 

be a unity [l1lO:)] and call it that which really is 

[6 eOTlv]. (Repllblic 507b) 

This kind of "eidetic inversion," of making the Ideas 
more real than their instances, is of special import for Plot­
inus, since it helps explain the acceptability of the logic em­
ployed to justify the One as the ultimate source of unity. Plot­
inus understands the Forms as unities whose unity comes 
from something prior, just as in Plato's Replfbiic, Forms get 
their unity from something prior; further, sensible particulars 
get their natures from something prior to them, i.e. the 
Forms. With this "eidetic inversion," any group of things 
stands in a dependent relation to a prior "eidetic" principle. It 
is eidetic because the "prior" is derived from an eidos or form. 
It is "inverted" because it is counter-intuitive in so far as the 
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more familiar sensible objects play less of a role in the expla­
nation of our experience than our experience leads us to be­
lieve. The existence of Plotinus' One, and its function as a 
principle of unity in the cosmos, is implied (via eidetic inver­
sion) by the being and intelligibility of every Form, and in the 
participant existence and perceptibility of every instantiation 
of a Form in the Plotinian universe.26 In other words, you 
invert the logic of predication, making "predicates" prior on­
tological principles, and those things which Aristotle takes as 
substantive (concrete material particulars) are understood as 
instantiations of what are truly substantive (Forms). In Plot­
inus' philosophy, the conceptual approach to the One as the 
"principle" of all reality is an extrapolation of this principle -
Forms are grounded in a supra-ontological, supra-noetic prior 
principle. The unity derived from the One is manifest in a'!)' 

existent thing (i.e. material or formal); in order to be, a thing 
must be one. 

The problem that Aristotle introduced regarding partici­
pation as a source of motion and change is in Plotinus an­
swered by appeal to the causal efficacy of the One's supera­
bundance. Although the One is not diminished in any way, its 
power "overflows," so to speak, and produces the next hy­
postasis, as a result of the kind of principle that it is. Things 
participate in unity because a principle of unity is their onto­
logical source. In a unified, vitalist conception of the cosmos 
like that of Plotinus', the causal connection is guaranteed by 
the unity of the system, just as Aristotle's account of motion 
in the Plysics requires a spatio-kimtic contiguity. Hence, in a 
new key, the unity of all things, both formal, and material, is 
one where emanation, explains predication.27 

This is not to suggest, however, that tile One for Plot­
inus, (or the Good for Plato) can be thought of as a sort of 
"Form of unity.,,28 Nothing can participate directly in the 
One, and the unity and being which it conveys has to be me-
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diated by the circumscribing unity and being of the Forms 
and Not/J. No participant in the One is properly an "instance" 
of it, because the One, such as it is, cannot give its nature to 
anything. By the same token for Plato, while all forms partici­
pate in the Good, they imitate, albeit imperfectly, the unity 
and completeness which of which the Good is the principle. 

When the logic of eidetic inversion is projected by anal­
ogy to a higher level, unity is seen as emanating from the 
One, and hence unity is not a predicate but a principle. Plot­
inus accounts for this derivation in terms of emanation. 
Again, for Plato, the unity of a Form is seen as derived from 
the Good, in so far as it is a principle of unity. Plotinus intro­
duces emanation as a principle that provides a more vitalistic 
notion of the connection with this ultimate principle of unity 
and the Forms. 

But can we really be justified in identifying the One of 
Plotinus \vith the Good in Plato? At this point I want to say 
only that the broad lines of metaphysical orientation with re­
gard to being and unity are consistent in Plato and Plotinus 
and incompatible with Aristotle's position. However there is 
more going on here that needs consideration. Plato, Aristotle 
and Plotinus all seem to state, in one way or another that the 
Platonic Good is metaphysically prior to being. Aristotle says 
as much in "erecting" the Platonic Metaphysical Hierarchy, 
for the purposes of criticism and Plotinus says as much in 
defending it. Seeing the broad lines of metaphysical position­
ing help to see how both Plotinus and Aristotle make the 
claim. But is there a justification for such a claim in Plato? Is 
it the case that Aristotle and Plotinus are right about Plato in 
saying (Aristotle) that there is a dependent relation of being 
to unity and in claiming (plotinus) that the Plotinian hypo­
static system is compatible with Plato's metaphysical posi­
tion? 
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Attributing a broad conceptual scheme like the Platonic 
Metaphysical Hierarchy to Plato has more to do \vith the per­
ceived iJJlplicatioJlS of Platorusm, and less to do with the explicit 
positions that Plato or the Platonists hold. The significance of 
the claims that both Aristotle and Plotinus make about their 
predecessors is most visible if we remain cognizant of the 
opposition between convertibility and the Platonic Meta­
physical Hierarchy. Whether or not the idea of a One beyond 
being is actually a workable proposition is a different issue 
from what was actually maintained by Aristotle, or Plotinus, 
or in fact Plato. Plato, as we shall see, is not entirely helpful 
about concretising the nature of the Good in his most explicit 
treatment of it. Aristotle sees in Platorusm a predilection for a 
larger conceptual scheme (IIm!J'-being-pmtz'culars). It is a general 
tendency in Plato's philosophy to see the Forms as belonging 
to the realm of "being", to which particulars stand in a de­
pendent relationship.29 That the Good or the One30 functions 
as a principle of unity for the Forms also seems evident. At 
this point it is not cmcz'al to see Plato's "Good" as "beyond 
being"; it is crucial to see that its role is somewhat different 
from that of the "other" Forms, in so far as they require a 
principle of unity which grounds them. 

When we turn to the most obvious place to look for 
Plato's account of the Good, from the perspective of the 
broad metaphysical positions we have identified, we do find 
textual grounds for what Aristotle and Plotinus think about 
Plato's metaphysics.3

! At Republic 509 we find this exchange 
where Socrates is explaining the nature of the Good: 

"The sun, I presume you will say, not only furnishes to 

'lisibles the power of visibility but it also provides for 

dleir generation and growth and nurture though it is not 

itself generation," "Of course not." "In like manner, 

then, you are to say that the objects of knowledge not 
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only receive from the presence of the good their being 

known, but their very existence and essence is derived to 

them from it, though the good itself is not essence but 

still transcends essence [ElTIiKE1Va 'nlS ovolasl in dignity 

and surpassing power." And Glaucon very ludicrously 

said, "Heaven save liS, hyperbole can no further go." 

[Kat 6 rAavKwv [laAa YEAolWS, v A 1ToAAov ecpT], eal[lO­

vias vmp[3oAfisl "The fault is yours," I said, "for com­

pelling me to utter my thoughts about it." (Repllblic 50%­

c) 

The oath "Apolloll" is uttered by Glaucon as a response to the 
Good being characterized by Socrates as epekeina lis otlsias. 

After Glaucon utters his oath, he begs Socrates to elabo­
rate his account of the Good, which he does in terms of the 
similitude of the sun and the analogy of the divided line. 
Glaucon insists that Socrates omit nothing from his account 
of the Good, to which Socrates replies that much must be 
omitted, due to practical limitations. Plotinus understood the 
difficulty. In the Elllleads, he discusses the Pythagorean way of 
dealing \vith ineffability of first principles: 

But perhaps this name "One" contains only a denial of 

multiplicity. This is why the Pythagoreans symbolically 

indicated it to each other by the name Apollo 

['ATIOAAC0va], in negation of the multiple 

[TWV TIOAAwVJ.32 (EIJ!leads V.5.6.27 -29) 

Now, if Plotinus had a copy of Plutarch's jV10ralia in front of 
him, he would have seen the following remarks on the Py­
thagoreans "Naming unity [TTJV l-lovaoa] Apollo, duality 
Artemis." Later in the i\1oralia, Plutarch remarks: 

Being must have unity, even as unity must have being 

rEv ETvm eEl TO QV, womp CV TO Evl. Now divergence 

from unity, because of its differing from Being, devi-

Merlot
Underline
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ates into the creation of that \vhicb has no Being. 

\Xlherefore the first of god's names is excellendy 

adapted to him ... He is Apollo, that is to say denying 

the many and abjuring multiplicity. UI;Ioralia 393B-C) 

19 

The relationship between being and unity expressed by 
Plutarch is not that of the Platonic Metaphysical Hierarchy, 
but closer to the Aristotelian understanding of being and 
unity as convertible. If I am right in this assessment, Plutarch 
has Aristotelianised Pythagoreanism in a metaphysically in­
compatible way. Plotinus' faithfulness to the Platonic Meta­
physical Hierarchy and its Pythagorean heritage would force 
him to reject this kind of Aristotelianising. Trus should not 
distract us from the fact that Apollon is employed to discuss a 
primary principle of unity both in the lvIoralia and the Repllblit. 
Many attempts have been made to qualify the characterization 
of the Good as epekeina tis otlsias in the Reptlblic, for fear dlat 
the most rational of philosophers may lapse into mysticism at 
the summit of rus greatest work. But Plato has said that the 
Good is beyond being. To deny dUs or attempt to qualify it 
fails to account for why Glaucon is so incredulous. That is, 
once Glaucon accepts the principle of Forms in general, it is 
hard to imagine why he is so surprised at the mention of a 
superior Form. The characterization of that Form as "beyond 
being" is dle only dUng that explains Glaucon's incredulity. 
Attempts to mitigate the claim that the Good is epekeina tis 
oNsias must mitigate Glaucon's incredulity and the consistency 
of usage of Apollon as a term for a principle of unity. We are 
considering a point of interpretation where to deny Plato's 
mystical tendencies closes the peripheral vision necessary for 
an appreciation of the movement of the text, one wruch 
brings us from the festival of Bendis (Athenian: Artemis, 
symbol of duality) in Republic I to Apollo (symbol of unity) in 
Republic VI.33 Only by recognizing of the broad structural 
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movements and resonances in which it is situated can we 
come to terms with the significance of the cryptic tone in 
which Plato remarks upon the nature of the Good at Repllblic 
509.34 Again, when we take into account the statements Aris­
totle makes regarding tl1e Platonic Metaphysical Hierarchy, 
and we see Plotinus' conceptual alignment with that hierar­
chy, it becomes possible to gain some historical perspective 
on what it means for Plato to have a principle of unity, what 
Plotinus calls a One "beyond being".35 

One of the things we can derive from this assessment is 
the close kinship that Aristotle sees bet\veen the Pythago­
reans and the Academy. The problem of the chiirisJJJOS is pre­
sent in both, and this may help to see (along with the innova­
tions of Speusippus) why Aristotle would refer to the Platonic 
Good as to hen. When we consider that Plotinus knows that 
the Pythagoreans refer to their first principle by the word 
Apolloll, and we see Plato using this word, albeit cryptically, in 
the context of saying that the one is epekeina lis otlsias we can 
identify a broad line of metaphysical positioning that extends 
some SL\: hundred years. We see a lineage of a seminal meta­
physical conceptualization of the relationship of being unity 
and particulars with which Aristotle finds himself at variance. 

Plato's own intuition regarding the Forms is that they 
enjoy a higher ontological status than, and logical priority to 
the realm of becoming; they are more real, and not subject to 
change or corruption. The Forms then, can be seen to exist 
to a greater degree than their imitative instantiations in the 
realm of becoming. The same holds true for Plotinus; indeed 
he extends the scope of this tenet by applying it to his triadic 
system of hypostases. The general rule that he observes in 
accounting for hypostatic declension or hypostatic ascent is 
that the closer one gets to the One on the hypostatic ladder, 
the more reality and the more being something has. 
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Plotinus believes that the cosmos is grounded by a prin­
ciple of unity, the One, which is beyond both being and 
thought. This perfect and complete principle gives rise to a 
second primary principle or hypostasis/6 Notts, by a process 
of emanation/7 wherein it first produces unlimited being, 
which is then limited by intellection. The combination of an 
unlimited outflow of being and the limiting nature of thought 
is Notts, the second hypostasis, a monadology of self­
intellecting forms. 38 The idea of calling NOlls a "monadology" 
is to suggest that each of dle forms in Nom is a unity unto 
itself that is in harmony widl all of dle odler forms, and that 
in its self-intellection, it reflects all of dle other forms as re­
lated to itself, much as each monad in Leibniz's system refers 
to every other monad in terms of an infinite number of true 
predicates. To say that each form is a kind of monad, and that 
the collection of forms in Notts is a monadology, also stresses 
the interconnectedness and harmony of the expressions of 
unity dlat each form represents, as well as the individuality of 
each form. One gets a sense of this in the following lines 
from Enneads V.9.S: 

If, then, the thought [of NolIS] is of what is within it, 

that which is within it is its immanent form 

[TO eThos TO Ev6vl; and this is the Idea [i] ioea]. 

\'\1hat then is this? Intellect [VOVS] and intelligent sub­

stance [i] voepa ouota]; each individual Idea is not 

other than Intellect, but each is Intellect. And Intellect 

as a whole is all the Forms, and each individual Foml is 

an individual intellect, as the whole body of knowledge 

is all its theorems, but each theorem is a part of the 

whole, not as being spatially distinct, but as having its 

particular power in the whole. This Intellect therefore 

is in itself and since it possesses itself [EXc.uV eavTov] 

Merlot
Line
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in peace is everlasting fullness [Ev rl0VX1C;X KOpOS CxEl]. 
(EI/mads V. 9 .8, 1-8) 

NOlls is a unity of multiplicity, perceiving directly and 
immediately all of the forms, which also perceive themselves 
directly and immediately. This One-Many - NOlls - gives rise 
to a third hypostasis, Soul, that thinks discursively, and can be 
seen to have an upper part which apprehends and conveys 
order to the material realm below it, by creating "place hold­
ers" of a sort for bodies. Soul also has a lower component 
that gives life and sense perception to the places "marked 
out" by upper soul. Human souls have a part of them that 
resides with NOIIS, while the rest of them is engaged in the 
body. The aim of the human soul in this hypostatic system is 
to disengage from material concerns, or weak expressions of 
unity, and to recollect the true unity of the self that always 
resides with Notts. If the soul is able to turn inward and actu­
alise itself, it ascends to the level of NOIIS, from which it may 
attempt a mystical union with the One that is beyond being. 

Nom, which is grounded in this principle, expresses the 
One in a way that is more real and less "diminished" than 
Soul. For Soul ultimately takes its reality from the One, but it 
does so mediately through NOtls. When we arrive at the level 
of particular material things, they all seem to share the same 
amount of being,39 but their prior formal instantiations in­
crease in reality at the level of Soul, and are more real yet 
again at the level of Notts. Implicit in this is a position which 
goes back to Plato's divided line, where images are less real 
than beliefs, beliefs are less real than mathematical objects, 
mathematical objects are less real than Forms, and all of them 
are grounded in an ultimate principle, the Good.40 For Plato 
the Good plays the same role as a principle of unity as the 
One does in the system of Plotinus. The realm of being is 
participant in (plato's view) and emanated from (Plotinus' 
view) this first principle. The realm of being is the realm of 
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the formal and mathematical, hypostatised by Plotinus into 
NOlls and Soul. World Soul informs the particulars of the ma­
terial world, and individuals, as objects and images are par­
ticipants or participant reflections in Plato's metaphysical hi­
erarchy. In the diagram below, one can see the relative posi­
tioning of the objects of knowledge in Plato's divided line and 
the hypostatic system of Plotinus.41 

Within this structure, and employing the logic of eidetic 
inversion, Plotinus develops and projects an apophatic char­
acterisation of a One beyond being which would account for 
the unity and existence of both formal reality and material 
instantiation of that reality. With sensible particulars, one de­
nies all of the aspects of material instantiation in order to ap­
proach an understanding of the Forms. What is left is then 
posited as the ground of material particulars. Within the 
Formal realm, one denies all aspects of formal being in order 
to approach an understanding of the One. \X1hat is left is then 
posited as the principle of the Forms. Plato in effect, as char­
acterised by Aristotle, is doing the same thing when he articu­
lates the Platonic Metaphysical Hierarchy. 

PLATO I PLOTINUS 
UNITY 

GOOD 
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ONE 

BEING 
FORMS 

I 
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MATHEMATICAL OBJECTS 
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Notes for Chapter I: 

lThis tendency to attribute authority and validity to thinkers or their 
thoughts in accordance \vith their supposed concomitance with Pythago­
ras arguably goes back to the Old Academy, and the tradition survived 
until Plotinus' time. Plotinus sees in Plato a Pythagorean lineage. Having 
dealt vvith the "true views" of that lineage, he goes on to mention 
Anaxagoras, who "neglects to give an accurate account because of his 
antiquity," Heraclitus, who is said to have maintained that "the One is 
eternal and intelligible," and "Empedocles for whom "Love is the One." 
(EIl!leads VJ.9, 1-5) Dillon (1977, 51) observes, "The view dlat Plato is 
essentially a pupil, creative or otherwise, of Pythagoras grows in strength 
and elaboration among all classes of Platonist, attaining its extreme form 
among those who unequivocally declared themselves to be Pythagoreans. 
Nevertheless, despite all the variations in doctrine that emerge, we can 
observe in dlls period the growth of a consistent body of thought, consti­
tuting a Platonic heritage that could be handed on", to Plotinus and his 
followers ... " See also Dillon (1977, 38); on Plotinus' attitude towards 
Plato, see Armstrong (1980, 206, 213 Jf). 
2This is not to say that Aristotle is the source of the historical method he 
employs, but ratl1er to suggest that the metl10d focuses on a different 
central point; Aristotle sees causality as primary in the history of Greek 
philosophy and Plotinus sees unity as the central issue. 
3Gerson (1994, 8) suggests that Plotinus argues for the tenets of his sys­
tem by arguing against Aristotelian principles. He goes on to say, "The 
Enlleads is the flrst and even up to the present day one of the very few 
attempts to appreciate Aristotle's arguments and to defeat them on their 
own ground." There was never any question of how much of Aristotle's 
Metapb)'Sics Plotinus' subsumed. Porphyry says as much in his LIfe of Plot­
illllS (14,6-8). One is reminded of Heidegger's claim that Aristotle's Pl!Jsics 
is tl1e "hidden foundational book of Western philosophy." (quoted in 
Schiirmaru12002,160). Some scholars such as Kenney (1991, 30, and Ch. 
3 passilll) see Plotinus as reacting not specifically to Aristotle, but to Mid­
dle Platonists or Neopythagoreans holding a first principle which admits 
of duality. These are not mutually exclusive options, however. In some 
cases Plotinus is reacting specifically to Aristotle, and in others to the in­
tegration of ,Aristotle into Platonism, and in others to both. On the idea 
that the new Platonism had been more or less Aristotelianized, see Blu­
menthal (1986, 66). Plotinus frames a significant portion of the approach 
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to his first principle in reference to Aristotle, and an examination of later 
Middle Platonism and Neopythagoreanism reveals a tendency in tl10se 
schools to combine a Platonic cosmos with an "Aristotelian" god. In the 
end, tl1e result of Plotinus' attack is tl1e same - a first principle cannot 
admit of any multiplicity, and as far as Plotinus is concerned, Aristotle's 
Unmoved Mover is as multiple. 
4Hatl1away (1969, 19) remarks, "It is frequently forgotten that the Neopla­
tonist commentators had an excellent text of ilie dialogues, possessed 
critical philological principles, and lived in some periods in a genuinely 
critical philosophical environment." 
5See Dillon (1977, 18). 
6Schiirmann (2002, 157-158 passi!l1), and (pace Gadamer 1986, 28) who 
claims iliat, "Plotinus takes a new step when he also calls the One epekeina 
floeseos (beyond all thinking), and when he takes all being and all thinking 
too as a pointer into transcendence." See also (2002, 186-7) 
7Repllblic,478c. 
sSee Tredennick (1956, 290, n. a) and Taran (1981,33 jJJ. 
9'faran (1981, 33) correctly points out iliat Aristotle does not mean tl1at 
Speusippus' One is "beyond being." According to Taran, interpretations 
which say tlus are based on a nUsunderstanding of the syntax, and conse­
quently of tl1e argument: "Aristotle's argument here [1 092a 12-15], being a 
redllctio ad absllrdll!l1, implies that Speusippus probably would not have been 
prepared to accept the necessary consequence of his doctrine as Aristotle 
sees it. For the latter contends that, if ilie principles were indefinite and 
imperfect, The One itself would not even be an entity. But in every otl1er 
passage about Speusippus' One Aristotle consistently takes it to be just 
tl1at." (Taran 1981,34). 
IOSuggests Watson, (1898, 38) "'reality' and 'unity,' tl10ugh they are not 
identical ideas, mutually imply each oilier; whatever is 'real' is 'one,' and 
whatever is 'one' is 'real'. 
llTlus notion of pros hen equivocity is central to ] oseph Owens' iliinking 
(1981), and is reiterated by Gerson (1994, 92). The idea of tl1e pros hen 
plays an important part of Patzig's thinking, but he casts ilie concept in 
terms of paronymy. In his later work, Patzig suggests iliat G.E.L. Owen's 
idea (1978) of "focal meaning" grasps Aristotle's intention better. Ideally, 
what the pros hen equivocal aims at is an understanding of many different 
senses of a word iliat have tl1eir significance in relation to a primary sense. 
For example, a doctor, an apple and a walk are all healthy, but tl1eir 
healthiness stands in relation to healili proper, wluch is not manifest in a 
Platonic Form, but rather is manifest in a healtl1Y person, or arguably, in 
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the mind of the iatros in a manner similar to the product of an art being 
present in the mind of a tektO/I. I take it that Owens and Gerson \vant to 
make the pros hen relationship apply metaphysically as \vell as epistemo­
logically. In other words, they want to make dIe Unmoved Mover an on­
tological primary that all things ought to be metaphysically related to. I 
suspect that Aristotle has only the epistemological sense in mind. 
12See Scaltsas (1994, 215), and Kosman (1984, 144) remarks, "i\ristotle 
compares asking for an explanation of why potentiality and actuality are 
one \vith asking for an explanation of why any tiling is one. No answer is 
needed,,, because tl1e explanation of the tl1ing is at the same time an ex­
planation of its being one." This is the consequence of making being and 
unity convertible terms. 
13'00a 81: 1.I~ EXEI VAllV, rrclVTa cl'HAws omp EV TI'(Metap0'sics 
1045b25). 
14See Frede (1994, 175): "It is obvious tl1at a final answer to the question 
what is it to be a substance \Vill have to be one which also fits immaterial 
substances!' 
15[TO EVI ElvOl TO EKaOT4l ElvOl]. cp. E/I/leads IV, 2, 1003b23 ff. 
IGln i\ristotle, the convertible nature of being and unity has important 
consequences for how forms, substances and universals are understood. 
j\ristotle needs some kind distinction between ontological forms and epis­
temological ones - between "substantial" forms and universals. 
17See I\rmsttong (1988, 306 /I. 1) i\lthough we are not especially clear on 
the positions of Ammonius, it seems clear tl1at they too \vill be subject to 
the same middle Platonic assumptions that Plotinus is responding to. 
Given the tendency to "Aristotelianize" Platonism, Aristotle becomes, 
even if indirectly, the ultimate target, to the extent that convertibility is 
incompatible with the Platonic Metaphysical Hierarchy. More work on tl1e 
relation of Plotinus to i\rnmonius in O'Brien (1994). 
18As well, the relation of the unity of the parts to the unity of a substance 
are said to be different, as dley are in Aristotle, 
19Witl1 tl1e exception that there seems to be a causal relation implied by 
the "sharing out" of being that I do not tllink is present in Aristotelian 
pros hen equivocity. However, Plotinus dUnks that the Unmoved Mover 
won't work in any case, and the notion/assumption tl1at the source of 
unity for particulars and NolIS is tl1e same may suggest tl1at the critique 
encompasses tllis lacuna in I\ristotle's metaphysical explanation, for it is 
an explanation tl1at suggests that concrete particulars are explanatorily 
basic in terms of the source of tl1eir being and unity. 
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20In this regard, Dillon (1988, 350) suggests that, ''\\!e cannot really think 
of an Ideal Horse any more. What subsists in Intellect [Nolls1 is a certain 
quasi-mathematical formula, which is also a field of force, programmed to 
take on this configuration when projected onto Matter according to a 
prearranged pattern - the mysterious npotrrroypa<pTj." 
21Metapl!J!sics 1003b22-34; 1043bl-3; 1041 bll-33. Gerson (1994, 7), and 
Gerson (1990, passillJ). 
22Gerson (1994a, 14-5) suggests that the positing of the One above the 
forms makes Plotinus differ from .tuistotle because for juistotle, being 
and ollsia are identical, e.g. being is unqualifiedly separate form. However I 
say that to 011 is predicated of ollsia; tl1is accounts for the predicative, epis­
temological distinction that is onto logically unreal. The conclusion we 
reach is the same, however: since, for Plotinus, forms depend ontologi­
cally on something prior for their being (to Oil), there is no longer any 
ground for ontological identity. In Plotinus, there is a dependency of to on 

