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ABSTRACT 

This thesis offers a detailed discussion of Chapters 9-14 of the 
third treatise in the fourth Ennead, entitled "On Difficulties About the 
Soul I" (IV.3 [27]). It attempts a systematic reconstruction of Plotinus' 
philosophical views on the creative activity of soul contained in these 
chapters together with a detailed exegetical interpretation of the text, 
and it is 'motivated by a strong interest in the literary aspect of 
Plotinus' writing. In the three main chapters I shall be examining the 
initial interaction between soul and body (Chapter 2), the ontological 
function of the soul (Chapter 3), and the individuation of soul 
(Chapter 4). One of the two principal aims of the thesis is to assert 
the importance of the ontological function of soul and to examine 
Plotinus' conception of this function, which includes three 
interrelated aspects. Soul operates primarily as the 'natural' 
administrator of the sensible world, has the power to assert its 
fundamentally contemplative nature by turning its attention away 
from the world towards itself, and engages in artistic creation, with 
the explicit aim of producing beauty. The second aim, is to elaborate 
the notion of a distinct and internal perspective of the soul which 
amounts to: first, the elucidation of the function of a variety of 
literary devices that Plotinus employs in this context, precisely in 
order to better accommodate the soul-subjects that it concerns; 
second, the analysis of the process of individuation of soul as a self
constitution of the soul as a particular and distinct point of view 
within the horizon of the Plotinian metaphysical world; and third, the 
examination of the way in which a particular soul may orient itself 
within the complexity and multiplicity of the created universe. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

Considered from a formal point of view, this thesis presents a 

double aspect. On the one hand, it can be regarded as a detailed 

discussion of a small Plotinian text (roughly ten pages of Greek in the OCT 

edition), namely Chapters 9-14 of the third treatise in the fourth Ennead, 

entitled "On Difficulties About the Soul I" (IV.3 [27]). The place of this 

treatise within the Plotinian corpus, the context of the selected text within 

the treatise, as well as the principle behind its identification as a distinct 

unit, will be discussed below in the first section of this Introduction. At 

this point, and in relation to the size of the text, it should merely be noted 

that the aim was not the production of a commentary. Although this piece 

of text structures the discussion and serves as its focus, and despite some 

cases of quite detailed textual exegesis, there is no attempt at the 

exhaustive or comprehensive treatment that would have been appropriate 

with such an aim in view. Instead, and we come here to the second aspect 

of this thesis, the discussion that follows, in the familiar philosophical 

manner, is thematically motivated and proceeds along clearly marked 
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thematic lines, which will be presented In the second section of this 

Introduction. 

This mixed manner of treatment, assuming simultaneously the 

burden of the systematic reconstruction of a philosophical position and 

the exegetical interpretation of a particular piece of text, has of course to 

occasionally negotiate the necessary compromises between the different 

requirements of each task. In this respect, an obvious question may be 

raised. If the interest is fundamentally thematic, motivated by a concern 

for certain philosophical issues, and not exegetical or historical, why is the 

material not presented in the standard form of a reconstruction of 

Plotinus' philosophical arguments which would have taken directly and 

systematically into account relevant passages from the totality of the 

Plotinian corpus? With regard to this question, two points should be 

made in advance. First, despite the fact that this thesis can be considered 

as an interpretation of a particular piece of text, the discussion does 

attempt to reconstruct the systematic context necessary for its purposes 

and is continuously informed by consideration of relevant passages from 

Plotinus' work. Second, and more importantly, this mixed mode of 

presentation is also motivated (at a different level) by an interest (to be 

specified also in the second section of this Introduction) in what may be 

called the figurative aspect of Plotinus' text or thought. Plotinus, of 

course, composed treatises and not complex literary artifacts; indeed, 

according to Porphyry's testimony, his standard manner of composition 
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can be hardly considered as aspiring to literary distinction. I Hence, one 

may argue that the literary sensitivity necessary even for the philosophical 

reader of, say, Plato is not required in this case. However, it is also both 

evident and well-known that Plotinus' work abounds in figurative elements 

at various levels (similes, metaphors, myths); the question of the function 

of these literary or rhetorical elements within a philosophical context is, in 

its own manner, as interesting as the corresponding question in the 

Platonic context. Given my interest in this question, and the 

corresponding resolve to be sensitive and alert to the literary aspect of 

Plotinus' writings while attempting to present and critically discuss the 

arguments contained in them, this study inevitably had to engage 

occasionally with Plotinus' philosophical prose at a level of detail that is 

possible only when a rather small unit of text is kept constantly in focus. 

Contexts 

It is indeed the case that it is hardly possible to discuss any aspect 

of Plotinus' thought (or any of his treatises) without facing at some point 

problems associated with the sou1.2 This state of affairs can be considered 

as the result of two general features of Plotinus' thought. On the one 

hand, given his views on the physical world as an embodied soul, there is 

I "When Plotinus had written anything he could never bear to go over it twice; even to 
read it through once was too much for him, as his eyesight did not serve him well for 
reading. ... He worked out his train of thought from beginning to end in his own mind, 
and then, when he wrote it down, since he had set it all in order in his mind, he wrote as 
continuously as if he was copying from a book." (Vita, 8). 
2 "[T]here are in fact very few treatises in which P. does not deal with some aspect of the 
soul." (Helleman-Elgersma, Soul-Sisters, 32). 
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hardly any topic in Plotinus' 'physics' (and this is especially the case in 

fundamental issues, such as the nature of space and time) that can be 

discussed in complete independence from the question of soul. On the 

other hand, given the 'dynamic' character of Plotinus' thought (the 

continuous ascents and descents through the various Hypostases) and the 

central and mediative role of the soul between the sensible 'here' and the 

intelligible 'there', the discussion of even the most 'metaphysical' areas of 

Plotinus' thought should get its preliminary bearings through a 

consideration of the relevant aspects of his psychology. 

The reader interested in what may be called Plotinus' psychology 

would naturally refer first to the fourth Ennead, since this is the volume in 

which Porphyry, Plotinus' student, biographer, and editor, included the 

treatises mostly or explicitly devoted to the discussion of the soul. This 

collection contains essays dealing with a wide range of questions related to 

the nature of soul, its function within the overall economy of the Plotinian 

system, and its relationship to body or matter. Within this corpus, the 

three continuous treatises "On Difficulties about the Soul" (IV. 3-5; 27-29 

in Porphyry's chronological order) stand easily apart and above; their 

significance for Plotinus' psychology can be provisionally appreciated if we 

take into account the following two considerations. 

First, according to Porphyry's testimony, these treatises were 

composed during the time of Porphyry's stay with Plotinus in Rome 

(between, that is, 263 and 268 AD, and closer to the earlier date, if we 
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assume a relatively constant rate of production of treatises). In fact, in 

view of their content, these treatises could be naturally connected with the 

incident recorded by Porphyry in which he and Plotinus (on Porphyry's 

insistence) had once a three-day conversation "about the soul's connection 

with the body" Nita, 13). Whatever our views about this connection/ and 

whatever our views about the extent and the importance of Plotinus' 

development as a thinker after he started, late in life, writing his books,4 it 

is unquestionable that these treatises are the product of a mature thinker. 

Moreover, we should note that all but one of the other short treatises 

contained in the fourth Ennead were written earlier than IV.3-S (and most 

of them quite early), while the only later treatise ("On Sense-Perception 

and Memory", No.4l in chronological order) can be read as a short 

appendix to IV.3-S. 

Second, in the absence of evidence that Plotinus wished to divide 

IV.3-S in this or any other way/, but mostly with reference to the text 

itself, these treatises could be, and have been read, as a continuous piece 

of work, a unified whole.6 In this case, we are dealing with a treatise that 

J For this issue, see Blumenthal, Plotinus' Psychology, 16. 
4 The greatest part of Plotinian scholars share the view that strictly speaking there is no 
development in Plotinus' thought. Some however, although still reluctant to attribute a 
radical change in Plotinus' doctrines, support the view that certain aspects of Plotinus' 
philosophical system assumed their defmitive shape during the writing of the first dozen 
or so of the treatises. For a brief discussion of the issue and further references, see 
O'Daily, Plotinus' Philosophy of the Self, 20. 
5 In this particular case, this claim can be supported by a marginal scholium in a 
number of manuscripts, according to which Eustochius, the physician friend and other 
editor of Plotinus' works, divided the second from the third treatise "On the Soul" at the 
end of IV.4.29. See the critical apparatus of the OCT edition ad loco 
b First of all by Longinus, to the extent that the treatise ·On the Soul- mentioned in his 
letter to Porphyry quoted in the Vita (19) can be identified with IV.3-S. 
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covers roughly two thirds of the fourth Ennead and obviously bypasses 

any other treatise in this group as to the depth and extent of its . 
elaboration of the relevant issues. Taken together, all these factors 

indicate that, despite views to the effect that "there is no single treatise 

which one could go to in order to discover anything like a definitive 

statement of Plotinus' views on a central question",7 IV.3-5 can be indeed 

considered as the text containing the most extensive and authoritative 

Plotinian discussion of the central issue of the soul, or even as "the 

culmination of Plotinus' treatment of the soul".8 

As their collective title indicates, these treatises have a strong 

aporetic and topical character. Indeed, the impression their reader may 

form at a first reading is of a list of issues (some of which were then, and 

still are today, undoubtedly quite important) discussed one after another 

in the absence of any systematic, or otherwise particular, order. This 

impression is certainly justified to some extent: as a whole, the text is not 

presented in some recognisable systematic manner, say, in a strict or 

loose deductive or inductive fashion, and the transition between certain 

chapters relies merely on local chains of association. However, the work 

neither lacks unity, nor moves along in an unmotivated and haphazard 

paratactic manner. This unity is not guaranteed only by the theme of the 

work in the abstract (namely, soul), but primarily by the specific point of 

view from which the issue is addressed. Throughout the work, the 

7 Gerson, Plotinus, xvi. 
I Helleman- Elgersma, Soul-Sisters, 38. 
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question concerns directly the soul in relation to matter (or, more 

correctly, the condition of embodied soul or ensouled matter, the 

interaction of soul and matter through which the sensible world and living 

bodies are generated): the entire discussion is an attempt to deal with this 

specific problem in all its various levels and aspects. Moreover, the unity 

of the work does not rest solely on the fact that every issue discussed falls 

within the horizon of this central problem. The entire philosophical 

analysis follows, in its broad outline, a framework in which the 

philosophical issues are presented in the narrative form of an account of 

the adventures of the soul in its coming into contact with the body. 

In the present context, there is no need for a detailed summary of 

the contents of the three treatises (the interested reader may consult 

Armstrong's summary at the beginning of IV.3 in the Loeb edition). 

However, if we take our provisional bearings from the indications of its 

narrative form, the entire work can be divided into four large sections 

(IV.3.1-8; IV.3.9-23; IV.3.24-IVA.17; IVA. 18-IV.5.8), which may be briefly 

outlined here. 

The first section (IV.3.1-8) stands apart from the narrative 

framework and is devoted to a single, but complex, issue: the categorical 

clarification of the ways in which particular souls are related to the cosmic 

soul and all individual souls (including the cosmic soul) are related to the 

Hypostasis-soul. In a polemical context shaped by contrasting 

interpretation of certain Platonic passages, Plotinus examines various 
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possibilities and articulates the notion of a Hypostasis-soul to which all 

individual souls, ontologically at the same level and in sympathy with 

each other (hence the image of soul-sisters), relate as species to genus.9 

As we shall see at length in our discussion, each member of this whole 

displays the internal hypostatic extension that characterises the entire 

Hypostasis-soul (that is, each individual soul 'extends' in a certain way 

between Intellect and matter), while its order of rank within the whole is 

determined by the extent and the nature of its creative capacities. 

After this conceptual clarification, Plotinus proceeds to the 

exploration of the nature of soul's relationship with body. The first part of 

this discussion (IV.3.9-23) is framed between an account of the first 

encounter of the soul with body (9-10; this episode amounts to the 

creation of the sensible world by the cosmic soul) and a general 

elucidation of the way in which soul can be said to be present within body 

(19-23; Plotinus' equivalent to the 'mind-body' problem). Included in this 

part, there are a number of chapters (IV.3.ll-l8) mostly concerned with 

the individuation of souls and with problems related to the ensuing 

hypostatic multiplicity. The narrative focus of the second part (IV.3.24-

IV.4.17) is the question concerning the circumstances of the soul when it 

leaves its body, or rather the nature and effects of the journeys of the soul 

in and out of body through death and birth. From a philosophical point of 

9 For a detailed discussion of the debate in which Plotinus is engaged (including the 
identification of possible opponents and of the Platonic passages implicated in the 
background) and a synoptic presentation of views held by modern scholars on the issue, 
see Helleman-Helgersma, Soul-Sisters, 104-121; 190-206. 
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view, this amounts to an extensive discussion of memory. Plotinus starts 

with an examination of memory with regard to ordinary souls (soul 

animating mortal bodies; IV.3.24-IV.4.S); continues with a discussion of 

memory with regard to extraordinary souls (souls animating immortal 

bodies, like the souls of the stars or the cosmic soul; IV.4.6-11); and 

concludes (IV.4.12-17) with a more general discussion elucidating the 

nature of the (mental) life of entities that have memory in comparison to 

entities which do not require its function. The prominence of memory in 

this context can be easily explained. Apart from the weighty presence of 

recollection within the Platonic tradition, memory is the internal faculty of 

the soul par excellence, since it implicates everything that is distinctive in 

the mental or cognitive life of the soul (distinctive also in the sense that, 

unlike, say, perception, it does not seem to be generated immediately 

through its interaction with body) and cannot be attributed to the mental 

activity characterising the Intellect (in sum, the transition from a non

discursive to a discursive mode of thought, from Intellect's eternity to 

soul's time). The rest of the embodied soul's experience (this time in its 

actual interaction with body) is treated in the last part of Plotinus' account 

(IV.4.18-IV.S.8). The first section of this part (IV.4.18-29) is a general 

discussion of passion, desire, and perception; it is followed by a 

parenthesis (IV.4.30-4S) discussing the universal sympathy binding 

together all the parts of the universe (the notion of sympathy is central to 
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Plotinus' account of perception and affection). The entire work ends with a 

detailed discussion of visual perception (IV.S.1-8). 

The reasons underlying the choice of IV.3.9-14 as the focal text of 

the present discussion from within the entire Plotinian corpus are 

obviously entirely dependent on the research interests motivating it, and 

thus should be presented in the context of the account of these interests 

in the next section of the Introduction. However, a few remarks may be in 

place here about the extent to which this piece of text can be 

characterised as a distinctive unit. As my summary above indicates, what 

can be naturally considered as a distinctive unit of text is actually IV.3.9- -

18. This text amounts to a relatively brief but comprehensive overview of 

soul's presence in the universe (the issue of the emergence of soul itself, 

presented most vividly in 111.7.11, is never discussed in IV.3-S), containing 

both an account of the functions assigned to the soul within the overall 

economy of the Plotinian Hypostases (its creative and administrative tasks 

with regard to the sensible world) and an account of the 'spatio-temporal' 

multiplicity that characterises the Hypostasis-soul after its interaction 

with the body (the individuation of souls, their 'localisation' as souls of 

individual bodies of various kinds, their 'spatio-temporal' circulation in 

and out of bodies within the universe shaped by the cosmic soul). My 

discussion, being limited to IV.3.9-14, examines thoroughly the initial 

interaction between soul and body (Chapter 2), the ontological function of 

the soul (Chapter 3), the individuation of the soul (Chapter 4), but 
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addresses only from a specific point of view the issues generated by the 

multiplicity of embodied soul (Chapter S). Ending the discussion at that 

point is not arbitrary: if we shift our narrative focus from the soul to the 

universe, IV.3.9-I3 contains all the elements of Plotinus' account that can 

be presented in the form of a story of the genesis of the world; IV.3.14 is a 

transitional chapter that summarises the previous discussion and 

prepares the ground for what follows; and IV.3.1S-I8 discusses a number 

of basis aspects of the already created world. Since a complete account of 

Plotinus' overview at the level of detailed engagement sustained by the 

present discussion would require two more extensive chapters (an 

examination of the nature and effects of the sympathy enjoyed by all souls 

and a discussion of Plotinus' views concerning the destinies of particular 

souls and cosmic justice) and could not be undertaken within the limits of 

the present occasion, the obvious choice was to end with a discussion of 

IV.3.14 that can serve also as an epilogue to the entire thesis. 

Themes 

The summary of IV.3-S offered in the previous section indicates 

clearly that what I have been so far calling, justifiably from a Plotinian 

point of view, Plotinus' psychology includes aspects that today would not 

be considered as legitimate psychological issues (and this is particularly 

the case in the part of the text that interests me here primarily). The 

obvious reason for this state of affairs is Plotinus' view that a discussion of 



16 

the relation between soul and body should take into account the entire 

hypostatic extension and complexity of soul considered as a distinct and 

irreducible principle of reality. As a result, Plotinus oscillates constantly 

between the discussion of issues pertaining to particular souls (but these, 

apart from human or animal souls, include, say, the souls of stars) and 

the discussion of issues relating to the function of the universal world soul 

(raising thus de facto cosmological or physical questions). 

The present discussion follows Plotinus in this respect: although its 

main concern is the soul, hardly anything in its contents (with the 

exception of Chapter 4) would qualify as a psychological issue, whether of 

a cognitive or a moral philosophical psychology, within a modern context. 

However, its thematic interests are primarily neither cosmological nor 

physical: they are ontological, and at the most fundamental level they 

concern the establishment of the soul as a distinct Hypostasis within the 

Plotinian system. Plotinus works undoubtedly within a Platonic framework 

articulated around the distinction between the sensible and the 

intelligible. The general way he interprets this distinction, through the 

mediation of Aristotle and the Platonic tradition responsible for turning 

Plato's account of the chora in the Timaeus into a theory of matter, is by 

conceiving the sensible as a result of an interaction between the 

intelligible and the material mediated by the soul. In this context, 

although the ontological status of the soul is undoubtedly clarified with 

comparison to its rather peculiar position in Plato and the soul is actually 
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promoted to the rank of a distinct ontological principle, its function seems 

apparently to be reduced to that of a mere medium for the communication 

between the intelligible and the material. Thus, A.H. Armstrong, 

commenting on a passage where Plotinus stresses the close connection 

between the sensible and the intelligible realm (V.B.7.13-17), writes the 

following: 

The insistence on the immediate and intimate relationship of the 
intelligible and sensible universes and the comparative 
unimportance of the mediation of soul should be noted. Soul in 
Plotinus never has a world of its own intermediate between the 
intelligible and sensible worlds; it belongs to both worlds, and is 
normally thought as linking them; but here it seems to be hardly 
necessary even as a link. 10 

The present discussion can be considered as a reaction to a comment of 

this kind. As we shall see at length in what follows, it is indeed the case 

that the principal ontological function of the soul within Plotinus' system 

should be grasped in terms of an activity of mediation. Moreover, it is also 

true that the soul discharges this function as a 'vanishing' or 'self-effacing' 

mediator, engaging in a kind of activity that, when successful, leaves no 

traces of itself behind. Nevertheless, from these premises it follows neither 

that the activity of the soul IS characterised by "compar.ative 

unimportance" nor that the soul "never has a world of its own". The 

detailed analysis supporting these two claims constitutes essentially the 

content of the present thesis; here, a few programmatic remarks may be 

useful. 

10 Plotinus, Enneads (Loeb edition), vol.v, 258-9. 
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The basic problems of the claim that the ontological activity or 

function of the soul can be regarded as unimportant can be made 

immediately evident with the help of a comparison employed by Plotinus 

himself and discussed extensively in Chapter 3. Consider the case of an 

interpreter translating between two speakers of different languages. The 

principal task of this interpreter is the transmission of meaning, both 

generally (Le., the interpreter ought to be able to recognise when a speaker 

engages in a behaviour that amounts to meaningful verbal expression) and 

specifically (Le., the interpreter ought to be able to translate correctly, in 

the ordinary sense of this term, the words spoken). The success of the 

whole enterprise can be judged, say from the perspective of a fourth 

person who knows both languages, by the degree to which this flow of 

meaning remains unobstructed by the presence of the interpreter, who, 

ideally, should not make any contributions of his or her own in the 

exchange of the two speakers. Under these circumstances, the interpreter 

can be considered as a vanishing mediator, in the sense outlined above. 

However, the interpreter's activity, far from unimportant, should be rather 

deemed indispensable; moreover, the instant and apparently effortless 

transference of meaning through a good interpreter is the result of years of 

study and experience. My principal claim with regard to the status of the 

soul in Plotinus is exactly analogous. Plotinus' "insistence on the 

immediate and intimate relationship of the intelligible and sensible 

universes", an insistence that would be philosophically deeply problematic 
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in an orthodox Platonic context and probably reflects Plotinus' reaction to 

the crude other-worldly orientation of the spiritual character of his age 

(e.g., the various forms of Gnosticism), becomes philosophically plausible 

not only through his reinterpretation of the nature of the intelligible realm 

(i.e., the analysis of the Intellect as a living thing), but, primarily, through 

his reinterpretation of the status and function of the soul. In other words, 

it is only to the extent that Plotinus was able to articulate the conception 

of a soul whose translating abilities between the intelligible and the 

sensible far exceed, say, the corresponding capacities of the cosmic 

Demiurge in Plato's Timaeus, that a case concerning the immediate 

relationship between the two realms and the apparent superfluity of soul 

could even make sense. 

The second point from Armstrong's passage, concerning the sense in 

which the soul may have or have not a world of its own, cannot be so 

easily addressed in a brief manner, because it implicates rather deeper 

issues. At the most fundamental level, one may observe that, whether we 

are talking about Plato, Plotinus, Kant, or any other philosopher, there are 

not many worlds to start with, but only one world, this one in which 

philosophers themselves live, rich enough to be experienced, viewed, or 

analysed in a variety of ways and from many perspectives: as 

unconditioned, conditioned, one, many, eternal, temporal, material, 

sensible, intelligible, animate, living, and so on. This is certainly a 

philosophical claim that cannot be defended here in its generality. In the 
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immediate Plotinian context, two points should be made. First, the notion 

of "having a world" is particularly inappropriate in this context, if the aim 

is to capture the distinctive independence of a Plotinian principle of 

reality. The Intellect does not have a world but enjoys a kind of life, the 

life of unobstructed contemplation; similarly, the soul has its own kind of 

life, the life in time, since time for Plotinus is not an external feature of the 

sensible world, but the mode of the internal life of soul. Second, the 

substantive continuity implied in the claim concerning the immediate 

relationship between the intelligible and the sensible realm makes no 

sense if, from another perspective, it cannot be understood as a qualified 

incorporation of the sensible world into the Plotinian system of higher 

principles. Yet, this incorporation, along lines drawn in Plato's Timaeus, 

is nothing other than the qualified incorporation of the cosmic soul, or 

else, the animation of the universe by it. In this sense, the (cosmic) soul 

has indeed a world, the sensible world which is its very body and which 

would immediately collapse into the darkness of a pure materiality if the 

soul were to be withdrawn from the picture. 

Thus, one of the two principal aims of my thesis is to assert the 

importance of the ontological function of the soul and to examine in detail 

Plotinus' conception of this function, which includes three interrelated 

aspects. Soul operates primarily as the 'natural' administrator of the 

sensible world, has the power to assert its fundamentally contemplative 

nature by turning its attention away from the world towards itself, and 
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engages in artistic creation, with the explicit aim of producing beauty. The 

second aim is rather more complex, since it brings together two apparently 

independent sets of considerations that oscillate between the substantive 

and the methodological. Consider the problem presented within a 

Platonic-Plotinian context by an account of the sensible world, aiming to 

illuminate either its origin or its order. This account, as Plato himself 

noted when, in the Timaeus, he introduced the notion of an eikos logos or 

mythos, cannot assume the normal form (whatever this may be) of a 

philosophical exposition. In a Plotinian context, the special problem 

raised by such an account can be expressed in the following schematic 

way. Although there may be an intelligible idea of the world within the 

Intellect (or, more correctly, even if the Intellect itself is the intelligible 

universal animal that the sensible universe imitates), this idea does not 

contain the fact of its materialisation. In other words, what is at stake in 

such an account is primarily the mechanism through which the 

intelligible order generated by the proper activity of the Intellect is imposed 

on matter, something about which the Intellect itself is entirely ignorant. ! '~v •. ':." 

As a result, even if a philosopher were able to experience or transcribe (in. l" ~,u 
. ,f..".Ii 

whatever form this could be possible) the entire contents of the Intellect, 

the emergence of the sensible world would be an issue not addressed in 

such a dialectical reconstruction. Hence an account of the emergence of 

the sensible world cannot be written by a philosopher reconstructing the 
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point of view of the Intellect and would make no sense to an audience of 

human beings occupying the same perspective. 

As we saw before, the ontological function of transmitting the 

intelligible order to matter is undertaken and dispensed by soul. It seems 

then that one may try to solve the epistemological problem formulated 

above along similar lines. The ensuing hypothesis would be that an 

account of the emergence of the sensible world would correspond to a 

philosophical reconstruction of a distinctive point of view of the soul (i.e., a 

perspective with its own epistemological norms, different to the ones 

associated with the reconstruction of the intelligible realm) addressed to 

an audience of human beings who are able (qua souls) to occupy this 

perspective. This perspective would be in a sense internal or self

explicatory: in giving an account of the emergence of the sensible world, a 

philosopher qua soul would try to reconstruct the deeds of the soul for an 

audience of souls. However, given the rest of what a philosopher knows 

and the limits of the creative activity of the soul (the soul, we recall, is a 

transmitter and not an original creator of intelligible order), the final result 

would be a mixed account, oscillating between an external point of view 

(i.e., the point of view from which Plotinus can make claims about the 

unfolding of the Hypostases, or assert that, in the end, the sensible world 

is composed exclusively of an intelligible and a material element) and an 

internal point of view (in which Plotinus must present what the cosmic 

soul saw, did, and suffered in a way that would be persuasive to its sister-
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souls comprising his audience, the only entities who are actually 

interested in what their older sister did and how the sensible world 

emerged). 

The second major aim of my thesis is precisely the elaboration of 

this idea of a distinct and internal perspective of the soul. This 

elaboration takes place in three contexts, one quite general and two more 

specific. The presentation of the general context requires the mention of 

the second set of considerations implicated here. As we have already 

noted, Plotinus' treatises are full of figurative or literary elements of all 

kinds, including simple and complex images and metaphors (some of 

which, like the image of the mirror or a point with lines radiating in all 

directions, occur again and again in different contexts), larger passages 

shaped with the help of literary devices (e.g., speeches of various 

personified abstract entities), and allusion, accounts, and interpretations 

of a variety of traditional myths. Despite the fact that Plotinus never 

composed an extensive myth of his own in the grand Platonic style, 

literary elements of this kind are ubiquitous in the corpus, and, obviously, 

generate some perplexity as to their function within a philosophical 

context. 1I In this perspective, our target text (IV.3.9-14) stands out by the 

unusual, even for Plotinian standards, concentration of figurative element: 

within ten pages of text, apart from a number of isolated metaphors and 

images (some of which playa rather crucial role), we encounter an 

II The relevant material can be surveyed with the help of Ferwerda, La signification des 
images et des metaphores dans la pen see de Plotin. 
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extended set of images capturing the emergence of the sensible world, an 

essentially literary allusion to some mysterious "sages of old" and their 

activity, and a number of more or less elaborate references to Dionysus, 

Zeus, Prometheus, Epimetheus, Pandora, and Heracles. 

Overall, Plotinian scholarship has treated the presence of this 

literary element in Plotinus' thought concentrating on two general fronts. 

On the one hand, a main concern was the safeguarding of the 

philosophical status of the text, and hence an interpretation of all these 

literary or rhetorical devices in terms of a fully dependent illustrative or 

paedagogical function. On the other hand, the presence of this figurative 

element has been connected in various ways with Plotinus' views 

concerning the non-discursive manner of thought that characterises the 

Intellect. 12 Both these approaches are in general justified within 

appropriate limits: overall, Plotinus' use of figurative language is clearly 

motivated by philosophical concerns, and, in specific contexts, this 

motivation is related to issues pertaining to the intuitive character of 

intellection. However, all philosophically significant uses of figurative 

elements in Plotinus' work cannot be attributed to the same philosophical 

problematic. In the present thesis, primarily in Chapter 2 but also 

throughout, the attempt is to show (sometimes at a quite detailed level) 

12 A good representative of older discussions is Pepin, "Plotin et les Mythes"; for a more 
recent discussion, see Rappe, "Metaphor in Plotinus' Enneads V.B.9". The central image 
of light presents problems of its own that cannot be addressed here; see, Beierwaltes, 
"Plotins Metaphysik des Lichtes", and, more generally, Blumenberg, "Light as a Metaphor 
of Truth", 
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how the function of the relevant figurative elements can be understood on 

the basis of philosophical requirements pertaining to the tasks of the 

construction of an account of the emergence of the sensible world and the 

articulation of the internal perspective of the soul that, as we saw, IS 

implicated in such an account. 

The two other uses of the notion of an internal perspective of the 

soul within the present discussion are methodologically more 

straightforward. In Chapter 4, which is dedicated to the problem of the 

individuation of soul, the guiding claim is that this individuation should 

be understood as a process in which each soul constitutes itself through a 

reflective self-recognition that takes place within an internal, specular 

perspective: the establishment of a particular perspective of this kind is 

precisely the individuation of a particular soul. In Chapter 5, which forms 

the epilogue of our discussion, the aim is the identification of some basic 

characteristics of the perspective in which a particular soul (here in the 

sense of an ordinary individual human being) may orient itself within the 

totality of the universe created by the cosmic soul. In terms of the overall 

narrative form of Plotinus' text, the end of our discussion is thus the 

moment in which, after the cosmic soul has created the world and the 

particular souls have descended to their bodies (that is, after the cosmic 

genesis is complete), individual human beings turn around and look at the 

world in which they live. Obviously, as we noted earlier, many more 

things could be said about the condition of this already established world; 
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on the other hand, if first impressions are sometimes quite important, this 

point of ending has undoubtedly its merits. 



CHAPTER 2 

Creation, Generation, Metamorphosis: 
The Genesis of the World 

The Setting 

In Chapter Nine of the first treatise "On Difficulties about the Soul" 

(Ennead IV.3 [27]), Plotinus raises the issue of the relation between soul 

and body and immediately draws a distinction between two fields of 

enquiry. On the one hand, there is a set of problems concerning the way 

in which a particulaI:' soul relates to a particular body; on the other hand, 

there is the issue of the way in which soul relates to body in general. 

Plotinus introduces both problems with the help of the same familiar 

metaphor: in both cases, the question concerns the way in which the soul 

"enters" or "penetrates" (e'iooSoS, eioKp1CJlS) the body and thus "takes upon 

itself a bodily nature" (9.12-3). In the context of this metaphor, the 

difference between the two problems acquires a temporal dimension: the 

general problem is presented as the "first communication" (lTpwTll 

K01Vc. .. lV(a) between soul and body, soul's original "passage from 

bodilessness to any kind of body" (9.8-9); the particular one concerns the 



28 

subsequent movements of souls which, already embodied, pass from one 

body to another. 

After framing the issue in this way, Plotinus naturally announces 

his intention to start with the more fundamental problem. At this level of 

generality, the issue undoubtedly concerns the relation of the soul 

considered as one of the Hypostases of the Plotinian system with matter 

as such. However, a number of qualifications should immediately be 

made, in view of the metaphor of an encounter between soul and body. 

On the one hand, Plotinus is not addressing the full question of the origin 

and status of matter: although the issue of the generation of lower matter 

will certainly be implicated in what follows (especially since in many 

relevant texts it is unclear whether Plotinus talks about the generation of 

matter or of body), other aspects of the issue (e.g. the origin of intelligible 

matter) are irrelevant here. 1 In other words, as will become apparent in 

what follows, Plotinus is not concerned here with the hypostatic status of 

soul or matter prior to their postulated moment of intercourse. The 

metaphorical formulation of the problem in these temporal terms is a way 

to indicate that what interests him is not the origin of the soul or matter 

and whatever can be said about their separate existence, but rather the 

origin, through their interaction, of the embodied soul or the en souled 

body of which the sensible universe is made. 

1 Plotinus faces the issue of matter primarily in 1.8 and 11.4. For discussions with further 
references, see D. O'Brien, "Plotinus on Matter and Evil" and K. Corrigan, Plotinus' 
Theory of Matter-Evil, ch. 6 (esp. pp. 258-60 for the generation of lower matter and its 
Plotinian ambiguities). 
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It appears thus that the initial question concerning the entry of soul 

to body, when understood with the proper qualifications, is in fact a 
) 

cosmological question presented in a cosmogonic manner: how are we to 

understand or explain the existing order of the world through a discussion 

of its origin or manner of coming together? Anyone familiar with Plato will 

recognise the question animating the Timaeus. 2 The suggestion is 

corroborated by the way Plotinus proceeds to set up the problem: 

With regard to the Soul of the All -because it is perhaps <suitable> 
(eiKos), J or rather it is necessary to start with it- we must of course 
consider that the terms 'entry' and 'ensoulment' are used in the 
discussion for the sake of clear explanation (Tct> AOYctl ... Bt6aOKaAias 
Kat Toii oacpoiis Xaptv). For there never was a time when this 
universe did not have a soul, or when the body existed in the 
absence of soul, or when matter was not set in order. But in 
discussing these things one can consider them apart from each 
other, because it is legitimate to analyse any kind of composition in 
thought and language (aAA' hnvofloat TaiiTa XCUp(~ovTas aUTa alT' 
aAATJACUV Tct> AOYctl oTov Te. "E~eOTt yap aVaAvetV Tct> AOYctl Kat Tij 
Btavo(c;x lTaoav ovveemv). For the truth is as follows. If body did not 
exist, soul would not go forth, since there is no place other than 
body where it is natural for it to be (OlTOV lTEcpvKev eTvat). But if it 
intends to go forth, it will produce a place for itself (yevvtloet eavTfj 
TOlTOV), and so a body (9.12-23). 

Plotinus' claim about the starting point of the discussion makes clear that 

his interest is directed at the genesis and order of the sensible world, and 

not the nature and activity of the various hypostases considered 

independently. Although the issue of the relation between soul in general, 

2 Cf. Plotinus' program for a reading of the Timaeus in the context of an enquiry about 
the descent of the soul outlined in IV.B.2; the fundamental questions concern (1) nc:;)s 
nOTe KOlVcuveiv aW~QTQ nEcpVKe If) 'VVXf)]; (2) mp\ K6a~ov cpvaecus ... EV cfl 'lNxTI Ev8IQITclTQI; (3) 
lTEp\ lTOlllTOO. 
3 Inserted by Theiler; accepted by Henry-Schwyzer and Armstrong. 
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cosmic soul, and individual souls is extremely vexed in Plotinus,· the 

cosmic soul is distinguished from all the other souls (at least with regard 

to its activity) preci~ely by the fact that it is the creator of the sensible 

world, the subject of the "first communication" between soul and body, 

through which the "dwellings" (OiKnoeIS) of all other individual souls are 

"prepared" (lTpOlTapaOKevaoaOns). In this sense, it is indeed the appropriate 

starting point for an account of the creation of the world in the manner of 

the Timaeus, with the cosmic soul apparently taking over the role of the 

Platonic Demiurge. 5 

The rest of Plotinus' remarks establish more specific relations with 

the project of the Timaeus. At a first level, to the extent that they concern 

the (relative) temporal order of the appearances of soul and body in the 

cosmic stage, they appear as an acknowledgement of Plato's own warning 

before his description of the construction of the cosmic soul. In Timaeus' 

account, this construction takes place after the creation of the cosmic 

body, and Timaeus warns his audience that the order of the presentation 

of the activities of the Demiurge may be misleading, as the soul, which is 

"prior in birth and excellence" (yeveoel Kai apeTlj lTpOTepav Kat lTpeo(3VTepav), 

appears in the discourse after the body. Timaeus attributes this problem 

4 For a discussion of this issue, see H. Blumenthal, "Soul, World-Soul, and Individual 
Soul in Plotinus"; for a terminological exposition which reveals its complexities, see W. 
HeIleman-Elgersma, Soul-Sisters, 132-147. 
5 Against the notion of creation in time, see further 11.2.1.20; III.7.6.49; V.8.12.20; 
VI.6.18.46; and also O.H. Clark, "Plotinus on the Etemiy of the World". Plotinus mentions 
the special creative role of the cosmic soul in a number of passages; see, in particular, 
IV.3.6 (the metaphors quoted come from 11.14-5) and V.1.2. We will return to the issue of 
the relation between the cosmic soul and the figure of Oemiurge later in this chapter. 
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to the nature of his account, which as an eikos mythos or logos, shares in 

the accidental or casual (lTpoOTVX6vTO!») element which characterises 

human existence and falls short of the desired rigour (34C). However, the 

problem is more complicated than the issue of the correct genetic order in 

an account of the creation of the world. 

The question, in Plotinus, initially concerns the adequacy of the set 

of metaphors which so far has structured the issue. Terms like Eioo50s or 

EJ.l~VXc.vO'l!), although used 515aoKaA(a!) Kat TOO oa<poO!) xaplv, should not be 

taken literally because they may obscure the issue (or bring to it a 

deceptive clarity) by those aspects of their metaphorical logic which do not 

correspond to the reality they are supposed to render comprehensible. A 

term like 'entry' brings into playa specific spatio-temporal staging of what 

is to be thought or explained: A, initially outside B, will be finally inside B. 

Plotinus concedes that the reflective analysis (elTlVOt;Oal) of a composite 

structure is allowed or possible (oT6v TE, E~EO'TI) "in thought and language", 

and that such an analysis will take the form of a genetic narrative which 

will establish spatio-temporal relations between the constituent parts of 

this structure. However, he also warns his readers of the problems 

associated with the establishment of such spatio-temporal frameworks of 

analysis. 

How are we to understand this warning? First, by examining 

Plotinus' literal claims in the closing argument of the passage, where the 

truth is explicitly to be stated. In this argument, in agreement with the 
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starting point of the discussion (the cosmic soul) and the claim that the 

body never existed in the absence of soul, the original synthesis of body 

and soul is accounted for in terms of the generative capacities of the (pre-

existing) soul: body is generated by soul as its place (YEVVf]OEI eavTij TOlTOV). 

A first correction of the metaphorical framework becomes apparent: the 

cosmic soul does not enter in a pre-existing body, but generates it. 

However, this generation can not be conceived in this context, In 

accordance with the Platonic notion of creation, as an act of 'ordering' of a 

given material, since, as Plotinus states explicitly, "there never was a time 

... when matter was not set in order" (9.17-8).6 Setting a fortiori aside the 

possibility of generation ex nihilo, we are forced to conclude that, for 

Plotinus, the entire spatio-temporal framework (whether of an encounter 

or an act of generation) is figurative: the creation of the world is not an 

event to be presented in this or that, correct or incorrect, order. 7 

6 Contrast here the Timaeus. Plato claims both that the soul "is prior in birth and 
excellence" (34C) with regard to the body of the world and that one of the ingredients in 
its construction is the "being which is transient and divisible in bodies" (lTEp\ Ta ot:JlJaTa 

IJEPIO'ri) ouola) (35A). If we respect the narrative order (whether or not we want to 
interpret the Timaeus literally), this "being" cannot be the sensible world, but is the 
chaotic "becoming" (Y~VEOIS), which exists before the creation of the world (520). In 
Plotinus' terms, that would be "not ordered matter". 
7 Against the notion of creation in time, see further 11.2.1.20; 111.7.6.49; V.1.6.19; 
V.8.12.20; VI.6.18.46. That Plotinus understands creation in terms of ordering, but not 
of an act of ordering is made clear in IV.4.10.9-11: "for the things it (the universe] ought 
to have have already been discovered and ordered without being set in order; for the 
things set in order were the things that happened, and what made them was the order" 
(liST) yap E~EvpT)Tal Ka\ TETaKTal " 5Ei, ou Tax6iVTa' Ta yap Tax6iVTa Tjv Ta YIVOIJEVa, TO Be 
TTOIOVv aUTa n Ta~IS). 
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The issue is obviously connected with the venerable and vexed 

question of the literal or figurative interpretation of the Timaeus. 8 My 

claim that Plotinus' own cosmogony is to be treated figuratively is in 

agreement with the fact that Plotinus followed the orthodox Platonic 

tradition, originating in Speusippus, Xenocrates, and Crantor, which 

understood Timaeus' account figuratively, "oa<pT)VE[as EVEKa 515aoKaA1Kt;s". 

Within this tradition, he is credited by Proclus with the view "that it is [the 

world's] compositeness that is [in the Timaeus] called 'created', and to this 

is subsidiary the fact of being generated from an external cause".9 

Plotinus' own clearest statement on the relation between generation, 

compositeness, and myth is contained in the following passage. (We 

should note that Plotinus' remarks do not refer explicitly to the creation 

myth of the Timaeus. However, they are occasioned by an issue, which, 

as it will become "clear below, is very similar. Plotinus is discussing 

Diotima's account of the origins of Eros in the Symposium and is 

8 For an orientation in this issue, see the exchange between O. Vlastos ("The Disorderly 
Motion in the Timaeus"), H. Chemiss (Aristotle's Criticism of Plato and the Academy, 
421-431), O. Vlastos ("Creation in the Timaeus"), and L. Taran ("The Creation Myth in 
Plato's Timaeus"). 
9 "TO OW8ET6v cpaolv EV TOUTOIS KEkAi'jo8al YEVllT6v, TOUTctJ 5~ avvUlTapXEIV Ka\ TO acp' ETEpas 
aiTias alToYEVVaaeal" (In Platonis Timaeum, 8SA; the reference is to Timaeus, 288). The 
phrase "oacpllvElaS i!vEKa 5I&aOKaAIKi'\s" comes from 89A. For reports of the ancient 
opinions, see A. E. Taylor's A Commentary on Plato's Timaeus, 66-70 (ad 288.4); J. M. 
Dillon, Iamblichi Chalcidensis In Platonis dialogos commentariorum fragmenta, 303-7; 
and H. Cherniss, ed., Plutarch's Moralia, XIII. 1, 168-71 (ad De anima procreatione in 
Timaeo, 10 13A-B). For a discussion of this material, see R. Sorabji, Time. Creation and 
the Continuum, 268-283. The two senses of YEVllT6v mentioned by Proclus are two of the 
four senses of the term identified by the Middle-Platonist Taurus; see Sorabji, ibid., 274-5 
and Dillon, The Middle Platonists, 242-243, with a translation of the relevant texts. 
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particularly interested in the unifying function of Eros as an affect of the 

soul in its mediating position between Nous and matter.po 

But myths, if they are really going to be myths, must separate in 
time (~epit;elv Xp6vOIS) the things of which they tell, and set apart 
from each other (Blalpeiv (XTr' CxAAl'iAc.JV) many realities which are 
together, but distinct in rank or powers (Ta~el Be fJ Bvva~eOl), at 
points where rational discussions (A6YOI), also, make generations of 
things ungenerated, and themselves, too, separate things which are 
together; the myths, when they have taught us as well as they can, 
allow the man who has understood them to put together again 
(avvalpeiv) that which they have separated (111.5.9.24-29). 

This important passage clarifies Plotinus' understanding of the issue 

in a number of different ways.11 First, it suggests the specific nature of the 

problem that necessitates the use of figurative language in this context. 

In a broad sense, the problem concerns the vertical way in which the 

Plotinian universe hangs together, i.e., the family of problems associated 

usually with such notions as creation, generation, or emanation. In other 

words, the issue here is not to understand, say, the nature of the OIlOV 

1TaVTa that characterises the contents of Nous or Soul considered as 

separate hypostases (see, e.g., V.9.6.3-9 or VI.4.14.4), or the perfect 

simplicity of the One, or even the way in which two sensible objects hang 

together spatio-temporally in some way resembling the modem notion of 

causality: in all these cases of 'horizontal' coordination of a manifold of 

10 Plotinus will return to the unifying function of Eros in terms of the Platonic myth in 
VI.7.35.23-26, this time discussing the relation between Nous and the One. 
11 This passage is discussed briefly by J. Pepin in the first section of "Plotin et les 
My thes" , 5-7. Pepin notes the cognitive function of myth ("il est un instrument d'analyse 
et d'enseignement"), suggests the relation of this function to the general problematic of 
the image ("or Ie mythe est un image, et a ce titre, reflete la verite par une sorte de pacte 
naturel"), and considers myth (on the strength of VI.9.1l) as a stage in a journey the end 
of which is not conceptual clarification or contemplation but the apophatic experience of 
the One. 
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things at the same ontological plane, there is no composition in the sense 

outlined above. 12 The aim is rather to grasp the way in which even the 

humblest sensible thing contains (or is contained by) the entire rank of 

the distinct realities that constitute the universe of Plotinus' metaphysics. 

In our specific context, the problem is to grasp how a sensible thing or the 

world at large, through the mediation of the soul, is constituted as a 

OVV8ETOV of an intelligible and a material element. Hence, images, 

metaphors, and myths are not to be used in this case to illustrate the 

intelligible through the sensible (as, say, in V.B.9) or the sensible though 

the intelligible (as, say, in 1.6.3.25-6), but in order to render 

comprehensible their interaction. Thus, although terms like myth, image, 

or symbol retain their usual literary sense centring around the 

fundamental notion of avaAoyla as "the correspondence between the 

surface meaning of the text" and the "metaphysical truths of which it [is] 

the expression", 13 the content of these myths and images does not merely 

replicate at the literary or exegetical level the movement from the sensible 

to the intelligible and beyond, but aims at the presentation of this very 

movement (the general form of these images is not 'as sensible X, so 

intelligible Y', but 'as sensible X, so the interaction between the material 

and the intelligible'). In this sense, one may say that the issue concerns 

the analogical presentation of the principle of analogy itself. If we want a 

12 This distinction between the vertical and horizontal dimensions of the Plotinian 
universe is concisely elaborated in Jonas, "The Soul in Gnosticism and Plotinus", 46-8. 
13 Dillon, "Image, Symbol, and Analogy", 255. 
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modern formulation of a similar problem, we may refer to Kant's well-

known claim in the Critique of Pure Reason that introduces the theory of 

schematism and thematises directly the relation between the sensible and 

the intelligible: "there must be a third thing, which must stand in 

homogeneity with the category on the one hand and the appearance on 

the other, and makes possible the application of the former to the latter" 

(A138j8177). This third thing within the Plotinian system seems to be the 

soul; the 'myths' that interest us here concern precisely its activity as the 

third thing between the intelligible and the material. 

Second, the above passage suggests that the problems we have 

associated with a mythical genetic presentation of the order of the world 

cannot disappear easily in a literal or discursive account, since they are 

rooted in the nature of thought or knowledge itself, at least when it turns 

to examine certain kinds of objects or processes. It Two negative 

conclusions follow immediately from this suggestion. First, it would be 

seriously misleading to consider Plotinus' use of figurative language in this 

context as a regression to myth in a traditional or religious sense. Second, 

we should be very cautious before we consider this figurative use of 

language as a transparent and expendable rhetorical or paedagogical 

14 Plotinus' claim reflects the indifference with which Plato uses the terms eikos logos 
and eikos mythos in the Timaeus. Cf. Vlastos, "The Disorderly Motion in the Timaeus", 
382. 
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device without further philosophical significance. 15 This is not, of course, 

to claim that every image and metaphor Plotinus uses in this context 

defies translation in a more conceptual language, or is always motivated 

by something more than an ordinary effort to illustrate the issue at hand. 

The claim is that there is a central core in Plotinus' thought on the issue 

(expressed by such central terms as entrance, descent, generation) in 

which the figurative element cannot be eliminated so easily and raises 

rather complicated philosophical problems. 

Similar points can be made about Plato's project in the Timaeus, a 

fact that reflects the unique status of its 'creation myth' among the other 

great Platonic myths, and the special controversies it has generated 

throughout the ages. The two projects undoubtedly have a number of 

substantial differences (e.g. with regard to the overall function of the soul, 

or the Plotinian assimilation of the Platonic chora to matter, an 

assimilation that despite its solid traditional support from Aristotle 

onwards remains always problematic). However, they share enough at a 

formal level to enable me to use Plato's description of eikos logos or 

mythos in 29B-D in order to present my negative conclusions in more 

positive terms. Two important things stand out in this passage and may 

help us to orient ourselves in the issue as it appears in Plotinus. 16 First, 

15 In the manner, say, of Ferwerda, Signification des images, 7 or Blumenthal, "Plotinus 
in the Light of Scholarship", 542. See Schroeder, Form and Transformation, 33, n.29 for 
further references on this issue. 
16 Since we can not pursue the issue in Plato, we can only cite a number of recent 
studies illuminating the nature of eikos logos from a number of suggestive different 
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we should note the demand for a specification of the correct form of an 

account of the constitution of certain objects, in particular of the sensible 

world as a generated or composite object, in close connection both with an 

ontological specification of the nature of these objects and a general 

epistemological principle of analogy. Timaeus' account has to be "akin" 

(~vyyevei») to its object and, since the object "is itself a likeness", it must 

"be analogous thereto and possess likelihood" (OVTOS Be eiKovos eiKoTas ava 

AOYOV Te EKe(Vc.uV OVTOS). In other words, the general notion of a similarity 

between an object and its account is first specified as a relation of analogy 

and then the salient feature of this analogy is chosen: the ontological 

"likeness" of the object (its status as a sensible thing pointing to an 

intelligible reality) is correlated with the likelihood or plausibility or 

persuasiveness of the corresponding account. Second, we should note 

Timaeus' conscious effort to take into account the (human) nature of the 

enquirers (6 Aeyc.uv EY~ v~ei) Te oi KP1TOl <pU01V av8pc.ulThnlV exo~ev), with its 

particular strengths, limits, and cognitive interests. Hence, if there is a 

certain rhetorical element present in Timaeus' account, whether in regard 

of means or ends (a certain reliance on the figurative, the pursuit of the 

best under the circumstances, the insistence on the persuasive and not 

the true), this element reflects inherent (objective or subjective) limitations 

of the issue, limitations which point to philosophical preoccupations and 

perspectives: Q. Racionero, "Logos, Myth and Probable Discourse in Plato's Timaeus"; C. 
Osborne, "Space, Time, Shape, and Direction: Creative Discourse in the Timaeus"; R. 
Brague, "The Body of the Speech". 
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cannot be easily reduced to paedagogical considerations (except, of course, 

if one is willing to go all the way and consider, say, the Platonic notion of 

participation as a rhetorical figure, or deem everything addressed to 

human beings qua human beings as rhetorical). 

If this is the case in the Timaeus, the issue in Plotinus is even more 

complicated. Plotinus is, of course, fully aware of the alliterative 

problematic of "likeness" and "likelihood" in the Timaeus (e.g., EiKOTCuS ovv 

AEYETai 0 TOS 6 Koa~os EiK~V aEi EiKOV1~O~EVOS; 11.3.18.16-17), has a clear 

sense of the distinct ways in which an account can be considered valid or 

induce assent with reference to distinct mental 'faculties' (i) ~EV av6YKll EV 

V~, Ii Se TTE1B~ EV \jIvX~; V.3.6.11), and explicitly notes the nexus in which 

the two issues come together in the following passage: "but since we have 

come to be ... in soul, we seek for some kind of persuasion, as if we 

wanted to contemplate the archetype in the image" {ElTE\ Se YEYEv1i~EBa ... EV 

\jIvxij, lTE1Bw Tlva YEvEaBal ~llTOO~EV, oTov EV Eh<oVl TO apXETVlTOV BEcupElv 

eBEAOVTES; V.3.6.17 _9).17 Thus, it is really no surprise if the account of the 

deeds of the soul, as told by and to beings who also possess soul, raises 

the question of persuasiveness, both 'objectively' and 'subjectively'. In 

order to appreciate more fully the nature of the issue, we should take into 

account one more general aspect of the problem. Although the narrative 

primacy granted to the soul in the figurative account of the generation of 

17 Plotinus returns to this distinction and the demand for persuasiveness in VI.4.4.S-7, 
where the issue concerns whether the One is present everywhere in the same way. 
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the world can be understood as a device signalling its superior value or 

rank within the composite structure of the ordered world, this superiority 

cannot be translated straightforwardly into ontological relations of 

dependence between separate entities. In other words, the task of 

constructing or interpreting an adequate 'creation myth' is exhausted 

neither by deciding 'who comes first' or 'who is inside', nor by 

straightforwardly translating these relations in ontological terms of priority 

or dependence, between, let us say, intelligible and sensible entities. After 

the analysis of the narrative has established the proper distinctions and 

the order of dependence, we are left with the question of avvolpElv, of 

grasping the reciprocal OIlOV of the elements in the composite structure 

considered vertically. The primary task is thus not merely to show that, 

e.g., intelligence is prior to necessity or soul to matter, but rather to 

describe their interaction and account for it. In the case of the Timaeus, 

this is evident by the fact that the overall organisation of Timaeus' account 

is governed by the central claim that "this Cosmos in its origin was 

generated as a compound (IlElllYIlEVll), from the combination (avOTaaEw)) of 

necessity and reason" (48A 1-2). In this perspective, and given my 

comments in the previous paragraph, it is not surprising that Plato 

conceives of this combination in terms of the 'persuasive' or 'plausible' 

metaphor of an "intelligent persuasion" (lTEl80v) EIlCPPOVOS) of necessity by 
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reason: persuasion, In the context of the soul, IS at the same time an 

epistemological virtue and an ontological force.18 

These remarks may help us to understand the peculiar 

requirements and objectives of a philosophical reconstruction of the origin 

of the world. It may be the case, for example, that "from the ultimate 

metaphysical point of view, all sensible properties are mere 

appearances: what there is at a metaphysical level is matter and its 

receptivities, Ideas, complex relations of participation that obtain between 

them, and the soul and its logos that bring them into actuality".19 It may 

also be the case that "in this act of explaining the relationship between 

Form and particulars, the philosopher, as it were, occupies a space 

between them, ... in pursuit of an objective account which will not confuse 

these two realities". 20 Both these formulations are indeed justified, but in 

our context they are seriously incomplete in a number of related ways. 

