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Abstract
Th is study reconsiders Denis O’Brien’s controversial thesis that it was Plotinus’ 
position that the ‘partial’ soul generates matter. O’Brien relies principally on two 
core texts, 3.4 (15).1 and 3.9 (13).3, where he fi nds convincing evidence for his 
thesis. In the present study I take two approaches. First, I demonstrate that if we 
accept O’Brien’s thesis, then we are compelled to accept as well that Plotinus is 
guilty of self-contradiction in his doctrine of soul’s descent. Secondly, I off er a dif-
ferent interpretation of what Plotinus has in mind as the source of matter’s gen-
eration in 3.4.1 and 3.9.3. In several passages Plotinus states that the product of 
the partial soul’s creative activity is the “trace” of soul that, in turn, combines with 
matter to form the ‘qualifi ed body.’ I argue that it is this trace-soul, not matter, 
that Plotinus is referring to in these texts. 
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Introduction

I would like to revisit a contentious issue in Plotinian studies, Plotinus’ 
position on the question of the generation of matter. Th e ongoing debate 
principally surrounds the thesis of Denis O’Brien,1 which has provoked 

1) For the sake of brevity, I list here only the full bibliography for the sources for O’Brien’s 
thesis. Hereafter, I shall refer to each source by its assigned number:

[1] (1969) 
[2] (1971)
[3] (1981) 
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comment from various critics, to which O’Brien in turn has on a number 
of occasions responded.2 Th e matters dividing these scholars involve not 
only O’Brien’s claim that, for Plotinus, matter is generated, but also, and 
more importantly, his understanding of how that generation is supposed 
to occur. My aim in the following analysis is twofold. First, I shall off er a 
new critique of O’Brien’s thesis to show that it is fundamentally fl awed. 
Secondly, I shall propose in its place a very diff erent interpretation of the 
same core texts adduced by him that, unlike his approach, is in full accord 
with Plotinus’ psychology, particularly with certain principles of his theory 
of the soul’s descent.

In order to provide some context for the ensuing discussion, it will 
be helpful at the outset, before turning to examination of the texts upon 
which O’Brien relies for his arguments, to set out very briefl y the general 
contours of his thesis. It is Plotinus’ view, he asserts, that the soul creates 
matter,3 although the mode of its creation is quite unlike that of Intellect 
by the One or of Soul by Intellect. For these hypostases become what they 
are by returning to their source, while matter cannot, since, insofar as it is 
lifeless, it does not truly participate in the One.4 Soul therefore bears the 
unique burden of initiating both parts of matter’s coming to be, the gen-
erative act itself as well as matter’s illumination, or the covering of matter 
with form.5 Th ese are not successive stages of a temporal event, but logi-

 [4] (1988) 
 [5] (1990) 
 [6] (1991) 
 [7] (1993) 
 [8] (1994) 
 [9] (1996) 
[10] (1999) 
2) Th e list of commentators to whom O’Brien responds is rather long: Inge, Schwyzer, 
Bouillet, Harder, Rist, Corrigan, Narbonne, Bréhier, Henry, Pistorius. See (2) passim (on 
Schwyzer and Corrigan); (3), 109f.; (5), 186ff . and 195ff .; (7), 28f., 43f., and 64ff .; (9), 
171. Although I am in agreement with much of what these earlier critics have said, it is my 
purpose here to present a new critique of O’Brien’s thesis that is only tangentially related to 
their arguments, and I shall therefore in what follows make only passing references to them.
3) Soul creates matter because it lacks a receptacle (ὑποδοχή: 3.4 (15).1.15); cf. (8), 67 and 
(9), 181. Soul’s production of matter is not an unprecedented claim in antiquity, as O’Brien 
makes clear; cf. (7), 27, n. 24 and (9), 181.
4) Cf. (3), 110ff .; (6), 23f.; (10), 45 and 69.
5) O’Brien notes that generation and illumination must be conceptually separate acts, for 
otherwise matter would never lack form. Cf. (7), 36ff . and Note complémentaire I, 55f.
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cally distinct aspects of an eternal generation, recognition of which allows 
us to say that matter can be both everlasting (ἀνόλεθρος) and generated, 
insofar as we are not to understand γένητος as referring to an event in 
time.6 Such an ontological concept of becoming7 means that matter is gen-
erated in the sense that it derives from a higher principle, and, in a group 
of passages to which O’Brien repeatedly returns for confi rmation of his 
arguments, Plotinus confi rms that this higher principle is the soul.8 More 
specifi cally, it is the lowest of the images of the higher Soul, the vegetative 
soul, to which Plotinus refers also as “the nature that works in plants,” the 
“partial soul,” or simply “nature” (φύσις), and which O’Brien describes as 
“une consœur inférieure.”9 

It should not be surprising that, in evaluating Plotinus’ position on the 
question of the generation of matter, we are faced with further questions 
concerning its bearing on his view that matter is absolute evil. In this 
regard O’Brien points out that Plotinus, in his attempt to explain the soul’s 
involvement in the generation of the principle of evil, including the soul’s 
own sinfulness, grounds his analysis in three basic assumptions: (1) that 
matter is dependent on antecedent principles for its existence, (2) that 
matter is absolute evil, and (3) that these antecedent principles are none-
theless not responsible for this evil. Th e evil that attaches to the soul must, 
then, originate in events that are subsequent (in a purely conceptual sense) 
to its creation of matter, so that the soul’s generation of evil is itself an act 

6) O’Brien thus refutes the position of Schwyzer that, because matter is ἀνόλεθρος, it can-
not be γενητός, so that matter is not generated. See (3), 109f. 
7) What O’Brien calls the ontological generation of matter in the Enneads is actually a 
confl ation of two of the Platonist Calvenus Taurus’ four celebrated defi nitions of the term 
γενητός (John Philoponus, De aet. mundi 146, 2-147, 25), that is, the sense in which a 
thing comes to be always and the sense in which it comes to be as dependent on a higher, 
external source. An example of this confl ation is Plotinus’ anti-Gnostic polemic at 2.9 
(33).3.13-21, on which see the conclusion.
8) 3.4.1.1-6; 3.9 (13).3; 4.8 (6).6.1-17. See (3), 114f. Of course, strictly speaking, matter 
derives from the One through the mediation of the soul; cf. (9), 171. O’Brien stresses Plo-
tinus’ insistence that matter cannot exist independently, but comes to be in this way 
through an “émanation intégrale;” cf. (3), 117f.; (6), chapter 1 and cf. 80, n. 18; (8), 59. 
Yet, he observes, there is some confl ict here with the dualistic side of his theory of evil: (3), 
118. Plotinus does explain that when the soul covers matter with form, this is only an 
appearance, since matter is primary evil; cf. (3), 119.
9) Cf. (6), 79; (8) , 61ff .; (9), 181; (10), 55. 
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of innocence.10 According to O’Brien, Plotinus negotiates this problem by 
construing soul’s generation of matter as a bipartite process. Th e creative 
act per se is a perfectly sinless event stemming from an “aff ection inherent 
in the soul;” it is only “after” this act, as the soul comes to matter in order 
to inform it, that it encounters evil and, because of a weakness that it 
acquires in part through its proximity to matter, succumbs to it.11

Th e Core Texts: 3.4 (15).1 and 3.9 (13).3

O’Brien fully acknowledges that nowhere in the Enneads does Plotinus 
“affi  rm directly” that the soul, whether the vegetative soul or some other 
psychic level, generates matter. And so he realizes that the best he can do 
to establish convincingly his central claim is, fi rst, to adduce passages that 
clearly imply that this is the case and, secondly, having demonstrated these 
clear implications, to fi nd additional supporting texts that either make bet-
ter sense when, or make no sense at all unless interpreted in this manner.12 
Th e fi rst condition is met, he feels, in two passages, 3.4.1 and 3.9.3. For 
while in other texts Plotinus alludes to the generation of matter, O’Brien 
maintains, in both of these texts he provides “explicit”13 confi rmation, 

10) Cf. (9), 190.
11) Here O’Brien concentrates on a passage toward the end of the treatise on evil, where, as 
he sees it, Plotinus distinguishes between an aff ection (παθοῦσα) that the soul experiences 
as it creates matter and its subsequent weakness (ἀσθένεια) from which it suff ers as it 
descends to the now existing matter. It is to this weakness that in 1.8 (51) Plotinus consis-
tently points as the cause of the soul’s sinfulness. Cf. (2), 137f.; (7), 28ff . and 66f. O’Brien 
thus dismisses Rist’s assertion that matter is the weakness of the soul. As we shall see, in 
O’Brien’s view Plotinus in 2.9 employs this notion of the sinless nature of the soul’s gen-
eration of matter in his repudiation of what he sees as the Gnostic theory of the generation 
of matter by the soul.
12) See, for example, (5), 183ff .
13) Th is is O’Brien’s choice of words, although he employs the term only once ([7], 26). Its 
use may strike some as inappropriate insofar as Plotinus does not in the two passages in 
question, nor does he anywhere else in the Enneads, state in so many words that the partial 
soul generates matter. While O’Brien never gives this point its due, he does concede, as he 
must, that Plotinus makes no direct claim for such a generation, while nonetheless making 
“unmistakably clear” reference to it ([5], 183f.). By ‘explicit,’ then, O’Brien can only mean 
that, despite the fact that Plotinus does not expressly articulate the theory, its presence in 
these passages is “manifest,” “clear,” “unmistakable”—all his words—in Plotinus’ accounts 
in 3.4.1 and 3.9.3. Cf. also (7), 24ff . and nn. 15 and 18; (8), 61ff .; (9), 171 and 181f. Th ere 
is one exception to O’Brien’s otherwise consistently strong affi  rmation of the clarity of the 
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fi nally and conclusively responding to the question that he had posed in 
earlier treatises as to what it is that the soul generates. O’Brien fi nds par-
ticularly interesting what he calls the “backward reference” in 3.4.1 to two 
texts in 5.2 (11) (.1.19-20 and.2.29-31) which allude to but do not name 
the product[s] of soul’s generative activity, obliquely described, respec-
tively, as “things which are necessarily inferior to soul” and “that in which 
she [soul] is.”14 In the latter of these texts Plotinus also promises “a fresh 
line of inquiry” into the matter, a pledge that, O’Brien contends, he fulfi lls 
in 3.4.1.15 And in the contemporary ‘treatise’ 3.9 O’Brien fi nds Plotinus 
making the same point again.16 

Let us look fi rst at O’Brien’s evaluation of the two core texts. Of these, 
the opening chapter of the treatise On Our Allotted Guardian Spirit (3.4) is 
for him the more patent expression of Plotinus’ theory. Th e relevant dis-
cussion comes in answer to a question that Plotinus poses at the outset of 
the treatise, whether or not the growth principle (φύσις) in living beings, 
which is the product of the higher soul, itself produces anything. His 
response is that it does, its product being something altogether diff erent 
from itself and without life. He then elaborates on the nature of this prod-
uct: lacking life, it is no longer a form (εἶδος) of soul but is complete 
(παντελῆ) indefi niteness; when it is actualized (τελειούμενον), it becomes 
body by taking on the shape that is proper to its potentiality; it is a recep-
tacle (ὑποδοχή) for that which generates and nourishes it; and it is the last 
(ἔσχατον) manifestation in body of the principles above in the last level of 
the world below. Th e most persuasive evidence that what is produced is 
matter is Plotinus’ use, three times, of the adverbs πάντη and παντελῆ, 
“altogether” or “completely,” to qualify the indefi niteness of the product of 
the partial soul, which he identifi es with φύσις. Th is phrase, O’Brien states 

two passages: (3), 113, n. 19, where all that he ventures to assert is that the generation of 
matter is “implied” in a number of passages in the Enneads, including 3.4.1 and 3.9.3. See 
also (5), 183.