on to hen, and of particulars on to on and to hell, in this order: unity - being -
particulars. 
23Hadot (1990, 134) puts this nicely: "Every ordered multiplicity, every 
'system,' presupposes the transcendent One \vhose unity grounds the pos­
sibility of that order." 
24Gerson (1990, 203) goes so far as to say that Plotinus' proof for the 
existence of the One depends upon this refutation of i\ristotle's confla­
tion of being and unity. This is an extremely important observation, al­
though I do not think, as Gerson does, that the philosophy of the One 
stands or falls with it. While it is true that unity must be prior to being, it 
may be enough to say that Plotinus makes the distinction becallse he wants 
his notion of unity to be indivisible. In short he does not want to say that 
the One "exists" if this would admit of a distinction between the One and 
the One's existence. Deck's position, that the nature of lVolIS demands the 
One is a more general application of Gerson's specific tl1esis about "man" 
and "a man", and when Plotinus does offer "proofs" of the One (Enneads 
II1.8.9, 1-13; II1.8.11.7-10) it is clear that, metaphysically, he regards the 
"proof of tl1e One" to stand or fall on an understanding of NOIIS/Being 
via Plato's Pal7/Jetlides. It is philosophically significant (pace Deck 1967, 8) 
that Plotinus is a mystic. For the One is often discussed \vithout formal 
proofs (Enneads 11.9.1; V.8.5; V.2.1; VA.l; VA.2) and ultimately, appreciat­
ing the ineffable nature of the One, though it may be philosophically im­
plied, cannot be fully accomplished without taking seriously the fact tl1at 
some experience is ineffable. 
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25See Fincllay (1982,1) and Strange (1992,486). 
26Fincllay (1982, 7). 
27i.e. this contrast between "emanative" and "predicative" speaks to Aris­
totle's attempt to call participation in Plato vacuous and assert predication 
in its place. Plotinus now reasserts a kind of metaphysics of participation 
with emanation as the vehicle that Aristotle claims is absent from Plato. 
280n this see Gerson's insightful comments (1994, 36). 
29At Repl/blic 477a Plato says that "knowledge pertains to that which is," 
(bTl ~EV Ti;) QVTl yvwOlS Tjv) 'p. 477b. He also says (478a) that epistellle 
is a power set over tl1at which is. (ElTl Ti;) QVTl TO QV yvw~at WS 
EXEl). And what we have knowledge of are the Forms, which truly are. cp. 
REpl/blic 507b. 
30At times botl1 Aristotle and Plotinus treat these indifferently. cp. iVIeta­
pl!)'sics 9888a14-5, 988b10-15; 1075a35-8; Elllleads V1.9, entitled by Por­
phyry 011 The Good or The Ol1e. For the identification of the two in modern 
literature see Narbonne (2002), Hitchcock (1985), Fincllay (1974), Kramer 
(1969), Dodds (1928). 
31Much has been made of tl1e relationship of the Pat7llel1ides to Plotinus' 
EII!leads, following Dodds (1928). There is more work on this in J ackson 
(1967), Narbonne (2002 esp. 1901f.), and Schfumann (2002 passilll). I do 
not treat much of the ParllleJlides in this book because I think tl1at Plotinus 
is not solely committed to the Parlllenides. To my mind, he sees tl1e Pla­
tonic Metaphysical Hierarchy as pervading the Platonic corpus, or at least 
that part of it regarded as canonical, for which see Hathaway (1969). Nar­
bonne also seems to proceed this way (2002, 190) regarding the epekeil1a 
motif: "1 wanted to show [by focusing on Repl/blic VI and VII] that the 
Neoplatonic reading of the emiKElva as the characteristic and exceptional 
transcendence of the Good above tl1e other OAAO could rest on this basis 
alone." 
32Schiirmann (2002, 163) suggests we should be discouraged from "con­
ceiv-ing of tl1e One as a position, a thesis. They should also discourage us 
from conceiving of it as a simply more intense mode of beillg than any­
tlung we experience phenomenally." 
33Given that ArtenUs is frequently associated with Bendis, the double pro­
cession on her feast day (tl1e day of tl1e discussion of the Repl/blic) is highly 
suggestive of a movement from plurality to unity in Plato's great work. 
See Plutarch's lVIoralia 354F, 381F, 394A For an interesting discussion of 
Plutarch's influence on Plotinus, see de Vogel (1953,46-8). 
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341 want to suggest that to say that the form of the Good is unqualifiedly 
beyond being does not necessarily suggest that it is non-existent or irra­
tional, a point which Taylor (1927) is also quick to relay. It merely sug­
gests that, given the way that we understand the forms, and the relation­
ship of mathematical and scientific reasoning to knowledge of them, the 
way in which the Good is to be approached and understood is also be­
yond these methods. One might say that such a method must correspond­
ingly transcend science and mathematics in dignity and power - that is we 
are talking about transcending the discursive for a more direct form of 
intuition. This is what Schiirmann denies (2002, 159) to Plato, which I 
think he shouldn't. 
35Narbonne (2002, 193): ',\X1e may assert that, unlike Plato, who expresses 
the Good's transcendence using the language of being, that is illtra­
olltological/}, the Neoplatonists express the Good's transcendence extra­
olltological/J' (hellological/J', or of we prefer, i!}'Postatical/J'), by means of a vo­
cabulary which is distinct and superior to the vocabulary of being and 
which was beyond the reach of Plato in the Repflblic .. . That which Plato, 
\vithout any doubt, aimed at with his ElTEKE1Va, the Neoplatonists were able 
to name." This is certainly not true of Plotinus who speaks of being in 
agony for a true expression, but I don't think Narbonne intends the point 
to be taken literally. (Narbonne 2002, 194): "we can reasonably argue that 
the Neoplatonists convey better than Plato himself that major intuition 
which was surely his own, on the way to which he, at the very least, indu­
bitably found himself, even though the words and the technical descrip­
tive processes to express it were still lacking." See also Kelly (1973, 244). 
36.Much argument has been passed about the nature of "hypostasis," in 
Plotinus. Gerson (1994, 2) notes that the term is applied to "wisdom," 
"matter," "love," "numbers," "relation," "time," "motion," and so on. 
The reason people want to say that Plotinus has "Three Primary Hyposta­
ses" is because Porphyry gave Ellnead V.1 this title. While some have sug­
gested tl1at this is no good reason to assert that Plotinus in fact has tl1em, 
I think that Porphyry probably knew what he was talking about; however 
it should be noted that the title Porphyry chose was the Three PrilJJary 
Hypostases, which should suggest that Plotinus depends on the functional 
notion in more tl1an these primary ways. Common sense dictates tl1at 
anyone who engages in a discussion about Plotinus knows very well tl1at 
for the most part discussion of Hypostases refers to tl1e One, NolIS and 
Soul, and hence we seem to be able to communicate perfectly well with a 
bracketed understanding. The debate between Deck (1982) and Anton 
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(1982) as to whether the One is "properly" hypostasis is interesting, in so 
far as it engages the question of whether a hypostasis entails being or not. 
For more on stasis, see Bussanich (1997, 164 if) I use the term "hyposta­
sis" to refer to the three primary ones, and I believe that dIe One is a hy­
postasis which is beyond being. 
3iArmstrong (1937, 62) suggests that "emanation" is taken over from a 
Stoic notion of material emanation, and meant to do non-material work. 
He notes, (1937, 60) however, that an account of the capacity of the indi­
vidual to receive unity which Plotinus gives in VIA-5 is substituted for 
emanation, wherein each thing participates in the One according to its 
capacity. Lee (1979, 96) suggests that this "receptiveness" ought to be 
seen as an aspect of integral omnipresence. \Vhat is positively fascinating, 
is that where j\rmstrong (1937) and (1960) sees a particular account of 
emanation (V1A.7) as Plotinus all but deconstructing the emanation the­
ory, Sells (1994) takes the same passage as an example of apophatic rea­
soning. For my discussion of Plotinus' philosophy, nothing stands or falls 
on this, but I think that Sells may be right in so suggesting. Gerson (1994, 
27) in calling "emanation a category mistake" suggests, "I suspect the 
attraction of emanationism as an interpretation of Plotinus' metaphysics 
derives in part from supposing that this is the best way to explain the 
derivation of multiplicity from unity or complexity from simplicity. In 
order to remove this attraction, we need only to consider that this arche of 
all is known only by its effects, which are all cases of complexity. Accord­
ingly, there could be no derivation of multiplicity from unity in dIe sense 
of a strict demonstration." 
38It is Kenney's idea to call NOlls a monadology: "Plotinus' realist theology 
is ... at base a monadology, for the world of being exhibits upon examina­
tion a collective unity of monadic intellects .. Just as nollS as a whole thinks 
itself, and 'this thinking is idea,' so also the intelligible character of each 
form is a function of its own exercise of intellection". (Kennel' 1991,148-
9). This is of course often connected \vith a more noetic version of the 
Stoic idea of logos sperIJJatikos. For an interesting treatment of this see Kelly 
(1973,254). 
39For example Enlleads VI.2.11, 14-21. See however, the general claim at 
Efllleads V.3.15, 17ff. 
40"Assume these four affectations occurring in the soul: intellection or 
reason for the highest, understanding for the second; assign belief to the 
third, and to the last, picture-thinking or conjecture, and arrange them in 
proportion, considering that they participate in clearness and precision in 
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the same degree as their objects partake of truth and reality"" (Repllblic 
511d)" 
41For a different (but I believe compatible) concordance, see Narbonne 
(2002, 193)" 



CHAPTER 11 

METHEXIS AND THE PRINCIPLES 
OF EMANATION 

One of the things for which Aristotle criticizes Plato in 
the Metapl!),sicJ is his use of participation or imitation to ex­
plain the relationship between unity, being and particular 
dungs. That is, the Platonic Metaphysical Hierarchy leads to a 
problem about the mechanical functioning of methexis. Once 
you ontologically "separate" a particular from its Form, or the 
unity of a Form from the Form, what explains how a Form 
actually gets its muty or a particular its generic structure? Aris­
totle believes that to call upon methexis is to employ a vacuous 
metaphor: 1 

all other things cannot come from the Forms in any of 

the usual sense of 'from'. And to say that they are pat­

terns [napooEIYl-loTo] and the other things share 

[I-lETEXEIV] in them is to use empty words and poetical 

metaphors [I-lEO<p0POS AEYEIV nOIT]TIKOS]. For what 

is it that works [epyal;OI-lEVoV], looking to the forms 

[npos TOS loeos ono!3AEiTOvj? (iVletaph)'Sics 991a19-
23)2 

33 
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Aristotle maintains that the Pythagoreans have an 
equally untenable theory of participation, and that all Plato 
did was change the name from miJJJesis to methexis, whereas 
'\vhat the miJJJesis or methe:>..-7s of the Forms could be they left 
an open question.,,3 The primary metaphysical problem sur­
rounding participation for Aristotle seems to be that the sepa­
rate Form fails to account for the unity of the particular, ei­
ther in terms of its parts, or in terms of the ollsia and the to ti 
ell einai. Participation involves the notion of a sensible particu­
lar existing somehO\v apart from its essence. The two con­
cepts, miJJJesis and methexis, are essentially the same, and both 
have the same problem. There is no causal contiguity that 
allows for the organic functioning of the Platonic Metaphysi­
cal Hierarchy in its present form. 

Another important criticism of participation is that it 
does not offer a coherent account of motion, change, genera­
tion or corruption. Besides saying that the 'substance' and 
that of which it is the substance should not exist apart from 
one another,4 Aristotle also expresses a concern with move­
ment: 

when the Forms exist, still the things that share in them 

do not come into being, unless there is something to 

originate movement [TO Klvi)oovl. (iVletaphysics 991 b4-

6)5 

This is very important for Aristotle's agenda. There is no ne­
cessity, or immediately evident ontological or kinetic efficacy 
entailed by the purported existence of Forms, even if ,ve 
grant the existence of "separate substances." Plato's separate 
substances do not, in and of themselves, account for genera-
•. 6 
tlOn, corruption, or movement. 

In a passage in Metapl?Jsics A 7 (998b - discussed in Chap­
ter 1) a criticism regarding the final cause of motion arises by 
way of a comment that none of Aristotle's predecessors has 
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expressed the notion of essence (to ti en einal) or substantial 
reality (ollsia) clearly.7 The Platonists hinted at something like 
"essence" ,vith their notion of Forms as principles, but in 
contradistinction to presocratic theories, the Platonic "princi­
ples" are not the matter of existing things, nor are they a 

sO/lrce o/movement. Instead, What is not explained in this theory 
of "essences" is what Aristotle identifies as the final cause of 
change and motion. Why do things change, and why do they 
move? For the sake of what do things come to be, pass away, 
and engage in any kind of activity whatever? 

The One, says Aristotle, seems to be a final cause of a 
sort, but only incidentally.8 There is nothing in the nature of 
the One that makes it the final cause: 

those who say that the One or the existent is the Good, 

say that it is the cause of substance [ouo(as a'iTlov], 

but not that substance either is or comes to be for the 

sake of this. (jHetapf!)'sics 988bll-13) 

All of this speaks to the larger issue of Plato's failure (in Aris­
totle's eyes), to present a coherent account of motion and 
change, either in terms of an ultimate cause, or in terms of 
motion and change in the individual. 

After levelling the charge outlined in A 7, Aristotle goes 
on in AS to take up the difficulties of various presocratic po­
sitions, and those of the Pythagoreans. In A9 he dispenses 
with the Pythagoreans and takes up the Platonic position. 
When he continues his critique of Forms in A9, he protests: 

Above all one might discuss the question what on earth 

the Forms contribute to sensible things, either to those 

that are eternal or to those that come into being and 

cease to be. For they cause neither movement 

[KlVTlOEWS] nor change [IlETal3oAfis] in them ... (A1eta­

pl.!)'sics 991a9-12) 
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Again we see an attack on the lack of explanatory value 
regarding motion or change in eternal or corruptible things. 
\Vhat Aristotle objects to is the absence of any adequate ac­
count of key physical questions, such as "what causes mo­
tion?" or "what causes change?" He also finds wanting any 
coherent account of key metaphysical questions, "what ac­
counts for being?" and "what accounts for the unity of a sub­
stance?" Aristotle's account of Platonism suggests that these 
alterations, generations or corruptions are supposed to be 
accounted for by participation, which in his view is an empty 
metaphor.9 To summarize: some of the key objections which 
Aristotle raises against separate Forms are as follows: 10 1) 
Forms fail to account for motion and change. 2) Forms don't 
help the existence of particulars, since they are not in particu­
lars. 3) Forms cannot both be particulars and have separate 
existence, if they are predicated of other things. 

Plotinus' hypostatic, emanative metaphysics seems at­
tempts to answer to these objections while retaining (if not 
amplifying) the Platonic Metaphysical Hierarchy: JlJliry-beillg­
pattkJllars. The concept of emanation in part deals with the 
question of motion and change, for the living continuity of 
the cosmos speaks to the continuity of motion that Aristotle 
suggests is required; the mergeia that emerges from the One 
shows the One to be principle and guarantor of the cosmos. 
The existence of concrete particulars is accounted for by 
making them emanative projections of particular Forms. The 
division into genera and species is the result of a correspond­
ing increase in the intrusion of a material principle on an 
emanating prior unity, or ·viewed conversely, the result of the 
weakening of the emanative "reach" of the One. The general 
problem of the chOrisJJJos is also mediated by the theory of 
emanation, whereby the being and unity are emanated from a 
first principle in a cosmos that is a living unity of multiplicity, 
a living being. 
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For Plotinus, the answer to how unity, being and par­
ticulars are connected is the process of emanation, or a posi­
tive outflowing or overflowing of varying degrees of unity 
that ultimately find their source in the One. Again, his first 
principle is conceptually aligned with the Good in Plato's 
metaphysics. Because all things defive frOJJJ the One and be­
cause all things are connected to the One organically in an or­
ganic whole that is the cosmos, the problem of the chiJrisJJJos is 
overcome. The connection is at once formal, kinetic, organic, 

. . 11 enelgelc) eJJJal1attlJe. 
One might be tempted to call emanation an equally 

vacuous metaphor, and hence it requires further discussion. 
In order to discuss emanation, I propose to cast it in the 
terms of some main principles that I think guide Plotinus' 
way of expression and thinking. I divide the explanation into 
a treatment of several important principles dlat I think Plot­
inus employs: 1) Positive Prod1lction, 2) Non-Convertibility) 3) In­
dexed Unity and 4) The Pn'ority of the SiJJJple. 

1. Positive Production 

The principle of "positive production," as I call it, has a 
long lineage in Greek notions of causality.12 For Plotinus, 
whenever any entity possesses a degree of completeness or 
unity, it produces an "overflowing" of itself. 13 This applies to 
hypostatic levels as well as to "organic" functions, such as for 
example, the procreation of living beings when they reach 
perfection. Says Plotinus: 

Now when anything ... comes to perfection, we see that 

it produces, and does not endure to remain by itself, 

but makes something else. (EntJeads VA.1, 27-9) 

This notion of production, perhaps in combination with the 
Platonic notion of the generosity of the Divine,14 finds ex-
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pression in Plotinus' conception of a highest perfection that 
"gives of itself." The One does not "give of itself" so as to 
diminish itself however, nor does l\[ol/S - both remain un­
changed and unaffected in their "giving". This kind of "dis­
tancing" of the One from the cosmos can also be found in 
later interpretations of Speusippus, in the Didaskalzkos, and in 
the philosophy of Numenius, of which I say more in Chapter 
IV. Plotinus' third hypostasis - Soul - does change however, 
and engages in demiurgic functioning similar to the "split 
god" in Numenius (and arguably in the Didaskalikos). Part of 
Soul retains formal integrity, and part of it engages with mat­
ter. We see the distinction clearly drawn at Emleads V.2, in a 
passage that also gives one a sense of the continuity of being 
throughout the cosmos, from the One to NONs, NONs to Soul, 
and Soul to the physical world: 

the One, perfect because it seeks nothing, has nothing, 

and needs nothing, overflows, as it were, and its su­

perabundance makes something other than itself. TI1is, 

when it has come into being, turns back upon the one 

and is filled, and becomes Intellect by looking towards 

it. Its halt and turning towards the One constitutes be­

ing, its gaze upon the One, Intellect. Since it halts and 

turns towards the One that it may see, it becomes at 

once Intellect and Being. Resembling the One thus, In­

tellect produces in the same way, pouring forth a mul­

tiple power - this is a likeness of it - just as that which 

was before it poured forth. This activity springing from 

the substance of Intellect is Soul, which comes to be 

wl1ile Intellect abides unchanged: for Intellect too 

comes into being wl1ile that which is before it abides 

unchanged. But Soul does not abide unchanged when it 

produces: it is moved and so brings forth an image. It 

looks to its source and is filled, and going forth to an-
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other opposed movement generates its own image, 

which is sensation and the principle of gro\'vth in 

plants. Nothing is separated and cut off from that 

which is before it. (Enneads Y.2.1, 7-23) 
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In this example of hypostatic positive production, NOUJ is on­
tologically posterior to, dependent on, and inferior to the 
One; it is produced by a positive outflowing from the One. 
Again we see the two stages involved in the production of 
NOllS: first an outpouring of what appears to be unlimited be­
ing-in potency (in so far as it is unlimited, it is not yet being 
proper); second, there is a "turning," a metaphorical expres­
sion of the limiting aspect of Thought. For Plotinus, privation 
is and can "be" positive precisely because it is a privation of 
multiplicity. When he describes the "production or 
emanation" of Notls from the One, he describes it as a Oogi­
cal) two step process whereby "unlimited being" comes from 
the One (which remains unaffected), and only attains limit 
when this unlimited being is thought: 

thinking does not come first either in reality or in value, 

but is second and is what has come into being to itself, 

and it was moved and saw. And this is what thinking is, 

a movement towards the Good in its desire of that 

Good; for the desire generates thought and establishes 

it in being along with itself. (EfJlleads V.6.S, 5-10) 

In thinking, NOlls "turns" and causes a circumscribing unity, 
actualising what is potentially thought and being.15 That to­
wards which thinking moves is itself unlimited, as we see in 
the following passage from VI.7: 

if there is anything prior to actuality [EVEPYEiaS] [i.e. 

the primary actuality of NOlls or Being] it transcends ac­

tuality [EmiKElva EVEPYEiaS] ... If then there is life in 

this Intellect the giver gave life, but is nobler and worth 
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more [KOAAiwv 010 Kal TIIlIWTEpOS] than life ... So 

when [NolIS'] life was looking [[3AhTOVOO] towards 

[the One] it was unlimited [6:0PIOTOS], but after it 

looked there [[3AE\{Jaoo], it was limited [wpiI;ETO], 

though that Good had no limit. For immecliately by 

looking to something which is one the life is limited by 

it, and has in itself limit and bound [lTEpas] and form 

[ewos]; and the form was that in which it was shaped 

[1l0PCP08EVTI], but the shaper was shapeless 

[allopcpov]. (ElllleadsVI.7.17, 10-18) 

For Plotinus, being only reaches the classical conception of 
finitude in tholtght, this is the reason why he advocates a sort 
of monadology of self-intellecting forms in a self-intellecting 
Notts. This self-intellecting is circumscribed by a "more lim­
ited unity" and dependent upon an ultimate "indefinite" prin­
ciple of unity, which must be prior. This "more limited unity" 
should be understood as the self-intellecting Forms and the 
self-intellecting hypostasis that is Not/s. 

By positing a principle of unity that provides, via emana­
tion or "energetic outflowing," the potential of both being 
and thought, Plotinus is in fact indicating a dtttlaJJlis for think­
ing that is directed at a dtttlaJJlis for being. The "unlimited be­
ing" is a dtmaJJlis for "limited being" precisely because it is not 
initially limited by thought. 16 It becomes actual or limited be­
ing when it is circumscribed by the formalising principle of 
self-intellection that is thought. By the same token, the 
"thought" which is implicit in the elle1;geia coming from the 
One is potential until, in its limiting of unlimited being, it be­
comes the monadology that is Notts. 

While Plotinus makes distinctions of logical priority, 
whereby unlimited being is prior to thought, (since thought 
requires a prior actuality in order to occur) we ought to think 
of being and thought as simultaneously implicit or contained 
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in the One's energeia ek liJ otlsias, that which emanates eternally 
from the first principle. Taken together, thought and being 
(in the primary sense) are commensurate in the second hy­
postasis, Notts. The important thing to note is that not only 
does the One stand as a principle of being and unity, it also 
provides a mechanism for unification in supplying, via ema­
nation, the means for that unification via "being" to be 
thought, and thinking to limit being.17 

In explaining positive production, Plotinus often uses 
the image of the sun giving off light while the source of the 
light remains unchanged. Is The result of this "irradiation", 
with regard to any hypostasis, is the production of a bwer 
"image" of itself; the result is an effect different than, but re­
lated to, its cause. 19 One might think of the difference in this 
relation as the difference between the "internal" activity of an 
entity and the inevitable consequence of that activity, a sec­
ondary, unwilled effect.20 Plotinus makes a distinction of this 
sort in Emleads V.4, where he speaks of the energeia lis ol1Jias 
(the internal activity) and the energeia ek les otlsias (the secon­
dary "outflowing" effect). In the following passage, Plotinus 
explains the emanation of NolIS from the One in these terms: 

But how, when [the One] abides unchanged, does In­

tellect come into being? In each and every thing there is 

an activity which belongs to substance and one which 

goes out from substance [EvEpYEla n I-lEV EOTl Tiis 
ouOtaS, n 8' EK Tiis ouotas EKaoTov]; and that which 

belongs to substance is the active actuality which is 

each particular thing, and the other activity derives 

from that first one, and must in everything be a conse­

quence of it, different from the thing itself... (EI/mads 

VA.2, 26-30) 
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The claim that all things have an enet;geia ek Ifs otlsias and an 
enet;geia tes otIJ'ias, gives both the One and the eternal and un­
changeable intelligible world (NoNs) productive force21 while 
allowing them to remain unchanged in themselves. And be­
cause the efficacy of all material existents is grounded in the 
first principle/2 there is a causal link, via Not/s and Soul, of all 
things to the first unchanging One. In the following passage 
Plotinus compares the irradiation of all things from the One 
to the heat that comes from fire. One might think of the heat 
of or within the fire as its energeia tes ollJ'ias, and the heat that it 
passes on to people or objects near it as its ene1;geia ek tes ollsiaJ: 

as in fire there is a heat which is the content of its sub­

stance, and another that comes into being from that 

primary heat \vhen fire exercises the activity which is 

native to its substance in abiding unchanged as fire. So 

it is in the higher world, and much more so there, while 

the Principle abides "in its own proper way of life," the 

activity generated from the perfection in it and its coex­

istent activity acquires substantial existence, since it 

comes from a great power, the greatest of all, and ar­

rives at being and substance: for that Principle is be­

yond being. That is the productive power of all things, 

and its product is already all things: therefore "beyond 

being"; and if the product is all things but the One is 

before all things and not on equality wid1 all things, in 

this way too it must be "beyond being". (Enneads VA.2, 

30-43). 

In another passage, in Enneads V.1.6, we again see the com­
parison of positive production to material emanation, where 
the "producer" is unchanged: 

How did [Nom] come to be then, and what are we to 

think of it surrounding the One in its repose? 
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must be as a radiation [TIEpL\a~\jJlv] from [the One] 

while [the One] remains unchanged, like the bright light 

of the sun which, so to speak, runs round it 

[TIEpI6eov], springing from [the sun] continually while 

[the sun] remains unchanged. All things which exist, as 

long as they remain in being, necessarily produce from 

their own substances, in dependence on their present 

power, a surrounding reality directed to what is outside 

them, a kind of image of the archetypes from which it 

was produced: fire produces heat which comes from it; 

snow does not only keep its cold inside itself. Perfumed 

things show this particularly clearly. As long as they ex­

ist, something is diffused from themselves around 

them, and what is near enjoys their existence. And all 

things when they come to perfection produce; the One 

is always perfect and therefore produces everlastingly; 

and its product is less than itself. (E!llleads V.1.6, 27-

40)23 

43 

We see here also the idea of things that retain their being 
while producing, from the unity of their substances, a lower 
image of themselves. I say that it is the unity of the substance 
that produces because the energeia !is oltsias is a substantial 
concentration of unity, hypostatic or otherwise, one that gives 
off the enetgeia ek tis ot/sias. 

A summary, then, of the "elements" of positive produc­
tion might include the following:24 a) The agent is more pow­
erful than the product/5 and all things are ultimately 
grounded in the all-powerful One; b) the principle is prior to 
and sustains what is posterior to it;26 c) the principle is of a 
higher actuality than what is generated;27 d) the power to gen­
erate requires a degree of concentrated unity; e) the activity of 
generation is compatible with rest, since the end of its activity 
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is always achieved and not planned.28 What I mean by this last 
is that the emanative power of "generation" is not delibera­
tive or kinetic, but rather the ontological consequence (medi­
ately or immediately) of the efficacious energeia of the One. 

Positive production applies not only to the emanation of 
NONs from the One, but also explains the production of Soul 
from Notts, material things from Soul, and the effects of ma­
terial things from them. At the level of "material emanation," 
the unity of material things is too weak (i.e. not unitary 
enough) to produce any substantial emanation. The whole 
process of emanation, from the One to the material effects of 
things involves successive stages of declining unity. The 
stages of NONS and Soul are "hypostatic," by which I mean 
that they are clearly demarcated levels of unity in rest. We see 
this same tendency towards hypostatisation in Nurnenius.29 

The fact that each hypostasis conveys a lesser degree of unity 
on what it unifies leads to another Plotinian principle, that of 
"indexed unity". Since this principle applies more to hyposta­
ses and less to material things, before I examine "indexed 
unity," it is useful to discuss yet another principle first, one 
which is seen more clearly in terms of material things, and 
this is the principle of "non-convertibility". 

2. Non-Convertibility 

I have already discussed Plotinus' rejection of "converti­
bility" in the first chapter. Convertibility, or giving the same 
metaphysical priority to being and unity as predicated of a 
particular, is inirnical to the Platonic Metaphysical Hierarchy. 
Hence while the amount of reality a hypostatic relation pos­
sesses is "indexed" to the amount of unity it possesses, the 
principle of non-convertibility means that in emanative proc­
esses, being is always dependent on unity.30 What I mean by 
"indexed" in this context is that the "closer" to the One a 
hypostasis or particular is, the more real it is. Says Plotinus, 
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But we exist more when we turn to [the One] and our 

well-being is there, but being far from him is nothing 

else than existing less. (ElltJeads VI.9.9, 12-3) 
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As noted, the goal of the soul is to "unify" the self in higher 
and higher degrees, culminating in a unity with our ultimate 
grounding principle, the One. This suggests that the more 
unified we are, the more real we are. Being is dependent on 
unity, so that while being and unity are indexed, they are in­
dexed while retaining a dependent relation of the former on 
the latter, even at the hypostatic levels of NONs and Soul. 

Plotinus also seems to want to deny a clear indexing of 
being and unity at the level of the material particular. Material 
particulars are corruptible, and their unity and being are also 
in flux, whereas hypostases do not suffer the encroachment 
of a material principle (or a distancing from the One) to the 
extent that their unity and being is subject to indeterminacy.31 
Ensouled human particulars are engaged in a 
moral/ metaphysical pursuit of unity. Concrete particulars 
may have the same degree of e:x-istence but vary in terms of 
their unity: 

a thing is not...one in proportion to its being, but it is 

possible to have no less real existence but to be less 

one. For an army or a chorus has no less being than a 

house, but all the same it is less one. It seems then that 

the one in each thing looks more to the good, and in so 

far as it attains to the good it is also one, and being 

more or less one lies in this; for each thing wishes not 

just for being, but for being together with the good. 

(ElltJeadsVI.2.11,14-21) 

In this passage, perhaps inspired by the Stoics or by Philo, it 
is clear that the existence of material things is dependent on, not 
convertible Jvith unity, and it is from unity that their existence 
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receives its goodness. 32 Plotinus is speaking of material par­
ticulars at the same "level" of reality, such as the unity of a 
house or the unity of an army. In the case of material things, 
each thing has the same degree of existence, although it may 
be unitary in better or worse ways depending on its suscepti­
bility to division. A house made of many bricks has more 
unity since its unity is more stable than a unity of such things 
as an army or choir, which are unitary only in so far as their 
members stay together. People have aims other than those of 
the aggregate they compose, whereas bricks for the most part 
do not (although they may break and threaten the integral 
unity of the house). This suggests that the unity of a choir or 
army (composed of "autonomous" humans) is less stable, 
that their parts are more distinct than those of a house.33 

If a thing exists as a magnitude it will have parts by defi­
nition, and the parts must tend to unity in some way if the 
magnitude is going to be an entity. "So through magnitude 
and as far as depends on magnitude [a thing] loses itself; but 
as far as it possesses a one, it possesses itself.,,34 In fact, says 
Plotinus, while one may wonder at the inflnite variety in the 
universe, it is good (kaloll) because it has been circumscribed 
by unity, and has not been left to "escape to infinity" (jllgein eis 
tell apeirian)".35 This notion of goodness also applies to NotlS, 
where everything is co-equally substantial because it is "con­
tained" concomitantly within the monadological system of 
self-intellection. The higher degree of unity within NOlls ac­
counts for its higher degree of being, and its unity is found 
through the limiting of being by thought. The lack of material 
recalcitrance at the level of NOIIs means also that there is no 
susceptibility to contingent division in NOIIs, whose being and 
unity are eternal and unchanging. 

Because concrete particulars are corruptible, their unity 
is susceptible to dissolution, and when corruptible things lose 
their unity (the principle of all existent things) they no longer 
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exist. The principle of non-convertibility is consistent with 
the belief that the cosmos cannot stay in existence of its own 
power. The physical world, its immediate source, Soul, and in 
turn Soul's source, NolfS, all require a completely unified prin­
ciple that is prior to them.36 Nothing can exist without both 
deriving its unity from the One and striving to attain the unity 
of the One in its own way. All things, says Plotinus, "origi­
nate from the One and strive towards the One."37 

Denying the convertibility of being and unity is not (in 
the passages we have cited here) a response to Aristotle per se, 
but rather an attempt to engage a hierarchy of the depend­
ence of things on unity. However, the rejection of the con­
vertibility thesis, in conjunction with the multiplicity of the 
Unmoved Mover, shows that Aristotle's first principle is (in 
Plotinus' eyes) inadequate, since it stands in need of explana­
tion. I examine this in detail in Chapter In. The implication 
of this is that a being cannot be the principle of being. 38 By employ­
ing a principle of non-convertibility, Plotinus re-establishes 
what convertibility denied, namely the Platonic Metaphysical 
Hierarchy. 

