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My goal in this paper is to discuss philosophy not as an
academic pursuit, but as an integral part of daily life. I
wish to show that when philosophy is internalized, it
deepens our appreciation for our daily activities and our
understanding of the meaning of our own existence. As I
feel an affinity towards Platonism and Neoplatonism, I
will draw mainly from these traditions. My discussion will
focus on three key areas:

1) The quest to know ourselves and our place in the
bigger scheme of things leads naturally to a more
coherent understanding of our inter-relationship with
members of our families and communities.

2) This first point highlights the second: the
importance of compassion, which I argue is a central
teaching in Plato’s system. It can be applied to everyone
from our most intimate partners to total strangers. And
of course, we can even apply this teaching to ourselves!

3) For someone with a philosophical bend, developing
compassion in turn will lead to a heightened need to
seek meaning beyond that described in part one,
thereby reaffirming our rightful role not only as social
beings but also as mystics.

Since my own experience is the template for this discussion,
my topic is by necessity quite personal. I have decided to
combine autobiography with literary licence. What follows
is the story of a young girl who was selfish and self-
absorbed. In other words, she was a typical teenager.

Depending on the week, she dreamed of topping Forbes’
list of the richest people in the world, winning gold at the
Olympics, or getting inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall
of Fame. These dreams gave her satisfaction because she
was sure that if only she became someone, her life would
have meaning.

She floated through high school with the confidence that
life would begin as soon as she moved out of her parents’
house and entered university. University, though, was
more of the same. She still didn’t feel like someone; life still
didn’t have meaning. In fact, if anything, meaning seemed
even more fickle than it had before.  She could assign value
to her friends and family and relegate those outside her
circle to meaningless oblivion. There was power in seeing
meaning as relative; she was at the centre of the world and
could conveniently ignore the parts she didn’t like.

Such a life could be satisfying so long as there was
something onto which to direct ‘meaning’, but what
happened to the unfortunate person who hit a crossroads
and didn’t know in which direction to shoot that powerful
beam of ‘meaning’? This was exactly what happened to
our protagonist. Her university years were full of change,
and it seemed as if her values were shifting from week to

week. She felt unstable, confused, and she dealt with this
newfound vulnerability the only way she knew how. She
changed her major three times, her boyfriend twice, and
then she changed her hairdo. Try as she might, though,
she still couldn’t get a grasp of that elusive animal called
meaning. She began to wonder how meaning could be
arbitrary. If it could be summarily taken away, had it ever
really been there in the first place? Life had become hollow.

Then, in the midst of our protagonist’s confusion, a friend
had the good sense to hand her one of Plato’s dialogues.
She devoured its content. Then she read another, and then
another.  As Plato’s theory of Forms unfolded, a whole
new world gradually opened up to her, one in which
goodness and love were no longer arbitrary things. Proclus
defined a Form as ‘an incorporeal cause, transcending its
participants, a motionless Being, exclusively and really a
model, intelligible to souls through images, and
intelligising causally the existents modeled upon it.’
(Morrow, 1987, p. 288)

Love on earth was meaningful because there was universal
Love, appreciating beauty on earth became divine when
its connection to universal Beauty became understood.
Plotinus expressed this with his customary grace:

For what musician is there, who on perceiving the
harmony in the intelligible world, is not moved when
he hears the harmony arising from sensible sounds?
Or who that is skilled in geometry and numbers, when
he beholds through his eyes that which is
commensurate, analogous and orderly, is not delighted
with the view?  For those who view through the eyes
the productions of art, in pictures, do not behold them
in the same way as they do the originals of which they
are resemblances. But the geometrician and
arithmetician, knowing in the sensible object the
imitation of that which subsists in intellection, they are
as it were agitated, and brought to the recollection of
reality.  And from this passion also, love is excited.
(Taylor, 2000, p. 234)

Seeing the world as the manifestation of Platonic Forms
changed her perspective of everything around her. She
was no longer cut off from others, responsible only to
herself, a separate entity whose actions did not matter
beyond her own relativistic view of the world. What had
seemed chaotic and random before now moved with the
unity of a well-choreographed dance.

