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ABSTRACT

In this thesis I argue that the Proficient, the “truly happy person” of Plotinus's Enneads, is 

best understood as an incarnation of the Divine Mind (Chapter 2), a supernatural entity 

that imparts order to the sensible world.  This entails that the Proficient has the epistemic 

privilege appropriate for such a being, which I articulate in detail (Chapter 3).  If I am 

right in my contentions then there is a close connection between happiness and 

knowledge for Plotinus on which the Enneads is silent, but which I believe worthy of our 

serious consideration for manifold reasons (Conclusions).

Professor Douglas Langston
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Introduction

The dialogues of Plato are arguably the most influential works of the western 

philosophical tradition.  This is largely because they are so profound that it is hard to say 

what any of them actually means; innumerable ink wells have been drained in the effort 

to systematize their content, which Plato intentionally presents nonsystematically.  Few 

have had success at such systematization, but of those who have, Plotinus is certainly the 

most influential and maybe the most successful.  In his Enneads, which are responses to 

philosophical conferences he attended, Plotinus defends views that he believes to 

originate in Plato, frequently expressing them as explications of passages from the 

dialogues.  These views pertain to the many issues that were current in the Greco-Roman 

world at the time, but Plotinus frequently returns to a ternary hypostasis system that many 

think distinctly his.  The hypostases are the real stars of the Enneads: regardless of its 

topic, nearly every one of these 54 treatises involves intensive discussion of these abstract 

supersensible objects.  One place where Plotinus mentions a hypostasis only in passing is 

Ennead I.4, whose principal theme is happiness.  I am fascinated by this tractate because 

in the midst of a book whose content is overwhelmingly metaphysical it stands out to me 

as exceedingly rich with tacit moral value.  I believe that there is much moral content for 

us to mine from Plotinus's discussion of happiness, if only we are able to connect it more 

strongly than he does with his hypostatic ontology.

In Ennead 1.4 Plotinus introduces the Proficient, who for him is the exemplary, 

truly happy person.  Considering what she1 represents Plotinus says surprisingly little of 

1
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the Proficient, and as such, my chief concern in this thesis is to illuminate her in terms of 

Plotinus's metaphysical views – for this is effectively to illuminate that in which her well-

being consists.  Of the things Plotinus does say about her, most remarkably he tells us 

that the Proficient is unconditionally self-aware (I.4.12) and self-willing (I.4.11), 

concerned only with her own actions and internal conditions, and none that do not 

originate within herself.  By her perfect self-intention the Proficient attains likeness to 

The Good, which is the highest hypostasis in Plotinus's ontology (also referred to as The 

One), the source of all.  Indeed, Plotinus tells us that in her self-intention the Proficient 

thereby looks to The Good, and draws her happiness therefrom.  “[A]ll that is good is 

immediately present to the Proficient and the Proficient is present to himself: his 

pleasure, his contentment, stands, immovable” (I.4.12).

In so associating the Proficient with The One Plotinus implies some relationship 

between her and his second hypostasis, the Divine Mind, but leaves us with only the 

scantest remarks concerning the nature of this relationship.  It is precisely this 

relationship that I think we should elaborate if we seek a clearer understanding of what 

happiness is for Plotinus.  In the following pages I propose the bold claim that the 

Proficient is the Divine Mind, or in other words, that she is an incarnation of the highest 

supersensible being in Plotinus's ontology.  (Plotinus's highest hypostasis, The One, is 

transcendent and therefore not a being; I say more about this shortly.)  If the Proficient is 

indeed Divine Mind then she is something of an “ideal knower”, entailing that true 

happiness and true knowledge are inextricable elements of Plotinus's worldview.

Plotinus is clear that any rational being can attain happiness (I.4.3, 4), so I refer to the Proficient as 'she', 
despite that Plotinus prefers the masculine pronoun.

2



The first chapter of this thesis is meant as an introduction to Plotinus's peculiar, 

hypostasis-oriented metaphysics.  If it is successful, a close reading should make one 

sufficiently familiar with the Neo-Platonic ontology (and the corresponding jargon) to 

follow my line of thought in the following pages.  In Chapter 2 I argue that the Proficient 

is identical to the Divine Mind through a combination of textual explication and 

conceptual analysis.  I then explicate a few choice remarks from Plotinus about the 

Divine Mind in Chapter 3, explaining how I believe they pertain to our understanding of 

the Proficient.  I then conclude with a brief confession of my own philosophical leanings, 

and why I personally find the Proficient deserving of philosophical consideration.
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Chapter 1:  A Crash Course in Plotinus's Metaphysics

In this chapter I aim to provide a skeletal survey of Plotinus's metaphysical worldview, 

just sufficient to make my later arguments clear to readers unfamiliar with the Enneads.  

Plotinus understands the world as having three major “layers”, so to speak.  He 

calls these layers the initial hypostases.  They are initial insofar as they are the primal 

hypostases.  There are others, but they are not fundamental to the larger world order.  

And the English term 'hypostasis' comes to us from the Greek roots 'hypo-', meaning 

'under', and '-stasis' meaning 'standing'.  Typically, then, a hypostasis is something that 

stands under another thing, or underpins it.  Hence my analogy casting the initial 

hypostases as layers of the world.  The initial hypostases range from most primal (The 

One) to most derivative (the Soul).  Plotinus attributes two of the initial hypostases – the 

Divine Mind and the Soul – their own characteristic acts – intellection and reason, 

respectively.

This chapter is composed of three sections.  The first two are dedicated to 

accounting the relations among the initial hypostases, and the third, to accounting the 

natures of intellection and reason as acts of the Divine Mind and the Soul.  Why dedicate 

two sections to discussing the initial hypostases?  Plotinus's metaphysical worldview is 

best reflected in a top-down account of the initial hypostases, that is, starting from The 

One, and working down to the Soul.  However, a bottom-up account is likely to be much 

more intuitive, and that much more informative, for the reader unfamiliar with the 

Enneads.  Indeed, Plotinus frequently explains his hypostasis system from the bottom 

4



up2.  I will therefore provide a bottom-up account of the initial hypostases first, and then 

move on to provide a metaphysically richer top-down account.  Ultimately, these should 

show themselves compatible and complementary.

A bottom-up account of the initial hypostases

Most human activity takes place in what Plotinus might in English call the “sensible 

realm”, the world of physical objects that we see, feel, hear, smell, and taste.  For 

Plotinus, the sensible realm resembles reality only very vaguely.  This is because in his 

view the sensible material objects with which we are so familiar are not real (V.9.5), or 

maybe more accurately, because most of the features we perceive in them are illusory3.  

Rather, material objects are instantiations of realities commonly referred to in English as 

Ideal-Forms (sometimes just “Ideas” or “Forms”).  What exactly an Ideal-Form is may be 

impossible to say, but simply put, an Ideal-Form is the ordering principle from which a 

material object derives its shape, its function, and all of its relationships to its constituent 

parts and to external objects (V.9.6, etc).  One material object in the sensible realm can 

instantiate diverse Ideal-Forms.  For instance, one body of water can be an ice cube at 

one time, and a puddle of water at another.  Clearly an ice cube and a puddle of water are 

two very different things, but the Ideal-Forms of an ice cube and a puddle of water can 

instantiate in one space at different times.  This tempts us to think (wrongly, Plotinus 

2

Plotinus. The Enneads. 1917. Trans. Stephen MacKenna. New York: Penguin Putnam Inc, 1991. 535 
(Dillon's summary of Ennead VI.9). Print.

3 While Plotinus does not say this explicitly I infer this conclusion from his discussion in Ennead 1.8.  
See, for instance, Ennead 1.8.4.  I believe this inference to be in line with the generally Platonic 
doctrine that only Ideal-Forms can be truly known.

5



would say) that there is one material object – a body of water – that is at one time an ice 

cube, at another a puddle.

So according to Plotinus the sensible realm of everyday experience is only real 

insofar as it contains instantiations of Ideal-Forms, the abstract “blueprints”, so to speak, 

for sensible material objects.  What, then, is really real?  Reality for Plotinus is one 

object, Ideal-Form – or, one might say, the Ideal-Form of Ideal-Form itself.  This object, 

which for my purposes I prefer to call “Divine Mind” but Plotinus also calls “Intellectual-

Principle”, “the Intelligible Realm”, and “Real Being” (among other things), has the 

befuddling property of being in some sense identical to every particular Ideal-Form.  

While particular Ideal-Forms originate in Divine Mind, Divine Mind is not prior to the 

particular Ideal-Forms, since all Ideal-Form (which is to say, Divine Mind) is eternal 

(V.1.4, etc); as such the Divine Mind and particular Ideal-Forms bear a one-in-all and all-

in-one relationship (V.9.8, etc).  The dynamics of this relationship are a major concern of 

the Enneads, subtle and perplexing as they are.  Some of my remarks later in this thesis 

will hint at nuances of this relationship; here let it suffice for me to say that the Divine 

Mind is the Ideal-Form of Ideal-Form itself, and that this somehow “contains” the 

particular Ideal-Forms.  

At this point it should be clear that Ideal-Forms are instantiated in material objects 

of the sensible realm, and that these Ideal-Forms originate in an enigmatic supersensible 

object called the Divine Mind.  But there is a problem with the picture I have painted so 

far.  Ideal-Forms are eternal; but as we can all attest, their instantiations – material objects 

– are ephemeral, with distinct births and deaths in time.  So the question remains, from 
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where do time and change in the sensible realm come?  The sensible realm can only be 

understood in Plotinus's system by reference to the Soul, the most derivative of Plotinus's 

three initial hypostases.  If we analogize the Divine Mind to a fire, then the Soul is the 

light it gives off.  Both for no clear reason and as a fact of its basic nature, the Divine 

Mind emanates particular Ideal-Forms; put otherwise, the particular Ideal-Forms 

individuate, or break off from, Divine Mind (V.9.9, etc).  The Soul, then, is the Ideal-

Forms not in Divine Mind, but as emanations, taken collectively as one object.  It is the 

descent of the Ideal-Forms into Soul that gives the appearance of time and change (V.1.3, 

etc).  Now, Plotinus does not give us a clear explanation for why the Ideal-Forms are not 

instantiated in Soul all at once; indeed he simply takes it for granted that this makes 

sense.  Maybe it does.  After all, for the Ideal-Form of a human being to be instantiated – 

that is, for a human being to emerge in the material world – first other Ideal-Forms must 

be instantiated, such as that of DNA, the eukaryotic cell, and so forth.  If the 

instantiations of particular Ideal-Forms inherently bear logical priority relations to each 

other, then clearly temporal process must come into play.

