
 

Freedom and the Good: A Study of Plotinus’ Ennead VI.8 [39] 

 

 

by 

Aaron Higgins-Brake 

 

 

 

Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements 

for the degree of Master of Arts 

 

 

at 

 

 

Dalhousie University 

Halifax, Nova Scotia 

August 2015 

 

 

© Copyright by Aaron Higgins-Brake, 2015 

  



 

ii 

  

Table of Contents 

 

Abstract…………………………………………………………………………………….. iii 

List of Abbreviations Used………………………………………………………………… iv 

Acknowledgements………………………………………………………………………… v 

Chapter 1: Introduction…………………………………………………………………….. 1 

 1.1 Experience and Reason……………………………………………………….... 1 

 1.2 Freedom and Rationality……………………………………………………….. 8 

Chapter 2: Freedom, Responsibility, and the Place of the Human…………………....…… 11 

 2.1 Human Action in Plotinus and its Hellenistic Background…….…………….... 11 

 2.2 Freedom and Responsibility among the Stoics and Epicureans……………….. 13 

2.2 Aristotle and Plotinus on Voluntary Action…………………………………….20 

Chapter 3: The Freedom of the One……………………………………………………….. 31 

3.1 Origins of the Problematic of Ennead VI.8 [39]..................................................31 

3.2 Contingency and Necessity Redivivus…………………………………………. 39  

Chapter 4: Procession and Return………………………………………………………….. 49 

 4.1 From the ‗Will of Itself‘ to the ‗Will of the All‘.................................................. 49 

 4.2 From Procession to Reversion…………………………………………………. 55 

Chapter 5: Conclusion………………………………………………………………………63 

Bibliography………………………………………………………………………………...67 

  

  



 

iii 

  

 

Abstract 

 

This thesis investigates Plotinus‘ Ennead VI.8 [39] with a view to reevaluating what scholars 

have frequently considered to be the problematic implications of his metaphysical thought, and, 

in particular, Plotinus‘ supposed irrationalism. Our investigation shows that Plotinus is careful to 

develop an account of freedom that is distinct from acting arbitrarily, without thereby being 

necessitated or compelled – a development that is already clear in his reflections on human 

action. Plotinus‘ account culminates in his novel reinterpretation of the first principle, the Good, 

as the will of itself. Because this is simultaneously the cause of all things and the end to which 

they seek to return, Plotinus here locates the ground of our own freedom as well as the goal of 

our ethical striving. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

1.1 Experience and Reason 

 Plotinus‘ account of the First Principle, uniting Plato‘s account of the ‗Good beyond 

being‘ of the Republic with the One-non-being of the Parmenides, has long been regarded as 

revolutionary in relation to both the metaphysical and ethical thinking of the philosophical 

tradition before him. While scholars have largely lauded this innovation in the domain of 

metaphysics, the implications that it has for an account of the human good have not infrequently 

aroused suspicion and even drawn condemnation. In undertaking an investigation of Plotinus‘ 

account of liberty in Ennead VI.8 [39], it is necessary to situate this account in light of some of 

the major scholarly debates of the past century. 

 As Jean-Marc Narbonne has shown, Plotinus‘ particular reading of Plato emerged out of 

and, to a certain degree, in competition with a rival school of Platonic interpretation that derived 

its theology from the Timaeus rather than the Parmenides, and conceived of the first principle as 

the divine thinking.
1
 Although this debate was largely silent and implicit, evidenced by the fact 

that Plotinus never devoted a single treatise to justifying or defending his particular interpretation 

of Plato against this rival school, Plotinus‘ arguments for positing the One as the first principle 

permeate his corpus. In essence, for Plotinus, thinking always implies (at least) a duality between 

the thinker and the thought, which is derivative of a higher, more unified principle: ―if Intellect 

itself is what thinks and what is thought, it will be double and not single and so not the One.‖
2
 As 

                                                
1
 Cf. Narbonne, ―La naissance du néoplatonisme,‖ in Hénologie, Ontologie et Ereignis (Plotin - Proclus - 

Heidegger), L‘âne d‘or, (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 2001), 21-70. 
2
 VI.9 [9] 2, 36-37: εἰ κὲλ αὐηὸο ηὸ λννῦλ θαὶ ηὸ λννύκελνλ, δηπινῦο ἔζηαη θαὶ νὐρ ἁπινῦο νὐδὲ ηὸ ἕλ. I have 

generally followed the translations of A.H. Armstrong in Plotinus, Enneads, 7 vols., Loeb Classical Library, 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1966-1988), although I have not infrequently taken recourse to modify 
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a consequence of denying the attribute of Intellection to the One, however, Plotinus also 

necessarily places it beyond the grasp of our own Intellection: ―our awareness of the One is not 

by way of reasoned knowledge or of intellectual perception, as with other intelligible things, but 

by way of a presence superior to knowledge.‖
3
 While Plotinus still undeniably allots to 

intellection a crucial mediating or preparatory role, the attainment of the Good requires that one 

goes beyond these: ―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.‖
4
 

Drawing on passages like these, Émile Bréhier, an influential pioneer of Plotinian studies 

in the 20th century, argued that Plotinus‘ doctrines of the higher principles had fundamentally 

two aspects: a rational one which provided the basis for our knowledge of the world, and 

experiential one in which ―toutes les relations morales et intellectuelles qui font une pensée et 

une personne se perdent.‖
5
 For Bréhier, the rational aspect stemmed from the tradition of Greek 

philosophy, whereas the experiential was derived from an oriental mystical tradition that in 

Bréhier‘s judgement, ―n‘est que l‘abus du rationalisme grec, et sa termination.‖
6
 The difference 

between these two aspect is apparent in Plotinus‘ elevation of the One beyond the duality of 

thinker and thought, although he finds it the same distinction within Plotinus‘ doctrine of 

Intellect as well.
7
 Bréhier thus harboured a deeply ambivalent attitude towards Plotinus, seeing 

                                                                                                                                                       
them, silently, for consistency, clarity, and accuracy. All Greek text of Plotinus comes from the Plotini Opera, 3 

vols., edited by Paul Henry and Hans-Rudolf Schwyzer, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1964-1982). 
3
 VI.9 [9] 4, 1-3: κεδὲ θαη' ἐπηζηήκελ ἡ ζύλεζηο ἐθείλνπ κεδὲ θαηὰ λνήζηλ, ὥζπεξ ηὰ ἄιια λνεηά, ἀιιὰ θαηὰ 

παξνπζίαλ ἐπηζηήκεο θξείηηνλα. 
4
 V.5 [32] 6, 19-21: ὁ ζεάζαζζαη ζέισλ ηὸ ἐπέθεηλα ηνῦ λνεηνῦ ηὸ λνεηὸλ πᾶλ ἀθεὶο ζεάζεηαη, ὅηη κὲλ ἔζηη δηὰ 

ηνύηνπ καζώλ, νἷνλ δ' ἐζηὶ ηνῦην ἀθείο. 
5
 Bréhier, La Philosophie de Plotin, (Paris: Boivin & Cie., 1928), 135 

6
 ibid. 108. 

7
 Bréhier finds that Plotinus‘ account of self-knowledge also includes a mystical identification of the self with the 

universal, cf. ibid. 109. 
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him as at once a great representative of the Greek rationalist tradition, while at the same time 

inaugurating its downfall. This ambivalence about Plotinus was not new with Bréhier but stems 

back to commentators in the 19th century. Hegel, for example, characterizes Plotinus‘ thought as 

―an intellectualism or a higher idealism,‖ while at the same time judging that ―the Alexandrian 

school cannot altogether be absolved from the charge of superstition.‖
8
 The fear among Bréhier 

and others is that by positing the human good beyond reason, reason then becomes something 

that may be circumvented, for example, in ritual practice as later Neoplatonists were wrongfully 

maligned for doing. 

Although after Bréhier the idea of a necessary oriental influence on Plotinus fell out of 

favour,
9
 the notion that Plotinus‘ time represented the decline of reason was still widely held, 

even among those who sought to see Plotinus as exempt from this decline. In E.R. Dodds‘ 

famous judgement, Plotinus was not the ―subverter of the tradition of Greek rationalism, but its 

last constructive exponent in an anti-rational age.‖
10

 Dodds‘ rationalist interpretation of Plotinus 

depended above all upon intellectualizing Plotinus‘ account of the One: ―The term ηὸ ἕλ was 

given in the [Greek] tradition; the concept can be reached, and most often is reached, through a 

purely philosophical argument [...] What the experience of unification seems to do is to give the 

assurance that the outcome of this regressive dialectic is no hollow abstraction [...] It is, as it 

                                                
8
 G.W.F. Hegel, Lectures on the History of Philosophy, vol. 2, translated by E.S. Haldane and Frances H. Simson, 

(New York: The Humanities Press, 1955), 410, 412.  
9
 This view was definitively put to rest by E.R. Dodds in his ―The Parmenides of Plato and the Origin of the 

Neoplatonic ‗One,‘‖ The Classical Quarterly 22, no. 3/4 (1928): 129-142. For more recent considerations on this 

subject, as well as reflections on the history of the scholarship on it, cf. Wayne Hankey, One Hundred Years of 

Neoplatonism in France: A Brief Philosophical History, [published in a single volume with Narbonne, Levinas and 

the Greek Heritage], Studies in Philosophical Theology, (Leuven, Paris, Dudley: Peeters, 2006); idem ―Philosophy 

as Way of Life for Christians? Iamblichan and Porphyrian Reflections on Religion, Virtue, and Philosophy in 

Thomas Aquinas,‖ Laval Théologique et Philosophique 59, no. 2 (Juin 2003): 193–224; idem ―Neoplatonism and 

Contemporary French Philosophy,‖ Dionysius 23 (2005): 161–190; idem ―Re-evaluating E.R. Dodds‘ Platonism,‖ 

Harvard Studies in Classical Philology 103 (2007): 499–541. 
10

 E.R. Dodds, ―The Parmenides of Plato and the Origin of the Neoplatonic One,‖ 142.  
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were, the experimental verification of the abstract proposition that the One is the Good.‖
11

 While 

there remains for Dodds a difference between the concept and the experience of the One, they 

are not longer opposed as they were for Bréhier: the experience of the One confirms the concept 

of it. In Dodds‘ view, the irrational is not found in the heights of Neoplatonism, but in its the 

depths – above all in ritual practice – and it is to this which Dodds credits the downfall of Greek 

rationalism.
12

 While Plotinus‘ work may be viewed as free from the clutches of irrationalism, his 

more theurgically inclined successors did not fare so well. 

Following Dodds, the intellectual, anti-theurgical interpretation of Plotinus would 

become influential in the 20th century, especially in the English speaking world, although it was 

not universal.
13

 Armstrong, for example, suggested that the irrational elements in Plotinus‘ 

thought, though undeniably present, may be accredited to his unscrupulous manner of writing 

and lack of editing.
14

 More recently Gerson has put forward an intellectualist interpretation of 

Plotinus, claiming that ―much of what Plotinus has to say about the One is inspired by Plato and 

based on arguments which have a lot more to do with scientific realism than they do with 

mysticism.‖
15

 Gerson‘s interpretation involves relegating Plotinus‘ mysticism to the domain of 

                                                
11

 E.R. Dodds, ―Tradition and Personal Achievement in the Philosophy of Plotinus,‖ The Journal of Roman Studies 

50, no. 1-2 (1960): 6-7. 
12

 Cf. E.R. Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1951): 283-314. 
13

 Cf. John Rist, Plotinus: The Road to Reality, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1967), 213-230. More 

recently scholars in the English world attempts have criticized this approach more systematically. Cf. Robert 

Berchman, ―Rationality and Ritual in Plotinus and Porphyry,‖ Incognita 2, no. 2 (1991): 184-216; John Bussanich, 

―Plotinian Mysticism in Theoretical and Comparative Perspectives,‖ American Catholic Philosohpical Quarterly 71, 

no. 3 (1997): 339-365; and infra n. 9 & n. 28. 
14

 A.H. Armstrong, ―Elements in the Thought of Plotinus at Variance with Classical Intellectualism,‖ The Journal of 

Hellenic Studies 93 (1973): 13. Armstrong‘s claim is no doubt to some degree based upon Porphyry‘s anecdote that 

Plotinus never revised any of his writings due to his poor eyesight. VP 8, 1-17. 
15

 Lloyd P. Gerson, Plotinus, Arguments of the Philosophers, (London, New York: Routledge, 1998), 218. 
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‗personal experience,‘
16

 and arguing, despite numerous passages to the contrary, that the ultimate 

Good for Plotinus is to be found in a permanent state of contemplation.
17

 

While this intellectual Plotinus was largely influential in the English speaking world, in 

the French world commentators were more attentive and sympathetic to Plotinus‘ ethical 

thought. The basis for this may be found, somewhat ironically, in Bréhier who recognized the 

central place of subjectivity in Plotinus‘ thought. For Bréhier, Plotinus‘ thought represents a 

particular form of idealism that, rather than substituting thoughts or ideas for real objects, makes 

the relation between subjects and objects fundamental, so that ―ce que Plotin place sous les 

choses, ce dont il fait la réalité véritable, ce sont des sujets actifs, des activités spirituelles.‖
18

 For 

Bréhier, this is a precarious position, which potentially forms a basis for irrationalism by 

elevating a subjective intuition above objective rational forms and relations. At the same time, 

Bréhier believed that Plotinus succeeded in reining in this tendency, and in harmonizing mystical 

intuition with Greek rationalism:  

les formes du réel ne peuvent être considéres comme des réalités inertes existant 

indépendamment des actes spirituels qui les ont posées; si elles sont vraiment 

susceptibles d‘une déduction rationnelle, il faut que leur substance consiste dans ces actes 

spirituels eux-mêmes. La réalité spirituelle unique découverte par le mystique, l‘acte qui 

est le fond de toute réalité, sans être aucune réalité déterminée, devient donc solidaire du 

rationalisme compris en ce sens.
19

  

 

Subsequent readers of Plotinus were more inclined to this aspect of Bréhier‘s interpretation in 

seeing mysticism, experience, and subjectivity as constitutive, rather than destructive, of 

rationality. Thus, for Jean-Trouillard, Plotinus‘ whole philosophy was epitomized in his doctrine 

of purification, which liberates the human from its limited perspective to an ever deeper 

                                                
16

 ibid. 218-219 
17

 ibid. 220. 
18

 Bréhier, La Philosophie de Plotin, 182. 
19

 ibid. 186. 
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reflection on itself and the whole: ―Le plotinisme est donc une doctrine et une méthode des 

métamorphoses du moi. L‘univers n‘est pas autre chose que l‘aspect objectif des différentes 

formes mentales. La vie noétique n‘est pas dans le monde ni le monde en elle; ils sont 

identiques.‖
20

 Crucially, this interrelation of the self and the world does not result in an abyss in 

which ―toute différence est absorbée, où a cessé complètement toute distinction du sujet et de 

l‘objet,‖
21

 as Bréhier believed was the danger in Plotinus, but rather integrates the mystical, 

experiential, and rational sides of Plotinus‘ thought into stages or moments within one spiritual 

life. 