3. Indexed Unity 

As for hypostatic levels or degrees of reality, it seems 
undeniable that there is a proportionate indexing of being, unity 
and goodness. Notfs is "lower" than the One because it has 
multiplicity, and Soul is lower than NONs for the same rea­
son/9 and material particulars are lower yet again: 

all things try to represent the same [One] but some at­

tain only a remote resemblance, some come nearer and 

attain it already more truly in Intellect: for soul is one 

and Intellect and being are still more one, (ElIfJeads 

VI.2.11,9-12) 
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Given Plotinus' predilection to see the One as the Good and 
to make comparative claims about the hypostatic levels of 
reality, it follows that the "further away" from the One a hy­
postatic level is, the less "good" it is.40 This is the conse­
quence of setting unity as the standard of all existence. 

Plotinus can be seen to hold to a conceptual corollary of 
the "indexed" nature of being, goodness, reality and unity41 at 
the hypostatic levd2

• "Being" is a technical term that Plotinus 
uses "in the classic Greek philosophic sense of that which is 
eternal, changeless, limited, internally one."43 At the hypo­
static level, the more unity a thing has, (i.e. the closer it is to 
the ultimate source of its unity, the One) the more real, good, 
and existent it is. This however is not to suggest that, the One 
is a "paradigm" of being and unity; the One is a principle 
which is beyond these categorisations. The transcendence of 
the principle of all things means that all relations, even the 
"otherness" of NONS and the One are non-reciprocal;44 The 
One cannot be "other" than anything, for this would predi­
cate of the One one of the "primary genera," which would 
undermine its simplicity: 

For since the nature of the One is generative of all 

things it is not anyone of them. It is not therefore 

something or qualified or quantified or intellect or soul; 

it is not in movement or at rest, not in place or in time, 

but itself by itself of single form, or rather formless, be­

ing before all form, before movement and before rest; 

for these pertain to being and are what make it many. 

(EI/mads VI.9.3, 40-5) 

The principles I have been discussing are derived from 
considerations of relations of hypostases and particulars to 
the One. The "nature" of the One is induced45 by an apo­
phatic abduction to a first principle that explains these hypo­
static and entitative relations.46 But to say that the One has 
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"more being" or that it is "more unified," suggests that the 
One can be compared to No1lS or Soul as if they are on equal 
footing, and this would in some sense deny the utter tran­
scendence of the One. On the other hand, if we can accept a 
non-technical sense of reality in Plotinus, it may be acceptable 
to say (in a qualified, metaphorical, sense) that the One is 
"rnore real. ,,47 

4. The Priority of the Simple 

The last principle I wish to consider with regard to ema­
nation in Plotinus' system is the idea of the priority of the 
simple.48 Plotinus also employs this concept in his critique of 
Aristotle, in so far as any multiplicity is regarded as grounded 
in a prior unity. As Plotinus states in ElltJeads III.8.9: 

"TOO yap YEVVlleevTos lTaVTOXOO TO yEVVWV a 
iTAOVOTEpOV."49 

This principle may be seen from two sides. In the most gen­
eral sense, the priority of the simple is an example of a Pla­
tonic "one over many" relationship (or eidetic inversion), 
whereby many instances of something are related to some­
thing that is ontologically prior: 

for there can be no many if there is not a one from 

which, or in which these are, or in general a one which 

is counted first before the others, which must be taken 

alone, itself by itself. (Enneads Y6.3, 2-5) 

Hence NONS, as a composite of self-intellecting forms, must 
be explained by the prior simplicity of the One, and the many 
instances of material unity must be explained (via Soul) by the 
existence of Forms in Notts, which is more real and simple 
than its material instantiations. 50 The other side of this princi­
ple, given the principle of positive production, is that a uni-
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tary entity is also capable of producing and sustaining its in­
stantiations. One sees this in the opening lines of Enneads V.4, 
entitled by Porphyry, HOlJ! That Which Comes After the First 
Comes From the First. 

If there is anything after the First, it must necessarily 

come from the First; it must either come from it di­

rectly, or have its ascent back to it through the beings 

between, and tllere must be an order of seconds and 

thirds, the second going back to the fIrst, and the third 

to tlle second. For there must be sometlung simple be­

fore all tlungs tl1at come after it, existing by itself, not 

mixed Witl1 the tl-ungs tllat derive from it, and all the 

same able to present in a different way to tllese other 

things, being really one, and not a different being and 

then one ... (Enneads VA.1, 1-9) 

The One emanates NONs, NONs emanates Soul, and Soul gives 
rise to material entities. Trus does not mean that all things are 
"contained" in the One, if by trus we are tempted to conceive 
all material entities and forms existing concretely in the One. 
Rather, it is to suggest that lesser instantiations of a prior 
simple depend on that (more) simple principle in order to 
exist at all. The manifold expressions of unity in the cosmos, 
from material things to NONs itself, are mediately accounted 
for and sustained by their immediate prior, and ultimately ac­
counted for by the primordial simple, the One, in an emana­
tive causal series. 

Again, the implications of this principle are that the One 
cannot be the same as being, that wruch it grounds, since if it 
is identical with being, it will be multiple;S! being, a monadol­
ogy of all the Forms, is multiple, and if something is many 
there must be a one before the many. If the One is all trungs, 
says Plotinus, it must either be each individual thing, or it will 
be all of them collected. But if it is all of them collected, then 
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unity will be posterior to the unities of which it is composed. 
If being as a whole is a multiplicity and if unity is simple, 
then, contra Aristotle, unity must be different than being. Nei­
ther can unity be identical with the being of anyone thing, 
since if things are to be distinguished from each other, they 
must have unity as well as their distinguishing feature; other­
wise nothing will distinguish them. Hence there must be a 
prior unity in which all things participate. 52 Says Plotinus: 

For all things [together the totality of being] are not an 

origin, but they came from an origin, and [the One] is 

no more all things or one of them; [if it is, it will not be 

of such a kind] that it can generate all things, and not 

be a multiplicity but the origin of multiplicity; for that 

which generates is always simpler than that which is 

generated. If this, then, generated Intellect, it must be 

simpler than Intellect. But if anyone should think that 

the One itself is also all things, then either it will be 

each one taken separately or all of them together. If, 

then, it is all of them collected together, it will be poste­

rior to all things; but if it is prior to all things, all things 

will be other than it, and it will be other than all things, 

but if it and all things are simultaneous, then it will not 

be an origin. But it must be an origin, and exist before 

all things, in order that all things, too, may exist after it. 

(En!leads III.8.9, 40-50) 

If something is many, such as Notts, or indeed the cosmos, 
there must be a one before the many that is "at/to mono" 
einai. ,,53 

To summarize: our four "principles of emanation" point 
in the direction of a One that grounds the unity, being and 
multiplicity of the cosmos. Positive production supplies con­
tinuity to being that emanates, via the lower hypostases, to 
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the sense world. The denial of convertibility suggests that be­
ing is dependent upon unity and suggests a faithfulness to the 
Platonic Metaphysical Hierarchy. The idea of indexed unity 
shows that the closer one is to the principle of the cosmos, 
dle more unity, goodness, being and reality it has. The prior­
ity of the simple, finally, shows that dle principle of all is be­
yond multiplicity, and since being is by its very nature multi­
ple, the principle of all is beyond being. The movement to­
wards a "One beyond being", grounded in the preceding 
conceptual principles also reflects a necessity to transcend 
Aristotle's Unmoved Mover, in order to seek a principle of 
unity tl1at grounds being. 
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to one of Plotinus' key charges against the Aristotelian Unmoved Mover, 
which Plotinus claims is multiple because distinctions may be made re-
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garding the thinker, thinking and the thought, indicating a need to explain 
this multiplicity in terms of a prior unity. 
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19It should be noted that emanation, as Plotinus is well aware, is a material 
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O'Meara (1991, 61). 
20Gerson (1994, 214jj). 
21Gerson (1994, 24-25) suggests three texts of Plato's which may have 
motivated the modification of a distinction between God's first and sec­
ond energeiai. The first is that in the Repllblic the Form of the Good is in­
terpreted as affecting Forms outside itself (Repllblic 509b6-10). The second 
is the notion of a good and ungrudging Derniurge (TiIJ/aem 2ge), and the 
third is the idea of the Good as the source of beauty in the S)'llIpoSlilllJ 
(206-12). For whereas Aristotle's theos stands as an exemplary teleological 
principle, (as does Plotinus', I suggest, in so far as all things act on a prin­
ciple of desiring the One, not the least of which humans) as a guarantor of 
motion, Plotinus' One also has a productive function, or ontological effi­
cacy. 
22This I think may be tlle reason why emanationism is a preferred term, at 
least imagistically, in so far as tlle "outflowing" that is the second energeia is 
distinguishable from the intrinsic activity that is Plotinus' One, although 
Gerson (1991, 333 fI), seems to think that tile re is no distinction to be 
made between creation and emanation. 
23We should not worry here about the apparently predicative claim that 
Plotinus makes about tlle One, by adding tile epitIlet "perfect" to it. This 
wi.ll not undermine its simplicity, for Plotinus draws an important distinc­
tion between "speaking tile One" and "speaking of tile One." The former 
is impossible because the one transcends rational thinking and conse­
quently predication. Any predicative statements we make about the One 
fall under tile category of "speaking of the One", and this reflects tile 
multiplicity in our thinking, and not in tile One. I suggest sometIung like 
tIus in my treatment of the Didaskalikos. 
24See Katz (1950, 11 JI.) 
25 Elltleads IlL5.3; V.2.2; VIA. 1 O. 
26Elllleads Il1.9.3; V.V.6; V.6.6. 
2'ElJlJeads 11.5.3. 
28Elllleads VA.2, V. 1.6; V.2.1. 
29See Chapter IV. 
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30Gerson (1994, 198) says the following: "Being must have some sort of 
unity".although unity need not have being".To put this more exactly, fi­
nite being and finite unity are convertible, but finite being is not converti­
ble absolutely with being, 111e dependence of being on unity and the in­
dependence unity has of being is tl1e simplest expression of the funda­
mental consequence of Plotinus' critique of Aristotle." I think it makes 
more sense to say (pace Gerson) that finite being and finite unity are: 1) 
hypostatically indexed 2) not indexed in material things, 3) not converti­
ble. 
31Elllleads VI.32, 1-4. 
32At Elllleads Y9,2, 15, Plotinus says that, "if an individual loses its one, it 
\vill not exist at all," 
33Armstrong (1988, 142) notes that this is a "Stoic scale of degrees of uni­
fication," The very same notion, using chorus, army and ship (which Plot­
inus uses in Ellmads VI.9.1) is found in Philo's 011 GemJis, 1,15. I find (pat"e 
Schiirmann 2002, 162 and 174 11. 22) Gadamer's connection with Aris­
totle's PosteriorAl1a/ytics (100a) a bit of a stretch. 
34EIlneads VI.6.1. 
35ibtd. 
36Katz (1950,39), 
37 Enmads VI.2.11, 
38See Gerson (1990, 200-1). \,\lhereas Gerson believes that the pros hen 
equivocal nature of substance ought to be causal, I think that it was not 
meant to be so in Aristotle. It is causal in Plotinus, but I think that Plot­
inus' approach to non-convertibility is due more to seeking prior unity 
than seeking causal links to the Unmoved Mover, although the latter does 
play a role, The principle of positive production is cast in terms of con­
veying unity, and subsequently being, and hence the question is more im­
portantly one of unity as opposed to one of being, 
390'Meara, (1993, 49). 
4°ElltJeads VI,2.11, 26-9; VI.9,9, 12-3. 
41See Gerson (1994, 9). 
42Deck (1967,16, tI, 23) notes that Plotinus tends to use 'reality' in a non­
technical sense, usually in the broader sense of meaning simply "non­
fictitious". 
43However, Plotinus does employ a sense of "unlimited being" as well. 
44Gerson (1994,34). 
45EIl!leads Y3,15; V.3.17; VIA.l0; VI.7.23; VI,8.18. 
46It is indeed ironic that Plotinus has so much to say about the ineffable 
One. Rist (1967, 32) helpfully suggests, "".the very fact that Plotinus can 
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argue to [the One's] existence from its effects, can demonstrate all these 
finite beings which exhibit a 'trace' of the One that there must be a One 
itself indicates that there is some manner in which we can know some­
thing of the One, even if we cannot grasp it essentially." 
47 Tills same metaphorical tentativeness would apply to any reference to 
the One's energeia in so far as it must be spoken of by analogy with and 
hence in terms of the elJeJgeia of Nous and Soul. 
480r as O'Meara calls it, "The Principle of Prior Simplicity". 
49Elllleads IlI.8.9, 43. 
50Elllleads V.6.3, 5-25. 
51 Ellneads V.6.3.1 O. 
52Elll/eads IIL8.9,48 if. 
53Enneads V.6.6, 10 if. 



CHAPTER III 
PLOTINUS' RESPONSE TO 

ARISTOTLE'S UNMOVED MOVER 

I have suggested that the way in which Plotinus frames 
his approach to the first principle in his system can be seen in 
part as a response to Aristotle. In the next chapter I want to 
suggest that certain Middle Platonists have a tendency to 
combine a Platonic cosmos with an "Aristotelian" god. Be­
fore looking at this however, I want to look at Plotinus' spe­
cific critique of Aristotle's Unmoved Mover. This helps to see 
why Plotinus would reject Middle Platonic attempts to iden­
tify the Aristotelian Unmoved Mover with the Platonic Good. 
The issue can once again be understood in terms of the Pla­
tonic Metaphysical Hierarchy: Aristotle's Unmoved Mover, 
and the Middle Platonic identification of that first principle 
with Plato's first principle, are inconsistent with the Platonic 
Metaphysical Hierarchy. 

Plotinus in effect "demotes" the Aristotelian first princi­
ple, making it the second principle in his own system of hy­
postases; in so doing he incorporates some other aspects of 
Aristotelian thinking, following the Nliddle Platonic tradition.! 
A wide range of Aristotelian terminology is employed by 
Plotinus, such as the concepts of actuality and potentiality,z 
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and the notion of pros hell equivocitl, the employment of 
which is evident in so far as the meaning of being in Soul and 
material particulars is derived from the meaning of the being 
of Notts. However, contra Aristotle, there is an organic conti­
nuit:y of the "being" that is grounded in the One, yet finds its 
primary sense in NOtlJ and equivocal senses in all other be­
ings.4 It is also important that the identity of noesis and lloeJa 
in Aristotle's De Anillla III,4 is central to Plotinus' epistemol­
ogy and theory of NOlls,s because Plotinus' incorporation of 
this epistemology enables him to undermine Aristotelianism 
on its own terms.6 The two approaches which Plotinus takes 
towards Aristotle's Unmoved Mover have to do with 1) the 
Unmoved Mover as an exemplar of substance, and 2) the 
Unmoved Mover as a self-intellecting mind. 

1. The Unmoved Mover as Substance 

The establishment of the Unmoved Mover as a para­
digm of substance implies that convertibility applies to the 
Unmoved Mover as it does with every other substance. If the 
subject matter of the Metapf?ysics is taken as theology, the theos 
that should be its proper subject matter is a substance in 
whom being and unity are convertible. If the proper subject 
matter of the MetapJ!ysics is being qlla being, that being must 
also be convertible with unity. I say this because some schol­
ars have maintained that Aristotle is inconsistent in his differ­
ent statements regarding the proper subject matter of meta­
physics. In Book r of the lvletapf?ysics, the claim is made that 

metaphysics is about being qlla being; In Book E, we find the 
claim that it is theology. Here is what Aristotle says in r: 

Clearly, tl1en tl1e study of tlUngs "which are qlla being, 

also belongs to one science. Now in every case knowl­

edge is principally concerned wim tl1at which is primary 

[TaU TIPWTOVj, i.e. mat upon which all otl1er tlUngs 
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depend, and from which they get their names. If then, 

substance [ovolal is this primary thing, it is of sub­

stances that the philosopher must grasp the first prin­

ciples [Ta~ apxa~] and causes [Ta~ aiTla~l. (Meta­

pl.!)'sies 1 003b 15-19) 

In E, he says the following: 

The primary science treats of things which are both 

separable and immutable. Now all causes must be eter­

nal, but these especially; since they are the causes of 

what is visible of things divine. Hence there will be 

three speculative philosophies: mathematics, physics, 

and theology - since it is obvious that if the divine is 

present anywhere, it is present in this kind of entity; 

and also the most honourable science must deal with 

the most honourable class of subject. The speculative 

sciences then, are to be preferred to the other sciences, 

and theology to the other speculative sciences. (Meta­

pl.!J!sies 1 026a 16-23) 
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It is interesting to note how E opens with the statement that, 
"It is the principles and causes of the things which are that 
we are seeking.,,7 In the passage I have just cited from r, Ar­
istotle seems to be saying the same thing: "it is of substances 
that the philosopher must grasp the first principles [tas ar­
chas]". This perhaps suggests that the "two conceptions" of 
metaphysics are not as far apart as one might think. It is quite 
plausible that we will learn something very important about 
the "principles" and "causes" of beings in looking at the most 
excellent substance, the Unmoved .Mover.s Further, while the 
principles and causes of things undoubtedly refer to Aris­
totle's famous four, the Unmoved Mover is also a cause of 
beings (Plural).9 
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Both the inclusion of rand E in the summary in Book 
K, and the consistency of r with the opening remarks of E, 
indicate that Aristotle may not have seen "metaphysics as 
theology" "and metaphysics as ontology" as inconsistent 
propositions. If the Unmoved Mover functions as the first 
principle and primary example of being and unity and (via the 
First Moved Mover) is the ultimate cause of all other sub­
stances,10 then in order to grasp the causes of substances, we 
have to understand that substance which is most excellent. 11 

All that is required is that the Unmoved Mover be the pri­
mary exemplar of substance.12 If we take the Unmoved 
Mover as the primary exemplar of substance, upon which all 
other substances depend, this is consistent with the idea that 
substances are (in ontological abstraction) 13 essential unities. 
It is also consistent with the claim, made both at rand E, 
that we are looking for the principles and causes of substance. 

In a sense, for Aristotle, metaphysics is a "doubly­
paronymous science,,,14 - there are two levels of pros hen 
equivocity going on in the J.\1etaphysics. What this means is that 
all sensible substances stand in a pros hen equivocal relation to 
the Unmoved Mover, just as attributes stand in a pros hell 
equivocal relationship to sensible substances. However, we 
need not assume that pros hell equivocity is anything but intra­
categorial; there is no good reason to assume that it does ap­
ply to different types of substance (sensible, eternal material, 
non-material); given the fact that all substances bear being 
and unity, we ought to think that all of these substances qtla 

substances are meant as such bearers. 15 

The proS' hen works perfectly well with regard to sub­
stances, quantities, qualities and their relation to reality. Our 
task is to discover the principles of the primary determina­
tions of reality, which are substances. My point is that we 
need not assume that because there is one perfect substance, 
everything stands in relation to it. 16 But we may need to un-
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derstand perfect substance since it is (remotely) causally con­
nected to all other substances. The fact that substances are 
the primary determinations of reality suggests that we need 
not look outside them in order to understand them as sub­
stances qlla substances; however we do need to look to the 
rughest substance in order to understand the cosmological 
system in wruch they are manifest. The predication of being 
and unity in the case of the Unmoved Mover is more precise, 
whereas in the case of sensible particulars, being and unity is 
spliced with material recalcitrance. This introduces potency 
into the prior actuality of sensible substance, causing im­
pediments to the actuality and resulting in differentiation. 
Trus does not mean that "substance" in the case of concrete 
particulars is used "equivocally," however. 

The Platonic Metaphysical Hierarchy denies substantial­
ity to concrete particulars. Aristotle grants substantiality to 
the paradigm and the sensible particulars. As a paradigm, the 
Unmoved Mover is the exemplar of what it is that all sub­
stances do - it manifests being and unity; given the absence of 
matter, and the claim that all formal substances are essential 
unities, it is most fully being and unity. If we say that the 
"job" of substance is to stand as the primary, ontologically 
efficacious bearer of being and unity, and this happens at 
both the level of the Unmoved Mover and sensible substance, 
then the sense of substance as bearer of being and unity in 
the Unmoved Mover and in sensible substances is the same; 
the U nrrloved Mover "bears" being and unity most perfectly; 
sensible substances manifest being and unity, only less per­
fectly. 

Moreover, once one realises the necessity of the Un­
moved Mover as a guarantor of the motion of the First 
Moved Mover, which in turn is necessary to guarantee the 
motion of the system that is necessary for sensible substances 
to come to be in the first place, it is irrelevant that Aristotle 
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does not refer to the Unmoved Mover in the central books of 
the kietapl-!}Jics. Indeed one may take the central books as a 
focused discussion of sensible substances that is premised on 
the entire metaphysical structure of movers that Aristotle 
erects, or thinks is implied by sensible substances.17 

The real difficulty, implicit in Plotinus, is that Aristotle 
has a particular thing as the primary cause and principle of his 
system. The Unmoved Mover, the principle and cause of sub­
stances, is itself a substance. One of the driving forces of 
Plotinus' rejection of Aristotle's first principle is that the 
cause of substantiality should not itself be a substance; the 
principle of unity should not be a unity, and the principle of 
being should not be a being. Plotinus, in seeking a principle 
of being and unity, looks to his understanding of Plato's 
Good, which is said to be epekeil1a tis ot/sias. 

It seems clear that Aristotle posits an Unmoved Mover 
as the guarantor of motion. A separate, but not entirely unre­
lated difficulty occurs when Aristotle tries to account not only 
for the movements of the celestial spheres, but for the regular 
variations of planetary movement which one observes. The 
introduction of a multiple number of Unmoved Movers in 
A8 is directed to this problem of planetary variance. Such 
was, in part, the project of Plato's TiJJJaetlJ, and of much of 
the important work of Academics like Eudoxus and Callipus, 
\vhom Aristotle discusses in A8.18 

For Aristotle, the fact that the Unmoved Mover has no 
matter and is completely actual should indicate that there is 
only one such being. This is suggested by the fact that all 
things that are many in number have matter, that material 
substance plays an important role in (although it is not the 
primary cause of) individuation. In cases of sensible sub­
stances, "man" applies to many men, but Socrates is one, dis­
tinct from the universal "man" and other men because the 
substantial form in him is individuated by matter/ form. 19 
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The primary essence has no matter because it is a com­
plete energeia in the highest sense and is therefore one, in both 
formula and number (logo kai arithJJJoj.20 What becomes more 
difficult for Aristotle to explain, in the absence of mat­
ter/potency, is the existence of many "Unmoved :Movers." 

In the main, it seems that Aristotle in the PI?)'Jics and the 
Metaprysics would prefer to simplify matters by having a sys­
tem with one ultimate mover as a unitary teleologi­
cal/ exemplary cause. At PI?),sics 259a he says, 

Nevertheless there is something that comprehends [all 

the movers of non-eternal beings], and that as some­

thing apart from each one of them; and this is the cause 

of the fact that some things are and others are not and 

of the continuous process of change; and this causes 

the motion of the other movers, while they are the 

causes of the motion of other things. Motion, then, be­

ing eternal, the first mover, if there is but one, will be 

eternal also; if there are more than one, there will be a 

plurality of such eternal movers. \'Ve ought, however, to 

suppose that there is one rather than many, and a finite 

number rather than an infinite number. (p1.!)'sics 259a3ff) 

Here Aristotle mentions the possibility of more than one 
Unmoved Mover.21 However, Aristotle seems hesitant to 
posit more than one unmoved mover, citing his preference 
for only one. It is unclear why such hesitation would present 
itself, if this passage is meant to accommodate his Oate) con­
sidered position. A better suggestion might be that Aristotle 
was unclear on the issue. We shall see Plotinus takes him to 
task for this. 

Aristotle begins the discussion of multiple Unmoved 
Movers by saying that the first principle and primary reality 
(arche kai to proton tOil OIlton) is unmoveable both essentially 
(kath'mtfo) and accidentally, and that it excites the primary 
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form of motion that is eternal.22 We also observe other eter­
nal spatial movements that must be accounted for: 

there are other spatial motions - those of tl1e planets -

which are eternal (because a body which moves in a 

circle is never at rest - tlus has been proved by our 

physical treatises): then each of tl1ese spatial move­

ments must also be excited by a substance (ouota) 

which is essentially immovable and eternal. For the na­

ture of heavenly bodies is eternal, being a kind of sub­

stance, and that which moves is eternal and prior to the 

moved; and tlut which is prior to substance must also 

be a substance. It is therefore clear that there must be 

an equal number of substances in nature eternal 

[TliVTE <jlVOIV Oi'OtOVS] essentially unmovable 

[OKIVtlTOVS Ka6' mhos] and without magnitude 

[avEv I-lEyE60vS]. (lHetapbpics l073a26-1073bl) 

The position that Aristotle reached in his investigations 
(in the form it has come down to us at least) is wanting; Aris­
totle's notion of "individuation", such as it is, is built up from 
his examination of concrete material particulars. Form is the 
primary principle of individuation, but in material particulars, 
form stands in relation to some matter, and in virtue of its 
compatibility, it is distinguishable from other forms. In the 
case of multiple unmoved movers, where each one is entirely 
actual (and hence not commensurate with any potency), it is 
not clear how Aristotle will distinguish them. 

Aristotle goes on to argue that there is only one heaven, 
which appears to be inconsistent \vith the argument about a 
multiple number of movers/3 and more importantly, since the 
argument uses appeals to the need for matter to individuate a 
number of heavens, one is left wondering how the multiple 
movers are individuated. 
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Evidently there is but one heaven. For if tl1ere are 

many heavens as tl1ere are many men, ilie moving prin­

ciples, of which each heaven will have one, will be one 

in form but in number many. But all things that are 

many in number have matter. (ivIetapl!J'sics l074a32-4) 
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Presumably, Aristotle would distinguish them on the basis of 
the 'order' (taxin) in which they stand, an order that corre­
sponds to the spatial motions of the heavenly bodies: 

it is clear tl1at ilie movers are substances [ouolm] and 

iliat one of iliem is first and another second and so on 

in the same order [T6:~lvl the spatial motions of the 

heavenly bodies. (jHetaphysics l073bl-3) 

The difficulty however, is that these 'substances' ought to be 
prior to the order in which one finds evidence for their exis­
tence (e.g. planetary movement) since it is the movers dlat 
explain that order, and not the other way around. Hence the 
order cannot be employed as an explanation of the individua­
tion of the movers. Given our examination of sensible sub­
stances, one might suggest that the unmoved movers, since 
they are substances, are self-individuating. But unlike sensible 
substances, these eternal substances are completely actual -
they have no commensurate potency whereby they differ 
from one another. Hence it remains unclear how Aristotle 
can explain their individuality. The consequence seems to be 
that Aristotle falls prey to the difficulty of distinguishing im­
material particulars.24 

My thinking is that Aristotle in fact builds up a notion of 
individuation based on the material concrete particular. This 
conception of individuation is incapable of dealing with im­
material concrete particulars. Again, one might think that if 
the substantial form was the individuating feature, then this 
ought to pose no problem for Aristotle. However, his notion 
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of substantial form is based on an analysis of the concrete 
material particular, wherein the commensurability of substan­
tial form with matter in a matter/form union is what indi­
viduates. Hence one comes to the conclusion that the Un­
moved Movers are indistinguishable on Aristotle's own prin­
ciples. 

In Plotinus' critique of Aristotle's Unmoved Mover in 
E1lJleads V.1.9 Plotinus takes issue with the fact that Aristotle 
posits a plurality of immaterial substances. Aristotle himself 
appears to be speaking as a "layman,,25 about the correct cal­
culations regarding the number of motions that need to be 
accounted for, suggesting that the issue of demonstrating the 
necessity of the matter will be left to more powerful think­
ers.26 Plotinus says the following: 

and by making many other intelligible realities, as many 

as the heavenly spheres, that each particular intelligible 

may move one particular sphere, [Aristotle] describes 

the intelligible world in a way different from Plato, 

making a probable assumption which has no philoso­

phical necessity. But one might doubt whether it is 

even probable: for it would be more probable that all 

the spheres, contributing their several movements to a 

single system should look to one principle, the first 

[To1Tpc;:novl (ElineadsV.1.9, 9-15) 

While it is clear that Plotinus objects to the idea of the Un­
moved Mover as a first principle, the existence of more than 
one intelligible principle raises other difficulties. Plotinus 
seems to think that there is an ambiguity in the use of ''protoll'' 
to describe Aristotle's "first" mover.27 This presents two op­
tions. Aristotle could mean: (1) the many intelligibles derive 
from the one (ta polla 1l0eta ex hellos) as the primary principle, 
or (2) that there are JlJaJ!y primary principles (aJ'Chat) in the in­
telligible world. If (1), then the "containment" of the spheres 
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by the outmost sphere ought to be enough to solve all of the 
problems of variant movements, since they would all be di­
rected by the One: 

if they derive from the one, the situation will clearly be 

analogous to that of the heavenly spheres in the sense­

world, where each contains the other one, and one, the 

outemlOst dominates [ilIa) OE Tfj) E~(J.) KpOTO\JOTj)]; 

so that there too the first would contain others and there 

will be all illtelligible IInirerse [KOOIlOS VOTlTO)]; and 

just as here in the sense world the spheres are not 

empty, but the first is full of heavenly bodies and the 

others have heavenly bodies in them, so there also the 

moving principles [Ta KIVOVVTO] \vill have many reali­

ties in them, and the realities will be tme!: (Enneads V.1. 9, 

18-24) 

What I have italicised indicates that Plotinus may be thinking 
of a principle that dominates other principles as playing the 
role of his NOlls. He sees the "outermost sphere" as contain­
ing the "truer realities," in a cosmos Iloetos and this seems to 
refer analogously to Notts. His predilection to see the Un­
moved Mover as Notts also suggests this kind of conceptual 
association. 

