








































































































































































































94 MEMORY AND IMAldNAllVl" 

We have now seen the sort of considerations that would have led 
Plotinus to attach a faculty of imagination to the lower soul. But this 
in itself does not account for the establishment of two faculties of 
memory and imagination. For we may ask why Plotinus could not have 
attributed all memory and imagination to a faculty attached to the 
lower soul. Even images that resulted from the higher activities of the 
soul might be handled by such a faculty. The situation would hardly be 
different from that in which the imaginative faculty attached to the 
higher soul receives images which are degraded products of pure 
thought. 

Such an explanation of memory would perhaps be adequate if Ploti­
nus were concerned only with the memory of a person during his life on 
earth. Even here there would be the difficulty that it is the soul at the 
level of discursive reasoning that is usually identified with the individu­
al person. The relegation of memory to the lower part of the soul would 
then mean that the individual's real self was not equipped with memo­
ry, and since the character of an individual seems to be determined to 
some extent by his memories, as Plotinus himself recognizes (see below), 
this would be unacceptable. A further difficulty arises with the intro­
duction of the idea that the soul will retain some memories after it 
leaves the body. For the lower soul, whose raison-d'etre is that it should 
give life to the body, will now depart.21 It may account for the manifes­
tations of life still appearing in the body of a dead man, but these are 
merely like the traces of heat remaining when a fire has been removed 
(d. IV.4.29.2-7). The upper soul is no longer concerned with the body. 
The direction of energy towards it that produced the lower soul has 
ceased. Any memory that remains to the higher soul must then be 
attached to it. And since memory is to some extent extraneous - the 
stock of memories will diminish in time - it must have been so attached 
during life as well. 

One might pursue this argument by asking why the soul should 

21 A few passages may indicate that Plotinus believed that even the lower soul 
is immortal, viz. IV.7.14. 12f., VI+ 16.40fi., IV.3.27 and 1.I.12. The first two and 
the last of these are cited as evidence for this belief by Rist, Plotinus 230 and 268 
n.60 (The line references are mine). But apart from the first they all contain 
allegorizing about Hades or Heracles, or both, and their significance is not alto­
gether clear: in part at least they probably refer to the status of the lower soul 
here on earth. cf. J. Pepin. My the et Allegorie. Les origines grecques et les contes­
tations iudeo-chretiennes (Paris 1958) 202. The first passage need entail no more 
than potential existence for the discarnate lower soul. The last implies its early 
disappearance. All suggest that if it does survive it survives separately from the 
higher soul, d. e.g. VI+16.41-3, 1.1.12.18-20. 



retain memories after death at all. A detailed answer to this question 
would bring us outside the scope of this treatment of Plot in us' psy­
chology, but a brief indication of the reasons is perhaps called for. They 
are to be found in Plotinus' acceptance of the main features of Platonic 
eschatology. He believed in reincarnation.22 The form in which a soul is 
reincarnated depends on its previous life and conforms to the character­
istics of that life. The nature of the incarnate soul is determined not 
only by the body to which it is attached, but also by its conduct in 
former incarnations (IV.3.8.5-9, d. III.4.z.IIff.). In this way justice is 
enforced (III.Z.I3.Iff.). And how else can a soul preserve its character 
between incarnations if not by the memories it retains? It is memory, 
says Plotinus, that makes soul what it is and controls its descent. 
Memory of the intelligibles prevents it from falling, memory of this 
world brings it down. The imagination which is memory involves 
identification with its objects: ~ ae: qJo(V"r(la[o( Q(1j't"~ ou 't"i() ~x.m, ocAA' oto( 

opif xO(t oto( aLeXXE:L't"o(L (IV04-3.7f.).23 The characterisation of soul by its 
memories may be most strongly marked when these memories are in 
fact unconscious (IV-4.4.7-13). This remark is made with reference to 
the soul's condition before its descent is complete, but would probably 
be applicable to its earthly life as well. For only if there were such latent 
memories would it be possible to account for the fact, as Plotinus takes 
it to be, that when it is released from the body the soul will, with the 
progress of time, become able to remember the events of earlier lives 
(IV·3· z7·r6-18).24 

22 The views of Inge, Philosophy of Plotinus3 1I,33f., who holds that Plotinus 
did not take this belief seriously, and P. V. Pistorius, Plotinus and Neoplatonism 
(Cambridge I952) 98f., who thinks that he did not believe it at all, have been 
disposed of by A. N. M. Rich, "Reincarnation in Plotinus", Mnemosyne ser. 4.10 
(I957) 232-8. Miss Rich shows not only that Plotinus did hold this doctrine but 
that it played an important part in his philosophy. 

23 The significance of this is well expressed by J. Trouillard's "Dis-moi ce dont 
tu te souviens, et je te dirai qui tu es." La Purification Plotinienne (Paris I955) 
38. 

24 Guitton, Le Temps et l' Eterniti II5f., sees the establishment of two memo­
ries as a trick to evade the difficulties that he sees in the following alleged contra­
diction: (I) Holding that the body obstructs memory and insisting on the 
independence of memory vis-a.-vis the body, Plotinus seems to favour its 
persistence in the next world. But (2) he has denied consciousness to the soul at 
this level; how can he then grant memory to 'Ta.me unie a l'intelligible"? So, 
according to Guitton, Plotinus distinguishes two memories, "L'une qui est liee a 
l'activite propre de l'a.me, l'autre qui n'est que Ie reveil de la sensation." When he 
wants to remove from the body the memory of the mixed soul, he stresses the 
active memory, while when he wants to show that the discarnate soul has no 
memory, he takes memory as passive. 

The following objections may be raised against this interpretation: (I) It does 
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A reader familiar with Plato might be surprised at the absence in 
Plotinus of the doctrine of recollection (&vcX[LV1)O"Lc;). But for this there 
are good reasons. The entities with which Plato's recollection is 
concerned are not for Plotinus possible objects of memory, which deals 
only with things placed in time (d. IV+6.zf., IV. 3.z5.13-15). They are 
accessible only to direct intuition. And since our intelligence always 
remains active among the intelligibles, such intuition is always possible 
if the soul turns its attention in that direction. For Nous as a whole, 
and any part of it, is identical with the intelligibles. Plotinus himself 
mentions Platonic recollection as one of the ideas that this doctrine 
shows to be correct (V.9.5.3Z).25 There is no need to explain the 
possibility of knowledge of the intelligibles by thinking of memories of 
them somehow stored within us so that they can be elicited by the 
correct dialectical procedure. For Plotinus we need only look and we 

not seem to follow that Plotinus should think of activities obstructed by the body 
as therefore likely to exist in the higher world. This would certainly not apply to 
some kinds of memory which Plotinus would presumably consider respectable, 
and so not on that account to be dropped immediately, but which still have no 
place in the higher world, e.g. a friend's address. We should remember that when 
Plotinus says that the body obstructs memory he makes no exceptions. (2) It is 
true that Plotinus denies consciousness, in as far as consciousness involves a 
detached view of the self, to the soul at the level of Nous. But he also denies 
memory there. Guitton takes no account of the intermediate stage between 
incarnation and being a part of Nous, the hypostasis Soul, where there is suf­
ficient differentiation between its components to allow the kind of individuality 
that would be determined by the retention of memories. Plotinus does not want 
to show that the discarnate soul at this level has no memories: Guitton's remarks 
would only apply to it when, or just before, it has been reduced, or raised, to 
being a part of Nous. (3) Plotinus would reject the suggestion that any type of 
memory was passive, though it is true that the lower memory has less active 
power than the higher. 

25 That Plotinus should say this does not of course mean that he held the 
doctrine to be true in the sense in which it was originally propounded. He has 
just said that the identity of Noij~ and TOC ilVTOC shows the following statements to 
be right: Parmenides' TO yocp who voe;LV EG·d Te: XOCI e:LVOCL (fr. 3), Aristotle's identifi­
cation of knowledge with its immaterial objects, and Heraclitus' E:[LocUT6v (sic) 
ESLt:'I)G&[L'I)V (fr. 101) (V.9.5.26-31). That should be sufficient comment! Plotinus 
also notes that OL 1tOCAOCWL seem to call [Lv1j[L'I) and civ&[Lv'I)aLC; the soul's activity with 
respect to what it already has, which should not strictly be called [Lv1][L'I) (IV.3. 
25.31-4). The preceding remarks show that the reference is again to the intelli­
gibles. The higher hypostasis can of course be described as within as well as above 
(d. e.g. V.I.3.16f.). Merlan, Monopsychism, Mysticism, Metaconsciousness. 
Problems of the Soul in the Neoaristotelian and Neoplatonic Tradition (The Hague 
1963) 58£., finds the connection Plotinus makes in V.9.5 between civci[Lv'I)G'c; and 
the identity of intelligence with the intelligibles puzzling. He explains it in 
terms of Leibniz' theory of unconscious thinking and Plotinus' own ideas on the 
unconscious. I hope I have shown that it is unnecessary to go to such lengths. 
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shall see (IV.7.ro.30-S). The Platonic doctrine of recollection is 
replaced by the doctrine of the undescended intelligence.26 

We have just noticed that Plot in us recognized that there could be 
unconscious memories. Unfortunately he says little about this interest­
ing idea. But it does seem that he is referring to memories that remain 
with us although we are no longer aware of them, rather than to the 
retention by the memory of things of which we had never been con­
scious at all. Memory, he says, should be seen not only in the per­
ception, as it were (e:v 't"if> oLov cdcr-&&vecr-&ocL), that one is remembering -
the tense is present (IV+4.8). It is possible to have a memory without 
being aware (fL~ 7tOCPOCXOAOU-&OUV't"oc) that one has it (ib. rof.). Here there is 
no reference to the way the memory was originally obtained, but only 
to the mode of its retention. There is more room for doubt about the 
words following the first of these remarks, "but also when one's dispo­
sition accords with what one has formerly undergone or seen": while 
what one has seen (-&e&fLoc't"oc) would usually seem to involve conscious­
ness at the time the memories originate, what one has undergone 
(7tOC-&~fLOC't"oc) need not. But it seems safe to say that the passage is 
concerned with how memories are present rather than with their 
acquisition. Certainly Plotinus' normal view is that we remember only 
those things of which we were conscious in the first place. This is 
brought out in his discussion of whether or not the heavenly bodies can 
be said to have memory. Since memory is of things that are past they 
cannot remember that they have seen God, for they always do see him 
(IV.4.7.1-3). Nor could they remember that they passed the earth 
yesterday, for any particular day in their revolution is not a distinct 
part of it, any more than the parts that one might produce by dividing 
the movement involved in taking a step (d. IV+7-4-IZ). One might, 
however, ask whether they would be able to report that they had been 
passing through a particular section of the zodiac, and were now in 

26 Plotinus would probably have claimed that his doctrine explained what 
Plato meant by <ivoc!Lv1)O"~<;. This would be sufficient to refute Pistorius' argument, 
Plotinus and Neoplatonism 98f., that if Plotinus had believed in reincarnation he 
would have tried to disprove its connection with the doctrine of reminiscence 
which he did not hold. It is perhaps misleading to say, as does Miss Rich, 
"Reincarnation in Plotinus", 233, that "Plotinus refrained from disproving the 
connection of the two theories by Plato because he did not wish to emphasize his 
divergence from his master on the question of Reminiscence". Plotinus would 
not need to disprove the connection since his interpretation of <ivoc[Lv1)O"L<; made 
this unnecessary. The divergence from Plato is hardly greater than in some other 
cases where Plotinus is "explaining" Plato. For Plotinus' conception of his 
methods, ct. the manifesto at V.r.8.IOff. See too the remark at V.9.5.32 referred 
to above, and the previous note. 
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another. And if they watch over the affairs of men, could they not see 
that there were changes? If so, memory would seem to be involved in 
each case (ib. 12-17). 

These questions are answered by a series of arguments showing that 
there are in any activity factors which would not be committed to 
memory. Firstly, one does not necessarily retain what one has seen. 
This may be so if there are no significant differences between objects or 
parts of an object, or if the power of sensation is moved by some 
difference without having turned its attention to it. In this case only 
the sensitive faculty is aware of the difference in question. The differ­
ence is not admitted to the inner part of the soul because it is irrelevant 
to its needs. And when the attention is turned to other things the 
memory of such differences is not retained, since the soul was not 
aware of the sensations originating from them even when they were 
before it (IV+8.7-I6). The things which are entirely incidental to an 
activity need not reach the imaginative faculty at all, or if they do, not 
in such a way as to be preserved there. The impression of such a thing 
does not produce awareness (auvoc£cr&'Y)cnc;). Plotinus illustrates this with 
the example of walking. If we do not deliberately set out to part 
successive sections of air as we move, we shall not remember that we 
have done so. In fact we shall not have noticed it at all. Similarly, if 
our purpose were not to cover a certain distance, and we could move 
through the air, we should not ask which milestone we had reached or 
how much of the road we had covered (IV. 4.8.16-27). Finally, when 
we think of an event as a whole we do not pay attention to the parts 
that make up this whole. Further, if one is constantly repeating the 
same activity, there would be no point in remembering all its separate 
details (IV. 4.8.30-34). 

Plotinus uses these points to show that the stars do not have 
memory (IV+8.34ff.). For us their importance is in the connection 
they show between conscious perception and memory. Attributes and 
events which are not clearly seen in their own right, and in distinction 
from the activities of which they are constituents, cannot enter the 
memory. These characteristics of memory, together with the require­
ment, that it should be concerned with things situated in significant 
divisions of time, are but another indication that memory must be 
associated with the area of soul limited by the sensitive and discursive 
faculties. For reflexive consciousness appears only at the level of the 
former - it is not for nothing that it is called auvoc[a&'Y)aLC; - while above 
the latter time, which is vital to memory, is no longer applicable. 
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Yet these considerations in no way indicate any need for a dupli­
cation in the faculty which enables us to remember. The same might be 
said of other characteristics of memory that Plotinus has discussed. 
But we have seen that factors were involved that tended to pull the 
faculty in different directions. There were strong reasons for keeping it 
close to the sensitive faculty, and others demanding that it should be 
associated with the higher soul. In the end it split.27 Perhaps we shall 
be less dissatisfied with this unique duplication if we think of the 
differences between the two imaginative faculties, and of the powers of 
selection of the higher which differentiate it from its colleague and 
almost make it a faculty of another kind. 28 

27 That there is a tendency for man to break in two was already noted by 
Zeller, Philosophie der Griechen III.ii4, 642. We may now point out that from a 
certain point of view the break comes in the middle of a faculty. 

28 Two recent articles on the subject of this chapter by E. W. Warren, 
"Memory in Plotinus", CQ n.s. 15 (1965) 252-60 and "Imagination in Plotinus', 
CQ n.s. 16 (1966) 277-85, seem to me to give an inadequate and in some places 
misleading account of Plotinus' views. I do not intend to criticize them in detail 
here but, i.a., Warren refers only once to IV.6, he apparently fails to distinguish 
between civocfLv"1JcrL<; in the technical Platonic sense and the ordinary meaning of 
recollection, some of his discussion is based on the idea that there was an 
"apprehensive" power called civ·dA1) <jJL<;, and he says little about why there are 
two imaginative faculties, for which he finds Plotinus' reasons difficult to 
understand: the same might be said of his suggestions for an explanation. 