The fundamental problem with the "metaphysical point of view" or the 

"space of the philosopher" described in these passages is that they refuse 

to occupy or reconstruct the original point of view of the soul, which (as 

we shall see in this and the following chapters) created the sensible world 

18 Echoed by Plotinus in a cosmological context in 111.2.2.33-36. In another but similar 
context, Plato notes that "by these, ... , when intelligence (voiis) is her helper [the soul) 
conducts (naISayc.>yei) all things to the right and happy issue" (Laws, 897A). ITalSayc.>yeiv 
in this context is a metaphor that both illustrates for us the function of the soul and 
attributes to the soul itself a similar activity. In other words: the account is as 
persuasive to us as the soul's motions (kIV,;oeIS) (including ~ouAe09a,. okonei09al, 
hn~eAei09a" ~ouAeueoOa" So~a~elv 6pOc;,s, e'fleuo~evc.>s, Xa1pouoav, AU11'OU~eVT'\v, Oa'ppoiioav, 
CP0[30U~EVT'\V, ~,oouoav, oTepyouoav; a veritable rhetorical arsenal) are ontologically 
persuasive (through the mediation of secondary motions) to sensible bodies. 
19 Strange, "Plotinus' Account of Participation", 494. 
20 Schroeder, Form and Transformation, 38. 
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precisely out of a certain confusion, both in a physical and a cognitive 

sense. The failure to do so, to explore the ontological significance of soul's 

confusion, in an account of the creation of the world (a failure not to be 

attributed of course to Plotinus), would have a number of important 

epistemological consequences (in the case of the Timaeus things are 

simpler, since Timaeus has to reconstruct the point of view of the 

Demiurge, a fully rational perspective augmented with certain practical 

postulates and abilities). It is not only that such an account would lack 

ordinary persuasive force (how persuasive is to explain away the sensible 

world to beings whose souls are 'sisters' of the cosmic soul who created 

it?), but, from a metaphysical point of view, such a failure would render 

the origin of the sensible world unintelligible and condemn it to 

contingency. If everything there is consists of form and matter that are 

not to be confused at any cost, what about the possibility and the 

necessity of their interaction? The point concerns directly the hypostatic 

function of the soul: if the soul is a distinct Hypostasis and not the mere 

executive of Nous and is responsible for the creation of the sensible world, 

then the intelligibility of the sensible world (which is the primary aim of an 

account of its creation) demands a reconstruction of the perspective of the 

soul, even if this perspective is not the ultimate metaphysical point of 

view. 21 Obviously, this is a task that calls for a lot of caution. The easiest 

21 Even if, to use one of the strongest possible formulations, the nature of the soul is 
such that "when it goes down it will arrive at evil and in this way at non-existence, 
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way to put the soul firmly on the map between Nous and matter is to turn 

its descent into a fall (rendering at the same time the creative perspective 

fully irrational and the sensible world fully contingent) in ways familiar to 

Plotinus and to us through the Middle-Platonic and Gnostic tradition. 

This is something that we have to examine in what follows; for the time 

being my claim is merely that (a) an account of the creation of the world 

necessarily involves a reconstruction of the perspective of the soul, and (b) 

the presence of a certain figurative element in this account may be related 

to the character of such a reconstruction. 

Plotinus' closing argument in the passage from IV.3.9 we have been 

discussing above is quite instructive in this respect. In the Plotinian 

system there is certainly no doubt about the relative rank of soul and 

matter as separate realities, and this rank is reflected directly in the claim 

that body is generated by soul. However, in the perspective established by 

the given composite structure of the world, which is also the creative 

perspective of the soul, the body is designated as the place "where it is 

natural for [soul] to be" (01TOV 1TE<pvKev elval). This designation turns body 

into both a product and a condition of the "coming forth" (1TpoEPxeo8al) of 

the soul, and hence, from the point of view of an account of the existence 

of the world, the body is both 'before' and 'after', 'inside' and 'outside' soul. 

With this designation, the simple order of dependence between the cause 

[although] not at absolute non-existence" (clAAcl KCXTCo) IlEV ~aoa eis KaKOV ~~el. Ka\ OVTCo)S els 
~1i av. aUK eis TO 11'aVTEAES ~1i 6v) (VI. 9.11.37 -38). 
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(the soul) and its effect (the body generated by an external cause) becomes 

a reciprocal determination, since the effect appears as a condition of the 

activity of the cause that generates it. As a result, what from an external 

point of view would appear contingent (the soul could or could not create 

the world at a specific moment) acquires a conditional necessity (if there is 

to be "going forth" of the soul, there has to be a place) in which, although 

the primacy of the soul is retained in a genetic account, the unity of the 

world as a composite structure can be "grasped together" in terms of a 

metaphysical necessity associated with the very nature of the soul. As we 

shall see in the last section of this chapter, even this conclusion is not 

strong enough for Plotinus: if the internal perspective of the soul must be 

transcended towards a more comprehensive metaphysical point of view, 

the aim would be to transform the hypothetical necessity outlined (if there 

is to be "going forth" of the soul, there has to be a place) to an absolute 

necessity (the soul must "go forth" with the same necessity that, say, the 

Nous thinks). 

The passage about myths, however, apart from legitimising a certain 

use of figurative language in discussing certain philosophical issues, can 

be also read as a recipe for writing good or effective myths of the proper 

kind: a myth about the genesis of a composite reality should be 

constructed in such a way as to facilitate for the reader the awalpeiv of its 

elements. I shall now tum to the brief cosmogony that follows in the text 
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and see how such a myth (which, in this case, is a sequence of images) 

would look, and how it can be effective. 

A Concise Cosmogony 

As I have already argued, for Plotinus, the creation of the world, is 

fundamentally the generation of the place in which the soul "goes forth". 

The first of the three images that make up Plotinus' brief cosmogony tries 

to capture precisely the activity which leads to the emergence of this place 

out of soul's initial condition of rest. At its core there is an ordinary 

experience, but Plotinus formulates it in a very peculiar way: 

As soul's rest was, so to speak, strengthened in rest itself, a great 
light, we may say, shone forth from it and, in the outermost edge of 
the fire, there came to be darkness, which the soul saw, since it 
came into existence [as a substrate], and informed it (n;S Sil OTO:OECUS 
avn;S EV alrrij Tij OTO:OEI olovEl PCUVVV\..lEVTlS oTov lTOAV cpc':lS EKAO:\..l\fJaV ElT' 
CxKPOIS TOlS EOXO:TOIS TOO lTVPOS OK6TOS EY(VETO. OlTEP iSoOoa ri \fJvxri. 
ElTe(lTEP VlTEOTTl. E\..l6pCPCUOEV aliT6). For it was not lawful (eE\..lIT6v) for 
that which borders (YEITOVOOV) on soul to be without its share of 
formative principle (A6yov), as far as the so-called 'obscure within 
the obscure' in what came to be was capable of receiving it (oTov 
ESeXETo) (9.23-29). 

There are many striking features In this image, all directed to a 

calculated reversal of our ordinary experience of phenomena of 

propagation of light. There is, first, a spatio-temporal inversion. While 

one should normally say that light comes after darkness and takes its 

place by 'chasing it away', while darkness perhaps 'resists', Plotinus 

asserts that darkness comes in to being after the shining forth of light 

(EyivETO, \/lTEOTTl, EKAO:\..l\fJav) as its boundary. More precisely, darkness 
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comes into being when light (for reasons left unclear, but not because it 

encounters darkness) stop~ at some point: at the border, darkness comes 

into being as visible darkness, as 'proximate' darkness ready to be seen in 

the light of the soul and be informed by it. 22 

The process that leads to the generation of darkness is quite 

peculiar, as evidenced by the complex syntax of the sentence. The centre 

of the construction is occupied by the clause "aKoTos ey{vETo", as if the 

subject of the whole process is darkness, or rather the emergence of 

darkness, since "aKoTos" is not the grammatical subject of an active verb 

(this is not, of course, strange, since this is an account of the emergence of 

body or matter). The central presence of darkness is countered by the fact 

that "\VvxfJ" is the subject of the only active and transitive verb (e~op<pcuaEv) 

of the entire sentence, which appears at the very end of it. Nevertheless, 

soul does not initiate explicitly the whole process: the event that 

precipitates the whole sequence, namely the "shining forth" of light, occurs 

as a consequence of the strengthening of soul's rest in the intelligible 

realm and is not presented as an intended action of the soul. Only after 

the soul 'overflowed', and, in the presence of the light of this overflowing, 

darkness emerged and was seen by the soul, did the soul take an active 

part. Moreover, we should note that this overflowing is set apart from all 

the other 'events' in this story, by the fact that "pcuvvv~evT'lS", which sets 

22 cr. here: "i) lTaaa \fNXi) ou5aIJov ~yIVETO ou5E nMev' ou5E yap nv CSlTOV' eXAAa TO a(;)lJa 
YEITovnaav lJenAaJ3ev auTi'\s" (III.9.3.1-3). 
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the temporal framework for the entire sequence, is the only participle in 

the present tense, and hence not an event, but a condition present for the 

entire sequence of the subsequent events. 

The initial act of the cosmic drama is thus an 'event' that cannot be 

described easily within an ordinary framework; processes that can be 

described in terms of an interaction between distinct entities occur only at 

the very end of the original 'event'. Two points should be particularly 

noted. First, throughout this whole process, there is a strong sense in 

which the cosmic soul remains separate and at rest in itself, suffering no 

alteration or relation, despite the overflow caused by its 'strengthening'.23 

Second, darkness can be considered neither as intentionally generated by 

the soul (it comes into being as a side-effect of its strengthening and 

overflowing), nor as an effect of the activity of the soul in any normal sense 

(the proper effect of light is to enlighten and not to darken). 24 However, it 

would not be also correct to say that the darkness is merely encountered 

by the soul as an absolutely alien element: it is soul's light that brings it 

into existence and makes it visible, by stopping at a certain point.25 Thus 

the notion of proximity or neighbourhood (YE1TOVOOv), which Plotinus 

23 Plotinus usually makes the point in terms of a distinction between powers or parts of 
the soul, as in the next chapter: "but one power belongs to soul which remains within it, 
and another which goes out to something else" (10.33-4); cf. also, 11.3.9.31-4; V.1.3.7-11 
(in the general context of 11.6.3.14-20 and V.4.2.27-34); and 11.3.18.8-14, where we 
encounter again the image of strengthening (11'E1TATJpCa)~~VTJS) and overflowing 
((X11'O~EaTov~~VTJS). We will return to the issue of the 'extension' of soul in Chapter 4. 
24 Plotinus denies explicitly that the soul made (11'0lilaal) the darkness, in the context of 
his anti-Gnostic polemics (11.9.12.40-44). 
25 Given this image one would expect that the darkness circumscribes light, i.e., the 
familiar picture of a point-like source of light radiating in all directions. We shall see 
below that this implication stands in need of qualification. 
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introduces in order to account for the initial affinity between light and 

darkness which allows the soul to fulfil its function as a spontaneous 

transmitter of AOYOS (like a diffusion process through a semi-permeable 

membrane) falls equally and undecidedly between spatial contiguity and 

genetic resemblance: on the one hand, darkness occupies a certain place, 

it happens to be there close to light; on the other, it comes into being by 

the light of the soul as its boundaty.26 

I shall now make a final comment about the only intentional action 

m the image, namely soul's E!.lopq>c.uoev. Plotinus stresses, in almost 

paradoxical terms, its close connection with vision: the soul i5000a (in 

seemg, by seeing, after seeing) darkness, informed it. This formulation 

should be juxtaposed with the way Plotinus describes elsewhere the 

process of 'information', particularly the information of matter. On these 

occasions, the activity of information is described as the 'covering up', the 

'concealment', the 'hiding' (lTepIT(6ellev, Kpvq>6eioav) of matter beneath 

form.27 One may ask then: What exactly does the soul see? Does it ever 

see matter itself? Or does it always see informed (Le., 'hidden' and thus 

luminous) matter and hence encounters only projections of itself? 

26 cr. here: "The only possibility that remains, then, is that all things exist in something 
else, and, since there is nothing between, because of their closeness (YEITOVEIc;r) to 
something else in the realm of real being something like an imprint and image of that 
other suddenly (~~alcpvTlS) appears, either by its direct action or through the assistance of 
soul" (V.8.7.12-16). 
27 Cf.: "Ka\ 0 K6o~oS 5l Y~VOITO av 6VEU ~ETaAAOIWOECA)S. oTov oTS lI'epIT(ee~Ev" (III.6.11.20-1); 
"aAA' ow EiSeOI KaTtlOXTlTal E~ apxiis e\s T~AOS. (the universe) ... lS8ev Ka( XaAE1I'OV rupeiv TTtv 
VATIV \/11'0 lTOAAOiS ei5eol Kpucp8eioav" (V.8.7.19-23). 
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At this stage, the soul has generated the place of its "going forth". In 

this clearing of luminous darkness, 

there came into being (YEVOIlEVOS) something like a beautiful and 
richly various house which was not cut off (alTETllti6T)) from its 
maker (lTElTOIT)KOTOS), but he did not give it a share (EKOivc.uOEV) of 
himself either; he considered it all, everywhere, worth a care 
(ElTllleAe{as) which conduces to its very being and excellence (TCtl eTval 
Kai Tc'tl KaAc'tl) (as far as it can participate in being) but does him no 
harm in his presiding over it, for he rules it while abiding above 
(civc.u yap IlEVc.uV ElTlOTaTEi) (9.29-35). 

The transition from the first image to the second is really unexpected. In 

the original the effect is more pronounced since the innocuous "YEVOIlEVOS", 

which stands in the very beginning, has a double function: looking 

backward, it seems to describe the outcome of EIlOPq>c.uOEV; looking 

forward, it introduces us to the new image. 

If we set aside this transition, we are temporarily on rather familiar 

Platonic ground, since the motivation behind this image and the role it 

plays appear easily recognisable. On the one hand, Plotinus has to 

account for the rich diversity and order of the sensible world considered as 

a whole and thus he has to invoke the image of a more complicated and 

intentional process than the mere propagation of light: the building of a 

house is a paradigmatic case of making a 'total' and complex artefact. On 

the other hand, he has to underline for obvious reasons two pairs of 

complementary points: (a) the transcendent status of the maker and the 

dependent status of the creation, and (b) the goodness of the creator and 
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the beauty of the generated world. 28 However, we should note that 

Plotinus passes over in silence the most salient points of the metaphor of 

building, the aspects which, after Plato's Timaeus, we would expect him to 

elaborate. As far as the motivation of the maker is concerned, Plotinus 

notes his general resolve to make the house as real and beautiful as 

possible as an expression of his care for his creation. But the rational or 

technical aspect of building (the laying out of the plan, the determination 

of the objectives and the steps necessary for their realisation, the choice of 

the proper materials, the final execution) is never mentioned, although 

Plotinus was fully aware of it, as the discussion of the work of the 

architect in 1.6.3 shows. The activity of building itself simply disappears 

in the gap of the transition between the first and the second image and 

there is nothing in this image to correct the metaphor of instant diffusion 

or imprinting carried over from the previous image.2t 

Plotinus has so far depicted a world created and "mastered" 

(KpaTov~evos) (9.36) by a soul which apparently remains separate and 

external to it. The time has now come to present how this world, once 

28 The transcendent status of the Oemiurge is also safeguarded in the Timaeus: having 
completed the creation of the body and soul of the world and having relegated the rest of 
creation to the lesser gods, the Oemiurge "was abiding in his own proper state" (lIlEVEV ell 
TctJ eaVTov KaTa TP011'OV T\9EI) (42E). The goodness of the creator and the created world is 
also, of course, unambiguously asserted (e.g., in 29A, 29E, 92C). 
29 Plotinus will make his position on the spontaneous nature of the creative activity of 
the soul clear in the next chapter: "For whatever comes into contact (ecpa'l''lToI) with soul 
is made as the essential nature of soul is in a state to make it; and it makes, not 
according to a purpose brought in from outside, nor waiting upon planning and 
consideration (1'1 8l 11'OlEi oaK OUK e11'OKTcf) yvt:>llT,l ov8l ~OUAnV 1\ aK~'I'IV aVOIlElvoaa)" 
(IV.3.10.13-16). The claim should be obviously read in the context of Plotinus' notion of 
intelligible creativity (e.g., V.8.7); we will return to this issue in the next chapter. 
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created, does not remain a dead artefact, how "soul makes alive all the 

other things which do not live of themselves, and makes them live the sort 

oflife by which it lives itself' (10.37-8): 

[The house] lies (KEiTat) in soul which bears it up (avEXovou) and 
nothing is without a share of soul. It is as if a net immersed (or 
soaked) in the waters was alive,30 but unable to make its own that in 
which it is (mJTov lTOIEioeal EV ¢ EOTIV). The sea is already spread out 
(eKTEIVOI-lEVlls) and the net spreads with it (ovvEKTETaTol), as far as it 
can; for no one of its parts can be anywhere else than where it lies 
(KEiTal) (9.36-43). 

With this final and vivid Image, we return to the imagery of natural 

elements with which we started. There are three points of particular 

interest here. First, the image of the net, which apparently contains and 

delimits the sea, which actually contains and permeates it, corrects the 

implication of the first image that the soul is contained or surrounded by 

the body. The correction is extremely interesting not only because it 

boldly reverses the common point of view which structures Plotinus' initial 

questions, but also because it transforms implicitly this common point of 

view into an illusion that can be associated with the point of view of the 

body and its vain effort "to make its own that in which it is". Second, there 

is the aspect of movement, which in this context stands as a metaphor of 

life. The image of the net, which by being imperceptibly pushed by the sea 

which carries it, follows smoothly and passively the movement of sea and, 

30 The clause reads: "t:ls (Xv tv vSaol SIKTVOV TEyy6~EvOV tct>Tl". "tct>Tl" is characterised "uix 
recte" by Henry-Schwyzer and is deleted (as "seltsam") by Theiler. Henry-Schwyzer 
conjecture without conviction "epCtli:\,,: "as if a net immersed in the waters moved forth". 
In any case, the sentence makes sense under the assumption that the image refers to the 
passive movement of a net thrown in the sea, in a context where the existence of motion 
gives the appearance oflife. 
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on account of its agility, gives the appearance of being alive and 

determining its own effervescent movement on the inert background of the 

sea, is a perfect physical analogue of an animistic universe, even if it runs 

counter to the intuition that the soul directs things 'from the inside'. 

Finally, we should note that for the first time we learn something 

about the active intentions and capacities of the body, which is thus 

personified at the very end of the account, presumably after the end of the 

activity of the soul. Each of the first two images contained a clause 

referring to the passive capacities of the body to accommodate the 

activities of the soul: oTov E5eXETo [uoipa AOyoV] (9.28-9); oaov 511 TOO Elva I 

ouvaTov 1'jv aliTCi) ueTaAauf36:veiv (9.33-4). The interest of the clause added 

in this image (ou 5vvauevov 5e aUToO nOleia8al EV ~ EOTIV) is not exhausted 

by the fact that it assigns to the body some form of active initiative. We 

should further note that this initiative is formulated in the same terms 

with the creative abilities of the soul, but in direct contrast to them, to the 

extent that it follows the metaphoric logic of 'noleiv' = 'nepiTleeval' we have 

already noted. In this sense, one may say that it captures the agonising 

and precarious nature of the life that the body lives: sustained almost 

indifferently in life by the soul, it is eager but incapable of securing this 

life, which may slip away at any minute, as its own. On the other hand, 

however, one may equally consider this effort of the body as an activity 

that reflects back to the soul, in an attenuated and hence ineffective 

degree, the activity it exercises with regard to the body. 
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At this point, where the initial metaphor has been completely 

reversed and the entry of the soul into the body has become the 

immersion of the body into the soul, Plotinus' brief cosmogony ends. 

Before we move to the concluding section to discuss some aspects of the 

character of this account, a few additional remarks are in place. In 

accordance with Plotinus' understanding of the function of generation 

myths, the next chapter starts with the following advice: 

having then heard this, we must, going back again to that which is 
always such, grasp all as existing simultaneously (hr\ TO ael oiiTc.us 
EA86vTas 6~ov Aa13eiv IT'CxVTa oVTa) (10.1-2). 

Presumably in order to help us to accomplish this task, Plotinus offers a 

concise reformulation of his cosmogony, in which the three consecutive 

images of his account are replaced with three contiguous (= 

simultaneously existing) parts of the same image: 

so here there is soul always static, or the first, then the next in 
order, like the last gleams of the light of a fire (c;.,s 1TVpOS eaxaTa); 
afterwards the first coming from this last gleam is thought of a 
shadow of fire (voov~evov 1TVpOS OKlQS), and then this at the same 
time is thought of as illuminated (ElT'l<pc.uTl~o~evov), so that it is as if 
form was diffused over what is cast upon soul, which at first was 
altogether obscure ((,JOTe oTov e180s Em8eiv Tct> ElT'l13ATJ8eVTl 1T'P~T~ 
yevo~ev~ IT'aVTCxlT'aOlV a~v5pct» (10.5-10). 

This image looks like a static snapshot of the first image of Plotinus' 

cosmogony, in which all temporal relations have been turned into spatial 

determinations. It can thus be considered as Plotinus' effort to undermine 

or abolish altogether the temporal order of his account, in order to make 

clear that this order is only for the sake of "explanation". Alternatively, we 
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may consider this image as a description of the composite structure of the 

sensible world in its final and permanent state, after everything that an 

account of the creation of the world may include has already taken place. 

The spatial determinations (lTVP - lTVPOS eoxaTa - lTVpOS OK1CxS) can be thus 

considered as indexes of the differences TCx~el Be ii BvvCx~eat of the various 

components of the composite structure (and, of course, the first term (lTVp) 

points to a reality (the 'upper part' of the soul; see n. 23) which, although 

present in some sense in the composite structure is not really contained in 

it). We should note, however, that Plotinus cannot abolish all temporal 

determinations: the presence and the function of matter (the 'information' 

of which is the act of creation) can be grasped only with the help of a 

temporal differentiation between the lTPWTCtl yev6~evov lTQVTCxlTa01V 

a~v5p6v and the lTVpOS OK1CxS, which unavoidably gives a temporal 

colouring to the otherwise spatial ElTI<pCo.)Tl~o~evov, hn8eiv, ElTI[3A1l8evTl. 31 

In a certain sense, then, the emphasis in the metaphorical 

framework of Plotinus' account of the genesis of the world falls on spatial 

determinations. This is not, of course, surprising, since the creation of the 

31 This image should be compared with a similar image from an earlier treatise, V.1.2.14-
28 (10]. There, "before soul, it was a dead body ... , or rather the darkness of matter and 
non-existence (lfpO \fIvxi\s o(;)lJa VEKp6v, ... IJO:AAOV 5e oK6TOS VAT\S Ka\ IJn 6v)" and we should 
imagine "soul as flowing in from outside, pouring in and entering it everywhere and 
illuminating (Elop~ovoav, EIO)(v8Eioav, EloloOoav, EloAeXlJlfOvoav): as the rays of the sun light 
up a dark cloud (OKOTEIVOV v~cpOS), and make it shine and give it a golden look (AeXlJlfEIV 
lfOIOiiol XPvooE15i'j ()\fIIV 515000al)". From the present point of view, the strength of this 
image, which understandably appealed to the imagination of Sts. Basil and Augustine 
(see Armstrong's note ad loc) , is its weakness: it derives from a number of stark 
antitheses (inside-outside, before-after, light-darkness) that, in our reading, Plotinus 
himself tries here to undermine. 
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world is fundamentally conceived as the generation of the place in which 

the soul goes forth and, in more neutral terms, space in general is 

presumably generated at this moment of the unfolding of the Plotinian 

universe.32 I shall finish, then, this section by discussing in some detail 

the issue of the proper spatial imaging of the relation between body and 

soul, taking into account both the conceptual claims Plotinus wants to 

make and the corresponding aspects of the imagery he uses to convey 

them. 

In the ordinary physio-psychological context, the problem of the 

localisation of the soul is addressed thoroughly by Plotinus later on, in 

IV.3.19-23. Plotinus starts with a discussion of the sense in which an 

individual soul can be said to be divisible or indivisible, continues with a 

critical analysis of a number of different alternatives with regard to the 

32 In the same sense, in which the generation of time occurs, in a similar metaphorical 
framework, at the previous stage, namely during the generation of soul itself out of Nous 
(III.7.1101-26). The similarity is noticed by Plotinus himself: in this context, he 
introduces a brief digression on the generation of the sensible world by the soul with the 
clause "in the same way" (OUTc..l 5n) (27) and concludes: "for since the world of sense 
moves in soul -there is no other place for it than soul - it moves also in the time of soul" 
(EV EKelvlJ yap Klvov~evos -- ou yap TIS aUToii Toii6e TOU waVTOS T6wos i\ 'VUX'i - Ka\ EV Tefl 
EKelVllS au EKlveiTo Xp6vCtl) (34-36). The significance of this development can be hardly 
overestimated. On the one hand, resolving the ontological discrepancy between space 
and time in Plato's Timaeus, Plotinus opened up the possibility of a logically or 
metaphysically parallel treatment of space and time. On the other hand, privileging time 
over space by associating it more firmly with soul (soul is hypostatically unthinkable 
without time, while space pertains to its activity), he opened up the possibility of an 
understanding of time as a more important inner sense. For the issue, see Sambursky, 
The Concept of Place in Late Neoplatonism, 15-6 and Ousager, "Plotinus on Motion and 
Personal Identity", 111-3. Ousager (in n.74, ibid.) criticises H. Jonas for mistakenly 
considering "time in Plotinus to be logically primary in relation to the sensible world" and 
continues: "Plotinus places them logically in a parallel position because they are one from 
an ontological perspective". In the terms of our discussion, this is a clear example of the 
differences in interpretation which result from the degree in which one takes seriously 
the point of view of soul as developed by Plotinus: space and time may be ontologie ally 
parallel but not for soul. 
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way in which (the parts of the) soul can be said or not to inhere in body 

(i.e., as a thing in a receptacle, as an affection of a substrate, as form in 

matter, etc), and concludes with a presentation of his own views on the 

issue. The details of the argument are determined by Plotinus' obvious 

effort to support Plato's trilocation of the tripartite soul in the Timaeus 

(69C-70D), his reliance for the formulation of some of the problems and a 

part of his solution to Alexander of Aphrodisias and the Peripatetic 

tradition in general, and the philosophical exploitation of certain 

anatomical findings presented by Galen. 33 Obviously, these details cannot 

be very helpful here, since this discussion is conducted at a level that 

presupposes everything that is at stake here, namely the existence of 

body, place, and space. However, it would be useful to summarise here 

some of Plotinus' conclusions and keep them in mind in what follows. The 

salient points are three: (a) Soul as a potency (SVva~.llS) is present 

everywhere in a body without being localised at all (22.15-16); the 

localisation of (parts of) the soul in specific areas or organs of the body 

indicates merely the place of the beginning (apxT1) of its activity or 

actualisation (evepYEla) (23.20-1); (b) the activity of the body depends on 

the activity of the soul, but the latter is entirely independent from the 

bodily activity it incidentally generates (this is most clearly expressed in 

111.6.4.38-42); and (c) the resulting bodily activity is determined by the 

33 The relevant Quellenforschung can be found in Blumenthal, "Plotinus Ennead IV.3.20-
1 and its Sources" and Tieleman, "Plotinus and the Seat of the Soul". 
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extent to which each bodily part or organ is appropriately adapted for the 

specific function the soul assigns to it (1TpOS TO epyov E1TITTlOEIOTTlTa; 

23.4).34 

With regard to the cosmic soul and the world, Plotinus has three -

points to assert, elaborate, and connect: (a) the soul, being incorporeal, 

has no size or magnitude (OTI ~.l1i TOOfJOE; 9.44) and hence occupies no 

place and extends in no space; (b) the world lies in a place generated 

somehow by soul; and hence (c) something must be said about the way in 

which soul is present in this place (this, we recall, is the question with 

which his cosmogony begins). The elaboration of these three claims 

generates two fundamental problems. First, the conjunction of the claim 

that the body is the place in which it is natural for soul to be in its going 

forth (9.23) with the claim that the soul is the only place in which the 

sensible world can be (111.7 .11.34) raises obviously the issue of 

containment: Does soul contain body or vice versa? The issue is already 

present in Timaeus' account. The soul is there "set" (eelS) in the centre of 

the body, but is extended in such a way as to envelop the entire exterior of 

the body (34B; 36D). The qualification neutralises the most obvious 

inference of the metaphor: the soul ceases to be 'in' body, but somehow 

contains it from the inside. Plotinus, contrasting the two alternatives, 

applauds Plato's decision to put "the body in the soul" (22.8-10)35, but he 

34 This summary is based, with some modifications, on O'Meara, "Plotinus on How Soul 
Acts on Body"; see esp. pp. 259-62. 
35 cr. also Plotinus' comments in 111.9.3.3-4 and V.l.IO.21-4. 
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also notes, in more careful language, that "soul is not a body, and is no 

more contained than containing" (Kal ou lTEPlEX61lEVOV IlOAAOV ii lTEPlEXOV; 

20.14-15). Second, there is the problem of extension. At a first level, 

although the soul has no size, Plotinus wants also to claim that "wherever 

body extends, there soul is" (Kal OTTOV av EKTa8ij EKEivo, EKei EOTl; 9.44), that 

"the universe extends as far as soul goes" (TOOOVTOV yap EOTl TO lTOV, OTTOV 

EOTiv aUTr;; 9.46-7). Moreover, implied in Plotinus' account is the notion of 

an extension of the soul itself. The physical universe (and hence physical 

place or space) is co-extensive with what, in modern physical terms, 

appears as a psychic field, the field of effectiveness of the soul: even if it 

turns out that the physical universe is identical with this field, this way of 

presenting the issue necessitates an analysis of two different notions of 

extension (in modem terms: a causal and a spatial concept of extension). 

It is clear that in both issues, Plotinus privileges one set of metaphors over 

the other (the body is contained in soul; the body extends as far as the 

soul goes) in accordance with the hierarchical rank of the realities 

involved, but it is equally clear that he is after some notion of soul's 

presence that is neither localisable nor spatial. 

How are the images of Plotinus' cosmogony to be judged from this 

point of view (and also with regard to the three conclusions about the 

localisation of the soul summarised above)? The images that involve light 

and shadow facilitate the concrete presentation of Plotinus' position 

concerning the issue of soul's extension in a number of ways. At a first 
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level, the distinction between nvp and nupos EoxaTa (conceived either in a 

dynamic or a static way) establishes a pictorial differentiation between 

soul conceived as an extensionless entity and soul conceived as an 

extended field: the distance between fire and its last gleams is not really 

defined in a spatial sense, but refers essentially to the locus (or, rather, 

the presence) of a certain ability or effectiveness (the ability to enlighten, 

shine, heat). In this sense, if we accept that the activity of the soul in the 

context of the image is to enlighten, we may also say that this activity is 

entirely independent of the presence of the body: the light is generated 

between the fire and its gleams independently of what exists outside the 

circle of light. This circle of light, however, acquires a real spatial measure 

precisely by the size of the shadow that surrounds it at its edges (in the 

way in which a flame from a candle and a flame of acetylene in the centre 

of an absolutely dark room generate light circles of different dimensions, 

as measured by their dark circumference, and thus luminosity is 

transformed to spatial extension). In this sense, Plotinus may write that 

the "shadow [Le., the sensible universe] is as large as the rational 

formative principle which comes from soul" (Kat Tooav-n, eOT\V Tt OKla, OOOS 

6 AOYOS 6 nap' aVTTJS; 9.47-48). 

But the edge does not provide only a spatial measure: it is there, in 

the yelTov(a of light and shadow, that we may also localise the soul with 

regard to the body in general, that we may search the beginning (apxtJ) of 

its activity or actualisation (evepyela) with regard to the body. Any further 
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illumination of this activity in a general way depends essentially on the 

way we understand the expression lTVpOS OKlcI, which designates the status 

of the sensible world. The word "OKlcI" is repeatedly used by Plato in the 

Republic for similar purposes (e.g., 500A, 515D, 517D, 532C) and the 

expression "TCxS OKlCxS TCxS ll1TO TOO lTVPOS" occurs in the story of the cave 

(515A). In the context of Plotinus' account, the genitive "lTVpOS" seems to 

range over the entire spectrum of possible meanings: the shadow which 

emerges at the border of light as its privation, shadow as an attenuated 

form of light, shadow as a dim reflection of light. The emphasis with 

which each of these possible alternatives should be weighed (obviously, 

there is no way to eliminate ambiguity here) should be determined by a 

number of considerations that we have already raised during our 

discussion. If we take seriously the literal claim that "there never was a 

time ... when matter was not set in order" (9. 17-8), we have to conclude 

that the soul, in its creative movement from lTiip to TTVPOS oKlal, does not 

come into (direct) contact with something alien to itself, the "altogether 

obscure" or the "oK6TOS VAllS" (see n. 31 above), even if such a thing exists 

in another perspective. In other words, the oK6TOS with which the soul 

comes into contact is always already visible in the light of the soul: visible 

in the perspective of the soul and visible in general since no other entity 

(e.g., the Nous) has eyes for this shadow. From the other side, this means 

(as we have already noted) that the final product, the sensible world, is 

always illuminated in some degree, and even reflects back, obviously in a 



61 

diminished way, the light it receives. But all these claims are parallel to 

the conclusions we have reached above in the context of the issue of the 

localisation of an individual soul within a human body. On the one hand, 

we see now how the activity of the soul is incidental with regard to the 

activity of the body in this general sense which refers to the very 

emergence of the body. It is not only that in Plotinus' imagery the soul 

does not intend to generate the body, but also that the effects of its 

activity are in a sense contrary to the nature of this activity: in its natural 

urge to illuminate, the soul manages only to make visible the darkness in 

the form of a shadow. On the other hand, this result is also determined 

by the extent to which matter in general is appropriately adapted for its 

illumination: Plotinus' imagery allows us to understand this adaptation 

either in terms of a passive capacity of a pre-existing element, or as a 

result of the spatial contiguity between the soul and the surface of this 

element, or, more radically, as a result of the fact that there is no pre

existing element but only the visible darkness emerging at the edges of 

light. 

Some Conclusions 

Now that we have explored Plotinus' brief cosmogony, we may draw 

a few general conclusions. We saw that Plotinus followed the precedent 

set by Plato and responded to the issue of the order of the world with a 
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creation story. As it has become evident by now, the scale and the degree 

of elaboration of the two projects are very different. However, a broad 

comparison between them will allow us to identify some of the special 

characteristics of Plotinus' enterprise and to determine the reasons which 

motivate it. 

It is evident that Plato's intention in the myth of the Timaeus was 

the creation of a coherent narrative whole, which places the 'events' of the 

generation of the universe in a well-structured temporal order and unfolds 

In reasonably or plausibly connected steps. Apart from the 

epistemological aspect of this effort, which we have already identified, it is 

clear that there is a literary or artistic dimension in this project: as Critias 

notes in the Critias (107B), "the accounts given by us all must be, of 

course, of the nature of imitations (I..ll\lllOlS) and representations 

(cnrE1Kaoia)". From this literary point of view, the story of the Timaeus can 

be regarded as a piece of poetic art composed in a way that satisfies the 

most important conditions of successful poetry set by Aristotle in the 

Poetics. 36 From a subjective point of view, the dramatic content of 

Timaeus' account is a mimesis of the actions of the Demiurge, whose well-

defined character is substantiated in his actions. 37 From an objective 

36 The issue has been discussed by P. Hadot, in "Physique et poesie dans Ie Timee de 
Platon"; cf. also B. KaAcpas, ed., Tlualos, 55-57. The relevant Aristotelian material comes 
mostly from Book VI of the Poetics. On the issue of mimesis in the Timaeus, see also, S. 
Halliwell, Aristotle's Poetics, 117-19. 
J7 The literary character of the Oemiurge is discussed in Brisson, Le Meme et l'Autre, 
chap. I and Charrue, Plotin lecteur de Platon, 123-127 (who relies on Brisson). 
Obviously, although as their discussion shows, the Oemiurge is endowed with all the 
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point of view, the story is obviously the mimesis of an important action 

(the making of the world), which is completed by events skilfully arranged 

by the most competent creator (whose rationality guarantees that nothing 

in the narrative is idiosyncratic or eccentric). 

The presentation of events is based on the Homeric technique of 

beginning in medias res: presenting first the "works of reason", Plato 

opens a parenthesis in order to deal with "what comes about of necessity", 

and ends his story with a description of "the co-operation of reason and 

necessity". J8 This narrative device (we call it a device since in the dramatic 

temporal order established by the Timaeus itself necessity ought to have 

been presented first) enables Plato to attain maximum dramatic 

intelligibility: a fully personified creative force is established first, the 

narrative focuses on the interaction between this personified character 

and impersonal forces, and all the other elements are incorporated in the 

story by direct reference to this single agent. In this way, the dramatic 

interest is concentrated on the actions of the Demiurge, which in a natural 

manner succeed each other. The plot, the "soul" of tragedy according to 

Aristotle, is thus constituted by a specific set of actions and their internal 

relations (which correspond to the complex structure of the world they 

major subjective faculties (including affection), one cannot avoid the feeling (common in 
all didactic literature) that "Ie demiurge n'est pas un individu. mais une fonction" 
(Charrue, ibid., 123). 
38 The headings are taken from F. M. Cornford's division of the Timaeus in Plato's 
Cosmology: The Timaeus of Plato. 
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bring about): the internal disposition or any irrelevant action of the 

characters involved in the story is not allowed to interfere with this plot. 39 

In the perspective of Plato's practice and Aristotle's theory, our story 

appears rather odd, to put it mildly. This does not mean that there are no 

Aristotelian literary concepts that can be fruitfully applied to an analysis 

of Plotinus' account of the genesis of the world. As it will become evident 

in later chapters, one can grasp a fair number of differences between 

Plato's and Plotinus' account with the help of the Aristotelian distinction 

between simple (cnrAo{) and complex (1TE1TAEY~EVOl) myths (Poetics, 1452a 

11-21). Plotinus' account of the deeds of the soul is undoubtedly complex 

in this sense, since it involves all the plot elements that imply some form 

of ignorance or illusion with regard to one's identity or the outcome of 

one's actions, such as peripeteia and anagno.risis. tO At this stage, 

however, the most obvious and baffling question is the following: How are 

we to think of the unity of Plotinus' account? The question becomes more 

pressing if we take into account that our aim is to see how a myth may 

help us to "grasp together" the elements of the composite structure of the 

world. In general terms (which exceed the Aristotelian precepts for the 

unity of a plot), a narrative can be unified ultimately either on the basis of 

the characters that appear and act in them or on the basis of some 

39 Cf. Poetics, 1450a 22-39. 
to And, of course, a major issue of the interpretation of Plotinus' conception of the soul 
(especially in view of the Gnostic controversies) would be the extent in which the actions 
of the soul can be considered as a form of Aristotelian hamartia. This discussion, 
however, would have to start from an interpretation of Chapter 13 of the Poetics, a 
formidable task on its own. 
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framework established by the events that are being recounted. We may 

thus begin by considering these two options. 

While the soul indeed assumes the leading role in Plotinus' 

narrative, the portrayal of its nature and activity is both complex and 

vague. As we have seen, the soul is personified as a maker in the second 

image, but Plotinus passes over the opportunity to present its character, 

capacities, and actions; its creative nature is merely asserted by 

concentrating on its creation. Given its other appearances, as a source of 

light and its light and as a sea, the soul cannot be 'reconstructed' as a 

character in any ordinary way: we cannot attribute to it intentions directly 

and we cannot infer the existence of intentions from the data of its 

activity. In fact, everything that Plotinus has said so far about the soul as 

a 'character' seems directed at a single end: to present the creation of the 

world as an action for which the soul (or, through it, any other higher 

principle) cannot be blamed. In pursuing this objective, Plotinus has used 

two general strategies which may appear somewhat contradictory with 

regard to the status and the substance of the soul as a subjective 

character.u On the one hand, there is the general claim that the activity 

of the soul is in accordance with cosmic justice (recall the 8e",lT6v of 

3.9.27), produces results conducive to beauty and excellence (recall Tt;'l 

eTVOl Koi Tt;'l KOAt;'l of 3.9.33), and even reflects a certain care exercised, in a 

U These two general defence strategies are presented consecutively by Plotinus in 
III.2.3.3-9. 
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rather cautious formulation, by the soul (a~los ElTIIlEAE(as VOllI08EiS 6 OIKOS 

(3.9.31-2); Plotinus avoids active attribution to an agent). If all these 

claims make sense only within the internal perspective of a subjective 

soul-creator, we have to take into account, on the other hand, Plotinus' 

insistence that the creation of the world is not actually intended by the 

soul through some kind of conscious deliberation, but is the result of an 

activity that, on the one hand, follows 'spontaneously' from the nature of 

the soul and, on the other, reflects a universal necessity that transcends 

the perspective of the soul. 42 We are thus guided overall to understand the 

creative activity of the soul not as the externalisation of a subjective 

structure, but as the manifestation or appearance of a rational, but 

'unconscious', acting force; hence, the unity we are seeking cannot be, at 

least at this level, expressed in subjective terms. 

It would be appropriate to open a parenthesis here in order to 

present an issue that will reappear in many guises in what follows: the 

place of Plotinus' position in the spectrum of the various Middle-Platonic, 

Gnostic, and Early Christian speculations about the nature of the descent 

of the soul. Within the Platonic tradition, this issue had been largely 

shaped by Plato's ambiguous inheritance, ranging, as noted by Plotinus 

42 Cf. here: "This universe has come into existence, not as a result of a process of 
reasoning that it ought to exist (ov AOY10llcfJ TOU 6Eiv YEV~aeal) but because it was 
necessary that there should be a second nature (aAAa CPUOECA)S 6EVT~pas avciYKlJ); for that 
true All [the intelligible world) was not of a kind to be the last of realities" (111.2.2.8-13) or 
"For why it was necessary for the soul to illuminate, unless the necessity was universal? 
(Ti yap EAAallll'EIV f6EI. Eilln lI'clVTCA)S !5EI:)" (11.9.12.32-3). Plotinus continues the discussion 
of the latter question by claiming that this illumination was "according to the nature" 
(KaTcl cpUOIV) of soul. 
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himself in IV.8.1.28-S1, from the 'pessimistic' views about the fate of the 

soul and the disapproval of its association with the body expressed in the 

Phaedrus and other middle works to the 'optimistic' assessment of its 

cosmic function in the Timaeus as a transmitter of the intelligible reality 

to the sensible world. 43 So far, everything we have said about the soul 

(which, being limited to the cosmogonic context, reflects more strongly the 

inheritance of the Timaeus) places Plotinus firmly in the optimistic wing of 

Middle-Platonic speCUlations about the nature of the descent of the soul. H 

Moreover, as we saw, Plotinus has tried hard in this context to avoid the 

personification of the soul in terms of motivations and intentions. This 

picture is incomplete: in other places, Plotinus clearly personifies the soul, 

attributing to it certain subjective intentions and motivations. When we 

examine these intentions, we end up with a more ambiguous picture. On 

the one hand, as we have already seen, there is the intention of caring 

(bTlIlEAEio8m) for the body, which is fully compatible with an optimistic 

assessment of the nature and activity of the soul. U On the other hand, in 

43 "And though in all these passages [Plato] disapproves of the soul's coming to body. in 
the Timaeus when speaking about this All he praises the universe and calls it a blessed 
god. and says that the soul was given by the goodness of the Craftsman. so that this All 
might be intelligent" (IV.8.1.40-44). 
H The relevant material. mostly from Iamblichus and Albinus. is assembled and 
discussed in Dillon. "The Descent of the Soul". From the alternatives presented there. 
Plotinus' views can be associated both with the notion of the function of the soul in terms 
of the "manifestation of divine life" (9e1as ~CtJiis hrISEI~IS. 359) and the notion of a certain 
affinity (OiKEICtJO'ls) between body and soul (understood in the Plotinian context. as we have 
seen. in terms of generation) (360). 
45 All philosophically loaded occurrences of hl'l~EAEiaea, and its cognates in Plotinus refer 
to the soul. frequently with reference to Plato's claim that "\fI\J)(iI S~ 11'aoa 11'aVTOS 
hn~eAEiTal TOU Cr'l'VXOV" (Phaedrus. 2468): 11.9.18.40; III.2.7.24; III.4.2.1; IV.3.1.34; 
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a number of passages (most notably in V.1.1 and in 111.7.11, from which 

the following terms are taken) Plotinus ascribes to the soul a number of 

more problematic subjective characteristics: ignorance of various sorts 

(ETTlAa8ecr8aa, ayvofjcral) , audacity restless activity 

(lToAvlTpaYllocrvVll), dependency on bodily things (ri~llpTT)IlEVal TOVTC.:>v), 

enjoyment of their separation from the intelligible reality and their self-

determination (Tcf> aVTe~ovcrictl ricr8eicral). On the basis of this evidence, one 

can make a case not only for Plotinus' assimilation in the pessimistic side 

of the Platonic tradition, but also for a fundamental affinity (despite the 

explicit differences) between Plotinus and his Gnostic or Christian 

contemporaries (such as the Valentinians or Origen): the case has been 

made quite forcefully by H. Jonas}' However, a full elucidation of this 

issue presupposes two steps not yet taken in our discussion: first, the 

clarification of the precise nature of soul's creativity (the topic of the next 

chapter), and second the descent from the level of the cosmic soul to the 

level of the individual souls, where one can, in an essentially ethical 

IV.3.7.13; IV.39.31; IV.7.8a.8; IV.8.2.27. Two more occurrences refer to the ordinary care 
of parents for their children (IV.4.4.7) and of the living for their dead (VI. 7.26.11). 
46 See Jonas, "The Soul in Gnosticism and Plotinus", with summaries of the relevant 
Gnostic and Origenist material. Jonas's presentation of the Plotinian material is 
undoubtedly one-sided (e.g., he overlooks everything implied by the metaphor of hr'~~AE,a 
or pertaining to the close connection between the soul and Nous in the creative activity of 
the soul; he does not mention that TOA~a characterises everything below the level of the 
One), but two related conclusions of his analysis are worth mentioning in the context of 
our discussion. First, the claim that "it is peculiar to the hypostasis 'Soul' ... that, in 
addition Ito being directed toward its higher Hypostasis], it is also directed toward that 
which is "lower" than itself', and, second, the remark that, as a result of this peculiarity, 
Plotinus' language in describing this step in the unfolding of his system "turns from 
philosophical to mythological" (ibid., 53). 
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context, both envisage different modes and purposes of descent, and 

address the issue of its remedy in the form of a turning back upwards. 

Let us return to the second option: What can be said about the 

events narrated in Plotinus' creation story with regard to its unity? 

Although, as we have seen, within the images themselves spatio-temporal 

relations are established in quite complex ways, there is no overall spatio

temporal framework which could provide some external sort of unity. 

Moreover, if we examine the natural phenomena or artificial activities 

which constitute the content of these images, we realise that there is 

nothing internal to them that would suggest any kind of normal 

continuity: a light is struck and, out of the darkness, a house emerges to 

become a net immersed in the sea. How are we to think the unity of this 

'event', which seems to transcend all the classical unities? 

At this point perhaps it would be helpful to approach the issue the 

other way round and return thus to the issues raised in the first section of 

this chapter: What are the requirements of a myth that could present 

effectively the "being together" of the elements of a composite structure? 

This myth would have initially to separate these elements and their 

activity and use an appropriate metaphorical framework in order to 

present their relative order of priority within the composite structure. 

However, if the final aim is the "avvalpeiv" of these elements in their unity, 

we would expect a 'deconstructive' use of this metaphorical framework: 

the various figurative devices would unite as much as separate, and the 
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activity of the elements would be described in such terms' as to make 

these elements 'efface' themselves in the final product, i.e. lose their 

separate and distinct nature in the emergent dynamic unity of the 

composite, which would be thus presented almost as containing its own 

source of movement or development. 

In the case of a generated, composite thing, such as the sensible 

world, the elements to be separated and united are ultimately form and 

matter. As Plotinus puts it, echoing the discussion of chora in the 

Timaeus (50-1), the nature of such things can be thought of as a synthesis 

of an inert material and an active form which shapes it: 

for in some things, because of their bodily nature, individuality is 
fluid because the form comes in from outside and they have 
continual existence only according to specific form (TWV OCU\lOTCUV Tij 
CPUOEI TOO Ka6eKaOTOV PEOVTO~ aTE hraKTOO TOO Ei50v~ OVTO~ TO elva I 
KaT' E'ffiO~ aEi VlTOPXEI), in imitation of the real beings; but in others, 
since they are not produced by composition (OUK EK OVV6EOECU~ ovm) ... 
(IV.3.8.25-28). 

From an ontological point of view, form and matter remain always 

separate and distinct, without suffering any real change in their 

interaction. In Plotinus' words, "voOs \l6vo~. CxlTa6nS EV Tois vOTlToiS ~cunv 

\l6vov vOEpav EXcuv EKEi aEi \lEVEl" (IV.7.13.2-3), while matter "\lEVEl 0 E~ apxfis 

~V" (111.6.11.18); even soul, the agent of their interaction, "Civcu \lEVEl" (9.34). 

This absolute separation, however, cannot belong to the perspective of a 

discourse dedicated to an account of the emergence of the composite, 

since this emergence would be simply impossible without some kind of 

interaction in which the soul gets itself involved with the sensible world. 
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In other words, such a discourse should separate these elements merely 

in a relative way, i.e., with reference to their order in the composite 

structure. 