The most influential exponent of this view in the 20th century was Pierre Hadot. What in 

Plotinus fascinated Hadot was that, where Plato had articulated varying degrees of reality – for 

example, in the images of the Sun, the Line, and the Cave – these were transformed by Plotinus 

into ―des niveaux de la vie interieure, des niveaux de moi.‖
22

 For Hadot, the philosophy of 

Plotinus does not consist ultimately in abstract reasoning, but in providing a programme for the 

ethical cultivation of the self: ―Pour Plotin, la connaissance est toujours expérience, plus encore 

métamorphose intérieure. Il ne s‘agit pas de savoir rationellement qu‘il y a deux niveaux dans la 

réalité divine [sc. l‘Intellect et l‘Un] mais il faut s‘élever intérieurement jusqu‘à ces niveaux et 

les éprouver en soi, en deux tons différents de la vie spirituelle.‖
23

 For Hadot, the central 

problem in Plotinus‘ philosophy, therefore, is that of virtue, or how we may habituate, purify, 

and perfect ourselves in order to experience and to live with the higher levels of ourselves 

(including the contemplative) rather than the lower.
24

 Like Bréhier and Dodds, Hadot essentially 

                                                
20

 Jean Trouillard, La purification plotinienne, (Paris: Hermann, 2008), 208 
21

 Bréhier, La Philosophie de Plotin, 107. 
22

 Pierre Hadot, Plotin ou la simplicité du regard, (Paris: Gallimard, 1997), 31. 
23

 ibid. 74. 
24

 ibid. 112-113. 
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maintains a distinction between philosophical reasoning and experience,
25

 but only because 

reasoning is one level of experience, which is more fundamental. In this, Hadot follows Plotinus‘ 

own emphasis on the limited and provisional nature of philosophic discourse: ―For teaching goes 

as far as the road and the travelling, but the vision is the task of someone who has already 

resolved to see.‖
26

 Rather than presenting Plotinus as a rationalist doctrinaire, the Alexandrian is, 

in Hadot‘s view, ―un professeur et un directeur de conscience qui ne cherche pas à exposer sa 

vision de l‘univers, mais à former des disciples, grâce à des exercices spirituels.‖
27

 While in 

recent years Hadot has come under criticism for overlooking ritual elements of Plotinus‘ thought, 

and thus operating, intentionally or not, within the paradigm of a ‗rationalist‘ Plotinus,
28

 the 

harmony he discovers between ethics and reason in the spiritual life has been a hallmark of 

Plotinian studies in the latter part of the 20th century. 

 

1.2 Freedom and Rationality 

These shifting views on Plotinus‘ rationalism and mysticism have important 

consequences for the understanding of liberty in his thought, and they have a close analogue in 

the consideration of his notion of ‗will.‘ In his Sather lectures of 1974, published eight years 

later, Albrecht Dihle distinguished two different notions of will in the classical world: the one 

                                                
25

 Plotinus, Traité 9, introduction, translation, commentary, and notes by Pierre Hadot, Les Écrits de Plotin, (Paris: 

Les Éditions du Cerf, 1994), 29: ―Il ne faut absolument pas confondre la théologie negative, qui est une méthode 

rationnelle, et l‘expérience mystique qui précisément est une expérience.‖ 
26

 VI.9 [9] 4, 15-16: κέρξη γὰξ ηῆο ὁδνῦ θαὶ ηῆο πνξείαο ἡ δίδαμηο, ἡ δὲ ζέα αὐηνῦ ἔξγνλ ἤδε ηνῦ ἰδεῖλ 

βεβνπιεκέλνπ. 
27

 Pierre Hadot, Plotin ou la simplicité du regard, 15. 
28

 Cf. Zeke Mazur, ―Unio Magica Part I: On the Magical Origins of Plotinus‘ Mysticism,‖ Dionysius XXI (2003): 

23-52; idem ―Unio Magica Part II: Plotinus, Theurgy and the Question of Ritual,‖ Dionysius XXII (2004): 29-56, 

esp. 44 n. 53; Hankey, ―Philosophy as Way of Life for Christians? Iamblichan and Porphyrian Reflections on 

Religion, Virtue, and Philosophy in Thomas Aquinas,‖ 193-223; James Bryson, ―Evaluating Pierre Hadot‘s 

Criticism of Plotinian Mysicism,‖ in Perspectives sur le néoplatonisme, edited by Martin Achard, Wayne Hankey, 

and Jean-Marc Narbonne, (Québec: Les Presses de l‘Université Laval, 2009), 253-266. 
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‗voluntaristic,‘ and the other ‗intellectualistic.‘ The voluntaristic notion denotes a will that is not 

in any way bound or necessitated by anything, including the strictures of reason.
29

 The 

intellectualistic view, as its name suggests, denotes a will which is bound within the limits of 

reason: that the will wills ―what the intellect recognizes as good.‖
30

 In Dihle‘s view the 

voluntaristic conception belongs characteristically to the Judeo-Christian tradition, whereas the 

intellectualistic is rooted especially in the tradition of Greek philosophy and its Latin readers,
31

 

although he recognizes that there are many figures who break with this schema, such as Philo 

Judaeus. Of particular note for our purposes is that for Dihle the positing of the Good beyond 

being and knowing, such as one finds especially among the Neoplatonists, introduces the 

possibility of an arbitrary and capricious God.
32

 While Plotinus is fundamentally opposed to this 

view, he nonetheless recognizes it as a possible consequence which he must hedge off by 

categorically refusing that the One wills anything other than itself.
33

 

Subsequent scholars have called into question Dilhe‘s account on many grounds. Most 

notably, Michael Frede‘s own Sather lectures, delivered in 1997-98 and published posthumously, 

sought to rectify Dihle‘s overly narrow focus on tracing the roots of the modern notion of will, 

which is neither univocal nor indisputable, to the exclusion of other conceptions contained in the 

                                                
29

 Cf. Albrecht Dihle, The Theory of Will in Classical Antiquity, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982), 

10-11. 
30

 Christoph Horn, ―The Concept of Will in Plotinus,‖ in Reading Ancient Texts: Aristotle and Neoplatonism, edited 

by Suzanne Stern-Gillet and Kevin Corrigan, (Boston, Leiden: Brill, 2007): 154. 
31

 This opposition between the Greek tradition and the Judeo-Christian was commonplace in Biblical scholarship, 

although it has been shown to be deeply problematic. Cf. Robert D. Crouse, ―The Hellenization of Christianity: A 

Historiographical Study,‖ Canadian Journal of Theology 8 (1962): 22-33; Hankey, ―Memoria, Intellectus, Voluntas: 

the Augustinian Centre of Robert Crouse‘s Scholarly Work,‖ Dionysius 30 (2012): 41–76. 
32

 Dilhe, The Theory of Will, 11: ―If the Absolute is not determined or necessitated by anything else, if it transcends 

both being and reason, it must equally be free to interfere with reality  at any given level at any given time, simply 

because of its will or pleasure and regardless of the preestablished, rational order of being.‖ 
33

 Cf. VI.8 [39] 21, 1 ff. 
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tradition.
34

 Frede also thoroughly undermines Dihle‘s opposition between the Greek and Judeo-

Christian traditions by tracing Augustine‘s supposedly novel and paradigmatically Christian 

notion of the will to Epictetus,
35

 and finds the supposedly Judeo-Christian notion of ―the world‘s 

dependence on God‘s will‖ in Plotinus.
36

 At the same time, against an overly ‗voluntaristic‘ 

conception of the will, Frede acknowledges that Plotinus‘ One is far from being able to ―make 

absolute and unconditioned choices which have no further explanation,‖ but is rather free in the 

sense that it does not act either by chance or necessity.
37

 

Taking a further step away from Dilhe, Christoph Horn has argued that Plotinus‘ notion 

of the will is fundamentally intellectualistic. In order to uphold the view that ―there is no room 

for arbitrariness or irrationality in Plotinus‘ picture of the divine world,‖
38

 Horn has to deny that 

Plotinus‘ One has a will except in an equivocal, non-literal sense. On Horn‘s account, while all 

things have a desire for the Good, the Good itself, being perfect, has no desire for anything. Or, 

as Plotinus says, the One is ―good not for itself, but for others, if anything is able to participate in 

it.‖
39

  

What is radical and surprising in Ennead VI.8 [39], however, is the way in which 

Plotinus undoes this account and makes the self-willing of the Good the very basis of our desire 

for it: ―But it is necessary for the choice and willing of itself to be included in the existence of 

the Good, or else it would hardly be possible for anything else to find it satisfactory.‖
40

 This 

                                                
34

 Michael Frede, A Free Will: Origins of the Notion in Ancient Thought, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

2011): 5-6. 
35

 ibid., 156-159. 
36

 ibid., 150. 
37

 ibid. 152. 
38

 Christoph Horn, ―The Concept of Will in Plotinus,‖ 167. 
39

 VI.9 [9] 6, 41-42: αὐηὸ νὐρ ἑαπηῶ, ηνῖο δὲ ἄιινηο ἀγαζόλ, εἴ ηη αὐηνῦ δύλαηαη κεηαιακβάλεηλ. 
40

 VI.8 [39] 13, 43-45: ἐλ δὲ ηῇ ηνῦ ἀγαζνῦ ὑπνζηάζεη ἀλάγθε ηὴλ αἵξεζηλ θαὶ ηὴλ αὑηνῦ ζέιεζηλ ἐκπεξηεηιεκκέλελ 

εἶλαη ἢ ζρνιῇ γ' ἂλ ἄιιῳ ὑπάξρνη ἑαπηῶ εἶλαη. 
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account of the Good thus escapes the pitfalls of voluntarism by not being an arbitrary will but 

determinatively a self-will, but it also avoids the limitations of intellectualism which would 

reduce the Good to rationality. While scholars of the 20th century have found in Plotinus 

rationalism and irrationalism, both generally and in his understanding of the will, his account of 

freedom in Ennead VI.8 [39] offers us a particularly good vantage point to reconsider these 

characterizations.  

 Plotinus‘ treatment of freedom, as we shall see, is fundamentally structured around the 

question of the individual‘s desire for, and attainment of the Good. Indeed, in the end, the highest 

form of freedom is a complete liberation from external determinations, which can only be found 

in the nature of the Good, insofar as it is prior to all determinations and the source of them. 

Plotinus‘ account of freedom depends upon rigorously maintaining the transcendence of the One 

vis-à-vis intellect, since this very transcendence is reinterpreted as pure freedom. As a corollary 

to this, if the human individual is to be free, it can only be so in virtue of an original coincidence 

of itself with the Good that is attained by purifying itself of everything extrinsic and accidental, 

even its own humanity. In this way, the freedom of the One is found to be not other than our 

original selves. Hence, we may come to agree with Bréhier, Hadot, and Trouillard about the 

central role of subjectivity in Plotinus‘ thought. Finally, amidst these various tensions, Plotinus 

shows himself to be very careful to forbid that the total freedom from external constraints 

descend into irrationality or caprice, and he takes pains along the way to safeguard reason against 

these threats. 

 To commence this study, we shall in the following chapter examine how this account of 

self-will of the Good, understood as the freedom of the first principle, begins to emerge from 

Plotinus‘ examination of human action.
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Chapter Two: Freedom, Responsibility, and the Place of the Human 

 

2.1 Human Action in Plotinus and its Hellenistic Background 

In the philosophical tradition leading up to Plotinus, the examination of freedom was, by 

and large, contained within the boundaries of the inquiry into human action. Although by raising 

the question of divine freedom Plotinus may appear to break with this tradition, his account of 

divine freedom depends upon and develops out of an examination of human action. This 

dependence is signalled at the beginning of the treatise, which Plotinus opens by asking, ―Is it 

possible to enquire even about the gods whether there is anything in their power?‖
41

 Although 

Plotinus‘ theological concern is immediately evident, he quickly concedes that this is not an 

adequate point of departure: ―we must postpone these questions for the present, and first enquire 

about ourselves, as we usually do, whether anything does happen to be in our power.‖
42

 The 

reason Plotinus gives for this deferral is that the notion of ‗being in one‘s power‘ is far from self-

evident:  

First we must ask what something ‗being in our power‘ ought to mean; that is, what is the 

idea of this kind of thing in our minds; for in this way it might come to be known whether 

it is suitable to transfer it to the gods, and still more, to God, or whether it should not be 

                                                
41

 VI.8 [39] 1, 1-2: ἆξ' ἔζηη θαὶ ἐπὶ ζελ εἴ ηί ἐζηηλ ἐπὶ αὐηνῖο. The Greek phrase ἐπὶ + dativus personae is 

notoriously equivocal and difficult to translate into English, despite being one of the key terms in Greek discussions 

of freedom. English translators have various opted for ‗what is up to oneself,‘ ‗what is in one‘s power,‘ ‗what 

depends upon oneself,‘ and even in some contexts ‗what one is responsible for.‘ I have not attempted to provide a 

single rendering of the Greek phrase, which is especially difficult because Greek writers use it both transitively 

(having something in one‘s power) and intransitively (having ‗being in one‘s power‘ as an attribute or quality). 

When in doubt, the reader is encouraged to consult the Greek which I have provided. For a study of Plotinus‘ use of 

this term, and a comparison of it to previous thinkers, cf. Erik Eliasson, The Notion of That Which Depends on Us in 

Plotinus and its Background, (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2008). 
42

 ibid. 13-16: ἀιιὰ ηαῦηα κὲλ ἐλ ηῶ παξόληη ἀλαβιεηένλ, πξόηεξνλ δε' ἐθ' ἡκλ αὐηλ, ἐθ' ὧλ θαὶ δεηεῖλ ἐζνο, εἴ ηη 

ἐθ' ἡκῖλ ὂλ ηπγράλεη  
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transferred. If it should be transferred, we should enquire how ‗being in their power‘ is to 

be applied to other gods and to the first beings.
43

 

 

Thus, only by clarifying the nature of human freedom can we consider whether something akin 

to it is to be found in the gods.  

Plotinus speaks of this as an issue of transference, transposition, or, to use a modern 

cognate as Lavaud does, a question of metaphor (κεηαθέξεηλ).
44

 While language used to describe 

the freedom of the gods is certainly borrowed from the domain of praxis, this is not to say that 

Plotinus‘ account of divine freedom is merely metaphorical, a sort of phantom of human action. 

Indeed, Plotinus‘ actual method is more subtle than what this single clue may lead us to think. 

On the one hand, to employ the terminology of human freedom in describing the higher 

principles is, as Plotinus says, to drag them down to our level.
45

 On the other hand, Plotinus 

elsewhere in the treatise describes his method as one of tracing human freedom back through its 

principles.
46

 There is thus both a descending and an ascending movement that underlies the 

relation of the human liberty to the divine, and our manner of speaking about it. From the 

perspective of the first movement, Plotinus will be critical of using the language of human 

freedom in reference to the gods, but, from the perspective of the second movement, he is 

justified in using this same language insofar as the gods are the source of this freedom. The task 

of Plotinus‘ examination human freedom will thus be to expose its limitations, and refine our 

                                                
43

 ibid. 16-21. πξηνλ δεηεηένλ ηί πνηε δεῖ ηὸ ἐθ' ἡκῖλ εἶλαη ηη ιέγεηλ· ηνῦην δ' ἐζηὶ ηίο ἔλλνηα ηνῦ ηνηνύηνπ· νὕησ 

γὰξ ἄλ πσο γλσζζείε, εἰ θαὶ ἐπὶ ζενὺο θαὶ ἔηη κᾶιινλ ἐπὶ ζεὸλ ἁξκόδεη κεηαθέξεηλ ἢ νὐ κεηελεθηένλ· ἢ κεηελεθηένλ 

κέλ, δεηεηένλ δέ, πο ηὸ ἐπ' αὐηνῖο ηνῖο ηε ἄιινηο θαὶ ἐπὶ ηλ πξώησλ. 
44

 Plotinus, Traité 39 (VI, 8) translation, introduction and notes by Laurent Lavaud, in Traités 38-41, translations 

under the direction of Luc Brisson and Jean-François Pradeau, (Paris: Flammarion, 2007), 175. 
45

 Cf. VI.8 [39] 7, 10-11. 
46

 VI.8 [39] 3, 1-4. 
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understanding of it, in order to develop a way of speaking and thinking about the freedom of the 

gods. 

