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Abstract: Plotinus may be understood as the father of Neoplatonism; however, his
understanding of the soul departs from ‘Platonic orthodoxy’ both in respect to his belief in the
undescended soul and in his lack of use of the chariot of the soul (ochéma pneuma). This article
suggests that these are connected and that, rather than the soul taking on layers of embodiment,
it is the undescended soul that takes on lower parts of the soul to mediate its relationship with
the body.

1. Introduction

The ‘chariot of the soul’ (dynua mvedua) is a distinctive feature of platonic philosophical
anthropology, yet its absence is notable in the thought of Plotinus; this article considers the
philosophical reasons why Plotinus may have omitted this doctrine and suggests that the
accretion of the lower soul and the soul’s mediating powers are enough reason for him to bypass
this theory. The first section reviews scholarly treatment of this issue. The second section
considers the precedent for this doctrine in the thought of Plato and the early platonic tradition.
The third section considers different sorts of matter described by Plotinus. The fourth notes
instances where Plotinus could have, but does not, employ the chariot. The fifth examines the
unique accretionary role played by the lower soul in the soul’s descent to the body.

2. Scholarship

The notion of the ‘chariot of the soul’ has become a somewhat common topos within Platonic
scholarship, and, in addition to stand-alone articles and chapters, monograph-length treatments
of the topic have emerged.! There is one chapter that deals directly with Plotinus’ relationship

1E.g., John Finamore, lamblichus and the Theory of the Vehicle of the Soul, American Classical Studies 14 (Chico,
Ca: Scholars Press, 1985); Maria Di Pasquale Barbanti, Ochema-Pneuma e phantasia nel neoplatonismo : aspetti
psicologici e prospettive religiose, Symbolon 19 (Catania: CUECM, 1998). For an East-West comparative, see
Simon Paul Cox, The Subtle Body: A Genealogy, Oxford Studies in Western Esotericism (New York, NY: Oxford
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to the “chariot of the soul’. In ‘Plotinus and the Vehicle of the Soul’,? Dillon notes that Plotinus
has little use for the ‘vehicle’ because of the enhanced role sense organs play in his
understanding of the soul-body relationship. This chapter builds upon an article Dillon had
written earlier, which engaged more explicitly with the nature of sense perception in Plotinus.?
In this article, Dillon notes that it is sense organs that are the medium between the sensible and
intelligible. To this end, two passages are of note: The first, [IV.4 [28] 23, suggests that sensation
is a process of translation from irrational sensation (aicOnoic) to a conception (GvtiAnyig)
through understanding (cuvinut); the second, I11.6 [26] 1.1-5, indicates that sense perceptions
are activities and judgements (évépyelat kai kpicelc) about affections. In this article, Dillon is
engaging with Emilsson’s suggestion that Plotinus is the father, or at least the grandfather, of
Cartesianism;* however, Emilsson does make explicit that Plotinus does not have a notion of
the cogito.®

3. Ancient Precedent

The exact point at which the ‘chariot’ came to be formulated as a coherent doctrine within the
Platonic tradition remains debated.® The sources of this doctrine, however, are less contested.

Plato provides us with the initial precedent for this doctrine. In the Timaeus, we read that
souls were mounted upon an ochéma and given a tour of the universe before their embodiment;
the passage, at 41d-e, reads as follows:

When he had finished this speech, he turned again to the mixing bowl he had used
before, the one in which he had blended and mixed the soul of the universe. He
began to pour into it what remained of the previous ingredients and to mix them
in somewhat the same way, though these were no longer invariably and constantly
pure, but of a second and third grade of purity. And when he had compounded it
all, he divided the mixture into a number of souls equal to the number of the stars
and assigned each soul to a star. He mounted each soul in a carriage, as it were,
and showed it the nature of the universe.’

Here, we see that human souls originate from the same mixing bowl and, consequently,
ingredients as the world soul; however, they are of an inferior grade. This connection is

University Press, 2022). Also, consider the doctoral thesis Stéphane Toulouse (2001), Les théories du véhicule de
l'dme : genese et évolution d'une doctrine de la médiation entre l'dme et le corps dans le néoplatonisme
[unpublished doctoral thesis at the Ecole pratique des hautes études].

2 John Dillon, ‘Plotinus and the Vehicle of the Soul’, in Grosticism, Platonism and the Late Ancient World: Essays
in Honour of John D. Turner, Nag Hammadi and Manichaean Studies 82 (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 485-96.

3 John Dillon, ‘Plotinus, the First Cartesian?’, Hermathena, no. 149 (1990): 19-31.

4 Eyjolfur Kjalar Emilsson, Plotinus on Sense-Perception A Philosophical Study (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1988), esp. 145-8.

® “In short, the “cogito” and its implications are absent in Plotinus’: Emilsson, 148.

6 Halfwessen suggest an Academic origin for the notion: Jens Halfwassen, ‘Bemerkungen zum Ursprung der Lehre
vom Seelenwagen’, Jahrbuch fiir Religionswissenschaft und Theologie der Religionen 2 (1995): 114-28. Bos,
however, places the origin of the doctrine with Aristotle, e.g. Abraham P. Bos, ‘The “Vehicle of Soul” and the
Debate over the Origin of This Concept’, Philologus 151, no. 1 (1 June 2007): 31-50. Kissling notes this notion
to be a product of the ‘melting pot of Neo-Platonism’: Robert Kissling, ‘The OXHMA-IINEYMA of the Neo-
Platonists and the De Insomniis of Synesius of Cyrene’, The American Journal of Philology 43, no. 4 (1922): 318.
However, one could well, with Dillon, place this doctrine in the early Roman Imperial period: Dillon, ‘Plotinus
and the Vehicle of the Soul’, 486-87.

