DOI: 10.4312/25.2023.11.1.91-135 91

Plotinus and Wang Yangming on the Structures
of Consciousness and Reality: A Transversal
Prospection in View of the Affinities of Their
Positions
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Abstract

In this paper, particular key aspects of the philosophies of Plotinus and Wang Yang-
ming have been analysed comparatively on the basis of important passages of their
works. The method used for this investigation can be defined as that of transversal
comparative induction, in which the focus is more on working out the details of
affinities and similarities. As this means a first step in an encompassing systematic
context, differences will be introduced more briefly. The present investigation aims to
provide a foundation for a more differentiating and therefore complementing second
part, which will consider other contents and topics in both philosophies. The present
analysis is performed in three systematic steps and with regard to three basic phil-
osophical ideas: (1) the idea that human consciousness is a central medium in the
universal process and interrelatedness of (biological) life as a whole; (2) the idea that
the self-unfoldment of reality represents a meta-cognitive process beyond the limits
of subjectivity and finite consciousness; and (3) the idea that it is our major task to
perfect and know ourselves by means of a “return” to the highest underlying founda-
tion of this universal process. In their own ways, Plotinus and Wang Yangming both
show that by enfolding human reflexivity toward the ineffable source of all reality in
thought, feeling, human activity, and natural processes, namely by actively pursuing
the path of moral and intellective perfection, we become fulfilled mediators of a uni-
versal process and of that which all of it represents.
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Plotin in Wang Yangming o strukturah zavesti in stvarnosti: transverzalen po-
gled z vidika sorodnosti njunih stalis¢

Izvlecek

V prispevku je zajeta komparativna analiza klju¢nih vidikov Plotinove in Wang Yangmin-
gove filozofije na osnovi pomembnih odlomkov iz njunih del. Metodo za to raziskavo lah-
ko opredelimo kot metodo transverzalne komparativne indukcije, pri kateri je poudarek
na iskanju podrobnih sorodnosti in podobnosti. Ker je to prvi korak v vseobsegajocem sis-
temati¢nem kontekstu, bodo najprej na kratko predstavljene razlike. Namen te raziskave
je torej zagotoviti osnovo za bolj diferenciran in zato dopolnjujo¢ drugi del, ki bo obravna-
val druge vsebine in teme obeh filozofij. Pricujoca analiza je izvedena v treh sistemati¢nih
korakih v povezavi s tremi temeljnimi filozofskimi idejami: 1) idejo o ¢loveski zavesti kot
o osrednjem mediju v univerzalnem procesu in medsebojni povezanosti (bioloskega) Ziv-
ljenja kot celote; 2) idejo, da samorazkritje resni¢nosti predstavlja metakognitivni proces
onkraj meja subjektivnosti in koncne zavesti; in 3) idejo, da je nasa klju¢na naloga, da se
kultiviramo in spoznamo s pomocjo »povratka« k najvisjemu dejanskemu temelju tega
univerzalnega procesa. Plotin in Wang Yangming sta pokazala, da postanemo z razvojem
nasega reflektiranja neopisljivega vira vse resni¢nosti v svojih mislih, ob¢utkih, dejavnostih
in naravnih procesih, torej z aktivnim sledenjem poti, ki vodi do moralne in intelektualne
popolnosti, izpolnjeni posredniki univerzalnega procesa in vsega, kar le-ta predstavlja.

Kljuéne besede: Plotin, Wang Yangming, transkulturna filozofija, transverzalna analiza,
zavest

Introduction

This paper presents an analysis of particular aspects of two “paths of thinking”
(German: Denkwege), the respective pioneers of which differ greatly in historical
positions and geographical locations: Plotinus ([Th@tivog, c. 205-270) and Wang
Yangming (FF5 M, also: Wang Shouren F 571, 1472-1529). Neither share any
traditional backgrounds or cultural-historical contexts in philosophy, and the cur-
rent systematic analysis mainly relates to the contents of their thinking, which are
collected in a more inductive and therefore also more detail-oriented fashion on
this occasion.

In this sense, the present investigation is to be understood as a systematic #rans-
versal reflection (Bartosch 2022a) in transcultural comparative philosophy (also
Bartosch 2015b). The term “transversal” was first introduced into this field under
the following premise: “Today, and in terms of plurality, we regard reason pre-
cisely as a capacity for connection and transition between forms of rationality.
No longer cosmic, but earthly, no longer global, but linking functions shape its

1 Heidegger’s word has been used in comparative contexts before, e.g. Elberfeld et al. (1998).
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image” (Welsch 2008, 295, tr. DB). To track these “linking functions” between
particular problems, thoughts, and concepts of the philosophies of Plotinus and
Wang Yangming in methodologically reduced scopes of particular topics is the
major task of this article.

'The philosophical use of the adjective “transversal” derives from the metaphor of
a transversal in geometry, that is, a line that passes through two other lines at one
distinct point of each of these, thereby making it possible to define their relation-
ship by measuring the angles at each point. Transversal comparison in transcultural
philosophy conjoins and attempts to systematically determine the contentual re-
lationship of philosophical lore that neither stands in one and the same historical
cultural space nor can be viewed as being related across cultures and civilizations
due to being part of a particular history of reception or shared history of concepts
in the more general sense.? The working terminology, and thus the concepts that are
the focus of these transversal comparisons, is developed in a rather inductive fash-
ion, that is, rather context-related from particular point-for-point perspectives and
from the comparative textual milieus themselves. In these more inductive contexts
of transversal analysis, one is to avoid unmediated applications of existing (in these
cases often overtly general, overtly vague comparative) categories, like, for example,
“metaphysics”, “Idealism”, “Materialism”. Their rather deductive application can be
considered as unmediated if they are used without the preceding methodological
reflection and in the sense of exterior “imports” to categorize any pre-existing sim-
plifications’ of the philosophies in question* and to “box” these materials into pre-
fabricated frameworks and synopses, which lack detail.

In contrast to this approach, transversal induction has the advantage that it is easier
to avoid the loss of possible detailed insights. Point-for-point inductions, provided
in the form of detailed transversal prospections like the present one, allow for new
insights and the development of more secure foundations for the transcultural
dialogue of traditions of thought. It is, of course, not the only possible method in
the context of transcultural philosophy, and it can also be complemented by oth-
ers (e.g. Kwee 1953; Smid 2009). Transversal analytics starts (1) directly from the

2 Like, for example, in the case of the Central Asian thinker Ibn Sina (Avicenna, 980-1037), who
wrote most of his works in Arabic, and Nicolaus Cusanus (1401-1464), who published most of his
texts in Latin. Cusanus was influenced by some of Avicenna’s thoughts.

3 For example, in the sense of the German term “Vulgérplatonismus”.

Such necessary preceding consideration would have to include a solution to the problem that the scope
of the application of these philosophy-historical categories has mostly been restricted to Western
Eurasian traditions of thought, and that in many cases prior attempts to extend their scope, such as, for
example, toward the Chinese horizon, have not been based on a thorough background analysis of the
more basic differences of certain concepts in their historical developments on both sides.



94 Davip BARTOSCH: ProTinus AND WANG YANGMING ON THE STRUCTURES OF ...

correlating, parallel discussion of particular source passages and in view of their
related, more narrowly encircled topics as well as by the correlating application of
methodologically restricted inductive approaches. Thus, the working terminology
of transversal comparison is developed in the context of the transversal analysis itself
to measure the particular scopes of the chosen topical frameworks.’ Therefore the
inductive approaches with regard to the three particular topics that are a focus in
the present article are no# to be misunderstood as attempts to provide a whole-scale
comparison of the thought of Plotinus and Yangming. Such a “holistic” attempt
would either imply a to-be-avoided, “quasi-deductive” approach, which would be
unmediated—it would not have resulted from an actual present process of phi-
losophizing itself (and its categories would be merely implemented)—or it would
necessitate an investigation and an account that would bring together, in a mu-
tually complementary fashion, several more transversal-comparative reflections on
particular comparable aspects in the philosophies of Plotinus and Yangming than
is the case in this investigation. The first attempt would have to be declined for
philosophical reasons, while the second could not be realized sufficiently here due
to the space constraints which the limited form of the academic article entails.®

This presents us with a certain restriction of the transversal method—a self-im-
posed restriction which is an advantage in the long run: by working inductively
and “point-for-point”, we have to put certain aspects that we might already know
or anticipate “into brackets” (to use Husserl’s terminology in the transferred sense
here). To avoid premature conclusions, one has to accept that every content “has
its time”. This relates to the question of what the present article should and can
accomplish—and what is not intended, and thus what is kept pending on the
present occasion for methodological reasons. First of all, the present article is 70
be read within the specific parameters which have been set for it. For the abovemen-
tioned reasons, the author decided for a more detailed, more induction-based, yet
at the same also more restricted, partial framework, namely in terms of topical and
methodological scope. A further criterion was that this perspective should provide
a foundation to add future complementary outcome in a systematic fashion (see
“Conclusion and Outlook”). The aim is to provide a first—foundational—“build-
ing block”, that is, a component or “module” which, in view of the nevertheless
more comprehensive scope that is possible, could and should be complemented
further in terms of both content and research focus.

5 Cf. also the methodological considerations in Bartosch (2015b, 18-22).

The author of the present paper has already delivered a valid example for such a transversal,
respectively, transcultural comparison in view of the philosophies of Nicolaus Cusanus (1401-
1464) and Wang Yangming. However, to fulfill this task of a more holistic and yet also detailed
study in an adequate way, a book format was required (Bartosch 2015b).
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'This brings us to the following questions: (1) Which kind of possible (sub-)meth-
od of transversal reasoning should be emphasized here? And (2), which of several
possible comparable topics in the thought of Plotinus and Yangming are the most
feasible ones in correlation to that? Then again, these questions are related to
problem (3), how to set this framework for the present investigation in such a way
that it also provides a complementary base in relation to further possible compa-
rable topical fields and methods of transversal investigation, and thus so its results
can be added to the present perspective and help create a whole-scale fransversal
picture in the aforementioned sense.

With regard to point (1), it is worthwhile to start from questions related to the
criterion of comparability (German: Vergleichsfihigkeit). One of these questions
is that of the third of the comparison (Latin: fertium comparationis), that is, the
binding element that allows systematic transversal comparison in the first place.
And the term “comparability” has to be clarified itself (which then also relates to
points (2) and (3), mentioned above): to be able to compare something should not
be confused with the meaning of “leveling existing differences” (Bartosch 2010,
7). “Comparability” (in general: “the possibility to compare something”) is given,
if we can find particular permeable “problem horizons”, shared basic problems and
topics which then not only enable us to search for possible affinities of positions
(despite different linguistic and conceptual or concept-historical contexts, etc.)
but to possibly analyse content-related differences as well. That is to say, compa-
rability in the sense of certain shared problems (as starting points) can also lead
to the discovery of very different solutions to these problems in the philosophies
that are analysed in this way.

As for the sub-question of the fertium comparationis, I have already provided a de-
tailed explanation in a recent article. It can also be applied in view of a transversal
analysis of aspects of the philosophies of Plotinus and Yangming (Bartosch 2022a).
In short: both thinkers have reached a level of formal understanding which repre-
sents the conditions of the possibility of all reasoning itself. I have referred to the
expression of this most basic level of “meta-reason” (ibid., 110, 112-16, 118-22)
as “implicate logic” (ibid., the whole article), in earlier works also as “Grundlogik’
(Bartosch 2015b, 14-15 et al.) or “foundational logic” (Bartosch 2021, 130, 134-35,
139).To understand what is meant here, one has to grasp the “metaparadoxical type
of”(Gloy 2001, 170) self-reflective intellection which is expressed by the term “unity
of unity and difference” (e.g. Bartosch 2015b, 14, 16, 19; 2021, 134, 139; 2022a, 110
et al.), which (so much in passing) means the cognitive precondition of dialectical
logic and two-valued Aristotelian logic (Bartosch 2022a, 113, 115, 119). All struc-
tured thinking in the form of (finite) concepts and logical progressions unfolds from
this foundation of (transversal) meta-reason.
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The author has already exhaustively shown on several occasions that Yangming
has expressed the implicate logical formal insight throughout all of his philos-
ophy, such as in the more content-specific reflection of a “unity of knowing and
(the related process of) actively passing through (something)” (zhi-xing be yi),
or in the sense of his view that the “heart-mind’s root-system of vitality” (xin
zhi benti) and “Heaven’s self-organizing principle” (¢ian/i) seem to be distinct
(subjective vs. objective sides) but spring forth from the same undivided origin,
the “true self” (zhen ji) (for a very systematic and extensive approach: Bartosch
2015b, see also here, chapters 2 and 3), or in the context of a model of con-
sciousness, which is also briefly discussed here (chapter 1). In this article, the
Jformal understanding of such a “unity #hrough difference” (to use an alternative
expression to “unity of unity and difference”) is also discovered and explored
in view of the “theoretical apex” of the “thinking of thinking” (noéseds ndésis
vonoemg vonotg) in Plotinus’s philosophy, where thinker and thoughts, sub-
ject-object, coincide in a unity which is not a unit besides another unit (that is,
non-countably unity), namely by integrating the difference which, as a constant
cognitive emergence of this (non-conceptualizable) unity, enables us to differ-

entiate, to think, at all (Bartosch 2015b; 2021; 2022a).

As this will also be discussed in the main part of the article, I would like to return
to the methodological question under point (1) here: I have already said that
“comparability” refers to the shared basic problem horizons which are “permeable”
in the sense that they allow us to determine possible affinities or possible differ-
ences in the solutions in view of the related problem fields or philosophical topics.
As for the present investigation, I would like 2o puz emphasis on the task of deter-
mining certain correspondences and congruences of particular ideas in both philosophies.

'This, of course, is not to neglect existing differences, which there certainly are and
which will also be examined (to a lesser extent) here, but to develop a methodolog-
ically supported foundation to put more emphasis on these differences in future
(complementary) attempts. So, the task is to provide one side of a complementary
approach, which, as a whole, will represent the affinities and the differences’ in
those major aspects of the philosophies of Plotinus and Yangming that are com-
parable with regard to the topics they cover. From here, the earlier-mentioned
questions (2) and (3) can be approached: we have to find those (comparable) top-
ics and views in both philosophies, which have been solved in a way that at least
partial “resonances” and affinities in the points of views can be traced.