This effort will occupy Plotinus for the first six chapters of the treatise, right up until he 

states the famous objection against him in the seventh chapter, and turns to consider the freedom 

of the One almost exclusively. As it is this latter discussion of divine freedom which has earned 

the treatise renown, the first seven chapters have received comparatively little attention from 

scholars. It is this first section, however, which serves as a propaedeutic to Plotinus‘ theological 

speculations, and introduces many of its central themes. Furthermore, an overly zealous focus on 

the latter part of the treatise risks treating its major themes as if they appeared out of thin air, 

instead of as an organic development from Plotinus‘ reflection on human action in the first part 

of the treatise. Lastly, a careful reading of the of first six chapters allows us to situate Plotinus‘ 

treatise among the many reflections on freedom, providence, fate, and justice that appeared in the 

Hellenistic world, and to see how their themes may be implicitly taken up in the treatise‘s second 

part.
47

 Let us begin with this last point. 

 

2.2 Freedom and Responsibility among the Stoics and Epicureans 

The concern for human freedom is indissociable from our desire for happiness, from a 

concern for justice, and from the question of the righteousness of the gods. To deny human 

freedom and responsibility would be to render us no more than the products of blind chance, to 

                                                
47

 Leroux argues against situating Plotinus in this context: ―la volonté et la liberté de l‘Un ne sont pas posées par 

Plotin dans le contexte d‘une justification de l‘order du monde, mais dans la seule perspective d‘une justification 

absolue de l‘acte originaire de l‘Un,‖ in Plotinus, Traité sur la liberté et la volonté de l‟Un, introduction, Greek text, 

translation, and commentary by Georges Leroux, Histoire des doctrines de l‘antiquité classique, (Paris: J. Vrin, 

1990), 33.  



 

14 

  

imprison us within the lot that fortune has given us, and thereby to abolish any basis for justice, 

either human or divine. Plotinus states the problem elegantly in his treatise On Providence: 

―Providence ought not to exist in such a way as to make us nothing. If everything was 

providence and nothing but providence, then providence would not exist; for what would it have 

to provide for?‖
48

 Establishing a legitimate space for human action was a popular topic in the 

philosophical discussions of Hellenistic period. Plotinus presents his own position as a solution 

to the problems he finds in the Stoics and Epicureans, each of which he finds eliminating human 

agency in different ways. In order to better grasp Plotinus‘ own position, it is therefore useful to 

examine briefly the teachings of these two schools. 

The Stoics present Fate as governing and presiding over all things. Playing on a 

etymological connection between ‗εἱκαξκέλε‘ (Fate) and ‗εἱξκόο‘ (string), the Stoics say that 

Fate is ―a string of causes.‖
49

 The basis for this doctrine is simply the thesis that ―nothing that 

happens is uncaused, but according to prior causes.‖
50

 When one considers these two theses 

absolutely, one comes to the conclusion of Chrysippus that ―it is impossible for any of the parts, 

even the smallest one, to turn out differently than according to the common nature and its 

reason.‖
51

 Two major problems arise from this view: in the first place, Chrysippus‘ position 

would seem to make Fate and the divine Logos responsible for evil as well as good, and second, 

as a consequence, this would appear to absolve humans of any moral responsibility. In response 

to these problems, the Stoics attempted to develop a basis for granting some degree of freedom 

to humans without compromising the rule of Fate. In particular, the Stoics developed the notion 

                                                
48

 III.2 [47] 9, 1-3: νὐ γὰξ δὴ νὕησ ηὴλ πξόλνηαλ εἶλαη δεῖ, ὥζηε κεδὲλ ἡκᾶο εἶλαη. πάληα δὲ νὔζεο πξνλνίαο θαὶ 

κόλεο αὐηῆο νὐδ ἂλ εἴε· ηίλνο γὰξ ἂλ ἔηη εἴε; 
49

 SVF 2.917, 920: εἱξκὸλ αἰηηλ. All translations from SVF are my own. 
50

 SVF 2.912: ηὸ κεδὲλ ἀλαηηίσο γίγλεζζαη, ἀιιὰ θαηὰ πξνεγνπκέλαο αἰηίαο. 
51

 SVF 2.937: νὐζὲλ γὰξ ἔζηηλ ἄιισο ηλ θαηὰ κέξνο γελεζζαη νὐδὲ ηνὐιάρηζηνλ, ἢ θαηὰ ηὴλ θνηλὴλ θύζηλ θαὶ 

θαηὰ ηὸλ ἐθείλεο ιόγνλ. 
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of events being ‗co-fated,‘ which is to say that particular events are dependent upon particular 

preconditions including, it seems to be implied, our own volition. Chrysippus is accredited with 

developing this notion particularly in response to the ‗lazy argument‘ (ἀξγὸο ιόγνο). The classic 

example of this is that if someone falls ill and is fated for them to get better, then there is no need 

for them to visit a doctor, since they will get better in either case.
52

 But the counter argument of 

Chrysippus would be that visiting the doctor may be fated as a condition of one‘s return to good 

health, and so it is incumbent upon us to do so. Thus, while the rule of fate remains intact, we are 

still morally obliged to do certain things on Chrysippus‘ account. 

The Epicureans, although vigorously rejecting the rule of Fate,
53

 nonetheless ascribed all 

change to the natural motions of the atoms.
54

 While not imposing an external determination on 

our actions, as some saw the Stoic account doing, the Epicurean account would still seem to 

reduce human action to natural mechanisms, thereby forfeiting any control we may have over 

events, and the basis for human responsibility. To resolve this problem, the Epicureans 

introduced the notion of the ‗swerve‘ where an atom would change its course without being 

pushed by anything outside it.
55

 What this position essentially accomplishes is to introduce 

contingency and indeterminacy in a physical system, in order to secure our capability for acting 

                                                
52

 Cf. Cicero, De Fato, in Cicero, vol. 4, translated by H. Rackham, Loeb Classical Library, (Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 1943), 28-30. 
53

 See Epicurus‘ Letter to Menoecus in Diogenis Laertii Vitae Philosophorum, Vol II., edited by H.S. Long, Oxford 

Classical Texts, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1964), 10.133-135. I have generally followed the translation found in 

Hellenistic Philosophy: Introductory Readings, 2nd ed., translated by Brad Inwood and Lloyd P. Gerson, 

(Indianapolis: Hackett, 1998). 
54

 Cf. Cicero, De Finibus bonorum et malorum, translated by H. Rackham, Loeb Classical Library, (Cambridge, 

MA: 1967), I.18-20. 
55

 Cf. Cicero, De Fato, 22-23; Lucretius, De Rerum Natura, edited by Cyril Bailey, Oxford Classical Texts, 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1967), II.251-271. Cicero attributes the swerve as a solution to this problem in particular 

– hanc Epicurus rationem induxit ob eam rem quod veritus est ne, si semper atomus gravitate ferretur naturali ac 

necessaria, nihil liberum nobis esset, cum ita moveretur animus ut atomorum motu cogeretur. Yet, perhaps even 

more importantly, it was used to resolve problems within Epicurean physics. Cf. Lucretius, De Rerum Natura, 

II.225-250. 
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without being driven on by other forces.
56

 For the Stoics, such indeterminacy would undermine 

the rule of Fate and the order of the cosmos, but the Epicurean gods are decidedly not 

providential, since to interfere with the workings of the cosmos would be a threat to their perfect 

tranquility.
57

 

 Plotinus takes issue with both the Stoic and Epicurean accounts of freedom and, in the 

case of the Stoics, of providence. In regard to the Epicureans, although they allow for the 

contingency requisite for human choice, since this contingency is random, it appears no less a 

threat to human freedom than an external compulsion:  

we must leave no room for vain ‗swerves‘ or the sudden movement of bodies which 

happens without any preceding causation, or a senseless impulse of the soul when 

nothing has moved it do anything which it did not do before. Because of this very 

absence of motive a greater compulsion would hold the soul, that of not belonging to 

itself but being carried about by movements of this kind which would be unwilled and 

causeless.
58

 

 

Thus, on Plotinus‘ account, the Epicurean swerves in no way allow for the soul‘s self-direction 

and instead simply make it subject it to randomness and chance. The contingency and 

indeterminacy of the Epicurean swerve, rather than providing an opportunity for human freedom, 

in fact abolishes the possibility for purposive action. What is needed, according to Plotinus, is 

that the soul ‗belong to itself,‘ or more literally, ‗exist from itself‘ (ηὸ αὐηῆο εἶλαη). This is to say 

that the soul, if it is to be free, ought to be capable of originating its own actions and of directing 

                                                
56

 In this I follow the reading of Frede and Hunter, cf. infra 58. The more common account of the swerve, which 

would equate the motion of willing with the swerve, succumbs rather easily to the Plotinian criticism given below. 
57

 Cf. Diogenes Laertius, 10.76-77. 
58

  III.1 [3] 1, 16-23: νὔηε παξεγθιίζεζη θελαῖο ρώξαλ δηδόληα νὔηε θηλήζεη ζσκάησλ ηῇ ἐμαίθλεο, ἣ νὐδελὸο 

πξνεγεζακέλνπ ὑπέζηε, νὔηε θπρῆο ὁξκῇ ἐκπιήθηῶ κεδελὸο θηλήζαληνο αὐηὴλ εἰο ηό ηη πξᾶμαη ὧλ πξόηεξνλ νὐθ 

ἐπνίεη. ἢ αὐηῶ γε ηνύηῳ κείδσλ ἄλ ηηο ἔρνη αὐηὴλ ἀλάγθε ηὸ κὴ αὐηῆο εἶλαη, θέξεζζαη δὲ ηὰο ηνηαύηαο θνξὰο 

ἀβνπιήηνπο ηε θαὶ ἀλαηηίνπο νὔζαο. Although Plotinus‘ criticism has been regarded as a strong one, more nuanced 

and sympathetic readings of the Epicurean swerve have nonetheless been offered by scholars. Cf. Michael Frede, A 

Free Will: Origins of the Notion in Ancient Thought, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011), 12-14; and 

more recently Hugh Hunter, ―Lucretius on Swerves and Freedom,‖ Dionysius XXXII (2014): 71-81. 
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itself by its will, as opposed to the ‗unwilled and causeless‘ (ἀβνπιήηνπο ηε θαὶ ἀλαηηίνπο) 

movements of chance. Plotinus will often invoke this ‗existing from itself‘ in his discussions of 

freedom, where it functions as a sort of watchword for real liberty.
59

 

 Plotinus also accuses the Stoics of abolishing the basis for human action, but, in their 

case, by absorbing it into the universal: 

And must we, as the consequent causes are brought into action from that one source, call 

their continuous interweaving ‗Fate‘ [...]? But, first of all, this excess of necessity and of 

fate so understood itself does away with destiny and the chain of causes and their 

interweaving. For just as with our own parts, when they are moved by our ruling 

principle, the statement that they are moved according to fate is unreasonable – for there 

is not one thing which imparts the movement and another which receives it and takes its 

impulse from it, but the ruling principle itself is what immediately moves the leg – in the 

same way if in the All the All is one thing acting and being acted upon, and one thing 

does not come from another according to causes which always lead back to something 

else, it is certainly not true that everything happens according to causes but that 

everything will be one. So, on this assumption we are not ourselves nor is there any act 

which is our own.
60

 

 

By unifying the chain of causes into a single principle, Plotinus argues, the Stoics collapse the 

diversity of the All into an undifferentiated unity. But without any particularity, without any 

difference between us and the all, we are simply a link in the chain of Fate, or rather we are 

simply identical to Fate. This is what Plotinus suggests by comparing Fate to the give-and-take 

movement of a body: it is necessary that there be an impulse which moves the leg while being 

                                                
59

 One of the objections against Plotinus‘ One stated in the middle of the treatise on freedom is that it ―is what it is 

not from itself,‖ VI.8 [39] 7, 13-14: νὖζα ηνῦην ὅ ἐζηηλ νὐ παξ' αὑηῆο. For other examples, cf. III.2 [47] 10, 15-16. 
60

 III.1 [3] 4, 3-22: θεξνκέλσλ δὲ ἐθεῖζελ ηλ αἰηίσλ ἀθνινύζσλ ἀλάγθε ηὴλ ηνύησλ ἐθεμῆο ζπλέρεηαλ θαὶ 

ζπκπινθὴλ εἱκαξκέλελ [...]; ἀιιὰ πξηνλ κὲλ ηνῦην ηὸ ζθνδξὸλ ηῆο ἀλάγθεο θαὶ ηῆο ηνηαύηεο εἱκαξκέλεο αὐηὸ 

ηνῦην ηὴλ εἱκαξκέλελ θαὶ ηλ αἰηίσλ ηὸλ εἱξκὸλ θαὶ ηὴλ ζπκπινθὴλ ἀλαηξεῖ·  ὡο γὰξ ἐλ ηνῖο ἡκεηέξνηο κέξεζη θαηὰ 

ηὸ ἡγεκνλνῦλ θηλνπκέλνηο ἄινγνλ ηὸ θαζ' εἱκαξκέλελ ιέγεηλ θηλεῖζζαη – νὐ γὰξ ἄιιν κὲλ ηὸ ἐλδεδσθὸο ηὴλ θίλεζηλ, 

ἄιιν  δὲ ηὸ παξαδεμάκελνλ θαὶ παξ' αὐηνῦ ηῇ ὁξκῇ θερξεκέλνλ, ἀιι' ἐθεῖλό ἐζηη πξηνλ ηὸ θηλῆζαλ ηὸ ζθέινο – 

ηὸλ αὐηὸλ ηξόπνλ εἰ θαὶ ἐπὶ ηνῦ παληὸο ἓλ ἔζηαη ηὸ πᾶλ πνηνῦλ θαὶ πάζρνλ θαὶ νὐθ ἄιιν παξ' ἄιινπ θαη' αἰηίαο ηὴλ 

ἀλαγσγὴλ ἀεὶ ἐθ' ἕηεξνλ ἐρνύζαο, νὐ δὴ ἀιεζὲο θαη' αἰηίαο ηὰ πάληα γίγλεζζαη, ἀιι' ἓλ ἔζηαη ηὰ πάληα. ὥζηε νὔηε 

ἡκεῖο ἡκεῖο νὔηε ηη ἡκέηεξνλ ἔξγνλ. Although Armstrong suggests in his note ad loc. that Plotinus is here attacking a 

Platonist (perhaps Calcidius or Numenius), on the basis of his mention of ‗one soul‘ a few lines above, I follow the 

reading of Marguerite Chappuis in seeing Plotinus‘ opponent here as the Stoics. Cf. Plotinus, Traité 3, introduction, 

translation, commentary, and notes by Marguerite Chappuis, Les Écrits de Plotin, (Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 

2006), 90-92. 
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different from it, just as there must be a difference between Fate and what it governs. But as the 

Stoics do not acknowledge this difference, neither can there be a difference between the cause 

and what is caused, so that everything is simply one. 