CHAPTER 8 

THE DI SCUR SIVE REA SO N 

The last of the faculti es which form part of the compo_un~ that is man 
living in the sensible world is the discursive reason, TO 8'''VO"l)T,,,6v or TO 
Aoy,C6I'-EVOV. This faculty is ~e fully independent of the body and the 
lower soul than is the memory. Memory, though in its higher form it 
may rej ect certain things as unfit to be remembered, must accept the 
validity of the images presented to it. The reason is able to question 
their authenticity . But since some of its activities result from sense­
perception or practical requirements, it may be regarded as more 
closely connected with the other facuities which we have described than 
with the intuiti ve intellect . For this has no necessary links with the rest 
of the complex of faculties. Its operations may become known to us 
through the mediation of reason or imagination, but they may equally 
well continue without so becoming known at all. 

Before going on to describe the functions of the discursive reason we 
must, in order to justify the foregoing remarks, answer two preliminary 
questions. F irstly, Plotinus uses two sets of terms to discuss the reason 
and its operations: is it then correct to t ake ~d AOY' ''1'-6<; or 
Myo<;, TO 8',"VO"l)T,,,6v and TO Aoy,C6I'-EVOV or Aoy,,,n ,,ov, as referring to the 
same processes and the same faculty? Secondly, is the faculty which 
these words describe fully distinct from the intuitive intellect ·or are 
they one, so that nous is subject to error in the same way as the 
discursive reason? 1 

The first of these questions might seem to be unnecessary, were it 
not that a distinction between the 8,,,vo"l), ,,,6v and the Aoy,C6I'-EVOV has 
been made by so careful a scholar as H.- R. Schwyzer. 2 The tex ts, 

1 The discussion o( these points cannot be made easily accessible to Greekless 
readers. They would do best to proceed to p. 105 where its conclu~ions arc 
summarized. 

2 Entreticns V, 366, where the o~!X'Iolj'n)( 6\1 is taken as being above the )..f)y~C6-
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however, do not seem to leave much room for such a view. With the 
exception of a significant passage in V.3, there are none, as far as I 
know, which give lists of parts or faculties of the soul and mention both 
a,,,vo,,,, and Aoy,,,!-,6, together. So in Plotinus' refutation of Aristotle's 
theory of the nature of the soul, he shows that it cannot apply to any of 
the several faculties which he examines from this point of view : the 
reasoning faculty (Aoy,C6!-'ovov). the sensitive, the desiring or the 
vegetative (IV.7.85.17-28) . In IV.9.3, where he is discussing which 
areas of all soul the various forms of the individual soul correspond to, 
he deals with Myo" "'!"1hjm, and TO <pUT'''OV or &po7tT,,,6v (lines 10-24). 
But such lists cannot quite prove onr point. To the first example, which 
is quoted because it gives more than the usual two or three faculties at a 
t ime, one could object that Plotinus is merely using Aristotle's own 
divisions for the sake of the argument against him. As for the second, 
and similar cases, one might say that Plotinus is discussing only the 
broad divisions of the soul and that there is still room for separate 
faculties within the area labelled "rational". Nevertheless the absence 
of two terms to refer to the area of the soul in question is typical, and 
significant when compared wit h the use in combination of, for example , 
<punKov and &pm·nx6v.3 Another, and perhaps more serious, objection is 
that Plotinus nowhere gives us a complete catalogue of the faculties, so 
that the fact that a,,,vo,,, and AOY'''!-,O, are not listed together might, 
without further support , give us no more than a rather unreliable 
argument from silence. This might be so even with such an extensive 
coverage as that in IV.3.19, where ",to-1hjnx6v, <pun"ov, ",ui;'lnxov, 
AOY'''!-,O, and vou, are mentioned, with a reference to ~m&u!-,(", and 
&u!-,o<;, whose exact status is left in doubt. For even here <p"'VT"'''(''' is 
absent, as well as the other possible subdivisions of the vegetative sou,!. 

V.ie must therefore, at the risk of some repetition later, mention some 
of Plotinus' statements about the function s of the faculty or faculties 
concerned. A special difficulty for Schwyzer, who takes the 1l''''VO'lT,x6v 
to be the higher of his two faculties, is that Il ,,,vo,,,, is said to judge forms 
(dll'1) presented to it as a result of sense-perception (l.I.g.8ff.). There 
would hardly be room for another faculty of thought and judgement, 
AOY'''!-,O<;, between sensation and a,,,vo,,,,. This fact about a,,,vo,,,, would 

I.Lcvov, and 390. He does not here give any reasons for making the distinction, but 
seems to derive it froID V.3 .2-3. where we sha1l see that it is not in fact to be 
found. Theiler, in his notes on the passage in quest ion, P lo/ins Sch"i/ten Vb 
(1960), takes the t erms as equivalent, but he has apparently not been able to 
take into account contributions to Entretiens V apart from his own. 

3 For similar examples see above 26f. 
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not by itself preclude lhe po,;,;iiJilily th"l tlll're are still two faculties 
with TO Aoy.1;0f'EVOV, rather lh,," Ti, ~.O'.v,,.t;n,,i,v, lhe higher of the two. 
But we find that a similar role ill rd"lion to sense-perception is 
assigned elsewhere to AOYL"f'O, . As opposed to the separate senses of 
sight and hearing AOYL"f'6" which is set over them, is able to communi­
cate as well as judge (VI+6.Is- rS}4 Similarly we read that Abyo, -

Plotinus often uses this word as the equivalent of AOYL"f'6<; or AOYL1;6f'0-
'10'1 - may fail in the study of Being by dividing it in unsui table ways 
(VI.S.2.I-U), while later in the same treatise it is argued that if one 
divides the MV<Xf'L, of Being to infinity by the use of SL"VOL"', one will 
still be left with the same unbounded power (VI.S.I2.3-S). So we can 
see that higher reality is also dealt with by one faculty which may be 
given different names. Finally we may refer to the passage in V.3 which 
we have already mentioned. Plot in us is there considering whether the 
faculti es of the soul, as opposed to nOIlS, can have self-knowledge. When 
he comes to TO AOYL~6f'ovo'l he points out that it works with the images 
produced by sensation, which has already been shown to deal with 
objects external to itself. It also works with impressions ("':'''OL) from 
nOIlS, dividing and collecting them in the same way. Does this mean 
that the soul 's voil, - a term used elsewhere for TO AOYL1;6f'ovov 5 - turns 
to itself and knows itself? No, says Plotinus, that is in the sphere of 
voil<;. But if we do allow the lower faculty some knowledge of itself, we 
must examine what this knowledge is and how it differs from self-intel­
lection, TO '100,'1 .<xuT6. Then, resuming the position, Plotinus asks: 
TOUTO 't'OL\lU\I 'to (}tav01]TlKoV -rii~ ~1Jx1j~ aplX E1t!.lTt'peq>Zt tcp' Ea:U't'O xa:i a:u't'o; 

He answers that it does not, but that it has aUVO"L, of the TU"OL that it 
receives from both sides (cf. V.3.2.7-2S). The processing of TU1tOL from 
both sides, that is from both nOlls and sensation, is just what we have 
been told that Tb AOYL~6f'EVOV does. And, moreover, Plotinus has said 
(lines II- I3) that the AOYL~6f'€vOV attains aUvo,,,<; of the TU1tOL by fitting 
them to those that it has already. And thi s treatment of the TimoL is 
what Plotinus goes on to discuss in the next chapter when he answers 
the question proposed for discussion at the end of chapter 2, how the 
Otoc'J0l}'t'I.XO\l has this O'Ii\lE(nc;. 

This passage seems to make it quite clear that 1:0 SL<XVO'l)TL,,6v and 
TO AOyL~6f'EVOV are to be regarded as equivalent. The rest of V.3.3 points 

4 On the basis of this text alone it might just be possible to argue that 
).oy~aIi6; is to be equated with what is elsewhere referred to as xo~v~ IXtO'S-.,.,mc;, but 
such a view could hardly be taken seriously. 

5 See below I04f. 
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in the same direction, even though the indications are perhaps less 
precise. But one sentence there does appear at first sight to offer a 
difficulty. It is this : "",,' ., "'C; 'P~at, «,,( ouv x",MeL Toiho fuYl 8uvocf'eL 

crX.07tdcr~ClL "t'<X (Xu't'ou ;)~ 06 'to Sr.OC\lol')'rr.XO\l ouSe 'to Aoytcrnxo\l i7ttCl)'t"tt, eXMeX 
vouv x"l}"pov A"f'~OCV" (lines 18- Z1). Is Plotinus referring to two different 
faculties after all? The general run of the discussion certainly makes 
this most unlikely. Aoy(~0f'''' and 8,,,voouf'''' and their cognates seem to 
be used in free varia tion. So in this sentence the two words must be 
taken as synonymous. Once again one might wonder if the use of a 
term - here '<0 ),oY''''nxQv - is perhaps to be explained by its Platonic 
associations. 

This brings us to the second of our preliminary questions, the extent 
of the area of soul described by the terms Aoy,a'nx6v, Aoy,~6f"vov and 
8,,,vo1)nx6v. Whatever the explanation for the use of AOY'''T,x6v in the 
passage just discussed might be, it is clear that when this term occurs 
in conjunction with the other two components of Plato's tripartite 
soul, it must not be taken too seriously as the description of a specific 
part of the soul. We have shown that Plotinus does not believe in a 
tripartite soul, and that when he uses the terminology appropriate to 
this doctrine he is not expounding serious psychological theory. 6 

Failure to take account of this fact is largely responsible for the 
misconception that '<0 AOY'''T,x6v may be understood to refer to the part 
of our soul which has not descended, and that therefore that part can 
be s' o~olly which is said to be the special vice of TO Aoy(anx6v 

a Ill .6.2.2zf. TI}Jl5 view, which is contrary to all tha t Plot in us normally 
te the impassibility and impeccability of the undescended 
soul, is advanced by W. Himmerich. 7 Its significance for our immediate 
purpose is that it obscures the very important difference between the 
reason, which is a part of the sensible man, and the undescended soul, 
or vouc; vowv, which is not; a difference that in fact appears later in the 
same chapter where Plotinus, who may now be talking more precisely, 

6 See above 21ff. 1 If. 

7 Eudaitnonia. Die Lehre des Plotin von der SelbstverwiYklichung des M enschen 
(Wurzburg 1959) 126. Armstrong complains about tbis in his review of Himme­
rich, Gnomon 32 (1960) 319£., and suggests that the passage from lII.6 in 
question may well refer to the discursive-rational part of the soul; see also Rist, 
Eros and Psyche. Studies in Plaio , Ploiinu5, and Origen (Toronto ]964) ] 77. On 
the perfection and stabi1ity of the undescended part of the soul d. Trouillard, 
"L'impeccabilite de l'esprit, selon Plotin", Revue de l'histoire des religions 143 
(1953) 19ff., and Armstrong, "Salvation, Plotinian and Christian", Downside 
Review 75 (1957) 1)2. 
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says that '<"0 AOyL~O"'vov is virtuous when it acts in conformity with voue; 
(111.6.2.29- 32).8 

In fact if the passage which contains the remarks about folly and TO 
AOYLO'Te,,6v is meant to be taken as a serious analysis of the soul, and to 
refer to a "thinking soul . .. that has its home in the realm of intel­
lect" ,9 it must mean that reason and intellect are really one. This is a 
view that might be encouraged by the laxity of Plot in us' terminology. 
It is quite true that we do find the same t erms used for both, and more 
particularly voue; applied to the reasoning faculty. But there are few, if 
any, passages where it is not clear from the context which of the two is 
being discussed, and several which explicitly distinguish them. Thus 
Plotinus may point out that when he says voue; he means the intuitive 
intellect and not the lower faculty of the soul which comes from it: vouv 
Sk Aty<u OUX ~v ~ ~uX:~ £x.et sC:tV ouo-exv -rwv 1tCt.pa 'TOU '.IOU, all' tXu't'OV TOV \lOUV 
(1.1.8.1-3). Elsewhere they are distinguished by the continuity of the 
activity of the true voue;, a continuity which differentiates this activity 
from the intermittent functioning of the sou l. It is voue; that gives us 
'PpOV'lO'Le;: voue; a. ou ltOT',,<V voue; , ltO'" a. /(voue;, 5 ye "A'li}Lvoe; (V.9.2.2If., 
ct. V.8.3.9f.).IO And later in the same treatise the difference is marked 
by their procedure: 'TepOe; yap /, ".p(~wv voue;, /, ae ",,"pLO'TOe; x,,, ,,~ 

fL'P(~wv TO ov "",ha ltcXVT'" (V.9.8.2If.). When the soul voiL, ·it does so in a 

• Rist, "Integration and the Undescended Soul in Plotinus". AJP 88 ([967) 
41 6, correctly distinguishes '['0 AoYt(]''t'tx6v from \lOUe; itself. But it may be incorrect 
to take the Aoyta'nx6v of 111.6.2.22 as definitely excluding the intellect, as he 
there does. In so far as Plotious is here talking in terms of the Platonic tripar­
titian, the expression could, and may well, be loosely used and include both 
intellect and reason, see above and also 2If. Thus the AOYLO'Tuc6v in line 22 might 
not, as Rist implies. be the same as the Aoy~C61l£vov in line 3 1 which does, as he 
points out, refer strictly to the reason. Though Plotinus normally uses AOYLO''tO{OV 
and AOyl~6(J.£"0" indiscriminately. the fact that he uses AOYlC6(J.t:Vov in the rest of 
III .6.2 may be due to care to avoid confusion. It is in any case the commoner of 
the two terms. 

, ...... die denkende See Ie .... im Geistbereicb beheimatet .... ", Himme­
rich. lac. cit. 

10 For the expression vou~ &:),J'}3w6C; ct. 1.4.4 .7f. It hardly needs saying that 
there was a precedent for the two senses of vove; in the Peripatetic tradition, but 
it is interesting to note that Alexander, whom Plotinus read (d. Porphyry, Vita 
Plot. 14.10-14), talks of 6 xup(we; voue; as opposed to that bJ i)(J.LV, de Anima 89.19f. 
This is not to imply that Plotinus' "oue; and SUXvOta: correspond to Aristotle's 
active and passive reason. though the idea of a nous that is separate and always 
active must have helped in the formation of Plotinus' doctrine of the unde­
scended intelligence. Mertan, Monopsychism [ 0 , in discussing similarities between 
Aristotle's account of nous and Plotinus', does not seem to realise that in Plotinus 
the so-called nous which operates as the result of the activity of another nous is in 
fact 8~avotlX. 



