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Plotinus and The Upanishads on 
The One Supreme Reality  

 

 

 

 

THEOSOPHY AND THE THREE APPROACHES/PERSPECTIVES ON THE DIVINE 

“The Secret Doctrine” begins with three fundamental propositions. The first of these is regarding the one 

absolute, infinite, omnipresent Divine Principle, which  H. P. Blavatsky also calls “The One Reality.” She 

writes: 

“To render these ideas clearer to the general reader, let him set out 

with the postulate that there is one absolute Reality which 

antecedes all manifested, conditioned, being. This Infinite and 

Eternal Cause – dimly formulated in the “Unconscious” and 

“Unknowable” of current European philosophy – is the rootless 

root of “all that was, is, or ever shall be.” It is of course devoid of 

all attributes and is essentially without any relation to manifested, 

finite Being. It is “Be-ness” rather than Being (in Sanskrit, Sat), 

and is beyond all thought or speculation.” 
(“The Secret Doctrine” Vol. 1, p. 14) 

Although Theosophy is not the same as the Advaita Vedanta 

philosophy of Hinduism, it is apparent that its view of Deity or the 

Divine is the same as the Advaita position, though expressed (in 

“The Secret Doctrine” at least) with greater detail, complexity, and 

esoteric information. Vedanta is the main and most popular and 

widespread form of Hinduism and it proposes that there are only three possible ways, for anyone who 

believes or accepts that there is a Deity, to view It or Him (or Her). These are expressed in the three 

systems of Vedanta: 

(1) Advaita – non-duality, non-dualism, oneness – As the Divine is absolute and infinite, It must be 

attributeless, impersonal, and entirely unconditioned, otherwise It would not truly be absolute or infinite. 

It must be an IT, not a He or She. And everyone and everything must literally be that Absolute Ultimate 

Reality at their innermost core, their essential nature, the highermost part of their being. The higher Self 

(Atman) of the human being is the Supreme Self (Brahman, also called Parabrahm, not to be confused 

with Brahmā), i.e. Atman = Brahman. Yoga, the goal of union or rather conscious re-union, is achieved 

primarily through knowledge, meditation, and the continual reflection and increasing awareness that “I 

am That, all is That, there is nothing but That.” The Advaita approach was systematised or codified by 

Adi Shankaracharya (510-c.478 BCE according to Theosophy and many of Shankara’s Hindu followers, 

788-820 CE or even later in the view of many modern scholars; he is held in extremely high regard by 

HPB and the Masters of Wisdom) but its basis is in the Upanishad scriptures, many of which pre-date 

him. 

(2) Vishishtadvaita – semi-dualism – Everything is a part of the Divine and therefore everything is divine 

but there is still an ultimate separation and differentiation between ourselves and Him (not “It” or “That”). 

The Divine is a He, a predominantly male Being or Entity, who is a personal God. It is heretical and 

blasphemous to think or say “I am God” or “I am Brahman” or “I am That.” Yoga or union is achieved 

through devotion, worship, prayers, and repetition of mantras in praise of God, who is held to be Vishnu 

and usually worshipped as Krishna. The Upanishads are almost entirely ignored and the Bhagavad Gita 

and Shrimad Bhagavatam (Bhagavata Purana) are often the texts of authority. In this philosophy, we 

belong to God but we are not one and the same as God, not even in the highermost part of our nature. The 

Vishishtadvaita approach was systematised or codified by Ramanujacharya (1017-1137 CE) and its most 

popular form is in the Hare Krishna movement. 
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(3) Dvaita – dualism, duality – We are not divine but are the servants of a personal God, a male Being or 

Entity, who is Vishnu. He has eternally predestined some souls to hell and others to His heavenly paradise. 

All should worship and praise Him, as He is the only true God, but even many of His worshippers will 

end up in hell, due to it having been foreordained that way. There is complete essential separation between 

man and the Divine. The Dvaita approach was systematised or codified by Madhvacharya (1238-1317 

CE) and thus pre-dates John Calvin’s Christian version of predestination. 