 Although Plotinus is critical of the Stoics on these grounds, he fundamentally wishes to 

adhere to their principle against the Epicureans that nothing is causeless.
61

 But, against the 

Stoics, Plotinus identifies providence with the intellectual order of the world, which governs the 

cosmos by being its paradigm, but without being implicated in its particularity. On the one hand, 

Plotinus affirms that Fate ―has an absolute and universal necessity, and when all the causes are 

included it is impossible for each individual thing not to happen.‖
62

 Yet, on the other hand, he 

grants that the human individual is a free or self-determining principle (αὐηεμνύζηνο ἀξρή) which 

forms a part of this fabric of causation.
63

 What underlies this liberty, however, is the fact that the 

order of the All is not something external to us. Thus, having asked what cause could be the 

source of our impulses and motions as well as the order of the world, Plotinus says that it must 

be the soul itself: ―Soul, surely, is another principle which we must introduce among beings – not 

only the Soul of the All but also the individual soul along with it as a principle of no small 

importance; with this we must weave all things together, which does not come, like other things, 

from seeds but is the origin of its own activity.‖
64

 Plotinus here draws upon the Platonic account 

of the soul found in the Phaedrus and the Laws, where Plato finds the soul to be self-moving, 

making it both immortal and the original source for movement of bodies, which cannot move 

                                                
61

 Cf. III.1 [3] 8, 1-2. 
62

 III.1 [3] 3, 8-10: ἔρεη κὲλ νὖλ ηὴλ πάλησο πάλησλ ἀλάγθελ, θαὶ πάλησλ εἰιεκκέλσλ ηλ αἰηίσλ νὐθ ἔζηηλ ἕθαζηνλ 

κὴ νὐ γίλεζζαη. 
63

 III. 2 [47] 10, 19. 
64

 ibid. 8, 4-8: ςπρὴλ δὲ δεῖ ἀξρὴλ νὖζαλ ἄιιελ ἐπεηζθέξνληαο εἰο ηὰ ὄληα, νὐ κόλνλ ηὴλ ηνῦ παληόο, ἁιιὰ θαὶ ηὴλ 

ἑθάζηνπ κεηὰ ηαύηεο, ὡο ἀξρῆο νὐ ζκηθξᾶο νὔζεο, πιέθεηλ ηὰ πάληα, νὐ γηλνκέλεο θαὶ αὐηῆο, ὥζπεξ ηὰ ἄιια, ἐθ 

ζπεξκάησλ, ἀιιὰ πξσηνπξγνῦ αἰηίαο νὔζεο. 
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themselves and thus are inherently passive.
65

 Plotinus continues from this to say that by 

liberating itself from the body and communing with itself, the soul becomes free: ―Now when the 

soul is without body it is in absolute control of itself and free, and outside of cosmic causation; 

but when it is brought into body it is no longer in all ways in control as it forms part of an order 

with other things.‖
66

 While Plotinus resists collapsing all things into one, as he accuses the Stoics 

of doing, by upholding the distinction between Fate and the individual, at the same time the 

individual may come to unite itself with its principle and thereby find its freedom and happiness. 

Plotinus says that one who does this ―lives by the law of providence‖
67

 by possessing a rational 

understanding of its operation. 

 Despite his polemical differences with the Stoics and Epicureans, Plotinus is here in line 

with one of their fundamental themes, namely the ideal of happiness as living in accord with 

nature. Thus, although to both the Stoics and the Epicureans it is a deterministic physics which 

appears threatening to human liberty, freedom in the truest sense in fact consists in adhering to 

nature. One of the principle maxims of the Epicureans was: ―If you do not, on every occasion, 

refer each of your actions to the goal of nature, but instead turn prematurely to some other 

[criterion] in avoiding or pursuing [things], your actions will not be consistent with your 

reasoning.‖
68

 It is our misunderstanding of nature which makes it appear so cruel to us, and 

Epicurus himself was particularly concerned with dispelling mythological explanations of 

                                                
65

 Plotinus‘ use of πξσηνπξγόο, its only use in all of the Enneads, echoes Plato‘s definition of the soul in Book X of 

the Laws 897a. Cf. also Phaedrus 245c-246a. For a fuller account of the soul‘s animating and ordering of the 

cosmos in Plotinus cf. V.1 [10] 2, 1 ff. 
66

 III.1 [3] 8, 9-10:ἄλεπ κὲλ νὖλ ζώκαηνο νὖζα θπξησηάηε ηε αὐηῆο θαὶ ἐιεπζέξα θαὶ θνζκηθῆο αἰηίαο ἔμσ· 

ἐλερζεῖζα δὲ εἰο ζκα νὐθέηη πάληα θπξία, ὡο ἂλ κεζ' ἑηέξσλ ηαρζεῖζα. 
67

 III.2 [47] 9, 6-7: λόκῳ πξνλνίαο δληα. For an excellent discussion of the relation between reason, virtue, and the 

cosmic order, cf. Elizabeth Ruth Curry, Neither the Morning nor the Evening Star is so Fair: Virtue and the Soul of 

the world in Plotinus, Treatise 19 (I, 2) and Treatise 20 (I, 3), (Master‘s thesis: Dalhousie University, 2013), esp. 

Chapter 5, ―Purified Virtue in Treatises 19 (I, 2) and 20 (I, 3).‖ 
68

 Diogenes Laertius, 10.148. 



 

20 

  

meteorological phenomena which lead us to believe that the gods are fickle and irascible.
69

 What 

we ultimately desire is freedom from disturbance (ἀηαξαμία) which can only be achieved 

through knowledge that liberates us from unnecessary concerns: ―Among natural desires, those 

which do not lead to a feeling of pain if not fulfilled and about which there is an intense effort, 

these are produced by a groundless opinion and they fail to be dissolved not because of their own 

nature but because of the groundless opinions of mankind.‖
70

 Similarly the Stoic Epictetus makes 

our happiness depend upon remaining conscious of what we are and are not capable of changing, 

and upon not being disturbed about changing things outside of our control:  

Remember that if you think the things which are by nature slavish to be free, and the 

things which are in the power of others to be your own, you will be hindered, you will 

lament, you will blame both gods and men: but if you think only that which is your own 

to be your own, and if you think that what is another‘s, as it really is, belongs to another, 

you will never blame anyone, you will do nothing involuntarily, no one will harm you, 

you will have no enemy, for you will not suffer any harm.
71

 

 

Although the Stoics, Epicureans, and Plotinus all disagreed about the basis of human freedom, 

they held in common the view that by maintaining a proper understanding of oneself in relation 

to nature, one would be able to achieve true happiness and freedom. 

 

2.2 Aristotle and Plotinus on Voluntary Action 

                                                
69

 Cf. ibid., 10.76-78, 142-143. 
70

 ibid., 10.149. 
71

 Epictetus, Enchiridion, edited by Gerard J. Boter, Bibliotheca Scriptorum Graecorum et Romanorum 

Teubeneriana, (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2007),  I: κέκλεζν νὖλ ὅηη ἐὰλ ηὰ θύζεη δνῦια ἐιεύζεξα νἰεζῇο θαὶ ηὰ 
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Plotinus‘ most immediate interlocutor in the first part of Ennead VI.8, however, is 

Aristotle, and the foundation for Plotinus‘ account of practical freedom is to found in the 

Nicomachean Ethics. It therefore is worthwhile to consider Aristotle‘s position in some detail in 

order to grasp Plotinus‘ own. At the beginning of Book III of the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle 

announces that he will undertake a treatment of the voluntary and involuntary since, he says, 

―virtue is concerned with passions and actions and it is only voluntary actions for which praise 

and blame are given; those that are involuntary are condoned, and sometimes even pitied.‖
72

 Our 

ethical life, virtues, and vices thus fall within the purview of voluntary actions. In delineating the 

character of voluntariness, Aristotle is not treating an isolated matter of philosophical curiosity, 

but rather analyzing the ground of our practical selves. This is apparent from the larger trajectory 

of Aristotle‘s argument. Beginning with the more basic phenomenon of voluntariness, Aristotle 

proceeds through an analysis of desiring, wishing, and deliberating which collectively form the 

structure of a rational choice (πξναίξεζηο). But, rational choice, in the end, is nothing other than 

the human: ―choice is either thought related to desire or desire related to thought; and such a 

principle is the human.‖
73

 Since Plotinus draws primarily upon Aristotle‘s account of 

voluntariness, it is outside of our scope to trace all of the steps in this argument and to develop an 

account of Aristotle‘s anthropology. Nor can we address in any great detail the conclusion of 

Aristotle‘s work where he argues that the greatest life is not the human life but the divine, which 

is at once beyond the human and yet achievable ―in virtue of something within him that is 

divine.‖
74

 For the moment, it suffices to note that for Aristotle the question of what we are is 
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intimately bound to the nature of our freedom, and that, as we shall see in subsequent chapters, 

Plotinus‘ argument will have a similar trajectory. 

Aristotle begins his account of the voluntary with our most primitive capacity to act or be 

acted upon. The most basic example of involuntariness is to be moved from without, such as 

when someone ―is carried by stress of weather, or by people who have him in their power.‖
75

 In 

our natural and political environment, we may be subject to forces which cause us to move and 

act against our will in various ways. Aristotle classifies these as actions done under compulsion. 

Characteristically, compulsory acts have their principle outside of us (ἡ ἀξρὴ ἔμσζελ), so that 

―the one acting or being acted upon contributes nothing.‖
76

 But while examples such as these are 

rather clear-cut, there is another class of actions which Aristotle calls the ‗mixed‘ (κηθηαί). These 

include extreme situations where one must do something undesirable for the sake of a greater 

good, such as when the crew of a ship jettisons their cargo in a storm in order to save their own 

lives.
77

 Although having the appearance of compulsion, Aristotle says that these are actually 

closer to voluntary actions because they are not simply imposed from without, but ―at the actual 

time when they are done they are chosen.‖
78

 Aristotle says, though, that we might say that these 

actions are ―involuntary apart from circumstances – for no one would choose to do any such 

action in and for itself.‖
79

 

It is then characteristic of voluntary actions that they have their principle within us (ἐλ 

αὐηῶ ἡ ἀξρή)
80

 - but this alone is not sufficient. Our movements and actions are directed by our 
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desires, and, as we can gather from Aristotle‘s remarks about mixed actions, what is desired in a 

voluntary action ought to be intrinsically desirable, not just in certain exigent circumstances. 

Even with this granted, it is still possible to act involuntarily, such as when we are oblivious to 

what we are doing, and end up acting contrary to our intentions. Aristotle says that these are 

actions done through ignorance. For example, 

a man may be ignorant of what he is doing, as for instance when people say ‗it slipped out 

while they were speaking,‘ or ‗they were not aware that the matter was a secret,‘ as 

Aeschylus said of the Mysteries; or that ‗they let it off when they only meant to show 

how it worked,‘ as the prisoner pleaded in the catapult case. Again, a person might 

mistake his son for an enemy as Merope does; or mistake a sharp spear or one with a 

button on it, or a heavy stone for a pumice-stone; or one might kill a man by giving him 

medicine with the intention of saving his life; or in loose wrestling hit him a blow when 

meaning only to grip his hand.
81

 

 

Similar to the cases of compulsion, the people in these examples act contrary to their desire. The 

cause of this is not, as in the case of compulsion, some external force exerted upon the agent, but 

rather some sort of mistake or misconception about their circumstances, which causes the action 

to turn out differently than intended. Ignorance of this sort, Aristotle says, concerns particulars 

(θαζ' ἕθαζηα) and the circumstances of one‘s action (ἐλ νἷο θαὶ πεξὶ ἃ ἡ πξᾶμηο).
82

  

Aristotle further distinguishes another type of ignorance, namely ignorance about the 

universal (ἡ θαζόινπ), which concerns one‘s own interests (ηὰ ζπκθέξνληα) and what one ought 

to do (ἃ δεῖ πξάηηεηλ).
83

 Actions done through ignorance of this kind are not involuntary because 

the wicked deed is actually chosen and done willingly. As a consequence of this, we are 

responsible for our vice as much as for our virtues.
84

 Although involuntary actions are excusable 
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and arouse our sympathy, ―this error,‖ ignorance of the universal, ―is the cause of injustice and 

vice in general.‖
85

 This account of vice may be seen as development of the Socratic dictum that 

―no one goes willingly toward the bad.‖
86

 The reason that people commit wicked deeds, in 

Aristotle‘s view, is their ignorance of what is good, so that there is a disjunction between what 

appears to them as good, and what is actually good.
87

 At the same time Aristotle exculpates those 

who do know and will the good, but, on account of some error, fail to act accordingly. 

After following Aristotle‘s argument rather closely up until this point, Plotinus here 

intervenes. He collapses Aristotle‘s distinction between ignorance of the particular and of the 

universal, and concludes against Aristotle that both of these are incompatible with voluntary 

action and having something in one‘s power. He brings out this point in an allusion to the story 

of Oedipus. First, he confirms Aristotle‘s intuition about circumstantial ignorance: ―if one was 

competent to kill, it would not be a voluntary act when one did so if one did not know that this 

man was one‘s father,‖ but, he continues, neither it is voluntary if one is ignorant of the 

universal, that is, if one does not know that one should not kill one‘s relatives: ―For why is the 

action involuntary if one does not know that it is a relation, but not involuntary if one does not 

know that one ought not to do it?‖
88

 Plotinus is not concerned, as Aristotle was, with determining 

responsibility for virtue and vice – for this account certainly undoes the Aristotlean basis for 

finding fault with vicious individuals. Plotinus‘ purpose is rather to refuse any degree of power 

or sovereignty to vice. On the contrary, vice, as Plotinus says elsewhere, is the ―weakness of the 
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soul,‖
89

 and like everything weak it constantly yields to external pressure and exercises no 

control. For Plotinus, then, voluntariness presumes that one‘s ends and desires are aligned with 

what is actually good: ―For the involuntary is a leading away from the good and towards the 

compulsory, if something is carried to that which is not good for it.‖
90

 To be ignorant of the good 

and to be unable to seek the Good earnestly in the light of knowledge renders one incapable of 

satisfying one‘s own desire, and hence actually incapable of acting voluntarily. 

 The relation between desire and knowledge, however, requires clarification. Plotinus 

asks: if voluntary actions require good ends, how are these determined? He immediately rules 

out the possibility that they come from any sort of impulse or desire, since this would grant some 

degree of liberty to children, animals, madmen, and others of this kind.
91

 He concludes rather 

that our ends ought to be derived from ―correct calculation along with correct desire.‖
92

 But this 

leads to a dilemma: it seems that calculation is always spurred on by desire, but desire seems to 

have its principle outside of us in the thing desired. It then appears that we are enslaved to our 

desires and led around by them, so that we are not in control when acting in accordance with 

them: ―how in general can we have mastery where we are led? For that which is in need and 

necessarily desires to be filled does not have mastery over that to which it is simply being led.‖
93

 

To resolve this dilemma, Plotinus has to reinterpret the role of reason and desire, and through 

this he moves from the freedom of practical action toward Intellection. 
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To begin with the first of these, Plotinus argues that calculative reason (ινγηζκόο) must 

give way to knowledge (γλώζηο or ιόγνο). He comes to this conclusion in trying to find what 

could be a ‗master‘ (θύξηνο) of desire. Calculative reason cannot accomplish this since its 

function is to serve desire. Plotinus then considers a poses a series of possibilities in quick 

succession before arriving at his conclusion (for convenience I have broken up the separate 

points in this rather elliptical passage):  

But if it is because the living being and the soul knows what it does, if it knows by sense 

perception, what help is that to things being in their power? For sense perception does not 

give mastery of the work since it only sees.  