THE DIS C URSIVE REASON 105 

different way from the entity above it, and the term VOElV, as Plotinus 
himself points out, is used in quite a different way in each case (1.2.3. 
24-7) . Quite apart from the reservations a bout II1.6.2 that have been 
mentioned, this ambivalent use of voil, should be sufficient warning 
against assuming that ~O AOYLo"m,6v must necessarily mean what it 
meant for Plato, a nd thus include the pure intellect . Finally we may 
refer to a passage where AOYLa~Lx6v and AOYL~6fLEVOV are equated and 
opposed to voil,. In describing the steps by which we may advance 
from knowledge of the material world towards an apprehension of the 
One, Plotinus says that after attaining knowledge of the nature of the 
soul, we must take a voil, that is l'<EPOV ~oil AOyL~ofLevou xOLl AOY La'<Lxoil 
xOLAoufLevou (VI.9.5.7-9) . This remark shows quite clearly that ~O 

AOYLO"1"LX6v and its equivalents must not be taken to include the un­
descended intellect. 

In the preceding section we have established that there is a single 
rational faculty, and that it is to be found within the area covered by 
the sensible man , t hat is, below the level of the intuitive intellect. From 
this it must be distinguished, in spite of the fact that Plotinus' la nguage 
sometimes suggests that they are the same. We may now go on to look 
more closely at the functions of this faculty without needing to make 
constant reference to its identity when it appears under different names. 

In the treatise Against the Gnostics the reason is aptly called '<0 
fL':' the middle part (1I.9.2.9). Not only is its status intermediate 
between that of the merely living and sentient " Ijyjng-being" and the 
intellect, but its operations too are based on those of its neighbours 
above and below. On the lower side it is responsible for the p~ 
ot~ta. It is true that the sensitive faculty is said to be in a way 
critical (IV.3.23.31f.) , and that the word x~la" judgement , is used to 
describe perception as opposed to mere sensation.ll But it is a purely 
perceptual kind of " judgemen t" that is involved when the sensitive 
faculty tells us that it has seen a particular kind of object. This is what 
Plotinus means when he says in I.6.3 that it is best able to judge its own 
objects, even though the rest of the soul may add a judgement of its 
own. The sensit ive faculty gives its report by fitting what it receives to 
the forms the soul contains.12 These are a standard in the way that a 
ruler is a standard of st raightness (ct . 1.6.3. 1-5). We perceive things in 

11 Cf. 70 above. 
12 In line 3 I follow most editors in reading IXUT1j )..£y&~ as opposed to H~S' 

lXihlJ Al:yn. ClU~ refers to 8UvcttJ. tc; , d. Dodds' review of Harder1 I , Classical Review 
45 (193 I) 36. 



106 THE DISCURS IV E HEASON 

the sensible world for what they are becauseJhey co~ to intelligible 
archetypes to which we may fit them Nf.7.6 .2~ the common 
sense ("O LV·~ otterlhJerL<;), to which the sev~nenses report (IV.7 .6.3ff.), is 
able to make mistakes so long as its reports have not been passed by the 
rational faculty (I.1.9.1O- 12). This shows that the judgements of the 
sensitive faculty cannot be more than general identifications. It might , 
for example, fit the information that comes to it th rough the sense 
organs to the internal form of a tree. The rational faculty, about which 
Plotinus says no more just here, could then reason that the percipient is 
in the midst of waterless desert and still has fifteen miles to go before 
the next oasis, so that the tree, which really is seen, must be part of a 
mirage, and is not really there. Such inference might be included in the 
examination (btl"?Lm,) by collection and division which reason is said 
to perform with the images provided by sensation at V.3.2.7-9. 

More specific identifications than the mere recognition of sense-data, 
as well as value judgements, are made by the reason. Such judgements 
are the work of the soul alone. Whereas perception works with infor­
mation suppli ed through the body's organs, ;~en it deals with 
the forms (d~"1)) that result from sense-i~s~;;:;i;lO need of the 
body to enable it to exercise its activity -. hen the sensi­
tive faculty perceives a man and presents the form of the rational 
faculty, this may do no more than take note of it. But if it had seen it 
before, it might ask itself "who is this ?". Then, with the help of 
memory, it could say that it was Socrates (V.3.3.1-5). It may a lso say 
that he is good. If it does this it starts from the information it has 
received through the senses. But the statement that it makes about 

·what it has so received is made on the basis of a standard of goodness 
that it already possesses. It is itself like the good (ocyot&OELO-!jC;), and is 
enabled to perceive goodness by the illumination that it receives from 
~o"s (ib. 6-II). It contains eVerythi~.nsC~rere, by the 
mtellect of which lt IS a representat lO V . 0 - 22 /. 

The standards which the reason owes to mteIlect are, of course, 
used for purposes other than the evaluation of sense-data. They provide 
too a basis for its more general deliberations. If the soul is able to 
reason about justice and beauty, or to consider whether some particular 
thing is just or beautiful , there must be some pennanent example of 
justice to make such reasoning possible (V. I.II .1- 4). From a different 
point ol.Yie.w..it.could be said that the possession ofreason makes it 
~ .. - -- -- .. - . .... _- --- -

13 On the text of this passage see Cilento ad loc. 
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possible for us to think about the truths contained in N ous in a way 
~.P.!iC.aEkj9- th"-\,,orld weJ.iv_e.1.'.l. Just as Being at the level of soul no 
longer retains the compactness ~s in the world of true Being that is 
~ IV.3.S.9Lj, so reason deploys and separates the formsj:hat 

are all together at thekvel of nous. (1.1.8.6=8) . The formulation (Mya<;) 
In soul, III Iis rel~o that in not/s, might be compared with the 
spoken word as opposed to that still remaining unspoken within the 
soul. The spoken word is a divided representation of what is in the soul: 
it is in this way that the formulation in soul is related to that before it , 
of which it is the interpreter (1.2 .3.27-31, d. V.I.3.7-9).14 

The division of what is united in Not/s, and the consideration in suc­
cessiori" -Olwnifmusttnere1:ieSim-tiitaneous, -i~ · chara~teristic of 
reasoning. W·e-have already seen how the procedure by division is used 
to distinguish the so-called not/s of the soul from the intuitive intellect. 15 

Such division may be the cause of error if it is cllIl!iJlcted on the wrong 
principles:-Wiiim the reason comes to examine the ~;t';;;;JBeiiig it 
·maF·use material existence in its investigation. In- thiS<:ftSe,··-siuce it 
takes its premises (&pX",[) from the sensible worl~, it is led to split up 
Being and treat it as the same· kind of existence that it finds here. The 
premises used are not those appropriate to the subj ect undeT exami­
nation. The correct ones should be intelligible pTemises ~ to true 
Being (d. V1.S.2.1-9). These would, of course, be such~.d.t'rL~s 

from above, the sort of impTessions (aTav 1:(mae) produced by the images 
that C;;~;; from nous (V.3.2.gL). NOlls provides c1e~r-.pr~mises fOT 
dialectic to anyone whose soul is able to receive the~.3 . 5.1f-l>FOT the 
intellect, on the other hand, the kind of erTor descn d in VI.S.2, and 
indeed all other kinds, aTe impossible. Here there is no question of truth 
or falsehood being equally applicable to a conclusion, but simply one of 
access to an unalteTable truth : "The intellect either grasps its object, or 
it does not, so that it does not make mistakes" (my trans. 1.1.9.r2f.).16 

This access is obtained by a.ssimilation to the intell~c.LWe then 
think the intelligibles themselves : we OOIonger-l1aveimpressions or 

14 In both passages Plotinus uses the expression AOyo~ 0 tv rrp(Jq:>op~ for the 
spoken word. The phrase recalls the Stoic term "O"'(OC;; r.POrpOpLX.OC;;, d. SVF 11 , 135· 
Rist, Plotinus 265, n. [2 to chapter 15, thinks, probably rightly, that these 
passages indicate that Plotinus was familiar with the Stoic distinction between 
).,oyoC; rrpoIPopLx.6c;;, the spoken word, and ).,6"'(0c; ~8lci:4h;"wc;, th e unexpressed thought. 
But d. too Plato, Sophist 263e. 

15 See above 102 and I04f. 

16 b BE: voue;- 7j lcp7,r.¥IX'ro Yj ou, wan «VIXf1.OCp'r7j'rOC;. H-S ' text is secured by citations 
in the commentaries on Aristotle 's de Anima. The references can be found in the 
index testium of their edition. 
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images of them but actually are the intelligiblcs , and instead of just 
receiving them in us we take a place among them 1~.S.7 . I-6, d. roo 
40-2). We thus participate in an activity that is always in progress 
ty:8':3.9!.), but is only ours when we are aware of it (IV.3.30.7- IS) . We 
possess noltS when we use it (el. V.3.3.z6-9 ... L?,A45.-7). Not tliat it is 
something separate , for all r~ality 'is -pr~s~nt within us: "Just as these 
three things we have mentioned (the hypostases) exist in nature, so 
must we believe that they exist in us too." (V.r.IO.S!.))? Immediately 
we have, so to speak, switched on to 1IOitS we necessarily have full 
knowledge, for there thought and its objects are identical (d. e.g. V+z. 
44-8). There is thus no need for demonstration and persuasion, for 1I0itS 

need not seek its objects: truth resides in the real existents (5v't'ot) that 
are both its object and itself. This means that there is no need for the 
truth to be found in conformity with something external. Rather it is 
included in any statement , for there are no higher criteria (V.S.z). Nolts, 
all Being and truth are the same (V.S.3.rf.). 

Reason, on the other hand, deals with external objects (V.3+14- 16) 
and must move gradually towards its conclusions. Unlike the true nOItS, 

the "1Io.lS' , in the soul must work from premises and conduct its 
investigations by moving from one consequence to the next, so that 
through a series of logical connections it can arrive at knowledge that it 
did not have before (I.8.Z.ro-lS). It is a quest that is completed with 
the acquisition of its object: "What else is reasoning but a search for 
wisdom and for the correct account which accords with the true 
intellect ? ... . For the reasoner seeks to acquire that knowledge whose 
possessor is wise ... The reasoner himself shows this: when he has what 
is necessary his reasoning is over." (IV+IZ.S- IZ).18 

In the treatise 011 lli-alect~.3) we are told more about the methods 
that reason may follow in t e course of philosophical enquiry. It can 
give an account of the nature of each thing, how it differs from others, 
and what it has in common with them. It can say in which class, and 
where in this class, it belongs, whether or not it is a real existent, and 
enumerate real existents and things that are of a different kind. It can 
discuss good and evil, and what is to be classed under each, and say 
what is eternal and what is not . It leaves behind the error attached to 

11 "nom:? 8E: tv Tn q;lUO";~ Tfwt'TOC TClUT&' taTt Til: dp7)[.LtvCt, OUTe.> x.pl) \lol-lt~e:~v )«(x\ rcIXP' 
1)iL1v "tIXUTIX &I'lett. 

18 To "(o:p ).oi'L~£O'&lXt T( a).).o do..., tXl'j '1j TO e<pEe:o&Cll £upt:i:'\1 lPpovdv )(I%t AOIO'lo' &'A7)frij 
x::tt -ruYXciVO\lTIX vou TOU 6VTO~; . . .. Z1)T€t ya.p {L1X.&e:IV 0 Aoyt~6I-lEVO<; 6rcep 0 '1j81} ¥:'Xwv 
q>povtIiO;' ... Mcr.pTUpd 8£ xal IXIJ-t·O,;; 0 AoytaeXIJ.Evo;· ~5TIXV yap e;upn 6 8e:~. TtEr:aUTcxt 
).oYl~61Le:vo~. 
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the sensible world, and uses the Platonic method of division to separate 
the Ideas, to make definitions and to reach the primary kinds (1tPW1:<X 

., yt'n)). Then it makes combinations, and, analysing these in turn, it can 
go t!ll:mlglt .all intelligible reality till it returns to its starting point 
®.4.2- I6).) \t this juncture the dialectic seems to pass from the 

provmce of reason to that of intellect , for it ceases to be a progress, and 
becomes a restful contemplation of a unity, and the logical method of 
dealing with premises and syllogisms is left behind (ib . 16- 20). 

The premises were drawn from Nous, and when the process has 
arrived at an articulated view of Nous it has found what it sought, and 
may come to 'an end. F or nous does not apply itself to extrinsic materi­
al, acquire new facts or go through objects that are not already spread 
out before it. To do this is the work of the soul (V·9·7·8- II, cf. V.3.I7. 
231.). The thinking of our soul cannot be like that in Nous, since we 
always have different requirements, and so must always direct our 
thinking to different objects , all of which are external. We are subject 
to a multiplicity of images, often conflicting, and the promptings and 
requirements of our lower faculties. Desire may make demands that 
must be met or resisted. Anger, and the needs of the body in general , 
call for action. The affections produce constant changes in our opinions 
(IV-4-I7.I- I7).19 Nonetheless the reason need not give way : in a good 
man , as in a good city , the best elements can control the rest (ib. 35- 42, 
cf. VI-4-IS.3Z-8) . 
Th~ pSi'chic level at which the reason works is for Plot inus usually 

the level at which a person's identity is to be found. 2o This was a 
concept for which Greek had no word .2l Plotinus deals with it in the 
form of answers to questions like ')l'llJl~e? " and "~ the 
~lf?". His answers are never of the complex kind that we shOUidtend 
to give now, but are given in terms of a certain part of the soul. The 
problem is usually discussed in terms of what constitutes the "we", 1:0 
~I'-<'c; or simply '~I'-"c;, which becomes vjr.wally a technicaLterm. This 
question has been discussed at some length by Himmerich.22°Himme-

19 In line 1 7 I read 8o;&:~e:tv. 
20 Cf. Trouillard, "La mediation du verbe selon Plotin" . Revue Philosophique 

I46 (I956) 69, and Schwyzer, RE XXl.i, 5661. B rehier's "L'entendement, c 'est 
nous-memes", Philosophie de Plotin 77, misleadingly suggests that this is always 
so. 

21 The lack of suitable terms need not mean that the concept did not exist; d . 
A . Lesky's remarks on this problem in Homer and tragedy, Cottliche and mensch­
liche MotivieYtmg im hamerischen Epos (Heidelberg 196 1) 9. 