Unless we happen to deny all spiritual realities, we will find when thinking about it that our own views of 

Deity are either non-dualist, semi-dualist, or dualist. As for the Theosophical teachings, HPB states: 

“Atman or the “Higher Self” is really Brahman, the ABSOLUTE, and indistinguishable from it.” (“The 

Key to Theosophy” p. 174) 

“The Parabrahm of the Vedantins is the Deity we accept and believe in.” (“The Key to Theosophy” p. 222) 

“Hence Non-being is “ABSOLUTE Being,” in esoteric philosophy. In the tenets of the latter even Adi-

Budha (first or primeval wisdom) is, while manifested, in one sense an illusion, Maya, since all the gods, 

including Brahmâ, have to die at the end of the “Age of Brahmâ”; the abstraction called Parabrahm alone 

– whether we call it Ensoph, or Herbert Spencer’s Unknowable – being “the One Absolute” Reality. The 

One secondless Existence is ADWAITA, “Without a Second,” …” (“The Secret Doctrine” Vol. 1, p. 54) 

“That which is infinite and unconditioned can have no form, and cannot be a being, not in any Eastern 

philosophy worthy of the name, at any rate. … Will you bind the infinitude you claim for your God to 

finite conditions?” (“The Key to Theosophy” p. 107) 

“The INFINITE cannot be known to our reason, which can only distinguish and define; – but we can 

always conceive the abstract idea thereof, thanks to that faculty higher than our reason, – intuition, or the 

spiritual instinct of which I have spoken. Only the great initiates, who have the rare power of throwing 

themselves into the state of Samadhi, – which can be but imperfectly translated by the word ecstacy, a 

state in which one ceases to be the conditioned and personal “I,” and becomes one with the ALL, – only 

those can boast of having been in contact with the infinite: but no more than other mortals can they 

describe that state in words.” (“Le Phare de L’Inconnu” or “The Beacon-Light of the Unknown” article) 

“This ONE SELF, absolute intelligence and existence, therefore non-intelligence and non-existence (to 

the finite and conditioned perception of man), is “impartite, beyond the range of speech and thought and 

is the substract of all” teaches Vedantasara [i.e. a 15th century Advaita Vedanta text] in its introductory Stanza. 

“How, then, can the Infinite and the Boundless, the unconditioned and the absolute, be of any size? . . . 

To the (philosophically) trained Pantheist, the abstraction, or the noumenon, is the ever to be unknown 

Deity, the one eternal reality, formless, because homogeneous and impartite; boundless, because 

Omnipresent – as otherwise it would only be a contradiction in ideas not only in terms; . . . 

“Theosophy objects to the masculine pronoun used in connection with the Self-existent Cause, or Deity. 

It says IT – inasmuch as that “cause” the rootless root of all – is neither male, female, nor anything to 

which an attribute – something always conditioned, finite, and limited – can be applied. The confession 

made by our esteemed correspondent that he “cannot think of anything of nature, Spirit (!) Soul or God 

(!!) without the ideas of size, form, number, and relation,” is a living example of the sad spirit of 

anthropomorphism in this age of ours. It is this theological and dogmatic anthropomorphism which has 

begotten and is the legitimate parent of materialism.” (“Theosophical Articles and Notes” p. 196-197) 

There is of course no obligation or compulsion to accept this perspective if it doesn’t sound right to us. 

But what we will almost all agree is that the conception humanity or a nation or society has of “God” is 

of extreme importance and consequence in many different ways.  

Our aim in reading the following sections is not so much an intellectual or theoretical one, as an exercise 

that attempts to elevate our consciousness towards deeper perceptions of Truth. These words from the 

ancient Indian sages who wrote or spoke the Upanishads and the words of the influential Neo-Platonist 
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philosopher Plotinus (204-270 CE) were born out of deep meditation and contemplation and by dwelling 

and reflecting on them we too can be aided to “go inwards.”  

The passages also show how the non-dual approach was not historically confined to India or Asia; it could 

be argued that Plotinus here expressed the non-dualistic teaching about The One in an even more 

“Advaita” way than Advaita Vedanta itself does. His treatise on “The Good or The One” rivals and closely 

complements the Upanishads. As the Upanishads have become better known than the words of Plotinus, 

we will give more time in this meeting to Plotinus than to them. 

