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       Midterm Exam: 11.03.09
The midterm exam will present you with two questions from this list of eleven. From those two you may choose one and write an essay answering it (during class, closed book, by longhand in an exam booklet). As forecast on the syllabus, each of these questions summarizes the major theme of one or more class-meetings. 
1. Present three problems at the heart of Platonism—expressed by Plato himself in Phaedo, Meno, and Republic—that all demand as their solution something that is a “one-many,” a unity-in-difference. For the sake of breadth, present one ontological problem, another that is epistemological, and a final one that is psychological. Which fundamental premise—assumed by Plato most directly in Phaedo—does a Platonist bring to the solution of these and other problems? How defensible is this premise? Adopting it, how does Plotinus elaborate the peculiar notion of a “one-many”? Is this elaboration—which draws on the Aristotelian distinction between potentiality and actuality—successful? Does it respect the principle of non-contradiction? Whether or not it does, how does Plotinus use his own notion of unity-in-difference to solve the same problems faced by Plato: in epistemology, in ontology, and in psychology? How does it fare as a solution to each of these problems? Has Plotinus advanced Platonism?
2. Sextus Empiricus posed a problem for knowledge that bedeviled not only his Hellenistic opponents (Stoics and Epicureans alike) but also their modern heirs (especially the Empiricists, but arguably also the Rationalists). What is this problem? Aiming at the same opponents, Sextus posed also a problem for self-knowledge. What is this problem? What do these two problems presuppose about the knowing intellect and the intelligible object known? How does Plotinus challenge this presupposition? Or, how does he respond to these problems? Particularly, how is his response to one problem intertwined with his response to the other? How successful is this combined response? What new problem does it create, however, and how successful is Plotinus at addressing this new problem? 

3. What is Plotinus’s argument that there is an archē beyond the Intellect? How sound is this argument? Whether or not it is sound, what does this argument entail about this first archē, beyond the fact it exists? In other words, what can legitimately be said or thought about it, and why? What can be legitimately denied of it, and why? Whether or not predicates can be applied to it, can it legitimately be named? If so, how does its name function, and what are some candidate names Plotinus entertains? How do these candidates fare? Finally, with so many strictures on legitimate thinking and speaking about this first archē, what objections arise against Plotinus, or anyone else (e.g., Kant or Heidegger) whose philosophical system requires the postulation of something so inaccessible to thought and speech? How does Plotinus anticipate these objections, and how successfully can he reply?
4. Plotinus assumes two fundamental premises, and arguably they are the same: that one is prior to many, and perfect prior to imperfect. How do these two premises come into conflict at the summit of his philosophy? How does he resolve the conflict between his two premises? (Here is another way of putting this question: is the One perfect or not? One of his premises compels him to say negatively that it is neither perfect nor active. His other premise compels him to say positively that it is both perfect and active. How does he resolve the conflict between these apparently irreconcilable demands?) How does this resolution show not only that perfection produces, but even that perfection is production. How, in short, does this resolution underwrite his creation metaphysics? Show, for example, how the One creates the Intellect. Once you have shown this, explain next how the Intellect thinks itself (and its Forms), but also how it thinks the One. The first activity—the Intellect thinking itself—Plotinus calls Intellect Knowing; the second—Intellect thinking the One—he calls Intellect Loving. Why does he opt for ‘love’ to describe the act that brings Intellect (or anyone who ascends to its level) into contact with the One? Does Plotinus thereby reveal a deep connection between love and creation? Or has he simply lost his mind?
5. Plotinus offers many arguments against materialism. Present and evaluate the best of them. Before beginning, notice that materialism can be a doctrine about the cosmos generally, or about the soul specifically. A thoroughgoing materialist believes not only that the soul is material, but that everything else is as well. Thus present Plotinus’s best arguments against each type of materialism—cosmic and psychological—while critically assessing them. Are they valid? Are they sound? Turning to the specific materialist theories of the soul-body relation that Plotinus considers, present the best one and marshal Plotinus’s best argument against it. What theory of the soul-body relation does he offer instead of these? What does his alternative presuppose about the cosmos? Do this theory and its cosmic alternative fare better or worse than the theories and materialist worldview he criticizes? In light of all these competing considerations, in the end, would you agree with Plotinus that there must be more to ourselves and our world than mere matter? Why or why not?
6. The soul cannot be imagined as it is, and yet Plotinus supplies many analogies to help us understand it. Doing so requires us to understand its relations, particularly the following three, which are difficult: (a) to The Soul (the hypostasis); (b) to its several faculties; and (c) to the body. Using two different analogies, show how Plotinus thinks (a) the whole Soul can be present in multiple individuals, and then how he thinks (b) the whole soul of an individual can be present in multiple faculties. Notice that both of these analogies exhibit relations of unity-in-difference. Why is this important? Next, show how Plotinus rejects the idea that the soul is in the body. His predecessors had assumed that it was, and gave several analogies to explain this relation: (i) liquid in a jar, (ii) affection in a substrate, (iii) whole in parts, (iv) form in matter, (v) captain in a ship, (vi) skill in a tool. How does Plotinus reject each one of these? Do his critiques of these analogies show that they share a common error? If so, does this common error motivate his reversal of the traditional relation between body and soul? If not, what does Plotinus think he gains by putting body in soul? What are his analogies to explain this reversal? Do these analogies avoid the criticisms he himself leveled against his predecessors’ analogies? If those analogies made a common mistake, do Plotinus’s own analogies rectify this mistake? If so, how?
7. It is tempting to understand eternity as rest and time as motion, but Plotinus offers objections against both of these equations. What are these objections? First, present his arguments that eternity is not the same as rest. Second, present his arguments that time is not the same as motion. (The equation of time and motion took at least three precise forms among Plotinus’s predecessors—time is movement itself, time is what is moved, or time is the measure of movement—so be sure to offer a separate objection to each of these forms.) Now, what is Plotinus’s own account of time and eternity? Start with eternity: what is it? How is it related to time, and finally what is time? How does Plotinus think his predecessors confused this relationship? Why does he think it so tempting to believe that eternity : time :: rest : motion? What role do his archai (or hypostases) play in his approach to the vexing problem of time? Could someone skeptical about his archai nonetheless adopt his approach?