We have already seen in detail how carefully the spatio-temporal 

frameworks of Plotinus' images, in accordance with his concrete narrative 

goals, establish relations that separate the elements of the structure 

(correcting, when necessary, familiar intuitions, such as the notion that 

the soul enters or is contained in body, in ways that make clear the 

primacy of the higher element). Beyond these spatio-temporal markers, 

Plotinus had at his disposal two (or, perhaps, three) different substantive 

models for the interaction between form and matter, already developed, at 

different lengths, in Plato's Timaeus. The first is, obviously, the 'deliberate 

creation' model, in which the interaction takes the form of a production of 

the sensible in accordance with the mental original of the intelligible, 

centred around the figure of the Demiurge as the "maker of the universe" 

(TTOIT)TIlV TOO lTOVT65; 28C) and setting the framework of the first part of the 

Timaeus. The second is the 'generation-procreation' model, which is also 

announced in 28C, where the Demiurge is called "father of the universe" 

(TTOTIlP TOO TTOVT65), but is left, at least explicitly, idle for the rest of the 

account of the activities of the Demiurge.47 The same model is apparently 

invoked again, after the introduction of chora, in 50D. However, in this 

47 The theme of procreation returns in 41A-E, with the generation of the lesser gods (in 
41A the Oemiurge calls himself again S'l~.IIovpy6 and 11'anpa). 
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case the application of the model is rather different, since the Demiurge as 

a mediating figure disappears from the picture. This role is now assigned 

to chora as the "mother" of all becoming, which mediates between the 

"father", a role attributed now directly to the intelligible element, and the 

"offspring", namely the sensible product. Apart from the details 

concerning the paternity of the sensible world, two general points can be 

made with relative assurance about the simultaneous presence of these 

two models. First, these models are obviously very different to the extent 

that they point to quite different orders of creation, that of art (TEXVll) and 

nature (qnims), and have quite different, and even contradictory, 

implications (e.g. the status of an artefact is quite different to that of an 

offspring with regard to the craftsman or the parent). Second, Plato's 

decision to use both these models in the Timaeus, despite their differences 

and the problems that could be generated, reflects exigencies of the issue 

that he could not avoid (e.g., to the extent that the sensible universe 

partakes itself of intelligence and even divinity, the model of procreation 

suggests itself naturally; to the extent that the ontological transcendence 

and the rationality of the maker must be safeguarded, the model of the 

craftsman appears unavoidable). 48 

48 Plato's claim that the Demiurge is both the maker and the father of the universe has 
been the subject of a lot of commentary in the Platonic tradition. Plutarch discusses the 
issue in his Platonic Questions, ii and his own position (lOOlA.4-B.6) is that the 
procreation model follows naturally to the extent that the world "has in it a large portion 
of vitality and divinity" (~oipa nOhAl') ~'t)6Tl'lTOS lea\ gelOTl'lTos). Immediately afterwards, 
Plutarch makes the interesting suggestion that one may consider the Demiurge as a 
craftsman with regard to the ordering of the matter and as a father with regard to the 
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Before we draw our final conclusions, it would be useful to discuss 

in some detail an issue that we have left open. So far, not without 

justification (see n. 28), I have treated the cosmic soul as equivalent to the 

Platonic Demiurge. However, this identification merits a fuller discussion 

and such a discussion would have to include three dimensions: (a) the 

relation between the Demiurge and soul in the Timaeus (in the context of 

Plato's other late works, such as the Laws); (b) Plotinus' interpretation of 

Plato's position; and (c) Plotinus' own views on the issue. Here we cannot 

undertake this examination in this full extent; we shall limit ourselves to a 

few remarks pertaining to the needs of our discussion. 

With regard to Plato, we should note two points. First, the 

interpretation of the figure of the Demiurge within the systematic context 

of the Platonic philosophy is still an open issue: as the survey of the issue 

by H. Cherniss shows, the Demiurge has been identified, in direct or 

indirect ways, with all possible candidates such as the idea of the good, 

intelligence (vovS), and the cosmic soul." Second, a major problem within 

this issue concerns, already in Plato, the status of the soul: the (cosmic) 

soul is described, on the one hand, as generated and, on the other, is 

characterised as the source of motion (and hence as the origin of any 

creation of the soul. Plotinus usage of the metaphor of the father seems to follow similar 
lines: in some places (e.g. V.1.2.37 or V.1.3.20) the notion of the father is invoked for the 
Intellect with regard to soul; in other places (e.g. IV.4.11.22) the notion of procreation is 
invoked to account for the presence of intelligence within the sensible world. The 
problem is discussed extensively by Proclus (In Platonis Timaeum, i.299-319); for a 
modern reading of the Timaeus sensitive to this issue, see Sallis, Chorology, esp. 14-6; 
52; 86-7. 
" See H. Cherniss, Aristotle's Criticism of Plato and the Academy, Appendix XI, 603-610. 
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creative activity of generation). 50 Plotinus, exploiting the resources of his 

own metaphysical system, understands Plato's position in terms of a 

threefold distinction, associated with the three principal hypostases, in 

which the One is identified with the Good and is called "the father of the 

cause", the Intellect is identified with the Demiurge and is called the 

"cause", and the Soul is described as being made by the Intellect (V. 1.8.1-

8; cf. IV.8.1.40-51; VI.7.42.15-25).51 Hence, it would seem that Plotinus 

himself considers the cosmic soul as generated by the Intellect, which is 

thus the real Demiurge behind the creation of the soul and the world 

(nOITlnlv QVTCU) Ka\ 5rl\..lIovpy6v (V.9.3.26); nOlllTn) eoxaTos (11.3.18.13)). 

However, if we move beyond the obvious, in the Plotinian context, point of 

the generation of the soul by the Intellect, things are not actually so clear-

cut or simple: Plotinus seems, perhaps not surprisingly, to think in terms 

of a hierarchical continuum of creative principles. Within this continuum, 

the (cosmic) soul seems indeed to play an executive or ancillary function. 

However, depending on the specific contexts, the description of this 

hierarchy is fluid enough to allow for formulations that, at least, seem to 

50 Soul as generated: Timaeus, 34A-36E and Laws, 892C, 904A, 9670; soul as the 
source of motion: Laws, 896A-897B. For a discussion of the ensuing problems, see 
Vlastos, "The Disorderly Motion", 390-9 and "Creation in the Timaeus", 414-9. 
51 This way of putting things may reflect Numenius' innovations: see frs. 12 and 21 (Des 
Places) and Dillon, "Orthodoxy and Eclecticism", 125. There is a passage where Plotinus 
seems to identify the Demiurge of the Timaeus with the cosmic soul, on the basis of the 
fact that the Demiurge "planned" (SIEvof)8EI) and this is a function of the soul and not of 
the Intellect (111.9.1.35). As Armstrong notes ad loc, Porphyry identified the Demiurge 
with the cosmic soul and believed that this was Plotinus' view (Proclus, In Platonis 
Timaeum, 94A; Proclus disagrees with the attribution to Plotinus). Two things should be 
noted here: (1) As we have to some extent seen and will see in detail in the next chapter, 
Plotinus does not really think that the cosmic soul creates by ·planning"; (2) Plotinus 
criticises a similar position as a gnostic misinterpretation of Plato in 11.9.6.19-25. 
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place the emphasis differently: sometimes the creative function of the soul 

is minimised, sometimes the creative principle is divided between the 

Intellect and the cosmic soul, sometimes the cosmic soul is designated as 

the properly creative or executive principle. 52 

It would appear thus that the real issue is neither the one-to-one 

mappmg of Platonic to Plotinian entities, nor the rigid division of the 

Plotinian creative continuum in well-defined segments, but rather the 

understanding of the specific nature of the creative activity of this 

continuum. This will be the task of the next chapter, but two preliminary 

conclusions, already evident, may be noted here in order to help us draw 

our final conclusions about Plotinus' short cosmogony. First, the cosmic 

soul derives the principles which guide its creative activity from the 

Intellect: as Plotinus puts it, the ordering activity of the soul "depends on 

an abiding intellect of which the image is the order in soul" (IV.4.10.12-

3).53 Second, the auxiliary function of the cosmic soul cannot be actually 

conceived in terms of a standard distinction between conception, 

planning, and execution. As we have already noted, Plotinus thinks of the 

52 E.g.: (1): "something like an imprint and image of[something in the realm of real being] 
suddenly appears [in the sensible world]. either by [real being's] direct action or through 
the assistance (8,aKOVTJOa~.ulvTJS) of soul" (V .8. 7.13-6); (2) "but since the ordering principle 
(KOOIJOW) is twofold. we speak of one form of it as the Craftsman (5TJlJlovpy6v) and the 
other as the Soul of All (TOO naVTOS \VVxnv)" (IV.4.10.1-3; cf. 11.3.18.13-5, where the 
cosmic soul is called "11'0lTlTtlS laxaTos" and the Intellect "5Tl~uovpyoS"); (3) "but perhaps 
these too [the individual souls] would have been able to make [a world]. but as the soul of 
the All had done so already (11'0ITloaoTlS) they were unable to do so" (IV.3.6.17 -9). The 
problem becomes more complicated. because Plotinus extends this hierarchy at the lower 
side in order to include both an immanent soul of nature (to be distinguished from the 
cosmic soul) and/or individual souls (cf. 11.1.5; 11.3.17-8; 11.9.6.60-3; IV.4.10; and n. 4). 
53 cr. Il.3.17.13-18; 11.3.18.8-14; 11.9.4.9-10; V.9.3.24-37. 
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activity or effectiveness of form in its interaction with matter not in terms 

of planning and execution, but in terms of an instant and sudden 

attraction between two elements, one active and one passive, in the close 

proximity (yEITOVEl<;X) generated by the soul's "going forth". 

We are now in the position to summarise our results in terms of the 

way in which the images of Plotinus' cosmogony facilitate the "grasping 

together" of the elements of the sensible world, after these have been 

relatively separated in the appropriate way within these same images. At 

the level of their spatio-temporal framework, Plotinus' concern in this 

direction is expressed by his effort, on the one hand, to abolish all 

temporal determinations (leaving thus in this context the metaphysical 

nature of the prior existence of these elements in the darkness), and, on 

the other, to image their spatial relations in ways that tend to merge or 

collapse the separate elements into a single entity: the light-with-its-dark

boundary, the net-within-the-sea. At the substantive level, Plotinus' 

imagery relies of course on both fundamental Platonic metaphors (of 

creation and generation), for reasons that are, more or less, similar with 

the ones that made necessary the simultaneous deployment of these 

metaphors by Plato himself (e.g., the creation model underlines the gap 

between creator and creation and the procreation model brings to the fore 

their affinity). However, it is evident that Plotinus not only privileges the 

generation model (e.g., omitting all the standard details of the creative 

activity of the architect), but also tends to elaborate it in impersonal ways 
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that bring procreation or generation atmost to the verge of being 

transformed into a simple and spontaneous natural process (in a way that 

reminds us of the function of the generation model in the context of Plato's 

discussion of chora). In this respect there is nothing more revealing than 

a comparison between the exasperation expressed in Plotinus' remark that 

"to ask why Soul made the universe is like asking why there is soul and 

why the Maker makes" (11.9.18.1)54 and Plato's careful description of the 

conscious, rational, and benevolent motives of the Demiurge In the 

Timaeus (29E-30C). 

Plotinus' elaboration of the generation model in this direction is of 

course fully consonant with his understanding of the nature of the soul 

and its function in the cosmogonical context (after all, this is what this 

model is supposed to illustrate). In fact, after all the things we have said, 

we can see that this function oscillates, in a certain sense, between two 

quite different perspectives. 

On the one hand, given Plotinus' insistence on the potency of the 

active intelligible element, on the passive capacity (or even the reflective 

active propensity) of the inert material element to receive its imprint, and 

the spontaneous nature of their interaction, one could argue that the 

function of the soul is to create a space (or field) of affinity between the 

intelligible and the material, in which embodied forms can, so to speak, 

S4 TO SE SIC] TI E1rolTloe K6o~ov TauTov T(4) SUI TI fern 'fIUX1'I Ka\ SU] T( 6 Sll~'ouPYOS h1'O(TlOEV. 
Plotinus continues: "First, it is a question of people who assume a beginning of that 
which always is: then they think that the cause of the making was a being who turned 
from one thing to another and changed" (11.9.8.1-5). 
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emerge spontaneously (or, to put it otherwise, that the soul itself is this 

spacious proximity between these elements). From this point of view, we 

might say that the soul is both indispensable (no soul, no proximity, no 

sensible world) and superfluous (what indeed does soul add to the 

composite?). As long as the proximity is established and soul enables us 

to consider form and matter naturally suited for each other, as long as 

soul fulfils its function as a principle (apxti) that enables us to "weave all 

things together" (lTAEKEIV Tel lTcIVTa; 111.1.8.7), then this principle of 

mediation could disappear (although it is everywhere), having brought into 

being (or being the order oij a unified composite of form and matter. 55 

On the other hand, consider Plotinus' literary device in shaping the 

entire account. The story appears as a collection of pictures that present 

the same tableau from different points of view; its oddness is a result of 

the fact that, so to speak, Plotinus turns off the light (breaks all narrative 

continuities) as he moves his camera from place to place in order to 

capture the different views, focusing his attention exclusively on the 

emergent structure. The overall effect of the narrative resembles thus the 

effect of a metamorphosis story: something becomes, in ways that cannot 

be explained in an ordinary way and point implicitly to some internal 

55 Thus, given the vanishing ("silent") effectiveness of the mediating and unifying function 
of the soul, Plotinus can describe the sensible world without reference to the soul: "Then 
matter, too, is a sort of ultimate form; so this universe is all form, and all the things in it 
are forms; ... the making is done without fuss, since that which makes is all real being 
and form (ETI'E\ S~ Ka\ aUTTl eTS6s T1 laxaTov, 11'aV eTSoS T6Se Ka\ 11'QVTa etS"'·... E11'OIeiTO SE 
Cx\jlocpTlTi. OTI nav TO lToliloav Ka\ ovoia Ka\ eTSos)" (V.8.7.23-25). It is clear that this 
interpretation brings the Plotinian soul close to the Platonic £hQm. but this is something 
that cannot be pursued here. 
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ability of self-transformation, something else. Instead of a narrative 

sequence of the form 'A and B interacted in such a way as to produce C' or 

'A generated B and remained distinct from it', Plotinus' account appears to 

have the shape of 'A became B became C', without differentiation between 

separate entities and reference to external determinations. That Plotinus 

is capable of presenting his cosmogony as a metamorphosis story is 

suggested by the early announcement of its contents in terms of that 

"which happened, when the soul which was altogether pure from body 

took upon itself a bodily nature" (TO ytV6\.lEVO lTo6oS T6TE, OTE'Vvxli Ka6apo 

ovcra cr~\.laTOS lTOV", icrXEt lTEp\ aVT11V crW\.laTOS cpucrtv) (9.13), the story of the 

soul which did not create or generate the world, but rather became (or, at 

least, assumed the appearance of) the world. This suggestion is further 

strengthened by the way in which Plotinus handles the two edges, so to 

speak, of his account. In this light, the fact that Plotinus does not start 

his cosmogony with a psychogony can be explained as a sign of his 

reluctance, in this context, to bring into account anything that would 

point outside this process of the self-transformation of the soul. A similar 

motivation may be said to underlie his effort, noted above in our analysis 

of the images, to treat matter not as something that exists prior and 

independently of the activity of the soul, but as something that is 

generated simultaneously with the activity of the soul, as an index of the 

inability of the soul to carry its formative or ordering activity beyond 

certain limits. From this point of view, Plotinus is able to present the 
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genesis (and hence the order) of the sensible world in terms of a single 

creative force, the cosmic soul, which, with all the relevant qualifications, 

acts upon itself. With the help of this entity, the interaction between the 

two separate elements (matter and form) appears as a self-transformation 

which contains within itself the principle of its development; in this sense, 

the sensible world acquires a certain immanent intelligibility. 

Is there a choice between these two alternatives, that of a vanishing 

mediator and a self-transforming entity? Any further discussion 

presupposes a closer look at the creative activity of the soul, the theme of 

the next chapter. But, with regard to both alternatives, we have now a 

clearer sense of what it would mean for a creation myth to facilitate the 

grasping together of the elements that at the same time it separates by 

necessi ty. 56 

56 An earlier version of this chapter has been published as "Creation or Metamorphosis: 
Plotinus on the Genesis of the World", in A. Alexandrakis, ed., NeoDlatonism and Western 
Aesthetics (Suny Press, Albany, New York, 2001). Also, parts of this chapter have been 
presented previously as a paper entitled "Plotinus' Use of Images", at "Neoplatonism and 
Western Aesthetics" International Conference (Crete, July 1998) and as a lecture at 
Trinity College Dublin (May, 1999). 



CHAPTER 3 

Soul and Creation 

In the previous chapter the focus of the discussion has been 

Plotinus' account of the emergence of the ordered, sensible world. As a 

result, the preceding analysis was limited essentially to the activity of the 

"eldest" individual soul, namely the cosmic soul, which through its initial 

interaction with matter brought into existence the world. In this respect 

my primary effort had been to understand the nature of this activity 

within the metaphorical framework that structures Plotinus' creation 

myth. In particular, we have examined in detail both the spatio-temporal 

terms in which this activity is to be understood (the senses in which soul 

is prior to body and can be considered as a kind of emanation that 

establishes a certain "neighbourhood" between the Intellect and matter) 

and the ways in which Plotinus presents this activity in terms of the 

substantive metaphorical models at his disposal, mostly through the 

Platonic heritage of the Timaeus (creation, generation, metamorphosis). 

As we move along to a discussion of Chapter 11 of Plotinus' treatise 

(which, however, will take place in the last section of this chapter, since it 

requires a rather extensive preparation), our focus becomes 



82 

simultaneously wider and narrower. On the one hand, following Plotinus' 

lead, we shall be also concerned with the activity of other individual souls, 

or more generally, with the subsequent involvement of soul with the 

already informed (visible or ensouled) matter of the physical universe. On 

the other hand, in this chapter, we shall set aside any general 

considerations about the various metaphorical models and their function 

and concentrate on certain aspects of the creative activity of the soul, or 

else on the soul considered as a creator. More specifically, the thematic 

orientation of the present discussion will be provided by two issues that I 

have already raised in the previous chapter. The first concerns the place 

of the soul within the Plotinian continuum of creative principles, and in 

particular its dependency on the Intellect in this respect. The second 

concerns the nature and the objectives of the creative activity of the soul, 

and in particular the sense in which this activity can be considered 

rational. 

Creation in the Chain of Being 

As we have already noted in the previous chapter, the rather fuzzy 

hierarchy of creative entities in the Plotinian universe includes, if we set 

aside the One, the Intellect and various instances of soul: the cosmic soul, 

various individual souls, and the immanent 'lower' soul which Plotinus 

associates with natural processes. 1 We may thus start from the level of 

I Cf. the references in n.4 and n.S2 in Chapter 2. 
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the Intellect and work our way downwards in an attempt to identify and 

elucidate the fundamental nature of this creativity, as well as the 

differences that may characterise its manifestation at the level of the 

various distinct principles. Given the Platonic precedent of the figure of 

the Demiurge and its evident presence in Plotinus' work, it would be 

convenient to structure the discussion that follows in terms of a 

comparison between the Plotinian notion of creativity and a number of 

important characteristics that not only have been actually noted or 

elaborated by Plato in his presentation of the activity of the Oemiurge in 

the Timaeus, but should also be included in any model of creativity based 

on the notion of a 'craftsman'.2 Any such model must be based on the 

central figure of an agent who, even if he does not share the perfection and 

the extremely powerful theoretical and practical skills of the Platonic 

Demiurge, must at least have (a) a tolerably well-defined intention to 

create (something that necessitates the discussion of his motivation or 

incentives); (b) a tolerably clear conception of what he wants to create 

(something that entails the possession of certain cognitive capacities); (c) a 

tolerably adequate capacity to think and act in instrumental ways in order 

to actually bring about in the appropriate manner what is to be created 

from whatever material he has to start with (something that entails the 

2 As we have already noted in the previous chapter, the Intellect is called SrU.lIoupy6S or 
11'Ol11TtiS in a large number of passages. See, among others, 11.3.18.13; IV.4.10.1-3; 
V.1.8.I-8; V.8.3.9; V.9.3.26; V.9.5.20. The extensive and global presence of arts and 
artisans in Plotinus' thought and work is amply documented in Ferwerda, La. signification 
des images et des metaphores dans la oensee de Plotin, 139-158. 
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possession of other cognitive and certain practical capacities); and, finally, 

(d) a tolerably well-defined and relatively constant attitude towards what is 

to be created (which obviously includes an affective component, the index 

of some kind of interest towards the existence of the created object). 

If we take these four fundamental points as a basis for our 

comparative discussion, even a quick survey of the relevant passages is 

enough to show that neither the creative activity of the Intellect nor that of 

the various instances of soul can be fully understood and elucidated in 

their terms. As a matter of fact, in a number of passages where the theme 

of creation is discussed (e.g., V.9.S with reference to the Intellect; 111.8.2. 

with reference to nature as a lower kind of soul), Plotinus brings up the 

paradigm and the vocabulary of craftsmanship precisely in order to deny 

explicitly that the creative capacities and activities under discussion can 

be comprehended within such a framework. Before we proceed to the 

details and the philosophical implications, let us note at the outset that 

Plotinus' position and attitude are not surprising. Although the figure of 

the expert craftsman or the paradigm of art may have become 

indispensable for Plato as a theoretical schema in a variety of practical 

and theoretical contexts (and through him for the entire ancient Greek 

philosophical tradition), the fact remains that the social significations that 

animated and pervaded the Greek world were such that in almost every 

relevant value-distinction possible (contemplation versus creation, nature 

versus art, procreator versus maker, fanners versus artisans, citizens 
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versus artisans) the side of artisans and art consistently occupied the 

inferior side. 3 Within this cultural environment, Plotinus' position, as 

expressed in his well-known claims in V.8.l concerning the original and 

independent access of artists to the intelligible world, raises art above the 

level of imitation of nature and can be considered as an attempt at a more 

balanced appreciation of the role of the craftsman or the artist. However, 

the ambiguities remain, and in what follows we shall explore the way in 

which these ambiguities, through which the figure of the maker appears 

as an unavoidable comparandum or an inevitable second-best, were 

expressed in concrete philosophical terms in Plotinus' metaphysics. In a 

more positive vein, our task will be to examine the ways in which the 

model of the craftsman was enriched or supplemented by Plotinus in the 

service of his philosophical objectives. 

At the most fundamental level, almost all the points to be raised in 

the discussion that follows are programmatically formulated in the 

following important passage, which, therefore, has to be quoted in 

extenso: 

This, we may say, is the first act of generation (lTpc.:"TT) yevVllOtS): the 
One, perfect because it seeks nothing, has nothing, and needs 
nothing, overflows (vlTepeppUT)), as it were, and its superabundance 
(VlTEPlTATlpeS) makes something other than itself. This, when it has 
come into being, turns back (elTeOTpa<pll) upon the One and is filled, 

J For a discussion of the Platonic ambiguities in this respect within the cultural and 
political context of classical Greece, see Vidal-Naquet, "A Study in Ambiguity". A glimpse 
to the widespread presence of the motif of the Oemiurge in later Greek thought, 
indicating clearly the extent to which its theoretical fecundity in various contexts was 
matched by a certain ambiguity with respect to the value of craftsmanship and art, can 
be gained, for instance, through Watson, "Discovering the Imagination", 220-25. 
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and becomes Intellect by looking at it. Its halt and turning toward 
the One (TTpOS EKeivo aToms) constitutes being, its gaze upon the One, 
Intellect.... Resembling the One thus, Intellect produces (lTOlei) in 
the same way, pouring forth a multiple power -this is a likeness of it 
(eT5os oE Kai TOVTO aUTov)- just as that which was before it poured it 
forth. This activity, springing from the substance (eK Tiis oualas 
Evepyela) of the Intellect is Soul, which comes to be this while 
Intellect abides unchanged (IJEVOVTOS): for Intellect too comes into 
being while that which is before it abides unchanged. But Soul does 
not abide unchanged when it produces: it is moved (KIVTJ8eiaa) and 
so brings forth an image (eYEvva eiowAov). It looks to its source and 
it is filled, and going forth to another opposed movement (eis K(VTJalV 
aAAllV Kai EvavTia) generates its own image (eiowAov), which is 
sensation and the principle of growth in plants. Nothing is 
separated or cut off (cImlPTTJTat ouo' cITTOTETllTJTat) from that which is 
before it (V.2.1.8-23; cf. V.1.6.40-55). 

This passage is enough to show that the intelligibility of all the instances 

of ontological creativity in Plotinus' universe (i.e., the answer to the 

question 'why create or generate?') cannot be grounded or understood in 

terms of a model based on deliberate production (whether through art or 

procreation, to the extent that procreation can be also considered as a 

deliberate act) for three basic reasons. 4 First, because these instances are 

not grounded in some decision process, or else do not correspond to the 

formation of some definite (or even indefinite) intention. Second, because 

they are not motivated by the most general incentive of any creative 

activity, namely the felt lack of something, to be hopefully satisfied, 

4 In this section, I shall be referring mostly to the Intellect, which can indeed be 
considered as the paradigmatic instance of Plotinian metaphysical creativity, lacking the 
complications that have to be addressed in related discussions of the One (e.g., the One 
never turns back) or the soul (e.g., the soul moves in creating). Nevertheless, it is clear 
that a number of general aspects of the issue are common in all three Hypostases; 
accordingly, I shall occasionally use formulations that, in context, refer to the One or the 
soul without always drawing attention to this fact. 
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directly or indirectly, through the product of the creative process. Third, 

because they do not involve any kind of effort or distance (mental, 

temporal, material) between conception and accomplishment, to be 

covered in the movement of execution: as Plotinus notes elsewhere with 

reference to the One, the maker makes "without moving at all, without any 

inclination or act of will or any sort of activity on its part" (ou 

lTP0O'VEVO'OVTO~ O\ibe (30VA118EVTO~ oube OACU~ KlV118EVTOS; V.l.6.27). Instead, 

to the extent that the formation of intentions is necessary for the 

designation of some entity as subjective, even in a wide sense, we are 

asked to envisage the natural or spontaneous activity of impersonal 

entities and recognize initially the unfolding of this activity as the 

manifestation of a plenitude of power or a state of perfection (Koi lTaVTa be 

00'0 11b11 TEAElO yEVV~; V.l.6.38), which lacks nothing and, hence, can aim 

at nothing outside itself. Indeed the only general law of this creative 

unfolding seems to be its hastening towards an eventual point of 

exhaustion, understood of course not temporally, but with regard to the 

effective capacity of the original power as it becomes diffused in its various 

(de) gradations: the "unspeakable power" (EK bvva~ecu~ acpaTOV) of reality 

has "to go on forever, until all things have reached the ultimate possible 

limit [impelled] by the power itself' (xcupEiv be aei, ecu~ eis EOXaTov ~EXPl TOU 

bVVOTOU TO: 1TaVTa T;KlJ olTi9 bvva~Ecu~; IV.8.6.13-6). 
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If this is the case, Plotinus, as we have already noted in the previous 

chapter, cannot offer any general reason as to "why the maker makes" (OlCx 

Ti 6 OTH.1l0VPYoS ElToiTjoev; 11.9.18.1). He may say, and indeed says in a 

variety of contexts and ways, that this creative overflowing should be 

attributed to the very nature of every creative entity, or indeed to the 

nature of being and reality in general, "if this is in every nature, to 

produce what comes after it and to unfold itself' (eilTep EKaoTlJ CPVOEl TOVTO 

EveOTl TO ~eT' avn,v lToleiv Kai E~EAhTEOeal; IV.8.6.8-9).5 Beyond this 

assertion of the essential productivity of being, Plotinus can offer two sets 

of considerations. The purpose of the first is to provide some explication 

of the character and the spontaneous aim of this creative overflowing. In 

this respect, Plotinus' suggestion seems to be that we should consider this 

activity as generating or diffusing around each creative entity the shining 

aura (TTepiAa~\I'lS) of a familiar environment, a familiarity that Plotinus 

understands in terms of the similarity between an image and its original 

in circumstances where the two of them are related through some natural 

genetic process. "The snow does not only keep its cold inside itself', the 

cold that presumably made it, and, in the same way, 

all existing things, as long as they remain in being, necessarily 
produce from their own substances (EK Tiis a\iTc;,v ovo(as avaYKa(av), 
in dependence of their present power, a surrounding reality (a\iTc;,v 
E~TjPTTJ~EVTl'" VlT60Taolv) directed to what is outside them, a kind of 

s cr. II.9.B.24-6: "only that which is the most powerless of all things has nothing below it". 
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image of the archetypes from which it was produced (eiKovav ouaav 
olov apxeTvnwv wv e~E<pv) (V. 1.6.31.34).6 

If this suggestion amounts to a principle for the local determination of the 

activity of each creative instance, which is thus not only a link in a blind 

chain toward the eventual exhaustion of being, but also the agent of the 

formation of what comes after it in the chain, the second set of 

considerations develops further this notion of familiarity and attempts to 

render more plausible the generative activity in quasi-moral, quasi-

affective terms that point at the same time to the corresponding remarks 

about the motivation of the Demiurge in Plato's Timaeus and to an 

essentially procreative model of production.7 In this perspective, the 

indifferent and spontaneous overflowing of the creative principle acquires 

a certain moral character (in terms of a classical virtue-morality that 

oscillates between the notions of efficiency or power and moral goodness), 

to the extent that it is presented as the result of a generosity devoid of 

selfishness or grudgingness (<p8ovoS). In 11.9.17.17 or V.4.1.35 this 

generosity is described in moral terms, while in IV.8.6.12-3 the claim that 

6 Cf. V.4.1.24-42, where Plotinus makes the same claims and explicitly states that this is 
the case both with entities which have choice (11'pOalpEC7\V 1X1l) and with entities which 
grow without choice (<pUEI aVEv 11'poalp~aEcu5), and IV.3.10.35-6: "and this is of course 
common to all that exists, to bring things to likeness with themselves". 
7 "Let us now state the cause wherefor he that constructed it constructed becoming and 
the all. He was good, and in him that is good no envy arises concerning anything; being 
devoid of envy he desired that all should be, so far as possible, like himself' (Timaeus, 
2ge). The affective life of the Demiurge includes also the joy and the pleasure (nyaae'l. 
Ev<ppav6e(s) he feels upon completion of his work (37c) and the special concern he displays 
for the lesser gods as his immediate offspring (41a-d). Plotinus was fully aware of the 
affections of the Platonic Demiurge, which of course run counter to his notion of the 
indifference of the creative entities toward their creation; accordingly, in V.S.S he 
interprets the joy of the Demiurge as a didactic device pointing to the delight and the 
admiration ~ ought to feel about the world and its intelligible model. 
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the "unspeakable power ... could not stand still as if it had drawn a line 

around itself in selfish jealousy" (OUK eOel oTfiOal oTov neplYPcl\VavTa cpeovct» 

indicates that this moral interpretation (which, in any case, is 

problematic, since one can hardly see how moral-affective terms can make 

sense in view of the radical indifference of the creator) should be at least 

treated with caution.8 In the same perspective, Plotinus invests what in 

the large passage quoted above is described as the "halt" and the "turning 

toward" (OTclOlS) of the creature toward its creator with certain affections 

that both follow naturally from the model of procreation and, in this case, 

seem more congenial to his explicit claims. In this light, this "turning 

toward" can be considered as a result of the fact that "everything longs 

(noeel) for its parent (yevviiaav) and loves (ayanC::X) it, especially when 

parent and offspring (yeyevvTHlEVOV) are alone", separated only by 

"otherness" (eTEpolT)Tl J..lOVOV KEXCUploeal) {V. 1.6.50-55).9 

This differentiation between the affections that seem appropriate for 

the creator and the creature can be also considered as an index to another 

distinction that can be identified in the large passage quoted above. In 

this passage, we actually encounter two kinds of creative activity. In the 

8 In VA. 1.28-9 the situation is presented in a slightly different perspective, in which "we 
see that anything that comes to perfection produces and does not endure to remain by 
itself' (OUK aveX0l-levov eq>' eavTov I-I~velv), something that opens other possibilities, if one 
wishes to pursue a psychological line. 
9 cr. here V.3.12.28-32, an intriguing formulation in its tension between Plotinus' 
philosophical exigencies and the implications in the context of a procreative model: "for 
the One did not in some sort of way want (ou yap olov Tl'pou8'l\..11'18'l) Intellect to come into 
being, with the result that the Intellect came into being with the wanting as an 
intermediary (Ti'is Tl'p08vl-llaS l-IeTa~v yevol-I~v'lS) between the One and the generated 
intellect" . 
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first instance, the higher principle (the One or the Intellect) produces by 

its indifferent overflowing something that is merely other than itself, but 

not yet the distinct and definite lower principle (the Intellect or the soul) 

with its proper internal articulation. This articulation is presented as the 

product of another kind of creative activity, a process of self-constitution 

that is undertaken by the created principle itself and occurs in the 

circumstances of (or perhaps amounts to) its loving halt and return 

toward the higher principle. It is clear that the nature of this self-creative 

activity is radically different from the original instance of generation in 

ways that bring it much closer to a more ordinary notion of creation or 

production (of, say, the standard erotic kind elucidated in Plato's 

Symposium and evidently shaped by various interests). Its starting point 

is one of a lack to be eventually satisfied (hrAllp~6TJ), it is guided (and, in 

this case, effected) by a certain conscious gaze (I3Aenov, 6ea) toward that 

which it aspires, and it is accompanied by longing and love (no6ei, ayalTc)). 

On the other hand, it should be also noted that this creative activity seems 

further removed from any model of ordinary, instrumental production, 

since what is at stake in this case is a process of self-constitution and not 

the production of an object external to the maker. 

The distinction between these two kinds of creative activity can be 

expressed in terms of another distinction frequently employed by Plotinus, 

that between an "activity of the substance" (evePYEla l'iis ovo(as) and an 

"activity from the substance" (eVePYEla EK ,,;!; ova(a!;), or else, between an 
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activity "in its own self' (ev eavT4J) and an activity "to something else" (eiS 

TO CxAAO) (V.4.2.26-7; 11.9.8.23-4).10 The notion of an activity from the 

substance (always presented metaphorically in terms of physical 

phenomena of overflowing, radiation, or diffusion) is invoked precisely in 

order to account for the way in which an entity can generate something 

different from itself not only without having no intention for doing so, but 

also suffering no change whatsoever, as it abides peacefully and 

indifferently in itself. On the other hand, the notion of an activity of the 

substance points to the workings of the internal reality of each creative 

principle, which as we have already noted is nothing else than a process of 

self-constitution, "the active actuality which is each particular thing" (avT6 

eOTIV evepyelo EKOOTOV; V.4.2.28). In this case, the metaphorical 

presentation has to be of an entirely different order, as in the case of the 

celebrated image of "working on your statue" (TEKTa(vCAlV TO OOV aYOAlla; 

1.6.9.13). Once again it is worth underlining the way in which these two 

activities interlock in the progressive unfolding of being, distributing in a 

rather peculiar way causality and teleology, innocence and responsibility, 

autonomy and heteronomy. The activity from the substance corresponds 

to a causal power that is indifferently passed on from principle to 

principle, guaranteeing the continuity of this unfolding in successive 

10 For a general discussion of this distinction and its Platonic-Aristotelian origins, see 
Gerson, "Plotinus's Metaphysics", 566-570. The same distinction is essentially discussed 
in the context of the relation between the One and Intellect in Lloyd, "Thought and 
Existence", in terms that resemble what follows here, but at a level of detail which is 
beyond the scope of the present discussion. 



93 

generations, yet playing essentially no formative role. In this sense, each 

entity receives its bare existence "as a kind of gracious gift" (oTov EV XaplTl 

56vTOS; IV.B.6.23) from the previous entity in an act that, as much as it 

exemplifies the ontological power of the higher principle over the lower, 

cannot be judged in terms of any notion of responsibility: since the higher 

principle lacks any intention, it cannot produce anything determinate, and 

hence its action cannot be judged in any perspective defined by 

determinate standards. The formative activity that makes the emergent 

entity what it is is assumed by the lower principle, as a teleological task of 

self-determination, which, although internal in the strongest sense of the 

term (this is the proper activity of each principle as it abides by itself), is 

nevertheless guided by the effective presence of the higher principle in the 

very core of the life of the lower principle as an object of love and as a 

model to be imitated. The success of this project depends of course on the 

resources and the power of the lower principle (which thus becomes 

responsible for what it is). As Plotinus puts it, there is nothing that 

hinders (EKWAVEV) anything from having a share in the nature of the good, 

but only as far as each thing is able to participate in it (Ko86aov EKOOTOV 

oT6v T' llV ~EToAo~l3avElv; IV.B.6.17 -19; KOTCx 8VvO~lV nlV eoVT&v EKOOTO; 

11I.2.3.33}.11 

II Cf. here: "So we must assume that the first realities are actual and without deficiencies 
and perfect; but the imperfect ones come after and derive from the first, being perfected 
by their begetters as fathers perfect their originally imperfect offspring (TEAE,ov~Eva 5e nap' 
aVTc:;,v Tc:;,V yeyevvllK6Tc..lV 51KT\v naTEpc..lV nAEIOVvTc..lV)" (V.9.4.7-11). One can discern in 
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It should be noted, however, that this analysis leads to a necessary 

reformulation of one of the points made above. If the local aim of the 

productive activity of each principle is to generate around it a familiar 

environment or dependent reality, then it would be more appropriate to 

say that each principle generates around it an environment, and then 

persuades or seduces (although unintentionally) this environment to 

shape itself in forms familiar to the higher principle: what comes after is 

shaped on the basis of the creative recollection and reactivation of what 

comes before by what comes after.12 All these points may be better 

expressed, by saying that when Plotinus calls each principle 

"representation and image" of the one above it (llh.1T)lla Kai ElBwAOV EKe{VOV; 

V.4.2.26), these terms should be understood in a double sense: each 

principle resembles the higher (subjectively; qua creator) in being an 

instance of a sovereign but blind ontological power of production (which it 

receives from the outside and it gives to the outside, without being able to 

this misleading formulation (in that it hides the fact that the first realities actually do 
nothing themselves in order to perfect their offspring) an extremely powerful model of 
education, not to mention an intriguing anticipation of Freud's views on the origin and 
the function of super-ego with regard to the formation of character (see The Ego and the 
Id, 368-379). The fundamental difference between the two accounts (after the necessary 
adjustments), namely the presentation by Freud of the moment of the turning back as an 
instance of mourning, i.e., love for the dead, provides a very fruitful starting point for the 
exploration of the differences between classical and modem (post-Kantian) conceptions of 
su bjectivity. 
12 The ambiguity about the value of craftsmanship, noted above, appears here in a 
particularly perspicuous form. As much as reality is presented by Plotinus in thoroughly 
dynamic and creative terms, the fact remains that "being able to make something by itself 
(TO 8,' OUTOV ouvoa6ai TI lTOIEiv) is the characteristic of something which is not altogether 
in a good state (OUK EV ~XOVTOS navTTJ) but makes and moves (nolowToS Kal \(IVOV~~vov) in 
the direction in which it is inferior" (III.2.138-41; cf. V.3.12.33, where the same point is 
made for the One). As a result, the higher principle is the creator, but the job has to be 
done by the lower principle. 



95 

interfere in any way with it) and each principle comes to resemble the 

higher (objectively; qua creature) through a process of self-determination 

undertaken as a work of love. In this process, the rather indifferent and 

fully indeterminate gift of existence acquires its determinate reality and 

value only to the extent that the lower principle can activate lovingly its 

heritage through a task of self-determination aiming at what, for Plotinus, 

lies both above and inside. 

The main purpose of this presentation of the fundamentals of 

Plotinian creativity was to bring out the complexity and the mUltiplicity of 

the models of creation employed or exploited by Plotinus. Summarising 

what has been said so far, we may say that the generation of a Hypostasis 

by another, is a creative act that starts with a process of spontaneous or 

'natural' generation, continues with an affective or conative determination 

of the creature in terms that seem to follow from a procreative (in the full 

sense of this term, including an erotic-educational dimension) model of 

creation, and ends with an activity that could be described in terms of 

craftsmanship or art, with the important qualification that the aim is not 

the production of an external object, but rather the self-constitution of the 

creature. These general considerations apply of course (primarily) to the 

Intellect, which has indeed a double activity of this kind: "for when it is 

active in itself (ev aVTc+> evepyei), the products (evepyov~eva) of its activity 

are the other intellects, but when it acts outside itself (e~ au-roO), the 

product is Soul" (V1.2.22.26-28), the soul which, in accordance with the 
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complex manner of Plotinian generation, "is matter to the first reality 

which makes it and is afterwards given shape and perfected" (UATIV lTPO~ TO 

lTOlfjaav TO lTp&TOV, eh' au",v Ej.lj.lOpq>ov CxlTOTEAeia8at; VI.9.4.11-12). 

Setting aside for the time being the process of the generation of the soul, 

let us examine in some more detail the nature of the internal activity of 

the Intellect, in terms that would be helpful later in our discussion of the 

creative activity of the soul. 

One of the fundamental characteristics of the "proper activity" (oiKe(a 

EvepYEla) of the Intellect is that this activity is absolutely immanent and 

self-contained. Although, as we have already remarked, the active self

constitution of the Intellect can be presented as a halt toward the One 

(lTPOS EKeivo aTCxatS), in reality there is no external reference. This very 

formulation amounts to the claim that when the Intellect gazes at and 

comes to know the One, it sees and knows nothing but itself (i5eiv eaUTOV 

Kat ei5evat; V.3. 7 .11-2), since, in the extraordinary circumstances of the 

ontological transaction beetwen the One and the Intellect, all the Intellect 

can know is what the One "gives and what its power is" (& e5CUKe Kat & 

5vVaTat), and hence, itself as the sum of all that was given (lTaVTa TO 

Bo8evTa aUTOS; V.3.7.S-7). In this sense, Plotinus notes that "the being of 

the Intellect is activity, and there is nothing to which this activity is 

directed; so it is self-directed" (TO elva I ow Evepyela, Kat ouBev, lTPO~ 0 ti 

Evepyela· lTPOS miTc1) expa; V.3.7.18-20). 
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Another important characteristic of this self-directed activity is that 

it is entirely foreign from any form of practical activity in the entire range 

defined, say, between the Aristotelian notions of praxis and poiesis: the 

Intellect neither does nor makes anything in the ordinary sense of these 

terms, since "it has no practical activity, and in fact in pure Intellect there 

is not even any desire for what is absent from it" (cfl Be ~.ni lTpa:~l), ouBe yo:p 

OpE~l) Tc';) Ka6apc';) vc';) CIlTOVTO); V.3.6.39-40), the obvious and necessary 

prerequisite for any sort of practical activity.13 Given this remark, which 

merely brings to the foreground the evident fact that the proper task of the 

Intellect ought to be thinking and not making, we have to face the 

following fundamental question: What is the reason that leads Plotinus to 

present again and again the internal activity of the Intellect with the help 

of a vocabulary of making and generating, as when he says, for instance, 

that the wisdom of the Intellect can be appreciated if we consider that "it 

has made all things" (lTElTO{llKE TO: OVTa; V.8.4.46), or when he calls the 

intelligibles (vorU.laTa) "perfect productions" (TEAEOV yEVVm.la; VI.7.2.48)? 

The rest of my remarks about the Intellect will be an attempt to shed some 

light on this question in terms of a brief discussion of the nature of this 

kind of thinking and the necessity that underlies its presentation as a 

form of making. 

13 The same point is made even more forcefully in III.2.1.35-S. Since the Intellect "is 
everywhere one and complete at every point, it stays still and knows no alteration 
(aAAoicuolv OIiK EXel); for it does not make as one thing acting upon another (11'01ei 6A}.,0 els 
OAAO). For what reason could it have for making, since it is deficient in nothing (T(VOS 

yap clV EVEKa nOlol eAAeinov ovSev[)?" 



98 

The nature of the thinking of the 'pure' Intellect and the problems it 

generates is of course a well-covered topic in Plotinian scholarship, and 

hence I shall be rather brief here. 14 In this perspective, there are three 

fundamental aspects that need to be noted. The first concerns the identity 

between thinking and being. At the level of Intellect, Plotinus' position 

amounts to a complete and exhaustive idealism: the Intellect "really thinks 

the real beings and thus establishes them into existence" (voOS Cbv QVTCUS 

VOEi TO: OVTa Kat Uq>(OTllOlV; V.9.S.13-4)ls and these beings have no other 

existence outside thought. The second aspect concerns the identity 

between the Intellect and its thoughts: the intelligible beings are not only 

contained in the Intellect (ev aUT4», but are identical with the Intellect. As 

a result, the Intellect thinks them in itself as (it thinks) itself (ev aVT4> t:Js 

aVTOV; V.9.S.1S), in the complete and thoroughgoing identity of Intellect, 

intellection, and intelligibles (ev (lila neXvTa eOTal. voliS. VOT'lOlS. TO VOT'lTOV; 

V.3.S.43-4), the actuality of which is the being of the Intellect (cf. V.S.2; 

11.9.1.37-40; 111.9.1.15-20). Finally, this thinking, in conformity with the 

general claims made above, occurs in the form of an entirely static activity 

that does not affect or change (IlETa(3aAAElv) in any way the condition of the 

14 The well-known discussion of non-discursive thought in Plotinus (Lloyd, "Non
discursive Thought"; Sorabji, Time, Creation, and the Continuum, 152-156; Lloyd, "Non
propositional Thought") provides a good orientation in the issue, covering problems (such 
as the complexity of non-discursive thought or the problem of self-consciousness in the 
Intellect) that will not concern us in this context. 
IS cr. V.1.81S-18 and 111.8.8.1-8 for a discussion of this issue invoking Parmenides' 
formula for the identity between thinking and being. 
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Intellect: "Intellect is as it is, always the same, resting in a static activity" 

(eoTI yap ws eOTI voliS aei womhws Evepye{c;x Ke{~evos EOTWOt;l; 11.9.1.30). 

The static nature of the thinking of the Intellect can be expressed in 

a variety of ways that point to different aspects of the issue. The most 

general formulation, excluding at the outset every form of change or 

becoming, would be the claim that "every act of intelligence is timeless, 

since the realities there are in eternity and not in time" (axpovos mIoa 

V61101S, EV aiwvl, aAA' OUK EV XPOVCtl OVTWV TWV EKei; IVA. 1.13-4; aiwv as the 

life of the Intellect is described in 111.7.3). In phenomenological terms, the 

most important implication of this general thesis is that thought (and 

hence knowledge) at the level of the Intellect does not appear (or is not 

experienced) as some kind of inquiry or search after the thing to be 

thought or known, but amounts to the continuous and undisturbed 

presence of the objects of thought (which is of course the continuous 

presence of the Intellect to itself): the Intellect "thinks not by seeking, but 

by having" (voei Se ou ~l1TWV, aAA' exwv; V.1A.17; cf. V.8.4.39). Once 

again, Plotinus attributes to this kind of thought conative and affective 

features that are inconsistent with any state that we may generally 

consider as providing the starting point for some creative endeavour: "all 

things in it are perfect" (mlvTa TEAela), and as a result of this absence of 

lack "all things remain stationary for ever, as if they were satisfied with 

themselves for being so" (oTov ayalTC;)vTa eavTCc OVTCAlS ExovTa; V.1.4.25-6). 

Finally, and we come here to the full expression of the intuitive and non-
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discursive nature of the thought of the Intellect, this form of thought has 

no internal distance, extension, or depth in any possible sense of these 

terms. On the one hand, since there is no seeking for apprehending any 

objects of thought that are not immediately present (OUK hn~aAAwv W~ 1,,111 

EXWV), or trying to obtain them (hnKTWIlEVOS), or going through them 

discursively as if they were not ready at hand (SIE;OSEVWV ou 

npoKEXElplollEva; V.9.7.l0-ll), it follows that there is no temporal 

succession reflecting conceptual or argumentative elaboration, no mental 

chain of associations formed by "letting some things go and attending to 

other" (V.1.4.l9). As a result, this thinking amounts to an intuitive 

knowledge, which, regardless of its propositional content and complexity, 

"is not composed of theorems, but one thing as a whole" (OUKETI avvTe8eioav 

EK 8EwPTlIlclTWV, aAA' OAllV EV TI; V.8.5.6-7). On the other hand, although 

the Intellect in the process of contemplating the One and thus constituting 

itself thinks a multiplicity of objects (111.8.8.30-33; V.3.11.1-4), this kind of 

thought experiences no resistance and requires no effort. Each individual 

object of thought is manifest as a whole upon thinking (lTpoeq>clVll; 

VI.7.2.S2) and in the totality of thought "everything and all things are clear 

to the inmost part of anything" (nos naVTt q>avepos eis TO eioCtJ Kat lTclVTa; 

V.8.4.S), arranged in a transparent and unified network. 

All these claims raise undoubtedly complicated epistemological 

problems. However, the main reason for their comprehensive but rather 
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cursory presentation is to underscore the urgency of our guiding question 

by bringing to the foreground the theoretical oddity (if not violence) of 

Plotinus' resolution to present the activity of the Intellect in creative terms. 

Why should he try to present the eternal and static presence of the 

Intellect to itself in terms of a dynamic process of self-constitution and, 

hence, as an instance of creation or generation? And how can this entity, 

present to itself in such a manner and entirely absorbed in itself, be 

designated as the primary creative instance in the entire hierarchy of 

Plotinian reality? With respect to these questions, one point that has 

become evident through our analysis of the nature of pure intellection is 

that we are dealing once again with a case of a creation, which, in an 

ordinary perspective, has to be considered as metaphorical. If "in the case 

of the Craftsman (TOO OTlIlIOUPYOO) we must completely eliminate 'before' 

(lTp6ow) and 'after' (OlT{ow) and give him a single unchanging (aTpElTToV) 

and timeless (axpovov) life" (IV.4.10.5-7), it follows clearly that the notion 

of craftsmanship involved must be of a rather peculiar nature. Moreover, 

the analysis of the previous chapter, in which the presentation of the 

emergence of the sensible world in terms of a creative act was interpreted 

as a metaphorical account of the order of the sensible world motivated by 

certain requirements reflecting the ontological status of the sensible world 

as a composite object, is of no avail in this context. Given the complete 

identity between thinking and being, the Intellect as the sum of the 

intelligibles is not an object of composite nature in the relevant sense; as a 
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result, we must seek elsewhere for the necessity motivating Plotinus' 

claims. 

In order to elucidate this problem, one needs to abandon the issue 

of pure intellection and return to the question of the creation of the world, 

with the help of two passages that capture concisely Plotinus' 

interpretation (or revision) of the function of the Demiurge in the Timaeus. 

The first of them is actually solidly Platonic (at least in the context of a 

non-literal interpretation of the Timaeus), both with regard to its 

inspiration and its implications. It is merely the claim that 

the universe comes from the intellect and the intellect is prior in 
nature and the cause of universe as a kind of archetype and model, 
the universe being an image of it (ahlos TOVTOV apxeTVTTov oTov Kai 
TTapaoelYlla eiKovos TOVTOV OVTOS) and existing by means of it and 
everlastingly coming into existence in this way (1I1.2.1.23-27}.16 

The second passage considers the same situation from the perspective of a 

personified Intellect/maker resembling the Demiurge, where Plotinus is 

nevertheless forced to make an interesting and careful contrast between 

such a Demiurge and an ordinary craftsman. Commenting on the fact 

that the universe was not generated by the Intellect "as the result of a 

process of reasoning" (yeyove oe ou AOYIO\.lct», he notes: 

For if it had sought (ei E~i)TEI}, it would not have it of itself, nor it 
would have been of its own substance, but it would have been like a 
craftsman (Texv{TTls) who does not have the ability to produce from 

16 All this may be considered as an amplification of the claim that "it is wholly necessary 
that this ordered world should be a copy of something" Cfimaeus, 29B). 
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himself, but as something acquired (aXX' ElraKT6v), and gets it from 
learning (EK TOO ~aeEIV) (111.2.2.13-15).17 

These two passages make clear the initial requirements of the problem. 

- On the one hand, there has to be a prior paradigm to guide the creation of 

the world; on the other hand, if the effectiveness of this paradigm is to be 

presented in terms of a creative figure, the ultimate function of such a 

figure (since there may be auxiliary figures, such as the cosmic soul) 

would be precisely to account for the emergence of this paradigm. The 

most obvious way to account for such an emergence would be through an 

act of creation: if, as we have noted above, the Intellect "really thinks the 

real beings and thus establishes them into existence" (voOS llv OVTc..JS VOEI 

TO QVTa Kai Uq>(OTTJOIV; V.9.5.13-4), then one could argue that the 

fundamental creative function of the Intellect is precisely the creation of 

the paradigm that guides all subsequent creation. However, things are 

not so simple. As Plotinus notes in the same treatise, the Intellect "stands 

firm in itself, being all things together, and does not think each thing in 

order to bring it into existence" (eOTT)KEV EV aUTc+> 6~oO lTaVTa V. ov vonoas. 

'IV' tJlTOOTnOlJ eKaoTa; V.9.7.12-3). The tension between these two claims 

cannot be eased with the help of some distinction between instances of 

.7 Again, this claim may be considered as an amplification of Plato's claim that the 
Demiurge "was looking" (lI3AE1TEV) at the eternal (TO cif510v) while making the world (29A). 
However, this amplification cannot be directly warranted by anything in the Platonic text, 
where the original cognitive relationship between the Demiurge and the eternal paradigm 
is left unclear. That much is conceded by Plotinus himself in 111.9.1, where he discusses 
explicitly his two main problems with the figure of the Oemiurge in the Timaeus: the 
question of the existence of forms prior to the activity of the Intellect! Demiurge and the 
sense in which the Demiurge planned his creation. 
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particular thinking (the thinking of particular Forms) and the totality of 

pure intellection (the thinking of the entire "real living creature"; 111.9.1.3). 

In both cases, if thinking is construed as thinking of something (and in 

what other way can it be construed?), "what is thought must be prior to 

this thinking. Otherwise how would it come to thinking it? Certainly not 

by chance, nor did it happen on it casually" (Tav-rns yap 1i1s voi]oec.vs 

lTPOTEPOV BEi TO VOOVIJEVOV ETval. ~ lTWS QV EASOI ElTi TO VOEiv aUTO; ou yap Btl 

KaTO ovvTvxiav ouBe ElTEj3aAEv EiKij; V.9.7.16-9). 