 

 

EXTRACTS FROM THE UPANISHADS 
 

 

 

FROM THE KATHA UPANISHAD 

“The wise, realising through meditation the timeless Self, beyond all perception, hidden in the cave of the 

heart, leave pain and pleasure far behind. Those who know they are neither body nor mind but the 

immemorial Self, the divine Principle of existence, find the source of all joy and live in joy abiding. I see 

the gates of joy are opening for you.”  

“When the wise realise the Self, formless in the midst of forms, changeless in the midst of change, 

omnipresent and supreme, they go beyond sorrow. … The Self cannot be known by anyone who desists 

not from unrighteous ways, controls not the senses, stills not the mind, and practises not meditation. None 

else can know the omnipresent Self, whose glory sweeps away the rituals of the priest and the prowess of 

the warrior and puts death itself to death.” 

“Brahman, the hidden Self, shines in everyone but in everyone does not shine forth. It is revealed only to 

those who keep their minds one-pointed on It and thus develop a superconscious manner of knowing. 

Meditation enables them to go deeper and deeper into consciousness, from the world of words to the world 

of thoughts, then beyond thoughts to wisdom in the Self. Get up! Wake up! Seek the guidance of an 

illumined teacher and realise the Self. Sharp like a razor’s edge, the sages say, is the path, difficult to 

traverse. The supreme Self is beyond name and form, beyond the senses, inexhaustible, without beginning, 

without end, beyond time, space, and causality, eternal, immutable. Those who realise the Self are forever 

free from the jaws of death.” 

“Above the senses is the mind, above the mind is the intellect, above the intellect is the ego – the soul, 

and above the ego is the unmanifested Cause. And beyond that is Brahman, omnipresent, attributeless. … 

There are two selves, the ego and the indivisible Atman. When one rises above I and me and mine, the 

Atman is revealed as one’s real Self. … Know thyself to be pure and immortal! Know thyself to be pure 

and immortal!” 

FROM THE TAITTIRIYA UPANISHAD 

“Before the universe existed, Brahman existed as unmanifest. From Itself, Brahman projected the 

Universal Lord. Therefore the Lord is called the Self-existent. … When one realises the Self, in whom all 

life is one, changeless, nameless, formless, then one fears no more. Until we realise the unity of life, we 

live in fear.” 

“The Self in man and in the sun are one. Those who understand this see through the world and go beyond 

the various sheaths of being to realise the unity of life. Realising That from which all words turn back and 

which thoughts can never reach, they know the bliss of Brahman and fear no more. … Those who realise 

that all life is one are at home everywhere and see themselves in all beings. They sing in wonder: “I am 

the food of life, I am, I am; I eat the food of life, I eat, I eat. I link food and water, I link, I link. I am the 

first-born in the universe, older than the gods, I am immortal. Who shares food with the hungry protects 

me; who shares not with them is consumed by me. I am this world and I consume this world.” They who 

understand this understand life. This is the Upanishad, the secret teaching.” 
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FROM THE KENA UPANISHAD 

“That which makes the tongue speak but cannot be spoken by the tongue, know that as the Self. This Self 

is not someone other than you. That which makes the mind think but cannot be thought by the mind, that 

is the Self indeed. This Self is not someone other than you. That which makes the eye see but cannot be 

seen by the eye, that is the Self indeed. This Self is not someone other than you. That which makes the 

ear hear but cannot be heard by the ear, that is the Self indeed. This Self is not someone other than you. 

That which makes you draw breath but cannot be drawn by your breath, that is the Self indeed. This Self 

is not someone other than you.” 

 

EXTRACTS FROM “THE GOOD OR THE ONE” BY PLOTINUS 
 

 

 

It is by The One that all beings are beings. … As the being of each thing consists in multiplicity and The 

One cannot be multiplicity, The One must differ from Being. … 

What then is The One? What is its nature? It is not surprising that it is difficult to say what it is when it is 

difficult to say even what being is or what form is, although there knowledge has some sort of approach 

through the forms. As the soul advances towards the formless, unable to grasp what is without contour or 

to receive the imprint of reality so diffuse, it fears it will encounter nothingness, and it slips away. Its state 

is distressing. It seeks solace in retreating down to the sense realm, there to rest as upon a sure and firm-

set earth, just as the eye, wearied with looking at small objects, gladly turns to large ones. … 