There remains the second possible interpretation of 
''proton'' that Plotinus raises. If Aristotle means (2), i.e. if the 
movers are all archai, then there will be a random assembly 
(s1J1zttlchiall) of principles, and the order of the spheres and 
their movements will be arbitrary:28 "why will they be a com·­
munity and in agreement on the one work, the harmony of 
the whole universe?,,29 Further, says Plotinus, if these other 
movers are immaterial, then they are indistinguishable: 

And how can the intelligibles even be many, when they 

are incorporeal [aOWIlOTO] as they are, and matter 
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does not divide them [VATj~ ov XU)pISOvaT]~]? (EII­

neadsV.1.9,27) 

While Plotinus seems to take matter as a principle of indi­
viduation3o

, it seems more likely that Aristotle is required to 
assert that the commensurability of form with matter indi­
viduates. However, Plotinus' point stands whether he sees 
matter as a principle of individuation or not. If he sees Aris­
totle as holding to "commensurability," this is based on mate­
rial particulars, i.e. a matter-form union. This is consistent 
with Plotinus' realization that if he (Plotinus) is to have many 
intelligible principles, they must be individuated by their de­
rived being and unity, and not by their involvement with mat­
ter. 

Plotinus does derive the unity of substances from a prior 
principle, and this is possible because unity is treated as prior 
to being. Aristotle cannot derive unity from something prior, 
since for him, unity is predicable of, and hence dependent on 
substance. Because, for Aristotle, being and unity have to be 
predicated of something whose individuation is presupposed, 
he cannot point to being or unity or matter in order to indi­
viduate his movers. This was not a problem for a plurality of 
material substances, but it becomes a problem for a multiple 
number of immaterial substances, since Aristotle's account of 
substance is such that the form (ontologicaliy) abstracted 
from matter is an essential unity. 

To summarize: Plotinus takes Aristotle to task on this 
very question of the individuation of many "Unmoved Mov­
ers." This also points to the larger question of being and 
unity, because we cannot forget that Aristotle is asserting, on 
the one hand, that separate immaterial substances exist, and 
on tl1e other, the incoherence of Platonic chihis/lJOJ. 

When Aristotle has to individuate non-material particu­
lars, he can appeal to neither unity nor being, since these be­
ing and unity are dependent on their substantiality. If unity 
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were prior to immaterial substances, then they could be indi­
viduated, since a prior principle of unity could be appealed to 
as an explanation of why immaterial things are nonetheless 
unities. But since for Aristotle, substances must "bear" being 
and unity, there is no coherent appeal to unity as a principle 
of individuation. Plotinus points out tlut Aristotle's multiple 
movers are indistinguishable, and one wonders if, in light of 
this difficulty, he is motivated to reassert the priority of unity, 
to use the idea of a prior principle of unity to ground the 
multiplicity of Forms in his second principle, NOlls. Cast in 
this light, it makes sense for Plotinus to affirm what Aristotle 
had denied, namely that Forms are dependent upon a prior 
principle of unity for their existence. 

2. The Unmoved Mover as Nous 

The Unmoved Mover is a perfect Mind that thinks itself. 
Aristotle believes that non-material things are essential uni­
ties, and the Unmoved Mover is such a unity. The absence of 
matter indicates the absence of potency for change or move­
ment of any kind, and therefore the Unmoved Mover cannot 
change from one thought to another. The Unmoved Mover is 
a pure unitary actuality. It is unchanged throughout eternity, 
and it manifests the best activity - it thinks itself. One might 
say that its being, unity, and thought are the same. 

Aristotle says that the life of the Unmoved Mover is like 
the best that we temporarily enjoy, and that it must be in that 
state always, since its very actuality is pleasure.31 As he con­
siders that which we most enjoy to be contemplation, the im­
plication is that the Unmoved Mover thinks: 

Now thinking in itself is concerned \vith that which is 

in itself best, and thinking in the highest sense with that 

which is in the highest sense best. (MetapJ!)'sics 1 072b 16-

20) 
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Thinking is the highest form of life and pure actuality.32 Aris­
totle goes on to say that the Unmoved Mover thinks itself 
eternally, and suggests that the Unmoved Mover's thinking 
and thought are identical: 

thought thinks itself because it shares tl1e nature of the 

object of thought; for it becomes an object of thought 

in coming into contact [61yyavcuv] with and thinking 

its objects, so that thought and the object of tl10ught 

are the same [TOI1TOV VOU) Kat VOTjTOV]. For tl1at 

which is capable of receiving the object of thought, i.e. 

tl1e substance, is thought. 33 And it is active [evEpyEl] 
when it possesses tl1is object. (iHetaphyics 1072b20A)34 

Aristotle himself questions whether the identity of flOIlS and 
1l0itOfl is a valid conception of thought, since for the most part 
thought and its object are two different things. This is the 
very objection that Plocinus raises against Aristotle's concep­
tion of the Unmoved Mover. Plotinus answers the question 
negatively, and as such makes the Unmoved Mover the secofld 

principle in his hypostatic system. What Aristotle maintains is 
that in "some cases" the knowledge "is" the object: 

As, tl1en, thought and the object of thought are not dif­

ferent in the case of things tlut have not matter 

[ooa 1lT] VATj EXE1J, tl1ey \vill be tl1e same, i.e. thinking 

will be one with the object of tl10ught [Tcp voovllEv'+ll 
(l\1etapl!Jsics 107 5a3-5)35 

The question becomes what the thought of this self-thinking 
would be like.36 The idea of a mind thinking itself is best 
grasped by an examination of De AllilJJa III,4.37 There we see 
two types of thinking, and the criterion of difference is 
whether the mind is in potency to something external or 
something internal. These two types of thinking are: 1) mind 
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in potency to external forms, and 2) mind in potency to itself 
when it knows all of the forms: 38 

Once the mind has become each set of its possible ob­

jects, as a man of science has .. .its condition is still one 

of potentiality, but in a different sense from the poten­

tiality which preceded the acquisition of knowledge by 

learning or discovery: the mind is able to think itself. (De 

Anillla 429b5-9) 

The fIrst type of thinking suggests that the intellect is poten­
tial because it does not "possess" its object. The second sug­
gests that it is actual, in so far as it does "possess" its object.39 

If a mind stands in potency to an external object, some 
kind of kinesis is required for it to "possess" that object.4o It 
would, however, be wrong to suggest that the Unmoved 
Mover stands in any kind of potency to any thought since, 
unlike material substances, it contains no potency, but is al­
ways actua1.41 

The usual interpretation of dle Unmoved Mover's self­
thinking implies that nothing else is }JJort/:y of its thought. This 
interpretation is imposed upon Aristotle by requiring that dle 
idea of the Unmoved Mover dunking itself excludes thinking 
of other things. Here is what Aristotle says: 

It must think either itself or something else; and if 

something else, then it must think the same thing al­

ways, or different things at different times. Then does it 

make any difference, or not, whether it thinks that 

which is good or thinks at random? Surely it would be 

absurd for it to think about some subjects. Clearly then, 

it thinks that which is most divine and estimable, and 

does not change; for the change would be for the 

worse ... (jI,1etapl!J'sics 107 4b3-8) 
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All that we observe here is that it would be "out of place" for 
the Unmoved Mover to think of some things. Self-thinking 
need not be represented as entirely exclusive however. Any 
actualised mind that thinks theoretically, and not about exter­
nal objects, is engaged in self-thinking.42 There is nothing to 
prevent it from being engaged in continuous abstract 
thought; all of its thinking is theoretical, and its theoretical 
thought is distinguished from human thought by its eternity.43 
If the Urunoved Mover thinks the thoughts that it has with­
out the help of external objects, then it is engaged in self­
thinking, but dus does not mean that it has only to dunk it­
self. It is not possible for it to think about particular contin­
gent things, presumably, since they come into being and pass 
away; knowledge of a thing existing at time Tl and not exist­
ing at time T2 would entail a change in what it thinks. Fur­
ther, since the Unmoved Mover is completely actual, it may 
not change what it thinks in any way, since thinking about 'x' 
while being able to think about 'y' places the mind in a po­
tency to 'y'. 

The Unmoved Mover is dle highest being, or the most 
unified unity, the primary substance. If the Unmoved Mover 
thinks about itself and it is the primary example of being and 
unity, it seems to follow dlat it thinks abollt being or unity ill the 
most tmqllalified seme. That is, the "abstract" nature of its 
thought is such that it does not merely think about itse!las the 
primary exemplar of being and unity, but of being and unity 
in the most abstract sense. The thinking on thinking is a 
thinking of being and unity. Plotinus sees that Aristotle's as­
sertion that the primary unity "is," makes the first principle 
multiple. To suggest that it "thinks itself" also implies multi­
plicity. On this basis Plotinus "demotes" Aristotle's Un­
moved Mover to the second level of his hypostatic system, a 
NOlls that dunks the Forms.44 
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When Aristotle places at the head of his metaphysical 
system a thinking, "unitary" being, Plotinus asserts that it is 
not completely unitary, in virtue of its being and its thinking. 
In accordance with the Platonic Metaphysical Hierarchy, 
Unity must precede being, and also thinking: 

Later Aristotle makes tl1e first principle [TO TTp(;:>TOV] 

separate [xc.uPIOTOV] and intelligible, but when he says 

that it knows itself he goes back again and does not 

make it the first principle; (EI/mads V.l. 9, 8_9)45 

Plotinus' ontological perspective requires that the first 
principle be absolutelY simple, and he maintains that an entity 
which is self-intellecting is not absolutely simple, but mani­
fold. 46 He agrees with Aristotle that the first principle must be 
without potency, but in so far as thinking ahvqJs ought to im­
ply the potency of the thinker to the object of thought, he 
maintains that there is potency within the Unmoved Mover.47 

By Aristotle's own lights then, an actuality is required that is 
prior to thinking, in order to guarantee the act of thinking 
which in turn guarantees motion.48 According to Plotinus, to 
say that a divine intellect such as the Unmoved Mover is the 
primary unity that generates multiplicity, does not appreciate 
that the principle of being and unity must itself be bryond be­
ing and unity.49 This is the transcendence demanded by the 
Platonic Metaphysical Hierarchy. 

The general tendency in Middle Platonism to identify a 
divine mind that thinks the Platonic Ideas with Aristotle's 
Unmoved Mover is something that Plotinus inherits. Since 
we know that what Plotinus thinks about NolIS is what he 
thinks about the Unmoved Mover (at a general level), we may 
elucidate the terse statement made about the Unmoved 
Mover in Em1eads V.1.9 by examining Plotinus' reflections on 
NONs. At EJ11Jeads V.3, he says: 
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If then NaIlS is Nails because it is multiple, thinking it­

self [voElv atlTo] even if it deri\'es from Nails, is a kind 

of internal occurrence which makes it many. That 

which is absolutely simple and first of all tlungs must 

be beyond [ETTEKElva] NaIlS; but if it is NaIlS, it \vill be 

multiplicity. [1TAi'i8o~ EOTat] (Enneads V.3.11, 26-31) 

Any self-thinking thing then, is multiple, and any multiplicity 
requires a unity that explains it.50 This is further suggested by 
the following: 

But that which is before [intellection and being] is their 

principle, not as immanent in them; for it is not that 

from which sometlung comes wluch is immanent, but 

the parts of which it is constituted; but tl1at from which 

each individual clUng comes is not an individual clUng, 

but otl1er than all of tl1em. It is not then, one of all 

tl1ings, but before all clUngs, so that it is before NOfls .. .It 

must not be one of the clUngs before which it is, and 

you are not to call it intellect; not even the Good tl1en: 

no, not even clUs if "the Good" means tl1at wluch is 

not before all things; but if it means that wluch is be­

fore all clUngs, let the name stand. (EIJI/fads V.3.11, 16-

25) 

The two previous passages are from the relatively late 
treatise all the KJ10JJJillg Hypostases and That Which is BryoJld 01, 
3).51 The treatise begins by enquiring into what can properly 
be said to think itself. Plotinus argues that the human soul 
does not properly "think itself," but rather takes its intellec­
tion from lVoJls and sense-perception, the former by way of 
an "imprint" on its reasoning faculty and through the com­
parison of external aisthita with these imprints - what Plotinus 
says we should call the anamnesis of the soul.52 The human 
soul stands in a kind of "middle realm," halfway between 
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NOlfs and the material \vorld, and it bridges the gap between 
the twO: 53 

The activities of NOlls are from above in the same way 

that those of sense-perception are below; we are this, 

the principal part of the soul, in the middle between 

two powers, a worse and a better, the worse that of 

sense-perception, the better that of NOIIJ, (Ellneads 

Y3-3, 36_40)s~ 

Though the soul is not engaged in what might be called self­
intellection proper, one might suggest that in so far as soul 
"ascends" to the level of NONs in Plotinus' hypostatic system, 
it understands itself non-discursively.ss However, only NOlls 
(and the Forms) can properly be said to be self-intellecting, in 
so far as there is an identity of oNsia and energeia; NOlls, lJoeton 
and noesis are one: 

If then [Notls] is actuality and its substance is actuality, 

it is one and the same with its actuality; but being and 

the intelligible are also one with the actuality. Alto­

gether are one, Intellect, intellection, the intelligible 

[VOVS, VOllOlS, TO VOllTOV]. If therefore, Intellect's 

intellection is the intelligible, and the intelligible is itself, 

it will think itself: for it ,,;jJJ think with the intellection 

which it is itself and will think the intelligible, which it 

is itself. In both ways then, it will think itself, in that in­

tellection is itself and in that the intelligible is itself 

which thinks in its intellection and w'hich is itself. (En­

neads V.3,5, 41-50) 

In the end, Plotinus concludes from his analysis of the think­
ing of NONs that it is "being" in the primary sense: 

o ~EV oi] !.oyoS CnT€OEl~EV ETvOl Tl TO otrro eov­
TO KVPIWS VOEIV.56 
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ing and the seen must coincide, and what is seen by it­

self must be a universal multiplicity. (Enmads V.3.1 0, 9-

18) 

77 

Once the distinction can be articulated about being and 
thought, Plotinus indicates the possibility of deriving, (as he 
does in El1l1eads V.1), the Platonic "primary kinds" of the 
Parmenides and Sophist. 58 

The One, on the other hand, is an entirely simple prin­
ciple of unity, and in so far as it is beyond both thought and 
being, it has no need of thinking itself, explaining itself, or 
understanding itself: "".that which is absolutely different re­
mains itself by itself (at/to pros at/to), and seeks nothing about 
itself; but that which explicates itself must be many.",9 We 
should of course understand this "self-explication" as a sort 
of monadology, wherein the "one-many", which is NOIIS, is a 
self-intellecting unity composed of self-intellecting Forms. 

In Elltleads V.3.12, Plotinus also suggests, on the basis of 
an analysis of thinking, that the act of thinking is dependent 
on something prior. The tack here is analogous to the idea 
that being, in so far as it is multiple, requires a prior actuality 
that is unitary. Since thinking and being are extensionally the 
same in Notts, thinking requires a prior actuality, just as being 
does. If, says Plo tin us, the activities of the simple principle 
came into being because it started to be active at some point, 
then the principle itself will be multiple, containing both prin­
ciple and act or potency for act.60 By the same token, because 
thinking is an act that is essentially directed toward some­
thing, it implies deficiency on tile part of the thinker, (logi­
cally, not temporally) ,61 and hence thinking cannot be deter­
mined to be the first act.62 If the primary activity of thinking 
is identified with the first principle, then the first activity 
would have nothing to think, 
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and again it could not have one part of the thing [which 

it wanted] and not have another, for there was not any­

tl1ing at all to which the impulse could be directed. 

(ElJlJeads V.3.12, 33-4) 

The "impulse" is directed towards the energeia ek tis ot/sias of 
the One, the potency of the One's emanative force to be lim­
ited by thought. This also suggests that NONS does not arbi­
trarily think what it chooses, with the consequence of bring­
ing things into existence arbitrarily: 

For it is not true tl1at when [Nolls] thought a god, a god 

came into existence or when it iliought motion, motion 

came into existence. It is then, incorrect to say that ilie 

Forms are thoughts, if what is meant by this is that 

when Intellect thought tlUs particular Form came into 

existence or tlUs particular Form; for what is thought 

must be prior to iliis thinking [of a particular Form]. 

Oilienvise how would it come to thinking it? Certainly 

not by chance, nor did it happen on it casually. (EI/neads 

V.9.7, 13-19) 

If the Good is thinking, then there is a distinction between 
the Good in itself and the Good that is thought.63 Therefore 
the first principle must, says Plotinus, remain in "its own 
proper state." Plotinus wants to say that being, unity, and 
thought are prior to any particular and further that anything 
which possesses being, unity, or thought, no matter how sim­
ple, is multiform. Anything which is multiform cannot stand 
as "first cause." 

In short, it is impossible for a first principle to think, act 
or even "be,,64 because these characteristics indicate multiplic­
ity. In thinking there is an active and a passive part, or if the 
object of these acts are other than itself, it implies a potency 
on the part of the first principle. If the first principle engages 
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in an activity towards something external, there is nothing for 
it to engage at any rate, for as first principle there is nothing 
but itself to act upon, unless it decides to forge out into noth­
ingness in a kind of "objectless" urge. This goes to the heart 
of Plotinus' reaction to Aristotle, since, in a coherent account 
of thinking, the being of anything is prior to the thought of it. 
Knowing and being for Plotinus have their place not with the 
One, the first principle, but with a second principle, Notls. In 
order to account for the unity/multiplicity of NOlls, a prior 
principle is needed. It is this that, according to Plotinus, Aris­
totle failed to accommodate. 

If Aristotle wants a first principle and numerous imma­
terial principles that derive from it, the Unmoved Mover 
ought to "contain" the other ideas as it does in Plotinus' sys­
tem. The identification of NOlls with the Unmoved Mover in 
the Middle Platonic tradition, as well as Aristotle's own no­
tion of the noesis/ Itoelon identity of the Unmoved Mover, (and 
of theoretical knowledge and the theoretically known at De 
Anima 430), means that NONS, and Aristotle's Unmoved 
Mover as Plotinus understands it, is a one/many. The "one" 
is accounted for by NONS' unity with Forms that it derives 
from the One, and the "many" is accounted for by the mo­
nadology of self-intellecting Forms that derive their own 
unity from the One. Plotinus gets around the Aristotelian 
problem by denying that being and unity are metaphysically 
posterior. This amounts to asserting the Platonic Metaphysi­
cal Hierarchy. Plotinus can say that if being is dependent on 
unity, i.e. if a thing must be one in order to be, then its indi­
v-iduation is guaranteed by a prior principle of unity. 

In conclusion, part of the way in which Plotinus frames 
his own position regarding the first principle can be better 
understood in relation to his critique of Aristotle. The NONS 

of the Platonists and the Unmoved Mover, as self-intellecting 
entities, are by definition multiple, since they are analysable 
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into a thinker and an object of thought. This multiplicity (in­
deed any multiplicity) requires a prior unity. Since NOlls or the 
Unmoved Mover is understood by Plotinus as the primary 
being, such a being needs a principle of unity. If being depends 
on unity, it is certainly not convertible with it; hence Plotinus 
rejects d1e convertibility thesis. The dependence of particulars 
on being, and being on unity reflects the re-emergence of, or 
perhaps Plotinus' sustained faithfulness to the Platonic Meta­
physical Hierarchy. 
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Notes for Chapter Ill: 

lIt seems clear that Plotinus does not distinguish between the Active In­
tellect and the Unmoved Mover; but we should remember that Alexander 
of Aphrodisias did not either. See note 51. 
2For example, EIJ!leads 11.5.1-3. 
3EII!leads VI.1.25, 17-18. See Gerson (1990, 8-9) and Hadot (1990, 129). 
4It is my contention that, in Aristotle, pros hen equivocity is not intercate­
gorial, whereas in Plotinus it is hypostatic, or applies to the three primary 
hypostases. 
5Armstrong (1979, 401) notes that a direct application of the Aristotelian 
notion is perhaps not possible, but clearly some version of it is employed. 
It is clear that Aristotle warns against a stn'ct identity of 1I0llS and 1I0Na at 
PJ!)'sics 220a20-b22. See also Alfino (1988,276). 
6Katz(1950, 4); O'Meara (1993, 49-50) and Gerson (1994, 192 jf). 
7 j\.JetapJ!)'sics 1025 b 1. 
8The fact that plllral principles and causes are mentioned perhaps leaves 
room for Aristotle's First Moved Mover as well as tl1e theory of multiple 
movers. I tl1ink it significant that Aristotle at one point summarizes his 
reflections on the Unmoved Mover in the following manner: "Such then 
is the first principle [apxfis] upon which depend tl1e sensible universe 
and tl1e world of nature." (jI,1etaph)'Sics 1072b13) See AietapJ!)'sics 1073a23. 
9Some attempts to rectify the apparent discrepancy in E and r take up 
issues of dating the text. Natorp (1898) for example, says that attempts to 
identify theology and first philosophy are interpolations of a "later hand." 
However, since Book K (Chapters 1-8) summarizes books B, r, and E, it 
would mean that Book K is also a later interpolation, as Patzig (1979, 35) 
argues, and tl1e question of why the "later hand" saw no inconsistency 
between E and r remains unanswered. Jaeger, (1968, 218) on the otl1er 
hand, suggests just the opposite, tl1at tl1eological references are to an "ear­
lier, Platonising stage." According to Jaeger, first philosophy as theological 
and Platonic stands in sharp contrast with the later vision of first philoso­
phy. 
lOIn so far as all sensible substances require motion for their generation, 
which motion is guaranteed by the First Moved Mover whose motion is 
in turn guaranteed by the Unmoved Mover. 
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11 It would be odd tllat Aristotle's theology spent all of its time talking 
merely about a self-thinking unity; this would place us back into the sci­
ence of Parmenides, and even he talks about more tl1an just this. 
12Patzig (1979, 38). Not to say that the Metapbpics is primarily about God. 
This does not mean, however, that understanding the role of the Un­
moved Mover is not essential to grasping the nature of being q"a being, 
since the primary example of being is also the principle of all beings. Pat­
zig says, about E, that "it is clear from these remarks that tl1e embarrass­
ing contradiction between a 'first philosophy' which is universal ontology 
and a 'first philosophy' which, as theology, investigates only the subject of 
God did not exist for Aristotle. First philosophy .. .is theology of so special 
a kind that it is as slIcb at tbe same time ontology. Aristotle is envisaging here 
a philosophical discipline that is both a first and a general philosophy, and 
a substance that is so superior to all otl1er substances tl1at it can be called 
in a certain sense substance in general." 
I3I say "ontological abstraction" to distinguish from epistemological ab­
straction, or the recognition of separate components in a concrete particu­
lar. This notion I take from Aristotle's musing at H 6, where Aristotle says 
that things that have no matter at all are essential unities (iHetapl!JslcS 
1045b23-4). 
14Patzig (1979, 38). 
15Something Watson (1898, 36-7) says about pros ben equivocity is useful: 
"why ... is the common term 'real' applied to [substance, quality and quan­
tity]? It is so applied because substance, quality and quantity are relative to 
a single nature (npoS' Illav <pVOlV), not because they themselves possess 
a common nature; tl1ey are predicated npoS' EV, not Ko8'EV. Everything 

tl1at is in every sense affirmed to be real is relative to the one idea of real­
ity .. .it must be observed, however, that substance (ouo(a) is tl1e funda­

mental determination of reality, because apart from it there can be no 
quality or quantity or any other determination whatever. The first task of 
j\Ietaphysic, and indeed its main task, must, tl1erefore, be to determine tl1e 
principles of substance." 
16Pace say, Owens, Gerson, and the tendency of Patzig. I should perhaps 
note that Patzig does not seem to tlunk that the account of substances in 
tl1e central books of the JHetapl!)'sics is consistent \vith what he envisions as 
the "doubly-paronymous" structure. He suggests (1979, 46), "the three 
so-called books on substance of the iVletapl!Jsics ... cannot be fitted into the 
account of the doubly-paronymous ontology tl1at I have outlined. It is 
true that in tl1ese books beings in the other categories are still related to 
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substance as the 'first being'; but there is no trace of an essential reference 
in the analysis of natural substance to the doctrine of the 'prime movec'" 
111:e., it is implied because sensible substances are corruptible and come to 
be. Their genesis and corruption requires motion and that is what the 
system of cosmological movers guarantees. 
18iVIetaph)'Sics 1073bif.; cp. G.E.R. Uoyd (1968, 148). 
19jHetapl!)'sics 107 4a34-5. 
2°iVIetapl!)'sics 107 4a35.il 
21Jaeger (1968, 346 if.) suggests this is a later addition to the text by Aris­
totle, in order to accommodate the considerations of iVIetaplzpics A8, but 
see Owens (1981,282). Indeed Jaeger suggests that this chapter is a late 
and hardly finalized interpolation. Aristotle's own hesitance regarding the 
final number of Unmoved Movers suggests as much, although the fact 
that in both the Ph)'Sics and Metaph)'Sics he is willing to entertain tl1e idea of 
many Unmoved Movers shows that he was not unaware of the difficulty 
of celestial motion. 
22jHetapl!)'sics 1073a23-6. 
zzProof perhaps that A8 is a late interpolation. See Tredennick (1956, 160, 
11. b). 
24J aeger (1968, 352) treats of matter as tl1e principle of individuation, 
whereas my own interpretation treats of the substantial form in the con­
crete particular as the principle of individuation: "If matter is tlle principle 
of individuation ... either tl1e movers of tl1e spheres cannot be immaterial, 
since tl1ey form a plurality of exemplars of a genus, or Aristotle refutes 
himself by retaining his doctrine of immateriality, since this excludes indi­
vidual multiplicity. In eitl1er event he falls into contradictions with the 
presuppositions of his own philosophy". 
25G.E.R. Uoyd (1968, 153). 
26jHetapl!)lslcs,1074al4ff. 
27Eflf/eads Y.1.9, 16 if. 
28ElltJeads Y.1.9, 23-4. 
29EnneadsY.1.9,24-5. 
30 Armstrong (1988, 44 n. 1) notes that tl1e critique here is sirnilar to that 
made by Theophrastus at iVIetapl!Jsics 11.7, 9, "but the resemblance is not 
close enough for us to assume that Plotinus had read Theophrastus." 
31]l,1etapl!)lsics 1 072b 14.ff. 
32See Tredennick (1956, 149). 
33TO yap OEKTIKOV TOU VOllTOV KO! Tiis OUOtOS VOUS. 
34trallS. Barnes. 
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35tra1lS. Barnes. 
360ften I think we conceive of Aristotle's first principle as narcissistic, e.g. 
tl1at it loves itself and tlunks only itself because noclUng else is worthy of 
its thought. Norman (1979, 93) argues tllat the idea of a "narcissistic" self­
tl1inker is incorrect and comes from a nlisunderstanding of what is meant 
by a nlind tllinking itself. 
37Norman (1979, 93-4). 
38De Allillla 429b5. Note tl1at in both cases ilie nlind is in potency to 
sometlung, eitller an external form, or to itself, botl1 of which suggest tl1at 
tl1ere is a bifurcation or duality in clUnking, iliat it has two components, 
tlunker and object of iliought. This duality forms tl1e core of Plotinus' 
critique of luistotle. 
39"in [potential intellect] intellect becomes identical \viili ilie objects of 
tl10ught, whereas in [actual intellect] it is a/rear/} identical Witl1 iliem before 
it clUnks itself'. (Nomlan 1979, 94-5). 
40Metaphpics 107 4b28. 
41From ilie distinction drawn from De Allillla, Norman (1979, 98) also 
suggests ilie follo\ving about luistotle's approach in 1\9, "The question 
[what tl1e Unmoved Mover tlunks] is posed in ilie form which of tl1e two 
kinds of iliinking does it engage in? Is it intellect (i.e. ilie capacity for 
tl10ught) or tlunking, potentially or actually, is the object of its tl10ught 
sometl1ing external, or ilie mental concepts iliat constitute its own nlind? 
If ilie former - ,:e. if its essence is not tlunking but potentiality - tl1en its 
state will be deternlined by sometlung otl1er than itself, viZ. its external 
object of iliought, and so it will not be ilie highest reality". 
42This is certainly what Plotinus tl1inks about Aristotle's Unmoved IvIover, 
and it is why he noneilieless "demotes" him. 
43"when it is said iliat the Prime Mover 'tlunks itself,' what is meant is not 
'self-contemplation', but simply that identity of intellect and object of 
tl10ught that characterizes all abstract thought." (Norman 1979, 97). 
44Plotinus' identification of the Unmoved Mover witl1 Nous may in part 
derive from a passage in ilie De Allima, where luistotle says, "It was a 
good idea to call the soul 'ilie place of tl1e forms' though (1) clUs descrip­
tion holds only of tl1e intellective soul, and (2) even tlus is tl1e forms only 
potentially, not actually." (De Allillla 429a27-8). Plotinus will maintain iliat 
any tlunker is always composed of two parts, the !lOllS and tl1e lIoetoll, and 
tl1at there is potency and multiplicity in such a being. 
4SSee Ellneads V.L9; V.3.11-4; V.6; VI.7.35-7. 
46See O'Meara (1993, 50). 
47Indeed clUs is tl1e case in De Anillla III,4. 
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48Gerson (1992,22). 
49Gerson (1994a, 9) suggests that Plotinus' refutation of Aristotle has two 
parts; "First, Plotinus aims to show that what Aristotle regards as the arche 
of all, the unmoved mover or 'thinking tlunking about tlunking,' cannot 
be the absolutely first principle. It cannot be absolutely first because it is 
not self explaining. That it, it must have a principle or cause outside of 
itself. The second stage of the strategy is to demonstrate the existence of 
tl1e true first principle, and to deduce its properties, none of which can be 
possessed by Aristotle's god." 
50See Eflmads III.8.9, 6-7; V1.9.2; V.1.5, 1-19; Gerson (1994a, 10). 
51Says Armstrong (1980 V. 69) "The treatise shows, perhaps more clearly 
than any other in the Eflneads, the stimulation of the thought of Plotinus 
by critical reflection on what Plotinus says about Intellect and exposition 
of Aristotelian doctrine by. "Alexander of Aphrodisias." 
5zEfI/leads V.3.2, 1-14. 
53Tlus is not to deny, however, that a part of tl1e soul is always in contact 
Witl1 NOlls. 
541n a more poetic rendering, Plotinus says: "a'(a8T]CJl~ oE iJJ..llV &:YYEAO~ 
!3aOlAEv~ oE 1TPO~ iJJ..l6:~ EKElvo~ [vov~]." (EII/leads V.3.3, 45-6). 
55 At EfI/leads V.3.4, 13-4, Plotinus says that tl1e better part of tl1e soul is 
"pterollsthai pros floesis," recalling Phaedms 246 jJ:,' See also Armstrong (1988, 
8311.1); on discursive tlunking, .Armstrong (1991, 120), Blumentl1al (1986, 
73). 
56Eflneads V.3.6, 1-2. 
57El1neadsV.3.10,13. 
58EI1f1eads V.3.10, 24 jj also VI.2.See also Crystal (1998, 276 jj). 
59EnneadsV.3.10,51-3. 
6°Eflfleads V.3.12. 
61S ee 1\.C Uoyd (1986,258. jj) and l\lfino (1988,275). 
620'Meara (1993, 50) says: "Tlunking reaches toward and tl1erefore cannot 
be, absolute self-sufficiency."; see also Katz (1950, 40) and Et/mads 
V.3.10; V.6.5. 
63EflfleadsVL7.15. See Gerson (1994, 21). 
64This is not to suggest that tl1e One does not exist, but ratl1er it is beyond 
the "being" that emerges as its eJJetgeia ek lis ollsias, or the finitude or lin1it 
that being takes on in NOlls or Soul. 



