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Final Assessment of his Assets and Liabilities

The Class of “Plotinus” (Fall, 2009), Duquesne University

Liabilities
My major concern would have to be the first premise that the perfect precedes the imperfect. I don't have a problem ontologically speaking, I've been fairly well convinced in that respect and find that moves Plotinus makes satisfying in its dedication to internal consistency. However epistemologically I have issue with the assumption that we must know pure water to have knowledge of impure water. That is not to say that our first experience with water wouldn't give us the impression that this water that we behold is perfect pure water, however if we were to come across water that were more pure at a later date then this new water would take over our concept of pure. In this respect our knowledge of pure water only comes based on our impressions of particular things and as such can not stem from the perfect preceding the imperfect. I suspect that the initial rebuttal to this would be that we must have knowledge of the form of water, which is perfect, in order to know water in the first place, but I find this unsatisfying and believe that our experience with particulars informs our knowledge of the universal just as our knowledge of the universal informs our experiences with particulars. (TM)

Plotinus's biggest liability: making the perfection of the highest hypostasis the same act that creates imperfection (HM)

As for what I think he got wrong, well, I hate to sound like broken record, but I really find his conception of knowledge to be wanting.  For me knowledge is not of a single moment, or of a perfected essence, but of the thing in process.  Not that I think we shouldn't study Plotinus for this perceived fault.  His philosophy is formidable and most definitely worth our time as something more than a historical curiosity.  I just happen to disagree with him. (CB)
I know this is something that we covered on the midterm, but I believe that there is a contradiction between Plotinus's insistence on the absolute unity of the One (the perfect is prior to the imperfect) and his contention that the perfect produces.  The One, if it were completely unified, completely self-sufficient, lacking nothing, desiring nothing, would not produce.  Multiplicity must somehow already be lurking in the One to explain creation.  I know he tries to account for this by arguing (as we wrote on the midterm) that because thinking is the highest perfection but implies duality, the One necessarily must think itself, but cannot do so in a way that would compromise its unity.  So, in trying to think itself, the One creates the Intellect.  This is only a satisfying explanation if you accept the premise that thinking is the highest perfection, which, although it is axiomatic for Plotinus, seems to go unexplained in his philosophy (perhaps because this was such a pervasive belief in the tradition he inherited?).  I think, speaking psychoanalytically, that Plotinus's insistence on the One's absolute unity and self-sufficiency (and the notion that who we really are is Intellect, or in some even more fundamental sense, the One), is part of the Western metaphysical project of expelling any notion of lack or vulnerability from the subject because it is psychologically untenable. (MF) 
An internal criticism would be something that spawns from Thursday's discussion. I remember an explanation that there is no Form of Ugly/Ugliness within the Intellect; that what we see as ugly is just a degenerate image of the Form of Beauty. It would seem that there would also be no form of Formlessness or Shapelessness, and yet pure Matter seems to have these attributes. (Like you joked in class, it seems difficult to ascribe any adjectives to pure Matter just as it is difficult to do so with the One.) What would the thing that is most formless be? What would the thing that is the faintest image of Form-ful/Shapely be? Or the faintest image of Beauty be? The Problem of Knowledge alerts us to the dangerousness of infinite regresses, and so it would seem that we might encounter one if there is no Form of Ugliness, Formlessness, Shapelessness. And even still, a thing that is a faint image of Beauty is still beautiful in a sense, because it is an image of the Form of Beauty. Our calling something ugly comes only from our comparison of this so-called ugly thing to a less ugly/more beautiful one. Can we say this of Ugliness, that it is beautiful? (ML)

One major criticism for me is the idea of perfect matter and this assumption that it exists in the Intellect amongst the Forms, somewhat like soup of unformed matter. I have trouble accepting this idea when Plotinus also says matter is evil. Assuming that matter is the source of the evil in this world, how can there also be a perfect version of this same matter that exists with the Intellect? Assuming this idea begs the question, what creates the evil in matter if matter exists perfectly in the Intellect? Along with this idea I am called to wonder why the Forms or Soul necessarily exist on higher tiers than matter if they all already exist together in the Intellect. And matter, being the lowest existent not being able to think for itself somewhat presupposes that the evil in matter truly exists in us. (CB)