While some understand the sensory realm as being its own hypostasis in Plotinus's 

system, closely related to his notion of “Nature”, I prefer to see it as a “phase” of Soul.  

This is because, as Dillon notes4, Nature seems a more likely fourth hypostasis than the 

sensible world, and yet even Nature is not explicitly recognized as a hypostasis by 

Plotinus (III.8.4).  As with all of Plotinus's metaphysical entities, talking about the Soul is 

tricky, and here this is due largely to the fact that Soul is a living process whose content is 

variegated, but which nevertheless has no parts (IV.3.2).  Instead, it has phases.  A helpful 

4 Ibid, 236 (Dillon's note on III.8.4)
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accounting of the Plotinian phase is presently beyond my powers, but an intuitive 

understanding can be achieved in familiarizing oneself with Enneads IV.3 and IV.4.  Let it 

suffice for me to say that higher phases of the Soul are closer to the Divine Mind, richer 

in Ideal-Form, whereas the Ideal-Form in its lower phases is more thoroughly tainted by 

the corruptive influence of Matter.  (I will be saying more on Matter below.)  Anyhow, the 

sensible realm of general human activity is found in the lower phases of the Soul, where 

Ideal-Form has mostly materialized.  

So most of us humans live in the sensible realm, the world of constant change that 

results from Ideal-Form falling from Divine Mind and becoming material, generating the 

Soul.  Divine Mind is the eternally stable source of the Ideal-Forms – indeed, it is Ideal-

Form itself – and is therefore the source of all order in Soul, including the lowly sensible 

realm.  We have, then, a fairly clear account of Plotinus's second and third hypostases, 

Divine Mind and Soul respectively.  There is another of course, Plotinus's first hypostasis, 

The One.  As the Divine Mind is the source of the Soul, The One is the source of the 

Divine Mind.  Since I can give a much better explanation of It in the context of a top-

down account, let's move on to the next section to discuss The One.   

A top-down account of the initial hypostases, or, Creation Ex Nihilo

In this section I present a Plotinian cosmogony.  We start, of course, from The One.  

Agreeing with Aristotle, Plotinus tells us that The One is that on which all else depends 

(I.8.2).  Since a being contains multiplicity within itself (in respect of which it is distinct 

from other beings), and The One contains no multiplicity, The One is not a being; rather 
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it is prior to Being (V.5.5, etc)5.  The One is the perfect simplex, the source from which 

all beings draw their unity, that is, their internal coherency: “[I]n the realm of Being, the 

trace of The One establishes reality” (V.5.5), since “[i]t is in virtue of unity that beings 

are beings” (VI.9.1).  In respect of its simplicity, almost nothing else can be accurately 

predicated of The One.  

Almost as if it were light from a fire6, “Being, the first sequent upon The One, 

advanced a little outward [from The One], so to speak, then chose to go no further, turned 

inward again and comes to rest” (V.5.5).  In the first movement, Being proceeds from The 

One; in the second, it turns back toward The One.  But since Being can never come in 

contact with The One – it can never return to perfect simplicity – it comes to rest turned 

in on itself.  Once Being has come to rest in self-reflection, we have the Divine Mind 

(V.1.6, etc).  (Emilsson calls the Being prior to this repose “inchoate Intellect”.7)  In 

summary, then, the Divine Mind is generated from all Being trying to return to its origin, 

but finding only itself.  

Plotinus understands the Divine Mind as the perfect reflection of The One (V.1.7, 

etc).  As the reflection of The One, which transcends existence, the Divine Mind is as 

near as an actual being can get to a perfect unity (V.5.4).  Since beings are beings in 

virtue of their unity, and the Divine Mind is the primal actual unity, it is the highest Ideal-

5 Let's return to my example above.  An ice cube differs from a puddle of water insofar as the parts of 
which they are composed – say, their protons, neutrons, and electrons – cooperate differently within one 
from those of the other.  If there is no difference in how the parts of two objects cooperate within their 
respective wholes, then those two objects are identical.  Insofar as a being is discrete, it is distinct from 
other beings, and this entails that each being has parts that cooperate in a manner peculiar to it.  
Therefore, that without parts (The One) is no being; it is neither distinct from anything, nor identical to 
anything but itself.

6 This analogy holds to the extent that as fire generates light as a feature of its fundamental nature, The 
One generates Being.  Plotinus frequently compares The One with a fire, and also with the Sun (V.1.3, 
7, etc).

7 Emilsson, Eyjólfur K. Plotinus on intellect. New York: Oxford University Press, 2007. 72. Print.
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Form – the Form of Form itself (V.9.8).  That is to say, the Divine Mind is the being 

which bestows the approximate unity of The One unto all other beings, making them 

what they are.  To put it as plainly as I can, the Divine Mind is the first being to emerge 

from The One, and as such, it is the being on which all other beings depend.  

The Divine Mind is a unity, but since it is not The One, it is not a perfect unity.  It 

is also a multiplicity (V.3.15, etc).  More precisely, each individual Ideal-Form is an 

aspect of the Divine Mind; each bears the same relationship to the Divine Mind as all the 

others, but they differ from one to the next.  As Ideal-Forms are the real beings of 

Platonic metaphysics, and these all subsist as lower forms of the Divine Mind, the Divine 

Mind “contains” all being, so to speak.  Indeed, Plotinus often refers to the Divine Mind 

as “the all”, Authentic-Existence, Real Being, etc (V.1.4, etc).  He tells us, “the 

Intellectual-Principle is all and therefore its entire content is simultaneously present in 

that identity: this is pure being in eternal actuality... everything has taken its stand for 

ever, an identity well pleased, we might say, to be as it is” (V.1.4).

From the Divine Mind descends the Soul.  Why “an identity well pleased to be as 

it is” should descend to some lower form may be less than intuitive.  But in the same way 

as the The One emanates the Divine Mind as a fire gives off light – as a matter of its 

basic nature – the Divine Mind emanates the Soul.  The picture is somewhat clarified 

when we take into account what Plotinus calls the Reasoning-Principle, which he defines 

at one point as “the outgoing divine Idea” (V.9.9).  Taken as a whole, the Divine Mind is 

well pleased to be as it is; but this is not necessarily so for the individual Ideal-Form.  

Like individual rays of light, Ideal-Forms emanate from the Divine Mind.  These 
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emanations are Reasoning-Principles.  Since they do not descend as parts of a unified 

whole (that is, altogether as Divine Mind) their descents bear logical priority relations to 

each other, in the same sense as The One is logically prior to the Divine Mind.  When we 

take all of these rays of light collectively, as one object, we have a rough understanding 

of the Soul.  Plotinus tells us that

reason uttered is an image of the reason stored within the Soul, and in the 

same way soul is an utterance of the Intellectual-Principle: it is even the 

total of its activity, the entire stream of life sent forth by that Principle to 

the production of further being: it is the forthgoing heat of a fire which has 

also heat essentially inherent.  (V.1.3)

We can also see the Soul as that which receives Ideal-Form.  This option is rendered in 

the explication of Plotinus's statement that

nothing separates [the Divine Mind and the Soul] but the fact that they are 

not one and the same, that there is succession, that over against a recipient 

there stands the Ideal-Form received... this recipient [is] Matter to the 

Supreme Intelligence (V.1.3) … The Intellectual-Principle is in one phase 

the Form of the Soul, Its shape; in another phase it is the giver of the 

shape... imparting to Soul nearly the authentic reality (V.9.3)

For Plotinus, Matter is the absence of being, that is, the absence of Ideal-Form (II.4.16).  

In some respects it is analogous to the modern notion of empty space; it is that “in which 

the form is lodged”, “Indefiniteness” (II.4.4, 15), as Plotinus puts it in an early treatise.  

Since Matter degrades the integrity of an Ideal-Form upon receiving it – which is to say, 
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an Ideal-Form loses some of its “idealness” when instantiated in Matter (I.8.8) – the 

whole content of the Divine Mind cannot descend into Matter all at once.  Put otherwise, 

when the Divine Mind descends into Matter, only some of its content is actually 

instantiated therein.  This imperfect image of the Divine Mind, its instantiation in Matter, 

is the Soul.

Although the Soul cannot reflect the content of the Divine Mind perfectly, it 

constantly receives Reasoning-Principles which, again, shine into it from above like rays 

of sunlight.  As the Reasoning-Principles transmit Ideal-Form to the Soul that it does not 

instantiate, those Ideal-Forms become instantiated, according to the logical priority 

relations that hold among them and the Ideal-Forms already lodged in the Soul.  Since the 

Soul does not instantiate all Ideal-Form at once, but rather some of it in one condition, 

some in another, the Soul is said to be in process, that is, in the incessant process of 

instantiating contents of the Divine Mind.  We – people – understand this process as 

temporal process, situated as we are in our “phase” of the Soul, with our innate cognitive 

powers.  Put conversely, our perception of the sensible realm as undergoing temporal 

process is the result of Reasoning-Principles lodging Ideal-Form in our phase of the Soul 

that had not been present to it.

