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 Final Exam: 12.14.09
Choose two of the following four questions and write a legible essay on each one. The official length of this exam is two hours, so each essay should take you roughly an hour. Write your essays in a bluebook without consulting any notes:

1. Happiness & Consciousness. What is the role of conscious awareness in happiness (eudaimonia)? Begin by describing, as briefly as Plotinus himself does in his treatise on the subject, the formulae of the best life advanced by his predecessors: Aristotle, the Epicureans, and the Stoics. How does Plotinus criticize these formulae, especially when he considers the roles they assign to conscious awareness? How do Plotinus’s criticisms bring him to the view—surprise!—that the best life is that of the Intellect: a life whose awareness is perfect because it is one with that of which it is aware, namely itself. This suggests that conscious awareness is a necessary condition of happiness. But toward the end of the same treatise, using the examples of reading and courage, Plotinus appears to argue that activities are better when they are performed unconsciously. Do these examples show what Plotinus thinks they show? Does conscious awareness therefore detract from happiness? Adverting to his complex view of selfhood, and an analogy to a mirror, how does Plotinus reconcile the ambivalent roles he seems to assign conscious awareness in happiness? 
2. Virtue. The ethics of both Plato and Aristotle exhibited a tension between the practical and the theoretical lives: on one hand, they enjoined us to be temperate and courageous and just, virtues that concern our bodies and our relations with people in political society; but on the other hand, they urged us to become wise, which ultimately requires directing our attention away from the complexity and contingency of practical life toward the divine simplicity revealed only in philosophical contemplation. How does Plotinus make this tension explicit? Specifically, what problem does he see in the twin Platonic injunctions to become like god but also to become virtuous? How does he attempt to resolve this tension and solve this problem? How successful is his attempt? That is to say, is it an ad hoc move to make his tradition appear more consistent than it is capable of being, or is it instead a move that actualizes the deep consistency already potential in this tradition’s ethics? Once you have presented and evaluated Plotinus’s distinction between practical and contemplative virtue—by, among other things, describing alternate versions he provides for each of the cardinal virtues—assess the common accusation that his ethics is ‘other-worldly.’ Porphyry reports that dying people entrusted their orphans to Plotinus. Was this a doting student’s effort to whitewash the reputation of a man who had no place for other people as such in his philosophy? Or was Porphyry’s report instead a glimpse into the subtle ethics of a man whose philosophy showed as much concern for creation as it did for contemplation?

3. Fate & Freedom. Why does a basic premise of philosophical inquiry, the principle of sufficient reason, entail that whatever happens in the cosmos is determined and necessary? And yet introspection suggests that we are free. Plotinus respected both his introspective powers and the PSR, so how did he reconcile this tension. In short, how did he make freedom and necessity compatible? To answer this question, begin where Plotinus does, showing how his predecessors—the Epicureans, Stoics, and ‘Astrologers’—respond to this tension.  What criticisms does he levy against them? Switching to his own positive account, now, show how he understands voluntary action. Free action he considers voluntary action that is in our power, but neither desires, nor passions, nor perceptions, nor opinions, nor even virtues are in our power. Why not? Knowledge alone is in our power, but why? Why is it, in other words, that true freedom belongs to—surprise!—the Intellect? And yet there is even a shortcoming in the freedom of the Intellect, because it lacks its beloved, the One. Supreme freedom is There, beyond chance and necessity, Where alone willing wills itself. Or rather, wills nothing at all. Or rather, is not a will. But nothing. And everything. Explain. Please.
4. Assets & Liabilities. Plotinus advertises his own philosophy in the following terms: “You will note all through how our form of philosophy inculcates simplicity of character and honest thinking in addition to all other good qualities, how it cultivates reverence and not arrogant self-assertion, how its boldness is balanced by reason, by careful proof, by cautious progression, by the utmost circumspection” (2.9.14). Is there truth in this advertisement? More precisely, tally up this philosophy’s assets and liabilities. In your view, what are its three most serious flaws? Focus on philosophical flaws, not shortcomings in his style, or aspects of his worldview that irritate you. Be sure also to distinguish problems that are internal to his philosophy—that is, problems he himself would have recognized as such, problems in the validity of his arguments, most of all—from external problems, which are problems that you and your contemporaries might have with his premises or method. In sum, how devastating are these problems? Do they expose flaws that are integral to his way of thinking, or are they incidental to his main goals? In other words, how successfully might he have replied to these problems? How successfully could a proponent of his philosophy nowadays reply to them? With minor adjustments, or with major revisions? Having presented and evaluated the three most serious liabilities of this philosophy, now do the same for its three best assets. Describe these assets in enough detail to show what you consider to be so valuable about them. More particularly, explain how they might contribute to live philosophical debates in our own time. Are you a Platonist? Why or why not? 
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