7 Tim. 41d4-41e2: Todt’ &ine, xod TGAY &l 1OV TPpOTEPOV KpaTHpa, &V @ THY TOD TOVTOS WUYTV KEPAVVDE EHLGYEY,
T TGV TPOBEV VIOAOITO KATEYETTO PioYWOV TPOTOV HEV TIVA TOV 0DTOV, AKNPOTO 08 OVKETL KATA TODTA OCOHTMG,
GALG devTepa Kal Tpita. cvotnoag 08 10 iV dieihev Youydg icapifuovg toig dotpotg, Eveléy 0’ ekdotny Tpog
gkaotov, kal Eupifdocag mg €¢ dynuo v 100 Tovtog eOoty £deiéev...: Plato, ‘Timaeus’, trans. Donald J. Zeyl,
in Plato. Complete Works, eds John M. Cooper and D. S. Hutchinson (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 1997).
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important, as it gives the human soul the same capacities as the world soul. The number of
human souls, as we read, is equal to that of the stars, and each soul has a home star. Notably,
here, souls are already created as individuals; there is not a ‘fall’ into individuality. The chariot
enters the picture during the tour of the universe each soul receives prior to its embodied life.
The statement is clear: the demiurge mounts each soul as if on a chariot and, then, the demiurge
shows the soul the nature of the universe (Supipdcag ®g &g dynua TV 100 TOVTOG PLGLY
goe1&ev). Here, the chariot would appear vital to the soul’s transportation throughout the
celestial region of the universe.

Phaedrus is another important dialogue due to its direct use of chariot imagery. Plato
presents the three parts of the soul as a ‘connate dynamis’, writing:

Let us then liken the soul to the natural union of a team of winged horses and their
charioteer. The gods have horses and charioteers that are themselves all good and
come from good stock besides, while everyone else has a mixture. To begin with,
our driver is in charge of a pair of horses; second, one of his horses is beautiful
and good and from stock of the same sort, while the other is the opposite and has
the opposite sort of bloodline.®

While the term ochéma is not used here, this passage is a clear precedent for discussing the
soul with an eye to chariot imagery. With respect to the choice of chariot imagery, Yunis notes
that ‘Plato follows a venerable tradition in using the chariot - for the Greeks the most powerful
engine of movement - for literary purposes’.’

One further locus from the Platonic corpus that fuels the connection between the ochéma
and the afterlife context occurs at Phaedo, where we read that souls mount vehicles before
undergoing posthumous retribution and purification for how they have lived their earthly lives.

We read,

Such is the nature of these things. When the dead arrive at the place to which each
has been led by his guardian spirit, they are first judged as to whether they have
led a good and pious life. Those who have lived an average life make their way to
the Acheron and embark upon such vessels as there are for them and proceed to
the lake. There they dwell and are purified by penalties for any wrongdoing they
may have committed; they are also suitably rewarded for their good deeds as each
deserves.1?

Here, we see the notion of the chariot paired with a retributive theory of the afterlife. Thus, in
some form, the chariot enables one to experience purification and penalisation for the actions
taken in this life (dvapdvteg a o1 a0Tolg OYNUOTA E0TIV).

At some point, Plato’s chariot imagery gets combined with Aristotle’s understanding of
pneuma. Of note is the way in which pneuma comes to take up functions that are normally
attributed to the lower parts of the soul. For instance, pneuma is understood to be the seat of

8 Phaedr. 246a6-b4: £oucétm 31 COLEPVTEO SVVAEL DTOTTEPOL {ehyoue T€ Kol Tvioxov. Bedv pév oby inmot Te Kai
nvioyot mwévteg avtoi te dyobol kai €€ dyabdv, 10 6¢ TOV GAA®V PEUEIKTOL KOl TPMTOV HEV NUAV O Gpyv
ouvopidog Nvioysl, elta TdV (Tnov 6 P&V avtd Kohdc Te Kol dyafog kol ék TotovTev, 6 & & évavtiov Te Kal
évavtiog': Plato, ‘Phaedrus’, trans. Alexander Nehamas and Paul Woodruff, in Plato. Complete Works, eds John
M. Cooper and D. S. Hutchinson (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 1997).

® Harvey Yunis, Plato: Phaedrus, Cambridge Greek and Latin Classics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2011), 138.

0 Phaedo 113d4-e1: Tovtav 8¢ obtwg mepukdTmV, ne1ddy dgikmvTo ol TeTeAeVTKITEG £ic TOV TOTOV 01 6 Saipwy
gkaotov Kopilet, mpdToV pEV d1edikdcavto o1 Te Kal®dg Kol 0cing Pidcavteg Kol ol pr. kol ot pév v 60&maot
pnéowg Pefrokévar, Topgvbévieg Eml TOv Axépovta, avaPavteg a o1 anToig OxNUaTd 0Ty, £l TOVT®V APIKVODVTaL
glg Vv Alpvny, kal kel oikodoi T Kol Kobopopevol Tdv 1€ AdIKnuaTov 5180vieg dikog dmolvovtal, €l Tic Tt
NoiknKeyv, TOV 1€ €DEPYECIAV TIUAG PEPovTal Kota TV d&iov Ekaotog : Plato, ‘Phaedo’, trans. G. M. A. Grube,
in Plato. Complete Works, eds John M. Cooper and D. S. Hutchinson (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 1997).
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the nutritive and sensitive soul;!* thus, it is the site of phantasia. Moreover, Aristotle develops
the notion of the ‘connate pneuma’,*> which appears to be the vehicle that transmits the soul in
the act of reproduction.

We now have the key components for the vehicle of the soul, namely Plato’s imagery and
Aristotle’s connate spirit. That said, it should be noted that pneuma came to play a decisive role
in post-Aristotelian thought. On the one hand, the Stoics identified the soul as prneuma — a
connection which appears to be key for the Platonists who attribute psychic notions such as
phantasia to the ochéma; on the other hand, pneuma came to play a decisive role in medical
discussions.®® However, we must bypass such uses of pneuma to return to our investigation of
Plotinus.

4. Intelligible and Subtle Matter

Within Plotinus’ thought, there are three sorts of matter. In addition to the matter that composes
the world of our everyday experience, Plotinus maintains that there is a more tenuous, but still
material, sort of ‘subtle’ matter and, furthermore, that there is ‘intelligible’ matter. It is this
‘subtle’ matter that is of particular interest for our investigation of the ‘chariot’. However,
before we treat ‘subtle’ matter, let us briefly outline the nature of intelligible matter.