Because what the soul seeks is The One and it would look upon the source of all reality, namely the Good 

and The One, it must not withdraw from the primal realm and sink down to the lowest realm. Rather must 

it withdraw from sense objects, of the lowest existence, and turn to those of the highest. It must free itself 

from all evil since it aspires to rise to the Good. It must rise to the principle possessed within itself; from 

the multiplicity that it was it must again become one. Only thus can it contemplate the supreme principle, 

The One. … 

The One, then, is not The Intelligence but higher. … The One is not a being because it is precedent to all 

being. Being has, you might say, the form of being; The One is without form, even intelligible form. As 

The One begets all things, it cannot be any of them – neither thing, nor quality, nor quantity, nor 

intelligence, nor soul. Not in motion, nor at rest, not in space, nor in time, it is “the in itself uniform,” or 

rather it is the “without-form” preceding form, movement, and rest, which are characteristic of Being and 

make Being multiple. … 

We must go beyond knowledge and hold to unity. We must renounce knowing and knowable, every object 

of thought, even Beauty, because Beauty, too, is posterior to The One and is derived from it as, from the 

sun, the daylight. That is why Plato says of The One, “It can neither be spoken nor written about.” If 

nevertheless we speak of it and write about it, we do so only to give direction, to urge towards that vision 

beyond discourse, to point out the road to one desirous of seeing. Instruction goes only as far as showing 

the road and the direction. To obtain the vision is solely the work of him who desires to obtain it. If he 

does not arrive at contemplation, if his soul does not achieve awareness of that life that is beyond, if the 

soul does not feel a rapture within it like that of the lover come to rest in his love, if, because of his 

closeness to The One, he receives its true light – his whole soul made luminous – but is still weighted 

down and his vision frustrated, if he does not rise alone but still carries within him something alien to The 

One, if he is not yet sufficiently unified, if he has not yet risen far but is still at a distance either because 

of the obstacles of which we have just spoken or because of the lack of such instruction as would have 

given him direction and faith in the existence of things beyond, he has no one to blame but himself and 

should try to become pure by detaching himself from everything. 

The One is absent from nothing and from everything. It is present only to those who are prepared for it 

and are able to receive it, to enter into harmony with it, to grasp and to touch it by virtue of their likeness 
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to it, by virtue of that inner power similar to and stemming from The One when it is in that state in which 

it was when it originated from The One. Thus will The One be “seen” as far as it can become an object of 

contemplation. … 

The One, the source of all things, is simple. It is above even the highest in the world of being because it 

is above The Intelligence … The awesome existent above, The One … There is no name that suits it, 

really. But, since name it we must, it may appropriately be called “one,” on the understanding, however, 

that it is not a substance that possesses unity only as an attribute. So, the strictly nameless, it is difficult 

to know. The best approach is through its offspring, Being: we know it brings The Intelligence into 

existence, that it is the source of all that is best, the self-sufficing and unflagging begetter of every being, 

to be numbered among none of them since it is their prior. 

… we say that it is one and partless … Also, The One is infinite not as extension or a numerical series is 

infinite, but in its limitless power. Conceive it as intelligence or divinity; it is more than that. Compress 

unity within your mind, it is still more than that. Here is unity superior to any your thought lays hold of, 

unity that exists by itself and in itself and is without attributes. … 

That is The One; it alone, within and without, is without need. It needs nothing outside itself either to 

exist, to achieve well-being, or to be sustained in existence. As it is the cause of the other things, how 

could it owe its existence to them? And how could it derive its well-being from outside itself since its 

well-being is not something contingent but is its very nature? And, since it does not occupy space, how 

can it need support or foundation? What needs foundation is the material mass which, unfounded, falls. 

