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An Abstract of
PLOTINUS ON THE ROLE OF NOUS IN SELF-KNOWLEDGE
by Mark Reuter
A thesis submitted in conformity with the requirements

for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy
Graduate Department of Philosophy

University of Toronto
1994

This study aims to explicate the role that voig [‘intellect’] plays in self-knowledge in the
philosophy of Plotinus. It does not offer itself as a historical study or as an exhaustive account
of the hypostasis nous. Rather, it assumes that the most promising way forward to a correct
understanding of what this controversial term means is to consider how Plotinus puts it to
work. Consequently, it limits itself to the examination of nous as Plotinus uses it to solve
problems concerning self-knowledge and personal-identity.

After presenting enough of the historical background to frame a working idea of nous
(chapters 1-2), it proceeds in three steps of uneven length, the aim of which is to show how
Plotinus relates these two problems. The first step defends Plotinus’ claim that we do not
«now who we are (chapters 3-5). It compares his claim with similar claims put forward by
Thomas Nagel and Bernard Williams. The second step argues that Plotinus maintains that our
true identity is that of a voiig £xctarog, a particular nous (chapters 6-11). This claim reveals
that Plotinus’ conception of the self is complex, for it introduces a tension between our true
self, a voic Exaoroc, and the ‘we’ [0 fueig] or the empirical self that is the subject of our
first-person experiences. It then argues that Plotinus uses the Stoic conception of oixgiwaig to
describe a process of internalization whereby we come to know what our true identity consists
in. [n this connection, and contrary to two well entrenched views, it is argued that xio7ic has
role 0 play in the acquisition of self-knowledge, or the Return to nous, and that it is not a con-
cept solely related to sensory perception. Finally, the third step (chapter 12) follows up the
discussion of identity by looking at Plotinus’ ethical theory. It argues that a discussion of nous
that failed to note its normative aspects would be incomplete, for it is knowing what we are —
our true identity — that Plotinus is able to prescribe how we ought to live.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

The following investigation aims to explicate the role that nous plays in self-
knowledge in the philosophy of Plotinus.! In broad outline it proceeds ir three steps of
uneven length. The first step defends Plotinus’ claim that we do not know who we are.
The second step examines Plotinus claim that the ‘we’ or the self is a voug Exa0Tog, a par-
ticular nous.2 The bulk of this investigation is devoted to an examination of this claim
(chapters 6-11). Finally, the third step (chapter 12) follows up the discussion of identity
by looking at Plotinus’ ethical theory. Having argued that our identity is found in nous —
this is what we are — Plotinus founds his ethical programme on this nature: knowing
what we are he is able to prescribe how we ought to live. This chapter introduces the
normative aspect of nous and relates this aspect to the term par excellence that Plotinus
uses to describe nous, xahév, ‘beautiful’. Nous as an object of ‘beauty’ has an attractive
or drawing power. Given this power and given its central position in Plotinus’ philosophy
— between the One and psyche — it is not surprising to find that it is the cardinal feature
in Plotinus’ ethical doctrine of the Return. The final chapter, while not presenting a com-
plete account of the Return, asks why nous has this attractive power and why Plotinus was
so interested in the experience of 70 xaAév. The notion of 76 xaAov will turn out to be
more than simply Platonic baggage, for it will be seen to mitigate some of the problems

1 The transliteration of the term *nous’ and other technical terms in Plotinus’ philosophy is defended
below in section (iv).

2 For the use of this expression by Plotinus see V 9.8.4 and cf. IV 9.3.26-27; V12.20.2; V 3.2.14;
V 3.2.17. One of the goals of this study is to offer an interpretation of what exactly this expression means.
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raised in earlier sections. Nous is xaAéc and we, too, Plotinus maintains, are xaehoi when
we attain self-knowledge.

Though nous is the cardinal feature of this study, this investigation does not claim to
be a complete account of the hypostasis nous in the philosophy of Plotinus. Rather, it
limits itself to the examination of nous as Plotinus uses the notion to solve questions con-
cerning personal identity. A more complete account of nous would have to look at the
way in which it relates to the hypostases helow and above it. But given that these rela-
tions have received earlier treatment,3 this investigation seeks to look more closely at
specific philosophical problems that nous is meant to solve. It assumes that the most
promising way forward to a correct understanding of what this term means is to consider
how Plotinus puts it to work. Consequently, the focus of this study will be on Plotinus.
Questions concerning his historical background or contemporary concerns about personal
identity and the philosophy of mind will not receive detailed treatment. When it seems
that Plotinus’ ideas cannot be understood without reference to the historical background,
or that some contemporary discussion helps to illuminate Plotinus’ treatment, these issues

will be brought in.

(i) Prospectus

The investigation opens by presenting a working idea of nous, and then proceeds
with an examination of the terms ‘nous’ and voeiv. The important ambiguities are flagged
and the difficulty of translating either term is discussed. In particular, the sense of vogiv

3 The former was covered in part by the study of H. J. Blumenthal, Plotinus’ Psychology: His Doc-

trine of the Embodied Soul (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1971), the latter by the study of John R. Bus-
sanich, The One and its Relation to Intellect in Plotinus (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1988).