Plotinus primarily engages with the notion of intelligible matter at I 4 [12] 2-5.1* As a
Platonist, Plotinus is committed to an exemplarist understanding of reality. Thus, whatsoever
is ‘here’, that is in the sensible world, must also be ‘there’, that is in the intelligible world: this
includes matter. To this end, Plotinus writes,

Further, if there is an intelligible universal order There, and this universe here is
an imitation of it, and this is composite, and composed of matter, then there must
be matter There too.'®

Here, the reasoning is straightforward; whatsoever is found in the perceptible world must exist
in the intelligible, and this is true also of matter. Here, we also see Plotinus using the shorthand
of Here and There, which is used to denote the sensible and intelligible realms, respectively.
Just before the passage cited above, Plotinus lays out the crucial ontological role that
matter plays in the intelligible realm. As is known, Plotinus’ philosophy hinges upon the notion
of unity, being grounded in the One, which is a pure unity, unfurling to the levels of Nous,
which is one-many, and continuing to the hypostasis of Soul, which is one-and-many.*® In this

1 De gen. anim. 744a 1-5.

12 De motu anim. 19, 703a, 9.

13 For more, see Sean Coughlin, David Leith, and Orly Lewis, eds., The Concept of Pneuma after Aristotle, Berlin
Studies of the Ancient World 61 (Berlin: Edition Topoi, 2020).

4 For a commentary on this section, see A. A. Long, Plotinus. Ennead I1.4: On Matter, The Enneads of Plotinus
(Las Vegas: Parmenides Publishing, 2022), 89—108; Paul Kalligas, The Enneads of Plotinus: A Commentary,
trans. Elizabeth Key Fowden and Nicolas Pilavachi, vol. 1 (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2014),
309-14. For pertinent scholarly treatments, see Dmitri Nikulin, Neoplatonism in Late Antiquity (Oxford
University Press, 2019), 90-115; Kevin Corrigan, Plotinus’ Theory of Matter-Evil and the Question of Substance:
Plato, Aristotle, and Alexander of Aphrodisias, Recherches de Théologie Ancienne et Médiévale 3 (Leuven:
Peeters, 1996), 35—44, 267-73; John M. Rist, ‘The Indefinite Dyad and Intelligible Matter in Plotinus’, The
Classical Quarterly 12, no. 1 (1962): 99-107; A. Hilary Armstrong, The Architecture of the Intelligible Universe
in the Philosophy of Plotinus: An Analytical and Historical Study (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1940), 66—68.

15 Plotinus, Enneads 11 4 [12] 4, 7-9: "Et1 &l k66 10g vontog 0Tty €kel, pipmpa 8& o0tog ketvov, 0dtog 8¢ cvOeToC
Kol &€ BAne, kékel Sel VAnv eivor. Translations of Plotinus are taken from Plotinus, Enneads, trans. A. H.
Armstrong, Loeb Classical Library 440, 441, 442, 443, 444, 445, 468 (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press,
440: 1969, 441: 1966, 442: 1967, 443: 1984, 444: 1984, 445: 1988, 468: 1988)

16 For this nomenclature occurs throughout the Enneads, e.g., Plotinus, Enn. V 1 [10] 8, 23-26; IV 8 [6] 3.
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significant passage, Plotinus tells us that, in Intellect, it is form that introduces diversity, and
that it is actually intellectual matter that provides this realm with its unity. These lines read as
follows,

If, then, the Forms are many, there must be something in them common to them
all; and also something individual, by which one differs from another. Now this
something individual, this separating difference, is the shape which belongs to
each. But if there is shape, there is that which is shaped, about which the difference
is predicated. Therefore, there is matter which receives the shape, and is the
substrate in every case.!’

Thus, somewhat unexpectedly, rather than serving as a principium individuationis, matter
serves as a principium unitatis. Each form, in virtue of its shape, is at variance with the other
forms, and, as such, the unity of Nous arises from its uniform substrate: intelligible matter. On
the distinction between intelligible and sensible matter, Corrigan writes,

The difference between intelligible and sensible matter is that the former is
eternally the same form and also the whole intelligible world at once, whereas the
latter is eternally receiving different forms. Sensible matter is all things in turn,
but only one thing at a time (3, 9-14). Plotinus concludes, therefore, that there is
‘shape or form in both the sensible and the intelligible worlds, but that each world

has its shape in different ways’.1®

Sensible matter is only capable of being one form at any given time, while intelligible matter
is all forms at once.

It is now clear that Plotinus developed a theory of intelligible matter, and this served to
unify the hypostasis of Nous. However, the sort of matter that most closely resembles the
‘chariot of the soul’ is tenuous, but nevertheless material. Let us turn now to consider this subtle
matter.

Our clearest witness to subtle matter occurs as part of Plotinus’ discussion of the
embodiment of daemons. The passage occurs as part of a broader discussion of the nature of
eros in Ennead 111 5:

But how do they participate in matter, of any sort at all? Obviously not in bodily
matter, or they will be perceptible living creatures. Even if they do take as well
bodies of air or fire, their nature must certainly have been different before, to give
them any possibility of participating in body. For that which is altogether pure
does not directly combine with body; though many people think that a body of air
or fire is included in the substantial nature of a spirit in so far as it is a spirit. But
why does one substance combine with body and another not, unless there is
something responsible for the combination in the case of one that combines?
What, then, is responsible? One must suppose an intelligible matter, in order that
a being which has a share in it may come to this matter here of bodies by means
of it.??

17 Plotinus, Enneads 11 4 [12] 4, 2-7: Ei obv moA\& té €181, KooV pév Tt év ool avdykn stvor: koi o1 ko iiov,
O dagépst dAlo dAlov. Todto 81 1o 1310V Kai 1) Srapopd 1) yopilovsa 1 oikeia éoti poper. Ei 8& poper, 0Tt 10
pHop@ovuEVOV, TTEPL O 1) dtapopd. "Eotiv dpa kal VAN 1) TV Lopenv dexopévn Kol Gl TO VITOKEIUEVOV.

18 Corrigan, Plotinus’ Theory of Matter-Evil and the Question of Substance: Plato, Aristotle, and Alexander of
Aphrodisias, 37.

