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ABSTRACT

A Happy Pull of Athene: An Experiential Reading of the Plotinian Henosis in the Enneads
and Its Significance for the Comparative Study of Religion

by

Hae Young Seong
In this dissertation, I focus on the Plotinian henosis, which is defined as a unitive
experience with the One. I argue that Plotinus attained his first henosis, expressed as "a
happy pull of Athene," unexpectedly when he was twenty-eight years old. So he started
studying philosophy to understand it. In the process, he developed a mystical philosophy that
is individualistic. For my argument, I reconstruct the Plotinian Henosis based on the textual
analysis of the Enneads. Based on the phenomenological reconstruction, I argue that many
aspects of Plotinus' life, such as the characteristics of his community, the style of his lectures
and writing, his indifference to traditional religion and religious practices, his free spirit and
courage of inquiry, and his emphasis on wonder and perplexity concerning the One can be
understood better.
I claim that these characteristics also make us rethink the relationship between
religious experience and its interpretation. Especially, an experiential reading of the Enneads
forces us to consider that the Plotinian henosis might function as a valid epistemological
ground that can weaken the claims of complete constructivism. In addition, the modern
research of religious experiences reveals a close affinity between the Plotinian concept of the

human soul (psyche) and the extended concept of consciousness, which is claimed by various
schools of modern psychology such as Jamesian psychology, depth psychology, and
transpersonal psychology. In this regard, the Plotinian henosis can be fruitfully analyzed as
an altered state of consciousness (ASC).
Finally, for this reason, I argue that Plotinus developed an early form of an
"unchurched mysticism" or a "religion of no religion." Thus we can find the seeds of a
radical spiritual or mystical individualism in Plotinus, which he succinctly presented as "the
flight of the alone to the Alone." The seeds will later develop in the history of Western
mysticism and esotericism into more and more individualist expression. Furthermore, his
experiential individualism outside of traditional and institutional religions helps explain for
me his popularity in the present as well as in the past.
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1
Chapter One
Introduction

There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.
William Shakespeare, Hamlet Act 1. Scene V

I. The Plotinian Henosis and the History of Plotinian Scholarship
In this dissertation, I will focus on the Plotinian henosis (JSVCOCTK;), which is defined as a
unitive experience with the One {to hen: TO ev). Plotinus has usually been referred to as "a
pagan philosopher and one of the last Hellenic humanists," and scholars understood his
thought as belonging to this tradition of western philosophy.1 Surely, no one can deny that
Plotinus was a great philosopher who incorporated various Greek and the Hellenistic
philosophical ideas and started the philosophical system usually referred to as
Neoplatonism.2 However, scholars did not provide much research on Plotinus until the
twentieth century. There are several reasons for the historical neglect.
First of all, Plotinianism is intellectually challenging because it synthesizes Greek
and the Hellenistic philosophy of almost eight hundred years.3 Plotinus utilizes various

' John Lounibos, "Plotinus: Pagan, Mystic, Philosopher," in Pagan and Christian Anxiety: A Response to E, R.
Dodds, ed. Robert C. Smith and John Lounibos (Lanham: University Press of America, 1984), 155.
2
A. F. Bushing introduced the term in 1744, and C. Meiners and G. G. Fulleborn adopted it in the late
eighteenth century. However, the term was rather pejorative at first. Due to its mystical tendency, German
scholars regarded Neoplatonism as an adulterated form of Platonism. For the history of the term, see Maria
Luisa Gatti, "Plotinus: The Platonic Tradition and the Foundation of Neoplatonism," in The Cambridge
Companion to Plotinus, ed. Lloyd P. Gerson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 10-37, 23.
3
In this dissertation, I will use the term 'Plotinianism' to signify the philosophy of Plotinus. As we will see,
Plotinus' thoughts have many distinctive features different from not only previous philosophers but also later
Neoplatonists. Especially in terms of adopting religious practices for henosis, Plotinus holds a very different
view from his successors. Thus the term Plotinianism is valid in emphasizing the distinctiveness and originality
of Plotinus' philosophy. J. M. Rist also claims, "It is curious too how in other ways he [Plotinus] stands aloof
from what is usually called Neoplatonism." {Plotinus: the Road to Reality [Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1977], 182). One may refer to Plotinus, no doubt, as the last pagan philosopher, who systematized almost
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philosophers' thoughts and terms, including the pre-Socratic philosophers (Heraclitus,
Empedocles, Parmenides, Pythagoras), Plato, Aristotle, the Stoics, the middle Platonists, the
Peripatetics, and the Neo-pythagoreans. Moreover, Plotinus' philosophical eclecticism has an
ambivalent effect on the readers. On the positive side, his rational approach enhances the
credibility, lucidity, and consistency of his explanations. Due to the rational exposition based
on Plotinus' keen intellect, his philosophical interpretation of henosis, for example, cannot be
easily dismissed as irrational system lacking logical clarity. However, on the negative side,
the grasp of Plotinianism becomes a challenging task due to its synthetic characteristics.
Without proper knowledge of a long history of Greek and Hellenistic philosophy, it is very
hard to understand Plotinianism.
To make matters more complicated, Plotinianism is a mystical philosophy, in which
the Plotinian henosis plays a crucial role.4 Therefore, Plotinianism is hard to grasp without
proper knowledge of mysticism. Due to its mystical aspect, Plotinianism takes an awkward
position between philosophy and religion.5 For modern rational philosophers, Plotinianism
is too religious. For instance, Huntington Cairns' claim testifies to a modern rational
scholar's prejudice against mysticism. While opposing a mystical hermeneutics of Plato, he
asserts, "Plato was a philosopher and poet, but not a mystic.. .the beliefs of mystics are not
products of critical examination and logical clarification... On the contrary, [they are] a series

eight hundred years of Greek philosophy into an original philosophical system. For the continuity of
Plotinianism with Greek philosophy, see Giannis Stamatellos, Plotinus and the Presocratics: A Philosophical
Study of Presocratic Influence in Plotinus'Enneads (Albany: SUNY Press, 2007). See especially chap. 1, "The
Origins of Plotinus' Philosophy," 3-21.
4
Ruth Majercik asserts, "The mystical philosophy of Plotinus represents the final flower of the Greek
philosophical tradition." See "Plotinus and Greek Mysticism," in Mysticism and the Mystical Experience: East
and West, ed. Donald H. Bishop (Danvers: Associated University Press, 1995), 38-61.
5
For instance, A. H. Armstrong refers to Plotinianism as "critical mysticism" or "Greek philosophical religion"
in his articles, "Negative Theology," The Downside Review, Vol. 95 (1977): 176-189 and "Mystery and
Mysteries," The Downside Review. Vol. 80 (1962): 214-225.
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of apprehensions, flashes, based on feeling, denying the rational order."6 Thus Cairns puts
mysticism at the opposite extreme of human rationality. For him, mysticism is either antirationalism or irrationalism, and thus far from critical and logical human reasoning.
Consequently, the modern scholars' prejudice is also reflected in Plotinian
scholarship. H. J. Blumenthal sets the starting point of Plotinian scholarship as 1951, when
the first volume of Henry and Schwyzer's edition of the Enneads was published.7 Since then,
scholars have done much research; in fact, there was a renaissance of Plotinian scholarship.8
However, when we review the history of Plotinian scholarship in the ensuing decades, we
encounter an interesting imbalance. That is, most scholarly research on Plotinus is
philosophically or philologically oriented: the studies mainly focus on the philosophical
continuity of Plotinianism with previous philosophy. It is undeniable that without a
meticulous philosophical and philological analysis, Plotinianism cannot be properly grasped.
However, I believe that as a classical proponent of religious experience, the significance of
Plotinus cannot be fully appreciated through employing a philosophical or philological
approach alone.
Of course, there are several important exceptions, including E. R. Dodds and E. R.
Goodenough, who attempted a psychological reading of classical texts.9 In particular, both

6

Huntington Cairns further argues, "[Plato's] discussion of the one and the many, the doctrine of love and
eternal beauty, the Demiourgos, and similar matters, have all been mistakenly used by mystics and occultists, as
grounds for their own doctrines." "Introduction," in Plato: The Collected Dialogues (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1961), XV.
7
"Plotinus in the Light of Twenty Years' Scholarship, 1951-1971," in Rise and Decline of the Roman World,
Principat, Vol. 36.1, ed. Wolfgang Hasse and Hildegard Temporini (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1987), 528-570.
The publication of P. Henry and H. R. Schwyzer's edition of the Enneads began in 1951, and it was finished in
1982, taking over thirty years.
8
For more information on the modern explosion of Plotinian scholarship, refer to the two articles in Rise and
Decline of the Roman World. The first is "Plotinus in the Light of Twenty Years' Scholarship, 1951-1971" by H.
J. Blumenthal, and the second is "The Course of Plotinian Scholarship from 1971 to 1986" by Kevin Corrigan
and Padraig O'Cleirigh.
See E. R. Dodds' The Greeks and the Irrational (Berkeley: University of California Press. 1951) and Pagan
and Christian in an Age of Anxiety (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1965), and E. R. Goodenough's
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scholars used depth psychology (Freudian and Jungian) and Jamesian psychology to interpret
ancient philosophy, including that of Plotinus.10 However, I argue that the attempts are not
enough to recover the balance of Plotinian scholarship. For instance, Lloyd P. Gerson argues
that the mystical dimension is not crucial in Plotinianism, thus we can fully understand it
without considering the mystical aspect.'' When we consider the textual evidence showing
the significance of the Plotinian henosis in the Enneads and Gerson's academic career as a
Plotinian scholar, his argument sounds all the more shocking.12 Unlike Plato's works, the
Enneads is full of explicit and undeniable mystical comments on the Plotinian henosis that
play a crucial role in his philosophy. I believe that Gerson's comment without a doubt shows
the prejudice against mysticism even among Plotinian scholars. For this reason, the full
significance of Plotinianism has been overlooked and not fully appreciated.
At the same time, Plotinianism also elicits ambivalent responses from traditional
religions, more specifically, from Christianity and Islam. In fact, Plotinianism elicits the
exact same responses from the traditional forms of the two religions as they have towards
their own mystics, who were at once admired and persecuted. Although Plotinianism or
Neoplatonism influenced many mystics among monotheistic religions in the West, as a pagan

The Psychology of Religious Experiences (New York: Basic Books, 1965).
10
More specifically, John G. Gager agues that Dodds took the insight of William James for the research of
religious matters: "It is no accident that he [E. R. Dodds] cites William James as his mentor in these matters. He
clearly shares with James the view that religion itself is ultimately about 'the feelings, acts and experiences of
individual men in their solitude.'" And he further argues that both scholars recognized the significance of a
psychological approach to ancient texts. See "Introduction" in Pagan and Christian Anxiety: A Response to E. R.
Dodds, ed. Robert C. Smith and John Lounibos, 2.
'' Lloyd P. Gerson maintains, "It is important to stress that, in sharp contrast to the doctrines of many mystics,
Plotinus' own experience or even a claim he might have made that such an experience is possible for anyone are
logically disengaged from his entire philosophy. That is, his experience of union with the One is not a substitute
for a proof of its existence, nor is its possibility entailed by it. Nothing in that experience is taken to disclose
what is not otherwise knowable, apart from the knowledge by acquaintance that the experience involves,"
Plotinus (London: Routledge, 1994), 220.
12
Lloyd P. Gerson edited several books on Plotinus and Neoplatonism such as The Cambridge Companion to
Plotinus (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996) and Neoplatonic Philosophy: Introductory Readings
(Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company. 2004). He also wrote the book, Plotinus (London: Routledge,
1994).
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philosopher the name of Plotinus is closely connected with either paganism or rational
philosophy, which are associated with an inability to appreciate the divine will properly.13 In
addition, Marius Victorinus' Latin translation of the Enneads had been lost since late
antiquity, and Marsilio Ficino's translation did not appear until 1492.14 Furthermore, the
work of Plotinus was introduced as The Theology of Aristotle in the Islamic and Jewish
worlds.15 Consequently, Plotinus remained shadowed in history for a long time despite his
significant influence.
The position of Plotinus in the modern comparative study of religion is not much
different. Although mysticism has been treated more seriously in this field, scholars in the
comparative study of religion do not pay due attention to Plotinus, despite his title as "the
father of western mysticism."16 Specifically, Plotinus' meticulous articulation ofhenosis has
not been fully researched in terms of what it offers to the study of religious experiences. The
Enneads can thus be a textual treasure for research on religious experience. Plotinus left his
whole work intact, thanks to Porphyry, one of his major disciples and editor of the Enneads;
thus we have access to a relatively complete view of Plotinus' ideas without serious
distortion. In addition, his treatises' meticulous philosophical analysis ofhenosis and of
religious experience in general, has an unusual degree of logical clarity and coherence.
Plotinus also left remarkable autobiographical accounts of his experience, which is extremely
13

For information about the influence of Plotinus on western thought, see Dominic J. O'Meara, Plotinus: An
Introduction to the Enneads (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995). More specifically, see "Epilogue:
Plotinus in Western Thought," 111-119.
14
Dominic J. O'Meara, Plotinus: An Introduction to the Enneads (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995),
114-115.
15
For instance, Maimonides regarded the thought of Plotinus as actually the philosophy of Aristotle. See Alfred
L. Irvy, "Neoplatonic Currents in Manimonides' Thought," in Perspectives on Maimonides, ed. Joel L. Kraemer
(Oxford University Press, 1991), 115-140. For more information on the introduction of Plotinus into the Islamic
world under the name of Aristotle, see Peter Adamson, The Arabic Plotinus: A Philosophical Study of the
Theology of Aristotle (London, Duckworth, 2002). According to Adamson, Plotinianism was mainly introduced
through three writings: Theology ofAristotle, Letter on Divine Science, and a number of fragments attributed to
a Greek sage. See chap, one, "The Arabic Plotinus Texts and their Origin," 5-22.
16
Rufus Jones, Some Exponents of Mystical Religion (New York: The Abingdon Press, 1930), 44.
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rare not only in ancient times but also in the present. His subjective and vivid descriptions of
his own experience enable us to grasp the phenomenological characteristics of the Plotinian
henosis. Furthermore, Porphyry added a detailed biography of Plotinus, which is the only
credible source of biographical information on Plotinus. In the biography, The Life of
Plotinus, Porphyry provides additional crucial information concerning his master's
experience.
Yet, unfortunately, the significance of Plotinianism has not been fully valued and
researched despite its crucial position in the history of philosophy and its impact on later
western religions. For this reason, I will evaluate the significance of Plotinus through an
experiential reading of the Enneads, specifically focusing on the Plotinian henosis, including
his first henosis, which is referred to as "a happy pull of Athene." I believe that my reading
of the Enneads can provide not only a better grasp of Plotinianism as a whole, but also offer
insights for the comparative study of religion, especially in terms of understanding "mystical
" forms of religious experiences.

II. Problems of Terminology: Religious Experience and Mysticism
Before further argument, I will try to define several crucial terms for my dissertation. Above
all, the term "religion" is notorious for its flexibility and inevitable vagueness.17 Here I
adopt William James' definition of religion. For James, the true religion signifies "the
feelings, acts, and experiences of individual men in their solitude, so far as they apprehend

17

See Jonathan Z. Smith, "Religion, Religions, Religious," in Critical Terms for Religious Studies, ed. Mark C.
Taylor (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1998), 269-284.
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themselves to stand in relation to whatever they may consider the divine."

Based on this

definition, one may not be surprised that James emphasizes the significance of the phrase
"religious experience," which has its root in "the subliminal consciousness," as his friend, F.
W. H. Myers, argues.19 In defining religion in this way, James helped formalize the
psychological approach to human religiosity in the comparative study of religion.
For James, religious experience is the true source of religion. Jamesian religious
experience happens prior to religious dogma and institutions. So he argued that the "personal
religion" based on individual feelings, acts, and experience is primary to religious
institutions, dogmas, and theology.20 In this regard, James clearly sensed the emergence of a
gap between traditional (or institutional) religion and experience-centered personal
religion.21 People may have religious experiences in non-institutional or secular settings as
well as in religious contexts. Thus, in James' view, the meaning of "religious experience" is
wider than (traditional or institutional) "religion." In addition, James maintained that there
are various religious experiences, and the mystical experience is the most crucial among
them.22 Consequently, for James, the concept of religious experience is intertwined with the

William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience (New York: Modern Libraries, 1994), 36.
Ibid., 555-557. James argues, "Apart from all religious considerations, there is actually and literally more life
in our total soul than we are at any time aware o f (555). For more information about the relationship between
the extended concept of human soul and religious or abnormal experiences, see F. W. H. Myers, Human
Personality and Its Survival of Bodily Death (New Hyde Park: University Books, 1961).
20
The Varieties of Religious Experience, 34-37.
21
In a similar vein, Robert C. Fuller explains the characteristic of modern spirituality as "unchurched religion,"
which belongs to "the private realm of personal experience rather than the public realm of institutions, creed,
and ritual." Fuller also points out a possible gap between being religious and being spiritual. Spiritual but not
Religious: Understanding Unchurched America (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 5.
22
James claims, "One may say truly, I think, that personal religious experience has its root and center in
mystical states of consciousness" The Varieties of Religious Experience, 413. As Don Browning rightly argues,
"James located mystical experiences on a continuation with a wide variety of altered states of consciousness moments of sudden insight, the deja vu experience, alcoholic intoxication, the experience of ether, and his own
experience with nitric acid." Refer to Browning, "William James's Philosophy of Mysticism," The Journal of
Religion, Vol. 59, No. 1: 56-70, 65. For more information concerning the relationship between religious
experience and mystical experience, refer to Ann Taves' article, "Religious Experience," in Encyclopedia of
Religion (Thomson Gale, 2005). In the article, she categorizes scholars' take on the relationship between
religious experience and mystical experience. Ann Taves claims: "James understood mysticism and religious
19

8
term mysticism.
Peter Moore defines mysticism as a "direct knowledge of or communion with the
source or ground of ultimate reality, as variously experienced in visionary, ecstatic,
contemplative, or unitive states of consciousness."

Mysticism can be summarized as the

claim of experiential knowledge of transcendental reality, which cannot be attained by
discursive reasoning. Put simply, mysticism is usually closely connected with individual
religious or psychological experience.24 Following the Jamesian view, many scholars
employed the concept of religious (mystical) experience and the psychological method for
research on human religiosity. In addition, the active encounter between the East and the
West in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries enhanced the popularity of these
terms.25 By interacting with one another, the concepts "religious experience," "mysticism,"
and "psychology" emerged as crucial tools for research on human religiosity.
However, the glory of these concepts did not last long. First of all, as behavioral
psychology and logical positivism became dominant in the twentieth century, the terms
started to lose their privileged position. For behavioral psychologists and logical positivists,
the reports based on subjective self-reflection lacked scientific rigor. Individual reports of
uncommon psychological experiences became dubious for scientific research. On the other
hand, some scholars began to criticize these terms as part of the heritage of modernism. For
experience as overlapping but not coextensive. Radhakrishnan used the term religious experience to refer to
what many others would call mysticism. Otto, van der Leeuw, Wach, and Eliade subsumed mysticism under
their rubric of choice (the holy, power, religious experience, or the sacred respectively)."
23
Peter Moore, "Mysticism (Further Consideration)," in Encyclopedia of Religion (Thomson Gale, 2005).
24
See William B. Parsons, "Psycholgia Perennis and the Academic Study of Mysticism," in Mourning Religion,
ed. William B. Parsons, Diane Jonte-Pace, and Susan Henking (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press,
2008). For further information on the history of the term mysticism, refer to Michel de. Certeau, "Mysticism,"
Diacritics 22, no. 2 (1992): 11-25, and The Mystic Fable: The Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries, trans.
Michael B. Smith (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1992).
25
For more information on the interaction between the East and the West, see J. J. Clarke, Oriental
Enlightenment: The Encounter Between Asian and Western Thought (New York: Routledge, 1997) and Richard
King, Orientalism and Religion: Postcolonial Theory, India and 'The Mystic East' (New York, Routledge,
1999).
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post-modern scholars, the Jamesian emphasis on the primacy of individual experience was a
function of a certain indifference and insensitivity to historical context. For instance, Sharf
criticizes the concept of "religious experience" as the creation of modern western scholars
for their convenience of research. Thus he opposes the application of the concepts to the
96

research of non-western traditions.

Wayne Proudfoot similarly claims that the term

mysticism is an invention of modern scholars who try to find "a mystical core," which does
97

not exist and thus cannot be proved.

These scholars criticize the term as a representation of

universalism and essentialism, and they emphasize the particularity of religious traditions
and the concrete socio-historical contexts in which mystical traditions emerge.28 Thus James
and his approach to religious experience became a target of post-modern criticism to such an
extent that Leigh Eric Schmidt rightly claims, "There is hardly a more beleaguered category
than 'mysticism' in the current academic study of religion."29
In addition, scholars have refuted the Jamesian approach to the relationship between
religious experience and interpretation (religious doctrine and theology) on epistemological
grounds. James and other scholars thought that a religious experience has its own
epistemological validity, which James formulated as its "noetic quality."30 And the
See Robert H. Sharf, "Experience" in Critical Terms of Religious Studies, ed. Mark C. Taylor (Chicago:
Chicago University Press, 1998), 94-116.
27
Wayne Proudfoot, Religious Experience (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985), 119-154. Similarly,
Hans H. Penner claims that mysticism is "an illusion, unreal, a false category which has distorted an important
aspect of religion." "The Mystical Illusion," in Mysticism and Religious Traditions, ed. Steven T. Katz (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1983), 89-116, 89. Grace Jantzen also criticizes that some scholars are blind to
the dark history of "mysticism," especially its gender bias and insensitivity to historical context. Jantzen argues
that the term 'religious experience' and 'mysticism' is the symbol of modernism that liquidates difference and
particularity. See Grace M. Jantzen, Power, Gender and Christian Mysticism (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2000).
28
For more information on essentialism in mysticism, see Jorge N. Ferrer, Revisioning Transpersonal Theory:
A Participatory Vision of Human Spirituality (Albany: SUNY Press, 2002). See especially chap. 4, "Trouble in
Paradise: The Perennial Philosophy Revisited," 71-114. See also Aldous Huxley, The Perennial Philosophy
(New York: Harper & Row, 1945).
29
Leigh Eric Schmidt, "The Making of Modern 'Mysticism,'" Journal of the American Academy of Religion,
Vol. 71, No. 2 (2003): 273-302, 273.
30
William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience, 414-415.

10
knowledge is not speculative, but rather intuitive, and it is also experientially realized as a
distinctive state of consciousness. Thus people who do not have this experience cannot have
this knowledge. Furthermore, James argued that mystics could not attain this knowledge
intentionally, a characteristic of mysticism which he refers to as "passivity."31 Due to these
characteristics, mystics feel that knowledge is given, and only after it is given are they able
to contemplate it. Therefore, James posited an inevitable gap between mystical experience
(or mystical knowledge) and its interpretation.
Opposing this view, scholars with a neo-Kantian epistemology argue that every
human experience cannot be separated from an interpretative framework.

For instance,

Steven T. Katz applies this principle to the study of religious experience, and he claims that
there is no immediate experience free from a socio-cultural matrix. Every religious
experience is mediated by a socio-cultural context, especially by human language. Thus the
religious dogmas, doctrines, practices, and expectations of mystics construct mystical
knowledge, not vice versa. Put simply, "beliefs shape experience."

Accordingly, mystical

experience differs from tradition to tradition due to the difference in socio-cultural contexts.
For Katz, the idea of ineffability and a transcultural common-core of mystical experience are
nonsense. In this regard, his claim is referred to as a strong or complete constructivism,
compared to weak/incomplete constructivism, which does not completely deny the
possibility of trans-cultural experience. Katz emphasizes the recognition of difference among
religious traditions against essentialists who favor the common core hypothesis.
31

Ibid., 415-416.
Kant argues that a human being cannot experience a thing itself, thus all human perception is possible by
means of given categories such as time, space, etc. For more information concerning the role of Kantian
epistemology in the debate of mysticism, see Grace M. Jantzen, Power, Gender and Christian Mysticism
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000). See especially 304-353. She focuses her criticism on
Schleiermacher and William James.
33
Steven T. Katz, "Language, Epistemology, and Mysticism," in Mysticism and Philosophical Analysis, ed.
Steven T. Katz (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978), 22-74, 30.
32
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No one can deny that Katz's criticism has validity, especially with regard to making
scholars more methodologically sensitive. When we consider the scholarship resulting from
the naive assumptions of the common core hypothesis in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries and its tendency to neglect the particularity of contexts, methodological selfawareness and sensitivity in scholars is crucial in the comparative study of religion. Scholars
should respect the diversity and particularity of mystical traditions without being trapped by
preconceived prejudices or agendas. The significance of socio-historical contexts from which
religious traditions emerge should not be dismissed. Katz's criticism also further forces us
examine the epistemological validity of religious experience more seriously.
Does it follow that the categories of "mysticism" and "religious experience" are not
valid for the comparative study of religion? Is every religious experience fully explained by
the socio-cultural contexts, as Katz argues? And is the distinction between experience and
interpretation invalid? Does religious experience lack all internal epistemological validity?
Based on my own readings of the Plotinian corpus, I argue that despite the value of these
criticisms, the categories and the distinction between experience and interpretation are still
meaningful, and that an experiential reading of the Plotinian henosis in the Enneads can help
to instantiate the validity of these ideas. Plotinus articulated coherently and persuasively the
epistemological validity of henosis as religious experience. Furthermore, he sensed a gap
between experience and interpretation and exposed it fully in the Enneads.
Put a bit differently, I am working with the theoretical assumption that certain altered
states of consciousness commonly called "mystical" are universal human potentials and are
capable of actualization in different cultures and periods. Historical context and social
construction are crucial, but not sufficient if we want to discuss these states comparatively.
My study, then, is an essay in the comparative study of mysticism.
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III. Methodology: An Experiential Reading of Plotinus
In this dissertation, as a complementary move to a philosophical and philological approach, I
engage in an experiential reading of the Enneads, which I believe can provide a different
view of the epistemological validity of religious experience and the relationship between
religious experience and interpretation.
An experiential reading is based on several assumptions. Above all, the approach is
founded on the validity of the term "experience." For instance, a human experience of tasting
a banana cannot be possible without a subject (who eats the banana) with a capacity of taste
(faculty) and an object of tasting (banana): subject and object are necessary for the
possibility of experience.34 Here, I argue that we should focus on the given-ness of
experience. In the case of tasting a banana, the existence of the banana cannot be regarded as
a mere creation of the perceiver; otherwise, we would fall into radical subjectivism. As an
object of perception, the banana has its own objectivity, such as taste, shape, and color,
which is "given" to the perceiver. The characteristics of the banana are not my subjective
creation, even though they cannot be known without the subjective I, the one with a proper
faculty. In addition to the given-ness of the characteristics of the object, the faculty of tasting
is also given to me as a category of perception, although the faculty cannot be separated from
the subject. In other words, I can neither intentionally create the faculty of perception nor the
objective characteristics of the banana. Those are given, and given-ness is crucial for the

34

The man who is taste-blind cannot taste a banana, thus successful perception depends on whether someone
has capacity or not. In the case of the Plotinian henosis, Plotinus argues that there is a different perceptive
faculty for henosis, and every human being has this innate capacity whether it is realized or not. This claim for
the general innate capacity of mystical vision can be found in almost every mystical tradition. For Plotinus,
there is no Ae«o*w-blindness.
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concept of experience.
I argue that the principle of given-ness can be applied to religious experience in a
limited sense, as William Alston points out. Concentrating on the given-ness of mystical
experience, Alston claims, "The focus will be on what are taken to be direct, non-sensory
experiences of God. In calling them 'experiences' I am thinking of them as involving a
presentation, givenness, or appearance of something to the subject, identified by the subject
as God."

Put simply, despite its psychological characteristics, religious experience has a

certain degree of given-ness, which can be confirmed through crosschecking. For example,
Plotinus argues that if he purifies himself, henosis might occur, in which the existence and
the particular nature of the One are experienced. For him, the specific characteristics of
henosis are given facts because he can neither create nor change them. Thus the One's reality
and its particular nature are objective to him. And we can assume that the given-ness of
henosis and its characteristics can be crosschecked in two ways. First, if Plotinus had henosis
repeatedly, he could crosscheck the objectivity through comparing each of his experiences.
Second, Plotinus can compare his own experience with others by direct means (talking to
each other) or indirectly by reading or listening to another's experience. Theoretically,
Plotinus could crosscheck the given-ness of henosis in these ways. I argue that Plotinus did,
in fact, make these comparisons.
Yet there is an inevitable dilemma in the case of mystical experience. Despite
Plotinus' claim for the universal capacity of henosis, not everyone can have the actual
experience. Compared to the experience of tasting a banana, the objectivity of religious
experience is more difficult to confirm due to its psychological characteristics. However,

William Alston, Perceiving God: The Epistemology of Religious Experience (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1991), 5; italics author's.

there is a crucial commonality in terms of experiential knowledge. Like tasting a banana,
Plotinus argues that someone who does not have an actual experience cannot acquire
knowledge. No matter how real the description of tasting a banana may be, it cannot give the
knowledge of the taste of a banana. Similarly, Plotinus repeatedly emphasizes that the
Plotinian henosis has a noetic quality, which is experientially attained. Thus it is better to
assume a different but equally valid degree of objectivity to mystical experience.
In addition, an experiential reading of the Enneads is based on another assumption:
the research on the Plotinian henosis is possible through textual analysis without actual
experience, given that we keep certain methodological conditions. David Hufford provides
"an experience-centered study" for the research of the supernatural experience in his book,
The Terror that Comes in the Night: An Experience-Centered Study of Supernatural Assault
Traditions.

After a long and strenuous study, Hufford concludes that the folklore theme of

the Old Hag, which is commonly understood as an assault of a supernatural being on people
during their sleep, is not simple. In the book, he emphasizes the necessity of an experiencecentered study, which is based on a faithful analysis of actual reports with an open-mind. He
criticizes medical doctors who want to explain Old Hag phenomena as sleep paralysis
without paying enough attention to the actual reports. Similarly, believers in the supernatural
realm claim that the spiritual being is the only cause of the phenomena. In this way, despite
their different conclusions, both parties do not pay enough attention to the experience itself,
especially to the actual reports of the people involved in the experience. So Hufford
recommends a meticulous and open-minded phenomenological analysis of experience. His
methodological insight and research methods are major models for my dissertation.
36

Refer to The Terror that Comes in the Night: An Experience-Centered Study of Supernatural Assault
Traditions (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1982). Hufford articulates his methodology in
"Introduction" of the book.
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Hufford's research supports the possibility of trans-cultural experience. Hufford
argues that despite the differences in cultural contexts, Old Hag phenomena can be found
across the world.37 In Canadian Newfoundland, where Hufford started his research, people
know the term well whether they had actually experienced it or not. The term is shared
culturally. However, the situation in America is totally different: most Americans have never
heard of the term. Yet, interestingly and surprisingly, the percentage of people who actually
have an Old Hag experience in both societies is almost the same.38 Cultural knowledge of
the phenomena does not influence actual occurrence in a meaningful way. The distinctive
features of the Old Hag are witnessed in both societies. Accordingly, strong constructivism or
the "cultural source hypothesis," in Hufford's words, cannot explain the similar percentage of
occurrence.

His research without a doubt implies a gap between experience and cultural

interpretative frameworks. Beliefs are not crucial in certain human psychological experiences.
Second, instead of being the crucial determinant of experience, the cultural
framework decides or influences the responses of those who undergo the experience. In
Newfoundland, which has a cultural foundation of the Old Hag, a person who has the
experience can more easily deal with its uncommon terror. Due to the cultural interpretative
framework, people can incorporate the unusual experience into their daily lives without
much confusion, unlike in America, where people cannot share the experience with others,
which would bring about feelings of increased stress and frustration.
37

Ibid., 245-246. Furthermore, there are also similar reports in Asian countries. For instance, there is a Korean
term "Kawi-Nulim," which means the "pressing of spiritual being." Like Newfoundland, the term is culturally
shared regardless of actual experience. Similarly, other Asian countries such as China, Taiwan, and Japan also
have a similar term for the Old Hag. Chinese refer to the phenomena as " | | K # , " which also means the
"pressing body by ghost." The existence of the term in the Eastern countries can hardly be regarded as the result
of transmission from the West or, vice versa.
38
Ibid., 245-246.
39
Hufford defines constructivism as "cultural source hypothesis," and contrasts it to the "experiential source
hypothesis." The experiential source hypothesis "holds that the Old Hag tradition contains elements of
experience that are independent of culture." Ibid., 14-15.
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Obviously, the Plotinian henosis is different from the Old Hag. But Hufford's
experience-centered approach shares the same spirit as my experiential reading of the
Enneads. Above all, Hufford points out how scholars might be myopic and insensitive to
actual reports due to their preconceived assumptions and prejudices. For instance, medical
doctors who hold materialistic worldviews tend to neglect the obvious supernatural elements
in some reports of the Old Hag. Put simply, they only want to see what they can explain and
explain what they can see. Criticizing this attitude, Hufford rightly claims that researchers
should be open-minded and faithful to actual reports, especially when they are dealing with
uncommon experiences. I also apply this same approach in my experiential reading of the
Enneads. My methodology can be summarized as follows.
First, I allow for the epistemological validity of the Plotinian henosis. I will take
Plotinus' philosophical articulation and autobiographical description of his henosis seriously
until we can find an obvious and undeniable fault of Plotinus'. I take Plotinus' rational
exposition of the Plotinian henosis in the Enneads as credible and coherent unless proved
otherwise.
Second, I focus on the experiential dimension of Plotinianism. For this, I try to
reconstruct the Plotinian henosis through a detailed textual analysis of the Enneads.
Fortunately, Plotinus left enough data about his experience. I share Hufford's belief in the
possibility of fruitful analysis of uncommon human experience by means of a meticulous
reading of actual reports, an approach that is based on open-mindedness.
Third, I assume a real but loose connection between some human experience (in this
case, religious experience) and its accompanying interpretative frameworks (cultural context).
Put differently, it is better not to assume a necessary and inevitable connection between
religious experience and cultural context before an experiential reading of the Plotinian
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henosis.

IV. Composition of the Dissertation
My dissertation consists of roughly three parts: Experience, Interpretation, and Application.
Based on a detailed analysis of the Plotinian henosis, in particular his first henosis (chapters
two and three), I examine how Plotinus interprets his experience and what the meaning of
philosophy is for him (chapter four). And finally, I discuss the significance of my
experiential reading of the Enneads for the comparative study of religion (chapters five and
six).

A. Experience
This part includes chapters two and three, in which I undertake an experiential analysis of the
Plotinian henosis and my assumption of Plotinus' first spontaneous henosis.
In chapter two, "Reconstructing the Plotinian Henosis," I reconstruct the Plotinian
Henosis based on the textual analysis of the Enneads. My analysis starts with Porphyry's
comment on Plotinus' experience of henosis. I analyze the phenomenological characteristics
of the Plotinian henosis and cover his other comments on similar introvertive experiences. A
phenomenological analysis of henosis is the foundation for my further argument. Specifically,
I employ Jamesian insights to approach the Plotinian henosis. My analysis is divided into
two parts: phenomenological characteristics (individuality, introvertive-ness, passivity,
transiency) and noetic qualities (transcendence, identity, pleasure, eternity and infinity, selfsufficiency, ultimacy, ineffability). After the reconstruction of the Plotinian henosis, I discuss
the typology of mystical experience. First, I deal with Plotinus' category of mystical
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experience. Second, I apply modern scholars' categorization to the Plotinian henosis.
In chapter three, "A Happy Pull of Athene: The First henosis of Plotinus," I examine
the Plotinian method for attaining henosis. I then treat my reading of Plotinus' first henosis. I
begin with Porphyry's report of Plotinus' unusual beginning of the study of philosophy. I
connect this episode to his puzzling reference to "a happy pull of Athene." I argue that along
with the discussion of Ammonius' secret doctrine, the mythical expression supports my
assumption of Plotinus' unexpected and spontaneous first henosis. Moreover, I demonstrate
that Plotinus attained his first henosis unexpectedly without previous knowledge when he
was twenty-eight years old. Since Plotinus did not have any interpretative framework, he
started studying philosophy to understand his uncommon experience, which I believe is both
concealed and revealed in the Enneads. I believe that my assumption, if argued persuasively,
can provide a very different view of Plotinianism.

B. Interpretation
In chapter four, "The Mystical Hermeneutics of Plotinus: Experience and Interpretation," I
argue that Plotinianism can be regarded as Plotinus' philosophical effort to understand
henosis, especially initiated by his first spontaneous experience of the One. For instance,
while commenting on Heraclitus, Plotinus claims, "We ought to seek by ourselves, as he
himself [Heraclitus] sought and found."40 His remark implies that his philosophy has the
spirit of radical individualism based on his henosis experience, which was also succinctly put
into his well-known expression of "the flight of the alone to the Alone" (§vyr\

U/DVOI)

7tpa;

uovov).41

40
41

IV. 8.1.12.
The famous and last sentence of the Enneads (VI. 9. 11.51) is translated in various ways such as "the passing
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I further argue that many aspects of Plotinus' life can also be better understood under
the assumption of his spontaneous first henosis. The characteristics of his community, the
style of his lectures and writing, his indifference to traditional religion and religious practices,
his radically free spirit and courage of inquiry, and his emphasis on wonder and perplexity
concerning the One are evidence to this. I claim that these characteristics also make us
rethink the relationship between religious experience and its interpretation.
In this chapter, I utilize modern scholars' research on mystical experiences that occur
in a secular context. I believe that the research strongly supports my assumption of Plotinus'
first unexpected henosis. In addition, the modern approach reveals a close affinity between
the Plotinian concept of the human soul (psyche) and the extended concept of consciousness,
which is claimed by various schools of modern psychology such as Jamesian psychology,
depth psychology, and transpersonal psychology. With these theories in mind, I argue that the
Plotinian henosis can be fruitfully analyzed as an altered state of consciousness (ASC). Thus
it can be a powerful tool for understanding human religiosity in ancient as well as modern
times.

C. Application
In chapter five, "The Significance of Plotinus for the Comparative Study of Religion," I
argue that an experiential reading of the Enneads can provide insight for the comparative
study of religion by contributing to the debate concerning the epistemological validity of
religious experience and the complete constructivism vs. perennialism debate. A meticulous

of solitary to solitary" (Stephen MacKenna), "escape in solitude to the solitary" (A. H. Armstrong), and "the
flight of the lone to the Alone" (Elmer O'Brien).
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reading of the Enneads forces us to consider that the Plotinian henosis might function as a
valid epistemological ground that can weaken the claims of complete constructivism.
In chapter six, "Conclusion: Plotinus, the Father of 'Unchurched Mysticism,'" I argue
that Plotinus developed an early form of an "unchurched mysticism" or a "religion of no
religion," as my two graduate mentors have framed the modern mystical moment. In this
respect, we can find the seeds of a radical spiritual or mystical individualism in Plotinus,
which he succinctly presented as "the flight of the alone to the Alone" (§vyr\ uovot) rcpcx;
(xdvov).42 The seeds will later develop in the history of Western mysticism and esotericism
into more and more individualist expression. His experiential individualism outside of
traditional and institutional religions helps explain for me his popularity in the present as
well as in the past. Yet Plotinus' radical individualism, paradoxically, is the other side of his
radical universalism.