K. Corrigan, although in strong disagreement with O’Brien on other matters pertaining 
to this issue, makes essentially the same claim for 3.4.1, describing it as “ . . .the only text 
which yields conclusive proof, without need of further comment, of matter’s generation,” 
([1986], 168) and fi nding there a “simply unambiguous” reference to matter ([1988], 18). 
He is more circumspect regarding 3.9.3.
14) (7), 22ff . and (8), 61f. 
15) (8), 61.
16) (8), 62. He also points to 4.3 (27).9, 20-29, in which Plotinus indirectly expresses the 
same idea; cf. (7), 55f.
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unconditionally, can only describe lowest matter. Moreover, Plotinus refers 
to the soul’s product as lifeless, altogether diff erent from the soul, and with-
out form, whereas all other manifestations of indefi niteness in what is prior 
to matter are “in form.” When it is brought to completion, it becomes a 
body with a shape that is appropriate to its δύναμις, an assertion that strongly 
suggests that Plotinus is speaking of the potentiality of matter. Moreover, 
in O’Brien’s estimation, with his account in 3.4.1 Plotinus is making good 
on a promise made in the earlier treatise 5.2.2.30ff ., where he poses the 
same question that is posed here, whether the soul in plants generates any-
thing. He there postpones further discussion of this topic, but does pro-
vide the short answer that this soul produces “that in which it is” (ἐν ᾧ 
ἔστι), a phrase that also leads O’Brien to believe that he has in mind mat-
ter, since, as he claims elsewhere, φύσις generates from within matter.

For O’Brien the companion text to 3.4.1 is the more diffi  cult third 
chapter of the short ‘treatise’ 3.9, where he fi nds the most explicit account 
of the two stages of the generation of matter. Here again Plotinus is speak-
ing of the partial (μερική) soul or φύσις, which, we are told, is illuminated 
when it turns back toward what is prior to it, but approaches non-being 
when it moves toward what comes after it. In somewhat puzzling fashion 
Plotinus says that the latter movement is also the soul’s movement toward 
itself, and the result is that it produces an image (εἴδωλον) of itself that is 
subsequent to itself, i.e. non-being, “as if it were traversing emptiness and 
becoming more indefi nite.” Th is indefi nite image is altogether dark, for it 
is completely without reason and intelligence and stands far separated 
from being. Plotinus regards it as an intermediate state (τὸ μεταξύ); before 
its advent the partial soul is in its own place, while subsequent to its pro-
duction of the self-image, as it looks back at it, as if by a second approach 
(δευτέρᾳ προσβολῇ), it gives its self-image shape and comes to it avidly. 
Although, O’Brien purports, 3.9.3 is somewhat ambiguous on this matter 
while 3.4.1 is transparent, when seen in light of the “certain” and “mani-
fest” reference to the partial soul’s generation of matter in the latter pas-
sage, the description in the former of the partial soul’s production of an 
image (εἴδωλον) of itself, the “non-existent,” which is not in only defi nite 
but also “altogether dark,” will induce us to agree that this is, indeed, an 
account of the two stages of the creation of pre-cosmic matter. Th e indica-
tion at the end of the passage that the soul brings form to this image in a 
second progression, or προσβολή, outside of itself prompts O’Brien to 
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conclude that the fi rst of soul’s two “initiatives” results exclusively in the 
creation of pre-cosmic matter, which, as I have noted, he considers to be an 
entirely sinless act, while the second has as its object to inform unqualifi ed 
matter toward the production of bodies, since matter, unlike the forms of the 
soul and the higher hypostases, cannot revert to its source.

Challenges to O’Brien’s interpretation have been diverse.17 In the fi rst 
place, it seems more than a little odd to some that Plotinus never says in so 
many words that any part of the soul generates pre-cosmic matter. And 
this omission seems odder still when we take into account O’Brien’s own 
observation that so prominent in and important to Plotinus’ thinking is 
his theory of the generation of matter that it is at the heart of his repudia-
tion of Gnostic theodicy.18 All that O’Brien is willing to concede on this 
count is that Plotinus is normally “elliptical” or “ambiguous” when it 
comes to discussing the generation of matter, although, he counters, such 
ellipsis and ambiguity disappear in the passages just considered.19 But, 
while this and other criticisms are telling and not easily parried by O’Brien, 
my intention in the present study is not to retrace well-trodden ground, 
but to off er a wholly new counter argument to his thesis. My focus will be 
the one point on which almost all else in O’Brien’s thesis depends, that 
3.4.1 and 3.9.3 in themselves provide compelling evidence that soul gener-
ates matter. Indeed, we might say that his entire thesis stands or falls on 
this claim, insofar as he measures the strength of the evidence that he gar-
ners from other passages largely by the degree of their consonance with 
these two key chapters.20 So if suffi  cient doubt can be thrown on his thesis 
that Plotinus must be speaking of soul’s generation of matter in the texts 
in question, then even O’Brien, one could argue, must admit that the 
Enneads lack anything like a ‘clear’ or ‘conclusive’ statement that the partial 
soul produces matter. 

In the fi rst part of what follows I lay out such a case to demonstrate that 
O’Brien’s pivotal assertion, that what Plotinus describes in 3.4.1 and 3.9.3 
as the product of the partial soul can only be matter, is not merely unlikely, 

17) Cf. H.-R. Schwyzer (1973); K. Corrigan (1986), (1988), and (1996), 230ff .; J.-M. 
Narbonne (1987) 3-31 and (2007).
18) [7], 48.
19) Cf. (9), 171.
20) Th is is his assertion at (5), 184.
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as the arguments of past critics have argued, but actually seems to subvert 
Plotinus’ own clearly stated principles. Th us, if we accept O’Brien’s position, 
we are forced to accept as well that Plotinus is repeatedly guilty of self-con-
tradiction. In the second part I introduce passages, passed over by all par-
ticipants in this debate, in which Plotinus does expressly identify a product 
of the partial soul’s creative activity, a product that is other than matter. I 
then give what I regard as convincing reasons to believe that this product of 
the partial soul is much more likely what Plotinus has in mind when in 3.4.1 
and 3.9.3 he speaks of the self-image that this soul generates. 

A New Interpretation of 2.9 (33).12.31-44

According to O’Brien, Plotinus brings his theory of the twofold activity of 
the soul relative to matter, found in 3.9.3, to bear on his critique of the 
Gnostic theodicy in the treatise Against the Gnostics (2.9). Th e passage to 
which O’Brien devotes most of his attention is in chapter 12 (ll. 31-44), 
where Plotinus argues that the Gnostics, through their own account of 
creation, will be led against their will to acknowledge that the higher world 
is responsible for the genesis of the universe, including that of matter.21 

Th e illumination of the darkness, when examined, will force them [sc. the 
Gnostics] to agree to the true causes of the cosmos. Why was there need for 
soul to illuminate, unless the need was universal? Th e necessity was either 
according to nature or against it. If it was according to nature, then it was 
always so. But if it was against nature, then what is contrary to nature will 
occupy the higher world, and evil will exist before this universe, and the uni-
verse will not be responsible for evil, but the higher world will be the cause of 
the evil here, and evil will not come to soul from this world, but to this world 
from soul. And the argument will proceed by attributing the universe to the 
fi rst principles. And if the universe, then matter, from which it appears, as 
well. For, they say, the soul after it inclined (νεύσασα) [in descent] saw the 
darkness that already existed and illuminated it. What, then, is the source of 
this darkness? If they will say that soul created it after it inclined (νεύσασαν), 
then there would have been nowhere for it to incline to (ἔνευσεν), nor would 
the darkness be the cause of its inclination, but rather the very nature of soul. 

21) On problems regarding the reading of this passage, see O’Brien’s discussion at (7), 83f. 
My reading follows that of O’Brien. 
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Th is is the same as attributing the cause to the preceding necessities; so the 
responsibility is referred back to the fi rst principles. [2.9.12.31-44]

As O’Brien sees it, at the end of the passage Plotinus attacks the Gnostics 
by considering the two theoretical paths open to them, both of which lead 
to the two damning conclusions outlined earlier in the text, that (a) the 
Gnostic soul is essentially evil and (b) in the Gnostic cosmogony evil thus 
originates in the higher realities. What follows are O’Brien’s analyses of 
each position: 

(P1) For, they say, the soul after it inclined (νεύσασα) [in descent] saw the 
darkness that already existed and illuminated it. What, then, is the source of 
this darkness? [ll. 40-42] 

Th e fi rst position, that the soul descends to illuminate a matter that already 
exists, Plotinus’ takes to be the Gnostics’ own, and their “instinctive” or 
“spontaneous”22 belief in it leaves them open to the charges that, on this 
view, there is no accounting for the origin of matter and that matter and 
evil thus exist among the intelligible realities. 

(P2) If they will say that soul created it after it inclined (νεύσασαν), then there 
would have been nowhere for it to incline to, nor would the darkness be the 
cause of its inclination, but rather the very nature of soul. Th is is the same as 
attributing the cause to the preceding necessities; so the responsibility is referred 
back to the fi rst principles. [ll. 42-44] 

Plotinus does two things in articulating the second view. First, having 
compelled the Gnostics to abandon their own view, he now foists upon 
them a new theory, that the soul generates matter subsequent to its decline. 
And why would Plotinus impose on them a new theory that he himself did 
not accept?23 Secondly, even if they jettisoned the fi rst position and accepted 
the alternative—thus adopting a view that is in certain important respects 
Plotinus’ own—that it is soul that generates matter when it ‘declines,’ they 
are nonetheless forced to concede that matter is not the cause of evil since 

22) Th ese are O’Brien’s terms; cf. (5), 194; (6), 21, n. 23; (7), 20.
23) (5), 192; (6), 20f.; (7), 20f. O’Brien takes note of the shift in tenses of the verb φημί 
between the two hypotheses.
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it is the product of the soul’s sinful decline; evil thus originates from the 
soul’s own nature. And if the soul is evil by nature, then the entire intelli-
gible world is implicated in evil’s origin.