We are now in a position to formulate precisely the issue raised by 

the creative nature of the Intellect. On the one hand, to the extent that for 

Plotinus any ontologically significant creative activity is guided by a prior 

mental conception 18 (which, as we have already noted, can be also 

presented as a loved object, exercising its ontological effectiveness In a 

teleological manner), the Intellect can indeed be considered as the primary 

and fundamental creative instance, the locus or the agent of an apparently 

radical creative activity that, while being presupposed by any other form of 

creation both as beginning and end, has in itself no presuppositions or 

conditions, either in a formal or a material perspective. Yet, this means 

that Plotinus has to face, in the context of an interpretation of this original 

creative activity as a form of thinking, the fundamental problem of any 

attempt to articulate a concept of radical creation: namely, that the only 

18 "Some wisdom makes all the things which have come into being, whether they are 
products of art or nature" (".cX\lTa 6~ Tel y,v6~eva. efTe TeXVTlTel etn CPUCJlKel etTl. aocpla TlS 
",olei; V.8.5.1-2). I shall return to this issue shortly. 
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way to think of an unconditional creation with no presuppositions is by 

considering in a circular manner the created object as a presupposition of 

itself, a self-effected entity, or, in this particular context, as a thought that 

thinks itself, "as if the conclusion was there before the syllogism which 

established the cause and did not follow from the premises" (oTov Ei lTPO 

TOU OVAAOYIO\-lOU TT;S aiT(as TO OV\-llTepaO\-la, OU napa TWV lTPOTclOEWV; 

V.8.7.41-2) In this sense, the original entity can be neither a thought 

(what mind IS thinking this thought?), nor an Intellect (what is this 

Intellect thinking?), since in both cases the result would be the implicit 

postulation of a condition prior to the creative act. Rather, in the 

intelligible world, although "the making principles are primary on account 

of their making" (eKEloe npWTa TO nOIOVVTa, 08EV KalnpwTa), "the primary 

principle and the making principle must coincide, and both be one (oElovv 

O\-la Kat TO lTOIOUV Elva I Kat EV a\-l<pw): if not, there will be need for yet 

another" (V.3.10.3-5).19 In other words, neither the making principle (the 

creator), nor the primary principle (the creature) can be reduced to or 

absorbed by each other. The duality has to be retained and their 

relationship presented in terms of a creative act, but only in order to be 

possible to say that "the thing itself is intellect and its ground is intellect" 

(Kat yap TO \I1TOKE(\-lEVOV VOVS Kat aUTOS VOVS; V.8.4.l9), or else to say that the 

only sense in which the Intellect generates wisdom (eyeVVTlOE Tliv oo<p(av) is 

19 As Plotinus himself notes immediately after the passage just quoted, any further 
discussion of this issue has to take into account the presence and the function of the 
One. Here, however, our direction is downward. 
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by being wisdom itself (m1Tov QVTa aoq>(av; V.8.5.13-5), or else to say that 

the Intellect is "like the primary lawgiver" (oTov VO~OeET1lS lTPWTOS) only in 

order to correct ourselves immediately by adding "or rather is itself the law 

of being" (~aAAov Be v6~os aUTOS TOO EIVOl; V.9.4.28-9), since no lawgiver is 

possible if the law as such does not already exist. However, if this is all we 

can say, then the only way to deal with the riddle of this circularity is to 

dilate it through the invocation of a time in which there is no before or 

after, namely, eternity. 

The Soul in the Chain of Creation 

Having acquainted ourselves with the real thing, namely intelligible 

creativity, we are ready, in a solid Platonic-Plotinian fashion, to turn our 

attention to its image, namely the creative activity of the soul. Since, 

however, images are invariably more complicated than their originals, we 

need first to return briefly to the vertical procession of the Plotinian 

principles and make a few remarks about the hypostatic extension of the 

soul that will provide the background of our discussion of its creative 

activity. 

In the previous section, the descent had reached the point where the 

Intellect generates the soul as "a lesser image of it, and in the same way 

indefinite, but defined by its parent and, so to speak, given a form 

(6pl~6~EVOV BE uno TOU YEVVtlaaVTo~ I<a\ oTov el50lTOtOV~EVOV)" (V.I.7 .40-2). 

Beyond this level, a number of complications arise, but for the purposes of 



107 

the present discussion we need merely to outline the simple model implied 

by Plotinus' claims in 111.8.4-5.20 In this context, Plotinus draws two 

complementary distinctions. On the one hand, he makes the already 

familiar distnction between two 'parts' of soul, which amounts to the 

demarcation of an internal extension of the Hypostasis soul. There is a 

'part' that "is above and, always filled and illuminated by the reality there, 

remains above" (avU) lTPOS TO avU) aEt lTAllPOVIlEVOV Kat EAAalllTOIlEVOV IlEVEI 

EKE\) , a 'part', that is, that would be very difficult to be always and 

consistently distinct from the Intellect,21 and another 'part' that "goes 

forth" (npoElol) (111.8.5.10-13). On the other hand, Plotinus also 

distinguishes, in a way that seems to indicate a quasi-hypostatic 

unfolding, between a 'prior' soul (which is soul proper) and nature (cpVOIS) 

as a 'weak' soul, "the offspring of a prior soul with a stronger life" (YEvVlllla 

\Vvxiis npoTEpas ovvaTt:lTEpov ~t:lOllS; 111.8.4.15-6). For the purposes of our 

discussion, nature qua lower soul can be sufficiently defined as the 

formative principle that guides natural processes and distinguished from 

20 We shall be concerned here neither with the problems of hypostatic economy generated 
by these claims (e.g., is nature a fourth Hypostasis?), nor with the way various specific 
souls (e.g., the cosmic soul, the souls of the stars, other individual souls) are integrated 
in this scheme. 
21 For a detailed survey of relevant passages and problems, see Blumenthal, "Nous and 
Soul in Plotinus", esp. pp.210-13. Blumenthal identifies a number of passages which 
support the view that, at least in certain cases, the 'upper' part of soul is to be identified 
with the Intellect. His argument, however, does not prove that this leads to an 
identification of the two Hypostases. In order for such a view to hold, the 'upper' part of 
soul has to be first identified with the Hypostasis soul. However, Plotinus explicitly states 
in a number of occasions that soul is a twofold nature and therefore, what might be 
called the Hypostasis soul should comprise not only its 'upper' but also its 'lower' part 
(see, e.g., IV.4.2-3 or IV.8.4.30). We shall return to the question ofthe internal hypostatic 
extension of the soul in the next chapter. 
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soul proper in two related ways. First, by the fact that it does not engage 

in mental activity of any kind, rational or not, (it is a<pclvTaoTos and 

aAOYOS; 111.8.1.23); second, by its complete immanence, the fact that it is 

"not directed upwards or even downwards, but at rest with what it is" 

(OTooa Be EV ~ EOTlV) (111.8.4.17-8). 

Given these distinctions and the range they cover, it is evident that 

the activity of the various instances of soul cannot be discussed in a 

completely unified manner at the level of detail: a kind of soul that has no 

power to form mental images and bears no relation at all to language is 

clearly a rather exotic entity (much more exotic, say, than the Freudian 

unconscious which retains a fundamental relation to imagination and 

language), which poses problems of its own and cannot be discussed in 

terms applicable either to more ordinary instances of soul, or to other 

extraordinary souls, such as the souls of the stars.22 However, one of the 

fundamental issues that we have to elucidate, namely the relationship 

between theory (knowledge, thought, contemplation) and the creative 

activity of the soul, is formally (Le., independently of the specific character 

of this theory and this activity in each case) presented by Plotinus, with a 

deliberate and provocative insistence, in unified terms and with reference 

22 Plotinus himself was forced, in view of the unusual circumstances, to present his 
principal account of the activity of nature qua lower soul in the context of an extended 
and entertaining personification (III.S.4). Nature is asked why it makes (TlvoS KVEKa 'lfOlEi), 

reprimands the questioner for the inappropriate form of approach given its nature ("You 
ought not to ask, but to understand in silence, you, too, just as I am silent and not in the 
habit of talking"; III.8.4.3-5), but nevertheless gives a short speech, which is then 
supplemented by a commentary, of the kind one would give to an oracular statement 
(e.g., starting with the question: "What does this mean?"). 
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to the entire family of soul-sisters and soul-daughters. Since Plotinus' 

conception of this relationship points to the most important similarities 

between intelligible and psychic creativity (or else indicates the extent to 

which the analysis of intelligible creativity is carried over and guides the 

analysis at the level of the soul), we may address it at the outset, reserving 

for the rest of our discussion an examination of the relevant differences. 

Even the most cursory review of the relevant material is enough to 

substantiate the suspicions that may have been already raised in our 

discussion of intelligible creativity and support the claim that Plotinus 

subordinates making and acting to thinking and knowing in almost every 

conceivable way. Given the unanimity of this evidence, our task is 

essentially reduced to the systematic presentation of these various ways in 

terms proper to the ontological circumstances of the soul. The principle of 

this systematisation is in its turn quite simple. Plotinus starts from the 

complete identity between thought and activity, or contemplation and 

making, at the level of the Intellect and relaxes it, so to speak, in both 

directions in order to come up with two weaker, but fully generalized, 

claims: thought or contemplation is both a necessary condition for making 

or acting and its general end. On the basis of these claims, Plotinus is 

then able to present acting and making either as a weaker form of 

contemplating or as a substitute for it. Let us then examine some of the 

details of these claims. 
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The general formulation of the first claim has been already quoted in 

the previous section: "some wisdom makes all the things which have come 

into being, whether they are products of art or nature" (TTavTa 511 Tel 

YIVOIlEva, EITE TEXVllTCx EITE <pVOIKCx Eill. oo<pia TIS TTOlei; V.8.5.1-2). This claim 

does not appear surprising. Overall, it points to a providential conception 

of nature in which there is no room for the effective presence of a chance 

and which Plotinus undoubtedly shares (cf. 111.1.3.1-5; 111.2.1.1-5; 

III.8.2.10-15; VI.9.5.1-5). In the case of deliberate and rational creative 

activity, of the kind we may associate with the figure of a craftsman, it 

apparently reflects the fact that such a kind of creation is impossible 

without the prior conception of the object to be created and the knowledge 

concerning the instrumental means for its actual production (although, as 

we shall see when we examine the nature of this wisdom, this is not 

exactly what Plotinus has in mind). In this respect, the only point that 

needs to be noted is that the attribution of direct causal effectiveness to 

knowledge, or to the creator qua knower, (something which is of course far 

from obvious and presupposes a number of assumptions concerning, e.g. , 

the nature of desire or the general motivation of instances of creation) 

enables Plotinus to situate the relation between knowledge and the end of 

action (whether praxis or poiesis) within the general schema of the relation 

between cause and effect. In this way, Plotinus is able to present the 

relation between creator and creature in terms of the standard inferiority 

that characterizes the effect with regard to the cause in his metaphysical 
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system. Thus, when the identity between maker and thing made in the 

intelligible realm is relaxed, "every original maker must be in itself 

stronger than that which it makes" (Ka\ TO TTPWTOV TT010VV TTOV KaS' aVTO 

KPEITTOV elVa! Sel TOU TTOIOV~EVOV; V.8.1.30-1). As a result, Plotinus is able to 

carry over from the intelligible realm the claim that creation in general is 

undertaken from a condition of plenitude and not deficiency. The 

superiority of the maker (whether of the agent or the original mental 

conception that guides creation) implies further that making at the level of 

the soul does not add anything new in the Plotinian universe: after the 

Intellect "made all things" (TTElTO(TJKE TO OVTa; V.8.4.46), every other creative 

effort (whether natural or artificial) results, we may say, in the 

reproduction of inferior copies of these original realities. 

Similar, yet rather more radical, conclusions can be reached if we 

consider in the same formal manner the motivation behind the creative 

activity at the level of the soul. So far Plotinus has claimed that 

contemplation of a mental original is a necessary condition for the 

undertaking of a creative project. To the extent that such a contemplation 

of an intelligible model actually takes place, the maker or the model can 

be deemed superior to the object made and contemplating better than 

making. However, Plotinus wants to claim further that the creative 

activity itself is fundamentally a form of contemplation, but one which, 

because of the weakness of the particular contemplator (i.e., the soul) has 

to acquire the weaker or inferior form of the actual production of its object 



112 

(in time, space, and matter): "all activity of soul must be contemplation, 

but one stage weaker than another" (avaYKTJ ao8eveoTepav ~Ev ETepav ETepas 

elva! [i) Evepyela], TTe:oav oE 8ec.up(av; 111.8.5.20-2). The nature of the 

weakness involved here will be discussed more fully below. For the time 

being, we merely need to note that this weakness (which amounts to the 

dissolution of the instant link between conception and creation in the 

Intellect and the establishment of the ordinary distance between them to 

be bridged teleologically) transforms effectively the above claim into the 

weaker claim that all "action is for the sake of contemplation and vision" (ti 

expa TTpa~IS EveKa 6ec.upias Kai eewpn~aTos; 111.8.6.1). The scope of the 

implications of this latter claim is quite wide. At a first level, it obviously 

implies that action and creation are not ends in themselves but aim at 

knowledge: the agents of action (ToiS TTpaTTovolv) create an object neither 

for the satisfaction of any other desires they may have nor for the 

satisfaction afforder by creating itself, but so that "they should know and 

see it present in their soul" ((va yv&OIV Kat TTapov 'ffiW01V EV \fI\JXil) as an 

"object set there for contemplation" (CSTI Ke(~evov 8eaT6v; 111.8.6.6-7). 

However, at a deeper level, the implications are far more radical. Given 

that the creative activity of each Hypostasis is not exhausted by its proper 

activity (Le., thinking-living eternally for the Intellect, thinking-living in 

time for the soul) but is also responsible for the vertical unfolding of 

reality, and given that in this case "that which is produced must always be 
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of the same kind as its producer, but weaker" (OJ,.loyevEs yap aEi SEI TO 

YEVVWIlEVOV EIVOI, ao8EVEOTEPOV I.n;v; 111.8.5.23-4), Plotinus is able to present 

the thesis concerning the priority of contemplation with full ontological 

force. In this perspective, it is not only that contemplation is prior to 

action with regard to the proper activity of various already established 

entities, but also "that all things come from contemplation and are 

contemplation, both the things which truly exist and the things which 

come from them when they contemplate and are themselves objects of 

contemplation" (OTI J,.lEV TTCIVTa Tel TE WS CxAT"J8&s oVTa Etc:: 8ecup(as Kat 8ecup(a, 

Kat TO E~ EKElvcuv yevollEva eECUpOVVTCUV EKElvcuv Kat aUTO eecup~llaTa; 

111.8.7.1-3). This general claim, which encapsulates, in a way that borders 

on the misleading, all the finer distinctions elucidated in our discussion,23 

is the fundamental assumption under which Plotinus can give a unified 

account of intelligible and psychic creativity. This claim captures the basic 

21 That Plotinus is occasionally elliptical to an extent that may actually create problems 
Ie specially in the treatises against the Gnostics IIII.8, V.8, V.S, 11.9) from which most of 
the discussed material is taken) is evident by claims such as "that the realities which 
have come into existence, which are representations of real beings, show that their 
makers has as their goal in making, not makings or actions, but the finished object of 
contemplation" IKa\ 01 Ylv6~Eval lnrooTaoEI~ ~1~f)oEI~ 6VTCA)V ouoal lI'OIOUvTa 5EIKVUOI TtAo~ 
lTOIOVIlEva ou Tas 1I'01f)oEI~ ouB! TaS lI'pa~EI~, aAAa TO all'OnAEOIJa '(va 8ECA)PIl8il; 111.8.7.8-10). 
It is clear that a proper understanding of this claim needs a number of qualifications: 
obviously the Intellect does not create the soul as an object of contemplation for it (in the 
sense that that it may produce its intelligible content), but it is the soul that shapes itself 
by contemplating the Intellect. In other words, given the ubiquity of contemplation and 
likeness, we should not lose track neither of the distinction between an 'objective' 
likeness Ithe result of a creative process guided by a model) and a 'subjective' likeness 
Ithe fact that each creator-contemplator generates, in the complicated way described in 
the previous section, other creators-contemplators), nor of the distinction between being 
a subject and being an object of contemplation (a distinction that collapses, at least in 
the sense that interests us here, only within the Intellect). We may also note that in such 
contexts (as in the passage quoted in the text below) Plotinus is liable to maximize the 
ambiguities inherent in a constant oscillation between generation and production as 
different modes of creation. 
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similarity between Intellect and soul when they are considered as creators: 

their thoroughgoing immersion into contemplation, the fact that they 

come into being as subjects and objects of contemplation and continue to 

exist exercising an activity that can be understood in terms and kinds and 

grades of contemplation.24 The aspects of this similarity that concern the 

activity of en souled beings are summed up by Plotinus in the following 

passage, which should be quoted in full as it provides an excellent starting 

point for the ensuing discussion of the inevitable differences between 

Intellect and soul: 

For when living things, too, produce (yevvc;x), it is the rational 
principles within (oi AOYOI ev8ov) which move them, and this is an 
activity of contemplation (evepyela 6ec.up(a~), the birth pain of creating 
many forms and many things to contemplate and filling all things 
with rational principles (lTOAAeX lToleiv ei8n Kat lTOAAeX eec.uPtl~aTa Kat 
AOYWV lTAllPWOal lTclVTa), and a kind of endless contemplation (olov 
ael 6ec.upeiv), for creation is bringing a form into being, and this is 
filling all things with contemplation (111.8.7.17-22). 

How are we then, in the context created by this passage, to describe the 

difference between the contemplation-creation of the Intellect and the 

contemplation-creation of the soul, the difference between aet 6eCAlpeiv and 

oTov aEI Sewpeiv? With regard to any ordinary creator or actor (any being 

whose creative activity takes place within space and time and involves the 

information of matter), Plotinus invokes in this direction the notion of a 

weakening or infirmity (ao6evela) of the power of contemplation in an 

24 The last manifestations of this chain of instances of contemplation, lacking themselves 
the active power of contemplation, would be contemplation only as passive objects of 
contemplation (TEeE(o)prn.l~Vos), as Plotinus notes in 111.3.3.6-8. 
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almost literal sense. Generally speaking, the people of action "are not able 

to grasp the vision sufficiently, and therefore are not filled with it, but still 

long to see it" (111.8.4.33-4) and as a result, "they seek to obtain it by going 

round about it" (TOVTO lTepIlTAavc::,\leVOl EAeiv ~TJTOVOl; 111.8.6.3-4), by 

actually creating a material version of the object instead of merely 

contemplating it in its intelligible form. In a more detailed manner, 

Plotinus designates ordinary creation either as weakening (aa8evEla) or as 

consequence (lTapaKOAOv8TJlla) of contemplation: consequence when the 

creator had actually contemplated a prior and better intelligible model 

(and then, presumably, could not sit still or had some other reasons to 

create); weakening when the creator, like a Platonic artist, had nothing in 

view beyond the actual object produced (111.8.4.40-45). These remarks 

apply also to the creative activity of the soul. In a number of contexts, 

Plotinus envisages approvingly the situation in which a 'strong' soul 

abstains from any external activity and turns upon itself, contemplating, 

quietly and confidently, the rational principles that it possesses in full on 

its own (111.8.6.10-40; V.3.8.28-35, where the evapYEaTEpa life of the soul 

is called ov YEVVTJTIKtlV). Even if this contemplation, unlike that of the 

Intellect, is motivated by a certain deficiency and experiences a certain 

distance from its object, the mark of the strength of a soul is precisely the 

extent to which it can negotiate or overcome the lack of familiarity 

(OiKEic.vOl)) with its own contents within a purely internal dimension that 

has no need of the external props provided by its ordinary creative activity. 
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However, it is clear that, although these remarks point to a possibility 

within the life of the soul that is especially important for Plotinus in a 

moral or soteriological perspective, they cannot be the end of the story, 

since they overlook the distinctive contribution of the soul in the 

metaphysical hierarchy of Hypostases. Namely, its normal orientation 

towards the sensible world with all that this implies: the fact that, in 

contrast to the higher principles which are continually at rest and by 

themselves, the soul contains also a lower 'part' that "is at rest too, but 

also in motion, incidentally and in matter" (ev T1j VAlJ Kat KaTcl av~13E1311KOs 

KIVOV~EVOV; 11.3.18.19-20). Hence, we need to approach the issue from a 

perspective that will take into account the ordinary function and task of 

the soul and not bypass it immediately in the direction of an ascent 

toward the Intellect. 

If, on the basis of the passage quoted in full above, the core of 

Plotinus' understanding of creativity is the claim that creation is bringing 

a form into being, then, in the case of the soul (about which the same 

claim is repeated in V.3.7.31), this claim has obviously to be qualified in 

two complementary ways, pointing to an internal and an external 

dimension. The external dimension relates to the fact that for the most 

part the creative activity of the soul, in all its various instances from the 

cosmic soul to nature, is not fully self-contained or self-directed, but 

presupposes the existence of matter to which it is directed or applied. As 

Plotinus puts it, "there is a need of matter on which nature [but also all 
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souls that have descended] can work and which it forms" (VAll~ Se 5ei, E<J) Ti~ 

lTOlijOEI, Kal ilv EVEI50lTOlei; III.8.2.2-3}.25 In this sense, the soul does not 

produce forms, but informs an indefinite material. It would be thus more 

correct to describe its activity in terms of a process of ordering that does 

not produce an (intelligible) ordering principle (TO T<lTTOV) but rather 

generates a sensible order (T<l~IS) through the imposition of an intelligible 

element on a material substratum, as Plotinus himself does in a variety of 

occasions (e.g., 11.4.15.3-13; IV.4.16.13-21). However, this last point 

brings us back to the internal dimension of the difference between soul 

and Intellect considered as creators-contemplators. The fundamental 

weakness of soul in this respect is not related to the vicissitudes of its 

external encounter with matter, but rather to its internal incapacity to 

create unconditionally the principles that guide its own creative activity, 

which are in fact created (here not meant in any ordinary or external 

creative sense) by the Intellect. In other words, the fundamental weakness 

of the soul is that the contemplation that sustains its creative efforts is not 

a creative immediate positing of the objects of contemplation, but rather a 

passive appropriation or (internal) apprehension of them: "as for the 

things which come to it from the Intellect, it observes what one might call 

their imprints" (Kat hf! Tc'::IV EK TOU voii E<POPQ oTov TOV~ nrnov~; V.3.2.10). It 

is precisely because the soul does not generate its own principles of 

2S EvelSoTTolei is the form printed and translated by Armstrong, on the basis of the 
conjecture by Henry-Schwyzer; the codices read ~v e16EI nOIEi. 
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activity, but receives them as imprinted images 'flowing' from the Intellect 

(TO yap aTTOppeOV EK VOV AOYOS; 111.2.2.17), that the soul itself is nothing 

more than the image of a creator in comparison to the Intellect (O\ioE yap 

aVTTJ Eyevvllaev, aAA' eaTI Kai au", eioc..JAov Kai oi AOYOI; V.3.8.9-10).26 

All the major differences between soul and Intellect in this respect 

can be derived from this fundamental difference in the way in which the 

rational creative principles are or become available to each entity as 

objects of contemplation. The main implication of the fact that the soul 

does not generate by itself these principles through a process that would 

guarantee their full and constant intelligibility, but receives them as given 

from the Intellect, is a certain lack of knowledge: in a dramatic temporal 

framework, we may say that initially "the soul does not see what it 

possesses" (Ti ~ev OUX ope) (] eXEI; V.3.8.8). Since the soul does not have 

immediately available the objects contained in it, it must (in the best case) 

seek for them within itself (in the worst case, the case of incurable souls of 

action, this ignorance feeds the outward orientation of the soul, since it is 

26 We should note at this point that what we have designated as an internal and an 
external dimension actually fall back upon each other. This is evident if we consider 
Plotinus' understanding of ugliness or evil (TO alaxp6v or TO lCaIC6v). Ugliness, which of 
course does not exist at the level of the Intellect, can be equally attributed both to some 
failure of soul's contemplation (a distraction from the object of contemplation; EK TOU 

6ewpT)TOU lTapa<popc;r; III.8.7.24), a possibility unthinkable in the domain where 
con tern plation means creating instantly the objects of contemplation without reference to 
prior principles of judgment, and to the recalcitrant presence of matter, which resists the 
formative efforts of the soul (aTO)(05 Se UAT)V ou Kpa",Oeioav Effiel; 1.8.5.23-4). Moreover, the 
failure of the soul is to be accounted by the fact that in certain circumstances the soul "is 
hindered in its seeing by the passions and by being darkened by matter" (hnolCoTEia6al T1l 
0AI); 1.8.4.18-20; cf. 1.6.5.32-50). Thus, in conformity with the conclusions reached in the 
previous chapter, matter may be considered as an external dramatization of the limits of 
the contemplative-creative power of the soul. 
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construed as implying that the good for the sake of which the soul acts 

lies outside itself; cf. 111.8.6.7-9). Hence, the soul thinks and knows by 

seeking or inquiring and not by possessing (V.l.4.17), which is another 

way of saying that it has to rely on a discursive mode of thought or 

knowledge (TO olaVOOVIlEVOV; V.l. 7.42), in contrast to the non-discursive or 

intuitive kind of thought which, as we have seen, characterizes the activity 

of the Intellect. 27 In this sense, the normal intellectual experience of the 

soul originates in a passive condition (lTC]8oS) of lack, perplexity, weakness, 

IV.3.18.3-4), similar to the one experienced frequently by ordinary 

craftsmen or lovers, and amounts to an effort to find a way towards what 

is not ready at hand (OIE~OOEVWV ou 'T1'POKEXElploIlEva; V.9.7.10-1). In typical 

Plotinian terms, this means that the soul possesses its intellectual 

contents "so to speak, unfolded and separated" (oTov aVEA1YilEva Kai oTov 

KEXWpIOIlEva; 1.1.8.8-9 in contrast to the Olloii lTaVTa of the Intellect), "one 

thing after another" (eXAAa Kat eXAAa; V.1.4.20; cf. V.3.17.23-4), and has to 

rely on its power of "combining and dividing them" (owayov Kat Olalpoiiv; 

V.3.2.9; a power similar to the one it uses for the cognitive elaboration of 

external perceptions or impressions) in order to reconstruct through 

27 A similar way for expressing the same point would be to say that the soul contains the 
rational formative principles potentially (5uvci~EI txov01'lS tv a\rri3; IV.3.10.11), a term that 
should be understood in this context in a double sense: internally, as recoverable objects 
of contemplation; externally, as blueprints for the ordering of sensible objects. 
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dialectical weaving the totality of the intelligible realm (voep&s nAeKovoa, 

EWS av 5H~AeTJ nov TO VOllTOV; 1.3.4.15-6). 

In another perspective, the fact that its objects of contemplation are 

primarily available to the soul as objects requiring a conceptual or 

argumentative elaboration points to the fundamental association between 

the soul and time. 28 The emergence of time in the Plotinian universe is 

not the result of the unfolding of the external creative activity of the soul 

(as we have seen, the creation of the sensible world implicates the 

emergence of space), but can be directly attributed to the "spreading out" 

(5UloTaOlS) of its internal or mental life in comparison to the life of the 

Intellect. As this life unfolds and the soul moves from one mental act to 

another (TflV EvePYElav a\rriis napexo~Evll CXAAllV ~eT' CXAAllV), it generates 

along with its activity the very order of succession (eyevva Te ~eTa Tfis 

EvePYElas TO Eq>e~iis), and hence time emerges as the life "of soul in a 

movement of passage" (\fIvxiis EV KIVnoel ~eTal3aTIKij ~Ca)nv; 111.7.35-45). In 

other words, the existence of time is co-extensive with the attribution to 

the soul of a life full of "calculations and perplexities and memories, which 

are proper to one who compares the past with the present and the future" 

napovOl Kai Tois ~eAAovoIV; IV.4.12.15-17).29 

21 Cf. Chapter 2, n. 32. 
29 Since the mental life of the soul aims generally at the recovery or appropriation of what 
is already contained in it, Plotinus is able to present its overall temporal aspect in terms 
of the Platonic notion of recollection. In this respect, see the discussion in IV.4.3-5 
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We have now reached a position in which we can make a first 

assessment of the status and the function of the soul as a creator within 

the hierarchy of the Plotinian creative principles. The picture that 

emerges is based on three major considerations. First, Plotinus carries 

over from the intelligible realm the analysis of creation in terms of 

contemplation, or, else, the specification of ontologically significant 

creation as creation of form: as a result, and on the basis of the points we 

have been discussing concerning the ways in which the forms are 

available to the soul, he ends unavoidably with a general conception of the 

soul as an inferior creator-contemplator in comparison to the Intellect.30 

Second, Plotinus, as we have noted, keeps open, or rather guarantees 

through his claim for the existence of a higher 'part' of the soul that "is 

outside body" (Tiis E~w; 11.3.9.25) and remains "above and always filled and 

illuminated by the reality above" (civw TTPOS TO civw aE\ TTAl1POV~EVOV Kat 

EAAa~1T6I-lEVOV; 111.8.5.10-11),31 the possibility of a radical change in the 

(where Plotinus elucidates the claim that the soul "in general is and becomes what it 
remembers" (Koi OhCUS. 0 ~VT'I~OVEUEI. EKEiv6 EaTI ICO\ ylvEToI; IV.4.3.7-8) in the context of an 
extensive discussion of memory) or the more concise comments in V.3.2.11-15. 
)0 The manner of availability of forms, which of course determines the kind of mental life 
that each soul lives, can be also used as the fundamental principle for the hierarchical 
classification of the various kinds and conditions of soul discussed by Plotinus. Whether 
the issue concerns the difference between plant, animal, and human souls (as in V.2.2.1-
11), or the distinctive character of special souls, like the cosmic soul, the souls of the 
stars, or nature (as in IV.4.11-12; IV.4.6-7; 111.8.4.22-28), or a distinction between 
'healthy' and 'sick' human souls (as in 1.6.5.26-50), or the general differentiation between 
the higher and lower 'parts' of the soul (as in 111.8.5), what is always at stake and defines 
the order of rank is precisely the way in which the forms are available ( or not) to the soul 
under discussion. 
31 This claim can be considered as equivalent to the soteriological claim that a pure 
(KOeap~) soul can exist in a disembodied state: lOa soul of this kind will be where 
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orientation of the soul toward a contemplative kind of life. The extent to 

which such a change of orientation amounts to an ontological assimilation 

of the soul by the Intellect (as Plotinus seems to imply in 1.6.6.13-18 and 

VI.7.3S.4-6) is a question that cannot be discussed here. Despite the 

obvious importance for Plotinus of this radical way out (ole~ooos), or rather 

in, of the soul, it is equally obvious that the tum of the gaze of the soul 

inwards amounts to an obliteration of all its distinctive ontological 

characteristics. The existence of such a possibility and its presentation in 

a positive light points undoubtedly to fundamental tensions inherent in 

the soul or, at least, in Plotinus' conception of it. 32 However, the 

perspective of our discussion is shaped by an attempt to understand 

soul's involvement with the sensible world and hence this issue cannot be 

pursued further. 

We come thus to the third major consideration, which concerns the 

ordinary, external activity of the soul with regard to the sensible world. In 

this respect, what has been said so far, seems to lead inevitably to a 

conception of the soul as an executive or auxiliary instance of the Intellect, 

the instance responsible for all the banausic aspects of the creation and 

su bstance and reality and the divine are -that is in god" (0 lOTlY 1'1 ouola KO\ TO 6y Ka\ TO 
6Eiov - EV Tc';> 6Ec';>; IV.3.24.25-26). 
32 One needs only to compare Plotinus' account of the emergence of the soul as "a 
restlessly active (1ToAv1Tpay~ovos) nature which wanted to control itself and be on its own, 
and chose to seek for more than its present state, and moved (1<0\ TO 1TMov TOU 1TapovTOS 
~llTEiv EAOIl~VllS EKIVt'l8Tl)" (III. 7 .11.14-16) with the claim that the soul in the vicinity of the 
One despises even intelligence "because intelligence is a kind of movement, and the soul 
does not want to move" (~TI TO voeiv I<lvTlolS TIS nv, oiiTT\ 6t ou Klvei08al 8D.elj VI. 7 .35.2-3) in 
order to gain an appreciation of this fundamental tension. 
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administration of the sensible world, and one which operates for the most 

part out of a condition of ignorance or perplexity that adds to the 

occupational hazards involved in its interaction with matter the necessity 

of toilsome mental labour: all in all, a rather stark contrast to the "easy 

life" (V.8.4.l) enjoyed by the master craftsman. Without the 

embellishments, which can be easily derived from our previous 

discussion, such a picture seems to be naturally implied by passages like 

the following: 

And one ... will suppose [the intellect] to be the true maker and 
craftsman (lTOlllT1iv OVTCuS Kai Sll~UOVPYov), and will say that the 
underlying matter receives the forms (TO \nroKehJevov Se~a~evov 

~op<pas), ... but that these forms come from another: and this other 
is soul; then again that the soul gives (Sowal) to the four elements 
the form of the universe, but intellect provides it with the forming 
principles (Tatm:l Se VOVV XOpTJYov T&V AOYC,t,lV yeyoveval) {V.9.3.26-
32).33 

Similar conclusions regarding the thorough dependence of the soul on the 

Intellect can be drawn from the examination of a number of other 

passages (e.g., V.1.7.37-S0 or VI.9.S.6-13). Yet, in order to conclude this 

part of our discussion we need only to make a few comments on a number 

of passages from a context where the same issue is approached from a 

slightly different point of view. In IV.8.3.22-23, Plotinus concludes that 

"the work of the more rational kind of soul is intellection" (\fNX1is epyov Tiis 

AOylKWTEpaS voeiv), and he immediately qualifies this conclusion by noting 

)J One wonders about the extent to which the word XOPTlYOS retains, in its contrast with 
the flat oovval, its classical splendour, as the term designating the rich citizens financing 
the pu blie festivals. 
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that this cannot be the end of the matter, since, if this were the case, "why 

would it be different from the Intellect?" (Ti yap av Kat vov Sla<pEpel:) 

Plotinus' immediate answer to this question follows lines by now 

predictable: when the soul "looks to itself it sets in order what comes after 

it and directs and rules it" ((3AETTovaa Se ... eis eav-n;v TO ~eT' avn;v Koa~ei Te 

Kat OIOIKEi Kat apXEI aVTov). However, in the context of this question, 

Plotinus brings to the surface the fact that the ordering and 

administration of the world is not a mere technical problem, but a task 

that implicates a certain affective dimension that can be variously invoked 

by terms such as "provident care" (lTp6VOla; IV.8.2.25), "care" (hn~eAela; 

IV.8.2.27), or "caring" (8epaTTevovaa; IV.8.4.20) (Armstrong's translations). 

As we have already noted (in Ch.2, n.45), the occurrences of elTl~eAeia8al 

and its cognates in Plotinus are limited to a discussion of the soul. In so 

far as, care appears for the first time in the Plotinian universe at the level 

of the soul as an aspect of its creative engagement with the world, it would 

be appropriate to discuss briefly here the origin of this affective element 

and Plotinus' attitude toward it. 

With regard to the latter point, it would be fair to say that Plotinus' 

attitude toward care is quite ambivalent. As we have already noted, 

Plotinus is especially concerned (against both materialists and gnostics) to 

defend a providential conception of the world, in which the universe 

emerges as the result of a rational and benevolent process of creation. 

Nevertheless, his conception of the nature of the fundamental creative 
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instance (namely, the Intellect) as an entirely self-directed and self-

contained entity, precludes the possibility of any real exercise of care at 

this level. Care (both in its technical aspect as anticipation of the future 

and its affective aspect as concern) is thus attributed to the soul, yet even 

at this level Plotinus is anxious to protect at least the higher 'part' of the 

soul from its burdensome aspect with the help of a distinction between 

two kinds of care: 

the general (TO Ka6oAov), by the inactive command of one setting in 
order with royal authority (KeAevoel KOOIlOVvTOS cnrpaYllovl hnoTaoic;x 
l3aOlAIKij), and the particular (TO Ka6EKaOTa), which involves actually 
doing something oneself (avTovPYctl) and by contact (awacpij) with 
what is being done infects the doer (TO lTpaTTov) with the nature of 
what is being done (IV.8.2.27-31). 

In the context of this passage, the 'royal' kind of care is attributed 

explicitly to the cosmic soul, but the point seems to apply equally well to 

the higher 'part' of soul in general, as long as this part is implicated in the 

creative activity of the soul. Plotinus' motivation for this distinction 

becomes apparent in a later passage, in which (excessive) care for the 

sensible world is presented as a pathological condition in the case of a 

soul which is "applying itself to and caring for things outside and is 

present and sinks deep into the individual part" (Slonc:ei ecpalTTOIlEVTJ iiSTJ Kal 

6EpalTEVOVOa TO: e~cu6ev Kal lTapoOoa Kal 500a aUTOO lTOAV eis TO e'iocu; 

IV.8.4.19-22). This possibility, together with our earlier comments on the 

relation between soul and time, sheds some light on the question of the 

origin of care. Care, as a fundamental existential possibility, is co-
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extensive with the ontological emergence of time and amounts to the 

affective aspect under which soul experiences its life in time, the mental 

disposition and emotional quality of soul's experience of the order of 

succession. Moreover, soul acquires its orientation and expression toward 

the sensible world precisely through the varying degrees of intimacy that it 

establishes with this world in the pursuit of its creative tasks.34 On this 

basis, Plotinus' ambivalence is of course easily explainable. 

The Sages of Old 

The grim picture of the soul that has emerged in the previous 

section, depicting a creative life in which the lack of originality is matched 

only by the hardship of labour and the depth of perplexity only by the 

burden of care, stands obviously in need of some correction. The rest of 

our discussion should be then understood as a palinode in search of a 

more balanced position. The focus will be the rather mysterious sages of 

old, who make their appearance at the very beginning of Chapter 11 as 

creators of statues and temples. In approximately seven lines of text, 

Plotinus introduces us to their activity with the following account: 

And I think (~Ol 50Kovmv) that the sages of old (0\ nahal OO<po[), those 
who wanted the gods to be present to them (OOOl e(3ovhn&r,oav eeov~ 

14 This intimacy is finely illustrated in the context of another metaphor drawn from the 
life of the craftsman. Although Plotinus is willing to explore the analogy between sense 
organs and tools (in IV.4.23.38-44), he also notes explicitly the limits of this analogy: 
"now if soul uses body as a tool it does not have to admit the affections (11'a8fu.&aTa) which 
come through the body; craftsmen are not affected by the affections of their tools" 
(1.1.3.3-6). No wonder that the soul cares for the body more than any craftsman ever 
cares for his tools. 
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a\JTois lTapeival), created temples and statues (iepa Ka\ ayO:AJ.laTa) by 
looking back at the nature of the All (eis niv TOO lTaVTOS CPVOIV 
CxlTlOOVTes), having in mind that the nature of the soul is in all 
possible directions ductile [lTaVTaxOO J.IEV evo:yc..Jyov], but it (the 
nature of soul) would be the easiest thing to receive (or retain) 
[oEsaa8at], if one were to make something attractive [lTpoolTa8es] to it 
that would be able to receive [vlTooEsaa8ol] a share of it (11.1-7). 

There are many striking elements in this passage, which, according to A. 

Grabar, can be considered as a very condensed programmatic statement 

of Plotinus' expectations concerning a work of art.J5 The fascination that 

this rather cryptic account may exert on the reader is not only due to the 

views contained in it, but also to the rather peculiar and dramatic manner 

of their presentation. Instead of using some normal way of introducing an 

issue or a claim (say, with the help of such familiar impersonal 

expressions as "the truth is as follows", "the logos wants", or it "is being 

said"), Plotinus turns here to a double, and in a certain sense 

contradictory, literary device.36 On the one hand, the passage under 

discussion is one of the three passages in the Enneads in which the 

mysterious sages of old make their appearance.17 Whether we understand 

this allusion to ancient wisdom and authority in terms of reverence or 

irony, the gesture itself seems to be a distancing device, relegating the 

J5 GrabarJ "Plotin et les origines de l'esth~tique m~dievale", 17. 
)6 For a discussion on the significance of Plotinus' use of such expressions, see Heiser, 
Logos and Language, Chapter 1. 
37 The other two instances are 111.6.19.26-41 (where the sages of old (0\ lI'aAal aocpol) are 
brought in to support an allegorical interpretation of the ithyphallic Hermes and the 
eunuchs who attend the Great Mother in terms of the generative power of the intellect 
and the sterility of matter) and V.8.6 (where the use by "wise men of Egypt" (0\ A\yvmlwv 
oocpol) of ideogrammatic symbols is offered as an indication of the non-discursive nature 
of the thinking of the intellect). 
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responsibility or the authority for what is being said to some distant and 

nebulous past figures. As if to counter this implication, Plotinus 

introduces the account of the activity of the sages of old (or, rather, his 

interpretation of it) in the first person, another rare gesture in the 

Plotinian corpus, which nevertheless occurs in all the appearances of the 

sages of old. 38 Evidently, this is Plotinus at his most literary, replicating 

openly, in its bare essentials, the fundamental gesture of every artist: to 

present what in the end can be justified only as a subjective experience or 

point of view with the help of an objective fiction, without assuming for it 

the kind of responsibility normally expected from a philosopher with 

regard to his views and claims. We are entitled to assume the placement of 

a certain emphasis in what follows. 

In view of our previous analysis of creation in terms of wisdom and 

with regard to the extremely privileged status of the artifacts produced by 

the sages of old, we would be provisionally justified in regarding them as 

instances of an exemplary or extraordinary creativity within the reach of 

human beings, something, for instance, like the Plotinian equivalent of the 

modern notion of genius. This assumption lends some initial plausibility 

to the decision to structure a palinode as a case study of the activity of the 

sages of old. The hope is that the examination of this activity (its model, 

)1 First person personal pronouns are used by Plotinus in a personal sense in 1.6.8.11 
(the account of the myth of Narcissus) and 19 (a bit of Homeric allegory); II1.7.6.4; 
IV.8.1.9 (the celebrated passage describing his 'mystical' experience) and 34; V.S.I0.l; 
V.8.1.6 and 22; VI.8.1.22. All other uses of personal pronouns in the first person are 
intended in an impersonal way, that is, they either refer to some person in general, or are 
used in the context of personifications of certain forces or elements (e.g., the world in 
1II.3.3.21). 
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its manner, its alms, its results) will offer an alternative to the two 

possibilities tearing apart the life of the soul according to the analysis of 

the previous section, namely the toilsome and unrewarding involvement 

with the sensible world and the radical abandonment of the world in 

pursuit of an internal Intellect-like contemplative existence. 

According to the passage quoted above, the sages of old create by 

looking back at the nature of the All, presumably in order to imitate its 

manner of work. Thus, in order to approach the question of their activity, 

let us repeat their gesture and return once more to the creative activity of 

the cosmic soul. Plotinus himself follows the same route, since the 

accoun t of the sages of old is followed immediately by this brief passage on 

the activity of the cosmic soul, which, we recall, was discussed extensively 

in IV.3.9-10: 

And the nature of the All created everything skilfully in imitation of 
those beings whose rational principles it had (nclvTa EV~TlXclV(J.)S 

TT01TlOa~EVll Eis ~(~llatV ~v eTXE TOUS A6yovS). Because each thing 
became in such a way logos in matter, logos which had been formed 
in accordance with the logos which was prior to matter, it was 
joined together with that God, in accordance with whom it had been 
created and to whom the soul looked and whom the soul had while 
she was creating (Ka8' ov ey(vETo ka\ Els oV E18E Ii \fIVXtl ka\ ETXE 
TTolovaa). For it was not possible for the thing made to be left 
without a share (a~otpov) in the God, and likewise not possible for 
the God to descend to the logos in matter (11.8-14). 

This passage forces us to quaiify the analysis of the previous section in a 

direction already indicated by our discussion of the creation of the world 

in Chapter 2: the cosmic soul, at least, does not create in the manner of 

an ordinary human craftsman, or in the manner entailed by the 
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characteristics of the soul outlined in the previous section. Undoubtedly, 

the above passage is fully congruent with one of the major claims 

concerning the status of the soul as a creator: the cosmic soul does not 

create itself the principles of its creative activity, but has to receive them 

from their creator, namely the Intellect. However, the emphasis of 

Plotinus' position is altered by his insistence that the cosmic soul imitates 

the Intellect not only in an 'objective' sense (Le., by creating objects that 

'look like' the intelligible models contained in the Intellect), but also 

'subjectively', by acting in a manner similar to the way in which intelligible 

beings accomplish their creative projects. This insistence shapes 

thoroughly the language of the passage. The cosmic soul did not search 

for the principles that guide its activity out of a condition of lack or 

perplexity, but "had" them already; moreover, it created after in some way 

it "saw" and "had" not only these principles but also the intelligible entities 

responsible for their creation, or the intelligible entities generated through 

them, or the intelligible entities of whose these principles are the 

expression. )9 The net result is an Intellect-like mode of creation 

)9 Given the circular nature of intelligible creativity, the precise interpretation of the 
distinction drawn here between gods and logoi is a rather problematic task. The problem 
is that if we consider provisionally that the gods are the intelligibles qua thinkers and the 
logoi are the intelligibles qua thoughts, the genitive in the clause "those beings whose 
rational principles it had (wv ETXE TOUS AOYOUS)" is both subjective and objective, since 
thinker and thought is co-posited in the original creative activity of the Intellect. In this 
context, it would be perhaps better to understand gods and logoi in terms of a slightly 
different distinction between two different views one can have of the intelligibles. The 
intelligibles-gods may be the mental entities in their distinct and intuitively 
comprehensible existence available to the Intellect itself, the really existent beautiful 
"statues" (ayoAlloTO; V.8.4.43-51; 5.23-25) not to be confused with theorems or 
collections of propositions; correspondingly, the intelligibles-logoi would be the 
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characterised by plenitude and spontaneity; hence, the only reminder of 

the executive function of the soul is the laudatory term "skilfully" that 

hides the toil behind its effort under the dexterity manifested presumably 

in the beauty or the order of the finished products of its creative activity. 

In other words, the cosmic soul "makes, not according to a purpose 

brought in from outside, nor waiting upon planning and consideration" 

(nOtEI OUK EnaKTctl yVWlllJ ouoe ~OVArlV il OKE'VIV avallelvaoa; IV.3.10.1S-6). Of 

course, one could argue that this fact, which runs contrary to the claims 

of the previous section concerning the mental life of the soul, is a result of 

the privileged status of the cosmic soul within the whole of individual 

souls that provide the extension, so to speak, of the Hypostasis-soul. 

After all, "the soul of the all would always remain transcendent (aEI 

unEpeXEtv) because it would have nothing to do with coming down (TO 

KaTEA6EIV)", in contrast to "our souls" (Tel) 0' TlIlETEpa)), which "would come 

down because they would have their part marked off for them in this 

sphere, and by the turning to them of that which needs their care (Tij 

conceptual definitions or expressions that determine these entities as these entities 
become available to the soul. "Since soul has potentially in it, and throughout the whole 
of it, the power to set in order according to logoi; just as the logoi in seeds mould and 
shape living beings like little ordered universes" (IV.3.10.11-13; d. V.9.6.20-27; V.9.9.9-16), 
this distinction should be understood in a thoroughly genetic sense: the logoi are not set 
of instructions to be consciously followed, but rather genetic dispositions to shape things 
in a certain way. Overall, if we may use an example, Plotinus' statement seems to 
amount to the claim that the cosmic soul does not only contain the 'seed' to shape a tree, 
but also has contemplated directly the intelligible 'tree': in this sense, the process of the 
generation of a tree recovers, to some extent and by imitation, the original relation 
between creation and contemplation that characterizes the life of the Intellect. 
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ETTlOTPO<pfj TOU TTpoo8eo!lEVOV <ppovTloec.us)" (IV.3.4.22-26).40 Setting aside for 

a while the case of "our souls", we should note, however, that this manner 

of creating is not exclusive to the cosmic soul. Even nature qua immanent 

soul, the "lowest part of the soul of the all" (TOU KaTc.uTeXTc.u Tils 'l'uxiis TOU 

TTaVTOS; IV.3.4.28), and, hence, the assistant-executive of the lowest rank 

that "does not have the contemplation that comes from reasoning (Tilv !lEV 

8il EK AOYOV OUK Exel)", possesses a non-discursive contemplation and "just 

because it possesses, it also makes (Kai 810 TOVTO OTI EXEI Kai lTOIEi) " 

(III.3.3.13-17). 

Given this substantial continuity between the creative activity of the 

Intellect, the cosmic soul, and nature qua lower soul (a continuity that, as 

we saw, refers both to the content and the manner of this creative activity; 

cr. V.8.3.1-10), we may say that Plotinus' claims amount overall to the 

articulation of a notion of a natural mode of creation (where, of course, 

'natural' does not refer exclusively to the immanent lower soul, but should 

be understood in the wide sense of natura naturans). This natural mode 

of creation and administration of the sensible world is described 

extensively by Plotinus in V.8.7, in terms that by now would cause no 

surprise and actually summarise everything we have said so far.· ' In this 

context, Plotinus asserts once again that the creative activity of the cosmic 

40 Cf. II. 9.7.5-40 for an extensive discussion of the superior power and status of the 
cosmic soul in comparison to other individual souls 
41 The most extensive discussion of this issue in the Plotinian corpus, which, however, 
does not add anything substantial to the picture presented here, is IV.4.11-13; cf. also 
11.9.12.12-24. 
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soul is not guided by a mental planning of an ordinary kind: there is no 

internal (nap' aVT~) conception (ElTlvoi;oat) and arrangement (&laTe8evTa) 

of the elements of the world prior to the execution of the work (hTlxe1peiv 

T~ epyct': V.8.7.3-9). The impossibility of such a planning (hrlvOla) is 

linked directly to the creative limitations of the cosmic soul. Since the 

cosmic soul lacks what we may call a radical imagination (the power of the 

unconditioned creation or self-positing of form characterizing the 

Intellect), it cannot generate and organize by itself the principles of its 

activity. Two options remain, then, open: either a reproductive elaboration 

of these principles - but then, "where could the ideas of all these things 

come from to one who had never seen them?" (lTo8ev yap e1Ti;A8ev 

OVlTWnOTE ewpaKoTI; V.8.7.10), or an internal reception of these principles 

from the Intellect. Even in this case, however, the creative effort of the 

cosmic soul remains extraordinary in that it does not rely on instrumental 

means of accomplishment: the cosmic soul "could not carty [the 

principles] out as craftsmen do now, using their hands and tools; for hand 

and feet came later" (OlTc.lS VVv 0\ BTU.llOUPYo\ lTOIOVOI XEpO\ Ka\ opyavolS 

XPW~EVOI' VOTEpOV yap xeipes Ka\ lTo&es; V .8.7.11-12). In other words, if the 

creative activity of the Intellect is extraordinary because it amounts to the 

creation of the creative principles that guide every further creation, the 

creative activity of 'natural' soul is analogically extraordinary because it 

amounts to the creation of the means of further creation through an 
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immanent "making done without noise and fuss" (ElTOleiTO 8e Cx'VO<p'lTI; 

V.B.7.24). We may recall here the metaphor of persuasion in its 

ontological aspect, discussed in the previous chapter, which provides a 

possible specification of this almost magical kind of creative activity that 

for us corresponds to the operation of the physical laws of nature. 

The elaboration of this natural mode of creation may be construed 

as a kind of promotion of the role and status of the soul, since the creative 

activity of at least the 'natural' souls (Le., the cosmic soul and nature) 

seems to imitate in a number of important ways that of the Intellect. 

However, Plotinus continues his analysis of the natural mode of creation 

in V.B.7 with a claim that seems to literally minimise the status of the 

soul: 

The only possibility that remains, then, is that all things exist in 
something else, and, since there is nothing between (ov8evo~ 8£ 
l..IeTa~U OVTOS), because of their closeness (-n:\ yeITovelC;X) to something 
else in the realm of real being something like an imprint and image 
(iv8aAl..la Ka\ eiK6va) of that other suddenly appears (oTov E~a{<pVT)~ 

Cxva<pa[veTal), either by its direct action or through the assistance of 
soul (eiTe aVT6eev eiTe 'l'vxiis 81aKOVT)aa~EVT)S) -this makes no 
difference for the present discussion- or of a particular soul 
(V. B. 7 . 12 - 1 7). 