One of the biggest problems Plotinus has within his own philosophy is his account of material and how it is the source of evil. In defining matter as "not", while the One "is", it seems fairly clear how matter can then be evil (in not being) However, by also allowing matter in the Intellect, it is more than "not", clearly, because the Intellect is merely an image of "is". It seems that at times he classifies matter as contradictory to the One (is vs. is not) yet at other times he wants to say that it is merely contrary to the One. This conflating of contrary and contradictory is something that he does in refuting the Stoics, so it is likely that he does not make a distinction between the two, but these two concepts clearly imply different things regarding his philosophy. (CC)
The most questionable part of Plotinus' philosophy, in terms of its inner coherence, is his view of matter.  Matter seems like it is its own principle that is responsible for the degradation of the soul; but it also seems like matter is simply the very bottom of the chain of emmanation, and hence matter would be the cause of evil only insofar as it is unable to produce anything subsuquent to itself.  How can both be true? (DE)

The most troublesome aspect of Plotinus' system, in my mind, is the similarity between the One and matter. How, for someone who claims to be the heir of Plato's system, can the zenith be so close in its qualities to the nadir? (I am thinking of the Platonist's toolbox: the divided line, the analogies that vilify the material and exalt the formal.) Of course, when I refer to the qualities of the One and of matter, I do so hoping to respect that both are, strictly speaking, unknowable, and therefore essentially ineffable. (AS)

So many times I have thought that there was a problem in Plotinus’s philosophy, only to discover that the problem was with my understanding of it, not with the philosophy itself. It is very complex and supple, as you have learned, allowing many apparent problems to be solved by those who adopt the perspective of a higher hypostasis. In this way, what first appear to be liabilities eventually turn into its best assets. The apparent problem of the tension between freedom and necessity, which we just resolved by rising to the Intellect, is one such example: Plotinus not only reconciles that tension, he explains why it appears as a tension to those whose perspective remains below, in Nature, or even the Soul. That said, I have two nagging problems with Plotinus: some internal, others external. They are expressed by the students above, and perhaps they are two sides of the same coin. Internally speaking, I am puzzled by intelligible matter. Why is it necessary? What is it? How is it different from the One, despite its apparent similarities? If not different at all, how is Intellect separate from the One? Externally speaking, I am not convinced that the perfect is prior to the imperfect. (How can there be a Form of Fire? How can the immutable have an essentially mutable nature? How can there be a Form of Time in Eternity?) Whereas I began the course convinced that imperfection was prior, I am now agnostic on the question. Maybe teaching Heraclitus, Marcus, and Nietzsche next semester will return me to my hard-won immanent spirituality. For now, though, I am happy to suspend judgment on this most fundamental question. (PLM)
My criticism of Plotinus, also my paper topic, is attempting to reconcile Plotinus in his apparent detachment from the world with his seemingly altruistic and caring behavior towards orphans. (AZ)
I fear, however, that his philosophy may be a bit too cohesive, in that it makes it appear rather simplistic. As is apparent at this stage in the semester, Intellect seems to be the answer to every question from what happiness is to what freedom is. I cannot help but to see his treatises blending into an indistinguishable, stock formula as I reread them in preparation for my paper. In short, Plotinus is one of the most repetitive philosophers I've read. (LB)

The problem in his philosophy is a trickier matter. Not wanting to be unfair, I wish he would have expressed his thoughts in clearer ways. Of course I am sympathetic to a dialectical approach whereby one traverses the seas of philosophy with the thinker rather than remain sedentary and receive a sermon--in fact, this is a major argument in paper with which I show the methodological similarities between Plato and Plotinus--but there are times where I think he is moving beyond method and is simply being obscure. The bit on intelligible matter, for instance, is at best obscure, and at worst incoherent. If any sense is to be made from it, it is at the peril of the commenter, such as you have experienced with your colleagues. I realize how insubstantial and likely unfair the criticism is. Nonetheless, it has been the primary stumbling block for me in this class. Happily, however, as I continue to read him, I find these sections less and less, perhaps pointing even more to the lack of substance of the criticism. (SK)