In summary then, The One is the perfectly simplex unity.  As light shines from a 

fire (that is, for no remarkable reason), the multiplicity of Being emerges from The One, 

and is brought into harmony in self-reflection as the Divine Mind, through movement 

towards the source.  The Divine Mind also shines forth light, but in individual rays, some 

of which escape from the Divine Mind before others, so to speak; therefore, the Soul 
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emerges as the process of these rays, that is, of Ideal-Forms through Matter.    

I hope the foregoing two sections constitute an intelligible account of the basics of 

Plotinus's less-than-intuitive ontology, which he arrived at, after all, only through years of 

instruction and mystical practice8.  (At the very least, the foregoing information is 

sufficient to ground the elaborations and argumentations I will be presenting later in this 

paper, whether or not it constitutes a completely intelligible stand-alone account.)  Still 

more remains to be said of his basic metaphysics, however, if the rest of this paper is to 

be comprehensible for those unfamiliar with the Enneads.  Specifically, I must address 

the characteristic acts of the latter initial hypostases, namely the Divine Mind and the 

Soul.

The respective characteristic acts of the Divine Mind and the Soul

As I have said, the Divine Mind and the Soul each have a characteristic act.  The 

characteristic act of the Divine Mind is intellection, that of the Soul, reasoning.  My 

purpose in this section is just to explain what these acts are, in the context of the account 

of the initial hypostases already given.  I will start with intellection.  

Intellection is a kind of knowing.  Taken as an action, knowing has two key 

features: a subject who performs the cognitive act, and an object that is cognized thereby.  

According to Plotinus, intellection is the kind of knowing wherein the subject, object, and 

act are all identical.  (V.3.5, etc).  What does this mean?  Evidently there is an abundance 

of cases of knowledge in which the subject and object are diverse – for instance, that I 

know the Pythagorean theorem.  As it happens, I am not the Pythagorean theorem.  But 

8 Plotinus, cii - cxxv (Porphyry's On the Life of Plotinus and the Arrangement of his Work).
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then, what does it mean for the subject and object to be identical to the act of knowing 

itself?  This is a difficult question to answer and Plotinus says little or nothing to the 

purpose of clarifying this identity claim.  At least what he means by it becomes more 

apparent with a deeper understanding of the nature of the Divine Mind's intellection.  

Before I elaborate that issue, we should register the obvious but essential analytic 

truths about the Divine Mind that are illuminated by Plotinus's definition of intellection.  

First of all, the Divine Mind is intellection; it is an act, or activity, or a life (whatever we 

please), and it is no more and no less that this act of knowing.  This is just because in 

intellection, the subject is identical with the act; since the Divine Mind is the subject, the 

Divine Mind is intellection.  Secondly, the knowledge to which the Divine Mind is 

subject is that of itself – which is to say, the Divine Mind is the act of self-knowledge 

(perfect self-knowledge at that, since it is the perfect reflection of The One).  Of course 

this is because in intellection the knower and her object are identical.  For the two reasons 

just mentioned, Emilsson frequently refers to the Divine Mind as the “ideal knower”9.

Now I can expound on the nature of the Divine Mind's intellection.  Simply put, it 

is through intellection that the Divine Mind creates itself.  Further detail is most helpfully 

provided in light of Plotinus's comments.  

Intellectual-Principle by its intellective act establishes Being, which in 

turn as the object of intellection, becomes the cause of intellection and of 

existence to the Intellectual-Principle – though, of course, there is another 

cause of intellection which is also a cause to Being, both rising in a source 

distinct from either [namely, The One]. (V.1.4)

9 Emilsson, 4.
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Those unfamiliar with the Enneads are likely to find this passage especially difficult 

because it is one of Plotinus's many efforts to provide a narrative for something that 

happens outside of time, all at once so to speak.  Hopefully I will be able to provide a 

helpful explication by drawing on the account of the emergence of the Divine Mind from 

The One in the previous section.  When Plotinus says that Intellectual-Principle 

establishes Being by its intellective act, he means that since Divine Mind is intellection, 

that its very activity is the emergence of Being from The One.  Since Being turns back on 

itself, seeking its source in emerging, it comes to know itself in reflection, that is, it takes 

itself as its object.  And since it is in this self-reflection that Being engages in intellection 

as such – as opposed to knowledge of something other than itself – Being taking itself as 

its object “becomes the cause” of the existence of the Divine-Mind, as the intellective 

being.  

Furthermore, Plotinus tells us that

while these two [Divine Mind and Being] are coalescents, having their 

existence in common, and never apart, still the unity they form is two-

sided; there is Intellectual-Principle as against Being, the intellectual agent 

as against the object of intellection; we consider the intellective act and we 

have the Intellectual-Principle; we think of the object of that act and we 

have Being.

Such a difference there must be if there is to be any intellection; 

but similarly there must be identity (since, in perfect knowing, subject and 

object are identical).  (V.1.4)
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Here I read Plotinus as saying that Divine Mind and Being are distinguishable only 

conceptually.  In order to secure our notion of intellection, the Divine Mind must be 

logically prior to Being as the noetic agent, that is, as the subject.  But logically prior to 

Divine Mind's existence as intellective it is mere Being, from which arises Divine Mind 

as such through its self-reflection as mere Being.  It is worth noting that Plotinus 

sometimes tells us to conceive Being as logically prior to the Divine Mind as such, since 

the Divine Mind emerges from Being, albeit atemporally.  For instance he tells us that 

“the object of...[the Divine Mind's] intellection [namely, Being] must exist before the 

intellective act (must be the very content not the creation of the Intellectual-Principle)” 

(V.9.7; emphasis mine).  No doubt Plotinus contradicts himself in word, if not meaning; 

anyone who has closely read the Enneads has probably tried to hurtle herself through a 

bedroom window at least once in a night terror, so numerous are Plotinus's deployments 

of directly conflicting statements.  Again, he is trying to provide us a narrative about 

something that takes place outside of time, presumably something to which no words can 

do justice.  On this ground I think we should give him a break.  Anyhow, if the 

relationship among the Divine Mind, Being, and intellection are not yet clear, then it may 

be helpful to take into account Plotinus's statement that Divine Mind “is the primal 

legislator to Being or, rather, is itself the law of Being” (V.9.5), by which I take it he 

means that Being becomes definite in attaining perfect self-knowledge and thereby 

defining itself as a self.  Hence Plotinus's use of the term 'Intellectual-Principle': the 

Divine Mind is the principle to which Being conforms, through its intellection.   

So what does it mean that the Divine Mind is identical to the act of intellection?  I 
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think it safe to say the following.  Being makes two movements, so to speak: first (1) it 

flickers into existence, proceeding from The One as it were, and then (2) it turns back 

towards The One, folding over into itself in failing to return to its source (V.5.5).  This 

second movement, the folding over into itself, is the reflective act by which Being 

achieves self-knowledge and attains the status of Divine Mind as such.  Since the Divine 

Mind is not mere Being (Being prior to reflection, which does not actually exist) but 

Being-in-reflection, it is this reflective feature of Being that is Divine Mind.  Put 

otherwise, the Divine Mind is Being's necessary reflective act, which, we must ultimately 

admit, is the original nature Being itself. (That is to say, Being is an act, a movement, or 

whatever you like, in accord with Plotinus's view that the Divine Mind and Being are 

identical.)10

In summary, then, intellection is the kind of knowing in which the subject, the 

object, and the cognitive act itself are all identical, and from which one yields true self-

knowledge.  Furthermore, the Divine Mind is intellection, which is to say that it is the 

perfect act of self-knowledge.  For this reason we can say that the Divine Mind is roughly 

the unity that arises in the inward folding of all Being, this unity being the commonality 

of inward folding movement to all Being, itself.  This unity, this inward folding 

movement, is Divine Mind, intellection.

Reasoning is dually a kind of perception and a kind of shaping or ordering.  

Plotinus tells us that

10 Again, 'Divine Mind' and 'Being' refer to one and the same existent (V.1.4).  I have supposed that we 
and Plotinus use these diverse terms to refer to two aspects of one atemporal entity that can only be 
understood by analyzing it into two aspects, each with a respective movement.  Note, that is to say that 
Being (as identical to Divine Mind) is inherently reflexive and does not actually exist prior to the 
supposed second, inward movement.
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Soul has the double phase, one inner, intent upon the Intellectual-

Principle, the other outside it and facing the external; by the one it holds 

likeness to its source [the Divine Mind]; by the other, even in its 

unlikeness, it still comes to likeness in this sphere, too, by virtue of action 

and production; in its action it still contemplates, and its production 

produces forms – detached intellections, so to speak – with the result that 

all its creations are representations of...the archetype, of which all are 

emanations and images (V.3.7)

He also tells us that “[i]t is upon Matter that th[e] act of Reason is exercised” (II.3.17).  

Reasoning, then, is safely described as the transmission of Ideal-Form to Matter.  As one 

phase of the Soul takes power from the Divine Mind, a lower phase – more thoroughly 

mingled with Matter – is molded to its likeness, assuming the shape of some more 

particular Ideal-Form11.   

Lofty as the definition of reasoning might seem, we can nonetheless see that it 

applies in the domain of normal human affairs.  Plotinus might well admit that when we 

reason in the common sense of the word, what we are supposedly doing is actualizing 

principles – Ideals – that transcend the domain of Soul.  If I have planned a vacation by 

reasoning through the various sites I want to see, activities I want to do, and so forth, in 

effect I am introducing Reasoning-Principles into the sensible realm (and therefore the 

Soul), which will manifest while I am vacationing.  The same could equally be said of 

reasoning through a geometry proof, an ethical dilemma, and anything else to which 

11 Which Ideal-Form this lower phase embodies presumably depends on just how thorough its mingling 
with Matter is – or put otherwise, on just how low the phase is, relative to the higher.  
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reason pertains.

In concluding this section I will attempt to helpfully summarize the key contents it 

presents.  The One, which is the perfect unity, emanates Being.  Being is inherently 

reflexive – intellective, that is – and therefore takes the form of the Divine Mind, eternal 

and impassible.  The Divine Mind descends into Matter as Reasoning-Principles, which 

impart Ideal-Form to Matter and in so doing collectively give rise to the Soul, which 

further disseminates the content of the Divine Mind in its act of reasoning.  