O’Brien believes that Plotinus can extract the second concession from 
the Gnostics because, he feels, it is their fl awed position that the soul’s 
descent to create matter is an act that is both voluntary and sinful.24 
Although, then, they might be maneuvered to accept one component of 
the Plotinian concept of the generation of matter, that it is generated by 
the soul, their peculiar explanation that the soul does this in the process of 
its ‘declination’ (νεῦσις) will still force them into an untenable position 
insofar as their conception of the eff ect of this declination on the soul fl atly 
contradicts Plotinus’ idea of the soul’s experience when it generates matter. 
O’Brien grounds his assertion in a contrast he draws between the Gnostic 
position and this statement by Plotinus in his treatise On Evil (1.8 (51)). 

[Soul would not have come down into generation if matter had not been 
present: ll. 41ff .] Th us matter is responsible for weakness in soul and respon-
sible for its wickedness. Th erefore before [soul’s descent] it is evil itself and 
primary evil. For even if soul itself had generated matter through an aff ectation 
(παθοῦσα), and if it had [then] come into contact with it and thereby become 
evil, matter would still have been the cause through its presence. For soul would 
not have come into it if it had not taken hold of generation by virtue of 
matter’s presence. [1.8.14.49-55]

In the italicized conditional, which O’Brien takes to be real rather than 
unreal,25 Plotinus is, as he sees it, distinguishing the soul’s aff ection (παθοῦσα) 

24) In O’Brien’s words, the Gnostic νεῦσις “ . . .semble bien être considérée comme une 
activité volontaire et pécheresse.”: (7), 34. See also (2), 138ff .; (3), 116 [contra Rist’s inter-
pretation of the same text]; (5), 191ff . [contra Rist]; (9), 171 [contra Rist]. If anyone would 
question O’Brien’s assumption that by νεῦσις Plotinus has in mind a declination or descent, 
he need only look back to chapter 9 of this treatise, where, although registering dissatisfac-
tion with the ambiguity of the Gnostic use of this term, he makes it clear that he construes 
their sense of νεύσαι to be just κατελθεῖν. Th at is, he sees the Gnostic νεῦσις as a descent.
25) My translation of the conditional indicates my disagreement with O’Brien. In answer to 
Schwyzer (as well as to a number of others), who also believe the conditional to be unreal 
or contrary-to-fact, O’Brien concedes that, although the apodosis as fi rst stated in 14.51-53 
contains no modal particle as one would expect in an unreal conditional, it does appear in 
the fi nal statement of the passage at 14.53-54, which Plotinus obviously includes as epex-
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that induces it to generate matter from the weakness (ἀσθένεια) that 
plagues it in its subsequent contact with matter. Th e protasis and apodosis 
of the conditional thus represent for O’Brien diff erent activities of the 
partial soul, the former depicting the partial soul’s pre-lapsarian produc-
tion of matter and the latter its descent into what it has created and the 
vicious eff ects of that descent that are entirely due to matter. Moreover, 
these two activities correspond to the separate προσβολαί of the partial 
soul described in 3.9.3: the fi rst προσβολή is that soul’s production of mat-
ter through its aff ectation, and the second is its descent to matter, when 
evil fi rst attaches to it. What we learn from 1.8.14 is that the fi rst προσβολή 
is, as O’Brien puts it, “innocent” to the extent that the partial soul’s aff ec-
tation is not a manifestation of psychic weakness, which comes to the soul 
only later, in its second προσβολή. So, unlike the Gnostic νεῦσις, which is 
a voluntary and sinful act, the Plotinian aff ectation of the soul is a natural 
state that leads to a perfectly sinless act of creation. And so it is matter that 
is the cause of evil, including the evil of the soul.

egetical to the original apodosis. But, he argues, there is no reason to suppose that the 
epexegetical statement has any “retroactive force” aff ecting the meaning of the previous 
conditional: there the apodosis expresses a fact (matter is the cause of evil for the soul) and 
contains no modal particle, and there is nothing to commend Schwyzer’s assertion that the 
protasis is not as well a “real” expression that refl ects Plotinus’ own view that the soul gener-
ates matter (cf. [7], 64ff .; see also [2], 136f. On the reading of the Greek of this passage, cf. 
[2], 135f.).

I would counter that it is diffi  cult to ignore the appearance of the modal particle in the 
epexegetical statement, where the grammatical form of the unreal conditional is restored. 
Plotinus most likely omits the particle in the original apodosis to lend greater vividness to 
an idea that he affi  rms on numerous occasions in 1.8, that by its presence matter is the 
cause of evil in the soul. Furthermore, O’Brien misunderstands the force of καὶ γάρ that 
introduce the conditional, a phrase that he himself translates “even if . . .” ([2], 135f. [where 
he states defensively that in its general use this phrase “ . . .does not require an unreal condi-
tion.”] and [7], 64). Plotinus’ point in the use of this phrase can only be that whether or not 
the soul generates matter, matter is the cause of its sinfulness since the soul would not 
descend to it if matter were not already present. [As we are about to see, this clearly implies 
that, if indeed the soul were to produce matter, it would do so in an act that would preclude 
an antecedent descent, since its descent can occur only after matter has come into exis-
tence.] Th e disjunctive nature of the protasis gives us cause to reject the supposition that 
Plotinus’ commitment to the truth of two apodoseis should suggest his commitment as 
well to the truth of the protasis. Plotinus is simply demonstrating that under no conceivable 
condition can we say that matter is not responsible for the soul’s sinfulness.
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But exactly what it is about the Gnostic ‘declination’ that should neces-
sarily make it sinful, or why Plotinus should have thought it to be so, 
O’Brien never reveals.26 He suggests, without explanation, that Plotinus is 
exploiting some element of the Gnostic account. Yet there is nothing in 
what we know of Gnostic doctrine that enlightens us, nor is Plotinus 
forthcoming on the matter in 2.9.27 However, there is no need to accede to 
O’Brien’s surmise that Plotinus is in 2.9.12 alluding to some particular 
facet of Gnostic doctrine that is unknown to us. Plotinus’ point in the 
second prong of his attack on the Gnostics (P2), completely ignored by 
O’Brien in his examination of the passage, is that the soul, and by associa-
tion the divine world, will be responsible for the sinfulness of its creation 
of matter precisely because the soul, insofar as matter will not now pre-
exist its declination, will have had no ‘object’ of its descent. Th e applica-
tion here is not of some arcane article of belief to which the Gnostics might 
or might not have adhered, but of one of Plotinus’ own principles, sever-
ally repeated and stated emphatically more than once in the very chapter 
from which comes the quote above (1.8.14): matter is the reason for soul’s 
descent because “it [soul] would not have come to what was not present” 
(43f.). Th e principle is invoked again later in the same passage: “Soul 
would not have come to [matter] unless, because of its [matter’s] presence, it 

26) O’Brien assumes that in both P1 and P2 Plotinus construes the Gnostic νεῦσις to be 
sinful, so that in outlining the two positions he is considering the possible ways in which 
soul’s illumination of lower realities would be against nature; hence evil originates in the 
intelligible world (see especially [5], 194, n. 39). Th is assumption has no basis. In Plotinus’ 
view, that soul’s descent is “against nature,” and, correspondingly, that evil derives from the 
intelligible world, are true if the conditions set out in P2 alone are met: there being no pre-
existing matter, the soul has no reason to descend (because there is no ‘place’ for it to 
decline) other than that such a descent is the result of its own nature (that is, what would 
be the Gnostic view of its nature). And if soul is essentially infected with evil, then it follows 
that all intelligible realities are so infected as well. Plotinus’ purpose in P1 is simply to show 
that the Gnostics cannot provide a cause for matter on their own theory of soul’s illumina-
tion. Th ere is no indication in his description of P1 that he views the soul’s descent under 
those circumstances to be sinful. Plotinus’ point (and mine) is that, having been forced to 
reject their own position, the Gnostics, after providing an account of the origin of matter 
in P2, are then saddled with the absurd position that, with now nowhere to decline, the 
soul must descend to generate matter through its own nature. Th is, and only this, is what 
would render the Gnostic νεῦσις sinful.
27) It is possible that Plotinus has in mind one or more of the Gnostic cosmogonies out-
lined by Z. Mazur (2005) 104ff . But the resemblances are tenuous at best.
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had partaken of genesis.” Th at is, the soul would not descend at all if mat-
ter did not already exist.28 In other treatises Plotinus off ers the theoretical 
formulation of this principle in two axioms:

A1: To descend, the soul must have something to illuminate; this is the 
“darkness” of matter. If the soul did not see a pre-existing darkness, he states 
in 4.3 (27).9.21ff . (in language that is very close to that of 2.9.12), it would 
not descend, for soul descends only if it becomes aware of something to which 
it might off er light.29

A2: If matter were not already in existence when the soul descended, then 
the descent would not be innocent. In 1.1 (53).12.25ff . Plotinus argues that 
we can be sure that soul’s descent is not a sin only if there is something already 
present to attract its illumination, for then the object of illumination—which 
is certainly matter—is to blame for the evil that accrues from descent, not the 
soul.30 Th is is, of course, precisely Plotinus’ point in the second hypothesis of 

28) Both Chaignet and Inge noted this idea, but saw it as part of an unresolved problem in 
Plotinus’ theory of matter. O’Brien roots their diffi  culty in their inability to see the rele-
vance of 3.9.3 to the apparent problem. In stating this idea Plotinus is alluding only to the 
second of the soul’s two initiatives described there, not to the fi rst, for matter could hardly 
be said to have infl uenced the soul in its own production ([2], 137f.). Although O’Brien 
does not say it, his interpretation obviously commits him to the view that in its fi rst initia-
tive, the creation of matter, the soul must remain undescended. And this view, in eff ect, 
dooms his entire thesis.
29) “Since the truth is this. If there were no body soul would not proceed, insofar as there 
is no other place where it naturally resides. But if it intends to proceed, it will create a place 
for itself, and so there will be body as well. Its rest is, as it were, strengthened in rest itself, 
as a substantial light shining forth; at the extreme limits of the fi re there was a darkness, 
which the soul saw and provided with form, since it was its substrate.” [ἐπεὶ τό γε ἀληθὲς 
ὥδε ἔχει· σώματος μὲν μὴ ὄντος οὐδ’ ἂν προέλθοι ψυχή, ἐπεὶ οὐδὲ τόπος ἄλλος ἐστίν, 
ὅπου πέφυκεν εἶναι. προιέναι δὲ εἰ μέλλοι, γεννήσει ἑαυτῇ τόπον, ὥστε καὶ σῶμα. τῆς δὴ 
στάσεως αὐτῆς ἐν αὐτῇ τῇ στάσει οἱονεὶ ῥωννυμένης οἷον πολὺ φῶς ἐκλάμψαν ἐπ’ 
ἄκροις τοῖς ἐσχάτοις τοῦ πυρὸς σκότος ἐγίνετο, ὅπερ ἰδοῦσα ἡ ψυχή, ἐπείπερ ὑπέστη, 
ἐμόρφωσεν αὐτό.] 
30) “And the descent, how is it not a sin? If the descent is an illumination of what is below, 
it is not a sin, just as a shadow is not, but the cause is what is illuminated. For if it did not 
exist, [the soul] would have no place to illuminate.” [καὶ ἡ νεῦσις δὲ πῶς οὐχ ἁρματία; 
ἀλλ’ εἰ ἡ νεῦσις ἔλλαμψις πρὸς τὸ κάτω, οὐχ ἁμαρτία, ὥσπερ οὐδ’ ἡ σκία, ἀλλ’ αἴτιον 
τὸ ἐλλαμπόμενον· εἰ γὰρ μὴ εἴη, οὐκ ἔχει ὅπῃ ἐλλάμψει.] What the soul generates when 
it descends is, in this passage, clearly its own image (εἴδωλον) which it jettisons when the 
darkness, or matter, is not there to receive it—again, because, without matter, there is no 
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2.9.12. And in the latter passage he makes explicit what is implicit 1.1.12, 
that if the soul is thus implicated in the evil that is consequent upon descent, 
then the rest of the intelligible realm is responsible as well.31 

It is important to note that in none of the passages in which Plotinus 
expresses these principles does he qualify his statements to indicate that he 
has in mind exclusively the second of soul’s ‘progressions,’ as O’Brien 
might well want to insist, since, as O’Brien himself stresses, the second 
προσβολή occurs after soul has created matter. Th e principle applies to 
both προσβολαί if in each case Plotinus is referring to a descent of the soul. 
Th ere therefore can be no doubting Plotinus’ meaning that the soul would 
not descend at all if it had not fi rst ‘seen’ a pre-existing matter. 