The general direction of this paper is also expressed in the subtitle “A Transver-
sal Prospection in View of the Affinities of [Plotinus’s and Wang Yangming’s]

7 For comments on this, see the end of this segment and the last segment “Conclusion and Outlook”.
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Positions”. 'The term “prospection” alludes to the fact that while the systematic,
methodological perspective as well as the scope of both philosophies’investigated
contents had to be narrowed down to particular restricted approaches as well as topical
“encirclements”, other possible topics had to be “put into brackets”, namely to stay
pending in view of the complementary analyses mentioned earlier. On the other
hand, and as the important aspect of contentual differences cannot be neglected
even from the perspective of the present emphasis, some difterences have also
been already problematized in the present paper. These are also to be read as a
basic preparation for the above-mentioned complementary second step.

Regarding the second question—which particular permeable problem horizon
or general topic to focus on—I would like to start from Plotinus’s work Ennead
3.8.It presents us with the philosopher’s views “On Nature, Contemplation, and
the One”.%; * In my view, this chapter of Porphyry’s (ITopevprog, ¢.234—¢.305)
edition of his master’s works is one of the most promising parts to initiate a
systematic transversal reflection perspective—especially in view of Wang Yang-
ming. It presents us with the main aspects of Plotinus’s philosophy of nature, his
views on the role of consciousness in relation to the structure of life and reality,
on the particular and eminent position or function of human consciousness as
well as his reflection on an indivisible foundation of human consciousness, life,
and the cosmos itself. I will introduce and discuss some key points of Plotinus’s
thoughts in this text, complement these with passages of other books from the
Enneads (Enneddes 'Evveddec), and then intertwine this in a transversal fashion
with comparable reflections by Wang Yangming, mostly from his magnum opus
Chuanxilu (538 8%, Records of the Transmission of the Practice), as well as a few
other texts.

Under the background of the binding element of the “implicate logic” (see further
above, also Bartosch 2022a), the method of this article is to be understood as a
sort of superimposition of “encirclements” of respective basic positions that both
philosophers have developed toward an ineffable “blind spot” of absolute original-
ity, which they both respectively viewed as the source of all thoughts and (con-
scious) deeds. On the whole, various advances are made, as it were, from different
directions, which, in their encirclement of that which is to be shown, exhibit the
central point of the underlying affinities in three different topical segments of the
comparison. The three chapters form a sort of ascending transversal path toward
the aforementioned major philosophical motivation of both thinkers:

8  Source text: “IIepi pvoews kai Oewpiog kot 100 £vog” (Plotinos n.d., T [3] n” [8]).

9 I have to thank Wolfgang Christian Schneider for directing my attention to this chapter of the
third Ennead, cf. also Bartosch (2022b).
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The first segment “The Role of Human Reflective Consciousness and the Lev-
els of Universal Life” starts from the shared and permeable problem horizon of
Plotinus and Yangming, how human (self-)consciousness relates to non-human
life and the natural environment. It will become clear that both philosophers have
developed a comparable and often partly resonating understanding, namely in the
sense that non-human life forms are participating in the structure that is express-
ing itself in the most self-reflective way in the form of human consciousness, and
that the self-knowledge of the latter fulfils a kind of “mediating” function in the
whole of life and its universal context. In the context of transcultural or transver-
sal working categories like “consciousness” or “empathy”, I will discuss key-terms
in both philosophies, like “contemplation” (¢hedria), “nature” (physis), “spiritual
brightness” (/ingming), “inter-humaneness” (ren), etc. From a transversal angle in
view of Plotinus’s understanding of “intellect” (no0is), the fertium comparationis of
the implicate logic (Bartosch 2022a) is shown as being the inherent foundation of
an implicit Yangmingian model of the structures of consciousness.

'The second segment “The Self-Unfoldment of Reality as a Meta-Cognitive Pro-
cess toward Self-Knowledge” provides a more general and foundational back-
ground for the prior findings in the first chapter. The philosophical foundations
of Plotinus’s concept of “contemplation” in the sense of a universal process of the
unfoldment of reality itself are analysed in the context of his views on “intellect”
(nods), “soul” (psyché), “nature” (physsis), the later Neo-Platonic conceptuality of
moné, proodos, and epistrophé, and more. These contexts are systematically inter-
woven with Wang Yangming’s reflections on the self-realization of “heaven, earth,
and the ten thousand things” (¢ian-di wanwu) and his views on “good-knowing”
(liangzhi), the “unity of knowing and (the related process of) actively passing
through (something)” (zhi-xing he yi), the “heart-mind’s root-system of vitality”
(xin zhi benti), “Heaven's self-organizing principle” (#ianfi), “true self” (zhen ji), and
so on. The major thesis is that, mutatis mutandis, both thinkers have understood
reality as a self-unfolding meta-cognitive process toward human self-knowledge.

The third and last segment, “Oneness and Goodness as the Core-Insight of True
Humanity”, develops a final transversal reflection in view of Plotinus’s and Wang
Yangming’s related approaches to human moral self-perfection and self-knowl-
edge toward an absolute origin, the philosophical problems of good and evil, and,
very importantly, that of ineffability in this respect as well. Terms, like “Good” (ag-
athon), “One” (hén), “Way” (dao 18), “root-system of the vitality of good-knowing”
(liangzhi benti), etc. are discussed as important (cataphatic) terms in this regard.

I have made use of the following sources: (1) Lloyd P. Gerson’s 2018 English
edition of 7he Enneads, translated by George Boys-Stones, John M. Dillon, Lloyd
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P. Gerson, Richard A. H. King, Andrew Smith, and James Wilberding (hereafter:
Plotinus 2018), (2) an electronic version of the source text (after the edition by
P. Henry/H.-R. Schwyzer, Leiden 1951, hereafter: Plotinos n.d.), and, occasion-
ally, (3) Arthur H. Armstrong’s (1909-1997) translation from 1967 (reprinted in
1980, hereafter: Plotinus 1980). With regard to Wang Yangming, I have chosen
to refer to the Chinese edition of Chuanxilu 183 %% and some other texts in
the 1933 complete edition by Wang Yunwu (F 2 11) (hereafter: Wang Shouren
1933a—e), which I prefer over more recent editions.

The Role of Human Reflective Consciousness and the Levels of
Universal Life

For both Plotinus and Yangming, what is thought of as the “human being” (d7-
thropos BvOpwnog, (mutatis mutandis) ren N\ ) fulfils a kind of mediator-function be-
tween the levels of non-human (animal and plant) life and that which is reflected
as the inherent spiritual and all-encompassing creative foundation of the “world”
(kdsmos KOGPOG, tian-di wanwu KHLEY)'?) as a whole.

Because of this mediator-function, and although “the heavenly bodies are still
more honorable, as they are in the universe [...] [and] because they provide or-
der and ornament” (Plotinus 2018, 2.9.13, 226-27), “human beings occupy an
honorable rank in comparison to other living beings” (ibid., 226)."* Humans have
the ability of reasoning in correlation with their manual or technological capabil-
ities, and can reflect the (higher-valued) contemplative-effective mode of nature in
transference from there (Plotinus 2018, 3.8.2, 357). And they have insight into
the workings of “nature” (phyisis pvo1g), because “thinking in the intelligible world
is different in human beings and in other animals”*? (ibid., 6.7.9, 813), and the
former can actualize self-reflection and infer from themselves to “nature” (physis):

And my contemplating produces an object of contemplation, just as ge-
ometricians draw lines as they contemplate. But without my drawing
[because nature is “the power that produces not by means of hands” (see

10  Literal translation: “heaven, earth, and the ten thousand things”. The term “things” (wx 4/) might
include living beings, objects, and situations, occurrences. Cf. also the reflections on the origin of
the term “wz” in Bartosch (2018b, 363-68).

11  Source text for both quotes (with context): “Ei 8" avOpwmot tipdv T map” dAka {dra, TOAL[D]
paAAov Tabto 00 TVpavvidog Eveka Ev TdL TovTi dvta, ALY KOopov Kol T tapéyova” (Plotinos
n.d.,B" [2] 6" [9], brackets DB).

12 Source text: “"H d1apopov 6vtog €kel T00 voely &v 16 avBpdn[o] kol toig dAdog (dog, [...]”
(Plotinos n.d., C" [6] {" [7]).
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the quote at the beginning of chapter 2)], while I contemplate, the lines
of bodies come to exist as though falling out of me. (Plotinus 2018, 3.8.4,
358-59, insertion in brackets DB)®

From the perspective of this elevated correlation of the “human being” (anthro-
pos) and “nature” (physis) (in the sense of a possibility which has to be actualized
by means of philosophizing), the term “contemplation” (#hedria Oewpin) attains a
universal meaning for Plotinus, because

[...] all things aim at contemplation [#hedria] and look to this goal, not
only rational but also non-rational animals and nature in plants and the earth
which produces them, and that all things achieve it as far as they can in their
natural state, but contemplate and achieve it in different ways, and some in
a genuine manner, others by acquiring an imitation and image of it [...].

(Plotinus 2018, 3.8.1, 356, italics, insertion in brackets DB)™

According to this, all life actualizes subordinate forms of processes in the image
of the self-referential, intention-based, and self-iterating patterns of human con-
sciousness and self~knowledge,” namely in the sense of “contemplation” (¢hedria), to
use Plotinus’s term (see chapter 2 in addition to this). Plotinus clearly envisions
this self-evocative, reality-unfolding zhedria of our world-experience in the form
of a hierarchy of life-forms. There is even a lower form of organic thedria that plant-
life and non-rational animals are receiving and expressing in their forms of striving
and growing and even feeling, these forms of life are thus absorbed and uplifted in
their lower non-rational (dlogos GAoyog) manifestation of the cosmic principle of
“contemplation” by the higher-ranking, self-unfolding zhedria of human rational
and, what’s more, se/f~knowing thinking."* 'The levels of living organisms are distin-
guished in relation to their “distance” from this highest form of contemplation:

Whenever, then, [the World-] Soul [psyché yoyn] comes to be in a plant,

13 Source text: “Koi 10 Bepodv pov Bedpnpa motel, donep ol yeopétpor Bempodvieg ypapovcty:
GAL Epod pny ypagovong, Bewpovong 8¢, Dpictaviot ai tdv copdtav ypappol donep éknintovoar”
(Plotinos n.d.,T'" [3]n" [8]).

14 Source text: “[...] névto Beopiog Epicobon kai eig TéLog ToDTO PALNEY, 00 poOVOV EMLOY GAAG Kol
dAoya Cda Kol TV €V QLTOIG VGV Kol TNV TadTo. YEVWAdGHV YTV, Kol TavTo Toyydvew kad’ dcov
016V 1€ aToig KoTd YOIV EYovTa, dAAA 58 EAA®G Kai Dempety Kod Tuyydve kod Té pdv 6Anddg, To
8¢ pipnow kai eikova tovtov happavovta [...]” (Plotinos n.d., T [3] 0" [8]).

15 A methodolological remark: I am using the expressions “consciousness” and “self-knowledge” as
overarching transversal/comparative working categories of the reflection from here.

16  If he were alive today, Plotinus might refer to the astonishing scientific observation that “[ilngenious,
perceptive and intelligent behaviour is apparent in a single living cell” (Ford 2017, 282) in addition.
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it is like another part of it, a part that is most audacious and unintelligent
[...]. And, then, whenever Soul comes to be in a non-rational animal, the
power of sense-perception becomes dominant and brings it there. But
whenever Soul comes to be in a human being, Soul’s motion is either
entirely in the faculty of calculative reasoning, or it comes from Intellect,
since an individual soul has its own intellect and a will of its own to think
or, generally, to move itself. (Plotinus 2018, 5.2.2, 550, italics and inser-
tion in brackets DB)"

From his own perspective, and being situated in a completely unrelated histor-
ical discourse and Chinese context, Yangming has taken into consideration the
same basic topics: Like Plotinus, he sees the important, “all-mediating” function
of what he thinks of as human self-reflexivity in the reality of the world, that is,
“heaven, earth, and the ten thousand things” (fian-di wan wu) as a whole. Much
like Plotinus, Yangming has pointed out the /imited character of the special status
and did not overestimate the general capabilities of the “human being” (ren):

Heaven, earth, and the ten thousand things originally form “one system
of vitality” (yizi —f%) all together with the human being. The location of
its most extreme and strongest emergence and self-unfolding is the “/iztle
bit of spiritual brightness” (yi dian lingming — 255 W) of the human
“heart-mind” (xin /(»). (Wang Shouren 1933¢, 17, tr., italics DB)*®

Unlike Plotinus, Yangming does not refer to technological (crafts) or geometri-
cal practices to infer to the mode of natural self-production in the sense of the
abstract conceptual form of “contemplation” (¢bedria). However, the “levels of the
organic”—fellow humans, animals and plants (and even stones) are directly and
intuitively included in the aforementioned human “little bit of spiritual bright-
ness” (yi dian lingming) as well. This presents us with a certain transversal conten-
tual analogy to Plotinus’s views noted above. By applying the term “consciousness”
in the sense of a “customized” transversal “comparative category” (Neville 2009,
37-38; Bartosch 2015b, 18) here," we can say that also in Yangming’s view, ani-
mals, plants and even stones participate in the structure of human consciousness.

17 Source text: “Otav 0OV yoyn &v euTdLyivnTat, Ao £6Tiv 010V pépog TO &V UTML TO TOAMPOTATOV
KOl GPPOVESTUTOV Kol TPOEANAVOOG péxpt T0GOVTOL" dTay & &v aAdYmL, 1) ToD alicBavesor Svvaypig
Kpaticooa fyoyey: 6tav ¢ gig AvOpwmov, i OAmg £v LoykdL 1) Kivnoig, 1j 4o vod mg vodv oikelov
gyovong kol mop” avtiig fodAnciv Tod voeiv §j GAwg kiveicBar” (Plotinos n.d., E" [5] B [2]).

18  Source text: “B KM E ) BN JFE — 38 H B W R /N O — RS

19  For a more extended and diversified application of this comparative category see also the use of the
terms “Bewusstheit”, “ Bewussthaben”, and “Bewusstsein” in Bartosch (2015b, 123-90, 301-424).
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Actually, there are fwo aspects to compare here, and #he first one is rather close to
Plotinus’s meaning of “contemplation” (thedria) in Enneads 3.8. Here, after his
student's following question, Wang Yangming makes a highly relevant statement:

“The human being possesses an ‘empty [that is, undetermined/free] spir-
it’ (xu ling [ %), (and) thereby has ‘good-knowing’ (fiangzhi R %1). Do
trees and grass, bricks, stones, etc. also have good-knowing?” The gentle-
man [ Yangming] replied, “The good-knowing of humans is exactly the
good-knowing of grass and trees, bricks and stones, inasmuch as grass
and trees, bricks and stones cannot enter into existence®® as grass and trees,
bricks and stones without the human being’s good-knowing.” (Wang
Shouren 1933c, 17, tr., italics, and insertions in brackets DB)?!