 

But if by knowledge, [that is] if it is by knowledge of what is being done, here too it only 

knows, but something else leads to action.  

 

But if reason or knowledge acts against the desire and gets the better of it, we must 

enquire into what this is to be referred, and in general where it takes place. 

 

And if reason makes another desire, we must understand how. 

 

But if reason or knowledge puts a stop to the desire and stands still and this is where what 

is in our power is, this will not be in action, but will stand still in Intellect, since 

everything in the sphere of action, even if reason is dominant, is mixed and cannot have 

being in our power in a pure state.
94

  

 

Plotinus‘ argument leaves a number of loose ends that are not pursued further in the treatise. Yet, 

each of these undeveloped possibilities drives toward the conclusion (which is still formulated 

only as a hypothetical) that it is the role of reason to oppose a servile desire, and that freedom 

does not reside in action but in contemplation. This impossibility of voluntariness and freedom in 

practical action is certainly an attack on Aristotle, who argued that it is a mistake to say that 
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actions done for the sake of pleasant or noble things are compulsory, ―since everyone does 

everything for the sake of these.‖
95

 Although Aristotle is willing to grant a greater freedom to 

practical action as Plotinus, the direction of Plotinus‘ argument is quite Aristotlean. According to 

Aristotle, what brings us happiness in practical action is not some external good, but rather, as he 

suggests provocatively at the end of the Nicomachean Ethics, the contemplation: ―Happiness 

therefore is co-extensive in its range with contemplation: the more that things contemplate, the 

more that they are happy, not as an accidental concomitant of contemplation but as inherent in it, 

since contemplation is valuable in itself.‖
96

 Plotinus takes this position to an extreme in order to 

say that contemplation is no more than an inferior and externalized form of contemplation: 

―Men, too, when their power of contemplation weakens, make action a shadow of contemplation 

and reasoning. Because contemplation is not enough for them, since their souls are weak and 

they are not able to grasp the vision sufficiently, and therefore are not filled with it, but still long 

to see it, they are carried into action so as to see what they cannot see with their intellect.‖
97

 

 This teaching of Plotinus‘ came under harsh criticism by Henri Bergson who identified it 

as one of the critical philosophical errors of the ancient world:  

Elle [sc. l‘erreur] consista à s‘inspirer de cette croyance, si naturelle à l‘esprit humain, 

qu‘une variation ne peut qu‘exprimer et développer des invariabilités. D‘où résultait que 

l‘Action était une Contemplation affaiblie, la durée une image trompeuse et mobile de 

l‘éternité immobile, l‘Ame une chute de l‘Idée. Toute cette philosophie qui commence à 

Platon pour aboutir à Plotin est le développement d‘un principe que nous formulerions 

ainsi: « Il y a plus dans l‘immuable que dans le mouvant, et l‘on passe du stable à 
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l‘instable par une simple diminution. » Or, c‘est le contraire qui est la vérité.
98

 

 

Bergon‘s account, however, operates within an opposition between contemplation and action that 

Plotinus aims to dissolve.
99

 To state that for Plotinus action is a weakened contemplation, 

although by no means false, is nonetheless one-sided. For, we could say, on the contrary, that 

contemplation is perfected action: that is to say, action not constrained by time, or place, or 

external circumstances, and so actually free.
100

 Furthermore, as his criticism of Platonism 

suggests, for Bergson the intellectual world is but an abstraction of the moving world, which it 

effaces.
101

 For Plotinus, however, the intellectual world is not a dead abstraction, but what is 

abundantly active, alive, and creative. In Intellect,  

all things are filled full of life, and, we may say, boiling with life. They all flow, in a way, 

from a single spring, not like one particular breath or one warmth, but as if there was one 

quality which held and kept intact all the qualities in itself, of sweetness along with 

fragrance, and was at once the quality of wine and the characters of all tastes, the sights 

of colours and all the awareness of touch, and all that hearing hears, all tunes and every 

rhythm.
102

  

 

As we can see, what justifies Plotinus‘ speaking in this way is that all movement and vivacity of 

this world is not lost in contemplation, but found there more concentrated and more pure. 

 The function of contemplation for Plotinus then is the liberation of the soul from external 

disturbances. This he finds to be the ground for virtuous action. In the first place, Plotinus sees 
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even within virtue a moment of dependency, manifest as the reaction to external circumstances. 

In a rhetorical tour de force, Plotinus shows that the true end of virtue is to overcome this 

relation to what is other than it, and even to extinguish itself, so to speak, in the process:  

For certainly if someone gave virtue itself the choice whether it would like (in order to be 

active) that there should be wars, that it might be brave, and that there should be injustice 

that might define what is just and set things in order, and poverty, that it might display its 

liberality, or to quiet because everything was well, it would choose to rest from its 

practical activities because nothing needed its curative action, as if a physician, for 

instance Hippocrates, were to wish that nobody needed his skill.
103

 

 

Thus, virtue assumes a primarily curative role: it is what allows the soul not to be overpowered 

by the world around it. Thus, virtue ―constructs freedom and being in our own power and does 

not allow us to be any more slaves of what we were enslaved to before.‖
104

 The source of vice 

and of discontent is the body and, to borrow a phrase from Trouillard, ‗the regime of externality‘ 

it imposes on the soul. Plotinus shows with remarkable concision that each of the cardinal virtues 

may be understood as liberating the soul from the concerns of bodily life and coming in touch 

with intellect: ―Since the soul is evil when it is thoroughly mixed with the body and is affected 

with it, it will be good when it no longer has the same opinions but acts alone - this is 

intelligence and wisdom - and is not affected with it - this is self-control - and is not afraid of 

departing from the body - this is courage - and is ruled by reason and intellect without opposition 

- this is justice.‖
105

 It is in this sense that our actions are externalized contemplations: the model 

of the virtues that is exhibited in action is already to be found in the nature of Intellect. But 
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because Intellect is the model for our actions, the culmination of praxis is to return from a 

relation to the external world to this state of intellectual tranquility. Aristotle approaches 

contemplation in a similar manner at the end of the Nicomachean Ethics where none of the 

practical virtues are found to be adequate to the gods, since these imply a relation to what is 

other than and below them, so that no activity remains for them except the self-related one of 

contemplation.
106

 Because, for Plotinus, virtue straddles the practical and the contemplative, it 

mediates the passage from the one to the other in both directions, so to speak. Contemplation is 

at once the source of virtue and that to which virtue tends: ―If then virtue is a kind of other 

intellect, a state which in a way intellectualises the soul, again, being in our power does not 

belong to the realm of action but in intellect at rest from actions.‖
107

 

 

 In this chapter, we have examined Plotinus‘ account of human action and freedom, first 

in his providential writings in relation to the Stoics and Epicureans, and then in Ennead VI.8 [39] 

in his engagement with Aristotle. On both accounts we‘ve found that the object sought in 

practical activity is found ultimately in reason and contemplation, which, unlike practical 

activity, is not subject to external demands, but to some degree self-sufficient. This paves the 

way for Plotinus to develop a consideration of freedom absent of contingency which will be 

crucial to his argument regarding the freedom of the One. This we shall consider in the following 

chapter. 
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Chapter Three: The Freedom of the One 

 

3.1: The Origins of the Problematic of Ennead VI.8 [39] 

 We found in Chapter 1 that, for Plotinus and his contemporaries, the freedom of praxis 

has as its end acting according to nature, or more precisely according to the divine and rational 

principles that structure nature. Indeed, Plotinus goes even further in this by making the goal of 

virtue to turn away from praxis and toward contemplation of the divine intellectual principles. 

Prior to Ennead VI.8 [39], however, it appears that no one (at least in the philosophical tradition) 

attempted to examine whether and in what sense the gods might be said to be free. Indeed, 

insofar as freedom was associated solely with the realm of things that could be otherwise, it was 

imperative to dissociate the gods from it. Consider the definitive philosophical argument for the 

immutability of the gods that Plato gives in his discussion of poetry in the Republic. In essence, 

he says: given that the gods are the best in every way, if they were to change it must be for the 

worse. Consequently, they have no desire to change, and are indeed unable to change if they are 

to remain gods.
108

  

This immutability was not meant prima facie as a rejection of liberty, nor was the 

necessity that belongs to the gods viewed as problematic. As Armstrong puts it, ―Perhaps it is 

fair to say that for [Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics] it is inconceivable that the divine should be 

other than it is or do other than it does, but this does not mean that it is bound or compelled by 

any sort of necessity. The Stoic God, so far from being compelled by necessity, is the very 
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substance of necessity or fate. He is anything but a blind compulsion.‖
109

 Certainly, although 

certain differences between them abide, the same could largely be said of the God of Plato or 

Aristotle. Indeed, after concluding that the first motion, the circular revolution of the heavens, is 

in fact moved by an unmoved mover, and that ―this exists from necessity, and, as necessary, it is 

good, and it is a principle in this way,‖
110

 Aristotle takes care to distinguish this necessity from 

compulsion: ―For the necessary is said in such ways: that which is by compulsion, because it is 

contrary to impulse, and that without which there would not be good, and that which cannot be 

otherwise but is simply necessary.‖
111

 Indeed, the necessity of the first becomes an essential 

doctrine of ancient and medieval philosophy and theology, even for some of those thinkers, like 

St. Thomas Aquinas, who have been represented as adhering to a doctrine of free creation 

against a necessary emanation.
112

 Whereas, according to Hankey, Aquinas overcame this 

antinomy ―by placing the opposed modalities in different places in his system,‖
113

 Plotinus‘ 

approach in Ennead VI.8 [39] is rather to comprehend the the single act of the One as at once 

free and necessary. 

This occurs particularly in response to an objection that he appears to summarize or 

paraphrase in the seventh chapter of the treatise: ―some rash argument starting from a different 

way of thinking says that since the nature of the Good happens to be as it is, and since it does not 

have mastery of what it is, and is what it is not from itself, it would not have freedom, or being in 
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its power, since it does or does not do what it is necessitated to do or not to do.‖
114

 The refutation 

of this ‗rash argument‘ has rightly been considered the treatise‘s raison d‟être, and Plotinus will 

occupy himself with this task for the remainder of the work. Because he does not, however, 

clearly state who poses this argument, aside from that fact that it comes either from another 

school or from a different mode of thinking (‗ἑηέξσζελ‘ could indicate either of these), it is 

unclear what conception Plotinus actually seeks to oppose in the treatise. Since the question of 

divine liberty emerges in the context of this polemical debate, the hope of scholars has been that 

by knowing the philosophical assumptions and motivations of Plotinus‘ unnamed interlocutor, 

one might be in a better position to understand and evaluate his response. What, then, is the 

origin of this ‗rash argument‘? Of the various theses proposed, some have argued that the 

objector was a Christian,
115

 a Gnostic,
116

 an Epicurean,
117

 a Peripatetic (perhaps even a disciple 

Alexander of Aphrodisias),
118

 or else simply a position invented in one of Plotinus‘ own thought 

experiments.
119

 Unfortunately, although debate about this question has gone on for over a 

century, no scholarly consensus has yet emerged, and until recently not much light has been shed 

upon Plotinus‘ argument as a result of it. 
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A recent publication by Jean-Marc Narbonne has, however, advanced this discussion a 

great deal. What distinguishes Narbonne‘s argument from most others is his knowledge not only 

of philological evidence, but, more importantly, his unequalled attention to philosophical 

argument. Most attempts to identify Plotinus‘ objector have relied primarily upon the former of 

these, that is, upon possible allusions made in the ‗rash argument‘ to other texts. This method, 

however, has consistently proved inadequate, insofar as Plotinus‘ brief statement of objection, 

although resonating with a variety of texts and positions, does not clearly align with any of them. 

Thus, Narbonne‘s method is rather to consider carefully what philosophical position is held by 

the various proposed sources, and whether they would be capable of coherently posing the ‗rash 

argument‘ that Plotinus states. 

This is most evident in the case of Alexander of Aphrodisias, who also happens to be 

regarded on philological grounds as one of the more likely candidates for Plotinus‘ opponent. 

O‘Meara and Lavaud
120

 have suggested that the phrase the Good ‗would not have neither 

freedom, nor being in its power,‘ refers to a passage from Alexander‘s De Fato: ―In the case of 

the gods being such as they are will not be in their power [...] because being like this is present in 

their nature, and none of the things present in this way is in one‘s power.‖
121

 Because Plotinus‘ 

account of divine liberty runs directly contrary to this account, it is argued that someone in 

Alexander‘s school may have been the exponent of the ‗rash argument.‘ Yet, Alexander upholds 

this position because ‗what is in one‘s power‘ belongs properly to humans, as it contains the 

possibility for contrary courses of action, and he finds that this is completely unbefitting of the 

gods: ―[...] unless someone wants simply to say that what is brought about by something in 
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accordance with its own nature depends upon it, introducing another meaning of ‗what depends 

upon us‘ besides that which is accepted and [in accordance with] our conception [of it], which 

we say is on account of our having the power for opposite courses of action.‖
122

 As Narbonne 

points out, although Alexander and the ‗rash argument‘ both deny that the gods have something 

‗in their power,‘ this is a view that Alexander advocates, but the objector criticizes. Narbonne 

thus concludes that ―the potential disciples of Alexander could not criticize the Plotinian One for 

producing in a necessary manner and in accord with the good, since it is the position which they 

themselves defended.‖
123

 While we can agree with Lavaud that, unlike Alexander, Plotinus 

wants to develop a conception of liberty beyond the confines of choosing between contraries,
124

 

this philosophical difference emerges as a result of the ‗rash argument‘ and cannot be the basis 

for it. 

