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EROS IN PLOTINUS

It is undeniable that Eros is the strongest of all the powers in the world. Its
effects are exquisite, even prodigious, sometimes, catalytic or destructive. In its
ideal form it joins, creates, develops and keeps its creations united. This is its
general 1dea, almost the same in every conception of love throughout history. In
Ennead 111.5 we have the chance to view Plotinus’ considerations of Eros in
relation to that of Socrates and to the related myths which take place in Plato’s
dialogues. Plotinus adapts these myths in such a way that they contribute to
shaping his own theory of Eros, sometimes supporting and sometimes rejecting
their various aspects. Consequently, we will deal with Eros in its various forms
either as an affection or a divinity: god or daimon.

* % %

Even if Ennead 111.5 deals with Eros, everything in it revolves around
Plotinus’ hierarchical system of reality. Eros seems to have its own specific part
within this special cosmic order which includes the One, the Intellect, the Soul
and the Matter. According to Plotinus, these are the four levels of reality which
are held together by a two-way process of interaction between them. This
interaction consists, first, of the procession which is a kind of derivation of the
lower from the higher. The whole process starts from the One which, according
to Plotinus, is the first principle. It is the absolute beauty and it is absolutely
perfect. Because of this perfection, it overflows and produces something new,
which is logically lower than itself, and constitutes a new level of reality. Then
the new level itself creates by referring to its source'. This conversion is the
second way of the interaction and takes place due to the product’s need to reach
the beauty of its source which is always superior. At this stage, we can place the
function of Eros as the power which is responsible for this need and longing for
beauty.

However, in order to specify the function and the position of Eros, Plotinus
analyses and explores its nature following Plato’s guidelines, who considers
Eros both as a passion? and as a divinity?. According to these qualities, Eros can
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GhETEL.

2. Cf. PLATO, Phaedrus, 251 c - 252c¢.

3. Cf. IDEM, Symposium, 203 a.
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be interpreted as a subjective experience or as a substantial superhuman reality:
a god or a daimon, responsible for producing the affection of love in the human
soul®. The ultimate end of the Soul is self-completeness, which leads to self-
sufficiency and immortality, and Eros is the means to this end. Completeness is
obtained through satisfying the most important personal needs. These needs
differ from individual to individual. Nevertheless, they always have a common
starting-point: beauty. Beauty is the object of love and, through bodily and
moral beauty, the Soul comes to the recollection of Ideas, a vision of which it
had already duning a previous life. Thus, beauty 1s, for Plato, a bndge between
the two realms, those of the matenal and of the ideal worlds. Love 1s the means
thanks to which, starting from beautiful bodies and through the medium of
forms the Soul is led to absolute or ideal beauty.

Virtuous men, whose love is pure, are satisfied with beauty alone. They love
beautiful bodies, with a view to sexual intercourse, because precisely these
bodies are beautiful. In other words, their erotic desire for a beautiful body is a
desire for the beautiful as existing within the body, rather than for the body
itself 7. Other human beings pursue both perpetuity and beauty®. In this case
their love is mixed. Men and women love each other in order to perpetuate
themselves especially in beauty, but they fail in their second purpose if their
partners are not beautiful. Thus, pure love is more self-sufficient than the mixed
one, although both are supposed to be good and chaste’. However, there are
cases of deviant love; this is unacceptable because it is against nature and law,
but even in this case the ultimate motivation comes from a desire for true
beauty®. At this point, it is important to notice the vindication of sexual love
which was a very sensitive subject in ancient Greek society. From Plotinus’
point of view, sexual love belongs to the order of nature and becomes a moral
fault only when it deviates from the proper paths and becomes unnatural.

All the above cases concern Eros as a passion which is the strongest of all
passions. On the other hand, Eros as a divinity becomes the main subject of
Plotinus’ thoughts in treatise I11. 5 and his first step is to specify the relationship
between himself and Aphrodite as it emerges from the Platonic myths, namely,
whether Eros is born from Aphrodite, simultaneously with her, or both. The
importance of this question lies in the fact that Aphrodite is considered in the
Plotinian system as the Soul itself. According to Plotinus, the Soul is the image
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of the Intellect. Its function refers to the organization of the universe and its
action takes place somewhere between eternity and time, the intelligible and the
sensible world. However, the unity of the Soul comes from the totality of
individual souls!?.