In view of Plotinus’s understanding of higher “contemplation” (#bedria), it is im-
portant to note here that the se/f~referential form of this statement by Yangming
itself presents a more or less implicit example of the implicate logical form of the same
self-knowledge that Plotinus’s understanding of “thinking of thinking” (noéseds
ndésis VORoemG vonoig) represents in a somewhat more explicit, more direct way
(and in a totally different concept-historical context, of course). This same im-
plicate-logical (meta-)form of an all-including unity of unity and difference of the
(subjective) knower and the (objectively) known (Plotinus 2018, 3.8.6, 361), which
Plotinus has made explicit in the sense of the conditio sine qua non to enter the
highest stage of self-knowledge on the plane of “intellect” (nozs vodg), is at least
implicitly represented in a model of the structures of consciousness by Wang

Yangming.

In a sort of underlying allusion, this model implicitly inherits the implicate-log-
ical unity of unity and difference of yin-yang fZ[5 (which Yangming also al-
ludes to by the term “/i ¥ in the focal passage) as well as an additional hidden

20 In this regard, one can also think of the following, very famous passage: SR, K TE
f HAEAS B LR R 0 A 2 W an s AR AR R L b B B B A RO TR AR B e AR LR R
T AR s AR B o [R) S A AR 2R TG AR KR R b A B 68— R W 1 R 2 AT SR e A E A TE AR 1
024 (Wang Shouren 1933c¢, 18). [“While the teacher [Yangming] was strolling in Nanzhen,
a friend pointed at a blossoming tree, asking: ‘Under heaven there are no things outside of the
heart-mind (xiz). But how does the blossoming tree, opening up its blossoms in the midst of the
deep mountains all by itself relate to my heart-mind? The teacher said: ‘When you haven't yet seen
these blossoms, these blossoms in the same way (as the heart-mind in itself) relate to a stillness of
your heart-mind. When you come along and see these blossoms—this is when the colours of the
blossoms (suddenly) appear clearly [enter actual existence]. Therefore you have to understand that
these blossoms are not outside of your heart-mind.” (tr., additions in brackets DB)]

21 Source text: “NAREHE. 7 A RAAEAR A G RAER. LA BN R LR EAR T
Y RN B BLA M A R AT LA AR LA 2.
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indication of the aspect-systematic functional structure of the five agents (wu
xing 11.4T). The model has already been introduced and discussed in great detail
and at length by the present author (for a very detailed analysis and interpretation
cf. Bartosch (2015b, 390-424); for a shorter explanation in English cf. Bartosch
(2021, 137-40)).

According to this, the “knowing” (z4i %I1) is a central aspect in the unbound effi-
cacy of the “(self-)organizing principle” (i #).22 As such, “knowing” (z57) is the
conversion or crossing of two more “subjective” aspects, amongst which one exerts
a more active influence than the other, in correlation with two more “objective”
aspects—one of which can be interpreted as taking a more passive function than
the other. Knowing (a process of self-reflective awareness) thereby permanently
results from “perceiving and responding” (gan ymg J&JE) to a (respective situa-
tional) “thing” (wu #)), while the “clear awareness” (mingjue " 5#) of the know-
ing is at the same time also the permanent (processual) foundation of the (sub-
Jectwe) ‘heart-mind’s” (xm) “(self-)mastering” (zhuzai F5¢) of the “will(ing)’s”
(&) “emitting-moving” (fadong #%8))—which, in turn, is “becoming apparent/
manifesting” (ningju #t5€) by way of the unfolding “character(izing)” (xing 1) in
the (ever-present) formation of the aforementioned (situational) “thing” (wu) (for
the initial quote cf. Wang Shouren (1933b, 70-71), see also the references to my
works in the last paragraph).

In analogy to Plotinus’s elucidation on pure “contemplation” (¢bedria) as the (1)
unity of the (2) knower (more active, subjective side) and (3) the known (more pas-
sive, objective side)—which includes the roots of all experience, all lower non-hu-
man beings (see the quote further above), and of all things—the (1) “knowing”
(zh1) mirrors the unity of the unity and difference of (2) the intention-emitting and
formation-motivating (more active, subjectively self-experiencing) heart-mind
and its intentionality (willing) and, on the other hand, (3) the (more passively
receiving) formation process of the “character(izing)” (xing) (from formless gi %)
of the “thing” (wu ¥, in the sense of a situation or a person, living being, or an
object “in respective focus”) in its (permanent circular) resonance (“perceiving and
responding”, gan-ying J&/E) again with the (1) “knowing” (z4i) (in and of itself,
if I may say so). As the “thinking of thinking” (noéseds ndésis vojoewg véneig) is
a permanent processual form in which both aspects can only be distinct, because
they form a unity and wice versa, so is the circular relatedness of the five func-
tions of (1) knowing (clear awareness), (2) heart-mind (controlling), (3) willing

22 Inan implicit analogy to the five agents (wu xing T.4T)-schematic diagram, one could say that it
takes a functional position in analogy to the effective agent “earth” (£ ).

23 Source text: “Bi—fj 2. PAHH 2 BRI . AIFE 2 1. uﬁéﬁéZIs&ﬁﬁm AIEEZ 0. AR
Sz EEmE. AR E. DS B . RIEE 2 0. DAL IR 2 & Em . RIS Z% ”
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(intention-emitting), (4) characterizing (manifesting), (5) thing (resonating, be-
ing perceived). In this context, the knowing (1) represents the coincidence of two
related, more active aspects (2, 3) and two related, more passive aspects (4, 5);
it represents that which goes through all of the other 4 aspects and that which
makes the “heart-mind” (xiz) as the subjective manifestation of the objective
“(self-)organizing principle” (/) of “heaven, earth, and the ten thousand things”
(tian-di wanwu) an identical aspect of the latter in an implicate-logical sense.?*

Under the background of this transversal implicate-logical, formal “resonance” in
this particular respect, the last indented quote by Wang Yangming can be re-
read and compared to a further statement by Plotinus: in parallel to the “clear
awareness” (mingjue) of “human” (ren) “knowing” (z5i), Plotinus identified the
implicate-logical self-knowledge of the philosopher (as the unity of unity and dif-
ference of knower and the known) in the sense that “every animal and plant and
anything that appears to be soulless® are within me™* (Plotinus 2018, 3.2.3, 255).

On the one side, we can view the content of this statement in its general original
context of a cosmological meaning of thedria in Plotinus’s philosophy (see the first
three indented quotes of this chapter). At the same time, it is also to be considered
from the transversal perspective of the implicate-logical foundation of the (se/f~)
reflective reality-emerging level of Yangming’s “good-knowing” (Ziangzhi), which
“is exactly the good-knowing of [other humans, animals] grass and trees” (see
the indented quote above, insertions in brackets DB). In the sense of Yangming’s
understanding in the mature phase of his philosophy (Bartosch 2015b, 69-70, fn.
141 et al.), it does not just mean an intuitive moral conscience; “/iangzhi” became a
term for an all-encompassing transformational origin of all reality and experience
in extension.

The “knowing”, respectively, “good-knowing”—or, to use another and later alter-
native term: “root-system of the vitality of the good-knowing” (fiangzhi benti
FNASHE)—is to be viewed as the convergence of all functions of consciousness in
the sense of (to stay with our earlier example) “clear awareness” (mingjue) of all

24 Again, for more details cf. Bartosch (2015b, 390-424).

25 “A distinction between inanimate things which depend entirely on the soul of the universe or
cosmos and things with their own souls (including plants and animals)” Plotinus (2018, 4.4.32,
452, fn. 94) is provided in the following statement: “And those that partake only of this soul [of
the universe] are parts in all respects, but those that have a share in another soul thereby also have
the status of not being altogether parts [...]” (ibid., 4.4.32, 452). Source text: “koi T& p&v povng
TOOTNG pETEXOVTA KOTd TV 80Tt pépn, S0 8¢ kod EAMNG Tavt[n] Exet T pi pépn néven etvan [...]7
(Plotinos n.d., A" [4] &" [4])

26  Source text: “[...] 6Tt mavta &v €pot kai QTG Kot {dla Kol CLPTAVTOV TOV YEVNT@Y VoIS |[...]
(Plotinos n.d.,T'" [3] B [2]).

»
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“knowing” (zAi) and thereby as nothing short of a conditio sine qua non for grass
and trees (and animals, societies, heaven, earth, and the ten thousand things)*
to appear as what they are to us in an “anthropocosmic” (Tu 1973, 202) universe,
which is carried through and constantly elevated into (self-)reflective forms in the
process of human existence.

The shared implicate-logical foundation (Bartosch 2022a) of all “under-stand-
ing”, namely (to activate the etymology of “under-“) as a logical “infer-stand-
ing”, a “standing-in-between”, that is, dividing and thereby connecting a# the same
time,”® does not contradict the fact that Yangming somehow put more emphasis
on the aspect of a sort of empathizing or sympathizing responsiveness of (holistic)
awareness.

Wang Yangming emphasizes that when we see a child in danger,”” we naturally
find ourselves in the state of a “fearfully alert, compassionate heart-mind” (chu #i
ce yin zhi xin IR MFEZ 0»), because we are related to the child in the context of
“one (and the same meta-)system of vitality” (yi#i) and in the sense of the related
inborn “inter-humaneness” (ren 1—). However, according to Yangming, we do not
only feel this kind of compassion with beings who, like the human child, are “of
the same kind” (zong lei [F)#§), as the fear and suffering of animals naturally evoke
our compassion, and our “inter-humaneness” (ren) is thus effective.”® Like Ploti-
nus, Yangming emphasizes that we share consciousness and sense perception with
the animals. Furthermore, he also stresses that our compassionate “inter-humane-
ness” is even activated when we see the destruction of plant-life. According to
Yangming, we share the same urge to live with plants. Therefore, we are in empathic
resonance even with plants, and their destruction and death results in a “com-
passionately empathizing heart-mind” (minxu zhi xin 1Rflll-Z 1»). For Yangming,
even natural rock formations and stones are within the scope of the possible actu-
ality of our inter-humaneness,*! compassion, and the one (meta-)system of vitality

27  Cf.also the quotes toward the end of chapter 2!

28  Cf. Bartosch (2021, 127-32) my analysis of the “original metaphor of ‘understanding”, including
the respective etymological background and also with comparative remarks in view of ancient

Chinese thought.

29 'This is related to Mengzi’s (Mencius 372-289 BCE) famous image of the situation faced by
someone who sees a little child falling into a well.

30 A good example is provided by Mengzi: “[...] he is drawing the picture of a ruler who sees an
innocent cow being led to a sacrificial site, and who, overcome by his compassion for the animal,
is then faced with the dilemma of not being able to abolish the state-supporting rites involving
animal sacrifices (which are his duties as a ruler) and of wanting to save the animal’s life at the same

time” (Bartosch 2015a, 453, tr. DB). Cf. also Mengzi (n.d., chapter “Lian Hui Wang I”).

31 Stones and minerals are included, because they are an aspect of the “one (indivisible) fluidum in
circulation” (yigi liutong —44iitJ8). It constitutes the solid, liquid, or gaseous “forms” (xing /%) of
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that we form with other humans, animals, and plants (Wang Shouren 1933d, 36,
tr. DB; cf. also Bartosch 2015b, 694-95).3 (All of this includes the possibility and
thus the “freedom” to ignore or suppress the empathic self-evidence, which is de-
clared as “evil” (¢ i) by Yangming.)

'The idea of an empathic resonance between human consciousness and other forms
of life is at least implicitly present in Plotinus’s point of view, as well. It is as implic-
itly present as the aforementioned implicate-logical form of the unity of unity and
difference marks the implicit foundation in Yangming’s model of self-conscious
yin-yang-like subject-objectivity (also in the sense of a general implicate-logical
tertium comparationis, see introduction) as well as in his philosophy as a whole

(Bartosch 2015b).

Put simply: Plotinus, too, was not simply a hard-hearted “theoretician”. As a hu-
man being striving for the “(highest) Good” (agathin dyabdv) (see chapter 3),
Plotinus himself showed great empathy with animals as well:* “He would not
agree to take medicines derived from wild animals [...] [or] to derive nourish-
ment from the bodies even of domesticated animals” (Porphyry of Tyre 2018, §
1,17). Plotinus developed a strong argument that it is fair “so endow with happi-
ness even the basest living beings, and plants, too, since they are themselves alive,
that is, they have a life that also unfolds in the direction of a goal™* (Plotinus
2018, 1.4.1, 71). In passing, it might be noted in advance (for more, following 2)
that bozh Yangming and Plotinus thereby understood life as a processual unfold-
ment. However, Plotinus’s explicit reflection of an inherent goal-driven nature is

all appearing living beings and objects. Wang Yangming points to the fact that medicinal minerals
(yaoshi 347) can only heal illness, because the “matter-energy” (Joseph Needham’s translation for
“qi ) of the stone and our bodies represent “this same one (and only) fluidum” (zong ci yigi [F 1l

—%&) (Wang Shouren 1933¢, 17).
32 Source text to this paraphrased passage in the present and the second to the last paragraphs: “/Z it

RAFTZ N0 A7 RAG RS 2 00 5 A 27 BRI 717 % — B0 35 70 R . S Bk
2 MR T A AN B 2 0 ES o AT 2 LS BRI S — L S BR  E h RLROR
T 25 A5 A 2 0o 55 o A 2 BRI B — RS AR A B L R LA 2 BRI LA
R 2 08 e AT 2 BB A 1 R —HE & L — 88 2 [~ 41.” Cf. also Bartosch (2015b, 694-95).

33 Apart from “the assignment of evils to men of opposite kinds, the good being poor, the wicked rich,
and the bad having more of those things that those who are human beings ought to have and being
in power and in charge of nations and cities” (Plotinus 2018, 3.2.7, 260), Plotinus states that the
“(highest) Good” (agathon) “also reaches the earth is attested by the expressed principle of the other
things that come about. For animals and plants both share in this expressed principle, and in soul and
life” (ibid.). Source text: “AM\d T@V EAA®V ywopévov Ady[w] paptipov Todto koi péxpt yiig iévar
Kai yap (o kod utd Kol Adyou kol yoyfig kol (ofig petodapPaver” (Plotinos n.d., T [3] B [2]).