8. Lest the Intellect and its Forms be no better than eternal corpses, Plotinus insists that their intelligible realm is teeming with life. “All that lives,” he writes, “must of necessity be There.” Describing this eternal life, he mentions animals and plants flourishing, mountains growing, and even rivers flowing. The flowing river was one of Heraclitus’s most famous examples of temporal change (B12). Another was fire, which he called “need and satiety” (B65), saying also that it was “kindled in measures and in measures quenched” (B30). Plotinus knew the Heraclitean aphorisms well; indeed, he is our only source for some of them. He is certainly aware that fire Here is “rising only to be quenched,” but he nonetheless believes that fire lives There. Why must he believe this? What problem must he therefore address? How does he address this problem, and how sound is his approach? What consequences for his whole philosophy do you see in this problem and his engagement with it?

9. Who are we? Plotinus writes that we should inquire into the nature of the soul in order to heed the command of Apollo: Know Thyself. We should seek, he adds, the nature of this seeking, the soul. While recognizing that we are seeking the truth about ourselves—not to mention hinting that we are our souls—he cannot validly conclude, it would seem, that the selves we seek to know are intellects. Why not? Yet in order to know anything, he has argued, we cannot be distinct from the object of knowledge, least of all ourselves. If he allows that we can know ourselves—or for that matter anything at all—there can be no valid distinction between ourselves as knowers and ourselves as objects of knowledge. And so, it would seem, we must already know ourselves; in other words, we must already be intellects. These are the shoals of Plotinus’s thinking about selfhood: seeking self-knowledge, we must be souls; knowing ourselves already, we must be intellects. Can Plotinus navigate between these shoals on the raft of ‘reasoning’ or ‘recollection’? What moral phenomenon does he exploit to argue not only that we are reason, but ultimately that we are intellect. Does Gerson’s distinction between the ideal and the endowed selves help make sense of this difficult view of selfhood? Which Platonic image does this distinction draw upon?
10. Explain, with Plotinus, the order of this temporal realm Here, by rising in successive (epistemological and ontological) stages to higher and higher archai There, noting when appropriate the stages reached by Plotinus’s predecessors. In other words, show first how an understanding of Nature presupposes The Soul (the one-and-many), which in turn presupposes The Intellect (the one-many), and finally how an understanding of The Intellect presupposes The One. How sound is this whole explanation and the hierarchy it has postulated? Evaluate each of its stages as you ascend. Reflecting on your own intellectual activity as you ascend, moreover, what does Plotinus think is happening to your self during this ascent? How coherent is this picture of philosophy as spiritual exercise? How coherent is the notion of selfhood and self-knowledge it presumes? Whether or not it is coherent, what does Plotinus think you do once you reach its summit? Is this an ethics for our world or an escape from it?

11. Plotinus saw himself as expounding Plato’s philosophy, although to do this he often relied on other ancient philosophers, either criticizing them from a Platonic viewpoint, or by supplementing Plato’s texts with their new refinements and insights. In these ways, Plotinus synthesized the Greek philosophical tradition of antiquity, from Pythagoras through Marcus Aurelius. But in several important ways he also departed from his predecessors. Here are four ways we have seen so far in our course: (i) he believed individuals were intelligible as such, (ii) he considered their diversity beautiful, (iii) he thought the highest stage of philosophical ascent required the abandonment of reason, and (iv) he spoke of this highest stage and its abandonment in passionate terms. Show how he argued for each of these departures. Were his arguments valid? In other words, did Plotinus perfect the Greek tradition, spelling out its hidden consequences, drawing conclusions that his predecessors should have accepted, or did he rupture it, introducing innovations that his predecessors would have validly dismissed as corruptions?
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