To appreciate the relevance of both of these axioms to Plotinus’ view, we 
shall need to return to the argument in 2.9.12. We should expect Plotinus 
to focus there on the Gnostic concept of a pre-existing darkness (or matter) 
when criticizing their doctrine of evil. For in 2.9 as in 1.8, he accepts that 
the advent of cosmic evil is connected in some manner to the soul’s descent 
to matter. Either the descent itself is evil, in which case the evil resides in 
the soul’s own nature, or evil arises as a consequence of the soul’s proximity 
to matter, so that matter is its source. In his polemic against the Gnostic 
doctrine he formulates two arguments for positions that are foundational 
to his later treatise on evil: (a) Matter cannot be an ungenerated and so 
independent principle of evil, but originates from a higher principle or 
principles; and (b) Cosmic evil is not due to some moral failure on the part 
of the soul as it descends to create the world. Th at the Gnostics must con-

‘place’ to which the soul might descend. What precisely this image of the soul is will become 
evident in the second part of this analysis.

O’Brien regards the term ‘illumination’ as another way of expressing generation in these 
passages, so that, he believes, whenever Plotinus refers to the soul illuminating principles 
below it, he means that the soul generates those principles ([7], 40f.). In fact, Plotinus does 
in these texts and elsewhere use ‘illumination’ in the sense of ‘generation,’ but only with 
reference to the generation of bodies. For example, when the soul casts its light onto bodies 
at 1.1 [53].8.9ff ., it is clearly creating them. And in the passages we are discussing here, 
soul’s illumination of matter clearly comes after it sees it; what soul produces through its 
illumination are, again, bodies. So, for Plotinus, illumination in the sense of generation 
applies to the formation of bodies alone, not of matter. Th e soul does illuminate matter 
during the process, but it is matter already in existence.
31) As O’Brien himself is well aware; cf. (2), 144.
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cede that matter is generated is the point of a brief argument at 2.9.3.18-21. 
An eternal, independent matter is impossible, Plotinus contends, since 
otherwise the intelligible principles would be “blockaded” from it and 
their powers thereby reduced in scope to specifi c levels of reality. Th ese 
principles must then create matter by eternally illuminating it. But, he 
continues in chapter 4, neither does evil reside in soul’s nature nor is it the 
result of any act committed by the soul in the production of the cosmos. 
He takes a diff erent approach to the same argument in the twelfth chapter. 
Here he addresses a subject that he will take up again in 1.8 in relation to 
his own theory of evil: If the Gnostics want to claim that the soul produced 
matter when it descended, then they must also agree that, inasmuch as 
matter did not as yet exist as an inducement to the descent, the responsi-
bility of the soul’s fall must be attributed, not to matter, but to the very 
nature of the soul.32 But this conclusion directly violates the two axioms 
that are at the heart of Plotinus’ explanation of psychic evil in 1.8, that 
matter must pre-exist the descent as the reason for the soul’s fall, for other-
wise the descent would not occur, and that, even if it were somehow the 
case that soul generated matter, matter would nonetheless be primarily 
responsible both for the descent and for the resultant origination of evil.

Plotinus articulates the second of these propositions again in the condi-
tional quoted above from 1.8.14.51-54, itself a focus of dispute among 
commentators, and it proves to be more than a little problematic for 
O’Brien’s interpretation of the passage. It is, I believe, essential to the 
proper understanding of this conditional to take special note that its pro-
tasis is compound: even if the soul itself created matter and if it became evil 
by its contact with it, matter would be the cause by its presence. Here he 
separates the hypothetical act of soul generating matter from that of its 
approaching and making contact with it (which is how Plotinus defi nes 
the descent [πτῶμα] of the soul in the same chapter [ll. 43-4]) and makes 
it clear that evil initially attaches to the soul in the second of these two acts. 
Any weakness that is intrinsic to soul can play no role in the origin of this 
evil, because, he emphasizes, the soul would not descend if matter were not 
already present. O’Brien is, then, certainly correct to point out that the 
fi rst act, the generation of matter, would not in any sense be sinful. Yet he 

32) O’Brien never makes much of this important facet of Plotinus’ argument. See, for 
example, (7), 19ff . and 82ff .
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passes over a second implication of the conditional, one that Plotinus 
clearly sees as necessary if we are to imagine that soul produces matter 
under conditions that are in accordance with A2 (as well as with A1), such 
that we are able to conclude that matter nonetheless is the cause of the 
resulting evil: soul’s production of matter under these conditions cannot 
be part of its descent; it must be during the second act that we fi rst encoun-
ter both soul’s fall and its nascent sinfulness. O’Brien therefore as well does 
not discern that this view contradicts that of the Gnostics as Plotinus 
depicts it in 2.9.12. As we have seen, Plotinus’ construes the Gnostic 
account to be that the soul’s generation of matter occurs subsequent to its 
descent. His rejection of their account is thus that they fail to acknowledge 
that, if indeed soul generates matter, this act must precede the soul’s 
descent, not occur after it. Hence the Gnostics heed neither A1, that the 
soul would not descend if matter were not already in existence as the object 
of its illumination, nor A2, that unless matter already exists when soul 
descends, its descent is not an innocent act. Because their matter does not 
pre-exist the descent to provide a necessary condition for it, they are forced 
to locate evil in a moral weakness that is part of the nature of soul. Here we 
fi nd the centerpiece of Plotinus’ renunciation of the Gnostic account, that 
by making soul’s descent and its generation of matter successive events, 
they are forced to admit that soul’s fall is the result of a sinful weakness that 
is intrinsic to it and opposes its natural goodness. And if they concede this, 
then they must also concede the participation of the intelligible world as a 
whole in the genesis of cosmic evil.33

33) Th is interpretation of the conditional in 1.8.14 is in essential agreement with that of 
Narbonne (2007), although he determines that here Plotinus is speaking directly of Gnos-
tic doctrine and not of his own, so that the question as to whether the conditional is ‘real’ 
or ‘unreal’ is moot. Narbonne also sees in Plotinus’ rejection of the Gnostic treatment of the 
generation of matter a two-pronged attack: (1) a ‘logical’ argument that the soul can only 
incline toward that what already exists (expressed in 4.3.9.20-26 and 3.9.3) and (2) an 
argument of ‘theodicy’ according to which the sin of the Gnostic generation of matter 
would redound to the soul (138). In his positing of the fi rst of these arguments I am not in 
agreement with him. Plotinus’ concern in this regard is always to establish that, whatever 
the sinful state of the soul, that sinfulness is necessarily ‘secondary,’ as a product of its 
attachment to matter. So if the soul’s attachment to matter comes as a result of its descent—
leaving out of account whatever determinative role the soul’s own weakness might have in 
this process—, then the cause of the descent must be external to the soul, for otherwise its 
evil would be part of its nature, i.e. ‘primary.’ Th at is to say, there must be something 
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Plotinus’ implicit contention in 2.9.12, then, is that if the Gnostics were 
forced to admit that the soul generates matter, they would violate both A1 
and A2 by virtue of their belief that such an act of creation would follow 
the soul’s νεῦσις or descent. We must presume the pre-existence of matter 
when we conceive of soul’s descent, if such a descent is to be considered a 
weakness that is not part of soul’s essence, that is to say, a sort of attendant 
or secondary sinfulness occasioned by the primary evil, or matter, as Ploti-
nus emphatically does. For should we not, then we would be reduced to 
the same incoherent conclusion that Plotinus foists upon Gnostic doc-
trine, that the higher world is the ἀρχή of evil and that the evil that is 
associated with the soul is not secondary, as Plotinus forcefully argues in 
I.8, but primary and attaching to its nature.

Th erefore, if we accept that the soul does engender matter, then, follow-
ing Plotinus’ two axioms, we are bound to accept as well the corollary 
claim that this act of generation is not in any sense or form to be construed 
as consequent upon an act of descent.34 If they are to be perfectly innocent 
actions, neither soul’s generation of matter through its ‘aff ection’ (παθοῦσα) 
mentioned in 1.8.14.52 nor the fi rst ‘initiative’ (προβολή) of soul described 
in 3.9.3 can refer to soul’s activity either during or after its νεῦσις, but, 
rather, must indicate an event antecedent to it. Th e fi rst descent must come 
in soul’s second προβολή, when, in the initial manifestation of its weak-
ness, it informs a matter that is now existent. 

Th is qualifi cation should have been, but remarkably is not, an impor-
tant component of O’Brien’s analysis. However, although he never states it 
explicitly, there are tantalizing indications that O’Brien does lean toward 
this line of thinking. He emphasizes the fact that in its fi rst ‘initiative’ the 
soul “remains in its own place,” although we are not told the implications 
of this phrase. And in a footnote to his discussion of the distinction between 
the Plotinian παθοῦσα and the Gnostic νεῦσις, he comments, again with-
out further explanation, “Au chapitre 4 du traité [sc. II.9], Plotin oppose 

already in existence towards which the soul descends, which ‘attracts’ the soul to it, and 
which is itself primary evil. Th is is a thoroughly and exclusively theodicean argument.
34) Th is is the conclusion as well of Mazur from his analysis of 2.9.12 alone ([2005], 100ff .), 
although he does not see its implications for O’Brien’s thesis. He accepts that the “Soul” 
both creates and illuminates matter without descending. Th e question then becomes which 
level of “Soul” is supposed to be doing this. As we are about to see, it cannot be the partial 
soul of 3.4.1 and 3.9.3, as O’Brien would have us believe.
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expressément l’ <<inclination>> de l’âme dans la théorie des gnostiques à 
sa <<non-inclination>> dans la théorie qui lui est propre (cap. 4.6-7).”35 
Th is observation is in reference to Plotinus’ statement that, if the Soul of 
the All is to act as demiurge of the cosmos, it must create with the intelli-
gible realities in mind (μεμνημένη), not having forgotten them, the latter 
condition resulting from its having descended. So when it creates, Soul 
does not descend at all. If we follow O’Brien’s own course of reasoning, 
therefore, it is not at all suffi  cient for him to conclude that Plotinus’ 
παθοῦσα/προσβολή is not synonymous with the peculiarly Gnostic νεῦσις; 
rather, he should have articulated the more sweeping claim that, in Ploti-
nus’ thinking, the fi rst ‘initiative’ that leads to the soul’s generation of mat-
ter cannot be the result of a declination simpliciter. 