22 Eudaimonia eh . 8, "Bereich und Funktion des menschliehcn reb" , 92-100. 
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rich's discussion is helpful, and he has dealt with most of the important 
texts. But in his commendable desire to reduce the separation between 
the static and dynamic aspects of Plotinus' philosophy Qe has tended to 
over-emphasize the extent to whith changes in consciousness ll1<lL~~p1y 
chaIigeSiilbei!}&, As'-a-resuffllesees such-changes·taking pl~ce as the 
"we" moves from one level to another,23 and perhaps links it more 
closely with the soul than is always warranted by the evidence. This 
leads him to go so far as to talk of the "we" transcending itself.24 

If we think of it in such terms the usefulness of Plotinus' concept of 
the "we" would be seriously diminished. For some of its value lies in 
the fact that it helps him to maintain, without doing violence to the 
phenomena of the sensible world, the view that changes in activity are 
accompanied by changes in being. If the "we" were identical with the 
soul, its activity at a certain level would tend to imply the disappear­
ance of other levels and not merely their relegation to the unconscious. 
And whatever Plotinus' attitude to the sensible world may have been, 
he certainly did not go so far as to hold that its appearances were 
as completely illusory as they would in such circumstances have to be. 
lt thus seems more helpful, and more correct, to regard the "we" rather 
as a focus of conscious activity that can shift as such activity shifts 
without causing violent disruptions of the world around us. 25 

Such a view would seem to explain best how Plotinus can, within the 
space of no more than a few pages, make the following statements. He 
says that the "we" is multiple (1.1[53].9.7), and also that it may be 
taken in two ways, depending on whether or not the merely animal 
component of our being is included (1.I.IO.5-7). Yet "we" are really to 
be found at the level of rational and discursive thought (1.I.7.I6f.). The 
things below this, which form the "living being", belong to us, but we 
are above them (ib. I7f).-A-"S'imilar view is expressed in a treatise 
written slightly earlier,~~)rhere we are told that we are the 
discursive reason and sensatIon, since, unlike nous, it is always in use, is 

See also P. Hadot, Plotin au la simplicite du regard (Paris 1963) 25-39, and 
Armstrong, HLGP 224L 

23 Lac, cit" esp, 94-6, 
24 Ibid. 99, 
25 Cf. Dodds, Entretiens V, 385f.: "Soul is a continuum extending from the 

i summit of the individual <jJux'i), whose activity is perpetual intellection, through 

I
', the normal empirical self right down to the dO<UAOV, the faint psychic trace in the 
I organism; but the ego is a fluctuating spotlight of consciousness." ; d. also Pagan 

and Christian 77 n. 3. On the mobility of the "we" d. too Trouillard, Purification 
26f., and Hadot, op. cit, 31, 
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.3.3.34ff.) .. } But these are not the only answers that Plotinus 
gives. .4 Iseanswer to the question "who are 'we'?" is that before 
the coming-to-be (ye\le:(jL~) that brought us into this world we were 
"other men ... pure souls and intellect conjoined with the whole of 
Being".27 But now, though we are not cut off from Being, another man 
has come to join us and we have become a combination of the two. 
Sometimes we are the one that we were, sometimes the other that has 
been added. In the second case this is so because the first man is at the 
time inactive, and so in a way not really present (Y!.4.L4 .. 16:;;.V).28 This 
passage, and the remark that the "man" 29 coincides with the rational 
soul when we think (!.1.7.2If.), show clearly how the "we" is not bound 
to any particular level, or to a restricted range, as might be suggested 
not only by the statements that we are to be equated with our rational 
faculty, but also by the less common ones that we are really our nous. 
But it is generally put in the sphere of the higher soul. In the treatise on 
the soul it is this higher soul, to which the pleasures and pains of a body 
that belongs to us, but with which we are not identical, are reported, 
that'is the "we" or "man" (IV-4-18.g-15, d. IV·3.27.If.,3o IV. 4-43.7f.). 

It is clear then that "we" are usually to be found at the level of the 
reason. We have seen that the operations of this faculty are directed 
both towards the processing of sense-data, for which it may use the 
knowledge that it deri"ves'trornabove, and to the consideration of such 
knowledge in itseltlt may thus b~ regarded as the meeting plOice of the 

, sensible and inteJljgihle..ww:lds.:....A.nd this is where we should expect to 
'find P-loti~llS' "':£!ll..!_ a being who must live in this world but whose 
thoughts ana aspirations are directed beyond it. 

26 The view that the reason is the real self may already be found in Aristotle, 
Nicomachean Ethics 1I66a 16f., 1I68b 31ff. and lI77b 31ff. (these passages are 
noted by Theiler, Entretiens V, 448, with others which raise the question whether 
the man is the soul or the soul and body). Possible origins for Plotinus' use of 
-1)[Le:t<; and cXV-&pCUTCO<; (cf, n, 29 below) may be seen in [Plato], Axiochus 36Se and 
Alcibiades I 130C respectively: in both these passages we are equated with our 
soul. 

27 cXV-&pCUTCOL cXMOL .... tux~t )(~-&~p~t )(~t VOU<; crUV1J[L[LEVO<; 't"'ij ocTCoccrl1 oucr[q:. 
28 On this passage, and its relation to others in VI.4-S, see below 123ft. 

29 "Av-&pcuTCo<;: this word is sometimes used in a technical sense in the same 
way as -T)[Ld<;, cf. 1.4· 14. 1. 

30 On the text here see n. 7 to ch. 7. 



CHAPTER 9 

IDEAS OF INDIVIDUALS 

We have now moved through the range of faculties that make up the 
sensible man. While a part of his soul always transcends this sensible 
man, it is at the summit of his being, the reason, that Plotinus generally 
says that we exist. Here the "we", the ~!J.e:~c;, is normally to be found. 
But it can also, as we have seen, have a place in the intelligible world. 
Since it is thus mobile,! it cannot be the ultimate basis of the individ­
ual's existence or personality. To find this basis we must look at the 
transcendent area of the soul, and see how far up the scale of intelligible 
being man's individuality can be traced. Does the individual exist as 
such only at the level of Soul, or can he be found in the world of Nous 
as well? 

Since the contents of Nous are Forms, this question is equivalent to 
asking whether or not Plotinus believed in Ideas of individuals as well 
as of species. This at first sight is a question that can only present itself 
with reference to the period before he apparently decided finally that 
the undescended part of the soul reaches only as far up as the hypo­
stasis Soul, as he seems to have done in his latest treatises. 2 But it does 
not necessarily follow that the existence of Forms of particulars is 
incompatible with the demotion of the individual's intellect. It remains 
possible that Plotinus could even at this stage have thought in tenus of 
some further transcendent principle of the individual's being, a Form 
that would not be a part of his structure, but on whose existence that 
structure would nevertheless depend. Like the One, though of course in 
a different way, it might transcend the highest part of the individual 
and yet be essential to his existence. 

1 On this mobility see above IIOf. and n. 25. 
2 Cf. Armstrong [and R. A. Markus], Christian Faith and Greek Philosophy 

(London 1960) 57 and Downside Review 75 (1957) 132 and n. II. On the passage 
to which Armstrong refers in n. I I see below 121 and n. 21. 
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Unfortunately the evidence as to Plotinus' views about Forms of 
particulars does not seem to admit a clear answer. We have one treatise 
which states clearly that there are such forms (V. 7), and two passages 
that may support it (IV.3.5 and IV.3.IZ init.). On the other hand we 
have what seems to be an equally clear denial in V.9.IZ, and another in 
VI.S.S. There are also a number of texts whose interpretation seems to 
leave sufficient doubt for it to be unsafe to rely on anyone of them for a 
definite answer. But some of these may well go against the view that 
there are Ideas of individuals. 

This last group of texts is late, so that if they are to be taken as 
precluding the existence of Forms of particulars, any suggestion that 
the difficulties can be accounted for by a development in Plotinus' 
views must be discounted. It would be unlikely in any case. But even 
without this group of texts the distribution of those clear statements 
which we have mentioned already virtually forbids such an explanation. 
V.7 is the eighteenth, V.9 the fifth and VI.S the twenty-third treatise, 
so that the acceptance of Ideas of individuals (V.7) is inconveniently 
sandwiched between two denials. It might still just be possible to argue 
that V.7[IS] and VI.S[Z3] are sufficiently close together for it not to be 
altogether unreasonable to suggest that at this period Plotinus was still 
uncertain of his revised answer to the question.3 But the reappearance 
of the doctrine in IV.3[z7], if it does reappear there, and more particu­
larly its disappearance later, would make such a suggestion, speculative 
in any case, extremely difficult. It would then be necessary to propose a 
period of doubt running from V.7 to IV.3, and then a reversion to the 
original point of view. 

This would seem to be carrying speculation too far. We can do no 
more than examine the evidence at our disposal. But before going on to 
the texts themselves, it might be helpful to consider what, on general 
grounds, Plotinus' doctrine might be expected to be. Here there would 
seem to be good reasons why Ideas of individuals should figure in his 
system. Some explanation of individuation must be given. Is it form or 
matter that is the basis of differences between the members of a single 
species? If, as Aristotle held, it is matter, there is no need to look 
further. The introduction of formal principles of individual character­
istics would clearly be unnecessary. But for Plotinus matter should not 
be the cause responsible, since it has no powers or attributes in its own 

3 VI.5 is really the continuation of VI.4[22]. The intervening treatises are 1.2 
and 1.3, neither very long, and the mere fragment that is IV. I. 
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right. It is completely devoid of form: 4 in fact it is mere privation 
(crt"ep'Y)<n<;, II-4-I4-Z4). Form is merely reflected on to it from above, and 
has no effect on the nature of the matter, which retains nothing of what 
it temporarily receives (d. III.6.14.z4ff.). These features of matter 
might lead us to think that form should be responsible for all differ­
ences, and not merely for specific ones. 

In Plato's philosophy, with its greater gulf between the intelligible 
and sensible worlds, these characteristics of matter, or rather its 
complete lack of any characterization, should perhaps have led to a 
belief in Ideas of particulars. 5 At first sight this conclusion suggests 
itself in Plotinus' case too. But in his system formal principles exist at 
various stages of diffusion. The One, the cause of all form but itself 
completely lacking any form, contains all else in potency, in an indis­
tinguishable unity. In Nous there is a unity that is at the same time a 
multiplicity, although there are no real divisions. In Soul the compo­
nents are more fully separate, though unity is still maintained. This 
same deployment of an original unity, which has produced Nous and 
Soul, leads finally to the genuine multiplicity of the sensible world. 
Such progressive explication of higher principles might be thought to 
make it unnecessary to assume the actual existence of formal principles 
of particulars at the level of Nous. On the other hand it does not follow 
that anything comes into existence which has not in some way existed 
already, and, on the principle that all that is here must be in the 
intelligible world as well - exe~-&ev ~v crU[J.1t~vt"~ t"~UT~, X~L X~AA~6v(U<; exe!: 
(V.S.7.I7) - we should expect at least the potential existence of Ideas of 
individuals at that level. 

In fact the explanation that Plot in us usually gives of the multiplicity 
of existence here is based on the movement towards an ever-increasing 
diversity which we have outlined. When the contemplation which takes 
place at various degrees of intensity, proportionate to the levels of 
being, becomes so weak that the production of natural objects is its 
only result (d. III.S-4.ZS-3I), the entities in the intelligible world 
reflect themselves on to the receptacle below. Many such reflections 
may arise from a single existent above. Thus the many sensible fires, 
which may be thought of as reflections (€:AA&[J.tjJe~<;) of an archetypal fire, 
have one source which produces them all (d. VI.S.S). Yet while the 

4 C£TCOLO~ (IV.7.3.8), c£{J.oP'P0C; (VI.I.27.2), &VdaEO~ (1I.5.4.12). 
5 L. Robin, La tMorie platonicienne des idees et des nombres d'apres Aristote 

(Paris 1908) 589, suggests that Plato might have been on the way to holding that 
there were such Ideas, but he produces no evidence to show that this was so. 
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specific forms of things may be due to a multiplication of formative 
principles (Myot), the differences between individuals, other than mere 
numerical non-identity, can hardly be explained in this way. Such 
differences would have to be attributed to deficiencies in the imposition 
of form on matter. It is such deficiencies which Plotinus uses to explain 
ugliness, and in doing so he allows matter a certain resistance to form 
(d. I.8.g.II-14) which its sheer negativity would seem to forbid. 6 

Another general consideration which is relevant to the question 
under discussion is connected with the position of our intuitive intellect. 
If this is to be found at the level of Nous rather than Soul, the accept­
ance of Ideas of individuals seems to follow, since all the components of 
N ous are Ideas. But this approach can provide no complete solution 
either, since Plotinus often leaves unspecified the exact position of that 
part of the soul which remains in the intelligible. It is however from 
this angle that Plotinus proceeds to deal with the problem in the only 
place where an apparently clear affirmation of the existence of Forms 
of particulars is to be found. To an examination of this and the other 
relevant texts we must now turn. 

Let us first consider the evidence which supports the belief in Ideas 
of individuals. In V.7, a treatise specifically devoted to this question, it 
is argued that if each individual can be traced back to the sphere of 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. 7 One might object, says Plotinus, that if the original 
Socrates does not always exist as such, but is sometimes reborn as 
another, for example Pythagoras, there will be no special Form of 
Socrates in the intelligible world. But he argues that if the soul contains 
the logoi of all the individuals through whom it passes, all those 
individuals must exist there too. 8 Now each soul does contain the same 

6 Plotinus is not thereby inconsistent; see above ch. I, If. and n. 3. 
7 Cherniss takes this sentence to mean that the "ideas of individuals" (his 

quotes) Plotinus is proposing are individual souls, Aristotle's Criticism of Plato 
and the Academy I (Baltimore 1944) 508. Against this view see Rist, Plotinus, 86f. 

8 This may not mean that Socrates can become Pythagoras, but only that the 
presence of all the logoi in his soul allows for what is still essentially Socrates to 
reappear in different forms. If Socrates really "became Pythagoras" there would 
be difficulties about why Socrates should reproduce the logoi of Socrates, 
Pythagoras, X, Y, Z ... and not of A, B, C .... , rather than just being reincar­
nated as Socrates, 51, 52 ... There would also seem to be nothing to prevent the 
simultaneous existence of more than one Socrates. But we must also allow the 
possibility that Plotinus' aims in this treatise led him to give only a passing 
glance to the question of reincarnation, and perhaps even that further consider-
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number of logoi as the cosmos. And as the cosmos contains not only the 
logos of Man, but those of individual living beings, the soul too must 
contain them. We may interrupt Plotinus' argument to point out that 
the soul must derive the logoi it has from above, and so they must exist 
somehow in Nous. He now goes on to point out that unless the world 
repeats itself in cycles, the presence of the logoi of all individuals in the 
soul would mean that it contains an infinite number of such logoi. If, on 
the other hand, there is to be a periodic return involving the production 
of more particulars than the number of entities present in the intelligi­
ble pattern, one might object - this is still Plotinus' exposition - that 
there is no need for periods. Instead one archetypal Man will be 
sufficient to produce all sensible men, and a finite number of souls 
could produce an infinite number of men. He meets this objection by 
saying that one formal principle will not suffice as a model for different 
beings, or in particular one Man for particular men who differ not by 
virtue of matter, but by many thousands of formal differences. The 
creation of different beings must proceed from different logoi. One cycle 
will contain all of these, and the next will reproduce the same set again 
(V.7.I.1-24). Most of the reminder of the treatise is taken up with the 
refutation of suggested explanations, based on a theory or theories of 
generation, which are put forward to account for the differences be­
tween individuals without assuming a separate formal principle for 
each. 

