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Plotinus, the One and only 

 
GENERAL 

Who was Plotinus? 
(204/5 – 270 C.E.; born in Egypt, wrote all his work while in Rome, where he went when forty 
plus and spent the rest of his life. Porphyry, a student of Plotinus, wrote a biography of him, The 
Life of Plotinus.) 

What did he write?  
The Enneads, organized in their current format by his student, Porphyry. 

What was his mode of philosophising? 

How did he use Plato as the source of his philosophising? (see e.g. 5.1.8, lines 10-15) How did he 
use Aristotle? 

ON UNITY (‘the one’, to hen) 

Unity and using sense-perception to recognize patterns: non-human animals; non-scientific 
doctors (Aristotle, Metaphysics, book 1, chapters 1-2) 

Why think that there is more to our interest in unity than pattern-recognition (whether less or 
more advances)? 

Explanation (i.e. asking Why?-questions) and uniformity (e.g. my daughter; Plato, 
Phaedo, 96ff.) 

The unity of things, as we thinks about them and use the principle of non-contradiction 
to do so. (e.g. my shirt, see Plato, Republic 4.436-7) 

Can our scientific and logical interest in unity be explained in purely sense-perceptual terms? 

Why did Plato answer no? (Republic 7.523-525) What did Aristotle answer? (Metaphysics, book 
4, chapters 3-6) 

Why did Plotinus answer no? (Enneads 6.6.13) 

‘If the mind does not rest on the one, it will not say “other” or “different”’. (Enneads 
6.6.13) 

‘In this way also the one might be seen in the perceptible by participation, but the mind 
grasps it as intelligible and does so intellectually; so that it [the mind] discerns one thing 
which it does not see, from another; so it [the mind] knew it [the one] before.’ (Enneads 
6.6.13) 

How, from this answer, did Plotinus arrive at the conclusion that, ultimately, unity is simple and 
indefinable signifying something unique that transcends all thought and all being and that is the 
basis of all thought and all being? (Enneads 5.1 and 6.13) 

The idea of starting-points--- principles---of explanations of all things  goes back also 
to Aristotle’s Metaphysics, who also reads Plato/Platonists in that way  plus the 
commitment to a single such principle  the supposition that all things are determinate 
 the appeal to the absolute One to explain this determinacy 

How, for arriving at this conclusion, is Plotinus using Plato?  

See Plato’s Sun Analogy in Republic 6.507-509. 
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