Let us assume, for the sake of argument, that, notwithstanding O’Brien’s 
lack of explication on the matter, this stronger claim is indeed the conclu-
sion that he intended to draw. He is, under this assumption, correct in his 
recognition that the success of Plotinus’ argument in 2.9.12 against Gnos-
tic cosmology depends on his principle that the soul must remain unde-
scended when it generates matter. Th e key diff erence between the Gnostic 
account of soul’s creation of matter following its νεῦσις and Plotinus’ 
hypothetical account of the same act as the result of soul’s aff ectation in 
1.8.14, therefore, is that the former involves a descent and the latter does 
not, and Plotinus implicitly exploits this diff erence in his polemic. Is 
O’Brien’s argument regarding the manner in which Plotinus contrasts his 
own doctrine that the partial soul generates matter with the Gnostic myth 
of creation now on more solid ground insofar as it appeals, not to some 
unknown feature of Gnostic theodicy, but to established tenets of Plotinus’ 
psychology? Th e answer must be ‘no,’ due to another somewhat puzzling 
oversight on his part. Certainly O’Brien’s position would be unassailable if, 
as he (we assume here) wants to maintain, it is Plotinus’ point in 3.4.1, 
3.9.3, and 1.8.14 that the soul in its fi rst προσβολή remains undescended 
as it generates matter. And this would in fact be the case if in these passages 
he were speaking of the higher Soul, for this Soul does not decline when it 
creates. However, O’Brien seems to forget the implications of his own 

35) (7), 34, n. 19. It should be noted, however, that in this passage Plotinus is speaking of 
the Universal Soul, not of the lower soul that, on O’Brien’s account, generates matter. How 
his argument here would pertain to a soul that, as we shall see shortly, has already declined 
is not at all clear. 
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foundational claim that in these texts it is the partial or vegetative soul 
that—in an action that we must presume to constitute the fi rst προσβολή—
produces matter; for this soul has quite obviously already descended. It is, 
in fact, thoroughly immanent, as Plotinus maintains on more than one 
occasion. Th e vegetative soul is an image (εἴδωλον) of the higher, unde-
scended Soul that is distinct from it.36 It is closely associated with the body, 
being ἔνυλον and the power that brings order to matter.37 It is also con-
nected with evil, which, according to 1.8.4.14f., is a characteristic of the 
soul that is in matter and lacks measure and form, and itself produces 
physical bodies, both functions of the descended soul.38 And it is part of 
the soul that is “divided among bodies,” its divisibility being the result of 
its departure from the intelligible world (4.2 [1].1).39 Whatever it is that 
such a soul generates in addition to physical bodies, it cannot be matter, 
because, if it matter were in fact what it produces, we would be forced to 
conclude that soul descended in order to create it. In other words, if we are 
to postulate that it is the creation of matter that Plotinus is describing in 
3.4.1, 3.9.3, and elsewhere, then we must also be willing to accept what is 
most improbable, that he is doing so in direct and deliberate violation of 
his own expressed axioms A1 and A2.40 And, as we have already noted, he 
would be guilty of additional contradictions, for (a) the soul’s evil would 
be primary and part of its essence rather than, as Plotinus emphatically 
asserts in I.8, secondary and attaching to it after its descent through its 
contact with matter, and (b) this same primary evil would originate in the 
intelligible world, making it responsible for all cosmic evil, which is the 
very charge that Plotinus levels against the Gnostics.

Th e thesis put forward by O’Brien thus fails principally because it 
requires us to believe that Plotinus is guilty of self-contradiction. To repeat, 

36) 6.4 (22).16.40ff .; cf. 15. Th e higher Soul produces images when it “goes forth” toward 
the material world: 5.2.1; cf. 3.2 (47).3.
37) 2.3 (52).17.7; 3.6 (26).4.32ff .; and 3.8 (30).2.22ff . Plotinus further associates this level 
of soul with the base desires of the body, although these desires do not originate in it (3.4.2; 
cf. 4.7 [12].13.11 and 4.4 [28].22).
38) 2.3.17 and cf. 4.3.9.20ff .
39) 3.4.6; cf. 1.1.8.9ff .; 4.9 (8).3.10ff . Th is is an allusion to Timaeus 35a.
40) One might interject that the higher Soul does remain undescended as it projects its 
image, the partial soul, with the intent in part that the latter should generate matter. But in 
the context of Plotinian psychology, according to which such a projection is a kind of 
declination, this would still be a violation of A1.
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whatever it is that the vegetative soul is said to generate in his two key pas-
sages, it cannot be matter. In fact, a necessary condition for the very exis-
tence of the partial soul itself is the pre-existence of matter, since, according 
to A1, the higher Soul would not have projected that image of itself (down-
ward) unless matter were already present as the object of its illumination. 
We may therefore lay to rest the notion that the Plotinian soul in any of its 
manifestations produces matter. But the question remains: if not matter, 
then what is it that the partial soul produces? Fortunately, in several pas-
sages in his treatises Plotinus is much more explicit about the generative 
activity of φύσις. Investigation of these texts will give us the answer we are 
looking for.

Plotinus on the Generation of the “Trace-Soul”

If we look beyond the passages analyzed by O’Brien, we fi nd that Plotinus 
can be much more explicit about the generative activity of the partial soul. 
He specifi es two products of this activity: the partial soul fi rst creates what 
Plotinus refers to as a “trace of soul,” and then, by introducing the trace-
soul into (an already existing) matter, it creates the “qualifi ed body.” What 
precisely these products are and how they function within Plotinus’ psy-
chology will become clear as we analyze the relevant texts.

As one way of demonstrating the harmony between the philosophies of 
Plato and Aristotle, Neoplatonists concerned themselves with reconciling 
Aristotle’s idea that the soul informs the body with Plato’s concept of a 
separable and immaterial soul that is something much more than the 
ἐντελέχεια of the body. Generally speaking, it was the Neoplatonist posi-
tion—likely drawn from Middle Platonist cosmogony41—that the soul 
that imparts form to bodies is something other than the separable soul, 
being a “lower kind of soul” that performs its function ‘before’ the descent 

41) Iamblichus relates that Atticus and other Platonists favored a two-stage process of the 
soul’s embodiment, the fi rst of which occurs when matter coalesces with the “irrational, 
discordant, and enhylic soul.” Th e second stage is the meeting of this disorderly soul with 
the rational soul and the consequent establishment of order (De anima ap. Stobaeus I 379, 
25ff . [=fr. 11 des Places] and cf. 374, 21ff .). Th e concept shows up as well in Galen, De plac. 
Hipp. et Plat. 7, 474, 22ff . J. Dillon (1973) 372, n. 3, refers to what appears to be an 
“analogous” notion in the Hermetic tradition. On Atticus cf. E. des Places (1977) 13ff . and 
G. E. Karamanolis (2006) 188.
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of the higher soul, so that what the higher soul comes to is a body that is 
already ensouled.42 For only thus can the higher soul descend into bodies 
at all, there being no possibility that such a soul will have direct contact 
with matter itself. While later Neoplatonists typically referred to this lower, 
inseparable soul simply as φύσις,43 Plotinus off ers a more refi ned version of 
the same view that preserved the separability of φύσις and so its direct con-
nection with the Universal Soul.44 Th e reason for Plotinus’ more complex 
account is clear. Th e inseparable soul was commonly thought to have more 
in common with the body than with the soul proper and hence could not 
be regarded as truly a part of the soul.45 But Plotinus regards nature as the 
lowest part of the soul and, like most Platonists, wants to exempt all true 
parts of the soul from the infl uence of the passions (πάθη) that derive from 
the body.46 What is important for my argument here is that Plotinus does 
recognize the existence of such an inseparable ‘soul’ that is linked to the 
passions, although he does not identify it with φύσις. Rather, it is the 
“product” of φύσις.

Plotinus speaks of this product of φύσις most clearly and extensively in 
his discussions of how the passions arise in the body. I shall focus here on 
two related analyses, 6.4 (22).15 and 4.4 (28).18-20,47 where he explains 

42) Cf. H.J. Blumenthal (1996) 93.
43) Cf. Blumenthal (1996), 103. See, for example, Proclus, In Tim. I 389, 5-16 and Iambli-
chus, ap. Hermeias, In Phaedr. 113, 23ff . (=In Phaedr. frg. 2 Dillon) and ap. Proclus, In 
Tim. I 165, 16ff . (= In Tim. frg. 21 Dillon). 
44) Cf. 4.7.85. 26ff . Blumenthal notes that in the Enneads φύσις operates at two levels, that 
of the World Soul and that of the individual soul. Cf. (1972) 343. Th e most detailed dis-
cussion of this inseparable soul comes in J. Igal (1979) (I am indebted to the referees of this 
paper for pointing out the relevance of his article). Although Igal is incorrect in his asser-
tion that Plotinus’ identifi cation of such a soul is something entirely new, making its fi rst 
appearance in his middle and late treatises, I do see Plotinus’ particular adaptation to his 
psychology of what was by his time a rather dated concept to be truly novel and idiomatic. 
Igal points out that such a new ‘anthropology’ melds Aristotle’s four psychic levels and his 
diff erentiation between the potentially and actually living body with Plato’s distinction 
between the true soul and the “other species of soul” in Timaeus 69c 5-d 3 (324ff .). 
45) On this see Blumenthal (1996), 117.
46) Cf. Blumenthal (1972), 350: “For Plotinus it [sc. the vegetative soul] is not the minimal 
soul without which no higher form can exist [as it is in Aristotle’s psychology], but the 
end of a continuum which is seen as extending from above . . .” See also (1996) 113ff . and 
O. Geudtner (1971) 18ff .
47) We may add to these two passages 1.1 (53).7.1-7: Th e soul does not give itself to the 
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that it is appropriate to attribute the origin of the passions, not to any part 
of the soul, but to the qualifi ed body (τὸ τοιόνδε σῶμα), which he also 
refers to as the “corporeal nature” (σωματικὴ φύσις or σώματος φύσις) and 
the “body-in-itself ” (αὐτὸ τὸ σῶμα).48 Plotinus is particularly interested to 
demonstrate that this process has nothing to do with nature insofar as 
φύσις is the lowest component of the irrational soul that emanates directly 
from the Universal Soul. He apparently associates this idea with the old 
Platonist view that neither the rational soul nor any of its direct “images” 
that form the irrational soul can come into immediate contact with mat-
ter,49 since in that case the higher Soul would be implicated in the produc-
tion of the body’s desires, pleasures, and pains and hence would be aff ected 
by them. Plotinus’ intention in both of these texts is to show how, even 
after its descent into bodies, the rational soul remains free from the dila-
tory eff ects of the chaotic movements of the bodily passions, thus allowing 
it to gain control of them through the practice of virtue. Yet he is well 
aware that the passions, as irrational and disorderly movements, cannot be 
born of a completely soulless body. His explanation is that nature generates 
in the body50 (or, strictly speaking, in matter) a “trace” (ἴχνος) or “shadow” 
(σκία) of soul, and that, in turn, this trace of soul is directly responsible for 