Here then Plotinus accepts Ideas of individuals. Did he go so far as 
to accept an infinite number of such Ideas? In the part of his discussion 
that we have dealt with it seems that the number of such principles is 
finite, and writers on Plotinus tend to say that this was his doctrine 
with little sign of hesitation. So Zeller takes the postulation of cycles as 
a means of avoiding the infinity of the Ideas. 9 Inge writes, "Thus the 
history of the Universe contains an infinite number of vast but finite 
schemes, which have, each of them, a beginning, middle and end." 10 

Similarly Armstrong says that Plotinus mentions but dismisses the idea 
of an infinite number of Forms in favour of a finite number reproduced 
in an infinite succession of world-periods. ll On the other hand the 

ation of the implications of that doctrine contributed to the possible later 
abandonment of Forms of particulars; cf. however Rist's remarks, "Forms of 
Individuals in Plotinus", CQ n.s. 13 (1963) 228. 

9 Philosophie der Griechen III.ii4, 582. 
10 PhilOSOPhy oj Plotinus 3 I, 189, cf. also II, 56. 
11 "Plotinus" doctrine of the infinite and its significance for Christian 
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interpretation of the final sentence of V.7.1 given by Brehier, Harder 
and Cilento would support the view that in this treatise Plotinus 
envisages an infinite number of Forms of individuals.12 The sentence 
runs: TIJV ak ~v -r<Jl vo'f)-r0 cX1mptocv ou aE~ aEa~EVOCL' noccroc yocp ~v &[LEPE~, xoct 
o!ov np6E~mv, l.l-rocV ~VEPYil (V.7.I.ZSf.). Brehier, for example, translates: 
"Mais il ne faut pas craindre l'infinite que notre these introduit dans Ie 
monde intelligible; car cette infinite est en un point indivisible, et elle 
ne fait que proceder, quand elle agit." Are we to assume then, as we 
must if this interpretation is correct, that Plotinus does in the end 
decide here that there is nothing wrong with numerical infinity in the 
Ideal world after all? 13 

Such a view would accentuate the contradiction with the passages 
denying that Ideas of individuals exist at all. But that in itself is no 
ground for Fejecting the interpretation suggested for the sentence in 
question. What matters is that this interpretation seems to render 
quite pointless the previous discussion, where the periodical repetition 
of the world and its phenomena is introduced to explain how a finite 
number of Ideal archetypes is sufficient to account for all the particu­
lars that ever appear in this world. And if this is so, what need is there 
for an infinite number of such Ideal principles? One cannot say that the 
theory of cyclical repetition is discarded or superseded by this final 
sentence of Plotinus' argument, since it reappears both latel in the same 
treatise and elsewhere (in the later work IV.3-4[Z7-8], at IV.3.IZ.8ff. 
and IVA.9.6fL). 

But another interpretation of V.7.I.zSL seems to be possible. The 
first half of the sentence could easily be taken to mean that it can now 
- after the explanations just given - be seen that the introduction of 
Ideas of individuals need not involve infinity in the Ideal world, and 
that we need therefore feel no inhibitions about accepting the hypo­
thesis. The second half would most naturally mean that there is a 
potential infinity there, but that it is realized only in its manifestations 
here. This will hardly do, for we should then have an adequate expla-

thought", Downside Review 73 (1955) 51, HLGP 249; d. too Carbonara, Filosofia 
di Plotino2, 205 and M. de Gandillac, La Sagesse de Plotin2 (Paris 1966) 192. 

12 See also Harder Ib, 555f. In an earlier discussion, op. cit. In, de Gandillac 
also seems to accept that some sort of quantitative infinity in the intelligible 
world is involved. Rist's discussion in the article cited in n. 8, 224f., also implies 
that the number of Forms is infinite, but he now feels that this is wrong. 

13 That he might at least have given serious consideration to this possibility is 
suggested by the fact that his disciple Amelius accepted it as right, d. Syrianus, 
Comm. in Metaph. 147.Iff. 
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nation of all the particulars that come into existence in this world, 
without recourse to the cyclical theory. The difficulty would be solved 
if the last five words, XlXt otov 1tpOe:LOW, IhlXv e:ve:py7j, could be taken to 
refer to the result of repetition in successive cycles, and mean that in­
finity is unfolded as the original pattern (made up of a finite number of 
Ideas) reappears again and again, producing an ever-increasing number 
of particulars. The pattern, however, by virtue of its intelligible nature, 
is whole and undivided, and at the level at which it is still a pattern (e:v 
't"<{l vO"Yj't"<{l), a complete unity though made up of a plurality of compo­
nents. The force of 1tOCO"IX would then be that all the infinity that there is 
is contained, as it were, bJ 't"<{l &.[Le:pe:~, in the undivided plurality of 
intelligible being, whose action produces an infinite number of manifes­
tations. Such a meaning is given to infinity at the end of the treatise, 
where Plotinus says that the infinity of the contents of N ous and Soul 
consists in their being available all over again (V.7.3.zzf.).14 KlXt otov 
1tpOe:Lo"LV, /)'t"IXV bJe:py7j would then mean that the infinity might be said to 
advance every time the pattern acts: 15 with each cycle the total 
number of particulars in all time tends further towards infinity, or 
perhaps better, since time has no beginning, the infinite number of all 
the particulars that have ever existed grows. Though strictly speaking 
it may be nonsense, one might think of this infinity becoming more 

14 ~H xod €v vC{l, 'Ii €V <jiux1i, 1;0 &TCe~pov 1;OU1;CuV &'vocmxAw 1;WV exe!: TCpoXdpwv. 
15 Since first deciding on this interpretation I have found it embodied in a 

discussion of the passage in question by L. Sweeney, "Infinity in Plotinus" , 
Gregorianum 38 (1957) 730. But Sweeney there denies that there is any infinity 
in Plotinus' immaterial world except of a kind determined by effects - the 
hypostases are infinite by their power, an infinity of "extrinsic determination" -
(and in the case of the One an infinity of "non-entity"), and regards the One and 
the lower hypostases as parallel in this respect. He fails to take into account 
other types of infinity which Plotinus was prepared to admit, and so his view 
cannot be said to be sufficiently firmly based. For a criticism of Sweeney's 
article (loc. cit. 515-35 and 713-32) see W. N. Clarke, "Infinity in Plotinus: a 
reply", Gregorianum 40 (1959) 75-98. But in dealing with Nous and Soul Clarke 
seems to go too far in the other direction, and finds an infinity of being in both, 
albeit relative to what is below. But the idea of a relative infinity, though it may 
be implicit in Plotinus' thought, does not appear before Porphyry at the earliest 
- perhaps in Sententiae XXXI - d. Dodds, Proclus, note to prop. 93. Sweeney 
defends his thesis against Clarke in "Plotinus revisited", in the same vol. of 
Gregorianum, 327-31, but in a later paper he admits that the One is intrinsically 
infinite, "Another Interpretation of Enneads VI.7.32", Modern Schoolman 38 
(1961) 298ff. The question of the One's infinity should now have been settled by 
the excellent treatment in Rist's Plotinus, ch. 3. For infinity as a divine per­
fection d. also R. Mondolfo, L'infinito net pensiero dell' antichita classica (Flo­
rence 1956) 527f. A balanced account of Plotinus' doctrine of infinity is given by 
Armstrong in the article cited in n. II, 47ff. 
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infinite by the addition of the particulars produced III each new 
period. 16 

This interpretation seems to be required by Plotinus' views on 
infinity. Actual numerical or quantitative infinity in the Ideal world he 
will not allow. When used of Nous the word am:tpLOC, normally but 
sometimes misleadingly translated "infinity", may refer to the lack of 
impassable demarcations between its "parts" (d. VIA-I4.5-8), to its 
ability to reach everywhere always (VI.SA-13ff.), or to the fact that 
nothing exists outside Nous so that it could limit it (VI.z.ZI.9-U).17 
In the treatise On Numbers (VI.6[34J) Plotinus points out that infinity 
and number are incompatible, and asks why we talk about infinite 
number. Perhaps, he suggests, it is in the same way as that in which we 
may speak of an infinite line, which we can do only by thinking of one 
longer than the longest existing one, and not because such a line 
actually exists. When we come to the intelligible world we may say that 
there is an infinite line, but it is infinite only in that limit cannot be 
part of its definition, and not because it cannot be traversed (VI.6.17. 
I-IS). in a similar way intelligible number is in fact limited. While we 
can think of a number greater than the greatest number here, there it is 
impossible to add to the number given, because the addition is already 
there, since all number is. There is no basis for further additions. So 
number too is infinite in a special way, namely in that it cannot be 
measured by something external (d. VI.6.I8.Iff.). In fact Plotinus even 
denies that there is an infinite number of sensible objects, and so that 
the number applicable to these is infinite (VI.6.z.zf.). Much earlier the 
fact that it would involve an actual numerical infinite had been used to 
show that total interpenetration (xpiicrtc; at' o/..O\)) is impossible (IV.7[zJ. 
82.r8-z1). 

The proposed interpretation of V.7.r thus seems to be confirmed. We 
have then a clear statement that there are Forms of particulars, and we 
see that the number of these is finite. One reservation, however, should 
be mentioned. Harder has suggested that this treatise represents a 
conversation of Plotinus with himself. IS This is possible, and if Harder 
is right it could be that Plotinus is simply rehearsing the arguments 
without actually committing himself to any of the views expressed. But 

16 The number of particulars present in anyone period is of course no more 
infinite than is the number of their ideal intelligible archetypes. 

17 See further Armstrong, ibid. 5If. 
18 "ein Selbstgesprach", Plotins SeMi/ten lb, 555. 
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there seems to be no sufficient evidence for assuming that the con­
clusion is not Plotinus' own. 

One other passage may well support the existence of Forms of 
particulars. In IV.3.5 we read: "this also applies to the souls which are 
next in order and attached to each nous, being intelligible represen­
tations (logoi) of the intellects and more fully deployed than they are, 
having become, one might say, much from little .... (lines 8-II).19 
Given these words alone one must allow the possibility that Plotinus 
has in mind here that each nous produces a group of souls, rather than 
that each nous has a single dependent soul which is a deployment of 
what exists in a more compact form in that nous. The rest of the 
chapter might lead one to think that the second of these interpretations 
is correct, but does not rule out the first. The question under discussion 
is whether the soul of Socrates still exists as such when we come to its 
highest part which is not in the body. Plotinus answers that it does: no 
things that are (6v"t"oc) can cease to exist, for even the intellects in the 
intelligible, which form a unity, retain their identity, by otherness. So 
too, he continues with the words we have quoted, the souls which come 
next in the order of existence are one and many. Here, and in what 
follows, the plurality of intellects is used for purposes of comparison, 
and there is nothing that must mean that there are as many intellects 
as there are souls. The same may be said of a sentence in the following 
chapter which tells us that the world soul can look towards the whole 
of Nous whereas the individual souls look rather to their own partial 
intellects (IV.3.6.I5-I7).2o This suggests more strongly than anything 
in chapter 5 that each soul has a nous to which it and no other soul is 
attached. Such would seem to be the most natural sense of "to their 
own partial intellects". But once again the possibility that groups of 
souls are attached to each nous cannot be excluded. In that case all 
human souls would be attached to the nous that is the Idea of Man, all 
horses' souls to the nous that is the Idea of Horse, and so on. In favour 
of the contrary view we might refer back to the remark at the beginning 
of chapter 5 that none of the things that are perishes (&7tOAe:~"t"OC~ OU3EV 
"t"WV CSV""C"<uv). This is used to support the existence of Socrates' soul apart 
from its existence in a body, and the words "they do not perish" (OUK 
&7tOAOUV"t"OC~) are applied to the intellects that retain their identity in 

19 Oihw 't"o[vuv )(IXt <jJuXIXl .1:<PE~1j<; )(IX3-' E)(IXO"'t"OV vouv i~"I)p't""I)!LivIXL, MyOL VWV OUo"IXL 
)(IXt i~ELALY!LevIXL !Lii).Aov l\ hE~VOL, ofov 1tOAU .1:~ OA[YOU YEv6!LEVIXL, •..• 

20 "Eo"'t"L 8e )(IXt TIJv !LEV 1tpo<; 't"ov OAOV VOUV t8E~V, Ta<; 81: !LOCAAOV 1tpOe; TOUe; IXUTWV TOU<; 
f;V f1,epEL. 
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spite of their unity. One could argue that this implies that Socrates' 
soul should also exist among these intellects in a recognisable form. On 
the other hand its survival at the level of Soul would suffice to ensure 
that it did not disappear from the things that are, ,,~ ()VTIX: the ex­
pression is not here used in the technical sense of components of Nous. 
Further the point that nothing passes out of existence refers primarily 
to the doctrine that unity is not, in the intelligible, incompatible with 
plurality. To sum up, the balance of probability is perhaps in favour of 
taking this passage to contain the belief in Forms of individuals, but it 
cannot be at all certain that it does. 21 The same may be said of some 
remarks at IV.3.I2.I-5 about nous staying above when the souls 
descend. 22 As a result V.7 in the only unambiguous affirmation of the 
existence of Ideas of particulars. 

We must now pass to some texts which deny the existence of Forms 
of particulars and some which may do so. Two texts are clearly such 
denials. In V.g.I2 Plotinus writes that we must say that there are Ideas 
of the universal, not of Socrates, but of Man. 23 Going on to ask whether 
individual characteristics, such as being snub-nosed or hook-nosed, 
come from the Ideal archetype, he argues that they are included in the 
Idea of Man as differentiae. But that a particular man should have a 
particular snub-nose is due to matter. Similarly matter and place 
determine some differences of colour, while others are included in the 
formal principle. 

The second passage, which seems to have escaped notice, is to be 

21 Cilento, "Psyche", Parola del Passato 16 (1961) 209, uses it as evidence for 
the belief in Ideas of individuals, but he considers that our souls are part of N ous 
and not Soul. 

22 Armstrong, Downside Review 75 (1957) 132 n. II, and Brehier do take vouc; 
in line 4 here as referring to individual intelligences. Otherwise Cilento, and 
possibly Harder. 

23 As it stands the next sentence, emcrxE1tTeOV 8e: 1tEpt ocv&p6mou, d xed {; xlX&e­
XlXcrTIX (lines 3f.), looks at first sight as if it reopens the question about ideas of 
individual men. It is so read by Brehier and Rist, CQ n.s. 13 (1963) 224. But it is 
unlikely that Plotinus would have said we must consider whether there are Ideas 
of individual men just after he has said there are Ideas of the universal, not of 
Socrates but of Man. Nor would the announcement of a question about Ideas of 
individual men fit what comes after, namely a discussion about the status of 
particular characteristics. This was clearly felt by Harder and Cilento, who 
translate the sentence as if it referred to particular characteristics and not to 
particular men (see also Cherniss, op. cit. (n. 7) 508). But though this is the sense 
required, {; XIX&tX<xcrT<X will not yield it. The difficulty can be met by supplying an 
accent and reading the neuter relative 15: this would fit with the following TO 
x<x&ex<xcrTOV. 'EmcrxE1tTEOV 81: 1tEpt OCV&p6l1tOU would then simply introduce the next 
point after the assertion that there is a Form of &v&P<U1tOc;. 
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found in VI.4-5. Discussing how particulars participate in Forms, 
Plotinus argues that it is by being separate from the matter, and not in 
it, that the Idea of Fire is able to inform all fiery matter (d. VI.5.8.15-
25). The unity of the Idea makes it possible for it to inform what is not a 
unity, and it is present as a whole to the matter which it informs. The 
suggestion that the Form provides different parts of itself to different 
parts of matter is dismissed, on the grounds that it would be ridiculous 
to introduce a plurality of Ideas of fire so that each separate fire should 
be informed by a separate Idea (which is what the division of the 
original Idea would in fact amount to). This, says Plotinus, will not do, 
because it would lead to an infinite number of Ideas (d. VI.5.8.35-42). 
He also argues that problems about division would arise in the case of a 
single continuous fire or one whose size had been increased (ib. 42-6). 