CHAPTER IV 
THE DIDASKALIKOS AND 

NUMENIUS 

In this chapter I want to look at how Plotinus' philoso­
phy appropriates certain developments in Middle Platonism. 
Recognizing Plotinus' fidelity to the Platonic Metaphysical 
Hierarchy allows us to see him as a kind of "purifier" of Pla­
tonism. Plotinus seems to reject Middle Platonic tendencies 
toward amalgamating or reconciling Plato and Aristotle re­
garding the first principle, while at the same time retaining 
and extrapolating developments of amalgamation that are 
consistent with the Platonic Metaphysical Hierarchy. The 
identification of the Platonic Good with the Aristotelian Un­
moved Mover that occurs in the reputed school handbook of 
Platonism, the Didaskalikos1 becomes untenable when one 
thinks in terms of the Platonic Metaphysical Hierarchy. As 
mentioned, Plotinus identifies the Unmoved Mover, and the 
god that thinks Plato's ideas with Nous in his own system. He 
"demotes" the Derniurge and the Unmoved Mover to "sec­
ond rank," and he identifies the Platonic Good with his first 
god, the One. 

This "demotion" seems clear enough in the Didaskalikos, 
and the distinction is even sharper in the philosophy of Nu-

87 



88 The Didaskalikos and Numenius 

menius, who also has a triadic system of hypostases similar to 
that of Plotinus. 

1. The Didaskalikos 

In looking at the Didaskalikos, I do not want to maintain 
that Plotinus was directlY influenced by the work. If the Middle 
Platonists had much importance for Plotinlls, which I think is 
undeniable, then a proponent of a significant variant interpre­
tation of Plato's doctrine, such as we find in the Didaskalikos, 
must be of profound importance. Moreover, the Didaskalikos, 
apart from Plutarch's writings, is the only fully intact work of 
Platonism we have until Plotinus.2 In looking at dle history 
and preservation of ancient texts, one often gets dle sense 
that dlOse texts ·which were considered most important sur­
vived either because of wider distribution, or because they 
were held in high esteem, or both. The fact that the Di­
daskalikos has survived may point to its importance at some 
level. Its importance for someone like Plotinus extends at 
least as far as the assumption that Plotinus would have inher­
ited certain developments in the interpretation of Plato from 
its influence, especially if the work was a "school handbook" 
of the Academy.3 If the work was an introduction to Platon­
ism, which many Platonists read, then it stands to reason that 
the way in which Plato was understood was coloured by such 
an introduction to Plato's philosophy. If one wants to main­
tain that Plotinus was more "original," this merely speaks to 
dle fact that, as a superior philosopher, he grew and devel­
oped from his influences and could see some of the flaws in 
his own tradition. I suspect that the excising of flaws in later 
Platonism and the rejection of Aristotelianism are important 
for Plotinlls' account of the first principle in his system; dle 
fact that the Didaskalikos gives us a well-preserved example of 
"Aristotelianising" Platonism helps us understand not only 
dle inconsistencies that Plotinus saw in his own tradition, but 
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also the significance of the critique of Aristotle that Plotinus 
offers in the development of his own system. 

The structure of the Didaskalikos is (roughly) as follows: 4 

Introduction (Chapters 1-3), Dialectic (4-6), Mathematics (7), 
Theology (8-11), Physics (12-26), Ethics (27-39).5 What I am 
primarily interested in are Chapters 8-11, where we see sev­
eral interesting things: 1) a clear and intact text stating that 
ideas are in the "mind of God"; 2) the incorporation of Aris­
totle's theology into Platonism, in so far as a self­
contemplating Unmoved Mover (First God) stands above a 
Second God that thinks the Platonic Ideas; 3) an apophatic 
description of the first God. I want to suggest that these zdeas 
influenced Plotinus, but not necessarily the text under SCnl­

tiny. What I am examining are trends in Platonism that shed 
light on Plotinus' particular understanding of Plato and Aris­
totle. 

Chapter 8 of the Didaskalikos begins a discussion of "the 
principles and precepts" of theology," (tOil arch on te kai the­
ologikol1 theorematfin)6 with a treatment of matter. In Chapter 9, 
we are told that there are other principles, including: 1) the 
paradigmatic first principle, that is the Ideas, and 2) God the 
father and cause of all things. The Didaskalikos refers to 
"form" (singular) as the thinking of this god, which I take to 
refer to the "father" in the passage just below. A second pas­
sage a few lines down refers to the "forms," (plural) which 
are grounded in the first intelligible, as "thoughts of God," 
which I take to refer to the paradigmatic principle. Here is the 
first passage: 

Matter constitutes one principle, but Plato postulates 

others also, to wit, the paradigmatic, that is the forms, 

and that constituted by God the father and cause of all 

things. Form is considered in relation to God, his 

thinking; in relation to us, the primary object of 
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thought; in relation to .Matter, measure; in relation to 

the sensible world its paradigm; and in relation to itself, 

essence. (Didaskalikos, 9.1.) 

In the second passage, the notion that the forms are dle 
thoughts of god is offered as a proof (the fIrst of several) for 
the existence of Forms: 

For the forms are eternal and perfect thoughts of God. 

[platonists] justify the existence of forms in the follow­

ing way also. \'V'hether God is an intellect or is pos­

sessed of intellect, he has thoughts, and these are eter­

nal and unchanging; and if this is the case, forms exist. 

(Didaskalikos, 9.2-3.) 

I suggest that the thoughts of god here are the dlOughts of a 
being "possessed of intellect", the Derniurge. The dlOughts 
of god who is simply "Mind" would then refer to the fIrst 
god.7 In the fIrst passage, where the form is the thought of 
God, the fIrst god, we are talking about a "perfectly unitary" 
fIrst principle. That the forms are thoughts of god is stated 
with certainty, and is presented as a thesis that is held by Pla­
tonists in general. This suggests that the notion was already a 
fixed doctrine by dle time the Didaskalikos was written.s 

The god that thinks the Ideas gives order to Intellect 
and to the World Soul. In Chapter 10, The Didaskalikos says 
that the primal God is the Father: 

He is the Father through being the cause of all things 

and bestowing order on the heavenly Intellect and the 

soul of the world in accordance with his own thoughts. 

By his own will he has filled all things with himself, 

rousing up the soul of the world and turning it towards 

himself, as being the cause of its Intellect. It is this lat­

ter that, set in order by the Father, itself imposes order 

on all of nature in this world. (Didaskalikos 10.3)9 
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We should not be worried by the fact that here the Di­
daskalikos refers to the thoughts (plural) of the primal God. 
All this suggests is that when they are conveyed to the World 
Soul, they are plural. The account that precedes this passage 
speaks of the primal god as a complete unity, described apo­
phatically as: 

Eternal, ineffable, 'self-perfect', that is deficient in no 

respect), 'ever-perfect' (that is, always perfect), and 'all­

perfect', (that is, perfect in all respects), divinity, essen­

tiality, truth, commensurability <beauty>, good. I am 

not listing these things as being distinct from one an­

other, but on the assumption that one single thing is 

being denoted by all of them. (Didaskalikos 10.3) 

I will have more to say about this passage later. Right now I 
want to point out that if the Didaskalikos speaks of the 
thoughts (plural) of the first god, it means that things "be­
low" him would see them as plural, but that in him they are 
Idea (singular). 

What is most interesting for our study of Plotinus is that 
he himself wrote a treatise (Eltneads v.S) that Porphyry enti­
tles "That the Intelligibles are Not Outside the Intellect, and 
On the Good." What is by the time of the Didaskalikos a fixed 
doctrine, that Ideas are the thoughts of God, is in Plotinus 
the subject of an adamant treatise, suggesting that for Plot­
inus it has become an important issue for his understanding 
of Platonism. Again, we should keep in mind that the paral­
lels need not imply the direct influence of the Didaskalikos, 
for it seems likely that this way of conceiving the Ideas was a 
commonplace among Platonists of the time of the Di­
daskalik% and as late as Plotinus. That is not to say everyone 
held this position. Longinus most certainly did not, and Por­
phyry was only convinced after long debate with Plotinus' 
student Amelius. 11 However it is useful to see a complete text 
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like this is in the context of lYliddle Platonism, since it is less 
odd to fInd Plotinus maintaining the position with vigour 
later. \V'hat we will come to see is that the Platonic Ideas im­
mediately apprehended by the mind of God is the way that 
Plotinus conceives of NOIIs, the second God in his system. As 
I have suggested, the god in the Didaskaltkos that thinks the 
Ideas is a second god. However, the fIrst god looks nothing 
like Plotinus' One; instead we see Aristotle's Unmoved 
Mover. 

In the DidaskalikoJ, the description of the fIrst god is a 
blending of Plato and Aristotle; it is as if the author takes 
Plato's Good in Repllblic VI and characterises it as the Un­
moved Mover of 1\1etapl?Jsics A 12 It is useful, before we look 
at this characterisation, to see why there is sometiung (meta­
physically) prior to the mind that thinks the ideas. It is argued 
in Chapter 10 that there must be primary objects of intellec­
tion in an absolute sense: 

If there exist objects of intellection, and these are nei­

ther sense-perceptible nor participate in what is sense­

perceptible, but rather in certain primary objects of in­

tellection, then there exist primary objects of intellec­

tion in an absolute sense, just as there are primary ob­

jects of sense perception. (Didaskalikos 10.1) 

The notion of participation here is interesting. It is used to 
suggest that the "objects of intellection" are not grounded in 
the sense-world, but rather in "primary objects of intellec­
tion", which are in turn grounded in "primary objects of in­
tellection in an absolute sense". This brings to mind the idea 
of the Forms participating in tile Form of the Good. This 
makes sense given that the discussion opens with the claim 
that Plato thought that dUs fIrst god was "almost ineffable"" 
Whereas humans do not know the objects of intellection per­
fectly, but often are hindered by materialistic conceptions of 
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them - "conceiving along with [the intelligible] often a notion 
of size, or shape, or colour,,13 - the gods know the intelligible 
immediately and without sense perception. But there must be 
a cause of this knowing: 

Since intellect is superior to soul, and superior to po­

tential intellect there is actualized intellect, which cog­

nizes everything simultaneously and eternally, and finer 

than this again is the cause of this and whatever it is 

that has an existence still prior to these, this it is that 

would be the primal God, being the cause of the eter­

nal activity of the intellect of the whole heaven. (Di­

daskalikos 10.1) 

Here we have merged into Aristotelianism. The notions of act 
and potency are employed, and the first god is described as 
causing the eternal acti"vity of the whole heaven. The fact that 
the knowing of all things simultaneously is seen as caused by 
the primal god suggests that the thoughts of the second god 
are caused by the first; but this second god seems also to be 
the mind of the whole heaven. The mind that knows all 
things simultaneously cannot be the first god, because it is 
itself caused by the first god. Nor can it be different from the 
first heaven, since then it would be a third god, and there is 
no mention of this. Hence it seems that the second god and 
the mind of the heaven are two aspects of the same thing. 14 

This is also suggested by what the Didaskalikos says next: 

[the primal god is] the cause of the eternal activity of 

the whole heaven. It acts on this while remaining itself 

unmoved, as does the sun on vision, when this is di­

rected towards it, and as the object of desire moves de­

sire, while remaining motionless itself. In just this way 

will this intellect move the intellect of the whole 

heaven. (Didaskalikos 10.2) 



94 The Didaskalikos and Numeruus 

The primal god is an "Unmoved Mover" that sets the heaven 
in motion as an object of its desire. This conception then 
merges with Plato's analogy of the sun, wherein the Form of 
the Good grants intelligibility to its objects. A plausible inter­
pretation of the passage is that the Ideas in the second god 
come from the Idea of the first god. This primal god thinks 
itself, and the argument reflects that of j\1etapf?ysics i\: 

Since the primary intellect is the finest of things, it fol­

lows that the object of its intelligizing must also be su­

premely fine. But there is nothing finer than tlus intel­

lect. Therefore it must be everlastingly engaged in 

thinking of itself and its own thoughts, and tlus activity 

of it is Form. (Didaskalikos 10.3) 

Again we see that the "thoughts" of the first god are spoken 
of in the plural but, given the apophatic expression of this 
god's unity, it again makes sense to interpret this as "plural" 
from our perspective but unified from his. 

When we come to examine the philosophy of Plotinus, 
we shall see that what is actually "plural" in NOIIs is a potency, 
a dlll1aJlJis tOil pantoll, of the One. Further, for Plotinus, the 
"first god" is not a being that thinks itself at all, although it 
does stand in a similar relation to NOIIs as the Didaskalikos' 
primal god stands in relation to the World Soul. 

As I have suggested, the Didaskalikos maintains that we 
must understand the first god apophatically, or by means of a 
sort of via mgativa, so as to grasp its unitary nature. IS I now 
want to revisit this via negativa in the Didaskalikos, and to sug­
gest that Plotinus retains this kind of negative theology, but in 
fact moves beyond it to a kind of negative henology. He de­
motes both the primal god of the Didaskalikos and Aristotle's 
Unmoved Mover to the "second rank," in consonance with 
the kind of negative theology we see in the Didaskalikos. The 
World Soul that bears the similarity of demiurgic functioning 
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and thinking of its prior, and takes on the "third rank," the 
Soul of Plotinus' system. As we have seen, the Didaskalikos 
describes the primal god as ineffable, self-sufficient, eternally 
perfect, and all perfect, as well as being divinity, essentiality, 
truth, commensurability and good. 1G These are not to be 
taken as indications of multiplicity, but rather different ways 
of talking about the same thing. 

There are similarities to Plotinus' One here, and there 
are differences. For Plotinus, the characteristics "truth" and 
"essentiality" belong to Not/s, for Nom is the primary instance 
of Being and Thought. Plotinus sees his own first principle as 
conceptually aligned with "the Good" and he would accept a 
characterization of the One as ineffable, eternal, self­
sufficient and perfect. The question for Plotinus is whether or 
not thought and being can properly be said of the One, even 
as a "complete unity." For Plotinus, being and thought are 
inconsistent with "complete unity" and the method he often 
uses is similar to the apophatic approach of the Didaskalikos. 
Here is another example: 

God is ineffable and graspable only by the intellect, as 

we have said, since he is neither genus, nor species, nor 

differentia, nor does he possess any attributes, neither 

bad (for it is improper to utter such a thought), nor 

good (for he would be thus by participation in some­

thing, to wit, goodness), nor indifferent (for neither is 

this in accordance with the concept we have of him), 

nor yet qualified (for he is not endowed with quality, 

nor is his peculiar perfection due to qualification) nor 

unqualified (for he is not deprived of any quality which 

might accrue to him). Further, he is not a part of any­

thing, nor is he in the position of being a whole which 

has parts ... The first way of conceiving God is by ab­

straction of these attributes, just as we form the fonn 
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the conception of a point by abstracting from sensible 

phenomena ... (Didaskalikos 1OA-5) 

Plotinus' philosophy attempts to preserve and refine this kind 
of apophatic approach to the first principle. Taken to its logi­
cal extreme, apophasis dictates his rejection of the identifica­
tion of the One "\vith being or thinking. Plotinus explicitly re­
jects Aristotle's first principle because it is a thinking being. 
Plotinus would also have to reject the kind of Aristotelianis­
ing Platonism that has crept into the Didaskalikos and assert 
that the first principle is not a supreme "being". This leads to 
his own henological, not theological account of the One. My 
suggestion is that Plotinus is trying to keep his Platonism 
"pure", to rid it of elements that are incompatible with it. 
This is consistent with the idea that Plotinus remains true to 
the Platonic Metaphysical Hierarchy. His rejection of the 
Unmoved Mover as a first principle is grounded in his Pla­
tonic understanding of the relation of being and unity, and 
this is the metaphysical core with which Aristotle's meta­
physic is inconsistent. The development of this hierarchy into 
hypostases is perhaps more adequately understood when we 
consider the system of another Middle Platonic thinker, Nu­
menius of Apamea. 

2. Numenius of Apamea 

That there is some significant similarity between Plot­
inus and Numenius is attested to by Porphyry's account of 
how Plotinus was accused of plagiarising him.17 Numenius 
presents us with a triadic system of hypostases of a sort, 
standing in successive dependent relations to one another,18 
and it seems that Moderatus of Gades may have held some­
thing similar. Here is what Simplicius says: 

And Moderatus reports that the Pythagoreans were the 

first to maintain this about matter, and after this Plato. 
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According to the Pythagoreans, there is a first "one" 

which is said to be over all that is, and a second "one", 

which is being and mind, and the forms are said to be 

this, and a third which is the soul, which participates in 

the [first] one and the forms. 19 

97 

This is the similar to the system of hypostases that we see in 
Plotinus; the fact that Moderatus "reports" this suggests (like 
our reasoning about the Didaskalikos) that it was the type of 
doctrine that was circulating at his time. 

Numenius' system has three divinities: a "first God," 
which is simple, indivisible20 and self-directed, a "second 
God" of which the first is the Idea, and which is initially uni­
fied but divides as a result of its involvement with matter, and 
a "third God," which is roughly equivalent to World Soul. 21 

The basic scheme is represented fairly succinctly, (albeit in­
correctly), by Proclus: 

Numeruus proclaims three gods, calling the first 'Fa­

ther', the second 'Creator' and the third 'Creation'; for 

the cosmos according to him, is the third god. So accord­

ing to him, the Demiurge is double, being both the first 

god and the second, and the third god is the object of 

his demiurgic activity - it is better to use this terminol­

ogy than to use the sort of dramatic bombast that he 

employs, naming them respectively Grandfather, Son 

and Grandson.
22 

It seems that Proclus has made the division of the Demiurge 
incorrectly23, that the Demiurge is divided between the sec­
ond and the third gods, and not the first and the second. This 
seems to be clear from Fragment 11: 

The First God, existing in his own place, is simple and, 

consorting as he does with himself alone can never be 
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divisible" The second and third God, however are in 

fact one; but in the process of coming into contact \vith 

1Iatter, which is the Dyad, [the second God] gives 

unity to it, but is Himself divided by it, since matter has 

a character prone to desire and is in flu.x. So in virtue of 

not being in contact with the Intelligible which would 

mean being turned in upon himself), by reason of look­

ing towards Matter and taking thought for it, He be­

comes unregarding of Himself. And he seizes upon the 

sense realm and ministers to it and yet draws it up to 

His own character, as a result of this yearning towards 

Matter.
24 

It should perhaps be noted that many Pythagoreans (and the 
author of the Didaskalikos also) draw a distinction between 
the supreme God and the Derniurge/5 but with Numenius, 
the distinction is somewhat sharper. This sharp distinction 
between an active second principle and an ultimate source of 
unity/6 was perhaps fuelled by Gnostic concerns about re­
quiring the first principle to be the ultimate source of evil. 
Part and parcel of this "sharp distinction," is the "demotion 
of the Derniurge.,,27 The first God is entirely self-directed and 
self-intellecting, whereas the second God now performs ex­
trinsically directed intellective and derniurgic functions. The 
second God has thought, which is related both to what is 
above it and to what is below it in the hypostatic chain. Plot­
inus seems to have held a theory similar to Numenius in an 
earlier treatise (V.5.2), wherein Numenius' first God is like 
the One, in that it retains some kind of intellection.28 In later 
treatises, as we shall see, Plotinus explicitly denies that the 
One is intellective.29 Further, Plotinus' NONS never becomes 
"unregarding of itself" in the way that parts of his third hy­
postasis, Soul, do. The notion of "self-forgetting" is key to 
Plotinus' account of embodied souls. 30 Plotinus' second god, 
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Notts, is (usually) a distinct hypostasis from Soul. They are 
not, as they are in Numenius, one. However the distinction in 
Numenius between the second and third gods may suggest a 
desire to maintain a purely formal realm, one that does not 
suffer the encroachment of matter or bear the responsibility 
for creating matter. Numenius makes great steps towards the 
"demotion of the Derniurge" to a secondary principle that 
enhances the tendency already present in Moderatus of Gades 
to impose a hypostatic understanding on Platonic metaphys­
ics.31 In an interesting passage, one that mqJ have influenced 
Plotinus' interpretation of Plato, Numenius speaks of Plato's 
Derniurge as the second god, which is lower than an "aloof' 
first god: 

Since Plato knew that among men the Demiurge is the 

only divinity known, whereas the Primal Intellect, 

which is called Being-in-Itself, is completely unknown 

to them, for this reason he spoke to them, as it were, as 

follows: '0 men, that Intellect which you imagine to be 

supreme is not so, but there is another intellect prior to 

this one which is older and more divine.32 

As we have said, Plotinus identifies the Derniurge with the 
Unmoved Mover, and the reserving of a non-intellective and 
non-proactive position for his One.33 

In both Numenius' philosophy and the Didaskalikos, the 
ultimate source of being and unity is still engaged in 
thought,34 and, in some sense, being. For Plotinus the princi­
ple of being is beyond thinking and existing. While the "activ­
ity," of the Numenian First God or the active teleological first 
principle of the Didaskalikos would no doubt be the cause of 
some consternation for Plotinus, there are significant similari­
ties to his metaphysical position. In the Didaskalikos we see a 
tendency towards apophatic description of the complete sim­
plicity of a first principle that transcends the Ideas existing in 
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the Mind of the demiurgic second principle. We see in Nu­
menius a triadic hypostatisation and an attempt to seek a 
transcendent non-generative, non-demiurgic first unity. Fur­
ther, there is his tendency to bifurcate d1e demiurgic and 
purely formal functions of the second principle. Some schol­
ars have observed that the movement in later Platonic and 
Pythagorean thought was towards a "demotion" of mind as 
an ultimate principle, which laid the groundwork for a less 
anthropomorphic understanding of "god" than that of Plato 
or Aristode.35 This should perhaps not be stated too strongly, 
for it is clear that thinking holds a place of primary impor­
tance in Plotinus' EllJJeads, and \vhy that should be the case is 
arguably as much of an anthropomorphic principle as any­
thing in Plato or Aristode. 36 The key, however, is that Plot­
inus puts his primary principle beyond this, wherein the no­
etic plays more of an instrumental than a direct causal role.37 

It is through thinking that the Forms "become being," so to 
speak, and through Formal emanation that the rest of the 
cosmos derives its existence. 

This brief look at general movements in the thought of 
those who considered themselves Platonists is helpful, I 
think, for understanding several of the moves that Plotinus 
makes in his own metaphysical thinking. It helps explain, to 
some extent, the kind of Platonism that had developed by the 
time he began philosophising, and it also helps explain why 
he thinks that he is offering an acceptable interpretation of 
Plato in d1e Enneads. 