Assets
One of the greatest strengths in the Plotinian system is his answer to the skeptic's charge of the impossibility of self-knowledge. While difficult to envision, he is able to conceive of the Intellect without contradiction. Rather, the contradiction - one-many - seems instead to be instead a poor linguistic conception that attempts to describe a hierarchy of divergence and diversity. (CC)
Formulating a criticism is more difficult than spelling out what feature of Plotinus' philosophy provides current insight. The latter is the entire one-many distinction, irrespective of the one's being prior to the many. The example you used during the first few class sessions really explains best what I mean: specifically, how can we look at two similar books and understand them as the same book (two of the same editions of MacKenna's translation of the Enneads, for example) and yet different? This seems to me to be a crucial form of communication, with or without embracing that the one is prior to the many. Further, it reminds me of another work, The Community of Those Who Have Nothing in Common, by Alphonso Lingis. He argues that we must abstract words (to connect to the present material, speak in Forms) if our communication is to make sense. Otherwise, I would be speaking about a book particular to my experience of it, and you would not be able to relate. (ML)

Plotinus's greatest asset: introducing a robust individuation theory, thereby allowing difference and unity to coexist. (HM)

The most useful aspect of Plonitus' philosophy is, I think, the identity theory of knowledge.  Subjects and objects are distinct in a real way, but knowledge is possible through their identification, where the object becomes part of or one with the subject.  Identity theory not only avoids skepticism, but it's also helpuful to think about identity theory in constrast to idealism, and especially constructivism. (DE)

The best asset of Plotinus’ philosophy is his idea of imperfection presupposing perfection. To understand that perfection exists one must understand that the greatest perfection, that is the One, must then exist because it could not be the most perfect without existence. I feel this understanding really builds the hierarchy itself of Plotinus’ philosophy because, if one is to understand that for perfection a thing must necessarily exist, and seeing that we exist, we must presuppose something more perfect than us exists, and through this we come to the understanding that we are a distant decedent of the Intellect which descends from the One. (CB)

A virtue of Plotinus's philosophy, one I think is still important today, is that in it you find reason demonstrating, or at least point towards the fact, that there exists something beyond its grasp. Perhaps this is surprising coming from me (given our conversations and my rationalist (not in the 17th century sense) bent), but as with Thomas's arguments in the opening chapters of the Summa Contra Gentiles, I do think that reason demonstrates that there are truths beyond it about which it can say precious little. Of course, I don't think Plotinus was the first to write this, but I would be hard pressed to find a thinker who antedates him and who pressed it like he did. (SK)

This is an historical point, but I especially appreciate Plotinus's contention that the One is beyond being.  I was first exposed to Plotinus as part of the Neoplatonic context for negative theology, and his notion that the One is beyond Being laid the foundation for later Christian figures like Meister Eckhart.  In a different way, Plotinus lays the foundation for more contemporary figures like Levinas and Derrida who argue that the subject cannot appropriate its own origin.  The One, as origin or source, remains refractory in principle to the synthetic activity of reason.  Although Plotinus would argue that in some sense we are one with the One fundamentally, he nevertheless opens up (perhaps against his intentions) the problematic of our fundamental alienation from the source of our being, which is precisely what constitutes us as split subjects, experiencing our subjectivity as lacking and finite. (MF)

Nevertheless, should enough of a distinction be drawn between the two [the One and matter] that we can avoid identifying them with each other—wouldn't that be a problem?—the result may be Plotinus' greatest strength. Suppose the One and matter are not so different after all; perhaps we can derive from that metaphysics, circular rather than linear, some of Plotinus' most attractive doctrines. I am thinking of the beauty of diversity; the one-many; unity in diversity as the finest unity of all; an eternity that lives, even flourishes. (AS)
Above all virtues of Plotinus' philosophy, his view of the self is of paramount significance (which is probably no surprise to you). His cohesive view of us as both being and becoming harmoniously blends Platonism & Stoicism, without leaving out too many crucial tenants of either. The cohesive and comprehensive nature of his philosophy in general greatly adds to his project - he has one of the tightest systems I've come across in my short philosophical career. (LB)