VI, 9. 11.51.
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Chapter Two
Reconstructing the Plotinian Henosis

I. Union with the One Four Times
Any attempt at reconstructing the Plotinian henosis must start with the comment in The Life
ofPlotinus, which was written by Porphyry, who edited and compiled Plotinus' treatises into
the Enneads. Porphyry writes:

So to this god-like man above all, who often raised himself in thought,
according to the ways Plato teaches in the Symposium, to the First and
Transcendent God [E'IQ xbv npwiov KOU eneKeivac, Gsbv] that God appeared
who has neither shape nor any intelligible form, but is throned above intellect
and all the intelligible. I, Porphyry, who am now in my sixty-eighth year,
declare that once I drew near and was united to him. To Plotinus "the goal
ever near was shown": for his end and goal was to be united to, to approach
the God who is over all things. Four times [xexpooac] while I was with him
he attained that goal, in an unspeakable actuality and not in potency only.
{The Life ofPlotinus. 23.8-18; italics mine)1

Porphyry first met Plotinus when he was thirty and Plotinus was fifty-nine,2 and he
remained with Plotinus for six years. Thus, if we are to believe Porphyry, Plotinus attained

' All the quotations from the Enneads below are based on 1) A. H. Armstrong's translation of the Enneads
(Cambridge: The Loeb Classical Library). I changed some parts of his translation for easier reading. And I also
refer to other English translations, 2) Neoplatonic Philosophy: Introductory Readings, trans. John Dillon and
Lloyd P. Gerson (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 2004), 3) Plotinus: The Enneads, trans. Stephen
McKenna (Burdett: Larson Publication, 1992), 4) Selected Works ofPlotinus, trans & ed. Thomas Taylor (G.
Bell, 1929), 5) The Philosophy ofPlotinus, ed. Joseph Katz (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts Press, 1950),
6) The Essential Plotinus, trans. Elmer O'Brien (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1986).
2
The Life ofPlotinus. 4.7-10.
3
The Life ofPlotinus. 5.5-6.
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henosis four times during those six years. The above-mentioned comment implies several
other interesting points in terms of the Plotinian religious experience.
First, we can assume that Plotinus talked about his own experiences to his disciples:
his experience was not secret to his students. Accordingly, we can know that the experience
had distinctive characteristics that could be discussed. Furthermore, the phrase "four times"
(Texpoxiq) also suggests that the Plotinian henosis was transient. Hence it could be
enumerated.
The comment also indicates that Porphyry not only remembers the characteristics of
the Plotinian henosis that his teacher discussed, but also compares it with his own experience.
Without hesitation, Porphyry concludes that his experience, which occurred once in his
lifetime, was exactly the same as his teacher's. And Porphyry's statement also hints at the
claim that his mystical experience qualifies him to serve as a legitimate editor of Plotinus'
treatises.
The above quotation, which is very rare in ancient times in terms of dealing with a
personal religious experience explicitly, shows that the Plotinian henosis functions as a valid
epistemological ground at least between Plotinus and his disciples. Put simply, according to
Porphyry's report, Plotinus knows the characteristics of henosis experientially in a way that
allows them to be communicated, shared, and compared. We might ask, then, what kind of
religious experience did Plotinus and Porphyry have? Can we reconstruct their experiences?
If so, what are the features of the Plotinian henosis!

II. Phenomenology of the Plotinian Henosis
Plotinus provides not only many subjective and vivid descriptions, but also a detailed
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philosophical analysis of his henosis, which is second to none in the history of mysticism.
Like Plato, Plotinus left his whole works intact, which is also rare in the history of ancient
philosophy.4 Thus we have enough textual data for reconstructing the Plotinian henosis.
Furthermore, since the Plotinian henosis fits so well with the Jamesian categorization of
mystical experience as passive, transient, ineffable, and possessing a noetic quality, I will use
James' conceptual framework to analyze the Plotinian henosis.5

A. Individual Experience
Above all, Plotinus is sure that henosis is an event that can only be individually experienced.
He argues:

One sees with one's self alone That alone [ocbxco (xovcp a m b |j,6vov], simple,
single and pure, from which all depends and to which all look and are and
live and think...(I. 6. 7. 9-11)

[W]hen you see that you have become this, then you have become sight; you
can trust yourself then; you have already ascended and need no one to show
you; concentrate your gaze and see. This alone is the eye that sees the great
beauty [TO \xkya KC<M,0(;]...For one must come to the sight with a seeing
power made akin and like to what is seen. (I. 6. 9. 21-29)

But if you grasp it by taking away being from it, you will be filled with
wonder [Gocuua e^ei<;]. And, throwing yourself upon it and coming to rest
within it, understand it more and more intimately, knowing it by intuition and
seeing its greatness by the things that exist after it and through it. (III. 8. 10.
4

As an entitled editor of Plotinus' works, Porphyry is sure that all treatises written by Plotinus were kept intact
and he has all of them, although he does not explicitly state this point in The Life of Plotinus. Porphyry never
writes about the possible existence of missing works or secret doctrines of Plotinus.
5
William James, Varieties of Religious Experience, 413-416.
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31-35)

For Plotinus, no one can know what henosis is like without actually experiencing it; thus it is
individual and experiential. He further argues, "The man who has not seen it may desire it as
good, but he who has seen it glories in its beauty and is full of wonder and delight, enduring
a shock which causes no hurt, loving with true passion and piercing longing.. ."6 Plotinus
seems to be sure that an individual must see the One in order to know the glory of the One.
Due to the characteristics of henosis, radical experiential individualism is inevitable
for Plotinus. His radical individualism is succinctly expressed by his well-known expression
of "escape in solitude to the solitary."7 He further argues that after an individual experiences
henosis s/he can truly say, "we are more than free and more than independent."8 Thus, the
Plotinian henosis is not only accomplished individually, but also provides a sense of radical
independence and freedom to the individual who experiences it. Put simply, we can see a
coherent and unambiguous articulation of radical individualism in terms of religious
experience in the Enneads written in the 3rd century C. E.

B. Introvertive Experience
The Plotinian henosis is also an introvertive or inward event: it does not accompany any
sensory perception. Plotinus explains the non-sensory character of henosis in many places in
the Enneads:

[S]ince that [the One] cannot be heard, nor may it be understood by one who
hears, but, if at all, by one who sees [xcp opcovxt]. But if the seer tries to look
6
7
8

1.6.7.14-18.
VI. 9. 11.49-51.
VI. 8. 15.23-24.
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as a form [eiSoq], he will not know even that. (V. 5. 6. 35-38)

Although Plotinus uses the term "see" (bpdv), the meaning of the term does not have any
relationship with physicality or materiality. As he argues, the One does not have a material
form that is visible to the physical eye. Rather, It is like seeing the inner light, which is the
work of Intellect:

Therefore one must become Intellect [vovc,] and entrust one's soul to and set
it firmly under Intellect, that it may be awake to receive what it sees, and may
by this Intellect behold the One, without adding any sense-perception into
that Intellect, but beholding the most pure with the pure Intellect, and the
primary part of Intellect. (VI. 9. 3. 23-27)

Here Plotinus raises one of the most crucial points concerning the Plotinian henosis.
Although henosis is an inward event, it cannot be referred to as psychological in the modern
sense of the term. To be faithful to Plotinus, we should be careful not to regard Plotinian
inwardness as psychological in contrast to the physical. Plotinian inwardness certainly
contains the meaning of psychological in the usual, mental sense. But it is much more than
personal mind, because for Plotinus the human soul goes well, way beyond the limits of the
individual mind. Therefore, when the vision is accomplished in the human soul, the
accomplishment enables the soul to go deeper and arrive at the intelligible dimension. In
modern psychological terms, the Plotinian henosis has a transpersonal dimension, which is
also ontologically more real than the physical world.9 In this respect, Plotinus is a faithful

9

For more information about the transpersonal dimension of the soul, see chap. 5, III. A. The Psyche for
Plotinus.
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follower of Plato who regards the intelligible as more real than the sensible.10 Plotinus
articulates the position further while emphasizing the intellectual beholding of true reality.

Do not, then, seek to see with mortal eyes this as our account describes it, nor
to see that it is in the way in which someone would expect it to be who
assumes that all things are perceived by the senses [cdaGriTa], by which
supposition he eliminates that which is most real of all. For the things which
one thinks are most real, are least real, and the [materially] large has less
genuine existence. But the First [the One] is the principle of existence and,
again, more authentic than substantial reality. (V. 5. 11.6-12)

Interestingly, the inwardness paradoxically leads to the liquidation of the sense of space at
the moment of henosis. The final stage of inwardness leads to a transcendental reality in
which there is neither inside nor outside. Plotinus asserts:

Just so Intellect, veiling itself from other things and drawing itself inward
[-co eicjco], when it is not looking at anything will see a light, not a distinct
light in something different from itself, but suddenly appearing, along by
itself in independent purity, so that Intellect is at a loss to know whence it has
appeared, whether it has come from outside or within, and after it has gone
away will say " It was within, and yet it was not within."1' (V. 5. 7. 31-36)

That is why the introvertive characteristic of the Plotinian henosis should not be regarded as
psychological in the common usage of the term. Whether we accept this claim or not, in
Plotinus' metaphysical system, the human soul's inward movement finally leads to a
10

For more information about Plato's emphasis on the reality of the intelligible, see Nicholas P. White, "Plato's
metaphysical epistemology," in The Cambridge Companion to Plato, ed. Richard Kraut (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1999), 277-310. White argues that for Plato metaphysics and epistemology are not
separated and the concept of "form" is crucial for both areas.
1
' fevSov &poc fjv Kod fev5ov av
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transpersonal dimension. Thus an introvertive experience is paradoxically transformed into a
non-introvertive one at its final stage: it becomes a trans-personal and trans-spatial event.

C. The Passivity: Given-ness of Henosis
For James too, passivity is one of the crucial characteristics of mystical experience. He
succinctly defines the meaning of passivity: "the mystic feels as if his own will were in
abeyance, and indeed sometimes as if he were grasped and held by a superior power."12 In
other words, passivity implies the existence of a non-human agency such as God, which
enables mystical experience.
The passivity of the Plotinian henosis is one of the most important characteristics for
my argument. The concept is closely connected with the method of purification (Koflocpaic;),
which is a long and hard process of letting everything go for the attainment of henosis:13

The purification would be leaving it [the human soul] alone, and not with
others, or not looking at something else or, again having opinions which do
not belong to it - whatever is the character of the opinions [86^cc], or the
affections [7i6Ao<;], as has been said - and not seeing the images nor
constructing affections out of them. (III. 6. 5. 15-18)

Here, purification rather means contemplation for henosis. He further defines, " For, as was
said in old times, 'self-control' [aw^poown], 'every virtue' [naua apexf]], 'courage'
[co'Spia], is a purification, and so is even 'wisdom' [^pbvnaK;] itself."14 Thus Plotinian
purification is composed of moral and philosophical purification as well as contemplation.
12

William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience, 321.
For detailed information concerning purification, see chap. 3,1. Method for henosis: Purification and
Contemplation.
14
1.6.6.1-3.
13
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Yet we should pay attention to Plotinus' argument that such human effort does not always
guarantee the actual "appearing" ((|)avfi) of the One. In addition, we should note that Plotinus
uses the term "appearing," because for him the One comes from deep within the human soul.
Purification as an intentional preparation of a person is not a sufficient condition but a
necessary condition in Plotinianism.

But one should not enquire whence it [the One] comes, for there is no
"whence": for it does not really come or go away anywhere, but appears
[^aiveTai] or does not appear. So one must not chase

[5KJ6K£IV]

after it, but

wait quietly till it appears, preparing oneself to contemplate it, as the eye
awaits the rising sun; and the sun rising over the horizon ("from the Ocean,"
the poet says) gives itself to the eyes to see. (V. 5. 8. 1-8)

In other places in the Enneads, Plotinus uses the terms "fortune" (e\yx,v%r\c,) to designate the
passivity of the Plotinian henosis. The concept of fortune also implies that intentional human
effort is not sufficient for the experience of henosis. The "appearing" of the One is not under
the control of the human being. Plotinus repeatedly emphasizes the passivity of henosis:

But when the soul has good fortune with it, and it [the One] comes to it [the
soul], or rather, being there already, appears.. .by making itself as beautiful as
possible and has come to likeness [bu.oi6xr|Ta] (the preparation and the
adornment are clearly understood, I think, by those who are preparing
themselves) and it [the soul] sees it [the One] in itself [fev aijxfj] suddenly
appearing...(VI. 7. 34. 9-15)

Its [the human soul's] happiness is not cheated in thinking that it is happy;
and it does not say it is happy [eimocBo'uqa] when the body tickles it, but
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when it has become that [the One] which it was before, when it is fortunate
[eirc^xei]. (VI. 7. 34. 30-32)

Good is not disclosable, it prohibits the declaration of the divine to another
who has not also himself had the good fortune to see [i5elv ei>T6%r|Tai]. (VI.
9. 11.3-4)

Plotinus also uses the term "suddenness" (fe^ai(|)vr|i;) in order to designate passivity. The
Plotinian henosis happens unexpectedly; thus an individual does not know when the One is
to appear and disappear. Suddenness also indicates that a person cannot intentionally control
the actual appearing of the One or the process of henosis:15

It is there that one lets all study [7tav [xofirpa] go; up to a point one has been
led along and settled firmly in beauty and as far as this one thinks that in
which one is, but is carried out of it by the surge of the wave of Intellect itself
and lifted on high by a kind of swell and sees suddenly [e^ai(j)vr|q], not
seeing how [oi>K i8av bncoq], but the vision fills his eyes with light and does
not make him see something else by it, but the light itself is what he sees. (VI.
7.36. 15-22)

One must believe one has seen, when the soul suddenly [fe£a'i<t>VT|<;] takes
light: for this is from him and he is it; we must think that he is present when,
like another god whom someone called to his house, he comes and brings
light to us. (V. 3. 17.28-32)
Just so Intellect, veiling itself from other things and drawing itself inward,
15

A. H. Armstrong also maintains, "The suddenness and unexpectedness of the final vision is an important
feature of Plotinus's descriptions of it - it is not something one can plan for and bring about when one
wishes...It has antecedents in Plato Symposium 210E4-5 and Letter KJ7 341C7-D1." In Plotinus: Ennead V,
trans. A. H. Armstrong, 135, fh 1.
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when it is not looking at anything will see a light, not a distinct light in
something different from itself, but suddenly [e^ai(j)vri<;] appearing, along by
itself in independent purity... (V. 5. 7. 31-34)

As the above-quoted comments testify, passivity plays an important role in Plotinianism. Put
simply, if a person prepares for it, the One may allow the experience of henosis. Or more
precisely, the One may appear to the individual, but this is totally dependent on the One's
will. Yet I argue that the concept of passivity is actually far more important than it appears,
and it is one of the most puzzling questions to Plotinus.16 The concept is indispensable for
my argument in many ways.
First of all, Plotinus' claim for the passivity of henosis makes us rethink the
relationship between mystical technique and mystical experience. As noted above, Plotinus
argues that intentional human efforts toward purification are not sufficient conditions for
henosis in many places in the Enneads. Although purification is necessary for henosis, there
is no mechanical relationship between cause (purification) and effect {henosis) in
Plotinianism. Plotinus is sure that techniques do not always guarantee the occurrence of
henosis.
In a similar way, the reality of the One and the characteristics of the Plotinian henosis
are also given for Plotinus. In other words, according to Plotinus the existence of the One
and the noetic quality of henosis cannot be changed or controlled by human beings: we are
totally passive in this respect. So given-ness is a different side of the passivity. Similarly,
William Alston emphasizes the given-ness of the human experience of God: "In calling them
[direct, non-sensory experiences of God] 'experiences' I am thinking of them as involving a

16

See chap. 4,1. The Mystical Hermeneutics of Plotinus, D. Ignorance and Wonder.
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presentation, givenness, or appearance of something to the subject, identified by the subject
17

as God" (italics author's).

As an experience, the Plotinian henosis has undeniable given-

ness.
Third, the passivity of henosis is connected with the problem of agency. According to
Plotinus, henosis is only possible through the interaction between the One and the human
soul. If a person prepares for the experience, it is highly probable that the One may appear to
him or her, but the final appearing of the One does not belong to human capacity or will. As
Plotinus argues, the individual should just wait after letting everything go including his/her
sense of self. The problem of agency will be more apparent when I deal with Plotinus'
puzzling remark of "a happy pull of Athene," which I believe is of immense significance. I
address this in more detail in the next chapter.
Accordingly, passivity is also closely connected with the transiency of the Plotinian
henosis. A person can neither control the appearing nor the disappearing of the One: it is
complete passivity. Therefore, a person cannot retain the unitive state of henosis intentionally.
Henosis starts and ends suddenly. It is transient. The passivity of henosis is inseparable from
its transiency.

D. Transiency
Transiency of the Plotinian henosis is also well in line with the Jamesian definition of
mystical experience. James regards transiency as one of the important characteristics of
mystical experience:

Mystical states cannot be sustained for long. Except in rare instances, half an
17

William Alston, Perceiving God: The Epistemology of Religious Experience, 5.
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hour, or at most an hour or two, seems to be the limit beyond which they
fade into the light of common day. Often, when faded, their quality can but
imperfectly be reproduced in memory; but when they recur it is
recognized.18

The unitive state of henosis does not last long. It comes and goes suddenly. Therefore,
henosis is transient and uncontrollable. Plotinus repeatedly points out the transiency,
uncontrollability, and unpredictability of henosis. The individual falls from the vision against
his/her will. Transiency no doubt becomes another puzzling aspect of henosis to Plotinus:

Just so Intellect, veiling itself from other things and drawing itself inward,
when it is not looking at anything will see a light, not a distinct light in
something different from itself, but suddenly appearing, along by itself in
independent purity, so that Intellect is at a loss to know whence it has
appeared, whether it has come from outside or within, and after it has gone
away will say "It was within, and yet it was not within." (V. 5. 7. 31-36)

Plotinus uses the expression of the merging and then separation of two centers in order to
articulate the transiency of henosis. Unfortunately, separation or fall from the unitive state of
henosis is inevitable:

So then the seer does not see and does not distinguish and does not imagine
two, but it is as if he had become someone else and he is not himself and does
not count as his own there, but has come to belong to that and so is one
[yev6u,evo(; ev eaxiv], having joined, as it were, center to center. For here
too when the centers have come together they are one, but there is duality
[5w] when they are separate [%oopiq]. (VI. 9. 10. 14-18)
William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience, 415.
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And when one falls from the vision [0eoc<;], he wakes again the virtue in
himself, and considering himself set in order and beautiful by these virtues he
will again be lightened and come through virtue to Intellect [vow] and
wisdom [ao^'iav] and through wisdom to that Good. (VI. 9.11. 46-48)

In his famous autobiographical description of henosis, Plotinus also talks about the transient
character of henosis and his confusion about the process:

Often [TtoXA-oxiq] I have woken up out of the body to myself and have
entered into myself, going out from all other things.. .Then after that rest in
the divine, when I have come down from Intellect to discursive reasoning
[eit; A,oyicy|ibv], I am puzzled how I ever came down, and how my soul has
come to be in the body when it is what it has shown itself to be by itself, even
when it is in the body.. .(IV. 8. 1. 1-11)

Plotinus cannot understand how he came out of the unitive state of consciousness. Thus he
becomes utterly puzzled. Furthermore, he cannot figure out how such an ecstatic union with
the One is possible while he still has his body. Thus the passivity and transiency of the
Plotinian henosis present a frustrating enigma for Plotinus.
In the sections above, I have reconstructed the important phenomenological
characteristics of the Plotinian henosis through a textual analysis of the Enneads. As an
inward and transient event, the Plotinian henosis can only be experienced individually. The
next step is to inquire about what happens during the state. Does the Plotinian henosis leave
a sort of knowledge that can be remembered by a person, as James argues? In other words,
does the Plotinian henosis provide a noetic quality, which can be "imperfectly reproduced in

34

[the] memory" of Plotinus? And, if so, how might we describe this noetic quality?

III. The Supreme Form of Knowledge: The Noetic Quality of the Plotinian Henosis

William James defines the noetic quality of mystical experience as follows:

Although so similar to states of feeling, mystical states seem to those who
experience them to be also states of knowledge. They are states of insights
into depths of truth unplumbed by the discursive intellect. They are
illuminations, revelations, full of significance and importance, all
inarticulate though they remain; and as a rule they carry with them a curious
sense of authority for after-time.19

Similarly, I argue that the Plotinian henosis provides knowledge that can be remembered and
contemplated; it has the Jamesian noetic quality. Without this noetic quality, Plotinus could
not talk about his experience with his disciples as Porphyry reports. In fact, Plotinus writes a
lot about the noetic quality of henosis in the Enneads.

A. The Supreme Form of Knowledge of a Particular Nature
The Plotinian henosis has an undeniably noetic quality. Plotinus argues that one cannot speak
during the unitive state of henosis. Yet, after one falls from the unitive state of oneness a
memory of the state remains; therefore, one can remember and contemplate it:

Since, then, there were not two, but the seer himself was one with the seen
19

Ibid., 414-415.
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(for it was not really seen, but united to him), if he remembers [e'l
lieuvcpro] who he became when he was united with that, he will have an
image [eiKdvoc] of that in himself. (VI. 9. 11. 4-8)

Thus the Plotinian henosis leaves an image of the state of perfect oneness. Although the
memory is imperfect, as James argues, it is too powerful to be forgotten.20 The memory is
experiential because it is only attainable through actual experience of henosis. In this way,
for Plotinus, henosis becomes a source of a different mode of knowledge. Plotinus regards
henosis as a legitimate, more exact, superior, epistemological ground:

But if someone has not come to the vision [TO 0eoc|j,a], and his soul has no
awareness of the glory [ayXcdag] there, and he has not experienced and
does not have in himself in seeing a kind of passionate experience like that
of a lover in the beloved... (VI. 9. 4. 16-19)

Plotinus repeatedly maintains the experiential dimension of the knowledge: "whoever has
seen, knows what I am saying."21 Or, "Anyone who has seen it knows what I mean when I
say that it [the Good] is beautiful."22 Therefore, the knowledge is claimed to be nondiscursive and non-intellectual, that is, it cannot be obtained by means of intellectual study.
For Plotinus the experiential knowledge of henosis is superior to discursive knowledge both
in terms of mode and contents:

And those who have had a contact of this kind would know that thinking
20

Similarly, a famous Christian mystic, Avila Teresa claims; "His Majesty has brought it to my memory today,
and in my opinion it is the sure sign. This truth remains with it so firmly that even though years go by without
God's granting that favor again, the soul can neither forget nor doubt that it was God and God was in it." The
Interior Castle, trans. Kieran Kavanaugh and Otilio Rodriguez (Mahwah: Paulist Press, 1979), 89.
21
VI. 9. 9. 46-47.
22
1.6.7.2-3.
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[vorjaiv] cannot pertain to him; but we do need to add some words of
encouragement to what has been said, if discourse can indicate it in any way
at all. (VI. 7. 40. 1-4)

[B]ut seeing and that which has seen are not reason [kbyoc,], but greater than
reason and before reason and above reason, as is that which is seen. (VI. 9.
10. 7-9)

The perplexity [cotopia] arises especially because our awareness [cuvecnc;]
of that One is not by way of reasoned knowledge [Kaxa eTuaxrpriv] or of
intellectual perception [Kaxa vorjaiv], as with other intelligible things
[xao&Aa vor|xa], but by way of a presence superior to knowledge
[fe7ucrcfiu.r|c; Kpeixxova]. (VI. 9. 4. 1-4)

Plotinus seems to know the particularity of the supreme form of knowledge, which is above
all different in terms of its epistemological mode. He argues that henosis provides
unimaginable knowledge of transcendental reality, that is, about the particular nature of the
One. That is why the person who experiences henosis can talk about the characteristics of the
One. Put simply, due to the "particular nature" (((yuaei xivi) of the One, one can reason and
speak about it afterwards: the "particular nature" becomes the contents of the supreme form
of knowledge. Plotinus explains:

But now, if these conclusions are correct, the movement upwards grasps the
good [the One] present in a particular nature [xb c<ya96vfev§"oaei
xivi Kei|xevov]...(VI. 7. 27. 25-26)

Thus one is to use discursive reasoning in contemplating the particular nature of the One
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after one comes down from the state of perfect oneness. Plotinus maintains:

[F]or discursive thought [xf|v Sicwoiav], in order to express anything in
words, has to consider one thing after another: this is the method of
description; but how can one describe the absolutely simple? But it is
enough if the intellect comes into contact [e^cq/aaGca] with it; but when it
has done so, while the contact lasts, it is absolutely impossible, nor has it
time, to speak; but it is afterwards that it is able to reason [GvXXoyi^eoQax]
about it. (V. 3. 17.23-28)

In this way, Plotinus coherently articulates the kind of knowledge one can gain through
henosis and how one can contemplate it afterwards. Then what can one know about the One
through henosis? What is the noetic quality of Plotinian henosis? Put differently, what is the
"particular nature" of the One?

B. Noetic Quality
Plotinus presents various noetic qualities of henosis, such as identity, transcendence, selfsufficiency, pleasure, eternity, infinity, and ultimacy. At the same time, I argue that we have
to be sensitive to the tone of Plotinus' exposition of the noetic qualities of henosis. When
Plotinus deals with purely philosophical matters, he stresses how difficult it is to demonstrate
the related philosophical topics. In contrast to his careful attitude, when Plotinus treats the
noetic quality of henosis, he becomes assertive. In other words, Plotinus supposes the noetic
quality as self-evident truth that the human soul intuitively recognizes at the unitive state of
henosis. For instance, Plotinus declares:

So then it [the human soul] has the ability to judge rightly and to know that
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this is what it desired, and to establish that there is nothing better than it. For
there is no deceit there, or where could it find any thing truer than the truth?
(VI. 7. 34. 25-29)

One must believe one has seen, when the soul suddenly takes light: for this
is from him [the One] and he is it; we must think that he is present when,
like another god whom someone called to his house, he comes and bring
light to us. (V. 3. 17.28-32)

According to Plotinus, we come to realize the truth of the Plotinian henosis like a sudden
illumination. The truth-ness of the noetic quality is self-evident; thus there is no need for
logical demonstration or proof. In fact, Plotinus does not try to demonstrate the truth of
noetic quality logically. It is a given fact confirmed through actual experience. Then what is
the self-evident noetic quality?

1. Identity: The Sense of Oneness
Identity or the sense of oneness is important in terms of epistemology and ontology in
Plotinianism. According to Plotinus, the human soul {psyche) is perfectly unified with the
One at the moment of henosis. Due to this perfect unity, the human soul comes to know the
particular nature of the One. In other words, the soul experiences an ontological identity with
the One; thus the soul can realize the particular nature of the One epistemologically. Put
simply, the ontological identity is confirmed epistemologically. Plotinus emphasizes this:

Since, then, there were not two, but the seer himself [the human soul] was
one with the seen [the One] (for it was not really seen, but united to him [the
One]), if he [the human soul] remembers who he became when he was
united with that [the One], he will have an image of that in himself. He was
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one himself, with no distinction in himself either in relation to himself and
other things. (VI. 9. 11.4-9)

When therefore the seer sees himself, then when he sees, he will see himself
as like this, or rather he will be in union with himself as like this and will be
aware of himself as like this since he has become single and simple. (VI. 9.
10.9-12)

How then can anyone be in beauty without seeing it? If he sees it as
something different, he is not yet in beauty, but he is in it most perfectly
when he becomes [yevo\x,evoq] it. (V 8. 11. 19-21)

For Plotinus, in the mystical event there is no difference between seeing (the
epistemological) and becoming (the ontological). Then, what is the mechanism of the
epistemology of henosisl How can the human soul know the One's true nature at the moment
of perfect identification? If the human soul perfectly transforms into the One, presumably
there is no human soul at all at the moment of henosis. Then what is the One's knowing of
itself like?
In the following paragraph, Plotinus describes the One as a kind of self-awareness,
that is, as a conscious being that is aware of itself. In the Enneads, Plotinus consistently
argues that as a transcendental reality the One is beyond the Intellect (vcuq). He further
explains that the intelligible, which is contrasted to the sensible, is the content of the
Intellect's contemplation; thus the intelligible is the outcome of the Intellect's thinking.
Accordingly, the One should surely be beyond the intelligible. Given such a firm claim of the
One's transcendence over the Intellect and the intelligible, Plotinus' following comment
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proves incredibly puzzling to scholars.

Strangely, he uses "the intelligible" to designate the

One here:

But how does this Intellect [vovq] come from the Intelligible? The
Intelligible [xb vorjxbv] remains by itself and is not deficient, like that which
sees [xb bpccv] and thinks [xb voow] - 1 call that which thinks deficient as
compared with the Intelligible, but it is not like something senseless; all
things belong to it and are in it and with it. It is completely able to discern
[8iccKptxiKbv] itself; it has life in itself and all things in itself, and its
thinking of itself [Kaxocv6r]Gi<;] is itself, and exists by a kind of immediate
self-consciousness [ovvai<sQr\aei\, in everlasting rest and in a manner of
thinking different from the thinking of Intellect [vov vbr\oiv]. (V. 4. 2. 1319)

Context makes evident that the intelligible in the quotation means the One. According to
Plotinus, the One is "completely able to discern itself." Plotinus further argues that the
discerning or thinking of the One is different from the thinking of Intellect. At the same time,
as "a kind of immediate self-consciousness [cruvcuaGfiaei]," there is no separation or
distinction between thinking subject and object of thought in the state of One's selfconsciousness. As Plotinus argues, "its [the One's] thinking of itself [KaxavoriaiQ] is itself
[the One]." Put simply, the One is an immediate self-consciousness in the state of perfect
24

oneness.
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For more information about Plotinus' strange adoption of the term the intelligible for the One, refer to
Frederic M Schroeder, "Synousia, Synaisthaesis and Synesis: Presence and Dependence in the Plotinian
Philosophy of Consciousness," in Rise and Decline of the Roman World. Principat. Vol. 36.1, ed. Wolfgang
Hasse and Hildegard Temporini (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1987), 677-699.
24
Look at the amazing similarity between Plotinus and Meister Eckhart in their application of the term selfconsciousness to absolute reality. Eckhart says, "The repetition, namely that it says 'I am who I am' (Ex. 3:14),
indicates the purity of affirmation excluding all negation from God. It also indicates a reflexive turning back of
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Therefore, the human soul can become the One at the moment o$ henosis, and
through perfect identification it (or the One) can realize the particular nature of the One. As
immediate self-consciousness, the One (or the human soul that transforms into the One)
knows its particular (or true) nature, which becomes the contents of the noetic quality of
henosis. In this regard, the true nature of the human soul is none other than the One's
particular nature. Plotinus' claim of oneness implies an epistemological and ontological
identity.

2.

Transcendence/Self-sufficiency/Ultimacy

The human soul comes to recognize the transcendence of the One through henosis. Plotinus
employs the Platonic phrase of "beyond being" (erceKeiva ovcoq) in order to describe the
transcendental aspect of the One. Because the One is "beyond being," "it transcends
[krcfeKeivoc] activity [evspyeiq], intellect [vov], and thought [vof|aeco<;]."25 Categories for
the sensible world cannot be applied to the One. In addition to the transcendence in terms of
activity and thought, "beyond being" also means no thing-ness. Accordingly, the One cannot
be named at all. Plotinus argues:

This phrase "beyond being" [fenfeKeiva 6vxo<;] does not mean that it is a
particular thing - for it makes no positive statement about it - and it does not
say its name, but all it implies is that it is "not this" [ob xovro]. (V. 5. 6. 1114)

his existence into itself and upon itself, and its dwelling and remaining fixed in itself. It further indicates a
bullitio or giving birth to itself-glowing in itself, and melting and boiling in and into itself.. .(Commentary on
Exodus n.l 6)," Meister Eckhart: The Essential Sermons, Commentaries, Treaties, and Defense, trans. Edmund
Colledge and Bernard McGinn (Mahwah: Paulist Press, 1981), 37.
25
1.7. 1. 19-21.
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Plotinus further articulates the transcendence of the One using negative terms:

He himself therefore is by himself what he is, related and directed to himself,
that he may not in this way either be related to the outside or to something
else, but altogether self-related [npbc, avxbv nac,]. (VI. 8. 17. 25-27)

Since the nature of the One [xov evbc, tyvoic] is generative of all things, it is
not any one of them. It is not therefore something or qualified or quantitative
or intellect or soul; it is not in movement or at rest, not in place, not in time,
but "itself by itself of single form" [ocwb KOC0 aired uovoei5e<;], or rather
formless, being before all form, before movement and before rest; for these
pertain to being and are what make it many. (VI. 9. 3. 40-45)

Moreover, the absolute transcendence of the One leads to its self-sufficiency. As beyond
being the One does not have any relationship with created things: the One is only "selfrelated." Therefore, the One needs nothing. Plotinus emphasizes the self-sufficiency of the
One repeatedly, "but the Good is not desiring [fe^ienevoq] - for what could it desire? - Or
attaining, for it did not desire [to attain anything]"26 and "... which is altogether simple
[OOTXCUV] and self-sufficient

[aijxapKeq] needs nothing."27 In this way, self-sufficiency

(odrcocpKeux) and transcendence of the One form the noetic quality that is confirmed
experientially. Interestingly, Plotinus does provide logical speculation on the One's selfsufficiency and transcendence; however, he does this in only one place in the Enneads:

And we call it [the One] the First [TO 7rpakov] in the sense that it is simplest,
and the Self-Sufficient [cdrcocpKec;], because it is not composed of a number

III. 8. 11.24-25.
V. 3. 13. 17-18.
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of parts; for if it were, it would be dependent upon the things of which it was
composed; and we say that it is not in something else, because everything
which is in something else also comes from something else. (II. 9. 1. 7-11)

But his usual tone of articulation of the One's self-sufficiency is assertive.

For since he [the One] is the most sufficient [avxapKeaxatov] and
independent of all things, he must also be the most without need
[cwevSeeaxaxov]. (VI. 9. 6. 17-19)

[S]o all the primary beings are actuality [evepyeia]; for they have what they
need to have [6 5ei e%eiv] from themselves and forever. (II. 5. 3. 31-33)

Plotinus declares the One's ultimacy, which means that the One is the ultimate ground or
source of all beings. In addition, he believes that the One's status as a ground of being should
be accepted as a given fact, so his tone of exposition is firm and assertive.

If then there is nothing before him, but he is the first [ccbxoq 5e npunoq],
one must stop here and say nothing more about him, but enquire how the
things after him came to be, but not how this [the One] did, because it really
did not come to be. (VI. 8. 10. 18-21)

Did necessity [co'ccyKr)], then, bring itself [the One] into existence? No, that
did not come into existence; the other things after it came to existence
through it. How then could that which is before existence have come to
existence either by another's agency or by its own? (VI. 8. 10. 35-37)

But it will come to a stop at the ultimate [eax,6aco], at that after which one
cannot grasp anything higher, and this is the First [TO npuyzov] and the really
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good and the Good in the strictest sense, and the cause [C&TIOV] also of the
other goods. (VI. 7. 25. 22-24)

In this regard, a tension may emerge. On the one hand, the One is the source of everything.
On the other hand, "he [the One] transcends all things" and "can make them and let them
exist by themselves while he remains above him."

Thus the position of the One as a

ground of all beings may conflict with its absolute transcendence. In order to solve the
tension, Plotinus adopts the concept of creation without diminution from middle Platonists.29
Put simply, although the One creates everything, it can still exist above all things without
being influenced by its activity of creation. Furthermore, the creation of the world is
connected with the dynamic characteristic of the One.

3. Bliss and Living Energy
We also encounter the dynamic aspect of the One as a noetic quality of the Plotinian henosis.
Plotinus argues that henosis is the most blissful among human experience. Through the
Plotinian henosis, "so great a degree of happiness [TIKEI eimaBeiocq] has it [the human soul]
reached."

The following quotations from the Enneads describe the blissful aspect of

henosis beautifully and passionately:

If anyone sees it [the One], what passion will he feel, what longing in his
desire to be united with it, what a shock of delight! The man who has not
28

V. 5. 12. 48-50.
Plotinus learned this concept from middle Platonists. For more detailed information about the influence of
middle Platonists on Plotinus, refer to John Dillon, The Middle Platonists: 80 B.C. to A.D. 220 (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1996) and P. Merlan, "The Later Academy and Platonism," in The Cambridge History of
Later Greek and Early Medieval Philosophy, ed. Armstrong, A. H. (London: Cambridge University Press,
1967), 53-83.
30
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seen it may desire it as good, but he who has seen it glories in its beauty and
is full of wonder [66x>pot><;] and delight [r|5ovf)<;], enduring a shock which
causes no hurt, loving with true passion and piercing longing; he laughs at
all other loves and despises what he thought beautiful before; it is like the
experience of those who have met appearances of gods or spirits and do not
any more appreciate as they did the beauty of other bodies. (I. 6. 7. 18-21)

The soul also which was able turned to it [the One] and, when it knew and
saw, rejoiced in the vision [fia9r| xe TFJ 6ea] and, in so far as it was able to
see, was utterly amazed \efyiXaikri]. (VI. 7. 31. 6-8)

In a similar vein, Plotinus argues, ".. .it is not the desire which makes the good but there is
desire because there is a good, and something comes to those who possess it, and also
pleasure in the possession [TO &7ti xf\ KTfjaei r)5\)]."31 And due to the uncommon degree of
bliss, expressing the joy with language is not easy. Accordingly, the high degree of bliss leads
Plotinus to his negative theology and the employing of metaphors:

[T]he philosophers, assuming that such a state of intellect is most pleasing
and acceptable, say that it is mixed with pleasure [r|8ovfj] because they
cannot find an appropriate way of speaking about it; this is what the other
words which we are fond of do metaphorically, like "drunk with the nectar"
and "to feast and entertainment" and what the poets say, "the father smiled,"
and thousand and thousand of others. (VI. 7. 30. 24-30)
There is nothing still better, and nothing that is more a good; for it does not
run up higher, and all the other things are on its way down, even if they are
in the realm above... What it [mystic] speaks, then, is that, and it speaks it
afterwards, and speaks it in silence, and in its happiness is not cheated in
31

VI. 7. 27. 26-28.
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thinking that it is happy... (VI. 7. 34. 24-31)

Plotinus also adopts a sexual analogy in many places of the Enneads in order to describe the
blissful aspect ofhenosis. For him, the bliss of henosis has close affinities with sexual
pleasure in this world.