The first of these passages leaves no room for doubt about Plotinus' 
intentions, the second but little. While V.9.12 deals expressly with 
Forms of individual men, VI.5.8 talks about the Idea of Fire. Rist 
thinks that it is therefore not incompatible with the existence of Ideas 
of individual men. 24 As far as unquestionable demonstration is concern­
ed Rist is right. But it should be noted that fire is originally taken as a 
specific case of how matter participates in an Idea, which is the subject 
under discussion in this chapter. The elements are taken as cases for 
examination, and fire is chosen as their representative (lines 22-5). 
Further, I can see no reason for thinking that Plotinus admitted Forms 
of individuals for only some of the things of which he held that there 
were Ideas. 25 One might refer to Plotinus' argument about difficulties 
arising from the fact that particulal fires can merge OF increase and be 
continuous, and point out that in this respect they di.ffer from men. 26 

But Plotinus only mentions continuity as the second of two arguments 
against the existence of individual Ideas of fire, which have already 
been rejected on other grounds. Even if it were the only one, Plotinus' 
methods of refutation 27 suggest that one should not infer that only the 
attribute of continuity in a number of particulars is a bar to the 

24 Cf. Plotinus 255, n. 9 to ch. 7. Rist makes the point against the article which 
forms the substance of this chapter, "Did Plotinus believe in Ideas of Individu­
als ?", Phronesis II (1966) 61ff., where I probably adduced VI.5.S as negative 
evidence too confidently. 

25 He seems to have shared with the young Socrates in the Parmenides, 130c, 
the refusal to admit Forms of mud and dirt (cf. V.9.14.6-II), but probably for 
other reasons: he would have explained the particulars as deficiencies in the 
imposition of form on matter. 

26 So Rist in an as yet unpublished reply to the article mentioned in n. 24. 
27 See above 12f. and n. 12, and 51ff. 
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existence of particular Forms. Plotinus is always likely to throw in any 
argument relevant to the specific case he is discussing. Finally, one 
might say that Plotinus would be more interested in Forms of individu­
al men than of other things. This would be true, but from it one may 
only conclude that he would pay more attention to the latter and not 
that he would accept only these while rejecting the others. 

In view of all this, VI.5.8 should be counted with V.9.12. We must 
next consider a series of texts whose meaning is less clear, or which are, 
in some cases at least, open to an interpretation other than the obvious 
one. 

In the same treatise VI-4-S there is an apparent contradiction about 
our status in the intelligible world which has been noted and discussed 
by Arnou. 28 Two passages referring to this status would seem at first 
sight to give different answers to the question whether or not we exist 
as particulars there. The first (VI+14.17ff.) says that before our birth 
we were other men, and particular ones, pure souls and nous in contact 
with the whole of reality, parts of the intelligible from which we were 
neither distinct nor isolated. Now another man has been added to the 
original one, the one that each of us was there, and we are the combi­
nation of the two. But now, says Arnou, turning to the second text 
(VI.S.12.16ff.), from the All (rtiie;) that we were we have become 
individuals ('nvc:e;) by virtue of the addition of non-being. The state of 
being All can be regained by the removal of accretions. The first text, 
writes Arnou, says that we were individuals in the intelligible world, 
the second that we were the All. 

Before setting out to reconcile the contradiction he sees here, Arnou 
rightly discounts the possibility of a development, for the two treatises 
are in fact one. Whatever the exact sense of the first passage, it allows 
that there was more than one man there. Going on to ask whether this 
does in fact mean that we were each there individually, Arnou answers 
that it does, on the grounds that Plotinus believed in Ideas of Indi­
viduals. 29 

Yet this belief appears to be rejected in the sixth chapter of VI.S, 
where the Ideal Man, Q &vi}pWrtOC; Q XIX't"OC TIjv t3tIXV, is opposed to the man 
in matter. The Ideal Man is said to have come to the particular man 
and becomes a particular man ('ne; ocvi}pWrtOc;). The man who exists in 

28 Desir, 204-8. 
29 For this he refers to V.7: the nature of our discussion does not, of course, 

allow us to use this as evidence here. Arnou makes no mention of V.9. 12. 
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matter 7tOAAOUe; e7tOL1jcre: 'TOUe; IXU'TOUe; &v&pC:moue;. Arnou argues 30 that this 
does not mean that the Ideal Man has produced a multiplicity of men, 
but that the individual has unfolded and deployed his model. But then 
comes an expression which seems to be fatal to his interpretation: "it is 
one thing stamped, as it were, like a seal on many" (eo-'Ttv ~v n olov 
evcr'PplXy~~6(Le:vov ev 7tOMO~C;, lines 10L). Arnou, who has already remarked 
that Plotinus at the beginning of the passage points out that it is a 
comparison (olov eL, line 6), attempts to solve the difficulty about the 
words quoted by saying that this is just where the comparison breaks 
down. Plotinus, he says, thinks that it is not exact and indicates this 
with the words oU'/. o(hwc; in line 12. 

Having thus, as he thinks, succeeded in showing that we were there 
as individuals, Arnou reconciles the two original passages, those in 
VI-4-14 and VI.S.12, by saying that we were there as individuals 
('TLVe:C;), but because we were there without being separate (ou O~IXXe:XP~­
(LEVO~), we were there after the manner of the intelligibles, and in this 
sense All, as parts of the intelligible. But since we were not in the 
sensible world we were not really a part. "Parties du Tout mais restant 
dans Ie Tout ne faisant qu'un avec Ie Tout, nous n'etions pas isoles; 
encore une fois nous etions nve:c; et nous ne l'etions pas." 

Arnou's discussion makes no reference to the passage in VI.S.8, on 
the Idea of Fire, which we have noted in the previous section. Unless 
this passage can be explained away, and I do not think it can,31 we are 
left with a serious inconsistency between it and the text in VI.S.6, as 
interpreted by Arnou, as well as with the other two passages which he 
takes to contain the same doctrine. But let us re-examine his treatment. 
Even without the evidence from VI.S.S, Arnou's contention that such 
an apparently plain statement as the one that the Idea of Man is, as it 
were, stamped on the many individuals, should not be taken too 
seriously, on the grounds that this is the very point where the compari­
son breaks down, must excite suspicion. It must not be forgotten that 
the purpose of the comparison is to throw light on how intelligible 
being can be everywhere as a whole. Now the argument after the words 
we are considering runs: "The Man himself and each thing in itself (i.e. 
each Idea) and the whole totality of being are not in the many in this 
way, but the many are in it, or rather about it. Whiteness is everywhere 
in a different way from that in which the soul of each individual is the 

30 Against Bouillet, whom he accuses of neglecting od)',ou~, perhaps wrongly as 
Bouillet in his translation combines this sentence with the next. 

31 But see above IZzf. 
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same in every part of its body: this is how Being is everywhere." (VI.S. 
6.II-1S).32 It seems clear that the point is that the comparison is 
inexact in that the seal-impressions involve two things inappropriate to 
an accurate representation of how intelligible being may be present as a 
whole at separate points. Firstly, the presence of the archetype in the 
reproduction, and not vice-versa, and secondly, the divided existence -
as in the case of colouring on separate surfaces - of what is in fact 
present in different places without its unity being infringed, just like 
soul in the different parts of the body. Here, surely, is where the parallel 
breaks down, and not in the production of many images from one 
pattern. It is with the relation of parts of Being to the whole that 
Plotinus is concerned (ib. 1-4). 

We have still to explain the 1"00e; O:U1"00e; &'v3-p6l1tOUe; of line 9. Arnou 
takes this as the plural of 6 O:U1"Oe; &v3-pW7tOe;, the Idea of Man. This is 
certainly a possible meaning, but not the only possible one. The words 
could also mean that the men are the same, and so 7tOAA00e; E7toblcrc: 1"OUe; 
0:';1"00e; &'y3-p6.l1tOUC; would simply mean that the derivation of sensible 
man from the Ideal Man had led to the production of a multiplicity of 
(qua men) identical men. This is the interpretation of Harder and 
Cilento,33 and our examination of the rest of the argument shows that it 
is the one that must be accepted. We must conclude that Ideas of 
individuals have no place in VI.S.6. 

But what of the passage in VI.4.14? We may accept Arnou's con­
clusion that there is no incompatibility between the assertion of 
individual existence in the intelligible world, and the view that the 
individual is there equivalent to the whole, which we find in VI.S.I2. 
But if there are no Ideas of individuals, how can the individual exist in 
the Ideal world? Have we removed the contradiction between VI.S.8 
and Arnou's view of VI.S.6 only to be faced with another between both 
these passages (instead of just VI.S.8) and VI.4.14? This is certainly 
the case if all three refer to the same level of being. But it is not 
necessary that they should. Throughout this treatise there are changes 
of subject. Sometimes Plotinus discusses Nous, sometimes Soul, and 
sometimes both together, the intelligible (1"0 VO"YJ1"6V) in the more general 
sense. In particular we may note that the introductory remarks to 

32 AUTO 81: 6f.v&pW1tO~ KlXt IXUTO ~KIX'HOV KlXt /)AOV TO 1tiiv DUX o{hw~ tv 1toAAok &AAO: 
TO: 1tOAAO: tv IXUTij), [LiiAAOV 81: 1tept lXuT6. "AAAov YO:P Tp61toV TO AWKOV 1tIXVTIXXOU KlXt ij 
<jJux-i) ExacrTou tv 1tIXVTt [L€pe:L TOU crW[LIXTO~ ij IXUTIj' o(hw YO:P KlXt TO OV 1tIXVTIXXOU. 

33 Brehier's version is different, but agrees in referring TOU~ IXUTOU~ &v&pW1tOU~ 
to sensible men. 
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VI-4-14 show that this chapter is concerned with Soul, as preceding 
ones have been. Admittedly Soul is said to contain voec;, but since these 
are parts of the totality of Soul we must assume that they are either voec; 
in the loose sense of reasons, or human intellects that Plotinus here 
regards as existing at this level rather than at the higher one of Nous. 
They are, therefore, not Ideas, as is the Man of VI.S.6. Thus the 
individuality with which Plotinus is here concerned must be that of the 
individual soul. And to this Arnou's remarks may properly be applied. 

Plotinus does not then seem to have held that there were Forms of 
particulars when he wrote VIA-So Some texts from later works point in 
the same direction, but most of them leave some room for doubt. In the 
third treatise on the categories Plotinus criticizes Aristotle's distinction 
between primary and secondary substance (VI.3[44].9.19-42). He 
objects to the idea implied in Aristotle's classification that the particu­
lar is in some way prior to, and the cause of, the universal. One of his 
points is this: "Socrates did not himself bestow on what was not a man 
the essence of man, but the man on Socrates. For the individual man 
exists by participation in man." (lines 27-30).34 The meaning that most 
readily presents itself is that Socrates exists as a man by participation 
in the Form of Man. The Platonic term fLe't"&A"f)tJ;~c;, participation, 
supports this interpretation. But it is possible that Plotinus is merely 
arguing ad hominem, and pointing out that the existence of Socrates is 
not a prerequisite for the existence of the general class of men: X may 
be a man even if there is no Socrates, while Socrates' manhood depends 
on his membership of the species man. A similar line of thought may be 
all that is behind the previous remarks on the relation of particular 
manifestations of a science or quality to the universal. Certainly the 
discussion that follows, about the relation of form to form in matter, 
and the priority of the former, seems to be couched in Aristotelian 
terminology and concepts. The only necessarily Platonic or Plotinian 
idea is that a logos in matter is "worse" than one free of it (lines 32-4). 
And the introduction of this point need not imply that Plotinus is 
arguing in his own terms all the time. If he were, it might even be 
possible to find room for the belief in Ideas of individuals. It is not 
impossible that Plotinus' train of thought could be this: the Idea of 
Man is prior to the Idea of Socrates, therefore the sensible Socrates is 
posterior to men in general. It seems quite likely then that Plotinus is 
here thinking of species-forms only, but not improbable that he is not" 

34 0 L<ilXP<X"n)<; OUX OCUTO<; ~1l<ilX€ T<r fJ.7) &'v'&PW7t(p TO dVOCI &'v'&PW7t(p, Ii).).' 60(\I&pw7tO 
T<r L<ilXP<XT€I' fJ.E:TOC).TjIjie:1 yap a\l'&PW7tOU 6 Tt<; O(v&pW7to<;. 
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talking about Forms at ali, and just possible that he might be assuming 
Forms of particulars after all. 35 

There is also some room for doubt about an earlier passage in VI.I-3 
[42-44J. In discussing the structure of Nous Plotinus says that one 
cannot there grasp anything that is numerically single or an individual 
(chofLov). Whatever you may lay hold of is an doo~, since there is no 
matter there (VI.2.22.1I-13). That this is not merely a reference to the 
lack of frontiers between the parts of Nous, so that doo~ could mean 
"Form" and still refer to the Idea of an individual, is made clear by the 
sequel, where the word is opposed to y€VO~, class, and must therefore 
mean species. We are told too that doY) provide a limit for prior doY) till 
the EaXrJ.'T:OV doo~, the intima species is reached (ib. 15-17). In itself this 
passage would seem to rule out any belief in Ideas of individuals. The 
only difficulty is that the statements we have referred to are made in 
the course of a discussion of various Platonic texts. 36 It is therefore 
possible to argue that Plotinus' remarks are coloured by the task in 
hand. rhus Trouillard suggests that in this passage he is making 
concessions to Plato in avoiding the introduction of Ideas of individu­
als. 37 But Plotinus is hardly notorious for altering his views to make 
his exegesis of texts conform to the spirit of his Master's writings! So 
we should probably be right in taking this passage to mean that Plot i­
nus himself does not here believe in Forms of particulars. And if he did 
not believe in them here, we have further grounds for not seeing them 
in VI.3, a part of the same treatise. This does not, however, justify us 
in maintaining that the passage from VI.3 contains a definite rejection 
of Ideas of individuals. 