The One is the foundation of all other things and gives them, at one and the same time, existence and 

location; what needs locating is not self-sufficing. … 

The One cannot aim at any good or desire anything: it is superior to the Good; it is the Good, not for itself, 

but for other things to the extent to which they can share in it. The One is not an intellective existence. If 

it were, it would constitute a duality. It is motionless because it is prior to motion quite as it is prior to 

thinking. Anyhow, what would it think? Would it think itself? If it did, it would be in a state of ignorance 

before thinking, and the self-sufficient would be in need of thought. Neither should one suppose it to be 

in a state of ignorance on the ground that it does not know itself and does not think itself. Ignorance 

presupposes a dual relationship: one does not know another. But The One, in its aloneness, can neither 

know nor be ignorant of anything. Being with itself, it does not need to know itself. Still, we should not 

even attribute to it this presence with itself if we are to preserve its unity. Excluded from it are both 

thinking of itself and thinking of others. … 

The One is not in some one place, depriving all the rest of its presence. It is present to all those who can 

touch it and absent only to those who cannot. . . . Having thus freed itself of all externals, the soul must 

turn totally inward; not allowing itself to be wrested back towards the outer, it must forget everything, the 

subjective first and, finally, the objective. It must not even know that it is itself that is applying itself to 

contemplation of The One. … 

This divinity, it is said, is not outside any being but, on the contrary, is present to all beings though they 

may not know it. They are fugitives from the divine, or rather from themselves. What they turn from they 

cannot reach. … Self-knowledge reveals to the soul that its natural motion is not, if uninterrupted, in a 

straight line, but circular, as around some inner object, about a center, the point to which it owes its origin. 

If the soul knows this, it will move around the center from which it came, will cling to it and commune 

with it as indeed all souls should but only divine souls do. That is the secret of their divinity, for divinity 

consists in being attached to the center. One who withdraws far from it becomes an ordinary man or an 

animal. … 

The One does not aspire to us, to move around us; we aspire to it, to move around it. Actually, we always 

move around it; but we do not always look. We are like a chorus grouped about a conductor who allow 

their attention to be distracted by the audience. If, however, they were to turn towards their conductor, 

they would sing as they should and would really be with him. We are always around The One. If we were 
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not, we would dissolve and cease to exist. Yet our gaze does not remain fixed on The One. When we look 

at it, we then attain the end of our desires and find rest. Then it is that, all discord past, we dance an 

inspired dance around it. 

In this dance the soul looks upon the source of life, the source of The Intelligence, the origin of Being, the 

cause of the Good, the root of The Soul. … It is because of The One that we breathe and have our being 

… As we turn towards The One, we exist to a higher degree, while to withdraw from it is to fall. Our soul 

is delivered from evil by rising to that place which is free of all evils. There it knows. There it is immune. 

There it truly lives. Life not united with the divinity is shadow and mimicry of authentic life. Life there is 

the native act of The Intelligence, which, motionless in its contact with The One, gives birth to gods, 

beauty, justice, and virtue. … 

The man who obtains the vision becomes, as it were, another being. He ceases to be himself, retains 

nothing of himself. Absorbed in the beyond he is one with it, like a center coincident with another center. 

While the centers coincide, they are one. They become two only when they separate. It is in this sense 

that we can speak of The One as something separate. Therefore is it so very difficult to describe this 

vision, for how can we represent as different from us what seemed, while we were contemplating it, not 

other than ourselves but perfect at-oneness with us? This, doubtless, is what is back of the injunction of 

the mystery religions which prohibit revelation to the uninitiated. The divine is not expressible, so the 

initiate is forbidden to speak of it to anyone who has not been fortunate enough to have beheld it himself. 

The vision, in any case, did not imply duality; the man who saw was identical with what he saw. Hence 

he did not “see” it but rather was “oned” with it. If only he could preserve the memory of what he was 

while thus absorbed into The One, he would possess within himself an image of what it was. 

In that state he had attained unity, nothing within him or without effecting diversity. When he had made 

his ascent, there was within him no disturbance, no anger, emotion, desire, reason, or thought. Actually, 

he was no longer himself; but, swept away and filled with the divine, he was still, solitary, and at rest, not 

turning to this side or that or even towards himself. He was in utter rest, having, so to say, become rest 

itself. In this state he busied himself no longer even with the beautiful. He had risen above beauty, had 

passed beyond even the choir of virtues. … 

Such experience is hardly a vision. It is a seeing of a quite different kind, a self-transcendence, a 

simplification, self-abandonment, a striving for union and a repose, an intentness upon conformation. This 

is the way one sees in the sanctuary. Anyone who tries to see in any other way will see nothing. … Such 

is the life of the divinity and of divine and blessed men: detachment from all things here below, scorn of 

all earthly pleasures, the flight of the lone to the Alone. 

 