34 Source text: “[...] 10 Tijg evdopoviag KoTagépey €ig ta (Mo 0 FAha — obte yap Gv Kai Toig
AToTATOG OVTAV peTaddoey: petaddoey 8¢ kol Tolg @utolg (Mot kai ovtolg kai fonv
gEehtopévny gig t€hog £yovot — [ ...]” (Plotinos n.d., A" [1] 8" [4]).
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mirrored rather implicitly in Yangming’s line of thought: it has to be remembered
that Yangming said that we share an urge to /ive (which implies an immanent goal)
with plants (see above, second last paragraph).

From a more differentiating angle, it can be added that Yangming didn’t make a
distinction comparable to that between “rational” (Jogikds Loyikog) and “non-ra-
tional” (d/ogos Ghoyog) animals. This difference can be viewed as an implicit man-
ifestation of the general differences between a Neo-Platonic (implicate, Bartosch
2022a) “logic of theoretical knowledge and insight” and Yangming’s (implicate)
“logic of situational cognition and insight”, which the author has analysed exten-
sively and very much in detail, albeit by referring to Nicolaus Cusanus instead of
Plotinus (Bartosch 2015b, 425-590). At this point, I would only like to say that
while the same implicate logic can be detected in Yangming’s model of conscious-
ness, he doesn’t actually understand the aspects of thoughts and feelings as sepa-
rate dimensions that would exist in a hierarchical order. From the (Neo-)Platonic
perspective of Plotinus, the self-knowing evidence of the implicate logic (self-en-
folding “meta-reason”, Bartosch (2022b, 110)) and also the descending or deriving
faculty of concept formation (unfolding reason, “downstream” of thinking, ibid.)
are reflected as superordinate to sense perception and feelings (for example, the
happiness of plants). In the case of Plotinus, the anthropocentric hierarchy that
has already been introduced at the beginning of this chapter is established on the
basis of the finite representation of the exceptional human capability for intellec-
tion, and thus the actualization of pure “contemplation” (¢hesria)—a self-evidence
which actually cannot be mediated in a conceptualizing manner (see also the last
main segment of chapter 3 on ineffability).

In the case of Yangming’s (Neo-Confucian) anthropocentrism, an implicit hier-
archy of the living is established in another way, that is, on the foundation of the
aspect of “inter-humaneness” (ren). For Yangming, this aspect counts as the man-
ifestation of the empathizing responsiveness which is at the root of the unity of
the system of vitality of my heart-mind with heaven, earth, and the ten thousand
things (see an exact quote with source text in chapter 2).

On the one hand, ren 1= also represents the implicate-logical (meta-)form of the
unity of unity and difference of “you” (er ) and “I” (wo &) (Wang Shouren 19334,
35; also quoted in Bartosch 2015b, 692) as the basic manifestation of univer-
sal love (Wang Shouren 1933d, 36-37; also quoted in Bartosch 2015b, 736-37),
which is originating from the “caring love between father and son” (fu-zi zhi ai %

F25%) (ibid., 729-42).

In view of Plotinus, we have already seen that the same underlying implicate-/og-
ical (meta-)form (Bartosch 2022a, 110, 118) is also represented in the sense of
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the unity of unity and difference of the knower and the known in the sense of the
notion of “thinking of thinking” (noéseos ndesis). It comes with the exclusion of
feelings and sensations on the related onto-hierarchical, highest level of human
existence of the Plotinian “intellect” (720iis). In view of the other side of the “trans-
verse”, it might not be all too surprising that the inc/usion of feelings and sensa-
tions in the Yangmingian “heart-mind” (xin) has led to a more down-to-earth,
alternative representation of a hierarchical superordination of (empathic) human
consciousness. Because of the origin of all “inter-humaneness” (ren) in one’s fam-
ily context, Yangming envisioned a hierarchy of empathy, love, and care as a core
aspect of reality. It is manifested by the (organic) necessity of having to eat or to
provide one’s family with food (to sustain their lives) in the following sense:

Animals and plants are both equally loved. Plants are used to feed an-
imals. This can still be tolerated. People and animals are both equally
loved. Slaughtering animals to feed the next of kin [when plant-based
food sources are not sufficient] [...]: the heart-mind can just about bear
this. (Wang Shouren 1933c, 18, tr., insertions in brackets DB)*

Plotinus, on the other hand, is very well aware of the same dilemma. Although
he seems to have followed a vegetarian way of life to minimize the suffering of
animals in this regard, he does not explicitly relate the problem to the question of
human consciousness, and he did not come up with the idea of an anthropocentric
hierarchy of empathy and care. In his case, the hierarchy of living beings is related
to the ability to engage in the abstraction of thought and the explicit self-appli-
cation of the principle of thinking (¢bedria) to oneself/itself. With regard to the
situation of a self-consumption of life on the animal plane, he stated that

th[e] eating of each other is necessary. These transformations from one
animal to another come about because they would be unable to continue
on in existence the way they are, even if no one were to kill them. And
if at the time when they leave the world, they leave it in such a way that
others find some use from them, why must we begrudge that? What does
it matter if they are consumed to be born as other living beings? (Plotinus

2018,3.2.15,267)%

35 Source text: “E5ERHERIA[E L B ACH R L SR S BT N B S ERIRR 2 1. 5 S ER DA
Bl 0N EE”

36  Source text: “"H éAnAogporyion pév évaykoiat, dpotBoi (dwv ovoot od duvapévov, 008 €l Tig
) kTvvdor adté, obite pévew eig del. Bi 88 v O ypov[e] d&l dnedbeiv obtmg dneddsiv 3¢, dg
aAhotg yevésOon ypeiov map” avtdv, Tl pBovelv £det; Ti 8 el Bpwbévta dAla Epveto” (Plotinos n.d.,

I (318" [2D).
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More generally speaking, and despite the difterences that have just been outlined,
we can say that in both philosophies the elevated status of what is conceptual-
ized as a “human being” (d@nthripos, ren \) results from the ascription of a much
higher qualitative level of human self-knowledge, that is, the highest intellective
form of “contemplation” (#hedria), as well as the exclusive features of the “spiritual
brightness” (/ingming) and “good-knowing” (/iangzhi), which are expressions of
the self-reflective actualities of human consciousness. We have already seen that
these central terms are not confined to subjective cognitive processes, but that they
suggest that the human being is participating in that which these terms allude to
in the sense of being a central cosmological agent.

The Self-Unfoldment of Reality as a Meta-Cognitive Process toward
Self-Knowledge

In this segment, the last-mentioned similarity will be further explored: in both
philosophies the respective understanding of the “human being” (dnthropos, ren)
characterizes the latter as an eminent or central being. Both ascribe human con-
sciousness a central role in the self~unfoldment of reality as an all-encompassing me-
ta-cognitive process. The reason is, generally and comparatively speaking, the feature
of self~knowledge.’” The implicate-logical reflection of the reflection (which implies
the synthetic absorption in the unitive relationship of subject and object of the
reflection that has already been indicated in view of both philosophies)*® enables
the human being to fully integrate itself into the whole of everything there is, to
relate to the overall process(es) of universal life by means of cognition and feeling,
and to empathize with it to an extent that the whole is viewed as an expression of an
all-encompassing, universal goodness. In the sense of the respective implicate-logical
self-knowledge (as a foundation), the human mind (in the sense of the Plotinian
nods and, as we have seen, mutatis mutandis, also of the Yangmingian model of
consciousness) is itself geared toward this integration: it can reflect back onto itself
in a way so that it can fully be absorbed in the self-evident insights that to realize
absolute unity (and therefore absolute freedom), difference as such cannot be exclud-
ed, because otherwise one would just have mistaken non-countable boundless unity for
a mere unit which still is distinct from something else.* In the following, we have to
explore how both philosophers have envisioned the realization of this integration.

37  'This term means an overarching comparative/transversal working category of the reflection here.

38 Inpassing, it might also be noted that it has also been expressed by way of comparable (in the sense of
the possibility to compare) mirror metaphors in both cases (Bartosch 2015b, 651-56 et al.; 2018, 94).

39 Thisis notjusta “remote” or “lofty” theoretical problem of philosophical contemplation or academic

“ivory towers”. On the contrary, it is actually the root cause of what Hegel has called “negative
freedom” (negative Freiheitr) (Hegel 2003, §5, 38).



110 Davio BARTOSCH: PLoTINUS AND WANG YANGMING ON THE STRUCTURES OF ...

Plotinus’s “nature” (phyisis) means an “expressed principle™ (/dgos Aoyog) (e.g.
Plotinus 2018, 3.8.3) that produces animals and plants, which then themselves
express the same principle (/dgos) in a derived, “/ower” sense, that is in the particu-
lar forms of their psychophysical generativity. The form of the “expressed principle”
(lggos) that descends in declining qualitative steps from the (world-)“intellect”
(nodis) and thereby connects the (world-)“soul” (psyche) with “nature” (phyisis) in
such a (descending) fashion is that of “contemplation” (¢#bedria), because

all the power that produces not by means of hands must remain and
remain entire. For there is, indeed, no need for it [power] to have some
parts that remain and others that are in motion, for matter is what is in
motion, but nothing in power is in motion; otherwise, it [power] will not

be the prime mover, nor will nature be this [the prime mover], but that
which is unmoved in the whole [of nature]. (ibid., 3.8.2, 357)%

For Plotinus, everything that is effective and part of the world-process means
an appearance of a meta-cognitive principle: “nature” (physis) is deriving “entirely
from contemplation [#hedrial™* (Plotinus 2018, 3.8.3, 358, insertion in brackets
DB) and “every life is intellection [ndésis vonoig] of a sort, but one kind more
obscure than another, just as life is, too” (ibid., 3.8.8, 363, insertion in brackets
DB).* How does the obscurity come into play? Here, we have to discern between
“pure” “contemplation” (#hedria) and its lowering “copies” or steps toward the realm
of (physical) “matter” (hyle HAn).* The former only takes place in the realm of

40  'This translation term is used in Plotinus (2018). A. H. Armstrong’s translation in Plotinus (1980)
is more nuanced: he is translating “/ogos” as “principle”, “forming principle”, and “rational principle”
even in one and the same paragraph (8.3.3,367).

41 Source text: “®©¢ pévewv del kai Eviodo v dHvapy v od S xelpdv TotodcaV Kot doov pévety.
O0 yap o SeTTon TOV PEV OG PHEVOVTOV, TAV 6 (OG KIVOLHEVAV — 1] Yap DAN T0 Kivodpevov, avtiig 8€
0VSEV KIVoOpEVOVY — 1] £KEIVO OVK £6TaL TO KIVODV TPMTMS, 0VSE 1) GUGIG TODTO, GAANL TO dKiviTOV
10 év 1[®] 6A[®]” (Plotinos n.d.,T'" [3] 1 [8]).

42 Source text: “TIavtog pév ék Oewpiag” (Plotinos, n.d., I’ [3] " [8]).

43 Source text: “Kai néoo (o1 vonoig ig, Aka 6AAN 8AANG apodpotépa, domnep kai (o’ (Plotinos
nd., T [3]n" [8]).

44 In passing, I would like to mention that we have to discern between two forms of matter in the case of
Plotinus, who “[...] turned the Platonic pf| 8v into 10 kakov, that is, evil par excellence. This is more
than an ascetic determination, as it did not occur up until then, and as it also had been lifted a hitherto
merely ‘disturbing’ aspect in matter into the realm of the devilish, the inferno” (Bloch (1972, 149, tr.
DB). However, “with Plotinus, the full Tohu wa-bohu is and remains only in the invisible abyss of
the lower darknesses, which, due to original evil, have not conceived the light. But strangely enough,
Plotinus not only inserts matter in this abyss but in the heights as well, albeit a completely different
one, certainly, but nevertheless one that shares the name with the ‘matter—Satan’ (Stoff—Satan): he

called it OAn vonm, intelligible matter” (ibid., 150, tr. DB; cf. also Plotinus 2018, 2.4, 164-83).



Asian Studies XI (XXVII), 1 (2023), pp. 91-135 111

“intellect” (noiis), that is, by way of an absolutely self-reflective “thinking of think-
ing” (noéseos ndésis).*> On this level of intellective contemplation, in which the ab-
solute source of the “(highest) Good” (agathdn), respectively, the “One” (hén &v)
is “shining through” the intellective form of a unity through the difference of the
knowing and the known (see chapter 3), the human being is able to self-4nowingly
reflect the cosmic life principle of (self-)“contemplation” (¢hedria) as being effective
in non-rational animals, plants, and the earth in the form of (partly unconscious)
after-images as reflections of reflections of reflections and so on—namely in the
myriads of ways of sustaining life, of growing, of regenerating it in the form of
offspring (ibid., 3.8.5, 360: “generation is contemplation™®). In this sense, one can
also say that nothing which is derived from zhedria can be disconnected from the
“intellect” (noiis) (ibid., 3.8.8,363—64), because the lower manifestations still par-
ticipate the former (see also the last indented quote in this chapter). Like in the
case of two parallel mirrors, which reflect each other ad infinitum in mere theory
but become increasingly fainter reflections in reality,*” the forms of the unfold-
ment of life of non-rational animals and plants are fainter after-images of the
perfect thedria, that is, the perfect immaterial reflection of that which cannot be
thought of as an image but only as an absolute origin.

The word “contemplation” is the term that has been used to render the Greek
“theoria” in both English translations of the Enneads (Plotinus 1980; 2018).* It
is important to note that although our modern word “theory” is derived from it,
Plotinus’s understanding of the term cannot be confused with concepts of modern
scientific theories, which are finite semantic frameworks superimposed on select-
ed sets of aspects of an infinite reality and can be validated/verified or falsified by
experiments in relation to data.*”

In my opinion, the translation term “contemplation” can also be misleading on
occasion, because the word might possibly shroud the implications of he processual
nature, the inherent motivation or intentional moments, and the related emergences,
which are also implied in Plotinus’s original use of the Greek term “thedria”: in

45  Cf. also the detailed overview by Mazur (2021, 26-62).

46  Source text (with context): “AAAY mepl pév puoens eindveg dv tpomov Bewpia 1 yéveotg, [...]”
(Plotinos n.d.,T'" [3]n" [8]).

47 “[I]n reality, the images [of the mirrors] would become increasingly fainter and would no longer be
recognizable from a certain image onwards.” (Geiger und Scheel, 1927, 67, tr., insertion in brackets
DB)

48  We will see that the word “contemplation” (which has been used in both Plotinus (1980) and
(2018)) might not have been the absolute best choice to translate “#besria Oewpia” in this context.
Maybe it is better not to translate it at all?