The bodies, however, which are naturally moved, are
moved in a beautiful manner, as being parts of the
whole; but certain things are corrupted, in consequence
of not being able to sustain the order of the whole. Just
as if in a great dance, which is conducted in a becoming
manner, a tortoise being caught in the middle of the
progression, should be trod upon, not being able to
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escape the order of the dance; though if the tortoise
had arranged itself with the dance, it would not have
suffered from those that composed it. (ibid., pp. 221-2)

As she continued to read and ponder the ideas of Plato,
which led her also to the Neoplatonic writings of Proclus
and Plotinus, she found herself questioning many of her
long-standing beliefs - beliefs that had set limits on the
way she behaved and saw the world. In The Republic,
Socrates talked at length about the proper education of
youth, stressing that children were impressionable towards
false beliefs. ‘For the young person...will keep in his mind
indelible and unchangeable whatever opinions he receives
at that age.’ (Rouse, 1999, p. 176)  ‘Have you not perceived
that imitations settle into habits and become nature if they
are continued from early youth, in body and voice and
mind?’ (ibid., p. 193)

Some of these beliefs were the big metaphysical and social
questions, but others were more subtle and therefore
harder to pin down. She recalled comments her parents,
grandparents, and teachers had made when she was a
child. ‘You’re only human.’, ‘It’s the questions that are
important, not the answers.’ ‘Well, he’s a professor, so he
must know.’ These and other seemingly innocuous
comments, and their repercussions on her life, rippled
through her mind and her body.

This was a painful stage of her journey, but she was
fortunate enough to have met other Platonists who
encouraged her not to quit. In Theatetus, Socrates spoke of
his role as midwife. He stressed the importance of
distinguishing between a true insight and a false one. ‘[T]he
highest point of my art is the power to prove by every test
whether the offspring of a young man’s thought is a false
phantom or instinct with life and truth.’ (Cornford, 2002,
p. 855)

Just as Socrates had helped his interlocutors recognize and
break down their false beliefs, our protagonist, with a little
help from her friends, had to recognize and break down
her own. She could no longer claim to be a helpless victim
of circumstance. She realized that she couldn’t blame her
parents or anybody else for the mistaken beliefs she had
accepted. Of course, it was understandable for a child to
believe the adults in her life; she wasn’t angry with herself.
Still, nobody could force her to believe; the choice had
been her own. And now that she was grown up, the
responsibility remained firmly in her hands - as did the
power to correct those errors.

One thing she credited her study of Platonism with was
deepening her understanding of compassion. She saw
compassion as the foundation of all of Plato’s teachings.
Most people she knew would have defined compassion as
something akin to pity. She herself had once held this view,
but Plato clearly had not.

In The Republic, for example, Plato showed, through his
famous analogy of the city-state, the importance of putting
the health of one’s soul above petty concerns for such things
as status and pride. Socrates talked of the soul having three
parts: the reasoning, the desirous, and the passionate; and
the need for the reasoning part to rule the other two.

Then when the entire soul accepts the guidance of the
wisdom-loving part and is not filled with inner
dissension, the result for each part is that it in all other
respects keeps to its own task and is just, and likewise
that each enjoys its own proper pleasures and the best
pleasures and, so far as such a thing is possible, the
truest. (Shorey, 2002, p. 814)

Plato taught our protagonist that she had to recognize and
label her true motivations, some of which were the false
beliefs that were an inevitable part of developing a sense
of self and functioning in the world. She had to cut away
whatever hindered the soul from emerging fully from
under the weight of the ignorance blocking its path. This
was a necessary step in bringing the desirous and
passionate parts of her soul under the direction of the
reasoning part.

Plato wrote in The Republic:

[B]oth in the gain-loving and in the victory-loving parts,
those desires which follow knowledge and reason, and
pursue their pleasures in company with these, and take
only those that good sense prescribes, will receive the
truest pleasures which they are capable of, inasmuch
as they follow truth. (Rouse, 1999, p. 387)

The person could only be healthy when the soul was
healthy. Acting from this knowledge seemed to our
protagonist to be the true meaning of compassion—and
compassion must start with ourselves. Looking at our own
shortcomings with raw honesty is never easy to do. Many
people agree with the idea in theory but they run from it
in practice. Others flip to the opposite extreme and glorify
their darkness, as if they were proving their intellectual
depth by wallowing in that existentialist hell.