This chapter is a most skeletal overview of Plotinian metaphysics.  Indeed, 

Plotinus dedicated much his writing in the 54 Enneads to reiterating in various ways the 

content I have just accounted, in order to work out the many nuances of his picture.  

Again, my remarks in this chapter are merely propaedeutic, constituting an introduction 

to the Enneads just sufficient to situate the Proficient in Plotinus's world, and render my 

analysis of this situation clear.
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Chapter 2:  The Proficient is Divine Mind

A major component of my thesis about the Proficient is that she is an incarnation of 

Plotinus's Divine Mind hypostasis.  Really I just mean this as a simplistic way of saying 

that despite appearing in the sensory realm as a human being, the Proficient is identical to 

the higher-order Intellectual-Principle.  (As I explain in Chapter 1, the sensory realm is a 

phase of Soul, which is posterior to Divine Mind.)  In the absence of secondary literature 

on the Proficient it is unclear to me how controversial this identity claim is, but if it is 

right then Plotinus leaves us wondering why he did not explicate this profoundly 

significant point.  Indeed he makes but one remark that can be construed as a claim of 

identity between the Proficient and the Divine Mind, and even this is indecisive.  He 

does, however, provide us a number of remarks that suggest this identity, and my interest 

in this chapter is to indicate and explicate these remarks as so suggestive.  As I will show, 

the only outstanding obstacle to my interpretation of Plotinus's suggestive remarks is that 

he sometimes refers to the Proficient as (having) a soul, which she would not (be), in 

Plotinus's usual sense, if she in fact transcends Soul as Divine Mind.  A part of this 

chapter is therefore dedicated to addressing Plotinus's remarks about the Proficient's soul. 

I proceed through this chapter in the following way.  First, I pose the one passage 

in which Plotinus arguably states the identity between the Proficient and the Divine 

Mind.  I then show that for Plotinus a human certainly can be Divine Mind, despite the 

counterintuitiveness of this position.  From there I discuss two passages which I take to 

suggest that the Proficient is Divine Mind, explaining how each can be interpreted to 
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support this conclusion and why I find the alternative interpretations lacking.  Finally I 

address the issue of what Plotinus means in his mentions of the Proficient's soul.   

Plotinus mentions the “union” of the Proficient with the Divine Mind.  The Proficient 

is virtually impassible, but sometimes feelings such as fear momentarily overcome her.  

Plotinus tells us that in these cases “[the Proficient] will, so to speak, calm the refractory 

child within him, whether by reason or by menace, but without passion, as an infant 

might feel itself rebuked by a glance of severity” (I.4.15).  But, he continues, “[t]his does 

not make the Proficient unfriendly or harsh … giving freely to his intimates of all that he 

has to give, he will be the best of friends by his very union with the Intellectual-Principle” 

(emphasis mine).

It is anyone's guess why Plotinus invokes the union of the Proficient with the 

Divine Mind in explaining that she is “the best of friends”.  This is the only passage in the 

Enneads where Plotinus directly interrelates these two entities, and it is curious that the 

one instance in which he chooses to do so concerns the Proficient specifically as a friend, 

and not, say, her impassibility more broadly.  My guess is that Plotinus does this because 

in a sense the Divine Mind “gives freely” of itself in emanating Soul, this being a feature 

of its own intrinsic nature: as the Divine Mind gives freely without causing any change in 

its own being, so the Proficient can be said to “give freely to his intimates”.  

For whatever reason Plotinus interrelates the Proficient and the Divine Mind, he 

leaves opaque the exact nature of the relationship he invokes between the two.  We need 

not take the union between the Proficient and the Divine Mind as an identity relation, 
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certainly not on the basis of this passage alone.  Plotinus tells us that a person can attain 

mystic union with The One, becoming so similar to It that in a weak sense she even 

becomes identical to It, without permanently transcending the world and becoming 

completely identical to It (VI.9.11).  Since The One is not a being, no being can truly 

become The One – and yet a being can attain a sort of union with It.  Likewise, the 

Proficient might attain union with Divine Mind without becoming truly and completely 

identical to it.    

So the passage in which Plotinus tells us that the Proficient is in union with the 

Divine Mind is insufficient evidence to conclude that the Proficient is Divine Mind.  She 

might be, but she might equally well just be in some kind of communion with it, and 

indeed that may seem precisely the most natural reading of the passage at issue.  Of 

course I favor the stronger reading, that the Proficient is truly and completely identical to 

the Divine Mind.  It is now up to me to provide evidence that a human being actually can 

be completely identical to this higher Principle, and that the Proficient is such a human.

A human being can be Divine Mind.  The idea that a human can be Divine Mind is 

rather counterintuitive, since human beings generally dwell in the lower phases of Soul, 

and Divine Mind is a full step up from Soul in Plotinus's ontological scheme.  But 

Plotinus tells us outright that “a man becomes Intellectual-Principle when, ignoring all 

other phases of his being, he sees through that only and sees only that and so knows 

himself by means of the self – in other words attains the self-knowledge which the 

Intellectual-Principle possesses” (V.3.4).  Emilsson calls the Divine Mind the “ideal 
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knower” because it knows perfectly that which can be known perfectly, namely the self.  

A human being is Divine Mind to the extent that she has perfect self-knowledge, and we 

have every reason to believe that humans are capable of self-knowledge to the fullest 

conceivable extent.  Plotinus tells us that

the self-knower is a double person: there is the one that takes cognizance 

of the principle in virtue of which understanding occurs in the Soul or 

mind; and then there is the higher, knowing himself by the Intellectual-

Principle to which he becomes identical: this latter knows the self as no 

longer man but as a being that has become something other through and 

through: he has thrown himself as one thing into a superior order, taking 

with him only that better part of the Soul which alone is winged for the 

Intellectual Act and gives the man, once established There, the power to 

appropriate what he has seen.  (V.3.4)

I argue that Plotinus says that the self-knower is a double person because in this passage 

he describes the process of becoming a self-knower.  On my reading Plotinus does not 

mean that the self-knower is a double person per se, but rather that a person must use her 

lower faculties in order to achieve self-knowledge.  First, the to-be self-knower “takes 

cognizance of the [Intellectual-Principle] in virtue of which understanding occurs in the 

Soul”, and then, out of her cognizance of the Intellectual-Principle, she “throw[s herself] 

as one thing into the superior order, taking with h[er] only the better part of the Soul 

which alone is winged for the Intellectual Act”.  I emphasize that the self-knower throws 

herself as one thing into the superior order because as a self-knower, if she throws herself 
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as one thing then she knows herself as one thing, which means that she cannot be a 

double person unless her self-knowledge is compromised.  In other words, if the true self-

knower acts as one then she knows that she acts as one, and therefore she must be 

individual, rather than a double person.  I take this as evidence against the view that the 

person who attains true self-knowledge remains a double person, that the self-knower is a 

double person per se.  Indeed the self-knower may return to her lower state, no longer 

“ignoring all other phases of h[er] being” – but as the self-knower, I argue, there are no 

lower phases of her being, and she finds herself completely identical to the Divine Mind.  

I cannot see why we should deny that a human can attain complete identity with 

the Divine Mind, so long as we admit that a human can, in principle at least, permanently 

liberate herself from all awareness of her lower phases – that is, of the Soul.  Plotinus 

gives us no reason to think that we cannot do this.  In fact I believe we have some very 

good reasons to think that the Proficient precisely is the person who has freed herself 

from what were once her lower phases.  These will come out as I argue that the Proficient 

is among those who achieve identity with the Divine Mind.  For now it suffices to say 

that Plotinus makes it clear that in his view humans can become identical with Divine 

Mind, if not permanently then at least temporarily.  Whether or not this identity is a 

perfect melding of two things into one is up for dispute, and I argue that it is, at least for 

as long as the self-knower remains a self-knower and therefore Intellective.

Plotinus tacitly suggests that the Proficient is Divine Mind.  Although Plotinus never 

explicitly equates the Proficient and the Divine Mind, he does make some enigmatic 
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remarks about the Proficient that I can resolve only by inferring her identity to this higher 

principle.  I am interested to investigate two of these remarks in particular.  The first 

regards the Proficient's cognitive powers.  Plotinus seems to endow the Proficient with a 

kind of intellection that cannot be said to take place in the Soul, but that apparently must 

be the property of Divine Mind.  The second remark concerns the Proficient's relation to 

the highest of Plotinus's hypostases, The Good (that is, The One): indeed, according to 

Plotinus she is her own Good, in some unclear sense.  Each of these remarks leads me to 

conclude that the Proficient is identical to the Divine Mind, and my aim in this section is 

to explain why I find them so strongly supportive of this conclusion.

The first remark I think we should consider is Plotinus's statement that the Proficient 

“commands not merely the life of sensation but also Reason and Authentic Intellection” 

(I.4.4).  Plotinus is clear enough about how he understands sensation and Reason, but this 

statement is the one and only instance in the Enneads of the term 'Authentic Intellection'.  