We return, thus, to an issue already noted in the previous chapter (see 

n.26), the metaphorical description of the soul as a semi-permeable 

membrane through which the intelligible element can be spontaneously 

transmitted, which can be now appreciated within a much wider and 

richer context. The 'success' of the creative activity of the 'natural' soul 

(or, else, the extent to which its creative activity resembles that of the 
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Intellect), being reflected directly in the beauty of the sensible world and 

measured by the thorough 'proximity' of the intelligible and the material 

within the composite of the sensible, or by the 'naturalness' with which 

form masters matter so thoroughly that "matter, too, is a sort of ultimate 

form" (Kol OVTll effi6s TI EOXOTOV; V.8.7.24), seems to be directly 

proportional to the degree to which the soul and the toil of its activity can 

be effaced from the finished picture of the world.41 In other words, if the 

beauty of the work requires that in principle there must be no 

unmotivated index or trace of its materiality left in it, then there must be 

nothing between the form and the material to obstruct the imposition of 

the former to the latter, even if what lies originally in between is the soul, 

which, providing neither the form nor the matter, is nevertheless 

responsible for the very execution of the work. 

The reason for returning to this issue is that Plotinus concludes 

IV. 3. 11 with a general discussion of soul in precisely this respect and his 

elaboration of this theme there is important for the understanding of the 

activity of the sages of old. Plotinus starts this elaboration with the 

metaphorical designation of the Intellect as the sun of the divine realm 

and adds: 

This soul gives the edges (1T~paTa) of itself that border on the sun to 
it [the sun], and creates by means of itself a connection to the sun 
there [the Intellect], by becoming, so to speak, an interpreter (Ka\ 

42 And, of course, every object created by soul is a composite: "we certainly see that all the 
things that are said to exist are compounds (oVv8ETa), and not a single one of them is 
simple; Ithis applies to) each and every work of art, and all things compounded by 
nature" (V.9.3.9-1). 
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nOIEI 010: ~EOOV O\iTT;~ KO:KEI ovvT;cpSal oTov epllTlVeVTIKn yevollEVTl) of what 
comes from this sun to that sun and from that sun to this sun, 
insofar as this sun can reach the other through soul. Because 
nothing is far away or remote from anything (ou yap llaKpav ouoe 
noppc.u ouoevos ouoev); for we can understand distance as difference 
and not mixture (Kai au noppc.u T1j olacpoPQ Kai Iln IlI~el), since the sun 
there is by itself and is with this sun but without being it.(O:)')" elval 
ecp' eavToG Kai ovvEival Xc.upiS QV) (IV.3.11.17 -24). 

It is clear that this passage, which may derive ultimately from the Stoic 

distinction between thought and utterance and its metaphorical use by 

Plotinus in an earlier treatise in order to designate the soul as the 

"expressed thought" of the Intellect (oTov ).oyoS 6 ev lTpexpoPQ )'0YOV TOG EV 

'VVXD, oihc.u TOI Kai aUTf] ).oYOS voG; V.I.3.B-9), contains an important 

elaboration of the theme of soul qua (in)dispensable membrane with the 

help of an extremely apt metaphor within this context.4
] By turning the 

o Although the metaphor of EP~T'\VEUTII('" should be understood primarily in an ontological 
sense, since the 'interpretation' of the soul amounts to the ordering of the sensible world 
in accordance to the intelligible logoi, we should note here that there is also an almost 
literal aspect in Plotinus' claims. In V.8.6, Plotinus praises the "wise men of Egypt" 
because they "manifested the non-discursiveness of the intelligible world, that is, that 
every image (ayaAlJa) (drawn by them] is a kind of knowledge and wisdom and is a 
subject of statements, all together in one, and not discourse or deliberation" (V.8.6.6-9). 
In this context, he contrasts their wisdom with those (interpreters) who "afterwards 
discovered, starting from it (i.e., the image) in its concentrated unity, a representation in 
something else, already unfolded and speaking it discursively and giving the reasons why 
things are like this" (9-11). However, in a number of contexts where Plotinus talks about 
the great ayaA~a of the world (TO 11'av), his position with regard to 'interpretations' of it 
that acquire the discursive form prescribed by the nature of BOul is more complicated. In 
such contexts (1Il.2.3.1-9; V.8.7.37-48; VI.8.17.1-12), Plotinus asserts again his basic 
position that the creation of the world (and, hence, its order) cannot be really grasped in 
discursive terms: the world "exists of necessity and not as a result of reasoning" (i~ 

CrV6YKTlS 6VTOS aUTOO I(a\ OUI( EI( AOYIOIJOO YEVOJ.l~VOu; 111.2.3.4-5), its parts "were not planned 
like this because it was necessary for them to be like this, but because things there are 
disposed as they are" (SIOTI OVTCUS EXPi'\v, SI6 TOVTO OUTCU ~E~ovAEUTal, aU' 8T1 oiiTcus Ixll 
wS lOTI; V.S.7.39-40) and "transcend providence and transcend free choice" (hnlCElva 
11'poYoias TCrKEi eTvOI I(a\ ~11'~kEIya 11'pOalp~oEcus; VI.8.17.7.8). However, Plotinus not only 
recognises the possibility of discursive explanations ("you can explain why the earth is in 
the middle, and round, and why the ecliptic slants as it does"; V.B.7.37-B), but, starting 



137 

soul-membrane into a soul-interpreter, Plotinus retains the basic point of 

the initial metaphor, namely the demand that the mediation of the soul 

should be self-effacing: its interpretative work should not obstruct in any 

way the spontaneous flow of logos, nor add anything external to its 

content in the form of some contribution of its own. In addition, however, 

he manages to clarify two major points that remained obscure in the 

initial metaphor. First, his new formulation is more just with regard to 

the function and work of soul: while the philosophical temptation to 

eliminate a mere membrane, a pure boundary or edge, in order to return 

to a Platonic universe articulated exclusively around the dichotomy 

between sensible and intelligible, may be quite strong, it is harder to be 

tempted to eliminate an interpreter or overlook their toil on the grounds 

that their interpretation does not contain any personal contributions. 

Second, this new elaboration offers a much better way of understanding 

Plotinus' claim that "nothing is far away or remote from anything": the 

vicinity established by the presence and activity of souls as the in-

between-creatures who "become, one might say, amphibious, compelled to 

from a reflective consideration of the finished product ra whole, all beautiful and self
sufficient and friends with itself and with its parts"; 111.2.3.8-9), he concludes that the 
world "is as (wS) it would have been if the free choice of its maker had willed it, and its 
state is as if this maker proceeding regularly with his calculations with foresight had 
made it according to his providence" (VI.8.17.2-5). This claim amounts obviously to a 
general principle of judgment, licensing all kinds of ordinary teleological explanations of 
aspects of the world. The similarity with the distinction between reflective and 
determinant judgment articulated by Kant in the Critique of Judgement (Introduction, 
§iv) is striking: in both cases, teleological explanations do not determine the actual mode 
of emergence of what is to be explained, proceed from a reflective examination of the 
object, and reflect cognitive requirements attributed to the nature of the mental powers of 
the subject that judges. In any case, judgments of this kind can be considered as literal 
instances of the EP~llVEUT'K1i of the soul. 
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live by turns the life there and the life here" (Y(YVOVTal ow olov Cq.l<p((3101 E~ 

civaYKllS TOV TE EKEi (3(ov TOV TE EVTa08a TTapa ~epos (31000al; IV.8.4.32-33) is 

ultimately neither a matter of spatial contiguity nor of genetic 

resemblance, but rather a matter of establishing the ever-presence of ever

proximity of meaning through a constant activity of interpretation. We 

should keep these two points in mind, as we tum now to the case of the 

sages of old. 

How can we situate, then, the activity of the sages of old within this 

new set of considerations concerning the nature of the creative activity of 

the soul? Before we proceed to a detailed examination of the manner and 

objective of their work, we should note a number of general points that 

condition from the outset any interpretation of this work. First and 

foremost, however legendary, the sages of old are evidently human beings 

like us, and hence their creative activity shares the fundamental 

limitations characterizing all human beings in this respect. Their work 

has to be accomplished through "toil" (TT6vc.uv) and has to be oriented (at 

least, initially) from within the perspective of a particular point of view, 

since the descent of the individual human soul amounts to the 

abandonment of the universal creative point of view occupied by the 

cosmic soul (cnreoTll yap TOU elva 1 TO nov viiv Civ8pc.uTTOS yev6lJevos; 

V.8.7.33-34). Moreover, whatever else we may say about these sages, it is 

clear that their activity is not part of some spontaneous natural process, 

but consists in the deliberate exercise of some kind of art. As such, it falls 
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within the scope of the general hierarchy between art and nature 

established in claims like the following: 

For art is posterior (uoTEpa) to it [the soul qua 'natural' soul], and 
imitates it by making dim and weak imitations (a~vSpa Ka\ ao8evii 
lTOIOVOa IJI~rl~aTa), little toys of little value, using a variety of devices 
to create an image of nature (IJTlxavais lTOAAais eis eiScuAov cpvoecus 
lTPOOXPCUIJEVTl). (IV.3. 10. 17-20)44 

The nature of the posteriority and the implied inferiority of art in 

comparison to nature need some clarification. Understood in a superficial 

manner, the above passage suggests a condemnation of art along 

standard Platonic lines, in which art, artisans, and artists are criticized for 

merely copying the objects of the sensible world, strengthened, perhaps, 

by Plotinus' own assertion of the superiority of spontaneous natural 

activity over any deliberate or planned creative effort. However, such a 

reading runs counter to the well-known Plotinian claims concerning the 

direct and independent of the senses availability to the artist of the 

intelligible models that guide, consciously or unconsciously, the workings 

of nature: 

But if anyone despises the arts because they produce their works by 
imitating nature (cpVOIV), we must tell him, first, that natural things 
are imitations too. Then he must know that the arts do not simply 
imitate what they see, but they run back up to the forming 
principles (avaTpExovOIV hr\ TOUS A6yovs) from which nature derives 
(E~ WV 1i q>VOIs). {V.8.1.33-36)45 

44 cr. 1II.8.S.6-10: "it is like the way in which art produces; when a particular art is 
complete, it produces a kind of another little art in a toy which possesses a trace of 
everything in it. But, all the same, these visions, these objects of contemplation, are dim 
and helpless sorts of things." 
4! Cf. 111.8.2.10-13: "even with those who practise crafts of this kind there must be 
something in themselves, something which stays unmoved, according to which they will 
make their work with their hands" and V.S.S.23-2S: "but all the forma we speak about 
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The categorical formulation of these two passages indicates that what is at 

stake here is not a distinction concerning the difference between bad and 

good artists. Rather, Plotinus seems to be working here with a general 

distinction between natura naturans and natura naturata, claiming that 

artistic creation is not limited to the imitation of natura naturata, but may 

proceed from the same starting point occupied by natura naturans: the 

soul of the artist is capable of 'running back' to the nature from which 

nature derives. If this is the case and artistic creation can be considered, 

so to speak, as a second chance for the creation of the world on the basis 

of the same intelligible models, we can explain why exceptionally good art 

is able to correct or beautify natura naturata by contributing elements of 

its own that make up for natural deficiencies (V.8.1.37-38). However, 

these deficiencies and the corresponding artistic efforts for their correction 

are always local, falling within the power and jurisdiction, so to speak, of 

particular souls (cf. 11.3.13.32-47). When the individual soul's creative 

activity is compared to the global ordering of the sensible world by the 

cosmic soul, it has inevitably to be judged as inferior, as when one 

compares "the tribe of potters or smiths" (TO TWV XVTPECrJV n xaAKECrJV YEVO~) 

with the "whole of a well-ordered city" (n6AEI EV oIKov~EV1J -niv a1Taaav; 

11.9.7.6-7) in Plotinus' eloquent formulation that reflects the heritage of the 

are beautiful images in that world, of the kind which someone imagined to exist in the 
soul of the wise man (aocpov clVSp6S), images not painted but real". This last claim 
supports the identification (in this context) between wise man and good artist that 
underlies our discussion. For a more general discussion concerning the arts that are 
included in the intelligible realm, see V.9.ll. 
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classical city. If we add to this point the apparently obvious remark (to 

which we shall return) that no artist qua artist can fully imitate natura 

naturans in the sense of 'naturally' bringing about a living being, we can 

see why artistic works can be generally considered as weaker imitations of 

the gods, "little toys of little value". 

The conclusions drawn from my examination of the general relation 

between art and nature cohere fully with the only thing we have asserted 

so far about the details of the activity of the sages of old, namely the fact 

that they started their endeavour "by looking back at the nature of the All" 

(eis TrW TOO lTOVTOS CPUOlV clTTl86vTes). In the context created by our 

discussion, this gesture can be appreciated in two ways. On the one 

hand, it indicates the inferior position of the sages with regard to the 

cosmic soul, since it implies that the sages get their creative bearings by 

appropriating through reflection the contents of a superior creative 

instance (in the same way that soul in general has to look back upon the 

Intellect). On the other hand, since the sages of old are presented as 

highly competent creators, and hence equally strong contemplators, we 

may assume that this gesture of appropriation or recovery is successful in 

a mUltiplicity of ways. As they look back at the nature of the all, the 

sages, at a first level, recognise, in the language of our passage, the 

statues and temples that the cosmic soul created within the universal 

point of view entailed in its creation. Yet, this means, at a second level, 

that they also gain a view of the way in which the cosmic soul proceeded 
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with its creative activity, something that amounts to a direct insight into 

the origin of the nature of the all. The sages realise, that is, that the 

statues and temples are imitations of the gods and that the cosmic soul 

created them as imitation of the gods. At a third level, however, the sages 

recognise reflectively their fundamental similarity with this creator, the 

fact that they are also souls capable of bypassing the soul's ·creations and 

imitating directly the same intelligible originals to which the cosmic soul 

looked upon, since "the same vision is in every soul" (111.8.5.32). In other 

words, the fact that they can indeed identify soul's activity and the statues 

and temples as imitations reveals to them that they are themselves souls. 

This realisation triggers their creative activity (which, at the same time, is 

the actualisation of their soul potential) and determines provisionally its 

purpose and manner: to make the gods present by imitating the cosmic 

soul and build their own temples and statues. 

The claim for the successful outcome of the project of recovery 

undertaken by the sages of old (or, else, for the substantial similarity 

between the sages and the cosmic soul) can be supported by an 

examination of the similarity of Plotinus' language in the two cases, an 

examination that may also clarify the nature of the objects produced by 

the sages. A few lines before the passage concerning the sages of old, 

Plotinus describes the result of the activity of the cosmic soul in the 

following terms: 



143 

But soul has constructed (KOTooKEvcmoTo) in the world statues 
(ayoAlloTO) of gods, dwellings (OiKtlllOTO) of men, and other places 
for other creatures (IV.3.10.27-29). 

This claim has to be understood in a triply metaphorical sense. Obviously, 

Plotinus is not referring to buildings of any kind, but to bodies, of stars, 

human beings, and animals, in which the relevant intelligible entities (that 

can be also collectively designated as 'gods') can be 'present' in matter. 

Moreover, this 'presence' cannot be a matter of spatio-temporal 

determinations, since, as we saw in the previous chapter, Plotinus does 

not consider the body as a receptacle containing the intelligible realities, 

including the soul. Finally, taking also into account that this 'presence', 

however metaphorically conceived, can never be complete, since the 

intelligible entities remain always transcendent, we may conclude that, in 

literal language, the accomplishment of the cosmic soul is the shaping or 

the ordering of the natural world in a way that reflects its intelligible 

origin, something that, for Plotinus, is co-extensive with its animation. 

Similarly, the statues and temples created by the sages should not 

be understood merely as material constructions that would be filled with 

the gods or soul like vessels: after all, the sages did not wish that the gods 

should be present in their artefacts, but rather that the gods should be 

present to them, Le., the sages, presumably in the vicinity of this 

artefacts. We may then consider their creations as works of some sort of 

religious art, and note further that the distinction between statues and 

temples, or images for that matter, is not significant, since all these 
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objects should be seen as servmg the same symbolic and spiritual 

purposes in the context of Egyptian religious practice. 46 

The examination of the precise manner in which the sages of old 

tried to make the gods present to them has to start from some 

considerations on the peculiar term 'lTpoolTa6es', which appears only once 

in the Enneads in the present context. According to the Lexicon 

Plotinianum, 'lTpoolTa6es' should be understood as 'capable of being acted 

upon', 'impressionable'. Liddell and Scott translate the noun 'lTPOOlT06Ela' 

as 'passionate attachment', but they too suggest 'impressionable' as the 

appropriate translation for the adjectival form appearing in IV.3.11.6. 47 

Finally, Plotinus glosses 'lTpoolTa6es', in lines 7-9 of our passage, as "that 

which imitates in any way whatever, like a mirror which is able to capture 

a form" (lTpoolTa6eS Se TO om:.voovv ~1~Tl6ev, &OlTEP KOTOlTTPOV aplTaOal El'56s 

TI SVV6:~EVOV). 

46 According to E. de Keyser, the temples in ancient Egypt were not just constructions for 
utility purposes, but works comparable to statues or reliefs that had the same 
significance as other religious works of art. See, La signification de rart dans les 
Enneades de Plotin, 56-62 (which includes also a discussion of the practice of the "wise 
men of Egypt" in V.8.6). That Plotinus may be alluding here to a specific Egyptian 
tradition of ritually animating statues (as Armstrong notes ad loc.) does not change the 
philosophical parameters of the issue (except for the fact that such an allusion would 
make even more forcefully the claim that a work of art enjoys some sort of life that needs 
to be differentiated from ordinary life): obviously the lessons to be learned by the sages of 
old are not particular to some religion form and do not concern the rituals that were 
employed for these animations. 
47 In the philosophical literature, 'npoona8Ela' as 'passionate attachment' has been 
considered as a "kind of incontinence" (npos Tl y~voS otcpaolas; Liddell and Scott refer to 
the Peripatetic Dicaearchu8, but the Descriptio Graeciae that contains this remark (1.10) 
is attributed now to the periegete Heraclides) and as "enslaved desire" ('m~la 

6E6ovACtJ~evT); [Pseudo-JAndronicus Rhodius, De passionibus, ed. Glibert-Thirry, 233). In 
later authors (as in Marcus Aurelius (12.3) and Porphyry (Sen1entiarum, 28-9), the term 
refers to the clinging of the soul to the body and its passions. 
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The term should be obviously understood within the semantic field 

of the word oUI.maBEla and its cognates, but in a rather contrastive 

sense. 48 In IV.3, the word oUI.llraBEla had appeared in an earlier chapter, 

in order to designate the "community of feeling" enjoyed by all individual 

souls (including the cosmic soul) as a result of their common origin in the 

Hypostasis-soul (EK yap ,;;S av,;;s TTCloal ovoal, E~ ns Kat 1i TOU OAOU, 

oUI.maBEls~ IV.3.8.2-3). Elsewhere in the Enneads, the term retains the 

sense of a community of feeling or affection, but is applied to all sorts of 

entities that apparently share such a community.49 However, all these 

various attributions reflect fundamentally the fact that the universe is 

oU~llraBES to itself as one complete animal (ou~llra8es S"; TTtlV TOVTO TO EV, Kat 

wS ~~OV EV; IV.4.32.13-14), a fact that in its turn is grounded on the 'self-

sympathy' enjoyed by all soul as one soul ('f'\1X"; Se a\mj OU\llra8i}s; 

IV.7.3.4). 

Within this context, two things should be noted with regard to 

TTpOOTTaBes. First, TTpoolTa8Ela (like ouI.l1ra8Ela and other terms) describes a 

state between two entities in which it may be very difficult to separate the 

41 In this sense, Armstrong's translation of '11'poo11'a8~s' as 'sympathetic', although 
understandable, misses the finer points implied. 
49 ov~nraeEla is paradigmatically invoked in discussions of the community of affection 
between the parts of a body (e.g., 11.3.12.31) or between stars (e.g., IVA.8.56), of the 
influence exercised by heaven on the sublunary realm (e.g., 111.1.5.8; IV.4.34.11), of the 
ground of effectiveness of magic (e.g., IV.4.26.4; IV.4.40.1), and of the relation between 
sensory organs and objects of perception (e.g., IV.4.23.21 or IV.5.1-3 passim). There is 
only one instance in which Plotinus describes directly the relation between body and soul 
in terms of ovl.nra6Ela, but only in passing. In 11.3.13.41-3, he notes that something can 
make another thing worse "either by giving it bodily infirmity, or by becoming responsible 
for an incidental badness in the soul which is in sympathy with it (Til 'tNXil Til CMl1I'a8ei)". 
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active from the passive side or identify the side taking the initiative for the 

establishment of this state. 50 In other words, as Plotinus' reference to a 

mirror indicates, the establishment of TTpoolTa6Ela follows a specular logic: 

A (the soul) projects an image of itself to B (the object); B is impressionable 

in the sense that it can receive this image; B reflects this image back to A; 

as a result, A becomes 'impressed' by B (i.e., attracted to B because it 

recognises itself in it). In this sense, and as required by the logic of our 

passage, npoona6es falls equally and necessarily between 'impressive' and 

'impressionable': impressive to the soul precisely to the extent that is 

impressionable with regard to it. Second, 'lTpoolTa8es' (this time in 

contrast to 'ov\lna6es') is a term that does not denote achievement, the 

enjoyment of a state existing or reached, but rather a condition of motion 

or effort (as such it would be generally appropriate for designating the 

ordinary relation between individual souls and bodies). As indicated by 

the two different prepositions ('lTp6S' and 'oW'), the lTci80s under 

discussion, despite its specular unfolding, is not presented as reciprocally 

suffered or shared. This lack of an achieved reciprocity obeys the 

requirements of our passage: after all, it is the soul that must be 

eventually attracted by the object and not vice versa. However, with 

regard to the activity of the sages that initiates this commerce between the 

soul and the object, the word indicates also the necessity of intentional 

so For a detailed analysis of the logic of such tenns (with reference to ml8Elv and its 
cognates), see Mourelatos, The Route of Pannenides. 136-144. 
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effort. The sages cannot rely on an established sympathy between the 

object and soul (of the kind shared by natural bodies), but have to shape 

their temples and statues through a concentrated effort that takes them 

as objects of a passionate attachment, in the hope of the eventual 

establishment of a certain bond of affinity between soul and these objects. 

There is one more word in our passage (occupying, in a sense, a 

symmetrical place) requiring some brief comments, namely the word 

'euaywyos', the characteristic of the soul that makes possible, or at least 

facilitates, the work of the sages. The meaning of this adjective derived 

from the verb 'ayelv' (lead, carry) is not in doubt: the primary sense is 

'easily carried' or 'easily led', 'ductile', and its connotations include 'docile', 

'easily managed', 'easily trained', 'well educated'. However, this entirely 

passive meaning has to be supplement by paying some attention to the 

echoes of a number of much more active assertions concerning the soul 

made by Plotinus in this context. We have already noted that in the last 

part of Chapter 11 Plotinus claims that the soul "creates by means of itself 

a connection" between the intelligible and the sensible realm. In this 

sense, the soul acts as an aywy6), a leader or conductor that mediates 

the unobstructed coming of the gods to the sensible world. This sense of 

'ayelv' is obviously required within the logic of our passage. The purpose 

of the sages is to attract the soul so that the gods will become present: this 

would not be possible if the soul were not, so to speak, a good conductor 

of the gods. Moreover, two more relevant instances of 'exYE1V' should be 
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taken into account. In IV.3.10.20-21, Plotinus notes that "soul is by its 

essential power in control of bodies, so that they come to be and are in the 

state to which soul leads them (wS a\rri'] aYEI)"; a few lines later, he 

approaches soul's activity from another point of view, claiming that its 

purpose (common to the activity of everything) is to "lead things to a 

likeness with itself' (eis OIlO(wOIV eavT4) ayelv; IV.3.10.36). In sum, the 

claim that the nature of the soul is everywhere 'easily led' should be 

appreciated in the context of the assertions that the soul also leads things 

to what they are by leading the gods to them in order to lead them into a 

likeness of itself. 

In light of these remarks, we can appreciate now the activity of the 

sages of old in all its complexity. The sages, themselves souls, have in 

front of them, let us say, a piece of marble, a material already preformed 

to some extent through the activity of the cosmic soul. The sages have 

already looked around and seen the statues of the gods made by the 

cosmic soul, living beings of all sorts; they have also looked in and 

acquired a direct vision of the intelligible statues of which the natural 

sensible statues are imitations. They want, to the extent that this is 

possible for them, to create the world again, to act in a way that will create 

a new passage through which the gods will be present to them and for 

them. Faced with the unformed piece of marble, they know that they 

cannot merely rely on the sympathy already established between all parts 

of the universe through the operation of the cosmic soul: the marble is a 
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soulless thing, and this means (in a thoroughly ensouled universe) that 

the part of its soul which remains within it (TO EV aVTfj) lies asleep (oTov 

EVOEI) in it, while the part of its soul which goes out to form something else 

(TO OE E~ O\hT;S EiS CxAAO) would merely tum, if this were possible, the rest of 

the world into marble (IV.3.10.33-36). They know, however, that, as 

souls, they have the power (although, since they are particular souls, this 

would require passionate effort) to lead the piece of marble into a statue, 

waking, so to speak, the soul that lies asleep within it (leading it thus into 

a likeness of themselves as souls) and, at the same time, establishing a 

passage (the soul of the very work) through which the gods can be once 

more present to them. Yet, this waking cannot be accomplished directly 

as it requires two steps that have to be differentiated, even if in reality 

they can be easily conflated. What the sages can do is to tum the piece of 

marble into something 'impressionable', capable of receiving form, a 

potential likeness of the soul. This is not already waking: the soul of the 

marble wakes by receiving a share of soul, when soul (the creator's soul or 

some other soul), easily attracted by images of itself as we shall see in the 

next chapter, becomes actually 'impressed' by this 'impressionable' piece 

of work, recognises itself in its creation. This is why the sages in this case 

cannot make the gods present to them directly and in way that can be in 

principle guaranteed (like the presence gained through the self

transformation resulting from internal contemplation), but have first to 
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undertake the uncertain endeavour of attracting soul through the creation 

of a beautiful work. 

What is thus implicated in the innocuous difference between 

av~.llTa8es and npoona8es is the specificity of a new creative possibility for 

the soul: let us call it artistic creation. As the second part of the 

composite npoona8es suggests, this possibility is a matter of affection, and 

hence, is firmly situated within the sensible world: the aim is to make the 

gods present to us in the statues of this world, and not to visit them, by 

working contemplatively and unceasingly on our own internal statue of 

1.6.9.14, in the intelligible temples and sanctuaries of V.1.6.9-16 or 

VI.9. 11. As the first part of the composite npoonages suggests, this 

possibility has also to be differentiated from the natural activity of the 

soul, whether particular of universal: the reciprocal bonds oC av~11'agela, 

the chain of one living being after another carrying, in grades but 

qualitatively intact, the creative power of the soul has been disrupted or 

reached a final point, to be replaced by the npos of the effort of the creator 

and the npos of the attraction of the spectator toward the work. Since the 

aim of the present discussion, in accordance with the content of the text 

that provides it with its focus, is to identify the fundamental creative 

possibilities of the soul without treating them exhaustively, let us 

conclude with a few remarks limited to one central question that will help 

us to locate more precisely this new possibility: How can we express in 

this context the difference between a work of art and a living thing, or else 
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specify the peculiar kind of life, grasped above in the metaphorical terms 

of a waking of its soul, that a work of art enjoys? 

Plotinus was, of course, aware of the difference between works of art 

and living things, as the following passage indicates: 

If one is talking about the image made by a painter, we shall affirm 
that it is not the original (apXETVlTOV) that made (lTelTOlllKEval) the 
image but the painter, since even if some painter makes a self 
portrait, it is not an image of himself (OUK ovaav aVToO eiKova ou5' ei 
aliT6v TIS YPC[(PEI); for what made (TO ypC«pov) the painting was not 
the body (ow\la) of the painter or the form (emOS) which was imitated 
(IlE\llllllIlEVOV). (VI.4.10.S-10) 

This passage is actually taken from a literal discussion of the way various 

images are formed, but it is clear that the difference that interests us can 

be easily expressed through a metaphorical transposition of it along 

standard Plotinian lines. If the painter, instead of drawing a self-portrait, 

had a child, then we could indeed assert that the maker is not the painter, 

but the form which is being imitated, in the form of the spermatic logoi 

transmitted from the maker to the made and responsible for the shaping 

and the growth of the child: in this sense and taking the ancient Greek 

views on procreation into account, the child would be an image of the 

father. In strict ontological terms, the difference between the self-portrait 

and the child can be described with the help of the following remark that 

recalls our analysis of creation in terms of contemplation: 

In every rational principle, its last and lowest manifestation springs 
from contemplation, and is contemplation in the sense of being 
contemplated (6 IlEV EoxaTos EK 8ECtJp(as Ka\ 8ECtJp(a OVTCtJS WS 
TE8ewPTJ\lEVOS). (III .8.3.6-7) 
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However, in Plotinus' language, for something to be contemplation in the 

sense of being contemplated, without possessing itself the power to 

contemplate, is another way of saying that it is soulless or dead. Are we, 

then, to conclude not only that "an uglier living man is more beautiful 

than the beautiful man in a statue, since the living is more desirable 

because it has soul" (VI.7.22.31-32), but also that the beautiful statue, 

despite the artist's care and the spectator's joy, is ontologically at the 

same level with the piece of marble to which the effort of the artist was 

originally applied? 

In a fundamental ontological perspective, the answer to this 

question has to be affirmative, however strange the assertion that 

ontologically Pheidias' Zeus is merely worth its gold and ivory may be. 

Moreover, there is nothing surprising in this conclusion, since there is no 

fundamental ontology (at least, say, up to Nietzsche) that could 

incorporate directly in its terms whatever privileged status the work of art 

may enjoy in comparison to other objects. Of course, in Plotinian terms, 

one may argue that a statue is mastered more thoroughly by form, or is 

mastered by a more complex form, in comparison to the marble. The 

argument, however, will be both dubious and futile. Dubious, because, on 

the one hand, it is evident that the mastery of the form of marble over the 

marble far exceeds anything that an artist may even imagine in this 

respect; and, on the other, it is far from evident how the complexity of a 

form is to be measured. Futile, because, it fails to address the decisive 
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issue, at least in a Plotinian context: the fact that the work of art, like any 

other inanimate object, occupies indeed the last position in the great 

chain of being, the position of the entities which do not have the power to 

contemplate. 

Are we, then, to take back the assertion for a new creative 

possibility for the soul? Not necessarily, because the strict ontological 

perspective is not the only point of view from which the world can be seen. 

Let us, then, abandon this perspective and reformulate our question in a 

more precise and promising manner: Why is artistic creation a distinct 

creative possibility for the soul and what is the kind of life enjoyed by the 

work of art within the perspective of the soul? In order to answer this 

question, let us raise two more, even larger, questions: What is the 

function of the soul? What is the function of a work of art? 

These questions may be large, but on the basis of our discussion the 

answers can be surprisingly short. The function of the soul, let us recall, 

is to become an "interpreter of what comes from this sun to that sun and 

from that sun to this sun" (IV.3.11.20-21): it is an amphibious creature 

which, whether we are moving in a downward or an upward direction, has 

to eventually disappear in order to discharge its fundamental ontological 

function, which is to guarantee that "nothing is a long way off or far from 

anything else" (IV.3.11.22-23). The function of the work of art is to 

provide a passage through which the gods will be present to us. Its 

success in this respect is co-extensive with its ability to attract the soul, 
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and hence, even if everything created by the soul is created for the sake of 

contemplation and knowledge, the distinctive mark of the work of art is 

that it is the only object expressly and primarily made by the soul in order 

to attract the soul, to please it most so that it will receive it more easily. 

The homology between these two answers provides us with the clue 

for the answer to our initial question. In the simplest terms possible, the 

privileged status of the work of art within the perspective of the soul is 

that it is an object made deliberately and primarily for the enjoyment of 

the soul. But the most important point is that if the function of the work 

of art is to provide a passage through which the gods will be present to us, 

then the work of art is the inanimate counterpart of soul itself, the 

sensible proof that indeed "nothing is a long way off or far from anything 

else". If an analogy with the Intellect is not far fetched here, we may say 

that the work of art is the proper object of soul: as the Intellect creates the 

intelligibles in order to live its proper life as a thinker thinking them, the 

soul creates the works of art in order to live its proper life as an interpreter 

interpreting them (and this is, of course, the life that the work of art lives). 

Yet, if this is far fetched, a more modest claim will do: the works of art, as 

sensible passages of the gods, are these objects in which the soul 

recognises its own peculiar predicament and drama, which ultimately is 

not its involvement with matter, but precisely its amphibious and self

effacing task. 



CHAPTER 4 

Self-creation: The Individuation of Soul 

In the narrative of Plotinus' cosmogony, we have now reached the 

dramatic point where a multiplicity of individual souls is about to descend 

to the world that has already emerged through the creative activity of the 

cosmic soul in order to become embodied and inhabit it. Plotinus 

introduces the issue at the beginning of Chapter 12 with an extended 

metaphorical image (12.1-12) that aims precisely to capture and illustrate 

the nature and particular characteristics of this descent. At the core of 

Plotinus' image, we encounter a reference to the well-known myth of 

Dionysus, which, within the Orphic tradition, sets the mythological 

context for the elaboration of the Orphic views on the origin of mankind. 

Plotinus makes clear his intention to discuss the problem of the descent of 

individual souls in a context shaped by allusions to these traditional 

religious views already from the first line of our text, which reads: "but the 

souls of men, seeing the images of themselves like Dionys1,1s in a mirror, 

came to be there"(av8pwlTc.vv Be ~vxai E'iSc.vAa aVT~v iBovoai oTov 1110vVOOV 

ev KaT6lTTpctl eKEl eyevovTo). 
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Although the division of soul into distinct individual souls does not 

concern solely human beings, but every individual member of Plotinus' 

en souled universe, this introductory paragraph sets the framework in 

which Chapters 12 and 13 should be read. Hence our primary 

philosophical concern will be the emergence and adventures of individual 

human souls although, as Plotinus remarks, his account could and 

should be extended in order to include other non-human animals, and 

even plants (12.39). In Chapter 13 in particular, Plotinus insists that the 

way in which the soul descends to human bodies and guides the overall 

development and behaviour of human beings is determined by principles 

that apply equally to every living form of the universe and can be thus 

firmly situated within the general context of the cycle of natural processes 

(13.12-17). In this sense, Plotinus' decision to address the issue of the 

subsequent descent of soul into bodies and to tackle the most salient 

features of this process in terms of human individuation places at the 

centre of our discussion problems which properly belong to the area of a 

philosophical anthropology elaborated within the context of Plotinus' 

natural psychology: What is the precise manner in which the soul of a 

human being acquires, and becomes aware of, its distinct identity? 

We may thus say that, in general terms, the issues to be discussed 

in this chapter concern the question of the unity and multiplicity of the 

soul. However, in this chapter we shall not be concerned with the vertical 

unity of soul considered as a hypostasis, or, in other words, with the way 
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in which soul hangs together as one, 'extending' between intellect and 

matter. Rather, the focus of our discussion will be another vertical 

dimension, a certain 'extension' of every individual soul in its 'descent' to a 

body that is implicated in the very process of its individuation and can be 

considered as its internal dimension or perspective. 1 In other words: after 

the soul has been 'divided' among a multitude of (human) individuals at 

the same ontological level, we have to examine both the way in which 

every individual soul acquires its unity and identity and the way in which 

it remains related to the whole of soul, so that this whole would retain its 

hypostatic unity after its fragmentation. 

The examination of these issues will be conducted in two sections. 

The first and larger section starts with an elucidation of the meaning and 

the philosophical implications of an important metaphor employed by 

Plotinus in his discussion of the individuation of souls, namely, the 

presentation of the descent of souls in terms of a process of reflection. 

After identifying the reflective character of the 'depth' to which every 

individual soul travels, I examine in detail the way in which every soul 

occupies this space, retaining its relation to the whole of soul. In the final 

section, I pursue essentially the same issues, but this time in the context 

of the much-discussed problem of the existence of forms of individuals. 

I The point can be also made in the temporal terms of Plotinus' account: we are not 
concerned any more (as we were in Chapter 21 with the original extension of the soul, 
which corresponds to the emergence of the proper activity of the hypostasis of the soul 
and the simultaneous creation of the sensible world, but with the significance that this 
extension (considered now as givenl has for the constitution of individual souls. 
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My claim is that the detailed examination of Plotinus' views contained in 

the passage under discussion has much to contribute to this long-

standing debate in Plotinian scholarship, in particular because it enables 

us to think the problem of the individuation of the soul in terms that 

transcend the traditional alternatives (which locate the individuation of 

the soul either at the level of the intellect or the level of matter) and bring 

to the foreground the importance in this respect of the self-activity of the 

soul. 

The Myth of DionY8u8: Reflection and Depth 

Before we proceed to an examination of Plotinus' philosophical 

views, we should first familiarise ourselves with the mythological 

background to which Plotinus appeals. Although the myth of Dionysus 

has reached us in many variants, for the purposes of our discussion it 

would suffice to offer here only a brief account of its central theme. 2 

Dionysus was the illegitimate son of Zeus and Kore (Persephone), and, in 

accordance with his father's will, was destined to rule over all the other 

gods. The Titans grew jealous of the infant, and decided to kill him. With 

the assistance of Hera, Zeus' legitimate wife, they offered him certain toys, 

J Armstrong (ad loc.) regards Plotinus' reference to Dionysus to be to Dionysus Zagreus. 
However, M. L. West (The Orphic Poems, 153) has drawn attention to the fact that there 
is no real use of the name Zagreus in the Orphic Hymns or in the Neoplatonic texts. In 
relation to the general study of the Orphic tradition though, such an identification is not 
ungrounded. For a detailed exploration of the origin and different versions of the myth 
see W.K.C. Guthrie, Orpheus and Greek Religion, 82-4, 107-9, 130ff, 153-55, 209, 227. 
In some cases, Dionysus or Backhos is identified with the chthonian deity of Zeus 
Zagreus worshipped in Crete (ibid., 112-13). 
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among them a mirror, with the intention to lead him away from the royal 

palace into the woods and kill him.3 Dionysus, because of his youth and 

innocence, was seduced by the toys, and led himself into the woods, where 

the Titans tore him to pieces, shared the parts of his body between them, 

and tasted his flesh. When Zeus discovered the awful crime committed 

against his son, in great sorrow and anger, he decided to avenge it. He 

thus tortured the Titans, and eventually burned them with his 

thunderbolts. Out of their ashes, mankind came into existence, whereas 

the remains of Dionysus were brought to Delphi by Apollo where Zeus, out 

of the still living heart that Athena presented to him, brought Dionysus 

back to life. 

There are many interesting features in the myth of Dionysus that 

could justify the attention it received by the Neoplatonists4 • For Plotinus, 

the most prominent element of the myth appears to be the seduction of 

the infant Dionysus by the mirror. In fact, in the present context (which 

con tains the only reference to the myth of Dionysus in the Plotinian 

corpus), almost all other details or events of the myth are omitted, and 

Plotinus concentrates emphatically on the theme of seduction through 

3 There is a disagreement as to whether the gifts should be regarded as religious symbols 
or simple toys; moreover, the ancient texts are not consistent with regard to the gifts 
themselves. However, the mirror is one of the objects (rattles, puppets, a lump of wool, 
tops, a ball, golden apples) more frequently mentioned and, according to Nonnus, 
Dionysus' most favourite toy (see, e.g., Clement, Protrepticus 2.17.2-18.1; Orph. Fr. 34; 
Nonnus, Dionysiaca, VI, 172-173 and VI, 206-207; Proc1us, In Platonis Timaeum, 33b). 
Further discussion and references in Guthrie, Orpheus, 121-22, and J. Pepin, "Plotin et 
Ie miroir de Dionysus", 304-320 and "Plotin et les mythes", 20. 
4 For an extensive exposition of the various (naturalistic, cosmological, metaphysical, and 
spiritual) interpretations of the myth of Dionysus, see J. Pepin, "Plotin et Ie miroir de 
Dionysus". 
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reflections. Plotinus' selective attitude towards this myth is not 

surprising, to the extent that it is common practice for him to record only 

those elements of a myth that he considers to be of particular 

philosophical significance and direct relevance to the issue he is 

discussing. However, we should also take into account the fact that in 

most cases, including presumably the case of Dionysus' myth, Plotinus' 

audience was familiar with the story, and thus they, as well as the 

contemporary readers, are assumed to be able to make the necessary 

connections and relate Plotinus' selective remarks to the other events of 

the story, without Plotinus having to recount them explicitly. Now that we 

have established some basic understanding of the myth, we may turn to 

our text in order to elucidate the significance of this mythological account 

in the philosophical context of the present chapters. 

The opening paragraph of Chapter 12 reads: 

But the souls of men seeing the images of themselves like Dionysus 
in a mirror, having been set in motion from above they come to be 
there (EKEi) without being cut off, not even these, from the principle 
of themselves and from Nous. For although they did not come with 
the Nous, they nevertheless, reached as far as earth, yet their head 
was firmly set beyond the heaven. It happened to them to come 
down more, in as much their middle rank was obliged to take care 
of that which they reached which needed care. Father Zeus having 
pitied them for being in pain, makes their bonds mortal, the bonds 

5 As we shall see, Plotinus makes a reference to Zeus in line 8, which possibly alludes to 
the role of Zeus in the traditional myth. In this connection, we could claim that souls, 
like Dionysus, 'die' upon entering bodies and are brought back to life by Zeus, when he 
liberates them from their fetters. Note the reversal: the 'life' of soul (in time or in body) is 
from another perspective the 'death' of soul. A similar view is found in Ficino: "The divine 
Plato thinks that the celestial and immortal Soul dies in a certain sense when it enters 
the earthly and mortal body and returns to life when it leaves the body". The reference is 
apparently to the Phaedo (670; see Kristeller, The Philosophy of Marsillo Ficino, 222). We 
shall return to this issue later in the present chapter. 
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in respect of which they are in pain, in times gIVIng them 
intervals/pauses, making them free of bodies, in order to coming to 
be there (EKei), where the soul of the All always is without turning 
towards any of the things here (TO Tfj8e) (12.1-12).6 

The most prominent element of this metaphorical account, obvious 

and puzzling at the same time, is that Plotinus presents the descent of the 

individual souls to the world (their embodiment or the animation of their 

bodies) as a reflective gaze of them at the image of themselves: when souls 

fIx their gaze at their image, they are attracted by it and, like Dionysus 

when looking at his image in the mirror, they are seduced and carried 

away from their 'palace' to the sensible world. At fIrst sight, this image 

seems to presuppose a rather peculiar situation of gazing in a mirror, but 

6 The translation I am offering differs from Armstrong's in the Loeb edition at least in 
respect of two points which I consider particularly important for the interpretation I shall 
be suggesting. First, Armstrong takes the genitive" tuovuaov" to refer to the mirror. He 
translates: "But the soul of men see their images as if in the mirror of Dionysus ... " 
However, following J. Pepin, I take it to refer to the image rather than the mirror. Pepin 
("Plotin et Ie miroir de Dionysus", 315), translates: "Quant aux ames humaines, ayant vu 
leurs images comme Dionysos avait vu la sienne dans Ie mirroir ... " I think that this 
reading is to be preferred because it makes the analogy much clearer: the souls are 
seduced by their reflection in the same way that Dionysus was seduced by his reflection 
in the mirror. In this sense, I think that Plotinus is not trying to draw attention to the 
mirror of Dionysus, which would have led us to conceive of this particular mirror as some 
sort of special and unique object with magical qualities, but rather to the process of 
soul's descent. The soul's descent is thus presented as a seduction precisely because 
what the souls see, in analogy to Dionysus, is merely a deceptive image, a reflection 
similar to all the images formed in mirrors or other objects which have this capacity. The 
second difference in my translation, is that I prefer to translate "ekEi" in both its 
occurrences (in line 2 and line 11) as "there". In this way, I intend to underline and 
preserve the ambiguity in the use of the word which is present in the text. In line 11, it 
seems clear that Plotinus uses "EKei" to refer to the 'Intelligible world' as opposed to "Tel 
TijSe", the 'things in physical world'. In line 2 however, the meaning of "ekEi" is less 
certain; it could mean: (a) in the physical world, (b) in the Intelligible world, or (c) in the 
mirror. In his attempt to differentiate the two "ekei", Armstrong translates the one in line 
2, as "on that level", whereas he translates "there" in the second case. His choice, apart 
from implicitly introducing a notion of levels which to some extent might obscure rather 
than clarify the text, does not seem to resolve the difficulty in understanding where the 
"ekEi" of line 2 actually should be taken to be. Pepin, on the other hand, is more 
determined to specify its meaning and thus translates it as "in the mirror". 
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one that is appropriate to the mythical background. Plotinus' story makes 

sense only when someone is looking at a mirror that is set at a flxed 

distance from him or her.7 In these circumstances, any attempt to 

approach the image - which would normally (as in the case of Narcissus)8 

lead the observer closer to the mirror - results in the forward motion of the 

entire system: as the observer moves from his or her initial position, the 

mirror, and consequently the image which appears in it, moves 

simultaneously further along. In what other way would a mirror, even a 

masterpiece created by the unparalleled skill of Hephaestus, induce 

Dionysus to leave the palace and go to the wood?9 However, Plotinus 

immediately corrects the image in a manner that, after our discussion of 

other Plotinian images, should not be surprising. It is not actually the 

case that the souls move in any transitional sense; their head remains 

fIxed 'above in heaven' (Kapa BE miTai) eOTTlPIKTal lllTEpavc.u TOO ovpavoO), 

and at most we may say that they 'stretch out to earth' (ecp8aoav J,lEV J,lEXPI 

It is evident that this metaphorical elaboration of the already 

metaphorical notion of a descent of the soul (where locomotion is replaced 

by elastic extension and the soul acquires suddenly an extended 

7 One could suppose that the Titans were actually holding the mirror and moving 
backwards. This is in fact the case in a 5th century AD pyxis, in the Museo Civico 
Archeologico of Bologna, which depicts the scene (see West, The Orphic Poems, n. 51, 
156) . In our context, where the Titans are not mentioned, one may say that the gaze 
determines itself a fIxed length, from the observer to the mirror or the image. 
s At 1.6.9.9-16, Narcissus drowns as a result of running to his image on the water in 
order to seize it. We shall return to Plotinus' treatment of the myth of Narcissus later in 
this section. 
9 Orph. Fr. 209. 
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multiplicity of parts on the model of the human body) implicates an issue 

that we have already encountered in many guises within our discussion: 

the sense in which the soul (or, a certain part of it) remains separate from 

body, even 'after' the emergence of the sensible world. This is an issue to 

which we shall return later in this chapter, after our presentation of 

Plotinus' image. For the time being, in order to understand better what 

Plotinus is trying to depict here, it would be helpful to recall some 

elementary principles of reflection, widely accessible already at Plotinus' 

time. We could consider all the movements and distances described by 

Plotinus in the simple terms of the geometrical optics, expounded, for 

instance, by Ptolemy in Book III of his Optics. According to Ptolemy's 

analysis, the rays incident upon a mirror, instead of penetrating the 

mirror as the observer is misled to believe, rebound, and are reflected 

back to the observer. Thus, although in reality the ray from the eye 

reaches only as far as the surface of the mirror and from that point it is 

reflected from the mirror to the object, the object appears as if located 'out 

there' in a place other than its real one, a place which we perceive as being 

inside the mirror, situated on the extension of the perpendicular drawn 

from the object to the surface of the mirror.lo In other words, then, 

10 According to Ptolemy, there are three basic principles for the understanding of 
reflection on mirrors: "(1) objects seen in mirrors are seen in the direction of the visual 
ray which is reflected from the mirror to the object, depending on the position of the eye; 
(2) images in mirrors appear to be on the perpendicular drawn from the object to the 
surface of the mirror, and produced; (3) the position of the reflected ray, from the eye to 
the mirror and from the mirror to the object, is such that each of the two parts contains 
the point of reflection and makes equal angles with the perpendicular to the mirror at 
that point." (Ptolemy, Optics III, 60.23-64.28 (Govi), quoted from Cohen and Drabkin 
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although we look at the mirror, we actually see the object which is outside 

the mirror, and we perceive it as being in the mirror. 

However, before we proceed to a more detailed analysis of the 

significance of the theme of reflection, we need to face the following 

question: How are we to understand exactly the nature and function of 

the most important object of this metaphor, namely the mirror? In his 

study on the mirror of Dionysus, J. Pepin has adduced much evidence for 

the most obvious option: the direct association of the mirror with matter. 

The analogy was already established within the Platonic tradition: objects 

appear in matter in a way similar to the way in which images appear in a 

mirror. II Through a parallel examination of passages where Plotinus 

discusses matter in relation to mirrors, as well as water or reflective 

surfaces in general, Pepin brings to light the particular similarities that 

establish a strong connection between the twO. I2 The most characteristic 

example that offers support to Pepin's claim is to be found in the following 

(eds.), A Source Book in Greek Science, 269). In geometrical terms, if AB is the line 
symbolising the mirror, C is the object, C' the image, CG the perpendicular to the mirror. 
E the eye of the observer, D the point at which the ray from the eye reaches the mirror 
and FD the perpendicular from that point to the mirror, then according to the above 
mentioned principles, C' lies on ED, C' lies on CG and the angles FDE and FDC are 
equal. In relation to Plotinus' reference to the mirror where the observer is also the 
reflected object, LFDE = LFDC = 90°. For a concise yet very informative account of the 
theories of vision in the Antiquity. see D. C. Lindberg, Theories of Vision from Al-Kindi to 
Kepler, esp. Chapter 1. 
11 The tradition goes back ultimately to Plato's discussion of chora in the Timaeus (49A-
53C) (to which Plotinus alludes in the passage quoted below) and implicates obviously the 
issue of the relation between chora and matter. In this connection, we should note that 
Plato himself never likens chora to a mirror; for a discussion of the reasons, see Kung. 
"Why the Receptacle is not a Mirror". 
12 Pepin, "Plotin et Ie miroir de Dionysus". His interpretation relies on III.6.7.23-27 and 
40-42; 11.3.17.5; VI.5.B.16-17 ,(supported further by III.6.9.16-19; 13.34-52; 14.1-2 and 
31-32). 
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passage, where the comparison between matter and mirror is developed in 

considerable detail: 

It [matter] always presents opposite appearances on its surface, 
small and great, less and more, deficient and superabundant, a 
phantom which does not remain and cannot get away either, for it 
has no strength for this, since it has not received strength from 
intellect but is lacking in all being. Whatever announcement it 
makes, therefore, is a lie, and if it appears great, it is small, if more, 
it is less; its apparent being is not real, but a sort of fleeting frivolity; 
hence the things which seem to be in it are frivolities, nothing but 
phantoms in a phantom, like something in a mirror which really 
exists in one place but is reflected in another; it seems to be filled, 
and holds nothing; it is all seeming. Imitations of real beings pass 
into and out of it, ghosts into a formless ghost, visible because of its 
formlessness. They seem to act on it, but do nothing ... they go 
through without making a cut, as if through water, or as if someone 
in a way projected shapes in the void people talk about ... Certainly, 
then, since it is weak and false, and falling into falsity, like things in 
a dream or water or a mirror, it necessarily leaves matter unaffected; 
though in the examples just mentioned there is a likeness between 
the things seen [in water, etc.], and the things which are the causes 
of the appearances (111.6.7.14-42). 

The views expressed in the above passage, which may be easily 

supported in this respect by other passages throughout the Enneads, 

contain a number of salient features for an analogy between mirrors and 

matter that strikes a rather familiar chord. The fundamental point is, of 

course, that sensible objects, like reflections in a mirror, appear in matter 

as images that are other than the real objects mirrored by them. 

Moreover, the objects seen in matter, like the reflections seen in mirrors, 

have no substantive reality of their own (and acquire none from the 

medium in which they appear), but last for as long as the objects casting 

them are present: when the real objects depart (in the absence of the 
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formative influence of the intelligible realities), the reflections disappear. 13 

Further, these objects appear to be in a place (or realm of reality) which is 

not only different from the place they really are, but illusory in a 

fundamental sense: as in the case of mirrors, matter appears to 'contain' 

all sensible objects (or the forms embodied in them), but it actually 

'contains' nothing. To the ontologically deceptive and 'weak' nature of 

both mirrors and matter, we may add a final point: their common 

impassivity (CIlT06EIO), that is, the fact that any image that "comes to" them 

(npOO'EA66vTOS) does not affect in any way their "composition" (O'VO'TOO'lV, 

111.6.11.16-19). 

