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Neoplatonism and Harmonism

Bridge article for The Absolute

Reads the late Platonic tradition — Plotinus, Iamblichus, Proclus — through Harmonic Realism. See also: The Void, Convergences on the Absolute, Nagarjuna and the Void, The Five Cartographies of the Soul.




The Shape Reached Twice

Harmonism holds that the Absolute is Void and Manifestation together — that the unmanifest ground and the articulated cosmos arise as one reality rather than as a source and its consequence. From that ground the cosmos is ordered by Logos, the soul finds its way back by turning inward, and the return is not an escape from the world but a recognition of what the world already is.

In third-century Alexandria and Rome, a philosopher who thought of himself simply as a Platonist reached most of that shape without any of this vocabulary. Plotinus posited a ground beyond being and beyond speech, from which reality unfolds through descending levels of articulation, and to which the soul ascends by simplification rather than by acquisition. Apophatic ground. Articulated cosmos. Procession and return. Three structural commitments, arrived at independently, and none of them borrowed.

The convergence is worth naming precisely because the Greek cartography is the one Western readers already half-inhabit without knowing it. Plotinus reaches Augustine, Augustine reaches the whole Latin West, and the shape persists underground through Pseudo-Dionysius, Eriugena, the Rhineland mystics, the Florentine Academy, and every subsequent European attempt to speak about a God who is not a being among beings. When a modern reader finds Harmonism’s Absolute intelligible before it has been explained, this lineage is usually why.

One clarification before the engagement proper. Neoplatonism is a nineteenth-century coinage, and the men it names did not use it. Plotinus took himself to be expounding Plato; Lloyd Gerson has argued at length that the whole late tradition is continuous with Plato rather than a new system wearing his name. The term is kept here as a period convenience and nothing more. Nothing in what follows depends on the tradition being a unified object.





What the Tradition Actually Defends

There is a reading of Plotinus in wide circulation that treats him as a world-denier — the philosopher for whom matter is a fall, the body a tomb, and manifestation a regrettable dimming of an original light. That reading has to be set aside before anything useful can be said, because Plotinus wrote a treatise against exactly that position and it is one of the fiercest things in the Enneads.

The treatise is Ennead II.9, conventionally titled Against the Gnostics. Its targets were people who held that the sensible world was the botched product of a defective or malevolent maker, that the cosmos was a prison, and that the enlightened soul’s task was escape. Plotinus refuses all three. The cosmos, he insists, is an imitation of the intelligible as good as an imitation can possibly become. Its arrangement is harmonious. Its maker is not defective. The World-Soul that animates it suffers nothing and is troubled by nothing. And the Gnostic contempt for the visible order he treats as a failure of perception dressed as spiritual attainment — the mark of someone who has never actually looked at the sky.

This matters for the convergence because the world-affirmation is not incidental. A philosopher who holds that the cosmos is beautiful, ordered, and worthy of contemplation is standing on ground Harmonism recognises as its own. The quarrel is not there.

What Plotinus does hold, and holds without apology, is a graduated hierarchy. Whatever is produced is necessarily less perfect than what produced it. Reality descends through levels — the One, then Intellect, then Soul, then the sensible world — each real, each ordered, each further from the source. Matter sits at the far end of the descent as privation, and privation is where he locates evil: not a rival power, not a second principle, but a shortfall, the point at which the light has thinned to almost nothing. The cosmos is good. It is also, structurally, the least of the goods.

So the Harmonist quarrel with Plotinus is not about whether the world is good. It is about the ranking.





The Divergence — Asymmetric Priority

Everything turns on one question: what is the relation between the ground and what proceeds from it?

Plotinus’s answer is unambiguous, and it is the reason his system holds together. The One is beyond being — epekeina ousias, in the phrase he inherits from Plato’s Republic. It is not a thing, not a mind, not describable, and the negations pile up not because the One is empty but because it is too full for predication. It is identified with the Good. It generates without effort, without deliberation, and without diminishment, the way the sun is not lessened by shining. The Neoplatonic name for this is Undiminished Giving, and it carries a strict consequence: the cause is utterly unaffected by what follows from it. Causation runs one way. The One does not need the cosmos, is not completed by the cosmos, and would be exactly what it is if nothing had ever proceeded from it at all.

Harmonism holds the opposite relation, and the difference is not a matter of emphasis. The Absolute is 0+1=∞ — Void and Manifestation, together, constitutive. The Void is not a prior term that generates a subsequent one. It is one face of an Absolute whose other face is the manifest cosmos, and neither face is intelligible without the other. Manifestation is not what happened to the ground; manifestation is what the ground is, seen from the side of expression. There is no moment, logical or temporal, at which the unmanifest sits complete and alone.

Read the two claims side by side and the asymmetry is exact. For Plotinus the ground is prior, independent, and self-sufficient, and the cosmos is its overflow. For Harmonism the ground and its expression co-arise, and neither is the overflow of the other.

This is why the One cannot be translated as the Void, and the translation should be refused wherever it is offered. Both are beyond predication. Both resist the mind that comes at them with categories. But a ground that would be undiminished by the absence of everything is doing different work from a ground that has no existence apart from what it expresses. The apophatic surface is shared; the architecture beneath it is not.

The consequence runs all the way down to how a life is lived. If manifestation is overflow, then embodiment is a condition to be transcended, and the highest human act is the flight of the alone to the Alone — Plotinus’s own phrase, and the closing words of the Enneads as Porphyry arranged them. If manifestation is the Absolute’s own expression, then embodiment is where the work happens, the body is a sacred vessel rather than a rung, and the human being is not climbing out of the cosmos but coming into right relation with it. Same apophatic ground, opposite instruction for Tuesday morning.