49  Cf. also Bartosch (2019, 47-50) on scientific belief-structures versus religious belief.
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the initial pre-philosophical context, “sheiria” signified a completion of a process
of becoming aware of divine principles in a sanctuary fo which one had to journey
beforehand from another city and as a chosen ceremonial envoy in this regard (Rausch
1982, 70-71; Bartosch 2015b, 494). The “encounter” of the mortal (human) en-
voy with the “immortals”, that is, with the mathematical proportions, geomet-
ric-harmonic principles of temples and sculptures of gods, actually were meant as
a conscious return, as a reminiscent awakening in view of the very principles that
were behind the motions of the celestial bodies and even of the beauty of human
bodies, etc.’® In this sense, again, the travel to the sanctuary, that is, the intentional
movement toward the divine principles—in other words: the effort to move toward
the source—had its own symbolic meaning, namely that of a “return” to the high-
est principles that the gods represented.

'The later philosophical rendering of the term “thedria” conveys the meaning
of (self-)reflection in the sense of what Plotinus’s follower Proclus (IIpokiog
Aodoyog, 412-484) conceptualized as “epistrophé émotpoen)’—the active (path
of a) return to the one and indivisible source of all thinking and world-experiences
(including their sense-perception-conveyed “things”).’! The origin of the English
philosophical term “reflection” still hints at this original (Platonic) meaning of
“theoria” (which, as mentioned, also finds a transversal counterpart in Neo-Con-
fucian mirror metaphors). It is derived from the Latin “reflectere” in the sense of
“bending back (on itself/oneself)”. Furthermore, #hedria thereby not only includes
the vision®? but—please note—also the active process of realization and an inherent
“source-relatedness” (Bartosch 2022a: 114, 119): Plotinian “theéria” therefore also
conveys the meaning of an inherent “motivation’/ intentionality—(self-)organiz-
ing directionality—and a related process of movement or transformation in relation

50 Cf.also Kayser (1950).

51  Mutatis mutandis, one can think of Johann Gottlieb Fichte’s (1762-1814) “seeing (of) seeing”
(sehendes Seben), or Nicolaus Cusanus’s (1401-1464) “visio intellectualis”.

52 The word “theéria” has also been translated into Latin “visio” (vision). “Thedria” is related to the
“thearos Bepdg”, the “spectator”. The word “thedria” is also the precursor of philosophical meanings
of “speculation”. The latter is deriving from Latin “speculari” (to peer around from an observation
point, specula) and, alternatively, from “speculum” (mirror) (Ebbersmeyer 1995, 1355). In the latter
sense, it is related to the philosophical mirror-metaphor which has been unfolding since the
times of Plato, has been intensely cultivated by Plotinus, and finds its counterpart in the Chinese
traditions since Zhuangzi (1, 3rd cent. BCE) and especially in the thought of Wang Yangming
as well (Bartosch 2015b; 2017); it also forms the background for the conceptual history of “(self-)
reflection” (Zahn 1992, 396). “Speculatio” has been used to translate “Dempia” in the Aristotelian
sense, that is, “as an opposite term to ‘practice’, and it is as such relevant for the classification of the
sciences as well as for the distinction of the cognitive faculties” (Ebbersmeyer 1995, 1355, tr. DB)
and in the sense of “a specific form of cognition as reflection, in which the subject of reflection [...]
and the object of reflection [...] are posited in a mutually clarifying relation” (ibid.).
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to a particular “final goal” (#¢los Téhog): “for all things their starting point is their
goal” (Plotinus 2018, 3.8.7, 363).

'The process of unfoldment toward the inherent goal is the central aspect of #hedria,
because “all of it is contemplation™* (Plotinus 2018, 3.8.5, 360), possibly leading
to its own inherent “apex-event”,** that is, a fully self-reflective realization of an
indivisible, boundless unity in the highest actuality of epistrophé. The latter is to
be understood as a circular return: it means the “event”, when A and Q of the
process of cosmic life (via human intellection) “in an un-reaching way touch™>
(Bartosch 2015b, 285) the One (Aén)—of which the whole process of the cosmos
is the appearance, which is the indivisible root of all cosmic forms of becoming
(as the One’s manifestations) while they exist (logically)—and which is preceding
all number, even “substantial number”* (Plotinus 2018, 5.5.4, 587-588). The One
cannot be “touched” by separation from finiteness but #hrough finiteness.*’

Proclus’s concept of epistrophé has to be understood in the context of three in-
separable steps: moné povi|, proodos npd0dOG, epistrophé €motpoen. This means
the third and final, the all-including, all-elevating (ab)solution of the finite state
of existence. The term “prdodos” is made up of the prefix “pro- npo-" and “hodds
086¢”. While the former can mean “forth” or “un-" (in the sense of “unfolding”),
the latter means “way” or “path”. (One might already anticipate the potential for
discussion in regard to the Chinese term “dao i&” at this point.) In German,
“proodos” can be rendered quite literally as “Hervorgang” (Bartosch 2015b, 319).
“Prdodos” means the “way” in which things are proceeding forth, the process of an
emanation of consciousness in finite perspectives, aspects, and situations. All of
these processes are unknowingly springing forth from their origin,*® that is, their

53  Source text (with context): “Hkel 8& 1 &vépyeia éx Bswpiag §| mphéeme, TPALic 88 oBnw Hv—oD
yap olov e mpd Bewplog — Gvéykn dobevestépav pev Etépav £tépag etvar, tdcav 8¢ Osopiov”
(Plotinos n.d.,T" [3] 0" [8]).

54 'This term alludes to Nicolaus Cusanus’ term “apex theoriae” (Nicolai de Cusa 1982).

55 With Nicolai de Cusa (1944, 8.30, 18): “Since this is an insight above all human cognition, it is
not being touched in human cognition other than negatively.” Source text: “Quae quoniam supra
hominis cognitionem est cognitio, non nisi negative in humaniter cognitis attrectatur.”

56 Plotinos (n.d., E [5] &" [5]): “00c108nG dptBpog”.

57 It would also be fruitful to explore Johann Gottlieb Fichte’s term “Durch” from a transcultural
perspective.

58 To generate an image, one can also think of the ancient city-environment that the ceremonial
envoy is leaving, without the latter knowing about the fact, the place that he is leaving is expressing
“immortal” cosmic principles, for example, in the form of underlying mathematical proportions of
its temples, or its grid, etc. (The history of this understanding reaches back to the Mycenaean era,
cf. Sparavigna and Baldi (2016), and to early phases of cultural exchange with the Mesopotamian
region and Egypt.)
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original “dwelling” or “abode” (m0n¢),” and turn into self-knowledge in the sense
of an epistrophe, that is, as the conscious, knowing, and uncovering return to the
hidden principles of the moné.

In later Latin terminology, “moné” has been translated as “principium” (princi-
ple), “proodos” as “medium” (medium), and “epistrophe” as “finis” (end/goal). The
Neo-Platonic thinker Nicolaus Cusanus, who was directly influenced by Proclus
(and in a roundabout way by Plotinus), has provided the image of a spoon-carver,
who is in the process of polishing his creation, and who—by actively going through
this phase with his intention in mind—creates a “mirror spoon” (coclear speculare).
The process itself means the emergence of a symébol for his mirror-spoon-creating
“mind” (mens) to attain self~knowledge (Bartosch 2015b,317-19). Due to his crea-
tion proceeding forth in this way (prdodos), the craftsman attains the “epistrophic”
(Schifer 2006, 111) wisdom of self-reflexivity.®” In accordance with this image of

“self-production”, Cusanus derives the term for “deity”, “god” (¢heds 0edg), which
is also directly related to “shedria’,

from “theoro” [Oewpd], that is, I see” and “I walk/move fast” Consequently,
the seeker must walk/move fast by means of (mental) vision, so that he may
be able to reach out toward the all-seeing zheon [0€0v, accusative singular
of “0e6¢”]. Thus, the vision shows a /ikeness of the way, on which the seeker
must walk along (to get) closer. (Nicolai de Cusa, 1959, 15, tr., insertions
in brackets, italics, tr. DB)®!

Proclus’s metaphor of the “processional pazh” (prdodos) or Cusanus’s of the “way/
road” (via) provide the opportunity of a transversal reflection. The finite processes
in the sense of prdodos are the medium of returning to the source. They correlate to
Laozi’s “name-bearing” (you ming) “ways” (dao 18) (those which can be commu-
nicated) in view of their “ineffable” (wu ming #44) origin and end: Dao 18 (here
with a capital “D” to discern the function of this expression from the former) (also

Bartosch, 2022a).%?

59  Hence the word “monastery”.

60 From a further comparative perspective, the figure of the god Krishna in Indian spirituality,
represented in the literature and in forms of sculptures and paintings, is likewise to be understood
as a symbolic projection, which is supposed to “mirror” and therefore to “awaken” its own creative
origin in the sense of se/f~knowledge.

61  Source text: “Theos dicitur a theoro, quod est video et curro. Currere igitur debet quaerens per
visum, ut ad omnia videntem theon pertingere possit. Gerit igitur visio similitudinem viae, per
quam quaerens incedere debet.”

62  Cf.also the source text to this paraphrase in Daodejing: “M 54 R 2 U H % &2 B 7 (nd, § 1)
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Taken in the most general comparative sense here, we can reflect upon that semantic
“pointing rod” (Zeigestab) (Scheler 1921, 546) “Way” (Dao i&) in the transverse,
namely in view of the ineffable “One” (hén), in terms of the (ineffable) “(high-
est) Good” (agathon) (or together as the “the One-Good” (Aubry 2020, 211))
(as well as with Proclus’s self-reflection of the “moné”, in the sense of its reveal-
ing self-knowledge as “epistrophe”). I hasten to say that this finding around the
philosophical metaphors of “way” or “path” (Proclus’s “préodos”, Cusanus’s “via”,
and—mutatis mutandis'—dao/ Dao) itself provides a “path” for further transversal
references. In the present paper, this can only be followed through to a certain
extent. At this point, I would like to go only this far as to not transgress the scope
of the topical field of the present chapter:*

For Yangming, the “Way” (Dao), the “heart-mind” (xin) (primarily ex-
pressing the “little bit of spiritual brightness” (yi dian lingming) of hu-
manity), and “Heaven™* (¢ian) are aspects of one and the same meta-cog-
nitive process: “The heart-mind is the Way; the Way is Heaven. 7b znow
the heart-mind is the measure to know the Way and to know Heaven” (Wang
Shouren 1933a, 20, tr., italics DB).%

On the one hand, the “heart-mind” (xin) carries (out) the subjective, unique,
finite, respectively, “mortal” experience of each living human individual: “Now
consider a deceased human: his ‘spiritual agent’ (jing/ing) ‘drifting and scattered’
(you san le). Where should his heaven, (his) earth, (his) spirits, (his) gods (and
his) ten thousand things still exist?”*® (Wang Shouren 1933c, 33, tr. DB). How-
ever, this subjective/finite “surface level” must not obscure the fact that, on the
other hand, the “heart-mind” (xi7) bears a certain comparability to the objec-
tive dimension of the (world-) “soul” (psycheé) in Plotinus’s philosophy. Muzatis
mutandis, both terms refer to the idea of a universal/cosmic dimension in which
everything, to borrow Hegel’s expression, is “translated” into existence: in this
sense also the heart-mind is “throughout all ages one [human) inhaling-exhaling’

(yi xu-xi —WEW)”” (Wang Shouren 1933e 47, tr., italics DB). And as Plotinus’s

63 Many possible points of interest must be kept pending. They will be addressed in a contentually and
methodologically complementing attempt (as mentioned in the introduction).

64 1 am not using fian in the sense of “heaven and earth” (tian-di) but in the sense of the other
possible meaning of the “whole of everything”. Hence the capitalization of the translation term on
these occasions.

65  Source text: “/L» RJiHE.1& B K 10 RI i R

66  Source text: ““>75 HL I N AAE LA B T 50 17 A 14 R SR A 0D 1 T .

67  Source text with context: “Ib U3 I P 5 B LB ATl — WL Bl 2 o Bl 2 0 S RN AT )
A [R5 A BTS2 148 P 2 AL G . 5 R SRR AN B 00 52 02 L.
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nature-evoking “contemplation [#bedria] does not have a limit nor does the ob-
ject of contemplation” (Plotinus 2018, 3.8.5,361),°® so “there are [also] no things
outside of the heart-mind under heaven” (Wang Shouren 1933c, 18, tr., in-
sertion DB). Not even “heaven and earth” (#ian-di) could manifest without the
“good-knowing” (fiangzhi) (ibid., 17),”° permanently realizing itself through the hu-
man heart-mind, that is, in a self-processing meta-collective network of all finite
perspectives of all individual human life past and present (as a sort of integrated
“monads” of life-experiences, if I may say so).”

In this context, it is highly interesting to compare Wang Yangming’s notion
of the “unity of knowing and (the related process of) actively passing through
(something)” (zhi-xing he yi F11T 5 —) with Plotinus’s notions of “contemplation”
(thedria) and its “expressed principle” (/ggos).

Like in Plotinus’s active process of the expression of the principle (/dgos), for Wang
Yangming the understanding that permanently realizes the “good knowing” (fiang-
zhi) (as the self-reflective manifestation of the “(self-)organizing principle” (%)) is
not confined to individual perspectives. It can rather be understood as a comple-
menting objective characteristic of the self-unfoldment of reality (here: heaven,
earth, and the ten thousand things (fian-di wanwu)) as a meta-cognitive, transper-
sonal, universal process. In analogy to the aforesaid immanent intentionality of the
“processional path” (prdodos) or, in Latin Neo-Platonic terminology, the medium in
the self-unfoldment of all finite human perspectives of the (world-) “soul” (psyche),
the “heart-mind” (xin) is inherently driven by an intention to know (at least situ-
ation-wise) and understand; and it demands having “a heart-mind, which is eager
to actively pass through (all experiences). Only after that one knows the road. This

68  Source text: “Koi yap odk £xet népag 1 Oewpior 00d¢ 10 Oedpnpa” (Plotinos n.d., I'" [3] 0" [8]). For
the background of this thought in the philosophy of Plato as well as for an overview of the following
development in the European Neo-Platonic tradition of the Middle Ages see the overview in Bartosch
(2015b,64-65,1n.126).In Plotinus’s sense, #hedria is the direct effective form of that which encompasses
all beings. According to Plato’s Timaios Tiponog, “[...] that which comprises all conceivable beings
could never exist as a second next to another, because in this case there would have to be another being
again which compriscs those two, of which those two would be parts [...]” (Platon 2003, 31a, 43, italics
DB). Source text: “t0 yap TEPLEYOV TOVTOL OTIOCO vonw Cdo ped " Etépov devtepov ovk dv mot el
név yap Gv Erepov glvon 0 Tept Eketve Séot {Hov, 00 pépog av ety éketvo [...]7 (ibid., 42).