19 Plotinus, Enneads 111 5 [50] 6, 35-45: AMAO nddg kai tivog DAng petéyovotv; Ov yap 87 tfig copatuc, §j (da
aicOnta Eoton. Kol yap el chpata tpociapfdvovsty aépva 1 mopva, GAAL ST ye TPOTEPOV APOPOV COTDV
TV @Oow eiva, vo Kol HETAoY®OL GOUATOC 0 Yap e0OVC 10 Kabapdv TavTn GOUATL piyvuTon: Kaitol ToAAoIG
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Daemons, Plotinus notes, do not participate in mundane matter, for they would, in that case, be
perceptible. They are, nevertheless, embodied.?° This particular sort of embodiment, we read,
is composed elementally of either air (dépog) or fire (mvpoc); thus, we can locate daemons in
the spheres of either air or fire.?! Plotinus tells us that the role of this body, whatever its precise
composition, is to enable beings that share in it to come to the realm of material bodies we
inhabit. Thus, as Kalligas points out,?? this subtle body plays a mediating role between soul and
corporeal nature. However, Plotinus stops short of introducing the ochéma. Indeed, this use of
‘intelligible matter’ appears to be a émno& yeyovog in Plotinus’ thought, and Smith notes that
Plotinus appears discontent with the need for mediation.?®

5. The Plotinian Lacuna

Plotinus does not have a pronounced understanding of the ‘chariot of the soul’; however, at the
same time, it is not altogether absent from his thought. While the specific use of the noun &ynua
is absent from Plotinus’ oeuvre, Smith has drawn attention to the use of the infinitive oygicOon
and of other terms that are reminiscent of the vehicle, such as the terms yemdéotepa, fapvory,
&Bapvven, and Epelopévor.?* This language occurs at IV 3, where we observe souls taking
different sorts of bodies upon themselves as they descend into the cosmos. The text reads as
follows,

The souls when they have peeped out of the intelligible world, go first to heaven,
and when they have put on a body there go on by its means to earthier bodies, to
the limit to which they extend themselves in length. And some souls [only] come
from heaven to lower bodies; others pass from one body into another, those whose
power is not sufficient to lift them from this region because they are weighed
down and forgetful, dragging with them much that weighs upon them. They
become different either because of the variety of the bodies into which they
entered or because of their fortunes or their upbringing, or they themselves bring
with them a difference coming from themselves, or all these causes, or some of
them, operate together to produce the differences.?

Sokel 1 ovoia 10D Saipovog kb’ dcov Soiuwy petd Tvog cmpatog 1 dépog §| mopdg etvon. AAAY Sid Tl 1) pév
chpatt piyvotar, 1 88 o, &l uq Tic i Tf wryvopévn aitio; Tic odv 1 aitio; “YAnv 8&i vontiy vmoBéchor, fva 10
Kowavioov ékeivng fikn kol €ig Tady TV TOV copdTOV 61 avTid.

20 The embodiment of daemons and angels is a commonplace in late antiquity, e.g., Origen, De principiis pref. 8;
Porphyry, De abstinentia 11. 39.

21 The elemental composition of any given body determined is cosmological position, and the arrangement of the
elements is spherical, with earth being at the centre, water being next, followed by air, and, ultimately fire; after
fire, was the celestial region. Air was considered hot and wet, while fire was considered hot and dry. For further
discussion, see David C. Lindberg, The Beginnings of Western Science: The European Scientific Tradition in
Philosophical, Religious, and Institutional Context, Prehistory to A.D. 1450, 2nd ed. (Chicago, IL: University of
Chicago Press, 2007), 52-56.

22 ¢ As cause of the corporeality of demons, P. nominates—by way of hypothesis—an “intelligible matter” (hule
noété), which would make intermediation possible from the purely intelligible Soul to corporeal nature’: Kalligas,
The Enneads of Plotinus: A Commentary, 2014, 1:525.

2 ‘Plotinus is not happy about the idea of fiery bodies as intermediaries yet his peculiar use of the concept of
vontr UAn as an intermediary between total incorporeality and the material world seems to be dictated partly by
the semi-corporeal nature of the Tvedpo/Oynpa’: Andrew Smith, Porphyry’s Place in the Neoplatonic Tradition:
A Study in Post-Plotinian Neoplatonism (The Hague, Netherlands: Martinus Nijhoff, 1974), 153.

24 Smith, 152.

2 Plotinus, Enneads IV 3 [27] 15, 1-10: "Tact 8¢ ékkdyacot tod vontod gig odpavov pv tpdtov Koi odpe ekel
npocAiafodcat 61’ avTod 10N yOPodoL Kol £l TA YE®OEGTEPH CMUATA, £ig dooV AV gig pijkog éktafdot. Kai ai puév
ém’ oOpovod €i¢ copaTo TO KaTmTéPM, ol 88 m’ GAAoV ig dAka slokpvopevar, aig 1) Suvopug odk fpkecey dpot
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This passage is striking due to the spatial language used by Plotinus to discuss the soul’s
movement and descent. Armstrong, on the one hand, attributes this language to Plotinus’
‘cosmic religiosity’;?® Kalligas, on the other, suggests that the participle éxkOyacat ought to
be taken as a shift of attention, rather than a spatial one.?’ Nevertheless, this language persists
just a few sections later, where we read,

One could deduce from considerations like the following that the souls when they
leave the intelligible first enter the space of heaven. For if heaven is the better part
of the region perceived by the senses, it borders on the last and lowest parts of the
intelligible. So these heavenly regions are first ensouled thence, and participate in
soul first because they are better adapted to participate. But the body of earth is
the last, and less naturally adapted to participate in soul and far from the bodiless
nature.?®

Here, we see the soul’s sojourn through the heavens as part of its descent to the body. Such an
account can be understood as developing out of what we saw earlier in Plato’s Timaeus, where
souls are given a tour of the universe before embodiment. However, the added detail that
heaven is the better part because it borders on the lowest parts of the intelligible is a striking
sentiment. After all, the intelligible is taken to be a non-spatial entity. Perhaps it is possible to
weaken the force of this language by appealing to metaphor and cosmic piety; nevertheless,
these physical descriptions of spiritual motion cannot be altogether ignored.