What is Authentic Intellection?  What sets it apart from other kinds of intellection?  In all 

of the Enneads Plotinus clearly distinguishes between just two kinds of intellection, the 

characteristic act of the Divine Mind, and the intellection that takes place in the higher 

phases of Soul.  He tells us,

The Act of Intellection in the Soul is not the same as in the Divine: of 

things in the Supreme, one (the Intellectual-Principle) has a different mode 

of intellection (from that of the Soul) … there is primal Intellection and 

there is Intellection deriving from the Primal and of other scope. (I.2.3)
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In this passage the kinds of intellection between which Plotinus distinguishes are not 

Authentic and inauthentic, but rather primal and derivative: the Intellection of the Divine 

Mind is primal, and the Intellection of the Soul is derivative from that.  But the best I can 

do to make sense of the term 'Authentic Intellection' is to equate it with 'primal 

Intellection', to the effect of asserting that Authentic intellection is that of the Divine 

Mind.  This equation is hardly guesswork.  We have already seen Plotinus explicitly state 

that Intellection is the characteristic act of Divine Mind, and that Reason is the 

characteristic act of the Soul.  He even goes so far as to say that “we have allotted to Soul 

the function of dealing – in thought and in multiform action – with the external, and we 

hold that observation of self and the content of self must belong to the Intellectual-

Principle” (V.3.3) – suggesting, I think, that Soul does not properly engage in intellection, 

but maybe, at best, some high kind of reasoning that resembles it.  In this case Plotinus 

might refer to an activity of the Soul as 'intellection', but only an inauthentic or derivative 

kind; this intellection would not be the true self-knowing of the Divine Mind, not, that is, 

intellection proper.  

We should bear in mind that Plotinus never concerns himself with how exactly he 

phrases his points, and that across different parts of the Enneads he uses a number of 

terms to refer the same things.  Evidently he uses a number of terms for The One and the 

Divine Mind, referring to the former also as The Good, The First, The Highest God, etc, 

and the latter also as the Intellectual-Principle, the Authentic-Existence, the Intelligible 

Realm, etc.  Since Plotinus clearly delineates only two kinds of Intellection, but names 

four, it is hardly a stretch to suppose that two of these kinds graft onto the other two; and 
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for the reasons given in the preceding paragraph, I feel quite safe making this 

supposition.  That said, assuming 'Authentic intellection' to be another way of referring to 

'primal intellection' does come with its own modest complication.  Plotinus tells us that 

the Proficient commands not just Authentic intellection, but also Reason.  But if the 

Proficient commands the intellection of the Divine Mind, then in what sense does she 

command Reason?  After all we can be sure that the Divine Mind does not Reason; 

reasoning is a process, and the Divine Mind is one way eternally.  

As I see it there are two key senses in which one can command Reason.  Most 

human beings command Reason in the common sense:  We command Reason insofar as 

we engage in reasoning, that is, the process of thought wherein we bring our thinking into 

better accord with how things really are.  But we can also say that in a weaker sense the 

Divine Mind commands Reason, insofar as it involuntarily emanates Reason-Principles, 

directing the course of the Soul's procession by its very presence.  This second sense in 

which one can command Reason involves a nonliteral meaning of 'command of Reason'; 

really the Divine Mind does not command Reason so much as it directs reasoning, 

serving as the (Intellectual-)Principle on which this reasoning proceeds.  We might say, 

then, that in the same sense a stop sign “commands” us, the Divine Mind commands 

Reason, whereas the sense in which most humans command Reason is more closely 

analogous to the sense in which we command our arms or legs.  

If the Proficient commands Reason in the stronger, more literal sense in which 

most of us do, then we cannot identify her with Divine Mind without explaining how she 

can command Authentic intellection also.  If she can engage in Authentic intellection on 
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command then she has no use for reasoning, which only takes place when intellection is 

impossible, that is, when the subject cannot directly access the content of the Divine 

Mind.  Since I cannot reconcile Plotinus's claims that the Proficient commands Authentic 

intellection and that she commands Reason in any other way, I fall back on the view that 

she commands Reason in the weaker, nonliteral sense, and that her command of 

Authentic intellection is in fact a command of primal Intellection – the intellection of the 

Divine Mind.  The only alternative to this that I can conceive is taking the Proficient's 

command of Reason more literally and Authentic intellection as diverse from primal 

Intellection; but I cannot see why anyone would take this alternative, since it seems to 

demand that we provide some far-fetched explication of 'Authentic intellection'.

Since I take Plotinus's attribution of Authentic intellection to the Proficient to 

suggest that she engages in its characteristic act, I take it to suggest that she is in fact 

identical to Divine Mind – Divine Mind is its act, and nothing less.  The outstanding 

objection here is that whereas the Divine Mind is nothing more than its intellective act, 

the Proficient might be something more.  While she can apparently make herself identical 

to Divine Mind, it is not quite clear that she always does so; after all she does in some 

sense have a body, in some sense command Reason, in some sense command sensory 

powers, etc.  But bearing in mind that Plotinus devotes most of his discussion of the 

Proficient to the fact that she is ever self-intent and therefore impassible, I do not take 

this objection too seriously.  Unwavering self-intentness may as well be the definition of 

Divine Mind, and Plotinus makes it clear that despite “having” a body the self-knower is 

just the Intellectual Act (see previous section).  Why, then, opt for a conception of the 
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Proficient that identifies her with lowly things, when we have every reason for 

identifying her strictly with the higher?

The second of Plotinus's remarks that I find especially suggestive of the Proficient's 

identity with Divine Mind is that

while in some men [happiness] is present as a mere portion of their total 

being – in those, namely, that have it potentially – there is, too, the 

[Proficient] man, already in possession of true felicity, who is this 

perfectly realized, who has passed over into actual identification with it...

To the man in this state, what is the Good?

He himself by what he has and is.

And the author and principle of what he is and holds is the 

Supreme, which within Itself is the Good but manifests Itself within the 

human being after this other mode.  (I.4.4) 

There are two reasons I think this passage suggests the Proficient's identity with Divine 

Mind.  First of all, Plotinus understands happiness as perfect flourishing; “in the realm of 

existents”, he tells us, “the Supreme Good can be no other than the authentically living, 

no other than Life in its greatest plenitude” (I.4.3).  Since the Divine Mind is the 

Authentic-Existence, all true Being, and the Proficient “has passed over into actual 

identification with” true felicity, it seems logical to deduce that the Proficient is 

Authentic-Existence and therefore Divine Mind.  Personally I believe this deduction is 

sound, but Plotinus does not get deep enough into the metaphysics of happiness and 
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proficiency for me to argue this point in more detail.  There is much more in this passage 

to think about, anyhow.  

Plotinus tells us that the Proficient is her own Good “by what [s]he has and is”.   

Surely the Proficient does not become identical to The Good, since The Good does not 

exist; if she did then she would cease to be.  So what can Plotinus mean by this?  We can 

distinguish two senses in which the Proficient is her own Good, an ontological sense and 

an epistemic sense.  The ontological sense is that the Proficient actually is The Good, and 

this is the impossible one.  But in the epistemic sense the Proficient can seem to be her 

own Good, from her perspective.  That is, in affirming that the Proficient is her own 

Good in the epistemic sense we hold that the Proficient sees herself when she looks to 

The Good, despite never having transcended existence.  I contend that it is in this 

epistemic sense that it is possible for the Proficient to be her own Good, and that as such 

she is identical with Divine Mind.

I believe that the Proficient is her own Good particularly in the epistemic sense 

because when we assume so, the implications jibe beautifully with some of Plotinus's 

remarks about one of the Proficient's primary faculties, intellection.  In order to see how,  

recall the narrative of the atemporal genesis of the Divine Mind that I provide in Chapter 

1.  From The One proceeds Being, which, seeking its source, finds only itself.  Again, the 

Divine Mind precisely is this Being, or so to speak, the reflective self formed from that 

which proceeds from The One.  That is to say that the Divine Mind, Emillson's “ideal 

knower”, results from Being looking toward The Good and failing to find it, seeking to 

know that which is unknowable.  Furthermore, the Divine Mind's self-knowledge comes 
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to stand in for its knowledge of The Good; in the absence of the latter it attains the 

former, and to the constructive end of reflecting the nature of The One perfectly.  

This account of the Divine Mind's genesis directly parallels an account of the 

Proficient as impassibly self-intent.  Like all existents in Plotinus's worldview, the 

Proficient owes her existence to The One insofar as her unity as a being is rooted therein 

(see Chapter 1).  Plotinus understands a being's roots in higher orders in terms of its 

“looking towards” its superiors, by which it comes into their likeness (IV.8.3, etc).  So in 

this sense at least, the Proficient looks toward The One, and in so doing arrives in a 

uniquely fixed state of self-intentness distinct from that of other beings (presumably 

insofar as her self-intention is more perfect than theirs, of a higher degree so to speak).  If 

this self-intention in the Proficient  results in perfect self-knowledge, as it does in the 

Divine Mind, then indeed she is the Divine Mind, since in looking toward The Good she 

attains perfect self-knowledge and this intellective act is precisely what constitutes 

Divine Mind.  

Why should we suppose that the Proficient's self-intention is so perfect as to 

produce the perfect self-knowledge of the Divine Mind?  First and foremost because 

Plotinus explicitly states that the Proficient is an image of The One – as is the Divine 

Mind – in saying that “the author and principle of what [the Proficient] is and holds is the 

Supreme, which within Itself is the Good but manifests Itself within the human being 

after this other model[, namely that of the human being]”.  If the Proficient is an image of 

The One then it should be so in the same respect as is the Divine Mind, namely in that it 

is perfectly self-intent and therefore a perfect self-knower.  If the passage just quoted 
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does not imply that the Proficient is Divine Mind then it at least implies that she is like it 

in a key respect, which is telling since Divine Mind is nothing more or less than a perfect 

self-knower.  The second reason to think the Proficient's self-intention is perfect is simply 

that it is fixed, or put otherwise that the Proficient is impassible.  In what more could 

“perfect” self-intention consist than perfectly fixed self-intention, self-intention 

unpolluted by intermingled awareness of alien objects?  Since self-intention has only one 

content – the self, that is – it only makes sense that perfect self-intention is just constant 

self-intention.  