One further discussion in the VIth Ennead may well preclude Ideas 
of individuals. This is concerned with the attributes of the Ideal Man. 
Even in the Ideal world he is not just nous but has sensation and every­
thing else that is necessary for life here, so that the Form should be 
complete, and thus able fully to inform matter (VI.7[38J.3.IOff.). These 

35 It may be worth recalling that in VI.3 Plotinus is directly concemed only 
with the categories of the sensible world. 

36 From Tim. 3ge in lines 1-3, Parm. 144b in lines qf., Phil. 16e in lines 18f. 
37 Purification 76f. Trouillard makes his position less unacceptable by pointing 

out that Plotinus manages to extract from his texts the existence of individuality 
at the level of Soul, and claiming that this means that individuality is retained in 
the world of Ideas since it is still present in the intelligible. Trouillard argues in 
support that Plotinus is not always clear about the boundary between the top of 
Soul and Nous. But while this is true of the individual there seems to be little 
room for enough doubt about the boundary between the hypostases to permit 
the acceptance as an Idea of something that exists only in Soul. 
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statements are justified in the following chapters (4-7)' and the whole 
discussion is given in terms of a singular man. Certainly one's impres­
sion on reading it is that Plotinus is concerned only with a species-form. 
But there seems to be nothing in this section that makes it impossible 
that he should be dealing with just one of many Ideas of men, as 
opposed to the sensible counterpart of the same Idea. Later he talks of 
Ideas being at the lower end of a sort of vertical section through N ous, 
as a way of explaining how a horse, for example, may still be a nous. 
The descent down one such section, which is one nous, may finish with a 
horse or some other animal. Nails, claws, horns or sharp teeth may be 
added (VI.7.9.20-46). Again we seem to be concerned with species. And 
if species-forms come at the bottom of N ous there is no room for 
individual Forms which would have to be lower still. But once again it 
would be possible for an advocate of the belief in Ideas of individuals to 
show that Plotinus is not necessarily talking about species-forms. He 
would however have some difficulty with the first lines of chapter 8.38 

He would have even more with some remarks about the Idea of a plant 
in chapter II. There Plotinus says that the immanent formal principle 
which is responsible for a sensible plant's existence is either the First 
Plant (-ro npw-rov cpu-r6v) or not, in which case the First Plant is above it 
and causes it. And that is one, whereas plants here are many and 
necessarily derived from it (lines 10-15).39 

Finally we may refer to a text from the last group of treatises. In the 
course of an argument to show that we should not expect this world to 
display the same standards of beauty and goodness as its Ideal model, 
Plotinus writes as follows: "for instance, if someone was looking for 
the most beautiful man that we can perceive by our senses he would not, 
presumably, expect him to be the same as the man in Intellect, but 
would be satisfied with what his maker had done if he had so dominated 
him, even though he was held in flesh and sinews and bones, by the 
formative principle, that he made these things beautiful, and the 
formative principle was able to come into flower on the matter." (III.z 
[47].7.6-12).40 Here too the comparison would seem to be of the 

38 His difficulty would be greater if he had to explain the phrase tTmo.; OAO'; in 
line I, as he would have to do if the hitherto accepted reading were correct. In 
fact H-S' collation shows that it appears only in one of the primary MSS which 
otherwise have OAW<;. "OAW'; might leave room for individual Ideas of the animals 
mentioned, but the sentence still suggests species-forms. Theiler retains IIAo,;. 

39 Kcxl ycXP tXeLVO ev, TCXUTCX Il~ 1tOAAcX xcxl eX<p' EVO<; €~ eXvciYX7)<;. 
40 otov, d TL<; ecrx6m:L TOV ,xv'&PW1tOV TOV CXtcr.&7)TOV IIcrTL<; XctAALcrTO';, OUX <Xv 1l1)1tOU T(l' 

Ev vi{> eXv.&pW1t<:' ~~[wcrE: TOV CXUTOV dVCXL, an' tXE:LVO a1tollE:lleX'&CXL TOU 1tOL7)TOU, d lIf1.w<; 
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sensible man with the single Ideal archetype of all men. But again it is 
open to argue that what the passage means is that even the paragon 
described falls short of the Ideal principle which is his highest and 
truest self in Nous, and that this principle is peculiar to one man. 

Thus several of the texts we have just examined seem to allow of 
differing interpretations. But none of them clearly affirms a belief in 
the existence of Forms of particulars. It can be claimed that they do 
not rule out such a belief. Yet in each case the interpretation which 
either does not require it or does not permit it seems more likely. In 
one case, the passage from VI.7, we see that Plotinus is definitely 
thinking of species-forms and is probably doing so in a way which 
excludes Forms of Individuals. And that from VI.z may well do so too. 
All these texts come from late treatises. VI.7[38] is the earliest of the 
group. If Plotinus did reject Forms of particulars there and accept 
them elsewhere in his late writings, we should have to assume more 
fluctuations in his attitude to this question. His answer would then be 
"no" jn V.9[S], "yes" in V.7[I8], "no" in VI-4-S[zz-3], perhaps "yes" 
in IV.3[z7], "no" in VI.7[38] and probably VI.Z[43J, and "yes" again 
thereafter. Such a development is difficult to accept, but since Plotinus 
apparently changed his mind twice, in V.7 and VI-4-S, it cannot be 
claimed that he could not have done so again. One can only say that it 
is perhaps less likely that he did than that he did not. But in view of the 
balance of probabilities as far as the interpretation of individual texts 
is concerned, it is probably safe to say that Plotinus in his last period 
said nothing about Forms of individuals and may well have dropped 
his belief in them. Even if none of these texts actually preclude Forms 
of individuals, it seems strange that he said nothing for so long about 
what would to him have been an important doctrine. While his silence 
does not constitute proof, it is not entirely insignificant. 

Is there any hope of reconciling his divergent positions? Scholars 
who have dealt with this problem and tried to do so have tended to 
treat it as a question of reconciling V.9 and V.7. By doing so they 
naturally make their task far easier than it is: the evidence from the 
latest treatises must cast doubt on, and may invalidate, any conclusion 
which states that Plotinus was always prepared to accept Forms of 
particulars, or that he worked towards such an acceptance in V.7. Even 
if the conclusions of our previous paragraph are not accepted, the 

tv crlXp~t KlXt VEUPOtC; KlXt OcrT':Ot~ ISVTIX KIXT':AIX(3e: Tij) A6y<t>, (},cr-re: KlXt TIXUTIX KIXMUVlXt KlXt 
TOV Myov 8uv"I)&'ijvlXt £rrlXv&e:1:v -r'ii \iA11. 
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evidence from VI-4-S is enough to show that he rejected the belief on a 
later occasion. 

With these reservations let us look at the solutions proposed. F. 
Heinemann tried to cut the Gordian knot and simply denied the authen­
ticity of V.7,41 but naturally enough he has found no support for his 
view. Brehier tries to narrow the difference by maintaining that V.g.1Z 
admits intelligible origins for the different races of men, and that hook­
nosedness and snub-nosedness are characteristics of such formal 
principles.42 But the Greek seems to mean that they are things 
contained in the Idea of Man. In a note ad. loco he says that a compari­
son of this passage with V.7 suggests that the differences as far as those 
between races are due to "preformation", while any further differenti­
ation is accidenta1.43 Apart from the objection to his view of V.g.1Z we 
have just mentioned, this suggestion hardly fits with the doctrine of 
V.7. It could only be supported by giving much more weight than is due 
to the various ideas canvassed in the second and third chapters of this 
treatise and paying insufficient attention to the first. Trouillard at 
least pays attention to passages from other treatises, though we have 
suggested that his remarks on VI.z.zz are at least questionable. 44 He 
notes that V.g.1Z admits differences arising from matter, and says that 
this position is approximately the same as that in V.7.3 which allows 
differences between individuals to arise from defects of form.45 He 
concludes that the remark at the beginning of V.g.1Z, that there is no 
Idea of Socrates, but only of Man, is just a question or an objection 
inserted in the exposition.46 This is hardly suggested by the run of the 
argument. Another difficulty in Trouillard's suggestion is that accord­
ing to V.g.1Z differences between all individuals are due to matter, 

41 Plotin. Forschungen uber die plotinische Frage, Plotins Entwicklung und sein 
System (Leipzig 1921) 63-73. Heinemann's views on questions of authenticity 
and development are criticized by Brehier in his Notices and notes, passim, and 
Harder, Gnomon 4 (1928) 647-52. See too above ch. 1,4 and n. 10. 

42 Notice to V.9, vol. V, 159. 
43 Ibid. 171 n. I. 
44 See 127 above and n. 37. Other passages which he discusses (Purification 

76ff.) in the furtherance of his view that N ous contains individuals are concerned 
with individuality at the level of Soul. On this see n. 37. It is interesting to note 
that he takes IV.3.5 as referring only to the soul of Socrates. 

45 Purification 76. 
46 Ibid. Some such idea is presumably what enabled O. Hamelin, La tMorie de 

l'intellect d'apres Aristote et ses commentateurs. Publie par E. Barbotin (Paris 1953) 
45 and n. 99, to quote this chapter and V.9. 10 as evidence that Plotinus held th~t 
there are Forms of particulars. Hamelin also gives VL7.14 as evidence for thIS 
doctrine: this seems quite unjustified. 
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while the remark he mentions in V.7.3, at line 6, is concerned only with 
differences between the offspring of the same parents. Moreover 
Plotinus seems to deny in the sequel that even such differences are not 
due to formal principles. It does seem then that we must reject the 
view that V.g and V.7 embody the same doctrine. 47 

More attractive is a suggestion made by Himmerich, that the 
question is left open in V.g and given a positive answer in V.7. 48 But he 
appears to base his view on the acceptance of Brehier's remarks about 
"preformation",49 and seems to think that Brehier's version, which he 
misquotes, justifies these.5o A solution somewhat similar to Himme­
rich's is proposed by Rist in an article on this subject, in which he 
confines himself to V.7 and V.g.51 Starting from the questionable 
assumption that in V.9.IZ Plotinus is out to make a case for Forms of 
individuals, at least of individual men,52 he suggests that in V.9 he is 
still rather hesitant about how far individuality is due to form, and 
that his views develop to the acceptance of Ideas of individuals which 
appears later in V.7. 53 But the fact remains that in V.7 we find Ideas of 
particular men while such Ideas are rejected in V.9. 

It does seem then that we are faced with a genuine inconsistency 
between V.9 and V.7.54 In fact, if we discount the somewhat indecisive 
evidence from IV.3, this inconsistency may well be one between V.7 and 
the rest of Plotinus' work, for we have seen that there is evidence that 
he rejected Forms of particulars afterwards. If Harder were right about 
V.7, and if we could infer that Plotinus was not there committing 
himself to Forms of individuals,55 there would be no serious problem. 
We could simply say that Plotinus rejected Forms of individuals in an 
eady treatise and on one or more occasions thereafter considered the 

47 Carbonara, Filosofia di Plotino 191 n. 34 reports some other explanations of 
the two passages in question and adds one of his own, but these either fail to 
attach sufficient importance to V.7 or do not explain why there should be two 
different statements of an assumed single view. 

48 Eudaimonia 88. 
49 Ibid. 86. 
50 Cf. ibid. 186, n. 4 to ch. 7. Brehier translates: "11 faut dire qu'il y a des 

idees des universaux, non pas de Socrate, mais de l'homme." Himmerich omits 
"des idees": a standard scribal error on which the note depends. On Brehier's 
explanation of these texts see above. 

51 CQ n.s. 13 (1963) 223-231. 
52 Ibid. 224. 

53 Ibid. 227. 
54 This conclusion is not new. It was reached by Zeller, Philosophie der Grie­

chen III.ii4, 58rf. Zeller admits that his attempt at conciliation is unsuccessful. 
55 See II9f. above. 
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question again without coming to any positive conclusion, and some­
times reaching a negative one. But on the premise that V.7 does affirm 
that Forms of individuals exist our inconsistency remains. If it is to be 
removed, it can probably only be done by showing that V.7 is no more 
than an ad hominem argument against the theory, or theories, of 
generation there discussed. But I see no way of doing this. The sug­
gestion is only a guess. It would receive some support if it could be 
shown that Plotinus did not really believe in the theory of cyclical 
return. One would have to show convincingly that in other passages 
where this theory is mentioned (IV.3.12 and IV.4.9) it is not to be 
taken seriously. The fact that both refer to Zeus might tempt one to see 
an indication of this, but while Zeus does not always refer to the same 
hypostasis (d. IV.4.10), the use of his name does not seem to justify the 
assumption that such passages are somehow mythical. The appearance 
of Zeus is not incompatible with the exposition of serious doctrine, and 
Plotinus expounds no strange or unusual views in the rest of the two 
passages in question. And if this doctrine of periodic return could be 
shown to be un-Plotinian, we should also have to show that there is no 
connection between it and the doctrine of reincarnation. 56 Only if these 
obstacles could be overcome could we perhaps go on to argue that the 
cyclical theory does not belong to Plotinus' own system, but is intro­
duced in V.7 to refute on his own terms a Stoic, or Stoicizing, opponent 
for whom the doctrine of periodic return would be a cardinal principle. 

The difficulties seem too great, and therefore we must accept that 
Plotinus did not hold consistent views on the existence of Ideas of 
individuals. 57 At most he sometimes believed in them. And so we must 
conclude that we are unable to give a definite answer to the problem we 
set out to solve. The permanent basis of the individual's existence may 
be, but is not always, a Form in the realm of Nous. Such Forms were 
certainly not a particularly important part of Plotinus' philosophy. 
And so there are scarcely adequate grounds for the view that his 
acceptance of them shows that Plotinus placed a higher value on the 
individual personality than did Plato 58 - though it may be true that he 

56 Plotinus certainly believed in reincarnation, see n. 22 to ch. 7. 
57 Armstrong remarks, in a context which does not admit detailed discussion, 

that Plotinus sometimes admitted the existence of Ideas of individuals, Christian 
Faith and Greek Philosophy 26, n. I. In his Architecture, 79f., he took this as Plotinus' 
normal view, as also in Downside Review 66 (1948) 416. So too HLGP 249, though 
he notes the inconsistency, ibid. n. 1. 

58 For an unqualified statement of this view see Rist, Eros and Psyche 109; cf. 
also Ferwerda, Signification 83 and Armstrong HLGP 249. Nor should one 



IDEAS OF INDIVIDUALS I33 

did. Could Plotinus' hesitation perhaps be due to a reluctance to depart 
from Plato's doctrine on a question so central in the Master's teaching? 

unreservedly include Forms of individuals in a list of Plotinus' additions to 
Plato, as does Rist, Plotinus 183, or even take them as evidence of his originality: 
so Kramer, Ursprung der Geistmetaphysik 434 n. z09. They were in any case 
accepted by some earlier Platonists, d. Albinus, Did. IX = I63.zzff. Hermann. 



CHAPTER 10 

CONCLUSION 

"His writings contain an admixture of Stoic and Peripatetic doctrines 
which escape notice".! Porphyry's well-known remark is as appropriate 
to Plotinus' psychology as to other parts of his philosophy. But the 
Stoic contribution to his doctrines of the soul is a small one. Among the 
Platonists of the period preceding Plotinus' own, there were varying 
attitudes to Aristotle. Some, like Albinus, incorporated important 
points of Aristotelian doctrine in their thought, while others, like 
Atticus, rejected what they regarded as the pernicious errors of the 
Peripatetics and were more inclined to mix Stoicism with their 
Platonism. 2 Plotinus followed the former of these two factions. The 
most important Aristotelian element in his system is of course the 
doctrine that an actively thinking mind is identical with its objects, a 
doctrine which is the basis of Plotinus' second hypostasis 3 and of his 
view on higher cognition. 