69  Source text: “K N ML Hb 2 W)
70 Source text: “ S MERUA FLA AAR R ME N 1) R AN IR AT 2 R 52 25 R g BN JRie — 3.

71  'The reader should also keep in mind the Yangmingian model of subjective consciousness presented
in ch. 1. Here, the “heart-mind” (xin) is rooted in and being nurtured by the all-encompassing
“knowing” (zhi) which represents the implicate-logical unity of the unity and difference of all
functions of experience and at the same time also the connection with the objective, all-unifying
“(self-)organizing principle” (/i) of “heaven, earth, and the ten thousand things” (¢tian-di wanwu).
For more on this, see also further below in the present chapter.
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is (called) the ‘intentionality/will(ing)’ (yi &); this is already the beginning of ‘ac-
tively passing through’ (xing 17)” (Wang Shouren 1933b, 38, tr. DB).”

This does not only address the manifestation of subjective dispositions but, in
inseparable correlation with the former and in the sense of an existential realism,
the objective process of the emergence of all things (through the centre of the heart-
mind, through our “little bit of spiritual brightness” (yi dian lingming):"

'This inference is confirmed by [ Wang Yangming’s] famous analysis of the
[“unity of knowing and (the related process of) actively passing through”
(zhi-xing he yi F117H —]. When I see a beautiful color, I do not first see
it with my eyes (a kind of “knowing”), with liking it (a kind of “action”

coming afterwards as the result of a mental decision to like it. My per-
ception of a thing [in the sense of Wang Yangming] as having visible and
value qualities [which are known in the sense of an “immediate reflex-
ivity” (Aubrey 2020, 212)] is fotal and unitary. As Husser]l might say, it
seems to be one unitary “constituting” intentional act of consciousness—
just as when I look at a tree, I see not only a shape but a solid extended
object with a front and a back side, so here I “see” an object with a visible
and a “value side”. (Nivison 1973, 132, insertions in brackets, italics DB)

'The immediacy of knowing “along the Way” or #hrough the act itself (which repre-
sents a universally creative principle of implicate-logical meta-cognition at the same
time) at least partly resembles the Plotinian understanding how an “expressed
principle” (Zggos) is self-unfolding the cosmic principle of “contemplation” (thedria).
The function of Plotinus’s “expressed principle” on the levels of “soul” (psyché) and
“nature” (phyisis) is at least partly resonant with what Wang Yangming viewed as
the “heart-mind” (xin) activating the “characterizing nature” (xing) by means of
“intentionality/will(ing)” (yi). The only major functional difference is that Yangming
did not contemplate the correlation of these terms in analogy to Plotinus’s Aier-
archy of qualitative dimensions of reality (nature “below” soul etc.). We have seen
(see chapter 1) that intentionality/will(ing) and the characterizing nature appear
to be juxtaposed aspects of one and the same “level-free” dimension of a meta-cogni-
tive subject-objectivity (also analysed in Bartosch (2015b, 390-424)).

Besides, the aforesaid also includes the reason why I am refusing to translate “xing
17" as “action”.’* To show the inseparability with the “knowing” (z4i 1), it is better

72 Source text: “WhAH BAT 2 00 SRIZ i B2 7 B2 AT 2 46 22 .7 Cf. also Bartosch (2015b, 586).
73  Cf.also the detailed analyses in Bartosch (2015b, 184-90, 390-424).

74 Unfortunately, the expression “zhi-xing he yi” is often translated as “unity of knowledge and action”
in English. In my opinion, this unrefined mode of expression obstructs access to the subtlety of
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to translate “xing” (in a more pronounced way) as “actively passing through”. This also
helps to show transversal correspondences with Plotinus’s understanding of the unity
of “contemplation” (¢hedria) and its “expressed principle” (/dgos) in the active process of
the self~realization or unfoldment of everything. Also in Plotinus’s view, the knowing
(implicit or explicit zbedria) is inseparable from its “actively passing through”, namely
in the sense of a self~expressing principle which is at the core of all life:

How, then, while the expressed principle [/dgos] produces that is, pro-
duces in this way, could it attain to any kind of contemplation? In fact,
if it produces while remaining, that is, both remaining in itself and an
expressed principle, it would itself be contemplation. For action [prax-
is tpd&ig] would occur in accordance with an expressed principle being
clearly different from it; but the expressed principle, which accompanies
action and looks after it, would not be action. Then, if it is not action but
an expressed principle, it is contemplation. (Plotinus 2018, 3.8.3, 358)"

Also in the sense of Wang Yangming, “xing 17” cannot of course merely be viewed
as “action” in contrast to cognitive processes. On the contrary, the “integrated ac-
tivity” (another possible translation term for “xing”) is expressing the “knowing”
(zhi %1, see also chapter 1) in the form of “actively passing through” (xing) “things”
(wu) (to be taken as situations and processual affairs which might or might not
include (processual) objects)—without being ‘exterior” to, respectively, without ever
being apart from the knowing. As in the process of a master-calligrapher at work,
the knowledge and its realization perpetually coincide in the act. While, to explic-
itly think in the transverse here, the calligrapher and his knowing (as the condi-
tion of the possibility of his performance) represent the aspect of (1) “moné” (the
“dwelling””) or “principium” (principle), (2) the integrated realization or actual-
ization of (1) represents the “prdodos” (processional path) as the medium—which
nurtures the self-knowledge of the calligrapher in the act, namely in the sense of
the “return” (epistrophe), respectively, as the “finis” (end/goal), which is, to switch
back to Chinese terminology, permanently reached as long as one is in touch with
the deepest core of the self” (ji C.). From this transversal angle, one might also add
that the implicate-logical unity of knowing and the known (Plotinus: thinking of

Wang Yangming’s understanding in this context. The German translation of “xing 17" as “#itiges
Durchlaufen” (Bartosch 2015b, 529) provides an example of a better solution.

75  Source text: “IIdg 0OV Todv Kkai oBte mowdv Bempiog Tvog dv épdmtotro; "H, &l péveov motsl kai &v
avt[@] pévev kai €otL Aoyog, £ &v a0tog Bewpio. H pév yap npa&ig yévorr av kot Adyov étépa
ovo0, dnhovott Tod Adyov: 6 pévrot Loyog Kai oTog O GLVGY THL TPEEet Kol EmoTatdy oK dv £in
npdéic. Ei ov p) mpdiéig 6AAd Mdyog, Oempio” (Plotinos n.d., T'" [3] " [8], brackets DB).

76  In this context, Heidegger’s remarks on “the dwelling” also come to mind.
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thinking) comes about more “colourful”, practical, and less abstract on the Chi-
nese side. The body is more involved.

This leads us to the following question: If the “heart-mind” (xin) and its
world-emerging meta-cognitive productivity can be compared to the dimension
of “soul” (psyché), what could then be viewed as the “functional equivalent” to the
more “pre-somatic” “intellect” (n07s) and the “thinking of thinking” (noéseds nde-
si5)? In my opinion, we can draw insight from the following passage in this regard:

'This “heart-mind’s rooz-system of vitality” (zhe xin zhi benti) is the (undi-
vided) “source of Heaven’s self-organizing principle” (yuan zhi shi ge tian-
1i)—(it presents) an origin which is never without appropriateness. This
indeed is your “true self” (zhen ji). This true self is the master of the [liv-
ing and mortal] body-shell. If there were no true self, indeed there would
be no body-shell. True is this: to have it means to be alive, to be without
means death. (Wang 1933a, 34, tr., italics, insertions in brackets DB)”

In contrast to the aforementioned “surface-level” of finite experience, which is
constantly being actualized by the heart-mind (xin) in the sense of a subjective
mode of reflexivity, the term “Heaven’s self-organizing principle” (#ian/i) illus-
trates its objective aspects, for example, manifesting itself as the movement of the
celestial bodies or in the sense of seasonal changes (e.g. Wang Shouren 1933b,
59-60). It is well known that Wang Yangming’s opponent Zhu Xi (4 &, 1130-
1200) had separated those two aspects. In short: he had subordinated that which
he confined as a purely subjective element of the “human heart-mind” (renxin
AiL») to the objective process(es) of the “self-organizing principle(s)” (/) in all
things and situations (Bartosch 2015b, 164-73).

For Wang Yangming, the “root-system of vitality” (benti) of each subjective “win-
dow” of the “heart-mind” (xin) (as an unfolding process) and the “source” (yuan Ji)
of the objective noumenon™ of an all-pervading “self-organizing principle of Heaven”
(tianli) are identical (see the first sentence of the passage). Wang Yangming has also
put this in the more commonly known following short formula: “The heart-mind is
exactly the self-organizing principle (xin ji /1)” (Wang Shouren 1933a, 2, tr. DB).”

77  Source text: “IZ/CrZ AHE JF R R IR R AR B AV 2 B O B ORI E
S J R O . B 2 AR 2 RIBE.

78  Wang Yangming also defines the reality of /i 3 as the appearance of an all-pervading unity in the
self-organizing process of consciousness and world-experience (as a particular structure of subject-
objectivity): “FE—Tf] C. DAL B 2 B R0 & . AIRH 2 R DB R 2 E5m 5 RIEE 2 0. DL
S SN S A EE 2 =L DL S B 2 WS S R 2 0. DAL 2 T S R 2
(Wang Shouren 1933b, 70-71; also Bartosch 2015b, 390-424).

79  Source text: “/UrRIF 1.
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As already stated in view of Yangming’s model of consciousness in the preceding
chapter, this expresses the same implicate-logical form as the Plotinian “thinking of
thinking” (noéseos ndésis). As in Plotinus’s reference to intellection, the subject and
the object in the unity, the knowing/the knower and the known, are se/f~reflected as
identical: the mere objectivizing reflection of the difference between the two aspects
turns into the more profound self-reflection of the underlying uniting connection
that enables the reflection of difference. The foundational level (“root-system of vi-
tality” (benti)) of the thinking and perceiving subject (“heart-mind” (xin)) and the
“source” (yuan) of the respective object of the finite, personal perspective on the “sur-
face™ of the heart-mind (which is perceived and known as a representation of its
“self-organizing principle” (%)) are intuited as identical through their difference: the
self-reflecting consciousness is elevated into its original state — subject-objectivity.
In the sense of Plotinus, this means perfect epistrophic “contemplation” (¢hedria).

Historically speaking, Wang Yangming had a first insight of this® during one
historical moment of the year 1508. This happened during a phase of his life when
he was forced to live in a remote place in Guizhou province in southwest China.
This existential “aha-experience” is known as his wu Dao 151H, his “finding of the
Way”-moment, as the original unity of the unity and difference of the subjective and
the objective, xin and /i, knower and known (situation, process).

In the last quote further above, Yangming also referred to this same foundation
of heart-mind and (self-)organizing principle as the “true self” (zhen ji), and he
has identified it as the life-providing origin per se. From our perspective this is im-
portant. In a transversal view of Plotinus, this universally life-bearing “true self”
provides an exact functional equivalent to the highest form of pure “contempla-
tion” (theoria) of the (transpersonal/cosmic) “intellect” (nods). As it is indirectly
receiving the One, the (cosmic) “intellect” is not only viewed as the conditio sine
qua non of all living processes, “[bJut [as] [...] a contemplation that is alive, not an
object of contemplation like that in another” (Plotinus 2018, 3.8.8, 363, italics,
insertions in brackets DB).%

'This life [...] is more clear and is the primary Life and primary Intellect,
and these are one. And so the first life is intellection [7désis], and the

80 I have discussed this topic in Bartosch (2015b, 88-91). One can also infer the two major levels or
dimensions of the “heart-mind” (xin) from the expression “xin zhi benti > Z A<M,

81 'This moment could also be explained “translatively” as a self-manifestation of the same implicate-
logical (meta-)form that underlies the Plotinian “thinking of thinking” (nofseds ndésis). In
Yangming’s case, it is of course displayed in the form of Neo-Confucian terminology.

82  Source text: “todt0 8¢ dott Bewpia (Do, 0O Bedpnpa, olov 10 &v 8AL[w]” (Plotinos n.d., T [3] 1’
[8], insertion in brackets DB).
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second life is a second kind of intellection, and the last life is a final form
of intellection. And so all life is of this kind and is intellection. People
might perhaps say that there are different kinds of life, though they do
not say these are different kinds of intellection, but rather that some are
instances of intellection, others not intellection at all, doing this because
they do not investigate what life in general is. But we really must point
out the following, that our argument demonstrates once again that all
beings are a by-product of contemplation [zhedria]. So, if the truest life
is life with intellection, and this is identical with the truest intellection,
then the truest intellection is alive, and contemplation and the object of the
highest kind of contemplation are alive and are life, and the two are together
one. (Ibid., 3.8.8, 364, insertion in brackets and italics DB)®

The “true self” (zhen ji) is identical with the “root-system of vitality of the heart-
mind” (xin zhi benti > 2 A H)—which is identical with the “source” (yuan Jii) of
all (living and non-living) forms, things, and situations brought forth in the om-
nipresent transformations of the “(self-)organizing principle of Heaven” (tianfi).
Therefore, it is the general life principle.