Plotinus, considers Eros as the son of Aphrodite. The same view was held by
Plato in Phaedrus''. Moreover, Plotinus takes into account what has been
supported during Pausanias’ speech in Plato’s Symposium; namely, the
dinstinction between two Aphrodites, (a) the Heavenly and (b) the Pandemos'?:
(a) the former is the daughter of Kronos (Intellect)!?; she is pure, almost un-
mixed, transcendent, the most divine kind of Soul, which resides in the noetic
world like a solar halo'®. Her activity is directed towards the Intellect, due
to her strong affinity to it. As a result of the Soul’s passionate love and,
consequently, of her intense vision, Eros comes into existence and becomes a
kind of intermediary between them. Hence it is a reality always oriented
towards a beauty external to it and it is so pure that it almost belongs to the
domain of the gods ; (b) the latter Aphrodite is the daughter of Zeus and Dione.
She is the soul of the universe, World - Soul coined by Plato'>, immanent in it
and close to Matter. She is a mixed soul, lower than the pure heavenly one.
However, as a soul, she has a strong desire for beauty, t00'®, so that she
produces her own Eros just like the pure one does. This Eros, the mixed one,
arouses the upward desire in souls within the sensible world, through the sexual
desire of the human beings, and in the World-Soul itself as well.

The World-Soul consists of all the individual souls which exist in the World
and which have their own particular Eros, even the souls of animals!’.
Likewise, there is a World-Eros, the Eros of the universe itself, which consists
of all the individual ones. Like a lover's eye, the eye of the Soul, i.e. the mixed
Eros, may look either upwards or downwards as a mediator between both
worlds, the intelligible and the sensible. Such an Eros is a daimon. It cannot be a
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god, because it does not come from pure Soul, but cannot be a mortal'® either,
for it does not come exclusively from human beings. A daimon’s nature
combines passions and affections of human beings with the eternity of the gods.
It is both mortal and immortal. According to Plato, daimons are superhuman,
divine entities created by the gods in order to bridge the gap between them and
human beings'?. They carry messages to gods after prayers through them.
Although daimons are allowed memory and sensation, they react without any
conscious policy??, as far as they are just tools in the hands of gods.

Plotinus distinguishes Eros from other daimons. Eros comes from souls
which desire the good and the beautiful; the other daimons are produced within
the World-Soul by various powers according to the various needs of the
Universe and they always function as means between these powers and
particular realities?!. Yet, as a daimon itself, but of different origin, Eros is the
subject of Diotima’s myth in the Symposium**. Plotinus uses this myth in order
to further explore the nature of Eros and explain it by interpreting and analysing
the protagonists in this myth, according to which the union of Poros and Penia
caused the birth of Eros. These protagonists represent totally different powers
and, therefore, different qualities: Poros (plenitude) and Penia (poverty), who
are presented as Eros’ parents. It is obvious that we are no longer dealing with
Eros as Aphrodite’s son, but as her follower, born on the occasion of her
birthday, celebrated by the gods. However, there is still a close relationship
between Eros and Soul?3, because Penia is considered at this level as the
indertermination within the Soul. Aphrodite is supposed to represent the Soul in
its highest sense; specifically, the Soul of Zeus, while Zeus himself 1s
considered as Nous (Intellect)?*. Thus, Eros still proceeds from Soul.

According to the myth, when Aphrodite was born, gods held a celebration
and, at dinner time, Penia came close to the doors to beg. She then met Poros
lying in the gardens of Zeus, drunk on nectar and, due to her own penury she
devised a plan to have a child by him; she slept with him and conceived Eros.
The whole action is considered as a purely celestial phenomenon having
nothing to do with human beings® and as having taken place before the
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sensible world came into existence“®. Under these circumstances, Eros appears
to be a mixture of two different elements respectively represented by Poros and
Penia.

In Plotinus’ interpretation, Penia is given the role of Soul which, gradually,
goes through successive stages of formation. She represents the indeter-
mination of the Soul and she is closely related to intelligible matter which is a
kind of archetype of lower matter?’. At this stage, lower matter has not yet
come into existence. At this point, the Soul, being something indeterminate and
insufficient, directs its activity towards a superior principle (Poros - Nous), so
as to satisfy its need for self-fulfilment. Poros represents the determination and
the Reason (logos) of the Soul?®, He has a divine origin since he proceeds from
the Nous and becomes a rational principle himself after receiving another logos
from Nous. This situation is connected with the phenomenon of procession,
where a rational principle falls from a superior status to an inferior one. In the
case of the Platonic myth, this rational principle is represented by the nectar?®.
The drunkness of Poros is caused by the excessive absorption of nectar and
arouses his desire for external fulfilment. At this moment, the affection of the
Soul (Penia) gives Poros the chance and the stimulation to transcend himself
and as determination, Poros invaded Penia, the indeterminate part of the Soul.
Their union brought forth Eros, but was also the starting-point of the creation of
the sensible world since, through the energy that imbues the Soul at that time,
form is imposed on Matter. The interpretation of this phenomenon lies in the

double, simultaneous action of every level of reality. The whole procedure can
be describeds chematically, as follows:
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It follows that Eros came into existence as a result both of the surplus of
Poros’. richness filling Penias need for fulfilment; a need derivating from her
very nature. We thus may consider Eros as a harmony of opposites’, for it
contains the elements of both of his parents. Eros is a rational entity like his