When one sees that the general philosophical move­
ments of the tradition in which Plotinus finds himself points 
to a principle which transcends thinking and being, it be­
comes easier to understand why he finds Aristode's First 
principle unacceptable. Moreover, it becomes clear, on the 
basis of Plotinus' critique of the Unmoved Mover, that the 
Platonic Good cannot be identified or reconciled \vith Aris-
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totle's first principle. Ultimately, I think that both the "first 
god" of Plotinus' Middle Platonic predecessors and Aris­
totle's Unmoved Mover are unacceptable because they are 
incompatible with the Platonic Metaphysical Hierarchy, 
where unity is prior to being, and being is prior to particulars. 
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Notes for Chapter IV: 

lThere has been some controversy over the true authorship of the Di­
daskalikos. It has come down to us under the name Alkinos, but in the 
19th Century Freudenthal claimed that Alkinos was really a manuscript 
corruption of Albinos. The matter of the authorship of the Didaskalikos 
seems to have rested there for some time. Dillon (1977) still cites Freu­
denthal as authoritative, as does Reedy (1991). This view has been chal­
lenged however, by \\!hittaker (1974) and John Kenney (1991) both of 
whom argue in favour of the manuscript's identification of Alkinoos as 
the author. Dillon now treats its author as j\lcinous (Dillon 1993). The 
issue is for us somewhat peripheral, and I shall refer simply to the Di­
daskalikos. 
2Reedy (1991, 11). There must of course be many influences besides this, 
but I use the Didaskalikos because it is a clear and intact text. For other 
influences, including Plutarch, j\lbinus (/j\lcinous), Numenius, Valentius, 
the Gnostic Hel7lJetica, and Philo, see de Vogel (1956). 
3Dillon (1977, 268); Reedy (1991, 9). 
4See Reedy (1991, 10-11). 
sOn the divisions of philosophy and its possible sources, see Armstrong 
(1967, 64-5). 
6Witt (1971, 68) suggests that this " .. .is an indication that the subject to be 
discussed is rather metaphysics ... than 'theology' in the narrower sense, 
which is, however given its due place (Chapter X)." 
7For a slightly different interpretation see Kennel' (1991, 75). Treating 
Idea and Ideas separately makes more sense than Witt's (1971, 69-76) 
apparent conflation of the two. The primal god cannot have Ideas (plural), 
given his simplicity; something else must have Ideas. Witt seems to as­
sume that Idea (formal cause) is the same as "Ideas", and tlut tlle formal 
cause is different from whatever tlle first god tllinks. But tlle distinction 
tlle Didaskalikos makes between whether God is a mind or a being \vith a 
mind makes more sense if we take Ideas (plural) to belong to the being 
witll a mind, and Idea (singular) to belong to a mind. 
8See Arm strong (1967, 66). 
9For an interesting treatment of Plotinus' use of tlus kind of imagery, 
separate from the context of the Didaskalikos, see Schiirmann (2002, 163). 
lOEnUlsson (1995, paSSlilJ) suggests that tlle idea is certainly compatible 
with the spirit of Platonism, and goes so far as to suggest that it may be 
implicit in Plato's thought in any case. WlUle I clUnk the reason to accept 
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the compatibility is that it does not run counter to the Platonic Meta­
physical Hierarchy, I am somewhat more skeptical about the implicit 
agreement \vith Plato, in so far as complete expression of this notion 
really only seems possible after luistotle, and moreover, it denies the very 
complaint of I\ristotle regarding "free floating forms", as well as what 
appears to be tlle story in the TimaellS. 
IIEmilsson, (1995, 23). 
12See Kenney (1991, 77) and Witt (1971,10). 
13 Didaskalikos 10.1 
14This I think is better than lumstrong's suggestion (1967, 66): "The ac­
tual intelligence [the author of tlle Didaskalikos] identifies sometimes with 
tlle supreme god, but sometimes he distinguishes a god who is tlle cause 
of intelligence and, instead, or along with the triad god-ideas-matter estab­
lishes another: first god-intelligence-soul." \'Vhen we come to examine 
Numenius, we see that the second god actually splits into two, one of 
which is a formal intelligence, the other being involved more intimately 
Witll matter and perhaps derniurgic functioning. It seems like something 
of tlus nature is going on in the Didaskalikos - there are not two triads, but 
some ambiguity about the roles of the second god in the Didaskalikos. 
Kenney's interpretation (1991, 77) is closer to my own. 
15It is clear tllat Aristotle thinks his God will be a unity, in so far as it is 
completely actual. The Didaskalikos seems to say that iliis type of unity 
can be asserted of a self-intellecting first principle, whereas Plotinus does 
not. 
16For an interesting concordance of these epiiliets with Plato, thought not 
in the context of the Didaskalikos, see Schiirmann (2002, 157 and 173 n. 1 
and n. 2.) 
17\,"X1e also know from Porphyry that in Longinus' opinion, Numenius was 
expounding a doctrine similar to that of Plotinus, but he lacked Plotinus' 
philosophical accuracy. lUnelius wrote a book on tlle difference between 
the two, wluch he dedicated to Porphyry. (Vita XVII). 
18It appears that both Numenius and Plotinus use Plato's Second Letter 
(312e) as a justification for this (Armstrong 1967, 98). Kenney (1991, 59) 
notes that ilie tendency towards a triadic system of tllls sort was already 
present in Moderatus of Gades. See also Dillon 1977, 46. We also see in 
Numenius a conception of ethics striking in its similarity to Plotinus. The 
duef aim of the soul is to free itself from its descent into body and seek a 
likeness to God. See also Enneads 1,2, and Dillon (1977, 366). The notion 
of an "ascent to ilie Good" is also part of this etlucal picture. (Frag 2; Dil­
Ion 1977,372). 
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19(111 PJ!)'S, A7, 230.34#) My translation. Dodds (1928, 137 if) notes that 
the first part of this passage refers to the Pal7Jlellides (interpreted Neopla­
tonically), and that Moderatus was probably not the first to so interpret 
Plato. 
2°1 take it that Kenney's claim (1991, 60) that it is "divisible," is a typo­
graphical error. 
21With regard to my interpretation of the Didaskalikos, Armstrong's (1967, 
100) interpretation of Numenius is perhaps instructive in that, to my 
mind, it characterises both Numenius and the Didaskalikos equally well: 
"The first god is the 1dea ... of the second god who can also be referred to 
as a second intelligence or as artificer ... lnstead of speaking of a third god 
we should rather say that he is a double one." 
22111 Tilll 1,303,271/ =Frag 21. 
23 See Dillon (1977, 367). 
24Frag 11, traIlS. Dillon (1967). Des-Places (1973, 52) says: "N'etallt pas at­
tacbe a I'IlItelligible .. .parce qll'ill~garde la IJJateliale, il s'ell preocClfpe et s'ollblie IlIi­
IIJe/JIe." 
25Dillon, (1977, 367). 
26Kenney (1991, 60) suggests, "There is no question d1at the systematic 
intent of this theology is to distinguish quite sharply between d1e principle 
that actively exercises the function of cosmic production and the ultimate 
first principle of the system." 
27Kenney's (1991) term. 
28Rist (1967 42-4), Dodds (1928, 19-20) and Arrnstrong (1988 V, 146 11. 1). 
For a different view see Bussanich (1997, 165 if). 
291t is useful to note that Arrnstrong (1967, 101) suggests d1at, "when 
Numenius describes his first god as d1inking, Plotinus must have consid­
ered it the same error which Aristode had committed." 
30See Armstrong (1967,101). 
31In fact Numenius declares his triadic distinction to be the teaching of 
Socrates. See Dillon (1977, 367). 
32011 tbe Good, VI (Frag. 17). 
33 See Schiinnann (2002, 163). 
34See Dodds (1928, 132). 
350n the anthropomorphism, see Rist (1967, 75). 
36Gerson (1994, 21). 
37 Gerson (1994, 29 Jf.). 



CHAPTER V 
THE ONE OF PLOTINUS 

Plo tin us' adherence to the Platonic Metaphysical Hierar­
chy reflects his belief that being is dependent on unity. The 
various gods of the Middle Platonists, and the first principle 
of Aristotle are all beings. Further, the Unmoved Mover in Ar­
istotle, or its analogue in various Nliddle Platonic metaphysi­
cal systems, is a thinking being. Plotinus maintains that any being 
is by its very nature multiple, and multiplicity requires a prior 
unity which grounds it. He also maintains that thinking is by 
its very nature multiple, and requires a prior unity that 
grounds it. Plotlnus therefore thinks that whatever grounds 
the being and thinking of the existent cosmos cannot itself be 
a being, or a thinking being. Plotinus believes that there is 
duality in the way Greek philosophers (especially Aristotle) 
understand thinking; it implies both a thinker and a thought.! 
It is also hard to deny that being itself is multiple, when one 
understands it as "limited", for this implies both a limit and a 
limited, as well as the primary genera that go along with be­
ing. Plotinus is willing to grant that there can be a great deal 
of unity in being or thought, and this kind of thinking yields 
the unchangeable one-many that is Notls. Since being and 
thinking are multiple, they cannot serve as a first principle. 

105 
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Further, to his mind, all of Greek philosophy is seeking a 
principle of unity that grounds multiplicity. 

One gets a good sense of Plotinus' approach to the 
thought of his predecessors in his summary of earlier phi­
losophers in EI/neads V.l, which stands in stark contrast to 
Aristotle's summary in iVIetapl?Jsics A. In the EI/neads Plotinus 
claims that his predecessors sought a principle of unity; in the 
j\1etapl?]sits, Aristotle claims that they were seeking the causes 
of being. One may argue that these amount to the same thing, 
in so far as for Plo tin us, unity is the ultimate cause of being. 
But for Plotinus, the ultimate cause of being, the principle of 
unity is btJ'ond being, and the principle of being. As he says in 
Enneads V.l: 

For the soul now knows that these things must be, but 

longs to answer the question repeatedly discussed also 

by the ancient philosophers, how from the One, if it is 

such as we say it is, anything else, whether a multiplic­

ity, or a dyad or a number, came into existence, and 

why it did not on the contrary remain by itself, but 

such a great multiplicity flowed from it as that which is 

seen to exist in beings, but which we think it right to 

refer back to the One, (EIJ!leads V.l.6, 2-8 ) 

The "question" here speaks to Aristotle's question of how 
Plato's One and Forms are ontologically efficacious. Aris­
totle's solution was to make substance the ground of being 
and unity, and to posit being and thought par excellence as a 
remote final cause. Given Plotinus' conviction that true being 
and true thought have their principle in something other than 
and prior to them, he must explain how the One is beyond 
both knowing and being. 

What I propose to do in this chapter is threefold. I first 
want to look at Plotinus' fusion of negative and positive 
"theology". I suggest that the Platonic notion of "eidetic in-
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version" is the "positive" side of his "theology", whereby the 
multiplicity of NOlls is "projected" onto the One without af­
firming of the One the characteristics of NOlls. That Plotinus 
denies that the One has any positive characteristics points to 
a desire to assert its simplicity. In so far as the One is the 
principle of unity for multiplicity and "potency for limited 
being", positive "theology" (productive power) meets nega­
tive "theology" (apophatic simplicity). It is better to speak 
here of positive and negative hen%gy, if we think of theology 
as a discussion of a supreme "being", for a "being" is most 
significantly what the One is not.2 Thus secondly, I want to 
reject the idea3 that the One is the primary sense of being, 
and that NOlls is to be understood equivocally in relation to it. 
This would be an interpretation of Plotinus in terms of a sort 
of pros hen equivocity. I suggest that because Plotinus main­
tains that the One is beyond being, he would not accept such 
an analysis. This also helps to show what Plotinus means by 
saying that the One is beyond being. Finally I discuss the in­
consistency of attempting to claim, on the basis of Plotinus' 
reference to the One's oJlsia, that the One is also a kind of 
"one-many" like Notls.4 Such a position assumes that we can 
have rational knowledge of, and make distinctions about, the 
One. I point to Plotinus' distinction between "speaking the 
One" and "speaking of the One". "Speaking the One" is not 
possible, for the One is ineffable; "speaking of the One" is 
what we do, and in so far as we limited minds do it, we only 
know q/the One, but we do not know the One itself. \YJe can 
refer to the One, but we cannot know it. The One is at best a 
principle that is necessary for the grounding of the cosmos, 
and we know of it only in virtue of the logical necessity that 
requires unity to explain, ground, and sllstain multiplicity. 

It has been said that that Plotinus mixes the elements of 
positive and negative theology together in "a most discon­
certing way."s Indeed at V.2.1, Plotinus says that, 
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The One is all things and not a single one of them: it is 

the principle [apxil] of all things, not all things, but all 

things have that other kind of transcendent existence; 

for in a way they do occur in the One; or rather they 

are not there yet, but they will be. How then do all 

things come from the One, which is simple and has in 

it no diverse variety, or any sort of doubleness 

[Ol1TAOTj)]? It is because there is nod1ing at all in it that 

all things come from it: in order that being may exist, 

the One is not being, but the generator of being. (EIJ­

mads V.2.1,1-8) 

I believe that we can make some sense out of why he makes 
these apparently contradictory claims. In the above passage, 
Plotinus says a number of things. To make an assessment of 
the passage above more manageable, I will split it into two 
halves and deal with each half by calling upon some of the 
principles and influences discussed in the previous chapters. 

1) "The One is all things and not a single one of them: it is 
the principle of all things, not all things, but all things have 
that other kind of transcendent existence; for in a way they 
do occur in the One; or rather they are not there yet, but they 
will be." 

This may be explained in terms of the monadological ap­
proach to NOIIS, and it is also useful to keep in mind the apo­
phatic approach of the Didaskalikos. The monadological un­
derstanding of NONS is such that the Forms and NONS have 
their individuation through self-intellection, or the limiting of 
being by thought. There is no such limiting of the One, since 
it is beyond both being and thought. Hence it is "all things" 
in a kind of "positive potency", a potency for the limited fi­
nite being that occurs in NOtls.6 Says Plotinus: 



P/OtilJtlS and the Platonic iVietaphysical HierarcJJ)' 

All things are the One and not the One: they are he be­

cause dley come from him; they are not because it is in 

abiding by himself that he gives dlem. (Enlleads V.2.2, 

25-7) 
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Hence the One is all things because it is a principle that is 
potentially all things, where potency is a sort of productive 
capacity. This productive capacity comes from its perfection, 
in accordance with the principle of positive production. The 
One is "not a single one of them" because it is not limited in 
the way that being is limited, or in the way that thought limits. 
Now, before we proceed to the next claim, I should say a lit­
tle more about this idea of "positive potency." 

To say that the One "is" all of the beings that come after 
it would suggest that it can be regarded as an energeia. For in 
order for it to be "all of them", there must be some positive 
or actual "nature" that the One possesses. The energeia of the 
One is to be understood as a higher activity than that of sub­
stance.7 \'i/e have already briefly seen Plotinus' distinction be­
tween the energeia tis ol1sias of the One and its energeia ek !is 
ollsias. The One's energeia tis otlsias may be said to be "all 
things" in so far as it is the cause of them all, and they could 
have come from no other cause. The effect, which is the ener­
geia ek tis otlsias that becomes NottS, (and via Notts, Soul and 
the rest of the cosmos) implies that there is an adltal cause of 
that effect, and that cause is the energeia tis otlsias. 

To say that the One is not being, or Forms, or Soul, or 
concrete particulars, but sustains them and is their principle, 
suggests that it is a sort of dtmalJJil dlat stands in potency to 
these limited actualities because they are limited and it is not. 
The concept of dtlnalJJis in Plotinus does not always carry with 
it the negative connotations that it does in Aristotle's notion 
of dttllalJJis; here it ought to be regarded instead as "productive 
power. ,,9 
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In Ellneads Ill.SolO, in response to the question, 'what is 
it that is not one of all things but before all things,' Plotinus 
answers "dtllJamis tOil pantOn" - "the productive power of all 
tbings.,,10 Similarly in Enneads V17.32: 

Therefore the productive power [ovva~ . .1lS] of all is the 

flower of beauty, a beauty which makes beauty. For it 

generates beauty and makes it more beautiful by the 

excess of beauty which comes from it, so that it is the 

principle [apxi]] of beauty and the term [nepOS] of 

beauty. But since it is the principle of beauty it makes 

that beautiful of which it is the principle, and makes 

that beautiful not in shape; but it makes dIe very beauty 

which comes to be from it to be shapeless, but in shape 

in another, but by itself shapeless. Therefore that which 

participates in beauty is shaped, not the beauty. (EIJ­

neads VI.7.32, 32-39) 

The fact that beauty by itself is "shapeless" and comes to be 
"shaped" by posterior instantiations, suggests that the One as 
dUllamis is so, precisely because it is not limited in the way that 
Forms, NOIIs or being are limited. The One acts as a potency 
of "finite energeia" .11 Finite being derives the One, but it is not 
il1 the One as finite being.12 

This sense of dunamis helps us to make sense of the odd 
use of tense in the main passage we are examining. Plotinus 
says that all things "occur in the One; or rather they are not 
there yet, but they will be." The use of tenses to draw logical 
distinctions is commonplace; the notion of dtlJlaJJJis as "po­
tency of fmitude" he employs here is not so commonplace. 
All things are 'not in the One yet' because in the One they are 
indistinct and unlimited. In the act of limiting Being (think­
ing), NONS looks towards the One, yielding a "rational" or 
"Formal" version of what is before the rational. This recalls 
the distinction in the Didaskalikos between Idea and Ideas. 
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Nmv, if there were no NOlfS, it would be impossible to claim 
that all things are "in the One", for there would be no distinc­
tions, no plurality, no many. Only after the limitation of infi­
nite being by NOlls is such a claim possible. Hence "all things" 
only make their appearance in the "future," when NONS allnws 
for the distinction and limitation of the things that "in a way, 
occur in the One." 

There is another distinction that helps us make sense of 
the first half of our passage. It is the distinction between the 
energeia Ifs olfsias and the energeia ek fes oJfsias. The energeia lis 
ol/sias of the One must be understood as the unlimited source 
of all things. This stands in potency to the limitation of its 
ellergeia ek fes ousias by and in NOlls. Things that are "in" tile 
One (although this is metaphorical at best) are in it "dynami­
cally." 

At VI.S, where Plotinus discusses the "freedom" of the 
One, he speaks of the energeia of the One as its hypostasis a 
kind of metaphorical expression of its "existence". This "exis­
tence" is explicitly said to be free of otfsia. Hence the notion 
of the eltelgeia fes otfsias of the One is also metaphorical at best; 
the One has no otlSia properly speaking, if we understand ousia 
as limited. Drawing a distinction between tl1e energeia fes ousias 
and the energeia ek fes ot/sias may be a useful way to contrast the 
unlimited and unchangeable nature of the One with its effect 
(which is limited by the monadology that is Not/s). In short, 
we must not take the idea of the One's otfsia too literally. Says 
Plotinus: 

Nor should we be afraid to assume that the first activity 

[EvEpyElav] is without substance [avEv ouatas], but 

posit this very fact as his, so to speak, existence 

[lllV olov tmoaTUOlv 8ETEOV]. But if one posited an 

existence without activity, the principle would be defec­

tive and the most perfect of all imperfect. And if one 
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adds activity, one does not keep the One, If then the 

activity is more perfect than the substance, and the first 

is more perfect, then the first will be activity, In his ac­

tivity, therefore, he is already the first, and it cannot be 

that he was before he came to be, but already alto­

gether was, Now certainly an activ-.ity not enslaved to 

substance is purely and simply free [EAEV8epa]. .. " 

(El/lJeads VI.8.20, 9-19) 

In short, Plotinus is attempting to articulate a notion of ener­
geia that is beyond any normal conception of that term. Nor­
mally we expect that an activity has its source in some kind of 
otlsia. While Plotinus does refer metaphorically to the energeia 
tes otlsias of the One, the explicit claim that it is ane/l otlsias car­
ries more weight, since an absolute denial ought to be taken 
more literally than the use of analogous terms in cases where 
we are dealing with the ineffable. Since "o/lsia qtla otlsid' is lim­
ited, the energeia is affirmed of the One in such a way as to 
render it "free" of the limitation that otlsia implies. 13 

We may now turn to the second half of our "split pas­
sage": 

2) "How then do all things come from the One, which is 
simple and has in it no diverse variety, or any sort of double­
ness? It is because there is nothing at all in it that all things 
come from it: in order that being may exist, the One is not 
being, but the generator of being." 

When we appeal to the "principles of emanation", we see that 
the One is metaphysically prior because it is absolutely more 
po\verful (positive production), absolutely more simple (prior 
simplicity), absolutely independent, that on which being de­
pends absolutely (non-convertibility), and absolutely more 
good (indexed unity). In short, the application of these prin-
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ciples through Plotinian spectacles requires that the One be 
absolutely more powerful, immutable, self-sufficient14 and 
simple than that which it grounds. 15 The things of which it is 
the principle are not self-sufficient, and therefore strive after 
the unity that the One grants. By contrast, there is nothing 
the One could or would seek: 

A principle is not in need [EvoEEsl of the things which 

come after it, and the principle of all things needs none 

of them. For whatever is in need is in need as striv-ing 

towards its principle; but if the One is in need of any­

thing, it is obviously seeking not to be one; so it will be 

in need of its destroyer; but everything which is said to 

be in need is in need of its well-being and its preserver. 

So that there is nothing good for the One; so then it 

does not wish for anything; but it transcends good, and 

is good not for itself but for others, if anything is able 

to participate in it. (E!lneads VI.9.6, 34-43) 

Plotinus bases the idea of a principle needing something on 
the presumption that needful things need something that will 
benefit them, or will be good for them. (One may think in 
terms of the Socratic paradox of 'no man doing wrong know­
ingly' - we might think we need false apparent goods, but in 
reality, they are not what we need.) The idea of needing good 
suggests the basic assumption that things do not seek their 
own destruction. By defining need as "need for some good," 
Plotinus suggests that anything "in need" participates (gets 
Jvhat it needs) from some higher, more unified good (in ac­
cordance with the principles of indexed unity and prior sim­
plicity). NOlls participates in the One, but there is nothing 
higher than the One in which it participates, hence it is not in 
need. The dialectical move that Plotinus makes, z:e. saying that 
if the One needed anything, it would need its destroyer, sug­
gests that nothing but the one is truly unified. One is re-



114 The One of Plotinus 

minded of Parmenides of Elea's claim that if being needed 
anything "it would need all," reflecting the fact that being 
contains no not-being, and that we can only consider being in 
its totality.16 For Plotinus, the only thing the One could need 
(the only thing it does not have) is "not one," or multiplicity. 

Since that which derives from the One is (along with the 
rest of the cosmos) the monadology of Being and Thought, 
understood as the unification if Forms and in Forms, qfMind 
and in Mind, the One is more simple and more powerful than 
being, Mind, and Forms. This is the positive side of Plotinus' 
henology. On the negative side, all those things that are 
predicated of NONs and of Forms, which make them multiple, 
must be denied of the One. We cannot predicate being, life, 
thinking, quiddity, oHsia, or anything that suggests the multi­
plicity of the One.17 In fact the One should not even be called 
"One," says Plotinus, but we give it a name because "we want 
to indicate it to ourselves as best we can.,,18 The primary dif­
ficulty, it seems, is that to predicate anything of it is to "im­
port duality" into it: 19 

VH eOTl ~EV TO ~T10EV TO\1TWV WV eOTlV Cxpxi], TOlOV­

TO ~EVTOl olOV ~T)OEVOS mlTOV KaTT)yopElo8m ovva­

~EVOV ~i] QVTOS, ~i] ovoias, ~i] I;wiis TO VTIEP TICxVTa 

aVTc0V elVat. 

It is not one of those things of which it is the principle; 

certainly it is similar, though of it nothing can be predi­

cated, not being [of any sort] or substance [of any sort], 

not life [of any sort], such that it is above all these 

things. (Ellfleads III.8.10, 27-31).20 

The question is how we are to understand the One as 
the "arehe"" of being. Emanation is the process by which the 
One "gives rise to being," but "\vhat is it that actually gives rise 
to that process? The principle of positive production suggests 
that anything that is perfect creates. The principle of prior 



Plotilllls alld the PlatOlJic lvletaphpical Hierarcll)' 115 

simplicity indicates that it is absolutely simple. The logic of 
the eidetic inversion shows that if the One is to ground NONS, 

lVotls and the things within must in some way be like "instan­
tiations" of the One, on the analogy of material things as in­
stantiations of Forms.21 It would be wrong to say that the 
One is being, or Form, or Mind, or contains them. Instead, I 
think that we ought to think of the One's power to produce 
as a projection of the concepts of unity, actuality and thought 
that exist in NONS to a logically required, completely simple 
principle: 

\"X7hat then could the One be, and what nature could it 

have? There is nothing surprising in its being difficult 

to say, when it is not even easy to say what being or 

Form is; but we do have a knowledge based on the 

Forms. (EIIIJeads V1.9.3, 1-4) 

Thinking of Notls as a monadology is extremely helpful in see­
ing how that multiplicity-in-unity attains an identity of its 
Forms through monadological self-intellection. Denying be­
ing and thought of the One also removes the ability to keep 
the Forms that it grounds separate from each other. For one 
may wonder how the "Ideas in the Intellect" do not all col­
lapse into one, since Notls is a unity. Forms can be separate in 
NOlls because they are self-intellecting. If one could remove 
both limited being and thought from a conception of Not/s, 
one would be left with an approximation of the indefinite 
enet;geia of the One, an enet;geia that "contains all things." One 
gets a sense of the idea of projection to a principle of unity, 
linked to the idea of apophasis, in the following passage: 

Why then, if [the One] is not in movement is it not at 

rest? Because each or both of these must necessarily 

pertain to being, and what is at rest is so by rest, and is 

not the same as rest; so rest will be incidental to it and 
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it will not be the same as rest. For to say that it is the 

cause [ahlov] is not to predicate something incidental 

to it, but of us, because we have something from it 

while that One is in itself; but one who speaks precisely 

should not say "that," [EKElvov] or "is" [OVTOS]. (EII­

!leads VI.9.3, 45-52) 

Plotinus is here denying that motion and rest, two of Plato's 
"primary kinds," apply to the One. Implicit in the denial is 
that those things which would be predicated of it (if we fol­
low his way of thinking) would be prior to it, in accordance 
with a Platonic way of thinking about predication as partici­
pation. We see also the idea of "projecting" predicates, which 
belong properly to being, onto the One. Plotinus is careful to 
complete the thought by denying limiting references of quid­
dity or being to the One. 

We have then two strains of thought in Plotinus' discus­
sion of the One. One strain, a negative, apophatic one, asserts 
its simplicity; it is a denial of everything that may be asserted 
of thought or being. At the same time, there is a second, posi­
tive strain, which draws on the idea that some kind of actual­
ity is needed to produce the effect that is NolIS (and subse­
quently Soul and the cosmos). The upshot is that when the 
power of the One meets the simplicity of the One, positive 
theology synergises with negative henology. 

The question that still remains is how we are to under­
stand the claims that the One is beyond being and beyond 
knowing. Given the considerations about the relationship of 
positive and negative henology in Plo tin us' philosophy, we 
might conceive of the One as an undifferentiated, simple 
power or principle.22 Plotinus does say that it is infinite, and 
this infinity stands in contrast to the lirniting of being by 
thought in NOIIS: 
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it must be understood as infInite [OTTElpOV] not be­

cause its size and number cannot be measured or 

counted, but because its power [OVVCq..lEUJS] cannot be 

comprehended. (E!lneads VI. 9.6. 11-13) 
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This again suggests that tile One's "actuality" is not limited by 
lie monadological system of self-intellection or comprehen­
sion liat is NOlls. At Ellneads V.3.15, Plotinus suggests that 
lie One possesses all things in such a way as not to be dis­
tinct:23 

\X1hat then are "all things"? All things of which that 

One is the principle. But how is that One the principle 

of all things? Is it because as principle it keeps them in 

being, making each one of them exist? 

rEKuaTUJv OIlTWV TTolTjaaau elVal] Yes, and be­

cause it brought them into existence. But how did it do 

so? By possessing them beforehand. But it has been 

said that in this way it will be a multiplicity. But it had 

them in such a way as not to be distinct: they are dis­

tinguished on the second level, in the rational form 

[TCl:> AOycp]. For this is already actuality; but the One 

is the potency of all things [TO OE OVVUlllS TTO:VTUJVj. 

Not in the way in which matter is said to be in potency, 

because it receives: for matter is passive; but this [mate­

rial] way of being a potency is at the opposite extreme 

to making [TCl:> TTOIEIV]. (EllfJeads V.3.15, 27-36) 

This passage gives a very clear sense of the dttllalJJis of the 
One that we have seen already in the last section. It is a posi­
tive dttnamis, one that "makes", Again in Notts, lie distinctness 
of each Form is explained by lie monadology of self­
intellecting (comprehending) Forms in a circumscribing self­
intellecting (comprehending) NOt!S.24 Not!s is lie primary level 
of being, the primary level of rational form, but it is the sec-
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ond hypostasis. We are still left "with the question of how to 
understand the "existence" of the First hypostasis, the One.25 

Plotinus' account of the derivation of being and thought from 
the One, in accordance with the principle of positive produc­
tion and the idea of degrees of reality, indicates that the lim­
ited eJlergeia ek tes otlsiaJ of the One is being, and that being is 
something less than the One, and dependent on it. In short, 
being is dependent on unity, and the principle of being can­
not be a being. 

Viewed from the perspective of infinity, if one accepts 
the infinity of the One as the primary sense of being, this de­
rues the classical, finite sense of being to the Forms which 
"annihilates" all else, since if Forms are not to be taken as 
being primarily, what else can possibly exist? 

The fact that being is used by Plotinus to mean firute 
limited being (except when he explains the process of emana­
tion, where limitless being is prior to noetic formal limiting) 
makes it clear that the One itself is not the primary referent 
of being, but that the primary referent of being is NO/IS. Plot­
inus' project is to explain how existence is possible at all. The 
existence of anything affords the opportunity to distinguish 
the thing's nature from its existence, and hence to derive mul­
tiplicity via the technique of the ParllleJlides and Sophist, just as 
as self-intellection affords the ability to derive multiplicity 
from the Unmoved Mover, or NONJ. Hence it is clear that 
both thought and existence must be denied of the One. 
Thought and existence are derived from the One emanatively 
in NolIS, but are not found "ontologically" in the One itself. 

The "Good" which gives rise to NolIS must be simple, 
self-generating and without need (aJJendeis); given that it is 
without need, it cannot need thinking. Further "the One can­
not be all things, since Intellect is all tlungs; and it cannot be 
being, since being is all things.,,26 Again this is why being, 
NONS and (Plotinus' understanding of) Aristotle's Unmoved 
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Mover qualify as second in Plotinus' system; they are all seen 
as dependent upon that which is not itself a being. It is also 
why an Aristotelian god will not sit comfortably in a Platonic 
system like that of the Didaskalikos. The One is beyond flOtlJ 
and beyond being. 