composite being, but generates (ποιούσης), from the qualifi ed body and a sort of light 
(τινος οἷον φωτός) that it emits, the nature (φύσις) of the living being, something diff erent 
from which come sense perception and all of the other so-called passions. Th is “light,” that 
is diff erent from both the soul and the qualifi ed body and is the cause of perception and the 
passions, is clearly the trace-soul. Here we also see connected with the expression of soul’s 
generation of the trace-soul the notion that the soul does not “give itself ” to the body, but 
produces an intermediate entity in order to preserve its separation from the body. On this 
idea, see below. On 4.4.18-21as part of Plotinus’ response to Aristotle on the question of 
how the soul informs the body, see Karamanolis (2006) 222ff . He mentions the trace-soul 
as a δύναμις through which the soul enlivens the body, but does not discuss its more spe-
cialized functions. 
48) Th e contexts in which Plotinus employs these terms, where they represent a stage of 
corporeality that is between primary matter and true bodies, indicate that they are syn-
onyms. Blumenthal calls this “the body-so-qualifi ed” and describes it as “. . . the body—
already itself ensouled—plus the irradiation from φύσις which gives it life”: (1972) 354. 
On his discussion of these passages and the relationship between the soul and the body’s 
passions and aff ections, see 343ff .
49) So also in 4.3.9.10ff . we fi nd that, on soul’s fi rst descent, it does not come into immedi-
ate contact with matter, but assumes the “nature of body” (σώματος φύσιν).
50) In 6.4.15 it is by the body’s nearness to the soul that it gains this psychic trace.

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:07:32PM
via free access



 J. Phillips / Th e International Journal of the Platonic Tradition 3 (2009) 103-137 125

such irrational movements.51 Th ere are two important points to be made 
from examination of these passages. First, in 4.4.27-28 the trace of soul is 
said to be the trace of the generative soul, so that it is properly regarded as 
produced by that level of soul.52 Nature’s creative activity is thus twofold: 
it fi rst generates from itself the trace-soul and then, by bestowing it upon 
matter, generates the qualifi ed body. Secondly, Plotinus does not regard 
this psychic trace or shadow as truly a part (μέρος) of the soul, as are nature 
itself and all higher “images” of the Universal Soul.53 

Th e importance of identifying the psychic status of this trace-soul can 
be gleaned from the analogies he employs to explain what sort of soul it is. 
In the earlier treatise (6.4.15.16) he describes the trace of soul as “a kind of 

51) Nature “gives” the trace-soul to the body (φύσιν . . . τὴν δοῦσαν τὸ ἴχνος: 4.4.20.16; 
repeated at.28.11f.: [in the origin of desires] τὸ φυτικὸν . . . ἐδίδου τῷ σώματι τὸ ἴχνος, and 
cf. 17f. and 22.1ff ., where Plotinus asks whether or not the “echo” [τὸ οἷον ἐναπηχηθέν] of 
soul and “that which provides it” [τὸ χορηγῆσαν) are the same. A similar question comes 
up at.27.1ff .: Does the earth give the generative soul to plants, or merely a trace [ἴχνος] of 
it?) and thereby creates the qualifi ed body (αὕτη . . . ποιεῖ τὸ τοιόνδε σῶμα:.20.24f.). At 
1.1.11.12f. he says that in beasts it is an image (εἴδωλον) of soul that produces the qualifi ed 
body. And at 2.9.11.15f. Plotinus contrasts his own view of the consequence of matter’s 
illumination by soul with that which he found in the Gnostic myth of creation. How could 
matter, once illuminated (φωτισθεῖσα), produce psychic images (εἴδωλα ψυχικά) rather 
than the nature of bodies (σωμάτων φύσις)? As we shall see, it is Plotinus’ position that 
neither matter nor the trace-soul that enters it when it is illuminated is capable of generat-
ing further psychic images, since both are lifeless. Although itself lifeless, the trace-soul is a 
rational principle and an image of life through the agency of nature. Cf. 4.3.10.38ff .
52) Cf..28.57, where Plotinus says that the trace of soul is of the same substance (ὁμοούσιον) 
as φύσις.
53) Th is is an important distinction in Plotinian psychology, for it is by this notion of a 
descending series of soul’s parts that Plotinus again emphasizes the metaphysical separation 
of the higher Soul from the physical beings that it generates. Generally speaking, the higher 
Soul casts its illumination onto bodies and thereby makes living creatures. It does this, not 
by itself working with the body, but by producing images (εἴδωλα) of itself and ‘giving’ 
them to the body. Th e fi rst of these images is sensation (αἴσθησις), after which comes 
everything called a “form” (εἶδος) of soul, the last being the growth principle (1.1.8.9ff .). 
Th ese “images” or “forms” of soul are quite likely equivalent to what he refers to elsewhere 
as its “parts” (μέρη). Indeed, at 5.2.2.6 he refers to the growth principle as a “part” (μέρος) 
of the higher soul, although the furthest from Intellect. It is in this context alone that Plo-
tinus employs his language of soul’s generation. Diff erent “parts” or “forms” of soul are the 
rational, perceptive, and nutritive: 3.4.2.1-4 and cf. 4.9.3.10ff ., where the growth principle 
is distinguished from both the rational and irrational parts of the soul. 
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warming or illumination” (θερμασίας τινὸς ἢ ἐλλάμψεως). In the later 
treatise, however, he appears to correct himself: the trace of soul is not 
like air that is illuminated; rather, it is like air that is warmed ([ἀὴρ] 
τεθερμασμένος: 4.4.18.6 and cf..29.1ff .).54 We can account for his emen-
dation if we remember that the language of illumination is consistently 
applied to descriptions of what count for him as legitimate parts of the 
soul.55 Stricto sensu, then, the trace of soul is not an illumination insofar as 
it is not a ‘part’ of the soul, and so, as Plotinus might well have reasoned 
when he composed the later text, to make illuminated air (or any other 
illuminated entity) an analogue to it is misleading.56 Plotinus apparently 
deemed it necessary thereby to underscore the fundamental diff erences 
between the trace-soul and the true parts of the soul that are above it. 

As for the qualifi ed body, it is an intermediate (μεταξύ) entity, some-
thing more than what it was—by which Plotinus must have in mind 
matter—and less than what it “aspires” to be—a soul or form of life.57 By 
this Plotinus means that the qualifi ed body wants to be something more 

54) It is clear from 4.29 that Plotinus’ primary purpose in drawing this distinction is to 
explain how, when the soul withdraws from the body, the body continues to live, at least 
for a while. For this the analogy of warming rather than that of illumination is appropriate. 
But he also makes it clear in the same chapter (ll. 45ff .) that he links this matter with the 
more general question of whether the individual aspects of soul exist independently of 
those that precede them or no aspect is separated from any other, but the soul is one and 
many. He had already answered this question in the earlier treatise 4.9 (8): soul is a unity. 
And to clarify this concept he employs the analogy of illumination to account for the 
unbroken continuity between the higher Soul and its various images or parts. So while here 
Plotinus seems to consider it still problematic as to whether the trace-soul is truly soul or 
belongs to the body, most likely because of its intimate connection with the body, there can 
be no doubt from what he says in 4.9 and elsewhere that the trace-soul, while inseparable 
from the body, is not cut off  from the higher parts of the soul.
55) Cf. 1.1.8.9ff .,.7.1ff ., and 12; 2.9.2-3; 3.9.3.7f. At 6.4.16.45f. the higher Soul illumi-
nates itself as it looks toward the principle above it.
56) Yet, as we have seen [see above, note 47], even later (1.1.7.1-7) Plotinus, in arguing that 
the soul does not give itself to the composite being, can say that the nature of the living 
being, which he describes as something diff erent from the soul from which are derived 
sense perception and all of the other passions, is produced from the qualifi ed body and “a 
sort of light” that it emits. Such inconsistencies, I think, indicate how problematic Plotinus 
found his eff orts to delineate the nature of the trace of soul.
57) Cf. also.23.22f., where Plotinus describes how the body or the bodily organs function 
as intermediaries between physical aff ections and the soul. Th e diff erentiation of the quali-
fi ed body both from matter and from the soul is further confi rmed at 3.6.6.33ff . (the 
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than mere body and has thereby, through the agency of its trace-soul, taken 
on more movements than the soul itself. But, to the extent that the motive 
cause is just a shadow of soul and its relationship to the governing powers 
of the full soul is tenuous and weak, these movements are irrational. 

Th ese same passages also reveal another, related function for the trace-
soul. At the outset of 4.4.18 Plotinus poses the question whether, at the 
point when the soul comes to associate itself with the body, the body pos-
sesses already anything in and of itself (ἐφ’ ἑαυτοῦ), that is to say, some-
thing peculiar to it (τι ἴδιον), or what it possesses is nature (φύσις), so that 
it is nature itself that associates with the body. He opts for the fi rst alterna-
tive, that the body conceived in itself (αὐτὸ τὸ σῶμα), when it comes to 
embrace both the (higher) soul and nature, cannot be soulless (ἄψυχον). 
He makes the same claim in the earlier 6.4.15: when a living being comes 
to exist, it possesses both a soul from above, through which it is linked to 
the intelligible world, and a body that is not “empty and devoid of soul” 
(σώματος οὐ κενοῦ οὐδὲ ψυχῆς ἀμοίρου). Even before the advent of the 
rational soul—and, from what we fi nd in the later passage, before the 
advent of nature as well—the body did not lie in “that which is without 
soul” (ἐν τῷ ἀψύχῳ). What is implied in this latter passage, and stated 
explicitly in the former, is that the body is not ‘soulless’ when the rational 
soul and nature descend to it because nature had ‘previously’ generated in 
it a trace or shadow of soul. What 6.4.15 tells us, however, is that the fi rst 
descent of the trace-soul into matter not only distances the descending 
rational soul from the chaotic, passional movements of the qualifi ed body, 
but is also precisely what allows for the possibility of the ‘later’ descent of 
the rational soul into the body, by preparing the body for reception of the 
higher soul. We may thus identify two reasons for this double ensoulment 
of the body: (1) the initial introduction of the trace-soul renders the body 
suitable for receiving the descending rational soul, whereas before it was 
“alien” (ἀλλότριον) to it (6.4.15.18), and (2) this fi rst ‘descent’ of the trace-
soul both exculpates the rational soul and nature (as well as the other irra-
tional parts of the soul) from responsibility for the origination of the 
chaotic passions that are present in the qualifi ed body and ensures their 
complete separation from the deleterious eff ects of these passions, thus 

“nature of bodies” [ἡ τῶν σωμάτων φύσις] has matter as its substratum) and 2.9.11.15f. 
[the “nature of bodies” follows from matter], respectively.
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allowing the higher soul to remain quiet and apart. For only thus can the 
person of virtue gain mastery over the passions (6.4.15.23ff .).58 

We can glean from these accounts the essential aspects of Plotinus’ view 
of the embodied soul’s relationship with the body. First of all, there is a 
distinction to be made between two conceptually separate stages in the 
generation of any living being, insofar as no part of the soul, including the 
irrational φύσις, can itself enter unqualifi ed matter. So between bare mat-
ter and the generation of the living brought about by the descent of the 
higher soul that preserves contact with the intelligible world, there comes 
to be the qualifi ed body—or body-in-itself or nature of body—through 
the introduction of a trace-soul. Only by virtue of the “earlier” (πρότερον) 
presence of the trace-soul in it is the qualifi ed body rendered suitable for 
reception of the higher soul in its descent. In this sense the qualifi ed body 
is an intermediate (μεταξύ) phase, remaining even after the production of 
the living being a kind of shield between the higher soul, which never 
abandons its quietude and aloofness from the physical body as it at the 
same time imbues it with life, and the body which, through its inseparable 
trace-soul, is subject to the irrational movements of the passions.59 Accord-
ingly the higher soul achieves control over the bodily passions while 
remaining apart from them.