While the “heart-mind” (xin) is the “master of the body” (shen zhi zhu 5 2 F) in
the sense of our own respective body and our subjective perspective on it (Wang
Shouren 1933b, 44, tr. DB),* the “true self” is the master of the “body-shell”
(qugiao Ji7%) in the most universal (subject-object-related) sense. In this regard,
the mastery of the true self (as the implicate-logical unity of unity and difference
of the subjective, respectively, objective “surfaces” of the heart-mind and the (self-)
organizing principle of Heaven) over the living processes resembles that of the
highest form of intellection (ndésis). The subordinate mastery of the heart-mind
over the individual’s “body” (shen), respectively, all living “things” (wu) implies a
certain “vicinity” to the functional status of the Plotinian “soul” (psyché), at least in
this life-bestowing perspective.®

83  Source text: “H 8¢ évapyeotépa ot kol mpdt {of] Kol npdTog vodc sic. Nonoic obv 1 mpdT
o kai {on Ssutépo. vonoig deutépa ko 1) oydrn {on Eoydn voneic. [1dca ovv {or 1ol yévoug
T00TOL Kol vonotg. AAG Cofig pév Tomg dtapopag téy av Aéyotev dvBpwmot, voioewmv 6€ ov
AEyovov, GAAG TAG pév, Tag & dAmg 0V vonoelg, Tt dhwg v Lony 6 Tt oTé EéoTv 0V {nTodoty.
AM ékeivo ye émonpaviéov, 61t v ab 6 Aoyog mépepyov Evdeikvutar Bempiog Td mévTo
6vta. Ei totvov 1 {on 1 dAnbeotdt vonoet (on éoty, adtn 8¢ Tadtov Tf) GAnbeotdrn vonoe, 1
aAnbeotdrn vonoig Cit koi 1 Oewpio kot T0 Oedpnpa 10 ToodTo (MY Kot {wr Kol &v Opod T §v0.”
(Plotinos n.d., T"" [3] 0" [8])

84  Source text: /. B Z .

85 Iam putting the transversal problem horizon of subjectivity into brackets here, it is part of another,
upcoming investigation.
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Furthermore, it is interesting that Wang Yangming chose the term i .7, be-
cause, in view of ancient sources, “the ji [ 1] self is one of the least somatic aspects
of a person’s identity, and it is far less material than, for example, the xing /& form,
which is the physical frame, shape, or mass of the body” (Sommer 2012, 19).

At least in view of basic differences, it is important to note that Yangming is noz
an “Idealist” in the (Neo-)Platonic sense: what takes the place of the explanatory
function of the “matter” (hyle) of existing things and objects here, that is, mutatis
mutandis, “Quidum”/“matter-energy” (i %) is thought of as the inseparable “in-
verse” or ‘arrying flux” of organized thought (the two aspects being thought of as
two sides, two opposite ends of a spectrum of the same)® and not as an evil “re-
verse”, which is not reached by thought, light, and therefore by the extensions of
the “One-Good” (agathon) (in its hierarchical emanations of shedria declining in
purity), as in the case of Plotinus’s views of physical matter.®’

On the other hand, however, one also has to take notice that the “good-knowing”
(liang zhi), which matches the level of the “true self”, is defined as an “empty spir-
it” (su ling) (see the respective quote in chapter 1). From our transversal angle, this
leads us to a further, more “resonant” aspect:

“Good-knowing” (fiangzhi) is the spiritual agent (jing/ing) of (an all-en-
compassing process of) “creative transformation” (zachua). This spiritual
agent brings forth heaven, gives birth to the earth, generates (earthly)
“spirits” (gui), and is the cause of (heavenly) “deities” (47). Everything em-
anates from that: truly related to (all) things, but with no counterpart.
(Wang Shouren 1933, 15, tr. DB)#

Although the “good-knowing” (/iang zh1) is effective within everything, it is (in
a logical sense) defore any experience. In this sense, it stands in a certain partial’
functional parallel to the explanatory function of the pure “contemplative dimen-
sion” of the Plotinian “intellect” (n204s). Like the latter, the former has no limit and
nothing besides itself, because it includes the possibility of all perfect develop-
ments. Even the “heart-mind” (xin) as a whole is still characterized by “[...] ‘emp-
tiness” (xu), [it is] ‘spiritual, bright, (self-)conscious’ (/ingming jue). This is what is
called the ‘root-condition’ (benran A8R) of its ‘good-knowing’ (liangzhi)” (Wang

86  For the background in the history of Chinese philosophy during the Song dynasty cf. also Bartosch
(2015b, 182-83).

87  Regarding these, see fn. 44.
88  Source text: “ R AN AL R B 8 LS AR R A L R BT B e B L R R B A

89 I am putting the aforesaid difference into brackets here, of course.
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Shouren 1933b, 44, tr. DB),” and “at [this] (very) root, heaven, earth, then ten
thousand things and myself are one (meta-) system of vitality (tian-di wan wu ben
wu yi ti)” (Wang Shouren 1933b, 76, tr. insertion in brackets DB).”!

'The non-manifest is the driving agent within all transformation. Apart from the
aforesaid difference that Wang Yangming does not think in terms of an onto-
noetic hierarchy (intellect, soul, nature, physical matter) and a related value-based
vertical circle of self-realization (Proclus: moné, proodos, epistrophe), but (implicit-
ly) in the sense of circularly coordinated model of consciousness (see chapter 1),
there is another partial resonance of meanings: As “nature” (phyisis) (as an emer-
gence of cosmic thedria) produces “not by hands and must therefore remain entire”
(see the first quote in this chapter), so is the “good-knowing” (Ziangzhi), or with
an alternative term, our “spiritual brightness” (/ingming) actual within that which
springs forth from it. “(If) heaven, earth, spirits, gods (and) the ten thousand
things were to split apart (and) to withdraw from my spiritual brightness (/ing-
ming), there would be no more heaven, earth, spirits, gods, ten thousand things”*

(Wang Shouren 1933c, 33, tr. DB).

In this sense of the eminent function that consciousness plays in Yangming’s phi-
losophy for the manifestation of all world-experience as such, the following pas-
sage therefore also transcends the realm of a mere “phenomenological” allusion to
the problem of moral responsiveness:”

The centre of (that which is) “not yet emerging” (wei fa)—this is the
“good-knowing” (Ziangzhi): “no before (and no) after, (no) inside (and no)
outside” (wu gianhou neiwai) “and thereby indivisibly representing one
(meta-)system of vitality” (er hunranyiti)—]...] That (which is) not yet
emerging “exists in the centre of that (which is) already emerging” (zai
yi fa zhi zhong); and in the centre of that which is “already emerging” (y:
fa), that which is not yet emerging never exists in distinction from it. That
(which is) already emerging exists in the centre of that (which is) not
yet emerging; and in the centre of that which is not yet emerging, that
which is already emerging never exists in distinction from it: never being
without movement and stillness and yet non-distinguishable in terms of
movement and stillness. (Wang Shouren 1933b, 59, tr. DB)*

90  Source text: “I-Cr.2 iz 58 WHE HIFTRE AR 2 KA.
91  Source text (with context): “R N KM Z 0o R EY) AL —#E5 1.
92 Source text: “T%H FE P B ANFR 10 88 BH AF R A R AT T

93  Cf. also my comparative investigation on Yangming’s foundational, respectively, “implicate logic”

(Bartosch 2022a) of a transformational creativity in Bartosch (2015b, 68-114).
94  Source text: “AFE 2 W B AN TR A ISR — 88 F W[ REE O E 2 28
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We can also say that least in a partial functional (transversal) resonance” with
Plotinus’s view,” Yangming also expresses the higher reality of an enlightened
self-knowledge, which is unfolding, experiencing, while actively “bending itself
back” (the original meaning of “reflexion”) to a universal source, the “true self”
(zhen ji), at the same time:

The “emptiness of good-knowing” (liangzhi zhi xu) is precisely the
“great void of Heaven” (tian zhi taixu). The “formlessness” (wu) of the
good-knowing is exactly the “formless appearance” (wu wxing) of the
great void. Sun, moon, wind, thunder, mountains, rivers, peoples, the
(the living and non-living) entities: all have appearance, form, shape,
colour and all remain in the formlessness of the great void, emerging
from its centre—effective, flowing, operating—never causing disrup-

tions (or) blockages of the sky. (Wang Shouren 1933c, 16, tr. DB)*’

The philosophical enigma of the same “emptiness” (xu f) as the foundation of
“good-knowing” (fiangzhi), which is also inherently present in subjective expe-
rience in an eminent way, and the unlimited, all-emanating objective “great void
of Heaven” (tian zhi taixu) points towards the logical form of the identity of
subject-object. Plotinus somehow alludes to this in his own affine way as well:
“Intellect is not the intellect of one particular thing, but Intellect as a whole.
And being Intellect as a whole, it is the Intellect of everything. And so since
it is all Beings and belongs to all Beings even its part must possess all Beings”
(Plotinus 2018, 3.8.8, 364).%® And vice versa,

[...] there is nowhere where it is not, for those able to partake of it.
For wherever you place that which is able to possess what is omni-
present, it is from there that you possess it. Just as when a voice fills an
empty space or human beings, too, as well as the space, in whatever part
of the empty space” [erémia Epnpia] you place your ear you will receive the

ZHRE AR EFE CRAERE 2 MR RERA CEE A7 R E WEEF. M
AFTUABYEF > .

95  That is, with the above-stated general difference remaining.

96 Namely that of a superordinate non-materiality of “contemplation” in the sense of the subject-
objective, intellective “thinking of thinking” (noéseds ndésis).

97  Source text: “ R R AT E R Z AR, B A2 M AR 2 X E 2 W H H RGO RY). LA SR
G LR Y P 3 AT AR B AR R e

98  Source text: “Kai dAhmg 8¢ 6 vodg oy £vOg Tvog vodg, ALa kol Ttdg Ttdg 0¢ MV Kol mhvtmv. Agl
0BV adTdV TévTa Sva Kod Taviev kol O pépog avtod Exetv niv koi mévtar [...]” (Plotinos n.d., I’

[3]n" [8D).

99 T agree to the decision of the translators of Plotinus (2018) to use the expression “empty space” in
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voice as a whole and yet not all of it. (ibid., 3.8.9, 365, italics, insertion
in brackets DB)!%

Wang Yangming’s identification of the “emptiness of good-knowing” (/iangzhi
zhi xu) and the “great void of Heaven” (¢ian zhi taixu) allude to the same in-
effable sameness that Plotinus’s philosophical image of “empty space” (erémia)
is alluding to on this occasion—namely the very foundation of everything: an
infinite unity that is effective in all distinctions,'”" because it is the connection
of all possible distinction at the same time, and because the distinction is in
itself without any distinction: “The line or boundary which draws all individual
forms is in itself without any limit; it is in [itself] undivided” (Bartosch 2021,
136, insertion DB).

This “implicate logic” (Bartosch, 2022a) of “thinking of thinking” (noéseds nde-
sis), namely the application of the distinction to itself, or, “containing itself”
(Luhmann 2001, 245), which can also be formulated as the “unity of unity and
difference” (Bartosch 2015b, e.g. 19), is implicitly hinting even beyond the log-
ical position of Plotinus’s “intellect” (no7s)—it is alluding to the same founda-
tional dimension, #he same boundless sameness, here expressed in the (implicitly
negating) meaning of an “emptiness of good-knowing” (liangzhi zhi xu) and (the
implicit negation) in the term “great void of Heaven” (¢ian zhi taixu). This is be-
cause, with regard to grasping a further implication of Wang Yangming in this
context, we have to think one step further: an emptiness within a great void is
an “empty” opposition (of subject-object). It therefore only alludes toward an
absolute sameness, that is, a highest foundation, which, as it is to be conceived of
as boundless, all-encompassing, cannot be reached by means of mere conceptual
(finalizing, definition-based) thinking.—Plotinus alludes to “this” same ineffable
foundation in an absolute sameness by using the terms “sén” (the One) or “ag-

athon” (the (highest) Good).

this particular philosophical context. More literal translations wouldn’t make any sense here.

100 Source text: “f 0Ok E6T1v, dOL ) E6TLYV, 01G £0T1 pETEYEW 0DTOD. TO Yo TAVTOXOD TAPOY GTHGOG
omovodv 10 duvapevov Exev Exelg Ekelbev: domep el Pmvilg koteyodong Epnuiav 1 kol pHeTd Tig
Epnpiog kol avBpdmovg &v 6TwodV Tod EPTHOV GTAGUG OV THV PWVIV KOPLEL Ticav Kol o 00
ndcov” (Plotinos n.d., T" [3] 0 [8]).

101 Cf. also the following statement by Niklas Luhmann: “[The form] ‘is’ in any case not only the
boundary, it also contains the two sides that are separated by it. It has, one could say, an open world
reference, and perhaps this is underlying the enigmatic phrase ‘distinction is perfect continence”

(Luhman 2001, 245, insertions, italics DB); cf. also Bartosch (2022a).
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Oneness and Goodness as the Core-Insight of True Humanity

Another topical field to explore in a transversal-analytical perspective with regard
to Plotinus and Wang Yangming is that of an absolute oneness in relation to
morality in the sense of human self-perfection and the related self-knowledge.
In comparison to earlier Greek thought, Plotinus’s views on self-knowledge are
rather special. Also under this background, they provide a great entrance point for
transversal analysis of his and Yangming’s thought. As Gwenaélle Aubry has stat-
ed, earlier Platonic thinking and ancient Greek philosophy in general had nur-
tured the notion of a “self [which] was to be found not as much in the dimension
of interiority and self-consciousness as in that of exteriority and manifestation”
(Aubry 2020, 210).1 Plotinus, on the other hand, represents, as stressed by Aubry,
a “singular position [...] in this context (ibid., 211)”, because for him, “the precon-
dition of self-knowledge is the conversion to [a form of | interiority[, which] [...]
is not ‘subjective’, much less, ‘intimate’ [but] bears or contains the very principles
of reality, from the One-Good to Nature” (ibid., 211, insertions in brackets DB).
Furthermore, “Plotinus does accept an immediate reflexivity” (ibid., 212, italics DB).

Mutatis mutandis, very similar words can be used to describe Wang Yangming’s
general understanding of the foundations of self-knowledge. Recall the short pas-
sage that was quoted earlier, where the heart-mind is identified with Dao 18 as
well as an entrance point “to know Heaven” (zhi tian 1°X) (see footnote 65). And
in one of the passages cited in the last chapter, we saw that the conversion to a
form of interiority (the subjective “surface-level” of the heart-mind) is a precondi-
tion to establish and practice an insight, in which subjective and objective aspects
of the “self” (i) permanently coincide. For Wang Yangming, this “true self” (zhen
Ji) is not only the foundation for a higher experience of the world in the sense of
a sort of self-processing subject-objectivity—aut of /ife and of the related whole of
“heaven and earth” (tian-di) itself.

The term “zhen ji” reflects the truth of a “known-and-practiced”® sameness and
unison of “I” (wo 3, wu ) with “heaven, earth, and the ten thousand things”
(tian-di wan wu) (see footnote 91). “To know Heaven” (z4i tian) in this sense can
be understood in parallel to Plotinus’s description of the “contemplation” (#hecria)
of the “intellect” (nois), that is, as a form of true self-knowledge, namely, to say
it again, as “a contemplation that is alive, not an object of contemplation like that
in another” (see footnote 82). Plotinus emphasized that “[...] one should not be

102 Christopher Gill therefore characterized “the ancient [Greek] self as ‘objective-participant’ rather than
‘subjective-individualist” (quoted in Aubrey 2020, 211, insertion in brackets DB). One might also think
of the famous analysis of ancient Greek literature by Erich Auerbach (1892-1957) in this regard.