Attempts27 to show that Plotinus is obliged to attribute 
to the One a multiplicity of sorts is, in my opinion, the result 
of assuming that we can explain the features of the One. It is 
not necessary, however, that in making the One an energeia/8 

Plotinus makes it an otlJia.29 Plotinus invites this kind of inter­
pretation by referring to the enetgeia tis otlsias of the One, but I 
have suggested that this is metaphorical at best, given his ex­
plicit denial of the One's eJJelgeia that is said to be "allett 
otIJias".30 \Xlhen a finite mind attempts to understand the One, 
it makes distinctions at a lower level than the One, and ana­
logicalll1 at best. 32 Again the Didaskalikos comes to mind. If 
we take Plotinus' mysticism seriously, it amounts to accepting 
that no words are adequate to give an account of the nature 
of the One:33 

The perplexity arises especially because our awareness 

of that One is not by way of reasoned knowledge 

[KaT' ElTl0nlllllV] or of intellectual perception 

[KaTCx V61101V] as with other intelligible things, but by 

way of a presence superior to knowledge 

[KOTCx napovolav ElTlOnlllT1S KpE1TTOVO]. The soul 

experiences its falling away from being one and is not 

altogether one when it has reasoned knowledge of any­

thing; for reasoned knowledge is a rational process 

[A6yos] and a rational process is many. (Em/eads V1.9.4, 

1-6) 

It is again useful to recall that Plotinus draws a distinction 
between "speaking the one" and "speaking qlthe one".34 We 
cannot speak the one, but we may speak qlit. To predicate of 
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the One is to "speak of it," but not to "speak it," or actually 
say what it is, since the predication implies duality. If we were 
to try to speak it, we would fail because of our own noetic or 
discursive reasoning. Further, in so far as "conceiving" may 
be taken as grasping the essence of something apart from its 
existence and the One's "essence" is indistinguishable from 
its "existence" one cannot "conceive" the One.35 

Where Plotinus speaks at length in dualistic terms about 
the One he often opens and or closes the discussion with a 
warning. For example, at Ell!leads V1.8.13-18 he tells us he 
will speak "ouk olthoY' and must use words that depart "from 
the rigour of knowledge".3G Plotinus says things like this 
throughout the EJllleads and any example of this kind of 
statement could serve as a rejoinder those who say that Plot­
inus' attempts to characterise the One show that the One has 
multiplicity: 

But we have [the One] in such a way as to speak about 

it, but not to say it itself. And we say what it is not; 

what it is we do not say. So that it is from what is pos­

terior [to it] that we speak about it. We are not hin­

dered from having it, although we do not say it. But 

like those who are inspired and become [divinely] pos­

sessed, if they manage to lmow that they have some­

thing greater in themselves, even if they do not know 

what, from that through which they are moved and 

speak, from this they acquire a sense of the mover, be­

ing different from it, thus we do appear to relate to [the 

One]. (EII!leadsV,3J4, 5-14)37 

The One is not something to be thought, or to exist, but to 
be unified }vith, in a process of mystical ascent and the jettison­
ing of the restrictions of thought and being. That which Aris­
totle saw as the height of human activity, rational contempla­
tion, is for Plotinus merely a stepping stone to the true end of 
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human existence. The first step in the ascent is to transcend 
the restrictions of discursive thinking in order to obtain a no­
etic position of immediate intuition of Formal reality, the 
level of N01!s.3s The second step is to transcend even those 
restrictions, and seek what is prior. In EllJJeads V.S, Plotinus 
reflects on the difficulty of expressing how he envisions the 
One, and suggests that a kind of 'apophasis' or 'negation' of 
even the name "hen" is necessary to truly represent the One. 
He explains this in terms of that word which Glaucon utters 
after Socrates tells him that the Good is epekeina lis o1!sias: I 
quoted part of his passage in Chapter I, now I quote it more 
fully to bring out its fullest sense. 

But we in our travail do not know what we ought to 

say, and are speaking of what cannot be spoken 

[AEyOI-lEV mpl ov PTlTOV], and give it a name 

[6vol-lui;OI-lEV] because we want to indicate it to our­

selves as best we can. But perhaps this name "One" 

contains only a denial of multiplicity. This is why the 

Pythagoreans symbolically indicated it to each other by 

the name Apollo ['AiToAAwva], in negation of the 

multiple [TWV TIOAAWV]. But if the One - name and 

reality expressed - was to be taken positively it would 

be less clear than if we did not give it a name at all: for 

perhaps this name [One] was given it in order that the 

seeker, beginning from that which is completely indica­

tive of simplicity, may finally negate [cmocpnCJT]] this as 

well. (Elllleads V.S.6, 23-33)39 

The interdependence of reference and existence is a product 
of the unification of Form and thought in what is posterior to 
the One, the result of the One's being a generative principle. 
Indeed the laws of excluded middle and non-contradiction do 
not apply to the One.40 Knowledge can only have as its object 
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something finite, and the One is not an existent thing, or 
something delimited by a Form - it is not finite but infinite.41 

The question of the referent of the non-existent is not the 
concern of Plotinus. Nor was it really Plato's concern, for it is 
clear from the ParmeJlides that as much can be asserted of a 
"one which is not," as can be asserted of "a one which is". It 
is in NOlIs and through Notls that tmth takes on the delimiting 
characteristics of being and intellective identity. Hence it is a 
mistake to apply posterior conditions to what is prior. 

Plotinus would deny that the One has knowledge for 
purposes of emphasising its simplicity, in so far as knowledge 
on Plotinus' account implies duality.42 It is clear that even the 
unity of lmower and its objects in Notls is not the unqualified 
One,43 and the One's possession of noetic capacity is often 
denied.44 But it should be noted in this regard that the One 
cannot properly be called ignorant either, since in such a case 
there would be a distinction between the one and what it 
does not knoW.45 Given Plotinus' aCCOUJlt of knowledge, we 
must conclude that the One doesn't have it46: 

But what is beyond being must be beyond thinking; it is 

not then absurd if he does not know himself; for he has 

nothing in himself which he can learn about, since he is 

one, (E/J/Jeads Y6,6, 30-2) 

We may be tempted to posit a "quasi super-noesis" for the 
One,47 making knowledge in the primary sense the knowledge 
that the One has, and all other senses are equivocal4S. How­
ever we must say that the One is the measure because it is the 
principle, and the pregnant common term of everything, 
while denying the validity of comparison, because our ability 
to compare is either discursive or noetic, whereas the One is 
"henetic." Plotinus may shed some light by saying that the 
One is "pante diaklitikoll heatltoJI,49 in so far as this suggests 
not a dual knowing, but a clear immediate apprehension that 
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is the One. 50 The essential point is that the One's 'conscious­
ness' is such that subject-object poles are not legitimate clis­
tinctions to make regarcling the One.S1 

Plotinus' first principle then, is not a being, but is rather 
the principle of being "\vhich is beyond being. It is this 
necessity of positing a principle of unity beyond being and 
giving the notion a coherent place in a metaphysical system 
that is the crowning glory of Plotinus' philosophy, his 
philosophical system. In a way, it represents the clearest 
articulation of what Greek philosophy had sought since it 
began - a principle of unity. It is a projection of what we 
know as delimited form and being to an infinite dtl1JCl!JJis of 
those limited "participants" fused with a denial of the limits 
that makes knowledge and being possible in the first place. 
Being as limit, and thinking as "limiter," are denied of the 
One in so far as these are multiple and require a unifying 
principle. To assert them of the One would be to engage an 
infinite regress of seeking the principle of being and unity. 

Plotinus' One is more than just the culmination of his 
own philosophy. It is the culmination of a traclition, because 
it is the result of reflection on that traclition by one of its 
most profound minds. Whether or not he is in fact correct in 
his assessment of that traclition, he regards himself as its 
product, or at least the defender of a line of that traclition 
which he believes to be right, and which he defends against 
the prime metaphysical alternative to that traclition, the meta­
physics of Aristotle. Plotinus reasserts and re-engineers, with 
a good degree of coherence, and a great deal of appreciation 
for the goals of his traclition, a Platonic Metaphysical Hierar­
chy some 600 years after Aristotle had said that such a hierar­
chy was unworkable. 
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Notes for Chapter V: 

ISee Gerson (1994, 194 jJ.). 
21\s Schiirmann (2002, 159) suggests: "Negative henology achieves what 
negative theology can never achieve, namely, an understancling of the 
clifference between non-being and being as the clifference between ... 'to 
be' and 'a being"', and (Schiirmann 2002, 162) "the alliance between 
metaphysical apophatism and onto-theology obscures the phenomenol­
ogical cliscovery contained in negative henology ... It is due to unifica­
tion ... that all beings are beings. In negative theology, on the contrary, we 
hear that dle One is the supreme being, of which we do not know mhat it 
is, although we know that it is." 
3Gerson's (1994) suggestion. 
41\rmstrong's (1970) suggestion. 
S 1\rmstrong (1970, 1). Plotinus says that the One is and is not (ElltJeads 
V17.38; V18.8), subsists and does not (EI/mads V18.20; V1.8.1 1), is act 
and is not (Ellmads VL8.20; IlL8.11), is free and is not free (Elllleads 
VI.8.20; VI.8.8) has life and does not have life (Ellmads V.4.2; V.7.1 7). 
Bussanich (1997, 163) notes that the overwhelming evidence is in favour 
of an emphasis on the negative conception of the One. 1\ thought from 
Deck (1967, 1) here is also useful, but it cannot be the whole trudl: "The 
One is or has all these, to the extent that neither they nor the being or 
having of them involves duality. \v'hen Plotinus denies an attribute of the 
One, he does so to affirm the simplicity of the One; when he affirms an 
attribute, he shows that the One, although simple, is not negative." It is 
true that Plotinus wants to deny duality, but since this implies both being 
and its characteristics, the denial of what would normally be attributes of 
being is much more significant than I think Deck admits. Saying that the 
One has "attributes" is a metaphorical claim at best; it certainly does not 
"have" them in the way that NOIIS, Soul or material beings do, and we 
must think of the One having attributes via analogical "projection" from 
our philosophising about NOlls. 
6Gerson's (1994) suggestion. 
7See also Gerson (1994, 22); although characteristically Plotinus denies 
this apophatically in an attempt to respect the simplicity of the One. See. 
EI/mads V.7.17; V.8-16; VL8.20. 
sEllneads V.3.15; IlL8.10; V. 1.7; V.3.16; V.4.1; V.4.2; V.5.12; V1.7.32; 
VI.7.40; VL8.9; VI.9.5. 
9 Armstrong, (1988, Ill, 394-5). 
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IOEfI!leads IlL8. 1 0, 1. 
lIGerson (1994,214). 
12Gerson (1994, 214). 
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13Hence Kelly's claim (1973, 276) troubles me: "[plotinus] presents the 
One as an original Form or IDEA, if you will, in whose likeness finite 
beings are made." The One is not a form, or exemplar of unity but rather 
a principle of unity. 
140n self-sufficiency, the One is beyond it; but here again we must take 
account of the distinction between speaking the one and speaking of it. 
Plotinus suggests that the One is self sufficient at E!lmads I.8.2; 11.9.1; 
VA.1 etc.) See Gerson (1994, 17). 
15This is not, however, to "predicate" these "absolutes" of the One. \X1e 
can only speak this way from the perspective of NOlIs looking towards the 
One. This kind of comparison is, as it were, unidirectional, or knowledge 
by projection of attributes known by limited reason on to the unlimited 
one. Hence too, we can "speak of the One," but we cannot "speak the 
One." 
16DK 8:33-4. See Emilsson's comment (1994, 88) on the relation of the 
intelligible world to the sensible world. I read Parmenides as a "cosmo­
logical monist" as opposed to the 'predicational monism' advocated by 
Curd (1997). 
17See Rist (1973, 83). 
18E!lneads V,5.6, 25-6 cp. V.3.14, 1-6; VI.9.3, 49-55; VI.9.5, 30-46. 
19Gerson (1990, 213). 
20My translation. I find Armstrong's translation somewhat misleading. His 
translation reads: "It is certainly not one of the things of which it is origin; 
it is of such a kind [TOloiiTo IlEVTOI], though notlLing can be predicated 
of it, not being, not substance, not life, as to be above all of these tl1ings." 
Armstrong's translation of TOIOVTO IlEVTOI as "it is of such a kind" is 
consistent \vith the normal use of TOIOVTO as referring commonly to the 

foregoing phrase (cp. Liddell and Scott, "TOIOVTO") but this makes the 

One similar in kind to the "things of wlLich it is origin". I think all that 
Plotinus is saying is that it is not completely disconnected Witl1 them. 
21Katz (1950, 14 and 37-38). 
21Sells (1994, 25) says "[plotinus] evokes an act so utterly complete and 
instantaneous that tl1e subject is fused into the act to the point of no 
longer existing." 
230n all forms indistinctly, Ellneads V.3.15; V.2.1; VA.2; VI.7.32; VI.8.21. 
When compared to the ''Numenian'' E!I!leads VA.2, where the one is self-
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differentiated, one might say that the difference between V.4.2, \vhere the 
One is a self-differentiated, and V.3.15, where the One is not self­
differentiated, one might resolve Bussanich's (1997) consternation is dif­
ferent from NOIIS, whereas, in v'3.15, the One does not admit of inner 
distinction becallse it is different from NolIS in precisely such a way as to 
deny the distinctions that arise in lYolls. In other words, the One is beyond 
monadological being. 
2~ cp. Ellneads VI.S.13. 
25Gerson's solution, (1990, 212 if) to the problem of how the One can 
"be" if it is beyond being, is to say that the primary sense of being is the 
One, and that the "being" of NOlls is an equivocal use of the word being. 
Plato's conception of the "existence" (becoming) of material entities 
works like this in a sense, since to say that a material entity "exists" is to 
say that it "is" in a sense, because of its participation in Formal reality, 
which is the true sense of existence. Hence the "existence" of material 
entities is different but derivative from, and hence related to, the true exis­
tence of Forms. Gerson, I take it, envisions that the "existence" of NoIIS is 
different but derivative from, and hence related to, the existence of the 
One. I do not think this is a valid position, and an appeal to the relation 
of unity and being in Plotinus' metaphysics bears this out. Plocinus says 
that being is dependent on unity, and he says that the principle of unity 
(the One) is independent of being. Further, because the One is not a ge­
nus or a kind because then it would be divisible into species and hence 
not one but many (Efllleads VI.2.9). See also Jackson (1967, 321) but be­
yond genus and kind, it cannot legitimately be compared to genera or 
kinds. Hence it cannot be related equivocally to other beings either. The 
One which grounds multiplicity cannot be a one among other ones, for 
this leaves unanswered the question of why simples and composites can 
be one. If the grounding unity were simply one thing among others, we 
should have to look for the hlfpokeilllenon of the composite that is allto 
kath'ealltoll. But if you "see" unity in other things, there must be unity silll­
pliciter - a source for that unity. The composite relies on the simples of 
which it is composed, and the simples themselves must be explained in 
terms of a prior principle of simplicity. In other words, if the simples 
(parts) of the composite unity only exist in a composite, then the unity of 
the composite remains unexplained. If the simples can exist apart, then 
their simplicity (unity) must be explained. If there are many or a One­
Many (NolIS) there must be a One before the many. For if we are to find a 
source of unity in being, unity must be prior to it; it also must be prior to 
the Forms, which can be distinguished from one another in the noetic 
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apprehension that is NOlls. In some sense, the idea that to predicate of a 
unity is to make it multiple (ElltJeads V1.9.3) rules out the possibility of the 
One being the highest genlls, since if the One were a genus, it would have 
many things which were species of it, and one would again be looking for 
the source of the unity of the genus (Ellneads VI. 2.1 0). Consequently, the 
"nature" of the One is at best a metaphorical or analogical projection 
from tl1e nature of NOlls (cp. Gerson 1994, 13.) Interestingly enough, this 
kind of move, suggests Rist, was made by later commentators with nearly 
disastrous results. See also Rist (1967, 33 11. 29 and 11. 34). 
26Elllleads VI.9.2. 
27For example that of Armstrong (1967, 3): "However much [the One] 
may transcend the beings which we know ... if [it is] an ouo(a, tl1en [it is] a 
one-in-many. It becomes a being to which predicates can be applied and 
about which logical distinctions can be made". 
28.t\t \1.3.12, Plotinus maintains that the One is not one in ollsia and many 
in energeia, because such a one would not be complete unless its substance 
were expressed in act, and since such an act would be multiple, the sub­
stance as completed will be multiple. See J ackson (1967, 321). 
29It should be noted, however (as .Armstrong is no doubt aware) that one 
cannot place too much faith in a disciplined technical use of any term in 
Plotinus, since he often speaks metaphorically, or uses the same term ana­
logically at each hypostatic level, and in tl1e material realm. See .t\.c. 
Lloyd (1986, 263) and Bussanich (1997, 165). Bales' arguments (1982) are 
unconvincing I clUnk, because tl1ey place too much emphasis on clUs. See 
Gerson (1994, 310, 11. 92). The key to understanding Plotinus, I clUnk, is to 
work through his imagery and analogies, and allow for a sympathetic read­
ing without placing too much weight on terms that he may employ for 
lack of a more succinct vocabulary. This is sensible, considering the way 
tl1at Plotinus is reported by Porphyry to have written his treatises. He 
wrote in a single sitting, in a kind of "white heat of inspiration" (Sells 
1994, 14), and refused to revise. Hence to expect too much out of termi­
nology is expecting too much given this consideration. 
30Ellneads VI.8.20, 10. 
31See Rist (1967, 32 Jj.) on analogy. 
32See O'Meara (1993, 57-9) and (2000,247-8); also Schroeder (1985, 75). 
33Says Bussanlch (1997, 163) on this point, "On Plotinus' normal view, 
neither the positive nor the negative conceptions of the One can tell us 
anyclUng about the One in itself. This is because an affirmation and nega­
tion operate ilirough tl1e ineluctable duality of human clUnking which 
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cannot penetrate the transcendental absolute. The inadequacy of positive 
theology derives from the attribution to the One of terms that are strictly 
speaking applicable only to tl1e lower realities of Intellect and Soul." 
34EIJneads V.3.14, l-S; see also Gerson (1994, 25-26). 
35"Plotinus' explanation of the One's perfection as owing to its omia 
shows the natural connection in Greek philosophical vocabulary between 
the terms teleiolJ and ollSia. We might say that tl1e One is analogically speak­
ing perfect because it is analogically speaking an ollsia. The meaning is tl1at 
in the unique first principle, where essence and existence are only concep­
tually distinct, there can be nothing that this first principle could be tlut it 
is not." Gerson (1994, 17). O'Meara (1993, 56) notes succinctly that, "Our 
language relates to the varied world in which we live; it cannot apply to 

what is presupposed by and oilier tlun this world." 
36Deck (1967, 10). 
3'See ElJlleads IILS.9. 
38See Sells (1994, 22). 
39In terms of Plotinus' mystJclsm, Rist (1967, 221) suggests, rightly, I 
tlunk, that "Our aim is not to see tl1e One but to be 'oned', as later mys­
tics would have translated." 
4°Sells (1994, 20-1). 
410'Meara (1993, 55). 
42EIJneads IlLS.! 1, 12-4; V.3.12, 49-50; V.6A, 1-2. See also Deck (1967, 
17). 
43Deck (1967, 17). 
44EnlJeads IlLS.! 1; IIL9.9; V.3.11, V.3.12; VI.7.37-4L 
45Deck (1967,17). See also ElJlleadsVJ..9.6, 42; VI.7.32, 23-S. 
46With regard to tl1e One's state of "consciousness" Rist (1973, Sl-2) has 
tl1e interesting suggestion that Plotinus needs a term which stands for a 
"total transparency," wluch Plotinus finds ultimately in tl1e Epicurean 
notion of epi hole. However, Rist himself admits tl1at this term, or others 
such as katalloeSis, (VA.2.17) or hllpemofsis, do not tell us very much. 
47Rist (1973). 
48A move sinUIar to that of Gerson regarding being. 
49EIIJJeads VA.2, 16. 
5OTrouillard (1955, 102) suggests that sometlung like a notion of transpar­
ency, or perhaps Troulliard's "lIl1e paifaite IlIddite," is best to describe the 
One's "state of consciousness". 
511 am inclined to agree \,ith Sells (1994,214) who suggests a kind of"di­
sontology" at tlus level, a fusing of subject-predicate dualism tlrrough 
apophasis, necessary to overcome propositional tlunking. Says Sells, "This 
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disontology consists of a continual fusing of the subject-predicate dual­
ism, and a continual displacing of the tendency to revert to simply an op­
posite of duality and thus be reified within a dualistic relation." Perhaps 
more radically, Schiirmann suggests (2002, 163) that the one is an "event" 
or "economy of presence." 



CHAPTER VI 
EMANATION AND THE SOUL1 

Plotinus' version of the Platonic Metaphysical Hierarchy 
employs an organic conception of emanation where all parts 
of the cosmos are "energetically" connected with the One, 
and whereby emanation occurs out of metaphysical necessity. 
This raises specific concerns with moral culpability that I 
propose to discuss here. For if the soul of the individual is 
also "emanated" it would seem that it simply follows the me­
chanical necessity of emanation, and has no sense of free ac­
tion necessary to make it morally culpable. A participant soul, 
in the Platonic sense, might only need to stand in a mimetic 
relation to the Form of Justice which, taking our cue from the 
Republic, would mean each part of the soul doing its own 
work, or reason ruling spirit and appetite.2 But the introduc­
tion of an interconnected "emanative" process that includes 
the soul requires a more organic explanation of how this soul, 
now interconnected causally with the cosmos, can have the 
freedom to be morally culpable. 

While no one will dispute that the proper sense of free­
dom in Plotinus is for the soul to realise its eJlet;geia3 in an as­
cent to the One, the freedom of the volunta1y (heko1lSia) must 
also exist in order to explain moral culpability and the fall of 
the soul.4 If an act is to be voluntary the human soul must 

131 



132 Emanation and the Soul 

have knowledge of what it is doing, it must be capable of do­
ing other than it does and its actions must be wholly its own.5 

There is a sense in which the human soul must convey 
what order it might on the world; if this "must" is a must of 
"emanative necessity," the soul cannot act voluntarily, and it 
cannot be morally responsible for what it does. The soul is 
merely doing 'what is appropriate by occupying its place in the 
perfection that is the emanated cosmos. Further, the human 
soul's acts are not its own when it is "embodied," since it acts 
are governed by bodily impulses and desires that deceive it. 
Consequently there does not appear to be room for moral 
culpability once it enters the physical world either.6 To offer a 
suggestion in Plotinian fashion, perhaps the acts of the soul in 
the physical world cannot be in and of themselves voluntary, 
but must derive their voluntary nature from a truly voluntary 
act.7 For example, when Aristotle talks about culpable acts 
resulting from dmnkenness in the NichoJJlachealJ Ethics,S he 
suggests that acts which are performed as a result of drunk­
enness are not morally exculpable, because the agent is ini­
tially responsible for putting himself in that condition; the 
first culpable act bears the responsibility for other culpable 
acts committed once the condition is wilfully embraced. By 
the same token, says Aristotle, acts made in ignorance of a 
law that one could (should?) have learned are punishable. To 
say that it wasn't in such a person's nature to go about learn­
ing laws is ineffectual, for men are responsible for their char­
acter. The upshot of the discussion is that "if a man know­
ingly acts in a way that will result in becoming unjust, he must 
be said to be voluntarily unjust.,,9 

In his discussion of human freedom 1o Plotinus appears 
not to accept this conclusion wholeheartedly: 

\,{lhy is an action ... not involuntary if one does not know 

that one ought not to do it? Possibly because one ought 

to have learnt that? Not knowing that one ought to have 
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learnt it is not voluntary, nor is what leads one away from 

learning. (Eflfleads VLB.1, 41-5) 
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I don't think that Plotinus would deny that we are responsible 
for our character, or that initial acts of culpability render 
other acts culpable. Rather, he means that if you are in a state 
where you have no idea either that the law exists or that you 
could have learned it, your actions are not your own. If what 
"leads away from learning" here means being bound up with 
material concerns, as it usually does, then again, what Plotinus 
means is that once we are so deceived, our actions are not in 
and of themselves voluntary. 

If Plotinus is to have a culpable human soul in a 
deterministic physical world, something like this Aristotelian 
notion of initial culpability might be functioning in his notion 
of moral responsibility.11 Otherwise, the acts of the soul are not 
its own, and if its acts are "not its own," it cannot be morally 
responsible for them.12 We do find something of this notion of 
"initial culpability" functioning in Plotinus' treatise on the 
descent of the soul, for when Plotinus is discussing the 
apparent contradiction in maintaining that freedom is in 
necessity, he has this brief comment to offer, before he goes on 
to discuss punishment: 

For final results are referred to the principle from which 

they spring, even if there are many intervening stages. 

(Em/eads rv.S.5, 15-17) 

The question of course is what "the principle from which they 
spring" refers to. In the first treatise on Providence, (Ent/eads 
III,2) Plotinus says that if men's wickedness is "brought about 
by the first principle determining the consequences that 
necessarily follow it, then it is nahlral that they should be 
wicked. Plotinus goes on to say that this is not unjust, because 
men themselves "do the deed" and in so doing they err. It is 
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not the case that nothing is in our power, for the power of free 
action originates in us. Again in on Providence I, Plotinus says: 

it is not unjust that someone who has come to be [a fallen 

soul] should suffer the consequences of his condition; 

people must not demand to be well off who have not 

done what deserves well-being. (Efllleads III.2.4, 44-8) 

Later, Plotinus suggests that, 

Given a first principle, [1\11 soul] accomplishes what 

follows \vith an inclusion of all the first principles there 

are; but men too are principles; at any rate, they are 

moved to noble actions by their own nature, and this is 

an independent principle. (EflfJeads III.2.1 0, 17-20) 

What I think this could mean is that while the "first principle" 
which causes us to descend may put us in a position that renders 
us capable of sinning, we ourselves are responsible for what we 
do when we are put in this position, whether we ascend, or jell!. 
It is important to recognize the distinction between a descending, 
or being placed in remote contact with bodies as is the human 
soul's function as a result of emanative necessity, and failing, or 
choosing to become intimately or purposively involved in 
bodies beyond what is appropriate. We can choose to look to 
NOlls, or we can choose to look to the material world. If we fail 
to look to NOIIS, we sin, if we remember to do so we perform 
noble actions under our own power. If we fail to look to NONS, 

we become deceived and our actions then become deluded and 
involuntary. Plotinus will say that "what is done, and living well 
or badly, follows according to [soulsJ natures.,,!3 But why does 
a person have a particular nature?!4 It is clear that there can be 
no moral reproach for man if he exists materially of necessity. 
Even if wicked actions are performed in ignorance, they are not 
exculpable if we as free principles are responsible for the cause 
of the ignorance: 
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But as it is, man, the bad man, is uniquely subject to 

blame, perhaps reasonably. For he is not only what he 

was made but has another free principle, which is not 

outside providence or the rational principle or the 

whole ... (Ellneads III.3.4, 5-8) 
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If we then ask what is to blame for reason not working in 
someone, Plotinus says that nothing deprives man of reason; 
but the cause of man's "plunge into troubled waters,,15 lies in 
the "substratum". This substrate is not, as one might think, 
matter, but is rather the logos which gives man his place in the 
cosmos according to its worth. Plotinus says that we also must 
remember that previous lives have an affect on the substrate of 
our individual natures, "as if the logos became dim in 
comparison to that prior to it as a result of previous 
happenings, as if soul had become weaker.,,16 In Chapter 12 of 
On Providence II, Plotinus again tells us that logos places men in 
the order of things according to their worth. It is important to 
note, however, that logos does not make souls in the universe, 
"by making them worse, but puts them in places appropriate to 
them according to their worth," taking into "account" our 
previous lives. This of course begs the question of how the 
individual soul originally became worse, and how it fell. It is 
interesting to note that Plotinus speaks of "becoming worse 
and falling" as if they are two separate things. I shall say more 
of this in what follows, but for now, it will do to point out that, 
perhaps in accordance 'with our Aristotelian interpretation of 
initial culpability, Plotinus addresses the question of the initial 
"worsening of the soul" by saying that, "the inferior became 
inferior from its beginning, arld it suffers the consequences of 
its inferiority, it suffers what it deserves". 17 It seems as though 
to say that we became inferior from the beginning helps to make 
sense of the claim, later in the same treatise, that erring 
unwillingly means that we act nonetheless, but that the error 
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itself is unwilling.ls If we understand this beginning as a free 
and culpable beginning, the unwilling error is still culpable. 

If we are find room for the human soul to do its sinning, it 
has to lie in a strangely vulnerable region between Lower Soul 
from whence it comes, and Nature, to which it flows. Here the 
soul is not merely a passive emanating source of order, but a 
free active agent as well. What is the condition of the soul in 
this state? I begin by examining the statements made about the 
descent of the soul in the treatise which bears that name (N.S), 
and then apply the considerations there to the texts where 
Plotinus discusses the descent of the soul in the first two 
sections of the split treatise on Problems of the SOli!, (N.3 & N.4) 
in addition to considerations from other treatises, especially the 
two treatises on providence. 