Th ese passages tell us relatively little about the precise status of the trace-
soul in Plotinus’ psychology, revealing only that it is more like a warming 
than an illumination of the body, that it introduces shape and motion into 
matter, and that it is not to be counted among the parts of the soul. Fortu-
nately, we do have a somewhat more detailed, and so very important 
account in his treatise on nature (3.8 [30]), where, in a short argument 

58) He comes back to this idea in the late treatise 2.3, where he assures us that through 
virtue we have the power to escape the body, to be something more than a composite or 
ensouled body (σῶμα ἐμψυχωμένον), in which the nature of body (σώματος φύσις), which 
has a certain trace of soul (ψυχῆς τι ἴχνος) is dominant (9.20ff .). Certainly Plotinus posits 
the trace-soul as part of his eff ort to explain how, while nature and the other parts of the 
soul are in matter, they remain impassible to, because essentially separate from, the passions 
and other aff ections related to the body; on this see especially 3.6.4 and 1.1.3. Th e trace-
soul acts as a sort of buff er between these parts or images and the body itself.
59) Both perception (αἴσθησις) and nature, two other images (εἴδωλα) of the higher soul, 
perform the same shielding function; cf. 1.1.8.9ff . It is an important facet of Plotinus’ 
conception of the relationship of the soul to the body that even at the level of nature direct 
contact of the soul with matter does not occur.
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devoted to dismissing the possibility that nature is a combination of mat-
ter and form rather than form exclusively, he refers again to what nature 
generates.

. . . nature is a rational principle (λόγον) that generates another rational prin-
ciple, its product (γέννημα), which gives something to the substratum but 
itself remains at rest. Th is rational principle, then, that is related to the visible 
shape is already the last (ἔσχατος), dead (νεκρός), and no longer capable of 
generating another (principle); while the principle that possesses life is brother 
to the principle of what produces shape and, having itself the same power, 
generates in what comes into being. [3.8.2.28-34]

Th at this “product”of the creative activity of nature is introduced directly 
into the substratum, or matter, and provides it with motion and visible 
shape is suffi  cient evidence that Plotinus here is speaking of the trace-soul. 
We thus learn that he regards it as a rational principle (λόγος),60 although 
it is the last of them, is “dead” and, in contrast to its “brother” and creator, 
nature, is deprived of the power to generate additional psychic images. It 
is related to nature as its “brother,” but φύσις, in stark contrast to its ‘sib-
ling,’ is, like all of the images of soul above it, alive and possesses the capac-
ity to produce images of itself. Yet, while this dead λόγος is not capable of 
producing another principle like itself, Plotinus says that it gives to matter 
something besides a degree of form, by which he most likely means motion 
(in contrast to the “rest” of the λόγος itself ), more specifi cally the uncon-
trolled, irrational motion that we have seen him associate with the quali-
fi ed body that contains a trace of soul and which gives rise to the passions. 

All of this is in complete harmony with Plotinus’ other accounts of the 
trace-soul. Th e motion that it is said to produce in matter in the passage 
above must therefore be the chaotic κίνησις that attends the passions and 
is a feature of the qualifi ed body. And, insofar as the reach of the higher 
soul extends only as far as nature, so that nature is the last of soul’s “parts,” 

60) Th at the trace-soul is a logos is expressed again in 4.3.10.39. D. Roloff  (1970) 6 notes 
the correspondence in this passage between Plotinus’φύσις and Aristotle’s unmoved mover 
(it initiates movement while itself remaining unmoved) as well as between Plotinus’ λόγος 
and both Aristotle’s εἶδος and the Stoic λόγος. His description of the threefold series of 
forms, φύσις-λόγος ζωῆς-μορφή, that Plotinus depicts here fi ts very well with the account 
of the relative functions of φύσις and the trace-soul in 6.4.15 and 4.4.18-20.
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this lowest of the rational principles will not bear the same relationship to 
the higher soul that its proper parts and illuminations enjoy. In saying that 
it is lifeless and unable to reproduce further images, then, Plotinus would 
seem to be giving further indication that it is not among the true parts or 
illuminations of the Universal Soul, each of which is capable of producing 
subsequent images. And the language of 3.8.2.28-34 allows us to surmise 
further that this trace of soul is what Plotinus is thinking of when he 
alludes to a level of the soul that is inseparable (ἀχώριστος) from the body, 
such that in important respects it is more of a corporeal than a psychic 
principle.61 

Moreover, Plotinus’ descriptions of the trace-soul are fully in keeping 
with standard Platonist accounts of a trace-soul or its equivalent that is 
conceived as more properly a feature of the body than a power of the soul, 
although he departs from that view when he maintains that even the trace-
soul, as a rational principle, preserves some tenuous connection with the 
Universal Soul.62 Th at the purpose of this initial descent is to preserve the 
independence and full separability of the rational soul is confi rmed by the 
later Neoplatonists. On this point we have the testimony of Iamblichus, 

61) Cf. 1.1.11.8, where the “image of the soul” (τὸ τῆς ψυχῆς εἴδωλον) and the body are 
distinguished from the separable soul (ὃσον χωριστόν); see also 1.8.14.17ff .; 2.3.9.44f. 
and.16.1ff ; 6.4.15-16. At 4.4.29.14f. we fi nd that the trace-soul is the life that is “proper” 
(οἰκείαν) to the body and at.29.50 that it belongs to the body.

Two additional passages lend support this analysis. At 2.3.16.47-54 Plotinus draws a 
distinction between the introduction of the soul into the body and an earlier “disturbance” 
in matter caused by rational principles that precede the soul’s descent. Th ese are said to be 
the two processes involved in the genesis of things. And at 1.8.7.1-8, in allusions both to 
Timaeus 48a and to the myth in the Statesman, he identifi es the “ancient nature” of the 
cosmos with matter conceived as substratum, “. . . not yet brought to order by some god.” 
Th is is clearly not a reference to primary matter, but rather to matter in a state of disorder, 
that is, matter blended with the trace-soul. In the Statesman myth, the “ancient nature,” 
which Plato describes as a pre-cosmic chaos (ἀταξία) brought on by the corporeal nature 
(σωματοειδές), is brought under the control of the divine creative powers that produce 
order. On the level of the individual, the disorder of Plato’s cosmic corporeal nature is 
manifested in Plotinus’ qualifi ed body.
62) In the later tradition, among those, such as Proclus, who believed that the irrational soul 
and its powers are, with the rational soul, parts of a unifi ed soul, there is a tendency to 
disassociate this power from the soul itself, insofar as it became the formal cause of bodies 
per se, and to consider it an inseparable aspect of the body. Plotinus was not willing to go 
this far. 
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who refers to it as the subject of a debate among Platonists regarding the 
extent of the soul’s descent into the body and associates it with the doc-
trine of the vehicle of the soul.63 Concerning the essences that are interme-
diate between the soul and the body, he says, accounts diff er. Most 
Platonists contend that the soul itself enters the living body immediately, 
while others say that between the incorporeal soul and the body are ethe-
real, heavenly, and pneumatic vehicles and that it is these vehicles that 
attach themselves to the body. Th e view to which this latter group adheres, 
then, holds that the higher soul cannot enter or in any sense become 
attached directly to what is purely material; it is necessary to intercalate a 
level of creation before the embodiment of the rational soul as part of cos-
mic generation, when matter is initially informed. In this way the inde-
pendence of the true (rational) soul from the body is preserved: it comes 
into direct contact, not with primary matter, but with a bodily nature or 
proto-body that is already partially informed by this lowest soul. 

We fi nd this doctrine also in Proclus, whose formulation of it provides 
a more instructive parallel to that of Plotinus. Appropriating the Middle 
Platonic view that matter is fi rst informed by the irrational soul, Proclus 
says it is the ‘mortal’ soul that descends into creation before the ‘divine’ 
soul. Th e role of this mortal soul he makes perfectly explicit: it must join 
with bodies fi rst in order to protect the divine soul from direct contact 
with fl esh and bones and all of what is purely material. “For how could a 
soul that is in itself incorporeal and immortal take part in a dead and fully 
compounded [sc. from the four elements] body?”64 Indeed, to do so would 
destroy its rationality. Th e mortal soul is equivalent to what Proclus terms 
the “irrational nature” (ἄλογος φύσις) which, when combined with mat-
ter, generates the corporeal nature (σωματοειδόν), the seat of the chaotic 
movements that plague bodies.65 It is necessary, then, that the world con-
tain various levels of souls so that beings here might gain rational lives and, 

63) De anima ap. Stobaeus 385, 1-10. See also Proclus, In Tim. III 299, 13-22. Blumenthal 
says nothing of the link to the doctrine of the vehicles of the soul. Among members of the 
second group Iamblichus must have in mind Atticus and his followers. On the doctrine of 
the vehicles of the soul, see especially J. Finamore (1985); cf. also L. Siorvanes (1996) 130ff .
64) De dec. dub. c. 31, p. 50, 13-19. 
65) Cf. In Tim. I 8, 5-9; 9, 31-12, 25; 382, 20-30; In Parm. III 792, 17-794, 26; Th . Pl. I 20, 
p. 95, 2-10 and V 6, pp. 24, 23-25, 19. For a fuller discussion of the concept of an “irra-
tional nature” in ancient Platonism, see J. Philips (2007), ch. 4.
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in turn, rational lives might be prevented from entering bodies without the 
mediation (μεσότης) of the mortal soul’s ‘pre-cosmic’ informing of bare 
matter. For otherwise these rational lives would possess what are exclu-
sively the attributes of irrational beings, that is, desire, perception, and 
imagination.66 In this way, the mortal soul properly exists for the sake of 
the rational soul, rather than in spite of it, in an arrangement dictated by 
divine Providence.67 Its descent into bodies is a necessary condition for the 
completion of the cosmos. 