For instance, he argues:

But when the soul has good fortune with it [the One], and it comes to it, or
rather, being there already, appears, when that soul turns away from the
things that are there, and has prepared by making itself as beautiful as
possible and has come to likeness [b|aoi6xr)xa] (the preparation and the
adornment are clearly understood, I think, by those who are preparing
themselves) and it sees it in itself suddenly appearing (for there is nothing
between, nor are there still two but both are one; nor could you still make a
distinction while it is present; lovers and their beloveds here below imitate
this in their will to be united). (VI. 7. 34. 8-16)

Therefore, it is no wonder that Plotinus refers to the One as love (eras):

And he [the One], which is the same itself, is lovable and love and love of
himself [Koci epc«7|aiov Kcd epcoq b ocbxoc; KOU a WOT} epcoq], in that he is
beautiful only from himself and in himself. (VI. 8. 15. 1-2)

However, we should remember that Platonic and Plotinian understandings of eros possess not

32

In this respect, Plotinus accepts Plato's claim of the close relationship between the vision of beauty itself and
sexual love. Specifically, Plato emphasizes that our sexual desire should be sublimated into the love of eternal
beauty and wisdom. Like Freud's libido but moving metaphysically well beyond it, Platonic desire functions as
a source of both sexuality and spirituality. See the Phaedrus and the Symposium.
Similarly, a close relationship between spiritual bliss and sexual pleasure is also well testified in Hinduism.
Refer to Patrick Olivelle, "Orgasmic Rapture and Divine Ecstasy: The Semantic History of Ananda." Journal of
Indian Philosophy, vol. 25 (1997): 153-180.
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only a sexual dimension, but also a spiritual dimension, as Jeffrey J. Kripal argues.3
Although Plotinus employs love in this world as the best metaphor for the blissful aspect of
Plotinian henosis, he also points out the danger of any hasty identification of both.

And if anyone does not know this experience [the Plotinian henosis], let him
think of it in terms of our loves here below, and what it is like to attain what
one is most in love with, and that these earthly loves are mortal and harmful
and loves only images, and that they change because it was not what is
really and truly loved nor our good nor what we seek. (VI. 9. 9. 38-44)

Furthermore, the pleasurable aspect of henosis is inseparable with the concept of life, energy,
movement, and creation.34 As the source of every life, the One is also living energy that
creates. The One's eternal and blissful movement causes eternal flow and the return of
everything from and into itself. In this respect, the One is neither inert nor passive. For
Plotinus, perfection of the One means its spontaneous and active creation.

Now when anything else comes to perfection [e'i<; xeXeicoaiv] we see that it
produces, and does not endure to remain by itself, but makes something else.
(V. 4. 1.27-29)

The One is not being, but the generator of being. This, we may say, is the
first act of generation [yew-naif;]: the One, perfect [xeXeiov] because it
seeks nothing, has nothing, and needs nothing, overflows, as it were, and its
33

Jeffrey J. Kripal, Roads of Excess, Palaces of Wisdom: Eroticism & Reflexivity in the Study of Mysticism
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2001), 21-23.
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The blissful aspect of henosis shares another similarity with human sexual love. Above all, divine love and
sexual love aim at a pleasurable union with their objects. The human soul is united with the One and realizes
perfect oneness between the subject (the soul) and the object (the One), which is blissful like sexual orgasm. In
addition, through perfect identification the eternity of the One changes into the human soul's recognition of
immortality. The soul comes to know its immortality experientially like sexual union. In a similar vein, the
sexual union results in the creation of offspring, which means immortality of human race in a physical sense. In
this regard, for Plato and Plotinus sexual love has a substantial "likeness" with divine love.

48
superabundance [TO •bTtepTclfjpeq] makes something other than itself. (V. 2. 1.
7-10)

Every life (^cof]) "comes from the Good."35 Therefore, the life of the One is inevitably
connected with the concept of active movement. Yet the movement of the One raises another
question. That is to say, how is the movement of the One possible? If the One is perfectly
simple, eternal, and infinite, how can the One move? What kind of movement is possible
without the categories of time and space?

4. Eternity and Infinity
According to Plotinus, the One is eternal and infinite, which is another noetic quality of
henosis. First of all, Plotinus argues that eternity is identical with the One:

Hence eternity [b ocioov] is a majestic thing, and thought declares it identical
[tl evvoia] with this god [the One]. (III. 7. 5. 18-19)

Then what is the meaning of the eternity of the One? While exposing the eternal aspect of the
One, Plotinus argues that eternity is no other than the state of the eternal present:

That, then, which was not, and will not be, but is only, which has being
which is static by not changing [laexapaAAsiv] to the "will be," nor ever
having changed, this is eternity [b aicbv]. (III. 7. 3. 34-37)

It [the One] is something which abides in the same in itself and does not
change at all but is always in the present [fev xcp Tcocpovxi cxsi], because

VI. 7. 18. 18.
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nothing of it has passed away, nor again is there anything to come into being,
but that which it is, it is. (III. 7. 3. 20-23)

Therefore, eternity of the One is not the eternal continuation of time, thus the category of
time in the material world cannot be applied to the One. Rather the One is in an eternal
present, which means the abolishment of time and change.
Following the same logic of the eternity of the One, the category of the space of
physical world cannot be applied to the One. Accordingly, the One is both great and small;
infinity does not mean an infinite extension of space. Rather it is the liquidation of the
concept of space. In this way, the One's transcendence is again confirmed in terms of time
and space.

Then how does time and space in this world begin? Plotinus connects the

beginning of time and space with the movement of the soul.

If, then, when the soul leaves this activity [worldly activity] and returns to
unity time is abolished, it is clear that the beginning of this movement in this
direction [the soul's descending into this world], and this form of the life of
soul generates time [xbv xpovov], (III. 7. 12. 20-23)

Accordingly, there is no time and space at the moment of henosis. After the human soul
separated from the unitive moment, time emerges with the soul's movement. Time is
inseparable from the concept of movement. At the same time, space cannot be separated
from time, because time is measured by means of the movement that occurs in space.
Then, how can the movement of the One be possible without time and space? How
36

Plotinus is sure that Aristotelian categories cannot be applied to the transcendental One due to its
transcendence. Instead of the Aristotelian ten categories, Plotinus proposes five categories for the intelligible
dimension such as being, movement, rest, identity, and diversity. This topic is dealt with under the title of'the
oral teaching of Plotinus.' Yet the oral teaching does not imply a secret doctrine. For more information, see Paul
Henry, "The Oral Teaching of Plotinus," Dionysius, Vol. 6 (1982), 4-12.
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can the infinite One move? In this way, the movement of the One emerges as a puzzling
question. Plotinus explains the uncommon movement of the One:

In what way, then, could one conceive it [infinity] [cri)Tf]v, xb cmeipov]? By
separating its form in one's reasoning [ifi 5iavola], What, then, will one
conceive? One will conceive it [the One] as great and small [u.feYOC
Koci ajxiKpbv] - for it becomes both - and at rest and moving [eaxca;
KCti Kivo\)u.evov] - for it does really become these. (VI. 6. 3. 27-31)

Plotinus argues that as an infinite being the One is both at rest and moving, which is
paradoxical. On the one hand, as a whole the One cannot move because there is nothing
outside of the One. That aspect of the One is referred to as "at rest." On the other hand, the
One should vibrate like boiling water; thus it is called "moving."37 That is why Plotinus
states, "but the movement of infinity [the One] itself [t) Kivpaiq odrrfjq xfjq oareipai;] seems
to mean that it does not stay still [eoiKev]."38 Thus the One's movement should be like the
inner vibration of boiling water.
Similarly, Plotinus uses the term "boil" in order to describe the characteristics of
every life: "all things are filled full of life [^(ariq 7ie7tA,Tipco(a,evcov], and, we may say, boiling
with life [^eovTcov]."39 In that regard, as an ultimate source of all, the One's paradoxical

Interestingly, Kashimir Saivism introduces the concept of inner vibration of the absolute reality, which is
called 'spanda.'1 For more information, refer to Paul Eduardo Muller-Ortega, The Triadic Heart of Siva: Kaula
Tantrism of Abhinavagupta in the Non-Dual Shaivism of Kashimir (Albany: SUNY press, 1989). In addition,
Natalia Isayeva tries to compare Kashimir Saivism with Plotinianism, for detailed explanation, see her book,
From Early Vedanta to Kashimir Shaivism: Gaudapada, Bhartrhari, and Abhinavagupta (New York: SUNY
press, 1995). Both philosophical systems have many inexplicable similarities: such as philosophical articulation
of mysticism, dynamic characteristics of transcendental reality, the firm belief of epistemological validity of
mystical experience, and the close relationship between sexuality and spirituality.
38
VI. 6. 3. 22-23.
39
VI. 7. 12. 23-25. A. H. Armstrong points to a possible etymological connection between 'life' and 'boil.' He
maintains, "This remarkably powerful phrase is perhaps suggested to Plotinus De Anima A 2. 405b26-29, where
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inner movement should also be boiling one. Put simply, the One as a dynamic ground of all
beings boils with living energy, which is also full of bliss.

C. Ineffability and Negative Theology
Now I turn to one of the most misunderstood aspects of Plotinianism, that is, the ineffability
of the Plotinian henosis. Plotinus exposes a radical negative theology in the Enneads.

It [the One] is, therefore, truly ineffable [opprytov]: for whatever you say
about it, you will always be speaking of a something. But "beyond all things
[e7i£K£ivcc navxctiv] and beyond the supreme majesty of Intellect" is the
only one of all the ways of speaking it which is true; it is not its name, but
says that it is not one of all things and has no name, because we can say
nothing of it: we only try, as far as possible, to make signs to ourselves about
it. (V. 3. 13. 1-7)

For Plotinus any name for the One is improper even including "the One." He maintains, "it is
false even to say of it [the One] that it is one [TO ev]."40 He provides a detailed explanation
for the reason for his radical negative theology and his inevitable adoption of the term "the
One":

But we in our travail do not know what we ought to say, and are speaking of
what cannot be spoken, and give it a name because we want to indicate it to
ourselves as best we can. But perhaps this name "One" [TO ev] contains
[only] a denial of multiplicity [xanoXXd]... .But if the One - name and
reality expressed - was to be taken positively it would be less clear than if
Aristotle says that Pre-Socratic ideas about soul and life followed their etymologies: some connected C,r\v (live)
with £eiv (boil) and so thought of soul as something hot." In Plotinus: Ennead VI, trans. A. H. Armstrong, 126.
40
V. 4. 1.8-10.
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we did not give it a name at all: for perhaps this name [One] was given to it
in order that the seeker [b £nTf|a'ac;], beginning from this which is
completely indicative of simplicity, may finally negate this as well, because,
though it was given as well as possible by its giver, not even this is worthy
to manifest that nature [ir\q (fnoaecogfeKeivriq];since that cannot be heard,
nor may it be understood by one who hears, but, if at all, by one who sees
[xcp bpootm]. But if the seer tries to look at a form [e18o<;], he will not know
even that. (V. 5. 6. 24-38)

The purpose of employing the term "the One" is evident. It functions as a sign or mark useful
for guiding people to an actual experience of the One; however, we should be careful not to
put too much meaning into the term.41 Accordingly, Plotinus recommends the use of
"beyond being" lest the One be regarded as a thing or an entity. He explains:

This phrase "beyond being" [erceKeiva bxoq] does not mean that it is a
particular thing - for it makes no positive statement about it - and it does not say
its name, but it only implies that it is "not this" [ob TOOTO], (V. 5. 6. 11-14)

Although Plotinus emphasizes the necessity of radical negative theology to describe the
transcendental aspect of the One, he also warns against the possibility of misunderstanding.
Plotinian negative theology should not be accepted as agnosticism, a position that Plotinus is
strongly against like Plato. The reality of the One and the particular nature of the One are
knowable (not agnostic, but gnostic) through henosis despite the difficulty one may
encounter in achieving or expressing it:

41

This argument is very similar to the Zen story of finger and moon. According to the story, a finger is just for
the purpose of pointing to the moon; therefore it should not be misunderstood as the moon.
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But we are not prevented from having it [the One], even if we do not speak
it. But just as those who have a god within them [o'lfevGowioovceq]and are
in the grip of divine possession may know this much, that they have
something greater within them... (V. 3. 14. 7-10)

We can assume that for Plotinus, the gnosis achieved can be rationally contemplated and
communicated despite its ineffability. If Plotinus really believed that no noetic quality
existed in the Plotinian henosis or that talking about the noetic quality was totally impossible,
he would not have written the Enneads, which is a lengthy work full of detailed descriptions
about the noetic quality of henosis. Plotinus more fully explains how the noetic quality can
be attained and reasoned despite its ineffability:

[F]or discursive thought [TT)V Sioa/oiav], in order to express anything in
words, has to consider one thing after another: this is the method of
description; but how can one describe the absolutely simple? But it is
enough if the intellect comes into contact with it; but when it has done so,
while the contact [e^oq/ocaGoci] lasts, it is absolutely impossible, nor has it
time, to speak; but it is afterwards that it is able to reason about it. (V. 3.17.
23-28)

Why did Plotinus write such a long work, at the same time acknowledging that human
language is not a useful tool for communicating the noetic quality? Plotinus explicitly
provides the reason why he writes his treatises. He claims:

Therefore, Plato says, "it cannot be spoken or written" [oi>8e pritbv
oi>8e ypanxbv], but we speak and write impelling towards it [the One] and
wakening from reasonings [feK xcov A-oycov] to the vision of it [fexi xfiv
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8feocv], as if showing the way to someone who wants to have a view of
something. For teaching goes as far as the road and the traveling, but the
vision is the task of someone who has already resolved to see. (VI. 9. 4. 1216)

Plotinus declares that the purpose of his writing is to guide other human souls to the vision of
the One. In this regard, the Enneads is a mystical text aimed at motivating others to achieve
an actual henosis. Thus the Plotinian rhetoric has exactly the same function and purpose as
Plato's idea of rhetoric.42
Therefore, Plotinian negative theology is neither nonsense nor a claim for
agnosticism. Plotinus is sure of the existence of a superior form of knowledge, which is
attained experientially. In this regard, his negative theology is more of a positive and
affirmative declaration that experiential knowledge of the One cannot be properly and
successfully dealt with by means of human language.43 Plotinian negative theology
underscores his realization of the inability of human language to express the inexpressible,
the transcendence of the One. Thus negative theology implies the failure of human language,
yet it is also firmly based on the positive knowability of the One.

Plato also argues that the true aim of rhetoric is to please god not to satisfy fellow citizens (the Phaedrus,
273e); thus rhetoric is not a morally neutral art, and it should be a tool for sublimating others' mundane desires
into a desire for the vision of eternal beauty. So he criticizes sophists who promise to teach the technique of
writing for one's selfish aim. Refer to the Phaedrus. Concerning the redirection of desire by means of rhetoric,
see Harvey Yunis, "Eros in Plato's Phaedrus and the Shape of Greek Rhetoric," Arion, Vol. 13 (2005): 101-125.
43
Although "philosophical discourse seems incapable of expressing that which is essential. For Plato, this
meant the Forms and the Good, which we experience in a non-discursive way," as Hadot argues, written
discourse still has limited but crucial role of motivating others to the mystical vision. See Hadot, What is
Ancient Philosophy? (Cambridge: The Belknap Press, 2002), 76. For more information on the role of texts for
mystical experience, see Don Cupitt, Mysticism after Modernity (Maiden: Blackwell Publishers, 1998) and
Jeffrey J. Kripal, Roads of Excess, Palaces of Wisdom.
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IV. Typology of the Plotinian Henosis and Some Problems
After the publication of James' monumental book in 1902, The Varieties of Religious
Experience, significant progress was made in the comparative study of religious experience.
In particular, a better understanding of the typology of mystical experience was achieved.
Here, I analyze the Plotinian henosis using modern scholars' well-known categorizations of
mystical experience.
W. T. Stace provides one of the more famous categorizations of mystical experience
in his book, Mysticism and Philosophy (1960). According to his categorization, the Plotinian
henosis is introvertive, because it does not accompany any sense perception.44 Stace
provides seven characteristics of an introvertive mystical experience, which he regards as
more significant than an extrovertive one.45 Yet he does not subcategorize the introvertive
experience. In fact, Stace encountered difficulty in applying the characteristics of the "feeling
of the holy, sacred, or divine" to Theravada Buddhism, which is non-theistic. But Stace did
not provide a persuasive explanation for how theistic characteristics could be applied to
Buddhism.46 Thus Stace does not pay enough attention to the possible subdivisions of
introvertive mystical experiences.
R. C. Zaehner basically accepted the categorization of Stace, but he further developed
Stace's scheme by dividing introvertive experience into theistic and monistic types in his
book, Mysticism, Sacred and Profane (1961).47 In addition, he renamed Stace's extrovertive
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Stace defines, "The unifying vision, expressed abstractly by the formula "All is One." The One is, in
extrovertive mysticism, perceived through physical senses, in or through the multiplicity of objects," Mysticism
and Philosophy (Philadelphia: Lippincott, 1960), 79. On the other hand, "In the introvertive mystical
experience there is no multiplicity and no distinction. It should follow that just as there are in it no distinctions
between on object and another there can likewise be no distinction between subject and object," (ibid., 111).
45
Ibid., 131-133.
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R. C. Zaehner, Mysticism, Sacred and Profane (Oxford; Oxford University Press, 1961). See especially chap.
VIII and IX, 153-197.
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mystical experience as nature mysticism. According to Zaehner, Buddhism and monistic
Hinduism aim at monistic mystical experience, or a total identification between absolute
reality and the mystic. In theistic traditions, although union with God is pursued, there still
exists a distinction between God and the human being even at the moment of mystical union.
In this way, Zaehner provided a more detailed categorization of Stace's introvertive mystical
experience; thus he was able to explain the difference between theistic mysticism and
monistic mysticism more successfully in terms of religious experience.
However, Zaehner's typology also contains a weakness. Above all, he argued that a
theistic mysticism is better than a monistic one. He claimed that monistic mysticism could be
ethically problematic due to its claim of radical identity between the mystic and absolute
reality. Although Zaehner was right in sensing the possible ethical weakness in monistic
traditions, his argument is also problematic. As a devout Catholic, Zaehner wanted to prove
the superiority of theistic mysticism through comparative works. Thus he was criticized as
being apologetic. Recent scholarship, most notably undertaken by Ninian Smart, has attacked
directly Zaehner's categorization of theistic/monistic experience. Smart argues that the
distinction in fact does not belong to the experiential dimension but to the interpretative
dimension. The same experience can be regarded differently in different interpretative
frameworks.48
Motivated by Zaehner's research, several Plotinian scholars have utilized Zaehner's
categorization for the analysis of the Plotinian henosis.49 The question for these scholars is
whether the Plotinian henosis is monistic or theistic. Some scholars argue that it is monistic

Ninian Smart, "Interpretation and Mystical Experience," Religious Studies, 1-1 (1965): 75-87.
Concerning the debate, refer to Robert Arp, "Plotinus, mysticism, and mediation," Religious Studies, Vol. 40
(2004): 145-163.
49
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due to the comments of Plotinus emphasizing the unity or oneness.50 Opposing the monistic
interpretation, others favor the theistic interpretation.51 They argue that many sentences in
the Enneads imply a gap between the human soul and God and therefore support the theistic
interpretation. For scholars who favor a theistic view, an undeniable monistic description of
Plotinus is puzzling. On the other hand, scholars who agree with the monistic interpretation
find the theistic expression of Plotinus difficult. There is no agreement yet, and I will treat
this in chapter six.
Returning to scholars who map out a typology for mystical experience, Arthur
Deikman divides mystical experience into three types: untrained sensate, trained sensate, and
trained transcendent.

The untrained sensate type refers to nature mysticism, which is

spontaneous and extrovertive. The term "trained" signifies an intentional practice to attain
mystical experience, and it can be added to "sensate (extrovertive)" and "transcendent
(introvertive)." Deikman's major contribution is to place the factor of training into his
categorization, an idea that is helpful for my analysis of the Plotinian henosis. If we apply
Deikman's analysis to Plotinus, at first glance, the Plotinian henosis might look like the
"trained transcendent," because it needs a long and hard process of purification and does not
accompany any sensory perception. However, in the next chapter I will argue that the story is
not so simple and clear.
Another notable scholar, Robert Forman, coined the term "pure consciousness event"
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(PCE) to refute complete constructivism. He replaced the term "experience" with "event" in
order to avoid the negative connotations associated with the term experience. PCE is an
introvertive experience. He claims, "There is no experienced content for consciousness" in
the PCE, thus it is called the event of pure consciousness.53 PCE displays a certain similarity
with the Plotinian henosis as immediate self-consciousness. In fact, Forman introduced the
concept as a more common type of experience in order to show the possibility of transcultural human experience, as against complete constructivism. Yet PCE seems to lack the
noetic qualities of the Plotinian henosis such as bliss, the sense of infinity, and eternity. In
this regard, it is not ultimate. Forman acknowledges this:

We have emphasized the PCE primarily because it is relatively common;
rudimentary, and may thereby indicate certain features of other more
complex (perhaps more advanced) mystical phenomena.54

Thus the Plotinian henosis is different from Forman's PCE. Furthermore, if a PCE results
from contemplative practices, the concept cannot fully avoid the criticism that it is also
constructed by a practitioner's intentions, expectations, and previous knowledge.
In The Mystic Experience: A Descriptive and Comparative Analysis, Jordan Paper
proposes the term "mystic experience." He argues that there is much confusion and
misunderstanding surrounding the term "mystical." Jordan rightly points out that there are
varieties of human ecstatic experiences, thus we should not confuse the phenomenology of
religious experiences.55 According to him, the confusion was caused by the lack of due
53
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attention to the phenomenological characteristics of ecstatic experiences. Thus, like Smart,
he argues that we are likely to confuse the dimension of experience with interpretation. Paper
defines a "mystic experience" as:

The mystic experience, as defined in this work, goes beyond unitive
experience and consciousness-itself [Forman's PCE] in that the experiencer
is utterly unaware of the experience at its height. This is the crucial
difference between unitive experience and mystic experience.. .Thus, the
mystic experience differs from all other ecstatic experiences variously
included under the rubric of mysticism, because it, and it alone, is utterly
ineffable.56

"Mystic experience" is introvertive and transcendental, which is close to the Plotinian
en

henosis.

CO

It is also blissful unlike Forman's peaceful PCE.

Bringing together this review of the scholarship on mysticism, let us apply the abovementioned categorizations to the Plotinian henosis. Above all, it is introvertive (W. T. Stace).
However, it is not clear whether the Plotinian henosis is theistic or monistic (R. C. Zaehner).
And it seems that Plotinus mainly deals with the trained transcendent states (Arthur
Deikman), yet I argue the situation is not so simple. The Plotinian henosis cannot be referred
to as PCE (Robert Forman), because it has noetic qualities such as a sense of ultimacy and
utmost bliss, thus it cannot be considered "content-less."
55

Ibid., 50; italics in original. Jordan Paper claims that meditation does not guarantee the mystic experience.
He asserts, "I have not come across any other description of the mystic experience that took place during
meditation" for his over 30years of research. Even he is not sure whether the only report is actually about
mystic experience or not. Ibid., 21. Thus Paper argues that mystic experience just happens: "But the mystic
experience cannot be bought, cannot be taught, cannot even be sought. It happens." Ibid., 154.
57
For Jordan Paper, Plotinus is a crucial figure. He argues, "The foremost mystic of the Hellenistic world, he
relates to the Religions of the Book [Christianity, Judaism, and Islam] in this regard as the Upanishads do to
Hinduism." Ibid., 104. After dealing with Plotinian negative theology, Jordan Paper even asserts, "Yet,
paradoxically, Plotinus writes his book, and I write this one." Ibid., 105.
*8 Ibid., 48-50.
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Interestingly, Plotinus adds two more different kinds of introvertive experience in the
Enneads. But he deals with them briefly. Perhaps he does not regard these types of
experience as crucial. Yet I argue that we should pay more attention to these experiences in
order to gain a full view of the Plotinian categorization of mystical or ecstatic experiences.
Plotinus explains:

And that first one is the contemplation of Intellect in its right mind [r| Gfea
vov eu.(j)povoq], and the other is Intellect in love [vovqfepcw],when it goes
out of its mind "drunk with the nectar"; then it falls in love, simplified into
happiness by having its fill; and it is better for it to be drunk [p.e9\)£iv] with
a drunkenness like this than to be more respectably sober. (VI. 7. 35. 24-29)

The one is sober contemplation of Intellect (r| Geoc vov eu^povoc;), and the other is "erotic
Intellect" (vovq fepw). He contrasts these types to each other and argues that the erotic one is
better. Because he does not explain this further, we cannot grasp the characteristics of these
experiences exactly. But we can assume that the sober type may be close to Forman's PCE,
while the erotic type may be a blissful introvertive one, yet lacking in noetic qualities such as
ultimacy.59 We can also suppose that these experiences may occur during inward
contemplation, especially before the final appearing of the transcendental One. Plotinus does
not regard these two types as final, thus he neither pays much attention to them nor provides

59

Plotinus' two different kinds of intellectual visions are similar with Roland Fisher's cartography of the
ecstatic state and meditative state. In this respect, the Plotinian henosis can be interpreted as unity of the two
intellectual visions. Thus it can be defined as clear self-awareness with blissful aspect. For more information of
cartography of two different modes of consciousness, refer to Roland Fisher, "A Cartography of the Ecstatic
and Meditative States," in Understanding Mysticism, ed. Richard Woods (Garden City: Image Books, 1980),
286-305. Furthermore, we can find an interesting similarity between Plotinian intellectual vision and the
division of Siva and Sakti in Tantrism. Siva and Sakti can be unified into an inseparable one, which is the
ultimate state of reality. So the state also can be referred as clear self-awareness in a great bliss. And the
separation into rational aspect (Siva: logical and rational) and blissful (Sakti: emotional and dynamic) aspect is
similar with Plotinus' two introvertive intellectual visions.
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further explanation. Yet his comment implies that Plotinus already knows about different
kinds of introvertive experiences.
In this way, I have reconstructed the Plotinian henosis. According to Porphyry, as a
transient event, Plotinus attained henosis four times while he was with Porphyry.60 Plotinus
left a detailed autobiographical and philosophical articulation about his henosis, which is
difficult to dismiss. An experiential reading of the Enneads shows that the Plotinian henosis
is an introvertive experience with distinctive noetic qualities. And he added two more
introvertive types of experiences. Modern scholars' categorization of mystical experience
cannot fully cover Plotinus' experiences as dealt with in the Enneads. In this regard, I argue
that Jordan Paper's "mystic experience" and his emphasis on sensitivity to the typology of
ecstatic experiences is meaningful for an analysis of the Plotinian henosis.
In addition, my reconstruction of the Plotinian henosis raises the following puzzling
questions, which I argue are crucial for the comparative study of religion.
First, how many times did Plotinus achieve henosis in his lifetime? This question is
directly connected with the argument concerning the epistemological validity of the Plotinian
henosis. The more henosis experiences Plotinus had, the more chances he had to contemplate
and compare his own experiences through crosschecking. Plotinus' exposition of henosis
might get more credibility in proportion to the number of his experiences. We cannot
determine the exact number, but it is likely far more than four times. Porphyry first met
Plotinus when he was thirty and Plotinus was fifty-nine,

l

and he stayed with Plotinus for

Some mystics (St. Teresa of Avila and Sri Ramana Maharish) point out the possibility of state like mystical
experience. The tension between transient mystical experience and mystical state is well testified in the
correspondence between Freud and Roman Rolland concerning 'the Oceanic Feeling.' For more information
about the "continuous mystical state," see William B. Parsons, The Enigma of the Oceanic Feeling: Revisioning
the Psychoanalytic Theory of Mysticism (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 36-39.
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The Life of Plotinus. 4. 5-6.
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the next six years.62 Thus, if we are to believe Porphyry, Plotinus attained henosis at least
four times during those six years. Yet Plotinus had already written several treatises on
henosis before Porphyry joined his school. In one of these treatises, Plotinus talks about his
henosis in an autobiographical way:

Often I have woken up out of the body to myself and have entered into
myself, going out from all other things; I have seen a beauty wonderfully
great and felt assurance that then most of all I belonged to the better part...
(IV. 8. 1. 1-10)

Here Plotinus uses the adverb "often" (KOXKOKXC,), which means he had many henosis
experiences even before Porphyry joined his community. Thus the number might be far more
than four times. Therefore, when we combine the number of his henosis occurrences with his
keen intellect, which is evidently testified in the Enneads, Plotinus seems to be highly
entitled to give a credible report and analysis of henosis.
Second, if Plotinus experienced henosis many times, when and how did Plotinus have
his first henosis! Is it possible to answer this question? Is there any related information in the
Enneads? I believe that the question of Plotinus' first henosis will be of crucial importance
for the debate of complete constructivism vs. perennialism.
Third, is there any other type of mystical experience in addition to the abovementioned three Plotinian types: henosis as trained transcendent, the sober contemplation of
Intellect, and the Intellect in love? I believe that third question on the typology of Plotinus'
mystical experience is closely connected with the question of his first henosis. Thus I will
deal with the second and the third questions together in the next chapter.
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The Life of Plotinus. 4. 5-8.
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Chapter Three
A Happy Pull of Athene: The First Henosis of Plotinus

The reconstruction of the Plotinian henosis in chapter two raises a further question: how did
Plotinus have his first henosis, and what was it like? I will start with Plotinus' explanation of
the method for attaining henosis. Afterwards I will deal with his puzzling comments of "a
happy pull of Athene" (xr\c, A0r|vo^ a-bxfJQ e\yiv%f]aac, xf\c, e^ecog). Combined with
Porphyry's remark on the secret doctrine of Ammonius, I argue, the puzzling expression
points to Plotinus' unexpected first henosis.

I. The Methods of Henosis: Purification and Contemplation

A. The Significance of Henosis
For Plotinus, the One is the beginning and the final aim of every human soul. As he
succinctly summarizes this condition:

It is these the soul conceives when filled with God, and this is its [the soul's]
beginning and end [ocuxfj 6p%f) Kai xeXoq]; its beginning because it comes
from thence, and its end because its good is there. (VI. 9. 9. 20-23)

Thus, Plotinus asserts, "we must ascend again to the good [TO bcyaGov], which every soul
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desires."1 He further argues that "all men think that when they have attained the Good it is
sufficient for them: for they have reached their end [TO xeXoq]."2 Put simply, the success or
failure of human life depends on whether we succeed in attaining henosis or not. Plotinus
argues:

[A] 11 our toil and trouble is for this [henosis], not to be left without a share in
the best of visions. The man who attains this is blessed in seeing that
"blessed sight" [xfjc, bpioi^c, 0feaq], and he who fails to attain it has failed
utterly. A man has not failed if he fails to win beauty of colours or bodies, or
power or office or kingship even, but if he fails to win this and only this. For
this he should give up the attainment of kingship and of rule over all earth
and sea and sky, if only by leaving and overlooking them he can turn to that
[the One] and see. (I. 6. 7. 31-39)

For Plotinus, henosis is "deliverance [baiaXkayi]] from the things of this world."3 And the
deliverance is no other than the remembrance of the innate divinity of the human soul; thus
Plotinus referred to this recovery of divinity as "to be god." In this regard, the concept of sin
that is crucial in other religions such as Christianity is unfamiliar to Plotinus:

There is no sin [au.apt;ia] in anything of this sort for a man, but only right
action. Our concern, though, is not to be out of sin, but to be god [Gebv
eivai]. (I. 2. 6. 1-4)

"To be god" (Gebv eivai) refers to the human soul's realization of its ontological sameness
with the One as the true aim of every human soul. He firmly believes in the innate capacity
1
2
3

1.6.7. 1-2.
V. 5. 12. 19-21.
VI. 9. 11.50.

65
and responsibility of every human soul to recover its divinity. Thus the innate capacity of the
human soul for henosis becomes the most crucial foundation of Plotinianism. And the innate
capacity can be paraphrased as the existence of the One in the depth of the human soul.
Plotinus claims:

But when the soul has good fortune [emvxfpfi] with it, and it [the One]
comes to it [the soul], or rather, being there already, appears. (VI. 7. 34. 810)

In other words, whether the human soul actually recognizes the existence of the One in the
depths inside of itself or not, the One is always present to the human soul. He repeatedly
points out the omnipresence of the One and argues that we are responsible for the realization
of it:

One is not absent [fiotecrav] from any, and absent from all, so that in its
presence it is not present except to those who are able and prepared to
receive it, so as to be in accord with it and as if grasp it and touch it in their
likeness; and, by the power in oneself akin to that which comes from the
One, when someone is as he was when he came from him, he is already able
to see as it is the nature of that God to be seen. (VI. 9. 4. 24-31)

But contemplate [Gscb] it [the One] without casting your thought [xr\v
Sicwoiav] outwards. For it does not lie somewhere leaving the other things
empty of it, but is always present to anyone who is able to touch it, but is not
present to the one who is unable. (VI. 9. 7. 3-5)

Here we encounter the principle of likeness, which is ancient and plays a crucial role in
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Plotinianism in several ways. First of all, the principle signifies the ontological likeness
between the One and the human soul. He explains the reason for the likeness:

For this reason it is right to say that the soul's becoming something good and
beautiful [xb bcya06v KOCI KOCXOV] is its being made like to God, because
from Him come beauty and all else which falls to the lot of real beings. (I. 6.
6. 19-21)

For wisdom [<)>p6vr|cn.<;] and true virtue [apexf] 6&r|0f|<;] are divine things,
and could not occur in some trivial mortal being, but something of such a
kind [as to possess them] must be divine, since it has a share in divine things
through its kinship [cruyyeveiav] and consubstantiality [TO b|j,oowiov]. (IV.
7. 10. 16-20)

The ontological likeness is also expressed as "consubstantiality" (TO buooxxnov or
crovova'ux), which is the result of the One's generation of all.4 Everything has
"consubstantiality" with the One more or less because everything actually comes from the
One. Thus consubstantiality is a logical conclusion of "like father like son."
In addition, the principle of likeness forces the human soul to pursue more likeness
with the One. The son naturally wants to imitate his father. In this regard, the likeness
principle functions as a crucial motivation for the journey of the soul to the One. And the
sign in the journey to home is beauty and wisdom that attract and fascinate the human soul
whether they are physical or not:5
4

For more information about the concept of "consubstantiality," see Frederic M. Schroeder, "Synousia,
Synaisthaesis and Synesis: Presence and Dependence in the Plotinian Philosophy of Consciousness." He
explains the meaning of Synousia: "Ewcnxrla expresses: (1) horizontally a sense of coherence, of wholeness,
completeness and self-sufficiency; (2) vertically the continuity with source as ground of being; and (3) again
vertically, the presence of source to product." P. 679.
5
In this regard, Plotinus employs the insight of Plato. Concerning the role of physical beauty in the human's
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Our explanation of this is that the soul, since it is by nature what it is and is
related to the higher kind of reality [xr\q KpeiiTOVO?] in the realm of being,
when it sees something akin [cruyYEVEt;] to it or a trace of its kindred reality
[xov ovyyevovq], is delighted and thrilled and returns to itself and
remembers itself and its own possessions. (I. 6. 2. 8-11)

Furthermore, the principle of likeness functions as an epistemological ground of henosis. Due
to the consubstantiality, a supreme form of knowledge is possible. Plotinus explains:

What sort of simple intuition could one grasp this which transcends the
nature of intellect? We shall say to the person to whom we have to explain
how this is possible, that it is by the likeness in ourselves [TCQ ev rplv
buoicp]. For there is something of it [the One] in us too. Or rather there is
nowhere it is not, in the things that can participate [u£t£%£iv] m it- (HI- 8- 9.
20-24)

The ontological likeness is forgotten through the embodiment of the human soul. Therefore,
every human soul should try to remember its true nature by means of the realization of its
ontological likeness with the One. At the moment of henosis, the cycle of outgoing
(npbodoc,), return (emaxpo^e), and reunion (evcoaiq) is completed. The principle of likeness
enables the realization or remembrance of perfect oneness (ontological identity). In other
words, the ontological oneness (consubstantiality: cuvowloc) between the One and the soul
is reconfirmed epistemologically. Thus the ontological perfectly coincides with the
epistemological at the moment of henosis:

soul's journey to divine beauty, refer to the Phaedrus and the Symposium. See especially 250a-257b (Socrates'
long palinode) and 210a-212a (Diotima's teaching).
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How then can anyone be in beauty without seeing it? If he sees it as
something different, he is not yet in beauty, but he is in it most perfectly
when he becomes [yevb\xEvoc,] it. (V. 8. 11. 19-21)

The human soul actually becomes the One. Yet Plotinus knows well that the completion of
the cycle does not happen to everyone. He senses the existence of an actual gap between the
ontological divinity and its epistemological realization: the ontological likeness might not
always be realized epistemologically. Thus he claims:

[T]here is an "escape from the evils in the soul

[COIO(|)\)YTIV KOCKOOV ton;

fev

\|/\)%fi]" for those who are capable of it, though not all men are [navTcxc,
Se o-b SwaaGai]. (I. 8. 5. 29-31)

Shut your eyes, and change to and wake another way of seeing, which
everyone has but few use [f|v e^si u.ev nac,, xpcovrai 8£ bAA/yoi]. (I. 6. 8.
26-27)

Then why does someone fail to become the One, despite his or her innate capacity for
henosisl According to him, the failure is caused by moral weakness or imperfection:

But if anyone comes to the sight blear-eyed with wickedness, and unpurified,
or weak and by his cowardice unable to look at what is very bright, he sees
nothing, even if someone shows him what is there and is possible to see. For
one must come to the sight with a seeing power made akin and like to what
is seen. No eye ever saw the sun without becoming sun-like, nor can a soul
see beauty without becoming beautiful

[KOCXTI

yzvo\ikvx)\. You must become

first all godlike [6eoei8f|<; 7toc<;] and all beautiful

[KOCA,6C; Ttoq] if

you intend
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to see God and beauty. (I. 6. 9. 26-34)

That is why the purification and contemplation process are needed for attaining henosis.
Purification is the technique of the remembrance (epistemological) of sameness (ontological).
Put differently, although we are divine by nature, due to the forgetfulness caused by
embodiment, we should try to imitate God (goodness or beauty) in order to be God. In this
regard, Plotinian purification is the imitation of god (or Good).

B. The Methods of Henosis: Purification and Contemplation
Plotinus' technique for the vision of the One is composed of two parts: purification and
contemplation. However, he does not try to make an exact distinction between the two.
Sometimes, purification includes contemplation, but in other cases he regards contemplation
as a more practical method for henosis. In the following quotations, Plotinus argues that
purification consists of four components: self-control, courage, virtue, and wisdom. In this
regard, purification is composed of moral and philosophical purification. In contrast to
purification, contemplation is mainly about focusing one's consciousness by means of letting
go all thoughts, emotions, etc. And it is regarded as the final stage of philosophical
purification:6

For, as was said in old times, self-control, and courage and every virtue, is a
purification, and so is even wisdom itself. (I. 6. 6. 1-3)
But what could the purification [Kofiapaiq] of the soul be, if it had not been
stained at all, or what its separation from the body? The purification would
6

Concerning the role of contemplation as the final stage of philosophical purification, refer to Plato's Phaedrus
and the Symposium. See especially 249c-250e and 210e-21 lc.
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be leaving it alone, and not with others, or not looking at something else or,
again having opinions which do not belong to it - whatever is the character
of the opinions, or the affections, as has been said - and not seeing the
images nor constructing affections out of them. (III. 6. 5. 15-19)

The purification in the second quotation rather means contemplation, through which we can
turn away from the material world. Plotinus provides a more detailed description of how the
process of purification works:

So that the soul must be trained, first of all to look at beautiful ways of life:
then at beautiful works.. .to look at the souls of the people who produce the
beautiful works... Go back into your self and look; and if you do not yet see
yourself beautiful, then, just as someone making a statue which has to be
beautiful cuts away here and polishes there and makes one part smooth and
clears another until he has given his statue a beautiful face, so you too must
cut away excess and straighten the crooked and clear the dark and make it
bright, and never stop "working on your statue" until the divine glory of
virtue shines out on you.. .If you have become this, and see it, and are at
home with yourself in purity.. .wholly yourself.. .then you have become
sight; you can trust yourself then; you have already ascended and need no
one to show you; concentrate your gaze and see. This alone is the eye that
sees the great beauty [xb [teya KO&A.O<;]. (I. 6. 9. 2-26)

The above long articulation includes purification and contemplation together. In addition, the
exposition shows why he is referred to as a Platonist. Similarly, the journey of the human
soul toward the vision of beauty itself is also well expressed by Plato in the Symposium and
the Phaedrus.1 Yet the work of purification is never easy. And the final stage of the journey

7

In the Phaedrus, Plato claims, "[T]hen were we all initiated into that mystery which is rightly accounted
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should be contemplation, which is a more focused inner-work toward henosis. For true
contemplation, one should focus attention inward and then let the intelligible, including egoconsciousness, go.