Plotinus’ engagement with the chariot can also be found when he discusses the soul-body
relationship. Consider the following comment on the different ways in which the soul can enter
the body:

Now there are two ways of soul entering body; one is when a soul is already in a
body and changes bodies, or passes from a body of air or fire to one of earth
(people do not call this change of body because the body from which entry is made
is not apparent); and the other, passage from bodilessness to any kind of body,
which would of course be the first communication of soul with body. About this
last, then, it will be proper to investigate what it is that happens when a soul which
is altogether pure and free from body takes upon itself a bodily nature.?

évtedbev dud Papuvoy Kol A0V moAd gpelkopévaig, 6 avtaig EBapuvon. Iivovtat 8¢ didpopot 1 copdtov gic &
évekpifnoav maparloyaic 1 kol Toxoug 1j kot tpo@ais, fj avtol Tap’ avt@v o Sidpopov Kopilovov 1 Tdct ToVTOoLg
1 TIoW aOT@V.

% ‘Here there appears the “cosmic religiosity” which Plotinus shared with other philosophers of late antiquity: the
belief, that is, that the celestial regions and the heavenly bodies are divine and far closer to any higher, spiritual
or intelligible, divinities there may be, than the world below the moon, and that consequently the primary and
proper material abode of souls is in this higher region from which they descend, assuming progressively inferior
sorts of bodies according to the depth of their descent, the earthly body being the last and lowest’ (Armstrong’s
trans., p. 82n2).

27 “the participle ekkupsasai does not necessarily entail movement in space, but rather a mere shifting of the souls’
gaze and focus of attention’: Paul Kalligas, The Enneads of Plotinus: A Commentary, trans. Nickolaos Koutras,
vol. 2 (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2023), 50.

28 Plotinus, Enneads IV 3 [27] 17, 1-7: 'Ot 8¢ £k 10D vontod &ic v 0dpoavod factv oi yoyai 1o npdrov yhpav,
Aoyicarto Gv Tig €k T@V ToovT®V. El yap ovpavog év 1@ aicbnt® 1o dusivaov, €in dv mpooeyng TdvV vontdv
101G €0ydto1g. 'Exeifev toivov yoyobtot tadto tpdra kot petalappavetl og Emtndedtepa petolapfavew. To 68
yenpov HoTaTOV TE Kol Woyi|g fITTovog TeQUKOG LETOAOUPAVELY Kol TG ACOUATOL PVGEMS TOPP®.

29 Plotinus, Enneads IV 3 [27] 9, 3-12: Encl totvov d1ttdg 6 1pdmog thig £ig oduo yoyfig eicddov—1| pév yap
yivetol oy v odpott oo T 1€ HETEVOMUATOVIEVT KOl T €K COUATOC AEPIVO 1| TUPIVOL EIG YNVOV YIVOUEVT,
fiv 81 petevoopdtmoty od Aéyovsty sival, 8Tt ddnlov 10 &g’ oD 1 siokpiolc, 1 8¢ &k oD dowudtov sic 6TIODV
od®pa, 1j 01 kol TpdTn Gv €l Yoyt Kowvovia cdpatt—opHds Gv &xot Emokéyacbot Tept TanTng, Ti TOTE £0TL TO
ywépsvov tabog 0T, T8 Yoy Kabapd 0dc0 GOUATOS TAVTN Ioysl TEPL AVTHYV GAOUATOG POGY.
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Here, Plotinus clarifies that his focus is the initial joining of soul to any sort of body, not the
transition from aethereal to material body. This initial joining of soul to body is the true
philosophical problem, but the question of aethereal embodiment ought not to be dismissed as
a ‘fiction’,*° as it is a theory that was taken seriously by a great number of Platonists. Moreover,
in the hands of subsequent Platonists, even some of Plotinus’ texts were understood to be

gesturing at the ‘chariot’; this is particularly true of the following passage:

But they change from the whole to being a part and belonging to themselves, and,
as if they were tired of being together, they each go to their own. Now when a soul
does this for a long time, flying from the All and standing apart in distinctness,
and does not look towards the intelligible, it has become a part and is isolated and
weak and fusses and looks towards a part and in its separation from the whole it
embarks on one single thing and flies from everything else; it comes to and turns
to that one thing battered by the totality of things in every way, and has left the
whole and directs the individual part with great difficulty; it is by now applying
itself to and caring for things outside and is present and sinks deep into the
individual part.3!

This passage is taken from the early treatise ‘On Descent of the Soul into Bodies’, and it makes
particularly clear that, for Plotinus, the sin of the soul that leads to descent is that of self-
isolation; the result of this is that the soul ‘sinks deep into the individual part’ (d0ca avTOD
7oAV €ic 10 €low). Fleet, in his commentary, draws particular attention to the participle émpaca,
which is used to discuss the ‘embarking’ that occurs as part of the soul’s descent, as a term
upon which subsequent Platonists ceased in order to demonstrate Plotinus’ belief in the ‘chariot
of the soul’.3? This ‘embarking’ or ‘mounting’ is, thus, part of the soul’s preparation for descent
into this world.

At Ennead 111 6, there appears to be a pairing of the lower part of the soul with pneuma,
which appears to place pneuma as the medium of phantasia. Here, we read:

But the purification of the part subject to affections is the waking up from
inappropriate images and not seeing them, and its separation is effected by not
inclining much downwards and not having a mental picture of the things below.
But separating it could also mean taking away the things from which it is separated

30 < Among the cases he will not be examining he includes those of “imperceptible reincarnation,” which had been
supported by certain Platonists. As lamblichus testifies in De an. apud Stob. Ecl. 149.39 (trans. Finamore and
Dillon), this view, which had been espoused, among others, by Eratosthenes and Ptolemy the Platonist (see my
comment on VP 20.49), posited that “the soul is always in a body and passes from subtler bodies into dense bodies.
For it spends time in some portion of the sensible world, and descends into solid body at different times from
different places in the universe.” Cf. also above, my comment on 4.6-9, and the relevant account found in Plutarch
De fac. 28— 29, 943¢—944c. P. was not willing to preoccupy himself with such fictions that merely transpose the
problem of the soul’s embodiment to an extraterrestrial, and therefore extra-empirical, stage of its life. What he is
concerned with is how the soul comes into contact with corporeal nature in general’: Kalligas, The Enneads of
Plotinus: A Commentary, 2023, 2:39—-40.