The fact that Plotinus relies heavily on an analogy of this sort is 

widely recognised by his interpreters. Ferwerda, for example, discussing 

the history of the mirror analogy in Antiquity, remarks that Plotinus more 

than any of his predecessors uses this image consistently in order to 

stress the illusory or misleading aspect of reflection. 14 R. M ortley , 

following a similar interpretative line, presses the analogy even further, 

suggesting that the mirror itself (and not just the way in which things 

appear in it) should be understood directly as a symbol for matter. IS 

Mortley notes that imaging, at every level of Plotinus' ontological 

13 "For the image in a mirror must also be called an activity: that which is reflected in it 
acts on what is capable of being affected without flowing into it; but if the object reflected 
is there, the reflection too appears in the mirror and it exists as an image of a coloured 
surface shaped in a particular way; and if the object goes away, the mirror surface no
longer has what it had before, when the object seen in it offered itself to it for its activity" 
(IV.s.7.44-49). 
14 Ferwerda, La Signification des Images et des Metaphores, 9-23. 
15 Mortley,"The Face and Image in Plotinus". 
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hierarchy, requires a medium which is of a different nature to that which 

is imaged; since in the case of soul this medium is matter, the mirror itself 

should be undoubtedly regarded as its symbolic expression. Overall then, 

one could argue that the symbolic links between matter and mirror are 

uniquely intensified in Plotinus. 

However, it has also been noted that Plotinus, apart from bringing 

to our attention the similarities between matter and mirrors, is also 

especially concerned with underlining their differences. Ferwerda draws 

particular attention to the fact that nowhere in Plotinus do we find mirrors 

mentioned as the exact metaphorical equivalent of matter16. On the 

contrary, he argues, the two terms appear together as part of a 

comparison which is very carefully articulated in elaborate metaphorical 

accounts. Plotinus, more often than not, takes particular care to prevent 

us from interpreting the relation between matter and mirrors as a 

straightforward identification. In order to fully understand the force of 

this comparison, we should bring out the textual and philosophical 

subtleties in the passages where Plotinus employs this metaphor, 

attending simultaneously to other relevant passages that are devoted to 

the exploration of the nature of matter and mirrors independently from 

each other. 

To begin with, we need to recall some of Plotinus' standard views 

about matter. Matter is emphatically described, even in passages where 

16 Ferwerda, La Signification des Images et des Metaphores, 22. 
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the metaphor of reflection is explicitly or implicitly present, as that which 

is "altogether obscure" (TTavTclTTaOl alluopov, 10.10), as something which is 

"invisible in itself and escapes any attempt to see it" (aopaTov KaB' miTo Kat 

q>EVyOV TO [30uAOIlEVOV iOEiv), as pure "unlimitedness" (aTTElpia), which is 

"neither soul, nor intellect, nor life, nor form, nor rational formative 

principle, nor limit, ... nor power" (O\iTE OE 'VUXll ovaa oVTe voiiS OVTE ~wll 

OVTE Eioos OVTE AOYOS OVTE TTepas ... OVTE ovvaIlIS). Moreover, matter is totally 

resistant and absolutely unable to participate in the rational or creative 

force: the reason for which it has no strength, is that "it has not received 

strength from intellect but is lacking in all being" (~1l iaxvv TTapa voii 

Aa[3ov, aAA' EV EAAei'VEI Toii QVTOS TTavTos yevollevov).17 On the other hand, 

mirrors, like all other reflective surfaces, are able to reflect, precisely 

because they are bright, smooth, and transparent: as Plotinus knew from 

the Timaeus, reflection occurs through the "combination of the inner and 

outer fire, each time that they unite on the smooth surface" (TTep\ TJlV 

AEloT1'1Ta) or "on the smooth and bright surface" (lTep\ TO Aeiov Kat AalllTPOV) 

of the mirror.ls On the face of this evidence, it seems that there is 

certainly a tension in the metaphorical identification between mirrors and 

matter. Something like matter, which (at least in contexts in which the 

17 All these claims come from III.6.7.7-20, a passage overlapping with 111.6.7.14-42, 
quoted above as the strongest evidence for a Plotinian metaphorical identification of 
matter with mirrors. The unlimitdness and obscurity of matter are of course stressed 
throughout the Enneads; see, e.g., 1.8.9.17; 1.8.10.l1; 11.4.10.22; 11.4.15.9. 
18 Timaeus. 468. For the transparency of mirrors, see III.6.9.16-17: TO I<ClTOlTTpa AtyOI 
!Cal oAwS Tel Sla<pavi\. 
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soul is not present) can be only linked metaphorically to absolute 

darkness or complete opacity can be hardly identified with something like 

a mirror, an object especially made to allow the reception, combination, 

and deflection of light. From this point of view, it is worth recalling from 

the previous chapter that when Plotinus uses explicitly the simile of the 

mirror, the reference is not to matter as such, but to the sympathetic 

nature of the soul and, by extension, to the nature of objects that, like a 

mirror, are carefully constructed in a way that makes them "able to 

capture a form" (wolTep KaTOlTTpOV aplTaOOI e106s TI Svva~evov; 11.7-8). 

A similar point can be made in slightly different terms, of which 

Plotinus himself was fully aware. An important and obvious difference 

between a mirror and matter is that we continue to see the mirror even 

when the reflected objects are no longer there, while matter as such is not 

visible. The point is formulated in the following passage, where Plotinus 

writes: 

Here certainly, the mirror itself is seen, for it, too, is a form; but in 
the case of matter, since it is in no way a form, it is not itself seen ... 
So in this way the images in mirrors are not believed or are less 
believed to be real, because that in which they are is seen, and it 
remains but they go away; but in matter, it itself is not seen either 
when it has the images or without them (111.6.13.39-46). 

This passage makes clear that the implicated visibility should be 

understood in terms that for us are also metaphorical (although not for 

Plotinus). The visibility of the mirror after the images have been removed 

is a result of the fact that a mirror has (or is) a form, and this fact 
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differentiates it sharply from maUer.19 Even if one were to . suggest that 

the mirror mentioned in the above passage is just the physical object that 

we encounter in the world around us (evTouSo), and as such should be 

distinguished from the intended metaphorical object (in the sense m 

which, say, the scales of justice are not made from any actual material), 

the problem that Plotinus raises still remains clear. What makes a mirror 

what it is, is not obviously its visibility as a material object in the natural 

world. Rather, the fact that a mirror is a specific object with certain 

distinctive characteristics that can be perceived (in a sense which 

obviously goes beyond mere sensation), and then literally described or 

metaphorically employed for the presentation of other realities, is the 

result of the presence of form, which makes every object a qualified object, 

raising it ipso facto above its sheer materiality. In this sense, not only 

mirrors, but also any distinct object (anything beyond mere indeterminate 

darkness or opacity) would be a fully unmotivated symbol for the 

19 A few lines earlier (33-36) Plotinus writes: ., Apo ow 'fIEVS~S EiS 'fIEvSOS lPXETOI I(oi 
wopowA.!;OIOV yiVETOI oTov 1(0\ Eis TO KelTOWTPOV, ei OPct>TO Tel eiScuAo T~V EVOpCUIJ~VCUV KO\ ECUS 
Evop{l h:Eivo. As Armstrong points out ad loc, this passage is very obscure and his 
translation offers just a possible way of understanding its uncertain meaning. Armstrong 
translates: "Does it then come falsely into falsehood, and is what happens very much like 
the way in which the images of the faces seen in a mirror are perceived there as long as 
people look into it?" Mackenna offers a rather different translation: "Is this a pseudo
entry into a pseudo-entity - something merely brought near, as faces enter the mirror, 
there to remain just as long as the people look into it". I think that Mackenna's version is 
better, to the extent that he takes WOpOWAnOIOV to mean "near"instead of "very much like 
the way"(that is, as a qualification of the comparison introduced by oTov). This notion of 
proximity is central to Plotinus' understanding of the function of a mirror: if one were 
able to look from a different perspective, then one would have seen that the object has 
not really entered the mirror but is just near its surface. 
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presentation of matter. 20 Thus, although Plotinus occasionally picks up a 

relevant characteristic of mirrors and tries to present the corresponding 

characteristic (or, rather, lack of characteristic) of matter with the help of 

a vocabulary of intensification (as in 111.6.9.19,· where matter in 

comparison to mirrors is called "cXlra6eoTEpov"), he is also fully aware of 

the peculiar limits of the effectiveness of metaphorical presentation in this 

case. As he puts it, matter is that which is "altogether unmeasured and 

so altogether unlike" (lTaVTll Cx\lETPOV VAll OV navTfl avcu\lo{(.r.lTaI; 1.2.2.21) 

anything else which could be used for its presentation. 

The problems we have been discussing for a metaphorical 

identification between mirrors and matter are also evident in the context 

of a final point. In the long passage from 111.6.7 quoted earlier, where 

Plotinus suggests and explores this companson at great length, he 

nevertheless states that there is a certain degree or type of similarity 

between objects and their reflection in mirrors (or other reflective surfaces) 

which does not exist in the case of appearances in matter and the 

corresponding intelligible objects. The point is elucidated further in 

VI.S.B. In this context, although it is acknowledged that a comparison 

between mirrors and matter may be natural and to a certain extent useful, 

20 One is reminded here of Kant's analysis of the sublime: "For what is sublime, in the 
proper meaning of the term, cannot be contained in any sensible form but concerns only 
ideas of reason, which, though they cannot be exhibited adequately, are aroused and 
called to mind by this very inadequacy, which can be exhibited in sensibility" (Critique of 
Judgement, §23). The situation is exactly reverse from the one envisaged in V.B.3.12-13, 
where Plotinus notes that any image (eiKova) of the Intellect "will drawn from something 
worse" (eK Xelpovos), i.e., from some definite sensible thing or situation. 
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the conclusion is that in the end it has to be abandoned. Plotinus claims 

that if one is to speak in more precise terms (aKpl(3eoTEpov), one should not 

assume that: 

the Form is spatially separate and then the Idea is reflected in 
matter as if in water, but that matter, from every side grasping (and 
again not grasping) the Idea, receives from the Form, over the whole 
of itself, by its drawing near to it all that it can receive, with nothing 
between (VI.S.B.16-21). 

Once again, we can see Plotinus struggling with his own metaphors: while 

the metaphor of reflection is flatly denied at the outset, some of the 

subsequent corrections occur within the same metaphorical framework (as 

when he insists that there is nothing -no medium, no distance- between 

form and matter), and some others point directly to the inadequacy of any 

metaphorical framework derived from experience (as when he suggests 

that matter touches and does not touch the form). 

The conclusion of this examination of the mirror-matter analogy is 

primarily negative, or rather, cautionary. Although this comparison may 

be employed on various occasions as a useful guide for the understanding 

of the nature of the relation between sensible and intelligible realities, it is 

neither as trouble-free as one would have been inclined to assume, nor 

should be taken as a stable and unambiguous interpretative given in any 

possible context. At the very least, some sensitivity is required with regard 

to what is actually the relevant aspect of such a comparison in any 

specific context: even if, for example, there is an analogy between the ways 

things appear in matter and in a mirror, this does not mean necessarily 
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that matter itself is to be metaphorically identified with a mirror, or, ~ 

fortiori, that every time a mirror or a reflective surface is mentioned it 

should always be linked metaphorically to matter. 

Returning now to the immediate context of our discussion, namely 

Chapter 12, we should first note that the mirror seems indeed to provide 

the symbolism for the threshold between the intelligible and the sensible 

world. Moreover, to the extent that Plotinus does talk here about the 

corporeal existence of human beings, one would have been seriously 

tempted to regard the mirror as a metaphorical substitute for matter. 

However, since the analogy with mirrors and reflection in this context is 

intended by Plotinus to provide, in metaphorical terms, an explanation for 

the descent and the individuation of souls, the assumption that the mirror 

represents matter would have created a number of great difficulties. At a 

first level, such a view would have attributed to matter characteristics and 

powers completely incompatible with Plotinus' general claims about its 

nature: in the simplest terms possible, matter does not seem able to 

seduce or bring anything closer to it. Even if one were willing to suggest 

that a mirror is not actually causally effective with regard to actions 

generated by the images it reflects, the fact remains that, in accordance 

with our entire discussion so far, matter cannot perform any reflective 

function without the prior operation of the soul itself. Any suggestion to 

the contrary would have been inconsistent with the general principle of 

Plotinian metaphysics according to which the procession to a lower degree 
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of reality occurs by means of a 'likeness', the emergence of which is 

caused by the operation of the higher principle on the lower.21 We have, 

therefore, to conclude that the mirror of Dionysus should not be conceived 

as a symbol for matter, but rather, with all the relevant qualifications that 

pertain to the function of soul, as the very transformation of soul itself. To 

put it simply, in the course of Plotinus' narrative the mirror of Dionysus 

symbolises the en souled world itself. This conclusion is consistent with 

the fact that Plotinus never mentions matter explicitly in this context, 

passing over in silence the issue of when and in what way it enters the 

picture. In this sense, we may say that Plotinus continues the same 

strategy we have outlined in detail in Chapter 2: once again, the aim 

seems to be an account of the relationship between soul and body which, 

in an almost provocative manner, would exclude matter altogether. This 

strategy may generate various problems, but we should note, at least, its 

rather strange consistency: Is it not the case that the best way to talk 

about the non-existent is precisely by not talking about it?22 

We are thus forced to examine the relevance of the metaphor of 

mirrors and reflection in the context of the activity of the soul itself. 

However, we should note at the outset and with regard to the most 

21 See, e.g., III.6.18. 30-35. For a discussion of procession and decline in this respect, see 
Lloyd, The Anatomy of Neoplatonism, 98-122. 
22 Given the structural symmetry between matter and the One as the two edges of the 
Plotinian system, it is not strange that similar difficulties emerge also with reference to 
the One. In the present case, every attempt to talk about matter seems to end up 
referring to soul; in that case, any attempt to "talk about" the One brings us to the level 
of Nous. On this issue, see Schroeder, "Saying and Having in Plotinus", 75-84, or the 
more extended version in Form and Transformation, 66-90. 
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obvious possibility, that the soul as such cannot be considered as a mirror 

in the sense in which the mirror is used metaphorically for the way in 

which the intelligible realities are reflected in matter. As Plotinus notes in 

a passage in which the metaphor of the mirror is implied precisely in order 

to differentiate the ways in which the intelligible realities are present in 

soul and in matter, "and matter too, is not able to harbour (eiaoIKiaaa801) 

all things gathered together, as soul is; if it could, it would belong to the 

higher world; it must certainly receive (8E~aa801) all things, but not receive 

them undivided" (111.6.18.35). One point that this passage indicates 

clearly is that the soul contains or holds or receives the forms in a 

substantial way, a fact which is exactly what the metaphor of the mirror is 

supposed to exclude in the case of matter. 23 On the other hand, we saw 

in the previous chapters of our discussion that Plotinus thinks of the 

creative activity of the soul (its capacity to create or order or inform the 

sensible world) in terms of a spontaneous process, and, within the context 

of this assertion, he sometimes considers soul itself as a membrane which 

mediates between the intelligible and the sensible world in the simplest 

sense of the term: as a medium that brings the two realms close enough 

so that the sensible world emerges automatically as an imprint or image of 

23 The same comparison is made in III.6.18; there, Plotinus claims unambiguously that, 
"the soul which holds the forms of real beings, and is itself, too, a form, holds them all 
gathered together" (24-5). These passages indicate that a full discussion of the issue 
under examination would actually involve the elucidation of three issues: (a) the way in 
which forms are present in soul; (b) the way soul is present in body or matter; and (e) the 
way in which forms are present in matter. For the problem in these terms, see Emilsson, 
Plotinus on Sense Perception, 34-5. 
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the intelligible world. To the extent that a mirror is indeed a thin surface, 

the mirror of Dionysus can be considered, in the same metaphorical 

framework, as another expression for the boundary between the 

intelligible and the sensible world (which is the soul, but, in metaphorical 

terms, a soul that is not exclusively oriented upwards but looks at the 

same time in both directions). Our question then can be reduced to a very 

simple formulation: What is to be gained by the metaphorical 

transformation of a membrane into a mirror? 

With regard to the soul's function as a transmitter of intelligibility or 

order, viewed, so to speak, externally, this change in the metaphors 

merely makes evident something that was already implied in the previous 

context: namely, that the function of the membrane is to generate a 

certain (very problematic) similarity between the two realms which it 

simultaneously separates and brings into contact. Yet, with regard to the 

activity of the soul considered internally, or else, the life of the soul, this 

change makes all the difference: in fact, it is only on the basis of this 

metaphorical change that we may speak about an internal dimension of 

the soul, an internal point of view proper to each soul. In this respect, the 

following points should be particularly noted, all of which would not be 

possible under an understanding of the soul in the metaphorical terms of 

a membrane. 

First, let us return to the elementary facts about reflection 

summarised above, which provide us with a way to understand soul's 
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motion and the distance it covers in the specific context of our image. If 

the soul merely gazes at the mirror without moving in any way, 'the earth' 

or 'that which' it reaches (EKEl) is merely the point inside the mirror in 

which its image is formed for it qua observer: the Dionysian wood lies in 

the other side of the mirror, in which the soul is seduced without actually 

going anywhere. 24 Thus, although "EKEi" refers to the interior of the 

mirror, in fact, it only seems to be therein (from a certain point of view, 

that of the soul-observer), while, strictly speaking, it is nowhere other than 

where the soul properly always (already) is. What the individual soul sees 

as being in the mirror is in fact an object outside the mirror, this object 

being soul's own individualised self. Moreover, it follows that the reflective 

distance between the object (identical with the observer in this case) and 

the image on the mirror is in a certain sense the distance of an interior or 

internal gaze: what the metaphor of the Dionysian mirror allows in this 

context is the presentation of this internal gaze of the soul to itself in an 

'objective', external manner. Thus, although in what follows we will 

continue to refer to the mirror as something distinct from the soul, we 

shall have to keep in mind that the mirror refers neither to some external 

reality (e.g., matter) nor even primarily to a relation between the soul and 

some external reality (e.g., the relation between Nous or matter and soul), 

24 The same 'illusion' takes place in relation to a sound when it is echoed: "like an echo 
from smooth flat surfaces; because it [the sound] does not stay there, by this very fact the 
illusion is created that it is there and comes from there" (III.6.14.24-26). 
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but rather to an internal activity of the soul associated with its inherent 

capacity to, so to speak, reflectively duplicate itself. 

However, soul's reflection operates simultaneously In two opposite 

directions and in two different senses. On the one hand, the soul projects 

(in the natural, spontaneous sense) an image of itself to the mirror, which 

makes the soul appear as within the mirror and not in its proper place 

(and, if one wants to use this vocabulary, it is through this projection that 

matter becomes quasi-visible as ensouled body at the illusory side of the 

mirror). This aspect of reflection corresponds to the descent of the soul 

into bodies, but constitutes only one part of the process of soul's 

dispersion and individuation. On the other hand, the image is projected 

back from the mirror to the soul and this second projection can be 

associated with two different processes that go beyond the optical facts of 

reflection and point to self-conscious instances of specular recognition (or 

misrecognition). At a first stage, the soul sees the image of itself and 

(mis)recognises itself in it. To the extent that this recognition is 'true' (Le., 

to the extent that the image is indeed the image of this soul), this moment 

can be associated both with the individuation of the soul, its constitution 

as an individual entity, and with the establishment of an extensive unity 

between the soul and its image: in sum, on the basis of this recognition, 

every soul can conceive itself as this individual, but extended thing. To 

the extent that this recognition is 'false' (Le., to the extent that this 

recognition involves the constitutive illusion of an imaginary displacement 
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of the soul), this same moment can be associated with the dispersion or 

fragmentation of the soul, soul's lack of self-awareness about its real place 

and origin. 

At this point, a number of additional issues should be particularly 

stressed. First, there is a sense in which the reflective distance is always 

illusory: in the very implication that, displacement or not, there is a 

distance. The difference between the metaphors of the membrane and the 

mirror can be now precisely formulated in the following terms. Although, 

as Plotinus insists throughout, there is really (from an external point of 

view) no 'distance' between the intelligible and the sensible world (a claim 

that, as we have seen, seems to amount to a certain devaluation of the 

ontological function of the soul), only to the extent that the membrane 

becomes a mirror (a surface that receives an image and projects it back to 

the viewer) there may be a 'distance' in which the soul can acquire an 

internal depth in which to understand and recognise itself from an 

internal point of view. The fact that this distance, misrecognitions and 

misunderstandings apart, is fundamentally illusory (if judged by the 

criteria associated with the self-containing unity of Nous), is, of course, a 

direct result (or indication) of the inferior ontological status of the soul 

with regard to the Nous. 

However, in relation to the soul itself and the conditions of its 

individuation, this distance acquires particular importance. It is precisely 

in this sense that Plotinus invited us, in an earlier chapter of the present 
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treatise, to understand the extension of individual souls other than the 

cosmic soul in terms of a fall into the "depths" (~aeos): "the particular 

souls themselves go to the things. So they have departed to the depths" 

(3.6.24-5). In the context of Chapter 12 this notion is elaborated further. 

Plotinus asserts that the 'lower' part of each individual soul "stretches out" 

(KclTEIOI) to different points in the depths, i.e., to different kinds (genera, 

species) of body and to different bodies of the same kind: 

But the [individual soul] does not always come down (KclTEIOI) the 
same distance, but sometimes more, sometimes less, even if it 
comes to be to the same species (of body] (yevos)(12.35-7; cf. 3.6.26-
8). 

By including in his account of the individual soul the dimension of depth, 

Plotinus is pointing to the intensity and variety of both the inner 

morphology and the 'content' of the soul: everything that pertains to the 

life of the soul qua embodied (powers such as sensation, memory, or 

discursive reasoning and their contents), as well as all kinds of generic, 

specific, and individual differences between particular souls, are to be 

correlated metaphorically with the metrics of this descent to the depths. It 

is important to note, however, that the Plotinian depth or inner dimension 

of each soul does not refer to a distance between an already formed or 

existent subject and its inner depths, in the sense this metaphor acquires, 

for example, in the modern notion of a subject endowed with unconscious 

psychological states and processes. Instead, the depth here corresponds 

to the reflective distance between the object and its mirror image, what we 
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might call the real and deceptive self of the soul, in their initial interaction. 

It is in the context of this interaction that the soul, in loss of its unity, 

gains its distinct individual existence. 

The dangers inherent in the fundamentally illusory character of the 

distance between the upper (,real self') and the lower ('deceptive self') part 

of the soul become apparent in the context of Plotinus' rather fleeting 

treatment of another well-known myth, that of Narcissus.25 The 

similarities between the two myths are evident: both stories amount to 

variations on the theme of seduction through reflection and in both cases 

the interest is directed to the ensuing consequences suffered by the 

dramatic character.26 In the common understanding of the story, 

Narcissus commits his fatal 'mistake' when, instead of looking 'outside' in 

order to experience the beauty of some object external to him and direct 

his love to it, he admires (or falls in love with) 'himself; therefore, he finds 

himself entrapped in his reflection and eventually he is drowned. 27 In a 

reading of the myth in a (neo)platonic context, the 'external' would 

correspond to the intelligible beauty or reality, which in an attenuated way 

is reflected in the water; on the other hand, the reflection on the water, or 

25 The locus classicus for the myth of Narcissus is of course Ovid, Metamorphoses III, 
339-510. For a brief presentation of the myth with further references to ancient sources, 
see Forbes Irvin, Metamorphosis in Greek Myths, 282. 
26 The strong connection between the two myths is quite old, to the extent that, for 
instance, Ficino even confuses the two mythological personalities (see, Marsilio Ficino, 
Comment. In Plat. Conuiu., VI, 17= Fgt. 362 Kern, 344: "Hinc crudelissimum illud apud 
Orpheum Narcissi fatum", and Pepin, "Plotin et Ie mirroir de Dionysos", 320, for further 
references). . 
27 This is the case, for example, with Freud, who, in his monograph on Leonardo, notes: 
"[The boy] finds the objects of his love along the path of narcissism, as we say; for 
Narcissus, according to the Greek legend, was a youth who preferred his own reflection to 
everything else" ("Leonardo da Vinci and a Memory of his Childhood", 191-2). 
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the 'internal', would correspond to the material appearance of reality. The 

(wrong) choice of Narcissus would be then construed as one between the 

material and the intelligible. Although of course, in a sense, this 

distinction is also followed by Plotinus, the allegorical meaning he 

attributes to it acquires a much greater philosophical subtlety. Instead of 

reading the myth in terms of a general distinction between sensible and 

intelligible reality, Plotinus understands the myth in terms of a distinction 

between two aspects of the same entity (Narcissus): one aspect (that of his 

appearance in the water) is his material existence presented to him as 

coming from the outside, while the other is the aspect of himself which 

generates this appearance and lies within. Narcissus' lack of awareness 

amounts to the ignorance of this distinction: in Plotinus' interpretation, 

the fatal mistake of Narcissus (as also of Dionysus) was that he did not 

know that the image he saw reflected in the waters was actually an image 

of himself. Narcissus was ignorant or confused about the nature of what 

lies within, of the nature of the real self, and he was excited by' something 

that he mistakenly thought to be a 'beauty' or a 'reality' lying 'out there'. 

Plotinus urges us to understand that reality is not something external (for 

you need something internal to measure it against), but it comes from 

within and depends on the soul and not matter: 

But certainly nature which produces such beautiful works is far 
before them in beauty, but we because we are not accustomed to see 
any of the things within and do not know them, pursue the external 
and do not know that it is that within which moves us: as if 
someone looking at his image and not knowing where it came from 
should pursue it. (V.8.2.31-35) 
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In his attempt to capture the image, Narcissus drowns, but we should pay 

attention to the special force of Plotinus' remark that Narcissus will not 

sink with his body, but with his soul (bodies don't have depth; therefore, 

they have nowhere to go apart from within soul). The fate of Dionysus, or 

a human soul, could be like Narcissus' in circumstances similar to: 

a man [who] runs to the image and wants to seize it as if it was the 
reality (like a beautiful reflection playing on the water, which some 
story somewhere, I think, said riddlingly a man wanted to catch and 
sank down into the stream and disappeared); then this man who 
clings to beautiful bodies and will not let them go, will like the man 
in the story, but in soul, not in body, sink down into the dark 
depths where intellect has no delight and stay blind in Hades, 
consorting with shadows there and here. (1.6.8.8-16) 

Overall, we may thus say that Plotinus' interpretation of the myth of 

Narcissus amounts to a certain reversal, or at least revision, of the 

cautionary moral implied by the old tale. If the original story can be 

conceived as a pointer to what has been identified as a central problem, or 

even 'drama', of the ancient world, namely, its inability to comprehend, 

internalise, and therefore effect the self, or else its fear of looking at and 

drawing in the unknown self,28 the situation is completely reshaped by 

Plotinus. This reshaping has a double aspect. At a first level, if Narcissus' 

error is to pursue the external image of himself through mistaking it for 

the internal original, then, Plotinus' interpretation legitimises the internal 

gaze, or else turns the road to the intelligible inwards: Narcissus is urged 

to direct his attention to the inside in order to pursue the beauty and 

28 See Snell, The Discovery of the Mind, Introduction, vi. 
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reality he attributes to the image. At a second level, Plotinus' 

interpretation amounts also to a justification of the image or the external 

gaze directed towards the image: after all, the image (which in the context 

of our discussion corresponds to the 'lower' part of the soul) is the only 

way in which the soul can initially recognise itself, and indeed as 

something beautiful. 

Despite all the possible dangers, the reflective distance between soul 

and its image, illusory or not, is thus the fundamental condition of all the 

original capacities of the soul, and especially of those that concern its own 

self-constitution. If the metaphor of the membrane allows us to 

understand the external creative capacities and activities of the soul with 

regard to the sensible world, the metaphor of the mirror is indispensable if 

we are to understand the way in which this membrane (understood here 

as an entity fully engaged in its proper activity and not as a mere overflow 

of Nous) emerges, not, of course, because somebody else places it there, 

but through an act of self-constitution. 

A comparison with Nous may be useful here. In its full working 

condition, Nous exists by positing itself in thinking itself (all terms being 

essentially equivalent in one and undivided activity). In the case of the 

soul, the spatio-temporal framework implied by reflection leads to the 

differentiation of the various aspects of its activity, which, despite the 

corresponding loss in creative power, remains in a fundamental sense self

moved or self-oriented. Any individual soul projects an image of itself in 
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front of itself (causes a reflection in the mirror). This projection is an 

essential moment in the unfolding of the proper activity of the soul: the 

soul would not have moved unless the image was there to attract it, since, 

according to Plotinus, the soul had no wish or intention to 'depart' prior to 

its being set in motion by its own reflection (iaOlv Be O\iTe EKOvOat OUTE 

lTe~q>8eioat, 13.17). However, this self-creative act IS not immediately 

complete: it must be completed with the subsequent recognition of this 

image as a likeness of "the original choice and disposition" (eiBwAov 

lTpoatpeoew) Kat Bla8eoew) O:PXETVlTOV, 13.3) of that soul, the act through 

which the soul comes to know itself with the kind of self-knowledge that is 

appropriate to the soul. Finally, this very recognition is at the same time 

the act of seduction through which the soul leaves its proper place in 

order to descend in the world and assume its external creative task of 

ordering the sensible world. 29 

This 'process' is elucidated by the example of the myth of Narcissus. 

To begin with, it is the sight of the image that causes Narcissus to move 

towards it (ElTIBpa~OI Aa(3eiv (3ovA6~evos WS O:A'l8Iv6v; 1.6.8.8-9). Second, the 

pursuit of the image by Narcissus is actually caused by a movement 

within: some kind of internal change or transformation, the nature of 

29 One of the most comprehensive accounts of this process is offered by a passage in 
1II.9.3.7ff. Plotinus there is distinguishing between these three, so to speak, movements: 
soul wishing to be directed towards itself, makes (or rather becomes) an image of itself 
"TO ~n ov" ,"olov KEvE~l3aToiioa Ka\ aoploToTEpa Ylvo~Evrl". Up to this moment (EiS Se TO 
~ETa~u) it is in its own world, but when it looks at the image again (olov 6Evnpa 
lTpo0 I30A'ij), forms the image and goes into it rejoicing (tio6eioa IpxeTal Eis a\JTC»). 
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which Narcissus (or Dionysus) fails to understand (6YVOOVVTES. chI TO EVSOV 

KIVEipO• Third, the recognition that this image was in fact generated by 

Narcissus, would have saved Narcissus from drowning and would have 

generated a further transformation in the form of a subsequent creation or 

self-creation of the soul which undergoes the experience (TEKTaivc..Jv TO OOV 

ayaA~a; 1.6.9.13).31 It is important to notice however, that Plotinus 

presents the stages of this process as the irreducible aspects of the same 

phenomenon: the way in which soul acquires a distinct identity. 

Obviously, the distinction between these three moments In the 

activity of the soul is purely analytical, and aims to capture the contrast 

with the activity of the Nous, in which there are no corresponding 

distinctions and the entire activity is undivided. The fundamental 

similarity between Nous and soul in this respect is that both activities are 

self-determined: in the same way in which nobody determines externally 

the thoughts of Nous, "there is no need for anyone to send [a soul] or bring 

it into body at a particular time", since it moves "as if of its own accord" 

(avTo~ciTc..JS; 13.6-7). The differences are many. Apart from the obvious 

fact that the soul's division into many individual souls is much sharper 

than the division of Nous into Intelligibles (to the extent that Nous remains 

30 V.B.2.33-4. Cf. here, "In our bodies too, when our soul is moved (kivowivllS) in a 
different way from the body -by joy for instance, and by something which appears good to 
it- then there is a spatial movement (i) klvTlOIS Ka\ TOlflK";) of the body as well"(11.2.3.12-1S) 
31 Afterall, as Plotinus states in III.3.7.3-S: "one should not blame the worse when one 
fmds it in the better, but approve (cllToSEKTiov) the better because it has given itself 
(eovToO) to the worse" . 
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always one, cognitively identified with its members),32 two more clusters of 

issues should be noted here. First, the distinction between different 

moments in the activity of the soul with regard to itself, the fact that the 

soul has to encounter itself within its constitutive internal distance, is 

essentially another way to say that the soul, although self-constituted in 

the sense outlined above, is not self-transparent: every distance and every 

time interval identified above corresponds to possibilities of misrecognition 

and misunderstanding, points of deception and opacity in soul's self-

constituting gaze. Second, the very fact that the soul is initially obliged to 

recognise, think, or understand itself (and then move itself) in the form of 

a projection of itself within the sensible world, underlies the extremely 

close ties that the soul establishes and retains with what comes after it in 

Plotinus' ontological hierarchy. These ties, often described in a particularly 

negative way, are stronger than the ties that, say, link the Nous to the 

soul: while the soul looks and consequently acts upon what is (or seems to 

be) outside, Nous does not act towards anything outside itself. This last 

point is also related to the fragmented individuation of the soul, and 

perhaps can be best made in linguistic terms: it is exactly this 'weakness' 

of the soul that authorises the possibility of using the locution 'soul of x' 

(soul of All, soul of Socrates, soul of a plant), where 'x' stands for 

32 The most celebrated formulation of Plotinus' views on the unity of Nous and its 
members is to be found in V.8.4.S-11: "for all things there are transparent, and there is 
nothing dark or opaque; everything and all things are clear to the inmost part to 
everything; for light is transparent to light. Each there has everything in itself and sees 
all things in every other, so that all are everywhere and each and every one is all and the 
glory is unbounded ... the sun there is all the stars, and each star is the Bun and all the 
others. A different kind of being stands out in each, but in each all are manifest." 
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something of a lower ontological status than soul. In the case of Nous, 

"Intellect is not the intellect of one individual (ouX ev6S TIVOS VOllS), but is 

universal (lTOS); and being universal, is the Intellect of All things (m]VTC.vv)" 

(111.8.8.41-42).33 

From the point of view of the individual soul, this difference between 

Nous and Soul manifests itself in the form of a 'split' which, instead of 

disappearing after the initial moment of interaction, is rooted within the 

individual and as such forms an irreducible fact of the condition of its 

existence: "every man is double (5ITTOS yap EKaOTOS), one of him is the 

compound being (avva~q>6TEpOV) and one of him is himself (aUTOS)" 

(11.3.9.30-1). This idea was revived in modern psychoanalytic writings by 

J. Lacan, who introduced the 'mirror stage' as a necessary stage in the 

development of the human infant. According to Lacan, through a process 

similar to that which we find in Plotinus, the infant, when looking itself in 

the mirror, is misled to believe that the reflection which is formed in the 

mirror and is thus projected to it, is its real self. The fact that the infant 

through the 'mirror stage' acquires a sense of an individual self originating 

from the 'outside', causes for Lacan a crucial split within the individual, 

between its real self and its 'false' or deceiving self, which thereafter 

cannot possibly be overcome. 

33 Certainly Plotinus uses expressions like "Nous of Socrates", or "Nous of Soul" yet, in 
these cases we are referring to the noetic faculty present in these entities, which is 
always imperfect in comparison to Nous itself. As Gerson puts it: "Intellect as an apxl'l, 
stands apart from all noetic individuals... but also as apxf) is the starting point for 
explaining all cognitive activity, which imperfectly represents the activity of 
Intellect"(Gerson, Plotinus, 57}. 



189 

Although the distance between Lacan and Plotinus is undoubtedly 

too great to be crossed solely on the grounds of this notion, the similarities 

in their central theme are striking and clear: the identification of the 

subject with the image it sees reflected in the mirror, takes the form of a 

real change within the subject, "a transformation in the subject when he 

assumes an image "which" will always remain irreducible for the 

individual alone, or rather which will only rejoin the coming-into-being of 

the subject asymptotically, whatever the success of the dialectical 

syntheses by which he must resolve as I his discordance with his own 

reality"34. The experience identified by Lacan can be considered as a 

reformulation of the following explicit statement by Plotinus: 

But we who are we (TiIlEIS BE - TivES Be TiIlEIS)? Are we that which draws 
near and come to be in time? No even before this coming to be came 
to be we were there, men who were different, and some of us even 
gods, pure souls and intellect united with the whole of reality; we 
were parts of the intelligible, not marked off or cut off but belonging 
to the whole; and we are not cut off even now. But now, another 
man, wishing to exist approached that man; and when he found us 
-for we were not outside the All- he wound himself round us and 
attached himself to that man who was then each one of us: and we 
have come to be the pair of them, not the one which we were before
and some times just the one which we added on afterwards, when 
that prior one is inactive and in another way not present 
(VI.4.14.16-31). 

Thus, according to Plotinus, a human being should be properly 

conceived as "iUlEtS", a "we" and not as a singular "I" ("EY~", which can be 

said to form only one part, the best or higher part of it). The human being 

will always be double to the extent that although its soul shares the same 

34 J. Lacan, "The Mirror Stage as Formative of the Function of the I as Revealed in 
psychoanalytic Experience", in The Continental Philosophy Reader, 330-5. 
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'place' with matter (it is in matter, or matter is 10 soul) it can never be 

completely united (evw8fivat) with matter.35 

However, as we have already noted, soul's reflection can be also 

understood in another sense. In the context of Plotinus' story, the image 

of the soul is not an inert thing, a mere object, but a kind of soul (i.e., 

embodied soul), which is itself capable of seeing and recognising. Hence, 

we may envisage the possibility (at least) of another recognition that would 

correspond to an 'ascent' of the soul: the image's recognition of its original 

(which would correspond to the image's awareness of its image status). 

This ascent, which has to start from the image itself, corresponds to the 

full recovery of soul's unity with regard to itself, to its principle and Nous 

(Tfjs eavTwv apxfis TE Kai voO) , and amounts to soul's liberation from its 

dependence on its bodily existence: in such a case, the soul is set free "in 

order to coming to be there, where the soul of the All always is without 

turning towards any of the things here" (iv' exolEv EKEi Kai a Tal yivea8al, Ti 

TOO navTOS 'VvxTi aEi ovSev TO: TijSE EmaTpE<pOIlEVT'J) (12.10-12). Plotinus' 

advice (to Narcissus, Dionysus, and human beings in general) is to turn 

away from what presents itself as material beauty to the reality that 

generates it (<pEVyEIV lTPOS EKEivo 0 TaOTa EiKOVES), to awaken a different way 

of looking at things by going back to one's self (oTov IlvaavTa ~IV OAAT'JV 

aAAa~aaeal Kat aveyeipal): in these circumstances, we may say that one 

has ascended (evTa08a f)Sll ava~E~llKwS), has become sight (~IS f)511 

35 The reference is to 1.8.14.30-1. 
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yev6\.levos), and can finally trust oneself (6apOTloas).36 Yet, although the 

possibility of ascent is always there, and the individual human being can 

indeed reach this kind of self-knowledge, the ascent itself should not be 

seen as a state that can be fully and permanently achieved. In other 

words, the ascent consists in the possibility for the individual to view 

oneself as another, seeing, as it were, oneself from the perspective of Nous, 

and not in being completely identified with Nous. The individual, for as 

long as it is an individual, it is essentially double: 

So that the man who knows himself is double, one knowing the 
nature of the reasoning which belongs to the soul, and one up above 
this man, who knows himself according to Intellect because he has 
become that Intellect (V.3.4).37 

These last remarks complete our discussion on the metaphorical 

function of reflection in the context of the activity of the soul. However, in 

order to complete our discussion of Plotinus' views on the individuation of 

soul in Chapters 12 and 13, we should consider one more issue of 

particular relevance. First, let us note that in 12.10-12 quoted above, 

Plotinus brings to the foreground the distinction between the soul of the 

All (ti TOO lTaVTOS \lJVxit, 12.11) and the souls of human beings. Given that 

Plotinus does not seem to be particularly committed to a consistent use of 

terminology, at least with regard to soul, it is uncertain whether the term 

36 1.6.8.6-8; 24-6; 9.22-26. 
37 Cf. V .8. 7 .31. For a discussion of these passages see O'Daly, Plotinus' Philosophy of the 
Self. O'Daly uses these passages in order to support the notion of the continuity of the 
self of the individual in all its levels. Although O'Daly uses the notion of "self' in a much 
more explicit and forceful sense than I have in the present discussion, I nevertheless 
agree with his claim that it can properly be said about it that it is "like, but does not 
become nous"(58). 
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"ti TOU TTOVTOS \Vvxli" refers to the cosmic soul or the soul as such.38 This 

problem lies obviously at the very centre of the issue regarding the nature 

and the necessity of Soul as a separate hypostasis in Plotinus' ontology, 

and is particularly related to the already noted duality or multiplicity that 

characterises the soul in its extended descent. Within the scope of our 

discussion we cannot, of course, pursue in an exhaustive and systematic 

way the issue of the consistency of the relevant Plotinian terminology in all 

its detail and throughout the corpus (especially when a survey is enough 

to show that it may not be possible to specify exactly and univocally the 

meanings of the various terms Plotinus reserves for the soul). Therefore, I 

shall merely limit myself to a few remarks on the nature of soul considered 

as a hypostasis that are necessary for the understanding of the term "TOU 

TTOVTOS \fJvXli" as it occurs in the Chapters we are examining within the 

context of the problem of the individuation of sou1.39 

38 HeIleman- Elgersma in general, prefers the translation "the soul of the entire world"to 
"the universal soul", "all-soul"or "soul of the All", occasionally favoured by others (such as 
Armstrong). She argues that since "TO nCrv" usually corresponds to the bodily entity of 
the visible world, it would be natural to take "TOU naVTo~ \lNXt'!"to refer to the cosmic soul 
which was responsible for the ensoulment of the world in its entirety, "without any 
reference to a principle of unity according to which the totality might be said to cohere as 
a sympathetic unity"(Soul-Sisters, 138). My reservations with adopting this translation in 
the present context concern the claim that TOO navTO~ \fIVXt'! does not turn towards the 
things here (ae\ ouBev TO: TfjBe e1TlaTpe<po~evll), together with the qualification, provided by 
the clause which immediately follows in the text, that this soul "has the All (TO nCr v) 
already complete and is and will be sufficient (a\iTapke~) to itself'. To the extent that 
Plotinus earlier (e.g. in 9.32 and 10.27) has insisted that the cosmic soul is the 
benevolent creator of the world, it is hard to see how the above claim could be understood 
to refer to this soul without the qualifications we shall offer below. 
39 After all, as Heileman-Elgersma notes (ibid., 132) in agreement with Rist ("Integration 
and the Undescended Soul"), the meaning of a particular philosophical term may depend 
heavily upon the context where it is to be found. 
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If we set aside for the time being the conclusions drawn earlier from 

the comparison between Nous and soul in the context of reflection and 

turn to the examination of Plotinus' views with regard to the soul itself, we 

can identify immediately a fundamental duality in soul. The clearest 

manifestation of the double nature of the soul concerns the distinction 

between particularised or individual soul and soul which is not 'soul of. 

In Chapter 2 of the present treatise, Plotinus had claimed that both the 

cosmic soul and the human souls are to be distinguished from soul as 

such. Plotinus explains this difference by making use of the Aristotelian 

distinction between essence and accident: 

it is no longer the soul of this or that but is not itself the soul of 
anything, either of the universe or of anything else, but makes that 
which is soul both of the Universe and of anything ensouled. And it 
is correct that not all of soul belongs to anything, since of course it 
is an essence. 

Whereas, 

all those which do belong to anything become souls of things 
occasionally and accidentally (2.6-12). 

Alternatively, Plotinus conveys the same idea by frequently distinguishing 

between a 'higher' and a 'lower' part or power of the soul, which are 

usually also presented as corresponding to an 'inside' and an 'outside'. 

For instance, in 10.33-4 he writes: 

But one power belongs to soul which remains within it, and 
another which goes out to somethingelse.40 

40 Cf. also 11.3.9.31-4; V.1.3.7-11; 11.6.3.14-20; and V.4.2.27-34. 
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In light of passages like the above, we are led to conceive of the hypostasis 

soul as being two-part or bifocal (OITTfis oE <pUOEWS TOUlTJS OVOTlS): the 

higher 'part' of the hypostasis soul is that which never turns to the world, 

but abides always looking at its intelligible origin (looking backwards, as it 

were); in contrast, the lower 'part' is the one 'that went away' and, by 

looking 'forwards', faces the world (11.26-7).41 

However, we should note, second, that from another point of view 

(and precisely since neither of these parts or powers or aspects of soul can 

be properly called 'parts', or be regarded as independent or separate), the 

differences between cosmic soul and soul-essence seem to disappear. A 

passage from 3.6 illuminates this point: 

But it is better to say that [the soul of the All has made the world] 
because it was more closely dependent on the beings above it; the 
beings that incline this way have greater power. For they keep 
themselves in a place of safety, and so make with the greatest ease; 
for it is a mark of great power not to be affected in what it makes; 
and power comes from abiding above (20-24). 

Plotinus' insistence on unity as an essential characteristic of soul becomes 

especially evident in such contexts in his claim that the cosmic soul, 

which hypostatically belongs to the lower part of soul, did not separate 

itself from the whole soul (OUK CIlTEOlTJ Tfis OAT'\S 6.12), but made the world 

in such a way as to put the world in it: 

41 The Greek is from IV.S.7.1. Since this particular duality belongs to (or even constitutes) 
the nature of soul, it also determines the twofold way in which soul approaches the Good: 
"~c.un Toivvv, OTe+' TO ~i'iv, TO ciy06ov, 1(0\ voOS, OTCt> voO ~~TEOTIV' WOTE OTCt> ~c.u~ ~ETa voO, 
51XwS 1(0\ hr'avTo"{I.7.2.9-11}. 



195 

the soul of the All, then, abiding in itself makes, and the things 
which it makes come to it (6. 24-25).42 

Overall then, the hypostasis soul is both 'one and many', primarily in the 

following sense: it is a unit, which has a double nature or function. 

Therefore, it is proper (and necessary) to say both that it is abiding 

(without ever 'turning towards the things here', and that it is departing 

(since its face is precisely 'turned towards the things here,.43 Moreover, 

nothing can be said to be 'outside' the soul: whatever there is, as it is 

formed already by the soul of the All, lies 'inside'.44 

42 Plotinus in the early treatise On the Movement of Heaven expresses the same view 
through a notably inspiring and dramatic image: "So the lower soul, as the higher 
encircles it, inclines and tends towards it, and its tendency carries around the body with 
which it is interwoven" (II.2.3.8-1O). 
43 As Plotinus has said earlier in this treatise: "Unless one made the one stand by itself 
without falling into body, and then said that all the souls, the Soul of the All and the 
others, came from that one, living together with each other, so to speak, down to a 
certain level and being one soul by belonging to no particular thing; and that, being 
fastened [to the onej by their edges on their upper side, they strike down this way and 
that, like the light which, just when it reaches earth, divides itself among houses and is 
not divided, but is one nonetheless" (IV.3.4.14-21). The notion that a part of Soul (either 
as a whole or as individual) remains undescendent is central to Plotinus' descriptions of 
the hypostasis Soul and has generated considerable difficulties to his interpreters. Other 
Neoplatonists, such as Iamblichus and Proclus, strongly objected to this notion. For 
Proclus the most important problem in Plotinus' account was the postulation of a single 
substance, namely soul, which would consist of a part that always thinks and also with 
another that only sometime thinks (Elements of Theology, 211 and In Parrnenides 
948.18-38). See further, H.J. Blumenthal, Aristotle and Neoplatomism in Late Antiquity: 
Interpretations of the De Anima, 151-177. Related to this issue, there is of course the 
question whether this undescendent part is to be located strictly in the Soul or in Nous. 
Armstrong and Blumenthal suggest that Plotinus in the early treatises held the view that 
this higher part of soul is actually in Nous, an idea that they see no longer present in the 
later treatises V.3(49) and 1.1(53). However, it has been argued that careful analysis of 
these texts does not provide sufficient evidence for sustaining the claim that Plotinus had 
indeed changed his views on this issue. (See especially P.S. Mamo, "Forms of Individuals 
in Plotinus", H.J. Blumenthal, "Did Plotinus believe in Ideas of Individuals?" and A.H. 
Armstrong "Salvation, PIQtinian and Christian"). 
44 In other words, in order to account properly for both soul's duality or multiplicity and 
unity, one would have to constantly be able to shift perspectives: when one concentrates 
on its abiding or contemplative aspect, soul is an essence and the origin of individual 
souls. When the attention is directed to the creative or changing aspect, soul is 
particularised or individualised. Both, however, are intrinsically interrelated as aspects of 
one thing, which is and can only be as one in many. 
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The views that we have just outlined indicate that we may continue 

under the hypothesis that the reference of TOU navTos \fIvxil in line 11 is to 

the hypostasis soul (or to soul in general) and it would make no difference 

whether Plotinus had in mind here the hypostasis considered from the 

point of view of its lower part or its higher part.45 At any rate, since 

Plotinus in the present chapters has embarked on a discussion of the 

souls of human beings, to concentrate on the details of the relationship 

between the cosmic soul and the soul-essence, would have diverted our 

attention from the more important problem of the relation between this 

pair and the other individual souls (especially since the other individual 

souls are not regarded by Plotinus as parts of a collective individual soul, 

but as individual souls themselves). Indeed, as we shall now see, the 

picture we may have formed from what has been said so far, already very 

difficult to grasp as it may be, becomes more complicated with the 

introduction of more individual souls. 

We may approach this issue by first considering a very puzzling 

image that we encounter in a similar metaphorical context: 

So therefore when we look outside that on which we depend we do 
not know that we are one, like faces which are many on the outside 
but have one head inside.46 

45 Another such case is for example Plotinus' account of the duality of the world 
presented in 11.3.9.31-4: "And the whole universe is, one part the composite of body, and 
one the soul of the All (navTos 'fIvxlll which is not in body but makes a trace of itself shine 
on that which is in body". 
46 l~c.l ~EV ow 6PWVTE~ i\ 88EV e~~~~E8a ayvooij~Ev EV 6VTE~. olov npOoc.l11'a (11'0AAO) Ei~ TO I~c,,) 
noAAa, KOPUCPDV lXOVTa Eis TO EiOc.l ~Iav (VI.5.7.10-11). cr. also, VI.7.1.2. A similar equally 
impressive image, that of the root of a plant and its flowers, is also used to illustrate the 
generation of multiple things out of a common principle: "And the individual things come 
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With the help of this metaphor, with which we are guided to visualise the 

hypostasis Soul as a 'head' which has not one but many 'faces', Plotinus' 

claim that all souls are essentially one is further developed and elucidated. 