But contemplate [Gecb] it without casting your thought outwards. For it does
not lie somewhere leaving the other things empty of it... (VI. 9. 7. 3-5)

So he who wishes to contemplate what is beyond the intelligible will
contemplate it when he has let all the intelligible go; he will learn that it is
by means of the intelligible, but what it is like by letting the intelligible go.
(V. 5. 6. 20-25)

[T]he soul must let go of all outward things and turn altogether to what is
within [npbc, TO eicroo], and not to be inclined to any outward thing, but
ignoring all things as it did formerly in sense-perception [xfj cuaQfiaei], but
then in the realm of Forms [xoic, e\8eaiv], and even ignoring itself, come to
be in contemplation of that One, and having been in its company and had, so
to put it, sufficient converse with it, come and announce, if it could, to

blessed beyond all others . . . whole and unblemished likewise, free from all alloy, steadfast and blissful were
the spectacles on which we gazed in the moment of final revelation" (250c). He also claims, "[I]f a man makes
right use of such a means of remembrance, and ever approaches to the full vision of the perfect mysteries, he
and he alone becomes truly perfect" (249c).
Similarly, Plato articulates the vision of the beauty itself beautifully and passionately in the Symposium. It is
long but worthy of quotation. Diotima, a wise old lady who taught the mystery of love to young Socrates, says,
"Whoever has been initiated so far in the mysteries of Love and has viewed all these aspects of the beautiful in
due succession, is at last drawing near the final revelation. And now, Socrates, there bursts upon him that
wondrous vision which is the very soul of the beauty he has toiled so long for. It is and everlasting loveliness
which neither comes or goes, which neither flowers nor fades, for such beauty is the same on every hand, the
same then as now, here as there, this way as that way, the same to every worshiper as it is to every other. Nor
will his vision of the beautiful take the form of a face, or of hands, or of anything that is of the flesh. It will be
neither words, nor knowledge, nor a something exists in something else, such as a living creature, or the earth,
or the heavens, or anything that is - but subsisting of itself and by itself in an eternal oneness, while every
lovely thing partakes of it in such sort that, however much the parts may wax or wane, it will be neither more
nor less, but still the same inviolable whole. And so, when his prescribed devotion to boyish beauties has
carried our candidate so far that the universal beauty dawns upon his inward sight, he is almost within reach of
the final revelation. And this is the way, the only way; he must approach, or be led toward, the sanctuary of
Love" (210e-21 lc). In addition, the vision of beauty or the final revelation is without a doubt blissful: the final
revelation is "the fullest measure of blessedness that man can attain unto" (277a)
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another that transcendent union [xfiv EKEI avvovoiav]. (VI. 9. 7. 17-24)

In this way, purification is completed with contemplation. But the distinction between
purification and contemplation is not urgent and crucial at all for Plotinus.
Then, an important question concerning purification and the attaining of the Plotinian
henosis emerges. If someone purifies enough, can s/he automatically have the vision of the
One? In other words, is there a causal relationship between purification and henosis?
Here we should consider Plotinus' claim of the passivity of henosis, which I dealt
with in chapter two. He claims no doubt that the above-mentioned purification process is
necessary for henosis, but it cannot be a sufficient condition.8 Although the process is hard
and long, we need something more for henosis. And this is fortune or luck. Although we can
prepare intentionally, our efforts (or "training" in Deikman's terms) do not automatically
guarantee the actual happening of henosis. Plotinus argues that the final appearing of the One
in the soul depends on the One. In other words, even though Plotinian contemplation and
purification no doubt seem to be intentional techniques for henosis, there is no necessary and
inevitable connection between training (preparation) and actual experience.
In addition, if we ask the following questions, the relationship between practice and
experience in Plotinianism will look more puzzling still. How and when did Plotinus have his
first henosis? Did Plotinus have his first henosis through such a long and hard process of
purification as he articulates in detail?

See chap. 2, II. C. The Passivity: Given-ness of Henosis.
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II. Plotinus' First Henosis
Plotinus does not explicitly write about when and how he had his first henosis? There are,
however, some crucial descriptions implying his first henosis in the Enneads. Based on those,
I suppose that Plotinus spontaneously had his first henosis without any previous knowledge
of it when he was twenty-eight years old. It seems to have happened just before he tried to
find a teacher of philosophy.
I will start my argument from the seemingly strange story of how Plotinus began to
study philosophy. I am not the only one who has noticed the strangeness of the story. First, as
J. M. Rist notes, Plotinus' age seems rather late for the beginning of philosophy: why did
Plotinus start the study of philosophy in his late twenties?10 Second, as R. T. Wallis asks,
why did Ammonius become so appealing to Plotinus?1' Plotinian scholars do not pay much
attention to the first question. Concerning the second question, some scholars have tried to
answer it but have generally failed to provide persuasive theories due to the lack of textual
evidence.

Thus most Plotinian scholars have not treated Plotinus' seemingly strange entry

into the study of philosophy seriously.
Porphyry provides an interesting yet puzzling story of how Plotinus started studying
philosophy. He explains:

9

As far as I know, there is no serious scholarly research on Plotinus' first henosis despite its significance for
the comparative study of religious experience.
10
J. M. Rist, Plotinus: The Road to Reality, 3.
" R. T. Wallis argues, "we cannot therefore say exactly why he [Ammonius] impressed Plotinus, though we
may guess that he surpassed his rivals both in intellectual power and in putting his philosophy in practice." But,
his argument does not seem to provide any new insights. In fact, there is no decisive evidence proving
Ammonius' intellectual stature. See Wallis, Neoplatonism (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1995),
38.
12
R. T. Wallis connects the failure of scholars with their incapacity of reconstructing the philosophy of
Ammonius caused by the lack of historical data. Ibid., 38. Concerning the difficulty of reconstructing
Ammonius' philosophy, see E. R. Dodds, "Numenius and Ammonius," in Entretiens Sur L 'Antiquite Classique
Tome V: Les Sources de Plotin (Geneve: Fondation Hardt, 1960), 2-62.
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In his [Plotinus'] twenty-eighth year he felt the impulse [bp(j,fjaai] to study
philosophy and was recommended to the teachers in Alexandria who had the
highest reputation [e-b5oKi|aoixn.]; but he came away from their lectures so
depressed [Kaxr)(j)fi] and full of sadness [kvnr\c, 7uXfipr|] that he told his
trouble to one of his friends. The friend, understanding the desire of his soul
[ocmou xr\c, yv%r\c, to po<)A.r)(j,a], sent him to Ammonius, whom he had not
so far tried [ov (0,r|5e7ico Tiexeipaxo]. He went and heard him, and said to his
friend, "This is the man I was looking for" [towov e^fitow]. From that day
[ahfeKeivriQ%r\c, rpepoct;] he stayed continually with Ammonius and
acquired so complete a training in philosophy that he became eager to make
acquaintance with the Persian philosophical discipline and that prevailing
among Indians. As the Emperor Gordian was preparing to march against the
Persians, he joined the army and went on the expedition; he was already in
his thirty-ninth year, for he stayed studying with Ammonius for eleven
complete years [ev8eKa yop oAxov]. (The Life of Plotinus. 3. 7-21)

According to Porphyry, the story comes from Plotinus himself. Despite his well-known
reluctance to reveal private information, Plotinus often "spontaneously" told something
about his early life to his students.13 Unfortunately, Porphyry does not explain why Plotinus
told the students about the story, so we are not sure why, but presumably it was for some
important pedagogical purpose.
The puzzling nature of the story is a key to my argument. My first question is why
philosophy suddenly became serious business for Plotinus when he was twenty-eight years
old? The age surely "seems rather late" or "relatively late."14 Yet his seriousness is implied

13

The Life of Plotinus. 3. 1-2. Plotinus only talked about two episodes of his early life including this. The other
one is about the episode in his childhood. (The Life of Plotinus. 3. 2-7)
14
J. M. Rist. Plotinus: The Road to Reality, 3. Although Rist points out Plotinus' late start of study, he does not
try to provide any theory for that. Other Plotinian scholars usually did not pay much or any attention to this fact.
Richard T. Wallis, Neoplatonism, 36
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in the terms such as "impulse" (bpurjaou) or "desire of his soul," (ainov xf\q yoxfJQ
TO $ovXr\\ia,) which Plotinus (or Porphyry) uses. Then why did Plotinus get "the impulse" or
"the desire" for philosophy at that time? Is there any specific reason for his impulse? The
next part of the story, however, increases our perplexity.
In order to study philosophy, Plotinus visited the philosophers with the "highest
reputation" (s'b5oKi^o'uai), which usually meant fame and erudition at that time. However,
he had to acquire their names from others. Thus we can rightly infer that Plotinus did not
have any information about the philosophers, despite their high reputations in Alexandria.
And his ignorance of their names further implies that he neither studied nor had serious
philosophical interest before that time. He was truly a novice in philosophy. In this regard, at
least, Plotinus' impulse to study philosophy can be regarded as rather abrupt and sudden.
Things, however, did not go well for him. After getting the names of philosophers, Plotinus
visited and listened to the famous philosophers' lectures; yet, curiously enough, he became
"depressed" (Kaxr|(|)f|) and "full of sadness" (Xwrnc; nXi)pr\) after his visits.
But why? How can a novice of philosophy like him become "so depressed" and "full
of sadness" after taking lectures from the famous philosophers in Alexandria? When we
consider the position of Alexandria as a cultural center in the ancient world, fame in the city
as a philosopher means something.15 However, the story also implies that Plotinus did not
attend the lectures of famous philosophers for long. Perhaps he visited each lectures once or

15

For more information concerning the role and significance of Alexandria in ancient world, see Jean-Yves
Empereur, Alexandria: Jewel of Egypt, trans. Jane Brenton (New York: Abrams, 2002), Christopher Hass,
Alexandria in Late Antiquity: Topography and Social Conflict (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1997), Justin Pollard and Howard Reid, The Rise and Fall ofAlexandria: Birthplace of the Modem Mind (New
York: Viking, 2006), Maria Dzielska, Hypatia of Alexandria, trans. F. Lyra (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1995), and Thomas McEvilley, The Shape of Ancient Thought: The Comparative Studies in Greek and
Indian Philosophies (New York: Allworth Press, 2002), 358-371. Specifically, Dzielska's book is more focused
on the life of intellectuals in Alexandria, when Greek philosophy began to have serious tension with Christianity.
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twice. Did the style of the lectures give him dissatisfaction? Probably not. He visited
philosophers of the "highest reputation," and not one but several, so his sadness and
depression seem odd. In addition, if Plotinus felt a serious impulse to study philosophy, the
difficulty of the lectures cannot be his major concern either. When we take Plotinus' age and
his determination as well as his keen intellect, well testified in the Enneads, into
consideration, it is hard to suppose that the difficulty of the lectures was the cause of his
dissatisfaction. Thus we can assume that Plotinus was not searching for general philosophical
knowledge obtained from famous philosophers, but he was seeking more specific knowledge.
So the novice of philosophy instantly judged that the famous philosophers did not have what
he wanted. What was that?
His failure to find a teacher became a trouble, which also points to his strong
determination to find a specific form of knowledge. Thus he told of this trouble to "one of his
friends," believing that his friend might help. Fortunately, Plotinus made the right choice.
The friend, who listened to the desire of his soul and his sadness, sent him to Ammonius,
whom Plotinus "had not so far tried" (ov u.r|8e7ico nexeipaxo). This suggests that the friend
already knew Ammonius' name and his teaching, and that he thought that Ammonius could
satisfy the desire of Plotinus. Of course, the story also suggests that Plotinus had never heard
of Ammonius' name or teaching: Plotinus knew nothing about Ammonius. Anyhow the
friend could connect Ammonius' teaching and Plotinus' desire and sadness.
Following his friend's advice, Plotinus visited and listened to Ammonius. After his
first visit, Plotinus declared to his friend, "This is the man I was looking for" (xcuxov
e^fiTCUv). He finally found the one he was seeking so seriously. At first glance, his
declaration and joy seem rather rash; yet it was not at all. The story says, "From that day"
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(art EKeivriq xr\c, rpfepac;), Plotinus stayed with Ammonius "for eleven complete years"
(evSeKoc yop bXcov) until he turned thirty-nine years old, to acquire "so complete a training
in Philosophy." Eleven full years without a doubt indicates that Plotinus was fully satisfied
with Ammonius' teaching. Plotinus' seemingly rash decision turned out to be completely
right. In other words, Plotinus instantly knew that Ammonius was the teacher for whom he
was looking, and he was right.
The story tells us that Plotinus' strong determination interestingly became a strict
standard for the choice of a teacher. Curiously, the desire of his soul functions both as a
motivation to study and a firm criterion of (right) judgment. But what kind of desire did
Plotinus have? How can Plotinus be so sure that Ammonius is the right teacher for whom he
was looking so hard? Was Plotinus' successful choice a result of luck? Or is there something
more that we do not know in the choice? Unfortunately, neither Plotinus nor Porphyry
provides more detailed information concerning Plotinus' strange beginning of philosophy.
Thus if we try to answer those puzzling questions, I believe, we must use our imaginations in
interpreting the available data.
Above all, I argue that the clue can be found in what Plotinus learned from
Ammonius during those eleven years. In other words, it is logical and reasonable to suppose
that the teaching of Ammonius satisfied Plotinus' impulse that he suddenly felt in his late
twenties. If not, Plotinus surely would have attempted to find another teacher. Because
Plotinus found something he wanted to learn in Ammonius, he stayed with Ammonius for
eleven full years. Put simply, what Ammonius taught is what Plotinus needed most: therefore
the teaching of Ammonius may be the key to those questions. Accordingly, if we examine
Ammonius' teaching, we might find the reason why Plotinus started to study philosophy.
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III. Ammonius Saccas and His Secret Doctrine
Willy Theiler called Ammonius a "shadow" in order to describe the vagueness surrounding
him.16 Although Ammonius is referred to as a teacher of Plotinus and Origen, there is little
credible information about him.17 Thus E. R. Dodds and other scholars admit that the
reconstruction of Ammonius' teaching and life is an almost impossible task.18 So how can
we grasp the teaching of Ammonius? Porphyry again provides valuable information on
Ammonius' secret doctrine. Probably, the information came from Plotinus himself. Porphyry
reports:

Erennius, Origen, and Plotinus had made an agreement [auvGriKCOv] not to
disclose [eKKaAAmxeiv] any of the doctrines of Ammonius that he had
revealed to them in his lectures. Plotinus kept the agreement, and, though he
held conference with people who came to him, maintained silence about the
doctrines of Ammonius [xov ' A(i[icovio\) SoyM-ocxa]. Erennius was the first
to break the agreement [xac, ovvQi]K<xc,], and Origen followed his lead; but
he wrote nothing except the treatise On the Spirits and, in the reign of
Gallienus, That the King is the Only Maker. Plotinus for a long time
continued to write nothing, but began to base his lecture on his studies with
Ammonius. So he continues for ten complete years [6X.covfexcou8£KCC],
admitting people to study with him, but writing nothing. {The Life of
F. M. Schroeder, "Ammonius Saccas," in Rise and Decline of the Roman World. Principat. Vol. 36.1, ed.
Wolfgang Hasse and Hildegard Temporini (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1987), 493-526, 493.
' 7 Scholars do not agree whether this Origen is Christian or not, which means there is no way to confirm the
identity of Origen. Scholars do not agree whether there were two Origens, one pagan, and the other Christian.
For more information, see the articles in next footnote.
18
For instance, E. R. Dodds claims that there is "violent differences of opinion among competent professional
scholars" about Ammonius' teaching and life. "Numenius and Ammonius," 24. J. M. Rist also claims, "We
know virtually nothing of the philosophy of Ammonius, who wrote nothing." Plotinus: The Road to Reality, 4.
Rist also says, "Not even Proclus mentions Ammonius!" 248, (fn. 12). In this respect, Ammonius is really a
shadow of history. See the following articles for more information: F. M. Schroeder, "Ammonius Saccas," H.
Langerbeck, "The Philosophy of Ammonius Saccas," The Journal of Hellenistic Studies, Vol. 77 (1957): 67-74,
I P. Sheldon-William, "Plato and the School of Ammonius Saccas," The Downside Review, Vol. 83 (1965): 311326, E. R. Dodds, "Numenius and Ammonius." Scholars even do not agree whether there were two Ammonius
or not.
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Plotinus, 3. 24-36)

Porphyry's report implies several interesting points. First, Porphyry discusses the existence
of a secret doctrine of Ammonius, which a small number of his disciples including Plotinus
shared and promised not to reveal. So Plotinus without a doubt knows the secret doctrine of
Ammonius. Second, according to Porphyry, writing down the secret doctrine is regarded as a
major form of breaking the secrecy code.19 And Plotinus did not write in order to keep the
secret of Ammonius in the early years of his teaching in Rome. Third, Porphyry also implies
that Plotinus finally wrote down the secret doctrine of Ammonius after long years of silence
(writing nothing). Therefore, we can suppose that the secret doctrine of Ammonius that
Plotinus learned is in the Enneads, coded for sure, but still there.
So what was the secret doctrine that Plotinus promised not to reveal but finally wrote
down in a new coded form? When Porphyry met Plotinus for the first time, Plotinus had
9ft

already written twenty-one treatises.

In the famous treatise entitled "On the Good or the

One" (IlETci tbcyocGov f) xov evbq), Plotinus decidedly says:21
This is the intention of the command given in the mysteries [TCOV
|ii)GTr|pioov] here below not to disclose to the uninitiated [eiq
(if) |ae(j.t>r|(j.evo(;]; since that Good is not disclosable, it prohibits the
declaration of the divine to another who has not also himself had the good
fortune to see [ounce i5eiv E\yzi>%r\Tca]. (VI. 9. 11. 1-4)

19

Disbelief in written discourse can be traced back to Plato. He argues that a writer cannot prevent the
distribution of one's work to improper readers who may misunderstand and distort its work. Plato's argument
against written discourse is well expressed in the Phaedrus (275d-276e).
20
Porphyry says that Plotinus started writing when he was fifty years old (The Life of Plotinus. 4. 9-10).
21
The treatise is number 9 according to the Porphyry's chronological order. So it was written when Plotinus
was in his fifties.
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Here Plotinus talks about how the knowledge of the divine that should not be revealed to
others who are not qualified for it. I would suggest that the command of secrecy comes from
Ammonius, and that the secret doctrine of Ammonius is no other than the knowledge of the
divine. I suggest this for the following reasons.
Above all, it seems unlikely that Plotinus belonged to any other schools while he was
staying with Ammonius. Plotinus (or Porphyry) never commented or implied the existence of
another school or community to which Plotinus belonged. At the same time, as Porphyry
argues, Ammonius, with whom Plotinus stayed for eleven years, had a secret doctrine and
taught it to Plotinus. Therefore, it is unreasonable to suppose that Plotinus might learn the
secret knowledge of "the divine" from other mystery religions or teachers, on which Plotinus
(Porphyry) never commented. Accordingly, it makes little sense to assume the existence of
other sources for the secret doctrine.
I would suggest that the secret doctrine about the divine knowledge attained through
henosis comes from Ammonius, who gave the command not to reveal it to a person who does
not have the vision.22 This then became the knowledge of Plotinus' crucial teaching that
should not be written down. According to Porphyry, Plotinus was reluctant to write at first,
and even after he wrote down mystical treatises, he controlled the distribution of the copies
carefully.23 The Enneads without a doubt shows that the knowledge of the One is the most

Scholars have different views on the secret doctrine of Ammonius. E. R. Dodds comments that the doctrine
of Ammonius might be about the knowledge about the One. But Dodds opposes the possibility because Origen,
another member of inner circle, denies the existence of the One. Yet Dodds stops there and does not provide any
alternative. See his article, "Numenius and Ammonius," 28. On the other hand, other scholars argue that the
secret doctrine of Ammonius is about the knowledge of the One. F. M. Schroeder maintains, "If this is the case
and if we believe that Porphyry was informed in this matter, then we would have one reason for understanding
why Plotinus remained such a long time with Ammonius. It would be from Ammonius that he acquired the
characteristic doctrine of the transcendent One." "Ammonius Saccas," 517. Similarly, Paul Henry also claims,
"All we can really say is that his [Ammonius] influence on Plotinus was incalculable, and that to him Plotinus
presumably owed part of his mystical doctrine." "Introduction: The Place of Plotinus in the History of
Thought," in Plotinus: The Enneads, trans, Stephen MacKenna (New York: Pantheon Books, 1962), lxiii.
23
The Life ofPlotinus.4. 13-17.
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crucial teaching of Plotinus. In this regard, it is reasonable to suppose that what Plotinus
wanted to learn in his late twenties from Ammonius was about the One.
Then how could Plotinus declare that Ammonius was the man who could teach the
divine knowledge? In other words, how could Plotinus know that Ammonius had the
knowledge so soon? When we consider Ammonius' strict command of secrecy, why did
Ammonius let Plotinus know that he had the secret at their first meeting? Why did
Ammonius, who apparently wrote nothing in order to keep his secret, let the novice of
philosophy know the fact? If not, how could Plotinus declare his joy and make a right choice
after their first meeting? On the other hand, why did Plotinus, who did not even know the
names of famous philosophers in Alexandria, suddenly desire to learn the knowledge of the
divine so avidly? In addition, why did his failure to find a teacher make him "full of
sadness"? What is the missing part of the whole story?
I would suggest that if we put Plotinus' spontaneous and unexpected first henosis into
the story, those perplexing questions might be answered more easily. Here is my redacted
version of the story. When Plotinus was twenty-eight years old, he spontaneously and
unexpectedly had his first henosis without any previous knowledge of it. Surprised, amazed,
and worried, Plotinus desperately desired to understand it. He thought that philosophers,
usually regarded as wise and erudite at that time, could tell him about his perplexing
experience. So he collected the names of famous philosophers and tried them. Yet his visit
was disappointing because they did not either successfully explain or pay enough attention to
the story of a young man who knew nothing about philosophy. Consequently, depressed and
full of sadness, he told his trouble to one of his friends, who happened to know Ammonius
and his teaching. After hearing Plotinus' problem, his friend thought Ammonius could satisfy
the desire of Plotinus and recommended Ammonius. Plotinus visited Ammonius. After
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hearing of Plotinus' experience and his desire to understand it, Ammonius allowed Plotinus
to study with him at their first meeting. Ammonius told Plotinus that he, Ammonius, had the
divine knowledge because he could see that Plotinus had already "himself had the good
fortune to see [the vision]" (avxcp 'iSelv ebxx>xr\xai). Thus letting Plotinus know about the
existence of the divine knowledge was not breaking his vow of secrecy. From their first
meeting, Plotinus stayed with him for eleven full years to study the secret doctrine, which
again became his own teaching.
If we speculatively reconstruct the story in this way, Plotinus' serious search for a
teacher, his declaration of joy, and his long stay with Ammonius after his first visit are
understood better. I argue that the puzzling aspects of the story actually imply Plotinus'
unexpected first henosis, which functions as a strong motivation to understand it and,
paradoxically, as a firm standard for the choice of teacher. Put simply, Plotinus wanted to
find the teacher who could explain his first spontaneous henosis, which was so perplexing
and amazing to him. Then, is there more explicit information supporting my assumption in
the Enneads? I believe there is.

IV. "A Happy Pull of Athene"
According to Plotinus, henosis is interactive: one should prepare oneself through purification
for the appearing of the One in oneself. The purification, however, cannot guarantee the
experience; therefore one should wait for its appearance. Thus we cannot totally control the
occurrence of henosis. To designate this, Plotinus uses terms such as "luck," "fortune," and
"sudden." So henosis is the result of the combination of intentional preparation and fortune.
As I explained in chapter two, Plotinus emphasizes the passivity of the Plotinian henosis in
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the Enneads, For instance, he maintains:

But one should not enquire whence it [the One] comes, for there is no
"whence": for it [the One] does not really come or go away anywhere, but
appears or does not appear [(j)aivexai]. So one must not chase [5iti>Keiv]
after it, but wait quietly till it appears, preparing oneself to contemplate it, as
the eye awaits the rising sun; and the sun rising over the horizon ("from the
Ocean," the poet says) gives itself to the eyes to see. (V. 5. 8. 1-8)

But there is a strange comment of Plotinus', which at first seems to be only slightly different
from above quotation, but in fact hides a decidedly different picture within it:

But if someone is able to turn around, either by himself or by a happy pull of
Athene herself he will see God and himself and the All; at first he will not
see as the All but then, when he has nowhere to set himself and limit himself
and determine how far he himself goes, he will stop marking himself off
from all being and will come to all the All without going out anywhere, but
remaining there where the All is set firm. (VI. 5. 7. 3-18; italics mine)24

Above all, "God and himself and the All" (0e6v t e KOCI orinov Kcd TO nav) are completely
the same at the moment of henosis; there is a perfect identity among them. As a method of
turning around and seeing "God and himself and the All," Plotinus contrasts the way of "by
himself with the way of "a happy pull of Athene herself (f] nap abxov f\ xr\q ' A0r|vo^
24

This treatise was written just after Porphyry joined Plotinus' school. So it might be written when Plotinus
was fifty-nine years old or a little bit later. According to Porphyry, Plotinus' treatises written in that period show
the "highest perfection" (The Life of Plotinus. 6. 33). Although it is better not to take Porphyry's claim too
seriously, this treatise was surely written in Plotinus' maturity. Therefore, it is difficult to regard this comment
as the result of confusion or lack of intellect. Stephen MacKenna's translation of the same paragraph is as
follows: "If a man could but be turned about - by his own motion or by the happy pull of Athene - he would
see at once God and himself and the All." Except for Armstrong's insertion of "his hair" for the sake of readers,
there is no significant difference between both translations, (ei 56 xiq eTticnpa^fivai Swavro f) raxp abtoii fi
Trjq ' A8r|vcu; avij\c, ehzv^aac, Trjc; tX^emq, Qeov te Kcd ambv KOCI to Ttav &\|/era'i)

84
a\)xr\c, Ebxvxf\o(xq ir\c, eX^ecot;).25 Plotinus thus provides two different distinctive ways
through which one can attain henosis.
It is not difficult to grasp the meaning of "by himself or "by his own motion"
(7tap a\)TOv). As Plotinus points out in many places of the Enneads, if someone purifies
himself by means of "self-control" (aco^poawri), "every virtue" (raxaa apexf)), "courage"
(bo'8pia), and "wisdom" (§povr\o\c), and waits, then the One appears.26 This method is
called "by himself or "by his own motion" because someone already has prior knowledge
and prepares him/herself intentionally for the vision. Yet we should remember that although
"by himself means an intentional approach, one still needs fortune or luck for the final
appearing of the One.
However, the meaning of "a happy pull of Athene herself (xr\c, ' A6r|vaQ a i m i s
zvxvyrpac, xfJQ eX^eooq) is not clear at first glance, mostly due to its mythological
expression. As is well known, Plotinus does not exhibit a great interest in traditional Greek
religion and myth.27 Although he sometimes uses terms from Greek mythology, he usually
prefers to explain his thought in a more rational way, especially when he describes the One.
Plotinus does not like to apply the name of Greek divinities to his first hypostasis. Instead he
employs various terms such as "the First," "beyond being," "the One," "the Good," "the
Intelligible," and "God." And he argues that even those concepts are not sufficient for
describing the transcendence of the One, which is the spirit of his radical negative theology.
Yet, curiously and surprisingly, Plotinus adopts mythological and poetic expression here in
25

Or "having the good luck to have his hair pulled by Athene herself."
I. 6. 6. 1-3.
27
For instance, A. H. Armstrong argues, "The ancient Hellenic religious tradition as embodied in mythical
poetry and in cult was not of great importance to Plotinus, and the various non-Hellenic cults of his day and
their myths, including those of Egypt, mattered, it seems even less to him," "Tradition, Reason, and Experience
in the Thought of Plotinus," Atti del Convegno internazionale sul tema; Plotino e il neoplatonismo in Oriente e
in Occidente, Vol. 198 (Roma: Accademia nazionale dei Lincei, 1970), 171-194, 184.
26
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dealing with henosis and the One, using the name of Athene.
In order to grasp the exact meaning of the expression, we should look at the context
from which Plotinus quotes. The expression is from Homer's Iliad, book 1. Achilles has had
a quarrel with Agamemnon in a meeting. When Achilles felt unbearably insulted by
Agamemnon, Achilles tried to kill him. Then, something completely unexpected happened to
Achilles.

While he [Achilles] pondered this [killing Agamemnon] in his mind and
heart, and was drawing his great sword from its sheath, Athene came from
heaven, sent by the goddess, white-armed Hera, for in her heart she loved
them [Achilles and Agamemnon] both alike and cared for them. She
[Athene] stood behind him, and caught the son of Peleus [Achilles] by his
tawny hair, allowing herself to be seen by him alone, and of the rest no one
saw her. And Achilles was struck with wonder and turned around, and at
once recognized Pallas Athene; and terribly did her eyes flash.

According to the story, Achilles had no idea that Athene was standing behind him to prevent
the fight. When he tried to fight, Athene suddenly caught him by his hair. Feeling that
someone had pulled, he turned around in astonishment to see Athene. Achilles did not know
who pulled his hair; yet he instantly recognized Athene due to the terrible flash in her eyes.
To his amazement, Athene was only visible to Achilles, although there were other people
around him at that time.
When we consider the cultural significance of the Iliad in the Greek and in the
Hellenistic world and the place of the story in the Iliad - i t is in the first book of the Iliad, we
can easily assume that the episode is well known to people in the time of Plotinus. So
28

Iliad. Book 1,194-200, trans. A. T. Murray (Cambridge: Loeb Classical Library, 1999). (... axr\ 8 bniQzv,
£av6fjq 6e K6HT)? kXe nr|Xeicova otco §aivo\ikvr]- xcov 8 bXXwv ox> ixc, bpoao...)
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Plotinus seems to recognize the effect of the expression on the readers of the Enneads. In
other words, he uses a popular expression, which would not go unnoticed by the people of
his time.
I would like to suggest that "a happy pull of Athene herself signifies Plotinus' first
spontaneous henosis. If we put Plotinus in the place of Achilles, the story fits so well with
my assumption of Plotinus' unexpected henosis. Like Achilles, Plotinus had no idea that the
One stands behind him or even that it really exists. However, despite his ignorance, Plotinus
was caught by the divine power unexpectedly and forced to turn around and see God's face.
And because Plotinus was the only one who saw God's frightening and glorious face in
person, he could not share his experience with others, again like Achilles.29 In addition,
although Plotinus never expected what he would see, after seeing God's face he intuitively
recognized that it was God due to its dreadful glory. Yet the sudden appearing of God might
raise puzzling questions about why and how the One let Plotinus see its face. To make things
worse, people around him might neither believe nor understand that God appeared to
Plotinus, they might even laugh at him. The undeniable and conspicuous correspondences
strongly imply the true meaning of the mythical expression of "a happy pull of Athene
herself."30 Put simply, the One appears to Plotinus unexpectedly and suddenly like Athena
appeared to Achilles.
In addition, Plotinus argues that, despite the differences, both methods no doubt lead
29

Refer to Rudolf Otto's concept of the holy, The Idea of the Holy: An Inquiry into the Non-rational Factor in
the Idea of the Divine and Its Relation to the Rational (London: Oxford University Press, 1950). The face of the
divinity that Achilles saw was of mysteium tremendum etfascinans. It is paradoxically fascinating and terrifying
at the same time to Plotinus as well as Achilles.
30
Pierre Hadot quoted this expression in his book, Plotinus or The Simplicity of Vision, trans. Michael Chase
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998). However, Hadot does not pay much attention to the expression
specifically; he quoted this to emphasize the total presence of the divine. Michael Chase, translator of Hadot's
book, explains the meaning of the expression as "an unexpected divine intervention" in translator's footnote.
But he also stopped there and did not explain the meaning of that phrase. So we cannot know what he actually
means in terms of religious experience. Refer to Michael Chase's footnote 16 in Plotinus or The Simplicity of
Vision, 45.
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a person to the same vision of the One, the Plotinian henosis. "A happy pull of Athene
herself and an intentional way of "by himself do not make any difference in terms of the
typology of mystical experience.31 Consequently, we can rightly infer that Plotinus' first
spontaneous henosis was exactly the same as his later experiences. Yet there is a difference in
terms of degrees of passivity or fortune. Without a doubt, "a happy pull of Athene herself
needs more fortune than the method of "by himself." As Plotinus argues, the one who pulled
the hair (of Achilles or Plotinus) is no other than Athene herself. In a similar vein, when
Plotinus argues that "the declaration of the divine" (5r|A.ow npbq btk'kov xb 6eiov) should be
limited to the person that "himself had the good fortune to see," the expression surely covers
both methods. Fortune is crucial, even though the degree of fortune is decisive in "a happy
pull." Thus Michael Chase's articulation of "an unexpected divine intervention" gets to the
point; it means a direct divine intervention realized as an unexpected and spontaneous
henosis.
I argue that the short and mythical expression describes Plotinus' first unexpected
henosis, which occurred in his late twenties. Noticing the amazing similarity between the
story of Achilles and his first spontaneous henosis, Plotinus employs the well-known
expression to talk about his experience. The mythical expression, as a smart trick of Plotinus,
hides much in itself, yet it is too conspicuous to be missed. Actually, Plotinus uses the name
of Athene to designate the transcendental reality only once in the Enneads. In this regard, as
a salient sign, it drags the reader's attention around and compels one to investigate the
expression, which both hides and reveals his uncommon experience. The mythical
31

As we already have seen, Plotinus explains other types of introvertive mystical experiences. However, he did
not pay much attention to them, and he comments on them only once in his treatises. For more information for
this, refer to chap. 2, IV. Typology of the Plotinian Henosis and Some Problems. According to Plotinus, the two
types of intellectual vision are not final; therefore they are not crucial, which is well testified in his brief
treatment.
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expression is hard to find but paradoxically too conspicuous to be dismissed.

V. Spontaneous Mystical Experience
Unfortunately, Plotinus does not explicitly write when and how he had his first henosis; thus
we do not know whether Athene pulled his hair or someone else's. Therefore, we have to use
our imagination in order to decide whether the mythical expression belongs to Plotinus. In
this regard, my assumption of his first spontaneous henosis cannot be proven decidedly. Yet I
argue that "a happy pull of Athene herself cannot be explained without supposing the
possibility of a spontaneous mystical experience, whether it belongs to Plotinus or not.
Before we go further, I believe that we should acknowledge the credibility of
Plotinus' remark of "a happy pull of Athene." When we consider his remarkably keen
intellect and the erudition found in the Enneads, the expression is less likely to be a result of
his mistake or delusion. Although we cannot take Porphyry's claim too seriously, Plotinus
was at his maturity as a thinker when he wrote the treatise that contains "a happy pull of
Athene."

Therefore, the conspicuous mythical expression represents a firm and well-

calculated intention on the part of Plotinus. Plotinus also seems to know the effect of the
expression on his readers. For all of these reasons, I would like to argue that "a happy pull of
Athene" should be regarded as Plotinus' credible articulation of a spontaneous henosis that
occurs at some, nonetheless significant, moment without previous knowledge. But why did
Plotinus use the mythical expression instead of more explicit comment? And whose henosis
does it refer to?

32

According to Porphyry, the treatises belong to the period when Plotinus shows the "highest perfection" in his
writing {The Life of Plotinus. 6. 33).
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There are two possibilities: "A happy pull of Athene" either refers to Plotinus or
someone else. If the experience belongs to another person, the reporter should be credible to
Plotinus. In this case, strong candidates might be Ammonius Saccas, other members of
Ammonius' inner circle, Plotinus' close friends, or disciples whom Plotinus had taught. In
this regard, Plotinus must know the reporter in person. The credibility of the reporter is
crucial, because "a happy pull of Athene" causes a serious tension for the whole scheme of
Plotinianism, as we will see in the next chapter. Actually, Plotinus never gives a detailed
explanation of the expression in the Enneads, which seems to imply that he also felt the
tension and difficulty the expression may cause to his philosophy. Therefore, if the report is
not credible, Plotinus did not dare to put the expression into the Enneads due to the danger of
it to his whole philosophical scheme. If "a happy pull of Athene" gives the same Plotinian
henosis, as did the intentional technique of "by himself," there is no need for Plotinus to
comment on it only once in the Enneads.
Plotinus seems to put the expression in the Enneads despite the serious danger to his
philosophical system, perhaps because "a happy pull of Athene" was so crucial for him. I
would suggest that Athene pulled Plotinus by the hair. If we consider the strange story of
how he began the study of philosophy, my assumption becomes more persuasive. Put simply,
Plotinus' unusual adoption of the mythical phrase and the story of starting the study of
philosophy strongly support the existence of his first unexpected henosis. That is why
Plotinus adopts the expression into his work despite the tension it may cause to Plotinianism.
Then why did Plotinus employ the mythical expression?
Plotinus' reluctance to share his private information is well known. Even Porphyry
and Amelius, faithful disciples of Plotinus, do not know the birthplace, race, and family
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background of Plotinus.33 Therefore, it is reasonable for Plotinus to be secretive about when
and how he had his first henosis. Yet it is the most crucial experience in his life, because it
motivated him to study philosophy and led him to study with Ammonius for eleven years.
His first henosis changed the course of his life radically. Therefore, when he deals with the
method for henosis, he cannot omit "a happy pull of Athene," which actually must have
occurred to him. In this regard, the expression might be a result of a smart compromise
between his reluctance to reveal his private information and the significance of his first
spontaneous henosis. While keeping silent on his private experience, Plotinus successfully
communicates his first henosis with others without damaging his philosophical system
seriously. The short and condensed expression paradoxically conceals and reveals a long
story.
In the next chapter, I will try to provide more evidence to support my assumption of
Plotinus' first spontaneous henosis. The next chapter consists of two parts: the mystical
hermeneutics of Plotinus and the modern research on religious experience, and especially on
nature mysticism. I will deal with how spontaneous and unexpected mystical experience can
influence someone who does not have any previous knowledge either positively or negatively.
I will argue that the case of Plotinus fits well with the insights of modern research on
spontaneous mystical experience. Thus, for Plotinus, philosophy is no other than his attempt
to understand this first spontaneous henosis. He had his hair pulled.

The Life of Plotinus. 1. 1-5.
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Chapter Four
The Mystical Hermeneutics of Plotinus: Experience and Interpretation

In the first part of this chapter, I will argue that many aspects of Plotinus' thoughts and life
can be read as evidence of Plotinus' first spontaneous henosis. In the next part, I will utilize
the modern research on religious experience, especially in a secular context, to support my
assumption. In the process, I will focus on the relationship between experience and
interpretation. It seems to me that Plotinianism and Plotinus' life testify to the existence of a
gap between experience and its interpretation.