311V 8 [6] 4, 10-21: Metopdirovoon 8¢ £k Tod AoV €ic TO PEPOC Te sTvar Kol EQVT@Y Kail 010V KALVOLGHL TO GV
BAA® elvon avaympodoty gic 10 Eavtdv ékdotn. ‘Otav 81 TodTo 818 YpdveV Tolj Pevyovsa TO TdV Ko Tf Stoxpicet
GmooTAco Kol U TPOg TO vonTov PAEMT, LEPOG YeVOUEVT] LovodTal Te Kol AcBeVel kol ToALTPayLOVET KOl TPOG
HéEPOG PAETEL Kl TA GO TOD A0V YOPIGUD EVOG TVOG EMPAca kol T0 dAAO iV Quyodoa, EMBodoa Kol oTpapeio
€lg 10 &v  ékevo mntTopevoy VIO TV [6Awv Kol] Taviov, Tod 1€ OAov AméoTtn Kol TO KOBEKOoTOV HETA
TEPLOTACEWDG S101KET EPamTopévn §om Kal Bepanevovca ta EEwbBev kai mapodoa Kai dhoa adTod ToAL £ig 10 giow.
32 ‘The Greek literally means “it has embarked on one single thing.” This phrase was seen by later Neoplatonists
(e.g., Proclus in Tim. 3.236, 31ff. and Philoponus in de Anima 18, 26-31) as proof that Plotinus believed that the
human soul, after leaving its star, embarked on a vehicle that was made of breath (prneuma) or light (phos) as an
intermediary between the intelligible and sensible’: Barrie Fleet, Ennead IV.8: On the Descent of the Soul into
Bodies (Las Vegas, NV: Parmenides Publishing, 2012), 135.
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when it is not standing over a vital breath turbid from gluttony and sated with
impure meats, but that in which it resides is so fine that it can ride on it in peace.®

Purification, thus, is linked to purification from phantasia. Yet, in its purified state, it emerges
that the soul continues to ‘ride’ (dyeicOat) upon a pneuma (€ni mvevparog). Thus, in its pure
state, there appears to be some sort of subtle embodiment that does not impede the soul.

The most likely candidate for this sort of embodiment is the ‘chariot’. Indeed, even
Kalligas, who is frequently reticent to suggest the presence of the ‘vehicle’ in Plotinus’ thought,
considers this to be a reference to the ochema pneuma; moreover, Kalligas even points to a
second purificatory route that may include theurgy.®*

6. The Descent of the Soul

We have now seen that there are clear characteristics of the ‘chariot’ in Plotinus’ thought in
various respects. Yet, the question remains: why does Plotinus not cultivate this notion in the
same way as other Platonists? The notion of the ‘chariot’ was clearly used prior to Plotinus,
and it is observable in a figure such as Galen (PHP VII 7.25, 474.22-27). Likewise, Plotinus’
student Porphyry deploys this notion (see Proclus’ report at /n Tim. 3.234, 321r). Thus, Plotinus
was almost certainly familiar with this aethereal form of embodiment. Above, we noted how
Dillon, in his chapter ‘Plotinus and the Vehicle of the Soul’, takes the sense organs to bridge
the gap between material and immaterial realities; thus, the topic has been considered from this
perspective. Let us build upon this by considering how Plotinus’ doctrine of the undescended
soul and the accretions the soul receives in its descent reduce his need to depend upon the
‘vehicle’ to explain the soul-body relationship.

Plotinus’ doctrine of the undescended soul is unique amongst the Platonists. Even he
acknowledges this:

And, if one ought to dare to express one’s own view more clearly, contradicting
the opinion of others, even our soul does not altogether come down, but there is
always something of it in the intelligible.*®

Subsequent Platonists also note Plotinus’ departure from Platonic orthodoxy.® Thus, in both
his belief in the undescended soul and the absence of the ochéma pneuma, we find Plotinus
departing from Platonic commonplaces — perhaps there is a relation here?

The true self, for Plotinus, lies squarely in our disembodied intellect.” Thus, it is hardly
surprising that, in his account of eudaimonia, Plotinus restricts the sphere of ‘well-being’ to

33 Plotinus, Enneads 111 6 [26] 5, 24-29: Kaitot dmofic dpmc 6 kai &v 0orepd. Tod 8& madntikod ) puév kébopoig
1N £€yepois €k TV ATOTMV eid®AOV Kal [T 6pactc, TO 6¢ yopilesbot T un TOAAT] vedoet Kol 1 mepl T KAT® Un
eovtacie. E 8 &v xai 10 yopilew adtd 10 £keiva dpoipsiv Gdv tobto yopiletat, dtav ui éml mvedpatog Bolepod
K yootpiuopyiog kol mAgfoug ob kabap@dv § capkdy, 6AL 1) ioyvov 10 &v @, ®OC &m’ ovtod dysicOon Hovyi.

34 “This second way differs markedly from the first, in that it is by no means a purely contemplative method, but
even appears to leave some margin for the employment of theurgic and other similar cathartic means. It includes
the purgative emaciation of the body (cf. VP 2.4-5 and 8.21-22), but also the purification of the “breath-spirit”
(pneuma) from licentious tendencies such as “gluttony” (gastrimargia: cf. Pl. Phd. 81e6, Ti. 73a6, CH VI 3,
74.13). Although P. does not in general appear to show much interest in the pertinent Middle Platonic belief (see,
e.g., Atticus fr. 15; Dodds 1963, 313—18; Dillon 1973a, 371-72; Kehl 1978, 998-1000; Scott 1991, 77-83, 150—
61; and my comment on II 2.2.21-22), in the present passage he seems to be alluding directly, albeit in somewhat
peirastic fashion, to the belief concerning a “spiritual vehicle” (preumatikon ochéma) that envelops the soul during
the process of its embodiment, and that is the agent of its affections and its humbler desires’: Kalligas, The
Enneads of Plotinus: A Commentary, 2014, 1:551.

