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Plotinus’ Exploration of the Sensible World and Its Significance

Thesis Summary

This dissertation focuses on the exploration of the sensible world by the third-century philosopher
Plotinus. While preceding Platonists typically consider the events in the sensible world as of secondary
value due to the primacy of the Platonic Idea, Plotinus differs in his approach. An examination of his
texts reveals active engagement in debates concerning sensible objects, offering a rational
interpretation of the sensible world, and clarifying its connection to higher principles. Plotinus accords
great importance to exploring the sensible world, recognizing its relevance to his primary concern of
returning to the higher principles of the soul. This dissertation aims to investigate Plotinus’ process of
inquiry into sensible things and to elucidate the significance of his exploration of the sensible world.

Chapter 1 explores Plotinus’ interpretations of Timaeus, focusing on issues related to the myth of
world-making by the creator. He rejects its uncritical acceptance, developing a new image of the creator
through dialog with preceding interpretations. This chapter highlights the novelty and significance of
Plotinus’ creator image, which is constructed based on his unique interpretation and the “double-activity
theory.”

Chapter 2 discusses Plotinus’ critique of the Peripatetic theory of substance. Plotinus highlights the
shortcomings of the Peripatetic definition of substance and presents his own structure of sensible things,
using the hylomorphic vocabulary shared with the Peripatetic school. This chapter argues that Plotinus'
framework for sensible things is based on a “pseudohylomorphism.” This theory dismantles the
Peripatetic framework and reevaluates the structure of the sensible world.

Chapter 3 examines Plotinus’ distinctive interpretation of matter, focusing on his emphasis on its
impassivity. In interpreting prime matter, Plotinus distinguishes himself, particularly from the Peripatetic
school, by highlighting its impassive nature. Plotinus’ interpretation of prime matter deviates from the
texts of Timaeus: it is an original view produced as a result of debates.

Chapter 4 addresses the challenge posed by the impassivity of prime matter discussed in the
previous chapter. Plotinus describes impassive matter as being unable to undergo transformation. The
challenge here is how to make matter contribute to the establishment of a three-dimensional extension
without making it a component of the object. Plotinus resolves this issue, tackling the Platonists’
conundrum of how an intelligible cause produces sensible objects.

In Chapter 5, the central theme is the ascent process bridging the incompatible realms of the

sensible and the intelligible. The sensible world serves as the starting point for this ascent in Plotinus’
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philosophy, and dialectic is referenced as an activity supporting this journey. When one delves into the
question of “what is,” which is the starting point of philosophy, one steps away from the search for the
sensible world to that for the intelligible world.

Focusing on the concept of beauty, Chapter 6 takes a different perspective on the ascent process.
Plotinus sometimes associates this ascent with the Platonic idea of “becoming like God,” which is
connected to his own idea of self-transformation. The key is to accurately comprehend the structure and
causes of sensible beauty. This exploration also has a universal aspect, making it an activity in which all

individuals can participate.
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