I. The Mystical Hermeneutics of Plotinus

A. Plotinianism as Hermeneutics of Henosis
I argue that a meticulous reading of the Enneads proves that Plotinianism is no other than
Plotinus' individual and rational attempt to understand henosis and share it with others.
Furthermore, Plotinianism becomes a powerful tool for motivating others to prepare for the
same experience.1 Yet his philosophy should not be regarded as a finished work: the
boundary of his philosophy is not set firmly, and his thoughts can be seen to be still under
construction. More specifically, Plotinus' claim of ignorance and amazement in the Enneads
proves that Plotinianism is not a completed or closed system.
' Plotinus claims, "Therefore, Plato says, 'it cannot be spoken or written,' but we speak and write impelling
towards it [the One] and wakening from reasonings to the vision of it, as if showing the way to someone who
wants to have a view of something. For teaching goes as far as the road and the traveling, but the vision is the
task of someone who has already resolved to see" (VI. 9. 4. 12-16).
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I am going to begin by looking at the role of henosis in Plotinianism. As I explained
in chapter three, henosis is the beginning and the end of every human soul.2 The Plotinian
henosis enables the human soul to attain an experiential knowledge of the One, or the true
nature of the human soul, which is also referred to as the divine. Thus we need "to be god"
(0ebv eivca) in order to know who we truly are, and the human soul's remembrance of its
true nature is realized at the moment of henosis.
Plotinus beautifully writes about how henosis happens to him, and further connects
his henosis with the meaning of ancient philosophy. Here, Plotinus explicitly summarizes his
view of the relationship between his experience (henosis) and interpretative effort
(philosophy). It is long, but worthy of quotation. Plotinus provides a vivid autobiographical
record, which is so rare not only in the Enneads but also in ancient times:

Often [TCOMXXKIC;] I have woken up out of the body to myself and have
entered into myself, going out from all other things; I have seen a beauty
wonderfully great and felt assurance that most of all I belonged to the better
part; I have actually lived the best life and come to identify with the divine;
and set firm in it I have come to that supreme actuality, setting myself above
all else in the realm of Intellect. Then after that rest in the divine, when I
have come down from Intellect [eK vov] to discursive reasoning [eiq
Xoyia\ibv], I am puzzled how I ever came down, and how my soul has
2

Plotinus maintains, "It is these the soul conceives when filled with God, and this is its beginning and end; its
beginning because it comes from thence, and its end because its good is there" (VI. 9. 9. 20-23). Or he argues,
"All men think that when they have attained the Good it is sufficient for them: for they have reached their end"
(V. 5. 12. 20-22).
3
1.2.6.4.
4
A. H. Armstrong argues that Plotinus here explains the vision of Intellect, not the Plotinian henosis. However,
the passionate tone of his description and the context implies that Plotinus describes henosis, despite the usage
of the term Intellect. When Plotinus talks about two kinds of Intellectual vision, his attitude is matter-of-fact
and dry. And he does not treat it in detail, which is radically different from his attitude here. For more
information, see chap. 2, IV Typology of the Plotinian Henosis and Some Problems. In addition, Plotinus even
uses the term "the intelligible" to signify the One, which is a very rare case in the Enneads (V. 4. 2. 13-19). Yet
the example shows that Plotinus does not care of the exact use of the term, which is also testified by Porphyry.
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come to be in the body when it is what it has shown itself to be by itself,
even when it is in the body. Heraclitus, who urges us to investigate this,
posting "necessary changes" from opposite to opposite, and saying "way up
and down" and "changing it is at rest," and "weariness to toil at and be
subjected to the same things," has left us guessing, since he has neglected to
make clear to us what he is saying, perhaps because we ought to seek by
ourselves, as he himself sought and found [KOU ocbxa; £,r\xr\caq efipev].
And Empedocles, when he said that it is a low that sinful souls should fall
into this world, and that he himself has come here as "an exile from the
country of the gods" who "put his trust in raving strife," revealed just as
much as the riddling statements of Pythagoras and his followers about this,
and many other matters (and, besides, he is unclear because he writes
poetry). We are left with the godlike Plato, who said many fine things about
the soul and about its coming (into this world) in his writings, so that we
hope we can get something clear from him. (IV. 8. 1. 1-27)

In this way, Plotinus explains the relationship between his henosis and ancient Greek
philosophy. Here, he claims that the famous ancient philosophers such as Heraclitus,
Empedocles, Pythagoras, and Plato also tried to interpret and understand henosis. Their
philosophy is their individual effort to explain henosis, although they did not fully and
clearly articulated as such. What we have here, then, is a Plotinian hermeneutics of ancient
philosophy, in which henosis becomes the most crucial starting point for ancient
philosophers.
Plotinus argues that, like ancient philosophers, he is also trying to understand the
wonder and amazement that henosis causes. According to him, ascent to the transcendental
reality provides the knowledge of the divine to the human soul, and after the descent to this
Refer to Porphyry's report on Plotinus' indifference to the exact use of vocabulary in writing (The Life of
Plotinus. 8. 4-8).
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world the soul becomes puzzled by the glorious memory.5 In Heraclitus' term, the human
soul experiences the "necessary change from opposite [the One] to opposite [the material
world]" or the "way up and down." Or the soul undergoes the "exile from the country of the
gods." For Plotinus, that is the crucial question that ancient philosophers tried to answer, and
every human soul has to tackle by itself.
In this regard, the philosophical task is initiated and given by the henosis experience:
the knowledge of the divine becomes a staring point of philosophy. In fact, without the noetic
quality of henosis, the perplexity about "change from opposite to opposite" is not possible.
When we are in the state of perfect oneness, we can neither talk nor communicate with
others: we are in an altered state of consciousness tantamount to ecstasy. Plotinus points this
out explicitly:

So then the seer does not see and does not distinguish and does not imagine
two, but it is as if he had become someone else and he is not himself and
does not count as his own there, but has come to belong to that and so is one
[yevoixevoi; "EV ecrciv], having joined, as it were, center to center. For here
too when the centers have come together they are one, but there is duality
when they are separate. This is also how we now speak of "another." For this
reason the vision is hard to put into words. For how could one announce that
as another when he did not see, there when he had the vision, another, but
one with himself? (VI. 9. 10. 14-21)

But afterwards we can contemplate the image of the One and try to understand the noetic
quality. For Plotinus the work is not easy because there is no necessary relationship between

5

Plotinus explicitly writes, "Since, then, there were not two, but the seer himself was one with the seen (for it
was not really seen, but united to him), if he remembers who he became when he was united with that, he will
have an image of that in himself (VI. 9. 11. 4-8).
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the noetic quality and our interpretation of it. In other words, there is a disruption or tension
between the experiential knowledge of the One and our interpretation of it:

[B]ut one who speaks precisely should not say "that" or "is"; but we run round
it [the One] outside, in a way, and want to explain our own experience of it,
sometimes near it and sometimes falling away in our perplexities [cotopian;]
about it. (VI. 9. 3. 52-55)

Therefore, there might be a different degree of faithfulness of articulation or interpretation of
henosis. As a given fact, the particular nature of the One becomes the object of interpretation,
but our understanding and description of that nature is inevitably different from person to
person. Put differently, although the Plotinian henosis provides the knowledge of two
opposites, the world of "beyond being" and this world, the gap between the two states, which
is expressed as the "way up and down" or "necessary change from opposite to opposite,"
should be bridged. In this way, the transient experience of henosis provides us with a hard
task to bridge the gap between two opposite dimensions.
Plotinus further explains that after we returned to this world out of henosis, we come
to have a sense of utter wonder and amazement: "I am puzzled how I ever came down
[Katapaivco], and how my soul has come to be in the body when it is what it has shown
itself to be by itself, even when it is in the body."6 Due to the transiency and passivity of
henosis, we are obliged "to come down from Intellect to discursive reasoning."7 And, in the
realm of discursive reasoning, we have to try to solve the wonder and amazement that
henosis taught. In addition, the hermeneutical task should be done individually as all the

6
7

IV. 8. 1.8-11.
IV. 8. 1.7-8.
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great ancient philosophers did. Each individual is responsible for the philosophical
investigation of the wonder:

Heraclitus, who urges us to investigate this [the puzzlement and wonder],
positing "necessary changes" from opposite to opposite, and saying the
"way up and down" and "changing it is at rest," and "weariness to toil at and
be subjected to the same things," has left us guessing, since he has neglected
to make clear to us what he is saying, perhaps because we ought to seek by
ourselves, as he himself sought and found. (IV. 8. 1. 1-25)

This radical hermeneutical individualism, which is initiated by the mystical experience, is the
spirit of Plotinianism. As a given fact, henosis initiates our philosophical efforts. For Plotinus,
philosophy is no other than individual efforts to understand the wonder and amazement that
henosis caused. In this regard, Plato's claim that the wonder is the starting point of
philosophy is perfectly fit to the case of Plotinus.8 And the ancient philosophers' thoughts
were such attempts to understand the wonder through rational clarification of the
metaphysical reality and its relationship with this world. Put differently, philosophy is a
rational approach, which should be taken individually and cannot be finished. Again,
experience {henosis) needs philosophical interpretation and investigation (mystical
hermeneutics).

B. The Independent Spirit and Spontaneity of Plotinian Hermeneutics
Plotinus argues that Greek philosophy is incomplete. The hermeneutical task that henosis
8

Plato argues, "This sense of wonder is the mark of the philosopher. Philosophy indeed has no other origin"
(the Theaetetus, 155d).
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initiates is challenging. Despite our efforts to "explain our own experience" faithfully, we
have to "run round it outside."9 Sometimes we can come "near it," but the distance or the
gap between henosis and our hermeneutical effort is inevitable while we are in this world.
According to him, even the divine Plato left his philosophy incomplete in some respects.
Thus our hermeneutical efforts are indispensable. The perplexing deep abyss between the
transcendental reality and this world should be tackled and bridged individually by means of
one's own discursive reasoning. Thus he advocates radical hermeneutical individualism.
His radical individualism is represented in several ways. Above all, Plotinus stresses
that everyone should be a philosopher and not a philologist. His definition of a philologist
refers to someone who cannot think independently and accepts textual authority uncritically.
Thus we should be our own authority, our own philosopher. According to Porphyry, Plotinus
criticizes Longinus as a philologist. Porphyry reports:

When Longinus's work On Principles and his Lover of Antiquity were read
to him, he said, "Longinus is a philologist [§\kb\oyoq\, but certainly not a
philosopher [())iX6ao(|)oq]. {The Life of Plotinus. 14. 18-20)

Plotinus' well-known indifference to the context from which he quotes also should be
interpreted from this viewpoint. He is famous for his arbitrary usage of other philosopher's
comments for his own agenda.10 Plotinus concentrates on his own agenda, which is his
individual and critical interpretation of henosis using almost every idea available to him.
Thus he does not care about philological accuracy. He is eclectic, yet his radical eclecticism
9

VI. 9. 3.51-52.
A. H. Armstrong provides several examples of Plotinus' arbitrary usage of other philosopher's comments in
the Enneads. For instance, "Raving talk" (II. 9. 18. 19), "Of this lineage" (V. 1. 7. 28), "So the statements are
correct that "thinking and being are the same thing" and "knowledge of immaterial things is the same as its
object" and "I searched myself (as one of the real beings), so also are "recollections"..." (V. 9. 5. 32-37), and
"Plato speaks 'due' and 'right'" (VI. 8. 18. 44).
10
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is firmly based on his experience of henosis.11 Porphyry praises Plotinus' spirit of radical
independence from every philosophical tradition:

[H]e [Plotinus] generally expresses himself in a tone of rapt inspiration, and
states what he himself really feels about the matter and not what has been
handed down by tradition. His writings, however, are full of concealed Stoic
and Peripatetic doctrines. Aristotle's Metaphysics, in particular, is
concentrated in them. (The Life of Plotinus. 14. 3-8)

Although Plotinus uses philosophical ideas and vocabularies from various philosophical
schools, he is far from an uncritical follower of traditional authority. His radically
independent spirit is the foundation of Plotinianism. Plato's influence on Plotinus also should
be viewed from this perspective. Plotinus firmly argues that he is a faithful follower of Plato,
and he firmly believes that Plato already exposes the Truth. Thus Plotinus repeatedly uses
Plato as his final authority in the Enneads. For instance, while explaining the three
hypostases (vnoaiaGxc,), which is one of the most crucial doctrines in his philosophy,
Plotinus maintains that he is actually representing the ancient truth, which Plato already
exposed:

And he [Plato] also often calls Being and Intellect idea: so Plato knew that

" A. H. Armstrong also argues that henosis functions as a backbone of Plotinianism. Refer to "Tradition,
Reason and Experience in the Thought of Plotinus." In the article, Armstrong summarizes the Plotinian take on
tradition, reason, and experience, "his discursive reasoning was based on experience and he always believed
that both reasoning and experience established the Tightness of the tradition to which he had given his
allegiance," 176. Plotinus' eclectic attitude can be compared with the eclecticism of New Age religiosity. Both
systems are based on individual religious experience, more specifically mystical one, which has priority to
traditions and institutions. Wouter J. Hanegraaff argues that "a radical religious individualism" becomes an
undeniable fact. And he further explains the spirit of New Age religiosity in terms of its radical independence:
"religion becomes solely a matter of individual choice, and detaches itself from religious institutions, i.e. from
exclusive commitment to specific 'religion.'" See his article, "New Age Spiritualities as Secular Religion: A
Historian's Perspective," Social Compass, Vol. 46 (1999): 145-160.
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Intellect comes from the Good [eK fxev xccyccOov xbv vow] and Soul from
Intellect [fcK 8e xov vov %r\v \\rv%r\v]. And [it follows] that these statements
of ours are not new; they do not belong to the present time, but were made
long ago, not explicitly, and what we have said in this discussion has been an
interpretation of them, relying on Plato's own writings for evidence that
these views are ancient [nakaiac,]. (V. 1. 8. 9-14)

Yet we have to pay attention to the part of "these statements.. .were made long ago, not
explicitly" in the above quotation. Here Plotinus without a doubt argues that we should
interpret even Plato's work for a more exact understanding like other great ancient
philosophy. Actually, in several places Plotinus points out that Plato's remarks are unclear
and perplexing, therefore we should interpret by ourselves:

[A]nd what Plato has said makes the situation more, or at least not less,
perplexing [cOTopiav].12 (IV. 4. 22. 12-14)

[B]ut about the knowledge there - which Plato observed and said "that
which is not a knowledge different from that in which it is," but how this is
so, he left us to investigate [£rp;e1v] and discover [btvevpioKeiv], if we
claim to be worthy of our title [of Platonists]. (V. 8. 4. 52-55)

For Plotinus, being a Platonist does not mean uncritical acceptance of Plato's authority. Even
Plato's works should be critically examined and interpreted. Interpretation based on each
one's critical mind is the motto of Plotinian hermeneutics. For Plotinus, a man who can do
the critical work by himself can be called a philosopher. In addition, Plotinus' usage of Plato
is also highly selective: it is mainly focused on the middle Platonic dialogues, such as the
12

Here, Plotinus deals with Plato's claim that the earth is "the first and oldest of the gods within heaven."
Plotinus asks whether the earth has same soul with stars beyond moon, if then.

Phaedrus, the Symposium, and the Republic, which is to say that Plotinus concentrates on
Plato's mystical philosophy.
In this regard, although Plotinus claims that he is a faithful follower of Plato, he
should not be regarded as one of the traditional Platonists. He is an independent thinker in his
own right. Although Plotinus does not emphasize this explicitly, many Plotinus' ideas differ
from Plato.

The difference can be summarized under the rubric of "spontaneity," which is

the most crucial concept in Plotinianism. For instance, Plotinus argues that the creation of
this world by the One is spontaneous. Plato provides a detailed story of the Demiourgos'
creation of this world with mathematical accuracy in the Timaeus, yet Plotinus is totally
indifferent to the Platonic Demiourgos.14 Plotinus even argues:

[The world-order] is not the result of following out a train of logical
consequences [e£ cxKoXcuGiai;] and purposive thought [fe£fe7uvoia<;]:it is
before consequential and purposive thinking; for all this comes later,
reasoning [Xbyoc,] and demonstration [aji68ei^iQ] and the confidence
Dricrcic;] [produced by them]. (V. 8. 7. 42-44)

For Plotinus, creation is not an act of mathematical calculation and logic, which is Platonic.
It is rather like the spontaneous overflowing of the One's superabundant energy.

[T]he One is not being, but the generator of being. This, we may say, is the
first act of generation, has nothing, and needs nothing, overflows, as it were,
and its superabundance makes something other than itself. (V. 2. 1.7-10)

13

Concerning Plotinus' originality, refer to J. M. Rist, Plotinus: the Road to Reality. See especially chap. 13,
"The Originality of Plotinus," 169-187.
14
Refer to the Timaeus. See especially 28a-c, 29a, 31b, 42e, 68e, 69c, 75b, and 76c.
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Thus the creative act of the One is more similar to the creation of an artist than the
calculation of a mathematician. Plotinus claims that every perfect being tends to create out of
its perfection. Perfection naturally results in dynamic creation.

Now when anything else comes to perfection [eiq xeA-eicocriv] we see that it
produces, and does not endure to remain by itself, but makes something else.
(V.4. 1.27-29)

In a similar vein, the human soul's participation or descent into this world is grasped in terms
of spontaneity. Plotinus' story of the soul's descent is also a little bit different from Plato's,
who argues that the soul descends to this world due to the irresistible attractiveness of the
material world, which is symbolized as the black horse in his famous myth of the charioteer
and the two horses.15

The souls go neither willingly ['eKOvacu] nor because they are sent
[Tieu^Oeiaca], nor is the voluntary element in their going like deliberate
choice, but like a natural spontaneous jumping [TO nr\Sav Kara (|>i)aiv] or a
passionate natural desire of sexual union [npbc, YO^ICDVtyvoiKbc,npoBv^nac,]
or as some men are moved unreasoningly to noble deeds. (IV. 3. 13. 18-21)

So then the soul, though it is divine [oftaa Gelov] and comes from above,
enters into the body and, though it is a god of the lowest rank, comes to this
world by a spontaneous inclination [pOTtfj ocbxe^oixTiocp], its own power
15

In the Phaedrus, Plato explains that the desire to descend to this world, which is symbolized as a black horse,
is not good. The descent is caused by the bad part of the human soul that is easily attracted to the beauty and
pleasure of material world. Yet Plato does not explain exactly why the human soul is so easily attracted to the
beauty of this world, although he claims the divine beauty is far better than earthly one. For more information,
see the myth of charioteer and horses (253c-254e). Similarly, Plato provides the tripartite composition of the
human soul in the Republic (435a-b). For more detailed articulation of Plato's concept of the human soul, See T.
M. Robinson, Plato's Psychology (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1970).
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and the setting in order of what comes after it being the cause of its descent.
(IV. 8. 5. 25-28)

The embodiment of the human soul is thus accomplished out of a spontaneous inclination
like sexual desire. It is not a deliberate but a natural process. Therefore, for Plotinus art is the
closest human activity to the spontaneous creation of this world and the human soul's
spontaneous embodiment. Unlike Plato's ambivalent attitude towards the arts, art is
significant for Plotinus.16 Thus it is no wonder that Plotinus regards the human life as a
drama, a form of art, in which we are both actors and writers at once.

So the activity of the life is an artistic [xe%viKf]] activity, like the way in
which one who is dancing is moved; for the dancer [b bp%o\)fxevoq] himself
is like the life which is artistic in this way and his art moves him, and moves
in such a way that the actual life is somehow of this kind. (III. 2. 16. 23-27)

We ought certainly not to introduce actors [imoKpixos;] of a kind who say
something else besides the words of the author [toe TOO 7tovr|Too], as if the
play [TOO 8p6<u.aTO<;] was incomplete in itself and they filled in what was
wanting, and the writer had left blank spaces in the middle; the actors, then,
would not be just actors but a part of the author, and an author who foreknew
For instance, Plato argues that poetry might be dangerous to the youth's mind, thus he proposes the control
of poetry in the Republic (377a-380c). And he defines art as an imperfect imitation of divine beauty (595a607c). Yet, at the same time, he emphasizes the significant role of music (arts) in the education of the young
generation (401d-402a, 410b). Refer to the Republic. Plotinus claims, "But if anyone despises the arts [TO;
ik%vaq] because they produce their works by imitating nature [|4,in.o"6(o.evai rr)v ((>\>criv], we must tell him, first,
that natural things are imitations too. Then he must know that the arts do not simply imitate [uiuovnevca] what
they see, but they run back up to the forming principles [em xovq Xoyovc] from which nature derives; then also
that they do a great deal by themselves, and, since they possess beauty, they make up what is defective in
things" (V. 8. 1. 33-39). Concerning the aesthetics of Plotinus, John Shannon Hendrix's book, Aesthetics & the
Philosophy of Spirit: From Plotinus to Schelling and Hegel (New York: Peter Lang, 2005). See chap. 2, "The
Symposium and the Aesthetics of Plotinus," 15-35. A. H. Armstrong also points out the close relationship
between "divine creativity" and "the human creation of beauty." See his article, "Beauty and the Discovery of
Divinity in the Thought of Plotinus," in Kephalaion: Studies in Greek Philosophy and Its Continuation offered
to Professor C. J. de Vogel, ed. J. Mansfeld and L. M. de Rijk (Assen: Van Gorcum & Comp, 1975), 155-163.
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what they were going to say, so that he might in this way be able to bring the
rest of the play and the consequences of their interventions into a coherent
whole. (III. 2. 18.8-14)

In addition, spontaneity functions as the crucial virtue in various aspect of his life, such as
teaching, community, writing, etc. I will treat the aspects under the title of "Radical
Individualism in the Life of Plotinus" in this chapter.
Then what is the reason for such a crucial role of spontaneity in Plotinianism? How
can we explain Plotinus' independent hermeneutical spirit to all kinds of thoughts, even
including those of Plato? How can he become such an independent thinker who emphasizes a
radical hermeneutical individualism? Why does he claim that henosis is the starting point of
great philosophy? Put simply, what is the reason for his unprecedented radical individualism
and the crucial role of henosis in Plotinianism?

C. Tension Caused by "A Happy Pull of Athene"
Plotinus provides many detailed autobiographical and philosophical accounts of henosis in
the Enneads. An experiential reading of the Enneads lets us know that passivity plays a
significant role in Plotinianism, especially in terms of the relationship between experience
and interpretation. According to Plotinus, the particular nature and the reality of the One is a
given fact confirmed experientially. The One is neither a subjective creation nor a projection;
thus it possesses objectivity, yet only a few can realize this objectivity. In addition, henosis
itself is given, and intentional purification and contemplation are not sufficient conditions for
it.

As I explained in chapter three, "a happy pull of Athene" implies passivity. If we take
the expression as a spontaneous henosis given by direct divine will, the degree of given-ness
becomes quite significant. Despite one's will, henosis can be given to anyone unexpectedly,
regardless of previous knowledge and preparation. However, the highest degree of passivity
of "a happy pull," which is similar to Christian divine grace, causes serious problems to
Plotinianism. Whether "a happy pull of Athene" belongs to Plotinus or not, it is hard for
Plotinus to incorporate the concept into his philosophical system.
The concept of Plotinian divine grace is deeply problematic for most Plotinian
scholars, who generally and firmly oppose the application of "divine grace" to Plotinianism.
According to them, the transcendental One does not care about human beings as the
Christian god does, which is one of the crucial differences between Plotinianism and other
theistic mysticisms, including Christianity. For instance, Andrew Louth claims:

The One has no concern for the soul that seeks him; nor has the soul more
than a passing concern for others engaged on the same quest: it has no
companions. Solitariness, isolation; the implications of this undermine any
possibility of a doctrine of grace - the One is unaware of those who seek it,
and so cannot turn towards them - or any positive understanding of the coinherence of man with man. These limitations, as we shall now begin to see,
disclose a radical opposition between the Platonic vision and Christian
mystical theology.17

Similarly, E. R. Dodds claims, "And finally, the unitive experience is in his system a natural
event, not a supernatural grace as in Christian mysticism." Thus Dodds even maintains, "But
Plotinus assures us that the One does not need its products and would not care if it had no
17

Andrew Louth, The Origins of the Christian Mystical Tradition: From Plato to Denys (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1981), 51.
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products (5, 5, 12); I have yet to find a text which suggests that it is interested in the
salvation of the individual, or even aware of it."18
Other Plotinian scholars, such as A. H. Armstrong, P. Henry, and Joseph Katz also
agree that the Christian idea of divine grace is foreign and thus cannot be applied to
Plotinus.19 For example, Majercik declares, "Last, it needs to be repeated that Plotinian
mysticism has nothing analogous to a feeling of 'grace.' The movement toward the One is
always the work of the soul, not of the One."20 Yet "a happy pull of Athene" surely means
that the One turns towards a human being. In this regard, the interpretation of "a happy pull
of Athene" as a direct divine intervention into human affairs might be puzzling to
Plotinianism as well as the Plotinian scholars.
First of all, the appearing of the One to a person who has no previous knowledge of it
raises inevitable tension with the transcendence of the One. Plotinus repeatedly emphasizes
the One's transcendence in the Enneads. The transcendental One exists in the perfect state,
thus it cannot be affected or influenced by anything. The One is not affected at all by even its
creation activity, which is crystallized in the concept of "the creation without diminution."
For Plotinus, the absolute transcendence of the One is so crucial and undeniable. Yet,
amazingly and perplexingly, the transcendental One suddenly and unexpectedly appears to an
individual who neither has prepared for it nor has any knowledge of it. Although Plotinus
uses the name of Athene, the divinity that appears is no doubt the One, because a happy pull
gives the same henosis as an intentional method. But why and how, does the transcendental
One interfere into human affairs in such a direct way? How can Plotinus synthesize such a
18

E. R. Dodds, "Tradition and Personal Achievement in the Philosophy of Plotinus," The Journal of Roman
Studies, Vol. 50 (1960): 1-7, 7; italics Dodd's.
19
Refer to Ruth Majercik, "Plotinus and Greek Mysticism," in Mysticism and the Mystical Experience: East
and West, ed. Donald H. Bishop (Danvers: Associated University Press, 1995), 38-61.
20
Ibid., 54.
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direct divine intervention into the human soul with the One's absolute transcendence? Thus
"a happy pull of Athene" causes a serious tension with his claim of the transcendental One,
which is close to the Aristotelian take on God who exists as an unmoved mover (xi 6 oh
KIVO\)(X£VOV

Kivei). 2 1

In fact, the conflict between God's absolute transcendence and direct intervention
into human affairs has been puzzling to many thinkers. Especially for theistic philosophers
who tried to compromise the God of Aristotle with the God of monotheistic traditions, who
intervenes into human history, the question was a very serious one.
For instance, the problem was a lifelong task for Maimonides, a famous Jewish
philosopher who wanted to reconcile Greek philosophy with the Bible.22 Accordingly, he
sensed a sharp tension between the two different concepts of God. Aristotle, the great
philosopher, supposes a complete separation between God and the universe.23 Yet the God of
Moses in the Torah cannot be separated from this world in that way. Unlike the God of
Aristotle, who exists in self-actualizing this absolutely transcendental condition, the God of
Moses not only creates this world but also interferes in worldly affairs. The God of Moses
has a specific intention that should be manifested and realized through the Jewish people.
Maimonides did not want to lose either the Bible or Greek philosophy. So he tried to
compromise between the two conflicting Gods. First of all, he strongly criticizes an
anthropomorphic understanding of God, who is radically transcendent from humanity.
Afterwards, he provides his creative re-interpretation of the human intellect as a bridge

21

Aristotle, Metaphysics. A. VII. 1072a25-26.
Refer to Maimonides, The Guide of the Perplexed, trans. Shlomo Pines (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1963).
23
Concerning the Aristotelian concept of God, see Jonathan Barnes, "Metaphysics," in The Cambridge
Companion to Aristotle, ed. Jonathan Barnes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 66-108 and J. L.
Ackrill, "Metaphysics," in Aristotle the Philosopher (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981), 116-134.
22
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between the transcendence of God and the universe. For instance, according to Maimonides,
Moses reached the perfection of his intellect in terms of rationality, morality and the capacity
of receiving God's word (imaginative faculty); thus Moses can be referred to as a perfect
philosopher and a perfect prophet.24 In this regard, without any distortion, the word of God
was transmitted to Moses, who could perfectly receive and interpret the word of God. That is
the Torah. The perfect human intellect like Moses thus can be a breakthrough in the tension
rye

of those two Gods, or the tension between revelation and philosophy.

Of course, his

system is apologetic. That is to say, the revelation of God is superior to the philosophy of
Aristotle; thus Aristotle's claim of absolute transcendence is wrong for Maimonides.
Compared to Maimonides, at first glance, the Plotinian One does not have any
specific intention to be realized through human history, especially by a superior individual
like Moses. Yet Plotinus does not propose the absolutely transcendental One like Aristotle.
Everything in this world comes from the One and stays in the One. As Plotinus argues, the
One is present to everything.26 In this regard, the One is responsible not only for the creation
of this world, but also for its maintenance. The One is immanent in this world while
paradoxically keeping its transcendence. Thus the God of Plotinus lies between the God of
Moses and the God of Aristotle. On the one hand, there is no privileged community or people,
Maimonides explains the perfection of human capacities in a superior individual: "When, in the case of a
superior individual who is perfect with respect to his rational and moral qualities, his imaginative faculty is in
its most perfect state and when he has been prepared in the way that you will hear, he will necessarily become
prophet.. .and there is a fundamental principle that God turns whom He wills, whenever He will it, into a
prophet" {The Guide of the Perplexed II, chap. 32, 362). For Maimonides, Moses is the example of a superior
individual: "And what has been apprehended by [Moses], peace on him, has not been apprehended by anyone
before him nor will it be apprehended by anyone after Him" {The Guide of the Perplexed I, chap. 54, 123). In
this regard, Moses was both a perfect philosopher and prophet who can perfectly understand God's word.
25
Maimonides also argues the consubstantiality between God and human being in terms of human intellect: "I
mean because of the divine intellect conjoined with man, that is said of the latter that he is in the image of God
and in His likeness, not that God, may He be exalted, is a body and possesses a shape" {The Guide of the
Perplexed I, chap. 1, p 23).
26
Plotinus claims, "One is not absent from any, and absent from all, so that in its presence it is not present
except to those who are able and prepared to receive it..." (VI. 9. 4. 24-25).
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no prophet, no sacred text and no revelations from God in Plotinianism. In this regard, the
God of Plotinus is close to Aristotle's. On the other hand, it differs from Aristotle's unmoved
mover that exists aloof and does not interfere into any worldly affairs. Although the God of
Plotinus does not send his specific message to a superior individual, that is to say, a prophet,
it creates this world and is always immanent in the created world as the ground of all beings.
Yet the One of Plotinus does not have any specific intention that should be realized by a
certain tribe or individual, so it is unimaginable for the One to appear to a beloved human
being like Moses.27
Then "a happy pull of Athene" suddenly emerges and forces the God of Plotinus to
approach the God of Moses. Strangely, the One of Plotinus decides to pull someone' hair
who does not expect or prepare at all for the vision. Such a direct divine intervention of God
is unthinkable in Plotinianism. Such an unexpected appearing of God to an unprepared
person may be unacceptable even for Maimonides. On the other hand, there is absolutely no
role for lesser spiritual beings, such as angels, in the Plotinian henosis. Thus "a happy pull of
Athene" is no doubt the business of the One. Then how can Plotinus incorporate "a happy
pull of Athene" into his philosophy? The strategy of Plotinus is simple. Actually, except for
the short expression of "a happy pull of Athene," which appears only once in the Enneads,
Plotinus does not provide any further explanation about how and why direct intervention
occurs to someone. He keeps a complete silence. And when he deals with the direct
intervention, he employs a mythical expression. In this respect, Plotinus seems to recognize
sharply the difficulty of "a happy pull of Athene" for his philosophical system, especially in
terms of the transcendence of the One.
27

Moses said, "Show me your glory, I pray." And he [God] said, " I will make all my goodness pass before you,
and will proclaim before you the name, 'The LORD'; and I will show mercy. But," he said, "you cannot see my
face; for no one shall see me and live" {Exodus. 33:18-20).
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Second, "a happy pull of Athene" also may severely weaken Plotinus' methodological
scheme for henosis. He provides a long and detailed account of philosophical and moral
purification, which seems to be the only proper method for henosis in Plotinianism.28
Although he argues that the intentional preparation cannot always guarantee the actual
occurrence, the method still belongs to human capacity. Plotinus wrote such long works to
motivate others for henosis, thus the significance of purification is undeniable. Then, "a
happy pull" appears out of the blue sky. In fact, it does not need any human efforts. It is
totally beyond human capacity.

In other words, "a happy pull" means the total ignorance of

Plotinus in terms of practice for henosis. In this respect, "a happy pull" may be an unhappy
black hole for Plotinus in terms of theoretical coherence and persuasiveness.
Then why did Plotinus put the expression in the Enneads, despite such a serious risk
for his whole philosophical system? If he wants to make his system look more coherent and
persuasive, it is wiser not to comment on that. Why did Plotinus insert the expression in a
rather conspicuous way, although he knew so well that he could not provide any explanation?
In this regard, I argue that "a happy pull" is too crucial and personal for Plotinus to omit it.
The happy pull actually gave Plotinus a great perplexity and wonder, which motivated him to
study philosophy to understand it: "a happy pull" changed his life completely. That is why he
had to put it into the Enneads, although he recognized his ignorance of it so well. Then
Plotinus employs the mythical expression as a smart trick, which enables him not to talk too
28

For instance, Joseph Katz asserts, "Be it noted, moreover, that ascent is accomplished neither by grace nor
prayer, but through the adoption of Plotinian philosophy," "Plotinus and Gnostics," Journal of the History of
Ideas, Vol. 15, No. 2 (1954): 289-298, 292. Yet "a happy pull of Athene" seems to be no other than divine grace
29
In this regard, "a happy pull of Athene" also implies that there is no necessary connection between the
Plotinian henosis and ethics. Moral purification cannot guarantee the actual happening of henosis; furthermore,
the experience of the Plotinian henosis does not provide moral perfection at all. Thus there is a gap between the
ethical and the mystical in Plotinianism. For more information on the relationship between mystical experience
and morality, see Crossing Boundaries: Essays on the Ethical Status of Mysticism, ed. G. William Barnard and
Jeffrey J. Kripal (New York: Seven Bridges Press, 2002). See especially "Debating the Mystical as the Ethical:
An Indological Map" (Jeffrey J. Kripal), 15-69 and "Debating the Mystical as the Ethical: A Response" (G.
William Barnard), 70-99.
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much and yet tell his crucial experience at the same time.
In addition, there is one more interesting comment of Plotinus in the Enneads, which
A. H. Armstrong believes presents Plotinus' unusual sympathy toward this worldly man who
laughs at metaphysical claims.

Plotinus argues:

And we must not leave out the following remarks that some cantankerous
[SwxepavTiKbq] person might make, "Really, you people, why do you use
this pompous language up and down and all around, saying life is good, and
intellect is good, and something transcending these [xi fe7ieKeiva xomoov]?
For why should intellect be good? Or what good could the thinker of Forms
have as he contemplates each of them? If he takes a deceptive pleasure in
them he might perhaps say intellect was good, and life, because it was
pleasant; but if he is stuck in a pleasureless state, why should he say they are
good? Is it because he exists? What then would he gain from existence?
What difference would there be in existing or altogether not existing, unless
one makes affection for oneself the reason for all this? In that case it would
be this natural deception [xf]v caibxv(v (jwaiKfiv] and the fear of dissolution
[xov 06(3ov xfiQ (|)0opa<;] that would account for the acceptance of the
supposition of goods." (VI. 7. 24. 18-30)

Based on the assumption of Plotinus' first spontaneous henosis, some cantankerous people's
responses might be Plotinus' own thought about metaphysical or religious matters before he
had henosis. He was likely to have been one of those cantankerous people.
As mentioned above, Plato's claim that wonder is the starting point of philosophy is

30

In a translator's footnote A. H. Armstrong argues, "Plotinus is rather more sympathetic than might be
expected to this down-to-earth and anti-metaphysical person. He gives him a good, forcible statement of his
case, and answers him seriously and carefully in Ch. 29, where he indicates (lines 21 -22) that he and this
awkward character have at least this in common, that the good of Intellect is not enough for them by itself
{Plotinus VII, 162-163). Yet Armstrong does not explain why Plotinus showed such a sympathetic attitude to
the cantankerous people.
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perfectly fit to Plotinianism. And we can encounter a strong sense of wonder in the Enneads,
especially concerning henosis. "A happy pull of Athene" no doubt is one of the great
perplexities for Plotinus. Then could Plotinus satisfy the sense of wonder satisfactorily by
means of philosophy? Could his philosophical search solve every perplexity he had?