Those who would consider Plotinus‘ objector to be an Epicurean encounter a similar 

hermeneutical difficulty. This identification has been based primarily upon Plotinus‘ engagement 

with the problem that the One ‗happens to be‘ (ηπγράλεηλ), that it occurs by chance (ηύρε), that it 

is accidental (αὐηόκαηνο/ζπλέβε).
125

 But while these locutions may have a vaguely Epicurean 

air, it is important to recognize, similar to the case of the Peripatetics, that these are accusations 

brought against Plotinus, and that he is attempting to refute them. Even supposing that Plotinus 

did hold that the One ‗happened to be,‘ this would not be something that an Epicurean would 

find especially problematic or worthy of criticism. Considering the affinity of chance and 

happenstance to the Epicurean notion of the ‗swerve,‘ it would not make sense for an Epicurean 
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to claim that, because the One happens to be, it therefore lacks freedom. As Narbonne observes, 

―Plotinus is not criticized for refusing to settle on an explanation according to chance – that 

which an Epicurean would claim –, but for not having immediately rejected the threat of chance 

to a principle which through it might be rendered insufficiently powerful, free and self-

directed.‖
126

 Further, the Epicurean notion of freedom as an uncaused ‗swerve‘ would likely 

make them subject to the same criticism made against Plotinus.
127

 

As we have suggested, the standard that Narbonne setsfor this problem is to go beyond 

mere textual similarities between any given text and Plotinus‘ own, in order to consider whether 

the philosophical suppositions of a given text provide a basis for the critique raised against 

Plotinus. Thus, drawing upon a wealth of texts, some of which have only become widely 

available in last quarter of the 20th century,
128

 Narbonne shows that the Gnostic doctrine of the 

freedom and self-creation of the first principle could be opposed to Plotinus‘ conception in the 

same way that ‗rash argument‘ is. For example, in the Tripartite Tractate we read, ―He has his 

power, which is his will. Now, however, it is in silence that he keeps himself, who is the great 

one, who is the cause of bringing the Totalities into their eternal being. He is himself since in the 

proper sense he begets himself as ineffable one, since he is self-begotten, since he conceives of 

himself, and since he knows himself as he is.‖
129

 It is possible then that the Gnostics, with their 

emphasis on the primacy of the will of the first principle, might ridicule Plotinus for having a 

God that acts simply out of necessity. Further, the self-identity of the first principle, its identity 
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with its will, and its self-creation are all motifs that we find in Ennead VI.8 [39],
130

 and these 

might signal a deliberate effort on Plotinus‘ part to defend the liberty of the First by 

incorporating the Gnostic terms for it. 

Even beyond the bounds of Ennead VI.8 [39], Narbonne notes that the issue of creation 

was already a subject of dispute between Plotinus and the Gnostics. In the so-called Grossschrift 

- a single expansive work directed against the Gnostics, but split into four treatises by Porphyry 

and scattered throughout the Enneads - Plotinus appears to affirm the necessity of the eternal 

production of the sensible world against the Gnostic belief in its temporal creation and 

dissolution: 

But each thing of necessity must give of its own to something else as well, or the Good 

will not be the Good, or Intellect Intellect, or the soul this that it is, unless with the primal 

living some secondary life lives as long as the primal exists. Of necessity, then, all things 

must exist for ever in ordered dependence upon each other: those other than the First 

have come into being in the sense that they are derived from other, higher, principles. 

Things that are said to have come into being did not just come into being, but always will 

be in the process of becoming: nor will anything be dissolved except those things which 

have something to be dissolved into. If anyone says that it will be dissolved into matter, 

why should he not also say that matter will be dissolved? But if he is going to say that, 

what necessity was there, we shall reply, for it to come into being? But if they are going 

to assert that it was necessary for it to come into being as a consequence of higher 

principles, the necessity is there now as well.
131

 

 

Although Plotinus does not explicitly state the doctrine that he is opposing, the force of his 

argument is to affirm the eternal, ordered dependence of each thing on each other, particularly 

against a temporal dissolution of the world. According to Plotinus, to make this world depend 

upon higher principles, as the Gnostics do, requires that one also affirm the eternal fecundity of 
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these principles, and not restrict their creative act to one particular time. Against the Gnostics‘ 

explanation of the creation of the sensible world on account of a fault in its creator (ζθάικα), 

Plotinus points out that since the creator is eternal, his fault cannot be a single event but also an 

eternal reality.
132

 In opposition to the Gnostics, Plotinus thus wants to eliminate categorically any 

sort of change or process that would occur among higher principles, and he does so by forcefully 

asserting their unchanging necessity. 

While it is clear that Plotinus was engaged in a dispute with the Gnostics over the nature 

of the creation, and it is quite possible that it is this dispute which is at play in Ennead VI.8 [39], 

it is impossible to establish this with certainty. Indeed, there are certain points of Narbonne‘s 

argument which are not altogether convincing. Most importantly, he dismisses too hastily the 

idea that the objection is a thought experiment, which he does solely on the basis of Plotinus‘ 

―palpable indignation‖ towards his opponent.
133

 It is this position, however, which is perhaps 

amenable to Narbonne‘s own method insofar as it must concern itself directly with the 

philosophical position propounded against Plotinus. Leroux, for example, acknowledges the 

problem of Plotinus‘ apparent indignation, but still concludes that the rash argument cannot be 

traced to a Gnostic source.
134

 As Leroux notes, Plotinus concentrates more on refuting the charge 

that the One ‗happens to be‘ than that it is constrained by necessity.
135

 Narbonne seems to 

overlook this point, but it would suggest Plotinus is concerned more with refuting an accidental 

occurrence of the One, and that his debate with the Gnostics is not what is primarily (or at least 

not solely) at issue. What leads Leroux to argue in a favour of a thought experiment is simply 
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that, while he sees the ‗rash argument‘ as anticipating some of the theological positions which 

emerge after Porphyry, he finds it to have no pre-Plotinian precedent.
136

  

While it is impossible to say for certain who Plotinus‘ objector was, the interpretations of 

Leroux and Narbonne bring to the fore the two central issues that Plotinus will confront in the 

treatise: that of contingency and that of necessity. Since speculation about Plotinus‘ sources will 

take us no further, we shall now examine how Plotinus develops and responds to these problems. 

 

3.2 Contingency and Necessity Redivivus 

Like Plotinus‘ account of human freedom in his writings on fate and providence, the 

freedom of the One is threatened both by necessity - ―it does or does not do what it is 

necessitated to do or not to do‖ - and by a certain contingency - ―the nature of the Good happens 

to be as it is.‖
137

 Although the first seems to posit an external determination upon the One, and 

the second seems to deny it, both together serve to refuse to the One any degree of self-

determination. The common problem behind these, which Plotinus‘ objector exploits, is the 

difficulty, or rather impossibility, of characterizing the Good. In attempting to refute these 

troublesome assertions about the One, we effectively are impelled to ask: why is the Good the 

way that it is? But, as Plotinus says, the absolute priority of the First precludes us from 

answering these questions:  

But what is That which did not come to existence? We must go away in silence and 

enquire no longer, aware in our minds that there is no way out. For why should one even 

enquire when one has nothing to go on to, since every enquiry goes to a principle and 

stands in it? And besides, every enquiry is about either what something is, or of what 
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kind it is, or why it is, or if it is. Now when we say that That ‗is,‘ we say that it ‗is‘ from 

the things that come after it. And the question ‗why?‘ seeks another principle; but there is 

no principle of the universal principle.
138

 

 

We cannot thus explain the first principle, since, being first, there is nothing prior to it through 

which we could explain it; it is rather the inexplicable principle upon which all explanations 

depend. The objection against Plotinus addresses this problem: if we cannot explain the Good, it 

seems then that it just ‗happens to be,‘ i.e. there is no reason or explanation for it whatsoever. At 

the same time, as Narbonne notes, we cannot simply state against this conception that the One is 

simply necessary to be: ―Opposer purement et simplement la nécessité de l‘Un à son état « 

hasardeux » laissait donc parfaitement intact le préjudice de sa dépendence ou de sa sujétion.‖
139

 

The understanding of liberty that Plotinus develops must therefore sail between the Scylla of 

necessity and subjection, and the Charybdis of contingency and mutability. 

 Plotinus finds, however, that the objection raised against him requires clarification: ―But 

if someone takes ‗happened to be‘ as applying to the Good, one must not stop at the word, but 

understand what the one who says it has in mind. What then does he have in mind?‖
140

 In his 

typical dialectical style of writing, Plotinus formulates a response on behalf of his objector: 

―This: it is because it [sc. the One] has this nature and power that it is principle; for if it had 

another, it would have been what it was, and if it was worse, it would have been active according 
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sentence as being about the One, signalled by ἐθεῖλν (itself referring to ηνῦην in ln. 1). For a note on Plotinus‘ 

penchant for using pronouns to designate the One in the treatise, cf. Leroux, Traité sur la liberté et la volonté de 

l‟Un, 54. 
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to its own substance.‖
141

 The ‗rash argument‘ thus posits a sort of a radical indeterminacy at the 

heart of the One, in the sense that it could be (or perhaps could have been) anything, and there is 

no reason for why it is one way rather than another. If the One were to have a different nature or 

power, it would be something different, and, it is implied, there is nothing preventing it from 

being this way. Plotinus objects to this in the following way: ―To this we must reply that it was 

not possible for it, since it is the principle of all, to happen to be, and certainly not to be worse, 

not even to be good but good in another way, a kind of lesser way.‖
142

 In other words, because 

the Good is a principle, it must be in a certain way in order to be the cause of the things that 

come after it. The world exhibits a certain necessary structure which would be undermined if the 

Good were capable of being something else. Plotinus thus elicits the necessity of the One, 

although he avoids speaking of it as such, in order to combat the view of it as capable of being 

otherwise. That Plotinus here speaks of a certain impotency of the One ought not to trouble us. 

For, in a wonderful inversion, he says that the ability for change is in fact weakness and inability: 

―for to be capable of opposites belongs to incapacity to remain with the best.‖
143

 Plotinus is here 

drawing upon a deeply Platonic intuition. In essence, he has restated Plato‘s argument for the 

changelessness of the gods in the Republic with which we opened this chapter. 

Plotinus advances his criticism against the accidental occurrence of the good even farther, 

in order to say that by making the Good exist by chance, one loses any basis for rationality:  

For if he attributes to chance the nature which takes away the ‗happened to be‘ from 

others, wherever will existence which is not by chance come to be? But this principle 

takes away the ‗as it chanced‘ from the others by giving them form and limit and shape, 

and one cannot attribute anything to chance in things which come to be rationally in this 
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way, but attribute their cause to reason; but chance is in what does not come to be as a 

result of what goes before and consistently, but is mere coincidence. But as for the 

principle of all reason and order and limit, how could one attribute the existence of this to 

chance?
144

 

 

Plotinus thus takes great care to distinguish what is below reason and falls short of it from what 

is above reason as its principle: the former of these he accords with chance, and the latter with 

the Good. His point is that order cannot emerge from disorder, nor reason from irrationality 

(‗wherever will existence which is not by chance come to be?‘), which would be the 

consequence of making the Good occur by chance. Plotinus‘ employment of the language of 

freedom of the One is thus designed in part to combat the notion of irrationality of the first 

principle implied in the language of chance or ‗happening,‘ and he will come to emphasize this 

point again later in the treatise.
145

  

 Plotinus is, however, no less wary of asserting the One as simply necessary. As he says, 

the Good ―is not held fast by necessity, but is itself the necessity and law of others. Did 

necessity, then, bring itself 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 come to 

existence by either another‘s agency or by its own?‖
146

 Plotinus thus restricts necessity to 

relation between the principle and the principled, while denying that the One itself is in some 

way compelled by necessity. It is necessary for other things, but this is a one-sided dependence 

that does not exercise any constraint upon the One in return. In order to safeguard against this 
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conception, Plotinus will assert the absolute singularity and self-productivity of the One to show 

that its determination is derived not from another, but from itself: ―But the principle must be 

better than all the things which come after it; so it must be something defined. But I mean 

defined by uniqueness and not of necessity; for there was no necessity; for necessity is what 

comes after the principle, and even this does not exercise constraint in them; but this uniqueness 

comes from the principle itself.‖
147

  

This point deserves emphasis because even the most astute interpreters have claimed that 

Plotinus‘ account of the liberty of the One reveals itself in the end to be no more than necessity 

masquerading as freedom. Thus, in contrast to the Gnostic God who wills to create the world at a 

particular time, Narbonne says that ―The ‗will‘ of Plotinian One wills in fact nothing, it is simply 

the remodelled expression of its infinite potency asserting itself as absolute necessity and 

eternity.‖
148

 Leroux takes this position to be so incontrovertibly the case that for him a central 

quaestio vexata of the treatise is: ―à quoi peut servir l‘introduction de la volonté, si c‘est pour 

devoir en contredire les présupposés par le concept de nécessité?‖
149

 Yet, as Plotinus argues, the 

language of necessity can only apply to the One in a sort of post hoc and relative manner, that is, 

in describing its relation to what comes after it. This is not an unfamiliar tactic in Plotinus‘ 

discourses on the One. Insofar as all language about the One wrongly ascribes to it determination 

and finitude, so that Plotinus must say in the end the first principle is properly called neither the 

One nor the Good,
150

 so too must one come to recognize eventually the inadequacy of the 

predicate of necessity and deny it. Trouillard thus argues that to make the One into a simple 
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necessity is to insert it once again into the domain of the intelligible: ―il n‘y a dans l‘origine, 

c‘est-à-dire dans l‘Un, ni normes, ni possibles, puisqu‘il n‘y a en lui aucun intelligible (ce qui 

supprime la question de savoir si la procession est nécessaire ou contingente: comment la 

procession des normes serait-elle nécessaire? Comment la procession des possibles serait-elle 

contingente?)‖
151

 Because the One is the origin of both what is necessary and what it contingent, 

it must therefore retain an essential difference from each of these. 

 In emphasizing so strongly Plotinus‘ strictures on speaking about the One, it may appear 

ironic that Ennead VI.8 [39] is frequently regarded as his greatest departure from the via 

negativa. Plotinus‘ central strategy in developing his account of the liberty of the One is to 

express, in a variety of ways, a primordial self-reflexive activity. All of these expressions, as 

Plotinus confesses, are abominations which imply a duality that is utterly foreign to the One. 

Why then does Plotinus develop this manner of speaking? As he explains, this discourse is 

developed not in order to give a correct theological account, but for the sake of persuading the 

soul: ―But if one must bring in these names of what we are looking for, let it be said again that it 

was not correct to use them, because one must not make it two even for the sake of forming an 

idea of it; but now we must depart a little from correct thinking in our discourse for the sake of 

persuasion.‖
152

 This is not the only instance in Plotinus‘ corpus where he indicates that he will 

indulge in a persuasive account over what is more true and correct.
153

 Indeed, these two modes of 

discourse cannot ultimately be held apart insofar as no discourse about the One can ultimately 

reveal its essence. The purpose of theological discourse, as Plotinus makes strikingly clear in the 
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treatise written immediately prior to Ennead VI.8 [39], is rather altogether preparatory and 

didactic: 

The knowledge or touching of the Good is the greatest thing, and Plato says it is the 

‗greatest study,‘ not calling the looking at it ‗study,‘ the learning about it beforehand. 

We are taught about it by comparisons and negations and knowledge of the things which 

come from it, but we are put on the way to it by purifications and virtues and adorning 

and by gaining footholds in the intelligible and settling ourselves firmly there and 

feasting on its contents.
154

  

 

In the next chapter we shall examine more closely what the purificatory role of this discourse is. 

For now, we shall simply remark that although Plotinus must express the liberty of the One in 

terms that are clearly inadequate, it is in service of refuting an even more problematic account 

which arises in reaction to his more customary account. The reason Plotinus nowhere else speaks 

in the sort of terms we find in this treatise must be traced to the extreme idiosyncrasy of the 

objection against him, which requires an equally idiosyncratic response. The task of the reader, 

here as elsewhere in the Enneads, is to to look beyond shortcomings of individual expressions 

about the One in order to grasp what they are trying to indicate. 