103 In the sense of “zhi-xing he yi”. See further above.
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focused on one’s heart’s [selfish] desires but on the whole universe. Such a man
gives other individuals the honour due to them and always strives for that object

towards which all things capable of striving are directed [...]” (Plotinus 2018,
2.9.9,222).104

In parallel to this understanding of the possible self-perfection of consciousness
that is mediated via the “intellect” (n0iis), we have seen that the “origin is never
without appropriateness (yuan wu fei /i)” (see the quote in chapter 2). If the “will-
ing/intentionality” (yi) that is emitted by or radiating (fadong) from the heart-
mind (see chapter 1) is congruent with the immediate and intuitive directionality
of its inherent and innate ‘good-knowing” (liangzhi), it is expressing its “root-sys-
tem of vitality” (benti), respectively, the origin of the “self-organizing principle of
Heaven” (#ianli), and therefore: the universal “true self” (zben ji). This is affine to
the aforementioned “immediate reflexivity” (Aubrey 2020, 212) that Plotinus is
emphasizing, when he says that the “Good” (agarhdn) is to be attained “by know-
ing it through immediate contact with it”'* (Plotinus 2018, 3.8.10, 367). If the
“willing/intentionality” (y7) is not congruent with the “good-knowing” (fiangzhi)
that all other life forms are participating as well, that is, if we are getting lost in
“selfish desires” (zisizili FFhH M), our willing/intentionality is evoking “evil” (e
58) (Bartosch 2015b, 679-706).1%

A comparable distinction with regard to the problem of good and evil can be

)«

made with regard to Plotinus’s “soul” (psycheé). It has already been compared to
Wang Yangming’s notion of the “heart-mind” (xin) further above. At this point, it

)«

can be added that Plotinus’s “soul”is divided in an “upper” and “lower” part (Ploti-
nus 2018, 2.9.2,210-11).77 The latter is related to the typical “entanglements” of
human life, and it also includes the possibilities and actualities of immoral or evil
human deeds. To become a better and happier human being (ibid., 1.4), one has
to actively retreat to, that is, to focus one’s consciousness in the “upper” echelons

104 Source text: “ov yap mpdg 10 Ekdot[®] kotaddpov, dAld Tpog O Tl det PAEne: Tipdv 8¢ EkdoTong
kot d&fov, omeddv 8 del 0 mévto oneddet T Suvapeva [...].” (Plotinos n.d., B" [2] 0" [9], brackets
DB). Armstrong translates this passage as follows: “For one must not look at what is agreeable to the
individual but to the All. A man who does this values individuals according to their worth, but presses
on always to that goal to which all press on that can [...]” (Plotinus 1980, 263).

105 Source text: see fn. 81.

106 For an extended source passage in this regard cf. Wang Shouren (1933¢, 7-8: ‘M EREEE N
A& 1) 35 58 N . ZZD(JK?J'%*E& UHATEE R — W e AR B A 5 O AN RS AR b i g e fF
SERE T R AN A — A . MG R R E R e E 2 B R AR T
P 2 [ M . 5573‘7775%2@.7\5.*53 LU P e NE | I (BN Gl e 7 NG
ZﬁEﬁH RS e

107 I am working on a further article to compare this with Wang Yangming’s understanding of the
terms “daren KN” and “xiaoren /NN
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of the “soul” (psyche). Here one is able to “mirror” (Bartosch 2018a, 94) the higher
constitutive principle of the “intellect” (n04s), which is, so to say, filtering and
mediating the absolute goodness of the “One” (5én) (or the “One-Good”, to use
Aubrey’s term).

Plotinus’s encouragement to “[c]ast yourself towards [the One] and [to] encoun-
ter it taking rest within it[, to] unite your thought with it more and more [...] by
beholding its greatness through what comes after it and is caused by it”%® (Ploti-
nus 2018, 3.8.10, 367, insertions in brackets DB)—which, please note, doesn’t
mean to retreat from one’s social environment and social activities here—sounds
like a perfect supplement for Wang Yangming’s description of the practice of the
“extension of good-knowing” (zhi liangzhi ELR%1): “The phrase ‘to always be
involved in a situation’ means to ‘gather sincerity’ (7 yi ££38%); ‘gathering sincerity’
means the ‘extension of good-knowing’ (zAi liangzhi)” (Wang Shouren 1933b, 76,
tr. DB).' (The good-knowing is thereby at the same time also to be understood
in the sense that has been analysed in the last section of the second chapter.)

It is highly important to note that Plotinus’s use of the two terms “Good” (agazh-
on) and “One” (hén) resonates with the later Wang Yangming’s understanding of
the “root-system of the vitality of good-knowing” (liangzhi benti R HIAHE) not
only as the source of all good events and activities of human beings, buz also as the
Jfoundation of the unity of the universe itself. Thereby, “the root-system of vitality of
the good-knowing is without movement and without stillness”!® (Wang Shouren
1933c, 15, tr. DB). In this trans-rational, “metaparadoxical” (Gloy 2001) impli-
cate-logical (Bartosch 2022a) sense, the source of “good-knowing” (Ziangzhi) can-
not be thought of by means of a simple either-or-distinction between “good” (shan
) and “evil” (¢fif). Like Plotinus’s “Good” (agathon) (Plotinus 2018, 5.5.13,596),
Yangming’s “good-knowing” is good in a supra-ethical way (Schweitzer 2002,
274)."1 While the “Good” (agathon) or, as it is possible to speak interchangeably
in this particular respect, the “root-system of the vitality of good-knowing” (/iang-
zhi benti), is always providing the same absolutely good directionality—and like the
Neo-Platonists, Yangming has made use of the metaphor of sunlight in this re-
gard! (Bartosch 2015b, 336, 339)—the distinction between “good” (shan) and “evil”

(¢) comes into play only in a derived (and different) sense here, namely as soon as

108 Source text: “Kai Pokadv mpog avtd kai Toydv £viog odTod GVOTOUGHHEVOS GUVVOEL udALOV TijL
TPooPoLf] cuvelg, cuvopdv 88 T0 péya anTod ToTg pet” ot St adto ovow” (Plotinos n.d., I [3]m" [8]).

109 Source text: “KNHHK. HRER LR UER R

110 Source text: “ [ FIASHY J5 & M) M 571

111 One might also think of the characterization of the “heart-mind’s system of vitality” (xin zhi ti /0>
2 H8) as without goodness and without evil in Wang Yangming’s famous Four-Sentence-Teaching:

I35 M 20O 2 %7 (Wang Shouren 1933c, 26).
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that directionality of /iangzhi is not actualized by the “will(ing)” (yi) in the earli-
er-mentioned sense (see chapter 1 on Yangming’s model of consciousness and the
third last paragraph here). In that case, “evil” (¢) is present in the sense of a selfish
aberration from the “Way” (dao).

In the context of their uses of the words “Good” (agathon) or “One” (hén), respec-
tively, “good-knowing” (fiangzhi), “Way” (Dao), and so on, both thinkers are faced
with the transversal (permeable) problem horizon of ineffability, which marks our
last point to discuss here:

In the case of the virtuous persons soul, that which is known approaches
becoming identical with the substrate which contemplates, inasmuch as it
hastens to Intellect. In Intellect, it is clear that the two are already one not
by appropriation, as in the case of the best soul, but in Substantiality because
“thinking and Being are identical”. (Plotinus 2018, 3.8.8, 363, italics DB)"?

To point at this identity in the unity of the unity and difference of the knower and the
known, of subject-object in the self-knowing state of “thinking of thinking” (noéseds
noésis), Plotinus is using his semantic “pointing rods” (Zeigestibe) (Scheler 1921, 546,
tr. DB) “agathon” and “hén”. Like the terms “Way” (Dao) and (when used in a universal
sense) “Heaven” (#ian) in Wang Yangming’s thought, they are both to be viewed as caz-
aphatic'? philosophical terms, that is, as “performative act[s] of the ineffable” (Bartosch
2015b, 276, tr. DB). The adjective “cataphatic” means that both actually allude to the
same unsurmountable inexpressibility of that which is to be revealed not by means of
explicit negation but by using a particular expression in a supra-conceptual fashion,
that is, in the sense of imp/icit infinite negation (ibid., 275):

For this reason, when you have uttered [the word] “the Good”, don't
make any mental additions. For if you add anything, you will make that
to which you have added something deficient. For this reason, don’s, then,
even add thinking so as not to make it into something else and make it two

[...]. (Plotinus 2018, 3.8.11, 367, italics, insertion in brackets DB)

Wang Yangming’s use of the term “good-knowing” (/iangzhi) in the following
passage presents itself in a very similar form of a “logic of ineffability” (Bartosch
2015b, 233-300, “Logik der Ineffabilitar’); at least in certain passages like these,

112 Source text: “éni Tijg omOLSAiAG YUXTIG TTPOG TO AOTO TML VOKEWEV[®] 1OVTOV TOV EYvOcuévav
e €ig VOOV omELdOVTOV, £l TOVTOL Snkovon 1on &v duew ovk oikeidoel, donep £nt Tig wvxng
Tig dpioTng, GAL" ovoiot kod T[] TadToV TO sivon kai 1o voeiv givar” (Plotinos n.d., I'" [3] 1" [8],
insertions in brackets DB).

113 Regarding the use of this term as a comparative category cf. Bartosch (2015b, 273).
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Wang Yangming’s word use can be defined as cataphatic in the above-mentioned

sense (ibid., 255, 296-300):

Once there was a “master of Chan” (chanshi #Hi). People came to ask for
the method (of the Buddha). In response, he just lifted a feather duster.
One day, his students hid his feather duster. They were curious in what
way he would demonstrate the method (of the Buddha). The Chan mas-
ter was looking for his feather duster, but could not find it, so he raised
his empty hand. My (remarks on) “good-knowing” (/iang zhi) (can be
compared to) the demonstration of the method by means of the feather
duster. What else could I raise besides this (expression)? (Wang Shouren

1933¢, 19, tr. DB)"*

From the perspective of oneness and goodness as the foundations of true hu-
manity, the expressed ineffability in both cases of Plotinus and Wang Yangming
implies that we have to direct all of our efforts towards our shared “blind spot”
(Jahraus 2001, 321) of absolute sameness—which is not only present throughout
all distinction but is the foundation of every distinction and every “thing”: as the
blind spot of all expressibility, it is supposed to be se/f~reflected as the foundation
of the origin of unity in the “intellect” (nois) as well as its origin of a directionality
for good-doing (as its derived manifestation). Like the “source” (yuan) of the “true
self” (zhen ji), which is identical with the “Way’ (Dao) that cannot be properly
expressed in words”*® (Wang Shouren 1933b, 60, tr. DB), this sameness is then
actualized by way of reflecting the principle of the intellect from the (subordi-
nate) highest part of the “soul” (psyché)—which, again, stands in parallel to the
“extension of the good-knowing” (zhi liangzhi) as the most important task of
the human “heart-mind” (xiz). Rather indirectly, Plotinus’s thought—and with it,
from a transversal systematic perspective Wang Yangming’s as well—can be relat-
ed to Nicolaus Cusanus’s (1401-1464) statement that to realize divine goodness
one should always unfold one’s path of action through “the middle of sameness
(aequalitatis medio)” (Nicolai de Cusa 1972, 182, tr. DB): “But you see that in this
equality that has already been mentioned all virtue itself is enfolded and that no
virtue can come to be except through the participation in this [absolute] same-
ness”11¢ (ibid., tr., insertion in brackets DB).'""

114 Source text: “B A #AT- N AR E- R B EE 32— H - FE FE 2 5t - 50l G ] 5 v 4 i
FEERA R N A T JRIE M R e sE B R-& 1 A igs.”
115 Source text (with context): “PEAIE # BRI w2 AR UL B a5 1.

116 Source text: “Vides autem in ea ipsa aequalitate iam dicta omnem moralem complicari virtutem
nec virtutem esse posse, nisi in huius aequalitatis participatione exsistat.”

117 With Goethe, one might also put it as follows: “[...] i/ faut croire & la simplicité In German: one has
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Conclusion and Outlook

The present investigation has uncovered central aspects of Plotinus’s and Wang
Yangming’s philosophies, which at least partly resonate with each other from
a transversal perspective. These “resonances” also exist because both thinkers
started from comparable problems and from there, in certain respects, also de-
veloped comparable® solutions in view of the respective general topics. This is
remarkable, because both thinkers were not influenced by the other’s historical
traditions of philosophy. There are no historical correlations. Nevertheless, we
find certain similarities when analysing the two philosophies transversally. These
commonalities, which have been introduced here, provide a necessary founda-
tion for the development of a further, complementing train of thought that
will allow us to put more emphasis on particular contentual differences. Thus, I
plan to explore the differences with regard to Plotinus’s views on “matter” (by/e)
and Wang Yangming’s understanding of “fluidum/matter-energy” (¢7) as well as
both thinkers’ “extended” views on subjectivity and transpersonal connection or,
if I may say so, the “We in I”in a future investigation from here.""” Last not least,
I believe that reflections like the ones in the present paper can serve as inspira-
tions for the future development of more sophisticated East-West perspectives,
for example, in the field of modern process philosophy. They provide further
hints and also historical foundations for a modern process cosmology with a
global outlook under a transversal background of as many historical roots and
useful, to-be-further-developed ideas as possible. It is an important and urgent
task 70 work on a global philosophy of nature and sustainability, which includes
the best and most useful perspectives of as many ancient wisdom traditions of
mankind as possible.

to believe in simplicity, the most simple, (one has to) believe in that which is ‘the most ancient and
ever-lasting agent of (all) productivity’ (das urstandig Productive), if one wants to acquire the right
way. But not everybody is given this (chance to realize this); we are born into an artificial state (of
existence) and it is indeed easier ‘to make it more and more artificial in more complex ways’ (diesen
immer mehr zu bekiinsteln) than to return to the simple (way)” (Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
quoted in Bartosch 2019, 58, tr., italics DB).

118 In the sense of the possibility to compare similarities and, as we have seen, differences too.

119 We have already seen that the subjective or finite personal perspective of the heart-mind is grounded
in the intersubjective foundation of “ren 1=, respectively, “fu-zi zhi ai” (see ch. 1).In a different, yet

therefore comparable way (in the sense of comparability), Plotinus has reflected on the problem of
the correlation of subjectivity and intersubjectivity in the context of his philosophy.
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