D. Ignorance and Wonder: The One and Henosis
Here I will deal with one of the most crucial parts of my dissertation: Plotinus' emphasis on
ignorance. Put simply, Plotinianism is not a finished work: his philosophy is not a completed
system of thoughts that can answer every question Plotinus had. Rather, I argue that a
meticulous reading of the Enneads reveals a radically different picture of Plotinianism.
Plotinus implies repeatedly that there is something that he cannot know despite his long
philosophical investigation. I argue that we should pay due attention to his claim of
ignorance, which I believe is of immense significance for a better understanding of
Plotinianism.
First of all, Plotinus explicitly admits his ignorance about the process of henosis:

Often I have woken up out of the body to myself and have entered into
myself, going out from all other things; I have seen a beauty wonderfully
great and felt assurance that then most of all I belonged to the better
part.. .Then after that rest in the divine, when I have come down from
Intellect to discursive reasoning, I am puzzled how I ever came down, and
how my soul has come to be in the body when it is what it has shown itself
to be by itself, even when it is in the body. (IV. 8. 1. 1-11)

It is there that one lets all study [7iav u.6fir||J,a] go; up to a point one has
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been led along and settled firmly in beauty and as far as this one thinks that
in which one is, but is carried out of it by the surge of the wave of Intellect
itself and lifted on high by a kind of swell and sees suddenly, not seeing how,
but the vision fill his eyes with light and does not make him see something
else by it, but the light [TO §6X,] itself is what he sees [TO 6pocu,a]. (VI. 7. 36.
15-22)

Plotinus does not know how he comes up to and returns from the state of henosis. The
Plotinian henosis is suddenly given, so Plotinus has the vision without knowing how. In the
Enneads, Plotinus never provides a detailed and affirmative explanation about the process of
henosis; therefore it is a stark mystery to him. Interestingly, he tries to guess why one cannot
stay in the unitive state with the One in one place of the Enneads. He asks and answers:

How is it, then, that one does not remain [ob jxevei] there? It is because one
has not yet totally come out of this world. But there will be a time when the
vision [xr\q Qeaq] will be continuous, since there will no longer be any
hindrance by the body [xov adbfictTOc;]. (VI. 9. 10. 1-4)

Here Plotinus argues that the reason of the transiency of henosis is due to embodiment.
Above all, it is not a proper explanation of how the One disappears, because he does not
explain how the human body breaks the state of perfect oneness in detail. In addition, he
does not provide any further explanation about the posthumous state. So we do not know
what the state of oneness after death will be like. In fact, Plotinus is totally indifferent to the
posthumous world, which is strikingly unusual compared to other religious traditions at his
time, even compared to Plato. Thus Plotinus' argument that the perfect oneness is maintained
after death cannot be taken as a complete or finished argument. Put simply, Plotinus does not
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know how the soul gets into and out of henosis.
In addition, Plotinus does not provide any further explanation about why the One has
a particular nature. In many places in the Enneads he comments on the particular nature of
the One, which can be known experientially. Yet he does not explain why the One has such
particular characteristics. He maintains:

But now, if these conclusions are correct, the movement upwards grasps the
good present in a particular nature [fev tyvaei xivi], and it is not the desire
that makes the good but there is desire because there is a good, and
something comes to those who possess it, and also pleasure in the possession.
(VI. 7. 27. 24-29)

In this regard, the particularity of the One's nature is also a totally given fact. Plotinus does
not explain at all for the features of the One, such as being infinite, eternal, and full of bliss.
For instance, why is the One in the state of bliss? Plotinus knows that it cannot be answered,
although it can be asked. Such-ness of the One is a mystery; therefore, Plotinus (or we)
cannot know. Put differently, we can perfectly know that we cannot know.
Furthermore, Plotinus also presents an interesting possibility concerning the
ignorance of the One, which is an unfamiliar idea in the western monotheistic tradition.31
How can an omniscient God be ignorant? Yet Plotinus claims:
In Hinduism, there are some perplexing comments regarding Brahman's ignorance and loneliness, even its
fears. For example: "Two things, knowledge and ignorance, are set down in the imperishable and infinite fort of
Brahman, where they lie hidden" (Svetasvatara Upanisad, 261). "That first being became afraid; therefore, one
becomes afraid when one is alone. Then he thought to himself: 'of what should I be afraid, when there is no one
but me?" (Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, 13). All quotations from Upanisads here come from Upanisads, trans.
Patrick Olivelle (Oxford University Press, New York, 1996). Taking the Brahman's widely accepted
omniscience and omnipotence into the consideration, the above remarks seem quite perplexing. Why do they
talk about Brahman's ignorance and even its fear and loneliness? If there really exists such things in Brahman,
first of all, what is the meaning of these seemingly humane characteristics and how can a human being know
those? Is it a projection of human fear and loneliness to transcendental reality? Or do human fear and loneliness
originate from the transcendental reality?
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But what is "beyond being" [exteKeivoc ovaiac, bv xi\ must be beyond
thinking [xov voeiv btEKeiva]; it is not then absurd [ocxcmov] if he [the
One] does not know himself [ei (if] oiSev econov]; for he has nothing in
himself that he can learn about [6 u.60r]], since he is one [eiq &v]. (V. 6. 6.
30-33)32

At first glance, the quotation seems to emphasize the difference between human thinking and
the One's superior form of awareness. Yet if we connect Plotinus' comment that the One is
not created with the above-mentioned quotation, a perplexing question arises. If the One is in
an immediate self-awareness in perfect oneness, the One surely cannot know himself as
Plotinus argues. Put differently, there is nothing in himself to be known because the One is in
perfect oneness without any division or distinction in itself. Thus there is no possibility of
dualistic knowledge based on subject and object. Then what about the particular nature of the
One? Can the One know why it has a particular nature, such as being blissful? Furthermore,
can the One explain and know the reason for its existence at any rate?33 Plotinus does not
develop the idea further, and he claims that there is a point at which every question should be
stopped:

If then there is nothing before him, but he is the first [npOKoq], one must stop
here and say nothing more about him [(xeSsv exi 7iepi ainov Xeyeiv], but
enquire how the things after him came to be, but not how this did, because it

bXX kniKexva obaiac, bv ii KCU %OV voeiv erceKeiva eivou. ovTOIVUVol>5 eKeivo caorcov, e't \xr\ oiSev
eoan6v. ob ybp k%ei nap eainqj o lib&r\, eic, cbv (V. 6. 6. 30-33).
33
Maria Luisa Gatti also claims, "Plotinus has formulated another exceedingly difficult questions that no one
of the Greek philosophers had ever posed before: why does the One exist and why is it what it is? One notes
that posing this question means to put in question the Absolute itself, asking, so to speak, for the why of the first
principle of all." See "Plotinus: The Platonic tradition and the foundation of Neoplatonism" in The Cambridge
Companion to Plotinus, 10-37, 28.
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really did not come to be. (VI. 8. 10. 18-21)

Plotinus' claim implies that we arrive at perfect knowledge of perfect ignorance. We
perfectly know that we cannot go further. In this way, we can find that the Plotinian One also
might possess a seed of paradoxical knowledge of ignorance. We come to know completely
that the question cannot be answered; therefore we should stop here. But strangely and
incredibly, we can still ask the question repeatedly, although we know that we cannot go
further. The perfect acknowledgement of perfect ignorance about the existence of the One
with a particular nature is no doubt other mystery to Plotinus, which causes a sense of
amazement, perplexity and wonder. Plotinus implies the wonder about those mysteries in the
Enneads, especially when he realizes his total ignorance about the One and henosis.

[B]ut we run round it [the One] outside, in a way, and want to explain our
own experience of it, sometimes near [eyyuq] it and sometimes falling away
[cOTOTtimovrat;] in our perplexities [catop'uxic;] about it. (VI. 9. 3. 53-55)

But if you grasp it [the One] by taking away being from it, you will be filled
with wonder [Gavuxx fe^eiq]. (III. 8. 10. 31-32)

The man who has not seen it may desire it as good, but he who has seen it
glories in its beauty and is full of wonder [Occupoix;] and delight [r)5ovf)<;],
enduring a shock which causes no hurt, loving with true passion [epdv
cxA/nOfj epcoxa] and piercing longing [ndGcuq]; (I. 6. 7. 14-18)

It is really a wonder [Oocuuxx] how he is present without having come, and
how, though he is nowhere, there is nowhere where he is not. One can,
certainly, be surprised in this way at the first moment, but one who knows
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would be surprised if the opposite was true; but, rather, the opposite could
not even happen for one to be surprised at. (V. 5. 8. 23-28)

[T]he soul also which was able turned to it and, when it knew and saw,
rejoiced in the vision and, in so far as it was able to see, was utterly amazed
[kSenMcm]. (VI. 7. 31.6-8)

Due to this ignorance, wonder, and amazement, Plotinianism can never be a completed
system. Rather it is an on-going effort of wondering about the mystery. Plotinus perfectly
knows that certain questions concerning the One and the Plotinian henosis can never be fully
answered. Thus he arrived at the perfect knowledge of perfect unknowability, which is
confirmed experientially. Plotinus cannot help being amazed and wondering at this
paradoxical no-knowledge. In this respect, the interpretation (philosophical articulation)
never fully consumes the mystery of experience {henosis). Plotinus knew this so well.
Put simply, the given-ness of henosis and the particular nature and the reality of the
One should be accepted. Although the given-ness may be an object of eternal inquiry, henosis
let Plotinus realize that the given-ness can never be fully understood by us. If we take his
claim of ignorance in the Enneads more seriously, we come to know that his philosophy is
his never-ending effort to investigate his experience. In this regard, Plotinianism is not a
completed system specifically aimed at henosis, but it is his unfinished attempt to understand
and articulate it, including his first spontaneous experience of the One.
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E. Radical Individualism in the Life of Plotinus
Plotinus' radical individualism is also well represented in the various aspects of his life.34
Let us look at his community first. After Plotinus failed to travel to India to study the
philosophy of the East, he went to Rome and made a community in which he taught
philosophy.35 As Plotinus became more popular in Rome, his community grew.36 Even the
emperor Gallienus and his wife Salonina visited Plotinus.

Although Plotinus is clear that

his mystical philosophy was not an expression of public or civic religion, many religious
communities met in private homes during this period, so we can easily see Plotinus'
community as a non-traditional religious one.
First of all, attendance at the meeting, which was usually hosted in the house of a
lady where Plotinus lived, was not limited. The meeting was "open to anyone who wished to
come," and "there were women, too, who were greatly devoted to philosophy" including
Gemina, in whose house Plotinus lived, and Amphiclea, who later married Ariston, son of
"2 Q

Iamblichus.

There is an interesting story showing the free participation in the meeting.

Amelius hired a painter to draw a portrait of Plotinus against Plotinus' will. And the painter
attended the class for a while without being noticed by Plotinus at all:
In view of his [Plotinus'] denial and refusal for this reason to sit, Amelius,
who had a friend, Carterius, the best painter of the time, brought him in to
attend the meetings of the school - they were open to anyone who wished to
come, and accustomed him by progressive study to derive increasingly
34

Refer to his well-know expression of the "the passing of solitary to solitary" (Stephen MacKenna) or "escape
in solitude to the solitary" (A. H. Armstrong) (VI. 9. 11. 51).
35
The Life ofPlotinus. 3.17-24.
36
According to Porphyry, the Emperor Gallienus and his wife Salonina also took part in Plotinus' gathering
(The Life of Plotinus. 12. 1-3). In addition, many members of senate also attended the meeting (The Life of
Plotinus. 7. 28-46). Thus we can guess the popularity of Plotinus in Rome.
37
The Life of Plotinus. 12. 1-3.
38
The Life of Plotinus. 9. 1-4.
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striking mental pictures of what he saw. Then Carterius drew a likeness of
the impression that remained in his memory. (The Life ofPlotinus. 1. 10-18)

The episode implies that the community differs from a traditional mystery cult or religious
institution in terms of its membership. Anyone can attend freely without receiving much
attention. Furthermore, the meetings had a strong academic character. Porphyry reports how
the meetings went:

In the meetings [xcac, cuvowiaiq] of the school he [Plotinus] used to have
the commentaries [xa imou-vfifxara] read, perhaps of Severus, perhaps of
Cronius or Numenius or Gaius or Atticus, and among the Peripatetics of
Aspasius, Alexander, Adrastus, and others that were available. But he did not
speak straight out of these books but took a distinctive personal line in his
consideration, and brought the mind of Ammonius [xbv ' Au.u.oovio'U vow]
to bear on the investigations at hand. (The Life ofPlotinus. 14. 10-17)

Thus it was more like an academic community pursuing philosophical and mystical
investigations. Porphyry also mentions the correspondence between Plotinus and the
Academy in Athene, which testifies to the academic characteristic ofPlotinus' community
more clearly:

Eubulus, the Platonic Successor wrote to him [Plotinus] from Athens and
sent treatises on some Platonic questions. Plotinus had them given to me,
Porphyry, with instructions to consider them and submit my notes on them
to him. (The Life ofPlotinus. 15. 18-22)

Yet the community cannot be regarded as a professional educational institution for
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professional philosophical study.39 Even Porphyry, one of Plotinus' major disciples, felt
unhappiness about the disorderliness of the class and his teacher's spirit of laissez-faire:

Since he [Plotinus] encouraged his students to ask questions, the course was
lacking in order [axa^iac, n;A,f]pr|<;] and there was a great deal of pointless
chatter [7toA.A/fj<; tyXvapiac], as Amelius told us. (The Life of Plotinus. 3. 3639)

[H]is [Plotinus] lectures were like conversations [bui^owt], and he was not
quick to make clear to anybody the compelling logical coherence of his
discourse. (The Life of Plotinus. 18. 6-8)

Porphyry frankly admits that Plotinus was not a wonderful lecturer and criticizes the
disorderliness of his teacher's class. Of course, Porphyry praises Plotinus for "adequate
command of language and the greatest power of discovering and considering what was
relevant to the subject in hand."

Thus Porphyry's dissatisfaction is rather focused on the

seemingly meaningless chatting caused by some participants who were not serious students.
Accordingly, we can call Plotinus' community a loosely organized academic gathering and
his style of pedagogy was spontaneous or casual.
The community also lacked a traditional or public religious tint. According to
Porphyry, there were no initiatory rituals, no theurgy, and no religious sacrifices.41 Of course,
39

Yet, as A. H. Armstrong rightly points out, the community of Plotinus did not last long after his death.
Armstrong maintains, "It [the circle of Plotinus] had never been a formally organized philosophical school; its
existence depended entirely on Plotinus himself, and on his retirement and death it dissolved without any
possibility of re-forming." "Life: Plotinus and the Religion and Superstition of his Time," in The Cambridge
History of Hellenistic Philosophy, ed. Keimpe Algra (London: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 95-268, 215.
40
The Life of Plotinus. 13. 1-4.
41
Yet, according to Porphyry, Plotinus gives sacrifices on the birthdays of Plato and Socrates: "he [Plotinus]
sacrificed [Gticov] and entertained his friends on the traditional birthdays of Plato and Socrates; on these
occasions those of his friends who were capable of it had to read a discourse before the assembled company"
(The Life of Plotinus. 2. 40-44). The sacrifices happened only twice in a year, thus it is hard to think that the
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in terms of sharing the texts of Plotinus, Plotinus strictly controlled the copying and
distribution of his treatises.42 Yet Porphyry never explicitly mentions or implies the
existence of a religious inner circle or the secret knowledge of religious rituals or practices.
At the same time, there is no record implying that Plotinus belonged to a religious tradition
or mystery cult, except for the school of Ammonius.
However, Plotinus did not prevent Amelius, a faithful disciple who stayed with him
for twenty-four years, from taking part in popular religious rituals, although he did not like to
perform these rituals by himself.43 Porphyry writes:

When Amelius became fond of sacrifices [xoc'iepa] and took to going round
visiting the temples on the new moons [Kaxavov[ir\vi(w] and the feast-days
[xocsopTOt;] and once asked if he could take Plotinus along, Plotinus said,
"They ought to come to me, not I to them." What he meant by this exalted
utterance we could not understand and did not dare to ask. (The Life of
Plotinus.10. 33-37)

Porphyry's report testifies to Plotinus' incorporation and transcendence of traditional ritual
and religious practices. Put simply, although Plotinianism is full of mystical doctrines,
Plotinus was not closely connected with any specific traditional or institutional religion in his
own time. In this regard, Plotinus was far from a charismatic religious leader like Pythagoras,
and his community was interestingly neither academic nor religious in the traditional sense,
despite its undeniable mystical aim and religious character.
Plotinus' writing style was also far from the systematic. At first, Plotinus did not write
sacrifice was one of the major purposes of Plotinus' community.
42
Porphyry reports, "I [Porphyry] also discovered that few people had received copies of them. The issuing of
copies was still a difficult and anxious business, not at all simple and easy; those who received them were most
carefully scrutinized" (The Life of Plotinus. 4. 14-17).
43
The Life of Plotinus. 3. 39-41.
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at all. Then he started to write when he was fifty years old.44 For the next ten years he wrote
twenty-one treatises. While Porphyry stayed with Plotinus for six years, Plotinus wrote
another twenty-four treatises.45 And finally, when Porphyry was in Sicily, Plotinus sent his
last nine treatises.46 So in all, the number of treatises written by Plotinus comes to forty47

five.

Later, Porphyry divided some long treatises into parts to make the ideal number of

treatises (fifty-four). Although Plotinus wrote much, he started "to write on the subjects that
came up in the meetings of the school,"

which means that he did not have any deliberate

writing plan.49 His writing was also rather spontaneous in terms of topics and writing style.
Porphyry reports:
When Plotinus had written anything, he could never bear to go over it twice
[Sic;]; even to read it through once was too much for him, as his eyesight did
not serve him well for reading. In writing he did not form the letters with
any regard to appearance or divide his syllables correctly, and he paid no
attention to spelling. He was wholly concerned with thought; and, which
surprised us all, he went on in this way right up to the end. He worked out
his train of thought from the beginning to the end in his own mind, and then,
when he wrote it down, since he had set it all in order in his mind, he wrote
continuously as if he was copying from a book. (The Life of Plotinus. 8. 112)

What is the reason for the significant role of spontaneity in his lectures and writing and his
relative indifference to traditional religion? How could Plotinus develop such an
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of Plotinus. 4.11-13.
of Plotinus. 5. 59-61.
of Plotinus. 6. 1-18.
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individualistic mystical philosophy, which is quite uncommon in the history of religious
thought?
Plotinus' individualistic tendency paradoxically leads to his claim of radical (or
absolute) universalism. For Plotinus, every human soul has the innate capacity of henosis,
and the capacity should be practiced and realized individually. In this regard, we have a
universal capacity as well as the some responsibility, although everyone cannot realize it.
And the only method for henosis is through the individual effort of philosophical and moral
purification, of course except for "a happy pull of Athene." Therefore there is no space for
special practices guaranteeing a shortcut for henosis in Plotinianism.50 The Plotinian method
for henosis is thus both radically individual and paradoxically universal.
The spirit of his radical mystical individualism, which is yet radically universal, is
well testifies in Plotinus' attack against the Gnostics.51 His refutation against the Gnostics is
focused on their claim of the privileged position of their doctrines and their community. As a
champion of radical universal individualism, the privilege of a certain group is unacceptable.
He attacks in a cynical tone:

Then, another point, what piety is there in denying that providence extends to
this world and to anything and everything? And how are they consistent with
themselves in this denial? For they say that God does care providentially for
them [abxow Ttpovoelv aft uovoov], and them alone. Did he care for them only

50

E. R. Dodds maintains, "The technique of attainment is not for him physiological or magical, but intellectual.
He prescribes no breathing exercises, no navel-brooding, no hypnotic repetition of sacred syllables." In this
regard, Plotinus is a faithful follower of "the discipline of Hellenic rationalism" ("Tradition and Personal
Achievement in the Philosophy of Plotinus," 7.).
51
According to Porphyry, Plotinus wrote one long treatise to refute the Gnostics. Porphyry divided it into four
smaller treatises: III. 8. On Contemplation: ITepi Gecop'taq; V. 8. On the Intelligible Beauty: riepi iox> VOTITCU
K6$AOC;; V. 5. On Intellect, and That the Intelligible are not outside the Intellect and On the Good: Ilepi vov
Kod oti oi)K e%co iox> vov TCC voryxcx KOU Ttepi tayaGov; and II. 9. Against the Gnostics: npbq IOVC,
rvcocra,Ko\)Q.
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when they were in the higher world, or does he care for them only when they
are here, too? If he cared for them when they were there, how did they come
here? But if he cares for them here, why are they here still? And how is it
possible that God is not here too? (II. 9. 16. 15-20)

Specifically, his last comment cynically criticizes their negative view against the material
world. At the same time, Plotinus attacks the Gnostics' claim of doctrinal superiority. For
Plotinus, ancient philosophers found the universal truth, although the truth should be
interpreted and investigated further individually. Plato is one of the wise men who found the
Truth. As a self-claimed faithful follower of Plato, Plotinus is frustrated by the Gnostics'
claim of doctrinal superiority over Plato:

And in general they falsify Plato's account [TO; 56^aq xov avSpbq] of the
manner of the creation [of this world] [xov xpbnov xr\q Sruxiovpyiaq], and a
great deal else, and degrade the great man's teachings as if they had understood
the intelligible nature, but he and the other blessed philosophers [TOW aX.X,cov
xcov (xaKapioov oa'Spoou] had not. (II. 9. 6. 24-29)

Of course, we cannot accept Plotinus' refutation against the Gnostics at face value.
Compared to his total indifference to Christianity and other religious traditions in his time,
his cynical and passionate criticism against the Gnostics rather implies that he thinks the
doctrines of the Gnostics are worthy of attention.52 In fact, Plotinus does not comment on
52

Hans Jonas emphasizes the similarities between Plotinus and Gnostics. He maintains, "the very proximity in
basic conception explains the strength of feeling which his polemic displays: it is the protest against a caricature
of his own cause" ("The Soul in Gnosticism and Plotinus," in Le Neoplatonisme [Paris: CNRS, 1971]. 41.). On
the other hand, A. H. Armstrong emphasizes the difference between both systems. See his article, "Dualism:
Platonic, Gnostic and Christian," in Neoplatonism and Gnosticism, ed. R. T. Wallis (Albany: SUNY Press,
1992): 33-54, 45. For more information about the relationship between Plotinus and Gnosticism, see Kevin
Corrigan, "The Course of Plotinian Scholarship from 1971 to 1986," especially 584-587. He summarizes the
history of research on the relationship. See also Neoplatonism and Gnosticism, ed. R. T. Wallis (Albany: SUNY
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other religious traditions at all, which is also different from later Neoplatonists. In this regard,
Plotinus is serious about Gnosticism at least. The important point is that his refutation against
the Gnostics is firmly based on his radical mystical individualism, which is also radically
universal in terms of doctrine and practices.
Again, how can he develop such a radical mystical individualism and an uncommon
independence from any religious traditions while exposing his mystical philosophy? And
how can he have had such an uncommon free spirit of inquiry? To those questions, my
assumption of his first spontaneous henosis can provide a better angle. I strongly argue that
Plotinus had his first henosis in a non-religious context, which implies that a person does not
need to have any serious religious or philosophical interpretative framework to experience
the One. "A happy pull of Athene" happened to Plotinus, and it shocked and amazed him
because it occurred in a non-religious context. Consequently, he desired to understand his
experience desperately, and he thought about philosophers who were regarded as wise people.
He was seeking a philosopher who could teach him about "a happy pull." So he completely
understood what he was looking for. And he found Ammonius. Through the process of
studying, he developed a mystical philosophy that was motivated and firmly based on his
own henosis. Logically, his philosophy came to be relatively independent from the religious
traditions of his time. It is no wonder that Plotinus regarded the ancient philosophy of
Heraclitus, Empedocles, Pythagoras, and Plato as individual attempts to understand henosis
and its relation to this world. Yet Plotinus knew well that human efforts could never be
completed. Interpretative attempts cannot fully articulate the mystery of henosis. Thus, for
Plotinus, interpretation is no doubt secondary to experience. Especially "a happy pull of
Athene" is a total mystery to Plotinus. Thus he kept silent about it. In this regard, an
Press, 1992).
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experiential reading of the Enneads testifies that Plotinianism is no other than his lifelong
attempt to understand his first henosis, and he knew that his effort could not be completed.
Is it really possible that Plotinus had his first henosis in a non-religious context? Did
Athene really pull Plotinus by his hair? In other words, can a religious or mystical experience
occur to a person who does not have any previous knowledge of it? In the next section, I will
deal with spontaneous religious experiences in secular contexts in modern times.

II. Modern Research of Spontaneous Religious Experience
The modern study of spontaneous religious experience strongly supports my assumption of
Plotinus' first unexpected henosis. Thus we can say that "a happy pull of Athene" still
happens.

A. Modern Cases of Spontaneous Mystical Experience
Nona Coxhead divides mystical experience into two kinds: the spontaneous experience and
the induced experience. She focuses on spontaneous mystical experience, "which is simply
'triggered-off in some completely unexpected and involuntary way," according to her. On
the other hand, the induced type means the one "induced by some means, such as meditation
of various kinds, drugs, fasting, dervish dancing, fervent prayer, etc."53
In addition to those two types, Coxhead adds another category of "pursued or
unpursued," which depends on whether someone has previous knowledge or not.54 If we
apply her categorization, Plotinus' first henosis belongs to an unpursued, spontaneous type of
33

Nona Coxhead, The Relevance of Bliss: A Contemporary Exploration of Mystic Experience (New York: St.
Martin's Press, 1985), 4.
54
Ibid., 28.
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experience. Yet she does not include the dimension of introvertive/extrovertive in her
categorization, so she deals with both types of spontaneous mystical experience in her book.
Here I will concentrate on the introvertive, spontaneous type of mystical experience. So
nature mysticism, which is defined as a unitive experience with nature (an extrovertive type),
is not my major concern.
In modern secularized society, common people report their unexpected (thus
unpursued) and spontaneous mystical experience. Their vivid reports of uncommon
experiences have attracted the attention of some scholars. Alister Hardy is one such scholar.
He started his research in the sixties, and he later founded the Religious Experience Research
Center (RERC). RERC collected the reports of common people's religious experience, which
comprised over six thousands cases.55 I take my two cases filed by RERC from Jordan
Paper's book, The Mystic Experience: A Descriptive and Comparative Analysis.
The first one (I will refer to this report as Report 1) is from a British woman who
reported an experience that happened thirty years before her report:

One day I had an experience, which I did not understand, and will never
forget. After lunch I sat at my husband's desk, & saw that he had been
doodling on the blotter a tangled mess! I thought it expressed all the
difficulties he was experiencing. Can you imagine, the doodling moved, and
formed the word "escape"! This was astonishing enough but then "Escape"
became an eye, a living luminous eye, which expanded. It was magnetic. It
became more and more brilliant as it became larger, until there was nothing
but the most unimaginably brilliant living white light, expanded to infinity. I
55

For a detailed summary of mystical experience and collection of typical reports by RERC, see Meg Maxwell
and Verena Tschudin, Seeing The Invisible: Modern Religious and Other Transcendent Experiences (New York:
Arkana, 1990). It contains many interesting reports of religious experience by common people. Concerning
Alister Hardy and his research, see David Hay, Something There: The Biology of the Human Spirit (West
Conshohocken: Templeton Foundation Press, 2007).
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was absorbed into this. You may not be able to believe or

understand-I

don't understand it myself, because it is a unique experience, which I can't
share with anyone I have met, but I know with the same knowing I have
describe before [she earlier in the letter describes other experiences], that I
was absorbed into this wonderful living light, and at this moment I felt the
greatest emotion of joy I have ever felt in my life. I lost my physical self and
became one with this extraordinary expanding universe of light. I felt very
strong and thrilling vibrations that seemed to have no beginning or end but I
seemed to stretch out to infinity. Suddenly a shock, which felt like all my
physical atoms coming together to form me again, I was back in this world
again. I felt uplifted, rejuvenated, and comforted. How can I ever forget this
wonderful experience? I know it. (Case no. 1277; italics mine)56

The report is interesting in many ways. Above all, she declares that her experience is not
easy to understand even for herself, which implies that she did not have any previous
knowledge of it, thus she did not pursue it intentionally. In addition, the uniqueness of the
experience perplexed her, although it gave her positive emotions such as incredible joy. She
explains how she became one with the infinite and "wonderful living light." Thus her
experience is of the introvertive and blissful type.
Furthermore, she reports coming back to this world out of the blissful state of oneness
suddenly. She was totally passive during the whole process of the experience. And she
emphasizes the noetic quality too: she knew something that she will never forget. When the
experience occurred to her, she could not understand what it was, yet as a form of knowledge
it left an unforgettable mark. I also want to emphasize that she did not use any religious
terms, such as God, grace, the divine, etc, which implies that she did not have any religious
interpretative framework when she had the experience.
56
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The next case (Report 2) comes from an Irish-American woman. She reported an
experience that occurred sixteen years ago, when she was twenty-one:

Still discussing and questioning [she had rejected her strict Catholic
background and "swung to atheism," but still retained an interest in religion]
walking alone, stood on cliff edge thinking and suddenly it happened. From
green cliffs, sun, sea, sounds to a sort of suspension of time and place in
which I felt most positively everything is alright, it is unity. I wasn't thinking.
I wasn't seeing or physically feeling. Rather it was an awareness and oddly I
felt, I'm not sure whether then or later, that I was no longer on the cliff but
projected out into a grey no time which was a fullness of being. I was part of
it.. .All I know at the time, and knew as I have never known before or since
was unity. It wasn't me being aware I knew something. It was me being
"knowing" is slightly ambiguous. I neither knew about nor knew that
something was the case. By "know" I mean I experienced directly the unity.
Afterwards I felt fantastically marvelous. I felt like shouting out, it's alright,
no need to worry, everything is fine.57 (Case no. 1441)

This report also deals with a spontaneous, unpursued, and introvertive mystical experience
that happened suddenly. She writes about an obvious noetic quality of oneness, about which
she is both affirmative and wondering. Similarly, this woman also does not employ any
specific religious terms to describe the experience, although she had an interest in religion.
My next case (Report 3) is from Claire Myers Owens.58 Later she wrote a book

57

Ibid., 19-20.
It is hard to regard her as a common person. Yet, when she had the experience she was not famous and
mysticism was not her main concern. There are also similar cases such as Richard Maurice Bucke and Arthur
Koestler. Bucke, a Canadian medical doctor, also had a spontaneous mystical experience in 1872, when he was
36 years old. Later he wrote one of the classic books in the study of mysticism, Cosmic Consciousness: A Study
in the Evolution of the Human Mind (Secaucus, N. J.: Citadel Press, 1961), 8. And his experience was also
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reconfirmed proof of Euclid' premise that the number of prime numbers is infinite. See his book, The Invisible
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Awakening to the Good to deal with her various ecstatic experiences. Yet when she had the
experience, she did not have any previous knowledge about that. The experience took place
when she was sitting at her desk:

Then the most incredible thing happened - the most frightening, beautiful,
important experience of my entire life. I understood absolutely nothing of its
meaning at the time.. .One morning I was writing at my desk in the quiet
writing room of our quiet house in Connecticut. Suddenly everything within
my sight vanished right away. No longer did I see my body, the furniture in
the room, the white rain slating across the windows. No longer was I aware
of where I was, the day or hour. Time and space ceased to exist.. .Suddenly
the entire room was filled with a great golden light, the whole world was
filled with nothing but light. There was nothing anywhere except this
effulgent light and my own small kernel of the self. The ordinary "I" ceased
to exist. Nothing of me remained but a mere nugget of consciousness. It felt
as if some vast transcendent force was invading me without my volition, as
if all the immanent good lying latent within me began to pour forth in a
stream, to form a moving circle with the universal principle. Myself began to
dissolve into the light that was like a great golden all-pervasive fog.. ,59

She claims that she knew "absolutely nothing" about the experience. And at the same time,
she reported typical characteristics of introvertive mystical experience. There was no sense
of time and space at the moment. She also writes about the dissolution of the ordinary "I,"
the passivity of the experience, the blissful aspect, and the undeniable noetic quality. Put
simply, the report contains almost everything that I have argued in my dissertation.
Writing (London: Collins with Hamish Hamilton, 1954), 350-352.
The quotation is from Coxhead's book, The Relevance of Bliss, 34-35. For more detailed description, refer to
Claire Myers Owens, Awakening to the Good - Psychological or religious: An Autobiographical Inquiry
(Boston: Christopher Publishing House, 1958), 41-47, 74-76. Later she became a famous writer and practitioner
of Zen Buddhism. She also had friendships with the humanistic and transpersonal psychologists, such as
Abraham Maslow, Aldous Huxley, and Charles T. Tart.
59
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Let us look at one more case. This case deals with a spontaneous and unpursued
extrovertive experience. Interestingly, Antoon Geels wrote about his friend's spontaneous
experience in an academic article.60 Yet it is a good example that testifies to the relationship
between experience and its interpretation. Geels writes about the experience of his friend
(Report 4):

One of my colleagues told me that he spent many hours and days in nature,
equipped with binoculars and a notebook. During this time of observation he
frequently had a sense of unity with nature, intense feelings of absorption, of
being part of a lager whole. At that time he did not give it much thought. A
few years later, when he started to study religion, he came across The
Varieties of Religious Experience, the famous classic by William James.
Then he understood that his experiences were not all that common.
Moreover, he gained a language with which he could interpret his
experiences retrospectively.61

Although this case deals with extrovertive mystical experience, it is interesting in many ways.
First of all, according to Geels, his colleague did not have any interpretive framework or any
previous knowledge, although the experience occurred to him frequently, so he could not
understand what it was. However, his colleague could remember clearly a sense of unity and
an intense feeling of absorption, which is undeniably noetic. Interestingly, later his friend

60
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came to understand the meaning of his experience through the study of religion, more
specifically through William James. We are not sure why he started the study of religion, but
it no doubt helped his understanding of his own experience. Finally, he came to have an
interpretative framework with which he could express and understand the meaning of his
experience. His case clearly shows that some sort of human experiences are possible without
any previous knowledge or interpretative framework.
The above cases testify that reporters did not know what they experienced when it
happened, yet report 2 is unclear. The experiences were not pursued, and it occurred
spontaneously and unexpectedly. In addition, the experiences possess obvious noetic
qualities, such as oneness, bliss, a sense of infinity, etc. Put simply, they experienced a
distinctive state of consciousness, which functioned as a legitimate and undeniable
epistemological ground for them: the experiences provided them with an unforgettable
memory of the uncommon state. Due to the unexpectedness and their ignorance of the
experience, they became perplexed and amazed. Accordingly they thought about their
experience and tried to understand it afterwards. In Plotinian terms, the noetic quality of the
experience was contemplated after they fell from the state of oneness. Thus they also tried to
bridge the gap between the state of oneness and the normal state of consciousness.
These cases clearly imply that they needed some interpretative framework in order to
understand the meaning of their own experiences. Put simply, their cases support my
argument that experience needs interpretation, not vice versa. So we can see an obvious gap
between experience and interpretation in those spontaneous and unpursued mystical
experiences that occurred in a secular context. Accordingly, their wonder, amazement,
perplexity, fear (Report 3), and frustration (because they cannot understand, explain, and
share their experience properly) are natural responses that are neither taught nor culturally

indoctrinated. Here complete constructivism completely fails.
However, we can also note that the responses of the reporters are decided by context.
The responses will differ according to their personal characters and their situations. We can
easily assume that if someone has an interpretative framework and pursues the experience,
the response will be more positive and stable. No doubt, s/he will use the framework to
understand and express the experience. And the framework will also influence the attitude of
sharing it. If the interpretative framework (or their religious tradition) is hostile to the
religious experience, the experiencer may be reluctant to report and share it with others, and
vice versa.
In a similar vein, if someone does not have any interpretative framework, there will
be more unpredictability in terms of one's response; the response will show a great diversity
according to each individual's context. Due to the intensity and uncommonness of the
experience, a person may try to understand it. Yet the success will also be decided by one's
context. In the process, everything can be a tool for approaching the experience, such as
philosophy, religion, the arts, even the comparative study of religion (Report 4). We can
guess that if the experiencer in Report 4 was not familiar with religious studies, he might
have less chance to recognize his experience. It again depends on context. In this regard, the
responses of the experiencers with little or no interpretative framework may be more
negative. There is even a possibility that the experience might be a completely private secret
to the last moment.62 Why not? Here contextualism (not constructivism) works completely.
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David Hay maintains, "In essence, they claimed to know by acquaintance something about reality that they
did not know before. Almost all of them were positive and appreciative about this dimension of experience...
We were therefore very struck by the fact that as many as 40 per cent of our [Alister Hardy & David Hay]
informants in the 1985 study said that before confiding in us, they had never told anyone at all about their
experience; not even someone as intimate as another family member or partner. Even those who had spoken
admitted that they had been pretty shamefaced about it... when we asked about their reluctance, everyone
without exception said they feared being labeled either stupid or mad," Something There: The Biology of the
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Geels defines the gap between experience and interpretation as a "consequential
dimension" of mysticism. In other words, "experience can be interpreted instantly or
retrospectively, sometimes years later; and interpretations can be put into a religious or a
profane frame of reference."63 Furthermore, Geels rightly points out that the consequential
dimension is "neglected" by scholars in the comparative study of religion despite its
significance.64 The research of "consequential dimension" confirms that there is no
necessary mechanical cause and effect connection between interpretation and experience.
Scholars with the complete constructivistic views neglect the consequential
dimension. They suppose a quasi-mechanical, thus complete, connection between
interpretation and experience. They argue that the interpretative framework totally constructs
the experience itself; therefore without the interpretative framework there is no experience.
From a complete constructivistic view, the above reports would be the result of delusion, or
forgery. Put simply, the spontaneous, unpursued mystical experience in a secular context is
not possible for complete constructivism. I will criticize their claim fully in the next chapter.
Here I just want to emphasize the significance of spontaneous mystical experience in a
modern secular context for the study of human religiosity. Geels maintains:

[T]he best way to study the complex relation between mystical experience
and interpretation is to study persons now living. The results gained in such
studies can possibly shed new light on historical data.65

This is what I am trying to argue in this part: to apply the knowledge of the modern research
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of religious experience to the analysis of the Enneads (historical texts). 6

B. Comparison between Modern Cases and That of Plotinus
There are many similarities between the above reports and Plotinus' articulation of his
henosis. The similarities, I believe, imply that Plotinus' relative indifference to the traditional
religions of his time and his unusual faithfulness to his own experience are caused by his first
spontaneous henosis occurring in a non-religious context. Let us look at the similarities.
First of all, we can easily recognize the similarity in terms of noetic quality. All the
reporters write about the noetic quality gained through the experience. They try to explain
the uncommon experiential knowledge in their reports. The American woman in Report 2
explicitly claims, "I neither knew about nor knew that something was the case. By 'know' I
mean I experienced directly the unity." The knowledge is experiential and intuitive; thus it is
not the result of discursive or logical reasoning, as exactly Plotinus argues. All of them
maintain that they are perplexed by the uniqueness of the knowledge, and they claim
different epistemological modes. As for noetic quality, they provide a sense of unity, bliss,
and transcendence of time and space, which is also similar with the Plotinian henosis. They
also report an unusual degree of wonder and amazement caused by the knowledge.
Second, they all report the passivity or the suddenness of their experience. The
experience abruptly started and ended. They did not control the process, thus it was regarded
as given to them. As I explain in chapter two, passivity or given-ness is one of the most
crucial aspects of the Plotinian henosis. For instance, Claire Myers Owens reports, "It felt as
if some vast transcendent force was invading me without my volition, as if all the immanent
66

Steven L. David also takes a similar approach to historical texts. He argues that the biblical record of healing
by Jesus might be shamanisitc healing, which still happens all around the world. See his book, Jesus The
Healer: Possession, Trance, and the Origins of Christianity (London: SCM Press, 1995).
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good lying latent within me began to pour forth in a stream, to form a moving circle with the
universal principle." This is very similar to Plotinus' claim of the sudden appearing of the
One from the depths of the human soul.
In addition, their experiences do not accompany any sense perception, with the
exception of report 4. Some reporters (Report 1, 2) explain their experiences using the
metaphor of light; however, context tells that the light is not the object of physical perception.
Similarly, Plotinus uses the metaphor of light in order to describe the Plotinian henosis, but
he emphasizes repeatedly that there is no sense perception at all at the moment of henosis,,67
If we regard the vision of light as a normal sense perception, their claim of perfect unity
beyond physicality and dissolution of the physical self will not be possible. Thus it is inner
light for inner perception.
Third, there is another similarity in terms of the consequential dimension. None of
them could forget the experience due to its uncommon emotional and noetic quality. Their
experiences influenced their lives in different ways, but left deep marks on them. In this
regard, their experience was to be interpreted and understood by them, like a text
unexpectedly given. However, the hermeneutical task is challenging. Above all, they had to
find out the interpretative framework to read this graced text. And due to the ineffability,
rarity, and uncommonness of the experience, sharing their experience with others was
difficult. That is why they also report negative emotions such as pain, frustration, and fear.
As Amy Hollywood argues, mystical experience can even be a trauma for experiencers and
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See I. 6, 9. 2-24, IV. 8. 4. 1-6, V. 3. 17. 25-30, V. 5. 7. 30-36, VI. 9. 4. 17-30, VI. 7. 22. 6-20, VI. 7. 36. 1524. Yet Plotinus also recognizes the possibility of misunderstanding while using the visual terms. Thus he
prefers to the term of physical touch, which implies more direct contact than visual perception. Plotinus sensed
that there is an inevitable distance in the case of visual perception compared to sense of touch. For more
information on the significant role of light in mystical traditions, see The Presence of Light: Divine Radiance
and Religious Experience, ed. Matthew T. Kapstein (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2004).
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spontaneous ones can be more traumatic.