Th e concordance of Proclus’ analyses with Plotinus’ conception of the 
functions of the trace-soul is obvious. For both Plotinus and Proclus, 
between unalloyed matter and fully informed bodies there exists a corpo-
real nature that is generated as a result of the activity of an irrational nature 
or nutritive soul on matter.68 Because it possesses a purely irrational soul, 
which is the phase of soul that is furthest removed from the Universal Soul, 
the movements of the corporeal nature are chaotic and disorderly. In this 
way it serves both as an intermediate stage of creation (μεταξύ for Ploti-
nus, μεσότης for Proclus) and as a buff er separating the higher soul from 
matter and providing a suitable—because already partially ensouled—
entity into which the higher soul may safely descend. Such an arrangement 
also allows both Neoplatonists to argue that the lower aff ectations (the 
desires and passions) are to be attributed to the body rather than to the 
‘true’ soul and that Plato’s separation of the soul and the body is thereby 
faithfully preserved. 

Th is process of the incorporation of the soul as described by Proclus 
corresponds to his description of the two stages of cosmic creation found 
in his commentary on Plato’s Timaeus, in which he draws a logical distinc-
tion between a corporeal generation (σωματουργικὴ γένεσις), which begins 
as irrational nature (φύσις) generates irrational motion in matter, and an 
ordering (κοσμητική) genesis which comes about through the powers of 
the Demiurge, as he brings rationality to what is thoroughly irrational.69 In 
this way he shows that the descent of the rational soul into bodies to form 

66) In Remp. I 38, 17-20.
67) De dec. dub. c. 31, p. 53, 33-4.
68) Th e chief diff erence between the two, of course, is that Plotinus distinguishes the trace-
soul from nature, making the former the product of the latter and the lowest phase of soul 
that immediately blends with matter. 
69) In Tim. I 383, 1ff .
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living creatures coincides with the point at which the Demiurge enters the 
cosmogonic picture. I would assert that these two cosmic events in Proclus’ 
cosmogony are in all salient respects identical to the two προσβολαί of the 
soul in Plotinus’ cosmogony, and that both are drawing from the same 
Platonist tradition of exegesis. Like Proclus, Plotinus makes his initial 
προσβολή an incomplete corporeal genesis in which an already existing 
matter is fi rst informed by εἴδη or λόγοι that are not ‘true’ forms.70 Only 
in the second of the soul’s “initiatives” do we fi nd the conditions under 
which the genesis of entities is possible.

Conclusion

My interpretation of Plotinus’ account of the soul’s προσβολαί in 3.9.3 is 
thus almost entirely at variance with that of O’Brien. What the soul gener-
ates in its fi rst “approach” is not matter (indeed, it cannot be matter), but 
is what Plotinus refers to as the “qualifi ed body” or the “nature of body,” 
and the generative act itself is what he describes as nature’s introduction of 
the trace-soul into an already existing matter. Th is process is virtually iden-
tical to Proclus’ corporeal generation, both alike representing a pre-cosmic 
phase of cosmogony that is characterized by chaotic motion. I agree with 
O’Brien that it is an innocent process to the extent that the partial soul is 
performing what is recognized throughout the history of ancient Platonism 
as its proper function: bestowing on matter the trace-soul (or the equiva-
lent) that is necessary for subsequent formation of physical bodies. In Plo-
tinus’ second “initiative,” just as in Proclus’ second or “ordering” genesis, 
the partial soul brings order to this chaos both through its own coalescence 
with the qualifi ed body and through the descent of the higher soul, the 
result being fully formed entities as the creation of the cosmos is brought 
to completion. From a purely doctrinal standpoint, then, it is completely 
in keeping with Plotinus’ psychology to attribute the “image of itself ” that 
the partial soul is said to generate in 3.9.3 to the λόγος or trace-soul that, 
as Plotinus confi rms elsewhere, nature generates as its own εἴδωλον. 

70) Cf. 1.8.4.2: (σωμάτων φύσις) ἔχει . . . εἶδός τι οὐκ ἀληθινόν. In Proclus’ terminology, 
such forms are “inarticulate” (ἀδιάρθρωτα). Cf. In Tim. I 419, 26-420, 2 and ap. John 
Philoponus, De aet. mun. 14, 1, pp. 541, 6-544, 1 (Rabe).
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Indeed, when we look more closely at the terminology in 3.4.1 and 
3.9.3 that pertains to the product of the partial soul’s generation, and upon 
which O’Brien depends so much in his eff ort to establish his claim that 
Plotinus can have in mind only matter, we fi nd that it is all more suitably 
ascribable to the trace-soul. Th e trace-soul is the image of the partial soul 
(εἴδωλον [4.3.10.39f.]; also the partial soul is the ἀδελφός of its product in 
3.8.2.33) just as the product of the partial soul is its image (εἴδωλον 
[3.9.3.11]); the trace-soul is the last manifestation of the powers of the 
Universal Soul (ἔσχατος [λόγος] [3.8.2.31]) just as the product of the par-
tial soul that is in body is the last element of the powers above in the last 
part of what is below (τοῦτο ἐν σώματι ἔσχατον τῶν ἄνω ἐν ἐσχάτῳ τοῦ 
κάτω [3.4.1.17f.]); the trace-soul is dead (νεκρός [3.8.2.31]) and deprived 
of life (ἐστέρηται ζωῆς [1.8.4.3]) just as the partial soul’s product is lifeless 
(τὸ γεννώμενον ἄζων [3.4.1.7]) and non-existent (τὸ μὴ ὄν [3.9.3.11]); the 
trace-soul is not a form or part of the soul (οὐκ ἐκείνης μέρους [6.4.15.15f.]) 
just as the partial soul’s product is no longer a form of the soul (τὸ γεννηθὲν 
οὐ ψυχῆς ἔτι εἶδος [3.4.1.11]); the forms that nature gives to matter are 
not “true” forms (εἶδος τι οὐκ ἀληθινόν [1.8.4.2f.]) just as the partial soul’s 
product is indefi niteness that is not in (true) form (3.4.1.12-13); the 
“nature of body” or “qualifi ed body” that results from the blending of 
the trace-soul with matter—the body conceived in and of itself—is an 
intermediate entity (μεταξύ [4.4.18.32]), a statement that corresponds to 
Plotinus’ use of τὸ μεταξύ to refer to the “time” after soul’s fi rst προσβολή 
and before its second (3.9.3.15); it must be brought to completion 
(τελειούμενον [3.4.1.14]) by the higher soul if it is to become a fully natu-
ral body. Nor is it diffi  cult to understand why Plotinus would classify as 
“complete indefi niteness” a manifestation of soul. Elsewhere (1.8.4.14f.) 
he states that the soul which is not outside matter is blended with unmea-
suredness and lacks ordering form. And even the higher Soul, before it 
“sees” Intellect, is indeterminate (ἀόριστον) and as “matter to Intellect” 
(3.9.5). We should not be surprised, then, to fi nd Plotinus using here lan-
guage that we would normally expect to be ascribed to matter ascribed 
instead to a level of soul, particularly when we take into account that this 
is the soul’s lowest phase.71

71) Narbonne (2007), 135f., contends that the product of the partial soul’s creative act in 
3.4.1 cannot be matter, but is a body, which he identifi es with the τόπος of 4.3.9.20-26 and 
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So by failing to discern Plotinus’ diff erentiation between the qualifi ed 
body with its irrational form and completely naturalized bodies, O’Brien 
wrongly proceeds from the premise that what the partial soul generates in 
3.4.1 and 3.9.3 becomes body by the imposition of form on it to the con-
clusion that this product of soul’s generation can only be matter. He does 
so both because he does not recognize an intermediate phase of creation 
between primary matter and fully formed bodies which for Plotinus is car-
ried out by the partial soul or φύσις, and because he omits consideration 
of those passages in the Enneads in which Plotinus explicitly identifi es the 
product of the partial soul’s creative activity as the trace-soul. Th e “recep-
tacle” of soul referred to in 3.4.1 is thus not—cannot be—matter;72 rather 
it is the properly ensouled, qualifi ed body.73 For the same reasons in 3.9.3 
the fi rst προσβολή of the soul cannot be the production of matter; rather, 
it is the production of the qualifi ed body. 

Plotinus’ position on the issue of the generation of matter thus remains 
open to question. Although we are uncertain as to the source of matter’s 
creation, we do have some idea of the mode of its production. He seems to 
have thought that its generation is like in manner to that of intelligible 
matter; that is, it is γενητή in the sense that it is dependent for its existence 
on a higher principle. As we saw at the beginning of this paper, O’Brien 
himself makes the same point. In that case, we may well have the essence 
of Plotinus’ own theory in his argument against the Gnostic explanation 
for the generation of matter at 2.9.3.13-21, where he maintains that, if 
they claim that matter is necessarily produced as a result of its derivation 
from a higher principle (ἀναγκαῖον . . .παρακολουθεῖν), they are bound to 
admit that this necessity is eternal, since what comes to be does so time-
lessly. Th is statement he justifi es in two ways. First, all things other than 

3.9.3 or ‘receptacle’ for what comes from soul in order to form a body, for only a body, and 
not matter, is subject to perfection. But the question then becomes: What sort of body 
might this τόπος be? It cannot be a perfected or natural body, for that is subsequent to 
the result of the partial soul’s creation. Narbonne mentions (155) Plotinus’ reference at 
6.2.22.23 to the last power of soul that is completely limitless and informs matter, which 
we know now to be the trace-soul, but sees no connection to 3.4.1.
72) On Plotinus’s use of this term, cf. O’Brien (8) 62 and 67.
73) We must be careful to distinguish this qualifi ed body from the fully formed body that 
Schwyzer claimed to be the product of the partial soul’s fi rst προσβολή in 3.9.3. On 
O’Brien’s critique of Schwyzer’s analysis, cf. (8) 64f.

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:07:32PM
via free access



136 J. Phillips / Th e International Journal of the Platonic Tradition 3 (2009) 103-137

the fi rst principle are generated (γενητά) by virtue of their dependence on 
higher principles (τῷ παρ’ ἄλλων εἶναι) and, secondly, all things are gener-
ated eternally, such that for each thing there is no specifi c moment of its 
creation (οὐ . . .ἐγένετο, ἀλλ’ ἐγίνετο καὶ γενήσεται). According to this 
ontological conception of generation, then, the timeless creation of matter 
is its eternal illumination by the intelligibles. But, should such in fact be 
his position, we must then suppose that he reconceived this traditional 
sense74 of γενητή insofar as, within the framework of his cosmology accord-
ing to which primary matter cannot revert to its source, its dependence on 
this higher principle is quite unlike that of any other generated entity.75 
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