Plotinus‘ articulation of the freedom of the One, then, follows a generally similar pattern 

across the treatise. First, he posits the will or wish or desire of the One, then the identity of this 

with either its substance or activity, and then concludes from this identity that the One makes or 

wills itself to be. A few examples of this will suffice: 

1. For if were to grant activities to him, and ascribe his activities to what we might call his 

will - for he does not act without willing - and his activities are what we might call his 
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substance, his will and his substance will be the same thing. But if this is so, as he wills 

so also he is.
155

 

2. For if his will comes from himself and is something like his own work, and this will is 

the same thing as his existence, then in this way he will have brought himself into 

existence, so that he is not what he happened to be but what he himself willed.
156

 

3. But he is, if we may say so, borne to his own interior, as it were well pleased with 

himself, the ‗pure radiance‘ being himself this with which he is pleased; but this means 

that he gives himself existence.
157

 

4. And then, further, if he exists supremely because he so to speak holds to himself and so 

to speak looks to himself, he as it were makes himself and is not as he chanced to be but 

as he wills.
158

 

 

All of these examples serve to argue that the One, as Plotinus says near the conclusion, is ―not at 

all before willing.‖
159

 What Plotinus wishes to avoid is to begin with a given determination of the 

One which could be seen as either accidental or necessitated. Bréhier states the general problem 

very elegantly: ―dès que vous essayez de le déterminer [sc. l‘Un] et de l‘atteindre par la pensée 

vous en faites un être, et dès lors il n‘est plus origine; et parce qu‘il est un être on doit demander 

à nouveau quelle est son origine.‖
160

 In order to preserve the radical originality of the One, 

Plotinus begins with its will, and thereby posits a liberty which is prior to all determinations and 

the origin of them. If one were to ask then why the One is the way that it is, the response Plotinus 

furnishes is that it is ‗as it willed to be.‘  

In order to demonstrate that the will of the One is a self-will, rather than the will of 

something else or a random or arbitrary will, Plotinus takes recourse to the determination of the 
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First as the Good: ―For the nature of the Good is in reality the will of himself, a self not 

corrupted nor following his own nature, but choosing himself because there was nothing else at 

all that he might be drawn to.‖
161

 Leroux has called this state ―la nécessité de la perfection,‖
162

 

and Plotinus does speak of it normatively: ―his willing is not irrational, or of the random, or just 

as it happened to occur to him, but as it ought to be since nothing there is random.‖
163

 But 

although Plotinus holds that the One cannot be otherwise, the language of necessity, as we have 

already argued, is somewhat misguided. For, the source of this normativity - the ‗ought‘ of which 

Plotinus speaks - is the steadfast desire of the One for itself. It is the language of the Good, 

understood at the same time as liberty and power, that Plotinus will substitute in the place of 

necessity: ―And if he is not master of his substance, but is who he is, as he did not bring himself 

into existence but manages with himself as he is, then he is what he is of necessity and could not 

be otherwise. Now he is not as he is because he cannot be otherwise, but because being what he 

is is best.‖
164

 Plotinus‘ account of liberty is thus not so much a veiled necessity, as it is a 

reinterpretation and radically new expression of Plato‘s account of the Good. At the same time, it 

is this fundamental satisfaction with itself, and the perfect love and enjoyment with itself, which 

makes the freedom of the One the paradigmatic ethical ideal, and it this which we shall examine 

more closely in the next chapter.  
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In this chapter we have considered some of the possible sources for Plotinus‘ account of 

divine liberty, and although it is not possible to say for certain who Plotinus‘ interlocutor is, the 

central issues of the treatise can be derived from this investigation. We then examined how 

Plotinus seeks to develop his account of divine liberty in opposition both to the threat of 

necessity and contingency, which he does by developing an account of the One as a self-

reflexive activity. The source of this reflexivity, however, is the desire of the Good for itself, 

which, as we shall see in the next chapter, is shared between us and it. 
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Chapter 4: Procession and Return 

 

4.1 From the ‘Will of Itself’ to the ‘Will of the All’ 

...this is its beginning and end; its beginning because it comes from thence, and its end because 

its good is there. And when it comes to be there it becomes itself and what it was; for what it is 

here and among the things of this world is a falling away and an exile and a „shedding of 

wings.‟
165

 

 

 Although we have examined the liberty of the One largely in isolation from other topics it 

might inform, it is implicated within the whole structure of reality. By putting the liberty at the 

ground of reality, as the source of everything else, Plotinus realises that something of its 

character is necessarily passed down in the procession of all things. Thus, after an extended 

discussion of the relation of Intellect to the One, Plotinus comes to the following conclusion: 

It [sc. Intellect] is not chance, but each and every part of it is rational principle and cause, 

but the One is cause of the cause. He is then in a greater degree something like the most 

causative and truest of the causes, possessing all together the intellectual causes which 

are going to be from him and generative of what is not as it chanced but as he himself 

willed.
166

 

 

Plotinus thus connects the One‘s will of itself to its productive role, and in particular to its 

possessing subsequent causes in itself, in order to conclude that what comes from the One is also 

‗as he himself willed.‘ This notion has been regarded as thoroughly un-Plotinian and belonging 

more characteristically to subsequent Neoplatonists, and especially the Trinitarian theology of 
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Christian Neoplatonists. According to Hadot, the Anonymous Commentator of the 

Parmenides
167

 and Victorinus understood the creation of Intellect as exteriorisation and 

manifestation of what is hidden in the One, whereas Plotinus, in contrast, insists upon an 

incommensurable difference between the first two hypostases:  

S‘il y a en quelque sorte chez Plotin une autogénération de l‘Intelligence, c‘est 

simplement parce que l‘Un reste immobile lorsque procède la seconde hypostase, mais ce 

n‘est pas parce que celle-ci préexisterait sous une forme quelconque dans l‘Un. De même 

si l‘Un a une volonté, c‘est uniquement une volonté d‘être lui-même, ce n‘est surtout pas 

une volonté d‘être le Tout ou une volonté du Tout qui préexisterait dans l‘Un.
168

  

 

Yet, it is clear from the passage above that Plotinus does acknowledge a sense in which Intellect 

pre-exists in the One, and that, when this is joined with the understanding of the One as the will 

of itself, the One does will the All. It may be that the tradition of Porphyry and Victorinus carried 

on this aspect of Plotinus‘ thought, whereas the Greek-speaking pagan Neoplatonists reacted 

specifically against it, as Narbonne has suggested.
169

 Nonetheless, there are grounds to trace 

some characteristics of this former tradition back to Plotinus. As Ennead VI.8 [39] tends more in 

this direction of this tradition than that of Iamblichus or Proclus, it is with this side of Plotinus‘ 

thought that we shall be more concerned. 
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 Hadot identified the commentator as Porphyry, although many other identifications have subsequently been 

proposed. Indeed, it can no longer be said for certain that the work is post-Plotinian. This topic has been recently 
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 Pierre Hadot, Porphyre et Victorinus, vol. 1, (Paris: Études Augustiniennes, 1968), 305. Cf. Leroux, Traité sur la 

liberté et volonté de l‟Un, 220. 
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Hadot supports his interpretation on the well-known Plotinian dictum that the One gives 

what it does not have, and Lavaud is equally ready to cite it in order to dispel some of what he 

considers the more problematic passages of Ennead VI.8 [39].
170

 There is reason to believe, 

however, that this is not Plotinus‘ final word on the matter. The absolute difference between the 

One and Intellect that this phrase implies, which is often invoked by Plotinus to affirm the 

simplicity of the One against Intellect, creates a potentially unbridgeable rupture between the 

first two hypostases. On one occasion, after coming to the conclusion that the One gives being, 

thought, and awareness without being any of them, Plotinus presents the following dilemma: 

―But how does he give them? By having them or by not having them? But how did he give what 

he does not have? But if he has them he is not simple; if he does not have them how does the 

multiplicity come from him?‖
171

 Thus, to assert a complete difference between the One and what 

it gives raises the problem of how the simple can be the origin of the multiple. After developing 

the issue a little further, Plotinus restates the problem along with his solution: ―But how is that 

One the principle of all things? Is it because as principle it keeps them in being, making each one 

of them exist? Yes, and because it brought them into existence. But how did it do so? By 

possessing them beforehand. But it has been said that in this way it will be a multiplicity. But it 

had them in such a way as not to be distinct: they are distinguished on the second level, in 

reason.‖
172

 Even outside of the context of Ennead VI.8 [39], therefore, Plotinus is lead to affirm 

that the One does possess the things subsequent to it, albeit with the crucial provision that it 

possesses them without distinction. Thus, the origin of multiplicity is not simply its difference 
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 Cf. VI.7 [38] 15, 19-20; 17, 3 ff. Lavaud, Traité 39, 295-296, n. 240; 317 n. 346. 
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 V.3 [49] 15, 1-3: ἀιιὰ πο παξαζρώλ; ἢ ηῶ ἔρεηλ <ἢ ηῶ κὴ ἔρεηλ>. ἀιι' ἅ κὴ ἔρεη, πο παξέζρελ; ἀιι' εἰ κὲλ 
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from the One, or an abandonment of its unity, but an unfolding and distinguishing of what is 

indistinct in it.
173

 This response will become so canonical in Neoplatonic thought that one finds it 

in such a figure as Eriugena, who, although having no access to its original source, employs it in 

a discussion of the relation of the divine names to their principle.
174

  

Plotinus, however, takes care to guard against confounding the undifferentiated unity of 

the all with the all itself. Thus, in contrast to that which actually is all things, the One is ―the 

power of all things.‖
175

 Plotinus certainly does not mean by this ‗power‘ (δύλακηο) a potentiality 

in the weaker sense of what is not fully actualized or what itself becomes actualized in all things, 

but rather that which is the source of actuality.
176

 Maintaining the difference between these two 

is crucial to preserving both the One and what comes after it: ―For the origin is not divided up 

into the All, for if it were divided up it would destroy the All too; and the All could not any more 

come into being if the origin did not remain by itself, different from it.‖
177

 At the same time, 

Plotinus resists the notion that production of Intellect in any way adds to One, as if something 

new were produced which was not already implicit in its principle. To illustrate this in Ennead 

VI.8 [39], Plotinus employs one of his favourite metaphors, that of a circle. In his customary 

way, he compares the centre of the circle to the One, and the radii extending from it to Intellect. 

But, the full circle does not complete or perfect its centre; instead ―what that centre is like is 
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 For a contrary account of the One‘s production, cf. Narbonne, Hénologie, ontologie, et Ereignis, 190-192. 
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 Eriugena, Periphyseon (De Divisione Naturae) Liber Tertius, edited by I.P. Sheldon-Williams, (Dublin: Dublin 
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revealed through the lines; it is as if it was spread out without having been spread out.‖
178

 In 

other words, the full development of the All is already present implicitly in the One, which the 

generation of the All reveals more than it achieves. 

 The assimilation of the One‘s will of itself with its being the cause of all things is what 

provides the ground of providence: ―we affirm that each and every thing in the All, and this All 

here itself, is as it would have been if the free choice of its maker had willed it, and its state is as 

if this maker proceeding regularly in his calculations with foresight had made it according to his 

providence.‖
179

 This recalls at once Plotinus‘ discussion in the treatise written immediately prior 

to Ennead VI.8 [39], where he endeavours to give an account of creation and ordering of the 

world without attributing process or deliberation to Intellect. His solution is to say that at the 

level of Intellect things are one with their reasons and their causes, so that ―if you open each 

individual form itself back upon itself, you find the reason why in it.‖
180

 It is only in the realm of 

temporal and spatial extension that things appear separately from their causes, and where one can 

raise the question of planning something ahead of time, but in the eternity of Intellect the future 

and the present coincide such that ―if then the future is already present, it must necessarily be 

present as if it had been thought out beforehand with a view to what comes later.‖
181

 The 

refinement that Plotinus puts on this doctrine in Ennead VI.8 [39] is that he traces the reasoning 

and planning of the cosmos back to the choosing and willing of its maker. Just as the sensible 

world exhibits an order that appears to be the result of planning, but in fact comes from timeless 
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 VI.8 [39] 18, 17-18: ἐκθαίλεηαη δηὰ ηλ γξακκλ, νἷόλ ἐζηηλ ἐθεῖλν, νἷνλ ἐμειηρζὲλ νὐθ ἐμειειηγκέλνλ. 
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principles, so we might say that it appears the result of the willing and choosing of a creator, but 

the creator‘s will is nothing other than an affirmation of its own goodness and fecundity. 

 According to Bréhier, the central quaestio vexata of Plotinus‘ philosophy is: why is it 

necessary that there be something after the One?
182

 What we have come to see is that the One is 

essentially productive. It contains within itself the All that develops out of it. On one occasion 

Plotinus describes this as the fecundity of perfection: ―all things when they come to perfection 

produce; the One is always perfect and therefore produces everlastingly.‖
183

 What we see in 

Ennead VI.8 [39] is that Plotinus puts the self-willing of the One as the foundation for this 

fecund perfection. In its willing of itself, the One wills to create that which comes after it. In 

other words, the totality of the procession, while necessarily other than the One, is not ultimately 

opposed to it. It is therefore not out of place to say, pace Hadot, that the procession is the One‘s 

manifestation or exteriorization.  

 To speak of the procession without also examining the return would, however, be to tell 

only half of the story. We may agree with Trouillard that ―l‘essentiel de la procession est dans la 

conversion à multiples formes de l‘être vers son origine. Là se trouve la synergie féconde de 

l‘engendré et du générateur. La procession plotinienne est avant tout ascendante. C‘est un 

accession non un retour qui annule un aller.‖
184

 If the One contains the full development of that 

which comes after it, so also may we say that it is the source of the return to itself. 

 

                                                
182

 Bréhier, La philosophie de Plotin, 40. 
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 V.1 [10] 6, 38-39: πάληα δὲ ὅζα ἤδε ηέιεηα γελλᾷ· ηὸ δὲ ἀεὶ ηέιεηνλ ἀεὶ θαὶ ἀίδηνλ γελλᾷ. 
184
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4.2 From Procession to Reversion 

 In examining some of the features of the procession in Plotinus‘ thought, E.R. Dodds 

remarked that for Plotinus ―causation is not an event: it is a relationship of timeless dependence 

by which the intelligible world is sustained in eternal being, the sensible world in a perpetual 

becoming comparable to the ‗continuous creation‘ in which some astronomers now believe.‖
185

 

This is an idea that we have already encountered while considering the Gnostics, whose doctrine 

of a temporal creation Plotinus sought to oppose. The ‗timeless dependence‘ of the lower upon 

the higher, however, not only describes a feature of the higher principles - that their creative act 

is eternal, undiminished, and entirely devoid of process - but also entails that these principles are 

in some sense ever present to that which is below them. As Plotinus says, ―For we are not cut off 

from him [sc. the One] or separate, even if the nature of body has intruded and drawn us to itself, 

but we breathe and are preserved because that Good has not given its gifts and then gone away 

but is always bestowing them as long as it is what it is.‖
186

 In other words, the eternal act of the 

Good is the reason first for our continual existence, but also gives us an unbroken link to it.  