26.Cf. Enn., I11. 5,7, 3: ...e¢ 76 700 aisfhntol.
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father, but not a pure one, since he contains indetermination”'. In other words,
Eros is the fusion of the opposite aspects of the Soul which refers to (a) the lack,
(b) the aspiration and (c) the memory of rational principles that come into the
Soul in order to complete it. In relation to the Soul, Eros contains a boundless,
irrational and unlimited striving that renders him incomplete and insatiable. He
continues to need the supremacy of beauty even if he has acquired a share of
plenitude (due to Poros), as opposed to the inferiority and poverty of the Soul
and he craves the enrichment that comes from the «treasures» of beauty. These
are the fundamental conditions for the existence of Eros*?.

One is confronted again with the duality of Eros’ nature as a daimon who
combines human and divine elements. After this exploration, Plotinus leads us
again to his initial qualification of Eros as the daimon who inspires human
beings to love the beautiful, because through the perception of beauty they can
grasp immortality, their ultimate purpose. Moreover, Plotinus’ extensive
analysis of the generative causes of Eros offers a complete profile of him as a
principle, and discloses some of his additional qualities, bequeathed to him by
his parents.

% % %

Plotinus’ conception of Eros is a highly important one. It places Eros at the
very centre of creation and presents such a principle as the key to completeness,
self-sufficiency and immortality. Plato’s influence upon Plotinus is obviously a
deep one. However, Plotinus further penetrates the problem of the nature
of Eros by examining it thoroughly, while remaining constant to his own
principles and consistent with his system as a whole. Even today, some people
say that love is beautiful. For others, love causes troubles. Nevertheless,
according to the meaning Plotinus attributes to Eros, one may understand it as
an exercise. People can still feel the beauty of the energy, the vitality, the
knowledge and the experience that a relationship based on Eros offers. This
conception of Eros has been transmitted through the ages up to modern and
contemporary thinkers, and to the average layman as well.

Georgia M. STATHOPOULOU
(Athens)
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32, Cf. D. Koutras, The concept of Light in Plotinus™ Aesthelics, Athen'-: Univ. Press (coll.
Saripolos, n® 2), 1968, p. 98.
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O EPQZ KATA TON ITAQTINO

"H meoi “Epwrtog avriknyn 1ot [MTawtivow elvar onpaviuxn. 'O @uhooogog
romobetel 1OV "Eomta 010 ®EVIPO AxolmS THE ONPULOVEYLAS ROl TOV TaPOV-
ouaCeL Mg TO #AEWL THS TANEOTNTOS, TS aUTGExELas xal The dbavaoiag. 'H
Emidpaon tob IMidrwvog éni tod IMAwtivov vmipge Evrovn. "Qotoco, O
[MAwTivog el0OVEL TEQAUTERW OTO TEOPANpPa THS guong tob "Epwtog yul va
10 EEETAOEL EMOTAPEVIS, TAQAUEVOVTAG TLOTOS TPOS TIG AOYES TOV #al Ov-
VETING TTOS TO ®aBOAOV OVOTNUA TOV, "ARONA ROL ONUEQA TTOALOL OLATELVO-
viar twg 0 “Epwg glvan dpatog dhhol mwg mpoxakel datapayés. IMapa
TabTa, ovpgova Tpog ™ onuacia ov O [Mhwtivog avayvwpiler otov "Epw-
ta, O Owg elvat duvatov va Bewoenbi mg doxnon. OL avbpwrtor mavtote Ba
Exouv Ouveldnon THS EVEQYOD OMOOPLAS, THS COTIHOTNTAS, THS YVWONS ®at
TG EUITELOLOS TTOV TTaREYEL Pl oxéon Bepehovpevn endvo otov “Epwta. N
1OV AOyo avtov, o, xai i xepi “Eowtog avridmpm tob ITAmtivou pe-
TadObnxe ava TOUS QUOVES OTOVS VEMTEQOVS KAl OTOVS OUYYOOVOUS OTOY-
OTEC, (AAG ®ai 0ToVg durholg avBpwrove,.
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