Even our beloved protagonist was guilty of slipping to
one side or the other from time to time, yet something
always compelled her to get back on course. What keeps a
person on track, steadily tearing down the walls she had
spent her whole life building? What allows her to do this
with no goal other than to be healthy? It could only be love
for her own soul, her recognition that its freedom is worth
more than the ‘apparent’ comfort she would gain by
avoiding the effort and difficulties of the path she has
chosen.  This is compassion.

Once she recognized this, the philosophical life was no
longer a choice.  Although at times she wished she could
toss away her questions and flip on the TV, she had
experienced Meaning strongly enough to know that she
could never go back to the relativity that had been sufficient
before. The questions wouldn’t let themselves be put away;
the genie was out of the bottle.

It got even worse for our protagonist. Not only did she
have to continue being compassionate towards herself, but
she had to have compassion for other people as well! She
could no longer jump to snap judgments about those who
were easily angered or defensive, taking comfort in her
own superiority. No, she had already seen these faults -
and many others - too clearly in herself. She regularly
reflected on her life at different stages in the past. Each
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time she did, she saw with increasing clarity what an
ignorant fool she had been—and she realized what an
ignorant fool she probably still was! Yet, despite it all, she
had never been hopeless.

Had she not met people who saw potential in her, where
would she be now?  Could she have gotten here on her
own? Those friends who had gently corrected her errors
and helped her see the mistakes in her reasoning had seen
her ignorance for what it was and her soul for what it was,
and they had not confused the two. How could she, in her
daily interactions, do any differently now?

Her attitude changed toward her job, her family, and all
her acquaintances.  Where she had seen fools who had
souls suffocating inside, she now saw souls that had
ignorance blocking their way. Instead of wanting to escape
people’s stupidity, she wanted to break it down.
Interactions became decidedly less self-centered, and when
they did, she noticed her fiery temper subsiding and her
pride softening and becoming less brittle.

Life went on this way for a year or two. Plato had taught
that the way to get out of the cave was to meditate on the
One.

If the ‘one’ is sufficiently seen in itself and by itself, or
if it is sufficiently apprehended by any other sense, it
could not draw towards real being...but if some
opposite is always seen along with it so that it appears
to be no more than the opposite, at once it would need
a critic to decide; the soul would be forced to be puzzled
over it and enquire by stirring thought within itself,
and to ask, ‘What, after all, is the one in itself?’  So the
study of the ‘one’ would be one of the studies which
lead and divert the soul towards the contemplation of
real being. (ibid., pp. 323-4)

Further, Proclus had shown in Proposition 13 of his
Elements of Theology that ‘[A]ll unification is a good; and
the Good is identical with the One.’ (Dodds, 1963, p. 15)
So, keeping this in mind, she regularly meditated on the
One and she aimed towards the Good in all her actions.
She deepened relationships both with those who were
spiritually inclined and those who were not, and she saw
meaning in everything she did, always with an eye towards
Goodness. Is this the end of our story? Did she live happily
ever after?

That remains to be seen because developing compassion
led our protagonist to a heightened need to seek meaning
beyond even the Forms. Her connection to others was more
than intellectual; she felt it. She understood that love on
earth, for example, was meaningful because of universal
Love. She began to wonder, though, why universal Love
was meaningful. Where did it get its meaning from?

It came from the One, she answered herself. But why was
the One meaningful?  Because it was also the Good, she
replied. But why was it good? She pulled Proclus’ Elements
of Theology off her bookshelf and flipped to Proposition 13.
She read, ‘[B]y unity each is maintained in being, but by
dispersion displaced from existence...the Good, wherever
it is present, makes the participant one, and holds its being

together in virtue of this unification.’ (ibid.)