The last couple paragraphs go to serve the hypothesis that the Proficient is her 

own Good in the epistemic sense that she achieves her distinctive self-intentness in 

“looking towards” The Good, as does the Divine Mind.  While I cannot see another sense 

in which the Proficient can be her own Good than this, a criticism can yet be levied 

against the account I have provided so far.  It might be argued that the kind of “looking” 

that Plotinus tells us the Proficient directs towards The Good does not pertain to her 

epistemological status at all, since technically every thing “looks” to The Good for its 

integrity:  “True,” says my objector, “the Proficient looks toward The Good – but so does 

a stapler”.  I find this a feeble response, since it ignores the special status of human 

beings as self-conscious.  Certainly Plotinus has it that a stapler looks towards The Good 

in just the same sense a person does – but this looking is still different when a person 

does it, in that unlike a stapler, the person is potentially aware of its relations to itself and 

external realities.  This is to say that to the extent that a person looks toward The Good, 

she is aware of this, even if not in these exact terms.  I look to The Good, for instance, in 
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doing my schoolwork, insofar as doing my schoolwork complements my lifestyle as a 

scholar and this is precisely why I do it.  (Whether I think of doing my schoolwork in 

terms of Plotinus's peculiar hypostasis scheme is simply neither here nor there.)

In short, then, I cannot understand the passage in which Plotinus says the 

Proficient is her own Good without supposing that he means it in the epistemic sense 

articulated above.  She is her own Good, that is, in that she looks inward toward herself 

and upward toward The Good in one and the same movement.  Since this inward and 

upward movement is the Divine Mind's essential character, I conclude that the passage at 

hand implies the identity of the Proficient to it.  The surest way to refute this view is to 

provide an alternative explication for Plotinus's comment that the Proficient is her own 

Good, but it seems that any such alternative would have to be rather far-fetched.  

The sense in which the Proficient has a soul.  Throughout the Enneads Plotinus 

frequently talks about individual human souls.  In line with Plato he usually seems to say 

that people are souls, that the soul is the real person underlying, entombed within, the 

physical body of the illusory material world.  But this reading of Plotinus is a stumbling 

block for my argument that the Proficient is Divine Mind, since the Proficient is a person, 

and Divine Mind is decidedly not Soul.  I will now provide an alternative reading of the 

relation between the person and the soul in the Enneads, so as to render the identity claim 

about the Proficient and the Divine Mind unproblematic. 

Among the views that sets Plotinus apart from Plato is that he believes a “part of 

the soul” is ever set in the Intelligible Realm: “though [the souls of men] have descended 
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even to earth, yet their higher part holds forever above the heavens” (IV.3.12).  It is on 

this basis that I contend the Proficient can become identical with the Divine Mind.  More 

specifically, I contend that the Proficient is a person who has shed her identity with 

everything lower than Divine Mind, and therefore has no part in Soul at all.  This position 

reflects the remark of Plotinus's I quote above that the self-knower (presumably the 

Proficient) “has thrown himself as one thing into a superior order, taking with him only 

that better part of the Soul which alone is winged for the Intellectual Act”.  In this view, if 

the Proficient “has” a soul in any sense, it is in the sense that she “commands” Reason, 

directing the movement of such things as her physical body by the very nature of her 

being.  In other words, her influence on matters in Soul, such as her bodily movement, 

are indirect, mere epiphenomena of her intellective self-intention.

This understanding of the Proficient's relation to her individual soul, and to Soul 

in general, is roughly that the Proficient “has” soul as an item of property, maybe 

something like her child.  She is never identical to it; rather it is an external object that 

follows after her, so to speak, trying to match her superior mode of existence.  We are 

tempted to identify the Proficient – or any person, for that matter – with her soul because 

her body exists in Soul, and even the reasoning parts of her mind, but she is qualitatively 

distinct from these things through and through.

It is worth noting that the Proficient:soul::owner:property analogy has something 

of a textual basis.  Plotinus tells us that the Proficient “will give to the body all that seems 

useful and possible, but he himself remains a member of another order, not prevented 

from abandoning the body, and necessarily leaving it at nature's hour, he himself always 
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the master to decide in its regard” (I.4.16).  While this remark concerns the Proficient's 

relationship to her body, it bears on her relationship to her soul because her physical body 

is found in the realm of Soul.  At the very least we can say with certainty that the 

Proficient treats her “lower parts”, so to speak, as subordinate external objects; and 

granting my position that the Proficient is altogether above Soul, this certainty naturally 

extends to affirm that Soul entire is her subordinate.

In conclusion, I argue in this chapter that the Proficient is a person who has achieved 

identity with the Divine Mind, having jettisoned the lower parts of her soul.  First I 

mention the one instance in which Plotinus says something that can be directly 

interpreted as his saying so, but hopefully I make it clear that this remark is indecisive.  I 

then show that Plotinus does make it possible for a human to unite become Divine Mind, 

although not the Proficient in particular.  While he does not speak clearly to this issue I 

conclude that in Plotinus's view a person can remain identical to Divine Mind 

indefinitely, so long as her self-intention is fixed and complete.  Having established so 

much I then discuss the two Enneads passages that I find most strongly suggestive that 

Plotinus's Proficient is identical to the Divine Mind.  Supposing the coextension of the 

terms 'Authentic intellection' and 'primal Intellection', I find the first passage so 

suggestive because it seems to endow the Proficient with characteristic cognitive faculty 

of the Divine Mind.  And I find the second passage so suggestive because the best 

explication I can proffer for it implies paralleling the Proficient's effort to know The 

Good with that of the Divine Mind.  Finally, in this chapter's penultimate section I show 
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that identifying the Proficient with the Divine Mind need not conflict with Plotinus's 

comments connecting her with her soul, since Plotinus tells us that her “highest part” has 

the Intelligible Realm beyond Soul for its home.

So assuming the Proficient is in fact a human incarnation of the higher-order 

Intellectual-Principle, how are we to understand her as a person?  In which respects is she 

similar to non-Proficients, and in which is she dissimilar?  With what powers does her 

transcendent essence afford her?  In the following chapter I flesh out the Proficient in a 

way that makes it possible to answer such questions.  As one might guess, being the 

“ideal knower” involves seeing the world rather differently from the rest of us.
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Chapter 3: The Proficient is omniscient

Although Plotinus tells us very little about the Proficient, he takes great pains throughout 

the Enneads to explicate the Divine Mind concept and to situate it in his bigger picture.  

So if I am right in arguing that the Proficient is the Divine Mind incarnate, we can 

therefore draw a number of conclusions about her that Plotinus leaves implicit on the 

basis of his comments about the Divine Mind.  Since the Divine Mind is evidently an 

immaterial mental entity, the conclusions that we can draw about the Proficient on the 

basis of my identity claim pertain to her mental character, and more precisely to her 

psychological constitution.  In viewing the Proficient as another human being I feel 

driven to discover the many respects in which she differs from myself, not in the abstract 

terms of her metaphysical relations to Plotinus's higher order entities but in terms of how 

she thinks – that is, how she sees the world.  Fortunately for me  the Enneads abound 

with material appropriate to this end.

As the title of this chapter indicates, the conclusions that I derive about the 

Proficient from Plotinus's comments on the Divine Mind are best synthesized in the claim 

that the Proficient is omniscient.  Omniscience is a hazily defined philosophical concept, 

the word usually being interpreted as “the property of being all-knowing”.  But as I 

intend to show in this chapter, the omniscience of the Divine Mind (and therefore the 

Proficient) is a more particular status than simply having access to all knowable 

information; Plotinus goes so far as to suggest how the contents of the Divine Mind are 

represented therein.  So in this chapter my main aim is to illustrate the multidimensional 
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nature of the Divine Mind's omniscience, and how that translates into conclusions about 

the human being for whom this multidimensional nature is the sole mode of subjectivity – 

the Proficient, of course.   

I analyze the multidimensional nature of the Divine Mind's omniscience into three 

closely related but distinct aspects.  First of all the Divine Mind is the most perfect actual 

unity, and this bears on how we understand the Proficient's engagement in intellection as 

mental activity.  As we will see, the Proficient's consciousness is invariant in nature, her 

attention unbroken by changing circumstance or bodily condition.  The second aspect of 

the Divine Mind's omniscience that I touch on here is that it is “non-discursive”, which is 

roughly to say that the Divine Mind does not proceed from one idea to another but is 

fixed on a singular content.  Its consideration gives us an especially impactful sense of 

just how peculiar a human specimen the Proficient really is, I think, and in expounding 

on this point I will be able to establish that the Proficient's fixed mental content in fact 

implicitly represents a diversity of contents.  Third, and finally, in this chapter I elaborate 

the fact that the content of the Divine Mind is all (knowable) content, which is to say, I 

elaborate on the most conventional sense in which the Divine Mind is omniscient.  How 

this fact bears on the Proficient speaks volumes of Plotinus's epistemological views, and 

it is especially interesting for how it reflects Plotinus's understanding of omniscience.

The Divine Mind's multidimensional omniscience in a nutshell.  In one of the richest 

passages of the Enneads Plotinus sums up his conception of the Divine Mind in part with 

these words:
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nothing [in the archetypal world] but is Divine Mind...  All its content, 

thus, is perfect, that itself may be perfect throughout...  Its knowing is not 

by search but possession... the Intellectual-Principle is all and therefore its 

entire content is simultaneously present in that identity... and everything, 

in that entire content, is Intellectual-Principle and Authentic-Existence; 

and the total of all is Intellectual-Principle entire and Being entire. (V.1.4)

In these words Plotinus touches on each of the three dimensions of the Divine Mind's 

omniscience that I argue pertain to our understanding of the Proficient.  In saying that 

“All its content... is perfect, that itself may be perfect throughout”, he invokes the virtual 

unity of the Divine Mind, the perfect cooperation of the multiple elements that constitute 

it as an actual being, “Authentic-Existence”.  He does so again in saying that “its entire 

content is simultaneously present in that identity”, which, more remarkably, also 

references the non-discursive nature of Divine Mind (emphasis mine).  Continuing that 

line of thought he says “everything, in that entire content, is Intellectual-Principle and 

Authentic-Existence; and the total of all is Intellectual-Principle entire and Being entire” 

– clearly indicating the comprehensiveness of the Divine Mind's content.  