On the one hand, the upper/lower or inner/outer distinction does not 

apply only to the cosmic soul, but also to the individual souls: every 

individual member of the hypostasis soul maintains the same relationship 

with the 'upper' / 'inner' part which never descends to the physical world. 47 

On the other hand, and appealing again to the same metaphor, one 

should not fail to notice that each of these 'faces' claims for its own (albeit 

in a reflective or retrospective manner) the distinctive unity with the 

'head', in its attempt to become one thing.48 In other words, each 

individual has, or strives towards acquiring, a complete soul, although one 

part of it (the 'head1 will always be common (or be 'shared1 with all the 

other individual souls.49 Therefore, the unity in multiplicity postulated for 

the level of soul is in this way similar to that of the Intellect: 

The souls spring from one, and the souls springing from one are 
many in the same way as Intellect, divided and not divided; and the 
soul which abides is a single expression of Intellect, and from it 
spring partial expressions which are also immaterial. (IV. 3. 5. 15) 

from this principle while it remains within, they come from it as from a single root (h: 
pi~TJS) which remains static in itself, but they flower out (E~~VeTJaEv) into a divided 
multiplicity" (III.3.7.10-2) 
47 It is in this sense that Plotinus claims that the soul is divisible in relation to bodies, 
but indivisible in relation to itself. See, IV. 1. 1.33-4; 62. 
48 "What about men then? In so far as he derives from the All, man is a part, in so far as 
men are themselves, each is a private universe (oil(eiov OAov),,(II.2.2.3-S) 
49 In other, less metaphorical contexts, Plotinus refers to this common part of all souls as 
their "apX~"· See for example, IV.9. 1.22;4.3;IV.B.5. 15. Also, as we saw, at the beginning 
of Chapter 12, Plotinus presented the souls as departing towards their images but 
without being cut off from "T~)v eavTClv apxiis" (line 3). 
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However, bearing in mind our previous comments about the cosmic soul 

and the fact that it exists in closer connection than any other soul both 

with its upper undescendent part and with the Intellect, as well as the 

world, we may now see the ways in which the individual souls are bound 

to be different. As we noted above, the cosmic soul extended its gaze 

towards the 'outside', which in an almost automatic way, was thereafter 

founded within Soul. Consequently, all other individual souls, when they 

extend their gaze to the 'outside', are bound to find themselves (or rather 

their images) within that which the first individual soul is always looking 

at (or the first individual soul's image). In other words, the other individual 

souls' descent consists primarily in the identification of particular bodies 

(or dwellings, OiKtlOEI)), within the body of the world (OTKO)) that was already 

formed by the initial interaction of the cosmic soul with matter. Earlier in 

the treatise Plotinus had claimed: 

The individual souls, since body exists already, received their 
allotted parts when their sister soul, as we may say, was already 
ruling, as if it had already prepared their dwellings for them (6.13-
15).50 

The same view reappears in Chapter 12: 

50 Plotinus often supplements the vocabulary of body or bodies with words deriving from 
the context of building or preparing a house. In the present treatise, we saw him referring 
to the body of the world as "OTKOS"(9.29), while this is explicitly described as ensouled in 
IV.4.36.10-15: "For it did not have to come to be an ordered universe like a soulless 
house ". but it exists, all awake and alive differently in different parts, and nothing can 
exist which does not exist to it". Cf. also 11.9.18.14-15 ("while we have bodies we must 
stay in our houses, which have been built for us by a good sister soul which has great 
power to work without any toil and trouble"); 3.4.20 (in the context of a comparison 
between soul and light) and 3.10.28. 
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each soul comes down to a body made ready for it according to its 
resemblance to the soul's disposition. It is carried there to that to 
which it is made like, one soul to a human being and others to 
different kinds of animals (12.37-39).51 

On the strength of the claims expressed above, the mirror-image, 

examined in detail earlier, indicates that the images of the human souls 

will inevitably lie within or appear in the mirror of the cosmic soul: no 

individual soul can surpass the area already mapped out by the cosmic 

soul while each one of them "does not always come down the same 

distance, but sometimes more, some times less, even if it comes to the 

same species" (12.35-37). This unavoidable limitation has further 

important consequences for the function and character of the other 

individual souls. First, although, by being essentially or ontologically 

equivalent to the cosmic soul, the individual souls experience the same 

type of reflective distance between the common apxti and their distinct 

lower parts, they nevertheless do so in greater and varying degree: the 

greater the distance, the dimmer the view the individual soul has both of 

51 We should note, however, that although the cosmic soul has prepared the body of the 
world so that these souls will inhabit it, Plotinus does not endorse the view that in the 
already existent world the particular bodies to be occupied by particular souls are pre
determined. The reason each soul becomes a human being or any other animal is to be 
attributed to the internal tendency or disposition of this soul rather that the 
characteristics of a pre-existent particular body: "ka\ ~OTIV EkEivo nav 'VuXTlS ei~oS EKEivou 
lTA'loiov, lTPOS 0 Tl]V SI66EOlV Tl]V EV auTij ~XEI, Ka\ TOU TOTE lT~~nOVTos ka\ Eio6yoVToS ou SEi, 
'iva EASt;! EiS oc;:,~a TOTE OUTE EiS ToSI"(13.5-7). An additional passage makes this claim 
particularly clear: "So when the living thing came to be, which had soul present to it 
from what [really) exists, and was linked by that soul to all reality, but also had a body 
which is not empty or without a share in soul, which did not lie in the soulless even 
before, it drew nearer (eyyvs) still, one might say, by its adaptability and became no 
longer merely a body, but also a living body; and by what one might call its 
neighbourhood (YEITOVEIC;X) it gained a trace of soul, not a part of it, but something like a 
heating or illumination coming from it" (VI.4.15.8-16). 
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the common origin and its projected image. We have thus second, to think 

of this reflective distance as pre-establishing a certain type of disposition 

in each individual soul, according to which souls divide themselves into 

various species (human beings, animals, or even plants). Third, to a 

much greater degree than the cosmic soul, each one of the other 

individual souls should be properly understood as always displaying the 

condition of its constitution: its individuality is founded upon the 'split' 

between the real and the projected self which is indispensable if each soul 

is to remain, not only member of a species, but also this particular 

individual soul. 

In this section we examined in detail the various aspects and 

philosophical implications of Plotinus' views elaborated in Chapters 12 

and 13 regarding human individuality. According to Plotinus' account 

offered in these chapters, the individuation of soul into human beings has 

to be understood as a reflective process that occurs on the level of soul. 

However, if we set aside the immediate context of our discussion, and 

address the question of human individuality in more general terms, we 

find ourselves facing a controversial issue in Plotinian scholarship: Did 

Plotinus believe in the existence of Forms of individuals? We shall 

examine this issue in the second section of the present chapter. 

Individual Souls or Forms of Individuals? 
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The issue of human individuality has been traditionally linked with 

the existence of Forms of individuals. This connection relies heavily upon 

the identification between the question concerning the existence of 

individual human souls and that concerning the existence of Forms of 

individual human beings. It has been argued that in order to grant proper 

individuality to the human being, to account for the individual existence of 

its soul, on the level of soul, might not be enough: if, say, Socrates is to be 

regarded as a proper individual, it could be the case that formal 

individuality has to be postulated, that is, there has to be a Form of 

Socrates within the Hypostasis Nous. This Form, the Form of Socrates, 

would then account for the special characteristics that differentiate 

Socrates not only numerically, but also qualitatively, from other individual 

human beings. Whether Plotinus actually held this view is still an issue 

under dispute. 

Plotinian scholars have been generally divided between those that 

believe Plotinus to have firmly introduced the existence of Forms of 

individuals, in particular human individuals, and those that support the 

notion that Plotinus is in fact inconsistent in his claims and are therefore 

reluctant to endorse any conclusive view. 52 Plotinus is charged with 

52 In the first group we should include J. M. Rist, whose article "Forms of Individuals in 
Plotinus" initiated the whole debate, A.H. Armstrong ("Form, Individual and Person in 
Plotinus"), Mamo ("Forms of Individuals in the Enneads") and most recently P. Kalligas 
("Forms of Individuals in Plotinus: A Re-Examination"). H.Blumenthal in his article "Did 
Plotinus believe in Ideas of Individuals?" (re-printed in Plotinus' Psychology ch. 9) was the 
ftrst to challenge Rist's firm conclusions in favour of the Forms of Individuals, by bringing 
to attention opposing evidence emerging from his cross examination of various extracts 
from the Enneads. Blumenthal's criticism was taken into account by all of the above 
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inconsistency to the extent that while some texts support the existence of 

Forms of individuals, others are ambiguous or clearly against such a 

notion. We. should note that the possibility of treating the apparently 

contradictory texts as representing successive stages in the development 

of Plotinus' thought does not seem very promising. In addition to the fact 

that there is really no strong argument in favour of a development In 

Plotinus' thought, the passages supporting the existence of Forms of 

individuals, as it has already been noted by Blumenthal, are 

"inconveniently sandwiched between two denials".53 Therefore, it cannot 

be assumed that in later treatises Plotinus revised an initial positive 

inclination towards the existence of Forms of individuals. As a result, the 

scholarly interest has been concentrated on the attempt to overcome the 

apparent inconsistencies through a re-examination of the relevant texts in 

the light of other passages found in the Enneads, and has led to the 

publication of a series of articles notably in favour of the existence of 

Forms of individuals. 

I shall be arguing that although Plotinus is particularly concerned 

with human individuality, and does in fact tackle the issue of the 

existence of individual human beings in an unprecedented and 

philosophically unique way, he does not support the notion of the 

existence of Forms of individual human beings. It should be noted at the 

mentioned interpreters starting with Rist who composed an article in reply to Blumenthal 
entitled "Ideas of Individuals in Plotinus. A Reply to Dr. Blumenthal" . 
53 Blumenthal, "Did Plotinus believe in Ideas of Individuals?", 62. 
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outset that, from what we have said so far, it has become clear that 

Plotinus rules out any possibility of matter being the explanatory cause for 

Individuality. In this sense, I shall further agree with the view shared by 

Plotinus' interpreters that Plotinus in other contexts, turns also more 

specifically against the Aristotelian alternative according to which matter 

is responsible for the differences between members of the same species. 

However, I intend to show that the very process of soul's individuation 

described in terms of reflection, not only makes it unnecessary to 

introduce Forms of individual human beings, but offers a much more 

dynamic understanding of individuation which would have been entirely 

missed if we agreed on the existence of Forms of individuals. In what 

follows, instead of attempting to justify Plotinus' negative statements 

regarding the existence of Forms of individuals presented in some 

passages, I shall draw attention to the ambiguities entailed in those that 

are seemingly affirmative, and attempt to show that, in fact, there is no 

text in the Enneads in which Plotinus indisputably argues in favour of 

such a notion. 

I shall proceed by a close examination of the two arguments that are 

considered to offer an affirmation of the existence of Forms of individuals, 

both to be found in the early treatise: "On the Question Whether There are 

Ideas of Particulars" (V.7(18)).54 In fact, as we shall see, these two 

54 For example, Rist presents a synoptic account of these two arguments ("Forms of 
Individuals in Plotinus", 224) and he then proceeds to discuss them in more detail. Mamo 
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arguments are not independent from each other, but form a connected 

argumentative unit based on certain assumptions, the number and 

content of which will become immediately apparent in what follows. The 

first argument is elaborated in the introductory paragraph of this treatise, 

which remains the sole passage undeniably regarded as in favour of the 

existence of such Forms: 

Is there an idea (i8ea) of each particular (Ko8eKaoTov) thing? Yes, if I 
(eyw) and each one of us (eKaoTos) have a way of ascent and return 
to the intelligible, the principle (apxti) of each of us (EKOOTOV) is 
there. If Socrates, that is the soul of Socrates (Kai'l'VXti IWKpaTovs), 
always exists, there will be an absolute Socrates (AVTOOWKPOTT)S) in 
the sense that, in so far as they are soul, individuals are also said to 
exist in this way in the intelligible world (1] 'I'uxti Ka8eKaoTa Koi <WS 
AeYETal> EKEi [WS AeYETal EKEi]). (V.7. 1. 1-5) 

Unanimously, this piece of text has been read as saying that if Socrates is 

eternal, it is due to the existence of a correspondent individual Form of 

Socrates (marked in the text as "AVTOOWKpOTT)S") in the Nous, to which the 

historical being Socrates owes its existence. 55 This interpretation depends 

on two assumptions: 

(1) The VOT)TOV In line 2 is taken to refer explicitly to the second 

hypostasis, the Nous, as clearly marked off from the third hypostasis, 

namely, the Soul. 

("Forms of Individuals in Plotinus", 84), also quotes the same passage from Rist but then, 
he presents us with a much improved interpretation. 
55 Blumenthal for instance summarises the argument as follows: "If each individual can 
be traced back to the Intelligible, the principle of his existence must be there too. So, if 
there is always a Socrates, and a soul of Socrates, there will be a Form of Socrates too." 
("Did Plotinus believe in Ideas of Individuals?", 64). Cf. Rist, "Forms of Individuals in 
Plotinus", 224 and Mamo, "Forms of Individuals in Plotinus", 84. 
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(2) The Kal in line 3 has to be understood not merely as explanatory, 

but as establishing a simple (as in the case of Mamo) or not so simple (as 

in the case of Armstrong) identity between Socrates and his soul, which, 

together with the overall premise that for whatever is eternal there has to 

be a Form, leads immediately to a further identification with the individual 

Form of Socrates. 56 

However, neither of these assumptions is entirely justified by the 

above text. First, following Armstrong here, we should bear in mind that 

Plotinus believed Soul to be eternal, a fact, which firmly establishes Soul 

as a part of the VOT)TOV, and second, that the boundaries between the two 

hypostases are not as clear as one would have been inclined to assume.57 

56 See for example, Mamo ("Forms of Individuals in Plotinus", 86): "taking the leal to mean 
'that is to say' leads to an interpretation which renders the argument worthless". 
Following the Henry-Schwyzer apparatus which reads the leal as etiam and 'fIVX!\ as the 
predicate of the missing eaTI, Mamo suggests that leal "stresses the identity of Socrates 
and his soul" and concludes that "if Socrates is eternally his soul there will be a Form of 
Socrates". On the other hand Armstrong, is more cautious and thinks that the identity 
between "higher self and Form of Individual Socrates" is not so straightforward (" Form, 
Individual and Person in Plotinus", 57). 
57 Armstrong, "Form, Individual and Person in Plotinus", 52; Plotinus often uses "vo'lT6v" 
in a wider sense than that of Nous as to include the Soul in order to distinguish the 
'intelligible world' from the 'material world' (see for instance, 
II.4A.8;IIA.5.13;Il.9A.30;V.8.13.23, cf. Blumenthal, "Did Plotinus believe in Ideas of 
Individuals?", 73 and Kalligas, "Forms of Individuals in Plotinus: ARe-Examination", 
209). A clear example can be found in V.I, a treatise devoted to the exposition of the 
three principles of Plotinus' metaphysical system. In this context, Plotinus describes the 
soul as being the last among the principles or Hypostases (or "TO 8Eia"): "And the 
offspring of Intellect (voO) is a rational form (Myos) and an existing being (\11T6aTaOlS), that 
which thinks discursively (TO 5,avoov~Evov) ... This is as far as the divine realities (TO 8Eia) 
extend". Moreover, in relation to the immediate context of our present discussion, i.e., 
chapters 12 and 13, after Plotinus, as we saw, explicitly stated that the soul is divided 
into individual souls at the level of soul (through his reference to the myth of Dionysus) 
in the first line of chapter 15 of the same treatise, introduces the subsequent movement 
of soul towards the material world (which involves souls "putting on body") as a "peeping 
out of the intelligible world"(ElelelAvaaal TOO VO'lTOO}. Cf. Blumenthal, "Did Plotinus believe 
in Ideas of Individuals?", 73. 
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Therefore, even if Socrates in this context were to be identified with 

his soul, this would not necessarily mean that there is a Form (or soul-

form, in Kalligas' coinage) of Socrates that exists as a member of Nous, as 

asserted by the second assumption. In this sense, as Armstrong remarks: 

"on Plotinus' normal view, Socrates would not cease to exist when he 

reached the highest, even if there was no individual form of Socrates". 

Realising that without these two assumptions, V.7.1.1-5 could 

simply state that the soul of Socrates is eternal, without indisputably 

asserting the existence of the individual Form of Socrates, those in favour 

of the Forms of individuals have searched for the 'hidden premises' of this 

argument elsewhere in Plotinus' texts where Plotinus is supposed to 

introduce them. The most significant of these texts, belongs also to V.7.1 

and is regarded as containing the second Plotinian argument in favour of 

the existence of the Form of Socrates. To this text we shall now turn. 

After, as it were, Plotinus has given an affirmative answer to 

whether there is an Idea of each one of us, he presents us with a possible 

objection: if Socrates' soul is not eternal, (or eternally Socrates') but 

became Pythagoras, then it would not be the case that each one of us is in 

the Intelligible. Plotinus then proceeds to answer this objection with a 

twofold argument. He first says: 

if the soul of each individual possesses the rational forming 
principles of all the individuals which it animates in succession (Ei ti 
\fJVXll EKaoTov wv &IE~EPXETal TOU) AOYOV) EXEl naVTCalv), then again on 
this assumption all will exist there (navTE) au EKE'i); and we do say 
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that each soul possesses all the forming principles of the universe 
(oaovs 6 KOO~OS EXEI AOyOVS. Kal EKclOTTl 'Yvxn eXEI). (V.7.1. 7 -1 O) 

Plotinus then completes the argument by saying that even if one were to 

argue that there is a limit to the infinity of the logoi, to the extent that the 

universe could repeat itself (o:vaKclTTTEI TTEpIOOOlS), allowing that is, the 

possibility of the recurrence of a soul as Socrates in one period and 

Pythagoras in another, the individual Form corresponding to these human 

beings could not be only one, say, the Form of Man. The postulation of 

the Form of Man would not have been sufficient to account for the many 

differences between men: 

No, there cannot be the same forming principle (AOYOV) for different 
individuals, and one man will not serve as a model for several men 
(O\iSe O:PKEi O:V8PCUTTOS TTPO~ TTapcloEly~a TWV TIVWV O:V8PWTTCUV) 
differing from each other not only by reason of their matter but with 
a vast number of special differences of Form (olacpepovTwv O:AATtACUV 
ov Tij VAlJ ~ovov. aAAa Kal iSIKai~ olacpopais ~vp{aIS). (V.7.1.19-21) 

In order for the conclusion of this argument to be that in addition to the 

'Form of Man' there are Forms of individual human beings, which would 

offer an explanation for the individual differences between men, the 

proponents of this view had again to rely upon a further major assumption 

which I should treat as the third assumption in my overall reconstruction 

of both arguments expressed in V.7.1. That is, 

(3) the term "AOY01" mentioned throughout this paragraph, although 

in the text at least, is to be distinguished from the term "TOV lCa8EICaOTov 

iSea" (which Plotinus used in the opening question of the treatise), in their 
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reading was treated as synonymous to it and was thus identified with the 

Forms of individual human beings. 58 In this assumption each IA6yo~" = 

"KoSeKOOTOV ioeo" is responsible for the "ioIKOi~ OIOq>OPE~ IJVpiOI~" that is, for 

what differentiates one human being from another. 

Let us follow the reasoning that lies behind this assumption. To 

begin with, what has been presented by Plotinus as a possible objection to 

the existence of Forms of individuals (lines 5-7), which obviously alludes 

to the well-know notion of Platonic origin, regarding the transmigration of 

soul, has been interpreted in two ways. On the one hand, if it is assumed 

that Plotinus' objection indicates that he personally ascribed to the 

reincarnation theory, Plotinus' claim could be that although a soul could 

become Socrates or Pythagoras this might not entail that there is no form 

of individual "x" to which these entities correspond. Blumenthal's 

interpretation, for instance, is that, although human beings could be 

infinite, the forms of these individuals could be nevertheless finite with a 

58 We should note that the term "iSea" does not appear at all in the remainder of the 
chapter or the whole treatise; instead, "MyoS" appears 22 times! On the other hand, the 
word "e'ffios", which appears three times in the treatise, is never said to be "Ka8eKaoTov". 
This issue has not been mentioned at all by any of the commentators, although it has 
been widely recognised that the notion of "MyoS" in Plotinus is particularly complex and 
it is strictly speaking not to be identified either with "iSea" or "eT&os". For instance, Rist 
(The Road to Reality, 95), claims that "A6yoS tends to be used to refer to the soul 
especially when it is a matter of conveying the "e'ffiTl" of Nous into material objects". 
Bearing in mind this distinction between "MyoS" and "iSea", if we treat the latter as 
synonimus to "eT5os", then we could argue that Plotinus in this treatise does not affinn 
the existence of Fonns of Individuals but rather the existence of individual souls. Such 
conclusion is affirmed by the use of the word "eT5os", in the last two chapters of the 

treatise. 
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group of different souls corresponding to the same individual form.59 That 

is, both Socrates and Pythagoras could (in different periods) correspond to 

the same individual Form x as opposed to the individual Form y. 

On the other hand, it has been argued that although some texts 

might suggest the opposite, Plotinus did not share the same beliefs with 

Plato and did not hold a consistent view on reincarnation. Mamo correctly 

remarks, that the reincarnation theory would have been incompatible with 

the Forms of individuals. A belief in reincarnation would run counter to a 

notion of individuals retaining eternally their identity, which is precisely 

what Plotinus would have been interested in preserving by the postulation 

of such Forms. Being himself reluctant to attribute to Plotinus a dogma of 

reincarnation of soul (and sharing, as it were, anachronistically, the worry 

expressed by Kalligas to attribute to Plotinus the serious claim that one 

individual Form could be responsible for two human beings as different as 

the "famously beautiful Pythagoras and the notoriously ugly Socrates"60), 

he suggests that "although Socrates might not always exist as such, if his 

soul contains all logoi, then these logoi should be in the intelligible". 61 

Therefore, as Mamo concludes, if Plotinus did not actually believe that 

Socrates can become Pythagoras, then we should understand the soul 

59 Blumenthal supports this interpretation by reference to IV.3.S.8-11. He reads this 
sentence as saying that "each nous produces a group of souls, rather than that each 
nous has a single dependent soul" ("Did Plotinus believe in Ideas of Individuals?", 69). 
However, there is a third, and I think better, way of reading it: Plotinus might be saying 
that soul depends (e;l1pTTU.lE\lal) on each and every one of the Intelligibles. Such a claim 
would be in agreement with our comments above (see previous footnote). 
60 Kalligas, "Forms of Individuals in Plotinus: A Re-Examination", 212. 
61 Mamo, "Forms of Individuals in Plotinus", 86 
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(which, indeed, appears in the text to contain all "AOYOI") and consequently 

Nous, as always containing the "Ka8eKaoTov ioea" or Form of Socrates, the 

Form of Pythagoras, and of every other human being that might have 

existed or will exist.62 In this reading, each and every one of these Forms 

of individuals would have to correspond to each and every individual 

human being and their number should thus be infinite.63 

In both of these readings however, it becomes evident that the 

"iOIKais o\aq>opes ~vpiO\S" to which Plotinus refers in line 21, is interpreted 

as referring to formal differences, explicitly to be accounted for in terms of 

these distinct Forms of individual human beings. 

Although this is, so to speak, the last step In this argument, it is 

nevertheless the most crucial one. Not only does it firmly establish the 

third assumption, but also justifies the first two and is thus indispensable 

62 Mamo, "Forms of Individuals in Plotinus", writes: "We must, then, conclude that, even 
though Socrates becomes Pythagoras, we must posit both a Form of Socrates and a Form 
of Pythagoras, since Pythagoras differs from Socrates by a thousand differences of 
form ... Hence, whether we say that Socrates becomes Pythagoras or that Socrates dies 
and Pythagoras is born, we must posit two distinct forms to account for the existence of 
the two distinct (in this case formally as well as numerically) entities" (93). He then 
argues however, that in the end, the notion of reincarnation cannot be retained together 
with the Forms of Individuals, that is, Socrates cannot really become Pythagoras, for that 
would have meant "the end of Socrates as a conscious self' (95). 
63 We should note that the notion of infinity in Nous, although as shown by Mamo, might 
be necessary for there to be .Forms of Individuals, cannot easily be attributed to Plotinus. 
Although there are some passages which indicate that Plotinus might have been 
entertaining this thought, we cannot ignore a number of other passages in which he 
presents various objections to a possible infinity in Nous. See, for example VI.5.B.39-42: 
"For it would be absurd (YEAOiov) to introduce many Ideas (woAAas IStas) of fire in order 
that each individual fire (I!KaoTov wOp) might be formed by a different one (EKaOTTlS cUA'lS); 

for in this way the Ideas will be infinite in number (lIlTElpOI)". Armstrong's remarks ad loc, 
that all Platonists (with the exception of Amelius), held a consistent view against infmity 
in Nous (cf. Armstrong, "Form, Individual and Person", 64. A brief account offered by 
Blumenthal, "Did Plotinus believe in Ideas of Individuals?", 65-66, shows that modem 
interpreters are nevertheless divided on this issue: while Zeller, Armstrong and 
Blumenthal think that Plotinus was firmly against a finite number of Forms, Brehier , 
Harder, and Cilento are more sympathetic. 
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for the arguments in favour of the existence of Forms of individuals to be 

valid: if, and only if, Plotinus regards the differences between members of 

the species 'human being' to be formal (and by this he means that not only 

there is a Form of Man, but also a Form of each man, say Socrates, in the 

Nous) then the fact that Socrates ascends to the Intelligible, as being 

identified with his soul which contains all these Forms, necessarily entails 

the existence of the Form of Socrates. 

Again, however, the evidence offered by the text we are examining, 

as in the case of the two previous assumptions, is not enough in order to 

justify its introduction and thus to prove that V.7.1 clearly asserts the 

existence of Forms of individuals. The place where Plotinian scholars 

turned in order to recover the last and most important of these three 

'missing premises' was V.9.12.4-9. The relevant passage reads: 

But if the Form of man is there, and of rational and artistic man, 
and the arts which are products of Intellect, then one must say that 
the Forms (ei511) of universals (Ko86AOV) are there not of Socrates but 
of man. But we must enquire about man whether the form of the 
individual (8 6 Ko8EKoaTo) is there; there is individuality 
(Ka8EKaaTOV), because the same [individual feature] is different in 
different people: for instance because one man has a snub nose and 
the other an aquiline nose, one must assume aquilinity (ypvn6TT)To) 
and snubness (al\..l6TT)Ta) to be specific differences in the form of 
man (5Iaq>opas EV ei511 8eTEov clv8pwnov), just as there are different 
species of animal; but one must also assume that the fact that one 
man has one kind of aquiline nose and one another comes from 
their matter (1-9).64 

64 I have chosen Armstrong's translation here because it is closer to the Greek text that 
most of the interpreters follow. However, the I:) in line 4 is an emendation to the 
manuscripts suggested by Blumenthal. It has been argued by Igal, and further supported 
by Kalligas, that this is misleading. If, as they claim, we read 6 instead of <!I, then chapter 
12 seems to follow naturally in the course of the argument elaborated in Chapters 10-12, 
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According to this passage, although some differences may be 

attributed to matter (i.e., not all aquiline noses are exactly the same), 

"YPV1TO",TO" or "Ol\lOTllTO" are to be regarded as formal differences. What 

exactly it is that Plotinus means by these formal differences, has created a 

serious disagreement between his interpreters. On the one hand, 

Blumenthal takes "YPV1TOTllTO" and "Ol\lOTllTO" to be essential qualities or 

differentiae in the Form of Man and to the extent that Plotinus at the 

beginning of the passage claims that there are only forms of universals 

(Ko8oAOV), considers this passage as negating the existence of Forms of 

individual men.65 On the other hand, Mamo argues that if, in line with 

the text, we take "YPVTTOTTlTO" and "Ol\lO",TO" to be differentiae of 'man', 

then 'man' is being treated as a genus to which forms of individual men 

will belong as species (the same way such formal differences mark the 

different species in animals (WOTTEp ~cflov Blo<popai ElOIV)). Mamo's 

conclusion is that characteristics such as "YPVTTO",S" or "ol\l6",S" should 

be included in the Form of each individual human being. Therefore, the 

passage has to be understood as affirmative and, moreover, as completing 

the arguments advanced in V.7.1.66 It is in this way that Mamo justifies 

regarding Plotinus' views on the members of Nous. In this case, the translation of the 
clause would be: "But we must enquire whether the individual (and not the Form of 
Individual) is there". See Kalligas, "Forms of Individuals in Plotinus: ARe-Examination". 
209-10. 
65 Blumenthal, "Did Plotinus believe in Ideas of Individuals?", 70. 
66 Mamo, "Forms of Individuals in Plotinus", 81, thinks that his interpretation holds 
regardless whether the meaning of "Kae~KaoTov" is "E'ffiOS" or 'individuality', (i.e., 
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the third assumption outlined above in that he considers this text to 

establish "that being Socrates entails certain formal principles that cannot 

be reduced to matter"67 and which have therefore to be included in the 

individual Form of Socrates. Without the support ofV.9.12, Mamo is right 

to insist, V.7.1 could simply grant immortality to Socrates' soul without 

directly attesting to the existence of the Form of Socrates or any other 

human being. 

However, is the evidence from V.9.12 sufficient to sustain Mamo's 

interpretation? Even if we were to agree with Mamo that Plotinus' claims 

should not be read in the specific Aristotelian context that Blumenthal, 

and to this extent also Rist (who unlike Blumenthal considers V.9.12 to be 

in favour of the Forms of individuals), wish to situate them, it is still not 

entirely convincing that "ypV'1l'6",~" and "al~6",~" each belong to different 

Forms of human beings. A different interpretation seems to be plausible. 

If in V.9.12, Plotinus simply says that "ypvn6",s" and "01~6",S" are formal 

characteristics, then, what Plotinus might have in mind might not be a 

distinction between Form and matter, but between substance and quality. 

Such a view could be supported by a relative passage in the short 

treatise "On Substance or on Quality" (II.6( 17)) which, it should be noted, 

immediately precedes V.7(18) in the order of composition. In 11.6, Plotinus 

among other examples, refers also to 'snubnosedness' (at~OV 11.6.2.11), in 

'individual Form', or 'Form of Individuality' as such). It seems to me however, that if we 
read it as 'Form of Individuality', the passage cannot be interpreted as attesting to the 
Forms of Individuals. 
67 Mamo, "Forms of Individuals in Plotinus", 85. 
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order to advance the VIew that although certain characteristics might 

appear as qualities in the material spatio-temporal existence of entities, 

these qualities whether essential (as in the case of the white in the lead) or 

accidental (as in the case of white or snub nose of a human being) are in 

fact substances in Nous. As Plotinus puts it: 

But, then, one might say rather that the rational formative 
principles which made them (AOYOVS TOUS nOIt;aaVTas) are altogether 
substantial (ouOIwSelS OAOVS), but that the things produced by them 
(anoTeAEa~aTa) have here and now what in the intelligible world is 
'something' (TI), but here below qualitative and not 'something' (nola 
ou TI) (11.6.1.40-42). 

Plotinus, in this context, turns against the Aristotelian view according to 

which a separate Category is postulated for quality, by claiming that in the 

Intelligible world everything is substance ("H ou nOloTTlS. aAAel AOYOS TO 

ei5os) and therefore, what appears as qualities in matter are activities of 

those Intelligible substances (Tel Se apXETVlTa aUTWv ... Evepyelas EKeivcuv)68: 

In the intelligible world all qualities, as we call them, must be 
assumed to be activities (Evepyelas), taking their qualitative ness 
(nolov) from the way we think about them, because each one of them 
is an individual characteristic (iSIOTT)Ta), that is, they mark off 
(Slopl~ovaas) the substances in relation to each other and have their 
own individual character (xapaKTt;pa) in relation to themselves 
(11.6.3.2-6). 

Surprisingly, 11.6 has not received much attention in bibliography 

although it could help elucidate the ambiguities entailed in the passages 

from V. 9 .12 and V. 7.1 that we examined earlier. The passages from 11.6 

quoted above offer a clear formulation of the view that what appears to be 

6811.6.2.15;3.23-4. 
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a characteristic in material existence is not to be explained in terms of the 

matter of the various entities, but in terms of the Forms such as "OI~OT1lS" 

or "YPUlTOT'lS" (or "AEUKOV", white). Moreover, it makes clear that each of 

these ideas is also marked off from the others and should thus be 

considered as a distinct substance. We should note that Plotinus in 11.6 

does not in the least imply that in addition to these Forms, other Forms of 

(all?) the possible combinations of the former should be postulated. If 

Plotinus, as this treatise in its entirety suggests, is mostly concerned with 

establishing the differences between beings, animate and inanimate 

(including humans) alike, as formal differences and is thus depriving 

matter of any such explanatory role, then, in this sense, this must also be 

the point of V.9.12. Namely, that there is a Form of "OI~OTT\S", as distinct 

from the Form of "ypunOT'lS" and not that there is a Form of Socrates, 

which is needed in order to account for Socrates' having a snub nose. This 

point should be safely placed in the immediate philosophical background 

of the consecutive treatise V.7, where Plotinus seems to continue the same 

enquiry by asking whether there is need for the postulation of a Form of 

each one of us, to the extent that the ascent to the Intelligible is possible. 

In the light of 11.6 and V.9.12, Plotinus' answer to this question should be 

understood as negative. If the "thousand differences" between human 

beings mentioned in V. 7, are Forms like "OI~OT'lS" or lypUlTOTT\S", then 

what this passage makes clear is that neither matter is to be thought as 

the cause of human individuality nor just one Form, the Form of man, 
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would suffice. Plotinus, in this context, is communicating the view that 

each individual human being should be understood as displaying a 

particular combination of these forms and not one Form (exclusively or in 

addition to them) that somehow combines them. In conclusion, as in the 

case of all the other passages, V.7.1 does not contain an indisputable 

proof for the existence of Forms of individuals but allows the ascent to the 

'VOl1TOV' simply by granting immortality to Socrates' soul. 

However, the relationship between individual human beings and the 

Forms requires further qualification. It should be noted that those in 

favour of the existence of Forms of individuals explained this relation in 

terms of a participation of the human being, both in the Form of Man 

(which makes him a human being) and in the Form of Socrates (which 

makes him this particular human being). 69 If, there is no Form of 

Socrates, and participation in the Form of Man is not enough to explain 

Socrates' individual existence, then one may suggest that our proposed 

analysis offers a way to overcome this problem: Socrates is Socrates, not 

only by participating in the Form of Man but also in (at least a set of) 

others, such as, lat~6T11S", "AEVKOV", and so on. Yet, although this might be 

correct, it may still not be entirely what Plotinus had in mind. For, if 

Socrates is human by participation in the Idea of Man, then a model of 

participation, albeit in more than one Form, might not be sufficient to 

69 See for example Rist, "Ideas of Individuals in Plotinus. A Reply to Dr Blumenthal". 303. 
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account for the fact that Socrates 1S to be distinguished as a separate 

individual from Pythagoras. 70 

In fact, Plotinus does draw attention to this problem by claiming in 

the very context of V.7.! that the relationship between Socrates and Form 

(either the Form of Man or Form in general) is not to be understood as 

that between the portraits of Socrates and Socrates (ou yap w) ai eiKovE) 

IWKpaTOV) TTpO) TO apxETVlTOV).71 Obviously, we should not interpret this 

claim as implying that all difficulties entailed in such notion would have 

been removed by the addition of one more Form in which Socrates would 

have participated in that way (i.e., as in a model-copy relation). Instead, it 

is more likely that Plotinus through this claim expresses his strong 

reservations for accounts that would provide an explanation for the 

individuality of Socrates as a relationship of likeness similar to those 

between copies and their archetype. 72 

Plotinus seems to be saying that there is indeed a difference (or a 

likeness) between Socrates and the Form of Man, which is not the same as 

that between a portrait and its original. Or, differently put, that there is a 

difference (or likeness) between human beings and the Form of Man (or 

70 Plotinus clearly states that Socrates is human by participation to the Form of human 
being: '\IETaM'VE1 yap av9pwlTov 6 T\S av9pwlToS" (and not that a human being is what it is 
by participation to Socrates) in VI.3.9. 29-30. 
71 V.7.1.21-22. Cf., VI.3.15.31ff. 
72 Rist, although reaches the conclusion that there are Forms of Individuals in Plotinus, 
nevertheless has identified this particular problem. For him the most problematic aspect 
of an imagej model relationship is that it allows for more than one 'copy' for each 
'original' and thus makes impossible the "mystical continuity" between Socrates and the 
Form of Socrates. Rist sees this continuity preserved, and the problems eliminated, if we 
postulate one-to-one correspondence between a human being and its Form ("Forms of 
Individuals in Plotinus", especially 83 and 95). 
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even "eTOos" in general), other than that between inanimate beings and the 

Forms corresponding to them. The most important difference, of course, 

is that the former are en souled beings, with a life of their own, which is 

par excellence what their soul communicates to their body. This 

interpretation certainly echoes Plotinus' well-known scepticism regarding 

portraiture. As it has been argued by S. Stern-Gillet in a fairly recent 

article, Plotinus' disapproval of portraits, and even his refusal to have his 

own made, is not to be seen as an idiosyncratic dislike, but as an integral 

part of his philosophy on various levels (metaphysics, aesthetics and 

ethics). Starting from the premise that a living face is more beautiful than 

a dead one, Plotinus claims that a portrait is more beautiful the more it is 

lifelike (~CUTlKWTEpa), but it is, nevertheless, (like a dead face) less 

beautiful than the ugliest living person. According to Plotinus, the reason 

that a living being is more beautiful or attractive than a portrait is 

precisely that it has soul (chi ,¥vxtiv exel).73 Portraits and painters, to 

borrow a phrase from Stern-Gillet, are "unable to render the grace of 

life".74 

The inadequacy of the model of participation to Form (as in 

copy / model relation) to account for the individuality of a human being is 

further justified by Plotinus' remarks in respect of fire, according to which 

73 VI.7.22.26-33 
74 S.Stern-Gillet, "Plotinus and his Portrait", 219. 
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an individual fire has to be understood as different from an individual 

human being. Plotinus writes: 

For it would be absurd to introduce many ideas of fire in order that 
each individual fire might be formed by a different one (V1.5.8.40-
42). 

Plotinus' interpreters were right to connect this passage to the issue of 

individuality. However, they did so only in so far as it contains a denial 

for the existence of Forms of individual inanimate objects. As Rist 

explains, there is no individual Form of fires because "fire is a continuum 

... and if two fires are brought together they are totally indistinguishable, 

having one character, i.e., fire, and one only" .75 Yet even if each piece of 

fire is assumed to be identical with the others, in a way that human 

beings obviously are not, we still need to provide a reason for it. That is, 

we should need to explain why it is different to talk about the individual 

Socrates and the individual fire. One way of course, is to assume that this 

passage implicitly affirms the existence of a Form of Socrates, which 

would account for the difference. Another way, however, is to concentrate 

on the obvious difference, namely, the fact that Socrates is an en souled 

being, and consider the particular nature of its relation to individuality. In 

this sense, the above passage should be read as part of Plotinus' attempt 

to draw attention to the fact that the question of individuality relates 

explicitly to soul and should thus be properly addressed and dealt with on 

the level of Soul and not Nous. It is Plotinus' consistent view that souls, 

75 Rist, "Ideas of Individuals in Plotinus. A Reply to Dr Blumenthal", 300. 
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unlike fires or possibly other objects, cannot be considered as 'parts' of a 

collective soul, and therefore cannot be accounted for as members of a 

class, like objects. Therefore, although a model of participation would 

pro bably suffice to explain the existence of distinct fires in terms of 

participation in the Form of Fire, this cannot be the case with human 

beings. 

In the light of these remarks, it seems that in order to account for 

human individuality and the relationship between an individual human 

being and the Forms in Nous we have to articulate a different model than 

that of participation of sensible objects in Form or Forms. 

We should first consider a solution offered by Kalligas, who 

anticipates most of the difficulties entailed by the model of participation 

and suggests a way round them, by allowing for Forms of individuals 

which, however, resemble more the Aristotelian forms-in-matter than the 

separate Platonic Forms; for this reason, Kalligas calls these entities soul

forms.16 The issue of whether Plotinus' conception of Forms of 

individuals, or Forms in general, is closer to Aristotle's than it is to Plato's, 

or even whether Aristotle himself was in favour of Forms of particulars, 

cannot of course be raised here. For the purposes of our discussion, it 

suffices to make a few brief remarks. First, Plotinus' claim examined 

earlier, according to which each soul contains all the Forms as logoi, 

makes impossible a strict identification between soul and its contents: this 

76 Kalligas, "Forms of Individuals in Plotinus: A Re-Examination", 221. 
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identity can only be granted to Nous.77 Second, as we have already shown 

in the previous chapter, the Forms in Nous have to be distinguished from 

the Soul (either soul as such or individual souls), in so far as Nous creates 

Forms in a way radically different from the way it creates Souls. Kalligas 

proposes a way to alleviate this difficulty by suggesting that the soul-forms 

should not be regarded as permanent (or actual) tenants of Nous. 78 If this 

is the case, the notion of a soul-form should be understood, in view of our 

previous remarks, as referring to a soul-entity rather than a Form-entity, 

and we may overall conclude that Plotinus' position amounts to a claim 

concerning the existence of individual souls rather than Forms of 

individuals. 

We have thus reached a point in our discussion where we need to 

re-examine the question animating the debate on the existence of Forms of 

individuals (i.e., in what way could we explain the existence of Socrates as 

a distinct individual), in the perspective of our previous analysis of 

Plotinus' views on the individuality of soul in terms of reflection. At the 

outset, we should note that the differences between Socrates and other 

human beings cannot, of course, be confined or reduced to physical 

characteristics, such as those exclusively discussed in the passages 

directly associated with our concerns so far. People who do belong to the 

same race, and therefore share identical formal characteristics, still lead 

77 This claim is also made by C.D'Ancona Costa: "Neither the individual nor the cosmic 
soul coincides with the forming principles with which it provides the matter" ("Separation 
and the Forms: A Plotinian Approach", 377). 
78 Kalligas, "Forms of Individuals in Plotinus: A Re-Examination", 223. 
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separate (individual) lives and thus differ also in respect of their 

characters and actions. 

To begin with, if all the Forms are contained as logoi in the soul, 

then each individual soul should be responsible for the particular 

combination of these Forms that brings about Socrates, Pythagoras and 

every other human being. According to Plotinus, each soul should be 

understood as one "AoyoS": a partial expression of Intellect, or an 

interpretation (epI-lTlveia) of the "lTOIKiAOV elOos" which is the content of Nous 

(IV.3.5.15; 11.19; 11.4.9.9). In this sense, although the soul contains in a 

certain sense all the Forms, it nevertheless has (or rather is) a particular 

point of view, from the perspective of which it looks at Nous. In other 

words, each soul attends to certain Forms more than to others, in a way 

that generates qualitative differences between souls. As a result, each soul 

informs a particular body with certain characteristics by actualising the 

view that it and only it has of the Intelligibles. In this sense, no two 

identical individuals can exist in the same period, or ever exist even if the 

universe were to repeat itself. 

The notion of a point of view, however, implicates necessarily a 

notion of a certain distance between Nous and each soul. This distance is 

the reflective distance we examined in the previous section. As we saw 

there in detail, Plotinus conceives of it as a reflective internal distance 

within the soul itself that has three important characteristics. First, it is 

the distance that the image of a soul travels before it animates a particular 
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body; second, it is the distance, now conceived as depth, which separates 

(or unites) the upper part of each soul with its lower part; finally, it is the 

retrospective distance that the soul has to cover in order to know itself. In 

the context of these claims, our principal point would be that the 

individuality of a human being (conceived now in the unified sense made 

possible by the mediation of soul, which shapes equally the external and 

the internal characteristics of any human being) should be understood in 

terms of this distance, which can be considered both externally (i.e., as 

marking an objective degree of separation from Nous) and internally (i.e., 

as indicating the space in which the life of each soul with its fundamental 

possibilities for self-expression and self-knowledge takes place). 

In a certain sense, this claim can be considered as a suggestion for 

the replacement of a model of participation with a model of reflection. 

Given the close connection between these models (after all, the model of 

reflection is a standard metaphorical model of participation), one may 

raise the issue of the difference that such a replacement would make. It 

would be indeed correct to say that the introduction of a notion of an 

interactive reflection like the one presented in the previous section 

amounts to nothing more than an interpretation (or specification) of the 

notion of participation in this context.79 However, the fundamental 

79 The claim that "the participant is to be thought of as somehow active in participation" 
in terms of a certain 'striving' or 'longing' is, of course, as old as Plato (Strange, "Plotinus' 
Account of Participation", 495, where the Platonic and Aristotelian references can be 
found). Moreover, as we saw in the previous chapter, this is the case in all kinds of 
Plotinian participation (i.e., in all the cases where the lower hypostasis 'participates' in 
the higher one). 



224 

advance to be gained through this specification IS the explicit 

internalisation of the distance between original and image. The soul 

acquires a life of its own (a life proper to soul in general and a life that is 

individual for each soul) in that it ceases merely to strive after something 

external to it; its identity is shaped now internally in the upward and 

downward movement along the distance defined between its upper and its 

lower 'part'. In other words, what Socrates, the one and only, really is is 

not contained in the intellect in the form of an Idea defined once and for 

all towards which Socrates strives. Rather, Socrates is a unique point of 

view on the intellect, a unique way of approaching the intellect, a unique 

way of living in a unique distance from the intellect, and the existence of 

the upper 'part' of his soul makes sure that all these perspectives and 

distances are internal to the soul of Socrates. In this sense, to recall V.7.1 

with which this section began, Socrates' ascent to the "VO'lTOV", consists in 

a particular, distinct, way of returning to the "apxrl", the upper part of his 

soul (AvToawKpclTllS): it is an intermittent unification with something 

which is nevertheless common to all. This means that "each one of us" is 

eternal and individual in so far as one leads a particular life, defined by 

the dynamic interaction of opposing tensions within one's soul. Depending 

on the focus of their attention, individuals, experience or achieve different 

degrees of separation or uni~cation, freedom, and moral excellency. This, 

however, will be the theme of the concluding chapter. 



CHAPTERS 

Denouement 

Indeed, this having happened (To\1TWV 5n ytVOIlEVWV), this cosmos 
has many lights and is illuminated by its souls and is further 
adorned over and above the former cosmos and has other cosmos 
brought into it each from a different source, both from the gods 
there and from the other intellects that give souls (IV.3.14.1-5). 

In these first few lines of Chapter 14, Plotinus presents us with a 

snapshot of the outcome of the descent of soul, which has been unfolded 

gradually in Chapters 9-13 of the present treatise. The question that 

was raised in Chapter 9 and animated the entire discussion "how soul 

comes to be in body" (lTWS eyyiyvETat aWllaTt ,¥vxi}; 9.1), seems to have 

been finally answered. We recall that Plotinus' interest was explicitly 

directed towards an account of the genesis and order of the sensible 

world, through a discussion of the nature and creative activity of its 

origin. This process of generation, conceived metaphorically as a descent 

of the soul into bodies, is now complete in its basic aspects, and stands, 

so to speak, as a given 'fact' (To\1TWV on Y1VOIlEVWV) for what is about to 

follow. What we have now in display is an overwhelming overview of the 

world itself: bathed in the light and beauty of the souls that brought it 

into existence and inhabit it, the world lives and radiates to the beholder 
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the glory of its origin through its multiple, yet ordered, constitution. The 

unity of the object we have in view, namely the world, has been very 

carefully established by Plotinus' concentrated efforts to present its 

generation by the soul as the result of a continuous interplay between 

two complementary aspects of soul's creative activity. On the one hand, 

we saw Plotinus adopting the familiar Platonic model of creation, as it 

was originally elaborated in the context of the Timaeus. However, as we 

also saw, Plotinus' account of creation differs from that particular model 

as much as it resembles it, and may be overall appreciated as a more 

effective and appropriate reconstruction of a model that in many respects 

could be (or has been) considered as philosophically problematical or 

misleading. Nevertheless, any such model articulated around the notion 

of the activity of a creator who brings about a creature either through 

generation or production, introduces undoubtedly, even after all the 

necessary adjustments and qualifications, a sense of exteriority or 

differentiation between them, which calls for particular attention when 

the unity of the world is in question. Whether we talk about the cosmic 

soul or other individual souls, the creative activity of the soul results 

inevitably in the increase of the degree of multiplicity or fragmentation of 

the entire system; in relation to its origin, the world is clearly less 

unified, a fact that manifests itself in terms of a distance between the 

world (in general, or of each of its constituent members) and its origin. 

On the other hand, however, the fact that the world, both at a 
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macroscopic and a microscopic level, was presented by Plotinus as being 

not only 'outside' but also (or rather) 'inside' soul provided the whole 

account with the internal and unifying dimension which is normally 

missing in an ordinary creation model. This dimension should be 

associated with the general conclusion of the previous chapter, namely 

the fact that the creative capacity of the soul is also expressed in its 

ability to determine itself through a reflective process; in this sense, soul 

experiences within itself, although in a different way, the split between a 

creative and a created instance. This notion of reflective self-creation 

supplemented the already modified Platonic model of creation with what 

may be called a 'metamorphosis' model, in which the creator is 

transformed so as to become the object of its creation and the notion of 

the descent of soul refers inextricably both to the creation of the sensible 

world by the soul and the internal, reflective self-articulation of the soul. 

In the context of these two models, the demand for the unity of this 

given multiplicity was constantly present in similar forms throughout the 

elaboration of the successive stages. Initially, it was expressed as a 

demand for the unity between the soul and the body of the world in the 

episode of their original encounter or interaction. Then, with the 

introduction of more individual souls into the system, there was a 

demand for internal unity between the particular souls and their 

intelligible source. Finally, and this is an aspect that we cannot explore 

in the present discussion, there was a demand for the 'external' unity of 
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the multiple particular souls (or the corresponding particular bodies and 

parts of the world), a demand that Plotinus addresses with the 

elaboration of a notion of universal sympathy. In this sense, the unity of 

the world (or of its 'image') involves a high degree of complexity, which 

can be analysed in a series of distinctions between horizon tal and 

vertical dimensions that interweave in order to produce a unified 

multiple structure. In the pursuit of these various demands for unity, 

which is ultimately guaranteed by the origin of the world, the 'dialectical' 

account offered by Plotinus in terms of the two models outlined above 

was undertaken precisely from the point of view of this origin and 

followed, as it were, the gaze of the soul in its movement 'downwards'. 

The synoptic point of view reconstructed in this way is obviously 

prominent, and can certainly be considered as the most suitable for the 

appropriate satisfaction of the various demands for unity. However, it is 

a universal point of view that remains external to other possible points of 

view located at particular points within the composite structure itself. 

We can see a problem emerging here: it may be true, for instance, that 

one may have a unified view of the earth when standing on the moon; 

yet, how unified does it look to those who actually live on it? 

At this point, we should bring to the fore some of the remarks 

made in Chapter 2 of the thesis, regarding the form and the particular 

characteristics of Plotinus' account. We saw there that Plotinus was fully 

aware that any account of the descent of soul which is composed by and 
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for ensouled human beings has ultimately to meet an additional 

requirement: it has to be persuasive. Moreover, he gave us ample 

guidelines for appreciating his own attempt in this respect, and drew 

particular attention to the difficulties entailed by any literal or 

metaphorical account that would aim to render comprehensible the 

nature of a composite structure such as the world. He warned us, for 

instance, that although we may need to compose a narrative which 

presents events in some order of succession, we should always be aware 

that, in fact, there is no spatio-temporal determination of these events, 

but only an ontological order of priority or significance, which has to be 

understood in the context of the requirements imposed by the peculiar 

nature of this philosophical endeavour. In such a context, an account 

that succeeds in presenting the acts of creation in terms of 'necessity', no 

matter how close to the 'truth' it may be, may still be lacking in 

persuasive force. Such a requirement involves at the outset a qualified 

use of language and an increased sensitivity towards the problems 

associated with literal or metaphorical expositions. However, the issue is 

not merely rhetorical; it involves both epistemological and ontological 

considerations, since it concerns a kind of knowledge that is specified in 

ways that reflect the nature of soul itself (and consequently its descent) 

at least in two respects. First, Plotinus has argued that there is within 

soul an irreducible duality between its intelligible and ~ensible aspect, or 

between its higher and lower part, that inevitably reflects on the way soul 
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'thinks' or 'understands' its own contents, which is different from that of 

Intellect. Second, the fact that each soul, or each en souled member of 

the cosmos, encounters in some way the obscurity of matter leads soul to 

experience a lack of transparency that results further in some kind of 

confusion or uncertainty with relation to soul's own activity or 

knowledge. 

In this sense, Plotinus' account may have so far succeeded in 

describing the overall creative activity of the soul in a way that renders 

comprehensible the underlying necessity for the emergence of the world 

as a unified composite structure. However, this account cannot be 

considered complete without the elucidation of the way in which the 

reconstruction of this unity is also possible from the point of view of each 

of these composite and individual members (or units). In relation to 

other metaphysical points of view (the One, Nous or the soul-apxti), such 

a point of view is certainly more fragmented or limited. Therefore, the 

final challenge which Plotinus sets for his or any similar account is to 

explore the way in which this unified picture of the world, presented in 

the opening paragraph of Chapter 14, could be reconstructed and 

experienced by each human being in the course of their otherwise 

fragmented or restricted life. Such a reconstruction is in a certain sense 

a more difficult task, since a particular perspective is characterised by 

particularly acute limitations, in so far as a human life necessarily 

implicates a here and now and a corresponding awareness to it. 
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However, without the satisfaction of this final requirement, not only may 

Plotinus' account fail to persuade the soul-subjects, but also the position 

of the individual human beings and their life in the economy of the world 

will remain, in their eyes, a merely contingent or ineffectual fact. 

Thus, the issue that concerns us here relates to the ways in which 

a particular soul, or an individual human being, may orient itself within 

the totality of the universe created by the cosmic soul, and the ways an 

individual may act in order to enjoy a good and meaningful life. We 

should keep these introductory remarks in mind as we turn to the 

remainder of Chapter 14, where Plotinus, following the practice 

established in the previous chapters, introduces this issue through an 

extended mythological account, which provides a rather unique 

exposition of a particularly appealing and controversial myth, the myth of 

Pandora. 