Here, the role of context, especially the existence

of an interpretative framework, emerges as an important factor in dealing with the negative
aspect. The knowledge of the experience is crucial in incorporating it into one's life.
Interestingly, the emotional frustration may develop into a strong determination and
motivation to understand their experiences as some of the above-quoted reports show.
Now let us apply these insights to the case of Plotinus. We know almost nothing
about his earlier life before he started the study of philosophy. Yet at least we can be sure that
after he started the study of philosophy, the course of his later life changed drastically. He
stayed with Ammonius for eleven full years, and he even tried to travel to India for
philosophical wisdom. Finally, he went to Rome and taught mystical philosophy for almost
thirty years. His sudden desire to study mystical philosophy, which he felt in his late twenties,
changed his life completely. Then something crucial suddenly happened to Plotinus, a novice
of philosophy, at that time. And that something forced him to search for a philosopher who
could teach mystical philosophy. If we suppose that the secret doctrine of Ammonius is the
knowledge of the divine, why did Plotinus want to learn it, which again became Plotinus'
crucial teaching in Rome? What is the reason for his strong motivation to study mystical
philosophy? More importantly, despite the danger of weakening his whole philosophical
system, why did Plotinus insert the puzzling comment about "a happy pull of Athene"?
Furthermore, how can he have such an unusual spirit of independence and indifference to
traditional religion and myth? What is the reason for his unprecedented radical mystical
individualism?
68

Amy Hollywood argues that mystical experience can be a traumatic experience, however, such trauma can
function as a source of new understanding. Further, such possibilities of interpretation can be found as a form of
discrepancy between the mystic's text and religious doctrine. See her book, Sensible Ecstasy: Mysticism, Sexual
Difference, and the Demands of History (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2001). See especially chap.
2, "Mysticism, Trauma, and Catastrophe in Angela of Foligno's Book and Bataille's A theological Summa."

Here we should remember his definition of philosophy again. For him, philosophy is
no other than the human effort to explain the relationship between two opposite worlds: the
transcendental world and the material world. And the realization of the existence of two
worlds starts with henosis. Thus I argue that "a happy pull of Athene" let Plotinus see the
transcendental dimension all of sudden. Shocked and amazed, he started to study philosophy
to bridge the gap between the two worlds. That something was his first unexpected henosis.
Nona Coxhead succinctly summarizes such an indiscriminate and uncontrollable
character of spontaneous mystical experience:

The spontaneous experience is one that simply happens, without warning, to
the 'deserving' or undeserving, to the believer or the agnostic or the atheist
alike, to the young or old, to the educated or uneducated man or woman of
any race, colour or walk of life, at any time, in any part of the world.69

In a similar vein, Jordan Paper claims, "but the mystic experience cannot be bought, cannot
be taught, cannot even be sought. It happens."70 I argue that it happened to Plotinus, too.

Coxhead, The Relevance of Bliss, 28; italics author's.
Paper, The Mystic Experience, 154.

Chapter Five
The Significance of Plotinus for the Comparative Study of Religion

In this chapter, I will discuss how my experiential reading of the Enneads contributes to the
comparative study of religion. Here, I will deal with the debate on the epistemological
validity of religious experience as well as the debate on the constructivism of religious
experience. I argue that a meticulous reading of the Enneads forces us to accept that the
Plotinian henosis not only can function as a valid epistemological ground, but also can
weaken the claim of complete constructivism. In addition, we can also acquire a
methodological insight for the comparative study of religious experience, that is to say, an
extended concept of human consciousness.

I. Epistemological Validity of Religious Experience

A. History of the Debate
The debate concerns the legitimacy of religious experience as an epistemological ground. It
is, in essence, a philosophical argument that is related to epistemology.1 Although there are
many different types of religious experience, those codified as "mystical" take a central
position in the debate - and more specifically, those of the introvertive kind.

' Jerome Gellman summarizes the debate well in his book, Mystical Experience of God (Burlington Publishing
Company, 2001). For more information concerning the history of the debate, see "Introduction," 1-16.
2
Among mystical experiences, scholars focus on the introvertive for several reasons. For instance, Gellman
makes a distinction between an "experience of God" and a "mystical experience of God." He argues that every
mystical experience of God, including the extrovertive ones, belong to the former, but not vice versa. Thus
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One group of scholars are in favor of the epistemological legitimacy of mystical
experience.3 For instance, William Wainwright emphasizes the similarity between mystical
experience and sense perception. Thus he argues that religious experience also has cognitive
validity.4 Richard Swinburne also accepts the cognitive validity of mystical experience. He
argues that the principle of credulity should be applied to the study of mystical experience,
which means that seemingly apparent cognitions are valid and innocent until proven guilty.5
Although William Alston also accepts the value of religious experience, he takes a
slightly different approach. He proposes a concept of "mystical perception," which he
regards as "putative direct experiential awareness of God,"6 and the notion of "doxastic
practice."7 His investigations tend to center on the relationship between religious practices
and mystical perception. For instance, as one of the valid "doxastic practices" that is socially
constructed, Christian mystical practices can produce an expected mystical experience. Thus
we can suppose a coherent correspondence between practices and mystical experience. In
this regard, mystical experience can be a legitimate source of epistemology, which is based
on consistent and reliable doxastic practice.
Yet Alston's argument is challenged by those who subscribe to the complete

Gellman argues that the debate should focus on the mystical experience of God (ibid., 7). Gellman proposes to
exclude sensory type of mystical experience (nature and extrovertive ones) for two reasons. First, "the seeing of
unusual visions and hearing unusual voices, mimicking sense perception" also might be "various forms of
mental illness." Second, "important mystics" claim the transcendence of God, especially in terms of God's nonsensory characteristics.
3
According to Jerome Gellman, several scholars such as William Alston, Carolyn Franks Davis, Jerome
Gellman, Richard Swinburne, William Wainwright, and Keith Yandell belong to this camp (Ibid., 1).
4
William Wainwright argues, "There are good, if not conclusive reasons, for believing that some mystical
experiences are veridical, and that the claims which are built into them are true" {Mysticism, A Study of its
Nature, Cognitive Value, and Moral Implications [Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1981], xiv-xv).
5
Richard Swinburne maintains, "I suggest that the overwhelming testimony of so many millions of people to
occasional experiences of God must, in the absence of counter-evidence of the kind analyzed, be taken as
tipping the balance of evidence decisively in favor of the existence of God" (Is there a God? [Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1996], 138).
6
William P. Alston, Perceiving God: The Epistemology of Religious Experience, 35.
7
Ibid., 6.
8
Ibid., see especially chap. 5, 184-225.
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constructivism perspective, which would contend that if there is a logical connection (causeeffect) between doxastic practices and experience as Alston argues, experience might be a
mere result of practices. Thus the legitimacy of mystical experience as an epistemological
ground of knowledge, especially knowledge about "ultimate reality," appears to be weakened
seriously. Complete constructivism seems to weaken the authority of mystical experience by
claiming that the only thing it is able to disclose are a variety of relative truths determined by
the theoretical frame of a particular religious tradition. However, for the three
aforementioned scholars, mystical experience is a legitimate epistemological ground.
In opposition to positive evaluations of the epistemological validity of mystical
experience, other scholars deny its cognitive validity.9 Wayne Proudfoot argues that mystical
experience is the result of socio-religious contexts; thus he supposes a causal relationship
between socio-religious context and mystical experience.1 Put simply, Proudfoot believes
that the context of religious doctrine, in conjunction with the expectations of the practitioner,
result in the construction of mystical experience. Thus it cannot function as a valid
epistemological ground for absolute reality. His argument is based on complete
constructivism, which I will deal with in the subsequent section.
On the other hand, in his discussion of mystical experience, Richard Gale focuses on
the aspects of what he calls cognitive procedure. According to him, there is a huge difference
between mystical experience and sense perception in terms of cognition. Thus the validity of
sense perception cannot be applied to mystical experience, as William Wainwright argues. As
an object of perception, the transcendental reality such as God and the One cannot be a valid

Evan Fales, Richard Gale, Michael Martin, and William Rowe have negative views on the epistemological
validity of mystical experience (Mystical Experience of God, 15, fh 3).
10
See Proudfoot, Religious Experience. See especially chap. 4, "Mysticism," 119-154.

object of perceptual experience, whether it is claimed to exist or not.

B. Epistemological Validity of the Plotinian Henosis
As I show in chapter two, an experiential reading of the Enneads testifies that the Plotinian
henosis functioned as an epistemological ground for Plotinus and his disciples. Furthermore,
I argue that the Enneads is arguably one of the best texts supporting the epistemological
validity of mystical experience in several ways.
First, Plotinus articulates the specific contents of knowledge only attainable through
henosis, such as identity, transcendence, self-sufficiency, pleasure, eternity, infinity, and
19

ultimacy.

Plotinus' autobiographical description and philosophical articulation about these

noetic qualities have a certain logical consistency and coherence, which cannot be easily
dismissed. He also provides a detailed and systematic explanation of the purification and the
contemplation process as specific practices for attaining henosis. His articulation of the
practices also has undeniable logical consistency. In this respect, as Alston argues, Plotinus
provides a "perceptual practice" by which we can gain mystical awareness. Put simply,
despite its mystical aspect, Plotinianism cannot be regarded as "a series of apprehensions,
flashes, based on feeling, denying the rational order," as Huntington Cairns argues.13
Perhaps to the disappointment of Cairns, Plotinianism belongs to the "products of critical
examination and logical clarification," which is Cairns' definition of philosophy.14 At the
II

See Richard Gale, On the Nature and Existence of God (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995).
See chap. 2. Furthermore, we can also see the claim of similar noetic qualities in the reports of spontaneous
mystical experience in chapter four.
13
Huntington Cairns further argues, "[Plato's] discussion of the one and the many, the doctrine of love and
eternal beauty, the Demiourgos, and similar matters, have all been mistakenly used by mystics and occultists, as
grounds for their own doctrines." "Introduction" in Plato: The Collected Dialogues, XV.
YA
Ibid., XV.
12
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same time, Porphyry's report testifies that as a legitimate ground of knowledge, the noetic
quality of henosis was communicated and shared between Plotinus and his disciples.15 In
these regards, I argue that it is better to suppose the epistemological validity of Plotinus'
henosis until it is proven otherwise. Above all, scholars should provide persuasive counterarguments refuting Plotinus' claim for the noetic quality of henosis before dismissing it
entirely.
Second, Plotinus provides a logically consistent typology of mystical experience. He
argues that there are three different types of introvertive mystical experiences. Along with the
vision of the One, he adds two different kinds of intellectual vision, which are also
introvertive.16 At the moment of henosis, the human soul (psyche) transforms into the One,
and through the perfect identity the soul knows (epistemology) the existence and the nature
of the One (ontology) — the first hypostasis. Similarly, through two different types of
intellectual vision, the soul can realize the existence of Intellect and its emotional and
rational aspect ~ the second hypostasis. In a similar vein, even though Plotinus did not
explain it explicitly, the mystical experience of nature can be easily inferred as the human
soul's unity with the cosmic or universal soul -- the third hypostasis. The latter would be a
case of extrovertive mystical experience in modern parlance. In this regard, Plotinus
coherently explains the different noetic qualities in accordance with each hypostasis that can
be experienced as distinctive states of the psyche. So we encounter a well-thought out and
15

Refer to Porphyry's report: "So to this god-like man [Plotinus] above all, who often raised himself in thought,
according to the ways Plato teaches in the Banquet, to the First and Transcendent God, that God appeared who
has neither shape nor any intelligible form, but is throned above intellect and all the intelligible. I, Porphyry,
who am now in my sixty-eighth year, declare that once I drew near and was united to him. To Plotinus "the goal
ever near was shown": for his end and goal was to be united to, to approach the God who is over all things.
Four times while I was with him he attained that goal, in an unspeakable actuality and not in potency only" (The
Life of Plotinus. 23. 8-18).
16
See chap. 2, "Reconstructing the Plotinian Henosis." Plotinus explains, "And that first one is the
contemplation of Intellect in its right mind, and the other is Intellect in love, when it goes out of its mind "drunk
with the nectar"; then it falls in love, simplified into happiness by having its fill; and it is better for it to be
drunk with a drunkenness like this than to be more respectably sober" (VI. 7. 35. 23-28).
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coherent typology of religious experience, which is based on the principle of the 'psychelogization of hypostases.'17 His systematic typology cannot be easily dismissed as irrational
due to its coherence and consistency.
Third, Plotinus understands the mechanism of the Plotinian henosis as a cognitive
process. He claims that the noetic quality is gained intuitively and experientially, but it is not
possible by means of discursive reason. And the perception of the One is different from
normal sense perception despite its cognitive contents. Accordingly, he emphasizes all study
or discursive reasoning should be discarded, and we should concentrate our attention
inwardly and let go of every thought and emotion.18 For Plotinus, the knowledge of the
One's reality and its particular nature is only possible through henosis. He provides the
method for the superior form of knowledge, and he consistently and coherently explains that
the knowledge is different from other types of knowledge attained by means of sense
perception and discursive reasoning. Despite its uncommon characteristic, the Plotinian
henosis carries with it an undeniable cognition that is experiential. In this regard, Plotinus
presents a credible articulation of henosis in terms of a cognitive mechanism.
Therefore, Richard Gales' criticism of the gap between the two modes of perception
cannot automatically refute Plotinus' claim of epistemological validity. The Enneads shows
that Plotinus no doubt recognizes the difference between sense perception and mystical
perception, and he articulates it coherently. In addition, Plotinus argues that, although

17

In this regard, we can understand Plotinus' radical indifference to the concept of Demiourgos. Plotinus does
not regard Demiourgos as one of the hypostases, and he does not accept the role of Demiourgos in the creation
of the universe. In terms of the/«yc/ze-logization of hypostases, his indifference is obvious. The human soul
cannot experience the reality of Demiourgos psyche-logically.
18
"It is there that one lets all study [nav |a60r|na] go; up to a point one has been led along and settled firmly in
beauty and as far as this one thinks that in which one is, but is carried out of it by the surge of the wave of
Intellect itself and lifted on high by a kind of swell and sees suddenly [ki;ai<t>v<;], not seeing how [O-UK T8av
bnwc,], but the vision fill his eyes with light and does not make him see something else by it, but the light itself
is what he sees" (VI. 7. 36. 15-22).
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everyone has such an innate capacity for knowledge, not all use it. So he articulates the
method of developing the capacity. In this regard, Plotinus provides detailed and consistent
"perceptual practice" on the basis of different modes of cognition.
Fourth, although Plotinus talks about "doxastic practice," he does not assume a
mechanical causal relationship between practice and experience. Plotinus repeatedly
emphasizes the passivity of henosis. Practice is not a sufficient condition. In addition,
Plotinus' method of purification and contemplation mainly focus on letting go as a
contemplative skill.19 Plotinus even argues that we have to let go of our ego-consciousness,
including every thought and study. In this respect, the noetic quality can be automatically
reduced to neither the practices themselves nor practitioner's expectations, as Wayne
Proudfoot argues. I will deal with this aspect more fully in the next part of this chapter.
Plotinus' meticulous, rational, and logically consistent claim of the epistemological
validity of henosis should thus be treated more seriously. And it is better to regard the
Plotinian henosis as a valid epistemological ground until it is proven otherwise decisively, as
Richard Swinburne argues. If we take Plotinus' keen intellect and his coherent articulation of
henosis into consideration, his claim cannot be easily dismissed as the result of intellectual
incapacity, mental unhealthiness, or irrational emotionalism.
Therefore, scholars who want to refute Plotinus' claim of the epistemological validity
of henosis should prove the logical inconsistency or shortcomings of Plotinianism in terms of
religious experience. Without such a reasonable refutation, Plotinianism cannot be easily
dismissed, especially when we consider Plotinus' immense influence on later mystical

' 9 Robert K. C. Forman also point out that meditative techniques are focused on letting go, which he refers to
as the "forgetting model." Thus it is hard to regard it as enforcing doctrinal contents or the expectation of a
practitioner. See his article, "Introduction: Mysticism, Constructivism, and Forgetting," in The Problem of Pure
Consciousness: Mysticism and Philosophy, 30-43.
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systems in western religions. The burden of proof lies in the hands of scholars who oppose
the validity of such experiential claims. Furthermore, they must prove that the modern
reporters' claims of the epistemological validity of their spontaneous mystical experiences,
which I dealt with in chapter four, are groundless. In their inevitable refutation of these new
critiques to their positions, I would suggest that scholars should pay close attention to the
following points.
First, we have to be more sensitive to the role of triggers in mystical experience.
Laski defines a trigger as a factor that induces the ecstatic experience.

Obviously in choosing such a name as trigger, I am supposing that these
circumstances can in some way act as a release mechanism in inducing
ecstatic experience. I am not suggesting that an encounter with a trigger
provides a sufficient cause for ecstasy, only that encounter with a trigger is,
as the material shows, almost always a necessary precondition for ecstasy,
except where ecstatic states are deliberately induced by drugs or disciplines
or where they accompany recognizably morbid conditions.20

Put simply, a trigger may cause an alteration in the state of human consciousness. According
to Laski, there are many triggers, which include, but are certainly not limited, to: " natural
scenery, object, etc.; sexual love; childbirth; exercise, movement; religion; art; scientific or
exact knowledge; poetic knowledge; creative work; recollection, introspection; 'beauty';
miscellaneous."

Almost anything can be a trigger. Yet we should be careful not to reduce

mystical experience to the mere result of a trigger. For instance, beautiful scenery may cause
an observable change of consciousness and provide a distinctive cognition of the state of
20

Marghanita Laski, Ecstasy in Secular and Religious Experience (Los Angeles: Jeremy P. Tarcher, Inc., 1961),
16.
21
Ibid., 17.
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consciousness, but it is better not to suppose a mechanical cause-effect relationship between
them. The sense of unity with nature cannot be automatically reduced to the beautiful
landscape. Of course, Laski supposes a stronger cause-effect relationship in some deliberate
77

practices or drugs.

Yet, for the present purpose, we should pay more attention to Plotinus'

explanation concerning such triggers.
Plotinus argues that henosis can be induced by intentional purification practices,
including contemplation. But the Plotinian henosis is not the automatic result of purification.
As I argued in chapter three, for Plotinus purification is not a sufficient condition. So if
scholars reduce the Plotinian henosis to a result of Plotinian purification, they are in fact not
being faithful to Plotinus. He repeatedly emphasizes that the final appearing of the One is not
under human control. Specifically, the uncontrollability is the most dramatically seen in the
case of "a happy pull of Athene." Similarly, Hufford argues that the Old Hag phenomena
cannot be reduced to the triggers of sleep paralysis, fatigue, etc. But his long research of the
phenomena based on actual reports shows that it is never easy work to find the cause-effect
relation and explain the process of how the trigger might cause the phenomena. Still, scholars
convinced of complete constructivism seem not to pay due attention to the nature of triggers.
Second, scholars should be more sensitive to the scope of epistemological validity
concerning religious experience. When Plotinus claims the noetic quality of henosis, his
Drugs no doubt can change the state of human consciousness in various ways. Even the effect of a drug is
influenced by set and setting; therefore, there is no fixed correlation between drugs and religious experience.
More importantly, as far as I know, there is no drug that can provide the Plotinian henosis type of experience to
users whenever it is taken. For more information, see Huston Smith's book, Cleansing the Doors of Perception:
The Religious Significance of Entheogenic Plants and Chemicals (Boulder: Sentient Publishing, 2003). Smith
claims, "Every experience is a mix of three ingredients: drug, set (the psychological makeup of the individual),
and setting (the social and physical environment in which it is taken)." He further argues, "One of the most
predictable subjective signs is the intensification of visual perception," (26, 29). His comments imply that even
drugs cannot always cause a transcendental type of mystical experience, and the principle of passivity is often
valid for drug-induced mysticism. Also see, Ralph Metzner, "Psychedelic, Psychoactive, and Addictive Drugs
and States of Consciousness." In Mind-Altering Drugs: The Science of Subjective Experience, ed. Mitch
Earleywine (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 25-48.
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intention is not to claim that everyone can accept the epistemological validity. In other words,
the noetic quality has its limited validity. His claim of absolute reality is inevitably thus
unfortunately dependent on his radical mystical individualism. To make things worse, the
experience is rare and incontrollable. His negative theology and detailed philosophical
exposition in the Enneads can be regarded as his strenuous efforts to express and share the
inexpressible with others. Plotinus no doubt sensed, perhaps painfully, the difficulty of the
task. That is why Plotinus repeatedly argues that if the reader has the same experience, they
can easily understand what he is describing so strenuously.

Plotinus' sympathetic attitude

towards the cantankerous people who laugh at metaphysical claims also testifies to this
dilemma caused by the limited scope of the epistemological validity of henosis.
The scholars who are against the epistemological validity of mystical experience
should pay more attention to the actual reports of experience. If they read the Enneads
carefully, they would come to know that Plotinus never confuses two different modes of
knowledge. Plotinus exactly understands the process, contents, and value in terms of
epistemology. He even knows well the limited epistemological validity of henosis. That is
why Plotinus was so frustrated by the incapacity of human language for expressing henosis.
Put simply, when we consider Plotinus' immense influence on later religious thought,
the onus lies on the scholars denying the epistemological validity of religious experience to
prove that Plotinus is inconsistent or irrational. And I believe that the task will become more
challenging once scholars become more faithful in their readings and renderings of the
Enneads, because Plotinus actually provides a far more sophisticated and coherent system of
mystical epistemology than most modern scholars have been to expect.

See chap. 2, II. A. Individual Experience and B. Introvertive Experience.

II. Complete Constructivism: Experience and Interpretation

A. Steven T. Katz and Complete Constructivism
Steven. T. Katz developed a complete or strong constructivism while opposing perennialists,
who claim the existence of a transcultural common core of mystical experience. Here I will
attempt to refute Katzian complete constructivism by using Plotinus. Yet I want to emphasize
that my criticism against complete constructivism does not automatically lead to the
acceptance of perennialism. As we will see, the situation is not this simple.
Katz exposes complete constructivism in his famous article, "Language,
Epistemology, and Mysticism." Using Kantian epistemology, he argues that there is no
unmediated human experience: every human experience is mediated by socio-cultural
contexts:

There are NO pure (i.e. unmediated) experiences. Neither mystical
experience nor more ordinary forms of experience give any indication, or
any grounds for believing, that they are unmediated. That is to say, all
experience is processed through, organized by, and makes itself available to
us in extremely complex epistemological ways. The notion of unmediated
experience seems, if not self-contradictory, at best empty.24

Criticizing the "use of a naive distinction of.. .raw experience and interpretation," which is
"almost universally held by scholars,"25 Katz proposes a two-directional symmetry. That is,

Steven T. Katz, "Language, Epistemology, and Mysticism," in Mysticism and Philosophical Analysis, ed.
Steven T. Katz (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978), 22-74, 26; italics author's.
25
Ibid., 30.

"beliefs shape experience, just as experience shapes belief."

Yet, while emphasizing the

difference in the actual narratives of various religious traditions, he argues that textual
evidence proves that there is no common-core of mystical experience; rather the difference
of socio-cultural context, which forms each person's cognitive framework, leads to the
experiential differences. Put simply, interpretative frameworks of human beings shape or
construct experience. In this way, he actually reversed the priority of experience over
interpretation, for which perennialists had argued. For Katz, "beliefs shape experience."
Since mystical texts of religious traditions all over the world testify to the fact of
these experiences, more sophisticated methodology based on a faithful textual analysis will
be crucial for the research of mysticism. In the concluding part of his study, Katz summarizes
his research methodology:

That is to say, our account neither (a) overlooks any evidence, nor (b) has
any need to simplify the available evidence to make it fit into comparative or
comparable categories, nor (c) does it begin with a priori assumptions about
the nature of ultimate reality - whatever particular traditional theological
form this metaphysical assumption takes (such a priori assumptions are
common to almost all the non-pluralistic accounts).27

Katz criticizes the non-pluralistic scholars who have a priori assumptions about ultimate
reality and are less likely to pay attention to (con)texts. For instance, when Katz criticizes R.
C. Zaehner's apologetic favoring of theistic mysticism, his criticism does posses some
validity. A priori assumptions of the superiority of theism, especially of Catholicism, in fact
influenced Zaehner's research. Zaehner rightly points out that monistic mysticism may lack

Ibid., 30.
Ibid., 66.
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"humility or sense of awe in the face of an Absolute being,"
love"

Yet, he adds, "there can be no

in monistic mysticism; thus theistic mysticism is a more developed and higher stage

of mysticism.

Similarly, Katz argues that perennialists overlook the textual evidence due to

their preconceived belief in the common-core of mysticism. As Katz rightly claims,
preconceived assumptions and agendas of scholars may lead them to methodological
carelessness and to a distortion or hasty conclusion in accordance with these. In this regard,
Katz's emphasis on a meticulous reading of texts, sensitivity to the socio-cultural differences
of mystical traditions, and methodological self-awareness should be respected.
Yet can we say that Katz himself is always faithful to mystical texts? Does Katz abide
by his own methodological principles? Put differently, does he neither overlook any evidence
nor simplify available evidence? Finally, does he not have any a priori assumptions? If we
consider the influence of Plotinus on later western mystical thought, it is indispensable to
read the Enneads more faithfully when we treat the history of mysticism.31 I do not think
that Katz or other scholars with a complete constructivist view pay enough attention to
Plotinus, "the father of western mysticism."32 If they have a chance to read the Enneads
more faithfully, as they emphasize, they will encounter several difficulties conflicting with
their view. In the debate of constructivism vs. perennialism, those scholars should deal with
Plotinus more seriously, including the reports of spontaneous mystical experience in a
relatively secular context.
Put simply, complete constructivism can explain neither Plotinus' first henosis nor the
later emergence of syncretistic mysticism in western religious traditions influenced by
28

Mysticism, Sacred and Profane, 158.
Ibid., 172.
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Ibid., 174.
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For more information on the influence of Plotinus on western religion and thought, see Dominic J. O'Meara,
Plotinus: An Introduction to the Enneads. See especially "Epilogue: Plotinus in Western Thought," 111-119.
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Rufus Jones, Some Exponents of Mystical Religion, 44.
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Plotinianism. Philip Almond already pointed out the significance of Plotinus in the debate
between constructivists and perennialists. He insisted that Neoplatonic syncretism in three
western monotheistic traditions (Christianity, Islam, and Judaism) might weaken the claim of
complete constructivism seriously.

But those scholars with constructivist leanings neither

view, nor pay attention to the significance of Plotinus and Neoplatonism.

B. The Failure of Complete Constructivism
Several aspects of Plotinianism seriously challenge the position of complete constructivism.
First, Plotinus' puzzling remark of "a happy pull of Athene" defies complete
constructivism. Whether it belongs to Plotinus or not, complete constructivism cannot
provide a reasonable account for spontaneous, especially unpursued, mystical experience
including modern ones in relatively secular contexts.34 "A happy pull of Athene" and those
modern cases no doubt imply that experience is prior to the belief system. Mystical
experience may happen spontaneously to anyone, anywhere, anytime, as Laski and Paper
argue. And with our present explanatory frameworks, we cannot always know with any
certainty how or why spontaneous experiences happen.
Furthermore, based on the principle of credulity, Plotinus and the modern reporters'
claims should be treated as credible until it proven otherwise, and the burden of proof lies on
the scholars who are in favor of complete constructivism. In other words, the scholars have
to prove whether the modern reports and Plotinus' puzzling remark of "a happy pull of
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Philip Almond, "Mysticism and Its Contexts," in The Problem of Pure Consciousness: Mysticism and
Philosophy, ed. Robert K. C. Forman (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 211-219, 215.
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Paul Marshall rightly points out the significance of nature mystical experience against complete
constructivism. For instance, he claims, "it is notable that extrovertive experiences in the modern world often
occur outside any clear tradition of teaching and practice, in non-religious contexts, and to persons who had no
idea that there were such experiences." See Marshall, Mystical Encounters with the Natural World: Experiences
& Explanations, 9.

152
Athene" are the result of either delusion, or lack of intellect, or even an intentional lie. Until
they can provide a persuasive refutation, it is reasonable to accept these accounts. In this
regard, Katz does not provide persuasive explanation for those reports and Plotinus' claim.
Therefore, he seems to overlook the crucial evidence for the debate. On the other hand, the
more we research, the more we may encounter the spontaneous mystical experience in a
secular context, as the research of Alister Hardy implies. We do not know how many cases
are out there. But scholars operating from a position of complete constructivism did not and
do not pay due attention to the significance of such actual reports.
Second, complete constructivism cannot explain the originality of Plotinus'
philosophy properly. If the belief system constructs the experience completely, Plotinianism
should exist prior to Plotinus' first henosis. Without Plotinianism, there cannot be a Plotinian
henosis. And if we accept the originality and particularity of the Plotinian henosis in terms of
religious experience, the articulation of peculiar characteristics of it should be found only in
the Enneads.
Then a puzzling question emerges: what is the relationship between Ammonius and
Plotinus in terms of the theory of henosis? If Plotinus invented the concept of Plotinian
henosis for the first time, what was the role of Ammonius and how could Plotinus find it?
What is the role of the secret doctrine in Plotinianism? Was there any need for Plotinus to
study with Ammonius for so long? On the other hand, if we regard Plotinianism as a faithful
copy of Ammonius' thought, there is no originality of Plotinianism at all concerning henosis.
In that case, we should ask further about the source of Ammonius' originality in terms of
henosis. How could Ammonius have his first henosis? Thus the process can go ad infinitum.
Who is the first person that has henosis in human history? Logically, there should be one.
Then how can the person have one's first experience? Complete constructivism argues that
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one cannot have a first mystical experience without any belief system. Then what is origin of
the belief system? In this regard, complete constructivism hardly can explain the emergence
of new ideas and originality in terms of religious experience.
Third, the claim of a causal-effect relation between interpretation and experience
cannot be confirmed in the history of Neoplatonism. Later Neoplatonists changed
Plotinianism drastically in terms of both ideas and practices from Porphyry, who adopted
theurgy in order to accomplish henosis.35 Iamblichus, the disciple of Porphyry, argues that
the Plotinian One is not the highest principle, and he was also a faithful believer in the
efficacy of theurgy and religious magic; he even argues that theurgy only can guarantee a full
salvation of humanity.

Similarly, Proclus also developed a complicated system of

metaphysical reality that is far more complicated than Plotinus', and he was also a firm
believer in the efficacy of theurgy.

According to complete constructivism, different

metaphysical systems inevitably lead to different types of mystical experiences. But we see
an evident difference between Plotinus and later Neoplatonists in terms of the metaphysical
exposition of transcendental reality and practices for henosis.
In addition, if we take Philip Almond's argument into consideration, the situation
goes far beyond what these conceptual models can accommodate. Almond points out the
significance of Neoplatonism in western religious traditions in the debate of complete
constructivism vs. perennialism:
35
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Moreover, the fact that Neoplatonism has played a role not only in the
forming of Christian, but also in Judaic and Islamic mystical experiences is
itself a strong argument against the implicit assumption in Katz's theory that
the various mystical experiences of, say, Judaism, Islam, and Christianity are
conceptually incommensurable. On the contrary, by virtue of the role that
Neoplatonism plays in all the mystical traditions of these three traditions,
there is a comparability between them. And this comparability is not merely
at the level of mystical discourse but, if we follow Katz, at the level of
experience, too. Put quite simply, there are not merely Christian and Islamic
experiences, but Christian-Neoplatonic and Islamic-Neoplatonic mystical
experiences which are commensurable by virtue of their shared Neoplatonic
context.38

Yet if we are to be faithful to complete constructivism, we should argue that NeoplatonicChristian mystical experience is different from Christian mystical experience. Similarly, the
other two mystical traditions (Judaism and Islam) also should be different from the
Neoplatonic tradition in that each tradition in terms of religious experience. If we push the
argument to the logical extreme, every mystic's experience should be different from every
other's, because no one has exactly the same socio-cultural context.
Fourth, Plotinus' claim of the passivity of his henosis becomes problematic to
complete constructivism. Repeatedly Plotinus emphasizes that henosis is given. Even though
we prepare through purification, the appearing of the One does not depend on us.
Furthermore, the One sometimes spontaneously appears without our intentional preparation,
as in the case of "a happy pull of Athene." For Plotinus, there is no necessary and mechanical
cause-effect connection between practices and actual experience. Yet the Plotinian claim of
Philip Almond, "Mysticism and Its Contexts," 215
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the passivity of henosis may stand exactly opposite to complete constructivism. For instance,
Katz argues:

All 'givens' are also the product of the processes of'choosing', 'shaping',
and 'receiving.' That is, the 'given' is appropriated through acts which shape
it into forms which we can make intelligible to ourselves given our
conceptual constitution, and which structure it in order to respond to the
specific contextual needs and mechanisms of consciousness of the receiver.39

Thus experience of x - be x God or nirvana - is conditioned both
linguistically and cognitively by a variety of factors including the
expectation of what will be experienced.^ (italics author's)

For Katz, not only the experience itself but also the specific characteristics of mystical
experience, including its noetic quality, are the result of the expectation of the practitioner. In
other words, the such-ness of the Plotinian henosis is the result of Plotinus' choice among
many possible choices. If the mystic's expectation decides the contents of mystical
experience, then the claim of the "given" is erroneous.41 The manner in which Plotinus
attributes his first experience of the One to Athene, a local goddess, supports Katz's position,
but the suddenness and spontaneity of the experience challenge any absolute argument here.
Plotinus is clear that he did not expect and did not understand "the happy pull." This textual
fact is very difficult to reconcile with Katz's complete constructivism.
Fifth, complete constructivism fails to explain Plotinus' claim of ignorance
concerning henosis and the One. Plotinus' emphasis on ignorance is not the trite expression

39
40
41

Steven T. Katz, "Language, Epistemology, and Mysticism," 59.
Ibid., 59.
Ibid., 58.
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of humility of theistic believers to a powerful God. He arrives at the claim of ignorance after
a long systematic philosophical reasoning about henosis. He really means it. Plotinus' claim
of ignorance has the tone of matter-of-factness. In his famous autographical account of
henosis, he explicitly acknowledges his ignorance of how he comes up into the One and how
he returns.

He comments on his ignorance of the process of henosis repeatedly. Thus the

seriousness of his wonder and perplexity is undeniable.43 The only explanation concerning
the process of henosis in the Enneads is the comment of VI. 9. 10. 1-5.

Except for that

simple passage, there is no account of the process of henosis. Actually, he never tries.
Therefore, we can conclude that his claim of ignorance comes not from indoctrination but
from his actual experience of henosis and contemplation of it. In addition, the cause and the
process of "a happy pull of Athene" are more mysterious to Plotinus. Why does Athene pull
one's hair to reveal her face? In other words, why does the One appear spontaneously to
someone who does not prepare at all? He never even guesses.
Furthermore, we can ask about the given-ness of the One's existence and its
particular nature. Plotinus answers those questions with absolute certainty:

If then there is nothing before him [the One], but he is the first, one must

42

IV. 8. 1. 1-11.
For instance, Plotinus maintains: "It is really a wonder how he is present without having come, and how,
though he is nowhere, there is nowhere where he is not"(V. 5. 8. 23-25). "But we run round it outside, in a way,
and want to explain our own experience of it, sometimes near it and sometimes falling away in our perplexities
about it" (VI. 9. 3. 53-55). "The perplexity arises especially because our awareness of that One is not by way of
reasoned knowledge or of intellectual perception..."(VI. 9. 4. 1-3). "Then after that rest in the divine, when I
have come down from Intellect to discursive reasoning, I am puzzled how I ever came down, and how my soul
has come to be in the body when it is what it has shown itself to be by itself, even when it is in the body" (IV. 8.
1.5-11). "So that Intellect is at a loss to know whence it has appeared, whether it has come from outside or
within"(V. 5. 7. 34-35). "The soul also which was able turned to it...in so far as it was able to see, was utterly
amazed" (VI. 7.31. 6-8). "But if you grasp it by taking away being from it, you will be filled with wonder" (III.
8. 10.31).
44
"How is it, then, that one does not remain there? It is because one has not yet totally come out of this world.
But there will be a time when the vision will be continuous, since there will no longer be any hindrance by the
body" (VI. 9. 10. 1-3).
43

157
stop here and say nothing more about him, but enquire how the things after
him came to be, but not how this did, because it really did not come to be.
(VI. 8. 10. 18-21)

Therefore, there are two kinds of Plotinian answers concerning his claim of ignorance. The
process of henosis is a mystery to him. According to Plotinus, we do not know whether there
might be an answer to the question or not; yet we surely know that we do not know now.
However, the existence of the One and its particular nature is absolutely given, thus we know
that we cannot go further, We should stop our questioning. In that sense, the existence of the
One and the particular nature of the One is also an everlasting mystery in a different way. He
declares with certainty that we know that we cannot know, which is the final answer
confirmed experientially.
Then how can complete constructivism explain his claim of ignorance? Did Plotinus
learn it through indoctrination, by which he experienced a henosis that makes him ignorant
of certain aspects of it? Put differently, did Plotinus' previous knowledge of ignorance give
him a henosis that accompanies this sense of ignorance? In that respect, did Plotinus not
want to know the process of henosis and the reason for "a happy pull of Athene" for his
whole life? If beliefs totally decide the characteristics of the experience, can the knowledge
of ignorance result in the experience of ignorance, even though there might really be an
answer? I argue that Plotinus' repeated claim of ignorance, perplexity, and wonder in the
Enneads is not rhetoric, but a serious and real expression caused by an actual experience.
However, complete constructivism cannot provide a persuasive explanation for
Plotinus' claim of ignorance. In fact, Plotinianism is not a finished business. For Plotinus, the
perfect philosophical explanation of henosis would not be possible. He knew so well that his
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ignorance, wonder, and amazement could never be perfectly solved. Plotinus painfully and
frankly admits that there is a mystery that he can neither understand nor explain. The mystery
remains as a mystery to the last moment despite his real, not rhetorical, desire to know. Thus
the assumption of a smooth and inevitable relationship between interpretation and experience
does not work at all in Plotinianism. A meticulous reading of the Enneads confirms that the
supposition is naive and not acceptable in the case of Plotinus.
Accordingly, I would like to argue that we should differentiate contextualism from
constructivism.

The significance of contextualism cannot be denied. Everyone is situated

in one's own particular socio-cultural context. When a person has a mystical experience,
whether it is spontaneous or pursued, the person will respond to it according to his or her
own context. For instance, Plotinus wrote in Greek and his exposition was rather
philosophical in accordance with his character. In a similar vein, if a person does not have
any interpretative framework, he or she is likely to feel more stress and frustration. So one
will either try to understand it more or keep it as a secret. On the other hand, if one is a
Christian, then the experience will be translated and expressed through the filter of Christian
doctrines. Furthermore, if one is familiar with mystical ideas, one will feel more comfortable
and welcome the experience, and vice versa. This is the reasonable assumption of
contextualism, which is to be respected in the comparative study of religion.
Yet constructivism is no doubt different from contextualism. I argue that complete
constructivism may harm the spirit of contextualism, despite Katz's emphasis on the
significance of socio-cultural context. As I argued, complete constructivism cannot explain
45
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various aspects of Plotinianism, which a meticulous reading of the Enneads will surely
expose, especially including "a happy pull of Athene." But due to the strong assumption that
an interpretive framework constructs experience, which seems to function like an a priori
assumption, complete constructivism is ironically not faithful to the (con)text; thus the
scholars are in danger of loosing or neglecting the significance of the Enneads for the
comparative study of religious experience, which is obvious to a meticulous reader.