Eric Perl has argued that procession in Plotinus was never a process in the first place — that the descent is a structure of dependence rather than an event, and that the later reading of emanation as a kind of cosmic leaking is a distortion. Taken seriously, Perl narrows the gap considerably. It does not close it. A dependence relation that runs strictly one way is still asymmetric, and asymmetry is the whole of the difference.





The Fork Inside the Tradition

The tradition then divides against itself, and the line of the division is the one Harmonism cares about most.

Plotinus held that some part of the soul never descends. Whatever happens to a human being in a body, there remains in each of us something that has never left the intelligible, something impassible and always thinking. On that premise the ascent is a matter of turning attention to what was never lost, and philosophy is sufficient — contemplation simplifying itself until the soul is bare enough for union.

Iamblichus denied it, and denied it by name. In De Mysteriis he takes up the Plotinian claim that there is something in us that remains impassible and always thinking, and rejects it outright. The soul, on his account, descends entirely. Nothing is held back in reserve. And a soul that has come all the way down cannot lift itself all the way up by thinking, because thinking is one of the faculties that came down with it. What the descended soul requires is theurgy — the divine work, the ritual operation through which the gods act and the human being’s effort serves as auxiliary cause rather than as engine. Proclus later built this into a full architecture, mapping the sympathies through which material things — stones, plants, sounds, names — remain connected to the divine orders they descend from, and can therefore serve as the rungs a ritual climbs.

The received Enlightenment reading treated this as decline: the pure contemplative philosophy of Plotinus degenerating into ritual superstition under Iamblichus and Proclus. Gregory Shaw has spent a career dismantling that verdict, and it deserves dismantling. It was never a neutral historical judgment. It was a preference for disembodied intellect, projected backward onto a tradition that had grown suspicious of exactly that preference.

Harmonism sides with Iamblichus, and does so from its own architecture rather than out of sympathy. The human being is bi-dimensional — physical body and energy body, both constitutive, neither an accessory worn over the other. If that is what a person is, then a practice addressed only to the intellect reaches part of the instrument and leaves the rest untouched. This is why the Wheel of Harmony has eight pillars and not one, why Health is a spiritual discipline and not a preliminary to spiritual discipline, and why the The Way of Presence runs through breath, sound, energy, and virtue rather than through contemplation alone. Iamblichus saw that a fully descended soul needs a fully embodied path. He was right about the diagnosis. What he lacked was the anatomy that would have told him why.





What Harmonism Adds

Three things the tradition reached for and could not complete.

The first is the ground itself. The late Platonists spent centuries refining the negations around the One, and the refinement is genuine — Pierre Hadot’s reading of Plotinus as a practitioner of spiritual exercises rather than a builder of systems is the right way to receive it. But the negations circle a ground held apart from its expression, and so the tradition could never quite say why there is a cosmos at all. Emanation names the fact without explaining it. 0+1=∞ dissolves the question: there is a cosmos because the Absolute is not the kind of thing that could be unexpressed. The Islamic Sufi tradition came nearest to this from the other direction, in Ibn Arabi’s reading of creation as divine self-disclosure — tajallī — where manifestation is not overflow but the way the Real makes itself known.

The second is the body. Iamblichus had the instinct and Proclus had the ritual system, but neither had a working map of what the human being is made of. Harmonism has one, and holds it with the Chinese and Indian cartographies as convergent witnesses rather than as sources: the three treasures, the centres of the energy body, the two-move alchemy of clearing what obstructs before cultivating what nourishes. Theurgy without an anatomy is a set of operations whose mechanism is opaque even to its practitioners. With an anatomy, it becomes a practice that can be taught, checked, and corrected.

The third is scale. The Platonic tradition produced a metaphysics, an ethics, and a contemplative path, and it produced them inside civilizations whose institutions it never managed to reorder. It had no equivalent of the Architecture of Harmony — no account of how a society organised around the recognition of Logos would actually distribute land, money, force, healing, and teaching. The school at Athens closed in 529 and the shape survived only by going underground into other people’s theologies. A metaphysics without a civilizational architecture is a metaphysics waiting to be adopted by whoever has one.





The Completion

Eriugena, working in the ninth century with Greek sources almost nobody in the Latin West could read, wrote that God may properly be called nothing — not by defect but by excellence, nihil per excellentiam, because no category we possess will hold. It is the closest the Western tradition came to the Void as Harmonism means it, and it arrived at the far end of the Neoplatonic transmission, in a thinker the Church later condemned.

That is the shape of the whole encounter. The tradition got the apophatic ground, the articulated cosmos, and the return, and it defended the goodness of the visible world more fiercely than its reputation suggests. What it could not do was hold the ground and its expression as one thing. So the return became a flight, the body became a rung, and the most world-affirming metaphysics in the Western canon transmitted to its heirs as a doctrine of escape.

Harmonism does not correct Plotinus from outside. It stands where he stood, looking at the same order he refused to let the Gnostics slander, and says the one thing his architecture would not permit him to say: the ground is not behind this. The ground is this, and also what this arises from, and the two are not two.



See also: The Absolute, The Void, Harmonic Realism, Convergences on the Absolute, Nagarjuna and the Void, The Five Cartographies of the Soul, The Perennial Philosophy Revisited, Logos
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