In the field of lower psychology Aristotle's influence is of a different ". 
kind, a kind which Porphyry's statement perhaps fits better. Not 
anyone familiar with Aristotle's psychology could fail to detect the 
resemblances. Yet it is probably true to say that there is no specific 
piece of Aristotelian doctrine that has shaped Plotinus' lower psychol-. 
ogy in the way that Aristotle's views on the intellect and the intellection 
of the unmoved mover shaped Plotinus' conception of Nous. H.cll!""" 

Plotinus has used Aristotle's work, and sometimes his methods, to 
him to construct a psychology which is not really Aristotelian at 

1 'E[L[L€ .. mct"clCL B' €v TOi:~ cruyypcl[L[LO:cr~ xo:t TIX 2:TcutxIX AO:\llM\lo\lTO: BOY[LO:TO: xo:l 
II€pmO:TIJT~xcl. Porphyry Vita Plot. 14-4f. 

2 Albinus' Didaskalikos is full of Aristotelian notions. For Atticus' attitude 
Aristotle c£. Eusebius P.E. XV.4.1 and chapters 4, 6,9, 12 and 15 passim. 

3 Cf. esp. Armstrong, "The Background of the Doctrine 'That the 
are not Outside the Intellect"', Entreliens V, 393-413; also Merlan, 
p sychism Sf£. 
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and though the outlines of his doctrines are not unlike Aristotle's, there 
are many points at which they differ. The most fundamental difference 
is that Plotinus entirely rejected Aristotle's view of the relation be­
tween body and soul. For him the doctrine that the soul is the entelechy 
of the body was little better than the blatant materialism of the Stoa. 
We have examined the arguments which he brings against both. 4 Here, 
as at all crucial points of his system, Plotinus followed in the direction 
of Plato. The soul was a separate substance, and, at least in intention, 
independent of the body with which it was merely associated. 

On this basis Plotinus constructed his psychology. One may even go 
further and say that much of Plotinus' discussion of questions about 
the soul was aimed at preserving its autonomy. We have seen how this 
aim influenced his views on memory, and even more his consideration 
of the emotions. In the latter case he reveals his motives by pointing 
out that to involve the soul in physical changes would infringe its 
immortality. But to say that such were, at least in part, the reasons 
which prompted Plotinus to study carefully the problems arising from 
the soul's presence in the body is not to suggest either that his view on 
these problems were in some way disingenuous, or that he had little 
interest in the problems for their own sake. That his views on the 
nature and destiny of man should influence his approach is only 
natural. 

The approach, then, was Platonic. But the framework into which 
Plotinus fitted his doctrines, as well as some of these doctrines 
themselves, was Aristotelian. For Plotinus rejected Plato's tripartition, 
and saw the soul's activities as the functions of a series of faculties 
which were basically those of Aristotle. But we must remember that 
Plotinus may not have settled on a definite scheme of faculties, and so 
the parallel between his scheme and Aristotle's is not always equally 
close. Thus Plotinus did not always group together all the activities 
involved in Aristotle's appetitive faculty. When he did, he seems to 
have included in the group the power of initiating movement, which 
Aristotle sometimes kept distinct. 5 Plotinus also differed from Aristotle 
in duplicating the faculty of imagination. 6 And even apart from this 

4 See above 9ff. 
5 So in de An. II, 414a 31f. In Bk. III, 432b 3ff., OP€~L~ is found to be the cause 

of motion. 
6 But his starting point could have been Aristotle's references to two kinds of 

q>OCVToccr(OC, cf. de An. 433b 29 and 434a 5-7, though here, as at de Motu Animalium 
70 2a 19, Aristotle is probably thinking only of the two sources of images, thought 
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duplication there was here a difference in emphasis. For Aristotle in the 
de Memoria describes memory, which he shows to depend on imagi­
nation, as a function of the primary sensitive faculty {1tp&'t"Ov ~~cr&rrn­
x6v),7 while Plotinus seems to be more concerned with the factors which 
differentiate memory from sense-perception, and so make it less 
dependent on the body. In the de Anima, however, where Aristotle is 
trying to determine how the soul is to be split up into faculties, he too 
dwells on the factors which distinguish imagination from sensation.s 

Plotinus' criticism of Aristotle's views on memory, to which he is 
none the less indebted, demonstrates how careful he was in the use of 
others' ideas. Any suggestion that the soul was somehow material, or no 
more than a function of the body, was subjected to searching criticism. 
The victims were more often the Stoics. They provided a system based 
on assumptions which Plotinus could not accept. But the very fact that 
such a system existed, and required refutation, seems to have helped 
Plotinus to form his own views. His constant attacks on Stoic material­
ism may well have made him more attentive to the risks of admitting 
materialistic elements into his own thought. 

We have mentioned that the positive contribution of Stoicism to 
Plotinus' psychology was not very great. Pohlenz has suggested that 
the Stoic emphasis on freedom from affections (&1t&&e:~~) influenced 
Plotinus' views on the impassibility of the soul, and implies that it also 
contributed to his stress on the need to preserve the soul from the 
body's affections. 9 But surely the Platonic tradition provides sufficient 
stimulus. Anyone who had read the Phaedo with the enthusiasm with 
which we can imagine that Plotinus did, would hardly need to tum to 
Stoicism for inspiration. The idea that the constituents of the body may 
affect a man's susceptibility to the emotions may, but need not, come 
from Posidonian Stoicism. The Timaeus too could easily provide the 
source.10 More important was Posidonius' concept of universal sympa­
thy.l1 Though the main influence of this notion is to be seen in other 

and sensation. And did Aristotle's treatment of nous perhaps suggest the idea of 
duplicating a faculty? 

7 de Mem. 451a 14-17. 
8 de An. 427b 27ff. 
9 Cf. Die Stoa 12 (GOttingen 1959) 395f. 
10 Cf. Tim. 86b ff' For the idea in the Stoicism of Posidonius d. Galen de plac. 

Hipp. et Plat. 442 Muller. 
11 Since this concept was a marked feature of the doctrines of an important 

figure, 1 venture to think of Posidonius as the source. The "vitalistic" view of the 
world is one of the notions retained by A. D. Nock in a very careful account of 
what can confidently be stated about him, "Posidonius", Journal of Roman 
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parts of Plotinus' philosophy, it did make possible his theory of sense­
perception, which depended on the alleged sympathy between subject 
and object and dispensed with any physical transmission through a 
medium.12 

Plotinus' theory of sense-perception illustrates particularly well how 
he used elements from various traditions to produce a new and coherent 
theory. He accepted from Aristotle that sense-perception involved the 
reception of the forms of sense-objects without their matter. But while 
Aristotle's account tended to make sense-perception mainly a passive 
process for the soul,13 Plotinus insisted on its active role. And he was 
not satisfied with the Peripatetic account of the function of air and 
lightin vision.14 Nor could he accept Plato's view that vision depended 
on the fusion of light from subject and object with the light between, 
for Plato regarded light as fire, and the theory was too materialistic. 
For Plotinus of course light was incorporeal.15 He thus introduced the 
notion of sympathy to account for the interaction between subject and 
object .which was essential if perception were to take place. That the 
sympathy in question, in the form in which it was originally conceived, 
depended on the omnipresence of a material pneuma provides but a 
further example of how Plotinus adapted the ideas with which hp 
worked. Using these materials, and helped both by the discovery of the 
nerves and by his own careful separation of body and soul, Plotinus 
evolved his own theory and sharpened the rather unclear distinction 
which had sometimes been made between sensation and perception. He 
thus produced a theory which drew on the work of his predecessors, but 
was a consistent whole which both conformed to the principles of his 
own system, and marked an advance on what had been achieved before. 

The distinction between sensation and perception was not the only 
result of Plotinus' approach to psychology from a dualistic view of the 
body-soul relation. We have already mentioned how it contributed to 
his interest in the affections. We may add that it influenced his solution 

Studies 49 (1959) 4. But, as Schwyzer points out, RE XXLi, 579, someone else 
may have derived the idea from certain remarks in the Timaeus. 

12 For Plotinus air is not even the medium of vision, except in the sense that 
it is there between subject and object. Unless he means medium only in this loose 
sense R. E. Witt, "Plotinus and Posidonius", CQ 24 (1930) 205, is wrong in 
saying that for Plotinus air is the medium, but not the instrument of vision as 
Stoicism in general said. Witt's references to IV.3.10 and 22 to show that air was 
important in Plotinus' theory of sunlight are not helpful. 

13 Cf. P. Siwek, La Psychophysique humaine d'apres Aristote (Paris 1930) IIO. 

14 Cf. IV.5. 2 -4. 
15 On this see Armstrong, Architecture 54. 
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to the difficulties involved in preserving the impassibility of the soul 
namely the careful distinction between various levels of soul. Thes~ 
distinctions enabled him to relegate all the effects of activities which he 
regarded as undesirable to comparatively unimportant areas of the 
soul, though he had to admit that the higher part of the embodied soul 
might not be able to escape the consequences of these effects. It is 
interesting to note that in distinguishing these lowest levels of soul 
from those above, and these in turn from what lay above them, Plot i­
nus always derives the lower entity from the higher. Here too we may 
note a difference in approach between Plotinus and Aristotle in a case 
where both are concerned with similar facts. For while Plotinus 
regarded his faculties as the product of a process of weakening and 
diffusion starting from above, Aristotle viewed his as an ascending 
series in which each component rested on the one below.16 

Plotinus' use of Aristotle's method of dividing the soul into faculties 
provided him with a means of preserving the continuity between the 
lowest and highest levels of soul which Plato's tripartition tended to 
conceal. Even if Plato did not mean tripartition to be taken literally, it 
gave the wrong impression. This is even more true of Plato's location of 
the three parts in the head, chest and abdomen. One cannot help 
feeling that in allocating these positions to the soul Plato has not yet 
fully grasped the implications of immaterial existence. When Plotinus 
talks about the soul as working in certain parts of the body he is far 
more careful. When he says that the soul functions in a particular 
organ, he stresses that all he means is that the soul exercises one of its 
powers in that area)7 

It is at this point in his system that we may complain that Plotinus 
owes us an explanation. He tells us that the soul makes contact with 
the body at some part of the body, or that it receives dematerialized 
impressions from the body. But he does not tell us just how these 
things happen. That he is aware of the difficulty of explaining how soul, as 
he conceived it, is joined to the body emerges in his consideration of how 
the soul may be said to be in the body at all. That he examined this 
difficult question at such length as he did suggests again that he was 
not content with Plato's statements. Plato just said that the soul was 
in the body, or in specific parts of it, and left it at that. Plotinus worked 
out a picture of how an immaterial soul could be in a body. Yet he does 

16 Cf. de An. II. 2-3 passim and IlI.I2. 
17 See above 33, 38, 75. 
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not really explain how one can act on the other. We have no more than 
a hint in a remark that the pneuma around the soul might account for 
the difference between our movements and those of the heavens,18 and 
some passing references to some sort of pneumatic or other body which 
the soul takes on before incarnation.19 Did Plotinus then think of 
pneuma as somehow forming a link between the spiritual and the fully 
material? 20 Usually he seems to have thought that the powers of 
spiritual being were sufficientto explain how the soul could control the 
body and respond to its requirements. 

It is precisely the lack of any clear explanation of how body and soul 
acted on each other that made it easier for Plotinus to adapt elements 
from Aristotle's psychology to his own dualistic notions. Plotinus' 
incorporation of Aristotle's system of faculties into his own framework 
made it possible for him to improve on Plato. At the same time the 
translation of the system to fit the view of the soul as a separate 
substance meant that Plotinus was able to avoid the difficulties which 
faced Aristotle when he considered the relation of nous to the rest of the 
soul. Plotinus' nous too was, of course, transcendent, but since the 
whole soul was separate from the body, this transcendence was rather 
a matter of degree, while Aristotle's nMtS stood in a totally different 
relation to the body from the rest of the soul. 

In other ways too Plotinus' doctrines of the soul marked an im-

18 II.2.2.21f. 
19 There is a reference to souls transferring from an airy and fiery body to an 

earthy one, IV.3.9.5f, and another to souls on their descent assuming an un­
specified body, which is contrasted with the earthier bodies for which they are 
bound, IV.3.15.1-3. But, as Dodds points out, Proclus Appendix II, 318, Ploti­
nus does not seem to have attached much importance to this idea; d. Rich, 
"Body and Soul in Plotinus", Journal of the History of Philosophy 1 (1963) 13, 
and Inge, Philosophy of Plotinus3 I, 220: on the previous page, however, Inge 
says as if it were Plotinus' normal doctrine that the connection between body 
and soul is mediated by pneuma. The passage at III.6.5 to which Dodds, lac. cit., 
and others refer may not be to the point, see n. 28 to ch. 5. G. Verbeke, L'Evo­
lution de la doctrine du pneuma du stoicisme Ii S. Augustin (ParisfLouvain 1945) 
360f. also refers to lV.7.14, but this passage could be a reminiscence of Plato, 
Rep. X 6IId. On the pre- and post-Plotinian history of the notion of an astral 
body see the above mentioned Appendix in Dodds, Proclus 313-21, and for the 
Neoplatonists also Verbeke, op. cit. ch. 4 passim. 

20 This was suggested by lnge, see n. 19. Verbeke also takes it as Plotinus' 
usual view, but he does point out that the idea is only a first step and not a 
carefully worked out doctrine. Miss Rich, loco cit. 14, tentatively suggests that 
Plotinus' pneuma was intended to have a similar role in explaining movement 
and sensation to that of Aristotle's O"1JfL'PUTOV 7tVEUfL<X: on the function of this, 
which is important in all the activities of the sub-rational soul in Aristotle, d. 
A. L. Peck's Loeb edition of the de Generatione Animalium, Appendix B. 
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portant advance on those of Plato and Aristotle. Not only did he adapt 
their ideas, but he added others of his own. This may be seen in his 
treatment of memory. Based as it was on a critical reappraisal of 
Aristotle's as far as the mechanics are concerned, Plotinus went beyond 
Aristotle in his emphasis on the influence that memory may have on 
the personality. The most striking case is his interest in conscious and 
unconscious activity, and in particular his concept of the "we" as a 
mobile centre of consciousness. In general his psychology shows well 
how he managed to draw on earlier ideas, to reconsider these ideas, and 
to combine those he found acceptable with ideas of his own to produce 
an impressive and by no means unoriginal synthesis. And while the 
view that he was something else still persists in some quarters,21 we 
may add that it shows us Plot in us working as a Greek philosopher. 

21 Cf. Guthrie, History of Greek Philosophy I (Cambridge 1962) 24. 
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