% Plotinus, Enneads IV 8 [6] 8, 1-3: Koi &i ypr mapd d6&av tdV dAA®Y ToAuficar t© @avopevov Aéysty
GOQEGTEPOV, OV TAGO 0VO ™ 1) NUETEPA YT EGV, AL’ EoTL TL AOTHC &V T@ vonT® el

3% E.g., Proclus, in Alc. 227.2-9; lamblichus de Myst 28, 6-11.

7 E.g., Plotinus, Enneads IV 8 [6] 4.1-24; cf. V 1[10] 1, 1-17.
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that which pertains to the soul. More surprising, however, is the way in which Plotinus restricts
eudaimonia to the parts of the soul that do not have to do with the body. Consider the following
passage from ‘On Well-Being’:

Man, and especially the good man, is not the composite of soul and body;
separation from the body and despising of its so-called goods make this plain. It
is absurd to maintain that well-being extends as far as the living body, since well-
being is the good life, which is concerned with soul and is an activity of soul, and
not of all of it—for it is not an activity of the growth-soul, which would bring it
into connexion with body.®

Thus, it would appear that the human, here exemplified by the spoudaios, is purely the higher
self, and not a soul-body composition. Due to this strict identification of the self with the higher
self, Plotinus precludes not only the body from eudaimonia, but also the lower parts of the soul.
Elsewhere, Plotinus characterises the lower aspect of the self as an ‘addition’ or ‘appendage’ (I
4 [46] 5, 18: mpocOnkn), suggesting that it is not vital to who ‘we’ are.

Plotinus famously uses the image of Glaucus from Plato’s Republic (X 611D7-612A5)
to explain the relationship between the higher and lower self. Here, Plotinus explains that it is
not only the body but indeed the lower parts of the soul that are considered accretions. He
writes,

The argument which concludes that the soul is sinless assumes that it is a single
completely simple thing and identifies soul and essential soulness; that which
concludes that it sins interweaves with it and adds to it another form of soul which
is affected in this dreadful way: so the soul itself becomes compound, the product
of all its elements, and is affected as a whole, and it is the compound which sins,
and it is this which for Plato is punished, not that other single and simple soul.
This is why he says, “We have seen the soul like the people who see the sea-god
Glaucus.” But, he says, if anyone wants to see its real nature, they must “knock
off its encrustations” and “look at its philosophy,” and see “with what principles
it 1s in contact” and “by kinship with what realities it is what it 1s.” So there is
another life of soul, and other activities, and that which is punished is different.
The asggnt and the separation is not only from this body but from all that has been
added.

Here, we see that ascent and separation are not only from the body, but from all that has been
added (mpooteBévrog), which suggests that more than the body is added in the course of
embodiment. This is also made clear earlier in the passage, where we read that, while the soul
itself is simple, it becomes compound when inhabiting the body. Thus, for one to ‘knock off
one’s crustations’, it would appear that, in addition to the bodily element, one must knock off
the lower parts of one’s soul. Thus, rather than the soul receiving garments in the form of subtle

38 Plotinus, Enneads 14 [46] 14, 1-8: To 8¢ w) cvvauedtepov stvor 1oV 8vOpomov kol péAota tov omovdoiov
HapTLPET Kol 0 YOPIopog O Gmd 100 cOUATOG Kol 1] TV Aeyopévay ayaddv Tod couatog katappovnots. TO 6
Kafocov 10DV T (Pov ThHY eddarpoviay elvar yedoiov edlmiag T eddonpoviag odone, | mepl yoymv cuvictata,
gvepyelag tantng odong Kol Yyoyfig oV Taonc—ov yap 61 THg UTIKTG, Tv' v Kol EQIYOTO GOUUTOC

39 Plotinus, Enneads 11 [53] 12, 6-20: O pév yop 10 avoapdptntov d1300g tf] Wyl Aoyog v aniodv tavn £1ibeTo
10 oDTO Youymv Kod TO Yoydi stvan Aéyov, 6 & auaprsw d1d0v¢ cupmAékel pEv kai Tpootifnow adti] Kai dAlo
WYoyfig €180 1O TaL detvdr Exov mébn: cvVOETOG 0DV Kaid TO €K TAVTOV 1} Yuym avTh Yivetan Kai maoyel o KoTd TO
6lov kai apoptavel T cvvheTov Kol ToDTO 0Tt TO S0V dikny avTd, ovk Ekeivo. ‘OBev pnoi- tebBedpeba yap
avTVv, domep ol Tov BaAdttiov Fhadkov 0pdvtes. Ael 8¢ mepikpovoavtag ta tpootediva, elmep Tig £06Aet v
evoY, enotv, avTic idelv, sic TV Prhocoeioy adTic idetv, OV EpanteTar Kol Tiol GLYYEVIC 0VGE £6TV & EoTv.
"AXAN obv {om Kol AAat évEpyetar Kol TO KoAalOHEVOV ETEPOV" 1] 88 AvaydPNOIS Kl O YOPIGHOC 00 HOVOV ToDdE
10D oduaTog, AAAA Kol dravtog Tod TpocTtedévTog.
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material envelopes, in its descent to the body, it would appear that it is the true self that is being
shrouded in the soul’s lower layers.*? In addition, we see Plotinus using the same vocabulary
to discuss our relationship to our lower self; here, he notes that separation is from what has
been added (I 1 [53] 12, 19-20: mpoctebévtog), a clear parallel with the earlier citation which
saw the lower self described as an ‘addition’ (mpocOrjkn).