This perpetual connection of ourselves with our principle is what in Ennead VI.8 [39] 

offers the possibility of our freedom. For, the liberty of the One is at once the foundation for all 

things that are subsequent to it, and it is the end to which all things seek to return. Plotinus joins 

both of these aspects together in a single passage: 

And as long as each individual did not have the Good, it wished something else, but in 

that it possesses the Good it wills itself, and neither is this kind of presence by chance nor 

is its substance outside its will, and it is by this Good that its substance is defined and by 

this that it belongs to itself. If then it is by this that each thing makes itself, it becomes, I 
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suppose obvious that that Good is primarily the kind of thing it is by its own agency, by 

which the other things also are able to be by their own agency.
187

 

 

Plotinus thus connects our will of the Good with its will of itself, because in our attainment of 

the Good, we no longer will it as something other. But, in the second part of the quotation, 

Plotinus considers this from the other perspective, which is to say that, because we are united to 

the Good, all of the characteristics that belong to it also belong to us. Thus, in this formative 

moment, we too exist as we will, and we also make our own substance. Or, in other words, the 

self-willing and self-making of the Good is also the self-willing and self-making of us, because 

this is our source. Lavaud seems to misread this passage in seeing Plotinus‘ reasoning as 

analogical: ―si les autres réalités tiennent du Bien la puissance de s‘autoconstituer, a fortiori le 

Bien se produira-t-il lui-même,‖ which implies that ―il est légitime de remonter analogiquement 

de l‘effet (l‘autoproduction de chaque être) à la cause (l‘autoproduction du Bien).‖
188

 Plotinus 

does not, however, speak of the self-production of each being as an event distinct from, and a 

result of the self-production of the Good. When he says that each thing defines its substance ‗by 

the Good,‘ this is to say that it defines itself in virtue of its union with the Good, and not as a 

secondary power or faculty derived from the Good. Trouillard is right to say that ―La volonté par 

laquelle nous posons la nécessité est identique à celle par par laquelle le Bien nous pose et se 

pose lui-même.‖
189

 

It is necessary to distinguish this freedom rigorously from that which belongs to our 

everyday embodied life. As Plotinus notes, our existence is owed to causes outside of us, which 
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exclude us from the radical originality that we find in the One: ―how in general can something be 

self-originated which comes from something else and whose origin is referred to something else 

and has come to be as it is from thence?‖
190

 Indeed, there is a great danger in believing ourselves 

to possess this freedom immediately. Plotinus attributes the evil of the soul precisely to such 

audacious desire for independence:  

The beginning of evil for them was audacity and coming to birth and the first otherness 

and the wishing to belong to themselves. Since they were clearly delighted with their own 

self-determination, running the opposite course and getting as far away as possible, they 

were ignorant even that they themselves came from that world; just as children who are 

immediately torn from their parents and brought up far away do not know who they 

themselves or their parents are.
191

   

 

Our desire for freedom risks leading us away from the Good as much as it leads us to it. Plotinus‘ 

employment of the language of birth and parenthood, however, serves to undermine the 

legitimacy of the independence of the soul. That is to say, regardless of the extent to which the 

soul believes itself to be free and independent, it can never efface its ties to that from which it 

came, just as the biological connection to one‘s parents is permanent despite whatever 

circumstances might separate one from them. The irony of the soul‘s attempt to emancipate itself 

from its source is that rather than finding liberty, the soul becomes ever more debased, 

dependent, oblivious, and alienated: 

Since they do not any more see their father or themselves, they despise themselves 

through ignorance of their birth and honour other things, admiring everything rather than 

themselves, and astonished and delighted by and dependent on these [earthly] things, they 

broke themselves loose as far as they could in contempt of that from which they turned 
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away; so that their honour for these things here and their contempt of that from which 

they turned away is the cause of their utter ignorance of God. For what pursues and 

admires something else admits at the same time its own inferiority.
192

 

 

The remedy for this fallen soul, Plotinus explains, is to reawaken it to its actual nature, and to 

make the soul recognize that what it seeks futilely outside itself is properly found within. After a 

rousing speech illustrating how the soul animates the entire corporeal realm, Plotinus concludes 

with an admonition, ―but if the bodily is worth pursuing because it is ensouled, why does one let 

oneself go and pursue another? But by admiring the soul in another, you admire yourself.‖
193

 The 

way upwards, then, is to convert inwards and discover our real nature, and thereby we are put 

into contact with our source.
194

 

A useful comparison may be drawn here between the supposed independence of the 

audacious soul and Plotinus‘ critique of practical action that we examined in Chapter One. 

Plotinus was critical of practical action to the extent that it pursued ends outside of itself, and 

hence remained implicitly enslaved to external circumstances. But this poses problem for our 

understanding of the Good. For, if the Good appears also as something external and foreign to 

us, then it would seem that our desire for it is not less free than for the goods of the body. 

Plotinus, however, takes care to distinguish these two types of desire when he comes to compare 

the activity of Intellect to praxis. Since Intellect, unlike practical activity, is not urged on by 

external circumstances, it is impossible to say of it that ―it is active according to its nature as if 
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its substance was one thing and its activity another.‖
195

 But even the activity of Intellect is a 

conditioned one, dependent upon its principle. Yet, as Plotinus shows, this dependence is not at 

all comparable to the constraint that belongs to practical activity: ―And even if Intellect does 

have another principle, it is not outside it, but it is in the Good. And if it is active according to the 

Good, it is much more in its own power and free; since one seeks freedom and being in one‟s 

power for the sake of the Good.‖
196

 Plotinus‘ crucial point is that the Good is not to be 

considered as an external principle, otherwise its force would be an imposition. On the contrary, 

what constitutes servitude is precisely that which impedes one from pursuing the Good, even, we 

may say, if such a thing is chosen or willed: ―that is enslaved which is not master of its going to 

the Good, but, since something stronger than it stands of it, it is enslaved to that and led away 

from its own goods. For it is for this reason that slavery is ill spoken of, not where one has no 

power to go to the bad, but where one has no power to go to one‘s own good, but is led away to 

the good of another.‖
197

 As we have already seen, Plotinus is entirely opposed to the view that 

freedom has anything to do with the capability of selecting between alternatives, whether it is in 

the case of human action or the divine. His point here is essentially an elaboration of that: to 

pursue anything other than the Good is to have one‘s desire thwarted, and this is the nature of 

servitude.  

What makes our pursuit of the Good free is not only that it is the object of our desire, but 

that, because it is the source of ourselves, it is in the end not something foreign to us. Thus, our 

desire for the Good is for our original selves, our selves before they came to be distinct from 
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their source: ―But the ancient nature and the desire of the Good, which is of itself, leads to what 

is really One, and every nature presses on to this, to itself. For this is the good to this one nature, 

belonging to itself and being itself: but this is being one. It is in this sense that the Good is rightly 

said to be our own; therefore one must not seek it outside.‖
198

 Indeed, because the Good is none 

other than one original self, to act according to the Good is not to obey any rule other than our 

own. The attainment of the Good is nothing other than the achievement of a process of 

enfranchisement by which we rid ourselves of all extrinsic attachments which determine us from 

outside. Through this, we come to commune with the freedom of our source: ―if we ever see in 

ourselves a nature of this kind which has nothing of the other things which are attached to us by 

which we have to experience whatever happens by chance [...], when we ascend to this and 

become this alone and let the rest go, what can we say of it except that we are more than free and 

more than independent?‖
199

 

This moment of union and freedom is certainly not that which Bréhier feared: the abyss 

in which ―toutes les relations morales et intellectuelles qui font une pensée et une personne se 

perdent.‖
200

 Far from empty abstraction, this union coincides with the infinitely productive, and 

yet perfectly unified, source of all things. Nor may we say that the attainment of our true selves 

is a vanity. The true self and its liberty are altogether distinct from that which belongs to 
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everyday embodied life, all that belongs to us as historical individuals.
201

 The attainment of our 

end depends precisely on relinquishing these. As Trouillard says, ―Pour que l‘homme soit 

vraiment lui-même, il faut qu‘il change sa confusion en complexité, son ambiguïté en 

ambivalence. Il faut qu‘il transcende sa finitude d‘essence en s‘identifiant à son foyer 

générateur.‖
202

 But, because this freedom depends precisely on overcoming our humanity and 

our particularity, it would be wrong to suppose that this achievement is ―ours,‖ that is, the result 

our own striving and effort as humans and particular individuals. On the contrary, it is only 

thanks to the liberty of our principle that we are able to be free. It is the source of our being, and, 

as Plotinus says elsewhere, what lifts us by our love.
203

 This is what ensures that, at bottom, we 

are not the products of external forces, and what prevents us from being inescapably subject to 

them. It is in this sense that the One is not merely itself free, but is called by Plotinus the 

‗liberator.‘
204

 Trouillard‘s remark could not be more apt: ―seul un être déjà libre peut se 

libérer.‖
205

 The inalienable presence of the Good, even in what is other than it, is what Plotinus 

expresses obliquely in his final words of the treatise: ―but it is something which has its place 

high above everything, this which alone is free in truth, because it is not enslaved to itself, but is 

only itself and really itself, while every other thing is itself and something else.‖
206

 Yet, if it is 

possible to rid ourselves of the ‗something else,‘ then we too can truly and freely be ourselves: 

―That One, therefore, since it has no otherness is always present, and we are present to it when 

we have no otherness.‖
207
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We have thus examined the liberty of the One in relation to the procession all things from 

it, and the return of them to it. In the first place, the self-will of the One was found to contain the 

will of the all, insofar as the One itself possesses indistinctly the complete articulation of that 

which comes after it. Thus, Plotinus placed the freedom of the Good at the root of providence 

and the ordering of the cosmos. At the same time, because the act of the Good is eternal, there is 

never a point where we do not retain some connection to it, and this is the basis of our return to 

it. Although presuming ourselves to possess the freedom of the One immediately in embodied 

life is terribly pernicious, through a conversion to ourselves we may come to our source and 

commune with its freedom.  
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Chapter Five: Conclusion 

 

 We began this study by considering the perceived threat that Plotinus‘ metaphysics posed 

to ethical philosophy, and in particular the problem of irrationalism in relation to freedom. Yet, 

we have found that this is a problem of which Plotinus was intimately aware, and which he 

consistently took pains to guard against. For Plotinus, as for much of the tradition that preceded 

him, our freedom is choosing whatever end might appear good at a particular time, but rather 

always being directed towards and pursuing the Good. Plotinus has no interest in legitimizing a 

freedom or self-determination that would allow one to act against what is universally and 

objectively good. Indeed, to act against the Good, even if one chooses to do so, is, for Plotinus, 

the essence of servitude. On this account, reason is crucial for dispelling the allures of false and 

imperfect ends. It is reason that reveals to us shortcomings of practical action, insofar as this 

remains enslaved to external circumstance. Thus, beyond its calculative function, reason initiates 

a conversion away from praxis towards self-related activity of Intellect which is subject to 

nothing outside of itself. 

 This same question of reason and irrationality appears again when considering the 

freedom of the One. Plotinus goes to great lengths to ensure that the will of the One, despite 

being entirely free from all external constraints and determinations, is not in any way capricious 

or even directed to anything other than itself. Indeed, one of the threats that Plotinus sees in the 

accusation that the One ‗happened to be‘ is that this account conflates what is above reason with 

what is below it, so that it undoes the very basis of rationality and order. His account of the 

freedom of the One is thus, on one level, an attempt to preserve rationality against a blind 
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chance. While Plotinus firmly maintains that the One neither possesses intellect nor is 

intelligible, he would find it abhorrent to deduce from this that the One is irrational. Indeed, as 

Narbonne has shown, one of the central efforts of the Neoplatonists across the ages is to 

distinguish carefully an empty and sterile nothingness from the profoundly potent and productive 

One beyond being which is principle of all things.
208

 

We may thus agree with Leroux that Ennead VI.8 [39] ought to be understood 

fundamentally as a reinterpretation of Plato‘s account of the Good.
209

 What underlies Plotinus‘ 

account of the freedom of the One, as well as his account of human freedom, is the determination 

of the First as the Good. In order to explain why the One wills itself rather than something else, 

Plotinus does not have recourse to any sort of formal or logical necessity, but rather to the One‘s 

own goodness, which begets a desire for itself. Having granted that the One has a will, there is, 

in effect, nothing else to which the One could or would be inclined aside from its own goodness. 

As we have seen, this creates a fundamental relation between the Good and what comes after it. 

Because the Good is the cause of everything else, in willing itself it wills itself as a cause, so that 

it is simultaneously a will of its own fecundity, indeed a will of the all. Thus, Plotinus directly 

connects the freedom of the One to ground of the procession, and the origin of providence. 

Although Plotinus, and Neoplatonists more generally, have been at times maligned for espousing 

a doctrine of mechanistic emanationism, our study has shown that, not unlike certain Christian 

thinkers to which he has been opposed, Plotinus is concerned to reconcile freedom and necessity 

in the nature of the first principle. 
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 In line with many common approaches to the problem of freedom, Plotinus is concerned 

with the problem of necessity and compulsion, but he also sees contingency and chance as no 

less troubling. We saw this first in his engagement with Stoic and Epicurean accounts of human 

action. Plotinus found that both of these in their own way abrogated human freedom: the Stoics 

by over determining the rule of Fate, and the Epicureans by granting too much to contingency 

and making the human subject to a blind chance. Plotinus‘ solution to these problems depended 

upon allowing for a real difference between Fate and the human individual, which was necessary 

both to preserve the individual in separation from Fate, while also granting something for Fate to 

act upon. These problems reappear in two significant ways when considering the freedom of the 

One. First, Plotinus finds that he must also defend the freedom of the One against both chance 

and necessity – a tension that was reflected in some of the possible sources for the objection 

stated against him in the middle of the treatise. Secondly, when considering the relation of the 

One to the All, Plotinus again needed to uphold rigorously the distinction between the ordering 

principle and that which is ordered, in this case, the plurality of causes indistinctly unified in the 

One and their differentiation in the All at the level of Intellect. 

 The only thing, however, that remains truly free of external causation is the Good itself, 

and so only it is properly free. Yet, for Plotinus, the higher principles are never entirely separate 

from us, and we always retain a connection to them even if we have become oblivious to it. The 

Good is our source, and indeed our true self, because what we have become is ourselves mixed 

up with otherness and difference. The ethical programme that Plotinus recommends, then, is for 

us to ‗let go‘ of what we have accumulated in our departure from it and to become once again 

united to our principle. In this, we attain our freedom and our good, because insofar as we 

possess the Good we no longer differ from it. Crucially, just as the One is not irrational but 
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above reason and intellect, this ought to be seen as communion with our source above reason, 

and not an endorsement of irrationalism. 

 Ennead VI.8 [39] undeniably remains one of the most idiosyncratic treatises in the 

Plotinian corpus. But, as Trouillard says, ―Plotin est le tourment de ceux qui aiment les 

oppositions tranchées.‖
210

 This resistance to categorization, far from diminishing Plotinus‘ status 

as a philosopher, rather provides an indication of the richness of his thought. Although many of 

arguments and notions Plotinus here develops have no parallel elsewhere in the Enneads, we 

may trace this to the peculiar and unprecedented objection raised against him, which lead him to 

think and write in a novel way. We have attempted in our examination to consider carefully how 

Plotinus‘ response to this objection, although unorthodox, coheres in many ways with the 

methods and doctrines we find elsewhere in the Enneads. Throughout our analysis we have 

drawn comparisons to other, perhaps more canonical, texts in Plotinus‘ oeuvre in addition to the 

broader tradition in which he resides, in order to illustrate the continuities between this treatise 

and other works of Plotinus and his successors, as well as to highlight some of their deviations. If 

the argument of Ennead VI.8 [39] is unconventional for Plotinus, it is far from being unfaithful 

to his general philosophical tendencies. Indeed, because of its unconventionality, it offers a 

perspective on Plotinus‘ thought to which we might otherwise be blind. 
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