In describing the descent of the human soul into bodies, 
Plotinus mentions the following elements or steps of the 
descent, in this order:!9 

1. Souls break off from Soul and "descend' to the material 
realm. 
2. If a soul stays down for a long time, withottt looking to 
N .. k d?O ot/s, It IS wea ene .-
3. In this weakened state, it is drawn everywhere by 
material desires?! 
4. It tends the body and "sinks deep" into it.ll 

5. Here it becomes fettered23 

6. It is fallefp 
7. It acts by sense because prevented from acting by 
intellect25 

S. It recollects, possible, because it always possesses 
intellect.2G 

In this process, Plotinus tells us that "sin" refers to two things27: 
Si) the course of the descent. (3) 
S2) the evil it does while here. (7) 



Plot if/lis af/d the Piatof/ic iVIetaph)'Sical Hierarchy' 137 

TIle punishment of S1 is (3) which happens because the soul 
does not look to NOlls. The intensity and duration of the 
punishment of S2 is dependent upon how evil it is. In other 
words, how far it sinks, and how long it stays sunken is 
contingent upon its involvement \vith matter at (4)/8 and it 
propensity to engage 8.29 I think it is useful to note that in 011 
Providmce I, Plotinus says that if the sudden impulse towards the 
bodily is overlooked, and not immediately corrected, a settled 
choice (hairesiJl) results, "of that into which one has fallen.,,3o 
Plotinus goes on to say that punishment follows. My concern, 
however, is primarily with steps 1 and 2. 

1. All human souls go down, not just bad ones. Plotinus 
tells us that souls that are more equipped with intellect will tend 
to spend more of their existence widl the eternal realities, and 
those who are less intellectually actualised will spend more time 
in the sense-world.3! The fact that the nature is not fixed, but is 
expressed in terms of potentiality and actuality, allows Plotinus 
say that developing and using the intellect is possible for 

3? everyone: -

supposing that a city had a soul and included other beings 

with souls, the soul of the city would be complete and 

more powerful, but there would certainly be nothing 

preventing the others from being the same kind of thing. 

(Ellfleads IY83, 16-19)33 

When Plotinus claims dlat we ought not to blame men for not 
being gods, he is saying, in effect, that we are perfect "after our 
own kind." In the context of explaining why men's natures are 
as dley are, this perfection after its kind also seems to imply that 
some human souls are less actualised dlan odlers, and some 
more. The active principles that we possess allow us to change 
or alter our position, and even though our past lives determine 
our "worth," our worth is bad only if we choose not to 
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overcome the difficulties we encounter, which we can freely 
do.34 

2. The soul that stays for a long time, but does not look to 
the intelligible is weakened.35 The most important part of 
understanding Plotinus' account of the descent is to recognize 
that souls are weakened if they do not look for Not/J. It seems 
as though even after the souls descend, they can still look to 
NolIS, and if they do, they will not suffer perplexity and 
weakness to the degree that causes the soul to sin by engaging 
the body. This allows Plotinus to say, 

If it escapes quickly it suffers no harm by acquiring a 

knowledge of evil and coming to know the nature of 

\vickedness, and manifesting its powers. (Elllleads IV.8.S, 

28-30) 

The upshot of this brief discussion of the descent of the soul is 
that there is a period of time Ca logical metaphor) in which souls 
have descended, but have not fallen. In this period, looking to NolIS 
or looking to the sense world are both possibilities open to the 
human soul. This I understand as the force of the following: 

our soul does not altogether come down but there is 

always something of it in the intelligible; but if the part of 

it which is in the world of sense perception gets control, 

or rather if it is itself brought under control and thrown 

into confusion [by the body1, it prevents us from 

perceiving the d1ings which d1e upper part of the soul 

contemplates. (EI/lleads IV.8.8, 2-6) 

It is only after this vulnerable period, when the soul has chosen 
to escape quickly, or to care for the body intimately, that it can 
be said to be good or bad in a culpable sense. 3G And since its 
culpability results from what it does in this vulnerable "descended, 
but not fallen," state, I suggest that it is in this 
logical/ metaphysical space that the soul is "free" in the 
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voluntary sense. \X1hat remains to be seen is whether this 
hypothesis can be rendered consistent with statements Plotinus 
makes elsewhere in the Fourth Em/ead regarding the fall of the 
soul. In the end I think that this interpretation is the only one 
that preserves the coherence of Plotinus' claim that freedom 
and necessity are compatible, and that the former is contained 
by the latter. 

Throughout Ennead IV, 3, Plotinus emphasises the 
necessity of the descent of the soul, indicating that it is forced 
to go to the material realm and convey what order it might. 
The Soul of All, because of its higher emanative power, does 
not descend, but rules, as it were, on high. My thinking is that 
if the individual soul must descend, it cannot be held morally 
responsible for such a descent. The main difficulty \vith 
maintaining this is that Plotinus seems to speak at various 
places in N, 3 of the soul being made to descend in 
accordance with "universal law," to a place appropriate to its 
past untighteousness. Is the fall of the soul into a sinful state 
thus destined and beyond its control, despite its lack of 
\vilfulness? Here is what Plotinus says: 

the differences between ["ensouled" places and bodies] 

then must come from the disposition of the soul, and 

must also come from justice and the nature of things, For 

no one can ever evade what he ought to suffer for his 

unrighteous doings: for the divine law is inescapable and 

has in itself together with the judgement already 

pronounced its execution, He too who is to suffer is 

carried unknowingly to what he has to suffer. (Enneads 

IV.3.24,7-13) 

Here Plotinus indicates that the soul goes "unknowingly" to the 
place of its punishment, and that this "descent" is determined 
by "divine law." (Presumably, if the soul is not to suffer, he is 
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not carried unknowingly.) At this stage one may look to NOJls 

and be knowledgeable. Immediately following, PlotllUS says, 

on his unsteady course [the soul] is tossed everywhere in 

his wanderings, and in the end as if utterly weary, by his 

very efforts at resistance he falls into ci1e place which suits 

him, having mat which he did not will for punishment as 

the reslllt Of the cOllrse whicl; he l/lilled. (EIJ!leads IV.3.24, 13-1 T) 

Plotinus tells us that the soul falls "by its very efforts at 
resistance." What can these acts of resistance mean? PlotllUS is 
a philosopher of unity, and in so far as all components of his 
system function as unity-seeking and unity-conveying devices37 

the efforts of the soul are quite likely attempts to seek or 
convey unity. In seeking truth in the weaker unity that it 
conveys, the unity of multiplicity of the material body, the soul 
has lost its way and succumbed to the material world by its own 
efforts. It becomes weakened because it has turned its back the 
true unity to be found in NOIIJ.

38 In this utterly weakened state, 
it becomes concerned ,vith the unity that it conveys.39 It falls in 
love with unity because that is what it is meant to do. It falls in 
love with false unity because it is forgetful and weary. It falls in 
love of its own efforts because it is capable of doing other - its 
contact ,vith the higher soul and Not/s is still there, but it must 
avail of them before it becomes too weak. 

When Plotinus (in the above passage) speaks of the 
"result of the course which he willed," in one sense he may 
be speaking of the previous life of the soul which led him to 
this fall, but in another sense he means the course of its 
confused wanderings, for it is in these confused wanderings 
that the soul is confused and exerts its own efforts of resistance 
to the fall. It is this course that can be avoided if the soul looks 
to Not/s.40 This is also the course that PlotllUS says is both 
punishable and punished at the same time. What then are we to 



PlotiflllS and the Platollic Aletaph)'fical Hierarcl.!J' 141 

make of Plotinus' next claim, that it is destined how long and 
how much the soul must suffer? Says Plotinus, 

But it is stated in the la\v how much and how long he 

must suffer, and again there come together the release 

from punishment and the ability to escape up from these 

regions by the power of the harmony which holds the 

universe together. (EllfJeads IV.3.24, 17-23) 

In one sense this means that the worth of the soul, and how far 
it must descend, depends on the "worth" it attained in previous 
lives. But Plotinus has just said that the suffering of the soul has 
been willed by the soul, and we ought to think of this as a 
voluntary act, since knowledge and the ability to do other are 
given by the soul's constant contact with the "upper region". 
What precisely, is the nature of this "law"? If Plotinus is to 
remain consistent in saying that the final position of the fall is 
the result of the soul's own efforts, and that it was willed, "the 
law" must state that the soul's worth has been determined, but 
that the intensity and length of time of the "punishment" will 
be determined by the soul's only free choice: either to avoid 
utter confusion and weariness and seek true unity, or to 
succumb to its weariness and become ensnared in the material 
realm of false unity. Plotinus suggests as much at IVA.39,41 
where he says that the rational formative principle of All is like 
a legislator who "knows already what the citizens are going to 
do and why they are going to do it, and legislate with regard to 
all this." It seems as though this type of "legislation," is meant 
to deal with every contingency, and should not be taken to 
mean that what men will do when they enter the material realm 
is predetermined. Indeed Plotinus says that it is not due to the 
deliberate choice (prohairesez) of stars and the All that people 
become thieves, house-breakers and temple-robbers or go 
about committing indecencies (IVA.32).42 While dle material 
realm is mechanistic, and things follow of necessity in 
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accordance with a universal harmony and mechanistic 
materiality, whether men will be good or bad is not ultimately 
predetermined:B As Plotinus says in the early treatise Oil 
Destil!)'; 

".there must be actions or thoughts which are our own: 

each one's good and bad actions must come from 

himself, and we must not attribute the doing of bad 

actions at least, to the All. (Elllleads HL1A, 27-30) 

To say then, that the All legislates the intensity and duration of 
punishment, must mean that it is detemlined how long and 
intense the jail \vill be, contingent upon men's choices when 
confronted with desire caused by matter. It would not be 
inconsistent to say that the depth of the deSC'ent is 
predetermined,44 in accordance with a pernicious dimming of 
logos caused by previous lives. Nor would it be inconsistent to 
say that what happens as a result of the soul's actions after it 
jails is predetermilled,45 but it would be inconsistent to say that 
what the soul wills when it descends is determined, for this would 
not be a correct use of the word will. If there is a principle 
which necessitates all tllings, 

"what is in our power" will be a mere word; it will not 

exist any more just because it is we who have the 

impulses, if the impulse is produced in accordance with 

those pre-existing causes. (Ellneads IILL7, 16-18) 

If the soul seeks true unity despite its difficulties, the intensity 
and duration will be less, the soul redeemed, and less likely to 
fall again so deeply because it regains true freedom and 
emanative intensity; if it seeks false unity in crisis, its freedom 
both in the voluntary and the dynamic sense will be suppressed, 
and it will fall to a similar depth or more deeply in the next life. 

In Enneads IVA.17, Plotinus again returns to a discussion 
the fall of the soul, this time in connection with the relation 
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of the soul to the body. Here he suggests that the lower part of 
the human soul necessarily encounters perplexity, and that it is 
the needs of the body that make us have continually different 
opinions. He speaks here of an ignorance of the good (aglloia tOn 
agathifll). It is not, however, the "best part" of the soul that has 
different opinions - that remains untouched. Rather the "best 
part" is compared to the wisest adviser that cannot be heard in 
a clamour of voices: 

"".from our best part the right account is given to the 

common gathering, and is weak because it is in the 

mi.xture, not by its own nature. But it is as if in the great 

clamour of an assembly the best of the advisors does not 

prevail when he speaks, but the worse of those who 

clamour and shout, but he sits quietly unable to do 

anything, defeated by the clamour of tl1e worse. (Ellneads 

IV.4.17,21-7) 

This may seem to suggest that we fall into utter perplexity, not 
voluntarily, but of necessity, and that our access to reason is 
also cut off necessarily. If such is the case, then it would follow 
that the soul does not freely choose to become entangled in 
material concerns, but is, as it were, a victim of "emanative 
circumstance." However, we do know that we are never totally 
separated from our "best part," no matter how weak its hold on 
us may be. There is still the possibility that the soul may make 
its way through the tumult of the assembly of passions and talk 
calmly and quietly with the "best advisor." If this is the case, 
then it really is a matter of choice whether the soul, in its 
descended state does choose to abandon the One for the false 
unity of soul's material image. What Plotinus goes on to say 
immediately follO\ving the analogy of the assembly appears to 
support this interpretation. Plotinus discusses four types of 
people: 1) the worst, in which the "common gathering" 
predominates like a bad body politic, 2) the "middling," in 
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whom there is some control over the clamour, 3) the better, 
who are escaping the clamour, and 4) the best, who obtain 
complete separation from dIe clamour. Plotinus has indicated 
the necessary nature of the descent into matter in the 
exposition leading up to this division, and it cannot be that only 
the worse fall into die material realm of temptation; dIe best 
must also descend. All souls are in die descended state, 
regardless of their disposition. The question becomes whether 
die "best" are best because of how they react, or because they 
are destined to so react. Given that all souls are thrust into die 
material realm, and all suffer perplexity, it seems more plausible 
that people are identified as "best" because they are able to 
listen to the "adviser," to effect a separation. If we say that the 
"best" person escapes because s/he is a!reacfy best, then we are 
left to answer why s/he descends at all, and we have to 
maintain dlat dlere was never the possibility of being anything 
but best. In other words, we convert "moral goodness" into a 
necessary degree of perfection, and by the same token, moral 
depravity into necessary imperfection.46 In short, the only way 
these passages can be interpreted as procuring the pretext of 
moral praise or blame is to allow that all souls can voluntarily 
become attached to matter or can voluntarily free themselves. 

The same notion of being deluded by the senses is 
investigated in a discussion of magic and enchantment. 
(N.4.44) From the notion of enchantment, Plotinus derives the 
following more general point: 

to be actively occupied with the semblance of truth and 

drawn towards it in any way is characteristic of someone 

who has been deluded by the forces which draw one to 

the lower world .. .for to pursue what is not good as if it 

was good, drawn to the appearance of good by irrational 

impulses belongs to one who is being ignorantly led 

where he does not want to go ... the man then is alone free 
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from enchantment who when his oci1er parts are trying to 

draw him says mat none of me ciUngs are good which 

mey declare to be so, but only mat which he knows 

himself, not deluded or pursuing, but possessing it. So he 

would not be drawn in any direction. (EII!leads IV.4.44, 

27-36) 
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The thing to notice in dus passage is that someone who trusts 
only his/her intellect, or "looks to NOlls," will not be drawn in 
any direction. We are told that s/he who is deluded by images 
of what is good will be led in ignorance to the lower world. 
Previously, Plotinus had said that all souls of necessity are 
thrown into perplexity, drawn in many directions, but here the 
good person is not drawn in any direction. If we understand 
what makes a good person good, and a bad person bad, we may 
yet make sense of dlls. The bad person is led in ignorance 
because s/he has turned his/her back on true knowledge, and 
dlls turning is the source onus "badness." S/he would have to 
be bad in turning before one could say that s/he were deluded 
becatlse s/he was bad. And if s/he is going in ignorance, the act 
of going is not in itself culpable; the cause of the act of going is. 
The good person may suffer some perplexity, but is not drawn 
to the lower world in ignorance, because in his perplexity, s/he 
focuses on knowledge, the adviser who has been shouted 
down, and as such is not deluded. The only place then where it 
is possible to be "good" or "bad" is in the moment of deciding 
to trust images of unity instead of true unity. Choosing the 
good may be difficult, but it is possible for all, if it is really a 
choice. That the choice is available to all is perhaps suggested 
by Plotinus' understanding of an individual soul standing 
between the upper and lower regions of Soul. This passage 
from On Sense Perception and Memory is in spirit linked to the last 
in dlat it dUnks of delusion as being "charmed": 
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Therefore [soul] is certainly in relation to [the intellect 

and the sense-world]; by the power of one it flourishes 

and gains new life, by the power of the others it is de­

ceived because of their likenesses and comes down as if 

charmed. But being in the middle, it perceives both, 

and it is said to think the intelligibles when it arrives at 

memory of them, if it comes to be near them ... (E!J!leads 

1V.6.3, 8-13) 

I began this chapter by examining something of Plot­
inus' thinking (ostensibly) on some claims made by Aristotle 
regarding moral culpability. It may be that Plotinus is not 
specifically referring to Aristotle, but rather using ideas similar 
to his in order to build up his own Platonic view of human 
freedom. 47 That no man can do wrong knowingly does seem 
to be an edict with which Plotinus would agree, but I wonder 
if an examination of something implied in the Platonic corpus 
may be of assistance in understanding the relation of the in­
tellect to moral culpability a little more clearly. I think we can 
get closer to the answer to this question if we revisit the simi­
larities between Plotinus' hypostatic ladder and Plato's di­
vided line. It is clear that for Plotinus, NONS understands the 
forms non-discursively, and in so doing, it would stand at the 
highest level of knowledge on the divided line, that of intui­
tive epistime. Soul also understands non-discursively,48 but 
human souls, when engaged with matter or bodies respec­
tively, understand at a level of dianoia, Pistis or ei­
kasia) depending on whether they seek unity and understand­
ing from above (Soul, NONS) or from belo-I.v (bodies/images). 
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PLATO PLOTINUS LEVEL of THOUGHT 

UNITY 

GOOD ONE EIIEKEINA THL EIIILTHMHL 

BEING 

FOfuvfS NO US EIIILTHMH 

NIA THENIA TICAL SOUL LlIANOIA 
OBJECTS ALL SOUL 

PARTICULARS 

ALL SOUL LlIANOIA 
i DESCENDED 
J, HUMAN LlIANOIA 

SOUL 
PHYSICAL LESS 
OBJECTS FALLEN IIILTIL 

i SOUL i 
J, MORE J, 

ltYIAGES FALLEN EIKAEIA 
SOUL 

The reason in soul is between that which is always turned 
upwards and that which is directed to things here.,,49 The 
human soul, when it descends, but before it falls, understands 
at the level of dianoia. Now it seems that hypothesis may be of 
two types for Plato, especially in the Republic, upward looking 
and downward looking. Thrasymachus, I would argue,50 is not 
thinking at the realm of Pistis or eikasia, but rather at the level 
of dianoia. He has a hypothesis about justice, and in 
contradistinction to Polemarchos who speaks of finding it 
hard to dis-believe (apistein) Simonides, Thrasymachus speaks at 
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the level of archai and O1thoi logoi. His hypothesis, however is a 
bad one, it is concerned too much with the world of material 
things. His soul needs to be educated, turned in the right 
direction. If not, Thrasymachus will be deceived by the world 
of material things, and suffer the illusion of belief and image, 
becoming a lover of beautiful things and not of beauty. 

The condition of the human soul in Plotillus' system, in 
that strange region of moral vulnerability, is a level of dianoia 
where it can choose to turn upward, and rule the material order 
from on high like Soul, or it can choose to look downward, risk 
being deceived by beautiful things. As he says in Oil Providence 1: 

But living beings which have of themselves a movement 

under their own control might incline sometimes to what 

is better, sometimes to what is worse .. Jt is probably not 

worth inquiring into this self-caused turning towards the 

worse. [lTPOS Ta xEfpw TPOTITlV TIap' aVTov]. (Ellneads 

IIL2.4,36-9)51 

Plotinus tells us that it is the effect of body on the soul that 
weakens its intellect and fills it with desire. By the same token, 
Plato's phI/lakes must be restricted from the temptations of 
private property and family because they cannot see the forms, 
and are susceptible to material desires. It is precisely at the level 
of a weakened dianoia that the soul is most vulnerable in its 
freedom. In fact the only place the soul experiences this moral 
vulnerability is when it exerts downward pressure on the 
material world. In so ordering the material world, the soul exists 
at the level of dianoia and has knowledge of what it is doing. 
Consequendy, its acts are "its own." That the soul may become 
deceived by its foray into the material and have its voluntarism 
stripped of it by existing at the level of untested belief or worse, 
images, does not contravene the fact that in order to be capable 
of acting as a cause in the world, the soul must act at a level of 
hypothesis. And in so far as this hypothesis is turned in the 
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right direction, the soul maintains its freedom of choice, and 
the possibility of freedom in true elteJgeia. Once however, the 
soul's hypothetical thinking turns its back on its source, it 
becomes concerned with the material world which it orders, 
and it seeks too intimate an inhabitancy with it. Plotinus says 
that the soul may "descend" into the material realm, and not be 
culpable, if it escapes quickly. Along Platonic "lines" I take him 
to mean by this that the soul must not allow its weakened 
intellect to succumb to the level of pistis or eikasia. If it does this, 
then its acts are not its own, and it is responsible for its 
particular acts because it is morally culpable ab initio, like 
Aristotle's culpable drunkard. 

What we see with the introduction of Plotinus' 
emanative theory is a well-rounded psychological picture of 
the fate of the human soul, and how that human soul is 
related to the rest of the cosmos. Emanation, the answer to 
the Aristotelian charge of chifrislJJOS presents us with a picture 
of a soul in process of return to the One, \vhich in fact 
employs Aristotelian notions of actuality and potentiality. At 
the same time, Plotinus' own system is remarkably consistent 
with Plato's own view of the tripartite soul, as we can see by 
comparison with the plight of the phttlakes in the Repttblic. 
From a psychological perspective, the emanated soul follows 
the same metaphysical structure as other particulars in the 
Plotinian system, with the significant difference that a part of 
the human soul always remains with Notts. This is really only a 
matter of saying that there is something of the divine and the 
eternal in the human soul; it is something that Plato and 
Aristotle both believed to be the case. The retention and 
connection of that element of the soul within the Platonic 
Metaphysical Hierarchy allows Plotinus to provide an organic 
psychology that is consistent \vith Plato's philosophy. 
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Notes for Chapter VI: 

1 Much of this chapter originally appeared as Bowe (1999). 
2See Bowe (1997); for a treatment of this in terms of elldailllonia, see 
McGroarty (1994). 
30n this see Armstrong (1990, 400). 
40n two notions of freedom see i\rmstrong (1990) It is in light of the fol­
lowing comment of Annstrong's (1990, 400) that I approach this problem 
\vith some trepidation: "No solution which Plotinus suggests seems to him 
perfectly satisfactory. In tl1e end the problems of why there is wickedness in 
a divinely ordered world, and how the moral responsibility on which he in­
sists can be reconciled witl1 universal providence, remain unsolved." 
5"For everything is a voluntary act which we do without being forced and 
with knowledge [of what we are doing] and in our power which we are also 
competent to do." (Enlleadr VI.S.l, 33-4) 
6See Ellneads lIL1.S: "And that deed can only be called ours which came 
from nowhere and from within ourselves, from the purer soul, from a first 
principle that guides and rules, that errs not through ignorance, and yields 
not to the strengtl1 of desires - desires which at their coming lead and drag us 
down, and suffer not our deeds to be our own free actions, but only expres­
sions of our passions." For a full discussion of tlus and its implications, see 
Fuller (1931). 
7" .. .if the desires are according to nature, if tl1ey are the kind that belong to 
tl1e living being, that is the composite, the soul followed from the necessity 
of nature; but if tl1ey are of the kind that belongs to the soul alone, many of 
tlUngs wluch are now said to be in our power will be outside it." (Ellneads 
VLS. 2, 13-17). 
8NicholJlacheall Ethics 1113b31 jJ. where he discusses tl1e law of Pittacus of 
lYIitylene. 
9Nicholllachean Ethics 1113b if 
10 Enlleads VI.S.l. 
lIIn response to Fuller's query (1931, 201) who not unreasonably muses, "If 
I am not free when I sin (as Plotinus says tlut I am not) tl1en I am not re­
sponsible." 
12But see Fuller (1931, lS9) "A man can be morally responsible foe Ius act 
and not free. For what a man does is Ius act, whether or not he can act dif­
ferently." I cannot agree witl1 this, since I do not think that a man who can­
not do otherwise does an act that can be said to be "his own," in any mean­
ingful application of that concept. 
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J3Elllleads IIU.1, 27-9. 
14EIllleads IIL3.3. 
lsEfltleads III.3A, 28. 
16Etltleads III.3A,138. 
17EtI!leads III.3.4. 
18Martinich (1970) treats this issue similarly. 
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19EtllJeads IV.8.4,13 jJ For an extended discussion of this, see Rist (1967, 120 
ff) 
20''Now when a soul does this for a long time, fl)~ng from the All and stand­
ing apart in distinctness, and does not look toward the intelligible, it has be­
come a part and is isolated and weak and fusses ... " (notes 20-26 are from 
Elltleads IV.8.IV) 
21"it comes to and turns to that one thing battered by the totality of things in 
every way, and has left the whole and directs the individual part with great 
difficulty ... " 
22" . ..it is by now applying itself to and caring for things outside and is present 
and seeks deep into the individual part ... " 
23"Here the "moulting", as it is called happens to it, and the being in the fet­
ters of the body ... " 
24" . ..it is fallen therefore, and is caught, and is engaged \\~th its fetter-.." 
2s" ... and acts by sense because its new beginning prevents it from acting by 
intellect ... " 
26" . ..it turns to intelligence, to be freed from its fetters and to ascend, when it 
is started on the contemplation of reality by recollection: for in spite of every­
thing it always possesses something transcendent in some way." 
27RiSt, (1967, 120 ff). 
28See BIumenthal (1993, 60). 
290f course this "ill also depend on the soul's previous lives, and I will deal 
\mth that later in this chapter. 
30EII!leads III.2A, 43. 
31Etltleads IV.8, 3. 
32But Blumenthal (1993, 59) claims that the analogy of different souls and 
one soul does not explain why I am good and you are bad, whereas I think it 
does. 
33See also Emleads I.8.5: "TIle evil which lays hold of men lays hold of them 
\vithout there \villing it. Indeed there is a flight from evils existing in the soul, 
open for those who are able to flee. Not all however, are able." Also, Elllleads 
III.2.14, 22-4: ''But there certainly would not be any grudging by the whole if 
the part did gain in beauty and order so as to make it of greater worth." 
34See Etllleads III.2.14. 
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35 E!I!leads IIL1.8: "The better soul has power over more, the weaker over 
less." Bad soul gives in to affections of the body, "but the other soul, the one 
which is good by nature [iJ aya8i] TllV cpVOlV], holds its own in these very 

same circumstances." ibid. 
36Deck (1967, 39). 
370n this, Bowe (1994). 
38" .. .lawlessness and irrationality exist because there is Reason, not because 
the better produces the worse, but because that which ought to receive the 
better is not able to receive it, either through its own nature, or by chance, 
and because there are other things to prevent it." (E!I!leads IIL2.4, 29-34). 
39Note that it does this, in part by supplying sense perception and memory to 
d1e embodied self by an act of its own genesis, not by passivity. (Elllleads IV. 
6.1-3). 
40An interesting parallel to dus idea exists in Augustine's story of Alypius' 
adventure at the Coliseum, where he "fell" because he did not look to God, 
when confronted \y'ith d1e passionate desire to partake in d1e spectacle of ilie 
gladiatorial games. (Co!lfessions, 1,13). 
41Enneads IV.4.39, 13-15. 
42EII!leads IV.4.39, 52 j/In a later treatise (011 Providence), however, Plotinus 
does show how the administrative arm of All-Soul, logos will procure particu­
lar life situations as retribution for past sins, but this has to be justified by 
appealing to past lives d1at are d1emselves originally morally culpable via ilie 
fall of d1e soul and its lack of concern for true goodness. 
43See Blumenthal (1993, 60): "if Plotinus had put all d1e differences in soul, 
he would have to say that some souls were essentially evil." 
44 As a soul's "worth" is determined it seems by previous lives, but not what it 
does when it is given this place in the order of dungs. (Ellneads IIL2.13). 
45Plotinus indeed says d1at "Each kind of man, then, goes according to d1e 
nature and d1e logos to d1e place that suits l1im, and holds the position he has 
chosen." (EII!leads IlL2.17, 26). In addition, Rist (1967,135) suggests, "It may 
be d1at d1e hand of Providence \y-j]] write down a man's dead1 as a retribution 
for previous crimes and a restoration of cosnUc harmony, but d1at does not 
affect d1e power of iliat man to better himself in the important area of 
life ... ilie nature of his soul." 
461 should perhaps note that Fuller seems to think that Plotinus conflation of 
degrees of perfection and kinds of perfection exists as a fundamental incon­
sistency in Plotinus' philosophy, and his difficulties \y'iili this contradiction 
run through Fuller. 
47Armstrong says as much (1988, VII, 114, !I. 1). 
48See Blumenilial (1993, 209 jJ.). 
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49Blumenthal (1993,218). 
50For an extended treatment of this see Bowe (1997). 
5lOf course Plotinus then goes on to inquire, and suggests that initially a 
deviation which is slight continually makes the fault "graver and graver". 
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