Yet unclear is how these omniscience-related properties of the Divine Mind 

should bear on our understanding of the Proficient, assuming her identity to the higher.  

What can we say about her considering that mentally she “come[s] to unity as far as 

multiplicity may” (I.6.2)?  What ever does Plotinus mean by ascribing the Divine Mind 

“non-discursive” thought, and how does this manifest in the Proficient?  Does the 

supposed position that she apprehends all knowable content entail that she knows every 
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detail of world history?  I aim to answer questions of this kind in the remaining words of 

this chapter.  

The Proficient's mental content is “perfect throughout”.  Plotinus tells us that “[i]t is 

absurd to seek... a plurality by distinguishing between potentiality and actuality in the 

case of immaterial beings whose existence is in Act... and we cannot conceive a duality in 

the Intellectual-Principle, one phase in some vague calm, another astir” (II.9.1).  What he 

means is that the Divine Mind cannot be properly conceived as a being distinct from its 

intellective act: there is no aspect, part, or phase of the Divine Mind that ceases 

intellection, for where there is no intellection there is no Divine Mind.

This can be brought to bear on the Proficient in a few ways.  Maybe most 

astoundingly it suggests that the Proficient never disengages from intellection.  We have 

already seen that she is “ever self-intent and self-willing”, but I mean to make a stronger 

claim than that here.  Indeed I mean that even in sleep, the Proficient is engaged in 

intellection.  Considering Plotinus's conception of intellection, imagining that a person 

can do it in her sleep may seem ridiculous.  But strangely enough, Plotinus goes so far as 

to specify that the Proficient remains proficient in sleep.  He says,

It may perhaps be urged that sensation and consciousness are 

essential to wisdom and that happiness is only wisdom brought to act.

Now, this argument might have weight if prudence, wisdom, were 

something fetched in from outside: but this is not so: wisdom is, in its 

essential nature, an Authentic-Existence, or rather is The Authentic-
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Existent – and this Existent does not perish in one asleep or … in the man 

out of his mind: the Act of this Existent is continuous within him; and is a 

sleepless activity: the Proficient, therefore, even unconscious, is still the 

Proficient in Act.  (I.4.9)

Since Plotinus conceives the Proficient's Act (and therefore, her true self) as something 

utterly apart from her phenomenal consciousness, we can safely say that she cannot be 

distracted from this Act by external stimuli.  And since he tells us that “we cannot 

conceive a duality in Intellectual-Principle, one phase in some vague calm, another astir”, 

we can say furthermore that she does not experience distracting thoughts that arise from 

within.  In short, then, it would seem that the Proficient must be not only “ever self-intent 

and self-willing”, but these in the fullest degree – to the fullest extent of her powers – 

unconditionally.  For the Proficient higher-order consciousness is not experienced in 

varying degrees, and there are no periods of unfocused or unintended thought.  She is no 

daydreamer.  Not only is she intellective but exclusively so.  Lower-order forms of 

consciousness such as sense perception and reasoning presumably originate in the Soul, 

and being removed from Soul, presumably these are unintentional for her.

The point here, then, is that the Proficient's mental content is fixed across times 

and bodily conditions, and for a singular reason.  Namely, the Proficient's actual 

consciousness bears an immutable relation to her bodily conditions and the associated 

cognitive functions (sense perception, reasoning, etc).  Be she in the Bull of Phalaris or 

solving a differential equation, her attention is set on one and just one particular thing, 

and this is unconditionally the same particular thing.  It is in this sense that the 
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Proficient's mental content is “perfect throughout”, having “come to unity as far as 

multiplicity may”; this content is “all-purpose”, at the root of any and all of the 

Proficient's outward behavior.

The subjective phenomenology of non-discursive consciousness.  Plotinus distinguishes 

between discursive and non-discursive forms of consciousness.  In discursive 

consciousness, the subject represents one content in a protracted reasoning process.    

Linguistic thought, for instance, wherein we represent a content piecemeal by carefully 

arranging words, is a kind of discursive thought.  It is a process with a beginning and and 

end: it takes time and effort.  On the other hand, non-discursive thought represents 

content holistically, lucidly and all at once.  A photographic recollection might 

approximate an instance of non-discursive thought, or the apprehension of an obvious a 

priori truth.

Plotinus is clear that the thought of the Divine Mind is non-discursive (V.8.6), and 

according to my contentions in this thesis I assert that so is the thought of the Proficient.  

If most discursive thinkers are like me then it is difficult for us to conceive the manner in 

which non-discursive thought informs interactions with the material world, characterized 

as it is by constant change and its constitution from an infinite variety of conditions.  

Once we have granted that the Proficient is altogether distinct from her material body and 

lower cognitive functions, we are left to wonder, what could her conscious content be that 

so comprehensively informs the operations of the Soul?  How does the Proficient see the 

world in her intellection so that, from the outside, she (that is, her body) appears to 
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interact seamlessly with medium-sized objects?  

Plotinus gives us a hint at this when he says of the content(s) of the Divine Mind – 

namely Ideal-Form(s) – 

every being [that is, Ideal-Form] is lucid to every other, in breadth and 

depth; light runs through light.  And each of them contains all within itself, 

and at the same time sees all in every other, so that everywhere there is all 

… the sun, There [in the Divine Mind], is all the stars; and every star, 

again, is all the stars and sun.  While some one manner of being is 

dominant in each, all are mirrored in every other.  (V.8.4)

I would like to call attention to two features of this passage.  The first is its deployment of 

visual language.  Plotinus tells us that “every being is lucid to every other … [and] sees 

all in every other”.  He goes on to say that “all [beings] are mirrored in every other”.  I 

take these sayings as strong suggestions that the intellection of the Divine Mind is a form 

of “seeing” in a more literal sense than that of mere understanding or apprehension, 

which this term might be used to convey.  If the Divine Mind is not literally a seer, I 

contend that at least it cognizes the Ideal-Forms (and therefore itself) in high resolution, 

that is, each as standing in sharp relief against the others.  Our eyes usually present us 

with a unified visual field composed of a variety of sharply distinct objects, and in this 

passage I see Plotinus analogizing intellection to vision in respect of this fact in 

particular.  As such, take the following analogy to illustrate my understanding of the 

Divine Mind's intellective vision for what it is worth.  The Divine Mind sees itself as 

does a highly fashion-conscious person standing in a full-length mirror.  In seeing himself 
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in the mirror he sees (and judges) his entire outfit as a whole; but in seeing himself and 

his outfit as a whole, he nonetheless sees the matches and clashes among a variety of 

garments, each distinctively cut and colored.  

The second feature of this last passage I would like to emphasize is that it presents 

each individual content of the Divine Mind as containing or reflecting all of the other 

contents.  In doing so Plotinus unifies the Divine Mind's apprehensions of various 

objects: in its awareness of itself the Divine Mind sees its many aspects, dimensions, or 

phases – the Ideal-Forms – and in its awareness of the interconnectedness of the Ideal-

Forms, it sees itself.  We might say that in intellection as Plotinus conceives it, the 

Platonic dialectic (which is a thought process that recognizes multiplicity in unity and 

vice versa) is drawn into an eternal moment of perfect understanding.  

If the subjective phenomenology of intellection can be properly likened to 

visualization, then the content of the Divine Mind can be likened to a pictograph or a 

symbolic mandala whose each and every part is distinctly meaningful but contributes to a 

grander holistic meaning.  The grander holistic meaning of the Divine Mind's content is 

something like “selfness”, the nature of self-identity and its emergence from diversity.  

The degree to which this analogy can deepen our understanding of the Divine Mind's 

subjective awareness is limited, since I for one have never looked at a mandala and 

immediately understood anything about it, let alone the meanings of all its parts and its 

holistic meaning simultaneously.  That said, I hope the account I have just provided sheds 

some light on the qualitative difference between the kind of thought in which most of us 

engage and the kind of thought in which I argue the Proficient engages.  Not only is the 
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Proficient remarkably focused (to say the least), but the content of her focus is in one 

sense minimally simple and another infinitely complex.  Furthermore, according my 

reading of Plotinus the Proficient apprehends her mental object with an optical clarity, 

lucidly and without any effort.  In a sense she has transcended thought altogether; The 

Answer is well-lit, sitting right under her nose.  In response to the question I pose at the 

beginning of this section (What does the Proficient see that so comprehensively informs 

her action?), she sees herself as reflecting (and in effect being) all of reality, or in other 

words, she sees how she emerges from the cooperation of the Ideal-Forms.  While it may 

not yet be clear how such vision suffices to direct the Proficient's bodily activities for 

instance, my aim in the next section is to flesh out the sense in which her knowledge is 

totally-comprehensive (that is, the sense in which the Proficient “knows everything”).  

With this next section behind us we should be in a much better position to discuss the 

material ramifications of the Proficient's omniscience.

The Proficient “knows everything” (– knowable, that is).  I argue that the Proficient is 

omniscient, but as I have noted omniscience is a vague concept.  One common notion is 

that an omniscient being has complete knowledge of the minutiae of worldly affairs; 

Laplace's demon, for instance, knows every physical state of the universe at all times just 

by access to information about the present.  Plotinus does not suggest that the Proficient 

has any special privilege to knowledge of the material world, so I feel the need to be clear 

about the nature of the epistemic status in which her omniscience consists.  

I say that the Proficient is omniscient because I believe that as the incarnation of 
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the Divine Mind, the Proficient knows everything that can be known according to 

Plotinus's metaphysics. Plotinus has it that the only objects that can be properly known 

are the Ideal-Forms, positing that all “knowledge” in Soul is delusion and that all true 

knowledge takes place in the intellection of the higher order (I.1.9).  Since Matter is not 

real, the material world cannot be known; the only knowable object is Real Being, and 

since the Divine Mind (and therefore Ideal-Form) is Real Being, the Proficient, as a 

intellective thinker, knows everything about reality.