The Myth of Pandora and the Role of Heracles 

Plotinus introduces the myth of Pandora by explicitly announcing 

his intention to use what has been said so far in order to reveal its 

hidden meaning: "it is reasonable that the myth has this hidden 

meaning" (oTov eiKOS Kat TOV llv90v aiVlTTE09al; 14.5-6). This way of 

introduction indicates clearly that this myth will not help us to 

appreciate the truth or the validity of Plotinus' assertions about the 

origin of the world expounded in the course of his cosmogony: the myth 
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will be used neither to support Plotinus' account nor to elucidate any 

difficulties entailed by it. Moreover, there is no indication that the myth 

will be used as a vehicle for the expression of views that Plotinus was not 

able to communicate so far, in other (possibly more literal) ways. As a 

matter of fact, Plotinus seems to be interested here in exactly the 

opposite task: everything that has already been established (through the 

peculiar synthesis of argumentative and metaphorical discourse 

elaborated in the previous chapters) with regard to the origin of the world 

(TO avaYKaiov) will serve as a hypothesis or guide for the explanation and 

understanding of the myth of Pandora (TO eiKO)). In other words, the 

interest at the outset is hermeneutical (Le., insight into the meaning of 

the myth in the established context of Plotinus' account), and not 

expository (i.e., insight into the nature of the object of Plotinus' account 

with the help of the myth). However, the primacy of the hermeneutical 

dimension does not imply that the discussion of the myth has no 

expository function whatsoever. The interpretation of the myth from this 

particular perspective may indeed elucidate certain aspects of the object 

under discussion, namely the world itself, but we must be already alert 

to the possibility that this elucidation takes place from within a different, 

let us say more 'subjective', point of view. In any case, what is 

immediately evident is the fact that the mythological narrative elaborated 

in Chapter 14 is once again particularly selective and condensed. 

With this aim in view we may follow the rest of Plotinus' story: 
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when Prometheus had created (TTAaoavTos) the woman the other 
gods adorned her further (ETTeKOOIlTJOav). He mixed earth with water, 
and put in her human voice, and made her like the Goddesses in 
form (8eais B' olloiav TO elBos), and Aphrodite gave something to her 
as did the Graces, and each [god] gave a different gift (Bwpov) and 
they named her after the gift and after all the givers (EK TOU Bwpou 
Kai lTavTC.uv TWV BeBc.uKoTC.uV). For all gave gifts to the creature 
(lTAOOllaTl) which was brought into being by a certain forethought 
(TTpoIlTJ8eias). But what can be the meaning of Epimetheus refusing 
to give her a gift (or refusing to accept her as a gift, CxTTOlTOlOVllevos 
TO Bwpov mlTou), other than that the choice of the preferable being 
in the Intelligible world is [aJ better [choice]? 

Before we attempt an exploration of the philosophical merits of this 

mythological account, we should note that the myth of Pandora has been 

one of the most attractive myths in the history of literature and art, a fact 

which makes it very difficult to identify a unified and well-established 

traditional version to which Plotinus' story could be directly compared. l 

However, a generally accepted point of reference is provided by the 

Hesiodic corpus, and in particular the two treatments of the myth in the 

Works and Days (57-101) and the Theogony (570-590), of which I shall 

now attempt a brief reconstruction. 

Zeus ordered Hephaestus to create Pandora in order to destroy 

mankind; this was to be his punishment or revenge upon Prometheus 

who had repeatedly deceived him.2 Pandora was a woman of 

1 For a detailed exposition and analysis of the myth of Pandora and its reception 
through the ages, see the excellent monograph by Dora and Erwin Panofsky, Pandora's 
8Qx. . 
2According to the Works and Days (57-8) Zeus said: "But I will give men as the price 
for fire (aVTi lfVpOS) an evil thing (KaKov) in which they may all be glad of heart 
(T~plfCtJvTal KaTCx ev~ov), while they embrace (a~<payalfc;:,VTeS) their own destruction (eov 
l(aKoV),,; see also the Theogony (570): "Forthwith he made an evil thing (KaKov) for men 
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unparalleled beauty, glamour, and abilities. She had human voice and 

strength (av6pwlTov 6EIlEV aVOT,V Kat 06EVOS) and the appearance of a 

goddess (a6avcl:T1JS oE 6EDS Eis C::ma EioKE1V lTap6EV1KT;S KaAov ElOos E1T1;paTov). 

Moreover, she was adorned (KOOIlTlOE) by the most exquisite jewellery: a 

silver raiment (apyvq>E1J eo6T;Tl), a broidered veil (KaAtIlTTPTlV OOlOaAETlv), 

lovely garlands of fresh flowers (OTEq>cl:VOVS VE06TlAEOS cl:V6Ea lToiTls), and a 

wonderful golden crown (OTEq>cl:VTlV XPVOETlV 6aVIlcl:Ola) made especially by 

Hephaestus with decorations resembling living beings with voices (~~ 

OIOlV eOIKoTa q>UJVTiEOOlV). She was a marvel to behold, radiating great 

beauty and grace (Xcl:P1S o· alTEAcl:lllTETO lToAATi). Yet, this creature was 

also particularly dangerous: she had "a shameless mind" (KVVEOV TE voov) 

and "a deceitful nature" (ElTilTAOKOV il60s). Having taken her name from 

the gifts and the givers,3 she was destined herself to become a gift, a gift 

of evil (Pandora was thus a "KaAov KaKov") for humanity. She was thus 

sent to earth, where Epimetheus, dazzled like the other mortals by her 

charms, disobeyed his wise brother Prometheus, who had warned him 

never to accept a gift from Zeus, and married her.4 As expected, the 

result of Epimetheus' act was disastrous for all human beings. All sorts 

(av8pc.:mo,o,v) for the price of fire (OVT\ lTVPOs). Prometheus deceived Zeus not only in 
the circumstances of the transmission of fire, but also by dividing an ox in such a way 
as to give Zeus an inferior portion, which he had disguised so as to make it seem 
particularly generous (Theogony 535-55). 
3 "And he called this woman Pandora, because all those who dwelt on Olympus gave 
each a gift (SC>pov eSc.::,pnoav), a plague to men who eat bread" (Works and Days, 80-2). 
4 Epimetheus "took the gift (SE~aIlEvos), and afterwards, when the evil thing was already 
his, he understood (ev6nOEV)". 
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of evils and illnesses (J.lVpia Avypa) contained in Pandora, or in a vessel 

that was supposed to accompany her, were once and for all released in 

the world of mortals (only hope remained within the vessel).s 

If we compare this account to the version offered by Plotinus, there 

are at least three striking differences that call for further consideration. 

The first difference concerns the nature and importance of the 

relationship between Pandora and Prometheus, which, at any rate, is 

presented differently in various renderings of the story.6 In Plotinus' 

case, this relationship is particularly intensified and highlighted in a 

number of ways. First, he follows, as it were, the earliest (pre-Hesiodic) 

tradition of the myth, by crediting Prometheus, and not Hephaestus, with 

the role of the creator of Pandora. 7 He thus brings the two characters 

into a direct relationship, that between a creator and his creature. 

Second, as we have already noted in the discussion concerning 

Dionysus, when Plotinus introduces a myth, his account or 

interpretation is guided by certain connections with other myths that 

form part of a widely recognised mythological background with which his 

5 Although we may tend to think of hope as a virtue, or in the mythological terms of our 
discussion as a boon for human beings, it is clear that the myth has a point in 
considering it as the last, and in this sense most deceptive, gift of Zeus. Aeschylus, for 
instance, calls hope 'blind' in Prometheus Bound (250), marking, presumably, its 
ambiguous status in view of the overall hardship or the inevitable end of mortal life . 
6 See Panofsky, Pandora's Box, 7. 
7 If there were such a tradition, its only remaining trace would be the version of 
Pandora's myth presented by Babrius (Fables, 58), a version that in any case is much 
more coherent than the one presented by Hesiod. With regard to Plotinus, we should 
note that in another context, where he may allude indirectly to the myth of Pandora, 
Hephaestus is indeed presented as the creator of a beautiful 'statue': oTov ayaA~aTos 
JjEyeXAOV Ka\ KaAoii eiTe E~~Xov eTTE Ka\ TEXVl] 'HcpaloTov yevo~EvoV (III. 2. 14.26-8). 
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audience is expected to be familiar. The function of this background also 

seems to be required in the present case, in order to better understand 

some of the most important characteristics of the relationship between 

Prometheus and Pandora. It is well known, for instance, that 

Prometheus is often portrayed as the creator of mankind, or, in more 

general terms, as a benefactor to human beings. However, Prometheus 

is also commonly regarded as responsible for the sufferings and 

misfortunes of mortals, a role which is of course par excellence reserved 

for Pandora. In this sense, there seems to be an underlying similarity 

between Prometheus and Pandora, which partly determines the nature of 

their interaction. Third, we should note that although Plotinus makes 

clear that his story refers to the myth of Pandora by saying, for instance, 

that she received her name from the gifts and all the givers (6VOIJaOal EK 

TOO Bwpov Kat lTavTC...JV TWV BeBc.uKOTC...JV) , he carefully avoids the explicit 

mention of her name. Instead, Plotinus chooses to refer to her as 'the 

woman' (TTJV yvvaika), or 'the creature' (TC-;:' lTAaOIJaTl), or 'the gift' (T<) 

B&pov). In this sense, the relationship between Prometheus and Pandora 

acquires particular significance, to the extent that it does not refer 

exclusively to these particular mythological characters but provides the 

symbolism for the creator-creature relationship as such. 

The second difference between Plotinus' version and the traditional 

accounts of the myth summarised above, concerns the fact that in 

Plotinus' account there is no mention of evil, at least not explicitly, either 
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with regard to the intentions of Zeus and the other gods in creating 

Pandora, or with regard to Pandora herself. Not only does there seem to 

be no malevolent motive attributed to the gods, but also there is no sign 

of any explicit or implicit, good or bad, intention associated with 

Prometheus. According to Plotinus, the 'creature' (rrAao\JoTI) was 

brought into existence as an act of giving (eSooov) of the Gods which was 

guided by a certain 'forethought' or 'providence' (rrpo\JTJ6eios). The first 

thing to notice is, once again, how Plotinus maximises the intelligibility of 

his narrative account, this time by selecting the word "rrpo\JiJ6elo", an 

hapax in the Plotinian corpus, instead of the common word "rrpovolo", 

consistently used throughout the Enneads in order to convey the same 

meaning. Plotinus, by means of this rhetorical device, leads us to identify 

the character of the creator, Prometheus (npo\JTJ6evs), with the nature 

and outcome of his action. 

Turning to Pandora, we should note that Plotinus' reshaping of the 

story seems to be exceptionally sympathetic to her, at least ex silentio. 

Even in the most favourable mythological descriptions of Pandora, in 

which her vessel contains only virtues and no vices, it is her irresistible 

female curiosity that makes her open the vessel's lid: as a result, its 

contents disappear and are no longer available to human beings.8 In 

8 See Panofsky, Pandora's Box, 8. In this version (which is the one noted above and 
recorded by Babrius), the release of the virtues contained in the vessel make them 'fly' 
back to the divine realm and disappear from earth. In a quite charming way, 
Macedonius Consul (Anthologia Graeca, 10.71) claims that although Pandora is 
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Plotinus' version, there is no explicit blame of any kind directed against 

Pandora. The first indication that she may be associated with some kind 

'of danger or evil is provided by the text only in connection to 

Epimetheus, who is praised by Plotinus for having exhibited a certain 

cautious or negative attitude towards her.9 

The role assigned to Epimetheus marks the third difference of 

Plotinus' account in relation to the version offered by Hesiod; moreover, it 

is totally incompatible with what we know from other sources. Plotinus 

introduces Epimetheus in line 12 of the text by raising the question of 

the significance of his act. This act, an exception to what Prometheus 

and the other gods did, is described by Plotinus with the clause 

"CX1T01TOlO\i~EVO) TO 8wpov aUToO". The text leaves room for two alternative 

readings. In one version, the above phrase is read as saying that 

Epimetheus "rejected the gift of what had been formed" (that is, he 

rejected Pandora); in the other, the clause is taken to mean that he 

responsible for opening the lid, it is not her who should be blamed (ouoE yvvaiKa 
1.llhHpolJal) , but the virtues themselves, since they have wings (auTWv Tel lTTEpa TWV 
exya9wv) and do not, fall to earth as they should (lTilTTEIV Ka\ KaTel Yiiv 6<pEAov). Poor 
Pandora, when she realised what she had done, grew pale and lost her glamour and 
charm. Thus human life "has suffered two losses: woman has grown old and her vessel 
has nothing in it". 
9 Plotinus elsewhere states explicitly that the 'evil' is to be associated with the created 
object itself, and to be explained in terms of its incapacity (due to its matter) to receive 
'everything that was given to it'. If we think matters in that way, Plotinus argues that: 
"the difficulties would be solved (MOIVTO av ~511 oi alTOpial), that about the gift of evil 
coming from the gods by the consideration that it is not their deliberate choices 
(1fpOOlpeoEIS) which are effective but what comes from above happens by natural 
necessity.,. and that though the gifts of the individual heavenly bodies are not evil, 
something else comes about in their mixture (aAAo TI) ... and that the underlying nature 
(n UlTOKEilJEVll cpu011) receives one thing but experiences another, and is unable to master 
what is given" (IV.4.39.23-32). 
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"refused to give her a gift". The first version is adopted by Armstrong and 

shared by most of Plotinus' translators or commentators. Yet the second 

version, appearing in Ficino's translation of the Enneads, is also 

grammatically plausible. 10 

Let us then examine our alternatives in relation to the mythological 

and textual context. The first seems to be closer to the mythological 

facts. As we have already seen in the context of the Hesiodic texts, Zeus 

intended Pandora to be a gift for Epimetheus, who was consequently 

presented with a choice: either to accept Pandora, and thus submit to 

the strong attraction that he experienced for her, or to follow 

Prometheus' warnIngs never to accept a gift from Zeus as this could 

threaten the welfare of mankind. 11 

However, the problem with adopting this translation is that there is 

no other evidence in any traditional rendering of the story that 

Epimetheus rejected Pandora, which would offer support to Plotinus' 

claim. On the contrary, all ancient authors clearly tell us that 

Epimetheus disobeyed his brother and accepted Pandora as his wife. In 

order to make sense of Plotinus' remarks many of the interpreters who 

adopt the first translation wish to substitute in the text 'Epimetheus' 

with 'Prometheus'. In their reading, Plotinus seems to be saying that, 

although Prometheus initially created Pandora (and in this sense 

10 "And if Epimetheus never gave her any gift, what does this signify if not that the 
acceptance and choice of an Intelligible boon is to be preferred?" (Plotini opera Marcilio 
Ficino interprete, fol. Bb IIII r.; quoted and discussed in Panofsky, Pandora's Box, 135). 
1l Hesiod, Works and Days, 85-89. 
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conceded to her and to whatever she stood for), he eventually rejected 

her. According to Dora and Erwin Panofsky, for example, if it was 

Prometheus who rejected Pandora, then this should be understood as a 

change In Prometheus' initial disposition towards Pandora, probably 

caused by the transformation of Pandora by the other godS. I2 The 

assumption is that with the intervention of the other gods, Pandora 

ceased to be as harmless and pure as she was when Prometheus 

originally created her. There are, however, two serious difficulties in 

correcting the text in order to read 'Prometheus'. First, the manuscripts 

are unevenly divided against the textual emendation: only three prefer 

'prometheus' while the majority has 'Epimetheus' .13 Second, as we have 

already noted, there is nothing in the Plotinian text implying that the 

gods were conspiring against the human beings and intended to make 

Pandora harmful; moreover, there is not even an indication of some 

careless or accidental alteration of the original nature of Pandora during 

the process of her divine shaping. 

However, if we turn to the other alternative, we face similar 

problems to the extent that no ancient source mentions Epimetheus' 

refusal to provide Pandora with his contribution; in fact, there is no 

mention of any circumstances in which Epimetheus has a choice 

between giving and refusing to give her a gift. However, one may attempt 

to defend this reading through an appeal to Protagoras' story presented 

12 Pandoras' Box, 132-6. 
13 Pandoras' Box, especially n.61. 
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by Plato in the Protagoras. According to Protagoras, Zeus entrusted 

Prometheus and his brother Epimetheus with the task of distributing 

certain powers or gifts among the animate beings of this world for their 

protection and survival. Prometheus, convinced by Epimetheus, allowed 

his brother to proceed alone with the distribution of the gifts. 

Epimetheus, however, failed to meet his brother's expectations, because 

he reserved nothing for the human beings, who were left totally 

powerless and defenceless (YV\lVOV TE Kal CxVV'TTOOT1TOV Kal aOTpCUTOV Kat 

aOlTAOV; Protagoras 321c5-6). Prometheus, having realised the injustice 

committed against human beings, decided to steal the fire (and the skills 

and arts related to it) from Olympus; this act marked the beginning of his 

(and mankind's) long sufferings and, as we saw, led Zeus to order the 

creation of Pandora. 14 Against this background, Plotinus' claim in 

connection to Epimetheus may be considered as a simple adjustment of 

this story to the context of the myth of Pandora, who, as we have already 

noted, could be viewed as a personification for the whole of mankind. 

In any case, neither of these interpretations seems to offer any 

clear explanation or justification for the second part of Plotinus' 

statement about Epimetheus, where Plotinus praises him for his choice. 

Whatever it is that, according to Plotinus, Epimetheus actually did 

14 In the Protagoras the story has a different, rather 'happy', ending. After Prometheus 
gave the fire to human beings, they began to develop their skills and eventually 
gathered into cities, which in order to prosper required that human beings would learn 
hoW to run them justly. Zeus decided to teach men "the art of politics" (lI'OAITIKTjv 
TexvT'\), that is, how to order (K6o\lOI) their cities and to develop "bonds of friendship" 
(5eo\lo\ <pIAlaS) on the principles of "conscience" (aiSw) and "justice" (5IK11v) (322bS-d6). 
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(whether he rejected Pandora or did not provide for her), his action 

certainly indicates a negative attitude towards Pandora. This attitude is 

immediately interpreted by Plotinus: it is to be understood as a 

conscious choice exemplifying the claim that the "choice of the intelligible 

is better" (TT)V TOO EV VOllTct> IlCxAAOV a'ipeOlV cl:llelvc.u elvat). We definitely 

encounter here a reversal of the traditional picture, in which Epimetheus 

can hardly be regarded as wise, or as making wise choices. As attested 

by his name, which means afterthought, Epimetheus is lacking in 

providence or forethought, a virtue coextensive with wisdom, which is 

exclusively attributed to his brother. If Epimetheus, in agreement with all 

other versions, were to accept Pandora as a gift, his choice would have 

resulted from a certain weakness of will expressed by his inability to 

resist the seductive attraction of Pandora, and would have been thus 

considered as the affirmation of the life of the senses. lS However, to the 

extent that in Plotinus' version Epimetheus stands opposed to Pandora, 

he is portrayed as being aware that even the most exquisite embodied 

beauty is inferior to the everlasting beauty of the Intelligible world. 

Epimetheus' awareness is precisely the manifestation of knowledge, 

15 It is worth noting here that in a small work attributed to the alchemist Zosimos 
Prometheus and Epimetheus are presented as the two sides of a single person, with 
Prometheus corresponding to the soul and Epimetheus to the body. In this sense, 
Epimetheus', by disobeying his brother, submits to the desires of his body, and fails to 
provide for his soul. When the human being concentrates on an 'image' of the body, 
then we may say that the Epimethean side prevails; in turn, the Promethean side 
prevails when the human being concentrates on the 'image' of soul or nous (nep\ 
Qey6vCo)v Ka\ KauivCo)v yvnata \/1ToUVTI!..laTa Trep' TOU Co) oTolxeiov, 231, ed. Berthelot & 
Ruelle). A similar idea seems to be guiding Plotinus' narrative here, although the roles 
of the characters are in a sense reversed. 
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which is apparently a virtue that Prometheus does not possess in this 

context. 

How are we to understand Plotinus' choices in the presentation 

and interpretation of this myth? At a first level, these choices are 

evidently guided by an attempt to refine or condense the structure of the 

myth, as if Plotinus was engaged in a structuralistic presentation of the 

myth of Pandora. We may note, for instance, the removal of any 

additional characters that might have unnecessarily complicated the 

dramatic plot (e.g., the disappearance of Hephaestus', merely auxiliary, 

role), or Plotinus' disregard for the particular details of any single 

mythological narrative, in a concentrated effort to draw attention only to 

those elements of the story which reveal the basic structure of the 

metaphorical logic underlying the myth (e.g., the uncertainty over the 

exact content of Epimetheus' act; in all versions of the myth, Epimetheus 

is regarded as doing the opposite to Prometheus and this is the main 

point of his action). In sum, the significance of the elements that are 

retained or added against the background of the possibilities offered by 

the mythological tradition should be appreciated in relation to Plotinus' 

intention to deliver an account that would make as visible as possible the 

meaning embedded in the myth. Further, by limiting the myth to its 

bare essentials, and by playing down the dramatic effect which rests on 

the details of the characters' actions, Plotinus is aiming apparently at the 

construction of a very clear analogy between Pandora and the world (in a 
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number of relevant respects: their manner of creation; the nature of the 

forces that brought them about; their own nature, qualities, and life). 

This expository analogy is intended to illustrate in a metaphorical way 

the nature of the world, or, one would be tempted to say, the meaning of 

the world, since what is at stake here is primarily the affective value of 

the sensible world for human beings, and not any fact or theory 

concerning its constitution. In the way in which "the man who has 

understood them [the myths] puts together (crvvolpeiv) that which they 

have separated", 16 it would seem provisionally that the meaning of the 

myth of Pandora is precisely the meaning of the world, if by this term we 

understand the ambivalent status of this world in the eyes of the mortal 

beings that inhabit it and are in turns dazzled by its beauty and 

dismayed by its cruelty or vanity. 

Therefore, Plotinus' treatment of the myth of Pandora, which is 

characteristic of his general attitude towards myths, harmonises with the 

overall Platonic view that one should not concentrate on the dramatic or 

narrative details of a mythical narrative, but should attempt to 

understand what the myth means. 17 This approach toward myths, 

aiming at the recognition of the truths illustrated by them, and not at the 

reconciliation of every possible detail in the context of complex or 

contradictory versions of one particular myth, does not necessarily 

indicate how "little seriously he took this sort of thing", or "how little real 

16111.5.9.27-9; cf. also Chapter 2 where this passage in discussed in detail. 
17 See, for example, Phaedrus, 275b-c. 
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importance Plotinus attached to the interpretation of myths"; on the' 

contrary it suggests a certain intellectual respect with regard to myths, 

their relevance, and their interpretation. IS For one thing, to state the 

obvious, if Plotinus did not attribute much significance to the 

interpretation of myths, he would not be alluding to them as often as he 

does in his work. Most importantly, however, he would not have been as 

careful as he is in re-constructing them in such a way that they would 

appear philosophically intelligible and coherent, going sometimes to the 

lengths indicated in the present cases by his treatment of Epimetheus, 

which contradicts all the other ancient sources. 19 

On the other hand, Plotinus' interpretative decisions should be 

also appreciated in the context of a number of typical remarks that 

accompany his presentation of mythical material, remarks like the 

following: "it is reasonable that the myth has this hidden meaning (OlOV 

eiKOS Kat TOV llv80v aivlTTEo8m)" (line 5); "these matters are however one 

wishes to think of them (TavTa llEV ovv chT1:l TIS 8o~al;EI)" (line 17); "some 

story somewhere, I think (BOKW llOI) , said riddlingly" (1.6.8.10-1; d. 19). 

18 Armstrong ad loc, 14, n.l, and n.4 in III.S.S, in relation to the myth of Aphrodite's 
birth. Regardless of the extent to which Plotinus' interpretations seem relevant or 
successful today, after psychoanalysis and structuralism, one has to recognise the 
similarity between Plotinus' efforts to reduce any given myth to its bare and significant 
essentials and the corresponding efforts of any serious mythical hermeneutics. In 
theoretical contexts, reduction of complexity is an index of intellectual respect towards 
mythical material (things are of course different in the case of the literary exploitation of 
mythical material). 
19 As Armstrong remarks in relation to the passage from III.S.S quoted earlier, "Plotinus 
is prepared to apply this penetrating observation of the closeness of metaphysical and 
mythical discourses (Myol and 1l0aOl) to each other to his own metaphysical 
discussions" (n.l). 
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All these remarks indicate that although Plotinus offers an interpretation 

which aims at displaying the 'hidden' meaning of the myth, he is fully 

aware (and also wants to draw our attention to it) that his interpretation 

(however plausible or personally satisfying to him) is only one of the 

many possible ways in which the same result could be achieved and this 

meaning made visible. The puzzles or ambiguities associated with myths 

do not concern solely the difficulty in identifying their disguised meaning, 

but inevitably reflect also the fact that myths may receive various, and in 

many cases contradictory, interpretations. In this sense, with his 

remark that "ToiiTo !-lEV ovv OlTl;) TIS 5o~6:l;EI", Plotinus warns the readers 

that one should treat myths as conveying indisputable proof neither for 

the truth of their content nor for the content of their truth, but as 

containing a truth which IS open to several interpretations. 

consequently, Plotinus makes clear that he does not intend to articulate 

a single correct interpretation of a myth, one that would invite exegetical 

arguments on the correctness of the interpretation or dogmatic 

arguments on the correctness of the content of the myth. Rather, by 

identifying the limitations entailed by an interpretation of a myth, he 

recognises that all interpretations are subjective and admit revision or 

further qualification. Even if such an attitude towards myths entails that 

every possible interpretation would be in some provisional sense equally 

justified, it may still be the case that some interpretations might be 

better than others. However, the important point is that in order to 
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decide which of these interpretations is better, one should avoid thinking 

that myths contain a single, objective truth, which this or that 

interpretation may indisputably establish. Instead, to the extent that we 

may understand a myth in many different ways, an interpretation should 

be evaluated in terms of the insight it allows into the situations that 

guide this particular interpretation of the myth. Having argued this, one 

should be cautious not to attribute to Plotinus the view that images in 

general are of no intrinsic value. On the contrary, it is quite obvious that 

Plotinus does admit that there is meaning or truth in myths or images, 

which makes them much more than 'illusory' misconceptions of the 

reality they intend to represent. 20 

In this sense, Plotinus' remarks concernmg the limitations or 

merits of his interpretation require particular attention, as they seem to 

underline the significance of introducing a mythological account in a 

philosophical context from a specific, well-defined point of view. In this 

particular case, this point of view is established by three principal 

factors. First, by a certain hypothesis concerning the facts, so to speak, 

that should guide our attempt to interpret the myth (indicated in the text 

by the statement "TO\lTWV Br, YlvOllEVWV", line 1); second, by a 

concentrated interest in the meaning of the myth (the exisyence of which 

is postulated; "aivITTE08at", line 5; loTlllaivEl",'line 12; "Ell<pa(vEl", line 17); 

and third, by the explicit concern to achieve a certain accordance of that 

20 For a discussion on this issue, see Ernst Cassirer, .Language and Myth. 
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meaning with the circumstances of the particular situation in which the 

myth is invoked ("lTPOOEOEl TOI) AEYO\-lEV01)", lines 18-9). Plotinus is 

reshaping and interpreting the myth of Pandora in a 'personal' way that 

has probably failed our notice or may seem idiosyncratic to us; the 

insight we gain from this reshaping does not concern primarily the actual 

content of the myth, but has an exemplary dimension related to the way 

in which we (a philosopher or a human being in general) should view or 

appreciate particular myths. In other words, the insight we gain is that 

"the profound truths that myths express in a symbolic form"21 are always 

available to a particular here and now, and communicated through 

subjective interpretations that involve, and to a certain extent display, 

the specific point of view from which they were made. 

This point can be formulated in more general terms. A myth is a 

literary image belonging to a wider group of 'images', either in the literary 

sense, in which metaphors, similes, or examples are verbal 'images', or in 

the metaphysical sense, in which the world is an image of the soul, or 

the soul an image of the Intellect,22 In a Plotinian context, these 'images' 

are differentiated from their originals on the basis of the structural 

complexity or multiplicity that characterises them qua images and 

functions as an index of their 'distance' from these originals. Given this 

complexity, images may be 'like' the truths or logoi that they contain, but 

21 Armstrong ad loc, 14, n.1. 
22 A unified understanding of 'mlages' is particularly relevant also in the case of 
understanding the function of rhetorical or literary 'images' within the Platonic context. 
See, Pender, Images of Persons Unseen, especially Chapter 2. 
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their interpretations, or, in the case of myths, their meaning 10 a 

particular context and for a particular human being, cannot be like these 

truths in all possible respects: each interpretation is only one expression 

which makes 'truth' appear from a certain perspective. As Plotinus 

remarks elsewhere, intelligible realities or everlasting pure truths and the 

images that depict them cannot be completely identified, since the 

subject approaching them is a human being: 

"the likeness would keep in conformity with the reality (octJ~el oe TO 
CxVOAOYOV ti eiKwv), if it was not a mortal who encountered [it] (ei I.lTl 
Cev8pc ... :moS elf] 6 ElTlOTCxS)" (VI.7.35.16-7). 

In this sense, the presence of myths in the Plotinian context can be 

considered "as a concrete expression of a general philosophical principle. 

This principle would amount to the assertion that the recognition or the 

identification of the 'intelligible' element within the complexity that 

characterises the sensible world or the human life cannot take place 

outside a context of multiple, partial, or even contradictory 

interpretations, in so far as the meaning 'immanent' in human life (in 

contrast to whatever may be available through a process of 'non-wordly' 

contemplation) cannot be understood simply, directly, and univocally in 

the circumstances of ontological complexity that characterise both the 

subject and the object of such an aUempt.23 Consider, for example, the 

23 For a discussion on the notion that the one objective truth (if there is any) is 
essentially incomprehensible to human beings, and that human beings can only have 
partial (and thus often incompatible), correspondent 'images' or glimpses of this truth, 
see Clark, From Athens to Jerusalem, Chapter 9. As Clark notes, it is part of the 
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case of the beauty of the sensible world. This beauty can be actually 

experienced only in particular circumstances (say, in this or that 

landscape) and can be generally described or accounted for only with the 

help of particular images (say, by the gifts given to Pandora by Aphrodite 

or the Graces). Obviously, Plotinus thinks that another (intellectual and 

much simpler) experience of beauty is possible, but, equally obviously, 

this would be neither an experience of the beauty of this world, nor an 

experience of the presence of the intelligible element within this world. 

Plotinus' treatment of myths points to the fact that, although our point of 

view is limited and this limitation is part of our human condition qua 

souls, there is always the possibility of a 'translation' or an 

'interpretation' (to recall the analysis of Chapter 3) with the help of which 

the universal and simple 'truths' could be approached and understood 

through their particular and complex 'images'. 

;.- After these general remarks, let us return to the myth of Pandora. 

In its Plotinian version, the structure of this myth is determined by two 

equally important relations or bonds established between two pairs of 

mythological characters. The first pair to which Plotinus draws attention 

is Prometheus and Pandora. To the extent that Prometheus is explicitly 

presented as the creator of Pandora, he assumes the role of the creative 

force assigned in Plotinus' cosmogony to the cosmic soul. Likewise, 

Pandora may be understood as a symbol of the world inhabited by 

human condition to "believe both that every perspective is as good as every other, and 
that some perspectives are indubitably better" (182). 
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mankind or any particular human being, displaying by her overwhelming 

appearance the splendour and order (cpwTa, KOOIlOV)) of the sensible 

world. Nevertheless, Pandora's beauty, when compared to the beauty of 

the divine realities that contributed to her creation, is in some sense 

inferior (Pandora is 'like' the gods: Seal) 0' olloiav TO effio), not identical 

with them). The creator-creature relationship presented here involves the 

two opposite yet necessary sides identified in our discussion of the 

relation between the cosmic soul and its creation (see esp. Ch.2). On the 

one hand, Prometheus is the person or acting force which brings into 

existence a beautiful being, and in this sense, the bond between them 

should be understood as having positive value: in the sense that, say, "it 

was not lawful (SeIlITov) for that which borders on soul (yelTovovV TI) to be 

without its share in the formative principle (AOYOV cltJOIPOV eTVat), as far as 

that was capable of receiving it (eoExeTo)" (IV.3.9.27-8). On the other 

hand, in so far as the act of the creator or the existence of the creature 

bring about a series of undesirable consequences, either for the 

creator,24 or for the creature,25 their bond consists in "an addition 

(1TpOOSTiKT'J) which takes place in the process of coming to be (ev Tij 

24 This after all is the 'fall' of the soul: "when we understand the cause of the fall 
(TfTC~llaTos) of the soul more clearly, and as it ought (npoanKEI) to be understood, what 
we are looking for, the soul's weakness (ao8evEla), will be obvious (KaTaq>avES)" 
(1.8.14.44-5). 
25 Pandora is of a human nature, which involves compositeness and mortality: although 
human beings occupy on earth a "place which is better than that of other living things 
(Iloipav EXEI TWV aAAwv ~ct>wv ooa eni YiiS I3EATova)", overall they "are not the best of 
living creatures (~Cilov OUK aplaTOv)" (III.2.9.20- 30). 
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yeveoel)" (1.1.12.20),26 and exhibits thus a negative aspect. 

The second pair consists of the two brothers, Prometheus and 

Epimetheus, who relate to each other as two opposing forces interacting 

in a way that seems to form an inseparable unit. To the extent that 

Prometheus and Epimetheus are mythologically related to the origin of 

mankind and are responsible for the qualities, powers, and limitations of 

human nature, the two counter-forces that they personify remain present 

and co-existent within the human beings and their world. The fore

thinker (at least in the context of the distinctive Plotinian notion of 

natural creativity that we have explored at length) creates with no 

intention, planning, or consideration: 'providence' and 'care' for what is 

being created are to be attributed to necessity rather than the deliberate 

intentions of Prometheus (see n.9). At any rate, "if everything was 

providence and nothing but providence then providence would not exist 

(lTaVTa Se mioTlS lTpOVOlas Kai \lOVTlS avT'iis miS' av elTl)" because it would 

have nothing to provide for (TlVOS yap av ETI e1ll) (III.2.9.2-3). 

consequently, Pandora is not only the outcome of Prometheus' creative 

activity, but also a condition for him to be what his name represents, 

namely 'providence'. Like any soul, Prometheus is also essentially 

unable to foresee the consequences of his actions and acts out of a 

spontaneous impulse similar to the one described in the following 

passage: 

26 cr. Here, IV. 7.10.11-2. 
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The souls go neither willingly (EKOVaat) nor because they are sent 
(lTEllcp8Eiaat), nor is the voluntary element in their going like 
deliberate choice (EKOVOIOV), but like a natural spontaneous 
jumping (TO lTlloav KOTO cpVOIV) or a passionate natural desire of 
sexual union (lTpo) YeXllcuv cpVOIKO) lTp08vllla») or as some men are 
moved unreasonably (ou AOYlall~ KIVOVIlEVOI) to noble deeds. 
(111.1.3.17-20) 

And it is precisely because of this that Prometheus will be punished in 

the end, in some sense at least: "although everything which goes to the 

worse does so unwillingly, since it goes by its own motion it is said to be 

punished for what is did (TtlV ecp' oT) ElTpa~E OIKllv)" (IV.8.5.7-10). 

On the other hand, the after-thinker, that is, the spectator who is 

faced with the outcome of the process of creation, becomes 'wiser' in so 

far as he obtains knowledge which seems to involve consideration and 

speculation, and which has to come after the creation is complete. In 

this sense, the two brothers symbolise the internal division of soul itself 

between the upper and lower part, or between the movement of soul 

downwards and upwards. The movement from the upper to the lower 

part is the 'Promethean' side of the soul, from the point of which creation 

is a spontaneous longing, "a birth pang (c.::,oiva) of desire (lTP08VIl{OV) to 

come there where the law within them as it were calls them to come" 

(IV.3.13.31-2), which marks soul's departure from (or denial of) the 

intelligible life. The opposite movement represents the 'Epimethean' side 

of the soul, the contemplative side, from which creation appears as a fall 

and the world as the point of departure for soul's ascent. This ascent, 
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which takes the form of a unification or restoration of the disturbed unity 

of the soul, may be accomplished first, through the realisation that the 

descent of the soul is a manifestation of the way (8v TPOlTOV) in which the 

soul "cares for all that is soulless (,+,vXt; lTOVTOS ElTlllEAEiTOI ti OAT) TOU 

Cl\jJVXOV)" (11.9.18.39-40); second, through concentrated awareness and 

knowledge of the superiority of the intelligible life to the life of the senses 

(Tt;V TOU EV VOT)T~ llCxAAOV a'ipeOlv Cxlleivw elvat). In this sense, the 

Epimethean side expresses a certain denial or rejection of the physical 

world (CxlTOlTOIOVllEVOS). 

These two relationships weave the dramatic fabric in which we may 

search for the meaning of the myth, or the meaning of the world as 

presented by this myth. What brings them together, by literally 

circulating between them and every other character mentioned or implied 

in the myth, and thus constitutes the focal point of the narrative, is 

Pandora, characterised by her multiple and complex associations with 

the notions of giving and gift. In this sense, Plotinus' conclusion that the 

story "clarifies the things that pertain to the giving of (or to) the world in 

its order (EllcpoivEI TO: TTis EiS TOV KOOllOV OOOEWS)" (17-8) is fully justified; 

conversely, the distinctive insight that the myth offers with regard to the 

nature or the origin of the world lies precisely in its injunction to view it 

as a gift. Like Pandora, the world is something which has emerged 

through multiple acts of 'giving', donations of qualities and virtues apart 
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from which it has no other existence;27 moreover, it was created not as 

an object to be possessed, but with the expressed aim to be also offered 

as a gift, and hence become an object of acceptance or rejection. 

At this point, it may be helpful to recall again, as we did in Chapter 

2, Aristotle's analysis of tragedy in the Poetics. If we consider everything 

we have said so far about the myth of Pandora in this perspective, it 

would seem that the myth defines a set of 'complications' that 

correspond to a particular situation of the kind that in a tragedy is 

usually established before the stage action begins. In other words, the 

existence and actions of Prometheus, Epimetheus, and Pandora, the 

bonds established between them in the circumstances of the creation of 

the world, determine a complex situation in which various possibilities 

are available and can be subsequently pursued. From this point of view, 

what seems to be missing from Plotinus' narrative, if the myth is to turn 

into a drama, is the most important element of all: the acting agent, the 

person whose passage from 'adventure' (TTEPllTETE10) to 'recognition' 

(avoyvwp1ats) will lead to the desired clarification of the entire situation. 

What is now required, that is, is a 'denouement' (AVatS) of the already 

existent 'complication' (oeats), and the hero who will undertake it. This 

27 The world is a composite of form and matter; with respect to its materiality, it lives "a 
borrowed" life (bTaKTCj) ~wij) in comparison to its "provider" (XopT'lyoiioa) soul (or the 
Intelligibles), which "has a life of its own" (lTap' eauTiis Exouaa) (IV.7.9.6-10); cf. 
IV.B.6.20-3. 
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requirement is clearly expressed in Chapter 14, and even the vocabulary 

employed by Plotinus is quite similar to that of Aristotle. Plotinus writes: 

And the creator is bound (oeoETOI oe Kai aUTOS 6 lTOlf)oas) in the 
sense that he is in contact (eq>CxTTTETOI) with that which was made 
by him, and this type of bond comes from the outside (Kai TOIOVTOS 
6 OEOI-lOS E~WSEV). And the solution (AVOlS) given by Heracles means 
that he has the power to have also been released in this way (chi 
OVVal-llS eOTlv aUTt;) WOTE Kai WS AEAVOSOI) (13-17). 

This sudden introduction of Heracles at the very end of Plotinus' 

narrative (which apparently relates to another aspect of the mythical 

background, namely the liberation of Prometheus. by Heracles) turns the 

simplified myth into a simplified drama at least in a single but very 

important respect. From the original domain of the divine creation of the 

world, we are suddenly transported into a human (or, at least, heroic) 

domain, since it is Herac1es, a human hero, who will undertake the 

solution of the ties created by the Titan (or rather the gods in general, if 

we take "TTolf)oas" as referring collectively to all the gods who endowed 

Pandora with her gifts). In this sense, the dramatic attention shifts now 

to Herac1es and his actions, and the reader experiences a corresponding 

shift in the perspective through which the problem may be viewed and 

the world appreciated. The issues associated with the 'giving of the 

world' are posed now. from within the perspective of the human hero, 

defined by the context of his life and action, a particular and limited 

perspective with which an individual human being may identify. 

The first thing to note about the passage quoted above is the 
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difference between the nature of the ties binding creator with creature 

and the provenance of the power responsible for their solution. While the 

bond is external, coming from the outside (e;cu8ev), the solution is 

effected by a power that lies within Heracles (mJTc';)). From the point of 

view of the Poetics, this is not a paradox. The constituent elements of a 

play have to display a certain necessity in the articulation of the initial 

hamartia that will maximise the effect of the unexpected result 

(IlET0!30Arl) contained in the action itself; in this sense, they have to be 

conceived as lying 'outside' the play and the power of its characters.28 

Although Heracles is a hero, he is nevertheless a human individual like 

us, and the content of the 'play' reflects his human condition and the 

possibilities of action inherent in it.29 What is expected from the hero is 

not to change the way things are when viewed from an external or 

universal point of view ('that which has already happened' when the 

original bond between Prometheus / Epimetheus and Pandora was 

established and this world came into existence), but to change the 

circumstances of his own life and fortune, or even merely to understand 

them in a deeper way. A change in the course of events that brought 

about the world would mean presumably that the world would cease to 

exist, or that a better world could be created. Apart from the fact that 

these options are beyond the power of an individual, Plotinus would have 

28 For a discussion on this issue, see Halliwell, Aristotle's Poetics, esp. Chapter 7 and 
the very enlightening study of the Poetics by S. Ramphos, MilmolS EvavT(ov blOpcpDS, esp. 
Chapter 18. 
29 Cf. Poetics SOa16-39. 
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philosophical problems with them: for him, the world comes about by 

necessity, and is the best possible world.3o 

Although the capacities of Heracles are limited, his particular 

choices and his actions, the attitude or attention that he will exhibit 

towards the puzzle he is faced with, will obviously make all the 

difference. The hero may not be able to change the way the world is, but 

he may still change the way the world is for him, or his orientation within 

it. Moreover, we should note that the dilemma with which Heracles is 

faced, like puzzles faced by a hero of a tragedy, is a dilemma that 

involves his very being and nature. Externally, Heracles is being 

presented with the gift of the world and is called to resolve the issue of its 

acceptance or rejection; internally, Heracles is a part of this world (or, in 

the terms of our narrative, he is part of the 'bond' which he has to 

resolve). He thus faces a difficult issue, which may be formulated here 

with the help of a question raised by J. Derrida in another, but not 

altogether different, context: "Why exactly would one desire the gift and 

why desire to interrupt the circulation of the c~rcle? Why wish to get out 

of it? Why wish to get through it?"31 

To follow our desires, and accept the gift, would hold us back from 

the best and most penetrating view we could have of the world and of 

30 See, for example, V.8.7.39-40; III.2.3.4-5 
31 J. Derrida, Given Time: I. Counterfeit Money, 8. 
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ourselves.32 On the other hand, to reject the gift, to set ourselves free in 

order to get through the circle and reach the other side, entails that 

Heracles, or a human being, should denounce completely the sensible 

world in the attempt to gain an experience of the intelligible reality. Yet, 

this is clearly not the possibility that Plotinus is trying to elucidate here. 

For one thing, Heracles is a hero and not a sage; he is "an active 

(npOKT1KOS) and not a contemplative person (8EWPT)T1KOS)" (1.1.12.37), and 

heroes are human beings who are "moved unreasonably to noble deeds 

(npa~E1S T1VES KOAWV ou AOY10J..lctl K1VOVJ..levOl)" (IV.3.13.20). Although 

knowledge and reasoning are necessary elements of the ascent towards 

the intelligible realities that determine all being, they are nevertheless 

not enough. As Plotinus notes: 

We are taught about it by comparisons (avoAoyIOl) and negations 
(a<polpeoE1S) and knowledge (YVWOE1S) of the things which come form 
it and certain methods of ascent by degrees (avoj3ooJ..loi T1VES), but 
we are put on the way to it by purifications (KOeapoE1S) and virtues 
(apETo\) and adornings (KOOJ..lrlOE1S) and by gaining footholds 
(ElTlj3aoE1S) in the intelligible and settling ourselves firmly there 
(i8pvOE1S) and feasting its contents (eOTlcIOE1S) (V1.7.36.6-10). 

Herac1es is a composite and 'divided' being: although a part of him 

32 This desire, however, is indeed strong and part of its nature: "For to things without 
soul the gift of the good (BoalS TOO ayaeoO) comes from another, but for that which has 
soul it is the desire (ecpEoIS) which brings about the pursuit (Biw~IV), just as when bodies 
have become corpses they are tended and prepared (hTl\.lI!AEla Kai 1i Kf)BEVOIS) for burial by 
the living, but the living take thought for themselves (lTap'aVTwv tllTpOvOIa)" (VI.7.26.7-
12). Also, as Plotinus notes in 1.8.: "But because of the power and nature of good, evil is 
not only evil; since it must necessarily appear, it is bound in a sort of beautiful fetters. 
(BEOllois TIOI KaAois), as some prisoners are in chains of gold (oTa BEollwTal TIVES Xpvocj)), 
and hidden by them, so that it may not appear in its charmlessness to the gods, and 
men may be able not always to look at evil, but even when they do look at it, may be in 
company with images of beauty (EiBwAoIS TOO KaAoO) to remind them" (23-8). 
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is 'above' in the intelligible realm, another part is here below, within his 

body. Thus, although his deeds place him in the rank of the best human 

beings, he is only a semi-god in comparison to the pure intelligible 

beings. Referring to the incident of Heracles' visit in Hades, recorded in 

the Odyssey (11.601-2), Plotinus writes: 

The poet seems to be separating (xwpil;elv) the image with regard to 
Heracles when he says that his shade is in Hades and that he 
himself among the gods. He was bound to keep with both stories, 
that he is in Hades and that he dwells among the gods, so he 
divided him (EJ.lEploev). But perhaps this is the most plausible 
explanation of the story (TC1Xa S'av OVTW lTI6avos 6 AOYOS eill): 
because Heracles had this active virtue (lTpaKTIKnV apeTnV) and in 
view of his noble character (a~lw6eis SICx KaAoKaya6iav) was deemed 
worthy to be called a god - because he was an active and not a 
contemplative person (in which case he would have been altogether 
in that intelligible world), he is above, but there is a part of him 
below (Iva av (SAOS EKel avw TE eOTi Tl a\JTou Kai KaTw) (I. 1. 12. 31-9). 

During his earthly life, Heracles will have to oscillate between his 

phenomenal self, the image which "dwells in Hades" (e'i8wAov EV "AI8ov) 

and which "remembers all that it did in his life {J.lvllJ.lOVeVElv lTaVTWV KaTCx 

TOV ~iov)", and his real self, the "Heracles without the shade (,HpaKAiis 

aUTOS 6 aVEv TOU Ei8~AOV)" which "thinks these of little account and has 

migrated to a holier place, and has been stronger than Heracles in the 

context in which the wise compete (6 8e Kai TaUTa OJ.lIKPCx t;yOVJ.lEVOS Kai 

J.lETaTe8el) sis CxYIC~)TEPOV TOlTOV Kat UlTep TOV 'HpaKAEa ioxvoas TOIS a8AOIS. 

oTa a6AevovOl ooepoi)" .33 This internal movement from one self to the other 

JJ The quotations come from IV.3.27.7;8-9;12-3 and 32.24-7. For a brief discussion of 
Herac1es in the context of Plotinus views about the soul and its division between real 
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is determined by the object of his attention in each case. To recall here 

the discussion of the myth of Dionysus in the previous chapter, if one 

concentrates at the image formed in the mirror, one moves further away; 

when the attention is directed, so to speak, backwards, one ascends and 

re-unites with one's origin and real self. 

Human beings aspiring to achieve the excellency of Herac1es have 

to give their own solution to the 'bond' (AvOIv TWV aEOllwv), and travel for 

themselves the soul's journey to the intelligible (TTpO) TItV VOT')TOV TTopeiav)" 

(IV.8.1.35-36). No matter how limited their lives and abilities may be, 

this is still possible, and in fact this is the only way in which, according 

to Plotinus, the fragmented unity of the world and ourselves may be 

restored: 

But it is not lawful for those who have become wicked (KaKo\J)) to 
demand others to be their saviours (a\iTwv o(.rJTiipa)) and to 
sacrifice themselves (TO\J) eavTO\J) TTpoeIlEvov)) in answer to their 
prayers, nor furthermore, to require gods to direct their affairs in 
detail, laying aside their own life, or, for that matter, good men 
(ovapas TOU) aya8ovs), who live another life better than human 
rule, to be their rulers (oPxovTaS) ... more people would have 
become good if they have made the good their leaders (TTpOOTClTa)) 
(111.2.9.10-19) . 

However, the answer to our problem, the breaking of the bondage, 

does not consist in the denouncement of the world from a distance. 

While we live in a body we should care about it and about our life within 

it; "we must stay in our houses" and should not "revile the structure and 

and imaginary self, see O'Daly, Plotinus' Philosophy of the S~lf, 26-28. The reader 
interested in the role of Heracles in neoplatonic contexts may refer to Pepin, "Herac1es 
et son reflet dans Ie Neoplatonism". 



262 

the builder", or "pretend that we are discontented with the house while 

having a secret affection for the beauty of the stones" (11.9.18.5-17). On 

the contrary we should admire "what is within because of the varied 

splendour of the outside and admire what the doer is because it does 

these fine things" (IV.8.5.36-8). 

Leaving Herac1es and the other members of the mythological cast 

of Chapter 14 behind, let us concentrate on the content of the life and 

action that Plotinus envisages for human beings. If, as Plotinus insists, 

"the other soul by which we are mostly ourselves, does not determine our 

being but our well-being" (,; yap aAAll \\,vxfJ, KaS' iiv ';llelS, TOV ev eIVQI, oli 

TOO eTvQI aiTia; II. 1.5.20-21), then a discussion of the origin and nature of 

the world has to be conducted in such a way as to provide human beings 

with a persuasive account of the manner in which they may acquire a 

good life. To use here a familiar comparison, we are all actors in the 

cosmic drama (cf. 111.2.15.22-3), and the hamartia is already there: 

although the gifts of the individual heavenly bodies are not evil, 
something else comes about in their mixture and the life of the 
universe does not serve the purposes of each individual but of the 
whole, and the underlying nature receives one thing but 
experiences another, and is unable to master what is given (Illl&e 
&vvaoSal KpaTfjoe TOV &oSevTos) (IV.4.39.28-32). 

However, the real sin of the soul, that which would make the view 

of the intelligible element remote or inaccessible, would be to preoccupy 

ourselves const~ntly with mundane things and be unable to take a 

distance from the deceitful external reality in order to tum to that which 
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lies within (cf. IV.8.4.13-22). It is a fact that in the duration of our lives 

our attention is drawn to the accomplishment of certain aims; we have 

many, even contradictory, roles to perform, and many demands to meet: 

we are part of a society, a family, a working environment. At times we 

may be creative or inventive or more 'alive'. At other times, however, we 

despair, we experience injustice or adverse circumstances, we betray our 

own values and expectations, and eventually, of course, we die. To 

provide a unifying account of ourselves is rarely possible; most often we 

experience confusion about our identity, our purposes in life, or even our 

accomplishmen ts. 

An essential dimension of the solution to the problems we are 

faced with is the awareness of the very nature of our condition. Human 

beings should not "pass their lives asleep (l;fjv KOI\lw\leVovs) (11I.2.9.24}", 

but should participate in the giving and taking of the world by being 

aware of the time and of the things they will have to let go: 

But for the good man his acts of taking (Ati~EIS) and giving (56c:JEls) 
and his transferences (IlETaSeoEIS) are different, since [all things] are 
transferred by pulls of nature as if they were drawn by lines .... the 
bad man (<pavAos) understands nothing of it, but is taken without 
knowing (ayeTOl 5e OUK ei5wS) it to the place in the All to which he is 
destined to be carried; but the good man both knows and departs 
where he must, and knows before he departs where it is necessary 
for him to come and dwell (aya8os offiE, Kal 0 8Et alTEIOl Kal ylyVWOKEI 
lTp\v alTlEVal 0 avaYKT'\ aUTc't) eA86vTl oiKeiv), and has the good hope 
(eveAlTlS eOTlv) that he will be with the gods (IV.4.45.24-33). 

This awareness will eventually lead to a reconciliation: the human 

being accepts the fact of having to live within a world of contradictions, 
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while managing through action, purification, and contemplation, to hold 

a view of both the divine and everlasting beauty of the 'heaven' and of the 

beauty of the humblest little thing. In this sense, where the solution 

comes, is where the action begins: 

There will be time, there will be time 
To prepare a face to meet the faces that you meet; 
There will be time to murder and create, 
And time for all the works and days of hands 
That lift and drop a question on your plate; 
Time for you and time for me, 
And time yet for a hundred indecisions 
And for a hundred visions and revisions 
Before the taking of toast and tea.34 

34 T.S. Eliot, "The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock". 
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