Probably one of my favorite things with Plotinus would be looking at his work and synthesizing an ethics out of it. I have not come to a conclusion as to how his ontological hierarchy takes into account other people in the practical application of ethics, but I find the idea of looking past the sensible world and keeping sights set on the One very satisfying in that it seems to account for greed, lust, gluttony, etc. Someone who was focused on the One would have no problem avoiding these and other such material vices as they are based on relationships to the material world that one is supposed focus beyond. (TM)

It may seem strange that I find such a relativly small part of his philosophy to be so extremely valuable, but I think that his idea that diversity is beautiful is very much worth our attention in a world so full of insecure organizations all demanding that we conform to their ideal.  Were we to borrow this idea from Plotinus, we might actually become more tollerant of one another. (CB)
One thing a really appreciate about Plotinus is that there is always a stock answer to any question or conflict: it's a one-many. On a slightly more serious note, throughout the course of the semester I have really grown to notice the strides he made in the advancement of philosophy as a whole. I find it truly surprising that he is not as thoroughly studies as other ancient and medieval philosophers, even if only to shed light on the other philosophers and philosophies he critiques. The part I like best about his philosophy, from the standpoint of a student, is his synthesis of the other ancients as well as the manner in which he addresses and critiques their philosophies. (AZ)

After thinking about it for a while, I believe that the greatest asset to Plotinus' philosophy might be the perspectives he gives on other philosophies.  He definitely extends Platonism even further on its logical course than did Plato himself.  Another example would be his consistent critiques of the Stoics and the Epicureans.  His critique on materialism is very interesting and thorough.  It seems as if his perspectives on other past philosophies is what makes it so unique.  He not only offers his own, but he critiques others and his own personal philosophy is really a conglomeration of Platonic thought with pieces of others (Aristotle) here and there.  I think when he is looked at from the perspective of where he came is when I find him most interesting. (MS)

It would have been impossible for me to mention just one asset, but fortunately you all have already mentioned so many of the ones I would have mentioned. I would summarize these with the notion of one-many with which I began the course, but now I can advertise the amazing breadth of solutions this notion affords, solutions to some of the most difficult problems in philosophy: e.g., its solution to skepticism; the roles it assigns to individuality and diversity; the synthesis it achieves of so many ancient philosophical theories; the limits it places on intellect, while striving to be as rational as possible. (To these mentioned above, briefly, I would add another that was not: the synthesis it accomplishes between subjective introspection, or phenomenology, on the one hand, and the more objective disciplines of ontology and epistemology, on the other.) Rather than formulaic or repetitive, as one of you objected, I consider this economy of solution beautiful in its simplicity (not to mention its complexity!). 
At any rate, the fact that you all have discussed these assets above allows me to focus on the intertwined two I consider best, neither of which was mentioned. I said in my ‘liability’ above that often what has first appeared to me a vice in Plotinus’s philosophy has turned out—after more careful study and discussion—to be one of its virtues. This has been the case with Plotinus’s theory of selfhood, which had long appeared to me problematic. I thought it begged the question: whatever its explicit theory, its implicit notion of selfhood was whomever the theory addressed, a self it left unstated. But I now see this vagueness as its great virtue. This theory, unlike most others (Freud’s excepted), recognizes the complexity of the self, and deliberately leaves open the question of whom it addresses—after all, different readers bring different self-conceptions to the text, and Plotinus aspires to enlighten them all. In other words, his philosophy acknowledges the difficulty of saying who I am, while also recognizing that I am always answering this question, whether consciously or unconsciously, and that my answer to this question contributes to who I am. To be precise: my answer contributes to who I am, but it does not altogether make me who I am. For even if this voluntarism of selfhood were coherent, it would undermine ethics—which in my view requires natural teleology. For coherent ethics, in short, the self must have an internal telos. 
Accordingly, Plotinus reserves a most correct answer to the question of who I am: Intellect thinking Itself; Intellect loving the One. This last feature is what I consider the best asset of his philosophy. (It’s also the least explored, both in the study of Plotinus, and in discussions of the therapeutic action of psychoanalysis, where I believe it emerges in our own time.) At our summit, we are a chiasmus of intellection and affection, reason and passion, knowledge and love. The distinction between them, like the distinction between freedom and necessity, is an illusion fostered by our failure to identify with who we really are. Philosophy is ethics is psychoanalysis: the effort to know ourselves, and thereby become whole (one from many). (PLM)
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