The Good was responsible for existence, but why was
existence good? Why was it better to exist than not to exist?
It may have seemed like a silly question, but most mystic
traditions taught that the purpose of our incarnations was
to learn enough so that we didn’t have to be born anymore.
The longer she thought it through, the more it seemed to
her that not only becoming, but even being was nothing
more than a mistake. Plotinus seemed to have stated as
much in ennead 3:8 when he wrote of the One: ‘It begins by
being one but does not remain one...It unfolds itself
desirous of becoming all things, although it would have
been better for it not to have desired this, because thus it
became the second hypostatis.’ (O’Brien, 1964, pp. 170-1)

Indeed, even the Forms and Mind and Being were not
necessarily better than things with no existence at all. At
best, they couldn’t be compared to the non-existent because
nobody really knew what it meant not to exist. And wasn’t
being non-existent still a form of being? On this subject, The
Sophist concludes: ‘Then let no one say that it is the contrary
of the existent that we mean by ‘what is not’, when we
make bold to say that ‘what is not’ exists.’ (Cornford, 258b-
e, pp. 1005-6)

Anyway, if existence was so good, and the Good was good
because it was the First Cause of existence, then wasn’t the
Good actually less good than its creation since it was prior
to existence? She returned many times to ennead 5[5] in
which Plotinus wrote,

But since the supreme principle is good itself and not
merely good, it is requisite he should contain nothing
in himself, since he does not even contain good. For if
he possessed any thing, he would either possess good,
or that which is not good: but in that which is properly
the first good, non-good can have no subsistence; nor
yet can good itself contain good. If then it neither
possesses non-good, nor good, it contains nothing; and
if it contains nothing it is alone, dwelling in solitary
unity, retired from the universality of things. (Taylor,
2000, p. 36)

She understood that the Good didn’t exist but didn’t not
exist, either, but she didn’t know what that meant beyond
an intellectual grasping of the concepts. The not knowing
filled her with anger some days, hopelessness others. How
could she have shaped her whole world around the
meaning life had thanks to the Good?  She had put faith in
Goodness without knowing what the Good even was!

These thoughts swirled in her head and she couldn’t sleep.
She again wished she could toss away her questions. Life
would have been much easier if she could have left all
these metaphysical issues behind and focused purely on
daily life, on developing compassion for others.
Unfortunately, that wasn’t possible now. She again had
questions that wouldn’t let themselves be put away; the
genie was once more out of the bottle.

We’re going to have to leave our protagonist there because,
to tell you the truth, this storyteller doesn’t yet know how
or even if this latest dilemma will be untangled.  Perhaps
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our protagonist has gone as far as she can go, but I suspect
that she has not yet reached the end of her journey. As
Plato showed in Phaedrus, there is a knowing that goes
beyond logic, a madness that cannot be explained by
arguments alone. (Hackforth, 2002)  Socrates called this
madness ‘the best of all forms of divine possession’. (ibid,
p. 496) He of all people understood the importance of
leaping beyond rational discourse to a place where one
could recognize not only logical and illogical, but also right
and wrong. It is this madness into which our protagonist
must plunge in order to understand the One.

In Plato’s Parmenides, logical arguments about the One all
appear to sink to the level of absurdity, and yet that
beautiful dialogue does not weaken Plato’s teachings.
Quite to the contrary, Plato confirmed through this
dialogue the path of the mystic: to take the intellect as far
as it could go, honing logical reasoning skills so as to use
them as a springboard to whatever lies beyond.

The Neoplatonists supported this jump beyond the rational
mind, as Plotinus expressed in ennead 6[9]:

[A] doubt especially arises, because the perception of
the highest God is not affected by science, nor by
intelligence, like other intelligibles, but by the presence
of him which is a mode of knowledge superior to that
of science...For doctrine extends as far as to the way
and the progression of him.  But the vision of him is
now the work of one who is solicitous to perceive him.
(Taylor, 2000, pp. 401-2)

One place our protagonist has discovered the mystical
experience leads is to the realization that goodness is real
and it permeates through everything. It is not just an
abstract concept that we can add on at our convenience.
Rather, it is the essence of all.

Socrates trusted the voice that guided him, and it guided
him well. (Rouse, 1999; Hackforth, 2002)  Our protagonist
is no Socrates, but she has a certain instinct, an intuition of
sorts, that she has grown to trust over the years. This
intuitive voice is telling her that there really is something
good about the Good.
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