So the Proficient probably could not tell you how many hairs were firmly rooted 

in Socrates's scalp the day he died.  This raises the question, if the Proficient is ignorant 

of material affairs, then what is this mysterious mental content of hers from which all of 

her body's actions derive?  Granted, she knows the Ideal-Forms; but how does knowledge 

of immaterial principles manifest in the material world?  The notion that the Proficient's 

mental object is a pictographic representation of Ideal-Form is helpful in considering this 

question.  At all times the Proficient is focused on herself, and in her self-intention her 

relationship to the radical structures from which the material world evolves is ever 

present to her mind.  So while the Proficient is apart from her body and ignorant of her 

lower cognitive functions – which is to say she never thinks to pick up her cup of coffee, 

or to turn the key in her car ignition – these bodily activities result from the Proficient's 

constant fixation on herself and the structures that inform the material world (which 

constitute a single mental content related as parts or aspects of a pictograph in terms of 

which every material possibility can be understood).

Of course, this account of how the Proficient commands Reason, directing 
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activities in Soul through intellection, does little or nothing to make her mentality more 

relatable to the average reasoner.  Frankly, I am not sure words can do this kind of work; 

after all, I am trying to explain features of an omniscient being's thought, which is 

qualitatively different from that of a reasoner's.  Indeed, I rank it among my purposes for 

this chapter to show precisely that the Proficient is qualitatively different from reasoners, 

and that a clear and simple account of how she sees the world is all but impossible for us.  

What I hope to have positively elaborated in this section is just that the Proficient is all-

knowing in the sense that Plotinus's metaphysics allows, and that this is a peculiar sense 

that differs from what most of us think of when we see 'omniscient'.

Conclusions.  I contend that as the incarnation of the Divine Mind, all of 

Plotinus's epistemological claims about the Divine Mind can be applied to the 

Proficient. When we apply these claims to her we render the Proficient as an 

omniscient being, but omniscient in a complex and unconventional sense.  Not 

only does the Proficient so rendered know all that is knowable, but she unifies all 

knowable contents into a singular content that is present to her at all times, 

unconditionally.  In other words, the Proficient clearly apprehends one object, 

namely Real Being, and nothing else at all times, be it that her body is awake or 

asleep, sober or drunk.  Not only is she all-knowing, but she is all-knowing all at 

once, all the time.  
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Conclusions: Why we should care about the Proficient

The Enneads are Plotinus's reflections on philosophical conferences of his followers and 

friends, where he expressed and defended many of his key views.  Each tractate is a 

response to an important question raised by one of his students or peers, and was 

therefore of special interest to particular parties at the time12.  Nowadays, however, most 

of the disputes in which Plotinus was involved are long dead, and the modern reader of 

the Enneads typically reads more for a holistic sense of Plotinus's philosophy than for 

answers to the sometimes very specific and peculiar questions to which he was 

responding.  At least this is how I read the Enneads.  

Although Plotinus says little about the Proficient, mentioning her in just one of 

the Enneads' 54 tractates, my reading of this immensely important document places a 

high premium on her few brief appearances.  As a modern reader I see two major reasons 

for careful consideration of the Proficient and her role in the Enneads.  First of all, I 

locate her at the intersection of some key concepts in Plotinus's philosophy.  Secondly, I 

think that the Proficient is rightly understood as a special kind of person that can be 

found in many other philosophies and religions, and for this reason I believe attention to 

her to be of general interest to students of philosophy, as well as of moral value to a wider 

audience.  

The Proficient and the Philosophy of the Enneads

12

For more details see Porphyry's On the Life of Plotinus and the Arrangement of His Work.
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Plotinus introduces the Proficient in order to discuss happiness, as a model of the truly 

happy person.  Since I argue that the Proficient is one with the Divine Mind, and 

therefore omniscient, it follows in my view that happiness and knowledge are 

inextricable elements of Plotinus's philosophy.  I hold that where Plotinus is concerned, 

one cannot be happy without true knowledge (wisdom), nor can one be unhappy with its 

attainment.  This is a hugely significant possibility, wisdom featuring prominently as it 

does in the Enneads: at various points Plotinus directly associates wisdom with

Divine Mind and intellection (I.2.3, etc), the virtues of understanding and prudence (I.2.6, 

7), and the practice of dialectic (I.3.6) – among other centrally-situated concepts.  

At this point we may still be curious about the connection between happiness and 

knowledge in the Enneads; for while I have argued that they are connected, and shown 

that certain of Plotinus's remarks suggest this connection, I am yet to explain why rightly 

knowing should make a person happy.  To this end the best I can give is my own simple 

reflection, but maybe what I have to say will be of interest.  While Plotinus never 

explicitly defines 'happiness', he seems to think he does well enough with his observation 

that 

if we draw no distinction as to kinds of life, everything that lives will be 

capable of happiness, and those will be effectively happy who possess that 

one common gift of which every living thing is by nature receptive...  If 

mere Being is insufficient, if happiness demands fullness of life, and 

exists, therefore, where nothing is lacking of all that belongs to the idea of 

life, then happiness can exist only in a being that lives fully.  (I.4.3)  
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Happiness is either living or living fully, which one Plotinus never quite settles.  But for 

rational creatures knowledge is a basic fact of life, or something like it; so however 

Plotinus understands happiness, knowing certainly has some bearing on it for humans, if 

not much.  As such, in my mind the question of how human happiness and knowledge are 

related in the Enneads boils down to the question of why knowledge enables us to be 

what we essentially are.  To this question there seems to be an infinity of answers, many 

of which are in line with the Plotinus's philosophy.  The most obvious one to me is that as 

willing agents, the more we know, the more choices we are free to make, and the making 

of such choices is what it is for us to be, to live.  And we are happy when we are free to 

choose, when the courses of our lives are determined from within rather than without.  

Again, true knowledge for Plotinus is knowledge of the principle that governs Being 

(namely Divine Mind or Intellectual-Principle), so it makes sense that for Plotinus 

knowledge would be the key to liberation from circumstance, the key to happiness; with 

knowledge, you can be the way you like.  It is worth mentioning that this explanation of 

the connection between happiness and knowledge jibes well with my account of the 

Proficient as omniscient in her peculiar way.  Not only does her activity of self-intention 

necessarily originate from within, but nothing can distract it from without.  In my 

rendering, the Proficient is perfectly free in virtue of her divine nature, and this is as good 

an explanation of her happiness as any I can conjure up.    

I am thoroughly convinced that Plotinus's philosophy entails a close connection 

between wisdom and happiness.  But as with my view that the Proficient is identical to 

the Divine Mind, I am somewhat surprised that Plotinus is not more explicit about this.  
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After all, if Plotinus does see happiness and wisdom so closely connected one might 

expect him to be clearer about it in the tractate Porphyry labels Happiness  (Ennead I.4).  

Since the Enneads are not a systematic treatise but rather a compilation of stand-alone 

responses to particular questions, I feel comfortable positing that Plotinus was simply 

never pressed to elaborate on this connection.  The same can be said of the Proficient: 

Plotinus barely mentions her because she is meant as no more than a device for 

answering the question of happiness, which loomed large in the wake of such 

philosophers as Plato and Aristotle.  

The Proficient as a Role Model; or, Why I Really Wrote This Thesis

I must admit that my own personal philosophy – which, to be sure, takes much from the 

Enneads – has biased me to argue this thesis as I do.  I am convinced that happiness and 

wisdom are closely connected, if not quite as strongly as I estimate Plotinus is.  True 

wisdom brings lasting contentment, and lasting contentment can only result from 

wisdom, be it intellectual, intuitive, whatever.  I feel we should bear in mind that this 

philosophy I attribute to Plotinus is not exclusively his, but common to numerous 

worldviews.  Buddhism and Patanjala Yoga, for instances, place it front and center.  

Buddhism and Yoga both value knowledge highly, and hold that its attainment results in 

contentment (as achieved in liberation from the material world).  The very notion of 

enlightenment in Buddhism involves the utter cessation of suffering13, and Gautama 

Buddha supposedly achieved this at the end of a period of meditation that resulted in 

13 Fowler, Merv. Buddhism: Beliefs and Practices. Portland, OR: Sussex Academic, 1999. 39. Print.
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omniscience14.   In the Yoga Sutras Patanjali explains that successful practice is a likening 

of oneself to God, insofar as God is “the unexcelled seed of all knowledge” (Yoga Sutra 

1.25), and that with the attainment of liberation comes freedom from all affliction (Yoga 

Sutras 4.29-30)15.   

In my short career studying philosophy I have found that the best measure of 

philosophical writing is its educative potential.  Plato and Plotinus; Augustine and 

Boethius; Aquinas and Eckhart; Kant and Kierkegaard; Rawls and Singer:  These men are 

so well regarded not because their ideas are truer than others', but because their words 

have inspired so many to seek the good life and can guide us towards it, should we let 

them.  Since she first shone to me from the pages of the Enneads I have spent much time 

thinking about the Proficient, and have learned much in this thinking.  In the same way as 

Gautama Buddha and Jesus have become role models for me, so has the Proficient; how 

can one but marvel at her strength and self-sufficiency?!  I therefore devote this thesis to 

displaying the Proficient in the most complimentary light, so that others may be inspired 

to read about her closely and meditate on her in reverence.  I hope that in proffering such 

a role model and defending her divine nature I have produced something with real 

educative potential, at least insofar as I have effectively fed my readers a provocative 

understanding of what a person should be like.  How seriously do you take focus and self-

satisfaction as personal virtues?  How closely do you associate wisdom and happiness?  I 

hope you will reflect on these questions; only in so doing can one realize the full meaning 

of the words I have put into this thesis.  I leave you with Psalm 37:37, a line from David: 

14 Ibid, 9.
15 Patanjali. "Yoga Sutras." Trans. Bellur Iyengar. Light on the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali. Ed. Bellur 

Iyengar. Uttar Pradesh, India: The Acquarian Press, 2011. Print.
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Mark the perfect man, and behold the upright: for the end of that man is peace.
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