III. Methodological Insight: A Psyche-logicsX Approach to Religious Experience
An experiential reading of the Enneads also provides a significant methodological insight for
the research of religious experience. According to Plotinus, henosis is an event in the human
soul {psyche: ~yx>yv[)', thus the experiential reading can be referred to aspsyche-\og\Cd\
approach. The concept of the psyche is crucial for the understanding of henosis and
Plotinianism. In the following part, I will look to the Plotinian take on psyche and its
significance for the modern comparative study of religion. Of course, we should remember
that the Plotinian exposition of the soul is neither the most authoritative nor the most
dominant view in the ancient world, despite its influence on later thought. There were in fact
numerous models of the psyche, few of which agreed.

A. The Psyche for Plotinus
A psyche-logical approach to the Plotinian henosis cannot be separated from his take on
psyche, one of his three hypostases. So what is the meaning of psyche for Plotinus?
First of all, Plotinus basically accepts and develops the Platonic concept of the soul.
Except for several variations, his articulation of the soul is the same as that of Plato, who
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regards it as an immortal principle of every movement. Plato argues, "All soul is immortal,
for that which is ever in motion is immortal.. .moreover, this self-mover is the source and the
first principle of motion of all other things that are moved" (the Phaedrus, 245c). As a real
agent, the soul moves all material things: "All soul has the care of all that is inanimate, and
traverses the whole universe" (the Phaedrus, 246b). Therefore, the Platonic soul contains a
cosmic dimension that moves the universe as a whole. The eternal "self-motion" is "the
essence and definition of soul" (the Phaedrus, 245e), that is, the immortality of the soul,
which Plato regards as a divine quality (245c-245e). Plato concentrates on the human soul
and provides the human soul's types and dispositions: the hierarchy of the nine types of the
soul (248d-e), the twelve different "dispositions" of the soul after twelve divinities (252c-d),
and the three components of the soul (253c-254e). According to Plato, every immortal
human soul transmigrates between the divine world and the human world until the full
recovery of its divinity, which is accomplished through the remembrance of the vision that
the human soul has seen in the divine world (249a-d). The human soul has a divine aim,
which is the remembrance of its ontological divinity.
Then what is the exact meaning of the divinity or immortality of the human soul? If
we take Plato's claim that a man is a "composite structure of soul and body" (246c) as a
whole, his concept of the human soul is close to what we mean by human consciousness. He
articulates the various components of the human soul in the Symposium:

[F]or the same thing happens to his soul. And neither his manners, nor his
disposition, nor his thought, nor his desires, nor his pleasures, nor his
sufferings, nor his fears are the same throughout his life (The Symposium,
207e).

161
Then where is the divine character among those mental components such as manners,
dispositions, thought, desires, pleasures, sufferings, and fears? I argue that if we look at
Plotinianism, we can grasp the Platonic concept of the human soul's divinity more easily,
because Plotinus developed Plato's idea and he especially focused on the divine character.
As one of the three hypostases, there are two kinds of souls: the soul of the all (the
cosmic soul) and the individual soul (the human soul). In this regard, Plotinus accepts Plato's
position without any change:

Soul, surely, is another principle [opxriv b(kXr}v] that we must bring into
reality [eic, xocovxa] - not only the Soul of the All [xf\v %ox> navxoc,] but
also the individual soul along with it as a principle of no small importance.
(III. 1.8.4-8)

Of course, both kinds of the soul come from the One as the Intellect does: "the souls
springing from the one [EK [aiocq] are many [TCOXXOU] in the same way as Intellect, divided
[nepiaGeiCToci] and not divided."46 Yet the human soul is not a submissive entity that
belongs to the cosmic soul. Rather, the relationship between the cosmic soul and the
individual soul is claimed as a kind of brotherhood. Plotinus maintains, "While we have
bodies [acofxa] we must stay in our houses, which have been built for us by a good sister soul
[\mo v|/u%fj<; c<8eA.(j)r|<; ayocGfji;] which has great power to work without any toil or
trouble."47 Thus the cosmic soul is identified with the creative principle of nature that
constructs every material thing including our body. In this regard, Plotinus accepts the Stoic

IV. 3.5. 14-17.
II. 9. 18. 14-17.
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idea of a cosmic soul.48
However, Plotinus changes Plato's tripartite composition of the human soul. For
Plotinus, the soul is composed of two parts: the inferior and the superior. "The inferior part"
comes to exist when the human soul is embodied. However, the soul has the undescended
part that is still left in the intellectual dimension, or divine world. That is the better part of the
soul. Although the human soul seems to be adulterated (the inferior part) through
embodiment, the true nature of the soul (the better part) cannot be influenced. In
Plotinianism the claim of the undescended part of the soul is crucial, and it is his original
idea:

In man, however, the inferior parts [xaxeipco] are not dominant [ov Kpaxel]
but they are also present; and in fact the better part [to Kpelxxov] does not
always dominate; the other parts exist and have a certain place. (III. 4. 2. 57)
Because the whole [bXe] of it did not depart [bcrceaTn], but there is
something of it that did not come [down here] which is not naturally
divisible. (IV. 2. 1. 13-14)

Then why does Plotinus claim the existence of the better part, although it might not be
dominant? For instance, everyone cannot recognize the dominance of the undescended part
of the soul. In addition, Plotinus knew that his idea of it is far from the Platonic tradition.
Even later Neoplatonists actually did not follow Plotinian theory concerning the undescended

For more information on the relationship between the Stoics and Plotinus, see P. Merlan, "The Stoa," in The
Cambridge History of Later Greek and Early Medieval Philosophy, 124-132. See also Michael J. White, "Stoic
Natural Philosophy (Physics and Cosmology)," in The Cambridge Companion to Stoics, ed. Brad Inwood
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 124-152.
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part of the soul.

Then why did Plotinus argue for it?

For Plotinus the undescended part is crucial in many ways. Above all, the better part
is no other than the human soul's innate capacity for henosis.50 In addition, every individual
soul is "moved to noble actions" by its own nature, which means the undescended part of the
soul. Due to the existence of the better part, the descent of the soul into this world cannot be
totally evil or bad. In this regard, the better part of the human soul is directly connected with
Plotinus' theodicy, in which the embodiment of the human soul plays an indispensable role.
According to Plotinus, the human soul embodies itself out of spontaneous inclination:

The souls go neither willingly nor because they are sent [7te|j.(|)8eiaai], nor
is the voluntary element in their going like deliberate choice, but like a
natural spontaneous jumping [TO 7ir|5ca> Kaxa ((jvaiv] or a passionate natural
desire of sexual union [npbc, yoqicov (JWGIKO; npoG'ouiai;] or as some men
are moved unreasoningly to noble deeds. (IV. 3. 13. 13-21)

So then the soul, though it is divine [ofcaa Geiov] and come from above,
enters into the body and, though it is a god of the lowest rank, comes to this
world by a spontaneous inclination [p07T.fi cdrce^oixiiocp], its own power
and the setting in order of what comes after it being the cause of its descent.
If it escapes [^typ] quickly it takes no harm by acquiring a knowledge of
evil and coming to know that the nature of wickedness [(|)<)aiv Kaidaq], and
For instance, J. M. Rist argues, "At the opening of VI. 8.1, he [Plotinus] remarks that his opinion that the
whole soul does not descend is unorthodox (raxrccx So^av xdov bXXav), and this verdict is endorsed by Proclus,
who rejects the novel theory (vetircepot; Kbyoc,). It is significant that precisely here, where Plotinus openly
breaks with the tradition, very few of the later Neoplatonists followed him" (Plotinus: the Road to Reality, 172).
50
H. J. Blumenthal similarly claims, "In Plotinus' thought man's power of apprehending, and returning to, the
intelligible, depends on the presence in his soul of an undescended element." See "Plotinus in the Light of
Twenty Years' Scholarship, 1951-1971," 560. In addition, A. H. Armstrong maintains, "But I cannot explain his
[Plotinus] adherence to the belief that there is something in us which does not 'come down' in terms either
tradition or of philosophical reasoning. I think it must be due to experience." See his article, "Tradition, Reason
and Experience in the Thought of Plotinus," 189. Also see J. M. Rist, "Integration and the Undescended Soul in
Plotinus," The American Journal of Philology, Vol. 88, No. 4 (1967): 410-422. John Dillon argues same point in
his article, "Plotinus at Work on Platonism," Greece & Rome, Vol. 39, No 2 (1992): 189-204.

manifesting its powers, making apparent works and activities which if they
had remained quiescent in the spiritual world would have been of no use
because they would never have come into actuality; and the soul itself would
not have known the powers it had if they had not come out and been
revealed. (IV. 8. 5. 25-33)

Therefore, the descent of the human soul is neither exile nor a condemnation of God. Rather,
it is the most spontaneous and natural event, as if the perfection of the One causes the
creation of everything. And the embodiment of the soul is related to the creation of the
manifested world, as I explained in chapter two; thus it is the cause of existence of time and
space. In this way, the soul connects the sensible world with the intelligible world.

[W]hat is before that [the movement of soul] is eternity [a'ico>], which does
not run along with it or stretch out with it. This movement of soul was the
first to enter time, and generated time [xpovov eyevvriae], and possesses it
along with its own activity. (III. 7. 13. 43-46)

For the soul is many things, and all things, both the things above and the
things below down to the limits of all life, and we are each one of us an
intelligible universe

[K6GUO<;

voryro^], making contact with this lower world

by the powers of soul below, but with the intelligible world by its powers
above and the powers of the universe; and we remain [u£vou.ev] with all the
rest of our intelligible part above, but by its ultimate fringe we are tied to the
world below, giving a kind of outflow [cOToppoiav] from it to what is below,
or rather an activity, by which that intelligible part is not itself lessened. (III.
4.3.21-28)

Put simply, the bridging of two worlds becomes possible due to the human soul's
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amazing capacity to exist in both worlds at once without losing its oneness.

So then the soul must be in this way both one and many [ev ne KOU 7io?i^a]
and divided and indivisible, and we must not disbelieve this on the ground
that it is impossible for something which is one and the same to be in many
places. (IV. 1.2. 40-43)

Due to the soul's doubleness, or the soul's "one nature in many powers" (fyixsEcoq ohcr\<;
\iiac, ev Swoqieai nXexooxv),

man, more exactly human ego consciousness, can move

forward either to be a god or to be a beast.52 The embodied human soul has this dual
capacity. On the one hand, it can return to its source (the One), and, on the other hand, it can
attach itself to the world below.

The individual souls, certainly, have an intelligent desire [voepoc xpcopxvaq]
consisting in the impulse to return [£7uaxpo(|)fj] to itself springing from the
principle from which they came into being, but they also possess a power
directed to the world here below, like a light which descends from the sun in
the upper world but does not grudge of its abundance to what comes after it.
(IV. 8. 4. 1-5)

According to Plotinus, "the majority" (bi noXXoi) of the human souls linger in-between.54
In this regard, the soul's embodiment or descent to this world is also translated as the souls'
forgetting their true nature, although the descent process is spontaneous and natural. The
51

II. 9.2. 7-8.
Plotinus maintains, "But the fact is that man has the middle place between gods and beasts [ev uiaco Qeasv
Kcd Gnpicov], and inclines now one way, now the other, and some men become like gods and others like beasts,
and some, the majority, are in between" (III. 2. 8. 9-12).
53
Or Plotinus argues, "The soul then in her natural state is in love with God and wants to be united [evcoGfjvou]
with him; it is like the noble love of a girl for her noble father" (VI. 9. 9. 33-35).
54
III. 2. 8. 9-12.
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body and matter make the human soul ignorant of its better part. Plotinus maintains:

Since they [the souls] were clearly delighted [r|a6eicrai] with their own
independence [xa> ocbte^otxjtocp], and made great use of self-movement,
running the opposite course and getting as far away as possible, they were
ignorant [r|Yv6r)cjav] even that they themselves came from that world. (V. 1.
1.6-9)

Then how can man regain his divinity? Or as I asked above, what is the divine part of the
human soul? Here human intellect emerges as a crucial concept. Plotinus claims:

The soul, then, becomes free when it presses on without hindrance to the
Good [TO &yoc96v] by means of Intellect [Siavou], and what it does through
this is in its power. (VI. 8. 7. 1-3)

The major function of human intellect is no other than the remembrance of the soul's true
nature, which is the final aim of the soul's journey to the One or the Good.

Our explanation of this is that the soul, since it is by nature what it is and is
related to the higher kind of reality [xr\c, Kpeixxovoq] in the realm of being,
when it sees something akin to it or a trace of its kindred reality, is delighted
and thrilled and returns to itself and remembers [co,a(j,i(j,vfiaK8Tai] itself
and its own possessions. (I. 6. 2. 8-11)

And the process is summarized as the imitation of god or recovery of ontological sameness
between the human soul and the One, simply the consubstantiality, as I explained in chapter
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three.

For this reason it is right to say that the soul's becoming something good and
beautiful is its being made like to God [yivexai b(j,oico9f)vai elvai 0£a>],
because from Him come beauty and all else which falls to the lot of real
beings. (I. 6. 6. 19-21)

For Plato, the final revelation or the vision of Beauty itself is the human soul's remembrance
of its nature. Similarly, for Plotinus henosis is the event through which the soul's divinity is
regained. And there is no difference between the two philosophers' take on the human soul's
final aim, at least for Plotinus.
The human soul can transform itself into different states. According to Plotinus, the
human soul can change itself into the other two hypostases, Intellect (intellectual vision) and
the One (the Plotinian henosis). Although Plotinus does not explicitly state this, we can
assume that the human soul can also change itself into the cosmic soul. Due to such an innate
capacity to alter its states, the remembrance of its divine nature is possible. The "psychelogization of hypostases" in Plotinianism is another expression of the human soul's amazing
capacity for metamorphosis. Put simply, for Plotinus the human psyche realizes (the
epistemological) its true nature (the ontological) through its altered states. We do not need to
emphasize again that the true nature of the human soul is exactly the same with the nature of
the One, which is also referred to as "beyond beings." Thus, the Plotinian psyche goes
beyond not only the physical (meta-physical) but also the boundary of normal human
consciousness (meta-psychological, or psyche-logical).
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For more information about the concept of "consubstantiality," see Frederic M. Schroeder, "Synousia,
Synaisthaesis and Synesis: Presence and Dependence in the Plotinian Philosophy of Consciousness," 677-699.
And see chap. 3 of this dissertation.
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B. The Psyche-logical and Altered States of Consciousness (ASC)
For Plotinus, the existence of altered states of psyche is an undeniable fact. The normal state
of consciousness, or ego-consciousness, is only a part of a larger spectrum of the human
psyche. Similarly, modern scholars have also recognized that there are many kinds of
"altered states of consciousness" (ASC) such as dreams, hypnotic states, trance, mystical
states, ecstasy, etc.56 Arnold M. Ludwig defines an ASC as:

[A]ny mental state(s), induced by various physiological, psychological, or
pharmacological maneuvers or agents, which can be recognized subjectively
by the individual himself (or by an objective observer of the individual) as
representing a sufficient deviation in subjective experience or psychological
functioning from certain general norms for that individual during alert,
waking consciousness.

In this regard, the modern concepts of ASC also share the same belief in the metamorphism
of human consciousness. Thus we can see a close affinity between the Plotinian human soul
and the modern extended concept of human consciousness. Accordingly, the concept of ACS
can be a useful tool for reading ancient texts such as the Enneads.
In fact, altered states of human consciousness have been well known since ancient
times, and the capacity of the metamorphism of the human soul has been widely observed
and accepted for a long time. For instance, Plato provides a detailed account of altered states
of the human soul in the Phaedrus, in which he deals with divine madness. Plato's

For more information, see Altered States of Consciousness, ed. Charles T. Tart (New York:
HarperSanFrancisco, 1990). See also Irreducible Mind: Toward a Psychology for the 21s' Century, ed. Edward F.
Kelly and Emily W. Kelly (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2007).
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Arnold M. Ludwig, "Altered States of Consciousness," in Altered States of Consciousness, 18.
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presentation of divine madness is detailed and passionate, as Michel L. Morgan points out.
Plato is sure that divine madness exists as an observable phenomenon: "I need not dwell on
what is obvious to everyone" (244b). Yet, as E. R. Dodds argues, "Most people in Plato's
time regarded madness as something discreditable," which is not so different from modern
times.59 Plato knew well how the learned people of his time despised and detested divine
madness. Thus he regrets that "the men of today, having no sense of values"(244c) cannot
appreciate these great arts from divinity (244b-d). Put simply, Plato knows that
consciousness (psyche) can be altered into variegated dimensions of state. Yet, frustrated by
people's misunderstanding, Plato provides a detailed account of divine madness to persuade
them.
Plato divides madness into divine and human kinds: "there are two kinds of madness,
one resulting from human ailments, the other from a divine disturbance" (265a). The two
kinds are in common as madness, but they are different in terms of origin.60 And
functionally, each state of divine madness provides valuable knowledge not only to the
experiencer but also to humanity as a whole. Plato no doubt thinks highly of human intellect
and reasoning, yet as E. R. Dodds wittingly argues, "the father of Western rationalism"
surprisingly maintains, "it is better to be mad than sane."61 In this regard, Plato rebukes the
"sane prophet" who "attained understanding and information by a purely human activity of
thought belonging to his own intelligence" (244c), and he emphasizes "the superiority of
58

According to Michael Morgan, "Plato is intensely interested in mania," and " . . . the light touch of Plato's
pen in the Phaedrus does not really hide the seriousness of his task," that is, "to place madness at the heart of
Greek life and indeed at the heart of human living." Michael Morgan, Platonic Piety: Philosophy & Ritual in
Fourth-Century Athens (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990), 160-161.
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E. R. Dodds, The Greeks and The Irrational, 65.
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Here Plato uses his famous method of dialectics, "the twin analytic methods of collection (into a genus) and
division (into species)," "Dialectics," in The Oxford Classical Dictionary (Oxford University Press, 2003). For
more information on the significance of dialectics for Plato, see the Phaedrus, in which he applies dialectics in
analyzing human beings (246c), madness (265a), divine madness (244b-249e), the human soul (248d-e, 252c-d,
253c-254e) and rhetoric (261a, 264c, 269c).
61
Ibid., 64.
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heaven-sent madness over man-made sanity" (244d).
On the other hand, regardless of being divine or not, madness accompanies the
breakdown of the normal boundary of human consciousness such as losing control of body
or mind. According to Plato, divinity is usually hidden, but when divinity reveals itself under
a certain condition, it alters the state of human consciousness and entails explicit distortions
in the state of consciousness.62 So Plato advises, "let [us] have no fears" about divine
madness, because it is a gift from divinity and does no harm to humanity (245c). Plato
further explains the four distinctive types of divine madness:

.. .the inspiration of the prophet [ascribed] to Apollo, that of the mystic
[ascribed] to Dionysus, that of the poet [ascribed] to the Muses, and a fourth
type . . . the madness of the lover, [ascribed] to Aphrodite and Eros (The
Phaedrus, 265b).

Again, all the four types of divine madness come from divinity, but they are different in
terms of their function and origin. The first three types can be understood as different kinds
of "trance" or "shamanisitc possession." Yet for Plato the erotic possession, the fourth type,
is "the best of all forms of divine possession, both in itself and in its sources" (249d). The
philosopher is the one possessed by divine Eros, and the erotic possession enables the
philosopher to have the vision of Beauty, which Plotinus regards as henosis.63
In this regard, the Platonic concept of the human soul is far wider than human ego62

For more information concerning loss of control, see Arnold M. Ludwig, "Altered States of Consciousness,"
23-24. E. R. Dodds and Josef Pieper explain about losing control of subject consciousness or of body during
possession. See Dodds, The Greeks and The Irrational, 64-82: Josef Pieper, Enthusiasm, and Divine madness:
On the Dialogue Phaedrus (South Bend: St. Augustine's Press, 2000), 49-51.
63
Michael Morgan maintains, "the gap between [the human and the divine] could be bridged by the divine
possession of human beings (as in shamanism) or by human attainment of the status of divinity or by both,"
"Plato and Greek Religion," in The Cambridge Companion to Plato, ed. Richard Kraut (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1992), 231.
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consciousness. As modern depth psychologists argue, human consciousness is profoundly
rich and "deep."64 Similarly, for Plotinus the One and the Intellect exist in the depth of the
human soul, and they can be realized through altered states of the psyche. That is the spirit of
what I have called the Plotinian/wycfe-logization of the hypostases.65 In each distinctive
psyche-logical state, the human soul can attain the knowledge of itself by means of its
capacity of metamorphism. The human soul transforms itself into higher hypostases
ontologically and epistemologically. And finally, there will be a moment of perfect identity
between the human soul and the One, in which there is no gap at all between various
conflicting pairs, such as the ontological/the epistemological, the physical/the metaphysical,
and the One/the soul.
Nowadays, metaphysics is merely regarded as a result of intellectual speculation that
cannot be verified or confirmed. However, for Plotinus, the meta-physical and metapsychological dimensions of the human soul are undeniable, whether realized this or not.
Plotinian metaphysics (or meta-psychology) was based on his concrete psyche-logical
experience or the altered states of psyche, which can be fulfilled individually.66 In this way,

For more information on the close relationship between Greek philosophy and depth psychology, refer to the
following books. For Freud and Plato, see Gerasimos Santa, Plato and Freud: Two Theories of Love (New
York: Basil Blackwell, 1988). Santa explains how Plato influenced Freud's psychoanalysis. On Freud's
religious thought, see "Totem and Taboo" (1912-13): "The Future of Illusion" (1927): "Civilization and
Discontents" (1930): "New Introductory Lectures on Psycho-Analysis" (1933). For the relationship between
Jungian psychology and ancient philosophy, refer to Edward F. Edinger, The Psyche in Antiquity: Book One,
Early Greek Philosophy - From Thales to Plotinus (Toronto: Inner City Books, 1999).
65
Hans Jonas succinctly argues, "the transcendent stations of 'ascent' turn into stages of an intra-psychic
progress toward this utter possibility of selfhood; we may speak of a 'psychologization' of the ascent." See his
article, "Myth and Mysticism: A study of Objedification and Interiorization in Religious Thought," The Journal
of Religion, Vol. 49, No. 4 (1969): 315-329, 318.
66
For instance, Kevin Corrigan argues, "Therefore, for Plotinus psychological experience and metaphysical
argumentation coincide in mystical union." See his article, "The Course of Plotinian Scholarship from 1971 to
1986," 592. Ruth Majercik makes the same point, "Plotinus's recognition of the psychological reality of his
metaphysical principles - that the One above is within, as are Nous and Soul - is a striking insight. He is the
first Greek philosopher to make this identity and, in doing so, ensures that his metaphysical speculation is
securely grounded in mystical experience." See her article, "Plotinus and Greek Mysticism," in Mysticism and
the Mystical Experience: East and West, 419. E. R. Dodds also maintains that Plotinus experientially confirms
the One of Parmenides. See "The Parmenides of Plato and the Origin of the Neoplatonic One," Classical
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an experiential (or psyche-logical) reading of the Enneads can provide valuable
methodological insight for the comparative study of religion.

Quarterly, Vol. 22 (1928): 129-142.
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Chapter Six
Conclusion: Plotinus, the Father of "Unchurched Mysticism"

I. Tensions and Paradox in Plotinus
The Enneads is full of tensions caused by the paradoxical co-existence of opposites that
seem to be hardly reconciled.
Although Plotinus claims mystical union as the starting point and final aim of his
whole philosophy, he exerts the utmost level of human rationality. The Enneads is one of the
best examples of a remarkable degree of discursive reasoning, yet it is also full of a strong
sense of wonder and amazement. Similarly, Plotinus' emphasis on ignorance is paradoxically
inseparable from his conviction in metaphysical reality. He is certain of metaphysical reality.
Yet this absolutism is paradoxically based on his radical mystical individualism, and
uncommon private experience is the only proof for his metaphysical universalism. Radical
experiential individualism is intertwined with a metaphysical universalism.
For Plotinus the human life is a journey of the self (the human psyche) to the Self (the
transcendental One). It begins as an inward movement of the soul, but it ends as the journey
of going nowhere. At the moment of henosis the individual soul miraculously transforms
itself into an infinite and blissful self-awareness of the One. The final stage of the journey
lets the soul realize the aim is in fact the starting point. Like the mythic snake of Ouroboros,
the head bites its own tail. The human soul realizes that it has returned to a starting point
after a long and difficult journey.
Plotinus emphasizes the ineffability of henosis: human language is not a proper tool
for the description of it. So we should keep silent. Any human effort to express the
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transcendent reality is doomed to fail. Yet his radical negative theology is based on his
radically positive claim of metaphysical reality. His claim of the inexpressible is supported
by an undeniable experiential knowledge of the One. Furthermore, Plotinus expresses the
inexpressible by means of detailed philosophical and autobiographical exposition, which is
uncommon in human history, despite his claim of negative theology. Ineffability
paradoxically leads to a flow of many words.
At first glance, the tensions in the Enneads seem to be perplexing and uncomfortable.
For rational readers, the mystical and emotional aspects of the Enneads become
problematic. Despite the intellectual and rational characteristics of Plotinianism, Plotinus'
claim of mystical experience as the final aim of his rational philosophy is hard to accept for
such thinkers. On the other hand, for materialists Plotinus' assertive claim of metaphysical
reality sounds like non-sense because for them, as a result of pure speculation, metaphysics
lacks any scientific or credible proof. Put simply, Plotinus seems to be too religious.
Yet Plotinus' philosophical or rational attitude can be unacceptable to some religious
believers who advocate the superiority of faith over human rationality. Plotinus repeatedly
emphasizes the significance of human rationality and the free spirit of inquiry in the journey
to the One. Accordingly, there is no privileged role for revelation, religious community,
religious or philosophical doctrines, and practices. The final aim should be accomplished
individually through one's strenuous philosophical effort and moral purification, which is
aided by divine grace at the final stage. Put simply, his radical individualism and
intellectualism can make some religious believers uncomfortable.
In addition, he argues that henosis occurs directly to the individual. Anyone can attain
henosis through individual effort supported by divine grace; therefore we do not need any
human mediator. So the role of a messiah or charismatic religious leader is not significant at
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all. Rather, a philosopher who does not harm one's autonomy and spirit of inquiry is crucial
for a spiritual journey. According to Plotinus, everyone should construct one's own
philosophy using one's critical mind. Plotinus explains of his ideal philosophy:

The rest of their [ancient philosophers] teachings I leave to you to
investigate by reading their books, and to observe [Becopelv] throughout that
the kind of philosophy which we pursue, besides all its other excellences,
displays simplicity and straightforwardness of character along with clear
thinking [TOV (|)pov£iv Ka0a7icoc;], and aims at dignity, not rash arrogance,
and combines its confident boldness with reason [u.eTa 'kbyov] and much
safeguarding and caution and a great deal of circumspection: you are to use
philosophy of this kind as a standard of comparison for the rest. (II. 9. 14.
37-44)

Each human being's rational capacity is indispensable for henosis, although the aim is not
possible to everyone in one's current lifetime. Put simply, if the religious tradition is neither
mystical nor fully accepts the value of human intellect, Plotinus cannot be welcomed.
Even for the mystical reader, the Enneads may be problematic due to the paradoxical
coexistence of its monistic and theistic tendencies. Above all, the Plotinian henosis has
undeniable monistic characteristic: the claim of perfect identity between the One and the
human soul is obvious. The true nature of the human soul is no other than the particular
nature of the One. Thus, for Plotinus, a submissive obedience to an authoritative god is
unimaginable. Yet his philosophy cannot be referred to as solely monistic. The One is an
independent agency that decides the final appearing of itself to the human soul: the Plotinian
henosis is given. We cannot enter the perfect oneness intentionally, and we fall from it
regardless of our will. "A happy pull of Athene" implies the highest level of given-ness. In
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this regard, Plotinianism is no doubt theistic.
The tension between monistic and theistic tendencies in the Enneads is conspicuous
and difficult to resolve. That is why Plotinian scholars have disagreements on the exact type
of the Plotinian henosis. In fact, the tension becomes an everlasting mystery for Plotinus,
which is well testified in his famous autobiographical writing.1 Without a doubt perfect
identity is accomplished at the moment of henosis. I (the human soul) am God (the One).
Then, why and how is the perfect oneness broken? Put differently, why is it that the human
soul cannot stay in the state of perfect oneness eternally? Or why is it that the One does not
keep the self-sufficient state of perfect oneness? Plotinus tried to but could not answer the
question. The tension between perfect oneness (monistic tendency) and dualistic separation
(theistic tendency) was not reconciled. The Enneads shows that Plotinus knew well that he
could not solve it.
Accordingly, theistic and monistic mysticism can find an obvious similarity in the
Enneads; yet there are also other aspects that each tradition has been neglecting. For the
theistic mystical tradition, the claim of perfect identity between the One and the human soul
might be problematic, which is well testified to by the persecution of mystics who claimed
such a radical identity. On the other hand, for monistic traditions such as Buddhism that
denies any theistic interpretation of transcendental reality, Plotinianism can be challenging
too. There are undeniable similarities between Buddhism and Plotinianism, such as radical

1

Plotinus maintains, "Then after that rest in the divine, when I have come down from Intellect to discursive
reasoning, I am puzzled how I ever came down, and how my soul has come to be in the body when it is what it
has shown itself to be by itself, even when it is in the body" (IV. 8. 1. 8-11).
2
Several mystics were persecuted due to their claim of radical identity between the human soul and God in
Islam and Christianity. Radical monism is surely dangerous to the theistic traditions. Refer to the cases of
Meister Eckhart, Marguerite Porete, and Ibn Mansur al-Hallaj. Bernard McGinn divides the claim of mystics
into "mystical uniting" and "mystical identity," and he argues that "mystical identity" caused more tension to
the orthodoxy of religious institutions. Refer to his article, "Mystical Union in Judaism, Christianity, and
Islam," in Encyclopedia of Religion.
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negative theology, the existence of experiential knowledge about the nature of the soul (or
Buddha nature), and contemplative practices. Although Buddhists are against the theistic and
western paradigms, such as transcendental reality, the soul, and mystical experience, I argue
that there are undeniable similarities between them.
Finally, Plotinus is challenging to scholars who either deny the epistemological
validity of religious (mystical) experience or argue complete constructivism. Many aspects of
Plotinianism seem to refute their claim. When we take the influence of Plotinus into
consideration, those aspects cannot be dismissed as non-sense or anti-rationalism without
due refutations based on thorough textual analysis.
In conclusion, 'the unfinished-ness' of Plotinianism is the cause of discomfort to the
aforementioned rational philosophies, materialisms, religious traditions (both mystical and
non-mystical), as well as to a legion of scholars. Plotinianism is not a completed system:
Plotinus knew well that there is a mystery that his philosophical investigation cannot fully
solve. And the mystery is closely connected with tensions caused by the co-existence of
opposite principles, such as monistic/theistic, grace/human effort, rationality/emotion,
transcendence/immanence, individualism/universalism, the philosophical/the religious,
knowledge/ignorance, etc. Plotinus knew well that the tensions are inevitable and never fully
solved. Yet the tensions do not automatically imply Plotinus' intellectual incapacity or the
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Passivity is crucial. Ninian Smart argues the concept of passivity decides whether a certain religious tradition
is monistic or not. He argues, "The latter [monistic tradition] achieves liberation entirely by his own efforts
since there is no God apart from himself to help him or with whom he can be united." See "Interpretation and
Mystical Experience," 77. But can a Buddhist argue that there is no passivity at all in the Buddhist
enlightenment experience as a transient event? In other words, can Buddhists claim that Buddhist practice of
meditation always guarantees the actual occurrence of enlightenment? Can a Buddhist control the process and
occurrence of enlightenment experience intentionally unlike mystics in theistic traditions? It seems to me that
Buddhists also acknowledge that the experiences are rare and that practice (even over uncountable lives) cannot
automatically guarantee the happening. In addition, the concept of such-ness of Nirvana can be interpreted as
another expression of given-ness of the absolute reality. Buddhists do not argue that such-ness is the result of
human creation or projection.

178
theoretical inconsistency of Plotinianism. It is rather, the result of his keen sensitivity to the
profound mystery of Being. Plotinus knew well that there is always something that he does
not know. His philosophy is founded on a kind of seeking, which is a humble, strenuous yet
inevitable human effort.

II. Unchurched Mysticism: Radical Mystical Individualism
Like modern scholars who developed the concept of altered states of human consciousness
(ASC), Plotinus believed in the remarkable capacity of the human soul to alter its state.
According to him, the soul spontaneously and bravely tries to forget, seek, and realize its true
nature in a cosmic drama. Thus the most crucial thing for the human soul is the remembrance
(the epistemological) of its true nature (the ontological) through henosis, which is attained by
means of individual efforts (philosophical and moral purification) and divine grace.
Furthermore, the/wyc/ze-logical recognition of metaphysical reality may occur independently
from religious communities, hence "the flight of the alone to the Alone" ((^uyn M-ovou npbq
uovov).4 So it is something deeply personal, individual and experiential.
This is why Plotinus can be referred today for our own purposes as the father of
"unchurched mysticism"5 or the "religion of no religion."6 Motivated by his first

4

VI. 9. n . 5 1 .
The meaning of these modern terms lies well beyond the ancient world and its concerns. For more detailed
information concerning the meaning of unchurched mysticism and its relationship with psychoanalysis, see
William B. Parsons, The Enigma of the Oceanic Feeling: Revisioning the Psychoanalytic Theory of Mysticism
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1999). See especially chap. 7, "The Oceanic Feeling Interpreted," 140165.
6
Frederic Spiegelberg, who tries to express a new form of religiosity in modern times, coined the concept. See
his book, The Religion of No-Religion, (Stanford: James Ladd Delkin, 1953). In a similar vein, Jeffrey J. Kripal
argues that the paradoxical expression can be successfully applied to the articulation of a certain metaphysical
trajectory within modern America. See his book, Esalen: America and the Religion of No Religion (Chicago:
Chicago University Press, 2007).
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spontaneous henosis, Plotinus developed an ancient form of "personal religion," which is
also mystical and relatively non-institutional. So we can see the seeds of modern mystical
individualism in the Enneads, even if such individualism is not fully developed there. Due to
its mystical individualism, Plotinianism has been exerting an unimaginable influence on
religious believers and spiritual seekers throughout traditions and times. In a sense, New Age
spirituality can be referred to as a modern version of Plotinianism.8 Both share unusual
similarities, such as their emphases on individual seekership, independence from traditional
and institutional religions, radical mystical experientialism, acceptance of the extended
concept of the human soul (or consciousness), the claim of metaphysical (or metapsychological) reality, belief in the innate mystical capacity of human beings, and the spirit
of comparison and eclecticism. Thus mystical individualism is not entirely a modern
scholarly invention. It is also a development of ancient wisdom. I argue that an experiential
reading of the Enneads provides evidence of such historical continuity. Plotinus has been, if
you will, the shadow of western religious thought, a shadow that develops into modern New
Age spirituality.9 Yet he was no doubt a powerful shadow.
Among others, Plotinus' insights into the human psyche are crucial for us, now that

7

Concerning the concept of "personal religion," see Andr6-Jean Festugiere, Personal Religion Among the
Greeks, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1960). Festugiere divides the religiosity of ancient Greeks
into "traditional religion" and "personal religion." And he claims, "The God of inner devotion, the God of
Hesiod, of the tragedians and the philosophers, was never the object of public worship in Greece," 5. He further
maintains, "there will result a philosophical contemplation leading, in its final stage, to mystical contact; here
we have the true Platonic tradition, that adopted, for example, by Plotinus," 133. See chap. VIII, "Reflective
Piety: The Contemplation of God," 122-142.
8
For more information on New Age spirituality, see Wouter Hanegraaff, New Age Religion and Western
Culture (Albany: SUNY press, 1998): Paul Heelas, The New Age Movement and the Sacralization of the Self
(Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1996): Catherine Albanese, A Republic of Mind and Sprit: A Cultural History of
American Metaphysical Religion (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007).
9
Harry T. Hunt tries to find the origin of western inner-worldly mysticism in Plotinus. He argues, "The origins
of a Western this-worldly mysticism can be traced to Plotinus and other Hellenistic and Roman mystery schools,
emerging as fusions between the many earlier ecstatic mystery cults and the more abstract influences of Plato
and Socrates." See Lives in Spirit: Precursors and Dilemmas of a Secular Western Mysticism (Albany: SUNY
Press, 2003). See especially chap. 4, "Plotinus and Hellenistic Inner-Worldly Mysticism," 81-99.
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we come to rediscover that a concrete and stable boundary of human consciousness may be
illusory, as Plotinus argues. There are so many accounts of weird, strange, remarkable events
showing the amazing flexibility of human consciousness.10 We should be open-minded
towards the actual reports of uncommon human experience when we try to understand these.
Those reports are to be critically examined without being hastily dismissed as non-sense
caused by lack of intellect, delusion, or lies. As David Hufford's research well testifies, a
seemingly simple human experience of the Old Hag syndrome in fact hides a complicated
story behind it. Scholars and intellectuals who decided not to see the evidence challenging
their worldview should pay attention to the actual voices of people who undergo uncommon
states of consciousness.
In this regard, we have to allow the data to speak first while keeping silent for a while.
This advice is perhaps more valuable for the comparative study of religion than for any other
field. In order to grasp human religiosity, which is expressed in uncommon, amazing, and
even weird ways, we should be faithful to contexts, including actual reports. Yet some
scholars ironically fail to catch the significance of contexts, while at the same time
emphasizing their importance.11
Finally, Plotinus teaches us that there is an everlasting mystery that is inseparable
from the human psyche. Plotinus argues that as an event of altered states of the psyche, the

See Varieties of Anomalous Experience: Examining the Scientific Evidence, ed. Etzel Cardena, Steven Jay
Lynn, and Stanley Krippner (Washington: American Psychological Association, 2004).
" L. E. Schmidt argues that if we are more faithful to the social context of 18-19* century in which the concept
of mysticism emerges, many criticisms of post-modern scholars, who are opposing the political and social
insensitivity of the term, are not well founded. Schmidt claims that the emergence and wide acceptance of the
term was rather closely connected with the efforts to expand political and religious freedom. He argues, "It
would be ill conceived to think that [William] James, [Rufus] Jones, and their wider liberal Protestant company
domesticated, privatized, or feminized mysticism; instead, they did precisely the opposite." Thus, "On closer
inspection, then, the argument that the modern categories of "religious experience" and "mysticism" were
expressly aimed at purifying spirituality of the ostensible contaminants of political enmeshments and power
relations does not hold up very well." Therefore, the significance of the context again becomes the key. See
"The Making of Modern Mysticism."
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Plotinian henosis lets us know the hidden dimension of the human soul. In Plotinian terms,
the undescended part hides itself in the depths of the human soul and motivates us to seek it.
According to Plotinus, the human soul can change itself into various shapes, and,
interestingly, it becomes mesmerized by its own capacity for metamorphism. In order to
rejoice in this amazing capacity, the soul plays hide-and-seek with its true nature. Put simply,
the nature of the soul is a mystery to itself. Plotinus knew too well that there are far more
things in the human psyche than are dreamt of in our philosophy.
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