When properly ordered, the body belongs to the soul; when improperly ordered, the soul
becomes the property of the body. One is able to maintain the correct balance between the soul
and body when one is careful not to let the soul descend too deeply into the body. Plotinus
warns of this when he writes,

For, as there are two reasons why the soul’s fellowship with body is displeasing,
that body becomes a hindrance to thought and that it fills the soul with pleasures,
desires and griefs, neither of these things could happen to a soul which has not
sunk into the interior of its body, and is not anyone’s property, and does not belong
to the body, but the body belongs to it, and is of such a kind as to want nothing
and be defective in nothing; so that the soul will not be filled with desires or fears;
for it will never have any frightening expectations about a body of this kind, nor
does any business make it turn to what is below and take it away from the better,
blessed vision, but it is always directed to those higher realities and sets this world
in order with a power which requires no active effort.*!

The key to our ability to philosophise, as Plotinus details it here, is not to let the soul sink into
the body (IV 8 [6] 2, 42-53 46-7: 1 €i¢ 10 giom £3v 10D cdparoc).*? Thus, while one lives an
embodied life, one must remain vigilant not to allow the soul to become too involved with the
affairs of the body. Thus, it is the soul’s fate to live an amphibious life, living both ‘Here’ and
‘There’; Plotinus reminds us of this when he notes,

Souls, then, become, one might say, amphibious, compelled to live by turns the
life There, and the life here: those which are able to be more in the company of
Intellect live the life There more, but those whose normal condition is, by nature
or chance, the opposite, live more the life here below.*?

The soul, thus, is constantly pulled between its higher, true nature and the body it inhabits. This
dual existence earns the soul the epithet of being ‘amphibious’.

The soul, Plotinus tells us, participates in both intelligible and perceptible orders. Thus,
the soul, by nature, plays a mediating role. This is particularly clear, when we read:

Since this nature is twofold, partly intelligible and partly perceptible, it is better
for the soul to be in the intelligible, but all the same, since it has this kind of nature,

40 Also consider Rist’s note on this point, ‘this integration is achieved the lower elements become as garments
lying about the upper soul; they are now recognised as wholly inessential and really are inessential. They can no
longer be called parts of the soul (uépn), since they clothe the true self without any act of will on its part. They
are the pure accidents of earthly life’: John M. Rist, ‘Integration and the Undescended Soul in Plotinus’, American
Journal of Philology 88, no. 4 (1967): 420.

41 Plotinus, Enneads 1V 8 [6] 2, 42-53: Ao yap dviav 1" & Svoyepaivetar 1) yoyfic mpdg odua Kovovio, 6Tt e
EumdS10v TPOG TOG VONOELG Yiyverat, kol 6Tt 1100vAV Kol EmOLIBY Kol AVTAV THUTANGY aOTV, 0DGETEPOV TOVTMV
av yévorro yoyfi, fitig u) €ig 10 iow £6v Tod cdpaTog, PUNdE Tvog €oTt, UNdE ékeivov €yéveto, GAN’ Ekeivo avTH|G,
got1 1€ TO10DTOV, Olov pnfte TIVOG Seicbon pite Tvi éddeiney: Bote pmdE v yoyny émbvudy mipmlacOo f
POPmV: 0VOEV Yap SEWVOV UNTOTE TTEPT CAOUATOG TPOGOOKNGT TOOVTOV, OVTE TIG AGYOAI VEDGIV TO10DGO KATM
amdryet TG kpeitTtovog Kol paxapiog 0ag, AAL’ EoTv del Tpog Ekeivolg Ampdyovt duvapet TdE O Tiy Koopodaod.
42 This language was also noted in our earlier citation of IV 8 [6] 4, 10-21.

43 Plotinus, Enneads TV 8 [6] 4, 31-35: Ttyvovtar odv olov aupifiot &€ avaykng tov te ékel Biov TV Te évtadfo
mapd pépoc Provoar, mAsiov pév ToV Ekel, ol Stvovtar TAlov T v cuveival, TOV 88 EvBade mAgiov, aig 10 évavtiov
i Ooet fj Toyaug vfpEev.
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it is necessarily bound to be able to participate in the perceptible, and it should not
be annoyed with itself because, granted that all things are not the best, it occupies
amiddle rank among realities, belonging to that divine part but being on the lowest
edge of the intelligible, and, having a common boundary with the perceptible
nature, gives something to it of what it has in itself and receives something from
it in return, if it does not use only its safe part in governing the universe, but with
greater eagerness plunges into the interior and does not stay whole with whole;**

Again, we read about the double nature of the soul, which is positioned at the end of the
intelligible, sharing a common boundary with perceptible nature. Moreover, Plotinus diagnoses
the problem of the soul to be its falling away from the whole and plunging into the ‘interior’.
Once more, we see the language of descent and plunging (IV 8 [6] 7, 10: &ig 10 €icw dvotto).
Yet, the language in this passage also gives us an important detail about the soul, namely that
it occupies a ‘middle rank’ (IV 8 [6] 7, 5: péonv t1a&wv). Thus, the soul is, by nature, a mediator.

If the soul itself is a mediator between intelligible, namely nous, and sensible realities,
then it seems that there is little reason to posit subtle forms of embodiment that are responsible
for reconciling the soul-body relationship. Thus, the soul does not need to put on layers of
subtle matter to interact with the body. Instead, as we observed above, it is the higher soul that
puts on the lower parts of the soul to interact with the body. Thus, following what Plato tells us
about the soul at Laws X, namely that it is a mediating entity between form and matter, it would
appear that for Plotinus too the soul is a mediating entity between nous and hylé. Thus, it would
appear that an important reason for not needing a mediating body between soul and body is
that the soul itself is equipped to facilitate this interaction.

7. Conclusion

Plotinus uses the lower parts of the soul to facilitate the soul-body relationship, making the
doctrine of the ochéma pneuma superfluous to his thought. Thus, while this does not altogether
answer the question of how material and immaterial substances interact, it does save us from
kicking the proverbial can down the philosophical road by introducing mediating bodies
composed of subtler matter. Above, we reviewed the source for the doctrine of the ‘chariot’,
reviewed the three sorts of matter present in Plotinus’ thought, and noted /loci in Plotinus’
thought where the ochéma could be asserted, but more often isn’t. We concluded by
documenting the fact that the lower parts of the soul, in addition to the body, are considered as
accretions. Thus, for Plotinus, it is the lower soul that takes up the functions that the ochéma
plays for other Platonists.
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